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    Dedication 
 
    To Teresa Daw for her inspiration. 
 
    This book came about when the lady that works the reception at my office asked how I come up with ideas for my stories. Paused on my way out the door, I spent the next five minutes inventing a main character, giving her an event that would cause change in her life and then throwing in a curve ball that would become a story arc. The idea simmered for six months and grew in its potential until I just had to write it. The adventures you are about to read could never have been if lovely Teresa hadn’t asked that question.  
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 Surprise 
 
    Mostly I was dumbfounded. At myself that is. How had I not known? How had I not seen any signs? They had tried to deny it, but it was all too obvious. 
 
    My husband was sleeping with my best friend. 
 
    Even thinking the sentence in my head was too much to bear. I was driving on autopilot and going far too fast. A blast of horn as I whipped around a corner and nearly took off the front of a van as it crept cautiously from a junction, broke my reverie. 
 
    I sniffed loudly and gulped back the awful pain in my throat. I wanted to cry and howl and wail, but the tears wouldn’t come yet; I was still too stunned. As I slowed my car to a pace more likely to ensure I arrived at my destination in one piece, I replayed the scene in my head. 
 
    A diary mix up on my part was what had caused today’s revelation. How long would it have gone on if serendipity hadn’t intervened? I thought Maggie and I were getting our hair done today. I didn’t yet know if I was right or she was, but she clearly had a different day planned; one which involved having sex with my husband. 
 
    Maggie and I had attended school together many years ago, meeting on our very first day and had been firm friends ever since. Our lives diverged as adults when we pursued different careers, but I met Charlie when I was nineteen and that had curtailed any thoughts of a career of my own. In contrast, Maggie had moved to the city and made her fortune, landing a job in publishing which turned into a great career and then a business as she opened her own firm at thirty-nine. Now she worked mostly from home, going to the office maybe once a week to oversee what was happening. 
 
    Her own husbands, there had been three, had all left her and she hadn’t visibly grieved about any of them. She just opened a bottle of wine with a shrug each time and kept moving. She had always been a bit of a man-eater, but I had never imagined she was capable of this. 
 
    Charlie had gone to work this morning or at least that was the ruse I fell for. As he went out the door, I received my perfunctory kiss on the cheek then settled in front of the TV to watch last night’s Dancing on Ice final. Our hair appointment was listed in my diary at eleven o’clock so at half past ten I had swiped on a dab of makeup to hide the bags under my eyes - bags that had appeared literally the morning after my fiftieth birthday - then snagged my keys from the hook by the door and left the house.  
 
    Maggie lived in the next village just a couple of miles away. We had both grown up in East Malling and I still lived there but Maggie had swapped her houses like her husbands, each time moving into a bigger and swankier place so she now had a six bedroom oast house on the outskirts of sister village West Malling. Goodness knows why she wanted so much space, it was huge for one person, but I suppose it wasn’t as if she had to clean it, she had a cleaner for that and a gardener for the garden and an odd-job man to boot.  
 
    It was almost laughable that when I pulled onto her expansive driveway, my first thought was that the car parked next to her house was “Just like my Charlie’s”. It was only once I was out of the car that my brain caught up with me: It was Charlie’s car. 
 
    Even then, my innocent brain told me that the two of them must be colluding on something for my birthday in two weeks’ time.  
 
    Silly Patricia. 
 
    I didn’t want to spoil whatever surprise they were planning, but I was super curious to discover what they might be up to. At the front door, I rang the bell and waited. I had to ring it again before it was answered, but it wasn’t Maggie at the door, or my husband, Charlie. It was her cleaner, a young woman whose name I could not remember. She looked like a mum with young kids in need of an income that fitted around school hours. She had a duster and cloth in one hand and wore yellow marigold gloves that contrasted almost violently with her all-black leggings, baggy t-shirt and trainers outfit. I was a cleaner myself, a job I had started twenty years ago when my dreams of having children had been finally and irrevocably dashed. It wasn’t a glamorous job, but I got to keep my own hours, I was my own boss and I sort of liked peeking into other people’s lives. 
 
    The young lady was looking at me expectantly, ‘Hello,’ I said. ‘I’m Patricia, Maggie’s friend. She’s expecting me.’ 
 
    The woman just nodded her head and moved away from the door so I could come in and shut it behind me. She had headphones on, the kind that go right over the ear that are popular again now, and I could hear the music coming from them though I couldn’t make out what it was. It was clear that speaking to her was pointless unless I shouted. 
 
    As she drifted away, I put my bag down and called out, ‘Maggie. We are going to be late.’ 
 
    She was somewhere in the house, but while it was large, it wasn’t so vast that my voice wouldn’t carry to wherever she was. I kept quiet about Charlie being here. If they were planning a surprise for me, I didn’t want to ruin it, so I played along, pretending that I hadn’t seen his car. 
 
    ‘Maggie,’ I called again when I got no response, but then I heard movement upstairs. It sounded hurried, flustered, and the first tendrils of doubt crept into my head. 
 
    Why would they be upstairs? 
 
    Curious, I walked through the house to the foot of her winding spiral staircase. It was at the back of the house inside one of the two oast towers. By the time I arrived, I could hear Maggie on the landing above me. 
 
    ‘Maggie?’ I called out. ‘What’s going on?’ 
 
    Looking up, I saw her face as she came down the stairs. Her hair was a mess and she was wearing a dressing gown. Her eyes were wide with panic, at least that’s what I took it for. 
 
    ‘Maggie?’ I prompted again when she didn’t answer.  
 
    ‘Patricia what are you doing here?’ she asked. Now halfway down the stairs, she was still tying her dressing gown around her waist. 
 
    Automatically, I said, ‘We have a hair appointment.’  
 
    She paused to check her mental calendar. ‘No, that’s next Monday. The 11th at four o’clock. Don’t you remember? We forgot to book it and that was the soonest she could fit us in.’ 
 
    I had written the 4th at eleven o’clock by mistake. I shook my head to clear it. ‘Where’s Charlie?’ I demanded, remembering suddenly that my husband was here and not at work and there were a lot of clues lining up that I didn’t like the theme of. 
 
    ‘Charlie?’ she started. Looking back now I think she was trying to find a lie that might work, but I was advancing on her now, little mousy Patricia starting to storm up her stairs. ‘Charlie, he’s ah… he just popped around to…’ 
 
    She didn’t get to finish the sentence because I shoved by her on the wide stair and carried on up to the top floor. 
 
    ‘Charlie,’ I yelled, the sense of rage overtaking me. Conflicting emotions telling me I was about to make a giant fool of myself because of course he wasn’t here having sex with my friend. There would be a perfectly rational explanation for his presence, and I would look like an idiot while also feeling relieved. 
 
    My first assumption had been right though. As I rounded her bedroom door, he was hastily trying to get his belt back through the loops on his trousers. His jacket was on a hanger hanging from the knob of a wardrobe and his shoes were placed side by side neatly beneath it. Not only had he just been having sex with my best friend, it had been going on so long that the passionate fumbling to get each other’s clothes off had diminished to the point that they neatly hung their clothes before getting down to it.  
 
    I had no words. 
 
    Charlie stared at me, his eyes like a rabbit caught in headlights, able to see the onrushing danger but powerless to do anything about it. He was frozen in time, his belt half-on as he waited for me to say something or perhaps wracking his brain for the credible lie that might get him off the hook. Before he could assure me that it wasn’t what it looked like, I turned around and left. I was lost, bewildered, confused and even though I was moving my feet, I had no sense of purpose. I passed Maggie in the upper hallway without sparing her a glance and found myself back in my car without noticing how I got from A to B. 
 
    I had stayed that way, locked inside my own disbelieving head until the horn blast had jolted me back to reality. I was nearly home but I had no idea what I was going to do when I got there. Did I open the gin? Maybe. Did I cut up all his clothes and throw him out? Tempting. 
 
    Part of my problem was that Maggie was the person I had turned to my entire life whenever I had a problem. I had suffered several miscarriages, the worst one at five months. They were distant memories now, the most recent almost two decades behind me, but it had always been Maggie that I went to. Even back in our school days, it had been Maggie that was my shoulder to cry on over boys or that terrible day when the Bay City Rollers split up. Now I had the worst thing I had ever faced, and I had no one to turn to. 
 
    I have other friends of course, but not ones that I felt comfortable going to with this. Had it not been Maggie he was cheating with, I would have packed a bag and turned up on her doorstep begging to be taken in. She would have let me in and told me I could stay as long as I needed to. 
 
    As that thought echoed in my head and I pulled my car onto the driveway on my own house, I realised that I couldn’t stay here. I had to get away. It was a small village, and everyone knew me. The humiliation was one thing and I didn’t want to face it, but I couldn’t stay because this was our home. I stared at it through the windshield of my car now, feeling nothing but revulsion. We had built the home together. Charlie had a good job even when we met. He had trained as an actuary and worked in London at a big firm. He was twenty-four when we married and bringing home a great wage but he said at the time we needed to borrow all we could and buy the biggest place we could barely afford rather than play it safe and move again a few years later. He believed the house prices were about to boom and had been right. If we had waited, we might never have afforded it. 
 
    Now it represented betrayal. I squeezed my eyes shut willing the tears to come.  
 
    After ten seconds I gave up. All I had was anger and the vague start of an idea. 
 
    Cutting up his clothes or breaking his precious record collection wouldn’t hurt him. Taking his bank account away would though. Charlie did accountancy work all day long so one might expect that he would do the house finances as well. He refused to though. He always had, complaining that he didn’t want to look at books and numbers at home as well. The housekeeping, the money in savings, it had always been my responsibility. They were joint accounts but I doubted Charlie even knew where I kept the passwords for the online login. He might not even know how much was in there. 
 
    I nodded to myself as my plan took form, undid my seat belt and went into the house. I opened my laptop and hit the power button as I flicked the kettle on. Then I changed my mind about the cup of tea and went to the drink’s cabinet for gin.  
 
    I cannot tell you where the calm, dispassionate approach came from, but in the next thirty minutes I had packed three suitcases with more than half of the things I owned and a stack of books I had been meaning to read and had transferred all of the money – a whopping ninety seven thousand four hundred and twelve pounds and eighteen pence out of the various accounts and into my own current account.  
 
    The banking apps had kept asking me if I was sure and pointing out that I would get no interest on the funds if I removed them from the high-yield savings accounts, but I steam-rollered straight over their advice. I knew what I was doing. 
 
    With two fast and strong gin and tonics in me and breakfast a distant memory, I decided that a third was a bad idea. There would be plenty of time for gin soon enough. 
 
    I was going on a cruise. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Southampton 
 
    I had been trying to get Charlie to come on a cruise with me for as long as I could remember. In the beginning, he had laughed it off as something we couldn’t afford even though we both knew we could. Then he had started on the excuses, reasons we shouldn’t go such as we might not like the other people on the boat, we might not like the boat, and it wasn’t like we could get off once we were at sea. In the end, he had admitted that he just didn’t like the idea of being on a boat. I think he actually had a phobia of the ocean or something.  
 
    He liked Cornwall. We went to Cornwall every year, apart from once when I stamped my foot and made him take me to Spain. Spain had been awful though, the weather had been unseasonably hot, there had been a plague of little biting flies and we had both got a tummy bug resulting in everything we ate going straight through us. He had held it over me ever since, so we went to Cornwall every year. It wasn’t that I didn’t like Cornwall, I loved the place. It was quaint and romantic and there were so many forgotten little fishing villages tucked into the cliffs where they had barely changed in hundreds of years.  
 
    There was more to the world than Cornwall though. So much more. I saw it in travel magazines and on TV shows. My friends went away. My father had been conscripted into the Army when he was younger but stayed in uniform beyond the two years he was required to serve and, in his words, had travelled the world. Everyone was getting more from life than me. I had been accepting my lot for long enough, and now, with no reason to stay and every reason to go, I was on my way to Southampton where the cruise liners all stopped, and I was going to hop on the first one available. 
 
    Southampton was little more than an hour from East Malling, which was just long enough for me to calm down and question what I was doing and what had caused my husband to cheat. Was it my fault? Had I caused this? 
 
    I had gained a few pounds. That was something I couldn’t hide from. At school I had been on the gymnastics team and had continued running for fitness until some point in my thirties when I just stopped. I couldn’t say why I had, it had just happened. Then I bought a larger dress size without worrying about it. There was a vague memory that at the time I had told myself not to worry, I would lose the weight soon enough. But I hadn’t, and I had never really tried to. 
 
    Now that I thought about it, maybe this was partly my fault. Our love life had tailed off, but that was natural and normal, wasn’t it? We had been together for thirty years, surely it was normal that we had sex less often now. But he was having sex without me. Was it because I had allowed myself to get fat and Maggie hadn’t?  
 
    A speed camera flashed as I passed it. 
 
    Oh, lord! How fast was I going? My glance at the speedo revealed that I was doing eighty-seven. I was on the M3 passing Waterlooville in my little Ford Fiesta and I had just been caught speeding. I never went over the limit. If asked, I would have said that my car wouldn’t do eighty-seven. 
 
    What was with that anyway? My husband had a six-figure job and drove a Bentley, but he had argued that when we went out, we went in his car so there was no need for us to own two expensive cars and like a fool I had never put up much of a fight. Somehow, I had been driving a second hand, worthless car for more than a decade while sitting on bank accounts full of cash my husband paid no attention to and I made my own money. Was that on me? Or was it on him? I was getting angry again. Angry at myself and at Charlie for separate reasons. No matter what I had done, Charlie had no right to cheat on me. That much I was certain of. 
 
    My internal back and forth took me all the way to the docks at Southampton where I discovered I had no idea what I needed to do next. Large, billboard-sized signs guided me to the port and there, as I turned one more corner, was a huge ocean liner. Between me and it was a vast carpark filled with cars of every colour and size. The ship was still half a mile away across the slab of tarmac and as I drove toward it, and it filled the view completely, I felt my heart rate quicken. Excitement and anxiety competed to be the dominant emotion. 
 
    A steady stream of people were heading toward the ship, toward an entry point at ground level in the centre of the ship’s side where the process of filtering down into a line to gain access had created a crowd. I looked around for somewhere to park and in doing so spotted a glass-fronted portacabin bearing a sign that read Ticket Office on its roof. There were parking spaces in front of it. 
 
    I left everything but my handbag in the car as nervously, I went inside. Inside, the portacabin was a plush office with two immaculate and prim looking ladies in a blue uniform with dusty yellow neck scarves.  
 
    ‘Good morning,’ one said. ‘Are you looking for an upgrade? Or to book your next trip?’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly,’ I said. My pulse was hammering in my head now. This was daft. What was I doing? 
 
    ‘Please take a seat. Marie and I will be able to help with your enquiry,’ she indicated to the seats in front of the desk she was sat behind. 
 
    ‘Can I get you a drink?’ Marie asked, getting up as I sat down. 
 
    I stared at her for a bewildered second. ‘Err, yes please.’ My mouth was dry from the gin I had knocked back an hour ago. 
 
    Marie walked a few feet to where a coffee machine sat on a table. It was one of the ones that could dispense anything from tea to coffee to hot chocolate and more.  
 
    ‘A coffee, please. Two sugars,’ I said when she paused by the machine. 
 
    ‘One coffee, two sugars coming up.’ There was a happy bounce to her voice, like she loved her job and getting coffee was the best part of it. 
 
    ‘Now what can we do for you?’ asked the lady that had first addressed me. I glanced at her name badge where I read Bianca in bold letters. 
 
    ‘I want to buy a ticket for a cruise,’ I said with as much casual confidence as I could muster. Could a person even buy a ticket at the port? Was that a thing?  
 
    Marie placed a coaster in front of me and a small white cup on top of it.  I thanked her but didn’t pick it up for fear I would rattle and spill it. I was feeling foolish and exposed and that was heightening my nerves. 
 
    ‘What sort of cruise interests you?’ Bianca asked as she swivelled a computer screen to show me some of the many options. ‘We have packages in all price ranges. Our Caribbean cruises are very popular as are our shorter excursions to Scandinavia. Have you sailed with us before?’ 
 
    I gulped. It was time to go for broke. With a slight tremble in my hand, I pointed out of the window. ‘I want to go on that one.’ 
 
    There was no mistaking what I wanted. The ship filled everything in view.  
 
    Bianca risked a glance at her colleague. ‘That ship leaves in just a few hours. I can check if there are any available rooms if you would like me to.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, please,’ I breathed a silent sigh of relief that she hadn’t instantly said it wasn’t possible, but now I was also worried that there might not be any rooms left. Surely such a massive vessel couldn’t be one hundred percent full though? 
 
    As Bianca tapped some keys, Maria picked up the questions, ‘Where is it that you are hoping to go? This vessel is the Aurelia. Its first stop is Madeira and then it is on to St Kitts in the Caribbean. A lot of people will fly home from there of course but it will travel onward to America, stopping at Miami and New York before…’ 
 
    Bianca cut over the top of her, ‘I’m afraid there are no rooms available, Mrs…’ 
 
    ‘Fisher. Patricia Fisher. Really? No rooms at all? I really need to get away,’ I heard pleading in my voice. I hadn’t thought this through at all, I had just reacted and now I worried I might have to go home again. Where else could I go? 
 
    ‘The only room available is one of the upper deck royal suites,’ Bianca explained. Her tone made it very clear that she had seen that the room was available but hadn’t considered me a person that could afford it. She hadn’t said it, but I was feeling uppity about it, nevertheless. 
 
    ‘How much is it, please?’ I asked.  
 
    ‘Oh, err. That depends which cruise you wish to take.’ Bianca was surprised that I had asked and was now looking at the screen again, no doubt looking for the figure that would shock me. ‘Our shortest cruise…’ 
 
    ‘I want around the world.’ It had come out more forceful and determined than I had expected. I never spoke to people like that.  
 
    Bianca glanced to see if I was serious, saw that I was and clicked the mouse again as she squinted at her screen. I was going to pay for the royal suite and go around the world in style. How dare she think I couldn’t afford it? 
 
    ‘The three-month around the world cruise, starting and ending in Southampton and staying in the royal suite is… seventy-three thousand five hundred pounds.’ Bianca locked eyes with me, perhaps wanting to see how I reacted to the number. Could she see the blind panic in my eyes? She looked away again. ‘Of course, that comes with over two thousand pounds worth of on-board spending money, and as a guest in the royal suite you have complimentary breakfast and lunch everyday that you are on board and free access to all classes and entertainment.’ 
 
    Oh, well that’s okay then. 
 
    Seventy-three thousand pounds. Oh, my God. What was I going to do? ‘And there are no other rooms?’ I asked. There had to be another room. There just had to be. 
 
    ‘I’m afraid not, Mrs Fisher. This is our largest, newest and most popular ship and this is the most popular time of year for cruises.’ 
 
    ‘When is the next ship that does have space for me?’ I asked, my voice now barely more than a whisper. The confidence of a few minutes ago, now long forgotten. 
 
    Another mouse click, ‘Next Tuesday the Anubis docks. I can check that for you if you like.’ Bianca and Marie were both maintaining their professional politeness, engaging with the crazy woman and trying to help her. 
 
    I picked up my bag from the floor by my chair. I couldn’t wait here until next week.  
 
    ‘Thank you,’ I mumbled as I floated out of their office, my brain barely connected to my body and operating on autopilot. Okay, it had been a crazy idea, but what did I do now? I got back into my car and turned on the engine but as I pushed the gear stick down and back to engage reverse, I stopped. 
 
    What did I do now?  
 
    Was I supposed to go home? What then? Patch things up with Charlie? I wasn’t ready to see him yet. How could I even look at him? I wanted to cut his thingy off and mail it to Maggie. But if I didn’t get on the ship, what did I do? I was a fifty-two-year-old, overweight woman with no proper career and a marriage in tatters. I had no children, I had no real friends, the only one I had was sleeping with my husband and everything I knew, everywhere I considered to be home, everyone I knew, would remind me of my cheating git of a husband. 
 
    I slipped the gear stick back into neutral and turned the engine off again. Yes, it was nuts. Yes, it was almost all my money and yes it was probably a really stupid thing to do, but I was getting on that boat and I was going to have the time of my life.  
 
    With my jaw set and my lips pursed, I shoved the door to the portacabin ticket office open again, and stormed in with purpose in my stride. 
 
    ‘I’m doing it,’ I declared.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Aurelia 
 
    Forty minutes later I was at the back of the crowd of people funnelling into the ship. I had a suitcase balanced on top of a suitcase that I was dragging behind me and another suitcase that I was kicking along in front of me.  
 
    My car was parked surprisingly close to the ship in an area reserved for the royal suites. I had parked it between a Maserati and Rolls Royce and then had a fight with the two security chaps there as they assured me the area was reserved for guests staying in the royal suites. When I produced my ticket, I thought they were going to argue and claim it was counterfeit. I didn’t fit the mould. I got that. I had a car worth less than the other guests’ shoes and I didn’t look like I had any money at all. Even my suitcases looked cheap – because they were.  
 
    They let me pass with a polite look of disbelief and though I suspected they were supposed to carry my luggage or call someone that would, they didn’t. As usual, I said nothing and put up with it. So, I had to struggle with my stupid suitcases and the one I was trying to push along in front was fighting me every step of the way. It had four little wheels, but one kept digging in, stopping the suitcase in its tracks and threatening to topple it.  
 
    Just as I joined the back of the queue, it dug in again. I kicked it once more, but it didn’t move. Just a few more feet and I could put my other suitcase down without the other people still joining the queue swarming around me to get on board first. I put my knee against it and shoved. It tipped over forward away from me. I lunged to grab it, but the suitcase I had on top of the suitcase I was dragging shot forward with my motion and fell onto my back leg. As that went out from under me the suitcase in front fell over forward with my hand still grasping the handle so that I performed an untidy plié and fell on my arse.  
 
    Laughter erupted from the crowd in front and behind me. It wasn’t just me on the floor they were laughing at though, it was the burst suitcase and the size eighteen knickers that had strewn themselves across the floor that caused the most amusement.  
 
    Wishing the floor would just swallow me and knowing no one was coming to my aid, I swore quietly and started grabbing my underwear. A teenage boy handed me a pink pair of lacy pants. ‘Here you go, gran,’ he said as he laughed and ducked back to his family. His dad high-fived him as they laughed. The wife knew it wasn’t funny but did nothing to berate them as she tried to hide her own mirth. 
 
    As I stuffed the last of the offending garments back in my bag and wondered what God had against me, a hand touched my arm. ‘Are you alright, madam?’ I looked up to find a man in a bright white, spotless uniform with four gold loops around each cuff. He had a matching white hat with a black peak on his head and the shiniest black shoes I had ever seen. He was perhaps forty, or maybe very late thirties and was exceedingly handsome. He was tall too, at least six feet three inches.  
 
    ‘Just a little suitcase trouble,’ I explained. Behind the man, half the crowd were still watching me, waiting to see what hilarity I might provide next probably. Meanwhile the people still streaming from the car park were adding to the crowd of people waiting to funnel onto the boat and all I wanted to do was get on board and set sail before I had a chance to come to my senses, ask for my money back and run away.  
 
    He saw me glance at the crowd queuing at the door, ‘Perhaps I can help you, madam. I’m Alistair Huntley, the captain of this fine vessel and your servant.  May I ask, are you travelling alone?’ 
 
    ‘Err, yes?’ I replied as if I was asking if that was okay. I fumbled for my ticket, but I didn’t have to say anything as he reacted as soon as he saw it. 
 
    ‘Madam, our royal guests do not queue to enter the ship.’ He turned, raised his hand and clicked his fingers at two men who were stood doing nothing much near the entrance everyone else was queuing for. They rushed over, clearly subordinate to the man trying to help me. ‘Rex, Harrison, take the lady’s bags.’ As they picked them up, I noticed that one of the men was much older than the other. His age out of place simply because the very menial task of carrying luggage felt like something a junior member of staff would perform. Where the younger man looked barely eighteen, the other was well into his fifties. They both smiled politely, making eye contact as they took my belongings. The younger man had the fresh look of youth. Where he shaved, undoubtedly a requirement of the job rather than a necessity, it was clear that his facial hair wasn’t really growing yet. The older man had a scar that ran through his left eyebrow and down onto his cheek. His left eye was clear and bright though, so whatever injury had caused the scar hadn’t robbed his sight. As they stood up with the luggage to await further instruction, I saw his right hand was missing two fingers. The captain asked me, ‘May I have the name of your suite, please, madam?’ 
 
    I had no idea. I stared at my ticket, looking for the line of text that would provide the answer he sought.  
 
    When I looked back up, he said, ‘If I may, madam,’ taking the ticket from my unresisting hand. ‘The Windsor Suite. A very popular choice, madam. You have exquisite taste. May I escort you to your lodgings?’ he asked as he offered me his arm to take.  
 
    Goodness. I could get used to this.  
 
    I looped my arm through his and we left the rude boy and his father and all the other riffraff behind as I was escorted to a private door hidden beneath an awning not fifty feet from where the crowd were still queuing.  
 
    As we walked, the man engaged me in polite conversation. ‘Madam, as captain, may I personally welcome you aboard Aurelia, the world’s largest ocean liner. Aurelia was launched in March 2017 right here in Southampton by Queen Elizabeth herself. She was built in Belfast by Reilly Shipping and took three years to construct. The interior fit was completed in South Africa and took a further nine months.  To keep it stable they had to make the ship very wide. It is one hundred and two feet wide which means the Aurelia can only just fit through the Panama Canal, as it is just one hundred and five feet at its narrowest point. About thirty feet of the ship sits beneath the water, which is a small percentage of the ship's overall height. There are twenty decks, fourteen of which are for the guests. The bottom six house the two thousand five hundred staff, provide storage space for fuel, food and other provisions and the ship’s mighty engines. Aurelia is one thousand three hundred and twelve feet long. For comparison, the infamous RMS Titanic, was eight hundred and eighty-three feet long. In terms of space available, the Aurelia is nearly five times larger than the Titanic.’ 
 
    While he was talking, and I was looking about and trying to take in as much as I could, we boarded an elevator. I had expected stairs but remembered he had just told me that the ship was twenty stories high. Of course, there were elevators. There were probably escalators as well in some of the open areas. One thing was clear, I was going to need a map. As it travelled upward, the music playing quietly in the background changed. I had never consciously noticed lift music before but when the new track came on it was Lady in Red by Chris De Burgh. The stoic façade I wasn’t aware I was clinging to started to crack. Charlie and I had danced to this at our wedding. It was the song he had picked for our first dance. He said it reminded him of the night we met. 
 
    The elevator pinged, and the doors swished silently open to allow bright sunlight from outside to flood in. We were now high above the land outside, my view uninterrupted, save for some glass, all the way over Southampton and the South Downs and beyond. I couldn’t focus on it though, my eyes beginning to well up. 
 
    The captain was still talking but had finished telling me about the ship he proudly captained. ‘One final word of caution, madam. We have recently suffered several thefts from passengers staying in our best suites. Jewellery mostly. I can assure you we have our best men on it, but please make sure your priceless and most sensitive belongings are securely locked away in the room’s safe.’ 
 
    I almost laughed at the concept: I didn’t have priceless jewellery. But the laugh choked in my throat. I was giddy with all that was bombarded my senses. I was being treated like royalty, a deliberate strategy no doubt reserved for their top guests given the price they pay but I doubt many get escorted to the suites by the captain himself. It was all too much. The song had finally struck home what had happened to me today. I was a spurned woman, my husband giving his affections to another. The captain’s steady arm was the thing keeping me upright as the emotion of the day threatened to overwhelm me, but even that couldn’t stop the tears as they finally broke through the flood gate and began to run down my face. 
 
    ‘Here we are, madam,’ said Captain Huntley proudly as he stopped me in front of a large door marked with the title Windsor Suite at eye height. As he let go my arm and reached for the door, I looked up at him with tears silently streaming down my cheeks and he saw the mess I had become. His eyes widening in a brief flutter of panic and confusion, ‘Is everything alright, madam?’ he asked. 
 
    The door to my suite was open and he was guiding me inside. My luggage was already stacked neatly on a low table clearly designed for unpacking. However, as I took in my palatial surroundings and tried to answer his question, that was when I elected to dissolve completely. 
 
    ‘No,’ I sobbed, the words coming out distorted as I began bawling. He was trying to free himself of me, no doubt he had other duties to attend to, but he was the rock I was clinging to, metaphorically and physically as I wrapped him into a hug and leaked saline into the pristine white cotton of his uniform. ‘My husband cheated on me,’ I managed between wracking sobs. 
 
    I heard another person enter the room and could feel the captain gesticulating instructions rather than speaking. I felt sorry for the man, but I couldn’t let him go for fear I would plummet into a chasm of grief I would never climb out of by myself. 
 
     A hand touched my arm. The new person wanted my attention. My eyes were squeezed shut, but I opened them now to see who it was. A young man of mixed race with a kindly face was looking back at me and I realised how mental I must look. I had the poor captain locked in a bear hug, my arms around his back to hold on while his hands and arms were trying not to touch me. He was leaning away even as I was leaning into him.  
 
    ‘Sorry,’ I sobbed. I let him go, almost collapsing when my legs disagreed with the request to support me. The young man caught me, a gentle arm going around my waist.  
 
    ‘Let’s settle you on the bed, madam,’ he said, his tone soothing, his voice a little effeminate but carrying a perfect English upper-class accent. 
 
    In the distance I heard the captain’s voice, ‘Madam, I’m afraid I have other duties to attend to. I must leave now, but I leave you in the very capable hands of your butler, Jermaine. He will see to all of your needs.’ 
 
    I blinked through the tears as I looked at his face, ‘Butler?’  
 
    ‘Of course, madam, all our royal suites have a live-in butler in an adjoining cabin.’ He apologised again, then escaped while he could. I didn’t blame him, but the embarrassment I felt only added to the crushing burden of negative emotions engulfing me. I turned to the younger man, knowing that I looked a fright but unable to do anything about it. In the next minute, he helped me onto the bed where I continued to bawl wordlessly while he closed curtains and turned on table lamps to make the room dark but not black. Then the young man knelt at the side of the bed and took my hand. ‘Now, why don’t you tell Jermaine all about it and let’s see if we can’t work this out together.’ 
 
    I let my gaze find his face. It was fixed with an encouraging smile that made me want to trust him. On a random Tuesday in June, on board the world’s largest ocean liner in their most fabulous suite, I poured out my heart to a total stranger. I cried and I cried and I cried, my throat aching from the effort of it and eventually I slept. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Exploring 
 
    I slept fitfully, a violent dream I instantly forgot causing me to wake as I thrashed against an imagined force. Beside my bed was a pitcher of water, condensation running down it told me it was cold. I sat up and poured a glass. It was refreshing but it wasn’t what I wanted. Now that I was awake, all the misery of my life was back, and I wanted to drown it with alcohol.  
 
    I needed to get up, not least because I needed the bathroom. I was hungry also, but in wondering where I could find a restaurant and what food they might serve, I remembered that I had a butler. The concept made the earth tilt beneath my feet.  
 
    I had a butler. His sole job was to make my life a pleasure.  
 
    My suite consisted of eight rooms and was bigger than my house. Jermaine’s quarters were located in an annex to my kitchen and contained laundry facilities and such like, so that he was never far away and always available.  
 
    I loved Jermaine already. He had held my hand as I talked and sobbed and sobbed and talked and had told me to, “Not be shedding no tears for no man,” somehow delivering a colloquial sentence in his upper-crust voice. I knew he was right, but once the tears had started flowing, I had found it hard to switch them off.  
 
    I had been blurting out my thoughts to him as if we were old friends. Telling the poor man about how my husband and I hardly ever had sex any more and when we did it was clear he wasn’t excited at the prospect. I told him about Maggie and her trim waist compared to mine and how I really needed to lose weight on this trip so I could win him back, and then got onto the subject of how much money I had just spent on this silly, ridiculously expensive and indulgent room.  
 
    ‘Don’t you worry, madam,’ he had soothed me, ‘all these things can be corrected.’ Jermaine explained that we were stopping at Madeira in two days and in St Kitts three days after that. I could disembark at either place but was more likely to find a flight from St Kitts since I had barely any time to arrange one from Madeira. I could fly home and I would be given a partial refund that would be equivalent to roughly ninety percent of the amount I had spent less the cost of my initial five days. It was a huge relief. Jermaine also promised to introduce me to his friend Barbie who was a physical training instructor in the upper-deck gym. She would help me shed a few pounds while I was on board if that was truly what I wanted. 
 
    He made it all sound so easy. Eventually, the emotional roller-coaster caught up with me and I had crashed into a deep sleep. While I was undoubtedly snoring like a warthog, he had unpacked and ironed my clothes, organised my jewellery and made the suitcases disappear. During my stay he would ensure my room was kept clean, though it wasn’t his job to clean it, he would bring me whatever I needed and act as my guide if I wanted. Anything I needed him to do, probably up to and including wiping my bottom, was in his job description. 
 
    At some point while I was sleeping, the ship had set sail. I could feel a faint vibration in my feet when I forced myself off the bed, whose covers I had never made it beneath, and decided my grief wasn’t going to get me anywhere. I had to get my life in order. I was on this ship now and there was no option to get off for the next couple of days.  I would turn things around, arrange to get off at Madeira or St Kitts and fly home. There I would find Charlie full of apology and we would talk things through. I still couldn’t decide if I shared the blame for his infidelity, whether I had driven him to it, but I was his wife and we would find our way through it. In the meantime, I would eat sensibly and lose some of the unwelcome weight I had gained.   
 
    I found a bathroom, the haggard woman looking back at me from the mirror was not a welcome sight. No one should have to look at that. It was another thing I was going to have to fix. I had money in my account. I could get a tan and buy some makeup and spend some on better clothes.  
 
    An hour later, I had bathed and dressed and done my best to find an outfit choice that didn’t look like I was going to the supermarket. I was getting hungry as I hadn’t eaten since breakfast some eleven hours ago, though I had found a fruit bowl in the room and eaten a banana. I was certain they would have something healthy for me to eat here. Perhaps some poached fish or a salad would suffice. 
 
    Though I was slightly concerned I would lose myself and need to find a guide to get back to my suite, I set off to find a bar and restaurant. It didn’t take long. The moment I stepped outside, the delicious aroma of exquisite food assailed my nostrils. My stomach gave a meaningful growl.  
 
    ‘Can I help you, madam?’ asked a man in a blue uniform. He wore the same dusty yellow around his neck that Bianca and Marie had, but his was a tie. He was spotless and immaculate just like all the other crew I had seen. 
 
    ‘I’m looking for a restaurant?’ I answered, making my reply a question. 
 
    He smiled in return, ‘Follow me please.’ 
 
    He led me around a corner, the sound of chatter now audible as he walked me through a mighty pair of ornate double doors. They had opened automatically I thought but passing through them I discovered a pair of young men holding them open. This place was so swanky they had two men employed just to open and close the doors. 
 
    ‘Would you like to be seated for dinner now, madam, or will you be taking a drink at the bar first?’ 
 
    We were heading toward a man that I took to be the Maître d’. He was dressed in… I didn’t know what it was actually called but he looked like he should be serving food at Downton Abbey. His white jacket ended near his knees at the back in what I think are called tails.  
 
    I gulped. I felt so out of place. I was convinced that everyone was looking at me, judging me and wondering what I was doing in their exclusive club. However, when I worked up the courage to look about the room, I saw no eyes on me. Even so, it did little to calm the rising unrest I felt. 
 
    ‘I think a drink might be necessary,’ I croaked, my voice coming out as little more than a whisper. 
 
    ‘Very good, madam,’ he replied. As we passed by the Maître d’, my guide quickly introduced him as Frederick and explained to him that I was the guest staying in the Windsor Suite. He didn’t slow his pace, but I caught an appreciative nod from the man as if the name of my cabin meant something. 
 
    Across the restaurant, we arrived at the bar and once again I had to swallow hard as I took in how grand it was. All the men were wearing suits and ties, all the ladies were in cocktail dresses, and I was the plainest person in the room. I wasn’t the only person without a partner though. Directly in front of me was an old man. He was sitting on a bar stool with his thin legs dangling. He peered down his nose at a cocktail menu, struggling with his bi-focals perhaps. Beyond him a pretty girl in her early twenties waited patiently for his order and beyond her was a range of gins that would rival anywhere on the planet. 
 
    Finally, I felt at home. 
 
    ‘I’ll leave you with Vanessa,’ my escort said. ‘When you are ready to eat, just let her know and Frederick will come to you.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ I replied, my eyes mostly on the bottles behind the bar. 
 
    He said, ‘Have a good evening, madam.’ I turned to say something in reply, but he was already gone, weaving his way back through the room. Another member of staff making me feel like royalty. 
 
    As I took the seat next to the old man, he looked up at me, ‘Good evening,’ he said. He was looking over the top of his glasses now, smiling at me politely. He might be eighty years old or possibly older, it was hard to tell, but he had the slightly withered look that many people get as they age. Fading away gracefully, his suit had a neat waistcoat and a chain that led from one pocket to the button in the middle and then to the pocket on the other side where I assumed I would find a watch. He still had hair on his scalp, mostly white and a bit wispy, but it was combed neatly to the right in a style he might have been keeping for fifty years or more. 
 
    ‘Hello,’ I replied with a smile of my own. ‘Do you mind if I join you?’  
 
    He smiled up at me confused, then his attention swung to the left before he could answer me, and his elderly wife appeared by my shoulder. Wordlessly, he stood up and went with her arm in arm to their table, never giving me a second glance. Glumly, I settled onto the nearest bar stool. 
 
    I glanced down at my hand. I had taken off my rings and dumped them in my purse; my left hand now looking odd without the trio of engagement, wedding, and eternity rings I had worn for so many years. An obvious band of pale and smooth skin was visible. It sent a skitter of worry through me that I now looked like a cheating wife out to pick up a man for the night. Nothing could be further from the truth. 
 
    I locked eyes with the pretty girl behind the bar. ‘A gin and tonic please. Make it a double and use the Hendricks gin, please,’ my voice came out with steely determination. I might be confused about everything else, but I knew how to drink gin. The diet could spare me one gin and tonic surely. I was certain I had read that it was the lowest calorie alcoholic beverage. Or one of them at least. Vanessa placed a large bulbous glass in front of me filled with gin, tonic, ice and cucumber.  I took a mighty slug of it, the powerful botanicals crashing into my taste buds in a kaleidoscope of flavour. I gripped the edge of the bar and stamped my right foot twice in ecstasy. Even if the world was filled with cheating men, I could always rely on gin.  
 
    Twenty minutes later and lost in silent contemplation, I had sunk three stiff drinks and was beginning to feel the effects. Sitting at the bar in a funk of my own misery, I was emitting a negative vibe so strong that a space had cleared around me. The two bar stools to my left and right were all empty as those that had approached soon changed their minds and went elsewhere. All the other parts of the bar were filled with patrons.  
 
    I knew I needed to get up and get something to eat, my feet were not responding to the messages I sent them though. I would eat (alone), then wander back to my suite (alone) and spend the night in the huge sumptuous bed (alone) before… 
 
    ‘Would you mind if I joined you?’ I turned to find a man standing next to me at the bar. He was hesitating as if unsure which way I would answer or if I was waiting for someone. He was quite handsome and had broad shoulders that gave him a muscular appearance. I estimated his age to be very late fifties, but he had a good head of thick hair, most of which was grey but still retained his natural dark brown colour in places.  
 
    I opened and closed my mouth a couple of times as I tried to form a coherent sentence. Finally, I managed to say, ‘Okay,’ really showing off my dazzling wit.  
 
    He signalled for a barperson and settled himself onto the stool next to me. Vanessa arrived, her sweet smile in place. He ordered a beer for himself and before I could protest, he had another gin and tonic placed in front of me. 
 
    He put his hand out and said, ‘Jack Langley.’  
 
    ‘Patricia Fisher,’ I replied. ‘Thank you for the drink.’ 
 
    He held his glass up and waited for me to raise mine. Seeing no way out, I clinked my drink against his as he said, ‘Cheers,’ with some gusto, ‘You’re new on board, right? Came on today, yes?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ I was being cautious but now worried I was bordering on rude. Relenting, I said, ‘It was a spur of the moment thing. I hadn’t really planned it.’ Jack appeared to be by himself and perhaps he just wanted some company. He was being pleasant and not lecherous, not that I had any thought in my head that he might be interested in me, but I decided there was no harm in having a conversation. ‘Have you been on board long?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Some months actually. I have become a permanent fixture almost.’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t that expensive?’ I asked. My question was reactive, I hadn’t thought it through first so only once the words had left my mouth did I realise I was now rudely asking about the man’s financial situation. Thankfully there was no one else in earshot, except perhaps for one man, another loner, who had positioned himself at a table near us in the bar. He was very deliberately not looking our way but looked odd because he was wearing his sunglasses still even though he was indoors. I had spotted him reading over the top of them as he perused the bar menu. 
 
    My attention came back to Jack as he was speaking again. ‘Well, I’m a retired jewel thief,’ he joked while wiggling his eyebrows at me. ‘I’m sure you will have already heard about my antics stealing ladies jewellery. They seem to be warning everyone as they come on board now. So, with all that I can afford it. How about you? I was passing the Windsor Suite earlier and saw you going into it being escorted by the captain no less.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, like I said, it was a spur of the moment thing. I hadn’t really thought it through. I am planning to get off as soon as I can and fly home.’ 
 
    ‘Really? Well, no time to lose then,’ he said as he upended his glass. ‘You have but a few days to celebrate.’ 
 
    ‘Celebrate what?’ I asked, the misery in my voice obvious to anyone within ear shot. Then to drive the point home, I snapped out, ‘I caught my husband cheating on me with my best friend. I don’t have anything to celebrate.’ 
 
    ‘On the contrary, my dear,’ he countered, raising his hand once more to attract Vanessa. ‘You are either newly single, which is something in itself to celebrate, or you are on a voyage of discovery that is undoubtedly long overdue. If you get off at the first opportunity, will you ever get back on? For the rest of your life you have this one chance to enjoy the absolute luxury of staying in the best room on the biggest ocean liner and all that it has to offer. If you fail to grasp that and wring it for all it is worth, then you will have missed out and the opportunity will be gone.’ 
 
    His words had some merit to them. The ship had set sail. Did I really want to sulk in my room until we arrived in St Kitts? ‘Okay,’ I said yet again.  
 
    ‘That’s the spirit.’ Vanessa arrived in front of him. ‘A bottle of Bollinger and two glasses please.’ 
 
    My eyebrows found their way to the top of my head. I hadn’t drunk much champagne ever and Bollinger had always been out of my price range. Also, the gin was taking hold and if I didn’t eat soon, I would be drunk. ‘I need to eat,’ I announced. 
 
    ‘I’ll get you a table.’ Vanessa had overheard me while she delivered the champagne and two glasses.  
 
    ‘Great idea,’ said Jack as he picked up the bottle in one hand and the glasses in the other. Whether I wanted it or not, I had a dinner companion. He wasn’t unpleasant though and Charlie had provided my dinner conversation for thirty years, this might be a refreshing change.  
 
    As it turned out, it was. Jack was able to talk with intelligence about the places the Aurelia would stop, explaining in detail about some of the amazing places he had discovered. After a while though I realised he was telling me nothing about himself and any questions I posed were deflected by the same joke about being a jewel thief.  
 
    I had already asked how long he had been on board twice, so I tried a different approach and asked how long he planned to continue cruising.  
 
    ‘Forever perhaps. There’s no extradition from a ship and I am still wanted in several countries. Even when we dock in, say America, where they most definitely want to arrest me, I am safe as long as I stay on board the ship. Only when I go ashore can I be arrested.’ I was starting to wonder if he was joking or not. The only personal fact he provided was his place of birth in Brooklyn, New York. His accent would have given it away so perhaps he wasn’t telling me anything after all. He distracted me from revealing anything further by asking me questions instead. The first was the most obvious one to ask since I had already revealed the events that had led me here. His prying was done gently though, enquiring whether I wanted to talk about it, rather than asking what had happened directly.  
 
    I didn’t want to talk about it. Not really. But I couldn’t come up with a reason why I shouldn’t, so I told him all about my marriage, about my day and admitting how blind I had been and for how long. I managed to keep my emotions in check, but I sunk another glass of champagne, saw that the bottle was now empty and ordered another bottle. I was taking Jack’s advice and grasping the opportunity before it was gone. I guess I knew that I was getting quite squiffy, but I really didn’t care. My room, excuse me, rooms were staggering distance from my current location. I would be able to find my way there or I would flag down one of the lovely crew and have them escort me.  
 
    Or perhaps they might carry me.  
 
    A carry sounded good.  
 
    Jack was asking me something. I was trying to concentrate on his words, but my eyes were getting really heavy. 
 
    ‘It looks like we ought to be getting you to bed, Patricia.’ 
 
    ‘Hmmm?’  
 
    He reached across the table to put his hand on top of mine where it was resting near my champagne glass. I thought for a moment that he was hitting on me but had to dismiss the idea as ridiculous. Why on earth would he? 
 
    ‘You seem a little wobbly, my dear. I shall escort you to your lodgings.’ 
 
    ‘That really won’t be necessary,’ I replied. Or at least that was my intended reply, but my teeth seemed to get in the way when I tried to say necessary, the resulting utterance nothing more than a garbled mess. I clambered out of my chair anyway using the table for support. Then I spotted the man with the sunglasses again. He was peering at us over the top of a menu just a couple of tables over. His actions were just as odd as his appearance with the unwarranted eyewear. I pointed a wobbly arm at him. ‘Hey, that guy…’ I didn’t get to finish the sentence because I leaned on the table as my centre of balance shifted and the whole thing flipped over, throwing cutlery, napkins, drinks and everything else on top of me.  
 
    Flailing around to get up, smothered by a tablecloth I couldn’t escape, I could hear feet hurrying toward me and then had hands helping me up. Jack was being aided by two stewards in uniform and waving them off while assuring them that I was fine. 
 
    I tried to apologise for the mess, but probably just sounded drunk. The guy with the sunglasses was gone. Why had he been watching me? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Missing Jewels 
 
    When I woke in the morning, I lifted my head to look about, had a moment of panic when I didn’t recognise the room, then remembered where I was and flopped awkwardly over onto my back. Then the memory of the previous evening flooded back to make me groan at my own stupidity. I had a dry mouth from the over-indulged gin and champagne and a terrible sense of embarrassment. Yet again, there was a pitcher of water on the nightstand. It was just out of arms reach, and the effort required to get to it eluded me.  
 
    When had I last been drunk? I couldn’t remember. Then horror washed through me as I realised I couldn’t remember getting back to the room, nor how I had got into bed. I lifted the duvet to peer beneath it.  
 
    I was in my underwear! 
 
    Who the hell had put me to bed? Surely Jermaine wouldn’t have been so bold. So, it must have been Jack. Had he escorted me to the room? Dredging my addled brain for snippets of memory, I flashed on an image of him walking me back to the suite with his arm around me for support and then him rooting in my bag for the door card. I couldn’t remember his hands helping me out of my dress but perhaps that was for the best.  
 
    I told myself that I had managed to deal with my clothes by myself and left it at that. I needed to get up though. Unsure even what the time was and the room dark from the blinds and curtains, I slowly twisted my face until I could see the clock beside the bed. It was just after eight.  
 
    I wanted to get up, to get moving, to do something with my day that didn’t fall under the banner of feeling miserable for myself.  I had promised myself I would lose some weight and reset my life in the few days that I was away, and had then immediately been swayed by the drinks behind the bar and the delicious food on the menu. How much had I spent last night? I couldn’t remember paying. How did it even work on this cruise? It wasn’t all-inclusive, it couldn’t be with the champagne I had been knocking back last night. A quick check of the contents of my purse would reveal what I had spent.  
 
    Angry at myself, I forced myself up, ignored the banging at the back of my head and went to the bathroom. I drank several glasses of water as I picked up the abandoned clothes from last night. That my dress and shoes were strewn across the floor, I took as a good indication I had taken them off myself. The dress went onto a hanger which I hooked on the front of a wardrobe door. It needed to be laundered but I couldn’t find a laundry hamper to put it in. There was a note on my nightstand from Jermaine instructing me to ring for him when I was ready. Well, I wasn’t ready yet. I needed to feel more human before I dealt with other people, and I had asked him to arrange a session at the gym with his friend, Barbie, this morning. That was going to have to be pushed back a few hours while my hangover subsided. 
 
    My phone pinged, the noise like a knife of guilt stabbing directly into my heart. I hadn’t looked at it since I fled the house yesterday. It had pinged with incoming messages during the drive down to Southampton, but I had ignored it, assuming the texts would be from Charlie. 
 
    Reluctantly, I opened my handbag. The screen of the phone was still lit which made it easy to spot. My phone contained no fewer than twenty-seven missed calls and seven text messages. All from Charlie. The first message read: 
 
    We need to talk. 
 
    That was all he wrote, and it was sent just a few minutes after I had stormed out of Maggie’s house. The next one came more than an hour later when he discovered I was not at home. 
 
    Where are you? 
 
    The rest of them were along the same lines of he was sorry I had to find out like that and blaming himself for being so awful. He claimed he still loved me and hoped we could get through this difficult time. 
 
    The memory of the previous day washed over me like a tidal wave, leaving guilt and sorrow in its wake. What on earth had I been thinking spending so much money on a stupid whim. Charlie would kill me when he found out. My heart ached at the thought of him. He wasn’t perfect, but he was my husband. The only one I thought I would ever need. Should I call him and explain? We would talk about what had happened and… And what, then? I would take him back? I would, wouldn’t I?  
 
    My brain ached more from the conflicting emotions than it did from my hangover. I wanted to reset the clock and not know about his affair. Or set it back even further and give him no reason to cheat on me in the first place. But then… How long had it been going on? Had it started while I was still thin? Had he been unfaithful with other women besides Maggie?  
 
    Once a cheater, always a cheater. Wasn’t that what they said? He was to blame here. But… wasn’t I to blame also? I couldn’t decide, and I had no one to talk to about it. I needed to put my rings back on though. I felt bad about taking them off. 
 
    I was certain I had put them in my purse and I meant to check it to see whether I had spent any money last night. I had no memory of doing so, but it could easily be the case that they put the bill on my room tab or something. I dug though my handbag but couldn’t find my purse where it should be.  Perplexed, I questioned what I might have done with it. My rings were in it along with all my credit cards and bank cards and goodness knows what else besides. Had I put my rings in it though? I was more worried about them than the silly bits of plastic that were easily cancelled and replaced. Had I left them in the car? My memory was a bit swiss cheese, but I was sure I remembered seeing them in the purse last night before I set off for dinner.  
 
    The next ten minutes was spent rummaging the room. Opening drawers I had definitely not opened before but I checked anyway because I had already checked everywhere else.  
 
    The rings weren’t here. Then the answer hit me like a slap to the face. 
 
    Jack had taken them along with my purse! 
 
    Was it meant to be an extension of the joke about him being a jewel thief? If so, I didn’t find it very funny. I pressed the buzzer to summon Jermaine. 
 
    ‘Good morning, madam,’ he said less than half a second later which made me jump clear out of my skin. He wasn’t in his quarters as I had imagined but was in the next room waiting for me to request his presence.  
 
    ‘Come in,’ I called, one hand on the surface in front of me to support my weight while my heart restarted. I had managed to find some old sports clothing to put on and a pair of running shoes that had never once been employed for running. I didn’t remember packing any of it, but Jermaine had laid it out neatly for me to find. 
 
    ‘What can I assist Madam with this morning?’ Jermaine asked, standing almost to attention in my doorway. 
 
    His presence in my life as my personal butler was too much to take on top of all the other strangeness. ‘Jermaine, you know I am not royalty, right?’ 
 
    ‘You are to me, madam.’ 
 
    I sighed. ‘Jermaine, I don’t need a butler, I need a friend. Someone I can talk to. If you call me madam again, I swear I will scream. My name is Patricia.’ 
 
    He stared at me, his eyes a little wide while he tried to decide what response to give. I held up an index finger. I had more to say. ‘My life turned on its head in the last twenty-four hours. I’m just a simple woman with simple desires. All this,’ I indicated around the room, ‘is too much for me and it is freaking me out. I’m getting off in St Kitts in five days’ time and my only plan between now and then is to relax, lose some of the excess me I have gained and try to patch things up with my husband if I can. Can you help me with that?’ 
 
    Jermaine allowed his stiff posture to ease away, his shoulders dropping back and down. ‘Yes, mad… Yes, Patricia. It will be my absolute pleasure.’ 
 
    I nodded my relief. ‘Now, I have something of a problem to deal with.’ His eyebrows lifted, waiting for me to explain. ‘My rings are missing.’ 
 
    His hand shot to his now open mouth. ‘Oh, my goodness!’ Until that moment, he had been portraying a stiff, British, Downton Abbey version of a butler from a different era. There had been a trace of effeminateness to his voice, but now that his guard was dropped, the full-gay man emerged, his gesticulations suddenly over the top. ‘It’s the jewel thief!’  
 
    ‘Yes. I met him last night.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, my goodness!’ he exclaimed again, then his expression changed to quizzical. ‘Hold on, how do you know it was the jewel thief you met?’ I had noticed a change in his accent that I was going to have to ask him about. 
 
    ‘Because he told me that’s who he was. Come on though, I’m pretty sure he uses it as a line to make himself sound dangerous and alluring. His name, assuming it wasn’t fake, is Jack Langley.’ Jermaine was still looking at me in wonder, so I explained a little better. ‘I got a little tipsy last night.’ Actually, I was three sheets to the wind, a good nautical expression, but Jermaine didn’t need to know that. ‘He joined me at the bar, plied me with champagne and escorted me back here. I don’t remember much of it.’ Jermaine’s left eyebrow lifted, probably wondering if there was more to tell. ‘But this morning my purse is missing, and my wedding rings were in it. They are not worth much. Certainly not worth stealing; however, they are mine and I would like them back. Can you help me find him?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Even if he gave you a false name, I am sure we can track him down using a description.’ He turned and left the room, going back into the living quarters area where he used a telephone on the writing desk to call someone. There was a brief conversation in which he did not reveal why he wanted to find Jack Langley but gave the name and asked if there was a passenger aboard by that name. I could overhear enough that I heard the positive answer and a room number when it was given. 
 
    Jermaine thanked the person at the other end and ended the call. ‘He is one deck down on the other side of the ship. I know exactly where he is. How sure are you that he took your rings? Could he have been joking when he said he was a jewel thief?’ They were both fair questions.  
 
    I had been full of indignant purpose right up until Jermaine said we could find him. Now I was faced with having to confront the man from last night, the man that I believed had taken my rings and had been bragging about being a jewel thief. Was he? Or was I about to make a complete fool of myself? 
 
    ‘Perhaps we can just go and have a look?’ I said it as a question.  
 
    He nodded, deep in thought. ‘I feel partly responsible,’ he admitted sadly. ‘I should have asked you about jewellery yesterday and secured it in the safe. Let’s put your other precious items into the safe now, shall we?’ 
 
    It was my turn to nod, although with a wave of embarrassment, I had to admit that I didn’t have anything much of worth with me. There were some diamond earrings that Charlie had given me for our twenty-fifth anniversary and a watch that had some value to it and a few other rings and bracelets that I had grabbed as I ran from the house yesterday. I gathered them up as Jermaine went to an oil painting on the wall in the living area. It was a seascape showing the Aurelia under azure blue skies. It swung outwards to reveal a safe behind it, one with a very solid looking door set flush with the wall. I could see a recessed keyhole and handle. It was like something from an old spy film. 
 
    ‘Where’s the key?’ Jermaine asked. 
 
    I just looked at him. ‘What key?’ 
 
    ‘The key to the safe. I left it in the door yesterday so that Madam could put her jewellery and other belongings in it. I always leave the door open and the key in it so new occupants can find it easily.’ 
 
    ‘I never left the bedroom yesterday until I went out for dinner. I didn’t even know there was a safe.’ 
 
    Jermaine pushed the oil painting back into place. ‘This is perplexing.’ 
 
    ‘Could he have known where the safe was and taken the key?’ I asked. 
 
    Jermaine was lost in thought. ‘I need to report this,’ he was heading for the phone again. 
 
    ‘Shouldn’t we check it out first? Maybe ask him if he took my rings? It’s not like he can escape if he is guilty. Otherwise we might get other people involved and end up looking silly.’ 
 
    Jermaine pursed his lips. ‘Okay. I think that’s a good idea. You don’t think he’s dangerous, do you?’ 
 
    I hadn’t considered that. ‘No, I don’t think so.’ I couldn’t articulate why I thought that, but he hadn’t come across as someone that would kill us both and stash the bodies in a lifeboat. Jermaine was looking at me, I was looking at him, neither one of us quite sure what to do next. ‘So… do we go?’ I asked. 
 
    Jermaine just shrugged. Helpful. 
 
    He was six feet and maybe four inches tall and though he was slightly pudgy around the middle, he was still wide around the shoulders and thighs and had the look of someone that could be a member of a SWAT team or a special forces unit. Despite that, he was looking to me for guidance, his comfort zone of butler duties now well behind him. I grabbed my handbag. It didn’t go with my sweatsuit and trainers, but it was what I had. I inclined my head toward the door. ‘Let’s go.’ Jermaine might be as gay as they came, but he was still a big man and I would feel safer confronting Jack if I had Jermaine standing next to me.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Jack Langley 
 
    With Jermaine in the lead, we easily navigated our way to the room Jermaine said was Jack’s. I was hopelessly lost though, without Jermaine or a map or maybe some breadcrumbs to find my way back, it might take me a week just to find my suite again.  
 
    Just one deck below mine, the rooms were still opulent and expensive explained Jermaine, so whoever Jack was, he had some money. Especially if he had been on board for as long as he claimed. 
 
    Approaching his room number, it was clear the door was ajar. Would we catch him coming out and have to confront him in the corridor? Quickening my step, I closed the distance to his door and reached it before anyone came out. Then I slowed and sort of peeked through the gap between door and frame while listening for noise. 
 
    ‘Cooee,’ called Jermaine from so close to my ear that it felt that the sound had originated inside my head. I jumped and slapped his arm. ‘Sorry,’ he whispered. ‘I’m a little on edge.’ 
 
    His call had been loud enough to alert anyone inside, so I tapped the door and called out myself as I took a tentative step inside the room. There was no answer though. There never would be. Not from Jack anyway. If I had been chewing gum, this would be the point that it tumbled from my open mouth. In front of me there were cleaning supplies spilled all over the floor where the cleaning person had dropped them upon seeing Jack’s dead body. It explained the open door, but also suggested that someone was currently alerting other people to the murder; might as well call it that since I doubted Jack had tripped and stuffed a knife up to the hilt in his own back.  
 
    ‘Psst!’ Jermaine was trying to get me to come back out of the room. I was just inside the door, no more than a pace from the corridor. Rather than obey Jermaine’s urgent gesticulations, I moved to the side, so he could see around me and into the cabin. ‘What is it?’ he asked, suddenly curious. 
 
    Then his face froze for a spilt second, the spell broken when he started to scream. I clamped my hand over his mouth. ‘Shhhh!’ I had never seen a dead body before, never seen this much blood for that matter, but I was strangely calm. Beside me, Jermaine was all but hyperventilating. I pushed him against the wall in concern that he might faint, patted his arm and took a few more steps into the room.  
 
    It was a big room, or rather it was several rooms - a suite like mine only not so great and not so grand. Jack was laying on the floor in front of a couch, his face turned toward the door, his sightless eyes staring at the way out as if his final thoughts had been of escape. All around him the room was destroyed, and I could see into the bedroom where the contents of the drawers had been upended. The killer had been searching for something.  
 
    I just wanted my rings. 
 
    ‘What are you doing in here?’ A man’s voice demanded from behind me. I turned slowly toward it, expecting to find someone in uniform and I was not disappointed. There were no fewer than five uniforms coming though the room’s entrance, four men and one woman. Peeking around the door was a woman in an all-black outfit that had to be the cleaner. She looked Hispanic and middle-aged and white as a sheet despite her tan skin. The woman in uniform was trying to calm her. 
 
    ‘I asked you a question,’ the man said again, but now that I was facing him, I saw the question was directed at Jermaine, his member of staff, not me, the guest. 
 
    Jermaine’s eyes were filled with panic. ‘He’s my butler,’ I announced, fixing the man with what I hoped was a look of confident calm.  
 
    Seeing an out, Jermaine stood himself back upright. ‘This is Mrs Fisher. Mrs Fisher is the guest in the Windsor Suite.’ 
 
    ‘I met Mr Langley last night. I believe he stole my purse and my rings. He kept telling me he was a jewel thief.’ That got their attention. ‘But when I came to confront him, this is what we found.’ I swept my arm to show the man in charge the scene behind me.  
 
    The man had the same pure-white uniform the Captain had been wearing yesterday. His sleeve had only three gold rings around each cuff though. I would ask Jermaine later, but I expected to find that he was the second in command or whatever the correct title was for the man that was one below the captain.  
 
    As I watched, he grabbed Jermaine around his left bicep with a meaty hand. He moved in close to Jermaine’s face, making it look like he was going to whisper, then said, ‘Pull yourself together, man. And take Mrs Fisher elsewhere,’ turning to me he made a feeble attempt at putting on a pleasant face. ‘Mrs Fisher, I’m afraid this is now a crime scene and under my jurisdiction. You will have to leave.’ 
 
    Oddly, I found that my feet didn’t budge. I was feeling indignant. ‘What about my rings?’ I asked.  
 
    He kept the fake smile in place. ‘My staff will thoroughly search and catalogue the contents of the room. If indeed Mr Langley is guilty of taking them, you will be informed. Please leave a description with Jermaine.’ 
 
    Not quite satisfied with it all, I turned around again to look back at Jack and the trashed room. I felt as much as I heard the gruff man cross the room toward me.  
 
    ‘Now then, madam. I won’t have any trouble, will I? I don’t want you to go all amateur sleuth on me and ruin my investigation with any poking about you might want to do,’ his tone stern. It made me wonder if he would have turfed me out physically if he could and then I wondered if my status as the guest in the Windsor Suite was the only thing stopping him. I decided though that there was nothing I could do. Jack was dead, my rings were missing and if they were here then I had to hope they would be found and returned to me. I really didn’t want to see Charlie without them on. 
 
    I strode by the man in charge, who had still not introduced himself, grabbed Jermaine by his wrist and left the cabin without another word.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Suspect 
 
    Outside in the corridor, I let go a breath I hadn’t realised I was holding. Jermaine was right beside me. ‘Who was that?’ I asked.  
 
    ‘That’s the deputy captain, Mr Schooner,’ Jermaine checked behind us and ushered me down the corridor a few feet before adding, ‘He’s a real ball-buster. Most of the crew refer to him as the Captain’s Rottweiler.’ 
 
    Well, I didn’t like him. In my head, I acknowledged that I didn’t know the man, but he stood in contrast to all the other staff I had interacted with so far in that he had not even attempted to be pleasant. I had to wonder what he might have done if I hadn’t left when I did. He looked ready to physically remove me. I could hear him now barking orders inside the cabin, the door of which suddenly slammed shut.  
 
    ‘We should go,’ advised Jermaine. 
 
    I hesitated. ‘What about my rings?’  
 
    ‘Do you have a picture of them?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Probably.’ I was scouring my head to remember if I had something on my phone I could use.  
 
    ‘If not, a description will have to do. If they are in there, I am sure Mr Schooner will find them.’ 
 
    ‘Do you think they will find all the other missing jewellery?’ I asked, but I spoke again before Jermaine could, ‘Sorry. Silly question. You know as much as I do.’ I glanced back down the corridor toward Jack’s door and froze. Well, sort of froze, I stopped moving and grabbed Jermaine’s arm to stop him.  
 
    He said, ‘Ow,’ where I had pinched his skin. I shushed him and pushed him into a doorway so we were mostly out of sight. ‘What’s…’ I shushed him into silence again.  
 
    ‘We are being watched,’ I whispered. ‘There’s a man down the corridor, hiding behind a plant. He was in the restaurant last night, by himself and he was watching me then too.’ 
 
    ‘Who is he?’ Jermaine asked.  
 
    I shook my head. ‘I think that’s something we need to find out. Don’t they say the murderer always returns to the scene of the crime?’ 
 
    Jermaine drew in a sharp intake of breath. I turned to get a hand over his mouth in case he was going to squeal again. ‘Sorry,’ he mumbled through my fingers. ‘This is all a bit much. I mean, I have watched British crime dramas on TV and there is always someone getting murdered, but I didn’t expect this when you came on board.’  
 
    I wasn’t sure what he was babbling on about, but I wanted to see if the man followed us. ‘Let’s head back to the room,’ I said, making myself visible in the corridor again. I wanted the man to see us and despite an almost incontrollable urge to see if he was following, I couldn’t look to see if he was for fear I would tip him off that I had spotted him.  
 
    Jermaine followed a step behind, quickly catching up to say, ‘Your suite is the other way.’ 
 
    ‘Then let’s take a circuitous route to get there. Whatever you do, don’t look, but we need to see if he is following us. We can do that when we turn a corner.’ 
 
    ‘Okay,’ Jermaine agreed reluctantly.  
 
    We very shortly came to a wide atrium, the corridor ending as it emerged into the sunlit area. There were glass panels to our left and right, I guess that should be port and starboard although I couldn’t tell you which was which for my life. Glorious blue skies were all around and there was a bustle of people going here and there. A pair of escalators joined this deck with one below it, passengers and staff alike getting on and off ahead of us.  
 
    To our left, I spotted a bank of shops. Grabbing Jermaine’s hand to make him hurry, I fast-stepped it to the shop, swung inside and found my way to the display window so I could look out and watch for my suspect. 
 
    ‘Can I help Madam with anything?’ asked a stiff French accent from behind me. I hadn’t even looked at what sort of shop we had gone into but since I was now peering from between ballgowns, I had to guess it was a dress shop.  
 
    ‘Just, erm, looking, thank you,’ I replied, lifting a price tag to inspect it in a fake display of taking interest. The number staring back at me from the tag would have made me spit out my beverage had I been drinking.  
 
    ‘Perhaps Madam would be interested in the sale on the next level?’ The lady was trying to be polite while also hoping to convince the badly dressed, plump woman away from her high-end gowns.  
 
    I could feel her coming toward me, but Jermaine intercepted her. ‘Madam is staying in the Windsor Suite.’ It was all he needed to say as the lady’s attitude shifted gear and her voice went from slightly snooty to liquid caramel. 
 
    ‘But, of course. Madam must take her time and inspect the fine garments. Please feel free to try anything on. It can all be tailored to fit. We have a twenty-four-hour service, no charge, of course.’ She continued to prattle on behind me though I tuned her out to concentrate on the passage we had just left.  
 
    The man that I had seen in the restaurant last night sidled out into the sunlight. He was trying to be inconspicuous and in so doing was making himself highly visible. Like last night he had on sunglasses, although to be fair, now that he was out of the passage and into the sunlight, he probably wanted sunglasses on, but the hat and Rainmac, which gave him a Humphrey Bogart-eqsue look were ridiculously out of place. It was his movements more than anything though that made him stand out. He sidled from the point where the passage terminated in the wide atrium until he reached a large plant in a huge pot. Then, from behind it, he pushed two fronds apart to peer through.  
 
    Who on earth was he? Better yet, why was he following me?  
 
    Not able to spot his quarry from his position inside the plant, he stepped out, finally exposing himself and began hurrying across to the glass balustrade so he could check the escalators and the deck below. Whether he saw someone he thought might be me or not I couldn’t tell, but he glanced about to see if he was being watched, failed to see me peeking between the display items in the window behind him and got on the escalator.  
 
    ‘Come on,’ I yelled to Jermaine. He was admiring a plum-coloured off-the-shoulder dress in taffeta when I grabbed his arm again and yanked him after me. ‘He’s just gone down the escalator.’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t that what we want? To lose him?’ Jermaine asked, clearly confused by my actions.  
 
    ‘No. I want to know why he is following me.’ We got to the escalator but the man had already got off at the bottom. I made Jermaine go in front of me so I could hide behind him. The man in the daft hat and coat didn’t look back up though, he looked around, couldn’t see us, and by the time we got to the next deck down, he was gone.  Standing in the middle of the wide space, with a confused butler hovering next to me, I wriggled my nose and wondered what I was doing. Surely, I should be reporting the man to someone and asking them to investigate his odd behaviour. Instead I was doing exactly what Mr Schooner had warned me not to do: I was amateur sleuthing. Only thing is, I have no idea what I am doing or even where to start. Even though I was thoroughly curious about what had happened to Jack, I couldn’t work out what I could do about it. How would I go about the process of snooping around? Would I recognise a clue if I found one?  
 
    Frowning at myself, I admitted I was being silly. I was dragging poor Jermaine around on a wild-goose chase for no good reason and he was politely putting up with my antics because he was assigned as my butler.  
 
    ‘Sorry, Jermaine. I’m not usually this crazy.’ Jermaine kind of shrugged to say it was fine.  
 
    Perplexed by indecision and doubt, I forced myself to focus on something I could do. I had sworn last night that I would find a gym and shed a few pounds while I was on this trip, and there were more important things for me to do than snooping around, such as finding out how to curtail my trip, get my money back less the amount I owed them for passage to the Caribbean and work out how to arrange a flight home. Plus, I seemed to have skipped breakfast.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fitness and Diet 
 
    On the way back to my suite, I asked Jermaine what the process was for curtailing my trip and whether he could help me to arrange a flight home. He was, of course, ready to assist with that and with all my needs including that of providing me with a healthy diet and some physical activity. I had a lot of conflicting priorities rampaging around my head: win Charlie back; find my wedding rings; work out who the mystery man tailing me is. However, thirty minutes later, as I was standing outside the frosted glass door of the upper deck gym, I put them all on hold. Some exercise as a distraction would be good for me. 
 
    I pushed the door open and went in. ‘Hello,’ said a lycra-clad, size zero image of female perfection as I cautiously ventured inside. ‘Mrs Fisher? Jermaine said I should expect you.’ 
 
    ‘Hello,’ I replied. I was willing my feet to move forward, but they seemed quite reluctant. I had been a gymnast until my twenties and distinctly remembered having a thin waist at the time. It was a distant memory though, the hours of honing and stretching so far in the past that they might just as well have never happened. ‘Are you, Barbie?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ she replied brightly, then saw my hesitation and came to get me. I had a brief thought of escape but missed my chance as she was taking my hand and leading me in. 
 
    Nuts! 
 
    ‘So, what is it I can help you with, madam? Would you like some general fitness exercises to perform or would you like to transform yourself while you are on board? I understand you have booked the around the world cruise. Three months is enough time to transform your body or find your inner strength. You set the goals; I am just here to help you realise them.’ 
 
    Barbie had a permanent smile, just like the doll. It was beguiling somehow, and I fell under her spell. I meant to say that I was planning to get off at the next opportunity, but my lips betrayed me. Before I knew what I was saying, I was bragging about being a gymnast a “few” years ago and signing up to get fit.  
 
    She had squealed and clapped her hands in excitement before snatching up a clip board with a form for me to sign. I filled it in wondering if it was actually a waiver so the firm couldn’t be sued after I had a heart attack in the gym. 
 
    ‘I’m so happy,’ Barbie said. ‘We are going to become so close. Is it okay if I call you Patty? I just know we are going to have the best time. I love helping people find their inner strength. Okay let’s go!’ Her brain seemed to be wired directly into the mains. It was hopping from one thought to the next, her sentences coming out in a torrent. She led me from the reception into a side room that had a scale on the floor and a chart on the wall, plus an odd-looking device that reminded me of the set of dividers I used to have in my school geometry set. These where twenty times the size though.  
 
    ‘First we need to establish our baseline to work from,’ said the gorgeous stick-insect as she ushered me onto the scales.  
 
    If I could have come up with a reason why I couldn’t be weighed I would have, but my brain wouldn’t fire, so I stepped unhappily onto the device half expecting it to yell, “One at a time,” as I did. I glanced at Miss Perfect, but all she did was look at the number the scale displayed and tap the tablet in her hands to note it. She then took a tape measure and noted the girth of my hips, chest, thighs and arms and then picked up the giant dividers. 
 
    ‘What are they?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Callipers,’ she answered while failing to explain, but as she advanced, it was obvious they were to be used to measure the excess on my belly. A final entry on the tablet and she set it down before bringing her face up to mine. ‘Ready?’ It was a rhetorical question though, as she then grabbed my hand and all but bounced through the next frosted glass door and into the gym itself, which from henceforth will be known as Igor’s Dungeon of Pain. 
 
    Barbie took me through some stretches, warming me up gently she said, then put me on a treadmill with a slight incline to walk for five minutes. After two minutes I was sweating profusely and out of breath.  
 
    Barbie came over to check on me. ‘Okay, I think you are warm now. Shall we get started?’ 
 
    ‘Started? I think I’m okay for today. I don’t want to push it?’ 
 
    This was the point that I realised my mistake. Barbie’s perfect smile faltered. ‘Push it?’ she squeaked. ‘You don’t know what pushing it is. It’s time to get fit, Patty. Let’s go!’ The last two words were bellowed in my face like a sergeant major to a new recruit. Terrified and confused by her blend of encouragement and rage, I spent the next hour jumping, running, getting up, getting down, and lifting weights which included myself and all with the personal guidance of my very own personal torturer, I mean trainer. 
 
    I kept trying to stop because I needed a rest. Each time she would say, ‘Is that how you get fit? Is that how you get your figure back? Does resting burn calories? I don’t think so. Get moving!’ 
 
    Then, just when I thought I might pass out she said, ‘Well done, Patty. That’s it for this session.’ I stared her dead in the eyes because I thought for a moment that it was a cruel trick of some kind. It wasn’t though. The session was over, and I had survived. 
 
    ‘You did ever so well. How are you feeling?’ she asked. I held up a hand to ask for a moment of respite then threw up next to her feet. 
 
    ‘Ewww,’ she said as she quickly backed away. ‘That’s nasty.’ 
 
    On wobbly legs, I backed away and collapsed. Honestly, I think I might have lost consciousness if I hadn’t got my head to the floor first. Looking back, I should have seen the warning signs as the other gym patrons looked horrified when I went in to the gym with her. I guess they had seen her in action before. Laying on the floor, sucking in deep, ragged breaths and thankful to still be alive, I decided I didn’t really want to be fit and get thin after all. Once I had escaped the gym, I wasn’t coming back. 
 
    Barbie knelt next to me and said, ‘Jermaine said you wanted help with nutrition as well. It’s about lunchtime and after that work out, your body will be craving nutrients. Shall we go to lunch together? I can help you select the right food to aid weight loss and replenish your energy levels.’ 
 
    ‘Okay,’ I managed weakly. Willing myself to get up didn’t seem to be working. Lifting an arm, I said, ‘I might need a hand here.’ 
 
    Barbie laughed at me as she said, ‘You are so funny.’ Behind her an orderly type person, wearing the same cleaning outfit I had seen on the lady at Jack’s apartment, began to throw something absorbent over my vomit.  
 
    With legs that threatened to go on strike I took a step toward her. ‘Here let me.’  
 
    ‘Oh, goodness, no,’ said Barbie as she moved to block my path. ‘Thank you, Selina,’ she said as she motioned to the lady now on her hands and knees. Then she ushered me toward the door, saying, ‘Let’s get you cleaned up for lunch, shall we?’ 
 
    Thirty minutes later I was wearing a breezy summer dress and being escorted to lunch by Barbie, still wearing her impossibly tight Lycra outfit, her blonde ponytail bobbing along behind her as she tried to explain macro-nutrients and superfoods to me.  It was all gibberish so far as I could tell.  
 
    Apparently, she regularly provided the upper-deck passengers with tailored diets that would enable them to get healthy while surrounded by decadent food designed to make them fatter. While other staff were fed elsewhere, she was expected to accompany the guests to their meals to help them make the right choices, so, as if shackled to my jailor, we walked by the sweet trolley and took a table for two overlooking the prow of the ship and the pool located there.  
 
    With a menu in my hands my belly gave a meaningful rumble. ‘What looks good?’ Barbie asked, adding, ‘I’m going to have the quinoa, kale, and pomegranate bowl with a bottle of sparkling water. There is nothing better than staying hydrated, don’t you think?’ 
 
    ‘Um, yes?’ I hazarded. ‘I guess I’ll have the same.’ The description of the quinoa bowl was not enticing. I wanted the fresh, line-caught cod steak in champagne batter served on a bed of triple cooked chips. Or perhaps the Wagu burger. They both looked far more appetising, but I had to acknowledge that neither one would reduce my waistline. Twenty minutes ago, in the shower, once my heartrate had finally returned to normal and the sweat was washed away, I questioned whether the session Barbie had put me through had really been that hard. Yes, I had been ready to die for most of it, but could I repeat it? I had survived it once. 
 
    ‘How often would you want me back in the gym?’ I asked, trying to keep a light air in my tone as if I was just causally making conversation. 
 
    ‘Oh, that was just a warmup session for me to gauge where your fitness level is. Now we can really start to push you.’ 
 
    Oh, my God. 
 
    ‘We need to fit in at least two hours a day.’ 
 
    Oh. My God. 
 
    ‘Just for the first few weeks that is. After that, once your body is getting used to the punishment, we can add a few extra sessions in.’ 
 
    ‘I’m getting off as soon as I can,’ I blurted.  
 
    ‘Oh,’ she said, slightly taken aback. ‘I thought you were on the around the world package.’ 
 
    ‘I am. I was. I’m not sure,’ I admitted. I opened my mouth to tell her why I was on board in the first place, but our food arrived. A white-gloved waiter delivered the dishes on a trolley, serving them delicately to our place settings. I’ll say this for my healthy plate of bland, it was colourful. It was nothing short of a kaleidoscope of colour.  
 
    The waiter unfolded a napkin with a flourish and placed it on my lap. Then withdrew.  
 
    I stared at the bowl of food. It didn’t do anything. I looked up at Barbie. Her face was set with an encouraging, if slightly, confused smile. I knew what the foods in my bowl were. I had seen them on menus and watched TV chefs doing things with them. I hadn’t actually ever eaten them though. None of them. 
 
    Tentatively, I put my fork in and took a bite. Across the table, Barbie was tucking into her bowl oblivious to my careful inspection. It was good though. Not like a big, fat, juicy burger kind of good, but still tasty and it was healthy stuff. If I had known eating healthy could have tasted like this, I might have tried it years ago. 
 
    Between bites, Barbie asked me, ‘So what changed your mind about the cruise?’ Barbie had no boundaries when it came to topics of conversation. I didn’t have to tell her about Charlie, but I did. It seemed I was telling everyone. Now that I thought about it, who was there that I hadn’t told? The captain had been my first victim, then Jermaine, then Jack last night and now Barbie. I was going to have to stop. I needed to get off the pity party but before I could consider what I needed to do instead, the unwelcome form of Mr Schooner appeared in my peripheral vision. I turned to see what he was doing to discover that he was making a beeline to my table. There was no mistake, he was coming directly at me and I just barely had time to wonder what he wanted before he arrived, a small entourage of other men accompanying him. 
 
    He looked at me but didn’t speak, then inclined his head to Barbie. ‘Leave.’ It was a quietly spoken order that carried no opportunity for discussion. Barbie shot me an apologetic look, dropped her napkin on the table and darted away. She was clearly upset, which made me angry. I might not belong here. I might be the most ridiculous woman ever to sleep in the Windsor Suite, but I had still paid the money and I hadn’t done it so I could be treated like this.  
 
    ‘Come with me, Mrs Fisher. Let’s not make a scene, eh?’ he demanded. 
 
    ‘I shall do no such thing until you have explained yourself.’ He looked startled. Maybe no one ever stood up to him. He recovered quickly though, leaning down to get his face into mine. Though my pulse was quickening, I refused to flinch away. 
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher. You will be coming with me whether you wish to or not. Now you can cooperate and walk out of the restaurant or you can resist, and we can carry you out. Which is it to be?’ What on earth was happening? Had Charlie reported the money stolen and tracked me to the cruise ship? Were they going to lock me in the brig or something? I didn’t need to ask though. Seeing the confusion in my face, Mr Schooner held up a clear plastic bag. Inside it was my purse. ‘You dropped this in Mr Langley’s cabin last night.’ He leaned in even further so that only I could hear him. ‘When you murdered him.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ I shrieked.  
 
    Mr Schooner stood back and instructed his men, ‘Take her back to her suite.’ The four men surrounded me.  
 
    ‘Please, madam,’ one of them implored, not overly happy about the prospect of wrestling a middle-aged woman from the upper-deck restaurant. I complied, standing and allowing them to walk me back to my suite. I was in a daze though and barely conscious of the people looking at me as we passed. 
 
    How had I gotten to this point? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 House Arrest 
 
    ‘You will be handed over to the authorities in St Kitts,’ Mr Schooner explained. I was sitting in one of the high-backed chairs in my suite, lost and confused and struggling to make sense of the ground shifting beneath my feet. ‘The evidence against you is compelling…’ 
 
    ‘What evidence?’ I asked, interrupting his flow.  
 
    He stopped his pacing to stare at me. ‘You were seen leaving the restaurant with Mr Langley last night. Your belongings were found in his room proving that you lied about not seeing him after he dropped you off here and you were found in his apartment earlier today trying to disguise the evidence.’ 
 
    ‘None of that is true,’ I said, then paused for a second. ‘Well, apart from the bit about leaving the restaurant. That part’s true, but I was too drunk to have gone anywhere apart from to bed by myself.’ 
 
    ‘Inebriation is not hard to fake, madam,’ he shot back. ‘It is my task to keep the passengers on this ship safe and part of that task is to deal with crime. I never thought I would have to deal with a murder,’ he shook his head when he said it as if disappointed. ‘You will be confined to your rather palatial suite until we reach St Kitts. There will be a guard outside, so don’t try to leave, Mrs Fisher.’ 
 
    He turned to go but I called after him, ‘Wait. Wait, there was a man last night in the restaurant. He was watching me and wearing dark sunglasses and a Rainmac. I saw him again today outside Jack’s room. He has been following me. He must have something to do with this.’ 
 
    He eyed me. ‘Really? A mysterious man in a Rainmac and a pair of dark sunglasses. Like the ridiculous made up story you hastily concocted about looking for your rings. Please don’t waste my time and insult my intelligence, Mrs Fisher. You have been caught. The decent thing is to accept it.’ With that he strode from the room, the door closing quietly behind him as a man in uniform closed the door and shut himself outside.  
 
    I was alone again. But this time I was really alone. A single tear escaped to run down my left cheek. I swiped at it angrily. I was innocent so there was nothing to worry about, right? The police would investigate, and they would clear my name and find the real killer. Would they though? How hard would they look? Mr Schooner thought the evidence against me was compelling. Would they just lock me up for a few months while I waited for a trial and only then would I be able to plead my innocence?  
 
    I needed Charlie. I needed a lawyer and I needed Charlie. I took my phone from my bag and called his number. As I heard it ring at the other end, I began getting nervous. Would he even answer? What did I say to him when he did? 
 
    ‘Patricia? Is that you?’ It was him. It was Charlie. I wanted to be able to have him put his arms around me and make me feel secure, but he had cheated on me and I didn’t know where that left us. 
 
    ‘Charlie,’ I managed to stammer in reply. 
 
    ‘Patricia tell me where you are, and I will come to get you. I’m sorry, Patricia, I truly am. Just let me come to get you.’ 
 
    ‘I’m on a cruise ship,’ I admitted meekly. 
 
    There was a confused pause at the other end, after which he said, ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘I’m on a cruise ship,’ I repeated. ‘We sailed from Southampton yesterday. I am halfway to Madeira already.’ 
 
    ‘But, how did you pay for that?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry,’ I said as I sniffed back tears. ‘I will be getting off in Madeira if I can and will fly straight home.’ 
 
    ‘Madeira,’ he echoed, ‘I don’t believe this. What on earth are you doing on your way to Madeira, you silly woman?’ 
 
    Hold on. Why was he questioning me? Why was he calling me names when I should be the one shouting at him? I didn’t get a chance to answer though as my door opened without a knock to precede it and Mr Schooner swept in again with a team of men. ‘Search everywhere,’ he instructed them. ‘Let me know if she attempts to intervene.’ 
 
    I had had about enough of his attitude. ‘Charlie, I have to go. I will call you back shortly.’ I hung up the phone and stood up. I’m only five feet six inches but my rising rage was making me feel much taller than that as I crossed the room to get into Mr Schooner’s face. Almost toe to toe with him, while a shocked crew watched, I poked him in the chest. ‘Just what is it that you are going to say to me when I am proven innocent, Mr Schooner? Hmmm?’ I got no response as if the concept was unthinkable. ‘I appear to be staying in the best suite on the entire ship and you are treating me as if I have smuggled aboard and deserve not the slightest courtesy. Have you already proven me guilty? Have you?’  
 
    The rhetorical question gave him cause to pause. He opened his mouth to speak but I pressed on, cutting over him before he could speak, ‘I find you to be rude, Mr Schooner. My rings were stolen, the story I gave you for my presence in Jack’s room was accurate and once I have cleared my name, I will be coming for yours.’ There was a sharp intake of breath from across the room. I was getting carried away and threatening the man in front of me. I really had no idea what I was saying, or where the words were coming from. Meek, mild Patricia was fired up and acting like a princess in a tizzy.  
 
    ‘Very good, Mrs Fisher,’ said Mr Schooner calmly. ‘I have not yet proven your guilt in this matter. Since I think it just a matter of time though, you will find me hard-pressed to extract an apology from. My men will be searching your room for further evidence. I must insist that you stay out of the way while the search is conducted.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps I should speak with the captain,’ I raged, my anger fuelled by his calm. 
 
    ‘The captain is well aware of your circumstances. I can assure you he delegates these matters for me to manage, but please feel free to waste his time with a call if you wish.’ 
 
    I had to fold my top lip over my bottom one to stop myself from swearing. He was an infuriating man. There was to be no arguing with him though, I could see the futility of it. Instead I asked, ‘What am I to do about meals if I am confined to my quarters?’ 
 
    He inclined his head in thought. Then said, ‘I will have a chef assigned to you. He will prepare whatever Madam desires.’  
 
    ‘What about the use of the gymnasium?’  
 
    He looked at me quizzically and I thought for a moment he was going to scoff at my question since I didn’t look like a gym user. Perhaps he then remembered my lunch companion because he said, ‘I will have Miss Berkeley arrange private sessions with you. You will be escorted to and from the gym and have a guard on you while there.’ 
 
    ‘Who is Miss Berkeley? Is that Barbie?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Is there anything else?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet,’ I snapped grumpily as I turned my back on him and stalked back to my bedroom.  
 
    The men employed to search my suite were making fast work of it and they were being quiet, considerate and careful. It was rudely intrusive nevertheless so I was glad when Mr Schooner appeared at my bedroom door five minutes later because I thought he was there to announce they were done. He wasn’t though. 
 
    ‘I need the key to your safe, Mrs Fisher.’  
 
    ‘I don’t have it,’ I replied, boredom in my tone. 
 
    ‘Come now, Mrs Fisher. Failing to cooperate will not help your cause.’ 
 
    I looked up to meet his eyes. ‘Check with my butler,’ I snapped. ‘I haven’t been on board long enough to use the safe. When we looked this morning, the key was gone. Perhaps Jack took it when he was stealing my rings last night. Did you consider that?’  
 
    ‘Very well, Mrs Fisher, you can have it your way. Whatever you are hiding in there will be discovered when we reach St Kitts and I have a locksmith brought on board.’ 
 
    Now I was mad enough to grit my teeth. ‘Get out,’ I yelled, looking around the room for something to throw at him.  
 
    Still calm, he said, ‘Quite the temper you have there, Mrs Fisher. Is that what got Mr Langley killed?’  
 
    There was no way to win with this man. My hand was hovering above a vase of flowers, ready to launch it across the room when I found some inner calm and stopped myself. I closed my hand and let it fall to my side. I needed to emulate the calm that he was forcing down my throat. With Jedi-like control, I took a steadying breath with my eyes closed, then opened them and fixed him with a knowing look.  
 
    ‘Your attempts to provoke me are pointless, Mr Schooner. I will have my apology.’ 
 
    He just grinned at the idea, then turned and walked confidently toward the door. He turned in the doorway for a parting comment. ‘Make sure you disable her internet and confiscate any communications devices. Phone, tablet, anything she can use to communicate with any accomplices.’ He moved toward the door, then stopped and spun around to face me again. ‘Your passport, Mrs Fisher. Give it to me.’ 
 
    ‘I will do no such thing and I don’t believe you have the right to confiscate it.’ I almost stamped my foot in anger. 
 
    ‘I have it here, sir,’ one of the guards said, holding it up. It had been on the desk where I had placed it yesterday. He crossed the room and handed it to Mr Schooner who opened it and inspected it briefly before tucking it into a pocket. Then he was gone, the staff he had left behind like automatons, silently stripping me of my ability to communicate with the outside world.  When one of them asked for my phone I just handed it over. I was angry, but I didn’t take it out on him. Soon I could hear them all moving toward the door. The man that had taken my phone said someone would be back to disable the internet shortly and then I was alone in my suite, surrounded by palatial opulence and trapped like a common criminal. 
 
    I felt an almost overwhelming need to lay on the bed and cry. So much had happened to me in the last twenty-four hours. Doing so wouldn’t get me anywhere though. I was suddenly on my own and even though I was completely innocent, I might still be in a lot of trouble. What if no one believed my version of events? I had to face the very real fact that I might need to find my own way out of this. How did I do that though?  
 
    Okay, Patricia, what do you know?  
 
    I swung myself into the seat at the writing desk and grabbed the mouse for the computer. Nothing happened until I found the power switch and while I waited for the screen to boot up, I grabbed a handy pad of paper to begin scribbling notes. 
 
    What did I know? 
 
    Not a lot was the answer but that was an unhelpful approach.  
 
    ‘Come on, Patricia,’ I geed myself up and wrote, “mystery man,” in the middle of the page. Then I drew a line from that and wrote, “stolen jewellery”.  
 
    The computer finished its start-up sequence and sat waiting for me to use it, but now that I had started scribbling on the pad, I was coming up with more and more bits that I needed to factor in. Someone had killed Jack and though I had no idea what the motive for that might be, it wasn’t much of a leap to believe it was linked to stolen jewellery. I had thought Jack was joking about the jewel thief thing. I couldn’t yet discount that he had been, but if he hadn’t stolen my rings, then where were they? Come to think of it, if he had stolen them, where were they? Had the killer taken them?  
 
    I grabbed the mouse and tapped it a few times to bring up the pointer. With no idea what I was doing and nowhere else I needed to be, not that I was allowed to leave anyway, I was going to research as much as I could and see what I could learn. Typing Jack Langley into a search bar resulted in a dozen hits for different people. I was able to immediately eliminate half of them because they had photographs that were not the man I had met. The rest I had to click on and then study the information to determine that they too were not the right person. In five minutes, I had no Jack Langleys left.  
 
    Had I spelt it wrong. I tried spelling his last name with an E at the end - LANGELEY. No hits at all. I bit my lip. Why couldn’t I find him and what did that tell me? I picked up the cabin phone and pressed the button to summon Jermaine. He appeared about four seconds later.  
 
    ‘Madam.’ I fixed him with a single raised eyebrow. ‘Sorry. Patricia,’ he corrected himself, ‘How can I help?’  
 
    I turned in my chair to face him. ‘Well, I didn’t murder Jack with a knife so what I could really use your help with is clearing my name.’ Suddenly, getting Charlie back and working out the issues with our marriage were a secondary concern that felt almost insignificant. Jermaine looked very unsure, like he was good with butler duties and this fell way, way outside of what he knew how to do. I patted a couch just across from me. ‘Take a seat.’ 
 
    ‘What can I do?’ he asked as he settled into the fabric.  
 
    ‘I have been trying to find out more about Mr Langley, but he doesn’t show up in any search engines I have tried.’ I wafted my hand at the computer screen. 
 
    ‘Okay. That should be easy enough. All the passengers have their passport details recorded at central registry when they come on board so we have a manifest in the event of an emergency.’  
 
    ‘I also need to find the man that was following us today. I don’t know how to do that though. Especially now that I am trapped in here and banned from leaving.’ 
 
    Jermaine pursed his lips. ‘Yes, that is a little more difficult. I couldn’t see his face properly with the hat and glasses.’ 
 
    ‘No. I guess as a disguise it served its purpose.’ Annoyingly so. If I saw him again, I could confront him and tear his hat off, but how could I send Jermaine to do that? Just then there was a knocking noise. I turned my head toward the door across the other side of the main living area we were in, but that was not where the sound had come from.  
 
    ‘Hello,’ said Barbie to get our attention. We swung around to find that she had come in through the kitchen. ‘I got no answer at your door,’ she said to Jermaine. ‘So, I let myself in. I hope that’s okay.’ The last bit was addressed to me. 
 
    ‘Join us, please,’ I replied. ‘Are you alright? Was Mr Schooner hard on you?’ I wondered if he had aimed his unpleasantness at her once he was done with me. He had displayed no concern in barking orders at her when he disturbed our lunch.  
 
    ‘Oh, I’m fine. He’s not very nice, but he is like that with everyone.’ 
 
    ‘He sure is,’ agreed Jermaine.  
 
    Barbie was looking at me expectantly. ‘Was there something you wanted?’ I asked, unsure why she was here.  
 
    ‘Oh. Well, Mr Schooner said I was to arrange some private sessions in the gym.’ I groaned internally. ‘And he said I had to have a guard with me in case you tried to kill me and escape because you had already killed Mr Langley.’  
 
    I rolled my eyes. ‘Sorry to spoil the fun but I didn’t kill him.’ 
 
    ‘Patricia is trying to figure out what did happen,’ Jermaine interjected. ‘There’s all kinds of mystery going on here. Missing jewellery, men in disguise… It’s quite exciting,’ he said brightly. 
 
    I rolled my eyes again. ‘Exciting isn’t the word I would use. I’m accused of murder and under house arrest.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, right. Sorry. I got a little carried away,’ he said meekly. 
 
    Barbie held up her hand. ‘So, who is the killer?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘That’s the bit I have to find out.’ Jermaine and Barbie were watching me. I stood up, gathering my thoughts as I paced a little. They were tracking me as I moved around, waiting for me to say something. ‘I think we need to first work out why he was killed. The killer could be anyone. There’s thousands of staff and guests on board so….’ I had no idea what I was talking about. I was trying to articulate coherent ideas, but I was pulling my concept of how to go about solving this mess from watching daytime detective shows like Ironside and Murder She Wrote. ‘We have to work out why someone would benefit from his death. Was it revenge? Was it motivated by love or sex?’ I was pacing back and forth, a tiny thread of an idea forming as I talked. ‘There is a man that we need to find. Jermaine and I have seen him, but we don’t know what he looks like because he was wearing a disguise. But I can tell you that he is white and probably in his fifties. He fits into this mess somehow and finding him has to be my first priority. I need your help though because I can’t leave the room.’ 
 
    I was pacing back and forth as I talked and had turned to face back toward them when I realised something had been niggling me since Barbie arrived. ‘Barbie, how did you get into the suite?’ 
 
    ‘I came in through Jermaine’s cabin,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Which is connected to my kitchen,’ I added. 
 
    ‘And isn’t being guarded,’ Jermaine finished. 
 
    I locked eyes with Barbie, suddenly energised. ‘Barbie, I need a makeover.’ 
 
    She clapped her hands together excitedly, ‘Yay!’ Then the excited smile was replaced by confusion. ‘Why?’ she asked. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sneaking About 
 
    Getting out of my suite had been easier than I could have possibly imagined because there was a second door that Mr Schooner had failed to take into account. Even so, it still opened into the same wide passage as the suite’s main door which a pair of burly guards in white uniform were now standing outside.  
 
    Barbie and Jermaine had disguised me by putting me in a spare uniform from Jermaine’s closet. In many ways the outfit choice was brilliant as I had to acknowledge there were so many crew going back and forth that I never paid them any attention. Why would anyone else?  
 
    Buoyed by the hope that I was largely invisible, and coupled with the belief that, unless Mr Schooner had circulated my photograph, almost no one knew me, I was still thoroughly nervous during the twenty-four minutes it took to get from my suite to one of the on board theatres. The Aurelia, like other cruise ships to my knowledge, put on lots of different shows so Barbie and Jermaine were taking me to one of the backstage dressing rooms. 
 
    The anxiety I felt proved to have no foundation as not once did anyone spare a glance in my direction. Although, I will say that lots of eyes tracked Barbie’s progress. So many, in fact, and so often that she didn’t even notice it. As you might imagine, the eyes all belonged to scumbag men and several of them made their ogling so overt that we heard a complaint or, in two cases, a slap on the arm from the man’s wife. 
 
    It had been my intention to have Barbie dress me up to look far younger. Maybe add a wig and some glasses to disguise my face, but the uniform worked so well we all agreed I should stick with it.   
 
    Barbie said, ‘I still think we need to change your hair and face a little.’ 
 
    ‘I think I there are some wigs in one of the cupboards,’ Jermaine added helpfully before ducking out to see what he could find.  
 
    Left alone with Barbie, I felt a need to express my thanks. Both of them were putting their jobs in jeopardy. ‘I can’t thank you enough for helping me, Barbie.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, it’s nothing,’ she replied. 
 
    ‘It really isn’t. You could get into hot water if Mr Schooner discovers you smuggled me out.’ 
 
    Barbie shrugged. She had been applying some make up to my eyes but stopped to say, ‘I had considered that. Fortunately for me, people see a pretty blonde woman and assume I am stupid. If Mr Schooner quizzes me, I will dazzle him with my dumbest smile and giggle. You would not believe how many men fall for it.’ 
 
    As she went back to disguising my face, I asked her a question, ‘So, what’s the deal with you and Jermaine? How did you get to be friends?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Jermaine is just the best,’ she grinned, ‘We came aboard the same day just over a year ago and both got lost and arrived late to Mr Schooner’s induction brief. He made us stand up in front of everyone else at the edge of the stage for an hour. I guess we bonded over that. Isn’t it just great having a gay BFF though?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘I, ah. I don’t really know any gay men other than Jermaine. We don’t get many overtly homosexual men where I live.’ 
 
    ‘Well, it is,’ she stated knowingly. ‘They don’t want anything from you. You don’t want anything from them. You can talk about clothes and makeup and boys. It’s really cool. He even has the greatest advice about sex. He knows just what to do with a boy’s junk, because, you know, he’s got one. Once, he told me to…’ 
 
    Just that second Jermaine came back in. He seemed nervous and out of breath, but he was holding a plastic bag that appeared to have a cat in it. 
 
    ‘Ladies,’ he said in greeting. Then he reached his hand into the bag and with a flourish and a, ‘Ta-dah!’ produced what turned out to not be a cat but was instead a wig. 
 
    Of dreadlocks. 
 
    ‘Um,’ I started. 
 
    ‘It’s the best I could do,’ he explained. ‘It will hide your hair.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but won’t I then look like Bob Marley’s white aunt?’  
 
    He shrugged. I looked at Barbie for her opinion, but all I got from her was another shrug. 
 
    ‘Okay, let’s see what it looks like.’ Barbie took the hairpiece, came around behind me and slid it on. It certainly covered all my hair. It also made me look ridiculous. ‘This won’t work,’ I said it as I took it off.  
 
    Thankfully, both my companions agreed.  
 
    ‘So, what do we do?’ asked Jermaine. 
 
    ‘How about a hat?’ 
 
    ‘Staff don’t wear hats,’ he replied. 
 
    ‘The chefs do,’ Barbie pointed out. 
 
    Then an idea popped into my head. I had to find the mystery man. A man who could be anywhere on board the world’s largest ocean liner and might even be wearing a different ridiculous disguise the next time I saw him, so where was the best place to look for him? At dinner. He had to eat, so at mealtimes I could be in the restaurants. The staff in the restaurants were the wait staff. There would be no reason for me to be in there unless I was disguised as one of them but then I would look like me. But dressed as a chef, I could hide my hair. It just might work. 
 
    ‘Barbie, do you know any of the chefs well enough to borrow their clothes?’ 
 
    She thought about that for a moment. ‘Brian seems to have a thing for me. I can ask him.’ 
 
    ‘Ok then,’ I replied, ‘Let’s find Brian.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Mystery Man 
 
    I couldn’t say I felt confident now that I was by myself, but I had been the one to concoct the plan, so I didn’t see how I could back out at this point. All the restaurants, with the exception of the upper deck, were accessible by all guests. The upper deck was reserved for the special guests staying in the top two decks of suites.  I hadn’t known this myself until Jermaine and I had been brainstorming where best to hang out and look for the mystery man. Since he had been in the upper-deck restaurant last night, it stood to reason he must be in one of the best suites and might therefore be reasonably expected to return. 
 
    Let’s just say I had bet all the money on black and didn’t have another play if he failed to show. The bit I hadn’t counted on was how much I would stand out. I was dressed as a chef, so to the guests filing in and seeing the wonderful spread of food I looked like I belonged, but there were other staff wearing the same uniform and they were all doing things. There was a carvery, there was a fresh sushi bar where guests surrounded the two chefs working there and got to watch the mastery taking place. There was a Chinese kitchen set up in a corner where flames shot up almost continually because the chefs there were adding flare and excitement to what they were doing. I was just milling about near the entrance, hoping I could catch a glimpse of the mystery man when he came in. 
 
    If he came in. 
 
    Jermaine and Barbie had seen me to the door of the restaurant before withdrawing, wishing me luck and probably praying I would not get caught so they themselves would not be exposed as my accomplices.  
 
    Twenty minutes passed as I greeted guests when they noticed me and I tried to look like I belonged. 
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ asked a voice from behind me. 
 
    I turned to find another man in chefs clothing staring down at me. He looked grumpy and a bit sweaty and he had a fat belly that made his apron stick out like it was hiding a fuel tank. His accent was German, but his English came out fluently. I opened my mouth to start lying but he held up his hand to silence me. 
 
    ‘I don’t care. Reinhart sent you from the second deck galley, right? You know we are short staffed, so why it is I find you hiding out here when I need you working? That dick. I knew he would send me someone useless.’ He grabbed my arm around the bicep as he turned away and dragged me after him. I could say I resisted but I didn’t because he weighed at least twice as much as me and doing so would have caused a scene and drawn unwanted attention. 
 
    Ten seconds later I was shoved behind the sushi counter. ‘I need Thomas in the kitchen,’ he said as he indicated his head to one of the men. The man quickly finished what he was doing, passed the freshly made green roll thingies to the customer in front of him and darted away clearly sensing the older man’s lack of patience. ‘You can make sushi, right?’ Mr Grumpy asked me. He didn’t wait for an answer though, he had other things on his mind.  
 
    ‘I’ll take a California roll, please.’  
 
    I looked up to find a thin, posh-looking lady with an upper-class English accent staring at me. Around her neck was a string of pearls that looked like they should cost more than a car. I couldn’t see her foot, but the way her lips were pursed made me think she was tapping it with impatience. 
 
    ‘Just one moment,’ I begged while I went to the sink behind me to wash my hands. I had attended a sushi class with Maggie once about three years ago. She had booked it because she thought it would be a fun thing to do and it had been, although what I remembered now was that rolling sushi was far harder than it looked. 
 
    I could stall no longer so I was going to have to bluff my way through this or abandon the hope of catching the mystery man tonight.  
 
    I fixed the lady with a smile. ‘California roll, yes.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ she answered a little snippily as if I had already wasted enough of her evening.  
 
    ‘What’s in that again, please?’ 
 
    Next to me the young man in the chef’s uniform hissed, ‘It’s a sushi roll, rolled inside-out and containing cucumber, crab meat and avocado.’ 
 
    Again, I smiled at the lady as I eyed up the ingredients in front of me trying to find the ones I needed. 
 
    ‘Is this going to take long?’ the woman asked. 
 
    ‘Not long at all,’ I lied.  
 
    The young man’s foot knocked into mine to get my attention. ‘I’m making one now. Copy me,’ he whispered. 
 
    So, I did. His expert hands were a blur though as he laid out rice, neatly sliced avocado and cucumber and delicately added a line of brown crab meat before twisting the bamboo mat like a seasoned professional to produce a six-inch sausage of rice which he then sliced into six perfect rounds.  
 
    He handed his over to the gentleman waiting in front of him. I offered mine to the lady, looking up as I did so to a face that looked like I had just shoved a dead pigeon in it.  
 
    ‘What is that?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘California roll?’ I hazarded. 
 
    ‘After an earthquake,’ the man next to her said, chuckling as he departed with his perfect sushi. Mine was less than perfect. So imperfect in fact it was getting the attention of everyone standing patiently for their turn. As we all stared at the plate, I was offering the lady, the rice started to fall away from the rolls. 
 
    ‘I think I’ll have a salad instead,’ she said and walked away.  
 
    The young man leaned in to whisper again, ‘I’ll make, you serve. Okay?’ 
 
    I nodded vigorously and that was how it worked. Somehow, I was a sushi sous-chef on board the world’s largest ocean liner. I quickly learned that the man’s name was Ian. He was from Southampton and said he knew there was no sushi bar in the second deck restaurant and hadn’t expected me to be any good at making it.  
 
    We worked like that for half an hour before I looked up to address the next customer in line and found myself face to face with the mystery man. Despite his disguise earlier today and his ridiculous sunglasses last night, I was certain it was him. The hair matched and the shape of his face was the same. My jaw hung open for a second. He was going to recognise me.  
 
    ‘I’ll have the Hamachi gunkanmaki, please, with extra wasabi.’ 
 
    I stared, trying to work out what to say. Was I staring at a murderer? Was he the one that had stabbed Jack? How come he hadn’t spotted that he was talking to the same woman he was following earlier?  
 
    ‘The Hamachi gunkanmaki, please,’ he repeated.  
 
    Ian kicked my foot which broke the spell finally. ‘Absolutely, sir. That will be just one moment.’ He nodded and lost interest in me, peering at his phone. I risked a question. ‘Travelling alone, sir? 
 
    He lifted his eyes to look at me through his fringe. At least he wasn’t wearing the daft hat tonight. Instead he was dressed much the same as all the other men with a jacket and tie. ‘Yes, thank you,’ he replied. That he was displeased with the question was very clear.  
 
    I pressed on anyway because I had just learned something. ‘Are you on board for a long trip, or just a short one?’ Ian kicked my foot again. This time I ignored him.  
 
    Now the mystery man lifted his head to look at me, which made me gulp. Had he just worked out that I was his quarry? He opened his mouth, but all he said was, ‘Until I get off.’  
 
    If he had identified me, he was doing nothing about it, but with a small lump of terror now forming in my throat, I attempted to deflect his suspicion and asked another question. ‘Sorry for the questions, sir. You look like someone famous.’ he frowned, ‘Are you, sir? Are you someone famous? Can I ask your name?’  
 
    ‘Flint Magnum,’ he replied just as Ian handed me the mystery man’s sushi. He accepted it with a nod and was gone, forgetting me immediately. I watched as he wove his way to a table across the air-conditioned lounge. He dropped something as he went. He had been putting his wallet into his back pocket with one hand and what looked like a bank card had fallen to the deck as he did. It gave me a perfect reason for speaking to him again as I could now pick it up and hand it back to him. I spotted where he had gone and acknowledged that it was time to act. 
 
    I had to confront him now.  
 
    ‘Excuse me,’ the next person in line wanted to be served. I thought about taking their order but I was only acting the role to spot my mystery man and I couldn’t think of a further use for the ruse.  
 
    ‘Sorry, I’m on my break,’ I said with a quick smile as I ducked out the back of the sushi shack. Ian called after me but his voice was lost to the general din of the restaurant as I followed Flint Magnum’s path. I could see him ahead of me, just thirty feet away and began to compose in my head what I was going to say when I got to him. As I closed the distance, I scanned the floor for the bank card I saw him drop, but I couldn’t find it. I didn’t want to spend too much time looking for it because I was drawing the attention of other guests as I stared at the deck between their tables.  
 
    Eventually, I spotted it, but as I snagged it from the deck and hurried on, I could tell the item in my hand was paper not plastic. Looking down, I saw that I had picked up someone’s business card. I slipped it into my pocket rather than drop it again. I was almost at Flint Magnum’s table, so did I plonk myself down in the seat opposite him and straight out ask him why he killed Jack? Or should I play it more subtly and let him know that I knew what he did even though I had no idea what anyone had done in the hope that he would panic and give himself away.  
 
    I didn’t get to say anything though. I had been staring with such focus at my target that I hadn’t looked at the white uniform crossing the room to my right. It was on a converging path, emerging from between two tables just a pace ahead of me. The man in the white uniform pulled out the chair I was heading for and sat. 
 
    My heart literally stopped as he turned around and I watched in abject horror as Mr Schooner placed his hat on the table and shook hands with Flint Magnum. He was looking at the man opposite him and ignoring me, the chef’s uniform doing as intended and making me invisible. All he needed to do was look up and he would have me though and I could feel myself about to sneeze. Rather than break my stride and draw attention to myself, I continued onward to pass the table. 
 
    As I did so, I could feel the sneeze building, but trying to suppress it, I could hear their conversation. ‘What will you do now that Mr Langley is dead?’ asked Mr Schooner of my mystery man. 
 
    I couldn’t see his face, it was already behind me, but it was Flint Magnum’s voice that replied, ‘It is still missing, so my task hasn’t changed.’ 
 
    ‘Aachooo!’ I sneezed. 
 
    Mr Schooner turned his head just as I drew level with him. ‘Gesundheit.’ I didn’t stop moving or speak for fear he might recognise my voice, but he whipped out a meaty hand to grab my arm. I froze in horror. ‘Send a waiter over with a gin and tonic. There’s a good girl,’ he instructed. I had been holding my breath so long now I could hear my pulse thumping in my ears, but he let my hand go and smacked me on the rump for good measure and laughed a dirty laugh as I hurried away having never once taken the time to look at me. 
 
    What had I just heard? The man that was holding me captive and accusing me of murder was somehow linked to the man I thought might be the murderer. And that man was looking for something. 
 
    Outside, in the quiet air drifting in off the ocean, I all but collapsed. My poor heart! I had thought I was busted, and in the split second between Mr Schooner grabbing my arm and asking for the drink, I had played out a dozen scenarios that had me mopping decks in the bowels of the boat with a chain between my ankles to them constructing an actual jail cell for me to be held captive in. I sucked in gasps of air as I pulled off my hat and put my head between my knees. My goodness, that had been scary. Thankfully, it was a short hop back to my suite and the effort and terror had been worth it as I now had the name of the mystery man. 
 
    Flint Magnum.  
 
    It was an odd name though. It sounded more like a dodgy film star name from the seventies like Rip Torn or Slim Pickens. I was still thinking about the name when I walked up to the security guard outside my suite door. 
 
    Oh, my God! I had been thinking about the mystery man and forgotten that I couldn’t just let myself in! 
 
    ‘Can I help you?’ the man asked. 
 
    I flapped my mouth twice, but no words came out.  
 
    ‘Are you here to take Mrs Fisher’s food order?’ He didn’t recognise me, but then I didn’t recognise him and didn’t think he had been one of the ones that was searching my suite earlier.  
 
    ‘Ack!’ I squeaked, then swallowed and tried again. ‘No, sorry, wrong suite.’ I turned and hurried away. He had been about to let me in but then might have noticed when the chef failed to ever come back out. To protect my ability to venture out again, I needed to maintain the belief that I was trapped inside.  
 
    I kept going in the direction I had been heading, leaving the security guard behind me but Jermaine’s door wasn’t all that much further down the passage. Would the guard be watching me and wonder where the door I went in through went? 
 
    Perhaps it would be better to keep going, find somewhere to lay low and come back later when he was distracted or had changed over for someone else. Deciding it was a good idea, I soon changed my mind three paces after passing his door when I saw the captain coming towards me. He was escorting a nice-looking couple and gesticulating in the same manner he had with me on our way to my suite just a day ago.  
 
    I was trapped again. I couldn’t see how he could possibly not recognise me if I walked right up to him in this tight passage. I was in the uniform of a member of his staff. Would he talk to me? Probably. 
 
    Panicked, I turned around yet again and went back to Jermaine’s door. I grabbed the handle and turned it, desperate to get in before the guard looked my way.   
 
    It was locked! 
 
    Oh, my friggin God!  
 
    I wrapped my knuckles on the door as quietly and insistently as I could. The guard was chatting with a pretty brunette lady but he was going to look soon and the captain was less than twenty feet away. 
 
    ‘Who is it?’ came a voice from the other side. It was muffled but it sounded like Jermaine. 
 
    ‘Let me in,’ I insisted. 
 
    A pause on the other side, ‘Who is it, please?’ 
 
    Sweat now running from my brow from my stomach clenching fear, I squeaked, ‘It’s Patricia,’ as quietly as I could. 
 
    ‘Patricia?’ 
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher. The resident of the suite. Open the door.’ 
 
    The door finally opened just before the captain got to me. My weight was against it so I tumbled inside, bowling over Jermaine as I went head over heels to land on the floor in a heap.  
 
    From my inverted position I looked up to discover that it was not, in fact Jermaine, but an altogether different person I was looking at. Confused, I looked around as I tried to right myself. This wasn’t even Jermaine’s room. 
 
    I had just busted my way into the wrong butler’s cabin! 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Evening 
 
    Having apologised and excused myself, I left the poor man alone again and found myself back in the sunlit passage once more. Somehow, in finding myself trapped between the captain and the security guard, I had missed that there was a second door next to Jermaine’s. The suite next to mine must be a reverse image which would put the butler’s accommodation right on the other side of a wall from Jermaine’s. 
 
    This time, when I knocked on the right door, it was Jermaine’s face that I saw when it opened. Filled with relief, I gave him a hug once the door closed behind me. Sensing his discomfort, I pushed away again. 
 
    ‘Sorry. That was more… adventurous than I expected. I ran into Mr Schooner, but he didn’t recognise me.’ 
 
    Jermaine blew out his breath in horror. ‘What happened?’  
 
    ‘I’ll tell you about in a minute. I need to get out of this outfit.’ The chef clothes had done the trick, but they didn’t really fit me. The waist band was cutting my belly in two which was mostly about the size of my belly rather than the waist of the trouser, which reminded me that I was supposed to be getting more exercise with Barbie. Maybe she had forgotten I thought hopefully. 
 
    ‘Hi, Patty,’ she called out brightly as she came through Jermaine’s door. 
 
    Nuts. 
 
    ‘Are you ready for your next session?’ she asked. ‘We need to get this one in now so that we have enough time to rest and recover before bed.’ I wanted to ask if she was joking but I already knew that she wasn’t. ‘You’ll get sore if we don’t keep the muscles supple though, so we need to start with a massage.’ That sounded more like it. ‘I can do that here or at the gym, whichever you prefer.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll get changed then.’ I made it through Jermaine’s small cabin and into my kitchen but they both followed me. 
 
    ‘Did you find the mystery man?’ Jermaine asked. Somehow, I had forgotten to mention the biggest news of the evening. 
 
    I had been undoing my chef’s tunic but stopped and turned back to face my two… mentally I stopped to consider how it was that I framed my relationship with Jermaine and Barbie. They weren’t exactly friends, not yet anyway since I had only met them yesterday, but I couldn’t think of them as staff either. Accomplices made it sound like I was guilty of something, which I wasn’t so I labelled them as teammates; they were on Team Patricia. 
 
    Anyway, the question warranted an answer, so I told them about finding myself making sushi and how he had suddenly been in front of me. 
 
    ‘Flint Magnum,’ Jermaine repeated the name, wrinkling his nose as if a bad smell had reached it. ‘That doesn’t sound real.’ 
 
    ‘I know, right? He sounds like he should work in the adult film industry or something.’ 
 
    ‘So, what now?’ asked Barbie.  
 
    ‘You mentioned a central registry of all passengers earlier. Can you find his name on that and find out what room he is in? Then maybe we can follow him and see what he is up to.’ I wanted to add that I needed to break into his room and search it for clues, but I was certain that would not be well received and would absolutely change them from teammates into accomplices.  
 
    Jermaine nodded and got to his feet. ‘I can do that,’ he said as he indicated back toward the door into his place. ‘I’ll go now, shall I? If you two are off to the gym?’ 
 
    ‘We are,’ said Barbie, jumping to her feet. Seeing me not moving, she asked, ‘We are, aren’t we?’ I didn’t really want to but the only place I was allowed to visit was the gym so even though I had been out for the last hour, I felt that I should take the chance I was given and suffer through another round of sweaty, breathless exercise with the blonde goddess now waiting for my answer. She did say she was going to give me a massage. Reluctantly I nodded my head. 
 
    ‘Yay,’ she said for the umpteenth time as she clapped her hands in excitement. 
 
    ‘I’ll get changed then. Oh, hold on,’ I said as a ray of hope shone on me. ‘I’m not sure I have any clean gym clothes to wear.’ 
 
    ‘I laundered and pressed your clothes from earlier already,’ said Jermaine super helpfully.  
 
    I muttered under my breath and went to find my clean gym clothes. ‘I’ll need to buy some new ones anyway. Is there a shop here I can get some in?’ I called back from the bedroom. 
 
    Barbie’s voice came back, ‘Sure.’ 
 
    ‘Can you see if the security guy will let us go there and whether he is the one escorting me to the gym or if he needs to call for someone else, please?’ 
 
    Barbie called through again on her way to the door. I heard a brief exchange, the tinkling sound of her laugh as the security guy was no doubt trying to entertain his way into her knickers and the sound of the door closing again. 
 
    With my baggy, shapeless shorts and t-shirt on over a big pair of knickers and a sports bra, I stared at the mirror. Next to Barbie I looked ridiculous. To be fair, so did more than ninety-nine percent of women on the planet but they didn’t have to stand next to her. I could see the roll of belly fat sitting on the top of my shorts through my t-shirt. I added another sweatshirt to cover it up. It wasn’t much better, but it helped, even if it did mean I would sweat like a pig. 
 
    I stepped out of my bedroom to find the security guy in my living room. ‘Aren’t you supposed to wait outside?’ I asked. 
 
    He was six feet and couple of inches of ramrod straight military-looking rigidness. His hair was cut short to the back and sides and set neatly on top with a side parting. He wore his uniform as if he were about to go on parade and beneath it his muscular frame was quite obvious. 
 
    He held up a hand which I believed was meant to instruct me to stop moving. It didn’t work. ‘Madam, if you plan to leave the suite, I am under instruction to search you for weapons.’  
 
    I gawped at him. ‘You have got to be kidding.’ He didn’t bother to reply. ‘I’m a fifty-two-year-old, overweight woman from the leafy suburbs of rural England. Just what is it you think I might have stashed in my knickers? A Kalashnikov? A few grenades?’ I was staring at him to see if his impassive face had any other expressions in its repertoire. Not so far. ‘I could tell you that I didn’t kill Mr Langley but since no one seems to want to believe that one, please search away.’ He didn’t move though, perhaps unsure what he was supposed to do. ‘Tell me. Will you be looking in my body cavities as well?’  
 
    That made his featureless face twitch. Involuntarily, he had grimaced slightly. Teasing hadn’t been as much fun as I thought though. Bored, I lifted my sweatshirt to show the thin t-shirt beneath it and turned about. ‘See? No guns, knives or nunchakus.’ 
 
    All I got was a nod. We were ready to go. Then he put his hand to his ear where a small curly wire ran to an earpiece. He nodded to an unseen person only he could hear and spoke into the cuff of his uniform. Then he looked at me. ‘Mr Schooner is on his way, madam. Please wait here.’ 
 
    I flapped my arms in frustration. I didn’t exactly want to go to the gym, but I certainly didn’t want to be told I couldn’t go. As my frustration rose, dragging my anger with it, I forced myself to calm. Two slow breaths later, I reversed into a chaise-lounge and offered the guard a smile. Moments later he turned and opened the door to allow an angry looking Mr Schooner in.  
 
    He wasted no time on pleasantries and got straight on with being himself. ‘How did you do it?’ 
 
    I opened my mouth in reaction but closed it again without answering his question. I had no way of answering it anyway which I was certain he knew. How had I done what? 
 
    ‘Hmmm?’ he tried again, trying to get me to say something.  
 
    It was Barbie that broke the stand-off. ‘What has happened, Mr Schooner?’ 
 
    Mr Schooner, who had been squinting at me, cast his gaze at Barbie for a second before bringing it back to me again. ‘Someone mutilated Jack Langley’s body. One of Mrs Fisher’s accomplices, no doubt.’ 
 
    ‘Ewwww,’ said Barbie while pulling a convincingly disgusted face. 
 
    I gave him a bored look. ‘Why would I want to do anything to Mr Langley’s body?’  
 
    His upper lip twitched in annoyance. ‘I intend to find out.’ Then he spun on his heel and left again, leaving me with a fresh mystery to ponder. Someone had cut open Jack Langley’s dead body. What on earth would they have done that for? I thought about it for a moment, but no plausible reason presented itself. 
 
    ‘Shall we go?’ asked Barbie, looking like she had already forgotten the body mutilation.  
 
    Almost two hours later, I stumbled back through the door and fell onto the couch. Okay, the two hours had started with a twenty-minute massage and ended with a twenty-minute warm down, but I was still dying. 
 
    ‘Everything alright?’ asked Jermaine, appearing from the kitchen. He was still dressed in his immaculate butler outfit. 
 
    ‘Don’t you ever take that off?’ I asked from my prone position. 
 
    ‘Of course,’ he replied. ‘At bedtime.’ 
 
    ‘Did you find Flint Magnum?’ 
 
    Jermaine crossed the room to stand near the high-backed chairs opposite the couch. ‘No record of him, I’m afraid. He gave you a made-up name.’ 
 
    The sneaky little toad.  
 
    So, what now, Patricia? my brain asked me. I didn’t have an answer though. I was getting tired. The hangover from last night was long forgotten, any ill effects well out of my system but the fatigue caused by a poor night’s sleep was catching up with me. Undoubtedly it was exacerbated by the additional exercise and the workout my adrenal system had received today combined with consuming a fraction of the calories I would usually eat. If I closed my eyes right now, I would be asleep in seconds, but I was also hungry, and Barbie was bringing me dinner. She had promised to select me something that would tantalise my taste buds and satisfy my cravings as well as fill me up and replenish my energy reserves. I really hoped what she had in mind was a steak and three gin and tonics, but I expected to be disappointed.  
 
    In the end, it was morning when I found out what she had for me because despite my intentions, I fell asleep on the wide, soft couch and woke up several hours later with a blanket over me and a note from Jermaine requesting that I call him upon waking so he could settle me correctly. I wasn’t sure what that meant, but I had been putting myself to bed for more than forty years and could manage it one more time at least. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Madeira 
 
    The ship had docked in Madeira at some point in the night so that when I woke it took me a while to work out that the difference I could perceive was the missing distant hum that I associated with the ship churning through the water.  
 
    From my private balcony, the view was green hills rising into the distance from the wide sandy beaches I could see to my left and right beyond the port we had harboured in. Of course, with a ship this size, the ports it went to had to be substantial and this one lay at the foot of a city, its buildings stretching inland and away into the hills. 
 
    ‘What city is that?’ I asked Jermaine as he deftly poured coffee from a silver coffee pot into my delicate porcelain cup.  
 
    ‘Funchal, madam.’ I squinted at him a little. He was back to addressing me like I was royalty and it still felt weird to me. He saw my look and said, ‘Madam, if it pleases you, I had to work very hard to attain this position. My duties as butler to the Royal Suite come with a certain amount of ceremony and as such, I feel uncomfortable addressing you informally. I feel it… undermines the role.’ He had delivered what I had to assume was a long-thought out message without the slightest gesticulation. 
 
    ‘Okay, Jermaine.’ I couldn’t present an argument, so I was back to being madam whenever he spoke to me. It wasn’t something I hated; it just didn’t seem to fit.  
 
    ‘Is there a pair of binoculars in the room?’ I asked. ‘Since I am not permitted to go ashore, I would like to look a little closer than I can with just my eyes.’ 
 
    ‘Very good, madam.’ Jermaine butlered away to return just a few moments later with a large case the rough shape of a pair of binoculars.  
 
    Thanking him, I took them from his hands once he had extracted them from the case and made sure they were clean, then I trained them on the crowds of people leaving. I had no interest in the island ahead of me. Or rather, I did, but since I wasn’t going to get to explore it, I figured I might as well tell myself I didn’t and do something constructive instead.  
 
    The question I had, was whether I would be able to spot Flint Magnum from up here or not. The binoculars were certainly powerful enough. So powerful, in fact, that when I zoomed in, I could tell if men needed to clip the hair in their ears. I had to pan back to a wider view in order to view the crowd properly. 
 
    Jermaine took up a rigidly upright position next to me. He was determined to treat me like royalty. ‘You know, I clean toilets in rich people’s homes for a living.’  
 
    He nodded stiffly. ‘Nevertheless, you are the lady of the ship and I intend to see you treated as one.’ 
 
    ‘That’s very good of you, Jermaine. However, I’m not sure how you are going to manage that while I am locked away in here.’ He had no reply, nor did I expect one. My circumstances were not his fault. I had another question for him though, ‘Can I ask where you are from?’ 
 
    ‘Jamaica, madam.’ 
 
    ‘Really? How is it then that you sound like you grew up in Chelsea?’ I took the binoculars away from my face to look at him. He looked embarrassed.  
 
    ‘I, um. I didn’t think the Jamaican accent went with the role, madam,’ he supplied, hanging his head guiltily.  
 
    I had to laugh. ‘So your accent is completely fake? Where did you learn it?’ 
 
    He looked up to meet my eyes. ‘Watching Downton Abbey.’ 
 
    I laughed again. 
 
    ‘Good morning,’ said Barbie in her usual relaxed, breezy manner as she joined us in the sunshine. To the side of me, as I watched through my binoculars, the two of them chatted about something. I ignored them as I continued to scan the crowd.  
 
    Then, like spotting something for a half second that I then couldn’t find again, I swear I saw Flint Magnum. I jumped up for a better look as if moving forward two feet would make a difference. I spotted him again though, one hundred yards from the boat and funnelling along with everyone else. He was wearing knee-length, garish surfer shorts with writing down the side and a vest top that showed off his milky skin and terrible part-tan where his forearms had caught the sun up to his biceps and then stopped. His calves were so white they were almost translucent. It had been a lucky guess that he might choose to go ashore, but there he was, and I knew what he was wearing. 
 
    ‘I’m going ashore,’ I announced. Barbie and Jermaine just stared at me. ‘The chef disguise won’t work this time. I need something better.’ 
 
    ‘Um,’ said Barbie, ‘I have an idea, but you might not like it.’ 
 
    ‘Why what is it?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘No. Not you might not like it,’ she replied, then turned to face Jermaine. ‘You might not like it.’ 
 
    Ten minutes later when she returned, I understood why. I was going to leave the ship pretending to be a Jamaican.  
 
    ‘This is culturally insensitive,’ Jermaine insisted several times while he helped Barbie cover my face, arms and any other exposed skin in thick dark brown makeup that she had liberated from a friend who worked in the ship’s entertainment department. Add sunglasses, the dreadlock wig, a few bits of jewellery and a brightly coloured skirt, and from a distance, if a person was blind, then maybe I would pass muster.  
 
    I didn’t look like Patricia Fisher though and that was the point. Though I felt uncomfortable about it, I was going to pose as Jermaine’s mother and Barbie was coming as his pretend girlfriend.  
 
    Many decks down, we joined the teems of guests filing slowly out of the ship and onto the dock that led into Funchal. I could have avoided the queue and left via the royal suites private entrance but that would have exposed me to the captain who I could see once again greeting and well-wishing the top paying guests as they were collected in golf carts and driven around the riffraff normal people to get to Funchal without their delicate feet having to exercise. 
 
    None of the staff paid me any attention, nor did I expect them to. This was a holiday cruise ship, and the staff were not looking out for a suspected killer looking to flee from justice. I doubted most of them even knew about me or Mr Langley. Once again, I was invisible and unlike yesterday evening in the restaurant when I had been expecting someone to reveal who I was at any second, today I felt relaxed and almost happy. Jermaine on the other hand, looked terrified which was my fault. Even though he knew I was innocent, he was putting his job on the line for me. Smuggling me off the ship was an enormous risk and he knew it. 
 
    Barbie, in contrast, was acting as if this was just a lovely day out. Her biggest concern was that I had insisted there was no time for a morning work-out. My assurances that we could go harder at it later after we had caught and exposed Flint Magnum as the real killer was only just enough to convince her.  
 
    Of course, now we were off the ship and heading into Funchal, I had to admit that I had no idea how to find our quarry. He had left the ship more than half an hour before us and could be in Funchal by now, in a bar or heading to the beach or going to a brothel where he planned to spend the whole day for all I knew.  
 
    Jermaine asked how I planned to find him. My answer - the use of blind luck. It was all I had but since I was desperate, I saw no choice but to go with it. Jermaine and Barbie were holding hands and looked like a genuine couple. Jermaine had on normal person clothes for the first time since I met him, which for him meant a skin-tight top in day-glo pink and pair of short denim hot pants that Daisy Duke might have blushed at. He looked ready to party with Mardi Gras bead necklaces around his neck and left wrist. On his feet he wore strappy sandals. I had a pair just like them, but these must have been made for a man because his feet were huge. Beside him, Barbie was showing just how perfect her body was in a tiny red bikini that barely covered the crack of her ass. Wrapped around her was a lace sarong that did nothing to cover her up and here’s the thing about Barbie – she looks like a Barbie doll. You remember the ridiculous gravity defying boobs and impossible small waist that Barbie dolls all sported? Well they could have used Miss Berkeley as a model. Oh, to be twenty-two again. In their summer outfits, they were doing fine in the heat. As part of my disguise I had gone with a shawl to cover as much of my exposed brown skin as possible and I was already starting to sweat. Would the makeup run off? It made my face itch more than anything, the temptation to scratch myself almost overwhelming though I knew I would most certainly ruin the disguise the second I did so. 
 
    At the end of the jetty, we began meeting men hawking their wares; street sellers with all manner of worthless rubbish they were pushing on the tourists pouring from the ship. I pushed through them, with Jermaine and Barbie just ahead of me, my eyes constantly vigilant for Jack’s real killer. He was nowhere to be seen though. We spent the first hour going in and out of all the bars and eateries close to the port. There were a few tourists in them that might have been from the ship, but food and drink were plentiful on board, so why would someone come ashore and go directly into a bar? 
 
    ‘What else might he get up to?’ Jermaine asked. None of us had an answer though because there were too many options. He might be culturally inclined and have jumped on a bus to get to a museum or he might be a sex tourist and actually be in a brothel. Splitting up to look for him separately was discussed and dismissed, we were better off together and no one wanted to find themselves alone with the killer. 
 
    The heat and the lack of progress led us to a bar not far from the port that Jermaine claimed made a good Espetada which I discovered was a skewer of barbecued garlic pork served with a circular flat bread called bolo de caco. It came with a side of rice and a basic salad and would have been a nice lunch if Barbie hadn’t insisted I order my salad without dressing and banned me from eating the bread. She also told Jermaine he needed to cut back on his carbs but he stuck his tongue out at her, making her laugh and somehow getting him off the hook. 
 
    We drank water, not that Barbie would have let me have the cool refreshing beer I could see being poured at the bar, but in deference to the heat it was undoubtedly the right thing to be drinking. 
 
    The ship was due to sail at seven o’clock. The guests were requested back on board by six, so at just after noon, when the waiter in the little bar we were in collected our plates, there was a lot of day left to kill. Not only was I getting bored, but my butt was beginning to get sore from the cheap plastic seat I was perched on.  
 
    ‘What do we do if we don’t find him?’ asked Jermaine.  
 
    It was a good question. ‘If we assume we have not missed him, then he has to go back on board at some point, right?’ Jermaine nodded but Barbie was looking the other way.  
 
    ‘Isn’t that him there?’ she asked, pointing across the street from the café place we were sitting in front of. ‘Milk bottle legs with board shorts and a vest?’ 
 
    Jermaine swiped her arm downwards as the man turned around but sure enough. There he was.  
 
    Alright then. Action time. 
 
    I stood up. ‘What are you going to do?’ asked Barbie, also beginning to get out of her chair. 
 
    ‘I don’t know. Probably straight out ask him why he killed Jack. Or maybe wrestle him to the floor and grab his passport so I can find out his real name.’ I should have been terrified at the prospect of confronting the man, but I was more angry than scared.  
 
    As I stepped out from under the awning at the front of the café, Jermaine grabbed my hand, ‘Wait. I have a better idea.’ 
 
    I paused, glanced at the man to check if he had seen me, forgetting of course that if he had there was little chance he would recognise the woman beneath the makeup, but he was looking at a stand of sunglasses outside a shop across the street. 
 
    ‘What’s your idea?’ 
 
    He let go my hand but turned his attention to Barbie. ‘Barbie, can you keep him busy for a few minutes?’ 
 
    She raised her eyebrows. ‘What should I do?’ 
 
    Jermaine cocked a hip and shot her a look. ‘Seriously? Girlfriend, you are the finest woman on the face of the Earth. All you need to do is stand in the street and he won’t see anything else happening around him. Go and talk to him.’ 
 
    She looked across at Flint Magnum in his terrible shorts and vest with his blotchy white skin and back at Jermaine. ‘What if he doesn’t like me? What if he is gay?’ 
 
    Jermaine chuckled, ‘He’s not gay.’ 
 
    ‘How can you tell?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘I can tell.’  
 
    While their exchange was going on, I was getting impatient. ‘What’s the plan?’ 
 
    Jermaine shooed Barbie across the road with a final instruction, ‘Bring him to the fortune teller at the back of the bar in ten minutes.’ Then he turned to me. ‘Do you think you can pretend to be a medium?’ 
 
    ‘A medium?’ 
 
    Jermaine had grabbed my hand and was heading to the bar. ‘Yes, a medium. You know? Like a fortune teller?’ He waved his hand at the barman to get his attention. ‘My aunt was a fortune teller. Made the whole thing up her entire career. Said it was the easiest job going because fools would believe anything. All you had to do was pick up on little cues.’ He pointed to my hand. ‘Like a recently absent ring. She might say that she could sense a broken heart or some rubbish like that. Soon they would be telling her all kinds of stuff about themselves so that she could pick that apart and waste fifteen minutes of their time while giving them nothing but an act.’ The barman arrived. ‘Can we borrow that?’ Jermaine asked, pointing to a shelf behind the bar. 
 
    ‘This?’ the barman confirmed, then lifted it off the shelf. He held it back before handing it over though. ‘You’re not going to do anything weird with it are you?’  
 
    ‘No,’ Jermaine assured him. ‘We are just going to sit in the back corner of the bar and see if we are attuned to the mystic powers today.’ The barman cocked an eyebrow but handed the crystal ball over anyway.  
 
    ‘So, do you think you can do the medium thing?’ Jermaine asked. 
 
    ‘I guess, but why?’ Mostly I wasn’t thinking why. I was thinking I was more of a large than a medium. I kept that thought to myself though. 
 
    ‘If you confront him as Patricia Fisher and ask him if he murdered Jack Langley, he will probably say no and what do you do then? If instead you play the part of the fortune teller and pretend you know things about him because the spirits are talking to you, then you can reveal that you believe he travels under a false identity and that he has dealings with a dead man. You get where I am going with this? I’ll set my phone to record it…’ 
 
    ‘And I have to trick him into admitting to the murder.’ It was a simple plan but brilliant nevertheless. It was certainly superior to my daft plan of poke him in the chest until he gave in and confessed. From our position at the back of the bar, I could still see across the street. Barbie was chatting with Flint and being tactile, touching his arm, laughing at something he said and it was clear he was going to do anything the Baywatch babe in the bikini asked. It was no surprise then when she looped her arm through his and came toward the bar.  
 
    ‘Ooh, here they come. Quick, get in position.’ Jermaine put the crystal ball on the table. We were right in the back of the mostly empty bar. I placed my glass of water on the table and settled into one of the chairs as Jermaine put his phone under the black table cloth so it couldn’t be seen but would hopefully still record what was being said.  
 
    I could see that Barbie was playing her part well. Of course, blonde bimbo was an easy role to play if, like she had said yesterday, people saw her and expected her to be dumb.  She led him to the bar across the room from us without looking our way. She laughed about something and had Flint buy her a drink. His hand was looped around her waist already, his hand resting on her left hip and unwilling to let go as if he might not be able to get it back there again.  
 
    Jermaine set off. ‘I’m going to get them.’ He walked to the bar, his accent now hard Jamaican instead of his clipped butler’s English. ‘Fortunes read,’ he announced as he approached them. They were the only people at the bar so he couldn’t be talking to anyone else.’ 
 
    ‘No thanks,’ said Flint instantly.  
 
    ‘Accurate predictions, mon. Don’t miss out. Find out now if this lady is in your future.’ Jermaine’s hard sell didn’t seem be having any effect on Flint until Barbie spoke. 
 
    ‘Ooh, yes, let’s see what the fortune teller has to say about tonight,’ she purred at him while leaning in close enough that her boobs squashed against his chest. 
 
    Suddenly, getting his fortune read was a cracking idea.  
 
    ‘Come along, come along,’ I beckoned, trying to copy Jermaine’s Jamaican accent. I should have practised it earlier because now I was giving it a go, I thought I sounded utterly fake, but changing my accent now would be even worse so we were stuck with it. ‘Fortunes read, predictions given.’ 
 
    ‘How much?’ asked Flint as he sat himself in the seat opposite me. Jermaine had deftly pulled it out for him and swung a second seat in for Barbie to sit next to him.  
 
    The question caught me out though. What did a fortune teller charge? 
 
    ‘Ten dollars US,’ said Jermaine, saving me. 
 
    He shrugged in acknowledgement but didn’t reach for his wallet. ‘Tell me my future then,’ he said, derision dripping from his voice. ‘Impress me.’ 
 
    I was trying not to panic as I raised my hands and wafted them ridiculously around the crystal ball. I had not been given enough time to think about what I wanted to say or how I needed to act so now I was waving my arms around and trying to form a coherent sentence in my head. 
 
    ‘The spirits are circling,’ I said, my eyes closed. ‘They are whispering to me.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah?’ he all but laughed. ‘What are they saying?’ 
 
    I snapped my eyes open and fixed him with a stare. ‘They say you have a terrible secret.’ I was feeling my way into the role now. ‘They say you are not who you tell people you are.’ 
 
    His wide eyes were looking back at me, he was hooked already. It made me feel powerful. Now I needed to milk it. ‘The spirits are telling me you call yourself….’ I spun it out longer for effect before finishing with, ‘Flint Magnum.’ He looked shocked. How could the strange lady sitting across from him know his name? ‘What is your real name?’ I asked. 
 
    Under my spell, he didn’t resist at all. ‘Neil Hammond.’ The name came out at a volume just above a whisper.   
 
    I had his name. Now it was time to press on. I closed my eyes again and did some more of the arm waving thing since he was buying my nonsense. ‘The spirits tell me you are alone. You are on a voyage. Spirits, why is he on this voyage?’ I asked the air. I opened my eyes again. ‘Are you on this voyage for a purpose?’ 
 
    Slowly he nodded. 
 
    ‘You are working, not taking a holiday. You are following someone. The spirits say you are frustrated.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ he agreed, ‘really frustrated.’ 
 
    I let my eyes roll back in a fake display of communing with the other side. ‘The spirits are angry. They tell me you carry a great burden.’ 
 
    ‘Great burden?’ he echoed. 
 
    ‘They know what you did. They are whispering to me.’ 
 
    ‘What did I do?’ 
 
    I began to increase the volume of my voice, ‘They say you did something terrible.’ Louder yet. ‘They say you took a man’s life.’ I brought my eyes down to stare at his again. ‘The spirits need you to say the name of the man.’ Finally, I reached a crescendo so I was all but shouting at him, ‘Say the name of the man you murdered.’ 
 
    ‘Murdered?’ Instead of the wide look of incredulity he had shown a minute ago when he was surprised by the way I knew facts about him, now he just looked confused. ‘Why would the spirits think I killed someone?’ 
 
    ‘Say the name of the man you murdered,’ I repeated, praying he would drop the act and confess for the recording. 
 
    The man formerly known as Flint Magnum sat back in his chair and slowly folded his arms. He was staring at me, sizing me up or something. He tilted his head to the side as if trying to look at me from a different angle. Then he looked at Jermaine and then swung his attention to Barbie. He nodded to himself, coming to a conclusion then leaped from his chair, diving across the table to get to me. 
 
    I screamed in surprise but couldn’t stop the crazed killer before he got to me. The spike of adrenaline sent my pulse through the roof as I tried to coil away from his hands. Was he going to throttle me? 
 
    Jermaine was moving forward to come to my help, but he wasn’t needed. Flint Magnum, for that was what my brain continued to label him, sat back down in his chair triumphantly holding my dreadlock wig. ‘That’s a good disguise,’ he said. Then his eyes flared again as he took in my blonde hair and finally recognised me. As his eyes went wide as saucers, he leaped backward from his chair, getting distance between him and the three of us. He pointed a shaking hand, ‘You’re the crazy chick that killed Jack Langley with a knife! Stabbed him in the back after he seduced you in the bar.’ 
 
    ‘I killed him?’ I repeated incredulously. ‘I killed him?’ 
 
    ‘You see?’ he announced to the bar. ‘She admits it.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t kill Jack. You did.’ 
 
    ‘Me? Why would I kill him? I was still trying to prove he took it.’ 
 
    There was a pregnant pause while we all stared at each other. 
 
    It was Jermaine that broke the spell. ‘Hold on. Are you saying that you didn’t kill Jack Langley?’ 
 
    Flint Magnum, or whatever the heck his name was, swivelled his head to stare at Jermaine, then scanned around to take in both me and Barbie. He sighed and let his shoulders droop. ‘I was employed by… a certain lady of high breeding whose husband was somewhat neglectful of her needs. She found solace with a man that I believe to be Jack Langley while on the Aurelia but then discovered her fifteen carat diamond earrings and matching necklace were missing along with a stack of other jewels. I am supposed to recover them. I thought I had the right man and it took a few days to learn his patterns, then just when I was going to strike, you swooped in and distracted him. I couldn’t get near him because you were playing the part of the drunk.’ I blushed beneath the makeup. ‘I gave up when I saw him go into your suite with you.’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t what it seemed,’ I protested, but Flint Magnum had no interest in what I had to say. 
 
    ‘Next morning, he was dead, and until now I assumed you had killed him, but right now, with this vaudeville act, I have to question whether you are capable.’ He fixed me with a stare. ‘Tell me, what were you doing in his cabin that morning?’ 
 
    I met his stare, ‘He took my wedding rings. And my purse. I only came on board two days ago, I had no idea who he was and certainly have no idea what he had been up to.’ 
 
    ‘So, you didn’t kill him?’ Flint asked, his tone utterly serious. 
 
    ‘No!’ I squeaked, exasperated at the concept. ‘But I am trying to work out who did and why so that I can clear my name.’ 
 
    He came back toward me and sat back in the chair next to Barbie. He turned to her. ‘I was fooled, you know. I shouldn’t have been, pretty girl like you.  I should have known your interest in me couldn’t be genuine.’ Then he turned his gaze back to me. ‘Jack was probably responsible for stealing jewellery from a lot of different women. Someone has been preying on rich widows and the like for months, but they had no idea who it was until I was hired. Mr Schooner was only too happy to have me on board. I was going to solve the crime for him. All I needed was to catch him in the act so we had cause to search his room.’ That explained why they had been talking last night. ‘Jack Langley…’ Flint had been about to say something but stopped himself. Before I could prompt him, he changed tack. ‘None of the jewellery was found in his cabin, not even yours. What did you do with it?’ 
 
    Jermaine stepped in. ‘Don’t you understand? Madam had nothing to do with any of this. She is totally innocent.’ 
 
    ‘Madam?’ Flint frowned in confusion, then the light of realisation hit. ‘You’re her butler. Aren’t you? I thought I recognised you.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, you were tailing us yesterday after we saw you hiding in a flower pot outside Jack’s room,’ I butted in. 
 
    ‘You spotted me?’ Flint asked. He sounded confused by the concept. 
 
    ‘What? You think you are a master of disguise or something?’ 
 
    He sat forward in his chair suddenly. ‘I am a master of disguise,’ his voice was indignant and defensive. I wanted to point out that he was rubbish at disguise, but I refrained. Now was not the time. Everything was topsy-turvy suddenly. I came in here scared and exhilarated because I thought I was going to expose a killer, instead I had a man that was… what? Some kind of detective for hire? None of it mattered. I had pinned all my hopes on exposing this man as the killer. How did I clear my name now?  
 
    Hanging my head in bewilderment, I said, ‘I need a gin.’  
 
    ‘No, Patricia,’ Barbie said instantly. ‘Sparkling water. That’s what you want. Stay hydrated.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, God,’ I groaned. 
 
    Jermaine moved in next to me, his hand coming to rest on my shoulder supportively. ‘How may I assist you, madam?’ 
 
    I tilted my head up to look at him. ‘I just realised I have to smuggle my way back onto the damned ship.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yeah,’ drawled Flint Magnum. ‘You’re supposed to be under house arrest.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Thank you for reminding me. Can I have my wig back now?’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Oh, yeah, sure.’ He handed it over and Jermaine helped me to get it in place. ‘You really don’t have the jewellery, do you?’ I stared up to heaven wondering what I was going to have to do to get people to believe me. Sensing my infuriation, he said, ‘I’m going to take that as a no.’ He stood up to leave. ‘So, where is it then?’ he muttered under his breath. ‘I gotta find out who took it. Man, I thought I was getting close.’ Shaking his head, he was starting to walk away when I called him back. 
 
    ‘Do you want to team up?’ 
 
    ‘Huh?’ 
 
    ‘Do you want to team up?’ He was staring at me with his mouth open. ‘Look. The way I see it, whoever killed Jack, probably took the jewellery. You and I are looking for the same person.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose we are,’ he chewed his lip a bit, ‘I’ll think about it.’ 
 
    My jaw dropped. ‘You’ll think about it?’ I shrieked. ‘You’ll think about it? They plan to throw me into a jail cell in St Kitts. You know I’m not guilty and that we both want the same thing and you’ll think about it?’  
 
    ‘Not my problem, toots. I didn’t get you into this. Besides, I don’t know that you are innocent, I only know that it is the story you are sticking to. I’m just here to find the missing jewellery and get paid.’ He kept going toward the exit from the bar. ‘Good luck with the fortune teller business.’ 
 
    Barbie said, ‘Aw, that was nice of him. Will you keep going with the fortune telling?’ 
 
    I had to stare at her to see if she was joking or not.  
 
    She wasn’t.  
 
    I’d had enough. ‘Let’s get back to the ship, shall we? I can’t take much more time in this heat with all this awful makeup on.’ 
 
    The walk back to the ship took less than ten minutes and there was almost no queue to get back on because it was still several hours before we were due to sail. There was a team of staff checking passports though as the guests returning to the ship filed on board. I was going to have to show them my passport. 
 
    ‘Jermaine,’ I hissed as we approached the ship. ‘What do we do?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Murder 
 
    The short line of people was moving forward, I had hardly any time at all to come up with a plan. Jermaine gripped my hand, but he looked nervous too. His job was on the line for helping me if we got caught.  
 
    The problem with showing my passport was that I didn’t have one. Urgently, I whispered questions at Jermaine, ‘Will they let me on board without a passport? You know they will see that I am wearing makeup to disguise myself the second they take a proper look at me.’ 
 
    ‘Oh boy. This is a problem,’ Jermaine muttered. He was trying to not move forward as people joined the queue behind us. His eyes were wide and panic-filled as he looked about for a miracle. 
 
    Barbie saw us whispering and leaned in. ‘What’s up, guys?’ Jermaine explained about the problem with my passport.  
 
    ‘What if we go and get all the makeup off?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t think that many makeup wipes exist, and it doesn’t deal with the fact that I have no passport. Plus, without my disguise, if we do somehow get back on board I then have to get through the ship and back into my suite without anyone recognising me.’ I was starting to panic. Again.  
 
    We were next in line. It was seconds until I was discovered. Why hadn’t I thought about getting back on the boat?  
 
    Jermaine bent his head slightly and whispered from the side of his mouth, ‘Faint.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Faint. Swoon.’ When I looked at him to check I understood, he hissed, ‘Quick.’ 
 
    Theatrically, I lifted a hand to my forehead, spun and folded into a ragged heap on the floor. Jermaine just about got his arms under me and called for Barbie to help. My eyes were closed, of course, but I could hear Jermaine demanding the security pair checking passports and welcoming guests back on board come to my aid.  
 
    ‘She’s had a bit much to drink. Here’s my ID. I’m the butler for the Windsor Suite and this is the guest staying there. We need to get her back on board and up to her suite now.’ 
 
    ‘I need to check her passport,’ a polite but insistent male voice said. 
 
    ‘I’ll bring it back down in a minute.’ 
 
    ‘But…’ 
 
    ‘What is it the captain says about the guests in the royal suites?’ 
 
    The same voice sighed. ‘We give them whatever they ask for and everything they need.’ I could hear that it didn’t sit well with the man, but he was going to let Jermaine take me aboard anyway. 
 
    The light hitting my eyelids was suddenly gone as I was carried onto the ship. The sound changed as we went inside, the enclosed space reflecting an echoing tinny noise. There were voices coming from other guests though, so it was almost a minute before I felt them turn a corner and decide it was safe. 
 
    ‘You can put your feet down,’ Jermaine said.  
 
    I opened my eyes and looked around. ‘Where are we?’  
 
    ‘Girls toilets,’ said Barbie. 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief. ‘Well done, guys. I thought I was busted then for sure.’ 
 
    ‘We all would have been,’ said Jermaine. ‘Let’s get back to your suite where we can relax and think about our next move.’ 
 
    ‘This undercover stuff is so exciting,’ giggled Barbie.  
 
    ‘Exciting, yes,’ said Jermaine as we reached a bank of elevators. It was clear he didn’t think exciting was the right word. ‘Just the guard outside your suite to get by and we will be safe.’ 
 
    The guard wasn’t there though. We took the long route so that we came to Jermaine’s door first and didn’t have to walk in front of the guard to get there, but it was clear long before we reached Jermaine’s adjoined cabin that the guard wasn’t standing in front of the main entrance to the suite. 
 
    My heart fell because I was busted anyway. They had gone into the suite for something and had discovered me gone. Dammit, I couldn’t catch a break. Despite the futility of it, we went in through Jermaine’s door anyway. Neither Jermaine nor I had said anything, but the look he gave me when we saw the guard was gone said everything.   
 
     ‘What do we do?’ Jermaine asked when we were inside his cabin and the door was shut.  
 
    Barbie spoke first, ‘I think Patricia is long overdue a work out. Shall we deal with that first. You did so well to avoid the unhealthy food and the alcohol. You should reward your body with a hard-cardio session.’ 
 
    I laughed. I couldn’t help it. I felt like a I had burned a thousand calories just walking around in the heat today. Sure, why not, let’s get a work out in before they clap me in irons. The humour didn’t last long though, there was all too much harsh reality bearing down on me. I took Jermaine’s hand. ‘I think I should get clean and get changed and wait for them to come for me. We can say that you were oblivious to my absence because you were dismissed by me this morning and went ashore. I see no reason why they wouldn’t believe that. There is no need for you to take the heat for helping me.’ 
 
    I could see he was thinking about protesting. A natural human reaction but I wasn’t going to let him get into trouble for me. I should never have involved him. ‘I’m going for a shower,’ I announced as I let go his hand and pushed open the door that led into my kitchen. 
 
    At which point I screamed. Jermaine and Barbie rushed to my side, Barbie appearing to my left, Jermaine on my right and the shock of the sight in front of me caused them to both scream as well.  
 
    The reason the guard wasn’t outside my door was because he was in my kitchen with a knife buried to the hilt in his ear. He looked very, very dead. 
 
    I knelt to examine him. Behind me Barbie was saying, “Oh, my God.” Over and over and over. Who had done this? Why had they done it? I wouldn’t mind knowing how as well. I was careful not to touch anything, but now I had a big problem. The man had clearly been dead for a while, the blood from the wound was dry on his skin and on the collar of his white shirt.  
 
    What did this mean? 
 
    ‘I have to get cleaned up. Barbie, you need to go back to your cabin or to the gym.’ Her scared eyes dictated I needed to say more, ‘Jermaine will come for you later. Jermaine will be able to claim that he was off the boat today and returned to find the body. I will say that I was in my bedroom and knew nothing about it. They won’t believe me, but they already think I am a killer.’ I had no other plan.  
 
    Neither Barbie nor Jermaine moved. ‘Quickly, guys,’ I implored. ‘We know that none of us is the killer, so we have to trust each other.’ 
 
    ‘Okay,’ said Barbie.  
 
    As I stepped around the outstretched legs of the dead guard, I saw Jermaine and Barbie hug and air kiss. Then Barbie was gone. I couldn’t believe this was happening to me: dead bodies stacking up, international jewel theft, staying in the royal suite. It was overwhelming and exhilarating at the same time, but the thing I really couldn’t believe, was that I, Patricia Fisher, was handling it. I was taking charge and moving forward and doing things that two days ago I would have told the world I couldn’t do. I was about to go for a shower while a dead body sat on the floor in my rooms for goodness sake. I felt like James Bond. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 No Alibi 
 
    It came as no shock to me when Mr Schooner burst through the door to my apartment and began accusing me of my second murder. I had placed the call myself once I was dressed and was determined to sail as close to the truth as I could while also lying through my teeth.  
 
    ‘How did you lure Lieutenant Davis inside?’ Mr Schooner raged at me, ‘It couldn’t have been for sex.’ I’m fairly sure that was a jibe at me when he said it, not a claim that the dead guard was homosexual.  
 
    ‘Mr Schooner,’ I started. ‘Mr Schooner, I will say this again and I am going to ask you to listen even though I am certain you won’t do so: I am not the killer.’ 
 
    ‘Ha!’ he scoffed. ‘So someone else lured him into your room and murdered him while you were doing… what?’ 
 
    ‘Sleeping.’ I provided a lie they couldn’t disprove and didn’t rely on anyone else to have to also lie.  
 
    Mr Schooner turned to face me. His features set to a murderous expression and all aimed at yours truly. ‘You invite me to believe that a large, muscular man was murdered in your suite and you slept through the event, only discovering him many hours later. How long’s he been dead, Doc?’ he called over his shoulder to where a man with a doctor’s bag was examining the body. 
 
    I could only see the man’s feet sticking out from the behind the kitchen counter, but his voice came back, ‘I would say three hours, maybe a little more given the body temperature.’ 
 
    ‘Three hours,’ Mr Schooner repeated. ‘And you were asleep all that time?’ 
 
    Instead of answering, I pointed out something Mr Schooner had yet to notice. ‘The man’s body is hidden from view.’ 
 
    ‘Huh?’ 
 
    I was currently sitting in one of the sumptuous high-backed arm chairs while Mr Schooner paced about in his agitated, angry state. I had chosen to sit when I made the call to summon security and hadn’t left the chair since. I was honestly feeling a little weak from it all. I had a dead body in my kitchen for goodness sake. I lifted an arm and pointed across to the kitchen. ‘The poor man is hidden by the kitchen counter. One had to go not only into the kitchen but then around to the other side of the counter in order to see him. When I woke, as always, there was water laid out for me because my butler is attentive, so I had no reason to go into the kitchen until a few seconds before I called you.’ 
 
    ‘What made you go into the kitchen then?’ Mr Schooner was immediately trying to pick holes in my story.  
 
    ‘I was getting peckish. Confined to my suite, I refused to let the same fate befall my butler, so I sent him ashore with his friends. When I got hungry, I went into the kitchen to find some fruit or a sandwich, which I still haven’t had because I am falsely imprisoned and have to wonder if I might be next to get murdered.’ I made a point of saying the words “falsely imprisoned” at twice the volume to show my indignation. 
 
    If Mr Schooner even heard it, he showed no sign. Instead he all but grinned at me, a knowing look that tried to say he wasn’t fooled for a second. ‘I’m quite sure that if the killer was able to take out your guard but you were the intended target, you would by now be quite dead.’ He had me there. ‘Yet again, Mrs Fisher, you have no alibi and yet again I am not able to unequivocally prove your guilt. Rest assured though, the murder weapon will be taken as evidence and all of this will be handed over to the police in St Kitts when we arrive.’  
 
    ‘Why not Madeira?’ I asked, genuinely curious. 
 
    He frowned at me. ‘Hmmm?’ 
 
    ‘You said I would be handed over to the police in St Kitts. Why not do it here in Madeira?’ 
 
    He turned to look right at me now, fixing me with a hard stare. ‘Because I was being good to you, Mrs Fisher. You should thank me for it. There is no British consulate in Madeira and the native language is not English. It will be much easier for you to arrange legal council in St Kitts. Don’t worry though, you will be in jail soon enough.’ 
 
    ‘Will that be all?’ It was my turn to fix him with my own hard stare. ‘I’m still the innocent party, Mr Schooner. I’m still the guest held prisoner in the royal suite on the world’s largest luxury ocean liner because you cannot look far enough beyond your own ego to see that I am not the killer. What possible gain could there be for me in that man’s death?’ 
 
    Mr Schooner came across the room at me, his face an angry, rage-filled sneer. ‘That is what I intend to find out,’ he snarled mere inches from my face as his proximity forced me back into the headrest of the chair.  
 
    Then he turned on his heel and stormed from the room, yelling, ‘Double the guard and bring me her butler,’ as he went out.  
 
    Poor Jermaine would be grilled about his involvement, his whereabouts today and probably about my movements as well. Luckily, I was convinced that Mr Schooner didn’t have any notion that Jermaine was my accomplice in the murders. It seemed more likely that he wanted to talk to him so that Jermaine could be engaged to act as a spy to report on me. 
 
    I was fine with that. 
 
    My stomach growled meaningfully. The lunch Barbie had bullied me into ordering in the bar in Funchal was long gone, but I didn’t think I could order food to the room just yet since there was still a dead body in the kitchen and I didn’t want to summon Jermaine to bring me something either because he would have to step over the body and the men taking care of it to get to me.  
 
    Odd though it might sound, the most logical option I could come up with was to call Barbie to take me to the gym. She would ensure I didn’t train on an empty stomach at least. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Barbara Berkeley 
 
    True to his word, there were now two guards outside my door when Barbie and I left to go to the gym, which they had emptied in deference to my visit and they arranged two more guards to come to the gym with me. The meat-headed, crewcut-wearing, silent sentinels lifted heavy weights in one corner, never taking their eyes off me although I had to wonder if they were actually staring at Barbie instead and lifting the weights in a bid to impress her.  
 
    Thankfully, upon hearing that I hadn’t eaten, Barbie provided me with a meal replacement shake that she said contained all the nutrients I needed and then insisted I perform a very slow warm up for thirty minutes so I didn’t immediately bring the shake back up.  
 
    The reprieve didn’t last long though. An hour of sustained cardio on about eight different machines reduced me to a wobbly-kneed, sopping wet, sweaty mess and now I really needed something more substantial than a thick milkshake to eat.  
 
    Dripping onto the floor, with the two guards across the room trying hard to not show their disgust, I looked up as Barbie sat herself in front of me. 
 
    ‘We just need to do some warm down exercises now,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Really? We’re not finished yet?’ I panted, stopping short of pleading but not far short. 
 
    Barbie smiled at me. ‘This is the easy bit and will stop your muscles stiffening and feeling sore when you wake up.’ I suspected that nothing short of sleeping for two weeks would prevent my muscles from feeling stiff when I woke up. In her hand though was a remote. She pointed it across the room and relaxing music began to play.  
 
    After ten minutes of stretching my arms and legs and back and shoulders and all my other bits, I had stopped sweating, though I was no less of a sweaty mess than I had been, but I had to admit that I felt better. Little perfect Barbie was something of a miracle worker when it came to fitness. Not that I was claiming I had suddenly turned my life around or dropped twenty pounds, but I did feel mentally refreshed and buoyed by surviving the workouts I had endured. She was harsh but she was encouraging.   
 
    ‘I need to eat.’ 
 
    ‘And that is exactly what I need you to do. Your body needs to be refuelled now. Remember, food is fuel. When you are hungry it wants nutrients not calories. I will be along to your room with a meal shortly.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t I get to pick?’ I asked a little sulkily. 
 
    She paused midway through getting up. ‘What would you pick?’ 
 
    Meeting her gaze, I had to reply with, ‘Whatever you told me I was allowed to eat.’ 
 
    ‘Super.’ Barbie bounced onto her feet, told the guards we were leaving and brought me a towel to swab the pool of sweat I was sitting in. I was so sexy.  
 
    The guards were just finishing up and tidying away the equipment they had been using. I had to wait for them before I went anywhere as they would escort me back to my suite. They were in no hurry though so I poked around by the door, looking at safety notices and signs because my eyes had to look at something. The gym staff, there were four listed, all had an eight by ten photograph of their smiling head and torso. Their names were listed beneath in each case. Barbie’s real name was Barbara. Oddly, it hadn’t occurred to me that Barbie was an abridgement.  
 
    The guards decided they were ready to take me back to my room, finally sauntering across the gym and out the doors, walking either side of me as we went back around the corner and along the corridor some one hundred yards to my door. I had been on this ship for three days and had seen about half of one percent of it so far. I couldn’t decide if I was desperate to clear my name so I could leave and never come back or so I could get on and explore the place. I went to Madeira today for heaven’s sake and never made it out of the dock. Would I ever get the chance to come back? That I had finally been to a place I had only heard about and had not had the slightest chance to look around seemed so unfair. It was as if the universe had chosen to conspire against me and thwart my every plan. 
 
    At the door to my suite were two more hard-looking men in uniform. They both looked like they were ex-military and maybe they were. All four of them eyed me with suspicious contempt as if trying to intimidate me. It was working. With all four sets of eyes boring into me while I waited for them to open the door and show me inside, I managed to quietly squeak, ‘I didn’t kill your friend.’ 
 
    None of them replied to my comment, but the one that opened the door said, ‘Very good, madam,’ in a deep throaty tone. 
 
    Then the door was closed behind me and I was inside my suite once more, the sound of the lock clicking into place like a rope being put around my throat. Barbie would be along soon enough, but there were things that I needed to do before I ate, one of which was get a shower. I put my bag down, kicked off my running shoes and screamed like a little girl. 
 
    ‘Can I assist you with anything, madam?’ 
 
    Yet again his silent approach had caught me off guard, stopping my heart because I wasn’t expecting it. With one hand against the wall to keep me upright, I gritted my teeth at him, ‘Dammit, Jermaine. You have got to learn to make some noise as you walk.’ 
 
    ‘My apologies, madam. Is there anything I can help you with?’ 
 
    I walked toward my bedroom. ‘I need to get access to a phone so I can call my husband. I don’t think…’ then I trailed off what I was saying. I had already involved Jermaine too deeply. ‘I could really do with using a phone.’ 
 
    He made an apologetic face. ‘I’m afraid Mr Schooner was very insistent that you not be permitted any internet enabled devices. He believes you will communicate with your accomplices, or perhaps a fence for the stolen jewellery. I am under threat of dismissal if I assist you any further.’ 
 
    I nodded, ‘I understand. I am sorry for the trouble this has caused you.’ 
 
    He inclined his head toward me in acknowledgement, ‘My instructions are to report your activities to Mr Schooner.’ I could hear the regret in his voice. 
 
    ‘You must do what is necessary, Jermaine. I promise I will try to cause you no more trouble.’ 
 
    ‘Is there anything else I can help you with, madam?’ 
 
    I shook my head trying to limit what I said for fear that my anger might spill out in Jermaine’s direction. He didn’t deserve to be spoken to harshly by anyone, let alone me. ‘I just need a shower for now, thank you, Jermaine.’ With that I turned and began pulling my top off as he left my bedroom and closed the door. 
 
    When I came back out, my hair still damp and threatening to turn into a puff ball if left unchecked, I found Jermaine had arranged my food at a table on my balcony. Hearing me coming no doubt, he was out there too, waiting to serve.  
 
    ‘Good evening, madam,’ he greeted me. 
 
    ‘Really, Jermaine? We snuck off a boat, pretended to be fortune tellers and then you smuggled me back on to then find a dead body in my kitchen. Must we pretend I am a princess when it is just the two of us?’ 
 
    He looked slightly horrified. ‘Decorum dictates, madam.’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes and let him pour my water. It was sparkling, what a treat. Barbie had dropped off my food while I was getting clean but had not waited around. There was no reason for her to do so, I was just some mad old woman with a noose around her neck. She was being as helpful as she could, they both were. Staring out to sea with my butler standing impassive and still just a few feet away, I realised I had barely thought about Charlie today.  
 
    What did that say about me? About our marriage? Admittedly, I had been caught up in some other events that had been quite distracting, but I felt… what? Lonely? No more than I had the last few years. What then? I couldn’t decide, but as I tucked into an exquisite sea bass on a bed of fennel with a passionfruit sauce, I wondered what was happening to me. My life had changed, but right now I had to wonder if the biggest changes were in the way I viewed the world.  
 
    It had been a long day and I was tired. There was something itching at the back of my head, something I had seen but I couldn’t quite connect the dots yet to work out what it was or what it meant. I needed to find out more about Jack Langley but I also wanted to look into Neil Hammond AKA Flint Magnum. I wasn’t satisfied with the reason he had given for his presence on the ship and what was with Mr Schooner? He knew about Flint Magnum and thus knew that he suspected Jack Langley was the jewel thief they were looking for. Why hadn’t he been able to move on him sooner, or search the man’s suite while he was ashore or being entertained somewhere. It seemed like a simple thing to do, but maybe he had already done so and hadn’t been able to find what he was looking for. Maybe the jewels had been in Jack’s safe. Or maybe there were no jewels. 
 
    Later, as I settled down to sleep, I was kept awake by the number of things I didn’t know. How was I ever going to prove my innocence if I couldn’t work out what was going on. 
 
    Then my eyes snapped open and I flew from my bed. ‘Where is it?’ I asked the air as I rummaged through my drawers and the detritus of bits and pieces I had placed on a handy tray next to the mirror on the dressing table. Just when I was about to call Jermaine, I spotted it.  
 
    The business card I found on the floor when I was looking for the bank card Flint Magnum had dropped had come back to the cabin with me and been emptied from my pocket into a drawer. It was a typical business card designed to fit neatly into the slot in one’s wallet or purse. The name on it was Samuel Lawrence and he worked for Axiz International Insurance Brokers. The title displayed below the name was Recovery Agent. I wasn’t sure what the job entailed but my guess would be that after they had paid out for insured losses, the recovery agent then tried to recover what had been lost. Did that make sense? I wasn’t sure, but then I had no idea who Samuel Lawrence was. I had seen Flint Magnum drop something, but I didn’t know that it was this card. 
 
    It was bedtime and I was tired and though I crawled back into bed imagining that the million questions tumbling around my head would keep me awake, they didn’t.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Killer 
 
    Sunlight pierced my eyes as I sat up in bed to welcome the day. ‘Good morning, madam,’ Jermaine greeted me as he finished perfecting the way the curtains hung. ‘Miss Berkeley is waiting for you in the living room.’ 
 
    I blinked a couple of times. ‘Okay?’ I hazarded while my brain tried to catch up. Then I remembered asking Jermaine about what time Barbie would be available in the morning. I felt bad that they had to empty the upper deck gym of everyone else just so I could use it and last night, going to bed early and sober, it had seemed like a good idea to get in there at the crack of dawn today. It didn’t feel like such a good idea now and despite Barbie’s reassurance that warming down correctly would prevent my body from stiffening, I felt pretty stiff anyway. ‘Coffee,’ I begged. 
 
    ‘Very good, madam.’  
 
    As Jermaine scuttled off to fetch some go-juice, I settled back down into my cloud-like goose-down pillows. Maybe Barbie would be happy to wait.  
 
    Wait a second! Her name isn’t Barbie it’s Barbara. She shortened it, or people shortened it for her because that’s what people do. That’s why I didn’t find Jack Langley when I looked for him. His name isn’t Jack at all. It would be James or John or something like that or maybe Jack was a preferred middle name. My eyes now wide open, I sprang from my bed, slipped on the mat and fell on my arse. I guess I made a racket because Jermaine and Barbie both peered around the doorframe the next second. 
 
    ‘Everything alright, madam?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘I figured it out.’ I was getting myself up awkwardly from the floor, my flannel pyjamas tangling around my feet. ‘Jack isn’t his real name, it’s an abridgement. I need to get to a computer.’ Jermaine and Barbie were still standing in the doorway when I got there, their faces both set to a quizzical O shape. I explained myself a little better. ‘Jack Langley. His first name isn’t Jack, but it might be John or James. Chances are he kept his initial, but it could be that Jack is his second name.’ 
 
    Jermaine nodded his head in understanding. ‘The computer might be tough,’ said Jermaine with some regret. ‘Mr Schooner had them disable it so it couldn’t be used for communication.’ Yeah, he did that, I remembered. Combined with confiscating my phone, it was why I hadn’t been able to talk to my husband in two days. Not that I had any idea what to say to him, but right now he was the least of my worries.  
 
    As if Jermaine had been reading my thoughts, he said, ‘Madam, I know I said yesterday that I couldn’t help you, but I laid awake half the night feeling guilty about it. I know you are innocent so I am going to help you in whatever way I can. Mr Schooner and his… men,’ he picked the word carefully, clearly considering that another word might be more appropriate, ‘confiscated my phone as well so I could not be tempted to lend it to you, but I have always had an old backup one. I charged it last night.’  
 
    It was a generous offer, but I didn’t want to confuse my head further by getting my husband involved. ‘Thank you, Jermaine. I don’t need to call anyone right now.’ 
 
    A confused look washed across his face, ‘No, I mean. You can use it to look on the internet.’ 
 
    ‘I can?’ Now it was my turn to look confused. Barbie was fishing her phone out of a snug pocket on the hip of her skin-tight leggings. ‘I mean, I guess I know that phones can do that, but I don’t know how to do that with them.’ Did my phone do that? 
 
    Like a Neanderthal stood before advance beings, I watched as their thumbs flashed about. ‘JAMES LANGLEY,’ Jermaine spelt to Barbie. Half a second later they were both showing me their tiny screens. 
 
    The chase was on again. 
 
    The elation I felt at that moment, didn’t last long though as we quickly worked through as many permutations of his name as we could without getting any results we wanted. Disappointed, I returned Jermaine’s phone. 
 
    ‘So, what now?’ Barbie wanted to know. ‘Shall we go to the gym?’ 
 
    Dear Lord, no. 
 
    ‘How about if we looked for just his last name and combine it with words like jewel thief or convicted? Would that work?’ I asked hopefully. 
 
    Jermaine shrugged, ‘It might.’ 
 
    More flashing fingers. They were sat side by side on the couch in my living area, with me pacing in front of them nervously. In truth, I realised more than a day ago that I was clutching at straws in my search for the man. If I assume he really was a jewel thief then what did that actually tell me? I still wouldn’t know who killed him or why. I doubted I would know the first thing about him. And what if he had never been caught? There would be no record of him, surely? 
 
    Pacing and trying hard to not bite my nails, it almost made me jump when Barbie said, ‘Oh.’ I turned to find her staring at her phone and Jermaine leaning in to see what was on her screen. 
 
    ‘Barbie has found something interesting about a jewel thief.’ He began reading, ‘Shaun Metcalf was convicted of the theft of the Sapphire of Zangrabar when his fingers were found at the scene. Mr Metcalf, 37, denies having an accomplice, but the jewel was never recovered and Interpol argue that he could not have gained access or escaped from the New York Geological Society where it was on display by himself. Despite his wounds, he escaped and was arrested two days later when his wounds were matched to a police report.’ Jermaine sat back again and looked up at me. ‘It goes on to say that he was jailed for fifteen years. It’s an old newspaper article. I couldn’t see any reference to anyone called Langley though.’ 
 
    I scrunched my forehead in misunderstanding. ‘Barbie, why did you say “Oh” when you saw the article?’ 
 
    She looked up. ‘Because of the picture of Shaun.’ 
 
    That added no clarity at all. ‘What about him?’ I asked. 
 
    Barbie smiled her usual sweet smile. ‘He’s in the cabin next to mine. He’s really nice.’ 
 
    Jermaine and I stared at each other. The presence of another jewel thief on board just couldn’t be a coincidence. ‘Can I see?’ I held out my hand for Barbie to pass me her phone, but she got up instead and came to stand next to me, doing something complex with her fingers to make the photograph fill the screen.  
 
    A chill ran down my spine. I knew the man. He had carried my luggage when I first arrived, and the captain escorted me up to my suite. He was younger in the picture but the same scar I had seen when he first smiled at me ran through a younger eyebrow and onto the cheek below.  
 
    ‘I need to speak with the captain. Can you arrange that?’ Jermaine looked unsure. ‘This man carried my luggage when I came on board,’ I explained. ‘He has to be Jack’s killer. There’s too much coincidence.’ 
 
    He nodded his understanding. ‘I’ll see what I can do. I’ll, ah, I’ll go now then,’ Jermaine left via his usual door avoiding the guards outside the main entrance to the suite.  
 
    Barbie was left behind with me. ‘What else does it say?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Oh, ah, here.’ She handed me her phone, which immediately went to a different screen the moment I touched it. I made a grunting noise and showed her as I handed it back. She touched it again and the screen with Shaun Metcalf’s face was back.  
 
    It was a guilty face if ever I saw one, the scar on his eyebrow no doubt the product of a shady past or a delinquent childhood. The captain would have to pay attention to me now that I could identify a convicted jewel thief among his crew. I continued reading the old news article, but it didn’t say anywhere that he was a known accomplice of anyone called Langley. It did say though that he was from Brooklyn, the same place as Jack had said he was from. I handed the phone back to Barbie. ‘Can you search for more information about the missing jewel and any suspects?’ 
 
    She said, ‘Okay,’ with her permanent sweet smile and almost instantly handed the phone back to me with the results. Again, I touched it and killed the screen I was looking at. ‘Like this.’ Barbie patiently showed me how to touch the screen and move it about without making it go away. 
 
    Having mastered that, I discovered there were numerous articles about the jewel the scar faced murderer was accused of stealing. It would take hours to read them all. Time I didn’t have as Jermaine would return any moment with the captain. ‘Is it possible to narrow the search?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Sure. What do you want to look for?’ 
 
    ‘Can you combine the name of the jewel with Jack Langley or just Langley?’ She could and she did, this time getting only one article, in which it named Shaun Metcalf as having several potential accomplices. It was an old piece, written more than a decade ago, but it listed four different men that were known to Shaun Metcalf, and could have been the other man they suspected to be involved in the jewel theft. Actually, it said that it could have been one or all of them but went on to advise the reader that two had been eliminated as unlikely because they were in jail now and another had been questioned by the police and released. It left a man called John Langley and it provided a picture. He and Metcalf had served jail time together in their twenties for stealing jewellery from the houses of the rich.  
 
    The picture was of a man in his twenties, but it was the same Jack Langley I had met on my first night. I had found him. I had no doubt that Shaun Metcalf had taken a job on the ship to get even with his old partner. He had murdered Jack Langley and taken the jewels. Find him and the case was solved. I would be free finally.  
 
    A loud knock at the door broke my concentration and heralded it opening. It wasn’t the captain that preceded Jermaine into the room though, it was the ever-unpleasant Mr Schooner once more. He already had a sneer on his lips. An embarrassed Jermaine shuffled in behind him, a burly guard on his shoulder like a threat. 
 
    ‘Can I help you, Mrs Fisher? Your butler seems to think you have evidence that might prove your innocence.’ He made no attempt to hide the derision in his voice. 
 
    I turned to Barbie to ask for her phone again. ‘May I?’ She willingly handed it over. ‘This person,’ I showed Mr Schooner the screen, ‘is a member of the crew, a convicted jewel thief and a known accomplice of the man we know as Jack Langley whose real name is John.’ 
 
    He looked down at the phone but then back up at me before he had time to take anything in. He looked angry. Really angry. ‘You gave her a phone?’ he snapped at Barbie. She flinched under his verbal assault, her perfect features now contorted in shock. ‘I gave strict instruction that Mrs Fisher was not to have communication with the outside world. You can expect to lose your job for this.’ 
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ I demanded. ‘This man is the killer.’ I had the phone up to his face so he couldn’t avoid it. ‘He went to jail when he and Jack stole a priceless jewel. The jewel was never recovered but Shaun Metcalf was convicted anyway, and his partner got away. He is on board to exact his revenge. I bet if you search his room you will find the missing jewels. This is the man that killed Lieutenant Davis.’  
 
    Mr Schooner’s attention was all on me, his face mere inches from mine. He didn’t say anything for a couple of seconds, then he cracked a smile and began to laugh. Barbie’s horrified expression slowly relaxed. She was hoping his threat of dismissal was somehow part of a joke she didn’t understand. A grin flitted nervously across her face. I was just utterly bewildered.  
 
    Before I could ask what he found so funny, he started speaking, ‘You do have a wonderful imagination, Mrs Fisher. Jewel thieves, accomplices, old convicts getting revenge on their partners after spending years in jail harbouring a secret. How do you come up with it all?’ He was still laughing between sentences, a small tear escaping his left eye from the mirth.  
 
    ‘This is evidence,’ I pointed out, waving the phone around under his nose. I could hear in my voice though that I was no longer as sure as I had been. 
 
    ‘It’s nothing,’ he replied. ‘Circumstantial coincidence at best.’ He took the hat he held under his right arm and placed it back on his head, turning to a mirror across the room to check his reflection. ‘Will there be anything else?’ 
 
    I stared at him. I was lost again. I thought I had a solution. Would the captain have listened? When I said nothing, because I could think of nothing to say, Mr Schooner tilted his head in a mock salute and went to the door. 
 
    He had a final comment though for Jermaine and Barbie, ‘You can both consider yourselves suspended pending formal review. I want you out of this room in the next two minutes or I will have the guards remove you. Don’t expect to keep your jobs once we reach St Kitts.’ Then he closed the door and was gone. 
 
    ‘I’m fired?’ Barbie said slowly as if trying the concept out to see how it felt. 
 
    Jermaine settled onto the nearest couch. The words, ‘Oh my,’ escaped his lips. 
 
    I felt terrible. How had it all come to this?  
 
    ‘The captain wouldn’t come,’ said Jermaine from his seated position. ‘I found him, but Mr Schooner was with him. As soon as I said what I needed him for, he sent Mr Schooner to deal with it. There was nothing I could do.’ 
 
    ‘This isn’t your fault,’ I replied instantly. 
 
    Jermaine looked up at me, an incredulous look on his face. ‘Of course it’s not my fault. I haven’t done anything.’ He was getting angry now. ‘This is your fault, but I still seem to be out of a job.’ He stood up to deliver the outburst, then looked embarrassed once the words had left his mouth. ‘Sorry, madam, I’m…’ He didn’t finish the sentence. He just turned and left, leaving the room via the door in the kitchen back to his cabin.  
 
    I turned to Barbie, my expression wretched.  
 
    She spoke first though, ‘I should go.’ Tears were not far from falling, the words came out around a barely suppressed sob. I handed her the phone and she left too. 
 
    All alone in my vast suite I felt like I must be the most miserable person on the planet. I had no friends, I had no husband, I had nowhere to live once I got off this ship, but that was probably a moot point because I was accused of murder and was most likely going directly to jail. Even if I was eventually proven innocent, I would still spend time in a cell while I waited for a trial. 
 
    I crumpled to the floor, too stunned to walk to the bedroom to collapse on the bed and somehow too miserable to cry. In my depression, I had to ask if I would simply be better off jumping from the balcony right now. It would be so easy to achieve. The doors were only a few feet away. I got to my feet, wobbling on uncertain legs as I made my way across the room. As I put my hand on the chrome handle to let myself outside, the door behind me opened. 
 
    A voice said, ‘I have to make sure you are alone.’ 
 
    I looked at my hand on the door handle. ‘What the heck am I doing?’ 
 
    ‘Huh?’ 
 
    I turned to see a guard in the doorway. He was looking at me with a confused look. ‘Where are they?’ he asked.  
 
    Time to play dumb. ‘Where’s who?’ 
 
    He met me with a disbelieving look, I was wasting his time and he knew it. ‘Your butler and the gym bunny. Where are they? I have to escort them out. Mr Schooner’s orders.’  
 
    ‘They left already.’ 
 
    ‘Left? But I’m guarding the door.’ Then I saw the light dawn. For three days they had been guarding the door to my suite to prevent me from leaving, but my butler had his own entrance. He was looking across the room to the kitchen and the door that led out of it. The door was closed now, but on the outside, it had a bell and on the door itself was a sign that read Butler’s Cabin in large letters. 
 
    ‘Mike,’ the man yelled to his partner outside. Mike poked his head around the door as the first man advanced across the room toward the kitchen. 
 
    ‘What?’ asked Mike. 
 
    His partner was now in the kitchen. ‘I think there is another way out of this suite. Get over here.’ 
 
    Curious, Mike went to join his partner, both of them going through the door into Jermaine’s cabin and leaving the main door to my suite open and unattended. 
 
    I glanced quickly at Jermaine’s door. They were both inside his cabin. ‘I’ll just let myself out then,’ I whispered to myself as I crossed the room, grabbing my handbag and a baseball cap as I went. Then, still in my pyjamas and slippers, I went in search of Shaun Metcalf.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Jewel Thief 
 
    Hanging around in the passage outside my suite didn’t seem like a good idea, so I hurried away as fast as I could without looking like I was running away. Then I heard a string of swear words coming from the open door of the suite and abandoned any notion of being surreptitious. Before they could get out of the room and spot me, I made the corner and ducked out of view. 
 
    I wasn’t out of earshot though and could hear them blaming each other and exchanging some inventive expletives. They only had two choices for which direction I might have gone, so even though they came across as a little dumb, I wasn’t going to hang around. There was an elevator bank to my right, the lights above both showed neither car was on my level.  
 
    Were they coming? I stabbed the button between the two elevators repeatedly even though I knew doing so wouldn’t make the doors open any sooner. I wanted to skip back to the corner and see if they were coming but if they were, I was probably going to scream and wet myself. 
 
    The left-hand car was moving, the number shown above it slowly ticking inexorably through the teens.  
 
    Then I heard running footsteps. They were heading toward me! 
 
    Stuff waiting for the elevator, I ran for the stairs. Then the damned lift pinged. Split with indecision, I flipped a mental coin and dived through the elevator doors as they opened, just as both guards came barrelling around the corner and saw me. 
 
    They pointed and yelled as they sprinted toward the closing doors. Caught inside the confines of the steel box, I had nowhere to go and couldn’t have got there if I did. The doors slid shut in the nick of time, the guards’ bodies slamming against them and rattling the elevator as it started to move. I wanted to breathe a sigh of relief, but I wasn’t certain the elevator would descend faster than they could get down the stairs.  
 
    Yet again, I was trapped.  
 
    Think, Patricia. Is it better to go all the way to the bottom and hope you outrun them or get off on a random floor and see what happens? Surely, the further I went or the longer I was in the elevator, the more likely it was that they would meet a barrier of some kind that would slow them down. That was my plan then. I didn’t know what floor Barbie’s cabin was on, only that it was somewhere in the bowels of the ship. I would take the elevator to floor seven where it terminated and get off there. I would need a different elevator or some stairs to access the crew decks, however, I was convinced it wouldn’t take me long to find a man that could tell me where the super-sexy, toned, athletic, blonde girl lived.  
 
    I hadn’t considered one important factor in my plan though: other people could press the elevator call button. Two floors down, the car slowed, stopped and opened. A nice-looking couple were waiting to get in. They looked a little surprised at my ready-for-bed outfit, but smiled pleasantly and got in. 
 
    ‘Thirteen, please,’ the lady said as I was standing next to the buttons. 
 
    Across the atrium the elevator had opened in, a stairwell door burst open and the guards were staring at me. I was a rabbit in headlights again, stabbing the button and trying not to wet myself. 
 
    ‘Shouldn’t we wait for those men?’ the lady asked, her face genuinely confused by my desperation to get the doors shut. She raised her arm to stop the doors as they started to shut. 
 
    I yelled, ‘Noooo!’ as I slammed into her, pushing her to the side of the car and watching in relief as the doors shut on the guards’ angry faces once more.  
 
    ‘Is everything alright?’ the man asked as he pulled his wife gently away from me.  
 
    God, I must look like a crazy woman. ‘I’m sorry. So, so sorry. Those men are chasing me, I just need to get away.’ 
 
    ‘Goodness,’ the wife said, her hand to her heart in shock. ‘Why?’ 
 
    Why? Think of a lie, Patricia, quickly. I must have been looking at them with blind panic in my eyes because that was what I was feeling. I was staring at them, my mouth open, struggling to find something to say. 
 
    The lift pinged again, the doors opened to my left and I bolted, leaving their startled faces behind as I crossed the atrium as fast as I could go in my slippers.  
 
    How far behind were the guards? I wasn’t even sure what number deck I had come out on, but details could wait until I was actually safe. I reached the door that led from the elevator atrium onto the deck itself and suddenly I was outside in the sun. There was a pool in front of me and despite the early hour there were children playing in it and a stack of adults laying on the sun loungers around it.  
 
    Should I risk a look back into the elevator area to see if the guards were there? Probably not a clever idea. Instead, I forced myself to stroll nonchalantly by all the people enjoying the early morning sunshine. They barely noticed me even with my odd choice of clothes. 
 
    I reached the far side of the pool, ducked around the side of a bar and found my way back into the ship without hearing anyone shouting or raising an alarm. I gave myself a minute at that point to lean against a handy wall. The ship was too vast for them to find me. At least that’s what I told myself as I set off again. It was too big and there were too many people for them to be able to catch me unless they got really lucky.  
 
    The problem I faced now was that I had no idea where I was on the ship or where I was trying to get to; two pieces of information one might think vital for navigation. A quick glance upward as I crossed the deck outside had shown perhaps six decks above me reaching up toward the blue sky. If I estimate that there are twenty decks, the captain had told me how many there were on the first day, but I hadn’t been paying attention, then I have fourteen decks beneath me, and Barbie is toward the bottom of them. I was willing to bet there were maps or pictorial layouts all over the ship, but do you think I could find one now that I was in desperate need?  
 
    What I came to first was another wide, open area filled with people. It contained shops and signs for a cinema. Escalators dropped down to the next level where I could see a water fountain surrounded by chairs set up to look like an Italian village square. Most of the chairs were occupied with guests eating their breakfast as wait staff in bright red shirts delivered food and collected empty plates. It looked wonderful, I had so much of this ship that I wanted to explore if I ever got the chance.  
 
    I rode the escalator down, taking it all in, sniffing the glorious smell of coffee and fresh bread that filled the air. My stomach grumbled its emptiness, breakfast had been skipped again and I fought an inner demon that argued I could stop for food now. The guards would never find me here. I doubted I would feel safe though, so my hunger would go unanswered for now. I spotted a male member of the wait staff and waved to slow him down. 
 
    ‘Good morning, madam. Welcome to La Trevita. Please take a seat anywhere and one of us will be along momentarily to take your order.’ It was all delivered with practised polish and a slight French accent despite the Italian setting. 
 
    ‘Thank you. I was hoping you might be able to help me with something else though.’ His eyebrows twitched as he waited for me to continue. ‘I am looking for a friend of mine, she’s my gym instructor, Barbie Berkeley. She’s a member of the crew. Could you direct me to the crew accommodation, please?’ 
 
    The young man looked surprised at the question but provided an answer anyway, ‘The staff are mostly located on deck four.’ 
 
    ‘Deck four, thank you.’ I turned to go but he called me back. 
 
    ‘You will not be able to access it though. The staff areas are separate from the guest areas.’ 
 
    ‘How do I get to her then?’ 
 
    He sort of shrugged. ‘I guess you can go to one of the entry doors and ask for her. There’s an elevator that will take you there on the next deck. Take the stairs on the port side.’ He chuckled graciously at my confused face and pointed which way to go. 
 
    I set off, hurrying but not running and hoping not only that I could follow his directions but also find someone that would help me locate Barbie when I got there. His directions were spot on, thankfully, which meant I found the stairs down easily. At the bottom there were other staff waiting for the elevator he had described; a chef and a man in some kind of maintenance outfit complete with toolbelt. No doubt there were myriad items that needed fixing or maintaining. As I approached, the chef turned his head slightly to see who it was and did a double take when he saw my face.  
 
    It was Ian, the chef I had made sushi with on the second night while trying to catch Flint Magnum.  
 
    ‘Hi,’ I waved.  
 
    He frowned, perplexed by my outfit. ‘Did you forget to get dressed?’  
 
    Thinking quickly, I said, ‘I just nipped up to my kitchen to check on an icing sculpture I made last night. I was nervous it might have sagged, and I would need to get started again now. It looks okay though.’ The chefs put lots of artistic touches to the food presentation, I hadn’t seen a table yet that didn’t have some kind of masterpiece carved from fruit or moulded from butter.  
 
    He accepted my answer with a disinterested nod and turned back to the elevator just as the doors opened. ‘You certainly have it easier in your kitchen. Chef Schneider would never tolerate any of us stepping foot in his kitchen in less than full uniform.’ 
 
    We all stepped inside where I watched Ian use a key card to activate the button. The lift wouldn’t go anywhere unless the person getting on had one. He thought I was just another member of staff though.  
 
    I pushed my luck a little further. ‘Do you know where Barbie Berkeley the gym instructor’s cabin is? She is going to help me with weight management.’ I picked a believable lie. 
 
    ‘I do,’ the maintenance man said, a leering grin creeping onto his face without invitation. He saw my expression and quickly reset his face. ‘I can show you if you like.’ 
 
    ‘Super, thanks.’ The lift pinged again, and we all got off. I had been the last one on so was nearest the doors when they opened but not knowing where I was supposed to be going, I had hesitated, causing both men to bump into me as they moved forward. ‘Sorry. Daydreaming again.’ 
 
    Ian shook his head as he turned to walk away. ‘This way,’ said the maintenance guy.  
 
    The deck we had come out on was vast and there was no natural light. I wondered if this was below the water line, a question that made me feel a bit odd suddenly. Would I be happy in the bottom of the boat? Memories of watching Titanic at the cinema surfaced as he led me through the rabbit warren of passages.  
 
    We walked for more than five minutes before he announced, ‘Here you go.’ The door had her name on the outside and the door to its right displayed the name Shaun Metcalf. My heart thudded in my chest. My escort hadn’t hung around to see if I needed anything else, he was fifty yards away and would soon disappear. I stared at Shaun’s door. I was going to have to knock on it. What did I do then though? Grapple with him and tie him up? I had taken some self-defence classes a few years back when Maggie had talked me into it. She liked the hunky instructor but after a brief fling she had moved on and quit the class just when I was getting into it. How much of it did I remember now? Not much was the likely answer. 
 
    You’re heavier now, a little voice reminded me helpfully. That should count for something. Was I really going to grab him when he answered the door and accuse him of murder? If he was guilty of two murders already, what would stop him making me his third victim? 
 
    Just then Barbie’s door opened, her surprised face matching mine. ‘Hi, Barbie,’ I managed.  
 
    ‘Um, hi, Patty. I thought they had you locked up in your suite.’  
 
    ‘They did. Listen, I need to speak with Shaun, will you stay with me for a minute?’ She was wearing her usual skin-tight brightly coloured Lycra gym gear. 
 
    ‘I need to speak to him too. That’s why I came out actually. It sounds like he is wrestling someone in there.’ 
 
    I looked from her to his door. Wrestling? I hammered on the door, worry rising. I got no answer, so hammered again. 
 
    Sound coming from inside preceded the door opening. The person framed in the doorway wasn’t Shaun Metcalf though, it was one of the surly guards that had been outside my door this week. He recognised me at the same time, his eyes widening and his mouth opening to shout. I kicked him in the nuts as hard as I could. 
 
    He called me something unpleasant as he crumpled to his knees. I was shocked at myself. I hadn’t kicked a boy in the groin since Billy Mascall pulled my pony tail in sixth grade. 
 
    Beside me, Barbie gasped her surprise and then gasped again when I grabbed her elbow to drag her over the now prone guard and into Shaun’s cabin. I put a finger to my lips so Barbie might understand the need for quiet. We could both hear someone moving about deeper into the cabin. 
 
    ‘Dean get back here and finish the job with me, will you?’ The voice came from a door at the back of the cabin that I took to be the bathroom. What on earth had I stumbled upon now. 
 
    ‘That’s not Shaun’s voice,’ Barbie whispered.  
 
    I glanced about, looking for a weapon. When nothing presented itself, I picked up a discarded dinner plate and advanced on the door the voice had come from. Crumbs spilled on the floor unnoticed, my pulse banging in my head yet again. 
 
    ‘Grab his legs,’ the voice said just as we drew level and could see inside. There was a man on the floor and another man crouched over him. I couldn’t see the face of the man on the floor, but I was fairly certain I was going to discover it was Shaun. The man crouching over him was another guard that I recognised. When he got no response to his request, he looked up. Just in time to catch the dinner plate on his nose as I swung it. The plate broke, but my hope that he would magically fall down unconscious was not to be fulfilled as he rose to his feet, blood coming from a cut across the bridge of his nose. 
 
    He said a bad word as he came at me, arms rising to grab my face.  
 
    Backing speedily away from the menace to my front, I bumped into Barbie and was stuck as she was fiddling with her bag and not paying attention to what was happening in front of her. There was no time for a discussion on the subject though. How much of my self-defence training did I actually remember? I could see that he was going to grab me with his right hand, so since I didn’t have time to shove Barbie out of the way and even if I did he was just going to chase after me, what I needed to do was turn into him and grab his wrist before he got to me, parry his other arm and elbow him hard in the face as I stomped on his instep and maybe kneed him in the groin.  
 
    Yeah, I could make this work! He wouldn’t be expecting it either and that would give me an advantage. 
 
    I spun off my left foot to grab his right wrist, his face showing surprise as I moved toward him instead of flinching away. Then I swung my other arm around in a wide arc to block any attempt to grab me with his left hand and that was where I realised that I didn’t remember any of my self-defence training. I could do it in my head, but in practice I was lost. Instead of disabling the man, my move just spun me into him so we were spooning standing up. 
 
    The significantly larger, stronger and heavier man swept a leg out to knock me off my feet, then followed me to the floor where he instantly had me pinned.  
 
    Knowing I was caught, I fought back anyway, kicking and flailing and struggling for all I was worth because I knew Mr Schooner was sure to lock me in a cage this time. Above me, Barbie yelled something and suddenly the man’s weight was gone as he threw himself backward to get away. 
 
    ‘Arrrgh! Arrrgh, my eyes!’ he screamed while flailing at his face. Barbie had sprayed him with mace! 
 
    I rolled onto my front, taking Barbie’s hand as she helped me up.  
 
    She was smiling through the fear that was etched on her face. ‘I keep this in case boys ever get too amorous.’ 
 
    By our feet, the fallen Shaun Metcalf was coming around. He had blood all over his face from a cut on his head. ‘Quick, grab an arm.’ Instinctively, Barbie did as I asked, and we dragged him out of the bathroom. In front of us now though was Dean the guard, just getting up as he recovered from the swift knee I had given his nuts.   
 
    ‘I’m gonna kill you,’ he managed between laboured breaths before shoving himself off the wall. He was coming in my direction, clearly not fully recovered, but determined to do his job anyway.  
 
    He didn’t get far though. No more than a few steps when Barbie maced him as well. Just like his partner, he went down clutching his face and screaming. 
 
    ‘That’s for not being very nice,’ said Barbie as she delicately tucked the mace back in her bag. 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ Shaun was alert enough now to ask questions.  
 
    It was Barbie that answered. ‘I’m Barbie, I live next door.’ 
 
    ‘That’s nice,’ he replied, clearly not certain that it was. ‘Now what the heck is going on?’ 
 
    ‘We need to move,’ I said rather than answer his question. ‘Your friends won’t be down forever.’ We had to step over Dean on our way out, his attempt to trip us and block our exit rewarded with another kick to the nuts which ended his efforts instantly. 
 
    ‘Remind me not to piss you off,’ murmured Shaun. ‘Do either of you know who they are?’ 
 
    ‘You mean you don’t know?’ I was staring at Shaun, unsure what to make of the shift in my plan. Somehow, I was now protecting Shaun Metcalf as much as I was myself. The man I had thought was the killer was being targeted by the same men that were keeping me locked up in my suite. What did that mean? ‘Barbie, we need to get somewhere safe. Is there a room we can go to where we won’t be disturbed for a few minutes?’ 
 
    ‘Girls toilets?’ she asked. I nodded and two turns later she shoved open a door to her left and we all spilled through it.  
 
    ‘What’s going on, Patty?’ she asked as we found ourselves tucked out of the way and able to gather our thoughts. The main thought I had was that we were trapped if they caught us in here. They hadn’t made it out of Shaun’s room before we had escaped the passage his cabin was in so I was hoping, once again, that they had entirely too much ship to search. 
 
    I turned to Shaun Metcalf. ‘Did you kill Jack Langley?’ 
 
    He stared right at me, his furrowed brow trying to work out what I had just said. ‘Jack Langley?’ he replied slowly. ‘What do you know about Jack Langley?’ 
 
    I returned his gaze. Shaun looked genuinely mystified by my question. ‘I know that the two of you stole a precious gem many years ago and he escaped while you went to jail.’ 
 
    ‘Escaped with the damned jewel and abandoned me,’ he snapped out to interrupt me. 
 
    I continued anyway, ‘I know you lost your fingers that night and that was how they caught you and I know Jack was murdered in his cabin three days ago. How much coincidence are you willing to believe, Shaun?’ I was struggling to believe that he wasn’t involved but sadly, I had to admit that his dumbfounded act, if it was one, was convincing. When I combined that with what looked like two of Mr Schooner’s guards trying to kill him, I had to admit that, yet again, I had no idea what was going on. 
 
    Shaun looked right at me when he said, ‘You’re telling me that Jack Langley was on this ship and someone murdered him?’ 
 
    I didn’t answer him though, I had another question, ‘If it wasn’t you, then who else would want him dead?’ 
 
    Shaun blew out an exasperated breath, ‘Maybe everyone? The man was a parasite. He stole from everyone and no one ever suspected him because he was so suave and charming.’ I couldn’t disagree. Shaun sagged against the counter behind him. ‘I can’t believe he was on this ship. God, I hated that man. I probably would have killed him if I had known.’ 
 
    I believed what he was saying but I wasn’t finished with the questions, ‘What did the security guards want with you?’ 
 
    As he opened his mouth to answer, a beeping noise came from a speaker mounted in the ceiling, then Mr Schooner’s South African accent came over the tannoy, ‘This is a message to all staff. Be on the lookout for a guest in the crew accommodation area. The guest’s name is Patricia Fisher. She is to be considered extremely dangerous. Last seen wearing pink flannel pyjamas, she may be accompanied by two accomplices, Barbara Berkeley and Shaun Metcalf. Security have been dispatched to apprehend her, however, if you see her, or her accomplices, you are tasked, as a member of this ship’s crew, to detain them. Good luck.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, my God,’ whispered Barbie, utter terror making her voice almost silent. Dean and the other guard must have recovered enough to trigger the alarm.  
 
    ‘Shaun,’ I snapped. ‘What did the guards want with you?’ 
 
    He looked as bewildered as Barbie. ‘I don’t know. They were in my cabin when I got there. They grabbed me and knocked me out. One of them used the sleeper hold thing where they squeeze off the blood supply to your head?’ He was checking to see if I knew what he was talking about. ‘When I woke up, you were there. Now how about you answer a question for me? I am going to assume from that announcement that you are Patricia Fisher so why don’t you tell me why they want you and what it is that I am suddenly an accomplice to?’  
 
    ‘They think I killed Jack Langley. I’ve been trying to find out who did kill him for three days. I thought it had to be you. Your presence on the boat is just too much…’ I stopped speaking mid-sentence as something occurred to me, then asked a different question. ‘How is it that you came to be on board?’ 
 
    ‘I was recruited,’ he replied.  
 
    That just led to more questions, but the toilet door opened, the young women framed in the doorway now frozen as she took in the three of us all looking at her. She held up her hands. ‘I don’t want any trouble,’ she said as she backed out of the room, but as the door swung shut again, we could hear her yelling outside. ‘They’re here! Someone help me. They’re here. I found them!’ 
 
    Cursing my luck for the hundredth time in the last hour, I yanked the door open, yelling, ‘Come on!’ to Barbie and Shaun as they were both too stunned to have started moving. 
 
    The next second we were running along the passage away from the woman who was still yelling to get attention. Her efforts worked too. As we turned the next corner, I saw more security guards in their pristine white uniforms running along the passage after us. They were still fifty yards the other side of the woman, which gave us almost one hundred yards head start, but where were we supposed to hide on a ship? 
 
    Just as I was thinking our situation was hopeless, Jermaine appeared from a doorway just ahead of us. We skidded to a halt. Was he still mad at me? ‘Quick,’ he beckoned as we were just staring at him and not moving, ‘there’s stairs this way.’ 
 
    Barbie, being naturally faster since she looked like a gazelle in human form, started bounding up the stairs three at a time. Shaun was no fitter than I and stank of cigarettes which explained him wheezing for breath after only a fifty-yard dash. I pushed Shaun after Barbie as Jermaine closed the door. 
 
    My butler caught up with me easily on the stairs. ‘I came as soon as I heard the announcement. Isn’t that the other jewel thief?’ 
 
    ‘Hi, Shaun Metcalf, very confused steward,’ said Shaun. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, Jermaine, I don’t know what’s happening. Two of Mr Schooner’s security guards were attacking Shaun when I got to his cabin.’ 
 
    ‘Attacking him?’ Jermaine’s voice betrayed the same disbelief I held. The attack wasn’t imagined though.  
 
    ‘We need to get to a public place,’ I yelled. I had no breath for anything else. I wanted to find the captain. Force him to listen to reason. I was innocent and someone had just tried to hurt the one man I thought might be the killer. Okay, he wasn’t the first man I thought might be the killer, but what the heck was going on? 
 
    As we raced up the stairs, the door below us slammed open and the guards started up the stairs towards us. They were three flights behind but they were going to catch Shaun and me in no time.  
 
    ‘This is silly.’ Barbie had stopped for us to catch up and looked disinclined to keep running. ‘Why don’t we just explain that we haven’t done anything and let them escort us to Mr Schooner. I’m sure we can sort it all out.’ 
 
    A deafening boom echoed in the stairwell and a hole appeared in the steel bulkhead by Shaun’s face. They had just shot at us! I glanced over the handrail. Both men had weapons in their hands and were running up the stairs again. They saw me look down and cracked out two more shots. 
 
    I shouted, ‘That’s why!’ as I tried to maintain control of my bladder. The stairs wound around and around with an intermediate landing between each deck. Screaming as we went, the four of us ran up the next flight and burst through the first door we came to. We were on the thirteenth deck, three decks beneath the first sun deck.  
 
    ‘We have to jam this door.’ Shaun was barely able to breath but he could still think. The sound of shattering glass behind me the result of a fire axe being set free. Shaun threaded it neatly between the fire doors, checked it secured them and sagged against it.  
 
    Seconds later the security guards hit the outside of the doors, rattling them in their frame but the axe handle held. Two more booms rang out and two dents appeared in the steel doors as the bullets deformed them. They couldn’t penetrate it though.  
 
    We were safe, perhaps only briefly, but a sigh of relief escaped my lips, nevertheless.  
 
    ‘Would one of you now tell me what is going on?’ Shaun pleaded. He was leaning against the wall, still trying to catch his breath.  
 
    I said, ‘We need to keep moving before they radio to their colleagues and catch up to us. We can walk and talk, right?’ Jermaine slipped an arm around Shaun’s shoulders to get him moving. I turned to Barbie. ‘Can you find us a way out of here? We need to get to the captain or at least somewhere public so they can’t shoot us.’ 
 
    ‘Where are all the people?’ wailed Barbie as she darted ahead to find a way out. ‘There’s like ten thousand people on this ship, how come we are alone? Where are we even?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ answered Jermaine. Wherever we are, I have never been here before.  
 
    Ahead of us, Barbie was trying doors. Most of them were locked and those that weren’t led to maintenance rooms or storerooms. They might be good to hide in but hiding wasn’t a strategy that could have any long-term success.  
 
    I remembered a question I had thought of earlier but hadn’t had the chance to ask, ‘Shaun, tell me again how you came to be on the ship.’ 
 
    ‘I was recruited right out of jail. I was coming up for parole and they had a job waiting for me. I didn’t have to take it, but if I hadn’t, they probably wouldn’t have let me out.’ 
 
    ‘That’s it? You don’t know where the job offer came from?’ 
 
    ‘Nope. Well, not at the time. There was a pair of men in the parole hearing that were there to guarantee my employment. Normally, ex-cons are not allowed to travel for a period after release but someone had made some kind of assurance that went with the job so I got out and they brought me straight to the boat. I didn’t see them again until they turned up in my cabin and tried to kill me earlier.’ 
 
    ‘What? The two guards are the ones that collected you from jail?’ It was astonishing news but almost made sense. 
 
    He nodded, ‘Yup. I probably should have known there was something devious going on, but I just wanted out of jail. I didn’t really care why I had been offered the job and if I’m being honest about it, I didn’t ask. I was stealing things before I could walk. I was always a criminal. This is the first real job I have ever had, and I like it. I wish I had never met Jack Langley. My life could have turned out very different.’ 
 
    ‘How so?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘I met him when I was a kid. He was a couple of years older than me and he took me under his wing. I thought it was a good thing at the time because he had big plans about getting rich but by the time I was fifteen, I had been in juvie hall four times. We just kept getting caught. It didn’t put him off though, he said we was learning our craft and getting better so that one day we could pull off the one big job that would change our lives. Then he got busted again and he went to the state penitentiary that time because he had turned eighteen and already had a juvenile record. I didn’t see him for twenty years after that. Then one day he turns up babbling on about this huge sapphire they have on display at the New York Geological Society. We stole it, but I slipped and fell on the way out and my hand got impaled. Jack could have helped me get free, but he abandoned me and took the sapphire. I had to yank my hand free which is how I lost my fingers. A couple of days later I got busted in hospital. I never saw Jack again and they threw the book at me.’ 
 
    ‘How come you didn’t rat him out to get your sentence reduced? I asked. 
 
    ‘Because the word rat is exactly what I would have been. It goes against the code. I would never have made it out of jail alive.’ His smile was rueful. 
 
    ‘I found stairs,’ Barbie called from fifty feet in front of us. She was holding open a door and indicating with her head.  
 
    As we scurried through the door and started up the stairs, I started to feel hopeful. We hadn’t been chased for several minutes and hadn’t seen anyone in that time. It was almost as if we were out for a peaceful stroll.  
 
    Four levels up the sign on the door announced we had reached the Lido deck. ‘Is this one of the public areas?’ I asked.  
 
    ‘Very public,’ replied Jermaine. ‘There will be guests and crew when we get outside, but I can’t tell from here whether this will open onto one of the open deck areas or into one of the shopping and eating areas.’ 
 
    I bit my lip. ‘Let’s find out.’ 
 
    Through the door off the stairwell was a short passage to another door, but the next door had a round porthole style window in it through which light was coming. It wasn’t daylight from outside though, or at least not directly. The door opened into a shopping area, the same one I had been in just an hour or so ago with the Italian village square in it. We stepped tentatively out and began walking across the open area 
 
    ‘That tannoy message,’ I started, ‘would that have gone out to all areas of the ship?’ 
 
    Jermaine shook his head. ‘Goodness, no. That went only to the crew area. Why?’ 
 
    ‘Because we are being watched.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Confrontation 
 
    I had to admit that I might have stared as well. We were an eclectic group; a butler in full gear with tails, a gym-bunny in Lycra, a middle-aged woman in her pyjamas and a grey-haired older man in a steward’s uniform with blood on his face. We were making a bee-line for the escalators to go up another level, but two sets of eyes at a table by the fountain were tracking us and they were not the only ones looking our way. They were the only ones that stood up though, instantly revealing themselves as two more of Mr Schooner’s security guards.  
 
    They had been waiting for us, undoubtedly placed in an open space in case we showed ourselves. Now they were beginning to follow us, their route one that would intercept ours before we got to the escalators. 
 
    I shouted, ‘Run!’ and pushed Shaun ahead of me. The guards had to weave between tables before they could start running. It gave us the few extra seconds we needed to get to the escalator first. For good measure, I hooked a chair as I ran and threw it across the floor toward them as they cleared the last table and got into the open. All around us people were watching the entertainment. The patrons eating their brunch were standing up to get a better view. The chair zipped across the tiled floor, but the first guard just put a leg out to stop it and casually spoke into a radio in his hand.  
 
    I didn’t like that he wasn’t chasing us, not that I wanted to be chased, but I took his relaxed attitude to be a sign of something worse. When the escalator neared the top, I saw what the worse thing was. 
 
    Two more guards were on the next level waiting for us. I had got on last so had Shaun, Jermaine, and Barbie ahead of me. Barbie was trying to back up even as the escalator was pushing her forward. One of the guards silently beckoned for her to come to him, his face an ugly sneer as if he was looking forward to handling her. 
 
    I glanced behind me to see that the guards from below had stepped onto the escalator to join their colleagues on the next floor. We were effectively trapped. 
 
    Inevitably, the escalator spilled Barbie onto the deck, the rest of us right on her heels. The nearest guard, the one that had been beckoning to her, whipped out an arm to grab her around her left wrist and yanked her forward out of the way so his colleague could get to us. As he did so, he said, ‘Come on, babe, it’s time go to.’ 
 
    Then his colleague, reached for Jermaine as he came off the escalator behind Barbie saying, ‘You too, homo.’ I couldn’t see Jermaine’s face, but the homophobic insult flicked a switch somewhere deep inside him because the next thing I knew, the guard was upside down on the deck with Jermaine’s foot on his head. Jermaine had grasped the man’s outstretched hand as it reached for him, pushed it one way just enough for the man to react and try to pull free, then he had reversed momentum and lunged in the direction the man was going, forcing his centre of balance to extend past his feet. As he toppled, Jermaine whipped out a long leg that arced high and over the man’s shoulder to follow him down. In two seconds, the dominant position the guards felt they had was reversed. Oblivious to events, the escalator kept on rolling forward, pushing Shaun and then me onto the deck where the other guard had now let go of Barbie’s arm and was swinging a clubbing fist at Jermaine. 
 
    Jermaine simply ducked it and as the man’s momentum carried him onward, Jermaine flicked out a leg to deliver a hard kick to the man’s lower back. Barbie, Shaun and I all stared at Jermaine with out mouths open.  
 
    ‘Don’t just gawp,’ he instructed. ‘Run!’ 
 
    So, run we did. Straight through the nearest door with the two guards from the deck below chasing after us. The door led to a supply area and had to be buzzed open using a chip card. I had three different members of crew with me though, so with the guards hot on our heels, we all tumbled inside, pushed the doors shut and threw the two deadbolts to stop the guards following us. I leaned against the door, trying to catch my breath again, then jumped out of my skin as the guard’s face appeared right next to mine. The door had porthole style windows in it, and he was mouthing obscenities and threats through it, though thankfully I couldn’t really hear him. 
 
    I pushed away from the door, on wobbly legs. ‘Where are we?’ I asked. Without needing to herd them, our oddly mixed group were already moving down the corridor away from the door. 
 
    ‘Never mind that,’ said Barbie, staring at Jermaine. ‘When did you become a ninja?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ I echoed. 
 
    Jermaine shrugged, ‘It was one of the requirements for the butler job. In order to care for royalty, should they decide to cruise with us, the butler must be able to double as their personal guard. I started martial arts classes when I was four years old and… well, I guess I got good. Just because I am gay, doesn’t mean I cannot fight.’ 
 
    None of us had a response to that, but noise coming from the doors we had locked made us hurry as it was clear the guards were trying to force their way through.  
 
    ‘Can they get through?’ asked Shaun. 
 
    ‘Let’s not hang around to find out, eh?’ I replied. ‘Jermaine, what’s the quickest way to the bridge?’ 
 
    He led us through another door, saying, ‘We need to get to the central elevator bank. We can ride it all the way to the top deck.’ 
 
    ‘The bridge is above the top deck,’ I pointed out. 
 
    ‘That’s as close as we can get, I’m afraid. All I can do is get us there and hope the guards agree to let us pass.’ 
 
    ‘Why don’t we just call the captain?’ Barbie asked.  
 
    There was a moment’s pause during which Jermaine stared at Barbie as if she was being the stereotypical dumb blonde he knew she wasn’t. Then, as I watched, his expression clouded, and he slapped his forehead. I gave him a quizzical look. ‘There’s a staff intercom,’ he explained. ‘Even without a radio, we can still get through to the bridge.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, my God.’ We had been running and getting chased and shot at and generally threatened for the last half hour and we could have just used an intercom to speak with the captain all along. ‘Where’s the nearest intercom?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure,’ he admitted, ‘But there will be one next to the elevator.’ 
 
    Beside me, Shaun was still wheezing from the effort of our escape, but levered himself upright now. ‘There’s one closer.’ With that he set off, leading the way for the first time. He was right though, leading us around a couple of corners, we came out into an open area where several passages joined and there, on the wall, was a handset on a cable set next to a speaker.  
 
    ‘Here goes nothing,’ said Jermaine as he lifted the handset and pressed a button. Moments later a voice could be heard faintly at the other end. Jermaine asked to be connected to the bridge and after another few seconds a different voice came on the line, ‘This is Special Rating Clarke, I’m the butler in the Windsor Suite. I need to speak with the captain.’ There was a pause before he spoke again, this time in urgent terms. ‘No, not Mr Schooner. It has to be the captain and Mr Schooner cannot know I am calling.’ Another pause as the other person asked questions. ‘Why? I cannot tell you that.’ A pause. ‘Because it is sensitive.’ 
 
    Jermaine slumped with relief as the captain finally came on the line almost a minute later. Once again, we got to hear only Jermaine’s side of the conversation. ‘Yes, sir. I know, sir. This is an emergency, sir.’  
 
    To me it sounded like he was losing the conversation while getting a good dressing down for disturbing the one man that might be able to help me. I put a hand on Jermaine’s chest and held out my hand for him to give me the phone handset, ‘Let me try,’ I requested in an insistent tone. As he handed it over, I started speaking, ‘Captain, this is Mrs Fisher, the guest in the Windsor Suite.’ 
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher?’ the captain stammered. I had clearly caught him off guard. ‘The intercom says you are calling from the storerooms on the thirteenth deck. Surely you are confined to your suite?’ 
 
    I ignored the question, ‘Captain Huntley I have been wanting to talk to you since my incarceration and Mr Schooner has been blocking my attempts to do so.’ 
 
    ‘Why do you want to talk to me, Mrs Fisher?’ 
 
    ‘Because I am innocent of the crimes I have been accused of.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Schooner assures me that is not the case. I’m afraid you will have to explain your case to the authorities on St Kitts, Mrs Fisher. We are simply not equipped to….’ 
 
    I cut him off, ‘Mr Schooner is the murderer.’  
 
    ‘What?’ he spluttered. ‘That’s preposterous! I’ve known Robert Schooner personally for more than a decade. He…’ 
 
    I cut him off again, ‘I have evidence that cannot be disputed. If you can offer me safe passage, I will bring it to you.’ 
 
    There was a confused pause as the captain tried to process what I had told him. ‘Why would you need safe passage? What are you doing in the thirteenth deck storeroom anyway?’ 
 
    ‘Hiding from Mr Schooner’s goons. They have been shooting at us.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ he spluttered again. ‘Mrs Fisher, I cannot believe what you are telling me. What is really happening?’ 
 
    Jermaine, who had been crowding the handset to hear the conversation, spoke again, ‘It’s all true, sir. We are coming to you now, but we are being chased.’ 
 
    Just then, a crashing noise and the sound of boots thumping on the deck floor told us the guards had found a way through the locked doors.  
 
    ‘Quick,’ squeaked Barbie, ‘through here.’ 
 
    She held open a door for everyone to dart through and once again we were running, the voices of the guards not far behind us as someone yelled instructions into a radio.  
 
    Jermaine darted ahead, his long legs carrying him faster than even Barbie could go. At the end of the passage we were in, he grabbed the door. ‘The elevator is right here,’ he called, beckoning urgently for us to hurry. I was winded and poor old Shaun looked about ready to expire from the lack of oxygen. He was right though, as we got through the door, a pair of silver elevator doors were before us in a square area that had four passages leading off from it.  
 
    ‘Arrrgh!’ screamed Barbie and for good reason. Through the glass porthole window set into each door, we could see guards running along each of the four passages toward us. There was nowhere left to go. 
 
    Jermaine was desperately pressing the button for the lift, but in the storage area the lifts were not fitted with a display to show which floor the cars were on. We could hear them moving but had no way of knowing when they might arrive. 
 
    I could see guns in the guards’ hands, their sidearms drawn and ready for use. Idly, I wondered if they would just shoot us all and claim we tried to fight our way out after planting weapons on us. It seemed like something they could get away with. 
 
    They were yards away now, we had seconds until they burst through the doors. 
 
    Then the lift pinged. 
 
    As one, the four of us spun to get in, but stopped dead as yet more guards looked out at us, their own weapons drawn. ‘Good morning, Mrs Fisher,’ said the captain as he stepped calmly from the elevator into the small room. I hadn’t seen him standing between all the other white uniforms. 
 
    Almost simultaneously, the four doors leading into our small room from the adjoining passages burst open as armed guards flooded in. They were shouting instructions for us to, ‘Get on the floor,’ and, ‘Hands behind your backs.’ Everyone was pointing weapons at everyone else and most of the guards just looked confused because they thought they were all on the same team. 
 
    The captain’s voice cut across everyone else, ‘Desist!’ His voice, the commanding tone it carried, instantly caused all of his guards to pause while they listened for his next command, ‘Now then, gentlemen. Please lower your weapons.’  
 
    The smart guards in their pristine white uniforms all did as requested, with two exceptions: the two guards that we had interrupted in Shaun’s cabin. They were easy to recognise because their eyes were still streaming and red from the mace attack.  
 
    ‘They’re dangerous, sir,’ said the first, his weapon pointing at Shaun’s centre of mass. 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ said his companion, ‘she killed Mr Langley and Lieutenant Davis and then she attacked us in Metcalf’s cabin. They’re in it together.’ 
 
    The captain turned his attention to me. ‘Is that true, Mrs Fisher?’ Then remembering that I still had a gun pointing at me, he turned back to the guards. ‘Lower your weapons, gentlemen, or I shall have you disarmed.’ 
 
    There was no disputing the calm insistence in his voice. The two men looked at each other, each trying to make a decision, but if they were wondering whether they could shoot us and get away with it, they decided they could not, reluctantly and slowly placing their sidearms back into their holsters.  
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher?’ the captain prompted. 
 
    ‘As I assured you a few minutes ago, I have had nothing to do with any of the thefts and deaths, except that I unwittingly became the subject of a plot to cover up the theft of a priceless jewel from the man that originally stole it.’ 
 
    The captain raised an eyebrow. ‘Go on.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps we could go somewhere else for this?’ I suggested. ‘It’s been quite the morning between all the fighting, chasing and being shot at. I really wouldn’t mind something to drink.’ 
 
    ‘Patty,’ chided Barbie, ever conscious of my diet. 
 
    ‘Water will be fine,’ I added.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Big Reveal 
 
    There were far too many of us to make travelling anywhere in the elevators a tenable solution, so, led by the captain and trailed by a small platoon of white uniformed guards, we made our way back through the passages that connected the storage area to the passenger area of the ship.  
 
    The captain was issuing instructions as he walked. ‘Send for Mr Schooner,’ he said to one guard, who dashed away to find the ship’s number two man. He also had men detailed off to secure Shaun’s cabin and Barbie’s for good measure and sent a further pair of men to arrange refreshments to be taken to briefing room seven. I had no idea where or what briefing room seven was, but I soon found out as it was located on the deck we were already on. After emerging back into the passenger area via a different door to the one we had fled down, we crossed a wide expanse of deck, went through another door and into a large room. It was laid out for someone at the front to give instructions to people assembled in the rest of the space. A large projector hanging from the ceiling was aimed at a pull-down screen on one wall and next to it was a map of the world laid flat.  
 
    ‘Now then,’ said the captain as he poured me a glass of ice water and offered me a seat. ‘Please tell me what has been going on, Mrs Fisher,’ his tone was encouraging, wanting me to feel relaxed and that he was listening.  
 
    As I opened my mouth to speak, the doors were shoved roughly open as the dreaded Mr Schooner arrived. He immediately tried to take over. ‘Ah, well done, sir,’ he addressed the captain while shooting me a hateful stare. ‘I see you caught her. No need for any further involvement on your part, sir. I’ll take it from here. Terribly embarrassing that she gave my guards the slip, of course. You can expect a full report once I have investigated their failing.’  
 
    The captain allowed Mr Schooner to shake his hand but did not depart when advised he could do so. It was clearly what Mr Schooner wanted: to isolate me again. ‘Actually, Mr Schooner, Mrs Fisher had some interesting things to say about your involvement in this affair. Something about a priceless jewel. Perhaps you would like to hear it.’ 
 
    Mr Schooner cracked a smile as if the captain had just told a joke. Then, he started issuing commands, ‘Sorry, sir. You seem to have been taken in by Mrs Fisher’s lies. You, you, and you, weapons on them now,’ he barked as he jabbed his finger at the three guards nearest to him. 
 
    They reacted instantly but as their weapons left their holsters, they then looked confused.  Whose orders should they obey?  
 
    ‘Lower your weapons,’ ordered the captain, annoyance at Mr Schooner’s attitude beginning to show. 
 
    ‘No, captain.’ Mr Schooner moved to bring his greater height to bear against his superior. ‘Several of my guards have been assaulted. Two report that Miss Berkeley used chemical spray on them. Her butler was expressly forbidden from aiding her and yet here he is, and I see that you have also caught her main accomplice, the former partner in crime of Jack Langley, Shaun Metcalf who took a job on the ship to exact revenge on the man that left him to rot in jail.’ 
 
    He turned to face me though he continued to address the captain, ‘I have been trying to protect you from the terrible events that have been going on since Mrs Fisher came aboard, but clearly it is time I explained.’ He turned back to the captain as he began to lie, ‘Sir, you are already aware that Mrs Fisher was seen leaving the upper deck restaurant with Mr Langley the night that he was murdered. She was subsequently found in his cabin attempting to recover her purse which she left there when committing the crime. She concocted a story about finding her rings missing to explain her presence in his room and a search of her suite did not reveal them. At first, I assumed she had simply hidden them in her safe since she refused to reveal the whereabouts of the key, but today they were found in the cabin of one of our stewards, Shaun Metcalf, a former criminal partner of Mr Langley. My investigation had led me to believe Jack Langley was the person responsible for the recent spate of jewel thefts from guests. The thefts coincide with his time on board.’ 
 
    ‘I learned much of this through my work with Flint Magnum who was hired by the Queen of Sweden after Jack Langley stole priceless diamonds from her. It would seem though, that there were other priceless items in his possession. Through her butler, Mrs Fisher was able to learn today that we were now aware of Mr Metcalf’s past and went to retrieve them before they could be discovered. I believe that further investigation will reveal that Mrs Fisher is known to Shaun Metcalf and the two of them cooked up a plot to kill Jack Langley so that they could recover the items in his possession and to exact revenge through his murder. Mrs Fisher murdered Lieutenant Davis when she needed to escape her suite and liaise with her accomplice. I believe Miss Berkeley became involved at this point and used her looks to lure Lieutenant Davis inside the suite where Mrs Fisher murdered him. The motive for Miss Berkeley’s involvement being nothing other than the offer of riches. Mrs Fisher is, as one can tell by her clothes, not a lady of wealth and could never afford the suite she is staying in. The royal suite was part of her ruse. She played the role of a rich widow on an around the world trip to attract Mr Langley. Her plan to have him invite her into his suite so she could murder him and steal whatever jewels he had played out perfectly in less than twenty-four hours from coming on board.  You can see her rings have recently been removed and my research revealed that she is, in fact, still married.’ 
 
    The captain raised an eyebrow in my direction but refrained from speaking. 
 
    Mr Schooner continued, ‘Mrs Fisher intended to commit her crime, then cancel her trip and get her money back. You are aware, sir, that she has made an attempt to book a flight home, yes?’ 
 
    Looking at me, the captain nodded, ‘Yes, I was aware.’ 
 
    ‘Her mistake was in leaving her purse in Jack Langley’s suite. Had she not done so and then been caught attempting to retrieve it, we might never have identified her as the killer. All that has come since, the involvement of Miss Berkeley, the death of Lieutenant Davis and the attack on Flint Magnum have all occurred because I was not swift enough to realise how dangerous she was and how devious.’ 
 
    ‘What happened to Flint Magnum?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Feigning ignorance, Mrs Fisher?’ scoffed Mr Schooner. ‘I accept that it probably wasn’t you that bashed in his skull, but it will have been on your orders. No doubt, sir, she planned to hide away with the jewels and escape the ship somehow once we reached St Kitts. Flint Magnum’s career and reputation depended on recovering the missing jewels. My guess is that he either confronted Mrs Fisher after she escaped her suite, or she actively sought him out to remove another threat from the playing board.’ 
 
    My mind swirled from the news that Flint had been attacked. Mr Schooner, or his thugs, had been trying to clean house, getting rid of anyone that knew about the sapphire which included Flint Magnum, Shaun Metcalf and of course me and Jermaine and Barbie. They had got to Flint and were interrupted in the act of dealing with Shaun.  
 
    Mr Schooner had finally fallen silent and no one spoke for several seconds while the captain, clearly deep in thought, paced the room and tapped a finger to his lips. When he finally looked up, he said, ‘Well done, Mr Schooner.’ 
 
    ‘No!’ I wailed. I couldn’t believe the captain had been convinced by his lies, but then I had to concede the circumstantial evidence, such as trying to get a flight home, was quite damning.   
 
    The captain wasn’t finished though, ‘I think perhaps I would like to hear from Mrs Fisher now.’ All eyes swung to look at me. I was staring at Mr Schooner; there was rage in his eyes, but he remained mute. ‘Mrs Fisher,’ the captain prompted. 
 
    ‘Okay,’ I started, trying to gather my thoughts so I could explain my theory in a way that would make sense. ‘This goes back almost four decades to when two young men embarked on a life of crime. They broke into people’s houses and stole from them. One of the men, Jack Langley, liked to steal jewels and had his mind on pulling off the kind of job that would let him retire. Both men spent time in and out of jail and lost contact until one day Jack reappeared at his old accomplice’s place with a plan to steal a fat, priceless sapphire. The Sapphire of Zangrabar, so called because it was given as a gift from the Maharaja to his wife, is a jewel so famous that once they pulled it off, he discovered that he couldn’t sell it. During the robbery, his partner had an accident and lost two of his fingers.’ I turned and pointed to Shaun, who raised his damaged hand helpfully so all could see. The captain was good enough to look surprised. ‘Leaving his fingers at the scene ensured he went to jail for the robbery, but he never revealed the name of his partner who had fled with the jewel and left him to rot in prison until he was finally released after fifteen years and was recruited to work on this ship.’ 
 
    ‘In the meantime, Jack Langley, suspected of many crimes in many countries, but rich enough to afford a suite aboard this ship, was living a life of luxury spending his ill-gotten gains. He perpetuated his lifestyle by continuing to steal from rich widows and lonely wives who were dumb enough or desperate enough to fall for his charms. He tried the same trick on me but drew a blank because I have no jewellery worth stealing. He took my wedding rings nevertheless which is how I came to be in his suite the morning he was murdered.’  
 
    ‘Flint Magnum told me his real name is Neil Hammond, but that was a lie also. His real name is Samuel Lawrence.’ I glanced at Mr Schooner knowing that if I had just guessed wrong his face would show it. He didn’t react at all and I pressed on, ‘And though it is true that he came aboard several weeks ago to investigate Jack Langley, he wasn’t hired by the Queen of Sweden as he claims. In truth he is an insurance recovery agent working for Axiz Insurers, who having paid out when the sapphire was stolen, are still looking to recover the debt.’ I was walking as I talked, the other persons in the room listening intently. Even Mr Schooner was silent, but I think that was only because I hadn’t got to him yet. ‘Mr Schooner learned from Samuel Lawrence that he was on board to track down a famous jewel when he attempted to recruit Mr Schooner’s help. Mr Schooner’s position as head of security made him the right man to approach but he hadn’t realised Mr Schooner would use that information for his own gain.’ 
 
    ‘Preposterous,’ said Mr Schooner. 
 
    I ignored him. ‘Shaun Metcalf was recruited after Mr Schooner did his own research into Jack Langley. It wasn’t that hard to track down the likely accomplice in prison once he knew the name of the jewel Samuel Lawrence was attempting to recover. Shaun didn’t meet the person that offered him the job. He was collected by Mr Schooner’s two most loyal… henchmen, is that the right term? Can you point to the two men that collected you from prison, Shaun?’ 
 
    Just across from me, Shaun raised a nervous arm to point at the two men that had been trying to kill him earlier. They both glanced around for an escape route, but there was none to be had. 
 
    ‘Secure their weapons,’ instructed the captain and instantly the four guards nearest them drew their firearms while two more took the sidearms from the thugs’ holsters. Mr Schooner didn’t react at all, his confidence unflappable.  
 
    I continued my summation, ‘I believe that when a check is conducted, the jail discharge paperwork will have been signed by Mr Schooner, who having learned there was a thief on board with priceless jewels in his possession, set about a plot to make himself rich. He recruited the two men you have just disarmed, no doubt promising them a cut or a promotion or something…’ 
 
    ‘How much of this rubbish do we have to listen to?’ asked Mr Schooner feigning boredom. 
 
    The captain gave him a level stare, saying, ‘All of it, Mr Schooner.’ 
 
    ‘The night I came on board I disturbed Samuel Lawrence’s attempt to catch Jack Langley in the act of seducing and robbing a rich widow. I did this by accidentally getting drunk and passing out. Now, possibly Samuel intended to find me in the morning hoping to discover that I had been robbed in the night and could use that information to force a search of Jack’s suite. But I was up early, and Jack was already dead. Mr Schooner had killed Jack but when he took Jack’s safe key, he found the safe empty.’ 
 
    ‘Were there no jewels after all?’ asked the captain. 
 
    ‘Oh, there were jewels alright. Jack had spotted Samuel’s blundering attempts to follow and spy on him and grown suspicious. Having dumped me in my cabin, he proceeded to snatch my rings; why break the habit of a lifetime, but then he took my safe key and stashed his stolen jewels, no doubt including the Sapphire of Zangrabar in my suite. No one would think to look there and he no doubt intended to continue to seduce me so he could recover them later, maybe then switching ships since he was under suspicion here.’ 
 
    ‘If that were true, then where is the key to your safe?’ asked Mr Schooner, trying to make a point. 
 
    ‘I’m getting to it, Mr Schooner, please be patient.’ I was feeling confident now. As I talked my way through the confusion, it became clearer and clearer. ‘Mr Schooner only discovered the jewels were not in Jack’s cabin after he had killed him and taken his key, but I presented him with a patsy for the murder when he found my purse in Jack’s cabin and could reliably claim that I must have been there. The rings I claimed Jack had stolen were not there because Mr Schooner or one of his goons had already found them. Using that as an excuse and needing time to work out what had happened to the jewels, Mr Schooner had me confined to my suite. It was only after doing so that he discovered my safe key was missing and realised that Jack must have taken it.’ 
 
    ‘Why would he do that?’ the captain was keeping up but like everyone else in the room, he was utterly confused. 
 
    ‘Because he knew he was being watched and sensed that Samuel Lawrence or Mr Schooner or both were going to swoop soon. He seized his chance when I passed out and stashed the jewels in my safe. I can only assume he took my purse to get my door key and then left it in his own cabin by accident.’ 
 
    ‘So, if Jack Langley took your safe key, where is it?’ the captain asked, his voice hushed, quite transfixed by my story. 
 
    I crinkled my face in disgust as I said, ‘It was in Jack’s body. He swallowed it in haste when Mr Schooner attacked him. That is why the body was mutilated after death. Mr Schooner didn’t know I could get out of my suite via my butler’s door, but he wanted to check the safe when the ship was mostly empty after docking in Madeira. He must have checked or used the guard to check that I wasn’t in the main room then snuck in to check the safe. We’ll never know if he tried to bribe Lieutenant Davis and couldn’t, or always planned to kill him, or had left him outside and then been disturbed by him as he retrieved the jewels, but he murdered him in my cabin with one of the knives from the kitchen and left the body to be found later. I couldn’t have done it you see because I was ashore in Madeira.’ 
 
    The captain’s face filled with surprise. ‘How did you achieve that?’ 
 
    ‘I helped her,’ admitted Jermaine. 
 
    ‘So, did I,’ added Barbie. 
 
    ‘Mr Schooner now had his jewels, including the enormous sapphire, but had missed his chance to get them off the boat in Madeira. He sensed though that he needed to eliminate some clues such as Shaun here and it was blind luck that Barbie and I interrupted his henchmen attempting to kill him and plant evidence in his room.’ 
 
    ‘What evidence?’ the captain wanted to know. 
 
    I nodded at the question. I spotted a small bulge in Shaun’s back pocket earlier when we were running away but hadn’t had time to confirm what it was until now. I held my breath as I said, ‘Can you turn around please, Shaun?’ He obliged and we all stared at his bum. Shaun was craning his head to look over his own shoulder at his left buttock. The lump in his back pocket looked distinctly like three rings. He fished them out when asked and there were my missing wedding rings. ‘Mr Schooner believed that he could sew sufficient evidence together to convince everyone that I was guilty of three murders. I would be incarcerated in St Kitts and either held there or shipped home but in the months of questioning that would follow, I would continually fail to tell them where the jewels were which would give Mr Schooner enough time to sell them. However, he hadn’t counted on me being able to escape my suite and save Shaun.’ 
 
    ‘That is a wonderful tale, Mrs Fisher,’ said Mr Schooner, his features still relaxed. ‘You have no real evidence though. It’s all circumstantial.’ 
 
    ‘You missed something, Mr Schooner.’ He tilted his head at me in question. ‘A few minutes ago when you were delivering your lie about my involvement with Shaun, you knew all about his past with Jack Langley.’ 
 
    A cloud of doubt passed over his features for the first time. He recovered quickly. ‘I, ah, I must have heard it from Samuel Lawrence,’ he stuttered. 
 
    ‘Samuel Lawrence had no idea who Shaun was. Had never heard of him,’ I lied having never asked him the question.  His eyes were widening in panic now. ‘Your guards were in Shaun’s cabin an hour ago trying to kill him. When questioned, will they say it was all their idea to bump him off? Or will they reveal it was on your orders?’ 
 
    The two guards glanced at each other, then Mr Schooner grabbed the man nearest to him, shoved him roughly toward the guards and produced a gun of his own. I screamed as he ran for the door, lining the barrel up on me as he went. Frozen to the spot, all I could do was watch as he pulled the trigger.  
 
    The captain slammed into me, knocking my breath out as we both hit the deck, his weight on top of mine. I heard him wince and knew he had been shot. He rolled off though, shouting, ‘After him,’ at his stunned guards.  
 
    ‘Can I help you up, madam?’ asked Jermaine as he loomed over me. I took his offered hand and clambered back to my feet feeling shaken and in need of a lie down.  
 
    That’s when I spotted blood on the captain’s white uniform. He had taken a bullet for me. High on his left arm, a furrow of uniform was missing where the shot had grazed his shoulder. It was bleeding convincingly but would not threaten his life. It had been a heroic thing to do and he was now ignoring it as he directed his men to take Mr Schooner’s two henchmen away and search both their cabins and Mr Schooner’s.  
 
    Seconds later, as I was barely recovering my breath, I jumped again as a man in the white guard’s uniform burst back into the briefing room we were in. ‘He went overboard, sir!’ he reported out of breath. 
 
    ‘Show me,’ said the captain and followed the man from the room. Not wanting to miss anything, I followed quickly after him, my small entourage of Jermaine, Barbie and a confused Shaun following me.  
 
    Mr Schooner had run across the deck, brandishing his gun and shouting at guests until he reached the port railing and jumped. All around were startled looking guests wondering what on earth was going on. At the railing, we stared at a small blob in the water. He was fourteen decks below us, which equated to at least one hundred and fifty feet and now a few hundred yards clear as the ship sailed on and he stroked for a small island at least two miles away.  
 
    ‘Call the coastguard and have him picked up,’ instructed the captain. A lieutenant took the order and hurried away to make it happen. Standing by my side at the railing, the captain turned to face me. ‘Mrs Fisher,’ he started and then paused while trying to work out what to say. ‘Mrs Fisher, I cannot apologise enough nor thank you sufficiently for what you have had to suffer through and what you have done to reveal the truth.’ I couldn’t think of a reply so I kept quiet. ‘You paid for an around the world cruise, did you not?’ 
 
    That was a question I could answer, ‘Yes.’ 
 
    He nodded, deep in thought. ‘Then I shall insist the cruise line waive the cost of the trip and reimburse you in full. I hope you are better able to enjoy the next three months more peacefully.’ 
 
    His generosity came as a shock, but I had to concede that I deserved it. What I said though was, ‘Thank you, captain. I intend to get off in St Kitts though and return to England. I have some things to work out with my husband.’ 
 
    He tilted his head in acknowledgement. ‘If you change your mind…’  
 
    While I considered the option that I had just been offered, another crewman in white uniform arrived. He addressed the captain, ‘Begging your pardon, sir. A message from the doctor. Mr Lawrence is awake.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Unexpected Bonus 
 
    Samuel Lawrence had his head wrapped in a thick bandage where Mr Schooner’s goons had tried to crack it open. One eye was swollen shut but he smiled when we walked in.  
 
    ‘I believe you have good news for me, captain. I understand the sapphire has been recovered.’ He was sitting up in bed with a pillow supporting his back and a book in his lap. I couldn’t see what the book was and refrained from indulging my curiosity by tilting my head to read it upside down. 
 
    ‘That would appear to be the case, Mr Lawrence,’ replied the captain. ‘It was found in the cabin of my First Officer. You have this lady to thank. Her tenacity unravelled the mystery and revealed that my own number two was behind the recent murders and indeed the attack on you.’ 
 
    ‘I would never have guessed it,’ Samuel admitted glumly. ‘I thought Mr Schooner was operating with the best interests of justice, and I was the fool feeding him all the information he needed to steal the jewel for himself.’ 
 
    ‘What will happen to it now?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘The sapphire?’ Samuel confirmed. ‘It belongs to the Maharaja of Zangrabar, but was stolen from the New York Geological Society and Axiz Insurance Brokers paid out when it was stolen and not recovered, so technically they own it although I am sure the Maharaja will be willing to pay to get it back from them.’ 
 
    ‘As I understand it, Mr Lawrence, there is a substantial reward for its return.’ 
 
    ‘That’s correct,’ Samuel replied cautiously. 
 
    ‘And it was Mrs Fisher that recovered it,’ the captain continued, ‘so I believe the reward is hers, yes?’ 
 
    My pulse beat a hard staccato at the news. I had no idea there was any kind of a reward. What exactly did substantial mean? 
 
    ‘Eh, no, I don’t think so,’ said Samuel sternly. 
 
    The captain leaned forward, ‘Let me put it this way, Mr Lawrence; either Mrs Fisher gets the reward, or you don’t get the sapphire back.’ 
 
    ‘Now see here!’ snapped Samuel, his temperature rising. 
 
    The captain straightened and turned to face me. ‘Perhaps, Mrs Fisher, we should return later. You undoubtedly wish to return to your suite and prepare for the day.  I believe you said you had to skip breakfast.’  
 
    I looked down at myself; I was still in my pyjamas. ‘Yes, I suppose I should probably get changed.’ Then we left the still protesting Samuel Lawrence behind as the ever gallant captain escorted me back to the Windsor Suite where my butler, Jermaine, was already laying out clothes for my day.  
 
    Today was going to be very different to any since I had come aboard. I felt buoyant, light as a feather and for the first time since I could remember, I had options. I was going to go shopping for new clothes, get a proper makeover in one of the many boutiques and if I could do it without Barbie catching me, I was going to have a glass of champagne.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Reunited? 
 
    For the first time since I came on board, I woke up feeling relaxed. There was no longer a great weight hanging over my head. I was free and Mr Schooner was going to jail along with his goons. It was my fifth day on board and had been set to be my last. Now I had the option of staying on board to continue my trip and could bring Charlie on board with me. Yesterday afternoon, when I had calmed down after the excitement of the morning and had time to eat and relax and had finally been given my phone back, I had called him. 
 
    He had been very pleased to hear my voice and very concerned that he hadn’t heard from me for three days. I must report that he did manage to refrain from snapping at me when he pointed out that he had called me many, many times and left lots of messages both in text and voicemail form. It was the sort of short-tempered behaviour he might have displayed had he not recently been caught sleeping with my best friend and knew he was about as in the wrong as he could be.  
 
    I was polite on the phone though I avoided giving him all the details of the last few days. I simply said I had not been able to fly home from Madeira and that I would be arriving in St Kitts in roughly eighteen hours where the ship was stopping for two days. My plan was still to leave the boat and fly home, but I still hadn’t arranged a flight (because I had been afforded no opportunity to do so). 
 
    To my surprise, he said that he had been checking flights and had booked himself a flight to St Kitts when he surmised that I hadn’t left the ship in Madeira as I had suggested I would. He was actually getting on a flight. He was that desperate to see me and begin making amends.  
 
    I allowed him to apologise several more times before I grew bored of hearing it, in the end snapping, ‘If you are so sorry, Charlie, perhaps you should have considered the likely result of your actions before you decided to cheat.’ I had probably never spoken to him like that in the thirty years we had been together.  
 
    It was clear that I had surprised him from the silence at the other end. ‘Yes, Patricia,’ he said when he found his voice. ‘I am sure I deserve that.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ I agreed. ‘You do.’ 
 
    ‘Patricia, you sound different,’ he observed. I couldn’t get that sentence out of my head for quite a while after the call ended. I was different. I felt different. I was acting differently. In the space of a week, well, less than a week actually, I had gone from bored middle-aged housewife with a job cleaning the homes of people with more interesting lives, to the woman staying in the best suite of the world’s best cruise ship and I had money to spare. On top of being given a refund for my around the world trip, I had then been informed that the reward for the safe return of the sapphire was half a million US dollars. I had almost fainted when the captain told me. Though I knew there were people on the planet that would consider it to be an insignificant sum, it was a fortune to me.  
 
    It took more than an hour before I came to my senses and insisted that the sum be split with Samuel Lawrence. Even though he was a slimy git, he had to be credited with bringing my attention to the jewel. Had it not been for him, I might never have worked it out. I also set aside a portion of the money for Jermaine and Barbie. They both fought me and refused to accept it, but I insisted nevertheless, convincing them both that I would not feel comfortable keeping it all when I would be in a jail cell right now were it not for their efforts. Even giving away over half of the money, I still had more than enough; I was rich. I could get giddy thinking about it. Laying in bed, I stretched in place, wriggling around under the giant duvet while trying to make sense of all that had transpired in the last week.  My life was somehow unrecognisable in comparison. How much had I changed with it? Last night I had been looking at myself in the mirror wondering if I could detect a slimming around my waist. I had told myself I was being ridiculous, but my diet had been free of the usual processed foods I ate, water had replaced alcohol and sugar-filled coffee, and I had actually exercised. If a raised pulse helped to burn fat, then with all the drama and excitement I ought to have lost twenty pounds.  
 
    Thinking about it though, weight loss wasn’t really the goal; it was a consequence. Yes, it wouldn’t hurt to lose a few pounds, but actually, I wasn’t trying to please anyone but myself. Eating healthier food and drinking water since coming aboard were conscious choices, the result of which was a feeling of improved health. That was just diet though as opposed to dieting. I felt stronger and more confident, my inner strength, the thing Barbie had alluded to, evident in everything I was doing.  
 
    With a smile that my life was turning a corner and that I would soon be reunited with an apologetic Charlie, I flung off the covers and went looking for my sports gear. I was going to go for a jog around the sun deck and I was genuinely looking forward to it.  
 
    Outside, the glorious early morning sun was sparkling on the wave tips and a warm breeze ruffled my hair, carrying the scent of the sea and… hope? Hope was something I hadn’t felt a few days ago. When I came on board, I felt despair. I had been lost, but though it sounded like a cliché, this had truly been a voyage of personal discovery.  
 
    I took ten laps of the sun deck, my pace slow but even. With each lap the mighty ship drew closer to the island ahead of us. St Kitts, the sort of place I thought I would never visit. If I invited Charlie to join me on a free around the world cruise would he do so? Would he enjoy it if he did? I frowned as I ran. Jermaine was in my suite right now packing my belongings back into my old, cheap suitcases.  
 
    On my ninth lap, I was starting to feel that I had done enough, and I was just about to pass the door that was closest to my suite when Barbie appeared. In her usual uniform of skin-tight Lycra, she looked as youthful and perfect as always. The only indication that she was a crew member was the badge pinned just above her right breast.  
 
    ‘Hi, Patty,’ she waved a good morning.  
 
    I slowed and jogged in place. I was a little out of breath but managed to say, ‘Good morning, Barbie.’ 
 
    ‘I wondered if you wanted to weigh yourself this morning? We should chart your progress and it is obvious that you are losing weight.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ I did feel thinner.  
 
    Barbie nodded with an encouraging smile. ‘Shall we?’ 
 
    I held up a finger, ‘One more lap.’ 
 
    She whooped in response as I set off for one more lap. The ship was almost in the dock, the process of coming alongside with such a huge vessel, a very slow and deliberate thing. 
 
    Ten minutes later, Barbie escorted me into the gym where we repeated the process of measuring around my thighs and belly and other places. She used the callipers on my belly fat once more, making a note on a tablet as she did and then I stepped onto the scales. 
 
    I had lost eight pounds! In five days, I had lost eight pounds. For the last two decades my weight had only moved in one direction. My past attempts to halt the process never lasted long. Over time I had come to think of the pounds I dropped as not actually lost, more accurately they had gone away to fetch reinforcements.  
 
    As I stepped off the scales, I wrapped Barbie into a hug, saying, ‘Thank you.’ I was caught up in a feeling of elation that I was trying to quell. In that moment, I understood that losing weight or not was a choice I could make, but it wasn’t something I had to do. Instead, what I had needed was to find the beauty within myself and not allow the world to shackle me with a pattern I didn’t fit. I was middle-aged and suddenly I was happy to be me, extra pounds or not. 
 
    As we parted, she asked, ‘What are your plans for the day?’  
 
    ‘My husband is meeting me. He should be on the dock waiting for me when we arrive.’ 
 
    Barbie’s brow was knitted in confusion. ‘Your husband that cheated on you with your best friend?’ 
 
    I nodded, sad and embarrassed by the truth of it. ‘Yes, that one. He says he is very sorry and just wants to go back to how things were.’ 
 
    She pursed her lips, thinking. ‘I know I have only known you for a few days but you are a strong woman, Patricia. I pushed you in the gym because I wanted to find your limit; you don’t seem to have one. All the things you have done since you came on board; solving a thirty-year-old crime, solving the murders and dealing with the accusations. I couldn’t have done that. It’s not my place to say, but once a cheater, always a cheater and I feel that you deserve better.’ 
 
    Barbie made some valid points, ones I had already partly acknowledged to myself. And her point about Charlie; I knew I had repeated the same cliché to other women at different points in the past and to myself this week. Was my Charlie any different? I was in St Kitts though and the two of us could spend the day talking and patching things up. I had money, so I could do almost whatever I wanted. Perhaps today I would just be a tourist. There were guided trips the shipping line arranged that I had overheard other guests talking about last night. I could ask Jermaine about those. 
 
    With the weigh in done, I wandered back to my suite in quiet reflection, my steps light though, as if there was now less holding me down. Of course, there was less holding me down, eight pounds less, but it wasn’t just that. The old version of me was being replaced by a new one. My confidence was soaring, I felt strong and capable and for the first time in as long as I could remember, I felt hope. 
 
    After breakfast and dressed in a new short summer dress I had treated myself to from a luxury boutique on the next deck, new strappy sandals and a new wide-rimmed hat to keep off the sun, I was allowing the captain to escort me down to the royal suites exit. I wanted to look good when Charlie saw me and if he happened to catch a glimpse of me with a very good-looking younger man on my arm then I doubted it would do any harm to make him jealous. I had elected to leave my luggage in the suite for now and see what Charlie wanted to do.  I saw no sense in taking my luggage down to the dock as there was a chance he would agree to come on the cruise with me.  
 
    On the way down, the captain made polite conversation, this time telling me all about the Island of St Kitts, its history, the currency, the national bird. He could have been making most of it up for all I knew, but he was easy to listen to.  
 
    The short passage that led from the elevators to the exit from the side of the ship was filled with bright sunlight. The captain squinted against it as I fumbled in my bag for a pair of sunglasses. They were an old, cheap pair I had carried around for years. One of the arms was a little wonky. Looking at them, I decided it was time to buy a new pair. They would do for now though, so I slipped them on with my left hand as we reached the gangplank, since my right arm was still looped through the captain’s.  
 
    Outside the ship, I had a spectacular view of the shore and the hotels that bordered it. Green hills stretched into the distance where the highest trees kissed the deep blue sky. At the bottom of the gangplank were uniformed security, but in contrast to the surly sneers I had received all week, both men were smiling as they bid me good morning and welcomed me to St Kitts. 
 
    Beyond them, lots of other guests were already ashore and mingling with the street sellers vending artisan textiles, paintings and jewellery among other things. Were they always here ready to sell or did they see the great ships approaching on the horizon and run to meet them? Whatever the answer, they were pushy and determined and being held back by a barrier rope erected by the ship’s crew. Charlie would be there somewhere, but I couldn’t see him yet. 
 
    As I bid the captain a good day and set off toward the line of taxis behind the street vendors, he said, ‘You won’t need a taxi, Mrs Fisher. There is a limousine waiting to take you wherever you wish to go.’ I looked at him in puzzlement. ‘It’s part of the royal suites package, Mrs Fisher. Have a good day.’ Sure enough, a long, sleek, black limousine was gliding toward me along the dock. 
 
    Then, as a lady selling hats moved, her arms filled with them and held up for people to see, I spotted Charlie in the gap she left. He was looking right at me, but he didn’t recognise the lady he was looking at. I was slimmer, I was more confident, and I was dressed very differently to my usual attire.  
 
    In that moment, looking at him and waiting for my heartrate to soar in elation, I realised nothing was happening. I was looking not at my husband, my dear beloved Charlie, but at a man that had done me harm. I should be feeling joy upon seeing him. The last five days were the longest we had been apart in the last thirty years, however, if anything, I felt disappointment.  
 
    I was disappointed to see him. If I went to him now, we would spend the day going over why he had felt the need to cheat on me with my best friend, how he had ruined so many stable elements of my life, and how it was that we might hope to patch it up.  
 
    A man in the splendid white uniform of the Purple Star Cruise Lines was poised to open the door of the black limousine for me just a few feet away. I turned on my heel, smiling at the man as he swung the door open for me to slide into the cool, airconditioned interior.  
 
    The driver looked up to make eye contact via his rear-view mirror, his dark tan face cleanly shaven except for a large, but well-trimmed mustache. ‘Good morning, madam,’ he said with a heavy Caribbean accent. 
 
    ‘Good morning,’ I replied.  
 
    ‘Where would Madam like to go, please?’ He held an easy smile that made me believe he was utterly content in his life, something I felt was worth aiming for. 
 
    ‘I think perhaps, I would like to explore. Where can I get the best lobster on the island? Please take me there.’ 
 
    As I relaxed back into the sumptuous leather, he touched the brim of his chauffeur’s peaked hat and pulled slowly away. I was leaving Charlie behind me in every sense of the word. There was a whole world waiting for me. 
 
    The End 
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 Leaving Miami 
 
    My pulse was elevated as I rushed back to the car. I hadn’t played golf in years, so when new friend Lady Mary Bostilhill-Swank suggested a round at the prestigious La Gorce Golf Course, I had jumped at the chance. The weather had been gorgeous and the course mostly empty under a glorious blue sky on a Tuesday afternoon and we had lost track of time.  
 
    The ship was due to sail at seven o’clock and we were supposed to be back on board by six o’clock and it was already after five and the traffic on Collins Avenue was reported to be terrible at this time of day. 
 
    Our driver, Rufus, was waiting at the reception desk of the golf club and quietly arguing with a man in a suit as he no doubt requested that someone find us on the course and in turn politely request that we move our arses. He looked instantly relieved as we appeared back in the club’s lobby area. We were both sweating from the effort, and the heat, though Lady Mary had been less inclined to hurry and much more convinced that the captain wouldn’t dare leave without us.  
 
    I had reservations about that. I was quite certain the ship sailed on time. I might be the guest in the royal suite, but I wasn’t actual royalty. ‘Sorry. So, so sorry,’ I said as I approached Rufus. He was already heading for the door. 
 
    He said, ‘I think we might be cutting it a little tight, ladies,’ as he held the door for us.  
 
    I slipped out and headed for the luxury town car waiting for us at the kerb. The engine was purring quietly so the interior would be lovely and cool; a refreshing change from the heat of the day which had barely dipped as evening approached.   
 
    Lady Mary sauntered out, refusing to look like she was rushing, then waited patiently for Rufus to open the door for her. I had already gone around to the other side and got in. My seatbelt was on and I felt real tension that we might miss the ship and have to arrange to catch up with it.  
 
    When I had expressed my concern as I tried to hurry Lady Mary in from the eighteenth green, she had simply replied, ‘They have a helicopter, darling. If we miss the ship, George will arrange for us to be collected.’ 
 
    George, her husband, would probably do just that, but it seemed like a lot of unnecessary hassle if we could get back in time instead. I had met Lady Mary and George at a captain’s table dinner six nights ago when we left Barbados. They had been holidaying there in their summer house and were now heading back to Los Angeles, a place we would dock in two weeks’ time, for a book launch. George was a bestselling author and so had not only made a lot of money but could work wherever he wanted when he wasn’t involved in promoting whichever book was about to be released. Over dinner, I had commented on the name, Bostihill-Swank because it was quite unusual and reminded me of the Bostihill animal park I used to visit at a child. That was when I discovered she was the heir to the Bostihill estate and now owned the animal park her grandfather had founded. My knowledge of her family’s legacy made it a table-wide topic of conversation and we had bonded as I drank my first alcohol since the night I came on board.  
 
    The decision to drink was one I had made consciously two days before the event. I had lost twelve pounds through eating sensibly and starting, then surprisingly sticking to, a regime of exercise that was managed by an on-board personal trainer. It wasn’t vanity driving my change in diet and fitness, I was quite happy with who I was, though I will admit that it had been a moment of self-doubt regarding my waistline that had been the catalyst. What had kept it going, was a desire to test myself. I felt stronger from doing more than I thought I could, which combined with solving a three-decade old mystery, was doing wonders for my self-esteem. So, I had made peace with my desire to have an occasional drink and on that night selected an old favourite; gin and tonic. It was Lady Mary’s favourite too.  
 
    Lady Mary was less inclined to resist though, so as the car pulled away from the ornate gardens at the front of the golf club, she opened the cabinet in the back of the town car and started rummaging. ‘Gin, dear?’ she said, holding up a bottle of Hendrick and two glasses.  
 
    ‘No, thank you, Lady Mary,’ I replied. I was too busy staring anxiously out of the window to see that she poured me one anyway. It wasn’t until her hand nudged my arm that I saw her holding the glass at arm’s length for me to take while she took a healthy gulp of hers.  
 
    Reluctantly, but politely, I took the glass and thanked her. ‘It will help with your nerves,’ she said as she finished hers and reached for the bottle again to make another. ‘Honestly, though, I don’t know why you worry, darling. Rufus will get us there. Won’t you, Rufus?’ 
 
    Rufus glanced at her via the rear-view mirror as he said, ‘I will certainly try, madam.’ He was already stuck in traffic though, the narrow strip of land dictating the road was also narrow. The inevitable result was that as people heading home after the daily grind and all converged as one, it ground to a halt. 
 
    Lady Mary reached for her bag, fished out her purse and produced several very new looking hundred-dollar bills. She waved them so he could see, his eyes widening slightly at the prize being held aloft. ‘Yours if you can get my worrisome friend to the ship in time.’ 
 
    I didn’t like that she could or would show off her money like that, bribing the driver to achieve what he thought was not possible, but I had to admit that her tactic worked. Suddenly, Rufus engaged his local knowledge, turning left through a parking lot and right through the lobby area of a hotel onto a small back road that was barely more than an alleyway. He kept weaving through the street like that until he re-joined the traffic a mile south of where we had been stuck. By then, the road had widened to two lanes and was beginning to pick up speed. 
 
    ‘You see, darling,’ said Lady Mary, ‘you just have to know where to apply the lever.’ 
 
    Rufus allowed the car to glide to a halt by the awning that led into the executive area of the ship at twelve minutes after six. The ship’s new deputy captain was standing to the left of the awning, his pristine and immaculate white uniform shining in the sun. Beside him were two of the security officers. I had begun to learn their names, something Lady Mary had scoffed at until she heard about my period under house arrest.  
 
    As the car came to a complete stop, Mr Rutherford, whose first name was Matthew, stepped forward to open the back door for Lady Mary. ‘Good evening, Lady Mary,’ he said, dipping his head graciously.  
 
    Rufus slipped out of his door to open mine and offered me his hand. ‘Thank you, Rufus,’ I offered with a smile. He had been my chauffer for two days while I explored the city, his local knowledge startling until I learned he had started his working life as a tour bus guide. ‘Thank you for looking after me.’  
 
    I air-kissed his cheek as he said, ‘You are most welcome, Mrs Fisher.’ 
 
    ‘Come along, Patricia,’ called Lady Mary as she disappeared inside the ship, her voice echoing back out. ‘I can hear sundowners calling.’ I was about to hurry along to catch up when I heard the sound of several cars racing toward me. Turning to see what was happening, I saw three large, black limousines, each with private plates, hurtling in my direction.  
 
    Someone was worried they were late. New arrivals meeting the ship in each location we went to were generally inducted onto the boat much earlier in the day. It allowed for guests to get off after breakfast as they headed off to explore and then return later to find new arrivals already on board. It avoided both parties bumping against one another as they went in opposite directions. If these cars contained new guests, then they were very late to arrive. 
 
    Curious or perhaps nosey, I picked a spot next to Lieutenant Richard Stevens, gave him a conspiratorial smile and settled in to watch. He said, ‘Good evening, Mrs Fisher,’ as he returned my smile. ‘How was your visit to Miami?’  
 
    ‘Oh, it was wonderful,’ I gushed. ‘The architecture is incredible. I had no idea it would be so different. Did you get time to explore?’ 
 
    ‘Actually, this is my hometown,’ he replied. ‘I went to see my mom.’ 
 
    Any further conversation was cut short by the three limousines screeching to a halt right in front of the awning. Fascinated, I found myself unwilling to move as men in dark suits began emptying from the cars. They were all men, not one woman to break up the demographic and each had the same or similar short hair style. They were also young, late twenties or early thirties, and every one of them looked fit and capable like they were part of a military team. The rear doors of the middle car were opened by two of the men who then stepped back to let the people inside out. From the side nearest us emerged a tubby man in his early fifties. He too wore a dark suit, and sunglasses to hide his eyes from the bright light reflecting off the white hull of the ship. His hair, in contrast to his security detail, for that is what I assume they were, was longer and slicked back with a product to keep it in place. He wasn’t a handsome man, but he exuded a sense of power and dominance.  
 
    From the other side of the car, accepting a hand to get out, was a petite woman in a pretty summer dress. His daughter, no doubt. I watched to see if an older woman would also appear as the wife and mother was missing from the picture, but no one else emerged. As the men began unpacking luggage from the car and from a minivan that then pulled up behind the third limousine, I realised that no wife was coming.  
 
    Lieutenant Stevens and his partner, whose name I had yet to learn, stepped forward to make official greetings and inspect tickets. He welcomed them on board and offered to escort them to their suite. As he did, I decided I had been nosey enough and though I didn’t want the sundowner drink Lady Mary had most likely already made for me, I did want to get back to my suite. Jermaine would be waiting for me and I was due to participate in a group spin session my gym instructor friend Barbie was running this evening. 
 
    As I turned to go though, I noticed that the daughter wasn’t moving toward the ship and was being beckoned somewhat urgently by her father. She did not look pleased at the prospect of a cruise, her body language displaying both fear and anger. The man nearest her grabbed her right arm just above the elbow and began to frog-march her toward the awning. Weighing half what he did, she was unable to resist but did swipe ineffectually at his hand a few times as she began to spit a torrent of words in Spanish.  
 
    Lieutenant Stevens and the other security guard exchanged a quick glance, but the older man stepped up to them at that point saying, ‘Sorry, my fiancé is a little upset about leaving Miami. She wants to stay and visit more shops. Honestly, I think she would spend my entire fortune on shoes if she could. You know how women can be.’ 
 
    His accent was Cuban perhaps, I couldn’t tell, but I got the impression English was a second language for him. I was startled to hear the young woman was his fiance though; there had to be thirty years or more between them.  
 
    She was led around the older man, an angry sneer on her face as she offered him a few more choice words. Then, as if remembering something, she really dug her feet in and shouted toward the car, ‘Muffie!’ 
 
    Her call was answered by a bark as a small, long-haired dog bounced out from the back of the car, trailing its lead behind it. The woman yanked herself free to scoop the dog, which leaped happily into her arms. The man that had been forcing her toward the ship, indicated that she should get moving again, which she did, the dog tucked under her chin as she cooed at it.  
 
    As she passed me, she paused to make eye contact and I thought she was going to say something. However, as she opened her mouth to speak, she was dragged away again. A fresh string of Spanish curse words filled the air as she was led inside the ship where some of the bodyguards were already moving about, operating silently and waiting for the two men in their white uniforms to show them where they had to go. No one gave me a second look as the older man and his entire entourage, followed by porters bearing luggage, swept into the ship. There were so many of them, they overwhelmed the capacity of the elevator, forcing me to wait.  
 
    I was in no rush though, so I wandered back outside to bask in the Miami sunshine for a while longer. We would set sail within the hour and I couldn’t tell if I would ever be able to return. There was so much of the city I hadn’t had the chance to see, but that was true of everywhere we went. I would need multiple around the world trips in order to take it all in. 
 
    Leaning against the white railing they set up outside to funnel passengers onto the ship, with my face turned up to the sun, I was startled when a voice spoke right next to me. ‘Mrs Fisher.’ 
 
    I put my hand to my heart and laughed in reaction to the shock. ‘Goodness, you scared me,’ I said. It was the other security guard, the one whose name I didn’t know.  
 
    He said, ‘I’m terribly sorry, Mrs Fisher,’ giving me a professionally apologetic look to go with the words. ‘I’m afraid I have to close the ship now. We are sailing in forty minutes and must run through a number of safety checks first.’ 
 
    I nodded in acknowledgement and said, ‘Of course,’ as I turned and went into the ship. There was no longer anyone waiting for the elevators, but neither car was available either, so I pushed open the door that led to the stairs as two more porters began bringing in the awning and white fence from outside.  
 
    I tried jogging up the stairs, but it was too many decks from where I was to where I needed to go and the bra I had on wasn’t designed to hold my chest in place for such activity. I cupped my hands over my boobs to stop them bouncing but after three flights, I was getting out of breath, my arms and legs were starting to ache, and I was perspiring.  
 
    To myself I said, ‘I guess I need more time on the step machine.’ I had pounded out many hours and maybe a million steps in the time I had been on board, but it hadn’t resulted in a superhuman ability to beat the need for an elevator.  
 
    Accepting defeat after walking up two more flights, my pace getting slower and slower as the burn in my thighs increased, I left the stairwell and waited for the elevator to come. A minute later, just as it pinged its arrival, I heard the ship’s giant engine come to life. Most of the time it was barely perceptible, the general hubbub of the ship and the people on it, drowning the noise out, but in the quiet space below decks, the rumble it created was much more noticeable.  
 
    Travelling up to the top deck where I was staying in the Windsor Suite, the finest stately rooms on the world’s largest and most luxurious cruise liner, my stomach rumbled lightly. My lunch, a light salad with the dressing on the side, had been eaten at half past twelve, earlier than my normal habit but done deliberately so we would have time for the round of golf. Now long forgotten, I needed something else to eat.  
 
    Just a couple of weeks ago, I would have reached for the cookies and eaten a handful. Now though, I was challenging myself to give my body more of what it needed and less of what I craved.  Still, I was hungry, and dinner wasn’t until eight o’clock.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Dinner with the Riffraff  
 
    I tricked my hunger by drinking a pint of water and getting a bath. Of course, I didn’t have to run the bath or even turn on the tap to fill my glass of water. No, no. I had a butler to do those things for me and he got quite upset if he found me doing things for myself.  
 
    After two weeks, I was beginning to get used to having Jermaine around, but he kept catching me straightening my bed after I got out of it or closing my own curtains because I wanted them closed and I had hands to do it with. Just this morning, he had coughed politely when I finished my breakfast and picked up my plate and coffee cup to take them to the sink. He wanted to be a butler and had worked very hard to get to his current position. Since I met him, my needs had become his raison d'être. He rose every morning with the sole intention of making my life simple, stress free and easy. Anything he could do for me, he did.  
 
    He lived in a small cabin that was attached to my royal suite and could be accessed via a door in my kitchen. He wore a uniform all day despite the heat, but then he was Jamaican and hadn’t seemed particularly bothered by the sweltering temperatures as we sailed through the Caribbean.  
 
    I was soaking in the bath thinking about him now. I would get out soon and find my clothes for the evening already laid out for me. He always asked what Madam wanted to wear and ensured it was crisply pressed. My shoes would be buffed and my jewellery polished. He thought of everything and never cut any corners. 
 
    The concept still bothered me because I wasn’t the kind of person that had a butler. Until I fled my cheating husband and jumped on board this ship, I had been a cleaner. A job I was good at, but not one that was ever going to give me the kind of lifestyle that came with staff. It was, however, the lifestyle I was currently enjoying. The pace of life on board the Aurelia was as hectic or as relaxed as one wanted it to be. Every couple of days, the giant ship arrived somewhere new and I had never been to any of the places we were scheduled to visit. Each stop meant the opportunity to explore, and while I had come on board alone, I was never alone when I went ashore. There were other singletons aboard, mostly widowed ladies that were a decade or more older than me, but I had also met with married couples, some of which, like Lady Mary, had invited me go ashore with them.  
 
    I ate breakfast in my suite each morning, Jermaine serving food from a diet that had been tailored to me by Barbie, the health and fitness expert. While at sea, I took lunch in one of the many wonderful restaurants dotted about the ship and dinner in the exclusive upper deck restaurant where the captain would regularly join his guests. That was where I had met Lady Mary and where I would be eating tonight. Today was a Saturday, which meant the captain hosted and it would be followed by dancing for those that wished to partake.  
 
    I wondered where the older man with the future trophy wife were staying. There were a lot of exclusive suites on the top two decks, far too many for me to get to know all of the people staying in them, but I had met a lot of them over dinner during my time on board and would recognise far more than I could name. With their extensive entourage, the Cuban couple would be difficult to house in one suite, but perhaps some of the security hadn’t stayed on board or were quartered in cheaper accommodation a few decks further down. Really, what I was wondering, was what impact the new group would have on the general dynamic of the ship. It was peaceful and friendly, with lots of happy couples breezily going about their care-free lives. The new group looked like gangsters; the sort that caused a bar to clear when they went into it.  
 
    If they turned up for dinner tonight, I would find out soon enough.  
 
    With that thought echoing in my head, I used my toes to pull the plug. Like everything else around me, the bath was the biggest and most sumptuous I had ever been in. The base of it was contoured so that I sat more comfortably, as if it had been specifically moulded to hold my bottom. Jermaine would clean the entire bathroom, or arrange for it to happen, once I had gone to dinner, so when I stepped out, I didn’t look back to see if I had left a mess.  
 
    Forty minutes later, I was sipping sparkling water that tasted of passionfruit and chatting with the captain. Captain Alistair Huntley, I had learned, was fifty-four years old though he looked at least a decade younger than that. It had been my assumption that he was younger than me, so learning his correct age was a revelation. He was also very good-looking, his tan skin complimenting his brown hair and showing off his white teeth and twinkling blue eyes. There were many admiring glances from the wives of guests, but he seemed oblivious to them all. I knew that he was single but was he married to the sea? Would that term apply?  
 
    He was professionally pleasant with everyone, but it felt like more than that with me. Not that I am suggesting any romantic notions, I doubt he would find me attractive and I have no need of a man at this point in my life; the memory of my cheating husband is still all too present. However, Captain Huntley made for delightful company each time I saw him, and he always made a point of asking me if everything was to my liking. Like this evening, for instance: he had asked my opinion on the restaurant’s décor.  
 
    ‘Is it to your liking, Mrs Fisher?’ he asked as if my opinion was important to him. That I was the guest in the Windsor Suite, the most prestigious suite on the Aurelia, seemed to carry clout throughout the ship. I couldn’t imagine why though. I was still Patricia Fisher, runaway wife and former cleaner. My life had been unspectacular right up until the moment I boarded this vessel and stumbled across a decades old international jewel theft. Due to that event, I had real money that was actually mine for the first time in my life and I was staying on board the ship for free until the end of my three months around the world cruise. 
 
    In reply to the captain, I had agreed that the decoration was spectacular, hoping that I was using the word in the right context and not making myself sound extra dumb today. Our conversation was cut short by the arrival of the man and his much younger fiancee. They were preceded by a pair of bodyguards who came into the room with their dark glasses on, looking mean and putting out a threatening vibe which caused people near them to move away. Answering my earlier question about whether all the men I had seen arrive were staying aboard, they continued to file in behind and around the couple as if creating a circle of safety around them at all times.  
 
    ‘Please excuse me, Mrs Fisher,’ the captain had said as he left me to greet the new guests. 
 
    Their entrance caused a stir in conversation throughout the room, with guests speculating who the couple were. I heard one lady ask if they were royalty from somewhere and another couple discussing if the young woman was a pop star. I didn’t think they were either though. I had my own theory forming. 
 
    ‘Ah, there you are, Patricia,’ said Lady Mary as she approached from my right. ‘I wondered where you had got to.’ 
 
    ‘Good evening, Mary,’ I replied. Then said, ‘Good evening, George,’ as her husband arrived, trailing along behind the more gregarious woman as always.  
 
    Lady Mary was holding a large balloon glass that had once held a gin and tonic and appeared to have downed a couple already. She stayed remarkably thin considering how much she drank but then I rarely saw her eat. ‘Have you seen the latest riffraff to join us?’ she asked, seeing my gaze still focused on the new arrivals.  
 
    ‘Do you know who they are?’ I asked in reply. 
 
    She gave me an odd look. ‘Goodness, no, dear. I have not the slightest interest.’ It looked like we were going to find out though because the captain was escorting the couple to the large table set out at the far end of the room where the restaurant overlooked the prow of the ship. Their entourage was both following and leading, their eyes not on the couple, but scanning around the room constantly as if looking for danger. At these big Captain’s Table events, the room was set out differently than other nights, with tables arranged to seat twelve persons. The captain’s table itself seated twenty by invitation only – the invitations meted out to famous, royalty and ordinary alike though Lady Mary had somehow secured seats for herself and George and I for a second Saturday in a row. The event was intended to make guests to mingle and converse, many of the senior staff joining the guests to keep the conversation moving.  
 
    ‘Shall we?’ I asked, indicating toward the table. I was itching to know more about the new couple. My curious nature taking over again.  
 
    ‘Come along, George,’ demanded Lady Mary whose husband had taken interest in a young woman passing through the crowd with a tray of nibbles. His hopeful look vanished as the girl turned away from him so he trailed along behind his wife again as she strode purposefully toward the captain’s table.  
 
    As we reached it, the captain turned to greet and introduce us. ‘Mr Perez, Miss Gonzalez, I have the pleasure of introducing Lady Mary Bostihill-Swank and George Brown, the noted author, and Mrs Patricia Fisher.’ He turned to us. ‘This is Eduardo Perez and Cari Gonzalez,’ he delivered with a smile. ‘They are on their way to Los Angeles to be married.’ 
 
    ‘We are doing things a little back to front,’ laughed Eduardo as he shook each of our hands. ‘We have the honeymoon first on the way to the wedding.’  
 
    Where Eduardo was all smiles and contentment, his bride-to-be looked like her smile was forced. She gave our hands a perfunctory shake that was little more than offering it for us to touch. I was watching her now, my curiosity piqued. This should be the happiest time of her life, yet she looked to be distracted by something. She failed to make eye contact with any of us, mostly staring at the floor or her feet as she stood silently in the shadow of her intended.  
 
    ‘Are you expecting trouble or are you paranoid?’ asked Lady Mary as she looked at the ring of suits positioned around the room. One quickly learned that she never bothered to beat around the bush and had no interest in preserving other people’s feelings.  
 
    ‘Ah, yes,’ Eduardo replied with another chuckle. ‘Some of my business dealings have attracted unwanted attention from certain parties that might have followed us. I doubt any of my precautions are necessary, but I don’t want anything to disturb or disrupt us.’ 
 
    I turned my attention to Cari. ‘How about you, Cari? What are you most looking forward to? We arrive in Rio in a few days.’ 
 
    Cari mumbled something I didn’t hear and made no attempt to make eye contact with anyone. She did try to move away though, which caused a reaction from the two suits nearest her as they moved slightly to form a barrier. She stopped, her unhappy face betraying her anger, but she didn’t resist. An awkward silence persisted for a few seconds until thankfully, we were interrupted by the arrival of several more excited couples, each looking almost overwhelmed by their palatial surroundings.  
 
    I made good my escape to chat with an English couple that had just arrived, their accents easy to pick out, but I doubted we had seen the end of the drama between Eduardo and Cari. 
 
    Hors d'oeuvres were served a few minutes later as a bell was rung, and the wait staff descended on the tables with plate after plate of delicious food. Chance had placed me opposite Cari and Eduardo making it easy for me to observe their behaviour. I was trying to be surreptitious, though I worried I was just staring. Eduardo was having a great time, conversing with those around him and knocking back wine as the staff kept filling it each time it emptied. Cari, in contrast, was almost robotic in her movements. She picked at her food and sipped at her wine but over the course of an hour had not finished a single glass and placed her hand on top of it each time the wait staff came near her with a bottle. She spoke when spoken to and had engaged in small talk with the couple next to her, but they had soon found it to be hard work and moved on to speak with the couple to their other side.  
 
    Eduardo was tactile with her, putting his arm around the back of her chair, touching her arm or her leg beneath the table, but the gestures of intimacy were not reciprocated. Nobody else appeared to notice but it was all I could look at now. Combining her behaviour now with what I had seen when they arrived, really made my head itch. More than anything she looked nervous. 
 
    As dessert arrived, the unmistakable noise of a helicopter approaching the ship could be heard over the background music of the band playing. Across the table, Eduardo stiffened and looked about. The landing platform was above us but some distance back toward the centre of the ship where it was away from any of the exposed sun decks. He would not be able to see the aircraft unless it came in low, but the colour had drained from his face. Cari leaned toward her fiancé to whisper something to him. It was the first time I had seen her initiate conversation and there was a smile on her face, but whatever she said, it made Eduardo angry, a scowl flitting across his face before he could bring it back under control. Then he waved a hand at her dismissively, summoned two of his bodyguards and carried on eating as she rose from her chair. She dabbed her lips carefully with a napkin and left without another word. The bodyguards followed her out. 
 
    The scene was watched by everyone at the table, Eduardo noticing the faces staring at him only once Cari had left. ‘She is not feeling well,’ he explained weakly, failing to make it sound true.  
 
    ‘Perhaps it’s the company,’ sniped Lady Mary loud enough for most of the table to hear.  
 
    Eduardo didn’t react to the comment though. Pretending nothing was amiss, he took a swig of wine and started on his dessert. ‘Do helicopters often arrive after the ship sets sail?’ he asked, the question clearly aimed at the captain but voiced to the entire table. 
 
    It was the captain that answered, ‘We have many guests with their own helicopters which they choose to use to come aboard as it is faster than entering below decks. The platform can accommodate two at any time, plus we have our own helicopter stored below the platform which can be raised on hydraulics.’ He paused to take a sip of water, but when he put the glass down, he didn’t say anything further.  
 
    I excused myself to visit the ladies’ room just as a woman three along from me, shrieked with laughter at an anecdote George had been regaling his end of the table with. Like many of the guests at the captain’s table, she was well lubricated now and George, being a wordsmith, was able to tell a good tale.  
 
    Outside the restroom, I found the two dark-suited bodyguards, looking impatient and obviously waiting for Cari Gonzalez to come out. One of them stepped aside as I approached, allowing me to push the door open.  
 
    The young woman was the only other person in the room, washing her hands at one of the sinks. Upon seeing me though, she turned and said something in Spanish. I couldn’t tell what it was, I had never taken a Spanish lesson in my life, but sensing that I hadn’t understood her, she shrugged, patted my arm and left.  
 
    When I came out of the restroom the bodyguards and Cari Gonzalez were gone. As I scanned around, wondering what direction they had gone, I noticed, through the portside windows, a helicopter moving away to the west and I wondered who it was that had arrived. It wasn’t unusual for the Aurelia to play host to A list singers; just last week Rod Stewart had crooned at us for an hour. Variety acts such as comedians, and ventriloquists had also featured but my favourite thus far was a magic act, or perhaps the correct term is illusionist that I watched a week ago. He had defied logic with some of the things he had done, culminating in a finale where he teleported across the room. I later discovered that he was never in front of us, but we were looking at a clever image projected onto a piece of glass on the stage. 
 
    Just as the helicopter disappeared from sight and I turned to rejoin the guests at dinner, a white-uniform of the ship’s security passed me, moving at an urgent pace. When I came into the restaurant, he was speaking to the captain his hand cupped to the captain’s ear to deliver a whispered message.  
 
    As the captain politely excused himself from the table to go with the man, I saw that Eduardo was also leaving, his entourage of bodyguards once again looking about for danger as his entire party left the room. Was this something to do with the unwanted attention Eduardo’s business practices had attracted? And why had the captain suddenly left? Something out of the ordinary was happening and it was tweaking my curiosity.  
 
    Maybe if I spoke Spanish, I would already know what this was all about. Cari Gonzalez had been trying to tell me something. Perhaps I would find her tomorrow and see if we could manage a conversation with someone to help translate. Of course, as I thought about that and sipped my water, I didn’t know that she would be missing by then. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 An Offer of Employment 
 
    I hadn’t stayed late after dinner, and I hadn’t had anything alcoholic to drink, so when my butler woke me as instructed, early the following morning, I had a clear head and felt well rested. Don’t be fooled into thinking I am suddenly teetotal, I am nothing of the sort, but I am drinking significantly less now than at any point in my adult life and it is because I have discovered the joy of exercise. Perhaps I should say rediscovered, as there was a time in my teens and perhaps early twenties when I was quite fit. Since coming on board though, the belief that my husband had cheated on me because I was no longer young and skinny had led to exercise and that in turn had led to the realisation that I didn’t need him and didn’t need to be young or skinny to feel attractive and that somehow had freed my mind to enjoy exercise rather than seeing it as punishment for not having a perfect waistline.  
 
    My waistline would never be perfect again, but now that I wasn’t trying to lose weight, I was losing it anyway. 
 
    ‘Good morning, madam,’ Jermaine said, as he neatly pleated the curtains on all eight windows in my bedroom and arranged each one so the exact same amount of glass was showing. ‘I trust you slept well.’ 
 
    I levered myself upright, fighting the bed covers in the enormous, sumptuous bed until I was in a sitting position. Stifling a yawn, I said, ‘Good morning, Jermaine. Thank you for asking. I slept peacefully. Is it another fine day outside?’ 
 
    Jermaine always rose before me, and he went to bed after me; the hours he committed to the job were extraordinary, but I was certain of his contentedness. He had undoubtedly been up an hour already when he woke me at five thirty, his time spent ensuring the royal suite was as immaculate as his uniform. He stood back from the curtains, finally content they were hanging correctly and smiled at me. ‘There is nary a cloud in the sky, madam. Miss Berkeley is waiting for you in the living area, madam. Shall I tell her you will be along momentarily?’ 
 
    As always, Jermaine was giving me the option to send my fitness instructor away should I feel that another hour in bed was more appealing. It was more appealing, but somehow, it also wasn’t. I was getting fitter and I was feeling more confident because of it. There was no good reason to stop other than laziness; I was creating a new version of me. 
 
    Less than five minutes later I was wearing new gym gear that I had bought in Miami two days ago when I had spotted a shop, and I was ready to go. 
 
    Barbie was waiting for me in my living room, but she wasn’t slouched on a couch; no, she was standing on her left foot with her right foot held in her right hand and her left arm out for balance. Her eyes were closed. Yoga was one of the things she was teaching me and let me tell you this about yoga: it’s hard. You see people doing yoga and they don’t look like they are doing much. At least, not compared with the people on the treadmill or the climber or the ones lifting weights, but it is deceptive. I sweated just as much holding poses in my first yoga session as I did at any other time. 
 
    I waited until she opened her eyes. ‘Hi, Patty,’ she squealed excitedly. Barbie is a size zero, perfectly crafted goddess put on the earth to make all other women feel inadequate. To go with her tiny waist and gravity defying boobs is an utter lack of unnecessary body fat, lustrous blonde hair and a beautiful face. I could hate her if she wasn’t so likeable. Stereotyping would have her as a dumb bimbo, but she had a brain and qualifications and probably a plan for her life that she was quietly enacting. I noticed something new though; her eyes were a little puffy as if she had been crying recently. In fact, now that I was looking, the skin under her nose looked a little red like it had been getting blown too many times. Barbie and I were friends in that we had a relationship which extended beyond gym instructor and gym user, but I didn’t know much about her really. I didn’t even know if she had a boyfriend that she might have broken up with.  
 
    It wasn’t right for me to ask though, so I replied with, ‘Good morning, Barbie,’ twisting my waist and bending in place as she had taught me to do before commencing any exercise. ‘What are we doing today?’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ she started, but before she could say any thing more, there was a loud knock at my door. 
 
    My feet moved as if I was going to answer it but Jermaine’s voice saying, ‘Madam.’ In a warning/pleading tone, stopped them. 
 
    Jermaine crossed the floor slowly; butlers never rush, you know. His pace caused the person outside to knock loudly again. The main door to my suite was just off the central living area so I could not see who was at the door, but I recognised the voice; it was the new deputy captain, Matthew Rutherford. He had been promoted into the position when the position became suddenly vacant but I didn’t know if it was a permanent promotion or a temporary one. Curious, I began toward the door, but Jermaine appeared in the doorway to the living area to announce my visitor. He loved the formality of his role. ‘Deputy Captain Rutherford begs an audience, madam. Are you available?’ 
 
    I tried not to sigh at Jermaine’s unnecessary pomp and ceremony as I said, ‘Yes, yes. Please send him in.’ 
 
    Jermaine entered the room to allow the deputy captain access then stood to one side in case he might be needed to bring refreshment. 
 
    ‘Should I go?’ asked Barbie. 
 
    I looked at the man now entering the room when I answered, ‘I don’t know, Barbie. Let’s see what the gentleman wants first, eh?’ 
 
    The deputy captain had his hat tucked beneath his left arm. He would have doffed it as he came into the suite as all the uniformed staff with hats did, but the first thing I noticed was how tired he looked. Had he been up all night?  
 
    He didn’t look in a mood to dawdle so I kept quiet to listen to whatever news he had. ‘Mrs Fisher, please excuse the intrusion so early in your day. I would have waited but I know you rise early each morning for exercise.’  
 
    I interrupted him so he would know I was not upset by his intrusion and would not waste further time on apologies, ‘It’s fine, Mr Rutherford. Please tell me what has brought you here this morning.’ 
 
    ‘Can we sit?’ he asked. Instantly, I started to worry. The second highest ranking officer on board the ship needed to speak with me urgently and thought it would be best if I took the news he had sitting down. Barbie appeared at my side suddenly. She sensed that he had grave news too and I wondered who I knew that might have died. Was it Charlie? How would I feel about it if I learned that my estranged husband was dead? 
 
    He said, ‘Please?’ and indicated toward a pair of couches arranged to face one another. As I silently backed into one and sat, he began speaking, ‘You were at the captain’s table last night, were you not?’ 
 
    ‘I was,’ I replied, suddenly relieved that this was not the announcement of a dead relative or spouse, but equally curious about where this was going. 
 
    ‘Did you speak much with Mr Perez or Miss Gonzalez?’ he asked. 
 
    I shook my head. ‘I don’t think anyone spoke much with Miss Gonzalez. She kept very much to herself all evening.’ I didn’t feel the need to tell him or anyone else about our one-sided conversation in the ladies’ restroom since no message had been passed. ‘I didn’t speak more than a few words to Mr Perez either. I’m sorry, why is it that you want to know about my conversation with them? Has something happened?’ 
 
    I had decided to skip the conversation forward, which had caught the man a little off guard. He took a second before speaking again, ‘The captain told me to expect you to ask the pertinent questions.’ He paused again, then said, ‘Miss Gonzalez is missing as are the two men from Mr Perez’s security detail that left the restaurant with her. They did not arrive back in their suite and have not been seen since they left the restaurant.’ 
 
    I thought about that for a second. ‘There’s more, isn’t there?’ The deputy captain would be tasked with conducting an investigation and maintaining security on board. His need to ask me about whether I had spoken with the couple or not, would not have driven him to be hammering on my door at this time of the day. There was something else going on. 
 
    The man in uniform looked sheepish suddenly. His glowing cheeks contrasting brilliantly with his stark white uniform as he looked at the floor for a moment like a child caught in a lie and being forced to admit the truth.  ‘Actually, yes there is,’ he said. ‘Mr Perez is hoping to engage your services to help him find his bride.’ I tilted my head to one side slightly thinking I had misheard him. Before I could ask him to repeat himself though, he then said, ‘And it would appear that she has been kidnapped.’ 
 
    Beside me on the couch, Barbie gasped, her hand flying to her mouth as she said, ‘Oh, my God!’ 
 
    ‘Why do we think she has been kidnapped?’ I asked. I had a stack of questions already, but I led with that one because it seemed the most important. 
 
    ‘Because there is a ransom note,’ he explained. He looked quite uncomfortable sitting opposite me. His hat was in his hands as he nervously twiddled it.  
 
    ‘Okay, so the lady has been missing for a few hours with her security guards and that would not normally be too much cause for alarm but there is also a ransom note claiming, I assume, that she had been kidnapped. Is that about right?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ He nodded his head vigorously.  
 
    I held up a finger to make sure I had his attention. Jermaine took a step closer, enraptured by the mystery being revealed. ‘Big question now Mr Rutherford.’ I paused to make sure I had his attention. ‘Why does Mr Perez want to engage my services and exactly what kind of services does he think I have to offer?’ 
 
    The deputy captain shrank a little further into the couch. His lips moved a few times as he tried to form a sentence and he fiddled with his hat a little more. Finally, and just before I prompted him, he said, ‘I might have told him about the sapphire and how you solved a thirty-year-old case and uncovered a plot by the previous deputy captain to murder several people and make off with the jewel.’ 
 
    So, there it was. Now I knew why he was in my cabin so early this morning. 
 
    ‘You might have?’ I repeated with some derision in my voice. He opened his mouth, but I talked over him, ‘I’m not a detective, Mr Rutherford.’  
 
    ‘Neither am I,’ he squeaked. 
 
    ‘So… what? You’re hoping that I can solve this case?’ 
 
    To my absolute surprise, the man fell to his knees in front of me and grabbed my hand. ‘Please, Mrs Fisher,’ he said looking up at me with imploring eyes. ‘I don’t have the faintest idea what I am doing. The captain expects me to deal with crime on board, but this is way beyond me. I was only promoted into this position because you revealed that Mr Schooner was the one behind the murders. I’ll be demoted again in no time if I can’t work this out.’ 
 
    I didn’t know what to say. I was just staring at him as I tried to work out what possible reply I could have. I was a cleaner a few weeks ago. I knew nothing about solving crimes or searching for clues other than from what I had learned reading mystery books.  
 
    ‘He is offering a fifty-thousand-dollar reward for anyone that can supply information leading to the return of his fiancée,’ he blurted. ‘I’m not eligible of course as I am crew, but…’ 
 
    I was still lost for words; the reward didn’t change the fact that I had solved the previous case out of absolute necessity and blind luck. The man supplicating himself at my feet though looked desperate. Telling myself that this would probably play out by itself and I could just pretend to be helping so Mr Rutherford would feel better, I said, ‘Okay.’ The deputy captain must have been holding his breath because he almost collapsed when I spoke that single word. I quickly added, ‘I can’t promise that I will achieve anything though.’ 
 
    ‘No, no. Of course not, Mrs Fisher. That would be silly. As long as we are seen to be trying our best.’ His relief was obvious. ‘When can you start?’ 
 
    I said, ‘Huh?’ as I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    He had clambered back off of my carpet but was still nervously twiddling his hat and looking at the floor. ‘Well, you see… that is to say, well… Mr Perez is... kind of waiting for you.’ 
 
    ‘Is he now?’ I replied haughtily. I was starting to feel put upon. 
 
    Beside me Barbie said, ‘We can reschedule for later, Patty.’ 
 
    ‘No, I’m not content to jump when asked to,’ I replied. 
 
    Quietly she said, ‘Fifty thousand is a lot of money, Patty.’  
 
    Her comment caught me off guard. It was a lot of money. I just didn’t believe I was going to see any of it and if there really were kidnappers involved, surely getting myself also involved would be dangerous. I had already said I would though.  
 
    Reluctantly, I got to my feet. ‘Take me to see Mr Perez then.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Gangsters 
 
    Barbie and I quickly air-kissed as I went out the door with the deputy captain. We agreed that I would find her in the gym after lunch and we would work out what kind of session she could fit into her day. Speed walking to Mr Perez’s suite, because Mr Rutherford was in a desperate hurry, I found myself worrying about the missing girl. Cari Gonzalez had the look of someone with a lot on her mind last night. If this was to do with her fiancee’s business dealings, had she known they might target her to get back at her husband?  
 
    Our journey took us down one deck and from the prow, where my suite was located, to about half way along the length of the ship. Even at the pace Mr Rutherford was walking, it still took ten minutes to get there. We didn’t have to knock on the door though, one of the young men was positioned outside. He still had on his dark suit, sunglasses and communications thing with the curly wire behind his ear. He spoke into his left wrist as we approached, gave a brief but wordless nod to Mr Rutherford and opened the door to allow us entry. 
 
    The scene inside was not what I expected. The suite was smaller than mine, of course, because every suite on the ship was smaller than mine. In the case of this particular suite, it meant the door opened directly into the accommodation’s living area.  Eduardo was sitting imperiously behind a large desk set at the far end of the room to dominate it. His security detail, or whatever you want to call them, were absent with the exception of two men, both of whom were leaning on the desk, looking at something that was spread out to cover the entire surface.  
 
    They all looked up as we came in, the two men flanking Eduardo both rising to stand upright again. Whatever they had been discussing was put on hold as the two men fell silent. 
 
    Mr Rutherford began speaking before anyone else could, ‘Mr Perez, thank you for your patience. This is Mrs Fisher,’ he said which drew three sets of eyes to me. 
 
    Suddenly in the spot light of three men who all looked tired and angry, I felt unnerved. What I needed to do was say something pertinent or clever since they somehow expected me to be the answer to their problem. Nothing came to me though, so instead, I waved a hand nervously and said, ‘Hi.’ 
 
    Mr Perez’s eyebrows climbed his head as he turned his gaze back to Mr Rutherford. ‘This is the woman you told me about?’ he asked, his tone incredulous. 
 
    Mr Rutherford’s mouth opened. He was going to say something, but the comment by Eduardo, his instant dismissal, was the trigger I needed to bring my gumption to the surface. ‘Excuse me,’ I demanded. ‘I have no need to be here. If you have no need for my help, I will let myself out.’ With that, I spun on my heel, but Eduardo’s voice stopped me. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Fisher,’ he said, the timbre of his voice soft for the first time. ‘That was rude of me. It has been a… testing night.’ 
 
    I turned back to face him. His apology made it hard for me to do anything now but agree to help. Any thoughts of explaining that I was just another guest on board the ship died right there. Nevertheless, I felt it was prudent to point out that my ability as a detective had been overplayed. ‘Mr Perez, I believe you may have been misled about what I am capable of.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no need to be modest, Mrs Fisher,’ he said. I thought he was going to say more, but he paused to glance at one of his men. The glance meant something to him because he started moving. ‘Is there anything else you need?’ Eduardo asked, the question aimed at Mr Rutherford.  
 
    Mr Rutherford replied with, ‘Erm.’ He looked confused until Eduardo’s man opened the door and waited for him to leave. ‘Oh, ah, I’ll be going then. Good luck, Mrs Fisher.’ He almost ran for the door, his desire to escape all too obvious.  
 
    Now though, I was alone with three strange men and I didn’t feel entirely comfortable.  
 
    Eduardo spoke first, ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Fisher. That man is incompetent. I have been leading him by the hand all night. Can I offer you a drink?’ 
 
    At least he had manners. ‘Water, thank you.’ Without instruction, the man still stood by Eduardo’s desk went to the kitchen as I walked forward to shake hands. ‘Shall we dispense with formalities? I’m Patricia.’ 
 
    ‘Eduardo Santiago Sebastian Diego Perez but everyone calls me Mr Perez,’ he replied coming around the desk with his right hand extended. His hand was massive compared with mine and meaty like the rest of him. He wanted me to call him Mr Perez; it felt like he was trying to establish a dominant position which irked me, but my nerves prevented me from arguing. 
 
    As my hand fell back to my side I tried once again to explain that I was not a detective, ‘Mr Perez, as I was saying earlier; my career has nothing to do with solving crimes. Surely, this should be a job for the FBI or some other suitably qualified law enforcement organisation.’ 
 
    He sat on the front edge of the desk, then thought better and offered to move to the couches. He talked as we crossed the room, ‘There are a number of reasons why that cannot happen, Mrs Fisher. The first is that we are in international waters and this ship flies a Bahamian flag so is designated as Bahamian sovereignty. I’m sure you can see how hard it would be to get the Bahamian police involved. There is a more delicate matter at hand though, because my business interests are… shall we say…’ 
 
    ‘Illegal?’ I asked since he was searching for a suitable word. 
 
    ‘Oh, goodness no,’ he replied. ‘Everything I do is completely above board.’ Mr Perez looked and behaved like he was one of the mob, and if it looks like a duck and quacks like a duck etcetera.  
 
    ‘I understand you have a ransom note,’ I said to move things on. At the click of his fingers, one of his men walked over with a plastic Ziplock bag containing a torn off page from a line notepad. He handed it to Mr Perez, who handed it to me.  
 
    On the note was three words: I warned you. 
 
    It was cryptic to say the least.  
 
    There was no imperative driving me to investigate the whereabouts of the missing woman, but… I was interested. Life on board the Aurelia was wonderful, but something exciting to do might be nice too. ‘Will you help me find my Cari?’ he asked, his voice hushed as if nervous I might say no. Weighing things up, not only did I not feel like I could say no, I also felt like I might be the right person to unravel her whereabouts. She had to be on the ship, and I had just solved a far more difficult case after all. I was still holding the ransom note in my hands, the three words on it defying explanation for now. I settled into a comfortable position on the chair and handed the note back to Mr Perez. Then I rooted around in my handbag to produce a notebook and pen.  
 
    Over the next hour I learned all that Mr Perez wanted to tell me. I phrase it like that deliberately because I have no doubt he was withholding information. For instance, he assured me that he and Cari were very much in love. I made no comment, but his claim failed to align with what I had seen. The happy couple were on their way to Los Angeles, a twenty-seven-day passage during which the Aurelia would stop several times. There they would be married in a private ceremony and they were relocating their business there after some problems in Miami that he did not wish to expand on because, he assured me, they were not pertinent to the case.  
 
    When he finished telling me what he thought I needed to know, I asked, ‘Who arrived by helicopter last night?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ he replied. ‘I did not see them.’ 
 
    ‘But you suspect that you know and that is why you left dinner prematurely, right?’  
 
    He sighed. ‘Mrs Fisher, I suspect that one or more groups of what you might refer to as organised crime families came aboard last night looking for me. One of them has Cari and they will use her to get to me.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ I asked.  
 
    Mr Perez leaned back in his chair and thought for a second before answering. ‘Because I am a legitimate businessman that got caught up in their affairs. I own a successful club in Miami which they wanted and when I refused to sell it to them, they tried to squeeze me out. They blockaded my liquor so I couldn’t buy any, but I found new suppliers. They scared off my staff, but I found new people to employ. They refused to take no for an answer and demanded I hand over the deeds to the property under threat of death. So, I sold the business to them but set fire to it as I left. I knew it would cause trouble, but I just couldn’t help myself. We escaped to the ship with a plan to start a new life on the other side of the country. I thought we had escaped them until the helicopter arrived. Now my Cari is missing and I don’t know what they might do to her if I don’t give myself up. There’s been no contact yet though so I couldn’t do that, even if I wanted to.’ 
 
    ‘Who could it be?’ I asked. ‘Which crime families?’ I didn’t have any idea what I was going to do with the information I was gathering, but it sounded like the right question to ask. 
 
    He thought about it for a few seconds before he replied, ‘The Caprione family might.’ 
 
    This prompted the man to his left to voice his opinion. The two guards had come to stand behind the couch Mr Perez was sitting on, standing silently like two sentinels. This was the first time I had heard any of them speak. ‘Nah, boss, they would never be so bold. It’s more likely to be the Polish.’ 
 
    This caused the third man to chip in, ‘Or the Russians. You can never be sure what the crazy Russians will do.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, it could be Boris’s men,’ replied henchman number one.  
 
    ‘Boris?’ questioned Mr Perez. ‘He is a personal friend. He’s coming to the wedding.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah but, he was awful sore about you taking that shipment from him last year. You had to kill six of his men if you remember.’ Henchman number one had said too much, his cheeks colouring from the look his boss gave him. If Mr Perez thought he was convincing me or anyone else that he was a legitimate businessman, then he was fooling himself. He growled something quietly in Spanish that I didn’t understand, the henchman fell silent and looked shamefacedly at the carpet.  
 
    Finally, he turned his face back to mine. ‘Sorry about that, Mrs Fisher. Some of my men have over-active imaginations,’ he lied.  
 
    ‘What I am hearing is that you have a number of enemies and any one of them might have taken Cari in retribution for destroying the club you sold them. The ransom note:  I warned you. It seems like the person writing it believes the person reading it will know what they are referring to.’  
 
    Mr Perez nodded. ‘It does look like that. I wish I could tell you more. Maybe it is a mistake, but it doesn’t mean anything to me.’ 
 
    I pursed my lips as I questioned whether I should challenge him on what he was telling me. Common sense prevailed though since I doubted it was a good idea to call a gangster a liar in his own cabin while he is flanked by his bodyguards. Instead, I said, ‘Tell me about the two men that went missing with Cari last night.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Too Early for Gin? 
 
    It was almost another thirty minutes before I felt I had exhausted my questions. Had I felt he was telling me the whole truth I might have had more questions for him, but since he was being economic with the facts, presumably because he didn’t want to incriminate himself, I figured I would be better off seeking out Mr Rutherford; I could ask him who had arrived by helicopter and see if the names matched any that Eduardo Perez had provided.  
 
    Before I went looking for him, I needed some breakfast, but on my way back to my suite, I bumped into Lady Mary. As usual she was without her husband, I rarely saw them doing things together, perhaps that was their secret to a happy marriage, and, as usual, she had a drink in her hand.  
 
    ‘Patricia, darling,’ she drawled when she spotted me. ‘I missed saying goodnight to you last night. When I looked for you, you had already departed, naughty girl.’ As she gently chastised me, she sank the rest of the buck’s fizz she was holding and found a nearby flowerpot to leave the glass in.  
 
    I didn’t bother pointing out that I had received a slightly drunken hug goodnight from her as I left the restaurant last night, she would instantly deny having been too squiffy to remember. It was one of her charms that she knew she was a bit of a lush but was too posh for the term to apply. Instead, she was a socialite because that was far more respectable.  
 
    Now that her hands were empty, she took a compact from her handbag to check her face and moved to a window a few feet away that looked out over the top deck sun terrace. As she gazed out, she said, ‘Where are you going anyway, sweetie, you look like you are dressed for another of your crazy exercise sessions? I thought you might like to conspire by the pool until the hour was decent enough for cocktails.’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t you just have a cocktail?’ I asked, knowing full well that she had.  
 
    She tutted in response, ‘That was just breakfast, sweetie. It hardly counts. I did hear a little snippet of gossip though.’ Lady Mary dropped her voice and leaned in to whisper, ‘The couple at the table behind me were saying that a young woman has gone missing. Those goons from last night, the ones in dark suits that never spoke or smiled, were chasing all over the ship looking for her. Do you suppose it was that poor girl that was with that awful man at dinner? You know, the one that thinks he’s some kind of mafia boss?’ 
 
    ‘I couldn’t possibly say.’ I replied trying to sound innocent.  
 
    Lady Mary wasn’t fooled though. ‘You know something, don’t you, Patricia?’ When I didn’t answer and she could see I was trying to work out what I could say, she said, ‘Do spill, darling. I simply must know. There’s all too little excitement on this ship.’ 
 
    I opened my mouth to say something that would deflect her, but I already knew she would just keep pestering me until I told her everything. Instead, I figured I could just give her the buzz she was after. I looked about in a deliberate show of making sure no one was watching us or within earshot, then said, ‘Not here,’ at a bare whisper. With a quick incline of my head, I had her follow me back to my suite.   
 
    Jermaine appeared within seconds as always. ‘Madam,’ he acknowledged. ‘And Lady Mary, good morning. May I offer you refreshments?’ He was standing just inside the living area as we went in. As always he looked tall and capable, his hands clasped behind his back as if he were on parade.  
 
    I looked at Lady Mary to gauge her opinion. ‘Too early for gin?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Much too early,’ I replied, just about keeping my eye roll in check. ‘Can you prepare some breakfast please, Jermaine? And iced tea for two.’ 
 
    He said, ‘Very good, madam.’ Then he bustled away to the kitchen as I guided Lady Mary to the suite’s private sun terrace.  
 
    ‘Oh, this is lovely, Patricia,’ gushed Lady Mary as she came through the sliding doors and into the sun. ‘I had no idea your suite had its own terrace. Oh, this is so much better than hanging out by the pool. Do you know, there were children there last week?’ 
 
    ‘Were they noisy? I asked. I hadn’t heard a child at any point during my time aboard. 
 
    ‘Goodness, no. They were just there. That’s bad enough. Now don’t try changing the subject, Patricia sweetie. Tell me what you know about the mafia boss and his missing bride.’ 
 
    I settled onto a sun-lounger and fixed Lady Mary with a focused gaze. ‘The girl isn’t just missing. She was kidnapped,’ I said, delivering the news like a hammy actor on an old TV show. It made Lady Mary gasp though. ‘There is a ransom note and Eduardo wants me to help him find her.’ 
 
    Lady Mary took her hand from her mouth in confusion. ‘Who is Eduardo?’ 
 
    ‘That’s your mafia boss,’ I replied. Lady Mary had been introduced to them at the same time as me but had most likely not even bothered to register their names. ‘His name is Eduardo Perez and the missing girl is called Cari Gonzalez. The two bodyguards that left with her are also missing.’  
 
    The confused look on Lady Mary’s face was deepening though. ‘How do you know all this and why would he come to you for help?’ she asked. 
 
    I had accepted that I would have to tell her a few things about my recent past when I started talking. I got a few more moments respite though as Jermaine arrived with a pitcher of iced tea, made fresh not from a carton, and two glasses with slices of freshly cut lemon. He served in silence and withdrew again. 
 
    I took a sip of my drink and started talking again, ‘Did you hear anything about a stolen sapphire being found just before you came on board in Barbados?’ 
 
    Lady Mary had sipped at her drink as well but placed it back on the small table by her lounger as she replied, ‘Yes I did. Quite the scandal I heard. The deputy captain jumped overboard and there was a murder and a chase around the ship.’ She leaned forward as if she were about to share a big secret. ‘I heard the whole case was solved by a woman that had come on board by hersel…’ Lady Mary’s voice trailed off as realisation dawned. Then she said, ‘No! Patricia. It was you?’ 
 
    I felt my cheeks flush with a little bit of embarrassment, but I nodded. ‘It was mostly accident and necessity, but yes, it was me, and because of it, the new deputy captain, Mr Rutherford, volunteered my detective services to Mr Perez.’ I was boasting but I had kept my secret for a week since I had met her, and I was desperate to bask in someone’s admiration. 
 
    ‘We’ll circle back to Mr Perez, darling. I need to hear about the sapphire. Was it really as big as a man’s fist?’ 
 
    ‘Bigger,’ I replied. Then, because I knew there was no way out of it, and because secretly I was bursting to tell people, I regaled Lady Mary with the whole story, all the way back to catching Charlie with my best friend.  
 
    Jermaine served my breakfast while I talked and endured me telling Lady Mary about his part in my adventure. Lady Mary provided gasps and a few other noises to indicate wonder or appreciation and at the end, when I told her about the sapphire, she clapped.  
 
    ‘So, anyway,’ I continued, ‘Eduardo now thinks I am some kind of sleuth and he wants me to investigate on his behalf. The authorities cannot easily get involved and I don’t think he wants them to.’ 
 
    ‘Why ever not?’ she interrupted.  
 
    ‘Because I think he might actually be a mafia boss. He certainly gives the impression that he is or has been involved in some shady dealings and there are people that might want to hurt him.’ 
 
    ‘You think someone took Miss Gonzalez to get to him?’ Lady Mary asked. 
 
    ‘That’s one theory,’ I acknowledged. ‘I’m not sure I want to draw any conclusions yet though.’ 
 
    Lady Mary nodded knowingly. ‘Of course. Everyone could be a suspect.’ 
 
    ‘That would make a lot of suspects. We have three days until we make port again though, so I think I will poke around and see what I can turn up.’ 
 
    Suddenly Lady Mary sprang to her feet and grabbed her head with both hands. She looked like she had just remembered she left the bath running in her house or something. ‘Oh, my God. Oh, my God. Oh, my God. I just remembered.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ I demanded; drawn to know what it was that had shocked her. 
 
    She paced to the edge of the terrace and turned around to face me, a look of horror on her face. ‘I think I know who the kidnapper is!’ she exclaimed breathlessly.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Man by the Pool 
 
    ‘I’ll know him if I see him again,’ Lady Mary assured me. It wasn’t very assuring though. My titled friend was convinced she had overheard a man plotting kidnap and murder by the pool three days ago, just as we were sailing into Miami. According to her, the man had been on a sun-lounger within earshot as she worked on her tan and George hid beneath an umbrella to spare his milky white skin while he worked on his next thriller. She hadn’t paid much attention at the time, but the man had been running through different ways to kill a person and had been doing so out loud.  
 
    It sounded ridiculous, but she was adamant. He was still there when she left to get changed for going ashore, looking in his direction only once as she stood up to leave. ‘I remember his face because I saw it again later that night as we came back to the ship. He was hanging around near the main entrance. I think… he looked like he wanted to speak with me, like maybe he realised I had overheard him plotting and wanted to lie to me and tell me it wasn’t what I thought. He didn’t come over though and when I asked George what he thought, he said he hadn’t even noticed. Well, you know what George is like, living in that dream world of his.’ 
 
    We were on the upper deck sun terrace looking for the man now. Not that I was looking because Lady Mary hadn’t been able to supply anything useful to describe him. When I had prompted her with questions like whether he was tall or short, fat or thin, she had said average to all of them. ‘He had hair,’ was her answer to my question about his hair style and colour. The best she could commit to was maybe red or brown.  
 
    ‘I’ll know him if I see him again,’ she said for perhaps the fifth time. We had completed three laps of the terrace though and she hadn’t seen anyone that she thought was the man she wanted. I couldn’t tell if this was a wild goose chase or not, but it was beginning to feel like one.  
 
    Rather than express that and show that I doubted her, I said, ‘Perhaps we should sit in the sun for a while and see if he shows. What do you think?’ 
 
    Lady Mary checked her watch then glanced at the pool bar. ‘I am getting thirsty,’ she said. ‘Maybe we should get a drink and cool off, yes?’ I chuckled to myself as I nodded. A drink sounded good, but my choice of beverage would be different to what Lady Mary had in mind. As we slid onto two stools in the shade on the open bar, my friend held up her hand to get the barman’s attention, then ordered two cosmopolitans. 
 
    ‘Not for me, I’ll have water, thanks.’ I butted in quickly. 
 
    Lady Mary slid her sunglasses down her nose so she could peer over the top of them at me. ‘The two cosmos are for me, darling.’ 
 
    The tall Scandinavian-looking barman was a hunk full of muscle. I could see Lady Mary eyeing him up as he shook up her cocktails, his muscular biceps poking out from the cuff of his polo shirt. He handed over the cocktails, opened a litre bottle of sparkling water for me and said, ‘Thank you, ladies,’ as he swiped Lady Mary’s card.  
 
    ‘He could make me forget I was married,’ muttered Lady Mary just loud enough for him to hear once we had turned around to scan the terrace again.  
 
    ‘Lady Mary!’ I chastised her. ‘You wouldn’t.’ 
 
    ‘No, dear, of course not. Wouldn’t dream of it,’ she replied in a tone that suggested she might climb him like a cat up a tree given the chance. He had to be twenty years younger than either one of us.  
 
    For the next thirty minutes, I drank my water while Lady Mary finished her cosmos and ordered two more. She didn’t spot anyone that looked like the man she continually stated she would recognise so at twelve noon I called time on the pool-side stakeout. I didn’t want to waste the whole day doing nothing and my bum was going to sleep on the bar stool.  
 
    ‘What do we do now then?’ Lady Mary asked as she stifled a yawn.  
 
    ‘I think I will track down my fitness instructor and reorganise the session I missed this morning.’ Lady Mary looked sickened by the idea. 
 
    ‘What is with all the fitness you persist in doing, sweetie?’ Lady Mary asked. ‘It can’t be good for you.’ 
 
    I gave her an honest reply. ‘Actually, it’s a new thing but I feel pretty good since I started doing it. I started a couple of weeks ago, but what was difficult then, is my warm-up now. I feel stronger and fitter and more capable. You should try it.’ I hadn’t meant to say the last sentence, forcing my preferences onto others was not a habit I would promote, but the words were out now, and Lady Mary was considering them. 
 
    ‘You feel stronger and more capable, eh? Are you going there now?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘I want to rearrange a session I missed this morning but then I have to find Mr Rutherford.’ I didn’t add that I had planned to find Mr Rutherford hours ago but had been distracted by Lady Mary’s search for a mystery killer by the pool. 
 
    ‘I think I will come with you, Patricia dear. Maybe I will watch and see what all the fuss is with this fitness malarkey.’ Inadvertently I had swayed her course. Had I not, she probably would have gone back to her suite for a lie down. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Inspiration 
 
    On the way from the upper deck sun terrace to the exclusive upper deck gym, my stomach gave a light rumble to remind me that my breakfast of scrambled eggs and smoked salmon wasn’t sufficient, in its opinion, to sustain me. I would find Barbie first though and see when she could fit me in. Lady Mary and I found her in the gym, which wasn’t much of a shock. As I went to the counter to speak with her, Lady Mary wandered across to the doors to look into the gym. The first thing I noticed was that Barbie’s eyes looked even more puffy than this morning. ‘Is everything alright?’ I asked. 
 
    She raised her eyebrows, surprised by the question. ‘Yes, I just got off the phone with Mr Rutherford two seconds ago. He called here trying to find you.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Did he say what he wanted?’ 
 
    ‘Not really,’ she replied picking up the phone again. ‘He asked me to call him if you showed up here and to tell you that he had information pertinent to your investigation. Patty, are you involved in something again?’ 
 
    She was poised with her finger over the buttons to make the call to Mr Rutherford and was watching my face as I tried to work out what it wanted to do. I was wrestling with a natural inclination to give her a rueful smile and the belief that I needed to be more serious. I settled for a shrug and a lopsided grin. 
 
    ‘I’m taking that for a yes, Patty. Do I call him?’ I nodded, at which she glanced down to see what her hand was doing. A second passed while she waited for it to connect. ‘Mr Rutherford? Mrs Fisher just arrived.’ I heard the muffled sound of a man’s voice at the other end but could not make out what he was saying. She said, ‘Uh-huh.’ In response to something. ‘Uh-huh.’ Again. Then, ‘On deck five in the laundry room next to elevator bank four. I understand.’ She replaced the phone on the desk. 
 
    ‘What did he find?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Oh,’ she replied as if surprised by my question. ‘I didn’t ask him that. He asked that I bring you to where he is, if that was convenient for you.’ She was already gathering her things to leave.  
 
    I pursed my lips. ‘Did he make it sound like he was expecting me along shortly? I was hoping you might like some lunch and we could rearrange my morning workout.’ After my less than amusing time with Mr Schooner, the former deputy captain, I was disinclined to have this one make demands of me.  
 
    ‘No,’ she said after a moment. ‘Mostly he sounded desperate, like he did this morning in your suite.’ Barbie slid her phone into a slot in the fabric on her skin-tight lycra leggings just by her right hip but paused at my question to consider it. She put a hand to her perfectly flat belly, which today was exposed to show her tight, lean abdominal muscles, then said, ‘I do need to eat. There’s a really nice place that serves incredible vegan pastries we could visit on the way back.  
 
    ‘Vegan pastries?’ Lady Mary had her top lip curled in a show of disgust. 
 
    ‘Hello,’ said Barbie, taking in my companion for the first time. ‘I’m Barbie. Welcome to the top deck gym. Will you be taking a class with us while you are on board? Patricia started just a few weeks ago and she has been such an inspiration to us all.’ 
 
    An inspiration. I swelled with pride, then realised she had done it again. Barbie was always finding subtle ways to motivate people. Lady Mary had been suckered in too though and was now looking through the window into the gym again. ‘There are some rather nice-looking men in there. Do we get to pick our instructor?’ 
 
    ‘Um, possibly,’ replied Barbie, a little thrown by the question. 
 
    ‘I might be swayed to give it a go if this one is available,’ said Lady Mary as she pointed through the window. ‘Here he comes now in fact.’ 
 
    Lady Mary took a step back to allow the man to come through the door. He offered her a polite smile, then said, ‘What?’ because the three women in the gym reception were all staring at him wordlessly. He was one of Barbie’s fellow instructors and quite the hunk of man. Much like Barbie, his gym vest looked to be sprayed directly onto his torso which was utterly devoid of fat. A touch of grey around his temples suggested his age was somewhere close to forty but his face was free of wrinkles and he was quite good-looking with a strong jaw bearing a three-day stubble. His ebony skin glistened with a light sheen of sweat from whatever he had been doing. 
 
    ‘Mark, this is Lady Mary, she is considering taking some classes with us.’ Barbie wisely brushed over the part where Lady Mary wanted to cover him in toffee sauce and eat him with a spoon. She was currently eyeing up his muscular bum but averted her eyes as he turned to face her. 
 
    ‘We can certainly help you out with whatever goals you might have. Strength and conditioning, body sculpting, general fitness… perhaps we can make an appointment for you to return and discuss goals.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps,’ Lady Mary replied which surprised me because this didn’t seem like her thing at all.  
 
    While she chatted with Mark, I brought Barbie’s attention back to me. ‘Before we find Mr Rutherford,’ I had decided to go to him since I wanted to ask him about the helicopters, ‘can we rearrange my one to one. When are you free later?’ 
 
    ‘Great idea,’ she beamed at me, then slid back behind the counter to open a screen on the computer. ‘I have an opening at…’ 
 
    ‘What’s that class?’ I asked, pointing at the screen to an hour block labelled bodypump. Beneath the name of the class was her name to show that she was instructing. 
 
    ‘Bodypump?’ she confirmed. ‘That’s a great class, Patty. It’s a little, um…’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Well, it’s one of our advanced classes.’ Her voice was guarded, clearly not saying something.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t think I can do it?’  
 
    ‘Goodness, no, Patty. You can absolutely give it a go, if you want to.’ 
 
    ‘Give what a go?’ asked Lady Mary. Mark had gone back into the gym. 
 
    ‘A bodypump class,’ I replied. ‘It’s on at two o’clock.’ Glancing at the clock, I calculated that there ought to be plenty of time for lunch and to visit Mr Rutherford wherever he was. 
 
    ‘Perhaps I should watch the class before I commit to do anything else,’ she suggested. 
 
    Thinking that I could inspire her, I said, ‘Great idea.’ I noticed that Barbie didn’t look so sure though.  
 
    ‘Well, I’ll see you back here at two then. I have no interest in vegan pastries, so I shall leave you to seek out Mr Rutherford, sweetie.’ She leaned in for a quick air-kiss and left me with Barbie as she went in search of her own lunch, one that would probably have a liquid content. 
 
    Next to me, Barbie was stretching her long arms above her head. She then bent at the waist to press her forehead to her shins, stood up and asked, ‘Ready?’ 
 
    ‘Ready for what?’ 
 
    ‘I thought we could jog and take the stairs rather than using the elevators,’ she suggested like it was a great idea. ‘We can work up an appetite for lunch because, after all, vegan pastries are still pastries.’ 
 
    ‘Um, okay,’ I mumbled, a little surprised that I was now going for a run with a woman that looked like she was genetically closer to a gazelle than she was to me. ‘How far away is he?’ 
 
    ‘Deck five.’  
 
    My eyes widened. ‘Deck five? How many flights of stairs is that?’ We were on deck twenty, so it was a lot and the ship is half a kilometre long. 
 
    ‘Challenge time, Patty. Let’s push ourselves! There’s nothing like taking the workout outside the gym to really target our plateaus.’ There was no fighting it, Barbie was all fired up and excited now. Her personality was what most people would call effervescent. Other’s might call it annoying, of course, but she was perpetually in a positive mood and had already started jogging on the spot.  
 
    ‘I have a bag,’ I pointed out in the faint hope that she would change her mind. Instead she produced a small back pack from behind the counter and helped me zip my bag into it. Now that it was secured on my back, we set off to find Mr Rutherford.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Murder 
 
    Twenty minutes later, we arrived at the laundry room to find one of the ship’s security detail in his pristine white uniform waiting outside of the door. He smiled as we approached, his eyes very much on Barbie and not me though.  I was sweating like a pig, my hair hanging in clumps where my perspiration had got to it and flying in frizzy curls where it had not. Barbie had to have some kind of special deal with the devil though. Not only did she look perfect, have a beautiful face and flawless body, but where I had enormous armpit stains of sweat, all she had was a few beads of it finally forming on her brow. 
 
    ‘Hi, Glen,’ she said as we slowed to a walk for the last few metres. I was just thankful we had stopped and that she had let me go at a pace that didn’t mean I was now hugging the wall and gasping for breath. Barbie clearly knew the man, though he wasn’t one that I recognised. ‘Is Mr Rutherford inside?’ Barbie asked. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ He looked at me finally, his smile slipping as he took in the sweat monster from the black lagoon. ‘Mrs Fisher, yes.’ I nodded and managed a weak thumbs up because I was still out of breath. ‘Mr Rutherford is waiting for you inside. Barbie you might want to stay out here and keep me company. It’s not nice in there; unless you like dead bodies.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a body in there?’ Barbie and I both said at the same time.  
 
    Just then the door opened from the inside and Mr Rutherford stuck his head out. He looked more exhausted than the last time I had seen him, and his uniform was more rumpled yet. He also looked stressed. ‘Mrs Fisher. Thank you for coming. We found one of the bodyguards that left the restaurant with Miss Gonzalez last night. He’s been shot.’ 
 
    He inclined his head back inside the room, so I followed him, leaving Barbie outside to chat with Glen. She didn’t need to see this any more than I wanted to. Until two weeks ago, I had never seen a dead body, apart from my grandfather when he had an open-casket funeral, that is. This would be my third since coming on board the Aurelia two weeks ago.  
 
    Inside, the room was vast. Ten times the size of my suite and filled with machinery that ought to be making gurgling washing noises but was strangely silent. There were pipes running along the ceiling and down into huge industrial washing machines which were arranged in banks. Laundry bags, both full and empty ones were stacked in mostly-neat piles all over the place. There were no staff in sight although the room was clearly designed to be filled with them. Mr Rutherford explained as he led me through the room and around a bulkhead, ‘The cleaners send bags down chutes throughout the ship to arrive in a series of laundry rooms. There is a lot of bed linen and towels to be cleaned every day. Guest clothes are dealt with in a different way of course, but this is one of six laundry rooms dealing with the daily demand for fresh tablecloths, towels by the pool, etcetera. An hour ago, one of the crew found a laundry bag that was too heavy to be filled with towels.’ As he said that we rounded a corner which brought us to the exit from the laundry chute. There were five men in the space, all of them doing nothing and not talking. Three of them were Mr Rutherford’s ship security team, the remaining two wore dark suits and were clearly Eduardo’s men.  
 
    On the deck between them was a sixth man, his feet and lower legs still in a laundry bag. There was a hole in his forehead.  
 
    ‘It looks like an execution,’ said Mr Rutherford. I had to wonder what experience he was basing his opinion on, but I also had to agree that a single shot to the forehead, for there were no other visible wounds I could see, did look like he had been executed.  
 
    Earlier today, Eduardo had told me the names of the two bodyguards that had left with Cari last night. Mentally referring to my notes, they were Hugo Montoya and Enrique Garcia. The man with the hole in his head had to be Hugo Montoya because I knew Enrique to be in his mid-twenties and this man clearly wasn’t.  
 
    I confirmed my thoughts anyway. ‘This is Hugo?’ I asked, looking at Eduardo’s guards.  
 
    ‘Yes,’ the one on the left replied.  
 
    ‘Any sign of Enrique?’  
 
    He shook his head. Turning my head toward Mr Rutherford, I asked, ‘Have you been able to establish where he came into the laundry system? I assume there is more than one entry point to the chute.’  
 
    He looked panicked for a second, like a rabbit caught in headlights he was unable to move. Everyone was looking at him, he gulped. ‘I hadn’t thought of that,’ he admitted.  
 
    ‘Oh,’ I responded instinctively, a little taken aback. ‘Oh, well, you should do it now then.’ How had he missed the need to find out where the body had been stuffed into the laundry chute? Someone had shot him, then put him into the laundry bag and then stuffed him into the chute. ‘There has to be some blood somewhere. It might not tell us where Cari Gonzalez was, but it will be a good starting place.’ 
 
    When he flapped his lips a few times and nothing came out, I took his arm and walked him around the corner.  A better term might be frog-marched, but I tried to resist dragging him and he was wise enough to not resist. 
 
    ‘Mr Rutherford,’ I said once we were out of earshot. ‘You have to pull yourself together. This really isn’t that difficult. Get your men to move the body to the medical centre where I know they have a cold store just in case they ever have a guest drop dead. Then get some more men to start looking at all the access points to the laundry system. When they work out where Hugo was pushed in, they will have narrowed down which deck he was killed on.’ He was listening to all I was saying but it didn’t look like much of it was taking root. ‘Try to think of it as a big jigsaw puzzle. We need to find the edges before we can fill in the middle. At the moment, we don’t know what the picture is, but we keep putting pieces together until we do.’ 
 
    He dropped his head, but he nodded. Then raised it again and said, ‘Thank you, Mrs Fisher. Sorry, I am feeling a bit overwhelmed. I’ll organise the men and I’ll let you know what they discover.’ He left me to go back to the body and the men waiting there so I followed him, listened to him give orders to his lieutenants and begin speaking into his radio to direct the effort of unseen others. He appeared to have found surer footing for now. 
 
    ‘Mr Perez will want to see you,’ said one of his goons as he took a step toward me. His colleague moved as well so the two men were suddenly crowding me.  
 
    I looked up at their emotionless faces. ‘Then it’s a good thing I want to see him, isn’t it?’ I replied, making myself sound far more confident than I was feeling. Eduardo Perez and his men were scary people; the kind you read about in books where their enemies end up in the land-fill. I didn’t move though, and the two men continued to loom over me. 
 
    ‘We will escort you,’ said the one that had previously spoken. 
 
    I had no intention of being led around and told where I could go. ‘Thank you, but no. I’ll be along shortly,’ I replied. 
 
    He was not put off though. ‘It would be better if you came with us,’ he replied, this time reaching for my arm. 
 
    It was slapped away by Mr Rutherford. ‘I say, old boy,’ he said. ‘No touching the guests.’  
 
    The man’s eyes were like daggers as he looked down at Mr Rutherford but beyond that he didn’t react other than to say, ‘Very good, Mrs Fisher.’ He was staring at Mr Rutherford when he said it, giving me a sense that there might be trouble to come. Then he pushed between us, the other man on his heel as they left. 
 
    I blew out a silent sigh of relief. ‘They’re rather intense chaps, aren’t they?’ observed Mr Rutherford. ‘Should I assign a detail to assist you?’ 
 
    I considered reminding him that it was his fault I was involved in the first place. I resisted though, instead reinforcing his need to move the body and trace where the man had been killed. Then I remembered the helicopter I wanted to ask him about.  
 
    ‘Ah,’ he said. ‘I’m not sure how much I can tell you, Mrs Fisher. It is quite sensitive information.’ 
 
    ‘Does it pertain to the missing girl?’ I asked, now really curious. ‘Who are our mystery guests?’ 
 
    Mr Rutherford leaned against a handy workbench looking tired. ‘That’s just it, Mrs Fisher. They are a mystery.’ 
 
    ‘How so?’ 
 
    ‘The helicopter pad isn’t manned full time but falls under the remit of the security team to react when a helicopter lands. Normally, we get notice; the pilot requesting permission to use the heli-pad. Yesterday, the aircraft was upon us before we realised it intended to land and whoever was on board was on the ship before our security could get there. Two of my guards were close enough to intercept them as they joined the top deck but they were set upon and overpowered by superior numbers. I have men looking for them now.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a big ship though,’ I said, acknowledging the difficulty of the task. ‘So, there are some people on board that are now stowaways and they have already demonstrated a willingness to do violence?’ 
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher, you cannot tell anyone of this,’ he pleaded. ‘The captain will have my head if the guests find out.’ 
 
    ‘What is he going to do?’ 
 
    ‘He expects me to find them. Ship security is my primary task. They didn’t use weapons to get on board, so we are hoping that they are not armed. Of course, the rather dead gentleman in the laundry bag would suggest otherwise.’ 
 
    Yes, he did. I left Mr Rutherford to worry about uninvited guests as I went back out into the passage where Barbie was still waiting. I found her still chatting with the man standing guard outside the door.  
 
    ‘Ready to go?’ she asked. ‘Vegan pastries await.’ 
 
    I was a soggy mess and needed a shower, but I was also hungry, so I followed her to the vegan pastry place, carbing up as instructed because she said I would need energy to burn for the bodypump class. It was more than an hour away yet which gave us time to chat as we drank our water. 
 
    ‘Is everything alright, Barbie?’ I asked.  
 
    She had a curious look on her face when she looked back at me. ‘You asked me that earlier too, Patty. Why the concern?’ 
 
    ‘Your eyes look puffy, like you are upset about something and have been crying,’ I replied going to the honest approach. 
 
    She chuckled. ‘It’s nothing like that, Patty. I don’t know what it is. They itch and I have been sneezing. Almost as if I have hay fever this far out on the ocean.’ 
 
    ‘That’s all?’ I confirmed, wanting to see if there might be something else bothering her and hoping we were close enough friends for her to feel she could tell me. 
 
    ‘That’s all. Nothing exciting to tell you, I’m afraid.’ She checked the time on her phone. ‘I should be heading back. I need to set up for the class. Are you sure you still want to try it?’ she said as if trying to put me off. Which was strange because all she ever did was push me and encourage me and get me to do more than I thought I could.  
 
    I wasn’t being put off though. I was ready for this. I was inspirational! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Bodypump 
 
    ‘Cooee, Patricia sweetie,’ called Lady Mary. I had just reached the outer door to the gym and was about to go inside when she called me. She was sauntering along the passage toward me, the sun shining through the windows to light her up. She had on brand new sports gear that looked shop fresh. 
 
    ‘I thought you were planning to watch,’ I said, curious about her outfit. 
 
    ‘Goodness, yes, Patricia darling. One has to look the part though, even for spectating. I’m not convinced all this exercise is good for a person. Besides, I’m not really a fan of perspiring. I’d rather stay thin by not eating.’ 
 
    I wasn’t a fan of perspiring either, especially since I was so good at it. I had showered and changed into fresh sports gear after the gentle jog Barbie and I took earlier, and I was feeling ready for my bodypump class.  Actually, I was telling myself I was ready while feeling quite trepidatious.  
 
    There were other people in the gym, putting their bottles of water to one side and stretching off as Lady Mary and I made our way into the exercise area set off to one side in front of a wall of mirrors.  
 
    Lady Mary was looking around in fascination like it was the first time she had ever been in a gym. All around the room, people were exercising; some lifting weights, some using cross-trainers or treadmills, but all of them putting in the effort.  
 
    Lady Mary giggled and nudged my arm. ‘Look, sweetie. That man has put a bottle of water in the Pringles tube holder.’ I looked where she was pointing, to see a man on an elliptical trainer. I had to wonder if she was serious or not.  
 
    Barbie appeared from a side door just then, calling everyone to line up on the equipment. I didn’t know what to expect from a bodypump class but as Lady Mary found a bench to the side to sit on, I lined off like the other people behind one of the barbells arranged on the floor. Then, Barbie had me stand in the front row, right in front of her as she faced the class of twenty.  
 
    ‘Warmup exercises,’ she shouted. All around me, the class mimicked her movements as we began to stretch off. Then she had them all pick up their barbells to perform some slow movements that would prepare our muscles for the onslaught ahead. She used the word onslaught and that should have been warning enough, but I was still focused on being inspirational and on feeling incredible when the session was finished.  
 
    When Barbie had us do some deadlifts, Lady Mary cackled loud enough for us to hear over the music Barbie was playing to create rhythm for the class, ‘It’s the bend and snap move from Legally Blonde,’ she guffawed. Barbie ignored her, yelled for everyone to get ready and counted down from five to one as she ramped up the energy in the room. 
 
    Looking back, I should have known that I was in trouble when I first walked in and saw that the average age in the room was somewhere under thirty. It was supposed to be a sixty-minute session but twenty minutes in I could feel my feet swimming around from the amount of sweat in my shoes and I would swear I smelled like a dump truck.  At the front, Barbie was calling instructions and changing exercises every minute as she worked through a routine that she had either memorised or was making up on the spot based on what would hurt me the most.  
 
    ‘And thrusters!’ she yelled as she hoisted the barbell above her head, lowered it to her shoulders and performed a squat. I tried one, saw sparkly lights dance before my eyes and gave up. As I staggered away to find water, Barbie glanced at me but did not stop what she was doing. Instead, an assistant, a young man called Walter scurried across to make sure I was alright.  
 
    ‘I just need a drink,’ I said as I pulled the top from my bottle.  
 
    ‘You are doing great,’ he said enthusiastically. ‘A real inspiration.’ 
 
    ‘Uh-huh,’ I grunted, leaning against a treadmill and trying not to faint. 
 
    Behind me, Barbie called that it was time for a two-minute break. The class put down their barbells to get water and wipe off sweat. I looked at the hand towel I had to dry myself with and chuckled as it absorbed the moisture from one arm and was done. I needed a bath towel.  
 
    An athletic-looking woman in her late twenties snagged her water bottle from the floor next to me, ‘Are you okay?’ she asked. ‘You don’t look so good.’ 
 
    I probably didn’t look good. I probably looked like I was having a heart attack. ‘I’m okay,’ I lied. ‘Really feeling the pump.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, class, let’s go!’ yelled Barbie, taking up position again, her enthusiasm not even slightly dulled by the twenty minutes of exercise already performed. ‘On three we go with a burpee into a snatch and press. Ready? One, two, three go!’ 
 
    Somehow, the movements had got even more complex than they had been before. I was trying to copy the movements of everyone around me as they performed the action in perfect timing with Barbie and each other. I pushed the barbell above my head for what felt like the thousandth time, then barely kept control of it as I placed it back on the floor to perform a burpee. The barbell rolled as I flopped to the floor though, so my forehead clanged off it as I went down. No one seemed to notice so I shook my head, got back up and grabbed the barbell to flick it back up to my shoulders. As I pressed it above my head though, the sparkly lights came back. I heard someone gasp and realised I was off balance and moving across the exercise area guided by the weight above my head. 
 
    Someone said a rude word as I collided with them and fell on my butt. The barbell crashed to the deck somewhere behind me as the class screeched to a halt. I felt dizzy and very light headed but I could hear Lady Mary laughing like she had seen the funniest thing ever. 
 
    ‘Are you okay, Patty?’ asked Barbie. 
 
    ‘I think I just died.’ 
 
    ‘No, you’re still with us,’ she replied. 
 
    ‘Really? Someone kill me, please.’ 
 
    ‘Patty, you are so funny,’ she chuckled. Then as I laid back and stared at the ceiling through confused eyes, I heard her ask if someone else was okay. Twisting around a bit so I could see, not far from me was a young Asian man sitting on the floor with blood all over his face and down his vest.  
 
    Oh, God. I had hit him with my barbell when I fainted.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eavesdropping 
 
    An hour later, once I was showered and changed and felt recovered, I packed a bag to go down to the sun deck. There would be hours of sun yet and I felt like sitting out in public rather than tucked away in the privacy of my terrace. George had been kind enough to give me one of his books; a signed copy of his most recent release. He wrote murder mystery stories that could be a bit graphic in places, but it was the type of book that I enjoyed even though I had never read one of his. In my bag was water and sun cream and my good sunglasses and an apple from the fruit bowl in the kitchen which was miraculously always full of perfectly ripe fruit.  
 
    ‘Does Madam require anything else?’ asked Jermaine as I wrapped a sarong about myself and slipped my feet into a pair of slip-on sandals.  
 
    I shook my head. ‘I don’t think so, Jermaine. I plan to read and do little else for a few hours. I will take dinner here tonight if you would like to prepare something.’ I knew that Jermaine liked to cook, I did too for that matter, but I had only let him prepare dinner for me a handful of times and I knew he wanted to do more. 
 
    He inclined his head in acknowledgement, a small smile playing on his lips. ‘Is there something specific Madam would like?’ he asked as I began toward the door. 
 
    Pausing to consider the question, I was interrupted by a knocking noise. I was a scant few feet from it, so I flashed Jermaine a cheeky grin and got there first because he was all the way across the room.  
 
    It was Barbie outside. ‘Oh, hi, Patty. I’m glad to see you are alright,’ she said, the words spilling out in a torrent as she came inside. ‘You gave me quite a scare and the next thing I knew, you were gone. Hi, Jermaine.’ As always, her brain was bouncing around from thought to thought, never pausing in between. 
 
    ‘Good afternoon. Miss Berkeley,’ he replied, his formality purely for my benefit. He was so stiff as a butler that I found myself wanting to put a secret camera in the room to see how he acted when I wasn’t around. Maybe I would catch him wandering around naked though, scratching himself and belching, so perhaps I shouldn’t spoil the image. 
 
    I took a pace back to let her in as I said, ‘Is that poor young man alright? Did I break his nose?’ I could feel my cheeks warming again. I had been mortified to discover I had injured someone even though at the time I didn’t have the balance to be able to get to my feet.  
 
    Barbie sucked in a breath as she nodded. ‘It sure looked broken. Akihiko was very philosophical about it though; he said the universe balances itself out. I think he was suggesting that he was due it for some past crime.’ 
 
    I was glad to hear it though the news did little to eradicate my sense of guilt. As the poor man was helped to his feet, Lady Mary had wished me luck and slipped out, commenting that she didn’t think she would be following in my fitness footsteps after all. Guilt forced me to hang around for a while once I was able to stand up without the whirlies getting me, but the class had been abandoned so when my continuous apologies began to sound foolish, I had collected my things and slipped out too. 
 
    ‘Are you going to the pool?’ Barbie asked, taking in my swimming costume and sarong with my bag hung over the crook of my arm.  
 
    ‘Yes?’ I replied, hoping that was okay after whacking a person in the face less than an hour ago.  
 
    ‘I thought you were investigating the missing girl?’ Barbie’s face bore a confused expression. 
 
    ‘I have been. I’m just not sure what to do about it.’ I wanted to say that I had realised I wasn’t a detective and had no idea what I ought to do next. It wasn’t as if I could start interviewing people and the likely culprit would be one of the unknown parties that forced their way on board last night. I didn’t say that though; people were looking at me as if I had a special skill and I liked it enough to not want to burst my own bubble just yet. Instead, I said, ‘I have already collected a good amount of information. Maybe a course of action will come to me if I just take my mind off it for a while.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, well, okay, I guess that makes sense,’ said Barbie. ‘I really just stopped by to make sure you were okay. Have you had enough fluids and something to eat?’ 
 
    I waved a dismissive hand. ‘Barbie, dear, I am fine. I just got a little wobbly. You should give it no further thought.’ Then I fished my sunglasses from my bag, opened the front door to my suite again and stepped outside, saying, ‘If there is nothing else you need me for, I will see you both later.’  
 
    They both smiled and waved me goodbye as I left, breezily strolling along to the upper deck sun terrace where a pool boy would find me a lounger and position my umbrella just how I wanted it. 
 
    The pool area was busy, but there were loungers available as always. The sun terrace manager spotted me as I looked for him and he clicked his fingers to attract a junior member of staff. Two minutes later, I was happily reclined with my book in my hands and a fresh cup of ice water on the small table next to me. Endless blue sky stretched in every direction and the hot sun beat down to warm my skin as I settled in to read. 
 
    ‘Patricia, sweetie,’ hissed Lady Mary right next to my right ear. I jumped out of my skin and was thankful I hadn’t been taking a drink because it would have gone skyward. I placed my right hand on my heart to check it was still working and forced my tense muscles to relax again. 
 
    ‘Goodness, Mary. You made me jump.’ 
 
    ‘No time for all that, darling. I’ve found the kidnappers.’ She was whispering so no one around us would hear and crouching next to the lounger so her head was alongside mine. Then she pointed surreptitiously across the terrace, her finger flashing out meaningfully then disappearing again so no one would see it. ‘Over there,’ she whispered. ‘The little guy with the huge henchman.’ 
 
    I followed where she was pointing, and sure enough there was an easy to spot hulking great bear of a man. He looked like a wrestler from the TV except they all seem to be young men and this man had to be in his late forties. His head was shaved clean which just exaggerated the dangerous look his size implied, however, the tiny, bright yellow Speedo swimming trunks he wore made him look ridiculous. Beside him, and in direct contrast, was a small man. He had a moustache and a full head of red hair and looked to be Scottish perhaps from his milky white skin tone. Both men were facing us, sitting on the sun-loungers with their legs stretched out in front and the small man was talking animatedly while the giant next to him listened.  
 
    When she had me spend two hours looking for them fruitlessly this morning, I had been indulging her because she was a friend and because I thought she genuinely might have overheard something. By the time we gave up, my conclusion was otherwise. Looking at the pair of men now though, my imagination was filled with thoughts of the big man breaking bones on the smaller man’s command. 
 
    ‘We need to call the police,’ Lady Mary said. 
 
    Without taking my eyes from the two men, I replied, ‘We can’t. There are no police. We are in international waters and the ship is registered in the Bahamas.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, yes,’ she replied with a little impatience, ‘I mean the ship’s security. Mr Rutherford will know what to do.’ 
 
    I doubt that. 
 
    I kept the thought to myself, but if I wanted to get the ship’s security to do anything, I would need to be sure for myself. I began packing my things into my bag again. ‘See the two loungers just behind them?’ I indicated with my head. 
 
    ‘Yes?’ replied Lady Mary, clearly not understanding what I had in mind. 
 
    Standing up and collecting my glass of icewater, I said, ‘Why don’t we sit there for a while? The sun is striking those loungers at a better angle, don’t you think? Maybe we will hear something interesting.’ 
 
    As realisation dawned, Lady Mary’s face split into a grin. ‘Goodness, Patricia, you are so adventurous. This is just like a spy novel, darling.’ I started walking in a circuitous route to the target loungers. Lady Mary wasn’t following though.  
 
    I went back for her. ‘Lady Mary, are you coming?’ 
 
    ‘Won’t that look suspicious?’ 
 
    ‘Suspicious? I don’t follow.’ 
 
    She glanced about to see who was watching or listening. ‘The two of us just going over there and sitting down within earshot of them. Shouldn’t we concoct a ruse for needing to sit there? Or have a conversation that they could overhear that would allay suspicion?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a popular pool area. There are people coming and going all the time. If we just sit and look like we are paying them no attention, they will pay us no attention too.’  
 
    Lady Mary did not look convinced, but she said, ‘If you are sure, sweetie.’ 
 
    This time when I set off, she trailed behind me. She began whistling though; something I had never heard her do and to my knowledge no one ever really does unless they are a cartoon character attempting to act innocent. Addressing her need to act the role of someone who was up to something while pretending to not be up to anything at all would just draw attention to us though, so I ignored it, reaching the two loungers directly behind the men a few seconds later.  
 
    Around the terrace, loungers were arranged in long rows, mostly in pairs with a small table in between for patrons to place drinks or other items on. We were now sitting directly behind the two men and facing the back of their heads. By sitting on the foot end of my lounger, I was less than three feet from their heads.  
 
    And I could hear what they were saying. 
 
    ‘How about a straight razor or a box knife, boss?’ the large man said. His accent was Canadian, I thought; Toronto perhaps. When he said the word about it came out more like aboot, but I was basing my judgement on having once met a Canadian couple, so I wasn’t ready to bet my life on his birthplace.  
 
    When the small man spoke, this accent was thick with something European. German or Austrian maybe underlying in the way he said some words, but his English was impeccable. ‘No, no. It has to be something original. We want her end to be a surprise. She deserves that we craft a method of killing her that no one else would come up with, don’t you think.’ 
 
    ‘Sure thing, boss,’ the large man replied.  
 
    ‘Maybe,’ the small man began, pausing to consider his sentence before continuing, ‘we need to draw it out. She has been in our lives for so long that I feel I owe her a slow death.’ 
 
    I could feel my pulse quickening as I listened. These horrible men were discussing torturing someone to death as if it were a favour they were performing. It was terrifying. Was it Cari Gonzalez they were talking about? Had they murdered her bodyguards and stashed her in their room? A hand gripped my arm; Lady Mary was just as panicked as me.   
 
    Her eyes were as wide as saucers as she tugged my forearm to bring me closer. Meeting me halfway as we put our heads together to whisper, she said, ‘What do we do?’ her voice was an insistent, worry-filled squeak, betraying the same emotions I was feeling. 
 
    ‘I’m going to write that down,’ the small man said in his European accent. ‘We have some good ideas here now, Ramone.’ Lady Mary and I both turned our heads and could see the man scribbling in a notebook, mumbling to himself as he did. ‘So, we know where she is, why she has to die, and we have some ideas about how to kill her.’ He shut the notebook and placed it on the table between them. A pen was sticking out the top where he had left it in the page he was writing on. 
 
    I needed to get that notebook!  
 
    ‘This is going to be our best work yet,’ the man said cheerfully. 
 
    His henchman turned to smile at his boss. ‘I think you are right, boss. This is like a dream come true, you know. Working with you, in this setting.’ 
 
    The small man smiled back. ‘You are too kind, Ramone. Um, Ramone, could you get me a drink?’ 
 
    ‘Sure, boss. What would you like?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. Something fruity, but not with too much alcohol in it this time. Surprise me though, I need to pee.’ 
 
    As the large man rose to his feet and snagged a wallet from a bag on the floor, the small man also clambered from his lounger. They were both leaving, and the notebook was still on the table! The small man left first, heading in one direction and Ramone moved away a few seconds later when he had shuffled his feet into a pair of green plastic flip flops. 
 
    My heartrate rising as I glanced about, I was about to seize my opportunity and steal the notebook. 
 
    ‘Oops! Almost forgot this,’ said the small man to himself as he returned to claim the prize. ‘Can’t just leave it lying around where someone might steal it.’ 
 
    ‘Goodness me, they are appalling men,’ said Lady Mary when they were both out of earshot.  
 
    ‘We need to get that notebook,’ I replied. ‘There might be enough evidence in there for Mr Rutherford’s men to act.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t we just tell him what we heard?’ she asked. 
 
    I shook my head because I knew it wouldn’t be enough. They could easily deny our claims and say we had misheard them. It was a noisy pool – how sure were we about what we had heard? It would take no time at all to dismiss us. I needed something more concrete. I needed the notebook. 
 
    How to get it though? I needed a diversion that would distract the men for a minute, or maybe just a few seconds. Two men sitting by a pool – how do I distract them? 
 
    I asked Lady Mary. ‘We could start a fire!’ she replied excitedly. ‘Or sound the alarm or maybe we should go over and chat them up. We are both attractive ladies, we can charm them and take the notebook while they are staring at our chests.’   
 
    I looked down at my boobs. They had given up being worth staring at a long time ago. Lady Mary had to be about the same age as me and her chest had done no better. Plus, we were each most of a decade older than the two men. But then I saw a younger woman in a bikini on the other side of the pool and it gave me an idea. 
 
    ‘Who are you calling, sweetie?’ Lady Mary asked as I pulled out my phone and put it to my ear.  
 
    I held up a finger, begging a moment as the line connected. ‘Barbie?’ 
 
    Barbie’s voice came on the line. ‘Hi, Patty. Is it nice by the pool? Are you feeling okay still?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Hi, Barbie. Yes, it’s lovely out and I feel fully recovered now. Are you busy?’ I could hear a man’s voice in the background, not that I considered it any of my business; I had something I wanted her to do but not if it meant interrupting something important to her. 
 
    ‘I’m with Jermaine,’ she replied. ‘We have been researching your gangster. You wouldn’t believe some of the things we found. He is not a nice man.’ 
 
    I believed her, but I had to ask a different question now. ‘Barbie, why are you doing research?  
 
    ‘Oh, well, you made it sound like you could use some help, so Jermaine and I thought we might be able to look up background on Mr Perez and the missing woman. You know, just like we did with the sapphire,’ she explained. ‘What was it you called for?’ 
 
    ‘I need a favour.’ Lady Mary gripped my forearm again. The hulking henchman had returned, a drink in each hand. The brightly coloured cocktails looking incongruous in his massive mitts. A skull filled with blood might look more fitting. ‘You might not like it though,’ I breathed nervously into the phone. Then I explained what I wanted her to do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 What Men Want 
 
    Barbie said she needed a little while to get ready, which left Lady Mary and me to wait nervously, hoping that the killers one row in front of us didn’t leave before she arrived. I say we were waiting nervously, but I think it was just me that felt trepidation. Lady Mary had taken one look at their cocktails and excused herself to visit the bar, returning a few minutes later with a glass for each hand. The first one was half empty before she sat down. 
 
    ‘That’s much better,’ she said as she drained the last of it, let the straw go and set it aside. ‘A few of these and I shall be ready for anything.’ 
 
    I doubted that would prove true. 
 
    The little while that Barbie needed to get ready turned out to be twenty-one minutes. She had undoubtedly had to hurry down to her cabin many decks below and return, but if she had rushed, there was no sign that it had made her sweat despite the rampant heat this afternoon. I spotted her as she came onto the terrace, her flowing blonde locks easy to spot.  
 
    She looked around until she spotted me, my hand raised to make the task easier and she almost waved back until, with her hand half raised, she remembered that I wanted her to act like she was by herself.  
 
    Doing a good job of not looking like she was doing anything out of the ordinary, she began strutting toward the pool. I could hear her heels from where we were as they clip-clopped across the tiled deck. She had on six-inch killer pumps and the tiniest white bikini. Watching her move through the crowd was like watching the spectators in a tennis match as all eyes followed where she went. It wasn’t just men though, women stared as well, though probably more from disbelief at her perfect hourglass figure and bouncing, orb-shaped boobs than from attraction. 
 
    She glanced in my direction once to make sure she was lining up in front of the right men, then turned to face away from them, looking across the pool. Her bikini was even smaller than I thought as the back of it was nothing more than a string. I couldn’t even see it where it vanished between the cheeks of her perfect, toned bottom.  
 
    Then she bent over from the waist to place her bag on the floor and from around the pool I heard suppressed groans from a hundred men. I had to admit; it was quite a sight. As she straightened and turned around, she started fiddling with her bikini top, wrestling with the tie behind her neck as if it was annoying her, then it sprung open, forcing her to catch her boobs, one in each hand.  
 
    ‘Oops,’ she said with a giggle. Then, looking at the two killers, she asked, ‘Can I get a hand here, please?’ Her voice was cute and demure and accompanied by an embarrassed smile as she bit her bottom lip. It suggested that men should forget their wives and children just to help her put her top back on. 
 
    Neither of the killers on the loungers in front of us moved, though there was a rush from around the pool as other men; dads, husbands, teenage sons, all ran to get to her first. I was eyeing the notebook, hoping to snag it when the two men got up, but they paid her no attention, as if the show in front of them held no interest.  
 
    As various other men converged on her, I saw Barbie’s expression change from deliberately coy, to startled. Then her face vanished from sight as she was mobbed. I heard a cry of, ‘Hey, no touching,’ from her and hoped she would be okay. I wasn’t getting that notebook though. A new tactic was needed.  
 
    Tapping Lady Mary on her arm, I said, ‘Stay here. I’m going to create a diversion. When I do, grab the book and I’ll meet you back at your suite.’ 
 
    ‘What are you going to do?’ she asked, her voice a mix of excitement and terror. 
 
    I swallowed, my throat dry from my own nerves. ‘Something dramatic.’ 
 
    Then I left her on her lounger, tucking my bag into the crook of my arm as I went. My childish plan was to get a pitcher of ice water and feign tripping as I walked in front of the killers so I could throw the cold water over them both. I was clumsy after all, so my plan ought to prove a cinch. I hurried to the bar, checking behind me to make sure the two men were still on their loungers and Barbie had managed to escape with her bikini intact. Her bikini top was back on, but a kerfuffle was brewing as she appeared to have slapped a middle-aged-looking dad for getting too handsy and now his wife was on her feet and getting involved.  
 
    At the bar, there were two pitchers of ice water on a tray ready for a waitress to take away. I grabbed one quickly while no one was looking and sped away again. Thankfully, the bar was close to the pool. It was in it, I suppose, actually, because it had a swim up bit to it on the other side, but the point is I didn’t have far to go before I would be in tripping distance to get the two killers.  
 
    As I approached, I was looking at them, but trying to make it look like I was not looking at them. Achieving that though meant I wasn’t really looking where I was going and was using the sound of the argument around Barbie to guide myself. She was still standing just a few feet in front of the killers, who were now at least watching the street theatre evolving before them. 
 
    ‘I saw you,’ insisted the slapped man’s wife. ‘You grabbed her bum!’ Her complaint was aimed at her husband, not at Barbie, but a third woman joined the fray. 
 
    ‘He wouldn’t have been able to grab it, if it wasn’t hanging out so much,’ she pointed out. ‘Why don’t you put some clothes on, you slut?’ 
 
    Barbie’s jaw dropped open. ‘Excuse me?’  
 
    The man said, ‘Yeah.’ As if he had seen a way to deflect attention from his butt-grabbing antics. 
 
    I lined up my jug of ice water. My route to the killers meant I would have to slip behind butt-grabby man, trip myself and dive forward. I glanced at Lady Mary, getting an encouraging thumbs up as a response. Then the wife of the butt-grabber took a swing at her husband, trying to slap his face. He danced back, right into my path, just as I was tripping myself. The jug of ice water bounced off his chest and went straight into my face. Momentarily stunned and unable to see, I bounced off his belly, stumbled, flailed my arms and fell backwards into the pool.  
 
    I felt myself going as my foot went out to correct my motion and found nothing beneath it. I hit the pool bum first but, actually, I didn’t hit the water, I hit something else. It turned out to be a child’s inflatable ring which my bum then wedged in. With my knees pressed against my boobs, and my natural buoyancy causing me to invert, I was trapped with my head below water and my bum sticking upward until a helpful hand grabbed my bum and gave it a shove.  
 
    I bobbed up to find Lady Mary standing at the side of the pool, looking down at me with a curious expression. Barbie was in the water next to me as was the butt-grabbing man who has clearly just claimed another butt: mine. 
 
    His wife looked incandescent as she began to berate him all over again. I backed away and climbed the steps at the end of the pool, thinking to myself that I should be glad I wasn’t fully dressed. Then I remembered my bag. It had been in the crook of my elbow and had gone flying when I lost control. I spotted it, laying on the bottom of the pool a few feet from where I had fallen in. The pool staff and lifeguards were distracted trying to break up the wife and Mr Grabby as she had found a handy tray and was now trying to brain him with it as he attempted to get out of the water.  
 
    Barbie saw where I was looking, hooked my bag with a foot and joined me in escaping. 
 
    As Lady Mary joined us both at the far end of the pool, I saw that the killers were no longer sitting on their loungers. The poolside drama, or perhaps just the attention it had drawn was enough to scare them away. I looked about but there was no sign of them.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 More Gangsters 
 
    ‘What was that all about?’ asked Barbie as we headed back to my suite.  
 
    I did my best to explain what Lady Mary and I had overheard. There being no need to embellish, I quoted verbatim some of their plans for Cari. She gasped in surprise a few times and joined in my disappointment that they had escaped. 
 
    ‘We should tell Mr Rutherford about the notebook anyway,’ she said when I finished.  
 
    I nodded as I fished for my door card. ‘I agree. Thank you for parading like that, by the way. I had no idea it would turn out like that. I expected they would jump up and help you.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ said Barbie. ‘They didn’t even really look at me.’ 
 
    The light on the door control switched from red to green and I pushed it open. I was dripping wet and my feet were squelching in my shoes. I needed to get dry and find some dry clothes. Barbie had so little clothing, it was probably already dry but as I thought that, she fished her lycra sports gear from her bag. 
 
    ‘Do you mind if I use one of your bedrooms to get changed?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Got any gin, sweetie? I’m terribly parched?’ asked Lady Mary. 
 
    ‘Would you like some afternoon tea, madam?’ asked Jermaine, appearing silently in my living room from his attached cabin.  
 
    All three were facing me and waiting for answers. ‘Barbie, of course, please pick one. Lady Mary help yourself or ask Jermaine to make you something. Jermaine, yes please, something herbal would be delightful. And get me Mr Rutherford if you would, please. Tell him I have news for him.’  
 
    ‘Very good, madam,’ he replied as Barbie vanished into a bedroom and Lady Mary laid herself across a chaise lounge.  
 
    While everyone got on with something, I went into my bedroom and closed the door. It had been a busy day already, so I leaned against the closed door for a second, gathering myself, before pushing off to round the corner from the little corridor that led into the part where my bed was located. 
 
    Then I screamed. Or, at least, I tried to. The sound was cut off before it left my mouth because a hand clamped over it to silence me.  
 
    ‘No need for any of that, missy,’ said a voice by my ear.  
 
    The hand had come from behind me as I entered the bedroom proper, but what had made me scream was the two men sitting on my bed. They were both close to retirement age; somewhere around their mid-sixties and had thinning grey hair and fine lines around their mouths and faces. They were clearly brothers, but not twins, the resemblance was there but if asked to guess, I would say there was a couple of years between them. 
 
    The one on the left said, ‘That’s enough now, Maurice. You can let the lady go. Mrs Fisher isn’t going to cause any bother. Are you, Mrs Fisher?’ 
 
    I stared at him dumbly as Maurice took his hand away from my mouth. I drew in a hard breath to yell for Jermaine, but the hand clamped back over my mouth again, stifling any noise I might want to make. I tried to bite at it but couldn’t get any purchase.  
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher,’ the same man on the bed addressed me, ‘we intend you no harm. We just need to have a quiet chat with you.’ 
 
    I nodded mutely. Unable to speak, and barely able to breathe with Maurice’s giant hand covering my mouth and most of my nose, I had to convey my answer with my eyes. They probably demonstrated the panic I was feeling. 
 
    The man on the bed smiled and nudged his brother. ‘You see, Roberto, I said she would be reasonable.’ He kept his gaze fixed firmly on me when he stopped smiling to say, ‘Now, Mrs Fisher, Maurice is going to remove his hand again. If you scream, I will have to silence you. I’m sure we would all rather avoid that, now, wouldn’t we?’ As he finished the sentence, he moved the bed covers to reveal a small handgun – the threat inferred but not spoken. 
 
    I nodded again and the hand slowly came away from my face. Sagging in place, my legs didn’t feel like they could support me, and I suddenly felt dizzy from the adrenalin. ‘I need to sit down,’ I said as I began to topple. 
 
    Maurice caught my right arm and kept me upright until Roberto, acting like a gentleman, brought the chair from my dressing table. The other man, the one that did the talking, fetched a glass of water from the nightstand.  
 
    ‘What do you want?’ I asked once I had taken a drink and the lights had stopped dancing in front of my eyes.  
 
    No one answered, at least not straight away. Maurice went back to his position near the door and the two older men took up their positions back on the bed. Then, once they were comfortable, the man whose name I had yet to learn spoke, ‘All we want is the girl.’ 
 
    I frowned at him. ‘What girl?’  
 
    ‘There’s nothing to be gained from protecting her or Eduardo, Mrs Fisher. I know my former allies do not have her. Nowak doesn’t have the brain for it and Boris would have called me to laugh in my face if he had already succeeded in getting the prize. Plus, I know you are working for that pig Perez. So, my question is what did you do with her? She isn’t hiding in your suite, we already searched. So, did you stash her in a cabin somewhere?’ 
 
    ‘Do you mean, Cari?’ I asked, still confused. 
 
    The man looked across the room to where Maurice was standing. ‘Maurice, Mrs Fisher may need some additional motivation.’ 
 
    ‘No problem, boss,’ he replied, his voice a deep rumble that betrayed excitement at the prospect of motivating me.  
 
    I jumped from my chair to back away as he took a step toward me. ‘I’ll tell you everything,’ I blurted. ‘I just don’t know anything. I haven’t got the girl. I don’t even know who she is and I’m not working for Mr Perez; I’m involved only in the interest of the ship.’ 
 
    The man was not inclined to believe me, and he looked bored when he nodded to Maurice, telling him to get on with whatever it was he had planned. I wanted to scream for Jermaine, but I worried they would just shoot him when he came through the door. 
 
    As I hopped backward to keep some distance between myself and the advancing Maurice, I picked up the chair, holding it in front of me like a lion tamer.  
 
    The man on the bed said, ‘Okay, Mrs Fisher,’ as he held up one hand to allay Maurice’s advance, ‘let’s say I believe you. You sound like an English dame, so tell me how you are mixed up with Eduardo the Cuban scumbag.’ 
 
    Thankful that I now had a question I could answer, I said, ‘I was invited to investigate what might have happened to her. That’s all.’ All three men now had a curious look to their faces, so I explained. ‘There was an incident a couple of weeks ago with a missing sapphire. I was able to work out who had done what and solve the crime and now people act like I am some kind of super sleuth.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm,’ said the man on the bed. ‘And you say that you refused to work for Eduardo?’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly.’ 
 
    ‘Well, now you work for me. I want to know where that girl is,’ the man on the bed said. 
 
    I had to ask why; my natural curiosity demanded it. ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Because Eduardo has something that I want but he has too many men with him for an assault. At least according to the bodyguard we snatched earlier. The girl should provide some nice leverage.’ 
 
    ‘You have one of Eduardo’s bodyguards.’ 
 
    ‘Had,’ said Maurice. 
 
    ‘You let him go? I asked, confused. 
 
    Maurice just smiled at me. His boss answered though. ‘You could say we let him go, yes. In a way: we let him go over the side. Something that could happen to anyone that doesn’t give me what I want, Mrs Fisher.’ He paused, then asked meaningfully, ‘Can you swim, Mrs Fisher?’ 
 
    I swallowed hard. Then, there was a knock at the door and Jermaine called out, ‘Madam, Mr Rutherford is here to see you.’ 
 
    Everyone froze for a second, then Maurice swatted the chair I was holding to one side, sending it across the room where it crashed into my nightstand.  
 
    ‘Is everything alright, Madam?’ Jermaine opened my door so he could call to me. I couldn’t see him because the door was in an alcove, but the change in volume told me he had heard the crash and was coming to investigate. 
 
    ‘Get out, Jermaine,’ I yelled, believing he would assume I was naked and retreat back into the living area, but the unnamed man on the bed was too impatient to find out if he would, so he picked up his gun and squeezed off a shot that went through the partition wall Jermaine was behind. A curl of smoke escaped from the hole and I could see light through it. 
 
    The noise of the shot in my bedroom was deafening, but I was able to hear Jermaine dive back through the doorway into the living area, letting me know he wasn’t dead yet. Maurice was dissatisfied with that though, so he levelled his gun and shot a dozen holes through the wall between my bedroom and the living area. I had my hands over my ears to shield them from the sound, but the others didn’t seem bothered by it. 
 
    ‘I think it is time to go, Roberto,’ said the unnamed man as he stood up. ‘We want that girl, Mrs Fisher.’ Then he winked at me and said, ‘You work for me now, remember that. We’ll see you again real soon.’ He dropped a card on the bed which displayed a phone number only. 
 
    From my suite I could hear shouting as Jermaine did his best to get everyone to safety. I had heard Barbie scream when the shooting had started but nothing from Lady Mary. Mr Rutherford was barking orders into his radio, but backup wasn’t going to get here soon enough, the three men were leaving my bedroom and heading to where everyone else was.  
 
    In my living area Mr Rutherford bellowed, ‘Stop right there.’ It was followed by the sound of someone hitting someone else so, terrified of what I might find, I followed Roberto out of the bedroom.  
 
    Mr Rutherford was on the floor, holding his nose as blood seeped between his fingers. Maurice had hit him, then walked over him as both he and the elderly gangsters headed for the door. Across the room I could see Jermaine using his body as a shield for Barbie to hide behind and Lady Mary was still sitting on the couch with a glass in her hand.  ‘Caio, Mrs Fisher,’ the nameless man said without bothering to look back. Just like that, they were gone, and the suite was quiet again. I looked around quickly; no one appeared to have a bullet hole in them. Maurice’s shots had miraculously missed everyone, though I could see where several of them had buried themselves in the wood panelling or in one case, an oil painting.  
 
    On the floor, Mr Rutherford said a colourful word. I rushed to his side. ‘I’m okay,’ he said, starting to get up. ‘I need to get some ice on this though.’ He was holding his nose and looking more grumpy than scared. 
 
    On the couch, Lady Mary held her now empty glass above her head. ‘Is there any more of this, Jermaine sweetie?’ 
 
    I burst out laughing. I couldn’t help myself. My life had turned ridiculous again. Then, half a dozen of the white-uniformed ship’s security barrelled through my open door, screeching to a halt as they took in the scene.  
 
    From the couch, Lady Mary said, ‘It’s never dull around you, Patricia.’ 
 
    ‘Are you alright, madam?’ asked Jermaine. He looked dreadful, no doubt blaming himself for not preventing the men getting into my bedroom, but as I opened my mouth to reassure him, Mr Rutherford got there first. 
 
    ‘What were you doing this afternoon, then?’ he demanded angrily of my butler. ‘How did three armed men get into the suite that you are in charge of?’ 
 
    Jermaine was embarrassed and crestfallen and ashamed and so many other negative emotions that he couldn’t reply. But I could. Wheeling around to face Mr Rutherford, I said, ‘Jermaine’s task is not to protect my suite from invaders.’ I asked a question I was certain I already knew the answer to. ‘Did you leave the suite at any point this afternoon, Jermaine?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, madam,’ he replied slowly. ‘I took your ball gown to the dry cleaners and I had to buy ingredients for your dinner. They could have gained access during that time. I’m terribly sorry, madam, I should have checked your residence upon my return.’ 
 
    I waved him into silence. ‘Jermaine, I live in the suite. You do not. I accept that you will apportion blame on yourself, but I insist that it is unnecessary.’ I swivelled back to face Mr Rutherford. ‘There is nothing to be gained by assigning blame. Perhaps instead, you should be trying to chase the men who just left here.’ My suggestion brought colour to his cheeks – he clearly hadn’t thought to go after them. 
 
    Blood still coming from his nose, Mr Rutherford directed two guards to stay with me and took the others with him as he raced from my suite to see if the men could be spotted. I expected that it was too late.  
 
    Jermaine asked, ‘Would you still like the tea I have prepared? It is four o’clock,’ he pointed out. 
 
    ‘Tea? Yes,’ I chuckled. ‘Why ever not?’ After all, it was four o’clock and my butler loved to honour British high society traditions. 
 
    ‘Who were those men, Patty?’ asked Barbie, she had a hand to her chest as if trying to still her heartbeat. Jermaine had moved away from her as he went into the kitchen to fetch the tea and she was standing by herself now looking fragile.  
 
    I beckoned her to join me as I went to the couch. ‘Let’s sit, shall we?’ I took a seat myself, slipping a handy throw cushion under me as I hadn’t managed to get changed out my wet clothes yet. Barbie hadn’t moved, so I patted the couch next to me and beckoned again for her to take a seat.  
 
    Lady Mary swivelled her head around. ‘Have a drink, sweetie,’ she said as Barbie began to move. ‘It will calm your nerves.’ When Barbie looked sceptical, she added, ‘Look at me. I couldn’t be any calmer unless I was asleep.’ 
 
    Jermaine arrived with a small trolley he used for serving food. From it he delivered a pot of tea, three cups with saucers, plates and a three-tiered cake stand on which petit fours and a selection of delicate sandwiches were stacked.  
 
    He then produced a gin and tonic which he promptly handed to Lady Mary. ‘Three more, please,’ she said before she got the glass to her lips. 
 
    ‘That’s a good idea.’ I acknowledged, more to myself than to her.  
 
    ‘Oh. Would you like one? Those were just for me, sweetie.’ 
 
    Jermaine returned a few moments later with a tray of glasses. I wasn’t drinking much anymore, but I was indulging myself with an occasional gin so there were several very good bottles in the kitchen and Jermaine knew how I liked it. I hadn’t intended to drink today, but my nerves were a little shot. 
 
    ‘What is it again?’ Barbie asked as she tentatively sniffed hers.  
 
    It was Lady Mary that answered, ‘My dear, Barbara. Gin is a distilled alcoholic drink that derives its predominant flavour from juniper berries. In essence, it is vodka with an education as the only real difference between gin and vodka is the predominant flavour and aroma of the Juniper. In both, you start with a neutral spirit at 96% alcohol by volume that has been derived from an agricultural source like grain. With the gin, you then rectify or compound this spirit with a series of flavours known as botanicals, in such a way that the predominant flavour present is the juniper. Gin must, by law, then be bottled at a minimum alcohol by volume of 37.5%.’ She finished her explanation, downed the rest of her glass and reached for another. 
 
    It was an impressive answer, perhaps demonstrating just how much of it she drank, but Barbie was still sniffing her glass. ‘I don’t usually drink,’ she said, and I was just about to tell her not to, when she upended the glass and swallowed the lot in one hit like she was doing shots.  
 
    Lady Mary and I watched her silently for a second. She shuddered; a full-body event that seemed to start in her toes. When it stopped she said, ‘Wow.’ Her voice somehow an octave deeper than a moment before. ‘I might need another of those,’ she added, her voice back to normal again. 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ I asked. ‘You are always warning me about the danger of empty calories.’ It must not be possible to have a figure like hers and eat anything that wasn’t attuned to the person’s nutritional needs. 
 
    ‘I do,’ she conceded. ‘But people keep trying to kill me when I am near you, plus this gin stuff tastes really good.’ 
 
    ‘That’s the spirit,’ cheered Lady Mary. 
 
    ‘Well, just go easy. They are very high in alcohol, remember?’ I warned. 
 
    A knock at the door heralded the return of Mr Rutherford. Getting punched on the nose had sparked some life into him at last, he had blood on the front of his perfectly white jacket where it had dripped from his nose and his eyes were already starting to blacken. ‘They got away, I’m afraid,’ he announced as he took off his hat. ‘Can you tell me what they said or what they wanted with you, please?’  
 
    I explained that they were after Cari Gonzalez and seemed to think I would know where she was. When asked who they were, I had to shrug though. All I had was the names Roberto and Maurice; not a lot to go on.  
 
    When I finished speaking, Mr Rutherford said, ‘This morning I had a report of a couple held in their cabin by three men. They forced their way in last night and wouldn’t let them leave. They didn’t harm them; it seems they just wanted the room to use. From the description the couple gave, I think it was the same men.’ 
 
    ‘Do you think they are some of the men that came aboard by helicopter last night?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘It seems likely, doesn’t it?’ he said with a nod.  
 
    Jermaine stepped a pace closer. ‘Madam, I believe I can shed some light on the identity of the gentlemen that were in your room.’ He instantly had everyone’s attention. ‘After you revealed that you were embroiled in the whereabouts of the missing Miss Gonzalez, Miss Berkeley and I took the liberty of conducting some research. Her fiancé, Mr Perez, appears to engage in several nefarious pursuits, though he has never been convicted of any. He owns several businesses in Miami, including a nightclub that burned down just yesterday.’ He had been telling the truth about his nightclub I realised with surprise. ‘He also owns a handful of bars, but the pictures revealed them to be in poor condition. Two of them, in fact, had been repossessed, suggesting that he is in some financial difficulty. We found several news articles alluding to his businesses, all of which were to do with the police raiding one of his premises or a person in his employ being arrested and convicted of a crime but denying Mr Perez had any involvement in or knowledge of their activities.’ 
 
    ‘After Miss Berkeley left to join you at the pool, I continued my research, this time looking for known associates which is where I found the photographs of the two older gentlemen that were just here.’ Jermaine stopped speaking to cross the room to the desk that held the computer. He clicked the mouse a few times and swivelled the screen. Both Mr Rutherford and I got up to join him.  
 
    We were interrupted by a knock at the door. Jermaine excused himself to answer it, disappearing from sight as he left the living area as Mr Rutherford drew his weapon and indicated to the other uniforms in the room that they should do likewise. Silently, he motioned for them to position themselves with strategic viewpoints of the door my butler was about to answer. I watched, holding my breath for a second but relaxed when I heard Jermaine talking to someone in a normal tone. The uniformed men also relaxed, their sidearms slipping neatly back into hip-mounted white-leather holsters.  
 
    On the screen was a photograph from a newspaper article. It was dated just nine days ago and carried the headline, “Crime bosses seen colluding.”  The reporter surmised that they must be up to something but was good enough to name the men in the picture. Roberto and Hugo Caprione were flanking Eduardo and there were four other men in the picture as they approached several black limousines, the doors of which were being held open by bodyguard-looking henchmen in suits. One of them I recognised as Maurice. I stared at the picture, trying to match the names listed with the men shown in it. Kasper Nowak was a name that came up several times in the article as was a man listed only as Boris.  
 
    Jermaine coughed politely to attract my attention. When I looked up, he said, ‘Madam, there are two gentlemen here from maintenance. They wish to conduct repairs and inspect your suite to see if anything has been damaged.’ 
 
    ‘I summoned them,’ Mr Rutherford explained. ‘I will leave extracting the bullets until we make port and I can get a proper crime scene team in here. The holes are unsightly though and may have damaged your air-conditioning system where they penetrated the walls.’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ I replied. Jermaine nodded to the men in their overalls, giving his permission that they enter my suite, but insisted they remove their footwear as, in his opinion, it looked dirty. 
 
    As the men put down their tools and got to work, I returned to reading the news article. The reporter posited three reasons why they might be meeting but went on to suggest that the most likely was to discuss how to fill the power vacuum now that underworld kingpin Dylan O’Donnell had suffered a heart attack and died. Dylan O’Donnell was described as a ruthless master of the criminal underworld and someone the Miami gangs had been working for out of fear for decades. The report concluded with a suggestion that Perez, the Capriones, Kasper Nowak, and Boris would struggle to pick a new leader and a battle for the top spot might ensue.   
 
    Dylan O’Donnell’s name had a hyperlink on it, which took me to a separate article about his funeral. As it opened, my blood ran cold. ‘Mary,’ I called. She hadn’t left the chaise lounge to join everyone else at the computer even though her gin was probably portable.  
 
    ‘Yes, dear?’ 
 
    ‘Can you look at something for me, please?’ I didn’t really need her to confirm what I was looking at but I was going to have her do it anyway. 
 
    ‘What is it, sweetie?’ she asked as Barbie stepped aside to let her in. ‘Oh. That looks just like the nasty little man by the pool.’ 
 
    ‘Hmmm? Who looks like who?’ asked Mr Rutherford. 
 
    The picture on the screen was Dylan O’Donnell but he wasn’t dead at all. I had listened to him plot murder and torture by the pool this afternoon. He was a failed jockey that had chosen to pursue a life of crime, left his Dublin home in Ireland and found himself some years later rising through the ranks of the criminal underworld due to his ruthlessly murderous nature. The man I had seen had a different accent but that wasn’t exactly hard to fake. Dylan O’Donnell was right here on this ship and could be behind everything that was happening.  What I said, my voice a desperate and hushed whisper, was, ‘He faked his own death.’ 
 
    ‘Just like Elvis?’ asked Barbie. 
 
    I chose to ignore her question, instead explaining to Mr Rutherford about the two men by the pool. As I spoke, one of his men lifted his lapel microphone to his lips, relaying a description of the two men and their names. By the time I had finished speaking he had already been able to confirm that there was no one on board listed under Dylan O’Donnell. 
 
    Uttering an expletive in his frustration, Mr Rutherford said, ‘I’m sure a man like that wouldn’t have too much difficulty faking some identification. We will circulate their description to all the staff. I expect they will be spotted at dinner and we will be able to intercept them as they return to their cabin.’ 
 
    I hoped it would be that easy. It niggled me though that a crime lord would fake his death and go on a cruise. Why would he do that? And why would he then kidnap and murder a woman? It wasn’t making any sense, but then I told myself that I didn’t think like a criminal. 
 
    Believing that Cari Gonzalez’s kidnappers had most likely been identified, I breathed a sigh of relief. Everyone involved sounded thoroughly unsavoury and best avoided – the Caprione brothers and their henchman Maurice certainly were so I would be only too happy to leave their apprehension to the ship’s security detail under Mr Rutherford and go back to having a less adventurous life.  
 
    ‘What will happen now?’ I asked Mr Rutherford. 
 
    He tilted his head slightly as he considered his answer. ‘I think that the captain will put directly into port. When I tell him that shots were fired in your suite today, he will most likely consider that passenger safety is in question, in which case he will not hesitate to act. However, with a ship this size it is not as simple as just calling ahead and turning up; we fit into less than one percent of the world’s ports. We may have to carry on to Costa Rica anyway if there is nowhere else we can go. I will arrange for a very quiet and careful room by room search of the entire ship, but that will take more than a day to conduct so we need to hope we get lucky early on. Here’s the problem though; even if we are able to apprehend the two men you have identified this evening or early tomorrow, we already know there are other violent people on board.’ 
 
    ‘So, where are they?’ asked Barbie. 
 
    Mr Rutherford shrugged as he said, ‘Hiding out somewhere on the ship would be my guess. I need to go, if you will excuse me.’ As he turned toward the door, he called out, ‘Baker, Schneider, you will remain with Mrs Fisher as her personal escort and guard. I don’t want anything to happen to her. Am I understood?’ 
 
    Both men crisply replied with, ‘Yes, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Will that be necessary?’ I asked. 
 
    He nodded grimly. ‘I think it might be, Mrs Fisher. At least for now, just as a precautionary measure. At least until we find these men. I have one dead body and you said they boasted about putting another man overboard.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Will you be asking Mr Perez about that?’ I enquired. 
 
    He twitched his nose as he thought. ‘I am inclined to believe they were telling you the truth. Besides, I doubt Mr Perez would admit it if his men were going missing.’ 
 
    I couldn’t argue with his logic. Mr Rutherford excused himself again and left my suite.  
 
    ‘Begging your pardon, m’lady.’ I turned to find the two maintenance chaps standing a few feet behind me. ‘We’re finished with our inspection. There’s no damage to the air-conditioning that we can find, and the bullets, bar one, all appear to have been stopped by the outer walls of the suite. We will need to rip out the panels in some places in order to do a proper repair, but Mr Rutherford said we wasn’t to do anything until we make port.’ 
 
    ‘You said all the bullets, bar one. Where did the other one go?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Well, that’s the bit of bad news, I’m afraid. That one went right through the controls for your oven.’ I looked at it, only now seeing the hole for the first time. The oven was mounted on the far wall of my kitchen and was black so the hole in it was not obvious. ‘We’ll have to take it out and fit another, but I don’t think we have a spare one on board.’ 
 
    I wouldn’t be having Jermaine prepare my evening meal after all. I said, ‘Not to worry, gentlemen. Please arrange to conduct the repairs when you are able.’ They mumbled an unnecessary apology, gathered their tools and shoes and left. 
 
    The two guards, Baker and Schneider, were hovering, both wondering what they ought to do now. I felt the right thing to do was act as a host and make them comfortable. ‘Gentlemen, I have no plan to go out this evening other than for dinner. You should relax and watch some television or whatever you would normally do to relax. There is a games room if you are interested.’ Amusingly, the games room was something I found by accident two days ago when I opened a door thus far ignored. Until then, I had thought it to be a closet.  
 
    ‘So, what shall we do now, Patricia?’ asked Lady Mary.  
 
    As I considered the question and the two guards checked out the games room, Barbie tried to get off the couch. I say tried because she started to lever herself up, but nothing much happened. ‘Um, my feet don’t seem to work,’ she slurred. 
 
    ‘How many of those gins did you have, Barbie?’ 
 
    She looked at me, her eyeballs catching up a moment after her face turned. ‘Two, I think. Might have been three.’ Barbie’s lack of body fat and rare intake of alcohol had rendered her distinctly tipsy after just a couple of drinks. ‘I think I might like to have a lie down actually,’ she said.  
 
    ‘You’ll not be wanting this one then?’ asked Lady Mary hopefully, as she selected the last ready-made gin and tonic on the table.  
 
    It occurred to me that I was still in my damp swimsuit, so excused myself to get showered and changed. By the time I came back out, Jermaine had settled Barbie in one of the spare bedrooms and Lady Mary had left. She had called through that she was going to see what George was up to before she went, so, finally, I was by myself.  
 
    With nothing to occupy me, I settled in front of the television and selected a film from the enormous library available. As it came on, I thought about the missing girl and had to wonder where she was and if she was safe. What was it that the Caprione brothers wanted her for? What would they do to her if they found her?  Or did Dylan O’Donnell really have her? And would Mr Rutherford and his men find him before both he and his hulking henchman did her any harm. Settling into the depths of my couch with my feet tucked beneath me, I continued to ponder the strange day I had experienced and my eyes began to feel heavy. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Dinner 
 
    It was some time later when I awoke, making a snorting noise that startled me back to consciousness. Thankful that I was alone for my diabolical snoring, I stared out of my expansive window to appreciate the view. The sun had dipped and the bright sunlight that filled my suite when I sat down, was now reduced to a soft glow as the orange sun floated a few inches above the horizon. It was breathtakingly beautiful. 
 
    A polite cough came from across the room. I spun my head around in shock, terrified that I had uninvited guests again, then, to my relief, saw that it was my two appointed bodyguards, Baker and Schneider. How long had they been sitting there waiting patiently for me to wake up while serenading them with my snoring cacophony. As my cheeks flushed, I was glad they probably couldn’t see me in the dim light. 
 
    ‘Will you be taking dinner, Mrs Fisher?’ Baker asked.  
 
    ‘Dinner? I think I will just eat here,’ I replied sleepily. Then I remembered my broken oven. I would be going out for dinner after all. I checked my watch to find that I had been asleep for two hours. I felt groggy and had to stifle a yawn as I stood up, one hand over my mouth and my eyes shut so that I almost lost balance and fell. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, with a swipe of lippy to compliment my tan, I left my bedroom to find my two white-uniformed escorts waiting for me in my living area. They were already standing and had their hats tucked neatly under their right arms. They looked ready to go, so I started walking toward the door that led out of the suite. 
 
    ‘I’ll go ahead, Mrs Fisher,’ said Baker as he slipped by me to get out the door first. ‘Where is it that you would like to go?’ he asked. 
 
    It was a good question but when I started to think about what I wanted to eat I remembered that the two gentlemen with me hadn’t eaten either to my knowledge. ‘Have you had dinner?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘No, ma’am,’ they replied automatically and in unison. 
 
    ‘Then please tell me what cuisine appeals to you. I will be happy with whatever you pick.’ 
 
    They appeared surprised to be given the opportunity to choose, but their decision required only the briefest glance to pass between them. Then they both grinned and once again in unison said, ‘Pizza!’  
 
    I laughed at them. ‘Pizza it is. Do you have a favourite place?’ I knew there was more than one place to get pizza on board.  
 
    Baker and Schneider led me to an elevator and down four decks to a mezzanine area where several of the ship’s most intimate dining experiences could be had. I had eaten here twice but never at the cute Italian place they took me to. The mezzanine was set out to resemble a village square with shops and restaurants. There were chairs outside the restaurants where many guests were drinking wine and enjoying the food. It was mostly couples but I spotted one or two families with younger children. 
 
    We ordered food and sparkling water. The men couldn’t drink anyway so I abstained for their benefit even though they told me there was no need. To pass the time, I asked Schneider about himself, learning that he was Austrian and the youngest son of a man that was the chief of police in his home town. He described home as a beautiful place in the shade of the Alps where most people were employed in the cattle and farming industries. His three elder brothers were all in cattle and spent their lives moving cattle about. He hadn’t wanted to do that, and in a rebellious moment, when challenged to find something else to do in the area, he had signed up to work on a cruise liner, leaving a landlocked nation for a life on the oceans. He had no regrets.  
 
    In contrast, Baker was from a seafaring family and had no siblings. He hailed from Northern Ireland, a small town on the coast called Ballykinloss where many town folks were fishermen. He had never questioned what he would do when he was old enough but had also surprised his family with his decision to leave home to work on a cruise line.  
 
    We ate delicious pizzas and chatted for almost an hour. I was still tired though, my fatigue most likely caused by several bouts of terror and the insane bodypump session I had all but died from. It wasn’t necessary to prompt the men to take me back to my suite, Baker saw me stifling another yawn and led me back to the elevator. 
 
    As the elevator ascended, it pinged and slowed though we had not yet reached our floor. We were two below it on number eighteen where other people wanted to get on. The car could comfortably hold twenty so there was plenty of room as two couples in their early forties, dressed for a night of dinner, dancing and entertainment got on. There was a nightclub and a cabaret place on the next deck down, the very place I had seen the illusionist, in fact.  
 
    Then I spotted him, standing out because his hulking frame put his head above the crowd of people: it was henchman Ramone from this afternoon! Just as the elevator doors started to close, I dived through them, impulse moving my feet without me consciously deciding it was the right thing to do. 
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher!’ I heard Baker squeak in surprise as the doors shut behind me, trapping my escorts inside. There were more than one hundred people in sight, but I felt quite exposed and alone suddenly. The hulking Ramone was talking to someone unseen, however as people between us moved, I spied his boss, Dylan O’Donnell. They were moving toward me, heading for the bank of elevators I had just left and dressed for a casual dinner in shirts and trousers, maybe taking an early meal so they could get back for more torturing before bed time. The horrifying thought popped into my head like a bad joke, but they were still coming toward me and I had nowhere to go. 
 
    Telling myself to calm down, I turned around and pressed the button for the elevator. I didn’t know what else to do, but there was no reason for them to believe I was anything other than a lady on her way back to her cabin. As they arrived next to me though, I remembered that the Caprione brothers had known who I was. Maybe these two would as well! 
 
    Ramone pressed the already lit call button, his finger twice the diameter of the button itself. I swallowed hard and told my legs to stay steady. I could act like I just changed my mind and walk away rather than get into a lift with two seriously deranged and dangerous men who might already have me listed as a target, but before I could move my feet, Ramone leaned down and spoke to me. 
 
    ‘I know you,’ he said gently, like it was a promise. 
 
    Slowly, I turned my head to face upwards toward his, terror gripping me as my worst nightmares came true. I had inadvertently slipped my bodyguards and now the killers had me. I was going to have to scream to get attention and hope they didn’t shoot everyone and drag me into the elevator. 
 
    Nothing happened for a beat. Then he broke into a huge grin. ‘You’re that dame that fell in the pool this afternoon,’ he roared with laughter. ‘I thought I was going to have a hernia; I laughed so hard.’  
 
    Dylan O’Donnell tutted. ‘Ramone, you are being impolite to the lady. You should apologise.’ 
 
    Ramone brought his laughter under control, tears leaking from the corners of his eyes. As he wiped them away, he said, ‘Please excuse my manners.’ 
 
    The lift pinged and I had to make a decision. They both got on, I hesitated, then Ramone held the door for me, and I saw little option other than to nod graciously and join them.  
 
    ‘What floor?’ the tiny boss man asked.  
 
    Cursing myself, I tried to guess what floor they might be heading to and said, ‘Twelve, please?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, down in the depths like us pair then.’ He didn’t expand on his statement but when he only pressed the one button, I surmised that I had guessed right. Not exactly a million to one shot, since there were only sixteen decks with accommodation, but a lucky guess, nevertheless. 
 
    The elevator stopped twice to let other people on and off, arriving at deck twelve just a couple of minutes later. Once again, Ramone held the door so I could depart first. For a thug that like to cut up women, he was able to act the gentleman when it suited. I was stuck with the same dilemma as before though; I had three choices of direction and no idea which one they would pick. If I could pinpoint which cabin they were in, maybe I could find out just who it was they planned to torture to death on this trip.  
 
    I chose to go right, but my luck didn’t hold. They went straight and I had to wait before I went after them because, gentlemanly or not, they were still deadly killers and I didn’t want them to think I was following them.  
 
    I counted to ten, then came back to the elevator and went the way they had come. There was no sign of them though. I searched for ten minutes, going back to see if I had managed to get it completely wrong and they had chosen the passage to the left, but whether they had or not, they were nowhere to be seen. 
 
    I had lost them and any hope of finding out who they were planning to kill.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Dylan O’Donnell, Criminal Overlord 
 
    I made my way back to the elevator and rode it back to the twentieth floor. People, mostly couples, got on and off at various floors but no one tried to kill me or do anything threatening so I arrived unmolested on the top deck still irked that I had let Dylan O’Donnell and his henchman get away. I needed to find Mr Rutherford and warn him about them now. Maybe his men would be able to knock on doors until they found them.  
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher!’ called a voice loudly over the hubbub of the guests circling around me. I was on my way to the top deck restaurant, the one that had to be booked by reservation by all except a few select suites, one of which was, of course, mine. I hoped to find Mr Rutherford there but was confident that I would at least find a senior member of the crew who would be able to contact him for me. 
 
    The voice belonged to Baker. I turned toward the shout to see both he and Schneider jogging through the bustling guests. As he breathlessly caught up to me, he said, ‘Mrs Fisher, thank goodness. You gave us quite the scare.’ 
 
    I got the impression they had been frantically searching for me and circling around and up and down between the decks in their bid to relocate me. I didn’t have time to apologise though. ‘I spotted Dylan O’Donnell. He was going back to his cabin. I need to find Mr Rutherford now.’ 
 
    Baker looked like he wanted to ask questions, but Schneider said, ‘I’ll get him.’ He spoke into his lapel microphone, the message he gave was that the duty watch commander was needed for an urgent matter. Then he ushered me toward the top deck restaurant where he believed we might find him anyway. 
 
    We barely got three paces though before the captain’s distinctive voice cut through the airwaves. ‘This is the captain. Report.’ 
 
    Schneider gave a brief explanation, telling the captain what I had told him about Dylan O’Donnell, the man Mr Rutherford should be looking for and finished by giving him our current location. The captain listened, then instructed him to request that I wait for his arrival - the captain himself was coming.  
 
    We didn’t have to wait long. Less than two minutes later a door opened to our right spilling half a dozen white-unformed crew and the handsome Captain Huntley into the crowd moving about on the deck. Being recognised by many, the captain had to smile and greet people as he passed through them, but I was moving toward him feeling there was no time to lose. 
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher,’ he said when we were close enough for conversation. ‘I understand your day has been interesting.’ 
 
    I chuckled at his turn of phrase. ‘That it has, Captain Huntley. Thank you for coming yourself.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Rutherford needed rest,’ he replied.  ‘He has been on the go for almost forty hours and broke his nose earlier today, but you know about that of course. Now, tell me, please. What is it that you need me to do?’ 
 
    I explained about spotting the hulking Ramone and his tiny boss, Dylan O’Donnell and about what I overheard by the pool. I explained why I believed they might have a young woman stashed in their cabin that they intended to harm. Since there was only one reported missing person on board, it was a logical conclusion to assume it was Cari Gonzalez. I didn’t say that though, the glance that passed between us was enough to tell me he had reached the same conclusion.  
 
    ‘Please show us where you lost sight of them, Mrs Fisher,’ he requested, after which we were all moving; eight guards plus the captain and one middle aged woman. It made me feel like Princess Leia surrounded by stormtroopers as we hurried through the ship. 
 
    Soon enough, we were back outside the elevator on the twelfth deck. ‘This is where I lost them,’ I admitted. ‘I believe they went straight on but I might have that wrong so they could have gone left. I went right so they didn’t go that way and they were nowhere to be seen just a few seconds later so they must be in one of the cabins at the start of the passage.’ Ahead of us, a long passage stretched down the ship, cabin doors appearing every twenty feet or so in pairs so the rooms behind them would be pairs that were mirror-imaged. 
 
    ‘Please wait here, Mrs Fisher,’ the captain requested, then left a guard with me just in case as he took his security detail and knocked loudly on the first door he came to. On the other side of the passage, another officer did the same thing.  
 
    With nothing that I could do for the moment, I wandered a few feet away to the edge of the ship. The passage going straight ahead would have cabins facing the sea on the port side so to my left was a pair of doors that led outside. Unlike my suite, where I enjoyed a private balcony, at this level the cabins had portholes that looked out to allow light in. The last traces of the sun were dipping into the waves on the horizon as I peered out.  
 
    Then I spotted them. Fifty yards away, the distinctive little and large silhouettes of Ramone and the diminutive Dylan O’Donnell were framed with the sun behind them. They were standing at the railing and looking out to sea.  
 
    Was I too late and they had already killed her and were now contemplating their success? Sickened by the thought, I pushed the door open. The guard the captain had left with me called for me to stay, but I swung my head to look at him with urgent eyes and pointed. As I let the door shut behind me, I could hear him relaying an urgent message to the captain through his radio.  
 
    I walked toward the killers, confident that I was about to be joined by eight armed men. I was awash with a sense of anger. A long day had not yet led to the successful recovery of Miss Gonzalez and I wondered if the captain had found the killers’ cabin and was staring right now at her ruined body. 
 
    Then, as I closed my distance to them, they moved. Ramone’s tiny boss turning toward his muscled protector and standing on his tiptoes to kiss him lightly on the lips. 
 
    Wait, what? 
 
    As the kiss broke, the dying traces of the sunset shone between them and I could see they were holding hands. My brain didn’t get to join the dots though because shouting behind me heralded the arrival of the captain and his men as, weapons drawn, they shouted for the two men to get their hands in the air.  
 
    Clearly shocked and bewildered, the two men froze.  
 
    The captain came to stand next to me. ‘Well done, Mrs Fisher. You have a nose for finding people that do not want to be found.’ I couldn’t respond though; I was watching the horror and surprise on the killers’ faces.  
 
    ‘Get down on the deck and place your hands out to your sides,’ barked the lead officer.  
 
    ‘Ramone! Ramone, what’s happening?’ squeaked the tiny crime lord.  
 
    The huge henchman replied with, ‘I don’t know, boss. We better do as they say though.’ Slowly the two men separated and sunk to their knees. That was as far as they got though as the security detail swooped in to flatten them, checking them for weapons and cuffing their hands behind their backs as they lay on the cool deck.  
 
    ‘We were just watching the sunset,’ Ramone complained. ‘We haven’t done anything.’ They were not acting like seasoned career criminals.  
 
    With dread forming in my stomach, I said, ‘I think I may have made a mistake.’ 
 
    Next to me, the captain pursed his lips and sniffed. ‘How so, Mrs Fisher? You advised me that you overheard these gentlemen plotting to kill and dismember a woman earlier today.’ 
 
    ‘That is what I heard. I’m just not sure…’ I trailed off what I was saying, crossed the deck and knelt next to the tiny boss man. 
 
    ‘By the pool today, I heard the two of you discussing how you were going to murder Cari Gonzalez today. What have you done with her?’ I demanded. 
 
    They exchanged a glance, then the boss said, ‘Who’s Cari Gonzalez?’ 
 
    ‘We were plotting the end to our screenplay,’ said Ramone.  
 
    ‘We’re writers,’ added the boss man. 
 
    ‘You’re writers?’ I echoed, struggling to believe what I had just heard.  
 
    ‘Yeah,’ they both replied together. 
 
    ‘Well, writers and actors,’ added Ramone.  
 
    ‘Then how come you always call him boss?’ I asked triumphantly, thinking I had caught them out. 
 
    Ramone tutted. ‘Because that’s his name. Boswell Brinks. He’s published a load of books under that name too, you can look him up.’ 
 
    Boswell. I had heard him calling the man, Bos, not boss.  
 
    ‘What cabin are you in?’ the captain asked. 
 
    ‘16350,’ Ramone replied.  
 
    The captain nodded at one of his men. ‘Take the cuffs off, please, Lieutenant Chivers. It would seem I owe you both an apology.’ As the captain stepped forward to help the man up and shake their hands in a show of his sincerity, I tried to fade into the shadows. I was mortified. Who did I think I was? I had let myself be convinced I was some kind of super sleuth that could crack the kidnapping, find the girl and save the day. The result of my interreference was my friends being shot at, Barbie getting felt up and now I had caused a nice couple to be terrified and traumatised. The cherry on the top was how I had caused embarrassment to the captain, a man that had shown me nothing but respect and kindness.  
 
    I wanted to run back to my suite so I could hide my face but I remained where I was so I could take my medicine. 
 
    As the security guards led the two men back to their cabin, the captain still apologising and discussing ways in which he would make amends, I was forgotten. I thought they were all going to just leave me there, but Lieutenant Chivers paused at the doors to deliver a message. ‘The captain will see you tomorrow, Mrs Fisher.’ Then he too ducked inside, leaving me feeling small, foolish and alone. At least I knew why they hadn’t been distracted by Barbie’s show earlier. 
 
    For the first time in two weeks, I thought about my husband Charlie. I needed a shoulder to cry on and I didn’t have one. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Morning 
 
    Sleep had come fitfully, the happy contentment I had enjoyed for the last two weeks replaced by guilt, embarrassment and a continuing theme of self-beratement. By the time I got back to my suite, Barbie had left, the gin slept off over a few hours in one of my spare rooms, but Jermaine had been waiting for my return in case I needed him for anything. Thinking back now, I couldn’t even remember what I said to him, but it had been no more than a few words as I glumly took myself to bed. I hadn’t even said goodnight to Baker and Schneider or spoken to them at any point as I walked back to my suite last night.  
 
    Now, the sun was shining through my bedroom window like it had no cares in the world, its perpetual warmth like an optimistic fool I wanted to slap. The dominant emotion keeping me awake last night was anger; anger at myself for thinking I could help. Who was I kidding?   
 
    Feeling despondent, I stayed in bed, staring at the ceiling and wondering what I could do today that would improve my mood. I dozed but was awoken by the sound of voices coming from the living area. The sound far louder than it normally would be because I now had a dozen holes in the wall between the rooms through which the sound was travelling.  
 
    Though I couldn’t make out the words, the tone of the conversation concerned me enough that I forced myself out of bed to see who was there. Thankfully, I caught sight of myself in the mirror before I left my bedroom, delaying long enough to at least tidy my face and hair.  
 
    ‘Madam, good morning,’ Jermaine greeted me. His tone was grave, and his expression matched it. The person he was talking to was Mr Rutherford, but Baker and Schneider were also there, already up and dressed. They all greeted me at the same time. 
 
    ‘Good morning,’ I replied with a wave. ‘What’s going on?’ 
 
    Mr Rutherford spoke first, ‘Please forgive another early morning intrusion, Mrs Fisher. I’m afraid there has been some developments.’ 
 
    Curious, I asked, ‘Such as?’ 
 
    He took a second as if trying to work out how best to frame what he wanted to say. ‘Lady Bostihill-Swank didn’t return to her suite last night and no one has seen her since she left here.’ 
 
    I felt the colour drain from my cheeks even as a fleeting hope that she had shacked up with the Swedish cocktail waiter from the pool flitted through my mind. I dismissed the notion. She had been taken; I was certain of it. 
 
    Jermaine darted forward to steady me as I backed toward a couch to sit down. I felt dizzy or lightheaded; however you wanted to describe it, I was off-kilter. ‘Which port are we going to?’ I asked, remembering that he had said the captain would interrupt the journey if he believed the passengers might be in danger. 
 
    ‘Cayman Islands,’ he replied. ‘It is the only port anywhere near us where we will fit, and doesn’t already have a cruise ship at dock. We should arrive some time tonight.’   
 
    My mind was whirling still from the news that Lady Mary was missing. What possible motivation could anyone have for taking her? The same question had to be applied to Cari though. Since I had proven my original theory that Dylan O’Donnell had her was incorrect, I was back to having no idea who might or why. Someone had taken her, the Caprione brothers wanted her because they wanted something from Eduardo that he would be unwilling to give them. Were they the only ones that had come aboard though? If the rival gangs, which had seemed united in the picture Jermaine had shown me, were now fractured, had they followed Mr Perez to the ship and taken his bride? To what end? I doubted it was for the reason Eduardo had given me; the lie about being forced to sell his nightclub and then setting fire to it. 
 
    ‘I need to speak with Mr Perez,’ I said getting up. The sense of defeat I had felt last night and when I awoke this morning wasn’t gone, but whether I was a ridiculous woman with ideas above her station or not, my friend was missing, and I had to find out why. Maybe I couldn’t help, but I was going to try. 
 
    ‘I think it would be best if you remained in the suite until we have made port, Mrs Fisher,’ said Mr Rutherford. ‘The Caprione brothers already showed an interest in you. I have no desire to expose my men,’ he indicated Baker and Schneider standing just behind him, ‘to any further danger.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ I replied. ‘You should take them away.’ 
 
    ‘Take them away?’ he repeated. ‘They would be better employed keeping you here.’ 
 
    As my eyebrows shot to the top of my forehead, he stood up and backed away, wide eyes showing that he knew he had said the wrong thing. ‘Are you proposing to place me under house arrest again?’ I asked, my voice raised so I was almost shouting. 
 
    ‘No. No, not at all, Mrs Fisher.’ He was holding up his hands in defence. 
 
    ‘I should think not. Now, if you have nothing further, Mr Rutherford, I suggest you vacate my cabin so I can get dressed.’ The three men in white uniform exchanged embarrassed glances, then mumbled apologies and started toward the door. I made them stop when I asked, ‘What are you doing about Lady Mary, Mr Rutherford?’ 
 
    ‘Um,’ he replied. ‘I haven’t really…’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I thought,’ I snapped, cutting him off. I had suffered enough of his ineptitude. ‘You need to find the criminals on board this ship and take them into custody.  
 
    ‘No one knows where they are,’ he whined. 
 
    ‘You have hundreds of staff working in public areas; these men are not invisible. Circulate their descriptions and have everyone looking for them. Get some gumption man!’ 
 
    ‘But only the Caprione brothers have shown themselves, if there are other parties aboard, they have failed to reveal themselves. No one knows what they look like.’ 
 
    ‘What about the internet? We know their names. Assuming it was Kasper and Boris and whomever else that arrived last night, then you have a short list of pictures you need to find. I expect Google will be very helpful.’  
 
    ‘What if they are hiding?’ he asked, his voice quiet. 
 
    I fixed him with a hard stare. ‘I bet I find them.’ 
 
    He nodded meekly. ‘I bet you will.’ He twiddled his hat and stared at the carpet for a few seconds, then he said, ‘I’ll get those descriptions circulated.’ He turned and bumped into Baker and Schneider, the three men then fumbling to get to the door and escape my sight. 
 
    Suddenly, I was alone. ‘Would you care for some breakfast, madam?’ asked Jermaine, reminding me that I wasn’t alone at all.  
 
    ‘Yes, thank you,’ I replied absently after a moment of thought. My brain was stuck on the problem I now faced. Mr Rutherford was basically an idiot, my friend was missing, and I was willing to bet that one of the gangs of hoodlums had her. No one was coming to help her any time soon. It occurred to me that I had just said yes to breakfast as if I was going to sit down for a nice meal and read the paper while Lady Mary was held captive somewhere. ‘On second thought, Jermaine,’ I said, ‘I’ll take a banana to go. I need to find Lady Mary.’ 
 
    ‘Then I will come with you, madam,’ he replied. 
 
    ‘Okay. You will need to change. Butler clothes will be inappropriate for talking to gangsters.’ He nodded in agreement, selected a banana from the fruit bowl on the kitchen counter, which I had to swipe from his hand before he attempted to peel it for me, then headed to his cabin to get changed. 
 
    The second he was out of sight, I quietly let myself out of the suite’s main door and hurried away. I needed to be out of sight before he realised I had left him behind. I had no idea what I was walking into, but I did know that I wasn’t going to let Jermaine put himself in danger. The men I needed to speak with, the men that I believed had Lady Mary, were dangerous men. I was a middle-aged, small English woman they would associate with their mothers or their aunts or some other harmless female relative. Jermaine was a tall, relatively muscular man. They would see him in an entirely different light.  
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher,’ the shout came from behind me, arresting my motion. It wasn’t Jermaine though; it was Baker and Schneider. They must have been lurking around the corner from my suite because they were onto me before I had gone two paces from my door.  
 
    ‘You can’t stop me, gentlemen.’ I said as I turned to face them. I felt ridiculous trying to stare them down in my pyjamas and dressing gown, but I gave it a go anyway. 
 
    ‘No, we want to go with you, Mrs Fisher,’ Schneider explained.  
 
    Baker added, ‘It’s… well, it’s not that we don’t support Mr Rutherford, but he seems…’ 
 
    ‘A little lost?’ I asked, providing a word that I felt suited the end of his sentence. 
 
    ‘Something like that,’ Schneider conceded. Then he said, ‘Mrs Fisher, there are people in trouble, this ship is our home and we are supposed to be the ones ensuring the security of the guests and staff on board her. If you are going to try to help, then we want to support you.’ 
 
    I looked at the two men. They were young, but they were men and neither one was what you might call small. Indeed, they were muscular and dynamic, plus they were armed. Having them to watch my back again sounded like a positive move. The gangsters wouldn’t like them, nevertheless, my gut reaction was that they would prove useful.  
 
    ‘I have to see Lady Mary’s husband,’ I announced as I turned to go, hurrying away again for fear Jermaine would find me if I hung about any longer. So, with my bodyguards in tow, I went in search of answers. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 George 
 
    ‘Oh, thank goodness you are safe, Patricia!’ George said as he pulled me into a hug at his door. ‘When I couldn’t get you on the phone all night, I feared you had been grabbed as well.’ 
 
    Of course he had been trying to call me. If Lady Mary was nabbed coming back from my suite yesterday evening, then he had last seen her not long after lunchtime yesterday. She had been with me since I went to the pool.  
 
    ‘My phone went into the pool,’ I explained. ‘I think it is toast, so I didn’t get any of your calls or messages.’ As I broke the embrace, I could see his eyes were welling up. ‘Oh, you poor thing,’ I said. ‘You must be worried sick.’ 
 
    George backed into his suite, beckoning for us to come in as if he had suddenly remembered his manners and realised we were standing on his doorstep. ‘I don’t remember the last time Mary and I spent a night apart. Mary thinks I can’t manage by myself so she will be worrying about me even though she is the one in trouble.’ His voice caught as he said it, breaking my heart with his concern for his wife.  
 
    I sat him down on a nearby couch, Baker and Schneider continued to hover by the entrance as I said, ‘George, is it possible she is just with someone else?’ He gave me a horrified look as if the suggestion was mad. ‘Could it not be that she just had one too many last night and is asleep on someone’s couch?’  
 
    He shook his head vigorously. ‘Mary doesn’t make friends. You are the first person I have seen her latch onto like this in years. Wherever she is, she is not there willingly. Is there anything you can do to help me find her?’ he was asking the question not of me, but of the two security guards standing mutely near the door.  
 
    They just looked at me. As I turned my gaze back to George, I said, ‘I have met two of the criminal gangs already, George. I even know which suite one of them is staying in. Shortly, I am going to ask some questions.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, thank, thank you, thank you so much,’ he gushed. 
 
    ‘I need to borrow some of Lady Mary’s clothes.’ At my request, George looked at me properly for the first time, finally noticing that I was wearing my night clothes and dressing gown.  
 
    He was polite enough not to ask why. ‘Of course,’ he replied. ‘Please help yourself.’ 
 
    Ten minutes later, I had on an odd collection of items because very little of her wardrobe fitted me. She was a dress size smaller than me and most of her clothes were fitted items from Channel or Dior or some other expensive designer label it would never occur to me to even look at because my legs would go weak from one glance at the price. Her feet were a size smaller than mine too, so I rejoined the three men in the suite’s main living area wearing a pair of white Gucci running shoes that I had found in a box. They looked like they had never been worn and though they pinched my toes a bit, they were the only shoes of hers I could get on my feet. Paired with it, I had a loose flowing yellow skirt and a mauve roll neck sweater that had no place being worn in the Caribbean. It was all I could find that would fit so I avoided looking in the mirror because I knew I looked ridiculous. Then I remembered my hair and rummaged again to find a hat of some kind. She didn’t have one, but George did. He had a selection that he used to protect his balding scalp. None of them would go with anything I was wearing but a baseball cap tucked away at the back was the least offensive choice.  
 
    The men all looked at me, their eyes bugging out a little as they took in my wardrobe choices though their comments remained unspoken.  
 
    ‘Shall we go?’ I asked Baker and Schneider as I crossed the room. 
 
    ‘Should I come with you?’ George asked, probably feeling a little odd at being left behind.  
 
    I shook my head though. ‘Far better if you stay here in case she does return.’ 
 
    He nodded by way of reply though I think he was happy to have an excuse to stay where he was. There being nothing left to say, I gave Baker a let’s go look and we left poor George behind to worry. 
 
    Eduardo Perez’s suite was a deck down and half a ship over, a ten-minute walk at least but swifter than usual because it was still early and there were very few people up and about to get in our way. It was something to be thankful for, given the stares my outfit drew from the few early morning joggers we did see.  
 
    Despite the odd looks, we arrived at Mr Perez’s suite to find the door open. I got a sense of dread as we approached, imagining a scene inside akin to the Valentine’s Day massacre. That wasn’t it though, one of his dark-suited bodyguards was standing just inside, looking intentionally dangerous as usual.  
 
    ‘Good morning,’ I said. ‘I’m here to see Mr Perez. Is he at home?’ The answer was rhetorical as I could see him in the main living area beyond the guard.  
 
    The bodyguard in his dark suit didn’t reply though, he looked over the top of my head to lock eyes with Baker and Schneider as a macho competition of who has the meanest look took place. Each man was staring, silent and unblinking. If there were rules to the contest, I didn’t understand them, so, bored, I saw my opportunity and slipped through the gap between bodyguard and wall.  
 
    ‘Mr Perez,’ I called to get his attention. 
 
    ‘Hey!’ said the guard. He was behind me now though and had to deal with Baker and Schneider as they too made their way inside.  
 
    Other guards, those standing closer to Mr Perez saw our intrusion and moved to intercept until Mr Perez spoke. ‘Stand down,’ he commanded. He was looking at me as the uncomfortable tension between his men and mine grew. ‘Mrs Fisher, so good to see you this morning. You don’t appear to have had any success in finding my fiancée.’ His tone was aggressive, which combined with the hard stares coming from half a dozen of his bodyguards made me feel quite queasy with nerves. 
 
    Looking about though, there were significantly fewer bodyguards than there had been. ‘You have enemies on board,’ I said softly, keeping my eyes locked on his as I tried to impart sympathy. I needed him to cooperate. ‘I am not one them. One of my friends has been taken now,’ he had the decency to look surprised at my news, ‘but I don’t understand what is going on and why everyone is after Cari. Will you please tell me what it is that they want her for?’ 
 
    ‘I already told you,’ he replied. 
 
    ‘But that wasn’t the truth, was it?’ I said. 
 
    Several of his bodyguards took a step forward and one said, ‘She just called you a liar, boss. Let me cut her.’ His hand flicked out, a knife suddenly in it.  
 
    Then, the tension in the room that had been threatening to bubble over, erupted as Baker and Schneider went for their side arms. I damned near wet myself when Mr Perez shouted again. But as he called for his men to halt before a close-quarter gun battle started, I spun to face Baker and Schneider, grabbing their arms even as they tried to draw their guns.  
 
    With everyone in the room poised to kill, Mr Perez sounded bored when he said, ‘Mrs Fisher, all you need to know is that one of the enemies you allude to has my future wife and now possibly your friend it would seem.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not good enough, Mr Perez. I know that Dylan O’Donnell died and left a gap in the organised crime structure.’ He looked surprised that I had connected some of the dots. ‘I also know that your group,’ I indicated around the room, ‘are just one of several gangs that might now attempt to claim the dominant position now available. What I don’t know is why you are being pursued by them or why they would take Cari. Please tell me why,’ I begged.  
 
    Mr Perez had his head down in thought for a moment. When he raised it, he said, ‘Mrs Fisher I am not used to being questioned and I don’t remember ever tolerating anyone calling me a liar.’ I swallowed hard. ‘You are right though that I lied about my… profession. All you need to know is that I have something that the others want and one of them has taken Cari to force my hand.’ 
 
    ‘What is it that you have?’ I asked. 
 
    He bowed his head again and shook it. ‘That is not something that you need to know.’  
 
    ‘What does the ransom note mean. At least tell me that. I have nothing to go on,’ I begged. 
 
    He met my eyes again. ‘I genuinely do not know what the ransom note means, Mrs Fisher. Nor do I know who wrote it.’ I believed him for once. Despite everything else, he actually looked concerned about his bride-to-be and gave me the impression he would tell me anything if he knew it – except what it was that they were after. I had already begged for the information though; I wasn’t going to do it again.  
 
    ‘Is there anything else you can tell me, Mr Perez? Anything that will help me locate the men that have taken my friend?’  
 
    ‘No, Mrs Fisher. I have nothing else that I can tell you.’  
 
    Sensing that I was wasting my time trying to get more from him, I turned to leave, pulling Baker and Schneider along with me. ‘Let’s go, boys.’ Their weapons had never made it out of their holsters, but they still had their hands on them as they backed toward the door, never taking their eyes from the danger in the room. 
 
    Back outside in the passage, with the door guard still watching us, I picked a direction to walk. Mr Perez had been singularly unhelpful again, not that I had expected much, but I had no direction now, no idea which way to go or who to speak with. Looking back at the last two days; I had achieved nothing.  I hadn’t uncovered a single clue and had spent most of my time pursuing a pair of men that had nothing to do with the missing Cari Gonzalez. Baker and Schneider were trailing along behind me as I drifted along the passage lost in my own thoughts. When we reached an intersection that provided a choice of new directions, I realised that I didn’t know where I was, but that minor detail was insignificant when I compared it to the fact that Baker and Schneider were now both face down on the floor and twitching. They had been tasered by two men that I didn’t recognise. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Hostages 
 
    A third man appeared between the two men I could already see. He was using his phone, his thumbs a blur as he typed a message to someone. ‘Won’t be a moment,’ he said without looking up, his politeness causing me to wait patiently, even as my two voluntary bodyguards twitched by my feet.  
 
    The man was in his forties and slim like an athlete. His head and face were shaved clean and I could see that his hairline was receding. Like Mr Perez’s bodyguards, he was wearing a dark suit and shiny black shoes. The suit looked hand-cut and fit his body precisely. I recognised him instantly from the picture Jermaine had found: it was Kasper Nowak. In contrast to Kasper, his bodyguards were tattooed and dressed in sportswear. The tattoos started at their fingers and though I could only see their wrists, hands, necks and faces, most of the available skin was inked. They were still pulling the triggers on their taser guns, but neither man was looking at their victim; they were looking at me. 
 
    One spoke from the side of his mouth, the question aimed at his boss, ‘Is dis da one, boss?’ 
 
    The man’s phone made a whooshing sound as he finished his message and sent it and he finally looked up. ‘Mrs Fisher?’ he asked, his accent distinctly eastern European but somehow also not as if it had been tainted by living somewhere else for too long. 
 
    I nodded rather than speak. ‘That’s enough now,’ he said as he stepped forward. The comment was aimed at his thugs, both of them somewhat reluctantly releasing their triggers to finally stop pumping volts through Baker and Schneider. As they began to retrieve the taser wire, Kasper Nowak stepped between them and extended his hand. ‘Good morning, Mrs Fisher.’ Automatically, I shook hands, wondering how he knew who I was. ‘So pleased to finally meet you. I told Viktor the lady he grabbed earlier couldn’t be the woman I was after.’ 
 
    ‘You have Lady Mary?’ I asked. Whoever they were, I had inadvertently found the men that had taken her. 
 
    ‘Lady Mary?’ he echoed. ‘No, I don’t think so. She said her name was Barbie.’ My heart stopped for a second. 
 
    ‘Why have you got Barbie?’ I asked, my voice barely a whisper. 
 
    ‘I’m afraid we didn’t have a description to go on. Just that the woman we needed was staying in the Windsor Suite.’ So that was why Lady Mary had been taken; whoever had her had seen her leaving my suite and grabbed her thinking she was me. The same thing had probably happened to Barbie when she left. ‘Of course,’ Kasper added, ‘he could have just said the woman we want is the worst dressed person on the ship and I would have found you immediately. I’m not a fashion critic, but what is with your ensemble? Is it laundry day?’ 
 
    I glanced at my outfit, the items I had found to fit me from Lady Mary’s wardrobe did clash a bit, but I hardly felt they required such harsh assessment. A rather more pressing agenda item occurred though. ‘Why do you want the lady staying in the Windsor Suite?’ I asked, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear the answer. 
 
    ‘Should we get out of sight, boss?’ the tattooed thug to his left asked. 
 
    He nodded, looking about to take in the two motionless white-uniformed security guards on the deck. ‘Probably for the best,’ he said which apparently was code for grab the lady and take her somewhere against her will.  I considered screaming for help, but I wanted to know where they had Barbie stashed, so I let them pull me down a passage on our left. Before I had to repeat my question, Kasper started talking again. ‘One of Eduardo’s personal security was kind enough to tell us that you were a friend of Miss Gonzalez and would be able to lead us to her. He said you were a detective of some kind and that you were working for that backstabbing pig Perez.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ chipped in one of his thugs, ‘but Ziggy here silenced him before we could get your description.’ The other thug, the one I now knew to be called Ziggy, managed to look embarrassed.  
 
    ‘He was about to grab my gun,’ he protested. 
 
    Kasper said, ‘He was losing consciousness from blood loss because you stabbed him too many times, Ziggy, and he collapsed forward toward your gun. How many times have I told you to aim for the fleshy bits?’ They were arguing back and forth like they were talking about what food to order for dinner, not a man’s life. Then Kasper turned his questions back to me. ‘How about you just tell us where Cari Gonzalez is? Then maybe we can avoid all the unpleasantness, force Eduardo to hand them over and get home.’ 
 
    ‘Will you let Barbie go if I do?’ I asked, avoiding pointing out that I hadn’t a clue where Cari was for fear they might decide they didn’t need me if I was of no help or perhaps decide I was lying and do their best to motivate the truth from me. While my mind whirled, I was led through a door and down several flights of stairs. Only once I had been guided through another door and into a new passageway, did I realise that I hadn’t managed to take in which deck we were now on.  
 
    While I added yet another item onto my list of things to worry about, we arrived at a cabin door, which the nameless thug spoke to in what I thought was Polish. A reply came from inside and the door swung open to reveal a third and fourth tattooed thug, both also wearing sports gear. As they moved out of the way, I could see into the room, where, on the bed, just a few yards across the room, was Barbie, tied up and tied to the bed. She had a scarf tied around her mouth so she couldn’t speak and on a couch by the porthole window was a man and woman of about my age, also tied up. They were wearing their pyjamas and looked terrified.  
 
    ‘Gadicia!’ exclaimed Barbie as I was bundled through the door. I could see her eyes were puffy again, the shock of her capture no doubt bringing a few tears though there was no other evidence that she had been crying. She was trying to speak through the scarf, but it was muffling her words. I went over to take the scarf off, but Kasper clicked his fingers and Ziggy grabbed my arm again, stopping me before I could get to her. 
 
    ‘Miss Gonzalez,’ Kasper reminded me. ‘I want to know where she is.’ 
 
    I was about ready to wet myself with terror but if I admitted I didn’t know where Cari was, they would just tie me up like the others. Or kill us all. I was going to have to bluff my way out of this, find help and hope they would surrender. I was thinking fast, the only clue I had latched onto so far was that they seemed to want something from Eduardo; the thing he cryptically refused to identify earlier. I gave it a moment’s consideration, then started lying, ‘Mr Perez has indicated that he is prepared to hand over what you are after in exchange for Cari Gonzalez.’ I wanted to know what the thing was. 
 
    ‘But I do not have Cari Gonzalez, Mrs Fisher. That is why I need you,’ he replied sternly giving nothing away. ‘Once I have Cari Gonzalez, she will tell me where Eduardo has stashed it and I will get it for myself. She’s going to tell me where it is, or I will cut off her other hand.’ 
 
    ‘Someone cut off one of her hands!’ I blurted, shocked and horrified that the girl I had seen just a couple of days ago was now missing a hand. 
 
    ‘No,’ he replied in an exasperated voice. ‘I will cut off one of her hands to get her attention,’ he added as if it was a perfectly reasonable thing to do. ‘Then, if she doesn’t tell me what I want to know. I will cut off her other hand.’ I felt faint. All these men did was cut bits off other people or stab them or shoot up the place. Human life meant nothing to them. ‘Now,’ he continued, ‘I would like you to fetch Miss Gonzalez and bring her to me.’ They were letting me go! ‘Marcin and Ziggy will accompany you,’ he added, shattering my brief excitement. ‘I suggest you do not make me wait too long, Mrs Fisher.’ 
 
    Ziggy grabbed my arm yet again and turned me toward the door. ‘Let’s go,’ he insisted, his tone terse.  
 
    ‘Gadicia?’ Barbie said again but all I could do was go with the Polish thug as he hauled me toward the door. I tried to smile at her, hoping I could impart that I had a plan. I didn’t have a plan though; I was in trouble and my friends were in trouble and I was at the centre of it.  
 
    Just before the door shut, Kasper Nowak had a final bit of advice for me. ‘Don’t make any trouble for my men, Mrs Fisher. If you attract attention to yourself, they will kill you first and when I hear of it… well, let’s just say Herr and Frau Kranz and your rather attractive friend here,’ he indicated Barbie as he played with a strand of her hair,  ‘will never be seen again.’ 
 
    I was still staring open-mouthed at him when the door was shut in my face and Ziggy tugged my arm again. ‘Which way?’ he demanded. When I didn’t answer immediately, he gave my arm a painful squeeze.  
 
    ‘I am just orientating myself,’ I snapped. Despite the threats from Kasper, I couldn’t envisage any solution where anyone got out of this alive without the involvement of the ship’s security team. I was going to have to lead Ziggy and Marcin on a wild-goose chase until I found some white uniforms and could escape.  
 
    I spun around to face down the passageway, genuinely trying to orientate myself, gave up and picked a direction. I found that below deck eighteen, above which were the decks containing the suites, all the passageways in the accommodation decks looked the same; I would have to find a stair or junction with a label to even know which side of the ship I was on. Thankfully, the ship is so vast that going anywhere takes time and I could string the two thugs along without raising suspicion. For a while at least.  
 
    Reaching an intersection with a stairwell, I was able to note that I was on deck fifteen and about halfway along the length of the ship. Not that this was particularly helpful since I didn’t know where I would find any of the ship’s security team. I wanted to head up the stairs; on the upper deck I would be more likely to run into one of the senior officers and be able to signal silently that I needed help I hoped. As I turned toward the stairs to go up, the two thugs, who had until then been conversing in Polish, switched to English. ‘Where are you taking us?’ Ziggy asked. 
 
    ‘You wouldn’t be trying to get us to a public area, would you?’ added Marcin. 
 
    ‘I am taking you to Cari Gonzalez,’ I replied, lying through my teeth. 
 
    ‘I don’t think you are,’ replied Marcin. ‘I don’t think you know where Cari Gonzalez is.’ 
 
    ‘Why would you think that?’ I asked, trying to bluff my way out.  
 
    I didn’t get to hear why though because someone shot him.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Boris the Russian 
 
    Marcin’s mouth had been open to answer my question when his head snapped back. As it came forward again, there was a neat hole just left to the centre of his forehead. He looked confused briefly, then sank to his knees and keeled over.  
 
    Ziggy stared down at him, shocked. Then looked at me but I heard a second puffing noise, one I had ignored a few seconds ago when I first heard it, and he too collapsed to the deck.  
 
    As my face wrestled with which emotion to go with, I willed my feet to move. Would I even hear the third puffing noise before I got mine? Rooted to the spot, I jumped out of my skin as a deep booming laugh cut through the silence of the stairwell behind me.  
 
    ‘I knew they would stick to the stairs,’ said the voice with a thick accent. ‘Boris is always right.’ Then he switched to a different language, one I thought might be Russian. He was still behind me, coming down from the next landing. Slowly, I turned to find a pleasant looking man in his late fifties. He had a nice smile, a full head of sandy blonde hair plus a tanned face and a wide smile filled with perfect white teeth which he flashed at me. He wore a pair of tan shorts, deck shoes and a short-sleeved light blue shirt; he looked like he could be a dentist on vacation and he was talking into a small hand-held radio; speaking to someone else though I could not understand what he was saying.  
 
    He had saved me from Ziggy and Marcin but the handgun fitted with a silencer did not fill me with hope that I was now in good company. Reaching the bottom of the stairs, he let go of the button on his radio and flashed me the smile again. ‘I knew they would stick to the stairs. The lazy guests all use the elevators, which means the stairs are almost always devoid of people.’ He waved off a compliment I wasn’t about to give him and said, ‘This isn’t my first cruise and Boris knows people.’ He laughed again, tickled by something. Then he noticed my clothes. ‘Goodness, woman, what are you wearing?’  
 
    I didn’t answer. Mostly because fear had stolen all the moisture from my mouth, but also because my wardrobe choices were not worth explaining and the theme of critique they were drawing was getting boring.  
 
    Perhaps sensing my terror, the man said, ‘Please, forgive me, I failed to introduce myself…’ 
 
    ‘You’re Boris the Russian,’ I supplied, my brain finally getting into gear.  
 
    He nodded, acknowledging what I had said. ‘You are working for Eduardo, Mrs Fisher. That is a mistake.’ I felt like countering his claim, but it seemed pointless. ‘He has proven that he is not to be trusted. I thought him to be a close, personal friend, which is why I will kill him myself; letting someone else do it would be impolite.  I sense that you are not to be underestimated though, so I won’t do so.’ Above us I heard a door open and more voices speaking Russian – the person at the other end of the radio no doubt and whoever else was with him. ‘I wish to broker a deal, Mrs Fisher,’ said Boris. 
 
    I said, ‘Huh?’ since I had no idea what he was talking about.  
 
    ‘I want the shoes, Mrs Fisher. I assume that everyone else has tried threatening you, a tactic that does not appear to have yielded a result yet. I will not waste my time repeating the mistakes of others, so I propose to broker a deal. There must be something you want in exchange for Cari Gonzalez.’ 
 
    ‘Why do you think that I have her?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Come now, Mrs Fisher. I have already… convinced,’ he chose the word carefully, but I was certain it was a replacement for the word torture, ‘one of Kasper’s men to talk to me. He was very clear that they didn’t have her, and I just overheard you saying that you were taking them to her.’ 
 
    Dammit. I had as well. He had overheard my lie and I was in ever deeper now. I needed to go back to the thing he had just said though. I had been piecing bits together as I went, trying to make sense of the rival gangs’ interest in Cari Gonzalez. It had been starting to make sense, but now I was more confused than ever. He wanted some shoes? I was certain that I hadn’t mis-heard him, but if I asked him for clarity, it would show him how ill-informed I am. 
 
    Before I could answer him, the approaching voices reached the landing above us and turned the corner so I could now see them. Six men, all wearing bright, gaudy shirts and tan shorts, no doubt so they would blend in with the guests and not look like gangsters. As they reached our level, one spoke to Boris in Russian. 
 
    ‘English, please, Viktor, we have a guest,’ Boris chided. 
 
    ‘Sorry, Boris,’ Viktor replied. ‘Is that Kasper’s men?’ he asked, pointing to the two bodies lying motionless either side of me.  
 
    Glancing down, I saw that a pool of blood from Ziggy’s head was about to reach my left shoe. I said, ‘Ewwww,’ as I shuffled away from it.  
 
    ‘Yes. I found them accompanying Mrs Fisher. It seemed simpler to kill them than to ask them to hand her over. Now, Mrs Fisher,’ he continued, his attention back on me, ‘perhaps we can discuss the whereabouts of Cari Gonzalez.’ 
 
    ‘Two of my friends have been taken,’ I said in response. I wanted to control the conversation if I could; asking questions rather than answering them. I would learn nothing if I was the one giving the answers. ‘Do you have one of them?’ 
 
    Boris frowned, but looked about at the men behind him. ‘Do we?’ he asked them. The men all looked at each other. I would say they looked innocent but that would be stretching things so let’s just say that I believe them when they claimed they hadn’t taken Lady Mary. ‘I guess someone else has them.’ Boris concluded. 
 
    ‘One of them, a young lady, is being held by Kasper. I need help to get her back. And the other guests he is holding,’ I added quickly, remembering Herr and Frau Kranz. 
 
    Boris had an incredulous look on his face when he said, ‘I’m not in the rescue business, Mrs Fisher.’ 
 
    I pursed my lips. ‘I thought you wanted to broker a deal. You asked what I want in exchange for Cari Gonzalez. What I want is my friends back.’ 
 
    I glanced at the floor while he sucked air in through his teeth and tutted. The pool of blood was getting close again. ‘Mrs Fisher, I am willing to broker a deal, but I am not inclined to storm wherever Kasper has holed himself up just to rescue someone I have no interest in. I will, however, storm Eduardo’s cabin if I have to. I want you to bring Cari Gonzalez to me. I will not harm her or you if she tells me where Eduardo has hidden the shoes.’  
 
    ‘I will need some time,’ I said, butterflies fluttering in my stomach as I began once again to hope they were going to let me go.  
 
    Boris nodded. ‘No, Mrs Fisher, there is no more time. Tell me where Cari Gonzalez is now.’ When I failed to respond immediately, he pointed his gun and pulled the trigger. Thankfully, it wasn’t pointed at me, but at Ziggy’s back. His corpse twitched and settled again, but I nearly wet myself anyway. ‘The next one goes in your leg, Mrs Fisher, the one after that in your other leg. If you wish to continue resisting, I have quite a few bullets.’ 
 
    ‘She’s in my suite!’ I blurted. It was an outright lie of course, but they couldn’t know that, and I was praying that its position on the top deck and the crowds they would find there would convince them to stay away. 
 
    Boris smiled though. ‘Lead on, please, Mrs Fisher. I look forward to concluding this business. I have a family to get back to and business interests that are not being managed while I am here reclaiming what is rightfully mine.’ 
 
    Barely able to think straight, I was terrified about what they would do after they discovered Cari was not in my suite and I had lied. Despite my brain feeling like it was underwater and struggling for air, I heard his comment about recovering what was rightfully his. So, whatever Eduardo had, maybe the term shoes was code for something, it was something that belonged to Boris. Hold on though, if that’s true, why is Kasper here? Or the Caprione brothers for that matter?  
 
    Boris made a giddyup noise that was supposed to get me moving and a hand shoved my back, but Viktor leaned in to whisper something in Boris’s ear which caused him to raise his hand and stop everyone before we got moving. 
 
    A fast and terse discussion between the two men went back and forth for thirty seconds. It was all in Russian, the nature of it unclear until Boris slapped Viktor hard on his right shoulder like he was congratulating him. 
 
    He turned to face me as he said, ‘A change of plan, Mrs Fisher. Viktor and Andre will accompany you, collect Miss Gonzalez and bring her to me. Viktor feels that so many of us travelling the upper decks would draw too much attention as the ship’s security guards are undoubtedly already on high alert.’ 
 
    Viktor separated himself from the men behind Boris, stepping forward to the brink of my personal space. He was six feet and several inches tall and broad across his shoulders with a crew cut hairstyle that made him look dangerous.  
 
    ‘Let’s go,’ he said, motioning with his radio that I should move. He was waiting for me to move, so I started walking up the stairs in the same direction I had been heading when Boris shot Marcin and Ziggy. I had been up for an hour and was yet to encounter another guest because it was so early. That would change soon though as hungry cruisers went searching for breakfast and the sunseekers started heading to the various pools and sundecks dotted about the ship.  
 
    Could I get to my suite without endangering anyone? What if I bumped into someone I knew, and they wanted to talk to me? What if I ran into some of the ship’s security? Would Jermaine have alerted them that I had snuck away? Had they already found Baker and Schneider? 
 
    My feet moving on autopilot, I climbed the stairs in mute horror for the myriad different terrible ways this could end. Then, in a corner of my panic addled brain, a plan started to form. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Other Woman in my Suite 
 
    I continued to trudge up the stairs flanked by the menacing Viktor while wishing I had put my watch on before I left the suite. I could have borrowed one of Lady Mary’s, but it hadn’t occurred to me when I rummaged through her clothing earlier. I had no way of knowing what time it was though I estimated it was coming up on seven so there would be a lot more people around when we got back to the guest areas.  
 
    Viktor and Andre had been silent since we set off, walking no more than a pace behind me as we climbed. My legs were getting fatigued though, they had climbed too many stairs already and I had five more decks to go before I got back to the top deck I was heading for.  
 
    The first part of my plan felt dangerous and relied on a portion of luck. If I pulled that off, I would then have to beg favour from people that would not feel inclined to help me and if they did help me, I had to hope that I had lined up all the clues correctly and wasn’t getting it completely wrong. 
 
    As we reached the landing on the sixteenth deck, I paused to rest. ‘What are you doing?’ Viktor asked.  
 
    ‘My legs are tired,’ I replied. ‘I’m not young anymore.’ 
 
    ‘One minute,’ he replied in a terse voice.  
 
    ‘Actually,’ I started, ‘I need to use a phone…’ 
 
    ‘No,’ he replied immediately, cutting me off before I could explain. 
 
    ‘I have to call ahead to my suite. If I don’t warn my butler that I plan to hand over Miss Gonzalez, you will find two of the ship’s security in there waiting for you. They have been guarding her since the first night.’ My lie was delivered smoothly, and I could see he bought it. He was reluctant to agree though, grimacing as he tried to make a decision. 
 
    He swore in Russian and produced his cell for me to use. The plastic cover had a pink, sparkly unicorn on it.  
 
    ‘What the heck is that?’ smirked Andre. 
 
    ‘I have a daughter, okay?’ snapped Viktor, his hard gangster image shattered. Andre raised his hands in mock supplication and bit his lip so he wouldn’t laugh too loudly. ‘Here,’ Viktor said, thrusting the phone at me. ‘I am listening though. I don’t like what you say, and I shoot you.’ 
 
    I didn’t take the phone; it was no use to me. ‘I need a ship’s phone. I need to call the phone in my suite which I can do by dialling the room number. There are ship’s phones near every elevator bank so there should be one just through this door.’ I pointed through the doors on the landing that would lead onto deck seventeen. ‘We could even ride the elevator up and save our legs,’ I suggested. When he opened his mouth to say no, I spoke again, ‘I won’t try to run away. You would just radio Boris and sooner or later my friends would die. I need to give you Cari Gonzalez.’ 
 
    He didn’t like it. He didn’t like that I was forcing him to make decisions that he didn’t like. He wanted to believe he was in control but with each little change in direction I coerced him into taking, the less control he felt.  
 
    ‘I have to make the call,’ I repeated.  
 
    ‘Okay,’ he snapped. ‘I will be next to you. Don’t try anything or I will start shooting people.’ 
 
    The people he was referring to, were the ones we could hear on the other side of the landing doors. It was probably after seven now and guests were up and getting about their day. The noise increased exponentially as I pushed open the door. Right in front of me were happy holiday makers, blissfully unaware of the drama playing out so close to them. I wouldn’t endanger them by doing anything, but I had to free myself from Viktor and Andre and this was how I was going to do it. 
 
    The ship’s phone was really for the crew to use but there was no device fitted to it, no code to enter that would prevent me from employing it. My hands were shaking when I lifted the handset; I had no idea if Jermaine would be in the suite to answer it.  
 
    Viktor positioned himself within touching distance of me, leaning against the wall next to the ship’s phone so he could glower threateningly at me.  
 
    I dialled the number for my cabin. It was answered almost immediately at the other end, Jermaine’s voice instantly recognisable. ‘The Windsor Suite, Jermaine speaking.’ 
 
    I said, ‘Patrick, it’s Patricia.’ I heard him draw in a thankful breath, but there was confusion mixed in with it: I had used a different name deliberately. ‘I am heading back to you now. We are going to turn Miss Gonzalez over, so I need you to send the guards away. Come up with a reason and get rid of them. Do you understand what I am saying?’ I couldn’t give him clear instruction without Viktor knowing what I was up to, so my message was hidden in the nonsense I was telling him, and the wrong name given deliberately in the hope he would understand my message contained subtext. 
 
    Jermaine was no dummy though, he got it straight away. ‘I’ll be waiting, madam,’ he replied. ‘Will there be anything else?’ 
 
    ‘No, Patrick. I think that will be all. We will be with you shortly.’ 
 
    I hung up the phone, my hand still shaking. If Viktor suspected me, he showed no sign, but then his lip was curled in a permanent surly expression, so I was finding it hard to tell what he was thinking. Pushing himself off the wall, he shoved me toward the elevator, which had just arrived. Guests were getting off, but in the ebb and flow of the human tide, there were currently no people waiting to get on and I was thankful that I didn’t have to trudge up another three flights to the top deck.  
 
    As the elevator doors swished shut my heart dropped as I saw my error. We were going to arrive in no more than a couple of minutes. Jermaine wouldn’t have enough time to get ready! As my knees went weak with a fresh wave or worry, the steel box began its upward motion and there was nothing I could do but hope. 
 
    When the ping came and the car stopped, there were a dozen people waiting outside to get in. They let us out and paid us no mind, thankfully too caught up in their own lives to notice the terror on my face. The door to my suite was to the right, around a corner and along a passageway toward the front of the ship. I led the two men the last two hundred feet of the journey with my heart banging in my chest so hard I thought they might hear it. All the way, I was waiting for someone like Mr Rutherford or the captain to spot me. If they approached, they would see the two men and due to the very nature of my involvement over the last two days, the disappearance of Lady Mary and Barbie, they would assume the men were hostiles and a gun battle would certainly ensue. 
 
    No one appeared though. The few guests we did pass paid me no attention, so I reached my door without disaster. Fumbling with my keycard, I dropped it, had to pick it up and finally managed to open the door.  
 
    ‘Patrick,’ I called, ‘There is no need for alarm, I have two men with me that are going to take Cari away.’ Bored or frustrated or just desperate to grab the girl and get going, Viktor shoved by me, knocking me out of his way in his haste to get into the suite and shut the door. Andre followed him, the pair leaving me behind in the lobby area as they strode meaningfully into the living area with their weapons drawn.  
 
    Across the room, I could see a pair of stocking-sheathed legs sticking out from an arm chair. The chair was set at an angle to the wide screen TV in the room so all one could see upon entering was the legs and the bright red high-heeled shoes they ended in. 
 
    ‘Get up, Cari,’ growled Viktor. ‘You are coming with us now.’  
 
    He reached the back of the chair and rounded it, but his head was very suddenly not in the same position it had been as a long, long leg whipped out from the chair to kick him under his chin. One moment he had been looking down at the chair’s occupant, the next his head appeared to flip through one-hundred and eighty degrees as it tried to look behind him. Andre had just enough time to slow his own forward momentum before Jermaine, wearing a wig of straight black hair and a little black dress with a halter neck and cut-out side panels, vaulted over the back of the arm chair to strike him in his throat with a straight arm.  
 
    In the next two seconds, my quiet, reserved and delicate butler ripped the gun from Andre’s hand, took his arm and bent it the wrong way then threw the man around in a circle so his head collided with Viktor’s just as he managed to recover from the first blow. With the momentum Jermaine had created, there was a terrible crack as the two skulls smashed against one another and both men fell to the floor. Jermaine allowed his own momentum to carry him around in a circle as he lowered into a crouch, his eyes on the two men and his arms out and ready for action.  
 
    He moved like a cat crossed with a ninja! It was the second time I had seen him demonstrate his martial arts ability and it was no less impressive than the first. I knew he was capable and had the element of surprise but had worried how he would fair against two armed men. I wouldn’t worry again.  
 
    Seeing that the two men were not moving, Jermaine straightened himself once more, brushed some creases out of his dress and turned toward me. ‘Are you alright, madam? You gave me quite a scare.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I’m sorry Jermaine. I didn’t want to endanger you. That’s why I snuck out and left you behind.’ He fixed me with a raised eyebrow; his butler’s version of derisive laugh. In response I said, ‘I need your help now, if you are willing.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, madam,’ he replied. ‘Should I change?’ 
 
    I was just starting to move toward the computer on the desk, when his question stopped me. Where on earth had he found ladies clothing his size in such a short period of time? And shoes too! His feet were enormous, so he hadn’t borrowed them from a woman. I didn’t ask if it was his though, I asked, ‘Are you comfortable in it?’ To me it sounded like a question that avoided opinion on the subject. 
 
    ‘Well…’ he shrugged, and I wondered if we were going to try to finish this with my butler dressed as a woman. Thankfully, he said, ‘I used to perform in the cabaret. It was the job I originally came aboard for. Despite my qualifications, there was no open position as a butler, so I took the role I could find until the position I wanted became available. I performed a drag act and still have several outfits. I felt it might give me the surprise element I would need to gain the upper hand against whoever was holding you. I will take it off, if you can spare me a few moments.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, Jermaine. What about the men though?’ I asked.  
 
    ‘I will restrain them first, madam. Then, once I am suitably attired, you can explain what you need me to do. I would very much like to assist in recovering Lady Mary.’ 
 
    He didn’t know about Barbie! I considered not telling him for fear it would add pressure or make him worry, but he deserved to know. He stiffened when I explained what I had seen, but silently continued gagging and binding Viktor and Andre. When the task was done, he said, ‘They’ll kill her if we don’t take her back, you know.’ I nodded my agreement and he said, ‘Then I hope you have a good plan, madam.’ 
 
    I hoped so too. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Begging for Help 
 
    While Jermaine hurried to his adjoining cabin to change his clothing, I thought again about my hastily concocted plan. I wanted to call the captain and have him, rather than Mr Rutherford, lead the ship’s security detail on an armed raid to round up the gangsters, shooting them if necessary as they rescued all the people they were holding hostage. We would arrive at port in a few hours and there they could carefully empty the ship of crew and passengers to better scour it until they found Cari Gonzalez.  
 
    It sounded like a much safer plan and while all that happened, I could find a good book and hide in the bath. However, with great reluctance, I acknowledged that I couldn’t allow my fear to dictate a course of action that was likely to get people, possibly people I knew, killed. The men I had met in the last twenty-four hours; the Caprione brothers, Boris, Kasper, even Eduardo, were all dangerous, nay, ruthless criminals that would kill without thought or reflection. If I alerted the captain now, how many of the ship’s immaculate white uniforms would be doused in red within the hour?  
 
    No. To save Barbie and Lady Mary, and the Kranzes, and anyone else that might be currently held captive and to get to the bottom of this and avoid further bloodshed, I was going to have to trick them into giving up their quest for Cari. 
 
    Picking up the phone handset in my room, I dialled the number for the room Kasper Nowak was in. It rung and rung and then rung off. This would be much harder if he didn’t pick up the phone. I tried again with the same result. Frustrated that my plan was failing before I got to square one, I tried again.  
 
    This time a tentative voice said, ‘Hello?’ 
 
    It wasn’t Kasper Nowak, but one of his men. ‘Put Kasper on the line,’ I demanded. The voice I used wasn’t my own, but a rough version with an accent that probably sounded ridiculous. I wanted to ensure I didn’t sound like me. 
 
    ‘Who is this?’ the man’s voice asked. 
 
    I sighed as if bored by his question. ‘Mr O’Donnell’s personal assistant and I don’t speak to idiots with tattoos. Put Kasper on the line or things will go bad for all of you.’ 
 
    At the other end there were muffled voices like a hand was over the mouthpiece. A few seconds later, I heard a new voice, one that sounded like Kasper Nowak. ‘This is Kasper. Who am I talk…’ 
 
    I cut him off rudely. ‘Be quiet and listen. Mr O’Donnell does not have time for your nonsense. He is very disappointed that he had to make this trip in person.’ 
 
    ‘Mr O’Donnell is dead,’ he pointed out. 
 
    ‘Indeed, that is what he wanted people to think,’ I lied. ‘I can assure you though that he is very much alive and is on this ship. He cannot speak with you right now because he is meeting with the other parties at this time. One of you will be selected to partner with him in his new… venture,’ I chose the word carefully because there were still gaps in what I knew. ‘His faked death was a test to see if you idiots could work together to further his business interests but, as expected, you are all too greedy and grasping to be left unmanaged.’ 
 
    Kasper interrupted me. ‘When I find out who this is, I will cut out your kidneys and make you eat them,’ he hissed. 
 
    As my stomach knotted, I pressed on, hoping my voice wouldn’t waver. ‘He wishes to meet with you in the deck seventeen entertainment lounge in the Wave Crest Cabaret room. It will be open for you. Bring your men there at nine o’clock plus any hostages you are holding. Mr O’Donnell wants this resolved without drawing the attention of the Cayman Islands special forces.’ 
 
    ‘We are going to Cayman Islands?’ he asked, confusion in his voice. ‘I thought the ship’s next stop was Costa Rica?’ 
 
    ‘Mr Nowak, I do find it surprising that Mr O’Donnell is better informed than you. The mess you and the other fools on board have made has forced the captain to make an unscheduled stop. Did you really think you could kill people on board a cruise liner without consequence?’ 
 
    ‘Well… um,’ he stumbled. 
 
    ‘You didn’t think at all, Mr Nowak. That is the answer you are looking for.’ This was going so well. He was completely buying into my act. Now I just had to get off the phone so I could call Boris using Viktor’s radio.  
 
    ‘I want to speak to Mr O’Donnell,’ said Kasper, breaking my triumphant train of thought. ‘I’m not going anywhere until I speak with him,’ he added sounding determined and defiant. 
 
    I had worried about this happening. I had a way I might get around it but the potential for failure grew considerably with it. What I said was, ‘Mr O’Donnell is not available at this time.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not leaving my cabin until I speak with him,’ Kasper insisted. I imagined him folding his arms and stamping his foot at the other end. Struggling to find the right thing to say, I found that I didn’t have to when Kasper said, ‘Don’t call back until he is ready to talk.’ 
 
    The dial tone echoed in my ear; a bitter sound of failure and disappointment. This might be harder than I hoped. Jermaine came back into my suite through the kitchen dressed in a black suit with a white shirt and black tie. The suit was complimented by shiny black brogues and to accessorise it he had a black umbrella hooked over his left elbow and a bowler hat in his right hand. He looked like a Caribbean version of Steed from the Avengers.  
 
    He saw me take in his outfit. ‘Is this acceptable, madam?’ he asked as he checked himself in a mirror. ‘I have always wanted to wear this while fighting criminals.’ 
 
    It was better than the dress at least. ‘We have to go,’ I replied, pushing away from the desk and standing up.  
 
    ‘Do you not wish to change your clothing, madam?’ he asked. He was staring at my ill-matching clothes without saying anything further. Not that he needed to. I wanted to change but the time it would take felt like an indulgence for vanity when people were in danger.  
 
    ‘No,’ I replied. ‘Come on, we have a favour to ask.’ 
 
    ‘A favour?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 A Favour 
 
    ‘Hah!’ said Boswell Brinks. ‘You have some nerve.’  
 
    ‘Who is it?’ called Ramone’s voice from deeper inside the cabin. 
 
    ‘It’s that woman that had almost had us shot,’ Boswell shouted back over his shoulder while refusing to take his angry eyes from mine. I had already apologised profusely, but it wasn’t having much impact. ‘She thinks we should help her,’ he added. 
 
    ‘Not me,’ I corrected him. ‘There are innocent people in danger, and they need your help.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t believe a word of it,’ he spat as he took a step back and grabbed the door to slam it shut. Jermaine’s foot shot forward to arrest the door’s motion, causing it to bounce back just as Boswell was moving back into his cabin. He heard it thump against Jermaine’s foot, his eyes betraying his surprise that we would invade his room. ‘Ramone!’ he shouted, his tone demanding immediate response. 
 
    Ramone’s hulking form rounded the corner, coming into sight from a room tucked just behind a small alcove that formed the entrance corridor.  
 
    ‘If I may beg your indulgence, sir,’ Jermaine requested, his voice calm and quiet enough that Ramone’s already curling fists and bunched shoulders wondered what they were getting excited about and relaxed. He kept coming toward us, but his expression was more curious than furious. ‘My friend is being held captive by some men that are likely to kill her. I believe Mrs Fisher can arrange for her release along with the other people that are in the same situation, but she cannot do it without your help.’ 
 
    ‘Surely this is a task for the ship’s security?’ he said. ‘They have weapons and training as I found out last night.’ Despite the cutting nature of his words they did not feel like he was intentionally rubbing my nose in them. 
 
    ‘They cannot help,’ I replied. ‘Not without getting people killed.’ 
 
    ‘I believe Mrs Fisher is correct,’ added Jermaine. ‘The criminals are likely to react badly to any show of force.’ 
 
    Before Ramone or Boswell could say anything further, I quickly added, ‘I have a plan that might enable us to get them all free without bloodshed, but I will need your help.’ 
 
    ‘What do you need us to do?’ asked Ramone. Behind him, Boswell looked still to be stewing, but he didn’t voice an argument.  
 
    I moved forward, Ramone’s eyes catching the movement. ‘Can we come in?’ I asked, my own eyes imploring. 
 
    He nodded and went to move back but stopped and held up a finger that looked like a fat sausage. ‘I have a question: what’s with the outfits?’ 
 
    There was a second of uncomfortable silence but when I laughed, for the first time so far today, Ramone laughed too and then so did Boswell. Even my stiff as a board Butler cracked a smile. ‘I had some wardrobe issues,’ I replied. Then, turning to look at Jermaine, I said, ‘Jermaine has no such excuse. His outfit is one of choice.’ 
 
    ‘I cannot condemn a man for a little flamboyance,’ said Ramone with an admiring nod at Jermaine. He stepped out of the way so we could come into their cabin and shut the door. ‘Now tell me what is going on, please, Mrs Fisher. You have me all a quiver with curiosity.’ 
 
    ‘I really am sorry about what happened to you last night,’ I said to Ramone’s back as I walked behind him. ‘What I am about to tell you will explain how it came about though.’  
 
    As we entered the main space of the cabin, Boswell, who was now sitting on an armchair next to a small table said, ‘I can’t wait to hear this.’ His snarky attitude had returned and though I couldn’t hold it against him, it wasn’t going to help.  
 
    I didn’t have to say anything though. Ramone did it for me. ‘Come now, Bos. Let the lady speak.’ 
 
    Grumpily he apologised and I began to explain, ‘When you saw me fall into the pool yesterday, I was there deliberately, not by accident. I was eavesdropping on you because a friend of mine had already heard you discussing how you would kill someone. I know now that you were plotting out a script, but at the time I had reason to believe that you might have kidnapped a woman and be holding her captive.’ 
 
    They both looked at me with incredulous expressions. ‘Why on earth would you think that?’ Boswell asked. 
 
    ‘Because a young woman was kidnapped two nights ago and someone on board has her. The woman in question is the intended bride of a gangster that escaped Miami with several rival gangs hot on his heels. From what I can gather, the recent death of the big boss, a man called Dylan O’Donnell left a power vacuum at the top. Several gangs worked for him or in alliance with him, I’m not sure about the exact nature of the relationships, but I think they were subservient to him like he was the Godfather or something. I think they had operated under a shaky truce for some time because Mr O’Donnell controlled them. With him gone, the alliance began to fall apart and then Eduardo Perez took something that belonged to someone else and they came here to get it back.’ 
 
    ‘What did he take?’ asked Boswell, his interest thoroughly gripped now. 
 
    I shrugged as I said, ‘That I don’t know. At least, not with any degree of certainty. They, and by they I mean two of the gangs including Eduardo, have referred to the item as shoes.’ 
 
    ‘Shoes?’ asked Ramone. 
 
    I shrugged again. ‘I don’t know if that is a codeword for something else, like if you had a ton of cocaine, you probably wouldn’t refer to it as cocaine if you were speaking in public. Whatever it is, I met with Boris the Russian.’ I saw the confused look on their faces and backed up a pace. ‘Boris is the head of one of the gangs on board. He stated that the item was rightfully his, but I know Kasper Nowak, one of the other gangsters is after it as well. A third group, the Caprione brothers also want to get hold of Cari Gonzalez so they can use her as leverage against Eduardo.’ 
 
    ‘Are you getting this, Ramone?’ asked Boswell breathlessly. ‘This is solid gold. We need to be writing this down. For goodness sake, someone pass me my notebook and pen,’ he implored, pointing to a table behind me. Jermaine got there before I could, so with the notebook in his hand, the small man started jotting hurried notes. ‘We never could have come up with something this good. I mean, just think about the setting. I would have played this out in alleyways and warehouses, not on board a luxury cruise ship.’ Then he paused, tapped the pen against his chin and looked up to say, ‘Hold on. I thought you said she had been kidnapped, but you have just described all the gangs on board, and they are all still looking for her. If they don’t have her, who does?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ agreed Ramone. 
 
    ‘That is the question I have been asking myself,’ I replied. ‘None of them appear to have her as they are all pestering me to tell them where she is.’ 
 
    ‘That’s another thing I am not clear on,’ said Boswell putting his pen to one side. ‘Why do they all think you know where she is? You don’t know her, do you?’  
 
    It was more statement than question, but I answered it anyway. ‘No, I don’t know her. I met her very briefly when her party arrived, but she doesn’t speak English, so I wasn’t able to communicate with her. I believe one or more of the gangs have been able to capture one of Eduardo’s men and torture them for information. When the gangsters arrived on a helicopter during dinner two nights ago, I think they came as a single group but have since split into their individual factions and are fighting each other as much as they are trying to get what they came for. Banded together, their numbers would have exceeded Eduardo’s and maybe they had planned to storm his cabin or quietly convince him to hand over what he has. I doubt I will ever know the truth of it, but I believe they want Cari because they are convinced Eduardo will hand it over to save her life.’ I paused to let Boswell scribble some more. 
 
    ‘Go on, please,’ he said without looking up. 
 
    ‘Cari left the restaurant with two guards. One was found dead the next morning but Cari and the other guard have not been seen since. If the guards were captured, they will have told them about me and pointed the finger in my direction because Mr Perez asked me to investigate on his behalf.’ 
 
    ‘Why would he do that?’ asked Boswell, starting to take notes again. ‘Ooh, are you a retired senior police detective or a private investigator?’ the thought clearly excited him and he had his pen poised for my answer. 
 
    ‘Nothing like that I’m afraid. It’s a long story which I will happily tell you later. For now, it is irrelevant. What is relevant is that I foolishly agreed to see what I could do when Eduardo asked because I was worried about the girl, but Cari Gonzalez is still missing, and I don’t know who has her. What I do know is that Kasper Nowak has my friend, Barbie, and another of my friends, Lady Mary, is also missing, presumably held by the Caprione brothers since they are the only ones left to eliminate from the equation. They are both in terrible danger as are however many other passengers they are holding captive. We will arrive in Cayman Islands in a few hours and I fear they will kill them all as they make their bid to escape the authorities that will board us when we get there. I know the captain is trying to prevent anyone else getting hurt…’ I trailed off what I was saying, and Jermaine came in close to place a hand on my shoulder in support. 
 
    Quietly, and with Ramone holding his hand, Boswell asked, ‘What is it you need us for?’  
 
    Finding my voice, I said, ‘There’s a piece I haven’t told you yet. Do you have a phone to hand?’ 
 
    He looked at Ramone in confusion, but rummaged in his trouser pocket saying, ‘Yes.’ As he produced one. 
 
    ‘Search the internet for Dylan O’Donnell, crime lord,’ I instructed and watched as he looked down at his phone and pressed a button. It switched to voice recognition for him to repeat the search requirement. 
 
    Ramone leaned in close to his lover as they both stared at the screen and I watched the blood run from their faces. ‘That guy looks kind of like you, babe,’ Ramone said. Boswell swiped his finger across the screen to see a few more pictures. 
 
    ‘I thought you were Dylan O’Donnell,’ I told him. ‘That’s why I brought the ship’s security down on you. After hearing you talking about murder and torture, I was certain you were the one that had Cari.’ 
 
    He nodded mutely. 
 
    ‘I have no intention of asking you to do anything dangerous, I want to make that clear from the start, but I do need the other gangsters to believe that Mr O’Donnell is on board.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you said he was dead?’ he pointed out, his eyebrows showing his confusion. 
 
    ‘I did say that, and he is. But I think if they see him, they will believe he faked his own death and has been testing them. One thing I do know, is that Dylan O’Donnell never dealt with any of the other gangs in person. It was always through his lieutenants, which means that they don’t know what he sounds like and will not be familiar enough with him to notice that a mole is in a different place, or a small scar might have healed suddenly.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know, Bos,’ said Ramone. ‘This sounds pretty dangerous.’ 
 
    I raised my hands quickly in defence. ‘You won’t be in the same room as them. I plan to use a magic trick to make you appear in front of them when in reality you are tucked safely away in a different room.’ 
 
    ‘A magic trick?’ Ramone and Boswell repeated together. 
 
    ‘Madam, are you planning to use the Wave Crest Cabaret theatre?’ Jermaine asked, jumping in as if he had finally seen what I was thinking.  
 
    ‘Yes,’ I said, nodding.  
 
    He grinned a wide grin. ‘I have some friends I can call. I think they might be of enormous assistance.’ 
 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Show Must Go On 
 
    Over the course of the next forty minutes we crammed in a lot of planning, devising and script writing until we believed we had something that might work. Boswell’s attitude switched from surly grump to possessed enthusiast as he crafted a script he would read. Jermaine disappeared for fifteen minutes, returning to the cabin flanked by two men and a woman, all carrying various items.  
 
    Once he had thanked his friends and sent them away again, Jermaine produced a set of keys from his pocket and jangled them in the air. ‘I thought we might need these,’ he said.  
 
    Of course! it hadn’t even occurred to me that the Wave Crest Cabaret Theatre would be locked. The entire plan might have unravelled quickly if my butler wasn’t so switched on. I called to get Boswell and Ramone’s attention. ‘How are you getting on there, chaps? Nearly ready?’ I asked. 
 
    Boswell was still scribbling, using an A4 pad instead of his notebook. His lips had been moving throughout the process despite no noise coming out, though Ramone, smooshed in tight next to him, had been talking non-stop the whole time, giving advice and suggesting ideas. They both looked up at my question though, ‘Um, yes,’ said Boswell sounding a little unsure. ‘It’s a bit rough, but this might be some of the best stuff I have ever written. I can’t wait to flesh it our properly later.’ 
 
    ‘You need to practice your Irish accent,’ Ramone said. 
 
    Boswell nodded, ‘Good point,’ he said, then cleared his throat and tried a few words, ‘Blarney. To be sure. Top of the morning to you. Bejessus. How’s that?’ he asked. 
 
    It was terrible. He sounded like a man that had read about an Irish accent in a book and had never actually heard one. 
 
    ‘We’ll, um, we’ll work on it on the way, shall we?’ said Ramone diplomatically. ‘We need to get changed first. Won’t you excuse us please?’ It was clear they were going through to their bedroom to change but before he went Ramone spotted something in the pile of props and bits Jermaine was sorting through, ‘Is that what I think it is?’ he asked, his expression somewhere between shocked and excited.  
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher said you would need to look the part. I can’t think of anything that says deadly, killer gangster more clearly than this,’ replied Jermaine from the floor. I couldn’t see what they were talking about, but as Ramone got up to take a closer look, Jermaine saw me straining my neck to get a look and held it up for me to see.  
 
    ‘What is that?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘A replica anti-tank weapon,’ breathed Ramone as he hefted it to a shoulder and squinted down its sighting mechanism. With his giant body, that was over proportioned in every direction to make him look like two men rolled into one, his head the size of a bowling ball and giant ham fists, he looked like he could beat a tank without the weapon. With it on his shoulder, he was the scariest man I could imagine. His paisley flannel pyjamas were ruining the effect, but they were easily changed.               
 
    The items begged a question. ‘Jermaine where did you find something like that at such short notice?’ 
 
    Still on the floor, he was sorting through a bag of makeup. ‘The theatre crew have all manner of props. I think that was purchased for a series of skits with a war theme. They dress up and do a song and dance, that sort of thing.’ His response made sense at least. 
 
    ‘We should get moving,’ I said, looking at the clock. ‘Jermaine, how far is the Cabaret Theatre from here?’ 
 
    He stopped what he was doing to consider the question. ‘Not far actually. From the elevator around the corner it is just across the atrium when we get off.’ He gathered a large armful of clothing, the makeup and some other items as he stood up. 
 
    Seeing what was left and how much Jermaine was holding, Ramone put down his anti-tank weapon and opened a closet to retrieve a large suitcase. ‘Let’s use this, shall we?’ he said as he opened it.  
 
    Boswell tucked his pad under his arm as he, too, got to his feet. With that, all four us were standing in the small space of their cabin, each looking at the others as we exchanged silent glances. ‘Are we really going to do this?’ he asked, a touch of trepidation in his voice.  
 
    ‘I have to,’ I replied. 
 
    ‘So do I,’ added Jermaine. 
 
    ‘You’re sure you won’t be putting him in any danger?’ Ramone asked, shooting a concerned glance at his lover. 
 
    I grimaced a little as I answered as honestly as I could. ‘Neither of you will be in the room with the gangsters. You will be in a separate room with the camera that will project your image onto the stage in the Cabaret room. Jermaine used to work in there so he knows how to operate all the machinery. But can I guarantee I have thought of everything?’ I shook my head at them. ‘I would be lying if I said there is no danger in this.’ 
 
    Ramone gritted his teeth, but Boswell said, ‘I’ve faced Hollywood critics. This bunch will be a basket of kittens in comparison. Let’s go.’ 
 
    So, we did just that, the four of us; a Jamaican Steed wannabe, a middle-aged woman wearing someone else’s clothes and no knickers, a giant bear of a man with an anti-tank weapon dangling from one hand and a man so small he was barely out of the midget category. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 An Offer They Couldn’t Refuse 
 
    Setting up in the theatre took a further thirty minutes but we were ready, and it was time to enact our plan and see whether they would take the bait. The plan was so ridiculously simple we couldn’t possibly mess it up. Boswell was going to pose as Dylan O’Donnell, reclusive gangland overlord and murderous Irish redhead. Ramone was going to act as his henchman, a role that required no makeup at all. The Wave Crest Cabaret Theatre had a lock on the outside and a storm seal that had been fitted, Jermaine said, when a flaw in the design of the ship had been exposed during a tropical storm. The seal meant that it was possible to not only lock the door but clamp it in place so once we had them inside, they would not be able to get out. The hard part was separating them from the hostages so that we could get them out before we closed the door. Boswell and Ramone would provide the distraction using the same projector and illusion equipment the magician had used a few nights ago. Boris, Kasper, Eduardo and Hugo would see them at the front of the theatre, but they would be safely tucked backstage where the changing rooms, props, stage scenery and the technical equipment control room were located.  
 
    When we gave the signal, they would also escape, using the back door which could also be sealed.  
 
    After showing me how to lock and seal the main doors because he would be backstage making the equipment work, Jermaine had used the makeup to give me a small head wound. It looked like someone had hit me on the head as there was a trickle of blood leaking down from my hair line and he had given one side of my mouth a bruised appearance as if I had been hit. Ramone and Boswell were both wearing suits, dark blue for Ramone, and a black pinstripe for Boswell which had been accessorised with a sheepskin coat and dark sunglasses. He looked the part, but whether he looked like the man the other gangsters were expecting to see I couldn’t yet tell.   
 
    ‘Tell me again, who are we calling first, please,’ said Boswell. 
 
    I had Jermaine’s phone in my hand, ready to set our plan in motion. ‘The first call is to Hugo Caprione. We need him to find Kasper Nowak. You’re okay with what you need to say?’ I asked. 
 
    He nodded as he checked himself in a mirror. ‘I’m all good. Just wanted to check I had the names right. Let’s do this.’ He said in his Irish accent. It was improving but it was still the weakest part of the plan.  
 
    As Ramone and Boswell got themselves into position behind me, I pressed the facetime option and dialled the number on the business card Hugo had given me. It rang only once, then Hugo’s weathered face appeared on the screen. ‘Mrs Fisher. I was beginning to wonder where you had got to. You were not in your suite this morning.’ Then, as if noticing my face, he said, ‘Are you hurt, Mrs Fisher?’ 
 
    I had made sure the screen showed only my face when I answered. ‘Hugo,’ I started, making sure my voice sounded scared, ‘I will not be able to bring you Cari Gonzalez.’ 
 
    ‘That is an unsuitable answer, Mrs Fisher. I have your friend here. I don’t want to cut her up into pieces, but I will if necessary,’ he replied sounding bored. 
 
    At that point and right on cue, Boswell snatched the phone from my hand. ‘Hugo, this is Dylan O’Donnell,’ he snapped.  
 
    A beat of silence passed. ‘Dylan O’Donnell is dead,’ Hugo stuttered. ‘I went to the funeral.’  
 
    ‘Do I look dead? His retort was delivered with a near thundering tone. Deliberately leaving a gap for Hugo to fill, but when he started to speak, Boswell immediately shouted him down. ‘Do you know why I faked my death? Huh? Do you? No, you have no idea because that is how I wanted it. I wanted to see who among you was capable of elevating themselves above the others in my absence. Who among you would demonstrate the leadership required to control the business empire if I wasn’t around?’ 
 
    Still off-balance by the sudden resurrection of his overlord, Hugo tried to cut in again, ‘Wh…’ 
 
    Once again Boswell took control of the conversation. ‘Are you about to ask me why? Do you think you deserve to know?’ Again, he left a gap but this time Hugo was bright enough to not speak. ‘Good answer. Of course you don’t know, so I’ll tell you. I want a partner. The empire I have crafted is becoming too unwieldy for one man to manage. Each of you has risen through the ranks to control your own small empire but this little experiment has shown me that none of you are capable of stepping up to the big leagues. Now, I have some simple instructions for you, Hugo. Can you follow some simple instructions?’ 
 
    ‘There’s no need to…’ 
 
    ‘I’ll decide what is necessary,’ raged Boswell. ‘Can you follow some simple instructions?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ replied Hugo grumpily. 
 
    ‘Good. Maybe I’ll let you live after all. Go and find that idiot Kasper Nowak and bring him to the Wave Crest Cabaret Theatre on deck seventeen, the entrance is on the port side of the ship beneath an awning. You will find the door unlocked and me waiting for you. If Kasper has hostages with him, I want you to bring them with you. Unharmed,’ he added. ‘And that means the woman you are holding hostage too.’  
 
    ‘How…’ 
 
    ‘Because I know everything, Hugo. I’ve been watching you since you came on board. I got here before Eduardo because I am the one that knows what’s happening. That’s why it’s my criminal empire and you are a minnow swimming in it. You have all made enough mess already. It’s a wonder the ship hasn’t been boarded by anti-terrorist forces. I have a helicopter coming to get you all back to the mainland. There will be no hostages taken and no one else is to be harmed. Am I absolutely clear on that, Hugo?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Mr O’Donnell,’ Boswell insisted. 
 
    Reluctantly, Hugo Caprione repeated the words. ‘Yes, Mr O’Donnell.’ 
 
    Boswell said, ‘Be at the Wave Crest Cabaret Theatre at nine.’ Then disconnected. Silence fell upon the room for a moment, but then Ramone broke into spontaneous applause. 
 
    ‘Bos, that was incredible,’ he gushed. ‘You have never acted a part so well and I know you were adlibbing half of it. You were magnificent.’ 
 
    Boswell was white as a sheet. ‘I can’t believe I just did that,’ he squeaked. ‘That man was so scary. I had to make it up as I went along because I got so scared I couldn’t remember my lines.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I think you did brilliantly, sir,’ chipped in Jermaine. 
 
    So, it was I that brought an end to the celebration. ‘I’m afraid we have to do that again now. We need to get Eduardo Perez here.’ 
 
    Boswell backed up to a wall and leaned against it. A better word might be slumped, and he looked exhausted. ‘I’m going to need a minute to calm my nerves. Does anyone have anything to drink? I need a stiff shot of something.’ 
 
    We didn’t have time to waste but I also didn’t want to push him, so I picked up the phone Jermaine had liberated from Viktor and found the number for Boris. 
 
    He answered almost before it had connected. ‘Do you have her?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Boris, this is Mrs Fisher. I am no longer with Viktor. We were attacked by another gang, but I have the shoes.’ 
 
    ‘You have the shoes?’ he asked, his voice incredulous and excited.  
 
    I bit my lip and closed my eyes as I tried to get what I wanted to say straight in my head before I said it. ‘I think I have the right shoes. One of Eduardo’s bodyguards had them, but he was shot and they fell right next to me, so I grabbed them and ran. I just want this to be over so you can have them if it means you will leave me alone.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me where you are, Mrs Fisher,’ he demanded. 
 
    ‘First, I want you to describe the shoes to me so that I know I am holding the right ones.’ This was the key bit of information I wanted. Why on earth were they all after a pair of shoes? 
 
    I heard him clear his throat. ‘The shoes are old and worn. The black leather is splitting near the tongue, but they are still serviceable. They are a demi-boot, designed to be worn under spats, which is exactly how Mr Capone wore them back in the day. No one cares that they are Al Capones boots though, not really. What they care about is the bank codes written inside the tongues that give access to Dylan O’Donnell’s millions. Now, Mrs Fisher. Are those the shoes that you have?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ I replied breathlessly, finally understanding why everyone was after them. 
 
    ‘Good. Now tell me where you are, Mrs Fisher!’ he screamed, his voice incandescent with frustrated rage. ‘I want what should be mine and I want it now,’ he said more calmly, then added, ‘No harm will come to you.’ 
 
    I wasn’t sure he was telling me the truth about that. He was going to come to me though, that much I was certain of. He would risk everything to get his hands on the money.  
 
    ‘I’m in the Wave Crest Cabaret Theatre on the seventeenth deck. You can find me there.’ 
 
    He tutted. ‘Mrs Fisher, that sounds like an ambush. If you want this to end, you will need to come to me.’ 
 
    Before I could answer, or even think how to, a hand touched my shoulder. It was Boswell and he was motioning for me to give him the phone.  
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher,’ prompted Boris.  
 
    I handed the phone to Boswell, noting that he looked reinvigorated and determined. He touched the screen and the phone made the familiar noise it always made when it engaged the facetime function. Holding it in front of his face, Boswell said, ‘Do you recognise me, Boris?’ 
 
    There was silence from the other end, but Boswell didn’t wait for an answer; he launched into the same speech he had given Hugo Caprione, cutting Boris off whenever he tried to speak and giving him clear instruction on what his next steps were to be. When he hung up, I was certain Boris was feeling bewildered and beaten and was going to come to the Cabaret theatre as instructed. 
 
    ‘Three down, one to go,’ said Ramone. ‘Are you sure you’re up to this?’ he asked with a tender voice as he pulled him into a hug.  
 
    ‘Just imagine the reviews, Ramone. When we rewrite the screenplay to include this scene it will be like the script from The Godfather all over again.’ He turned his head toward me. ‘Did I overhear that they are Al Capone’s shoes they are all after?’ 
 
    I explained about the shoes and the bank codes they contained. ‘So, this was all about money?’ Jermaine asked though it was a rhetorical question.  
 
    Ramone answered anyway. ‘It can be a strong motivator,’ he pointed out.  
 
    Boswell looked at the phone again. ‘I guess I had better make the last call. The first of them will be here soon. Are you all set up, Jermaine?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir, I am. We should run a test before anyone gets here,’ Jermaine advised. 
 
    ‘Good thinking,’ Boswell acknowledged, still staring at the phone in his hand. Resignedly, he pressed the button and positioned the phone in front of his face, checking over his shoulder to make sure Ramone, the bazooka-totting henchman was behind him. I had to admire how well he was handling the pressure of the task because he was clearly terrified by the men he was talking down to. ‘Show time,’ he said as the call connected and once again Dylan O’Donnell came to life. 
 
    ‘Viktor? Why are you calling me? I told your boss the shoes are mine, so unless you have something I want more, oh,’ Eduardo stopped speaking suddenly. He had clearly answered the phone having seen the name displayed on it and started talking before he paid attention to the face in front of him. 
 
    ‘Yes, Eduardo,’ drawled Boswell slowly. ‘Rumours of my demise have been greatly overstated.’ I almost choked as he paraphrased Mark Twain, something I doubted an annoying Irish gangster would even be able to do. Eduardo must not have noticed it though because he remained silent as Boswell gave him the same story about wanting a partner and being disappointed about how they had all behaved. His demeanour was that of a father berating his unruly children. This time though he had an extra element to discuss, ‘Tell me, Eduardo, why did you take the shoes? Did you really think the others would not come after them?’ 
 
    His tone glum, I heard Eduardo say, ‘I want Cari back.’ 
 
    Boswell sighed and pinched his nose as if despairing. ‘Everyone is coming here Eduardo. Everyone is coming here so we can get back to Miami. Bring the shoes and bring your men. Cari will be here waiting for you. But be warned, Eduardo, I grow impatient, so do not delay.’ Then he hung up the call and when he was sure the line was dead; he reverted to his usual accent and said several naughty words. ‘My apologies Mrs Fisher. Holding my nerve has proven to be harder than I thought it would be.’ 
 
    ‘How long have we got?’ asked Ramone.  
 
    Jermaine checked his pocket watch. ‘Probably no more than a few minutes before they start to arrive,’ he guessed. ‘It depends where they are coming from. Eduardo is almost certainly the nearest, but that’s why you called him last.’ 
 
    ‘We had better get into position,’ I said, my heartrate doing its best to remind me what was at stake.  
 
    ‘Show time,’ Boswell murmured again as he and Ramone and Jermaine headed backstage. I was alone in the theatre when a few seconds later dry ice began to seep out from a pump on the stage itself. Jermaine wanted to make sure the gangsters wouldn’t be able to see the bottom of the glass panel used in the illusion. The mist would cover it.  
 
    The plan I had drawn up in my head seemed feasible at the time, but now I could see so many holes in it, so many things that could yet go wrong. Would they even come? Would they make it here without running into each other or the ship’s security first? Would they take one look at each other and start shooting when they did get here? Would they just shoot me? 
 
    The voice that wanted to call Mr Rutherford and flood the place with armed guards had one last go at talking sense into me, but I didn’t listen. 
 
    Maybe I should have. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 A Grand Performance 
 
    When the door opened and men started coming through it, I panicked instantly. Not because I was once again face to face with gangsters, but because I wasn’t. Coming through the door was a cleaning crew. They had on overalls and were pushing a laundry cart, the type the cleaners dump the dirty linen and towels into. I could see it had linen in it now.  
 
    I was hiding in an alcove, out of the way, where no one would be able to see me. I was supposed to stay hidden until Boswell could convince the gangster to send the hostages backstage where he planned to dispose of them cleanly. Of course, they were going to bundle them out the back and lock the door and I was going to slip out this door and lock it. My part sounded more dangerous than it was, I only had to go about five feet and pull the door shut behind me. As long as I stayed still, the likelihood of the gangsters seeing me was next to nil.  
 
    Boswell was already visible on the stage, flanked by Ramone who had the Bazooka still hanging from one hand as if it were just an oversized handgun. But the cleaning crew coming now were going to ruin the whole thing; the gangsters could be right behind them and I would have even more hostages to deal with.  
 
    Believing I might have only seconds, I jumped out from my hiding space to confront them. ‘I’m sorry, chaps,’ I said, trying to get in front of them, ‘This room is being used for a private…’ I trailed off what I was saying as the man pushing the laundry cart smiled a wicked smile at me. It was Maurice and I could see the gun in his hand pointing down into the laundry cart. 
 
    ‘Hello, Mrs Fisher,’ said Hugo Caprione jovially as he levelled his weapon at me. My mouth dropped open in shock and my legs went weak. I had already blown my plan. That might be a pointless concern though because Hugo was walking toward me with a determined look on his face. ‘I think maybe I will just kill you now, just to be sure. I’m not a fan of loose ends.’ 
 
    ‘Put the gun down,’ instructed Boswell, speaking loud enough that his voice carried. ‘Fire a shot now and there will be twenty armed guards here inside a minute. The hostages will be taken care of shortly, but Mrs Fisher has been instrumental in bringing a successful conclusion to this matter, though she did require to be coerced,’ he added. 
 
    Hugo looked at the injuries to my face again and lowered his weapon. ‘If you say so, Dylan.’ 
 
    ‘Good. Now, what’s with the laundry cart?’ 
 
    ‘Hugo kept going forward toward the stage. I was forgotten it seemed. His brother followed him, but Maurice wouldn’t be able to fit the laundry cart between the stalls, so he stayed at the back near to me, staring down with his standard surly look. As he went forward, Hugo said, ‘You were adamant that we brought our hostage with us. I didn’t think we would get very far with her bound and gagged, so we improvised. Neat, huh?’ 
 
    Maurice grabbed the bottom of the laundry cart and tipped the whole thing over. Something heavier than linen tumbled out.  
 
    It was Lady Mary! 
 
    ‘Mary,’ I cried and ran over to see her. 
 
    ‘Watch yourself, missy. She likes to be called Lady Mary. Gets quite feisty when you refuse to do so,’ Hugo chuckled. ‘I’ve got to tell you; I’ll be glad to see the back of her. She was okay last night when she had a few drinks in her. Heck, she even asked for more when we got her back to the empty cabin we found, but once she was sober; wow, she is mean.’  
 
    Lady Mary had a gag around her mouth and both her hands and feet were tied. I lifted the gag away and she called Hugo a word that I was surprised she even knew. ‘Sorry, dear,’ she said, now focusing on me. ‘He really is a most loathsome man. Will you please untie me?’ 
 
    From the stage Boswell said, ‘I believe my instructions were that you bring Kasper and his men with you.’ 
 
    Sounding cocky still, Hugo said, ‘He’ll be along shortly. He insisted he had to go looking for two of his men that went missing.’  
 
    Ziggy and Marcin, I thought to myself. I wonder what Boris and his men did with the bodies? 
 
    Just then Boris walked in, flanked by what remained of his crew. ‘What did you do with Viktor and Andre?’ he asked, still striding through the room. ‘They are two of my best men.’ 
 
    Boswell’s eyes flared briefly. He had no idea who the two men were or what had happened to them! I had never mentioned it. I thought he was going to stutter but he recovered his composure quickly. His timbre was derisory when he replied, ‘Best men? If you say so, Boris. They will not be joining us.’ 
 
    ‘You killed them?’ he asked incredulously. 
 
    Boswell leaned forward in his chair. ‘No, Boris, you killed them. You and Hugo and Kasper and Eduardo when you started fighting each other. If it weren’t for you, they would still be alive.’ If he planned to say anything more, it was interrupted by the arrival of Eduardo, his men entering the room first with their weapons drawn. Boris’s men instantly raised their weapons and Maurice spun to face them – all of them that is. Eduardo had the most men, though fewer than he came aboard with, but Maurice was a lone henchman just like Ramone. ‘Lower your weapons, all of you,’ demanded the fake Dylan O’Donnell. ‘I didn’t come all this way and arrange a way home for you all, just to have you shoot each other now.’ 
 
    While the men had been talking, I had been untying Lady Mary. The knots were tight though and it had taken all this time to get the ones off her legs. Suddenly free, the two of us crawled on hands and knees to get some distance between us and the armed standoff. From just in front, Lady Mary turned her head to look back at me. ‘I’ve know I’ve said it before, Patricia sweetie, but it is never dull around you.’ 
 
    I wanted to laugh but I was too terrified to manage it. While we crawled to a corner, above us, and despite the instruction given, no one had lowered their weapons. 
 
    From just inside the doorway, Eduardo said, ‘They both had my men killed. I want retribution.’ 
 
    ‘Well you can’t have it,’ Boswell cut in before anyone else could say anything. Then he turned his head to the side and said a single word, ‘Ramone.’ 
 
    The giant man next to him took a step forward and raised the anti-tank weapon to his shoulder. From my position, peeking over the chairs at the very edge of the theatre he looked terrifying. A thousand years ago, he could have been the greatest warrior that ever lived, swinging a sword bigger than anyone else’s on the field of battle and winning wars just by turning up.  
 
    All eyes had swivelled to him even though their guns were still raised and ready to shoot.  
 
    Boswell said, ‘I am getting bored gentlemen, lower the weapons, obey my instructions that will see you safely off the ship and back home to Miami, or I will give Ramone the order to fire and every single one of you will die.’ 
 
    The stunned silence continued for a few seconds until it was broken by Boris. ‘I heard a lot of legends about Dylan O’Donnell. The little man that was the biggest man around. I’m sure my comrades in this room have heard many of the same ones. If only half of them are true, your ability to come back from the dead should be hardly surprising, but tell me; when did your ear grow back?’ 
 
    On the stage, the colour drained from Boswell’s face. Oh, my God, what had we missed? Was the real Dylan O’Donnell missing an ear? 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ said Hugo. ‘I heard that was why you stopped going out in public. You got into a fight when you were a teenager in Belfast and the kid bit off your ear. A week later his entire family were dead, and the kid was found with no hands and feet. That’s how I remember it.’ 
 
    Now all eyes were turning to look at Boswell and Ramone. ‘Look, gentlemen, you can put down your weapons or Ramone can open fire. What’s it to be?’ he asked. Some of the confident swagger had gone from his voice though.  
 
    ‘Do it,’ demanded Hugo. ‘Tell him to shoot.’ 
 
    ‘I will,’ Boswell assured him, but the bluff was up and everyone in the room knew it.  
 
    Boris said, ‘I don’t think so.’ And pulled his trigger.  
 
    There was just enough time to see Boswell flinch before the bullet hit the glass and the screen shattered. Dylan O’Donnell and his henchman Ramone vanished instantly. I glanced at the door; it was our only hope of escape, but I couldn’t see how we had any hope of getting to it. Framed in the light coming from the passageway behind him, Eduardo had his gun in one hand and a pair of old, tatty shoes in the other.  With a sneer on his face, he raised his gun and shot Boris, the second shot proving too much for the tension in the room to take.  As if it had been a starter’s shot to get a race underway, everyone tried to empty their guns as quickly as they could, the room turning into a maelstrom of death as bullets whizzed in every direction. Lady Mary and I hugged each other, and the carpet, and I prayed that when I got hit it would kill me instantly and not leave me suffering. 
 
    It seemed to go on for an age but I’m sure that less than five seconds elapsed between Eduardo’s first shot and whoever fired the last, the gangsters either running out of bullets or falling down dead. Neither Lady Mary nor I moved, not for another thirty seconds and it was only Jermaine’s voice that convinced me to move then. 
 
    ‘Madam!’ he cried loudly. ‘Madam, where are you?’  
 
    I heard a groan and the sound of someone kicking a gun across the carpet. Urgent footsteps were coming my way as I popped my head up. ‘Over here,’ I called, separating myself from Lady Mary so we could both get to our feet.  
 
    Jermaine spotted my raised hand and ran across the room to help me up. He was checking me all over. ‘Madam, are you hurt? Are you shot? Lady Mary, did any of the bullets hit you?’ He was more flustered than I had seen him before.  
 
    ‘We are both fine, Jermaine,’ replied Lady Mary. ‘Well, despite being parched, that is. I don’t suppose you have a hip flask in that outfit anywhere do you?’ 
 
    Ignoring my friend’s single-track mind, I asked, ‘Are Boswell and Ramone okay?’ 
 
    ‘They are unhurt, but Boswell came over quite faint when the ruse came apart. I believe he may be suffering from mild shock. Ramone is with him.’ Jermaine took a pace away from me, satisfied that I was unhurt and he began checking around the room. ‘What happened, madam? When the screen was shot, Boswell collapsed and I took my eyes off the camera, then suddenly everyone was shooting.’ 
 
    ‘Eduardo started it… wait a minute, he’s not here.’ We were standing in the middle of a blood bath, broken bodies lying at awkward angles where they had fallen, but Eduardo wasn’t among them. ‘He must have seen his chance, realised that Dylan O’Donnell wasn’t back from the dead after all and escaped with the shoes.’ 
 
    ‘What shoes?’ asked Lady Mary.  
 
    ‘Whoever has Barbie didn’t turn up either,’ Jermaine pointed out. ‘We still have to find her.’ 
 
    ‘What shoes, Patricia?’ Lady Mary repeated, confused but curious. 
 
    I didn’t get to answer though because an inhuman sound interrupted my train of thought. ‘Aaaaaarggghh!’ Boris was getting to his feet and he wasn’t the only one! Grunting against the pain of his wounds he lifted his handgun, bringing it to bear on the only target in the room: us.   
 
    I was frozen in fear, but Jermaine was already moving, darting left to draw Boris’s eyes away from Lady Mary and I as he became the threat Boris would need to deal with. I jumped as a shot rang out, the bullet missing Jermaine to bury itself in the wood panelling on the other side of the theatre. Then the weapon clicked to empty, the distinct sound of the trigger being pulled on an empty magazine echoing in the silent theatre. Giving it a look of disgust, Boris threw it to one side and faced Jermaine. 
 
    Jermaine still had twenty feet to cover which gave Boris enough time to pull a wickedly sharp looking machete from behind his back, raising it threateningly even as Jermaine took his elegant black umbrella from the crook of his left elbow.  
 
    What followed was almost magical as I watched my butler pirouette beneath a vicious arc carved by Boris’s blade. He popped up as it passed over his head, hooked the handle of his umbrella around the other man’s ankle and yanked. Boris flipped upside down, landing on his forehead with terrific force, but Jermaine was already moving onto his next target as across the room two more men, both Eduardo’s, also made it to their feet. I could only guess their intentions, but they were both armed and even though their shirts were stained with blood, they had murderous expressions.  
 
    Jermaine could not possibly get to them before they shot us, my mental calculation of distance, speed and time causing my breath to catch in my throat. Jermaine, however, wasn’t out of tricks. He whipped off his bowler hat and spun it across the room like a frisbee.  
 
    My eyes tracked its trajectory, but it contained no sharpened steel brim like that of a James Bond villain, all it did was bump ineffectually against the side of the nearest man’s head. It got his attention though, the man turning his head to see where the hat had come from just in time to see the umbrella coming from the same direction. It had been thrown like a javelin, its steel tip hitting the man square in the chest and felling him again. The man beside him looked terrified for half a second, but by then Jermaine had closed the distance and was able to deliver a knockout blow to his chin. Probably regretting that he had bothered to get up, the man slumped to the carpet once more.  
 
    The heavy clump of boots on the deck outside, accompanied by raised voices, was soon followed by a stream of the ship’s security storming the room and fanning out with their weapons drawn as they looked for danger. 
 
    Frozen by their stares the three of us in the Wave Crest Cabaret Theatre stood still and silent until Lady Mary said, ‘Anyone got anything to drink?’  
 
    I would have laughed but a strip light that had been damaged by a bullet chose that moment to fall from its anchor point. A guard screamed like a ten-year-old girl and shot a hole in the ceiling and I almost wet myself for the tenth time today.  
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher, Lady Mary, good morning,’ said a calm and familiar voice as the captain strode into the room. He nodded curtly in our direction then started issuing orders to his men who scurried about checking for vital signs and making weapons safe.   
 
    I rushed across the room to speak with him as the ship’s security started carrying out his orders, ‘Captain, Mr Perez is still at large as is a man called Kasper Nowak who has at least two passengers and Barbara Berkeley, a member of the crew, as hostage.’ 
 
    Ever calm, the captain said, ‘Mr Nowak is in custody. Both the passengers in question, Herr and Frau Kranz and Miss Berkeley are safe and unharmed.’ I sagged at the news, my legs failing me but Jermaine, as always, was ready with a hand to steady me.  
 
    ‘Madam, shall we sit you down?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘No. No, thank you, Jermaine. I want to hear what the captain has to say. How was he caught?’ I asked. ‘Was Mr Rutherford able to track him down?’ 
 
    The captain tipped a nod in my direction. ‘It says a lot about you, Mrs Fisher, that you are still trying to help the man though you have witnessed at first hand, his inability to conduct an investigation and keep the passengers and crew of this ship safe. It is my fault, of course, he simply wasn’t ready for the role. To answer your question though; when I took over the investigation, I asked myself what I would do if I had snuck aboard a ship like this and had kidnapped a girl and needed somewhere to hide out. I wouldn’t have a room and wouldn’t have access to the areas where I might be able to hide. I surmised that they would most likely have forced entry into an empty cabin, of which there are few and were easily searched, or into an occupied room where I could take the guests inside hostage for leverage if I needed it. I had the staff ask guests if anyone had noticed anyone missing since we left Miami. Very few people fail to make friends with other people while they are on board so it was mere hours before I heard a report that a nice Austrian couple had failed to show up for dinner with their new friends as arranged and refused to open the door even though voices could be heard inside.’ 
 
    ‘Then it’s over,’ I said, feeling thankful that none of my friends had been physically harmed. 
 
    ‘Where is Miss Berkeley now, sir?’ asked Jermaine, concerned for his friend.  
 
    ‘I’m here,’ she said. She had come to find us. Undoubtedly hearing about the shootout which would have been heard in many parts of the ship, she would have guessed it was where we would be. ‘Are you all okay?’ she asked as Jermaine picked her up and hugged her. I got in on the hug as well, wrapping my arms around both of them even as my butler held my gym instructor off the floor.  
 
    I was so relieved.  
 
    ‘I should be getting back to George,’ announced Lady Mary as the captain excused himself to deal with the carnage.  
 
    ‘Yes, yes, of course, Mary, I’ll come with you,’ I replied as I wiped away a tear of happiness. ‘He was worried sick.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, sweetie, George will be fine. He’s a natural worrier. I’m not really going to see him, though he will of course be there. I’m going back to my suite because there are no bars open at this time of the morning and I have a rule that I must drink gin within half an hour of nearly being shot.’ 
 
    ‘How many times have you nearly been shot?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘It’s a new rule,’ she grinned. 
 
    ‘Well, I have to second it.’ A stiff glass of something sounded like exactly what I needed. 
 
    ‘Me too,’ said Barbie. ‘I don’t plan to do much work today.’ 
 
    Just then, Ramone appeared on the stage, the guards reacting to the huge man in a suit by drawing their sidearms. The captain roared a command for them to cease before anyone decided to shoot first and ask questions later. We had made him look like a gangster so their response was not much of a surprise. Boswell, oblivious to the brief panic that went through the room, pushed in front of Ramone to jump down from the front of the stage. ‘This is solid gold,’ he said, not for the first time. ‘Ramone, we have to get back to our cabin and commit this to the computer. We can email it ahead and have them queuing up to meet us when we arrive in tinsel town.’ 
 
    ‘These men worked with you?’ the captain asked me, surprise in his voice. 
 
    ‘They most certainly did,’ I replied. ‘Their talent was instrumental in our success.’ 
 
    The captain pursed his lips as he thought about that but there seemed to be nothing else that needed to be said. Ramone waved goodbye as he followed Boswell from the room, they looked set to lock themselves in the cabin until they won the Oscar for best screenplay. Maybe they would do just that. Jermaine, Barbie, and Lady Mary were all looking at me expectantly as if I was in charge of our motley crew. There was nothing to keep us where we were and the gin bottle was undoubtedly calling Lady Mary’s name, so edging around the bodies and trying to avoid getting in the way of the guards, the four of us made our way to the exit.  
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher,’ called the captain, getting my attention. ‘I shall have to ask you a few questions about what went on here later. I’ll arrange to come by your cabin.’ 
 
    I said, ‘Very good, Captain Huntley.’ He nodded in salute as we left. 
 
    Making our way to the nearest bank of elevators, my frazzled brain was trying to tell me that I was missing something. Eduardo was still on the loose, that must be it, I thought. 
 
    Then Barbie said, ‘So, who did have Cari Gonzalez?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Muffie 
 
    As the sun began setting to the west, the orange light dancing on the wave tips, I sat and waited. Next to me, on my right, Mr Ikari, the new deputy captain was silently contemplating something. I couldn’t tell what he was thinking but he had a faraway yet focused look to his face and I left him to his thoughts. To my left, Barbie looked to be doing much the same. I had asked if she wanted to join me because I hoped it would help to give her some form of closure on the scary experiences of the last twenty-four hours and Jermaine was standing behind her, there to protect me, but very much also there to support his friend.  
 
    Filling in the final pieces might have been impossible if Eduardo Perez hadn’t been found hiding out in a lifeboat. Of all the criminals that came aboard three days ago, he wasn’t the only one left alive, but he was the only one still standing. When I left the Wave Crest Cabaret Theatre to return to my suite for a well-earned rest, I saw a contingent of the ship’s security guards running down a passageway toward me. Jermaine and I had to duck out of their way, but curious as always, I followed them.  It transpired that a confused Chinese family had seen a man climbing under the canopy over the lifeboat and had then scared a few people as they started shouting. They thought the ship must be sinking and might have spread panic if there were more people aboard that understood what they were saying.  
 
    Reacting to the report, Mr Ikari, in his promoted role for about five minutes at that point, led a squad of guards to inspect the lifeboats. The Chinese family could not now identify which lifeboat it had been; there were so many of them. The mum and dad even appeared to be arguing about which side of the ship they had been on. Regardless, Mr Ikari began carefully searching the lifeboats. Rightfully concerned that the person inside might be armed and thus dangerous, the guards were being very careful about lifting the canopy atop each lifeboat in case a bullet came back out.  
 
    The search came to an end, not when they discovered a man hiding in the bowels of one of the lifeboats, but when one of the lifeboats sneezed as they approached it. The new deputy captain issued a command that the person inside identify themselves. But when no answer came back it led to a comedy scene where Mr Ikari loudly instructed his men to release the boat from its mooring.  
 
    As the hydraulics started up, Mr Ikari shouted, ‘The boat will be suspended one hundred feet in the air and twenty feet from the side of the boat until we reach port unless you surrender now,’  
 
    ‘Don’t shoot,’ begged a voice from within. The canopy of the lifeboat moved slightly as someone moved beneath it, then an old, black shoe plopped out, bouncing once to land at Mr Ikari’s feet. Someone in the crowd of onlookers, security had been unable to keep back, laughed and a ripple of guffaws went through the crowd as a second shoe landed alongside the first one. Mr Ikari couldn’t keep the smile from his face, his shoulders shaking slightly as he tried to control his mirth.  
 
    ‘Don’t shoot,’ Eduardo repeated as a hand and then his face appeared from under the edge of the canopy. I found myself feeling just a little sorry for him as the security guards watched, their weapons trained on him still as he clambered over the edge, lost his grip and fell out, his right foot getting caught in the rope that held the canopy in place so he ended up mostly on the deck but suspended from one foot and looking like an idiot. 
 
    The crowd were having a great time laughing at the clown, a fresh round of laughter coming as he tried to perform an ab-crunch to get his hands back up to free his foot. Alas, he was in no shape to perform such a move, necessitating that Mr Ikari finally end the show and send two men to extract him. 
 
    In cuffs, he was taken away and the show was over, the crowd no doubt discussing who the man was and what it was that he had been doing in the lifeboat. Mr Ikari collected the boots, but assuming he would have no idea of their significance, I forced my way through the crowd and introduced myself, needlessly it turned out as he knew exactly who I was. I saw him looking curiously at my outfit, thankful that decorum dictated he not ask me about it.  
 
    After a short conversation, he stared at the boots in a very different way; with mostly disbelief on his face. Despite my fanciful tale, he summoned a guard to bring him a plastic bag they could use as a receptacle for evidence.  
 
    That was this morning, not long after Barbie asked the question about Cari Gonzalez. For three days I had been trying to piece together different clues to work out who had her. The sneeze had given me the nudge I needed to make the parts fit. Though I was fatigued from the adrenalin that had been coursing through me, and I was hungry because I had been up for hours and not eaten yet, it still wasn’t time to relax. Instead of returning to my suite to lie down, I had to confirm what I believed to be true against a dwindling timespan; when we docked it would be too late.  
 
    ‘Where to next, madam?’ Jermaine asked as I set off. 
 
    ‘To the gym, dear fellow, to the gym.’ He frowned at my response, wondering why on earth I thought a workout was a good idea at this time, but he dutifully refrained from questioning me. 
 
    Pushing open the door to the gym, I noted that it was the first time I had ever stood in the reception and not seen Barbie somewhere in sight. I knew that she wasn’t there of course. After her night in captivity, where she assured me no real harm had befallen her, she had elected to partake in another gin drinking lesson with Lady Mary. She had been awake the whole night worrying that the rough men she was keeping company with might have unpleasant intentions for the pretty blonde girl. Thankfully, they didn’t, but now she was free and intended to do nothing but sleep for the next few hours. The gin was to dampen her senses so she could.  
 
    The young man manning the reception desk looked up from the computer terminal to flash me a professional smile, which cracked slightly when he took in my outfit but returned just as quickly when he caught himself. ‘Good morning. Is there something I can help you with, madam? You’re one of Barbie’s clients, are you not? I’m afraid she is not here today, but I am sure one of the other instructors can assist you.’ 
 
    ‘Good morning,’ I replied. ‘It’s not Barbie I want, actually. I was hoping I might talk to you.’ His right eyebrow lifted in question. ‘It’s Hernando, isn’t it?’ I asked though I was reading the name from his badge.  
 
    ‘Um, yes?’ he asked as if not sure he should admit his name without knowing why I was asking. 
 
    I didn’t respond right away. Instead, I crossed the room to where a board displayed the staff in eight by ten photographs. Their smiling faces looked back at me. Barbie was there amongst the others and so was Hernando, his full name displayed beneath his picture. I nodded and smiled to myself, then said, ‘Thank you,’ to his bewildered face and pushed the gym door open once again as I left.  
 
    I contemplated confirming my assumptions by myself before telling anyone else, but I was fairly certain I had it all worked out correctly so when I got back to the suite, I asked Jermaine to perform a task for me and called Mr Ikari myself.  
 
    ‘Mr Ikari,’ I said when his voice came on the line. ‘I believe I have something you may be interested in.’ Curious enough to listen, I explained what I knew and what I was guessing and invited him to join me later when I promised to provide a neat ending to the events of the last few days. He asked me where just as Jermaine passed me a note with a number on it – the one piece of information I didn’t have and that was how we now came to be sitting on a bench outside the crew exit.  
 
    The ship had docked a little more than an hour ago, coming into the Cayman Islands despite the gangster threat being eliminated because the captain had already announced the unscheduled stop and we were almost there when the gun fight on deck seventeen took place. For fifteen minutes we had waited patiently for something to happen, something I had cryptically not explained to the people with me as I begged their indulgence instead. The fifteen minutes was starting to feel like a long time, but just when an early tendril of doubt crept into my head, I heard the sound I was waiting for: paws on the steel deck. 
 
    A smile forced its way onto my face, lifting the corners of my mouth as a soupcon of tension I hadn’t noticed, flitted away. Muffie was coming our way.  
 
    ‘Is that a dog I hear?’ asked Mr Ikari sitting forward. As of some point early today, when the captain had demoted Mr Rutherford and replaced his number two, Mr Ikari had taken on responsibility for the ship’s crew, discipline, security and probably many other tasks I wasn’t aware of. The crew were not allowed pets, so his surprise that he could hear a dog coming out of the crew quarters came as no surprise to me.  
 
    His question caused Barbie and Jermaine to lean forward, their eyes drawn to the doorway the sound was coming from. Moments later, the little dog appeared, held in check at the end of a sparkly lead and straining to get somewhere as dogs do. The dog paid us no mind, but the face that rounded the corner holding the lead took one look at us and skidded to a startled halt. 
 
    I smiled at him and said, ‘Hello, Hernando Gonzalez.’ 
 
    As his feet had faltered, the people coming along the passageway behind him had bumped into his back. The question that echoed out, in Spanish I couldn’t understand, came from the lips of Cari Gonzalez, her face also framed in the doorway. 
 
    ‘Barbie, gentlemen, this is Cari Gonzalez,’ I explained.  
 
    Mr Ikari got to his feet, his arms folded across his chest and his face stern. ‘This is the woman my men have been tearing the ship apart trying to find for the last three days?’ 
 
    ‘And her brother and Enrique Garcia, the bodyguard that went missing on the first night.’ With introductions made and the three of them still looking startled, I suggested we all go back inside for a chat. I told you earlier that the sneeze gave it away so let me explain; Barbie, allergic to dogs had been reacting to the presence of one for the last few days, ever since Cari Gonzalez came aboard with hers in fact. Dogs were not common on board the Aurelia, so Barbie had no reason to take drugs to combat her allergy. Equally, she hadn’t come into contact with or even seen Cari’s little dog, Muffie, so she hadn’t realised what was causing her nose to itch. At first, I had assumed she was having boyfriend or relationship troubles and that her eyes were puffy from crying, but having dismissed that notion, my next guess was an allergy and the idea had simmered quietly inside my head until Eduardo sneezed and I connected the dots. But if she hadn’t come into contact with the dog, how was it that she was reacting to it? The answer was transference.  
 
    Hernando Gonzalez had known his sister was coming on board. When she was questioned later, it transpired that she had convinced Eduardo to steal the shoes from the allied gangsters and escape to the ship. Her plan had always been to escape but when the helicopter brought the other gangsters to the ship, she had to escalate the timescale of her plan and abandon the shoes and the fortune they might lead to.   
 
    Her lover, the bodyguard I knew as Enrique and one I assumed all along to have died on the first night, had shot the other bodyguard and dumped him in a laundry chute, allowing the two of them to escape to her brother’s cabin in the crew area where they had been squirreled away for three days. Fearing exposure, they had stayed there, locked inside, necessitating her brother walk her dog. Inevitably picking the dog up, its fur had transferred to his clothing and then, in close proximity to Barbie each day, the hair had transferred to her. 
 
    They were caught, but now that I had solved the whereabouts of the kidnapped bride, I got to hear her story and could not condemn her for her actions. She had been lured away from her family at fifteen, offered wages for working in a club as an exotic dancer that she would not have been able to resist. Her family were on the breadline, barely scraping by so she had been able to improve the life of her parents and her younger brother who subsequently went to college before taking a job as a physical training instructor on the Aurelia. Her looks had attracted Eduardo, which had then brought a new, even better, level of lifestyle, but even though she was sleeping with Eduardo Perez, she had fallen for one of the younger men she saw everyday and the two of them hatched a plot to change their future. 
 
    What would happen to them was not for me to decide though I hoped leniency would follow for Enrique.  
 
    Through Mr Ikari, I asked Cari what it was that she had said to me in the ladies’ toilet three night ago. The answer she gave was, ‘Best laid plans.’ She had been laughing at herself because her plan to escape on the ship had taken weeks to plan, the idea forming a year ago when her brother took the job. She had tried to escape Eduardo in the past, each attempt resulting in an even worse beating than the one before, so her new plan was to steal the shoes for herself and escape with Enrique on the ship. Eduardo caught her though as she tried to leave, his jaw dropping at what she had done. Certain the other gangsters would kill her no matter if he returned the shoes, he decided to run. His businesses were failing, he was the weakest member of the alliance and he knew it, but with sole access to the hidden fortune of Dylan O’Donnell, he could set up somewhere new. Suddenly he had opportunity. He really did set fire to his club to throw the others off his track but was too dumb to cover up the credit card transaction to book his suite on the ship so they found him easily enough. 
 
    When I first saw them arrive at the Aurelia’s entrance, Cari was being dragged on board against her will, wondering how she was now going to escape. From there on she had improvised, leaving the note for Eduardo that he had been showing off as a ransom note: I warned you. It was her message to him, but I wasn’t sure he had even understood it.  
 
    Listening to her tearful story, with her brother and lover being held in different rooms, I could feel nothing but sorrow. A tear leaked from my eye, treacherously running down my cheek as I refused to brush it away. When she finally fell silent, Mr Ikari said, ‘Can I have a word outside, Mrs Fisher?’ 
 
    Surprised, I nodded and followed him into the passageway. ‘What is it, Mr Ikari?’ 
 
    He rubbed his chin, considering his answer. ‘I have to alert the authorities that Enrique Garcia is guilty of murder and I will have to dismiss Hernando Gonzalez, his actions cannot be forgiven. However, Miss Gonzalez has committed no crime that I can identify so I have no authority to hold her.’ 
 
    I wasn’t happy to hear that any of them were to be punished, but at least Cari was in the clear. ‘There’s something else, isn’t there?’ I asked since it was clear he was still wrestling with something. 
 
    ‘Well,’ he started, ‘I cannot release Miss Gonzalez here, and I probably need to return her to the United States to give evidence against the thugs we have just handed over. I believe I need to check what the official paperwork might say about this matter, me being new to the role and all. I think perhaps I will take my men and go check that paperwork. It will take me a few minutes, of course.’ 
 
    He stared directly into my eyes to make sure I had understood what he was saying, then called his men and began to walk away from me down the passageway going deeper into the ship. ‘Official paperwork, Mrs Fisher. It will take me a while to return.’ 
 
    My mouth was hanging open and my heart beating in my chest when Jermaine spoke quietly next to my ear and scared the heck out of me, ‘I think he just opened the metaphoric cell door, madam. Perhaps we should act quickly.’ 
 
    The way out of the ship was less than one hundred yards away. I didn’t know how long we had but there was no time to lose. Official paperwork? Mr Ikari had just become my new hero. He and I were going to get on just fine.  
 
    Five minutes later, with her dog clutched under her arm and both her brother and lover running along beside her, Cari Gonzalez escaped to a new life.  
 
    And me? I went to find Lady Mary. It was time for a gin and tonic. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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 Battle on Board 
 
    The whoosh of flame leaping into the air made me jump just as the thump of the explosion that caused it reached my ears. It was so close I could feel the change of air pressure in my lungs.  Across the deck, I watched as Barbie, dressed in a short, figure-hugging red cocktail dress and heels, cowered behind the bar of the upper deck sun terrace. Two bullets gouged holes in the bar next to her head, splinters flying off dangerously as she ducked back again. Her eyes showed the panic she felt.  
 
    ‘Stay there! I’m coming to you,’ yelled a man’s voice. My eyes swung to see where the voice had come from. Doug Douglas looked handsome in his black dinner suit, but the jacket and trousers had seen better days, ripped as they were on both knees and the sleeve of the jacket hanging open on his right shoulder. There was blood coming from a cut on his left cheek, but he looked more angry than scared.  
 
    He was crouching in a doorway that led back into the upper deck accommodation where I knew his suite was located. As he stood up to start across the deck, another explosion threw him across the deck and set fire to his jacket.  
 
    Barbie screamed, but stayed where she was, terrified that any movement might expose her to the shooter.  
 
    Doug Douglas rolled across the deck, flipped himself upright and with gritted teeth, he ripped the burning jacket from his body and cast it aside. Doing so revealed the twin holsters hung under his arms and as I stared in rapt fascination, he whipped them both out and began sprinting across the deck, guns raised in front of him as he fired shot after shot at a target I couldn’t see.  
 
    A man dressed all in black, wearing a black balaclava leaped down to the deck from a platform above the terrace, landing neatly on both feet and already shooting at Doug before he was fully standing again. The weapon in his hands was some kind of assault rifle; big and black and lethal looking. 
 
    Doug lined up his pair of pistols and shot him, the bullets both hitting him in the chest to bowl him over backward. As the man went down, Doug Douglas leaped over him and fired again as two more men dressed in black emerged from a doorway to his left.  
 
    Yet another explosion rocked the ship, knocking him off balance and he fell painfully to the deck as Barbie screamed again. He scrambled to put himself against a low wall filled with plants, part of the decoration of the sun terrace, using the few seconds respite to eject his empty magazines and reload.  
 
    I saw him check around, scanning everywhere for danger then get to his feet and instantly start shooting again as five more targets appeared to his front. Bullets hit the deck all around him as he darted forward; it seemed impossible that he could avoid them all but just as I thought that, a puff of red exploded from his right shoulder and he faltered, throwing away his empty guns as he stumbled onward.  
 
    ‘I’m coming, baby!’ he shouted above the deafening noise of burning ship.  
 
    The black clad men were still coming though. One emerged from a doorway as he passed it; too close for a gun, even if he had one, he grabbed the man’s assault rifle, ripping it upward to strike him under the chin, then yanked it downward so the strap around his body pulled him off balance. There was a sickening crunch as he followed him down with an elbow to the back of his head, but he had no time to rest; another terrorist was coming! 
 
    This one had a knife which he thrust toward Doug Douglas, only to find Doug was no longer where he had been. Doug whipped a long leg around in an arc to kick the man in his ear, then holding his pose and balancing on one leg, he kicked him in the jaw as his head rebounded, followed the kick through and spun around into a crouch as he scanned for any further danger. 
 
    Satisfied that he was safe, for now at least, Doug Douglas stood up, walked across the ruined terrace and offered Barbie his hand to get up. Nervously smiling, she took it and he pulled her into an embrace.  
 
    ‘Doug, you’re hurt,’ she cried, terror making her voice wobble.  
 
    ‘They’re just scratches, babe. Nothing compared with the pain I would feel if I lost you.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Doug,’ she swooned.  
 
    He kissed her then, amidst the madness and destruction, he folded her back as he leaned into her and stole her breath with his manliness.  
 
    As he broke the kiss and brought her back to her feet, a voice rang out from behind him. ‘Mr Douglas, did you really think it would be that easy?’ 
 
    ‘Doctor Enviro, why don’t you stop this madness? Or do I have to stop you?’ he sneered. 
 
    Doctor Enviro walked into view. He was armed with a powerful looking rifle and wary enough to keep his distance from Doug Douglas. Doug wasn’t armed and once again Barbie was looking utterly terrified.  
 
    Doctor Enviro laughed. It sounded evil and false, but as its mirth ended, he said, ‘I think it is time I taught you a lesson for interfering in my affairs.’ Then he pulled the trigger on his giant gun, startling Doug as he moved to protect Barbie. He was too late though. The shot had hit her just below her perfect left breast.  
 
    She had time to utter a single word, ‘Doug,’ as she fell, Doug Douglas catching her before she hit the deck. She looked into his eyes for a moment then, as my heart stopped from the spectacle I was witnessing, her head lolled back.  
 
    Behind him, Doctor Enviro cackled. 
 
    ‘Cut!’  
 
    A spontaneous round of applause accompanied by whoops and whistles leaped from the crowd of onlookers crowded behind the barriers as I wiped a tear from my eye. Doug Douglas adjusted his stance then lifted Barbie back on to her feet, stealing a quick peck on her cheek as he did. He was saying something to her, her hands in his as he held her gaze. It looked like he was being complimentary about her acting which was the right thing to do; she was amazing.  
 
    Then he dropped one of her hands and turned to the still applauding crowd and took a deep bow, pulling Barbie with him as if they were both on stage in a West End theatre.  
 
    They were still bowing as members of the special effects coordination team rushed the set with fire extinguishers. They made the set safe and checked all the pyrotechnic had gone off correctly. As they busied themselves, Doug escorted Barbie toward the director. 
 
    The Aurelia, the world’s largest and finest cruise ship, has set sail from Los Angeles, California five days ago. The three-day, two-night stay in California had been eventful but not in a good way. Unless you like being involved in murder mysteries and having people point guns at you; if you like that sort of thing, it would have been fun. Before we arrived in LA, I had heard a vague rumour about a film crew coming aboard but hadn’t paid any attention to what people were saying. When we came back on board though, the upper deck of the ship was being transformed into a film set and there was a distinct buzz going around the crew and the passengers. Hollywood A-Listers Tarquin Trebeck and Bhavana Navuluri were coming on board to film sequences from their new film, the as yet unnamed follow up to their blockbuster hit Game of Fools. Tarquin would play tough guy Doug Douglas, a role he seemed suited to with his broad shoulders and square jaw. 
 
    I hadn’t paid much attention to the actors, the stars or the unknown supporting cast but my butler had been getting very excited about it all, talking about what they were doing and who he had seen and I indulged his chatter quite happily because he was rarely this animated. However, on the second day at sea, the young woman they had on board to play Doug Douglas’s ill-fated girlfriend, had one champagne too many, slipped by the pool and broke her ankle. She never made it in front of the camera, but before the shoot ground to a halt, Tarquin Trebeck pulled Barbie from the crowd and asked if she could have a go at acting.  
 
    I certainly wasn’t surprised by his choice; Barbie is the kind of girl you see on the cover of Sports Illustrated’s swim wear edition. She was simply stunning, with a perfect smile, high cheek bones and flowing natural blonde hair. They did a few screen tests and I watched as the makeup boy moved in to adjust her face, pursed his lips a few times and declared her ready without so much as taking out a brush.  
 
    That was two days ago, and she had filmed several scenes since. They said they might need to go back and refilm a scene later but otherwise her character was now dead, and her death was to act as the catalyst for Doug Douglas’s rage to follow.  
 
    Just across from me, the director called a wrap for the day and hopped out of his folding chair to shake Tarquin’s hand. Barbie spotted me and bounded across to wrap me up in a hug. ‘Oh, my goodness, Patty, this has been so exciting. I can’t believe the captain let me do it.’ She was gushing with excitement but let me go to grab my staid butler and give him the same treatment.  
 
    I knew Jermaine was doing his very best to keep a lid on his own excitement, but it bubbled over now. ‘Barbie, you were amazing!’ 
 
    ‘You really were,’ I agreed.  
 
    Barbie’s overstimulated brain was bouncing from one thought to the next. ‘I can’t wait to watch the dailies later. I wonder if they will need me to refilm any scenes?’  
 
    Jermaine nudged her hip. ‘Do you mean you hope they refilm the scene where you have to make out with Tarquin?’ he teased. 
 
    Barbie’s cheeks blushed bright red. ‘Maybe,’ she giggled. ‘He is awfully handsome. And he’s single and he is ever such a gentleman.’ 
 
    Jermaine made his eyes bug out at her in fake surprise. ‘You mean he hasn’t tried to…’ 
 
    ‘Certainly not,’ she cut him off before he could complete his sentence. ‘He has asked if I am joining the rest of the film crew for dinner tonight though.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you were invited anyway, because you are part of the film crew?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Well, yes,’ replied Barbie. ‘But it was nice of him to make sure I was coming. I think he wants me to sit with him.’ 
 
    ‘Madam, it sounds like there is a romance blooming, wouldn’t you say?’ Jermaine’s comment made her face blush again.  
 
    But she grinned and said, ‘I need to get this dress off, the blood bag has made me all sticky. I’ll come by your room later, if that’s okay? We can go to dinner together.’ 
 
    It sounded good to me. ‘Yes, I suppose this is your first time having dinner as a guest at one of the captain’s table events.’  
 
    Barbie nodded her head vigorously. ‘I never expected to eat in the upper deck restaurant at all. So few staff ever do unless they rise to very senior positions. It’s not the venue I’m excited about though…’  
 
    ‘It’s the company,’ Jermaine finished with another grin. 
 
    Barbie stuck her tongue out at him, the two friends ribbing each other just for fun. I was glad to share in her good fortune and hoped it might continue. She had to go though; I had no doubt the burst blood bag was unpleasant, so I congratulated her again and watched as she headed back to chat with some of the film crew and get the pyrotechnic patch thing under her dress removed. She was giddy with happiness and I couldn’t blame her.  
 
    ‘It is almost four o’clock, madam, would you care for some tea?’ asked Jermaine, his reserved butler’s tone firmly back in place.  
 
    I smiled as I said, ‘Yes, Jermaine, tea would be suitable.’  
 
    ‘Very good, madam. I will prepare for your return.’ He started walking away, but as I turned to follow him, seeing nothing to keep me here any longer and keen to return to the mystery novel I had been reading, I bumped into a short, rather sweaty, little man with a bushy beard.  
 
    ‘Gosh,’ he said as he bounced off me and fell to the deck. He rolled over and bounced back onto his feet as if he were made of rubber. ‘Terribly sorry,’ he said as he straightened his glasses. ‘I really ought to look where I am going.’ 
 
    ‘That’s perfectly alright,’ I assured him. Jermaine heard the commotion the man made and returned to check whether his assistance was required.  
 
    The man was distracted by his left hand though. He had cut it on something when he fell over. ‘Oh, God. I think I’m going to be sick,’ he said and then keeled over right in front of me. 
 
    ‘Did he just faint?’ asked Jermaine as he came to stand next to me. We both looked down but he was coming around again before we could react.  
 
    ‘Goodness. Sorry about that. Might one of you have a tissue?’ he asked, sitting up now but still on the deck. ‘I really cannot stand the sight of blood.’ 
 
    Ever resourceful, Jermaine pulled a pack of tissues from one of his many pockets, handed them over and then gave the man a hand to pull him upright once more. The short man looked at me and then at Jermaine and then back at me and then his jaw dropped. ‘Wait a second,’ he started, ‘I know you. You’re the lady that solved the Kristina Khymera murder case. I saw you on TV.’ Then he looked at Jermaine. ‘And you’re her butler. Oh, my goodness, you’re Melissa Fleischer!’ 
 
    ‘Patricia Fisher,’ I corrected him. 
 
    ‘Yeah, that’s what I meant,’ he said. ‘Wow. Everywhere I turn, there are famous people.’ 
 
    The man was just staring at us, open mouthed and a little like a lost dog. To move things along politely, I asked, ‘Are you part of the film crew?’ 
 
    ‘Me? Yeah. I’m with the special effects firm,’ he boasted proudly. ‘I had probably better go actually, lots to do and all.’ He grinned, shrugged and hurried away. 
 
    ‘Famous,’ I echoed to myself as I started walking back to my suite. Now that was a strange concept. I hadn’t realised we had been on TV. Sure, there had been cameras when we left Kristina’s property, and I answered a few questions. It hadn’t occurred to me that it would be broadcast or that someone would identify me though. 
 
    Since I came on board the Aurelia twenty-three days ago, my life had become a whirlwind of exotic destinations, life changing experiences and all too frequent adrenalin fuelled chases. My name is Patricia Fisher and I am still trying to wrap my head around the shift from the person I was the day I caught my husband cheating on me with my best friend, to the person I am today. Something shifted internally during my first few days on board, when, accused of murder and embroiled in a decades old priceless jewel theft, I somehow rediscovered myself hidden beneath the shabby frame of Charlie Fisher’s wife.  
 
    Serendipity, fate, luck, call it what you wish, I had gone from being a woman whose best days had passed her by and who cleaned houses to earn money she didn’t need, to being the lady staying in the royal suite on board the world’s finest luxury cruise ship. I knew the captain by name, I had my own butler and somewhere along the line, I had tripped over the truth about the stolen jewel and ended up with a fat reward. I made friends along the way, but the transient nature of passengers on board the ship meant that they never stayed for long.  
 
    Back in my suite, Jermaine served tea with finger-size cucumber, smoked salmon and cream cheese sandwiches while I quietly read to pass some time. In a few hours, I would attend a gala dinner and sit at the captain’s table. The dinners were a weekly event, but this one had been thrown in as an extra in deference to the big-name Hollywood actors. Barbie was coming for the first time, but the captain’s table was a regular haunt for me. So regular, in fact, that I needed to ask someone about it.  Most guests would receive an invitation to the captain’s table dinner but very few actually got to sit at his table. Rather, they got to be in the room and enjoy the ambiance. Seats at his table were a rare commodity reserved for visiting royalty, famous people and those staying in the most expensive suites. I qualified due to the last factor, but even so, I should expect one invite per month at best. Instead, I was there every time an event was held, and someone had to be orchestrating that. 
 
    I was interested to learn who it was. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Dinner with the Movie Stars 
 
    Tarquin had indeed wanted Barbie to sit with him, or someone had arranged it so that would happen. Barbie hadn’t known, of course, but she was met at the door of the upper deck exclusive restaurant when we arrived and escorted to her seat so that she knew where it was. There were labels on the chairs; the one next to hers was Tarquin’s.  
 
    It was normal practice for the captain to host dinner on a Saturday night and that was the case this time but the buzz in the room was all about the film stars and the famous director on board. Crew were circulating with glasses of champagne, though Barbie stuck with water as was her normal habit; her life as a gym instructor dictated that she followed a very clean and healthy lifestyle. I indulged though as we chatted about whether she might want to pursue a career in acting now that she would be seen by millions on screen for the first time.  
 
    ‘I don’t know, Patty,’ she replied. ‘It’s a really big decision. It all looks so glamorous, but I think the people that achieve that lifestyle sacrifice their privacy and so many of them have a string of failed relationships behind them that I would be terrified it might happen to me too.’ 
 
    It was a valid point. I presented a counter argument though. ‘Not all of them do. I bet we can come up with plenty of examples of famous couples that have stayed together for life if we try. I suspect it pays rather well too.’ 
 
    She inclined her head in agreement. ‘That it does. Do you know what Tarquin is being paid for this film?’ When I shook my head, she leaned in to whisper a number in my ear. ‘Isn’t that obscene?’ she added afterward when she saw my eyes widen. 
 
    ‘It certainly is a lot more than I expected,’ I agreed. 
 
    ‘Ooh, here they come.’ Barbie was straining her neck to see over and around the press of people in front of us as the captain entered the room with an entourage of senior officers and all the invited members of film crew. I noted that it wasn’t every member of the film crew joining us; just by numbers I could tell there were lots missing. Not that I knew how many film crew were on board but it had to be close to one hundred and less than fifty came into the room. They were being led by Tarquin, but beside him was the leading lady of the film, Bhavana Navuluri, a stunningly beautiful Indian woman with jet black hair and a figure to rival any supermodel on the planet. I hadn’t seen the first film and hadn’t yet seen her act in this one, but I was given to believe that she wasn’t nearly as talented as she was attractive. In fact, what I heard was derogatory comments and questions regarding how she managed to land the roles she got.  
 
    Behind them, and chatting with the film’s director, Paul Deacon, was a small man I hadn’t seen before. He wore a turtleneck sweater beneath a tweed jacket, had a receding widow’s peak and round wire-rimmed glasses. He looked more like an accountant than a film star. ‘Who’s the man next to the director?’ I asked Barbie. 
 
    Barbie said, ‘Oh, that’s Ian Kenyon, he’s the producer. He’s um, he’s not very nice.’ 
 
    ‘Really? In what way?’ 
 
    Barbie pursed her lips as she thought about her response. ‘He’s very gruff. I think he is just unpleasant to everyone, but he is always grumbling about money and that the film is going to go way over budget. He was complaining about Tarquin’s fee yesterday. I overheard him say it would be more profitable to have him killed and get the insurance payout.’ She laughed as she said it, a sort of nervous noise that betrayed how she felt about the handsome film star now approaching. 
 
    Tarquin Trebeck spotted Barbie, and his smile, which seemed always to be in place unless he was acting, broadened as he made a beeline for her. I had to admit; he was a good-looking man. A couple of inches over six feet tall, with a chiselled jaw and a mop of dark brown hair that complimented his twinkling blue eyes, he was the complete package. It also didn’t hurt that he clearly spent a good few hours in the gym each week. 
 
    He all but jogged the last few meters to my friend, but where I, and I think Barbie also, expected him to take her hand and maybe peck her on the cheek, he pulled her into a very public embrace and kissed her full on the lips.  
 
    I saw Barbie’s surprise, but she offered no resistance and I remembered that they had already kissed several times for the camera. This time though, in this setting, it was like a public declaration. The room had fallen silent for a second though the background hum of conversation started again once he broke the kiss and took her hand instead.  
 
    Looking into her eyes, Tarquin said, ‘You look radiant, Barbie. Simply stunning. The camera deserves you.’ She blushed deeply and looked at the floor. ‘I’m sorry, it wasn’t my intention to embarrass you,’ he said, an apologetic grin teasing the corners of his mouth.  
 
    The accountant looking man, Ian Kenyon, passed behind him on his way to find his seat, but as he got close enough, he commented loud enough for anyone within a few metres to hear, ‘Just bed her and move on will you, Tarquin? There’s no need for all the effort; you can see she can’t wait to get her panties off.’ 
 
    Barbie’s jaw dropped at the open insult, but she didn’t have to respond, Tarquin released her hand and spun around to grab the man by his throat. Instantly, Ian Kenyon found he was balancing on his toes as the much larger, far stronger man lifted him off the floor by one hand. ‘Apologise to the lady,’ he demanded though clenched teeth, the words coming out as a threat. 
 
    ‘Not a chance, pretty boy,’ the producer hissed back. ‘Let go of me right now. You’re not so famous you can’t be sacked. Try working again once I get through telling the industry how impossible you are to work with.’ While he delivered his threats, Ian was scrambling for purchase on Tarquin’s hand, trying fruitlessly to prise his fingers off.  
 
    ‘Let him go, Tarquin.’ The new voice was that of the director, Paul Deacon. His instruction was spoken softly but was no less insistent for it. Tarquin glared at him for a second, then slowly let the smaller man go.  
 
    The tension in the room was palpable; hundreds of faces were looking at Tarquin, Paul, Ian, and Barbie, but only Barbie seemed to notice. Perhaps the others were just used to continuous scrutiny.  
 
    Sensing her discomfort, Tarquin turned to her and offered his arm. He was going to walk away and be done with it, but Ian wasn’t willing to let it go yet. ‘That’s right, pretty boy, walk away. Wouldn’t want to get that perfect face bruised.’ 
 
    Tarquin froze and I saw his lips moving as he wrestled with his decision. Reaching one, he turned to Barbie, said, ‘Won’t be a moment, dear,’ and exploded into action. He reversed his direction, shooting back toward Ian Kenyon, who had dismissed the actor and started walking away himself. I thought Tarquin was going to punch him or kick him from behind, but instead he grabbed him around the waist, upended the smaller man, and ripped off his trousers! 
 
    As Tarquin stood up triumphantly waving Ian’s trousers above his head and laughing, there was a pregnant pause, but then a woman laughed and pointed, and it started a ripple as more and more people began to laugh. It became uncontrollable; so much so that I had to work hard to suppress my own mirth.  
 
    Ian Kenyon wasn’t wearing any underwear and his tiny todger was on display for all to see. The poor man went bright red as he tried to cover himself. A nearby crewman in white livery handed him his hat for modesty, but it was way too late for that. Ian scrambled to his feet and pushed through the crowd, desperate to get away from everyone and the laughter they couldn’t control.  
 
    As he ran, he shouted, ‘This isn’t over, Trebeck! You mark my words; I’m going to make you pay!’ 
 
    Paul the director tapped Tarquin on his shoulder. ‘That was not cool, Tarquin. Ian is going to hold a grudge forever. You have made shooting the rest of this film harder for everyone.’ 
 
    ‘Just get a new producer, Paul,’ Tarquin shot back. He wasn’t feeling sorry about his actions and wasn’t about to apologise for them. If anything, he looked to be having a great evening now. But when he turned to Barbie, he said, ‘I’m terribly sorry about that, dear lady. I’m sure it would have been more mature of me to ignore him, but I cannot abide men insulting ladies. His words were unjustified.’ He reached out to offer his arm to her once more. ‘Now that he has gone, we should be in for a good time. Let’s eat.’ 
 
    Barbie looked relieved that the moment was done, but also embarrassed by all the negative attention Tarquin had drawn. She smiled a little nervously, then took Tarquin’s arm and went with him to their table. I was sitting on a different table tonight though I probably could have used my status as the resident of the Windsor Suite to get a place on the captain’s table had I wanted to. I had been a guest at the big table plenty of times already, and there were so many new people on board to meet, so I was happily taking a chair at a table just behind them as I watched Tarquin, ever the gentleman, pull out Barbie’s chair for her.  
 
    Thankfully, the next hour passed without incident as the wait staff delivered course after course of sumptuous food from around the world. Guiltily, I stole a few glances in Barbie’s direction. I was curious about what was going to happen between her and Tarquin. Not that I wanted details, of course. I had come to view her more as a daughter over the last month. I was certainly old enough to be her mother and she had a well-hidden fragile side that suggested she had been burned badly by relationships in the past. If she and Tarquin hit it off, what would happen when we arrived in Hawaii and he left the ship? My concern was that he would just move on but pretend that his intention was to do otherwise so that Barbie would be more inclined to give herself to his advances.  
 
    She wasn’t a child though, and she certainly wasn’t my child, so if I thought that was the way it was going, I wouldn’t intervene. At least that was what I was telling myself. They were being relatively tactile with each other; holding hands beneath the table and sitting with his arm around her shoulders. He was handsome enough that he could have his pick of women and when you combined his looks with the fame and money, well… he was a catch if you could indeed catch him.  
 
    When five courses had been served and all the plates cleared to leave us with nothing but drinks at our tables, the lights in the great restaurant were dimmed and the entertainment began. A string quartet had been playing throughout dinner, their wonderful, sensual overtures the perfect accompaniment to polite dinner table conversation, but as a much louder band started playing covers of recent hits on the stage at the far end of the room, I felt a gentle tap on my shoulder.  
 
    I turned, expecting to find the gentlemen sitting next to me in want of something. His name was Micka and he was Swedish. His English was pretty good, as I had discovered most Scandinavians to be, and he was taking a well-earned post retirement cruise with his wife of forty-two years. It wasn’t Micka that had touched my bare shoulder though, it was the captain. Turning to look at Micka’s face had simply put the captain’s groin in my eyeline.  
 
    As I looked up, he sat down into the chair that Micka had vacated as his wife dragged him to the dancefloor. ‘Good evening, Mrs Fisher,’ the captain offered with a smile.  
 
    Now level with my face, it was easier to see his smile and return it as I said, ‘Good evening, Captain.’ We were of similar age, though he had worn better than I and did not look anywhere near his reported fifty-four years.  
 
    He dropped the smile to give me a serious expression. ‘I just wanted to take a moment to apologise for not finding space for you at the head table this evening,’ he said.  
 
    Surprised by his apology, I said, ‘That’s perfectly alright. I had no expectation that I would be on the head table.’ Then, because his statement had made me curious, I said, ‘I thought attendance at the captain’s table was rotated evenly among as many passengers as possible.’ 
 
    I had framed it as a question even though it wasn’t. ‘Well, yes,’ the captain stuttered. Was he blushing? In the low lighting I couldn’t tell for certain, but he was also acting as if embarrassed. It was completely out of character and I had to wonder what was happening. ‘It is my prerogative to oversee the guest list and create the right balance of guests at my table. As the lady in the Windsor Suite you have certain additional rights…’ he trailed off as if unsure how to end the sentence. 
 
    Sensing that he was floundering, I jumped in, touching his hand where it rested on the table when I said, ‘It’s really not a big deal, Alistair. I have eaten at your table plenty of times already, probably more than I was entitled to. It is very good of you to grant me special treatment because I am travelling alone, but there is really no need. And certainly no need to apologise when you cannot.’ 
 
    In response, the handsome middle-aged man bowed his head in thought, then looked back up when he said, ‘No one calls me Alistair.’ Oh, God, I had stepped in some invisible etiquette landmine and insulted him when he was being ever so sweet. But as he saw my expression change to one of embarrassed horror, he quickly raised a hand to stop me speaking, ‘No. I like it.’ He reassured me with a lopsided grin. ‘It’s just… unexpected. You are unexpected, Mrs Fisher.’ Before I could ask what that comment meant, he took my hand and kissed it gently, his trim whiskers tickling the skin as they passed. ‘I’m afraid I must return to my table, Mrs Fisher. Perhaps we shall have a chance to speak again soon.’ Then, with a curt nod, he was gone.  
 
    I was lost in thought for a moment, confused by the exchange, but when I allowed my eyes to focus across the table, I saw that several couples were staring at me. It looked like they were talking about me, speculating perhaps and one lady, who had to be in her late eighties at least, winked and gave me a knowing smile that made me wonder what everyone else thought they had just seen. They all clearly thought there was something going on between the captain and me, which there wasn’t, but I wasn’t going to waste my time explaining it to them.  
 
    Instead, I looked across to see what Barbie was up to but neither she nor Tarquin were in their seats. Guessing they were on the dancefloor, I looked for them there. Striking out, I looked around the room but the best-looking couple of the ship were nowhere to be seen. They had snuck out! Well, good for them: someone was getting lucky tonight.  
 
    I checked my watch and decided it was too early to return to my suite, so I left my seat and walked to the bar. There was waiter service at the table, but I had endured enough of being the only single person there. Everyone was too polite to ask me why I was travelling alone, which I was thankful for, but I was travelling alone and being around all those happy couples just hammered home how badly my own marriage had ended.  
 
    What I was currently lacking was a partner in crime. During my first month on board, I had made a couple of friends; women I could steal away from their husbands to visit the spa or have a womanly discussion about life over a cocktail. One such friend was Lady Mary Bostihill, a titled Lady from England who had left the ship with her famous author husband in LA. She and I had got into quite the scrape with some gangsters who boarded the ship in Miami. We met over dinner, the night she came aboard, finding mutual connections that made us firm friends very quickly. Now she was gone from the ship, leaving a hole that I needed to fill. We promised to stay in touch, and I swore I would look her up once I was back in England in late September.  
 
    At the bar, I ordered a stiff gin and tonic, raised a silent salute to Lady Mary and downed it in three swift hits. It still felt early to be leaving, but I was ready to go. Feeling a little melancholy from my loneliness, I tucked my clutch under my arm and left the restaurant: it was time for bed.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Booby Trap 
 
    ‘Good morning, madam.’ I was greeted by Jermaine as I came into the living area of my suite yawning as I went. He was attired in his black butler’s uniform, pressed and starched and immaculate and he was arranging flowers to go into an ornate crystal vase when I joined him. His cabin was adjoined to mine through a door in the kitchen so that he was always at hand. There were push buttons in most rooms for the occupants to summon him, though I had never felt the need to use them after the very first time when curiosity demand I press one to see what happened.  
 
    The suite was vast and had more rooms than I could work out what to do with. My husband, whom I was recently separated from after I caught him in bed with my best friend, earned good money and had bought a nice house in the country. By comparison though, it was tiny next to the Windsor Suite. Jermaine kept it spotless for me, doing much of the tidying himself, though I knew he brought a cleaning crew in whenever I went out. He tried to ensure I was not inconvenienced by any of the mundane function in life, but I had walked in on them making my bed or vacuuming under my couches. It was testament to his efficiency that I had only ever seen them a few times in over three weeks on board. 
 
    ‘May I prepare something special for breakfast, madam?’ he asked as he handed me a sports drink bottle filled with cool water.  
 
    Intrigued, I asked, ‘What do you have in mind?’ 
 
    He twitched his eyebrows twice to indicate that he was up to no good and leaned down so his head was closer to mine and could whisper. ‘I secured a supply of Dungeness crab, madam. I can prepare crab eggs Benedict upon your return.’ 
 
    I was about to go to the gym, my routine of getting some early morning exercise a habit that started when I first came aboard. At the time I had been berating myself for gaining unnecessary pounds but had soon realised that I was comfortable as I was. The exercise made me feel stronger though, more flexible and capable, so I was continuing with it and I had lost a few pounds along the way as a result. Crab eggs Benedict was on no one’s diet list, but it sure sounded good and I was about to burn some calories. Jermaine waited patiently while I argued with myself, but in the end, taste won over waistline concerns and I gave him a nod while telling myself I would do an extra fifteen minutes on the stepper.  
 
    Yeah, that didn’t happen. I could hear the sound of voices long before I turned into the passage that held the entrance door to the upper deck gym. The early morning nature of my workout dictated that very few other people were ever around. I liked not having to share equipment and space with others, and also that I didn’t have to think too much about being the old, out of shape one in the gym. There was something going on this morning though; I could see people through the frosted glass of the door, more of them than I should expect to see this early, but as I pushed the door open, I saw that they were not there to use the gym. 
 
    A dozen faces turned to see who was coming in and a hand came up to halt my advance, the man nearest the door taking it upon himself to stop me. ‘I’m afraid the gym is temporarily out of use,’ he said. ‘You can utilise the gym on the next deck down though.’ 
 
    Further into the room, someone countermanded his instructions. ‘That won’t be necessary. Mrs Fisher, good morning,’ I heard the familiar voice of Mr Ikari, the ship’s deputy captain and head of security. He emerged from between two taller guards who had obscured him from my view, but it was the next voice that caught my attention. 
 
    ‘Patty?’ Behind all the men in their white uniforms, Barbie was hidden somewhere. ‘Patty, is that you?’ 
 
    The guards parted so she could see me, revealing a tear-streaked face and a puffy red nose. Surprised and worried about what might have caused her to be upset, I rushed to her, wrapping her into a hug as she clung to me.  
 
    ‘What happened?’ I asked, my voice a calm, soothing hush that she could relax into. 
 
    ‘Someone booby trapped my locker,’ she blubbed, barely getting the words out between sobs. 
 
    Mr Ikari took over, ‘Miss Berkeley had quite a scare this morning, Mrs Fisher. Someone broke into the gym, forced her locker open and fitted it with a blade on a spring hinge before closing it again.’ He pointed across the room and I gasped as I saw a kitchen knife buried to its hilt in the wall opposite her locker. ‘The blade was intended to do harm. Miss Berkeley was lucky that she was not standing in front of the locker when she opened it.’ 
 
    ‘I could have been killed,’ she wailed. ‘Who would want to kill me, Patty?’ 
 
    I had no answer, but Mr Ikari took my arm, urging me to follow him. Curious, I stood up again, letting Barbie go as one of the guards brought her a cup of tea. Mr Ikari inclined his head toward the door; he wanted to speak to me outside.  
 
    ‘There is something else I need to tell you,’ he said as the gym door swung shut. Then he waited until he was sure he had my attention and said, ‘This may come as a shock.’ 
 
    That simple warning had my brain whirling. What on earth was he about to reveal? ‘Spit it out please, Mr Ikari.’ 
 
    He sighed, then took in a deep breath. ‘At half past two this morning, a roving patrol from the ship’s security discovered Mr Trebeck in the upper deck pool.’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t sound too terrible,’ I replied. Then wondered, ‘Was he skinny dipping? Was he skinny dipping with Barbie?’  
 
    Mr Ikari looked confused by my questions, but said, ‘Um, no, Mrs Fisher. His throat had been cut. He was floating.’ 
 
    I gasped. ‘Oh, my goodness! He was murdered?’ As soon as the question left my lips, I realised how ridiculous it sounded. Of course, he had been murdered, he couldn’t have cut his own throat. ‘Does Barbie know?’ 
 
    With his head bowed, Mr Ikari said, ‘Not yet.’ 
 
    ‘This is bad. This is really, really bad.’ I was holding my face, too stunned at the news to know what to think. ‘We have to tell her,’ I concluded. ‘It will be much worse if she finds out later.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ replied Mr Ikari sadly. ‘I was made aware of her… friendship with Mr Trebeck by one the crew this morning and was on my way to speak with her when I heard about the booby trap in her locker. It would seem that I have some detective work to perform.’ Mr Ikari did not look excited by the task and there was no reason why he should. We were on board a luxury cruise liner; one might reasonably expect that the worst crime would be petty theft from one of the shops. Murder on board seemed surprisingly common though. He straightened himself as if preparing for the task, then asked, ‘Would you like to stay with her, while I deliver the news?’ It was clear by his tone that he thought it a good idea. It was the sort of news one gave while the bereaved person’s close female relatives were present. I would have to do. 
 
    I took the lead, going ahead of him to claim the seat next to Barbie. Taking her hand, I said, ‘Mr Ikari has some news to share with you, Barbie. I’m afraid it might be difficult to listen to.’ 
 
    Still reeling from the shock of the knife in her locker, Barbie’s bewildered eyes turned up to look at the deputy captain. ‘What is it?’ she asked. I squeezed her hand as he delivered the shocking news of Tarquin Trebeck’s death and waited for her to dissolve. No tears came though, she merely nodded and said, ‘Was it an accident?’ 
 
    ‘Um, no,’ replied Mr Ikari who then went on to explain how the multimillion-dollar, Hollywood A-lister actor had been killed. When he finished, he asked, ‘Can I have you escorted back to your cabin, Miss Berkeley?’ 
 
    I shot him a look. ‘I think perhaps my suite would be a better location. You can be with friends there; much better than being alone in your cabin.’ Mr Ikari nodded his thanks. He hadn’t considered what she might do once they had delivered her safely to her quarters.  
 
    Barbie had other ideas though. She let go of my hand and stood up, forcefully sniffing and wiping her eyes as she put on a smile that fooled no one. ‘I have clients coming to the gym today. I have been away from my job for days due to filming but it’s time to come back to reality. If you could have your men check there are no further deadly boobytraps fitted anywhere, Mr Ikari, I believe I would like to get on with my day.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure, Barbie?’ I asked as I too stood up. 
 
    ‘Yes, Patty. I won’t achieve anything by moping, whether that is done in my cabin or your suite. I think I will be best served by keeping busy. Don’t you agree?’ she asked. 
 
    I didn’t agree, but I believed it would be best to let her come to terms with what had happened in her own way. I offered her a smile and patted her shoulder. She was already moving though, heading back behind the counter to start up the computer; going about her day as if nothing had happened. 
 
    Mr Ikari already had men checking over the gym equipment and the rest of the lockers when I arrived. He declared the gym to be all clear, but he hadn’t finished with Barbie. As his men departed, he asked two of his lieutenants to wait by the door. ‘Miss Berkeley, I’m afraid I have to ask you a few questions about the nature of your relationship with Mr Trebeck and your movements last night.’ 
 
    She stopped moving and stared at him for a second. Then she nodded curtly. ‘Of course, sir. You want to know if I was sleeping with him and if I killed him.’ 
 
    He didn’t smile at her directness, but he said, ‘Indeed, Miss Berkeley. These are things that I need to know.’ 
 
    Barbie folded her arms. It was a protective action I had seen her perform many times. She probably wasn’t aware that she did it, but it told me that she was uncomfortable even though she was acting like the questions didn’t bother her. ‘I can report that I have not had sex with Tarquin Trebeck.’ I can honestly say that her claim surprised me. ‘I am quite certain it was his intention to bed me last night. His timing was off though, I have my period, so desire or otherwise on my part was not a factor. As for his murder; I left the party with him and he escorted me to the crew elevator where I kissed him goodnight. That was a shade after midnight, and I did not see him again.’ She fell silent for a few seconds and looked at the countertop she was standing behind, then looked up again to say, ‘And now I never will.’ 
 
    Mr Ikari took his hat from beneath his left arm. ‘Thank you, Miss Berkeley. If you think of anything else, please let me know.’ He nodded a salute in my direction as he bid me a good day, then left the gym, his two lieutenants falling into place behind him.  
 
    ‘Shall we get started?’ asked Barbie as she pushed her way into the gymnasium’s cardio room. 
 
    I had one more go at talking her down off the emotional ledge, ‘Are you sure you want to work today, Barbie? No one would think less of you if you took a few hours off.’ I was genuinely worried about how little emotion she was displaying. Then I saw the crack in her armour as her bottom lip wobbled. Then her face folded completely, and we drew stares from the other people in the gym as she collapsed into me, sobs coming with ragged breaths. I let her get it all out, waving off one of the other instructors when he started towards us.  
 
    I could see that I wasn’t going to get much done today, but it was more important to give my time to my friend. She needed me. So, it was to my great surprise when she let out a final shuddering gasp and prised herself away from me. Her face was a mess, but she was bringing herself under control again and had something to say, ‘I want to find the man that did this.’ 
 
     I opened my mouth to say something but couldn’t work out what it was I wanted to say.  
 
    ‘The murderer, I mean. Not whoever put the knife in my locker. Unless it was the same person. Do you think it was the same person?’ she was babbling now.  
 
    ‘Let’s go to my suite,’ I interrupted her, getting a word in quickly.  
 
    It stopped her mid-sentence. Then she snatched up my hand and dragged me to the door saying, ‘Yes, that sounds sensible. Let’s go.’ I had just enough reaction time to snag my handbag as we went to the door.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Shane Sussmann 
 
    It wasn’t far to my suite though Barbie was silent on the way. I fished about in my handbag for the electronic keycard but as we turned the last corner, I saw that the door to my suite was open and there was a man standing outside of it. 
 
    As we drew closer, I heard what he was saying. ‘It really is imperative that I speak with Mrs Fisher.’ He was peering into the room beyond the door and darting his head about as if trying to catch a glimpse of what was inside.  
 
    No doubt Jermaine was blocking his path, but he was hidden from view inside the suite though we heard his voice when he answered, ‘I have already advised you, sir; the lady of the house is not currently at home. You may return later at a more decent hour and I will, at that point, pass on your request to speak with her.’ There was no emotion in his voice, just an immovable resistance.  
 
    ‘I know it’s early, but this cannot wait.’ replied the man outside my suite. ‘I have to…’ 
 
    ‘You have to what?’ I asked, surprising the man and Jermaine both. Jermaine leaned forward to look outside, catching sight of me instantly and the man spun around toward the voice, a word he was about to say dying on his lips only to be replaced by another one as he recognised me. 
 
    I recognised him too. It was the short beardy man from the film set yesterday afternoon; the one that had known about Kristina’s murder in Los Angeles. I held up my hand before he could say anything, speaking forcefully when I said, ‘My friend needs some time without disturbance. Please call again later today.’ Jermaine glanced at Barbie but did not ask what was wrong. Since she was too naturally attractive to bother with makeup, the only trace that she had been crying was a slight redness to her eyes and nostrils.  
 
    He returned his eyes to Jermaine who slowly folded his arms to make himself look a touch meaner and stared down at him with almost a foot of extra height. The man wasn’t cowed though. He stamped his foot. ‘No! That simply isn’t good enough. A man has been murdered and I know who did it and someone is going to listen to me.’ He was all but shouting and beginning to get emotional in his frustration. 
 
    I nodded at Jermaine. ‘I think we had better take this inside. Perhaps some tea is in order.’ 
 
    ‘I have breakfast prepared, madam,’ Jermaine pointed out. He was so proud of what he did, and I was ruining it again.  
 
    Apologetically, I asked, ‘Can you stretch it to feed everyone?’ 
 
    The slightest flicker of annoyance played across his face before he recovered. ‘Of course, madam. Shall I set a table on the terrace?’ 
 
    We were inside the suite now, the door closing behind me as I followed Barbie inside. The short beardy man had gone through the lobby to find himself in the suite’s main living area where he had come to a stop and was now looking around in startled bewilderment. ‘The terrace would be lovely, thank you, Jermaine,’ I replied as I too went through to the living room.  
 
    ‘My goodness,’ breathed the man. ‘How rich are you?’  
 
    ‘That is an impertinent question,’ chided Jermaine, once again positioning himself in front of the man. ‘Please state your name so I may announce you and mind your manners, please.’ 
 
    ‘Announce me…’ the man repeated what Jermaine had said but he was struggling to work out what it meant. ‘Oh, you mean; what is my name? I’m Shane Sussmann. Don’t you remember? We met yesterday.’ 
 
    ‘You spoke to us yesterday but did not give your name despite knowing mine and that of Mrs Fisher.’ Jermaine was telling the man off for his poor manners, but the message was too subtle for the man to understand.  
 
    Growing impatient to hear what he knew, I interrupted. ‘Shane, please sit with me and tell me all about what you believe you know.’ I crossed the room to a pair of couches that were arranged either side of a coffee table. Barbie was already sitting on one, distracted by her thoughts it seemed as she stared at the carpet and picked at her fingernails. While Jermaine fetched tea, I said, ‘I assume you are referring to the murder of Tarquin Trebeck.’ I watched to see if Barbie stiffened at the mention of his name, but she didn’t.  
 
    ‘Yes,’ he replied, then gasped. ‘Has someone else been killed? Is that why you needed to confirm which murder I was talking about?’ 
 
    ‘No, Shane. At least not to my knowledge. Now, before you give us too much detail. I need to summon Mr Ikari, the deputy captain. He will want to hear what you have to say.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe later,’ he replied, almost spilling over with excitement. ‘I think we should solve this thing first. Wrap it all up and present it to him once we have all the evidence.’  
 
    Why was it everyone thought I was a detective? ‘Shane, that’s not what I do, I’m just…’ 
 
    ‘Who did it?’ asked Barbie, looking up for the first time since I had sat down as her question cut me off. 
 
    ‘It was Ian Kenyon,’ he revealed. 
 
    In response to his certainty, I asked, ‘What makes you so certain?’ Jermaine appeared with a tray laden with fine china and silverware, but the conversation continued as he set out the cups and saucers and began to pour.  
 
    ‘He’s been talking about how much he loathes Tarquin ever since the crew got together. I overhear things. No one notices me so they say things they otherwise wouldn’t because they think no one is around to hear.’ Shane was nodding at me as he spoke, utterly convinced that he had the answers. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘But what evidence do you have?’ 
 
    The question made him pause, but not for long. ‘I bet we can find the evidence we need in his room. I bet he has the knife he used to cut his throat right there hidden under a drawer or something.’ I doubted anyone would be dumb enough to keep a murder weapon when they could just toss it over the side and feel pretty confident it would never be found. Shane had more to say yet, ‘I know all the people on the film crew, all the different characters. I can help you prove that Ian did it. He probably laughed as he cut Tarquin’s throat.’ He said it gleefully, excited at the prospect of bringing a killer to justice. 
 
    This time Barbie did react, making a small noise of distress but Shane didn’t notice. Instead, he picked up his tea and took a gulp. ‘Wow! This coffee is terrible!’ he exclaimed putting his cup back on its saucer. ‘What do you say then? Shall we catch him together? I can help you because I have the inside knowledge and a special skill for not being noticed by anyone.’ Seeing my sceptical look at his claim of a superpower, he added, ‘Honestly, I can stand in a room and everyone ignores me as if I were not there. I am basically invisible when I want to be.’ 
 
    I politely refrained from commenting. However, I did say, ‘I am not a detective, Shane. It is not my task to investigate what happened to Mr Trebeck. Mr Ikari, the deputy captain, and his security team will take care of it. I will ask him to come here so you can tell him what you know.’ 
 
    ‘I think we should look into this as well, Patty,’ said Barbie. ‘Someone targeted me, don’t forget.’ 
 
    ‘Someone targeted you?’ repeated Jermaine, protective anger instantly present in his voice.  
 
    ‘Did they?’ asked Shane. He had an incredulous look on his face. ‘Who?’ 
 
    Jermaine was tiring of Shane’s dimness. ‘The point would be to work that out, don’t you think?’ 
 
    Whatever we might or might not do next, I was calling Mr Ikari now. If there was evidence to gather, he needed to hear about it as a priority. He could then decide what he was going to do about Ian Kenyon. After what I saw at dinner last night when Tarquin humiliated him, I wasn’t shocked to hear that Ian hated him. Would he stoop to murder though? It was a long way to go from wanting someone dead to actually killing them yourself. Someone had done it though. But why? And why go after Barbie? Had the killer thought that Barbie had seen something?  
 
    With that thought reverberating in my mind I turned to her. Jermaine was about to serve breakfast to the terrace and was poised with a tray. ‘Would you care to move to the terrace, madam?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, of course.’ I didn’t actually want to move to the terrace but Jermaine put in so much effort always that I felt obliged to play along. ‘Can you contact Mr Ikari, please. Give him my best and request that he visit as soon as is convenient. Please explain the nature of the invitation.’ 
 
    The crab eggs Benedict was sumptuous, the hollandaise sauce plentiful and voluminous but it told me a lot about Barbie’s state of mind that she not only ate it, something she would not normally entertain because she stuck rigidly to a controlled diet that met her nutritional needs, but also that she didn’t comment on the fact that I was eating it. Under any other circumstances, she would unhelpfully point out that it might be tasty, but so is kale.  
 
    I let my guests eat, refraining from commenting on Shane’s eating habits as he scoffed his plateful almost before Barbie and I could lift our forks.  While he looked around for more, I asked Barbie, ‘Did you see anything out of the ordinary last night?’ 
 
    She swallowed what was in her mouth before saying, ‘Nothing has been ordinary since we left Los Angeles, but you are asking me if I saw a killer lurking anywhere.’ 
 
    ‘I’m asking why you were targeted this morning and whether the killer thinks you saw something. Do you remember seeing anyone last night that you felt was watching you? Did anyone look away suddenly when you locked eyes with them?’ 
 
    ‘Why are you asking all these questions?’ Shane wanted to know. ‘I already told you who it was. We need to have Mr Akido…’ 
 
    ‘Mr Ikari,’ I corrected him. 
 
    ‘Yeah, that’s what I said. We need to have the deputy captain clap Ian Kenyon in irons and stash him below decks until we arrive in Hawaii. What are we waiting for anyway?’ 
 
    ‘Patience is required, Shane. If Ian is indeed the killer, I am sure Mr Ikari will be able to prove it. He will be along shortly and then you will have your chance to tell him what you know.’ I was trying to keep him calm as he seemed agitated at the lack of action. I wasn’t sure what he expected, but I wasn’t hoping for anything exciting to happen. I had endured plenty of excitement on this cruise already.  
 
    ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘Yeah, sure.’ He was twitching his legs beneath the table, causing it to vibrate with his nervous energy. ‘You know what we should do? We should disguise ourselves as room service and let ourselves into his room so we can search it.’ He was all a-quiver at the prospect. 
 
    ‘What if he hasn’t ordered room service?’ I asked. ‘Room service usually just hands over what they have brought at the door and depart anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yeah,’ he said, drumming his fingers on his chin as he thought. ‘I’ve got it!’ he yelled and slammed the table, making Barbie jump out of her skin. ‘We disguise ourselves as the cleaners and go in with one of the laundry carts. We can legitimately stay in the room for ages then and would be expected to look everywhere and touch everything as we clean the room.’ 
 
    I wanted to present an argument, but his idea actually held some merit. It was still daft though; we were going to wait for Mr Ikari and he would conduct his investigation without me getting involved, getting shot at or getting anywhere near anyone who might try to murder me. ‘We’ll keep that one on the backburner for now, shall we?’ I had to admit that I liked his spirit. He was something of a lame duck, a term I might have applied to myself until recently when I found my energy and spirit after years of hiding it inside an unfulfilling marriage. Maybe Shane just needed a hand to find his.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Mr Ikari 
 
    The deputy captain arrived fifteen minutes later, just when I was emerging from my bedroom once more after retreating there to shower and change. It was a cloudy day and cooler than most since I had come on board. There was threat of a storm on the horizon, so I chose a long-sleeved top I had bought just last week in one of the boutique shops on board. Its thick cotton would keep me warm, but it had three chunky toggles below my chin that could be opened to keep me cool. It had thin horizontal navy blue and white stripes and went well with the white jeans I had bought at the same time. I thought my look had a pleasing nautical theme to it. Jermaine had helped me pick the items out along with many others from an array of shops, the task necessary because I had dropped a dress size during my time on board, nearly two in fact even though it wasn’t an intentional move.  
 
    I was glad of the new clothes though, they felt expensive (because they jolly well were!) and made me feel like I fitted in a little better. In the Marks & Spencer’s wardrobe I brought on board with me, there had always been a little voice telling me I looked dowdy. Now, I looked elegant and well-groomed. 
 
    Jermaine coughed politely as I came into the room, all eyes swinging toward me. He was making his eyes bug out and trying silently to shoo me back into my bedroom with them from across the suite’s main living area.  
 
    No one else said anything, but Barbie carefully pointed a finger without moving the rest of her hand. I followed the finger down to my legs where I found a pair of knickers stuck to the back of my left leg. They were bright red and now so was my face. 
 
    Mr Ikari and his lieutenants were good enough to have looked away and pretend they hadn’t seen anything, but Shane was staring open-mouthed and about ready to laugh when Jermaine positioned a single finger under his jaw and pushed it shut.  
 
    Mortified, I retreated back into my bedroom, yanked the treacherous underwear from their hiding place and threw them on the bed. Checking myself for any further wardrobe malfunctions, I saw that my hair, which I had elected to leave to air dry and deal with later when I heard Mr Ikari arrive, was beginning to frizz already. So, I plonked myself down at my dressing table and dealt with that too. 
 
    By the time I emerged, finally ready to face the day and devoid of extra underwear, Mr Ikari was wrapping up. Was he really done so soon? 
 
    As the eyes of the men in uniform swung my way, I said, ‘Good morning, gentlemen. Leaving so soon?’ 
 
    I got three good mornings in return, Mr Ikari continuing to say, ‘We have taken a statement from Mr Sussmann.’ 
 
    ‘They don’t believe me,’ snapped Shane, clearly angry. 
 
    ‘That is not accurate.’ Mr Ikari’s response was delivered in his usual calm tone which seemed to incense Shane further. 
 
    ‘I’m telling you; he did it!’ he roared, this time getting to his feet. ‘He has wanted him dead for years. He is in his cabin right now, laughing about how he has you all fooled.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Kenyon has an alibi for the whole of last night,’ replied Mr Ikari, his comment aimed at me though, not at Shane who did not seem inclined to listen. ‘So, does everyone else on the film crew that we have spoken to thus far. It would seem that the picture suffered something of a setback last night when Mr Kenyon quit. He sent his resignation to Paul Deacon and cc’d every single member of the film crew, stating that he refused to work with Tarquin Trebeck and that the picture was on hold until he was replaced. I must admit that I do not fully understand the dynamics, but it would appear that the movie cannot continue without a producer.’ 
 
    ‘Surely, he was being ridiculous.’ I frowned as I tried to understand his demand. ‘Wouldn’t they let Ian walk first? How can there be a movie if they sack the star of the franchise?’ 
 
    ‘Exactly!’ said Shane, in a sing-song voice as if we had just made his point for him. ‘Ian would have known that there was no way Tarquin would get his come-uppance, so he killed him instead.’ 
 
    ‘Nevertheless,’ said Mr Ikari without bothering to glance at Shane, ‘Mr Kenyon has an alibi for last night and has been dismissed as a suspect from my investigation. I do need to discuss your movements last night though, Mr Sussmann. Can you account for your whereabouts between ten o’clock last night and three o’clock this morning?’ 
 
    ‘I was at a party,’ Shane replied grumpily. ‘Like many of the unimportant members of the film crew, we were not invited to have dinner with the stars.’ He shot a glance at Barbie as he said it. ‘So, we all threw a big party for ourselves, went to a bar, I forget which one, and when it shut at midnight, we went back to our cabins, opened all the doors and had a party below decks.’ 
 
    ‘Can anyone corroborate this?’ Mr Ikari asked, making notes in a small notebook. 
 
    ‘Can anyone… you mean, do I have an alibi?’ Shane sounded outraged. ‘Why on earth would I need one? I’m not the killer, Ian Kenyon is!’ 
 
    ‘Do you have someone that can corroborate your whereabouts last night,’ asked Mr Ikari again, his calm demeanour stoking Shane’s anger. 
 
    I saw him open his mouth and close it again. Realising he was about to shout and sensing the futility of doing so, Shane forced his anger back down. ‘Mark. Talk to Mark Carling. I was in his room. He gave me a beer to drink.’ 
 
    ‘Mark Carling,’ echoed Mr Ikari as he jotted the name in his notebook. ‘Very good. Thank you, Mr Sussmann.’ 
 
    ‘Are you going to question Ian Kenyon again?’ Shane asked. 
 
    ‘I have already explained that he has been questioned and dismissed. He has an alibi. I am quite certain he did not murder Tarquin Trebeck last night.’  
 
    ‘But he did!’ shouted Shane, his voice rising again as the supressed anger resurfaced. Jermaine moved to position himself behind Shane’s chair; ready to act if the smaller man decided to do something rash. ‘His alibi is lying. Who is it? Tell me who his alibi is.’ When Mr Ikari did not respond to his demands, Shane faked a laugh and filled it with mocking derision. ‘You can’t, can you? You can’t tell me the name of his alibi because he doesn’t have one. Don’t worry, Mr Ikari, Mrs Fisher and I will solve this case for you and save you from your incompetence.’  
 
    I shook my head at Mr Ikari, conveying that I had no intention of doing any such thing. ‘I have matters to attend to,’ he said, taking his hat from beneath his left arm as a cue to his lieutenants that they were leaving. ‘Good day, Mrs Fisher.’ 
 
    Jermaine had seen their cue and was already at the door to show them out when they got there. As he closed it, Shane jumped to his feet. ‘So, what’s our next move? Do we go with the maid plan and search his room?’ 
 
    As gently as I could, I said, ‘Shane, we are not going to investigate. I am not a detective. My friend,’ I indicated Barbie, ‘is quite upset about Tarquin’s death, so I think we will spend the day in quiet reflection. Mr Ikari appears to have matters well in hand.’ 
 
    Quietly, his voice almost a snivel, Shane said, ‘But he thinks Ian is innocent.’ 
 
    ‘Then he probably is,’ I replied, my voice soft and caring. ‘Shane, has Ian done something to you in the past? Is there a reason you want him to be the killer?’ 
 
    ‘What? No! Why ever would you ask such a thing?’ Shane was on his feet and Jermaine was watching him carefully, positioned, once again, just a few feet behind him so he could react if he felt he needed to. Shane was no threat to me though; he was leaving. ‘I can see that I have intruded, Mrs Fisher,’ he said, his voice returning to a calm level. ‘I will gather the evidence I need by conducting my own investigation and will return once I have it.’ He went to the door, Jermaine moving ahead of him to open it. At the threshold, Shane turned, bowed flamboyantly and declared, ‘I’ll be back.’ It was a poor attempt at an Austrian accent, but he shot me a smile as he disappeared from my sight. 
 
    ‘Do you think he will do something silly?’ asked Barbie. It was the first time she had spoken in a while and her movements in the last hour had been robotic so the fact that she was aware of what was going on came as a relief.  
 
    Considering the question, I had to arrive at the conclusion that he very well might do something rash or ridiculous. When I said that, she asked, ‘Do you think we should go after him?’ 
 
    I groaned, wordlessly acknowledging that Barbie probably had a point. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Clues 
 
    ‘Do you know where his cabin is?’ I asked as I looked about for my shoes.  
 
    ‘Not precisely. Most of the extras, cameramen, gaffers, effects and makeup were given cabins on the twelfth deck. Tarquin, Bhavana, Paul Deacon and a few others have suites on the next deck down. They will be easy enough to find, but all of the film crew were booked in as a lump, so the Aurelia’s guest management system doesn’t say who is in which cabin.’  
 
    Barbie lifted herself off the couch in one fluid motion. She was so graceful and balletic that she made it look as if she had done nothing more than send a mental instruction to her perfect abs and they had propelled her from sitting to standing. When I got up, I had to shuffle forward a little, then rock forward so my bodyweight’s inertia assisted in getting me onto my feet.  
 
    Then, because she had been sitting for a while, Barbie stretched in place, lifting her long graceful arms above her head and holding that pose, then forcing them behind her back so her boobs stuck out. After that she folded neatly at the waist, as if she had no bones, to place her forehead against her shins.  
 
    Jermaine saw what we were doing, crossed the room to fetch my bag, and handed Barbie her phone. ‘I shall accompany you, madam,’ he announced. ‘Just in case Mr Sussmann does anything… foolish and my assistance is required.’ 
 
    I replied with, ‘Very good, Jermaine.’ I was sure his assistance would not be required but I also believed that he spent too long trapped in my suite doing butler work; he was welcome to escape for a while. He hurried the tray of crockery and silverware back to the kitchen, checked his uniform in the mirror and made his way to the door where I was patiently waiting. I could open the door myself of course, but Jermaine tended to get snippy if he found me doing too much for myself.  
 
    Barbie had a general idea where we could find the film crew which was good enough as a starting direction and we could ask for Shane’s cabin when we got there. However, it seemed prudent to scope out the suites on the next deck just in case he had gone directly there to bother Ian Kenyon. Unfortunately, the Aurelia is so vast that not knowing the exact number and location of a person’s cabin, leaves you staring at a seemingly endless line of closed doors. That didn’t happen to us though, as no sooner had we descended one deck and left the stairwell, than we came across an open door with white uniforms of the ship’s security visible both inside and out. 
 
    One of the men said, ‘Good morning, Mrs Fisher.’ It was Lieutenant Schneider, a man I had spent some time with recently when he was assigned to protect me from a potential threat.  
 
    ‘Good morning, Stefan,’ I replied as he greeted Barbie and Jermaine. To his left was another man, a younger man that looked barely out of his teens and barely able to fill his uniform. He looked so young I had to wonder what the minimum age was for employment in the security team. I didn’t say anything, of course, though I doubted he would have heard me if I had; his expression was frozen, his eyes transfixed by my Lycra-clad, perfect, blonde friend, Barbie. 
 
    She hadn’t noticed, but then Barbie was used to being stared at. The young man’s look was not a lecherous one, he was not staring at her chest and grinning, no, he was gawping open mouthed at all of her, drinking her in as if he had just tasted fine wine for the first time and couldn’t believe anything could be that good. He had a teenager’s crush and he had it bad. 
 
    ‘Is this Tarquin’s suite?’ I asked. I felt certain that it was and could hear voices coming back through the open door even though I could not see them.  
 
    Stefan replied with, ‘Yes, Mrs Fisher. You should go in; the captain and Mr Ikari are both in there.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Stefan,’ I smiled in return. This was just what I wanted.  But I turned to Barbie. ‘Barbie, do you want to wait out here?’ I wasn’t sure how she felt about going into the suite. She had probably been hoping to spend time in here with Tarquin. 
 
    ‘You can stay out here with us, miss,’ said the young guard looking hopeful.  
 
    Barbie strode forward though. A determined look fixed to her face as she said, ‘I need to face it now. It will just haunt me otherwise.’ Stefan stepped aside to let her pass, Jermaine and I following closely behind. 
 
    Inside the suite, a small lobby area led through another door to the left and into a living area much like in my suite only smaller.  The captain and Mr Ikari were the first two people I saw. They were in the middle of the room going through letters laid out on a table.  
 
    ‘Good morning, Mrs Fisher,’ said the captain with a pleasant smile.  ‘This area is out of bounds for guests at this time, but since it is you…’ 
 
    I greeted him in return, bidding a good morning to Mr Ikari and everyone else at the same time. ‘I’m not here for any particular reason,’ I explained. ‘We were looking for Ian Kenyon’s suite but stumbled upon the guards outside.’ 
 
    ‘Well, as you can see, Mrs Fisher, Mr Ikari has his team organised and they are conducting their investigation so please do not touch anything. I merely dropped by myself to check he had sufficient manpower.’ He would never openly admit it if he had been checking up on his deputy, but I wondered if perhaps the real reason had been to see if Mr Ikari had any idea what he was doing since his predecessor had proven to be quite incapable. 
 
    ‘Is there any indication as to who might have been the killer?’ I asked.  
 
    It was the captain that replied though. ‘Mrs Fisher, you are not conducting your own investigation, are you?’ he asked, frowning. 
 
    ‘No, no,’ I blushed. ‘No, of course not. I was looking for one of the film crew and he mentioned that he might visit with Ian.’ 
 
    ‘Good,’ he said with clear relief. ‘I wouldn’t want to find you in hot water again.’ 
 
    ‘I have a book to read, actually. It’s a romance novel. I um…’ I realised I was rambling and closed my lips.  
 
    ‘To answer your question, Mrs Fisher, it is too early to tell,’ said Mr Ikari, diplomatically giving nothing away. It was wise of him to stay tight-lipped. I shouldn’t have asked; there was no reason to share information with me.  
 
    Suddenly, I got a sense that I was intruding. ‘Well, I think we should be on our way,’ I said to Jermaine and Barbie as I began moving back toward the door. Then I spotted a poster on the wall. It was faded and a little crumpled but held flat inside a giant frame. It was a movie poster from the late nineties, and I recognised the film but not its significance until I looked closer. ‘Is that Tarquin?’ I asked, peering at one of the characters displayed. 
 
    Her voice quiet and soft, Barbie said, ‘Yes, Summer Adventure was his first film.’  
 
    The title of the film was displayed in bold letters above the gang of boys and girls taking centre stage. Right in the middle was the star of the film, but I didn’t recognise him. Perhaps, like so many child actors, he faded into obscurity before he made adulthood. I remembered the film though I couldn’t imagine why I would have watched it. It was a tale of discovering sexuality as the young teens battled with puberty and all the drama it brought. Tarquin was a minor actor playing the role of younger brother to the lead in the middle. He appeared on the far left of the arrowhead the children formed. 
 
    ‘Did any of the other children go on to have careers?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Barbie answered. ‘But I don’t recognise any of their names.’ 
 
    Jermaine pointed to the child in the middle. ‘Whatever happened to the kid that played the lead?’ Then he read the name from the poster, ‘Jeremiah Anthony Bumblethorpe. Such an unusual name.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ I agreed. ‘I would certainly recognise it if he was doing anything today.’  
 
    The captain joined us, coming to stand close to me; inside my personal space in fact but I didn’t feel uncomfortable with him so close, and acknowledged silently to myself that I liked it. He leaned forward to gaze at the poster, putting his face quite close to mine as he did so. ‘It has always struck me as strange that some child actors succeed where others fail.’ He raised his eyebrows, keeping any further thoughts on the matter silent. Then he straightened again, saying, ‘If you will excuse me, please. Good day, Mrs Fisher.’ As the captain swept from the room with a curt nod to everyone else, I felt a slight flutter of disappointment, but in noticing it, I squashed it flat. I had no time nor need for a man, even one as handsome and accomplished as Captain Alistair Huntley. I was still married, though it had been more than a week since I last spoke to my husband. Sooner or later I would have to make a decision about our future. 
 
    ‘We should go,’ I said, snapping myself out of a daydream. ‘Mr Ikari, do you know where Ian Kenyon’s suite is?’ I asked as I walked toward the door. 
 
    ‘Two doors along toward the stern,’ he replied without looking up. I guess he had been there already as part of his investigation.  
 
    Ian Kenyon wasn’t in though. We knocked and waited but there was no sound from within. A fleeting concern that Shane was inside the suite already made my adrenalin spike for a heartbeat, but I dismissed the notion. Shane was excitable and enthusiastic, but I didn’t think he would actually do anything. 
 
    ‘To the twelfth deck then?’ asked Barbie. ‘We might as well see if we can find Shane while we are already out and about,’ she said brightly. I didn’t argue with her. Though I had no need to find Shane; I wasn’t concerned that he was going to do anything foolish and I had assured the captain I was not poking my nose into Mr Ikari’s investigation, I was concerned that Barbie was using the search for Shane to distract herself from Tarquin’s death and I would play along for as long as she needed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Shane Who? 
 
    On deck twelve, the film crew were easy to find because they were coming our way when we got there.  
 
    ‘Hi, Barbie,’ said one of a pair of pretty young women as they passed us heading in the other direction.  
 
    ‘Have you seen Shane?’ she called after them, but they were already gone. We turned the next corner to find several more people that Barbie recognised. ‘Hey, Mark, guys,’ she said to the mixed gender group. ‘Have any of you seen Shane?’ 
 
    Mark, the young man in the lead scrunched his face in confusion. ‘Shane who?’ he asked. ‘We’re heading up to the wave pool and terrace on deck eighteen if you want to join us. We’re all expenses paid, baby, yeah! The star gets himself killed and we get a free holiday.’ One of the men just behind Mark, kicked him hard in his ankle. ‘Ow, man. What the hell?’ 
 
    ‘Shane Sussmann,’ Barbie added for clarity, speaking loudly to get Mark’s attention back to the subject. She didn’t want him to realise his faux pas and make a thing of it. ‘About five and a half feet tall, big bushy beard.’ She was gesticulating to add emphasis but the sea of faces looking back at her were utterly lost. ‘Not ringing any bells?’ 
 
    Mark turned to face some of his friends as they began exchanging shrugs and questions. He turned back to face Barbie. ‘A beard, you say?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. He’s works in the pyrotechnics department under Carter.’ Barbie seemed exasperated. ‘You’re his friends, aren’t you? He said he was at a party in your cabin last night, Mark. He gave your name as his alibi.’ 
 
    Mark flapped his lips a couple of times, trying to find a connection in his head. ‘I think I know who you mean, but I haven’t seen him recently. He might have been here last night, but I don’t remember.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, thanks,’ Barbie muttered as Mark and his friends started moving again. They were dressed for a day by the pool, probably an unexpected bonus now that the film was in limbo. As they disappeared around the corner behind us, I heard Mark getting berated by his friends for his insensitivity. 
 
    Barbie knocked on an open door, finding one of the make-up girls inside. The girl said, ‘Oh, hey, Barbie.’ When she saw who it was. ‘I’m really sorry about Tarquin. Did, you two guys… um, did you…’ 
 
    ‘No,’ said Barbie. ‘No, it wasn’t like that. I mean, it might have been, but we’ll never know now. I’m looking for Shane Sussmann,’ she added, moving the conversation on quickly to avoid discussing Tarquin or her feelings. 
 
    ‘Shane Sussmann?’ the young woman replied slowly. ‘I don’t think I know a Shane Sussmann.’ 
 
    This was getting weird; no one seemed to know him. Barbie thanked the girl and tried the next door. We got the same result but the passageway and all the rooms that belonged to the film crew were emptying out as the unexpected time off was being put to good use and no one wanted to miss out on the free booze, food and pool time now on offer.  
 
    Just as we were about to call it quits, Shane appeared behind us. ‘Hey, guys, who are you looking for?’ he asked. He was munching a candy bar and had bits of chocolate caught in his beard. He saw the three of us staring at him, became self-conscious of the snack in his mouth and swallowed slowly. ‘You want some?’ he asked. 
 
    Ignoring his question, I said, ‘We came looking for you. I wanted to make sure you weren’t trying to do anything rash.’ 
 
    ‘Like find the proof I need to get Ian Kenyon convicted of Tarquin’s murder, you mean?’ he locked eyes with me and paused, daring me to claim that he had it all wrong. When I said nothing, he shrugged. ‘I decided not to bother.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ I hadn’t expected that answer. ‘Shane, about your alibi for last night. We were asking people where we could find you and none of them seemed to know who you were and Mark Carling, the man whose cabin you said you were in, he didn’t remember you at all.’ 
 
    Shane was looking at the floor. ‘Yeah, well,’ he said without looking up. ‘I’m forgettable, aren’t I? I told you that earlier. People don’t really notice me. I was in Mark’s cabin for hours last night, I even talked to one of the make-up girls for a while. I thought she might be interested in me since she hadn’t tried to move away until I realised she had gone to sleep. I’m not surprised they don’t remember seeing me.’ He looked up finally, his eyes not quite brimming with tears, but the suggestion that he wanted to cry was there. ‘Life would be very different if I was handsome.’ I couldn’t help feeling sorry for the poor boy. Whatever must it be like to move amongst your fellow humans and never be noticed, never be remembered?  
 
    Suddenly he said, ‘I should get a tattoo!’ His face bore an excited smile. ‘Is there a tattoo parlour on board?’ the question was aimed at Barbie. ‘I bet having a tattoo would make me more memorable. I’ll get a giant dragon that starts behind my left ear and sweeps down my neck so that girls can see some of it and want to see the rest. That will give me an excuse to take my shirt off.’ 
 
    I didn’t think taking his shirt off would do him any favours, but I kept quiet.  
 
    Barbie’s answer took the wind out of his sails anyway. ‘Sorry, Shane, there are no tattoo parlours.’ Then, as his smile faded, she quickly added, ‘There will be plenty in Hawaii though when we come into port. You can spend the time between now and then checking out artwork and working out what you want.’ She was selling the idea with a little verve because he seemed so down. 
 
    ‘Yeah. Yeah, that sounds good.’ Finally, his mood seemed lifted. He yawned then, opening his mouth wide to show his fillings instead of placing a hand over his mouth. ‘If you don’t mind, I need to get some sleep. All that partying doesn’t agree with me.’ I said goodbye but it was to the back of his head as he was already shuffling down the corridor, stopping just two doors further along to fish for his keycard.  
 
    ‘I’m going to go to work, I think,’ said Barbie. ‘I’m a big ball of energy. I need a spin class or something to distract me. Besides, the others have covered my classes all week while I have been pretending to be an actress; it’s time I got back to reality.’  
 
    Jermaine and I exchanged a glance but neither of us presented an argument. Maybe burning off some energy and hitting a punchbag would be the most cathartic solution until she felt ready to discuss her feelings. She was already jogging on the spot.  
 
    ‘You go ahead, sweetie,’ I suggested. ‘Jermaine and I will head back to my suite. I have a book to read.’ We air kissed and she left us, heading back to her gym but I would call on her later and maybe see if she wanted to watch a movie or something tonight. She was a big fan of action films, but I would have to pick one that didn’t star Tarquin Trebeck. 
 
    As she disappeared around the corner ahead of us, Jermaine and I made our way quietly back to my suite. The excitement of the last few days, Barbie’s acting, my concern over her relationship with Tarquin all seemed a long way behind me now. Yet again there was an abundance of drama in my life and a mystery I was trying hard to resist.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Gathering Clouds 
 
    I read my book as I had intended to, burning through the second half of it and getting toward the end when Jermaine coughed politely to attract my attention. ‘Would you care for luncheon, madam?’ 
 
    His timing was perfect, my stomach had just given a light rumble. ‘What do you have in mind?’ I asked, always keen to give him the chance to stretch his culinary legs.  
 
    ‘I thought perhaps a smoked salmon souffle with a lime foam and a celeriac slaw.’ I could see he was keen to make it and had most likely already gathered the ingredients together.  
 
    ‘That sounds delightful, Jermaine.’ It really did. With my mouth starting to salivate at the thought, I closed my book. ‘Do I have enough time for a stroll?’  
 
    ‘Of course, madam,’ my butler replied as if surprised by the question. ‘Luncheon will be served to your timings, madam, not mine.’ 
 
    ‘Very good, Jermaine. I shall return in fifteen minutes.’ I glanced out of the window to gauge the temperature, and noticed dark clouds forming on the horizon.  
 
    Jermaine saw me squinting into the distance. ‘There is a storm to the south, madam. Quite a bad one, but the captain will avoid the worst of it. The sun deck might be unpopular for a day or so if we catch the edge of it. Nothing more.’ 
 
    ‘I sure hope so,’ I murmured to myself as I squeezed a sun hat onto my head to keep my hair in place; it looked breezy. Jermaine went ahead of me to the door as always. Opening it and standing stiffly to the side so I could exit. I had long since given up asking him to relax; he acted as he wanted to act and was happy with it. My resistance to his butlering only seemed to upset him. 
 
    Outside, and heading toward the sun terrace, I could see through the panoramic windows that I had underestimated the weather. The pool area, which was usually teeming with sun-worshippers and happy holiday makers, was all but devoid of life. Outside, faint tendrils of moisture were being carried on the air as a cold breeze, the first I had felt since leaving Blighty, sent goosepimples to my skin. The bar was closed for the first-time during daylight hours, making me wonder if Jermaine’s prediction of the captain avoiding the storm would prove accurate. 
 
    I wanted to leave my suite to stretch my legs and because, if I didn’t, I would spend the entire day locked up inside. It wasn’t as if it was raining, so I set off around the upper-deck terrace heading for the prow. I loved the view of the endless ocean as it stretched out of sight and fell off the curvature of the earth. There were always dolphins visible too, far below as they danced in the giant vee the ship carved.  
 
    Even in the lee behind the bridge, the breeze born by the ship’s forward motion was stronger today than usual. The sun decks were shielded from it by design so that almost no wind reached them, but coming around the superstructure to make one’s way forward exposed a person to the buffeting it provided. It wasn’t strong enough that I needed to hug the side of the ship or lean into it to move forward, but it caused the loose strands of my hair to whip about annoyingly. As I considered turning around, I caught a snippet of conversation on the air.  
 
    ‘…ver get away with it!’ It was a man’s voice being carried on the breeze. He was shouting and sounded angry. Curious, I pushed onward toward the direction it had to have come from, keeping to the edge of the structure so I might see whoever was there before they saw me.  
 
    Then a trill laugh reached my ears. It sounded like Bhavana; I had heard her laugh last night, the sound like someone using a xylophone to imitate trickling water. 
 
    A few more steps so I could peek around the leading edge of the mammoth structure the bridge sat above, and I caught sight of the people talking. They weren’t talking though, they were arguing. I could see the anger on Ian Kenyon’s face. His cheeks were red and his eyes were wide behind his glasses as he poked a finger at the stunning lead actress.  
 
    ‘I would never have believed you could stoop so low,’ he said, his voice being carried on the wind to reach me as clearly as if he had been standing next to me. 
 
    ‘Nevertheless,’ she replied while grinning triumphantly into his face, ‘you cannot now undo what you did last night. The deed is done, and I have the evidence that will destroy you if it gets out.’ 
 
    ‘Curse your rotten heart, Bhavana,’ he spat. 
 
    She laughed again as if the situation was funny. I leaned out a little more. I didn’t want them to see me, but Ian had raised his hands as if he was going to attack her. Without taking my eyes off them I fumbled in my bag for my phone. It was a new item, and one that I was still becoming familiar with. Thankfully, when mine went in the pool, we docked a day later and I was able to find a shop to get a new one.  
 
    Bhavana’s voice carried on the air. ‘You will do as I say, Ian, or you can kiss your career, and probably your freedom, goodbye.’ My phone was in my hand now but as I brought it up and switched it to the video app, a seagull tried to snatch it from my hands. It was an enormous bird, its flapping wings as wide as my outstretched arms it seemed.  
 
    ‘What was that?’ I heard Ian ask, concern obvious in his voice. ‘I think there is someone there.’ 
 
    ‘I couldn’t care if there is, Ian,’ laughed Bhavana. ‘It changes nothing.’ 
 
    ‘Shoo,’ I hissed to the bird. My phone went skittering across the deck when the bird made me jump and now it was trying to fight me for the prize. ‘It’s not food, you stupid bird!’ I couldn’t shout to scare it off for fear I would be heard, but as I closed my hand around the phone, narrowly avoiding its stabbing beak, I managed to flap my own arm in its face to scare it away. It took off once more, wheeling into the sky with an angry squawk.  
 
    ‘You see?’ said Bhavana. ‘It’s just a bird.’ 
 
    Slowly, I clambered to my feet, but where Ian had been fifty feet away before, now the distance was less than thirty and he saw me as I stood up. The unexpected closeness made my heart start but thankfully the shot of adrenalin that hit my bloodstream made my feet move too.  
 
    I didn’t know if he had recognised me, but I wasn’t hanging around to find out. I darted back along the side of the ship, keeping close to the curving superstructure leading up to the bridge high above. I could hear that he had caught sight of me when he shouted for me to stop. His cries only made me go faster. I wanted to tell myself that Ian posed no threat to me, but after what I had just heard, I couldn’t help but believe Shane might have been onto something.  
 
    What evidence did Bhavana have that would destroy Ian? What was it that he couldn’t undo from last night? The only conclusion I could form was that Ian was guilty of killing Tarquin and the alibi he provided Mr Ikari was false. If that was true, then would he target me if he thought I had overheard him?  
 
    I thought all these things as I ran away, reaching the edge of the superstructure and the sun deck beyond it with no idea how close Ian Kenyon might be. I didn’t want to look back to check his proximity because then he would see my face.  
 
    I stayed like that, running as fast as I could and not looking back until I was safely inside once more. Turning the final corner to my suite, I grabbed the wall to stop myself and tried to slow my breathing so I could hear if I was still being followed. I had just run more than one hundred yards as fast as I could though, so my pulse was hammering in my ears and my breaths were coming in ragged lumps. The best I could manage was a glance back around the corner, checking my tail in a bid to reassure myself that I was safe now.  
 
    ‘Stop right there!’ yelled Ian Kenyon. I wasn’t safe! He was twenty yards away, just inside the door to the sun deck and had been standing still while he tried to work out which way I might have gone. Now he was running toward me again and I was fumbling in my bag for my door card as I tried to escape again.  
 
    Thankfully, my door was only a few yards away, but I was utterly panicked as I swiped the card at the sensor, shoved the door with my shoulder and tumbled inside.  
 
    ‘Is everything alright, madam?’ asked Jermaine. I was on the floor on my entrance lobby with my feet against the door where I had kicked it shut and my butler was standing serenely above me, looking down with a quizzical expression.  
 
    I rolled onto my front, accepting Jermaine’s hand to regain my feet. ‘I was being chased by Ian Kenyon,’ I managed between heaving breaths. 
 
    Instantly concerned and switching to defensive mode, Jermaine stepped behind me to open the door again.  
 
    ‘Be careful,’ I warned. ‘I think he really is the killer.’ 
 
    Snatching the door open, my strong, capable butler stepped forcefully into the corridor, glancing both ways as he flexed his knees and held his hands poised to deal with an attack should there be one. He straightened to his full height after less than a second though, turning to face me as he relaxed. I stuck my head outside; the corridor was empty. 
 
    Coming back inside, Jermaine asked, ‘Shall I summon Mr Ikari, madam?’  
 
    ‘Yes, I think that would be prudent,’ I replied. I was going to make things tough for the deputy captain with the news that I had for him. He had already cleared Ian Kenyon and must therefore have believed his alibi. I wondered who it was. 
 
    In the living area of my suite, I could hear Jermaine talking to someone on the ship’s phone. My heartbeat was returning to normal and my breathing was back under control, but I was still wearing my jacket and shoes. I took the shoes off in deference to Jermaine’s cleaning regime and shucked my jacket because I was warm now, a combination of coming back in out of the cool air outside and the exertion of running had pushed my body temperature up.  
 
    Jermaine said, ‘Mr Ikari will attend momentarily, madam. Would you care for luncheon while you wait for him?’ 
 
    Luncheon? Yes, of course. Despite being Jamaican, my butler had a wonderful sense of British reservation. He gave the impression that he would stop for tea at four o’clock even if the ship was on fire or we were being shot at.  
 
    He was probably right in that I had time to eat now but once Mr Ikari arrived the opportunity to eat would be lost for some time. Plus, he had made smoked salmon souffles and they would be ruined if not eaten when they were ready.  
 
    The food was as wonderful as one might imagine it to be. Light and delicate with a depth of flavour a Michelin starred chef might struggle to achieve. It tasted indulgent but I knew Jermaine was obeying Barbie’s nutritional instructions to keep the calorie count low.  
 
    The expected knock at my door came just as Jermaine was clearing away my crockery and silverware. The knock came again before he answered the door though, refusing to be rushed as he believed a butler’s duties included remaining calm no matter what.  
 
    Mr Ikari came into my suite flanked by two of his guards as always, one of them the ultra-young-looking man from earlier. The other was one I had seen but not been introduced to. He bore a bored expression and had the look of a man that had a higher opinion of himself than was warranted.  
 
    ‘Mr Ikari.’ I rose from the table and crossed the room to greet him. 
 
    ‘Good afternoon, Mrs Fisher. This is Lieutenant Pippin,’ he said, indicating the youthful man in his oversized uniform, ‘and Lieutenant Charpentier.’ Both men nodded their heads in greeting. ‘Special Rating Clarke said you had been chased?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, by Ian Kenyon.’ I explained what I had seen and overheard, the exchange between Ian and Bhavana one that I felt was quite damning. ‘You said that Ian had an alibi, but I have to question who that was and whether they might have been covering for him. Bhavana clearly has evidence from last night that he doesn’t want anyone to see or know about.’ 
 
    Mr Ikari listened patiently, nodding and keeping politely quiet while I explained the events at the prow of the ship. When I finished, he gritted his teeth and sucked in some air. What was he waiting for? He seemed to be deliberating his next move when he ought to be acting upon what I had just told him.  
 
    ‘Might we have a word in private?’ he asked. The question surprised me but if he felt he had information to give me that he wanted as few people as possible to hear, then I could offer no argument.  
 
    ‘Of course,’ I said and turned to move. 
 
    ‘We shall vacate the room, madam,’ said Jermaine, turning to the two lieutenants. ‘Come along gentlemen. Privacy is at the discretion of the guest.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ asked Lieutenant Charpentier, his French accent shining through his perfect English. 
 
    ‘This is Mrs Fisher’s suite, sir,’ replied Jermaine. ‘When she calls for privacy, it is not she that finds somewhere new to go for it.’ Jermaine held his arm out to guide the men from the suite and though the guard looked unhappy about the arrangement he kept his lips shut as he filed to the entrance lobby and outside. 
 
    When the door shut, Mr Ikari turned to face me and said, ‘Mr Kenyon has an alibi that cannot be disputed. It involves another member of the film crew. So, despite what you might have heard, I have evidence that I consider to be indisputable.’ 
 
    ‘What evidence?’ I asked, seriously curious about why he was being so secretive. 
 
    ‘That, Mrs Fisher, I cannot tell you,’ he replied.  
 
    I wanted to ask why but the door opened again, Jermaine’s apologetic face appearing around the door frame. He said, ‘There is an urgent message for Mr Ikari, madam.’ He delivered the message to me, but then swung his gaze to the deputy captain. 
 
    Mr Ikari waved that Jermaine should come back in. ‘Let’s hear what he has to say.’ 
 
    Jermaine was followed into the room by Lieutenants Charpentier and Pippin and Lieutenant Baker, a man I knew well enough to wave and smile at.  
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher,’ he said by way of greeting. ‘I ran here rather than use the radio, sir,’ he said to Mr Ikari. ‘One can never tell who might overhear the radio.’ 
 
    Mr Ikari made a circular motion with his hand, asking him to get on with it. ‘Tell us what you have for us, Mr Baker.’  
 
    ‘Yes, sir. There has been another incident at the gym, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Is it Barbie?’ I pretty much screeched. 
 
    With panicked eyes now that I was staring at him, Baker gulped and nodded. ‘Yes, ma’am.’ 
 
    I don’t remember telling my feet to move but they were, and Jermaine was ahead of me, like a blocker clearing the field. We were out of the suite’s main door, turning left and running along the passageway in the direction of the upper deck gym where Barbie worked. The sound of booted feet behind me told me the ship’s security had followed me from my suite and we all arrived at the frosted glass a few seconds later. 
 
    Bursting through the door half a pace after Jermaine, I saw four white uniforms milling about and Barbie looking miserable on a chair in the corner. It was the same chair as she had been sitting on when I arrived first thing this morning. Jermaine crossed the room to kneel at her feet and wrap her into a hug. 
 
    ‘Report,’ demanded Mr Ikari coming through the door after me.  
 
    All the faces in the room turned to look at him but it was Lieutenant Schneider that answered. ‘Sir, Miss Berkeley appears to have been threatened.’ He pointed to the wall where the photographs of the gym instructors were hung.  
 
    It took a second for my eyes to see what he was pointing at, but when I did, my mouth fell open. There were ten, eight inch by ten inch photographs of the gym staff. Each of them showing a smiling face but only one of them had the words, “Your next” daubed on it in in red paint. Even though grammatically incorrect, the message was clear. Someone had defaced Barbie’s picture and threatened to kill her. The message had been clear to Barbie as well.  
 
    ‘What do I do, Patty?’ asked Barbie, her quiet voice cutting through the silence like a knife.  
 
    As the eyes in the room swung to me, I said the only thing I could. ‘You move in with me until this is over.’ 
 
    Barbie stayed where she was, looking miserable and confused for the next fifteen minutes while the security detachment confirmed that no one had seen anything. There were no prints on the picture and no indication as to who might have left the message. It wasn’t much of a leap to assume that the message was left by the same person that booby trapped her locker this morning. Barbie was rattled and she was right to be so. She would be safer staying in my suite though, at least that was what I believed. Jermaine could protect her from anyone that intended her harm and I was prepared to believe that if anyone was planning to hurt her, they would not be able to find her if she stayed away from her cabin and the gym. 
 
    Mr Ikari came to my side, facing away from everyone else and speaking quietly so they couldn’t hear. ‘Mrs Fisher, if you want to host Miss Berkeley in your accommodation, I will not attempt to stop you, but I must insist that I post two guards with you.’ 
 
    I sighed internally. It wasn’t the first time I would have guards in my suite but at least this time they would be there to protect someone, not stop me from leaving.  
 
    ‘Have you any idea who is behind this?’ I asked, my voice just as hushed as his had been. 
 
    I felt him grimace as much as saw it. ‘Not yet, Mrs Fisher, but it seems likely that the person that killed Tarquin Trebeck is the same person now targeting Miss Berkeley. One can only imagine their motive.’ 
 
    I agreed. I had no idea why anyone would target Barbie; she is such a sweet girl. I glanced at the messaged cruelly written on her picture again. I couldn’t let anything happen to her, but I also felt confident that no killer, no matter how motivated, would attempt to get to her if she was securely squirreled away in the confines of my cabin with two guards plus Jermaine to protect her. The woman in question hadn’t moved from her seat since we arrived. She was withdrawn and hugging herself for comfort. 
 
    ‘Have you further need for Barbie?’ I asked Mr Ikari. 
 
    The neat Japanese man looked at her, looked at the defaced picture and slowly shook his head. ‘No, Mrs Fisher. If you are ready to go…’ 
 
    I held out my hand for Barbie to take and Jermaine helped her to her feet. I wondered if she might wobble but, though she looked a little lost, she was able to walk.  
 
    ‘Charpentier, Pippin, you will accompany Mrs Fisher to her cabin and act as personal guard to Miss Berkeley. She goes nowhere without you, though it will be safest if she goes nowhere at all until we have the killer in custody.  
 
    ‘How long will that take?’ asked Lieutenant Charpentier, his delicious French accent doing nothing to hide his disdain.  
 
    Mr Ikari eyed him carefully, the man was bordering on being insubordinate. ‘Baker, you go with them and stay with Miss Berkeley while the other two fetch personal effects from their accommodation.’ Mr Ikari was acknowledging that it might be days before the killer was caught. They appeared to have little to go on at this time so Pippin and Charpentier would need spare uniform, underwear, wash gear etcetera.  
 
    The men replied with a, ‘Yes, sir,’ though it was far less enthusiastic from Lieutenant Charpentier. With Jermaine leading the way and Barbie holding my arm, we made our way back to my suite. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Crowded Cabin 
 
    The afternoon had barely begun when we arrived in my suite, but most of the next hour was taken up by Barbie, Pippin and Charpentier collecting their gear and moving in.  
 
    ‘I will collect your items for you, Miss Berkeley,’ offered Lieutenant Baker. ‘Far better that I take a list and go than you expose yourself to further risk by going yourself.’ 
 
    ‘No, I really ought to go,’ replied Barbie. ‘There isn’t much that I need and very little danger that the killer will have been able to booby trap my cabin.’ 
 
    Baker didn’t wish to be swayed. He was trying to do his job and keep her safe. ‘If there isn’t much that you need, could you perhaps do without it? Mr Ikari will be working hard to uncover the killer’s identity, perhaps you will not be staying in Mrs Fisher’s suite for long.’ 
 
    ‘It really needs to be me that goes,’ she insisted. ‘I don’t want you, or anyone else, riffling through my underwear drawer, thank you very much.’ 
 
    Baker bowed his head as he said, ‘I can assure you complete discretion, Miss Berkeley. I can collect the items you request and return here without need to go where I ought not to. Perhaps you have a girlfriend below decks that you can appoint to watch me.’ 
 
    ‘Very good,’ replied Barbie, folding her arms and squinting her eyes. ‘I need a fresh supply of tampons, the medium flow ones, not the heavy flow, I am a couple of days in now, and I want my time of the month panties, please. I keep them in the same drawer as my regular panties, but they are…’ 
 
    Baker held up a hand in surrender, his cheeks colouring already. ‘Perhaps two of us can accompany you to collect your necessaries.’ 
 
    Barbie said, ‘I think that would be best.’ Then quickly air-kissed both me and Jermaine before heading off to fetch what she needed. All three guards went with her, there being no need to leave one with me.  
 
    ‘Do you believe it could be Ian Kenyon?’ asked Jermaine once we were alone. He had a vested interest in finding out who was after his friend. He and Barbie were very good friends and he possessed a natural protective instinct. 
 
    ‘I want to say yes, but Mr Ikari assures me that it cannot be him. He used the term indisputable evidence but didn’t elaborate on what that means.’ What I overheard at the ship’s prow still bothered me, as did the fact that Ian Kenyon gave chase. I kept reminding myself that I was not a detective and that I had no business involving myself in Mr Ikari’s investigation. Furthermore, I promised the captain I wouldn’t, but niggling thoughts kept creeping into my head. 
 
    Part of me wanted to call on Ian Kenyon so I could quiz him myself, but I knew I wouldn’t do it. It wasn’t in my nature. I was confident that Mr Ikari would through tenacity and intellect, track down the killer responsible for murdering Tarquin and for threatening Barbie. So, with nothing better to do and the weather continuing to deteriorate outside, I settled once more into an armchair and picked up my book to finish. 
 
    Some thirty minutes later, when I had a scant twenty pages left to read and the big climax of the story was reaching its crescendo, a knock at the door preceded Barbie and her two guards returning. Baker had left them at the door, satisfied that he had done his job. I was so drawn into my book that I had utterly forgotten they were even coming back.  
 
    Barbie had a light bag slung over one shoulder, but the two men were carting enough gear to last them a month. ‘What is all that?’ I asked, worried that they were moving in for good.  
 
    ‘Just our uniforms and spare gear,’ said Pippin, his cheeks colouring as if he had been caught doing something naughty. 
 
    ‘Really? All that?’  
 
    This time it was Charpentier that answered. ‘Well, you see, we have our standard number two dress uniform, otherwise known as whites which you are used to seeing us in. But it can be quite hot to wear so we have a separate tunic beneath it which most of us change twice a day just because it keeps us hygienic, not all of us though, eh, Pippin. Some of us haven’t quite filled our uniforms yet so have a bit more breathing space for air to circulate.’ Pippin just smiled in an embarrassed way rather than argue with the older man. ‘Then there’s number eight dress which we are permitted to wear if we are above decks in the sun. It is a reduced version of number four dress which was faded out a few years ago and comes with the option of shorts or long trousers depending on the captain’s orders. All of these dress uniforms come with a choice of shoes depending on the weather and it is the crew person’s responsibility to ensure they have all of the options to hand and ready to wear at all times. Isn’t that right, Pippin.’ 
 
    Pippin nodded vigorously.  
 
    ‘Of course, I was French Foreign Legion before I got injured and had to join this untidy rabble. Now they were a unit that knew how to dress.’ Charpentier had humped his gear into one of the bedrooms as indicated by Jermaine. Pippin went into another and Barbie yet another. There were more than enough bedrooms to go around and all of them had their own attached bathrooms and palatial fittings. My suite suddenly felt quite crowded and I hoped Mr Ikari would call soon to say they had found the smoking gun, so to speak.  
 
    Barbie re-emerged from her bedroom, her hair pulled into a neat ponytail and a zip-through hoody over the top of her Lycra for the first time ever. ‘It’s so much cooler today,’ she commented. ‘I never expect the cool air on this leg, but this far out in the Pacific I ought to not be surprised. Do you think the storm will catch up to us?’ she asked. 
 
    The question had probably been aimed at me, but it was Charpentier who answered, his voice echoing out from his bedroom. ‘Very likely, Miss Berkeley. There will be no cause for alarm though. Charpentier will be here to protect you.’ 
 
    ‘From a storm?’ she asked, a mocking tone in her voice. ‘How exactly will you manage that?’ Charpentier was trying to impress her. Talking and acting tough because he was the larger man of the pair, not hard when compared with Pippin but he chose that moment to walk out of his bedroom in his sleeveless tunic. It did a good job of showing off his muscular arms, but I doubted Barbie was impressed by them; she saw bigger arms on her fellow gym instructors every day.  
 
    ‘From anything,’ he replied. ‘You will be quite safe so long as I am by your side. You should stay as close to me as possible.’ 
 
    Barbie rolled her eyes at me, then shot a wicked grin in my direction – she was going to do something naughty. ‘Would you like that?’ she asked him, waiting for him to raise an eyebrow in question. ‘If I stayed close to you?’ He was only a couple of paces from her, but she closed the distance to him anyway, stepping inside his personal space and tilting her neck to look up at him. His grin turned lecherous as he eyed her up and he opened his mouth to speak, but Barbie cut him off when she curled her lip and sniffed deeply. ‘You smell, Lieutenant Charpentier. I suggest you get a shower if you even want to be in the same room as me.’  
 
    I tried to hide my smirk as she opened the trapdoor, but I could see that he had spotted it, his cheeks beginning to glow as Barbie turned away from him and went to see what Pippin was doing. Behind her, Charpentier’s bedroom door shut.  
 
    Jermaine moved behind me, speaking quietly by my ear as he did, ‘That ought to keep him quiet for a while.’ I couldn’t tell if Charpentier was a capable man or not. Perhaps he had been in the French Foreign Legion and had fought battles and perhaps he hadn’t, but Jermaine was a study in contrasting styles. I knew he was capable and dangerous, but he would never speak of it and remained modest at all times.  
 
    It was mid-afternoon, which meant Jermaine was beginning to prepare tea to be served at four o’clock. Barbie wanted to help out, Jermaine letting her because he recognised her need for distraction, but it was odd to see him let someone inside his inner sanctum. The kitchen was his domain, but he surprised me by then inviting Pippin to join in too. He was making macaroons; delicate little cakes sandwiched together with a creamy filling and taking the time to teach his two students.  
 
    I stayed out of the way and stayed quietly reading while, for the first time during my trip, rain beat against the windows. The captain’s best efforts to avoid the storm might be keeping us from the worst of it, but it was decidedly inclement outside which made staying inside more bearable. Jermaine and his two budding sous chefs seem to enjoy themselves, laughing and joking. They even invited Charpentier to join them when he finally re-emerged from his room after almost an hour of sulking. He declined though, choosing instead to cross the room and stare out at the storm outside.  
 
    When I said nothing, and continued reading my book, a murder mystery this time, he started talking to me anyway. ‘This is nothing, you know?’ he said, waiting until I looked up before indicating out of the window to the storm. ‘Yeah, I got caught in a really bad one with the boys a few years back. We had just finished an operation… I can’t tell you where, but let’s just say it made the papers the next day. Well, anyway, we were taking a launch back to the drop-off ship when a storm blew in. The waves had to be a hundred feet tall or more. That was a real storm.’ 
 
    I blinked at him, wondering if he really expected me to have a response to his wild story. Thankfully, he decided he was bored and wandered across to the TV to find an action movie in the ship’s extensive built in library. It was something with Jason Statham kicking people, though the director appeared to have saved money on story writers by not bothering to include one. I stayed where I was and did my best to ignore him. 
 
    Promptly at four o’clock, Jermaine rang a little bell, I had no idea where he had got it from, but it vanished into one of his suit’s pockets once he had our attention. ‘Tea is served,’ he announced.  
 
    ‘They had the worst food in the legion,’ announced Charpentier, making sure any conversation was about him. ‘They did it to prepare us of course, make it so we could live on almost anything.’ 
 
    Barbie poured herself a cup of tea and added skimmed milk but frowned in confusion about his latest statement. ‘But you were saying earlier about how they made you do so much exercise.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, that’s right. Got to make the men strong,’ he answered while pumping both his biceps to show them off.  
 
    ‘Well, the equation doesn’t balance,’ she argued, selecting several egg sandwiches. ‘I’m carb loading right now because I plan to exercise in an hour. The legion would have had to give you enough calories and a balanced nutrition regime in order to make their soldiers strong. Too many calories out through hard exercise and too few calories in through poor diet and the body burns the muscles off first, retaining the body fat as a fuel source because it senses the equation isn’t balanced.’ 
 
    She hadn’t bothered to look up while she was speaking, she had been stirring her tea and looking about at the selection of food instead but looked up now to see that Charpentier was once again lost for words.  
 
    The pattern continued throughout the evening. Charpentier would strike up a story about himself, regale us with an anecdote about how he had done something heroic or tough and Barbie would generally shoot him down. It made little difference though, as if the only topic of interest to Lieutenant Charpentier was Lieutenant Charpentier.  
 
    I elected to get an early night and left the room as he was telling Pippin how the scene on the television was completely unrealistic. An actor, in whatever film they were watching had trodden on a landmine. Charpentier was explaining the top ten ways the actor could extricate himself, but they all sounded like utter nonsense. 
 
    Barbie had already retired, her bedtime usually far earlier than mine as she was always up so early to open the gym. It had been a tough day for the poor girl, but the afternoon and evening had passed without incident or alarm. I hoped she would sleep and as I drifted off, my thoughts were all about Ian Kenyon and Tarquin Trebeck. There was a killer on board and whoever it was still had at least one victim planned. I wasn’t going to let them get Barbie though, but as sleep took me, I couldn’t help but observe that it would be much easier to stop them if I knew who they were.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Candle Table in the Wind 
 
    I awoke early as was my habit but the sun, which had been beating against my curtains every morning since I came on board, was strangely absent this morning. The room was far darker than I was used to, and I almost turned over and went back to sleep assuming, in my sleep-addled state, that it was the middle of the night. Muscle memory made me look at the clock, my eyes closing again and my head settling into the pillow before the message regarding the time caught up with me. 
 
    What would Barbie be doing right now? I knew she was an early riser, getting up to be the first in the gym and going to bed early to ensure she achieved her allotted amount of sleep. The answer, I discovered upon leaving my bedroom, was teaching a class in my living area.  
 
    As usual, she was clad head to toe in tight lycra, the material showing every curve, which was fine if, like Barbie, you had no body fat, but on me, I suspected I would look like a colourful baked potato. I had no intention of finding out.  
 
    Her student was the young and utterly besotted Lieutenant Anders Pippin. He had on a pair of shorts that were probably not supposed to be baggy, but on his matchstick-like legs they floated about like the end of a wizard’s sleeve.  
 
    I recognised the form of exercise to be High Intensity Interval Training (HIIT), a generally short workout that can be completed using only body weight by attacking an exercise for a block of time, then resting briefly and starting again on the next exercise. The one thing I knew about HIIT was that I didn’t like it. It got you out of breath and kept you that way. I tried it a couple of times under Barbie’s guidance, but it reduced me to a quivering, sweat-soaked mess in no time at all. I liked longer, more evenly paced exercises. 
 
    ‘And squats,’ instructed Barbie, dropping vertically down until her perfect buttocks almost touched the floor then back up again and kept repeating the motion with Anders standing opposite her and straining his neck to not look at her erect nipples poking through the fibre of her top.  
 
    I skirted around them as I crossed the room, heading for the freshly brewed coffee Jermaine had already set out. ‘Morning, Patty,’ called Barbie without breaking stride. ‘And rest,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Morning, Mrs Fisher,’ said Anders between panting breaths. The top half of his cotton tee-shirt was drenched with sweat and he looked about ready to collapse.  
 
    ‘Jermaine stepped out, Patty,’ said Barbie as she took a sip of water. ‘He said you asked him to make something called a full English and he wanted fresh provisions for breakfast.’ 
 
    I grabbed the coffee pot and poured a cup of steaming black liquid, the scent of it zipping messages to my brain, telling me it was breakfast time and there should be bacon to go with the coffee. In the weeks that I had been on board the Aurelia, I had lost a dress size and was close to losing a second. Partly that was because I had started out with an idea that I wanted to lose weight, but when I questioned my motivation to do so and realised I was trying to do it for a cheating husband, I changed tack and went in a different direction. Ironically, the different direction was to make myself stronger. I was doing it for myself now, pushing my boundaries and making myself mentally and physically tougher. The weight loss came as a side effect. The full English breakfast though was something I had been craving for quite a while. Before the cheating, before my life changed and I became the lady in the Windsor Suite, I would eat a full English breakfast on a regular basis. Sausage, bacon, eggs, beans, grilled tomato, fried bread, mushrooms, hash browns, and, if I could get it, black pudding. Jermaine had been enthused at the idea, so I was excited that he was currently out getting ingredients.  
 
    Behind me, Barbie interrupted my mental salivation as she called out, ‘Burpees.’ And the pair of them threw themselves on the floor, bouncing back up again and then throwing themselves down once more.  
 
    ‘What is all this racket?’ demanded Lieutenant Charpentier emerging from his bedroom wearing boxer shorts, socks and a vest. With very little clothing on I could see just how muscular he really was.  He was also good-looking, but his positive traits ended there because not even his French accent could make up for his obnoxious streak. He giggled when he took in Pippin’s sweaty exterior. 
 
    I kept quiet though I felt like taking the man to one side for a conversation about his ego. I would call Mr Ikari when the hour was more decent and request that Charpentier be replaced by someone else. He was moving toward the kitchen now, causing me to vacate it lest he attempt to strike up a conversation with me about himself – the only topic that interested him. Moving to the doors that opened to my private sun terrace, I took in the dark sky outside. Rain had been falling but it was currently dry. Curious, I cracked the door to see if it was windy. There was a light breeze, nothing more.  
 
    Deciding that the conditions outside were tolerable made me instantly want to get out of my suite. Now I would get to use Charpentier’s ego against him. ‘Lieutenant Charpentier, are you much of a runner?’ I asked, the question set to lead him into a trap. 
 
    ‘Running? I won every race I ever entered,’ he boasted predictably. ‘I thought about a career in athletics, but I needed more excitement and adventure in my life.’  
 
    ‘Jolly good. Barbie,’ I called to get her attention. She was currently performing one leg pistol squats, an exercise I had tried and not mastered, falling on my butt each time I lowered myself because I did not seem to have sufficient leg strength to get back up.  
 
    Barbie held up a hand with her index finger aloft; asking for a moment’s grace. I waited, sipping my coffee until she had performed another three squats and called a halt to the HIIT session. Poor Pippin smiled with relief when she said it was over, but I hoped he had some energy left for what I was about to propose.  
 
    ‘Barbie, would you like to come for a few laps on the top deck? I need to get some exercise in, but I really want to get some fresh air and I think we should avoid the gym in case the killer targets it again. The two lieutenants can accompany us.’ Then, taking in Pippin’s flushed cheeks, I added, ‘Once Mr Pippin has had a rest and some water, of course.’ 
 
    Barbie had started doing warm down stretches already, but she smiled at me with excited eyes as she said, ‘Getting out for a run sounds wonderful, Patty. We can all go. What’s the weather like outside?’ 
 
    I checked again in case it had changed in the last minute. ‘It’s dry for now.’ 
 
    ‘Super.’ She looked at Pippin. ‘Are you ready to go, Anders? This will target your cardiovascular endurance, the perfect follow up to the high intensity of the interval training which will have overloaded your muscles.’ 
 
    ‘What muscles?’ chuckled Charpentier. Pippin’s face flushed self-consciously.  
 
    Barbie acted as if she hadn’t even heard him speak. ‘It is important after this much exercise for you to ensure you feed your body correctly,’ Barbie explained. ‘When we get back, I will talk you through macro-nutrients.’ 
 
    Ten minutes later, four of us set off for a jog around the upper deck of the ship. Jermaine returned as we were getting ready, electing to stay behind and prepare breakfast while we were out. I had jogged the route we were taking many times before, but today I knew I had a breakfast of champions to come back to and a little voice at the back of my head was telling me I needed to get out and put in some effort to earn it. Life on board a luxury cruise liner could be as relaxing or as energetic as a person chose, I tried to strike a balance but pushed myself to go further and further each time I went for a run as I could feel myself getting fitter. The route around the upper deck was too short, so I always went down one flight of stairs to deck nineteen. There I had a route that had to be at least five hundred yards long.  
 
    As we jogged the route around deck nineteen, the guards did not express any concern about the killer lying in wait for Barbie though I saw them both looking around, scanning the way ahead in a cautious manner.  
 
    We took five laps before I decided I had run far enough, but Barbie and the chaps kept going as I slowed to a stop near the door that led back to the stairs we had come down. I watched their backs disappear around a corner, heading toward the prow then they were lost to sight though I knew they would appear again from the stern soon enough. 
 
    Warm from the exercise, I stayed outside while I reran what I had heard yesterday. If Ian wasn’t the killer, then what was it that he had done two nights ago that he wouldn’t want anyone to find out about? What was the evidence Bhavana held over him? I fetched up against the railing and stared down into the churning grey depths below. Now that I thought about it, why hadn’t the killer simply dumped Tarquin’s body over the side? It sounded like the easy way to delay an investigation and remove evidence. How would the body ever be found? 
 
    The breeze had dropped to almost nothing, but the sky threatened worse weather to come. As I thought that, the rain started to fall again, fat drops of warm water, slowly at first, but building up. I turned to go inside and saw Barbie, Pippin, and Charpentier heading toward me again. Perhaps their pace had been quickened by the coming rain, or perhaps I had been standing outside longer than I thought but I waved that I was heading inside and went to hold the door for them.  
 
    As they neared, a piece of litter skipped across the deck. Caught on the breeze, it fluttered and jumped until it neared the three runners and Barbie stamped a foot to pin it down. Pippin had tried to grab it himself but missed. Only Charpentier paid it no mind, keeping his pace to get in from the rain which was how the table came to hit him on his head and miss the other two.  
 
    I jumped out of my skin. One moment the broad shouldered, handsome, but above all, obnoxious and self-centred guard had been running to get inside. The next, he was wearing a table as a hat. It flattened him instantly, the space where he had been now empty to reveal Barbie and Pippin beyond, both looking as stunned as I felt. 
 
    One thing was clear: Lieutenant Charpentier wasn’t the intended target, Barbie was.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Search for a Killer 
 
    ‘There’s someone up there!’ shouted Pippin as he dashed toward a set of outside stairs. Barbie was frozen, as I had been, but I was moving now. The nineteenth deck was wider and longer than the twentieth, much like the tiers on a cake, and the point where we exited the ship was beneath the upper deck sun terrace. All the tables were cleared away to stop the storm winds getting them, so this had to be a deliberate act intended to cause harm.  
 
    As I came out from under the overhang, I checked above, worried there might be other objects to follow the table. Charpentier had a head wound that was bleeding onto the deck, bright red blood mixing with the rain. ‘Help me get him underneath the canopy,’ I yelled at Barbie. She hadn’t moved yet, the expression on her shocked face unchanged until I shouted. As she grabbed an arm, still looking like she was in a daze, the two of us dragged him a few feet to safety. Tucked beneath the overhang, no further objects could be thrown onto him from above and he was out of the rain. Barbie still bore a blank expression though. I grabbed her shoulder and shouted in her face, ‘Look after him. I’ll get help.’ 
 
    She nodded her head, wordlessly acknowledging that she had a task to do as I clambered to my feet and went after Pippin. I didn’t have my phone with me, so I had no way of contacting anyone and the weather had kept everyone inside. Everyone but the killer and his intended victim, that is. 
 
    I reached the stairs Pippin had taken, grabbed the railing to swing myself around and ran up them three at a time. Well, I started going up them three at a time, but my legs soon reminded me that not only had a I just run several miles, but I was also overweight, over fifty and out of shape. I got to the top deck though, my legs wobbly by the time I got back on the flat.  
 
    ‘Pippin,’ I called as loud as I could manage between gasps for air. ‘Pippin.’ There was no sign of him, or of anyone else. I was on the upper deck sun terrace, not far from the door that led back to my suite. Just then Pippin reappeared. He looked bedraggled, making me wonder what I looked like now. It was inconsequential I decided as I convinced my feet to start running again.  
 
    Pippin was moving faster, closing most of the distance as he came to me. ‘Whoever it was, they got away,’ his voice betraying excitement, frustration and apology. ‘There was an old couple though. They said they saw someone, but they wanted to get out of the rain. They went for breakfast in the upper deck restaurant.’ 
 
    The killer had got away. I should be thankful that Barbie was unharmed but had the killer hung around to see the table miss its target? That was when I saw what I had done and screamed her name, ‘Barbie!’ She was unguarded and borderline in shock tending the fallen Lieutenant Charpentier. ‘We have to get to her,’ I yelled, grabbing Pippin’s arm as I started running back toward the stairs terrified for what I might find.  
 
    Yelling her name all the way, I swung myself off the handrail again and back onto the nineteenth deck to find Barbie just where I had left her, but she wasn’t alone.  
 
    Ian Kenyon was behind her! She hadn’t seen him, her back to the door he had just come out of as she bent over Lieutenant Charpentier. 
 
    I yelled, ‘Get him!’ as I slapped Pippin on the shoulder. His young legs powered him forward, accelerating away from me as he began to yell a banshee war cry. The sound like something primal to reinforce his attack. 
 
    Ian Kenyon froze, his mouth forming a surprised O before the young guard barrelled into him, knocking him from his feet. I heard the Hollywood film producer swear as Pippin tackled him, a string of expletives colouring the air.  
 
    Then they were fighting. Pippin trying to grapple for a hold that would let him pin the other man. ‘You are under arrest!’ I heard him shout, just before Ian Kenyon lined up a fist and punched him hard on the chin. 
 
    Barbie was cowering away from them as they rolled about on the wet deck, but she didn’t leave the injured man she was protecting. From the deck, Lieutenant Charpentier groaned and opened his eyes. ‘You can’t arrest people, you muppet. We are ship security, not the police.’ He tried to sit up though he soon gave up which I felt was clear indication that he was genuinely in need of medical attention.  
 
    ‘Get off me, you moron,’ demanded Ian, once again trying to extricate himself from Pippin’s fumbling grip. ‘What in earth is going on? Somebody please tell me before I start suing you all.’ 
 
    Shouting voices from behind me caused me to turn my face in their direction, and there, like heroes emerging from the mist, were Lieutenants Baker and Schneider, two men I wish I had requested as protection for Barbie in the first place. 
 
    ‘He tried to kill Barbie again,’ I explained quickly as they reached me. My pointed arm sent them to Pippin and Ian Kenyon who were still tussling on the wet deck. To break them up, Baker grabbed Pippin while Schneider hooked a meaty arm around Ian. They pulled them apart easily, their greater size and strength showing.  
 
    ‘Let go of me, dammit,’ insisted Ian but Schneider politely refused.  
 
    He said, ‘Sir, I am going to have to ask you to calm down.’ 
 
    ‘He attacked me!’ Ian raged, pointing at Pippin. Pippin had a fat bottom lip that had split and a cut to his left eyebrow, which was also bleeding. Baker had hold of his collar, but the young man recognised that the fight was over and was trying to look dignified and righteous. 
 
    Calmly, he extended his arm to gesture toward Ian. ‘He dropped a table from the upper deck sun terrace. I believe his intended target was Miss Berkeley, but he missed, the table striking Lieutenant Charpentier instead.’ 
 
    ‘I did no such thing, you little twerp. I came outside for a cigarette, since we are not allowed to smoke anywhere inside on this godforsaken barge, not even in our own cabins, and he attacked me.’ Ian Kenyon was hoping mad.  
 
    ‘I have a pair of witnesses,’ replied Pippin calmly. ‘An old couple who were on the upper deck terrace when Mr Kenyon threw the table over the edge. They are taking breakfast in the restaurant right now.’ 
 
    Baker nodded at Schneider. ‘I think we had better call Mr Ikari, get a doctor to look at Charpentier, and have a discussion with the witnesses,’ he said. 
 
    Ian Kenyon wasn’t satisfied with his answer though. ‘This is preposterous. I’m not listening to another word of this nonsense. You idiots can do what you want.’ He moved to leave, but Schneider still had hold of him. ‘Let go man!’ Ian all but screamed in the taller man’s face. 
 
    Schneider looked down at Ian Kenyon and I think he was genuinely trying to not appear threatening when he said, ‘I’m afraid I cannot do that, sir. Not until we have this cleared up. I can escort you back to your suite if you wish though.’ 
 
    Ian continued to struggle though, barking, ‘Unhand me, man.’ Into Schneider’s face, so it brought great relief when more white uniforms could be seen approaching us at a jog. They were inside but visible through the windows. Leading them was Mr Ikari, but he wasn’t pleased to see me when he came outside and spotted Mr Kenyon dangling from Schneider’s arm. 
 
    ‘That’s enough now, Lieutenant Schneider.’ Mr Ikari’s instruction was delivered in a manner that suggested no discussion would be tolerated and none was ventured. Schneider released Ian Kenyon without a word, the smaller man angrily stepping away to find his own space then yanking his clothes straight again. ‘It’s about damned time,’ he snapped. ‘I demand to know what is going on.’ 
 
    Mr Ikari inclined his head toward me, but it was Lieutenant Pippin that he addressed. ‘Mr Pippin, a report.’ 
 
    Young Pippin snapped to attention. ‘Yes, sir. Miss Berkeley, Mrs Fisher, Lieutenant Charpentier and I went for an early morning run, sir. Upon returning to the accommodation a table fell from the upper deck to strike Lieutenant Charpentier on the head. It narrowly avoided Miss Berkeley and was taken to be another deliberate attempt at causing her harm. I raced to the upper deck but was not able to locate the person that dropped the table. However, as Mrs Fisher and I came back to this level, we saw Mr Kenyon sneaking up behind Miss Berkeley.’  
 
    I had to hand it to Pippin, the report was given without bias or opinion. There was no conjecture to suggest he had seen something that he might not have seen or exaggeration to make his decisions sound more reasonable.  
 
    Ian Kenyon waited patiently for Mr Ikari’s attention to swing in his direction, then started talking fast. ‘I demand to be released immediately. I have done nothing, know nothing about a table and when I get back to my suite I will be contacting my lawyer in the Hamptons and arranging for him to sue this cruise line and everyone that works for it so hard that I imagine I will own this boat by the time he has finished.’ Mr Ikari opened his mouth to respond, but Ian Kenyon rudely steamrollered right over him. ‘Furthermore, I have no interest in the life, or death, of the little blonde trollop that Tarquin Trebeck deemed worthwhile of bedding. I don’t care that he is dead, but since you know that I didn’t kill him, I don’t see why you might think that I would want to kill her.’ 
 
    All around him, the company of security guards bristled at the evil insults he had spewed toward Barbie. His threats to sue were nothing but hyperbole and I was sure they knew it. He was a guest though, so unless they could prove he was guilty of something, they couldn’t touch him.  
 
    Mr Ikari was prepared to push his luck though. ‘Mr Baker, Mr Schneider, please escort Mr Kenyon back to his accommodation…’ 
 
    ‘I will go wherever I damn well please,’ Ian started saying, but this time he was cut off by Mr Ikari. 
 
    ‘If he resists, gentlemen, please use the minimum force required to restrain him.’ Then he looked directly into Ian’s eyes. ‘Mr Kenyon, I ask for your cooperation at this time. There has been a murder and at least one attempted murder. I don’t know how you fit into these events, or even if you do. But I must interview you with regards to this morning’s events, much as I did yesterday following Tarquin Trebeck’s murder. I will detain you no longer than is absolutely necessary. Will you give me your cooperation, sir?’ 
 
    With some reluctance, Ian Kenyon nodded his head. He was looking at the deck, wanting to rant more, but unable to in the face of Mr Ikari’s reasonable and calm request.  
 
    ‘Perhaps, then, we should all get out of the rain,’ suggested Mr Ikari.  
 
    Two of the guards that had arrived with Mr Ikari had been checking over Lieutenant Charpentier. Barbie had already been doing it, making sure he was breathing and comfortable but as two of the ship’s EMT team arrived with full crash gear to deal with him properly, the guards kneeling next to her, helped her to her feet. Ian Kenyon shot her a look of disgust as he walked by her, but I don’t think she registered it.  
 
    The only thing I wanted to do, was get Barbie back to my suite and look after her. Jermaine would go nuts when he found out she had been targeted again and I had to admit that I was irked by Ian Kenyon. Shane had fingered him as the killer and here he was in the right place at the right time to have dropped a table on Barbie’s head, see it miss and then take a circuitous route around to come up behind her intending to finish the job. 
 
    I would let Mr Ikari question him again, but if Ian slipped off the hook once more, I might just have to do some sleuthing myself.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sound not Sight 
 
    The first task for the guards was to take Pippin to the upper deck restaurant to identify the couple he had spoken with. Their testimony would condemn Ian Kenyon quite quickly if they had seen him throw the table over the side.  
 
    I wasn’t invited but I didn’t let that stop me and I kept Barbie by my side, her hand in mine as we followed Pippin and two other guards inside the familiar restaurant. The smell of breakfast assailed my nostrils, reminding me that I was already hungry before we set off for our run. The guards paused, waiting for Pippin to scan the room and I thought for a moment that he couldn’t see the old couple he was looking for and that they might have already finished breakfast and left. Thankfully, they were simply tucked in a corner.  
 
    When I saw where we were heading, I realised that I knew the couple in question. They were Horace and Maureen something or other, an Irish couple I had spoken to over dinner a week ago and waved to several times since. Horace was a retired electrician, or was it a plumber? He had been something like that and Maureen was a primary school teacher. 
 
    As we made our way across the room, eyes tracked us, partly, I think, because there were two members of the ship’s security detail and their white uniforms were worth looking at, but also because they were being followed by two bedraggled looking women and one man in sports gear.  
 
    ‘Good morning, sir, madam,’ said the first guard to reach their table. ‘Terribly sorry to bother you. I’m afraid I have to ask you a few questions about what you saw on the upper deck terrace this morning on your way to breakfast.’ 
 
    ‘Hello, Patricia,’ said Maureen, peering around the guards to wave at me. ‘Terrible weather we’re having, isn’t it?’ 
 
    The guard cocked an eyebrow at me. My presence wasn’t helpful. Ignoring him, I said, ‘Hi Maureen. Hi, Horace.’ Horace winked and gave me a smile. ‘The gentleman’s question is quite important actually,’ I pointed out, then stepped back so I was out of their eyeline and less of a distraction.  
 
    ‘As I was saying,’ the guard resumed speaking. ‘This is to do with what you saw this morning. Can you describe the man you saw, please?’ 
 
    ‘Saw?’ echoed Horace, his eyebrows raised in question. ‘We didn’t see anything. I like a puff on my pipe in the mornings, gets my lungs going, you see? So, we went outside and then the young fellow here appeared and asked if we had seen anything…’ 
 
    ‘And you said you did,’ insisted Pippin. 
 
    Horace bristled slightly. ‘No, dear boy. I said we heard someone. Entirely different thing.’ 
 
    Pippin opened his mouth to argue but shut it again. To start with, arguing with guests wasn’t the done thing, especially not in such a public setting but it looked as if he was now questioning his own memory of the event. He had been charged with adrenalin and moving fast, maybe he had simply misheard them. 
 
    The guard that had spoken to Horace said, ‘Terribly sorry to have bothered you, sir. Please enjoy the rest of your day.’ He turned to go, shooting Pippin a sympathetic look that told him he was in trouble. He had attacked Ian Kenyon and didn’t seem to have justifiable cause. Yes, he thought he was about to attack a member of the crew that we knew to have been threatened, but his reasons for believing Ian might attack Barbie were now thrown into doubt. 
 
    The guards went around me as I hadn’t moved. Something was making the back of my skull itch. ‘Horace, what did you hear?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Hmmm?’ 
 
    ‘You said you didn’t see anyone, but you heard them. What did you hear?’  
 
    ‘Oh, um.’ Horace leaned back in his chair, one eyebrow raised while the other squinted and he thought about his answer. ‘It sounded like a walking stick,’ he said after a few seconds.  
 
    ‘Yes, that’s right, love,’ agreed Maureen. ‘It sounded like a walking stick. It went click, click, click on the deck. The pace was slow, like an old person’s shuffle.’ I had to wonder what they considered to be old as they were both in their eighties.  
 
    I thanked them, and still holding Barbie’s hand, left them to finish their cups of tea. The guards were waiting for us at the entrance to the restaurant. ‘If you are ready to return to your suite, Mrs Fisher, we will escort you and Miss Berkeley there.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, yes. I believe it is time to get dry and my butler will have breakfast waiting for us.’ The guards fell into step either side of us, one in front and one behind as we walked the short distance to my suite. I hadn’t taken my door card with me so knocked for Jermaine to let us in.  
 
    ‘Madam?’ he said in question as he took in our additional guards and the absence of Lieutenant Charpentier. Several minutes later, when I finished telling him about the table and Pippin’s attack on Ian Kenyon, he asked, ‘Were Lieutenant Charpentier’s injuries life threatening, madam?’ 
 
    I shrugged, but said, ‘I don’t think so.’  
 
    Satisfied, he said, ‘Very good, madam. Shall I serve breakfast?’ 
 
    I smiled at his ability to maintain normal routine no matter what went on around him. ‘In just a few minutes, please, Jermaine. I would like to get dry. I’m sure Barbie and Pippin feel likewise.’ 
 
    ‘We are leaving, Mrs Fisher,’ announced the chattier of the two guards. Come to think of it, I wasn’t sure I had heard or seen his partner speak at all. ‘Lieutenant Pippin will be staying with you for now. Is there anything else you need?’ 
 
    ‘For now? Will Pippin be replaced?’ I asked, my voice hushed so Pippin wouldn’t hear from his bedroom.  
 
    Now it was the guard’s turn to shrug. ‘That will be down to Mr Ikari. Incidents where a crew member assault a guest always result in dismissal. Even when there is just cause or reasonable doubt.’ He turned to his colleague. ‘Do you remember anyone ever getting away with hitting a guest?’ he asked. 
 
    His silent colleague just shook his head. 
 
    The news horrified me. Pippin had acted in good faith and upon my instruction. I distinctly remember yelling for him to attack, urging him on when I saw Ian standing behind Barbie. I was going to have to speak up on his behalf, intercede with the captain and go over Mr Ikari’s head if necessary. Surely the circumstances here were different. I realised the two men were waiting for me to dismiss them. ‘Thank you, gentlemen. Have a good day.’ Jermaine stepped around me to let them out and I took myself to my bedroom; I had so much to consider.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Wonder of the Internet 
 
    I got a shower and as I was towelling my hair dry, I heard raised voices coming from the other side of my bedroom door. As I came out of my bedroom, a towel still in my hands, it was Jermaine that spoke first.  
 
    ‘My apologies, madam. Mr Sussmann appeared at the door and he was too excited to be left in the passageway.’ Shane was staring intently at me, desperate to speak. 
 
    I nodded for him to say his piece. ‘Go ahead, Shane.’ 
 
    ‘He tried it again, didn’t he?’ Shane blurted. ‘Ian Kenyon, he had another go at killing Barbie, didn’t he?’ Shane was positively vibrating with excitement. When neither Jermaine nor I replied, he said, ‘I’ve been doing research.’ 
 
    Jermaine lifted a hand to touch his lips, a gesture intended to silently attract my attention. ‘Breakfast is served, madam,’ he said, when my eyes swung from Shane’s face to his.  
 
    Looking back at Shane, I asked, ‘Won’t you please join us?’  
 
    ‘For breakfast? Sure. Always ready to eat. I’ll tell you all about what I found out while we eat.’ He glanced around to look for the table, and as he did so, he plucked a fork from an inside pocket of his jacket; he really was always ready to eat. 
 
    ‘There’ll be no need for that, sir,’ said Jermaine as he plucked the fork out of Shane’s hand. ‘You will find silverware waiting for you. How would you like your eggs, sir?’ 
 
    As they discussed breakfast options, Jermaine escorted Shane to the indoor dining table. It was designed to seat twelve but had only ever had four around it during my stay. I went to check on Barbie. Jermaine had placed her in the bedroom nearest to mine. As I understood it, the ship had a wide selection of high-quality furniture in storerooms way down in the bowels of the ship so that it could accommodate the needs of any of its top clients. Some might have small children in need of cribs, or toddlers that would need appropriately sized beds with guards or whatever. Whatever the case, I guess that’s why there was a bedroom was so close to mine. 
 
    ‘How are you doing in there, sweetie?’ I called out as I knocked on the doorframe and turned the handle.  
 
    Barbie was doing better than I had worried she might be. She was dressed in fresh clothes and had fixed her hair already, reminding me that mine would turn to frizz shortly and need straightening or pinning. ‘I’m hungry,’ she replied. ‘Jermaine made it smell like breakfast. Did I hear Shane outside? Is he here because someone tried to drop a table on me?’ 
 
    Her brain was bouncing around between different ideas, but she seemed fine for now. ‘Let’s get breakfast,’ I suggested, hoping that something as normal as sitting down to eat would help her to settle. 
 
    She followed me back into the living area and toward the dining table where Shane was already sitting with an expectant look on his face. ‘Hi, Barbie,’ he said with a wave. 
 
    I motioned to Jermaine as Barbie took a seat and stepped to one side with him. ‘I want you to join us for breakfast,’ I whispered quietly. Now that might not seem like a big thing, but Jermaine was all about the ceremony of his job and the butler never ate with the lady, except maybe at Christmas, so I was asking him to be something that he wasn’t. As his eyes widened in horror, I hissed, ‘Barbie needs her friends close.’ 
 
    I knew he wouldn’t be able to present an argument, so I wasn’t surprised when he nodded his acceptance and said. ‘Very good, madam.’ 
 
    ‘Is Pippin joining us?’ I asked, looking around. The door to his bedroom opened when I looked at it. He was back in full dress whites, looking elegant and official even though the uniform needed taking in a bit.  
 
    He smiled at me, a melancholy expression hinting at the knowledge he carried – his job here was in severe danger. ‘I thought I should get some wear out of it while I can,’ he said with a forced half smile.  
 
    I patted his arm and looped mine through his to escort him to the table. ‘Let’s not assume the worst, eh? There are circumstances to consider.’ 
 
    He forced the smile again, then said quietly so only I would hear, ‘She’s worth it.’ Before I could say anything in return, he let go of my arm to grab my chair, pulling it back like a gentleman to settle me at the table.  I took my seat and Jermaine began to serve breakfast.  
 
    The table was silent, so I initiated a conversation. ‘Shane you said you had been doing some research. What is it that you think you found?’ I asked. 
 
    He was already forking bacon onto his plate from the platter to his front but managed to look up. ‘I know why Ian killed Tarquin,’ he announced, putting the bacon tongs down to grab a spoon of scrambled egg. I thought I might have to prompt him to reveal more but once his plate was stacked high, and his face bore a satisfied look, he began talking. ‘I had to delve right into his past. Tarquin’s that is, not Ian’s. I started researching Ian; the internet is a wonderful thing, isn’t it? Surprisingly, there wasn’t much to find about Ian. Lots a basic information but nothing that proved helpful so I started looking at Tarquin instead. Tarquin was signed up as a child actor and his original agent was Ian Kenyon. I guess Ian was in a different part of the industry at the time, but he was a much younger man then.’ 
 
    ‘How long ago was this?’ I asked.  
 
    ‘Summer Adventure was his first film and he was with Ian then, so I guess it was eighteen years ago,’ Shane replied, his mouth half full of breakfast as he did.  
 
    Jermaine narrowed his eyes at the man’s manners, but it went unnoticed. Shane was a little uncouth, but I felt an affinity for him; he clearly didn’t have many friends, he wasn’t very good looking and he would be off the ship and gone forever once we reached Hawaii in a couple of days. I could put up with him for that long if it made him feel wanted for a few days. 
 
    Next to me, Barbie took a sip of water to clear her mouth. ‘If Ian was Tarquin’s agent, surely he made good money. It was right after Summer Adventure that he started getting all the good roles,’ she pointed out. 
 
    This time Shane swallowed before speaking. ‘That’s exactly right,’ he agreed, nodding his head. ‘Except that it isn’t.’ 
 
    ‘How so?’ I asked, now confused. Had Ian made money or not and what exactly was the supposed motive for wanting to kill him. 
 
    Shane was only too happy to supply the answers. ‘This is where is gets all legal,’ he explained. ‘Tarquin did start landing big movies. I think I read that he got paid fifty thousand dollars for his role in Summer Adventure, but got three hundred thousand for the next film, On Falcon Rock, and then three million for the film after that, Home Invasion, the one that really exploded his career.’ 
 
    Barbie’s brow was just as furrowed as mine. ‘I still don’t get it, Shane. As Tarquin’s agent, Ian must have been making a fortune.’ 
 
    ‘You would think so, wouldn’t you?’ he replied triumphantly. ‘He didn’t get a penny though. Because Tarquin was a minor, his mum, a single parent, signed the contract, but when the big bucks started rolling in, she hired a lawyer and got it revoked. Tarquin kept all the money.’ He stuffed a forkful of bacon into his mouth and fell quiet as he chewed. 
 
    I flared my eyes at him. ‘How, Shane? How did she get the contract revoked?’ 
 
    I had to wait for him to swallow, then finally he explained. ‘The contract was signed in California and she was under twenty-one at the time. Legally, she couldn’t enter into the contract and it was Ian’s responsibility to check such things, not hers. She was thirteen when she had Tarquin and her family disowned her. I guess they regret that now, but Ian Kenyon made Tarquin Trebeck famous, worked his butt off to land him roles that would propel him to stardom and he did so at the detriment of all the other actors he managed, dropping most of them to focus on his cash cow and then he got nothing for it. I think they even stiffed him with the legal bill.’ 
 
    The table was silent. It was a spectacular revelation. Tarquin had got famous and Ian Kenyon had got nothing. Was it motive for murder? I guess that had to depend on the person, but it was certainly fuel for hatred and revenge.  
 
    ‘Is there any more?’ asked Shane, mopping up the juice from his mushrooms with a finger. He had probably put away close to fifty percent of the food that Jermaine had served to the table. I was actually impressed. 
 
    Instead of answering him, I looked at Jermaine. Inside, I was muttering to myself. I was having an argument about whether I should do the thing that I thought I should do or do what I told people I would do.  
 
    ‘Is everything alright, madam?’ asked Jermaine. 
 
    ‘Yeah, Patty,’ chipped in Barbie. ‘I can see your lips moving, but there’s no words coming out.’ 
 
    The internal argument ended at that point. ‘I need to snoop. It might sound like a bad idea.’ I chuckled at that point. ‘It probably is a bad idea, but I am going to go with Shane’s cleaning maid plan.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ asked Shane, his head suddenly popping up from picking crumbs out of the bacon dish.  
 
    I nodded slowly, mostly to myself. I was going to do it. ‘Jermaine, dear,’ I said while running through the concept in my head. ‘I need an outfit.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Dressing Up 
 
    ‘I’ll go with you,’ said Barbie. ‘I want to know why he is trying to kill me.’ 
 
    I place my hand on top of hers where it was resting on the table. ‘You can’t, sweetie. He knows you. I plan to go in when he is not there but if he comes back our cover will instantly be blown if he recognises you.’ Shane opened his mouth and I knew he was about to volunteer too. ‘It’s the same answer for you, Shane.’  
 
    ‘But I’m invisible,’ he countered. ‘No one ever remembers or even notices me.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure that’s not true,’ I argued, not certain that it was. ‘But there’s too much risk. You are part of the film crew; he could easily recognise you. I will be going alone.’ While it terrified me, it also felt like the safest option and the one least likely to end in disaster.  
 
    Ian Kenyon might be a murderer, bent on a trail of revenge, but even though there was a slim chance he had spotted me yesterday when I was spying on him, I was confident I could disguise myself and act in a manner that would alleviate suspicion.  
 
    Decision made, I slapped my hands on the table and stood up. ‘The time to act is upon us,’ I announced. I was feeling nervous and conscious that I was overcompensating because of it. Jermaine and Barbie, who knew me well enough to call me on it, were good enough not to.  
 
    ‘I’ll make a call, madam,’ said Jermaine as he too stood up. He didn’t reach for his phone though. He started clearing plates instead. I wanted to push him to deal with the more pressing task first, but I refrained, telling myself that time was not a factor. If Barbie, was indeed his next target, then she was safe in my suite and we could pace ourselves.  
 
    The niggling doubt tickling the back of my brain was Mr Ikari’s certainty of Ian Kenyon’s innocence. What had he seen or been told that had given him such assurance? Whatever it was, I was going to challenge it. Barbie was part of my tribe and I would protect her with my life against anyone that threatened her. In a different world, she could be my daughter.  
 
    I looked about at Barbie, Shane and Pippin. ‘If you will excuse me. I need to change.’ I said as I moved away from the table. 
 
    As I walked away, Shane said, ‘I guess there is nothing much I can do to help. If you need me, please just ask. I’ve written my number down in case I can be of assistance.’  
 
    I turned around to look at him because I could hear him walking toward the door. ‘Don’t worry, Shane. If he is guilty, we will get him.’ I’m not sure what weight my confidence carried, but he gave me a thumbs up.  
 
    Jermaine followed the short, rather unique man to the door and closed it behind him. ‘I have spoken with a friend on the cleaning crew, madam. Someone that cleans your suite actually. I expect to have a uniform delivered in the next fifteen minutes. Perhaps Miss Berkeley can help with your hair?’ he suggested. 
 
    Curious, I said, ‘My hair?’ 
 
    Jermaine had to explain that, like many of the staff, the cleaning crew all wore their hair either very short or tied into a French plait. In order to look the part, my hair would also need to be plaited. However, it wasn’t something I had done since my age ran to less than double digits. Thankfully, Barbie was up for the task.  
 
    ‘I haven’t done this in a while,’ she said as she settled in behind me at my dressing table. ‘But I thought about a career in hair when I was younger, and I practiced different styles. This should be easy enough.’ 
 
    As she brushed, separated and tugged my hair around, I thought about how the cleaners looked and acted. I realised though that I didn’t really notice them. It bothered me that I had settled into a lifestyle where so much was done for me. It was nice, but it also made me a little uncomfortable. Jermaine said the person bringing a spare uniform was someone that cleaned my suite. I couldn’t even picture the person’s face. What did that say about me? 
 
    I had too many other things to worry about, so I pushed the concern from my mind and focused on what I was about to do. What else did I need to consider? To get into his cabin, I would need a master key. Had Jermaine already considered that? ‘Jermaine?’ I called loudly enough for him to hear.  
 
    The sound of his footsteps approaching ended when he came into my bedroom. ‘Madam?’ 
 
    ‘The cleaners must carry a master key of some kind, yes? I will need one of those, won’t I?’ I could remember seeing the cleaners, who were almost all ladies, letting themselves into rooms to perform their tasks. They would knock on the door, call out, then let themselves in using a door keycard attached on a cord to their belt. I guess they were attached for safety because no one wanted a master key getting into the wrong hands – like mine. 
 
    That was another reason I had to go alone; if Jermaine was caught with me, he would be in serious trouble with Mr Ikari. By myself, I could claim to have swiped the cleaner’s outfit and the key.  
 
    ‘I have a key,’ said Pippin. He was standing behind Jermaine, just inside my bedroom and peering around the side of the larger man. ‘I can open the door.’ He sounded glum, as if he had been contemplating what might happen when Ian Kenyon filed charges against him.  
 
    Helping me now wasn’t going to do him any favours though. I said, ‘I think you should distance yourself from what I am doing, Pippin. You need plausible deniability if I get caught. It’s bad enough that you know about it, if I take your key, you will then be implicated in the crime.’ 
 
    ‘I can obtain a key for you, madam,’ said Jermaine just as we all heard a knock at the door. Jermaine departed to answer it, ushering Pippin from my bedroom as he did. My hair was done, Barbie satisfied with her work as she stepped back so I could turn my head to inspect it.  
 
    My blonde locks were pulled into a tight French plait that ended a couple of inches below my collar. Now I was going to have to get changed and hope the uniform fitted okay.  
 
    I followed Barbie into the living area of my suite to find the person that had brought the uniform and was surprised to find that it was a man. Jermaine already had the cleaning maid’s outfit in his hand though his expression looked… what? Embarrassed. ‘This is Ortise, Madam. Would you like to try the outfit on to ensure it fits? It is not quite what I expected, I’m afraid,’ he said as he cut his eyes to Ortise. 
 
    I stepped forward to shake the man’s hand. ‘Nice to meet you, Ortise. Thank you for bringing this.’ 
 
    Ortise had a very soft grip and an effeminate voice when he spoke. ‘That’s okay, sugar. I like dressing up too. Don’t I, Jermaine?’ he said with a sly smile and a wink at my butler.  
 
    Jermaine did not answer and still had an unhappy expression. Wondering what was bothering him, I soon found out when he handed me the outfit. A moment ago, when he used the word, I had thought it odd that he didn’t say uniform. Now I knew why. What Ortise had brought for me was a saucy French Maid’s bedroom outfit. Jermaine was staring into the distance, refusing to make eye contact and Ortise was giving me an encouraging smile. What did he think went on in my suite? 
 
    ‘Role play is such fun always,’ said Ortise, nudging Jermaine’s hip with his own.  
 
    Jermaine’s expression didn’t change but though it was hard to tell with his deeply tanned skin, I swear he blushed. I guess the term friend was a codeword for something else in this case. I allowed him his discretion though, but held up the garment as I said, ‘I need a cleaners outfit to wear. I need to look like one of the cleaners.’ 
 
    Ortise gave me a blank look for a second, then he got it and winked. ‘Gotcha, sugar. To get into the role, it’s got to be exact. I met couple like that before.’ As my mouth dropped open, Jermaine took his friends arm and walked him across the room for a conversation. It looked short and rather one-sided. When it ended, Jermaine escorted Ortise back to where I was still standing. ‘Jermaine says that I am confused and that I need to apologise for any suggestive comments I may have made.’ The man’s face was crimson. 
 
    Desperate to move on, I said, ‘That’s okay, Ortise. Thank you for bringing me this, but I really need to look like one of the cleaners.’  
 
    Ortise bit his top lip. ‘That might take some time, sugar.’ Jermaine nudged him again. ‘Madam, I mean madam,’ Ortise added quickly. ‘There are very few ladies on the cleaning crew.’ 
 
    My face scrunched in question to his answer. ‘Really? I thought most of the cleaners were women?’  
 
    ‘No, sug… madam. Probably less than ten and they are all tiny girls from the Philippines. I’m not sure we will be able to get a uniform to fit you.’ 
 
    Dammit, this was proving more difficult than I expected. ‘Perhaps, madam, it would be prudent to abandon the plan?’ suggested Jermaine, eager to keep me safe.  
 
    I held up the garment again. The black silk of the top ended with white lacey frills above the low-cut bra cups and came down to suspender straps to attach to stockings. They were detachable though, probably so one could wear hold-ups instead. The back of it was a giant lace like a corset.  
 
    ‘Goodness, that’s racy,’ said Barbie as she rejoined us.  
 
     She was right, but I pursed my lips and made a decision. ‘Barbie, do you have any black leggings?’ 
 
    Twenty minutes later I was wearing the offensive bodice but had accessorised it with black leggings and a thin black cardigan plus a pair of black running shoes. I turned in the mirror to inspect my backside, noting that somehow the black material made it look significantly bigger. My buttocks now looked like two balloons and because I had borrowed the leggings from Barbie, who was at least two dress sizes smaller than me, the material was stretched so thin the leggings almost looked like tights. The cardigan did a reasonable job of hiding the saucy maid outfit but there was no getting away from the fact that my boobs were hanging out of the top of it. Every time I leaned forward, they threatened to pop out. So much so, that it seemed my nipples were the only thing holding them inside, like they were gripping the material and holding on. The shoes were also Barbie’s and a size too small. I could have just sent Jermaine to buy me some new ones but it seemed unnecessary and would delay my departure giving me more time to come to my senses.  
 
    Sighing because I knew it was the best I could do at short notice; I left my bedroom to see what the others thought. ‘What do you think?’ I asked the audience waiting in the living area.  
 
    Barbie smiled her huge beaming smile and clapped her hands. ‘You look just like one of the cleaning crew, Patty.’  
 
    Pippin stared at my ample wobbly cleavage, caught himself doing so, felt his cheeks glow and cast his eyes down to stare at the carpet instead. They stayed there as he agreed with Barbie.  
 
    ‘Thank you, Ortise,’ said Jermaine. ‘I will arrange to return the garment later.’ He made it clear that Ortise was expected to leave at this point, the obviously gay man grinning in a leering manner at the four of us, two girls, two guys, all dressed differently and, to his mind at least, about to have some kind of roleplay orgy despite what Jermaine must have said to him earlier.   
 
    ‘Have fun, everyone,’ he sang as he let himself out.  
 
    Jermaine turned back to face me. ‘Madam, the cleaning cart is waiting for you in the lobby and I have your keycard here,’ he said as he held it up. ‘I feel I must advise against this course of action though, madam. It seems… unnecessarily dangerous.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, Patty,’ chipped in Barbie. ‘I don’t like it either. What if Ian did kill Tarquin and is trying to target me? Won’t you be painting a target on your own back as well?’ 
 
    ‘That will depend on what I find.’ I had expected Barbie and Jermaine to do this; try to talk me out of it. ‘Mr Ikari has dismissed him as a possibility. I have already challenged that decision and I don’t see any point in doing so again now that Shane has brought new evidence to light.’ The three faces staring at me were clearly sceptical. ‘I will be careful,’ I assured them. ‘I look like a cleaner.’ I corrected my statement upon seeing three sets of eyebrows simultaneously rise. ‘Okay, I mostly look like a cleaner. I will be pushing a cleaning cart so I can use that to hide behind. No one will look at me anyway.’ I added, thinking about how little attention I paid the cleaners. ‘I am going to clean his room and while I do it, I will snoop around and see what I can find. I don’t expect to find the murder weapon tucked in a drawer but maybe there will be something. If there isn’t, I will finish cleaning and making up his bed and will leave.’ 
 
    They still didn’t look convinced. ‘Look,’ I said, starting to feel impatient with them, ‘someone is targeting Barbie and I intend to find out who. By process of elimination if necessary. I’m starting with Ian Kenyon.’ With that I walked through to the lobby where the cleaning cart was waiting for me. It was a large object loaded down with spare towels and bed sheets, all neatly folded into piles, and a large bin-like compartment in the middle for the dirty bedding et cetera to go in. Arranged around the outside were different cleaning fluids and cloths, a box of pillow mints and a black bin bag tied to the handle for litter.  
 
    ‘I will escort you, madam,’ said Jermaine, moving to the door. 
 
    I held out a hand to stop him. ‘It will look wrong if you are with me. I won’t be long, don’t worry about me. I am not the one being targeted.’ Barbie would be safe enough in the cabin, Pippin was armed, and Jermaine was more than capable of defending her. Then I realised that Jermaine was overreacting because he wasn’t able to do anything. Barbie had been targeted three times now, and he hadn’t been around to help or even aware that she was in trouble. Now, I was going out and he wasn’t allowed to do anything positive to help me either. He was agitated and it had taken me too long to recognise it. 
 
    I placed my hand on his arm. ‘Look, Barbie is going to be with us for a while, certainly for dinner tonight. Perhaps you should ask her what she would like for dinner and make her something special.’ That would give him something to focus on at least. 
 
    ‘Very good, madam,’ he replied. ‘Please be careful and be sure to call if you need me.’ He handed me my phone, which I had completely forgotten, but then it was time to leave, butterflies arriving in my stomach as I pushed the cleaning cart into the passageway outside and started toward the elevators.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Cleaning Duties 
 
    I got all the way to the elevator and into it before I remembered that I didn’t know the name of Ian’s suite. I had been there yesterday but hadn’t thought to note what it was. All the doors had names or numbers on them, but there was an endless sea of doors to choose from. Muttering to myself, I went back to the suite, realised I hadn’t picked up my handbag and therefore didn’t have my door card. I used my head to knock on the door, rapping it twice with my forehead. 
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ The question came from behind me, the voice that asked it was nasally and unpleasant to hear, and when I turned around to see who was there, I found a short, stern woman staring at me over the top of her glasses. Her hair was pulled into a tight bun and she wore a black suit, with black tights and flat shoes and her arms were folded in an impatient pose. ‘Well?’ she demanded. ‘I’m waiting.’ Then she took in my revealing top, her eyes bugging clean out of her head. ‘What on earth are you wearing, girl?’  
 
    Then I saw the crew member badge on her lapel and read the title beneath it: Marianne Redmond Guest Services Manager. I was wearing a maid outfit and she was my boss. I was in so much trouble and I hadn’t done anything yet. I dredged my brain for a lie that would work and, feeling defeated, I leaned back against the door for support and fell right through it. Jermaine had chosen that moment to open it. 
 
    ‘Goodness me,’ said the stern woman. ‘Which idiot employed you?’ Then she looked at Jermaine. ‘Is the resident in?’ she asked. 
 
    Unusually stuck for words, Jermaine stuttered as he lied. ‘Um, no?’  
 
    ‘Well, that’s a relief. Come on, you,’ she said, actually snapping her fingers at me. ‘Chop, chop, girl. I haven’t got all day. We can deal with what you have done to your uniform later.’ 
 
    I struggled slowly to my feet, wanting to push by Jermaine on my way into the suite and have him shut the door on the awful lady, but it would take too much explaining so I kept my mouth shut and hoped that I could ditch her soon. Maybe she would take me in front of the elevators, and I would be able to jump in one and be gone before she could react. I exchanged a silent look with Jermaine and shook my head when he flared his eyes at me in question. 
 
    ‘Come on, girl. Hurry up and bring your cart.’ She started walking away, in the opposite direction to the one I wanted to go. So much for diving in an elevator. ‘What were you doing there anyway? I know the staff that work the upper deck and you are not one of them.’ 
 
    ‘Um,’ 
 
    ‘Come on, girl. Spit it out. I want an answer,’ she snapped before I could even begin to offer her an answer. 
 
    I was getting angry and doing my best to keep a lid on it. ‘Ortise is sick. He asked me to fill in.’ 
 
    ‘Ortise? I spoke with him this morning. He wasn’t sick then,’ she argued but I could tell she wasn’t expecting me to know the name of the person that should have been cleaning my suite. 
 
    ‘Yes, he said he had eaten something that didn’t agree with him. I think it came on quickly. I’m not in any trouble for helping him out, am I?’ I asked, filling my voice with false nerves and concern.  
 
    ‘We’ll see.’ Her reply was delivered to keep me feeling off guard. I could tell. She liked being the one with all the power. ‘There’s a mess to clean in the portside passage. I was on my way to assess what was needed but guess what? You volunteered.’ 
 
    I trailed after her, struggling to control the heavy and unwieldy trolley because I had to rush just to keep up with her pace. ‘Oh, dear, yes,’ she said, finally slowing. I couldn’t see what she was looking at, but I could smell it. Someone had imbibed one too many cocktails and then regurgitated them all on the carpet. 
 
    ‘Well? Don’t just stand there, girl. Get it cleaned up.’ She folded her arms again and stood to one side so she could watch. ‘You can consider yourself under assessment.’ 
 
    I looked at the mess on the floor and then back at the stern woman’s face. I considered trying to clean it, I really did, but then the smell hit me again and as my stomach rolled, I decided what I was going to do. ‘You clean it,’ I offered her with a smile. I was already leaving, turning the trolley around so I could push it back the way I had come. It was shorter to keep going the way I had been headed but that meant going over the pool of vomit soaking into the carpet and I wasn’t about to risk standing in it. 
 
    My response had caught the woman off guard, but she recovered quickly. ‘Clean it myself?’ she shrieked. ‘Clean it myself? Get back here right now.’ 
 
    ‘No thanks,’ I called over my shoulder. 
 
    ‘I’ll have your job!’ she yelled after me. 
 
    I yelled back, ‘I quit.’ I couldn’t help but smile as I said the words, turning a corner and leaving the stony-faced, old bat behind.  
 
    I arrived back at the elevator without further incident, travelled down just one deck and remembered once again that I didn’t know which cabin Ian Kenyon was staying in. I had been so distracted by the stern woman I had forgotten again. I paused in the passageway, to dig out my phone; I wasn’t going back upstairs to ask in person, that was for certain. But as the call connected and I absentmindedly chewed my lip, a door opened ahead of me and Ian Kenyon stepped out.  
 
    ‘Madam?’ said Jermaine as he picked up the call. I didn’t answer though; I was staring at the face of evil. The man I was sure had killed Tarquin was right in front of me, the same man that was now targeting Barbie for reasons I couldn’t yet fathom. ‘Madam?’ asked Jermaine again, this time with urgency in his voice. I pressed the button to end the call as I watched the killer walk away down the passage, probably off to get some lunch or go for a drink, happy that he had gotten away with one murder and was plotting his next.  
 
    The second he was out of sight, I wheel the cleaning trolley to his door, swiped the doorcard and pushed his door open.  
 
    ‘I was starting to think you wouldn’t show.’ 
 
    I screamed and I swear a little bit of pee came out as my heart completely stopped, took a vacation and then returned just as suddenly, filling the void in my chest like a grenade going off under my ribs. It was only the cleaning trolley that kept me from collapsing.  
 
    I glanced to confirm the owner of the voice was who I thought it was, then gasped out, ‘Shane, you scared the life out of me.’ I was clutching my heart and using the trolley for support. When he left my suite earlier, the damned fool was only pretending to accept that he couldn’t help me search Ian’s room. He had clearly been waiting for me to arrive. However, when I turned to close the door, I caught sight of him, and it stopped me dead in my tracks.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Disguise 
 
    I had to stand back to take it all in. I barely recognised him. His beard was gone, that was the first point to note and possibly the starkest because it changed the shape of his face. Where the hair had been, the skin now looked baby-bottom smooth, but he had nicked himself in multiple places, a couple of which still had tiny squares of tissue stuck to them. He had also shed his glasses, which distorted the face I knew even further.  
 
    The real shocker though was the cleaning maid’s outfit he was wearing. Just like me, Shane had borrowed a French maid’s naughty bedroom outfit. He must have got from a plus-size girl and even then, had needed to squeeze into it. The saucy outfit ended above his biceps, revealing hairy arms, and just below his junk, but he hadn’t thought to wear leggings. His bare legs were milk bottle white and matted with thick ginger hair. I didn’t want to look, but it was like seeing a car crash in slow motion; there was no option to look away.  
 
    ‘What are you wearing?’ I asked, my heartrate returning to normal. 
 
    Shane grinned at me. ‘I swiped it from one of the makeup girls. It’s a bit tight. I think I popped a couple of stitches already, so I won’t be putting it back.’ He looked at my uniform and then at his and shrugged. ‘It’s not exactly right, but no one is here to see me anyway.’ 
 
    He made a valid point, but I was still concerned that Ian might recognise him, and I was certain he would question whether the chubby man in the sex outfit was really in his suite to clean it. To get things moving, I said, ‘We need to get on with this before he returns.’ Then I pushed the cleaning trolley to one side so I could move into the room and I started looking around. There was a desk with a computer on it, much like the one in my room and it looked like the type of place a person might make notes. 
 
     ‘I’m going to, um… check the bathroom,’ announced Shane as he stepped around me to go deeper into the suite.  
 
    I started leafing through the pieces of paper on Ian’s desk, my boobs threatening to fall out each time I leaned forward so I had to hold one arm across my chest to keep them in place while I searched. The computer had been pushed to one side, the wireless keyboard and mouse stacked behind the monitor at the far left of the desk. Ian was one of those people who like to use pen and paper. I counted four A4 pads, each containing several pages of notes and I didn’t need to read much to see that he was trying to write a script for a film. Did that mean anything? He was a producer, he used to be an agent, perhaps he had been a dozen other things in between but maybe what he truly wanted was to be a screen writer.  
 
    I scanned a few pages but none of the story ideas fleshed out in ink described a killer murdering a Hollywood star and then going after the girl he was interested in. Not that I expected a big smoking gun, but it would have been nice.  
 
    I rifled through the desk drawers, but I didn’t find anything there either, so I went to check on what Shane was doing. I found him in the bathroom, just sitting on the edge of the bath. ‘What are you doing?’ I asked, mystified to find him doing nothing when he was so keen to get in here.  
 
    Startled by my voice, he looked up at me. ‘I already looked in all the places in here,’ he said, sounding defensive. ‘I was taking a moment to think about where I might hide something I didn’t want other people to find.’ 
 
    ‘I thought about that too. I would ditch it over the side and be confident it was gone forever.’ 
 
    ‘What if he wanted a trophy?’ he asked. ‘If I am right about his hatred for Tarquin and thirst for revenge being nearly two decades old, then he must also want to savour the victory. I know I would. I would want to keep something to remind me of the moment when I finally got my own back.’ 
 
    ‘Ok,’ I didn’t believe it, but I was prepared to explore his theory with him rather than just poopoo it. ‘Where do you think he would put something then?’ 
 
    ‘Let’s go look, shall we?’ As he said it, he slapped the sides of the bath and got up, then slipped around me to head back into the suite. He was muttering as he started looking around, ‘Maybe behind a ventilation panel or something.’ 
 
    I couldn’t fault his logic. The ventilation panel was screwed on tight though, no one was hiding a twisted trophy behind that without using tools and the screw heads looked unmolested. As Shane went into the bedside tables and pulled out the drawers, I said, ‘I’ll check under the bed.’ 
 
    There was nothing there though. Not even dust bunnies and it was then that I spotted a fatal flaw in my plan. I was disguised as a cleaner and in his room under the ruse that I was there to clean it. However, it had already been cleaned today. The bed was made, the room was spotless, but as I began to panic, acknowledging that if Ian did return, he would know I was a fake. And just then I heard the all too familiar soft beep of the door lock opening.  
 
    I froze. Rooted in place by horror because I knew I was caught. Coming through the door, Ian shot me a smile. ‘No need to stop, I forgot my smokes. I’ll be just a moment.’  
 
    Too caught up in his own business, he hadn’t questioned our presence. Maybe he would suddenly spot the incongruity later and question why there was a second cleaning crew in his suite. Right now, though, he was crossing the room to his desk to get his cigarettes.  
 
    Oh, lord, I thought, my heart banging in my chest; he was going to see that I had moved things. He didn’t though. Without pausing, he grabbed the cigarettes, popped them into an inside jacket pocket and started back toward the door.  
 
    I was still frozen to the spot, unable to get over the shock of capture I felt when he walked in, but it wasn’t my lack of motion that tipped him off, it was Shane. Shane yelled a cry of triumph and threw a drawer across the room.  
 
    ‘I knew it!’ he exclaimed. ‘I knew I was right.’ 
 
    Ian’s head shot around to look at Shane at the sound of his whoop so he witnessed the drawer being discarded and was looking at him when he spoke. ‘What the devil is going on here?’ he asked, glancing at me and then doing a double take. ‘You!’ he shouted, staring at me and looking angry. ‘You’re the one that was spying on me yesterday.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not what it looks like,’ I replied weakly, the ridiculous phrase finding its way to my lips.  
 
    Then, across from me, I saw Shane fumbling in the hole the discarded drawer had left. I couldn’t help but take my eyes from Ian to see what Shane was doing so I saw him reach under the chest of drawers and pull out a knife. ‘What the devil is going on here? he asked. ‘What the devil is going on here?’ he bellowed the question when he repeated it and held the knife aloft. ‘We’re catching a killer, that’s what!’ 
 
    ‘Got anything to say about my spying now, Mr Kenyon?’ I asked. We had him. Shane had been right to suspect the film’s producer and the research he had undertaken showed motive while the knife in his cabin might be the proverbial nail in his coffin. 
 
    Ian just stared at me, looking like a rabbit caught in headlights. But then he started laughing. ‘I’m calling security,’ he replied with a calm shrug.  
 
    ‘Good! They can lock you up!’ yelled Shane. Ian had left the door ajar when he came in, intending to go straight back out but it had swung fully open behind him and Shane’s loud voice was attracting attention from people in the passageway outside.  
 
    ‘Is everything alright?’ asked a gentleman with a trimmed white beard and glasses, leaning through the open doorway to see what all the fuss was about.  
 
    ‘Come away, Bernhard,’ called an unseen woman, presumably his wife but it was too late for that. Bernhard had seen Shane in his ridiculous outfit and the deadly-looking knife in his hand.  
 
    ‘Oh, my goodness!’ he exclaimed, drawing the attention of his wife, who, now inquisitive, poked her head around the doorframe as well.  
 
    Then she screamed. 
 
    If Shane’s excited yelling hadn’t drawn enough attention, the woman’s scream certainly did. Heavy boots were running along the passageway as she backed away pointing. ‘He’s got a knife,’ she said, turning her head to blab the news to whoever was running towards her.  
 
    I made a guess which turned out to be right as two white uniformed members of the ship’s security arrived at the door. This could not have gone worse. I opened my mouth to get my story in first, but then shut it again. Nothing I could say was going to make any difference.  
 
    ‘These two are imposters,’ Ian claimed as he pointed to Shane and me. ‘The woman,’ a term I felt was derogatory, especially the way he said it, ‘was spying on me yesterday. Now I find her in my cabin posing as a cleaner so she and her fat friend can plant a weapon.’ 
 
    I recognised both members of the security team, a man and a woman, and hoped they knew who I was, but I didn’t know their names. The woman was nearest to Ian and took the lead, holding up her hands in a calming gesture. ‘Slow down, please, sir. You say this lady was spying on you? And now she is trying to plant a weapon?’ she turned to his colleague. ‘I think we need Mr Ikari,’ she said, then added, ‘Now.’ When the man didn’t react, prompting him to step out into the passageway to use his radio. I could hear him outside moving people on as a small crowd was beginning to gather. Then the female lieutenant brought her attention back to the room. ‘Put the knife down please, sir.’ The instruction was clearly aimed at Shane who was gleefully smiling as if certain he had found Tarquin’s killer.  
 
    Thankfully, just as I saw the lieutenant’s hand twitch towards his sidearm, Shane said, ‘Sure. Where would you like it. This is valuable evidence.’ 
 
    Ian scoffed, causing all three of us to look at him. ‘Whose fingerprints are on it?’ he asked, a wry smile playing across his lips. ‘I know mine won’t be because I have never seen it before. So, since you are holding it, I don’t see how you hope to tie it to me.’ 
 
    Shane fielded the question. ‘We found it in your room. Hidden beneath a chest of drawers where no one would find it. Your little memento to celebrate how you killed the man that diddled you out of a fortune.’ 
 
    Ian looked shocked. ‘What on earth are you talking about man?’ he demanded to know. The security officer was curious too.  
 
    This time I answered. Explaining what we knew about Tarquin making it big because Ian promoted him but then his mother finding a loophole to get out of paying Ian his cut. By the time I had finished the story, I could hear the guard outside addressing someone and then the unmistakeable sound of Mr Ikari’s voice.  
 
    Even though I had caught the killer, I couldn’t help but feel embarrassed at the steps I had taken to get here. I had promised that I would not involve myself, but Mr Ikari had assured me Ian Kenyon was not involved in Tarquin’s death and here he was with what looked like the murder weapon hidden in his room. 
 
    As I steeled myself to defend my actions and stood up straight so I could look haughtily down, Mr Ikari came through the door and into the cabin, flanked on his left side by Lieutenant Baker. He took one look at me and bowed his head. He sighed and physically deflated as if he would have preferred it was anyone else in the room. Then, without another glance at me, he spoke to Lieutenant Baker, ‘Take them both into custody please.’  
 
    ‘What!’ I asked, my voice coming out as a surprised high-pitched squeak. Looking relaxed, Ian Kenyon was grinning like the Cheshire cat as he looked at me and I felt my confidence slipping as I asked, ‘What do you mean, take us into custody? We found the murder weapon. It was hidden beneath his chest of drawers.’ 
 
    As Baker began reluctantly to move toward me looking very apologetic, Mr Ikari held up his hand to make him pause. ‘Mrs Fisher,’ he said, pausing as I breathed in deeply and my boobs threatened to pop out again. He wasn’t the only one that stared at them though, Baker and the female guard standing behind him looked as well, drawn to the impending disaster. 
 
    My face flushing, I said, ‘Sorry,’ and turned away so I could jiggle myself back into the stupidly low-cut cups.  
 
    When I turn back to face him, Mr Ikari picked up where he had left off. ‘You have conducted an illegal search of Mr Kenyon’s room. Even if that is the murder weapon, which I very much doubt it is, Mr Kenyon has an alibi for the time of Mr Trebeck’s murder. He is not guilty, and you assured me you would not interfere in my investigation. No court in the world would allow the knife as evidence because of your illegal search and I am led to believe that Mr Sussmann has handled it, thus almost certainly destroying any fingerprints that may have been left by the murderer.’ 
 
    I started to speak, but he held up a finger to silence me. 
 
    ‘Furthermore, since we are at sea and you have gained entry to this room, I can technically charge you with piracy. You have caused me quite the dilemma, Mrs Fisher and I am not pleased about it.’ 
 
    I had nothing I could think of to say, but Shane said, ‘Hold on. Let me check something. You are telling me that I am a pirate now?’ His expression was just as gleeful now as it had been when he found the knife. 
 
    Mr Ikari gave him a look like he was dirt and strode from the room. ‘You know where to take them,’ he said over his shoulder without looking back.  
 
    My mouth hung open. I was in the wrong? How on earth was I in the wrong? A man had been murdered and I had found motive and a weapon. Okay, I understood that we had maybe gone about finding the weapon in an unconventional way, but it had still been found. Whatever alibi Ian was using must be false, or they are wrong about the time of death. Or something.  
 
    ‘What is it that Bhavana holds over you, Ian?’ I asked.  
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher, please,’ begged Lieutenant Baker. He was waiting for me to move. It was time to leave Ian’s cabin, but I wanted an answer.  
 
    ‘She knows you did it, doesn’t she? Is she the one that provided your alibi?’ Suddenly I saw the obvious truth of it. ‘Oh, my goodness. That’s it, isn’t it. She knows you killed him but has given you an alibi. Why though? Are you influential enough to secure her next role?’ 
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher, please,’ Baker said again, this time with far more insistence.  
 
    ‘No, Baker, listen to me,’ I insisted. ‘I overheard Bhavana threatening to ruin… no destroy, that was the word she used, wasn’t it?’ I asked rhetorically while I stared at Ian Kenyon. ‘Destroy. She has evidence that will destroy Ian if it gets out. She knows he did it.’ Baker looked conflicted and the guard next to him was waiting for his lead. ‘Call, Mr Ikari,’ I begged. ‘Ask him who Ian’s alibi is.’ 
 
    I could see he was wavering. He had his orders to carry out, but he knew me. He knew me well enough to believe that I might be right. 
 
    ‘Are you listening to this nonsense, man?’ asked Ian, his tone dripping with derision. ‘God, man. You have your orders. Get them out of my room.’ 
 
    ‘One question,’ I begged again. ‘If I am wrong you can take me out of here in cuffs.’ 
 
    ‘And make us walk the plank, aaaarrr,’ laughed Shane behind me, clearly not understanding the gravity of our situation. I felt like hitting him with something. 
 
    Baker was staring at me, Ian was staring at him, but as Baker leaned his head down to speak into his lapel microphone, I let go a breath I hadn’t realised I was holding. As he began to speak, he stepped around his colleague to have his conversation in the passageway and not be overheard.  
 
    ‘This is utter nonsense,’ spat Ian angrily.  
 
    I couldn’t really hear what Baker was saying, but when he came back in, he looked disappointed. ‘If you please, Mrs Fisher,’ he said as he held out his hand. Then he glanced at the female guard still waiting silently for instructions and said, ‘Lieutenant Bhukari, you will accompany me.’ She fell into position to his side, allowing enough space for Shane and I to exit the cabin but close enough to react if we tried to run or looked likely to do anything silly. 
 
    Sounding pleased with himself, Ian said, ‘Thank you. Finally.’ Then he patted his pockets and got ready to follow us out. ‘I assume there will be a real cleaning crew along soon to completely scrub my room.’ The comment was aimed at the guards, but he was looking at me when he said it.  
 
    Behind me, Shane finally got that this wasn’t a joke. ‘No,’ he said. ‘No. what are you doing? He’s the killer!’ 
 
    Baker was holding out an arm to guide me from the room. Silently, I complied. There really was nothing left to say. As I left Ian’s cabin, he was telling the guards that he wanted to press charges. Shane refused to leave though, insisting that Ian was the killer and he wanted justice done for his childhood friend.  
 
    Baker and Bhukari were going to have to wrestle him from Ian’s cabin if I didn’t intervene. I walked back to the door. ‘Come along, Shane,’ I called. ‘It’s time to go.’ 
 
    ‘But…’ 
 
    ‘It’s time to go,’ I insisted quietly. My motherly tone did the trick, the young man accepting that there was no way to win this time. He gave in and allowed them to escort us away to wherever it was we were being taken.  
 
    Walking in the opposite direction, Ian started whistling to himself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Captain Huntley 
 
    Baker and Bhukari walked us along the passageway and across and intersection before Baker asked us to stop. He produced a keycard and swiped us into a room that had no windows and no decoration. There was a table and chairs in the centre of the room and two bench seats against the wall to our left. The door we came in through was the only way out. It was an intimidating place to find oneself.  
 
    ‘What are we doing here?’ I asked.  
 
    It was Baker that answered. ‘Waiting for Mr Ikari I believe. He instructed me to bring you here but did not tell me why. Please make yourselves comfortable.’ 
 
    Comfortable? I was feeling far from comfortable. Mostly I was conducting an argument in my head where one side of my brain wanted to berate me for ever leaving my suite. The suite was comfortable, the suite had Jermaine and Barbie in it. The suite had a TV. The other side of the argument was that someone kept trying to kill Barbie, a friend I was coming to love quite dearly. Evidence was pointing to Ian Kenyon, so of course I had left the safety of the suite to investigate. How could I not? 
 
    ‘Can I get you a drink of water, Mrs Fisher?’ asked Baker. He was a love, but I shook my head no. I didn’t want to have to ask to go the bathroom if we were going to be stuck in here for some time.   
 
    I pulled out a chair from the table and sat down to wait. Shane paced and the two lieutenants took up position by the door. Both of them looking like sentinels. Ten minutes that felt more like sixty slowly ticked by until finally a quiet knock was followed by the door handle turning. Mr Ikari came into the room, flanked by two more people in white uniform, one of which was a woman I had not seen before.  
 
    I wanted to stand up and start talking, but I remained in my chair and waited for Mr Ikari to speak. I was very much on the back foot and unwilling to rile him.  
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher, I believe you know Lieutenants Baker and Bhukari.’ I had heard others address the female officer already, but her name hadn’t registered. Now I would remember it. ‘They will be leaving us now.’ He turned and spoke quietly to the two guards, so quietly, in fact, that I could not hear the exchange in the small room. Then Baker and Bhukari both left, leaving me with Mr Ikari and the two unfamiliar persons in white uniform. I was beginning to feel nervous. 
 
    ‘Mr Sussmann, please take a seat.’ The request was delivered in a firm tone and Shane complied, quietly pulling out a chair and sitting adjacent to me. The three people in uniform were still standing. Mr Ikari indicated the female officer to his right. ‘This is Commander Shriver. Commander Shriver works in our legal department and had drawn up some paperwork for you to sign.’ The woman was tall and thin, and her features were a little androgynous. I could tell the person inside the uniform was a woman but a flat chest and a face bereft of makeup made the distinction questionable. At first glance I thought many might get it wrong. 
 
    I hadn’t seen the briefcase she was carrying until she raised it and placed it on the table. My eyebrows were fighting their way to the very top of my head. Why was I signing paperwork? What kind of paperwork was it? 
 
    The catches on the briefcase sprung open with a familiar double click noise and the woman opened it with it facing away from me so I couldn’t see its contents. No one said anything as she removed two identical plastic folders, each filled with paper.  
 
    It was Mr Ikari that finally broke the silence. ‘I have information that I am prepared to share with you, Mr Sussmann, Mrs Fisher, but I will not do so until you have signed this paperwork.’ 
 
    ‘What is it?’ Shane asked before I could.  
 
    Commander Shriver laid the two folders on the table, one in front of each of us. ‘It’s a gagging order, essentially,’ she explained. ‘If you later divulge what you hear today, you will be liable for prosecution.’ My goodness, what on earth were they going to tell us? I was all but bursting to hear what they had to say, but I had no way of knowing what I was really signing. Surely, I needed a lawyer present just to explain my rights? 
 
    As I stared at the paperwork and Shane picked his up, I heard a knock at the door. The male security guard opened it to reveal the captain framed in the doorway. He looked directly at me and I felt my cheeks flush with heat. Quickly I glanced southwards to make sure I was showing as little cleavage as possible.  
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher,’ he said in greeting as he doffed his hat and stepped inside.  
 
    ‘Alistair,’ I replied by way of acknowledgement, but I didn’t say anything else. I wasn’t going to apologise for trying to defend Barbie, but I knew I had betrayed the captain’s trust. The guard closed the door again, but unlike the other crew members, who remained standing, the captain took a seat next to me. He took in my outfit, his eyes glancing at but not dwelling on my chest. ‘Well, I guess I now know who it was that Mrs Redmond wanted to sack. That’s one mystery cleaned up at least.’ As I turned scarlet, he forced a half smile as if he was having a tough day and putting a brave face on it. Then he did something that surprised me; he took my hand.  
 
    My hands had been resting on the table, gripped together to keep them from fidgeting nervously, but he reached across and slipped his warm, supple hand into mine and held it. Somewhere between shocked and exhilarated, all I could do was stare at him.  
 
    ‘Is the paperwork signed?’ he asked but the question wasn’t aimed at me and it was Mr Ikari that answered, ‘Not yet.’  
 
    With his free hand, Captain Huntly reached across to open the plastic folder nearest to me then asked for a pen. ‘There is nothing untoward going on, Mrs Fisher. I have been concerned for your well-being and consider myself to blame for your… activities today. Had I confided in you earlier, it would have been possible to avoid all this.’ He indicated the room and our current situation. ‘I am however, under a gagging order myself, as is everyone in this room, so I am faced with a dilemma. I can either bring you inside the circle or can lock you in your suite until we reach Hawaii. I would much rather it was the former than the latter.’ 
 
    He pushed the paperwork toward me and offered the pen. ‘That goes for you too, Mr Sussmann. It occurs to me that it might be simpler to lock you in our brig for your actions, but I would much rather not do so.’ 
 
    ‘What is going on?’ Shane asked in a hushed breath. 
 
    Slowly, the captain extricated his hand from mine, the warmth of it staying with me for a moment as I lied to myself that I was glad he had finally let go. ‘That I cannot tell you. Either of you, until you sign the paperwork.’ 
 
    I couldn’t say that I was convinced it was a good idea to sign the forms in front of me, but I was way too curious to resist doing so. As I picked up my pen, scanned the first page and started signing my name, Shane picked up his paperwork and did likewise, neither of us attempting to read the dozen or so pages of legal speak the pages contained. 
 
    As I put the pen down, Commander Shriver picked up the paperwork, quickly checked it and placed it back inside the plastic folder and then inside her briefcase. Then she did the same with Shane’s and gave the captain a curt nod.  
 
    As the briefcase closed with a different but equally familiar double click, the captain started talking. ‘The reason, Mr Ikari is so certain that Ian Kenyon is innocent, is that he was being filmed at the time of Mr Trebeck’s murder.’ 
 
    ‘Filmed?’ My brow crinkled as I asked the question, unsure that I had heard him correctly. 
 
    ‘Ian Kenyon is involved in a sting operation orchestrated by the FBI who are operating on board the Aurelia with my permission. At the time of Mr Trebeck’s murder, Ian Kenyon was in bed with Bhavana Navuluri.’ That made my jaw drop. Bhavana was stunning, one of the most beautiful women I had ever seen in person and she was sleeping with Ian Kenyon? A balding, fifty something year old man with a belly roll, glasses and a weak chin. The equation didn’t balance. ‘Bhavana has been operating a honey trap,’ the captain explained. ‘Using her looks, she lures influential men to her bed and then tricks them into performing a forced sex routine.’ 
 
    Forced sex? ‘You mean…’ I didn’t want to say the word. 
 
    ‘Bhavana had Ian mock rape her at her request and filmed it so that it looked as if she was the victim of a rape. She is using the film to blackmail Mr Kenyon.’ 
 
    ‘For money?’ I asked. 
 
    The captain shook his head. ‘For film roles. The FBI believe she has already gathered evidence of the same form to blackmail a number of other A list directors, actors and agents across Hollywood. Gathering evidence though has apparently been impossible because the men involved are married and, in most cases, have children. She preys on their fear, not only of prosecution, but of losing their family so when the FBI approached men they believed to be her victims, they all refused to talk.’ 
 
    ‘This explains her meteoric rise over the last two years.’ It was the first time Shane had spoken in a while and I had all but forgotten he was there. ‘No wonder she gets roles even though she can’t act.’ 
 
    ‘Why hasn’t she been arrested already?’ I asked. 
 
    The captain nodded his head at my question, perhaps acknowledging that it deserved an answer. ‘They are waiting for Bhavana to accept payment in the form of favourable treatment and to capture evidence of her blackmailing him.’ 
 
    ‘I heard her,’ I blurted, startled to connect the dots between what I heard them arguing about at the prow of the ship yesterday. ‘They were arguing about it yesterday. I stumbled upon them when I went for a walk yesterday. She threatened to destroy him with the evidence she had from his activities the night before. I thought she had seen him kill Tarquin.’ 
 
    This time the captain pursed his lips. ‘Mr Kenyon told me about that. I guess you were the one spying on him.’ My cheeks flushed. ‘He was fitted with a hidden microphone but there was too much background noise from the wind at the front of the ship. He thought he had her, but the recording is useless. It is only a matter of time before she repeats her demand though. The FBI just need to be ready, and of course they want to make sure their case is iron clad.’ 
 
    Iron clad. That was what Mr Ikari had called Ian’s alibi. I hadn’t believed him. At least no one had been hurt. But then I remembered Tarquin and Barbie. ‘So, who killed Tarquin and why are they now targeting Barbie?’ 
 
    Captain Huntley glanced at his number two, the look they exchanged meaning something I did not understand. Then he stood up, regaining his feet and collecting his hat from the table. It was Mr Ikari that spoke though. ‘We do not have an answer to that yet, Mrs Fisher. I can assure you that we are working on it. The guards in your suite will be rotated later today to keep them fresh. I am confident that two armed guards will keep Miss Berkeley safe.’ 
 
    I nodded along, wondering who could be the killer now that I knew it was not Ian Kenyon.  
 
    Next to me, Shane said, ‘So, Ian didn’t kill Tarquin?’  
 
    Mr Ikari tilted his head slightly, wondering what more evidence he needed to produce. ‘Um, no, Mr Sussmann. No, he did not.’ 
 
    ‘Then how did the knife get into his room?’ Shane countered. 
 
    Mr Ikari fixed him with a steely gaze. ‘Yes, I’ve been wanting to ask you about that. Did you take the knife into the room with you and plant it as evidence?’ 
 
    Shane’s eyes bugged out of his head. ‘What?’ he screeched. Mr Ikari just stared at him. ‘I would never do such a thing,’ Shane stated with as much conviction as he could manage. I could tell that Mr Ikari didn’t believe him, but then I didn’t either. Shane had been after Ian Kenyon right from the start. I didn’t know why, but I could believe that he had snuck the knife in with him and slipped it under the chest of drawers so he could produce it and claim it had been there all along.  
 
    Captain Huntly leaned in close to Mr Ikari and whispered in his ear. Then turned to face Shane and me. ‘I must go. I have other matters to attend to. Please do try to keep yourself out of trouble, Mrs Fisher. I much prefer to meet with you socially.’ He indicated about the room to show how it conflicted with his ideal, but yet again I couldn’t help but feel that his comment about meeting with me socially was unnecessary. It felt like he was flirting with me, but he was no longer looking my way, instead focused on the man next to me. He nodded his head and said, ‘Good day, Mr Sussmann.’ Then winked at me. ‘Mrs Fisher.’ His hat went on his head and he went out the door, the guard holding it open for him and closing it again afterward. I continued to stare at the closed door, confused not only by the handsome captain’s actions, but also by my own reaction to it. 
 
    Mr Ikari broke my train of thought. ‘I think that will do for today. Mr Kenyon is, of course, not pressing charges for your invasion today. I must ask though, with the most strenuous insistence, that you do not try anything like this again. Either of you,’ he added. ‘But most especially you, Mrs Fisher. This is hardly your first offence.’ When neither of us said anything, he clapped his hands together and said, ‘Do you wish to be escorted back to your suite, Mrs Fisher?’ 
 
    ‘What about me? Don’t I get escorted?’ asked Shane.  
 
    His question earned him a single raised eyebrow from Mr Ikari and the reply, ‘Not unless you are going to Mrs Fisher’s suite, no.’ 
 
    Once again, I found myself feeling sorry for Shane. He meant well, he just said the wrong thing a lot and rubbed people up the wrong way. I doubted Jermaine would be enthralled, but I was going to invite the poor soul back to the suite for some dinner. ‘Would you like to join me for some afternoon tea?’ I asked him, hitting with an endearing smile. What can I say? He brought out the motherly side of me. ‘Perhaps we deserve a drink as well,’ I suggested. ‘Do you like gin?’ 
 
    A minute later, I had bid Mr Ikari and his subordinates goodbye and was being escorted back to my suite by Shane instead. We drew a lot of looks, dressed as we were and my hand looped into his elbow. But no one stopped me to request I deal with a mess anywhere, so we made it back to the sanctuary of my rooms without further incident. Approaching my door, I felt my heart sink as I remembered that I hadn’t brought my keycard with me, then chuckled at myself as I remembered I had a universal one. It was tucked into a pocket and it opened my door just as it had Ian’s.  
 
    ‘Jermaine, I have a guest for tea,’ I called out as I closed the door behind me. I shucked my shoes, glad to take them off as they had been pinching my feet for what felt like hours now, but as I scrunched my toes into fists and wriggled them to free them off, I noticed the bloody handprint on the doorframe leading from the lobby into the suite’s living area and my heart stopped beating. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 A Woman Scorned 
 
    I called out, ‘Jermaine,’ again as I nervously peered into the living area. ‘Jermaine, are you okay?’  
 
    ‘Something amiss?’ asked Shane. He was behind me in the lobby still, taking off his shoes because I had taken off mine. I pointed to the blood. I heard him suck in his breath and make a retching sound. He swore and put his hand on the wall to steady himself. ‘Whose blood is that?’ he asked.  
 
    I didn’t know, but I hadn’t had an answer from Jermaine after calling for him twice and I was getting a very bad feeling. I reached behind me to grab Shane’s arm and pulled him with me as I crept into the suite.  
 
    There was a blood trail going across the carpet in the living area. It started just in from the lobby and got progressively more convincing as it went. At first a few drops, but then a thin trail and then more than a thin trail. Whoever had left it was bleeding badly. I could hear Shane making quiet gagging noises behind me and I worried he might faint. I needed him. I had no idea what we were about to find, but I didn’t want to deal with it by myself. 
 
    I was just about to call out again and send Shane to get help when I heard a shout. I say shout but it was more like an enraged snarl. ‘Leave him!’ The woman’s voice came from one of the bedrooms, but I had been facing the wrong way and couldn’t be sure which one it was. Until I saw the bloody handprint.  
 
    It was on Barbie’s door! 
 
    ‘Get help,’ I hissed at Shane as I let go of his arm. 
 
    ‘No. I’m staying with you,’ he hissed back.  
 
    I shook my head. ‘You’re as white as a sheet. Go get help before you pass out,’ I insisted. He meekly nodded his acceptance and started back toward the door, taking care not to step in the blood seeping into my carpet. 
 
    ‘Just tell me why!’ the woman screamed again. ‘Why did you take him from me?’ 
 
    Then I heard Barbie’s voice, instant relief washing through me when I heard her say, ‘I don’t know what you are talking about.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, you do!’ the woman bellowed.   
 
    Readying myself against what I might find beyond Barbie’s bedroom door, I pushed it open, calling out, ‘Is everything alright in here?’ I made my voice sound light and unconcerned as if I hadn’t seen the blood.  
 
    ‘Patty get out! She’s got a gun!’ yelled Barbie, unseen inside the room until I took another step inside. The scene in the bedroom was like something from a movie. Pippin was on the far side of the room being cradled by Barbie. Laying on the carpet, his white uniform drenched with blood below his stomach, he looked deathly pale. He was conscious and being propped up by Barbie who was wearing nothing but a pair of panties; she must have been getting changed when the attack happened. Pippin’s face was scrunched against the pain he must be feeling, and I could see his holster hanging open so the gun twitching between them and me was his.  
 
    There had been no smell of cordite when I came into the suite though, so he hadn’t been shot. As that thought flickered through my brain, I spotted a discarded knife on the carpet by the feet of the woman holding the gun. She was twenty feet away, over by the far wall of the room where she could pin Barbie and Pippin in place.  The woman’s face was an ugly, tear-streaked mess but she was holding the gun in hands that were steady.  
 
    ‘Who are you?’ she demanded.  
 
    I held my arms out to my sides, showing her my empty hands. ‘Let’s all just take it easy, please,’ I begged, trying to make my voice as soothing and calm as possible even though my heart was pounding in my chest. ‘I’m Patricia. I’m Barbie’s friend. Why don’t you tell me who you are?’ 
 
    It was the wrong question though. I saw her snap as she started laughing. ‘You see! You see! That’s exactly the problem. You don’t know who I am because she took him from me.’ She emphasised who she meant by jabbing the gun toward Barbie and keeping it trained on her, lining the barrel up and squinting down her arms at her target.  
 
    Then I worked out who the woman was. She was slender and pretty and somewhere in her early twenties. Her skin was flawless and her hair perfect. She had on a floaty, but elegant summer dress and bore the look of someone whose life revolved around looking good. When I added those observations to the cast on her lower left leg, I knew she was the original actress playing the part that Barbie ended up with. I hadn’t paid any attention to the film crew or the actors until Barbie had been picked from the crowd by Tarquin and asked if she could act. It happened after the original actress slipped by the pool and broke her ankle. Then I remembered what Horace and Maureen said. They heard a click, click noise like an old person’s walking stick. Except it wasn’t a walking stick they had heard; it was this woman’s crutch. 
 
    ‘Barbie didn’t do this to you,’ I said gently.  
 
    ‘This was going to be my big break,’ she sobbed. ‘The world would see me with Tarquin Trebeck and the roles would flood in. And we would have been seen together on the red carpet. We would have been a perfect Hollywood couple, starring in movies and… and everything.’ She sniffed deeply, forcing tears back as she realigned the gun that had been starting to drop.  
 
    ‘You were sleeping with him,’ I confirmed, more to myself than to anyone else. 
 
    Her head swung to stare at me, but her gun arm didn’t move. ‘And he dumped me the second the blonde slut showed up. Suddenly I was yesterday’s news. She ruined everything. So, I’m going to kill her.’ 
 
    The way she said the words made me believe her. She was capable and determined. I couldn’t tell what was holding her back, but she was going to do it soon if I didn’t work out how to stop her. I took a pace closer, but the gun instantly swung to me. ‘Don’t move. I can kill you too if you like. 
 
    On the floor, Barbie was soothing Pippin and stroking his hair. He was going to bleed out we didn’t get him help soon. Barbie looked up at the crazy woman. ‘He’s not part of this. Let me get him help. Please,’ she begged.  
 
    Then Shane spoke. He was standing behind me, the sound of his voice making me jump. ‘Cindy, put down the gun.’ 
 
    The woman curled a lip and cocked an eyebrow at him. ‘How do you know my name?’ she wanted to know. 
 
    ‘I worked with you on the film set, Cindy. I’m Shane. We spoke just a few days ago. I know what it feels like to not get what you think you deserve. The movie industry is a meat grinder, chewing up dreams and spitting out nightmares.’ 
 
    ‘What do you know about it?’ she spat. ‘You’re a no one. I could have been a someone.’  
 
    ‘No,’ Shane replied, his voice friendly. ‘I was famous once. I was someone with a bright future and everyone knew my name. Now no one knows who I am, and no one remembers me. What you are going through now is no different to the sufferings of every other actor left out in the cold. Killing the girl that replaced you won’t fix your career.’ The gun arm, which had been pointing at Barbie was beginning to droop just a little. She was talking to Shane and he was beginning to get through to her. ‘Let me help you,’ he said as he took a step toward her.  
 
    ‘No.’ Her answer was delivered with a note of finality. ‘No, I want to know why she did it. I will get my answer and if you try to stop me, I will kill you.’ The gun was pointing back at Barbie’s head. 
 
    ‘I already told you. I didn’t steal him from you. I didn’t even know about you and all we ever did was kiss a couple of times.’ Barbie’s reply was a murmur. She was hugging poor Pippin, but he looked to have lost consciousness now, his eyes closed and his body slumped.  
 
    ‘Liar!’ she screamed, spittle flying from her lips. ‘You lured him in with your insanely perfect boobs. He couldn’t be with me because he couldn’t get out from under them.’ Cindy did have a flat chest, I noted, but that was hardly Barbie’s fault.  
 
    ‘I need to get him to a doctor,’ Barbie implored the crazy woman. 
 
    ‘He looks dead,’ said Cindy. ‘Just like Tarquin. He deserved to die for what he did to me. Now, put the boy down and stand up,’ she commanded. Then, when Barbie failed to move, she twitched the gun and fired a round into the wall behind her. We all jumped but Barbie screamed in shock. ‘I said get up,’ Cindy repeated her previous order. 
 
    Shane and I were rooted to the spot. Cindy was too far away for us to get to her without her first shooting one or maybe all of us. Seeing no option, Barbie gently slid Pippin from her lap and onto the carpet so she could stand up. Her bare skin was covered in Pippin’s blood.  
 
    ‘One last chance, slut. Tell me why you stole Tarquin, or I’ll kill your friends first and then kill you.’ Three seconds ticked by and she spoke again. ‘Last chance.’ Then swung the gun away from her to point it at Shane and me. But Shane was already moving when she pulled the trigger, bursting into action as he sprinted across the room at the crazy woman. The thundering sound made me jump again and it might have stopped Shane in his tracks if he hadn’t already built up enough momentum to carry him the remaining distance.  
 
    I saw Cindy’s eyes widen half a second before he crashed into her, forcing her weapon arm up and slamming her into the wall. He had her! He was short and he looked out of shape, but he was heavier and stronger than the petite actress. She didn’t stand a chance. 
 
    Except that he hadn’t accounted for the crutch she had had hooked over her arm. As she realised she was going to lose the gun, she grabbed the crutch and smacked him in the nuts with it. He had his back to me, so I saw the end of it emerge from between his legs and heard his sharp outrush of air. 
 
    His grip on her faltered and too late I saw that I should have followed him across the room. My feet hadn’t moved in the handful of seconds since she fired her second shot and now it was too late. As she hit Shane again and he started to sag, her other arm brought the gun back down to point at me. I sucked in a gasp of panic, certain she was going to shoot and that was when Barbie hit her with the Ottoman.  
 
    The large wooden storage chest with its embroidered top had been minding its own business at the end of the bed until Barbie took advantage of Cindy’s momentary distraction. It had to weigh sixty pounds and it was three feet across. Barbie, graceful yet strong from many, many hours in the gym, had lifted it with one hand and swung it like a bat.  
 
    The gun went off as Cindy bounced away, the bullet making a neat hole in the ceiling and this time I did move, running toward the danger though my brain insisted I should go the other way. Cindy was scrambling for the gun which had gone skittering from her hand. She didn’t get it though because Barbie stepped over her and kicked it away. Cindy was howling and swearing but she was disarmed. She didn’t even have the crutch any more as Shane ripped it from her grasp and threw it away.  
 
    The sound of feet and Jermaine’s panicked voice rang through from the living area and half a second later his worried face burst into the bedroom. He looked about with a dread expression until he saw that none of us were hurt. Barbie flashed him a weak smile and I said, ‘It’s okay,’ putting a hand on his arm to reassure him. ‘Pippin is badly hurt though. He needs help now.’ 
 
    Then Cindy let out a primal roar of hatred and anger as she jumped back onto her feet. She had the knife in her hand, still red with Pippin’s blood. My heart leapt into my mouth again just as I felt Jermaine react. He took a powerful step forward, pushing by me and shoving me backward toward the door and the concept of safety, but he didn’t reach Cindy. He didn’t need to. Barbie spun on her left foot, lifting the right so it prescribed a wide arc that ended when it connected with Cindy’s nose. A perfect roundhouse kick. 
 
    ‘That’s for calling me a slut!’ she yelled, all pumped up with adrenalin and bouncing on the spot. Cindy’s head had snapped back from the blow and the knife flew from her hand as she collapsed unconscious to the floor. ‘I didn’t even get to sleep with him,’ Barbie yelled, her naked boobs bouncing as she danced excitedly on the balls of her feet.  
 
    Jermaine and I stared for a second, our eyes flicking disbelievingly between Barbie and Cindy. She shrugged and grinned, then said, ‘Boxercise classes.’ As if that told us everything we needed to know.  
 
    Unsure what to think of all the madness, the one thing I knew was that Pippin needed help. ‘Jermaine, could you get some medical assistance for Pippin now, please?’ 
 
    He said, ‘Yes, madam,’ and vanished back into the living area to make a call.  
 
    I started across the room to check on Pippin, just as Barbie went to him as well. I had to step around the foetal form of Shane to get there. ‘Shane?’ I called, remembering the shot he had charged down. ‘Are you hurt?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ he groaned. ‘My nuts are killing me.’  
 
    ‘Are you shot?’ I asked him as I knelt down next to Barbie, my focus on the blood-soaked form at my feet. 
 
    ‘He’s still alive,’ she told me, her finger on his neck to feel his pulse. ‘He’s lost a lot of blood though.’ 
 
    Just then he opened his eyes. They flickered a few times but he looked up and proved that he probably wasn’t as bad as I feared because he was staring directly at Barbie’s chest. Admittedly there is a lot of it to look at and her boobs were hanging right over his face as she checked him, but if he had enough blood left in him to divert some of it to the growing lump in his trousers, then he probably wasn’t about to die. 
 
    Behind me, Shane had struggled to his feet and was checking himself for bullet holes. He found one in the frilly bit of his naughty maid outfit and was poking a finger through it curiously. ‘It went right through,’ he said when he saw me looking and turned so I could see. Through blind luck the bullet had missed his body completely. Pippin was alive, Shane was unhurt, Barbie had survived yet another attack and the woman trying to kill her was the last person I would have suspected. It was a lot to take in. I leaned forward to whisper to Barbie that she might want to find a dressing gown or something to cover herself, then stayed with Pippin as she rooted in her wardrobe to find a grey flannel warm-up suit. It covered her though she had dressed quickly and skipped putting on a bra so her nipples were poking through the material for all to see.  
 
    A commotion outside was quickly revealed to be the guard arriving. Less than a minute later a pair of paramedics ran into the room. Followed a few seconds later by Mr Ikari. 
 
    When they had the now conscious Cindy in cuffs, Mr Ikari asked what had happened. ‘He saved my life,’ replied Barbie before I could speak. She was looking at Pippin as she said it. ‘Jermaine went out to collect fresh provisions for tonight’s dinner and there was a knock on the door just a few seconds later. Pippin opened it and she stabbed him and forced her way in. I was getting changed at the time, but I heard him yell and went to see what was happening just as she burst into my bedroom. He was wrestling her for the knife, but she got his gun and started yelling at me for stealing Tarquin and stealing her role. At least we know who killed Tarquin now and why.’ 
 
    I was sure I should be feeling relief, but all I really felt was exhausted. The adrenalin had drained away, leaving me tired and wanting to curl up on the bed. Barbie and I were both sitting at the end of it while we watched the EMTs deal with Pippin. They had stripped back his clothing and quickly dressed the wound. One commented that his artery must be nicked but not severed or he would have already bled to death. An IV of plasma was running into his right arm but it was too soon for his colour to return. He would be taken away on a gurney soon enough and we would keep him company until then.  
 
    Jermaine brought refreshments because that was what Jermaine did. From somewhere, his expert fingers had produced a spread of crustless, delicate sandwiches and bite sized cakes plus tea with enough cups to serve everyone. I considered going to get changed. I was still wearing the ridiculous naughty maid outfit but I was so battered by the events of the day that my embarrassment over hanging out of it no longer felt all that big of a concern. 
 
    A few minutes later, as they were preparing to lift Pippin onto the stretcher to take him out, Barbie leaned into me and said, ‘Is it okay if I move out now that all this madness is finished?’ 
 
    ‘Goodness, yes, of course,’ I replied. ‘Whatever you need to do, sweetie.’ 
 
    She nodded wistfully. ‘It’s been an odd couple of days. I think I might go for a workout and then come back to get my things. Do you want to come with me? It might take our minds off things.’ 
 
    Sensing that she needed something to distract herself with, I said, ‘Sure. That sounds like a great idea.’ It really didn’t but when in doubt, Barbie always went to the gym and I would go with her because it would give Jermaine the chance to get a cleaning crew into the suite. 
 
     As we stood up to give the medics manoeuvring room, I spotted Shane lingering by the door. The mystery of Tarquin’s killer was solved and now he had nowhere to go. I knew he had no friends among the film crew and couldn’t help myself from feeling sorry for him. ‘Shane will you join me for dinner tonight?’ I asked. His face lit up at the invite. ‘I want to hear all about how you used to be famous as a child.’  
 
    ‘Oh, I was just making that up,’ he said, sounding disappointed. ‘Trying to talk her down by sounding like I knew what she was going through.’ 
 
    I chuckled at him. ‘Well, it was very well acted. I was utterly convinced. Maybe you should think about going on the stage yourself.’ My compliment elicited a smile from him, and I touched my hand to his arm tactilely as I went out of the room. ‘You were very brave, by the way. Charging at Cindy like that with no thought for your own safety.’ He nodded but didn’t speak, perhaps unable to think of a response that would suit the situation. ‘Get cleaned up if you like, but come back for dinner and cocktails later, yes.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Mrs Fisher. That sounds lovely.’ I left him then, walking out of the bedroom with Barbie’s arm looped through mine. My suite was still half full of people, but I knew they would clear out soon. Tarquin’s killer had been caught and everyone I cared about was safe. Pippin would recover, or at least I certainly hoped he would, and I had to hope that his actions today would mean that the incident with Ian Kenyon would be overlooked.  
 
    In two days, we would dock in Hawaii and this would all be behind me. The film crew including Shane would depart and life on board would return to normal. 
 
    So why was there an itch at the back of my head telling me there was something amiss? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Incongruities 
 
    The sense that I had missed something or that something had been missed stayed with me for the rest of the afternoon. It was utterly intangible though, I could not put my finger on what it was that bothered me and though I kept telling myself to forget it, my brain found its way back to the question every time. 
 
    In the gym, Barbie performed a CrossFit routine of spin-bike, burpees, static jumps, and handstand pushups that would have crippled most people and then she attacked the weights like she had a personal vendetta against them. I stayed with her, doing my own slower version with simpler exercises for just over an hour before I called it quits. It was clear to me that she intended to keep pounding herself until the horror of the last few days went away, but if I pushed myself any longer, I would pay for it too dearly the next day.  
 
    I wished her luck and left her to it.  
 
    Despite the feeling of disquiet ticking away at the back of my head, nothing happened to me on my way back to my suite. I swiped my keycard against the reader to let myself in, instantly picking up the joyous scents of cooking coming from the open plan kitchen on the other side of my living area as I went inside. The bloody handprint on the doorframe in the lobby was gone, as was the blood that had fallen into the carpet. I didn’t know what equipment they had to perform such tasks so quickly, but I was very impressed.  
 
    Suddenly hungry, I crossed the room to see what Jermaine was preparing. ‘What’ve you got there Jermaine?’ I asked, sniffing deeply. 
 
    ‘Madam I know how much of a fan you are of fish and how ready you are to try new cuisines.’ He was right about that. This trip had been an exploration for my taste buds. There were new foods I had never heard of at every destination the Aurelia took me to, and Jermaine had proved himself to be very knowledgeable about them all. ‘So, I have prepared some Hawaiian dishes in celebration of your imminent first visit there,’ he finished. 
 
    ‘Ooh, how exciting,’ I gushed. ‘What are we having?’  
 
    On the other side of the kitchen counter, Jermaine was expertly slicing raw vegetables with a large kitchen knife. He placed it to one side so he could look at me. ‘As an appetiser I am making poke which is a raw fish dish much like sushi. This is aku poke which is made from yellowfin tuna. The fish, once prepared, is served with salt, seaweed and roasted, ground kukui nut meat. I am following that with Luau stew which is a comfort food dish made with beef brisket. It is quite spicy so I have already made,’ he crossed to the refrigerator and opened the door to show me what was inside, ‘some strawberry mochi which is actually a Japanese dish but can be found all over Hawaii.’ 
 
    ‘They look like rice cakes,’ I observed peering at the tray he was showing me.  
 
    ‘Yes, madam. That is what they are, but I believe you will be very pleased with them.’ Jermaine was smiling, enjoying his task. ‘Would you like to try the poke now?’ he asked. 
 
    My eyes lit up as I tracked him back to the counter and the board he was preparing food on. He scooped ingredients into a tiny bowl no bigger than a ramekin and handed it to me along with a pair of chopsticks. I can report that it tasted heavenly. Fresh and delicate plus melt in the mouth tender. I had missed out on a lot in my first fifty years. Not for the first time, as I polished off the taster Jermaine gave me, I made a promise that the rest of my life was going to be different.  
 
    I handed the little dish back, saying, ‘Thank you Jermaine.’ 
 
    ‘You are very welcome, madam.’ 
 
    ‘I am going to get changed, but then I am going out for a short while, there is something I wish to check on. If Barbie returns while I am out, please let her know that I will not be long.’ 
 
    ‘Very good, madam.’ 
 
    I took myself for a shower and dressed in a long, floating summer dress, then added a thin woollen cardigan as it was still cool though the worst of the storm had never arrived and there was no sign of rain outside. The thing that was bothering me still wouldn’t surface, so I was going to ignore it for a while and visit Mr Ikari. There were always security officers near the upper deck restaurant. They would be able to contact him and give me his location. I wanted to know if Cindy had confessed to Tarquin’s murder. I thought she had when she was in Barbie’s bedroom, but thinking back, what she actually said was that he deserved to die for what he did to her. It might seem like semantics, but it wasn’t a confession.  
 
    Coming out of my bedroom, Jermaine was on the suite’s phone, the handset gripped delicately in his meaty right hand and held close to his ear but not touching it as if he didn’t want to get it dirty. I was curious about who he might be talking to, but not rude enough to ask. He locked eyes with me though, suggesting that the call was for me.  
 
    ‘One moment, sir. I will need a moment to see if the lady is in.’ Then he brought the handset away from his face and placed his other hand over the mouthpieces to muffle any noise at this end. ‘Madam, the caller says his name is Charlie. He insists that he is your husband and has been trying to get hold of you for days.’ 
 
    The news caught me completely off guard. Charlie knew where I was and had tracked down a way to call me on the ship. I knew the calls were possible, all it took was a little satellite technology, but I hadn’t expected to hear from him.  
 
    ‘Shall I say you are not available, madam?’ asked Jermaine, still holding the phone. My honest reaction was that I did not wish to speak to him, but I had a couple of elderly aunts back in England so he could be calling me with genuine news that I would need to hear.  
 
    Resigned to the task, I crossed the room and held out my hand. Jermaine brought the phone back up to his ear, saying, ‘One moment, sir.’ Then he handed it to me, giving the mouthpiece a quick wipe with a cloth he always kept handy. 
 
    Picking up the phone, I thought about what I wanted to say to him, but in the end, I settled with a simple, ‘Hello, Charlie.’  
 
    ‘Patricia,’ he started, his tone immediately impatient. ‘Patricia, why haven’t you been returning my calls? I have been trying to get hold of you for days.’ 
 
    ‘My phone went in the pool, Charlie. I had to get a new one,’ I replied. I could feel my ire rising. He was talking to me as if I was still his mousy, obedient housewife. As if nothing had changed. Maybe for him nothing much had changed, but life was very different for me. Not just because of my palatial surroundings, but because I looked at the world in a different way now. The last month had changed me. 
 
    Charlie wasn’t satisfied by my answer though. ‘Then why didn’t you give me your new number?’ he demanded. 
 
    I laughed at him. ‘Why on earth would I do that?’ 
 
    My answer caught him off guard. ‘Well… well, because we are still married, that’s why,’ he argued. 
 
    ‘Only on paper, Charlie.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    Right there in that very moment my decision was made. I didn’t have to add up the pros and cons. I didn’t need to weigh up the future. I knew what I wanted. ‘I’ll be filing for divorce when I get back, Charlie.’ 
 
    ‘The hell you will,’ he snapped.  
 
    ‘Why did you call, Charlie?’ I asked to deflect him. I wanted to end the call as quickly as possible, but I wouldn’t hang up the phone and let him make me the bad guy. If he had news about my family or something else important then I would listen, and I would thank him for it.  
 
    ‘I wanted to hear your voice,’ he said, suddenly sounding meek. ‘I miss you.’  
 
    ‘What about Maggie?’ I asked, cruelly twisting the knife because I felt like I hadn’t been allowed to do so anywhere near enough yet. 
 
    ‘That was a silly mistake, Patricia. It won’t happen again.’ 
 
    I had half expected this from him. He had never been good at apologising or taking the blame. Oh, he would say sorry if he forgot to take the trash out in time for the bin men to collect it or went to the shop but forgot to pick up the thing that I asked him to get. But, if he had really messed up, like the year he forgot my birthday, he always had excuses why and managed to make it my fault somehow.  
 
    ‘Tell me, Charlie. Exactly how many times did that mistake happen over how many years?’ There was no answer from the other end. ‘No answer?’ I prompted.  
 
    ‘This is not all my fault, Patricia,’ he started. But I cut over him. 
 
    ‘Don’t even bother trying to deflect this onto me, Charles Fisher,’ I raged. ‘I have no interest in listening to your apologies, let alone your excuses. Do you have anything you need to talk to me about other than the end of our marriage?’   
 
    ‘Where are you, Snookums?’ he asked, using a pet name for me that he probably hadn’t uttered in over five years. There was a time, many years ago, when he could turn my legs to jelly using that name and the right tone of voice. Today it made me want to gag.  
 
    ‘We dock in Hawaii in two days,’ I said to get to the end of the call and get rid of him.  
 
    ‘Hawaii? I’ll see you there.’ Then he was gone, leaving nothing but a dial tone sounding in my ear.  
 
    I said, ‘Hello? Charlie, hello?’ He had hung up before I could argue. Charlie wouldn’t be in Hawaii in two days. Charlie never went anywhere. That was what I told myself as a sliver of dread crept though me. Then a little voice reminded me that he had made his way to St Kitts to meet me there. Surely Hawaii was too far to come though.  
 
    ‘Is everything alright, madam?’ asked Jermiane. 
 
    I still had the phone in my hand, staring at it brainlessly as if trying to work what I was supposed to do with it next. I was still doing the maths in my head, but I decided it was nothing more than an idle threat from a man too used to having the upper hand. I would start divorce proceedings when I returned to England in eight weeks’ time. It would take a while, but I had money of my own to keep me going and I was quietly confident that the divorce settlement would provide sufficient to buy myself a nice cottage. Maybe I would get a dog.  
 
    I replaced the handset, shooting a smile at Jermaine. ‘Just peachy, Jermaine. Nothing to be concerned about.’ 
 
    ‘Very good, madam. Um, Madam?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘If you ever need anything…’ 
 
    Jermaine was being supportive. He was far more than just my butler during my stay on the ship. He was my friend and I hoped he knew that was how I felt. I offered him a warm smile. ‘Thank you, Jermaine.’  
 
    Barbie still hadn’t returned to get her clothes and other personal items, but I didn’t go to the gym to see if she was okay. The threat against her was gone and it might be best for people to leave her to settle back into her usual routine instead of constantly worrying and checking on her. I went right by the gym door on my way to the upper deck restaurant where I found, just as I had expected, two security guards. One of them was Schneider, a tall Austrian I got to know quite well when he was acting as my personal bodyguard a short while ago. He spotted me and waved. Next to him was Lieutenant Bhukari from earlier.  
 
    The guards used the restaurant as a convenient place to hang out when meals were not being served. Not that they slouched about and were skiving. It was just a place to stay out of the heat for a few minutes and it was very centrally located should they need to react to anything.  
 
    Schneider reached out to shake my hand. ‘Mrs Fisher, I heard about the excitement in your suite. Are you quite alright?’ He asked. 
 
    ‘Yes, thank you. The last couple of days have been rather adventurous,’ I admitted with a tinge of humour as I smiled at his female colleague. She smiled back but didn’t say anything about taking me into custody earlier. Then I asked them both, ‘Can you locate Mr Ikari for me, please? I have a question to ask him.’ 
 
    Schneider nodded and leaned his face down to speak into his microphone. Mr Ikari’s voice was recognisable despite the tinny sound the radio added. ‘I have Mrs Fisher with me, sir. She has a question for you. Over’ 
 
    There was a pause while he considered what to do. ‘I cannot leave the bridge currently. Would Mrs Fisher like to come to me? Over.’  
 
    ‘Yes, that’s fine.’ I answered Schneider’s questioning expression.   
 
    He replayed the message to Mr Ikari, who replied with, ‘If you are coming now, please let Mrs Fisher know that there may be a slight wait. The captain and I have matters to discuss but I will not keep her long. Out.’ 
 
    At the mention of the captain my stomach gave another little flutter and my brain supplied me with a memory of his warm hand on mine. I shoved the memory back down, not wanting to dwell on it. I was still married, even if I had moved on emotionally, and I wasn’t going to fool myself that the captain was genuinely interested in me. I was a frumpy, middle-aged lady. I might have been a catch once, but those years were behind me.  
 
    Bringing myself under control, I said, ‘Lead on,’ to Schneider and Bhukari and followed them from the room. Access to the bridge wasn’t far from the upper deck restaurant so it didn’t take long to reach the crew-only elevator. Unlike the other crew elevators this one could only be called by use of a keypad. Schneider wisely shielded the code from me using his body when he entered it, the doors swishing instantly open to reveal the car already on our deck and waiting. 
 
    ‘After you, Mrs Fisher,’ said Bhukari politely as all three of us got in and we remained silent as the box hummed quietly on its journey up.  
 
    Mr Ikari was waiting for me when the doors opened, dismissing my two escorts to go back to their duties as he led me away from the elevator.  The doors hadn’t opened onto the bridge itself as I had imagined. Instead, I was in a corridor that had many rooms coming off from it. Thinking about it for the first time, the superstructure that led up to the bridge was enormous so it should have been obvious that there wasn’t one really big room at the top. Had I expected a really big steering wheel too? 
 
    As we walked, Mr Ikari explained why it was that I didn’t have to wait after all. ‘The captain said we could delay our meeting until after your visit. He seemed keen to allow you access to the bridge. Very few passengers get to come up here. This is a special privilege indeed.’  
 
    I didn’t know what to make of that news, so I smiled rather than say anything but then thought I should ask my question since I was already here. ‘Mr Ikari, I wanted to ask about the woman that attacked Barbie.’ 
 
    ‘Cindy Telford? What about her?’ 
 
    ‘Has she confessed to killing Tarquin Trebeck?’ I asked. It was a direct question with a yes or no answer. I didn’t get an answer though; I got a question. 
 
    ‘Why do you ask, Mrs Fisher?’ He paused at that point and turned to face me.  
 
    I blew out a breath as I searched for a good answer to his question. ‘Because… because something doesn’t quite fit.’ 
 
    ‘What, Mrs Fisher? What is it that doesn’t fit?’ He sounded truly curious to hear what I had to say. 
 
    ‘I’m not sure,’ I stuttered. ‘I don’t seem to be able to quite work it out. Has she confessed?’ I asked again. 
 
    Mr Ikari pursed his lips in frustration. ‘No, she hasn’t. In fact, she is adamant that she had nothing to do with it. She doesn’t have an alibi for the night of his murder, claiming to have taken painkillers for the broken ankle and gone to bed early.’ 
 
    ‘Do you believe her?’ I asked, searching his face to see if the facials cues would match his answer. 
 
    He thought for a second but as he opened his mouth to answer, his radio squawked. The voice coming over the airwave said, ‘Secretary, secretary, secretary. Cumberland suite. I repeat; Cumberland suite. Out.’ 
 
    Mr Ikari’s eyes were as wide as they could go. I took the message to be code of some sort, but I didn’t know what for. Then I frowned. ‘Wait a second; the Cumberland suite, that’s…’ 
 
    ‘Ian Kenyon’s cabin,’ he said as he took my elbow and started moving me back toward the elevator.  ‘I have only heard the code word secretary twice in my entire career.’  
 
    ‘What does it mean?’ I asked, letting him pull me along and desperate to know what was happening.  
 
    He punched numbers into the keypad to summon the elevator and sighed as he said, ‘The codeword secretary means a passenger has been found dead.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ship Full of Killers 
 
    As my hand shot to my mouth, the doors to the elevator swished open. I got in with Mr Ikari but he shoved his foot into the closing door when someone bellowed, ‘Hold the door!’ 
 
    The doors fought against him for a moment and then reopened revealing half a dozen white uniforms running toward us. At the head was the captain himself. ‘Mrs Fisher,’ he nodded as he darted to my side to let the rest of his men get in. Facing forward to look at the closed doors, he addressed his number two, ‘Mr Ikari, I feel this is becoming a habit.’ 
 
    ‘Murders you mean?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘No one said murder,’ Mr Ikari pointed out. It was a valid point, but I was willing to bet money that someone had found Ian Kenyon dead in his cabin and it wasn’t going to be a heart attack. We all spilled from the elevator the moment the doors began to open, the men and one woman in white uniforms breaking into a fast jog and calling ahead to clear passengers out of their way. I had to run to keep up and I had on summer slip-on shoes that were not designed for running. I stopped to slip them off, the female guard turning to check on me, but I waved for her to keep going as I restarted running in bare feet.  
 
    The fast-moving contingent of white uniforms drew a lot of stares from passengers tucked into the sides of the passageways as did I as I ran along twenty feet behind them to make it look like I were giving chase and they were trying to get away from me. My treacherous brain supplied a snippet of Benny Hill chase music though there was nothing funny about this situation at all. 
 
    We reached the passageway that led to Ian Kenyon’s suite to find it had already been emptied of passengers. The ship’s security were visible at the far end, stopping anyone from coming this way and also at the end we entered from. I was the only person inside the cordon that wasn’t in a white uniform. The door to Ian’s suite was open and Schneider was standing outside of it, conversing with the captain and Mr Ikari when I caught up to them. I peered inside but could not see anything and could not get inside because of the men blocking the way.  
 
    It was only when my forward progress was stopped by a barrier, that I questioned what it was that I thought I was doing. Why was I even here? I could hear Schneider telling the senior officers that Paul Deacon, who was staying in a suite two doors along, had called to see if Ian wanted to get dinner, found the door open and discovered his body laying behind the sofa. ‘It looks like he was strangled,’ said Schneider.  
 
    It was then that it struck me. The thing that had been itching away at the back of my head. When Cindy came to my suite and tried to kill Barbie, we had all assumed that she had already killed Tarquin for dumping her. She was a tiny little thing though not possessing the strength required to subdue him and cut his throat. The killer had to be a man. That Ian had been killed while Cindy was in custody was just further proof that the killer was still at large.  
 
    From the far end of the corridor, I could see a person I recognised from the ship’s medical team. She was one of the doctors, undoubtedly summoned to pronounce death. As she hurried toward us, Schneider stepped to one side to let the captain and Mr Ikari enter Ian’s cabin. No one barred my way, so I followed the others into the room. I was getting used to seeing bodies, I had actually lost count of how many it now was, but I could add Ian Kenyon to my growing list. 
 
    He looked strangely peaceful though his head was at a slightly unnatural angle. He still wore his glasses and he was fully dressed. Laying on the carpet next to his couch as if he had fallen asleep and rolled off without waking up. His neck bore traces of a fight, slight bruising that would fail to develop fully because his blood was no longer flowing.  
 
    ‘Just how many killers have we currently got on board, Mr Ikari?’ asked the captain wistfully. It was a rhetorical question but a good one because they had only taken the murderous Cindy into custody a few hours ago and they clearly still had someone with a grudge. 
 
    ‘Where is Bhavana?’ I asked.  
 
    ‘Her current whereabouts are being investigated,’ replied Mr Ikari. ‘I’m afraid, Mrs Fisher, that I will have to ask one of the men to escort you back outside the cordon.’ He held up an apologetic hand. ‘I know you have been heavily involved and may thus feel quite invested in the outcome of this murder enquiry, but…’ 
 
    I held up my own hand to stop him. ‘It’s perfectly alright, Mr Ikari. I have no place here. If you will excuse me, I will take myself back to my suite. I have had quite the day.’ My shoes were still in my hand, so I dropped them lightly to the carpet, then accepted the captain’s hand as he moved to offer it as balance while I slipped my feet into them. Then said, ‘Thank you, Captain,’ as he let me go again. 
 
    He held my gaze though as he said, ‘You are most welcome, Mrs Fisher.’ A beat passed before we broke the gaze and feeling warmth on my cheeks, I bid the other occupants good day and left them to it. 
 
    Walking back along the passageway toward the cordon, I was still running through the puzzle pieces in my head. Ian hadn’t been the killer, I knew that for certain, and he certainly hadn’t killed himself. So, if I was right to assume that Cindy also wasn’t Tarquin’s killer, even though she would have gleefully dispatched Barbie, then I was still stuck with trying to work out who was.  
 
    It wasn’t so much that I thought Mr Ikari wasn’t up to the job, but more that I felt this was all just a little bit too close to me. The thing that had been itching away at the back of my head wasn’t Cindy’s insufficient strength to kill Tarquin, it was something else.  
 
    So, while Mr Ikari had his guards look for Bhavana, the one person that stuck out as having potential motive, I was going back to my suite to conduct some research. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Stage Names 
 
    Shane had been good enough to supply us with the lead that made us look at Ian Kenyon. It had proved to be solid information even though it eventually proved to be erroneous as a potential motive. I took his advice at face value when he presented it and was only now wondering why I hadn’t taken the time to check it for myself. What else might I have found out if I had looked?  
 
    Jermaine was not in sight when I got back to my suite. But I had no need to summon him and in fact felt glad that he was probably in his suite resting and relaxing for once. I was getting hungry, but he would serve food as soon as I asked, and no doubt Shane would be along soon.  
 
    I kicked off my shoes again, strolled through to the kitchen to fetch myself a glass of cold water and settled in front of the computer. As it booted into life, I thought about what it was I wanted to look up. Ian Kenyon probably had enemies, goodness knows he was an irritable little man, but if I assumed the killer was someone from the film industry in which he worked then it was going to be one of the film crew that had come on board with him. I would start doing some research and have Shane check the list to see if there were any names he recognised.  
 
    It was easy to find Tarquin and his early career. There was an IMBD for him that listed all his films in order. Summer Adventure was right there at the top, the familiar poster displayed next to the cast list and other details. I dismissed that search though and brought up Ian Kenyon. There was a series of headshots and a career biography, but I couldn’t find the pages that Shane had read. There was no information I could find about who he had signed when he was an agent and certainly no details about the incident with Tarquin’s mother. No doubt it was here somewhere, and I just wasn’t putting in the right search terms. 
 
    Just then, I heard the adjoining door open from Jermaine’s cabin. As I glanced across at the door, he came through it, wearing his full butler’s outfit complete with tails. ‘Good evening, madam. May I bring you a beverage?’ 
 
    It was a question which interested me. I had invited Shane to come for dinner and cocktails, but I could start without him. ‘Perhaps just a small gin and tonic?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, madam. The Hendricks?’ he asked, holding the bottle up for me to see. It was certainly my favourite.  
 
    I nodded and offered a thumbs up then turned back to my screen. Failing to find anything of use of Ian Kenyon, I minimised that window and started a new search, this time looking at Bhavana. Had she somehow found out about Ian’s plans with the FBI? They were waiting to swoop but as I understood it, they had no jurisdiction in international water or on board this boat, but the second we docked in Hawaii, they would be back on American soil and could make the arrest if they felt they had enough evidence. The evidence they had been after though was Bhavana blackmailing Ian. They hadn’t been able to record her threats when I overheard her and now there would be no threats. Was the case against her about to fall apart? 
 
    Looking at her history online didn’t reveal anything I found useful, neither did the search through her past films and list of other actors she had starred alongside. Jermaine arrived with my balloon glass of gin, settling it on a coaster and turning it so it sat just right. ‘Do you have time to help me?’ I asked as he straightened up.  
 
    ‘Madam, my time is yours. What is it that I can do for you?’ he replied.  
 
    I realised then that he probably didn’t know about Ian Kenyon. But another thought took precedence. ‘Did Barbie return for her clothes?’ I asked, suddenly worried. 
 
    ‘Yes, madam. Miss Berkeley collected her belongings just moments after you departed.’ She must have exited the gym just seconds after I passed it. I told him about Ian Kenyon’s murder and that the person that killed Tarquin Trebeck was probably still at large.  
 
    He took the news calmly, but then asked, ‘Would you mind if I made a phone call, madam. I believe I would sleep less fitfully if I knew Miss Berkeley to be safe.’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ I replied, going back to the screen while Jermaine called Barbie. I felt it unlikely that Barbie was is in any danger. The person that killed Tarquin was probably the same person that had killed Ian and the attacks upon Barbie had all been perpetrated by Cindy. Nevertheless, I was thankful to have him check on her.  
 
    Getting nowhere with my searches, I waited for Jermaine to finish his call and come back to me. The brief pause gave me the chance to sip my gin and tonic. As expected, he had translated my request for just a little one into a strong double. If I was going to drink gin, I intended to taste it.  
 
    Jermaine ended the call and slipped his mobile back into a pocket. ‘Now then, madam, what is it that I can assist you with?’ he asked.  
 
    I pointed to the screen. ‘You remember Shane explaining about Tarquin’s history with Ian?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, madam.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I am struggling to find that information. I want to dive a little deeper and see who else might have held a grudge against either of them, or maybe find something that connects the pair of them to someone else. I think I need a little help though.’ When I finished explaining what I had found so far, Jermaine pulled up a chair next to me and sat down.  
 
    ‘This might take a while, madam, so perhaps, to be thorough, we should go back to the start of their careers and work from there.’ Jermaine suggested, taking the mouse and clicking it to bring up Tarquin’s IMBD again.  
 
    I said, ‘Sure. My working premise is that those two have been targeted by one person because of a connection with a third person. But Ian and Tarquin only worked together for a brief period at the very start of his career. The alternate theory is that Tarquin and Ian were killed by separate people for separate reasons. If that is the case, then this will be much harder, if not impossible to work out.’ My thoughts went to Bhavana again, but I knew she hadn’t killed Tarquin because she was with Ian when that happened.  
 
    Jermaine clicked into Summer Adventure, the poster displaying on the screen once more. Little Tarquin, playing younger brother to the star of the show was there as always, almost forgotten at the very edge of the picture which was dominated by the older boy in the middle. Looking at him again now, I thought there was something familiar about him. His eyes maybe. Jermaine clicked the mouse again, taking him back off the page to the list of actors before I could ask him about it and I dismissed the notion. Looking now at the list of other actors in that first film, Jermaine explained that each one could be searched to see what else they had done. There was potential to create millions of different connections.  
 
    I pointed to the screen just as Jermaine was about to click on Tarquin’s picture. ‘Take us into that kid. The one who had the lead in the film. Barbie said his career stalled after this film. Who is he even?’ The name below the picture was Jeremiah Anthony Bumblethorpe; I had never heard of him. Staring so intently at the screen, I jumped when someone knocked on the door. Jermaine went to answer it, but we were expecting Shane, so it was no surprise when I saw him coming through the door. He had on casual clothes for dinner, jeans and running shoes with a hoody his hands were stuffed into.  
 
    ‘Would you care for a drink, sir?’ asked Jermaine, closing the door and passing Shane as he made his way to the kitchen.  
 
    ‘No thank you,’ Shane replied. ‘Actually, I just popped by to say that I am not feeling well and think I should take myself to bed.’ 
 
    I turned my head to look at the young man. ‘Oh, you poor, love. This really had been a trying trip for you, hasn’t it?’ Jermaine made no comment about the dinner he had made going to ruin and returned to his seat next to me.  
 
    He nodded but then looked at the screen behind me. I turned around to see what he was looking at. ‘Oh, yes, we are just looking into connections between Tarquin and Ian and anyone else that might link the two to a third person.  
 
    You shouldn’t have done that,’ Shane said, his voice dripping with disappointment.  
 
    I started to say, ‘Why ever not…’ but the sentence trailed off without finishing because Jermaine had clicked the mouse to bring up more details about Jeremiah. On the first line of his bio was his real name.  
 
    Jermaine stared at it, then a smile flickered across his face as he said, ‘Hold on. That’s you.’ He pointed at the screen and turned his head to look back at Shane.  
 
    Shane hit him across the back of his head with a heavy candlestick, the sickening thump it produced telling me how much force he had put into it. I leaped away from him, diving out of my seat to get some distance but he didn’t follow me.  
 
    ‘You’re going to ask me why, aren’t you?’ he stated, taking a step forward to check Jermaine wasn’t going to get up. My butler was lying face down on the desk, a trickle of bright red blood coming from a lump just behind his ear. Shane took a moment to look at the screen, tutting as he stabbed the power button to shut it off. I had seen the evidence though. Jeremiah Anthony Bumblethorpe was a stage name. The boy actor’s real name was Shane Sussmann and now that I knew what to look for, I could see the resemblance.  
 
    I hadn’t replied to his statement. I hadn’t asked him why, but I could tell he was going to tell me anyway. As I cowered on the floor, wondering how I could possibly escape and whether Jermaine was okay, the short, plump man settled into the seat I had just vacated. ‘I was the big star,’ he said, a faraway look in his eyes as he stared not at me but at some point in the past. ‘My future was all mapped out. I knew exactly what sort of films I was going to star in: avoid sequels, keep pushing myself to take on challenging roles that would stretch me as an actor. I had already been in six movies when I was cast as the lead in Summer Adventure, Tarquin was just some kid they brought in at the last minute to play my little brother. I remember the day Ian brought him to set. We were already filming, and he looked so nervous. He was just a couple of years younger than me, but I took him under my wing, made sure he knew his lines and taught him all kinds of stuff. The film wrapped as they always do, and I moved onto the next project. But the film I was supposed to be making got shelved and Ian didn’t have another role for me. He kept saying not to worry and that something would come up soon. He said he was holding out for the right role like we had talked about. I wanted to go for a film called On falcon Rock but he said it wasn’t right for me.’ 
 
    Next to him, Jermaine groaned. Shane picked up the brass candlestick again, hefting high above his head. I started to get to my feet; I had to stop him, but when Jermaine didn’t make any further noise, Shane put it down again and started talking once more. 
 
    ‘Ian didn’t think the role was right for me because he was pushing Tarquin for it. When he landed it, I got a letter from a lawyer to let me know that I had been dropped from his agency. Just like that. I tried getting another agent but I was a child star that was no longer really a child and where I had been tall for an eleven year old, I stopped growing at twelve and then in my depression I put on a few pounds and no one would give me a role. I was always too well known or not quite what they were looking for or I was known for a different kind of role. I always believed I could work my way back into it somehow, so I took jobs on film sets doing lighting and pyrotechnics. I was even a runner for a while. Do you have any idea how menial and low that task is?’ he asked. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    ‘Over the years I learned to live with it. At least I thought I had. After a few years I accepted that I wasn’t going to have a big career in Hollywood and would have to settle for the jobs I could get. I was still working in the movies, right?’ he said brightly, a smile forced onto his grim face. ‘Then the effects company I work for got this gig and it sounded like a sweet deal. Filming on board a luxury cruise ship and then Hawaii? I was on board before I heard that Tarquin Trebeck was the lead actor. I honestly considered quitting but then he would have really won the final victory, so I bit down on my envy and anger and went to see him. You know; to shake his hand for old times’ sake. He said he didn’t know who I was. I called him a liar and he hit me. I couldn’t even hit him back because his body double stepped in to block me and I got hauled away by a load of stagehands. That was when I saw Ian Kenyon. As the producer, it was his job to fire me, but he took pity and kept me on. Took pity. Can you believe that? I wanted to kill him, and in that moment, I knew I would never be able to rest until I got my own back.’ 
 
    ‘So, what now?’ I asked quietly, terrified for what his answer might be.  
 
    He sniffed and looked at the floor when he answered, unwilling to look directly at me. ‘Now I have to clean up some loose ends.’  
 
    ‘You don’t have to, Shane. You can just…’ 
 
    ‘What?’ he snapped, looking into my eyes now. ‘Let you go. Keep you in here until we get to Hawaii and then escape and hope you won’t turn me in? I didn’t want any of this. I wanted Ian Kenyon framed for Tarquin’s murder. Nice, neat, easy. Then that crazy Cindy Telford came after Barbie and everyone started looking into things they didn’t need to look into.’ He seemed genuinely upset about his plan to kill me.  
 
    He looked about the room, his eyes settling on the glass doors that led out to the private sun terrace. Then he got to his feet and hooked his arms under Jermaine’s shoulders to try lifting him. He struggled for a few seconds before accepting that he was too heavy. Then, as he settled him back into his chair, he said, ‘I’m going to need you to give me a hand with him. He’s a bit heavy.’ 
 
    ‘A hand?’ I asked, confused. ‘Where are you trying to take him?’ 
 
    He frowned as if it was a daft question. ‘Outside. I’m going to toss him overboard.’ 
 
    ‘Oh no you’re not!’ I yelled my challenge as I lunged for the candlestick and grabbed it before he could. I hefted it above my head like a bat, but Shane showed no sign of fear. Instead, he reached inside the pouch of his hoody and pulled out a small axe.  
 
    ‘Have you ever watched Summer Adventure?’ he asked calmly, his eyebrows raised as he waited to hear my reply. ‘It’s really not a bad movie. They taught me to throw an axe and I have never forgotten how to do it. This is the one from the film, in fact.’ While he talked about the weapon, he was fingering it lovingly and staring down at it as if he were talking to it and not me. His eyes snapped back up now though. ‘Put the candlestick down,’ he growled.  
 
    I was utterly gripped by terror. Shane was going to kill me and kill Jermaine and maybe once he had, no one would ever work out who had killed us or Tarquin or Ian.  
 
    ‘I said, put it down,’ he growled again, louder this time to break me from my petrified state. I let it tumble from my fingers to fall on the floor with a thump. 
 
    Then a knock at the door startled both of us and our eyes locked for a nanosecond before I seized my one chance and screamed for help. Shane lunged for me, wrapping me into a hug as he tried to smother my mouth. I had no idea who was outside but anyone hearing my banshee wail to be saved would at least have the sense to fetch help. I hoped. 
 
    I fought against Shane, but he was strong as an ox, lifting me off my feet so I couldn’t get any purchase on the carpet. Then he threw me to one side as a new shout filled the air. There were men in white uniforms coming through my door.  
 
    I bounced painfully on the floor, feeling the skin on my elbow tear but I was the right way up to see Shane pull back his arm and throw the axe. As it sailed through the air, tumbling end over end, I heard a gunshot, followed quickly by two more. The guards were shooting at Shane but all I could watch was the axe. 
 
    It struck home, the head vanishing into Mr Ikari’s chest just above his heart as he rushed into the room with his gun up. He had led the charge, the brave leader running ahead of his team as they faced unknown dangers.  
 
    A thumping crash on the carpet next to me told me Shane was down but yet again I was too stunned to move.  Instantly, the room was filled with the shouts of the security team, some running forward to make sure the threat was isolated, others immediately switching their attention to the wounded Mr Ikari.  
 
    In something of a daze, and largely ignored by those around me, I staggered to my feet, stumbling as they refused to obey my commands. I crossed the short space to where Jermaine still lay with his head on the desk.  
 
    He was unconscious but breathing, the lump on the back of his head like a chicken’s egg under the skin. The trickle of blood had all but stopped and he groaned again as I touched his shoulders.  
 
    ‘How bad is he?’ asked a woman’s voice. I turned to find Lieutenant Bhukari’s concerned face leaning across the desk.  
 
    Jermaine chose that convenient moment to come around. ‘Ow,’ he said, squinting his eyes and feeling the back of his head as he started to sit up again.  
 
    From his position on the floor Lieutenant Baker asked, ‘Who is this?’  
 
    I looked down at him, taking in the man lying on my carpet next to him. It was obvious to anyone that Shane was dead, his quest for revenge ultimately costing him his life. ‘It’s Jeremiah Anthony Bumblethorpe,’ I said quietly. 
 
    ‘The kid from Summer Adventure?’ he queried, staring down at the strange man in disbelief.  That he had instantly recognised the name was so ridiculously ironic I almost laughed.  What would Shane have made of it, I wondered. 
 
    Next to me, Lieutenant Bhukari was sniffing the air. ‘Is something burning?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Dinner!’ I squealed, remembering the stew still simmering on the hob. Jermaine stood up suddenly, on his way to deal with it, but had to grab the desk as wooziness gripped him. I said, ‘Stay there. I’ve got it.’ Leaving Lieutenant Bhukari to settle him back into his seat. Somehow, among all the madness, threat and death, I was in the kitchen dealing with a burnt dinner like it was a normal evening at home.  
 
    Less than a minute had passed since the guards burst into my room, but more people were already starting to arrive. The guards would have summoned additional officers, paramedics to deal with Mr Ikari’s injury, a doctor to pronounce death and probably the captain. My hopeful thought that the captain might make an appearance made me blush and then berate myself for acting like a fool. I needed to dismiss any foolish romantic notions now before they became a distraction.  
 
    Calmly running the tap into the crispy black pan, I accepted that dinner was ruined. To be fair, my appetite had evaporated anyway. I slumped onto the kitchen counter, my head in my hands as I watched the organised pandemonium in front of me. Over the course of the next thirty minutes, Shane’s body was removed, Mr Ikari was taken to the medical bay where the axe would be surgically removed. He wasn’t in any danger, it seemed, but he would have to be transferred to hospital in Hawaii and would have a long recovery ahead of him. Jermaine was also taken to the medical bay though he protested until I insisted.  
 
    As the dozen or more people in my living space went about the tasks, I thought back to all the clues I had missed. Shane had fainted when he first saw blood, but earlier today, he overcame his aversion and remained calm in Barbie’s bedroom with Pippin leaking all over the carpet. It was only now that I remembered him referring to Tarquin as a childhood friend earlier. It had happened when we were leaving Ian Kenyon’s cabin escorted by baker and Bhukari. It hadn’t even registered at the time. I couldn’t ask him about it, but I believed it had been a slip of the tongue that he kept quiet about while hoping no one had heard him. There were other clues too such as his convincing pretence that he had been famous once and was now forgotten. He hadn’t been pretending at all and he knew all about Ian and Tarquin’s history even though I could find no trace of it on the internet. Then there was possibly the biggest clue which was that Shane had known Tarquin’s throat had been cut when it wasn’t public knowledge. Looking back now, it should have been obvious he was up to something. I bowed my head with defeat and fatigue and stayed that way until I heard a familiar voice.  
 
    It came just as Mr Ikari was being stretchered out, the captain sweeping into the room and shaking the man’s hand as he was taken away. He spoke to each of the officers and crew members in the room, thanking each for their efforts and he took several minutes with Lieutenant Deepa Bhukari, counselling her about the potential effects she could now experience. I learned that she had been credited with shooting Shane, though I doubted credited was the word she would want people to use. He insisted that she report to the medical bay to discuss emotional management. Then, having been working his way towards me, he finally arrived at the far side of the room where I was still slumped on the kitchen counter.  
 
    ‘Good evening, Mrs Fisher.’ He offered me a smile but then fixed me with a serious look. ‘Are you okay?’ 
 
    I waved a hand in submission. ‘It’s nothing a stiff gin wouldn’t fix.’ I replied flippantly.  
 
    ‘Then I shall take great pleasure in fixing you one.’ I cocked an eyebrow, but the captain was already moving, undoing his jacket as he came around the kitchen counter. I levered myself upright, surprised but not displeased by his proximity as he shuffled behind me to get to the glasses. ‘Do you mind if I join you?’ he asked, holding up two balloon glasses. 
 
    ‘Err, no. No, of course not,’ I stuttered, and then watched as he pushed up his sleeves to reveal lean, muscular forearms and started pulling together ingredients.  
 
    ‘Do you know where Special Rating Clarke keeps the tonic?’ he asked, not finding it in the refrigerator.  
 
    ‘There’s an additional refrigerator under the counter for drinks,’ I said, pointing to the fitted door that hid it.  
 
    While he busied himself making us two gin and tonics, he started up a conversation. ‘I will, of course, appoint you a stand-in butler until yours can be cleared for duty.’ 
 
    ‘No, please,’ I begged. ‘That will not be necessary. ‘Honestly, I think I will enjoy fending for myself for a day or so.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt it will be that long, but if you insist… You may be interested to know that I have appointed an interim deputy captain. Mr Ikari will need time to recover and will most likely be appointed to a different ship when he is recovered,’ he explained. 
 
    ‘Who did you choose?’ I asked since he hadn’t said. 
 
    Finishing with a wedge of lime; I would have picked cucumber, but I wasn’t going to comment, the handsome, debonair captain handed me my drink. Then said, ‘Cheers,’ as he clinked his glass against mine. After taking a sip, he answered my question. ‘I don’t get to pick, actually. Rank and seniority dictates who is next in line. The only position that cannot be automatically granted by being the next most senior person is captain. Anyway, Commander Farrokhzad is the next in line but he declined the opportunity so Commander Shriver is currently in the big chair on the bridge.’ 
 
    ‘Did he say why he didn’t want the job?’ I asked. 
 
    The captain chuckled as he took a sip of his drink. ‘Yes, he did. He said the job was cursed. In the last month alone Mr Schooner went to jail, Mr Rutherford was sacked and Mr Ikari is on his way to hospital.’ Then he levelled his eyes at me. ‘I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but he said he would gladly take the job once you were no longer on board.’ Then he laughed again as my jaw fell open in shock. ‘He suggested a correlation between the recent… events and your presence here.’ 
 
    ‘And what do you think?’ I asked squinting my eyes at him as I heard the snippiness in my tone. 
 
    ‘I think you are lovely,’ he replied. His response came back without hesitation, but I could see that he hadn’t meant to say it. We looked at each other for a second, both wondering what the other might say next. 
 
    I chose to break the silence with a question of my own. Diverting attention away from the awkwardness we both felt. ‘You were telling me about how a person cannot be promoted to captain just by being the next most senior person.’ I asked genuinely interested to hear more about him.  
 
    He shot me a smile and leaned on the kitchen counter. He was facing me, so that our faces were no more than a foot apart across the expanse of marble. ‘Well, Patricia.’ It wasn’t lost on me that it was the first time he had addressed me by my first name. ‘It’s like this…’  
 
    As the cleaners scrubbed blood from my carpet and repair men dealt with damage wrought during today’s scuffle, Alistair Huntley told me all about how he came to be the captain of the Aurelia. It was perhaps, the most relaxed I had felt since I came on board. I had to wonder what was happening, but I had no intention of asking him why he seemed to enjoy my company. Instead, I listened and sipped my gin and began to worry that the trip would end too soon. 
 
    Just then the unpleasant little woman that ran Guest Services came into my suite. Marianne Redmond was there to supervise the cleaners and ensure their jobs were performed correctly. No doubt she attended herself because it was the Royal Suite, but as she checked on their progress and came toward the captain to report, she caught sight of me, her expression telling me she recognised me from our earlier interaction.  
 
    She levelled an excited arm at me as she speed-marched in my direction. The captain intercepted her though. ‘Marianne, have you had the pleasure of meeting Mrs Fisher?’ he asked. 
 
    The question stopped her dead in her tracks, her anger and desire to tear into a woman she believed to be an insolent staff member fizzing out instantly under the captain’s gaze. ‘Err, no. No, I haven’t,’ she said, trying to offer me a smile but failing badly as if she had read about them in books but never actually seen one before. 
 
    Then Alistair said something that rooted me to the spot almost as completely as Shane’s earlier threat of death had, ‘Mrs Fisher is with me.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue: 
 
    The following morning, the sky was clear once more and sun streamed through the curtains when I opened them. The scent of fresh coffee lifted me to full alertness as I opened my bedroom door to find a contented Jermaine in the kitchen, humming to himself with his back to me. He had a large white dressing on his head, held in place with a bandage but he was back in place as my butler and clearly happy to be here. I was happy too. 
 
    I called out, ‘Good morning, Jermaine.’  
 
    He turned and gave a me a broad smile. ‘Indeed, it is, madam. Will you be training this morning?’ he asked, pouring me a cup of strong, dark liquid.  
 
    ‘You know, I think I will,’ I replied. And I did, setting off to find Barbie in the gym less than thirty minutes later. I took my coffee onto the sun terrace first though, soaking up vitamin D from the sun and staring into the distance where Hawaii already loomed large. I was bothered by a niggling concern that Charlie might turn up though it seemed so implausible. I would need to look out for him on the dock side, but when the Aurelia arrived in Hawaii and the ship was buzzing with excitement, our disembarkation was delayed. The news came in the form of a tannoy announcement which advised all passengers that a small matter of business had to be taken care of prior to the gates opening.  
 
    I had my suspicions as to what the small matter might be, but I didn’t have to work hard to get them confirmed because the news spread around the ship before most people got off: The FBI had arrested Bhavana.   
 
    The two FBI agents, who had been on board since Los Angeles, had to wait until the ship returned to American waters to make their arrest and did so very publicly, taking Bhavana into custody as she left her suite. She screamed bloody murder as they read her rights, then came to her senses, demanded a lawyer and clamped her mouth firmly shut. Though Ian Kenyon was dead and couldn’t testify, it soon came out that while we were all at sea, one of her other victims had finally broken down and confessed to his wife. It was the one tactic that was guaranteed to release her hold. His wife forgave him but then insisted he step forward and expose the truth about Bhavana’s methods. He was a very rich, very influential Hollywood Director and once he spoke out, so did several others, opening a virtual floodgate like Harvey Weinstein in reverse.  
 
    It was in the paper by the time I got hold of one later that day and though I wondered if her lawyers would get her off the hook, it seemed likely her movie career was done. Her future wasn’t something I cared about; I was too busy dreaming about mine. 
 
    The End 
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 An Evening Stroll Ruined 
 
    The sun slowly set over the port quarter of the ship’s nose as I took a quiet walk around the ship. I did this most nights before retiring with a book. It helped me order my thoughts and commit to memory as many of the wonderful things I had seen and experienced as possible. It was the height of summer now and I was almost halfway through my cruise around the world, a fact which both pleased and saddened at the same time.  
 
    That I had been able to take this trip in the first place ought to be a sore subject, but it wasn’t. My husband cheated on me and my flight from that situation led me to take up residence in the Royal Suite of the world’s finest luxury cruise ship. Since then, my life had become a whirlwind of adventure, exotic places and incredible experiences. The only element I could possibly be unhappy about was having no one to share it with. Our marriage was into its thirty-third year when the cheating took place. Or rather, that was when I caught him cheating. Walking down the aisle at just nineteen when I met the one and was happily swept off my feet, I never considered that the moonlight and sparkles might one day lose their shine. They did though and three decades later, the vibrant young girl I had been was buried beneath the shroud of a middle-aged woman with no particular purpose and no perceptible joy.  
 
    The ship was currently bound for Japan where it would dock in Tokyo for two days. The passage from Hawaii was the second longest of the trip, unavoidably, because there was nothing between Hawaii and Japan apart from a vast expanse of Pacific Ocean. Now, almost exactly four days into that leg, I was ready to get off and explore again when we docked tomorrow morning. I had a niggling concern that my estranged husband might show up, but every time the thought raised its head, I knocked it back down with a derisory laugh. Charlie never went anywhere. It was a fact that had angered me for most of our marriage but was now something I could rely on. A week ago, he called me in my cabin and promised to meet me in Hawaii. He hadn’t showed of course, but the niggling doubt remained because, despite years of avoiding planes and travel, he had been waiting for me in St Kitts when the ship docked there. I avoided him then, leaving him on the quayside even though I knew he was coming and had agreed to meet with him to discuss our future. He went home, but not until after he expressed his displeasure at wasting his time. Now I wasn’t sure what he might do.  
 
    There was one thing I was sure about: I had moved on. The forced time apart allowed me to shrug off the shroud and rediscover myself hiding beneath it. The vibrancy returned almost overnight, so I now felt excited each morning by the prospect of the day ahead.  
 
    Then there was the captain to consider.  
 
    I didn’t get to focus my thoughts on Captain Alistair Huntley’s handsome features though, because I reached the stern of the enormous ship, I came across a sight that cleared my mind of everything else: there was a man climbing over the railings. 
 
    ‘Hey,’ I called out. Then again louder, ‘Hey!’ as I continued to walk toward him. I looked around but there was no one else about. It was late, so the passengers would be in bars or restaurants or in the many theatres, cinemas or clubs the great ship boasted. It was probably why the man chose this time to come up here and the feeling of dread telling me he was on his way to commit suicide became a definite when I saw the weight he was carrying in one hand.  
 
    I dashed to the railing at the very back of the ship, but unwilling to climb over as he had, I tried calling yet again. This time he heard me and turned his head revealing the mask of pain on his face. It broke my heart instantly and I wondered what I could possibly say that might convince him to reconsider. I didn’t have to present an argument for life though because he instantly started back toward me.  
 
    Beyond the railing at the very back of the ship, were steel mesh panels reaching upward to a height of around three yards and the same panels extended outwards supported on steel girders so the man was currently walking on them directly above the maelstrom of water being churned up by the ship’s propellers.  
 
    I didn’t know, but it was my assumption that the mesh panels were there to provide some kind of maintenance access to something. However, I was fairly certain they were not meant to be accessed while at sea. Despite the man’s mask of misery, he made his way back from the edge to the other side of the mesh separating us. My heart was thumping in my chest but beginning to calm down. That was until he stopped. I expected him to start climbing; to be depressed enough about his life to contemplate suicide but to have changed his mind the moment he saw someone take an interest.  
 
    Instead, he dug around in a pocket to pull out a small folded note, then he grabbed the mesh, his fingers curling through it right next to where I was also holding it so that his skin touched mine in several places. ‘You’re Patricia Fisher, aren’t you?’ he said. It was a question, but I felt that he already knew the answer before I nodded. He looked up to the sky at that point as if having an argument with God.  
 
    When he looked back down, I said, ‘Please come back onto the ship. It’s not safe out there. You don’t want to do this.’ The weight I spotted earlier was tied around his waist with a belt. It was a round disc that he must have taken from one of the gyms and looked to weigh fifty pounds or more. With it tied to him, he would sink like a rock if he jumped.  
 
    The man looked squarely at me as he replied, ‘It’s too late for me.’ 
 
    ‘No, it isn’t,’ I pleaded, trying to get through to him. ‘We can work through this.’ 
 
    He just shook his head. Then he thrust the note through the mesh and into my hand as he yelled, ‘You have to save Anna. Nothing else matters. I’ve caused too much harm already. I jump now or they kill me tomorrow.’ I stared blankly at his face, trying to think of something I could say, but nothing came. ‘Save Anna!’ he yelled once more. Then he let go of the railing, turned and started running. 
 
    A panicked gasp escaped my lips as fear for what I was about to see filled my belly. I screamed, ‘No!’ at his back and had to watch as he reached the end of the platform and jumped; the weight held in his hands and against his body as he dropped. I don’t think my heart bothered to beat in the time it took for him to fall and hit the churning surf below. Then he was gone. Gone forever, swallowed by the restless waves as, unknowingly, the ship continued onwards to its destination. 
 
    I heaved in ragged gulps of air as I continued to stare at the spot where he entered the water. I knew of course, that had he somehow bobbed back to the surface, he would have been hundreds of yards behind the ship already as it thrust itself forward at close to forty knots, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the waves.   
 
    When my heartrate finally started to slow, I looked about again but there was still no one in sight. What I did spot though was a man-over-board alarm. It was a large red button with an even larger red sign above it. I knew there was nothing anyone could do for the man, but I pressed it anyway and then slumped to the cold deck to wait for the ship’s security team to arrive.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Mystery Man 
 
    Thinking back to it later, I had to commend the crew for their response time. I hadn’t timed it, of course, but the sound of footsteps must have first reached my ears no more than sixty seconds after pushing the alarm button. There was no audible claxon, probably to avoid startling guests, many of whom were elderly and might not do well with the shock. It had to have alerted the crew in another way though because dozens of them appeared.  
 
    When I asked Lieutenant Baker about it, one of the ship’s security I had come to know quite well, he said the alarm sounded inside the bridge and showed them which alarm button had been pushed. That set in motion a series of actions, the first of which was to put out a call to every member of crew with a radio, dispatching them to the location. 
 
    Lieutenant Baker was not the first to arrive, but he was the first familiar face and I was glad to speak with someone I knew. All I had managed to stammer at the first person was, ‘He jumped,’ as I pointed from my position on the deck toward the stern of the ship. The first person was a female member of the ship’s security team. Her immediate reaction was to run where I pointed and stare fruitlessly into the murky water. When, seconds later, the next person arrived, they joined her as did the next and the next. 
 
    One of the actions enacted by the bridge was an immediate shut down of the engines. To their minds, there could be a person, passenger or crew, in the water and they had a very small window to respond before that person was lost forever. At the speed the ship travelled, anyone going overboard would be left in its wake, a tiny dot that would vanish from sight and never be found unless the crew reacted fast enough.  
 
    I knew how futile their efforts were though.  
 
    ‘Are you alright, Mrs Fisher?’ asked Lieutenant Baker as he returned from the stern and knelt next to me.  
 
    I looked up at him with a grim smile. ‘He jumped,’ I said again. It was like my brain was caught in a loop and couldn’t come up with any other response. 
 
    Baker leaned in closer, using a hand to steady himself against the cold deck as he crouched. ‘Who did? Who jumped, Mrs Fisher?’ 
 
    I just shrugged. I had no idea who the man had been. At the back of the ship, by the railings, someone shouted that they might have seen something, and all eyes trained on where they were pointing. I snapped out of my reverie, Baker offering his hand to help me up as I began clambering to my feet. ‘You can’t save him,’ I shouted loud enough for everyone to hear.  
 
    ‘Why not?’ asked Commander Shriver. I hadn’t seen the tall, thin woman arrive, but she was joining the crew members at the stern now, the question coming over her shoulder as she walked.  
 
    I was on my feet now, so I joined her, addressing the ship’s stand-in Deputy Captain when I said, ‘He had a weight tied to his waist. A heavy-looking plate for a barbell in the gym,’ I explained. ‘He sank instantly.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know who it was?’ she asked, taking the news that someone had committed suicide in her stride.  
 
    I shook my head no. ‘I was taking a walk when I spotted him going over the top of the railings. He wasn’t someone I recognised.’ 
 
    She took a moment to absorb what I had told her, then asked another question. ‘Did he say anything at all?’ 
 
    I swallowed hard against the unwarranted feeling of guilt now rising in my gut and searched my memory to recall his final words. I stared at nothing for a second, then refocused my eyes on her face. ‘He said, “It’s too late for me. I jump now or they kill me tomorrow.” Then he ran and leapt. I watched him all the way down.’ 
 
    Then she asked, ‘Do you remember anything else about him? His age, his accent, anything about his features?’ 
 
    I described him as best as I could, the fleeting memory not filled with detail as I had been too focused on the impending horror to take much in. Doing the best that I could, I provided them with the details of a Japanese man who was six feet tall or thereabouts, late thirties with jet-black hair shot through with grey around his temples. His nose wasn’t completely straight, though not so distorted that he looked like an old and broken boxer. He wore a wedding ring, I remembered seeing it glint when he put his fingers through the railings, and his English was impeccable though heavily accented to make me believe he was not only Japanese, but also from Japan rather than from somewhere else in the world.  
 
    Commander Shriver wriggled her nose in thought before speaking into her lapel microphone. She turned away but I could still hear that she was reporting to the captain. I heard her say my name and listened to it cause the voice at the other end to pause. I even heard his response when he said, ‘Of course Mrs Fisher is there. Who else could it have been?’ I didn’t want to read too much into it, but it sounded like he was annoyed to hear I was involved.  
 
    At my side, Baker said, ‘There’s nothing more you can do here, Mrs Fisher. The ship has been set to stop so that launches can be dispatched to search the area the person entered the water. This is something we practise, and we have to go through the entire drill even though I am sure you are right, and he is not able to be saved.’ He looked into my eyes, checking that I was okay. ‘Can I have you escorted back to your suite, Mrs Fisher?’  
 
    I looked to the sky and breathed in deeply before I replied. ‘Thank you, Lieutenant Baker. I will make my own way home.’ With that I touched him on the shoulder, turned and began back along the deck toward my suite located all the way down at the front of the giant ship.  
 
    I don’t know how long it took for me to get there, but nothing registered as I made my way from the stern of the ship to the door of the Windsor Suite. My brain insisted on replaying the man’s final words over and over as it supplied a remembered image of his body entering the cruel sea and vanishing forever.  
 
    Fumbling in my bag for my keycard, my hand came across a piece of paper. It was what the man had thrust into my hand right before he begged me to save Anna. I had completely forgotten it. Standing outside my door, I unfolded the piece of paper to look at it. There were some odd lines on the outside that were supposed to be a pattern or something. It didn’t look like anything to me, so I turned it over. On the other side was the number 2124. I held it up to the light but there was nothing else to see, just some squiggly lines and a cabin number. In the man’s final moments, the desperately unhappy man had entrusted me with a clue to help me find and save Anna and it was as mysterious and cryptic as it could possibly be.  
 
    I checked my watch. It was getting late and already after my usual bedtime, but I knew I wouldn’t sleep so there was little point in trying. I also knew my butler, Jermaine, would be waiting inside my suite for me to safely return before he would consider retiring to bed himself. With a grimace of acceptance, I swiped my keycard on the door and let myself in, calling out as I came through the door to get his attention, ‘Jermaine.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, madam,’ he answered, appearing at the entrance from the lobby to the living area half a heartbeat later as if hovering there while he waited for my return. He probably had been. 
 
    ‘Jermaine, something terrible happened.’ As his expression instantly filled with concern, I walked him into my living area and insisted he take a seat on one of the couches so I could explain about the suicide, the man’s last words and the note. He listened intently, nodding but not saying anything. ‘I think this is a cabin number,’ I said, showing him the piece of paper. ‘I need to see who is staying in this cabin.’ 
 
    ‘Very good, madam,’ replied Jermaine, rising to his feet to cross the room. I knew that he could obtain the names of the passengers in the room from central registry, the information with us in a second. The names didn’t mean anything though. Not to me at least, though they had clearly meant something to the man who jumped. Erica and Edgar Brentnall, a British couple that boarded the ship in Southampton on the same day as me and were due to leave the ship when it returned to Southampton. Another around the world trip.  
 
    ‘Where is cabin 2124?’ I asked.  
 
    Jermaine’s eyes flicked up and right as he scoured his memory for the information, no doubt cross-referencing a map of the ship’s layout in his head. ‘That is deck eight and I think it is inboard so one of the smaller cabins with no porthole to outside. It should be roughly midships, I think.’ 
 
    It was way down in the bowels of the ship, one deck above the bottom deck for passengers. The six decks below that were all reserved for crew, storage, engineering, laundry etcetera and it was located in one of the inside passageways. In order to accommodate so many passengers and to provide for a range of budgets, there were many cabins that were significantly smaller and less desirable than others. That I was staying in the most opulent suite on board the ship was not something I would ever bring up in conversation. It wasn’t as if I could actually afford it. Had I not been the subject of a plan to steal a priceless jewel and leave me framed for murder, I would most likely have left the ship and returned to England already, getting back as much of my money as I could in the process. As it was, my trip was free all bar the travelling expenses I incurred for food and drink and whatever I spent ashore and in the shops on board.  
 
    I looked at the clock again and made a decision. Jermaine asked, ‘Are you going out, madam?’ sounding a little surprised.  
 
    I had my handbag over my left arm, and I was heading for the door. ‘I want to see the cabin,’ I replied. ‘This man died before anyone could help him and he asked me to save Anna. I haven’t the slightest idea what is going on or who Anna is or even how the couple in cabin 2124 are involved but I intend to find out.’ 
 
    Jermaine coughed politely to attract my attention. ‘Madam, I feel aggrieved to remind you. But you did promise the captain that you would avoid any further sleuthing while on board.’ He genuinely looked embarrassed to make the point, recognising perhaps that it was not his place to do so. He was right though; I had made that promise. 
 
    His gentle cough caused my feet to stop moving, but they started again now, onward toward the door. ‘This isn’t sleuthing, Jermaine,’ I called over my shoulder. ‘This is poking my nose in and that’s entirely different.’ 
 
    I heard him sigh and caught a glimpse of his eye roll as I reached the lobby and glanced back to see what he was doing. He was following me, of course, accompanying the mad woman as she set off on another quest.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Cabin 2124 
 
    It was late enough that the lights in the passageways had been dimmed. The ship went into night-time routine much like the streets at home, but it was not so late that the passageways were empty. A lot of the passengers were only on board for a short leg, a few days in some cases, so the constant churn of new people ensured the party atmosphere never diminished. The clubs, bars, restaurants, theatres, and cinemas were generally packed with young and old excited to have a good time. It was one of the elements of my time on board that I hadn’t been able to fully enjoy. Not really. Travelling alone meant I made friends, but they were gone all too soon and most of the friends I did make either already had their own friends with them; there were lots of widows travelling in twos and threes, or they were with a partner.  
 
    Anyway, there were lots of people about and I figured there was a good chance that the couple in cabin 2124 would be out at this time but on their way back to their cabin soon. I would be right or wrong, so if they were already inside, my time and Jermaine’s would be wasted. I wasn’t going to knock on their door, but if they were out and heading back soon, there was a chance to see them or hear them and that, I felt, was worth investing a little time in. 
 
    The vast dimensions of the ship usually meant that getting anywhere on foot took ages. Barbie, one of the ship’s fitness instructors and, along with Jermaine, a friend who I inevitably involved in my adventures, had a cabin in the staff area below deck seven. To get there could take more than thirty minutes. Of course, size zero, super fit Barbie ran the journey each time, so it probably took less than ten minutes on her young legs, but getting to cabin 2124 was a cinch.  
 
    The nearest elevator to my suite on the upper deck was less than one hundred yards away and it took us all the way down to the eighth deck without stopping once for people to get on and off. Then, I discovered that the cabin I wanted was again less than one hundred yards from the elevator again.  
 
    It was Jermaine’s expert knowledge of the ship that located it so quickly, but then I was faced with what to do next. My butler and I were standing in a passageway, aimlessly staring at nothing because there was nothing to look at. On the upper decks the walls between the cabin doors were adorned with paintings, some of them quite ornate and expensive. This far down in the ship, there wasn’t much decoration other than safety posters.  
 
    Rather than hang around in the passageway, where we looked particularly out of place, we retreated back to the elevators where hanging about looked less suspicious. Jermaine took up a sentry like position close to the elevator bank, bowed his head and waited patiently like he was a ninja in meditation mode. I didn’t have the same ability to distance myself or centre my core or whatever it was he was doing, so I fidgeted and picked at my nails and tried to distract myself by mentally reciting all the Charles Dickens books and Shakespeare sonnets. After what felt like an eternity, I turned to Jermaine and asked, ‘How long have we been waiting?’ 
 
    My butler cracked open just one eye, calmly pulled his pocket watch from its hiding place in his waistcoat and replied, ‘Three minutes, twelve seconds, madam.’ 
 
    I knew time always moved more slowly when there was nothing to do, but this was silly. Blowing out an exasperated breath, I stomped back along the passageway to try their door. Jermaine shot me a concerned look as I grabbed the handle. It was locked though, the red light on the keycard panel telling me I ought not to be able to gain entry.  
 
    Then, behind Jermaine, the lift pinged, and the doors began to open. He stepped to one side but not before I quickly darted myself away from the Brentnall’s door and slowed to resume a normal, innocent walking pace, checking my phone so that I seemed engrossed in that and not in anything else.  
 
    The passageways on this deck were far tighter than I was used to so the persons exiting the elevator would not be able to pass me without both parties moving to hug the wall. I looked up as they neared, pausing to take in their faces though I had no reason to believe the two people coming my way would prove to be my quarry.  
 
    They were though. The woman had a keycard in her hand which she used to swipe the panel outside 2124. I watched as they went inside, and the door closed loudly behind them.  I left my suite because I was curious to see what the couple in 2124 looked like and because the poor man who leapt to his death fingered them as somehow responsible. That he couldn’t have given me more detail was bothersome, but having seen them, I was certain they were to blame.  
 
    The woman was in her late thirties and stank predominantly of cigarettes as she passed me in the passageway. She had tattoos visible on the exposed flesh on her shoulders and on her neck. Her head was shaved on her left side, with the rest of it slicked over to the right. It was dyed jet black but had bright red highlights woven through it. Her clothing was a mishmash of styles; red fishnet stockings and black Doctor Martins boots below a summer dress. She had about fifteen earrings around the perimeter of the one ear I caught sight of. I wasn’t one for judging other people, but she looked unpleasant.  
 
    With her was a giant bear of a man. Dressed like a biker in black tasselled leather and denim, he had to be close to six feet eight inches tall and he was big in every direction. His wide shoulders and barrel like chest, which might once have been muscular, tiered into a beer gut now. Both of them had to be at least a hundred pounds overweight, a struggle I sympathised with as I had fought my own battles with the scales over the years. Like his wife, the man also bore tattoos and stank of cigarettes and both were quite inebriated.  
 
    Jermaine moved to stand beside me, his looming presence making me feel protected and safe if nothing else. Unfortunately, it was probably the feeling of safety that caused my next move.  
 
    I had been staring at their door since it closed. I knew they were a bit drunk, and that meant I might not get any sense out of them, but I also thought it might mean their guard was down and careful questions could reveal some truth.  
 
    Before Jermaine could stop me, not that he would but he would counsel against my actions, I took a pace and knocked on their door.  
 
    A tirade of expletives erupted from the other side as they began arguing about who was at the door and who was going to answer it. I couldn’t really make out what they were saying but the discussion ended when a door slammed somewhere inside the cabin and the door in front of me opened.  
 
    ‘What the fruit do you want?’ asked the man, sneering at me without the slightest attempt to hide his disdain. Okay, he didn’t say fruit at all, but… well, I’m sure you can substitute his choice of colourful language with one of your own. Let’s just say that he said fruit a lot.  
 
    I sensed Jermaine tense next to me, but I smiled sweetly when I said, ‘Good evening. My name is Patricia Fisher.’ 
 
    ‘So fruiting what?’ he rudely interrupted. 
 
    I pressed on anyway, ‘Am I addressing Edgar Brentnall?’ 
 
    ‘Who the fruit wants to know?’ His willingness to be unpleasant matched his ignorance. 
 
    Standing just behind me, Jermaine asked, ‘Madam?’ I knew what he was asking. He was keen to admonish the man for his rudeness.  
 
    Without taking my eyes from Edgar, I said, ‘Not yet.’ Then answered Edgar’s most recent question. ‘My name is Patricia Fisher. I am a guest on this ship and was hoping I might be able to ask you a couple of questions.’ I remained calm and polite, refraining from pointing out that I had already given him my name. His attitude though was contagious because beneath my placid, serene façade, I fantasised about pushing him down some stairs.  
 
    The man’s sneer somehow increased in its revulsion as he looked me up and down. Then he slammed the door shut. It didn’t shut though, it merely bounced off Jermaine’s foot as he stuck it out. Edgar had already turned away, but now spun around to see what had happened and in doing so lost his balance, fetching up against the corner of a couch to keep himself upright. 
 
    A door on the far side of the small cabin burst open and Erica exited the bathroom still arranging her undergarments. They were such a delightful couple. ‘Who the fruit are you?’ she demanded. Then, taking in Edgar as he pushed himself upright, she said, ‘What the fruit are you doing, you fruiting banana. Fruit my life, you’re fruiting useless.’  
 
    He spun on her and raised his hand to strike her. ‘What did you say, you utter cumquat?’ he snarled. ‘I’m going to…’ 
 
    He didn’t get the chance to finish his sentence though as Jermaine stepped neatly around me to grab the man’s arm. This elicited a fresh round of expletives as both Erica and Edgar began verbally assaulting Jermaine and each other and, just for good measure, me too. 
 
    In the midst of it all, Jermaine let the man’s arm go and stepped away. ‘Perhaps, madam, we should abandon this line of enquiry for now.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ yelled Edgar. ‘Get the fruit out, you pair of oranges.’ He made to shoo Jermaine toward the door, trying to look tough, but he met Jermaine’s stony gaze and gave up. I nodded to Jermaine anyway and we left the tiny, smelly cabin behind.  
 
    The door slammed behind us once more, shutting us out and sealing off any chance for me to get information from them. Perhaps they would be more reasonable when sober, but I doubted it. Fuelled by their attitude, I was even more determined now to find out how they were involved with the poor man and what they had done to cause his suicide.  
 
    Who is Anna? That was the question I most needed an answer to. I couldn’t save the man, but I could try to grant his last wish and save the woman, whoever she was.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Anna 
 
    It was on the way back up to my suite that I realised Jermaine could look for someone named Anna on the ship’s central register. Jermaine replied with, ‘The very moment we return, madam.’  
 
    He was wrong though, not because we forgot to do so, but because Lieutenant Baker was waiting outside my door. With him was Lieutenant Bhukari, the female security officer who shot Shane Sussmann in my cabin just a few days ago. It was unfortunate that I couldn’t look at her without remembering the incident.  
 
    Walking from the elevator to my suite took less than a minute but it was long enough for me to glance out the passageway windows to see that the Aurelia was not moving. The great ship had been brought to a dead stop so members of the crew could search the water as they were duty bound to do.  
 
    I was still staring out of the windows when Jermaine’s single word, ‘Madam,’ brought my attention back to the present.  
 
    ‘Good evening again, Mrs Fisher,’ said Baker with a smile, a similar greeting coming from Deepa Bhukari.  
 
    ‘Have you identified the man?’ I asked in response, guessing that it might be the reason for their late evening visit.  
 
    Baker shook his head. ‘Not yet, Mrs Fisher. Can we talk inside?’ His cryptic request was delivered in a quiet voice, making me wonder what he could possibly need to tell me, but Jermaine swiped the entry pad and held the door for everyone to enter before I could ask any questions in the passageway. 
 
    With the door closed, I moved into the living area of the suite, placing my handbag on a low side table next to a vase of fresh-cut flowers. ‘What can I do for you, Lieutenant Baker?’ I asked still crossing the room. I clearly wasn’t getting to bed anytime soon and was still reeling a little from the shock of the evening’s events.  
 
    Jermaine saw my trajectory across the room and asked, ‘May I prepare you a night cap, madam?’ 
 
    He was such a good friend. ‘Yes, please. Can I offer one to anyone else?’ I asked the two uniformed crew as I slumped, less than elegantly, into a high-backed armchair arranged with other chairs and a couch around a coffee table.  
 
    If Baker and Bhukari were tempted, they resisted well, and I probably shouldn’t have offered as they were both clearly on duty. Instead, having declined the drink, Baker said, ‘I wanted to ask if you remembered anything else about the man you saw, Mrs Fisher.’ 
 
    Bhukari added, ‘Can you remember what he said?’ 
 
    I found it odd they were asking questions I had already answered. ‘Commander Shriver took a description from me already. Would you like me to repeat it?’  
 
    ‘Yes, please,’ replied Baker, taking out a notebook to write in.  
 
    I went through my description again, picturing the man as best I could to get it right. Somewhere on board he had a wife who would soon be asking where her husband was. That was when I realised I hadn’t told them about Anna earlier. ‘He asked me to save Anna.’ They both looked up from the notepad which they were suspiciously not writing in. To answer the question they were about to ask, I said, ‘I don’t know who that is. They were his last words though. He asked me to save Anna and then he jumped. Given that he was wearing a wedding ring, I think we should assume that Anna is his wife and she is somewhere on board this boat.’ 
 
    Behind me, Jermaine moved to the computer, pressing the button to fire it up. He did so as he brought my gin and tonic, the cold, harsh liquid welcome as I thanked him and took a deep gulp.  
 
    Baker and Bhukari looked back down at the notepad but it was clear they were both reading whatever was written there and not making fresh notes. Frustrated and tired, I tapped my hand loudly on the arm of my chair to get their attention. In the space of the last few weeks, I had learned that leadership was generally welcomed provided it was strong, determined, and respectful. I was in charge here, so I steered the conversation the direction I wanted it to go. Right now, I wanted to know what was going on.  
 
    ‘What are you reading?’ I asked their surprised faces. When I saw Baker’s cheeks redden slightly, I pinned him in place with a laser stare. ‘You haven’t written down anything I have said, so what is it?’ 
 
    ‘Um…’ he started. ‘Um, we were tasked with…’ 
 
    ‘With what?’ I snapped, jolting him into getting on with it. 
 
    It was Deepa Bhukari who answered though. With a sigh, she said, ‘Commander Shriver wanted us to check your description now to the description you gave earlier.’ 
 
    ‘What on earth for?’ I started to ask but then realisation dawned. ‘Because she wasn’t convinced I saw anyone jump. Was she?’ I was nodding as I spoke, able to see the truth of it. ‘Mrs Fisher, always in the thick of it hasn’t had any attention for a few days so invents a suicide that no one can prove or disprove.’ 
 
    No one said anything. Annoyed, I drank another glug of my gin and waited for the two lieutenants to say something. Baker looked embarrassed and I sensed that he had probably come here unwillingly on the orders of Commander Shriver. Just then, the familiar rumble that had been strangely absent returned: the propellers were turning again as the ship restarted its journey.   
 
    I stood and brushed imaginary creases from the front of my dress, looking up when I was ready to fix the two crew with a disappointed look. ‘Please assure Commander Shriver that she is missing a passenger. I will do my best to find out who the man was and will let her know when I do.’ I dismissed them then, picking up my glass and turning away as I went to the computer. ‘If, in the meantime, a lady called Anna reports a missing person, you will know where to direct Commander Shriver’s apology.’  
 
    Jermaine pulled out the chair at the computer desk for me to sit down and slid it in beneath me. When neither lieutenant moved, I said, ‘You can let yourselves out.’ I was being rude, and I knew that it wasn’t their intention to upset me. Nevertheless, a man was dead, taking his own life rather than face whatever it was the couple in 2124 had in store for him. No one was doing anything about it, but he left behind a widow who at this time possibly didn’t even know her husband wasn’t coming back. It irked me greatly. 
 
    Jermaine helped me navigate to the ship’s central register of passengers; something I wasn’t supposed to have access to, and there we began our search. I was fuelled up and had a fire in my belly. If Commander Shriver believed I invented the suicide, I would present her with the answers in the morning.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Gym 
 
    It was almost two in the morning when I climbed into bed, and then I only called it quits because Jermaine insisted on staying up with me. I expected to sleep fitfully despite the two industrial-strength gins in my bloodstream, but I rested dreamlessly, no haunting images of the man’s face causing me to wake until my natural rhythm pulled me to consciousness just before six.  
 
    There were twelve ladies called Anna on board the Aurelia, three of whom were crew. The crew members were easy to dismiss as they were unmarried which left nine, of which four could be discounted due to their age. In fact, three of the four were travelling with another lady and had a listed age of over seventy. That left five and I was able to eliminate one more by determining that her partner, listed as Susan, probably wasn’t the man I saw last night.  
 
    Armed with four names and four cabin numbers, I would take a walk when the hour was a little more decent and see if I could find the poor widow. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do when I did though. Surely, by now, the woman must have reported her missing husband and the crew must have identified the man that jumped, connecting a picture she must have on her phone or in her purse to the description I gave them. If not, would it fall to me to deliver the news? It shouldn’t, but I couldn’t imagine how I would avoid it if I found her and she didn’t already know. It was a stress-inducing thought. 
 
    I slid from my bed, dressed and was about to leave my bedroom when I remembered we were due to dock in Tokyo in the early hours of the morning. I pulled open my curtains, instantly dazzled by the bright sunlight shining in from outside. It was early morning, but my view was filled with a bustling dockside, filled with life as busy workers went back and forth. We were still coming alongside, undoubtedly delayed by a couple of hours because the ship stopped to search for the man.  
 
    The Tokyo skyline stretched into the distance, drawing my eye beyond the derricks on the dockside to take in huge glass and chrome buildings that must provide an impressive backdrop at night. I would get to explore it soon enough, but only once I had borne out my duty to the man and found Anna. It was too early to do that now, but my nervous energy was already building, so I changed my clothes for gym gear, grabbed a bottle of water from the refrigerator and let myself out. Barbie would be in the gym already. Despite the fact that she would have the next two days off and could relax, I was certain I would find her in the gym either getting in a workout or perhaps working on one of her project customers.  Barbie gave her time freely to those who wanted to improve their health or get stronger, regularly taking on people who had been avoiding the gym for most of their lives. I had been one such project and felt vastly different now that I was exercising and testing myself on a regular basis. Barbie assured me I would improve my fitness and drop far more unnecessary bodyfat if I cut out the gin, but who has time for that?  
 
    Barbie was a sweet girl from California and a gym instructor with qualifications to suit. We bonded in my early days on board and she considered Jermaine to be her best friend on the ship’s crew so often came to my suite just to see him. She had offered to come ashore with me today which I think was because she knew I was travelling alone. My day was already arranged when she asked though; I was heading into Tokyo with two retired cops from Hawaii. I met them two days ago when they deliberately sought me out. Apparently, the missing sapphire case came to their attention because they were tracking news about the Aurelia; they were due to board her after all. So, when they saw the story, they read it with interest. I got on great with them, the two men were like a comedy double act, constantly making me laugh while poking fun at each other.  
 
    Sadly, they met a few years ago because their wives were both terminally ill with cancer. They didn’t know each other at the time even though they were both cops for over forty years and very similar in age. They knew lots of the same people though and laughed that they had probably stood next to each other on duty at some point and never realised. 
 
    When we last spoke on the subject, Barbie had been undecided about what to do with her day. This was her second trip to Tokyo, and she didn’t seem overtly enthralled with the place, but I hoped she would join us to make it an even foursome. 
 
    As expected, when I pushed open the door to the gym, there she was. ‘Hi, Barbie,’ I called out and waved as I made my way to the cardio and weights area.  
 
    She was barefoot on a mat in front of a mirror with a barbell above her head. I got a breathless, ‘Hey, Patty,’ in reply as she dropped her bottom to the floor again, performing another overhead squat; an exercise I found particularly hard. I waited patiently while she finished her set and put the barbell back on the floor. I felt exhausted just watching her.  
 
    She took on some water, then turned away from the mirror to greet me properly. Her face though, bore a trace of concern. ‘Jermaine told me what happened last night. Are you okay?’ she asked. 
 
    The little rat had blabbed. With good intention of course, but still. ‘I’m fine. How much do you know?’ 
 
    ‘Only that Jermaine is concerned you are on a quest to find a woman that might need saving from something or someone and that you already had a run in with two unsavoury characters.’ Barbie was eyeing me suspiciously as she asked, ‘Are you going to get into trouble again?’ 
 
    I shrugged and gave her a wry smile. ‘Probably. Commander Shriver deemed my report of events to be… questionable. Somewhere on this ship is a wife that is now a widow and I am not sure anyone is doing anything about it.’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t mean you have to, Patty.’ Barbie was just being concerned but she hadn’t looked into the man’s eyes when he begged for help. 
 
    ‘Someone has to,’ I replied, my tone solemn and committed. ‘He asked me to save Anna. Whatever his reason was for committing suicide, he thought the danger to him would extend to Anna. For all I know, the poor woman is in mortal danger.’ 
 
    My reasoning didn’t swing Barbie’s vote though. Instead she argued, ‘All the more reason for you to stay out of it, Patty. What if she is in danger? It’s the ship’s security team that need to get involved.’ 
 
    I nodded at her statement rather than argue with it. She was right, but she was also wrong. ‘If Commander Shriver isn’t yet dedicating any manpower to finding the woman, it might be too late by the time she does. All I intend to do is identify who Anna is and in turn identify who the man lost at sea was. Once that is done, I will stay out of the way and… go eat sushi or something. I don’t want drama and trouble. I just need to reassure myself that Anna will be saved.’  
 
    ‘Saved from what?’ asked Barbie. 
 
    I shrugged again. It was becoming a habit. ‘No idea. Hopefully that will all become clear when I find her. It’s still too early to be knocking on doors, but in an hour, people will be up and getting ready to go ashore. By then, it won’t matter if I get a couple of wrong doors first.’ 
 
    Satisfied somewhat by my answers, Barbie looked about at the weights and equipment around us, then back at me. ‘Um, you’re wearing sports gear, were you planning a workout before the sleuthing?’ 
 
    That was my intention, so even though I didn’t really feel like it, I knew that some physical activity would distract me from the questions bouncing around in my head. I soon regretted telling Barbie my reason though as five minutes later I couldn’t breathe and there seemed to be too little oxygen getting to my brain. I will admit that it worked though; I was too busy trying to stay alive to worry about Anna. 
 
    After forty minutes of CrossFit style movements and cardio, I collapsed on the mat begging for mercy. 
 
    ‘You’re so funny, Patty,’ Barbie laughed. If only I was joking. ‘What’s next then?’ she asked, barely out of breath even though she had mirrored my movements to act as a pacemaker. 
 
    I held up a hand to beg for a moment’s grace. Then, when I felt I could complete a sentence without having to gasp for breath, I said, ‘I’m going to get a shower and change, then knock on a couple of doors.’  
 
    She pursed her lips, clearly not entirely happy that I was involving myself in what I described as a potentially dangerous situation. ‘Assuming you find her, what then?’ she asked. 
 
    It was a good question, but one I had already considered. ‘I ask her to let me into her cabin and call security from there. It is not my place to tell the woman her husband is dead. It seems ridiculous that she might not know or might not have reported his absence. Perhaps, if she hasn’t, it is to do with whatever he was mixed up in. Anyway, I will hand over to Commander Shriver and move on with my life.’ Barbie raised a single eyebrow. ‘Honest,’ I protested. ‘I have no intention of getting mixed up in anything.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, Patty,’ she replied, but she didn’t sound like she believed me. 
 
    As I turned to go, I remembered the plan to go ashore together and turned around again so I could talk to her. ‘Barbie, did you decide what you wanted to do today? Akamu and Rick would love to have you along. Neither of them has ever been to Japan either so maybe you could be Tour Guide Barbie for the day?’ 
 
    The different Barbie names had started in Hawaii when Jermaine bought a Hawaiian Barbie doll as a fun gift for her when he saw it in a shop window.  It was a knock off version but after that, if she got drinks, she was Bartender Barbie, if she put on a swimsuit, she was Swimsuit Barbie. The names just rolled off the tongue and she took it in good humour.  
 
    ‘Tour Guide Barbie, huh?’ she smiled. ‘Look… I think I’m going to pass. I didn’t really enjoy Tokyo last time.’ She saw me looking at her for a reason why, so added, ‘I got a bit too much attention from the Japanese men. Something to do with being tall and blonde, I think. It was creepy. So, if it’s all the same to you. I think I will stay on board. We’re going to India next. I’ll get off there. That place is beautiful.’ 
 
    I said, ‘Okay.’ She was clearly uncomfortable about going ashore so I wasn’t going to push it. A glance at the clock told me I needed to get a move on, so I bade her a good day and went back to the suite to prepare for the day ahead. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Quest to Find Anna 
 
    At my request, Jermaine had breakfast waiting for me when I emerged, clean and fresh, from my bedroom. The clock was ticking though, and I did not want to run the risk that I would miss my potential Annas as people would soon be heading for the exit. Jermaine raised one eyebrow in surprise but didn’t comment when I wolfed down the scrambled eggs and smoked salmon. I swigged the hot fresh coffee, which was only just cool enough to drink, then grabbed my bag, thanked him for the wonderful spread and ran to the door.  
 
    I probably didn’t need to rush the way I was, but I couldn’t tell how long it would take me to find the four different cabins or whether the Anna I wanted would be in the first one or the last one. I was also conscious that the time I then spent with the right Anna might stretch to more than an hour, depending on how quickly the security team reacted, and I was due to meet Rick and Akamu at nine thirty; it was already coming up on eight.  
 
    The first cabin I tried was on the eighteenth deck on the port side. If I had the ship worked out correctly, it should have a sea view which meant it would be on my right as I walked down the passageway. I found it easily enough, but as I raised my hand to knock on the door, butterflies started flitting about in my stomach. What was I going to find on the other side of the door? It felt like playing Russian roulette because sooner or later I was going to find the tear-soaked widow.  
 
    Forcing myself to take a calming breath, I rapped three hard knocks, then waited for the door to open.  
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Feeling a little anti-climactic, given how much I had built up to the moment, I let my shoulders slump, releasing the tension keeping me rigidly upright. My foot twitched to walk away but I figured I might as well knock again or maybe even call out in case the lady inside was afraid – if she was in danger, maybe she didn’t want to answer the door.  
 
    As I raised my hand to knock again though, the door snapped open and a cheerful and excited couple in their late thirties attempted to leave, all but bumping into me as they came through the door. My presence startled them just as they startled me.  
 
    ‘Gosh. Hi, can we help you?’ asked the man, pausing because I blocked his path. He was a tall, lean Caucasian man with a mid-western accent. His wide-hipped wife didn’t speak but I could already see that if the lady’s name was Anna, she was not the one I was looking for.  
 
    Thinking on the spot, I said, ‘Sorry, wrong cabin. I was looking for my friends.’ Then, because we were all staring at each other and not speaking, I said brightly, ‘Have fun today. It looks like the weather will be kind to us.’ They said similar things in response, and I stepped back to let them go on their way. 
 
    Strike one. 
 
    The next cabin on my list was on the same deck but around toward the starboard side and further back toward the stern. Once again, I found it easily enough and once again the butterflies began to rise as I raised my hand to knock on the door – the odds that this was the right cabin had increased.  
 
    My hopes were soon dashed though when an African gentleman opened the door. His wife, also African, was visible in the cabin behind him, packing a backpack for the day ahead. I used the same apology and excuse of having the wrong cabin, this time pretending I was on the wrong floor. He nodded politely and closed the door as I moved away.  
 
    I wasn’t doing very well, but the odds that it was the next room were now fifty-fifty.  
 
    ‘Hey, Patricia,’ called a familiar voice from behind me. ‘Are you looking for us?’ I turned around to find Rick and Akamu in the passageway behind me. They were coming out of a cabin, but I hadn’t known their cabin was on this deck; asking a gentleman, or worse yet, gentlemen, where they are sleeping, isn’t the done thing. 
 
    ‘Hi, guys,’ I replied with a wave. 
 
    Akamu waved back as he shut the door and made sure it was locked. It was Rick that called to get my attention and now the pair of them were shuffling my way. They were both well into their seventies and getting a little decrepit. Not to the point that they needed Zimmer frames or walking sticks, but they weren’t going running anytime soon. They were dressed very similarly with polo shirts tucked into knee length shorts and white tube socks pulled halfway up their shins. It was the first time I had seen Akamu without an Hawaiian shirt on as if it was a matter of national pride that he wore one.  
 
    ‘Were you looking for us?’ Rick repeated, slowing his shuffle as he neared me.  
 
    I smiled and air-kissed both men as I greeted them, then said, ‘I wasn’t actually. I was trying to find someone.’ 
 
    ‘Find someone?’ Rick echoed, looking curious.  
 
    ‘Ooh,’ said Akamu, gripping his friend’s shoulder in excitement. ‘Are you solving a mystery?’ he asked, his voice an octave higher.  
 
    Rick turned to face him. ‘What just happened to your voice?’ 
 
    Akamu frowned. ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Your voice. It just went from Hawaiian man to Doris Day. Are you feeling alright? Should I expect a musical number?’ Rick was finding something to poke fun at and wasting no time in doing so. 
 
    Akamu wasn’t going to let the salvo go unanswered though. ‘Why? Are you hoping for a tune to dance to? Maybe pop a hip as you bust some moves, you decrepit old fool.’ Before Rick could open a new line of banter, Akamu repeated his question, this time in his usual baritone, ‘Are you solving a mystery, Patricia?’ 
 
    ‘No, not really,’ I replied, then, worried that I was sort of lying, I explained about the man that jumped.  
 
    Both men grimaced when I described watching him disappear beneath the waves. ‘Drowning,’ said Akamu with a shudder. ‘That’s got to be a terrible way to go.’  
 
    ‘With a weight around him, he would sink so quickly his lungs would implode from the pressure before he had a chance to drown,’ replied Rick, sounding knowledgeable.  
 
    ‘No, he wouldn’t,’ argued Akamu. ‘Where do you get your daft ideas?’ 
 
    As the pair took to light-hearted squabbling again, I said, ‘I have to keep going,’ and backed away a couple of paces which brought their attention back to me. 
 
    ‘You didn’t tell us who you were looking for yet?’ complained Rick, shuffling after me. So, I explained as I led them to the nearest elevator bank; the next cabin on my list was three decks down. By the time we got there, they knew everything that I knew and were reminiscing about their early careers as beat cops and having to deliver notice of death to unknowing spouses and parents. It sounded like a terrible thing to have to do, but that, essentially, was what I had planned. 
 
    Finding the third cabin on my list, I once again knocked on the door, the familiar fluttering feeling in my middle worse this time as I felt certain this would be the one. A small oriental boy opened the door. He looked Japanese to me and my heart sank as I realised I had failed to consider that the man might also have children. Would the child speak English though? Would Anna? I was expecting her to be Japanese just because her husband was, but his ability to speak English didn’t mean she would.  
 
    I was still thinking all this when Rick spoke. ‘Is your mommy in?’ he asked the boy. 
 
    The boy let go of the door and turned away looking bored. He shouted, ‘Mom, there’s some old people at the door.’ He wasn’t Japanese at all. Or, at least, I was going to be surprised if he held a Japanese passport; he was from Hawaii.  
 
    As the boy disappeared, clearly unconcerned about exposing the cabin to strangers, a woman moved into view. She was at a dressing table across the room using a pair of hair straighteners on her shiny jet-black hair. Seeing us, she put them down carefully and crossed the room to see what we wanted.  
 
    Rick gave her a friendly wave as she approached, but we all kept our faces sombre. ‘Can I help you?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Anna?’ I asked, searching her face for a reaction. 
 
    Her reply came with a curious expression. ‘Yes.’ How was it that the stranger at her door knew her name? 
 
    ‘My name is Patricia Fisher,’ I introduced myself but moved quickly onto the dreadful task. ‘I believe I need to speak to you about your husband.’ The woman’s eyes widened. ‘Can I ask when you last saw him?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, my God! Has something happened to him?’ she blurted her question, then clamped her hand over her mouth and glanced into the cabin behind her to see if her little boy was listening. He wasn’t but the woman was already panicking. ‘Tell me,’ she demanded quietly. Then, before I could speak again, her brow knitted in confusion and she said, ‘Hold on. Who did you say you were again? Why isn’t it someone from the Navy?’ 
 
    ‘The Navy?’ I repeated, now confused myself.  
 
    ‘Yes,’ the woman said, now looking less worried and more suspicious. ‘If my husband has been hurt or worse in service, it should be someone from the US Navy that tells me. You don’t even sound American.’ 
 
    I shook my head to clear it, suddenly worried that this wasn’t the right Anna after all. Akamu got a question in first though. ‘Your husband is currently serving on a ship somewhere?’ 
 
    She turned her eyes toward him as she answered, ‘Yes. He’s been in the Persian Gulf on the USS Dow Jones for the last six weeks. I’m on my way to visit my parents in Yokohama. Has something happened to him?’ 
 
    ‘We are terribly sorry to have troubled you, Anna,’ replied Akamu. He was already backing away. ‘We have the wrong cabin. Please forgive us.’ Anna looked like she wanted to say something, but as we all backed away looking embarrassed, she simply closed the door on our faces.   
 
    ‘Goodness, that was awful,’ I commented, thankful that I hadn’t just told the women her husband was dead.  
 
    ‘Did you say there was one cabin left to try?’ asked Rick. I nodded that there was, but my determination to find Anna had been replaced with a desperate hope that I wouldn’t. ‘Where is it?’  
 
    The answer to Rick’s question was all the way down on the ninth deck. I gave them the cabin number but didn’t voice my trepidation about going there. I had struck out three times now. Didn’t that mean my turn was over? Sadly, I knew that no one else was going to do the task for me and not knowing would claw at me all day.  
 
    Though we could use elevators to get down to the twelfth deck, the cabin was right at the stern of the ship and we were not walking fast. What might have taken me fifteen minutes, took at least ten more than that, Rick and Akamu shuffling along chatting amiably about what they wanted to do with their day. The pair of them often reminisced about their wives and how much they would have enjoyed the trip. 
 
    Eventually, we found the door to the cabin that contained the last Anna on the ship. I felt dreadful as I raised my hand to knock on the door, but I did it anyway, rapping hard three times then standing back so I wasn’t crowding the door. Noise on the other side preceded the door opening and my heart started thumping in my chest as I prepared myself for the terrible few minutes to follow.  
 
    Then the door swung open and a man said, ‘Hello. Oh, I was expecting someone else.’ He peered around the door frame to look along the passageway, saw no one and brought his attention back to me. ‘Um, can I help you?’  
 
    I let my shoulders slump in defeat. ‘No. Sorry, it would seem I have made a mistake.’ I was staring at the deck wondering how I had managed to make such a mess of it. Had I misheard what the man had said? It sounded like Anna at the time, but…  I felt a light tug on my elbow. Rick was trying to pull me away from the man’s door.  
 
    ‘Who is it, darling?’ called a woman’s voice from inside the cabin.  
 
    ‘Um,’ the man wasn’t sure how to reply to that question.  
 
    ‘Sorry. We’ll be going now,’ said Rick, taking a better grip on my elbow so he could turn me around. When I glanced back, the cabin door was shut again. Sensing my embarrassment, Rick and Akamu started chatting again. ‘Akamu, did you know they have a café here where there are owls on the table for you to pet?’ Rick asked. 
 
    ‘I did not know that,’ replied Akamu. It was all very forced and fake, but they were being polite and sensitive to my feelings. 
 
    I interrupted before they started discussing the make-believe café. ‘Guys, I’m sorry. That was a complete waste of your time. I’m… I’m not sure now whether I heard the man correctly. I swear he asked me to save Anna. Now I don’t know what to think.’ 
 
    ‘We came along voluntarily,’ Akamu reminded me. ‘Besides, Rick and I have both followed plenty of dead end leads in our time. Haven’t we, Rick?’ 
 
    ‘Sure have,’ Rick agreed. ‘So, what do we do next?’ he asked. 
 
    I pursed my lips in thought. ‘I think we should go ashore and enjoy our day.’ I couldn’t think what else there was that we could do. I had no leads, I still didn’t know the man’s name, and it seemed very possible that I had misheard his last request. I nodded my head. ‘Yes, I think we should just forget about it and explore Tokyo.’ 
 
    As we arrived at the elevator, Akamu asked, ‘Are we still doing the coach trip to Mount Fuji tomorrow?’ 
 
    Rick looked at me expectantly. ‘I can’t think why not.’ I smiled at them both, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that I had a duty to perform to the dead man. If I didn’t work out who Anna was and make sure she was safe, then who would? I needed to work out who he was so I could work out if there was someone called Anna in his life. Maybe he said Anne not Anna. I hadn’t searched for anyone called Anne. 
 
    The elevator pinged and the doors swished open. The car was half full and picked up more people on the next deck. Passengers were heading to the exit, all keen to leave the ship after a lengthy passage.  
 
    I was deep in thought still, trying to tell myself to leave it alone but also still trying to work the problem in my head. I was so lost inside my own head that I nearly wet myself when Rick touched my shoulder. ‘Is your friend still joining us today?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘What friend?’ I asked, forgetting that they met Barbie a couple of days ago. 
 
    ‘The blonde one. You know…’ He was struggling for a name. ‘The one with the unbelievable boobs,’ he concluded, hoping that was enough description to go on. 
 
    It was, of course. ‘You mean, Barbie,’ I replied. ‘No, I don’t think so.’ The elevator stopped at the eighth deck, the last stop before we all needed to get off, but as the doors opened to let more people on, my heart stopped beating.  
 
    The couple from cabin 2124 were getting on. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Couple from Cabin 2124 
 
    Quickly, I turned around to face the back of the car. It brought me face to face with an oriental man and into his personal space. He was short which placed his eyes at the same height as my chest. He was trying to find somewhere else to look and had to settle on staring at the ceiling while his wife glared at me.  
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ asked Rick. He was standing to my right, which, having turned around, was now my left.   
 
    I was the only one in the elevator facing the wrong way, but I hissed quietly, ‘That’s them.’ 
 
    Akamu leaned in so he could hear too. ‘Them who?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘The couple from cabin 2124,’ I hissed as quietly as I could. I risked a quick glance over my shoulder, wanting to see if the couple recognised me when the doors opened and were now staring in my direction. They were closed again so I was trapped but they were facing the doors and paying no attention to anything in the elevator car.  
 
    Akamu and Rick both stared at the couple. They were right in front of the doors, but they were the tallest and broadest people in the small space so could be seen even though there were twenty people between us. As if sensing our scrutiny, Edgar, then Erica both glanced backward. My friends pretended to be looking at nothing but if the couple were suspicious, they didn’t have time to react because the elevator pinged, and everyone started moving forward to get off. At the front of the car, they were swept out and away. 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief and sagged against the wall while Rick held the door for me. As I gathered myself and left the car, he said, ‘I see what you mean about them. They look like hardened criminals, not cruise ship passengers.’  
 
    ‘We should follow them,’ said Akamu, sounding excited. 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ agreed Rick. ‘Let’s see what they are up to. Maybe they can lead us to Anna.’ 
 
    Suddenly, I was back in the hunt. ‘What about your plans for the day?’ I asked.  
 
    Rick punched his right fist into his left hand. ‘Hah! This sounds way more exciting than some café with owls in it.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you made that up?’ questioned Akamu. 
 
    ‘No. It’s a real thing,’ Rick insisted. 
 
    Akamu cocked an eyebrow. ‘You’re full of it.’ 
 
    ‘Am not. I’ll prove it, you silly, fat old islander.’ 
 
    Sensing that they were descending into one of their deliberately drawn out squabbling sessions, I interrupted. ‘They are leaving,’ I said as I pointed. We were walking, slowly because I was with two geriatric gentlemen, but ahead of us was a queue of passengers squeezing through the exit barriers to leave the ship and the tall couple from cabin 2124 were forcing their way through rather than wait politely at the back. If we didn’t hurry, we were going to lose them. 
 
    ‘Patty!’ I heard Barbie’s voice ring out from somewhere behind me but couldn’t see her until she jumped to get her head above the crowd.  
 
    ‘Goodness,’ said Rick. ‘I could watch her jump about all day.’ He might be geriatric but there didn’t seem to be much wrong with his eyes - or his libido. Barbie was jumping about to attract our attention and her chest was doing interesting things inside her top.  
 
    I waved to show that I had seen her but then had to watch Edgar and Erica shove their way to the front of the queue while we waited for Barbie to catch up. 
 
    ‘I changed my mind,’ she said with a smile and a quick wave to Rick and Akamu. ‘Staying on board for two days just seems senseless and I am sure I will draw far less attention with my two lovely chaperones.’ With that she looped her left arm through Rick’s right and then her right arm through Akamu’s left and began leading them to a passageway on the left.  
 
    ‘Where are you going?’ I called after her. ‘We need to go this way.’ 
 
    ‘Crew exit,’ she called out, hurrying away as fast as the two old men could go. ‘No queue,’ her voice drifted back as she vanished. 
 
    I jogged after her, and sure enough, just around a corner, was an exit I had never noticed before. To be fair, I usually enter and exit through the royal suite entrance more than two hundred yards further toward the prow of the ship. There was no queue at the crew exit though, so having scanned ourselves out, we arrived on the quayside before the Brentnalls.  
 
    ‘So, what’s first on the agenda?’ asked Barbie excitedly. ‘Did you have breakfast already? I know a wonderful place not far from here that the captain showed me on my first visit. Did you know Patty is good friends with the captain?’ she asked Rick and Akamu with a cheeky wink at me. Her brain was bouncing from thought to thought as it often did when she got excited. We hadn’t told her about the alternate plan for our day yet, so as my cheeks warmed and I hid my face behind a large pair of designer sunglasses, I started to explain about the Brentnalls. 
 
    She caught on quickly, sensing the urgent nature of our next move if we were to follow them. So, when Rick pointed them out a minute later as the ugly couple came into the sunshine outside the ship, Barbie reacted by flagging down a cab.  
 
    I say that she flagged it down, but the line of cabs just across from us were in an orderly queue and being controlled by a pair of stewards from the ship. The line was constantly creeping forward with new cars joining the back all the time. Barbie skipped quickly across the tarmac to the very last car and leaned down to speak with the driver. She didn’t crouch though, she bent at the waist which ensured the driver got a very good look at the goods on offer inside her summer dress. Convincing the man to cut the queue took about four seconds and she had the back door open for the three older people before he could realise what was happening. 
 
    Whatever it was he had hoped for, he soon realised he’d been conned when his eyes swung from the bulbous delights in front of his face, to the old codgers shuffling in his direction. His grin vanished instantly. 
 
    We all piled into the back seats as Barbie addressed the driver, ‘This is ever so kind of you.’ She checked my two older friends were settled in their seats, then plopped into the front next to the driver. ‘Hideki, this is Patty, Rick and Akamu. Everyone, this is Hideki.’ 
 
    He got a polite konnichi wa from each of us in the backseat, but he replied with, ‘Yeah, whatever,’ his English surprisingly good but accompanied by a sigh as he put the car into gear and asked, ‘Where to?’ 
 
    ‘Actually,’ I started to say, ‘Can you see the tall couple just about to get into a cab at the front of the queue?’ 
 
    He lifted himself up a bit in his seat to get a better view. ‘The ones that look like graverobbers?’ he clarified. 
 
    His description was bang on accurate. ‘Yes, that’s them, well…’ 
 
    ‘Follow that cab!’ urged Rick, gushing with excitement.  
 
    The cab driver grimaced at the clichéd instruction, but he checked his mirror and pulled into traffic as the cab with the Brentnalls inside pulled away. ‘Any idea where they are going?’ he asked. 
 
    His question wasn’t really aimed at anyone in particular but he glanced at Barbie for an answer and she in turn looked behind her to see if we knew. 
 
    I shrugged. ‘Not the faintest idea. They are up to something and we want to know what it is.’ My reply didn’t placate the man though.  
 
    Instead, he looked worried. ‘Is this going to cause trouble? I don’t want any trouble. Not with people that look like that.’  
 
    The driver clearly meant the Brentnalls, but Akamu said, ‘Trouble? Look at us. We have a combined age of about three-hundred and fifty years between us. Trouble is not on the agenda.’ He delivered the line with a chuckle, but I wondered if it would hold true.  
 
    The road from the dock was slow moving at first, then picked up as we joined a dual carriageway and then a motorway. We were heading in a direct line for the centre of Tokyo by the looks of things but were still many miles from the huge glass towers that dominated the skyline.  
 
    Following the Brentnall’s cab was easy enough. Their driver had no reason to check for a tail and there were yellow cabs everywhere so even if he had been looking, he wouldn’t have seen anything suspicious. Also, their cab had an advert for a popular global haemorrhoid cream on its tail which made it easy to spot among the others. As we drifted along in the other cab’s wake, the driver started jabbering away at us. ‘You are American, yes?’ he asked. 
 
    I knew he was picking up on the other accents in the group, but with a touch of indignation I said, ‘British.’ 
 
    ‘Oh? You are not American?’ the question was aimed at Barbie. 
 
    She smiled pleasantly. ‘I’m from Los Angeles.’ 
 
    ‘And we’re from Hawaii!’ yelled Akamu, never one to shy away from announcing his heritage.  
 
    ‘Oh, hai! Hawaii 5-O!’ replied the driver, happy that he could make a cultural reference. Then he started singing the tune song to the old show. ‘Pa-pa pa-pa, pah, pah, pa-pa-pa-pa, pah!’ Then Akamu joined in, happy as a pig in muck and he slapped Rick in his ribs to get him to sing as well. Laughing from the front seat, Barbie added her voice and suddenly Akamu was playing a set of imaginary drums.  
 
    I began to feel very self-conscious that I wasn’t playing along, but as my friends and the cab driver built to the big crescendo, I shoved my arm through the gap between the front seats. ‘They’re pulling off!’ I interrupted, having to shout to make myself heard. 
 
    The singing stopped abruptly as the driver came back to the here and now, saw a limited window of chance and threw the steering wheel to the left to get us through a gap and down the same off-ramp. We all braced ourselves as he narrowly missed the nose of a car and zipped through the gap to a blast of horn.  
 
    For the previous fifteen minutes of journey, the huge glass towers of the city had slowly loomed ever bigger in the windscreen as the motorway took us into the city proper. Now, we were descending from a raised and modern-looking four-lane motorway into a dodgy-looking, litter-strewn suburb. 
 
    ‘You want me to keep following them?’ the driver asked. ‘This isn’t the nicest district they are going into. Maybe I should take you nice folks to a museum instead. They have an exhibition of 17th century Japanese artists in the new wing of the Tokyo Metropolitan. It just opened a few days ago.’  
 
    Looking at the tattoo parlours between derelict buildings and the increasing level of graffiti we faced, I wondered if the cab driver might not be the voice of reason, but we had come this far and I was sure there was no real danger despite my paranoia.  
 
    Barbie swung her head around to check my opinion, but we continued on. ‘We could stay in the car once we see where they are going,’ she suggested.  
 
    ‘Yeah,’ agreed Rick. ‘Although, it’s not all that comfortable back here and I think Akamu farted.’ 
 
    ‘That’s your breath,’ his friend fired back.  
 
    There were fewer taxis here, so we were more visible, or so I told myself. The Brentnalls ought to have no reason to be checking behind for a tail, but if they were the criminals they looked to be, they might have it built in as a reflex.  
 
    ‘What on earth are Aurelia guests doing somewhere so dodgy?’ asked Barbie. The question was aimed at no one in particular and no one answered. She was right though. There was no way they were engaged in normal tourist activities coming to this part of the city. Then the lights ahead of us changed and our target slipped through while we got stuck.  Rick swore and we all tried to see where their cab went as it crossed the junction and vanished up a side street. The light didn’t hold us up for more than a minute, so when it changed, I thought we might be able to catch up to them. 
 
    ‘They must be close to their destination,’ Rick explained. ‘We are in the back streets so they can’t be going through here to get to somewhere else.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s hope so,’ I murmured in response.  
 
    We crossed the junction, easing down a narrow street between rundown businesses that might have been illegal gambling dens or brothels or maybe even something worse than that, and I wondered again if this was such a good idea.  
 
    Hideki saw my expression in his rear-view mirror, my eyes flicking up to catch his. ‘Don’t worry, missus. If the storefronts look bad there’s probably not much to worry about.  It’s the nice-looking ones you have to be wary of.’ Sage words. I hoped I wouldn’t find out how accurate they were.  
 
    He reached the side street the Brentnall’s cab had taken but it was nowhere in sight. In fact, the street was devoid of cars, but it was nothing more than a short passage between two buildings; an alleyway more than it was a street. Hideki sped up to get through it, emerging at the other end where we all scanned around for the cab. 
 
    ‘There,’ squealed Barbie. ‘That’s it, isn’t it?’ 
 
    I could see the haemorrhoid cream advert on the cab’s back end. ‘It sure is! Can you catch up to it?’ 
 
    Akamu’s brow ruffled in a frown. ‘How can you be certain that’s the one?’ 
 
    ‘It’s… I just can.’ I couldn’t think of a good way to introduce bum cream into a polite conversation, so I deftly avoided doing so.  
 
    ‘It’s got an advertisement for butthole cream on the back of it. You should recognise it; it’s the same one you use,’ Rick snapped at his friend, getting a quick salvo in. Akamu didn’t respond though because we caught up to the cab in traffic and it was clear to all of us that the occupants were no longer in it.  
 
    Rick swore again, then swivelled in his seat to look out the back window. ‘It was only out of our sight for a minute and now it’s empty. They must have got out in that side street. Anywhere else and we would have seen them.’ 
 
    ‘He must be right, Patty,’ agreed Barbie. ‘Shall we double back and look for them?’ 
 
    The driver was already turning the cab around to double back, the move a difficult one in moving traffic. It gave me a few seconds to think. ‘I don’t know. I don’t want to expose anyone to a dangerous situation.’ 
 
    ‘Are you kidding me?’ asked Akamu. ‘Rick thinks he’s Steve McGarrett. We get in any trouble and he’ll just pop a cap in someone’s ass.’ 
 
    Rick laughed. ‘Yeah, and then I’ll tell you to book ‘em, Danno.’ 
 
    ‘I’m confused,’ said Barbie. She was hanging between the front seat to look at those of us in the back and crinkling her forehead. ‘Who is Danno?’ Barbie was about twenty-five years too young to remember the original Hawaii 5-O series even though she knew the music for it. There was no time for me to explain though as Hideki was back at the side street and about to turn down it once more.  
 
    ‘This will do right here,’ Rick told the driver, pulling his wallet from a back pocket to pay the fare. He saw me about to argue and cut me off, ‘You can get lunch.’ Before I could argue about who was paying or whether we should even be getting out, the other three were opening doors and leaving me behind.  
 
    I shuffled across the seat to catch up. ‘Good luck, lady,’ said Hideki as I slid out of the back door. Then, just as I closed it, I heard him say to himself, ‘You’re going to need it.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Strangers in a Strange Land 
 
    We were alone on the sidewalk in a back alley. There wasn’t another person in sight but there were noises coming from the street ahead of us and the two older men were already shuffling towards it. ‘I can smell food,’ Rick called over his shoulder. ‘There has to be something to eat around here somewhere, I’m starving.’ 
 
    He was right about the smell; spicy aromas were drifting on the air and as we neared the corner, I could make out the sound of pans being rattled. Since I had no idea where the Brentnalls had gone, this direction was as good as any other. Maybe they had been to Tokyo before and knew a great place for breakfast. 
 
    The street we turned into was a marketplace, filled with stalls selling all manner of goods and there were several places with open flames cooking food. Unfamiliar with the dishes, my knowledge of Japanese cuisine started and ended with sushi but that was not what was on offer.  Rick made a beeline for an elderly woman tossing some kind of meat on a hot plate. The hotplate itself was little more than a piece of sheet steel with a flame beneath it but the food on top smelled and looked good.  
 
    I scanned around for the Brentnalls, confident they would be easy to spot because of their size. Up and down the street, there were stalls with people buying and selling but no sign of the English couple.  
 
    ‘Do you see them?’ asked Barbie.  
 
    I shook my head. ‘Not yet.’ 
 
    ‘This is good,’ Rick mumbled around a mouthful of food.  
 
    Barbie turned to look at him. There was grease running over his fingers. ‘What is it?’ she asked.  
 
    ‘No idea,’ he mumbled back. ‘It’s good though.’ He was stuffing his face, but I figured he could walk and eat so I set off further along the line of businesses. 
 
    As we moved along the line of stalls, a greasy-looking Japanese man in a cheap suit appeared. He didn’t fit in with the other people around him and I noticed that the stall holders kept out of his way. He was watching us as we moved along the street, tracking our movements and talking to someone unseen.  
 
    When I next glanced across, he had vanished, but appeared just a few seconds later in front of us, effectively blocking our path in the narrow street.  ‘Hey, pretty ladies, you want to win some money? Lots of good games today. I bet you win big time. Right this way,’ he leered at us with a broken-toothed smile. He was short, which is to say that he was about my height and his black hair was slicked back from his forehead to hang down his back. His right arm was out to guide us away from the street to wherever it was he wanted us to go. 
 
    ‘No, thank you,’ replied Rick.  
 
    The smiling Japanese man shot Rick an angry glare, then looked back at Barbie and smiled again. ‘This way, please. Best games in Tokyo. Free drinks while you play.’ 
 
    ‘No, thank you,’ echoed Barbie, getting her answer in before I could.  
 
    ‘Aw, come on, pretty lady. Don’t break my heart,’ the little man drawled. I could see where he was pointing, and though I didn’t know what an illegal gambling den looked like, if I had to draw one, it would look like the building he wanted to take us in. A heavily tattooed and very large pair of men were standing at the door. As I looked, they both gave me a smile, though they looked like they would just as happily bury me at the nearest landfill site. Hideki was right; we should have stayed in the cab.  
 
    ‘One game, one drink,’ the little man begged. ‘I bet you win first time.’ 
 
    Rick took a pace forward. ‘It’s a scam,’ he said as he tried to push by the little man. A scrawny arm shot out to grab Rick’s elbow, pinning him in place as he cut his eyes at him in a scowl.  
 
    ‘That is a rude thing to say,’ the little man replied. ‘I could take offense.’ 
 
    Perhaps sensing he was not in a position of strength here; Rick didn’t bite at the barely concealed threat. Instead, he said, ‘Look, the lady said no thank you. We have other places to be, so we’ll be on our way.’ He shook his arm free and the man let it go but held his position blocking our path. 
 
    I thought the greasy-looking man in his cheap suit was going to hit Rick, so I stepped in quickly, distracting him with a question of my own. ‘Perhaps you can help us,’ I said. ‘We are looking for two friends of ours. A man and a woman, both very tall and wearing all black clothing with big boots. I believe they came along here just a few minutes ago.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, yes,’ the man replied, smiling excitedly. ‘They are in here waiting for you.’ He was pointing to the club again, but this time when I looked the two door guards were no longer there. I didn’t believe for one moment that the Brentnalls were actually inside and I wasn’t going in to find out. 
 
    How did I now say that I didn’t believe him though? I didn’t have to, of course, because Rick did it for me. ‘I think you’re full of crap,’ he said. 
 
    The little man swung his arm back to slap Rick’s face, but Barbie caught it before it could connect. The situation was getting increasingly dangerous and there was still no sign of the Brentnalls. In the frozen second that followed, the little man swung his gaze from Rick to Barbie and Akamu made to step between us to rescue his friend, but the two tattooed henchmen appeared from behind us and grabbed him. One man pinning both his arms easily while the other man stepped around me to take up position behind Rick. He had a cleaver hanging from his right hand.   
 
    ‘Look, we don’t want any trouble,’ said Barbie, trying but failing to keep the nervous tremble from her voice.  
 
    The greasy little man lowered his arm as she let go of it, his broken-toothed smile returning. ‘You come for a drink now, yes?’ It no longer sounded like a request. ‘Your friends will be pleased to see you. Right this way.’ Then he turned toward the dark entrance and began walking.  
 
    We glanced at each other, but I knew we were going inside so I started walking. ‘This is an illegal casino,’ hissed Rick over my shoulder as he followed close behind. ‘We get these in Hawaii, the gangs set them up just as quickly as we can shut them down. They lure tourists in with pretty girls usually and ply them with free drinks before ripping them off.’ 
 
    I nodded rather than speak. Maybe the Brentnalls were inside. Maybe I would be able to use Rick or Akamu to ask them some innocent sounding questions and find out a little more about what they were up to.  
 
    They were not inside though. At least, there was no sign of them. ‘Please, sit, sit,’ the little man said. The guards came inside with us. Taking up positions just inside the door. It was late morning but there were already people in the horrid little place. Older Japanese men and women were playing a game that looked a lot like bingo, sitting around a table while a young woman in a booth drew cards from a bag and yelled out something that meant something to the players. There were rows of slot machines with people playing them and tables set up for poker and roulette. A pair of overweight American men were playing at one of the poker tables, each of them with a pair of pretty Japanese girls in cocktails dresses paying them too much attention and making sure they had drinks.   
 
    I didn’t bother to pull the little man up on his lie about the Brentnalls; there seemed no point. My goal was to get out of this place as soon as we could. He led us to the bar where another pretty girl in a blue cocktail dress was pouring drinks. They looked unappealing, much the same as the entire establishment. Getting angry and feeling brave, I tapped greasy man on the shoulder. ‘Look, we have other places to be and I need to find our friends. Just tell me how much I need to spend to get out of here.’ 
 
    He kept his smile in place as he replied, ‘You can go now, if you wish. The boss will want to meet this one though,’ he said, pointing to Barbie. 
 
    ‘Me, why?’ she asked, her brow crinkled. ‘What did I do?’ 
 
    ‘He will want to offer you a job. You are very sexy white lady. He have lots of money for you.’ The little man was leering at her. It was Barbie’s nightmare again, the reason she had been reluctant to come ashore here.  
 
    ‘I don’t need a job, thank you.’ She made her answer sound definite, but the man wasn’t listening. He had already turned to motion the doormen across.  
 
    When they approached, he spoke to them in Japanese, giving them instructions, then turned back to Barbie. ‘You will wait here for the boss. Your friends can go.’ 
 
    The two thugs moved between us like sheepdogs separating a flock. ‘Now hold on a minute,’ Rick began saying but both he and Akamu were grabbed by their collars. They might have been strong men in their younger years, but age had robbed them of it, and they were no match for the two large henchmen. Nevertheless, both men started swearing and swatting at the thugs now steering them toward the door.  
 
    ‘You can go too,’ the greasy man sneered at me. ‘The boss will just want the pretty one with the big boobs.’ He then gave Barbie a pat on her rump and that was where it all went wrong.  
 
    ‘You don’t get to touch me,’ snapped Barbie, spinning around to grab the man’s hand. He looked surprised at how fast she moved, but far more surprised when she folded his hand into his arm pit, spun him around and shoved him into the bar. The drinks spilled as his face collided with them, his shout of anger turning the two ugly henchmen around.  
 
    They let go of Akamu and Rick to deal with whatever threat the greasy man was shouting about but when they saw that Barbie had him pinned to the bar, they both laughed. Their mirth was short lived though. My elderly friends might not be all that dynamic anymore, but they knew how to take a big man down from behind. As the henchmen laughed at the little man, they both took a step forward to swing a kick out and up. They were almost invisible from where I stood, obscured by the bigger men, but I saw a foot appear between each henchman’s legs as their kicks struck home. 
 
    It looked like a score for the home team but there was no time for jubilations; they were not the only thugs in the casino. Across the room, two more tattooed henchman dropped what they were doing and began running in our direction. 
 
    I yelled, ‘Run,’ and started shoving Rick toward the door. Behind me Barbie squealed but she caught up to me in two seconds, bounding between us to fling the door open as the henchmen closed in.  
 
    ‘Which way?’ she yelled as we hit the street, daylight blinding my eyes to make me squint. To my mind it didn’t matter which way we went; I couldn’t see how we were going to get away and I heard the doors burst open behind me just as we came through the market stalls and back up to the narrow alley that ran between them.  
 
    ‘Quick, Rick, grab a weapon,’ yelled Akamu, pulling a frying pan from the stove top and tipping the contents out so he could brandish it.  
 
    Rick looked about as the stall owner began squawking obscenities at Akamu. He tried to grab another pan, but she swung at him with the cleaver she’d been using to cut up fish. So, he grabbed the fish, a small tuna by the look of it, and held it beside his head like a bat in a classic baseball pose. 
 
    Akamu looked at his friend and shook his head. ‘You are such a let-down,’ he sighed.  
 
    Then the first pair of thugs, the ones Rick and Akamu kicked in the spuds, pushed their way between the second pair and we were facing four large men all being urged on by the greasy, little toad in his cheap suit. What chance did we stand? 
 
    Fear was making my knees feel weak, but as my brain clawed for something I could say to defuse the situation, I heard the sound of running feet. Then a blur leapt over the stall to land in front of Rick and Akamu and before I could blink it had kicked one henchman in the face and was twirling on the spot to deliver a blow to the one next to him. 
 
    Barbie touched my arm to pull me away. ‘Is that Hideki?’ she asked as she tugged me backward. In turn, I grabbed Rick’s arm to get him to come with me. I couldn’t move though; the display of fighting skills before me was too fascinating to take my eyes away. Hideki ducked beneath a swinging cleaver that should have taken his head off, to then pop back up like a jack in the box. The swinging cleaver carried the man’s arm around and brought him off balance because it connected with nothing but thin air. Hideki punched him in the throat then spun and hit the next man, then bounced back and hit the previous one again. He reminded me of a spinning top crossed with a Tasmanian devil. Soon only the greasy little man was standing.  
 
    As he came out of a defensive crouch, checking about to make sure all threats were neutralised, Hideki stole a look in our direction. Seeing the four of us watching him he flapped his arms in an exasperated gesture. ‘Run?’ he suggested. Then, as we started moving, he yelled, ‘Hey!’ and pointed down the street. ‘That way.’ 
 
    Barbie reacted first, turning around to go the other way and running directly into Akamu who was close behind her. He put his hands up in a natural defensive reaction, catching a handful of boob with each as she bounced off him.  
 
    ‘You might want to hurry?’ suggested Hideki as the thugs were starting to get up again. With apologies and red faces, we all managed to get pointed the right way and could finally see Hideki’s taxi parked at the end of the street. We were going as fast as we could, which is to say, not very fast at all, because Rick and Akamu’s fast shuffle wasn’t much different to their normal one.  
 
    I could hear our saviour muttering in Japanese as he hurried us along, plipping the car open just before we reached it so we could all pile inside. There were groans from the two older men as they folded themselves into the back seat again, but Hideki wasn’t waiting for the doors to shut; the second our bums hit the seats, he mashed the pedal to the floor and we were gone, inertia flinging the doors shut.  
 
    In the back of the cab, I opened my mouth to speak. I needed to thank Hideki for saving us, but as I breathed in, I got a taste of something very unpleasant.  
 
    Next to me, Rick said, ‘Sorry.’ He looked very sheepish and his cheeks were colouring.  
 
    ‘Did you fart?’ Akamu demanded to know. ‘Wow, man, you stink.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think breakfast agreed with me,’ he replied. ‘I don’t feel too good.’ 
 
    I powered down a window to sweep clean air through the cab. Then leaned forward to talk to the driver. ‘Hideki that was so brave of you. What made you come back for us?’ 
 
    He shrugged like it was nothing, but said, ‘I thought you might need help. The Zanooza tend to prey on tourists. They see them as easy targets; people with fat wallets that can be easily picked clean.’  
 
    Barbie put her hand on his thigh, and I saw him glance down at it and then at her before forcing his eyes back to the road ahead. ‘Patty is right, Hideki, that was ever so brave. You took on four men with weapons to save people you don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, well…’ he didn’t finish the sentence, but he didn’t have to. I knew why he had done it. I had seen other men look at Barbie the same way. It wasn’t just that she was pretty and had a perfect body, she also had a kind of inner glow that drew people to her. She was beautiful inside and out. Silence settled in the car until Hideki broke it by asking, ‘Where to?’ 
 
    ‘I think I need to go back to the ship,’ said Rick with a groan that suggested he was doing his best to keep any further gas emissions under control.  
 
    Hideki looked to me in his rear-view mirror as if I was spokesperson and leader of the team. No one else said anything though; they were all looking at me as well. ‘To the ship it is,’ I concluded. Perhaps we could regroup and do something else with our afternoon. My quest to save Anna was driven only by a feeling of responsibility or duty to the man I saw take his own life yesterday. I was getting nowhere though. I still didn’t even know his name so perhaps I was going to have to accept that I couldn’t solve this one. My friends didn’t deserve to be dragged along on my adventures anyway. Rick and Akamu were on the trip of a lifetime and so far hadn’t been able to see any of the items on their list. 
 
    There and then I made the decision to abandon the search for the elusive, unidentified Anna. I would waste no further time on it. 
 
    Yeah. That plan lasted about fifteen minutes.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Riku Takahashi 
 
    I knew something was wrong before we got out of the car. On the dock by the ship, there were too many of the ship’s security team looking altogether too poised for everything to be okay. Not only that, but I counted four police cars parked haphazardly with the cops milling around next to the white uniforms of the ship’s crew. As I stepped out of the car and held the door open for Akamu, I spotted someone I knew.  
 
    Lieutenant Schneider and I had some history; he had been appointed as personal security for me at one point and had suffered for it, getting tasered by a pair of criminal lowlifes just because he was in my vicinity. He saw me making a beeline for him and left the group he was with to intercept me. ‘Mrs Fisher, you are back sooner than I expected. None of the other passengers have returned yet. Is everything okay?’ 
 
    I offered him a lopsided grin. ‘Our morning has been interesting. I think we will head back out once we have had a chance to regroup.’ Then I nodded my head toward the assembled security personnel. ‘What’s going on? Some kind of drill?’ 
 
    He pursed his lips before he answered. ‘That is the official story, yes. The truth though, is that two men pulled weapons on the guard and forced their way onto the ship an hour ago. We have teams looking for them now and extra guards out here in case there are any more.  The captain is handling it personally.’ 
 
    ‘Goodness. Do you know why they wanted to get aboard?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet.’ 
 
    Barbie arrived with the slow-moving Rick and Akamu. ‘What’s happening?’ she asked. 
 
    Lieutenant Schneider shot his eyes at me; he shouldn’t have told me and didn’t want anyone else to know because a secret shared soon isn’t a secret at all. The passengers would not like to hear that the ship was stormed by armed men. I didn’t have to answer her with an evasive answer though, Lieutenant Schneider remembered something. ‘I should tell you that I believe we identified the man you saw last night.’  
 
    I tilted my head – so they had been looking into the man’s identity even though they said they weren’t. I wondered if Commander Shriver had driven that herself or if someone like Schneider had taken the task on without instruction. ‘Who was it?’ I asked. Maybe with a name, I would be able to work out who Anna is.  
 
    ‘I need to show you a picture,’ he replied, looking behind at the crew so he could signal to someone. I recognised Lieutenant Deepa Bhukari as she separated from the crowd to start in our direction. ‘We had a member of crew that didn’t report for shift last night. It wasn’t reported until this morning, but he matches your description a little too closely for me to believe it is coincidence.’ 
 
    Deepa arrived looking expectantly at Schneider when he said, ‘Do you have your pad with you?’ She produced a small electronic tablet from a side pocket on her uniform shorts and handed it over. Schneider fiddled with it then turned it to face me. ‘Is this the man you saw?’ 
 
    It was a head shot, the sort that human resources would take for a personnel file, but the man was smiling in it and looked vastly different to the poor wretch I met just a few hours ago.  It was the same man though. I nodded. ‘That’s him. Who was he?’ 
 
    Schneider handed the tablet back to Deepa but she stayed with us as he explained. ‘His name is Riku Takahashi. He worked in the engine room as a mechanic. He was a new member of crew, with us for just over seven months and was recruited right here in Tokyo.’  
 
    Taking that information in, I asked, ‘Has anyone looked into the connection with anyone called Anna?’  
 
    Barbie and the others were listening to our exchange, but Rick looked uncomfortable. ‘I really need to get back to my cabin,’ he said while holding his belly.  
 
    ‘I will have guards escort you,’ Schneider said, turning to look beyond Deepa to the group of guards near the ship’s entrance. 
 
    Barbie interrupted. ‘Whoa. Why would we need an escort?’ 
 
    ‘A minor security issue,’ he replied dismissively, trying to keep a lid on the truth. He called two men over, giving them instruction on what to do before sending them away with Rick and Akamu. I promised to catch up with them later, choosing to stay with Schneider because I could feel the pull of the mystery and I hadn’t received an answer to my question about Anna.  
 
    Barbie stayed with me, and once our two elderly friends had shuffled away, she leaned in closer to Schneider and Bhukari. ‘Seriously, what is going on that we have to send passengers on board with an armed guard?’ she whispered. 
 
    Schneider sighed and explained about the two men that forced their way on board. This time though he added an extra piece of information; a description. The men were tattooed. 
 
    ‘What did the tattoos look like?’ I asked, bringing his attention back to me.  
 
    He gave me a dumbfounded look. ‘Um.’ 
 
    Helping him out, I asked, ‘Did they have a tattoo on their necks in the shape of a dragon’s skull with a rat poking out of the left eye socket?’ He didn’t know but using his radio he soon got an answer. ‘Then they are Zanooza,’ I told him, wondering what it meant that they wanted to get on board so desperately that they would risk incarceration or worse.  
 
    Frowning, Schneider asked, ‘How do you know that, Mrs Fisher?’ 
 
    My lopsided grin returned as I reminded him, ‘We had an interesting morning.’ Then I changed the subject back to the question I wanted answered, ‘Did anyone look into a connection between Riku and someone called Anna?’  
 
    Barbie moved closer to hear his answer. ‘I did it myself. But I couldn’t find anyone by that name. He does have a wife listed in his personnel file, but her name is Aiko. They have no children thankfully and Commander Shriver is on her way to the address listed for her now. She said that it was her task to let the next of kin know and it wasn’t a subject to be disclosed over the phone.’ I remembered what Rick and Akamu said earlier about delivering notice of death to relatives. I wanted to talk to his wife but to do so I would almost certainly need a translator.  
 
    Then I had a thought. ‘Do you have an address for her?’  
 
    Schneider looked surprised at the question. ‘I don’t,’ he stammered, then turned to look at Deepa who was already pulling the small tablet from her pocket again.  
 
    This time she didn’t hand it over but looked up the information herself. ‘It’s not listed,’ she said, but her fingers continued to tap away on the screen for a few seconds until she stopped and turned it to face me. ‘Here you go. She lives just outside Tokyo in a small place, at least it looks like a small place on the map, called Yummemigasaki.’ 
 
    ‘Is there a phone number?’ asked Barbie. 
 
    Schneider shook his head. ‘No, Commander Shriver set off in one of the cars not that long ago. That’s why the captain is handling the security issue personally.’  
 
    I wriggled my nose as I made a decision, then turned to Barbie, caught myself before I spoke and checked across to the line of taxis. Hideki’s car was still there, close to the back of the short line. Unlike this morning, when there were probably over a hundred cars lining up to take people places, now that all the passengers were gone, I could count only six cars and his was number five. ‘Do you fancy a trip through the countryside?’ I asked Barbie. 
 
    ‘Now?’  
 
    I shrugged at her. ‘I figure today is a bust already. It’s too late to go anywhere like Mount Fuji, which I know the guys plan to visit on the coach tomorrow, and I really don’t feel like heading back into Tokyo itself, I had enough of that this morning.’ 
 
    ‘Me too,’ she echoed. 
 
    ‘So, I think I will have Hideki take me for a drive to see the poor widow. Commander Shriver will have told her by the time we arrive, and I really just want to ask her about Anna. It’s my last-ditch attempt to find out who it was that he wanted me to save. No one else is trying to solve the riddle of his death.’ It felt like I had just insulted Schneider and Bhukari but neither reacted, perhaps silently agreeing that the ship’s security was not viewing it as a priority. No one but me had heard his plea after all.  
 
    Barbie gave it a moment’s thought, but smiled and said, ‘Yeah, sure, Patty. That sounds great.’ 
 
    I nodded at Schneider and Bhukari as we turned to head back to the taxi rank, then stopped. ‘Can you write down that address for me?’ I asked, then waited while Deepa wrote it into a notebook and tore off the page. I was sure Rick and Akamu would forgive us for taking off without them. I wasn’t sure Rick would be up to doing much today anyway.  
 
    As we walked toward the taxi, Hideki, who appeared to be singing along to the radio, spotted us coming and smiled as he turned it down. ‘I think he likes you,’ I said and bumped Barbie’s hip with mine as we walked.  
 
    She giggled. ‘I kind of like him. He is ever so handsome, and I got a bit hot watching him fight those men earlier. It was ever so impressive the way he dealt with them.’  
 
    Further conversation ceased as we arrived at his car. He powered the driver’s window down to talk to us. ‘Have you not had enough adventure for one day, ladies?’ 
 
    ‘Almost,’ I replied with a smile. I showed him the address. ‘Can you take us there?’ 
 
    He took the page and I watched as his lips moved a little while he read. ‘Sure. What’s there though? This is way outside the city.’ 
 
    All the cool air-conditioned air was escaping through his window and it was a swelteringly hot day. I grabbed the door handle. ‘We’ll explain on the way.’  
 
    Barbie and I shared the backseat, this time with plenty of room instead of cramped like we had been this morning. Hideki stopped at a sushi joint on the road which he claimed served the best Gukan-Maki anywhere in Japan and then admitted that it was his uncle’s joint when I insisted he let me pick up the bill. He was right about the food though; it was wonderful and plentiful and unbelievably fresh.  
 
    Not including the stop for lunch, the journey took just over an hour which he said was only because it was the right time of day to be heading this way. If we hung about too long, the trip back to the dock would be much slower as traffic through the city would snarl up. He agreed to translate for us and during the drive we chatted amiably back and forth which is how we found out he was driving the cab while studying to be a doctor. This was his final year of school and soon he would take up a position in a hospital. He planned to go to America which was why he paid so much attention to his English. 
 
    Arriving finally at the address for Mrs Takahashi, I could see one of the ship’s limousines parked outside. The cruise line owned a number of them, so they had them waiting at each port and I could have called on one of them myself had I wanted to; it was a perk I enjoyed as a guest in a Royal Suite. This morning had been so hurried with me chasing after the Brentnalls that I hadn’t had a chance to consider it. Looking back though, the enormous black car would have stuck out badly had we ridden in that and there would have been no Hideki to come to our rescue.  
 
    The presence of the limousine here meant that Commander Shriver was still inside. I briefly considered waiting around the corner until she was gone, but it felt cowardly, so I prepared myself to deal with the hard-to-like woman and set off for the house.  
 
    With Barbie and Hideki at my side, I knocked on the door and stepped back to wait. A Japanese woman in her late thirties answered, but if I had expected a grieving widow or even a tearful other close relative that might have been called upon to visit and give comfort, I was to be denied. Instead, the lady at the door looked more bored than anything. 
 
    She addressed us in Japanese and though I didn’t understand it, I was fairly certain she had not just said hello. Hideki responded, the exchange of words lasting no more than a few seconds before she stepped back to allow us in.  
 
    Hideki said, ‘Mrs Takahashi welcomes you to her humble abode.’ I didn’t think she had said that at all, but I kept quiet as I stepped inside. Were we supposed to remove our shoes? I had a feeling we were but couldn’t remember what the correct etiquette was in different cultures, plus globalisation was changing what newer generations thought was acceptable. I got inside and stopped until I could see what Hideki would do, then followed his lead as he stripped off his footwear.  
 
    Mrs Takahashi led us through to a quiet room which contained books and plants but no television. Commander Shriver was sitting in an armchair. She did not look pleased to see me. ‘Why are you here?’ she asked before I had a chance to speak. 
 
    Rather than answer her question, which I thought a little rude, I spoke to Hideki, ‘Can you please ask Mrs Takahashi if she knows of anyone called Anna or believes that her husband would know of anyone by that name.’ 
 
    He nodded, turned to the woman and translated my question. Mrs Takahashi began talking at a fast rate. For several minutes. Hideki mostly listened, but once or twice he said. ‘Hai.’ Or asked what I thought was a qualifying question to check on a particular point. When she finally stopped talking, Hideki turned back to us and said, ‘Mrs Takahashi filed for divorce almost a year ago and has no idea who Anna might be.’ 
 
    I waited for more and when it became apparent that there was nothing further to come, I said, ‘That’s it? All that stuff she just said, and it translated to she’s getting divorced and doesn’t know anyone called Anna?’ 
 
    Hideki nodded his head smartly as if congratulating himself for a job well done. ‘She also said that Anna might be some new girlfriend, but she doesn’t care. He can go burn in hell.’ Righto. Mrs Takahashi wasn’t overly bothered about her husband’s death then.  
 
    Commander Shriver, bored with being ignored, left her chair to join the conversation. ‘This is none of your business, Mrs Fisher,’ she advised, keeping her tone neutral so it just sounded like she was being friendly or helpful.  
 
    Without looking at her I replied, ‘No. It’s yours.’ And left it at that, my thoughts on her lack of activity thus far quite clear. 
 
    Barbie asked, ‘Did she say why they were getting a divorce?’ 
 
    Hideki smiled again. ‘Ah, yes, she did. She called him a worthless piece of… crap, I think is the direct translation. A gambling addict moron who squandered all of their money and left her in debt before he ran away to the sea to escape the Zanooza.’  
 
    Bing! Just like that we had a big fat clue. He had been terrified yesterday, determined that killing himself was the only solution. They would kill him tomorrow if he didn’t do it for them today. That was what he said.  
 
    ‘Ask her if the Zanooza were after him because of gambling debt?’ Hideki looked from me to Mrs Takahashi and started speaking in Japanese again.  
 
    Commander Shriver squinted her eyes at me though. ‘What is it you hope to achieve, Mrs Fisher? The poor man is dead. Any debt he had went to the grave with him. If they were going to take it from his estranged wife, they would have done it already. What mystery are you trying to solve this time?’ 
 
    It irked me that she didn’t seem to remember about the man’s plea to save Anna, but then I remembered that I hadn’t told her. I told Baker last night but that didn’t mean the message had been passed to her. ‘Before Riku jumped, he gave me a piece of paper on which was written the number 2124 and he asked me to save Anna. I don’t know who Anna is, but I intend to find out. Will you help me?’ 
 
    The thin, odd-looking woman gave me a quizzical look, weighing up my explanation before saying, ‘It seems I have misunderstood your intentions, Mrs Fisher. I apologise if I came across as harsh.’ She didn’t expand on her statement, but I shook her hand when she extended it and it felt like we were starting over again. ‘What have you been able to find out so far?’ 
 
    ‘Not very much. Mostly I have been eliminating leads which proved to be dead ends. I think he was involved with the couple in cabin 2124. I don’t suppose you are familiar with them, but they look like a very nasty pair and when I spoke with them last night, their instant reaction was to threaten me. We followed them to a very seedy part of Tokyo today but lost them when we got caught at some lights. They got out though and they are up to something. I think that had something to do with Riku’s death, but I don’t yet know how they are connected.’ 
 
    ‘What makes you so sure they are connected?’  
 
    ‘The note. Why else would he give me the number of their cabin?’ Commander Shriver didn’t have an answer but I could see she was giving it some thought.  
 
    Hideki was done conversing with Mrs Takahashi and was waiting for my attention before he updated me. ‘Mrs Takahashi says the Zanooza came here looking for something. They took what money she had and trashed the place looking for whatever it was, but they didn’t find it. They didn’t tell her what it was either, only that it was important and was a personal possession of Mr Tanaka.’ 
 
    ‘Who is Mr Tanaka?’ asked Barbie.  
 
    With a serious face, Hideki said, ‘He’s the kingpin of the Tokyo underworld and the leader of the Zanooza. If Riku Takahashi took something from him, he was as good as dead. Handing it back wouldn’t have saved him. It would be a matter of honour that he be punished.’ 
 
    It was Commander Shriver’s turn to ask a question. ‘Why take it then?’ She wasn’t asking Hideki though, there was no way for him to answer her. The question was aimed at all of us. It was a good question. Riku had taken something from the boss of a Tokyo organised crime gang and had done so on top of running up insurmountable gambling debt. A better question might be why he didn’t get off the ship in any one of the other ports the ship stopped at. He hadn’t though and now he never would. 
 
    I could see nothing further to be gained by spending any further time with Mrs Takahashi, so we thanked her for her time and departed, stopping only to put our shoes back on. Just as I got outside her door, a thought occurred to me. ‘Hideki?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, ma’am?’ 
 
    ‘Can you ask Mrs Takahashi one last question?’ I was already pushing him back through the door he had been exiting. Mrs Takahashi flared her eyes in frustration but did her best to level an expression of toleration. ‘Please ask her if 2124 means anything to her?’ 
 
    He complied, but her perplexed frown preceded a head shake: she had no idea what the number might mean in conjunction with her dead husband. Disappointed, but not surprised, I finally left the poor woman alone. 
 
    Outside, Commander Shriver, who I hoped I might now get on with a little better, slid into her limousine and left, her driver prescribing a wide arc as he swung the large car around to face back toward Tokyo. Hideki, Barbie, and I followed close behind in his taxi. It was the middle of the afternoon and there was plenty of day left for other activities, but I felt that I was done for the day.  
 
    Barbie said the same thing, stifling a yawn with one hand as she did. We travelled in silence for a while and I stared out the window at the scenery flashing by. Tomorrow, I would be a tourist and travel with Rick and Akamu to Mount Fuji. There were coaches leaving from the dockside at something like eight o’clock in the morning. They needed to leave at that time because of the distance involved, but the ship was due to depart twelve hours after that at eight o’clock in the evening and there would be no more time to solve the riddle of Anna and what she needed to be saved from.  
 
    Despite my renewed excitement after discovering the man’s name, I was no closer to learning anything pertinent. Anna wasn’t his wife and Anna didn’t appear to be known by anyone connected to him. I was going to have to face facts and let it go. 
 
    Feeling like a failure, I turned my thoughts to gin. Whenever I felt down, gin could always be my friend, but this time, when I thought about a nice cold crisp glass of gin, I remembered drinking one with the captain. It was more than one actually and we had talked for hours as I got to know him, and he got to know me.  
 
    He had never been married, something he said he regretted, and at the time I couldn’t help thinking he was telling me that for a reason. I was a little tipsy at the time and dismissed the notion once I sobered up, but more than once that night and since, he expressed a desire to get to know me better and suggested we have a private dinner together. 
 
    Remembering that now, I took out my phone and typed him a text message. My finger hovered over the send button for several seconds as I debated with myself about sending it. Then remembered the promise I made to myself: I was a new woman, with a new life and a whole new outlook. I wasn’t the mousy invisible speck I had been. I was a lioness now and I was going to roar.  
 
    I jabbed the send button with a determined thumb and spent the rest of the journey alternately berating myself for doing so and congratulating myself for being brave.  
 
    Little did I know the surprise waiting for me on board the ship. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 A Guest for Dinner 
 
    Despite staring at my phone and daring it to beep with a new message, I made it all the way back to my suite without the captain answering my dinner invitation. I kept telling myself he was probably too busy to read personal messages and it had only been an hour. Even so, I had to assume he wasn’t coming. Like a teenage schoolgirl, in the car I checked my phone every few seconds, willing him to answer either way and believing he would join me if he could. My message had been a simple one and quite nonchalant in its wording.  
 
    Please join me for dinner in my suite at eight if you are able. I shall hope to see you then. Patricia 
 
    That he had given me the number for his personal phone had to mean something. I didn’t know what it meant and I wasn’t sure what I wanted it to mean. However, I had to admit that I was drawn to him in a way that I hadn’t been drawn to a man since I met Charlie more than three decades ago. Alistair Huntley was handsome and athletic, and he was a delight to talk to, always taking an interest in whoever he met. I knew that, in theory, I was still married to Charlie, but emotionally, I had already moved on. Could I have another relationship at my age? Was that a thing? The concept made me nervous. Extremely nervous. But it also filled me with hope. What would it be like to kiss Alistair Huntley? Could I?  
 
    All these thoughts raged through my head as I walked from the elevator to my door. I needed a shower and I needed a gin. I checked my phone one more time as I pushed the door open with my hip, then seeing the unread message count was still zero, I dropped it sullenly into my handbag and walked into my living area. 
 
    Then, the keycard I placed between my lips to leave my hands free for phone fiddling, dropped from my mouth as my jaw fell open. 
 
    Standing in the middle of my living area, right between the two couches arranged there, was my husband.  
 
    He heard me coming in and had stood up to greet me. I was too stunned to speak though and stared at him mutely, hoping I would blink and he wouldn’t be there at all. 
 
    ‘Patricia, darling,’ he gushed as he crossed the room to get to me, his arms out wide to wrap me into a hug.  
 
    That got me moving. ‘Charlie, what on earth are you doing here?’ If the question wasn’t enough to halt his advance, the warning hand I held up was.  
 
    ‘I came to be with you, darling. You always wanted me to take a cruise with you, so here I am. I have missed you so terribly.’ 
 
    ‘Maggie not much of a cook then?’ I shot back. We were standing no more than four feet apart and I could smell his old familiar aftershave. It was a comforting smell somehow, but the sense of betrayal still controlled my tongue. 
 
    Charlie hung his head in shame, staring at the carpet when he said, ‘Let’s not fight, darling. I couldn’t be more sorry. I can’t undo it now, but I can live my life trying to make amends.’ He looked back up. ‘I bought you flowers.’  
 
    I looked to where he was pointing on the coffee table behind him. A sensible sized bunch of oriental lilies in a spray was sitting in a vase. I realised then that I had detected the smell when I came through the door but thought nothing of it because Jermaine ensured there were fresh cut flowers every few days. Then a thought occurred to me. ‘How did you get on board?’ 
 
    Charlie seemed to relax at that point, as if me asking a question that wasn’t about his infidelity somehow meant I was over it. He turned and walked back to the couches, sitting in one and crossing his legs as he got comfortable. ‘I had to um… sweet talk my way on board. My flight got in early this morning but not early enough to catch you before you left for the day. Where have you been anyway?’ he asked, then seeing my expression, he flapped a dismissive hand. ‘Nevermind. Not important. So, anyway, I spoke with the ship’s security and they had to make some calls so they could verify my identity. It took a while, but once I showed them our marriage certificate and they were satisfied that I was joining you for the rest of the cruise, they escorted me up here.’ He gestured around the suite. ‘I must say, it is not what I expected. I figured you would be in a tiny cabin somewhere below decks. The fellow that brought me up here had two men to carry my bags and he told me this is the best suite on the ship.’ 
 
    I just stared at him in disbelief still trying to wrap my head around the fact that he was on board in the first place.  
 
    He kept on talking though, just like he always did at home, never letting me get a word in and not interested in anything I might have to say. ‘Tell me, darling. How is it that you are affording this palatial suite? Is this what you did with the money you took from my accounts?’ 
 
    ‘Our accounts,’ I snapped in reply. 
 
    He held up a hand in surrender. ‘Yes, yes. Our accounts.’ He fell silent for a second, but I knew he had more to say. ‘It was my money though, Patricia. It was me that had to earn it. Your meagre income couldn’t support a hamster at harvest time. I know you were angry at me but this…’ He waved his arm around to indicate the room again. ‘Shouldn’t we move to a more sensibly priced cabin for the rest of the trip?’ 
 
    I couldn’t believe him. I just couldn’t. I opened my mouth to speak, felt the anger rising and bit it back down, turning on my heel as I went to my bedroom. I needed a shower, so that was what I was going to do next. I would deal with Charlie once I felt a little less scuzzy.  
 
    I stayed in the shower for far longer than was necessary, finally emerging when my skin was starting to wrinkle, and I stayed in my room after that. In the end, I left the privacy and solitude of my bedroom because it was starting to feel like I was hiding in there. Walking back into the living area, there was no sign of Charlie, but Jermaine was in the kitchen.  He looked to be preparing dinner. 
 
    He said, ‘Good evening, madam,’ as I approached.  
 
    I returned his salutation and accepted the gin and tonic gratefully. He and I had fallen into a happy routine over the last few weeks, so he knew when to have a gin ready for me. Today the gin was necessary. I gulped a mouthful of the cold liquid before I asked him, ‘Where is he?’ I didn’t need to say who he was; it was obvious enough. 
 
    He flicked his eyes toward the glass doors that led out to my private sun terrace. Charlie was leaning against the railing, looking out to sea. We were still in dock of course so the scene outside was set and only the slight breeze borne on the natural air currents was ruffling his hair.  I downed my glass, barely acknowledging the harsh hit of alcohol, then, still staring at my husband and wondering what would happen if I just shoved him over the side, I asked Jermaine for another.  
 
    I didn’t need to see it to know that he flared his eyes in surprise when he took a fresh glass from the cupboard and made me a second drink. ‘Has he spoken to you?’ I asked. 
 
    Jermaine’s wonderfully deep voice answered, ‘Yes, madam.’ He left it at that though, making me work for more information. 
 
    ‘What did he say to you, please?’  
 
    Jermaine sighed quietly, an involuntary gesture he tried to hide. ‘He refers to me as the help.’ That sounded about right. Charlie wasn’t much of a people person. He didn’t even know the name of his own secretary; he kept referring to her as Barbara when her name was Michelle. Just then he turned and spotted me inside. A smile lit his face and he immediately started back toward me. 
 
    Coming through the doors, he was speaking before he was fully inside. ‘Patricia, dear. I thought we might have dinner in here tonight. Something intimate; just the two of us, you know. I’m sure the help can put something together for us.’ 
 
    ‘Do you mean my butler, Jermaine?’ I asked, fixing him with a hard stare. ‘Jermaine is an accomplished chef among other skills. So, yes, let’s have dinner together and a proper conversation about the divorce and how we now split our assets. There’s no reason why we cannot do this amicably.’ 
 
    Charlie’s smile didn’t even crack. ‘There’s no reason why we need to do it at all, darling. Come. Let’s sit and discuss all things us. Jeremy, can you bring some wine? Something cold, bold, and fruity, if you please.’ He walked to the couches, offering his hand to take, but retracting it when I didn’t. ‘Getting divorced makes no financial sense in the current climate, Patricia. Why don’t you come and sit with me while I explain it?’ 
 
    I felt my back teeth grind together and my top lip twitch but a knock at the door disturbed my murderous train of thought. Jermaine stopped what he was doing, removed the apron he always wore when working in the kitchen and crossed the room at his usual dignified butler’s pace.  
 
    My brain wasn’t firing on all cylinders because Charlie’s arrival had thrown me completely off balance. Had I been thinking straight I would have known who the caller at my door was before he came into the room.  
 
    ‘Good evening, Patricia. I trust you were able to explore Tokyo today. I’m sorry I wasn’t able to join…’ Captain Alistair Huntley stopped mid-sentence as he saw the other man in my suite. ‘I’m terribly sorry,’ he said, addressing Charlie. ‘I don’t believe we have been introduced.’ He entered the suite with a bouquet of roses (my favourite) in his hands but handed them to Jermaine as he doffed his hat. As Jermaine took the long route around the room, silently ignoring the stand-off about to occur, Alistair stepped forward to offer Charlie his hand. ‘Good evening, I’m Alistair Huntley, the captain of this fine vessel and…’ 
 
    ‘And a hound, sir!’ snapped Charlie, standing up once more to confront what he perceived to be his rival. ‘Why are you here this evening, sir? Do you have plans for my wife?’ Alistair clearly hadn’t known about Charlie’s arrival and for the first time since I met him, he was lost for words and looked genuinely confused. He was looking directly at Charlie who had bunched his fists and was managing to look angry. Or as angry as a balding actuary can manage to look.  
 
    I stepped in. ‘Charlie, this is my friend, Alistair. He is the captain of this ship and a lot has happened since I came on board.’ I was about to explain about the deputy captain and the mobsters and that I had invited Alistair for dinner tonight and then forgotten I had done so because Charlie’s unexpected arrival wiped my brain clean. I didn’t get to though because Charlie went nuts. 
 
    ‘What!? You’re sleeping with him!? You have the nerve to berate me for an infidelity that you pushed me to, when all the while you are here in bed with another man?’ 
 
    ‘You will lower your tone and watch your manners, sir,’ Alistair insisted, bristling at Charlie’s impertinence. 
 
    I wasn’t about to let Alistair get into a fight with Charlie over me. I intended to get rid of Charlie before we set sail tomorrow, which I was sure would mean talking some sense into him. To do that, I needed him calm and alone. So, I stepped in between the two men, my back to Charlie as I addressed the captain. With imploring and apologetic eyes, I said, ‘I need some time alone with my husband, Alistair. Can you grant me that for now, please?’ 
 
    It took him no more than a second to regain his composure, visibly straightening himself as he forced all the anger from his face. ‘Of course, Mrs Fisher.’ He looked beyond me to acknowledge Charlie. ‘Good evening, Mr Fisher.’ Jermaine had already moved to the door to let the captain out and the situation was defused.  
 
    Charlie had to have the last word though; petty to the end. ‘Don’t let the door hit your arse on the way out,’ he shouted just as Alistair departed. I turned to face him rather than continue staring longingly at the door and saw his triumphant smile.  
 
    I slapped his face.  
 
    I hit him hard enough to make my hand sting, the sound drawing Jermaine’s attention instantly. He had been crossing the room again, heading back to the kitchen when the noise brought him to a halt. A few feet away, he waited patiently and calmly in case there was need to step in. Charlie made no attempt to return the blow though. If anything, he looked embarrassed that the help had witnessed it. His expression was wounded though as he rubbed at his cheek.  
 
    ‘I am going to bed,’ I announced. ‘Jermaine, would you be so kind as to make up a light meal for me? A salad perhaps with some salmon. Provide for Mr Fisher only if you wish to.’ As Jermaine nodded his head and continued toward the kitchen, I turned my attention to Charlie.  
 
    ‘What has gotten into you, Patricia?’ he asked. ‘I barely recognise you. You have lost weight, which to be fair was long overdue. Your hair is different, you have clearly been wasting money on clothes and you have thrown away a good portion of our life savings on a ridiculous holiday of a lifetime. When are you going to stop?’ 
 
    I made a hmming noise as I thought about his question. ‘When am I going to stop? Which bit of it are you referring to, I wonder, because the answer to every element is never. Oh, I’ll return to England when all this is done. But you are going to have to accept that our marriage is over, Charlie.’ I said it as kindly as I could. I didn’t wish him ill, though I felt that I would be well within my rights to. I just wanted to move on.  
 
    He wasn’t getting it though. He dropped the hand that had been rubbing his cheek and shot me a smile. ‘Then I shall make it my mission to win you back. Starting tomorrow, I will be the most charming version of myself you ever met. We shall spend the day in any way that you wish, and I will be your loving husband from sun up to sun down.’ 
 
    I stared at him for several seconds, trying to form a new sentence in my head that would get the message across. Nothing came. So, I spoke to Jermaine instead, ‘Add several gin and tonics to my dinner order, please.’ I made a mental note to hit the gym early so I could burn off the alcohol I now planned to imbibe, but I figured I needed it.  
 
    As I walked to my bedroom and shut the door, I told myself he would be gone tomorrow. I was starting to wonder if I might be wrong about that though and what I could do about it if he insisted on staying. A naughty voice from somewhere inside my head told me I could always just throw myself at Alistair, cast my knickers aside and get rid of Charlie by moving into the captain’s private quarters. Was it bad that I felt sorely tempted to do just that? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Early Morning Ruckus 
 
    Returning to my suite from the gym the following morning, I heard what I could only describe as a ruckus coming from inside. It was loud enough that I could hear it before I got the door open which was when I saw what was causing it: It was Charlie. 
 
    Jermaine had positioned himself like a barrier between two opposing factions and was doing his best to keep them apart. Charlie on one side, was throwing insults and curses at Rick and Akamu on the other. Neither party was doing much to get to the other though. In the case of Rick and Akamu, that was probably in deference to their age. In Charlie’s case, it was because all he ever did was make noise; there was never any action. 
 
    I sighed deeply as I put my bag down. ‘Gentlemen,’ I called loudly enough to get their attention. ‘What seems to be the problem?’ The squabbling ceased as all four men turned their eyes to me.  
 
    I would have bet all the money in my safe that it would be Charlie to speak first, and, of course, it was. ‘These two men were in your room this morning when I came out for breakfast. They claim to know you and to be working on some kind of secret mission for you.’ He said it as if it was the most ludicrous thing he had ever heard. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ I replied. ‘What of it?’ As his mouth flapped in confusion, I looked at my two elderly friends. ‘Hey, guys. Do you have something to report?’ 
 
    Akamu took a pace toward me, ‘Yes, I can report that Rick stank out the whole cabin, so I went to stakeout the Brentnalls.’  
 
    ‘It wasn’t that bad,’ Rick whined.  
 
    Charlie was shaking his head in disbelief, ‘Stakeout? The Brentnalls? Just what the heck is going on here?’ 
 
    ‘It’s like we told you,’ said Rick. ‘Your wife is a super sleuth. She has mad detective skills the rest of us can only dream about.’ Then he swung his attention to me. ‘You didn’t say your husband was joining you.’ 
 
    I didn’t get to comment on his observation of course, because Charlie was talking again. ‘A detective?’ He forced a fake laugh. ‘Don’t make me laugh, chaps. Patricia is a cleaner. She scrubs other people’s houses for a living. She can’t solve a crossword puzzle.’ 
 
    ‘What were you able to find out?’ I asked, my question aimed at Rick and Akamu while I deliberately ignored Charlie. I distinctly remembered his promise to spend today wooing me, but I wasn’t going to remind him about that.  
 
    Akamu grimaced as he replied. ‘Nothing, actually. I don’t think they even came back to the ship. Between us, we watched their door for hours, but they didn’t show at any point.’ 
 
    ‘Will somebody tell me what is going on?’ Charlie demanded angrily. I thought he might stamp his foot if we continued to ignore him and I was fine with that but Akamu tried to explain it to him one more time.  
 
    ‘A man committed suicide but handed Patricia a note before he did. The note gave us the cabin number of the couple that caused him to take his own life.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, and he said he had to kill himself now or they would do it tomorrow,’ added Rick, taking over the narrative.  
 
    I finished with the final point though, ‘Then he begged me to save Anna and jumped off the back of the ship with a weight tied around his waist.’ 
 
    Charlie was pulling a face that said he could barely believe a word of what he was hearing. ‘Okay, so who is Anna and why did he give the note to you?’ 
 
    ‘We don’t know who Anna is. I haven’t been able to work that bit out yet.’ 
 
    ‘Some sleuth,’ he quipped, and I felt like slapping his face again. This was typical Charlie, just the way he had been for years. Oh, he had been charming when we first met and for the first few years of marriage, so far as I could remember, but he had grown bored of me at some point, his compliments turning to criticisms and then the criticisms becoming more frequent until that was all there was. There had been nothing forcing me to put up with it though. That I had done so was on me.  
 
    Ignoring him yet again, I asked, ‘Are we still on for the Mount Fuji trip today?’ My friends looked at each other, possibly each confirming they had no other plan. ‘Jolly good, then. The coaches leave at eight o’clock. Have you had breakfast already?’ I glanced at the clock; it was just about to turn seven, so we had plenty of time. ‘Jermaine makes a wonderful eggs Benedict if you fancy that?’ 
 
    ‘What’s at Mount Fuji?’ asked Charlie. 
 
    Akamu spared him a glance and a curled lip that went with the stupid question. ‘A mountain?’ he drawled. ‘Great views? Clean air? It’s a famous mountain.’ He shot me a look as if to say, ‘What’s with this guy?’ but he didn’t say it. What he said was, ‘I think we’ll meet you at the coach.’ It was clear to me they would have stayed if my idiot husband wasn’t here to ruin things. 
 
    Jermaine moved to the door to let them out and I cut my eyes at Charlie to make sure he didn’t have some clever last-minute quip to throw at their backs.  
 
    ‘You’re not really going to look at a mountain, are you?’ he asked.  
 
    ‘Yes. I’m going with my friends, but you absolutely don’t have to. Perhaps you should pack your bags and look for a flight home. I don’t want you hanging around, ruining the remainder of my cruise.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be silly, Patricia. We are going to have a wonderful time. We have just been apart a little too long, that’s all. We probably need to reacquaint ourselves with each other, that’s all. Tell you what; I’ll come on the trip today and we will have a lovely time. You can prove me wrong about how interesting it is to look at a really big rock and then, this evening, we can have an intimate dinner in one of the wonderful restaurants. My treat. And then perhaps we take a bottle of champagne into the bedroom and see if we can’t put all of this behind us.’ 
 
    I didn’t have to fake throwing up in my mouth because I actually did it. The concept was vile. I couldn’t speak for fear I might actually vomit and then Jermaine would have to summon some poor cleaner to deal with it. Charlie was still talking, unconcerned about my response, so I turned on my heel and made sure my bedroom door was locked. I needed to get a shower after my workout and didn’t want Charlie to get any ridiculous ideas.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Day Trippers 
 
    Despite repeated attempts to put him off, Charlie came with me anyway. Upon his insistence, I said, ‘Jermaine, have you seen Mount Fuji?’  already knowing he had not because the subject was discussed a few days ago. 
 
    ‘I have not, madam.’ 
 
    ‘Won’t you please accompany me today then? I would hate for you to be stuck on the ship when there is no need.’ If Charlie wanted to complain, he didn’t, though I saw his hopeful expression slip a little. He was trying to be sweet to me this morning, something he hadn’t bothered with in years and had the look of a hurt puppy this morning because nothing he tried was working. When I came out of my bedroom for breakfast, he greeted me with a cup of tea he made himself. He pulled out my chair so I could sit. I saw them as the actions of a desperate man and knew they wouldn’t last, his natural character would resurface soon enough. But I guess his evening had involved some soul searching and he was trying to be a husband even though I considered it to all be in vain.  
 
    He chatted away on the ride down to the exit, talking about work and a new merger with a Dutch firm currently being considered. He even pointed out that they had let him take all the holiday time he wanted because year after year he failed to take all his assigned vacation days. I shot him a look but he completely missed the irony of his statement and I let him prattle on while I ground my teeth at all the years we had gone to Cornwall instead of exploring the world. 
 
    Rick and Akamu were waiting near the coaches but I merely waved at them, opting to keep Charlie away from anyone I knew. The coach was just like any other luxury coach, which is to say that it was comfortable, but not so comfortable that one would want to spend hours on it, which is what we were doing. It was also full, so Charlie and I had to sit together. I tolerated about five minutes of his attempts to engage me in conversation before I said I was tired and feigned sleep. After a while I didn’t have to feign it as the gentle rocking motion soothed me into a dreamless doze.  
 
    When I awoke, Charlie was also asleep, his head back and his mouth hanging open, though thankfully he wasn’t snoring. I twisted carefully in my sleep to find Jermaine behind me. He was sitting next to a small American lady with tight curls in her white hair. She was one of a trio of widows on a trip together and came from somewhere in Nevada. I met them more than a week ago but couldn’t now remember their names. She waved a quick hello but saw it was the large black man next to her that I wanted.  
 
    I caught his eye. ‘Is everything alright, madam?’ 
 
    I grimaced and nodded my head in Charlie’s direction. ‘Could be better.’ 
 
    He had no reply for that, so asked a question. ‘Will he be remaining on board until you return to England?’ 
 
    It was a good question. It was the right question to ask and the answer was no, but I hadn’t worked out what I was going to do if he refused to leave. He didn’t need a ticket because I had rented the suite. If I complained to the crew, who did I complain to? The captain? Asking the crew to remove my husband because he cheated on me a while ago and I had left him did not feel like a viable option. No, it was on me to get the message across and I had a limited window in which to do it, or we would sail tonight with him still on board. 
 
    All I offered Jermaine was a shrug before I turned back to face the right way. Thankfully, my nap eroded most of the journey and we were nearly there, the mountain looming large in front of us. Charlie was still asleep when the coach pulled to a halt and had I been sitting in the aisle seat I would have left him there. I wasn’t though and he woke when I tried to climb over him. 
 
    ‘What are you doing, darling? You weren’t trying to leave me sleeping on the coach, were you?’ 
 
    ‘I was actually.’ The truth was the best option; I had no desire to spare his feelings. 
 
    He just chuckled though. ‘Naughty girl. Always the joker.’  Then slid from his seat and started down the coach toward the door.  
 
    As I followed him, edging between the seats, I spotted a pair of men looking into the coach from outside. I didn’t think they could see through the windows very well, but it was clear they were looking for someone and their standout feature was the Zanooza tattoo each sported. Unsettled by their presence, I told myself it could be nothing but coincidence. When I got outside the coach they had moved on, looking at people disembarking the next coach in line.  
 
    ‘Come along then, darling. Let’s explore this mountain,’ said Charlie as he crooked his arm to offer me his elbow. I rolled my eyes and moved away, catching up with Rick and Akamu as they shuffled along with the line of passengers wending their way toward the guest centre. At the head of each group was a tour guide, jabbering away about what we were seeing. The first stop today was a pair of lava caves. The group paused while the tour guide explained how they were formed several million years ago, but then stepped aside so everyone could explore by themselves.  
 
    Jermaine caught me glancing around behind the group. ‘Is everything alright, madam?’ 
 
    The two thugs I saw earlier were nowhere in sight. I flicked my eyes to take in Jermaine’s concerned face. ‘Did you really need to wear the butler’s uniform today?’ 
 
    ‘I am here as your butler, madam.’ He seemed to think that was sufficient explanation, so I left it at that to head inside the cool cavern. Charlie was waiting for me at the mouth of the cave where a lady was handing out headsets that would explain the history and religious significance of the caves in more than a dozen different languages. I placed mine on my head and found the audio was triggered as I stepped over a bar on the floor. Walking around the cave, the narration was so intuitive, that it knew where I was and told me about the different formations in that area. The cave was lit in various colours and all quite fascinating, but it did mean that I was listening to the recorded voice and couldn’t hear the Zanooza thugs sneaking up behind me until one stuck a gun in my back. 
 
    I jumped at the unexpected presence so close to me but a huge hand on my left shoulder held me in place as his colleague did the same to Charlie.  
 
    Charlie tried to turn to see who had touched him. ‘What the devil?’ he exclaimed but the large man behind him spat a reply in Japanese and I saw Charlie react in pain as the gun’s muzzle was dug into his ribs.  
 
    I glanced about for Jermaine, but couldn’t see him, the two men had carefully selected their ambush point and waited until Charlie and I had wandered away from the main body of tourists. Then a voice I recognised said, ‘Hello, lady. Where is your pretty friend?’ It was the greasy little man in the cheap suit from yesterday.  
 
    The thug holding my shoulder wheeled me around to face him and shoved me forward, his gun dug in under my ribs. We were being taken somewhere, the little man neither expecting nor waiting for an answer from me. 
 
    ‘What on earth is going on?’ Charlie demanded to know. ‘I’ll have you know we’re British.’ I rolled my eyes. Did he really think that having the world’s largest empire a hundred years ago made a jot of difference to these men? 
 
    ‘Be quiet, Charlie. They are not about to let us go.’ 
 
    Ahead of me, the little man stopped walking and turned to face us. ‘Actually, I don’t think we need the man.’ He nodded at the Zanooza thug behind Charlie and mimed cutting a throat with his thumb. ‘Do it quietly.’ 
 
    I sucked in an involuntary gasp of shock as I realised they were just going to kill him now and shook myself free of the thug holding me as I jumped to defend Charlie. ‘No! This is my husband. We go together or not at all,’ I squealed as I put my arms around him. He might be a terrible husband, but I didn’t want to see him have his throat cut. I didn’t want anything bad to happen to him, I just wanted him to go home and leave me in peace. 
 
    ‘May I be of assistance, madam?’ Jermaine had stepped silently into the small cavern we were being led through and now looked poised, his arms and legs hanging loose and ready to fight.  
 
    Yay! Jermaine was going to make them eat their shoes! 
 
    Then, a hand appeared behind him with a gun in it. All I could see was the hand, but as more of the person holding it emerged from behind a rock, the gun tapped Jermaine in the back of the head. My spiking adrenaline was making me feel dizzy; were they about to shoot my butler? 
 
    Then a fourth Zanooza thug appeared next to the little man, emerging out of the dark from the direction of the exit. The little man reacted to whatever the newest thug said, flapped his arms in annoyance and said, ‘We’ll take you all, then. Kill you now, kill you later; what’s the difference?’ 
 
    He grinned an evil smile with his terrible teeth, spun on his heel and fell over a rock. The thug behind me started to shove me forward again, but not without a snigger at the little man’s misfortune. He was picking himself up and making a racket, swearing no doubt in Japanese as he inspected his suit and found a hole in the knee of his trousers.  
 
    Jermaine fell into step beside me, but where he was usually silent and staid and in complete control, right now he was whimpering in fright and wringing his hands. He also sounded far more effeminate than usual. ‘Oh, madam, what do they want? Where are they taking us?’ Thinking to myself that he never sounded like this, I realised he was acting, trying to make himself appear to be less of a threat. 
 
    Charlie didn’t get it though. ‘Will you shut that wimp up?’ he snapped. He didn’t say anything else though because the thug to his rear cuffed him in the head with his gun. 
 
    Wondering why we hadn’t run into any more tourists on the way out, I soon had my answer as the tour guide at the entrance had another pair of Zanooza thugs standing either side of her. There were no fresh coaches in the car park and a pair of black SUVs with blacked out windows were waiting just a few yards away.  
 
    I bit down on my rising fear to ask, ‘Where are you taking us?’ We were about to be put in the cars, there was no one in sight, and even if there had been, no one was coming to save us. I had no idea where we were going or why and I wondered how long it would be before we were reported missing. 
 
    The little man, the only one that understood my question, paused beside the passenger door to meet my gaze. ‘The boss wants to see you, English lady. He wants to know how you come to be asking questions of Mrs Takahashi. Very pertinent questions about Anna. Maybe if you tell him where it is, he will let you go. Maybe you should tell me where it is right now, and I can be the one to deliver it to him.’ He liked that idea, smiling at the thought as if it had just that second occurred to him. 
 
    Telling my knees not to buckle, I managed to stammer, ‘I don’t know what you are talking about.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, for goodness sake, Patricia,’ snapped Charlie. ‘Give them what they want so we can go home. Real home, that is. Not your floating palace sailing toward our utter bankruptcy.’ 
 
    The little man moved into my personal space. ‘You should listen to your husband, Patricia. Give it to me and you can spare yourself a lot of pain. The boss will not ask twice like I have.’ 
 
    ‘But I don’t know what you are talking about,’ I wailed. ‘Tell me what it is, and if I have seen it somewhere or know how to find it, I will take you to it.’ 
 
    ‘The lion’s head. I want the lion’s head. Where is it?’ 
 
    ‘The lion’s head. I don’t know what that is.’ It was one of those impossible situations that occasionally crop up in life. All you have to do to avoid a terrible event is do one thing, but you can’t do that one thing. If I knew what he wanted, I would give it to him without a moment’s hesitation.  
 
    He pursed his lips in annoyance. ‘Have it your way, English lady. I hope you like pain.’ His car door slammed as he yanked it closed in anger and a fresh dig in my ribs jolted me back to reality as a thug opened a back door and shoved me inside.  
 
    We were going to see the boss. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Zanooza Boss 
 
    It was quiet in the car aside for the sound of Jermaine weeping. He was doing an amazing job of throwing them a false impression and producing real tears as part of the act. Beside him, Charlie’s eyes were darting around like a chicken’s as he barely kept his own panic under control. His feet were twitching, and his hands wouldn’t stay still.  
 
    Behind us in the large car were three of the tattooed henchmen. Now that we were effectively trapped in the car and the doors were locked, their guns were away and they were facing forward, boring holes in the back of our heads. 
 
    It was Charlie that broke the silence. ‘How are you so calm, Patricia?’ 
 
    ‘Hey, no talking,’ said the greasy little man in his cheap suit without bothering to turn around. 
 
    ‘This is not my first time being held at gun point,’ I replied, ignoring the nasty man in the front seat. ‘One gets used to it?’ I replied facetiously.  
 
    ‘What do you mean it’s not your first time? When else have you ever been held at gunpoint?’  
 
    This time the little man in the front swivelled to look at us. ‘I said shut up. You talk again, I have you shot in the feet. I don’t need you to be able to walk.’ 
 
    Holding his gaze, I mimed zipping my mouth shut. Then I settled back into the chair and relaxed. The terror of being grabbed had passed and though I was still concerned about what would be waiting for us in Tokyo, I would use too much energy worrying about it now. I had Jermaine with me, and they were paying him no attention at all. Maybe all I needed to do was wait.  
 
    At some point, feeling spent from the burst of adrenalin, I drifted off to sleep, waking only when the car came to a halt. We were in a back alley somewhere, tall brick walls stretching high into the sky on either side and I realised I should have stayed awake and paid attention because now, if I managed to escape, I would have no idea which way to run.  
 
    The Zanooza began to bail out of the car on both sides, each with a weapon in hand except for the greasy little man who, once again, was smiling at us. ‘This way,’ he said, beckoning for us to follow as he chuckled to himself. ‘Soon you will wish you had told me where you have hidden it.’ 
 
    Charlie looked terrified and I actually felt sorry for him; he didn’t deserve any of this. His mouth had to ruin it though. ‘Why don’t you just tell him so we can get out of here?’ he hissed at me as we were propelled forward again. 
 
    Over my shoulder, I replied, ‘Because I don’t know what the heck they are talking about, dummy. I’m not in possession of whatever it is that they want.’ 
 
    ‘You must be, Patricia. Otherwise, why would they want you?’ 
 
    I didn’t bother to answer. The little man reached the building to our right where two more Zanooza thugs stood guard outside. They bore the same tattoo on their necks to identify them as part of the gang and stood either side of a door which had an ornate version of the dragon tattoo painted on it.   
 
    Walking single file in front of Charlie with Jermaine bringing up the rear, we were led along a short corridor until we reached a large room. It was decorated with plush furniture, and expensive paintings adorned the walls. The doors were hand-carved wood of some kind, the carving itself yet another version of the same tattoo they all bore on their necks.  
 
    Coming into the room, I was the first to see the Zanooza boss. I was certain it was him from the position of dominance he commanded over everyone around him. Sitting in a chair that could best be described as a throne, he was naked from the waist up but had a black leather jacket thrown over his shoulders. I put his age at somewhere close to fifty; though his face bore very few lines, there was grey in his short-cropped hair and a pot belly that poked out from his open jacket to obscure his belt.  
 
    He started talking long before we got to him, looking directly at me for the most part but glancing at the greasy little man every few seconds as if waiting for him to report. The entire exchange was in Japanese, but the boss appeared angry though it did not appear to be directed at me.  
 
    The greasy little man looked embarrassed and cowed, backing away from the boss when the senior man ended his rebuke with a final comment and spat on the floor. Then he turned his attention to me and spoke once again in Japanese. By his shoulder was an attractive, slender woman in a sparkly dress that I hadn’t even registered until she spoke, her words flowing as she translated what was being said into perfect English. 
 
    ‘Mr Tanaka requests that you hand over the lion’s head now. It is precious to him and he apologises for the manner in which you have been treated. It was not his intention to scare or intimidate you. Mr Yoshimato overstepped his bounds in bringing you here at gunpoint and will be punished. If you wish to watch the punishment, that can be arranged. Mr Tanaka merely wishes to regain that which is rightfully his. You are, of course, free to go once you have surrendered the lion’s head.’ 
 
    As the woman fell silent, I gulped. I still had no idea what she was talking about. What was the lion’s head they kept asking me for and why did they think I had it? ‘I’m… I’m sorry,’ I stuttered, trying to get my mouth to form words. ‘I would gladly hand over what Mr Tanaka wants if I had it.’ 
 
    The woman smiled and translated for me, her words coming out in the clipped bursts I associated with Japanese speech.  
 
    Mr Tanaka exploded, roaring his disbelief and pointing a finger at me as he gesticulated doing something unspeakable. 
 
    Once again, the attractive woman in the sparkly dress translated. ‘Mr Tanaka urges you to reconsider your stance on this matter. He knows that you are lying because you said the word Anna and the number 2124. There is no way to know the number if you are not in possession of the lion’s head. While the lion’s head is notionally valuable, he wishes you to know that if you do not hand over what is his, he intends to flay the skin from your backs before boiling you in vinegar and will then make you eat your own kidneys.’ She delivered the ultimatum in the same tone as a person reading a menu.  
 
    My mouth just hung open which Mr Tanaka took as a challenge. He shouted an order and the attractive woman took a step back as four Zanooza henchmen advanced upon us wielding cleavers. ‘On your knees, please,’ she requested politely.  
 
    ‘Patricia?’ Charlie was all but gibbering in terror next to me. ‘Patricia, what’s happening?’ I wasn’t far from that point myself. Jermaine had yet to reveal his abilities, but he was one man in a room full of armed killers. 
 
    Searching the room for a ray of hope I opened my mouth to beg Mr Tanaka to believe me, but as I did, I caught the acrid scent of smoke. It caught in my throat and made me cough about half a second before the fire alarm started to blare.  
 
    The Zanooza henchman all paused, looking about in surprise as smoke began billowing in through the air conditioning grill set in the ceiling. The distraction was all Jermaine needed to get moving though. The three of us were halfway to the floor when the alarm sounded but while it took me a few seconds to reverse my direction, Jermaine leapt forward as if crouching somehow coiled his legs like springs. He struck the nearest thug with a high elbow and relieved him of his weapon.  
 
    Charlie screamed in confusion but leapt back out of the way as Jermaine felled the next thug to come at him. Mr Tanaka bellowed in rage but ran for a door in the wall behind his throne as he ordered his troops to deal with us.  
 
    The two remaining henchmen were bright enough to be wary, coming at Jermaine in tandem, one from each side to split his defences. It made little difference as he simply picked one and ran at him, jumping high into the air to deliver a roundhouse kick to the man’s right ear and a straight boot to his chest as Jermaine’s momentum carried him forward. The thug on the other side ran to follow after Jermaine, but merely ran into a large pair of shoes as Jermaine sprang off the ground and performed a back flip with a kick.  
 
    On the floor by my feet, the second thug to fall was starting to get up. He still had a cleaver in his hand. ‘Arrgh!’ screamed Charlie, near catatonic with shock as the man got his feet underneath him and started to stand up.  
 
    I hit him in the head with a fire extinguisher. The thug that is, not Charlie though I will admit I felt some temptation to accidentally hit my husband in the face with a large steel weapon. The thug elected to have another little sleep and the room was still again. 
 
    Except it wasn’t. The pretty lady in the sparkly dress hadn’t moved at any point in the preceding minute of violence. As the siren continued to wail and smoke filled the room, obscuring the ceiling lights, she slipped off her shoes and used a pen to wind around her hair and pin it in place.  
 
    She wanted to fight.  
 
    Jermaine looked at her with a frown of concern. ‘I have no desire to cause you harm. I only wish to leave.’ 
 
    Her answer was to squeal a banshee attack cry and leap at him. The nimble little minx was a skilled fighter, that much was instantly obvious as she broke through Jermaine’s defences to strike his face and body and parry his blows as he attempted to force her back.  
 
    Charlie yelled, ‘Let’s go,’ and grabbed my arm to drag me from the room. I wasn’t going anywhere without Jermaine though. The fire extinguisher still hung from one hand so I lined up and threw it at the back of the woman’s head. It flew true but she moved just as it should have cracked her skull, and its trajectory carried it on into Jermaine’s chest where it bowled him over, the weight and surprise too much for his skills to defend.  
 
    I gasped as he fell over backward and again as she turned to advance on me. Charlie left me at that point, fear or self-preservation driving him to run to the door we came in through. It opened from the other side though and we were trapped in the smoke-filled room with the ninja chick from hell.  
 
    I backed away, bumping into Charlie as she walked nonchalantly toward us. She was breathing hard but so were we all as it was getting hard to breathe from the smoke still billowing into the room.  
 
    Beside me, Charlie shrieked again and I wondered what had caused it this time until I too felt the door opening behind us. More Zanooza were coming and the woman knew there was no chance of escape now. 
 
    ‘Are you coming or what, Patricia?’ The woman’s eyes flared in surprise and disappointment as Rick and Akamu peered around the edge of the half-open door. ‘Dang, you might have overdone it on the fire, buddy,’ Rick said as he started coughing.  
 
    I yelled, ‘Get down!’ as I saw the woman raise her fists again, but she had forgotten Jermaine and the fire extinguisher. It might not be an elegant weapon but when he bopped her on the skull with it, the effect was like an off switch being flipped.  
 
    ‘What an unpleasant lady,’ he commented as he stepped over her inert form, dropping the extinguisher with a clang.  
 
    On the other side of the room, the door Mr Tanaka fled through reopened and two men with guns and gas masks appeared through it. They needed no more than a second to assess what was happening so we bundled through the door and slammed it shut in less time than that.  
 
    Bullets could be heard smacking into the carved wood panels as we ran away but the wood was too thick for them to penetrate.  
 
    ‘How did you find us?’ My question was asked as we ran along the corridor as fast as we could go. The two old men had rescued us but were now holding up our escape as they shuffled along at a snail’s pace.  
 
    It was Rick that answered, puffing slightly from the effort, ‘We saw you leaving the caves. It was chance really; we were at the back of the group because we couldn’t keep up and I turned around to sneeze and saw you. By the time we got back outside you were leaving in a big black car. So, we followed.’ 
 
    ‘Followed? Followed how?’ 
 
    Akamu looked a little sheepish when he said, ‘We took a coach.’ 
 
    Rick chipped in, ‘It was lucky they didn’t go fast because we wouldn’t have been able to keep up, but we followed them all the way here and parked just around the corner,’ he claimed proudly. ‘We can use it to get back to the ship.’ 
 
    Finally, we reached the end of the corridor and came out into the street again. The black cars were gone but I could see the coach parked at the junction where this street met the next. It was two hundred yards away but we could get there and escape.  
 
    Except we couldn’t. As I took my first step toward the coach, a dozen Zanooza, led by Mr Tanaka himself, burst into the street from another door. They blocked the path between us and the coach, leaving us no option but to go the other way. They were way down the street, almost at the junction by the coach but it wouldn’t take them long to close the distance.  
 
    Quick as a flash, Jermaine grabbed a big silver dumpster, pulling it from its position by the wall to form a shield between us and the Zanooza. Not a moment too soon either as the crack of bullets and the ping as they hit the steel shell of the dumpster erupted a heartbeat later.  
 
    Just like that, we were running again, Rick and Akamu yelling that we shouldn’t wait for them even as Jermaine and I tried to drag them along. Charlie, unconcerned about the rest of us, raced to the corner and rounded it. ‘They said to leave them,’ he called back exasperated and I believe he genuinely intended to leave the two old men behind. 
 
    As Jermaine and I rounded the corner, I spotted our salvation; ten yards along the street was a bicycle rickshaw stand with several unattended rigs just waiting to be liberated. I pointed rather than shout, I had too little breath left to give instructions but Jermaine saw what I had in mind and darted forward to get a bike ready.  
 
    The Zanooza would be around the corner any second with a clear shot at all of us when they did. But we piled onto two bikes, Jermaine leaping into the saddle with Rick and Akamu barely on board as he started pedalling. And me? I found Charlie sitting in the big seat at the back of a bike he had managed to manoeuvre into the street but he expected me to operate it.  
 
    He even yelled, ‘Hurry!’ and gesticulated lest I dawdle. I honestly considered letting the Zanooza recapture us just to shut him up.  
 
    Jermaine’s legs were pumping hard, his superior strength, fitness, youth and probably leg length propelling him away from me, so I was left in his wake. A shout from behind startled me, but it wasn’t the Zanooza yet, it was the bicycle rickshaw owners spilling from the dispatch room to chase us down the street. One caught up to me and was yelling blue murder as he tried to grab the handlebars.  
 
    A bullet zinging by soon changed his mind and I glanced back to see a line of thugs chasing after us. They were grabbing the rickshaws and piling in to give pursuit. Those not pedalling were lining up their guns to shoot at me and I was certain our escape was about to be short lived when the sound of screeching tyres caught my attention. 
 
    Fearing a Zanooza driven SUV was about to run me off the road, I twisted my head to look behind and doing so meant I got to see the crash. Even Charlie, who had been hugging the seat and keeping his profile as low as possible, peered out to see what had happened. 
 
    It was Hideki’s taxi! He had just wiped out most of the rickshaw-riding Zanooza by side swiping them and now he was barrelling along the street to catch up with me. In the passenger’s seat next to him, I could see the shocked-looking face and blonde hair of Barbie. 
 
    I stopped pedalling and hit the brakes. We were saved! 
 
    As Hideki screeched to a halt beside my rickshaw, Barbie stuck her head out of the window. ‘Quick, get in!’ 
 
    ‘How on earth did you find us?’ I asked, but as I sauntered across to the waiting taxi, feeling safe and somewhat jubilant, the sharp crack of another shot rang out.


 
   
  
 

 2124 
 
    In seconds, we were all in the car and it was burning rubber, fishtailing away as more bullets hit its back end. My door wasn’t even shut and there were seven of us in a sedan made for five, but we made the next junction and held on to anything we could as Hideki two-wheeled it around the corner.  
 
    As he joined traffic flowing on a two-lane highway, Rick and Akamu fist-bumped and started cackling with laughter. ‘That was friggin’ great,’ Rick snorted between laughs. 
 
    Akamu high-fived him. ‘I feel like I’m twenty-five again. Man, I miss getting shot at.’ 
 
    ‘Did you see their faces? Those crazy gangbangers, they got beaten by two old men, a butler, and an English lady. They’ll never live it down.’ Rick could barely get the words out he was laughing so hard.  
 
    ‘What about me?’ asked Charlie. 
 
    Rick stared at him. ‘What about you?’ 
 
    ‘I was there too. You said they got beaten by two old men, a butler, and an English lady. What about me?’ 
 
    Rick wiped the tears from his eyes as the mirth began to subside. ‘I don’t think running away counts for much. But you tell yourself you played a part if you want to.’ 
 
    Charlie harrumphed but he couldn’t go anywhere or do anything. Barbie had swung out of the way to let Jermaine get in the front and then climbed back in to sit on his lap which left Rick, Akamu, Charlie and me stuffed into the back seat. We were all kind of sitting on top of each other and it was getting hot.  
 
    I repeated my earlier question. Tapping Barbie on the arm to get her attention. ‘How did you find us?’ 
 
    Barbie reached out to place a slender hand on Hideki’s shoulder. ‘It was all him. He spotted Zanooza thugs outside the Aurelia and saw them set off tailing the coaches. He went to the security but they wouldn’t listen to him. He kicked up quite a fuss and they called the police to arrest him, but he insisted they call for me because I could explain everything. That took a while, of course, so by the time I got outside and convinced the police to release him, the coaches were miles away. Even breaking the speed limits, when we got to Mount Fuji you were gone but so was one of the coaches and I remembered seeing it on the other side of the road, whizzing along with no one on board it. Hideki drove back here, and we searched the streets hoping to find some sign of you. He knows which areas are Zanooza territory so when we found the coach, we knew we were in the right place. Then I spotted Jermaine taking Rick and Akamu for a ride on the rickshaw and you know the rest.’ 
 
    ‘What did those guys want anyway?’ Akamu asked, though I could barely see his face with the press of bodies between us.  
 
    ‘The Zanooza boss wants something called a lion’s head. It must be the thing that Riku Takahashi took and what they were going to kill him for. I told them I didn’t have it but they were going to torture us to get it back and they would have done so if you two hadn’t shown up.’ I kissed Rick on his forehead since I could reach it and patted Akamu’s leg because it was the only bit of him I could reach.  
 
    Rick said, ‘Okay. But why would they think you have it? Better yet, how would they even know who you are?’  
 
    I had been thinking about that myself. ‘They knew about things I said in Mrs Takahashi’s house. They knew I had said the name Anna so my guess is they bugged the house after Riku took off. Whatever this lion’s head thing is, they want it real bad.’ 
 
    We were all silent for a moment until I broke the quiet again. ‘I don’t think the Brentnalls are involved.’ 
 
    ‘Why is that?’ Rick asked. 
 
    I took a second to frame my response. ‘The Zanooza boss knew about 2124. He said that was how he knew I was lying. When I saw the number, I just assumed it was the couple staying in the cabin and… well, you’ve seen what they look like. I know I shouldn’t judge, but they look like criminals. Now though I think I jumped to the wrong conclusion. Mr Tanaka couldn’t know about a couple staying in a cabin on the Aurelia, surely.’ 
 
    Akamu’s voice appeared from somewhere behind Charlie’s back. ‘If it isn’t referring to the cabin number, then what is it?’ 
 
    Barbie chirped up from the front seat. ‘Could it be a locker number? Like at a bus station or an airport?’  
 
    ‘It could,’ I conceded but it felt too obvious. 
 
    ‘How about a zip code?’ suggested Rick.  
 
    ‘Or an area code?’ suggested Akamu. 
 
    ‘Who cares?’ yelled Charlie, silencing everyone. ‘Are you people all crazy? We got away. Nothing else matters now. All we have to do is get back to the ship and sail into the sunset leaving this godforsaken place behind us forever. This, Patricia, is precisely why I never wanted to travel anywhere further than England’s great shores.’ 
 
    He fell silent and for a few seconds nobody said anything. Then, as if he had never spoken, we all started talking as one again, all proposing ideas about what the number could mean if it wasn’t a cabin number.  
 
    In the driver’s seat Hideki said something. ‘What was that?’ I asked, not certain I had heard him correctly.  
 
    Everyone stopped talking for a second so we could hear him. ‘It’s a Hostess club. By the water on the north side of the docks. Popular place too.’ 
 
    ‘By Hostess club you mean…’ 
 
    ‘A stripper joint and lap dance bar. High quality place. I take lots of businessmen there. Power deals get brokered in strip bars.’  
 
    Barbie swung around on Jermaine’s lap so she could see me, her eyes forming the question. I glanced at Rick and then Akamu. ‘We’ve come this far,’ the elderly islander said. ‘It would be a shame not to finish the puzzle.’ 
 
    ‘You have got to be kidding me,’ moaned Charlie. ‘We need to head back to the ship where it is safe. Doing anything else would just be stupid.’  
 
    Rick winked at me. ‘Then I guess we’re all just dummies. To the titty bar please, driver.’ 
 
    I cringed at his choice of words, but I was excited again. Riku Takahashi had written 2124 on the note he gave me for a reason, and he begged me to save Anna. Mr Tanaka and the Zanooza knew who Anna was but I wasn’t going to ask them to solve the riddle for me. I dearly hoped I never saw them again and I had to acknowledge that Charlie was right: going back to the ship right now probably was the sensible thing to do. It just wasn’t what we were going to do.  
 
    The journey across Tokyo in the cramped car was mercifully short because the traffic was light. It was early afternoon, so kids were in school and workers were in their offices or other places of work. On the way we continued to discuss who Anna might be; the obvious answer being that she was one of the girls working at the club. We would find out soon enough. No one could come up with anything on the lion’s head though.  
 
    It could be anything, but it certainly wasn’t anything I had in my possession or had even knowingly seen. Charlie grumbled the whole way to the club, so when we arrived, the other six people in the cab, me included, wanted to get out so we could stop listening to him whine more than we wanted to escape the cramped space and oppressive heat.  
 
    Standing on the sidewalk, I looked at the front door of the club. A pair of neat doormen in suits were visible just inside, no doubt positioned there rather than outside because they liked the air-conditioning.  
 
    ‘Are you really going through with this nonsense?’  
 
    I turned to look at my husband. ‘Yes, Charlie. I am.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’m not. I’m heading back to the ship and you are going to come with me and forget this ridiculous quest. The others can waste their time and risk their lives, but you are my wife and I say we are going to go somewhere safe.’ I watched to see if he was going to stamp his foot.  
 
    Rick, Akamu, and the others were standing off to one side, keeping respectfully quiet while we had our domestic. There wasn’t much to watch though. ‘Hideki, do you know what the cover charge is?’ I asked as I started across the road toward the doors. 
 
    A doorman swept the door open and gave me a congenial smile as I pulled out a credit card and led the rag-tag group inside. The second doorman opened a pair of thick black curtains to reveal the interior of the club. A heavy bass was pumping, and it was loud, but conversation would be just about possible if we shouted. The room was poorly lit, a deliberate tactic no doubt for all the dirty deeds that undoubtedly went on. A raised stage/catwalk dominated the room. On it I could see three skinny girls, all aged somewhere around twenty, all in their underwear and gyrating to the beat as men in suits heckled them.  
 
    It was a disgusting sight that made me feel sad for the men involved more than the girls. How pathetic were they that this was a good thing to spend their money on? I wasted no time on wondering how many of the clients were married with kids. Instead, I looked about for a door that would take me backstage; I wanted to talk to the girls and for that I would need Barbie and Hideki.  
 
    Next to me, Rick was leaning on the low wall of a booth. ‘I’m not sure how much of this my ticker can take, love,’ he murmured through laboured breaths. ‘I haven’t seen the like in years.’ In case there was any doubt what he was referring to he flicked his eyes to the bouncing boobies on the stage ahead.  
 
    ‘Nor I,’ echoed Akamu.  
 
    ‘Nor I,’ added Charlie who had decided to join us after all. When he said it though, the same words were delivered with a definite barb attached.  
 
    ‘I need to get backstage,’ I yelled over the din of the music. ‘If Anna works here or used to work here, there must be someone who knows her.’ 
 
    We hadn’t gone more than a couple of steps through the black curtains, so when they parted again to let the next clients in, the first thing they saw was me. Unfortunately for the pair of young men now joining us, I knew them. Not by name, but they were two young guys from the ship’s security team in plain clothes and out to enjoy the sights and sounds of Tokyo. 
 
    Barbie saw them too. ‘Frank! Herbert! What are you doing in a place like this?’ Caught like criminals in a spotlight, the two men, who until a second ago looked excited and happy, were now turning red and backing away. ‘Shame on you!’ Barbie yelled at their backs as they vanished back through the curtain.  I shot her a single raised eyebrow at which she smiled and shrugged. ‘That was fun. They will turn red every time they see me for months now.’ 
 
    ‘Gentlemen, you should make yourselves comfortable and get a drink or something. I don’t know how long this will take.’ Rick and Akamu allowed Jermaine, who was the only man among them to be utterly unflustered by his surroundings, to escort them to a booth. I call it a booth, but it was a wide curve rather than an enclosed box and there was no table. Drinks went on small shelves just above waist height set into the back of the curving seat. In the next booth, a girl who appeared to have nothing on at all was kneeling over a sweaty guy in a suit as she gave him a lap dance. He was sitting on his hands so he wouldn’t be tempted to touch her, and he was panting, actually panting like a dog.  
 
    Until he spotted me staring at him. My top lip was curled in disgust, as was Barbie’s, I noticed, right next to me. He looked back at the naked body grinding away on his lap but kept cutting his eyes to the side to see if the two women were still watching.  
 
    With a grumpy noise, Charlie slid into the booth. ‘I’m not paying for any drinks in here. These places always charge twice the price of a normal bar.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, do they?’   
 
    Seeing his error, he tried to backtrack. ‘Err… yeah. That’s what I’ve heard. I’ll have tap water,’ he said as a young waitress, also in her underwear, came to the table.  
 
    I just rolled my eyes and shouted for Hideki to come with me. Leaving the guys at the booth, Barbie, Hideki and I crossed the room, walked around the stage and tried to go through the door that led backstage. It was locked though, our forward motion causing the three of us to bump into each other as we abruptly stopped.  
 
    ‘Is there another door?’ Barbie asked, looking around for one. 
 
    A man who was not Hideki spoke. I couldn’t understand a word of Japanese but it came  behind me and sounded like a question. I turned to see who it was, to find Hideki was already speaking to the man. He wore a charcoal grey, hand-cut wool suit and a silk tie. I put his age at somewhere around sixty, but he was very well-groomed and had looked after himself.  
 
    Hideki turned his head slightly so he could shout to me above the music. ‘This is the owner. He wants to know if the blonde girl is here to audition. He said we are late because the auditions were this morning, but in light of how she looks, he will make an exception and see her now.’ The man in the suit was eyeing Barbie up and down, critically examining her like a buyer at a cattle market. Had it been me, I would have felt unnerved, but Barbie also heard what Hideki said and was playing along, slowly turning so the man could inspect her. His eyes and expression were not lecherous, merely appraising. ‘He thinks you’re her manager,’ Hideki added. 
 
    If I wanted a way to get backstage, this was it. I nodded, smiled and stepped forward as I extended my hand. ‘Hello. Yes, I am her agent. This is Barbie and as you can see, she will quickly become your headline act. Especially once you have seen her dance. Can we go backstage to prepare?’ 
 
    Hideki translated, his clipped sentences clearly pleasing to the man who nodded along and inclined his head in a salute for my directness. Then he glanced across the room to catch the eye of another man in a suit.  
 
    Where the owner was slight, the new man was burly though not nearly in the same proportions as the Zanooza thugs. I took him to be club security anyway but he came to the owner and bent down so his ear was level with the owner’s mouth. Then, having nodded his understanding, he produced a set of keys from a pocket and opened the door.  
 
    The owner exchanged a few brief words with Hideki and walked away, leaving us with the burly bouncer. When none of us moved, the man in the suit gestured for us to go through the open door and shut it behind us, the noise level dropping significantly as he did.  
 
    Hideki pulled Barbie and me into a hasty huddle. ‘Um, look, so, the owner is expecting Barbie on stage in fifteen minutes for her audition. She will be announced as a new dancer and given the chance to show what she can do. Or, um… what she’s got.’ Barbie followed Hideki’s eyes down to her chest, understanding instantly what he meant.  
 
    ‘Why do I get the sense that you didn’t translate everything?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Well, um…’ 
 
    ‘Spit it out.’ 
 
    Hideki’s face flushed bright red as he stammered. ‘He wants you to dance as well. He said you have a… um, nice rack.’ Hideki was staring at the floor when he said it and flinched away when I moved my hand slightly as if he thought I was going to hit him. ‘He has jobs for both of you and plans to market you as a mother and daughter act. He said you can make big bucks here.’ 
 
    ‘Did he really?’ I replied, searching for a response that suited the situation. 
 
    Hideki nodded vigorously, finding himself back on solid ground now the terrible news was delivered. ‘As I understand it, the most popular girls in these places make a lot of money.’ Then he saw my expression and clamped his lips shut.  
 
    The bouncer’s expression suggested he was waiting for something. He didn’t wait long though. We had paused just inside the door and were discussing our next move when he thought we should be getting on with the stripping. Using his body to make us move along, he stepped forward, giving instructions in Japanese as he did.  
 
    When Hideki looked embarrassed and didn’t translate, I said, ‘Let me guess; he’s expecting us to get our clothes off now.’ 
 
    ‘Uh-huh. That’s what he said.’ 
 
    We were being herded to a changing area where there were several other girls in various stages of undress. They were completely unfazed by the appearance of men while they were naked, which made sense, I suppose, but it was unnerving me. Barbie put her bag down on a handy dressing table, being careful to avoid a makeup spill and turned to me, shrugging. ‘I suppose this makes me Lap Dance Barbie or something. I’m not sure that toy would make it into the shops though.’ She blew out a breath. ‘Might as well get it over with.’ Then she turned so Hideki could unzip her dress. He glanced nervously at me, but Barbie was holding her hair out of the way and waiting, so he swallowed and did as he was expected. Her dress slid from her shoulders and she stepped out of it, grabbing a hanger from a nearby clothing rack to stop it from creasing. 
 
    Barbie, of course, was wearing a matching red bra and tiny thong beneath her red dress. Standing now in her underwear and red heels, she fitted in instantly with the other girls in the room, though I noted a few of them were looking at her figure with jealous eyes.  
 
    The only thing going through my mind right now, was what underwear I picked out this morning. I didn’t remember. It wasn’t something I put a lot of thought into, but I was certain it wasn’t a matching bra and tiny thong.  
 
    To my left, one of the girls decided she’d had enough of the bouncer watching her and was now yelling at him and pointing to the door. The man merely shrugged, I guess he’d seen it all before a million times. He left though, heading for the door with an unhurried pace. Without turning around, he called out something over his shoulder as he went through the door. 
 
    ‘We have five minutes,’ Hideki translated.  
 
    It was time to get on with it. ‘Hideki, ask the girls if any of them know Anna or if one of them is Anna.’ 
 
    He complied, listened to their responses and turned back to Barbie and me when he translated their answers. ‘There is no one here by that name.’ 
 
    ‘Ask them if there ever has been a woman called Anna here.’ Once again, the cycle repeated but I didn’t need to wait for his translation to know they all said there hadn’t.   
 
    Barbie said, ‘Maybe one of them knows Riku Takahashi.’ Hideki tried that, but it was still a negative. Then three new girls came into the room just as two went out. They each had a sheen of perspiration on their skin from dancing; they were rotating off the stage as the next few girls took their turn. Just as I thought that, one more girl took a fast swig of water and hurried after the other two. 
 
    Hideki asked the new girls the same questions and I recognised Riku’s name when Hideki said it. One of the girls reacted to the name, asking a question of her own. 
 
    ‘What did she say?’ I asked, intrigued because we finally had a woman that looked like she might know something.  
 
    ‘She asked if we had a photograph.’ 
 
    Crestfallen, because I had hoped we might uncover a lead here, I shook my head, but Barbie was fiddling with her phone. ‘Is this him?’ she asked, showing me the picture she found. ‘He’s on Facebook.’ The photograph was of his head and shoulders and showed him in his crew uniform. It was very definitely the same man I had seen jump to his death just two days ago.  
 
    The woman recognised him when Barbie turned the screen for her to see, that much was obvious in her reaction. Excited, I asked, ‘Does she know him?’ 
 
    Her translated answer came back. ‘No.’ But as I let my shoulders slump in disappointment, he added, ‘But she has seen him before.’ The woman was still talking, Hideki translating as swiftly as he could though she wasn’t pausing to let him speak very often. The story we got was that she worked as a croupier sometimes when she needed an extra shift. The tips at the gambling tables were nowhere near as good so she preferred to give lap dances. Fat American men who had been drinking were her favourite, but thankfully she didn’t expand on what she did to gain their tips. She recognised the name more than the face, however she said he used to be a regular loser at the club, always betting hard on the wrong hands; the long-odds hands, and always getting further and further into debt. Some months ago, she couldn’t remember precisely when, he vanished but there was a furore at the time which is why she remembered the name.  
 
    There was basically a man hunt for him. He stole something. She didn’t know what; the girls working for the Zanooza soon learned not to ask questions. She did say that it had to be valuable though or they wouldn’t have bothered with it. People that get into trouble with the Zanooza just vanish, which is what happened to Riku, but it was different with him because there was so much talk and rumour. She ended by telling us to stop looking for him because we wouldn’t find him. The Zanooza would have found him and killed him at the time, retrieving whatever he took. No one ever got away from the Zanooza. 
 
    Except Riku did. He managed to get a job on the Aurelia and escaped to sea. Why hadn’t he got off somewhere though? The ship had been around the world. Why stay on until it came back to Tokyo? He clearly believed the Zanooza were waiting for him, that was why he jumped. I learned something useful though: he stole from Mr Tanaka. The lion’s head was something valuable and he still wanted it back.  
 
    I tapped Hideki on the arm. ‘Ask her about the lions head.’ She didn’t know what that was, but she was telling Hideki something, speaking in animated terms before dodging around him to leave the room. ‘What was that? Is she going to fetch something that will help us?’ 
 
    Hideki looked a little embarrassed when he said, ‘She needed to pee.’ 
 
    Abruptly the bouncer appeared in the doorway, his eyes instantly bugging out at me. 
 
    ‘He wants to know why you are not ready to dance,’ Hideki translated needlessly, the man’s expression told me what he said.  
 
    ‘We’ve changed our minds,’ I said firmly. ‘We are leaving now.’ 
 
    And just like I had with him, the man didn’t need Hideki to translate. He stared at me for a moment, mirth tugging at the corner of his mouth and then he insisted – by taking out a gun. Barbie squeaked and backed away, but the gun was pointed at me; the bouncer’s instructions easy to follow – take your clothes off, or else.  
 
    Cursing myself for getting into the situation, I unbuttoned my top, handing it to Barbie so she could hang it up, then popped the snap at the top of my skirt and stepped out of that as well. Now I was wearing nothing but bra and knickers, but looking down, I remembered that I had gone with the comfy ones that covered my bum – I had on granny pants. They were the fleshy colour people now call nude and my bra was white. There was a mirror just to my left but I steadfastly refused to look in that direction because I didn’t want to see the roll of persistent fat sitting on top of my knickers or where the bra straps cut into the doughy extra flesh I have under my arms. Standing next to Barbie was part of the problem.  Why couldn’t I be in a line up with other women in their fifties? I might compare more favourably then, especially since I had lost two dress sizes recently. But no, I had to be two feet away from the world’s most perfect woman, her taut midriff and rounded bottom the envy of supermodels. There wasn’t an ounce of excess fat on her anywhere and she looked strong; her arms and legs long and perfectly formed with toned muscle sitting beneath the surface so it showed as she moved around.  
 
    Dammit it all; I was going on stage at a strip club to dance in front of men, one of whom was my husband, two of whom were male friends and the last of whom was my butler. Would I ever live this down?  
 
    My hesitation resulted in another burst of demands from the bouncer, his voice raised as he became impatient. I had no option, so as Barbie and I trudged out of the changing room toward the curtain that led onto the stage, I told myself I was really living life now, experiencing new things and making memories. I even chuckled as I pushed through the curtain ahead of Barbie, forcing myself to feel brave as I gritted my teeth against the looks I was about to get. I just hoped no one laughed at the old lady on the stage.  
 
    No one laughed though. No one laughed because no one was there. I saw the empty seats as soon as I got through the curtain and pretty much skidded to a halt. Barbie bumped into me as she came through the curtain. 
 
    Music still played but the seats were all empty. Except one. Where Charlie and the others had been sitting, was the women in the sparkly dress from Mr Tanaka’s headquarters. She was staring at me with barely contained contempt, but she didn’t get up and didn’t appear to be armed.  
 
    ‘Mr Tanaka wishes for you to return the lion’s head now. Your friends will be his guests until you do so.’ Her voice rang out through the room, loud enough for us to hear it above the noise of the music. 
 
    I raised my own voice so she would hear my reply. ‘I still don’t know what the lion’s head is.’ 
 
    ‘Then I suggest you work it out if you wish to see your friends again. They will not be harmed, and you will all be free to go once you have returned what is his.’ I doubted that very much.  
 
    ‘Our ship leaves at eight o’clock tonight. I haven’t enough time to work all this out,’ I protested. 
 
    ‘That is not Mr Tanaka’s problem. Maybe you should ask Mr Takahashi what he has done with it. You clearly know enough about it to be involved. You claim to know nothing about it but here you are at club 2124 where the lion’s head originated.’ The woman was relaxed and the inflection in her words nothing but calm – there was no emotion attached to them, only the certainty that I would do as commanded or suffer the consequences. She didn’t know about Riku Takahshi’s suicide though. 
 
    ‘Riku Takahashi is dead,’ I told her. ‘He jumped from the ship rather than return here to face the Zanooza. I don’t have the lion’s head and I have no way of working out what it is.’ 
 
    The woman turned her face away from me for the first time, looking down slightly as she ran the new information through her head. When she looked back up, she said, ‘That is unfortunate, but it changes nothing. I suggest you get dressed and act swiftly if you want to make it to your ship before it sails.’ 
 
    Hideki appeared around the side of the stage, coming back through the door we originally used to access the behind stage area. The woman was talking into a phone and pausing to listen, to instructions I guessed, but Hideki translated quickly. ‘She passed on the information about Riku Takahashi. They are calling off the search at the ship.’ 
 
    She put the phone down and levelled her gaze at me once more. ‘The lion’s head. Find it and bring it to Mr Tanaka.’ 
 
    ‘But I…’ I didn’t get to finish my protest though because she pulled out a gun from beneath the table and shot a hole in the stage by my feet.  
 
    Barbie and I both screamed and ran.  
 
    There was no second bullet to follow the first, but in panic we darted back through the curtain to escape and ran into the girl that knew Riku. I say ran into her, but we bowled her over. Barbie managed to stop, but the bullet had spurred me to move fast so I slammed into her and the pair of us pitched over to land on the Japanese stripper, the three of us sprawling on the cold concrete floor in a pile of near naked bodies.  
 
    Somewhere in the tangle, Barbie’s bra came undone so when Hideki came across the empty stage to find us, he arrived in time to see Barbie juggling her boobs back into it. He looked suitably embarrassed though Barbie spared his blushes and turned around until she was covered again.  
 
    ‘We should get dressed and get out of here,’ I pointed out, desperately trying to work out what our next move could be.  
 
    ‘Where are we going, Patty?’ asked Barbie, sounding despondent. ‘If you don’t know what it is that they want, how do we find it?’ 
 
    Acknowledging the question but offering no answer to it, I pushed the changing room door open and went inside, scooping my clothes off the rail so I could cover my bare flesh finally. As I stuffed my shirt tails into my skirt, my phone started ringing.  
 
    It was the captain’s name displayed on my screen. I snatched it up. ‘Alistair?’ 
 
    ‘Patricia, where are you? Are you okay?’ He sounded concerned. 
 
    Telling him about my predicament was tempting. Right now I really wanted someone to rescue me, but involving the captain or members of the ship’s security would only endanger them and what could they actually do? They had no jurisdiction once they were off the ship and Mr Tanaka might consider it a threat if I turned up somewhere with them. I didn’t like it, but I had Barbie and Hideki and that was all the help I was going to get. ‘Why do you ask?’ I figured answering with a question of my own would distract him. 
 
    ‘There have been men here asking for you by name. They looked like criminals so we called the police and a stand-off occurred because the police wouldn’t leave, the men wouldn’t leave and no one was committing a crime or trespassing so the police couldn’t do anything. Then I heard a report that you had gone missing from the trip to Mount Fuji. A search party couldn’t find you or your husband or Special Rating Clarke and then one of the coaches turned up in a shady part of Tokyo. Do you know anything about this?’ 
 
    ‘I might,’ I replied tentatively. ‘Alistair, what time does the Aurelia leave tonight?’  
 
    ‘Eight o’clock sharp. Hold on… why are you asking me that? Are you mixed up in something again?’ I could hear his temperature rising. 
 
    Rather than answer, I said, ‘I might not get back in time…’ I searched for the right words. I didn’t know what they were though because I didn’t know what I was supposed to feel. My world was still so upside down. Alistair was clearly interested in me, I couldn’t work out why, but he was. And I was flattered and almost embarrassed by his attention, limited though it was because of his position and work schedule. Other than formal occasions, such as the captain’s table dinners, all we had done was share a bite to eat in my suite and have cocktails together, but I sensed there was more if I wanted it and that was the bit that confused me.  
 
    What did I want? 
 
    The concept of a relationship with a new man was throwing me completely off balance. I hadn’t slept with anyone other than Charlie since I was a teenager, not that I was about to leap on top of the captain, but one thing would inevitably lead to another, so if I could consider kissing him, then I could consider what might come next. It was too confusing though, especially with Charlie here and now Charlie was in trouble and I had to save him along with my friends and… 
 
    I gave up. It was making my head hurt just to think about it. ‘I might not be back in time,’ I repeated. ‘Will it be possible to catch up at the next port?’ 
 
    ‘Patricia, what on earth do you mean? Please tell me what is going on so I can help.’ The concern in his voice made my voice catch in my throat.  
 
    ‘Just hold on as long as you can. If I can make it back before you sail, I will.’ Then, before he could speak again, I said, ‘Take care,’ and hung up.  
 
    Barbie was dressed and looking at me expectantly. Hideki was next to her, the same ready expression on his face. Once again, it was down to me to take charge. The girl that knew Riku was still in the changing room. She didn’t know the club had been emptied because she was putting on a saucy nurse outfit that consisted of roughly the same amount of material one found in a tissue.  
 
    ‘Hideki, she said she didn’t know what the lion’s head is. Ask her who might know, please.’ While he did that, I checked my watch. It was just after three o’clock. Leaving us less than five hours to work out what we were looking for, find it and get back to Mr Tanaka.  
 
    Hideki was listening to her answer, nodding and making mental notes. ‘She says her friend, Emiko, might know. She dates one of the Zanooza thugs and, if her memory serves her correctly, he was one of the men charged with tracking Riku down when he went missing.’  
 
    ‘Can she take us to her? I can pay.’ I was desperate and ready to clutch at any lead.  
 
    Hideki exchanged a few words and said, ‘How much?’ 
 
    ‘Whatever she wants,’ I replied as I started toward the door. ‘Tell her we are going now though and we have to hurry.’ I had no idea where we were going and no idea if Mr Tanaka would even honour his promise to let us go, but I had to try. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Lion’s Head 
 
    Thankfully, Emiko, another stripper at the club, didn’t live very far away. In fact, it turned out to be walking distance and for five minutes, we were outside enjoying the Tokyo sunshine as we followed Kaiya. We learned her name on route and more besides as she chatted animatedly, telling Hideki about her plans to study accountancy and give up the dancing before she got too old for it. I guess it was good that she had a plan, but I wasn’t sure that lap dancing on men was the right way to pay for one’s studies.  
 
    My deep concern that Emiko wouldn’t be home, was relieved when she answered the door, Kaiya waving and hugging as she explained why she was on her doorstep with two Caucasian women. Inside, I got straight down to business.  
 
    ‘Ask her about the lion’s head.’ I delivered the request as if it was an order and Hideki was my employee to boss around. The ticking clock was affecting my manners but Hideki didn’t react.  
 
    Emiko didn’t answer my question right away though, she indicated for us to take a seat on a pair of sofas. There were five of us and only room for four bums so Hideki plonked himself next to Barbie on the arm of the couch as the two girls sat opposite us.  
 
    I had to bite my lip to stop myself from yelling for her to help me. She started talking before I got too excited, but it didn’t sound like she was answering my question. When she paused to let Hideki translate, he said, ‘Emiko asked how much you know about the movement of money in the Tokyo underworld.’ 
 
    My eyebrows danced around a bit on my head as I tried to decide which expression I needed. Confusion won. ‘What does that have to do with anything? Please tell her this is urgent. I need to know what the lion’s head is and how I find it. I don’t have much time.’ 
 
    Infuriatingly, Emiko smiled, understanding my tone if not my words and she started talking again. She talked for several minutes, Hideki asking her qualifying questions but making me wait for the translation. When I was just about to explode with frustration, she stopped and offered me another sweet smile.  She had a bow in her hair and a round face that made her look like a humanised version of Hello Kitty. It was hard to imagine her taking her clothes off and shaking her goods for a living, but maybe her innocent features were the draw.  
 
    Hideki slumped back into the couch, a look on his face that told me that he, at least, finally understood what was going on. If he didn’t start explaining it to me soon, I was going to grab his scrotum and make it touch the floor. 
 
    ‘Emiko says she doesn’t know all the details and apologises if she has any of the story wrong.’ I unclenched my fist as he started talking. ‘She knows most of this because her boyfriend likes to tell her what he has been up to, so the account is third hand at best.’ 
 
    ‘Just get on with it, please,’ I begged.  
 
    ‘Okay,’ he replied lifting his hands in defence. ‘Riku lost a lot of money at the tables. He gambled away everything he had and plenty that he didn’t have. He lost his wife in the process and borrowed more money from the Zanooza to gamble on long odds as he tried to win his money back. He lost even more though and the Zanooza pretty much owned him. He was taken to see Mr Tanaka but where others might have just been executed, Mr Tanaka gave him a task to perform. The story is that if he survived the task his debt would be wiped out.’ 
 
    ‘What was the task?’ asked Barbie. The room was deathly silent, Barbie and I enraptured to finally find out some details. 
 
    Hideki held up a finger. ‘I’m getting to it. To stop Riku from running away, they took a hostage to ensure he came back.’ 
 
    ‘Anna,’ I breathed. 
 
    ‘Emiko doesn’t know the name of the hostage, but this is the same tactic he used on you; taking that which is precious to the person involved. Assuming he took Anna, she is most likely still being held captive though I am unsure what he will do with her now that he knows Riku is dead.’ 
 
    ‘Wait a minute though,’ said Barbie. ‘He didn’t complete the task. He got on the Aurelia instead.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ agreed Hideki. ‘His task was to take the lion’s head to a rival gang, the Yakasi, where he would exchange it for something they have. Emiko doesn’t know what that something is, but it must be something precious to Mr Tanaka or something of extreme value. When Riku ran away, it took them weeks to track him down, but once they knew he had escaped to sea, they sent Zanooza to each port on the Aurelia’s path to recapture him. Emiko knows about this because her boyfriend went away several times. Each time though, Riku would come to the edge of the ship, look out through the exit and go back inside when he saw them waiting. They spotted him more than once and learned to hide out of sight, but he continued to frustrate them by staying on board, probably paranoid they were waiting for him. Which they were. Returning to Tokyo seven months later, the Zanooza were planning to board the ship in numbers and find him. I guess he anticipated that and that’s why he jumped.’ 
 
    I let the story filter through my brain. Most of it made sense now, though I had to worry for Anna, a poor woman that had been held captive for seven months now. Was she his girlfriend? She couldn’t be a sister or another relative because Mrs Takahashi didn’t know the name. There was a big piece of information still missing though. ‘I still don’t know what the lion’s head is. Is that what he was sent to get?’ 
 
    Hideki nodded that I had asked the right question. ‘That is why Emiko asked what you knew about underworld finances. The gangs have some legitimate businesses that pay taxes and employ staff, but most of what they do to make money is entirely criminal. They generate huge amounts of money, mostly in the form of cash which they cannot put into a bank account or use to invest in the stock market for example. To move this money about, to account for it and pay for other criminal activities, they use a coupon system.’ 
 
    ‘Coupons?’ I repeated incredulously.  
 
    ‘Think about it. You can’t carry the cash because there is so much of it and you are a criminal so you can’t account for where the money originated from if you put it into a bank account. Not only that, you don’t want to pay any taxes so you never declare any of it. A coupon system allows you to carry slips of paper of varying value that are accepted as cash within the criminal underworld and within the businesses that the criminal underworld control. Collecting protection money from a grocery store can be done using a coupon and the Zanooza can probably do their shopping using the same coupons.’ 
 
    He was giving me an education in underworld finances but none of it meant anything. Seeing my expression, he jumped forward to the next bit. ‘So, each coupon looks different to represent a different value.’ 
 
    ‘Like the different presidents on the back of dollar bills,’ chipped in Barbie.  
 
    ‘Exactly right,’ replied Hideki. ‘The lion’s head is the most valuable.’ 
 
    ‘How much is it worth?’ I asked. 
 
    He took a moment to clarify the answer with Emiko before answering. ‘Roughly one hundred million Yen… so that’s about a million US dollars.’ 
 
    ‘A million dollars. On a coupon,’ I murmured. ‘Does Emiko know what it was being exchanged for? No wait,’ I interrupted quickly as another question came to me. ‘Why couldn’t Mr Tanaka just get another coupon? If he has so much money, surely he could just get another.’ 
 
    Hideki nodded again. ‘I asked the same question. The lion’s head coupons are marked and issued in pairs. To retrieve the item from the Yakasi, only the correct coupon will do.’ 
 
    Numbered. Startled by a glimpse of an idea, I grabbed my handbag and started rummaging for my purse. It couldn’t be. It just couldn’t, but as my fingers closed on the note Riku Takahashi pushed into my hand at the railings, I knew I was right. I had been carrying the lion’s head around for the last two days and I had no idea.  
 
    With my face flushed in a mixture of embarrassment, relief and overwhelming euphoria, I held the coupon aloft. As I did so, I saw that the squiggle of lines on the back, which I had seen and ignored, was indeed a line drawing of a lion’s head. I had been looking at it upside down.  
 
    I had the damned lion’s head. Now I could give it to Mr Tanaka and I could get my friends and go home. Or could I? The niggling doubt that the word of a criminal gang’s boss wasn’t worth a damn resurfaced again.  
 
    Could I negotiate?  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 A Fresh Challenge 
 
    ‘You should go back to the ship, Barbie. There’s no need for you to endanger yourself any further.’ I said the words but I knew she wouldn’t listen. I didn’t want her to come with me but couldn’t see any way to put her off if she was determined to come. It wasn’t like I could outrun her. 
 
    She looked horrified at the suggestion. ‘No way, Patty. They have Jermaine, and even if they didn’t, there’s no way I would let you go by yourself.’ She took my hand. ‘We’ve got lots of time. We can get the guys back and get back to the ship and in a few hours, we can be drinking cocktails and put all this behind us.’ 
 
    It sounded like a wonderful scenario and I wanted to hit a fast forward button to get to that point. A ball of dread had formed in my stomach; we had to go back to the Zanooza stronghold to face Mr Tanaka. We had no choice but I couldn’t believe he would just let us go. We had overpowered some of his goons only a few hours ago, set off smoke alarms in his building and injured people. The woman in the sparkly dress certainly looked like she wanted to get her own back.  
 
    ‘Do they have a number for Mr Tanaka?’ I asked Hideki. But I got the untranslated answer when they both burst out laughing. Blowing out a resigned breath I asked him, ‘Can you drop us off near the building with the dragon door?’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ he nodded. 
 
    Still holding Barbie’s hand, I started toward the door. With Hideki trailing after us, I said, ‘I need to pay you for today, Hideki. You saved our lives for a start but your taxi now has bullet holes in it and you haven’t taken any fares today because you have been ferrying us around.’ 
 
    ‘It’s nothing,’ he started to say, but I cut him off. 
 
    ‘No, it’s definitely something.’ I wanted to give him money now because I wasn’t sure there would be a chance to do so later.   
 
    No one said anything on the walk back to club 2124 where Hideki’s cab was still waiting where he parked it. And no one said anything as we drove back across Tokyo to find the Zanooza headquarters. But as I reached for the door handle, Barbie squeezed my hand. ‘Are we going to be alright, Patty?’ she asked, a frightened tear in the corner of her right eye.  
 
    ‘You should stay here with Hideki, Barbie. You know how distracting men find you. I bet I’ll be back out with all the guys in just a couple of minutes.’ As I watched her face, she swallowed hard, then let go of my hand to grab her own door handle. We were going in together.  
 
    Ahead of us were two Zanooza thugs. I couldn’t see any weapons on them, but I didn’t think they would need them to kill Barbie and me if they decided to. They were standing in front of the door with the dragon motif but they stepped aside and pushed it open as we got to them, not that we got a smile or any sign of friendly encouragement, but we were expected it seemed and I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or very, very bad.  
 
    Inside the door was a man with a machine gun hanging around his neck, just like there had been earlier. Hidden from sight, I guess he was there to respond because the guys outside couldn’t overtly carry weapons in public. He spoke into a radio while holding a hand up to stop us from going any further. My knees felt weak. We were inside the fortress of a criminal overlord and about to beg for the lives of our friends. My palm was sweaty against Barbie’s but neither of us was letting the other go.  
 
    Time stretched out as we waited, the guard’s arm up to keep us in place until a door opened further down the corridor and the greasy little man in the cheap suit appeared. He had a wicked smile for us but the first thing I noticed was the bandage around the pinky finger of his left hand. I had read about this, or perhaps seen it in a movie: he had cut off his digit in penance for his failings.  
 
    Mr Tanaka would have his lieutenants cut bits off their own bodies, but I was supposed to believe that he would let us go? My feet started pulling me back toward the door, but as soon as I turned my head to look that way, the guard moved to block it, lifting the muzzle of his gun to emphasise his intent.  
 
    We were going to see Mr Tanaka whether we liked it or not. Neither Barbie nor I spoke as we followed the greasy man along the corridor to the door with the intricate dragon carving. Passing through it, I glanced back to see the bullet holes in it from earlier. The carving on the inside was destroyed and I wondered if someone had been forced to cut off something to make up for it. 
 
    The layout of the room was much the same as earlier, but where we had been led into the room under guard last time, this time there were only two guards and they were both positioned behind Mr Tanaka. The woman in the sparkly dress was present again, looking none the worse for her fight with Jermaine and the fire extinguisher to the head. Her pleasant demeanour hadn’t returned though.  
 
    ‘Do you have the lion’s head?’ she demanded as the greasy man led us to Mr Tanaka and stopped us six feet in front of him. Mr Tanaka was lazing in his throne once more, his chest and gut exposed again but he was listening keenly for our answer. 
 
    In response to her question, I put my hand in my handbag, a move which drew four weapons from different holsters as the two guards, sparkly dress and Mr Tanaka all whipped out their guns and pointed them at me. Barbie squealed in surprise and I swear a little bit of pee came out as I tried to stop myself from fainting in fright. 
 
    No one pulled their trigger though and I slowly eased my hand out to show them what I had: the coupon trapped between forefinger and thumb of my right hand. Sparkly dress issued an order without taking her eyes from me and the guard to her left crossed the room to pluck the ticket from my unresisting hand.   
 
    Mr Tanaka uncrossed his legs and sat forward, impatient to get his hands on the scrap of paper. He all but snatched it from the hands of his henchman. This was going well so far, by which I mean I hadn’t fainted, and no one had killed us yet. Mr Tanaka inspected the coupon, turning it over and over for ten seconds or more but then a smile spread across his face and he started laughing.  
 
    He laughed hard and then he whooped and then laughed some more. Sparkly dress joined in and even the guards were chuckling because something was very funny, or perhaps because their boss might take offense and kill them if they didn’t. It was infectious, so despite the terror of our situation, I too found I was beginning to smile. He seemed so happy; it was hard to not feel happy with him. 
 
    Then he spoke, a burst of clipped sentences that ended with an appreciative nod of his head in my direction. Sparkly dress translated. ‘Mr Tanaka commends you for your efforts and thanks you for returning the lion’s head. He says he feels it is unfortunate that you required such extreme methods of motivation to do what you should have done at the start. However, he is willing to overlook the damage you wrought today and will hold up his end of the bargain once your task is complete.’ When she finished speaking, Mr Tanaka held out the coupon toward me.  
 
    Once my task is complete. 
 
    When I failed to move, he waved his hand insistently. He was trying to give me back the million-dollar coupon.  
 
    ‘What’s going on, Patty?’ asked Barbie though she knew I had no idea either. 
 
    I still hadn’t moved, and Mr Tanaka’s smile was gone. He was getting impatient and becoming animated, his raised voice shouting something at me.  
 
    ‘It is not wise to make Mr Tanaka wait,’ advised sparkly dress.  
 
    With my eyes bugging out of my head, I hesitantly stepped forward, Barbie coming with me rather than let go of my hand. ‘I don’t understand,’ I stammered. ‘I thought he wanted the lion’s head back.’ 
 
    Sparkly dress quickly translated to Mr Tanaka, who looked at me incredulously, like he was looking at an idiot. When she translated his next words, my blood froze in my veins. ‘No. Mr Tanaka wants what the lion’s head represents. Riku Takahashi was supposed to exchange the lion’s head for a package currently in the possession of the Yakasi. Since you have taken possession of the lion’s head from Mr Takahashi, it is now your task to retrieve the package.’ 
 
    ‘What? No, I…’ 
 
    ‘Bring the package back to Mr Tanaka and your debt will be deemed to be repaid and you and your friends will all be freed.’ She wasn’t giving me a choice in the matter. I had thought the task was over and had harboured the hope that we would be allowed to go. Now a fresh level of hell was being heaped upon us.  
 
    ‘Why can’t Mr Tanaka send someone else? Why can’t some of his men go to retrieve the package?’ 
 
    ‘Zanooza and Yakasi divided Tokyo into two parts many years ago. One does not cross into the others’ territory for any reason. This is your task. Complete it and you are free to go. Do not attempt to return to your ship though, we have men waiting there who will shoot you on sight. When you have the package bring it directly back to Mr Tanaka.’ 
 
    Oh, my life. There was no way out of this. I had the stupid lion’s head thing back in my hand like it was something sticky I just couldn’t put down. ‘What if the Yakasi kill me or decide not to let me go again once they have me?’ She asked Mr Tanaka the question. He shrugged like it wasn’t his problem. ‘What about my friends? Will you let them go if the Yakasi do something to me?’  
 
    Sparkly dress didn’t wait for Mr Tanaka’s opinion this time, she answered the question herself. ‘Mr Tanaka is a man of honour. Your friends will not be harmed and will remain as his guests until they are deemed to have paid their debt for today’s… excitement,’ she finished, choosing the last word carefully. Rich and Akamu had undoubtedly caused damage with their little fire stunt, Jermaine had taken out half a dozen of his henchmen and Charlie was just collateral damage caught up in it all just by being with me.  
 
    They were waiting for me to leave. The greasy man had already gone to the door with the wood carving and was holding it open for us to leave. I stared at the stupid coupon in my hand for a second, asking myself what they would do if I tore it into shreds and refused to comply. The answer was probably employ some ancient Japanese torture method that resulted in a painful death after many hours or days of torment so I chose to bite my lip and leave as I was expected to. However, as I started walking, I realised just how angry I felt. I was getting really fed up with being scared and even more so with being on the back foot and having to do what I was told.  
 
    With my blood beginning to boil, the greasy man leered at me and opened his mouth to say something as I went through the door. He didn’t get to say anything though because I slapped him. I couldn’t tell you why I did, it was an automatic reaction caused by frustration but something about his smug smile really got to me. Barbie gasped as the little man reeled backwards when my hard back-hand struck his face, but the non-thinking portion of me had sparked to life and my rising ire stopped me dead in my tracks even as Barbie was trying to tug me away.  
 
    As he sprang back upright, I knew he was going to bluster and threaten me. So, I stood my ground and faced him down. It helped that I was taller than him and heavier, but along the corridor, the guard with the machine gun burst out laughing and the greasy man threw himself at me in anger. I didn’t move though which I think confused him because he was suddenly nose to nose with me and had nothing to say. 
 
    I held his gaze for another second, then turned and walked briskly toward the door. I was going to get my friends back and I wasn’t sure I was going to play by the rules.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Going it Alone 
 
    ‘Patty, what were you thinking?’ Barbie asked. ‘You are so scary when you get angry.’ We were outside in the alleyway again, heading back to where we left Hideki. The same two thugs were positioned outside the door, both smoking cigarettes so we had to hold our breath as we walked through the fog of foul-smelling smoke.  
 
    I didn’t answer her question though. I had too many ideas spinning around in my head to spare on anything else and I operated on autopilot until Barbie snapped me back to reality by squeezing my hand hard enough for the pain to register.  
 
    I stared at her. ‘Are you okay, Patty?’ 
 
    ‘Sure, yeah. I was… thinking.’ 
 
    ‘You sure were. I had to ask that question four times and then crush your hand to get your attention.’ 
 
    We reached the corner and what felt like relative safety, but Hideki and his cab were nowhere in sight. I paused to scan around for him, instantly seeing a car pull out of a line of parked cars on the other side of the street about two hundred yards up from where we stood. It was his car and as he drew closer, I could see that it was him at the wheel. My niggling concern that the Zanooza might be scanning for the taxi that ran them off the road earlier was unwarranted it seemed.  
 
    I was getting a feel for these hoodlums and I had a plan for them. Oh, boy, did I have a plan. I couldn’t see all the moving parts yet, but it was daring and stupidly dangerous. Maybe it was even unnecessary, but when Hideki screeched to a halt at the kerb, I yanked the back door open and slid onto the back seat with a fresh determination that had been absent ever since Charlie showed up. 
 
    ‘Everything okay, ladies?’ he asked tentatively because there should have been four men with us.  
 
    My brain still whirling, I asked a question instead of answering his. Time seemed too critical to waste. ‘Do you know where the Yakasi territory begins?’  
 
    ‘The Yakasi? Why do you want to know that?’  
 
    ‘I’m going to pay them a little visit. I have an errand to run.’  
 
    His eyes were as wide as they could go when he glanced at me in his rear-view mirror. I left Barbie to explain what happened with Mr Tanaka though. I was still creating a plan in my head.  The first thing I had to do was make a phone call, but I didn’t want to do it with Barbie and Hideki listening. I had endangered my blonde friend long enough, so it was time to ditch her. 
 
    ‘Anyone hungry?’ I asked. It was closer to dinner time than it was lunch, a meal that had simply never happened and my stomach cared not for my opinion about more pressing priorities; it was empty and demanded sustenance.  
 
    Barbie nodded glumly. ‘I didn’t want to bring it up. It seems selfish to eat when I don’t know if the others are being fed or what condition they are being kept in.’  
 
    I, too, had the same thought; was Jermaine fretting because high tea at four o’clock would not happen? Were they in a cell, half naked and injured from rough handling when they were captured? Had they resisted and taken a beating? All these questions were stacking up in my head and threatening to overwhelm me. The uncertainty that they were even alive was driving me to make plans in my head as much as anything else.  
 
    ‘We need to eat,’ I pointed out. ‘You always tell me that our brains don’t work the same when we are hungry.’ I leaned forward to peer through the gap at Hideki in the driver’s seat. ‘We just need something quick. Can you find us a snack bar or something?’ 
 
    ‘Sure,’ he replied with a shrug. ‘But I don’t think visiting the Yakasi is a good idea. There has to be another way.’ 
 
    I couldn’t argue. ‘Maybe there is. We just don’t have time for it. Can you put the destination in the satnav? I want to see how long it will take to get there.’ 
 
    Hideki was splitting his time between driving and looking for a suitable fast food place to stop. Now he added fiddling with the satnav to the list. ‘The split is somewhere around Yokohama Highway, running northeast to southwest across the city. Once we cross that, most of the bars and clubs belong to the Yakasi. I don’t know where their headquarters is, why would I? But if a person wanted to find them, all they would need to do is drive to a bar and ask nicely.’ He was being flippant, but it was exactly what I intended to do. 
 
    The destination popped up on the screen showing that it was twenty minutes away if the satellite calculation was to be believed. I wasn’t sure how much I trusted satnav and had never driven a car with one in it so I couldn’t use it if I tried. That this one was in Japanese didn’t help. 
 
    ‘Here’s a place,’ called Hideki from the front of the car as he pointed to a fast food place on the left. ‘Will that do?’ I looked where he pointed to spot familiar golden arches looming between buildings. ‘You want me to hit the drive through?’ 
 
    ‘No, let’s stop and go in. You get better service inside and can check your order is right.’ I said. ‘Hey, Barbie, when did you last eat in one of these?’ 
 
    She tilted her head to one side slightly as she tried to work it out. ‘Like, fourth grade, maybe. It’s been a while. I’ll be putting in extra work in the gym tomorrow that’s for sure.’ It was good that she could focus on how to rid herself of the unnecessary calories. It meant she wasn’t thinking about Jermaine and the gangsters for a few seconds.  
 
    Hideki slid into a parking spot and I had to be clever to enact the next part of my plan without arousing their suspicions. ‘Can I wait in the car?’ I asked, just as he killed the engine. 
 
    ‘Ah, sure,’ Hideki replied. ‘I better leave the engine running for the air-conditioning. It will get hot in here really quick if I don’t.’ 
 
    Barbie touched my arm. ‘You want us to grab you some food, Patty?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, please. Anything will do. And a coke,’ I added quickly. Then I settled into the chair, making it look like exhaustion had caught up to me. They both bought it, leaving me in the car as they crossed the lot and went inside.  
 
    Quick as a flash, I got out and got back in only this time I was in the driving seat. Physically and metaphorically that is. It took seconds to familiarise myself with the controls and get the taxi into reverse; the steering wheels in Japan are on the same side as they are in England thankfully. I probably should have felt terrified that I was leaving them and heading off all by myself, but mostly I felt relief; they were abandoned, yes, but they were also out of danger.  
 
    Easing gingerly into traffic on unfamiliar roads and watching the satnav while hoping I wouldn’t get lost, I put my phone on speaker and made a call. This was the part of the plan that terrified me most: I had no way of knowing in advance if the call would even be answered, but without the person at the other end, I couldn’t hope to pull this off.  
 
    A red light stopped me, the driver in the car next to me giving me an odd look, not expecting to see a middle-aged white woman at the wheel of a Tokyo taxi. Then the phone stopped ringing as someone answered it, a gruff male voice starting to speak in Japanese.  
 
    Show time, Patricia. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Yakasi 
 
    ‘Hello, my name’s Patricia Fisher and I would like you to take me to the headquarters of the Yakasi mob boss.’ I delivered the line, practiced many times in my head, with an ironic smile and a vague hope that the two men I was looking at were in fact part of the Yakasi gang. They both looked like they might have joined the gang after passing some kind of initiation test where they had to eat a kitten or insult a nun or something. Their heads were shaved and much like the Zanooza thugs, their heads tiered directly into their shoulders as if necks were just so last year.  
 
    One man looked at the other, neither understanding English and I thought they were about to move me on, so I showed them the lion’s head. It got their attention.  
 
    The satnav had led me through Tokyo, talking to me in Japanese which had been no help at all. However by continually glancing at the little screen and backtracking a couple of times to correct wrong turns, I arrived where Hideki had intended to go. The area was nicer than the Zanooza territory, which is to say that it was cleaner and there were fewer derelict buildings. It was still littered with bars that should have a warning above the door saying danger of death upon entry, and there were seedy strip bars and betting shops among the businesses I could see.  
 
    Battling my nerves yet again, I had forced myself to stop the taxi in front of a bar with two hoodlums standing guard outside and waved them over. Now one watched me while the other fetched someone from inside. Moments later, a silver haired lady with thick glasses hobbled out of the bar using a walking stick for support. She might have been the owner, a patron, or the thugs’ mother, but she spoke English. 
 
    ‘This no tourist area. You go now.’ Her English wasn’t great, but it was a lot better than my Japanese. 
 
    ‘I have to exchange this for something the Yakasi boss is holding,’ I said as I showed her the lion’s head. Inside her thick glasses, her eyes flared in surprise at the coupon in my hand but in response, she slapped the nearest thug on the arm and babbled something I could not understand.  
 
    He went inside and came back out a few moments later, delivered an answer to the old lady and resumed his position by the door. Something was happening. I didn’t know what, and it occurred to me that I couldn’t be certain I had actually found the Yakasi. I decided to ask the nice old lady. 
 
    ‘Excuse me. This is Yakasi territory, yes?’  
 
    She eyed me like a fish on a hook. ‘You stupid tourist. You get more than you bargained for,’ she replied cackling as she walked away. Over her shoulder she said, ‘You wait for car.’ 
 
    I wasn’t sure I heard her correctly or what I was supposed to do, but two minutes later, when I was beginning to question if I should ask again, a large black limousine eased to a halt in the street next to Hideki’s taxi. Three large men in black suits, each holding a machine gun bailed out. Two levelled them at the car in a casual manner, which is to say they were not pointed directly at my head, rather they were in my general direction, but the action did the trick of almost making me wet my pants, nevertheless. 
 
    The third man opened the driver’s door for me to get out. ‘You will accompany us.’ There were no other words of greeting or salutation and he didn’t seem inclined to check me for a weapon. Silently cursing myself for being so brave earlier when I now felt utterly terrified again because I was here and alone and wondering if this was a huge mistake, I clambered from the car and closed it behind me.  
 
    Well-dressed thug number three hadn’t offered his hand like a gentleman for me to get out of the car, but as soon as I was standing, he grabbed my forearm in a vicelike grip and yanked it so I stumbled after him. 
 
    ‘Hey! I came to you, there’s no need to be rough.’  
 
    He heard me speak but paid me no attention, forcing me toward the open back door of the black limousine as his colleagues went back around to the other side. Thinking I should be thankful they didn’t shove me in the boot, I found myself sandwiched between two of them on the back seat as the car pulled away.  
 
    Conversationally, I asked, ‘Is it far?’ My nervous mouth needing something to do. I got no reply, but as it turned out, it wasn’t far to go; just around the corner in fact which explained how they got to me so quickly. 
 
    Where Mr Tanaka and the Zanooza had a mostly hidden door in the back of a building that largely looked abandoned, the Yakasi has a glass-fronted office block with the name of the gang emblazoned on the front in huge silver letters. I wanted to change my mind and run away, but the well-dressed thug with the machine gun had hold of my forearm again, dragging me across the building’s lobby as his colleagues walked ahead of him to summon an elevator.  
 
    No one said anything, not even to each other, so though I wanted to babble and ask questions, I kept silent knowing they wouldn’t answer me anyway. The elevator ascended for more than a minute, lights on the panel showing our progress all the way to the top floor where the doors finally opened.  
 
    By now, the ball of worry in my stomach was threatening revolt and I thought I might vomit if I had any food inside me. As the door opened though, the thugs ushered me out but waiting for me was a pleasant looking woman in her early twenties. She wore a pin-striped cream business suit with powder blue Louboutin heels on her feet.  
 
    ‘Good afternoon. My name is Arida Sakamoso. I am Mr Tanaka’s personal assistant.’ She held out her hand to shake mine as the elevator doors swished shut behind me.  
 
    Confused by the change in attitude, I shook her hand. ‘I’m Patricia Fisher. Did you say Mr Tanaka?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Mr Tanaka is the head of the Yakasi organisation. I believe you have something for him.’ The woman hadn’t moved and was clearly waiting for me to show her what I had so I fished in my handbag once more to produce the odd little coupon. ‘Ah, yes,’ she said, taking it from me to inspect it. ‘Mr Tanaka will be disappointed.’  
 
    Disappointed? Oh, God. Was I in more trouble than I realised? ‘Why? I asked. ‘What does this mean?’ 
 
    The young woman smiled at me as if something was funny and began walking toward the only door visible. ‘Am I correct to assume you are just a courier?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Mr Tanaka… a different Mr Tanaka, has my friends and will not return them until I recover whatever it is that your Mr Tanaka is holding.’ 
 
    Again the woman smiled, this time letting out a small laugh which she suppressed with a hand to her mouth. Then, as she opened the door and held it for me, she began to explain. ‘The two Mr Tanaka’s are brothers. They do not like each other very much and haven’t spoken directly in many years.’ The door took us into a corridor, which like the rest of the building, looked more like the national headquarters of a large firm than that of a criminal gang.  ‘They respect each other though and keep to their own territory. It is part of an agreement that goes back more than thirty years. They do, however, like to play tricks on each other. Finding little ways to bend the territory rules in an odd game they devised that only they seem to understand. The lion’s head is part of that.’ 
 
    ‘How so?’ I asked, mystified that all the violence, shooting, kidnap and insanity could be part of an elaborate game. 
 
    We reached another door, which the young woman opened. ‘I think it best if Mr Tanaka explain that himself.’ Then, as she followed me in, she announced me.  
 
    Inside, the room was a large corner office with two walls that were floor to ceiling glass looking out from on high over the Tokyo skyline. Dominating the space was a desk with three computer monitors on it but to one side a table and chairs were arranged to suggest that impromptu meetings might take place when young executives visited with bright ideas. It was a power room and it gave no indication that the people in it were engaged in criminal activities.  
 
    Sitting at the desk, was a man who looked exactly like the Mr Tanaka I met earlier. His assistant said brothers, but she omitted to say they were twins. Despite the facial similarities they couldn’t be less alike though. This Mr Tanaka wore a hand-cut suit of fine material, he was clean-shaven and looked like a model from an Armani clothing advert. Upon seeing me enter with his assistant, he pushed back his chair, stood up and crossed the room to greet me and shake my hand.  
 
    ‘Good afternoon. Thank you for coming. Can I offer you some refreshment? Water? Tea? Something stronger?’ A vision of condensation on the side of an ice-cold gin and tonic flitted across my mind.  
 
    I forced it away. ‘Just water, thank you.’  
 
    He nodded at Miss Sakamoso and as she scurried away to get my drink, he said, ‘I am Ben Tanaka, I believe you have already met my brother.’ 
 
    I nodded wistfully. ‘Yes. I cannot say the experience was anything like this though.’ 
 
    He chuckled. ‘Yes, my brother does prefer to slum it.’ 
 
    ‘Can I ask… this doesn’t look like the headquarters of a criminal organisation, have I misunderstood something?’ 
 
    He laughed. ‘Mrs Fisher, where my brother likes to get his skin tattooed and wear clothing that tells the world he is a gangster, I prefer to present the world with the appearance of a legitimate business man.’ 
 
    ‘But you are still involved in criminal operations? Because… you look like a lawyer.’ I chose my words carefully, not wanting to upset a man I suspected might kill people on a regular basis. 
 
    ‘I have a degree in law from the Kyoto University but I can assure, Mrs Fisher, that all prostitution, gambling, drug trade, weapons trade and many other enterprises north of the Sobu Line are controlled by me. Now, I believe you have something for me. Something you wish to exchange for something I have.’ I produced the lion’s head yet again, handing it over as he held out his hand. ‘Hmmm, I was finally beginning to believe he had given up and accepted defeat.’ It was a cryptic statement that told me nothing. ‘Forgive me, Mrs Fisher. You probably have no idea what this is all about.’ 
 
    Miss Sakamoso brought me an elegant glass filled with water then retreated a few paces to wait for further instruction. Mr Tanaka said, ‘Won’t you please join me.’ Indicating toward the table and chairs. ‘Miss Sakamoso, can you please bring the package?’ 
 
    Bewildered, I followed him and allowed him to pull out a seat for me. ‘I have tried to negotiate a truce with my brother many times in the past. He refuses to entertain the concept and believes that he should run all of Tokyo. His methods are sloppy though; his tactics are overtly violent, and his business acumen and thus profit,’ he said as he indicated about the room as a show of how well he had done, ‘are a fraction of what they could be if he allowed me to run his half of the city. To prevent bloodshed, the two gangs do not cross into the other’s territory and any that do are considered forfeit. However, my brother foolishly wagered that he could still convince me to surrender my half of the city by making my life too difficult. Not by attacking my business interests, but by targeting my family.’ 
 
    I didn’t like the direction this was going. Were there going to be children’s lives at stake? Miss Sakamoso came back to the table with a white cardboard box. It was roughly six inches square with a lid that sat on top. She did not open it but passed it to Mr Tanaka. 
 
    ‘Over the years, we have played a great many tricks on one another. Using third party persons such as yourself to get around the territory rules. We have stolen children’s lunches on their way to school, arranged subscriptions to services such as erectile dysfunction medicine or the Japanese over sixties caravan club.’ I couldn’t believe this. There were two crime bosses responsible for prostitution, murder, drug trafficking, and goodness knows what else and they played tricks on each other like a pair of infantile schoolboys. Mr Tanaka was getting to the bit about what was in the box though, taking the lid off as he began to explain the move that he thought had ended it all. ‘In a stroke of genius, I sent a man to play chess with the father of my brother’s wife. I knew him to be a boastful and skilled player, so recruited a man that would beat him, with ever-increasing wagers. Once he had him on the hook and in enough debt that it would cause a problem at home, my man offered it all back for one more game – but the wager was his wife’s false teeth.’ He finished the sentence with excitement gripping the timbre of his voice and tipped the box to show me the teeth. ‘I hear my brother has been getting endless grief from his wife for more than a year. His mother in law got new teeth which he paid for but she doesn’t like them and wants her old ones back.’ 
 
    I sat back in my chair. Mr Tanaka had a beaming smile plastered on his face which he clearly couldn’t control.  He couldn’t be happier – he was so proud of his achievement.  
 
    ‘So, you’re telling me that Riku Takahashi, the man that was to bring the lion’s head here to retrieve the teeth seven months ago, is dead; my husband, my butler and my friends are being held hostage; and I have been threatened, shot at and generally menaced for the last two days, because you were playing a practical joke on your brother?’  
 
    ‘Yes!’ he exclaimed gleefully, either ignoring or not sensing the irony in my question. I wanted to punch him in his perfect teeth.  
 
    Trying to keep my tone even, I said, ‘I hope you’ll forgive me if I do not share in your joy.’ 
 
    ‘It’s just some harmless fun,’ he protested. 
 
    ‘A man is dead.’ 
 
    ‘Because he chose to kill himself. That was not of my doing. Nor that of my brother.’ I could hear the mirth diminishing and sensed displeasure as he said, ‘I think it is time you returned the package to my brother, Mrs Fisher. I have taken up enough of your day.’ I had argued a little too much, the non-threatening surroundings making me forget the man opposite is a master of organised crime. ‘Miss Sakamoso will escort you back to reception. If you need a lift somewhere, she will arrange it.’ Then he stood up, pushing back his chair and coming around the table to shake my hand again. I was dismissed but I had the package and maybe this was nearly over now. 
 
    ‘Mr Tanaka, before I go, may I ask one final question?’ He met me with his eyes, waiting for the question. ‘Will your brother really let my friends and me leave unharmed?’  
 
    ‘I believe so. It is in the rules that we cannot kill any of the pawns we use for our game. He is, however, far more erratic than he used to be, so… who can say?’  
 
    Terrific.  
 
    I had what I needed and a chance to escape, so I thanked Mr Tanaka, bowed my head nervously in return to his bow and got out of the room. In the elevator, Miss Sakamoso remained silent while next to her, my brain spun at warp speed. Did I have enough information? Had Mr Tanaka said enough? What would happen now? Reaching into my bag to check the time on my phone, I saw a dozen missed calls from Barbie and several text messages begging me to come back and not go alone. I ignored them all and put the phone away, noting that I only had two hours left to get to the ship and would use up another half an hour getting back to the Zanooza hideout.  
 
    I was going to cut it close. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The End of it 
 
    I politely declined the offer of a lift back to Hideki’s taxi, remembering how roughly I was treated earlier. Miss Sakamoso was kind enough to point me in the right direction though, so a speed walk got me back to the car in a little under five minutes.  
 
    Except it didn’t because the car wasn’t there. It had been stolen. I still had the keys in my bag. Standing in the road, in the spot the car had been and cursing the sky, I almost died when a horn beeped loudly a few feet away.  
 
    ‘Patty, get in, let’s go!’ yelled Barbie. She and Hideki were in his taxi, both shaking their heads at me and looking annoyed. 
 
    I held up my hands in supplication as I jogged across the road and slid across the back seat. ‘Sorry, guys. I didn’t want to involve you.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Patty, we got that.’ Barbie was being snippy with me. Not that I blamed her; I would be snippy too if she ditched me to go off and do something dangerous. 
 
    ‘How did you find me anyway?’ I asked rather than dwell on the fact that I left them in a burger joint. 
 
    ‘I knew where you were going,’ pointed out Hideki. 
 
    ‘Oh, yeah.’ 
 
    ‘Hideki called one of the other cab drivers and got him to pick us up.’ Barbie turned around to talk to me, her expression softening as she asked. ‘Are you alright? How did it go?’ 
 
    I explained about the Tanaka twins and about how nice the Yakasi headquarters were. I left out the bit about being bundled into the back of the black limousine but showed her the false teeth when I got to that part of the story. 
 
    ‘You’ve got to be kidding,’ she said, staring into the box from the front seat. 
 
    ‘That’s what I said.’ 
 
    Hideki was trying to turn his head to see as well. ‘All this is for some false teeth?’ 
 
    ‘Apparently so. How far is it now? We are running out of time if we want to get back before the ship sails.’   
 
    Checking his clock, Hideki wriggled his nose and guessed. ‘About fifteen minutes, if the traffic is kind.’  
 
    ‘And if it’s not?’ asked Barbie.  
 
    He shrugged. ‘Tokyo is a big city. It gets snarled up at rush hour when all the firms in the city shut for the day.’ 
 
    ‘Are you okay, Patty?’ It was the second time Barbie asked the question inside two minutes, this time though she asked because I was fidgeting. There was something digging into me, both in the small of my back and in my bra, but it wasn’t the sort of thing one should discuss so I dismissed the question and looked at my phone again. It had pinged an incoming text just as I got into the car. 
 
    The message was from Alistair, checking in on me and trying to confirm if I believed I would be back before the Aurelia sailed. He made no mention of the embarrassing situation last night but once again, he asked if there was anything he could do to assist me, expressing that he would put his resources at my disposal if I needed them. 
 
    My reply thanked him but declined his offer of help. I would love to have the ship’s security detail turn up to rescue me from the Zanooza, but I had my own plan and it couldn’t include an armed response.  
 
    Traffic, it turned out, decided that it would be kind to us, the journey taking seventeen minutes only because we got caught at more than a fair share of red lights. It had been moving though, which was unusual in Hideki’s opinion. 
 
    As we neared the Zanooza base for the third time today, I broached the subject I knew Barbie would fight me on. ‘I have to go in alone.’ 
 
    ‘Not a chance,’ she replied defiantly, the verbal equivalent of stamping her foot. 
 
    Nodding glumly at her, I said, ‘I have to. And I can’t tell you why. Not yet anyway.’ 
 
    ‘What are you looking for?’ she asked, picking up that I wasn’t paying attention to her and was, instead, staring out of the window.  
 
    ‘Oh, err, nothing,’ I lied. ‘Just trying to memorise what Japan looks like. I very much doubt I will ever come back.’ 
 
    ‘Nor will I,’ she echoed. ‘Or, at least, when the ship returns, I will not be getting off. So, Patty, why is it that you need to go in alone?’ 
 
    I had one hand on the door handle ready to get out. ‘Is it okay if I explain afterwards? It will make more sense then.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t like it.’ Barbie looked glum. Japan had not been a great place to visit for any of us. 
 
    I replied with, ‘I’ll be as quick as I can.’ Then I shut the car door behind me and walked down the alley to the door with the dragon on it. When I left here earlier, I was angry. Angry at being pushed around and at having no control over what happened to my friends. It made me do something which at the time seemed righteous, but right now felt risky and foolish. I was walking voluntarily into the lion’s den and I was about to put my head in its mouth while simultaneously kicking it in the nuts. 
 
    I was expected, or perhaps just recognised, because yet again the pair of Zanooza thugs outside the dragon door pushed it open before I got to them. I didn’t recognise them, they were different from the ones I had seen before, except for the tattoo on their necks that is. Just inside the door, was the usual third man with a machine gun ready to kill anyone the thugs outside took a dislike to. He actually smiled at me as I went through the door and headed along the corridor. I heard the static crackle of a radio behind me as the door guards called ahead. 
 
    The second door, the one with the wood carving, opened from the inside just as I reached it so my pace didn’t have to slow as I went through it and back into Mr Tanaka’s Zanooza lair. He actually looked pleased to see me this time. Leaning forward in his chair to see what I had for him. 
 
    He began jabbering in Japanese, though I had to wonder if he actually could speak English like his brother and simply chose not to. Sparkly dress had changed into a business suit and heels, but she was standing just behind and to the right of Mr Tanaka’s throne just as she always was. ‘Mr Tanaka asks if he can offer you refreshment,’ she translated. 
 
    I nodded to acknowledge his kindness, but said, ‘Please thank Mr Tanaka for his hospitality, but I am afraid I must decline. My ship leaves in one hour, so if it is possible to conclude our business, I would like to collect my friends and go.’ 
 
    He waved me forward without waiting for sparkly dress to translate what I said. Did that mean he understood me? He wanted the box, that much was clear, so I took it to him, crossing the last few feet to place it in his hands. My heart was thumping in my chest. 
 
    I took a few steps back to keep a respectful distance, not that it would save me if he gave an order to kill; the room had half a dozen armed thugs in it. As I backed away, he pulled the lid open and looked inside. Then he looked back up at me. ‘Well done, Mrs Fisher.’ I guess that answered the question about his English ability. ‘Was my brother in good health?’ 
 
    The question caught me off guard. The evil overlord of the Tokyo underworld was showing concern for his estranged brother’s well-being. ‘Um, yes. He seemed very well.’ 
 
    ‘Curse that man,’ he spat. ‘Won’t he ever die?’ And the character I expected resurfaced again. ‘Did he brag about how he is winning the game?’  
 
    I sensed that this was my chance, my opening. I had to be clever now, but my legs were threatening to rebel, and I wanted to ask him to let everyone go so I could just run back to the ship. He deserved what was coming to him though and only I could deliver it, so I had to take my time and get it right. I licked my lips, my mouth feeling as dry as the desert, then manged to stammer, ‘He was quite uncomplimentary actually.’ I saw his eyes widen. ‘Positively disparaging in fact.’ 
 
    ‘You will tell me more,’ he demanded. 
 
    ‘Well…’ I drew the word out like I didn’t want to say anything further. ‘You might not like it.’ 
 
    Suddenly, he was on his feet. He didn’t advance but my feet took me back a pace anyway. ‘You will tell me more, now!’ 
 
    Quickly, I started to spill my guts. ‘Ben claimed that your half of the city is being run into the ground and that your business practices are based on guesswork.’ I was mixing truth with lies to draw him into talking. ‘He told me your prostitution racket is barely making any money and that you have lost your drug trade to another gang without you even noticing.’ Mr Tanaka’s face was a mask of barely contained rage and veins were starting to appear on his forehead as his blood pressure boiled. ‘He even claimed that you have lost your nerve and won’t kill anymore which has lost you respect. He believes you will be overthrown by your own men very soon.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ he was incandescent with rage and about to go nuts. I would either get what I wanted, or he would kill me, and I was going to find out which it was in the next ten seconds. Staring right at me, he whipped a gun from behind his back where it must have been tucked into the back of his trousers. ‘Lost the nerve to kill?’ My heart stopped bothering to beat as we looked into each other’s eyes for a second. My tactic hadn’t worked; he was mad, but he was just going to kill me rather than tell me what I wanted to hear. His arm whipped out and he fired a single shot, the noise making me squeal in terror.  
 
    I wasn’t hit though. Temporarily confused, I soon realised what had happened when the thug positioned behind me collapsed dead to the floor. He had shot one of his own men to prove a point and now he was spinning slowly on the spot, looking for any of his men to challenge him. He turned a full circle, stopping when he faced me again.  
 
    ‘I am the master of Tokyo,’ he bragged. ‘I have personally killed more than one hundred men and I have total control over my half of the city. My brother is an arrogant fool who wastes his money on plush surroundings and delusions of honesty while I embrace what I am. Prostitution netted twelve billion Yen last year all by itself: hardly a failing business. My drug trade will always be far stronger than his because I control the ports; it is nothing but jealousy on his part that drives his ridiculous claims. He will lose this game…’  
 
    Mr Tanaka continued to talk but I was no longer listening. The time had come for me to get out of the building if I could: I knew what was going to happen next. Waiting for the crime lord to finish speaking so I could ask to leave with my friends took longer than I wanted though. It was good that he continued to brag about his criminal accomplishments, but the clock was really ticking now. In the end, more than a minute later, he was interrupted by someone entering the room. A door opened in the wall behind his throne and the greasy little man came in. I noticed he now had two fingers bandaged, perhaps the second was punishment for letting me embarrass him. He spoke quietly to sparkly dress before retreating, sparing a hateful glance in my direction as he went. 
 
    The message was passed to Mr Tanaka, who considered it for a second before bursting out laughing. The message had to be a real hoot because he was doubled over and laughing so hard, he began to struggle for breath.  
 
    As the clock ticked down, I had to wait for him to finish laughing, though I did raise my hand to get his attention. In the end, I said, ‘Excuse me.’ Then, ‘Excuse me,’ again until he looked my way. ‘I really must be going Mr Tanaka. Will you give me back my friends?’ I wasn’t going to beg. He was either going to do it or he wasn’t, and I never really believed he would which was why I bought the insurance policy that would improve my odds of getting everyone out alive.  
 
    He waved a hand at a henchman though and collapsed, wiping his eyes, into his throne. ‘Yes, Mrs Fisher. You can go. It would seem my brother has been arrested. The police managed to get someone inside his headquarters with a wire and have a recording of him in which he confesses to several crimes. This is a good day indeed.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Tanaka, there is one other thing.’ He eyed me squarely, the meaning obvious: don’t push your luck. ‘I believe you are still holding Anna here. She was taken as collateral when you sent Riku Takahashi to collect the package from your brother, but Riku ran instead. You have no further use for her. Will you let me take her with me?’ 
 
    I had reached the end of it; the end of the mystery. I still didn’t really know who Anna was or what her relationship with Riku had been but if I could save her from this awful place then I would deem my self-appointed task complete.  
 
    He seemed to consider my request for a moment, but waved his hand again, ‘Bring her out.’ It was sparkly dress who went this time, going out through the door greasy man had used. Waiting for her and counting the seconds, I was extremely nervous. So much time had elapsed since I entered the building, but she returned less than ten seconds later.  
 
    She was alone though; there was no frightened woman with her, and my heart sank when I saw a basket in her hands. There was going to be a woman’s head in it, I just knew it.  
 
    I was wrong though. 
 
    Sparkly dress came around the throne and held out the basket, my arms coming up to accept it instinctively. Terrified by what I might see, I caught a glimpse of movement. The basket had a blanket in it and something beneath it was moving. Then a corner of the fabric moved, and a nose poked out. Then an ear and two eyes as a tiny Dachshund looked up at me. On its collar was a pendant with a single word engraved: Anna. 
 
    A spontaneous grin tore across my face.  
 
    I looked up to say something to Mr Tanaka and that was when the clock ran out. The boom of an explosion rang out, instantly followed by machine gun fire and shouting. Dust filtered down from the ceiling as all hell broke loose.  
 
    Mr Tanaka, sparkly dress and the Zanooza thugs froze, but only for a brief moment before they all burst into action. As I ran to a large desk against the wall and dived under it to hide with Anna, they all went in the opposite direction and out of the room, heading through the ornately carved wooden door for the back exit. 
 
    They were no doubt wondering what was happening, but I knew: They were being raided by the police. I knew that without needing to see any uniforms because I set the whole thing up.  
 
    Crouched in the small space beneath the table, the wire I had in my bra dug into my flesh again. It was pinching my left boob and felt like it was cutting into me. The idea to take them down came to me just a few hours ago in club 2124 when I discovered they had taken Jermaine and Rick and Akamu. Oh, and Charlie, I suppose. At the time, I just wanted to give them a taste of their own medicine but in the hour or so after that, a plan with some merit began to form. I couldn’t have known how well it would work or even if I could achieve anything worthwhile but when I made the phone call, everything slotted quickly into place. 
 
    I remembered that I knew only one Japanese person, Haruto Ikari, the former deputy captain of the Aurelia. I had his number in my phone and knew from Alistair that he was at home in Japan recovering from an injury sustained while trying to rescue me. I didn’t know if he could help, but I had a vague memory of a conversation about his family in which he revealed that his elder brother was a Tokyo cop of some kind.  
 
    As it turned out, Mr Ikari was only too pleased to hear from me and very happy to make sure his brother not only called me but then came to find me in Tokyo. Kensei Ikari wasn’t just a cop; he was the head of the strike force fighting organised crime in Tokyo.  
 
    Waiting for him to find me had eaten into the time I had, but he had come with all the bells and whistles, fitting me up with high-tech listening gear because they hadn’t been able to pin anything on the Tanaka brothers despite years of trying. The Japanese gangs operated like a religion, looking after their gang members and using a strict code of silence whenever they were caught because they knew they would go to jail and be looked after by the other gang members.  
 
    Patricia Fisher represented a new player on the field but using the sports team analogy, the Zanooza and Yakasi saw me as the opponent’s mascot. I wasn’t on their team, but I also wasn’t playing the game and could therefore be ignored.  
 
    Both gangs welcomed me in and bragged about their criminal activities, all the while being recorded by the Tokyo police. The only thing I insisted upon was a timed raid to get my friends back. All I had to do was goad Mr Tanaka into confessing to his various crimes and they would swoop.  
 
    So here I was, under a table with a sausage dog. I could hear shots being fired still, but none of it was coming from the direction the greasy man had gone; it was all coming from the other direction where Mr Tanaka, sparkly dress and the thugs had run. Could I risk going to look for Jermaine and the others?  
 
    I gauged that it was probably just as dangerous to stay where I was, so I slid the basket back out and into the open and clambered out after it. Anna eyed me suspiciously. ‘Don’t worry, girl. We’re getting out of here. Just as soon as I find my butler.’ 
 
    Beyond the door greasy man went through, was a corridor, with lots of rooms coming off it to the left and right. I had no idea where the guys might be, so I cautiously tried a door. Inside I found an abandoned drug facility of some kind, which, from the look of it, had been vacated only in the minute or so since the raid commenced. I wasn’t educated enough to know what I was looking at but if television can be believed, the tables in the room, set out with scales and little scoops was a cocaine factory churning out little bags of highly addictive narcotics. Along one wall were hundreds of Sake bottles though some of the bottles were on the tables which I thought curious, but I wasn’t here to be concerned with drugs, I needed to find the guys and get moving. Kensei had promised me a police escort to the dock, but I would still need to rush even with blue lights leading us there.  
 
    I backed out of the room and continued on but there were no sounds of people on the ground floor, so when I reached stairs and could hear music coming from somewhere deeper inside the building, I figured I might as well keep looking. If the police hadn’t come in yet, it had to be because they were still fighting the Zanooza outside. I could still hear bullets being exchanged and sirens blaring so it stood to reason that I couldn’t leave yet even if I wanted to.  
 
    I started climbing the stairs, cooing to Anna that we would go soon, and I would find her a nice doggy biscuit to eat. This was to calm my nerves more than hers, a fact driven home when she yawned deeply and tucked herself back under the blanket.  
 
    The sound of music playing grew louder as I climbed the stairs and from behind me the sound of gunfire now appeared to be coming from inside the building to suggest that the police had broken through whatever hasty defences the Zanooza were able to erect.  
 
    My phone rang in my bag, or rather it vibrated because it was switched to silent for the meeting with Mr Tanaka. I also heard it vibrating about ten seconds before the first shots sounded, undoubtedly Barbie calling when she saw cops exiting their hiding places to converge on the Zanooza base. She caught me looking for them as we approached in Hideki’s taxi, but whether she connected the dots to realise I was expecting the attack, I couldn’t tell. Looking at my phone, I had three missed calls from her, but the most recent call at the top of the list was Alistair again. It was still vibrating, so I answered, ‘Hello, Alistair. Are you calling to see if I am on my way back?’ 
 
    ‘Good evening, Patricia. I…’ his deep voice was calm but had stopped mid-sentence. ‘Patricia, I can hear gunfire. Please tell me you are at a rifle range.’ 
 
    ‘Um, yes, Alistair, that is precisely what you can hear. My friends are just about to take their last shots. How long do we have to get back to the ship?’ 
 
    I heard him sigh. ‘Patricia, the Aurelia must sail in fifty-two minutes. Are you far from the port?’ 
 
    ‘Not far,’ I lied, thinking it was at least half an hour in a car to get back, even with a police escort. ‘I, ah… I had better go. Get this shooting thing wrapped up so we can get on our way, yes?’  
 
    ‘Please do, Patricia. I would be… together with your husband, you are the guests in the Windsor Suite. It would not do to leave without you.’ He knew I was lying about what I was doing but now he was lying about his feelings. At least that was my belief. The start and the end of his sentence did not meet because he changed tack halfway through when he remembered I was a married woman. To him it no doubt meant his personal interest in me, which he was only just beginning to admit, had to stop.  
 
    Well stuff that. 
 
    ‘Alistair, I will be back on time, but if you have to sail without me, I will understand and will meet you at the next port.’ 
 
    ‘The Aurelia sails at eight sharp,’ he reminded me. 
 
    I disconnected and continued toward the music. Would I find someone inside whichever room it was coming from? Would they be friendly? That was a better question. I suddenly realised I was sneaking around the upper floor of a Japanese gang’s lair with only a tiny Dachshund for protection and no idea where I was going. If I was holding hostages such as Jermaine and the other guys, I would place them in the basement in a makeshift, or perhaps purpose built, dungeon. Sensing the folly of my search, I turned to go back downstairs. Doing so meant I might not find the guys in time to get back to the ship, but it made more sense to find a hidey-hole to stay safe in until the police neutralised all the threat than to get shot now by a panicked Zanooza thug.  
 
    Then a raucous laugh ripped through the air and it sounded like Jermaine. Not that he laughed very often; it wasn’t a butlery thing to do but it stopped me in my tracks and turned me around once more. The sound of music playing was coming from one of the rooms on the right. As I approached the door, there was more laughter and then I heard Charlie’s voice, ‘No! You took my queen, you swine!’ 
 
    What the heck?’ 
 
    I tried the door handle, startled to find the door unlocked, but as it swung open with me standing in the doorway, the scene inside took my breath away.  Charlie, Rick, Akamu, and Jermaine were all partially dressed and were playing what looked like strip poker with half a dozen scantily clad hookers. They were also smoking cigars and drinking shots. 
 
     And they were having a great time! 
 
    I cleared my throat. Loudly. The noise causing Jermaine to look up as he laid a card. He had on black silk boxer shorts and his bow tie but nothing else except his socks and shoes. His socks were held up with suspenders. He saw my disbelieving, disapproving look and leapt to his feet.  
 
    Jermaine’s sudden movement drew everyone’s attention to him and then to me as they tracked where he was looking. All except Charlie who was next to lay a card and did so with a bellow. ‘Hah! Now take off the bra, missy. Let’s see the goods.’ Only then did he look up, finally seeing me in the doorway with one eyebrow raised. 
 
    ‘Cards? I’ve mounted a rescue, nearly died several times, been manhandled, threatened and had to go all over Tokyo to solve this case, and you lot are playing cards with prostitutes and having the time of your life.’ At least they had the decency to look embarrassed. ‘The door wasn’t even locked. Why didn’t you try to escape?’ 
 
    Rick raised his hand cautiously as if I might snap at him for daring to speak. ‘Escape to where? Outside the door was a guard with a machine gun.’ He peered around me to prove a point but then said, ‘At least there was. They said we were Mr Tanaka’s guests and would be held in a silken cage, which meant we would be well-treated and fed provided we didn’t resist or try to escape.’ 
 
    One of the hookers nudged another, her boobs jiggling inside her camisole top as she did. ‘Uh-oh,’ she tittered, clearly drunk. ‘Mom’s home.’ 
 
    That did the trick. ‘All of you. Get dressed and do it fast. The ship leaves in less than an hour.’ I gave them about half a second to react, then shouted, ‘Move!’ as loudly as I could to jolt them into action.  
 
    Jermaine grabbed a pile of his neatly folded clothing, then because he had leaned forward to get it, staggered slightly and kept going, only stopping when he collided with a wall. He was drunk. 
 
    I face-palmed and kicked the wall. We were never going to make it to the Aurelia on time at this rate. Voices behind me in the corridor made me jump but when I turned, I saw police uniforms advancing, their tactical gear and weapons making them look dangerous but also comforting. 
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher,’ a voice called from somewhere behind the advancing line of men. ‘Mrs Fisher are you up here?’ 
 
    It sounded like Kensei Ikari and it was, his face appearing at the top of the stairs and looking relieved to have found me. He came my way. ‘Mrs Fisher, are you alright? Are you harmed at all?’ 
 
    ‘No, Kensei, thank you. I am unharmed and I found my friends.’ I pointed into the room, showing the senior policeman the half-naked and mostly inebriated men inside. Rick was struggling to get up from the floor and chose that moment to fart loudly from the effort. Jermaine, thankfully, was mostly dressed though he was having difficulty with his bow tie.  
 
    ‘Right,’ said Kensei, taking in the scene quickly. ‘You need to get back to the ship, do you not?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, and we have very little time.’ 
 
    Kensei barked orders at his men, several of whom let their weapons then hang from the strap around their shoulders as they went in to help the older men get dressed. ‘I must thank you for what you did today, Mrs Fisher. We have been trying to infiltrate the Tanaka brothers for years, but they always catch our undercover men. After a while going undercover became recognised as a death sentence, so we stopped asking men to volunteer. Your offer to record them each confessing to their crimes was all I needed to have raids greenlit. This won’t stop crime of course. The void left by the brothers will soon be filled and though we captured many of them today, there are many more Zanooza and Yakasi still on the streets. It sends a message though, today was a victory. You were very brave.’ 
 
    I took the compliment with a nod. ‘I had little choice. I thought they would kill us all once they had what they wanted.’ Just then Charlie distracted me from what I was saying as he fell over trying to put his shoes on. I rolled my eyes and looked away. ‘Had I known they were having such a good time, I would have just gone back to the ship and left them here.’ 
 
    ‘Then I am glad you didn’t know,’ Kensei concluded.  
 
    The four drunken idiots were as dressed as they were going to get, and each had a strong policeman to guide them and help them along the corridor and down the stairs. Kensei led us to a different door than I had used before, one that opened to a street filled with flashing blue lights from dozens of police cars and tactical unit vehicles. It was dark already, my sense that too much time had elapsed confirmed when I checked the time on my phone. It was almost seven thirty. We would have to break the speed limits to make it now.  
 
    ‘Patricia!’ Barbie called to me from behind the police barricade at the end of the street. 
 
    I grabbed Kensei’s arm and pointed. ‘She’s with me. Her and the man next to her.’ He spoke into a hand-held radio to get the barrier opened.  
 
    In front of me, the policemen were trying to very carefully fold Rick and Akamu into the back seat of a police car. ‘Just shove them in,’ I advised, aiming a kick at Charlie to get him moving but thinking better of it before it connected.  
 
    Hideki wound his taxi through the cop cars to pull up next to the one the guys were getting into. ‘You’re with me,’ I told Charlie, grabbing his collar to steer him toward Hideki and Barbie. 
 
    ‘Oh, my gosh, Patty. Are you okay?’ asked Barbie getting out to hug me in the street. ‘When I saw the police raid swoop in, I panicked, but this was you, wasn’t it? You called the police. That’s why you wanted me out of the way. Oh, my God, is that a Dachshund?’ One of Barbie’s most endearing traits was how her brain bounced around between different thoughts when she got excited.  
 
    ‘I would like you to meet Anna,’ I said, shuffling the basket a little so I could reach up to pull back the blanket a little more. The little red dog reacted to her name though and swung her head to look at Barbie.  
 
    ‘This is Anna?’ she asked sounding stunned. ‘Oh, my gosh, she is so cute.’ 
 
    I smiled, but said, ‘We have to get going. Can you give me a hand to get this wire off?’ Putting the basket and dog on the back seat, I lifted my top to show her the tiny box taped to my back. Kensei stepped forward to collect it, looking away as I fiddled inside my bra to disconnect the microphone, and thanking me again as I slid into the car next to Charlie. 
 
    Then, as the door shut, Kensei shouted a command, rapped the roof of the lead car and we were moving, taking off at warp speed as we began a desperate race to get back before the ship sailed.  
 
    Kensei had given us all the resources he could, so with lead cars and chase cars blocking off junctions to clear our route, we sped across the city. 
 
    It wasn’t going to make any difference though; constant glances at the clock on the car’s dashboard told me we were not going to make it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Aurelia 
 
    The police cars in front of us belted through another junction, closing on the port at breakneck speed but the clock now said seven-fifty-eight and we were too late. We would get there just as the Aurelia’s stern churned out of the bay and would have to watch the passengers waving goodbye as the sun set on their Japanese odyssey. No doubt, for everyone else, this had been a wonderful and memory-filled two days exploring.  
 
    Despite my belief, I held onto a tiny ray of hope, but any chance we had of getting there was soon dashed as the police ran into a problem they couldn’t just drive through: a train. The bullet train ran overland with the cars passing underneath, but the tunnels formed a bottleneck that backed up with traffic and there was no escape route the police could zip down because a truck had broken down in it.  
 
    Glumly, I accepted my fate. ‘We can catch up with it at the next port,’ I told Barbie, who was fretting in the front seat. I was sure it wasn’t acceptable for crew to miss the boat, but I would square that away with the captain. Leaning my forehead against the glass of the window as I tried not to think about the drama and cost catching up to the ship would entail, I spotted a café across the street. From our parked in traffic position, I could see through the window to the people inside. In daylight, it would be impossible to make out what was going on but seeing it now I had to chuckle. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ Barbie asked, swinging her head around to see what I was looking at. 
 
    ‘It’s the owl café Rick and Akamu wanted to visit. I thought they were making it up.’ Inside the café, patrons were clearly petting owls and feeding them as they enjoyed their evening meals.  
 
    Charlie had been silent since we left the Zanooza lair, but he chose now to make an announcement. ‘I’m leaving you, Patricia.’ 
 
    I frowned deeply as I turned my head to look at him. ‘You’re leaving me? Not the other way around?’ 
 
    ‘The way you live your life now, the risks you take, the friends you associate with whom you; I don’t recognise you anymore. I’m going home. I have my passport in my pocket so I’m not even coming on the ship to collect my things.’ I didn’t think that would be a problem because I was convinced the ship had already sailed. None of us were getting our things. I couldn’t work out why we were still trying to get there even, but ahead of us some of the cops had managed to move the truck and we were off again, picking up speed as Charlie took control and told me how it was going to be. 
 
    I didn’t argue one little bit as he demanded a divorce and made it sound like it was his idea. 
 
    The last couple of miles was driven at the same extreme pace as those already completed, but as we came out from between the tall buildings, the tiny bit of remaining hope burst into utter joy as the Aurelia loomed large on the quayside. 
 
    It hadn’t left! 
 
    ‘Yay! The Aurelia!’ whooped Barbie, punching her fist into the air with jubilation. 
 
    I slumped back into my chair wondering what this meant as the gravity of the situation dawned on me. ‘Oh, my. He waited.’  
 
    ‘Hmmm?’ said Barbie, turning her head to look at me. 
 
    ‘The captain. He waited. The Aurelia is never late. That’s what he always says. He held up the whole ship and all the people on board for me.’ I felt stunned by the realisation. Ahead of us, the police cars screeched to a stop, their tyres leaving rubber on the tarmac. As Hideki also hit the brakes, the ship’s security team were frantically waving us to hurry and get aboard. I placed my hand on Hideki’s shoulder. ‘I can never repay you for what you have done for us the last two days.  
 
    Next to me Charlie interrupted, ‘Patricia, I am leaving.’ 
 
    I paused what I was trying to say to Hideki to face him. ‘Good, Charlie. Have a safe flight home. I will have Jermaine pack your suitcases and send them on to you from the next port.’ 
 
    ‘That’s it? You have nothing else to say to me?’ he asked, sounding disappointed. 
 
    ‘Such as?’ 
 
    ‘Patricia, this is your last chance to beg me to stay,’ he said exasperated. 
 
    The car door opened from the outside, Lieutenant Baker doing his best to hurry us along. I looked around Charlie to smile at the smart crew member. ‘Lieutenant Baker, so lovely to see you. My husband will not be joining me for the rest of the trip. Could you arrange one of the cruise line’s town cars to take him to the airport, please?’ 
 
    Charlie harrumphed loudly and pushed his way out of the car. ‘I shall take a damned taxi, thank you, Patricia.’ I think he would have slammed the door, but lieutenant Baker was holding it. He gave me one last angry look, then stormed across the quayside toward the line of taxis.  
 
    I breathed a mental sigh of relief and turned back to Hideki. ‘Where was I? Oh, yes. I can never repay you for what you have done. I will try though. If I can arrange it, will you join us on a leg of the cruise soon?’ 
 
    I could see he was surprised by the question. ‘I, ah, I don’t know. I have tuition and my job at the cab firm…’ 
 
    ‘I will cover the cost of your tuition fees, Hideki. Whatever you have left to pay and whatever debt you have amassed will be paid off in full. You will be able to concentrate on your studies and not have to fit a job in around them.’ Yes, I was spending a good chunk of the money I got from finding the sapphire but when I saw his face, I knew I was making the right decision. He had given freely to us, never once even raising the subject of his fare. Barbie was no doubt the greatest factor motivating him, but he had still done it.  
 
    Lieutenant Baker was getting agitated about getting us out of the car. ‘Give me your email address,’ I demanded, accepting a scrap of paper from Hideki as he quickly scribbled it. I smiled at the irony of returning to the ship with a scrap of paper, the very thing that had started the whole caper.  
 
    Barbie was looking at me, her breathing a little more rapid than normal and her eyes dilated. I knew why. ‘Be quick,’ I said as I slid from the car, accepting Lieutenant Baker’s hand to gain my feet. Then, as he tried to lean in again, I handed him Anna and her basket to stop him. ‘She needs a few seconds. That’s all,’ I whispered.  
 
    I risked one quick glance at the cab as I sauntered toward the royal suites entrance. Barbie and Hideki were locked at the lips. The chemistry between them, building over the last couple of days, had no time to be sated, but I told myself they would see each other soon enough if I got my way.  
 
    The awning at the royal suites entrance was already down, and the lines were being cast off as I stepped lightly onto the ship. The sound of running footsteps catching up to me preceded Barbie jumping onto the ship, just as two deck hands closed the door and made it watertight. Jermaine, Rick, and Akamu were all in the elevator waiting for Barbie and me, but the journey up wasn’t conducted in silence as one might imagine. It was mostly a celebration.  
 
    ‘I can’t believe we did that,’ said Rick, a broad grin on his face. ‘That was the most incredible two days of my life.’ 
 
    Akamu nodded along, but he also had a wistful look. ‘I just wish the girls had been here to see it.’ 
 
    ‘Are you kidding me?’ Rick asked. ‘They would have ruined everything. With my Lisa tagging along, we would have had an itinerary and stuck to it rigidly.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. I suppose you’re right.’ Akamu smiled a conspirator’s smile. ‘What will we get up to at the next port?’ Barbie and I both rolled our eyes at the same time and laughed about it. Then the lift pinged. ‘I guess this is us,’ said Akamu looking at the deck number. ‘See you for breakfast?’ 
 
    My two friends shuffled out of the elevator and the doors closed once more so it could continue to the top deck. A faint vibration told us the ship has started to churn the water, the captain no doubt getting the Aurelia out of the way to let the next great ship come into port.  
 
    As the elevator neared our deck, Jermaine shuffled his feet uncomfortably and cleared his throat so he could speak. ‘I know you’re going to apologise for getting drunk or something equally ridiculous, Jermaine, so just don’t. Barbie and I love you just the way you are.’ 
 
    ‘Madam, I feel I…’ 
 
    ‘Shhh! Zippit. Nothing to be said. Understand?’ I eyed him with a crooked eyebrow, daring him to argue. 
 
    ‘Very good, madam.’ 
 
    The elevator pinged again, reaching its final destination at the top of the ship. My suite was just around the corner. ‘You are coming for a cocktail, yes?’ I asked Barbie.  
 
    ‘I want to meet Anna.’ She cooed into the basket. ‘I need to take some antihistamine before my eyes start itching, but yes, I am coming for a cocktail. I ate badly the last day or so and cannot excuse the dead calories in the alcohol. I think I need it though.’   
 
    The three of us all but skipped along the passageway to my suite. 
 
    I was home. That I came to think of it as home had a lot to do with not having another home to go to, but I was happier here than I thought I had ever been anywhere. However, when we rounded the corner and the door to my suite came into view, I saw the captain waiting outside for me and I realised what it was that I loved about the Aurelia: it made me feel hope. Hope for something better. 
 
    My pace quickened as we drew closer. His cap was under his left arm as he waited patiently for my return, but my focus was on his smile, his beautiful smile as he greeted me. ‘Good evening, Mrs Fisher. I am glad you made it.’ His eyes were not on me though, or on the small dog peering at him from the basket Jermaine carried, they were searching down the passageway. ‘Your husband is not with you?’ he asked, confused. 
 
    ‘No. Charlie is gone. He will not be coming back. We will be divorced in due course.’ He absorbed the information without reacting. 
 
    Jermaine slipped behind me to open the suite door, taking Barbie inside to leave Alistair and I alone. ‘Will you get a black mark for making the ship wait for me?’ I asked, genuinely concerned but also touched that he would do that for me. 
 
    ‘Wait for you?’ he asked, sounding confused. ‘There was an issue in the engine room, Mrs Fisher. The ship cannot wait for a single guest even if she is the lady in the Windsor Suite. My log clearly records an anomalous reading on engine four. It would have been unacceptable to set sail until it was fully checked out.’ 
 
    He smiled down at me, telling me everything I needed to know without admitting anything and right in that moment I knew what I wanted. Changes had been occurring over the last few weeks. Changes to me. Ever since I caught Charlie in bed with Maggie, my life, the person I was, had slowly faded away as a new version of myself emerged like a butterfly from a chrysalis.  Today had been the starkest example of that. The old Patricia wouldn’t have stolen Hideki’s taxi and called the police to take down two different crime gangs. I felt strong and powerful and capable and more than that; I felt like I was just getting started.  
 
    I turned my head slightly as I looked up at Alistair’s deep blue eyes, then, without warning, I stepped into his personal space, looped a hand around the back of his head and pulled him into a kiss. From my suite, I heard a suppressed, ‘Whoop, whoop,’ from Barbie as Jermaine tried to shush her, but Alistair didn’t resist.  
 
    As I broke the kiss and looked back up at him, my top lip caught between my teeth as I thought about what I wanted to do next and a glow of excited satisfaction spread through me. I had wanted to do that for some time but hadn’t even admitted it to myself.  
 
    ‘I… I must go, Patricia. I have duties to attend to,’ the captain stammered. 
 
    ‘Of course, Alistair. I hope you will be able to join me for dinner very soon.’ 
 
    He backed away a pace, but as he went, he winked. ‘You can count on it.’ 
 
    I watched him walk away, wondering if he had a happy jaunt to his step or if I was imagining it. Then, when he disappeared from sight around the next corner, I bumped the door fully open with my bottom as I backed into the room and turned to find Jermaine and Barbie staring at me with barely suppressed smiles on their faces. 
 
    ‘Shut up the pair of you and open the gin.’ 
 
    The End 
 
    Almost 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    The couple in cabin 2124 slipped my mind completely until the following morning when I spotted them at breakfast. I met Rick and Akamu as agreed at La Trevita, an Italian place located in a wide atrium on the thirteenth floor. Anna and I had walked most of the way, the little dog growing on me quickly. Somehow, she was mine now and though I had never owned a dog before, I couldn’t imagine surrendering her to anyone else. 
 
    She pulled excitedly against her lead, the sun coming through the large windows reflecting on her shaded red fur so that she almost appeared to be glowing. I scooped her up as I reached the edge of the restaurant’s outdoor seating area, but as I took my seat, I spotted the Brentnalls at a nearby table. They were, of course completely innocent of any involvement in the death of Riku Takahashi. Their cabin number and the number written on the lion’s head matching each other by pure coincidence. They didn’t see me, which I thought was just as well since the only words we exchanged had been unpleasant. However, as I settled into my seat and turned my face to answer a question posed by Rick, I caught sight of something out of the corner of my eye.  
 
    Staring intently now at what I thought I could see, I said, ‘Won’t be a moment,’ and got up again, offloading Anna onto Rick’s lap as I walked around him. 
 
    ‘Where’s she going now?’ asked Akamu, his question aired loudly enough for me to understand I was keeping him from his breakfast. 
 
    ‘Damned if I know,’ replied Rick. ‘She’s always up to something though. Hey, isn’t that the nasty-looking couple we were following?’ 
 
    Approaching the Brentnalls, Rick’s voice faded into the background noise of the restaurant. I didn’t think I could get close enough without them spotting me, so I didn’t bother being surreptitious. Instead, I strolled right over to them. ‘Good morning.’ 
 
    They both looked up at the same time, though neither said anything immediately.  They had eaten already, their plates pushed to one side with the remnants of breakfast still visible. Both had been on their phones, each ignoring the other as they conversed instead with an invisible friend or friends.  
 
    Edgar recognised me first. ‘Hey, you’re that crazy woman that stormed our cabin the other night. What the fruit do you want?’ 
 
    Unpleasant as ever. I smiled sweetly in response and hoped he didn’t use any more foul language as there were children present at a table just a few feet away. Erica still hadn’t spoken but she had pushed her chair back and was eyeing me contemptuously.  
 
    I smiled at her as well. ‘Yes, I wanted to speak to you about that. To apologise, of course. It was a case of mistaken identity. Terribly embarrassing.’ 
 
    ‘I shouldn’t worry too much about being embarrassed,’ said Edgar, looking around instead of looking at me. ‘You’re one of those hoity-toity sorts staying in a suite, aren’t you? Got more money than you know what to do with and think you can do what you like.  That fella with you was dressed as a butler. I’ve seen them around the ship. He yours, is he?’ Then he spotted what he was looking for and waved an arm frantically to get their attention.  
 
    I turned to see two members of the ship’s security team walking toward us, one of whom was Anders Pippin, a delightful young man I knew well enough to address by his first name.  
 
    ‘Let’s see if your butler can keep his job, shall we, Mrs Hoity-Toity? Crew are not allowed to touch passengers, that’s rule one, that is.’ Edgar stood up to his full height as the white uniformed guards approached. He towered over me, very deliberately moving into my personal space so he could impose his presence.  
 
    I didn’t move. 
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher,’ said Anders in greeting. ‘Is everything okay?’ 
 
    Edgar wasn’t happy that he knew me by name. ‘Of course. All the hob-knob rich rubbing shoulders together. One rule for us and one rule for them. Well, her butler assaulted me in my cabin, and I want him dealt with.’ 
 
    The other security guard with Anders was a woman in her late twenties. She had bright ginger hair pinned in place beneath her hat and a Scottish accent when she spoke. ‘That is a serious accusation, sir,’ she said as she took out her notebook.  
 
    I’d had enough already. ‘Yeah, I wouldn’t worry too much about that. The bigger issue at stake is this.’ In a single swift movement, I grabbed the bottle of sake out of Erica’s open handbag. 
 
    ‘Hey, that’s mine,’ she complained, grabbing for it even as I yanked it out of her reach. 
 
    The female security guard eyed me with a stern expression and as Anders opened his mouth and began to speak, she held up her hand and shushed him. ‘Madam, that does not belong to you. Please hand it back now.’ She hit the now hard to emphasise it, but I didn’t budge.  
 
    Both Erica and Edgar were looking worried, which told me my guess was on the money. ‘This is not mine, right?’ 
 
    ‘No, madam, I must insist you hand it back right now.’ 
 
    ‘Because it belongs to this couple and not me?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’  
 
    Edgar said, ‘Um…’ 
 
    He didn’t get the chance to claim that he had never seen it before because I dropped it, opening my hand so it fell to smash on the expensive-looking tiles. Liquid splashed onto my shoes but there in the debris was a clear plastic bag of cocaine. There were two more bottles in Erica’s handbag.  
 
    From my table, Anna barked, her yip breaking the stunned silence that came after the smashing noise stilled every conversation in the room.  
 
    Anders spoke first as he murmured, ‘Patricia Fisher does it again.’  
 
      
 
    The End (I mean it this time) 
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    Operation Fat Wallet 
 
    I watched from behind wide designer sunglasses, pretending to read a magazine as I surveyed the scene and tried to keep my impatience in check. Across from me, my good friends Akamu and Rick, two senior citizens from Hawaii, were laughing raucously as they told jokes and annoyed each other.   
 
    They were at the cabana bar next to the top deck open air pool where they were supposed to be acting a little drunk. The thing is, they weren’t acting anymore. At least, I didn’t think they were. We set up an hour ago, just the three of us on an unsanctioned and self-appointed mission to catch a pickpocket who had been plaguing the ship for the last week.  
 
    We are passengers aboard the Aurelia, Purple Star Cruise Line’s finest and most luxurious ship, and I am the guest staying in the finest suite on the whole ship. Originally intended to house royals when they came aboard, I came to be the lady in the Windsor Suite by a quirk of fate brought on by a cruel blow that turned out to be the best thing that ever happened to me. I’m Patricia Fisher, one-time wife to a philandering git and now, somehow, I am travelling the world and, while discovering myself, the tenacious woman hidden inside the bedraggled wife, I have also discovered that I am something of a sleuth.  
 
    Though I shook off my husband and have no companion with me, I am not alone; I have a butler appointed to me and have made several friends on board. Two of whom are now my accomplices as we try to solve the pickpocket case before the onboard security team can. There is no reason for my involvement, other than because I want to solve the case and catch the thief. Rick and Akamu are retired police officers; both enjoying the forgotten thrill of the chase.  
 
    Not that they will be giving chase to anyone; they are both well into their seventies and a little wobbly on their feet. Their top speed can best be described as a shuffle.  
 
    Anyway, the pickpocket has struck the bar/pool area several times in the last few days, generally picking on people with fat wallets or open handbags as they joyously pay too little attention to their belongings. That’s where Rick and Akamu come in. They were drinking under the shade of the bar and making sure their wallets, bulging with notepaper not cash, were sticking out their back pockets for all to see.  
 
    Unfortunately, over an hour had slipped by and no one had tried to relieve them of their cash and cards yet. Safely tucked inside my magazine was my phone. Jermaine, my butler, had helped me construct an ingenious spy device so I could film the theft, if it occurred, while appearing to be doing nothing of the sort. Using cardboard, he reinforced the magazine to give it rigidity, then taped my phone in place so the lens looked out of the iris of the model on the front cover. It worked too. Glancing down at my magazine, I could see both men and the barman moving about behind them. The screen though was covered in dog snot, as the tiny Dachshund balanced on my lap kept nudging the screen with her nose, tracking my fingers as I zoomed in and out.  
 
    ‘Anna,’ I said impatiently for what must have been the fiftieth time in the last hour. She inverted her head to look up at me as if I was saying her name so I could feed her a treat. When we made eye contact, I said, ‘Stop touching the screen. You are making it slimy.’ 
 
    She tilted her head as if trying to make sense of my words, then licked her own nose and put her head back on my lap. I tried to dry the smears from the screen with the edge of my thin sarong. 
 
    Turning my attention back to the bar, a young couple had just collected drinks and were walking away again but had not gone near either man’s wallet. Just then, Rick slapped Akamu on his meaty arm and slid from his stool. I couldn’t hear what he was saying but it looked like the drinks had worked their way through his system, so he was off to visit the nearest amenities.  
 
    A pair of old ladies, each of whom had to be aged somewhere around eighty, made their way to the bar. The cruise attracted a lot of retirement-aged travellers, possibly because they now had the time to indulge in the long trips or possibly because they recognised they wouldn’t need to hang onto their money for much longer.  Whichever the case, these two were typical passengers and I had met them in the bar a couple of days ago when we all ordered gin at the same time. They were Caucasian, with silver hair, though one had a blue rinse that contrasted with the pink cotton dress she wore to give a kind of bubble-gum effect.   
 
    As they came around Akamu, one wobbled slightly and bumped his arm, knocking his drink as he lifted it. I could see her apologising while laughing at herself, a hand to her chest to show her embarrassment.   
 
    Then, Anna growled, and I tracked her gaze to find, to my left, that a shifty-looking young man in a tracksuit and matching ballcap had appeared. Why would he be wearing a tracksuit? There was a slight breeze today which disguised the true heat, but it had to be close to one hundred degrees out of the shade. He bore all the hallmarks of a character to watch.  
 
    He was trying to look nonchalant but failing miserably, walking at an unnatural pace and looking nervous. He made a beeline for the bar, but when he got there, he didn’t try to get to the bar itself. Pausing for a couple of seconds as he walked behind Akamu, and peering over his head as if looking for someone, I saw his hands move in front of his body as he did something before moving on.  
 
    With his back to me, he had effectively blocked any chance I had of filming him commit the crime but as he moved away, Akamu’s back pocket was starkly bereft of his wallet and the young man had increased his pace, heading across the sun deck area to the nearest door and escape.  
 
    ‘Stop!’ I yelled as loudly as I could. A hundred heads turned in my direction as I pointed to the young man. ‘Stop him. He just stole a wallet!’  
 
    Anna barked and leapt from my lap, her lead whipping through my hands before I could get a grip on it, and she was off, sprinting across the sun deck at a speed that was frankly surprising for a dog with one-inch legs.  
 
    The man in the tracksuit and ballcap stared at her in disbelief, then started running. I was off my sun lounger but couldn’t have caught the man even if I possessed superpowers. I didn’t have to though. Anna was barking as she ran, attracting the attention of everyone on the sun deck; kids and parents alike were standing up or standing on their loungers to see what was happening. Akamu was up and moving too, though I passed him and left him behind as I chased my little dog.  
 
    The thief in the tracksuit was going to get away though, he had too great of a head start and was moving too fast for even Anna to catch him before he got to the nearest door and could escape her. He put his arms out to push the doors open as he got to them but glanced back at Anna as he did, so he didn’t see Rick operating the storm seal latches on the other side. Rick saw the ruckus, saw the man running and me pointing and took an educated guess. The man hit the locked door at full speed; the effect much the same as running into a brick wall as he splatted against it and bounced off.  
 
    It didn’t knock him out but it sure took the wind out of his sails. Dazed, he fell to the deck as a shocked gasp rippled around the crowd. The gasps, however, soon turned to cries of dismay as my untrained and disobedient dog caught up to him and bit hold of his arm. 
 
    Slipping in my elegant, expensive and completely impractical wedge-heeled shoes, there was nothing I could do to stop her. It worried me that she might hurt him and then there would be questions raised about whether she was dangerous. I was just getting used to having her around and she was so sweet, but my worries were thankfully unfounded. 
 
    The man in the tracksuit was sitting up again and had lifted his right arm into the air. Anna was hanging from it and shaking from side to side as she did her best to kill him by worrying the material of his sleeve. He uttered a few expletives and gave his arm a shake, his efforts succeeding only in making a nearby mother cover her child’s ears in case he had anything else to say. 
 
    ‘Anna!’ I shouted again, this time my voice causing the tiny dog to pause her efforts so she could peer at me even as she hung in mid-air.  
 
    Rick finally got the doors open again, but the commotion inevitably drew the attention of ship security. There were white uniforms converging on our location at speed while everyone on the sun deck was still watching us, their heads swinging about between me, the white uniforms, Mr Tracksuit, my overly aggressive dog, and the old man stumbling out through the door by the thief’s feet.  
 
    Mr Tracksuit tried to get to his feet, looking around for his hat and acting a little dazed but he was quickly surrounded by security, their pace and youth getting them there at the exact same time as me.  
 
    ‘Put the dog down, sir,’ instructed Lieutenant Baker, a tall, strong man I had come to know quite well during my time on board.  
 
    Mr Tracksuit looked up at him with a sneer. ‘Put it down? Put it down? Are you kidding me? How about someone gets it off of me before I bash its head in?’ I ducked between two uniforms to rescue Anna, clamping my hands around her muscular torso to pull her away though she refused to let go. Instead she continued to growl at the man and shake her head violently. ‘She’s ripping the material now,’ he whined, getting upset. 
 
    I lowered my head so my mouth was alongside her ear. ‘Come along, Anna,’ I begged. ‘You’re making me look bad.’ In the end, with the security team waiting somewhat impatiently, Rick and Akamu swaying from the alcohol, and hundreds of onlookers craning their necks for a better view, I slid my finger into the back of her mouth and prised her jaw open. She contorted her body so she could lick my face, panting from the effort and looking ever so pleased with herself. 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ the man said, not meaning a word of it. ‘Now would someone like to tell me what is going on?’ 
 
    With Anna secured under one arm, I stepped forward before Lieutenant Baker or anyone else had a chance to react. ‘I’ll tell you what’s going on. You got caught, young man. Now, hand it over, please.’ 
 
    Next to me, Lieutenant Baker sighed. ‘Mrs Fisher, if I might take over now.’ He shot me a pair of raised eyebrows as he waited for me to step back, saying, ‘Thank you,’ as I acknowledged that I didn’t actually have any authority here. He opened his mouth to speak to Mr Tracksuit but paused and spoke to me first. ‘I must say it is so unusual to find you in the thick of it, Mrs Fisher.’ His flippant comment was delivered with a smile though and I gave him an innocent face in response as if I had no idea what he was talking about.   
 
    ‘Hey!’ said Mr Tracksuit, bringing everyone’s attention back to him. ‘How about someone tells me what is going on?’ 
 
    This time Baker did address him, ‘Sir, I must insist that you hand it over now, please.’ 
 
     ‘Don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Mr Tracksuit retorted.  
 
    Lieutenant Deepa Bhukari said, ‘We saw you take this man’s wallet.’ She indicated Akamu. ‘We need to escort you to a secure area for questioning and inspect your cabin for other property we believe you may have taken.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t see me take anything,’ he claimed defiantly. ‘Search me. Go on. Search me,’ he demanded as he lifted his arms to assume a classic pat-down pose. His confidence was worrying. Had he ditched the wallet? If so, where? I looked about to see if he had passed a trash can. His prints or DNA would be on the wallet if we found he had thrown it already.  There was nothing in sight though.  
 
    Lieutenant Baker searched the man but, as expected, he found nothing. He certainly didn’t find Akamu’s wallet.  
 
    Wrinkling my nose, I looked back at the bar. The two old ladies were no longer there. ‘Lieutenant Baker, could I have a quiet word?’ 
 
    He stepped to one side with me, away from the others who were still surrounding the man in the tracksuit. We were creating a scene; more than usual I mean and would have to move away soon. 
 
    As Baker stepped close to me so I could speak quietly, I ran it through in my head again: I was about to accuse a pair of pensioners. ‘There was another couple near Akamu when his wallet went missing,’ I said. 
 
    Baker eyed me in confusion for a second, then said, ‘You don’t mean the little old ladies, do you?’ 
 
    ‘The kid gets to lift the wallet but then palms it to one of the ladies who totters away with it in her handbag. Perfect set up.’ 
 
    ‘No way.’ 
 
    Lieutenant Baker didn’t like it, but I persisted. ‘The wallet has gone, Mr Tracksuit doesn’t have it, and he hasn’t had a chance to put it anywhere. If the ladies didn’t take it, then where is it?’ 
 
    His shoulders slumped in defeat. ‘Okay, Mrs Fisher. Let’s take a look at the lovely little old ladies.’ Then he turned to the other security members just a few feet away. ‘Take him to holding, please. Identify him and wait there. Mrs Fisher and I will be along soon.’  
 
    Baker started to walk away, touching my elbow gently to get me moving also. ‘Just the two of us?’ I asked.  
 
    ‘I doubt our quarry will put up much of a fight. If it’s them, I will call security to join me at their cabin.’ Baker was moving swiftly, walking not running but not hanging about either. He had a question for me though, ‘How is it that you came to be chasing him, Mrs Fisher? It feels like too much coincidence for it to be your friend whose wallet was taken.’ 
 
    ‘We set a trap, okay,’ I admitted, setting Anna down but keeping a good hold on her lead this time as she instantly started pulling against it. ‘What were you doing there?’ 
 
    ‘It’s my job,’ he drawled as if he shouldn’t have to remind me. ‘We also had a trap set up, but I guess yours was more attractive.’ 
 
    We hit the doors to go inside on the opposite side of the sun deck from where we had been. ‘Do you know where you are going?’ I asked. 
 
    Baker pointed down the passageway ahead of us. ‘Yes, I helped the old ladies with some bags yesterday.’ He fell silent for a moment though it seemed like he wanted to say something else, so I kept quiet too. Just before we reached the next corner, he said, ‘Of course, I’m now wondering if the bags were theirs because there have been reports of shopping going missing.’ 
 
    ‘Shopping?’ 
 
    ‘Clothes. Designer goods. Some of the shops on board sell expensive items that might be attractive to a thief. I think maybe I helped them carry stolen goods to their cabin.’ He said it with a sigh and as we turned the corner, we both saw the old ladies ahead of us. 
 
    They were about to get in an elevator!  
 
    ‘Ladies, stop!’ Baker shouted, drawing the attention of everyone in sight including the old ladies. Their eyes went wide with panic, but they didn’t stop as instructed. Instead, they dashed inside the elevator car, bumping into each other as they did which caused items to spill from a handbag as they desperately stabbed the button to close the doors.  
 
    Baker and I were both running, little Anna’s feet skidding on the deck as she attempted to break the sound barrier while I held her in check on her lead. The doors closed before we could get there though; the faces of the two ladies looking scared as they backed against the rear wall of the car and vanished from sight.  
 
    They escaped, but not for long. Baker knew their cabin number.  
 
    On the deck by our feet were two wallets. Anna was sniffing them. ‘Am I okay to pick these up?’ I asked, but Baker was already on his radio, coordinating a response that would meet him at the ladies’ cabin. As he did that, I knelt on the deck and fished in my own handbag for a pen. Using it, so I didn’t get my fingerprints on the wallets, I flicked them both open. Neither was Akamu’s. 
 
    The first showed a Fiji address on the drivers’ license in the clear plastic picture bit inside. The man was broad with an unsmiling face as one always gets with such pictures, but his age was listed as sixty-two and we had his name so the crew would be able to return his property. The second one didn’t have a drivers’ licence displayed inside, instead it had what looked like the identification for a doctor of some kind. It looked to be in Filipino, though there was no address shown. Scanning the details, I saw Doktor written next to the word immunology. I was willing to bet that immunology was the same word most places, so it meant exactly what I thought it meant.  
 
    ‘I need those, please,’ said Baker, kneeling next to me to carefully scoop both wallets into two separate evidence bags using a plastic-gloved hand. ‘I have a team meeting me at the ladies’ cabin. It looks like another case closed.’ 
 
    I went with him, though there was no need for me to do so. I like closure, I guess. Baker’s confidence in closing the case was premature though because the ladies were not there when we arrived. However, the question of whether they were the thieves or not was answered unequivocally.  The ladies had absconded to somewhere else on the ship and were no doubt hiding out and wondering what to do, but their cabin was filled with stolen goods. Wallets, pieces of jewellery, purses and handbags, shopping bags filled with the expensive, designer-labelled items Baker described were strewn across the bed and the chest of drawers and the dressing table and even stacked in the corners.  
 
    Lieutenant Bhukari whistled appreciatively. ‘Wow. This is quite the haul. Does anyone know how long they have been on board?’ 
 
    Lieutenant Pippin, another crew member I knew, answered, ‘I am just looking that up now.’  
 
    Across the room, Baker was looking over the shoulders of two other men as they peered inside some of the bags. ‘This is going to take a while to catalogue and return,’ one said. 
 
    ‘We have a day,’ replied Baker. ‘When we dock in Phuket tomorrow, some passengers will be getting off and we need to have their belongings returned to them.’ 
 
    ‘You’re kidding right?’ the man asked.  
 
    Baker eyed him curiously. ‘It will take far longer if you bellyache instead of getting started.’ His subordinate looked like he wanted to say something but chose instead to get on with it as suggested.  
 
    Anders spoke up to break the tension. ‘The ladies got on in Singapore. They are Irish though. Their names are Agnes Eldritch and Mavis Du Maurier.’ He looked up from the tablet in his hands. ‘I suppose we need to circulate their pictures and find them.’ 
 
    Bhukari asked, ‘What do we do about the man we already took into custody?’ 
 
    Baker pointed a finger at Pippin. ‘Is he linked to the ladies?’  
 
    Pippin busied himself typing on the tablet, but said, ‘I don’t… no, not that I can see. They got on in different places, come from different countries and are staying on different decks.’ 
 
    ‘Then we let him go and apologise,’ concluded Baker. ‘I’ll do that myself. Pippin, get the pictures circulated to all crew and inform Commander Shriver. Bhukari, you take charge here and seal off the room. I suggest you work quietly and with the door closed. If they cannot see anyone, the ladies may attempt to return and walk right in on top of you.’ 
 
    I nodded at his plan. It was simple and might yield them an easy win. As Baker excused himself to deal with the man in the tracksuit, I realised I had no further purpose and was most likely in the way. I wasn’t satisfied about Mr Tracksuit though. He had been wearing a sweat-inducing outfit in hundred-degree sunshine and there had to be a reason for that.  
 
    Checking to make sure no one was watching, I surreptitiously knocked the two wallets we found by the elevators into my handbag. Baker had placed them on the dressing table in their plastic evidence bags and they were still there, unguarded amid all the other detritus. I was going to return them, and there was more than enough evidence in the cabin to convict Agnes and Mavis, so it wasn’t as if I was doing anything wrong. That’s how I explained it to Anna at least.  
 
    I wanted to meet a couple of the victims; I had a few questions to ask. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Doctor Mendoza 
 
    To see if I could root out the truth about Mr Tracksuit, I first needed to obtain cabin numbers for the two men in question. I could do that back in my suite using Jermaine’s login details to access central registry. I wasn’t supposed to know Jermaine’s login and password for the crews’ onboard system of course, but he and I had come to trust each other during my time on board and there had been a few instances when we needed information to get us out of trouble.  
 
    Back in my suite, I unclipped Anna’s lead and put down my handbag with the wallets inside so I could check on Jermaine. The tall Jamaican man had been at my beck and call since I came aboard the ship in Southampton and seemed to be available any time I was awake, but today, when I eyed him suspiciously and insisted he tell me the truth, he admitted that he was feeling rather under the weather. His very British phrase sounding perfectly at home in his fake Downton Abbey butler’s accent, but having given up the truth, he then slumped against the counter and I helped him back through to his adjoining cabin behind my kitchen. There I demanded he lie down and rest and could tell that he was truly ill when he silently complied. I called the ship’s doctor and waited an hour for him to arrive.  
 
    That it took that long was a clear indication of how many passengers and crew were coming down with something. A ship is an enclosed environment, so a cold or virus goes around fast. The doctor wasn’t sure what people had but it appeared to be virulent and attacking all the body’s systems at once. 
 
    I left only once Jermaine was settled, the doctor prescribed him nothing more than paracetamol. He assured me that antibiotics were not appropriate and that his two colleagues (there were three doctors on the ship) were conducting tests to work out what they were trying to treat.  
 
    My hope to find him feeling better and perhaps dusting or ironing were dashed though when I came into my living area to the sound of utter silence. I knocked gently on his door. ‘Jermaine, are you in there? How are you feeling?’ I called out as I pushed his door open. 
 
    From the bed came a weak reply. ‘My apologies, madam, I appear to have fallen asleep. If you would be so generous as to give me a few moments, I will return to my duties.’ 
 
    He was attempting to sit up in his bed. ‘You’ll do no such thing,’ I insisted as I put a hand to his chest to arrest his movement. ‘The doctor said you were to stay in bed unless absolutely necessary.’ There was a sheen of sweat on his face to show the fever burning inside. ‘Can I get you some water?’ 
 
    As he settled back onto his pillow, I fetched a fresh pitcher and glass anyway and returned to his cabin to find Anna sitting on his chest. She wasn’t making it any easier for him to breathe and was trying to nuzzle his face for affection. When I lifted her back down to the deck, he said, ‘Thank you, madam.’ Then added, ‘I worry, madam, that I might be infectious. Perhaps it might be best if you limit your exposure.’ He had a point, but I had already been exposed and felt fine so far. I didn’t want to catch whatever he had but I also didn’t want to leave him to fend for himself when he did so much for me. Seeing my indecision, he added, ‘I plan to sleep, madam. I have everything I need.’ 
 
    Seeing the sense in letting him sleep, I patted his arm and left him in the quiet and dark of his cabin. Back in my living area, I turned on the computer and poured a glass of ice water for myself. Then, eating a banana, I settled at the desk, entered Jermaine’s login details and navigated to the ship’s central registry where I entered the name of the man in the first wallet and then the second. On a notepad I jotted down their cabin numbers, checked on Jermaine again to confirm he was asleep and slipped quietly out of my suite to do some snooping. Anna had climbed onto a couch and was dozing. I left her there, expecting she would most likely stay put until I returned.  
 
    I had a carefree skip to my steps as I headed to the elevator bank nearest to my cabin. I was almost six weeks into my trip now, so I was half done, but I also had half left and that was reason for celebration. So many times in the past I had stared through the window of a travel agents to see the giant posters on the walls behind their desks. I had yearned to travel, but trapped inside my marriage, it had not been possible. Now I was doing it and I might just do it again some day. It was an adventure, made more so because of the occasional capers I found myself involved in and because of the impossibly handsome captain. 
 
    Captain Alistair Huntley, a handsome man with a strong body, was just over a year my senior and to all intents and purposes, we were dating. Saying it in my head put a dent in my jubilant stride though because we weren’t really dating at all. He was the captain of the ship and that was his entire life. He slept, he ate, and he captained the ship. We had kissed, on several occasions now, but he wanted to keep our relationship quiet so we were not eating together in public, at least not as a couple, and we were not going to the cinema or a cabaret act or any of the things I wanted to do. As a couple at the start of things as they get to know each other, it seemed natural and normal to spend time together on typical dating activities. He was trying, I would concede that, but all too often, when we arranged dinner in my suite, he would be called away, or never even make it, calling to apologise as once again there was a matter that only he could attend to. It did not help that he was on his fourth deputy captain in five weeks, so I was making allowances for him, but I was very conscious that my time on board was limited. We either got to know each other quickly and made a decision to commit to something more, or there would be no time to do so. 
 
    Forcing away a glum frown that threatened to invade my happy face, I reached the first cabin number and fixed a smile in place as I knocked on the door. Knocking on the door at this time of day was highly speculative on my part; I thought it more likely the occupant would be out, but it wasn’t far for me to go to find out. It was quiet in the passageway while I waited. The cabin was on deck eighteen and close to the stern. There was no natural light in the passageway but a blast of it hit my face as the door opened because the cabin had windows. It quickly dissipated though as the man pulled the door closed behind him leaving just a crack so he didn’t need to swipe his card or knock to get back in. 
 
    Looking back at me with an annoyed expression wasn’t the man in the wallet’s little photo ID though. He was a shade under six feet tall and Asian by race. Though I would struggle to be accurate about his exact heritage, I wanted to say Thailand or Vietnam. I had limited experience to draw from, but his features reminded me of the people I had seen as we came though that area a few days ago. The standout feature though was his body: he was muscular. Not like a body builder, but certainly like someone who spent a lot of time in the gym lifting weights and he wore fitted clothes that made his muscular physique clear to everyone. 
 
    He didn’t look friendly, but I kept my smile in place as I stated my business. ‘Hello, I’m Patricia. I found this wallet and hoped I could return it to its owner. Perhaps I have the wrong cabin though.’ I opened the wallet to read the name. ‘I’m looking for Doctor Bayani Mendoza.’  
 
    I glanced back up just as the man reached for the wallet. ‘I’ll give it to him,’ he said gruffly.  
 
    He was about to snatch it from my hand when I pulled it away. ‘I’ll give it to him in person, thank you. That way I know it went to the right person.’ 
 
    His hand grabbed at thin air and now he really looked unfriendly, his forehead creasing in a deep frown as his top lip curled in a snarl. He took a step forward, but the half-closed door opened again, and a new man clamped a hand on his shoulder. ‘Come now, Chai. The lady made a reasonable request.’ 
 
    With another grimace in my direction, Chai disappeared back inside the room so the new man could fill the doorway. The new man looked just like the first, he might even be his older brother, but he was a couple of inches shorter just as he looked to be a couple of years older. He had the same body though: muscular and capable looking. In contrast, he had a smile fixed to his face and looked friendly, almost like someone had just told him a joke and I caught him mid laugh.  
 
    ‘May I see the wallet, please?’ he asked. His hands were behind his back and showing no sign that they might try to grab for it as the last man had.  
 
    ‘Of course.’ I held it up and open for him to see. As he leaned in, I said, ‘Is your brother alright? He seemed upset.’ 
 
    The man was leaning forward to inspect the tiny picture but shifted his eyes up at my question to look directly at me. Then he straightened, a guarded expression now dominating his features. ‘You are very perceptive, Mrs…’ 
 
    ‘Fisher. Patricia Fisher.’ I brought the hand with the wallet down as I lifted my other hand to shake. ‘I think most people would be able to identify you are brothers. You look very alike.’ 
 
    He simply nodded. ‘Doctor Mendoza is inside; I will fetch him if you give me a moment.’ 
 
    He was polite about it, but he still closed the door in my face as he moved away. Perhaps they were doing something private or maybe someone was getting changed. I didn’t want to speculate but it was clear they didn’t want me to see inside.   
 
    Voices coming from inside were muffled but still sounded like they were arguing. I tried to make out what was being said, though I refrained from placing my ear against the door. Telling myself they were probably speaking in a language I didn’t know, I let it pass but I was made to wait as if Doctor Mendoza was too busy to retrieve his wallet.  
 
    By the time the door opened again more than two minutes later, I was bored and getting quite peeved, my attitude held in check only by reminding myself that I wouldn’t have to wait if I kept my nose out. Nevertheless, I could hear a touch of impatience in my voice when a man resembling the one in the wallet I held, finally came to the door. 
 
    ‘Doctor Mendoza? Thank you for finding the time to see me. I believe this is yours.’ I handed him the wallet with it open to reveal his picture. ‘I was able to retrieve this during a sting operation earlier today. Can I ask you a few questions?’ Okay, I was stretching the truth and making myself sound like a special forces detective or something, but I had come this far and I wanted to get a couple of answers. Doctor Mendoza risked a glance behind him at the door and I dropped my attitude as I realised how nervous he looked.  Now what had I stumbled across? ‘Is everything okay?’ I asked, my voice a hushed breath.  
 
    He stared at me and swallowed, blinking rapidly. ‘Yes. Yes, of course. I hadn’t noticed my wallet was missing actually. I can’t imagine how I managed to drop it.’  
 
    He continued to blink at me, far more rapidly and frequently than could be natural. My brain told me he was trying to convey something that he couldn’t say, but I wasn’t getting the message yet. I decided to keep him talking. 
 
    ‘Actually, you were probably robbed. There has been a team of pickpockets operating on board for the last few days. Can I ask you to look at someone and…?’ 
 
    ‘Doctor Mendoza,’ a voice came from inside. It was the older brother I determined from the calm tone the voice carried. ‘Time is of the essence. We must press on.’ 
 
    The doctor cast his eyes down at the deck, his shoulders slumping in defeat and when he looked back up, he looked wretched. I had seen a look like this before, on the face of Riku Takahashi just before he jumped from the back of the ship. My heart caught in my throat as he looked into my eyes.  
 
    ‘I must go, I’m afraid.’ He made to move back through the door, but I grabbed his arm. I wanted answers about Mr Tracksuit, but right now I was just using that as an excuse to keep his attention. ‘I need you to look at a short piece of video, Dr Mendoza. It will take just a few seconds.’ 
 
    ‘Doctor Mendoza,’ the voice from inside said again, this time with more insistence in it.  
 
    ‘I really must go,’ he apologised. ‘Our work really is time sensitive.’ 
 
    ‘What are you working on,’ I tried, but my question bounced off a closed door as the man slipped back inside and closed the door. It was incredibly rude, but I wasn’t angry or offended; I was curious. There was something going on here and I needed help to find out what. My gut told me Doctor Mendoza was in some kind of trouble though I had no idea what kind of trouble it might be. Perhaps Alistair would be able to help me. 
 
    I wriggled my nose a little as I continued to stare at the closed door. When he slipped back through it, I got a very brief glance inside. The room was filled with laboratory equipment; a centrifuge, some kind of analysing equipment and a host of other items I couldn’t identify but which looked like high-tech medical gear. It had only been a brief glance, but the contents of the room were not normal for people on a cruise plus the doctor had been very nervous.  
 
    Leaving the issue to stew in my head for a while, I walked away, taking myself to the cabin of the other man whose wallet I held. In contrast to Doctor Mendoza, the owner was overjoyed to get it back. Where Doctor Mendoza hadn’t even thanked me, Semi Batiluna tried to give me all the cash in his wallet as a reward for returning it and I had to fight off the offer of dinner and cocktails which he insisted upon several times in a bid to wear me down.  I showed him the footage I had of Mr Tracksuit, but he didn’t recognise him. It was a dead end this time, but it wasn’t enough to put me off.  
 
    In the end, the excited Mr Batiluna settled for a handshake but tricked me and pulled me into a hug which his wife then joined.   Walking back to my suite, I felt buoyant, but where my thoughts had been filled with the idea that I might prove Mr Tracksuit was involved, now I couldn’t shift the belief that Doctor Mendoza was in trouble and I was going to have to be the one to see he got help.   
 
    It was time to interfere. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Interfering Busybody 
 
    I didn’t know the young lieutenant I was addressing, and it was clear he didn’t know me either. It was one of the problems with the Aurelia being so big: there were too many crew for one to get to know more than a handful of them. Making a beeline for the elevator entrance to the bridge, I knew I couldn’t access it, but hoped I would be able to find one of the crew I did know and be able to speak with Commander Shriver or the captain through them.  
 
    They would both take my concerns seriously enough that they would send security to check on the doctor’s wellbeing. The young man barring my path was making my mission difficult though.  
 
    ‘I’m sorry, madam, the bridge cannot be accessed by the guests,’ he said for the second time. 
 
    ‘Yes, I know that. I don’t need to go myself; I just need you to use your radio to contact Commander Shriver so that she will come down.’ 
 
    ‘Commander Shriver will not take kindly to be disturbed by trivial matters, madam. If you have concerns about another guest, the correct approach is to discuss it with guest services.’ 
 
    My next sentence died on my lips as I recognised the futility of presenting a new argument. I reached into my handbag and produced my phone instead. Holding it up, I pressed the screen and selected the right number to call. The young lieutenant wanted to call the elevator and get on board but was waiting for me to move away so I wouldn’t try something daft like forcing my way on with him. 
 
    As the call connected, I gave him a smile, ‘Alistair, hello, yes. I’m very well thank you. I hoped I might be able to steal a few moments of your time. Or Commander Shriver’s. Yes. Urgent? Probably not, but I am concerned about a guest and… well, let’s just say my nose is itching.’ I listened for a few more seconds, then said goodbye and disconnected. ‘Commander Shriver is on her way down,’ I told the young lieutenant.  
 
    His face was a picture of disbelief. ‘Did you just phone the captain? How is it that you have his number? No one has his number.’ 
 
    I shrugged and smiled sweetly, obeying Alistair’s request that we keep our relationship under wraps. It was quiet enough in the passageway for us to hear the elevator approaching from above so I took a step back and waited for the door to open, the androgynous form of Commander Shriver filling the doorway as the car opened.  Flanking her, one to each side, were two more members of crew in white uniform.  
 
    She nodded in my direction as she stepped out. ‘Mrs Fisher. You have something that demands my attention?’ 
 
    Still staring opened-mouthed at me, the young lieutenant got into the lift as I turned away. I frowned at myself as I worked out what I wanted to say. What exactly had I seen? ‘I visited a man this afternoon when I found his wallet.’ I didn’t expand on where I had found it. ‘He had at least two other men in his cabin and he seemed very nervous… agitated even and when I glanced inside, the cabin was filled with laboratory equipment.’ 
 
    ‘Laboratory equipment?’ she echoed. 
 
    ‘Oh, I should have said that he is a doctor. The man whose wallet I found that is. I can’t say what profession the other chaps might be but they didn’t look like doctors.’ 
 
    ‘What did they look like?’ she asked. We reached an elevator bank, the commander patiently letting me lead her without explaining where we were going.  
 
    I pressed the button to summon the car then answered her question. ‘Like special forces soldiers.’ Her expression told me I needed to expand on my description. ‘They had that well-trained, dangerous look about them. Like they are very serious people and not to be underestimated. Wired up tight, does that make sense?’ 
 
    A ping signalled the arrival of the elevator and conversation stopped as we joined a dozen passengers inside. Getting off at eighteen, Commander Shriver briefed her men before following me. ‘Hunt, Wong, I want you both to wait out of sight; this could be nothing so I have no desire to startle the guests by appearing in force. I will approach alone, Mrs Fisher,’ she said, turning to me. ‘I will advise them that there had been a noise complaint and ask to see inside their cabin. If I see anything that worries me, I will call Hunt and Wong forward. You should remain out of sight.’ 
 
    I nodded at her plan. If there was something going on, she would be able to return with the right number of people, but she would have two armed men waiting out of sight if the occupants were up to something and turned hostile. 
 
    As requested, I hid around the corner. She had the cabin number so as we came into the passageway I held back and let her perform her job. I couldn’t now say what it was that I expected to happen, but what did happen wasn’t it.  
 
    From my position at the end of the passageway, I watched Commander Shriver rap her knuckles smartly on the door three times and wait, standing crisply at ease. The door opened a few seconds later though with a burst of music escaping.  It sounded like there was party going on inside. Then a face appeared. Peering around the corner as I was, I couldn’t make out who had come to the door, but when he spoke, I determined that it was the older brother; the calm one. 
 
    ‘Hey, how you doing?’ asked a slurring voice. Then I saw it was the older brother from earlier as he stumbled into the passageway having lost his balance slightly.  
 
    He was drunk? How the heck was he drunk? He had changed his clothing too. Wearing a pair of knee-length pink shorts and a garish Hawaiian shirt, he looked completely different.  
 
    He almost bumped into Commander Shriver, her hands coming up to catch his shoulders as he caught his balance again. He was in the passageway now but turned to his cabin. ‘Hey, did anyone order a stripper?’ he called with a laugh. ‘I got one here, but she’s not very pretty.’ 
 
    Wong was positioned a few feet in front of me and had sniggered at the man’s first comment then winced at the second as if expecting violence to follow the insult.  
 
    Commander Shriver ignored his jibe though, peering around him to look inside the cabin. Light was pouring out of the open door to illuminate her. Whatever they were trying to hide before was now on full display and my curiosity was too great to keep me in place any longer.   
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher,’ hissed Lieutenant Wong as I passed him. It wasn’t the plan, but I wanted to see inside. Before I got to the door, Commander Shriver went through it, following the drunk man as he disappeared from sight.  
 
    I could hear her explaining her presence, the lie about a noise complaint now far more believable. The music dipped in volume just as I got to the room, someone turning it down, no doubt, but the door was open this time to reveal the laboratory equipment I saw earlier.  
 
    On almost every surface and on a pair of fold out tables, was an array of high-tech equipment with brand names I didn’t recognise though they all read something instruments or a derivative thereof. None of it was doing anything. Which is to say that the centrifuge wasn’t whirring and the digital readouts, on those items that had one, were all blank. In the middle of the room was another table, but there was no equipment on it; they were playing cards. 
 
    The brothers I met earlier were accompanied by two women that appeared to be racially similar so could be wives or sisters and a fifth man of the same race was in the background, making drinks. They were all dressed for Mardi-Gras wearing silly necklaces and party hats or fake glasses in gaudy colours. Empty bottles of rum were stacked next to the sink in the small kitchen area. Doctor Mendoza sat at the table with cards in his left hand and a half empty glass by his right.  
 
    I didn’t know what to say. Commander Shriver did though. ‘It seems we have interrupted your game. Before we go, can I ask what all the equipment is for?’ 
 
    The elder brother answered, ‘We are all doctors. We work in the field of infectious diseases and specialise in the testing of new equipment. It’s very lucrative,’ he added.  
 
    Then one of the women spoke, ‘Tien, don’t brag. It’s impolite,’ she chided. 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ he apologised to her and then again to us. ‘Sorry. That was rude of me. We are on our way home from the Philippines having just secured a major new deal and we felt like celebrating.’ 
 
    Commander Shriver accepted the explanation with a nod. ‘I’m glad you are enjoying your time on board the Aurelia. It is our sole desire to make your stay as perfect as possible. If there is anything the crew can do for you, please do not hesitate to call guest services.’ She backed toward the door, turning to usher me out as she got close. ‘Come along, Mrs Fisher. We are done here.’  
 
    ‘But…’ 
 
    ‘We are done here,’ she insisted. Doctor Mendoza didn’t look up once, focusing intently on the table and his hand of cards. All was not okay, but I couldn’t identify what it was that was wrong, not in time for me to get Commander Shriver to do anything about it anyway.  
 
    With the door shut and the relative quiet of the passageway returning, I felt like an interfering busybody with all the negative attributes such a term suggested. Commander Shriver was looking at me as if she wanted an apology for her wasted time, but she was going to have a long wait for that. Something was happening here, something bad, and I was the only one that knew about it.  
 
    ‘They are definitely up to something,’ I stated, standing fast in the passageway while the others clearly wanted to move on. ‘I disturbed them earlier, interrupting what they were doing, and they realised their behaviour was odd enough to attract attention. When I left, they changed the room around in case someone else came snooping.’ 
 
    Wong and Hunt were quiet, but I could see the disbelief in their faces. Commander Shriver was equally sceptical. ‘Mrs Fisher, why would they do that? What on earth can they be up to that requires such levels of subterfuge?’  
 
    ‘Isn’t that exactly the question?’ I replied as if she was completely on side and had raised the question to be helpful. She wasn’t though and I was going to have a tough sell to get her to help me. ‘Look, you have to decide if you believe it normal for a team of doctors to bring laboratory equipment onboard a cruise ship.’ 
 
    Commander Shriver frowned and sighed. The two of us were not friends, but we were not adversaries either. There was mutual respect, I believed, but I could see she wasn’t going to assist me. ‘Mrs Fisher, I want you to see this from my perspective. The good doctor and his companions offered a rational and reasonable explanation for the laboratory equipment, they are acting just like passengers on a cruise and I need you to focus on that very important word: Passengers. They are passengers that have paid for passage and they are not visibly doing anything wrong. Despite what you might have seen earlier, I have no grounds to conduct a search of their cabin.’ 
 
    ‘Cabins.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry?’  
 
    ‘Cabins. There were four men and two women in a cabin designed to house two people and perhaps a child. They have more than one cabin so could be doing goodness knows what in the other cabins.’ 
 
    Commander Shriver nodded to acknowledge the point, but said, ‘Nevertheless, I have no grounds to conduct a search and I must warn you, Mrs Fisher, your… friendship with the captain notwithstanding, I shall take a dim view if I discover you have disguised yourself as a cleaner to gain entry to anyone’s cabin.’ My face coloured as I remembered getting caught during that caper and that Commander Shriver saw me in my hashed cleaner’s outfit.  
 
    She shifted her gaze to look at her two subordinates. ‘I think that will conclude this outing. Return to your stations.’ Then she fixed her gaze back on me, offering a pleasant smile. ‘Good day, Mrs Fisher.’  
 
    I stared at her back as she walked away, remaining in place while I considered my next move. What did I actually know? I thought about the answer to that question as I began to drift back to my suite. By the time I pulled my keycard from the handbag, the only conclusion I could draw was that I knew nothing. I met a man that seemed lost. Hopelessly lost, and there was something very strange about his relationship with the other people in his cabin. Considering it now, I wanted to say that they were controlling him. The way they reminded him he had work to do; the tone employed made it sound like they held some kind of hold over him. 
 
    I would have a chat with Rick and Akamu over dinner later. We had a table booked in General Tso’s Chinese Fantasy, a restaurant on the seventeenth deck that also put on a show. I had wanted to go for some time, but the show wasn’t on every night and I refused to go by myself. Going tonight only occurred to me when Jermaine fell ill and couldn’t make dinner.  
 
    Remembering Jermaine quickened my pace as I hurried through the door to check on him. Anna, not one to expend unnecessary energy, opened a single eyelid as I crossed the room, but closed it again after I cooed at her. Having never owned a dog before, I wasn’t sure what to expect but anecdotes and the television made me believe that a dog was supposed to leap from its bed when the master or mistress returned. If so, then Anna elected to defy modern convention, acting as if she and I were on equal terms.  
 
    Leaving her to it, I knocked again on Jermaine’s door, quietly so I might not rouse him if asleep but loud enough to announce my presence if he happened to be awake. I got no response so with equal stealth, I let myself in.  
 
    He appeared to be asleep. His water was largely untouched, and the same sheen of sweat was visible on his skin. I bit my lip while I deliberated what to do, but soon decided he might benefit from eating plus I wanted to get some water in him; Dr Kim said he needed to keep taking fluids.  
 
    ‘Jermaine,’ I called using a volume that should have been enough to wake him. ‘Jermaine,’ again when he failed to respond the first time. He really was in a deep sleep. Touching his arm achieved the same effect so I grabbed his shoulder and gave him a shake and it was at this point that I started to worry. Using increasing volume and force, I couldn’t wake him; he wasn’t asleep, he was unconscious.  
 
    Flustered with panic, I returned to my living area, leaving the door to his cabin open so I would hear him if he did wake up. Glancing back at him once more, I snatched up the phone and dialled three digits for the onboard medical emergency response.  
 
    When a voice answered, I didn’t give them much chance to speak before I launched into my plea for help. ‘This is Patricia Fisher in the Windsor suite. My butler was seen by Dr Kim this morning. He has been running a fever for several hours and has lost consciousness. I repeat; he is unconscious. I cannot get him to wake up. His pulse is fast, his breathing is slow, and he is sweating profusely.’ 
 
    The person at the other end let me finish but didn’t speak immediately as if still writing notes. Then I heard a muffled exchange as if two people were speaking but a hand was over the mouthpiece. I couldn’t hear much but it sounded like one of them said, ‘Another one.’ 
 
    ‘Dr Kim will be with you shortly. Please do not touch the patient, Mrs Fisher. This is very important. He may be infectious.’ I looked down at my hand; it had Jermaine’s sweat on it still. Washing it off had been second to getting the doctor on my list of tasks.  
 
    The phone went back in its cradle and I found myself staring at my hands. I wanted to wash them, but I also wanted to return to Jermaine despite the warning I just heard. If he was infectious, surely I had already exposed myself. I deliberated for a few seconds but hygiene won so I cleaned my hands at the kitchen sink using soap and water, then went to my bedroom where I searched until I found a handbag sized bottle of antibacterial gel. I knew I had one but it took a minute to locate it.  
 
    Then, with my hands clean, I went back to check on Jermaine. Anna’s eyes opening each time I crossed the room though the lazy Dachshund saw no reason to move.  
 
    It was more than half an hour before the doctor arrived, my time spent sitting on a dining table chair next to Jermaine’s bed where I could monitor him and be able to accurately report his condition. The doctor’s arrival was announced by Anna as she leapt from the couch already barking before she hit the floor. I wasn’t fast enough to do anything about her and learned in my first couple of days with her, how futile asking her to desist was.  
 
    By the time I reached the door, her nose was pressed into the tiny gap at the bottom where she alternately sniffed for evil on the other side and barked/growled her warning that anyone entering was likely to suffer Dachshund death.  
 
    I scooped her up to tuck her under my left arm as I opened the door and started to speak before I even saw who was outside, ‘Thank you for…’ However, when the doctor pushed passed me and was followed by two orderlies pushing a hospital bed, my polite greeting to thank him for his speedy response, died on my lips. They were hurrying through the suite, heading for the kitchen and Jermaine’s apartment and they were all wearing face masks. 
 
    ‘Dr Kim,’ I called out as I rushed after them. ‘Dr Kim, whatever is going on?’ 
 
    ‘Stand back please, Mrs Fisher. We need to take your butler into quarantine, I’m afraid,’ he replied without looking at me, setting his bag down and performing checks on the patient instead while the orderlies set up the bed behind him.  
 
    Gripped with real concern now, something I had been able to keep at bay by telling myself I was overreacting, I asked, ‘What is it?’ 
 
    Dr Kim was on his knees using a thermometer in Jermaine’s ear to record his temperature. Looking over his shoulder I saw the number pop up: 104.8.  His fever was worse than any I had experienced or witnessed. The doctor pushed off the floor to allow the orderlies room and stepped out of the way and into my kitchen as he pulled off his mask. ‘These things are useless anyway,’ he remarked as he discarded it. ‘To answer your question, I don’t know what it is. What I do know is that I now have forty-seven patients, mostly passengers but some crew, all displaying the same symptoms. Your butler is the twelfth to lose consciousness, but I suspect all are heading that way. Loss of consciousness appears to occur roughly thirty-six hours after the first symptoms present. I have an old couple and a young girl that I am quite concerned about.’ I had my hand to my face as I listened. The ship was gripped by an unknown infection that was causing a level of sickness the doctor felt concerning and Jermaine was among the infected. 
 
    ‘Is he going to be alright?’ I asked, my voice filled with trepidation for the answer. 
 
    Dr Kim pursed his lips and huffed. In Jermaine’s cabin, the two orderlies were carefully manoeuvring the tall Jamaican man onto the bed, no easy task in the confined space given his size and that he had to weigh more than two-hundred pounds. ‘I don’t know,’ the doctor finally admitted. ‘There might be no reason to worry, but I am not yet sure what I am treating, and the patients are not responding to anything I give them. Of course, this is a cruise ship, so I don’t have complex medicine to offer them. I need the captain to get us to a port where they can be transferred to a proper facility and have access to an immunology team.’ 
 
    A light pinged on inside my head. ‘There’s an immunologist on board. I met him earlier.’ 
 
    ‘There is?’ 
 
    I nodded vigorously. ‘Yes. Dr Benyani Mendoza.’ I didn’t bother to explain how I came to meet him or my concern for his companions; it was unimportant now.  
 
    ‘Benyani Mendoza,’ Dr Kim repeated. ‘Benyani Mendoza is on board this ship right now? 
 
    ‘Yes. Do you know him?’ 
 
    Dr Kim had the look of a man who had just been thrown a lifeline and was trying to cling to it in a stormy sea. ‘I attended a lecture he gave in Seattle a few years ago. He is an expert in his field and was awarded the Noble Prize for Medicine five years ago. I don’t know him personally, but if he is on board, I need to speak with him right now.’ 
 
    The orderlies were stood by the hospital bed, one at each end with Jermaine between them and securely strapped to it. He looked asleep and I wished that were the case.  
 
    ‘Take him to quarantine. I’ll meet you there.’ Dr Kim sent the orderlies on their way, holding the door to Jermaine’s cabin open so they could leave, then gathered his things. ‘You said you met him; do you know where he is staying?’ 
 
    ‘I do actually,’ I admitted. I could simply give the doctor the cabin number and let him get on with it, but I had legitimate reason to go snooping again now. Ha! Take that Commander Shriver. No dressing up required. I was going back to see the dangerous-looking brothers again and this time I felt certain he was going to leave his chaperones/guards/whatever they were behind so I could ask him what was going on.  
 
    Patricia the sleuth rides again! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Quarantine 
 
    ‘Patty, what’s going on?’ the familiar voice of my gym instructor friend Barbie came from behind me as I followed Dr Kim. I turned to see her jogging toward me along the passageway. ‘I just saw Jermaine on a hospital bed, but they wouldn’t let me go with him. What’s going on?’ she repeated. 
 
    We were heading for the elevators, Barbie quickly closing the distance and slowing her pace to walk with us. ‘There is some kind of infectious disease on board. People are getting sick.’ 
 
    ‘Shhh,’ insisted Dr Kim, putting a finger to his lips as we neared other passengers at the elevator. ‘There is no reason for people to panic, but that doesn’t mean they won’t. In this kind of enclosed environment, it’s quite possible that everyone on board is already exposed. Until I can identify what it is and begin treating it, I cannot accurately tell anyone what symptoms to look for or what course of action to take. In the absence of that information, it is best to keep everyone in the dark for as long as we can.’ 
 
    ‘Won’t they find out anyway?’ I asked. ‘People are getting sick.’ 
 
    Dr Kim shook his head. ‘Not in large enough numbers for it to be noticed. Not yet anyway.’ 
 
    Lowering my voice, I turned back to Barbie. ‘I am taking Dr Kim to meet another doctor. There is a team on board that specialises in this sort of problem. They might be able to help out.’ As we reached the elevator and the small crowd gathered there, we all fell quiet.  
 
    ‘How are the allergy shots working out for you?’ Dr Kim asked Barbie as the elevator doors closed. 
 
    She smiled her infectious smile back at him. ‘Really good thank you. Patricia’s little doggy hasn’t made me sneeze once yet.’ 
 
    Dr Kim nodded in acknowledgement but had nothing else to say. Minutes later, and for the third time in less than two hours, I was standing outside Dr Mendoza’s cabin. I deffered to Dr Kim though, standing to one side so he could be the one knocking on the door. Barbie was next to me, nervous energy radiating from her as she worried about her friend. 
 
    When the door opened, it was Tien that answered once more, but his secretive behaviour had returned; the door closing quickly behind him so we couldn’t see into the room. ‘Can I help you?’ he asked, seeing Dr Kim first. A frown briefly crinkled his forehead as he saw me again, but it was gone as soon as it appeared. 
 
    ‘I’m Dr Hanso Kim. I’m hoping to find Dr Benyani Mendoza. I heard him speak at a conference a few years ago and we exchanged emails. I am the senior physician on board the Aurelia and I believe I need his help.’ When Tien didn’t reply immediately, Dr Kim asked, ‘Can we come in? It is quite urgent.’ 
 
    ‘Who is it?’ asked Dr Mendoza’s voice from behind the closed door.  
 
    A grimace creased Tien’s face, but he forced it away and extended his hand. ‘Good day, Dr Kim. I’m Dr Tien Chouxiang. I am a colleague of Dr Mendoza’s. Won’t you please come in and we shall see how we can help you?’ 
 
    With a quick back heel, the door opened behind him to once again reveal the cabin full of laboratory equipment. The card table was gone along with the rum and the gaudy outfits they had worn earlier. The equipment was still not being used but Dr Mendoza bore a guilty expression.  
 
    What were they up to? And better yet, why weren’t they drunk anymore? I didn’t ask the question. I just filed it away for later.  
 
    Dr Kim recognised the immunologist, advancing across the room to shake his hand. ‘Dr Mendoza, so nice to meet you in person. I need to commend you for your work in disease control.’ 
 
    Dr Mendoza, if anything, looked taken aback by the compliment. His hand came up automatically in response to Dr Kim offering his, but it was now hanging limply in Dr Kim’s grip as Dr Mendoza thought of something to say. ‘Thank you,’ he managed weakly. He didn’t need to say anything else though because Dr Kim was talking again. 
 
    ‘I’m sure you are here on vacation, but I really need your help in identifying a viral disease that is spreading through the ship. It is presenting initially like influenza, but the symptoms quickly develop to something more closely resembling malaria. I did some work in Zaire years ago so have experienced malaria first-hand many times. After a period of little more than twenty-four hours after first presentation, during which headaches, stomach cramps and a very high fever also present, patients begin to lose consciousness. I have more cases being reported every hour. It feels like your presence here was ordained by God himself.’ Dr Kim was already moving toward the door, clearly intent on taking the immunologist to the sick bay straight away.  When Dr Mendoza didn’t move, he said, ‘Is there something wrong, doctor? I need your help to identify this disease so I can arrange for treatment. At the rate we are going, the whole ship will be sick by tomorrow afternoon.’ 
 
    Dr Mendoza appeared conflicted. Dr Chouxiang spoke up instead, ‘Dr Mendoza, we really must give our assistance. There may be lives at stake.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Yes, of course,’ said Dr Mendoza finally waking up it seemed. ‘Lead on, please.’  
 
    Dr Kim wasted no time on getting back out the door to head in the direction of sickbay. In the cabin, as Barbie and I filed back outside, the two Dr Chouxiangs and Dr Mendoza had a hushed conversation in a huddle. I couldn’t hear what they were saying but when they broke I saw the grimace on Dr Mendoza’s face. I told myself it could mean anything, but whatever it was, it wasn’t something positive.  
 
    They collected medical bags and followed Dr Kim, Barbie and I trailing along silently behind them. In the lead, Dr Kim continued to chatter in medical terms, explaining nothing to the thickies at the back so I was instantly lost in a jungle of medical jargon and long words that all sounded likely to kill a person if left untreated.  
 
    There were numerous medical facilities on board the ship, a first aid station on every deck at least, but the medical facility Dr Kim took us to was on the sixth deck, out of the way of regular passengers as its location was on the top deck of the crew only area. It looked like a small hospital ward. There were different sections beyond the woman on reception and an operating theatre, no doubt for performing minor surgeries when the ship was crossing an ocean and couldn’t put into port for a few days. The double doors leading to the ward had a hastily erected sign on them saying quarantine – obey universal precautions.  
 
    I didn’t know what universal precautions were, but Dr Kim began handing out over-boots, little plastic slip on things that went over our shoes as well as facemasks with filters and gloves. ‘I’m sorry we do not have better protective equipment. This is just a basic medical facility, able to deal with cuts and broken bones and perhaps an accidental amputation or appendicitis. This though,’ he indicated the ward we were about to enter, ‘is something we never anticipated.’ 
 
    Barbie touched my arm. ‘Patty is this safe? For us, I mean. Are we safe to go in there?’ 
 
    I had not thought to question it. ‘I’m going in,’ I replied. ‘There’s something fishy about the Drs Chouxiang and their other colleagues. Besides, I have been touching Jermaine and if Dr Kim is right, there won’t be a safe place on the ship to hide from the virus. If you haven’t been exposed yet, maybe you should wait out here,’ I suggested. I could see her tussling with making the right decision, so I made it for her, leaving her behind as I followed the doctors into the quarantine area. 
 
    The beds were full. The double doors led to a wide corridor from which a dozen doors led to private rooms in which patients could be housed if their condition was such that they couldn’t return to their cabins. I wondered if the rooms had ever been full before because they had to be full now; I could see another dozen patients lining the corridor on makeshift beds. Ahead of me, Dr Kim explained that the crew were working on making a larger facility in one of the storerooms.  
 
    Another doctor, a woman I recognised, came out of one of the private rooms as she heard us approach. ‘Dr Kim, when the orderlies brought in the latest patient without you, I worried you had been called away to treat someone else.’ 
 
    ‘Not this time, Dr DuPont, but I don’t suppose it will be long before we get more calls.’ 
 
    ‘Well, they had better get on with converting that storeroom then because we have no room left here.’ 
 
    The elder Dr Chouxiang stopped as he reached the first patient. She was a middle-aged woman who looked a bit like me: a few pounds overweight, blond hair and average height. She was unconscious, that much was evident, but it was her skin that worried me most, it looked waxy and bruised.  
 
    Dr Kim stopped next to him. ‘She has worsened in the last hour. What do you make of the subcutaneous haemorrhaging?’ he asked.  
 
    ‘Um, Dr Mendoza,’ Dr Chouxiang deferred. ‘This is more your area of expertise.’ 
 
    Dr Kim blushed. ‘I’m sorry. I thought you were all immunologists.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Yes, we are,’ replied Dr Chouxiang defensively as if taking offense. ‘Dr Mendoza is more familiar with Ebola than either myself or my brother.’ 
 
    ‘Ebola?’ echoed Dr Kim in a way that terrified me. ‘You think this is Ebola?’ 
 
    Now it was Dr Chouxiang’s turn to blush. ‘I, um… that is… isn’t it obvious? The presentation is classic.’ 
 
    ‘Hardly,’ argued Dr Kim. ‘Ebola’s final stages may involve haemorrhaging, but it takes twenty days or more to reach that stage, not less than forty-eight hours.’ 
 
    ‘What Dr Chouxiang means,’ said Dr Mendoza, speaking for the first time but looking utterly morose, ‘is that the symptoms he can see, are more closely aligned with the Ebola virus than any other known disease. Isn’t that right, Dr Chouxiang?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, of course that’s what I meant.’ 
 
    ‘Where is Special Rating Clarke, please,’ I asked. I couldn’t do anything for him, but I wanted to see him anyway.  
 
    It was Dr DuPont that answered. ‘I have just been settling him with the nurse. Is he your butler?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Yes. Is he in there?’ I pointed to the room she had just left, thinking it strange he would get a room when there were already people lining the corridor but soon discovered that the room had three patients in it, two of whom were on mattresses on the floor. His face was still covered in a light sheen of sweat from the fever and he looked pale. A drip was hooked up to his right forearm via an IV line, delivering fluids since they had no drugs to give him. Dr Kim’s face appeared around the door frame. ‘What will it mean if this is Ebola?’ I asked him, going for the direct question. 
 
    ‘I don’t think there is any need to jump to conclusions over the diagnosis yet, Mrs Fisher. The doctors and I will conduct some tests and see what we can conclude. At this time the patients are resting and comfortable. Thank you for guiding me to Dr Mendoza, but I must insist that you get clear of the quarantine area now. Please report immediately if you begin to feel in any way unwell.’ 
 
    I wanted to argue and stay with Jermaine just so I could keep an eye on the Drs Tien and Chai Chouxiang, but I sensed there was no argument I could present that would achieve that result. With a final pat on Jermaine’s arm, I straightened and left the room. ‘You will let me know if his condition deteriorates, won’t you, Dr Kim?’ 
 
    ‘Of course, Mrs Fisher.’  
 
    I left him then, heading back out through the ward doors to find Barbie nervously pacing where I left her. A nurse stopped me as I came through the first set of doors. I needed to shuck my mask, gown and booties at this point before proceeding outside.  
 
    Barbie watched me through the plastic curtain. ‘How is he?’ she asked the moment I came out. ‘How is anyone?’ 
 
    ‘They are sick and so is Jermaine. It’s some kind of viral disease and looks quite nasty.’ 
 
    ‘Is he going to be okay?’ she asked, peering through the doors in the hope she might see him.  
 
    I didn’t know how to answer that. Dr Chouxiang named a disease I knew to have a high mortality rate and he had seemed to know what it was just by looking at one patient. Whether he was right, or Dr Kim was, I couldn’t tell. There was something very odd going on, but as I began walking away, I had to acknowledge that I didn’t have any idea what it was.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chinese Theatre 
 
    Against my better judgement, I decided to go out for dinner with Rick and Akamu as planned. My decision was based mostly on the belief that I would go stir-crazy in my suite by myself because I would do nothing but worry about Jermaine.  
 
    On the way down to the chaps’ cabin, I didn’t see anyone looking ill or pass by orderlies carrying a patient on a stretcher and there was no announcement given over the ship’s tannoy at any point warning people to look out for the symptoms in themselves and others. Maybe it was to be a small and isolated problem and the patients would all recover now that Dr Mendoza and his team were assisting. If other people were getting sick still, there was no sign of it. 
 
    Nevertheless, the odd behaviour of the immunologists had set me on high alert and it took a little while and a gin and tonic before I began to feel myself relaxing. The food was excellent, which came as no surprise; I hadn’t had a bad meal since I came on board. It was plentiful too, the waiters continually circulating with different dishes for us to select from. I stopped only when I could feel my hold-it-all-in knickers getting tight but Rick and Akamu continued to indulge until they were fit to burst. 
 
    The evening was divided into two halves: food first and entertainment second. During the meal a singer provided music but once the tables were cleared, the curtains on the stage opened to reveal a pair of men with large drums hung in front of them on a frame. They started thumping out a beat and soon other percussion instruments began mixing in with them. Then two duelling dragons in traditional Chinese costumes appeared from either side of the room.  
 
    I think there was a story to go with it because a young woman dressed as an innocent maiden had to be rescued by a man on a cardboard horse at one point. I struggled to follow it and struggled to keep my concentration on anything other than the strange doctors and the worrying disease I knew to be endangering every person on board.  
 
    As the applause died, I had to stifle a yawn. As usual, my routine saw me in the gym this morning just after six o’clock, so I was getting tired now that it was after ten. I had never been much of a night owl, but far less so now that I was rising early each day. ‘Would either of you gentlemen like a nightcap?’ I asked. I could make myself a gin and tonic in my suite but not having Jermaine there to make it for the first time since I came on board would make me feel his absence more keenly. I was going to miss him when the Aurelia finally arrived back in Southampton and I had to leave. ‘I’m getting a gin and tonic,’ I announced as I stood up. ‘Can I get you one too?’ 
 
    Both men thanked me kindly and ordered bourbon over ice, Rick pointing out that gin was an old ladies drink. I left them chatting while I went to the bar. Unusually, I had to wait a while as the one barman in sight was rushed off his feet trying to deal with all the people wanting drinks. It gave me time to check my phone for messages. Of course, I was hoping to see something from Alistair, but the stupid device was somehow blocking what he surely must be sending me. I hadn’t seen him since yesterday even though we had spoken briefly this afternoon when I wanted Commander Shriver’s help.  
 
    Jamming the phone back into my bag with a grumpy snarl, I saw it was my turn to be served. In contrast to the all-Chinese staff working the stage show and waiting the tables, the man behind the bar appeared to be Indian. Better yet, he had a Glaswegian accent when he spoke. ‘What can I get you, madam?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll have two glasses of bourbon over ice and one gin and tonic, please. I’ll take the Hendricks, please,’ I added, seeing it lurking between the other bottles.  
 
    ‘Sorry, madam. We are out of tonic.’ I stared at him for a second, waiting for him to say he was only joking. He didn’t though, but he did feel the need to expand. ‘Our store is empty. An issue with stocktaking, I think. I’m sure it was there when I checked yesterday, but when I sent for more earlier, the other barman came back empty handed. He’s looking for more now.’ 
 
    Well that explained why there was only one man behind the bar and customers waiting to be served. It didn’t explain the lack of tonic though. ‘Are you telling me that the tonic, just the tonic specifically, had gone missing from your store.’  
 
    ‘Yes. Would you still like the bourbons? I can mix you a gin fizz or a gimlet instead, madam. On the house for your disappointment.’ 
 
    I puckered my lips in annoyance. It wasn’t the man’s fault but now I had to get a drink I didn’t want and be polite about it. ‘I’ll have the gin fizz please. That sounds delightful.’ As I watched him make it, I quickly decided it didn’t look delightful at all. It had a raw egg white in it for starters. In went fresh lemon juice, sugar syrup, ice and gin which was shaken vigorously and poured over ice. Then he topped it off with soda water and added a cherry. The finished article looked okay, I guess. I swiped my card, collected the glasses and made my way back to the table.  
 
    ‘What’s that?’ asked Rick. ‘It don’t look like no gin and tonic to me.’ 
 
    Frowning, I said, ‘Would you believe they have run out of tonic?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ asked Akamu, his face a mask of disbelief. ‘A ship this size has run out of tonic? Someone ought to be getting the sack over that. What’s next? They run out of toilet paper?’ 
 
    ‘With the size of your ass they might,’ snapped Rick, getting in a quick salvo since it had been five minutes since they traded insults.  
 
    ‘I don’t think it’s the whole ship,’ I got in quickly before they could wind up to full verbal battle mode. ‘I think each restaurant has its own store allocated. The barman said his colleague was off trying to get more which I assume means they borrow from someone else, but he said it was there earlier.’ 
 
    ‘Who would break into a store and steal tonic?’ Rick asked.  
 
    It was a good question and another one I couldn’t answer. I sipped my drink, decided it was just as rank as it looked and left it as all three of us got up to leave.  
 
    The inside of my skull was itching again. No matter what other people told me, there was something off about Dr Chouxiang and his brother and their relationship with Dr Mendoza and the lab equipment. They provided explanation for all of it, but… but… but I wasn’t satisfied, basically.  
 
    When we got to the elevator, I said goodnight to Rick and Akamu, then headed back to my suite where I planned to do some digging. When I got back to my suite though, I was shocked to find someone in there waiting for me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Ramone 
 
    I walked into my suite with a plan to pour myself the gin and tonic I couldn’t get in the restaurant and spend the next hour or more on the computer being nosy. First though, my outfit for the evening was coming off. It looked good and was elegant, but I wanted to slouch around in pyjamas now.  
 
    The shoes got kicked off as I came through the door and the light jacket went on a peg in the entrance lobby. Then, as I walked into the living room, enjoying the feel of having my feet flat again, I lifted the halter neck of my dress over my head to let it hang as I started taking out my earrings.  
 
    The polite cough brought my attention across the room to where a strange man was standing. 
 
    I screamed. 
 
    He screamed because I screamed and both us of needed to find something to lean on to keep ourselves upright. I wasn’t done with the screaming though, ‘Get out of my cabin! Get out, get out, get out!’ 
 
    The man danced about a little, trying to work out which way he was supposed to run. The main door I came in through was behind me and it was his obvious escape route but that meant having to run at me to get there. He just looked embarrassed and uncomfortable and he was doing everything he could to avoid looking at me. Under my angry gaze though, he took the only escape route he could find and went out the patio door onto the private sun terrace. Unfortunately, that doesn’t lead anywhere unless one chooses to jump off the ship. 
 
    Looking sheepish once he discovered he couldn’t get out that way, he came back inside but continued to stare fixedly at the floor. 
 
    I realised why; my dress was still hanging around my waist. Thankfully I had a bra on. Barbie, with her gravity defying boobs, wouldn’t have worn one with such a dress, but my chest would touch my knees if I tried that. As he darted about, I turned around, pulled the neck strap back over my head and spun back to face him once more. ‘Stop!’ I yelled. ‘Who are you?’ 
 
    ‘I’m Ramone. The stand-in for Jermaine,’ he replied, looking sheepish and embarrassed still. 
 
    ‘Why do I have a replacement? Oh, my life, has something happened to him? Is he okay?’ Panic filled my brain as I rushed to the phone to call Dr Kim.  
 
    ‘I was appointed as a stand-in, madam. That’s all I know, but I am certain they would have informed you if his condition had worsened.’ 
 
    He was right, I knew. So, I took my thumb away from the dial button and forced myself to relax. Jermaine was strong and young and would be fine. ‘I wasn’t expecting a replacement,’ I said for want of something to say. ‘Are you moving in?’ 
 
    ‘Only temporarily, madam. Just until Jermaine is well enough to return to duty. His cabin is set to be cleaned in the morning and I will move in after that.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, well, I have some work to do, but I have no need for you this evening. You should retire if you wish to.’ 
 
    He inclined his head in my direction. ‘Very good, madam. What time should I return in the morning?’ 
 
    I gave that some thought. ‘I will get up around six and head to the gym. I’ll be back around seven and will have breakfast at eight. So, half seven? I don’t need you for anything really. I can do my own breakfast quite happily.’ 
 
    Ramone smiled at me. ‘I doubt the captain would approve. This is the Windsor Suite. He was most insistent that I take care of you.’ 
 
    Was he really? That made me smile. Getting Jermaine, or anyone else, to do things for me went against the grain. I was a self-sufficient, blue-collar lady, but I recognised the frustration Jermaine suffered when I tried to do everything for myself, so before I sent Ramone away for the night, I threw him a bone. ‘Can you mix a decent gin and tonic, Ramone?’ 
 
    He was back standing on almost the exact same spot he had been when I first saw him, but at least now he was smiling. ‘Madam, it is my specialty.’ 
 
    Leaving him to make the drink, I went to my bedroom. I should have noticed the absent thing in my cabin, but my mind was on other things and Anna is still very new to me, so I temporarily forgot I had a dog until she exploded out of the door when I opened it.  
 
    Flying between my feet, she flew across the room at a surprising speed, barking all the while. Ramone’s eyes widened as the tiny terror bore down on him. The lights in the suite were dimmed so maybe he couldn’t even see what it was, but he soon found out as she went for his ankle.  
 
    ‘Arrgh!’ he screamed like a frightened girl. ‘Arrgh, what is it? Get it off, get it off.’ 
 
    I didn’t think Anna was actually hurting him, but she was an aggressive little monkey. Perhaps all that time spent with Japanese gangsters filled her head with violent thoughts.  
 
    Standing just a couple of feet from her as she terrorised the poor man’s trouser leg, I said, ‘Come, Anna,’ in a very insistent voice. ‘Anna, come. Anna! Anna, come!’ Frustrated, I said a rude word and grabbed her. She looked out of the back of her eyes at me as if to ask why I was disturbing her when there was clearly an intruder to kill.  
 
    ‘Terribly sorry about that. Did she nip you?’ Ramone inspected his trousers, poking a finger through a hole where she had ripped them. I pulled an apologetic face. ‘She’s really quite friendly,’ I assured him but when he looked at her, she bared her teeth and snarled again just to prove me wrong. I took her to my bedroom with me. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, as I took a second sip of my delicious gin and tonic, I acknowledged that his boast was not unwarranted. My attention though was completely absorbed by the screen in front of my face. I had looked into Dr Mendoza and read about his career, but I was holding off on doing more because I expected Barbie to arrive any moment. I got a text from her as I was changing half an hour ago, asking if there was any update on Jermaine. She was worried about him, and well she might be, so I replied with an invite to join me. I let her know I was suspicious of the whole lab equipment story and wanted to investigate it. If nothing else, I knew it would take her mind off the concern she felt. 
 
    Reading his online profile, it was evident very quickly that Dr Mendoza was a brilliant man. He had graduated top of his class at the Cebu Institute of Medicine in the Philippines, then attended Johns Hopkins in the States where he specialised in rare disease prevention. His list of accolades was impressive with a prize from the Noble Academy sitting at the top.  
 
    The knock at my door came just when I started reading about his family. ‘Hi, Barbie.’ We hugged quickly in the doorway. ‘How was your day?’ 
 
    ‘It was fairly routine all apart from the bit where Jermaine was taken away to quarantine. Do you think he will be okay?’ she asked sounding worried.  
 
    I didn’t know the answer to her question, but I said what people always say in such circumstances. ‘I’m sure he’ll pull through. He’s so strong and healthy, after all.’ 
 
    We reached the desk with the computer on it where a second chair was already arranged. The second chair was for me; Barbie, being thirty years younger used a computer like it was an extension of her body, where I felt like a Neanderthal bashing the keys one at a time.  
 
    ‘Can I get you a drink?’ I asked before I settled in the chair.  
 
    ‘Is that gin?’ she asked with a nod at my almost empty glass. ‘You made it yourself?’ she joked, trying to find humour in the situation. 
 
    I gave her a lopsided smile. ‘Ramone made it.’ 
 
    Barbie gave me a confused look. ‘Ramone? Oh, little guy, shaved head?’ 
 
    ‘That’s him. He scared the bejesus out of me when I came in.’ I could see that Barbie was trying to make a decision and weighing up whether she wanted to indulge or not. I helped her out. ‘I’ll make two.’ 
 
    By the time I returned to the computer desk, Barbie was pulling up pages and trying to find the two Drs Chouxiang. ‘I want to ask Dr Mendoza about his family,’ I said as I sat down and handed her the drink. We clinked glasses and stared at the screen. ‘Can you pull up the page I was looking at when you came in?’ 
 
    A click, and there it was. Dr Mendoza’s wife was also a doctor. The article we were reading didn’t say how they met but she was also in disease prevention so one could assume their work brought them together. They had three children between them, all boys and the spitting image of their father.  
 
    The closeness of the family group raised a question. ‘Wouldn’t you bring your family if you were going on a cruise ship?’ I asked. 
 
    Barbie took a sip of her drink. ‘Passage time from the Philippines to Thailand is six days with the stops in between. If Dr Mendoza got on in Manilla, then his round trip would be… what? Two weeks?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t guess. It would depend on what he was then doing when he arrived, but why take the ship at all? If they flew, they would arrive the same day and surely it would be cheaper too. The option to take a cruise is extravagant, but even if the money is no object; they boasted they just closed a big deal, why then not bring your family?’ 
 
    Barbie pursed her lips; she didn’t have an answer.  
 
    I had another question though. ‘Also, if the two Dr Chouxiangs are on their way home with their fellow doctors from Thailand, of course, that’s assuming they are from Thailand since that is where the ship is heading, why is Dr Mendoza with them? They are returning home and he is going with them. It feels… wrong.’ 
 
    ‘I couldn’t find them either,’ said Barbie. ‘The doctors, I mean. I don’t know whether that is a common or rare name but I couldn’t find a single Dr Chouxiang, so… that’s a little suspicious.’ 
 
    ‘It sure is. Let’s keep looking.’ So, we did. We didn’t find them though or any of their colleagues but I only knew one name so the result wasn’t conclusive. Or rather, it wasn’t conclusive if I was trying to successfully argue a court case. I wasn’t though and the circumstantial evidence I possessed was enough to convince me they were not who they claimed to be, and because of that, I was convinced they were up to no good.  
 
    When I said as much, Barbie asked, ‘What do we do now?’ 
 
    I drained my glass and sucked air in through my teeth as I made a decision. ‘We find some old ladies.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    At Anchor 
 
    By the morning there was a shoreline visible from my window. The alarm woke me but now that I was awake, I wasn’t so convinced I actually wanted to get out of bed. Barbie stayed until almost midnight, guiltily saying that she had to go while stifling a yawn. Looking at my clock, I knew she would be in the gym by now so it was right for her to leave when she did. 
 
    I could see the shoreline because Jermaine hadn’t been here last night to draw the curtains. In the darkness at sea last night, I hadn’t noticed they were open, so I awoke to sunlight coming in my window and a view for the first time since I came onboard.  
 
    The view was perplexing though. We were not due to dock in Thailand until late this afternoon and since the ship couldn’t have arrived early, we had to be somewhere else. Where though? 
 
    Next to me, Anna let out a snort. She was asleep with her front paws facing one way and her back paws facing the other. One fang poked out from her top lip.  
 
    Lying in bed wasn’t going to answer the question so I got up, got dressed, grabbed the dog, and got out of my suite. Despite my lethargy, I went for a run. Barbie says the only bad workout is the one you miss, so even if I half-arsed this one, it would still be better than nothing.  
 
    At six o’clock on a cruise ship you don’t see many people about. Occasionally there is another person out jogging but Anna and I seemed to have the ship to ourselves as we got in our morning exercise. As the breeze tousled my hair, I ran through a few scenarios about which piece of shoreline I was looking at. When I reached the stern of the ship on my first lap, the realisation that I couldn’t hear the engines brought me to a stop. The engines were off. That couldn’t mean anything good.  
 
    I went right to the back of the boat and looked down into the water. Where the ocean behind the ship ought to be a maelstrom of churning waves, it was flat and calm instead. Then I went to the port side and peered over, stretching to see the anchor chain.  
 
    We were at anchor. We were at anchor in an unscheduled stop off a piece of coastline the Aurelia wasn’t due to visit. This wasn’t good at all. I wasted no further time staring over the side and started jogging back to my suite instead. The exercise could wait, there were questions to be answered first.  
 
    Top of the list was to do with the health of my dear friend and appointed butler, Jermaine. Ramone had not yet arrived when I got back to the suite, not that I needed him for anything, but it struck home once more that Jermaine was absent as he was always waiting for my return whenever I went out.  
 
    I called the sickbay using the ship’s phone system. The woman’s voice at the other end started to speak but then yawned deeply and uncontrollably. ‘Sorry about that. Sickbay, Margaret speaking.’ 
 
    ‘Good morning,’ I replied, trying to put a pleasant tone into my voice as I suspected Margaret was tired because she was working too many hours right now. ‘This is Patricia Fisher calling from the Windsor Suite. I was hoping you might be able to tell me if Special Rating Jermaine Clarke is recovering.’ 
 
    Margaret yawned again, apologised again and consulted with someone else in the background. Then a different voice came on the line. ‘Mrs Fisher, this is Dr Kim. I’m afraid his condition continues to worsen,’ he said grimly. ‘I wish I had better news for you.  Until we are able to obtain a treatment to fight off the disease, all I can do is treat the symptoms and make the patients comfortable.’ 
 
    This was the worst possible news, news I had been refusing to let myself think about. Forcing myself to focus, I asked, ‘How many patients do you have now?’  
 
    Dr Kim puffed out a sigh, ‘One hundred and twelve. There have been seven more reported cases in the last hour as people are waking up to discover they are sick. I expect more soon. The ship just isn’t capable of handling an outbreak like this. If we don’t get help soon, some of the patients…’ He stopped talking suddenly, sensing he was saying what he ought not to, the fatigue from sleep-deprivation loosening his lips. ‘We are anchored off West Houptiou. They have a medical facility there with an immunology department. Dr Chouxiang is liaising with them now.’ 
 
    ‘Dr Chouxiang? He is helping you to fight this thing?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. He and all his colleagues are chipping in and doing their best to help with patient care and diagnosis.’ Dr Kim yawned again. ‘Mrs Fisher, I’m sorry, I really have to go.’ 
 
    I apologised for taking up so much of his time, wished him luck, and let him go. Anna nudged my foot; she wanted her breakfast. Filling her little bowl with kibble gave me something to do while I worried about Jermaine. Dr Kim made it sound like people might die from the disease. He hadn’t said it, but I was certain he was about to. Could this trip end in disaster for couples and families?  
 
    Not if I could help it. There might be nothing I could do about the need for a cure, but there was something fishy going on with the team of doctors and I was going to make sure the captain knew about it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Captain 
 
    Alistair was clear that his job had to take priority over our blossoming relationship and had given me his mobile number on the proviso that I would not call it unless it was either an emergency or I knew him to be off duty. Given what my research had shown me last night and my failed attempt to get Commander Shriver to listen, I considered this to be the former, so I hit the dial button and waited for it to connect.  
 
    It wasn’t answered though. I tried again with the same result. Okay, he was almost certainly on duty. The man worked long hours and there was something of a crisis taking place on board his ship so he was most likely on the bridge trying to deal with it. I sent a text instead.  
 
    Then I paced for ten minutes, got impatient which led to frustration and through annoyed to arrive at worried. Why wasn’t Alistair taking the twenty seconds it required to answer my message? The sound of the door from Jermaine’s adjoining cabin opening brought my eyes up but the bark of my attack dog got me moving.  
 
    Ramone heard her too, so just as his face appeared around the doorframe, his eyes filled with terror and vanished backwards as he slammed the door shut once more. I was going to have to buy a book on obedience training, that was for sure.   
 
    I scooped Anna into my arms yet again, stroking and calming her as I cooed in her ear to let the nice man live. ‘It’s okay, Ramone, I have her now. You can come in.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure, madam?’ his muffled voice echoed back through the door. 
 
    Anna wriggled but she wasn’t that difficult to keep hold of. Just to be safe though, ‘I’m shutting her in my bedroom, okay? Give me thirty seconds.’ With the dog safely tucked away, Ramone felt he could enter without fear for his life.  
 
    I had to wonder what she would be like if she were the size of a Labrador. The danger would be real then. I showered then dressed in jeans, pumps, and a lightweight sweater while Anna the hellhound watched me from the bed. With a swipe of mascara, I was ready to go. My handbag went over my left arm and Anna went under my right. She spared Ramone a growl as we crossed the living area to the door but once on the deck, she trotted happily along, sniffing the floor and wagging her tail.  
 
    I wanted to find someone from the crew that I knew, preferably one of the more senior members of the security team as they generally had a handle on what was happening. I could just go to the crew-only elevator that led up to the bridge, hang about there for someone to appear and grill them, but I was just as likely to be successful, and far less aggressive-looking, if I went to the upper deck restaurant. Breakfast would be on already and there were always members of the security team around. I picked Anna up again as we reached the door. It was that or she would be trying to get under tables to snag fallen bits of bacon. 
 
    Looking around, sure enough, I spotted three white uniforms that I knew as soon as I went in. Young Lieutenant Anders Pippin was getting a coffee and talking animatedly with a young couple when I approached. He shot me a smile, finished up his anecdote about a seagull and let the couple get on with their breakfast.  
 
    ‘Good morning, Mrs Fisher. Is there anything I can help you with?’ 
 
    I went for the direct approach. ‘I’ve been trying to make contact with the captain, I was hoping you could help me get a message to him.’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ said Pippin. 
 
    Not picking up on his tone, I carried on, ‘There is something happening on board that I believe is linked to the people getting sick. He needs to know about it right away.’ I noticed Pippin was looking at the floor rather than at me. ‘What is it, Anders?’ 
 
    ‘Um, the captain is sick.’ 
 
    ‘What!’ 
 
    ‘Shhhh,’ he insisted in a forceful but hushed tone. ‘No one is allowed to know. I’m only telling you, because… well, it’s you.’ 
 
    ‘How sick is he? Does he have the virus?’ I had one hand on my chest to steady my heart and all I could think was, ‘Not Alistair as well.’ I was so fearful for Jermaine, now I had Alistair to worry about too. Would I lose one of them? Would I lose them both? Was Barbie going to get sick next? What about Rick and Akamu? They were both much older and Dr Kim said it was having a worse effect on the very young and the very old.  
 
    Carefully, Lieutenant Pippin said, ‘I don’t know. I haven’t seen him. All I know is the captain was taken into quarantine last night and had been sick for a while before that. Commander Shriver is now acting captain and is dealing with the emerging situation with the disease on board.’ 
 
    ‘Did she give the order to anchor up?’ 
 
    ‘So far as I know, yes. She is getting expert help though and is in contact with medical teams in West Houptiou. The crew have all been instructed to keep the passengers calm and monitor for anyone who looks sick. Commander Shriver expects to have drugs to combat the disease here soon.’ 
 
    ‘She said that? I thought they hadn’t identified what the disease was yet.’ 
 
    ‘I couldn’t say,’ Pippin replied looking glum. ‘The advice was this would be treatable and that was the message we were to give to the passengers if they ask.’ 
 
    I thought about that. It sounded like a sensible message to put across. They would have to give some kind of announcement about why the ship was at anchor but admitting no one knew what the mystery illness is or how to combat it would just create panic and pandemonium. Commander Shriver was probably on top of it all and perfectly capable of managing the situation until help arrived. I needed to see Dr Kim though. I had to grill him about his helpers.  
 
    ‘Thank you, Anders. How are you feeling? How’s your wound now?’ Not very long ago the young man had been stabbed by a slightly psycho woman as he protected Barbie. Mercifully, nothing vital had been hit by the blade but he still had a very nasty cut which required surgery to fix.  
 
    With a curt nod to thank me for my concern, he said, ‘It is healing, thank you. I will not be performing any sit ups for a while yet, but the doctor says I will make a full recovery.’ 
 
    I thanked him for his time, excused myself and made my way to the temporary quarantine which had been created in a storeroom on deck ten. I had to check on two people I had fond feelings for, and I wouldn’t be able to think straight until I knew they were still fighting. I also needed to see what the Drs Chouxiang were up to. The whole thing with them and Dr Mendoza wasn’t right, but they wouldn’t let me get Dr Mendoza alone to quiz him about it. That alone had my warning buzzers going crazy. Why was I the only one picking up on it though? Why wasn’t Commander Shriver asking the pertinent questions? 
 
    I found out soon enough. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Sick Bay 
 
    The supposed emergency enlarged quarantine area was in a state of panic when I arrived, and it was instantly obvious why: it was full, and more people were arriving. There was a reception desk set up in the passageway outside the doors and a queue of people trying to get in. Not all of them were sick, of course, some of the people queuing were bringing their loved ones for treatment, no doubt directed here by members of the crew.  
 
    Quarantine restrictions looked to be out the window too; Dr Kim and the rest of the medical staff were simply overrun.  As two orderlies shoved their way through the crowd with a patient on a stretcher, I followed them in uninvited, holding on to his arm as if I was the sick man’s relative.  
 
    Inside, I paused and scanned around for Alistair but I needed to find Dr Kim before I did anything else. Anna wriggled under my arm, licking my chin when I cooed at her. I spotted the exhausted Dr Kim on the far side of the room, consulting a chart at the foot of someone’s bed. He had his back to me so didn’t see me approach.  
 
    ‘Dr Kim,’ I called as I weaved between the lines of beds. He turned to see who had spoken and I saw his face for the first time since yesterday. ‘Dr Kim, how long has it been since you slept?’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘A while.’ Then he gave me a half-hearted smile. ‘It reminds me of my junior doctor years actually. It’s kind of fun to be this tired again. Some of my colleagues poked fun at me when I took this job, saying it was a retirement home for failed doctors who wanted to get a good suntan. I guess the joke’s on me.’  
 
    ‘Are you having any luck in treating them?’ I asked.  
 
    He hung his head and shook it. ‘None at all. The presentation is like a fast-acting version of haemorrhagic fever, what people more commonly refer to as Ebola. Treatment for that should be give intravenous fluids, oxygen and then treat the symptoms to reduce fluids lost through vomiting and diarrhoea. We just don’t have the supplies to treat this many people so only the sickest are getting anything.’ 
 
    ‘I was told Commander Shriver has a plan to obtain a cure from West Houptiou.’ 
 
    Dr Kim gave me an uncertain look. ‘I don’t see how that’s possible. I know Dr Chouxiang made contact with a disease control centre on the mainland. That’s why we are at anchor. They wouldn’t let us dock, quite rightly, of course, but have offered to send a team aboard to assist with treatment.’  
 
    ‘What does Dr Mendoza think? He’s the world leader on tackling rare infectious diseases, isn’t he?’ 
 
    Wearily, Dr Kim nodded. ‘Dr Mendoza isn’t acting normally. Not that I know the man, not really anyway. He is taking his inability to treat the patients personally and he has a strange relationship with Dr Chouxiang. The elder Dr Chouxiang that is. The two are inseparable, though I get the impression Dr Mendoza would rather work alone.’ Dr Kim shrugged again. ‘I don’t know. I might be imagining the whole thing. There they are now though, working on the same patient.’ 
 
    Dr Kim flicked his head toward the two men. They were across the wide expanse of the open makeshift ward and out of earshot. I was about to change that though. ‘Thank you, Dr Kim. Can you please tell me where the captain is?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll take you to him.’ As we walked, Dr Kim explained that he tried to put the captain in a private room, but Alistair had argued and insisted he get no different treatment to everyone else suffering. If anything, he wasn’t to have a bed at all if it meant someone else went without. That certainly sounded like something Alistair would say.  
 
    ‘How is he now?’ I asked. Without answering my question, Dr Kim had led me across the room, weaving between beds. I looked ahead in the direction we were going expecting to see the face I recognised or hear his voice. When Dr Kim stopped at a bed, I had to look twice to see that the gaunt, pale face poking above the sheets was indeed Alistair Huntley. 
 
    ‘He lost consciousness about an hour ago. He must have been fighting it for some time before he revealed he was sick.’  
 
    I put my hand to my mouth. Honestly, if Dr Kim had told me he was dead I would have believed him. Only the faint but steady rise and fall of his chest gave away that he was still alive. ‘Oh, my life,’ I murmured. ‘How bad is it?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t talk about that, Mrs Fisher. Suffice to say we need help in the form of medical staff and supplies right now and we will not be able to revive some of the sick without proper medical treatment.’ He gripped my arm. ‘You should go, Mrs Fisher. I am already beginning to feel the effects. The longer you expose yourself, the more likely it is that you will get sick.’ 
 
    With those chill words ringing in my ears, and with a sorrowful pat on Alistair’s arm, I took myself away. I didn’t go far though, Dr Mendoza and Dr Chouxiang were just a few beds over, and they were arguing. 
 
    ‘I said I’m not leaving,’ insisted Dr Mendoza. ‘I am responsible for the condition of these people. I cannot just let them suffer like this.’ 
 
    ‘Why are you responsible?’ I asked, approaching from behind both men so they spun around to see who had spoken. 
 
    ‘Ah, Mrs Fisher,’ said Dr Chouxiang. ‘Again,’ he added to make a point. ‘What can we do for you?’ 
 
    ‘Dr Mendoza just said the patients’ ill-health was his responsibility. What do you mean by that Dr Mendoza?’ 
 
    Dr Mendoza looked nervous when he started talking, cutting his eyes at his colleague to see what he was doing. ‘I, ah.’ 
 
    Dr Chouxiang spoke over the top of him. ‘What Dr Mendoza means is that he is the world leader on diseases of this type and were he further along with his research, he might already have a treatment available. Isn’t that right, Dr Mendoza.’ 
 
    Staring at the floor guiltily, Dr Mendoza nodded. ‘Yes, that’s right. That’s what I was trying to say.’  
 
    To bring his eyes up to meet mine, I tapped Dr Mendoza on his hand. ‘I wonder if I might have a moment of your time in private.’ 
 
    Dr Mendoza shot a panicked look at his colleague. Dr Chouxiang just crossed his arm and gave me a curious look. ‘Dr Mendoza has patients to attend to, Mrs Fisher. Your needs cannot take priority over them. Since you are clearly not sick and are only detracting from our efforts with your senseless enquiries, I suggest you escape this place while you can.’ He was very clear about his desire to keep me away from Dr Mendoza though I still didn’t know why.  
 
    However, when I glanced at Dr Mendoza the next second, the nervous looking man cast his eyes down in a deliberate gesture. ‘Mrs Fisher,’ prompted Dr Chouxiang, ‘it is time to go.’ 
 
    I looked back at Dr Mendoza and he did the thing with his eyes again. I glanced down and could see that he was trying to trace a word into the dust on the floor with the toe of his shoe. I tried to stare at it but didn’t want Dr Chouxiang to follow my gaze and see that Dr Mendoza was trying to pass me a message in secret.  
 
    The opportunity was lost though when Dr Chouxiang stepped forward to usher me away and stepped onto whatever it was Dr Mendoza wanted me to see. ‘Enough now, Mrs Fisher. It is not safe for you here. That alone should convince you to leave.’ 
 
    As he came close, Anna took offense at his proximity and lunged forward to snap at him. I almost dropped her, but the bark brought the attention of a nearby nurse who added her insistence that I leave.  
 
    Unable to argue, I let her usher me from the awful sick bay. Back outside in the passageway, I plopped Anna back on the floor and chewed my lip. I had a lot of things to do and the length of time in which I had to get them done was to be determined by how long the weakest patients had left – a period I couldn’t possibly determine.  
 
    Was I even right about Dr Chouxiang though? Only time would tell. Giving Anna’s lead a quick tug to get her moving in the right direction, I set off to gather a team.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Pick Pockets 
 
    ‘Tell me where we are going again,’ demanded Rick as both he and Akamu shuffled after me. ‘My bunions are giving me hell, dammit.’ 
 
    ‘Stop complaining, you old woman,’ snapped Akamu. If there was one thing for certain, no matter what I asked Rick and Akamu to do, they were going to whine and moan and battle each other and do a great job anyway.  
 
    ‘We are heading back to General Tso’s restaurant,’ I said over my shoulder as I led them to the elevators. It had taken me a while to find them because they were not in their cabin when I went to it. Contrary to my expectations, no announcement had been made to tell the passengers why the Aurelia was now at anchor two miles off the coast. Commander Shriver must have something planned but despite the worry I sensed among some groups, nervous chatter giving a sense of unrest, in general, people were getting on and enjoying themselves. Rick and Akamu had followed the crowd and when I found them, they were on the eighteenth deck lido relaxing on sun beds. Akamu had been asleep, snoring loudly with his hat over his face. When I approached, Rick had been slowly attempting to lower Akamu’s right hand into a bowl of water, a frat boy trick his friend would not thank him for.  
 
    Now they were following me because I had a task for them and couldn’t get everything done by myself.  
 
    Squinting at his watch because he didn’t have his reading glasses on, Rick said, ‘Surely the restaurant isn’t open this early. It’s… it’s only just after ten o’clock, Patricia.’  
 
    ‘That’s what I’m counting on.’ I didn’t expand on that statement and the guys were generous and trusting enough to continue shuffling after me. Unlike a business in a town, the restaurant had no front door to it. The ornate entrance, with a dragon adorning each side had a sign saying closed to deter passengers from going in, but there was no physical barrier preventing our entry. 
 
    Inside, there were cleaners polishing glass and buffing those bits deemed worthy of buffing and the person I wanted to see; a barman behind the bar. ‘Good morning,’ I said breezily on my direct path to him.  
 
    His head came up. ‘Sorry, we’re closed. Dinner reservations can be made using the onboard system or via your app or you can come by later when one of the servers are here. I’m just in to restock the bar.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, thank you. It’s you that I came to see.’ The man’s eyebrows took off to the top of his head where they tried to touch his hairline. He wasn’t one of the men that had been working last night and he was dressed differently, wearing a standard crew uniform not the ornate Chinese brocaded outfit the staff that worked here wore.  
 
    ‘How can I help?’ he asked, putting his tablet to one side. 
 
    I pointed to the tablet as Rick and Akamu caught up to me and fanned out on either side. ‘Are you doing a stocktake?’ The man looked at the tablet, then back at me, questions about why I wanted to know forming a queue in his head. ‘I ask because last night they ran out of tonic water here.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, they couldn’t make her a gin and tonic,’ laughed Rick. ‘I thought the world was going to end.’ 
 
    His comment put the barman on the defensive. ‘If you wish to complain, I’m not the one to complain to. Someone stole the tonic, that’s all I know. I got hell about it from my manager this morning because he thinks I must have failed to count it properly. Accused me of skipping the physical checks and guessing the numbers so I could skive off.’ 
 
    I help up my hands to calm him. ‘No complaints. But what if you could show your manager that the tonic was stolen and then present him with the culprits?’ He eyed me to see if I was messing him about. He was hooked. ‘I think I know who is behind this and I need you to help these two gentlemen with their investigation.’ 
 
    ‘Investigation?’ all three men said at once.  
 
    ‘Yes.’ Still looking at the barman, I said, ‘I’m Patricia Fisher. What’s your name?’ 
 
    Unlike most crew, he wasn’t wearing a name badge. He was moving his lips though. ‘Patricia Fisher. Patricia Fisher. Where do I know that name from?’ 
 
    ‘She’s the one that found the giant sapphire and had a shootout with a load of gangsters in the cabaret theatre,’ provided Akamu with a chuckle. 
 
    ‘Yeah, that’s it!’ said the barman. ‘I’m John.’ 
 
    ‘Well, John, these two gentleman are retired police officers and would like to help you track down the missing tonic. It shouldn’t take too long.’ I turned around to speak to my two friends. ‘I have a good idea what is going on here, but I have matters elsewhere to attend to. Can I leave this with you?’ 
 
    ‘Sure,’ said Rick. 
 
    ‘No problem,’ echoed Akamu. ‘You know they do have an onboard security team that is really good at handling issues such as this.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but what fun would that be? Give me a call when you find them?’ 
 
    ‘Find who?’ Rick called after me, but I was already on my way out the door.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Telegram 
 
    Sitting in the corner of the gym, I waited patiently for Barbie to finish her class rather than interrupt. She was happily destroying a dozen fit looking men; funny how almost all the blonde bombshell’s classes were filled with men. They had weights above their heads as she had them squat and press and twist and bend to a thumping bass beat. All the while she was shouting encouragement and commands and barely even sweating while the men in her class looked like they had been out in the rain for an hour. Most of them were standing in a pool of their own perspiration.  
 
    I needed her help. Or rather, I needed the help of someone who was good with computers. I could have asked one of the ship’s security team, and honestly, Baker or Bhukari or one of the other lieutenants I had got to know well might have been a more appropriate choice given the nature of my investigations, but I knew where to find Barbie and I knew I could rely on her. 
 
    As the class ended, I stood up. Anna had been balanced on my lap but was back under my right arm as I made my way around the sweaty men to get to my friend. ‘I need your expertise, come on,’ I said as I grabbed her arm. ‘No time to lose.’ 
 
    ‘Hold on I need my towel,’ she said as I pulled her along.  
 
    ‘You look perfect. I have a towel you can use in my suite.’ I really didn’t feel like we could waste any more time.  
 
    ‘Right. Impatient much? Where are we going?’ In the short walk to my suite I explained about Dr Mendoza’s panicked eyes and the message he was trying to give me. Barbie said, ‘You know, from anyone else, this would sound like lunacy. Since it’s you, I guess we have to look into it.’ 
 
    Thankful that she was onboard, I pushed my way into my suite, dropped my handbag on a couch as I crossed the room and let Anna go once I was sure Ramone wasn’t lurking in the kitchen.  
 
    Barbie hit the power button on the computer and went to get water from the fridge. ‘Stay hydrated,’ she advised as she handed me a bottle too. ‘Brain works better when it is hydrated.’ Back at the desk she asked, ‘So what are we looking for?’ 
 
    ‘I want to track down his family. Dr Mendoza isn’t acting like a normal person would act. To start with he claimed that the people getting sick was his fault.’ 
 
    ‘What did he mean by that?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure, but Dr Chouxiang was very quick to cover it up. He looks nervous all the time, Dr Mendoza that is. Like he can’t say what he wants to say and is being monitored the whole time. I got the sense that they are holding something over him, and he was trying to give me a clue about what it might be.’ 
 
    ‘So, you want to track down his family,’ Barbie confirmed. ‘I should be able to find an address easily enough but it will take a while. If you want to talk to them, I’ll need to find a phone number and that might be a bit trickier. What do you want to ask them?’ 
 
    I drummed my fingers on the table as I considered her question. I was proposing to track down a man’s family in Manilla and ask them… what? Has your husband been kidnapped? That was the impression I got but for that to be true, there then had to be a compelling reason for him to stay with them when it would be easy enough for him to alert the ship’s security and get their protection. ‘I need to check if they are alive.’ 
 
    ‘Um, what?’ said Barbie, staring at me now instead of the screen.  
 
    ‘I hope I’m wrong, but I think Dr Mendoza might be here because his family is being held captive. That feels right; it links the pieces as I see them.’ 
 
    Barbie spun the swivel chair around to face me, sensing that I was onto something but needed to talk it through. ‘Ok. Let’s say you’re right. To what end are they holding his family captive? What do they gain from it?’ 
 
    ‘They want him to do something,’ I blurted. ‘He’s the world’s leading immunologist and we have a rare disease loose on board this ship. Are they trying to target someone on this ship and kill them?’ My eyes widened as I saw the possibilities stretching out. ‘Stop the search for his family. Look at dignitaries onboard instead. Politicians, powerful businessmen, anyone linked with West Houptiou.’ 
 
    Barbie’s fingers were flying over the keyboard. ‘Why West Houptiou?’ 
 
    ‘Because that’s where we have miraculously found ourselves anchored.’ Barbie nodded her understanding, but I got up to pace as she continued to pull together information. There was something I was missing here. Something vital that linked the parts somehow.  
 
    A knock at the door disturbed my train of thought. Instantly awake, Anna flew off the couch she had been curled up asleep on and threw herself at the door. Then Ramone entered the suite from the door in the kitchen and the little dog switched flank to attack the visible target instead. 
 
    Ramone’s eyes went wide but this time he was ready for her. He crouched down in the kitchen as the barking menace charged him then stood up triumphantly with the dog held between two oven gloves. He still needed to answer the door, so on his way through the cabin, he handed over my tiny, angry but also now confused dog. 
 
    Whoever was outside knocked again, eliciting a further round of bonkers barking from Anna who was now wriggling in my grip to be set free. At much the same glacial pace that Jermaine would take when moving around the apartment, Ramone arrived finally at the main entrance to my suite and answered the door.  
 
    He exchanged a few words and was handed something fancy on a silver tray. It looked like an envelope. Not an ordinary envelope though I saw as he closed the door and came my way; the envelope shone like it was imbued with sunlight.  
 
    ‘You have a telegram, madam,’ Ramone announced as he held the tray out for me, his right hand extended, his left hand behind his back. 
 
    ‘A telegram?’ said Barbie, getting up to see what I had. ‘What’s a telegram? 
 
    ‘It like a text message from a century ago except it took days to get to its recipient,’ I mumbled as I stared at the envelope.  
 
    ‘Is that gold?’ Barbie asked sounding a little awestruck. 
 
    The envelope was indeed embossed with gold leaf which made me curious because a telegram was a transcribed message sent along a fixed wire between two devices. Or at least that was how I thought of it. I was thirty years older than Barbie, but telegrams had gone the way of the dodo long before I was born. This though had to have come through the post which was then even more odd because we were at sea and the postman couldn’t get to us.  
 
    ‘How did this get here?’ I asked, the question clearly aimed at Ramone. 
 
    ‘The courier arrived by helicopter to hand deliver it, madam.’ A helicopter to deliver an envelope? Now this was strange. 
 
    Poor Ramone was still standing with one arm extended and the heavy silver tray balanced on it. I handed Anna to Barbie and took the telegram from the tray to hold it in front of me for closer inspection. I could feel the sunlight coming through my windows and reflecting off the gold to light up my face. 
 
    ‘Who is it from, Patty? Come on, open it!’ Barbie demanded.  
 
    I turned it over to find it was sealed. Ramone coughed politely and reached up to unfold a piece of cloth on the tray which revealed a silver letter opener. I slit along the top of the envelope, genuinely feeling bad that I had ruined its perfection, then drew out the contents to read. It was a single piece of paper, but it had the same gold embossed pattern running down both sides and looked to be about the finest paper I had ever held.  
 
    Dear Mrs Fisher 
 
    I trust this note will find you in good health and enjoying your cruise. You recently performed a most blessed service for both me and my country when you returned the sapphire to us. The jewel was believed forever lost and my father, who blamed himself for allowing it to be displayed, died peacefully and contentedly two days after its return. I believe your gift to us allowed him to enter the next realm satisfied that his life here was complete. 
 
    As a token of gratitude for this service, I wish to invite you and your friends to join me at my coronation in Zangrabar. If you are willing, it is my intent to collect you from the dock in Mumbai when the ship is due to sail. You will be flown on my personal jet and treated as a visiting royal family. You may stay as my guests for as long as you wish or you can be returned to the Aurelia when it docks at its next port. 
 
    During your all-expenses-paid stay, I may ask a small favour of you; I have a mystery I hope you may solve.  
 
    My courier will return your answer.  
 
    I remain your servant, 
 
    Dundegan Zebradim  
 
    Maharaja of Zangrabar 
 
    As my eyes got to the end and went back to start reading it again, Barbie said, ‘Wow.’ It wasn’t an exclamation though, more a reverent exhaling of stunned disbelief. ‘That’s a letter from an actual Maharaja. Isn’t he, like, the third richest man on the planet?’ 
 
    ‘Something like that,’ I murmured as my eyes skipped over the letter again. A personal note of thanks from the Maharaja, an invitation to attend his coronation and a request for my help. I backed into my chair and sat down. ‘Ooh, I feel a little light headed.’ 
 
    Barbie sat next to me. ‘Will you go?’  
 
    ‘I shall need to give that some thought,’ I replied, still stunned by the invitation to a royal event. Then I remembered the open invitation to bring friends, the unlimited nature of the invite undoubtedly deliberate. ‘What do you think? Do you want to go?’ 
 
    ‘Me?’ 
 
    ‘Well who else would I take? If I go, I’m not going by myself and you and Jermaine are top of the list, not least because the sapphire would never have been recovered without your help.’ 
 
    ‘A Maharaja’s coronation,’ she said dreamily. ‘That sounds ever so grand.’ 
 
    ‘It sounds like a once in a lifetime opportunity,’ I added. ‘We have to go, don’t we?’ 
 
    ‘What about the mystery he wants you to solve for him? He didn’t say what it was. Maybe it’s dangerous.’ 
 
    ‘It can’t be more dangerous than staying onboard this ship.’ My offhand comment brought me back to ground with a bump. ‘We need to get on with solving the mystery here first.’  
 
    Ramone was waiting expectantly with his silver tray though and the courier was still standing just inside the door. ‘Please tell the Maharaja I will be waiting in Mumbai as requested. I look forward to meeting him.’ 
 
    I got a quiet, ‘Yay!’ from Barbie.  
 
    The courier inclined his head and left, Ramone closing the door behind him and I turned my attention back to the computer. The decision was made; Barbie, Jermaine, and I were going to Zangrabar.  
 
    All I had to do now was save Jermaine’s life.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tricky Phone Calls 
 
    I stared into nothing, worrying about Jermaine and Alistair and everyone else as Barbie and I each ate a bowl of rainbow couscous. Filled with all manner of earthy, healthy grains and pulses and bits of seed, it was like eating kitty litter, but I knew it was good for me, so I stuck with it.  
 
    The lunch was taken to give our eyes and brains a break. After more than two hours of digging, Barbie and I had eliminated the idea that they might be targeting a person of interest on board. There were thousands of guests but not one from West Houptiou and very few persons we could find who had any connection to government service. There were rich people on the Aurelia, of course there were, but finding a connection between them and Dr Chouxiang or less specifically, West Houptiou, was too difficult so we dismissed it. 
 
    Having done so, we focused our attention back on finding a home address for the Mendoza family. Barbie managed to piece together enough information from different articles to get a general sense of where they were, then used the Manilla phone book to eliminate some of the Mendoza options listed, scrubbing addresses in retirement homes or in poor areas. With six options left on her list, we started calling them. 
 
    Call it luck, call it geography, whatever it is, the only language I speak is English and that is what they speak in the Philippines too. They speak Filipino too, so it’s an entire nation of polyglots, but their English ability meant I could just call them and wouldn’t need a translator.  
 
    In front of me I had a note pad filled with details of Dr Mendoza’s family; names and ages and suchlike. It was information we had needed to find but which I now planned to use to determine if the person I was speaking to was who they said they were. This was assuming I even found the right house, of course. 
 
    The first call wasn’t answered and the second was not the family of a doctor. On the third attempt, I struck gold.  
 
    ‘Hello.’ The voice was male and sounded unhappy to be answering the phone. It was also accented and to my ear sounded just like Dr Chouxiang. 
 
    ‘Good afternoon, this is Sylvia Stokes, I’m the legal council for John Hopkins Hospital here in the States.’ I got a thumbs up from Barbie. ‘I need to speak with Dr Bayani Mendoza. Can you please confirm I have the right number for him?’ 
 
    ‘This is the right number, but he is away on business currently. He will not be back for some time.’ 
 
    ‘Would it be possible to speak to his wife instead, please?’ I kept my tone professionally polite to allay any suspicion. My senses were already firing though. Who was the unnamed man in the Mendoza household? 
 
    ‘One moment,’ he said, and the line went quiet. 
 
    A few seconds later, a new voice came on the line. This time it was a woman’s voice and did not carry the same accent. ‘This is Carmela Mendoza. How can I help you?’ I repeated my introduction. She was quiet at the other end when I finished. When she finally spoke, she said, ‘I don’t remember a Sylvia Stokes. I was in John Hopkins last week.’ 
 
    This was better. I was talking to his wife, so now I could ask a direct question about her husband. But as I opened my mouth, a voice of caution made me tread carefully. I glanced down at the list of names and family details on my desk and pitched a curve ball. ‘Oh, well, we met, actually. You told me all about your son, little Danni. I’m the tall red head who wore a pinstripe suit and spilled coffee all down my white blouse. You must remember that.’ 
 
    There was a pause when I thought she was going to call me out, then she laughed. ‘Yes, of course. How could I forget. What can I do for you?’ 
 
    I felt the blood drain from my face; I was right. There was a woman pretending to be Dr Mendoza’s wife. She didn’t even know the names of her children so there was no ambiguity in my mind. I played along for another minute, saying that it was really her husband I needed to speak to. I still had no idea what was going on, but I didn’t want them to sense we were on to them. When I found a natural break in the conversation, I said goodbye and hung up. 
 
    ‘Do you think they are ok?’ asked Barbie. ‘His family, I mean.’ 
 
    She was asking me if they were already dead, a question to which I didn’t have an answer, but I chose to assume they were alive and unharmed and could yet be rescued. ‘We don’t know. I think they will keep them alive though because Dr Mendoza may demand proof of life from his captors.’ 
 
    ‘Proof of life?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. When people are taken hostage, the negotiators often ask for proof of life. They want to speak with the hostage or hostages to prove to themselves they are still alive. I think Dr Mendoza has been tricked into infecting the people on this ship and the team led by Dr Chouxiang are all behind it.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, my,’ gasped Barbie. ‘Why would they do that?’  
 
    I shook my head. ‘I don’t know yet. But I intend to find out. We need help though. We have to get this to Commander Shriver. As acting captain, she can bring down the full might of the ship’s security team on them.’ 
 
    Would she though? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Hatching a Plot 
 
    My relationship with Commander Shriver was tenuous on a good day. After the incident yesterday and the added pressure she must be feeling, I doubted today counted as a good day. That was why Barbie made the phone call to the bridge. Like all crew she had access codes to use parts of the ship’s phone system set aside for crew use. She wasn’t happy about it though, referring to the senior officer as prickly. 
 
    I stood by and listened as she was put through to the bridge. ‘Hello. Yes, this is Special Rating Berkeley, I need to speak with Commander Shriver or whoever she has appointed as the new deputy captain, please.’ There was a pause while she listened. ‘She hasn’t appointed a new deputy captain? How can that work?’ Another pause. ‘She says she doesn’t need one?’ I listened with increasing worry knitting my brow. ‘Will it be possible to speak with her? I have pertinent information she really needs to hear.’ 
 
    This time the pause was longer and it was clear the person at the other end had walked away from the phone. Barbie and I locked eyes, the worry in her eyes reflected in mine. The calm, steady hand of Captain Alistair Huntley was no longer guiding the ship and Acting Captain Shriver was not doing well in his place. Was it just bedding-in nerves? Just because someone said she had refused to appoint a new deputy captain, didn’t mean it was true. It could just be that she found other tasks which had to take priority?  
 
    The wait stretched out several minutes so that when a voice finally echoed in Barbie’s ear, her thoughts had wandered off and the sound made her jump. She dropped the phone, juggled it, caught it, and managed to get it back to her ear. 
 
    ‘Right. Thank you.’ She placed the phone gently back in its cradle. Then tipped her head back and screamed in frustration. The noise woke Anna, once again asleep on the couch. ‘She is too busy to see me or even come to the phone to speak to me.’ 
 
    ‘Then we’ll have to go to her. This is too big for us to let it go and too big for her to ignore once she understands what we are talking about.’ I was giving her the benefit of the doubt. ‘Look at this from her perspective. She was only appointed as deputy captain two weeks ago, a role she came to after the previous two incumbents lasted a grand total of only two weeks and the man before that went to jail. She is facing the biggest crisis this ship, or perhaps even this shipping line, or perhaps even any cruise ship in history has faced since the Titanic hit an iceberg and her mentor is incapacitated. She is acting like this because she doesn’t have the facts that we have. Once we explain what we know, she will come around.’ 
 
    Barbie frowned. ‘I sure hope you’re right, Patty.’ 
 
    Grimly, I set my jaw and said, ‘Let’s go find out.’ Then turned to Anna, who glanced at me, decided I looked like I was about to make her do something and pretended to be asleep. She would be nothing but trouble on this outing, so I escorted her to my bedroom where she could sleep on the bed until my return. 
 
    Since we couldn’t talk to Commander Shriver via the ship’s phone system, the remaining choice was to visit the bridge in person. A trickier proposition because passengers were not allowed up there except by invitation and the elevator to get there was security coded and often guarded. Barbie, who was a member of crew, was not in a role where access to the bridge was something she would ever need, so she didn’t know the access codes to use the elevator even if it wasn’t guarded. 
 
    It wasn’t a long walk to get there, but my sense of dread over getting to see Commander Shriver grew with each step. As it was, I got a reprieve when Rick called.  
 
    I fished around in my bag to find my phone, its incessant ringing finally shutting off as I picked it up. ‘Hi, Rick, what’ve you got?’ 
 
    He chuckled at me. ‘I don’t know how you do it, Patricia. Your nose is something else; you’re like a bloodhound. We haven’t gone in yet, but we can see them.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, I’m on my way.’ I put the phone away and changed direction. ‘We have another task to perform first. We need to find a couple of friendly security team though.’ 
 
    I didn’t explain further and hadn’t warned Barbie of my intention to delay the visit to the bridge so she carried on several yards before she realised I was no longer with her and had to run to catch up again.  
 
    ‘Where are we going now?’ she asked, confused about the change in tactic.  
 
    Without breaking stride, I did my best to explain, ‘You remember I told you about the supply of tonic going missing?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘I had Rick and Akamu working on it while we were looking into Dr Mendoza’s family. They have the culprits cornered now.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t we just need ship security to take them into custody? Why are we going?’ 
 
    ‘Because I think we need to enlist their help.’ I left it at that, my final comment deliberately cryptic. 
 
    ‘Patty, you are so mysterious,’ Barbie giggled as she danced ahead to press the elevator call button.  
 
    As she watched the light on the panel above the door to show her which deck the car was on, I said, ‘Hold on. We still need to find Baker or Schneider or Pippin or anyone we know from the security team. I usually go to the upper deck restaurant because they go in there for coffee.’ 
 
    Barbie reached around to her left hip where she kept her phone in a little pouch in her form-fitting leggings. ‘I can just call them. Deepa and I are good friends. I have her number.’ Wondering why I hadn’t thought of that earlier, I leaned against the wall next to the elevator and thought about what I would need to say to Acting Captain Shriver.  
 
    Listening to half a conversation again, it sounded like Barbie got through but was then struggling to make out what was being said. I watched her place her spare hand over her ear and screw up her face as if that would help her hear. After a few seconds she gave up. ‘She’s somewhere with a poor signal.’ 
 
    Then the elevator pinged, and Lieutenant Deepa Bhukari stepped out with Lieutenant Baker. Two of my favourite crew delivered right to me. Deepa and Barbie laughed at the irony of their conversation because Barbie had been saying she was waiting by the elevator and Deepa was saying she couldn’t hear because she was in an elevator.  
 
    I guided them back in and explained what we were doing. Twelve floors down, the doors opened to reveal John the barman. I guess the guys sent him because he moved a lot faster than they did.  
 
    ‘Oh good,’ John the barman said. ‘You brought security with you. Not sure you’ll need it with these two though,’ he chuckled. 
 
    Baker huffed, ‘Don’t bet on it. These two are slippery.’ 
 
    ‘What two?’ asked Barbie. ‘Who are we are here for?’ 
 
    John the barman led the way, ‘You’ll see.’ While Barbie frowned at being the only one that didn’t know what was going on, John led us along a passageway and around a corner and along another passageway and as we turned yet another corner, Rick and Akamu came into sight. They had their backs to us and were peering through a door. 
 
    As we neared them, John dropped his voice to a whisper. ‘This is the storeroom we found them in. It was a bit like following the mess a mouse makes to find the mouse.’ 
 
    Rick and Akamu heard us and ducked away from the door. ‘They led us quite the merry dance. We found them more by a process of elimination in the end. They had been taking provisions from almost every store but when we couldn’t find them in any of those, we started looking in the ones that hadn’t been stolen from.’ 
 
    ‘How were they getting in and out?’ asked Deepa. ‘The lock looks intact.’ 
 
    It was Akamu that replied. ‘They’ve been picking them. These dames have some skills, I tell you. They pick each lock to get in, then shut the locks again afterwards. We might never have caught them if Patricia hadn’t said to check where there was a cold store.’ 
 
    ‘It was obvious.’ 
 
    ‘What was?’ asked Barbie. ‘Seriously, if someone doesn’t tell me what is going on, I will get really, really snippy soon.’ 
 
    It wasn’t the best threat I had received recently but for Barbie it was strong stuff. ‘Inside this storeroom somewhere are Agnes Eldritch and Mavis Du Maurier. They are a pair of professional thieves. I met them a few days ago in the upper deck restaurant. I thought they were there to have dinner, but in retrospect they were probably eyeing up people to rob. We busted them picking pockets with another couple.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t know that for certain,’ Baker interrupted. 
 
    ‘No, we don’t,’ I conceded. ‘I think we can get them to confess though. Anyway,’ I picked up the story again, ‘they ordered gin at the exact same time as me and the two barmen reached for the same bottle of Hendricks. We laughed about it, but I knew they were gin drinkers and were at large somewhere on the ship. So, when I heard the tonic was going missing, I added up the clues and had these two miscreants track them down.’  
 
    Rick nudged Akamu. ‘She’s talking about you there, jackass.’ 
 
    ‘Well done, Mrs Fisher,’ said Lieutenant Bhukari with a nod of appreciation. ‘I feel it’s about time we got them, don’t you?’ 
 
    Rick raised a hand. ‘There’s more than one door to this place. We need to split up and enter from both sides at the same time.’ A quick plan was hatched, and we split up. Rick, Deepa, and I staying where we were, Akamu, Barbie, and Baker making their way to the other door. The two security officers switched their radios to another channel so they could talk to each other and not be heard by everyone else, then counted down to zero and we all walked calmly into the store. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Agnes and Mavis 
 
    Sneaking into the storeroom we got a good look at the two old ladies. They had made a little makeshift house using a pair of polypropylene chairs they had found somewhere and some boxes they had thrown an old cloth over. It looked like they were sitting around a table with a tablecloth on it.  All that was missing was a vase of flowers in the middle. Each had an empty glass in front of them and several discarded food wrappers where they had survived on snacks in their little hideaway. 
 
    The caterwauling started the second they saw us. ‘I told you we would get caught, you daft old bat,’ said one, swiping at the other with her paperback book.  
 
    ‘It’s because you couldn’t manage without a cold store for your tonic. That’s why we got caught, Mavis.’  
 
    ‘No, it isn’t,’ Mavis argued. ‘Besides, we both want the tonic cold. It’s bad enough that we don’t have ice, how are we supposed to drink it warm?’  
 
    Neither one of the ladies had yet paid the six people in front of them any attention at all. When Lieutenant Baker cleared his throat, Agnes waved a hand in his direction but didn’t turn her head. ‘We’ll get to you in a minute, deary. Now, where was I? Oh, yes. Take that, Mavis Du Maurier.’ Then she launched her paperback book at the other woman’s head.  
 
    It bounced off but before it could reach the floor Mavis had hold of her walking stick and was swinging it at her accomplice with an apparent intent to do harm.    
 
    Baker stepped forward and caught it mid-swing. ‘That’s quite enough of that, thank you, ladies.’ 
 
    John the barman poked his head in the cold store they were sitting next to. ‘I found the tonic. How much of it did you steal?’  
 
    ‘All of it,’ boasted Mavis. ‘If you’re going to pull a heist, make it a big one, eh?’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know when to shut up, do you Mavis?’ complained her partner. ‘That silly nonsense about always going big was what got us caught in Dublin.’ 
 
    ‘That was thirty-seven years ago, Agnes. Are you never going to let that go?’ They took to bickering even as Lieutenant Baker moved in to help Mavis get to her feet. They both looked wobbly and frail and I wondered if we might have to arrange for wheelchairs or something to get them around the ship. It was a long walk back to the elevators, after all.  
 
    Mavis accepted Lieutenant Baker’s hand and made a show of trying to get up, so he put a bit more effort into it to pull her onto her feet. That’s when she showed us just how wily she was. As he threw his bodyweight backwards, she went with him, leaping to her feet and shoving him away.  
 
    As if reacting to a silent cue, Agnes was also on her feet, lunging forward with her own walking stick to whack Baker hard between his legs. As he sucked in a sharp breath, both Rick and Akamu winced but there was no time to deal with Baker’s injury, the old ladies were making a break for it.  
 
    They had lulled us into a false sense of security with their old lady act but were sprightly and capable and arguably dangerous.  
 
    Lieutenant Bhukari tasered them both. 
 
    As they lay on the floor twitching and making rude gestures at us with their jerky hands, Rick nudged Akamu. ‘I like them.’ 
 
    Half an hour later, we had them in an interview room where they were to be questioned. Barbie took herself back to the gym as she had another class to teach, but Rick, Akamu and I were too entertained to go anywhere.  
 
    Agnes and Mavis were not cooperative, so Lieutenant Baker called for backup before he attempted to move them. Even then, they kept trying to escape as they were led from the storeroom to the interview room we were now in and were now sullenly silent in the two chairs opposite Baker and me.  
 
    Baker was asking the questions. ‘I’m curious, ladies. How were you planning to get off the ship once we docked in Phuket? That was our next intended port, but ship security would be looking out for you.’ 
 
    ‘Hah!’ scoffed Agnes. ‘Ship security couldn’t catch us if they tried.’ 
 
    ‘They did catch us,’ Mavis pointed out. Waving her arm around to indicate their surroundings. ‘We are, one might say, caught.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but if they hadn’t caught us, they would never have been able to catch us,’ Agnes claimed triumphantly. We all took a moment to think about that one. 
 
    Mavis spoke up. ‘Yes, well, we would have disguised ourselves and slipped off as crew probably. This isn’t our first radio.’ 
 
    ‘Rodeo,’ corrected Agnes with a sad shake of her head. 
 
    ‘Huh?’ 
 
    ‘Rodeo. This isn’t out first rodeo.’ Agnes tutted. ‘You always get it wrong and you make us sound like dummies.’ 
 
    Rick had a question. ‘How many radios, um, I mean rodeos are we talking about exactly?’ They both looked at him. ‘I mean, how long have you been stealing things on board cruise ships?’ 
 
    The two women exchanged a glance. ‘Not long,’ said Agnes slowly, looking at her partner for confirmation. ‘A decade maybe.’ 
 
    ‘A decade,’ echoed Bhukari, sounding stunned.  
 
    ‘Yeah, we came to it quite late in our careers,’ added Mavis. ‘We were getting a bit old for jewellery stores and burgling penthouse suites.’ 
 
    ‘Goodness, yeah, it was much easier to rob playboys when we were younger and could just seduce them. It was a different city every week then. Offer a man a night with two pretty girls and he would have us in his penthouse suite before you could blink. Then we would get him naked, tie him up, empty his safe and walk out.’ 
 
    ‘They never reported it,’ bragged Mavis. ‘Too embarrassed I guess but as we got older the rejections got more frequent so by the time we were in our forties we had to switch tactics.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, it’s not easy being an honest career thief once you’re middle-aged,’ added Agnes. It was fascinating to hear the two women talk and they seemed only too happy to open up about it all. Like they were excited to finally have an audience, they bragged about their achievements and rattled off hundreds upon hundreds of crimes committed over more than five decades.  
 
    They were younger than I thought too. They wore makeup to disguise themselves as octogenarians, carrying walking sticks and exaggerating their aching knees but were both sixty-eight and met at school when they both broke into the school tuck shop to rob it. They moved on from stealing candy as school children to bigger crimes and as adults, travelling around the world with stolen cash and jewels, staying in fine hotels so they could rob the clientele and always getting out of the country before anyone could find them.  
 
    ‘The world is a big place,’ Agnes commented sagely at one point.  
 
    Though they were entertaining, they were also exactly what they said: career criminals and as such the only thing Baker and Bhukari could do was lock them up and hand them over to the authorities at some point. Who got them was a problem I didn’t want to sort out; they were most likely wanted in half the countries on the planet and their latest crime spree had taken place in international waters.  
 
    Baker rapped his knuckles on the table. ‘I think that will about do it for this afternoon’s story section. Fascinating though it was, I’m afraid the time has come for me to escort these ladies to the brig.’ 
 
    For the last few hours I had been toying with a slightly crazy plan. Crazy even for me, I mean. Now I had to either get on with it or forget it, but when an image of Alistair’s sick face swam into my consciousness, I grabbed Baker’s arm.  
 
    ‘We can’t,’ I said. ‘We need them.’ 
 
    ‘We need them?’ said every single person in the room.  
 
    All eyes were on me with a look of confusion on every face, except for Agnes and Mavis who just looked hopeful. I slouched back into my chair and breathed out deeply. I needed to get it all straight in my head and I was finding it difficult to work out all the moving parts. 
 
    Then, before the room’s occupants could get impatient with me, I started to outline what I believed, what I suspected, what I wanted to do and told them what would happen if we didn’t do it. 
 
    When I finished, Baker blew out a breath.  
 
    Deepa Bhukari said, ‘You’ve got to be kidding me.’ 
 
    Rick and Akamu gave each other a fist bump. 
 
    And Agnes looked at Mavis, looked back at me and said, ‘We’re going to need a bigger crew.’ 
 
    I fixed them with a grin. ‘Let me guess; you know just the people to help out.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Mr Tracksuit 
 
    Mr Tracksuit saw us coming, turned and fled the other way which drove him directly into Schneider and Pippin. Baker had recruited an additional two members of security. He wanted more but I not only insisted that we needed to keep the number of people involved to a minimum but also that I only wanted people I trusted and that was a short list. 
 
    Cornered, he put his hands up in surrender but smiled at us as if once again we had nothing on him. We were out on the eighteenth deck sun terrace where the sun beat down on the carefree holiday makers, either oblivious to or thus far unaffected by the potentially deadly disease waging war below decks. Many of them were sitting up on their loungers now, watching to see if anything interesting was going to happen.  
 
    ‘Again?’ said Mr Tracksuit. ‘Why don’t you leave me alone?’ 
 
    The question was aimed directly at me, but I didn’t reply. I had a much better way to wipe the smile off his face. ‘Amy?’ 
 
    I saw his smile freeze at the name and fail completely when his diminutive girlfriend appeared from behind Schneider’s back. ‘Sorry, Max. They came to the cabin. They know everything.’ 
 
    ‘Everything,’ I echoed. 
 
    The everything we knew was that Max and Amy boarded the Aurelia in Vietnam. They were funding an around the world lifestyle by robbing anyone and everyone they could. In that, they were a lot like Agnes and Mavis but without the style and class. About a day after leaving Singapore where the two ladies had boarded, Max had picked a pocket right in front of Agnes just as she had been about to lift it herself. Impressed by his talent, they recruited him, forming an alliance that reduced the risk of getting caught while increasing the number of people they could target.  
 
    Amy stepped forward. ‘It’s okay, Max. They want us to help them.’ His mouth formed a confused O shape, but his girlfriend took his hand to lead him away. 
 
    ‘So, we’re off the hook with the pocket picking?’ he asked.  
 
    Baker rolled his eyes. ‘Yeah. We’re even going to let you keep all the stolen stuff.’ 
 
    Max turned to look at him. ‘Really?’ I decided at that point that Max wasn’t very bright. 
 
    ‘No, not really,’ answered Amy quietly. ‘But they are not locking us up yet and if we help them it will go in our favour.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Okay. Well what do they want us to do?’  
 
    The answer to that took half an hour and a whiteboard to explain.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A Crazy Plan 
 
    Before we enacted the plan, I sent Deepa Bhukari to get Barbie; I needed her help with the makeup, and she knew the girls in the theatrical productions. Convincing the four security officers that this was the right plan took some doing too. They wanted to go directly to Acting Captain Shriver, but I argued I had already made contact and tried to explain. In my opinion, she was disinclined to listen but with the irrefutable evidence I planned to gather, the task of winning her over would be simple. 
 
    With our course of action settled, the entire troop decamped to my suite where Ramone gaped open mouthed at the odd assortment of friends traipsing in after me. Anna went nuts when I let her out of the bedroom, running and barking and generally trying to work out who it was she needed to kill first.  
 
    Barbie, the nimble little minx, deftly scooped her up for a hug and held her in the air as she sweet-talked her. ‘She’s such a funny little girl,’ she said as she spun her around, then she stopped suddenly to stare out of my panoramic windows. ‘Is that a warship?’ she asked, pointing with an arm to make us all look. 
 
    Sure as anything, a large, grey battleship-looking thing was going by outside. Putting Anna down, since she had now calmed, Barbie went out through the patio doors to see it.  
 
    ‘It’s a US Navy ship,’ said Akamu, joining us at the railing. ‘Now what would they be doing here?’ 
 
    Lieutenant Schneider had the answer to that question. ‘They are part of the US seventh fleet. Haven’t you been keeping up with the news?’ When a sea of blank faces stared back at him, he filled us in on current affairs. ‘West Houptiou and East Houptiou have been at each other’s throats since the West annexed itself twenty-five years ago. Open hostility hasn’t broken out for many years, but the East has been noticeably building its military and would most likely invade if the West didn’t have rich oil fields and a trade deal with America. The East threatened the US interest in this region, so the US seventh fleet is here to ensure the East don’t do anything daft.’ 
 
    ‘They can do that?’ asked Amy. 
 
    Barbie grinned. ‘It’s the US Navy, honey. They can do anything.’ Then she turned back toward the ship and gave them a whoop and a wave, jumping on the spot to get their attention. The passing ship was close enough for the sailors onboard to see there was a pretty blonde woman trying to get their attention so those on the deck started waving back. It was too far for the sound of voices to carry but when the bridge on the ship sounded its horn; the Navy warship equivalent of a wolf whistle, it was deafening.  
 
    The ship kept going, cruising along to wherever it was heading but there were other ships in the distance, their large, grey hulls easy to spot under the azure blue sky. 
 
    ‘Come on, gang.’ I started flapping my arms to get everyone back inside. ‘We need to get ready. There’s a lot to do.’ My motley crew filed back into the living area of the suite just as a knock came at the door.  
 
    Ramone opened it to reveal Baker and Pippin. They were pushing hospital beds, the same ones the orderlies were using and had piles of clothing on top of them. ‘These were not easy to get,’ said Baker.  
 
    They got them though and my crazy scheme was off and running.  
 
    I looked away from the beds to see that all eyes were on me. The team was waiting for instruction. ‘Ok? Everyone knows their part, right? We just need to get makeup and change clothes and… hold on. Where’s the crystal decanter gone?’  
 
    Everyone tracked where my eyes were staring. Everyone’s except Agnes that is. On a low side table between two bookshelves had stood an ornate crystal decanter. It was suspiciously absent now. 
 
    When the eyes in the room tracked around to stare at her, Agnes just shrugged. ‘Everyone’s got to have a hobby.’ 
 
    Baker shook his head in despair.  
 
    Mavis actually high-fived her. ‘That was a slick move, girl. I didn’t even see you take it.’  
 
    I took the offered decanter back and put it back on the table. They sure did have some skills, skills I needed to employ now. I clapped my hands again, this time to jolt people into action and a flurry of activity began. 
 
    Here’s the thing about my plan; it was nuts. I mean, I couldn’t have come up with a plan like this under any other circumstances and when I described it to the team it still sounded nuts to me even though I was convinced it would work.  
 
    I needed to get Dr Mendoza away from Dr Chouxiang and his team, that was task number one but if Dr Mendoza’s family were being held hostage to make him cooperate, he would most likely refuse to come with me. He wanted help though, that much I was certain of, so I came up with a way to get him away from his captors and deter them from getting him back: We were going to fake his death. 
 
    How?  
 
    We were going to unleash a zombie attack in the sickbay. 
 
    I said it was nuts.  
 
    With Barbie’s help, myself, Akamu, Rick and Mavis were transformed into living dead. She borrowed a huge box of makeup from a girlfriend and went to town adding weird effects that made our eyes look sunken and our cheeks pronounced. Our skin was going green and sloughing off in places. We were hideous. While that happened, Max, Amy, Agnes and Baker changed into the orderly’s uniforms. They would push the hospital beds down to the sick bay and once inside, we would wake up and begin to attack. In the confusion, we would grab Dr Mendoza and escape with him. 
 
    Simple, huh? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Day of the Living Dead 
 
    Rick and Akamu looked to be having a great time, giggling at each other and joking. Rick asked Akamu when it was going to be his turn to get his make up done. Of course, it was already done but Rick was pretending his big friend looked no different. I felt like reminding them what was at stake, but I kept my mouth shut to focus on my own preparation. 
 
    Soon, we were loaded onto the hospital beds to start the journey down to the sick bay. I had butterflies but we were going through with this. Sheets went right over our heads so no one could see us in our horror makeup but also because we were supposed to be dead. I couldn’t see anything of course, but I could hear gasps from passengers as we passed them. Light coming through the sheet changed in brightness as we moved away from the windows in the passageway and reached the elevator.  
 
    The ping of the elevator sounded, and I heard the doors swish open. Then there were more gasps as the people inside were confronted by four dead bodies covered by sheets.  
 
    Then Rick sneezed. 
 
    ‘What the heck?’ someone said.  
 
    ‘That can happen,’ Agnes replied, thinking clearly and quickly to cover up Rick’s mistake which threatened to expose us all. ‘The body continues to twitch for hours after death sometimes.’ 
 
    ‘Eww, that’s horrible,’ said the woman. 
 
    ‘Oh, yes,’ replied Agnes, really getting into character now. ‘Did you know hair and nails continue to grow for up to two days after death and all the gases inside the body leak out by themselves for longer than that.’ 
 
    Rick farted. It did a good job of emphasising the point about gas and we probably would have got away with it if Max hadn’t giggled. 
 
    ‘Here, what’s going on?’ asked the woman. 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ a man’s voice. ‘Who are you people? I’m calling security.’  
 
    I could feel the bed being rotated as Baker tried to reverse me into the elevator. It would fit all four of us, but the passengers outside were getting agitated and trying to stop us leaving until they could attract the attention of some crew members.  
 
    The little bell in the elevator was binging as the doors tried to close but something was stopping them. ‘Can you move your foot please, sir? I have to get these bodies to sick bay.’ Baker was trying to continue with our ruse, but no one was buying it anymore.  
 
    Knowing that I couldn’t afford for the plan to fail, I threw back the sheet and sat up so the people outside the elevator could see my zombie appearance. Everyone was talking one second and silent the next. Then I opened my mouth to scream a guttural growl and the man with his foot in the door fell backward in fright.  
 
    The doors shut on a dozen stunned faces outside and we were away.  
 
    Baker hung his head. ‘That was too close. They’re going to report this, you know. Someone will be looking for us soon.’ 
 
    ‘Then we had better get on with it, hadn’t we?’ I insisted. Then I turned my purse-lipped face to Max. He was sitting up on his bed and almost wetting himself at how funny it all was. When he saw my expression he soon shut up. ‘That’s better,’ I snapped. ‘Keep it that way. People’s lives are at risk.’ 
 
    I laid myself back down and had Baker arrange the sheet on top of me again. The elevator reached the tenth deck without anyone else trying to get on and we were mere yards from the sick bay. Nerves fluttered through my stomach again. Mostly this was to do with my concern over what Dr Chouxiang and his team were actually up to. This had to be some kind of criminal activity but what exactly? Were they smuggling drugs? Were they trying to infect the ship and create a diversion so they could rob it? The Aurelia was basically a floating palace so stealing cash, jewels, goods and other high value items might be lucrative. I thought it unlikely though, it was too much effort for not enough gain and too great of a risk with the disease loose on board. What was to stop them getting infected themselves? 
 
    Hold on. Why hadn’t I asked that question before? How were they ensuring they didn’t get infected? I didn’t get to give it any thought though because Baker whispered that we had arrived, and I could hear the nurse on reception asking where we had been found.  
 
    Agnes supplied the concocted story and we were wheeled in. I knew from talking to Dr Kim that he wanted all the infected in one place. Having created a quarantine area, he didn’t want anyone that died to be taken somewhere else because they didn’t have anywhere else to take them.  The ship’s assigned sickbay was still treating normal complaints, so the only place we would wind up was in the sick bay with Dr Mendoza and Dr Kim and Dr Chouxiang and all the other doctors, fake or otherwise that were working this crisis.  
 
    As my bed rolled along, Baker continued to whisper to me, ‘Dr Mendoza is treating a patient on the other side of the room. We’ve been directed to the far corner. I’m going to need to try to get him to come over.’ 
 
    I whispered back, ‘Okay,’ and waited. The wait stretched out though. Baker left me to see Dr Mendoza, but treating and caring for the living took priority over dealing with the dead.  
 
    Bored with how long it was taking, I peeked out from under my sheet to get my bearings, gave Rick’s bed a whack with my hand and said, ‘Show time.’ 
 
    Then I sat up. I did so slowly though, as if I was just coming to life, or unlife, or whatever the correct term is for zombies. We had practiced it in the room, going through a few jerky movements and trying to act like zombies because, well, who hasn’t seen a zombie movie at some point?  
 
    Nothing happened for a few seconds, which wasn’t how it was supposed to go. Amy was supposed to scream which would make everyone look just as whoever was nearest her started to fake bite her neck.  
 
    Barbie’s makeup kit contained the gubbins to make fake blood so we each had a small bottle of that to spray around. The other people in the room wouldn’t know to play along though so our ruse depended on us attacking our orderlies.  
 
    ‘Amy!’ I hissed. It got her attention and as if suddenly remembering her lines, she screamed and Akamu grabbed hold of her.  
 
    The pandemonium in the sickbay was instant. Every head turned in our direction and most of them screamed as an automatic reaction to what they saw. Akamu had a limp Amy in his arms and was gnawing at her neck while using his squeezy bottle to shoot arcs of blood in the air.  
 
    It was convincing enough for me, but I had no time to watch the theatrics. I needed to get to Dr Mendoza. Like everyone else, his face was etched with petrified fear, but Dr Chouxiang Junior was standing next to him and he just looked angry. It was the first time I had seen Dr Mendoza without the elder brother in his shadow. I didn’t know if that was a good or a bad thing, but I was in the act now and we had one shot to pull this off.  
 
    I growled an evil zombie growl and lurched toward Dr Mendoza. He didn’t move, but Dr Chouxiang junior came straight for me. Right on cue, Agnes the orderly, running away from Mavis the zombie, ran straight into him, knocking him over in her haste to get away. She was screaming and flailing and fighting to get off him which distracted Dr Mendoza so he didn’t see zombie Akamu come up behind him.  
 
    As Akamu grabbed the terrified doctor and held him in place, I converged on their position. ‘Play along, this is a rescue,’ I hissed as I pretended to bite his shoulder. I sprayed some blood on his shirt for good measure but the good doctor hadn’t heard me.  
 
    He was still fighting to get away from Akamu, too terrified to listen and was in danger of wriggling free. He grabbed my hair and yanked at it painfully, so I did what I could and kneed him between the legs.  
 
    Then the doors burst open and white uniforms flooded in. Three of them with their firearms up and pointed at our heads. They opened fire into the crowd of people who were already screaming and running around. Shouts to, ‘Get down!’ convinced most people to hit the floor but Dr Chouxiang Junior was back on his feet after the double whammy of Mavis and Agnes and he wasn’t fooled by any of our antics. Nor by the blanks Schneider, Pippin and Bhukari were firing. He could see me with Dr Mendoza and was coming right for me again. 
 
    I don’t know if he recognised me through the makeup or not but I didn’t get to ask him because Lieutenant Baker hit him over the head with a tray and knocked him out.  
 
    I swivelled Dr Mendoza toward the door and shouted, ‘Time to go,’ so everyone would hear me. Akamu and I had to pretty much carry Dr Mendoza from sickbay as he was trying very hard to curl into a ball.  Between us, we got him outside as the rest of our team caught up with us.  
 
    In the passageway leading to sickbay the nurse who had been manning reception was nowhere to be seen and I exhaled a breath I seemed to have been holding for more than an hour. We were out and we had the doctor. It wasn’t the clean getaway I wanted though. Dr Chouxiang hadn’t believed the zombie attack for a second so my hope they would think him dead was crushed.  
 
    We had him though and that meant I could find out what was going on finally. With the three security officers in their white uniforms leading the way we got around the first corner. No one was following us, but both Rick and Akamu had been forced to move faster than normal and were out of breath so we paused for a second to gather ourselves.  
 
    I leaned Dr Mendoza against a bulkhead. ‘Dr Mendoza, I know about your family. They are being held captive, aren’t they?’ 
 
    He blinked at me. ‘You’re the lady that returned my wallet. How do you know about my family?’ 
 
    ‘I did some research and phoned your house. There is a person there impersonating your wife. I’m sorry, I couldn’t confirm if your family were harmed or not.’ 
 
    ‘They’re not. They let me speak to them every day. It is the only way to get me to continue with this awful business.’ Once again I saw the wretched look of despair on his face like he wanted to die right now and have it done with.  
 
    ‘Dr Mendoza, what is going on? You have to tell us everything right now,’ I demanded. I felt like grabbing his collar and threatening him just to make him get on with it. I felt like blaming him for the sick people onboard but what would I do if my children were threatened? What would most people do? 
 
    ‘They are planning something on West Houpitou. Beyond that I don’t know much. They grabbed me from my home ten days ago and had me take them to my research facility. They already had the cabins booked and everything prepared, they just needed me.’ 
 
    ‘What for?’ 
 
    ‘To get them a sample of Ebola,’ he murmured, his eyes toward the deck as he admitted the awful truth. 
 
    ‘So, it is Ebola?’ I confirmed. 
 
    He shook his head though. ‘No, not anymore. They had a full laboratory waiting for me. They wanted something faster acting but also something treatable and preventable. Treatable so they could contain it should it spread beyond the borders of West Houptiou and preventable so they wouldn’t get sick themselves.’ 
 
    So that was why they were so unconcerned about their exposure. The big news was that it was treatable though. This time I did grab his shirt. ‘Where is the cure, Dr Mendoza? Why aren’t you treating the patients with it?’ 
 
    His wretched face looked up at mine. ‘Because they won’t let me. They want to prove that what I created for them was deadly. They don’t trust me, and I am going to have to go back to them now. They will kill my family.’ 
 
    ‘We can help you with that,’ I promised though I had no idea how to deliver. ‘When we tell the captain, she will have the ship’s security team grab the rest of Dr Chouxiang’s team and coordinate with local authorities in Manilla to get your family freed.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know these people,’ he protested. ‘Nothing will stop them. You can send the Army and the Navy, and it will make no difference. They have weapons with them in their cabins. I have seen them. They will fight and they are well trained.’ 
 
    I didn’t care for his defeatist attitude. ‘I want that cure, Dr Mendoza. Where is it?’ 
 
    ‘It’s locked in their cabin, in a safe where you can’t get to it. You don’t even have a keycard to open the door.’ 
 
    ‘Agnes,’ I prompted. 
 
    Agnes held aloft Dr Chouxiang Junior’s wallet. ‘I also got his watch and a nice necklace. The watch is a Tag Heuer,’ she boasted.  
 
    I could deal with her constant need to steal things later. ‘Right now, we are going to their cabin and you are going to show me where the safe is.’ I turned to look at the security officers. ‘Any compunction about shooting these guys if they resist?’ 
 
    Schneider fixed me with a determined look. ‘If they are armed, we will deal with them.’ 
 
    ‘How will you open the safe?’ Dr Mendoza wailed. 
 
    I snorted a laugh at his question. ‘Ladies?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, we can do safes,’ replied Mavis without me needing to ask. 
 
    ‘I guess that’s it then. Let’s go.’ I pushed the doctor toward Schneider. Dr Mendoza had recovered from the injury to his tender region and looked about ready to bolt. His faith in our ability to overcome the… what should I call them? I mentally settled on terrorists, so our ability to overcome the terrorists onboard was doubted by Dr Mendoza and that placed his family in jeopardy. I understood his feelings, but I wasn’t going to allow his worry to cloud my judgment.  
 
    If things went the way I wanted, we could save everyone. 
 
    We reached the elevator and as we waited for the car to descend, my confidence grew and grew. We were going to win. I was going to save Alistair and Jermaine and all the other sick people on board.  
 
    Then the elevator pinged, and the door swished open to reveal a sight that stopped my heart. A dozen guns in the hands of the ship’s white uniformed security team were pointing at us and Acting Captain Shriver was standing right in the middle of them. 
 
    That wasn’t the worst bit though, for standing just behind her was the elder Dr Chouxiang. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Brig 
 
    ‘Good afternoon, Mrs Fisher.’ Acting Captain Shriver smiled at me in a satisfied way as if to say she knew she would catch me doing something ridiculous and now she had. ‘I believe you wished to speak to me earlier. Was it so you could tell me a fanciful tale about Dr Chouxiang and his team?’ 
 
    ‘They are terrorists,’ I stated as clearly as I could.  
 
    ‘No, Mrs Fisher, they are renowned medical experts and are helping out with the virulent outbreak we have on board. They are doing so at their own risk of exposure and have been instrumental in assisting me to get the help we need. Even now there is a team in West Houptiou assembling supplies and additional medical professionals so they can bring this disease under control and treat those already infected. Isn’t that right, Dr Chouxiang?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ he replied with a knowing smile in my direction. 
 
    ‘They are not doing that at all,’ I scoffed. ‘Dr Mendoza is the world’s leading authority on infectious diseases. They kidnapped him and have his family held captive. They forced him to concoct the deadly virus we now see infecting the passengers and crew of this ship and they intend to set it free on West Houptiou as a biological weapon because they cannot attack with military strength for fear the Americans will intervene.’ 
 
    Acting Captain Shriver looked at Dr Mendoza, whose eyes, I noted, were locked on Dr Chouxiang’s. Dr Mendoza was shaking with fear. ‘Dr Mendoza, can you confirm what Mrs Fisher is saying?’ she asked. 
 
    He swallowed hard, glanced at me with apologetic eyes and lied, ‘I have no idea what she is talking about. I was doing my best to care for the patients when Mrs Fisher and her accomplices started a riot in the sickbay. It was terrifying. Not just for me, but for everyone in there. I really must get back to the patients as I fear her antics may have worsened the condition of those still alert enough to have witnessed it.’ 
 
    ‘I think that about covers it,’ Acting Captain Shriver said with a sneer. ‘I would think it sufficiently condemning that we find you in the company of criminals the security team have been trying to locate. I shall assume they work for you.’ 
 
    I opened my mouth to challenge her, but I knew there was no argument I could present that would work now. ‘Commander Shriver,’ I called to get her attention.  
 
    ‘That’s Acting Captain Shriver,’ she reminded me. 
 
    ‘Yes, Commander.’ My reply angered her, but I didn’t care. ‘Your blindness will cost you and the people on board dearly.’ 
 
    All she said in reply was, ‘Take them away.’ Pippin, Baker and the others were disarmed, and we were all searched for weapons and all under her watchful gaze. We weren’t handcuffed or bound but under armed guard the eleven of us were escorted to the brig where, to my surprise, there were real cells with real bars.   
 
    We were processed efficiently, our personal effects removed and recorded, then placed into boxes and locked inside a large locker. We got to wash the makeup off and change into what were essentially prison clothes: jumpsuits and laceless overshoes.  Then it was into the cells where maximum occupancy was twelve so we only just fit. ‘What happens now?’ asked Baker as the doors were locked.  
 
    Acting Captain Shriver had come all the way with us, determined to make sure we didn’t manage to slip away or find new allies. ‘You will remain here until we make port. At that point you will be handed over to the authorities.  You should settle in and get comfortable. With the disease on board, I doubt we will be going anywhere for a while.’ She turned to leave but paused at my cell to offer me a parting comment. ‘Shame about your dear Captain Huntley. Still, out with the old and in with the new.’ Her voice echoed back through the door as she walked away, happily whistling to herself.  
 
    The power of the big chair had gone to her head.  
 
    Two guards were left to watch over us, but when Baker and Schneider tried to talk sense into them, they closed the outer door and left us inside to stew.  
 
    For two hours there was almost no noise as we all stared at the walls and came to terms with our incarceration. There was no clock on the wall so I couldn’t be exact about the time but it was stretching into forever when we heard noise outside for the first time since the door was closed on us. 
 
    ‘What now?’ asked Bhukari. She was sitting on the floor with her back against the wall and her arms wrapped around her legs. None of my inmates had verbally assigned blame for their predicament to me but I felt guilty anyway. Guilty that we had been caught, not that we had attempted to help.  
 
    ‘Changing of the guard. Nothing to get excited about,’ came Schneider’s reply from the next cell. 
 
    I sighed and sat on the floor next to Deepa. We were arranged in three cells, five girls in one and two sets of three guys either side of us. There was a solid steel bulkhead dividing the cells so we couldn’t see each other but we could talk. 
 
    ‘Anyone got a clever plan to get out of here?’ I asked the air. 
 
    Max’s snarky comment came back quickly. ‘You’re the brains of this outfit. You figure it out. You got us in here.’ 
 
    Softly Amy said, ‘That’s not helpful, Max.’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t trying to be helpful,’ he snapped back at her. 
 
    I sat forward, arranging my thoughts. ‘Look, we know they have a cure to treat the sick, but they are not using it. They also have weapons and are planning something terrible. Dr Chouxiang got to Commander Shriver first and has convinced her that he is the one that can help the sick. We have to get out of here and we have to stop them before they kill thousands or tens of thousands of people. It’s up to us, there’s no one coming to help us.’  
 
    Just then, the door opened, bringing all eyes up to see who was coming in. My jaw fell open when Barbie poked her head in. ‘I thought you might need a jail break,’ she said brightly.  
 
    I leapt to my feet and everyone else in my cell rushed to the bars to see.  
 
    ‘What happened to the guards?’ asked Lieutenant Bhukari. 
 
    ‘They’re, um, having a nap,’ she said, her cheeks colouring in embarrassment. She looked at the lock on our door. ‘There’s no keyhole. How do I get it open?’ 
 
    Next to me, Bhukari pointed to the desk. ‘It’s all electronic. You need to use the computer to deactivate the locks.’ 
 
    Barbie settled into the chair and moved the mouse to bring it to life, fiddled for a bit while she chewed her bottom lip, then with a pop, the solenoids operated, and the doors all swung open together.  
 
    Just like that, we were out.  
 
    Baker and Schneider rushed to the doors and out. ‘Hey, you tasered them!’ Baker’s voice echoed back. ‘Nice move.’ 
 
    Barbie grimaced. ‘I did think about trying to seduce them but then couldn’t work out how I would overpower them.’ 
 
    ‘Where did you get the tasers?’ Bhukari asked. 
 
    With a sly grin, Barbie said, ‘I stole them from a couple of the guys a while back. Things keep getting dangerous around here. I thought they might come in handy.’ 
 
    As they joked about it, I pulled open the locker and began handing out everyones’ stuff. ‘Alright, well we have to get moving. Guys,’ I called to Baker and Schneider. When their heads appeared around the doorframe, I said, ‘Can you drag them in here? We need to lock them up so they can’t alert Shriver. From now on, we can’t get caught.’ 
 
    Rick tapped me on the shoulder. ‘What are we going to do?’ 
 
    ‘Funnily enough. I have a plan.’ 
 
    Akamu put his head in his hands and wept. ‘Of course you do.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Uniforms and Disguises 
 
    Wearing prison clothes wasn’t going to work. We needed to be invisible, so the security team put their uniforms back on and took the weapons from the two men Barbie tasered. Agnes, Max, Amy and Mavis put on the orderlies’ outfits, it should ensure they blended in, even if two of them did look a little old for the role. Barbie was in her own clothes anyway. That left Rick, Akamu and me to fix up, but I had a plan for me.  
 
    ‘Deepa, switch clothes with me.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm?’  
 
    ‘Take your uniform off again. I’m going to wear it. You won’t need it because you are getting off the ship.’ 
 
    Everyone looked at me like I was going a little nuts again. ‘Why am I getting off the ship?’ 
 
    ‘Better yet; how is she getting off the ship?’ asked Schneider.  
 
    Sighing internally because I really didn’t want to have to explain everything but understanding that they needed some guidance, I did my best to explain. ‘If we pull this off and manage to get hold of the cure and defeat the terrorists, then what?’ I got a lot of blanks looks. 
 
    ‘Surely we treat the sick with the cure?’ asked Amy. 
 
    ‘Exactly,’ I said and folded my arms because I thought my point had been made. The blanks looks continued though. ‘Any of you know how much to give? How often? How to make more if we don’t have enough? What temperature it needs to be kept at?’ Now they were getting it. ‘We might not need Dr Mendoza, but he is the one person we can guarantee has the answers to all those questions. Without him we could be wasting our time even getting hold of the cure, but his family are being held hostage and we have to arrange for them to be freed if we want him to help us.’ 
 
    I turned to look at Deepa and Barbie. ‘That’s where you two gorgeous ladies come in.’ They looked at each other. Barbie raised her hand. ‘You don’t have to raise your hand, sweetie,’ I said as I pushed it down again.  
 
    ‘I still don’t follow,’ she said quietly like it was embarrassing to admit.  
 
    ‘Me neither,’ said Deepa. 
 
    ‘Nor I,’ added Schneider. 
 
    Baker nodded his head though. ‘I think I know what she’s got in mind.’ 
 
    We locked eyes and said together, ‘The jet skis.’  
 
    The ship caters for all sorts of activities, one of which is extreme water sports such as jet skiing, water skiing and water flyboard. A section of the ship on deck seven could be opened just above water level and a platform extended so guests could indulge in these activities when the ship was at anchor.  
 
    ‘We’ve got to get you there, but assuming we can, you two need to get to that US warship and get their attention. There’s a US naval base in the Philippines, isn’t there?’ 
 
    Barbie nodded. ‘Last time I checked.’ 
 
    ‘Then your task is to convince them to send a team to free Dr Mendoza’s family.’ 
 
    ‘Can they do that?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘You said they could do anything earlier. I think we need to put that to the test. Sorry, I wish I could come up with something else. This is my only play though.’ 
 
    ‘Why those two?’ asked Max. ‘Why don’t I go?’ 
 
    Baker chuckled. ‘If you were a US Navy ship filled with men, wouldn’t you stop if these two popped up asking for a favour?’ 
 
    Max stared at Barbie and Deepa. They were both very attractive women with great figures and ample bosoms. He stopped staring when Amy dug an elbow into his ribs. ‘Yeah, well, I suppose, they do have certain… attributes that might help.’ 
 
    ‘Plus, you’re a scumbag criminal and I’m not letting you out of my sight,’ added Baker. Conceding the point, Max fell quiet.  
 
    With that decided, Deepa and I exchanged clothes. Her uniform was more than a little snug on me, especially around my hips but I got it on and could still breathe. That just left Rick and Akamu. 
 
    ‘We could just wear the clothes we came down in,’ offered Rick. He held up his shirt. It was blood soaked and had sticky zombie make up all around the collar. It needed to be burned not worn. 
 
    ‘How about their uniforms?’ asked Barbie pointing to the two guards in their cells. They were awake and very sullen looking. 
 
    ‘Try it, cupcake,’ one said with a sneer.  
 
    His partner had something to say too, ‘Yeah, I owe you for tasering me. It’s not going to get forgotten in a hurry, but I have a special way you can say sorry.’ His creepy tone conveyed all that his words did not. 
 
    ‘Eww,’ said Deepa. ‘Don’t you guys ever learn?’ Then she tasered them both. This time using their own tasers which had been confiscated and left on the table next to her.  
 
    When they stopped twitching, Schneider unlocked the cells again and we stripped the two guards down to their underwear. It served them right for being unpleasant.  
 
    Akamu grimaced as he looked at himself in a mirror. ‘We look a little old to be ship’s security.’ 
 
    Baker finished straightening Akamu’s lapels. ‘The intention is to not be seen. But when we approach anyone, just make sure you are at the back of the group and let Schneider or me do the talking.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I think you look very handsome,’ said Mavis, giving Akamu a pat on his rump that made him jump. She laughed playfully at him and he shot her a smile. I rolled my eyes. All this terror and being chased and the retirement aged people were flirting with each other.  
 
    ‘Ready?’ I asked, some impatience in my voice quite deliberately.  
 
    Everyone nodded that they were, so with the two guards still yelling obscenities at us, my ragtag dozen set out to save the world. Or, at least, the bit of it on which we lived. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Splitting the Team 
 
    To make it easy for passengers to access, the ship’s watersports activity centre was located midships and directly opposite one of the elevator banks. It was on the opposite side of the ship to the main entrance that most people came and went from when the ship docked anywhere which placed it close to water level with the ship fully laden. It could only be opened when the ship was at anchor, but it wasn’t as easy as turning a handle. 
 
    The crew members got to work on preparing to open the door. There were a number of checks to carry out and a motor to engage and switches to throw and they were unfamiliar with the system. Only Barbie had used it before when she filled in for one of the instructors assigned to the watersports centre several months ago. 
 
    ‘You know this will activate a warning in the bridge, don’t you?’ said Schneider.  
 
    He was addressing the whole group, but I hadn’t known that, and it hadn’t occurred to me. ‘What will they do?’ asked Akamu. 
 
    Baker stopped what he was doing and leaned on an oversized valve thingy he was to operate. ‘They will call down here to see if someone answers and dispatch a security detachment to investigate.’ 
 
    Barbie looked concerned. ‘How long will we have from when the alarm sounds?’ 
 
    Baker and Schneider exchanged a glance. ‘Maybe ten minutes,’ Baker replied with a worried look. ‘But it will start to sound the moment we engage the motor and it will take about ten minutes to get the door open from that point.’ 
 
    ‘How many will they send?’ I asked. 
 
    Again Baker answered, ‘Probably four. Or, perhaps I should say, typically four, with all that is happening, they might send everyone.’  
 
    ‘Then we need a diversion,’ said Rick, levering himself off the jet ski he was resting on. ‘Akamu and I can take care of that. If they have more than one thing to deal with, they will have to divide their forces. If they have three things, they will need to spread themselves even thinner.’ 
 
    I nodded; it was a solid idea. ‘What will you do?’ 
 
    Rick shrugged. ‘Something inventive.’ Akamu clapped his friend on the shoulder and they headed back to the door; two friends embroiled in an insane adventure. 
 
    ‘Meet us on the eighteenth deck,’ I called after them. ‘We need to get the cure next.’ 
 
    Barbie confirmed that everyone was ready and they started the process of opening the sea door. We couldn’t see it, but I had to assume that up on the bridge a little light was flashing or an alarm of some kind was bleeping. The person looking at it would tap the screen or maybe make a call and then they would call down to the phone in the watersports place to see if anyone was in here. That would take them at least a couple of minutes, right? 
 
    The phone rang. It had been about four seconds.  
 
    The only people not doing anything were Max and Amy, who were too young and dumb to be allowed to answer it and Mavis and Agnes who would probably steal it and the watch from the person at the other end.  
 
    I answered it instead. ‘Watersports centre, Lieutenant, um, Fisher, speaking.’ 
 
    ‘This is Ensign Willborough on the bridge. I’m showing the sea door opening on my monitor. What are you doing in there?’ 
 
    I hadn’t thought about this bit so I had no lie lined up to deliver. ‘We, ah, we had some passengers that wanted to use the jet skis. They were fed up with being on the ship at anchor.’ I winced at how pathetic that sounded.  
 
    Just then, there was a whump noise as a small explosion happened not very far away. Instantly, I could hear an alarm warbling at the other end of the phone. ‘Hold on,’ shouted Ensign Willborough. ‘There’s a fire near you. I’m sending a team to tackle it.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no need really, we can deal with it.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you had passengers with you. Your priority has to be their safety.  Give me your rank and name again.’ 
 
    I hung up the phone. ‘We’re going to have company,’ I yelled.  The door was already partway open, and I saw the flaw in Baker’s calculation. It would take ten minutes to get the door fully open, but we only needed an aperture of about three feet to get the jet skis through.  
 
    Agnes saw it to. ‘Quick, Mav, grab that end.’ They started wheeling one of the jet skis to the door on its little trailer.  
 
    Barbie was engrossed in operating the motor that opened the door and hadn’t realised she could stop already. I gave her a hug and pointed. ‘Good luck. We’re going to try to get the cure anyway. That might endanger Dr Mendoza’s family.’ 
 
    I wasn’t sure what I was trying to say, but Barbie grabbed my hands to stop me wringing them. ‘I’ll be fine,’ she reassured me, picking up that I was gabbling because I was nervous about her. ‘Go get the cure. Treat Jermaine and the captain and everyone else and I will be back with Deepa before you know it.’ 
 
    I nodded, worried despite her confidence. Lieutenant Deepa Bhukari was already at the door and astride a jet ski. ‘Come on, Barbie, let’s get going.’ As I watched, Baker and Schneider lifted the frame her jet ski was resting on and it slid free to drop two feet to the water.  
 
    Barbie and I hugged again quickly then she took a run and dived out the door just before the second jet ski was tipped out the door to splash in the water. I got to the door just in time to see both girls fire up the engines and rocket away from the ship.  
 
    ‘Rick started a fire,’ moaned Akamu from behind us.  
 
    We turned to find both men looking a little singed. Their white uniforms were no longer pristine as they now had soot marks on them which extended onto their faces. I laughed. I couldn’t help myself. There was no time for mirth though, we had to get out of the area before anyone else turned up. We had two weapons between the ten of us and that wasn’t enough to do anything with. Plus, none of us wanted to be shooting at other members of the crew. We would all be on the same side again when this was done.  
 
    With the girls gone, we were hanging around for no good reason, and everyone knew it, so without any prompting, everyone started heading for the elevator. 
 
    Rick leaned against the wall by the call button. ‘An elevator. Thank goodness. I can’t keep running about like this.’ 
 
    Baker shook his head. ‘They’ll come that way. We need to take the stairs.’ 
 
    Rick shot him a dirty look. ‘Ah, nuts.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Cure 
 
    Thankfully, we didn’t need to take the stairs very far. Baker led us up one flight, which was quite enough for the older men, and then along a long passageway to a different elevator. We were in a part of the ship that had no entertainment so there were no people around. There were cabins but it was a time of the day when people would be by the pool or off doing something.  
 
    This suited us. We had looked ridiculous as a group before but with Rick and Akamu’s newly blackened uniform’s we stood out. Before, from a distance I was content that we probably wouldn’t get a second glance. Now though, it was easy to spot that we didn’t belong. 
 
    Unfortunately, we had to negotiate our way to Dr Mendoza’s cabin and on deck eighteen there were pools and restaurants and shops and other activities. The passageway would be filled with passengers and crew. Lots and lots of them. There was no way around it and when the elevator doors opened, there were people in front of us straight away.  
 
    I felt panic rising but as we got off, they got on, too busy with their own lives to pay us any attention. I let my held breath go and Schneider clapped me on the shoulder. ‘You worry too much, Mrs Fisher. We should split up into smaller groups though. We’ll be less conspicuous that way.’  
 
    The real issue was that Rick and Akamu just didn’t look right in their uniforms. Someone was going to spot them and know something was amiss and the chance of running into other crew members was very high, so they elected to strip off their top halves. Walking around inside the ship with nothing on one’s top half was discouraged but at worst a member of crew would have a discrete word with them.  
 
    Broken into smaller groups we were able to get to Dr Mendoza’s cabin unchallenged and by the time I got to the door, Mavis already had it open. The keycard from Dr Chouxiang Junior’s wallet proved useful, though I wouldn’t have been shocked if the two women had been able to open the door without it.  
 
    We planned for Baker and Schneider to go in first. They were armed and we had to be prepared for one of the terrorists to be inside. Incredibly, the cabin was empty, but I saw instantly that the safe was too.  
 
    Mavis had her hands on her hips and a bored expression. ‘I was looking forward to opening that.’  
 
    ‘Search the place,’ I instructed, going back to the door to usher the final group inside. At the rear, as always, were Rick and Akamu, they were with Agnes and somehow they both had brand new shirts on now. I could see the packet creases on them still. 
 
    They saw me looking at them. ‘Agnes swiped them,’ Rick explained. 
 
    ‘You’re welcome,’ she called out as she joined the others in tossing the cabin.  
 
    I folded my arms and stared at the two ex-cops. Akamu had the decency to look guilty. ‘She just appeared with them. We were drawing attention with our manly physiques and it was too late to take them back by the time she handed them to us. It would have drawn too much attention going back into the shop with stolen goods.’ 
 
    He was right, but that was hardly the point. Bigger fish to fry, I told myself.  
 
    Pippin came through from the bedroom to find me. ‘Mrs Fisher, you have to see this.’ 
 
    We all followed him back through the door where, on the bed, Baker and Schneider were staring at suitcases. ‘What’ve you got, gentlemen?’ 
 
    Baker gave me a grim look. ‘Dr Mendoza said they were armed.’ He took a pace to one side so I could see the contents of the suitcases. They were empty, but what they used to have in them were machine guns or assault rifles. I wasn’t sure exactly but the suitcases had foam inserts to conceal dozens of guns. ‘He wasn’t kidding,’ Baker added, his voice filled with concern.  
 
    As the significance of the find hit me, I slumped against the wall. ‘If they have taken the guns and the cure, they are planning to leave. They must be. Shriver said they made contact with a team of disease control specialists in West Houptiou. Whoever that is, they are sailing into an ambush. When they arrive, Dr Chouxiang and his team are going to overpower them, load the disease, the cure, and the vaccine aboard and take the craft back to West Houptiou posing as the team that just left there. No one will know the difference.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, my life.’ Schneider shook his head. ‘It’s brilliant. They can waltz right into the country with a deadly biological weapon and release it in cities and towns, infecting the whole country and there will be no one to stop them.  
 
    Rick punched the wall for emphasis. ‘Unless we stop them, dammit.’ 
 
    ‘This isn’t compulsory, is it?’ asked Max. He was hugging Amy and they both looked scared. ‘I’m just a guy that’s good at swiping stuff that’s not mine. No one said anything about getting into a gun battle with terrorists over a biological weapon that can kill everyone.’ 
 
    Rick sneered at him. ‘I spent my life chasing after punks like you. All you do is take, well, now someone’s asking you to give back. If we don’t stop them, they escape with the cure and the vaccine to leave us stuck onboard a ship with the deadly disease. How do you think we’ll get on then?’ 
 
    Rick was right. But this wasn’t a job for Max and Amy, or me for that matter. We were not trained for such tasks. Going head to head with armed terrorists was beyond my capabilities. But maybe we could force Shriver to listen this time.  
 
    Baker threw his gun on the bed. ‘We can’t tackle them alone, Mrs Fisher. Schneider and I have got thirty bullets between us. We need help. What do we do?’ 
 
    I gave everyone in the room a solemn look. ‘We surrender.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Surrender 
 
    It was a crazy thing to do, given the effort we went to getting this far, but the guys were right; we couldn’t win without more firepower. There was no need for the whole team to be involved though. Rick and Akamu had been through a lot already and were starting to show signs of strain. 
 
    Just before I dealt with them and the others, I said, ‘Lieutenant Baker please make the call to bring Shriver to us. She needs to see the weapons cases. If this doesn’t convince her, I don’t know what will.’ Rick and Akamu had found chairs to rest on in the abandoned main living space of the cabin. With them at the table were Agnes and Mavis. ‘Listen,’ I said as I got their attention, ‘you should head back to your cabins. The only thing left to do now is head off the terrorists before they escape. We’ll have to move fast for that but it’s really a job for the security team so the rest of us should leave it to them.’ 
 
    ‘So, we’re free to go?’ asked Max, one foot already twitching toward the door. Baker shot me a look, but I shrugged. ‘It’s not like they can get off and escape.’ To Max and Amy, I said, ‘If you want to go, this is your chance. Your crimes are not forgiven but no one is going to put you in the middle of a gun battle if that’s what this comes down to.’ He needed no further prompting. With Amy’s hand in his, they raced through the door and vanished. 
 
    ‘They’re coming,’ announced Baker. ‘Shriver was a little shocked to hear my voice. They hadn’t noticed our escape from the brig yet.’ 
 
    I looked back down at the four people sat around the table. All were in their sixties or seventies but none of them were moving. If they wanted to sit this one out, they were running out of time to leave. Then I noticed the hands being held under the table. Mavis and Akamu and Rick with Agnes.  
 
    Agnes looked up at me. ‘I think its time we stood for something.’ 
 
    Mavis patted her friend’s arm with her free hand. ‘Yeah, I’m tired of being on the run all the time. I want to live somewhere and feel better about myself.’ 
 
    ‘We’re going to see this one through to the end,’ added Rick. ‘Then we’ll see where that leaves us. There’s no bench for us to sit this one out on. It’s like you said; we stop them or we probably all get infected.’ 
 
    All I could do was nod, but Baker had other thoughts on the matter. ‘Is this romance blossoming? Are we planning to sail into the sunset together? Are we not forgetting the decades of crime the ladies need to answer for and all the passengers on board this very ship they have stolen from?’ 
 
    No further discussion was possible because the sound of running boots in the passageway outside announced the security team heading our way. Baker and Schneider brought the gun cases out to the front of the cabin and we waited.  
 
    It sounded like a lot of boots coming our way and it was. They began spilling through the doorway, their guns up and ready but it wasn’t their usual handguns, this time they held larger automatic weapons, the type a ship might have to repel pirates. The faces behind them looked mean. 
 
    ‘Drop your weapons,’ the lead man shouted. 
 
    Calmly Baker looked at the hands we all held aloft. ‘We don’t have any weapons. Just the two handguns you can see on the carpet by my feet. Where is Commander Shriver?’ 
 
    ‘Captain Shriver is on the bridge where the captain belongs. She can direct our efforts from there.’ 
 
    ‘Captain Shriver?’ I asked. ‘Has she promoted herself already?’ 
 
    Ignoring me, Baker softened his voice, ‘Commander Pace.’ He waited until he had the man’s attention and started again. ‘Mike, look at the suitcases. This is the cabin the team of doctors now helping Shriver were staying in. We think they’re from East Houptiou. The infection on board - they brought that with them, and they are going to release it on a civilian population in West Houptiou if we don’t stop them.’ 
 
    Commander Pace licked his lips, a nervous gesture, and glanced about the room. 
 
    ‘Where is Dr Chouxiang now?’ I asked. ‘Is he still on the bridge? Or did he head down to meet the ship from West Houptiou already?’ I saw doubt flicker across the commander’s face. ‘He did, didn’t he?’ 
 
    My arms were getting tired above my head, so I dropped them back to my sides. All the guns flickered in my direction. ‘Shriver’s gone nuts. You know it as well as the rest of us. The man she is taking advice from is a terrorist. He has the cure for the disease, he has the disease itself and he is heavily armed.’ I indicated the empty suitcases with the gun shaped holes.  
 
    Schneider chipped in. ‘If we don’t stop them, they will get off this ship and take the cure with them. There is no other cure for the disease.  If we let it go with them, everyone on board will get infected.’ 
 
    Baker dropped his hands too, and all the weapons twitched once more. ‘I’m going to reach down and pick up my gun.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t do it,’ warned Commander Pace. 
 
    ‘I’m going to try to stop the terrorists we have been harbouring and see if I cannot save everyone on board. If you have to shoot me, then shoot me, but I would rather that than the slow death the people in the sick bay are suffering.’ Slowly Baker began to crouch down toward the handguns by his feet. 
 
    A young female lieutenant standing next to Commander Pace risked a glance at her superior. ‘Sir?’ It was a question laced with multiple questions, but as Baker’s hand neared his weapon, I saw the commander’s grip tighten on his own gun. 
 
    Then his radio crackled and Shriver’s voice cut through the silence. ‘Commander Pace, report. Are the criminals in custody?’ 
 
    Everyone froze as he reached up to touch his radio. ‘Not yet, ma’am. Ma’am, they are saying the medical team are heading to the mainland with the disease and plan to release it there.’ 
 
    ‘Of course that’s what they are saying, you moron. I want them in custody, do you understand?’ 
 
    ‘But, ma’am, there are weapo…’ 
 
    She cut him off with an angry shout, ‘I don’t care what evidence you think you can see. I will not have insubordination. I am the captain of this ship and you will obey my orders without question.’ 
 
    Commander Pace’s finger hovered over the radio send button once more, but then moved slightly and hit the off switch instead. ‘I really don’t like her,’ he said as he lowered his weapon. ‘Alistair Huntley’s still the captain of my ship. Let’s get that cure and save him.’ 
 
    I huffed out a sigh of relief, feeling the deck spin beneath my feet as my whole body sagged. At the table, the four occupants rested their heads in their hands and even Baker’s shoulder drooped in relief. Then he snatched up the two handguns and threw one to Schneider.  
 
    ‘We have to move,’ said Baker, heading for the door to force those currently stuffed into it out of his way. ‘How long ago did Dr Chouxiang leave the bridge?’ 
 
    Commander Pace checked his watch. ‘Maybe fifteen minutes.’ 
 
    Fifteen minutes. They had a fifteen-minute head start. That was too long.  
 
    ‘We sent a team with them,’ Commander Pace said suddenly, switching his radio on and trying to raise them. As a single body, we were heading for the elevators. Shocked passengers diving into doorways and back down side passageways to get out of the way of the armed hoard. Rick and Akamu were bringing up the rear, shuffling along as best they could.  
 
    ‘Anything?’ asked Schneider. 
 
    Commander Pace shook his head. ‘No answer. I’m going to take that as a bad sign.’ 
 
    I tapped Commander Pace on his arm. ‘How far away is the team coming from West Houptiou?’  
 
    We reached the elevators, scattering passengers queuing there. Commander Pace sucked on his teeth. ‘I’m not sure. They were on their way. They could be here already. The team we sent with them included deck hands to open the sea door on the eighth deck.’ I knew the door he was talking about. It was one deck above the main door to the ship and had an extending platform. Unlike the watersports centre which opened almost directly onto the water and was sealed so any water coming in wouldn’t flood the ship, the main door on deck seven, the one used to load and offload passengers, had no such protection so couldn’t be used safely at anchor.  
 
    I hadn’t done a head count but with the eight left from my crew there had to be nearly thirty of us, more than half of them heavily armed and hopefully well trained. Looking about though, a sense of absolute dread stole over me. Things happened so fast that I had allowed myself to be swept along with them, never questioning if I should take myself to one side. I’m a middle-aged woman with no fighting skill or knowledge of weapons, what the heck was I doing here?  
 
    Too late, the elevator pinged its arrival at deck eight, and the doors swished open.  
 
    Then the shooting started. The instant the elevator doors were open, a rear guard or whatever you want to call it, opened fire on us. I guess Dr Chouxiang had left a team to watch their backs in case anyone followed, and they were ready for us.  
 
    The shots went high, gouging the steelwork of the elevator car above our heads and in a panic, the security team burst outwards, running for cover while returning fire. I got carried along with them, losing sight of Rick, Akamu, and anyone else I knew.  
 
    ‘Throw down your weapons!’ ordered Commander Pace.  
 
    His answer came back in the form of bullets followed by a scream of, ‘East Houptiou forever!’ 
 
    Pinned as we were in the small passageway in front of the elevators, we couldn’t advance but we could go around. I didn’t see much of the battle because I was cowering in a doorway, but Baker and Schneider, leading three other crew ducked down the stairs next to the elevator to reappear on the other side of the terrorists. Now fighting two fronts, they were unable to keep everyone’s head down and were picked off, surrendering when it was clear they would die if they fought on any longer.  
 
    Pace left men behind to secure them and crept further toward the sea door, leading his team to an uncertain future. I couldn’t help but tag along. I wanted that cure.  
 
    ‘Patricia,’ hissed Akamu. He had snuck up next to me. He was out of breath and looking flushed, but he had something for me. It was a machine gun. 
 
    ‘Oh, my life, no!’ I exclaimed, pushing it away. ‘Wherever did you get that?’ 
 
    ‘A couple of the security team got hit and stayed behind. It means their numbers are depleted. Rick and I are going to do our bit. If we can keep up, that is.’ 
 
    What he said made sense. I didn’t want the gun though. I couldn’t imagine using it. I could put no further thought to my choices though because we had arrived. 
 
    Pace and Baker were standing either side of a closed bulkhead door. The wide expanse of the sea door bay was on the other side of it and they were counting down to time their attack. Baker had one hand in the air with three fingers held aloft for everyone to see. Three, two, one, and they yanked the door open.  
 
    Brave men and women of the Aurelia’s security team began funnelling swiftly through the bulkhead door to fan out on the other side. I couldn’t see anything, but when no one opened fire I was both relieved and dismayed. No one was getting shot at but surely it meant Dr Chouxiang and his team had already left.  
 
    I peered through the legs of the next man through the door just as the shooting started again. In the confines of the passageway, it was deafening and my ears were still ringing from the first firefight.  
 
    Bullets struck the steel of the bulkhead by my head, deforming it but not penetrating; I was safe where I was. However, I was soon the only person still this side of the door. Then the shooting stopped. 
 
    I risked a glance through the doorway to see what was happening. 
 
    It was a stalemate. The small medical supply vessel had docked alongside the Aurelia. It was tied off to secure it but once that task was done the terrorists must have produced their weapons and overpowered the medical team from West Houptiou. It didn’t look like they had offered any resistance as I could see half a dozen or more of them being used as human shields right now. Dr Chouxiang had a gun to one woman’s head, the threat obvious: stand down or we shoot the hostages.  
 
    The commander’s training didn’t allow for this. No one’s did. We couldn’t let them get away with the vaccine and the cure, but we couldn’t sacrifice the hostages either. The delay he caused was all Dr Chouxiang needed though. 
 
    Still hiding behind their human shields, the terrorists shot out the lines tying the medical supply ship to the Aurelia and it slipped free.  
 
    I darted forward. ‘No!’ I cried. ‘We can’t let them get away!’  
 
    It was too late though, as the smaller vessel drifted clear, the engine caught with a determined buzz and it sprang forward. Dr Chouxiang shouted something in his native tongue and in response all the hostages were thrown into the water. If we had a chance to fire on them now, they were ready for it, for they unleashed a barrage into the sea door’s aperture with everything they had, keeping heads down and minimising the shots fired back at them.  
 
    The crew from the medical supply ship were being swept away on the tide, the Aurelia’s crew reacting to try to save them. I just stared at the back of the boat as it sped away from us. The cure was gone and there was nothing I could do to save Alistair or Jermaine or anyone else.  
 
    Feeling lost, I slumped to the deck.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    What Women Can Achieve 
 
    A shout brought my head back up. Something was happening outside on the water.  
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher! You need to see this!’ shouted Pippin excitedly. ‘You’re not going to believe it.’ 
 
    I scrambled to my feet, getting them back under me so I could run to the edge of the sea door to see what everyone else was looking at.  
 
    The medical supply ship with the terrorists on board was still moving away from us but it was beginning to veer off its course as something emerged from the ocean to block its path.  
 
    ‘That’s a submarine!’ someone yelled, unable to mask the triumphant tone in their voice.  
 
    Whoever said it was right too. An enormous leviathan was pushing the surface out of its way as first its nose and then its conning tower sprang from the sea. It was huge. Not as big as the Aurelia of course but it bristled with implied threat and was blocking the path of the tiny medical supply vessel by its sheer broadside length.  
 
    Then hatches began to pop open as men in uniform scrambled from the mighty grey submarine. They were US Marines, armed to the teeth and trained to kill if necessary.  
 
    The terrorists steered their ship away, heading for the stern so they could slip around it as the sub continued forward. Shots were exchanged, Marines laying down a barrage of fire to pepper the smaller ship. It didn’t slow them though and the submarine was still moving forward. Soon the terrorists would be able to get around them and escape.  
 
    I didn’t give the Marines enough credit though, they had launches in the water and a team were erecting a far larger gun on the rear deck. The sound of the heavy calibre machine gun carried across the water and we could see it churning up the waves in front of the terrorist’s ship. They were deliberately aiming to miss them; the Marines knew not to sink it.  
 
    I wondered how they could be so well informed but a whoop told me the answer. I swung my gaze around to look at the conning tower and there was Barbie and Deepa, easy to pick out because they were the only women visible and were waving madly at everyone on the Aurelia.  
 
    Barbie had a loudhailer. ‘Hey, Patty! I found some sailors!’ she laughed deeply as both she and Deepa high-fived half a dozen men in the conning tower with them.  
 
    I shook my head in disbelief.  
 
    With the loudhailer back at her mouth, Barbie shouted, ‘They’re sending a team to get Dr Mendoza’s family too.’  
 
    Someone slapped me on the back, and I turned to see that it was Baker. He was the first but soon everyone wanted a go at congratulating me. It felt wrong. All I had done was stumble over a stolen wallet. No one was listening though. They were hailing me a hero and saying I had saved the ship.  
 
    The task wasn’t done yet though. Amid the handshakes and high-fives, I shouted over the din, ‘We still need to get the cure. There are people to treat and I don’t know where Dr Mendoza is.’ 
 
    A fresh exchange of bullets in the distance brought our focus back to the terrorists on the medical supply ship. The Marines were boarding but not without some last vestiges of resistance. It was over though, and I just hoped the cure was still intact.  
 
    The next half an hour was another flurry of activity. The US Navy frigate we saw earlier returned to lend more help and we welcomed aboard the Executive Officer of the submarine, Commander Steve Krill. He led a contingent of US Marines and sailors plus the full complement of the sub’s medical staff.  
 
    ‘I believe I need to hand this to a Mrs Fisher,’ he said as he held aloft a sealed titanium container. It was roughly the size of a case of wine but had a biohazard symbol on it. Beneath the warning symbols was the word cure in crudely written permanent marker.  
 
    Commander Pace greeted the visiting submarine crew as the senior officer in the sea door area, but he swung his attention to me now. ‘This is Mrs Fisher.’ 
 
    Commander Krill came forward, tucked the box under his left arm and snapped out a crisp salute with his right. ‘Ma’am, I believe we owe you a debt of gratitude. Had the other box,’ he indicated a Marine carrying a similar container, ‘reached the shore. Well… I hate to think what might have happened. So strange to think the might of the US Navy could be defeated by something so small.’ 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to say. I felt as if I should stand to attention or something. Baker stepped forward to take the container from Commander Krill and I put my hand out for him to shake. ‘Thank you, Commander, for coming to our rescue. However did the girls find you beneath the waves?’ 
 
    ‘My sonar man heard the small engines from their jet skis. We are patrolling a no sail zone so went to investigate. The captain expected to find an incursion team from East Houptiou trying to get to shore so we were a little surprised to find two rather lovely gals skipping over the waves in their underwear. They were miles offshore and heading out to sea so we… offered them a lift.’ 
 
    Of course Barbie had stripped off. What better way to attract the Navy, than by showing a little flesh?  
 
    ‘Patty!’ her yell drew my attention and Commander Krill’s too as she bounded across the deck to get to me. A fresh boat had arrived from the submarine carrying her and Deepa with it.  
 
    Barbie swept me up into a hug. ‘Patty, that was so much fun! Let’s never do that again.’ 
 
    I laughed. It was genuinely funny. After all the terror and horror and shooting, Barbie said something funny and all I could do was laugh. She laughed too and soon everyone was joining in.  
 
    We had won. But only if the cure worked would it feel like a victory. ‘We have to get to sick bay.’ I grabbed her hand as I started moving. Tugging her along behind me, I all but ran back to the elevator. The cure had gone ahead of us, but I still didn’t know where Dr Mendoza was.  
 
    I arrived at the makeshift sickbay a few minutes later, coming through the doors with my eyes wide in the hope I would spot Dr Mendoza among the medical staff crowding excitedly around the container with the cure in it. 
 
    He wasn’t anywhere in sight though. Dr Kim, looking haggard and with a two-day stubble, was trying to organise the sudden influx of help all looking to be productive. The team from the submarine included two doctors and they brought with them a dozen other trained personnel and supplies of plasma and other drugs. Even as I watched, fresh IV drips were being hung.  
 
    There was nothing I could do to help. There were enough people in the room already and no doubt more coming as the frigate leant its medical facility to the rescue effort. Slipping my hand from Barbie’s, I found Alistair. He was still in his bed and looking deathly pale. I touched his face, but he didn’t react. He looked weak and like all the other patients his skin was coated in a sheen of perspiration.  
 
    Barbie joined me, touching my arm gently as she leaned in. ‘Jermaine looks the same.’ 
 
    Neither of us had anything further to say. We both hoped for a swift recovery, but they looked so ill I wasn’t sure what to expect. I could hear Dr Kim and the other doctors discussing dosing and fussing because they didn’t know what to do. Too much, one argued, and it might be just as deadly as none at all.  
 
    Where was Doctor Mendoza? 
 
    The answer came to me in that instant. ‘He’s with the terrorists!’ I blurted loud enough for the doctors and medical staff to swing their eyes in my direction. ‘Dr Mendoza. He crafted the disease, the vaccine, and the cure. He is the only one that knows how to administer it correctly. Dr Chouxiang will have taken him with them so the Marines must have him in custody now.’ 
 
    ‘Surely he would have protested his innocence,’ argued Barbie. 
 
    ‘He probably did, but why would anyone listen to him. To the Marines, he’s just another terrorist guilty by association because he’s on a boat with a team of terrorists.’ 
 
    One of the US Navy doctors was on his radio already, speaking with someone at the submarine. ‘They’ve been transferred to the frigate already. They are sending someone to locate him.’ 
 
    We waited with bated breath for more than ten minutes until his radio crackled again and the report came through that they had him. The Marines had treated all the terrorists on the boat equally, assuming they were all one team. For the Marines’ safety, once disarmed the terrorists were cuffed and gagged so Dr Mendoza had no opportunity to identify himself. He was free now though and would be heading over to us as soon as they could ready a boat. 
 
    I slumped against Alistair’s bed. Perhaps now we stood a chance.  
 
    Now that they didn’t need to fight over how to dispense the cure, the doctors and other staff set about checking on the sick and tending to their needs. Barbie and I were ushered out of the way along with anyone else deemed nonessential.  
 
    ‘What do we do now, Patty?’ asked Barbie as we walked hand in hand back to the elevators. 
 
    I was bone tired. All I wanted to do was sleep but I doubted I could until I knew my friends would be alright. ‘I think I’m just going to head back to my room. Little Anna has been locked up in there for hours now. Ramone won’t have let her out because she keeps attacking him.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, Patty. I might go for a workout,’ she replied, rolling her shoulders and twisting her hips while we waited for the elevator. ‘I have nervous energy to burn off. Would you like to join me?’ 
 
    ‘You can get stuffed.’ 
 
    Barbie burst out laughing. ‘Patty, you are so funny.’ 
 
    We rode up in the elevator together though, both getting off on the top deck. Outside the door to my suite, she gave me a hug and carried on to the gym. 
 
    I patted my pockets until I found my door card, swiped the door and pushed my way inside.  
 
    Boy was I looking forward to getting Deepa’s uniform off. It had been squashing my belly for too long. And I needed a gin and tonic, like literally more than I needed oxygen, such was my need for a drink. 
 
    The unmistakeable click of a safety catch being released stopped me short. 
 
   


  
 


 
    Dr Chouxiang 
 
    I froze at the sound, my heart instantly hammering in my chest though I dared not turn around to see who was behind me. 
 
    The hard muzzle of a gun poked into the back of my skull painfully. ‘Hello, Mrs Fisher,’ said the unmistakably unpleasant voice of Dr Chouxiang Junior. ‘You should not have meddled in our affairs.’ 
 
    ‘Why aren’t you with the others?’ I enquired. 
 
    He shoved the back of my head with the gun again. ‘Move.’ It was a simple instruction and I had no choice other than to comply as he forced me through from my suite’s entrance lobby to the main living area. There was no sign of Ramone but that could mean his murdered body was hidden behind the kitchen units or that he just wasn’t here. I hoped it was the latter. 
 
    ‘Why did you do it?’ I asked, trying to get him talking so I could prolong this until someone came to rescue me. ‘Why would you want to infect all those innocent people?’ 
 
    He spat on my carpet. ‘Innocent people? West Houptiou has no innocent people. They are all guilty. They took our mineral wealth when they split up the country. I was but a boy when the war started but my father remembered. He remembered prosperity and food on the table. Our mother died when the first bombs landed.’ 
 
    ‘But your doctor’s oath; first do no harm.’ 
 
    ‘I am not a doctor, you stupid woman. Neither is my brother. We both trained in the East Houptiou military, advancing to special forces and then to covert ops. The plan to destroy our enemy with a biological weapon was his master stroke. I am sad that I will not get to see his plan succeed. He wanted me to come with him to West Houptiou but I defied him so I could kill you. I knew you had worked it out. When you brought that ridiculous fake zombie attack into the sickbay and stole my wallet, I knew then that you were going to ruin our plans. My brother got away though, didn’t he? Even now he is docking in West Houptiou and will deliver my revenge for me. 
 
    I locked eyes with him. ‘No. Actually, he isn’t. If you were on the other side of the ship, you would have seen the US Navy intercept his boat.’ I tried to keep the triumphant gloating from my voice, but I didn’t do a very good job. 
 
    ‘You lie!’ he roared.  
 
    ‘Do I? 
 
    He backed off a pace, pointing his gun at my head again. ‘Whether you are telling the truth or not,’ he said calmly, ‘it is now time for you to die, Mrs Fisher. I would like to prolong your death, string it out for a few days yet, but I doubt very much that we will remain undisturbed for that length of time…’ 
 
    He continued to drone on about what he wanted to do to me, but I wasn’t listening to him anymore. From the corner of my eye I had spotted an incongruity. The priceless crystal decanter was missing again. It was there when we left, I was certain of it. After Agnes swiped it, I put it back and I had been the last one from the room. Had Ramone moved it for cleaning? 
 
    Annoyed, the fake Dr Chouxiang snapped his fingers to get my attention. Bringing my focus back to the maniac standing before me I asked, ‘I’m sorry what were you saying?’  
 
    ‘Any last requests?’ he repeated.  
 
    ‘I suppose asking you to shoot yourself won’t work?’ The question actually brought a wry smile to his face, but he brought the gun up to point to my head again anyway. ‘I want my husband’s photograph,’ I blurted. When he frowned, I added, ‘He died last year. I keep his picture by my bed. I want to hold that next to my heart when… when you do it.’ 
 
    He pursed his lips in impatience but nodded his head. ‘Don’t try anything, Mrs Fisher. There’s nowhere to go and no one is coming to save you. If you make a sudden move, I’ll shoot you in the head and be done with it.’ 
 
    My pulse hammered so hard I could barely hear but walking to my bedroom door, slowly and deliberately so he wouldn’t suspect anything, I glanced around the room. I was trying to find the one thing that might get me out of here.  
 
    ‘Stop.’ 
 
    I stopped.  
 
    ‘This is your bedroom?’ he asked while pointing at the door with his gun. When I nodded, he put six bullets through the door at chest height. I covered my ears quickly but took them away when he finished and pointed the weapon back at me. ‘I don’t trust you, Mrs Fisher. You are too wily, so if you had a man behind the door, I doubt he is coming to your rescue now.’ 
 
    With an oh-so-clever smile he reached forward and opened the door.  
 
    Anna attacked him on sight. Five inches tall and full of pent up anger, she flew at his feet. I tried to go for his gun as the tiny attack dog caught him by surprise, but he jumped back in shock and fired a burst into the carpet.  
 
    He missed Anna but hit his own foot. Now howling in anger and pain, he had Anna tearing at the ankle of his uninjured leg and was hopping on it to save using the one with a hole in it.  
 
    I lunged for the gun again, but he levelled it back at me before I could get to him and once again, he was in control.  
 
    His face was a mask of pain when he sneered at me, ‘Nice try, Mrs Fisher. Is that your final gambit?’ 
 
    When I smiled in return, his expression changed from victory to concern. ‘Not quite.’ 
 
    I saw his finger begin to tighten on the trigger, but the crystal decanter smashed over his head before he could get the shot off. He lost consciousness and slumped to the floor, revealing Max’s stunned face behind him.   
 
    I collapsed back into a chair wondering what might happen next.  Max wasn’t moving. ‘You’re a rubbish thief, you know that, Max.’ 
 
    Max though, was watching Anna. ‘Is that normal?’ he asked. 
 
    I glanced at my dog. She had switched from terrorising his trousers and was now humping his foot in what looked like a display of dominance. I let her get on with it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Jermaine 
 
    ‘Two ice cubes, madam?’  
 
    ‘Yes, thank you.’ I heard two ice cubes clink into my glass and the sound of liquid being poured over them. I was sitting on my private terrace with Jermaine on the sun bed next to me and Barbie on the other side of him. We were watching the sun go down as the Aurelia churned through the water on its way to India.  
 
    Three days had passed, which was long enough for all the patients to be treated and released from quarantine. Everyone on board had been given either the cure to treat their symptoms or the vaccine to stop them getting sick and the anchor was finally raised just a few hours ago. 
 
    Jermaine hadn’t poured my drink; he was merely controlling Ramone’s movements until he was strong enough to take over as my butler again. Dr Kim said it would be a few days yet but even under doctor’s orders, Jermaine had been uncomfortable with Barbie and me bringing him out onto the terrace to join us.  
 
    The US Navy captured the terrorists here so quickly, they hadn’t been able to contact their colleagues in Manilla which meant the SEAL team sent to rescue Dr Mendoza’s family met zero opposition. With his family safe, the good doctor stayed on board to make sure everyone infected was fully recovered. He was on board still, electing to remain in case the disease wasn’t fully eradicated. The poor man was wracked with guilt despite constant reassurances he was not to blame, so I guess his commitment to remain was a form of atonement.  
 
    Commander Shriver had relinquished her captaincy, but only once Alistair Huntley walked himself back onto the bridge. Still weak, he had forced himself to return to active duty, blaming himself for his deputy’s failings. Her too speedy advancement hadn’t equipped her for the higher office and responsibility, he said. A new deputy captain would be joining us in India where Commander Shriver would be departing the ship. Her position on board was no longer tenable it seemed.  
 
    As for the two of us, well, our romance had barely gotten started when he fell ill but under doctor’s orders to take it easy, he was to join me for a quiet night in my suite shortly. Ramone would prepare a light dinner and I planned to have him sit with me to watch a movie – a safe and benign activity while his strength returned.  
 
    Soon though, when he was strong enough, I had a more strenuous and pulse-raising activity planned. One of us needed to seize the initiative so it might as well be me. 
 
    The final element to wrap up isn’t… well, it isn’t wrapped up yet. Max and Amy and Agnes and Mavis were in the brig. I felt sorry for them. Each had risked their lives to help out and Max had saved my life at the very end. Okay, he was trying to steal from my suite and had broken in to do it and then got trapped there when the fake Dr Chouxiang Junior also broke in, but I was still alive because of him.  
 
    There wasn’t much I could say or do about their incarceration though. Rick and Akamu appeared to be smitten by the ladies and to my eyes it was mutual. They were upset about the two women facing a life behind bars and were visiting them every day. What could they be charged with though? Apart from the crimes aboard the ship, the cruise line had no interest in them and no proof they had done anything else wrong. Unless Interpol were after them, they might get off lightly. 
 
    It was something for another time, I wasn’t going to be able to sway anyone’s decision about it today. Though I did wonder how much influence over their fate Alistair might have. 
 
    I sighed a deep sigh and sniffed my glass of gin. Then lifted it high in a salute to my friends. ‘Bottoms up.’ 
 
    The End 
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    Quite the Man 
 
    The sun was setting to starboard as the Aurelia gracefully churned away from Chennai. Our two-night stay had been as wonderful and exotic as one might expect but it would remain forever indelibly etched in my memory for one particular reason. That reason was the man currently walking arm in arm with me as we promenaded along the top deck.  
 
    Captain Alistair Huntley was a handsome man of fifty-four. He was intelligent and successful, gregarious but also reserved and to the list of attributes I already counted, I was now able to add that he was a gentle and wonderful lover. Before we arrived in Chennai, he surprised me with an invitation to join him at the Leela Palace Hotel, a brand new and ultra-modern hotel on the seafront. He had champagne delivered to the room, the honeymoon suite no less, and we stayed in there for many hours on that first night, ordering room service rather than getting dressed to go out for food.  
 
    Now we were back onboard the Aurelia and our relationship, which until now had been something he wished to remain private, was well and truly out in the open. Foolishly, my paranoia had been telling me he was somehow ashamed of me and that was why he was so reluctant to make our relationship public. That concern was long gone as he introduced me to everyone we met. 
 
    We reached the prow of the ship where dozens of passengers were gathered, and crew members were serving champagne to those who wanted to toast their voyage. The captain needed to do nothing more than flick his eyebrows at the steward with the drinks and two glasses of fine bubbly came our way. 
 
    ‘Thank you, Giles.’ Alistair shot the steward a smile. I found it remarkable that he not only knew the name of over a thousand crew members, but he also seemed to know most of the passengers by name as well. He drifted through the crowd, waving at people and shaking hands. He stopped to congratulate a young couple on their marriage which had apparently occurred earlier today, and he introduced me to everyone as if having me on his arm was something to brag about.  
 
    He made my heart swell.  
 
    I noted that he only sipped his champagne, barely imbibing any of it because he had work to do yet tonight.  
 
    ‘I’m afraid I will have to go soon, Patricia.’ He turned to face me and took both my hands in his. ‘There is much that I must oversee. My new deputy is vastly experienced and ought to be a captain himself already, but he is new to the ship and new to my crew. It would be wrong of me to test him too severely on his second day.’ 
 
    ‘And you have a live event being televised tonight,’ I replied. 
 
    He smiled a rueful smile. ‘Yes, I do like to make my life complicated. Not that I had a lot of choice, you understand. These decisions are made far higher up the chain than the mere captain of a ship.’ 
 
    The event we talked about was a live edition of Stars that Dance which was being filmed in the ship’s top deck restaurant which even now was having finishing touches applied as the crew of the ship and the staff of the show converted it into a ballroom for the event. The restaurant had a glass ceiling and walls which they intended to utilise to provide a star-filled backdrop for the live event. It was the biggest show on Indian television with half the country tuning in each week. 
 
    The dancers and the celebrities were already on board of course. They arrived two days ago to begin settling in. The stars were all housed in suites on the top deck while the less famous dancers and crew for the show itself were a few decks below. The host, a famous Bollywood star in his seventies called Irani Patel was my new neighbour in one of the plushest suites on the ship.  
 
    At my feet, my little Dachshund, Anna, tugged her lead and yipped a warning bark as a man approached us. I looked up to see that it was Lieutenant Baker, a member of the ship’s security team and someone I had grown quite fond of.  
 
    He saluted Alistair crisply. ‘Sir, might I beg a moment of your time?’  
 
    Alistair was instantly alert, his mind back on his job and he let go my hand as he said, ‘Report.’ 
 
    Lieutenant Baker cut his eyes to me as if asking Alistair if I should be involved but proceeded anyway. ‘Another break in has been reported, sir. This time it is Mr Patel’s suite.’ 
 
    Alistair’s top lip twitched in annoyance. Then, seeing my curious expression, he explained. ‘This started two weeks ago. People reporting that someone has been in their suite. Nothing gets taken but a calling card is left. Whoever is behind it is taunting us.’ 
 
    My brow furrowed. ‘They leave a calling card?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, quite literally. They leave a business card on the nightstand each time. It has a signature on it below a stylised stroke from a paint brush.’ 
 
    Lieutenant Baker reached into his jacket pocket. ‘I have one here, sir.’ He handed it to Alistair who showed it to me. In a small evidence bag was a plain white piece of card with a black signature below a swish of red paint. Alistair turned it around to show the other side was blank.  
 
    Alistair turned his attention back to his lieutenant. ‘Has Mr Patel confirmed all his belongings are still present?’ 
 
    ‘I have Bhukari and Pippin with him now, sir. They were going through his suite and attempting to find anything that might have been disturbed. He was hopping mad, sir.’ 
 
    Alistair nodded at the news. I didn’t know the host though I was given to understand there wasn’t a person in India who didn’t know him. His face was centre stage of the posters displayed about the ship, a beaming smile beneath kindly eyes.  
 
    The live event was in just a few hours and thanks to Alistair I had a prime seat next to him. Alistair clearly needed to go, and I needed to get changed and ready for the event, so I gave Anna’s lead a quick tug to get her attention. ‘Time to go, little girl.’ She stared up at me and tilted her head as if trying to understand what I was telling her. 
 
    Alistair offered me his elbow. ‘I’ll walk down with you. I want to see the issue with Mr Patel’s suite for myself.’ Ahead of us, Baker turned around and started back the way he had come, weaving through the crowd of passengers enjoying the early evening sunshine. His passing cleared a route through for us which was a good thing because Anna liked to tangle people with her lead if she could.  
 
    As we walked, I was puzzling over why someone would break into a cabin just to leave a card. I asked Alistair about it. ‘When did this start?’ 
 
    ‘That’s actually hard to be sure about,’ he replied. ‘The first time it was reported was just after we left Hawaii. The passenger reported that someone had been in his room. It was after the cleaner had done their rounds so there was no reason for there to be anyone from the crew accessing his cabin. Once alerted to it and in possession of the first card, it wasn’t long before the security team were able to confirm that other passengers had also found them. Every time, the card is left on the right-hand nightstand, and it is always the suites on the top deck. A thorough search always reveals that nothing has been taken. It is perplexing.’ 
 
    ‘Perplexing,’ I repeated. ‘It’s certainly that. How many cabins so far?’ 
 
    ‘Seventeen that we know of.’ We reached the doors, which Lieutenant Baker was holding open for us, and passed into the shade inside. The top deck restaurant was just to our left where we could see all manner of activity taking place. The countdown to the show was under two hours now and dozens of people - television crew and those involved in setting up the live transmission, were scurrying about performing various complex tasks. A blast of music made me jump as it caught me by surprise. Anna barked in response, undoubtedly also startled by it.  
 
    Alistair was escorting me to my suite, but our route would take us to Patel’s suite first. It also took us right in front of the door to the top deck gymnasium, which opened just as we got to it, my good friend, Barbie, emerging right in front of us.  
 
    She beamed her smile at us. ‘Hello, sir. Hi, Patty. Are you all set for the big event tonight?’ We didn’t slow down as we passed the gym door, so she fell into step with us along the passageway.  
 
    Alistair said, ‘Good evening, Miss Berkeley. Am I right that you were one of the lucky crew members to get a ticket for tonight?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I was,’ she gushed. ‘I was so excited when they drew my name. I never win anything.’ There had been a draw for attendance because the seats in the audience were limited. Most of the seats went to passengers but the captain offered fifty tickets to the crew as well. I was going as the captain’s guest and would be sat right next to the panel of judges, but I was glad Barbie got to go as well. Her ball gown was already hanging in one of my spare bedrooms as we planned to get ready together. We had known the event was coming and went shopping in one of the exquisite boutiques on the eighteenth deck a few days ago. My ball gown was stupidly expensive and I hadn’t been able to decide between two of them so had bought both, arguing with myself about returning one or both of them ever since.  
 
    The three of us turned the next corner which took us into the passageway that contained the entrance to my suite but there was a commotion ahead of us.  
 
    ‘Get out!’ The shout came from inside the Montgomery Suite. It was the second largest suite on the ship and the one next door to mine. It was also the one in which the show’s host, Irani Patel, was staying and I felt certain the heavily accented voice was his.  
 
    Young Lieutenant Pippin was standing in the passageway before us looking both embarrassed and harassed. The door to the suite was open in front of him and I could hear the voice of Lieutenant Bhukari coming from within the suite. 
 
    ‘Sir, I need to take the card as evidence.’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid not, young lady. I intend to keep it as my own evidence. This cruise line, the security team that you represent, have failed me. I have priceless items in this cabin, and someone has broken in to steal them.’ 
 
    ‘Is anything missing, sir?’ 
 
    Before the man inside could answer the question, we arrived at his open door and Alistair went straight inside. ‘Good evening, sir.’ Alistair exuded an air of utter confidence, it made him look like he belonged to be wherever he was. I saw him approach the smaller, elderly Indian gentleman and extend his hand in a way that guaranteed the other man would accept it. ‘Captain Alistair Huntley at your service. I understand someone broke into your suite this evening. This is most embarrassing for me and indeed Purple Star Cruise Lines. On behalf of the entire crew, I offer my most heartfelt apology that you should have suffered in this way.’ 
 
    Somewhat placated by Alistair’s humble apology, Irani Patel lowered his tone when he spoke. ‘Thank you, Captain. I am however concerned that my privacy has been invaded and my belongings stolen. Then he flicked a wrist to push his shirt beyond his suit sleeve. A cufflink shone, a deep blue catching the light in an iridescent way. When he saw Alistair look at them, he said, ‘They were a gift from the Sultan of Brunei. I performed at his fiftieth birthday party. They are priceless blue opals, some of the rarest gems on the planet. Now you understand why I am sensitive about protecting my possessions?’ 
 
    Alistair inclined his head as if agreeing. ‘Lieutenant Bhukari is here to assist in determining if anything is missing and to ensure your suite is safe. She will arrange to provide you with new keycards once the lock has been inspected and the code for it changed.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Captain, that all sounds very efficient but my wife has been terrified by this event.’  I saw him indicate with his arm but had to move position to be able to see the person he referred to. A mousy, plain woman in traditional Indian dress stood a few feet behind her husband. She was looking down at the floor when she said, ‘I will be fine, Irani.’ 
 
    Mr Patel looked displeased with his wife’s response, but he turned to her and patted her shoulder, a show of affection and concern. Then, over his shoulder he said, ‘I have too little time to deal with this now, Captain. I have a live performance to prepare for and most of India about to tune in to watch me. I must prepare. I will keep the card though and let you know if I believe anything has been taken. I am just glad my cufflinks are safe.’ 
 
    Alistair gestured for Deepa Bhukari to leave the cabin ahead of him. ‘My crew will be on hand when you are ready for them, Mr Patel.  Good luck tonight.’ Then he too left the cabin and closed the door behind him. 
 
    Lieutenant Bhukari was waiting for her captain. ‘Sir, I think he plans to put in a false claim against the cruise line for his belongings being stolen.’ 
 
    I shook my head to clear it, surprised at what Bhukari had just said. ‘I thought no one had reported anything stolen previously.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think anything was stolen this time either,’ she replied. ‘He started making up a list of missing items like a diamond necklace and diamond earrings, claiming they had been in a drawer and not in the safe where he showed us the rest of his jewellery. I think he was lying.’ 
 
    Alistair interrupted. ‘I think we should discuss this later. Until then, please go about your duties. I must return to the bridge.’ He was speaking to me now. ‘I will meet you at the champagne reception at seven thirty?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ I spared him a smile though it felt out of place with the shouting and accusations. He kissed my hand and started on his way to the bridge. Pippin and Bhukari took their leave also, leaving Barbie and me in the passageway alone.  Barbie was visibly itching to get on with the party preparation portion of our evening. 
 
    I shot her a smile and started in the direction of my suite. ‘I think I know something that will get us in the mood.’ The something I knew was my good friends, gin and tonic. There just happened to be some chilled bottles of tonic in my suite and a bottle of Hendricks gin in the freezer.  
 
    I swiped my card against the door of my suite and pushed it open. Jermaine appeared in my central living space of the suite before Barbie and I could get inside and close the door behind us. My tall, strong, and very capable Jamaican butler was always at hand to serve me day or night and often went with me when I went ashore. I had been on board for seven weeks now and thought of him as a very dear friend. A recent brush with a deadly disease had weakened him but he was almost back to full strength and insisted he was ready for active duty.  
 
    ‘Good evening, madam, Barbie.’ He was very rigid in performing his butler’s duties and insisted on addressing me as Madam no matter what the occasion. 
 
    ‘Hello, Jermaine,’ I replied. ‘Can you fix us a couple of drinks, please?’ 
 
    ‘Very good, madam.’ He turned on the spot and walked slowly back to the kitchen area at the far end of my open plan living room.  
 
    I let Anna off her lead whereupon she immediately bounded across the room, jumped onto the couch and curled up in a ball. She eyed me lazily with her chin over her tail, daring me to have another task for her. Then, satisfied, she closed her eyes.  
 
    It was pretty much the last moment of calm that night. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Champagne Reception 
 
    The pre-event reception was for a very small group of VIP guests which once again included me because I was dating the captain. Unfortunately, it didn’t include Barbie but she seemed fine with that, remaining in my suite to continue getting ready and chatting amiably with Jermaine as I left.  
 
    A steward offered me a glass on the way in which I took for the look it gave rather than to drink. I wanted my head clear and the gin and tonic I already drank an hour ago was quite enough alcohol to dull my senses. I had on the tallest pair of high heels I had ever worn and had some concern that I might fall over in them. I was feeling brave when I bought them in the Philippines, my inner Imelda speaking to me when I tried them on. It hadn’t helped that I was with Barbie and she was trying on similar shoes and looking amazing in them. It also hadn’t helped that I had imbibed two industrial strength gin and tonics with lunch before we went shoe shopping, but hey ho. 
 
    Alistair wanted to escort me from my suite but I knew how much he already had to fit into this evening so I insisted I would find him there. He was easy to spot as he was tall, and his white uniform stood out among the brightly clothed dancers in their incredibly tight costumes. It was also easy to pick out the pairs of dancers as each costume had a male and a female offering though it was less easy to pick out which were the professional dancers, and which were the celebrities. This was because some of the celebrities had very lean, athletic bodies much like the dancers. Others though stood out. An older woman in her sixties with a shock of grey hair wore a ballroom gown designed for a woman in her twenties though I had to concede that she wore it well. An overweight man sweating in his tuxedo had to be the celebrity half of his duo and there were a couple of others I suspected to be the celebrity rather than the dancer simply because of their age. 
 
    I had never watched the show, not even the English version, but I understood the basic format. They perform a different dance each week and are judged on their ability, then voted for by the at-home audience. Each week the pool of celebrities is whittled down until one is crowned champion for that season.  
 
    Alistair saw me come in and risked a quick wave. I waved back but he was all the way across the room and in conversation with a group of passengers and show stars already. I would make my way to him, but I spied a table of nibbles and made my way to them first. I was hungry. 
 
    There were others already there, picking over the bite-sized morsels. Among them were a dancing couple, and they were arguing. 
 
    ‘I’m just going to have a few bites to keep me going,’ protested the woman. I hadn’t seen her until now, but she was clearly the celebrity half of her duo simply because she wasn’t stick-thin. She was actually a bit plump and the gauzy, skin-tight dress wasn’t doing her any favours.  
 
    Her male counterpart was trying to move her away from the food. ‘Taginda, you know the nutritionist wants you to only eat the food he recommends. If I am going to perform lifts with you in the later stages of the competition, you have to lose weight.’ 
 
    She rounded on him and he took a step back. ‘Did you just call me fat?’ she snarled. 
 
    The man cast his eyes down. ‘No. No, definitely not. I just need you to weigh less if you want me to lift you.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe you need to get a little stronger. Here, have one of the these pakoras to bulk you up; they’re yummy.’ She then shoved the triangular parcel at his mouth and might have crushed it into his face if a different dancer hadn’t stepped in between them. 
 
    ‘That’s enough, Taginda, leave Rajesh alone. Besides, you are fat.’ The new girl was taller by several inches than Taginda and made a point of staring down at her. She also possessed the perfect dancer’s body most women would kill for. 
 
    Taginda wasn’t cowed though. As the new girl turned away, she grabbed a handful of her ornate hair and yanked it. All around the buffet table, there were gasps as the passengers and other dancers backed away. ‘Just because he’s sleeping with you doesn’t mean he’s not gay, Dayita. You look like you could use a snack too.’ Then she shoved the pastry into Dayita’s open mouth. 
 
    Two more dancers grabbed Taginda just as she let go of the taller woman’s hair. Dayita had been pulled off balance and was choking on the pakora as she tried to right herself. Then she fell, her foot slipping on a piece of loose pakora that had fallen to the deck and she tumbled with a shout of pain. 
 
    ‘My lord, what’s going on here?’ asked Irani Patel, the show’s host, as he too arrived. ‘Dayita are you alright?’ He looked genuinely concerned and his face was angry when he swung it back to stare at Taginda. ‘Taginda, what did you do?’ 
 
    She finished chewing and swallowed. ‘Why are you bothering with her? What about me? I’m the star of this show.’ 
 
    Irani Patel got to his feet, carefully handing Dayita over to Rajesh to look after. ‘Taginda, you have no right…’ 
 
    ‘He called me fat,’ snapped Taginda. ‘And she got in my face one time too many. Why have I got to be partnered with her gay boyfriend?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not gay!’ argued Rajesh. He was kneeling on the deck with Dayita next to him. She was trying to get up but wincing in pain each time she moved. ‘I think you’ve really hurt her,’ he said, glancing up at Taginda. 
 
    ‘Good. Serves her right for calling me fat,’ replied Taginda as she popped another piece of food in her mouth. 
 
    ‘It’s my knee,’ wailed Dayita. ‘I can’t put any weight on it.’ She looked to be in pain and when she lifted the hem of her dress, we could all see her right knee was swelling. She shot a hateful look at Taginda. ‘You horrible fat troll. I’m going to kill you for this.’ 
 
    Taginda laughed. ‘Ha! I’d like to see you try. My left arm weighs more than you.’ 
 
    The show’s host finally found some gumption and started to assert himself. ‘Taginda, that’s enough!’ he roared. Then, more calmly, ‘I think we all need to take a breath. We need to get someone to look at Dayita’s knee, that’s the first priority.’ Then he turned his gaze toward the offensive woman. ‘Taginda, you need to learn some humility before someone teaches you a terrible lesson.’ It sounded like a threat and his eyes were filled with malice as if she had insulted him personally somehow. 
 
    Dayita’s partner, or at least a man wearing an outfit that matched hers, appeared next to me. ‘Whatever has happened?’ he asked as he pushed through the crowd. 
 
    Dayita looked up at him and pointed at her aggressor. ‘That fat troll tried to kill me. She’s had the popular vote because people feel sorry for the fat girl trying to dance but she sees you and me as her competition. She wanted me out of the way.’ 
 
    ‘Can you still dance?’ he asked, and I could hear the desperate plea in his voice. She lifted her dress again to show him her knee and he turned his gaze to the show’s host.  ‘Irani, how can she dance tonight? What does that mean for the competition?’ 
 
    The host sighed. ‘It will be treated the same as a training incident. Dayita cannot dance but if she can recover by next week you can simply be discounted this week. If Dayita’s injury is worse than that then we bring in another dancer for you.’ 
 
    The man looked concerned not relieved though. ‘Discounted this week? What does that mean?’ 
 
    Irani cocked an eyebrow and I got a sense that Dayita’s partner was pretty but a little dumb. ‘It means you get a free pass for this week. You won’t dance, so you cannot be voted off.’ 
 
    Taginda spluttered, bits of food flying from her mouth as she did. ‘What? How’s that fair?’ 
 
    ‘Nevermind that!’ raged Dayita from the deck. ‘What are you going to do about her? She attacked me. She needs to be disqualified.’ 
 
    Irani wasn’t happy when he next spoke. He rubbed his forehead and sighed again. ‘I can’t disqualify her. We cannot afford to lose two couples from the show tonight. The competition has ten more weeks to run. We have eleven couples left. If anyone leaves the competition, we will run a short season and the network will never allow it.’ 
 
    ‘And I’m the one getting the most votes each week,’ added Taginda. ‘If I go, I’ll tell everyone it was because of you, Dayita. What will life be like when the whole of India hates you?’ she finished with a gloating smile of satisfaction. 
 
    ‘That’s enough, Taginda!’ snapped Irani.  
 
    Two members of crew from the top deck aid station arrived at a run. They had a stretcher between them which they could have used to barge through the people formed around Dayita, but their shouts were sufficient to part the crowd.  
 
    As they began to administer to Dayita, I drifted away. As I moved, I turned but having not looked behind me, I bumped straight into a man, my feet tangled in his and we both pitched over onto the floor. 
 
    ‘Goodness,’ said a muffled voice from somewhere under my left armpit. I was trying to right myself without having to put my hands on him, but he was beneath me and all the extra material from my ball gown was getting in the way. I tried to get up but my stupid heel caught in something and I heard a tear of material. 
 
    Mercifully, Alistair arrived to offer me his hand. Finally back on my feet and glowing red with embarrassment, I saw the poor man I had flattened. ‘I’m so sorry. I am such a clutz. Are you alright?’ 
 
    The gentleman was wearing a dinner jacket as were all the men who were not dancers or members of crew. He accepted Alistair’s hand up and spared me a smile. ‘I will be fine, my dear. I have to say it’s been a while since a woman wrestled me to the floor. I rather enjoyed it.’ The man was ninety if he was a day and he grinned cheekily at me. His suit fit him poorly, his body looked withered as one often sees in older people, but he was sprightly and had a twinkle to his eye.  
 
    Still feeling heat on my cheeks, I said, ‘May I buy you a drink as an apology? Are you here alone?’ Then I noticed his trousers; the upturn on the bottom of his right ankle was torn, I could see the material of his bright red socks through a hole in them. ‘Oh, my goodness. Did I tear your trousers with my heel?’ I knew I had gotten my right heel caught in something as I tried to extricate myself from him but had thought it to be the inner mesh of my own dress I had torn. 
 
    ‘Oh, it’s nothing, my dear. This old thing was only good for the scrap pile anyway,’ he said while indicating his dinner jacket. ‘I should thank you for forcing me to throw it out.’ He was being unfairly generous, much the same as I would hope to be in similar circumstances.  
 
    Alistair touched my arm. ‘Will you be alright without me? I’m being called upon, I’m afraid.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. You must go. I will see you again soon enough.’ As Alistair moved away to make sure all the other guests were afforded a portion of his time, I hooked my arm through the older man’s offered elbow and allowed him to escort me to the bar. ‘I’m Patricia,’ I said to introduce myself.  
 
    ‘Charlie,’ he replied.  
 
    I grimaced at the name and he saw it. ‘Sorry, I was… am married to a Charlie. We went our separate ways quite recently and I’m still smarting from it.’ 
 
    ‘Goodness. It’s so sad when two people cannot make their marriage work. Sue and I have been married for fifty-seven years. We were planning to do this for our sixtieth wedding anniversary, but we started to get nervous that one of us might not be here by then. So, we figured we might as well get on with it.’ 
 
    ‘Fifty-seven years. That is a long time.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ he laughed. ‘They get less for murder.’ He laughed at his own joke and I smiled to play along. 
 
    Arriving at the bar, I swished my free hand at the array of drinks available. ‘What can I get you?’ 
 
    ‘A gin and tonic, I think.’  
 
    ‘A man after my own heart.’ The barman heard him and nodded when I held up two fingers. He had been serving me for almost two months, so he knew how I liked mine now. ‘And what can I get for your wife?’ 
 
    Charlie raised his eyebrows in question. ‘Wife? Oh no, dear. I’m not married.’ 
 
    Confused, I said, ‘But you were just telling me about Sue and that you have been married for fifty-seven years.’  
 
    ‘Was I?’ He looked confused and was staring into the distance. My heart skipped as I worried that the lovely man might be suffering from dementia.  
 
    Just then a younger man appeared right behind him. ‘Father, I wondered where you had got to. You know you are supposed to stay in one spot when I leave you.’ He locked eyes with me. ‘I hope he hasn’t been any bother.’ 
 
    ‘Not at all,’ I assured Charlie’s son with a smile. ‘I bumped into him. I offered to buy him a drink as my apology.’ The man looked at least my age, but probably a little older which made him about the right age to be Charlie’s son. Like everyone else, he was wearing a dinner jacket though his was a dark navy blue and looked to be hand cut. It fit him very well and though he was going a little doughy, like most middle-aged men, he gave off a sense of intelligent capability. ‘Can I get you something as well?’ I asked. 
 
    The man saw the gin and tonic arrive in front of his father and swooped on it. ‘You know you cannot drink on your medication, Father.’ He switched his gaze to look at me as he lifted the drink. ‘I’ll have this one.’ Then turned his attention to the barman standing expectantly right in front of him. ‘An orange juice for my father, please.’ 
 
    Embarrassed yet again, I felt my cheeks glowing as I said, ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t know.’ 
 
    The man, who hadn’t bothered to introduce himself gave me a weary look. ‘You weren’t to know. He saw the posters for this event and wanted to enter the draw. I indulged him but I never thought he would win a ticket. Now here we are, but he won’t remember it even if we stay.’ 
 
    I couldn’t think of anything to say. I didn’t need to defend myself, the man wasn’t attacking me, he just seemed sad about his father. He downed the gin and tonic I bought for his father in one swift hit then spun his father’s bar stool around. ‘Come along, Father. We need to get to our seats.’ 
 
    ‘But I haven’t finished my drink yet,’ Charlie protested. His son led him away, the old, confused man letting himself be ordered about as if accepting that it was the best thing for him. I hung my head, sad that I could do nothing positive to make things better for the nice man I just met. Senility, dementia, they were such cruel companions. I grabbed my own gin and tonic from the bar and knocked it back in an angry gesture at the planet for allowing such afflictions to exist. 
 
    The gin passed through me with a shudder, partly from the cold and partly from the hard hit of alcohol and I stamped my foot twice as I recovered from it. Life was unfair, that was something we all have to accept. That was what I told myself as I stared into nothing and thought about the universe. It was a good thing that my ugly train of thought was interrupted by the call to take our seats. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Show Can’t Go On 
 
    It was probably a blessing that the show had to get started on time. Ushers from the television crew encouraged people to take their seats fifteen minutes before the show was due to begin airing and all the dancers left just before that. The show brought its own musicians along, displacing the ship’s band and they were set up near the entrance to allow enough room for the dancefloor in the centre of the restaurant. The judges’ panel was at the far end and the spectators seating arranged on both long sides.  
 
    Alistair and I, along with several other VIP guests, were seated not far from the judges with an enviable view from the far end of the dance floor. I spotted Barbie when she came in, waving to her as she took her seat. Time ticked on and everyone got ready, the cameras were in place but sitting so close to the judges, I was among the first to get a sense that something was amiss. Irani was nowhere in sight and the show was due to start very soon. The cameras were swinging around and the producer, an Indian woman with a severe hairstyle, and severe glasses was looking agitated.   
 
    Excited television crew people with clipboards and headsets were rushing about and bumping into one another, hushed voices were nevertheless insistent about something. I watched the clock tick down and all the cameras get into position. Everything was ready to go, and I could see the dancers nervously lining up through the doors at the bottom of the dance floor.  
 
    Just as the producer woman, who looked to be in charge, came to the judges table with a worried expression, the smiling show host appeared from between the dancers at the far end of the ballroom. He had a sheen of sweat on his forehead, I could see it even across the length of the dancefloor. A microphone was thrust into his hand, two cameras swung around on their boom arms to zoom on his face, and a man counted him in.  
 
    There was hushed silence as he reached three, switched to using his fingers, counted down to one, and pointed to him. The host was on air. ‘Good evening, ladies and gentlemen and welcome to this special edition of Stars that Dance filmed live on board the Aurelia, prized jewel of Purple Star Lines. But now, without further ado, I give you our dancers!’ As he roared the final word, the dancers began sweeping onto the dance floor and music filled the room.  
 
    The spectacle began, and I found myself instantly absorbed by it. A voiceover announcer talked while the dancers twirled and span in a choreographed routine. Each couple was introduced including Dayita and her partner, apparently an Olympic star, as the announcer explained that she was injured and would not be taking part this week. Her partner waved gamely as a camera swung to him, but his smile looked forced and his dance partner was nowhere to be seen, the seat next to him obviously empty.  
 
    As the first routine finished, the dancers all swept back out through the curtains at the far end of the dancefloor and quiet descended again. Irani Patel was a consummate show host, completely in control of his environment and very much at home in front of the camera. He talked for a couple of minutes, filling in while the dancers reset themselves. Then it was time for the individual couples to show what they could do for the judges and the voters at home.  
 
    First up was Taginda Gill, the rather unpleasant woman from earlier, who I now discovered was a star of several television programs. Her dancer, Rajesh, was lithe and graceful next to the shorter and slightly plump woman, but as they performed a quick step I thought she did very well. The judges though were harsh with her, pointing out technical deficiencies and a lack of style. Her marks from the panel were low too though I got the impression they were about par for her and the home vote would see her through.  
 
    With a final bow and wave, Taginda and Rajesh were finished, and the next dancers were announced. The next dancers were Amya and Henri. They were to perform a Viennese waltz. The music started up again and they swept on to the floor, Irani Patel stepped back into the shadows as the cameras turned their attention to the dancers. 
 
    When they finished a few minutes later, the same process of the host speaking and the dancers being judged took place. This time though, as they left the ballroom through the curtain at the bottom, Irani Patel said, ‘We’re going for a short break where you can hear from our sponsors. Don’t go anywhere. There’ll be more live action in just a moment as Vihaan and Arabella perform a Charleston.’ The moment the cameraman showed he was clear, the smile dropped and Irani’s instantly looked troubled. I was curious about it but for no good reason. I took my leave to powder my nose and made my way around the back of the seats down the long side of the dancefloor.  
 
    The toilets for the top deck restaurant were immediately outside the entrance but there was already a queue for the ladies. I didn’t feel like waiting and my suite really wasn’t very far away; I could go there instead. I didn’t get there though; a scream stopped me short. It came from inside the ladies’ toilet and everyone heard it.  
 
    The ladies inside were now trying to get out and the ladies outside were trying to see in, their natural curiosity demanding they identify what was causing the fuss. The inevitable logjam burst as the women inside barged through.  
 
    ‘What’s going on?’ asked one of a pair of security guards rushing to the scene in response to the screams.  
 
    Running by him, a woman in a cocktail dress shouted, ‘There’s so much blood!’ before disappearing in the crowd moving away from the toilet.  
 
    The two security guards exchanged a glance. Then, as the toilet emptied, they went in. I followed, my own curiosity forcing me to investigate. Instantly I could see what the ladies had reacted to; a pool of blood was spreading out from under the door of the final stall.  
 
    The lead man stepped cautiously up to the door and knocked. ‘Madam? Madam, are you alright in there?’ When no answer came back, he reached into a pocket to produce a fold out multi-tool. ‘I’m going to open it,’ he announced, his face betraying how unhappy he was about performing the task. 
 
    Just as he approached the door, more white uniforms spilled into the room including Alistair who put a hand on my shoulder. ‘You should not be in here, Patricia.’ He was trying to protect me rather than telling me to go, but it was too late to leave now as the stall door popped open with a click and there, for all to see, was Dayita with a large knife sticking out of her chest.  
 
    She was fully clothed and still wearing the same figure-hugging, black, sequinned outfit from earlier. She was clearly dead though, her lifeless eyes staring disbelievingly at the knife’s handle.  
 
    Then I noticed the calling card. The same little white card with the signature and the brush stroke was impaled by the knife and stuck to her chest.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A Mystery to Solve 
 
    Alistair huffed out a breath as he stared at the dead woman before us. Then he started giving orders. ‘Lieutenant Baker secure this area. No one comes in here unless they are crew and have a task to perform. Schneider, I want you to fetch Dr Kim, he needs to record time of death, deal with the body and possibly perform an autopsy.’ If anything, his voice was sad. 
 
    ‘Do you want me to fetch Commander Yusef?’ asked Baker, referring to the new deputy captain. His hand paused over the button on his radio while he waited for the captain’s response.  
 
    Alistair shook his head. ‘No. I will inform him of the incident, but I will deal with this myself.’ Then he turned to me. ‘Patricia, I’m afraid I will be tied up for the rest of the evening. I think it’s safe to assume that the show tonight will now be cancelled.’ As he said that though, we all heard the music start up once more and Irani Patel’s voice echoing in the background as he announced two more dancers.  
 
    ‘Maybe they don’t know,’ I said in answer to the unvoiced question.  
 
    ‘They’ll find out soon enough.’ Alistair’s face was grim. ‘I will have to tell them. We cannot let the show continue; everyone involved in it is a murder suspect.’ 
 
    With me hot on his heels, he left the plush white marble of the ladies’ top deck toilet on his way back to the ballroom. I slid to a stop though as my eye caught something glinting on the tile. As I bent to get a closer look, Lieutenant Baker saw me. ‘What have you got there, Mrs Fisher?’ 
 
    I knew what it was before I picked it up; it was a blue opal. A very rare blue opal I had very recently seen attached to Irani Patel’s cufflink. I doubted there were more of them on board. I explained what it was to Lieutenant Baker as he placed it into an evidence bag.  
 
    ‘I will need to show this to the captain,’ he said, straightening up and offering his hand to get me back on my feet. 
 
    ‘We shouldn’t jump to any conclusions.’ 
 
    ‘I promise that I won’t, Mrs Fisher. Others might though. If this is his, then why is it in the ladies’ toilet? He would have no reason to come in here by himself.’ I had no answer to his question, it felt a little damning, and why was there a calling card stuck to the dead woman? 
 
    Baker left another man in charge of the scene and hurried off to find Alistair. As he did, I headed back to my seat, curious to see what would happen now. As I walked quickly around the back of the temporary raised seating erected for the event, a voice called, ‘Hey.’  
 
    I turned and could see someone hiding in the shadows at the edge of the ballroom. It was a man and I thought it might be Taginda’s dance partner, Rajesh, just from the little bit of costume I could see. He was behind a large plant though, peering through the fronds at me, gesturing for me to come closer. There was no one else around to see us; everyone in the room was on the other side of the raised seating we were now behind. ‘Can I help you?’ I asked cautiously. A woman had just been murdered and there was a man hiding in a plant now. I wasn’t getting too close just in case.  
 
    He waved frantically for me to come closer, then ducked behind the plant and I lost him from sight. Nervously, I moved into the shadows whereupon my foot crunched on something. I moved my foot and looked down.  
 
    As I moved my foot back, I saw what I had stood on. It was a pregnancy test; the type the hopeful mother pees on. When I picked it up, I could clearly see that it had been used and clearly read pregnant next to two thick black lines. The man I still hadn’t identified, said, ‘Get that to the captain,’ and then was gone, slipping away among the darkness and ornate plants at the edge of the restaurant. This had to mean something, but I was going to have to find out who the man was first and what his connection might be to anyone. What was he trying to tell me? That Dayita was pregnant? That someone else was pregnant? It was too cryptic for me to have the faintest idea what it might mean yet.  
 
    Tapping the test against my fingernails as I thought, the music once again wound down as the dance I couldn’t see came to an end with rapturous applause. It was replaced after almost a minute by the sound of Irani Patel’s voice as he too congratulated the couple on their performance and launched into an anecdote about once dancing the waltz for a film he made many years ago.  
 
    I crept back toward my seat to get a view of what was happening. Surely, the host was about to announce that the show’s live performance had to be terminated and then provide a reason of some kind for it. He didn’t though; the couple, having just finished the energetic dance, were breathing heavily and standing in front of the judges’ panel waiting for feedback.  
 
    Alistair was on the far side of the room and visibly arguing with the severe-looking producer woman running the show. I couldn’t get to them because I would have to walk behind the judges to do so, but it looked like he was arguing for the show to be stopped and meeting with determined refusal. 
 
    I wasn’t doing any good here and I had no further interest in the show. A woman had been murdered and there was a mystery to solve. Whether Alistair liked it or not, I was going to interfere and the first thing I needed to do was speak with Dr Kim. He was just arriving at the ladies’ toilet when I got back outside. The white uniforms of the ship’s security team had cordoned off the area and stewards were directing ladies to the next nearest set of toilets in the upper deck gymnasium.  
 
    ‘Dr Kim,’ I called to get his attention, raising my hand when he looked up to see who it was. ‘Dr Kim, before you go in there.’ 
 
    He paused near the door to wait for me. ‘Good evening, Mrs Fisher. Another terrible incident awaits me.’ He looked glum. 
 
    ‘Yes. I’m sure this is not the best element of your job. There’s something you need to check on the victim though.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. What’s that?’ 
 
    ‘She might be pregnant.’ I showed him the pregnancy test. ‘One of the male dancers left this for me to find. I don’t know why, but it might have something to do with why she was killed.’ Dr Kim nodded his understanding and went inside. Left in the passageway, I decided it was time to get my butler. Jermaine was great to have around and good for bouncing ideas off. I hurried to my suite, passing the upper deck gymnasium and the queue of ladies lined up to use the facilities within. Around the corner, I bumped into Charlie, the delightful old man with the dodgy memory. 
 
    I stopped to check on him. ‘Charlie, are you alright? I thought you were watching the show with your son.’ He had dust on his suit and a cobweb, both of which I tried to brush off without him noticing I was doing it as I linked my arm with his again.  
 
    He looked embarrassed to be caught wandering the passageways alone. ‘Oh, I, ah. Yes, I went to the gents but then took a wrong turn somewhere and ended up here. Do you know how to get back to the ballroom?’ 
 
    I really wanted to get into my suite so I could use the bathroom myself, but the sweet old man had to take priority. ‘I’ll see you get back safely, shall I?’ Then arm in arm, I went back to the ballroom yet again. ‘Do you know where you are sitting?’ I asked him, hoping he would be able to give me an answer this time. 
 
    He looked about though, tapping his top lip with his fingernails. ‘Just over there, I think. I don’t see my son though.’ I couldn’t see him either, but, just like last time, he found us.  
 
    ‘Father, there you are.’ His son looked relieved again. ‘I swear I turned my back for a second and he was gone. I don’t know how he moves so fast. Thank you for returning him.’ 
 
    I shot him a smile. ‘That’s quite alright. He’s very sweet.’ The son thanked me once again, doing a good job of looking after his father in tough circumstances. I watched them make their way back to their seats just as Irani flamboyantly announced the next dancers. As the music started, I ducked back out and ran straight into Barbie.  
 
    ‘Patty, what’s with all the security around the ladies’ toilet? I asked the guys there, but they wouldn’t tell me anything.’ 
 
    I pulled her to one side, hooking her arm. ‘I’ll tell you on the way.’ 
 
    ‘On the way where?’ 
 
    ‘To get Jermaine. We have a mystery to solve.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Clues 
 
    ‘Madam, you have a spot of paint on you.’ Jermaine emerged from his adjoining cabin two seconds after Barbie and I came through the front door to my suite. Somehow he was always ready and dressed and expecting me. Of course, I now had a tiny canine alert system to tell him I was home. Anna had leapt from her position asleep on the couch the moment the door started to open. Barking her indignation at being disturbed, she calmed when she saw it was me. By then, of course Jermaine was through the kitchen and into my living space. He spotted the paint instantly.  
 
    I looked down at myself. ‘Where?’ 
 
    Barbie was staring too and had there been anyone watching it would have looked as if the three of us were examining my boobs. ‘Just here, madam.’ He pointed to himself to indicate where I should look. ‘Perhaps looking in the mirror will help.’ 
 
    I moved a few feet to the full-length mirror by the entrance lobby. There was indeed a blob of paint on my dress. It was right under my left breast and thus impossible for me to see without a mirror. The paint was a bright yellow but only the size of a fingertip. ‘It’s dry,’ I said as I scratched at it. ‘It wasn’t there when I put it on.’ 
 
    ‘Where did you find wet paint?’ asked Barbie.  
 
    ‘I have no idea,’ I said with a grumpy sigh. The dress, which had not been cheap, was ruined most likely. I doubted the mark would come out. I tried licking a finger and rubbing it. ‘It’s not water-soluble either.’ 
 
    Jermaine stood back and fell into his relaxed butler’s pose where he waited for instruction. ‘I wasn’t expecting you back so soon, madam. Was the show not to your liking?’ 
 
    Barbie answered him, ‘There’s been a murder.’  
 
    His eyes and nostrils flared in surprise. ‘Another one?’  
 
    ‘They are getting to be a habit,’ I conceded. ‘I’m going to change.’ With a final tut at my ruined dress, I began undoing the zip at the side and stomped across the carpet to my bedroom. I could hear Barbie filling Jermaine in on the little we already knew as I stripped off my dress and looked in my wardrobe for something else. Would I go back to the ballroom? It still surprised me that the show hadn’t been interrupted but I might need to go back in, so I selected another ball gown from the rack, thankful that I had more than one that fitted me.  
 
    Then, I spotted it, my heart freezing and a cold shudder zipping up my spine as I spun around to stare. 
 
    On my nightstand was a little white calling card. ‘Jermaine!’ I shouted, my legs feeling weak from shock. I could hear feet running, my butler ditching decorum for speed as he raced to see what urgent need I had. 
 
    He and Barbie burst into my bedroom seconds later, Jermaine instantly stopping and turning about. ‘Madam, you need a gown.’ 
 
    Oops. In my shock, it hadn’t registered that all I had on was my knickers; the ball gown didn’t allow for a bra to be worn underneath. Barbie grabbed a robe from the en suite bathroom. ‘Patty, what is it? What made you shout? I half expected to find another body in here.’ 
 
    I pointed to the nightstand. ‘That’s the same calling card the murdered girl had impaled onto her chest with a kitchen knife.’ 
 
    Barbie gasped and Jermaine hung his head. ‘Someone was in the suite and I didn’t hear them,’ he said, his voice full of shame. 
 
    I touched his arm, trying to impart that he couldn’t protect the suite from all invaders. ‘Have you been out?’ 
 
    He lifted his head. ‘Yes. I went to the crew gym. I was out for almost an hour indulging myself when I should have been protecting the suite.’  
 
    ‘Nonsense, Jermaine. You cannot be here every second of every day. I want to know what this is about though. Apparently, these cards have been popping up for weeks, exclusively in the top deck suites but nothing has ever been taken. We need to check now and see if we can find anything out of place or missing. Then we need to tell security, this could affect their investigation.’ 
 
    ‘Very good, madam.’ He about turned and went back into the suite’s main living area where he began to check cupboards and cabinets. There were several expensive objects in the suite; oil paintings on the walls and other items such as vases in locked glass display cabinets.  
 
    ‘We should check the safe,’ suggested Barbie. I quickly zipped up my dress and crouched to examine the calling card. I didn’t touch it, and I didn’t know what I was looking for, but it was evidence of something and that made it important. It confused me that the same card was impaled on the knife that killed Dayita. She had been on the ship for barely more than a day, but the calling cards started appearing long before that. Were the two connected or not? 
 
    ‘We should check the safe,’ Barbie said again, breaking my concentration. 
 
    I stood up. ‘Yes, we should. Let’s do that now.’ 
 
    We found Jermaine back out in the living area. He was over by the kitchen and looking through the drawers there. ‘I cannot find anything out of place, madam. Whoever was in here to leave that card, doesn’t seem to have taken anything.’ 
 
    ‘It’s so strange,’ I muttered. Anna pawed at my foot. She followed me around only when she wanted something and seemed quite independent the rest of the time. Usually, when she made a point of getting my attention, she wanted a biscuit. It was probably the case this time, but as I glanced down at her, I caught sight of something.  Staring down at the carpet, I called for my butler, ‘Jermaine, can you look at something over here please?’ 
 
    Moving at his glacial butler’s pace once more, he crossed the room. Next to me, Barbie had followed my gaze, but she couldn’t see what I was seeing. ‘Is Anna okay?’ she asked, wondering if I was concerned about my dog.  
 
    I pointed to the carpet. ‘Can you see the four indentations?’ I moved my finger around to show them all four.  ‘And the dust over there?’ I pointed to a line of dust.  
 
    ‘I’ll have that cleared up in a jiffy, madam.’ 
 
    ‘No, Jermaine. This is a clue. I think. I saw the same marks and line of dust on the carpet in Irani Patel’s room earlier. When Barbie and I came past his room earlier, he was arguing with Deepa Bhukari about the card he found in his room, but I noticed on the floor by his feet, four odd little indentations in a perfect rectangle. See how it looks like something heavy was here and now it isn’t?’ 
 
    Barbie and Jermaine both nodded. That was what it looked like. In the carpet near my safe were four small indentations like the feet of a table would leave behind if it sat in the same spot for a time and was then moved.  
 
    ‘What could have made it?’ asked Barbie. 
 
    It was a question that had me stumped and what the line of dust meant I had no idea. ‘Can you take some photographs with your phone?’ I asked her before turning to Jermaine. ‘Do we have a tape measure somewhere? I want to compare this to the one in Mr Patel’s room.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, madam.’  
 
    While Jermaine fetched a measure and Barbie clicked pictures with her phone, I opened the safe. It was hidden behind a large oil painting that hinged out from one side. I didn’t have much in there because I am a woman of limited means. It was a point I should probably start worrying about as I have no income once I return home to England in a few more weeks, but I did have a reserve of cash I was hoarding to get me through the first few months. The cash came as an insurance payout from recovering the sapphire, but I would need it to set myself up in a new home, buy new furniture, organise my life and all the other things that follow a separation. I felt a minor flutter of worry that the safe might be empty when I opened the door, but it wasn’t. The cash, my passport and a few other items were just as they had been last time I looked.  
 
    ‘What is this person’s motive?’ I asked myself. When Barbie looked at me, I started talking. ‘They break in to the suites on the top deck where most of the guests are very rich people but they don’t take anything. They risk being caught each time they enter someone else’s cabin, but they have been doing it for weeks. They even leave a calling card as if bragging that they cannot be caught.’ 
 
    ‘What about the murder?’ Barbie asked. ‘Do you think maybe Dayita disturbed the person and he or she killed her to protect their identity?’ 
 
    I shrugged. ‘If she disturbed someone in her room, surely she would have been killed in her room. Also, the celebrities are all staying in suites, but I don’t think the professional dancers are. If this calling card criminal only breaks in to suites, then he couldn’t have bumped into Dayita.’ 
 
    ‘Unless she was in someone else’s suite,’ said Jermaine.  
 
    That put a new spin on things. ‘If she was involved with one of the celebrities then that could easily be the case.’ I thought about that for a second. ‘Who would it be? Taginda said she was sleeping with Rajesh, Taginda’s dance partner, but also said he was gay though he instantly denied it.’ 
 
    Barbie looked at Jermaine. ‘You’ve got a good nose for this. If you met Rajesh would you be able to tell if he is gay or not.’ 
 
    ‘That depends,’ my tall butler replied. ‘If he is still hiding it, it is far harder to know to any degree of accuracy.’  
 
    I walked across to the desk and the computer there. ‘The question really, is whether Dayita was also sleeping with one of the celebrities and if so which one? Can you find out which cabin she was staying in. There may be clues there and I want to check that the four indentations don’t appear in her room.’ 
 
    As Jermaine slid in front of the computer, I continued to think about what I had seen at the show. ‘Barbie, did you notice how late Irani Patel was to arrive this evening?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. The show almost started without him.’ We locked eyes, both thinking the same thing at the same time. ‘Do you think she could have been involved with him? Was she in his suite and got disturbed by the calling card criminal there?’ 
 
    I thought about it but shook my head. ‘It doesn’t fit. I mean, she might have been involved with him, but I saw her alive after the calling card was found in his suite and I raise the point again about killing her in the suite. If she walked in on the calling card person, she would get killed there, not taken to a ladies toilet. She had to have been killed in the toilet. Plus…’ 
 
    Barbie waited for me to finish my sentence, then, when I didn’t, she prompted me, ‘Plus…’ she drawled. 
 
    ‘Plus I found a gem from one of his cufflinks in the ladies toilet.’ 
 
    She threw her arms in the air. ‘Well, that’s it then. Nothing else to it. No mystery to solve.’ I thought about it, but something didn’t feel right. She persisted though. ‘Think about it. All the dancers were lined up to dance so none of them could have killed Dayita. The judges were in their seats, but the host was missing, and no one seemed to know where he was. And he looked sweaty like he had been doing something strenuous,’ Barbie added. Then she saw my expression. ‘You don’t look convinced.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not,’ I admitted. ‘There’s something here that doesn’t fit. Right now, I want to say that it could be anyone. Or, more accurately, it could be lots of people. He has to be on the list of suspects though.’ Then there was the pregnancy test. I told them both about that and what it could mean. 
 
    Barbie felt that it reinforced her willingness to convict Irani Patel though. ‘If Dayita was pregnant and having an affair with Irani, then he killed her to escape the scandal.’ 
 
    Facts were stacking up against the host, that was for sure. I grabbed my phone. ‘We are going to need reinforcements.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Reinforcements 
 
    Rick and Akamu had been playing blackjack in one of the onboard casinos. There were three of them on different decks, but they could only open in certain territories. Some countries didn’t allow gambling so when the Aurelia was in their waters, the casinos were closed. Out at sea though, they were open, and the chaps were having a flutter.  
 
    ‘Hi, Patricia. Got a new murder for us to solve?’ asked Rick as he answered the phone. He was being flippant but had hit the truth, nevertheless.  
 
    ‘I do actually. Are you guys sober?’ 
 
    ‘I’m nursing a bourbon and ice but yeah, we’re sober. Mostly. I lose badly enough without trying to play cards drunk,’ he laughed. ‘Has there really been a murder?’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid so. Can you come to my suite?’ 
 
    That conversation was half an hour old now and they were just coming through the door. I had Anna tucked under my right arm because she was going nuts with all the intruders she needed to kill. The captain and three members of his security team including Lieutenant Baker were already with us. I placed the call to Alistair after I spoke with Rick, told him about the calling card in my bedroom and he appeared less than five minutes later. Now he had chaps in my bedroom dusting for prints.  
 
    When I showed Alistair the four indentations in my carpet and the line of dust, he knelt to examine it. ‘And you say you saw the same marks on the carpet in Mr Patel’s suite?’ 
 
    ‘I’m fairly sure. I didn’t get to go into his suite though, so I was looking at it from several yards away.’ 
 
    ‘I can fix that.’ Alistair stood up and removed a keycard from his right breast pocket. ‘Universal keycard,’ he said to tell me what it was. ‘Let’s have a look at his suite.’ Leaving just the two security guys in my bedroom dusting for prints, the rest of us traipsed out of my cabin, along the passageway and into Mr Patel’s suite next door.  
 
    Sure enough, on the floor in front of the safe were four small indentations and a line of dust just beyond them.  
 
    Seven of us stared at the little dents in the carpet. ‘They look the same size and spacing to me,’ I observed.  
 
    Jermaine chose that moment to crouch, the tape measure appearing in his hand. ‘They are exactly the same, madam,’ he concluded almost immediately.  
 
    ‘But what does that tell us?’ asked Baker, scratching his head.  
 
    Alistair folded his arms and cupped his chin. ‘That whoever is leaving the calling cards is doing something when they are in the cabin. They break in, they perform a task which somehow creates four dents in the carpet and a line of dust. Then they leave a calling card and go. It is also worth noting that they gain entry without needing to force their way in, so they have a universal card in their possession or some other way of getting in.’ 
 
    ‘What does this have to do with the dead girl and anyone from the Indian TV show? asked Akamu.  
 
    We all looked at each other, each of us equally perplexed. The sound of running feet went by outside the suite’s door. Then the sound of a conversation in the passageway outside. It sounded like it was coming from my suite and the footsteps came running back a few seconds later followed by a frantic knocking on the door.  
 
    Baker, being the nearest, opened it. Young Lieutenant Pippin was outside and he looked flushed with excitement. He spotted the captain and cracked out a swift salute. ‘Sir, the show is ending. The producer lady in charge is looking for you to say a few words for the camera.’ 
 
    Alistair twitched his mouth in aggravation. ‘I certainly have a few words to say to her. And a few awkward questions to pose to Mr Patel. In the meantime, Lieutenant Baker, please continue with the investigation. Use whatever resources you need. I will find you again shortly at the after party, yes?’ Then he was gone, following Pippin back to the ballroom with a tight-lipped smile in my direction as he left.  
 
    There was no reason to stay in Irani Patel’s suite but every reason to visit Dayita’s cabin. Jermaine had found it easily enough using the ship’s central registry system. It was three decks down where an entire passageway had been emptied for the TV crew and dancers to occupy.  
 
    ‘What will you do now?’ I asked Baker.  
 
    He frowned in thought. ‘Despite the stack of evidence against Mr Patel, I need to start interviewing the cast and the crew of the TV show and we have to appeal for witnesses to come forward. We also have to break the news of the murder; I don’t think any of the dancers or celebrities know yet.’ 
 
    ‘Someone knows,’ Rick commented grimly. ‘Someone killed her.’  
 
    No one had a response. We started to move toward the door as Baker asked, ‘What will you do, Mrs Fisher?’ 
 
    ‘Well, you still have chaps in my suite so I think we will stay out until they are finished. I’m going to see if I can’t work out who was sleeping with who. There seems to be at least one love triangle going on here and it has cost one life already.’ 
 
    Outside in the passageway, we split up; Baker heading toward the ballroom to continue the investigation and the rest of us heading in the other direction. I still had Anna under my arm, and she was getting heavy. She was barely awake though, quite content to be carried around like a baby. We needed to walk to find Dayita’s cabin so I figured I might as well walk her at the same time.  
 
    I stopped Rick and Akamu before I set off. ‘Chaps, I have a task that will suit you.’ I explained what I hoped they could do and what I hoped they would be able to discover and left them to it.  
 
    Then with Barbie and Jermaine, I set off for the elevators.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Smoking Gun 
 
    Dayita’s cabin was on the seventeenth deck but all the way back toward the stern which meant even using elevators we had most of a kilometre to walk. Jermaine had a universal door card we borrowed from a cleaner a while ago and forgot quite deliberately to ever give back. It was surprising how often we were able to justify using it.  
 
    He swiped on the control pad and the little click and green light told us we were in. At my feet, Anna was pawing at the door to get inside. She had no idea what was on the other side of the door, of course, but her dog brain always wanted to be on the other side of a locked door. We got a shock when we pushed the door open though; inside, the cabin was turned upside down. 
 
    ‘Wow! Do you think they were burgled?’ asked Barbie.  
 
    I cast my eyes around and could see jewellery and a purse. ‘That depends on whether anything has been taken. It looks more like the room was tossed by someone looking for something. I can see cash over there by the bed.’ I pointed. 
 
    ‘So what were they looking for?’ asked Jermaine. ‘That’s a task for us to find out.’ 
 
    I put my arms out to stop the others from moving. ‘This is also part of a crime scene so we can’t leave our fingerprints anywhere and need to make sure we don’t move anything.’ 
 
    Barbie sucked on her teeth. ‘Should we be in here at all?’ 
 
    I shook my head. ‘Definitely not. However, we are now, so let’s have a quick look around, touch as little as possible and get out again.’ I tucked Anna under my arm again, fighting her as she wriggled to explore as well. Then the three of us started picking through various pieces of the cabin. The cabins were being shared, two girls in one, two guys in another. I guess the TV show has a limited budget and cruise ships aren’t the cheapest places on earth. The room was such a mess though, I struggled to work out whose items were whose. I couldn’t even be sure which bed belonged to which girl.  
 
    I went into the bathroom and poked about in the trashcan there. Sure enough, I found the wrapper for a pregnancy test. ‘Look at this, guys,’ I said, using a piece of tissue from my pocket to pick it up. 
 
    Barbie stared at it. ‘We still don’t know if that is Dayita’s or belonged to her roommate but I’d be willing to bet Dayita was pregnant.’ 
 
    ‘That’s certainly how it looks, but if that is why she was killed? Who is the father?’  
 
    ‘Madam?’ called Jermaine to get my attention. ‘I have carefully cleared as much of the floor as I can but can find no indentations. It may be that they were already rubbed out by traffic moving over them though,’ he suggested. 
 
    I didn’t think so though. ‘According to the captain, the calling cards have only been found in the top deck suites. I can’t see our mystery player leaving the top deck just to come down here.’ 
 
    ‘But you said Dayita had one of the calling cards pinned to her with the knife,’ Barbie pointed out. ‘That sounds personal. Like they wanted everyone to know who killed her.’ 
 
    ‘Murder would also be a big escalation from sneaking into rooms and not taking anything,’ I countered. Neither Barbie nor Jermaine could argue with me. ‘If the calling card criminal killed Dayita, then I don’t know why.’ 
 
    ‘Should we go?’ asked Barbie.  
 
    I really wanted to explore. Somewhere in this room could be the answer to why a woman had lost her life this evening. It was part of a crime scene though and we were already contaminating it. ‘Is everything as you found it?’ I asked them both. 
 
    When they nodded, the three of us backed toward the door and left. As I closed the door, Jermaine shot his hand into the closing gap. ‘One moment please, madam. I just spotted something. Barbie, may I borrow your phone?’ Barbie handed it over, Jermaine taking it and turning on the torch function as he crept forward into the room again.  
 
    ‘What is it?’ Barbie asked, ducking down to see where Jermaine might be heading. 
 
    ‘It might be nothing,’ he replied. ‘There is something glinting beneath the cabinet though.’ Shining the torch into the gap beneath the wooden cabinet, he got onto his hands and knees to reach in. Then stood back up with something in his hand. When he turned around to show me what it was, I gasped. It was a smoking gun. Jermaine held a blue opal and its presence in Dayita’s room placed Irani Patel in here, sealing the suggestion that he was involved with her and was almost certainly the father of her baby and her killer.  
 
    Stunned by the revelation, because in my head it still didn’t fit, I started back toward the elevator. ‘We have to get back to the ballroom.’  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Accusations 
 
    Because the top deck restaurant had been converted into the ballroom for the live TV event, the after party, where the stars of the show finally got to relax for a bit, was being held in a function room on the nineteenth deck. Tucked into the prow of the ship, it had an excellent view in daylight, but panoramic windows ensured it gave a suitable backdrop even at night as a blanket of stars seemed to envelope the ship.  
 
    I couldn’t remember what time the after party was due to start but it had to be soon after the show itself finished and that was happening right about now. The after party was by invitation only due to the number of people that would want to attend and the size of the venue. Fortunately, yet again, I was on the list.  
 
    I called Alistair to see where he was currently. ‘Hello, Patricia,’ his dulcet tone echoed in my ear when the call connected. ‘Where are you, my dear?’ 
 
    ‘I’m just on my way to you if you tell me where you are. Have the cast of the show been told about Dayita yet?’ 
 
    Alistair made a huffing sound of annoyance. ‘No. It is just about to happen though. The show’s producer insisted they could wait until the live show ended, which it just did. They are gathering on the dancefloor, all the cast and supporting staff from the studio, that is. I think they plan to tell them only once the audience has left. People are starting to depart now. It’s a real party atmosphere in here, but that’s about to change.’ 
 
    ‘Did the show go well?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Yes, without a hitch and, according to the producer, they have the highest ever viewership for any show ever shown in India. They seem rather proud of the record, but I doubt that will be what they remember tonight for.’ 
 
    We reached the elevator. ‘I have to go. I’ll join you in a few minutes.’ 
 
    Getting in the elevator, I found my nerves rising. I felt unsettled that we held the news about Irani Patel. He had been in Dayita’s room, but did that mean he had killed her? By itself it provided very little by way of evidence.  
 
    We rode the elevator back up to the top deck and walked at a quick pace to get back to the ballroom. Passing the ladies toilet outside the ballroom, the white uniforms of the security team were still keeping everyone away while they dealt with what was inside and I wondered if they had removed Dayita yet. Dr Kim would need to examine her to determine for certain if she had been pregnant or not, but further testing, beyond that which he could perform on the ship, would be required to demonstrate the baby had been Irani Patel’s. 
 
    Outside the ballroom doors, a team of cleaners and other crew were waiting impatiently to get in. They were being held at bay by yet more security as they explained the ballroom was not yet ready. I spotted Lieutenant Schneider and waved to him, thankful that I knew enough members of the security team to bypass the queue.  
 
    ‘Are you looking for the captain?’ he asked as we slipped inside the ballroom. 
 
    Schneider started leading us to him before I said, ‘Most definitely. I have news to share with him.’  
 
    Through the curtains at the entrance to the ballroom where the stars had all made their grand entrances, I could see the celebrities and the dancers together with the judges and a host of TV crew all gathered in a gaggle at the far end near the judges’ panel.  
 
    The cameras were off, and people looked relaxed, but it was clear they were waiting for something. As I approached, the producer of the show started talking. She was a small woman; I could only see her because she was standing on the stage at the far end. She had thick round glasses which distorted her eyes and hair pulled back into a bun. The clipboard I saw her with earlier was still in her right hand as she waved everyone into silence. 
 
    ‘Everyone, everyone, thank you. Thank you. Tonight, as you know, we broke the record for the highest ever audience in the history of Indian television.’ A cheer ripped through the small crowd and she waved them to quiet again. ‘I have other news though. Terrible news,’ she added, her tone softening and her smile fading. ‘I only learned of this recently and by then it was too late to stop the show, but I am burdened with giving the terrible news that Dayita was found dead earlier this evening.’ 
 
    There was a sharp intake of breath from more than half the people present mixed with cries of shock and gasps of surprise.  
 
    ‘There is more,’ the short woman explained, getting the crowd’s attention once more. ‘Her death was no accident. It would appear that Dayita was murdered.’ 
 
    ‘She was murdered?’ the shout came from Taginda near the front of the gathering.  
 
    ‘Yes.’ This time it was Alistair that spoke. He stepped up next to the producer, taking over proceedings. ‘At this time, we are still gathering evidence but it is clear that her death was not an accident. It will be necessary to interview each of you about your relationship and dealings with Dayita and about your movements immediately before the show started.’ He let that information settle in for a moment.  
 
    Before he could speak again though, the producer added her thoughts, ‘I am sure you will all join me in keeping Dayita and her family in your thoughts at this terrible time. The after party is still taking place and I am certain you will all honour her commitment to this show by attending. The show must go on.’ 
 
    The crowd of stars and television crew were all talking over one another. No one was moving away though or making any attempt to get anywhere. Many looked unaffected by it but Taginda was holding her head in her hands and she looked sick.  
 
    I went around them all to get to Alistair. Before I got there a fight broke out. 
 
    ‘Say that again!’ raged a petite woman, one of the professional dancers most likely. ‘Say that again for everyone to hear!’ She had hold of Taginda and was trying to grab her hair. The heavier woman was fighting her off and looked likely to send the smaller woman flying if she got a chance but other cast members stepped in to haul them apart before anyone could draw blood. 
 
    Irani positioned himself between the two women. ‘What on earth is this about, Arabella? This is not the time to be attacking one another.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t hear what she said,’ Jasmin sobbed, tears running down her face now.  
 
    Rajesh, Taginda’s dance partner, had hold of her shoulders having rushed in to help separate the women. ‘Why, what did she say,’ he spun Taginda around to face him. ‘What did you say?’ 
 
    Taginda said nothing but Jasmin was only too happy to fill in the blank. ‘She was worried what impact Dayita’s death might have on her votes.’ 
 
    Everyone in the room looked at the plump TV star. Rajesh took his hands off her shoulders and backed away a pace.  
 
    ‘It’s important for everyone,’ protested Taginda. ‘If they take the show off the air, we all lose.’ 
 
    ‘My life, Taginda.’ Rajesh’s face was a mask of horror. ‘I knew you were ambitious, but this is too much. You will have to find a new partner; I’m not dancing with you anymore. Dayita was my friend.’ 
 
    ‘I thought she was your girlfriend,’ Taginda snapped at him, her hands forming balled fists on her hips. ‘Isn’t that the lie you have been telling everyone? You’re gay, Rajesh. You should just admit it and get on with your life.’ Rajesh looked horrified at the attention he was now getting. He was rescued, but in a surprising way when a new voice joined the argument.  
 
    ‘I think we are all missing the point,’ it was a man’s voice, though he was hidden from view behind a press of other people. As they all turned to look at him, they also parted to reveal an older Indian gentleman. He was sitting in a chair, looking relaxed but also angry. His attention was focused on Irani Patel, the show’s famous host. Now that everyone was looking at him, the man continued. ‘Regardless of Rajesh’s sexuality, though given how recently our country revoked the law making homosexuality illegal, I am not surprised he wishes to keep it secret, he isn’t Dayita’s killer.’ 
 
    ‘You sound certain,’ I said, speaking openly for the first time. 
 
    The man pierced me with his gaze. I thought he wanted to ask me to identify myself, but he decided that he didn’t care or would find out later. ‘It is obvious. Rajesh was just as surprised and horrified as the rest of us upon hearing the terrible news, but if he is gay, then he was using Dayita to hide his secret and has plenty to lose from her death.’ 
 
    ‘Unless she threatened to out him,’ snapped Taginda. 
 
    The man shook his head as he stood up. ‘You all know me. You know my skills.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t,’ I pointed out. 
 
    He carried on without acknowledging my comment. ‘There is one among us who has a secret they would rather keep under wraps. Rajesh may have been having a fake relationship with Dayita...’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t fake,’ Rajesh protested, but no one was buying his story any longer. 
 
    The man continued despite the interruption. ‘But another man was very much involved with Dayita.’ He paused dramatically and gazed around to make sure he held everyone’s attention. ‘Isn’t that right, Irani?’ 
 
    There were several sharp intakes of breath as all eyes now swung to stare at the show host. His jaw fell open in surprise, but Taginda was nodding her head. ‘I knew it. He’s completely compromised his position. He’ll have to go now.’ 
 
    ‘Go where?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Just go,’ replied Taginda with a sneeringly fake smile. ‘Give up your position as host and let someone younger and better take over.’ 
 
    Irani looked like he wanted to argue but his attention was drawn back to the taller man who had more to say. ‘I saw you, Irani,’ the man announced. ‘I saw you more than once coming out of her cabin. Where were you right before the show started, Irani? Is that when you murdered her? Was she going to reveal your relationship?’  
 
    ‘Who is he?’ I whispered to the person next to me, another one of the show’s dancers.  
 
    He kept his eyes pointing directly ahead, unable to sway from the unfolding drama, but leaned his head in my direction as he answered, ‘Devrani Bharma. He’s famous as a TV detective but he was a police chief solving the crimes before he wrote the books that propelled him to stardom. Then they cast him in the lead role to play his own fictional detective based on his own life. On the show he always solves the crimes like this. His character watches and observes and always has the answer at the end.’ 
 
    ‘Wow,’ I murmured. It was quite the background. 
 
    He moved in close to Irani now, the crowd watching as he towered over the smaller man. ‘Would you like to confess and save everyone a lot of trouble?’ 
 
    The dancer next to me whispered, ‘His character always says that. Then he says, “Take him downtown.” And hands him over to one of the uniforms.’ 
 
    Devrani Bharma motioned to the nearest uniform, Lieutenant Baker, and said, ‘Take him downtown.’ It was a dismissive statement intended to make him look superior and the criminal look guilty.  
 
    Lieutenant Baker looked unsure about what he was supposed to do at this point. He glanced at Irani Patel and then at Devrani Bharma and then at the captain, who was watching with amusement at his subordinate’s confusion.  
 
    Alistair took it upon himself to get involved at this point. Stepping forward he said, ‘Perhaps we ought to have a chat about your movements, Mr Patel. Can you show me the calling card you refused to hand over to my staff earlier?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ Irani Patel reached into his jacket, looking for the card in an inside pocket. He looked calm and confident but only for a second. It was instantly clear that he hadn’t found it and was then checking the pocket on the other side of his jacket. Then he was patting all his pockets and starting to look worried.  
 
    ‘Where is it, Irani?’ asked Devrani Bharma, adding unwelcome pressure. The show host looked bewildered.  The attention of the room was all focused on him and I thought he was going to panic, but he took a deep breath and forced himself to face down his accuser. ‘I must have put it down somewhere. I have done nothing wrong and I certainly didn’t murder Dayita; my presence in her room is not suspicious. I visit many of the people involved in the show.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve never visited me,’ argued Taginda. 
 
    ‘Nor me,’ claimed another and then another as most of the cast chipped in that his statement was false. 
 
    ‘Where were you immediately before the show?’ Devrani asked.  
 
    Irani looked about with panicked eyes, his forced confidence gone again. He was the centre of attention which you might think he was used to, but he had the look of someone that wanted to bolt for the door. Lieutenant Schneider moved to cover the exit just in case but as Irani searched for a reply, it was his wife that spoke up. 
 
    ‘He was with me,’ she said, her quiet voice almost inaudible even in the silent room. Heads turned to look her way and a pair of dancers standing together moved to one side to reveal the small woman. He head was bowed, and she was staring at the deck.  
 
    Grasping the lifeline, Irani said, ‘Yes. I was with my wife.’ 
 
    ‘What were you doing?’ asked Devrani, his expression making it clear he didn’t believe either one of them. ‘You were sweating profusely when you started the show. What was it that caused such strenuous exertion, Irani?’ 
 
    Irani blinked, still struggling to find words and looking guiltier by the second.  
 
    ‘We were having sex,’ his wife said quietly, her eyes still focused on the deck.  
 
    Irani, as if sensing that he now truly had an alibi, crossed the room to take his wife’s hand. ‘You see?’ he asked the room while wrapping his wife into a hug. ‘I shouldn’t have to answer such questions. Your prying has forced my wife to reveal personal information you have no right to know. We are an affectionate couple with an active sex life. She came to me right before the show and I lost track of time. Isn’t that right, darling?’ 
 
    The small Indian woman nodded her head. She appeared ashamed, though she had provided her husband with a credible alibi. I still had the opal from his cufflinks which placed him in Dayita’s room at some point between the champagne reception and the start of the show and had given over the opal from the toilet floor. The opal in her cabin didn’t make him guilty of murdering her, but I had to question why he was going there if it were not to continue an illicit affair. The opal in the toilet just made him look guilty. That he had been going to her cabin was not in question though, he had admitted as much himself but dismissed it as insignificant. I wasn’t sure that it was, but with the alibi his wife provided, it was now down to us to prove his guilt. I didn’t think it would take long. 
 
    Devrani Bharma appeared to have no further questions but had turned his attention away from Irani and was now conversing with Alistair.  
 
    The producer woman, with her severe hair and glasses clapped her hands to get everyone’s attention. ‘I’m sorry,’ she called out to make sure everyone was listening. ‘We still have the show’s after party to film. Despite this tragedy, the show must go on.’ It wasn’t the first time she had made that statement. ‘We are the highest rated show in Indian television history; we have to capitalise on that, and the cameras are waiting for us. If you truly feel that you cannot continue with the show tonight, please see me afterwards, otherwise, please all now start moving to the room prepared for us on deck nineteen.’ 
 
    ‘What about him?’ Yet again it was Taginda that was causing a commotion. ‘Did he kill Dayita or not? Shouldn’t we lock him up or something?’ 
 
    Irani managed to look indignant. ‘You heard my wife. I was with her when Dayita was killed.’ 
 
    The producer also had an argument. ‘Taginda we need the host of the show. How can we film the after party without the host there?’ 
 
    ‘I can host it,’ she replied with a smile. ‘I’m the most popular, the viewers would love it.’ Several sets of eyebrows went up at her brazenness though I don’t think she noticed or cared.  
 
    Before anyone else could respond, Alistair stepped onto the stage next to the producer lady. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, as the captain, I am ultimately responsible for security on board this ship. There has been a murder and I intend to find the culprit. My security team will require each of you to answer some questions tonight and will be calling each of you forward over the next few hours.’ 
 
    ‘They won’t interrupt the after party show, will they?’ asked the producer, looking concerned. 
 
    Alistair offered her a sympathetic smile. ‘We will do what we can to be unobtrusive, but my investigation will not be impeded. I hope we can work together on this.’ He was making it clear that he was in charge and the smaller woman, though she looked unhappy about it, bit her lip and offered no argument. 
 
    As he moved away from her, crossing the room to speak with Devrani again, she started herding the stars and dancers toward the door at the far end of the ballroom. They would move to the location for the after party one deck down, but they were unlikely to do it peacefully. I could hear bickering before they reached the doors and I wondered what misadventure this evening might yet bring. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A Challenge 
 
    As the stars of the show left the room, I waited for Alistair. He was deep in conversation with Devrani Bharma, the true-life detective turned television star. Waiting patiently for instruction were several of the captain’s lieutenants. I chose to wait also, keeping a polite distance, but with Barbie and Jermaine also waiting for me, I have to admit that I didn’t wait very long. 
 
    ‘Alistair,’ I called to interrupt him. The two men were discussing the case in hushed tones, the nature of the conversation clear even though I couldn’t hear exactly what they were saying. I felt a little shut out. Alistair didn’t respond immediately. He glanced my way, then went back to speaking with Devrani. It was clear he was trying to conclude their discussion so he could give me his attention, so again I waited. A few seconds later, the two men both turned my way. 
 
    Alistair offered me a broad smile as he guided his new companion toward me. ‘Patricia, allow me to introduce Devrani Bharma. Devrani is…’ 
 
    ‘A famous television detective with a real-life background in police work,’ I finished his sentence, surprising him that I already knew the man’s identity. I shook Devrani’s hand. ‘I must say it is an impressive story. Will you be lending your talent to our efforts tonight?’ 
 
    His brow creased in confusion. ‘Our efforts?’ 
 
    Alistair jumped in. ‘Aha, yes, Mrs Fisher is something of an amateur sleuth. She has provided the solution to several mysteries in her short time on board.’ 
 
    Devrani let my hand go. ‘Yes, well, I think it prudent that we limit the number of amateurs involved tonight. This is a murder enquiry after all.’ 
 
    I thought the man rude, but Alistair failed to notice. ‘We must move,’ he said, swinging his attention toward his team of security officers.  
 
    I cocked my head to one side, trying not to react but feeling like I had just been dismissed by my own lover. ‘Alistair,’ I called again to get his attention.  
 
    This time he gave me his full attention and reached forward to take my hands in his. ‘I’m sorry, Patricia, dear. I really think I should keep this investigation confined to the official team this time.’  
 
    He looked sorry about it, which was something, but I had a question. Not for Alistair though, but for Devrani. ‘Mr Bharma, can I ask what your initial theory is, please?’ 
 
    The man shot me a bored look, then indulged me anyway. ‘I suspect everyone and no one at this time. Mrs Patel most likely gave her husband a false alibi, the reason for which is not yet clear but I doubt very much they were indulging in marital activities immediately before the show. We know that Irani Patel has been visiting Dayita’s cabin and is most likely involved in an affair with her. The captain has advised me that a calling card was used to mark the victim and that the calling cards have been showing up on board the Aurelia for far longer than the pool of likely suspects has been on board. This in itself compounds the mystery though I believe it will be easy enough to solve. The calling card may be that of a professional assassin, brought on board to kill Dayita, which suggests the murder was not only premeditated but also meticulously planned. Alternatively, the calling card may be a ruse to throw us off the scent entirely. I am also aware that a gem from Irani’s cufflinks was found near the murder victim. He remains the prime suspect, but I am not one for jumping to conclusions. My investigations will be meticulous and flawless. Whoever the murderer is, whatever the murderer thinks, he will not be able to confound Devrani Bharma. Beyond those initial thoughts, it would be misleading to share anything else with you.’ He really did dismiss me at that point, walking away without another word.  
 
    Alistair twitched to follow him but stopped to speak with me. ‘Patricia, will you be alright? I hate to cut you out…’ 
 
    I held up a hand to stop him. ‘Sweetie, you go have fun with your detective friend. I wish you luck, but he has the whole thing wrong and I am going to prove it.’  
 
    Alistair’s eyebrows tried to reach the top of his head. ‘You have another theory about what is happening?’ 
 
    ‘I feel a wager is warranted.’ I was throwing down a gauntlet in challenge. How dare Alistair think he can solve a mystery without me? I had his attention though and that of everyone else in earshot as his lieutenants tried to listen without looking like they were. ‘I will present you with the name of the murderer before the Aurelia makes port in Mumbai. Your challenge is to correctly identify that person and their motive before I do.’ 
 
    ‘And what is the wager?’ he asked, a wry smile on his face at being challenged so bare-facedly in front of his crew.  
 
    ‘I’ll let you name it if you win, but since you don’t stand a chance, I shall name it when I do.’ Several of his security team gasped at my audacity and confidence. ‘I have just one request,’ I added. 
 
    ‘Oh, yes? I’m all ears?’ he replied with humour and excitement; the chase was about to be on! 
 
    ‘I may need to access areas I have no right to access or ask questions I have no right to ask in my pursuit of this case. I request you assign me a member of the security team for the next twenty-four hours.’ He inclined his head in thought and I thought he might be about to say no when I added, ‘I might run into the murderer when I am poking about.’ 
 
    That made his mind up quickly enough. With a broad sweep of his arm, he indicated all the lieutenants in sight. ‘Take your pick, my dear.’ 
 
    ‘I volunteer,’ said Baker, but he wasn’t the only one to step forward. Schneider, Pippin, Bhukari and others all put their hands up or indicated their desire to be on Team Patricia.  
 
    I had to laugh. ‘Lieutenant Baker it is then. Fastest man wins the job.’ 
 
    Surprised by his crews’ reaction, he asked, ‘Why, Baker? Why are you so keen to work with Mrs Fisher?’ 
 
    Lieutenant Baker’s cheeks coloured as he addressed the ship’s senior officer. ‘Well, sir. No offense intended, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Alistair echoed. 
 
    ‘Well, Mrs Fisher does seem more likely to solve this…’ 
 
    ‘…than me,’ the captain finished his lieutenant’s sentence, making the man cringe in the process. ‘Well, there you have it. Now I will have to prove you all wrong.’ He extended his hand. ‘Good luck, Mrs Fisher.’ 
 
    I shook it. ‘Good luck, Captain Huntley.’ 
 
    Then he barked an order and jogged from the ballroom with all the white uniforms hot on his heels. All bar one, that is, as Lieutenant Baker remained with me. Barbie and Jermaine came to join us.  
 
    Baker rubbed his hands together, an eager gesture. ‘So, Mrs Fisher, who is the killer?’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t the faintest idea,’ I admitted, putting a hand to my forehead as I realised just how far I had allowed my ego to push my luck.  
 
    Baker’s eyes went from excited and eager to panicked and wide in the space of a heartbeat. ‘Um,’ he stuttered. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry,’ said Barbie, clapping him on his arm. ‘Patty will figure it all out. Won’t you, Patty?’ 
 
    I joined Baker in saying, ‘Um.’ 
 
    ‘What about the pregnancy test, madam?’ asked Jermaine. ‘That is a place to start, is it not?’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘We have some research to do and some questions to ask. Let’s get back to my suite.’ I started walking, my brain whirling as I tried to work out what I thought. Irani Patel was involved somehow, that I was certain of, but I wasn’t sure he was the murderer even though I found an opal from his cufflinks in the murdered girl’s cabin and another at the site of her murder. I even had a theory about the calling card; that was something Rick and Akamu were working on – a secret mission that might prove to be a wild goose chase but one which suited their history and skill sets.  
 
    ‘What’s in your suite?’ asked Baker. 
 
    Barbie, Jermaine, and I all paused and turned to look at him, glanced at each other and then, as one, said, ‘Gin.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Gin 
 
    I doubted it was a good thing that my perfectly proportioned, size zero, gym instructor friend now drank gin and tonic with me on a semi-regular basis, but it probably wasn’t going to do her too much harm either.  
 
    Jermaine had set about making drinks as soon as we came though the door. Well, actually, he went about making drinks once we were in the suite but only after we fielded Anna the attack dog as she tried to shred Lieutenant Baker’s ankle. She was so mistrustful of anyone she didn’t know and would attack on sight without the slightest provocation. 
 
    Baker had seen her coming and stopped moving, assuming, incorrectly, that she would just give him a sniff, he then proceeded to yelp and hop about as she bit hold of his trousers. She was so fast and so low to the ground that neither Barbie, Jermaine, nor I had been able to grab her before she got to him. Even after I had forced a finger into her mouth to prise it open and force her to release Baker’s leg she continued to stare at him mistrustfully and curl her top lip.  
 
    Thankfully, she gave up and went to sleep back on the couch when I told her to stay. Now all four of us were crowded around the computer in my suite, each with a glass filled with ice and the cold refreshing combination of Hendrick’s gin and slimline tonic over sliced cucumber.  
 
    ‘That is pretty darned fine,’ commented Baker as he tried the drink for the first time ever. Our four glasses clinked together in salute, but it was time to get on with the investigation. ‘You were telling me about Dayita being pregnant,’ Baker reminded me. 
 
    ‘Might be pregnant,’ I corrected him. ‘I have a positive pregnancy test and a wrapper from one of the same brand from the bin in her room.’ 
 
    ‘How did you get in her room?’ Baker asked. 
 
    I flapped a dismissive arm at him, not wanting to tell him and about the stolen universal keycard in my handbag. ‘Unimportant. The point is, it suggests that Dayita was pregnant but if she is, then we have to discover who the father is. I want to speak with Rajesh first. I think we should bring him here and let Jermaine have a one to one chat with the man. I think it likely that he is indeed gay, in which case I doubt he was actually sleeping with Dayita and therefore isn’t the father.’ 
 
    ‘Why would he go to such trouble to hide his sexuality?’ Barbie asked.  
 
    I shrugged. ‘Some countries are less enlightened about such things. As I understand it, India only changed the law to make homosexuality legal a few years ago.’  
 
    Beside me Jermaine tapped a few keys on the computer. ‘It was last September,’ he read from the screen. He sounded as surprised as I felt.  
 
    ‘That recent?’ I questioned, leaning over his shoulder to read it myself. ‘No wonder he is reluctant to make it public.’ 
 
    Jermaine nodded. ‘It must be tough to come out publicly in a country that was still persecuting people for their lifestyles so recently.’ 
 
    ‘Okay,’ said Barbie. ‘So, if we assume Rajesh isn’t the father, perhaps he will know who is.’ She patted Jermaine’s shoulder. ‘I know I share things with my gay BFF that I don’t necessarily share even with other girls.’ 
 
    ‘That’s true,’ acknowledged Jermaine. 
 
    Baker got what they were saying. ‘So, if Dayita was having an affair with someone… say a married man or the host of the show, then the one person she might have told about it, is Rajesh.’ 
 
    Barbie nodded. ‘That would be a good place to start.’ 
 
    Baker knocked back the last of his gin and tonic and placed the glass on the kitchen counter with a meaningful thump. ‘Let’s get to that after party then. We ought to be able to find him there.’ 
 
    ‘Anna!’ My little dog was still asleep on the couch, but her head came up when I called her name. ‘Let’s go, girl.’ At my beckoning, she leapt nimbly from the couch, performed a stretch, which on a creature which already looks to have been stretched by nature, is quite a sight, then trotted across the room to the door where everyone else was gathering.  
 
    Then she coughed; a delightful hacking sound that make me wonder if she was about to retch.  
 
    ‘Is she okay?’ asked Barbie.  
 
    I stared down at the dog. She stared back up at me, but she didn’t cough again so I figured it was just a dog thing.  
 
    Jermaine clipped her lead onto her collar and handed it to me. Then the five of us went out to solve a mystery.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Where’s Rajesh? 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to expect at the after party. The cast and crew ought to be in a party mood because they were on a luxurious cruise ship and had just been part of the biggest television show in the history of their country. It would make the stars of the show even bigger stars and make stars out of those that weren’t already. The crew might be in for bonuses; I genuinely didn’t know if that was how these things worked, but were it not for Dayita’s murder, one could expect everyone involved in the show to now be letting their hair down.  
 
    The party had an additional guest list which was again made up using a lottery draw to determine who got a ticket. The numbers to attend were about one third of those who were able to attend the live show in the ballroom and there were some crew included in the draw again. There were television cameras at the after party, recording the cast of the show as they discussed how tonight had gone and talked about what would happen next week. I learned that this was a regular feature of the show in whichever country it was shown and that tickets to get to the after party each week were seriously hot stuff.  
 
    Dayita had been murdered though and that must be having an effect on everyone involved in the TV show even if they were not close to her. It was a grisly death too, not that I thought the details had been leaked, but a lake of blood from under the door of a toilet stall would spark rumours fast enough. 
 
    So, coming into the party, I wasn’t sure what to expect, but it wasn’t what I found: no one seemed bothered about the murder of one of their colleagues.  
 
    That is probably misleading, but what I mean is that there was no visible sign that anyone was mourning. Two members of the security team were wearing their finest white uniform to greet guests and check tickets. There ensued a brief discussion as Jermaine and Barbie did not have tickets and I hadn’t bothered to bring mine, but Baker didn’t need much time to convince them that we were going inside whether they let us or not.  
 
    Once inside, the smiles and laughter I could see and hear from outside was proven to be the theme throughout. The dancers and stars were mostly in their pairs, their matching outfits making them easy to spot. I also spotted members of the television crew mingling in the crowd. Everyone was in ball gowns and dinner jackets with the exception of Alistair, who stood out because of his white uniform and one or two other members of crew who were also in the cruise line’s livery.  
 
    Alistair spotted me and detached himself from Devrani Bharma to come my way. I fixed a smile to my face and through it said, ‘Spilt up and find Rajesh,’ to my three companions. Wordlessly, they each changed direction at the same time, splitting off to search the room full of people. 
 
    There were camera crews going about and two new hosts with handheld microphones who were tracking down people to speak with.  
 
    Alistair arrived and leaned in to kiss my cheek, narrowly avoiding a lick from Anna as he came close to her. One of the hosts spotted us and swung their attention our way bringing a camera with them. ‘Figured it out yet?’ asked Alistair, teasing me deliberately. 
 
    ‘I’ll let you know when I do,’ I replied, then smiled as the host, a tall, lean and very attractive woman in her thirties pushed a microphone towards us. 
 
    ‘Who do we have here then? The captain of the ship if I am not mistaken, Captain Alistair Huntley.’ She had clearly done her homework. ‘Tell me, Captain, how wonderful was it having such a successful show on board your ship?’ 
 
    It was a leading question, the interviewer clearly expecting a positive response. Alistair, of course, provided exactly what was required. ‘It was incredible,’ he gushed. ‘The pageantry, the flamboyance, it was incredible.’ I knew he was doing what his employers expected of him, but it still felt a little false. I smiled at the camera nevertheless and showed them my teeth as he continued. ‘My crew are proud and privileged to have the stars of Indian television on board. Purple Star Cruise Lines are the premier carrier for all passengers looking for luxurious sea travel and the quality of this show epitomises the standard that we set in everything that we do.’ 
 
    The woman smiled deeply as she got the response that she wanted and thrust the microphone under his nose again. ‘And who is your lovely companion?’ 
 
    I spoke for myself rather than being spoken for. ‘I am Patricia Fisher, a guest on board the Aurelia and a friend of the captain.’ 
 
    ‘Looks like you might be more than a friend?’ the woman teased. I had no idea how to respond to her taunt, so I smiled; I couldn’t think of anything else to do. I wanted to turn away or tell her to move on but with the camera pointed at me, neither option seemed viable.  
 
    Alistair rescued me. ‘Patricia is the lady staying in the most prestigious suite on the world’s most luxurious cruise ship. As such she deserves particularly special treatment and is to be considered a jewel to be treasured aboard the ship.’ He delivered the line without the slightest sense of irony and gave my waist a squeeze to impart that he meant every word. Not for the first time in his presence, he made my heart swell.  
 
    ‘Goodness,’ the host remarked. She actually looked taken aback by his statement. Then she turned her own face to the camera and addressed the audience wherever they were, ‘The fantasy of love is alive and well here, ladies and gentlemen. Is it the majesty of the show? You be the judge, but whatever you do, make sure you vote for your favourite couple.’ The man holding the camera showed clear and lowered it, rolling his shoulder to push some life back into it as a demonstration that his job was tougher than it looked.   
 
    The pretty Indian woman’s smile fell the second the camera was off her face, almost as if the muscles in her face had been cut. Then she rubbed her cheeks, massaging some life back into them. ‘God, I can’t feel my face anymore. You would not believe how hard it is; smiling all the time, I swear, I want to pull my teeth out some days.’ Then, almost before she had finished talking to us, she spotted someone else she wanted to interview, and her smile was fixed back in place as she rushed off with one hand snatching at the collar of her cameraman’s shirt. 
 
    ‘She was fun,’ I commented as she dashed away from us.  
 
    Alistair hung his head. ‘Sometimes I wonder if the price I pay for my captaincy is too high.’ I understood what he was saying; the political game would tire me very quickly. He shook it off and turned me to face him. ‘I thought you were hot on the trail of the killer. What are you doing here?’ 
 
    ‘Looking for someone. What is your master detective doing?’ 
 
    ‘Observing.’ Alistair looked about for Devrani, finding him across the room by himself. ‘He says that the killer will reveal himself.’ 
 
    ‘Himself? He has decided the killer is a man?’  
 
    ‘Apparently. He is very methodical.’ 
 
    Barbie swung back into view, heading my way with a disappointed look on her face. ‘I can’t find him,’ she said as she got to me. 
 
    ‘Who are you looking for?’ asked Alistair. 
 
    I frowned at him. ‘Never you mind, Mr Nosey.’ 
 
    Jermaine appeared as well, quickly followed by Lieutenant Baker. Both had struck out as well. ‘No one has seen him,’ said Baker. ‘I checked with the chaps on the door and they don’t think he came in yet.’ 
 
    I spotted Taginda and set off for her. She looked utterly unbothered by the tragic events of the evening, talking animatedly with a small group and commanding their attention. ‘Have you seen Rajesh anywhere?’ I asked, butting in rudely. 
 
    She shot me a look with daggers in. ‘No. Why?’ 
 
    ‘He’s not here.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    I sagged with exasperation. ‘Taginda, do you not care about him at all? You made him feel vulnerable and exposed and now no one knows where he is.’ 
 
    She put her hands on her hips as she rounded on me, taking a pace forward to get into my personal space. ‘I’m not responsible for him. He’s no longer my dance partner so I don’t care where he is.’  
 
    It was clear to me that I would gain nothing by wasting further time speaking with the awful woman.  I left her where she was, rejoining my friends and herding them toward the door. ‘If he’s not here, there’s no point hanging around. We need to find him.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a lot of ship to search,’ Baker pointed out. 
 
    Barbie held up her phone. ‘Someone must have a number for him.’ 
 
    I scanned around and spotted the producer, still carrying the clipboard and still working while everyone else appeared to now be relaxing. ‘Let’s ask her.’ I had to weave through crowds of guests to get to her and Baker got there first. By the time I joined him he had already broached the subject.  
 
    ‘No, I haven’t seen him,’ the woman was saying. ‘I do have a number for him though.’ She took out her own phone and used it to call him. The phone was pressed to her ear but when she didn’t speak and moved the phone to look at the screen again, I was unsurprised when she said, ‘No answer.’ 
 
    I thanked her, got Barbie to take down his number so we could try again later and considered my next move. ‘We’ll find Rajesh soon enough, I’m sure. I want to visit Dr Kim. Dayita’s body will have been moved to the morgue by now. He may be able to tell us more.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Morgue 
 
    I tried not to dwell on the fact that I knew my way to the ship’s morgue without having to look for directions; I had been there several times since I came on board. We were mostly silent on the way there, most of the journey spent in an elevator to get down into the bowels of the ship. The one thing we did discuss was the calling card and the indentations, trying once more to work out what could be going on. We got no further with it though. 
 
    At the door to the morgue, Lieutenant Baker knocked. We could hear voices coming from the other side of the door, which opened a few seconds later to reveal Dr Kim’s face. 
 
    ‘Lieutenant Baker, good evening.’ Dr Kim stepped back to let us file in. He was with a colleague, one of the other doctors, but I didn’t know his name.  
 
    I stepped forward to meet him. ‘Hello. I’m Patricia Fisher,’ I introduced myself and offered my hand to shake.  
 
    He pulled his hand back, offering an apology instead. ‘Sorry. I need to clean this before I touch anyone. I have just been examining our poor murder victim. I’m Dr David Davis, by the way.’ 
 
    ‘What are you able to tell us?’ Baker asked. 
 
    Dr Kim came around from closing the door to join the rest of us. Across the room, a sheet was draped over a still form; that of Dayita I assumed. Dr Davis turned on taps and began scrubbing his hands. Over his shoulder, he said, ‘The victim was stabbed only once. The knife penetrating her left ventricle to kill her instantly. It wasn’t a frenzied attack and the victim has no other wounds, not even defensive marks to her hands which one might expect. I think we can assume she knew the killer and wasn’t expecting the attack.’ 
 
    Dr Kim spoke up, ‘That’s conjecture, Dr Davis.’ 
 
    Dr Davis nodded. ‘It is. Lieutenant Baker is conducting a murder enquiry though, isn’t he? Therefore, I plan to tell him what assumptions I can draw from my autopsy.’ He finished scrubbing his hands and began to dry them. ‘I always fancied solving a crime by finding clues in the victim’s wounds. I loved that old TV show, Quincey.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, well. I think we should stick to the facts,’ Dr Kim chided. 
 
    His hands now dry, Dr Davis turned to face us, then pointed to the body. ‘Would you like to see?’ 
 
    ‘Eww, no thanks,’ answered Barbie, instantly backing away.  
 
    I wrinkled my nose in equal displeasure but nodded anyway. ‘If it will help me to understand what happened to her, then yes.’ 
 
    Soberly, Dr Davis crossed the room, Dr Kim, me, and Lieutenant Baker following. At the examining table, he peeled back the sheet to reveal Dayita’s naked body.  There were stitches holding her together where Dr Davis had cut her apart to examine her. It was horrible to look at and I cursed myself for thinking I ought to be brave. This would stay with me now and it was far worse because I had seen her alive and vibrant just a few hours ago.  
 
    ‘The knife entered her chest here.’ Dr Davis indicated using a small silver utensil. ‘The thrust was going down, indicating that the victim was most likely in a seated position with the killer standing over her.’ He mimed an overhand downward thrust - the famous slashing knife from Psycho flashed across my memory.  
 
    ‘What’s that mark there?’ Baker asked pointing to her chest. 
 
    ‘Ah, yes. That’s a condition called polymastia.’ When Baker and I stared at him with blank expressions he added, ‘A third nipple. It’s quite rare.’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t look like a nipple,’ Baker argued. 
 
    It was high on her right breast and about an inch from where the knife’s blade had entered. Dr Davis leaned over her for a closer look and pointed to it with the utensil again. ‘If you look closely you can see the lactiferous duct. It is a supernumerary nipple so wouldn’t actually work – there is no milk supply to it, but I can assure you that is what it is. It’s only the second one I have ever seen myself. How about you Dr Kim?’ 
 
    Dr Kim shifted to look at the nipple as well. ‘It occurs most often in family lines. I have seen several but that’s because I grew up with a boy that had one. Everyone in his family did and it went back many generations. I never found out if he passed it on to his children though.’ 
 
    The nipple was interesting but insignificant to the case. ‘Where is the card?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Ah yes.’ Dr Davis crossed to a locker where evidence bags were stored. In them would be her clothes and any other personal items he found on her. In a small plastic bag, he held aloft the white calling card. It wasn’t very white anymore; the knife had gone right through the middle of it. I remembered seeing it pinned to her with the signature and brush stroke uppermost.  
 
    Baker asked, ‘What else can you tell us?’  
 
    ‘As it pertains to her murder? Not much.’ 
 
    ‘Was she pregnant?’ I asked the question I thought important.  
 
    Dr Davis nodded again. ‘Yes, about eight weeks. Approximately.’ 
 
    I had another question now, ‘Is it possible to use DNA to determine who the father is?’  
 
    Dr Davis looked surprised by the question but answered anyway. ‘Yes. But not here. We don’t have the equipment to do that. It is probably something that can be determined by the police in Mumbai though. You would need a list of suspects first though unless you plan to test every man on the planet.’ 
 
    I thought about that. The natural assumption here was that Dayita was sleeping with Irani Patel and therefore he was the father. Something about that felt wrong though and I still couldn’t work out what the calling card had to do with it all.  
 
    Behind me, Anna hacked again, the awful sound like she was going to vomit coming for the third or fourth time now. Jermaine, who was holding her lead, bent down to pick her up.  
 
    ‘Is she okay?’ I asked. 
 
    He was peering into her mouth as she hacked again. ‘I think she has something caught in her teeth.’ 
 
    Barbie was peering into her mouth as well now, the little dog fighting them both as Barbie tried to hold her jaws open. I joined them, adding my voice to calm the struggling Dachshund, ‘Anna, just let mummy see.’ 
 
    She was disinclined to play along though, almost slipping from Jermaine’s grasp in her determination to get away. She weighed less than ten pounds and her legs were shorter than my fingers, but she could wriggle and fight like you wouldn’t believe.  
 
    The three of us manoeuvred her to an empty examining table and managed to pin her down. Finally, with Jermaine holding her back end, Barbie holding her head and with my fingers inside her mouth, I hooked the thing that was making her gag and yanked it free.  
 
    A soggy, disgusting piece of red cotton had caught on her teeth and had been trailing down her throat to make her gag and cough. I looked about for a bin to throw it in but then stopped myself.  
 
    Where had it come from?  
 
    ‘Jermaine, has she been chewing anything red?’ I couldn’t think of anything I owned in this shade. 
 
    ‘No, madam. I do not believe so.’  
 
    Anna was still wriggling to be set free. I met her eyes. ‘Where did you get this, Anna?’ I got no answer of course, she licked her lips instead as Jermaine let her up and popped her on the floor. ‘Do you have an evidence bag?’ I asked. The question was aimed at the doctors, but Lieutenant Baker produced one from a pocket before either man could move.  
 
    I dropped the offensive piece of red cotton into the bag, having to flick my fingers to convince it to come off it was so stuck on with doggy dribble. Then I gave my hands a good scrub. Itching away at the back of my head was a feeling that I was missing something. Something to do with the mysterious calling cards and what they were all about. I needed to spend more time looking at the suites in which the cards had been found, compile a list of dates and who the passengers were and where they had been when the mysterious calling card bandit got into their cabins.  
 
    ‘Baker, can you get us a plan of the ship? Specifically the top deck?’ 
 
    ‘Err, yeah, probably,’ he shrugged.  
 
    I dried my hands on a towel and started back toward the door. I was done with the morgue and poor Dayita. ‘We need to get back to my suite. There’s work to do.’ 
 
    Jermaine gave Anna’s lead a little tug and fell in step behind me, but none of us got to the door. A call came through the radio to Dr Kim and we all heard it. ‘Dr Kim, this is Lieutenant Boyns. Can you come to the gentleman’s toilets outside the upper deck restaurant? There’s another body.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Mystery Solved 
 
    We raced to the elevator, all six of us wasting no time as we hurried to find out who the latest victim was. Drs Kim and Davis grabbed medical bags as they ran out the door but caught up to the rest of us at the elevator doors. Little Anna, propelled by the sudden excitement, was scrabbling on the deck with her claws as she tried to run faster than Jermaine’s tight grip on her lead would allow.  
 
    Once on the upper deck, we slowed our pace as there were passengers about, but still walked as fast as we could. Right back at the restaurant, still looking like a ballroom and ready for the results show the following night, white uniforms were waiting for the doctors to arrive. The ladies’ toilet, where Dayita had been found just a few hours ago, was still cordoned off with a solitary guard standing outside it. No doubt there was still evidence to be gathered inside. Now though, the focus of activity was on the gentlemens’ toilet twenty feet further down the passageway.  
 
    Dr Kim went straight inside, followed by Dr Davis. I doubted both were needed but the call had come to them and they had both reacted as one. Lieutenant Baker also went inside but I hesitated by the door.  
 
    ‘Is it Rajesh?’ I asked, calling loudly enough for those inside to hear me and answer.  
 
    Baker’s voice came back with the answer and the mystery of the missing man’s whereabouts had been solved. Barbie, Jermaine and I exchanged a grim look and I steeled myself to head inside. I didn’t particularly want to see the man’s body, but it was probably necessary if I planned to catch his killer.  
 
    The gents’ toilet was more or less a complete copy of the ladies’ toilet next door. There were fewer cubicles though and a wall of urinals instead. Right at the end of the row of stalls, Dr Kim was staring in through the open door. It was the same stall that Dayita had been found in, just in a different toilet. 
 
    Forcing my feet to move though they felt wobbly and light, I approached the stall and looked in. Rajesh was propped against the toilet but sitting on the floor. His head was at an unnatural angle and his mouth was open to reveal that something had been shoved in it.  
 
    ‘It’s another calling card,’ Baker told me before I could ask. I could see it now, the rectangular shape of the white card protruding from between his lips. His trousers and underwear were pulled down and his shirt was hanging open though it looked like it had been ripped rather than carefully undone. Around his throat I could see bruising – he had been strangled. That, at least, was my guess though I was sure the doctors would confirm it one way or another soon enough. 
 
    Echoing through the door, I heard the familiar voice of the captain approaching. I moved away to the side as he came in; I had seen enough. 
 
    ‘Patricia.’ He gave me a grim smile as he came into the room. Grim smiles were a favourite this evening it seemed.  
 
    I nodded at him. ‘Alistair.’ 
 
    Devrani Bharma swept into the toilet as well with Schneider and Bhukari hot on his heels. He paid me no attention but the room was getting too full now so I left. There was nothing more for me to do in there anyway. Another person had been killed and another calling card used to mark the body. What on earth was going on? Was he killed to prevent him revealing something about Dayita? I wanted to question him about his relationship with her, but I couldn’t do that now. Whatever he knew had gone with him. I suspected, but couldn’t be certain, that he was the one that had tipped me off about her pregnancy. I couldn’t prove it either way now. 
 
    I joined Barbie and Jermaine, the three of us waiting quietly until Baker also joined us. ‘Can you get that plan of the upper deck?’ I asked him. ‘We’ll meet you in my suite.’ 
 
    We set off in different directions with a plan to meet up again as soon as possible. As we wandered back to my suite, Barbie said, ‘Someone sure has it in for this show.’ 
 
    It was her comment that sparked the idea in my head. Something linked the different parts of this mystery. I didn’t know what it was yet, but I didn’t think it was the show, or sex. There was something else. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A Pattern 
 
    Once back in my own space, I kicked my shoes off and wriggled my toes around. I liked the extra height they gave me, but the fabulous shoes from the Philippines became uncomfortable quite quickly. Jermaine went to the kitchen to prepare some food and Barbie sat herself down on the couch. Anna immediately joined her, seeing someone with a lap that could make a fuss of her and not thinking twice about it.  
 
    ‘Have you had your allergy meds?’ I asked her.  
 
    She nodded as she stroked Anna’s coat, the dog instantly rolling over to have her tummy rubbed. ‘Yeah, the stuff Dr Kim gave me really works.’   
 
    I crossed to the desk where I grabbed a pad and started trying to order my thoughts. There had been two murders in a single evening. Two dancers from the same television show that were supposedly a couple. As I wrote down their names and drew a line between them, Barbie gently rolled Anna onto a cushion and came to join me.  
 
    ‘May I offer you a beverage, madam?’ called Jermaine from the kitchen. I popped my head up, argued with the gin demon and asked for a pot of tea instead. I was going to need a clear head to stay on top of what was going on. Gin could come later. 
 
    ‘What else do we know?’ Barbie asked, leaning on the desk to see what I had written.  
 
    ‘Dayita was stabbed but I think Dr Kim will show that Rajesh was strangled.’ I wrote down, changing methods and underlined it.  
 
    ‘Both of them had calling cards on them,’ said Jermaine joining us with a tray of crockery.  
 
    Barbie looked at me. ‘What do you make of that?’ 
 
    I shook my head and pursed my lips. ‘I’m not sure.’ 
 
    She leaned across to tap the mouse and slid into the chair in front of the keyboard. ‘If the calling cards have been appearing for two weeks longer than the dancers have been on board, then the murderer leaving the calling cards cannot be anyone from the show.’ She made a valid point. 
 
    ‘Could it be someone with a grudge against the show?’ asked Jermaine, back in the kitchen and pouring hot water into my teapot. 
 
    ‘I want to ignore the calling cards,’ I said, scribbling out the words on my pad.  
 
    ‘How come?’ asked Barbie. 
 
    ‘Because they don’t fit.’ 
 
    Barbie gave me a confused look, letting me know she thought I was getting it wrong. ‘But the killer left them behind,’ she pointed out. ‘They killed two people in the space of a few hours and left a token on each victim so everyone would know who the killer was.’  
 
    ‘But we don’t know who the killer is,’ I argued. ‘We are just as baffled as we would be if no calling card had been left. Possibly less so, actually.’ 
 
    Jermaine arrived with the tea and began filling cups. ‘I’m with Barbie on this one, madam. I am struggling to follow your logic. Do you believe that the discovery of the calling cards is coincidental or misleading?’ 
 
    Both my companions were looking at me, waiting for my answer. I didn’t have one though. It made sense that whoever was leaving the cards was also the killer. The person had been breaking into suites for the last couple of weeks at least but I didn’t know what that person was doing in the suites. If they were connected to the dancing show, then how? 
 
    A knock at the door rescued me from trying to explain my thoughts any further and had I wanted to, I would have needed to shout to be heard over Anna’s latest cacophony of barking. Adept now at dealing with my ferocious attack hound, Jermaine simply scooped her under one arm as he answered the door.  
 
    Lieutenant Baker strode purposefully in carrying a long cardboard tube. ‘I managed to find this,’ he announced, holding it aloft as Jermaine put Anna back on the floor. Despite looking calm, she launched once more into attack mode and went for Baker’s ankles again.  
 
    He uttered a rude word and blushed as he attempted to fend her off with the cardboard tube and succeeded only in getting it chewed. ‘Sorry,’ he blushed again as I took my turn in dealing with the mental Dachshund.  
 
    ‘That’s perfectly alright,’ I assured him. It wasn’t as if I hadn’t heard the word before. ‘What have you got for us?’ 
 
    ‘A plan of the upper deck.’ He checked his left, right and behind for any further sign of attack, then pulled a plastic stopper from the end of the long tube and shook the contents out onto my dining table.  
 
    Jermaine fetched ornaments and a plant pot to pin down the plan as Baker rolled it out. It was longer than the six foot long table and hung off both ends but showed a slice of the ship with all of the cabins, storerooms, restaurants, Barbie’s gym and everything else marked clearly and to scale.  
 
    Once it was flat, Baker pulled a tablet from a trouser side pocket. ‘I also have a list of which suites have reported the discovery of a calling card and when.’ The next few minutes was spent marking carefully on the plan which suites had been targeted. We did that using little sticky notes rather than ruin the beautiful and exact plan with a marker pen. When finished though, we stood back and looked at our handiwork. 
 
    Barbie said what we were all thinking. ‘It’s a pattern.’ 
 
    The suites were arranged around the outside of the ship. Entrance doors ran down a pair of corridors, one on the portside and one to starboard so that each suite was accessed from the inside of the ship and had a balcony or sea view or, in my case, an entire sun terrace. The person leaving the calling cards had started in the middle, targeting the four suites sitting directly amidships. Then they had jumped out two suites and gone aft of the port side. The next to be targeted was the suite two suites up on the starboard side toward the prow. It continued like that. There were some holes which we put down to the crime never being reported – this seemed likely since nothing was ever taken. However, having identified a pattern, we could predict, to some degree of accuracy, which suite would be next in line.  
 
    I felt a grin stretching the corners of my mouth. The calling card criminal had been operating earlier today, targeting both my suite and Irani Patel’s so the next suite, if the pattern persisted, was on the other side of the ship and almost all the way to the stern. 
 
    ‘Who is in that suite?’ I asked, jabbing the plan with a finger. Jermaine slid into the seat by the computer and clicked the mouse to bring it to life.  
 
    Lieutenant Baker glanced up, did a double take and sucked in a breath. ‘Are you accessing the ship’s central registry?’ he asked. 
 
    I gave him a sideways look. ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘But that’s for crew only. Passengers are not supposed to ever have access to it.’ He was shaking his head, the dutiful security officer suddenly finding himself on the wrong side of an invisible line. 
 
    ‘How do you think we solved half the crimes over the last few weeks?’ I scoffed.  
 
    Barbie moved in next to Jermaine to see what came up on the screen but looked back at Baker over her shoulder. ‘Don’t worry, we never let Patty see the screen.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ he asked, surprised but also sounding relieved. 
 
    Barbie laughed. ‘No. Of course not really. How would we manage that? She’s the sleuth here. Jermaine’s the muscle, I get to be the pretty girl and Patty is the brain.’ 
 
    ‘What does that make me?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘That depends on you?’ she teased. ‘You might be the plucky hero in the dashing uniform, swooping in at the last moment to perform the official bit and make an arrest.’ He liked the sound of that, a satisfied smile curling across his face. ‘Or you might be the boring, stick in the mud official with a badge that spoils all the fun and tells tales about using the ship’s central registry system to stop a killer.’ His smile fell and he grumpily tucked his bottom lip in as he too went over to see what information the computer had for us.  
 
    Barbie gave him a nudge so he would know she was teasing but he read from the screen. ‘Vihann Veghale. Is he one of the television stars?’ 
 
    ‘He sure is.’ I had met him earlier. A tall and handsome man and another star of Bollywood movies known for his good looks. He was one of the bigger stars on the show if his position on the posters displayed around the ship were anything to go on.  
 
    ‘Was he at the party earlier?’ I creased my brow in thought, trying to picture whether I had seen him or not. ‘I don’t remember,’ I concluded. I hadn’t been looking for him and had mostly been distracted by Alistair and the host woman.  
 
    Baker slid his tablet back into a pocket and checked his sidearm was secure; he looked ready to go somewhere. ‘I think we should check to see if his suite is safe, don’t you?’ he asked, taking a pace toward the door.  
 
    I nodded. It made sense to just keep rolling forward. ‘What if he is at the party?’ Barbie asked. ‘He might have been there when we were. I didn’t know to look for him.’ 
 
    ‘Or he might have arrived late,’ added Jermaine.  
 
    I looked at Baker. ‘It’s just around the corner and a deck down. We might as well check there first.’ I couldn’t present a reason why we shouldn’t so the four of us all set off again. I really wanted to put some comfortable shoes on, or maybe a pair of flip flops. I was going back to a room filled with people in ball gowns and dinner jackets though, so grumpily, I stuffed my feet back into my high-heeled dancing shoes again.  
 
    Anna, sitting on the couch, made not the slightest move to follow us as we went out the door, undoubtedly grateful to be getting left behind for once. It would make my life easier too.  
 
    Or would it? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Vihaan Veghale 
 
    Back at the after party, the crowd appeared to be enjoying themselves. There was no sense that two people had been murdered. How was it that nobody seemed to be upset?  
 
    I spotted one of the dancers, the one that had challenged Taginda and forced her to reveal what she said when she learned of Dayita’s death earlier. She was talking with another pair of dancers and her own dance partner, who I then recognised as Vihann Veghale. I went straight over to them. 
 
    ‘Hi, everyone.’ I waved my hello as I joined their group. It was a mix of celebrities and dancers and some of the passengers who were talking with them. The television personalities were being great hosts, mingling with the passengers and really selling the show. The conversation paused as they turned my way. Helpfully, Lieutenant Baker arrived at my side just as everyone was waiting for me to speak. ‘I was hoping I might borrow Vihaan and his dance partner?’ I said it as a question, offering them an engaging smile in the hope that they would voluntarily split from the group to speak with me. 
 
    Vihaan’s eyebrows flickered in question, wondering who I was and what I might want, but he took a step toward me as the group closed their circle and began speaking again. ‘How can I help you, Miss…?’ 
 
    ‘Patricia. I’m Patricia Fisher.’ I swept my arm to include the man in uniform to my right. ‘This is Lieutenant Baker of the ship’s security team.’ 
 
    Away from the attention of other people his diminutive dance partner, Arabella, allowed her face to show the emotions she was trying to bury. Grief surfaced fleetingly but was gone almost as quickly.  
 
    ‘Are you Dayita’s roommate?’ I asked the small woman. 
 
    Her face crumpled slightly as she fought for control but buried her head into Vihaan’s side as a tear escaped. He comforted her as she snivelled her reply, ‘I was.’ 
 
    I pursed my lips. This was difficult. Vihaan ignored me to address his colleague. ‘Are you alright, Arabella? Would you like to leave?’ She shook her head and he turned his attention back to me. ‘This is a difficult time for all of us, Mrs Fisher. Is there a good reason for your intrusion?’ 
 
    He was protecting Arabella, I respected him for that, but now I had to quiz him about his suite. ‘You’re staying in the Kensington Suite, are you not?’ He shot me an inquiring look, more curious now that I knew personal details about him. ‘I ask because there has been a series of break ins to the suites on the upper deck and I can reliably predict that yours will be next.’ His eyes flared in surprise at my announcement. ‘It may even have already occurred.’ 
 
    Arabella pushed herself upright to face us for the first time. ‘Someone is going to break into his rooms? Why?’ 
 
    Lieutenant Baker answered her, ‘We don’t know yet. The motivation does not appear to be theft but whoever is doing it may also be mixed up in the murders this evening.’ 
 
    ‘Murders?’ Arabella echoed, her voice coming out as a startled shout.  
 
    Lieutenant Baker closed his eyes in horror; he had just blurted the news of the second murder and every conversation within a ten-yard radius had stopped instantly at Arabella’s cry. 
 
    It was too late now, so I stepped in close to Arabella and Vihaan. ‘I think it is important that we check your suite, Vihaan. Can you come with us?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ He swiped my encouraging arm away as I reached toward him. ‘Who else has been murdered?’ I kept my mouth shut as I tried to work out what my best move was at this point. We were attracting attention, more people gravitating towards as us Vihaan caused a scene. ‘Who else?’ he demanded.  
 
    Lieutenant Baker saved me. ‘Sir, I’m afraid I cannot give you that information. An official announcement will be made.’ 
 
    ‘It’s Rajesh!’ The shout came from Taginda. ‘It’s Rajesh, isn’t it?’ Suddenly everyone was looking around in a desperate bid to find him.  
 
    Arabella looked horrified. ‘Oh, my goodness. What happened to Rajesh.’ 
 
    I didn’t have a chance to answer though, Taginda was creating too much noise. ‘I knew it!’ she screamed. ‘I knew one of you would make sure I didn’t win! That’s why he never showed up at the after party. That’s why I have been by myself since I got here. One of you killed him!’ 
 
    Arabella’s mouth dropped open and she pushed away from Vihaan as he scrambled to contain her. She had daggers for eyes and was heading straight for Taginda. ‘You think this is about you?’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t it?’ Taginda snapped back at her.  
 
    ‘You think someone went to the trouble of killing your dance partner just to stop you winning this stupid competition? Why would they do that when it would be doing the world a service if they just killed you?’ There were gasps at Arabella’s outburst, but I could see there were plenty of people that didn’t necessarily disagree.  
 
    Taginda though, was horrified. ‘Was it you? Did you kill Rajesh? You hate me, everyone knows it.’ She was pointing a finger at Arabella and waving it, getting everyone’s attention. ‘Someone arrest her.’ 
 
    Baker lifted his arms in a bid to stifle the riot before it happened. ‘Listen. Listen, please. No one said that Rajesh is the second murder victim.’ 
 
    ‘But there is a second murder victim, isn’t there?’ Vihaan pointed out. Again, poor Baker closed his eyes in horror; he wasn’t doing very well.  
 
    As far as I was concerned the cat was out of the bag. I still needed to speak with Vihaan though and I wanted to get his room open and see if we could set a trap for the calling card criminal. Catching that person would go a long way to solving this crime spree and would answer a whole lot of questions. 
 
    I stepped right into his personal space so I could speak with him quietly. ‘We need to see if your room had been broken into, Vihaan. It’s important. We don’t know if the person breaking into the suites is involved in the murders or not, but if we can catch them…’ I could see in his eyes that he wanted to argue. ‘Tell me, have you found a small white business card on your nightstand?’ 
 
    His questioning look gave me my answer. ‘A business card?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Baker had heard his question and guessed what I had been telling him. ‘It would look like this?’ He produced a card from his pocket to show the man. 
 
    ‘And that would have been on my nightstand?’ Vihaan asked.  
 
    ‘Only if the criminal has already broken into your suite. I take it you are telling us that you haven’t found one. This is good news,’ I added before he could comment. 
 
    ‘Can you take us to your suite, sir?’ asked Baker.  
 
    Around us, the crowd were looking surly. The security guys from the entrance had moved in to calm people down but everyone was demanding information and Taginda was still pointing her finger at anyone that challenged her.  
 
    I’m not sure Vihaan wanted to take us to his suite, but he certainly didn’t want to stay where he was. The lucky passengers that had won tickets to the after party were onboard the Aurelia for a holiday, and in many cases, for the holiday of a lifetime.  Now they were escaping out of the door, their choice to abandon the party and the chance to mingle with stars of film and television probably a wise one; the party was already over.  
 
    With a nod of his head, Baker helped Vihaan and Arabella to slip through the crowd and out of the door. Barbie and Jermaine slipped out right on my heels. We were all heading to the Kensington Suite at the far end of the ship, where we would set a trap to see if we could catch the calling card criminal. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Lies 
 
    Arabella tried to quiz Lieutenant Baker on the walk to Vihaan’s suite. She wanted to know what had happened to Rajesh and she was crying for her friends. Dayita and Rajesh were both on the professional dancer side of the show and she had known them for some time it seemed. I knew very little about the show, but I knew it had been running for several years with Irani Patel at the helm from the start. He had already been a huge name in India but was even bigger now that he was being seen by millions of viewers every week. Dayita, Arabella, Rajesh and others had all become household names through the show but what would become of them now? Would the show survive this tragedy? 
 
    For his part, Lieutenant Baker refused to divulge anything further regarding Rajesh’s murder and the circumstances in which he was found. It was the right thing to do, but it frustrated Arabella and Vihaan alike, both of whom wanted to know more about what had happened and why we wouldn’t tell them anything.  
 
    By the time we reached Vihaan’s suite, he was becoming angry. ‘You ask for my help and tell me you wish to use my suite to catch a person who, for all I know, is responsible for murdering two people this evening. I demand to know what happened to Rajesh.’ 
 
    Arabella found her voice too. ‘How is it that you are involved in this anyway?’ She pointed at Baker. ‘He looks like he belongs here. He even has a gun. But that guy looks like a butler.’ She nodded at Jermaine. ‘I don’t understand. Why isn’t it a team from the ship’s security that are trying to catch the killer?’ 
 
    We had arrived at the entrance to his suite, but he was making no attempt to open the door for us. I think the question Arabella raised hadn’t occurred to him until now but suddenly he was folding his arms across his chest and staring at us like we had no right to be there.  
 
    Once again, Baker stepped up to the plate. ‘Sir, I am here in my official capacity as an officer of this ship. Mrs Fisher is a special consultant employed by the cruise line.’ Not even slightly true. ‘And Special Ratings Clarke and Berkeley are her assistants. We have an investigation to conduct which we hope to conclude quickly so that no further harm comes to anyone on board. You can assist with this by giving us free entry to your suite, or I can choose to access it myself in my official capacity.’ He paused to let the information sink in. Then added, ‘I would rather the former than the latter, sir.’ 
 
    Baker had been polite and his argument was reasonable even if underpinned with a threat that he would do it anyway. I could see Vihaan trying to work himself up to argue again, but his spirit wasn’t in it. There was a criminal to catch; failing to help us in our investigation was just helping the murderer get away.  
 
    Wordlessly, he pulled his keycard from a pocket and beeped his door open. We filed in directly after him, sweeping Arabella along with us in our desire to see if the calling card criminal had indeed struck. His suite was much smaller than mine and didn’t come with a live-in butler, but it still had a grand living area with couches and a piano and an open plan kitchen. It was decorated with posters from the man’s career; gaudy Bollywood posters in large frames, each with Vihaan’s face taking centre stage as the star of whichever particular production. He must have brought them on with him or insisted the television crew do so. It suggested an ego that required constant pandering.  
 
    I took only a second to take them all in and spot what I had been looking for; the large oil painting I was sure would hide the safe. My feet took me toward it even as Baker peeled off to head into Vihaan’s bedroom, leading the suite’s principle with Barbie and Arabella following them.  
 
    The thing that I hoped I wouldn’t find was visible the moment I got past the couch. On the floor, in the carpet, were four small indentations and beyond them was a line of dust. In the bedroom would be a small white calling card on Vihaan’s right-side nightstand. We had missed our quarry, but only this time. There would be another opportunity; we just needed to work out which was the next cabin in the pattern. This time it had been easy, but it ended a circuit of cabins so had been obvious. The next target could be any one of about a dozen different cabins, but I was certain the ship had the resources to accommodate setting that many traps. If that was what it took. 
 
    There was conversation coming from the bedroom, though I couldn’t make out what was being said. No doubt they were staring at the calling card and trying to calm down Vihaan. I remembered how I had reacted to knowledge that someone had been in my bedroom: it was an uncomfortable feeling.  
 
    I turned to join them and bumped directly into Jermaine’s chest; my silent sentinel; my protection when I needed it, had snuck up behind me. Up until that point, I hadn’t realised how on edge I was, but the sudden and unexpected presence of a large man so close to me caused my heart to skip. As I put a hand to my heart, I collapsed into him, laying my head on his chest for comfort and then he did something unexpected and put his arms around me.  
 
    My standoffish, staid butler, with his fake English accent and Downton Abbey mannerisms was hugging me. I felt instantly comforted and safe. It was a strange experience in some respects, but in many ways, I also felt like I knew Jermaine as well as I had ever known any man. We only stayed like that for a second or so, but it was a moment that would stay with me forever.  
 
    ‘There’s no card.’ The sound of Barbie’s voice broke our moment, Jermaine taking a respectful pace back as he dropped his arms away from me, but the words shocked me. I peered around Jermaine’s side as he stepped away; Barbie was back in the room and Baker was coming through the door behind her.  
 
    ‘Really?’ Until I saw their faces, I thought it was a joke or something. They meant it though; there was no calling card in the bedroom. How could that be? I opened my mouth to start arguing; behind me there were indentations in the carpet and a line of dust. I was prepared to state that I knew the calling card criminal had been in this suite, but Jermaine’s eyes stopped me. He caught me with his gaze, a meaningful look that silently demanded I stop, and then, when I paused to lock eyes with him, he shook his head. It was an almost imperceptible gesture but one that carried real weight. He had something to tell me, but now wasn’t the time. 
 
    He broke eye contact before anyone noticed.  
 
    ‘Really,’ said Baker. He looked as disappointed as I felt. ‘There’s nothing there. What have you got?’  
 
    My eyes went to Vihaan as he too came out of the bedroom. I had to get a grip on myself and I walked over the top of the indentations so that Barbie and Baker wouldn’t see them. ‘So, you don’t think anyone has been in here?’ 
 
    Vihaan shook his head. ‘It would seem not. Does that mean you can set the trap to catch them?’ 
 
    I struggled to give him an instant answer. I knew he was lying but I didn’t know what his lies meant. As I stared at him, I saw doubt flicker across his brow, but he squashed it quickly and I did the same. ‘I’m sure we can,’ I supplied as an answer. ‘It will take just a little bit of setting up. I’m glad we were able to get here ahead of them. Now, you’re sure no one has been in here?’ 
 
    ‘There’s no sign of it,’ he lied again.  
 
    I nodded though, already moving toward the door to leave. ‘We need to prepare if we are going to try to catch the person perpetrating the break ins. You’ll have to leave too, of course.’ 
 
    If the suggestion came as a surprise to Vihaan, he showed no sign of it. He nodded his head once in acknowledgement, bowing it to look at the carpet. ‘How long do you think this will take?’ he asked, his head rising again to pierce me with his eyes. There was something behind them, something unreadable and untrustworthy.  
 
    ‘Impossible to say, sir,’ replied Lieutenant Baker. ‘I will assemble a team, but it would be prudent for you to stay out for the next few hours.’ Baker glanced at me to see if that agreed with my thoughts. I nodded. ‘Yes, a few hours at least. Do you have somewhere that you can stay in the meantime?’ 
 
    ‘I think I will visit a bar. It has been quite the evening already.’ His answer seemed to satisfy everyone, and he followed us from the room as Barbie led the way out. I paused to see which way he would head, then grabbed Barbie’s arm to guide her the opposite way. 
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ she asked when she saw me glancing back over my shoulder to check what he was doing.  
 
    I didn’t answer straight away. I waited until Vihaan and Arabella turned a corner and disappeared from sight. Then, still holding Barbie’s elbow, I wheeled her around and started heading back to his suite.  ‘He was lying.’ 
 
    ‘About what?’ Barbie asked. 
 
    As I fished in my handbag, I said, ‘All of it.’ 
 
    Lieutenant Baker overtook me to get to the door first. ‘Hold on, Mrs Fisher. There was no calling card on his nightstand. I was first into the room. What is it that he was lying about?’ 
 
    Jermaine answered for me. ‘The carpet bore the four small indentations and the same line of dust as all the other rooms the calling card criminal has visited.’ Baker’s eyes went wide in realisation, then wider still when Jermaine added, ‘That isn’t the only lie he is telling.’ 
 
    I swiped the door panel with my stolen universal keycard. Baker saw it and spluttered, shock stopping him from forming a coherent sentence. ‘What? What, how?’ I pushed open the door and went inside. ‘Mrs Fisher, where did you get a universal door card?’ 
 
    Rather than provide an answer, I said, ‘That’s not really a pertinent question to ask a lady.’ 
 
    My answer confused him enough to make him pause, by which time I was across the room and staring at the indentations again. He caught up with me but if he wanted to quiz me about the door card I definitely shouldn’t have, his line of questions were delayed by the sight in front of him. 
 
    Baker’s voice came out as a hushed surprise, ‘He lied.’ 
 
    Barbie and Jermaine joined us. Barbie had a question for her butler friend. ‘You said he was telling other lies.’ 
 
    Jermaine sniffed and hung his head, clearly giving thought to what he wanted to say. ‘Madam, you suggested earlier that were I to meet Rajesh I might be able to determine his sexuality because I have a nose for such things.’ I held his gaze but didn’t answer, questioning whether my words had been insulting or somehow bigoted. ‘It’s actually quite simple to observe if one knows what to look for. Vihaan is gay.’ As I questioned why he was telling us that, Jermaine indicated around the room with his arm. In all of the posters, Vihaan had a girl on his arm, sometimes more than one.  
 
    ‘How can you tell?’ Barbie wanted to know. 
 
    Jermaine glanced down at his pretty blonde friend. ‘Your chest.’ 
 
    ‘Huh?’ she stared down at her boobs as did I and Baker. Baker realised what he was doing and looked away though as Barbie brought her eyes up to his and his cheeks coloured.  
 
    Jermaine explained. ‘Heterosexual men notice your chest. They cannot help it. Even those with self-control, glance at it more often than they ought. Isn’t that right, Lieutenant Baker?’ 
 
    Lieutenant Baker had found a very interesting corner of the room to examine. ‘Yeah, that sounds about right,’ he mumbled. 
 
    Barbie shrugged. ‘Boys stare at my boobs. I was aware of that.’ 
 
    ‘Yet Vihaan didn’t. Nor did he pay any attention to Arabella, another attractive woman wearing very little clothing. That he is hiding his sexuality might mean nothing. I suspect otherwise though.’ 
 
    ‘And he lied about the calling card,’ added Baker. 
 
    I had to correct him. ‘We don’t actually know that. What we believe is that the calling card criminal has been in here, but Vihaan might not have found the calling card himself.’ The faces around me all said they doubted that was the case. I agreed with them. ‘It feels unlikely, doesn’t it? My point is; we don’t know. So, for now, we have to proceed with the belief that he is probably lying but we don’t know why.’ 
 
    Baker moved toward the door. ‘We should leave.’ Then he fixed me with a hard stare. ‘We also need to deal with the universal door card you have about your person, Mrs Fisher.’ 
 
    Barbie tutted. ‘I thought you wanted to be the cool hero in uniform and not the boring by the rules guy.’ She stared him down, Jermaine and I falling in either side of her to join her withering stare.  
 
    Baker flapped his arms in defeat. ‘I am going to get in so much trouble when this comes out,’ he sighed.  
 
    Barbie giggled and rubbed her knuckles on his skull as she passed him, yelling, ‘Boring,’ as she darted out of the suite again. 
 
    Baker continued to mutter as he shut the door and made sure it was secure, then traipsed after us as we headed away. My head was filling with more clues and more conspiracy theories as the evening progressed. Despite my determination to work out who was responsible for murdering Dayita and my bragging challenge to Alistair that I would present the solution before him, I was getting nowhere, had an additional murder to contend with, and I was getting tired.  
 
    I wasn’t even sure what my next move was or where we were heading. My feet were taking us back toward the front of the ship and my suite, but before we got there, we ran into Alistair’s party coming the other way. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Trickster 
 
    Both parties came to a stop facing one another in the confined passageway. Devrani made and held eye contact with me but continued onwards, passing me as he continued to stare. Then he began to walk behind me and as I turned my own body to face him, it was like we were two prize fighters circling each other and looking for an opening.  
 
    ‘Can I help you?’ I enquired. His behaviour was odd and felt rude. Were he not with Alistair I would simply continue onwards and ignore him. 
 
    He replied to my question though and stopped moving. ‘I rather think we should help each other. We are both working towards the same end result, are we not? The successful capture of the murderer. Since we are both coming at this investigation from different angles, perhaps we are each learning different aspects. By sharing we can solve this more swiftly.’ His attitude was still haughty but he was at least speaking to me as an equal now.  
 
    ‘Okay,’ I conceded. ‘What would you like to know?’ 
 
    He glanced along the passageway in the direction we had come from. ‘I am curious to learn what you were doing all the way back here?’ 
 
    ‘That’s easy,’ I replied. ‘We discovered a pattern to the room invasions. The calling card criminal is following a pattern. We hoped to be able to intercept him by predicting where he would strike next but we were too late. He had already been.’ 
 
    Alistair stepped forward. ‘Do you know where his next target will be?’  
 
    I gave him a sorry look. ‘That’s not so easy to determine. He is working in concentric circles, but his next target could be one of a dozen or more rooms as he has just completed a circle and will now start another.’ 
 
    ‘Whose suite was it?’ asked Devrani. 
 
    ‘Vihaan Veghale’s.’  
 
    Devrani nodded as if my answer was in line with his expectations; an annoyingly knowing gesture of superior intellect. ‘Are there any other facts which you have discovered which you can share at this time? We are all working toward the same goal,’ he reminded me as if I was about to deny his request. 
 
    ‘I have reason to believe that Dayita may have been pregnant.’ When his eyes lit up in question, I added, ‘We found a pregnancy test in the waste receptacle in her room and one of the dancers, I don’t know who, the person made sure I couldn’t see their face, handed me a used test which showed a positive result.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Yes, that makes perfect sense.’ Devrani smiled at himself as if he had just worked it all out.  
 
    ‘What makes sense?’  
 
    He didn’t answer me though, he started walking again, onwards in the direction he had been heading when we met. ‘No time to lose, dear captain. Our quarry is wiley but not infallible.’ 
 
    ‘Hey,’ I called at Devrani’s back. ‘I thought we were sharing.’ 
 
    ‘You were sharing, foolish woman. Good luck with your investigation. You’re barking up the wrong tree.’ Then he was gone, turning a corner to vanish from sight.  
 
    Alistair shot me an embarrassed look as he went after him. ‘I didn’t know he was going to do that, Patricia. I am sorry.’ 
 
    I waved him away. ‘You should get after him, dear captain,’ I repeated in a mocking tone. ‘We shall see which of us is barking up the wrong tree soon enough.’ 
 
    As Alistair bowed his head and slipped away, Bhukari, Schneider and the others following, Barbie came to stand next to me. ‘He isn’t very nice,’ she commented. 
 
    ‘No,’ I agreed. ‘But despite playing the trickster, I think he is on the wrong trail and having told him about Dayita’s pregnancy, I now wonder if I have misled him.’ 
 
    Barbie eyed me curiously. ‘How so?’  
 
    I started walking again as I tried to sort my thoughts into order. I was heading in the rough direction of my suite but my actual destination lay just beyond it. Jermaine and Lieutenant Baker fell into step behind us as I started to explain myself. ‘I was handed the pregnancy test and that led us to visit Dayita’s cabin. We found the room trashed so the assumption is that someone had been in there looking for something.’ 
 
    ‘Hold on,’ said Lieutenant Baker with a sigh. ‘You were in her cabin?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Earlier this evening?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Should I ask how you gained entry?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ I waited to see if he had another question, decided that he didn’t and pressed on. ‘While we were there, we found an opal from Irani Patel’s cufflinks.’ 
 
    Baker gasped this time. ‘You have evidence that places him in the murdered woman’s room, and you haven’t revealed it to anyone?’ 
 
    It was my turn to sigh. I even tutted for good measure. ‘It can’t be used as evidence because there is no chain of evidence to demonstrate that it was ever in Dayita’s room. We know it was and that is probably sufficient for our investigation, but the point is, it would be really damning if Irani hadn’t admitted being there. If he denied it, we would know he was lying. As it is, he waved off his presence in her cabin as routine.’ 
 
    Baker posed a good question. ‘So who trashed Dayita’s room and what were they looking for?’ 
 
    ‘I think we might be able to work that out, but I want to look at what Irani was doing there if he wasn’t having an affair with her.’ 
 
    ‘You really think that’s likely?’ asked Barbie. ‘If Dayita was pretending to be in a relationship with Rajesh, then it fits that if she were sleeping with Irani, Rajesh would know about it and Irani, having killed Dayita, would then need to silence Rajesh.’ 
 
    I nodded my head. ‘That’s right. It does fit. It fits really nicely.’ 
 
    ‘What about the calling cards though?’ asked Jermaine. ‘If Irani killed Dayita, why did he stick a calling card to her?’ 
 
    Baker provided the answer. ‘To throw people off the scent. He kept the card found in his suite earlier this evening then used it to confuse the investigation. I bet he doesn’t have the card anymore.’ 
 
    ‘We should ask him right now,’ said Barbie, quickening her pace as excitement took over. 
 
    Baker slowed his pace though as he thought of something. ‘Where did he get a second one to shove into Rajesh’s mouth when he killed him?’  
 
    We all stopped to consider that question and I circled back to my original thoughts on the case. ‘I still don’t think Irani is the killer.’ 
 
    ‘Why not, madam?’ asked Jermaine, sounding politely curious rather than directly suggesting I was wrong or perhaps bonkers.  
 
    I still didn’t have an answer though. ‘It doesn’t smell right?’ I tried, kind of shrugging as I said it. ‘When Irani jumped in to protect Dayita from Taginda earlier, did any of you get the sense that the two of them were lovers?’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t there, madam.’ 
 
    ‘Neither was I,’ added Baker. 
 
    I looked at Barbie. ‘Nor me,’ she shrugged.  
 
    ‘Okay, well that doesn’t help. They didn’t, you’re just going to have to take my word for it.’ 
 
    ‘How would you describe them then?’ asked Baker. 
 
    Again, with the good questions. I had to think about it, but I knew the answer. ‘Fatherly. He came across as fatherly, which is not how I have seen him with anyone else.’ Having said the word and articulated my thoughts, a piece of the puzzle dropped into place. I quickened my pace. ‘We need to get back to my suite and we need to speak to Mrs Patel.’ 
 
    Barbie skipped along next to me, excited by my sudden sense of purpose. ‘Ooh, what we are we going to do?’ 
 
    ‘Research,’ I said, gritted determination in my voice. 
 
    ‘Oh,’ replied Barbie doing nothing to hide her disappointment. ‘That doesn’t sound very exciting.’ 
 
    ‘It will be,’ I assured her and started to jog. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Research 
 
    ‘What is it we are looking for?’ asked Barbie as she poised her fingers over the keyboard.  
 
    ‘Irani Patel. See what you can find out about his children, his ex-wives, if he has any, his movie career. I can’t help remembering Shane and Tarquin and wondering how much pain we could have saved ourselves if we had just done more research at the start.’ No one argued with me, least of all Jermaine, who had suffered a blow to the head that night which could have been far worse than it was.  
 
    I left Barbie to see what she could find as I took my shoes off again. I really wanted to shuck my dress completely, and then questioned why I couldn’t. The after party was done with; I didn’t need to be in a ball gown again tonight. The results show tomorrow might not even take place at the rate the show was going so I wouldn’t need it then either.  
 
    Anna followed me to my bedroom where I spotted the ruined dress with the paint on it. I had all but forgotten about it. I crossed the room to where it was now pointlessly hung back on a hanger. I didn’t think it could be salvaged so it was good for the trash bin and little else. Where had the paint come from though? When Jermaine pointed it out, I just assumed I had leaned on something but where would I find yellow paint? Nothing on the ship was painted yellow.  
 
    ‘Paint,’ I said the word out loud and got a question in response from Jermaine when he appeared at my door a few seconds later. 
 
    ‘Did you call me, madam?’ 
 
    Skewing my lips to one side as I thought, I looked up at him. ‘I did not.’ I was holding the dress to show him the paint. ‘Where did this come from?’ 
 
    ‘I couldn’t say, madam.’ 
 
    ‘Paint,’ I said the word again. Then I let the dress go and took my phone from my handbag. Rick answered almost straight away. 
 
    ‘Patricia, so wonderful to hear your voice. Do you have another wild goose chase for us two poor smucks to embark upon?’ I heard Akamu’s voice in the background, his deep bass rumble sounding just as negative as Rick’s. 
 
    ‘I take it you have had no luck so far then?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ he replied mockingly. ‘Honestly, Patricia, we need a little more to go on.’ 
 
    ‘Well, then it’s a good thing I called, isn’t it? I think you need to look at paint.’ 
 
    ‘Paint?’ Rick repeated. 
 
    ‘Yes, paint.’ 
 
    ‘Paint,’ he repeated again. 
 
    I was beginning to feel like we were stuck on a loop. ‘Specifically, oil paintings.’ 
 
    Rick was silent for a second and it was as if I could hear his gears turning. ‘That might hold some merit, you know?’ In the background I heard him relay my thoughts to Akamu before he came back onto the phone. ‘Okay, I think we know someone who might know someone. Give us a while, okay?’ 
 
    We disconnected and I tapped my phone to my chin in thought still. Jermaine, patient as always, waited for me to be ready to speak. I forgot all about changing out of my ball gown though as I crossed the room back toward the door once more. Jermaine spun about and led the way back into the living area where he stood to one side so I could pass.  
 
    I walked over to the safe and the oil painting there, opened it where it hinged from the right and studied it. I looked at the hinges and I looked at the frame. I am far from being an art expert, so I wasn’t looking with an educated eye, but I saw what I thought I might see and now I needed to check it against another.  
 
    I pushed the frame back into place, covering the safe again. ‘Lieutenant Baker, can you assist me, please?’  
 
    ‘Err, sure,’ he said, standing up. He had been looking over Barbie’s shoulder at the computer screen as the two of them dug into Irani’s past. ‘What are we doing?’ 
 
    ‘We need to visit the suite next door.’ He held up both hands, each one pointing in a different direction because there were, of course, suites either side of me. I pointed to the front of the ship. ‘Mr Patel in the Montgomery Suite. If he is there, I have some questions for him. If not, I need you to let me in so I can look at something.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you want to see what we turn up first?’ asked Barbie, swivelling in her chair to face me.  
 
    I shook my head. ‘No time.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Mrs Patel 
 
    As it turned out, Irani Patel wasn’t there, but his wife answered the door, the small mousy woman still staring at the deck as she spoke to us. ‘I’m afraid my husband is not here. You’ll have to come back later,’ she murmured, her voice barely audible.  
 
    ‘No, it’s you I want to see, Mrs Patel,’ I replied, my tone breezy and light as if I was really pleased to see her. Her head snapped up and I thought perhaps it was the first time I had actually seen her face.  
 
    Surprised that it was her I wanted to see, Mrs Patel took a step back from the doorway she had been blocking and, seeing my chance, I went inside without her inviting me to do so. ‘Thank you so much for giving me a little of your time. We won’t keep you long I promise.’ 
 
    She closed the door behind Baker as he too came in to stand next to me, but she wasn’t happy about it. ‘Oh. Oh, I don’t know. I don’t like to talk to people without Irani present.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come now,’ I encouraged her. ‘There’s nothing to be afraid of. You and I are just two mature women having a chat.’ 
 
    ‘What is it you want to chat about?’ she asked. Her head and eyes were cast back down at the carpet again and she hadn’t moved away from the door as if staying close to the edge of the cabin afforded her some safety.  
 
    She had invited me to pose a question though, so I did. ‘I was curious about why you provided a false alibi for Irani earlier?’ 
 
    Her head snapped up again, her mouth open and her cheeks glowing at my accusation. ‘I did no such thing. I told the truth.’ 
 
    ‘That right before the show, you were overcome by passion for your husband and the two of you were having sex?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, that’s right.’ 
 
    ‘No, it isn’t,’ I insisted. I felt bad that I was calling her a liar, but she was lying, and I wanted to know why. ‘Did Irani kill Dayita? Are you covering for him?’ 
 
    ‘No!’ she shouted her answer. ‘I want you to leave now.’ Her demand was a reasonable one and I didn’t know where we stood legally speaking. I had Lieutenant Baker with me and on the ocean the laws about what you can and cannot do in the pursuit of justice are very different to those on land, I wasn’t sure we could impose ourselves on her like this though when we had very little justifiable cause. 
 
    She pointed to the door, her eyes up and blazing hatred at me as I failed to move. So I did move. I just didn’t go the way she was pointing. I caught Baker by surprise as well when I set off toward the centre of the living area and the oil painting that covered the safe. Her suite was arranged much the same as mine, so it was easy to navigate.  
 
    She cried out, ‘Hey,’ as I defied her and raced after me. She wasn’t fast enough and I had the oil painting swung away from the safe by the time she got to me. I only needed a second to confirm what I hoped to see was there and stepped away again before she could snatch the painting from my hands. ‘You have no right to be in here prying. Please leave.’ 
 
    ‘We really should go, Mrs Fisher,’ Baker added, gesturing with his hand that I should head toward the door before I caused a problem.  
 
    ‘My husband will hear of this,’ Mrs Patel threatened as I walked calmly back toward the door.  
 
    Over my shoulder I replied. ‘Your husband is going to be accused of murder and I am the one that will prove he isn’t guilty, Mrs Patel. You should be helping me.’ 
 
    ‘No! No help,’ she raged. Perhaps my approach had been too aggressive. Perhaps I should have introduced the idea that she was lying about the alibi after I won her trust. Too late now, but as we got near to the small lobby by the door, we passed a bathroom and I spotted something.  
 
    With the other two following me, neither could do anything when I darted inside the toilet and shut the door. Outside, Mrs Patel complained bitterly about the awful woman that wouldn’t leave her alone and Lieutenant Baker did his best to placate her and assure her we would be leaving just as soon as I came back out from the locked toilet.  
 
    The thing I had spotted was a packet of tablets. They looked to be prescription drugs with a pharmacy label stuck to the outside rather than over the counter drugs one might buy in a store. They were exactly that, and the label told me everything I wanted to know about them: they were prescribed to Irani Patel and were to be taken for anxiety.  
 
    I checked inside the box as Mrs Patel hammered on the toilet door. The blister pack was almost empty, just one tablet remained which meant Irani had worked his way through the rest of them. I popped the packet into my handbag, flushed the toilet to suggest that I had rushed into her bathroom for a call of nature and undid the lock.  
 
    Mrs Patel’s face was flushed and angry. ‘I’m terribly sorry, Mrs Patel. I became ever so queasy. It has passed now.’ She had no reply for me, just a stony stare, but she let me pass and I made my way to the door. Lieutenant Baker did his best to keep his body between the two of us, not that I thought it necessary, but the door slammed hard after he joined me in the passageway in what seemed like an uncharacteristic display of emotion from the small Indian woman. 
 
    Now alone in the passageway, Baker raised his eyebrows at me. ‘What was all that about, Mrs Fisher?’ 
 
    I showed him the packet. ‘The puzzle is coming together.’  
 
    My cryptic reply did nothing to answer his question and he spluttered as I started back to my suite, leaving him standing in the passage by himself. ‘You just took someone’s prescription medicine? We have to give that back.’ 
 
    ‘No, it’s a clue.’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t matter,’ he countered. 
 
    ‘Catching the killer does.’ I could sense that he was unhappy, so I stopped and met his eyes. We were right outside the door to my suite, but I held off swiping my keycard. I held up the packet again. ‘There is only one tablet left in this packet and they are not life-saving drugs that a person might take for a heart condition. They are Irani Patel’s and he uses them to deal with anxiety, the sort of condition which might manifest as a panic attack.’ 
 
    I let the words sink in and gave the security officer a moment to connect the dots. His eyes, which had been unfocused as he worked the new information around in his head, came back to look at mine when he saw what it meant. Then he nodded and fell in place to my side so I could open the door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Patel’s 
 
    Jermaine and Barbie looked up as we came in. ‘You won’t believe what we found out,’ announced Barbie. Anna jumped off the couch to greet me, pleased to see me every time I went out the door and came back in. Baker froze in case she planned to ravage his ankles again, but she had grown used to him now, no longer seeing him as a threat. She trotted after me as I kicked my shoes off and went into the living area.  
 
    ‘You think that Dayita is Irani Patel’s daughter,’ I replied.  
 
    Both of the them stared at me. ‘Madam how could you have possibly guessed that?’ asked Jermaine.  
 
    ‘Yeah,’ added Barbie. ‘That’s some next level voodoo you are doing there, Patty.’ 
 
    I smiled back at them, showing my teeth in a big cheeky grin. ‘I said it earlier actually. I said he looked more fatherly than anything else and then it hit me. That was why he was trying to be protective of her and why he was going to her room. He told the lie about visiting the rooms of other people from the show and soon got called out, but he had a reason to visit Dayita. I don’t think he has known for very long though and I don’t think his wife knows at all.’ 
 
    ‘Why do you say that?’ asked Baker.  
 
    Instead of answering, I posed a question myself, ‘How long have they been married?’  
 
    Barbie glanced down at her notes. ‘Um, thirty-three years.’ 
 
    ‘And how old was Dayita?’ 
 
    She already knew the answer to that one. ‘Twenty-six.’ I had thought she was younger even than that, but the math told the same story regardless; if Dayita was Irani’s daughter, then he she came from an affair that he most likely still didn’t want his wife to know about.  
 
    ‘So what else did you find?’ I asked as I moved across the room to join them at the computer.  
 
    Barbie turned back to the screen. ‘Where to start? We went back to the start of Irani’s career. He was successful very early on, leaving acting school in Mumbai and landing a lead role weeks later. The roles just flowed after that, film after film for years, his handsome face and flawless smile winning him a large following. There are a lot of articles about his ability as an actor, he won several awards in Bollywood.’ 
 
    ‘There are articles about his private life too,’ Jermaine took up the narrative. ‘His wife, Sheba, was also a film actor and well known by the Indian public, had a very public pregnancy not long after they were married. Irani and Sheba were a celebrity couple, the darlings of the Indian press it would seem, getting the same sort of attention in their homeland that a Hollywood couple might get in America.’ 
 
    ‘They lost the baby though, didn’t they?’ I asked, already certain I knew the answer. 
 
    Jermaine offered me a sad nod. ‘Again, it was very public. The baby died during labour due to complications in the birth. None of the articles we found elaborated on what the difficulties were but the details seem unimportant. After that the press followed them even more closely, public sympathy for the couple and especially Mrs Patel was highly vocal, but I think it drove her away from the limelight, causing her to become a recluse almost.’ 
 
    It was Barbie’s turn to continue the story. ‘She then miscarried several times and vanished from public life. There are very few mentions of her after that, until Irani landed the role of show host for Stars that Dance a few years ago. Then she gets some by-lines and a few brief references to her stuttering film career, but the interesting article that made us look at Dayita was just a couple of years after the last miscarriage. Sheba was no longer a public figure and wasn’t working but Irani was linked to a female costar during filming one of his most successful movies. It was in Costa Rica and the actress’s name is Amba Ahuya.’ Barbie pushed back her chair and swivelled to face the rest of us. ‘So far there’s nothing here to get excited about, but Irani is famous for something he probably doesn’t care for.’ She let the announcement hang tantalising for a moment before filling in the blank. ‘He has a third nipple.’  
 
    Suddenly we had a tangible if not conclusive link. Irani has an affair with a costar, she has a baby but never tells him about it and they never see each other again. Amba either hides her daughter’s parentage from Dayita or lied about it, or perhaps Dayita always knew the truth but never spoke of it. Whatever the case, I was willing to bet that the truth had recently come to the attention of Irani Patel. Did that mean he hadn’t killed her though?  
 
    Lieutenant Baker had the same thought. ‘If Irani Patel recently found out that he has an adult daughter that proves an infidelity, he might have wanted to silence her. Would he feel any bond to Dayita as a daughter if he had never known her?’ 
 
    ‘Hard to say,’ I admitted. ‘I think he did though. We still need to consider that she was pregnant.’ Three sets of eyes looked at me. ‘She was pregnant, so she was having Irani’s grandchild. For a man that thought he had no children and had very publicly remained childless, this might have been a lifeline he never imagined.’ 
 
    ‘Only he can answer that,’ said Jermaine, hitting the nail on the head.  
 
    ‘We need to talk to him.’ I started back toward the door again, Anna leaping off the couch hopeful and excited that we were going out again. ‘I need to ask him about the anxiety as well.’ Then I took a moment to explain to Barbie and Jermaine about the drugs. 
 
    While Jermaine fetched Anna’s lead, I grimaced at my shoes, argued internally about indulging my desire to get changed and berated myself for being weak. Then put the damned shoes on again anyway.  
 
    This would all be over soon I suspected, and then I could get into bed in my pyjamas and not care two hoots about footwear. I was wrong though; this wasn’t about to be over and I wasn’t going to get to speak to Irani any time soon.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    In Custody 
 
    We could hear a commotion as soon as we opened the door to my suite. Anna’s ears pricked up and she barked at the noise, tilting her head to one side as she tried to work out what she could hear. It was coming from the direction of the elevators, just around the corner where the passageway passing my suite ended in an atrium from which the rest of the ship could be accessed.  
 
    Anna dragged me along, her shoulders hunched as she put as much effort in as she could to propel herself forward. Jermaine, Barbie and Lieutenant Baker all followed behind me as I tried to control the unruly dog.  
 
    Before I got to the corner, I could tell who I was listening to: it was the show’s female producer, the woman with the severe hair and severe glasses. She was locked in an argument over something or someone and the person on the other end of her temper was Devrani Bharma.  
 
    ‘It doesn’t matter that you have a show scheduled for tomorrow evening. The host is not going to be available for it,’ he said calmly. 
 
    The woman screamed something back at him which I couldn’t understand due to her thick accent but I suspected it would be bleeped out if it was shown on television. ‘How am I supposed to manage that?’ she demanded.’ 
 
    ‘Deepika.’ I finally learned her name. ‘Deepika,’ Devrani said with a sigh. ‘Irani has been taken into custody and will be charged with two counts of murder. You are not the first producer in the history of television to be thrown a curveball. If he dropped dead of a heart attack you would be faced with the same problem. It is not insurmountable, and we will work with you to find a suitable replacement from those persons available.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll do it.’ I turned the corner to find a crowd gathered in front of the elevators. Alistair was among them though there were no other white uniforms visible. Most likely they were with Irani if indeed he had been taken into custody. The volunteer to be the new host was Taginda, her opportunistic grasp for power no surprise to anyone present. When Devrani, Deepika and others turned her way, she said, ‘What? You need someone, my dance partner is dead, and I am the most popular person on the show.’ 
 
    Deepika’s shoulders slumped. ‘She might have a point.’ 
 
    I didn’t care about the show, it was entirely unimportant. I wanted to make sure we had the right man though and I wasn’t sure Devrani had his facts straight. I interrupted before anyone else could speak. ‘What makes you think that Irani killed his daughter?’ 
 
    All eyes swung my way. The question was deliberately inflammatory; I was betting they had no idea about the link between Dayita and Irani and I knew it would get their attention. Devrani had a question but Alistair got there first. ‘What do you mean, Patricia? Who is his daughter?’ 
 
    ‘Dayita is… was. Hadn’t you worked that bit out yet?’ 
 
    Devrani chose that moment to laugh. ‘What utter nonsense. Next you’ll tell us that he wasn’t sleeping with the girl.’ 
 
    ‘He wasn’t.’ 
 
    ‘And that the baby she carried wasn’t his.’ 
 
    ‘It isn’t.’ 
 
    ‘What else? The murderer is the same person that has been leaving the calling card for the last two weeks and that person just decided to change their tactic from breaking into rooms, to murdering random television personalities.’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    Alistair stared at me. ‘Really?’ 
 
    I sighed. He was a lovely man, but he wasn’t much of a detective. ‘No, Alistair. Not really. How much research did you do, Mr Bharma? Or did you just rely on your sense of intuition? Irani Patel fathered Dayita with Amba Ahuya, an actress he co-starred with many years ago. I haven’t spoken to him about it yet, that’s where we were heading actually, but I don’t think he knew about Dayita until recently. Maybe she didn’t know either, but the point is they share a rare genetic anomaly that is generally passed on through birth. She is his daughter and the baby she carried was his grandchild. He was keeping it quiet because he was married to Sheba at the time of his infidelity.’ 
 
    ‘You can prove any of this?’ Devrani asked, his tone mocking and a smile on his face as it were amusingly fanciful. I found myself wanting to slap his head once or maybe ten times.  
 
    ‘I doubt that I need to, Devrani. You already have Irani in custody I understand.’ 
 
    Alistair bowed his head, sensing that he might have been misguided. ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Then perhaps you should ask him about Dayita. If he knows that the secret is out, I doubt he will continue to deny it.’ 
 
    Devrani wasn’t about to be defeated though. He clearly thought he had a winning theory. ‘Why then, did his wife provide a false alibi? Why did the calling card from Irani’s pocket end up stuck to Dayita’s body?’ He took a step toward me, his cool exterior beginning to crack with the constant questioning. Anna took a dislike to his advancing foot though and snapped at it, causing him to jerk back out of her way.  
 
    It stopped him from asking questions so I could pose one of my own. ‘Do you know why Irani looked so sweaty and uncomfortable when he arrived only just in time to open the show?’ As soon as the words left my mouth, I realised my mistake. 
 
    Devrani smiled down at me. ‘Because he had just been busy murdering Dayita. Even someone as cold and cunning as Irani would work up a sweat plunging a knife through a young woman’s chest.’ 
 
    ‘What if she is his daughter?’ Alistair asked. 
 
    The annoying television detective had an answer for that too though. ‘Then he murdered her to keep the secret. He is the patriarch of Indian public culture. Everyone loves him. What would a scandal like this do to his popularity? And would he kill to protect his image? I think he would, and he did, and he will lie to protect himself now.’ 
 
    ‘I can see that he is going to have trouble convincing you of his innocence, so I guess I’ll have to do it for him. Are you not curious about what happened to Rajesh or do you think that Irani killed him as well?’ 
 
    I got the amused smile from him again, like he was the wise teacher and I the hopeful student trying to impress him but falling well short of the mark. ‘You think there is more than one murderer here?’ Alistair looked at me curiously as well. I thought about telling them everything. I thought about telling them why they were wrong, but I didn’t have all the pieces yet. It would work better if I let Devrani think he had the upper hand because then I could crush him later.  
 
    Deepika wanted to know more though. ‘So which is it? Is Irani Dayita’s father? Did he kill her? Who killed Rajesh? Can I have my host back for the results show tomorrow?’ 
 
    Taginda wanted to voice her thoughts too. ‘You don’t need him, Deepika. He’s been hogging the limelight for too long and just think what will happen when the scandal comes out to ruin him. You should get some distance between him and the show now so you are protected.’  
 
    I wanted to talk to Irani, I had a stack of questions for him, but I thought that I already knew the answer to most of them. The things I didn’t know or couldn’t yet work out were not to do with him. They were to do with the other things that were going on. I hadn’t worked out who had killed Dayita and Rajesh, I was just certain that Irani hadn’t despite the evidence stacking up against him. 
 
    But if I couldn’t talk to Irani, what was my next move? Barbie, Jermaine and Lieutenant Baker were all hovering just behind me, waiting for me to make a decision. I turned to them, changed my mind and turned back to Deepika. ‘You should plan to have Irani hosting the show tomorrow. I think we can get this cleared up by then.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ she called after me, but I was already walking away. ‘So who did kill Dayita then?’  
 
    I ignored her and kept on walking. Alistair’s voice stopped me though. He had run to catch up with me. ‘Do you really think Devrani has it wrong? The case against Irani is overwhelming.’ 
 
    ‘Because we know he had one of the calling cards, a relatively rare commodity and then couldn’t find it when one was found impaled on a dead woman he is suspected of having an affair with?’ 
 
    ‘Can you prove that she is his daughter?’ he demanded. 
 
    ‘Why don’t you ask him?’ I snapped my reply and it felt like we were having a fight. 
 
    Alistair pursed his lips and nodded. Then calmly, he said, ‘I think I will do that. Proving she is his daughter doesn’t prove he didn’t kill her though. His unexplained whereabouts prior to the show which coincides with when she was murdered, he arrives sweaty and looking pale and we know it cannot have been anyone else from among the stars and dancers because they were all visible. If not him, then who? And why?’ 
 
    I took his hand. I wanted us to be alright but somehow we had ended up on opposing sides. I needed to get this night done, find the evidence that would show us all who the killer was and get back to where we were this afternoon; basking in the glow of new relationship bliss. ‘I will show you everything as soon as I have it. You don’t have to trust me.’ He pulled a face, but I stopped him from arguing by continuing to talk. ‘It’s okay, and you don’t have to release Irani Patel, not yet anyway. I would make sure that he is well treated though because you will be letting him go in a few hours.’ 
 
    ‘You’re sure?’ he asked. 
 
    Instead of answering his redundant question, I said, ‘I have work to do. I’ll call you when I am ready.’ Then I left him, indicating with my eyes that my friends should all come with me as I headed back toward my suite.  
 
    ‘Where are we going?’ hissed Barbie.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    What it is All About 
 
    The answer to her question was back to my suite to quickly regroup. I needed to talk to Rick and Akamu again, to see how they were getting on and get them to work quicker if possible. I didn’t know if they would even be able to find the information I needed but we were running out of time either way. I also needed Barbie and Jermaine to get back on the computer, there was more research I needed them to do. Finally, I needed something to eat. I had been surviving on nibbles all evening and needed someone to hand me a fat sandwich with a side of fries. It was late and I wanted dirty food to keep me going. 
 
    Yet again, I kicked my shoes off and promised myself I would find better footwear before I went out again. Anna charged across the room to the kitchen where her water bowl sat waiting. I could hear her thirstily lapping at it by the time I got into the living space.   
 
    On the way to my suite, I explained my thoughts and needs so Jermaine was already in the kitchen by the time Barbie sat at the computer. Jermaine would produce a first-class feast from raw ingredients in no time at all and somehow make it as satisfying as late-night fast food while also ensuring it was flavourful and probably nutritious.   
 
    The noise of a chopping blade reassured me as I took out my phone to call Rick again. This time it was Akamu that answered though. ‘Hey, Patricia, how’s the murder enquiry going?’ 
 
    I wrinkled my nose as I thought about what answer I could give. ‘I don’t know,’ I tried. ‘I mean, I think I know who didn’t do it, which is the guy they have fingered for it already and who looks guilty as all hell, but I don’t know who did do it. Yet.’ 
 
    ‘Uh-huh? So are you calling to see what us two geniuses have found?’ 
 
    ‘Have you found something?’ The timbre of his voice when he bragged about being a genius filled me with hope that he was.  
 
    He sighed though. ‘We think so. It’s… It’s. Look it will be easier to show you, I think. Can you come to our cabin?’ 
 
    ‘Sure. Now?’ 
 
    ‘If that works for you. Rick went to get some beer; he says he thinks better when he is relaxed.’ I understood what he meant, my brain worked far better with a gin and tonic to fuel it. ‘We have to make another call shortly. We got the guy’s daughter earlier. She said he was taking a nap and we should call back in a while. I guess he’s kind of old.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. I’ll be down in a little while.’ I wanted to eat first but when I glanced across at the kitchen, I knew it was going to be twenty minutes or more before Jermaine served supper, so I changed my mind. ‘Better yet, I’m coming now. See you in a few minutes.’ 
 
    It wouldn’t take long to get to their cabin, it was on the eighteenth deck on the starboard side and not far from where the elevators nearest to me opened up. If I didn’t have to wait for the elevators, it would take about two minutes to get there. I stared at the lobby and the high-heeled, expensive and uncomfortable shoes waiting for me there and swore at myself. I could go and find other shoes, but time was already ticking away.  
 
    ‘I’m going to see Rick and Akamu,’ I announced, then whistled for Anna to join me. I might as well take her outside to do her thing before bed on my way there.  
 
    Jermaine put down the saucepan he was holding and pulled off his apron. ‘I’ll accompany you, madam.’ 
 
    ‘No, you won’t. You get back in that kitchen and make me some food,’ I teased. ‘Lieutenant Baker can manage to keep me safe for a few minutes.’ 
 
    Hearing his name, the young security officer looked up. He was sitting on the couch and looking weary; it had probably been a long day for him already, but he got back on his feet and gave Jermaine a thumbs up on his way to the door.  
 
    I doubted I had any need for a personal armed security escort, but given my history on this ship, I knew Jermaine would be happier knowing I had one. Nothing happened, of course. The elevator was empty, and we reached Rick and Akamu’s cabin in under three minutes. I got there so fast, in fact, that I wondered if I would beat Rick back from his beer run. 
 
    I hadn’t though, he answered the door with a bottle of Corona in his hand, condensation on it telling me it was fresh and cold. He saw me eyeing it as he took a swig and backed away from the door to let me in. ‘You want one?’ he asked. ‘We have plenty.’ Anna let herself in, sniffing Rick’s feet and heading to look for Akamu because she knew he was a sucker for small dogs and would make a fuss of her. 
 
    I took the offered beer gratefully, but Lieutenant Baker declined, pointing to the side arm he carried. Rick nodded that he agreed with the policy. The beer was cold and refreshing but I wanted to know what they had found.  
 
    So did Lieutenant Baker, who had no idea what they were even up to. ‘Do you want to explain?’ asked Rick. ‘This is your hair-brained plan after all.’ 
 
    I tipped my beer at him in mock salute. ‘I got the idea that the calling card criminal must be known somewhere. It is such a unique thing to do; leaving a calling card to brag that you were there, that I figured if the criminal had ever operated before, there must be a record of it somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘That makes sense,’ Baker conceded.  
 
    ‘He or she, or maybe even they, are breaking into people’s cabins and doing something that requires a small table or a piece of equipment that leaves four small footprints in the carpet. The fact that it leaves footprints means it must be heavy and that confused me for a while. I just couldn’t work out what they were doing.’ 
 
    ‘What are they doing?’ he asked. 
 
    I took another swig of beer. ‘I’m getting there. With these two old sheriffs to call upon I figured that between them they must have quite a network of old cops, old guys from other law enforcement agencies, people that know people and so on that they could tap into. If there had ever been a criminal leaving a calling card then someone somewhere would know about it.’ 
 
    ‘That was the task she set us anyway,’ said Akamu. Then he did a terrible rendition of my voice, making his high and squeaky and putting on a rubbish English accent. ‘Guys, I want you to find some crazy criminal that may or may not have employed the same tactic at some point in the past. By the way, I don’t know which country that might have been in, what decade or if the person was ever caught.’ 
 
    ‘Easy,’ laughed Rick, not meaning a word of it.  
 
    ‘But you have found something, haven’t you?’ I pointed out, choosing not to point out that Akamu’s version of my voice made me sound like the queen, if the queen sounded like a bad drag act.  
 
    ‘So what did you find?’ asked Baker, sitting forward in his chair and getting carried away with the mystery of it.  
 
    Rick frowned deeply, his bushy eyebrows forming one where they met in the middle. ‘Nothing, initially.’ 
 
    ‘There was just too much territory to cover,’ added Akamu, taking a draught of his own beer.  
 
    While his friend slaked his thirst, Rick took over. ‘Until Patricia threw us a bone and said it might have something to do with oil paintings.’ 
 
    Lieutenant Baker swung his gaze to look at me. ‘I spotted that the small table or whatever it is, is always in more or less the same place in each of the suites; right in front of the safe. To start with I thought the criminal must be breaking into the safes and stealing something, but the reports are adamant that nothing has been taken.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ Baker agreed.  
 
    ‘Looking at the safe in my suite and scratching my head because I couldn’t make sense of it, I had to ask what could be taken that no one would ever notice.’ 
 
    Baker stared at me, waiting for me to tell him, but broke first and said, ‘I give up. I have no idea.’ 
 
    ‘An oil painting,’ I supplied. 
 
    He frowned at me. ‘Everyone would notice if an oil painting was taken. And they weren’t taken. All the oil paintings and ornaments and everything else in every suite was checked and accounted for. I oversaw several of the inventories myself.’ 
 
    I grinned a deep grin and shot him down in flames. ‘What if the original, priceless, masterpiece of an oil painting was replaced by a forgery?’ I watched the colour drain from his cheeks. ‘The table, or whatever it is, is used to support the oil painting while the thief is working on it. I noticed that the heads of the brass screws holding the hinges in place had fresh marks on them; someone had unscrewed them recently. Not only that, in each suite where we found the indentation, we also found a line of dust. The cleaners do an amazing job of keeping the ship clean, no doubt giving extra care to the best suites. They don’t clean inside the oil painting that covers the safe though. Maybe they don’t even know it hinges out, but over the weeks, months and years, a layer of dust had built up on the bottom ledge of the frame on the inside. Taking it off and turning it over dislodges it.’ 
 
    Baker slumped back into his chair. He saw the simple truth of it. ‘So, this is all about stealing the Aurelia’s art collection?’ 
 
    ‘What’s it worth, kid?’ asked Rick. ‘I know nothing about art, but I know people pay way too much for it and there have been a stack of unsolved art thefts over the years. Some rich collector wants the original and doesn’t care how he comes by it; boom, you’ve got yourself a crime.’ 
 
    Baker sat forward again. ‘So, who’s the thief? Who is leaving the calling cards?’  
 
    ‘That’s what we are trying to find out.’ I put the empty beer bottle down meaningfully as I stood up. ‘You said you have someone to call?’ 
 
    Rick looked at his watch then glanced at Akamu. ‘You think we have given them long enough?’ 
 
    Akamu looked at the clock, shrugged and picked up the phone. He dialled a number, squinting at a piece of paper on the desk as he did, then put the phone on speaker for everyone to hear.  
 
    It started ringing and a woman’s voice came onto the phone. ‘Hello.’ 
 
    ‘Hello again,’ Akamu answered. ‘This is retired Police Lieutenant Akamu Kameāloha. We spoke earlier, I was hoping to speak to your father, is he awake now?’ 
 
    I worried that the woman would tell me he was still asleep or that he wasn’t available, but I needn’t have been concerned. I could hear another voice in the background, an old but strong man’s voice and he was fighting to get to the phone. 
 
    ‘Is that them?’ We all heard him say. The woman said something I couldn’t quite catch but which sounded like a warning to not overdo it or get excited, but the next thing we heard was the man’s voice booming through the phone line. ‘Hello. This is retired Deputy Commissioner Frank Tremblay of the Montreal Police department. I understand you want to talk to me about an old case.’ 
 
    The man had a wonderful French twang to his voice, but I knew Montreal to have the second largest French speaking population outside of Paris; it was amazing what one learned when one left the house and got out into the world.   
 
    Akamu leaned toward the phone and licked his lips. ‘That’s right, sir. We don’t know each other. I had to make a lot of calls to track down someone who might know what I am talking about…’ 
 
    ‘That’s okay, sonny,’ the old man replied, cutting in over the top of Akamu. ‘There’s no need for all the preamble. I got a call from one of my old sergeants. He told me there was someone asking questions about old Frederick the Forger and he knew I would want to talk to you.’ 
 
    ‘Frederick the Forger?’ I asked, my voice cutting through the quiet as the retired deputy commissioner stopped talking. 
 
    He started again though. ‘It seems I have an audience. Who else is there?’ 
 
    ‘Sorry. I’m Patricia Fisher. I also have another retired police officer from Hawaii with me, Rick Hutton and Lieutenant Baker, he’s part of the security on board the Aurelia.’ 
 
    ‘The Aurelia? What’s an Aurelia?’ 
 
    Rick leaned forward to speak. ‘It’s a cruise ship, sir. We are on board a cruise ship somewhere off the coast of India. The art thefts, if that is what is happening, are all occurring in the suites on the upper deck.’ 
 
    The old man at the other end laughed. ‘That sounds like my Freddy. I thought he’d be dead by now. The man must be in his nineties, maybe older. We never caught him; you see. He was elusive and he was clever. Too clever maybe because he left such a trail. Everywhere he went, he left a calling card in the house. Back then he was targeting millionaires. People joked that you knew you were rich enough when Freddy stole from you. It was a pride thing, I think. He was so good at forging and breaking in and stealing the art that no one would have ever known he had been there if he hadn’t left the cards. He wants to sell stolen art but how do you claim you have the original if it hasn’t been reported stolen? He wanted everyone to know how good he was. He even stole from art galleries and museums. The man was a genius.’ 
 
    ‘You sound like you admire him,’ I commented.  
 
    The old man chuckled again. ‘Well, I guess I do. To be that good, to evade us all that time, he was a rare talent. I only came close once. He created patterns; you see. In 1963 I was still a young detective, but I had been handed this case a couple of years beforehand and I had no idea what to do with it. Everyone else that had tried to work out how to catch the guy had got nowhere but I saw a pattern to his thefts. It was always on the same day. That was one thing. Always on a Thursday. I couldn’t work out why, still haven’t actually. Then, when I looked a little closer, I could see a pattern to the geography as well. The richest zip code in Montreal is Summit Park and Summit Park is a purpose-built area with roads that intersect at right angles. Like New York and a few other places, it is basically a big grid. Well, old Freddy was working a pattern there and I managed to get ahead of him. He wasn’t going after any old house, of course. I had to canvass the area to find out who had expensive artwork worth stealing. It was a surprisingly small number.’ 
 
    ‘What happened?’ my question came out as a whisper; I was mesmerized by the story.  
 
    Yet again the old man chuckled. ‘We set a trap for him in the house I was certain he was going to hit next, but something tipped him off. I staked out that house for two weeks with my chief breathing down my neck for wasting my time and everyone else’s. They pulled the plug on the case, said it had gone cold. You know what happened? He stole the damn painting the night after we left the house.’ He chuckled again. ‘That’s when I almost caught him.’ 
 
    The old man was weaving the tale so well I almost felt my breath catch when he talked about catching the forger. I bit my lip so I wouldn’t speak and listened for the rest of the story.  
 
    ‘I just had this feeling he would, you know. The chief wanted to put me onto another assignment, but I had some holiday time accrued so I took that. I genuinely planned to spend the time with my wife, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that he was going to steal that painting. She sure was mad when I went out that night.’ He chuckled again remembering it. ‘He was there, just as I knew he would be. That’s the only time I drew my weapon in a forty-six-year career.’ His voice took on a faraway tone, no doubt picturing it all in his head as he retold the story and I pictured him at the other end of the phone with his eyes closed; a young man again and pursuing a thief. ‘I waited for him to come out of the house and I shouted for him to stop. Do you know what he said? In the dark, with my gun aimed at him, he said, “Well done.” Then he threw the painting at me and ran.’ 
 
    The old man fell silent and I thought that was the end of his tale for a moment. Around the desk, all four of us were being drawn forward by his silence, each of us wanting to know how the forger just got away. ‘I let him go,’ the old man finally admitted. ‘I could have shot him, I had a clean shot, just for a second before he went over the fence. I hesitated though, something about killing him just seemed wrong. I’ve… I’ve never told anyone that before.’ He sounded relieved by his admission as if a great weight had finally been unburdened.  
 
    To fill the silence, I said, ‘Well, I think he is on board this ship with us right now.’ 
 
    The old man chuckled again. ‘Good luck catching him. This guy is smoke. I followed his activities for years. I would get a whiff of a crime in France or in Spain or Mexico and I was sure it was him. Sure enough, when I did a little digging, someone would report that a calling card was found where the artwork was taken and a clever forgery would be found in its place. Half the time it took an expert to tell the difference, but I understand they can do it easily now with some kind of scope that determines how old the paint is.’ 
 
    ‘Do you have any advice?’ Rick asked. 
 
    ‘Hold on a moment, sonny. That’s not the end of my story. There’s more yet.’ What more could there be? ‘About a month after he got away from me that night, I woke in the morning to find a calling card on my nightstand. Freddy had broken into my house that night and left it there while I was sleeping.’ This time my breath really did catch in my throat. ‘I leapt out of bed and found my gun, but he hadn’t meant me any harm. On the back of the card was a note. It read, “No one else has even come close.” But that’s not the best part.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, my. What is?’ I blurted. 
 
    ‘Downstairs in our kitchen was a painting. It was in one of the tubes he uses to transport the rolled canvasses. I swear I could barely control my fingers as I rolled it out, but there, on my dining room table, was a priceless Rembrandt.’ 
 
    ‘What did you do with it?’ 
 
    Yet again the old man chuckled. ‘That, my dear lady, is a story for another day. Rick?’ 
 
    ‘Sir?’ 
 
    ‘You asked for my advice?’ 
 
    ‘That I did, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Well here it is. Give up. He’ll be caught only if he wants to be.’ The words surprised me; I had expected him to tell us to go get him. The old man wasn’t finished though. ‘However, if you’ve got some gumption in your boots and feel up to the challenge, watch for his patterns. I spotted one in Montreal and I have seen them in his work since. Never soon enough to do anything about it but the patterns were always there. If he is on board that ship with you, he is most likely stealing things in a pattern. I can’t tell you why. Maybe he is autistic like that Rainman film and just sees numbers. Maybe it’s something else, like why he always stole on a Thursday back then. If you catch him, you ask him for me, okay?’ 
 
    I nodded my head, my silent reply unheard by the old man in Canada. ‘I promise to do that,’ I added so he could hear.  
 
    ‘Okay then. I think that’s about it, folks. Unless you have any more questions, I think I had better get off the phone and let you get on with laying a trap.’ 
 
    We all thanked him for his time and for his advice. Then Akamu hung up the handset which left us all staring at each other in silence. Baker broke it a few seconds later. ‘A world class, international art forger that no one had ever caught. That’s who we have on the ship.’ He turned his face to look at me. ‘We never would have had any idea if it weren’t for you.’ 
 
    ‘Well, let’s not celebrate just yet. We have to catch him first. He has twenty or more valuable works of art in his possession and all we know is that he is old.’ 
 
    ‘And possibly Canadian,’ added Akamu. 
 
    ‘And possibly not,’ argued Rick. 
 
    ‘Why bother to say that?’ Akamu asked. ‘Clearly obvious in my statement that he might be Canadian was the suggestion that he equally might not be.’ As the two men took to bickering like they so often did, I stood up and plopped Anna back on the floor. She had curled up and gone to sleep on my lap. I stifled a yawn; the day was already a long one, but I couldn’t get to bed yet.  
 
    ‘Are we heading back to your suite?’ Baker asked, also standing up. He brushed some lint from his hat and put it back on his head as he moved to the door.  
 
    I clipped Anna back onto her lead, the little dog tugging at it instantly to get to the door. ‘I need to take Anna outside before I settle her for the night. Then, I guess, yes, back to my suite. We have work to do still and I need to see what Barbie and Jermaine found in their search.’ My stomach rumbled and I remembered the food Jermaine had been preparing. I glanced at my watch: forty-five minutes had passed. I should have eaten first and then visited the old detectives. I could have used the time to change my footwear.  
 
    I stared at my shoes by the door, but I wasn’t going to put them on again. The deck outside would be cold but I would rather have cold feet than clomp around in my uncomfortable high heels again. I hooked them with a couple of fingers on my free hand and tucked my handbag over my shoulder.  
 
    ‘Do you need anything from us?’ Rick asked. Both men looked tired. 
 
    I shook my head. ‘I don’t think so. Thank you for tonight. It would not have been possible to track down the forger’s identity without you.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t know his identity,’ Akamu pointed out. 
 
    It was a valid point but also missing the point. ‘I think we know enough. We know what is happening. We know why and I think we will be able to catch him. That’s pretty good detective work for two old Hawaiian cops.’ 
 
    They both took the compliment, Rick popping the caps from two fresh beers so they could chink them at each other in salute. I wished them a good night and followed Baker back out into the passageway.  
 
    ‘Come along, Anna,’ I cooed as I led her towards a door to go outside. ‘Let’s get your business done so I can get back for my supper.’ I wasn’t keen to go outside but Anna was, propelled perhaps by the need to perform essential duties.  
 
    As I opened the door, both Baker and I heard a shout.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Murder 
 
    It was a cry of anguish from somewhere outside. Instantly alert, Baker drew his sidearm and slipped around me. ‘Stay here, Mrs Fisher. I need to check that out.’  
 
    Then he vanished along the deck and out of sight, leaving me shivering lightly against the cool breeze. Anna tugged at her lead, wanting to move. I let her draw me further out onto the deck as she began the process of snuffling around to look for a spot that suited her needs. I let her get on with it, taking the catch off the extendable lead so she could wander off without me having to follow her too closely.  
 
    A minute had passed. There was no sign of Baker, but I elected to remain in sight so he could find me when he came back. Jermaine would just fret if I returned without my armed guard.   
 
    Suddenly there were hands around my neck. Someone, a man I was sure from the size and strength, had come up behind me and was trying to throttle the life out of me. I bucked and kicked but he pushed me forward until I hit the railing at the edge of the ship and started to push me over it.  
 
    He meant to kill me!  
 
    I tried to scream but no sound came out; his fingers were digging into my throat to choke off the noise before I could make it. Powerful hands were crushing my larynx and cutting off the flow of blood to my head. Lights were already sparkling in front of my eyes from the lack of oxygen reaching my brain and I knew I was going to pass out soon. When I did, he would throw me over the side, and I would be gone forever.  
 
    I clawed feebly at the hands around my throat, but his vicelike grip wasn’t going to be broken. Then just as suddenly as he had grabbed me, he let go. My ears were filled with the banging sound of my own oxygen deprived brain, so much so that I couldn’t hear anything but I was certain he was about to lift me into the air and the next thing I would feel would be the bitter sting of the cold ocean engulfing me.  
 
    I fell to the deck though, my head striking the hard floor with a thump and I saw what had saved me. It was Anna. My tiny little dog was snarling and yapping and had hold of an ankle. I couldn’t hear her, there was just a white noise coming from inside my head, but I hadn’t passed out and now that my head was at the same level as my feet, my eyes were working again.  
 
    I tried to lever myself up, but I was too late to save my dog. As I struggled to get my hands underneath my body, a large hand swept down and grabbed little Anna around her middle. Then, as my hearing returned, I heard her yelp, the sound of her voice trailing into the distance as the man threw her away. The awful sound of a splash ripped at my heart and I screamed in anger and frustration. I wanted to get up and tear at the man that had attacked me. My head was still filled with fluff though, I couldn’t make my shaking arms work and the man was going to grab me again any second. 
 
    He didn’t though; he ran off. Escaping across the deck to vanish back into the structure of the ship, the sound of approaching footsteps reaching my ears as I finally got my hands to work and was able to sit up. 
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher! Are you okay?’ 
 
    I looked up at Lieutenant Baker, opened my mouth to speak, got a case of the whirlies and had to lower my head again. ‘Anna,’ I managed. 
 
    Suddenly my dog was climbing onto my lap, her tiny paws dripping water onto my dress. I didn’t care though, I thought she had gone overboard.  
 
    ‘I found her in a pool. I heard a splash and there was your dog swimming around in the pool.’ I hugged her to me, squeezing yet more water from her sopping wet coat. ‘What happened, Mrs Fisher?’ 
 
    ‘Someone tried to kill me,’ I croaked. My throat was sore. I suspected it would be for days, but my head was clearing, and I thought I could stand. Baker offered me a hand as I tried to get up, he was on the radio and calling for help. As I gained my feet, I noticed that he was standing in a puddle of water. It confused me for a moment until I realised the water was coming from him. He was also sopping wet. 
 
    He saw me looking. ‘Anna couldn’t get out of the pool. I think she hit the water quite hard.’ He had gone in after her. His face turned serious again. ‘Mrs Fisher, who attacked you? Who tried to kill you?’ 
 
    I shook my head. ‘I didn’t see him,’ my voice was a desperate croak, the words intelligible but it wasn’t my voice I was using, at least not a version of it I recognised. ‘He grabbed me from behind.’ I tried to order my thoughts; to give a concise report that might help. ‘He was strong. And tall, I think. He was able to more or less lift me off my feet by my neck.’ 
 
    ‘Did he say anything? What was his accent.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t speak,’ I told him with a tinge of disappointment. Then I looked up at the sound of more footsteps approaching at speed. A team of security officers were heading our way at a run. They were led by a man I didn’t recognise but from his insignia I guessed he was the new deputy captain, Commander Yusef.  
 
    ‘Be careful where you stand,’ Baker shouted instructions at the approaching team. ‘There’s blood on the deck.’ 
 
    ‘There is?’ I croaked. Baker pointed and sure enough, there were drops of fresh blood on the deck a few feet away from me. Baker was standing back so the expanding pool of water spreading out from him wouldn’t wash it away. Anna had wounded my attacker, that was the only conclusion I could draw. Her tiny teeth had opened his ankle so if we could work out who it might be, we could probably identify him by a fresh wound to his leg.  
 
    Then Anna coughed, a deep hacking noise like she had made earlier when she had a piece of cotton stuck in her throat. Knowing what it might be, I prised her jaws open and peered inside as she fought me. I couldn’t see anything in the dim light but fished a finger to the back of her mouth. It made her gag, but I found the problem: another piece of cotton. This time it had a black sequin attached to it. 
 
    ‘Do you have an evidence bag?’ I asked, holding a disgusting finger in the air glistening with dog slobber and a piece of soggy cotton.  
 
    Commander Yusef barked a command and one of the officers appeared at my side with a small plastic bag. ‘Are you alright, Mrs Fisher?’ the commander asked, taking a knee next to me.  
 
    ‘How do you know my name?’ I asked. We hadn’t met yet. 
 
    He winked at me; an odd gesture given that we didn’t know each other. ‘It precedes you.’ Sensing that his answer wasn’t enough, he added, ‘You’re an attractive, mature blonde woman with a small red Dachshund and you appear to be right in the thick of things.’ It made me irrationally angry for a moment that he was able to identify me from that small subset of descriptors. Then I remembered he had called me attractive and decided to forgive him. ‘I was just coming off duty on the bridge when I heard the call. I am glad to make your acquaintance, Mrs Fisher, though I would have preferred to do so under more gentle circumstances.’ I couldn’t argue with that.  
 
    Under his instructions, the security team swabbed the blood and took photographs of the scene. Not that there was a lot to see; there would be no fingerprints to gather, no chance of fibres unless they found one on me. Just in case, the commander wanted to take my dress. I was getting visibly cold, the wet lump held to my chest adding to the cool breeze and he was aware enough to see my need to get inside.  
 
    He chose to escort me himself, radioing Alistair as we walked, the commander’s jacket around my shoulders to ward off the cold. Despite the attack, my handbag never left my shoulder and my keycard was still in it. Jermaine reacted swiftly to the door opening for once, his face etched with concern which he saw had been warranted the moment I came through the door.  
 
    Barbie was on her feet too. ‘We called the guys to see what was keeping you. Rick said you just left. What happened?’ 
 
    Commander Yusef answered as he guided me into the suite’s living area. ‘Mrs Fisher was attacked by an unknown assailant.’  
 
    Jermaine rushed in to take Anna from me. ‘I’m okay,’ I assured him. I meant it but my croaking voice didn’t convince him. ‘She’s cold. Please get her dry and keep her warm.’ I dropped my shoes by the door and let my feet carry me the rest of the way to my bedroom. ‘Barbie can you help me, please? They need my dress in case the attacker left DNA or fibres on it.’ She was already following me to my bedroom, her hands out in case I needed them to steady myself.  
 
    Once inside, she closed the door behind us. ‘Are you sure you’re okay, Patty. That’s some nasty bruising on your throat already.’ I nodded rather than speak. I didn’t hurt anywhere other than my throat. Where his fingers had dug in was quite sore and I could see what Barbie was talking about when I looked at myself in the mirror. Several purple abrasions were visible on the skin with blotches beneath them. I could expect a hue of colours to appear over the next few days.  
 
    I slid out of the dress and handed it to her so she could take it outside to the waiting security officers. Then I found some gym gear, a cotton warm up suit in two parts and a stretchy t-shirt. I also found an underwire bra which was a relief to put on; some support finally. Blessed relief flooded through me as I slipped my feet into a pair of running shoes. It wasn’t elegant, but I was more than ready to swap fabulous for comfort.  
 
    Barbie came back for me, but I was heading for the door anyway. I had heard Alistair arrive, his concerned voice echoing as he got a report from his deputy. In the living area of my suite were now most of a dozen white uniformed crew including the captain and the deputy captain. Lieutenant Baker was partly dressed, his top half naked as he dried himself. He would be within his rights to call it a night, but it looked like he was swapping his wet uniform for a dry one, determination etched on his face. 
 
    ‘Are you alright, my dear?’ asked Alistair, taking me in his arms for a gentle caress. He looked into my eyes, then ducked his head to inspect my neck. ‘You have no idea who it was?’  
 
    Once again I shook my head, saving my voice as much as I could. ‘Anna saved me,’ I croaked. The little dog was wrapped in a towel on the couch where one of the security team was patting her head and fussing her ears. She raised an eyebrow at the mention of her name but closed it again in happy contentment as the petting continued. ‘Then Baker scared him off.’  
 
    Alistair nodded his thanks at the half-dressed man. ‘Did you see anything, Baker?’ 
 
    ‘No, sir. I think whoever it was, was waiting for us. We heard a shout, like a call for help and I went to investigate, but I think I just fell for their distraction and separated myself from Mrs Fisher so the attack could happen.’ 
 
    I hadn’t thought to ask if he had found anyone when he dashed off to see who had shouted. It made sense to draw the armed guard away if they planned to kill me. Why was I the target though? 
 
    ‘A beverage, madam?’ asked Jermaine, offering me a cold glass that must surely contain gin and tonic. I spied the cucumber floating in it and accepted it gratefully. It wouldn’t fix my throat but I was going to tell myself it might.  
 
    I took a long sip then drifted to a chair. I needed to speak now and everyone was watching me. ‘Whoever attacked me, it wasn’t Irani. Are we agreed?’ 
 
    The question was aimed at Alistair and he knew it. ‘Agreed. He is still being held in the brig.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly. Now, that still doesn’t prove that he didn’t kill Dayita, but I have more to tell you.’ I stopped my next sentence as I thought of something. ‘Did you ask him if Dayita was his daughter?’ 
 
    Alistair met my gaze. ‘I did. You were right. Why am I saying that?’ he laughed at himself. ‘Of course, you were right. Irani Patel had no idea that Dayita was his daughter or even that he had a daughter until she told her mother she landed a job on the show as one of the professional dancers. She told her then and there who her father was after lying about it for years. Dayita approached Irani only a few days ago, taking time to work up the courage to speak to him about it, no doubt. He couldn’t work out how to break the news to his wife and still hasn’t. He admitted having a panic attack about it right before the show. That’s why he was late to arrive and looked sweaty.’ 
 
    I reached into my handbag to produce the packet of prescription medicine I found earlier in his bathroom. ‘Yes. I found his meds.’  
 
    Alistair took the packet and read the label. ‘Always one step ahead of me. So, I planned to speak with Devrani, I was on my way there when Commander Yusef contacted me about you, but I don’t think Irani Patel killed Dayita and that means he didn’t kill Rajesh either.’ 
 
    ‘Which means we still have a killer on the loose.’ 
 
    Alistair eyed me strangely. He wasn’t the only one in the room to do so. ‘I thought that was obvious since someone just tried to kill you?’ 
 
    I took another sip of my drink. ‘That depends on whether it is the same person.’ Now I had everyone’s attention. ‘Everyone is assuming there is only one killer.’ 
 
    Barbie’s hand went to her mouth. ‘You think there’s more than one?’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t told you about Freddy the Forger yet.’ Of the people in the room, only Baker knew this part of the story. He chose that moment to excuse himself so he could finish getting into his dry uniform, carrying his fresh clothes over one arm as he retreated into a bedroom. Then, with the attention of the room, and much like the old Canadian police officer had, I told the story of the forger and his calling cards, keeping the room silent with the fascinating tale.  
 
    When I finished, my drink was empty, and I wanted another. ‘That’s incredible,’ said Alistair slowly. ‘Just incredible. The man must be ancient by now though.’ 
 
    ‘And he’s not the killer so how did his calling cards end up on the two victims?’ asked Barbie. 
 
    I didn’t get to answer though. Around the cabin, the radios attached to the officers’ lapels all crackled as one then a voice spoke a code word. ‘Secretary. Secretary. Secretary. Deck twelve, elevator bank G. Out.’ 
 
    The crew members responded as one. A passenger had just been found dead. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Number Three 
 
    In the blink of an eye, everyone who had been sitting was on their feet and moving toward the door. Those that hadn’t been sitting were already there and going out of it. Poor Baker was hopping through my suite still pulling his trousers up. His top half was covered but not buttoned up and his shoes were tucked under his right arm while his sidearm and its holster were hooked over his head.  
 
    I took one look at Jermaine and Barbie and followed everyone else. They followed straight after me. Only Anna stayed behind, raising a single lazy eyelid before closing it again and snuggling into the couch.  
 
    At the door, Alistair held up a hand. ‘I would rather you didn’t come, Patricia.’ 
 
    ‘Ha!’ I scoffed, squeezing by him and leaving him behind. ‘One: fat chance. Two: I’m safer surrounded by all these armed men than I am in my suite so put up with it.’ He gave no further argument as we all ran after the security team already tearing along the passageway to the nearest elevator. I didn’t know where elevator bank G was but I would find out soon enough. 
 
    In the quiet of the steel car as we rode down, Alistair quietly mumbled. ‘Lord, I hope it’s not another one from the show.’ 
 
    We got out on deck twelve and hurried through a maze of passageways to get to the right place. It took us more than ten minutes, but the crew knew exactly where they were going. As we arrived, I could see more white uniforms ahead of us. I didn’t recognise anyone but the man nearest the captain began to report before we got there. ‘One of the passengers reported the elevator malfunctioning, sir. Someone from maintenance went to look at it and found blood coming through a panel in the ceiling.’ 
 
    ‘Who is it?’ Alistair asked, his voice quiet, but determined and his mouth set with grim acceptance.  
 
    ‘We haven’t identified him yet, sir. The engineer is inside the car now. He’s going to lower it to the next deck manually so the roof of the car will be at this level.’ Just then, a door opened on the other side of the small atrium that housed the elevators and a harassed-looking man in a boiler suit emerged from the door. He had grease spots on his clothing and a rag sticking out of a side pocket on his trousers.  
 
    He took in the scene before him, nodded at the captain and strode toward the elevator doors. ‘I’ll have these open in a jiffy.’ He did something to pop a panel open next to the elevator buttons, isolated the electronics that controlled the doors, I know this because he was giving a running commentary, then forced a tool between the doors and pushed them open. He said, ‘Urrrrgh.’ And stood back, turning his head away from the sight inside.  
 
    The security team were less squeamish and filled the gap in front of the open doors as the engineer moved away. They blocked my view but I didn’t need to get close to be able to tell that it was indeed another member of the dance show. The sequinned leg I could see through the gap between security officers was sufficient clue in itself. I had a good idea who the leg belonged to as well.  
 
    ‘It’s Vihaan Veghale, isn’t it?’ I asked.  
 
    At the leading edge of the lift shaft and crouching to get a closer look, Commander Yusef swung his head around to look at me and then at everyone else. ‘I can’t tell. Does anyone know them well enough to identify him on sight?’ 
 
    With a reluctant sigh, I came closer, peering through the mass of bodies as they parted to let me look. Vihaan Veghale looked very dead indeed. His arms were contorted at unnatural angles, the bones inside very clearly broken and his head was a bloody mess. There was no doubt that it was him though and I knew I would find a small wound on his ankle. 
 
    ‘This is the man that attacked me.’ I stated.  
 
    Commander Yusef’s eyes went wide in surprise. ‘For heaven’s sake, why?’  
 
    ‘Can somebody check his ankles please? One of them will have a small bite mark from my dog.’ As Commander Yusef performed the task himself, lifting first one trouser leg and then the other to reveal the wound, I explained what had happened earlier. ‘I think this is about sexual preferences and about tolerance in India. I believe Vihaan was homosexual but terrified about the truth coming out. Much the same as we saw with Rajesh earlier this evening, he lived a secret life, associating himself with attractive women and keeping his true sexuality under wraps. I think he worried that I had stumbled onto his secret when I visited his suite earlier.’ 
 
    ‘Hold on,’ said Alistair wearily. ‘Can you back up a bit? Why were you in his suite earlier?’  
 
    I paused, gathering my thoughts. Then said, ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘No?’ he questioned. 
 
    ‘Not yet, anyway. I still haven’t got all the pieces and I want to explain this once rather than several times. We need to see if he left a suicide note.’ 
 
    This time Alistair threw his arms in the air in frustration. ‘So this is suicide? Not murder? He threw himself down an elevator shaft?’ 
 
    ‘I think so?’ I tried, hearing the uncertainty in my voice. I genuinely wasn’t certain which is why I didn’t want to answer a dozen questions right now. ‘If there is a note it will be in his room and may explain a good portion of tonight’s drama.’ 
 
    ‘But you still think he tried to kill you?’ Alistair demanded, upset about the fact that I had been attacked but also that I wasn’t telling him everything. ‘Is he the one that killed Dayita?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think so.’ 
 
    ‘What about Rajesh?’ 
 
    ‘Probably?’ 
 
    ‘Probably?’ he echoed, his eyebrows matching his disbelief as they tried to climb off the top of his head.  
 
    ‘I think they were lovers.’ Just behind and to the side of Alistair, Jermaine nodded his head in agreement. That fit as far as he was concerned.  
 
    Alistair gave in arguing. Pointing a finger at different members of his crew. ‘Schneider, go with Baker and Mrs Fisher’s party. Open up Vihaan Veghale’s suite and look for evidence. Bhukari, you stay here to secure the body with Thompson and Van Mogler. Wait for the on-call doctor and try to keep passengers away. I don’t want anyone seeing this. Get a cleaning crew to make the elevator sparkle.’ He turned toward the engineer. ‘Is the elevator broken?’ 
 
    ‘Um, no. It shorted out when his face went through the ceiling proximity sensor. It will work perfectly when I get it cleaned up.’ I grimaced at his description, but Alistair kept going with his instructions. 
 
    When he finished directing the actions of his crew, I asked, ‘What are you going to do?’ 
 
    ‘I’m heading to the bridge. I’m going to do something I know how to do: captain this ship. Goodness knows I make a poor detective.’ 
 
    I slipped an arm through his and walked with him. Barbie, Jermaine and the security guys following us as we walked arm in arm back in the direction of the next nearest set of elevators. We only got about two paces though before the stair door opened again and Dr Kim came through it. He exited right in front of us, almost bumping into me as he came into the passageway. ‘Captain, Mrs Fisher. In the thick of it again?’ 
 
    The question was aimed at me, not the captain. I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry at my constant involvement in all the onboard tragedy, but he was right. I asked a question of my own though, rather than answer his. ‘Dr Kim, you inspected the body of Rajesh Kumar earlier this evening, yes?’  
 
    ‘I did.’ 
 
    ‘Was strangulation the cause of death?’ Everyone in the small passageway and elevator atrium had paused to listen to his answer.  
 
    ‘It was.’ 
 
    ‘Rajesh, like all the male dancers, was strong and muscular, was he not? In your opinion, could a woman have strangled him?’ 
 
    Dr Kim pursed his lips before he answered. ‘That is difficult to say. I certainly wouldn’t wish to be quoted, but I would say no. Not unless the woman was exceptionally strong. The hands were gripping him from behind, the fingers digging into the throat. The killer would need to be at least as big if not bigger than the victim. His larynx has been crushed. It would have taken considerable force to do that.’ 
 
    ‘What about Irani Patel? Could he have killed Rajesh?’ 
 
    Dr Kim thought about it but slowly shook his head. ‘Probably not. Irani Patel, given his age, probably doesn’t possess the strength. Also, Irani is several inches shorter than Rajesh and I believe his killer to be taller.’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘Thank you, Dr Kim. I won’t keep you any longer.’ As the doctor made his way to the open elevator shaft and the body waiting in it, I started walking again. I was heading to Vihaan’s suite and I was certain I would find a suicide note there.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Confession 
 
    There was no sense of satisfaction when we got to Vihaan’s cabin and found the note he left. It was lengthy, but it explained everything. He even apologised to me in it, begging that I forgive the last desperate act of a desperate man. I found my emotions conflicted. I was sad for him because he had been living a lie for so long, but the depth of my sympathy couldn’t extend very far because he had killed Rajesh to hide his lie.  
 
    It was all in the note; a complete confession. Rajesh wanted to come out. They had been lovers for some time, but Vihaan wasn’t ready for the backlash of public opinion being openly gay would bring. They argued and Rajesh said he was going to do it anyway. Vihaan followed him, cornered him in the gents’ toilets where we found him and pretended to agree. They started having sex and Vihaan strangled him.  
 
    ‘This is all very neat,’ Baker concluded when he finished reading it for the second time. ‘But who killed Dayita?’  
 
    Annoyingly, I still didn’t know the answer to that question. Vihaan admitted that he had taken the calling card from his suite and used it to shift the blame. He got the idea when he heard about the card found stuck to Dayita’s chest. He had already discovered it, knew what it was because he heard Devrani ask Irani for it and genuinely thought that Irani was guilty of killing her. He was happy to shift the blame for both deaths to Irani, but when I came looking for the calling card, he knew I was on to him and tried to eliminate me too.   
 
    I rested my weary body in a chair for a moment. At some point soon they would have to assemble the cast and crew of the show and tell them that yet another one of their number had died. When that happened, I wanted to expose the killer. However, in order to do that, I had to get my brain to work out what I had missed. There was a final piece of the puzzle here somewhere, I just hadn’t seen it yet.  
 
    I knew Irani wasn’t the killer, so I had to ask where the card stuck to Dayita’s chest could have come from. The obvious answer was that it was the one from Irani’s room but since not all of the break ins had been reported and we thus had no way of knowing how many cards had been left so far, it could have come from anywhere. One of the other stars of the show might have found it in their suite, or even picked it up off the floor since Irani appeared to have lost his. That didn’t make sense though because we knew all of the stars were accounted for at the time of Dayita’s murder. The only person missing had been Irani which was why he looked so likely to be the murderer. All the television crew were likewise accounted for; all busy doing their jobs to make sure a live show went to plan. 
 
    Then I caught a glimpse of an idea. I could think of another person who wasn’t accounted for, another person that was without an alibi. It hit me like an electric shock, jolting me from my chair and onto my feet, new purpose making me feel energised.  
 
    Barbie saw me move and saw my face. ‘What is it, Patty?’ 
 
    ‘I need to speak to Irani Patel.’ I was already reaching for Baker’s shoulder. ‘Can you get on the radio and find out if they have released him yet?’  
 
    I caught him by surprise, but he didn’t bother to question why. Then he was clicking the button on his radio and talking to someone at the other end. Call signs and code words bounced back and forward until he said, ‘They are just letting him go now.’ 
 
    ‘Can they hold him until I get there?’ 
 
    ‘Sure. Why?’ 
 
    ‘Because he might be guilty after all.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Final Clue 
 
    We could hear Irani arguing the moment we stepped out of the elevator. The brig was an uncomfortably familiar place. Just a few days ago I had been locked up here against my will while I was trying to save everyone on board. Barbie had come to the rescue that time, but I never imagined I would see the place again.  
 
    Now here I was, walking voluntarily into the ship’s darkest side. That they needed a brig at all was an indication that things did not always go to plan, and they needed a way to be able to contain a person or people while at sea. Irani wasn’t necessarily considered dangerous, though if you were to believe he was a murderer, then one might wish to observe some precautions when dealing with him. Whatever the case, his status as a suspect in the murder of Dayita and Rajesh meant that taking him to the brig where he was separated from everyone else was also nothing more than a sensible precaution.  
 
    He wasn’t happy about it though. ‘Ten minutes ago, you were releasing me. Now you want me to wait. Open the door. I tell you I haven’t done anything, and I demand to be returned to my suite.’ 
 
    A calm voice replied. ‘I’m sorry, sir. I am not authorised to do that at this time. I cannot tell you why I have been instructed to hold you here, but my understanding is that a party is on their way here now. In fact, I think I hear someone approaching.’ 
 
    They couldn’t see directly into the passageway from the brig, but they had cameras inside which showed them the approaches so they would be able to see who was outside.  
 
    As we turned the final corner, two guards came into view, standing outside the entrance to the brig. I cringed as I saw them. They were the same two guys Barbie had tasered and then we had stripped and tasered again as we locked them in their own cells.  
 
    I heard Barbie say a bad word under her breath as the first man saw us, nudged his friend and the pair of them moved to block the passageway, their impressive shoulder width all but filling it when they stood side by side.  
 
    ‘Well, look who it is, Raymond,’ said one to the other. 
 
    Raymond grinned a leering grin. ‘Yes, Graham, this is an unexpected pleasure. Barbie the buxom gym bunny, no less.’ 
 
    Baker lifted a warning hand. ‘We don’t need any bother, gents. We are here to speak with Mr Patel, not trade wits with you.’ 
 
    Graham sneered in his face. ‘We haven’t forgotten your part in it either, Baker.’ He raised a finger to prod Baker in the chest. ‘The day is coming. There will be a reckoning.’ Then he pointed his gaze between the shoulders of Baker and Schneider to look down at Barbie. ‘And as for you, blondie…’ 
 
    ‘That’s it, boys. Goodnight.’ The voice came from behind them and belonged to Lieutenant Deepa Bhukari. The instant she said it, Graham stopped talking and started to twitch, his face contorting as spasms wracked his body. Next to him Raymond was doing the same. Then they both pitched forward, Baker and Schneider jumping backwards out of the way, so the two men fell to the deck.  
 
    ‘Wow, those two are annoying,’ Bhukari sighed as she opened the cell door to the brig. She had tasered them. Again.  
 
    Barbie high-fived her. ‘Nice one, girl. What’cha doing down here?’ 
 
    ‘The captain sent us down here to make sure Mr Patel was escorted back to his suite. We were just about to leave when Baker came on the radio and asked us to wait.’ 
 
    ‘Hi, Mrs Fisher. Hi, Barbie.’ Pippin waved a greeting as we went into the brig, stepping over the still twitching forms of Raymond and Graham.  
 
    Irani was standing beside him looking impatient with his arms folded over his chest. He looked at me, ‘Are you the person that has kept me here? I saw you earlier. Who are you?’ But I wasn’t looking at him, at least, I wasn’t looking at his face. I was looking at his cuffs.  
 
    He was clearly expecting me to answer him but I didn’t. Instead I crossed the room to get closer to him, staring at his cuffs the whole time. Crossing his arms had pushed the cuffs of his shirt out beyond his jacket sleeves, exposing the cufflinks that would normally be hidden inside if his arms were hanging down.  
 
    I could see both cuffs but only one cufflink. ‘Mr Patel where is your other cufflink?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ he snapped irritably. ‘I lost it at some point this evening. They were priceless, you know. A gift from the Sultan of Brunei,’ he boasted again. ‘I performed a play at his palace for his fiftieth birthday. These are the only ones like this in the world.’  
 
    ‘What is it, Patty?’ Barbie asked, coming to stand next to me. I hung my head. I was right. I had also been wrong. But I knew who the killer was now, and I knew why Dayita had been killed.  
 
    ‘What? What is it?’ demanded Irani Patel. ‘What is happening?’  
 
    I blew out a breath; I felt tired again, but I could see the end of it now. ‘Mr Patel, I know who killed your daughter…’ 
 
    ‘Tell me,’ he begged. ‘Tell me who it was.’ 
 
    ‘I promise that I will very soon. We need to get back up to the top deck and we need to assemble the cast and crew of your show.’ 
 
    ‘Why can’t you tell me now? I demand to know!’ he looked angry, but also sad, the weight of the day hanging heavy around his neck. 
 
    I offered him an apologetic face. ‘I’m sorry, Mr Patel. I will not make you wait very much longer though.’ I looked at the security officers. ‘I’ll see you there?’  
 
    ‘Where are you going, Mrs Fisher?’ asked Baker. 
 
    ‘To set a trap.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Big Reveal 
 
    I had always been a fan of Agatha Christie. Miss Marple was my favourite, the quiet, unassuming know-it-all waited until the very end and then told everyone what had been going on and why. That’s what I was about to do but it hadn’t come about by design exactly. Nevertheless, the security team were busy asking everyone from the show to assemble back in the ballroom. No doubt Deepika was doing her producer thing and insisting everyone attend. Faced with the possibility that she would be stuck with Taginda as a stand in host, she was likely keen to see me again and see if I could make good on my promise to give Irani Patel back.  
 
    With Jermaine and Barbie at my side, I went via a cabin on the eighteenth deck. Jermaine, of course, knocked on the door, stepping in to perform the task so that my precious knuckles would be spared. We had to wait a while; it was after midnight and the occupants had probably been in bed a while. They had been drinking too so it was no surprise when Jermaine stepped back to the door and rapped again.  
 
    I could hear grumbling coming from the other side long before it was open and a shaft of light appearing at the bottom of the door as the lights inside came on. 
 
    ‘There had better be a drop-dead gorgeous blonde at the door when I open it,’ grumbled the voice on the other side. Barbie quickly shoved her way to the front with a giggle, displacing Jermaine as she placed herself in front of the door with a big smile on her face. ‘And she had better be naked,’ added Rick as he wrenched the door open.  
 
    Barbie’s smile froze at his final request and Rick’s face coloured. ‘Well, half a wish fulfilled is better than none at all,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Erm, yup,’ He peered around her to look at me as Akamu came lumbering into sight, scratching his belly and yawning. ‘Patricia, to what do we owe this particular pleasure? You do know it’s the middle of the night?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, it’s work time.’ I grinned as I put a hand on Rick’s shoulder and spun him around. He let me do it, then let me push him back into his cabin. 
 
    ‘What is it this time?’ Rick asked with a sigh of acceptance. It was all a big show; they loved that I included them in the adventure. Akamu plonked himself down on the couch and rubbed his eyes to make them work. Rick yawned and scratched at his shorts. I ignored what he was doing until he was ready. 
 
    ‘Shall I make coffee, madam?’  
 
    I smiled at my butler. ‘Thank you, Jermaine. That will not be necessary. We will not be here long.’ Then I told my two retired cop friends what I had realised and what I wanted them to do. Then I handed over my stolen universal keycard and left them to get dressed. They had a job to do and it had the potential to be open ended. I figured I had an hour at the most, but who could tell.  
 
    With the time it took to answer their questions and go over the plan twice, I figured the ballroom would be filling up by the time we got there. I was more right than I realised, the sound of the crowd inside telling me most of the cast and crew were already there before I got inside and saw them.  
 
    It was well after midnight on a Saturday night, or, if you wish to be pedantic, a Sunday morning and no one looked happy to be rousted from their beds. The ball gowns and sequins were long gone, as were the ornate hair styles and intricate makeup. No one was in their pyjamas or night wear though lots of them had opted for sportswear and few looked ready to do anything other than go back to bed once they found out why they were wanted.  
 
    Deepika rushed over to me the moment I came into the room. ‘Is he here? Were you right? I need Irani Patel back. If I hear one more demand from Taginda there will be another murder, I swear.’ 
 
    It was obvious from her statement that Irani hadn’t arrived yet, but I scoured the room with my eyes looking for him anyway. Alistair wasn’t here yet either, but I had quickly become the centre of attention and people were heading my way.  
 
    ‘Why are we here?’ a voice asked. 
 
    ‘What’s going on?’ from another. 
 
    ‘Who are you to be gathering us?’ was perhaps my favourite, but I didn’t answer any of them.  
 
    I turned to Deepika. ‘Deepika, these are your people. This is your show. Irani will be here in a minute, but he is not their leader; you are. They need a steady hand to get them through this.’ 
 
    ‘What this? What has happened now?’ Deepika span around to stare at the crowd of people, trying to work out who might now be missing. ‘Is anyone not here?’ she called out.  
 
    The question stopped everyone in their tracks, all of them looking around at everyone around them, all now trying to work out who was there and who wasn’t. Then the questions I had been facing went up a notch in both insistence and volume.  
 
    A cry of anguish, ‘Where’s Anushka!’  
 
    ‘Right behind you dummy.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ 
 
    ‘Where’s Kareena?’ 
 
    ‘Hold on, where’s Vihaan?’ urgent voices coming at me from multiple directions, undertones of anger mixed in with the concern. 
 
    ‘Hey, what aren’t you telling us?’ The faces were pressing closer, mob mentality threatening to bubble over into something unpleasant. Jermaine stepped in front of me to stare them down but there was only one of him and an awful lot of them. 
 
    Then one voice cut above all the others. ‘What is the meaning of this?’ The absolute authority in it made everyone stop. The captain of the ship had arrived and he had an entourage with him which included his deputy, Commander Yusef, half a dozen members of the ship’s security team, plus Irani Patel and his wife.  
 
    It was show time. 
 
    ‘I thank you for remaining calm, ladies and gentlemen.’ Alistair walked into the centre of the room and addressed the assembled television people. Now that he had their attention, he met as many eyes as possible, lingering on some while passing more quickly over others. ‘I must also thank you for all for coming at such short notice and at such an ungodly hour. I will not keep you any longer than is necessary. This has been a terrible evening. Despite the success of the show, tragedy has struck. You lost two of your number last night, and I have recently learned that Vihaan Veghale took his own life just a short while ago.’ Shocked gasps and yet mores cries of surprised anguish came as the inevitable result of his announcement but he pressed on. ‘He left a note in which he admitted to murdering Rajesh Kumar.’ This time the gasps came accompanied by shouts of denial.  
 
    ‘I’m afraid it’s true.’ I butted in, moving to stand beside Alistair. 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ asked Taginda, the plump Indian woman taking centre stage as soon as she got the chance.  
 
    Alistair hit her with a hard stare. ‘I have the honour to introduce Patricia Fisher. Patricia is a one of the Aurelia’s most valued guests and the one person who has been able to determine what has been happening tonight.’ 
 
    Taginda screwed up her face. ‘You mean, you’re sleeping with her. I saw you both sitting next to the judges. Why should we listen to your girlfriend? Where’s Devrani? He knows what’s what.’ She turned around to look for him and found him skulking toward the back of the crowd. ‘Hey, Devrani, get up here and tell them why Irani is the killer.’ She made urgent gestures to get him moving. I folded my arms and watched to see what he decided to do.  
 
    Initially reluctant, he saw no option other than to come forward when the crowd parted in front of him. Taginda clapped him in and whooped like he was a contestant arriving on stage for a game show.   
 
    ‘Irani would you come and join me, please?’ I met the show host’s eyes and nodded at him, imparting that it was going to be okay. Then, as he came toward me, I held out my hand for him to take. ‘Before Devrani Bharma has a chance to confuse you, I need you to know a few things.’ I leaned in close to Irani and whispered. ‘I have to tell them about your daughter and about your anxiety. Are you ready?’ 
 
    He gave me an unhappy look and bowed his head but did so with an affirmative nod. With his right hand holding my left, I turned back to Taginda and the sea of faces staring at me. ‘Irani Patel was late to the show this evening because he suffers from anxiety.’ 
 
    There were a few, ‘Whats?’ from the audience.  
 
    ‘Sometimes the anxiety gets so bad that he has panic attacks and that was what happened right before the biggest show your nation has ever seen.’ Seeing the disbelieving faces staring back at me, I said, ‘Does that surprise you? It doesn’t surprise me. When Dayita was being murdered, Irani couldn’t have perpetrated the crime because he was having a panic attack. That’s why he was late and why he looked so sweaty and flustered at the start of the show.’ 
 
    ‘Do you have any witnesses to corroborate this?’ Devrani asked. He looked more confident now, as if I had just exposed a major flaw in my argument.  
 
    ‘Yeah,’ echoed Taginda, getting on his side because it worked in her favour for Irani to be guilty.  
 
    I smiled at them both. ‘I don’t need one.’ 
 
    ‘Why don’t you need one?’ asked Taginda but I didn’t bother to answer. 
 
    ‘What I suspect none of you know is that Dayita is Irani’s daughter.’ My revelation got several shouts of disbelief from the audience and a cry of horror from Mrs Patel. Irani dropped my hand to rush to his wife’s side. She looked faint and began to swoon as he got to her. Lieutenant Schneider leant a hand to lower her gently to the floor. ‘Neither Irani nor Dayita knew until recently, her father’s identity was kept from her by her mother.’ 
 
    Deepika stared at the Patels. ‘That makes perfect sense. That’s why you have been sneaking off to see her. It’s not just here,’ she said to the room. ‘I caught him coming out of her room last week at the studio in Mumbai.’ 
 
    ‘Why didn’t you say anything?’ demanded Taginda. 
 
    Deepika gave the other woman a hard stare. ‘I assumed they were having an affair and it was none of my business.’ 
 
    ‘Alright,’ said Taginda, aiming her face at me. ‘Let’s say we believe you and Dayita is Irani’s daughter. So what? He could still have murdered her. He was the only one that wasn’t around when she was killed and we only have your word for it that he was having a panic attack.’ 
 
    ‘Hold on,’ the new speaker was Arabella, Vihaan Veghale’s dance partner. Her face was a mess of tears and her nose was red from crying but she had a question. ‘Irani’s wife said they were having sex right before the show. She provided his alibi. Was it a lie because he was having a panic attack and she was covering for him?’ 
 
    Among everyone present, Arabella was the only one that had remembered mousy, little Mrs Patel. She was a background figure, a near recluse who didn’t go out in public and was only here because she wanted to support her husband. That was the story she gave but the truth was that she wanted to keep tabs on him. ‘The story of the marital event was a lie, but not one cooked up by Mrs Patel to cover up her husband’s panic attack. She knew nothing about it. She wasn’t with him.’ 
 
    The crowd were silent as I moved about, ordering my thoughts so I would get them right. ‘Mrs Patel didn’t know about her husband’s daughter. Like many of you she thought he was having an affair.’ 
 
    ‘No! I would never,’ Irani protested, holding his wife in his arms as he gazed down at her.  
 
    ‘She came on this trip to spy on him, convinced he was having sex with one of the dancers. She may have come to this suspicion by herself, but I think it more likely one of you tipped her off.’ I saw Taginda twitch in surprise and forcibly gather herself again. I had it right. ‘I went to Dayita’s room this evening not long after she had been murdered. Her room had been trashed; someone had been in there looking for something. For evidence. One of the key pieces of evidence against Irani was the blue opal found in the ladies’ bathroom where Dayita was murdered. The opal came from his cufflink and how could it have got there unless he was also there?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ agreed Taginda, ever hopeful. 
 
    ‘I also found a blue opal in Dayita’s room, carefully placed beneath a dresser so it would be found but not straight away. The killer was trying to frame Irani.’ 
 
    ‘You must be kidding?’ scoffed Taginda, turning to Devrani for support. He gave her none though, he was listening to me with the same rapt fascination as everyone else.  
 
    ‘The other key piece of evidence was the calling card found impaled by the knife that killed Dayita. This was less convincing than the opal, but it was known that Irani had found a calling card in his suite this evening and had it on his person. When he couldn’t produce it and one was found with Dayita, the case against him started to stack up. No one knew that Dayita was his daughter, you see. Everyone that saw him going into her room assumed they were having an affair. Even the one person that could easily get one of his cufflinks and take the calling card from his pocket without him noticing.’ I had them all waiting, and I made them wait. ‘The evidence the person was looking for in Dayita’s room when they tore it apart this evening wasn’t the thing that they found. Oh no. The thing that they found was much worse. Hoping to find evidence of an affair they suspected to be taking place, the killer found a pregnancy test wrapper.’ I turned to look directly at the Patels. ‘Isn’t that right, Mrs Patel?’ 
 
    Irani stared at me for a second, then looked down at his wife and back at me. ‘No,’ he argued. I said nothing. ‘No, it can’t be.’  
 
    Mrs Patel was still half lying on the floor and half cradled in her husband’s lap. She looked dreadful, the truth of not just her crime but her error hitting home now that she knew what she had done. ‘I didn’t know!’ she wailed. ‘I thought you were having an affair and then that little bitch was going to have your child.’ Her words came out as hoarse sobs, ragged breaths heaved in between each one. 
 
    ‘Our grandchild, Sheba. It would have been our grandchild. What are you saying, Sheba? Did you do this?’ She couldn’t answer. She had murdered her husband’s illegitimate daughter for jealousy and now she was trying to cling to him in her sea of despair.  
 
    Everyone in the room was silent, gawping at the Patels as they sat on the floor. Finally, Irani pushed her away, prising her fingers from around his neck as she refused to let go. Alistair nodded a silent instruction to Baker and Schneider, the two men stepping in to help Mrs Patel up so they could escort her from the room.  
 
    ‘Wait.’ The shout came from Taginda. ‘Are you sure? Are you sure Irani isn’t guilty?’ 
 
    Deepika had an answer for her, ‘Taginda.’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve just been voted off.’ 
 
    Taginda opened her mouth to argue but a cheer from the rest of the stars and dancers and crew shut her up before she could speak. She gawped at them all, then ran from the room, beating Mrs Patel and her security escort to the door.  
 
    Devrani Bharma offered me his hand. ‘Well done, Mrs Fisher. Clearly, I underestimated you. I think perhaps too many years of acting the role has dulled my senses.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Mr Bharma,’ I said graciously.  
 
    ‘Tell me though,’ he started to ask as Alistair came to my side, ‘Where are the calling cards coming from and what is that all about?’ 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    Secret Mission 
 
    ‘I can’t hold it forever. I’m not a young man anymore, you know.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Rick, you told me. Can you hold it a few more minutes?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what you asked me ten minutes ago. Look it won’t take me a second. I’ll be in and out. If they come in while I’m in there, I’ll stop mid-stream and…’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I insisted. ‘You can hold it a little bit longer.’ Rick needed to pee and had been complaining about it for half an hour now. His predicament wasn’t helped by Akamu who kept making peeing noises or talking about water trickling over rocks.  
 
    ‘Are they always like this?’ asked Alistair. 
 
    I sighed. ‘Pretty much.’ 
 
    We were hiding in the dark in a suite on the upper deck. Mrs Patel’s arrest was little more than an hour old, but it was now after two in the morning and I was genuinely worried I might fall asleep if something didn’t happen soon. That Rick was still here was his fault. When we left the ballroom, I sent him a text message to confirm the two of them were still in place, then made my way to them. We were there to replace them, but they wanted to stay and see it through. 
 
    On route from the ballroom, I explained my idea to Alistair: we were going to stake out a suite and catch the calling card criminal red handed. I could see that he didn’t want to question my theory, but he had to point out, ‘You said the pattern had finished so you couldn’t predict where he would strike next.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’ I offered him no further answer or explanation until he got grumpy and demanded it. In his words, ‘If I am going to authorise a sting operation on one of the best suites on my ship and let you use my officers to do it, then I need to know what is happening and why.’ I laughed at him and told him what I knew.  
 
    When I finished explaining, he said, ‘Really? It’s that simple?’ 
 
    ‘I think so.’ 
 
    So now we were waiting in the dark, tucked out of the way so the calling card criminal would walk into the suite and once here with the painting in his hands, we would step out and spring the trap.  
 
    Rick was right though, I was also beginning to feel the need to move or go to the bathroom or do something other than stand still hidden behind the bedroom door.  
 
    Then we heard footsteps approaching down the passageway outside. At this time of night, with so little background noise, sound travelled. They weren’t the first footsteps in the last hour, but these ones stopped right outside, breaking the shaft of light coming under the front door. The click of the solenoid signalled the door being unlocked and two sets of footsteps came into the suite.  
 
    There was no chatter. They were operating silently, and hidden in a bedroom, I couldn’t see them. I knew who they were though. It had come to me suddenly when I was in the brig with Irani. Without Anna for once, no one was getting their ankles bothered which was a relief but was also a habit of hers that had saved my life earlier. Standing in the brig, thinking about ravaged ankles made me glance at Lieutenant Baker’s trousers and that was when the spark of light went off inside my head. His trousers weren’t ravaged anymore. He had changed them.  
 
    By my shoulder, Alistair moved. He couldn’t be seen by the people in the main living area but he had direct line of sight across the suite to another bedroom where Baker and Schneider were waiting. He signalled them with a simple hand gesture, then made sure Bhukari and Pippin were also alert behind him, then held up three fingers, folded them down one at a time and stepped out of the bedroom with his side arm raised.  
 
    Baker and Schneider did the same and the five white uniforms fanned out to surround the two men in the middle of the room.  
 
    I sauntered in after them. ‘Good evening, Charlie.’ 
 
    The old man looked bewildered for a moment and I thought he was going to use the senile trick again, but instead, he smiled and tipped his head back to stare at the ceiling. ‘Well done. Patricia, isn’t it?’ With the weapons still trained on the two men, Baker and Schneider moved in to make sure Charlie and his son were not armed and then insisted they both take a seat on the couch next to each other. Charlie never took his eyes off me. ‘How did you do it?’ 
 
    ‘It was your stupid need to work patterns, Dad,’ snapped his son. 
 
    I had to correct him. ‘It wasn’t, actually. I thought I had you with a pattern yesterday evening, but we were too late. You had already been and that completed the circle so you would be starting a new circle and thus I couldn’t predict where you would be.’ 
 
    ‘But you did predict it, Patricia,’ pointed out Akamu. ‘That’s how we came to be here.’ 
 
    I grinned at him and at everyone else. ‘No. This isn’t the next suite on their pattern.’ 
 
    The sound of a toilet flushing preceded Rick rejoining us. ‘What the heck is it then?’ 
 
    ‘It’s their suite.’ 
 
    Charlie raised his hands which made the weapons twitch but all he did was start clapping.  
 
    ‘Oh, stop it, Father,’ growled his son.  
 
    ‘I told you I would be bested one day. Didn’t I always say, I would be bested.’ Charlie looked positively overjoyed at getting caught. ‘I have to ask how you did it though.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t,’ I admitted, which raised even more eyebrows. ‘My dog did.’ My explanation wasn’t helping anyone to see the solution so I sat down on a chair to rest my weary bones and started to talk. ‘When I bumped into you at the champagne reception earlier, you had a tear in the ankle of your trousers. I heard it rip and thought I had done it with my shoes.’ I looked at Rick and Akamu. ‘I was wearing these ridiculous high-heels that I thought I could pull off. Anyway, I felt bad about it but then my dog was hacking on a piece of cotton that was caught in her throat. It was red cotton and you are wearing red socks, aren’t you, Charlie?’ 
 
    With a twinkling eye he lifted a trouser leg to show off his socks. The right one had a snag hanging from it. ‘That little dog took a chunk out of me. Vicious little thing it is.’ 
 
    ‘Only to those she doesn’t know,’ I pointed out. ‘It took me a while to realise it was you. Your senile act is very convincing. I’m sure it throws a lot of people off the scent.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a new thing,’ he admitted. ‘It’s only been the last few years I could get away with it.’ 
 
    While we were talking, Baker and Schneider were inspecting the suite, Schneider popped his head through a bedroom room door. ‘Sir, I’ve found them. Dozens of them. More than we realised.’ 
 
    I looked at Charlie. ‘How many suites have you hit so far?’ 
 
    ‘All but two,’ he boasted. ‘Tomorrow we would have mopped up the last of them and been off the ship in Mumbai. I have buyers waiting. They sure will be disappointed.’ 
 
    ‘No doubt,’ I agreed. That was that though. There was nothing more to say and plenty more to do. For the crew that is; I had done everything I was going to. It was way after my bedtime, and I was beaten. As I got up, I remembered something though. ‘Charlie, I have a question for you.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes?’ 
 
    ‘Many years ago, you were almost caught by a cop in Montreal.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ he replied gamely. ‘Frank Tremblay. I remember him well. He is the only one. Until now that is. He was the only one who ever got close.’ 
 
    ‘Well, he has a question for you. I think it’s been bugging him for decades.’ Charlie gave me his full attention as he waited for me to ask it. ‘Why did you always steal on a Thursday?’ 
 
    He laughed, tipping his head back in a deep guffaw. ‘That’s what he wants to know? Well, I’ll tell you. It was soup.’ 
 
    ‘Soup?’ 
 
    ‘Yup. I got supper after each of my… nocturnal adventures. There was a great place in Montreal that served the best soups. I never could have anything heavy that close to bedtime, but soup was just right. Well, on a Thursday they served the best chicken and asparagus soup. Fresh made but only on a Thursday.’ 
 
    I took his answer with me, promising to pass it on to the retired Canadian cop the next day. I wondered what he would make of it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Breakfast in Bed 
 
    When I woke in the morning, sunlight was streaming through my window and another glorious day had begun while I snored into my pillow. A small noise of displeasure came from next to my elbow as I moved it and Anna’s face appeared. She had a habit of climbing on the bed during the night. Not that it bothered me, she never woke me, I just woke to find her nestled in next to me most days. 
 
    She yawned deeply, her jaw opening to a crazy angle only a dog can achieve, then she licked her lips and plopped off the bed. The sound of water being lapped from her bowl told me where she had gone.  
 
    Then I heard my bedroom door opening. Anna instantly went into attack mode, barking as she streaked across the room. My latest attacker was ready for her though, using a tray to fend her off as he came in bearing two steaming mugs of tea in his other hand.  
 
    ‘Good morning, Patricia.’ 
 
    I smiled up at him. ‘Good morning, Alistair. I still can’t believe you stayed last night.’ 
 
    He placed my tea on my nightstand and sat on the edge of the bed. ‘You solved the crime and won the bet and demanded I spend the night as my forfeit.’ Then he leaned in and kissed me. When he broke it a moment later, he said, ‘Would you like breakfast in bed?’ 
 
    I chuckled at him. ‘If that’s what you want to do.’ 
 
    He laughed as well. ‘I don’t think I have ever had breakfast in bed.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’m certain Jermaine will be only too pleased to prepare whatever you fancy.’ And that’s exactly what he did. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue: 
 
    ‘Have you got everything you need?’  
 
    ‘Yes, Alistair. I will only be gone three days. You don’t need to worry. I have a butler with me for goodness sake. I won’t have to think for myself at any point.’  
 
    ‘You’re sure now?’ he asked for what felt like the fiftieth time.  
 
    I swatted his arm. ‘Go on now, get back on your ship. It can’t sail without you.’ 
 
    ‘It won’t be the same without you on board, you know.’ 
 
    I met his gaze. This was one of those serious moments when you have to say the right thing. I took his hand. ‘Alistair, you know I get off the ship for good when we reach Southampton. You know that, right?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Patricia.’ 
 
    ‘At some point we are going to have to have a conversation about what that means for us and what we want to do about it.’ 
 
    ‘If you would like to come back on board, we can talk about it right now.’ I wasn’t sure if he was joking or not, but I wasn’t getting back on board today. I was going to Zangrabar where a Maharaja was waiting to treat me like royalty; his words not mine. His private jet was waiting for us just a few miles away at the Mumbai International Airport. Alistair seemed uncomfortable about letting me go, not that he had any say in the matter, but had convinced me to include two of his security team in my party. There were eight of us in total, spread across two limousines, not the cruise line’s limousines though, which would have happily taken us wherever we wanted to go, but super-stretch limousines provided by the Maharaja. I was guessing he wasn’t short of a penny or two.  
 
    Already in the car and getting into party mode were Rick and Akamu because, come on, I just couldn’t leave those two reprobates behind on the ship; they might get up to anything. I chose Baker from the security team because I knew him better than anyone else and Deepa Bhukari because she was good friends with Barbie. Jermaine, my ever-present butler was with me of course, as was Barbie. The eighth member of my entourage was a surprise addition. A surprise for Barbie that is, not me. I had been communicating with the surprise addition in secret for a week so when Barbie came off the ship and found Hideki waiting for her by the limousine, she screamed and danced on the spot, then hugged me and ran off to embrace him. She was sweet on him, that was for sure.  
 
    Barbie chose that moment to power down the window and shout for me to hurry up. ‘Your gin is getting warm!’ 
 
    ‘Well we wouldn’t want that,’ said Alistair. ‘You should go. I don’t want you to miss your flight.’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes. ‘I can’t miss my flight. It’s my flight.’ 
 
    He nodded. He had only been teasing. I kissed him then, in the shade of the great ship and felt odd that it would be sailing the next leg of its perpetual journey without me on it. My home for the last two months would just have to manage without me for a few days though; I was going to visit a country I had never even heard of until I boarded the Aurelia and my life changed.  
 
    We broke the kiss and he let me go, watching me as I walked to the car and got in and was still watching when we drove away. I couldn’t be sure, but I think he waited until we were out of sight before he turned around.  
 
    I breathed out. A heavy sigh that I had been bottling up for a while. Then I turned to Barbie and the other people in the car. ‘Where’s the damned gin?’ 
 
    The End 
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    Private Jet 
 
    I was almost asleep when Barbie’s voice brought me back to the present. ‘I could get used to this,’ she said. Across the cabin from me, Barbie was receiving a massage; a female masseuse going to town on her shoulders while I luxuriated in the afterglow of my own head to toe treatment.  
 
    That the Maharaja’s personal jet had a spa on board should give you some indication of just how impressively opulent it was. Now, consider that I am currently the guest staying in the royal suite on board the world’s most luxurious cruise liner and then think about what it would take to impress me. Trust me, this aircraft was a whole new level. The captain had taken immense pride in welcoming us on board himself, then invited each of us to visit the cockpit because, unlike commercial flights, they didn’t have to lock themselves in for fear of being hijacked. The plane was manufactured by Bombardier Business Aircraft and was their top of the range Global 8000 with a number of additional extras, the captain assured us. I wasn’t sure what all the extras were but there were eight of us on board and so far I had counted more than twenty staff including the pilot and co-pilot. 
 
    Rick and Akamu had gone straight to the bar where they had ordered Jack and coke from the stunningly pretty barmaid there. All of the staff were stunningly pretty for that matter, chosen for their looks, unless everyone in Zangrabar was equally beautiful.  
 
    The hosts in the cabin were led by Omar, a handsome man in his early forties. His clipped beard and close-cropped hair were dotted with flecks of grey, but it just made him more attractive to my mind. He explained the aircraft in more detail once we were in the air, stating that the Maharaja had a small fleet of the aircraft and changed them each year. Of course, it was a new Maharaja now that the old one had so recently died. He talked about the bar and kitchen, explaining that the flight would take a little more than four hours and the crew were here to ensure that our every wish was fulfilled. When he got to the bit about the spa, Barbie’s head had snapped around, and her hand went up to ask a question. 
 
    Omar smiled widely at her. ‘Miss Berkeley there is no need to raise your hand. We are your servants. Just click your finger if you so desire.’ 
 
    ‘Goodness I would never,’ she said, sounding horrified by the idea. ‘Sorry, did I just hear you say the word spa?’ 
 
    He gave his broad smile again and a dip of his head. ‘Yes, Miss Berkeley. If you would like to follow Amia,’ he indicated a member of crew standing a few feet to his left, ‘she will be happy to escort you to the spa when you are ready.’ Barbie was out of her seat like it had given her an electric shock. She paused to kiss Hideki on his forehead, then grabbed Deepa’s arm and yanked her out of her chair. 
 
    Barbie’s Pakistani friend said something that sounded like, ‘Urk,’ as Barbie made her jump and she dropped the magazine she had been reading. Deepa Bhukari and Martin Baker (I had finally learned his first name) were along as security at Alistair’s request. I was happy to have them with me though; I liked them both and Deepa was probably Barbie’s best friend if one didn’t count Jermaine. For the next few days, they were essentially off duty and having a holiday; I suspected some jealousy arose among their colleagues that these two got to come away with me. Before we left the ship, I insisted they leave their uniforms behind and now they both looked like completely different people in their civilian attire. Deepa especially since she was wearing flattering clothes for the first time in my company, plus makeup, and her hair wasn’t pulled into a tight bun for once. Instead, it flowed over one shoulder in a cascade of beautiful, black waves. She was really quite attractive.  
 
    ‘Come on, ladies,’ called Barbie, starting to drag Deepa toward the back of the aircraft. ‘It’s time to get pampered.’ 
 
    And pamper time it was. The chaps did not seem inclined to join us which suited us just fine, so I plopped my rather-surprised-to-be-awake-looking Dachshund on Rick’s lap at the bar and followed the other ladies. And there we were in the spa, getting massaged and having our toenails painted and generally feeling like the luckiest people on earth.  
 
    But this is me we are talking about: Patricia the disaster magnet. So the wonderful fog of exotic botanicals I had lost myself in went sideways as the aircraft jinked hard to the right. Then a sudden, and very unwelcome sensation of weightlessness occurred as the aircraft dropped out from beneath me and I hung in the air for a half second. I locked eyes with Barbie, as she too, floated for a heartbeat, then we both crashed back down onto our beds and the panic started.  
 
    The ladies working in the spa clearly had no idea what was happening either, the terror on their faces doing nothing to help my evaporating calm. Then a voice boomed over the tannoy, ‘Get everyone into a seat and strap them in!’ Fear for my own safety melted away when I heard Anna bark. She was in the next room as I had left her in Rick’s care and though I was certain he would do his best for her, our aircraft appeared to be in trouble. 
 
    The plane was taking evasive manoeuvres, or that was how it seemed. It pitched to the left as I threw myself off the massage table, the combination of changing forces and gravity tossing me into Barbie as she tried to get to her feet. We had on towels and nothing else, Deepa Bhukari doing slightly better on the clothing front because she opted for a head massage and pedicure. I needed both hands to hold on to whatever I could grab for balance and another hand just to hold up the damned towel.  
 
    The panic-stricken masseuses tried to guide us back through the door out of the spa so we could find our seats but looked ready to abandon us to save themselves. Mercifully, Omar arrived in the doorway to grab Barbie’s hand and get her to safety. Somehow, her towel was wrapped tightly around her body and staying up: she might as well have been wearing a dress.  
 
    Deepa clambered over a massage table and followed the last masseuse out the door leaving just me in the spa, clinging to a chair and bracing myself against the wall. Pressing my back to the wall was the only thing keeping my towel up. I needed to unwrap it and start again but that required two hands which I didn’t have.  
 
    Omar’s face appeared in the doorway again. Urgent gestures accompanied by a shout to get me moving. ‘Mrs Fisher! I have to get you somewhere safer than this.’ 
 
    To accentuate his point, the pilot spun the aircraft and took it into a dive. I held on for dear life, but as he brought it back to level, I accepted defeat and ran for the door, trying to grab the towel as it betrayed me and stayed where it was. I snagged one corner of it and ran with it behind me like it was a kite or a flag. Omar’s eyes went wide as I gave him a look at everything I had to show, my boobs bouncing uncomfortably in every direction until I fell into his arms and he helped me into a seat.  
 
    ‘What is happening?’ I shouted over the noise of the engines. They were roaring as the pilot pushed them. 
 
    Omar shoved me into a chair and yanked a belt into place to hold me down. ‘We’re under attack,’ he yelled back, then decided I was safe enough and dived into a chair of his own. 
 
    We were under attack? Why the heck were we under attack? I glanced out of the window next to me and caught a glimpse of the land beneath us; we were much lower than we had been and much lower than I expected unless we were coming in to land, which we very much were not. 
 
    ‘Hold on please, ladies and gentlemen,’ the voice was the captain’s and he managed to sound calm, but the instruction preceded him barrel-rolling the aircraft and getting even closer to the ground. He was hugging the landscape now, evading whoever or whatever it was that was supposedly attacking us. We had been in the air for little more than an hour so were nowhere near Zangrabar yet and I really didn’t know what country might be beneath us right now. Not that geography would matter much if we crashed.  
 
    I pulled the treacherous towel so that it covered as much of me as possible and looked about the cabin at my friends. They were all strapped into their chairs and looked like they were all saying personal prayers of some kind. Hideki was looking at Barbie, the two of them separated by twenty yards or more. Rick and Akamu had moved from the bar but had taken their drinks with them. Rick kept trying to have a sip of his, but the aircraft wouldn’t stay still long enough so it slopped each time he got it near his lips. I heard him mutter some rude words. Then Anna popped her head up to look at me. She was tucked under Rick’s arm and appeared to be clinging to him. If Dachshunds have a worried expression, it was the one she was currently wearing.  
 
    Deepa had found a seat next to Martin Baker and the two of them were holding hands. I couldn’t tell if that was a camaraderie thing, or just the desire to feel connected to someone at the end. I didn’t want it to be the end though, I wanted the captain to find a way to escape the threat pursuing us. Just as I said that silent prayer though, we all heard the sound of something hitting the aircraft. Something that sounded very much like bullets.  
 
    An alarm started wailing in the cockpit, another sound to add to the confusion and terror. Then I caught sight of something as I glanced out of the window again; a small aircraft, what looked like a fighter plane, had come along side us. Then another appeared. I couldn’t see what flag they were flying but a whoop of joy from the cockpit stopped my anxiety from bubbling over.  
 
    ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ the pilot said as he evened out the aircraft, throttled back and began to rise into the sky again. ‘I think the danger is passed. We have an escort from our allies in the United Republic of Zarrania.’ 
 
    All around me, the crew of the aircraft were looking relieved and starting to unbuckle themselves from their seats. I felt no such relief. All I felt was anxious that the danger might not have truly passed. Beyond that, I really, really wanted to know why someone had attacked us.  
 
    ‘Hey there’s a hole in wing!’ shouted Akamu, causing Rick to join him in staring out of the window on his side of the plane. Crew rushed over to see as well and both Baker and Bhukari left their seats to see the damage. With all the attention focused in the other direction, I slipped from my seat and back into the spa area to find my clothes. I had been naked for quite long enough, thank you.  
 
    A few minutes later and my pulse was returning to a normal speed as I tied the thin belt back around my waist and slipped on my low-heeled shoes. At least now if we crashed, they would find my remains fully clothed. Barbie’s pile of clothing was where she had left it, albeit less neatly stacked than it had been due to the mid-air acrobatics. No doubt she was still happily wandering around in her towel.  
 
    She wasn’t wandering around though; when I left the spa, I found her sitting at the bar with Rick, Akamu, and everyone else. There was a spare seat next to her with an unattended cold gin and tonic parked in front of it.  She saw the barman flick his eyes in my direction and turned to see me approach. ‘Hey, Patty. I figured you might want a drink.’ 
 
    ‘You figured right,’ I said as I sat down and grabbed the glass with both hands. ‘How’s everyone doing?’ 
 
    I got a chorus of, ‘Better nows,’ and, ‘Be glad to get on the grounds,’ from everyone. 
 
    Rick said, ‘Are you okay, Patricia? You looked like you got thrown around a bit there.’ I felt my face radiating heat as I remembered jiggling my way into my seat with my towel trailing behind me. ‘Not that anyone saw anything,’ he added quickly, taking particular interest in his glass instead of looking at me. 
 
    I took a swig of my gin and tonic, opened my mouth to speak but the sweeping hit of ice-cold botanicals gripped me, and I downed the rest of the glass in a single hit.  
 
    ‘Wow,’ said Barbie. ‘I guess you needed that.’ 
 
    ‘Is the pilot looking for somewhere to land?’ I asked. 
 
    Just then, his voice boomed over the tannoy again. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, you undoubtedly have some questions about what just happened. I’m afraid at this time I don’t have many answers for you. This aircraft is fitted with radar detection equipment, so we were able to identify that we were about to be attacked and take evasive action. I apologise that I didn’t have enough time to give a warning. There is some minor damage to the portside wing, but I believe we are safe to continue to our original destination in Zangrabar City. The nearest airport we could divert to is only a few miles closer and we have a military escort now, so whoever attacked us will not be back.’ He sounded certain that the danger was over though I didn’t share his confidence.  ‘We have approximately two hours flight time left, so sit back, please relax and be assured that we will land safely in Zangrabar in due course.’ 
 
    As I nodded to the barman to bring me another gin and tonic, I wondered who had attacked us and why. I had been off the ship for just a couple of hours and I was already in trouble. 
 
    It would be a while before I found out just how deep that trouble went. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Reception 
 
    The rest of the flight passed without incident and I had actually managed to relax by the time the crew opened the door and welcomed us to Zangrabar. The cool air-conditioned air in the cabin was replaced by a blast from a furnace as I approached the blinding sunshine coming through the door. The air outside was dry and intensely hot; heat haze creating a shimmer in the air as I looked across the runway.  
 
    At the bottom of the stairs was a red carpet, which to one side had a band which burst into tune the moment I poked my head out of the door. To the other side was a small fleet of shining black Rolls Royces. Just before them, and essentially blocking our way was a man in an ornate military uniform, rows of medals adorning both sides of his chest. Just behind him was a man in what my brain told me was traditional Zangrabarian garb, which is to say that he looked like Aladdin and had a turban on his head. He could be the Maharaja for all I knew, and it suddenly occurred to me that I hadn’t thought to look the man up. A simple internet search would have provided me with pictures and some background. There just hadn’t been time, I guess. Just behind the pair of them was a man in a sharp, grey, business suit. 
 
    I descended the stairs with Jermaine in my shadow and everyone else following. Below me, a sea of smiles looked up, tracking my progress. I kept one hand on the railing because this was the perfect time for a Patricia moment where I fell down the stairs in front of royalty, most likely landing knickers side up with my dress around my ears.  
 
    The man in uniform stepped forward as I reached the bottom step, then bent from the waist in an ornate bow. Oh, cripes, what was I expected to do now? The man in the sharp suit and the man my brain labelled as Aladdin also bowed, getting their torsos lower than their waists as they did.  
 
    Feeling awkward, I returned the bow, hoping that was the right thing to do. Behind me, I heard the others shuffling their feet and doing as I had, Akamu groaning as he tried to bend.  
 
    ‘Your Eminence. It is my most grateful honour to welcome you to Zangrabar on behalf of his excellency the Maharaja.’ He was having to shout to be heard above the sound of the band. I risked a peek to see that the three people sent to greet us were standing again. I straightened myself, then hissed at my companions. There was more groaning as my elder companions got themselves back to upright.  
 
    ‘I hope those cars are air-conditioned,’ muttered Rick, echoing what I was already thinking. A trickle of perspiration ran down my back. 
 
    The band reached a crescendo and finally stopped, the conductor performing an abrupt about turn to face me and then bowed deeply from the waist just like everyone else. This time, I just gave him a smile and a wave.  
 
    The soldier came forward with a warm smile. ‘Mrs Fisher, honoured guests, the Maharaja is awaiting your arrival with much excitement. He asked me to express his disappointment that he could not be here to greet you in person. Preparations for his coronation in two days’ time have demanded his presence at the palace.’ He gestured to the two men behind him, stepping to his right so we could see them. ‘This is Osama Al-Kaisi, the administrator for the palace. Every element of your stay in Zangrabar is his responsibility.’ 
 
    He spoke for the first time, ‘If you need anything during your stay, you need only ask. Each of you will be assigned a personal valet to attend to your needs.’ 
 
    Rick’s voice interrupted him, ‘Hey, that sounds good.’ 
 
    He smiled in Rick’s direction and bowed his head gracefully. ‘Your wish will be our command, sir.’ 
 
    Then the soldier switched his attention to the man that looked like Aladdin. ‘Your Eminence, this is Aladdin Alshaibi.’ I smirked at his name despite myself and had to force the mirth from my face before someone saw it. ‘He is your personal valet and has been appointed to you by the Maharaja himself.’ 
 
    I smiled at Aladdin. ‘I’m very pleased to meet you.’ 
 
    Just behind me, Jermaine spluttered. ‘Say what, now? I am Mrs Fisher’s personal butler. Providing for her is my duty.’  
 
    With a smile still in place, Aladdin bowed deeply as he replied, ‘Not in Zangrabar, sir. Here you are our honoured guest and will be treated as if you were visiting royalty. That is my instruction from the Maharaja.’ 
 
    Jermaine did not look happy. I brought his attention to look at me and I pinched his right cheek between my thumb and forefinger as I laughed at him. ‘It sounds terrible, doesn’t it? You’ll just have to find a way to put up with it, Jermaine dear.’ 
 
    Yet again, Aladdin bowed so deeply I worried he might overbalance. ‘The honour is entirely ours, Eminence.’ I had just about got used to being called madam every two minutes. I knew it would be a waste of my time to argue with them or insist they all call me Patricia instead, but Eminence seemed a bit much. 
 
    The soldier then finally introduced himself. ‘I am General Aziz, head of the Zangrabrian Joint Forces.’ He gave yet another sweeping bow. 
 
    ‘Are we in danger?’ I asked, voicing a concern I was sure every one of my friends shared. ‘We almost got shot down just getting here.’ 
 
    The general bowed his head as if ashamed. ‘May I offer my most sincere apologies for the scare you must have suffered. Zangrabar is a mineral rich country and we are not without enemies. I had not anticipated that your flight might be targeted and for that, I am truly sorry.’ 
 
    I waved off his apology. ‘General, we arrived alive. If you could get us back to the ship in one piece three days from now, that would be great. Until then, I assume we are safe here in Zangrabar?’ 
 
    He bowed deeply yet again. ‘Your Eminence, Mrs Fisher. I give you my personal guarantee. I will be honoured to sacrifice my life to protect yours.’ 
 
    I grimaced at the thought. ‘Let’s hope that isn’t necessary.’ 
 
    Moving off the subject of death, the general swept an arm toward the line of cars. ‘It is warm out today. Perhaps we should make our way to the palace.’ His suggestion was met with a general round of approval from my friends, the most vocal of which, Rick, had something to say. 
 
    ‘I sure hope these fancy cars have a stocked bar on board.’ 
 
    The general’s response brought him up short. ‘Oh, no, sir. Zangrabar is an alcohol-free country.’ 
 
    Rick spun around to stare at him. ‘I sure hope you mean that alcohol is free in Zangrabar and not that other thing.’ 
 
    General Aziz was full of smiles for the foolish American. ‘I’m terribly sorry, sir. Alcohol was outlawed here more than sixty years ago. Unlike America’s problems in the 1920s, prohibition works very well here, creating a healthy, sober society.  There is very little crime associated with alcohol, its consumption, illegal sale or distribution.’ 
 
    My entire party had stopped halfway to the cars. Rick was looking longingly back at the plane, possibly wondering if he could wait there for us because he knew the bar to be stocked. I had to admit I felt a pang of loss and some concern about gin separation anxiety over the next few days.  
 
    Barbie shrugged though. ‘I bet they have a great gym at the palace. We can all get in some exercise and feel great when we get back to the ship.’ She said it with such enthusiasm, truly looking forward to it most likely. The grumbling responses from everyone else did little to dent the bounce in her step as she dragged Hideki toward the nearest Rolls Royce. ‘Come on, sweetie,’ she laughed. ‘I’ve never been in a Rolls.’ 
 
    Her spirit buoyed everyone else’s as we piled into the cars, a dutiful valet standing ready to open the doors on each car except the one I was heading for. Jermaine darted forward to get the handle, but Aladdin rushed around him to get the door first, bowing low as he opened it for me. ‘Your Eminence, Mrs Fisher.’ I thought Jermaine was going to growl or slap the man’s hand away from the handle, but he managed to contain himself, settling for a scowl instead.  
 
    Barbie and Hideki were already in their car, likewise Rick and Akamu. The doors of the car in front of mine closed, signalling Martin and Deepa were also aboard and ready to go. With another shove, I managed to get Jermaine into our car and finally the door could close. Mercifully, the air inside was cooler than outside despite the door being open for so long. No sooner were we in our seats than the cavalcade began moving. Jermaine and I were sitting on the back seat facing forwards, Aladdin sitting opposite us and facing rearwards. He was already beginning to prepare drinks – non-alcoholic ones and had a fancy brass coffee pot with a very long spout.  
 
    On our way to the palace, Aladdin served us thin, sweet pastries filled with pistachios and dates and hot apple tea, a traditional afternoon snack, he assured me. While we ate, he told us about his country, its rich history and traditions and the part it played in the global economy. He also told us about a banquet the Maharaja wished to hold in my honour this evening.  
 
    The news surprised me. I wasn’t sure I wanted a banquet in my honour; I’m just a cleaning lady from England. Who am I to be honoured by a Maharaja? When I said that though, Aladdin told me the sapphire was said to contain magical powers that ensured the future prosperity of the nation and of the throne. Its return had been the subject of great jubilation and partying across the whole nation. A banquet in my honour was the very least the Maharaja could do. I accepted that it was going to happen, I saw no way of avoiding it now I was here. It wasn’t as if I could say, “No thanks,” now was it?  
 
    Our journey was a short one; less than thirty minutes from the airport to the palace which began to loom in the windscreen long before we arrived. It was a seriously impressive structure; eight tall towers with bulbous tops reaching into the sky marked the periphery and a high wall spanned between them all. Inside, a massive and ornate structure with yet more towers dominated.  
 
    The cars swept up a long, two-lane driveway and through a wide gate in the outer wall. Where everything outside was desert and occasional palm trees, inside the walls, it was lush green grass, clipped bushes with bright flowers and ornate lakes. It was quite beautiful. 
 
    Through the windscreen, I could see another reception party waiting for us. It was far more grand than the one at the airport and was flanked by twelve riders on elephants. The over-the-topness continued as the cars came to a halt in a line and a fanfare erupted from dozens of long trumpets.  
 
    More valets dashed forward to get our doors and a fresh blast of hot, dry, desert air smacked me in the face before I could get out. As I clambered from the car, I picked Anna up and tucked her under my left arm. I had no idea what the punishment for biting a Maharaja might be, but I doubted it would be a supply of gravy bones. A small man exited the palace doors right in front of me, emerging from the shadows being carried on a round bed of cushions by a dozen men. Two more men held huge, ornate shades over his head. They were in the shape of palm fronds.  
 
    Had there been any doubt in my mind that I was looking at the Maharaja, I would have known for certain when the elephants bowed. I didn’t bow, Aladdin assured me in the car it was not expected of my party; we were considered by the Maharaja to be his equals. I would do my best to uphold that but wondered what he might make of Rick and Akamu. 
 
    ‘It’s so pretty,’ whispered Barbie, coming to stand next to me. ‘I feel like I fell into a story book.’ I knew what she meant; if I found a flying carpet in my room, I was not going to be the slightest bit surprised. 
 
    I heard Deepa say, ‘I bet he’s handsome. He sure is rich. Maybe he would consider a woman from Pakistan as a bride. I could get used to living here.’ 
 
    To my other side, Rick said, ‘Is it me or is the Maharaja a little on the little side?’ I was thinking the same thing, but I wasn’t going to say it out loud. As he came closer though, I realised that he wasn’t small, or at least he wasn’t a small man, he just wasn’t fully grown yet; he was a boy. 
 
    Deepa said, ‘Ah, nuts.’ 
 
    The bed carriers stopped walking, neatly coming to a stop in unison before lowering the Maharaja to the ground. Then the young man unfolded from his three-quarter prone position and stepped off the bed of cushions.  
 
    All around me, all those that had been bowing, now stood up again. The Maharaja was looking at me, his hands folded neatly behind his back as he advanced. Like the other men, he wore a turban, though his appeared to be studded with diamonds and other precious jewels that glinted in the sun. 
 
    As he came forward, I handed Anna to Jermaine so my hands were free to greet him. The Maharaja unfolded his arms and I believed he meant to offer me his hand to shake. I was right, but only sort of. As the unelected leader of our little group, I offered my hand to grasp his and said, ‘Good afternoon, Your Majesty, thank you so much for inviting us to your beautiful home.’ 
 
    ‘Hey, no problem, babe,’ he replied in an American accent while gripping my thumb in an overhand handshake then, letting go, backhanding it with the same hand and then proceeding to grip my fingertips with his. I stared at our hands in bewilderment as he used his other hand to help form my hand into complicated shapes to complete his ornate handshake. ‘What’s happening? Nice touch sending back the sapphire, that thing is da’bomb!’ 
 
    I was literally dumbstruck. I had no idea what was happening, but Barbie asked the question at the front of the queue in my head. ‘You sound like you’re from California?’ 
 
    He swung his head in her direction, paused, looked her up and down and concluded with, ‘Hubba hubba. Girl you fill that dress like a dream I had last night.’ 
 
    Barbie’s mouth dropped open. ‘Excuse me?’  
 
    ‘I ain’t never had me a blonde girl. Vizier!’ he shouted over his shoulder and a grey-haired gentleman with a long beard shuffled out from the crowd of onlookers.  
 
    He wore ornate robes that came all the way to his feet and held a long staff in his right hand, the top of which was shaped to resemble a cobra. ‘Your Excellence?’ 
 
    ‘Why are there no white women in my harem?’ the boy Maharaja snapped. He sounded angry. 
 
    Keeping his tone calm and patient, the elder man replied, ‘Because you have not requested them, Your Majesty.’ 
 
    ‘Well, now I am.’ He paused as if waiting for something, then, when the old man didn’t move away, he flapped an arm at him. ‘That will be all, Vizier.’ All I could do was stare at the rude boy. This wasn’t what I had expected at all. ‘Sorry about him,’ the Maharaja said. ‘Good help is so hard to find. No doubt you are all tired from your journey. I understand you ran into some trouble on your way. Please make yourself at home in my palace, I believe you will find it comfortable. I have other duties to attend to, but I hope to see you all this evening for a feast in your honour.’ 
 
    This was a little better; he had dropped the vulgar attitude and was playing at being host. I was utterly confused about why he sounded like his next word was going to be, ‘Dude,’ but maybe I would get answers once we were inside. No doubt Aladdin could explain the incongruity.  
 
    The Maharaja walked back to his bed and was once again lifted into the air by the burly men as they carried him back inside the shade of the palace. As he departed, the Vizier came forward again, taking over procedures to disperse the attending crowd. ‘Please follow me,’ he requested. ‘Your bags and belongings will follow.’ 
 
    I glanced back at the cars to see a line of men carrying our bags. Jermaine still looked a little lost now that he had nothing to do so I took his hand and pulled him after me. ‘Come along, Jermaine. You’re just going to have to relax. Maybe they will have a pool so you can go swimming.’ 
 
    Rick clapped him on the arm as he past. ‘You can do anything you want here, buddy, just as long as you don’t want a drink.’ I grimaced as his comment was overheard, but none of our hosts saw fit to respond as the eight of us, led by the vizier with his elegant staff, and followed by an entire entourage of helpers, followed the Maharaja’s floating bed back inside the palace. 
 
    The oppressive heat outside faded the moment we gained the shade. I breathed a sigh of relief but tapped Aladdin on his shoulder. He spun around to face me and bowed. ‘Yes, Your Eminence?’  
 
    ‘Is it always this hot here?’ I asked while fanning myself. Among my friends I seemed to be the only one really affected by it. Rick and Akamu were from Hawaii, a tropical island paradise, Jermaine hailed from Jamaica, Barbie from California, Bhukari from Pakistan– all far hotter climates than the rather drizzly corner of England where I had spent my life. Martin came from Northern Ireland, an even drizzlier place than England but had been on board the Aurelia and other cruise ships for many years now so was acclimated.  
 
    Aladdin’s face looked concerned as if perhaps his esteemed guest was demanding he do something about the weather. ‘Oh, no, Your Eminence, today it is unseasonably cool. There are concerns that it might spoil the coronation.’ 
 
    He thought it was cool today, that was just what I wanted to hear. I continued to waft air into my face, but it was far cooler inside the palace and I soon stopped, not because I had cooled down though, but because I was staring in awe at the building I was being led through. The cool temperature was achieved not through air-conditioning but by using half the world’s supply of marble. It was everywhere. The bits that weren’t marble appeared to be gold and there was a lot of gold.  
 
    ‘Still think he’s too young?’ Barbie teased Deepa.  
 
    Deepa gave her friend a set of very wide eyes and shrugged that she might have changed her mind: this was money on a hitherto undreamt of scale. The corridors and passageways were wide expanses that an average house would fit into sideways and the ceilings had to be four metres above my head. Every window we passed revealed a fountain or some ornate sculpture beyond it in the fantastic gardens outside.  
 
    Then we came into a wider expanse, the room spreading out on either side of us, but a raised platform in the centre of the room was what drew everyone’s attention.  
 
    ‘Oh my, life,’ gasped Akamu. ‘Is that it?’ 
 
    Rick snapped his head around to stare at me. ‘I know you said it was big, Patricia, but…’ He couldn’t find the words to finish the sentence as everyone else spread out to get a good look and he wandered away with them. 
 
    On a raised plinth on top of the platform was the sapphire of Zangrabar. A glass dome covered it and I could see complex security systems set into the ceiling – anti-theft devices no doubt. I had to admit that it was a big jewel; bigger than both my fists clamped together.  
 
    A shaft of light coming from directly above the jewel filled it with radiant light which created patterns like a kaleidoscope on every surface in the room. It was quite magical.  
 
    The vizier paused to let my group look at it. I think only Lieutenant Baker had seen it before, when it was first recovered aboard the Aurelia. ‘Prosperity and good fortune will return to this land now that we have the jewel back,’ the vizier said proudly.  
 
    Rick whistled in appreciation, but it was time to move on. Anna was tugging at her lead to get somewhere even though she had no idea where she was or where she might be going. With his staff clomping on the floor with every other step, the vizier continued to lead us through the immense palace until he declared that we had reached the guest quarters. ‘Many nation’s dignitaries are already here, though many more are yet to arrive. There is a suite and a personal valet on hand for each of you. If there is anything you desire, you need only ask for it.’ 
 
    I heard Rick mutter something about a Jack and coke under his breath but if the vizier heard, he paid him no attention. At the mention of valets, eight men appeared in the passageway, each coming out of a different room. The doors stretched away into the distance though, each of them fifty feet apart.  
 
    ‘I’ll take the first one,’ volunteered Rick. ‘I need to get off these feet.’ 
 
    ‘I might as well have the next then,’ said Akamu, shuffling onwards as Rick peeled off to go into his room. We didn’t get very far before we heard an expletive echo back out from Rick’s room. It wasn’t uttered in panic or shock though; it was the sound of awe. 
 
    Rick staggered back out into the passageway behind us. ‘Guys, my room’s bigger than the ship. I can’t even see to the other end.’ 
 
    The vizier smiled. ‘Each of you is staying in one of our staterooms. Alongside you will be royalty from other nations and visiting heads of state. Queen Elizabeth is due to arrive tomorrow morning.’ 
 
    Barbie’s jaw almost hit the marble floor. ‘The Queen?’  
 
    ‘Yes,’ the vizier replied with another smile.  
 
    ‘The Queen of England is coming here?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘To stay in this palace at the same time as me?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    Barbie grabbed Hideki’s hand and started running to the next stateroom door. ‘Oh. My. God! I have to get on Facebook right now!’ I laughed at her, but Deepa, Jermaine and Martin echoed her sentiment and were already getting their phones out as they hurried along the passageway.  
 
    ‘Must be a young person thing,’ said Rick, heading back into his stateroom with a shrug. His voice echoed back out, ‘If anyone wants me, I’ll be doing laps in my bath.’ 
 
    I looked down at Anna, who looked back up at me. Her expression was hard to read, but I think she was mostly trying to impart the need for me to feed her.  
 
    ‘What sort of dog is that?’ asked the vizier. With everyone else gone I could claim that he and I were alone in the passageway now. We weren’t though, there was still a dozen or more servants, bringing cases to the staterooms, passing behind me as they followed my friends to deliver their belongings.  
 
    Anna licked her lips and yawned. ‘She’s a miniature Dachshund. I came by her during a visit to Japan just a short while ago.’ 
 
    ‘Is she a Japanese dog?’ The vizier was eyeing her with great curiosity. 
 
    ‘No. It’s a German breed originally.’ 
 
    ‘Is it an obedient breed?’ 
 
    We started walking again. I was looking forward to seeing just how impressive the rooms were and what sort of view I might have. I also quite fancied a bath and the opportunity to see if I had picked up any bruises when I got thrown about on the plane.  His question deserved an honest answer though, so I said, ‘I think so. In general. This one, not so much. We are working on it, aren’t we, little girl?’ 
 
    I got no answer from Anna and a single raised eyebrow from the vizier. I guess people in Zangrabar don’t talk to their dogs so much. Since we were talking, I decided it might be acceptable to ask about the Maharaja. ‘The… um. The Maharaja has an unusual accent for Zangrabar, does he not?’ 
 
    Carefully, the vizier smiled at me. ‘He spent the last year at a school in Orange County in California. A while back he watched a television program called… I think it was The OC?’ He clearly wasn’t sure, and I couldn’t comment either way. ‘Then he insisted he be allowed to perfect his English in an American school and his father arranged for him to travel. He returned only when the news of the sapphire was announced and his father insisted he return.’ 
 
    ‘His father died right after that, didn’t he?’ 
 
    ‘That is correct, Your Eminence.’ We had reached the last room in the line and Aladdin was waiting patiently for me. My bags were already inside. ‘Will there be anything else, Your Eminence?’ 
 
    I did have another question. ‘Vizier… do I address you as vizier? It sounds odd to do so.’ 
 
    ‘I have been the vizier here for so long I barely even remember my birth name. For simplicity, everyone calls me vizier. It is both my title and my name.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I have a question: In the Maharaja’s telegram, he suggested that he had a mystery or some such for me to look into for him personally. I didn’t feel like I could ask him outright but if I am not to see him until this evening at the banquet and the coronation is tomorrow, I fear I may not have sufficient time to investigate before I leave. Do you know anything about it?’ 
 
    The vizier looked worried for a second. ‘The Maharaja asked you to look into something for him? 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘But you don’t know what it is?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet.’ 
 
    ‘I must confess that I do not know either which means that I am failing in my job. I will ask him forthwith. Please do not fret though, Your Eminence. I am sure the matter can be dealt with by my own staff, whatever it is.’ 
 
    Then he turned and began walking away. He didn’t say goodbye or wish me a good evening, he just started back the way we had come as if distracted suddenly. I watched him go, his staff striking the marble tile with a light thump every other step. 
 
    Now that he had left, with the exception of Aladdin, I was the only one in the passageway. Anna gave the lead a quick tug to remind me she was there. I glanced down. ‘Let’s get you some dinner, shall we?’ Clearly the idea resonated with her as she instantly ran into the suite, zipping around Aladdin’s legs and only stopping when she got to the end of her lead.  
 
    I followed her inside the vast and opulent suite, its high ceiling and wide lobby only hinting at what lay beyond. I didn’t get the chance to look at it though; Aladdin grabbed my arm the moment the door was closed. 
 
    ‘What the heck?’ I snapped as I yanked it away again. I had no idea what his intentions were, but he was about to get a face full of demented Dachshund if I let Anna’s lead go. When I rounded on him though, I could see the innocent panic on his face.  
 
    ‘Your Eminence, I mean you no harm. Please excuse me for touching you.’ His head was bowed to stare at the ground, and he looked utterly horrified as he bent his face up to look at me.  
 
    ‘Why did you touch me?’ 
 
    ‘I heard what you said to the vizier: that the Maharaja contacted you about helping him solve a mystery. You are already famous here for returning the sapphire, the nation’s greatest treasure, so I hope that I may turn to you in the nation’s greatest moment of need.’ He was still bowing his head and looking terrified as if I might summon the guards and demand his execution. 
 
    ‘What moment of need? What are you talking about?’ Anna tugged at the lead again. ‘I need to find my dog some food. Do you know where my bags have been put?’ I was suddenly annoyed about my day. Someone tried to shoot down the plane I was on, the Maharaja, who I had imagined to be a perfect gentleman who would be the most amazing host, was actually a teenage boy with a raging libido, and now I was being confused by my new valet who wanted me to believe there was something terrible happening here. Irrationally or not, I was angry and was trying to distract myself by feeding Anna so it didn’t bubble over in Aladdin’s direction. 
 
    I left him in the lobby and went searching for my bags. Anna’s bowls, bed, toys, treats, bedtime biscuits and pouches of nutritionally balanced dog food had all been packed by Jermaine and I was starting to miss the comfort of his presence. He didn’t bring me problems, he brought me solutions. Every time.  
 
    I found my bags in the master bedroom. They were empty though, a quick search revealing that my clothes had been hung in wardrobes or placed into drawers. My toiletries were arranged neatly in the en suite bathroom but there was no sign of Anna’s items.  
 
    ‘Here, Your Eminence,’ called Aladdin, making himself useful and finding it for me.  
 
    ‘You need to stop calling me that. You can call me Mrs Fisher or madam.’ I had no desire to be addressed as madam, but Jermaine insisted, and I had got used to it over the last almost two months. I would ask him to call me Patricia or even Patty like Barbie does, but I knew it would be a wasted request.  
 
    I heard Aladdin make a noise of discomfort and stopped to look at him properly for the first time. Seeing the emotion in his face, I gave in, my shoulders slumping as I accepted that I was going to get involved despite an intense desire not to. In his hands he held Anna’s bed and in it were all her other things.  
 
    ‘She needs water in the silver bowl, and I need the bed placed next to mine.’ Obediently, he started to move across the room to put her bed down. ‘Then you can tell me what it is that has you so concerned.’ 
 
    He flicked a glance at me and started talking immediately. ‘I don’t know what is happening, but the Maharaja that you met today isn’t the real Maharaja.’ He looked guilty saying it, like he was betraying someone in doing so, but he also looked like he believed what he was saying.  
 
    Nevertheless, his reply hit me like an uppercut. ‘Not the Maharaja?’ I was stunned at the suggestion, instantly wanting to scoff but stopping myself because… well, what made him assert such a concept unless he had a good reason. ‘Why do you think that?’ I asked. 
 
    It was then that I saw just how terrified he was about revealing his belief. He let go of a breath that he must have been holding since he first spoke and looked ready to collapse from relief that I hadn’t called for security to take him away.  
 
    Anna barked her impatience, making me jump but breaking the tension in the room. I looked down at her, getting a tail wag in response: She wanted her dinner and was getting bored with the standard of service from her appointed human. I looked back up at Aladdin. ‘I’m going to feed my dog. You can talk while I am doing it. I want to know why you think the Maharaja I met is… what? A double? And I want to know why you think it is a good idea to tell me of all people.’ My annoyance had risen to the surface again and shown itself despite my attempts to keep calm. 
 
    ‘Your Emin…’ he stopped and started again when I shot him a hard look. ‘Mrs Fisher.’ I nodded. ‘Mrs Fisher, I was the personal valet of the Maharaja from the moment he was born until six days ago. I know him better than his father did. Overnight, I was reassigned to prepare for your arrival. That may seem entirely innocent, but I know the Maharaja; he would never want to be without me.’ 
 
    I bit my lip and shook my head. ‘That’s not a reason to believe the Maharaja has been replaced by a double.’ 
 
    Aladdin nodded. ‘That’s entirely right. His voice is different and many of his mannerisms have changed. It’s all subtle things that perhaps no one other than me would notice. I don’t know who he is, but the boy pretending to be the Maharaja is a fake.’ 
 
    I screwed my face up in disbelief. ‘I think you should leave, Aladdin.’ When he didn’t move, I added, ‘Now, please.’ 
 
    Once again, he looked panic stricken. I felt bad for him, but I also felt betrayed that I was having to deal with his issues. So far as I could see, this was nothing more than Aladdin lashing out or trying to cause trouble because he had lost a coveted position. Why he had lost his job as valet to the Maharaja was a more interesting question, but it could have so many answers and be as innocent as the Maharaja recognised the need for someone new as he took the throne.  
 
    Looking ashamed, Aladdin bowed as deeply as he had at any point today and backed out of my room without another word.  
 
    I sighed deeply and leaned on the wall. This was not the deeply relaxing, incredible, once-in-a-lifetime event I expected. I left Alistair behind to come here, for goodness sake. I didn’t have time to dwell on what hadn’t gone right though, there was a banquet in my honour in just a few hours with a stack of guests from around the world. I had felt queasy about it before, now I just felt sick.  
 
    Finding the sapphire had been more accident than deduction. Sure, I had worked it out, but only by a process of elimination. All the praise and worship and accolades they were throwing at me just made me feel uncomfortable. When the Maharaja’s telegram arrived, I had felt flattered. Now though, I wish I had been wise enough to say no.  
 
    Anna barked, making me jump again. I still hadn’t fed her.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Unwelcome Intruder 
 
    Ninety minutes later, I was wondering what to do with my hair. I needed something that would work with my outfit; one which had been supplied for me especially for the banquet and was, the tailor assured me when he and his team arrived just before I got in the bath, a traditional Zangrabarian celebration outfit. I called Barbie to find that she had one too, so I wasn’t being tricked into wearing it so I would look like a complete fool. I brought my own clothes with me, expecting to wear them tonight, but now, when I spilled soup down myself, it wouldn’t be my clothes I ruined. Barbie told me the chaps had outfits as well, and that Hideki looked very handsome in his. I had taken the last stateroom in line, so the tailor got to me last and everyone else was already trying theirs on.  
 
    The stateroom was large and luxurious, so once the tailor and his team departed and I was utterly alone in it, I had taken my time and run a deep bath. Rick had been exaggerating about being able to do laps in it, but it was big. Certainly it was the biggest bath I had ever been in, but primping and preening and getting myself ready hadn’t dispelled the sense of unease I felt one little bit.  
 
    Was there something to Aladdin’s claims?  
 
    A noise from somewhere outside of my bedroom drew my attention. It was the sound of Anna bothering something. Usually the noise she was making came to the accompaniment of someone else swearing as she tore a chunk out of their ankle. No such shouts arose though.  
 
    ‘Anna,’ I called, hoping she would come. ‘Anna, come on girl.’ She didn’t appear and the sound of her growling continued. Huffing, I got up but as I did so, she came trotting through the door. 
 
    With a large snake in her mouth.  
 
    To say I was stunned would really fail to capture the emotion I felt when I realised what she was carrying, but that too, paled in comparison when she dropped it and I saw that it was not only still alive, but also rather annoyed.  
 
    I don’t know much about snakes, but I know a cobra when I see one. It raised its head off the floor in a show of defiance, so Anna dived at it, knocking it down with her tiny paws and instinctively gripping it just behind its head so it couldn’t bite her.  
 
    Then she carried it over to me, proudly prancing with her prize and keen to show it off. I said, ‘Arrrrgh!’ which wasn’t my most articulate sentence ever. However, it managed to capture all of the emotions I felt quite neatly. ‘Mummy doesn’t want the snake, sweetie,’ I insisted as I jumped off the dressing table chair and backed away. Anna kept coming though, desperate to show her human what she had found.  
 
    She dropped it again, the large snake sensing it was beaten this time and making a bid for freedom by darting under my bed. There was no escape from Anna though as she growled and ran after it, ducking when the snake tried to strike her, then coming in underneath it to grab its neck once more.  
 
    This time, she gave it a good shake, much like a dog does with a chew toy when excited. The snake reacted badly to being vigorously shaken though; it had more moving parts than a stuffed bear, so this time, when she spat it out, it just rolled onto the marble tile and looked dead. 
 
    Because it was.  
 
    Ever since I kicked Aladdin out, I had been resisting the urge to call Jermaine. I knew he would come running and the chances were he was struggling with the concept of having a valet to do things for him. Telling myself I couldn’t because I would be placing my needs before his had stopped me. Now though, I needed someone to get rid of a snake and no matter what I acknowledged about my life and my spirit changing over the last few weeks, I wasn’t picking up the dead cobra.  
 
    With my phone in my shaking hand, I dialled the number for his cell. He picked it up as if he had been waiting for it, ‘Madam, how can I help you? Do you require my assistance?’ 
 
    His response dialled back my panic about twelve notches, just hearing his voice made all the difference. ‘Jermaine, angel, you need to stop calling me madam. We are very much equals here even if you argue with me about the concept on the Aurelia. I could do with your assistance though, despite what I just said. I have a dead snake on the floor. Is that something you could help me with?’ 
 
    ‘I shall be with you momentarily, ma… Mrs Fisher.’ 
 
    ‘Try again.’ 
 
    He sighed deeply before saying, ‘I shall be with you momentarily, Patricia.’  
 
    ‘Thank you, Jermaine. I look forward to seeing you.’ I clicked the phone off to end the call and looked down to where my Dachshund was still worrying the dead snake. ‘Anna, where do you find that?’ I asked. I got no answer, of course, just an inquisitive look for a second before she went back to nudging the dead snake with her nose.  
 
    A knock at the door broke the spell and jolted me from staring at Anna and the snake. Stifling the need to call out that I was coming, I made my way to the door as swiftly as I could while laughing internally at how slowly Jermaine would have moved were it him answering the door; his determined resistance to hurrying, something that always entertained me.  
 
    However, when I opened the door to find him in his butler’s tails, I could do nothing but sigh. ‘You brought the outfit with you?’  
 
    He met me with an even gaze. ‘I suspected, madam, that it would be needed.’ And now I was stuck. A few seconds ago I had pushed him into addressing me by my first name, now he was back in his butler’s guise and I already knew there was no way he would address me as anything but madam.  
 
    I stopped fighting it. ‘The snake’s in my bedroom.’ Jermaine stepped over the threshold and into my stateroom, one of the few people that could do so without Anna trying to kill them. Not that Anna hadn’t tried at the start; she had several goes at ripping Jermaine’s ankles to shreds, but he was fast, and he was always so calm. Anna gave up trying to bite him when she got bored with being scooped into the air and cooed at.  
 
    Jermaine needed no further encouragement from me. He nodded once and strode into my suite to deal with the offensive serpent’s corpse. I heard a toilet flush and that seemed to be that. I hadn’t moved far from the door, but I was close enough to hear Jermaine move through my suite and the sound of gas escaping as he opened a bottle. The gas sound was followed by the sound of ice hitting the bottom of a glass and then he reappeared with what was very obviously a gin and tonic in his hand.  
 
    Relief washed through me in a surprising way; I hadn’t even tasted it yet, but I shot him a raised eyebrow anyway. ‘Where’s yours?’ He opened his mouth to respond, undoubtedly planning to say something butlery, but I shot him down. ‘I have no wish to drink alone. Will you join me?’ I said it softly; we were friends, even though he liked to pretend our relationship was master and servant.  
 
    From behind his back, he produced a second glass and held it up to mine with a smile. Then his lips wobbled, and he glanced down and back up, caught in indecision about what he wanted to say. I gave him a second of silence, then stepped into his personal space to place a hand on his arm. He locked eyes with me then and found his voice, ‘Thank you for being my friend, Patricia.’ 
 
    My breath caught in my chest, an involuntary reaction but the honest one, nevertheless. Somehow, Jermaine and I had grown very close. He was my butler and acted as if it was an absolute privilege to bring me things, yet I knew he felt the same way about me as I did about him. There was nothing sexual in it, yet it was perhaps the closest relationship I had ever experienced with a man.  
 
    I could think of nothing to say, so I raised my glass in a salute and took a sip. It was sublime. Then it hit me. ‘Where did you find gin in a dry country?’ 
 
    ‘I am not without resources.’ A large hip flask appeared in his right hand and disappeared again just as quickly. ‘Everyone seemed surprised that this was a dry country; I knew already and never thought to question my need to smuggle something in.’ 
 
    I sipped my gin, sensing that there might not be many of them to come since our supply was limited. Its cold, deep flavours collided with my taste buds like two cars in a head on crash though I resisted the desire to express my pleasure. Instead, I asked, ‘So, what do we do now?’ 
 
    ‘We get ready to attend the banquet, madam.’  
 
    Jermaine was talking to me, but his eyes were following Anna. ‘Everything alright?’ I asked, wondering what he was looking at. 
 
    ‘Um… Anna is in season. Did you notice?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ My head shot around to stare at my dog. I guess she had been acting kind of strange recently. ‘Are you sure?’ 
 
    He gave me an amused look. ‘Quite sure, madam. I had dogs growing up. The signs are all there.’ 
 
    It had not occurred to me to question whether she had been spayed or not. She was an adult dog; I knew that much but there was no vet on the Aurelia, so I had taken her to Dr Kim for a quick once over when I first brought her onboard. He declared her fit and well and checked her teeth, at which point she tried to bite him. At no point had her reproductive cycle come up. How often do dogs come into season? I had no idea, but didn’t think it was something I needed to worry about; it wasn’t as if there were any other Dachshunds, or dogs of any kind for that matter, who might wish to… visit with her.  
 
    Concerned that she might be feeling a little off colour and grumpy, I picked her up for a cuddle. If we were in our suite on the Aurelia, I would feed her chocolates and put on a Ryan Reynolds movie to watch with a hot water bottle on her belly. As that wasn’t an option and I really needed to finish getting ready, I settled her into her bed, patted her head and tucked her up with a blanket. ‘Mummy will be back soon,’ I told her, but then it really was time to do something about my hair. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Banquet 
 
    With a gin that could be used to start an engine inside me, I was ready to face my adoring crowd. Except I wasn’t. Not really. The whole concept of being worshipped was freaking me out. I could handle a small amount of adoration; a few thank yous was tolerable, but a banquet thrown by a Maharaja with heads of state from various nations all there to witness my majesty – well, that was too much.  
 
    Nevertheless, I was dressed like a fairy-tale princess in the wonderful outfit provided for me. It was made of a luxurious silk that was as soft and cool as a cloud against my skin and they made me look like Princess Jasmine from the Disney Aladdin movie. Or, at least, a middle-aged, slightly saggy version of her. Jermaine had expertly crafted my hair into a weave held in place with jewelled pins, once again provided for the event. The reflection in my mirror wasn’t everything I wanted it to be – I was fifty-three now I reminded myself more than once. Still, it wasn’t terrible either and my outfit for the night was good enough to cover my midriff, a concern that instantly arose when I saw it laid out for me on the bed.  
 
    Jermaine reappeared, letting himself back into my suite having departed to get himself ready. He looked like an Arabian prince; his ornate black tunic interwoven with gold thread to match his gold trousers. ‘Are you ready, madam? An honour guard is waiting outside to escort you to the banquet.’ Like it or not, it was time to go. 
 
    I nodded with a grimace. ‘Can’t put it off any longer. Are the others ready?’ 
 
    ‘I have yet to check, madam.’ 
 
    I crossed the room to check on Anna. She was still sleeping in her bed, disinterested in what the humans were doing. I gave her a pat anyway. ‘Let’s knock for them on our way, shall we?’ 
 
    The others had the same idea though because they were knocking on my door before I could get to it. Anna responded in her usual manner, barking and tearing across the marble tile to kill whoever had dared to knock. Barbie’s voice cooed back at her through the door, not that it did a thing to calm her down. Jermaine got to my door first, scooping the terror sausage before he opened it.  
 
    Outside, were Barbie and Hideki, and Deepa and Martin. Both girls had outfits similar to mine, but they were both happily showing off their taut bellies. They were three decades younger than me, but I still took a moment to grumble internally at the ravages of time. The chaps both wore the same outfit as Jermaine, and each looked a million dollars. Beyond my friends was a six-man honour guard wearing ceremonial robes. 
 
    ‘Ready to go?’ Deepa asked. 
 
    ‘Any sign of the Hawaiians?’ I asked in return, peering along the corridor to see where they were.  
 
    ‘We thought they might be with you,’ replied Barbie, her brow wrinkling. ‘We got no answer from their doors.’ 
 
    I took Anna from Jermaine, intending to put her back into her bed, but a dog bark echoed out from another stateroom further down the passageway and she wriggled in my grip, breaking free and bouncing down to the marble floor as she escaped me.  
 
    ‘Anna!’ I called after her as she zipped between Hideki’s feet and took off. I called her name again, but she had other things on her mind, reaching a door further down the passageway which then barked at her as she whined at it.  
 
    ‘What’s got into her?’ asked Barbie as I set off to fetch the errant little dog.  
 
    ‘She’s in season,’ Jermaine explained, which elicited a knowing response from everyone waiting outside my stateroom. How was it everyone knew about this except me? 
 
    Anna was pawing at the door and alternating that with sniffing underneath it. I could hear the sound of dogs sniffing from the other side but before I could get to Anna the door opened and she barged through the gap. She didn’t get very far though, a man on the other side expertly scooped her into the air even as she tried to get to the dogs inside.  
 
    ‘Hello,’ he said, holding her in front of his face with both hands. Around his feet and jumping up at his legs, were half a dozen Corgis. His gaze switched from Anna to me as I arrived. He said, ‘Hello,’ again. ‘Is this little lady yours?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sorry,’ I replied, my cheeks colouring slightly. ‘I think it best if I take her away.’ And maybe fit her with a chastity belt, I thought as he handed her over. He was dressed in what I took to be butler’s livery, but his delicate English accent and the presence of the Corgis made me wonder who he worked for. I didn’t ask though, instead I gratefully accepted the wriggling Anna, who was still trying to get to the male dogs circling her below. Then I thanked the man and left him to wrangle the overexcited Corgis back inside.  
 
    ‘Whose room is that?’ asked Barbie, her eyes wide in wonder.  
 
    I didn’t want to think too much about who might have been inside the stateroom. ‘He didn’t say,’ I told her, which was an honest answer though I suspected I could guess.  
 
    Barbie and everyone else waited for me as I placed Anna back in her bed. The little dog wore a grumpy expression, clearly disgruntled that I had stopped her fun though I was sure she would forgive me. Finally back in the passageway where the captain of the honour guard was beginning to look impatient, it was time to set off. Just as we started walking, another door opened a little further down the passageway, a couple emerging arm in arm.  
 
    ‘Isn’t that the French Prime Minister?’ asked Martin, his eyes bugging out of his head a little. Panic swirled around my stomach again; who was I to be getting honoured tonight in front of all these important people? 
 
    Wanting as many people by my side as possible, I hammered on Rick’s door as we passed it. ‘I expect they just fell asleep.’ No answer came though and no sound either. Where was his valet? I might have dismissed mine, but surely Rick’s would be in attendance. 
 
    ‘Could they have already gone down without us?’ asked Deepa. Martin was at Akamu’s door and getting as much response from it as I was from Rick’s. I shrugged. There was no way of answering the question until we found them. 
 
    With no other options, we proceeded without them, following the honour guard along the wide passageway. It was a good thing they came for us though; we would never have found our way without them. The banquet was inside the palace, in a huge room filled with exotic plants and exotic people. Musicians were playing what I guessed to be traditional Zangrabarian instruments, but the tune, which I recognised to be Jive Talking by the Beegees, stopped as my honour guard entered the vast hall. In its place, a fanfare erupted with a blast of deafening noise. Buglers, the same ones I had seen at the airstrip, were trumpeting my arrival. It felt quite medieval, but it killed all conversation in the room as all eyes swung my way and spontaneous applause sprang up around the room. Was I supposed to bow?  
 
    I could feel my cheeks beginning to glow from all the unwanted attention, but there was no escape now. The clomp, clomp, clomp of the vizier’s staff announced his arrival before he emerged from the crowd. ‘Good evening, Your Eminence,’ he said with a broad smile on his face. Then he turned around to face the room. ‘Your Majesty, Maharaja Zebradim, Lords and Marshalls of our armed forces, assembled distinguished guests from around the globe, please raise a toast to tonight’s most honoured guest, a person without whom we would not be able to hold the coronation tomorrow. I give you Zangrabar’s saviour, Her Eminence, Mrs Patricia Fisher.’ 
 
    Many of the people staring at me gave polite applause, but most of those I would pick out as being Zangrabarian nationals, whooped and cheered like we were at a football game and I just scored the winning goal. Then the crowd parted and once again the Maharaja floated toward me on his bed of cushions.  
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher, please join me at the head of the table.’ Without uttering a command, the men bearing his bed stopped walking and lowered it to the floor so he could get off. In a fluid motion, he stood up and reached out with his right hand to guide me. The applause continued as I followed him to the grand table.  
 
    It wasn’t really a table though; it was a low platform with cushions arranged around it for everyone to sit on. I had seen people eating like this on television or in National Geographic magazine, I hadn’t ever experienced it for myself though. Sitting down for the meal, I was concerned about a number of things: Would my host be polite and engaging or a horny teenage brat? Would I like the food? Would I be expected to make a speech, or would I come face to face with the Queen of Spain and be unable to come up with anything sensible to say? 
 
    All those concerns vanished though when I realised I still hadn’t seen Rick and Akamu. Where were they? I leaned forward to stare down the length of the table. It was arranged in a horseshoe shape with two legs and a top table with the Maharaja in the centre and me to his right.  
 
    ‘Is everything alright, my dear?’ asked a man to my right as he too took his seat. When I looked up at him, he said, ‘Lord Edgar Postlewaite at your service, ma’am. I’m the British Ambassador in these here parts.’ Lord Postlewaite was nearing sixty, his high breeding resulting in a weak chin, watery eyes and a bald scalp. He had a nice smile though. 
 
    I glanced at him but only briefly. I was still scouring the assembled persons for any sign of my two missing friends. ‘Some of my friends are missing,’ I muttered, craning my neck to see. ‘I haven’t seen them since we arrived a few hours ago.’ 
 
    The ambassador swivelled his head and lifted an arm, which summoned a young man in a suit to his side without the need for verbal communication. He spoke to him though I didn’t hear what he said, and the man hurried away. ‘Jared will investigate, my dear. Now,’ he turned to give me his full attention, ‘tell me all about the giant sapphire and how it was that you came to have it in your possession.’ 
 
    The question was overheard by more than a dozen people sitting in close proximity, so, yet again, focus swung to me, expectation palpable. I didn’t feel like I had any choice but to tell the story now, but the young Maharaja made it impossible for me to do anything else. ‘Yes, Mrs Fisher. Please entertain me and my guests. I am sure everyone is truly curious to hear your tale.’ 
 
    I swallowed and took a sip of water to wet my dry mouth, cursed that there was no gin and smiled at my audience as I took them back to the morning I found Jack Langley dead in his cabin. Food was served while I talked, course after course of exotic breads, pastries, stuffed meats, sweet fruit teas and more. I didn’t get to eat any of it because I was talking, but I managed to fill a plate that I could tuck into when I got to the end of the story.  
 
    Further down the table, people were still talking but as I continued, more and more of them fell silent and moved toward me, dragging their cushions with them so they could hear what I was saying. I got to the end and jumped forward to the part where the telegram arrived because it provided a neat conclusion. ‘…and that is how I come to be here today. I stress the point that recovering the sapphire was a team effort though. Miss Barbara Berkeley, Mr Jermaine Clarke and Mr Martin Baker all played key roles in solving the mystery. I could not have done it without them.’ 
 
    As I fell silent and reached for my glass of water again, rapturous applause erupted, embarrassing me again. Hoping that everyone would now see I was eating and thus not ask me questions; I selected a flatbread coated in a spicy couscous and popped it in my mouth.  
 
    The ambassador leaned in to speak to me as the applause subsided, ‘That was quite incredible, my dear. And you told the story with such passion.’ Then he placed his left hand on my upper thigh and I almost spat out my food. 
 
    He saw my reaction and removed his hand. ‘Too soon. My apologies, Mrs Fisher, I’m afraid I am finding it hard to control myself. You are quite the filly, you see, and it has been a long time since I last met an eligible English woman.’ 
 
    A filly? I pierced him with a hard stare. ‘Well you can consider me ineligible, thank you very much. I shall thank you for keeping your hands to yourself from now on.’ 
 
    My rebuke only seemed to encourage him though. ‘Yowzer!’ he growled, making a noise like a tiger. ‘So feisty. I shall do my best to keep up.’ 
 
    My mouth dropped open as I prepared to berate him for not listening, then chose a different option and turned to speak to the Maharaja instead, giving the ambassador my back. ‘Your Majesty, I have a question for you if you would be so kind.’ 
 
    His attention had been on the crowd in the room, surveying his subjects and honoured guests but he looked at me as I drew his focus. ‘Of course, Mrs Fisher. I shall do my best to answer.’ 
 
    Reminding myself that I was speaking to the ruler of an entire nation and not a teenage boy, I formed the question in my head. Then I saw him glance at my boobs and just asked it anyway. ‘In the telegram I received, it suggested you had a mystery you wished me to look into while I am here. I asked the vizier about it, but he didn’t know.’ 
 
    The young king looked worried for a moment, his eyes flaring as if startled or caught in a lie and I felt a twinge of panic myself as I thought I might have somehow insulted him. On his other side sat his uncle, Prince Zebrahim. He leaned in to whisper something in his nephew’s ear then straightened again to continue his previous conversation. The concerned look passed from the Maharaja’s face almost instantly, gone as if it were never there. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Fisher. That need has been resolved,’ he replied with a contented smile. ‘Thank you for your kind offer. My only desire for your stay here is that you feel the gratitude of Zangrabar and leave us knowing that you will always be welcome back.’ I bowed my head at his kind words. ‘I have a question for you though.’ 
 
    I gave him my full attention. ‘I hope I can answer.’ 
 
    He glanced down the table, and then pointed. ‘Your blonde friend with the impressive rack. Is she available? I would very much like her to join my harem.’ Not for the first time in his company, I felt my jaw drop open. ‘Her dark-skinned friend is impressive too. Do they do a double act, do you know?’ 
 
    ‘Um,’ I spluttered. Had he been anyone else I would have emptied a glass of ice-cold water over his head or maybe just slapped his face. He had remained polite and regal while people were listening but had returned to his horny teenage boy persona now that attention was off him.  
 
    ‘You’re right, Mrs Fisher,’ he said, taking my lack of answer as an answer in itself, ‘I should ask them myself. That way I can impress them with my bank account, show them some diamonds and…’ He got a faraway look in his eyes that made me wonder what might be happening three feet south of his mouth. Thankfully, he chose that moment to clap his hands together twice. The action drew the attention of a hundred servants, the master of ceremony and most of the guests. ‘It is time for merriment!’ he shouted loudly and sprang to his feet as musicians began playing once more.  
 
    Large curtains to my right, which I believed were hiding nothing more than a wall, swept aside to reveal another vast room. This one was filled with dancing girls, men juggling flaming torches and all manner of other exotica to entice and delight. The Maharaja extended his hand to me, inviting me to go with him as the master of ceremony called everyone else to join us for the night’s festivities.  
 
    I let the young Maharaja lead me through to the other room, but I spared a glance back at the banquet table; it was still covered in food and all around were confused faces, wondering what had just happened: dinner wasn’t finished. I wasn’t even sure all the food had been served yet but the ruler of the country had decreed that the formal part of the evening was over, so it was.  
 
    The back of my skull gave an itch: there was something screwy going on.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Missing Friends 
 
    Whether it was normal custom to interrupt a meal, the whim of a young and poorly mannered man with too much power, or something else entirely, the guests at the banquet, heads of nations, famous people and VIPs, played along without complaint.  
 
    As they relaxed, mingled and enjoyed the music and entertainment, I waited for the Maharaja to be distracted by someone else and then drifted away to find Barbie and Jermaine. Rick and Akamu were still unaccounted for and I was beginning to get an uncomfortable lump in my stomach.  
 
    Spotting my friends through the press of people, I started across the room toward them. I didn’t get very far though before Lord Postlewaite blocked my path. ‘Lady Fisher.’ 
 
    ‘That’s Mrs Fisher,’ I replied coolly. 
 
    ‘Only until our wedding, dear lady. Then it shall be Lady Patricia Postlewaite. It has such a perfect ring to it. We shall be very happy, you and I. Certainly I shall, given how saucy you are. Shall we escape these walls and take a walk outside? I know where some dark corners can be found.’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes and thought about dumping a bucket of ice-water on his head. ‘I’m looking for my friends still. Remember them? The two chaps I told you hadn’t been seen since we arrived. Didn’t your man Jared take off to find them?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes. I shouldn’t worry my dear. There’s not much trouble they can get themselves into. Not unless they went looking for alcohol.’ He saw the flicker of doubt in my eyes. ‘Ah. Well, if they are so inclined, there are plenty of places one can find it. Most usually one also finds the company of ladies of negotiable pleasure. If they are not here, I am sure that will be where they are.’ 
 
    I thought about that for about half a second. They were men and I knew that even when you thought you knew a person, you never really do, but I couldn’t see the two of them taking off to find a brothel.  
 
    ‘Hi, Patty,’ said Barbie, appearing by my side with Hideki’s hand gripped in hers. Jermaine, Martin, and Deepa were right behind her. ‘Hello,’ she said to Lord Postlewaite, ‘I’m Barbie.’ 
 
    ‘I dare say you are, my dear,’ he replied and laughed at a joke that no one else understood.  
 
    I rolled my eyes again. Then introduced him. ‘This is the British Ambassador to Zangrabar, Lord Postlewaite. Have any of you seen Rick or Akamu?’ 
 
    Jermaine spoke up. ‘No, madam. I believe I should begin a search for them and request one of the staff let us into their rooms so we can check there.’  
 
    I agreed entirely. I glanced about, wondered how soon I would be missed if I snuck out and decided I was too concerned about my friends to care if I was missed for a while. I could always return later and claim to have felt ill and in need of a lie down. ‘Come on,’ I said as I headed for the exit. ‘Let’s both go.’ 
 
    ‘Shouldn’t we all go?’ asked Martin. 
 
    I shook my head. ‘I think it will draw attention if we all leave together and might appear rude. Perhaps just Jermaine and I should go. If we find them, we will come straight back.’ They saw the wisdom of my suggestion and agreed to stay, which left Jermaine and I with the task of getting into Rick and Akamu’s rooms. I hoped to find each of them asleep on their beds, but I doubted I would.  
 
    As luck would have it, I ran into the man in the sharp suit from the airstrip as we left the banquet. I tried to remember his name, but it wouldn’t come to me. He was working, not taking part in the festivities and crossed in front of me going from one room to another in the passageway outside.  
 
    ‘Hello,’ I called to get his attention, his head and eyes swinging in my direction even as his feet carried him onward.  
 
    ‘Your Eminence,’ he replied as he stopped walking. He looked startled to see me. ‘Leaving the banquet so soon?’  
 
    As I opened my mouth to speak, my brain did me a favour and supplied his name, so I didn’t have to look ignorant. ‘Osama, two of my friends are missing. The two older gentlemen from my party. No one has seen them since we arrived. Can you arrange to have their rooms opened for me? They are not answering their doors, their valets appear to have gone AWOL and I am becoming concerned.’ 
 
    He understood the urgency of my request with no further explanation required. 'Please give me just a moment, Your Eminence.’ Then he used his phone to speak to someone in a rapid-fire exchange of words. As he hung up, he started moving. ‘Please come with me. Someone will meet us at their rooms.’ 
 
    Jermaine and I hurried after him. The palace at night was quite beautiful and the grounds outside enticing now that the temperature had dropped. We found out how nice it was when the man led us through a door and into the gardens. The lush tropical paradise was backlit by the stars above and accompanied by the sound of water falling from the many fountains.  
 
    ‘This is the shortest route back to your staterooms,’ he explained as we crossed the grass and went back inside through a different door.  He was walking fast, not that it was difficult to keep up, but it was as if he were more concerned than I about the odd absence of my two retired friends.  
 
    As we passed a mosaic I recognised and drew close to our accommodations, Jermaine gently tapped my arm. ‘Madam, we are being followed.’ A spark of fear shot through me, but I resisted the urge to turn and look. ‘I cannot see who it is,’ Jermaine whispered, ‘but I believe it is one person. They are sticking to the shadows, but not very well, which just makes them easier to spot.’ 
 
    I nodded my understanding but said nothing; we had arrived at Akamu’s door where a servant in palace livery was waiting for us. The doors were fitted with biometric state-of-the-art hand-scanning locks which we now needed to override. He achieved that simply enough by inserting an electronic key and placing his palm on the panel. The door clicked open. 
 
    Osama Al-Kaisi wasted no time, pushing the door wide open as he marched into Akamu’s room. ‘Mr Kameāloha, are you here, sir? Fariq, please attend.’  
 
    Coming through the door behind him I added my own voice, ‘Akamu.’ Neither my friend nor his valet answered though. The suite of rooms was empty. 
 
    ‘We should check Mr Hutton’s suite as well,’ Osama said as he turned back toward the front entrance. 
 
    I was in Akamu’s bedroom though, checking on a few things. ‘One moment,’ I called to him as I poked about. Akamu’s clothes from the day were discarded in a corner, which meant he had changed and most likely taken the time to shower or bathe, and his outfit for the banquet was nowhere to be found, so he had changed into it. At least, that felt like a safe assumption. If he and Rick had intended to go elsewhere as the ambassador suggested, they would have worn normal clothing, not gold pants.  
 
    Osama joined me in the bedroom. ‘What are you looking for, Your Eminence?’  
 
    In reply I pointed out the evidence of Akamu’s movements. It didn’t really mean anything yet, but he was missing, and I was going to struggle to believe he simply went off on an adventure instead of attending the banquet he came here for. What did that mean though? I set off for Rick’s suite, my stride purposeful and I left Osama behind in my haste so he had to rush to catch up.  
 
    He had a question as we went out the door, ‘What is going on, Your Eminence? Where are your friends?’ 
 
    Reaching the passageway outside, I saw that Jermaine had already gone into Rick’s stateroom. I didn’t have an answer for Osama’s question yet, but a creeping sensation of doubt and worry began invading my thoughts. I could hear conversation from within; Jermaine’s deep rumbling voice echoing from somewhere mixed with at least two other voices. 
 
    We found them in the servant’s area, a room filled with cleaning products and other items they might need. Jermaine looked up as I approached. ‘Madam, the valets claim Mr Hutton and Mr Kameāloha went out.’ It was clear from his tone that he didn’t believe them. 
 
    With their eyes cast down, both men looked apologetic, as if the actions of Rick and Akamu were somehow their fault. Both men wore simple robes in a cream shade, much the same as Aladdin’s with a turban to match his as well. They were very similar in height, weight and appearance and could have been brothers for all I knew. The one closest to Jermaine spoke. ‘Mr Hutton insisted that he needed a drink. I assured him there was no alcohol to be found but he refused to believe me.’ 
 
    His colleague chipped in his part of the story, ‘Mr Kameāloha said there would be places to drink at the docks, that sailors always had alcohol and they could find what they needed there. He kept saying it was Jack and coke time.’ It sounded exactly like something the boys would say, but I didn’t believe what I was being told.  
 
    Osama did though, shaking his head in disappointment. ‘Why did you not report this?’ he demanded of the two valets, his voice hard. ‘The security forces should have been informed the moment they left the palace.’ With their eyes still staring firmly at the marble tiles, both men looked more miserable than before, but they had no answer. He turned to me now, concern on his face. ‘I will do what I can, Mrs Fisher, but if your friends are caught in possession of alcohol or return to the streets of Zangrabar in a state of inebriation, they will be arrested and incarcerated.’ 
 
    ‘What is the punishment for inebriation here?’ I asked, worried that I might not like the answer. 
 
    He grimaced before he answered. ‘Public flogging.’ 
 
    I grimaced too. I still didn’t believe that my friends were so desperate for a drink they elected to abscond in search of it. Evidence wasn’t in my favour though. I made eye contact with Jermaine, the exchange of looks sufficient to tell me he didn’t believe it either. I couldn’t say that though, not until I knew more about what was going on.  
 
    Instead I said, ‘We should head back to the banquet.’ 
 
    Jermaine nodded his head. ‘Very good, madam.’ 
 
    Osama looked at his watch, made a small noise of displeasure and started toward the door of the suite. ‘I shall have to report this, I’m afraid. I hope for your friends’ sake that they failed in their quest to find alcohol.’ 
 
    I couldn’t think of anything to say; thoughts were swirling about my head, all of which argued against the idea that the guys absconded. We were back outside in the passageway now though and about to return to the party. I stopped, drawing Jermaine’s attention as I did. ‘I’m going to check on Anna since we are up here.’ When Osama raised an eyebrow at me, I explained, ‘That’s my little dog. She caught a cobra earlier. I don’t like to think that there might be another one.’ 
 
    Now Osama eyed me curiously, causing my feet to stop just as I started toward my suite. ‘A cobra?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Big thing, hood behind its head.’ 
 
    ‘Surely you must be mistaken, Your Eminence.’ 
 
    ‘Why is that?’ 
 
    ‘There are no cobras in Zangrabar. Asps, boas, all manner of other snakes, but never a cobra.’ 
 
    Sensing what that meant, I said, ‘My mistake. Come along, Jermaine,’ and went to my suite.  
 
    As we neared the door and were out of Osama’s earshot, Jermaine whispered, ‘That means someone put the snake in your suite, madam.’ 
 
    ‘Yup.’ I didn’t like it, but it was the only conclusion I could draw. My friends were missing, and someone had put a deadly snake in my room. I wanted to panic and run away now, get a taxi, go to the airport and leave the country before something truly bad happened but with Rick and Akamu missing I couldn’t go anywhere. Instead, I was going to have to work out what the heck was happening, get my friends back and get everyone out of here in one piece if I could. ‘You spotted someone following us,’ I reminded my butler.  
 
    ‘Yes, madam,’ he replied calmly. ‘Whoever it is, they are fifty yards behind us and followed us all the way from the banquet.’ 
 
    I placed my hand on the biometric scanner to open my door. As it clicked open, I hatched a quick plan and shared it with Jermaine. Anna bounded across the marble floor as I pushed the door open, her claws skittering to announce her approach. She was still alive and there was no evidence of further snake attack, so I guess she had just slept while I was out. She didn’t stop when she got to me though, she was heading for the open door and planned to escape.  
 
    From down the passageway came a howl which was joined by others as the Corgis got a whiff of my ripe Dachshund. Jermaine, his reflexes like lightning, snagged her before she could get away and once again, we foiled her plans. 
 
    I carried her back inside, leaving the door open behind me, then moved further into the suite with Anna tucked under my arm. The mystery shadow had tailed me this far but would he or she be bold enough to follow me into my stateroom? Whatever their plan, I doubted they had followed me to hand out coupons and I wanted to know what threat they intended.   
 
    My mystery shadow took their time, nervousness or trepidation perhaps slowing their pace as they approached to such an extent that I wanted to shout for them to hurry up. Eventually, the shadow plucked up the courage to sneak into my room though, stealing a glance or two around the doorframe before finally stepping over the threshold. The lights in the lobby were off deliberately, creating shadows and dark corners. Partly this was to encourage the person in, but it was also to hide Jermaine.  
 
    The tall Jamaican had settled himself into a dark spot behind the door where he would be obscured from view despite his large size. I made sure I was in sight but deeper into the suite and conducting a conversation with an imaginary person, so the person following me would assume Jermaine and I were both in the same room.  
 
    I had one eye on the door though and saw the shadow pass through the rectangle of light there. I didn’t see Jermaine move though I did hear a cry of shock and a noise that sounded rather like, ‘Urk!’ as Jermaine imposed his martial arts skills to subdue the intruder. 
 
    I rushed to the lobby and threw the light switch. Jermaine had his knee on the neck of a man in court dress and the man’s arm hooked up into the air at an improbable angle. Anna was struggling to free herself from my grip; there was a new person she needed to terrorise. 
 
    From his position on the floor, the man said through his smooshed mouth, ‘I say, Mrs Fisher, could you see your way to having your man release me? This is awfully uncomfortable.’ 
 
    I crossed my arms and stared down at the British ambassador. ‘Ambassador, why were you following me?’ I suspected I already knew the answer. 
 
    He tried a smile, but with half his face pressed flat against the floor it just made him look creepy. It made me relent. With a despondent smile, I said, ‘It’s okay, Jermaine. Let him up.’  
 
    ‘If you are sure, madam,’ he replied as he released the ambassador’s arm and stepped back. Then, like the true gentleman he is, Jermaine helped his fallen opponent back to his feet. ‘Are you alright, sir,’ he asked, brushing dust from the ambassador’s suit.  
 
    Flippantly the ambassador answered, ‘Yes, quite well, thank you. If you could just help me to get my shoulder back into its socket…’ 
 
    I grabbed his collar, dismissing his daft request because his shoulder was fine. ‘Why were you following me? And what have you done with my friends?’ 
 
    Lord Edgar flapped his lips a few times as he fought for an answer. ‘I’m… I’m sorry, Mrs Fisher, I thought I made my intention to woo you obvious earlier. I hoped I might make a more succinct plea in private.’ 
 
    I couldn’t prevent the incredulous look that arrived on my face. ‘You followed me back to my room in the hope that you might bed me?’  
 
    He struggled for an answer again, then his brow knitted as a question formed. ‘Your friends are still missing? The same ones from earlier?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ I snapped, my annoyance and frustration manifesting as impatience. ‘Their valets claim they went to the docks to look for alcohol.’ 
 
    ‘But you don’t believe them?’ 
 
    ‘Would you go to the docks in ceremonial dress? Ask sailors for a drink wearing loose-fitting gold pants?’ 
 
    Lord Edgar inclined his head, acknowledging my point. ‘I guess I wouldn’t. They could have changed their clothes though. How sure are you that they went to the docks in their ceremonial clothes?’ 
 
    Now it was my turn to concede a point; I had no evidence either way. ‘I can’t be certain.’ 
 
    ‘Then we must pray they failed to find what they sought. There is no leniency here, that is something I know for certain. If caught they will not be offered a trial, punishment will take place within a few days.’ 
 
    I was getting angry. Not at Rick and Akamu; I still didn’t believe they were guilty. It was the situation that was driving me nuts. Lord Edgar hadn’t taken offense at being thrown on the marble tile thankfully. In fact, he looked to be invigorated by the experience. 
 
    ‘Shall we return to the banquet, madam?’ asked Jermaine standing patiently by the door. 
 
    I nodded my head. ‘I’ll just put Anna back to bed.’  
 
    A minute later, with that task complete, three of us left my suite on route back to the Maharaja and his merriment. 
 
    We got about three yards. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Problems 
 
    I recognised that the man running toward us and looking threatening was Jared, the ambassador’s man, about a half second after I saw Jermaine duck into a defensive crouch. My butler was ready to defend me against whatever attack might be about to occur, but I grabbed his arm to stay him. 
 
    ‘Sir,’ Jared called loudly, paying little attention to Jermaine as he focused on the ambassador. He was out of breath and looked flustered. I kept quiet so I would hear what he had to say. ‘I found them, sir,’ Jared reported. 
 
    Lord Edgar beamed at him. ‘Jolly well done, dear fellow. Where are they?’ 
 
    ‘In jail, sir.’ 
 
    I said a rude word, my cheeks colouring when everyone looked at me. ‘You’re going to tell me they are drunk, aren’t you?’ I demanded. 
 
    The ambassador’s man glanced at me and then at the ambassador and then back at me. ‘Yes, ma’am. Drunk as lords in fact. No offense, sir,’ he added quickly with an embarrassed glance at Lord Edgar.  
 
    I squinted at him. ‘Did you see them?’  
 
    ‘Yes, ma’am. I wasn’t able to speak with them though.’ 
 
    ‘Because they are American?’ 
 
    ‘No, ma’am. Because they were unconscious from the alcohol.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, dear,’ said Lord Edgar. 
 
    I just shook my head though. ‘This is a set up,’ I declared adamantly. ‘There is no way either one of them would slip out of the palace and dodge the banquet in search of alcohol and absolutely no way they would drink themselves into oblivion.’ 
 
    ‘Have you known these men for a long time?’ the ambassador asked.  
 
    I gritted my teeth because it was the perfect question to ask if a person wanted to trash my argument. I had known Rick and Akamu for no more than a few weeks, but I was certain I knew them; that I knew their personalities. I didn’t bother to answer Lord Edgar; I could gain nothing from doing so. Instead, I started walking.  
 
    Jermaine fell into step next to me. ‘Madam, I wish to advise caution.’ I gave him my side eye; a narrow squint designed to suggest he exercise caution himself. ‘If we are to rescue Mr Hutton and Mr Kameāloha, it may be necessary to observe who the players are first.’ Okay, he was making sense, so I forced my rising ire to calm while he continued to speak. ‘We are without friends or back up here. The ambassador seems genuine, but we have no reason to trust him yet and I fear there may be events in play that we are not aware of yet.’ 
 
    I reached out to touch his arm. ‘Thank you, Jermaine. You are, of course, quite correct. We should inform the others, act surprised and concerned but observe rather than attempting to do anything more productive at this time.’ Jermaine hit our problem on the nose when he talked about identifying the players; we had no idea what was going on, only that Rick and Akamu were incarcerated and someone had placed a snake in my room. When you add that to the fact that our plane was almost shot out of the sky on the way here, it started to look like a conspiracy was in progress.  
 
    All this swirled through my head as we made our way back to the banquet. I arrived intending to find Barbie and the others, however, as I came through the curtain and back into the huge room with the dancers, musicians, fire eaters, and more, the first thing I saw was the Maharaja. In the middle of the dancefloor, egged on by dozens of eligible-looking young women, the young king was twerking and soaking up the attention while the VIPs and statesmen from around the world looked on with barely contained expressions of surprise.  
 
    Aladdin’s warning echoed in my head once more: Maybe the problem I faced was bigger than I thought.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Nocturnal Activities 
 
    Now anxious about my friends and paranoid about the snake Anna found in my suite, I accepted a drink when it was offered but didn’t drink it, electing to go thirsty rather than risk imbibing poison (I said I was getting paranoid, right?). Jermaine and I had a quiet word with Barbie, Hideki, Martin and Deepa, keeping smiles on our faces and telling the others to react with a laugh just in case anyone was watching.  
 
    Seriously paranoid. Unless someone really was out to get us, in which case we were being prudently cautious and wise. All I said to them was that Rick and Akamu had been found and were probably in trouble because they had gone out looking for alcohol. I didn’t want to tell them about the punishment that might await them once they were sober; it would ruin the evening and I didn’t warn them not to eat or drink anything. If someone wanted us dead by poison, they could have easily done it already. 
 
    ‘You think the boys will be alright?’ asked Barbie. 
 
    I had no wish to trouble her or anyone else until I knew more, so I lied, ‘Yes. I expect they will sleep it off and be handed back to us when we head to the plane.’ 
 
    She considered what I said but didn’t give it much thought; she was distracted by Hideki whose arm was around her waist. ‘Silly guys. They missed all this fun.’ She was talking about the entertainment laid on for the banquet’s guests and she was right, they had missed it. So had I though and I had little interest in it now because I was too sick with worry. 
 
    Servants were circling the hall with trays of drinks, all sweet teas and fruit concoctions and super-sweet coffee. I kept the one I had in my hand to maintain the image that I was enjoying myself. I didn’t want to ruin Barbie’s night or anyone else’s by passing my worries onto them. For all I knew, Rick and Akamu were genuinely drunk and the snake had escaped from an Indian delegation staying in a nearby suite.  
 
    Across the room, the Maharaja had retired to lie on a raised platform where he could overlook the festivities below. Behind him and standing, his uncle looked on as well. Neither one appeared to be having any fun and the young king looked thoroughly bored now. As I watched him, the light from a phone illuminated his face to show that he was paying no attention to the party or his guests and I wondered if he was checking in on Facebook or playing a game. Either would be typical teenage behaviour in my opinion and the sort of thing he must have been exposed to during his time in America.  
 
    I wanted to do something about Rick and Akamu but I couldn’t come up with anything proactive at this time. Did I have enough credit to appeal directly to the Maharaja? The idea made my stomach turn but I swallowed my rising butterflies and started in his direction. Surrounding him were half a dozen burly guards, each dressed in traditional garb with wide, black flowing pants and sleeveless white tunics plus a black turban on their heads. They also all had handguns holstered to their right hips and the curly wire of a radio visible as it wrapped around their left ears. Two of them moved to block my path as they saw my intention to approach the Maharaja.  
 
    A meaty arm came up with a flat palm toward me; its intention to keep me back or turn me around quite clear. Behind him, the Maharaja clapped his hands twice, the sound making the guard with the raised arm instantly turn his head. 
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher, please join me,’ the young king called above the noise of the room. Then he moved to make space for me on the wide bed of cushions.  
 
    The guard stepped aside with a nod of his head in my direction and I lifted the hem of my dress to mount the steps more easily and not trip on it. The Maharaja’s raised platform was about five feet above the floor, which placed his head above everyone else once he sat up. I checked my footing once more, desperate to not fall on my arse as I approached the king, then met his smile with my own. ‘Thank you for seeing me, Your Majesty.’ 
 
    ‘Not at all, Mrs Fisher. I am pleased that you would join me. Was there something specific you wanted to discuss with me?’ He was talking more normally now though his accent still sounded very similar to Barbie’s to my untrained ear and out of place for the ruler of an Arabian nation. 
 
    I didn’t say that, of course, I settled onto the cushions and prepared a carefully worded question in my head. ‘Your Majesty, I wondered if I might ask you again about the mystery your telegram mentioned. It was thoughtless of me to ask you about it during dinner when so many other people were able to listen. If I embarrassed you in any way, I am truly sorry.’ 
 
    The young man smiled kindly at me. ‘Babe.’ There was the teenager again. ‘You worry too much. I’m afraid there is no mystery for you to solve here.’ 
 
    Before I could say anything else, I got a sense that someone had moved into my personal space. Then a voice came from behind me, ‘Why is it that you ask again, Mrs Fisher?’ 
 
    I turned to find the Maharaja’s uncle looming over me. One eyebrow raised in curiosity, he looked more impatient than anything and I sensed my status as a national treasure didn’t sit too well with him. I needed to provide an answer though as both the Prince and the Maharaja were waiting for me to speak. However, this was the bit that worried me when I decided to approach him. ‘I have no wish to cause offense, Your Majesty,’ I started, addressing the king and not his uncle. ‘Earlier this evening, there was a snake in my room.’ 
 
    ‘We have many snakes in Zangrabar, Mrs Fisher,’ replied the Maharaja’s uncle, managing to keep his tone neutral though I was sure he wanted to scoff. ‘Even with our best intentions, one will slip inside the place every now and then.’ 
 
    ‘This was not an indigenous snake. It was a cobra.’ 
 
    ‘Impossible.’ This time he did scoff. 
 
    The Maharaja berated him though, ‘Uncle, please. Remember your manners. Mrs Fisher is our most honoured guest.’ Then he turned his gaze back to me. ‘Please continue. I’m sure you had more you wished to share with me than the presence of a surprising reptile.’ 
 
    I nodded my thanks, glanced at the uncle to see if he would interrupt again, and started talking, yet again picking my words carefully. ‘Two of my friends went missing earlier this evening.’ 
 
    Once again, the uncle spoke over me, ‘Yes, we know of it. They broke one of this country’s most sacred laws. It is only your status that prevented the police from questioning whether you and the rest of your party might be complicit.’ 
 
    This time the Maharaja did not speak against his older relative; he was tight-lipped when he said, ‘If you hoped to appeal against their arrest and the probable punishment they face after trial, then I must advise you that I will not overrule on matters of religion or law. They have broken both by first drinking alcohol on Zangrabarian soil and then by appearing in the streets in a very drunken state. I am deeply saddened that their behaviour has marred your visit, Mrs Fisher, but I would counsel you to distance yourself from them.’ 
 
    Now I had to argue. ‘But I know these men. They are my friends and I cannot believe they would commit any of the crimes they are accused of.’ 
 
    ‘What are you suggesting, Mrs Fisher?’ asked the Maharaja’s uncle. He was leading me into a trap, that much I was sure of; offering me the chance to suggest we were being treated unfairly and thus insult both the Maharaja and the country of Zangrabar. 
 
    I bowed my head in supplication toward the Maharaja. ‘Your Majesty, I am not suggesting anything. I am concerned though that given the attack on your private jet earlier today, the unexplained snake that is not found in this country, and now my friends break a law when they are both career police officers, something is amiss and I feel that my friends and I may be in danger.’ There, I had said it. Now I had to see if he would be insulted and order my decapitation or not. 
 
    The uncle opened his mouth to speak, but the Maharaja raised a hand to stop him. ‘This is most concerning, Mrs Fisher. Your concern, that is. Your visit to my country should be one of relaxation and enjoyment. The attack on my private jet is being investigated by my security forces as we speak. Initial intelligence suggests it was a private terrorist organisation hoping to cripple my aircraft and force it to land so they could take me hostage and demand a huge reward. They were not to know that I was not on it. I can only apologise that your life was in danger. I believe the snake is just a snake and as for your friends… they were found inebriated after declaring their intention to look for alcohol. I am unsure where you can find anything suspicious in that.’ 
 
    He paused so that I might counter, but there was nothing I could say, and he knew it. With my head still bowed, I apologised again. ‘I have taken up too much of your precious time with my frivolous concerns, Your Majesty. Please forgive me.’ 
 
    ‘It should be you who forgives me, Mrs Fisher. You are the honoured guest in my country, and I should have done more to prevent these events from transpiring. I intended your visit to be a celebration.’ 
 
    He was being more generous than he needed to be and even though I was getting nowhere and still felt certain that something was going on, I had to concede. ‘Thank you, Your Majesty. Your country is as beautiful as the people in it. It is my great honour to visit here and to be your guest. On behalf of my entire party, I wish to express my deep gratitude for your generosity and my deep regret for the actions of my friends now awaiting trial.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Mrs Fisher. Now, if you will excuse me, I must retire. You see it is a Zangrabarian tradition that no one leaves before the Maharaja; if I stay all night, so must everyone else and that would not be fair.’ The young man clapped his hands twice and five of the six guards moved to grab handles around the bed we were lying on. The sixth guard leaned in to offer me his hand, then helped me to my feet.  
 
    I stepped off the bed of cushions and took a pace back before bowing. The Maharaja was borne into the air and carried away through a set of curtains behind the raised platform. 
 
    Once he was lost from sight, I breathed a deep sigh. Nothing had gone according to plan since I got off the Aurelia. More than ever, I wanted to get back to the ship and to Alistair. Somehow though, I needed to rescue Rick and Akamu and to do that I was going to need help. The British ambassador would have no influence over the rights of two American citizens, but I hoped he might be golfing buddies with the US ambassador, or at least have the man’s phone number. 
 
    Scanning the room failed to reveal him though. Neither he nor his man, Jared, were to be seen. For that matter I couldn’t see Barbie or Jermaine or any of the others either. While I was talking with the Maharaja, the rest of my friends had vanished.  
 
    As I climbed back up to the Maharaja’s raised platform for a better view, my heart began to thump in my chest.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Secrets and Lies 
 
    I felt the world spin beneath my feet and for a brief moment my rising panic made me feel faint, but then I spotted Jermaine, the tall Jamaican man surprisingly difficult to spot in the dimly lit room. Having found him, my eyes tracked to the left to see Deepa Bhukari and Martin Baker.  I clambered down from the raised platform to go to them.  
 
    ‘Where’s Barbie and Hideki?’ I asked, failing to keep the concern from my voice. 
 
    Jermaine, his head above everyone else in the room, looked about, but shrugged. ‘She and Hideki were keeping to themselves, perhaps they are just out of sight. Is there any news of Mr Hutton and Mr Kameāloha?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing good. It would seem that everyone knows about them and no one will do anything. I want to appeal to the US ambassador to step in.’ 
 
    ‘That won’t be possible, I’m afraid,’ interjected Lord Edgar, appearing by my side yet again. 
 
    I rounded on him. ‘Why ever not?’ 
 
    He raised his eyebrows. ‘Because there is no US embassy, dear lady. There hasn’t been for more than twenty years after an oil and mineral deal went bad and the US cut them off. It hasn’t had much of an impact on the nation’s economy so far. Lack of US backing made them spend more on defence which created a lot of jobs and they buy only Russian or Chinese weapons and munitions, so our American cousins really cut their own noses off,’ he laughed. Right. No US embassy. That really didn’t help. The ambassador wasn’t done though. ‘I thought I might entice you into a little nightcap? All this non-alcoholic nonsense really makes the evenings drag.’ 
 
    I eyed him suspiciously. ‘You have got to be kidding. My friends are to be publicly punished for drinking and you are offering me alcohol?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, my dear. Back at the embassy. On British soil we can do what we would do in Britain. I have quite the selection of fine gins, if you like that sort of thing.’ I will admit that I was tempted but the handsy ambassador was most likely just trying to get me into the back of his car for another feel and I was going to punch him on the nose if he tried again.  
 
    ‘No, thank you, Lord Edgar. I think I will call it a night.’ When he gave a small nod of disappointed acceptance, I added, ‘If you can think of anything that you can do, any strings you might be able to pull to get my friends out of this mess, I will be very grateful.’ I touched his arm to reinforce the suggestion of what grateful could mean. Not that I had any intention of following through in the way he so clearly wanted, but I thought it was a good idea to motivate the man.  
 
    He grinned at me and growled like a tiger again, this time clawing the air with mock paws. He was trying to be saucy or sexy or something, but he just looked like an idiot. ‘I shall do my best, my lovely filly.’ I turned to go but jumped when Jermaine startled me by darting swiftly behind me. I span around to find his hand gripping the ambassador’s arm – he had been about to smack my bum! 
 
    Jermaine released his grip, saying, ‘None of that now, sir. There’s a good gentleman.’ Lord Edgar rubbed his arm where Jermaine had grabbed it but didn’t complain. Jared appeared at his side though, belatedly stepping in to protect his principle. He had to look up to lock eyes with Jermaine but managed to do so with a healthy amount of threat. 
 
    ‘That’s enough now, Jared,’ laughed the ambassador. ‘It’s all in good sport.’ He nodded his head at me. ‘Goodnight, Mrs Fisher. I will see you on the morrow.’ Then he departed, Jared following after one last hard stare at my butler.  
 
    I rolled my eyes at the show of machismo, then spoke to Martin and Deepa. ‘I’m calling it a night. The coronation is bound to be quite something tomorrow, so I want some sleep. It has been quite the day.’ 
 
    ‘What about Rick and Akamu?’ asked Deepa. ‘Will they be allowed to travel with us when we leave? 
 
    I pursed my lips and shrugged my shoulders. ‘I don’t know.’ I genuinely didn’t.  
 
    They decided my policy of getting to bed was almost certainly the right one so the four of us took a slow walk back to our rooms. The sky outside was filled with a billion stars, all twinkling, and the moon was full and high, casting glowing, milky light to illuminate the gardens and water features outside. It was a beautiful place to be; if only I wasn’t certain that I was being lied to, I might have been able to enjoy it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A Really Unwelcome Intruder 
 
    Jermaine escorted me to my door and then bid me a good night before returning to his suite next door. His valet was still there waiting for him which reminded me that Aladdin had been gone for some hours now and no one had attempted to replace him. It suited me; I was happy to be alone. I had my attack dog after all. Anna arrived at a run when she heard the door open, tried to get out once more and barked her frustration when I stopped her. The bark was heard by the Corgis who took to howling again. 
 
    I slammed the door shut with a shove from my hip and thought about trying to have a conversation with Anna about boys. I held her in front on my face as I tried to frame what I wanted to say. She licked my nose and panted with excitement, then one of the Corgis howled again, the noise reaching her ears and she wriggled to be set free again.  
 
    With a sigh, I put her down so she could scratch at the door and went to my bedroom to get changed. Once I had stripped off the traditional outfit and changed into my flannel pyjamas, I settled Anna in her bed right next to mine and closed the bedroom door so she couldn’t spend the night scratching at the front door. Then, I pulled back the covers to get in but decided I might want water in the night. If I had a valet, this sort of need would be taken care of, but because I kicked Aladdin out, I was going to have to find a glass for myself. Water was easy enough; there was a stocked refrigerator, however I couldn’t find a cup or a glass of anything better than a flower vase to put it in.  
 
    Accepting defeat, I started back to my bedroom, stubbing my toe on the corner of a low table in the dark and unfamiliar room. I winced and said several choice words, but as I ducked my head to inspect the damage, a blade swished through the air above me. Had I not bent down at that precise moment, it would have taken my head clean off.  
 
    The man holding it had put everything into the swing, so having connected with thin air he lost his balance, pitched to the side and almost fell over. I screamed, forgetting the pain in my foot as I ran away. His loss of balance gave me a brief head start but I was alone in the suite and I had no weapon I could use to defend myself.  
 
    The man yelled a blood-curdling war cry as he chased after me, brandishing the curved sword so I could see it each time I glanced behind me. In the dark room, I couldn’t see him very well, but he was dressed like one of the royal guards in black and white but was far smaller than most of the guards I had seen thus far. I could tell because the uniform hung off him. I wasn’t paying much attention to detail though, I was trying to get away, moonlight coming through the window glinted off the sword to give me a rough idea where he was as I fled.  
 
    I had been near the servant’s room when I stubbed my toe. It was at the far end of the suite and as far from the front door and the small chance of escape it might offer as possible. That was where I had to go, but I was half hopping from my stubbed toes and unlikely to outrun him. Instead, I started throwing objects behind me as I passed them. A vase. A table lamp. I yanked a curtain closed as I ran along a passage and heard him shred it with the sword. It didn’t hold him up for long, but it bought me another second.  
 
    Then I came into the main living area, a wide space with huge panoramic windows looking out over the gardens and the city beyond the palace wall. It was filled with couches and tables, large objet d’art pieces and hunks of gold formed into candlesticks and ornaments. The passageway to the lobby and the chance of escape was through the door on the far side of the room. My running hobble wasn’t as fast as it needed to be though, he was catching up and I could tell I wouldn’t make it to the door before he caught me.  
 
    To accentuate that point, a knife flew past me to bury itself an inch deep in the wood of the door. I squealed again and threw myself over a couch, grabbing two cushions as I went.  
 
    With the option of running away now lost, I turned to face him. ‘What do you want? Who sent you?’ I demanded. He grinned and laughed, swishing his sword in a large figure eight as he slowly advanced. He thought this was over; I had nowhere left to run and no way to fight him off. Anna was barking like mad, but I had shut the bedroom door when I left it to stop her following me; in the dark she has a habit of getting under my feet. I could do with her aggression right now, but the man would most likely skewer her, so I was glad she was locked away.  
 
    He came closer, going slow to savour the moment. I looked at the daft cushions in my hands and threw them at him. They had about as much effect as you might imagine. Then I heard the click of my front door opening and my heart raced even harder than it had been. Jermaine was coming to rescue me! 
 
    The man with the sword heard the door too, his smile dropping as he gritted his teeth. Then he pointed the tip of the sword at me, keeping me in place as he moved around, getting in position to attack whoever was coming in. 
 
    In terror, I yelled, ‘Watch out, Jermaine!’  
 
    My attacker couldn’t be two places at once, so as his attention left me and he dismissed me as the lesser concern, I moved. My plan was to distract him and split his attention; make him look at me to give Jermaine an opening for his own attack. I had seen Jermaine in action several times so my confidence of surviving this encounter had gone from almost zero to very high in a heartbeat. 
 
    ‘Hello? Am I interrupting something?’ asked Lord Edgar. 
 
    It wasn’t Jermaine at all! It was the daft and horny British ambassador back to try his luck again. He was still in the stateroom’s lobby, his hesitation prolonging his life as the man with the sword was ready to strike as soon as anyone came through the door into the living room. 
 
    It wasn’t bravery driving me, it was just survival instinct. The only weapons I had were cushions. Maybe they would do though. The first one bounced off Mustafa the Murderer’s head, drawing his attention just before Lord Edgar stuck his head through the door. 
 
    It gave my fellow Brit the chance to see the sword-swinging maniac, a single glance telling him what was happening. Any hope that he might come to my rescue got dashed instantly because he screamed like a little girl on a roller coaster and fainted.  
 
    Now I had to save him too. 
 
    I shouted, ‘Hey!’ just before I threw the next cushion. It too just bounced off, this time striking him squarely in the face, but it did the job of blinding him so he couldn’t see me running full tilt across the room in a silent charge.  
 
    He batted the cushion across the room with his free hand before I could get to him which left me skidding to a halt right in front of him with nothing but a cushion in my right hand. He laughed. He actually laughed. Then dropped the sword to his side and motioned for me to give it my best shot. He even turned his chin upwards to give me a better angle.  
 
    So I hit him. I gave the swing everything I had and whacked him in the side of his amused face with the cushion. You might think it would have been more sporting to tell him about the gold candlesticks I had quickly zipped inside the case, but what would have been the fun in that? 
 
    His head snapped back from the impact, came back to level with a curious expression plastered on his face and then the sword clattered to the floor as his eyes rolled backward. He didn’t fall over like a felled tree, he more sort of collapsed inward on himself like Obi-Wan Kenobi when Darth Vader cut him down in Star Wars.  
 
    I raised the cushion for a second strike, but the first one had done the trick. It had also ripped the fabric of the cushion which allowed one of the candlesticks to fall out. It hit my foot, the one that I hadn’t stubbed on an unseen object in the dark and made stars dance in front of my eyes as I too fell to the floor with more choice words spilling from my lips.  
 
    ‘Goodness,’ said the ambassador. ‘That was some colourful language.’ 
 
    Rubbing my aching toes, I asked, ‘Are you alright, Lord Edgar?’ I couldn’t find the energy to be embarrassed about my choice of expletives; my feet hurt too much. 
 
    ‘Yes, my dear. I fear I may have fainted just then. Your friend gave me quite the fright. Is he dead?’ 
 
    My breath froze and my heart stopped beating as I stared at the fallen form. Then I saw his chest rise and let go the fear that I might have killed him. ‘No, but he is out for now. We need to tie him up before he comes around.’ 
 
    ‘Goodness. Surely, we should just call security? They will deal with him.’ 
 
    Despite the throbbing in my feet, I stood up, forcing myself to accept the pain and get moving. I found a light switch. ‘He is security,’ I pointed out, showing Lord Edgar the man’s clothing. ‘I think he might be one of the Maharaja’s personal guards.’ Then something else occurred to me. ‘Hold on. How did you get into my room?’ 
 
    With the light on, I could see his cheeks colour. ‘Oh, I ah… bribed a guard to let me in.’ I really wanted to ask what he thought might happen once he snuck into my stateroom, but he spoke before I could. ‘I have news of your friends,’ he smiled knowingly. ‘I was able to make some calls, call in some favours and get them a stay of execution, so to speak. I came to collect on your promise.’ 
 
    Yet again I rolled my eyes. ‘Okay, one, I didn’t make a promise. Two, what exactly does a stay of execution mean and three, are you kidding me? You break into my room hoping to bed me? You’re like some creepy, well-spoken rapist, you know that?’ 
 
    He looked crestfallen. ‘I rather hoped I might come off as more like David Niven, sexy cat burglar and all-around scoundrel the ladies cannot resist.’ 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. ‘Well, you failed. Miserably. Now make yourself useful and help me tie Mustafa the Murderer up.’ I needed to call him something and it was the first name that came to me. ‘I need to alert my friends and find out who is behind whatever the heck is going on here.’ 
 
    While I looked around for something to use as rope, he said, ‘You can come with me to the British embassy still. I can keep you safe there.’  
 
    I found some ornate hold back thingies for the curtains that would do the trick. I just needed to cut it. Feeling quite put upon as I picked up the sword to hack at the curtains, I replied, ‘I am the only British member of the group. We are truly multi-national so going with you isn’t an option.’ 
 
    ‘I can arrange for cars to get you to the airport. You and your friends can at least escape before anything else happens.’ 
 
    ‘Not without Rick and Akamu. My two friends are wrongfully imprisoned and likely to be punished for a crime they didn’t commit. I am going nowhere without them.’ 
 
    He didn’t voice an argument, choosing instead to not lend a hand either as he watched with fascination while I pulled the hold back apart to make lengths of rope. Mustafa the Murderer had a strong pulse and I doubted the cut to his chin and lump on his cheek were life threatening so I wasn’t very gentle as I rolled him over and yanked his arms back. It was heavy work though, the man weighing far more than me. ‘Can you help?’ I snapped, frustrated. 
 
    It jolted the dignitary into action finally. ‘Goodness, yes. Sorry.’ As he knelt next to me and grabbed both arms so I could tie them, he said, ‘You seem very adept at this.’ 
 
    I felt like muttering about how life had prepared me recently. Instead I asked, ‘You said you had news about my friends?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes. The stay of execution. I was able to give them an additional twenty-four hours before their flogging will take place.’ He shot me a grin that announced how impressed he was with himself.  
 
    I think he was waiting for me to tell him how impressed I was, so his smile crashed to the tile when I curled my lip in disgust. ‘That’s it? An extra day but they get flogged anyway?’ 
 
    ‘I… I…’ he stuttered.  
 
    I snapped, ‘Grab his feet.’ Lord Edgar complied, which allowed me to loop the rope around his feet and back up to his hands, pulling his ankles up so they almost touched his hands. Mustafa was now shaped like a banana only bent backward.  
 
    Anna barked again. She had fallen quiet, undoubtedly listening and trying to work out what was going on, but she wanted out of the bedroom. Satisfied that Mustafa was secure, I pushed myself off the floor and set her free. As expected, she shot out of the room, took one look at the ambassador and started barking at him as she burst into an attack sprint.  
 
    His eyes flared in terror and he started to back away, but my shout brought her to a skidding stop. I had been working on behaviour with her, trying to instil some sense of right and wrong, manners, and obedience. It wasn’t going very well but I had managed to curb her habit of ankle biting. Not that she was happy about it and she looked grumpy now as she left Lord Edgar alone and nudged Mustafa with her nose.  
 
    So, what now? I asked myself. I had no idea who I could trust in the palace. Was the Maharaja himself behind this? Or his uncle? Or the creepy general? How about the vizier? At this point in time the only ones I could trust were the friends I had brought with me and probably the ambassador with the over-active libido.  
 
    I needed to alert Jermaine, but then I remembered how both Rick and Akamu’s valets had claimed they went out looking for alcohol and wondered if any of us could trust the men in our rooms. Aladdin had tried to warn me something was going on. I wish I had the ability to contact him because I wanted to know more now. Whatever else I did, I wanted Jermaine with me. 
 
    ‘Come on, Anna. We need to fetch Jermaine.’ I was still in my pyjamas but that didn’t matter, I was going to knock on his door and wake him or wake his valet.  
 
    It was then that I realised Anna was missing. ‘Anna?’ A moment ago she had been licking Mustafa’s nose, entertaining herself by bothering the unresponsive human. Now she was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    ‘She wandered off that way,’ said Lord Edgar, pointing toward the back of the suite. Muttering to myself, I followed, going back the way I fled when Mustafa tried to kill me. Then it struck me: what was he doing at the back end of my suite? He would have come in through the front door. Even if he had come in over the balcony and through the door there, which he hadn’t because it was still shut, he would have been in the middle of the suite, but he was all the way in the back. Had he been looking for something? 
 
    The answer presented itself as soon as I looked for it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Secret Passage 
 
    There was an opening in the back of my suite, a door hidden behind a bookcase. It was such a ridiculous cliché that I couldn’t help but laugh. Unfortunately, I was fairly certain my missing dog had already found it and decided to explore.  
 
    At least I now knew how Mustafa got into my suite. ‘Lord Edgar,’ I called. 
 
    ‘Yes, dear?’ he said from about an inch behind me, startling me and making me spin around to slap his arm in fright.  
 
    ‘Don’t sneak up on me, dammit.’ My poor heart couldn’t take much more excitement this evening. The ambassador wasn’t listening though, he was distracted by my chest as it heaved from my intake of breath. ‘Do you mind?’ I asked, bringing his eyes back up to mine. 
 
    He tried a lopsided grin. ‘You know you cut quite the enticing figure, even in those pyjamas…’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I cut him off before he could finish his sentence. ‘I think my dog went in there,’ I said pointing to the hole behind the bookcase. ‘I need to find her, but I also want to see where it goes. You’re coming with me.’ 
 
    ‘I am?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. They might think twice about killing you. We need to be quiet though. Stealthy. Can you do that?’ He mimed zipping his mouth shut and locking it and then throwing away the key. ‘Super. Wait here.’ 
 
    ‘Where are y…’ 
 
    ‘Ah!’ I chided, my finger raised to remind him of his vow of silence. I needed Anna’s lead, a pair of shoes and my phone so I could call Jermaine and use it as a torch if necessary. Lord Edgar stayed by the secret passage as I fetched things from my bedroom, then, with a steely sense of determination, I went into the dark passage.  
 
    It was cold inside, far cooler than my room which was a balmy, pleasant temperature. The passageway was formed of solid stone, a little more than six feet high and about three feet across. There was no lighting at all, so reluctantly, because it would announce my presence to anyone further down the passageway, I turned on the light on my phone.  
 
    I swung it both ways. The passageway ended a few feet further along to the left, so my only option was right. I set off, the ambassador on my shoulder and called Jermaine as I crept along in the dark.  
 
    I got no answer, the call frustratingly going to his answer service before I thumbed the cancel button. I wasn’t going to need it though, fifty yards along the passageway, we reached a recess in the wall to my right and a lever set into a wooden panel I was willing to bet was the back of another bookcase. 
 
    ‘This is all very exciting,’ whispered Lord Edgar. ‘I feel like one of the forty thieves.’ I wasn’t sure exciting was the word I would use. Terrifying would be a better fit for how I was feeling. Nevertheless, I grabbed the lever and yanked it upward. Something clicked, and the wooden panel moved inward a half inch, hinging from the righthand edge to swing open as I pushed it.  
 
    I was sure from the distance we had walked that this must be Jermaine’s suite, but I crept cautiously anyway in case he too had suffered an intruder. He hadn’t though and was sleeping in his bed with one arm and a leg hanging out and a small teddy bear tucked in next to his head. The teddy bear had on a tuxedo. I vowed to ask him about Mr Bear when the time was right; this wasn’t it though, so I let it go and placed a gentle hand on his shoulder to wake him. 
 
    My sleeping butler came to full alertness in a nanosecond, spinning around to grab my wrist with one hand as the other pulled back to deliver a strike. Lord Edgar squealed in fright which was probably what saved me from getting whacked in the head. 
 
    ‘Madam! You gave me such a fright,’ exclaimed Jermaine as he let me go and flicked on his bedside light. 
 
    ‘I gave you a fright?’ This time my heart was threatening to tear loose of its mooring and sail away. I genuinely feared that I might have a heart attack if the constant shocks persisted. With a hand to my chest, I sat on his bed so I wouldn’t fall down. I didn’t have time for this though. ‘Jermaine, sweetie, there’s another intruder in my room.’ 
 
    ‘Another snake?’ 
 
    ‘No, one of the Maharaja’s personal guards. He used a secret passage to get in and brought a sword with him.’ 
 
    ‘It’s all very cloak and dagger, isn’t it?’ Lord Edgar enthused.  
 
    Jermaine looked like he had a ton of questions, but he didn’t ask any of them. He acted instead, sliding across to the other side of his bed to find his clothes. As he stood up to slip his own silk pyjama bottoms on, I realised that he was naked and turned my embarrassed face away. 
 
    I had just seen my butler’s muscular bum! 
 
    To cover my flusterment, I said, ‘Anna is missing in the passageway. I need to find her.’ 
 
    ‘What about the man in your room?’ Jermaine asked as he cinched a robe around his waist and slipped on a pair of house slippers.  
 
    My answer paused on my lips as I looked at him again. Somehow he looked like a butler again – like if I were to describe what a nineteenth century butler wore in his bedroom, this would be it. The tall Jamaican had on silk pyjamas, a cotton bath gown and a pair of leather house slippers. To top the outfit off, he collected the small bear in the tuxedo and tucked it into the left breast pocket on his robe so it could look out and see what was happening. I shook my head to break the train of thought. ‘We, ah… we tied him up. He’s going nowhere. My first priority is to find Anna, and I am hoping the passage will lead to somewhere that might tell me what is going on or who is behind all this.’ 
 
    ‘We seem to have found ourselves in hot water again, madam.’ I couldn’t argue with that. I looked at Lord Edgar, making sure he was still up for this, but he just mimed keeping his mouth shut again with a smile. 
 
    Back in the secret passageway, Jermaine checked left and right, glanced at me and led the way when I indicated a direction. I really wanted to shout for Anna to come back, but it felt safer not to. She had lived with Japanese criminals for most of her life and had killed a cobra this afternoon; I was fairly sure she would be able to handle whatever she found ahead. I wasn’t so sure I could.  
 
    Another fifty yards further on, we found another wooden panel and another lever. This time it would be Barbie’s stateroom. A single exchanged glance between Jermaine and I confirmed that we both wanted to check she was alright.  
 
    The bookcase opened just like the last one, allowing us to spill into her stateroom. They were all laid out the same so even in the dark we knew where the master bedroom was and where we needed to go to find her. With so little background noise, we all heard her the moment we came through the doorway. Sharp cries rang out, unmistakably her voice – we were too late! 
 
    Jermaine went through the door ahead of me, tensed as he heard his friend being murdered and I only just caught hold of his arm before he broke into a run. My hand hooked around his elbow stopped him, but I had to grab on with both hands as he tried to break free. ‘Madam!’ he insisted in a hushed breath. ‘I have to save her!’ 
 
    I placed a finger to my lips, then whispered, ‘She doesn’t need saving.’ 
 
    ‘Madam?’ Then he heard it too. Barbie wasn’t being murdered. Quite the opposite in fact and the squeals I thought were from pain were also quite the opposite. His eyes locked with mine in the dark, both of us silently agreeing that we should leave Barbie and Hideki alone for the time being. It would have been quite the oops moment if we had burst into her bedroom to save her.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Dungeons 
 
    Back in the passage we agreed that we would leave Martin and Deepa alone as well. Not that I thought they were also getting busy but creeping about in secret passageways wasn’t a thing we needed to do as a group activity.  
 
    ‘Lord Edgar, perhaps it would be prudent for you to let us continue without you,’ I suggested before we set off again. I dragged him along initially because I didn’t want to go into the dark, scary passageway by myself. With Jermaine at my side I felt far safer and the British ambassador wasn’t going to be of much use unless I needed someone to do my screaming for me. 
 
    He wasn’t about to be benched though. ‘Nonsense, Mrs Fisher. This evening calls for some true Dunkirk spirit, wot? You shall not find me wanting. Besides, how else am I to prove my worth and win your heart?’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes, the act going unseen in the poorly lit passageway. Jermaine checked I was ready to move and started walking, making almost no noise with his slippered feet. The passageway went on in a straight line for another hundred yards before we reached a corner. Jermaine strode around it before I could question if it was safe, but the sound of claws skittering over the stone floor propelled me forward.  
 
    Little Anna was wagging her tail like mad and bouncing onto her hind legs to stand like a meercat at my feet. I scooped her up. ‘Mummy was worried, Anna. You shouldn’t wander off like that.’ I got a lick to my chin in response. 
 
    Jermaine reappeared from the gloom ahead. ‘Madam there are stairs here. Do you wish to return to your rooms or press on? I will remain with you regardless of your decision.’ 
 
    ‘And I as well,’ chimed Lord Edgar though his company filled me with neither joy nor a sense of security. Mostly I got the sense that he was undressing me with his eyes the whole time.  
 
    I did want to return to my rooms. I wanted to go back there and pack and run away but I couldn’t, so despite having no wish to press on, that was exactly what I did. ‘Let’s see where it leads.’ 
 
    I slipped around Jermaine, keeping Anna tucked under my arm as I found the stairs and started to descend. It was a narrow spiral staircase, the steps so small I felt I needed to keep one hand on the wall the whole time. It went down and down, around and around so many times that I soon lost track of how many full circles we had made or how far down we might have descended. My brain told me we must be well below ground though. After several minutes, light started to appear ahead – wherever we were going was lit. 
 
    Blinking in the sudden light, I emerged into a new passageway, this one far larger, higher and wider with arched supports to hold the palace above it. This time the passageway stretched in both directions, giving an unwelcome option of which way to go. Either could lead to danger though neither was likely to provide salvation. Jermaine was paused and waiting my next instruction. When I glanced at Lord Edgar, he mimed keeping his lips shut again.  
 
    I twitched my nose; being down here felt unwise. If we ran into anyone, it would be someone involved in the plot to kill me, if that was what was going on, and that meant we needed to be very careful. ‘Let’s just have a quick nose around, see what we find and get back to your suite.’ 
 
    ‘My suite?’ asked Jermaine. 
 
    ‘Yes. I’m not sleeping in mine. No one tried to kill you yet, so maybe it is just me they are after. I’ll stay with you in your suite and maybe that will throw them off. In the morning we need to come up with a better plan for survival.’ 
 
    ‘Very good, madam.’ 
 
    I chose to go right for no reason at all, keeping my footsteps quiet; the need for stealth greater now than before. After two steps I paused, causing Jermaine to almost bump into me. ‘We need to mark our route. There might be lots of turns ahead so we should mark each intersection.’ 
 
    ‘Brilliant,’ murmured Lord Edgar.  
 
    It was hardly brilliant. Hansel and Gretel managed to think of it a few centuries ago. Jermaine found a handy piece of stone on the floor and used it to mark the staircase with an up arrow. Then at the first corner, he marked the walls to show we needed to turn there to get back to the stairs. Behind Jermaine and me, as we walked down the centre of the passageway, Lord Edgar was sidling along the wall, keeping to the shadows as much as possible and glancing about constantly in an act of vigilance. He looked like an idiot again, this time doing a poor impression of James Bond.  
 
    The passageway reached a T junction, but I wasn’t stifled by the choice of left and right this time, I was stunned by the bars I could see on a dozen doors. It was a dungeon! 
 
    Jermaine saw it too. I looked in both directions, but there was no one about. There was a hand sticking out between some bars though, the sight shocking me and making my feet move. I crossed the floor, Jermaine right by me but my very brief hope that the hand might belong to Rick or Akamu was soon dashed when I saw the face of the man through the bars. 
 
    It was Aladdin! 
 
    He was either asleep or unconscious, but when I touched his skin, he jerked awake, turning his face so I could see the side which had been hidden in shadow: it was badly bruised, his right eye almost swollen shut.  
 
    ‘Oh, my goodness. Aladdin what happened?’ 
 
    He gripped my hands through the bars. ‘They grabbed me right after I left your stateroom. They knew all about what I had told you; I think your rooms might be bugged.’ 
 
    ‘They are most likely all bugged then,’ said Jermaine. ‘Are you badly injured, sir?’ 
 
    Aladdin shook his head. ‘No. It is superficial; nothing broken but I doubt they plan to let me survive. Can you get me out?’ Jermaine went in search of keys, taking Lord Edgar with him, which left me crouching at the bars of the dungeon. Anna wriggled to be put down, so I plopped her on the cold floor and watched as she slid between the bars to explore.  
 
    Watching her, Aladdin said, ‘If only it were that easy.’  
 
    I squeezed his hand. ‘Who did this?’ 
 
    He winced as he shifted position. ‘Some of the Maharaja’s personal guards. They didn’t tell me why and didn’t ask me any questions other than what I knew. They wanted me to tell them why I thought the Maharaja had been replaced.’  
 
    ‘What did you say?’  
 
    ‘I told them the same thing I told you: I have been his valet since birth until just a short while ago. I believe that I know him better than his mother or father ever did and the boy sitting on the throne is not the same person. I travelled with him to America last year when he insisted he needed to go and I watched as he was influenced by their culture. He talked about sweeping reforms when he became the Maharaja, about a new Zangrabar that he would lead into the twenty-first century. When he returned here a few weeks ago after the sapphire was found, it was all he could talk about. How we could revolutionise the medical services to give care for those without the means to pay for it themselves, how we could empower women to be better educated and hold jobs as lawyers or doctors instead of cleaning ladies and cooks. Then, six days ago he stopped talking about any of it and that is because they replaced him. I don’t know how, but that is what I know and that is what I told them. They asked who else I had spoken to then threw me in here. They haven’t come back since.’ 
 
    ‘Who else have you told?’  
 
    ‘No one. That was when I got the beating. They didn’t believe me, so they did their best to persuade the truth from me. They are fools though; if I had a name to give them, I would take it to my grave.’ 
 
    I scanned around for any sign of Jermaine or Lord Edgar. They had vanished in search of the keys, though there was no reason to believe they would be down here. I doubted they would be hung on a convenient hook around the corner but on top of rescuing Rick and Akamu, I now had my palace valet to free.  
 
    ‘Aladdin, two of my friends, the older gentlemen in my party, went missing earlier this evening. Their valets reported that they went to the docks to look for booze. I think they were lying. Why would they do that?’ 
 
    Aladdin mimed spitting in his disgust. ‘Fariq and Akari? Those two are the sons of an illegitimate goat. Whoever is behind this will have employed them to play along. You can bet they were lying; it is as natural as eating hummus to them.’ 
 
    ‘Who did you think is behind this?’ I wanted to ask the question the moment we found him, but I had been working up to it and making sure I showed concern for him before wringing him for answers. But since he introduced the subject… 
 
    He waved a frustrated arm in the air in response. ‘I have no idea. If I am right and the boy you met as the Maharaja tonight is indeed a fake, then I would have to ask who stands to gain.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ I replied, astonished that someone else thought to ask what I always felt was the most pertinent and obvious question. ‘Who stands to gain? The fake Maharaja does, but I cannot see how a teenage boy could manipulate his way into replacing the genuine Maharaja without a lot of help.’ 
 
    ‘And that is why I am now locked in a dungeon. It could be that everyone in the palace is in on this except me. I didn’t know who I could trust, which is why I approached you. Even that wasn’t a safe move though.’ He sighed and winced again as he shifted position once more. Anna got bored with sniffing around the dust and dirt in the ancient cell but figured the man on the floor probably wanted to give her some affection so climbed onto his lap without invite. He gave her an absentminded pat. 
 
    If he had anything else to say, it was forgotten as Jermaine and Lord Edgar reappeared with a bunch of keys. ‘I found these,’ Jermaine announced, holding them up for me to see. It was a large bunch on a ring one could put an arm through. The keys were massive too, designed to fit exactly the kind of lock on the ancient cell door.  
 
    I stood up and dusted myself off a bit, then while Jermaine tried the keys one at a time, I wandered down the line of cells to see if there were any other occupants. Secretly I prayed I wouldn’t find a skeleton chained to a wall in any of them. I didn’t but I did note that there were only six cells and there looked to be at least a dozen keys on the bunch Jermaine found.  
 
    ‘Jermaine, how many keys have you got there?’  
 
    He paused in his efforts to open the door while he quickly counted. ‘Twelve, madam.’ 
 
    ‘Aladdin are there any more cells in this dungeon?’ 
 
    Aladdin blinked at me. ‘I couldn’t say, Mrs Fisher. I didn’t even know there was a dungeon beneath the palace, and I have worked here all my adult life.’ I thought about that for a second and logged the information for later. He arrived at the same conclusion though, ‘You think the real Maharaja might be down here in another cell?’ 
 
    I pursed my lips before I answered. I still wasn’t convinced that the Maharaja wasn’t the real Maharaja. Yes, he was an annoying teenage boy with a convincing American accent and not even slightly like the ruler of a rich nation I expected to meet. How would you find a replacement lookalike though? How would you switch one for the other and convince all the people around you? It was just too far-fetched. Nevertheless, there was something going on and thus far it was the only explanation I had.  
 
    What I said was. ‘I think we should explore.’ 
 
    Jermaine was still trying keys, Aladdin standing just inside the cell in readiness to depart, but Jermaine must have been through the bunch more than twice by now. ‘The key for this cell isn’t here, madam.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ asked Aladdin, clearly keen to leave the confined space.  
 
    A noise echoing along the passageway snapped all our heads around to stare in the same direction: someone was coming.  ‘Madam, we need to leave,’ said Jermaine, scooping Anna before she could start running and covering her mouth with a giant hand before she could begin barking. Lord Edgar looked about with panicked eyes, suddenly worried he might be caught in a diplomatically embarrassing situation on account of his determination to get into my knickers. He didn’t bother to wait for me or Jermaine, he simply turned and ran back toward the stairs and salvation. 
 
    ‘Wait,’ Aladdin pleaded, his voice hushed but desperate. ‘Don’t leave me here!’  
 
    I felt bad about it but getting caught would just result in Jermaine and me becoming Aladdin’s cell mates. Or worse. ‘Sorry.’ I looked at him with real sorrow. ‘Look, we know where you are and how to find you. Give me some time. We’ll come back for you, I promise.’ 
 
    He grabbed my hand before I could move away and held it tight as he spoke, ‘You have to stop the coronation. Whatever else happens, you have to prevent the fake Maharaja from being crowned. Promise me that,’ he demanded. ‘Don’t worry about me but swear on the souls of your ancestors that you will find the real Maharaja and save him.’ 
 
    The voices around the corner were getting closer and we had to go, or it wouldn’t matter what I promised. ‘Okay. I promise, Aladdin. Now sit tight, we will be back for you.’ 
 
    The moment Aladdin released my hand, Jermaine yanked me across the passageway and out of sight back toward the spiral stairs. I didn’t get to see who was coming, which was a shame. I wanted to see if the person coming was who I thought it might be. In order to see them though, I would have to let them see me and that would get me killed most likely.  
 
    So instead, just like always, I was going to have to work it all out the hard way. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Mustafa the Murderer 
 
    There were no more stairs on the way up than there had been on the way down, but my thighs were protesting by the time I got back to the top. Barbie would be impressed that I did them all without a break, telling myself to just keep moving and embrace the calorie burn. In the passageway at the top once more, I rested a few seconds just because I felt dizzy and disorientated from doing so many circles.  
 
    The ambassador was not so fit or determined and was a few years older than me. I passed him easily about halfway up, then left him behind to wait for him at the top. ‘Goodness,’ he puffed as his head came into sight. ‘That is a lot of steps. I probably shouldn’t have had so much chocolate this evening.’  
 
    ‘We need to wake the others,’ I said rather breathlessly as I forced myself to move on, once again leaving Lord Edgar behind. ‘We’re all in trouble, I think.’ 
 
    Jermaine reached the first wooden panel and lever, behind which we should find Martin Baker. ‘Very good, madam. Shall we gather in one room?’ 
 
    I nodded at his suggestion. ‘I think we should. I need some items from my room though, I don’t intend to stay in pyjamas all night.’ 
 
    ‘I should come with you.’ 
 
    I waved him off. ‘Gather everyone together and then fetch me. Use this passageway to move about in case they are watching the front doors.’ 
 
    ‘What about the guard you tied up?’ asked Lord Edgar, reminding me that he was still with us. 
 
    Quickly I said, ‘Jermaine, you go. I’ll meet you in Rick’s room. No one will think to look there, and I expect his valet to be elsewhere since Rick is in jail.’ Then I grabbed the ambassador’s arm and dragged him with me toward the secret entrance back into my own suite. ‘Lord Edgar, what are you still doing with us?’ He looked confused by the question. ‘I mean, why are you still hanging around? You have no stake in this misadventure but could cause yourself all sorts of bother if you get caught.’ 
 
    He straightened his bow tie as we came into my suite and shot me a look that was most likely supposed to be steely determination but mostly looked like he needed to use the smallest room. Then he said, ‘Babe…’ 
 
    ‘Babe?’ I squinted at him. 
 
    He tried again, but the steely determination was already failing. ‘Patricia?’ he tried nervously. I nodded that he could continue. ‘Patricia, I am given to understand that exciting and dangerous experiences can cause heightened libido in those persons engaged in the life-threateni…’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘But…’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know what I was going to say,’ he whined. 
 
    ‘Just no. Okay?’ When he looked like he might argue again, I added, ‘You were going to suggest we have sex since we are both so turned on by the action and adventure this evening and that given the danger we find ourselves in it might be our last chance before we get killed. Is that about right?’ 
 
    ‘Um.’ 
 
    ‘Thought so. Now make yourself useful and check on Mustafa the Murderer while I get changed and pack a few things.’ I turned to go to my bedroom but reran the conversation in my head and stopped so I could make one final point clear. ‘Me telling you that I am getting changed is not an indication that I want you to accidentally,’ I did quote fingers, ‘find me naked. Is that clear?’ 
 
    ‘Perfectly, Patricia. Um, who is Mustafa?’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes. ‘The thug we tied up. I have no idea what his name is and I have to call him something. Trust me, there will be more thugs to deal with yet and it gets confusing if you don’t know which one someone is talking about.’ I left him to the task and stomped off to the master bedroom, Anna dancing along at my feet because she thought it was biscuit time. I barely noticed her because I was wondering when it was that I had become a man magnet. Until the age of fifty-three I had slept with only one man; the man I married. Now the count had increased to two with Alistair and I was very glad about it, but in the recent weeks several men had propositioned me and though I had dropped a few pounds and more than a dress size, I was surprised by the attention.  
 
    I didn’t hang about getting changed, choosing jeans and a sweater, then putting my running shoes back on because they were comfortable. I made sure Anna had a drink of water and gave her a biscuit, then slipped my messenger handbag over one shoulder and went to see what Lord Edgar was doing.  
 
    He was outside my door looking sheepish and holding some ropes. Mustafa had escaped! 
 
    I took the ropes from him. They had been cut, but Mustafa didn’t have a knife with him and should not have been able to get up to find one in the suite. ‘Were these where we left him?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Then someone cut him free. Either way, they know their attempt to kill me failed and are more likely to be watching to see what we do.’ 
 
    ‘What are we going to do?’ 
 
    ‘Research,’ I declared, whistling for Anna to follow as once again I walked to the far end of my suite and back to the secret passage. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Truth 
 
    The wooden panel leading to Rick’s room was open, I could see the light from within shining out of it. Jermaine came out of it looking for me before I got there, silently expressing his concern for my wellbeing with his impatience.  
 
    ‘Do we have everyone?’ I asked as I passed him.  
 
    ‘Yes, madam. They are all in the main living area. Lieutenant Baker swept for bugs already and found seventeen. He has disabled the ones in the main living area and manoeuvred a lamp in front of a camera he found. May I bring you a coffee?’ It was so typical for Jermaine to provide refreshments.  
 
    I said, ‘Thank you, yes,’ as I made my way through the stateroom. Behind me he asked Lord Edgar the same question then butlered off to fetch our drinks as I found everyone else. As they sleepily greeted me, I indicated the extra man. ‘I don’t think you have met Lord Edgar. He is the British ambassador to Zangrabar.’ For his benefit, I introduced each of the other people present and explained who they were.  
 
    Barbie was the first of my friends to speak. ‘Jermaine said the situation with Rick and Akamu is worse than we thought?’ 
 
    Grasping one hand with the other, I circled the room a little, fret causing my feet to feel agitated. ‘That is one way to put it. The Zangrabar punishment for public inebriation is public flogging.’ Barbie’s hand shot to her mouth but everyones’ eyes flared wide in shock at the news. ‘That will happen in two days’ time, but it is not the real news I need to share with you.’ 
 
    Martin Baker’s brow furrowed. ‘Then what is? Or do I really just not want to know?’ I cocked my head at his question: he probably didn’t want to know. Unfortunately, he had to, as did everyone else.  
 
    ‘I believe we have walked into some kind of plot to usurp rule in Zangrabar or overthrow the crown or something. My valet, Aladdin, the one that met us at the airport with the general confided in me today. As soon as the door to my suite was shut, he claimed the Maharaja we met is a fake.’ My friends’ faces were lined with disbelief at what I was telling them, but I was barely getting started. I went on to tell them about Rick and Akamu’s valets, their supposed excursion in ceremonial dress and then Mustafa the Murderer, the secret passages, the snake and finding Aladdin in the dungeons.  
 
    By the time I was finished, I felt that I needed a lie down. We were in it really deep this time.  
 
    Deepa had a question. ‘If the stuff about the Maharaja being fake and the plot to overthrow the crown or whatever is true, I still don’t see why they would grab Rick and Akamu or why they would try to kill you.’ 
 
    She had me there. ‘I’m not sure either. But if Aladdin is right then we have to assume I was talking to the fake Maharaja this evening and I revealed to him my concern that something was amiss here. Given that I was invited solely for solving the mystery of the sapphire, it stands to reason that they think I might poke about and do some investigating here too. Having shown them my hand, they decided it would be easier to just kill me.’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t the snake come before you spoke with them this evening?’ asked Martin. 
 
    ‘Yes, it did, but it was after Aladdin confided in me, so they knew I had heard the truth, if that’s what it is. You found how many listening devices and cameras in this suite? They have heard every word everyone of us has said since we arrived up until this point.  
 
    Barbie shot Hideki a sideways look and sniggered behind her hands, her eyes twinkling in embarrassed delight. No one else saw it, but Hideki saw me and knew that I knew what had caused Barbie’s chuckle. He covered his own embarrassment with a question. ‘So what do we do now? What are our options?’  
 
    Somehow, despite having no qualifications, I was the leader of this group and they were looking to me for guidance. I let myself fall backward onto a couch, my body weary from the day and still bruised from being thrown about on the plane. Anna jumped up next to me and cuddled into my left hip. ‘Our options are limited,’ I said before anyone could prompt me. ‘We have no back up and even if we all escape the palace and hide in our respective embassies, we are still left with Rick and Akamu facing a kangaroo court and there is no US embassy here so Barbie has nowhere to go. Anyone that wants to get to safety should go but I am staying. I cannot tell anyone at the palace about the fake Maharaja though because I have not the first idea who might be involved.’ Then I told them about the number of keys against the number of cells we found and the possibility that the true Maharaja might still be in the palace waiting to be rescued.  
 
    Jermaine summed it up neatly. ‘In order for us to solve this mystery, rescue Mr Hutton and Mr Kameāloha and walk away unscathed, we have to find out what is going on, find out who is behind whatever is going on and then stop them while simultaneously freeing the true Maharaja and overpowering the Maharaja that everyone thinks is the real one.’ 
 
    Martin blew out a breath. ‘Easy then. What shall we do after that?’ 
 
    Deepa placed a hand of reassurance on his forearm. ‘We can work this out together. Isn’t that right, Mrs Fisher?’ 
 
    Barbie looked at me, her perma-smile absent for once. ‘Is it research time?’ 
 
    Phones, tablets, and a laptop were brought into use as the team each started to work in singles or pairs on different elements of the mystery. Lord Edgar wanted to help but had no idea how to, so chipped in by making more coffee, waving his arm at Jermaine when my butler attempted to stop his research project to perform the mundane task instead. I’ll say this for Lord Edgar; if this evening was all about getting me into bed, then he got an A for effort. Achievement was going to be an F but well done for trying.  
 
    Barbie and Deepa were working on the military aspect, delving into enemies of Zangrabar, past conflicts and who might wish to shoot down the Maharaja’s private jet. While they did that and looked for reports or blogs of a dogfight seen overhead, Jermaine was looking for social media that mentioned the Maharaja while he was in America. He didn’t have his own Facebook page or Instagram account or anything else but he appeared on those of others, his time in America spent much like any other teenage boy but with significantly more money and a host of security guards following him around.  
 
    We were all thoroughly absorbed by what we were doing, which is why we were so easy to catch by surprise. The only warning we got was the sound of the lock clicking open, the noise almost inaudible over our conversation, but Anna heard it and her head coming up made me look toward the lobby in time to see the front door fly open.  
 
    Palace guards in their floaty pants, tunics, and turbans stormed into the room. Each of them was armed with a deadly looking black assault rifle and they were all pointing at us. Involuntarily, I closed my eyes, the brain telling me I didn’t want to see the volley of bullets that would cut me and my  friends to pieces.  
 
    It never came though, no one fired a shot and when I cautiously reopened one eye and then the other, I saw the Maharaja’s uncle walking toward me through a corridor of armed guards.  
 
    He looked directly at me, then said over his shoulder, ‘Captain, tell your men they can lower their weapons. Lord Postlewaite, what are you doing here?’ he asked the British dignitary, clearly baffled by his presence in my odd group. ‘No, nevermind, I have a pretty good idea. Mrs Fisher, I must express how happy I am to see you alive.’ Now I was confused. I hadn’t voiced it because I didn’t want to skew anyone’s thoughts including my own, but the creepy and unpleasant uncle was my number one most likely suspect to be behind whatever is going on. He stepped closer and offered me his hand. I took it because I couldn’t think of anything else to do.  
 
    The armed guards were all now looking relaxed, their weapons held loosely in one hand or slung to their backs which convinced me there was no intention to shoot us all. So, I asked the obvious question. ‘What is going on?’ 
 
    ‘That is a good question, Mrs Fisher. I must say that you gave me quite the scare just now. I hoped to catch you in your stateroom but you were not there and there was not only the sign of a scuffle, but the secret escape passage was lying open. I thought I was too late, and then when we checked the other rooms, we found them all to be empty as well. I am thankful that you are astute enough to seek shelter as a group, it has undoubtedly deflected any further attacks this evening.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. That really didn’t answer my question though.’ I was way beyond being polite.  
 
    He pursed his lips, letting my impertinence slide, but then swished his gown to check where the couch was and took a seat on it. I sat too, taking a pew opposite him but sitting upright instead of relaxing so that my head was above his and I could look down at him. ‘We haven’t yet been properly introduced, Mrs Fisher. I am Zebrahim Azir Zebradim, younger brother to the Maharaja that was and uncle to the Maharaja that will be. It is my sacred duty to ensure the rightful Maharaja is crowned tomorrow and I believe there is a plot to overthrow the crown.’ I performed a mental fist pump: I had it right again. Go Patricia. ‘I believe General Aziz had planned a coup and may intend to assassinate the Maharaja at his coronation as a demonstration of power.’ 
 
    His information wasn’t adding up. ‘Your Highness, if the general is planning a coup, why was it a royal guard that attacked me this evening?’  
 
    ‘Was it a guard, Mrs Fisher? Or just a man dressed as a guard?’ He didn’t wait for me to answer, the question was rhetorical. ‘Of course, it might have been a royal guard. I have reason to believe the general has infiltrated the palace security at many levels and has men loyal to him everywhere. Can I ask how you were able to overcome the attack and survive?’ 
 
    ‘Luck mostly, Your Highness. Lord Postlewaite inadvertently distracted him and I got in a lucky blow with a candlestick.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what happened,’ chipped in Lord Edgar happily as if he had done something worthwhile.  
 
    ‘Ah, yes. I saw the candlestick on the floor along with feathers from a torn cushion.’ 
 
    I decided to push my luck. ‘My valet, Aladdin, claimed that the Maharaja I met today isn’t the real Maharaja and now he is being held in a cell in a dungeon below this palace. Aladdin has been badly beaten, which he claims was at the hands of the royal guard.’ 
 
    The Maharaja’s uncle nodded as he listened, then flicked his eyebrows and smiled. ‘You are not wrong, Mrs Fisher. My brother was so impressed when the sapphire was returned to us. He said the woman behind it must be quite brilliant and I can see that he was right. With my worry that the general may be planning a coup, I have put several unfortunate but necessary precautionary measures in place. One of them was to hire a double. My nephew is currently keeping a low profile. He will appear at the coronation because it has to be him and not the double that is crowned as the new Maharaja but until I can reveal who is behind the plan to overthrow the crown, I must keep him safe. It will be stressful enough exposing him to potential snipers for his coronation despite all the precautions we are taking. As for your valet; he threatened to expose the double as a fake, he wouldn’t listen to reason and became violent. His injuries are unfortunate and the guard that assaulted him will be charged. Aladdin is being held on my orders though, I cannot have him disclosing our subterfuge when it would put the real Maharaja in direct danger. I will ensure a doctor is sent to treat his wounds and make him comfortable though.’ Everything Prince Zebrahim claimed made perfect sense and sounded completely reasonable. It explained the presence of the double and Aladdin’s incarceration. The prince even looked truly remorseful that Aladdin had been hurt.  
 
    ‘This doesn’t explain the snake in my room or the man that tried to kill me with a sword a short while ago. Or the attack on our aircraft for that matter. And what about my friends?’ I asked when I got that far down my mental check list. ‘I will swear on the Holy Bible that they would not have gone to the docks looking for alcohol instead of attending the banquet. They must have stumbled across something the conspirators were doing.’ 
 
    Calmly, Prince Zebrahim replied, ‘There is no evidence of that. If they interrupted the general’s men doing something, I think it more likely they would be dead. Why go to the trouble of arranging for them to be discredited as drunkards?’ He had an answer for everything. Which was annoying because I had no answers at all. ‘At this time, I do not know why the aircraft was shot at or by who. That is a mystery we have people working on but one which we might never solve. As for the snake; I said earlier that it could just be a snake. They do get into the palace sometimes. The attack on you this evening though; that was quite deliberate. I cannot say who was behind it. Not yet anyway, but if the general has infiltrated the palace security as I suspect, he might be concerned about your snooping.’ He paused to see if I had any questions. When I failed to ask one after a few seconds, he continued. ‘So now you know the truth, Mrs Fisher. I hope you can accept my apologies for my deception and for the danger I unintentionally placed you in. If you wish to leave, I will arrange for a new private jet to take you to wherever in the world you may wish to go. If you choose to stay, I will ensure you meet the real Maharaja tomorrow at his coronation. I offer you my personal guarantee of safety and will leave a guard in every suite to further ensure your stay in Zangrabar suffers no further… complications. I only ask that you relax and allow us to be the hosts we intended to be.’ 
 
    My friends all looked relieved to be out of the frying pan with no sign of a fire waiting for them. They also looked tired but then the day had been long and filled with excitement. I could see no way of arguing with the prince and his kind words. He wanted to reassure us and as next in line to the throne had taken his time to visit us in person. It was no small thing.  
 
    I bowed my head respectfully. ‘Thank you, Your Highness. Your reassurances and explanation for the attack tonight are warmly received.’ The visit appeared to be concluded but as he twitched to stand up, I had a final question. ‘Why have you not moved against the general already if you believe he is planning a coup?’ 
 
    The prince’s mouth opened and then closed again. He paused for a second, then answered my question, ‘Insufficient evidence.’ Then he chuckled. ‘I could use your help actually, Mrs Fisher. This was the little mystery my nephew alluded to in his telegram. When he wrote that, I was with him, and at the time we thought there might be something odd going on in the palace. It was my suggestion that he include it in his message just in case we wanted to get your opinion. The situation changed faster than I expected though, forcing the subterfuge with the double and everything that has happened recently.’  
 
    ‘I’m all ears,’ I replied, ready to hear what he had to tell me.  
 
    He stood up though, straightening his robe and nodding to the captain of the guard. ‘I would feel I was burdening you unfairly if I discussed it with you now, Mrs Fisher. I will be glad to meet with you tomorrow morning though. Please have your guard contact me when you are ready. It is already late, and your friends look tired.’ To accentuate his point, I had to stifle a yawn. It was late and I needed some sleep, but I would have cast that aside to help if I could. Before I could cram the yawn back down and close my mouth, he backed away and gave a small bow. ‘Goodnight, Mrs Fisher. Good night, Lord Postlewaite.’ Then he glanced around the room at everyone else. ‘I hope you all sleep well.’ Then with a sweep of his robe, he departed, the guard filing out neatly behind him until there was no one left in Rick’s room but my party.  
 
    We were all looking at one another and no one was saying anything until Hideki broke the silence. ‘Soooo, I guess that’s it for today then?’ I saw his eyes cut to Barbie; the two of them weren’t planning any sleep soon.  
 
    I started toward the suite’s door with Anna tucked under my arm and another yawn forcing my jaw open. Everyone followed. I was going to go to bed, and I hoped to sleep. There remained a stack of questions buzzing around my head; I wasn’t at all satisfied about Aladdin being held in the dungeon, but I acknowledged that I couldn’t do anything about it.  
 
    As I got outside, Jermaine caught up to me. ‘Madam is there anything else I can do for you before I turn in? Would you feel safer if I slept in one of your suite’s other bedrooms?’ 
 
    I looped my arm through his and walked with him. ‘You are too thoughtful, Jermaine.’ 
 
    ‘It is my job, madam.’ 
 
    ‘Not to this level of commitment, it isn’t. I have all I need though and a personal guard to boot. I think you should get some sleep and see me in the morning.’  
 
    He leaned down to whisper. ‘Madam, it would please me more to remain in your quarters tonight. I am… unsettled here.’ Well that did it; I couldn’t refuse him now that he wanted it for his own peace of mind.  
 
    ‘I could stay with you instead, Patricia,’ piped up the ambassador, proving that hope springs eternal. This time all it took was a stern look for him to accept defeat. He bowed his head gracefully in my direction and walked away.  
 
    Looking back at it now, I’m shocked we lived through the night. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Coronation Day 
 
    I awoke just before six the next morning, logging less than five hours sleep but the sun was up and it was roughly my normal time to rise now that I visited the gym most days. Sitting in bed, I yawned and stretched and lazily considered pulling the covers over my head to go back to sleep. Exercise was keeping me young though, and while I hadn’t thought about my naked body in years, now it was something I checked out in the mirror every day, critically assessing whether my face looked older, if my boobs were hanging lower.  
 
    Not that I thought going for a run was going to hold back the ravages of time forever. Giving them pause for thought was good enough reason though, so ten minutes after rising I was performing yoga on a mat in the living space.  
 
    The guard assigned to my suite was joined by Jermaine’s when my butler collected his things to crash in the bedroom next to mine. The two guards must have rotated during the night as only one was visible now, standing near the lobby door looking bored but mostly alert.  
 
    I exercised in silence, the only sound that of my laboured breathing from the exertion. Thirty minutes of posing, holding, twisting and moving generated a light sheen of sweat and the need for a shower. By the time I came back out, the smell of coffee had filled the air of my suite.  I was dressed for the morning in an expensive floral dress which I bought new in one of the Aurelia’s high-end designer retail outlets especially for this trip. 
 
    Jermaine hadn’t made it though. He was sitting in an armchair in the living area reading a newspaper.  Just as he looked up, a valet, one of the ones from Rick or Akamu’s suites came in bearing a tray on which tiny cups, a tall ornate coffee pot and other paraphernalia were balanced.  
 
    I gave him a smile of greeting. ‘Good morning…’ 
 
    ‘Fariq, Eminence,’ he replied, placing the tray on a low table next to Jermaine. ‘I have prepared fresh coffee; can I offer you some breakfast? We are able to cater to any taste.’ 
 
    As he poured the dark brew into a cup for Jermaine, I joined him and asked for a cup myself. I had slept well but had woken filled with no less doubt than yesterday. Something was amiss and I worried that there were only a few hours to work out what it was.  
 
    I took the offered cup and thanked him, placing it under my nose to draw in a deep hit of the unctuous scent. He fell into a relaxed pose I recognised from watching Jermaine: he had no task until we gave him one so was waiting for instruction. I asked him a question. ‘Fariq, you were looking after Mr Hutton originally, yes?’ 
 
    ‘That is correct, Eminence.’ 
 
    ‘You helped him with his ceremonial robes, I assume. Made sure he had them on correctly.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Eminence.’ 
 
    ‘Were they well-tailored to him?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Eminence. A very good fit. Mr Hutton commented on it several times.’ 
 
    ‘Did it strike you as odd that he chose to wear them to the docks?’ 
 
    Fariq paused this time before answering, his smile drooping slightly. He recovered quickly though, smiling widely again as he thought of an answer. ‘It is not my place to ask, Eminence.’ It was an outright lie; his eyes had gone up and right to engage the creative part of his brain, not up and left to memory. This didn’t really tell me anything I didn’t already know but it proved there were lies being told. Fariq, unless he was someone important posing as a valet, was too low down the scale to be masterminding anything, so he was following orders from someone else. Were they the general’s orders though? Or someone else’s? 
 
    I didn’t challenge him, instead I ordered breakfast, as did Jermaine – eggs with hummus and vegetables plus fruit juice. The coronation was to take place at two o’clock this afternoon on the steps of the palace in front of a huge crowd and television cameras from around the world. Between now and then, I needed to do minimal preparation because Osama Al-Kaisi had arranged for hairdressers and makeup artists. All I needed to do was sit and read a magazine while they buzzed around me and then get into the limousine that would take me to the red carpet – another influence from America the young Maharaja had embraced. All the official guests, including politicians, heads of state and a few pop stars, were to walk the red carpet where they could be photographed and interviewed. I wondered how that would sit with the Queen.  
 
    When Fariq returned ten minutes later to announce breakfast was served on the balcony, I asked him if there had been any message from Prince Zebrahim.  
 
    ‘No, Eminence,’ he replied. ‘No messages. Should I expect one?’  
 
    I didn’t know the answer to that question. The prince had been quite clear that he intended to discuss with me General Aziz’s movements but left it open regarding when that might happen today. Would he even have time? And if the general was planning a coup, was there any time to delay? Now that I thought about it, the prince’s nonchalance over a potential military attack was crazy. Last night, in my sleep deprived state, it felt reasonable to leave it until this morning. Now, as I devoured my eggs and hummus, I found myself frowning in doubt.  
 
    Jermaine’s phone chirped, an incoming text message attracting his attention. He leaned to look at the screen as he scraped together a piece of flatbread and hummus, then passed the device to me, pulling an expression that told me I needed to read it.  
 
    The message was from Barbie. She was with Deepa and they were on their way to the spa, was I ready? Baffled by the message, I dug around in my bag for my phone to discover that I had failed to charge it in all the pandemonium last night and it was quite dead. Barbie had most likely been texting or calling and getting no answer so had tried Jermaine instead.  
 
    I gratefully accepted Jermaine’s phone and called her back. ‘Barbie, hi, it’s Patricia.’ 
 
    ‘Hey, Patty. Did you lose your phone or forget to charge it?’ 
 
    ‘The latter. What’s this about a spa?’ 
 
    I could tell from her voice that she was excited at the prospect of visiting another spa for free. Then I remembered Hideki and wondered if perhaps he might be the cause of her buoyant mood this morning. ‘A servant arrived with a note on a silver tray this morning. Deepa got one as well. We are both invited to luxuriate ourselves in the palace spa this morning. I’m thinking deep tissue massage, reiki head massage, facial seaweed wrap, the full works. How about you?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t get an invite,’ I replied, my tone trying to decide between curiosity about why and disappointment that I didn’t. 
 
    Barbie said, ‘Oh,’ sounding surprised, then, ‘I’m sure it was just an oversight. The Maharaja refers to you as a national treasure. You should just come with us anyway.’ 
 
    I almost said no, but why shouldn’t I go? There was nothing else for me to do here except read a book and laze about. I could do most of that while a strong-fingered masseuse worked the worry from my shoulders. ‘When are you going?’  
 
    ‘As soon as you are ready. My valet, Akim, is waiting to escort us there so we don’t get lost. I still can’t believe how big this place is.’ 
 
    I took the phone away from my ear to check the time. ‘I need five minutes.’ 
 
    ‘Yay!’ squealed my size-zero friend. ‘I’ll be at your door in two.’ Then she was gone, undoubtedly grabbing her things and knocking for Deepa on her way to me.  
 
    ‘The palace has a spa,’ I announced to my breakfast companion. 
 
    Jermaine had gone back to reading his paper, a copy of the New York Times, but looked over the top of it now. ‘Nothing about that surprises me, madam. You are going with Barbie?’ 
 
    ‘And Deepa. Will you mind Anna for me?’ 
 
    He dipped his head. ‘Of course, madam.’ 
 
    I mopped up the last of the hummus with a piece of flatbread, downed my fruit juice and, with a light kiss to the top of his head, I left Jermaine on the balcony of my stateroom and went to get ready. My head, like Barbie’s, was now filled with thoughts about what treatments would be available and how many hours we could stay in there until we would absolutely have to leave to attend the coronation ceremony.  
 
    A pang of guilt stabbed through me that Rick and Akamu were still incarcerated. I wanted to do something about it, I just couldn’t work out what that ought to be. Typically for me, I was trying to find a way to blame myself for their predicament even though I knew that made no sense. Maybe something would come to me while I was lying face down in the spa.  
 
    Well, it did, but not in the way I expected.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Invitation 
 
    Deepa, Barbie, and I were giggling like schoolgirls on our way to the spa as we trailed behind Akim. He said it wasn’t far to go which it wasn’t if you were using international travel as a yardstick. It took fifteen minutes to walk there but that gave Deepa and I a chance to press Barbie for details about her night with Hideki. 
 
    Deepa started it of course; it was not a subject I would ever raise, but when Barbie turned crimson and then started jabbering, I took my turn at teasing her. My observation that she liked him when I saw them kiss back in Japan had been right on the money. With her looks, Barbie could choose almost any man she wanted, but rarely did; it took someone special to get her attention. 
 
    ‘Will you stay in touch with him when he goes back to Tokyo?’ Deepa asked.  
 
    Barbie nodded vigorously but I noted her expression was now tinged with sadness. ‘I will. I don’t see how it will work though. I don’t mind some separation, but we won’t see each other more than a couple of times a year. He is about to get his first-year residency assignment and is so excited to put all his training into practice.’ 
 
    ‘Where is he going?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘He doesn’t know yet. He applied to several hospitals in America plus a few others in England and Australia and other English-speaking countries and to some in Japan just in case. He wants to travel, which I totally get, it was why I took the job with Purple Star Cruise Lines, but wherever he goes, it won’t be where I am.’ 
 
    I felt a little sorry for her, I faced a similar conundrum; what Alistair and I were going to do when the ship returned to Southampton in a few weeks. The countdown had already started, and I felt it booming in my ear when I gave it any thought. We hadn’t really talked about it, only in the briefest terms but I still planned to get off the ship and his entire life was onboard it. I said none of that of course, it was Barbie’s turn to talk about her concerns.  
 
    We continued chatting all the way there, finally arriving at the spa to find it filled with other ladies. It was a busy place. It was also even more luxurious and opulent than the rest of the palace. It was incredible. Carefully balanced lighting, pools of water and soft furnishings intertwined with yet more marble and gold made it the most enticing spa I had ever visited. It felt amazing just to be standing in it.  
 
    Akim left us at the door when a short woman of about my age met us. ‘Please come inside ladies and welcome. Please follow me. I have strict instruction to treat you each as I might a goddess.’ The woman led us to a changing room. ‘You will find robes, towels and footwear in the private rooms beyond each of these doors. Refreshments are available so should you want anything you need only ask the servant attending you. I will leave you to undress and will be waiting for you outside. Please take your time.’ 
 
    Once she departed, I breathed in deeply, holding the succulent and heady scents of the spa. This was going to be good.  
 
    And good it was. The spa was staffed only by women which made us feel more relaxed and comfortable about being naked beneath our robes. An hour passed as I reached a state of relaxation rarely achieved in my life. As I switched from having the knots worked from my muscles to having the tension eased out of my skull, a niggling thought surfaced: The vizier’s staff was carved to form a cobra at the top. I remembered seeing it now. How had I forgotten that? Once that thought hit me, I started thinking about Mustafa. His uniform hadn’t fitted him very well, but every single one of the royal guard I had seen so far was broad and muscular. Mustafa hadn’t been either. Now that I thought about it, he reminded me of the clerics I saw following the vizier around. I had my eyes closed but inside my head I was squinting as I tried to connect more dots.  
 
    Who stands to gain? Perhaps this time my question needed to be, who stands to lose. If the new Maharaja intended to introduce sweeping reforms that would change the shape of his country, wouldn’t he have to upset a lot of people to do so? He would unsettle or ruin powerbases where men had dominated for the nation’s entire history. The vizier, as head of their religion, would be right at the top of that list with much to lose. Had he tried to kill me to prevent me from digging about? I had asked him about the Maharaja’s mystery and less than two hours later I had a cobra in my room. Was that coincidence?  I didn’t think so.  
 
    What about the fighter plane that tried to shoot us down though? Was that his first attempt and did he have the connections to arrange it? That thought caused the general’s face to flash in my mind. He must have the influence or ability to arrange a fighter aircraft. What would he lose or gain if the real Maharaja came to power and was able to introduce sweeping reforms? I didn’t know the answer to that question, but the prince had all but accused him of treason.  
 
    Like a circle, my thoughts had ended up back on Prince Zebrahim. If the prince suspected the general was behind a plot to overthrow the crown then surely he should have moved against him already, sufficient evidence or not and where was the real Maharaja? The prince assured me last night that he was keeping a low profile until the coronation where he would reappear and then rule. Why wouldn’t the Maharaja be safe at the banquet last night though?  
 
    My rambling thoughts were interrupted by a voice. A man’s voice. Or rather the voice of a teenage boy. ‘Ah, ladies, I see you received my invitation. I hope you are all feeling relaxed.’ 
 
    The three of us had chosen to remain together for our treatment, the spa offering family sized rooms where groups could be treated simultaneously. However, neither Barbie, nor Deepa, nor I had anything on and now the fake Maharaja was staring at our naked bodies. The masseuses all hurried from the room without a word, leaving the three of us behind. 
 
    ‘Get out!’ yelled Deepa, covering herself with a towel. Her shout echoed what Barbie and I were thinking and we reinforced the idea with our own voices.  
 
    He didn’t move though, calmly raising a hand to beg us for quiet. ‘I am the Maharaja, ladies. I have my own personal harem and have slept with over one thousand of this nation’s most beautiful women.’ The young fake king was flanked on either side by royal guards, they at least had the decency to cast their eyes downward.  
 
    Barbie wasn’t to be cowed though. ‘That’s lovely, Your Majesty,’ she said as she wrapped a towel around herself and sat back down on her massage table. ‘Really, nice to know. What do you want?’ 
 
    ‘I would have thought it obvious, babe. I want to make you rich. I want to lavish you with jewels and cars and set you up for the rest of your lives.’  
 
    ‘Why?’ asked Deepa, suspicion all over her features.  
 
    The fake Maharaja raised his eyebrows as if surprised by her question. ‘It is standard for all the women in my harem.’ 
 
    ‘Your harem!’ blurted Deepa and Barbie together.  
 
    ‘Yes. It is a great honour to join a Maharaja’s harem and the rewards go far beyond the opportunity to bear my offspring. Offspring of a royal line.’ I wanted to call him out now that I knew he wasn’t the real Maharaja, but I wasn’t on safe ground and provoking him might have repercussions on Rick and Akamu. He said he wouldn’t interfere with law in Zangrabar but I’m sure he could call in a favour to make their stay here even less pleasant.  
 
    Instead, I said, ‘I think I’m a little old to be producing offspring.’ 
 
    He swung his gaze to look at me, noticing me for the first time perhaps as he gave a quick once over. ‘Um, no I meant the other two, babe. I mean, you’re okay in a MILF kind of way, but still a little old for me. Thanks for the offer and all but I’ll stick with Miss Perfect Rack and her friend here.’ 
 
    Barbie growled. ‘Who taught you to speak to women like this, Your Majesty? You ought to be ashamed of yourself. We are not for sale. WE will not be joining your harem. And you can keep your money and jewels.’ My blonde friend’s chest was heaving with the adrenalin coursing through her, the fake Maharaja watching her breasts heave up and down each time she drew a breath. Noticing the grin on his face, she squinted at him, but then realised Deepa hadn’t agreed with her statement. ‘That’s right, isn’t it, Deepa?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, err, yes. Yes, of course,’ Deepa responded, snapping out of a personal dream that might have involved her own yacht and a Ferrari. ‘Absolutely not,’ she added to make her decision sound more firm. ‘No joining of harems.’ 
 
    The fake Maharaja seemed amused by us. ‘Very well, ladies. If you change your minds…’ 
 
    Then he turned about and led the two guards from the room. We were alone in the spa again, but I no longer felt like being here. I was incensed now, and it felt like high time I pulled the rug out from under the fake Maharaja’s feet. Across from me, Barbie was gritting her teeth and frowning, muttering under her breath and possibly castrating the young king in her imagination.  
 
    ‘Barbie,’ I called to get her attention. ‘How would you like to help me poke around a little? I think the prince was lying last night when he said the real Maharaja is on board with everything that is happening. I think that if someone doesn’t work out who is behind it all, that little twerp is going to be crowned and then become a puppet king for others to control.’ 
 
    Then I told them what Aladdin had said about the real Maharaja’s thoughts on women’s rights and other long overdue reforms and about what I had pieced together so far.  
 
    ‘What do we need to do?’ asked Deepa as she slid off the massage table.  
 
    ‘We get dressed,’ I replied, heading to the door back to our private changing rooms. ‘Then we get undressed again.’ 
 
    Behind me both girls said, ‘Huh?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll explain on the way.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Pilot 
 
    Akim wasn’t waiting for us when we left the spa as we imagined he might be, so we tried to find our own way back to the wing that housed our staterooms. The problem was that the palace was not only enormous and vast but was symmetrical, so one piece looked like the mirror image of another piece. Or, to put it another way, everything looked the same. Ten minutes into our return trip, I had to admit we were lost.  
 
    ‘I think we took a wrong turn back at the fountain,’ said Deepa. 
 
    Barbie pulled a face. ‘Which one?’  
 
    Deepa shrugged.  
 
    ‘I’m just going to ask someone, okay?’ I wasn’t inclined to walk around the palace for the next hour looking for our rooms and our mission was time sensitive.  
 
    ‘Can I help you ladies?’ The voice came from across the hall as a man emerged from a room. He wore Zangrabarian garb, which is to say he had on a tunic and loose-fitting pants plus a turban. He looked dressed to attend the coronation in a few hours. He also looked familiar.  
 
    ‘Thank you,’ I replied automatically. ‘That is very generous of you. We have become a little disorientated.’ 
 
    He asked, ‘Where is it you are trying to get to, Mrs Fisher?’  
 
    I looked at his face again. He knew my name and addressed me as if he knew me. ‘I’m sorry, have we met?’ 
 
    The man smiled more deeply this time, taking in Barbie and Deepa as well as he said, ‘I was your pilot for the journey here. Once again let me apologise for the discomfort endured.’ 
 
    ‘Goodness,’ said Barbie. ‘It is we who should be thanking you. You got us here alive and unharmed. Were it not for your skill, I dread to think what might have become of us.’ 
 
    The pilot inclined his head to accept the praise. ‘Now how may I assist you, ladies?’ 
 
    I could see that Barbie was about to tell him where we were trying to get to but a question had occurred to me. ‘Do you know what type of aircraft attacked us? Have they identified what nation it was from?’ 
 
    ‘They?’ he asked, baffled by the question. 
 
    ‘Yes, surely there is an enquiry underway to determine the source of the threat?’ 
 
    ‘Not that I am aware of, Mrs Fisher. No one has spoken to me about the incident.’  
 
    ‘Sorry,’ I replied. ‘My mistake.’ Now my mind was whirling. The prince had flat out lied to me about it. I barely registered Barbie asking the pilot to direct us back to our staterooms but when he elected to escort us there, my feet shuffled along after them on their own accord.  
 
    The prince had lied about the investigation. Not that it came as that much of a shock because I felt fairly certain he was lying about other things as well, like the real Maharaja knowing what was going on for one. What did it mean though? If he wasn’t bothering to instigate an enquiry into shots being fired at one of the Maharaja’s personal jets, then it had to be because he already knew who was behind it. That startling revelation hurried my pace, quickly catching up with the girls and the pilot to urge them on.  
 
    As we arrived gratefully back in the passageway containing our staterooms, I thanked the pilot and shook his hand. There was no time to waste now though; we needed to check something and ask some questions and then it was going to be time to solve this case.  I wasn’t sure we would make it out of the country alive if we didn’t.  
 
    Deepa, Barbie, and I each knocked on one of the boys’ doors, waiting in the passageway for them to appear. Then with Jermaine, Martin and Hideki in tow, we went to my place to map out what had to happen next.  
 
    Ten minutes later, Hideki said, ‘That’s insane.’ 
 
    Barbie laughed at him. ‘You think that’s mad? You should have been there when we all dressed up as zombies.’ He screwed his face up in disbelief. ‘This will work out fine, babe,’ she said and kissed his cheek.  
 
    Martin took out his sidearm, I hadn’t known he was carrying it, but it had been tucked into the waistband of his trousers. ‘No time to waste then,’ he said as he checked the chamber and looked along the top to make sure the sights were aligned. ‘We’ll see what we can see and meet you there, yes?’ 
 
    Deepa said, ‘Be careful,’ and Barbie kissed Hideki on the lips then the three men departed, Jermaine taking Anna with him as a flimsy pretence that the chaps were just out for a walk. The departure left us girls looking at each other. 
 
    ‘We’re really going to do this?’ asked Barbie. 
 
    I shrugged, but Deepa said, ‘Yeah. Let’s go be prostitutes. It’ll be fun.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Joining the Harem 
 
    I was known for dreaming up daft plans and this was definitely one of them. It came down to a question about men and how predictable they were. Listening to the fake Maharaja boast about all the women he had slept with made me think about the poor girls in the harem. Maybe I shouldn’t pity them, maybe they were there voluntarily and well rewarded. I didn’t know but I wouldn’t change places with them no matter what was on offer. 
 
    The thought that occurred to me though, was how pliable Charlie had always been after sex. He would open up and talk about things. At least, he did on the occasions that he didn’t fall straight to sleep and then I really only meant in the early stages of our marriage when having sex was new and exciting. On the way back from the spa, just before we got lost and met the pilot, I asked Deepa and Barbie about it. They both agreed; men are rubbish. At precisely the point when they have rolled over onto their backs, they will grant you any wish, agree to any deal, and talk about whatever you want to talk about.  
 
    I was willing to bet the same thing happened in the harem so the secrets those girls must know… well, I had a few very pointed questions to ask and that was where we were going right now. We had to get directions, choosing one of the laundry ladies to ask rather than a man who would almost certainly claim to have no idea.  
 
    The woman eyed us suspiciously, but told us how to find it, ending her directions by saying, ‘And then follow your nose. They’re behind the door that smells like whores.’ It was clear she disapproved of them and of our interest in them, probably assuming that Barbie and Deepa were here to sign up and I was… well, I don’t know what assumption she might have made about me, but we had directions and found it first time.  
 
    It actually smelled like soap and expensive perfume rather than whatever a person might imagine a gathering of whores might smell like. The door was locked so Barbie knocked.  
 
    A small panel at eye height slid back to reveal a set of eyes behind it. They were a woman’s eyes but not a young woman. It was all I could see of her, though I heard her voice when she demanded, ‘What do you want?’ 
 
    ‘We came to join up?’ said Barbie as if we were enlisting into the Army. ‘The Maharaja invited us in person this morning.’ 
 
    It seemed we were expected because the hatch slid shut again and the door opened inwards, then closed again as soon as we were inside. The woman on the other side of the hatch was in her seventies and had the air of someone who was used to being in charge. She looked each of us up and down, nodding at Barbie and prodding her chest. Barbie held her breath and put up with it. Then she moved onto Deepa and did the same thing. ‘Yes, I’m not surprised. He has been complaining about repetition. You’re a surprise though.’ Her final comment was aimed at me.  
 
    I thought about giving her a snappy comeback, but I needed to get into the harem and not get thrown out, so I smiled instead. ‘Men have such eclectic tastes, don’t they?’   
 
    She didn’t look like she knew what eclectic meant but she turned and led us away from the door. ‘This way, ladies. You’ll need to get changed. If he knows there are new girls in here, it won’t be long before he arrives, even on his coronation day and there will be lots of other men through here over the next few days while he hosts everyone. It should calm down a little after that but remember; you are here to please, not be pleased. You do what they ask you to: two, three or twelve at a time.’ 
 
    I shuddered at the thought, but we had arrived in a central lounge area where more than two dozen girls were lounging around reading magazines or books and doing very little. Each of them was wearing the same outfit in one of a variety of colours. Hues of pastel, pinks, blues, greens and more in tiny panties and a camisole top. Most also wore stockings though it seemed a personal choice whether they selected hold ups, a suspender belt or something else. Everyone one of the girls looked to be Zangrabarian and each of them had been chosen for her looks.  
 
    A girl with blonde and pink highlights in her black hair said, ‘Oh, thank goodness. Reinforcements.’ She unfolded from a chair, waving at the older lady. ‘It’s okay, Bethansa, I’ll take it from here.’ Oddly I had expected jealousy among the established toward the new recruits, but they all seemed genuinely pleased to see us.  
 
    As Bethansa departed, Pink Highlights invited us to sit. ‘Hi, I’m Irina. I’ll introduce you to everyone later but there’s a few of us so don’t be ashamed when you can’t remember all the names.’ 
 
    ‘How many of you are there?’ asked Deepa 
 
    ‘Almost one hundred. You’d think that meant we got time off between visits but this place is popular and the Maharaja likes to share it with visiting dignitaries and anyone he feels like rewarding. The old Maharaja that is, not the new one. We don’t really know about the new one.’ 
 
    ‘How come?’ I asked, making her attention swing to me. ‘I was given to understand that he is a regular here.’ 
 
    ‘He is,’ she conceded. ‘But only for the last week. None of us ever saw him before that.’ If I didn’t already know that the Maharaja I met was the fake, then this would have been evidence enough to convince me.  
 
    ‘Would you like a drink of something?’ Irina asked. ‘Not that we have alcohol if that is what you intend to ask. Mellua can make a mean sweet apple tea though. You should take on plenty of water too, you’ll want to stay hydrated.’ 
 
    ‘Why is that?’ asked Barbie while looking very unsure that she wanted to hear the answer.  
 
    ‘Let’s just say that new girls are always the most popular. I remember my first day here so take my word for it that you need to watch out for chafing.’ All three of us crossed our legs simultaneously. 
 
    We had broken the ice, the bit which I thought was going to take the most effort. Now it was time to ask some questions. ‘Does Prince Zebrahim visit often?’ 
 
    Irina smiled at me. ‘So that’s why you are here. He is a handsome man, isn’t he?’  
 
    I played along. ‘I hoped you might be able to tell me what his policies are on reform of the country and how he felt about his brother’s rule.’ 
 
    Silence ruled for several heartbeats as all the girls in their underwear stared at the three of us still fully clothed and for a moment, I thought they were going scream for help. Irina was no dummy though, ‘You’re not here to join the harem at all, are you?’ 
 
    There was no choice now but to reveal the truth. I pursed my lips shook my head. Then I told them the truth. With Deepa and Barbie backing me up, I convinced them that the young Maharaja who had been visiting them so recently was a fake and that the real Maharaja was most likely being held captive somewhere. I explained about his plans to transform Zangrabar, at which point one girl had gushed that they might now get Starbucks and MTV. They got it though and they got why this would be a good thing for the country and the generations of women to follow them.  
 
    Then they told us everything they knew: All the little secrets men bragged about in bed, the secret connections between men that no one outside knew about, and the deals that were brokered inside the harem that the men involved believed the girls were too dumb to understand.  
 
    I had it all. Now I had to work out what to do with it because there still wasn’t anyone in the palace I could take this to. Just as I was pondering what my next move was, Bethansa wandered back into the room. She had someone with her. ‘Your usual today, sir? Or would you like to wait for the twins?’  
 
    I glanced around as my eyes caught the movement and had to do a double take when I saw who it was. ‘Lord Edgar,’ I said in greeting as calmly and politely as I could. His face turned deep beetroot. Because I felt like being cruel, I indicated around the room with one hand. ‘Which one of these lucky ladies is your, um… usual?’ I smiled sweetly at him. 
 
    Across the room, a small woman in light blue underwear slowly raised her hand like a schoolchild who thought she might know the answer but wasn’t sure if it had been a trick question. 
 
    ‘I, um,’ he stuttered. 
 
    I stood up. ‘Nevermind, we’re leaving. You have lots of fun now.’ 
 
    Then a hammering from outside got everyone’s attention. The look of surprise on Bethansa’s face told me something unusual was happening but Jermaine’s shout told me what it was before anyone could move. ‘Madam? Madam are you in there?’ 
 
    Barbie had raced to the door, yanking it open to let the three men spill in. They were all out of breath, looking to have run hard to reach us. ‘We don’t have much time, madam. They are right behind us.’ 
 
    ‘Who,’ asked Barbie. ‘Who’s behind you?’ 
 
    He sucked in a lungful of air and tried to get his breathing under control. ‘The vizier’s clerics and some of the royal guard. More were joining the chase as we fled. You were right though.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ said Martin Baker. ‘You were very right. He saw us looking at him though, knew we had identified him, and all hell broke loose. Hideki fought a couple of them off as we escaped the temple but there were too many. I didn’t dare draw my weapon but what do we do now? They are on to us and we are trapped.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ asked Irina. ‘What is going on?’  
 
    I grabbed her shoulders. ‘Irina, we need your help. We are going to find the real Maharaja and rescue him, but if the guards catch us and detain us the fake Maharaja will get crowned today and the country will be ruled by Prince Zebrahim and those loyal to him.’ 
 
    ‘What do you need us to do?’ 
 
    ‘Is there a back way out of here?’ 
 
    ‘Several,’ she said, her colleagues crowding around us as they all took an interest in helping. 
 
    Then more hammering echoed through from the door. Jermaine locked eyes with me, his expression apologetic. ‘Oh, cripes, they found us already. I thought we had more time, madam. You go and we will hold them off.’ Having made his heroic statement, he turned to face the door and twisted his neck one way and then the other to free it off, then rolled his shoulders. Hideki did likewise, preparing himself to delay the hoard so we could escape and maybe save the Maharaja. 
 
    That was when I noticed the incongruity. ‘Where’s Anna?’ I asked, checking the floor but knowing already that she wasn’t here. 
 
    Jermaine’s head drooped as he faced me once more. ‘She evaded me, madam. As we ran away, her lead slipped from my grasp and she ran back towards the guards and clerics that were chasing us. I should have gone after her.’ 
 
    I shook my head. ‘You would not have caught her. She is too fast and turns on a penny. You ought not to blame yourself and should not worry too much about her. She lived with gangsters and had bitten several murderers in the last few weeks. Chances are she is off finding the Maharaja before we can.’ I was making a joke of it but I genuinely wasn’t that worried about her because I had a pretty good idea where she was going. 
 
    Then someone outside hammered on the door again. This time they shouted as well. ‘You come out here right now, Edgar Postlewaite. I know you’re in there. Come out and face me.’ 
 
    I looked at the ambassador. ‘Oh, bugger,’ he sighed, the colour draining from his face. 
 
    ‘Um, who is that?’ I enquired, suspecting that I could guess the answer well enough for myself. 
 
    ‘My wife,’ he admitted quietly. ‘Take me with you,’ he begged, falling to his knees to beg for mercy. ‘I beseech you, don’t let her find me here again.’ 
 
    ‘Again?’ I was sorely tempted to just open the door and let her in, not least because of my own experience with a cheating husband. I didn’t though just in case she had fifty soldiers standing silently behind her and because Lord Edgar might yet prove useful. No. He was coming with me and we were all getting out of here. Once again, I locked eyes with Irina, who seemed to be the harem spokesperson. ‘When did you ladies last take an excursion?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Escape 
 
    There wasn’t a lot of time if Jermaine was to be believed so while Lady Postlewaite hammered at the harem’s door, I devised a plan to get us out without being caught. The biggest issue was that we were easy to spot. Jermaine was tall and black, Barbie was tanned but her blonde hair gave her away and none of us were dressed like the locals. If we had been in a kitchen, I would have opted to put on the uniform of the kitchen staff, but we were in a brothel, so we were going to have to wear lingerie.  
 
    Again. 
 
    This time though, it wasn’t just me dressing up, it was everyone. The harem ladies had some trouble finding anything that would fit Jermaine though Martin and Hideki were more reasonably proportioned. Lord Edgar threw off his clothes with enthusiasm, seeming only too happy to put on ladies’ underwear.  
 
    Wigs were added along with makeup and we hid Jermaine as best we could among the crowd by having him scooch down. The seven of us were dressed like all the other girls in the harem though, each wearing a different shade of camisole and panties. I could see the chaps’ hairy chests beneath their see-through tops, there was nothing better we could do at short notice though. I just hoped no one looked too closely.  
 
    The chaps were not entirely happy about it, but they didn’t argue either and just as we heard the rumble of many feet on the floor outside, Bethansa led us to a back door. With a grim smile, since she knew she was the one left to explain where all the concubines had gone, Bethansa shut the door with her left inside.  
 
    The rest of us had escaped.  
 
    Where had we escaped to though? Better yet, where were we safe to go to now? If the vizier’s clerics and the royal guards were chasing us, then we couldn’t go back to our staterooms to change or regroup. We were together but we had no direction.  
 
    Our singular task now was to find the real Maharaja and with him at our side, reveal the plot to steal his throne away. I didn’t know where he was though. Right now it was a secondary concern, the first task was to evade capture from the guards who surely wouldn’t take long to work out where we had gone.  
 
    The back door exited to stairs that led down to the gardens on the lee side of the building away from the coronation ceremony set up just beyond the palace wall on the other side. I guessed the door was so that husbands such as Lord Edgar could escape when someone came for them, but we were a gaggle of ladies in their lingerie and would attract attention as soon as we were spotted.  
 
    Led by Irina and closely followed by the rest of us with the chaps sandwiched in the middle where they were harder to see, we snaked along the wall of the palace with the ornate gardens to our left.   
 
    A shout rang out from the top of the stairs which made most of the girls jump in fright and several of them squeal. The pursuing pack had spotted us before we could reach a corner and slip away and now it was a foot race.  
 
    ‘Go,’ insisted Irina with a shove to my shoulder and I heard her say, ‘Good luck,’ as Barbie grabbed my hand and we started running. Deepa and the others easily kept pace with me, but Lord Edgar was in no shape to be running anywhere, or visiting a harem for that matter so Jermaine was dragging him along by his camisole. Ahead of us was a corner of the palace and most likely an entrance to be found just around it. If we could slip back inside, perhaps we could find more suitable clothing and find our way back to the dungeons to look for the Maharaja.  
 
    Barbie breached the corner a foot or so ahead of me and grabbed the wall to swing herself around it. ‘In here,’ she yelled as she pelted through a door. It looked like a maintenance area or boiler room if the steel door was anything to go by, and it had a double width roller door next to it with a road leading in.  
 
    As we burst from the light into the dark, my vision couldn’t adjust quickly enough so I didn’t see that Barbie had slammed on her brakes and almost tumbled over in her attempt to curtail her forward motion. I slammed into her which created a pile up as Martin, then Deepa, then Hideki all fell over us. Only Jermaine remained on his feet. From my position on the dirty floor, I had to wonder why he was alone and where Lord Edgar could have gone. Not that it would make any difference; the vast room we had inadvertently run into contained hundreds of palace guards and dozens of heavily armed looking vehicles. This was the precaution the prince had spoken of. If the general planned a coup, the prince had forces poised to repel it. Our visit to the harem had told me why the general was going to attack and why. I had almost run out of questions to ask and felt that I possessed almost all the answers.  
 
    Suddenly though, the only question I had was whether they would execute us by beheading or a different method.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Surprise Visitors 
 
    The cells were all arranged along one wall so none of us could see anyone else. We could talk even though there wasn’t much to say, but without mirrors, we could only see the inside of our own cells and the wall opposite.  
 
    Deepa was in the cell next to mine, but I was at the end of the line so had no one to the other side and hadn’t seen who went into the cell on the other side of hers. The silence after they shut the doors stretched on for a little while, but Martin Baker found his voice first, speaking loudly so that everyone could hear. ‘I think they all left. Is everyone alright?’ 
 
    He got back a chorus of despondent positive replies. Everyone was uninjured but we were incarcerated and, though no one said it, I felt sure they planned to kill us. How could they let us go? I spent all that time trying to work out who I could trust when the answer was nobody. The vizier, Prince Zebrahim, the general; they were all playing a part in this conspiracy. 
 
    The fake Maharaja was going to be assassinated by the general but the general was being tricked by the prince who intended to remove his nephew and emerge as the hero after he fought the general and his men. The general would be conveniently killed in the exchange of bullets so he couldn’t reveal the conspiracy. 
 
    I think each of us explored our cells, I could hear the others grunting as they looked for a weak connection on the bars and scratching at the floor to see how far they descended into it. They were solid though, built centuries ago when contracts never went to the lowest bid. We were not going to get out this time and no one was coming to rescue us.  
 
    ‘Patty?’ Barbie’s voice echoed along the corridor.  
 
    ‘Yeah?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not your fault, you know?’ I didn’t say anything. ‘I know how you like to blame yourself when things go wrong, but you couldn’t know what we were walking into when you invited us to come with you on this trip.’  
 
    ‘We have escaped from worse than this, madam,’ added Jermaine, doing his best to keep peoples’ spirits up.  
 
    The coronation was in an hour though. Prince Zebrahim would enact his plan and become the new Maharaja with no one left to oppose him. How could anyone stop him now.  
 
    ‘Quiet, someone’s coming,’ hissed Martin, silencing the snippets of conversation passing back and forth along the cells.  
 
    I listened and sure enough, there were voices coming our way. They didn’t sound right though, which is to say they didn’t sound like Zangrabarian guards. Instead, they sounded Irish and it was women speaking. In a country where women were unable to hold any proper jobs unless they were domestic, menial or involved having sex, what would women be doing in the dungeon?  
 
    The answer was more surprising than I would have believed.  
 
    As my cell was the first one in line, I was the first one to see Rick’s silly beaming face appear around the edge of my cell door. Then Akamu swung into view and he was quickly followed by Agnes and Mavis, the two expert thieves and con artists who helped me on the Aurelia when it was quarantined.  
 
    ‘I said we would find them in a dungeon,’ said Akamu, Rick silently handing over a ten dollar note with a grumpy expression.  
 
    ‘Who’s that?’ asked Barbie. ‘Is that Akamu?’ 
 
    Then Rick spotted my outfit and his eyes popped out of his head. ‘What are you wearing?  
 
    ‘Nevermind that, what are you doing here? How did you get out? Where did you come from, ladies?’ My questions came as a torrent, buoyed to the surface by a big balloon of hope as Agnes swung a big ring of keys around her wrist.  
 
    ‘What’s going on?’ demanded Barbie, unable to see anything from her cell but her voice was joined by Martin, Deepa, and Hideki as they too tried to find out who I was talking to.  
 
    None of them spoke though, moving aside to let a fifth person approach. ‘Hello, Patricia,’ said the British ambassador, taking the keys from Agnes as he stepped up to my cell door. ‘Perhaps now I will earn a way into your heart.’ I saw that he tried really hard to keep his eyes looking at mine but ultimately he failed, glancing down at my barely covered body and back up to find me staring at him, my cheeks glowing with embarrassment. 
 
    ‘If only it was my heart you were after, Lord Edgar,’ I replied, pushing my luck even though he quite literally held the key to my escape. I had to acknowledge his achievement though; here were my friends and they were unharmed. 
 
    Shaking off my comment he explained, ‘I tripped on a root and fell into a bush. When your butler looked back for me, I could see him, but I don’t think he could see me. He hesitated, but ultimately, he had to chase after you. No one else could see me either, so I waited for them all to pass and snuck back to the harem to collect my clothes. On my way out of the palace, I spotted these two gentlemen and recognised them for what they were straight away.’ 
 
    Rick and Akamu still wore their fancy banquet clothes with the gold pants. My head was filling with questions again, so I went with the one at the top of the list. ‘How did you get away from the authorities?’ I asked Agnes and Mavis. 
 
    Mavis tutted. ‘What? You don’t think those idiots could hold us, do you? We were out within a day.’ 
 
    ‘We even went back in disguised as cleaners to let Max and Amy out,’ boasted Agnes. ‘We probably could have robbed the place too. They are so wrapped up in looking for criminals that they never think to look at the people around them. So, we came here looking for the boys. We have unfinished business, don’t we?’ she asked Rick. I watched as she slipped her hand into his and the two exchanged a glance.  
 
    Lord Edgar started trying keys in my door. Just like last night though, none of the keys opened the lock. Bored, Mavis shouldered the ambassador out of the way, pulling two pins from her hair as she bent down to look in the lock. ‘Agi, give me a hand here.’ 
 
    The two women fiddled with the lock for a few seconds, looking at the ceiling as they worked three long pins into the movement and using skills honed over decades, they turned the lock. 
 
    I was free! 
 
    Rick moved to Deepa’s cell, calling out, ‘We’ll have you all out in a jiffy.’ Then waved to Barbie in the next cell as the two Irish ladies started on the next lock. 
 
    I gave Lord Edgar a hug; he had come to rescue me after all, but when I tried to let go a second later, I found his arms were locked around my waist. He wasn’t letting go and I had to poke him in the ribs when the hug went into the fifth second because it was getting weird.  
 
    ‘Do you want to hear what happened to us?’ asked Akamu. 
 
    ‘You stumbled on the secret passage at the far end of your suite, saw the vizier heading along it with a snake in his hands and were grabbed by his clerics. They injected you with pure alcohol and dropped you off near the docks so the police would arrest you for public inebriation.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ said Akamu, bafflement crossing his face. ‘I still don’t know how you do that.’ 
 
    ‘It was the only explanation I could come up with. They didn’t want to kill you before the banquet but were probably going to arrange for something to happen to you while you were in jail.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds terrible,’ Mavis commented, screwing up her face at the thought. ‘Good thing we were able to track you down.’  
 
    ‘Hi, I’m Hideki,’ said Hideki, joining us in the passageway as the last one to be freed.  
 
    Barbie gave him a hug, then asked, ‘Don’t we need to get going?’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘Now that we are all out, yes. We need to split up though.’ 
 
    Barbie didn’t follow. Neither did anyone else from the sea of confused faces around me. ‘We have to find the real Maharaja. He is the one that will bring this to a stop. The guards and soldiers are doing as they are told because they think their orders come from the Maharaja; none of them know he is fake, only a few people do. One of them is Aladdin, the Maharaja’s personal valet since birth. He is down here in the dungeons somewhere too. We have to find him as well. We also have to attend the coronation.  
 
    I grabbed Rick’s arm and twisted it, ‘Hey! Hurting!’ he complained.  
 
    I needed to see the time on his watch. ‘We have just enough time to get changed and get to the coronation.’ 
 
    ‘Why on earth would we want to do that?’ asked Barbie, utterly baffled by my suggestion. 
 
    For me it was obvious. ‘There’s a couple of bits I still haven’t worked out. I think I have it all but if we turn up unexpectedly at the ceremony, the mastermind behind it all will have to deal with us. If we have the Maharaja, that is when we reveal him. It will stop everyone dead in their tracks, but the ringleader will try to find a way to finish their plan anyway. You lot need to get changed.’ 
 
    ‘Changed into what?’ asked Martin.  
 
    ‘Anything less conspicuous would be a start.’ He looked down at his camisole and conceded the point.  
 
    As a group we migrated away from the cells and to a junction. ‘We came this way,’ said Lord Edgar, pointing down one corridor. ‘It leads to a staircase that exits in the gardens.’  
 
    I glanced along the passageway, squinting into the distance down all four options until I saw what I hoped I would: a small mark on the wall. It was one of the direction marks Jermaine scratched in last night so we wouldn’t get lost. 
 
    ‘Can you lead everyone back to the suites, Lord Edgar? They all need to get changed and attend the coronation.’ 
 
    ‘I guess so,’ he replied looking unsure. ‘What will you do?’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to take these two master lock pickers and the keys, and I am going to find the real Maharaja. Then I’m going to smuggle him into the coronation disguised as a valet.’ 
 
    ‘I’m coming with you, madam,’ insisted Jermaine, his tone making it clear there was no sense in arguing.  
 
    ‘Goodness, Patty,’ sighed Barbie, ‘this is all so risky again. Good luck.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no time to lose,’ snapped Martin, getting the team moving with urgent gestures. ‘Let’s get this done and save the country.’ 
 
    Oh, my life. He was right. What we did in the next hour went way beyond saving our own lives, it would impact the entire nation and very possibly global politics. The new Maharaja would guide Zangrabar and the region into a new era of understanding, women’s rights and enlightenment. His uncle, the general and the vizier might cast it back into the dark ages.  
 
    We all reached the mark on the wall, Lord Edgar and most of the team going right, myself, Jermaine, Agnes, and Mavis going left. There were a few quick hugs and good lucks but then the four of us were alone and the plan relied on me being able to find the most important and powerful man in the country.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Death Sentence 
 
    I found Aladdin still in his cell and still bloody and bruised, proof that Prince Zebrahim had lied about sending a doctor to treat him. 
 
    ‘What are you wearing?’ he croaked through the bars at me as the ladies worked on the lock. I already knew the bunch of keys wouldn’t open this lock so hadn’t even tried. He was clearly very thirsty, his mouth so dry he could barely speak. I had no water with me, but Jermaine ran off to fetch some, returning less than a minute later, just as Agnes and Mavis popped the cell door open.  
 
    Aladdin had been left to rot with no food or water, a barbaric treatment regardless of the crime. It had been less than twenty-four hours thankfully and he wasn’t weakened by his ordeal in any noticeable way. Once he sipped the water and got some moisture into his parched mouth, he said, ‘I need to find the real Maharaja.’ 
 
    ‘That is where we are going next,’ I replied. 
 
    ‘Only we don’t know where he is,’ pointed out Jermaine.  
 
    Aladdin started moving, the rest of us following now we had a direction to go in. He talked as he hurried along, ‘I have had all night to think about it. I doubt they put him in a dungeon. There would be too much chance of one of the guards finding him. I realised last night that everyone is loyal to the crown: the soldiers, the royal guards. I don’t think they know the Maharaja has been replaced so they would need to hide him somewhere that he couldn’t escape from and would never be accidentally discovered in.’ 
 
    ‘So where is that?’ asked Mavis.  
 
    Aladdin picked his pace up. ‘The north tower.’ 
 
    The north tower did exactly what it said on the tin: It was a tall round tower jutting up above the rest of the palace to give unparalleled views across the kingdom and it was at the northmost point of the main palace building. Unfortunately, Aladdin had no better idea of his way around the dungeons than any of the rest of us, so he rushed to a junction as if he knew where to go, then stopped and looked around while tapping his teeth in uncertainty.  
 
    Sensing the issue, I asked, ‘Can you find your way there once we are back in the palace?’  
 
    ‘Yes, of course, I know the palace like the back of my ha…’ I grabbed his arm and shoved him back in direction we came from last night as the series of small marks on the wall proved to be invaluable again. We had to get to the top of the spiral stairs, once again pushing myself to tackle the damned things in one go and once again having to wait for the older persons to catch up.  
 
    When we got to the passageway behind the suites, I saw the first open wooden panel and went through it, calling out as I brought the others in behind me. ‘Cooee! It’s Patricia. Are you decent?’ 
 
    Akamu’s rumbling voice echoed back from somewhere. ‘In here. Did you find the Maharaja?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet,’ I said as I rounded the door to his bedroom. He was already mostly dressed in a fine suit but struggling to get the tie right.  
 
    ‘I never could stand wearing these things,’ he complained. Mavis moved to help but failed to reach him because I snagged her arm. ‘There’ll be time later, I swear.’  
 
    Akamu was good enough to reinforce the need for action. ‘I got this. Go be a hero, lady.’ Then he gave her a peck on the lips and we were moving again, out of his stateroom’s front entrance and left, following Aladdin on our way to the tower.  
 
    I had no idea what we would find, my imagination telling me it would be a bleak, open space with bare floorboards. The young king would be locked inside wearing loose rags and be half starved or dying of thirst. We had to get there yet, a task which proved difficult as we only got ten yards before three royal guardsman came around the corner ahead of us.  
 
    Both parties paused for a heartbeat, us realising we were trapped and there was no way they wouldn’t realise who we were, and them taking a half second to look at the tall black man and the middle-aged woman dressed as Arabian whores and decide we were a problem to be dealt with.  
 
    Aladdin tried to reason with them. ‘You have to listen to me. You all know who I am…’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, you’re the disgraced former valet to the Maharaja,’ snapped the one in the middle, brandishing a sword. ‘You were fired from that position and are involved in a plot to kill the Maharaja to get your revenge. Prince Zebrahim has ordered that you all be killed on sight.’ The time for talking was over apparently as his colleagues also drew their swords and all three advanced on us.  
 
    Aladdin gibbered as he tried to work out something new to say. Nothing came and I was as lost for words as he. Jermaine pushed in front of me, looking to tackle three men with swords. It was a hopeless gesture though; we were trapped in a passageway with nowhere to go.  
 
    We could run though. I wanted to save the Maharaja, but I wasn’t suicidal. Surviving to fight another day might allow me to return with better odds, or just put Zangrabar from my mind and never think of it again as long as I live. I grabbed Jermaine’s arm. ‘Fists can’t beat swords.’ 
 
    ‘Bullets can though,’ growled Martin Baker stepping around me with his sidearm raised.  
 
    Deepa Bhukari went to the other side, her own weapon trained on the royal guardsmen. ‘Drop the swords,’ she ordered. 
 
    The guard that spoke previously did so again. This time with a smile on his face, ‘I don’t think so.’ Then he gave the sword a swish and stepped forward, clearly meaning to attack her first. 
 
    Deepa shrugged and pulled her trigger.  
 
    With a squeal, the guard dropped his sword and fell to the ground. He called her some unrepeatable names as he clutched at his foot. She had shot off his pinky toe! 
 
    Deepa pointed her gun at the next guard in line. Both remaining guards raised their free hands in surrender and placed their swords on the floor.  
 
    ‘Oh, my goodness, what’s happening?’ asked Barbie, rushing into the passageway as everyone else also spilled from their rooms. The shot had drawn them all which was a good thing because my plan to turn up at the coronation just got a great deal harder with a death sentence hanging over us.  
 
    ‘Change of plan,’ I announced. ‘The prince has ordered that we all be killed on sight.’ 
 
    ‘That’s good of him,’ growled Rick. ‘You think we did something to upset him?’ 
 
    Ignoring his glib question, I said, ‘I think we ought to stay together now, splitting up just got exponentially more dangerous.’ 
 
    Martin still had his gun pointing at the royal guards. ‘What do we do with these three?’ 
 
    ‘We have to tie them up.’ 
 
    ‘I have some handcuffs,’ volunteered Barbie. Then said, ‘What?’ as her cheeks coloured from my raised eyebrow.  
 
    As it turned out we didn’t need Barbie’s bedroom handcuffs. Deepa had packed her standard utility belt that went with her uniform and in that were some plasticuffs. Meeting the guards had delayed us another ten minutes, however with them secured inside Rick’s suite, and Jermaine and I dressed in the two uniforms that didn’t have blood on them, the entire group set off for the north tower once more. We got a little further this time.  
 
    With twelve of us in the group, sneaking about wasn’t exactly easy, and the palace was filled with people scurrying here and there on various errands. Twice we had to duck down a corridor to avoid more of the royal guard and when we reached a wide atrium, we crossed it one at a time, like a military platoon, running quickly to cover the open space before regrouping on the other side.  
 
    The vastness of the palace meant it took fifteen minutes to reach the base of the tower which was accessed from the ground floor.  Once inside the door at the bottom, I stopped everyone, a finger to my lips to keep them quiet. ‘This place must have a guard on the door. We won’t know if it is one or none or a battalion until we get up there though.’ I saw Rick looking at the stairs with a weary look. ‘Jermaine and I will go ahead. If there are guards up there, they will see our turbans first and think it is their replacements coming. Deepa and Martin should come with us as they are armed but everyone else should stay here and keep out of sight. This will get easier once we have the Maharaja.’ 
 
    ‘I should come with you, Eminence,’ suggested Aladdin. ‘The Maharaja may be confused about who you are.’ No one voiced any argument, so with the most basic of plans worked out, I waved him forward to lead the way and set off up the stairs. 
 
    Would there be a bit of this that finally went our way?  
 
    Don’t be daft. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The North Tower 
 
    The tower was empty. I was wrong about it being a squalid and terrible place though; it was luxurious. The correct term for it a gilded cage if my memory served me correctly.  
 
    My nervousness which had started about eight hours ago now, reached a crescendo at the top of the stairs, but we found no one guarding the door. At that point, I berated myself for not bringing Agnes and Mavis to pick the lock, but the door wasn’t locked. Initially, I assumed Aladdin had just got it wrong and dragged us from one end of the palace to the other, ducking guards and servants when the Maharaja was actually stashed somewhere else. That wasn’t the case though; the tower was decked out in a manner suitable for a king and Aladdin seemed certain he had been here.  
 
    ‘This pot is still warm, madam.’ Jermaine found a coffee pot, the contents of which had not yet cooled to room temperature, so we hadn’t missed him by much.  
 
    ‘And these clothes are his size, Eminence,’ added Aladdin. 
 
    From her position near the door, Deepa asked, ‘What next? Where would they have taken him?’ I walked over to the window and looked down. From up here we had an enviable view over the palace grounds and could see the coronation ceremony starting.  
 
    Then a thought struck me. ‘How do you kill a head of state when they are always surrounded by bodyguards or travelling in a bullet proof car?’ I asked the question of everyone in the room.  
 
    ‘Shoot their plane out of the sky?’ suggested Martin. 
 
    Deepa said, ‘Poison their food. Or hire a person prepared to give their life in exchange for the other person’s. It’s hard to defend against someone who is willing to die – a suicide bomber doesn’t even need to get that close.’ 
 
    They were both correct. I had another answer though. ‘How about a sniper?’ Then I inclined my head for them to both come and see the view from the window.  Jermaine came too, as did Aladdin. 
 
    If I had a sniper rifle and the faintest idea how to use it, I could shoot whoever I wanted from up here. The palace grounds were swarming with security, but I suspected Prince Zebrahim would have ensured no one was assigned to check this particular tower. It was a long stretch, but it felt right. A sniper was going to take the shot from this very window, and they were probably on their way here right now. I had to move, and I had to move fast, placing all my chips on a single square and hoping I was right.  
 
    Arriving out of breath at the base of the tower, I surprised everyone there as I jumped down the last few steps with Jermaine hard on my heels.  
 
    ‘Where’s the Maharaja?’ asked Barbie, peering up the stairs to see if he was following. I carried on straight past her and to the door which I peeked out of to make sure the coast was clear.  
 
    ‘We missed him,’ Jermaine told her. ‘Not by much but they had already moved him.’ 
 
    ‘Moved him? Moved him where?’ asked Lord Edgar.  
 
    I gave him and everyone else an apologetic look as I admitted, ‘Still not sure.’ I had an idea though. It was horrible but if I thought like a despot desperate to run a country and do so under a regime of harsh laws, then I would be easily capable of doing what I thought they planned to do. I turned to my friends as I pushed the door open. ‘We need to move. Sorry, no time to explain.’ Then I went outside and held the door for everyone else to get out.  
 
    ‘Hold on,’ Barbie said, pausing at the base of the stairs and looking up them. ‘Where’s Deepa and Martin?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Real Maharaja 
 
    I’m not really one to believe the crazy conspiracy theories you sometimes read. I was quite content to believe that JFK was killed by a lone gunman. I didn’t believe that Elvis was really still alive, and I saw no reason to suspect that NASA had faked the moon landings. There was a conspiracy going on in the Maharaja’s palace though and it had more moving parts than I could count.  
 
    ‘We have to get to the coronation,’ I said once the team had followed me into a room that no one was using. ‘To do that we have to go unnoticed by everyone around us.’ 
 
    ‘How do we do that, dear lady?’ asked Lord Edgar, trying the charm yet again.  
 
    ‘By making ourselves invisible.’ I let my answer hang for a second before explaining. It seemed like a lifetime ago now, but on my second night aboard the Aurelia, I had dressed as a chef and walked about in the upper deck restaurant where there were other chefs without anyone paying me any attention. In the uniform of a servant, I had essentially been invisible. We needed to try the same trick now.  
 
    Lord Edgar didn’t argue with the concept, but he didn’t get how being invisible would help us. ‘Explain again please; how do we find the Maharaja?’  
 
    ‘I think I know where he is.’ From my raised viewing point at the top of the tower, once I knew what to look for, I had spotted it almost immediately. Now I just had to get there and hope I wasn’t too late. 
 
    He accepted my cryptic answer with a shrug. ‘Let us not dawdle then. Where do we find uniforms?’ 
 
    ‘I can take care of that,’ said Aladdin, stepping forward. ‘However, I need your butler to help me, Eminence. Dressed as a guard no one will question him unless we run into more guards.’ 
 
    Jermaine clapped him on the shoulder. ‘Then let us pray that we do not. Time is of the essence.’ Then he ducked back out the door with Aladdin, the two of them a far smaller target but he was right about time running out. The fake Maharaja was sitting on a huge throne raised above everyone else and the vizier was conducting the ceremony while everyone in the seated audience and the surrounding crowd looked on. I didn’t know how long it ought to take but thought about the royal ceremonies back home in England and figured I was good for a little while yet.  
 
    Up in the tower I couldn’t hear what they were saying down at the coronation, the breeze outside and the thick glass keeping the sound at bay. Down here a loudspeaker system carried the vizier’s voice clearly. 
 
    Impatiently, I checked my phone: no new messages.  
 
    All around me in the small room, my friends both new and old looked pensive. I had to tell them my plan to distract them from the danger we were about to face. The door banged open, startling everyone to show just how anxious we all were. It was just Jermaine and Aladdin though, their arms full of servants’ uniforms.  
 
    Rick helped to unburden Aladdin. ‘That was quick.’ 
 
    ‘Laundry is just around the corner,’ explained Jermaine. ‘We waited until the men in there were distracted and then grabbed all we could.’ 
 
    I reached into the pile, snagging the first set of clothing my hand came to. It was a simple white tunic with gold brocade down the front and a black wrap that went around the legs with more brocade along the bottom edge. ‘Everyone, grab a set and put it on.’ 
 
    Huffing as he pulled his shirt off, Akamu asked, ‘What are we doing, Patricia?’ 
 
    ‘Will there be stairs?’ asked Rick. ‘And can I light a fire?’ 
 
    I thought about that. ‘Actually, I don’t think a fire will help us this time.’ I needed to tell them my plan though. The last twenty minutes had involved a lot of internal arguing with myself, going back and forth with different scenarios ever since I glimpsed the answer. However, I couldn’t find a hole in my theory, so I had to roll the dice now and play it out. As I slipped the guard’s tunic off and put my arms into the white servant’s dress, I told them what I had come up with. 
 
    ‘We’re all going to get shot,’ concluded Rick when I finished.  
 
    I worried that he had a point but since we were definitely going to get shot or beheaded or something anyway, I wasn’t actually gambling with anyone’s life. Rather than point out the stakes, I said, ‘Only if I’m wrong. I’m going. Anyone who wants to join me, I welcome.’ I knew I could count on most of the people present, they had been through this with me before.  
 
    Barbie summed it up nicely though. ‘It’s not like we have a choice, guys. You heard those guards earlier. If we don’t stop Prince Zebrahim, he’ll kill us all to protect what we know.’  
 
    Thankful that I wasn’t the one to manipulate the undecideds, I checked my white servant’s turban was straight and went out the door.  
 
    We were in the open now. Ahead of us across the grass of the ornate garden was a marquee the size of a small village. It was to house the coronation dinner that would take place shortly after the ceremony finished. Servants dressed exactly the same as us were going back and forth with plates and boxes and other items, most of them picking them up from the back of vans parked in a small courtyard so their tyres did not ruin the immaculate lawn.  
 
    To disguise our direction, Jermaine grabbed a box and walked it most of the way to the marquee. Then he dumped it and turned right, heading for the coronation on the other side of the palace wall. There was a gate ahead of us, two armed royal guards standing just this side of it. Hideki saw them too and accelerated his pace slightly to catch up with Jermaine.  
 
    ‘Where do you think you’re going?’ asked one of the guards with a sneer as we closed the distance to them. ‘Turn around and go back. No servants near the ceremony.’ Then I saw his double take when he noticed that the two Zangrabarian servants were in fact a tall Jamaican and a Japanese man. He started to raise his weapon, but he was far too late to stop Jermaine punching him in his throat and stripping the gun from his hands. Hideki leapt high in the air, his right leg scything down to strike the other guard on the crown of his head. Even with the turban on, the blow was sufficient to knock the man out.  
 
    Jermaine expertly checked the weapons, then handed one to Rick and one to Akamu, the two among us most used to handling firearms. My concern that the fight might draw the attention of other guards dissipated when we came through the gate. On the other side, the audience for the coronation was facing away from us with not one person looking our way.  
 
    I promptly turned right which took me further away from the coronation but toward a pair of waiting ambulances, tucked out of the way in a parking lot a half mile away from where all the other catering vans, press vehicles with multiple antennae on top, and other emergency response vehicles were parked.  With so many people congregated in one place, having emergency vehicles parked close to the main event might seem like a natural precaution. I thought I knew better though.  
 
    Ahead of me, Hideki and Jermaine approached the nearest ambulance, both glancing back for me to nod at them before they positioned themselves near the back doors. Then, poised and waiting while the rest of us got in place, they watched as Barbie silently counted down on her fingers and waved for the team to go.  
 
    This was how we discussed it just before setting off. We had the element of surprise this way and would either scare the heck out of some innocent paramedics or finally get lucky. 
 
    Rick and Akamu kept the guns out of sight and stayed close to the back doors, when Barbie’s count hit zero, Lord Edgar knocked loudly on the driver’s door of one ambulance and the passenger door of the other. They were parked next to each other so he could reach both doors at the same time and attract the attention of both drivers. It created a moment’s distraction in which Agnes and Mavis yanked open the back doors. Then Rick and Akamu each pointed a weapon into a different ambulance, covering Jermaine, Hideki, Aladdin and Barbie as they threw themselves inside.  
 
    What I had spotted from the tower was two pairs of ambulances. Where all the other vehicles were parked, including police and fire services, I could make out one pair. And then there was this pair, sitting incongruously, half a mile from everyone else and right next to the coronation as if certain they would be needed.  
 
    As the doors opened, I knew my guess was on the money because the man standing over the patient strapped to the gurney held a gun not a stethoscope.  
 
    It just so happened that the ambulance containing the Maharaja was the one that Jermaine and Barbie went into. They were unarmed, but the element of surprise, and Jermaine’s skill, guaranteed their safety. He vaulted through the door, knocked the weapon from the fake paramedic’s hand and chopped at his throat with an iron fist.  Something similar was happening in the other ambulance as it rocked on its suspension.  
 
    Seeing the assailant taken out, Rick moved to cover the driver, distracting him with the gun while Jermaine ducked through the partition in the front of the ambulance to subdue him. Hideki appeared to have done the same in the other ambulance before Akamu could even get there.  
 
    It had taken about four seconds.  
 
    As I stepped into the ambulance, my phone beeped in my pocket. It was the message I hoped to get and one which allowed me to breathe a very large sigh of relief. I replied before slipping the phone back into my pocket. Then I looked down to find the Maharaja strapped to the bed. Jermaine was already undoing the binds holding him down, but it was clear that the young king was drugged. The fake paramedic and the driver were being bundled into the small space between the bed and the bulkhead, Barbie binding them with gauze tape and gagging their mouths with Rick’s help.  
 
    Lord Edgar’s face appeared between the now closed rear doors of the ambulance as he peeked in. ‘Did we get him?’ he asked, his tone that of a man desperate to hear good news.  
 
    I nodded at him with a victorious smile. ‘He’s drugged. I need Hideki.’  
 
    Moments later the British ambassador reappeared with my Japanese friend, who I knew to be a final year med student in Japan. ‘He’s drugged?’ Hideki asked as he swung into the back of the ambulance. It was getting a bit crowded inside, but we made way for the budding medical professional to get to the patient.  
 
    He took the king’s wrist to feel his pulse, then peeled back a pupil to see his eyes. The Maharaja tried to sit up at that point, coming awake but still clearly very drugged and groggy. Hideki clasped his hand either side of the Maharaja’s head to gently lower him back down. ‘It’s most likely an opioid,’ he told us as he started rooting through drawers. ‘I need Naloxone. It will be in a single use syringe but might be in a box.’ He spelt the name out for us as everyone started looking for the drug. 
 
    He found it first anyway, bit the protective plastic top off and jabbed it hard into the royal’s upper thigh meat. The effect was almost immediate, the Maharaja drawing in a lungful of air in a huge gasp as he sat up again. All of us moved to intercept him, our hands forming a protective barrier for him to bounce off in case he flopped to the side.  
 
    Then he smacked his lips together sleepily and stared about. It took a couple of seconds, but his eyes finally focused, and he frowned at me. He looked confused for a moment, but then, he said, ‘Mrs Fisher?’  
 
    Startled that he knew who I was, I began, ‘How…’ 
 
    ‘I recognise you from your pictures,’ the Maharaja answered. ‘Why are you dressed as a palace servant?’  
 
    ‘Yay!’ squealed Barbie, clapping her hands together and jumping up and down in excitement.  
 
    I smiled a smile so wide it threatened to tear my face in two. ‘Welcome back, Your Majesty. It is so lovely to meet you in person. How are you feeling?’ 
 
    He blinked blearily. ‘A little light-headed and very confused. Where am I?’  
 
    ‘In an ambulance. The better question for me to answer would be: when are you? The answer to which is that you are about to miss your own coronation. There is a conspiracy to steal your crown, and I need your help to stop that from happening. Do you think you can walk?’ 
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher. If needed, I can do acrobatics. I assume my uncle is behind this?’ 
 
    ‘The depth of the conspiracy is still unclear, but I have a plan to blow the cover off the whole thing with your assistance.’ 
 
    ‘Very well, Mrs Fisher. Please lead on.’ Then the young king swung his legs over the side of the gurney and dropped to the floor of the ambulance.  
 
    It was time for a showdown. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Causing a Commotion 
 
    As the Maharaja exited the rear doors of the ambulance, he found Aladdin waiting for him, the valet positively vibrating with relief to see his king. The Maharaja hugged Aladdin in a genuine display of affection. He didn’t pause for long though, he sensed my urgency and was right behind me as I set off for the coronation taking place ahead of us. There were a dozen of us dressed in the white and black outfit of the palace servants, six of us flanking the young Maharaja to each side where his golden robes with their deep red hues stood out like the flame atop a match.  
 
    We attracted attention, a small group of maybe half a dozen guards spotting us as we walked purposefully toward the temporary stands containing the audience. They were over by the gate where we subdued the two guards, their shouts when they recognised us filled with anger and threat as they started running in our direction with guns drawn.  
 
    The Maharaja wheeled around to face them, lifted his right arm and commanded them to stop. I saw their expressions change as they recognised their ruler, their gun arms wavering as confusion robbed their intended course of action.  
 
    With his hands placed calmly behind his back, the Maharaja addressed them, ‘Gentlemen, you are right to be baffled by my presence here when you already know me to be over there.’ He pointed to the coronation. ‘A double has replaced me as part of a plot against this country. For the glory of Zangrabar we are going to spoil that plot and I need your muscle and tenacity to strengthen my arm. Your colleagues are in there even now, unwittingly protecting a fake Maharaja. I want no bloodshed. We cannot harm our fellow countrymen, so we must tread carefully, keep our weapons aimed down and offer no threat until it becomes necessary. Are you with me?’ His final words were spoken more loudly than the rest of his speech and demanded an answer. The poor guards looked even more confused now though than before.  
 
    One was brave enough to ask a question though. ‘But Your Majesty, how do we know that you are not the fake?’ 
 
    The Maharaja was ready for the question though. ‘You are aware that the Maharaja has a distinctive birthmark, yes?’ Before they could answer, he pulled open his tunic to reveal a crescent shaped birthmark on his chest. The bright red mark looking almost exactly like a moon floating in a starless sky.  
 
    Each of the men took to one knee and bowed their heads. This was great! Now it wasn’t just crazy old Patricia and her friends. Now we had some backup.  
 
    The Maharaja commanded his royal guards to rise and started back on his direct line path for the coronation. There was a gap through the centre of the raised seats so that it formed two distinct blocks with a corridor down the middle. The Maharaja walked boldly down the corridor with the rest of us following and a pair of his guards leading.  
 
    Nothing much happened when he first emerged, but the whispers started once a few more of us were visible and the sound grew quickly so that it soon drew the attention of the people at the front of the audience who turned to see what was happening. 
 
    On the stage, the fake Maharaja was sitting on his throne while the vizier directed the actions of several clerics. To his right as we looked at it, Prince Zebrahim stood a respectful distance away, watching his fake nephew be crowned.  
 
    The general was in the first row of dignitaries, mere feet from royals and heads of state from other nations. I could pick him out easily because of his hat, which was how I saw it when it turned. The general performed a perfect double take, glancing once and turning back to the stage and then whipping his head around as the news from his eyes reached his brain. He was the first to stand, a motion which drew the attention of Prince Zebrahim.  
 
    On stage, the prince stiffened, and the fake Maharaja peered out from behind the vizier, who was, at that moment, placing a golden turban on his head as part of the act of coronation.  
 
    In front of me, the Maharaja wasn’t slowing down despite the growing unrest in the crowd and the cameras swinging his way as television crews mounted on raised boom arms took notice. I did my best to squash my nerves, telling myself that the worst was probably over.  
 
    On the stage, the prince didn’t take long to recover his composure. His face contorted into a sneer as he raised an arm and yelled, ‘Guards! Seize them!’ 
 
    There must have been one hundred or more guards in attendance at the ceremony, lining the edges of the stage in ceremonial dress, guarding exits from the seating area, and dotted about here and there in small clumps for security. Most of them reacted to the prince’s order but instantly hesitated when they followed his arm and saw who he was pointing at. 
 
    The Maharaja just kept on walking, never altering his pace or looking flustered. In the front row of the audience, the general moved to intercept us, not actually blocking the Maharaja’s path, but getting in the way so he would have to be dealt with.  
 
    On the stage, the prince had turned purple with rage. ‘I order you to seize them!’ he bellowed, saliva flying from his lips as he ranted. ‘He is impersonating the Maharaja!’ 
 
    Finally, the Maharaja reached the front of the seats and paused. ‘Sit down, General Aziz. I will get to you shortly.’ He delivered the instruction in a quiet, calm tone, managing to sound regal and utterly in control despite the mayhem around him. Thus far he hadn’t even bothered to acknowledge his uncle’s presence, let alone the order that he be restrained.  
 
    However, as the general sheepishly retook his seat, the Maharaja turned his attention to the guards at the steps on the stage. In their ceremonial dress they looked very fancy but were no less deadly for it and the extra shiny ceremonial swords they carried were most likely still sharp enough to skewer a person. ‘Step aside.’ 
 
    The two directly in front of him glanced at each other and back at the young king, then did exactly as they were asked, deciding that the problem of sorting out who was who was above their pay grade.  
 
    The Maharaja placed one foot on the steps and paused, turning back to look at me and extend his hand. ‘Will you come with me please, Mrs Fisher? I believe I will need your assistance for this part.’ 
 
    How could I say no to that?  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Sniper 
 
    ‘What is the meaning of this?’ demanded Prince Zebrahim, trying to maintain the pretence even now. ‘Who are you?’ He moved to the front of the stage as the Maharaja led me up the steps. Microphones on the stage were picking up every word, the decision to televise the event ensuring that millions of people were watching all around the world. Speakers mounted on the stage and around the stands amplified the sound on stage, so the vizier’s voice and the details of the ceremony could be heard. The only sound they carried now though was the prince’s indignant tone.  
 
    The Maharaja continued to ignore his uncle as if he was insignificant, but when we reached the top of the stairs, with two guards leading the way, he blocked our path. Unsure about how they were supposed to act, the two guards glanced at the Maharaja, who used two fingers of one hand to dismiss them to the side.  
 
    ‘Uncle, any further acts of treason on your part will not be well received. I need to address the nation and explain what they are seeing since this is a live event. Stand aside or I will have you restrained.’ 
 
    If the prince could manage to look or be more angry, I think the top of his head would pop off. He didn’t move though, instead he leaned forward to whisper, ‘You’re about to find out how out-matched you are.’ 
 
    The Maharaja didn’t know what his uncle was talking about, but I did. He had an ultimate solution which was why the Maharaja had been in the ambulance already. Like it or not, it was time for me to say something. ‘Your Majesty, I believe I can shed some light on what has been happening.’ 
 
    The king and the prince continued to stare at one another with the whole world watching. The prince was six inches taller and five decades older but neither factor cowed the Maharaja. He motioned to the guards that led him to the ceremony and onto the stage, calling them to him. When they stepped forward, their feet quick to obey, he kept eye contact with his uncle and said loud enough for the world to hear, ‘If the prince moves… kill him.’ 
 
    A thousand gasps echoed around the crowd, many more undoubtedly rippling across the globe as the world heard his instruction. The prince twitched, looking like he intended to grab the Maharaja but before I could blink there were two swords barring his way, the guards holding back from drawing blood, but making their intention clear.  
 
    Prince Zebrahim backed away, feigning a smile of acceptance and gave a small bow as he deferred to the king.  
 
    Now, with nothing stopping or distracting him, the Maharaja turned to the audience. He took a moment, glancing at me with a tight grin. Then he addressed the world. ‘Citizens of Zangrabar, assembled dignitaries, royal houses and heads of state, ladies and gentlemen watching wherever you are, I apologise for the interruption to the ceremony. Unbeknownst to everyone here in Zangrabar, a plot was underway to steal the throne away from me. The young man sitting on my throne who was very nearly crowned as the new ruler of Zangrabar is, from what I understand, a very good double. I use the phrase, “As I understand,” very specifically because I have been held captive for the last six days. I am here now only through the tenacity and strength of the lady to my right and her friends, who placed their very lives on the line to rescue me.’ He stopped then, taking a moment to speak only to me. ‘If you are ready, Mrs Fisher, I would dearly like to know what has been going on under my nose and in my absence.’ 
 
    I swallowed hard. ‘How many people are watching this?’ 
 
    I saw the young king do some mental calculation. ‘With social media and how swiftly the world is now able to react when people start sharing live feeds, I would say somewhere between one and three billion.’  
 
    A rude word arrived on my lips, but I bit it down and smiled instead. I was already on the stage and the world was waiting for me to speak. Glancing about at the cameras looking down at me, I swallowed hard again, wished there was gin and gathered my thoughts. 
 
    ‘Um…’ I stuttered, gave myself a mental slap for being terrified and tried again. ‘You are most likely wondering what connection a middle-aged, strangely dressed, English woman has to the Maharaja of Zangrabar. Hopefully, many of you will have read a story in the press a few weeks ago or seen on TV that a missing sapphire was returned here. I was the person that discovered its whereabouts and sent it back. For that service, the Maharaja graciously invited my friends and me to attend the coronation.’ 
 
    ‘It was soon obvious to me that all was not well at the palace. I was warned that the Maharaja had been replaced, the message coming from his most loyal servant, a valet called Aladdin who had been at the Maharaja’s side since birth. The double is so accurate though that few others could tell the difference. The valet had been dismissed from the Maharaja’s service because they knew he would be able to reveal the conspiracy, but there were others in the palace who would be able to tell the fake Maharaja from the real one and these persons were the ones behind the conspiracy. Prince Zebrahim, the Maharaja’s uncle, was one such conspirator.’ 
 
    ‘I told you about the double,’ the prince shouted. ‘You would not have known about him if it were not for me. How is that a conspiracy?’ He turned his gaze to the Maharaja. ‘Dundegan,’ he started, his voice soft as he used the Maharaja’s first name, ‘I did all this to protect you. I discovered a plot to overthrow the crown and employed the double to ensure an assassin would kill him and not you.’ 
 
    The fake Maharaja, who until now had kept quiet and tried to avoid attention by not moving, suddenly piped up. ‘Assassin? I was supposed to be live bait for an assassin? You never said anything about that.’  
 
    The prince glanced across the palace grounds. It was not the first time he had done so since we arrived on stage. No one else knew what was distracting him and I don’t think anyone else noticed. I did though.  
 
    The Maharaja asked his uncle a question. ‘If I was being kept safe, what was I doing in the back of an ambulance and drugged?’ 
 
    ‘It was the general!’ the prince blurted, raising a finger to point at the startled soldier. ‘At this very moment, he has troops waiting to storm the palace and seize control.’ The general, who had been slowly sneaking along the front row to the edge, froze in the spotlight attention of cameras and faces as everyone looked where the prince was pointing. ‘I couldn’t move on him until I was sure of his intentions but had readied a force to repel his soldiers. You would have been safe, my king. Safe because I took control and made certain you would be out of the way when the invasion happened. The ambulance was to take you to safety, and the drugs to protect you from ever knowing how disloyal your most senior military advisor had become.’ 
 
    The general had given up trying to escape, his exit was blocked by the royal guard anyway. ‘It was you, Prince Zebrahim. You were the one that convinced me I needed to act for the good of the country.’ Cameras whizzed about on boom arms and tripods to get a better view of his face, the prince’s co-conspirator spilling the beans for all to hear. The prince looked into the distance again, staring up at the palace and looking annoyed. ‘I was always loyal to the crown, but you said the Maharaja’s proposed reforms were dangerous and would tear the country and region apart. You said it was down to me to ensure the future of Zangrabar by backing you.’ 
 
    Again the prince glanced at the palace.  
 
    ‘What is it you are looking for, Prince Zebrahim?’ asked the Maharaja. 
 
    ‘His sniper,’ I replied though the question hadn’t been aimed at me. ‘Isn’t that right, Prince?’ The prince gave a little head shake of denial, looking around for anyone that might help him. ‘That is why you were in the ambulance, Your Majesty. The prince intended to have the fake Maharaja shot.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ the fake Maharaja snapped, sitting forward in his chair and then ducking out of it to hide behind the throne.  
 
    ‘Most likely a head shot because it guarantees fatality and makes it harder to identify the body accurately. To be sure though, the ambulance was manned with men loyal to your uncle. You would have been shot in the head as soon as the assassination took place so that the time of death would match. The fake Maharaja’s body would be carried to the ambulance which was parked nearby to ensure it got here first, and then discarded so the body taken to the morgue would be identified as yours. Your birthmark is the one thing the double couldn’t fake.’ 
 
    ‘Then, using the assassination as a signal, the general’s troops would swoop on the palace, giving the prince a legitimate and obvious person to blame for the assassination. You would be dead, he would be hailed as a hero for defeating the attempted coup and would then be crowned as the new Maharaja.’ 
 
     ‘This is all nonsense,’ railed the prince. ‘There is no sniper. If what you say were true, he would surely have shot the Maharaja the moment he appeared.’ 
 
    I raised my hand and made a gun shape with it. Then pointed at the floor by the prince’s feet.  
 
    A neat hole appeared in the floor two inches from his right foot, followed quickly by the crack and echo of the shot coming from the north tower. Screams and cries of anguish filled the air. I knew it was a risky thing to do, so as pandemonium broke out and secret service agents from three dozen countries all tried to get their principles to cover, I called for calm. ‘Sorry! Sorry, that wasn’t cool. There is no danger to anyone. I needed to prove a point though. The sniper is currently in the custody of two very good friends of mine; one of whom just fired that shot.’ 
 
    The gaggle of royal guards in the process of diving at the Maharaja to protect him with their bodies, backed away again as he thanked them and waved them off. ‘Is there anything further, Mrs Fisher?’ 
 
    I bit my lip. ‘Actually, there is. Beyond your valet, Aladdin, there were three people who could easily identify the fake. Each of them needed to be complicit in the conspiracy for it to hold. The general was, of course, too dumb to realise he was being lied to and led to his death by the mastermind behind the Maharaja’s assassination, the prince, but he needed a third person to play along.’ 
 
    ‘You are referring of course to me,’ said the vizier. He looked far too calm for a man accused of treason. ‘I was complicit, but only in the element that the prince revealed to me. I believed his story about protecting the Maharaja by using a sacrificial double. I went along with it because I am loyal to the throne and he convinced me I would be doing the Maharaja a service by preventing his death.’ He smiled broadly at the Maharaja. ‘I am, and have always been, your true servant.’ 
 
    ‘Why did you put the snake in my room?’ He snapped his eyes back in my direction, looking worried and baffled at the same time, no doubt wondering how on earth I could know it was him behind the attempts on my life. ‘When the prince came to me last night, he was genuinely surprised that I had been attacked because he knew nothing about it. He didn’t like me sticking my nose in, but he was too arrogant to believe I could work out what was happening in time or probably ever.’ 
 
    The vizier wasn’t ready to admit his guilt yet though. ‘Why would you think the snake was anything to do with me? You have no evidence, Mrs Fisher. I am loyal to the crown.’  
 
    ‘You were seen by two of my friends. That was why you had them taken away and medically inebriated. I assume they wouldn’t have lived to receive their public flogging, conveniently getting killed in a jailhouse brawl or some such other terrible and unfortunate tragedy they would have brought on themselves.’ I watched the vizier’s face for signs that I was about right but he didn’t need to tip me off for the charges to stick. ‘The part you don’t know yet is that they escaped.’ Now his eyes bugged out. ‘I have friends with… unusual skills.’ 
 
    Rick chose that moment to shout his displeasure. ‘Honestly, in a country with no alcohol, you get me drunk anyway but I don’t get to taste a drop. That’s just plain cruel, man.’ Dozens of cameras had swung to focus on his face, but he had nothing further to add. 
 
    I continued. ‘The two men you sent to jail just helped to rescue the Maharaja and will be quite happy to identify you as the man they saw carrying a large snake along the secret passageway behind our rooms. When that failed, you sent a cleric dressed as a guard to kill me. Only then did the prince realise what was going on and demand that you desist. I asked too many questions, didn’t I? That was why you decided to get rid of me. I was already famed for solving the mystery of the missing sapphire and there I was asking questions when you were just about to kill the Maharaja. What did the prince promise you? Or was it sufficient that you would eliminate a king who planned to give rights to women, to employ modern medical practices to reduce infant mortality and to challenge the ancient religious practices you promote?’ 
 
    The vizier’s face was a mask of anger, his role as a man of peace long forgotten as he clenched his fist. ‘You stupid interfering woman! How could you possibly understand the needs of this country?’ Then he charged, rabid spittle flying from his mouth as he slipped away from the guards standing behind him and ran at me.  He cried, ‘Arrrrrgh!’ at the top of his lungs, raising his staff to strike me and I thought nothing was going to stop him until a puff of red exploded from his right shoulder and he spun away from the impact. He had forgotten about the sniper in the north tower and as he crashed to the ground the chasing guards bundled on top of him.  
 
    My legs felt weak. It was done. I had solved the riddle of the fake Maharaja, and everyone I came with was still alive as was the real Maharaja who was now safe to be crowned and rule his country. The last forty something hours had been filled with horror and danger and threat, but it was over, and I could finally stop. 
 
    As I considered that and what I would do next, I realised how much I wanted a gin and tonic. Not that I could have one until I got back on the plane and out of Zangrabar airspace, of course. I was still on the stage with the guards and the Maharaja, only vaguely aware of my surroundings or what my eyes were looking at, I felt exhausted and elated and ready to sit somewhere quiet for a while.  
 
    Then the sound of clapping and cheering reached my ears. It was getting louder as more people joined in. The Maharaja was standing at the front of the stage but my initial assumption that they were cheering their new king faded as I saw him egg them on.  
 
    They were cheering for me. 
 
    A lump formed in my throat when the Maharaja beckoned me to join him at the edge of the stage. The world was watching and what they could see was me. Wearing a servant’s outfit with unkempt hair poking out from an ill-fitting turban and still plastered in harem makeup because there hadn’t been time to wipe it off properly. None of that mattered though because people were cheering for me. I could make out echoes of my name being chanted.  
 
    ‘Zangrabar!’ the Maharaja roared. ‘I give you the twice saviour of our nation, Patricia Fisher. Forever more today will be a Zangrabar national holiday known as Fisher’s Day. It will be the day preceding the anniversary of my coronation which will take place tomorrow.’ Then he chuckled. ‘Once I have found time to appoint a new vizier.’ 
 
    The crowd laughed with him and he let go my hand so he could step away from me to join in their applause. It was overwhelming, a tear escaping my right eye as I tried hard to hold it together. It was too much for me but then I couldn’t take all the credit; there had been a whole team of us involved. In front of the stage, the royal guards were doing a good job of keeping the crowd under control, not least to spare the dignitaries and VIPs in the front row. My friends were down there somewhere though, and I waved frantically for them to join me when I spotted them. 
 
    It took a moment, but the guards got the message and let them through. Jermaine leading Lord Edgar with Barbie and Hideki behind, then Rick and Akamu with Agnes and Mavis and finally Aladdin. ‘Wait,’ I said, ‘there’s two more.’ Martin Baker and Deepa Bhukari were making their way through the crowd being escorted by a large contingent of the royal guard. I would discover later that it had been Deepa that fired both shots from the sniper rifle, her skill with a gun honed during a previous career in the Pakistani military. They joined the others and each of them were welcomed onto the stage by the young Maharaja, personally shaking hands with everyone, asking their names and then announcing them to the world.  
 
    He had to pause briefly because Barbie had spotted the fake Maharaja still hiding behind his throne and, together with Deepa, they were giving him some unfriendly advice regarding his attitude toward women.  
 
     When the girls were done and my friends were all formed up on stage, they looked just as bewildered by the attention as I felt. I started clapping along with everyone else and decided it was time to step out of the spotlight. Taking a step back, my foot caught on a cable at the edge of the stage and in true Patricia fashion, I tripped, slipped, wobbled, used my arms to get my balance, overcorrected, and fell off the stage.  
 
    On my way to the ground, I knew the one thing the world would remember above everything else was me landing on my head and showing my knickers to the world.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Maharaja’s Mystery 
 
    I slept late the next day, the option of getting up early for fitness dismissed without a second thought. When finally I did claw my way out of bed, the sun was high in the sky and the hastily rejigged coronation was no more than a few hours away.  
 
    This time I was going to attend it. The silliness of the red carpet, and all the pretence Prince Zebrahim had employed to drive the general and the vizier to their extreme ends, was gone. In its place would be a dignified and respectful ceremony conducted by the new vizier.  
 
    There was nothing for me to do except relax, turn up, enjoy the spectacle and attend the banquet afterwards. That sounded manageable but we needed to leave as the sun was setting because we were due to meet the Aurelia in Egypt the following morning. The Maharaja extended an invitation to stay as long as we wanted, and I think it was an offer that would last my lifetime if I so desired. I wanted to get back to the ship though. Even though all the excitement here was over, and I could enjoy the beauty of the nation, I was restless to return to Alistair, a man I felt great affection for.  
 
    I had time to kill before the coronation and nothing to do with it, so I snuggled into a chair, tucked my legs under my bottom, plopped Anna on my lap, and read a book. Yesterday, I found Anna exactly where I expected to; in the room down the passageway where the Corgis were staying. She trotted happily out to me when the very British butler there answered the door, looking pleased with herself. The contented glow of satisfaction radiated out from her even now as she snuggled into me. The book, a novel about a woman on a ship getting embroiled in murder and mystery was just silly and fantastical. I packed it with a plan to read it during my quiet times on this trip but had not yet had the chance to read the first page. I soon lost myself in it and was startled when a knock came at the door.  
 
    Anna burst into life, going from snoring and fully asleep to a tiny toothed weapon of destruction in half a second as she leapt from my lap to run at the door; she wasn’t so satisfied with life that people could dare to knock at the door without dying for their crime. 
 
    Jermaine, once again insisting that I not be let out of his sight in case something happened to me, appeared from an alcove and walked slowly toward the front entrance. He disappeared into the small lobby area, scooped my still barking dog, and was illuminated by a shaft of light as he opened the door.  
 
    Moments later he returned with a troop of royal guards following him and the Maharaja, who was able to get about using his own feet and didn’t need to be taken everywhere on a bed of cushions.  
 
    I got to my feet the moment I saw him, bowing my head and wishing I had put clothes on and wasn’t still slobbing about in my pyjamas. ‘Your Majesty, I was not expecting company.’ 
 
    He waved a dismissal with one hand. ‘Please, Mrs Fisher. It is I who have intruded on you. Please accept my apologies for arriving unannounced. Since you are leaving today, and I can expect to be in high demand from the coronation onwards, I wanted to take a few minutes to thank you in person.’ 
 
    ‘You already did that, Your Majesty.’ 
 
    ‘I thanked you publicly, now I can thank you privately. My country owes you and your friends a great debt of gratitude. There is no way that we can ever repay it, but we will always honour you.’ 
 
    ‘I did only that which was necessary. You are most generous and kind.’ 
 
    ‘And you, Mrs Fisher, are the most modest person I have ever met.’ 
 
    There were things I wanted to ask for my own closure. I wasn’t sure they were the sort of questions I would get answers to, but I gave it a go anyway. ‘Your Majesty, what is to become of your double?’ To my mind the teenage boy was guilty but ought not to be held accountable for his actions too stringently. That was not my decision to make though and having asked the question, I now worried I might hear that his hands had been cut off in punishment. 
 
    The Maharaja’s reply placed my mind at ease though, ‘He is on one of my private jets being returned to America with his family.’ 
 
    ‘They were here?’  
 
    ‘A mother and a younger sister. They were staying in another of the staterooms, my uncle having made all the arrangements.’ 
 
    ‘How did he find him?’ I asked, thoroughly curious about how a prince in Zangrabar had managed to find a double for his nephew in America. 
 
    ‘He put out an advertisement in a paper. It called for child actors that resembled the picture it showed. The picture, of course, was me. It gave height and weight and accent required.’ 
 
    ‘I think he got lucky to find someone so similar. So, you just sent them home?’ 
 
    ‘It gave me a reason to contact the US Foreign Secretary. I intend to re-establish our connection and have them open an embassy here next year.’ The young king gave me a knowing look. ‘You also wish to ask about the vizier, the general and my uncle, yes?’ I thought about saying no but it would have been a lie. I didn’t need to say anything though because he was already talking. ‘They remain in custody awaiting trial. I am fairly sure they will be found guilty but where Zangrabarian law calls for them to be executed by being boiled in vinegar, I intend to repeal the law. They may deserve it, but this nation deserves a better future in which punishment for crimes involves an opportunity for rehabilitation. General Aziz provided a full confession. In it he admits to sending the fighter aircraft that tried to shoot you down. Like the vizier, he feared you would ask too many questions when they were so close to achieving their goal. Had the three of them worked together, I imagine they would have been unstoppable.’ 
 
    To change the subject, I said, ‘At least now I know what mystery it was that you alluded to in your telegram.’ 
 
    The Maharaja’s brow creased. ‘Really? How so?’  
 
    Now I was baffled. ‘Surely you were referring to the odd behaviour of your uncle and the vizier as they plotted against you.’ 
 
    He chuckled. ‘Goodness no. I had no idea they were up to anything until the moment I was lured into the north tower and trapped in there.’ 
 
    ‘So what was it then?’ I asked sitting forward with curiosity.  
 
    ‘My mother’s cookbook went missing. She died many years ago as you know but she liked to cook even though she was the wife of a Maharaja. I have kept her hand-written recipe book ever since she passed but now I cannot find it and I had hoped you might turn your sleuthing skills to find it for me. It is no matter now.’ 
 
    I thought about that for a moment, then got to my feet. ‘Can you give me just a minute to get dressed, Your Majesty? I think I know where it will be.’ He opened his mouth in surprise but closed it again and swept his hand in a gesture that told me to take my time. 
 
    Just a few minutes later, I was dressed enough to be seen in public and heading back out the door next to the Maharaja. Anna tugged my right arm with her lead and seemed propelled by her tail as it wagged furiously back and forth. Wherever we were going, she wanted to get there first. Her antics amused the Maharaja, but what he asked was, ‘Where are we going, Mrs Fisher?’ 
 
    ‘To the harem,’ I replied.  
 
    To my surprise the young man’s cheeks coloured. ‘My father’s sex slaves. It was the one thing he and I argued about more than anything,’ he reminisced. ‘They are still here, I believe, but I have already abolished the practice.’ 
 
    ‘I thought the girls there were all volunteers.’ 
 
    ‘And well compensated too. It is hardly a modern, forward-thinking practice though. If I intend to steer this country towards sexual equality, among other things, I can hardly promote careers for women and tell the next generation they can be lawyers or doctors while actively paying for prostitutes.’ I felt like congratulating the young man. He was wise beyond his years and able to see past the raging hormones that dominate the thoughts of every other sixteen-year-old boy I have ever met. I didn’t say any of that though, too worried I would come across as condescending.  
 
    We walked the rest of the way in silence, arriving a few minutes later. I knocked on the door, but this time found that it just opened. Inside, Bethansa sported a bruise to her face, her penalty for resisting the guard and clerics in pursuit of us yesterday. She bowed low to the Maharaja and rose when he commanded.  
 
    ‘Can you take me back to the room I was in yesterday?’ I asked her.  
 
    ‘Of course,’ she replied. Promptly turning around to lead me. 
 
    As the Maharaja followed me, he looked this way and that. ‘I was always curious about what this place looked like. Now I know,’ he said with a small shrug.  
 
    ‘What will happen to the ladies that lived here?’ I wanted to know. 
 
    ‘They will all be suitably compensated and offered education and training so they may pursue alternative careers. It seems the least that I can do.’ 
 
    The harem already had a completely different feel to it and when we arrived back in the large room they were all gathered in yesterday, many of them were there again, but had on actual clothes.  Several even wore jeans, doubtless gifts from wealthy visitors from the west.  
 
    They all leapt to their feet as the Maharaja came in though he waved for them to sit again. It hadn’t meant anything yesterday and barely registered at all, but when he asked about a handwritten book, I remembered seeing one in the hands of one of the ladies yesterday. On a small bookshelf in the corner of the room, several dog-eared paperbacks sat in a single row next to a pile of magazines. Hidden right at the end was a hand-written book with an aged look to it and lots of splots on the cover where soup or sauce or something had spat.  
 
    The Maharaja shook his head as I handed it to him. ‘Mrs Fisher, there is no end to your ability to surprise.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    An Unexpected Loss 
 
    The coronation ceremony was a success, the new vizier and his clerics performing as if they had been practicing for weeks not hours. I left Anna in her room, it seemed the safer option as it eliminated the risk of her causing a commotion for global television or of barking loudly during an important part of the ceremony.  
 
    I sat in the front row, with my friends around me and Lord Edgar to my immediate right. His wife and children were several rows back, I knew this because the one time I glanced in that direction, I found his spouse boring holes into the back of my head with her eyes. I really wanted to tell her what a cad her husband was, but I had enjoyed enough drama for one trip.  
 
    The rest of the front row, on both sides of the central gap between the banks of seats, was taken up once again by heads of state, various global VIPs and members of other royal families. I mention the royal families because a certain Corgi-loving monarch in her nineties was sitting five seats along from me and had caught my eyes as she was led to her seat. She gave me a wink when I looked at her, which, let me tell you, is the sort of thing that stays with a person. 
 
    It was not a short ceremony, but it was filled with pomp and pageantry, the spectacle of it a joy to behold. As the Maharaja predicted, he was inundated with official tasks at the private banquet that followed, and I knew I would not get to speak with him again this day. Checking my watch revealed that it was almost time to go.  
 
    ‘Are you ready, madam?’ asked Jermaine. The banquet hall had been divided into a central tier for the Maharaja and his honoured guests and then so many large round tables spread out across the marquee that I lost count trying to work out how many people were being catered for. It was a bit like being at a wedding. I was sitting at one such table along with all my friends, so they all heard Jermaine’s enquiry. 
 
    ‘I am,’ replied Barbie. ‘Today has been incredible but getting back to normality would be nice. The food here is too rich for me as well. I feel like I have put on so much weight since we arrived.’ 
 
    Jermaine raised one eyebrow. ‘Oh yeah, tubby. You’re really bulking up over there.’ She pursed her lips at him and squinted her eyes.  
 
    ‘We are staying,’ announced Akamu quietly. A ripple of surprise came from everyone at the table. I half expected he and Rick to do something unexpected though. 
 
    Rick gave me a tight-lipped smile of apology. ‘The girls are wanted in half the countries on the planet, but they are heroes here and can live in luxury if they choose to stay.’ 
 
    ‘Which we do,’ added Mavis. Her hand was in Akamu’s when she said, ‘It’s time to stop running and have a life.’ 
 
    I was sad to say goodbye to my friends, but I always knew the day had to come. We were on a cruise after all so no matter how dearly we loved each other, there was always going to be a parting at some point.  
 
    There being nothing else to say and the window of opportunity to get to the Aurelia before it sailed again dwindling, we all stood and hugged and said our goodbyes. I had a tear in my eye as I held Rick and then Akamu, but it didn’t stay there, it called for some friends and together they ran down my face to ruin my makeup and make me look ridiculous.  
 
    Barbie helped me wipe them away as she too shed a few of her own. Then we slipped quietly from the marquee, sneaking out in twos and threes so no one would see us all departing at once and be tempted to make a fuss.  
 
    The flight to Egypt to meet the Aurelia was uneventful. Unless one decides to count being united with two badly missed friends, gin and tonic. If you count that, then it was quite eventful indeed.  
 
    The End 
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    Dead Relative 
 
    ‘He’s dead.’ 
 
    It was a simple statement, but it encapsulated everything I needed to know very quickly. I had only met him two days ago, but he was a delightful young man with a promising future. That future had been snatched away now, apparently by his own hand. 
 
    My name is Patricia Fisher. I’m just a lady on a cruise ship, but it just happens to be the Aurelia, the world’s largest and most luxurious cruise liner and by the hand of fate, I am staying in the biggest and best suite it has. I’m also dating the captain of the ship, Alistair Huntley, and I have an unwelcome habit of finding dead bodies or uncovering crimes when I would rather be sitting on a sun bed reading a trashy novel and sipping gin.  
 
    The body sitting in a desk chair with his head lying next to a computer keyboard had been found after he failed to report for work this morning. Another member of crew sent to rouse him, called for security when he got no answer and that was when they discovered his body. A trickle of blood ran from his left temple to pool on the desk and a small handgun lay discarded on the floor where it had fallen from his limp hand.  
 
    The official announcement of death was made by Dr Kim, one of the ship’s doctors, though I thought it quite obvious from the poor young man’s pallor that life had left him some hours ago. As Dr Kim stepped back, his task now complete, Lieutenant Martin Baker stepped into the now vacant spot next to the body. Crew cabins were small, especially for junior personnel. Julian Young was a bursar’s assistant, which in layman’s terms meant he was an accountant. I knew all this already because he was also the captain’s nephew, his younger sister’s eldest child and someone he had proudly introduced me to when I returned to the ship from Zangrabar. I think Alistair had been happy that someone else in the family wanted to follow his path. I wondered what he would think now. 
 
    Lieutenant Baker reached over the body to click the mouse which was still gripped in Julian’s hand. The screen of the computer flicked to life, displaying a word document.  
 
    Lieutenant Deepa Bhukari moved to join her colleague in reading it, curiosity getting the better of me and Dr Kim as well so we joined her. 
 
    Dear Everyone, 
 
    I can no longer live with the crushing depression I suffer each day as a result of my disability.  I’m sorry for the mess I leave behind for others to clear up. This is the best thing for me and for those around me. Please tell my mother that I love her. 
 
    Julian 
 
    It was a sad note and very short. It also told me that he had been murdered.  
 
    ‘What was his disability?’ asked Deepa standing back to get some room after crowding around the screen with the rest of us. She was looking at the dead man as if trying to spot a physical abnormality.  
 
    ‘He was deaf,’ I replied. ‘He didn’t see it as a disability at all which makes the authenticity of the suicide note questionable. I also know that he was right-handed.’ 
 
    Both members of the security team looked at the body. ‘But he shot himself with his left hand,’ observed Baker, sensing what that might mean. ‘This wasn’t a suicide, was it?’  
 
    I pursed my lips and blew out my cheeks before I let myself make a bold statement. After a second of deliberation, I said, ‘I don’t think so. I met him a few hours after we got back from Zangrabar. He was pleasant to speak with and excited to meet me. He was also very excited to have a job on board his uncle’s ship and couldn’t stop listing all the places he was going to get to visit and all the things he was going to do. He lipread and was able to hold a conversation without the deafness being noticeable. He came on board as we got off in India, so what’s that… six days? In six days, he went from happy and excited to depressed and suicidal? No, he managed to attract the attention of someone who felt the need to kill him. He was murdered, and we are going to work out who did it.’ 
 
    ‘There’s something we have to do first,’ Lieutenant Baker said quietly.  
 
    ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    He sniffed deeply, the air escaping again as a sigh. ‘We have to tell the captain his nephew is dead.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A New Mystery to Solve 
 
    Alistair took the news quietly. He could tell something was wrong when he saw our faces approaching across the bridge but waited until we were alone in his private quarters before he asked Lieutenant Baker to spit it out.  
 
    He didn’t argue or try to deny what he was being told. Instead, he turned around to look out the window of his cabin and stare at the endless grey ocean outside. ‘Please leave me,’ he said quietly.  As his two officers made their way to the door, I hesitated and he turned to look at me, a single tear in his right eye. ‘Please stay,’ he begged as he lifted an arm in welcome. I stepped into his embrace and held him for a while.  
 
    With his heart beating against me and his chin resting on top of my head, he asked, ‘Can you find the person responsible please, Patricia?’ 
 
    I expected nothing less. ‘Of course.’ Suddenly I had a new mystery to solve; one with a personal element to it. Someone had killed Julian and I knew the full company of the ship’s security team would be at my disposal in my bid to find out who and why.  
 
    We said nothing else for several minutes, both of us taking comfort in the presence and warmth of the other. Eventually though, he moved, breaking the embrace and taking a step back. ‘I must return to my duties. There is much to do before we dock tonight.’ 
 
    I placed a steadying hand on his arm. ‘It’s okay to take some time for yourself,’ I told him. ‘Your crew know their tasks and will make you proud.’ 
 
    He nodded curtly. ‘I know. However, I think it best if I keep myself busy. I don’t want to dwell, and I have to work out what I am going to say when I phone my sister and her husband.’ 
 
    He was probably right about distracting himself. I could only imagine how he felt right now. Julian got the job because of Alistair who admitted he had to create a post for him to occupy. He would blame himself, that much I was sure of, so now I had to prove why that was not the case.  
 
    ‘What about your dinner tonight? Will you cancel?’ Alistair was being hosted by the mayor of Athens along with the chief of police and many other local dignitaries. He wasn’t enthralled at the prospect, insisting that I not join him because it would be boring. Surely, he had a legitimate excuse to duck it now though even if it was company business.  
 
    He shook his head and went back to staring out to sea. ‘I could cancel, but I would just be making an excuse. The local economy relies on the cruise ships coming in and out and Purple Star Lines relies on the captains doing their part for local relationships.’ 
 
    ‘You have a deputy,’ I argued.  
 
    He pulled me into an embrace without offering any further argument. He was all about duty, no matter the personal cost. We kissed before I left, a peck on the lips and then I left him to gather himself. Outside, I found Baker and Bhukari waiting for me in the passageway. The captain’s private quarters are situated behind the bridge, high up in the superstructure to give a commanding view of the ship and to place him immediately to hand when an emergency occurred during his off-duty periods. Normally, only crew ever got to come up to the bridge, but our relationship had bent the rules a little so that I now had my own access pass to the crew-only elevator.  
 
    On the walk back to the elevator, both officers followed me. ‘Where do you want to start?’ asked Deepa. 
 
    ‘Breakfast,’ I replied. ‘I want to start with breakfast.’ I was out for my morning jog when I saw Dr Kim hurrying with his medical bag. I knew the look on his face, so I followed him which was how I came to be there when the good doctor announced Julian’s death. Whatever I had planned for today was out the window now because I had a case to crack. Breakfast was necessary though, that and a shower. 
 
    My butler Jermaine was waiting for me when I got back to my suite. I had been gone for more than an hour, far longer than usual which explained the concerned look on his face. Anna, my miniature Dachshund, barked and ran across the carpet to greet me and voice her disapproval at the two people following me in. She held back from ravaging their ankles though. Her change in aggression level was partly due to some training I performed with her and partly due to being pregnant. At least I thought she was pregnant. She found her way into a pack of Corgis in Zangrabar and had mellowed since the experience.  
 
    Jermaine crossed the suite to take hats from the two security officers. ‘Good morning, Lieutenant Bhukari, good morning, Lieutenant Baker. Is everything alright, madam?’ he asked as he placed their items neatly on a shelf by the main entrance.  
 
    ‘Um, well… yes and no,’ I replied cryptically. ‘We have a mystery to look into, I’m afraid. I’ll leave Deepa and Martin to fill you in on the details while I get clean and dress for the day. Is there coffee?’ 
 
    ‘Of course, madam. What may I serve you for breakfast this morning?’ 
 
    ‘Do we have any English muffins?’ 
 
    ‘Of course, madam. I collected them this morning while you were out. It gave me a chance to exercise Anna.’ 
 
    My stomach growled hungrily at the thought. ‘Then eggs Benedict, please with a side of bacon.’ Baker made a small sound of interest, his mouth almost drooling when I looked. I laughed at him. ‘I’m sure we have enough for everyone if you are hungry.’ 
 
    Twenty minutes later, three of us were tucking into the breakfast feast, lashings of buttery Hollandaise sauce dripping down my fork where it threatened to make my hand greasy. ‘Exquisite as always, Jermaine. Thank you,’ I praised him as I mopped up the last piece of egg. ‘Now, I fear, we must get on with our day.’ Breakfast conversation had focused on Julian Young and what might have befallen him. It was too early for conjecture, but we made a list of persons to speak with and questions to ask.  
 
    Washing down the last morsels with a glass of freshly squeezed orange juice, I dabbed my mouth with a napkin and pushed back my chair. Should I take Anna with me or leave her here? She was asleep on a couch looking quite content, so I decided to leave her behind. She didn’t need the exercise and might be growing puppies in there somewhere.  
 
    ‘Ready when you are,’ I said to Deepa and Martin. Their breakfast plates were also devoid of food, both of them putting away Jermaine’s creation as if famished. They were ready though and steadfastly determined to assist me in bringing the killer to justice. Despite the suicide note and well-arranged scene, I was convinced it was murder; there were too many incongruities for it to be anything else.  
 
    The question then was; why kill him? Someone had to gain from his death and now I had to find the trail of breadcrumbs that would tell me who that was and what it was that they gained. We were at ground zero though; at this point in time I knew nothing at all and had a metaphorical mountain to climb while blindfolded.  
 
    Good: I like a challenge. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Bursary 
 
    Julian worked as an assistant bursar. It was a job that Alistair had to create just so he could bring his nephew on board but also one to which his nephew was well suited. Julian trained as an accountant and spent two years honing his skills in a large firm before opting to stretch his legs and see the world.  
 
    He was a handsome man, athletic too and quite tall at somewhere close to six feet four inches. I had no knowledge of his personal life, though I felt I would need to delve into it now. He would have attracted the interest of several ladies even in his short time on board and therein may lie a motive for his death. I didn’t want to get too far ahead of myself though; conjecture at this stage would do nobody any favours. Instead, I prepared my head to be a clean page, ready to make notes and observe without opinion.  
 
    We could have stayed in his cabin until they removed the body, but a team led by Lieutenant Schneider had been there to deal with cataloguing physical evidence and to go through his personal effects. We would just have been standing around waiting, but we were heading back there now, Baker conversing with Schneider via his radio.  
 
    Like most of the crew, Julian’s cabin was right down in the bowels of the ship. The bottom six decks were reserved for crew accommodation, storage, engine rooms and a number of other services such as laundry. Getting there was simple enough, but it wasn’t quick. One had to take an elevator to get down to deck seven and then go around to one of the crew elevators to go down to the lower, crew only, decks and then walk to the destination. The Aurelia, pride of Purple Star’s fleet, was more than a thousand feet long so to get from one end to the other on foot took a while.  
 
    Finally arriving at the open door to his cabin, we found Schneider inside with several other members of the ship’s security team. ‘You find anything?’ asked Baker on his way in.  
 
    Schneider, the tall Austrian, turned to see who it was. ‘Oh, hi, Mrs Fisher. Nice to see you.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, hello,’ I replied with a wave. ‘I wish we could just meet on a sun terrace for once. That might be nicer.’  
 
    He didn’t argue, conceding the point with an awkward expression. Then he answered Baker’s question. ‘There’s not much to suggest it wasn’t a suicide as you suggested earlier. We found no additional fingerprints on the weapon. Not that it’s hard to wipe a gun down and then put it into the victim’s hand. There was no suggestion of a fight either though, or that the body might have been moved. We found no blood anywhere else so I want to believe the fatal wound was inflicted at the desk where we found him.’ 
 
    ‘Have you swabbed for DNA?’ asked Bhukari. 
 
    ‘It’ll be done in the medical centre. It’s worth doing, but if he was murdered then the killer went to some lengths to make it look like a suicide, I personally doubt they would then leave their DNA around. Besides, unless we got it from skin found under his fingernails, which is dubious because there is no sign of a struggle, then it would be circumstantial.’ 
 
    I knew what he meant. If we found hair from the killer, they could claim to have bumped into him, or to have popped into his room to borrow a pen. We would need more than the ability to place a person at the scene.  
 
    ‘Anything interesting on his computer?’ asked Lieutenant Baker.  
 
    Schneider clicked the mouse to bring the screen to life, but said, ‘Not really. He was working on an account in his spare time. He was new on board of course and most likely trying to impress by putting in extra hours. You’ll want someone who knows bookkeeping to have a look at it though; it’s all gibberish to me.’ 
 
    ‘This is an account for the Aurelia?’ I asked, staring at the screen but having no more luck than anyone else in deciphering the numbers shown.  
 
    Schneider just shrugged. ‘Probably.’  
 
    He was right about getting someone in the know to check them over; maybe there was something in the numbers that would explain why he was dead. ‘I need a copy of the files.’ I had a thumb drive data storage device somewhere in my handbag. I had to root around to find it, eventually digging it out of its hiding place beneath a tube of hand cream. Schneider accepted it from me and plugged it in as I used the hand cream to moisturise my dry fingers and palms.  
 
    ‘Can I get a squirt?’ asked Deepa Bhukari, the men wisely saying nothing as the only two ladies in the room stayed ahead of their beauty regimes.  
 
    Schneider handed the thumb drive back. ‘I gave you everything from his computer; there really wasn’t much on it but it looks new so he might have only just bought it.’ I thanked him and thought about what else we might need to see before we moved on. I couldn’t come up with anything immediately, so I thanked him and asked that he let us know if his search of the cabin turned up anything interesting.  
 
    Out in the passageway and heading back the way we came, Baker asked, ‘Where to next, boss?’  
 
    I only had one destination in mind: the bursary. Julian worked there, and in all likelihood, he was killed by someone who knew him. His work colleagues would know his movements and habits, who he spoke with and perhaps even what he did in his down time. I would also find his boss there, the bursar, who was someone I expected to be able tell us what he was working on and why.  
 
    I hadn’t met the bursar yet. Not that I was aware of anyway, so I asked Baker and Bhukari about him as we travelled upwards again in the elevator.  
 
    ‘Commander Krill? He’s nice enough,’ said Deepa, frowning a little as she said it. Eyeing her, I teased a little more out without having to say anything. ‘He could do with some hygiene lessons.’ When I continued to look at her, she said, ‘He smells. He gets called Stinky Pete because, well because he has body odour and… well actually his first name is William. Unfortunately, he also thinks people like him, so he comes and talks to them.’ 
 
    ‘He’s never talked to me,’ argued Baker. ‘Not once. Ever.’ 
 
    ‘You think it’s just women he talks to?’ she questioned in return, not challenging him, but seeking his opinion. 
 
    He thought about it before answering, but said, ‘I couldn’t say. I just know he has never spoken to me and we have been in the same room plenty of times. You’re right about the body odour though. He gets halitosis too from what I hear; breath that could strip paint.’ 
 
    Right. Wow. That painted a clear picture. I wasn’t looking forward to meeting him anymore, but it was a task I had to perform whether I wanted to or not.  
 
    The bursary was situated on deck ten toward the stern of the ship, which made me wonder whose job it was to decide where different functions get located. Deck ten was mostly passenger accommodation. There were no sun decks or shops or even restaurants this far down into the ship so the bits that weren’t accommodation were service rooms dedicated to vital functions such as water or electricity and… the bursary. 
 
    I found the bursar’s office easily enough because my two companions knew exactly where it was. The outer door was locked but an intercom panel next to it put Lieutenant Baker in contact with a person inside. The conversation took seconds and the door buzzed open. ‘After you,’ Baker held the door for Bhukari and me to enter then followed us inside.  
 
    It looked like an office anywhere on the planet by which I mean it was mostly open plan with two glass cubicle offices at the far end for the more senior persons to work in private. Where the desks were arranged in blocks, they had photographs and postcards or little mementos, plus trinkets and other personal effects dotted in between files and folders and their computers. I had never worked in an office but I’d visited friends who did and seen things on television that caused me to believe what I was looking at now was typical. 
 
    The bursar, who I now recognised from formal parties, was approaching us with a big smile on his face. Did he not know? ‘Welcome, welcome,’ he gushed, shaking my hand first and then also those of both security officers. ‘We so rarely get any visitors in here.’ Then his smile dropped as if he just remembered why we were visiting. ‘Of course, I wish it were under more joyous circumstances. Terrible business. Can you tell me what happened? All I know so far is that he was found dead this morning. I don’t want to jump to any conclusions, but Rick said it looked like a suicide.’ 
 
    ‘Who is Rick?’ I asked.  
 
    It was Deepa Bhukari who answered. ‘Ensign Rick Rodriguez. He was sent to fetch Ensign Young from his cabin when he failed to report for work this morning. That’s right, isn’t it, Commander?’ When she addressed him by his rank, I glanced at his epaulette. He was indeed a commander, one of the highest-ranking officers on the ship then, which perhaps indicated the vital and perhaps difficult nature of his role.  
 
    Now I was stuck with a tricky decision. If we played along and stuck to the suicide story, the killer, assuming that person was listening, would relax and perhaps go back to doing whatever nefarious thing they were doing. That might help us to catch them. However, if I argued that it was murder, the killer might panic, do something stupid and reveal themselves. I wouldn’t know which strategy was the better until I chose one and got to the end of the case.  
 
    Flipping a coin in my head, I picked a route and said, ‘It is too early to draw any conclusions at this time. That’s why we are here actually; we have some questions to ask you. And some for your staff too.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Of course. We will do everything we can to help.’ Behind him, all the other crew working in the bursary were watching us, their expressions varied. One young woman looked ready to cry, others looked bored, as if we were intruding on their day and should stop wasting their time.  
 
    My gut told me one of them would turn out to be the killer. Looking at them now, I figured solving the case was going to be easy. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Interviews 
 
    We started with the bursar, taking him into his private office where he assured us we could not be overheard. He was happy to answer any questions we posed, often supplying far more information than we required. Lieutenant Bhukari hadn’t been wrong about his hygiene though. Trapped in the confines of his office, the pungency of his underarms began to seep into my nostrils. It made me want to round the interview up and be finished but this was too important.  
 
    ‘He was a great new member of staff,’ the bursar said for perhaps the tenth time. ‘It was early days, of course, but he was so keen, and he really knew his stuff. And he got so much done. I couldn’t believe how productive he was compared to some of the others. I think a few noses got put out of joint when I made a comment about it actually.’ He put a hand to his head. ‘Oh, my. Is that why he killed himself? Were the others picking on him for being a brown-nosing nerd or something?’  
 
    I dismissed his question because I had a new one of my own. ‘You said he was very productive. Did you not know he was taking his work back to his cabin with him to work on in his own time?’ 
 
    The bursar blinked a couple of times, staring at me as if he hadn’t understood what I had just said. ‘Taking work back to his cabin? You mean copies of the ship’s accounts?’ 
 
    I wasn’t sure, but I said, ‘I think so. On his computer were profit and loss statements and cashflow balances. At least, that’s what they looked like. I think that’s the answer to how he was being so productive.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, that would make sense. I encouraged all the staff to work hard. Sometimes meeting deadlines meant having to work extra hours.’ Even though I didn’t want to jump to conclusions, I was already telling myself the accounts he had on his computer had to be the key to the case. Something about them had cost him his life.  
 
    I switched tack. ‘How was he socially? Did he go for a beer with the guys after his shift? Was he friendly with any of the girls?’ 
 
    I caught him off balance with the change in direction, but dutifully he answered once again, shaking his head to clear it before saying, ‘He was a gym lover. Surely you must have known that just by looking at him. If he ever drank beer it wasn’t very often, but I don’t think he went anywhere with anyone in the few days he was here. I don’t know about girls either, although I will say that I think Annette was sweet for him.’ 
 
    ‘Which one is Annette?’ I asked, turning slightly so I could see out toward the office floor. ‘Don’t point,’ I requested hastily. ‘Just describe her.’ 
 
    ‘The brunette with the short hair and the big nose.’ 
 
    Okay, it wasn’t a very nice way to describe her, but I knew instantly which one of the girls he was talking about, so I let it slide. ‘How many women work here?’ 
 
    ‘Only three. Annette, Shaniqua, and Shannon.’ 
 
    I didn’t want to guess but I did want to form as complete a picture as possible, so I nodded towards one woman who was lounging by the coffee machine. ‘Who is the tall blonde woman?’ 
 
    ‘That’s Shannon,’ he replied without having to look. He actually sounded proud when he said it, as if she were his daughter or something. The age gap was too small for that to be the case and he clearly wasn’t her lover; people referred to him as Stinky Pete and she was a woman who clearly took pride in her appearance.  
 
    I filed the information away for later reference should it prove of interest and asked another question. ‘Why do you think he would take his own life?’ 
 
    Again I caught him by surprise by my switch in direction. He flapped his lips this time; open and closed like a fish as he fought for an answer. ‘I don’t know,’ he blurted in the end. ‘I can’t explain it.’ Neither could I but then I was already convinced he had been murdered.  
 
    Closing my notebook and clicking the end of my pen to retract the ball, I saw the relief wash over his face. ‘Thank you, Commander. We need to ask some questions of your staff as well. I think it best if we take them out of here to do that though.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, yes, of course.’ The commander was on his feet already, anxious to get out from under the spotlight. ‘I, um… will you please excuse me.’ He paused. ‘I assume we have finished?’  
 
    ‘Thank you, yes,’ I replied with a nod, letting him go. He rushed from the room and out of the bursary front door, leaving his staff to fend for themselves.  
 
    Lieutenant Bhukari turned to me. ‘Surely we had more we needed to ask him. Why did you let him go?’ 
 
    ‘Did you see how nervous he was getting? He is hiding something, something to do with the accounts and how they are managed. It might be nothing to do with Julian’s murder and it might be everything. I just don’t know what it was that had him so worried. I think we should quiz a few of the staff and maybe work out what the bursar is up to.’ 
 
    The rest of the morning got eaten up by asking the same questions over and over again. Lieutenant Baker got on his radio just after the bursar left and found us an empty cabin just a short walk from the bursary. It was a quiet and comfortable place to take them to discuss what they knew about Julian and his habits. Our approach was friendly, and we took the stance that the circumstances of his death were unclear.  
 
    We didn’t learn much though. Julian had been quiet, which given that he was deaf wasn’t all that surprising. He would share a few words at the coffee pot like people do in millions of offices around the world, but otherwise he appeared diligent about getting his work done.  
 
    By the time we got to Annette, my stomach was starting to rumble its emptiness. It was gone noon but finally we found someone who was bothered about Julian’s death. She was in love with him. Okay, love was probably too strong of a word but at twenty she was still young enough to feel her emotions tug her unexpectedly one way or another and she had been smitten by the handsome, athletic man. That he was deaf didn’t bother her at all.  
 
    Not that I thought it should, but when I asked her about it, she said, ‘Oh, I think it gave him a mysterious edge. He was studious and there was no chance I would be one of those girlfriends who complains that her boyfriend never listens to her, right?’ She smiled at her own joke. ‘He was just really nice. Not just to look at, but I think he was a nice person. He didn’t notice me though; he liked Shannon.’ 
 
    ‘Oh? Were they dating?’ I asked while I made a note. 
 
    ‘Goodness no. Shannon doesn’t date anyone. At least not that I know of.’ 
 
    ‘Are you friends?’ Lieutenant Bhukari wanted to know. 
 
    Annette’s attention swung to look at Deepa’s face, her own face breaking into a big grin like that question was a joke. ‘Miss Untouchable? No. None of us are friends with her. She swans around the office doing whatever she wants, hardly doing any work and the bursar never says anything about it. I don’t think she would bother being friendly with someone as junior as me.’ 
 
    ‘Why is that?’ Deepa persisted.  
 
    ‘I don’t think she sees the need. She… how can I put this? She has the bursar eating out of her hand. She is tall and pretty and most of the men are happy for her to flirt a little and get away with doing next to no work.’ 
 
    I was becoming interested in the office dynamics now. Something about the interplay between different people was odd. I asked Annette a question, ‘But you said she doesn’t date any of them. Is she gay?’ 
 
    ‘Not that I know of,’ Annette replied with a questioning look on her face as if the idea had never occurred to her before. ‘She never takes any interest in the women. Not that she takes much interest in the men either; just enough to get them to do what she wants.’ 
 
    Annette’s interest in Julian seemed harmless enough; I got no vibe from her that she was upset at his lack of reciprocation or his interest in Shannon and she knew nothing about the accounts he was working on or what his end goal with them might be. There were still other bursary staff to talk to, but we were more than halfway through them and were thus far yet to learn anything interesting. No one came across as nervous to be interviewed. No one looked or acted guilty. Yet. 
 
    As we broke for lunch and Lieutenant Baker locked up the cabin behind us, he asked, ‘Could it have been a passenger, do you think?’ 
 
    He was just making conversation rather than genuinely posing a question. I answered anyway. ‘There’s no way of knowing yet but it feels less likely. His murder was too well planned to have been spontaneous. The killer took their time, crafting a suicide note but not leaving their own prints on the keyboard so this was no crime of passion. Our killer is someone meticulous.’ 
 
    ‘Someone like an accountant,’ Deepa commented. Then she posed a question. ‘Who will you get to look at the accounts he was working on? You can’t show it to any of the bursary staff, and they are the only ones on board who would be able to spot anything out of the ordinary.’ 
 
    I had been thinking about that little conundrum since I took the file. Deepa had it right; the only people who would know what they were looking at were also the ones most closely connected to the victim and the group most likely to contain his killer. Who else could I take it to? There might be qualified accountants on board as passengers, but this was their holiday and I expected there to be some sensitive data in the accounts which the cruise line would not want shared with their customers. We were due to dock in Athens tonight, which brought its own set of problems, but perhaps I could find a firm there who would be able to perform a quick analysis.  
 
    Then, because Deepa had asked the question and forced me to think about it again, the answer came to me: I was going to ask Charlie. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Sweat and Tears 
 
    My security escorts left me when we got back to the top deck; they would seek out their own lunch and find me again in an hour. I returned to my suite, where my Dachshund was probably happy to see me but couldn’t find the effort required to get off the couch and show it. She managed to open her eyes, scrutinising me as she tried to judge the likelihood that I was going to offer her food and then closed them again when I failed to walk toward the kitchen.  
 
    Jermaine appeared from his adjoining cabin. ‘How was your morning, madam?’ 
 
    ‘Largely unproductive, I’m afraid. We asked a lot of questions but so far all I have is more questions.’ I dropped my handbag on the coffee table and settled next to my dog. ‘Has she moved at all this morning?’ I asked. 
 
    He came through from the kitchen to join me in the living area. ‘I do not believe so, madam. She appears to be nesting already.’ 
 
    ‘Would she do that this quickly?’ 
 
    ‘I couldn’t say, madam. That is however what her behaviour would indicate. She stole my teddy bear earlier and was quite put out when I took it back. I found her sitting on it.  May I prepare a beverage for you?’ 
 
    ‘Some sparkling water with fruit slices, please. I think I might use my lunch break to get in a quick workout. I still feel sluggish after all the fine eating and lack of exercise in Zangrabar last week.’ 
 
    ‘I shall make it up in your sports bottle. Your gym wear is clean, folded, pressed and put away.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Jermaine. You are too good to me.’ 
 
    ‘Not at all, madam.’ He paced slowly back to the kitchen where I could hear him taking items from the refrigerator.  
 
    ‘How are you feeling, little girl?’ I asked Anna, picking her up for a cuddle. Only a few days had gone by, but a Dachshund’s gestation period was eight weeks, so it made sense that she was already starting to expand. ‘How many do you have in there?’ I asked her, getting a lick on my chin in response.  
 
    She looked quite content sleeping on the couch, so I placed her back in the warm spot she had been snuggled into and left to get changed. A quick workout would blow out a few cobwebs and set me up nicely for the rest of the day; no mid-afternoon slump for me, the exercise would reenergise me.  
 
    Yeah. I was always telling myself silly things like that. I munched a protein bar on my way to the exclusive upper deck gymnasium. Two months ago, I met Barbara Berkeley there when I foolishly told myself I needed to lose weight and win back my husband. Charlie, my cheating, good for nothing spouse of thirty years, soon got kicked to the curb as I realised I didn’t need him and that trying to lose weight for anyone other than myself was a fool’s errand. Once I got that straight in my head, my life changed completely and Barbara (Barbie) Berkeley had been a part of that. Certainly she had helped me get back some of my dwindling fitness and strength, teaching me how to push my limits so that my limits extended. I had no regrets but I will admit that every time I walked to the gym I felt a sense of growing dread for the pain she was about to inflict and every time I walked back to my suite from the gym, I had to use a wall to keep myself upright. 
 
    ‘Hi, Patty,’ she hallooed as I pushed my way through the gym door. ‘I thought I wouldn’t see you today? You said you were going for a run this morning.’ 
 
    ‘Did you hear about the young bursar?’ 
 
    She pushed her near-permanent smile from her face. ‘Yeah. I heard it was suicide. Why would he do that?’  
 
    ‘He didn’t. Anyway, that’s what happened to my run. I got about halfway around and then saw Dr Kim. I followed him, found Martin and Deepa and… well, he was the captain’s nephew, so I am trying to work out what happened to him and why.’ 
 
    ‘You think he was murdered,’ she said it as a statement, no hint of surprise in her voice.  
 
    ‘Yes. I just need to work out why. That’s not what I came here for though.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ she grinned. ‘You came here to feel powerful. Let’s go.’ I didn’t like the look of her grin, it had far too much gleeful malice in it. I soon found out why.  
 
    Inside the gym, she had laid out a series of stations. She had a class in an hour, some seriously fit people coming to test themselves, but she figured I could use it first and set a benchmark. There were ten stations, the victims (she said athletes, but I knew better) would each pick a place to start and would then go from place to place, performing the exercise at that station. Some were bodyweight exercises such as burpees while others involved lifting weights.  
 
    I lasted for twenty minutes which I considered a victory because it was all I had time for. Finishing my third round, I collapsed onto a soft mat and wondered if I was having a heart attack.  
 
    ‘Well done, Patty. That was really good for an older woman.’ I knew she was just trying to motivate me but I sucked in a deep breath so I could speak, ‘I hate you, Barbie.’ She just laughed at me.  
 
    Then she changed the subject and asked me a question. ‘Do you have plans to explore tonight?’ The ship would be in Athens and it would be my first time in Greece. Of course, on this voyage it had been my first time visiting everywhere the ship went. I also had no idea if I would ever be back so missing the chance to see it at night would be disappointing. I felt committed to chasing down Julian’s killer though. How could I tell Alistair I hadn’t caught him when I was goofing off as a tourist? ‘Hideki and I are going to find somewhere nice for dinner and he booked us into a hotel for the night as he has to fly home in a few days. I wondered if you and Jermaine might join us if you didn’t already have something arranged?’ 
 
    It was no surprise that she wanted to spend time with Hideki. ‘You like him, don’t you?’ I said. 
 
    She took a moment to frame her answer. ‘He gets me. Most guys just want to fool about but Hideki is serious about his career and I think he would be serious about me if we could spend more time together.’ 
 
    There was something she wasn’t saying. I prompted her, ‘What are you thinking?’ 
 
    ‘He finds out where he will spend his junior year shortly. In about a week or so. He applied to hospitals in America mostly but also a couple in England and Australia and a few in Japan just in case.  If he gets one in the states, I could find a job nearby and we could give it a go.’ 
 
    ‘Is that what you want?’  
 
    She shrugged. ‘I wanted to travel. To see the world and explore. I don’t feel like I am done with that but if he is the one…’ 
 
    ‘You have to do what is right for you.’ I wasn’t one to give advice on relationships. I could probably learn more from her than she could from me, but I often found myself thinking of her as the daughter I never had, and I wanted the best for her. I liked Hideki, I had from the very start but the two of them had only spent a few days together.  
 
    ‘What about you and the captain?’ she asked suddenly, changing the focus back to me. ‘What will you do when we get back to England?’ 
 
    ‘I’m getting off. I don’t know what that will mean for us as a couple, but I think it will mean it comes to an end.’ 
 
    Barbie looked surprised. ‘Really? Don’t you want to continue seeing him?’ 
 
    I sighed. Trying to balance this equation had been plaguing my thoughts for a long while. ‘He is the captain of a cruise liner. This ship, his job, it is not only his career but his entire way of life. Do you know he first got a job with Purple Star when he was seventeen? He was a porter. He moved between jobs and studied in his spare time, amassing suitable qualifications and working his way up. I doubt he would leave unless compelled to do so and he wouldn’t be happy anywhere else.’ 
 
    ‘You could stay,’ she said quietly. 
 
    I shook my head slowly. ‘No. This cruise has been amazing. There’s been a little more excitement and murder than I expected.’ We both chuckled. ‘But I got on this ship to escape a situation. At the time, I needed to get a few things out of my system. Now though, it’s time to go home, get a divorce and forge a new life for myself.’ 
 
    Barbie looked sad. ‘I thought maybe you would move into the captain’s quarters and become a permanent resident.’ 
 
    I smiled at the notion. ‘He asked, actually. I didn’t give him my answer yet, but I know what it is.’ 
 
    Her eyebrows rose to the top of her head as she contemplated what that meant. ‘Well, that makes my decision easier. If Hideki gets a first year placement at a hospital in the states, I am going home. If he wants me to, that is. I’ll be too sad staying here when you are gone.’ Then she shook her head to break her train of thought and hit me with another big smile. ‘So anyway, what about tonight?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Charlie 
 
    I knew Barbie’s plans for the evening, which meant I could catch up with her if the chance presented itself. It would be nice to have a dinner out with Jermaine on shore even if I didn’t take Barbie up on her offer. Alistair would be stuck at a formal dinner until very late so I wouldn’t see him at any point, and I doubted he would be in the mood for company once he returned to the ship after midnight. 
 
    Checking my watch told me I had fifteen minutes left to get a quick shower, snag a snack and head back to find Baker and Bhukari for round two of the interviews. First though, I was going to call Charlie. I put it off earlier because I worried he might suck all the energy out of me before my workout. Now my exercise for the day was done, I had the added benefit of feeling powerful when I spoke to him. 
 
    I asked Jermaine to make me a sandwich, my body now in calorie deficit and ready for some carbs, then I popped the thumb drive containing Julian’s files into the computer and brought up my emails. Finally, with a sigh of resignation, I called my husband.  
 
    He picked up on the second ring. ‘Patricia?’ his voice sounded guarded and suspicious, like he had been doing something he shouldn’t and worried I could somehow see him doing it. I could imagine him glancing around now for a camera.  
 
    ‘Hello, Charlie. You’re probably wondering why I am calling.’ I didn’t waste time asking about his health or the weather. ‘I need a favour.’ 
 
    He almost choked at the other end. ‘You have got to be kidding, Patricia.’ 
 
    ‘Aren’t you going to ask me what it is?’ 
 
    I could hear him grumbling to himself before he conceded. ‘Okay, what is it?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve just sent you an email. There’s an attachment on it.’ 
 
    ‘I have it. It’s… it’s accounts. A set of books for an account. Why are you sending me this?’ 
 
    He was hooked, I knew he would be. ‘I need someone independent to take a look at them, someone with an expert eye and decades in the business who will be able to spot an anomaly.’ 
 
    ‘Haven’t you got someone there that can do it?’ he whined. 
 
    Good old Charlie. He was going to do it anyway, but not until after he had done his best to make me feel bad about asking. ‘These may be linked to a crime and if they are, the criminal is most likely one of the persons from the ship’s account department. Can you do it?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, yes, of course,’ he snapped irritably. ‘I saw you on television, you know. Everyone did. People at work are asking me why you are on a cruise and attending a sultan’s coronation while I am here in England.’ 
 
    ‘He’s a Maharaja,’ I corrected him, ‘and why would they ask you?’ Then it dawned on me. With a gasp, I said, ‘You haven’t told anyone yet, have you?’ I knew I was right when he refused to answer. ‘Charlie I am not coming back to you. I thought I made that clear.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want you back,’ he snapped. ‘I thought I made that clear. I reject you, Patricia. I will have your clothes and possessions boxed up by the time you return. I hope you saved a little bit of the money you took because you will need to rent a place to stay.’  
 
    I was starting to think calling him had been a mistake. I wanted him to perform a simple task that would take him no time at all, but somehow we were fighting about our divorce instead. I forced myself to take a deep breath. ‘Charlie, you can have the house. When I get back I will find my own place to stay.’ I wasn’t sure how yet, but I would work out the details later. ‘Can you look at that set of accounts for me, please?’  
 
    Defeated by my calmness, he had little option but to say yes or choose to be even pettier than usual. As I hung up the phone with a promise to call him back later, Jermaine delivered my sandwich and I hungrily took a bite.  
 
    I wanted to say something cutting about men, but it was just Jermaine and me in my suite and he was the loveliest man I had ever met. To make conversation for a moment, I asked, ‘Do you have a plan for the evening? Have you ever been to Greece?’ 
 
    He relaxed for a moment to converse with me. ‘I am rather fond of Greek food. Their gyros platters are both filling and tasty so I thought I might venture out for dinner if you have no need of me.’  
 
    ‘Do you have someone to go with?’ He looked surprised at the question. ‘Barbie invited us, but I think we should let her and Hideki spend their brief time together alone and Alistair is at a formal dinner. Besides, I can’t think of anyone I would rather explore Athens with.’  
 
    My butler smiled and agreed, and we made a date of it though I forced him to promise that he would ditch the butler’s tails and dress like a normal person before he left the ship. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    No Clues 
 
    ‘Can you repeat that?’ Lieutenant Baker asked, beating me to the punch. We were sitting down with Lieutenant Commander Pilar Singh. He was the next most senior person in the bursary after the bursar himself. According to him, when the captain introduced Julian to their team, the bursar assigned him work by lightening everyone else’s load. Martin asked the deputy bursar about the account Julian was working on. We already knew it had been given to him and who had been working it previously, so our line of questioning was designed to probe people and make sure they were telling us the truth. According to the deputy bursar, the load lightening went down well, with one exception. Another young, go-getter was most put out by having one of his accounts transferred. He made quite a fuss about it, in fact, requesting the decision be overruled.  
 
    ‘Any idea why he got so upset?’ I asked when he finished explaining it again.  
 
    Pilar switched his gaze to look at me. ‘I asked him actually. Took him to one side to make him calm down and then quizzed him on the subject. He was embarrassed about his outburst once I got him to reflect on his behaviour and he claimed he was just keen to do well, to shine above his peers and couldn’t do that if we took away his work. Apparently, the account hadn’t been well maintained before he took it on, and the books were all beautifully organised now. He was upset about his hard work going to someone else. It was petty stuff. I didn’t say that though. I found some words of wisdom about his career instead, told him the cream always rises; that sort of thing.’ 
 
    I slumped a little back into my chair. For a moment I thought we had an interesting lead, but having followed it, now it sounded like nothing more than posturing and machismo. Pilar was an easy man to talk to, his demeanour engaging and likeable and he had eyes that clearly took in more than I think others realised because he seemed to know all about the relationships and interplays within the office. None of it meant anything until he got to Shannon. ‘Julian invited her out for dinner,’ he told us. 
 
    I shook my head in bafflement. ‘How come no one else knows that?’ I asked.  
 
    ‘I couldn’t say,’ he replied. ‘But I heard him. I think he caught her looking at his arms. He was one of those guys that spent a lot of time at the gym and bore the fruits of his labour. It was harmless enough; “Would you like to get dinner sometime?” I think he suggested they go ashore together in Greece if she didn’t have other plans but left it open for her.’ 
 
    ‘And what happened?’ 
 
    ‘She knocked him back instantly. It was fairly brutal actually. I think she said, “I don’t date boys.” I can’t be sure because I wasn’t deliberately eavesdropping. I just happened to be at the coffee machine when he approached her at the photocopier.’ 
 
    Lieutenant Baker jumped in with a question. ‘Who does she date, sir?’  
 
    The lieutenant commander had no answer for him though. ‘I don’t know that I have ever seen her with anyone.’ Lieutenant Baker had provided personnel files for all the crew working in the bursary. Lieutenant Bhukari handed me Shannon’s file now, open on the first page with her finger pointing to a single box. It was her date of birth. I did some quick math: she was twenty-three years old, the same age as Julian so why had she turned him down and called him a boy? There could be a million reasons of course, attraction isn’t as simple as finding someone pretty to look at. It was making the back of my skull itch though.  
 
    Thankfully, she was the next person to interview. After thanking the deputy bursar for his time, Lieutenant Bhukari let him out but closed the door so we could discuss what we had learned. ‘Pil’s a really nice guy, don’t you think?’ she said as she retook her seat. 
 
    ‘Pil?’ I was confused for a second. ‘Oh, you mean Pilar?’ It always struck me as odd that people insisted on shortening names. Everyone always called me Patricia, except Barbie, of course. She was the one exception.  ‘Yes, he came across as helpful and pleasant. I wonder if that should worry us.’ 
 
    ‘Everyone’s a suspect,’ chimed Martin. ‘Ensign Gosnell sounded a bit excitable.’ 
 
    I pursed my lips as I considered him. ‘We have yet to meet him so we can ask a few other people about it. I want to say it sounds like a storm in a teacup though.’ 
 
    ‘Shall we move on?’ asked Deepa, poised to invite the next member of the bursar team in. There was nothing else to discuss immediately. I felt that we were starting to build up a picture of the dynamics in the office, but nothing yet was surprising or interesting. Perhaps the next character would expose a juicy secret. 
 
     Lieutenant Shannon Scott hailed from Pennsylvania. I had a look at her file while Deepa settled her and performed preliminary tasks.  She certainly was attractive, her heritage Scandinavian possibly, with her natural almost white-blonde hair. She was tall too at somewhere close to six feet.  
 
    ‘Why did you turn Julian down when he asked you out on a date?’ I asked. 
 
    I caught her off guard and got to watch as her cheeks blushed bright red. ‘I, ah… I.’ She stopped, narrowed her lips and started again. ‘I didn’t think it was appropriate to get involved with a junior member of staff within my own department. It would have been unprofessional, so I stamped a lid on his advance quickly.’ 
 
    It was a good answer, whether concocted on the spot or the truth, it provided a clear and completely reasonable explanation for her actions. There was something off about her though; I couldn’t shift the feeling that she was hiding something; a bit like the bursar earlier.  
 
    To challenge her, I said, ‘Have you ever had a relationship with a member of the crew? There’s no rule against it provided the relationship is declared.’ 
 
    She flicked her hair to hide her discomfort but piercing blue eyes settled on mine as she levelled a cold stare at me. ‘My private life is exactly that. You have no right to ask about it unless you can show me why it might connect me to Ensign Young’s death.’ 
 
    She was reluctant to answer our questions, which set her apart from almost everyone else we had met today. Most of the crew were very open – they just had nothing interesting to tell us. We persisted, asking her about the staff, their relationships with the deceased and whether she had witnessed any ill-feeling toward him at any point. The trend soon became clear; she would answer questions provided they were not about her. We had been going for more than two hours when Deepa asked her what she thought about Ensign Gosnell asking to have the pension account back.  
 
    She shook her head as if confused, then finally told us something which made us pay attention. ‘Ensign Gosnell was upset about losing the pension account, but he didn’t ask the bursar to give it back, Pil did.’ 
 
    I needed to make sure I had this straight. ‘You’re saying the deputy bursar requested Commander Krill overturn his decision on reassigning the accounts to give Ensign Young work?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I was in the bursar’s office during the whole conversation.’ 
 
    Martin probed a little deeper. ‘Could he have been making the request on behalf of Ensign Gosnell? Lieutenant Commander Singh claimed that Ensign Gosnell approached him regarding the matter.’ 
 
    She considered the question for a moment. ‘Possibly. I don’t think so, though.’ 
 
    ‘Why is that?’ he pressed. ‘And why was the bursar so reluctant to reverse the decision if his deputy requested it?’ 
 
    Haughtily, she looked down her nose at the security officer. ‘The commander doesn’t need to explain his decisions. Does the captain reverse his commands because a subordinate challenges them? As for whether Pil was asking for Gosnell, he might have been, my gut tells me he wasn’t though.’ 
 
    We continued our back and forth with her for a while longer. Getting nothing new that appeared helpful, other than that the deputy bursar had lied to us. Or, at least, that appeared to be the case. So now we needed to work out why.  
 
    Most of the afternoon got absorbed just like the morning had and my bottom was going numb from all the sitting around. The cabin Lieutenant Baker found us, was on the starboard side of the ship with a small porthole window looking out. Through it I had been able to see our approach to Athens as the Greek coast washed by outside. The sun beat down to make the countryside look inviting and I couldn’t help the feeling that I was missing out being stuck below decks when I should be on a sun terrace somewhere soaking up vitamin D and lost in a book.  
 
    When the last member of the bursary staff left the room and it was just the three of us, I got up to stretch out my back. Deepa Bhukari said, ‘I don’t feel like we got much out of today.’ 
 
    Martin Baker checked over his notes, shaking his head sadly. ‘There’s no smoking gun, that’s for sure. No miraculously intuitive guess, Mrs Fisher?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Sadly not. Shannon Scott seemed to be offended by Ensign Young’s proposition as if he were beneath her. I get her point about not dating colleagues or subordinates but there’s no actual rule to stop her and why not just say that to him? Annette came across as too upset as well. It wasn’t as if she was the dumped girlfriend or a one-night stand that felt rejected. She just met him but came across as deeply infatuated. The bursar was odd too. Did you both feel that about him?’ 
 
    Martin nodded. ‘He did seem overly keen to get away from any further questions.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. He did,’ I agreed. ‘He’s hiding something.’ 
 
    I went through my mental checklist. ‘I think we can narrow this down to three probables. The bursar is hiding something, the deputy bursar lied about Ensign Gosnell wanting the pension account back or he didn’t, in which case Lieutenant Scott is lying about him. My instinct tells me Julian’s death is something to do with the pension account.’ 
 
    Deepa asked, ‘What about,’ she checked her notes, ‘Ensign Steven Gosnell? The one who had the pension account before Ensign Young and then supposedly got upset about it being taken away from him? Any mileage with that?’ I pursed my lips. I didn’t know. It was entirely possible that the killer wasn’t one of the crew from the bursary, which would mean we had wasted a day.  
 
    Martin picked up on what I was thinking. ‘You know, if it’s a passenger, they might get off shortly and be gone forever.’ It was a troubling thought but not one I could do much about. I could hardly ask the captain to hold the ship at anchor offshore until I was able to solve the case. 
 
     ‘Are you both going ashore tonight?’ I asked, a few ideas forming in my head. 
 
    ‘Only to get something to eat,’ said Martin. ‘This is my twelfth visit to Athens. There’s this great little place a couple of streets over from the docks…’ 
 
    I cut him off before he could tell me any more, ‘I think we should split up and follow a few people.’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ they both asked together.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tail 
 
    ‘Yeah, who?’ asked Barbie. I had not intended to involve her and Hideki but as Jermaine and I made our way to the ship’s crew exit we crossed paths with them, my tall butler hard to miss.  We had to get out ahead of the people we wanted to follow or risk missing them leave. Not that we could be certain they were even going ashore. Like Martin, if they had been on the ship for some time, it was likely they were bored of seeing the same places. 
 
    To get around this, Deepa and Martin remained in the crew accommodation area below decks, strategically placed so they could report on movements. My phone beeped and everyone gathered around it as I tapped the icon to open the message.  
 
    It was from Martin. ‘The bursar is dressed for a night out and heading for the elevator.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me why we are watching the bursar again,’ Hideki asked. He and Barbie were holding hands, looking very much like young lovers as we all waited in the shadows of the quayside and watched the people funnelling off the ship. He was right to ask because I hadn’t actually told them anything yet. Only Jermaine knew why because he had listened to my most recent phone conversation with Charlie. 
 
    The books were clean. That was Charlie’s report. He had gone through them twice and found nothing anomalous, nothing that failed to add up. No missing funds that suddenly disappeared or double accounting to make money look like it was there when it wasn’t. He heard the disappointed acceptance in my voice; I was hoping to uncover something and be able to start a search from there. It wasn’t to be though until he said, ‘The books were last adjusted only a few hours before you sent them to me. I thought that might be important.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean by adjusted?’ 
 
    ‘Only that the file had been overwritten and saved just a few hours ago. If I had the authorisation code I could go in and change all the figures now if I wanted to, make the books read completely differently. So, if there was anything anomalous in the historical data, it could have been erased.’ 
 
    I thought about that for a moment, asking myself what it could mean. ‘Would anyone be able to overwrite historical account data?’ 
 
    ‘Goodness, no, Patricia,’ Charlie chuckled as if I had said something really dumb. ‘If we were to let them do that, they could fudge the figures ten ways to Sunday. Only a couple of people would have the authority to do that and then they have to go through a process to record the changes they made.’ Basically, only the bursar and probably his deputy would have the ability to overwrite and save the account data so since it had occurred in the hours before Julian’s body was found but after the time recorded for his death, the likely killer was suddenly Commander Krill or maybe Lieutenant Commander Singh. We planned to watch both of them tonight. 
 
    I hadn’t known about the account being overwritten when I decided I wanted to follow people, but the targets hadn’t changed. I had a prime suspect now though; the bursar was acting shifty and definitely had the ability to overwrite the pension account details. I wasn’t yet ready to point the finger at him – I still had no idea what was going on or why Julian had been killed. Until I figured that out, I couldn’t construct a case. So we were also going to follow the deputy bursar, Lieutenant Scott, and Ensign Gosnell for good measure. 
 
    Deepa messaged to say Ensign Gosnell was in the crew bar and looked set to be there a while. There was a soccer match he was sitting down to watch with a dozen other fellows, so I wrote him off as far as following people went.  I questioned Shannon’s likely involvement; she wouldn’t have the authority to fiddle with the accounts to hide whatever was there before. However, she might have been lying about the deputy bursar, she was unpopular with the other staff and when she left the ship by herself and looked dolled up for a date, the back of my head started itching again.  
 
    A message from Martin helped. ‘Lieutenant Commander Singh is on route to the crew exit.  I am following.’ 
 
    I called Deepa. ‘Deepa, where are you?’ 
 
    ‘Just about to leave the ship. Are you still close by?’  
 
    I looked up at the crew exit, a small door just along from the passenger main exit. Barbie raised an arm to identify herself as Deepa came onto the gangplank. She spotted us but I didn’t want to hang around.  
 
    ‘Guys, we need to split up. Jermaine and I will follow the bursar, here he comes now. Can you two follow Lieutenant Scott and ask Deepa and Martin to stick with Lieutenant Commander Singh? We don’t need to follow them all night. Just long enough to find out where they are going and if they are meeting anyone. Okay?’ Everyone nodded so I looped my arm through Jermaine’s, and we set off after the bursar as he passed us, with Anna tugging me along in her desperation to get wherever we were going. 
 
    With so many people all leaving the ship at one time, it was easy to stay invisible in the crowd. They buoyed us along as we went with the tide, the bursar easy to spot because he wore a rather bright shirt.  He paused at one point and we got closer to him than intended. I thought we might have to pass him and then try to loop around rather than also stop and make it obvious that we were on his tail. He appeared to be checking his phone, probably getting his bearings using a map function since he spent half his time staring at it, but he started moving again before we needed to make a decision about our next move. 
 
    His pause brought us into close proximity with him, which allowed me to pick up his clean smell and whiff of aftershave. I could smell shampoo, so he had also put in effort for someone tonight. Now I wished I had paid more attention to his file because I was sure I could remember seeing a wedding ring on his hand earlier and that would mean he had a family on board. A wife at the very least.  
 
    ‘Can you see his left hand?’ I asked Jermaine. 
 
    He dodged his head about a bit, looking for a better view. ‘I cannot, madam,’ he concluded after a while. I would have to get closer to confirm he was up to what I thought he was up to.  
 
    It was twilight in Athens, the streets filled with local people stopping in bars and restaurants on their way home. It made for good cover but also made it more likely we would lose our quarry if we didn’t pay attention. I used my phone to send a quick message to Deepa. ‘How are you getting on?’ 
 
    A few seconds later, her answer came back. ‘He went into the first restaurant he found and is sitting alone, reading a book, and looking relaxed. I think this is a bust. We are going to get some dinner for ourselves just across the street so we can keep watching.’ 
 
    I sent back an, ‘Okay,’ then messaged Barbie with the same question. 
 
    Her reply didn’t come back immediately though. Ahead of us, the bursar continued to fiddle with his phone, turning it this way and that as if trying to orientate it. I would have the same problem; I knew my phone had a map function but the one time I had tried to use it, I got hopelessly lost and ended up going around in circles in Hawaii. In the end I bought a map from a petrol station I stumbled across, got them to tell me where I was and made my way back the ship.  The bursar was looking for something or trying to get somewhere and was unfamiliar with either Athens itself, or just didn’t know where the destination was in relationship to his current location. 
 
    Jermaine steered me to look at a restaurant menu on a stand in the street while the bursar continued to struggle. A young woman instantly spotted us and tried to guide us inside, promising us the best meal in Athens. Anna liked the sound of that or maybe she just liked the food smells wafting out because she was trying to drag me inside and being encouraged by the waitress who was proving to be persistent. When I failed to go inside, she assured us we would fall in love if we would only come inside and eat. When I gave up being polite and walked away, the bursar was gone. I blushed as I said several rude words.  
 
    Finally, Barbie called me. She spoke quietly as she whispered, ‘We are at the Hotel Tiare on a street labelled as Artis. Shannon just went inside. It has a restaurant on the ground floor, but she walked past about two hundred restaurants to get here so…’ 
 
    ‘She must be there to meet someone,’ I finished her sentence. I had a pretty good idea who it was too. ‘Stay there. We are coming to you.’ I disconnected the call and handed my phone to Jermaine. ‘We need to get to the Hotel Tiare on a street called Artis. Barbie said that’s where Shannon is, and I think she went there to meet the bursar for an evening of extra-marital activity.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ Jermaine questioned. His fingers were doing things with my phone even as he said it. Looking up, he pointed. ‘That way, madam. It’s not far.’ 
 
    I tugged at his arm. ‘We need to hurry. I want to get there before him.’ 
 
    ‘Very good, madam.’ He broke into a jog, his long legs delivering powerful strides, forcing me to run, not jog, just to keep up. Why hadn’t I worn my running shoes? Mercifully, I had chosen ballet pumps and not heels but they still weren’t designed for running in. Anna, fast despite the short legs, was bounding along and threatening to trip one or both of us.  
 
    As I drew level with his shoulder, Jermaine said, ‘They seem an ill-matched couple, don’t you think?’ 
 
    I knew what he meant. I had instantly dismissed the notion that they might be romantically involved when it first occurred to me. Stranger relationships occur though and maybe this was about him having power over her career and her influencing his decisions. I hoped to corner them and find out soon enough because a triangle had formed. The bursar was one of the only people that could fiddle with the accounts to overwrite them and he was involved with Shannon, a woman who Julian had expressed an interest in. The bursar could easily use her charms to distract Julian and kill him. They might both be involved in the murder. 
 
    As that thought occurred to me, and my breath started to catch on my chest from the effort of running, I spotted the hotel.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Getting it Wrong 
 
    As we approached the hotel and the light pouring from it, we slowed our pace to a walk. We hadn’t caught up to or passed the bursar but the streets were old and narrow and zigzagged so there were dozens of routes he could have taken, not least because he gave the appearance of being lost.  
 
    Hideki stepped out of a shadow on the other side of the street, closely followed by Barbie. ‘Did we get here first?’ I asked, still trying to catch my breath. 
 
    ‘First?’ Hideki questioned. 
 
    ‘Sorry.’ I realised I hadn’t told them who to expect. ‘We were following the bursar, but we lost him. I’m pretty sure he is on his way here to meet Shannon.’ 
 
    ‘The bursar?’ Barbie questioned, her face screwing up in disgust. ‘Stinky Pete?’  
 
    Now Hideki stared at her, failing to understand the reference. ‘His name is Peter?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘It’s from a film,’ she said dismissively. ‘You really think he’s been getting it on with Shannon Scott? Why would she do that? I mean… ewwww!’ 
 
    It was a fair question and one I wouldn’t mind knowing the answer to. She wouldn’t be the first woman in history to choose a lesser mate for a greater advantage. It would be nice if sex was all about love but none of us were that naïve.   
 
    Having beaten him here, all we needed to do now was wait. We didn’t need to do that in the street though, we could go inside and take a seat, get a drink and maybe even order some food.  
 
    The hotel didn’t look like much from the outside, but we discovered it looked worse on the inside. The thought of ordering food from the menu evaporated as soon as we saw that no one else was eating – a sure sign that it was being avoided.  
 
    Taking that in, Hideki said, ‘Nevermind. They can’t mess up bottled beer or wine so I’ll get a round in and we can look for somewhere better to eat shortly. This won’t take long, will it?’ We grabbed a table as he went to the bar, but we finished our drinks twenty minutes later and the bursar still hadn’t showed up.  
 
    I blew out a sigh of exasperation as I accepted that I had got it wrong. Then I pushed back my chair and stood up, the tension of inactivity filling me with nervous energy. ‘Jermaine sweetie, can you distract the chap on reception while I get a look at the ledger, please? I want to see what room Shannon is staying in.’ 
 
    The chap on reception doubled as the barman so all Jermaine needed to do was go to the bar. The reception desk was still in full view though as Jermaine started asking the man about his wine selection. Barbie and Hideki provided a human wall to disguise my movements while I slipped stealthily behind the reception desk to look at the screen. It was simple enough to navigate but when I glanced across to make sure the barman wasn’t watching, I discovered that he was. To take attention away from me, Barbie and Hideki were kissing. Passionately. Everyone in the bar was looking their way and therefore also my way and I was caught with my hand in the proverbial till.  
 
    I froze like a rabbit in headlights, brain scrambling to come up with a reason why I was behind the reception desk but I could see from the barman’s scowl that he wasn’t buying any excuses.  
 
    ‘Time to go,’ I yelled at Barbie and Hideki.  
 
    The barman, perhaps thinking I was trying to rob the place, grabbed a small wooden club from behind the bar and hefted it as he made his way towards us, shouting and gesturing and most likely throwing Grecian expletives around for all to hear.  
 
    Another man appeared, popping his head out of a door behind reception to see what all the ruckus was. I was already moving but he spotted me, saw the barman coming my way and tried to grab my arm. I squealed and darted out of his range. The new man was heavyset and in his late fifties. He could be the owner but whoever he was, he intended to stop me leaving.  
 
    Unfortunately for him, I had my miniscule guard dog with me. She snapped at his leg as he advanced, drawing Barbie’s attention. Her lips were unlocked from Hideki’s now and Anna’s bark made her look my way. As the heavyset man made another grab for me, this time trying to get hold of my hair, Hideki struck his forearm, the blow having enough power in it to put the man off. The barman reached the end of the bar but his focus was on us so he didn’t see Jermaine deftly put out a foot to trip him. As he sprawled on the carpet, the four us of fled the crappy hotel and I decided tonight’s quest was a bust. The only thing we should do now is find somewhere nice to eat and then head back to the ship. 
 
    We burst from the hotel doors as a tangled mass and ran the next hundred yards to put some distance between us and anyone that might choose to chase us. No one followed though and as we looked at each other and got our breath back, Barbie sniggered. ‘How do we always end up getting into trouble?’ she asked. Thus started a fun discussion about the barman’s angry face and how our silly ruse hadn’t worked at all.  
 
    Athens is easy to navigate if one wished to find the port because one needed only to walk downhill.  I looked around as we made our way back to the more central business areas, taking in as much as I could as we walked past churches and statues and fountains. It was beautiful, but a lull in the conversation allowed me to hear the groan.  
 
    I glanced at Jermaine; he heard it too. My feet stopped moving, which, after a few paces caused Barbie and Hideki to stop walking as well. ‘What is it?’ she asked, seeing the concern on my face.  
 
    I held up a finger for quiet and we all listened. This time the groan sounded like someone calling pitifully for help. The ancient streets were crisscrossed with even narrower alleyways, but when the sound came again, we all pinpointed its direction.  
 
    Tucked off the street, in a dark alleyway, lying in a pool of his own blood, was the bursar.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Murder 
 
    He was slumped onto his side and clinging to life even as it seeped out of him. His chest was a mess of stab marks, his shirt slashed in several places and blood bubbling out of his chest where at least one of his lungs had been punctured. 
 
    Barbie, well versed in emergency first aid as part of her crew training, and Hideki, a final year medical student, set to work on him but I was certain it was already too late.  
 
    ‘I need to call an ambulance,’ I blurted, suddenly waking up from the shock of seeing the bursar in such a state. I pulled Anna away, her natural curiosity making her dig in her claws for purchase as she tried to get to the man on the ground. Bringing up the keypad function, I then had to ask, ‘What’s the number for emergency services in Greece?’ I was trying to keep my voice under control, but I was flustered. I was getting used to seeing dead bodies but this one was still alive and might hold the answers to everything if we could just keep him alive until some paramedics arrived.  
 
    ‘Nine one one,’ shouted Barbie. ‘Just like home. My home that is, not yours.’ 
 
    I punched in the numbers and got through to a dispatcher somewhere. They answered in Greek of course but I didn’t get the chance to identify myself and ask if they spoke English because the cops showed up anyway.  
 
    They had their guns drawn and were shouting instructions in their native tongue, neither one seeming to speak English until one said. ‘Hands! Hands now! Mother Hubbard!’ 
 
    ‘Mother Hubbard?’ I felt certain he had gotten wrong what he was trying to say but his intent was clear. I raised my hands. As I did, I noticed a large smear of blood on my right forearm and then the blood that stained the hem of my dress when I stooped to see the bursar and must have dipped it in the pool flowing out from him.  
 
    Jermaine heard them shouting and left the dark alleyway to join me, his hands safely raised. He startled them though, a large black man emerging from a dark space. Then Anna barked and the cop nearest him squeezed off a shot in surprise.  
 
    I screamed. 
 
    Jermaine instinctively went into protection mode and took out both cops in a flurry of arms and legs and then our evening, which hadn’t been a triumph, went right downhill.  
 
    I wasn’t hit by the stray bullet mercifully; it passed by to embed itself in the mortar of the wall behind me. It gave me quite a fright though, my heart racing still when the next wave of cops arrived a few seconds later. The first pair had probably radioed for backup when they first saw me covered in blood but the gunshot doubled their pace so they too arrived with their guns drawn. Jermaine and I kept our hands up and did our best to look harmless despite the blood on my skin and clothing and the two disarmed cops rolling on the ground.  
 
    ‘Everyone okay out there?’ asked Barbie’s disembodied voice from the dark alleyway. The two new cops were calmer than their colleagues, one radioing for yet more backup while the other gave simple gesticulations for us to get on the ground augmented by speaking in broken English.  
 
    Jermaine and I did as we were told, getting on our knees and keeping our hands visible. Over the top of the policeman’s instructions, I called to Barbie. ‘How’s he doing?’ 
 
    She didn’t answer for a moment but when she did, a small sob came with it. ‘He’s gone.’ 
 
    Someone had killed him. Stabbed him multiple times in a frenzied attack and left him to bleed to death. Was it the same killer? If so, what had Julian uncovered? The two murders were too close together and too interlinked by their jobs for me to easily believe this was a coincidence. However, they were so different. The first was well-thought out and carefully executed. In fact, had the killer not written the suicide note and used Julian’s left hand for the gun I would most likely have not questioned it. This though; this was passionate or angry. An attack fuelled by rage perhaps. Could a killer go from one to the other?  
 
    I didn’t know the answer but as the cuffs closed over my wrists, I was certain I wasn’t going to get anything productive done tonight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A Night in a Cell 
 
    A female officer at the station spoke fluent English which at least meant we were able to protest our innocence and have them understand what we were saying. Despite that they took Anna away, which I really wasn’t happy about. Animal services would hold her, the female officer said; they didn’t have the facility to manage animals at the station. The duty sergeant listened to her translate my complaints, but he wasn’t interested in doing anything beyond processing us and getting us into cells.  He told us an English-speaking lawyer had been requested, we could each have one phone call in due course, and we should do our best to make ourselves comfortable. If we were innocent, we had nothing to worry about.  
 
    I for one didn’t find his reassurance very reassuring.  
 
    They let us clean the blood from our skin but only once they took a stack of photographs. We had to wait for the phone call though and I wasn’t sure who to call. The obvious person would be Alistair at any other time than the day his nephew was found dead. He was having dinner with the mayor of Athens and several other local dignitaries this evening which meant he had exactly the right people with him if I wanted to get out of here quickly. Thankfully, I didn’t have to make that call because Jermaine did it for me, making contact with the ship to alert them to our… situation. Word would reach Alistair soon enough.  
 
    I figured the cops had arrested us out of confusion because there was a body and we were all covered in blood from it. Add to that, the fact that Jermaine disarmed two of the cops when one nearly shot me, and it was hardly surprising we were now incarcerated while they sorted out the mess.  
 
    I lay back on the narrow, hard bunk with its wafer-thin mattress and ran through some scenarios in my head. I guess I didn’t do it for long though because the next thing I knew, I was being woken up by the cell door opening. I had lost track of the number of times I had been locked up recently, even smirking to myself that I was touring the world by visiting all of its jails.  
 
    It was a cop opening my cell this time though, not one of my friends performing an elaborate jail break. A man in a good suit came in with his hand out to greet me. ‘Good evening, I’m Manos Katrakis your court appointed lawyer. I don’t think this will take very long. Your captain just arrived with the mayor and the chief of police. The mayor is making quite a fuss at the front desk. It seems they didn’t recognise you, Mrs Fisher. The saviour of Zangrabar, isn’t that what they call you?’ 
 
    I nodded my head, feeling the weight of that particular title hanging heavy around my neck. Everyone but me felt that I deserved it. Maybe it was going to help me out a little here though. 
 
    The sound of Alistair’s raised voice reached my ears. I couldn’t quite make out what he was saying but he was letting someone have it. The lawyer peered out through the tiny eye-height panel in the cell door, watching and clearly expecting to be let out again soon.  
 
    ‘They bungled, you see,’ he announced suddenly. It made me feel as if I had woken up halfway through a conversation. ‘The firearm being discharged in the street really goes against them. Ah, here they are,’ he smiled over his shoulder as someone approached down the corridor outside. ‘I suspect the chief of police made it simple for them. They already admitted they found no murder weapon and it was clear you were trying to help the poor man.’ 
 
    The cell door opened but the cop had already moved on to the next cell where he was letting Jermaine out. Soon all four of us were being led back through to the station’s main reception desk where I could spot several white uniforms; Alistair came in force.  
 
    Deprived of my phone and watch, I had lost track of time and was surprised to see the clock on the wall said it was almost three in the morning. Alistair beckoned for me to join him as our belongings were brought out to us. I’m sure it wasn’t the usual way things were done but I was still missing one very important accessory. ‘Where’s Anna?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Animal services are taking her to the ship,’ Alistair assured me. ‘Let’s just get you back there too, shall we. It’s been a long day.’ I was glad of his help, his presence felt reassuring and soon I started to fall asleep again in the back of the cruise line’s limousine. As my eyes snapped open despite the lead weights forcing them closed, I considered my day and what I had achieved with it. The answer was not very much. I was no closer to working out who killed Julian or why and now I had a second murder to consider.  
 
    I asked Alistair about it. What he told me was, ‘They said it was most likely a mugging gone wrong. His wallet and watch were stolen. Their guess was that he decided to fight the mugger and got killed for his efforts.’ 
 
    I didn’t believe it, but if I were the killer and had deliberately targeted the bursar, would I have left him to bleed out in the street when it would be so easy to finish him off and be sure he couldn’t identify me? It felt clumsy compared to the first murder. So maybe it was a mugging gone wrong. After all, he had wandered far out of the tourist areas and into a seedy part of the city.  
 
    I sat bolt upright in my seat making Alistair jump. ‘Good grief, Patricia, what is it?’  
 
    The great ship filled the windscreen now; we were on the quayside and about to stop. A small van with a picture of a dog behind bars on the back was pulled up next to the main passenger entrance and a man in a set of brown overalls was trying to hand over Anna to the pair of security guards there.  
 
    I needed to check on something and it wasn’t going to wait until daybreak. ‘We need to go back into Athens,’ I blurted at Alistair as I grabbed my door handle. The moment the car stopped I jumped out and whistled for my dog. 
 
    She barked instantly and began struggling for the man to put her down. He juggled her a bit, but probably on orders to give the dog back, something I doubted animal control did very often, he got her to the tarmac and let her go. ‘Come to mummy, sweetie.’ My call of encouragement was one hundred percent unnecessary because she was already heading my way as fast as she could go.  
 
    ‘Why are we going back?’ asked Alistair.  
 
    I scooped Anna and fell back into the car. ‘We need to get to Hotel Tiare on Artis Street right now. We probably want some back up as well because they won’t be pleased to see me.’ 
 
    Alistair stared into my eyes for a second, then said to the driver, ‘You heard the lady.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Extra-Marital Affairs 
 
    Alistair sent a squad of armed security guards into the hotel in front of us. Their weapons were securely holstered but the effect was about the same. When I strolled in, being led by Anna a minute later, the barman from earlier had been roused from his bed and was staring open mouthed and bleary eyed at the white uniformed force now occupying reception.  
 
    He stared at me, clearly recognising me, but kept his mouth shut; a wise move given the circumstances. When one of the security team stepped forward and started to speak to him in fluent Greek, his attention shifted from my face to his.  
 
    ‘One good thing about having a ship full of crew from every corner of the globe,’ observed Alistair quietly, ‘you can always find someone that speaks the local language.’ 
 
    The conversation between the guard and the barman was short, resulting in the guard turning around to report, ‘Room fourteen on the first floor, sir.’ 
 
    ‘We need a key,’ I pointed out. A brief exchange of words later and the barman handed over a large silver thing attached to an even bigger lump of brass.  
 
    This didn’t require all of us but everyone went upstairs anyway, the noise of so many boots on wooden stairs surely sufficient to wake anyone asleep in the hotel. I carried Anna up the stairs and popped her back on the creaking floorboards right outside room number fourteen.  
 
    The moment of truth. 
 
    Alistair turned the key and opened the door, the action waking the person inside. It was just one person, exactly as I expected. Terrified because people were entering her room uninvited in the night, she grabbed the first thing her hand came to, which just happened to be a shoe, and she launched it at the door, screaming obscenities in her fright.  
 
    Alistair flicked on the light and I prayed she had some clothes on or the covers pulled up. Her hand was reaching for something else to throw but the sight of two people she recognised gave her pause. ‘Captain?’ Quietly, Alistair closed the door behind us, shutting out the faces of several members of the security team who were peering around the doorframe to see if the statuesque blonde was naked.  
 
    Keeping his eyes down because Shannon was clearly naked beneath her bedsheets, Alistair said, ‘I apologise for the intrusion, Lieutenant Scott.’ She was angry. Too angry to care about holding her tongue and why should she? Shore leave was private time for the crew and the captain had no right to interrupt it.  
 
    Nevertheless, before she could say something she might regret, I said something that stopped her cold. ‘William Krill isn’t coming Shannon.’ 
 
    She started to shake her head in denial but sensing the pointlessness of such an action, she just said, ‘I figured that out for myself when he didn’t show.’ 
 
    ‘You do know he was married, don’t you?’ Alistair pointed out; his disapproval obvious.  
 
    She had a snappy comeback ready to fire but it died on her lips. ‘Was… You said was. Has something happened to him?’ 
 
    Softly, Alistair told her about the mugging. He told her how he was on his way to her when the attack occurred and how I had tried to save him. I wanted to leave. I needed to come here to prove a theory to myself, but now that task was complete, there was no reason for me to remain and every reason for me to leave. Suddenly unable to stand her sadness any longer, I blurted that I had to go and let myself out.  The security team were still in the corridor, quietly waiting for their captain to finish. Lieutenant Scott had broken a rule in not disclosing the relationship but couldn’t have done that without breaking another rule as she was involved with a married man whose wife was on board the ship. Either way, she would be dismissed so had lost her lover and her livelihood in one night.  
 
    What had I learned? The bursar had been conducting an affair that would have severely damaged his career and most likely curtailed any future prospect of promotion. Was that what had him so jittery during our interview? I felt at the time that he was trying to hide something. I thought it would be something bigger but perhaps it was just an illicit relationship. I couldn’t ask him now, but I doubted he had killed Julian because he found out and threatened to expose them. That just seemed too far-fetched and if it hadn’t been the case, then who killed the bursar?  
 
    I was tired. That much I was certain of and no one’s brain works well when it is fatigued so I let the problem go. For more than twenty hours, I had been pursuing the truth about Julian Young’s death. My results were spectacularly poor.  
 
    I fell asleep on the ride back to the ship and fell into my bed after Alistair dropped me off in my suite. He didn’t stay and I didn’t ask him to. However badly my day had gone, his had been far harder to endure.  
 
    Tomorrow I would start again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Breakfast Hit and Miss 
 
    The Aurelia was due to leave Athens at 1300hrs, the visit to Greece one of the shortest stops on the entire trip. I was disappointed by how little of it I had seen – so far as I was concerned, the police station didn’t count as a tourist attraction. Despite being tired, I forced myself out of bed and into the shower. I intended to do more digging today, to see if I could make more headway than I had in the previous twenty-four hours, but Athens beckoned and I was going to see it in the daylight whether it was practical to do so or not.  
 
    Coming out of my bedroom, I discovered Deepa Bhukari and Martin Baker already waiting for me. They each had a steaming mug of coffee and Anna wedged between them where they had chosen to both sit on one couch.  
 
    I got, ‘Good morning, Mrs Fisher,’ from both and replied in kind. They were dressed in their uniforms and ready to get back to the investigation. I needed to get my engine started before I could consider that though. 
 
    Jermaine handed me my own mug of coffee. ‘Good morning, madam. I trust you slept well.’ 
 
    I sipped the dark brew. ‘Very well, thank you.’ Turning so I could address the room, I announced, ‘I’m going ashore for breakfast. I didn’t see anything of Athens yesterday. Who wants to join me?’ When no one responded immediately, I added, ‘My treat.’ 
 
    For me, one of the things about going all the way around the planet was getting to try all the different cuisines. I had no idea what they ate for breakfast in Greece, but I was going to find out. As if sensing my intention to leave, Anna plopped off the couch and began to stretch, pushing her front legs forward to ease off her shoulders and then pushing her back legs back. Somehow she made herself twice as long.  
 
    I got dressed quickly, gulping down the strong coffee and feeling its rejuvenating powers as the caffeine hit my veins. Twenty minutes after falling out of bed, I was ready to go. Certain in my head that my days ashore shouldn’t have to be this rushed, I nevertheless felt serious pressure to get back to the investigation. There was a killer somewhere among us, that much I knew, and that fact alone made leaving the ship to get breakfast and have a nose around feel like an unnecessary indulgence.  
 
    So I told myself that Anna needed a walk and combining the tasks of walkies and breakfast was an efficiency. Whatever the case, we soon found a delightful looking eatery overlooking the quayside and the beautiful bay beyond. The young lady who brought us menus must have thought I was a famous film star or perhaps a billionaire when I arrived with my own butler and what appeared to be a two-person security team. It only threw her for a moment though, pausing while Jermaine pushed in my chair and then handing out menus.  
 
    I had chosen to wear big sunglasses and a wide-brimmed hat this morning. They went with my summer dress nicely but more than that, they disguised my face which all too many people recognised now after it circled the globe on the front of every newspaper. There had been requests for interviews, many of which came with the offer of a payment. I turned them all down. Why would anyone be interested to hear what I had to say? To me, it seemed more likely I would embarrass myself even further and a deep-rooted mistrust of the press, where I got it from I could not say, whispered that they would ask me daft questions about my choice of underwear instead of anything worthwhile.  
 
    The young waitress returned a few minutes later to take our order. I was already in need of more coffee, my total hours of sleep last night having been somewhere between four and five, but when I started to place my order, I spotted someone. 
 
    ‘Madam,’ prompted Jermaine.  
 
    ‘Hmm?’ 
 
    ‘Madam, your order for breakfast.’ I squinted into the distance, decided I was right and got to my feet. Anna bounced back onto her feet too, ready to go wherever it was we were going.  
 
    My companions looked bewildered for a moment, but then, perhaps remembering that it was me and I am a little eccentric, they followed my gaze and saw what I was staring at. 
 
    ‘That’s Ensign Gosnell,’ said Deepa Bhukari looking at her watch. It was early to have been out already, have performed whatever task had driven him from the ship and be returning. 
 
    I asked anyway, ‘Do you think he went out for breakfast as well?’ 
 
    She pulled a face as she mulled the idea over. ‘He’s still wearing his clothes from last night.’ She tutted. ‘I thought he was staying in the bar. That’s why I didn’t follow him. He looked set to be there all evening.’ 
 
    Lieutenant Baker started for the street. ‘Well, let’s find out where he went.’ I had to weave around the table, made more difficult by Anna tugging to follow Baker’s departing feet. Ensign Gosnell had been in my initial pool of suspects. The report of his behaviour when his account went to Julian was suspicious, but little more than that, and I dismissed him when he failed to do anything interesting last night.  Now I questioned that decision. 
 
    ‘Ensign Gosnell,’ called Lieutenant Baker, making sure his voice was loud enough to carry to the other man’s ears. His head whipped around to see where the shout came from, so we all saw his eyes widen and the look of panic on his face. I hadn’t expected him to run though.  
 
    Lieutenant Baker, who was a few yards ahead of us, looked back at us with an expression that said, ‘What the heck?’ then started jogging after our quarry. Ensign Gosnell was doing his best impression of an Olympic sprinter, tearing along the street back toward the Aurelia, but he wasn’t in complete control of his body. As I watched, he bounced off a couple when he meant to go around them, and then staggered as he tried to get up. He looked drunk. He was running though, trying to get away which was pointless since he was clearly heading for the Aurelia, which is where we found him a few minutes later.  
 
    Deepa radioed ahead the moment we left the restaurant, alerting the security guards at the ship’s entrance and arranging for the panicked ensign to be held there. We could hear him arguing with them as we approached.  
 
    I heard him insist, ‘I need to get back to my cabin.’  
 
    But his protestations had little impact on the security guard. ‘You’ll wait where you are Ensign Gosnell. Someone wishes to speak with you.’  
 
    The four of us, led by Anna and still devoid of breakfast, walked up the gangplank and in through the crew entrance. Lieutenant Baker got to him first. ‘Why did you run?’ 
 
    ‘I thought you were someone else?’ he replied, his nervousness clear. Baker looked down at himself. He wore immaculate, bright white shorts and a short-sleeved shirt, knee-high white socks rolled down to the top of his black boots. He had a white hat with a black peak and a black utility belt with a holstered gun: who else could he look like?  
 
    Baker didn’t respond to his comment though. He turned to his colleague Deepa Bhukari saying, ‘We need an interview room.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Guilty of Something 
 
    As we stood in the shade just inside the crew entrance, the first thing I noticed was the blood on Ensign Gosnell’s shirt. There was a splatter of it across the front and more drops on his trousers. His expression was guilty, but what was he guilty of? Keeping my lips firmly pressed closed to prevent questions tumbling from them, I followed Baker and Bhukari through the ship.  
 
    At an elevator, Baker put a hand out to stop me following any further. ‘We need to process him, take his personal effects, bag his clothing so we can test the blood on it. All of that will take time. You might as well take the opportunity to get some breakfast, Mrs Fisher.’ I nodded as I accepted my questions would have to wait. Ensign Gosnell had killed the bursar last night and I was desperate to find out why. I had missed something, that was what I was telling myself, beating myself up for my lack of intuition.  
 
    ‘Will you call for me when you are ready?’ 
 
    ‘Of course, Mrs Fisher. The captain made it clear we were to include you in every part of this investigation.’ I worried my inclusion might be perceived as an insult to the security team. It was their job to solve this crime, not mine. I was only thrown into the mix because Alistair thought I might help but they acted as if they were pleased to have me along. I thanked Lieutenant Baker and promised to be ready, my stomach announcing its emptiness with a loud growl while we were speaking as if to accentuate the need for me to put something in it.  
 
    I turned to Jermaine as the elevator doors closed. ‘What is your desire, madam?’ We had a little time to kill but I wasn’t going ashore again; that all just felt like too much effort for too little reward. Most likely, I would be annoyed that I could see Athens stretching out before me and had no time to explore it. ‘Perhaps just some fruit and toast?’ I asked.  
 
    With a small dip of his head, he said, ‘Very good, madam. On the sun terrace this morning? The elevated position will give an excellent view over the city.’ He was doing his best to make up for missing Athens; he knew how much I had been looking forward to exploring.  
 
    ‘Thank you, Jermaine. That would be perfect.’ And it was. I couldn’t get into the city but there was nothing to be gained by crying about it. I could always come back one day, the flight from England couldn’t be more than three or four hours. Instead, for now, I watched the city, listened to its sounds and thought about Julian Young.  
 
    It wasn’t really a conscious decision to consider him. However, with Ensign Gosnell in custody downstairs and the unshakeable belief that he murdered Commander Krill last night, the connection between the case and the two homicides was inescapable. That the young ensign had killed his superior was in no doubt so far as I was concerned but I needed to work out why. Without understanding why, unless Gosnell gave a confession, I was going to struggle to prove he also killed Julian.  
 
    I found myself getting antsy waiting for Lieutenant Baker to call me, so when my phone rang, I snatched it up. ‘Are you ready?’ I asked without preamble. 
 
    ‘Ready for what, sweetie?’ asked a familiar voice. 
 
    My brain took a second to catch up. ‘Lady Mary?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sweetie. What time is it there? Because it’s gin o’clock here!’ she announced with a cheeky laugh.  
 
    ‘Lady Mary, it’s so nice to hear your voice.’ I realised then that I missed my friend. We didn’t get to spend much time together, little more than a week, but had hit it off very quickly and then found ourselves in a situation that gave us shared memories and a closeness we might never lose. With Rick and Akamu gone, I felt a little alone; there was no one my age in my circle unless one included Alistair.  
 
    ‘Well, Patricia dear, I’m surprised you could find the time to answer. You’re quite the celebrity now.’ 
 
    I smiled ironically to myself. ‘Yes. I’m certainly something. Is this a social call?’ 
 
    There was a pause followed by a glugging noise. ‘Sorry, sweetie, the contents of my glass appear to have evaporated.’ I wondered if she was on her second, third or twelfth. It was noon at home in England and I knew she liked to start at breakfast. I had to wait for her to finish making her drink, getting a running commentary as she loaded cracked ice, not cubes, then garnished the drink with a slice of cucumber and tested it for consistency and strength. She could host a late-night television show where she got the home audience drunk getting them to copy her cocktails. Finally ready to tell me why she called, she said, around a swig of gin, ‘I’m coming back to the ship, sweetie.’ 
 
    I was surprised to find myself quite excited at the prospect of seeing her again. When she left, we promised to find each other when my cruise finished. Now I didn’t have to wait that long. ‘When?’ I gushed. 
 
    ‘I’m flying out tomorrow. I’ll meet you in Malta. George is on another of his silly book tours. I honestly don’t know why he bothers; the books sell themselves, but I think he likes the adulation from his fans.’ 
 
    ‘How long are you staying on board?’ 
 
    ‘All the way back to Southampton, sweetie.’ This was such great news. I loved Jermaine and Barbie and the others I got to spend time with regularly, but I was a mature woman now and often craved company with which I had more in common.  
 
    We talked for a few minutes, catching up on each other’s lives. She asked me about Zangrabar and if any other exciting events had interrupted my peaceful cruise. I laughed out loud at her question and promised to fill her in properly when I saw her in Malta; there was too much to list now. To give her something, I revealed my relationship with the captain and could hear the masked jealousy in her voice though I knew she didn’t really want to replace her husband; George was very sweet even if he was a bit doughy and bald now.  
 
    Chatting away, my phone beeped in my ear, signalling another call coming in. Looking at the screen, I could see Lieutenant Bhukari’s number displayed. Lady Mary’s call had caused the imminent interview with Ensign Gosnell to slip my mind.  
 
    ‘I have to go, Mary. Let me know when you are arriving on the boat. I’ll have the gin chilled and ready.’ 
 
    ‘You make sure you do that, sweetie.’  
 
    Then she was gone, and I could answer the other call. ‘Are you ready?’ They were. Ensign Gosnell was cooperating, but he wasn’t telling them anything. They took his personal belongings and had them laid out and labelled for me to inspect when I arrived. He was tucked away in a room somewhere to stew.  
 
    It took me a while to get there again, going from the top deck almost to the bottom. I looked through his personal effects: wallet, loose change, his phone. The wallet was full of local currency. So much of it that it was a struggle to close it. ‘Did he say where the money came from?’ I asked the tall member of the security team behind the desk in the brig.  
 
    ‘Claimed he won it gambling, Mrs Fisher.’ If it was a lie, it was a good one – how could we prove otherwise?’  
 
    ‘Where’s the clothing?’  Determining if the blood belonged to Commander Krill was a priority. If Gosnell wouldn’t talk but we found the commander’s blood on his shirt, it would place him directly at the scene. He didn’t need to confess to be proven guilty. The murder occurred on Greek soil so we would probably have to turn him over for trial in Greece if he was guilty – I wasn’t sure of the legalities of it since Commander Krill was Russian and not Greek. It was a consideration for later though.  
 
    The absent clothing was already with Dr Kim who claimed to be able to match the blood closely enough from a tiny swabbed sample. Deepa told me they sent someone to my suite to collect my dress from last night since the blood on that was Commander Krill’s, and that was what he would match Ensign Gosnell’s stains to. If it was the same as the sample taken from my dress, he would be able to show it and then a proper crime lab would be able to perform more reliable tests that could be used in court.  
 
    I called him to see how long that would take. ‘Dr Kim, good morning…’ 
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher,’ he interrupted me talking fast. ‘You are calling about the blood matching test I offered to perform. I’m afraid that has been forced to take a back seat. I have a badly injured crew member in my care. It looks like he took quite the beating last night. I’ll call you back.’ He hung up. Rudeness was not his norm, though I forgave him; he sounded flustered and busy.  
 
    There being nothing else to delay us, I followed Baker and Bhukari to the interview room. The door was guarded by another member of the security team, a tall man who stepped aside to let us go inside before resuming his position.  
 
    Baker began with some formalities. ‘Ensign Gosnell you have waived the right to have a senior member of the ship’s crew present, please confirm that for the recorder.’ 
 
    ‘That is correct,’ he replied, his voice croaking with his nerves.  
 
    ‘For the recording equipment, this interview is being conducted by Lieutenant Martin Baker and Lieutenant Deepa Bhukari, both members of the Aurelia security detail. Mrs Patricia Fisher is observing as a special consultant.’  
 
    I was observing. What I could see was how guilty Ensign Gosnell looked. His eyes were darting about, lingering for no time at all in every place they landed: me, Baker, the clock on the wall, the door, his hands, back to me. That he was guilty of something was obvious and I was fairly certain he had killed the bursar in a brutal knife attack last night.  
 
    I just needed to figure out why and if it was connected to Julian’s death. 
 
    Lieutenant Baker started the interview, having Ensign Gosnell state his name and a few other details and then got into asking where he had been, why he ran when Baker called his name, where the blood on his clothing came from. Ensign Gosnell refused to answer any questions. He kept saying he had done nothing wrong and didn’t know why we were holding him. He didn’t deny that there was blood on his shirt but instead of saying he didn’t know how it got there, he refused to give an answer at all.  
 
    Baker did his best to keep his frustration in check. He might have to wear Ensign Gosnell down and to do so he needed to be patient and in control. Deepa Bhukari took over after a while, asking many of the same questions but in a different way. She saw him settling down to watch a soccer match the previous evening, how was it he came to stay out all night and return the next day with blood on his clothes? In asking that question she asserted that he had stayed out all night, but again he refused to answer her question, giving nothing away in the process.  
 
    A knock at the door interrupted us. ‘Interview paused at 1152hrs.’ Baker stabbed the button to stop the disc and pushed back his chair. In over two hours I hadn’t said a word. I was working up to it though, working the problem in my head and trying to make the different parts fit. The challenge I faced was that I still didn’t have sight of all the parts, and I couldn’t see how much of the puzzle was missing. 
 
    The knock at the door turned out to be Lieutenant Schneider. Once we were outside with the door locked again, I asked a question. ‘Any idea what the mark on his hand is?’ I asked assuming the others had seen it. 
 
    Deepa Bhukari shook her head. ‘Not yet. I sent a picture of it to the local police. Gosnell wouldn’t tell us, he said it was nothing, but it looks like the kind of ultra-violet stamp you get at a club. It might be nothing, though it is probably where he went last night after he left the ship.’ 
 
    As Bhukari fell silent, Schneider started talking. ‘I grilled the barman in the crew bar; he was happy enough to provide a full list of everyone in attendance for last night’s big match. Some of them had quite a skin full because they had no duties this morning, which made them very ready to answer my questions just to make me go away.’ 
 
    ‘Ensign Gosnell left after one drink, didn’t he?’  
 
    Schneider looked at me. ‘Yes, Mrs Fisher. That he did. According to his friends, he was acting weird and jittery. One of them said, “It was like he had taken something.” I guess he meant Gosnell couldn’t keep still but they also said he spotted you watching him.’ He jabbed a finger at Bhukari.  
 
    ‘Dammit,’ she swore. ‘I interviewed him just a few hours before. He seemed nervous then. He must have seen me watching, waited for me to leave and then snuck out behind me. What on earth has that little creep been up to? Do you think it would be alright for me to beat some answers out of him?’  
 
    I knew she was joking but it was a tempting solution. I offered a different option. ‘We’re getting nowhere, and I don’t think Gosnell is going to talk any time soon. Why don’t we leave him to stew for a little longer and pester Dr Kim into checking the blood samples?’  
 
    Everyone nodded.  
 
    Schneider started to lead the way. ‘I need to go to the infirmary anyway. One of the chefs got beaten up in town last night and I need to get a statement from him.’ 
 
    ‘Any idea what happened?’ asked Deepa. 
 
    ‘None so far. He stumbled back to the ship a little after midnight being held up by another man. Jenson and Wong were on the gate, they called for medical assistance but he waved it off, saying he was fine and just needed to get some rest.’ 
 
    ‘A drunken brawl then,’ concluded Baker. 
 
    ‘That’s what I thought but Jenson was adamant that both men were sober. No smell of alcohol on him. He just looked like he had been in a wrestling match with a bear. That’s the words they used: wrestling with a bear.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Case of the Sasquatch with the Bruised Knuckles 
 
    We were quiet most of the rest of the way to the infirmary. Coming from the brig, we needed to go up two decks to get there. We found Dr Kim sitting at his computer writing up notes on a report. As we entered, he was taking a mouthful of coffee, the steam from it fogging up his glasses so when he looked our way, he had to take them off to see who it was.  
 
    ‘Good… afternoon, Dr Kim,’ said Lieutenant Schneider, checking his watch as he spoke to confirm the morning had already escaped us. As he said it, I heard the engines rumble into life. The Aurelia was due to slip from its mooring point in under an hour.  
 
    Dr Kim waved a quick hello as he placed his glasses back on his face. ‘That’s better. What can I do for you? Oh! The blood. I completely forgot. I got called to deal with a suspected concussion but then found the patient had three broken ribs, an impacted eye socket, probable internal bleeding and a whole stack of bruises and cuts.’ 
 
    ‘Wow!’ said Lieutenant Baker. ‘Someone really went to town on this guy.’ 
 
    ‘More than one person I should think,’ replied the doctor.  
 
    Curious about his comment, I asked. ‘Why is that?’ 
 
    Dr Kim didn’t answer straight away. Instead he got to his feet and went back into the infirmary, passing beds until he got to one with the curtain drawn around it. ‘I gave him a sedative because he insisted he was leaving. His concussion isn’t life threatening though he could do with an MRI to be certain. However, anyone could see it wasn’t his only injury and I wanted to give him a proper examination.’  
 
    There was movement behind the curtain which turned out to be a nurse applying dressings. She moved to the side as Dr Kim led us in and I understood why he thought it had to be multiple assailants: the man on the bed was huge.  
 
    ‘Wow!’ said Lieutenant Baker for the second time in the last minute. ‘It looks like someone shaved a sasquatch.’ 
 
    ‘You said he is a chef?’ questioned Lieutenant Bhukari, staring incredulously at the giant on the bed. He chose that moment to shift slightly in his drug-induced slumber, farting loudly as he did. I, for one, didn’t hang around any longer and everyone including the nurse elected to give him some privacy as we hurried back to Dr Kim’s computer. 
 
    ‘I came to get a statement from him,’ huffed Schneider. ‘How long do you think he will be out?’  
 
    ‘A few hours unless I give him something to bring him around. The best thing for him now is sleep. Everything will heal but he won’t be using his hands to chop anything for a while.’ 
 
    Once again I found myself confused by Dr Kim’s comment. ‘Why is that?’  
 
    He looked my way. ‘Did you not see his hands?’  
 
    ‘No.’ I glanced at the curtains, thinking I should go back and have another look but wondered how long I would need to hold my breath and how potent a sasquatch fart might be.  
 
    Dr Kim saw my indecision and laughed. ‘I have photographs right here.’ He pulled the pictures onto his screen, pointing to the knuckles with the end of a pen. ‘This sort of injury is usually associated with boxers or with punching something repeatedly. For there to be this amount of damage to his hands, he must have given as good as he got. And judging by the slabs of muscle he calls shoulders, I would expect there to be a few of his attackers in the hospital today.’ 
 
    It almost felt like there was another mystery to solve: the case of the sasquatch with the bruised knuckles. I shook my head to dismiss the notion and bring myself back to the present. ‘The blood, Dr Kim?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes. I’ll get right on that. You can wait if you like. This won’t take long.’ 
 
    A sound from behind me caused my head to swing around, whereupon I saw Alistair coming through the infirmary door. Schneider, Bhukari and Baker all snapped out crisp salutes and bade him a good day.  
 
    Alistair returned the salute. ‘Hello, everyone, Patricia, Dr Kim. I understand I have an injured crew member. The ship’s company is not having a good run lately.’ He wasn’t exaggerating; the bursary was already down two personnel including the man in charge and would not get Shannon Scott back in a working capacity due to her illicit and ill-thought affair with Commander Krill. Now Ensign Gosnell was in custody. It was only a matter of time before he was charged with something; quite possibly a double murder.  
 
    Before Dr Kim could reply, all four radios squawked. ‘Tombola, tombola, tombola. All security report to the helicopter platform immediately.’ 
 
    Tombola? What the heck did tombola mean? I recognised the nature of the message to be a code word intended to tell the crew a particular event had transpired without blurting any details over the airwaves. Tombola was a new one for me. 
 
    In the time it had taken me to question what it might mean in my head, the four crew in white uniform were all running out the door.  
 
    ‘Hey! What does tombola mean?’ I shouted as I ran after them.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tombola 
 
    I really had to get my feet moving to catch up with them and would have lost them completely if the elevator had been waiting for them. Out of breath and with a stitch tugging at my side, I tried again. ‘What does tombola mean?’ 
 
    The elevator pinged and we tumbled inside, the captain jabbing the button to get going. Through gritted and impatient teeth, he said, ‘It means someone just jumped onto the ship.’ 
 
    I thought about that and shrugged. ‘That doesn’t sound too scary. Maybe it’s a passenger that missed the loading and managed to jump from the quayside.’ 
 
    ‘We put to sea ten minutes ago. It shouldn’t be possible to get on the ship.’ Alistair looked genuinely worried. ‘With everything else that has happened recently, I have to act as if the intruder means harm until we can catch them and prove otherwise.’ 
 
    We were in a crew elevator that only serviced the bottom seven decks. When it spat us out at the very bottom passenger deck, we then raced to the next elevator to get ourselves to the top of the ship. The captain had an override key on a chain in his pocket which prevented the elevator from stopping at any other decks on its way up. This made the ascent swift; no more than a few seconds to reach the top but then we still had to get to the helicopter pad.  
 
    Arriving truly out of breath from trying to keep up with the very fit captain and three members of the security team who each had most of three decades on me, I leaned against the railing to recover as Alistair demanded a report from the team waiting there.  
 
    How the person got onto the ship was instantly obvious; a parachute was caught in the railings at the far end of the platform where the wind buffeted and hassled it.  I could overhear their conversation, thankfully, so I didn’t move, choosing instead to make it look like I was stretching and limbering up after our little race rather than wondering if I was going to vomit over the side onto the passengers on the sun terrace below.  
 
    ‘We saw him in the air, sir. He looked just like any other parasailer; there’s lots of them along the coastline. It was only when he turned toward the ship that we looked for the motorboat he should be tethered to and realised there wasn’t one.’ 
 
    ‘He landed on the helipad?’ Alistair confirmed. 
 
    ‘Yes, sir. He went over the side as we got up there though, releasing his paraglider into the breeze so it hit us. By the time we got to the edge, there was no sign of him.’ 
 
    Alistair pursed his lips in annoyance but patted the man on his shoulder. ‘Well done, Silvian. Good reactions. We need to find him now though. You’re quite certain the target is a man?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir. I only caught a glimpse as he went over the rail, but he was wearing a black dinner jacket and trousers like he had just left a casino. He looked at me and tipped a quick salute then was gone.’ 
 
    Alistair’s brow creased in disbelief. ‘He gave you a salute?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir.’ The man then gave a quick demonstration, adding a wink as he touched two fingers to his temple. ‘Just like that, it was, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Riiiight,’ drawled the captain. ‘Either way, we need to catch him. I don’t like unknown guests on my ship. Schneider!’ 
 
    Lieutenant Schneider jumped to attention. ‘Yes, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Get some men, rouse Commander Pace and track down that man.’ 
 
    The guard we found on the helipad wasn’t finished though. ‘There’s something else, sir,’  
 
    ‘Spit it out, man.’ 
 
    ‘He’s injured, sir. There’s blood on the deck and on the railing where he went over.’ He led us across to see it for ourselves. It was bright red, which I knew from terrible experience meant it was fresh and from a bad wound.  
 
    Alistair knew it too. ‘Alright then. You have your blood trail, Lieutenant Schneider. Go catch me an intruder.’ Schneider raced away, taking everyone else with him. It left just the captain and me to make our way slowly back down to the upper deck. He offered me his arm as we descended the stairs in the open air. ‘Sorry to have stolen away your team. This has to take priority,’ he explained. 
 
    I waved his apology away. ‘I am sure they will not be long with a blood trail to follow. They’re looking for a man in a dinner jacket among a crowd of people wearing shorts, vests, and bikinis. I doubt he will be hard to find. Besides, I need time to think.’ He had other duties requiring his attention and a manhunt to coordinate so we kissed lightly and I watched him depart on his way back into the ship’s superstructure.  
 
    Shortly, I would go back to my suite and call Dr Kim. It was lunchtime according to my belly so I would return to the Ensign Gosnell investigation once I had taken a break and walked my dog. 
 
    I didn’t put any thought to the intruder with the parachute. I probably should have.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Lipreading Dog 
 
    Lieutenant Baker had confiscated my universal keycard a short while ago. He was polite about it but insistent. Even though I was using for it for good, he couldn’t allow me to hang on to it. I smiled when I handed it over and made a plan to get another one as soon as I could. I hadn’t got around to it yet, but it felt like time now – after lunch I wanted to have a poke around Ensign Gosnell’s cabin. 
 
    Jermaine was in my living area when I returned to my suite. An apron draped from his waist as he dusted using a feather duster. ‘Good afternoon, madam.’ 
 
    ‘Hello, Jermaine.’ He stopped what he was doing to wait for my instructions. My attention went to Anna though as she decided to get off the couch and greet me, her tail wagging excitedly as she waddled across the floor. Waddling was an exaggeration but her tiny nipped-in waist now looked like she had broken into her kibble and gorged herself on it.  
 
    I picked her up for a cuddle and carried her through the suite with Jermaine following. ‘Might I fix you a beverage, madam?’  
 
    I wrestled with the idea for about three seconds before succumbing to temptation. ‘Oh, go on then.’ I think Lady Mary’s talk of gin caused it to stick in my head as I considered what hour would be acceptable for my first glass several times this morning. Jermaine also prepared a smoked trout salad with pine nuts and clementines. It looked and tasted very healthy so was going to naturally balance out the calories in my drink. That was the lie I told myself, anyway. 
 
    Sitting at the breakfast bar in the kitchen rather than at the dining table or on the sun terrace, which I generally avoided when eating because the breeze played havoc with my food, I could feel Anna staring at me.  
 
    ‘What is it, girl?’ I asked.  
 
    Jermaine looked across at me from the sink where he was washing up. ‘She has been pestering me for food as well, madam.’ 
 
    When I made eye contact with her, she danced about on the spot a bit and chopsed her mouth at me with an accompanying growl intended to get me to do something. She wanted food, that much was obvious, and it suddenly occurred to me that she was most likely eating not just for two, but for five or six now. I wasn’t sure how many puppies a Dachshund usually had.  
 
    Just about to ask her if she wanted a biscuit, I stopped myself. Anna was staring up at me from the floor, her focus entirely on my face and what I might say next. She didn’t understand the words I said though. Like Julian in many ways, she was lipreading. Okay, I didn’t think she was lipreading at all, I figured a dog was able to pick up on certain words like dinner or biscuit or walkies and associate them with actions or activities because they get repeated so regularly. The principle was the same though and that got me to thinking about lipreading itself. Absentmindedly, I crossed the kitchen to the bowl of gravy bones and gave her two. I had just glimpsed an answer but it evaded me as soon as I tried to examine it like catching sight of a fish while snorkelling; its scales catch the sun but as soon as you look it has darted away. Focusing made no difference, I couldn’t perceive what my brain wanted to tell me, but it was something to do with the case and specifically to do with Julian. 
 
    ‘I’m going to take Anna with me,’ I told Jermaine, standing up still lost in my own thoughts. Lunch was done and I still had a mystery to solve. We were at sea now, on our way to Malta where we would arrive in a little less than twenty-four hours.  
 
    Anna trotted after me, happy to be getting out of the suite but I was so absorbed by my side-tracked mind that I was at the elevators before I noticed Jermaine came with me too. Even then, I thanked the person for reaching past me to press the call button before I realised it was him.  
 
    ‘Oh, hi, Jermaine. I didn’t see you following me. Where are you going?’ 
 
    ‘Wherever you are, madam. Captain’s orders. Captain Huntley messaged to say there is an intruder on board and, given your… penchant for finding trouble, he believed it prudent for me to stay by your side.’ 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him, getting nothing but an innocent look in return. ‘I don’t find trouble,’ I grumbled. Then I let my shoulders sag as I relented. ‘I’ll admit it does tend to find me though.’ The elevator pinged its arrival, the doors opening to let several people off. The day was warm, and the sun terrace beckoned for most. In contrast to the happy people passing me, I wasn’t going to get to work on my tan today.  
 
    ‘Which deck, madam?’  
 
    It was a good question. I was so intent on getting to Ensign Gosnell’s cabin that it hadn’t occurred to me to find out which deck he was on or even to look up a cabin number. Now I was stuck but since I didn’t have a universal keycard anyway… ‘Let’s go back to see Dr Kim. To the infirmary please.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Blood and Notebooks 
 
    ‘It’s the same blood type,’ announced Dr Kim. Mentally I performed a fist pump; finally we were getting somewhere. ‘You understand that doesn’t make it Commander Krill’s blood though, right?’ 
 
    I stared at Dr Kim, my mental fist pump evaporating in a puff of smoke. ‘No. I did not know that. Lieutenant Baker said you could test it and tell us if it matched.’ 
 
    Dr Kim shook his head. ‘There are eight different blood types. It’s a small number when compared to the seven billion people on the planet. The blood I just tested is B Positive. It is the third most common blood type, found in about eight percent of the world’s population. That makes it common enough for there to be a decent percentage of this ship with the same blood type. This blood could just as well be from the sasquatch over there.’ I could hear the enormous chef snoring like a warthog from across the infirmary. This was disappointing. ‘What I proposed to do for Lieutenant Baker was show him if it wasn’t the same type. That would have ruled Ensign Gosnell out immediately. As it is, all you know is that the blood on his clothing still might have come from Commander Krill.’ 
 
    Once again I was back to square one. I needed to get into Ensign Gosnell’s cabin. There might be nothing of interest in there but I wouldn’t know until I looked. I needed something I could use as leverage to make him talk. Otherwise this case might go on forever and that might disrupt some quality gin drinking time.  
 
    A flash of inspiration hit me. I didn’t need to get a universal door card. I just needed to get his card from his belongings in the brig. I wouldn’t even need to dress up like an idiot this time. I thanked Dr Kim for his time, wished him luck with his sleeping sasquatch and tugged Anna in the direction I wanted to go. My feet felt like I was putting in a lot of miles. The Aurelia is basically a floating town with shops and restaurants, cinemas and bars. If one chose to, one could walk all day and never cross the same spot twice. As I went back to the crew elevator to go down to the deck with the brig and then make my way to the brig itself, I racked up another half mile or more.  
 
    Ensign Gosnell was presumably in a cell because he wasn’t in the interview room when I passed it. I found the tall guard on the brig’s reception desk.  
 
    ‘Hello,’ I tried as pleasantly as I could. I had Anna in my arms to make myself look extra friendly because I was about to ask to rifle through a man’s personal effects and had no authority to do so. ‘Can I see Ensign Gosnell’s items, please?’ 
 
    The tall guard smiled. ‘Of course, Mrs Fisher. The captain said you were to be given anything you wanted.’  
 
    I rolled my eyes, wondering why I ever bothered trying to be devious and put Anna down to free my hands for digging through his wallet. The credit card sized keycard was in the first slot on the left-hand side. ‘Do you know his cabin number by any chance?’ 
 
    I got another smile as he clicked the mouse for the computer next to him and pulled the keyboard within reach. A few clicks and keystrokes later. ‘Deck three, Mrs Fisher, room zero, zero, thirteen. Unlucky for some,’ he laughed at his own joke and I offered a polite smile as I took the card and left.  
 
    ‘That was easy, madam,’ Jermaine commented on our way to the elevator.  
 
    ‘Yes. If only this mystery was. Nothing adds up yet. We may or may not have Commander Krill’s murderer in custody and if Ensign Gosnell did murder Commander Krill, not that I have the faintest idea why yet, it doesn’t mean he killed Julian Young.’ 
 
    ‘They will be able to check the blood in a lab soon though. I am sure the deputy captain, Commander Yusef, will have already contacted the authorities in Malta to arrange evidence to be checked.’ Jermaine was right; I was being impatient. The mysteries I have been forced to solve in recent weeks, mostly so I could stay alive, had all been obvious once I saw enough of the puzzle. This time it was different; the puzzle felt like it was alive and kept wriggling around to avoid me grabbing it.  
 
    I kept my feelings of defeat to myself, biting my lip as I challenged myself to solve the case before we got to Malta. Arriving at Ensign Gosnell’s cabin door, I cricked my neck like I was warming up for a fight, told myself the clue I needed was right behind the door and as Jermaine put the keycard to the panel, I snarled, ‘Knock, knock,’ just like I had once seen John Wayne do prior to kicking a door in on an old movie. Then I kicked the door as hard as I could with my right foot and bounced off onto the floor as it failed to budge an inch. 
 
    Anna licked my nose.  
 
    ‘Are you alright, madam?’ asked Jermaine, calmly turning the handle to open the door before offering me a hand to get up. I wanted to say that I had just broken my leg, but I knew I hadn’t despite the pain messages my brain was receiving. Jermaine didn’t have anything else to say, his expression said it all. So, feeling stupid, I pushed myself off the floor, gritted my teeth as I limped into the cabin and took a seat at Gosnell’s desk when Jermaine offered it.  
 
    ‘I’ll check the computer, okay?’ I said as I settled into the chair. ‘Do you want to start searching the room?’ At fifty-three, I am almost hopeless with a computer, but my reliable butler kept quiet about that as he began opening drawers.  
 
    Anna hopped onto the low bed by climbing first onto a bag. Then she turned around a few times and settled down to sleep. I clicked the mouse, but nothing happened. ‘The power button, madam,’ prompted Jermaine politely as he moved to the next drawer.  
 
    I had to duck my head under the table to find the tower and a button with a power symbol on it. I sat back to wait but still nothing happened. I clicked the mouse again in a hopelessly futile gesture. ‘On the wall, madam,’ advised Jermaine, his tone still gracious and encouraging. 
 
    I scanned around to find a cable and traced it to the wall where it was plugged in but not switched on. I flicked the switch there and waited again. Still nothing. I began to grind my teeth and could feel Jermaine preparing to politely point out what I was doing wrong now. I held up a hand to stay his next comment and checked under the desk again. I had turned on the power at the wall but apparently having pressed the power button on the tower when it was off at the wall meant I hadn’t turned it on at all. I tried yet again, vowing to the inanimate object that I was going to throw it against a wall if it continued to defy me.  
 
    Finally, the screen made a noise and swam into life.  
 
    Then a box appeared in the middle of the screen demanding a password. This time I muttered something a lady ought not to know the meaning of and grumpily exited the chair. ‘Your turn,’ I announced.  
 
    ‘Yes, madam,’ Jermaine replied calmly as he slid into the seat and began to poke around the desk. I muttered some more about stupid technology and picked up the search where he had left off. A small chest of drawers contained clothing and undergarments but nothing interesting or pertinent to the investigation.  
 
    Behind me, as I moved on to start on his bedside cabinets, the computer beeped again and a new screen appeared. ‘How did you get past his password?’ I asked. 
 
    In response he held up a faded yellow Post-It note on which several lines had been crossed out. Only the bottom one was legible. ‘Most systems demand the password be changed on a monthly or quarterly basis and people run out of memorable words to use. Everyone I know uses a note somewhere to record their passwords on. This was underneath the keyboard.’  
 
    I made a note of his advice, mostly filing away that I could hope to find a password for anyone’s computer if I looked about a bit. Of course, if anyone asked how I cracked the password I was going to say I took their birthdate and star sign and then performed duplex Boolean algebra equations in my head in order to work it out, not show them a Post-It note. 
 
    As Jermaine scanned through the files and folders, I ran out of drawers to inspect. I looked under the bed but all I found was a sock. I heard a story once about young men and the socks found next to their beds, so I kept my hands away from it and sat back on the carpet to think.  
 
    A voice from the recent past came to me. Shane Sussmann, the lame duck of a man who turned out to be a vengeance-fuelled maniac with an axe. Performing this same daft task with him a few weeks ago, he said the murder weapon was always under the chest of drawers. Shrugging to myself, I figured I might as well check it out. Lo and behold, when I lifted the bottom drawer out of the way, I found a treasure trove of things he didn’t want anyone else to see.  
 
    Not that I thought my find was going to tear the case apart because beneath his bottom drawer was a four-inch-thick pile of vintage Playboy magazines. I lifted one out. It was from July 1978. Was this a gift from his grandfather or something? I thought men just used the internet now. Disappointed again, I put the magazine back but as I picked up the drawer to put it back, I spotted something else. It wasn’t just dirty magazines hidden beneath the drawer, there was a little notebook too.  
 
    I sat on the bed with it, carefully examining the pages. The notebook contained rows and rows of numbers. It looked like a handwritten ledger but there were no currency symbols so I couldn’t be sure I was looking at monetary values or something else. I turned a few more pages and my hand stopped when I found what looked to be a smoking gun. 
 
    ‘Jermaine, dear, can you take a look at something with me?’ 
 
    ‘Of course, madam.’ He left the computer chair and took a seat next to me on the bed so he could also examine the small notebook in my hands. On the top of the left-hand page as I held it, the title read, Bursar’s overwrite authorisations codes. Beneath it were a series of random alphanumerical codes each with a label to tell me which account they could overwrite. Jermaine said it for me, ‘He has the bursar’s codes.’ 
 
    ‘Only the bursar and his deputy should have these. He stole them from someone, and Julian found out somehow. No.’ I shook my head, that wasn’t quite right. ‘He stole them from the bursar and was using them to steal money. Julian spotted an irregularity in one of the accounts.’ I was getting excited now as the picture formed in my head. ‘Julian didn’t understand what he was looking at, so he asked Gosnell and he arranged to come by his cabin later that day. When he got there, he killed him, altered the accounts to remove the anomaly and wrote the suicide note.’ 
 
    Jermaine wrinkled his nose. ‘Why kill the bursar?’ 
 
    The fat lightbulb of brilliance above my head fizzled, popped and died. ‘Okay. Maybe the bursar found out and threatened to expose him.’ 
 
    Jermaine thought about that but shook his head again. ‘There was already an investigation under way, why didn’t the bursar just tell us the killer was Gosnell? Or, if he wasn’t sure, just tell you that Gosnell was up to something?’ 
 
    Why not tell us? Why not tell us? I asked myself on repeat. If the bursar knew or suspected that Gosnell was Julian’s killer and then did something that made Gosnell kill him, why not put his hand up and rat him out? ‘Because he was being blackmailed?’ I tried.  
 
    ‘Yes, madam. That could work. Perhaps Ensign Gosnell caught Commander Krill and Lieutenant Scott and threatened to expose them. Maybe that’s how he got the codes.’ 
 
    I picked up what he was saying. ‘Then, having killed Julian Young, the only one that can expose him is the bursar so he waits until Deepa stops watching him, sneaks out and stabs Commander Krill to death in a back alley.’ 
 
    ‘Two murders in twenty-four hours. One planned, one spontaneous. Madam, I believe you have it.’ I tried the scenario out in my head a few times. The notebook was the smoking gun. Until I found that, I thought the only people who could have overwritten the account file on Julian’s computer were the bursar and his deputy. Since it occurred after Julian was killed the same person who overwrote the file was the killer. The bursar acted shifty because he was trying to keep his affair with Lieutenant Scott secret. He had already been blackmailed into giving up sensitive information when he handed over his authorisation codes, so he was going to lose his job and his position and probably his wife if the truth came out. I think he knew that Gosnell killed Julian and he was prepared to keep it quiet for his own reputation.  
 
    Sitting on the bed, I could feel the tension in my shoulders dissipating. This had been a hard one. I sat for a moment and had a mental gin and tonic, telling myself I would have a real one just as soon as I presented the evidence and told the story.  
 
    After just a couple of minutes, I got up and continued poking around his cabin, just in case something else presented itself – like a big note saying how and why he did it because one of those would be nice. There was nothing though and Jermaine said the computer contained nothing of interest. A forensic computer analyst would undoubtedly go through it as part of the full investigation that would have to happen. My job was largely done though.  
 
    Feeling relaxed and satisfied and a little bit spent, my pulse spiked when we heard footsteps approaching at speed down the passageway outside. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Case Closed 
 
    Jermaine stood up to his full height and flexed his shoulders while twisting both ways at the waist. Then he stepped over to the door and used it to conceal himself. Whoever came through it was about to get a shock.  
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher,’ Deepa Bhukari’s voice called out as she rounded the doorframe and looked inside. Jermaine relaxed. ‘Lionel said we would find you here.’ I gave her a quizzical look. ‘That’s the tall fellow in the brig,’ she supplied. ‘Most people call him Lurch.’ I could see why.  
 
    ‘Yes. Well, he was right. Here we are.’ She stepped into the small cabin, Lieutenant Baker just behind her though he elected to stay outside rather than crowd the small space any further. I held up the notebook. ‘We’ve got him.’ To answer their unspoken question, I told them all about the codes and how I thought events most likely played out. We couldn’t confirm some of the details because Commander Krill was dead. Shannon Scott might know about the blackmail, but my gut told me she didn’t. They would ask her and find out one way or another though it made little difference.  
 
    Lieutenant Baker placed the notebook into a small evidence bag and sealed it. Then he indicated for us all to leave and I called for Anna. She was nestled comfortably on the bed but yawned and stretched as she got up. Her route off the bed was the same she used to get up; via a tote bag on the floor. Jumping down, her hind paws caught in the handles to trip her.  
 
    ‘Oh dear,’ I commented to myself as I returned to make sure she was alright. The contents of the bag was exposed now and seeing it caught my breath. ‘Guys. Come look at this.’ 
 
    Martin peered over to see what had attracted my interest. The answer was an enormous pile of cash. ‘Where did he get that?’ The question wasn’t aimed at anyone, but it did need answering. It was vital evidence but not something he could fit into an evidence bag. Deepa and Martin would need to return or send someone from the team back while they quizzed Ensign Gosnell. I backed out of the room, Martin locking up after me. ‘We should have found this hours ago,’ he commented as we walked along the passageway to find an elevator and the way out. ‘I should have sent someone to search his room while we conducted the interview.’ 
 
    Deepa argued with him, ‘There were too many other tasks to perform: get all the passengers on board, make sure they are all accounted for, deal with Commander Krill’s body, inform his wife that her husband was dead while carefully not revealing the affair he was having because what would be the point. If you wanted to find someone to do the search, there probably wasn’t anyone available.’ Martin looked like he knew she was right but was berating himself anyway. Deepa wasn’t finished though, ‘Then there was that business with the paraglider guy.’ 
 
    I had forgotten him completely. ‘Oh, yeah. What happened to him?’ 
 
    ‘He still hasn’t been found. Schneider is leading one team, but I think they have every available crewmember searching the ship.’  
 
    At the elevator, I picked Anna up again. I had an unwarranted fear she would get on and the doors would close or the other way around and she and I would be stuck on different sides when the car inside started moving. She snuggled under my chin affectionately as I squeezed her into me. I had solved the mystery of Julian’s death but now there was a new mystery: There was a man on the ship who had stolen on board by flying down to land on the helipad like James Bond. He even sounded like James Bond in his black dinner jacket. I wasn’t getting involved though. My day was done. The elevator stopped to let the two lieutenants off; they were going to take the notebook and use it to get a confession from Ensign Gosnell. My theory about how it played out and why he killed Julian and Commander Krill might be wrong on some aspects. I expected that, but they promised to fill me in on the bits I had wrong later.  
 
    Arriving back on the passenger decks, Jermaine asked, ‘To your suite, madam?’ 
 
    The sun was high in the sky since it was well into the afternoon now. I had to supress a yawn as I considered what I ought to do with the rest of my day. ‘Actually, I think I shall take a cocktail by the pool.’ I had a pile of books on my bedside table that had been laughing at my attempts to read them for weeks. Well, one of them was going to get it today.  
 
    ‘Very good, madam. If you let me know when you are returning, I shall draw you a bath.’ He was so thoughtful.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Confession 
 
    The fruity cocktail I selected was as refreshing as it was strong, the first hit of alcohol from the bottom of the glass almost making my toes curl. After that I used the straw to stir it before taking each sip.  
 
    The sun would beat down for another couple of hours and I felt that I deserved the quiet time I was taking. This was, after all, my vacation and a once in a lifetime trip. The book I chose to read was a murder mystery, but I worked out who the killer was on page six and had given up on it by page thirty. I would try another one later. I was content for now to just lie on my sun bed among the happy passengers and watch the world go by. I drifted off to sleep at one point, waking with a snort to find I was drooling onto my swimsuit. The woman opposite me smiled in a way that let me know she had seen me, but that I was no different to anyone else. Anna was tucked into my side, her paws in the air as she too enjoyed the sunshine on her body. She opened an eye to squint at me with her upside-down head, but when I didn’t try to move her, she closed it again. 
 
    As the sun began to dip, I thought perhaps I should think about moving. Not that it was about to get cold, but I had an evening to fill and could do whatever I wanted. My dinner with Barbie and Hideki never happened yesterday and my breakfast with Deepa, Martin and Jermaine went sideways this morning before we even ordered coffee. Some company might be nice.  
 
    I called Barbie but got no answer. I knew she wasn’t working at this hour; she always had the early shift and was in the gym most mornings between five and six o’clock. She had her boyfriend with her though and he was leaving in just a couple of days so they were probably putting their time together to good use. 
 
    Failing to reach Barbie, I tried Deepa next. Would she still be working? It would be another long day for her if she was but having been entrusted with a high-profile case, assigned to her by the captain no less, she was most likely going out of her way with Martin Baker to make sure everything was being done correctly.  
 
    She answered though. ‘Mrs Fisher. How can I help?’ Her answer and tone sounded too professional; we were friends now so perhaps someone else was listening. She softened though as she continued speaking. ‘Sorry, it’s been a long day. Ensign Gosnell still won’t talk, he certainly won’t confess and the only thing he has said, is that we have it completely wrong.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ I wasn’t all that surprised, he acted as if he believed he could just keep denying his crimes until we got bored and let him out.  
 
    ‘Not only that, the chief of police in Athens finally got back to us about the stamp on his hand. It’s from a well-known club. It looks like Gosnell was there. We are going to check but it might be that he couldn’t have killed Commander Krill because he was there at the time of his murder.’ 
 
    I was stunned. Not because I got it wrong but because it was now the second time I had pointed the finger at the wrong person.  I would wait to hear about the club and whether Gosnell had an alibi, but I already believed it would prove to be the case and was pushing my brain to work out what I had missed. Dinner plans were scuppered already, so I needed to get back to my suite, get dressed and get my sleuthing hat on. This game wasn’t finished yet. 
 
    ‘Good evening, madam,’ Jermaine’s deep voice echoed in my ear as he answered the phone.  
 
    ‘Can you run me that bath please?’ I was sweaty from the day and from lazing about in the sun by the pool. This evening might prove busy so I should at least get clean before facing its challenges.   
 
    Picturing Jermaine walking slowly across my suite’s living area to my bedroom and then slowly around the bed to get to my bathroom and then diligently turning on the taps and adding just the right amount of bath salts, I figured I had just enough time to exercise Anna before it was ready.  
 
    A ten-minute saunter in my bikini, sarong, and wedge heels took us to the front of the ship where very few ever go and her favourite spot to err… go. When that task was complete, she yipped at me to get me moving because I had ground to a halt and was staring out to sea. I was adding up what I had thought to be disconnected parts and trying to figure out what they meant and if they were in fact connected at all. A man had parachuted or paraglided, I didn’t know what the difference was, onto the ship earlier just as we were setting off from Athens. Commander Krill had been murdered in a brutal knife attack in a back street in Athens while on his way to meet his lover who was far, far too attractive to stoop to sleeping with him unless she was being motivated by something other than attraction; like for instance money or preferential treatment. Then there was a chef who was more bear than man and he had been beaten to a pulp. Then there was Ensign Gosnell. He had the Bursar’s authorisation codes. What was he doing with them? He wouldn’t tell Baker and Bhukari how he got them but there had to be something criminal behind it. He left the ship after going to watch a soccer match and choosing not to stay. He stayed out all night, only returning to the ship the following morning still wearing his clothes from the night before. They had blood on them that might be the bursar’s. 
 
    I meandered back to my suite, pondering the facts I knew all the way. Inside, I slipped Anna’s collar off as I shut the door behind us. It was cooler in my room than outside, the air conditioning convincing me that I really wanted the bath. Jermaine appeared from my bedroom. ‘I have set out fresh towels, madam. The bath is exactly ninety degrees Fahrenheit.’  
 
    ‘You’re are too much, Jermaine.’ I didn’t mean it though. I thought everyone should have a Jermaine to look after them. One thing was for certain, I was going to struggle when I got back to England and had to fend for myself again. Not only would I have to get used to a lot less space, given that I was going to have to buy a new place to live and had no income, but also because of little things like I hadn’t picked up an iron in over two months now.  
 
    Jermaine nodded curtly and left me to my own ministrations, calling Anna as he went as it was her dinner time. She dashed after him, her tail wagging so hard her bum was swinging from side to side. 
 
    A short while later she wandered into the bathroom to find me, her claws clicking on the heated tile to announce her approach. I popped my head over the side to look at her and she did the thing again where she looked like she was waiting to read my lips. I silently mouthed the word, “Biscuits,” and she barked in excitement, her tail wagging again. I didn’t have a biscuit for her but as I laid my head back in the bath, I started going through all the elements of the case again, continually circling back to the belief that there was another layer I hadn’t yet worked out. Something to do with what happened to sasquatch the chef. 
 
    Suddenly, like a live wire getting dropped into my bathwater, I knew the question I had failed to ask. It hit me like a lightning bolt, startling me into motion. I needed to get moving so I could find out the answer. I had to make a phone call; one I really didn’t want to make, and then annoy a few members of the crew for answers they might not want to give. 
 
    However, even if I got all the answers I wanted, I had a nasty feeling I was going to have to go back to Athens to prove I was right. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Wrong Turn 
 
    I was out of the bath and in my robe in under a minute, Anna trotting along behind me because I was agitated, and she always picked up on my mood. I called out as I towelled my hair dry, ‘Jermaine!’ 
 
    ‘Yes, madam.’ He scared the living daylights out of me, speaking from three feet away where he was checking a vase of flowers and trimming stamens from the lilies in it so they would not fall and stain the carpet. I hadn’t seen him as I exited my bedroom with my towel on my head.  
 
    I hoped no one was going by outside or they would surely have heard my scream and would, even now, be sending for the guard.  
 
    ‘Are you quite alright, madam?’ he asked patiently.  
 
    I wanted to hit him with something but there was no time. ‘Can you please contact Lieutenants Bhukari and Baker? Please ask them to attend my suite as soon as they are able.’ I looked about for my phone, which I spotted on charge near the computer; Jermaine was invaluable. Heading for it, another thought occurred to me. ‘You may also want to think about changing. We may have to go back to Athens.’ 
 
    ‘Athens?’ 
 
    I had already pressed dial on my phone so I nodded that I was being serious and waited for the person at the other end to pick up. When he did, I started talking right away, ‘Dr Kim, is your patient awake?’ 
 
    ‘Who’s calling please?’ 
 
    I almost tutted but caught myself; a panic on my part should not constitute one on his. ‘Good evening, Dr Kim. This is Patricia Fisher. I wish to enquire about the consciousness of your patient,’ I said with tremendous calm. 
 
    ‘Oh, good evening, Mrs Fisher. Which patient?’ 
 
    ‘The enormous damned sasquatch you had to sedate!’ I snapped, my impatience getting the better of me. ‘Please, Dr Kim. Is he awake or not?’ 
 
    ‘Not currently no. The sedative wore off, but he awoke confused and distressed which is not uncommon with concussions. I gave him another shot. Why?’ Because I wanted to poke him in the chest and get some answers, that’s why. I didn’t waste any time saying that though. Instead I just asked his name, wrote it down and disconnected.  
 
    Jermaine was just hanging up too. ‘They are on their way, madam. Is there anything else I can help you with? Will I need to pack for you?’ 
 
    ‘Pack?’ My brain was whirring at high speed but engaged in other tasks, so I missed what he was asking to start with. ‘Sorry, no. I hope we won’t have to go at all, but if we do it will be a short trip. Could you fix me a sandwich or something though, please? I don’t think there will be time for dinner.’ He gave a curt nod and walked slowly to the kitchen, Anna seeing his trajectory and opting to follow; where there’s food, so shall the dog be.  
 
    I hurried back to my bedroom to find clothes.  If I knew Bhukari and Baker, they were probably running to get here, imagining that I had something juicy for them. Well, I did, and I didn’t. Our investigation took a wrong turn right at the very start. At least, that was what I now believed. I just had to prove it to myself and to them and to do that I had to get some answers very quickly.  
 
    To get one answer I made the other phone call; the one I didn’t want to make.  
 
    It rang for a while, threatening to switch to voicemail just as it was picked up. I imagined the person at the other end deliberating whether to answer or not. ‘Patricia. It is late. Why are you calling again?’ 
 
    ‘Good evening, Charlie. I’m sorry to disturb your evening.’ I had to be pleasant if I wanted any help from him. ‘I hoped you might be able to spare me a couple of minutes to explain how the pension account for the crew of this ship might work.’ 
 
    ‘You want me to explain finance to you? And you want me to do it in just a couple of minutes?’ He was being arrogant. Deliberately so because I wanted something from him, and he was a petty person. 
 
    ‘Yes, please,’ I replied sweetly. ‘Bullet points will do. For instance; if I wanted to borrow a large amount of money from it without anyone else knowing and then put it back later. Could I do that?’ For the next five minutes, I listened and made notes so I might understand better what he was telling me. When he finished, I nodded to myself. There was something here. A forensic accountant would be able to find it now that I knew what to look for, but I saw the need to now make yet another phone call. I didn’t have a number for the next person on my list though. Nor a name, nor even the certainty they existed. It would prove one way or the other who was guilty and who was not, so I was going to have to work it out.  
 
    I thanked Charlie, wished him a good night and disconnected. Research was required to now find the missing information, but I hadn’t managed to get dressed yet, so I was still stuffing my legs into my knickers when I heard Anna bark and Jermaine answer the door. My hair was dry and tidy though and I got the swipe of makeup done while I still had the robe on so all I had to do now was throw on the clothes I picked out. A minute later, with my belt between my teeth, I went hopping out through my bedroom door still putting on my shoes as I went. I got three sets of raised eyebrows and a head tilt from Anna. Clearly my haste was making me look a little deranged.  
 
    I wasted no time with explanations or greetings. ‘The chef’s name is Marco Kalinowski. He’s still sedated so we need to speak with the master chef.’ I nodded my head to draw their attention to the clock. ‘However, it’s right in the middle of the busiest time of day for the kitchens so I doubt he will want to speak with me. To overcome that, we are going to have to visit him. Do you know where he will be?’ Hungrily, I grabbed the sandwich Jermaine was holding on a plate on top of a silver platter and took a large bite while I waited for Deepa or Martin to answer.  
 
    Martin reached up to grab his radio. ‘It should be easy enough to find out.’ He turned away as he pressed his send switch and started talking. 
 
    Deepa got my attention. ‘Why are we asking about the chef? I thought he was just a guy who got into a fight and lost.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I intend to find out. How long will it take you to get changed?’ 
 
    Martin said, ‘Roger. Out.’ And turned around to face us again. ‘He’s currently in the top deck restaurant overseeing the set up for a wedding breakfast being held there tonight.’ 
 
    ‘Super. Let’s go.’ I grabbed their arms and shoved them toward the door. Anna darted forward to get ahead of us. ‘Uh-uh, little girl. You need to stay here.’ Jermaine fetched her, deftly scooping her into the air with his right hand while keeping the tray bearing my sandwich upright with his left. I snagged the sandwich on my way out the door and shouted, ‘Won’t be long,’ as it began to swing closed.  
 
    I hadn’t done anything about getting the missing information though, so I darted back inside leaving Deepa and Martin in the passageway, bewildered by my constant change of direction.  
 
    ‘Is there something you forgot, madam?’ 
 
    ‘As a matter of fact, there is. I have a fun task for you while we are out.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Master Chef 
 
    On our way to the upper deck restaurant, which was the closest place on the entire ship the master chef could have possibly been, I did my best to explain why I wanted to talk to him. I don’t think I did a good job because neither Deepa nor Martin managed to grasp what I tried to tell them about lipreading. 
 
    ‘Your dog can lipread?’ confirmed Baker. 
 
    ‘Yes. Sort of. I think.’ 
 
    ‘So, because your dog can lipread, we need to ask the master chef if Marco Kalinowski has been hurt before?’ I gave up at that point and hoped it would become clear when I had some answers. With two of the ship’s security team at my side, I was able to waltz directly into the upper deck restaurant even though it was shut off for all guests tonight.  
 
    Baker caught the attention of the first chef-looking person we saw. ‘Where can we find the master chef?’ The man was carefully putting the finishing touches to a hand-carved mermaid on a wave crest. It was made from butter so would get destroyed in seconds when the wedding guests came in. It looked spectacular though. Baker gave him a second to finish what he was doing but was just about to speak again when the man took a step back. Then he turned around, the floppy chefs’ hat moving to reveal his face. Baker recognised him. ‘Ah, Master Chef, good evening.’ 
 
    Apparently, we had found him. I hadn’t met the man before but felt like shaking his hand because the food on board was exquisite. ‘What can I ‘elp you with, Lieutenant?’ he drawled in a French accent so thick I thought it had to be fake.  
 
    ‘I have a question about Marco Kalinowski,’ I said quickly, drawing his attention.  
 
    ‘Oo is Marco… arm sorry, I didn’t catch ‘is name.’  
 
    There was no time for messing about. Every minute we delayed, the Aurelia steamed further and further away from Athens. I thought a simple description would do the trick. ‘The biggest man in the entire ship.’ 
 
    Recognition dawned. ‘Oh, the bear.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. You probably do call him that. He is currently in the infirmary,’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I know. What of eet?’ 
 
    ‘Has he been injured before? In the same way, I mean. Bruises and cuts that make him look like he has been in a fight?’ 
 
    He raised a haughty eyebrow and pointed to the butter creation with both hands. ‘Madam, do ah look like I have time to know the details of all my staff?’ 
 
    I was getting a twitchy eye from talking to the chef. His accent was atrocious, and his attitude stunk. Biting my tongue, I asked, ‘Who would know? Does he ‘ave,’ I faked my own French accent, ‘a supervisor I could talk to?’ 
 
    He burst into French in response, throwing his arms in the air as he got upset. I wasn’t going anywhere though, and I could do upset too. As his attention swung away from me with another wild gesticulation, I grabbed the front of his immaculate white tunic with both hands. Both Deepa and Martin stepped in to pull me away but not before the master chef squealed in surprise.  
 
    ‘Tell me, or you’ll be remaking the mermaid from scratch,’ I snarled.  
 
    He darted backwards to put himself between me and his sculpture, warding me off with his arms. Then he yelled, ‘Eric! Eric! Attend!’ The master chef was looking at me like I was a madwoman. Right now, maybe I was. 
 
    ‘Where are you going with this?’ Deepa whispered insistently into my ear. 
 
    A man I guessed would turn out to be Eric was rushing across the open area of the restaurant. The wild-eyed master chef shouted for him to stop dawdling even though he was already running.  
 
    ‘Yes, Chef?’ he asked as he skidded to a stop.  
 
    I got in first though. ‘Do you know Marco Kalinowski?’ 
 
    He flicked his attention between his boss and me and back to his boss and back to me. ‘The bear? Yeah, he’s on my crew. Damned fool got himself beaten up again. For the size of him, you’d think others would be too wary to pick a fight with him.’ 
 
    He knew what I wanted him to know. That was good enough with me. To the master chef I said, ‘We need to borrow this one for a minute.’ Eric looked confused about what was happening and why two members of security were here for him. I grabbed his elbow and dragged him to the exit.  
 
    ‘What’s going on?’ he asked, clearly now concerned he was in some kind of trouble. 
 
    Outside, I let him go but manoeuvred around to face him. Deepa and Martin were indulging me thus far but they would stop me if I didn’t explain myself soon. ‘I just have a couple of questions about Special Rating Marco Kalinowski. That’s all. If you can answer them, I promise I will leave you alone.’ 
 
    He glanced at the security with their uniforms and sidearms and then back at me. ‘Yeah. Yeah, okay. What do you want to know?’ 
 
    ‘You said he has come to work with injuries consistent with being in a fight before. How often?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, err. A few times. He says people pick fights with him because he is so big. That never made sense to me. I tell you what though, it only happens when he hangs out with that pal of his.’ 
 
    ‘What pal?’ I asked. I was almost vibrating with anticipation now. 
 
    ‘Um. I don’t know his name. I’ve seen them together a few times though. Only when we get to port though or get close to it. His little friend turns up and they go off together and the next thing I know Marco has bruises on his face. I think his little friend has a mouth on him and gets into trouble he can’t handle. Then Marco has to save him.’ 
 
    I was letting it all sink in. ‘Lieutenant Baker, do you have a picture of Ensign Gosnell, please?’ Martin pulled a handheld tablet from his right trouser side pocket and kicked it into life. Silently he tapped the screen a few times and turned it so Eric could see the screen. 
 
    ‘Yeah! That’s him. What’s his name?’ Eric squinted at the screen to get a look at the name, but Martin put the tablet back into his pocket.  
 
    I had all I wanted but gave myself a second to scour my brain; was there anything else I needed to ask? ‘Have you noticed Marco to be flush with cash at any point?’ 
 
    He laughed at the suggestion. ‘Marco?’ Goodness, no. He’s always pleading poverty that one.’ I thanked Eric for his time and walked away. ‘Hey,’ he called after me, ‘what’s all this about?’ 
 
    I didn’t answer. I couldn’t yet even if I wanted to. Part one was complete though; my latest theory had been tested and survived. 
 
    On the way back to my suite, Martin caught up with me. ‘Mrs Fisher, you are going to have to tell us a little more. What is this about? How is Marco Kalinowski connected to Julian Young’s death? Or Commander Krill’s? What is going on?’ 
 
    I smiled at him, aiming for enigmatic but probably just making myself look demented instead. ‘Can you fetch the captain? I think we will need him.’  
 
    ‘Fetch the captain,’ he echoed, his tone a little sarcastic when he said, ‘Yeah, of course. Why not?’ He started on his radio again, calling Alistair. I had a request that only he could grant.  
 
    Deepa and Martin both wanted answers, both wanted to know more, but I wasn’t ready to share yet. I still had answers to gather. Then, when I was sure, I would reveal everything.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Connections 
 
    I had to wait for Alistair, but Jermaine had been good enough to turn up the name and number of the person I wanted to call while we were out. I didn’t know what this call would reveal, or if my instincts would prove to be off. There was one easy way to find out, so I slipped into my bedroom and dialled the number.  
 
    It was answered almost immediately. The voice at the other end not recognising the number but familiar with calls arriving from different international destinations. ‘Hello?’ It was a woman’s voice. 
 
    ‘Good evening. My name is Patricia Fisher. I work for Purple Star Cruise Lines.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, my gosh! Has something happened to my husband?’  
 
    ‘No, no, no.’ I replied quickly having scared the woman. ‘Nothing like that. Actually, this is nothing more than a routine call to make sure we are doing our part in taking care of the families of our crew.’ 
 
    I heard the woman relax, thankful that I was not calling with terrible news. Then we spent a few minutes chatting and I learned the thing I hoped I wouldn’t learn. There was still ambiguity regarding who had done what, even though I now had almost all of the why. With the call completed, there was really only one thing left to do.  
 
    Alistair would arrive soon, but until he did, I reclined onto my favourite couch and encouraged Anna to join me. She climbed onto my lap and then climbed me to lick my chin. With that important task complete, she settled and put her head down to sleep although she lifted it again to sniff my drink when Jermaine delivered a stiff gin and tonic. I didn’t need the alcohol, but Lady Mary would approve and with her returning, I needed the practice.  
 
    Alistair would have dropped what he was doing to see what I wanted so urgently but it still took him almost fifteen minutes to get to me while I fought hard to not tap my foot. Hearing footsteps approach at a hurry, I placed a hand on Anna to keep her still just before the knock came at my door. 
 
    Jermaine was, as always, slow to cross the room but finally Alistair was here, and I could hope to get the last answer.  
 
    ‘Good evening, Patricia,’ he said with a nod at the others in my cabin. ‘Lieutenant Baker said you needed me. I assume this is to do with Julian.’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘Yes, it is.’ Okay, I was going to have to word this correctly so that I didn’t sound mental. ‘Ensign Gosnell was our prime suspect for the murder of the bursar which ought to also make him the prime suspect for Julian’s murder. I had thought the bursar killed Julian because he was acting shifty and was one of only two to have the access codes to overwrite the details in the account Julian was working on. That proved to not be the case, but it seems likely that Ensign Gosnell didn’t kill the bursar because he was at a club. I want to know what that club is and whether we can prove he was there last night or not. Basically, we are eliminating the possible suspects one by one. The chief of police identified the name of the club for us, but since Ensign Gosnell refuses to tell us anything of use, I am left with only one course of action to determine what part he played in Julian’s death.’ 
 
    I didn’t tell anyone about the call I just made. They might feel there was enough evidence to convict and thus deny the request to return to Athens. For me, it was completely necessary; there was a big fat piece of unknown regarding Ensign Gosnell and his bear-sized friend. Until I knew precisely what they were doing, I couldn’t close the case. So I had one course of action: we had to go back to Athens. ‘Alistair, I need the helicopter.’ 
 
    My question caught him by surprise. ‘Say what now?’  
 
    ‘I have to go back to Athens.’ 
 
    I had his full attention, that was for sure. ‘Good heavens, why, Patricia?’ 
 
    I put my glass down and got up so I could pace as I tried to explain as much as I needed to explain. ‘Marco Kalinowski and Steven Gosnell were up to something. I think I know what it was, but I cannot prove it from here. If I am right about them, then I have been wrong about almost everything else. It will give me the final answer I need in order to reveal Julian’s killer. I’ve got it wrong twice already when my answers all made sense. This time, I have to know for sure.’ 
 
    The captain stared at me, and for a moment, I thought he was going to deny my request. But he didn’t. ‘Okay, Patricia. I’ll get the pilot there in a few minutes and arrange for a car to meet you at the other end.’ 
 
    Lieutenant Baker had a question, childishly raising his hand so he could interrupt. ‘We’ve been sailing for hours. What is the range on the helicopter? Or, to put it another way, are we going to get stranded in Greece?’ 
 
    The captain shook his head. ‘We’re mostly hugging the coast and going at cruising speed because it’s not far to our next stop in Malta and I want to arrive at an appropriate time of the day. I would estimate the helicopter will get you back to Athens in under an hour of flight time. Provided you are not there too long, the comparative distance, because you can fly overland to catch up, will have barely changed.’ Having supplied his answer, Alistair also stood up. ‘I’ll get you that helicopter,’ he said as he put his hat back on. Then he focused on me as he was about to move. ‘Patricia, might I have a word?’ 
 
    He was going to warn me to be careful or something, he had that look about him. ‘Of course. The others need to get changed anyway.’ Looking at Lieutenants Baker and Bhukari, I said, ‘Your uniforms will not work for tonight’s excursion.’ I spoke to Jermaine about his butler’s outfit earlier, so all three nodded their acquiescence and exited the room which left Alistair and I alone.  
 
    ‘Are you going to get into more trouble, Patricia?’ 
 
    A laugh escaped my lips. ‘I certainly hope not. You do know that getting into bother is never my intention, right?’ 
 
    He grimaced. ‘Yes. You do know that what you intend never seems to prevent the trouble occurring anyway, right?’ 
 
    I crossed the few feet that separated us and wrapped him up in my arms. With my head pressing against his chest, I promised to be careful and to call him directly if I got arrested or shot. I said it with a chuckle, but my comments just made him sigh despondently as if I shouldn’t joke about something that was likely to happen. Then we kissed and he left me, heading back to run the ship while I ran through a mental checklist to see what else I needed to do.  
 
    It was Anna’s normal bedtime. In the few hours I was out, the two of us would normally be sleeping, so I felt secure that she would do just that without me here. I tucked her up in her little doggy bed in the corner of my bedroom and made sure she had water. Coming back into the living area, I saw Jermaine emerge from his adjoining cabin. He was wearing his Steed outfit again, complete with umbrella and bowler hat. 
 
    He saw me looking and shrugged. ‘It feels like an appropriate occasion for its use, madam.’ 
 
    To tease him, I drawled out my answer, ‘Riiiiight.’ 
 
    ‘Hey, Patty, what’s going on? You look like you are about to go out?’ Alistair hadn’t shut my door behind him, anticipating that I was about to go out, and now Barbie’s head was poking through it. She came through it properly now, pulling Hideki behind her. ‘In fact, Jermaine looks like he is dressed for action.’ She squinted at me with accusing eyes. ‘Are you about to do something crazy and dangerous?’ 
 
    ‘Um.’ 
 
    ‘Gosh. You are, aren’t you?’ Now she dragged Hideki fully into my suite. She was dressed for an evening out in a summer dress with her hair pinned up and Hideki wore matching Japanese silk trousers and tunic. They were probably just returning from dinner in one of the restaurants. ‘Tell me what it is right now,’ she demanded, all excited and bubbling over.  
 
    ‘It’s nothing exciting. We need to pop back to Athens. That’s all.’ 
 
    My answer confused her. ‘Patty, the ship already sailed, you can’t get off now.’  
 
    Smiling because she was being a bit blonde for once, I said, ‘We’re taking the helicopter.’ It was the wrong thing to say.  
 
    ‘Oh, my goodness. We are coming with you!’ 
 
    ‘We are?’ questioned Hideki. 
 
    Barbie was bouncing on the spot, excitement giving her nervous energy to burn. ‘How many people does the helicopter hold? Is there room for us? I’ve never been on a helicopter before. How fast does it go? Will we get to see Athens at night from the air?’ 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh. ‘Okay, okay, crazy woman. You can come, but we are not staying long. We need to visit a club, ask a question, and then get back here.’ 
 
    Jermaine spoke up to answer the next question before she got to ask it. ‘Mrs Fisher believes she has identified Julian Young’s killer and the reason for his murder. The trip to Athens is to confirm a few facts before she incarcerates the guilty person.’ 
 
    Barbie still looked confused. ‘But I thought you already caught him. People have been talking about it.’ 
 
    ‘I got the wrong guy. Or… I sort of got the wrong guy… I think.’ 
 
    She wasn’t sure what to make of that comment. ‘How soon are you going?’  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Relative Distance 
 
    The answer to Barbie’s question turned out to be right now as Deepa and Martin barrelled back through my door. Both were dressed in mostly black, Deepa in skin-tight leggings that showed off her muscular legs and Martin in skinny black jeans above sturdy black outdoor boots. Both wore leather jackets, not that they matched but they looked kind of like a TV cop duo ready to bust some heads.  
 
    Six of us did a final check to make sure we had phones and wallets and in Jermaine’s case a functioning umbrella. I wasn’t sure how long it took to get the helicopter ready, but we hadn’t given them much time. A steward appeared at my door as we opened it to leave, startling the poor man as he was just about to knock. 
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher?’ he stuttered. ‘I was sent to escort you to the helipad. The pilots are waiting.’ 
 
    ‘Jolly good.’ This was ever so efficient. We accessed it from inside the ship using a staircase hidden behind a door I had never noticed before. I must have walked in front of it a thousand times without questioning where it went. I thought I knew my way to the helipad, since I had been there earlier today during the excitement with the parachuting intruder, who, according to the steward, had still not been caught. The helipad I was on earlier wasn’t where the ship’s helicopters were kept though. Without the steward to guide us, I might never have found it.  
 
    Confusingly, when we reached the top of the stairs and came through a door, the helicopter, emblazoned in Purple Star Cruise Lines livery was inside. I was not the only one to stare at the ceiling above our heads.  
 
    ‘Shouldn’t there be some sky to take off into?’ asked Barbie, her forehead wrinkling in confusion. To answer her question, the ceiling began to open with a rumble from the hydraulics operating it.  Above us the night sky peeked in through an ever-widening gap in the middle.  
 
    Then, as the steward stood to one side, a strapping chap in a flight suit opened a side door on the helicopter and jumped down. ‘Good evening, everyone. I’m Flight Lieutenant Theodore Mitchell, but everyone just calls me Teddy. The pre-flight checks are done, and we are fully fuelled so hop on in and let’s get out of here, yes?’ 
 
    He was bursting with enthusiasm which, when I thought about it, was probably because they were getting to take the helicopter somewhere. In over two months on board I had seen it move only half a dozen times and it was always for some superrich gazillionaire who wanted a private flight to somewhere. This was going to be more exciting for the pilots than that.  
 
    We did as instructed and piled into the aircraft, each of us buzzing with our own excitement. Teddy made sure everyone was strapped in, chatting amiably about the aircraft safety record and its capabilities in case anyone was worried. When he got to me, he knelt one knee on the floor to bring his head down to my height. ‘I understand you have a car meeting you when we land. We will land at a private airstrip owned by the city police; those are my instructions anyway. How long do you anticipate being in Athens?’ 
 
    It was hard to estimate how long it might take us because I wasn’t sure what the distance was from the airstrip to the club or what traffic might be like in an ancient Greek city in the middle of the evening. Nevertheless, I guessed and said, ‘Maybe an hour or a little more.’ 
 
    Nodding at my answer he fixed me with a serious look for the first time. ‘Try to keep to that if you can. The Aurelia is heading away from us all the time. It will take us an hour to get there and land. If you are much more than two hours, the ship will be too far away to catch up.’ 
 
    Martin interrupted with a question I wanted to ask, ‘The captain said you would be able to go overland to get to the ship and that the comparative distance would have barely changed. Is that not right?’ 
 
    Teddy smiled. ‘No, it’s not. Like most sailors, the captain failed to take into account the contour of the land when he looked at the distance involved. He sees a straight line from Athens to the ship; I see mountains we have to go around.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t you go over them?’ asked Deepa. 
 
    This time Teddy shook his head. ‘Too high. The air up there gets thin and we get no lift. Trust me on this: we have to go around. It won’t be a problem if you can keep to your timeframe and get back to us in two hours.’ 
 
    With the warning delivered, Teddy took a final look about the cabin before taking his seat in the cockpit. There were headsets for each us of so we could talk during the flight because the noise from the engines was otherwise deafening. We soon discovered he was not exaggerating as they started up. 
 
    Five minutes later, with some final checks completed and the roof fully open above us, the helicopter lifted gracefully into the sky. The view as we left the Aurelia was spectacular enough to distract me from the sensation of flying in such a small aircraft. Though it was necessary, I didn’t like it and would be glad when it was over. Most everyone stared out of the windows as we set off, the great ship the only source of illumination in an otherwise inky black sea.  
 
    Settling back into my seat and closing my eyes to minimise the nausea I felt, I considered Teddy’s warning: two hours. Two hours or we get stranded and getting back then becomes a pain. I only needed to get inside the club and ask a couple of very simple questions. Two hours was far more time than we needed.  
 
    At least that’s what I thought. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Athens by Night 
 
    I must have dozed off at some point because a squeal from Barbie brought me awake with a start. As my eyes flashed open, the pilot pitched the aircraft to the right and swooped downward. Oh my, goodness! We were being attacked again!  
 
    Barbie’s laughter then rang in my ear and the pilot said, ‘That’s the Parthenon on your right now. If I level off, you should be able to get a good look at it. Across to the left…’ He was giving everyone a quick guided tour of the city from the air, making it exciting for them and for himself no doubt as he performed a few minor aerial acrobatics.  
 
    I gripped my chair and tried not to spoil everyone’s fun by vomiting. The landing strip was just ahead he announced, reminding us again that we needed to be back within a couple of hours if we didn’t want the journey back to the ship to be problematic. His parting comment as I mercifully departed the plane was, ‘We can have a better look at the city on the way back if you like. Assuming you get back in time. Next time I’ll make it exciting.’ My stomach churned over again. I was not a fan of flying in a helicopter.  
 
    I managed to pat his arm in gratitude for the offer but if there was time to see the city from the air later, I was going to veto it. My feet were back on solid ground so now it was time to find the club. Now, I don’t know whether it would prove to be a good thing or a bad thing, but the car the cruise line sent for us was a huge, shiny, black, stretch limousine. We all fit inside it and still had room for more.  
 
    ‘To club Denaides, please,’ I said when the driver asked us where we wanted to go. 
 
    He used the intercom to speak to us but when he got my answer, the heavily tinted screen dividing back and front powered down to reveal his concerned face. ‘You want to go to club Denaides? Are you sure, madam?’ 
 
    ‘Quite sure, thank you. We have a tight time frame too, so if you could… step on it a bit. That would be helpful.’ 
 
    He didn’t step on it though. ‘Madam, do you know what club Denaides is?’ 
 
    I gave him the honest answer. ‘No. Not really. Please feel free to enlighten me, but I do need to go there, and I wasn’t joking about needing to be quick about it.’ He opened his mouth again but closed it when I lifted a finger of warning. ‘Drive, please,’ I insisted, my voice soft though I tried to impart my impatience with it. 
 
    The driver shrugged and swivelled around in his seat. He was muttering to himself in Greek as the window powered up to cut off his voice. Once we were moving, I pressed the intercom button. ‘You wanted to tell us about the club? I assume it has a nefarious reputation?’ 
 
    ‘Nefarious? I’m not sure what that means, madam, but it is not a nice place. Many people get hurt there.’ 
 
    Barbie shot me a worried look. ‘Should we be going, Patty?’ 
 
    She had every right to ask. ‘I have to. You might want to stay in the car. I shouldn’t worry too much about me though; I have two armed guards and two ninjas to keep me safe. Besides, I only need to be there a few minutes.’ 
 
    Barbie put her hands on her hips as she gave me a level stare. ‘Okay, Patty, it’s time to spill. I’m happy to be in Athens and the flight was so much fun but you look to be walking into yet another trouble spot and I think we ought to know why.’ 
 
    I could hardly present an argument. Especially since she was right. So, to distract them from the driver’s word of warning, I told them what I believed Marco the sasquatch and Ensign Gosnell had been up to and how that had led to Julian’s death. No one said a single word until I finished.  
 
    As I sat back into my chair, having leaned forward to engage them while I told the tale, Martin Baker stared at me in fascination. ‘How on earth did you work that out?’  
 
    I smiled my best attempt at an enigmatic smile and said, ‘My dog can lipread.’ I was getting good at being cryptic. He didn’t get a chance to challenge me on that because the car stopped.  
 
    We had arrived. Outside the left side windows of the plush limousine was a rundown looking place with a neon sign above it. The neon sign was broken so only part of it illuminated. The letters that did work spelled out D-E-A-D. It was not a good omen. 
 
    ‘Well this is lovely,’ murmured Deepa as she got out of the car.  
 
    The driver was holding the door and not looking happy. ‘Madam, are you quite sure I cannot take you somewhere else? There are so many nicer places to find entertainment than this.’  
 
    I didn’t doubt that he was right, and truth be told; I really didn’t want to go through with my plan now that I had seen the place. We had come all this way though, so I was going in even if no one else came with me. ‘Can you wait here? We won’t be long.’ 
 
    A snort of laughter escaped his lips at my request. ‘Madam, if I even attempt to wait here, the car will be stolen and me with it before you can return. I shall be waiting a short distance away. Call this number when you want me to return.’ He handed me a small card with a number written beneath his name.  
 
    I slipped it into my handbag. ‘Thank you, Anatoly. We will not be long,’ I repeated a statement I hoped would be true.  
 
    Twenty minutes of our two-hour window had been used up already. Like it or not, it was time to do it or chicken out and go home. As Anatoly pulled away with a spray of gravel to mark his haste, I saw that Barbie was with us.  
 
    ‘I thought you were going to stay with the car?’  
 
    She shrugged. ‘I think I would be more nervous not knowing what was going on. Besides, it’s been almost a day since I last got arrested and almost a week since someone tried to kill me.’ She was smiling, but her joke was too accurate to be funny.  
 
    Deepa, also impatient to get it done, started toward the club, turning and walking backwards as she said, ‘At least the limousine made us look like high-rollers.’  
 
    We were being watched by more than two dozen men but none of them approached us or bothered us as we came near the club’s entrance. They were hanging around outside the club, talking and smoking and making it look even less inviting. There were also two ugly and unpleasant looking doormen blocking our path and neither attempted to move as I expected them to when we got to them. Neither had a smile going spare either.  
 
    ‘Members only,’ said the one on the left, raising a hand to stop us. He had a crew cut that showed off a scar running all the way across the top of his head and a crooked nose that suggested it had been broken many times. 
 
    Not allowing myself to be put off, I smiled and said, ‘We have money enough to pay for membership.’ 
 
    The first doorman’s colleague added his own voice. ‘No. Membership has to be earned.’  
 
    Now I was getting irked. ‘Okay, so what must we do to earn membership?’ 
 
    Our eyes swung back to the first doorman as he looked me up and down. ‘You do not qualify. He turned his attention to the rest of my party, scrutinising each one in turn. ‘He can try, if he wishes. If he succeeds, you can enter as his guests.’ He was pointing to Jermaine and I had a nasty feeling that I now knew what the price of earning membership was.  
 
    Jermaine stepped forward but met my arm as it came up to stop him. I wasn’t waiting outside while he went in alone. No way. I tried a different approach. ‘There was a man here yesterday.’ I looked at Martin, prompting him to show them the tablet with Ensign Gosnell’s picture on it. ‘He would have had a much bigger man with him. A man they call the bear. I need to ask a few questions about them, and I am willing to pay for the answers.’ 
 
    ‘No. No questions,’ snapped doorman number one. His tone and expression assuring me that his decision on the matter was final. Some of the men who had been watching us were now moving inwards to close a semicircle around us.  
 
    It was time to leave.  
 
    ‘Madam, perhaps I should…’ 
 
    ‘No, Jermaine.’ He was going to suggest that he go inside, do their test and qualify as a member. The answer was always going to be no. ‘There’ll be another way. Let’s move,’ I hissed at the team. They were all relieved to be moving away from the club. 
 
    They were that is until I told them my new plan.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    No One Talks About Fight Club 
 
    Once we had retreated far enough for them to no longer be able to see us and thus lose interest, I began to circle around. ‘It has to have fire exits, right?’  
 
    ‘You want to break in, Mrs Fisher,’ confirmed Lieutenant Baker, sounding less than comfortable with the concept.  
 
    ‘No. Of course not. I want to pay for entry like a normal person and go inside. Since that option is not on the table, I am left with having to break in.’ He said several rude words and kicked the wall.  
 
    It was Hideki who came to my rescue just when I thought I was going to have to do it alone. ‘Fire exits won’t work; they are designed to be solid and don’t even have a handle on the outside. What we need is the gents’ toilet.’ Everyone looked at him. ‘In a building this old the toilet will be against the outer wall. The windows always end up getting opened because of the smell.’ 
 
    Deepa looked at him with a questioning face. ‘That doesn’t happen in the ladies.’  
 
    ‘Maybe not. Guys, am I right?’ 
 
    ‘He’s not lying,’ conceded Martin.  
 
    Hideki nodded his thanks. ‘So we need to find the toilets. I go in through the window and open the first door I come to. You can walk in without anyone knowing anything is amiss.’ 
 
    ‘Won’t the exits be alarmed?’ asked Barbie. 
 
    I shook my head. ‘Not in a building this old.’ 
 
    It didn’t take us long to find the toilets. The waste ventilation pipe sticking up above the roofline gave its location away, and Hideki was right about the window and about the smell. However, the window was almost six feet off the ground necessitating a boost from Jermaine to get him there. He waited for a lull in toilet traffic and slipped inside leaving the rest of us in a dark alleyway.  
 
    There was a nondescript door further up the alleyway which had no handle on the outside. All we could do now was wait to see if it was that one he opened. Just enough time passed that I started to worry he might have been caught, but with a clunk and then a creak, the door swung outwards and Hideki’s face shone in the moonlight.  
 
    Barbie clapped as she scooted over to slip by him with a kiss. The rest of us followed, sneaking down a dark passageway inside as we followed the roaring noise of an excited crowd. Turning a corner gave us our first view of the club’s inside and its patrons. Those I could see were all facing the other way so no one saw us join the crowd but looking between the heads I could see what they were all looking at and I had my answer. 
 
    I was right. It was a fight club and Ensign Gosnell had been here with his large Russian friend. It explained Marco’s injuries and it explained the bag of cash we found in Ensign Gosnell’s cabin.  
 
    My feet stopped at the back of the crowd, but my friends were weaving their way between the back row to get a better view. I thought it ill-advised but since it had been my force of will that dragged them here, it was only fair that I let them take a quick look.  
 
    The centre of the large room was filled by a steel cage. The size of a boxing ring, its four walls were made from a steel that looked borrowed from an old-style jail cell and they reached up twelve feet into the air. There was a door on one side for access and egress. Just as I saw it, the smaller of the two bareknuckle boxers inside the cage, hit the other with a punch to his jaw that threw a spray of blood and saliva into the baying crowd and knocked him out. The referee was outside the ring, a fact which should give anyone an indication of the brutality of the matches. He performed a ten count, declared the man still standing the winner and asked if he wanted to continue for another bout as two men entered through the small door to carry the victor’s unconscious opponent out.  
 
    Next to me, a man leaned toward his friend so he could speak. There was so much noise in the room, he had to shout to be heard which meant I also heard him. ‘Boring tonight, don’t you think?’ 
 
    He spoke English! 
 
    I tugged at the elbow of his shirt to get his attention. His head spun around to see who was there and then down when he realised the person behind him was smaller than expected.  ‘Hello,’ I said with a smile. ‘Can you explain how this works. I’m here with my boyfriend but he spotted someone he knew and left me here. It’s my first time and I don’t understand the bit about staying on for another fight.’ 
 
    The hard look his face wore when he swung around had softened as soon as he saw it was a woman tugging at his shirt. Now he seemed only too happy to fill me in. I guessed from his accent that he was American, but I couldn’t place where from. Texas maybe or Oklahoma; Barbie would know but it wasn’t important. Like everyone else here, his face bore scars from fighting. ‘Well, little lady, I’ll tell you, it’s real simple. A fella can put himself forward for a fight. If he wins, he gets a prize purse, but people bet on the fights and the fighter can also bet on himself. He can never bet against himself though. If they ever suspect anyone of rigging a fight, well I tell you, those fellas don’t tend to ever come back.’ 
 
    ‘What about fighting more than one fight?’ I asked, on a roll now and building up to the big questions. 
 
    ‘Well, that’s the best part. It can really build the tension. If a fella thinks he is tough enough, he can bet that he will win two, or more fights. He has to decide on a number and he doesn’t get to see who his opponents are in advance so, I’ll tell you, that fella has to really think he is tough.’ 
 
    ‘Does anyone ever do that?’ 
 
    ‘Sure. It happens a lot because that’s where fellas can win big. There was a guy in here last night; biggest man I ever saw. He bet he could win ten straight fights. He even had a promoter fella with him, getting the crowd going and betting on his own man.  He came with a pile of cash too and he was laying down crazy bets. Ten fights in a row; no one had ever even attempted that. Then, when the crowd are going nuts and getting excited, his promoter throws in that for his last fight, the big fella will take on not one, not two, but three other fellas at the same time.’ I was dumbfounded by what I was hearing, but the man had more to tell me. ‘It was incredible, but he did it. He looked like hell afterwards, but that little promoter fella; he cleaned up. I don’t know how much money those two made but I lost every penny I bet. I’m here tonight to make a little of it back.’  
 
    I had heard enough. There was no longer any doubt about what Ensign Gosnell had been doing and only minor conjecture about the rest of it. It was time to go.  
 
    As my new friend faced the other way to look at the cage in anticipation of the next bout, I managed to attract Barbie’s attention. She nudged the others and they all made their way back to me, their eyes widening as they came closer though, all of them looking my way but focused on something behind me.  
 
    Feeling a presence to my rear, I hesitantly turned around and there was doormen number one smiling down at me. ‘Hello, I am Alekos Alexandrakis, the owner of this fine establishment. I warned you not to come in. Now you have to qualify to be a member.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    How to Earn Membership 
 
    I swallowed down my fear and stared defiantly up at his ugly broken nose. ‘What does that entail?’ I demanded to know, doing my best to keep my voice from wobbling.  
 
    My informative friend leaned across. ‘I thought you were here with your boyfriend. This is members and guests only.’ 
 
    ‘You have to fight,’ Alekos said with a smile. Jermaine stepped forward to protect me, bringing his body between mine and the dangerous looking doorman. ‘It seems we have a volunteer,’ he announced with a chuckle. Looking Jermaine up and down, he nodded. ‘I tell you what. Because I like a woman with a bit of fire, I’ll let you all off with just one of you fighting. He has to win though.’ 
 
    ‘Only winners qualify as members,’ chipped in my chatty friend.  
 
    Then Hideki stepped forward. ‘I will fight.’  
 
    Jermaine frowned as he turned his attention to the smaller man. ‘You are skilled, Hideki, but it is my task to protect Mrs Fisher.’ 
 
    ‘That may be so,’ Hideki countered. ‘But we are all in this. My skills are superior to yours. All that muscle makes you slow.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not slow,’ gasped Jermaine, looking genuinely hurt by the suggestion.  
 
    The doorman watched the back and forth like it was a tennis match, smiling the whole time but eventually calling, ‘Stop! This is easily settled. You will both fight as a tag team.’ 
 
    ‘You said just one,’ I protested. 
 
    He gave me a shrug and pointed to Jermaine and Hideki. ‘Who am I to deny either of them? They are both so keen.’ Then he leaned backwards a little to speak with a man standing close behind. ‘Find Gustav and Sven. They will provide the crowd with great entertainment.’ Lifting both arms in the air to get the crowds’ attention, he bellowed like an announcer, ‘Our next match will be a tag team event with the Kirov brothers, Gustav and Sven, on one side and on the other I give you Black Steed…’ Jermaine frowned at him as he tried to decide whether to be insulted or not, ‘and the son of Jackie Chan.’ His roar echoed across the room, igniting excitement. To get them to bet he shouted. ‘I’m putting ten thousand on the newcomers. Who wants to win big with me tonight?’ 
 
    ‘Jackie Chan is Chinese,’ Hideki pointed out. ‘I’m from Japan.’ 
 
    Alekos shrugged. ‘No one cares.’ As the frenzy to place bets started, Alekos looked at me. ‘The bout starts in five minutes. Get your champions ready.’ 
 
    ‘What if we refuse?’ I defied him. 
 
    He lifted a single index finger. In reaction to his silent signal, three men each side of him opened their jackets to reveal heavy calibre machine guns. ‘I don’t advise that course of action,’ he replied calmly.  
 
    As he walked away with his entourage following, we all formed into a quick huddle. ‘What are we going to do?’ squeaked Barbie. 
 
    Hideki answered, ‘I’m going to qualify as a member of this club, babe.’  
 
    ‘Me too,’ added Jermaine, the pair of them each trying to out-macho the other.  
 
    ‘Neither of you has to do anything,’ I argued. ‘We can call the police. No one has to get beaten up.’ 
 
    Martin shook his head. ‘I don’t think this is the sort of place the police try to raid.’ 
 
    ‘So, what are you saying?’ I was getting a very bad feeling in my middle. I had brought my friends into this and now there was no way out without at least two of them getting hurt. ‘There’s no way out without a fight?’ 
 
    Grimly Martin nodded, but where he looked worried and I felt sick with terror, Jermaine and Hideki looked positively enthralled. 
 
    In the cage, the announcer was warming up the crowd again and inviting Gustav and Sven to the ring. Through the crowd on the other side of the room, I could see two heads poking out above everyone else’s as the two men made their way to the cage. The Kirov brothers were huge. Not huge like Marco the bear, but either one was twenty percent heavier than Jermaine and a couple of inches taller and they had to be twice the size of Hideki.  
 
    Barbie grabbed her man’s arm. ‘No!’ she wailed, but Hideki gave her a gentle kiss on her cheek then forced her grip open so he could also start toward the cage. The crowd parted to let him through. 
 
    ‘Would you mind holding this for me, madam?’ asked Jermaine, handing me his hat, umbrella, and jacket. I felt positively sick, but it was fight time.  
 
    As they neared the entrance to the cage, I started thinking in terms of our recovery plan. Once the Kirov brothers did their damage, I hoped we would be permitted to leave. If their injuries were not life threatening, we would head to the helicopter and get back to the ship. They could be treated and cared for there. Any worse, or any suspicion that they might be worse, and we would go directly to a hospital. As a plan it was rubbish. I needed something more solid; something I could rely on. As the guys made their way to the cage, I took out my phone, backed up a few paces and made a phone call. I had yet another request for Alistair. He really wasn’t going to like this one though. 
 
    The volume of the crowd picked up as the announcer explained the rules. There weren’t many. It was full-contact, bareknuckle fighting. A fighter could tag in a partner at any point and the new fighter would enter the ring. This could only happen if the fighter tagging out was able to leave the ring of their own accord. There would be no two on one fighting. When a fighter lost, the remaining fighter from that pair had to defeat both fighters from the opposing pair. One at a time, but still both of them. The only way to lose was to quit or be knocked out. Looking at the crowd baying for more blood, if Hideki or Jermaine quit before they were deemed to be beaten, it might go even worse for them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Tag Team 
 
    I don’t know how it was decided, but Hideki was going first. The cage door closed with him and one of the Kirov brothers inside it. The announcer told us it was elder brother Gustav, then counted down and rang a bell to start the fight. 
 
    Gustav raised his fists and rolled his shoulders, hamming it up a bit for the crowd as he circled the smaller man. Hideki looked serenely calm standing in the centre of the ring, his arms loose at his sides and his knees slightly flexed as he watched his opponent.  
 
    Ten or fifteen seconds ticked by before, either through boredom or frustration, Gustav switched direction and darted in with a huge haymaker punch. Hideki moved so fast I barely saw it. Barbie was turned away from the fight, unable to watch with her head buried in my shoulder. So, she missed her boyfriend demonstrating his speed and skill.  
 
    Gustav’s punch sailed harmlessly by Hideki’s face and carried on when it hit thin air and Gustav realised he had lost his balance. As the big man pitched forward, Hideki leapt into the air, landing a hard kick to Gustav’s right kidney. It caused him to sprawl across the canvass. The crowd, who had been cheering and howling suddenly fell silent. Hideki’s leap and kick pitched him high into the air. As Gustav hit the floor of the cage, Hideki reached the apex of his upward trajectory and began to come back down, falling to earth with a killer grimace twisting his face.  
 
    He landed on Gustav’s back, wrapped the man’s head up in both his arms and held on tight. The younger Kirov brother had been sharing a joke with the man next to him as he lounged with disinterest against the outer cage wall. Now he was staring with disbelief as Hideki’s choke hold robbed Gustav of the oxygen supply to his brain. In less than ten seconds after the first punch was thrown, the fight was over.  
 
    Sven was outraged, but tag team rules allowed him access to the cage now and he wasted no time. Hideki stood back, regaining his feet and preparing to face the other brother. A shout stopped both men. ‘Hey! No fair! It’s my turn.’ Jermaine was holding out his hand to be tagged.  
 
    I couldn’t believe this.  
 
    The crowd were still silent but as Hideki walked reluctantly across the cage to swap with my butler, they started cheering for Sven again. Alekos’s tactic had worked. By placing a large bet against the obvious favourites, he enticed everyone else to bet against him. There was a big pot of money to be won and no one wanted Sven to lose. Not even Alekos with his huge bet because the mood of the crowd suggested they might take the place apart if this went against them. 
 
    Sven waited in the ring for Jermaine to get in it and for the cage door to close, but he wasted no further time after that. My butler looked very out of place in this environment. The fighters and spectators were mostly in jeans, heavy work boots and vests. In contrast, Jermaine’s lower half was clothed in a pair of tailored black trousers with a thin pink pinstripe and a pair of well-polished black brogues. His top half was in a white shirt though he had rolled the sleeves up. The trousers were held up by bright red braces and he wore a black bow tie.  
 
    Had his brother not gone down so easily, I believe Sven would have been playing to the crowd and making a big thing of his opponents clothing. As it was, he knew he had to beat Jermaine and then Hideki, so he was being cautious.  
 
    It didn’t help him. Sven was a giant bruiser of a man and undoubtedly used to street fighting, but I knew Jermaine to have some very particular skills which had been honed by years in various dojos. Sven stepped in to deliver his attack the moment his opponent was in the cage, but Jermaine pounced forward. He took the leading punch early, removing all the power from it, then gripped Sven’s arm in both hands to roll it around against the wrist joint.  
 
    Beside me, Barbie was cheering and whooping which was drawing unwanted attention our way. Angry faces in the crowd knew they were about to lose their money and wanted someone to blame. We made easy targets. With my focus on the faces now looking our way, I missed Jermaine doing whatever he was doing but I heard the ten count and the announcer’s voice saying the match was over. Our boys had won their fight but we were not out of trouble, we were just getting into it.  
 
    ‘Ringers!’ someone shouted. Then another voice claimed, ‘It’s a fix!’  I spotted Alekos making a hasty exit before anyone saw him which left the crowd with no one to fixate on but us.  
 
    A shot rang out, the suddenness of it and the boom of noise made me jump, but it came from right beside me. ‘Everybody, back off,’ insisted Deepa Bhukari. Martin had his sidearm out too, both taking them from holsters under their jackets.  
 
    The corridor we came in through was still right behind us, just a few yards away but we needed Hideki and Jermaine. The guns were keeping everyone at bay, but it wouldn’t be long before people at the back thought to use the drinks in their hands as projectiles. Mercifully, the boys were shoving their way through the crowd to get to us, striking out when necessary to make the space they needed.  
 
    ‘Start backing up,’ Martin instructed, tugging at my arm as he took a step back. When the boys joined us, he yelled, ‘Now run!’ Barbie had hold of my hand and we ran along the dark corridor, almost missing the turn to get back to the fire exit but barrelled along it to get outside. Behind us, Martin and Deepa fired a few more warning shots into the air and soon ran to catch up with us, the sound of the angry crowd following.  
 
    When they came through the door and back into the alleyway outside, the rest of us were ready to shove it closed, slamming the heavy door in the face of the first row. My sense of safety lasted about half a second, the bubble bursting as the door opened again and I remembered that fire exits open from the inside. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Car Chase 
 
    Jermaine slammed into the door again, forcing it back to almost closed but there were a lot of people on the other side of it. Too many for us to keep them from getting out.  
 
    Deepa yelled, ‘Find a car!’ as she drew her weapon again. Aiming high, she put a round through the very top of the door. The shoving from the other side stopped, but the lull wouldn’t last long.  
 
    Leaving Martin and Deepa to continue to dissuade the crowd inside from leaving the club, four of us ran around to the car park at the front to find a way to escape.  
 
    It wasn’t a good move. 
 
    Not all the angry mob inside had followed us down the corridor to the fire exit; half of them were coming out the club’s main door. In general, they looked despondent. Until the first of them spotted me, pointed, yelled and started running our way.  
 
    Barbie squealed, I almost wet myself, but Jermaine’s shout caught my attention. He was grabbing my arm and dragging me behind him as he ran. We needed to run alright, but I doubted we could outrun the horde for very long. Too panicked to be able to think of a way out of our latest mess, the blast of a car horn still drew my eyes. It was the limousine! Jermaine must have seen it approaching because he was taking me on an intersecting path.  
 
    I didn’t know how Anatoly knew to come for us, but my heart leapt at the hope of escape. With gazelle like legs, Barbie got there first, yanking open the door so we could all pile inside, Jermaine more or less grabbing my collar and belt to throw me in like a large bag. The tyres squealed as the limousine shot forward, Barbie leaning through the partition to direct Anatoly to find Deepa and Martin.  
 
    Hideki opened the door and hung out of it, shouting to get their attention. Martin saw us first, fear, then relief, crossing his face once he worked out what he was seeing. His shout snapped Deepa’s head around just as she fired another shot to keep the horde inside. It was her last though, the weapon’s action stopping to the rear with a distinctive sound the crowd inside must have heard because they chose the next second to burst forth.  
 
    She was running. Martin was running, a few yards ahead of her and gesticulating madly for us to not slow down. He dived through the door as we drew level, timing it perfectly but Deepa wasn’t going to make it. Not at our current pace. Slowing down was going to be dangerous though; cars were already racing out of the car park at the front of the club and the horde coming through the fire exit looked ready to kill.  
 
    Deepa got to the road as the car swept ahead of her. She was level with the back of the car and clearly looking for a handhold. Anatoly checked his mirror and slowed enough for her to reach the door. Barbie swung out, caught her arm and once the two of them had their forearms interlocked, she tensed her back and yanked Deepa inside.  
 
    Anatoly’s foot was already hard on the gas pedal before the door was closed. We had a small lead; but our car resembled a barge, weighed several tons, and was not going to outrun anyone. Smaller cars bore down on us, their headlights filling our rear view. The road was narrow with no way of passing but I knew from the outbound journey that the road widened as we neared the airstrip. When we reached that they could get alongside us, and in front of us, and then they could force the limousine off the road.  
 
    He was holding them off for now; five minutes flashed by at high speed as he powered down the single-track road back toward the airstrip. We were getting close to it, but the angry mob was right on his tail, their horns a cacophony of noise from behind. 
 
    ‘Come on, where are you?’ I raged, looking about as I tried to spot what I already expected to see.  
 
    Anatoly flew through an intersection, coming back into a more commercial area and the road widened as I knew it would. Now the chasing pack could use their greater acceleration and better handling to out manoeuvre us. We were going to run out of time soon, but we didn’t have more than a couple of miles to go. 
 
    ‘What are you looking for, Patty?’ squeaked Barbie breathlessly.  
 
    I didn’t answer right away, I was too busy staring out the front window. ‘There!’ I pointed. ‘Drive straight at that and don’t let anything get in front of you!’ 
 
    Anatoly squinted into the darkness. Ahead of us the road went up a small incline and then disappeared as it crested the top and went back down again. A faint glow could be seen coming from the other side. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ murmured Barbie. 
 
    One of the chasing pack hit the back of the limousine with a hard thunk. It jolted the entire car, throwing us around in our seats and for a second the back end of the giant car began to slip sideways. At this speed, we only needed to come around a few more degrees and it would barrel roll. Anatoly wrestled the steering wheel, pumping the clutch and brake as he steered into the skid. It slowed the car, so as he brought us back under control and we all released our held breaths, the chasing pack were suddenly either side of us.  
 
    We were nearly there though, the limousine already going up the incline and the glow of lights in the darkness on the other side now identifiable. Everyone else saw it too. The police were there waiting for us.  
 
    Worried that we might be followed or chased or just need to drive fast to get back in time, I had called Alistair from the club. I told him we were successful and left out the bit about the guys having to fight. However, I asked him to get hold of the chief of police yet again. He had already spoken to him to arrange us using the airstrip, now I needed him to mobilise a battalion of cops so that, if we were being pursued, we could get to the airstrip and escape. Without them, we might have got back to the helicopter but would never have been able to board it. 
 
    Anatoly kept his foot down as he breached the apex of the incline and we went airborne. A half second of weightlessness that felt like much longer before we returned to earth with a crunch that loosened my fillings.  
 
    A sea of police cars faced us though, three-hundred yards to our front with their strobe lights flashing. The angry mob saw them too, immediately hitting their brakes or swerving as we swept onwards to the sound of cars crashing into each other. 
 
    ‘Wow!’ gasped Martin, looking out the rear window now as car after car came over the rise, left the ground and could do nothing about the crash they faced because in front of them were stationary cars that had already crashed. As the giant pile up built and built, Anatoly slowed to a pace that felt less like warp speed and passed between the police cars to arrive serenely at the airstrip.  
 
    He let the limousine glide to a stop, then closed his eyes and crossed himself as he said a prayer. Teddy waved to us as he climbed out of the helicopter, his cheerful smile still in place though his eyes looked worried. ‘You’d better hurry, ladies and gents. We are way over the two hours.’ 
 
    The rotors of the chopper were already turning, though not quite at full speed, his need to leave forcing proactivity on his part. Two minutes later, once I hugged Anatoly and thanked him several times, we were in the air and heading back to the ship. There was no time for sightseeing; he acted as if we were cutting it really fine.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    And the Killer is… 
 
    Unlike the trip to Athens, I stayed awake all the way back. Partly I was still wired; my body pumped full of adrenalin after our escape from Athens, partly it was my overactive brain running through the case again and again as I tried to find a hole in my theory. Mostly though, I was trying to look through the cockpit to see the ship. We had gone over the two hours Teddy said we could afford, and I wasn’t going to relax until I spotted the lights of the giant cruise ship in the water ahead.  
 
    My neck was beginning to ache. I had to strain it to see around the pilot’s seat and still keep my bum in my seat where it felt a modicum of safety. It only took us an hour to get from the ship to Athens, but we had been on our way back to it for more than two hours already. 
 
    The pilots were in communication with the ship and had its position. Teddy’s voice came over the headsets several times, telling us it wasn’t far now. He had clearly been lying the first time he said it, and the second. After the fourth time, I started to worry. 
 
    Straining my neck and squinting my eyes as I searched for the ship, I noticed a red light staring to blink on the console between the pilots. ‘What’s that?’ I asked, forgetting to keep the concern from my voice so now everyone else was staring at it too. 
 
    ‘It’s, ah. It’s the low fuel warning light,’ Teddy stuttered. 
 
    ‘Low fuel!’ I blurted. Oh, my gosh, we were going to crash into the ocean like Glen Miller and never be heard of again. ‘I thought you were going to refuel at the airstrip.’ 
 
    ‘That was the plan, Mrs Fisher. They were waiting for an overdue delivery and couldn’t spare us any.’ 
 
    ‘And you didn’t think it was important enough to bring up until now?’ Terror was causing me to rant. 
 
    Calmly, he replied, ‘There seemed little point. There being nothing we could do about it.’ 
 
    I told myself to be calm, but the terrified part of me growled at the calm part and made it run away. ‘How far can we go before the helicopter falls out of the sky and how far to get to a piece of land we can set down on?’ I hadn’t seen land in a long time so we had to be way out to sea.  
 
    ‘Oh, we would never be able to get back to land,’ said Teddy cheerily. ‘How about if we just land on that big ship over there instead?’ 
 
    The six of us in the back all strained our heads to look and there it was, a glowing, beautiful wedge powering its way across the ocean. My home. The Aurelia.  
 
    It came closer and closer, Teddy quickly covering the remaining distance though my heartrate didn’t slow until we were above it and I could be certain we were safe. I felt like saying a prayer when the helicopter’s wheels touched down.  
 
    ‘Welcome home everyone. Please ensure you have all your personal belongings with you before you depart the aircraft and be sure to tip your waitress.’ Teddy was annoyingly upbeat. I felt like using a stun gun on him. In the cockpit he was flicking switches and putting the parking brake on or whatever it is you do with a helicopter. I could hear the engine noise decreasing but then it got much louder as a person outside opened the door for us to get out and louder still as we all took our headsets off.  
 
    Then I spotted Alistair. He was waiting just beyond the edge of the helipad, the wash from the rotors whipping his hair about as it would mine the moment I stepped outside. Jermaine got out and offered me his hand, his first thought always seemed to be me.  
 
    Seeing the fatigue on my face, he asked, ‘Shall we finish this and get to bed, madam? The day has been long.’ He wasn’t wrong about that. Using both hands to stop my hair from becoming a bird’s nest, I ran for the edge of the helipad. Alistair waited for me, took my arm and all of us, Jermaine, Alistair, me and everyone else escaped back into the calm and tranquillity of the ship.  
 
    Now that he wouldn’t have to shout to be heard, Alistair said, ‘Welcome back, Patricia. I assume you still want to speak to everyone now?’ 
 
    I had messaged him from Athens just as the helicopter took off, asking him to assemble everyone involved. He was personally invested because this all started with the death of his nephew and I knew he was keen to tell his sister they had caught the person responsible.  
 
    He led us to a meeting room on deck five. Since everyone involved was crew and someone was about to go to the brig, it made sense to assemble in the crew area. No one spoke as we went into the room, the persons already there being guarded by half a dozen members of the ship’s security team and none of them in a chatty mood.  
 
    Upon seeing the captain, one man jumped to his feet. ‘Captain, I really must protest. I have been roused from my bed and placed in this room without any explanation. I demand…’ 
 
    ‘Demand?’ Alistair repeated, his voice hard.  
 
    ‘I think I have a right,’ blustered Lieutenant Commander Pilar Singh.  
 
    Huffing out a breath through his nose as he did his best to keep his emotions in check, Alistair stepped into his subordinate’s personal space. ‘You will get your explanation right now. Please take a seat.’ Clearly annoyed, the deputy bursar sat back down in his chair and glared at anyone who dared to make eye contact with him. 
 
    In the room was every member of the bursary team, most of them looking confused and only half awake. Only one other person was present, beyond myself and all my friends who elected to tag along because they felt invested and needed to hear the end of the story.  That person was Marco Kalinowski, the giant Russian.  
 
    Most of them were staring at me but then pretty much everyone on the ship, whether crew or passenger, knew who I was and what I was famous for. Supressing a yawn, I started talking, ‘There is more than one crime here. More than one person involved in the two deaths we have witnessed. I will start with the bursar, Commander Krill. Commander Krill was having an affair with Lieutenant Shannon Scott.’ A series of gasps went around the room as almost everyone turned to face her. Her cheeks turned an interesting shade, but I moved on. ‘I believe her part in that was motivated by the opportunity to do less work. By leveraging her superior, she was guaranteed a good report, which would lead to promotion ahead of her peers, but she also got to shirk a lot of the work which should have been assigned to her. In this, she and Commander Krill had one thing in common: laziness. Commander Krill had either grown lazy or had advanced despite it. He was so lazy in fact that he couldn’t be bothered to conduct the authority oversight work that only he and his deputy were authorised to do.’ I got another gasp. ‘This should not come as a shock. I believe many of you were given access codes by him to do your own authority oversight and sign off on them. What he forgot was that this also meant you had the ability to fudge your figures and overwrite them with the right figures to make it seem like money that wasn’t there, actually was.’ 
 
    ‘You have to be kidding,’ insisted the deputy bursar. 
 
    I flicked an eyebrow at him but continued unabated. ‘Given this power, none of you thought to abuse it.’ I let that statement hang for a few seconds, before adding, ‘Except one. Ensign Steven Gosnell is something of an entrepreneur. He sees opportunities and pursues them.’ Ensign Gosnell acknowledged the statement as if I was praising him.  I looked across the room to the corner where Marco Kalinowski sat. ‘You will have noticed the person in the room who is not a member of your team. He is Special Rating Marco Kalinowski and he is a chef. He is also a very capable fighter.’ Ensign Gosnell’s confident smile slipped for the first time. ‘For the last few months, Ensign Gosnell has been entering his large friend into bareknuckle boxing competitions. Last night, while the bursar was being murdered, Kalinowski and Gosnell were at a tournament in Athens where they won a lot of money. Unfortunately, the money he used to bet on his own fighter was embezzled funds from the ship’s pension pot.’ At this point I turned to my friends so I could explain something to them. ‘You might expect that the pension fund is controlled centrally back at Purple Star Lines headquarters, but the transient nature of this vessel and the constantly shifting exchange rates as you move around, mean that it is more stable to extract the money from your wages here. It is probably then exchanged at a more favourable rate in one lump sum at a set point of the year. That piece of detail is unimportant.’ I was using the information Charlie gave me and wanted to move on quickly in case someone asked me a technical question.  
 
    ‘What is important?’ asked a small voice near the front of the room.  
 
    I looked down to see Annette, the plain girl with the crush on Julian. With kind eyes, I said, ‘The important bit is that when Julian joined your team, there was no vacant set of accounts to give him, so the bursar took accounts from many of you. I’m sure this was welcome in most cases because it meant less work. For Ensign Gosnell though, it meant trouble. He was a week away from the biggest score of his life using funds he had taken from the pension fund which was now being scrutinised by the newest and keenest member of the team. I don’t think it took Julian long to discover the irregularity. He didn’t report it though.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ asked Lieutenant Bhukari, clearly confused now as I was making it sound like Ensign Gosnell was the killer after all.  
 
    ‘We can never know that, but I believe he chose to wait until he was sure about what he was looking at. The next piece of the puzzle was the hardest to work out. It came to me when I was watching my dog and they way she looks at me to see facial cues because she doesn’t understand words. Julian lipread. He was very good at it in fact. So good one might hardly know he was deaf at all. It came with some great advantages.’ 
 
    ‘Such as?’ asked Lieutenant Commander Singh, sounding bored. 
 
    ‘I’m glad you asked, Pil.’ 
 
    ‘Pilar, please, if you must address me by my first name.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, of course, Pilar. Do you think others refer to you by your full name? Or might they abbreviate it?’ He gave me a curious look but didn’t answer. He had no idea what I was talking about and no one else could see what I was trying to tell them. ‘One of the advantages of lipreading is that a person can do it across a crowded room. They don’t have to hear what is being said, so a private conversation in a noisy room, where the two people having it might think they cannot be overheard, is not so private after all.’ There was silence in the room as they waited for me to arrive at my point. ‘There’s one thing about lipreading though: some letters are easy to get wrong. Bs and Ps are especially difficult to tell apart. This is not usually a problem in a sentence or if the letter is hidden in a long word, but if you all now silently say Bill and Pil, you will observe that the movement your lips make is exactly the same. This is what cost Julian his life.’ Looking at the faces of the people listening to me, I could see no one had got it yet. 
 
    ‘Ensign Young followed Ensign Gosnell because the pension account had been his and he was therefore the most likely person to have been fiddling the numbers. Julian most likely wanted to be sure about who to point the finger at before he started making waves. It was still his first week on board, after all. He watched a conversation between Gosnell and Kalinowski in which he saw repeated use of the word Bill. He assumed they meant Commander William Krill and that implicated the bursar as complicit in the crime of embezzlement which he suspected Gosnell to be guilty of.  Gosnell is guilty.’ The young ensign started to argue but I held up a finger to silence him. ‘He didn’t kill to protect his secret though. I also thought the bursar to be the guilty party until he was murdered and I discovered his authority codes in a notebook hidden in Ensign Gosnell’s cabin. The bursar wasn’t guilty though, not of embezzling funds or of killing anyone and the name Julian thought Gosnell was saying wasn’t Bill at all. It was Pil because that’s what they call you, Lieutenant Commander. Ensign Young, believing the bursar was in on it, went to the next person in the chain of command, Lieutenant Commander Pilar Singh and told him the pensions account was being embezzled from.’ 
 
    ‘I have no idea what you are talking about.’ the deputy bursar snapped. ‘Ensign Young never came to me.’ 
 
    ‘Then why did you kill him?’ I asked calmly.  
 
    Lieutenant Commander Singh laughed heartily. ’He committed suicide. You are a foolish woman who has in the past stumbled onto some truth and now believes herself to be some kind of super sleuth. I have no idea why that poor boy took his own life, but I had nothing to do with it.’ 
 
    I pursed my lips and nodded. ‘You knew all about Ensign Gosnell’s embezzling, didn’t you? Whether it was your idea, or you caught him and then saw an opportunity to take the money you needed doesn’t matter. You might even have intended to put it back like I believe Ensign Gosnell would have, but you knew that if anyone got caught, you could say that Ensign Gosnell was the guilty one, he had embezzled and then used the bursar’s codes to hide it. As deputy bursar you had equal access to every account.’ I looked around the room. I could tell I had it right from the sickened faces Ensign Gosnell and Lieutenant Commander Singh wore. There was more I needed to explain yet. ‘When Ensign Young came to you, he voiced his suspicions and you knew there was no way out, no chance that you could take it off his hands and bury it. So you agreed to meet him later to review the evidence with him in private. Did you congratulate him on his diligence?’ I met Singh’s eyes but didn’t wait for an answer. ‘I spoke with your wife, you see. She was very happy to talk about the miraculous funding that an anonymous donor had put forward. She expects your child to make a full recovery once he gets the operation he needs.’ I saw the pain in his eyes. A tear ran down his cheek as his face crumbled. ‘I was never blessed with children so I cannot say what I would do for them. I hope your son makes a full recovery and I hope you can find a way to explain why another person had to die in order that he might live.’  
 
    The captain nodded his head at the security team. They took three men into custody, each guilty of a different crime and each facing a spell in jail. Marco the bear would get the most lenient sentence, he was only guilty by association with Ensign Gosnell but his days with the cruise line were over; bareknuckle fighting was not illegal, but his employers would not condone it either.  
 
    Alistair then addressed the remaining members of the bursary team, ‘The rest of you are free to go. I thank you for your patience here tonight. There will be repercussions and a full audit will be conducted as soon as a team can be dispatched from headquarters. If you have anything you wish to… identify before it is found, soon would be a good time to do that.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s in charge now?’ asked little Annette. With both the bursar and his deputy gone and Lieutenant Scott suspended, they had no leadership.  
 
    Alistair considered the question. ‘I will appoint someone as acting bursar in the morning.’ With her question answered, they started to file out. I yawned deeply, using a hand to cover my mouth but very much wishing I was already in bed.  
 
    Lieutenant Bhukari walked over to me. ‘Mrs Fisher, what about the bursar? Who killed him?’ 
 
    I found it interesting that after my summation, no one else had thought to ask. ‘I don’t know. It wasn’t Gosnell or Kalinowski because they were both at club Denaides. We have a thousand or more witnesses that can place them there. We also know it wasn’t Lieutenant Commander Singh because you were watching him. I think he really was mugged. Killed for the few bucks in his wallet in an Athens back alley because he wanted to meet with Shannon Scott and they made sure to pick a place well out of the way. We might never know.’ 
 
    As Bhukari drifted away, heading for the door and her own bed, Alistair put a hand on my shoulder. ‘Thank you, Patricia. Thank you for catching Julian’s killer. You are an amazing woman.’ I took his hand and kissed it then held it to my face.  
 
    ‘I have to get to bed,’ I managed around another yawn that threatened to split my face. Jermaine was waiting patiently by the door even though he had to be equally tired. I clapped Alistair on his arm. ‘Go run your ship. I’ll see you tomorrow, yes?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, indeed. I very much look forward to it.’ Tomorrow morning the Aurelia was due to dock in Valetta, Malta and he was taking two days, almost the whole time we were there, to be my companion. We were booked into a hotel and for two days we could act like a couple on holiday without all the distractions his role as captain created. I was looking forward to it as well.  
 
    He kissed me goodnight and left me to return to my suite with Jermaine at my side. On the way there, a thought occurred to me. Leaning against the side of the elevator because I felt shattered, I asked my butler, ‘Any idea if they caught the parachute guy?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    James Bond 
 
    This was not the first time I had walked into my bedroom and found someone in there. In fact, it happened so often I should be getting used to it. As my heart restarted and I leaned a shaking hand against my dressing table for support, I said, ‘Who are you and what do you want?’ 
 
    The immaculately dressed man was in his late thirties, a few speckles of grey around his temples betraying his age but he looked fit and capable and above all dangerous. On my bed, in easy reach of his hands from the chair he was sitting in, was a handgun fitted with a silencer. I doubted he was here to kill me though or he would have done it already.  
 
    ‘Good evening, Mrs Fisher. I apologise for startling you. It was necessary that I remain hidden. There are people looking for me and they have tracked me here. They are on board even now though I wish to reassure you that they will not find me here.’ 
 
    ‘How can you be so sure?’ 
 
    ‘Because they are looking for me elsewhere. The ship is too vast for them to search cabin by cabin. They will position themselves centrally and wait for me to attempt to get off the ship.’ 
 
    I pulled out the dressing table chair and sat down. ‘Okay. That fails to answer either of my questions though. Should I repeat them?’ 
 
    This time he smiled at me. ‘Your reputation as a tenacious woman is well earned, I see. My name is Justin Metcalf-Howe the second. I work for British Intelligence.’ 
 
    ‘Like James Bond?’ I questioned. 
 
    He inclined his head slightly and smiled. ‘Just like James Bond. Though without the constant lineup of gorgeous naked women,’ he sighed. ‘I have in my possession, the plans for a weapon. The team of scientists who developed it in secret, were not as clever as they thought, and word of their discovery leaked. By the time I got to them, they were already dead, but I tracked the Chinese agents that took their data and stole it back.’ He reached into his left breast pocket and produced from it a thumb drive. ‘This is encrypted and protected, so I cannot load it to a computer and send it. The only place it can be read is waiting for me in London. My cover has been compromised though. The Chinese and others are watching for me, but I have arranged for a courier to collect it in Malta.’ He leaned forward to place the thumb drive on my bed and picked up his gun. He slid the weapon back inside his jacket. ‘Mrs Fisher, your government needs your help. I make no exaggeration when I say millions of lives depend on this information reaching England safely. Take this to my contact in Malta, he will take it the rest of the way.’ 
 
    I stared at the tiny data storage device. ‘Why me?’  
 
    He flipped his eyebrows. ‘Because you will get the job done, Mrs Fisher. That much I am certain of. I saw the coverage of your escapade in Zangrabar; I know you will see the task to its conclusion.’ 
 
    ‘What are you going to do?’ 
 
    ‘Lead those watching me on a wild goose chase. They will follow me, thinking I have the data, leaving you to take the data to my contact unchallenged. There is no risk, Mrs Fisher; I would never place you in any danger.’ Then he stood up and put out his hand for me to shake. ‘God bless you, Mrs Fisher. Your country will soon owe you a debt of gratitude.’ 
 
    ‘Wait,’ I protested. ‘I’m not sure I can do this. I don’t know anything about being a spy. I’m just an ordinary middle-aged woman from England.’ 
 
    He scoffed at my comment. ‘Mrs Fisher, there is nothing ordinary about you.’  
 
    Then I noticed the dark stain on the chair. I squinted at it as my brain told me what I was seeing. ‘You’re hurt. You’re bleeding!’ On the chair by the bed, the soft pastel pink fabric was stained where his right kidney would have been. 
 
    ‘It’s no more than a scratch, Mrs Fisher, and not the first time I have ever been shot.’ 
 
    ‘You were shot!’ 
 
    ‘I must go, Mrs Fisher. My contact will be waiting for you at 1400hrs in the Rumbla Club on Old Mint Street. He’ll be wearing a black trilby hat with a peacock tail feather in it and carrying a paperback copy of Catch 22. When you approach him, you must give him a code phrase to identify yourself. You need to remember this. Are you ready?’ 
 
    I couldn’t stop shaking my head. How on earth was I being asked to do this? My country needed me? Surely there was someone more qualified for the task on board this ship. ‘I… I, ah. What?’ 
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher, this is important.’ He winced and as I looked at his face, I saw how pale he was.  
 
    I reached for my phone. ‘We need to get the doctor to see you.’ 
 
    He grabbed both my shoulders, gripping them hard to make sure he had my attention. ‘There’s no time. When you dock tomorrow, go to the Rumbla Club on Old Mint Street. Look for the man in the black trilby and say exactly these words: “I hope the barman here can make a decent banana daiquiri.” Have you got that?’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘I hope the barman here can make a decent banana daiquiri.’ 
 
    ‘Good. His response will be: “Bananas are out of season. Try the strawberry instead.” As he let go of my shoulders and started toward my bedroom door again, my head swam with confusion. ‘Good luck, Mrs Fisher. I doubt you will need it. 1400hrs sharp, don’t be late, no matter what the reason. Too much is riding on this.’ Then, at the door, he paused. ‘Oops, almost forgot.’ Then in three purposeful strides, he crossed to my nightstand and opened the top drawer. Anna’s head popped out. ‘She was rather disturbed by my presence in your bedroom. A real fighter that one. I’m glad you don’t have a Rottweiler.’ 
 
    Then, without another word, he was gone. Anna leapt from the drawer to my bed and crossed it to sniff the thumb drive. I picked it up before she could chew it. Bewildered, I wandered back out to my living area to check if he had left. The main door to my suite was locked, but the patio door to the sun terrace was open, the curtain billowing lightly on the breeze. I stared over the edge of the ship wondering how anyone could come and go this way without falling into the ocean. There was no sign of him though, just a spot of blood on the deck to show his passing.  
 
    I closed the patio door behind me and meandered back to my bedroom. The thumb drive was still in my hand and I stared at it as I sat on the edge of my bed.  
 
    Tomorrow morning when the Aurelia docked in Valetta, I was supposed to be going ashore with Alistair. He and I planned intimate couple time, walking the ancient city and finding a secluded spot for lunch. Now I was going to have to come up with a reason to ditch him and go in search of the British spy’s contact.  
 
    As I flopped backwards onto the bed and felt Anna snuggle into my side, I asked myself, not for the first time, how I got myself into so much trouble.  
 
    The End 
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    Valetta 
 
    I looked at the tiny data storage device in my right hand. Last night, or more accurately, in the early hours of this morning, I stumbled exhausted into my bedroom to find a man waiting for me. He was in a chair and fully dressed rather than naked and in my bed thankfully, but he had a gun fitted with a silencer and he had my full attention.  
 
    The man claimed to be British Intelligence and in need of my help. So, here I was with a data storage device he claimed to contain the details of a new super-weapon, and tasked with getting it to his contact because he was being chased by the Chinese spies he stole it from.  
 
    I sighed and put it in my handbag.  
 
    Outside my windows, the city of Valetta in Malta loomed large. Built on a natural escarpment of rock, it had high walls to keep ancient marauders at bay and had withstood the ravages of time for centuries. I was very much looking forward to exploring it.  
 
    My name is Patricia Fisher. I like to think of myself as an ordinary, middle-aged woman, though I am beginning to wonder if I am fooling myself about the ordinary bit because no one else seems to see me that way.  
 
    Not anymore.  
 
    A short while ago, I had a boring life and an unfulfilling marriage and never once thought to question either. All that changed when I caught my husband in bed with my BFF. Fleeing from the situation, and with my decision-making process fuelled by gin, I boarded a cruise liner using all the money in my husband’s bank accounts and left that life behind. 
 
    In the last couple of months, a lot has changed. I have a new boyfriend, I have a butler, I am semi-famous though I really do not like the attention, but all those things are trivial. What has really changed is me. I stopped trudging through my life and began questioning what I wanted to get out of it. I began challenging myself and because in doing so I created a hurdle to overcome, I discovered a sense of achievement when I did. So, next time, I set the bar higher. It sort of backfired because now I have to wear dark glasses and a hat whenever I leave my suite because otherwise people recognise me. It doesn’t help that I am on a cruise ship where the small population ensures word travels fast.  
 
    ‘Your bags are packed, madam,’ announced Jermaine as I joined him in the suite’s living area. 
 
    ‘Thank you, Jermaine.’ Jermaine is my butler, a tall Jamaican man with a fake English accent he learned from watching Downton Abbey. He is mine simply because the only cabin available to me, when I turned up at the port with my bags packed and no ticket, was the Royal Suite. Designed for when the ship carries members of a royal household, it is palatial inside and bigger than the detached country house I lived in with my husband.  
 
    I couldn’t afford it. 
 
    However, a little bit of lady luck, a twist of fate, and the fickle finger of fortune made my first few days on board the ship rather more interesting than expected: I stumbled over a dead body, somehow solved a thirty-year-old mystery, and ended up with the suite for free throughout my three-month around the world cruise.  
 
    That was all coming to an end soon. There were just a handful of stops left before the Aurelia, the world’s largest and finest cruise ship, arrived back in Southampton where I would have to depart. The thought brought me sadness, but I also felt ready to face reality again. I had to get a divorce and find a place to live plus find a job because I had no income. Cleaning other people’s houses, what I did before the cruise, no longer appealed. Not that it ever had. I couldn’t see me going back to it now though.  
 
    ‘Are you ready, madam?’ asked Jermaine. A porter, presumably summoned by Jermaine to take my bags down, waited in the lobby of my suite, unable to enter the suite proper until my butler gave him permission.  
 
    ‘Yes, Jermaine. Thank you.’ I was dating the captain of the ship, Alistair Huntley. He was a year older than me, had never been married and was dangerously handsome. His position as captain and the demands of the role made our rendezvous difficult, but not so difficult as my proclivity for getting into trouble. In the last few weeks, I had been shot at, attacked by an axe-wielding homicidal maniac, threatened by gangsters, held prisoner on numerous occasions and found myself naked or semi-naked in public so regularly it was shocking.  
 
    The Aurelia was docked in Valetta for two nights, the captain and I electing to book ourselves into a plush hotel where the likelihood of disturbance was minimal. So I found it ironic that I was now charged with the task of finding the British spy’s contact so I could deliver the super-weapon plans. I wanted to ignore it, but he told me the security of the world and the lives of millions depended on me and that my country would owe me a great debt of gratitude.  
 
    How was I supposed to say no to that? 
 
    The porter had a trolley for my bags, three times what I would need because Jermaine packed for me. I would have thrown in some clean knickers, my toothbrush, and maybe a change of clothes, but he spent hours pressing and neatly folding everything in my wardrobe to ensure I had a selection for any event from afternoon tea to swimming in a lake. It was just after noon, my stomach reminding me that I should eat as I made my way down to the royal suites’ exit. That we got our own exit and didn’t have to leave with the riffraff should give you an indication of just how much the suites cost.  
 
    My bags would find their way to the hotel; all part of the royal suites’ service, and Alistair would join me in a couple of hours once the ship was secure and his tasks complete. In the meantime, I was meeting a friend for lunch.  
 
    Lady Mary Bostihill-Swank was what the English would call posh totty. Born into money, she grew up being educated to a high level in Swiss schools yet never had to work a day in her life. She inherited a wildlife park located not far from where I grew up so through the mutual link of geography, we had formed a friendship. Then some gangsters tried to kill us both and our bond strengthened through the mutual use of gin to calm our nerves.  
 
    She was married to a well-known author who was currently away on a book tour promoting his latest murder mystery. At a loose end, and with no concern for trivial things like money, she booked herself a suite on the ship for the final ten days return voyage to Southampton. Apparently, when you have so much money that you don’t even know how much money you have, just booking a suite for a cruise was a thing you could do. 
 
    Leaving Jermaine to sort out my luggage, I clipped my little Dachshund, Anna, onto her lead and left the suite. Lady Mary had texted me last night to say she decided on an earlier flight and got to Valetta in time for dinner last night. She was waiting for me on the quayside now.  
 
    From the royal suites on the top deck to the private exit on deck seven took less than five minutes, the journey mostly conducted in an elevator. From the elevator, the exit was no distance at all, so I emerged into the sunlight excited to see my friend again and paused at the top of the gangplank to look for her.  
 
    With the additional height my raised position gave me, she was easy to spot, dressed not unlike me in a summer dress with a wide-brimmed sun hat and sunglasses. She was a few years my senior and a dress size smaller, the tiny waistline maintained by drinking most of her meals from a highball glass.  
 
    I waved to her and she waved to me and I made my way down the gangplank, Anna pulling me all the way in her keenness to explore. There were thousands of passengers milling about on the quayside, all pouring out of the ship and either getting into taxis or electing to walk into the ancient walled city. There were waiting Purple Star Cruise Lines owned limousines at my disposal if I wanted one; all part of the royal suites treatment, but Valetta wasn’t a big place and the walk to it from the purpose-built cruise ship dock just far enough to be worthwhile.  
 
    Lady Mary opened her arms in greeting as I drew near. ‘Patricia, darling. So wonderful to see you again. How are you? You look so well.’ 
 
    I hugged her in return, glad to have an unattached woman my own age to speak with. ‘I feel good, Mary. Life is treating me well. I need to introduce you to someone I picked up along the way.’ Little Anna was already pawing at Lady Mary’s legs. Starved of attention, she felt a desperate need to draw the new person’s focus down to her level. I scooped her into the air. ‘This is Anna.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a dog,’ Lady Mary correctly identified. 
 
    ‘A miniature Dachshund.’ 
 
    ‘Wherever did you find a dog on a cruise ship? She looks pregnant too.’ 
 
    I couldn’t fault her powers of observation so as we turned toward Valetta, half a mile ahead of us, I began to tell her about Tokyo and the crazy adventure I had there. However, we didn’t get far because raised voices drew our attention. They drew my attention especially because they were shouting my name. 
 
    ‘Patricia Fisher!’ I couldn’t see who was shouting but it was more than one voice. That time it had been a woman calling for me. 
 
    ‘Patricia Fisher!’ This time a man, his voice strong and clear and with an English accent.  
 
    With our heads turned toward the commotion they were making, we could see someone barging through the crowd of passengers heading to the city. They were coming against the tide, pushing and shoving and generally upsetting people if the number of curse words were anything to go by. 
 
    I glanced at the ship. Could I make it back inside and get to safety before they found me? I didn’t think so. They must have spotted me when I came onto the raised gangplank. And though they surely couldn’t see me now, they were making a beeline for me and there was no way I could avoid them. 
 
    They burst through the straggling back end of the crowd, a man and a woman, with two teenage kids in tow. They looked to me like typical Brits on holiday; a bit sunburnt from their desperate attempt to get a tan to show off at work upon their return home, milky white skin where the sun hadn’t yet had a chance to do its damage, and nothing but trashy designer labels even though they wore sports kit that had most likely never seen the inside of a gym. I told myself off for being judgemental, accepted that I was trapped, and greeted them with a smile. 
 
    ‘Can I help you?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Can you help us?’ echoed the woman. Anna dived forward to repel them as they got within striking range. They came directly for me and she didn’t like that at all. Or maybe she just didn’t like the look of them. I had managed to train her out of biting people. More or less. But I think she might have challenged the policy for the family now crowding us. 
 
    The woman danced back to avoid Anna’s lunge, the Dachshund attack stopping her from saying whatever it was she had to say. I reeled Anna in and picked her up, scratching under her ears to sooth her. 
 
    ‘Can she help us?’ repeated the man.  
 
    ‘Hey, it’s Granny Pants!’ cheered the teenage boy, a rather round child of about fourteen with a phone permanently attached to his pudgy right hand.  
 
    ‘Excuse me?’ I asked, my eyebrows knitting into one as I scowled at him.  
 
    His mother slapped him around the back of the head, knocking a few swearwords loose in the process. ‘I told you not to call her that, Gary’ she spat at him. 
 
    ‘And don’t talk to your mother like that,’ the father insisted, berating the boy for the cursing he undoubtedly learned from his parents.  
 
    ‘Tell her not to hit me then,’ whined Gary, rubbing the back of his head and drifting away, his focus solely on his phone. 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ the woman apologised. ‘You do your best…’ I didn’t have children, but I had to believe that most parents achieved a best way above the level she aimed for. I kept quiet since my first question was yet to be answered. ‘Sorry,’ she said again. ‘It’s my mother, you see.’ 
 
    I waited for there to be more, so when there wasn’t any, I said, ‘No, I’m afraid I don’t follow. What about your mother?’ 
 
    The man spoke, ‘She’s been taken.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t know that,’ protested the woman.  
 
    I hadn’t had an answer to my first question, but the conversation was moving on and getting confusing. ‘You say someone’s been taken?’ I asked.  
 
    ‘Yes,’ the woman replied, now sounding exasperated. ‘My mother has been taken.’ 
 
    Her husband talked over her before she could say anything else, ‘She’s been grabbed by sex traffickers. She was with us one minute and gone the next. To them, she’s a woman travelling alone. I told you we needed to keep her on a leash,’ he complained to his wife.  
 
    I closed my eyes and opened them again, shaking my head as I did. ‘I’m sorry. I still don’t follow. How is it that you think I can help you?’ 
 
    The woman glanced at her husband and then back at me, a look of confusion now ruling her face. ‘Well, you’re the super sleuth, that’s what people keep saying. We saw you on the news: The Saviour of Zangrabar. Wherever there’s mystery, Patricia Fisher will solve it. That’s you, isn’t it?’ 
 
    I was still struggling a little to understand why I was involved in this conversation, but it was beginning to feel painfully obvious what they expected of me. ‘You think I can help find your mother?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what you do, isn’t it?’ asked the woman, clearly perplexed. ‘People show you a mystery and then you find the bad guys behind it.’  
 
    ‘No, not really,’ I relied wearily. ‘I just happened to trip over a couple of cases and work out the answers.’ Okay, it sounded a little weak when I said it like that, and it wasn’t really true either. During the last couple of months I had learned that I was really quite tenacious, and possessed a mind which could unravel clues to find the truth hidden beneath them. ‘What makes you think she was taken?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Taken by sex traffickers,’ the man corrected me. 
 
    ‘We don’t know that,’ the woman argued again.  
 
    He turned to his wife as if frustrated by her. ‘We saw her in the back of a taxi. They grabbed her and drove off. What could it be, if it’s not sex traffickers?’ 
 
    My brain wanted to shout that it could be lots of things. To get away from her family would be top of the list of probable reasons, though I elected to keep that thought quiet. ‘Couldn’t it be that she decided to explore on her own?’ I asked. 
 
    The man actually laughed. ‘Her mum? You’ve got to be kidding. She don’t do anything or go anywhere if she can help it. We had to more or less force her to come on this holiday.’ 
 
    ‘I bet you did,’ mumbled Lady Mary under her breath.  
 
    The woman agreed with her husband. ‘He’s right. Mum doesn’t like to go out much. She would never set off on her own. We were one of the first off the ship, keen to explore, so we were looking around in the shops and talking about getting some food and suddenly she wasn’t with us. Then Gary spotted her in the back of a taxi. We shouted for her but there was a man on the backseat with her and it was clear he was holding her in place.’ A tear leaked down her face which made me feel bad because all I wanted to do was get away from them.  
 
    I couldn’t shift the feeling that I ought to be getting paid for this sort of thing if I was going to do it. I filed the thought away for later consideration. 
 
    Lady Mary took off her sunglasses, looked at the woman and pointed to her husband. ‘You just called him Gary?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. That’s his name.’ 
 
    ‘And your boy’s name is…’ 
 
    ‘Gary,’ the woman supplied. 
 
    ‘Right. Jolly good. Just checking.’ Lady Mary put her sunglasses back on but risked a glance in my direction so she could pull a face.  
 
    I glanced between her and the tearful woman with her tubby husband and let my shoulders slump; I was going to try to help them, I just couldn’t see a way of saying no. ‘Okay, okay.’ I hauled a notebook and a pen from my bag. ‘I need a couple of details first.’ I took the name of the missing grandmother which was Nora Garland. Her daughter was Sarah Tanner, both the boys were called Gary and her skinny daughter’s name was Chardonnay. Then I asked where they were when they last saw Nora. I kept checking my watch because I had only a limited amount of time do whatever I was going to do with them and get to my rendezvous with Justin’s contact in Club Rhumbla on Old Mint Street.  
 
    I wasn’t sure what they expected of me. So far as I could make out, the woman’s mother had chosen to give herself some peace for a day, taking off by herself for once. So I was going through the motions and putting them into one of the Purple Star Lines private limousines so it could take us to the location they last saw her. 
 
    ‘Cor, this motor is wicked,’ said young Gary with a reverent tone as we climbed inside the elegant car.  
 
    ‘Don’t touch anything,’ instructed his father, just as his son was helping himself to a decanter of brandy. It was swiftly snatched from his grasp and put back into the bar.  
 
    ‘Where can I take you, Mrs Fisher,’ asked the driver, turning slightly in the front seat to make eye contact, the leather squeaking as he did.  
 
    In turn, I made eye contact with Sarah. ‘Where do we need to go?’ I asked, prompting her to give the driver the location she last saw her mother.  
 
    ‘Oh, um, have you got a map?’ she asked. ‘I don’t know the name of the road. It was just along from something called the Malta experience.’  
 
    In the front, the driver fiddled with something made of paper, the tell-tale crinkling sound suggesting he was folding something to open it out. Then he held up a map, folded to reveal the piece she referred to. ‘Quarry Wharf?’ he asked. ‘Down by the water?’ 
 
    Sarah peered at it. ‘Yes, that looks about right.’ 
 
    We set off in silence, six of us squeezed into the rear of the large car with both parents constantly telling their kids to stop messing with its contents. Mercifully, Malta is a small place and the ancient walled city of Valetta is even smaller, so we were only in the car for a few minutes. It didn’t pass quietly though. Sarah Tanner struck up a conversation as soon as the car set off. ‘Thank you so much for helping us. My mum must be so scared right now. I don’t know what I would do if anything happened to her.’ 
 
    ‘Sell her big house and book another cruise,’ Gary Junior laughed, ducking the next slap as it swung at the back of his head.  
 
    Now that he had drawn attention to himself, I had a question. ‘What is Granny Pants?’ The teenage boy chortled, which elicited a further slap to the back of his head, this one landing before he could duck. 
 
    ‘We need this lady’s help, Gary,’ his mother growled at him. He swore again, which made me feel like giving him a slap myself.  
 
    ‘Show her,’ insisted the boy’s father. 
 
    ‘Show me what?’ I asked, not entirely sure I wanted to see.  
 
    The boy clearly didn’t like being given orders, but the father snatched the phone from his hands, fended off the child trying to take it back and pulled up what he wanted to show me. ‘You’re famous,’ sneered the boy as the screen was offered.  
 
    There, on a website called Granny Pants was my bum. Upside down where I fell off the stage in Zangrabar, a camera managed to catch me with my legs folded over my head to show the world my hold-everything-in knickers. I was the website’s granny of the month; their star pin up if you like. The internet equivalent of a centrefold.  
 
    I was mortified. All the little brat could do was grin. Almost three months at sea, a lifetime’s worth of adventures and it was just like the first day when my luggage spilled open as I tried to get to the ship.  
 
    I handed the phone back to Gary the father, hoping he would make Gary the brat eat it. The rest of the journey was conducted in silence, no one daring to say a word. Four or maybe five minutes later, the limousine glided to a stop and the driver announced we had arrived. I thanked him as we all got out and let him go. When we were done here, we could walk to wherever was next. It was a beautiful day in Valetta; the sun beat down from high in the sky with barely a cloud to be seen but I was failing to appreciate it because I had let myself get caught up in whatever new mystery this was.  
 
    Pointing to the shop right in front of us, Sarah said, ‘We were right here. Then I noticed mum wasn’t with us and turned around to look for her. I thought she might still be in the last shop.’ 
 
    Gary took over the story. ‘That’s when I saw her in the back of the taxi. It swept by us, but I managed to get a picture.’ He held up his phone, but the picture was little more than a blur, no way of using it to identify the people inside. The only thing I could see was the arm of a crazy, garish, red and blue stripy shirt on the person in the back. 
 
    ‘Is that your mother?’ I asked.  
 
    Sarah and Gary both leaned in to see what I pointed to. ‘No,’ gasped Sarah. ‘Who’s that with her? Gary, there’s someone in the taxi with her. That’s who took her!’ 
 
    ‘Did you take any other shots?’ I asked. ‘One with the licence plate or the name of the taxi firm on?’ 
 
    ‘Goodness, I hadn’t thought of that.’ Gary shook his head, berating himself for not thinking the way that I did.  
 
    ‘I told you she was good,’ Sarah bragged.  
 
    I peered around his arm as he scrolled through the phone. ‘Oh, wow,’ he exclaimed in surprise. ‘Look, I have the licence plate and the number for the taxi firm.’ Using my phone, I dialled the number. This was going to be easy.  
 
    While I waited for the phone to connect, I said, ‘Can you send me that picture?’ I might not need it, but I might have to send it to the taxi firm to help me identify the cab. Or the man, perhaps.  
 
    ‘Valetta Taxis, good afternoon.’ The voice at the other end was that of a middle-aged woman who smoked too many cigarettes; a rasping croak rather more than a voice.  
 
    ‘Hello, my friend got into one of your cabs just a short while ago. It picked her up from Quarry Wharf at about…’ I motioned for Gary to fill in the blank. 
 
    ‘Oh,’ he said, suddenly realizing what I wanted, ‘about twelve o’clock.’  
 
    ‘About twelve o’clock,’ I repeated. ‘We have managed to lose contact and she isn’t answering her phone. Can you tell me where it dropped off if I give you the licence plate?’ 
 
    ‘Sure. There should be a two-digit number on the cab though. That will be faster.’ 
 
    I checked the picture again; Gary still had the screen toward me so I could see. ‘Twenty-seven?’ I tried, assuming but not certain I had the number she referred to.  
 
    In the background, she had a brief conversation with someone in Maltese, keeping me waiting for more than a minute before she came back on the line. ‘That taxi went to Sliema. Dropped off on Sur Fons Street near Balluta Bay. If you want to go there, I can have a driver with you in about a minute.’ 
 
    ‘Can you just give me a moment, please?’ I pulled the phone away from my ear. ‘Your mother went to Sliema. The taxi firm can send a car to take to you to the same place they dropped her off if you wish.’ 
 
    ‘Sliema? Where the heck’s Sliema?’ asked Gary. 
 
    ‘It’s the next town along, Dad,’ said Gary Junior without looking up from his phone. 
 
    Gary Senior screwed his face up. ‘How the heck do you know that, Gary?’ 
 
    ‘Google Maps, Dad,’ he replied, still showing no sign of ever taking his eyes off the phone in his hands.  
 
    Prompting a response, I said, ‘You can have a car here almost immediately, but I need to give the lady an answer now. Shall I say yes?’ 
 
    ‘Of course, yes,’ said Sarah in frustration when Gary failed to answer immediately.  
 
    I relayed the answer and put my phone away.  
 
    ‘Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you,’ Sarah gushed. ‘I knew you would sort this out for us. I can’t imagine what we would have ever done without you.’ 
 
    ‘Hold on,’ said Gary Senior, before I could tell her it was nothing. ‘We haven’t found her yet. If the sex traffickers have got her, all we’ll find in Sliema is a dead end and a taxi bill. What’s the good of going to Sliema if the sex traffickers have got her?’ 
 
    Sarah joined her husband in staring at me for an answer. I was getting a bit miffed now. I helped them because they were too dumb to think their own way out of the problem, and now they expected me to do… what? Chase around the island until they found her having coffee somewhere quietly and enjoying her brief bout of peace? Not a chance. ‘I’m sure she won’t have been taken by sex traffickers…’ 
 
    ‘How do you know what?’ demanded Gary. ‘If she hasn’t been snatched by someone, why isn’t she answering her phone?’ I had an answer for that, but I didn’t think this was the time to air my views on their family.  
 
    I was trying to listen to what he was saying, but behind Gary, we had caught the attention of a pair of men in business suits. They were African, I thought, Algerian maybe, which I believed bordered the sea on the North African coast. Geography had never been a good subject at school and school was a long way behind me now. They had emerged from the shadows of some shops that bordered the streets, or at least that was what I thought at first, but now I saw it was an alleyway between the shops.  
 
    They were having a conversation and seemed to be discussing us.  
 
    ‘Are you listening?’ prompted Gary, snapping my attention back.  
 
    I tried to focus on him but one of the men was pointing at me and the other was playing with his phone, constantly casting his eyes down at it and then back up at me. ‘I’m sorry, you were saying?’ I asked. 
 
    Gary gave an I-give-up flap of his arms. ‘What do we do if we get there and there’s no sign of her?’ he asked, clearly repeating himself and unhappy about having to do so.  
 
    ‘I would suggest you call the police, Mr Tanner. Doesn’t that sound like a good idea? The local police will have local knowledge and be able to coordinate a response if, indeed, your mother-in-law does prove hard to find.’ 
 
    ‘That’s your advice?’ asked Sarah, her expression almost a sneer. ‘My mother’s been taken by sex traffickers and you want us to call the local police. Are we keeping you from your lunch or something?’ The Tanners were about as unpleasant as you could get, I decided. They didn’t deserve my help, most especially because I was convinced the absent Mrs Garland had simply slipped away from them for the sake of her own sanity.  
 
    I bit down my response though, reminding myself that I was British and rudeness on their part need not force me to lower my standards. ‘I wish you luck in finding your mother, Mrs Tanner,’ I replied with as much conviction as I could manage. ‘I am sure she will prove to be fine and is not answering her phone because she has accidentally knocked it onto silent.’ 
 
    ‘And if we don’t find her, we should call the police,’ echoed Gary. ‘Fat lot of use you were. Some detective.’ He turned away so he could mutter obscenities under his breath and set a great example for his children to follow. 
 
    I had been dismissed. Keeping my head up and my rage inside, I let Anna tug me along. Beside me, Lady Mary kept quiet, wise enough to let me stew by myself for a while. Once I left the awful family behind and allowed my pace to slow, she said, ‘I dare say it is gin o’clock, sweetie. Shall we avail ourselves of the first establishment and see what passes for a cocktail here?’ 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile, she was just incorrigible, but a gin sounded good. I figured I had just enough time, so I pushed thoughts of the missing granny and her awful family from my mind and looked up at the giant walls of Valetta looming large above us. I had missed most of Greece because of misadventure there, so I wasn’t going to miss Malta too.  
 
    Had I not been so absorbed by committing the architecture, sights and smells to memory, I might have had time to glance about and notice the Algerian gentlemen still watching me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Club Rhumbla 
 
    One gin and tonic quickly became two, plus a snack, or a snackcident as Barbie liked to call them. Any food that fell outside of one’s planned calorie intake for the day was a snackcident, which, in her world, was a very bad thing. I got that it was counterintuitive to my work in the gym and general focus on being healthy and fit, but… well, let’s see how focused Barbie is at fifty-three.  
 
    Laughing with Lady Mary as I retold the story of the escape from the harem in Zangrabar and the dirty old British ambassador who kept trying to get in my knickers, I glanced at the clock behind the bar and said a rude word.  
 
    ‘Whatever is it, sweetie?’ asked Lady Mary. 
 
    ‘I have to be somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘Goodness, where? You just arrived.’ I was out of my chair, but Lady Mary hadn’t moved yet.  
 
    I paused, trying to decide what to tell her. It was safer if she knew nothing about the spy stuff and the secret weapon. My meeting with the contact would take seconds and, once over, I could continue my day with no further concerns. ‘I have to meet someone, and I only have twelve minutes to find the place and get to him. I won’t be long; you might as well wait here.’ 
 
    Lady Mary sprang to her feet. ‘Stuff that, darling. This is the most excitement I have had since that business with the gangsters.’ I was almost running when I left the bar, Lady Mary hot on my heels as I tried to orientate myself to the map in my head. ‘Where are we going, sweetie?’ she called after me. 
 
    ‘I can’t tell you,’ I shouted back.  
 
    ‘Ooh, mysterious. I like it. What are you going there for?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t tell you that either.’ The voice in my head said it was for her own good that she know as little as possible. However, I wasn’t surprised when I got a snippy reply. 
 
    ‘That’s not much to go on, Patricia. I want some adventure. Why do you think I came back?’ 
 
    I had no answer for her so I hurried on, pulling Lady Mary along in my slip stream until I spotted the sign sticking out two stories up. I had found the place at least. With only six minutes to spare, I wasted no time. ‘Mary, I need to do this alone. I won’t be long at all. Can you wait here for me?’ We were right next to a bar with tables spilling into the street. Half of the tables were already occupied by tourists and locals getting some lunch. 
 
    She gave me a disappointed frown. ‘Wait here in this bar, darling? I could just as easily have waited in the bar we were in. Why did I race around here with you if you expect me to hang around and miss all the intrigue and adventure?’ 
 
    I expected as much and took hold of her hand to impart how serious I was. ‘Mary, I don’t know if what I am about to do is dangerous or not. It shouldn’t be, but it could be that people, dangerous people, are watching.’ 
 
    ‘Is that why we are being followed?’ she asked. 
 
    Her question caught me by surprise. ‘Someone is following us?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. They were pretty good at it too. I thought I spotted someone when we were in the last place but every time I looked, there was nothing but a shadow where I thought they should be. Then, when we were running to get here, I could hear their footsteps following us as they echoed between the buildings. I haven’t seen who it is yet, but someone is back there. Someone with dark skin.’ 
 
    I remembered the way the two men had been watching me down on Quarry Wharf and a sense of dread crept up my spine to make me feel giddy with fear, which was in direct contrast to Lady Mary who looked giddy with excitement. Were we about to get murdered by international spies? I cursed myself for watching too many James Bond movies, pushed the thought from my mind and focused on the task I promised to perform. I patted her hand again. ‘You’ll be safe in this bar; there are too many people in it for anyone to try something. I will be back in less than five minutes. All I have to do is drop something off.’ She looked unhappy. ‘Please?’ I begged. 
 
    Miffed, she plonked her handbag down on the nearest table and waved for the waiter. ‘Alright, Patricia.’ I could tell she wasn’t happy from her snippy tone. ‘This is not the level of excitement I expected though.’  
 
    ‘I’m leaving Anna with you,’ I ventured, tying Anna’s lead to Lady Mary’s chair without waiting for her to agree. As she folded herself demurely into a chair and gave me a cold shoulder, I promised myself I would make it up to her later, before hurrying along the road to the club’s entrance. 
 
    A pleasant looking, yet broad and tall doorman in his forties smiled as I approached, nodding his head in greeting. So, it came as a surprise when he lifted a hand to waist height to stop me before I could pass him and enter. ‘Gentlemen only, madam.’ 
 
    ‘You’re kidding me.’ 
 
    His eyebrows lifted in surprise. ‘No, madam. This is a private club for men. First established in 1904 by the Royal Navy, it caters to the quiet, dignified tastes of refined gentlemen.’ In my head, I translated that to mean it was a seedy strip club, but I still needed to get in. 
 
    ‘I’m meeting someone inside,’ I explained. ‘I only need to be in there for one minute. No more than that.’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t sound like much of a meeting,’ he argued. 
 
    I blew out a frustrated breath and started again. ‘I just need to give something to a person who is waiting inside. Can I do that?’ 
 
    He shook his head, ‘No. But if you give it to me, I will make sure he gets it.’ 
 
    That wasn’t going to happen. ‘I can’t do that. I… it has to be me. It is quite sensitive.’ 
 
    Now the man’s face clouded. ‘Is this about drugs? Are you trying to do a drug drop off in this club?’ He loomed over me, making himself look threatening, which wasn’t very hard for him, let me assure you. 
 
    I took a step back to give myself some space. ‘No!’ I protested. ‘It’s nothing like that. It’s just sensitive and personal and my friend is in there waiting for me right now.’ 
 
    He relaxed his posture slightly, still eyeing me suspiciously, ‘Well, your friend should have picked a better meeting place. Not even the cleaners here are women.’ 
 
    I let the misogynistic comment slide, accepted that I wasn’t going to make my 1400hrs rendezvous and bid him a good day. Now I had a problem though. National importance; that was what Justin the spy claimed. It was of national importance that I deliver the data on the little black stick thingy, and I had already managed to mess up getting to the contact on time. Now I had to find another way in. And quickly.  
 
    I glanced about and crossed the street. Lady Mary still had her back to me so she couldn’t see what I was doing. She had a compact out by the look of it, touching up her makeup most likely, and there was no sign of anyone following me, dark-skinned or otherwise, so I put that fanciful tale down to her imagination.  
 
    Around the corner I found a tourist shop. It had ornaments and postcards and bric-a-brac items but not what I wanted. I found the items I sought on the third attempt, in a shop selling everything from cigars to hub caps. Precious time ticked by, but with a final check in the mirror, I decided I might pass muster provided the man was blind and chose not to look my way.  
 
    I had bought a man’s suit. It was second hand, but it just about fit my chest once I also bought bandages and tied my boobs as flat as I could get them. I won’t claim it was comfortable, but they were hidden, and I shouldn’t need to remain like this for long. I bought men’s brogues which were four sizes too big and stuffed the toes with an extra pair of socks. A short-haired brown wig and a battered brown fedora hat did their best to hide my face and blond hair. Then a white shirt and a black tie finished the outfit. I looked more like Sam Spade than Patricia Fisher, which was a good thing, but I also looked like my outfit had just escaped from the 50s.  
 
    What I needed now, was to hope some other men were going in so I could tag onto the back of their group.  
 
    I shrugged at my reflection one last time in a here-goes-nothing kind of a way. Stuffed my own clothes into a carrier bag and asked the shopkeeper to mind them for a few minutes.  
 
    Across the road, the doorman was still at his station, watching passers-by impassively though he always nodded and smiled if he caught anyone’s eye. I approached in a casual way, changing my gait halfway across the road as I reminded myself to walk like a man.  
 
    How does a man walk, Patricia? 
 
    I had no idea what that was supposed to look like. I tried to imagine having testicles hanging in the way then rejected the idea because I would look ridiculous trying to walk with my legs open to let them swing. Instead, I gave my groin a scratch as I saw men do absentmindedly all the time and thought about spitting on the floor. I couldn’t bring myself to do that but decided the character I was playing wasn’t a teenage boy so wouldn’t do that anyway.  
 
    The doorman’s gaze swung my way as I crossed the street, his eyes lingering for a second before moving on to look at four other men who were hurrying past me. They wore Ralph Lauren polo shirts in bright colours, tan shorts and white sports shoes. Their destination was obvious; they were going right for the club and they looked so different from me that I saw my error – I wasn’t going to blend in at all.  
 
    The doorman welcomed them with a nod, the four young men in their late twenties all darting up the stairs behind him to get to the nefarious delights beyond. Any second now, he was going to swing his attention back to the street and he would look at me and know I didn’t belong. He couldn’t miss me; I was heading right for him. 
 
    So, I altered my trajectory. I tried to make it look natural but undoubtedly failed miserably. He was probably watching me even as I walked away though I didn’t dare check because then he would definitely clock me. Just when I was cursing myself and wondering how on earth I was going to get into the club, serendipity threw me a bone and a side door opened. A man in waiter’s garb wrestled his way out through the self-closing door, placing a heavy looking bag of rubbish against the door to prop it open while he carried another across the street to deposit it in a wheelie bin. Before he could make it across the street and turn back, I zipped inside and vanished from sight. 
 
    I was in.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Secret Contact 
 
    Soft music drifted down the wooden staircase as I climbed it, my feet fast but quiet. It sounded like a someone playing the piano though I didn’t question it at the time. I couldn’t dawdle for fear I would be caught up to by the man taking out the trash, and I couldn’t hurry too much for fear I would run blindly into someone else.  
 
    The stairs ended at a fire door. With no way of knowing what was on the other side, I held my breath and shoved it open. Mercifully, it opened into an empty corridor and the increased volume of the piano told me I was very close to the club itself. A toilet flushed, the sound close by, followed by a door opening a few feet ahead of me on the right. A man came out; overweight, balding, and in his fifties, he turned away from me without even noticing I was there, still zipping up his fly as he made his way back to the club. Through double doors on the left as he passed through them, the piano now coming through clearly which told me the club was on the other side.  
 
    A gentleman’s club. I could think of few things seedier and could never fathom why men wanted to see young women take their clothes off and dance. I imagine it to be thoroughly distracting for them, but in a negative way. Now was not the time for questioning sexual politics though, I steeled myself for what I might see, and pushed the doors open. 
 
    I got the shock of my life. 
 
    There were no strippers parading their goods on a stage under bright lights. No tacky scenes with lap dancers grinding away above fat businessmen. There were no woman at all, but the men were reading papers, or playing chess. I saw a four in one corner playing bridge. The young men I watched go into the club were nowhere in sight, possibly having also misunderstood the nature of the club and upon discovering its true colours, left as quickly as they had come. 
 
    Taking it all in, I remembered what I was there for and thumbed the data storage device in my pocket. Close to the bar, but sitting by himself, and propped against the wall was the contact. He wore a black trilby hat with a feather in it and had a book on the table in front of him. I couldn’t see what the book was, but it had to be the right guy. I stole across the room, trying to look casual but couldn’t avoid a collision path with a waiter who had just delivered drinks to the table playing bridge.  
 
    ‘Can I bring you a drink, sir?’ he asked, pausing before me on his way back to the bar. 
 
    I sure was thirsty; my nerves had robbed all the moisture from my mouth. ‘Yes,’ I said in my normal voice, realised what I had done and coughed as deeply as I could. I tried again, this time doing my best to fake a rumbling bass. ‘Yes, thank you. A gin and tonic, please.’ I didn’t plan to hang around long enough to drink it but not ordering anything might look suspicious. 
 
    ‘Very good, sir.’ the waiter replied. ‘We have a wide range of gins and of tonics to pair with them. Does sir have a preference?’ 
 
    I was trying to shake the man off, but he was just doing his job properly. In a bid to get rid of him quickly I said, ‘Hendricks over slimline tonic, Fevertree in preference if you have it, and garnished with a slice of cucumber. Lots of ice served in a goblet, not a highball.’ 
 
    I saw the pleasure on the waiter’s face as I ordered it the way he felt it should be served. I got a dip of his head in salute, ‘Very good, sir.’ Then he left me to fetch the drink and I was finally able to continue onward to my contact. 
 
    I was twenty minutes late. 
 
    I approached from his side, not creeping up on him, not making my movements overt. I wondered whether I should just sit down but maybe it was more natural to speak to him standing up as if asking to join him. Getting close enough to speak quietly but not whisper, I delivered the code phrase. ‘I hope the barman here can make a decent banana daiquiri.’ 
 
    I waited for his response, but he didn’t move. Maybe I spoke too quietly.  
 
    I leaned down to get closer to him and tried again. ‘I hope the barman here can make a decent banana daiquiri.’  
 
    Still no response. 
 
    ‘Patricia, what are you doing?’ I screamed when the sudden voice spoke right next to my ear, jumping out of my skin and wheeling around to find Lady Mary standing behind me with Anna in her arms. My dog’s tail was wagging away like mad.  
 
    ‘Mary, how did you get in here? It’s a gentlemen only club.’ 
 
    She frowned as if I were being ridiculous. ‘The same way women always get into their husband’s secret clubs: I bribed the doorman. Why are you dressed like Humphrey Bogart?’ 
 
    ‘Your drink, sir,’ announced the waiter, offering me a tray with an enticing looking gin and tonic on it. 
 
    ‘I’ll have one of those too,’ Lady Mary ordered. ‘No, wait, better make it two. No, three; Patricia is bound to want another one.’ 
 
    ‘Very good, madam,’ replied the waiter with another curt nod.  
 
    ‘Would you mind keeping it down, old boy,’ asked a gentleman in a tweed suit over the top of his Times newspaper. ‘Your wife really ought to wait outside you know, wot?’ He had a giant, bristling grey mustache which must have made getting food into his mouth difficult and he reminded me of a retired Brigadier or Admiral. He flapped his paper, disappearing behind it once more, disinterested in whether I had a reply for him or not.  
 
    ‘So, what are you doing here?’ Lady Mary asked again, this time her voice a little more quiet. 
 
    I let my shoulders slump. ‘I’m supposed to be handing something vitally important to this man here but he appears to have fallen asleep.’ I poked his shoulder to rouse him. He moved finally, but it was not the kind of movement I hoped for. He pitched forward onto the table, his hat rolling off to reveal an ice pick sticking out of his left ear and a trickle of blood gathering on his collar. 
 
    I squealed and jumped back in shock.  
 
    Lady Mary said an unladylike word.  
 
    Justin’s contact, whoever he was, was stone cold dead.  
 
    The waiter, who had just been returning with three more gin and tonics, slowed his pace as he saw the man lying on the table, saw the ice pick, and arrived at the wrong conclusion.  
 
    Lady Mary and I both watched the colour drain from his face as his feet begin to backpeddle away from us. She lunged forward, swiping the three drinks before he could escape or spill them.  
 
    ‘Help!’ he yelled, getting everyone’s attention. ‘Help, they killed him!’  
 
    Lady Mary threw the first gin and tonic into her mouth and lifted the second one, but people were starting to get out of their seats now. On the opposite side of the long oak bar was a pair of rough looking men with five-day stubble. They looked dashing but deadly, their attention focused on me and the dead British Intelligence contact which gave me the instant impression they were in the same game. They weren’t Chinese though, they looked more Eastern European to me.  
 
    Anna caught sight of them and barked a warning. 
 
    Thumping footsteps charging up the stairs at the front of the club drew my attention just before the doorman came into view. Our backs were to a wall and, pincered between the five-day stubble guys and the doorman, there was no way out.  
 
    I pulled off my hat and wig, hoping that showing them I was a woman and not a man might help. It surprised a few of the patrons, but no one who was moving in my direction changed their mind.  
 
    Lady Mary grabbed my right hand and thrust a drink into it. ‘Here. I can’t finish them all myself, Patricia; I’m not a machine.’ The glass shook in my hand, showing my terror as the men advanced.  
 
    The doorman looked royally pissed off. ‘So that’s why you wanted to get in here so badly? You had to kill someone?’  
 
    One of the five-day-stubble men got to us first, dashing across the bar to murmur, ‘Give it to me and I will get you out of here. I promise no harm will come to you.’ His accent was Serbian maybe. I couldn’t hope to pinpoint it better than that, but he knew what I had, and he was asking for it. If it was as important as Justin claimed, then I would be putting lives at risk if I handed it over. My own life couldn’t come first. ‘Please,’ he begged. ‘There’s no time.’ 
 
    ‘May I be of assistance, madam?’ asked Jermaine, the sound of his voice so comforting, familiar, and welcome it was like having warm caramel spooned over my brain. It was a rhetorical question, of course, its intent to distract the circle of men pressing in toward me so he could disguise his attack.  
 
    Flying feet whipped through the air as he placed his hands on a table and flipped across it to land on top of the five-day stubble guys. They went down but he bounced back up and swung kicks at anyone else that came near. The doorman rushed him, but size and rage were no match for my butler. Lady Mary stepped out of the way and put a hand over her glass to make sure nothing spilled as Jermaine darted forward in a feint, then quickly back again as the doorman committed to his swing. Jermaine caught it, twisted and threw the doorman into the two five-day stubble guys who were just getting up again. 
 
    Then my butler/ninja crouched into a defensive posture and slowly scanned around the room, his fists tracking wherever his eyes went. Satisfied no danger remained, he straightened and dusted off his shirt. ‘Madam, I feel it might be time to depart.’ 
 
    ‘Nearly finished,’ said Lady Mary, upending the final glass of gin.  
 
    The nervous barman stared open-mouthed. When I returned his gaze, he swallowed and asked, ‘How will we be paying today?’ 
 
    Grabbing Lady Mary’s hand, I dragged her from the club before she could order anything else. As we ran for the stairs, the man with the bushy mustache flapped his paper again. ‘That’s why we don’t let women in,’ he harrumphed.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    What Next? 
 
    Outside in the street, I stopped to get my breath but found my arm yanked as Jermaine kept going. Anna had a completely different idea about which way she wanted to go so I was pulled in two different directions and had to fight to make my feet follow Jermaine. 
 
    ‘I need to get my things,’ I wailed, trailing along behind him like a kite behind a child. My clothes were still in the shop where I changed.  
 
    ‘No time, madam,’ he insisted. For once Jermaine was dressed like a tourist. This was so unusual that, when I thought about it, I could only recall seeing him out of his butler’s uniform a handful of times. Twice when he dressed as Steed from the Avengers; fulfilling some personal fantasy for sure, once when he dressed as a stripper to beat up a pair of gangsters and a few times besides when he had cause to. Today he wore loose-fitting tan trousers and a deep green polo shirt. 
 
    ‘What were you doing in that club, Jermaine?’ I asked with a deep-rooted suspicion that I would not like his answer. ‘I thought you were going to spend the two days here exploring because you have only ever been to Malta once.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, madam,’ he replied. ‘I thought it prudent to keep an eye on you.’ 
 
    Now I was squinting at him. ‘Why, Jermaine? Why did you think it was necessary to check up on me?’ 
 
    Heading toward a side street as he watched for anyone following, he spared the time to meet my gaze. ‘Madam has a habit of finding herself in… situations.’ With another glance over his shoulder, he said, ‘I really do think we should hurry to get out of sight.’ 
 
    He was right about the need for haste; the five-day-stubble men appearing in the street a second after we escaped from sight down a side street. I risked a peek back at them, looking through a display of t-shirts hanging outside a shop on the corner.  
 
    Both men looked angry about losing me, but neither wasted time blaming the other. We had slipped away and that was how it was. The doorman in his suit exited the door behind them as they started to make their way across the street. They were going away from me, but the doorman had more men spilling out behind him now, the barman who served me gin among those pressed into service. They had a body in their club and a need to find the crazy woman they believed had killed him.  
 
    I ducked back around the corner out of sight, trying to decide which way to go now and what to do. I still had the stupid data drive in my pocket. I had to hand it over but had no one to give it to. What was my plan B? 
 
    ‘Are you hurt, madam?’ I wanted to be mad at Jermaine. He felt it necessary to follow me and keep me safe so it was him that Lady Mary had spotted in the shadows, not the Algerian men after all. I didn’t feel I could berate him for his concern because he had just saved me from the hoodlums in the club. I chose instead to pat his arm in thanks.  
 
    ‘No, Jermaine. I am quite alright.’ 
 
    He had come to rest with his hands held loosely behind his back; his standard butler’s pose. ‘Can I ask what you were doing in that gentleman’s club, madam? If I am able to assist in whatever you are doing, I will do so gladly.’ 
 
    ‘Ooh, yes. I want to know as well, sweetie,’ said Lady Mary. ‘Dressing up, sneaking into clubs. It’s all getting very exciting already.’ 
 
    Anna pawed my leg, so I picked her up. Her middle was getting bulky already, but I tucked her under my arm where I knew she felt supported and safe as I addressed my friends and tried to work out what to tell them. ‘Hold on,’ I said as a thought occurred to me. ‘How did you know I had gone into the club, Mary. I left you at the restaurant with your back to me.’ 
 
    To answer my question, she turned around and pulled her compact out. Then pretended to powder her face while looking over her shoulder at me in the mirror. ‘One picks up little tricks along the way, dear.’ Nodding at her deceptively simple trick, I wondered again about the doorman and the five-day-stubble guys, taking another quick peek around the goods hanging outside the shop. Lady Mary picked up on what I was doing. ‘The two rough-looking men in the club, they asked you to give them something. What have you got that they want, Patricia?’  
 
    ‘I can’t tell you,’ I replied unhappily. 
 
    ‘We can’t help you with it if you won’t tell us what it is, dear,’ she chided in return. 
 
    Hanging about where they might spot us wasn’t doing us any favours, plus there was a dead body across the street which was going to attract the authorities very soon. ‘We should move on,’ I suggested. Lady Mary pursed her lips in annoyance; she wanted to know my secret and wanted to get involved. Of course, she didn’t know that the information I protected her from might make her a target. ‘The police must be on their way,’ I pointed out. ‘They will be looking for a woman in a man’s suit. I need to get my things and get changed before someone spots me or hands out a description.’ 
 
    The wail of a police siren accentuated my point nicely. 
 
    ‘Yes, okay,’ she conceded. ‘But soon you will have to tell me what is going on, Patricia. I shall get quite snippy if you don’t.’ As she drifted further along the side street to where Jermaine waited a few feet away, I shot one last quick look up the street. 
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher,’ said the storekeeper as he checked the t-shirts and arranged them for passers-by to see.  I was startled by how close he was and that he addressed me by name but when I looked, I saw a man I recognised. It was Justin Metcalf-Howe the British spy, only his tidy brown hair was now covered by a scraggly blonde wig and he had wire-rimmed glasses on. ‘Were you able to successfully deliver the item?’ he asked. I took a step back. Anna was trying to sniff his leg, pulling against her lead as I tugged her away. ‘Kudos on the outfit, by the way. I had no doubt you would find a way to successfully enter the club.’ 
 
    I shook my head in confusion. ‘I wasn’t able to deliver the item. Your contact was there but he was dead.’ 
 
    He processed the information without a single flicker of emotion passing over his face. ‘I feared as much. The net is closing faster than I thought.’ 
 
    ‘Who are those two?’ I jerked my head in the direction of the club. The two stubbly men were still in sight, moving away but scanning the area as they did. 
 
    ‘That’s Bogdan and Yuri, a pair of Ukrainian hitmen. They were in the club?’ 
 
    ‘They were. Look, I think maybe you should take the… item,’ I used the same word he employed, ‘back. This is way above my pay grade.’ 
 
    ‘Goodness no, Mrs Fisher. You are the perfect person for the task. Keep hold of it and await instructions.’ 
 
    Lady Mary and Jermaine saw that I hadn’t moved and was now talking to someone. They came to join me. ‘Hello,’ said Lady Mary, addressing the fake shop keeper. ‘We don’t want to buy anything thank you. Patricia, you said you wanted to move on.’ 
 
    I turned to look at her and then back to argue with Justin, but he was gone. Bewildered, I lifted the t-shirts out of the way; there was no sign of him. ‘Where did he go?’ I asked, Lady Mary. 
 
    ‘He’s right there, sweetie.’ She pointed to a man dressed and looking exactly the same as Justin had; the real shopkeeper. ‘If you want to buy something, you should hurry up, darling. Those two men from the club are coming over.’ 
 
    A jab of fear shot through me and a peek around the items in the shop revealed the two men coming directly for us. Two Ukrainian assassins, hardly the type of person I wanted to spend time with. The police would be here any second, their response to the report of a murder in the club taking no more than a few minutes. I needed to get going. 
 
    ‘Patricia!’ 
 
    Now what?  
 
    Everyone was calling my name today. Everyone seemed to know who I was. The assassins were crossing the street, each of them slipping a hand inside their thin jackets to reach for something. My fear-fuelled senses told me they were going to pull out guns. Would they shoot me and then shoot the police if the police arrived before they could flee?  
 
    ‘Patricia!’ Now I recognised the voice. It was Alistair. ‘And Lady Mary, what a treat,’ he said as he neared us.  
 
    I was at panic point, I was trying to keep out of sight of the Ukrainians while simultaneously trying to get Alistair to safety. He saw Lady Mary though, so went to her first.  
 
    ‘Lady Mary,’ he greeted my friend, a woman he already knew from her previous time on board the Aurelia, with an air kiss and then nodded a welcome to Jermaine.  
 
    I was about to yell that we needed to take cover or run away when I saw the Ukrainian assassins change their minds and alter their course. Two police cars screeched to a stop outside the club, their tyres skipping over the ancient cobbles, though it may have been the half dozen ship’s security guards with Alistair that caused them to turn away. I doubted I had seen the last of them. 
 
    ‘I see you brought your entourage,’ I nodded to the assembled uniforms behind Alistair. Baker, Bhukari, Schneider, Pippin, and more; all members of the ship’s security contingent I had grown to know quite well. ‘We really ought to be getting along. Can’t wait around here,’ I suggested quite pointedly I thought. 
 
    Alistair didn’t get my meaning though as he carried on speaking conversationally, ‘They were just heading for some lunch and walked with me, that’s all.’ He waved them off as they all bid the captain and me a good afternoon and pleasant break in Malta. Their arrival had been timely, scaring off the assassins, if that’s what they were, but them leaving now just exposed us again. If the hitmen were still watching, would they return? The police had gone into the club with some of the staff, but the doorman was still visible in the street and he was looking our way, his eyes drawn by the gaggle of people. 
 
    Alistair looked me up and down. ‘This is a different look for you,’ he said. It was a non-committal method of asking what the heck I was wearing without actually using those words. ‘I wouldn’t have recognised you were it not for Anna.’  
 
    ‘Yes, today has been interesting so far. I need to get my clothes back actually. They are in a shop around the corner. We really should get going.’ 
 
    Alistair sucked on his lips. ‘I, ah. I have learned it is best to not ask too many questions about what you might be up to, Patricia. So, have you all had lunch?’ 
 
    I almost got to say, not yet, so let’s go, when someone else shouted my name. ‘Mrs Fisher!’ I couldn’t believe it; I was going to get caught by the police for sure and I hadn’t even done anything.  
 
    Shouting my name this time was the delightful family from earlier; the ones with the missing granny. ‘Mrs Fisher,’ Sarah Tanner managed as she came to a breathless stop, leaning against the edge of the shop for support as her overweight husband caught up.  
 
    Anna had another go at getting to Gary Senior. Her top lip pulled back to expose as many tiny pointed teeth as possible. She was a lovely soft, dopey thing one moment, and a growling ball of potential sausage-shaped death the next. I scratched her ears again until she quietened, but Alistair had moved in to greet them. 
 
    ‘Mrs Tanner,’ said Alistair. Of course he knew their names; he knew everyone on board. ‘Whatever is the matter?’ he asked. Then, before she could answer, he performed a quick headcount of the family. ‘Wherever is your mother, Mrs Garland?’ 
 
    ‘She’s been taken!’ Sarah managed between breaths. ‘And that woman told us to go to the local police!’ she poked an accusing finger at me. 
 
    Now Alistair was on rocky ground. I gave him a delightful smile when he cast a look my way, inviting him to disapprove of my advice to them. ‘Well… I’m sure that Mrs Fisher intended to help you. Were the local police not forthcoming?’ 
 
    ‘No, they blinkin’ weren’t,’ snapped Gary Senior. ‘They said what she said,’ I got another accusing finger jabbed at me. ‘Why does everyone think she just decided to go off on her own?’ 
 
    Wrong footed by knowing nothing about the circumstances, poor Alistair struggled to make sense of what was going on. I decided to help him. ‘Mrs Garland was seen getting into the back of a taxi not long after they came ashore.’ 
 
    ‘She’s not answering her phone, the taxi driver supposedly dropped her off but no one in any of the shops in that area has seen her. It’s sex traffickers,’ claimed Sarah. ‘You can bet on it. My poor mum’s going to be forced into a life of pleasing men in some seedy back alley knocking shop. She’s got bad knees you know.’ Sarah was all but wailing, laying it on thick to convince Alistair he needed to do something.  
 
    Baker and the other members of the security team hadn’t got far enough away to escape so they were drawn back now by the commotion the woman made. ‘Can we be of assistance?’ asked Lieutenant Deepa Bhukari, speaking for the group. 
 
    Sarah blew her nose loudly. ‘Oh, bless you, my dear. What an angel you are.’ Her attention swung back to Alistair. ‘Thank goodness your crew are better motivated than the famous detective.’ 
 
    Alistair leapt to my defence before I had a chance to react. ‘Now then, Mrs Tanner, I believe I speak for Mrs Fisher when I assure you this case will be her number one priority. I will assist her and give her the full support of the Aurelia’s security team.’ 
 
    I tugged his sleeve. ‘I already have a case,’ I whispered in his ear, annoyed that he thought he could speak for me.  
 
    I got an apologetic look from him, but it was too late for him to change his mind. He focused his gaze on the crew members attentively awaiting his orders. ‘Barker, Bhukari, make contact with the British embassy. Alert them to the missing person and have them contact the local authorities on my behalf. Mrs Tanner, do you have a recent photograph you can provide us with?’ 
 
    ‘Um, yes,’ she said, fiddling with her phone. 
 
    ‘Pippin, take a copy of that picture to circulate. Schneider, you need to get on to Purple Star’s top people and find out who they know at Interpol. If there are human traffickers working this area, they will know about them.’ With tasks divided out, the team became a flurry of activity. Young Gary picked his nose and played with his phone.  
 
    ‘Oh, thank you, Captain. Thank you so much,’ Sarah was gushing and being tactile, touching his arm and looking like she might hug him.  
 
    He took her hands in his. ‘Please, try to relax, Mrs Tanner. Your mother is most likely not in trouble. But if she is, we will do our best to return her to you before the Aurelia departs in forty-eight hours.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Thank you so much,’ she said again. Then she shot me a quick glare, cuffed young Gary around the back of his head for his dirty habits and ushered her family away.  
 
    Alistair watched them go, then turned to find me glaring at him. He was wise enough to know that he had overstepped. He was also political enough to know how to spin it. ‘The crew will most likely sew this up before sundown, Patricia. You get the credit for another mystery solved but don’t have to do any work. Do you think Mrs Garland was snatched by someone?’ His question was intended to make me answer it, rather than hit him with whatever words I had lined up.  That wasn’t going to work on me though. 
 
    Calmly, I said, ‘Alistair, I am not a detective. I am not a sleuth. The mysteries I have solved were more by accident than anything else. You and I were supposed to be having a quiet, romantic, couple of days here.’ I wasn’t exactly telling him off, but I wasn’t exactly letting him off either. 
 
    ‘Patricia,’ he replied, taking my hand. ‘I potentially have a passenger missing. I have to give credence to it until I know something more. And did you not just tell me that you already have a case? Is that why you are in disguise?’ He had me there.  
 
    ‘She won’t tell us what she is up to,’ blabbed Lady Mary unhelpfully.  
 
    Alistair eyed me carefully. ‘Are you mixed up in something dangerous, Patricia?’ 
 
    Keeping my expression as neutral as I could, I said, ‘I can’t say.’ As luck would have it, yet again I didn’t have to supply a real answer because one arrived in the shape of the doorman and his colleagues. One of them, the man I saw taking out the trash earlier, was on his phone, shouting instructions or directions into it so the police could find us quickly. 
 
    In all the nonsense with the Tanners and Alistair and arguing about sex traffickers, I had managed to forget that there was a body across the street and the people in the club thought I did it.  
 
    I hung my head and sighed. Running away now wouldn’t get me anywhere. I sat down on the step that led into the shop and waited for the police to come running. This afternoon was going to be boring. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Local Police 
 
    The local police were actually quite nice about arresting me. I offered no resistance, making sure that Jermaine surrendered peacefully as well, but Lady Mary looked positively over the moon that she was to be cuffed and taken away.  
 
    ‘Now this is more like it, Patricia sweetie,’ she said as they explained her rights. The club owner turned up, notified no doubt by the doorman and wanted all manner of charges pressed.  
 
    The lead cop started by asking why I did it, probably thinking he could get a big pat on the back for arriving at the station with the murderers in custody and a confession in the bag.  
 
    ‘I didn’t,’ I said with easy conviction since I hadn’t. ‘He was already dead when I found him.’ It wasn’t helping my case that I was wearing a disguise. It made me look guilty, so we were going to the station no matter what evidence I presented at this time. I refused to answer any further questions until I had a lawyer present and they accepted that, though the club owner and the doorman were quite vocal about wanting the police to make me talk.  
 
    Alistair did his best to keep the situation calm, introducing himself and then me to make sure the officers knew exactly who they had just taken into custody. As one might expect, my completely ludicrous semi-celebrity status had little impact on them. He also took Anna, promising to keep hold of her and called his security team back, so the police were on their best behaviour under the watchful eyes of so many witnesses. He would meet me at the station shortly with a lawyer. He knew just the person.  
 
    I hadn’t had lunch, that was the thing bothering me most as I slid along the backseat of the squad car though I caught myself smiling despite the circumstances: how many other people could brag they got arrested two hours after arriving in Malta?  
 
    Alistair gave a wave of resilience though his smile betrayed a forlorn look as the police car pulled away with me and Lady Mary in the back. Jermaine got his own car. It surprised me how calm I felt, confident that I would be released within a few hours because Alistair would sort out the mess I had got myself into. However, as the car picked up enough speed for the driver to change out of first gear, my eyes alighted on the two Algerian men. They were watching me, crouched slightly to see into the car as it left the area. 
 
    ‘This is fun,’ said Lady Mary. She was looking gleefully out of the window on her side at the people looking in. If her hands had been free, I think she would have waved, much like the Queen going past her loyal subjects.  
 
    I rolled my eyes. ‘Fun isn’t the word I would employ, Mary. If you wanted excitement though…’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes. If they served gin in these things, this would be perfect. Do you think they will hold us for long?’ she asked, undoubtedly more worried about when she would get her next cocktail than anything else.  
 
    I settled into my seat to get comfortable. ‘It’s murder, Mary. They won’t release us until they are absolutely certain we didn’t do it. We could be here all night.’ 
 
    ‘All night?’ she screeched, genuinely shocked at the concept. ‘But that simply won’t do.’ She leaned forward to talk to the men on the front seats. ‘I say. I say, there’s been a mistake. Could you let us out now?’  
 
    To my surprise, the cop in the passenger seat swivelled around to make eye contact. First with Lady Mary and then with me, shot us both a warm smile and said, ‘Yes, of course, ladies.’ 
 
    We had arrived at the station. 
 
    ‘Here you are, ladies.’ The cop kept his fake smile in place. ‘Just as requested.’  
 
    We were met at the car by more cops from inside as the car stopped around the back of the station where persons in custody were taken inside to be processed out of the way of the public eye. It was all very efficient and quite polite but there was also no avoiding it. Lady Mary persisted with her request to be released but gave up when I told her to.  
 
    The cuffs came off; we were inside the station and surrounded by armed officers if we felt like trying something. They dealt with Jermaine first, making note of his name, emptying his pockets and making sure he had no weapons or anything else about his person. They eyed him carefully, no doubt giving credence to the reports of his fighting ability from the club staff.  
 
    While waiting patiently in line, I looked about at my surroundings. The station was new looking but was an old building, which suggested a recent refit.  The computers were also very new, I noted, the keys on the keyboards not yet shiny from use. A man entered the room while Jermaine’s belongings were being catalogued. He was stirring a teacup, a small spoon held daintily between thumb and middle finger of his right hand where the tip of his index finger was missing. He had four bars on his epaulette, which when I glanced at the other officers to check, made him the most senior man present by a stretch. I figured he was the chief. 
 
    ‘Are you the chief of police?’ I asked, making my voice sound confident and in control.  
 
    He continued stirring for a moment as he watched me carefully, his gaze unwavering. ‘My name is Chief Rabat. You are Patricia Fisher, yes? I just received a call from the mayor. Your reach is impressive.’ He stopped stirring finally, laying the spoon to one side on his saucer, then crossed the room to speak with the desk sergeant booking us in. Jermaine was finished, his belongings taken so he was escorted to the other side of the room to have his photograph taken. The desk sergeant motioned me forward, the cop standing to my side ready to move me if I resisted.  
 
    ‘Please empty your pockets,’ the sergeant requested. They were by far the most polite police I had ever met. I did as required, not wanting to hand over the data storage device, but also certain there was no hope to hide it and any mention of it would just draw more attention to it. 
 
    The chief picked it up anyway. ‘What’s on this?’ he asked. My mouth pulled itself into an ugly grimace because I had no idea. ‘Check it,’ the chief ordered, taking my lack of response to be an unwillingness to answer honestly. 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t do that,’ I said, which got a raised eyebrow from both men. Across the room, Jermaine turned his head to watch. ‘It’s encrypted,’ I added. ‘It might damage your computer.’ I was guessing the last bit. Justin told me the data drive wouldn’t work on a normal computer, I had no idea what it would do, but I didn’t expect the result the police got. 
 
    With a frown at me for advising them not to, the sergeant took the thumb drive to a separate computer across the room. A flick of the mouse brought it to life, and he reached down to the tower beneath the desk to plug the device into the drive port. ‘Whatever you are protecting will soon be revealed.’ 
 
    As he fiddled, the chief addressed Lady Mary and me. ‘I have a report of a disturbance on Quarry Wharf an hour ago. Two ladies matching your description were arguing in the street with another couple. Something about sex trafficking. Was that you?’ 
 
    I blew out a breath. ‘It was.’ 
 
    ‘Patricia was trying to help them,’ snapped Lady Mary indignantly. ‘They were very rude.’ 
 
    He flicked his gaze from me to her and back to me. ‘And now I find you mixed up in a murder at a club. I’ll call it murder without waiting for the results of the investigation since I think it unlikely he plunged an ice pick through his brain by himself.’ Whatever he intended to say next was cut off by a string of expletives from the sergeant.  
 
    Smoke was pouring from the computer and he was frantically clicking the mouse and jabbing keys on the keyboard. With a final word, which was so colourful I thought exclamation marks were going to appear in the air, he yanked the drive back out of its USB port.  
 
    The computer caught fire.  
 
    The chief watched impassively, his eyes directed at me to see what reaction I might have as the police officer standing by me to keep me in line, ran across the room to grab a fire extinguisher. With a few squirts the flames were gone but the computer was toast. 
 
    Calmly, the chief placed his empty cup and saucer down. ‘I guess that’s why they insist we have a system not connected to the server to check files on. Would you like to tell me what is on that thing now?’ he asked.  
 
    Everyone in the room was looking at me, including Jermaine and Lady Mary. ‘I don’t know,’ I gave them an honest answer. Beyond that, I wasn’t going to say a word.  
 
    The chief narrowed his eyes at me. ‘Very well, Mrs Fisher. Your reputation will do you no favours here. I want to know why you are looking into human trafficking in my city and what you were doing next to a body in Club Rhumbla. Until I get some answers, you shouldn’t expect to leave.’ He spun smartly around on the spot, saying, ‘See that she’s taken to interview room one,’ to his sergeant. Then, without a further word, he left the room by the door he came in through.  
 
    ‘Well, he isn’t very nice,’ said Lady Mary. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Interview 
 
    I hadn’t been this side of the interview table for a while and I thought, as the chief did his best to make me uncomfortable by taking his time and being deliberate, that I ought to feel more worried than I did. It was all so familiar, you see. Two and a half months on board a cruise ship would be a relaxing, bordering on boring, time for most people. However, for me it had flown by at breakneck speed as murders, thefts, arrests, and near-death incidents joined the days together in a way I couldn’t have imagined. Sitting here now, while the police chief wasted a little more time, I worried that I might miss the adventure when I got back to England. How would I fill the days without someone trying to kill me? 
 
    I sniggered to myself, the noise attracting the police chief’s attention. ‘Something amusing, Mrs Fisher? You do understand that you are under arrest and charged with murder, yes?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes,’ I replied. ‘And there’s nothing funny about a man getting killed. I didn’t do it though and I will not be able to answer any of your questions, I’m afraid.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, really?’ He made it sound like he accepted my challenge. ‘Refusing to cooperate will do you no favours.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt speaking without my lawyer present will either. Are you allowed to question me at this time?’ Now I was challenging him. 
 
    He offered me a congenial smile. ‘All we are doing is talking. I’m giving you the opportunity to tell me your side of the story, Mrs Fisher. There are some very suspicious circumstances regarding your first couple of hours on Maltese soil, don’t you think?’ 
 
    I recognised that it was a question, so I didn’t answer as I said I wouldn’t. 
 
    My lack of response wasn’t lost on him. ‘Mrs Fisher, if you have committed no crime, you will not need legal counsel. I am simply trying to establish what you were doing on Quarry Wharf earlier.’ 
 
    His statement caught me off guard. He was asking about the incident with the Tanners. A loud discussion on their part from which I walked away. He had a dead body in the morgue with some interesting ear jewellery, why was he asking me about Quarry Wharf? My mouth opened, but I closed it again without speaking.  
 
    Unflustered, the chief continued to press. ‘This might be really important, Mrs Fisher. I want to put the murder to one side for now. I have yet to determine what happened, but I expect to hear that you are innocent of the crime, or of any crime despite how things look.’ He was trying to win me over. ‘So my focus is on the suggestion that there is human trafficking occurring under my nose. Mrs Fisher, I am gravely concerned that there is indeed human trafficking going on here: unaccompanied women getting snatched and taken out of the country. My belief is they are transported to Africa, where European women might be considered a more valuable prize. I have an undercover operation in place already, but in just two hours you have stirred up a hornet’s nest that may have deep repercussions.’  
 
    I sat forward in my chair for the first time. ‘Goodness, I had no idea.’ I was genuinely worried that I might have negatively impacted a police operation.  
 
    ‘Perhaps not, Mrs Fisher, but I must beg that you desist from pursuing this line of investigation any further. Will you tell me how you came to be looking into this terrible crime?’ 
 
    Feeling bad now because I had been so uncooperative, I considered what to tell him. ‘A woman went missing this morning. An older lady named Nora Garland.’ 
 
    ‘And you think she may have been snatched by human traffickers?’ the chief asked. 
 
    I bit my lip as I wracked my brain and wondered what I thought. ‘I don’t know. Her family certainly thought so, but I was prepared to dismiss it until now. I expected that she had simply absconded for a little peace and quiet.’ I pulled a face. ‘They are not a very nice family, you see. I would want to escape them, but my opinion may be wildly inaccurate.’ 
 
    Chief Rabat sat back in his chair and looked to the ceiling as he thought. That went on for more than a minute though I remained politely quiet until he was ready to speak again. ‘What do you plan to do now, Mrs Fisher?’ 
 
    ‘Am I free to go?’ I asked with my head tilted to one side slightly in uncertainty.  
 
    He flipped his eyebrows at his sergeant and got a smirk in response. ‘Not yet, Mrs Fisher, no. I wish it were that simple. While I doubt you are the murderer, I still have to follow due process and ask relevant questions. Your… accomplices, partners, whatever they are, are being questioned separately. There is no crime in dressing up, nor in sneaking into a men only club, however, your butler, I believe he said was his position, he attacked and injured several men.’ 
 
    ‘He was protecting me,’ I protested. 
 
    ‘Yes, Mrs Fisher. Of that I have no doubt, but why would he need to? I have injured persons and a club owner with a dead body. He will lose business, someone is guilty of murder… these things have to be attended to correctly. Jermaine Clarke will be charged with assault; of that you can be sure.’ 
 
    I wanted to protest more. The concept of Jermaine being incarcerated and then charged was unthinkable, especially since he wouldn’t have been there were it not for me. I had no position to argue from though and Chief Rabat knew it.  
 
    A knock interrupted whatever he was going to say next. So he said, ‘Come,’ instead.  
 
    A female officer opened the door and stuck her head inside. She was the first female in uniform I had seen thus far. Perhaps a new thing, I wondered, not knowing how progressive Malta was as a nation. She was young and pretty with delicate features and an abundance of wonderful black hair, it was pinned up so it would fit under her hat.  
 
    ‘There’s a lawyer here to represent Mrs Fisher and the others, sir. He is very angry that they are being interviewed. He has a man in uniform with him who claims to be the captain of the ship they are travelling on, plus he has a contingent of security from the ship with him and the mayor is here. He is angry too.’ 
 
    I saw the chief’s features change when she said the mayor was here. I guess he was used to dealing with lawyers and such, but the mayor might be the one who appointed public servants like the chief of police.  
 
    ‘Oh,’ the young woman continued. ‘I have the coroner’s initial findings here too, sir.’  
 
    He took the offered page of printed paper. ‘What does it say?’ he asked her even as he read it.  
 
    ‘He estimates the time to death to be somewhere around twelve thirty, sir. The body is too cool for it to be any later in the day than that.’ 
 
    From across the table, I said, ‘So a full two hours before I got to the club.’ Then to rub it in, I asked. ‘Am I free to go now?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, she is,’ said a man in a very expensive-looking suit as he barged into the room. ‘Come along Mrs Fisher.’ He thumped a briefcase down on the desk to draw the chief’s attention. ‘Shaun O’Donnell, legal representative for Purple Star Cruise lines. I am taking Mrs Fisher with me now. You haven’t charged her with anything because you have nothing to charge her with. The murder occurred while she was still on board the Aurelia, a fact that can be corroborated by many witnesses plus CCTV camera footage from the ship’s exit. This is an illegal interview…’ 
 
    ‘It’s not an interview. It is an informal conversation,’ the chief argued. ‘We are not recording what is being said…’ 
 
    ‘To ensure no one can accurately report you bullying my client,’ Shaun O’Donnell spoke over the chief as the chief had so rudely done to him just a moment ago. He turned his attention to me. ‘Come along, Mrs Fisher, the captain is ready to take you to your hotel.’ He beckoned for me with his left hand.  
 
    I felt a little unsure, something about everything that was happening was off somehow. However, I rose to my feet and the chief made no move to deter me from leaving. I was indeed free to go it seemed though I would be scratching my head about this for a while yet.  
 
    Shaun O’Donnell made sure I left the room first, following me out and pointing back along the corridor so I knew which way to go. I could already hear Lady Mary ahead of me, complaining that she was parched as usual.  
 
    Alistair greeted me as I came through a door to find more than half a dozen security guards, plus Alistair and Lady Mary. If the mayor was here, he was somewhere else in the station now. Most likely giving Chief Rabat a stern talking to.  
 
    ‘Are you alright, Patricia?’ asked Alistair, giving me a quick kiss on the cheek in greeting. ‘I got here as soon as I could.’ 
 
    I returned the kiss and took a step back so I could see everyone. ‘You all did a fantastic job,’ I praised them. ‘Thank you for mobilizing so quickly.’ I looked about in concern though, two important figures were still absent. ‘Where’re Jermaine and Anna?’ 
 
    Alistair was quite apologetic when he admitted, ‘They are keeping Special Rating Clarke for now.’ I opened my mouth to protest, but Alistair stilled me with a hand on my arm. ‘O’Donnell from corporate is on it. They have legitimate charges against him, but I expect to be able to get them quashed. It will just take a little longer, I’m afraid.’ 
 
    I puffed out my cheeks. I knew there was nothing I could do to speed up his release – now was not the time for a jailbreak, but it pained me to know he was in this situation because of me. ‘And Anna?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘I left her on the ship. I sent a steward to collect her things from your suite and had them taken to the bridge. She was a big hit. When I left, she had about three dozen people fighting to look after her. I don’t think you need to worry. Perhaps you and I can have this evening just to ourselves and collect her tomorrow?’ he suggested. It made sense, but I had to shout down my rising natural protective instinct. If I couldn’t see her, I didn’t know if she was safe even though she was usually in far more danger just by being close to me. Alistair had made a decision about her that wasn’t his to make. It irked me though I said nothing.  
 
    Then my eyes flared as I remembered the data drive! ‘I need to get my things back!’ I spluttered, spinning around to find an officer to talk to.  
 
    ‘They are being brought out right now,’ Alistair assured me. He was right, boxes for Lady Mary and me appearing moments later as two cops came through a door to join us. They had the paperwork with them for us to sign, the transaction taking place in the front reception of the station not the back room we came in through. The difference undoubtedly the influence of the mayor.  
 
    The little black data storage device was there, undamaged despite setting a computer on fire. I was still dressed as Sam Spade though, not that I put the hat and wig back on now they were returned to me. ‘I need to go back to Old Mint Street. I left my dress and shoes and things in a shop around the corner. Can we do that first?’  
 
    Alistair nodded his head, then turned to address the security guys. ‘Thank you all for assisting today. Please return to your duties.’ As they each replied and started for the door, he called Lieutenant Baker back. ‘Has the team had any luck locating Mrs Garland?’  
 
    Lieutenant Baker and I had spent many hours together during my time on board the Aurelia. He was probably my favourite of the security team and certainly someone I felt I could rely on. He said, ‘No, sir. The Tanner family returned to the ship a short while ago. Schneider continues to liaise with the local police and Interpol. I believe he said Interpol were sending a man. I got the impression they have particular interest in human trafficking in this region.’ 
 
    Alistair nodded. ‘Well done, Lieutenant. Keep up the good work. I want that lady found before we sail.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir.’ Lieutenant Baker saluted his captain, gave me a crisp dip of his head and followed his colleagues outside.  
 
    That left just Lady Mary, Alistair and me, all three of us walking toward the doors and the sunshine outside.  
 
    ‘I think I shall head back to the ship,’ announced Lady Mary. ‘I need to unpack and settle into my suite and I have been in these clothes for far too long; jail cells are not very well air-conditioned, you know?’  
 
    Outside was another Purple Star limousine, what Alistair would have arrived in no doubt. ‘You should take this, Lady Mary,’ he offered. ‘Let me get my bags from the back.’ 
 
    ‘We can all travel together,’ she argued. ‘The driver can drop you first.’ 
 
    Alistair reached in to snag a small travel suitcase, the type they let you have as carry-on luggage on flights. Stepping back, he said, ‘The ship and our hotel are in opposite directions. Patricia and I will take a cab. Look there’s one right there.’ He pointed across the street.  
 
    All decided, Lady Mary slipped inside and let the driver close the door for her. By the time we waved it off, she was already dipping into the bar inside.  
 
    Finally alone, I was ready to spend a little time with Alistair. Justin the spy said he would contact me later, so there was nothing I could do about the data storage device for now. The missing Mrs Garland was being investigated by the able and competent ship’s security team so there was nothing for me to do except tidy myself up, lock the door on our hotel room and stay in bed until we got hungry and ordered room service. 
 
    As if reading my thoughts, Alistair cheekily pinched my bum and nudged me toward the cab. ‘Come along, saucy. Those men’s clothes aren’t doing it for me, but I planned to get you out of whatever you were wearing so it will soon make no difference.’ Buoyed by the thought, even as my cheeks warmed, and with Alistair acting like a horny juvenile to tease me, we both skipped across the road to jump into the cab. I sat behind the driver, which was a shame, because had I sat the other side, I might have noticed that I knew his face.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Taxi Driver 
 
    ‘Where to, please?’ asked the driver as he checked his mirror and pulled away.  
 
    I replied as I did my best to take in the sights of Malta sweeping past my window, ‘Old Mint Street, please. Close to Club Rhumbla. Then onward to the Excelsior Hotel.’ 
 
    ‘Very good. British, are we?’ he asked in that universally chatty way you so often get from cab drivers.  
 
    I kept my eyes on the impressive ancient architecture of Valetta even as I said, ‘I am.’ 
 
    ‘There was an incident of some kind at Club Rhumbla earlier today. You’re not thinking of going there, are you? I’m not sure it’s open.’ 
 
    I smiled at the cabby’s observation, wondering what he would make of the news that I could tell him. He continued to jabber away though neither Alistair nor I were joining in. Alistair’s hand found mine across the divide of the backseat and we held hands for a moment, just being together and not needing to talk.  
 
    Once again, the ride lasted only a few minutes, the taxi pulling up right out front of Club Rhumbla where police were still visible both inside and outside and the club owner, a man who had pointed me out earlier today, was with them. That made me a little nervous, Alistair picking up on it. 
 
    ‘Which shop do I need to collect your things from?’ he asked. I had to turn myself through ninety degrees and lean right across to his side of the car to point the place out. We could just about see it, tucked down a side street out of the way. I got a peck on the lips as he grabbed the door handle. ‘I won’t be a moment.’ 
 
    The moment the car door closed the driver spun around in his seat to look back at me. ‘Mrs Fisher. You still have the device, yes?’ 
 
    Startled from my daydreaming thoughts about the pleasant evening ahead, I realised that, yet again, I was looking at Justin Metcalf-Howe. ‘How the devil are you the cab driver?’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘The real cab driver needed a break.’ 
 
    ‘A break? Oh, my life. Did you kill him?’ 
 
    ‘No. He fell asleep after I covered his mouth in a chloroform-soaked cloth. Wonderful stuff chloroform. Unfashionable now, but I like the classics.’ He was actually romanticising the spy business. ‘He’ll come to in a short while unharmed and sitting in a corner booth of a café where his cab was parked. He’ll assume he fell asleep eating his lunch, which I was good enough to pay for, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ I drawled. ‘Anyway, yes I still have the device. Can you take it back now, please?’ I took it from my pocket to thrust in his face. 
 
    ‘Goodness, no, Mrs Fisher. There’re far too many people following me. I have a new rendezvous point for you. There are catacombs in Mdina. They are well signposted but there will be a lull between tourist groups tomorrow at 0930hrs. You need to enter the catacombs via the emergency exit on the south side. It will be propped open for you. Inside, you will find Wyatt Westridge. He is your new contact. Your code phrase, so you can identify him is, “The stones are always coolest this time of the year.” He will reply, “But only those safely tucked underground.” Have you got that?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ I managed to stammer, overloaded by times and information.  
 
    ‘0930hrs. The catacombs in Mdina. South entrance. Wyatt will have a decryption device with him. You can offload the data there directly and be done. Your nation owes you a debt of gratitude.’ 
 
    Suddenly, he fell quiet and faced the front of the car again, both hands on the steering wheel. A second later, the back door reopened, and Alistair got in with a plastic bag stuffed full of my clothes. ‘It took longer than expected because the girl working in there now wasn’t there this morning and had no idea what I was talking about. She had to fetch her dad from upstairs. Here you are. You might want to check it’s all there.’ 
 
    I performed a cursory search, decided nothing important was missing and instructed the driver to head to our hotel. The journey to the final point took only ten minutes, the whole thing spent in silence as I tried to commit code phrases, times and directions to memory. At the hotel, Justin the fake taxi driver swung the car into a drop off area set beneath a large awning. A doorman, this one looking elegant in tails and a top hat despite the heat, stepped forward to get my door and welcome us both to the Exclesior Hotel.  
 
    Alistair paid Justin, utterly unaware that he wasn’t really a cab driver and the British Intelligence spy drove away without even a glance in my direction. I wasn’t exactly rattled by his ability to appear when I didn’t expect it, but in the hotel’s reception I found myself peering at the man behind reception, the chap that came to escort us to our room, a porter going by with a trolley. Despite my scrutiny, none of them turned out to be Justin in yet another disguise.  
 
    The room was signed for, a credit card swiped for incidentals and we had a key. Alistair had a gleam in his eye, but my stomach was rumbling audibly as we got in the elevator. ‘You missed lunch, didn’t you?’ he said.  
 
    ‘I was busy getting arrested instead,’ I replied with a grin. The porter escorting us to our room cut his eyes at me in the mirrored glass of the elevator doors when he heard what I said and then firmly fixed them staring dead ahead again.  
 
    ‘We will drop our things, let you get changed, and go for an early dinner then. Or a late lunch, if you prefer. No good you being distracted by thoughts of food.’ 
 
    I wanted to argue, but my stomach gurgled again, the noise loud enough to convince me I ought to feed it. ‘Sorry,’ I apologised needlessly. I knew he was content to wait an hour.  
 
    He put an arm around me. ‘I’m hungry too. You might be surprised to hear that I get bored of food on board. I hope the passengers never feel the same, but I have been on board since the ship launched and rarely eat anywhere else. I assumed we would eat well tonight so only had a light lunch. That was several hours ago now.’ 
 
    The matter settled, I left Alistair to tip the young man, crossed the suite to where my suitcases were stacked, carried one to the bed and found a suitable outfit.  
 
    ‘Did you bring enough clothes, Patricia?’ asked Alistair, taking in the stack of suitcases piled on the ottoman. When I looked at him, I got a smirk and a raised eyebrow.  
 
    ‘Jermaine packed for me. He wanted to make sure I had enough clothes to cover any eventuality.’ 
 
    ‘He certainly did that. Will you manage when you no longer have him?’ It wasn’t the first time Alistair had asked such a question. I felt they were aimed at getting me to decide what I was going to do when the ship reached Southampton. He made it clear that he wished for me to stay onboard.  
 
    I hooked two fingers through the straps of a pair of sling back heels, hung a dress over my shoulder and paused before I went to the bathroom. ‘We should discuss this over dinner,’ I offered. It was a big subject. One too big for us to do without both being ready for it. Right now, I needed a quick shower and to get changed. Like Lady Mary, I had been perspiring into my clothes for several hours now and felt less than sexy.  
 
    Assuring Alistair that I would not be long, I slipped into the bathroom and left him to wait. Whether it was impatience, or the knowledge that he would be welcome, I wasn’t surprised when the echoing sound of the water in the shower changed to tell me the door had opened. A hand touched my right hip and lips grazed my shoulder with a gentle kiss.  
 
    ‘Could you pass the soap, Patricia?’  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Conversation 
 
    We found food in a secluded restaurant on a rooftop just across the street; the hotel’s concierge earning his tip for recommending it. We were the only ones there, the late afternoon/early evening hour dictating that we missed the late lunchers, and the dinner seekers were yet to arrive.  
 
    Alistair ordered an expensive bottle of local wine and a local dish of rabbit in red wine for a starter. It was served with excellent fresh bread, still warm from the oven. With that eaten and waiting for our grilled octopus salads, another local delicacy, I felt that one of us had to broach the subject of where we were going as a couple, so I did it before he could.  
 
    ‘I’m getting off the ship in Southampton,’ I told him bluntly.  
 
    He took a sip of his wine and looked to the horizon. When he settled the glass back where it had been, he met my eyes. ‘You seem very set on that course.’ 
 
    I took a sip from my own glass. ‘I am.’ 
 
    ‘I love you, Patricia.’ It was a bold statement, but he said the words with absolute conviction, and I believed him. ‘I have never met anyone like you, nor do I expect to ever meet anyone like you again. I want you to stay with me on board the Aurelia. The captain’s stateroom is designed to hold a family. It is big enough, that’s for sure. Will you consider giving it a try? Giving me a try?’ 
 
    He wasn’t even asking that much. He hadn’t pushed a five-carat diamond across the table, he wasn’t trying to pin me down. Instead, he was taking down all his defensive barriers and expressing himself and his hopes for the future. The problem was that I wanted to get off the ship.  
 
    ‘I can’t,’ I replied quietly, not meeting his eyes as mine began to well a little. ‘My time on board the ship has been incredible, and maybe once I am home, I will feel the need to return. Right now though, all I can think about is getting on with my life. This… silly adventure I am on has to stop. I have never been me.’ He cocked an eyebrow as he tried to understand what I was trying to tell him. ‘What I mean is, I don’t remember a time before Charlie. I was barely more than a child when I met him so my memories of not being married are basically my childhood. I arrived on the ship hopelessly lost as a person but now I have found myself and I need to spend time getting to know who I am. I cannot go from being Mrs Charlie Fisher to being the captain’s girlfriend or the captain’s wife or whatever we might morph into. I need to be just me for a while. I need to be Patricia Fisher.’ I let my words trail off, happy that I had finally managed to articulate how I felt.  
 
    The waiter arrived with our main course, which looked and smelled as delicious as it sounded. Neither of us said anything for a while and neither of us picked up our cutlery to start eating. It was a terrible moment, but it was also one that had to happen. Alistair and I were in very different places emotionally. He was open and I was closed. Many might argue that I had found myself an incredible man, and they would be right, but there would be other voices that would question whether I needed a man, or what I needed him for. Sexual pleasure, yes. Company even, though I could achieve company with other women just as easily and have far more to talk about. He was wonderful and I pushed him away in the knowledge that I might regret it, but certain I would regret not finishing my journey and finding myself first.  
 
    ‘I think we should eat,’ Alistair said, quietly picking up his knife and fork. ‘We still have time together before we reach Southampton.’ He looked down, selected a morsel of the grilled octopus and began eating. What he left unsaid, I felt sure, was his intention to change my mind. He was savvy enough to know that suggesting he could would result in my heels digging in.  
 
    He was lovely and he was prepared to announce his love for me. I didn’t love him in return though, not yet at least, and he deserved better than that.  
 
    The octopus was quite delicious.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A Night of Passion 
 
    The difficult conversation was behind us and Alistair, thankfully, was mature enough to put it to one side so we could enjoy our evening. I liked him. I liked him a lot and under different circumstances, like if I had never been married or had been divorced for years, I might have leapt at the chance to be his significant other. The timing was wrong for me, but that didn’t mean that I was rejecting him right now. There was still time that we could spend together, and that time would be precious to me. Perhaps, when I looked back at it, it would always be time that I considered precious.  
 
    With a four-course meal completed slowly and conversation drifting, quite naturally it felt, to other topics, our meal lasted for more than three hours. Other hungers, which might have driven us back to the hotel room sooner, had been sated somewhat by our interlude in the shower. The sun was setting by the time we left the rooftop and other patrons had filled most of the available tables, further upholding the concierge’s claims about the restaurant. 
 
    Arm in arm, we walked back to our hotel, the distance from restaurant to lobby less than fifty yards and we chatted back and forth the whole way. Alistair had visited the tiny island nation many times on many different ships and considered it to be one of his favourite places. In his opinion, the eclectic mix of so many different nations which visited over the millennia, using it as a stopping off point in the middle of the Mediterranean, made it one of the most diversely interesting places on the planet. I liked to listen to his voice; he was great at telling anecdotes, but we were taking the stairs back to our suite on the second floor and once the door shut we were probably going to stop talking in favour of other activities.  
 
    As we paused to open the door, I still had my arm linked through his. I reached up to cup his chin and turn his mouth toward mine. I kissed him quickly as the door lock beeped. ‘I need the bathroom,’ I let him know, just in case he planned to grab me and throw me on the bed when the door opened.  
 
    He pushed the door open and let go of my arm, kissing my cheek and neck as he stood aside to let me go in.  
 
    As I pushed open the bathroom door, I heard him call out, ‘I’ll be waiting.’ It put a smile on my face as I closed the door behind me. I was in for a pleasant evening, or maybe that should be a pleasing evening. The correct terminology was unimportant. I was excited about sex for the first time in years; that in itself was important and arguably something to be cherished.  
 
    A few minutes later, and not wanting to make him wait any longer, I had applied a touch more perfume, changed into the little negligee I squirreled away in here before we went out and I was making growling faces in the mirror to gee myself up. I was going to give him a night he would never forget. 
 
    Making sure the light from the bathroom would silhouette me, I threw it open to announce my presence and struck a pose against the doorway, my toes pointed to accentuate the muscle in my legs. The message from my eyes took a moment to reach my brain.  
 
    The room was almost completely black but there was enough moonlight coming in for me to see that Alistair wasn’t on the bed waiting for me. Alistair wasn’t even in the room.  
 
    My mouth was hanging open in surprise that he wasn’t there, but my confusion quickly changed to utter terror when I saw the two Algerian gentlemen sitting by the window. So complete was the shock effect, that I almost collapsed from the fright.  
 
    Neither spoke, both content to study me, only their eyes moving as they silently watched me recover from the surprise. I had no doubt it was the same two men from earlier, they were even wearing the same clothes.  
 
    ‘What do you want?’ I demanded. ‘Where is Alistair?’ 
 
    One was sat on the dressing table stool, the other sat on the edge of the dressing table itself though I couldn’t determine what the hierarchy was or even if there was one.  
 
    ‘He is safe. For now,’ said the one on the stool. He was wearing a dark blue suit, with a crisp white shirt and white tie. He looked like a CEO, if one judged that a person’s success could be seen in their clothes. I knew it couldn’t, but the analogy still worked.  
 
    ‘What does that mean?’ I asked, desperately scared for what had happened to him. 
 
    ‘It means, Mrs Fisher, that you need to keep your head down and your nose out of other people’s business. If you do that, we will return him before your ship is due to sail. If you do not, we will kill him and mail parts of Alistair Huntley to his family for the next year.’ 
 
    It was quite an effective threat. One that made my knees feel weak.  
 
    A knock at the door interrupted any further conversation. ‘Room service.’  
 
    My eyes were locked on the two Algerian men. They hadn’t shown any weapons until now, but both drew a small calibre pistol from a holster inside their jackets, the one on the stool nodding to the one on the table to check the door. At least now I knew who was in charge.  
 
    I was still frozen to the spot, terror preventing me from shouting a warning to whoever was at the door, but as the lower ranking man went to the door with the gun in his hand and ready to fire, I bit down on my fear and forced oxygen into my lungs so I could shout. 
 
    However, a bullet came through the door to hit the Algerian before I could give my warning. I recognised the suppressed sound it made meant it had been fired through a silencer. That alone told me the person outside firing in was another spy or assassin or something. The Algerian man took a step back in shock, his eyes staring down at his chest, but a second, third, fourth and more bullets hit him, and he fell dead to the carpet. The man on the stool was up and moving by the time his partner fell, but the door opened inwards suddenly, the click of the lock being opened almost lost amid the reverberating sounds of silenced gun fire.  
 
    A woman’s figure was silhouetted for just a heartbeat in the doorframe before it vanished into the shadows of the room. Two more shots rang out and the other Algerian man dropped to the carpet. The woman’s shadow flashed across a window, appearing briefly and then vanishing again but I heard the skittering noise of a gun being kicked across the floor.  
 
    Then a lamp came on to throw light across the room. 
 
    ‘Get dressed,’ the woman said. ‘We have to leave.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A Very British Spy 
 
    Still too stunned to move, I managed to stutter, ‘Who are you?’ at the young woman. She was somewhere around thirty years old, with shoulder length, lustrous brunette hair braided into a French plait that reached just beneath her collar. At almost six feet, she was tall, and she was also lean; tall and skinny some might say, but men would find her attractive for certain. Her accent was Chelsea or Kensington; one of the posh parts of London where a garage would set a person back a swift million. She sounded like private education and money. 
 
    I watched her as she moved quickly to the windows, furtively checking out of each of them without getting close enough to reveal herself, then turned to address me. ‘I’m a friend of Justin’s. He was concerned for your safety and asked me to make sure you reached your rendezvous tomorrow.’ She indicated the two dead men on my hotel room’s carpet using the silencer end of her pistol. ‘Clearly, he was right to worry.’ 
 
    ‘Wha…’ I was on complete overload. I couldn’t make coherent thoughts link in my head. My boyfriend was missing and there were two dead men on the floor a few yards from me. This was extreme circumstances even by my recent standard. Struggling to focus, I managed to form a sentence. ‘I’m going to need a little more than that.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t have time for this,’ she snapped, as she grabbed some clothes from one of my suitcases and threw them at me. ‘These two are not the only ones after the device you have. You do have it, don’t you?’ I didn’t move and I didn’t answer. I had no idea who she was, and I was quite certain I didn’t want to go with her. Sensing my hesitancy, she softened. ‘They have your boyfriend?’ 
 
    ‘They said they did,’ I murmured. 
 
    She nodded and blew out a breath. ‘My name is Emily Hughston-Roberts. I am British Intelligence just like Justin. I was assigned to track him down when he went missing in Greece a few days ago. That led me to Malta where he left a coded message for me to get me to you.’ On the carpet, the boss man of the two Algerians groaned and shifted slightly. She shot him again just for good measure. ‘I think they are Algerian military. Everyone wants what you have on that device. You won’t be safe, and they won’t let your boyfriend go until you have safely passed it on.’ 
 
    ‘Why would they let him go then?’ I asked. I thought it far more likely they would just kill him.  
 
    ‘They won’t,’ she admitted. ‘We will have to find a way to rescue him, but the data on the device has to take priority. Letting it fall into the wrong hands could cost the lives of millions of innocent people.’ 
 
    I shook my head with bewilderment. ‘What is on the drive?’  
 
    ‘The less you know about it the safer you will be.’ Our eyes met for a moment, then she tucked her gun away and picked up my clothes, unfolding a shirt for me to put on and holding it out like she was trying to dress a child. ‘We must hurry. They could have back up.’ 
 
    Galvanised into action, I did as she urged me to, tore off the wasted negligee and quickly got dressed. No sooner had I got my shoes on, than she was grabbing my hand and tugging me to the door. ‘What about my things?’ I asked, digging my feet in to hold her back. 
 
    ‘No time, and no space in my car.’ She tried to pull me along and she was stronger than me, her body mostly muscle and twenty-five years younger than mine.  
 
    I tore my arm free. ‘I still need a few things.’ I hadn’t even checked my phone was in my handbag yet. I took ten seconds, with Emily tapping her foot and checking left and right along the corridor the whole time. My rushed mental checklist made sure I had on appropriate clothing: jeans, ankle boots, a shirt, and a short jacket, and that I had my phone and the damned data storage device. I stuffed a spare pair of knickers in for good measure and let the rest of it go; I would just have to manage without it. Then I changed my mind at the last moment, grabbed the bag on top of the pile and hooked it over my arm.  
 
    At the door, Emily said, ‘Stay behind me.’  
 
    ‘Why is it so dark?’ 
 
    ‘Because I killed the lights,’ she whispered. ‘Try to keep as quiet as possible. There may yet be more of them here.’ Then she crept along the corridor to the stairs, her footsteps somehow silent where mine echoed each time I moved. Trying to make less noise, I was so focused on my feet that I didn’t see her stop and bumped into her.  
 
    As I was drawing a breath to apologise, she clamped a hand over my mouth, her eyes wide to convey a message of urgency. ‘Someone’s coming,’ she whispered, her mouth right next to my ear to make as little noise as possible. ‘Back up.’ 
 
    Concentrating to hear what she could, all I got was silence. ‘I don’t hear anything,’ I questioned her. 
 
    Once she had backed me up a few yards and pushed me into the alcove formed by a door, she said, ‘Exactly. If it were people coming back from a night out, they would be making more noise. Whoever is coming up the stairs is moving as stealthily as they can and that means they are probably here to kill you.’ 
 
    My pulse hammered in my head, the sound of it almost deafening as I listened and waited. Emily was pressing against me, her hard, lean body trying to get into the same alcove as me and also form a human shield should there be any shooting. As two shadows reached the top of the stairs and stepped out, they were framed by moonlight coming in the window behind them at the end of the corridor.  
 
    Emily stepped forward and shot them both. Two bullets each to their centre of mass. The noise the gun made with the suppressor fitted was still loud in the corridor but not loud like a gun shot. It sounded more like a champagne bottle opening under pressure. Their bodies falling made more noise, and yet again Emily was grabbing my arm and yanking me forward.  
 
    ‘Let’s go,’ she insisted at normal volume.  I had to step over the two bodies lying on the carpet but gasped when I recognised them. It was Bogdan and Yuri, the two Ukrainian assassins. ‘You recognise them?’ she asked, pulling me down the stairs.  
 
    I hurried my feet to keep up with her. At the pace she was going, I would trip and fall if I wasn’t careful. ‘They tried to get the data storage device from me earlier today,’ I told her.  
 
    At the bottom of the stairs, she swung her gun left and right, decided the coast was clear and hurried toward the front of the hotel. ‘They won’t try it again.’ 
 
    Her words echoed in my head as I realised that was five bodies in one day plus two kidnappings. Not that I thought Nora Garland’s disappearance was linked to the spy thing going on, but the police, who had been forced to release me earlier today, were going to find two more bodies in my hotel room and yet another kidnapping if they were able to work out that Alistair was missing.  
 
    I thought we were on our way to the hotel lobby to leave by the front doors, but Emily had other ideas. Using a door card, she opened a room, tugged me into it and went to the windows on the far wall. I figured it was her room until a shocked couple sat up in bed, the woman pulling the covers up to her neck. I couldn’t help but look at them, trying to apologise as Emily opened the window and climbed out.  
 
    ‘Come along, Mrs Fisher, we must hurry,’ she insisted as I said sorry to the couple yet again.  
 
    The drop to the pavement outside was seven or eight feet. She let go of the frame and landed with the grace of a cat. I threw my bag out, then jumped after it, caught the back of my jacket on the latch to lock the window, fell, stopped, hung in the air for a second until my jacket ripped and then landed in a crumpled pile by her feet. 
 
    ‘Ow,’ I groaned as I rolled over to get my hands and feet underneath myself.  
 
    Emily was eyeing me dubiously as if I was messing about and playing the clown on purpose. ‘Are you quite alright, Mrs Fisher?’ 
 
    I grabbed her shoulder as I straightened myself up. ‘Yes, thank you. I’m just getting on a bit and jumping out of windows isn’t something life has prepared me for.’  
 
    I got an odd look in response. Then she started walking again, toward the rear of the hotel and the dark backstreet I could see there. ‘My car is around the corner,’ her voice echoed off the tall stone buildings.  
 
    Giving a sore knee another rub, I set off after her in a limping shuffle. But a shout from behind made me run. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Wanted 
 
    In the dark, I couldn’t see who it was behind me, but with the body count rising, I wasn’t inclined to hang around for introductions. ‘Hurry,’ Emily yelled, her shout followed immediately by the sound of an engine roaring to life.  
 
    Fast footsteps were chasing me along the road, but no one was trying to shoot me yet. At the corner, I grabbed a drainpipe to throw myself around it and spotted Emily’s car idling at the curb. She was in the driver’s seat, one arm hanging over the door as she turned around to beckon me.  
 
    The car was a small convertible, an Alpha Romeo I thought, though I had never been very good at remembering car brands or models. I ran around to the passenger side, throwing my bag in as I went, but had barely got my bum into the seat when she mashed the pedal to the floor and took off like a scalded cat. Risking a glance over my shoulder, I saw two men hurtle around the corner and into the space her car had just left. Seeing they had been beaten, both men pulled guns from inside their coats. 
 
    With a spike of adrenalin, I ducked my head and peeked between the two seats. My limited view was enough to see them accept that we were out of range, then they were lost from sight as Emily whipped the low-slung car around a corner.  
 
    ‘Oh, my life,’ I gasped in ragged breaths from the exertion and the excitement. ‘Who were they?’ 
 
    In contrast to me, with my hair all over the place and my clothing skew-whiff from putting it on too fast and then running, Emily looked ready to parade down a catwalk somewhere. She wasn’t even out of breath from running and had just killed four men. Surely some of that stuff should wrinkle her clothing or mess up her immaculate hair?  
 
    ‘They were not our friends,’ she replied, not actually answering my question. She checked her rear-view mirror and slowed her pace, settling into traffic as she left the back street and joined a main road as it wound its way north from Valetta. ‘You should settle in,’ she advised. ‘But you will have to tell me where we are going. Not the exact location. Just ballpark for now will do.’ 
 
    ‘Mdina,’ I told her, feeling safe to do so because she wasn’t trying to get the final destination from me. 
 
    ‘Then you should definitely settle in. It will take us a while to get to Mdina.’ The warm night air swirled around the open-topped car as my scrambled brain tried to unravel all that had occurred in the last few hours. Since stepping off the ship at noon, my butler, Jermaine, had landed in a jail cell, my boyfriend had most likely been kidnapped by an Algerian military outfit, whose lead men were now dead and I was almost certainly wanted in questioning for four deaths. Possibly five as they might now wish to rethink the likelihood that I was not involved in the first one in Club Rhumbla.  
 
    Emily focused on driving; the road noise created by having no roof making conversation difficult. I stayed inside my own head, trying to work things out and make some kind of plan to get Alistair back safely. At some point I fell asleep because when I next opened my eyes the sky was beginning to lighten, and I had no idea where I was.  
 
    I was still in the car, that was something to be glad about, but Emily wasn’t in the driver’s seat. A jolt of panic shot through me as I questioned whether I had been duped. Grabbing my handbag from the floor between my feet, I rummaged through the contents, couldn’t find what I wanted so upended it in my haste.  
 
    The little black data storage device tumbled out with everything else and came to rest on top of the spare pair of knickers I threw in at the last moment. In the horror-filled few seconds when I thought Emily had taken it, I hadn’t drawn a breath, so now I gasped in a heaving lungful of air, relieved that she probably was who she said she was.  
 
    There was still no sign of her, and I needed to pee now that I was awake. The car was in a parking space behind a building but could have been anywhere in Malta. As far as I could see in every direction, blocky, square buildings dominated. They looked like houses, though I felt the building we were parked behind was more likely to be a business of some kind.  
 
    Just as I got out of the car, a door in the back wall of the building opened and Emily came out of it. She looked refreshed and ready for the day, her clothes changed from last night as she now wore a long summer dress in a pastel yellow with a thin brown belt around her waist, plus matching shoes and a wide-brimmed hat.  ‘Good morning,’ she beamed. ‘There’s a restroom inside with a sink if you want to freshen up.’ She held the door for me.  
 
    ‘Where are we?’ I asked, twisting and stretching to force the kinks out of my back: I was too old to be sleeping in cars.  
 
    ‘About five miles south of Mdina. We arrived a few hours ago. It’s quiet and we are tucked well out of sight. We’ll push on to Mdina and get some breakfast when you are ready.’ 
 
    I thanked her and slipped inside the building, noting the forced lock as the door swung shut; she had broken in. Coming back out a few minutes later, I found that she had turned the car around and was ready to go. The sun was coming up and maybe today I would finally get rid of the stupid device in my handbag that was getting so many people killed. Getting that done wouldn’t get Alistair back though. I was certain of that, so there had to be some kind of plan for the British spies to rescue him. 
 
    I decided to quiz her on it. ‘Get in,’ she said, leaning across to push the door open. 
 
    I pushed it shut again. ‘How are we going to rescue Alistair?’ 
 
    ‘One problem at a time, Mrs Fisher. The most important thing is to make sure the data you have is safely passed on.’  
 
    ‘That’s not good enough for me, Emily. That sounds like no plan at all. What will have happened to the bodies in my room? Are the police now after me? Who else is trying to get hold of this data device? Justin said everyone would want it.’ 
 
    Emily produced a gun from her handbag and pointed it straight at me. Yet another jolt of adrenalin flooded my body, making me feel woozy all over again. ‘Mrs Fisher, the only reason I haven’t shot you and taken the device to the rendezvous myself is because you won’t tell me where it is. My mission is to get the data to the decryption device. Keeping either one of us alive beyond that point is an entirely secondary concern. I know what is at stake and will give my life to protect my country. Now get in the car and no more questions about boyfriends.’ 
 
    Emily was quite scary. Which is to say that she did a good job of scaring me. I opened the door and got into the passenger seat. What other choice did I have?  
 
    ‘Now, you are going to have to tell me where in Mdina we need to go,’ she demanded, putting the car in gear and pulling away.  
 
    I said, ‘Yes,’ but didn’t give her any more information. The bottom line was that I knew nothing about her. She claimed to be Justin’s colleague, and both looked and sounded the part, but I was somehow caught up in a game of spies and had no idea who I could trust.  
 
    ‘Well?’ she prompted.  
 
    ‘There’s an outdoor marketplace in the town’s central square.’ It was a complete guess. I had no idea if there would be an outdoor market, or even if Mdina had a square. European towns and cities have a pattern to them, I had found. A large open space in what would have been the ancient central business district occurred regularly, the influence of European settlers crossing the Atlantic or travelling to the Indian Ocean or beyond meant the practice was mirrored in many Caribbean towns and other places too. ‘The contact is meeting me just beyond that.’ 
 
    Using my phone, I was desperately trying to pull up a map of Mdina to work out where the catacombs were. If I could, I was going to lose Emily somewhere, make the drop and hide until I could safely flag down a cab to take me back to the ship. Then I would work out how to find and rescue Alistair. I found the catacombs; they were clearly labelled on the map and a street over from the real town square I only thought I had invented. This was working out better than expected.  
 
    Getting Emily’s attention, I showed her the map on my phone, her eyes flicking down for a second and back up to the road. ‘I’m surprised they didn’t pick the catacombs to meet in,’ she commented. ‘That would be a far safer choice.’ 
 
    The little black Alpha Romeo left a cloud of fine dust as it left the town of Ghar Barka, but as promised, Mdina was only a few minutes away, the gap between the towns filled with fields of vegetables fighting hard to survive in the parched landscape. Like so much of Malta, there was nothing to see except more barren orangey-brown rock and sand. How they grew anything was a mystery to me. 
 
    ‘We have time to kill,’ Emily announced as she swept through the streets of Mdina. To our left and right, tall buildings sprouted toward the sky. ‘Let’s get some breakfast.’ 
 
    I offered no argument to her suggestion; I was hungry and thirsty and the early morning streets were filled with the smells of baking bread or freshly brewed coffee. My stomach gave a quiet growl as she swung the car around and into a parking space facing an eatery. It was clearly a tourist area, lots of hotel signs and restaurants around.  
 
    Emily was already getting out of the car before the engine had died. I was slower, but I spotted something as I clambered out of my seat. The business next door to the deli place we were heading for wasn’t open yet, but it gave me an idea. On the pavement, Emily waited impatiently for me, checking her watch and selecting one of the tables on the street as soon as I moved to join her. She waved the waiter over, her long slender arm getting his attention. ‘Coffee, please.’ She looked across at me. 
 
    ‘Yes, please,’ I replied to her unspoken question. 
 
    With her head in her menu, she said, ‘Make that two coffees. We’ll have a food order for you in just a moment.’ 
 
    The man scurried away, just as a young woman brought us a pitcher of water. She set it down and turned over the glasses set in front of us. I immediately picked up the jug and started pouring. ‘It must take a lot of water to keep your skin looking so good in these harsh environments,’ I said conversationally, placing a glass of water by her hand.  
 
    She thanked me in an absent-minded way and drank some. I refilled it. Presently the waiter came back with two coffees, a strong dark brew laced with an industrial hit of caffeine. We both ordered egg dishes and I put more water in Emily’s glass as she drained what she had.  
 
    Less than a minute later, exactly as I hoped, she excused herself. The moment she was out of sight in the restroom in the back, I ran to the shop next door. It was one minute to nine and they still weren’t open, but I could see the proprietor moving about inside.  
 
    I hammered on the glass, putting a hand above my eyes to shield the glare as I pressed my face to the window to see inside. I saw him wave to me and squint across the room at a clock I couldn’t see. Then he shrugged and made his way to the door. There were three deadbolts to undo and a security lock of some kind, plus a steel mesh grill that sat inside the glass. When finally it opened, I held up the data device. ‘Do you sell these?’ I asked as quickly as I could, hoping to impart my urgency. 
 
    He leaned his head back so he could focus his eyes on it; I put it too close for him to see it clearly. ‘Yes, we have mass storage devices of all kinds.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but do you have one like this?’ I pressed.  
 
    ‘Well, let me see.’ He guided me to a rack of them, all hanging in little carboard-backed plastic pouches. I forced my eyes to track across them as fast as I could, grabbed one that looked very similar to the one in my hand and yanked out my purse. Jermaine, the sweetie that he is, made sure some of my dollars were changed into local currency everywhere we went. Malta was no exception, so I checked the price, handed over a bill big enough to cover it and ran for the door as I yelled my thanks to the shopkeeper.  
 
    I must have seemed like a mad woman as I hurtled to the door, stopped and slowly peered around the front edge of the building to see if Emily was back in her seat and then nonchalantly sauntered back to my chair as if nothing had occurred during her absence.  
 
    ‘Your change?’ the shopkeeper’s voice drifted out after me, but I was taking my seat and trying to look innocent by then. 
 
    Emily reappeared, weaving through the tables inside the deli as she came back to our table. ‘Are you alright, Mrs Fisher?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, why?’ 
 
    She frowned a little. ‘You looked… flustered.’ 
 
    ‘Ha!’ I forced a laugh. Then lowered my voice. ‘In the last twenty-four hours I have seen five dead bodies, four of which you shot. For all I know you killed the fifth too. I have been shot at, arrested, my boyfriend has been kidnapped, and I am about to go looking for a spy in a catacomb to hand over a device which everyone tells me contains details of a new super-weapon which could kill millions. Yes, I’m flustered.’ I delivered the lie well because it was all true, it just wasn’t the current reason why I looked flustered.  
 
    Her frown deepened though. ‘The spy is in the catacombs?’ 
 
    Oh bother.  
 
    ‘I can usually tell when people are lying, Mrs Fisher. It is why I am so good at my job and why I am still alive. You managed to fool me though I cannot decide whether I am impressed by you or should question whether I can trust you.’  
 
    Our breakfasts came to break the stalemate stares across the table.  
 
    Picking up her knife and fork, Emily said, ‘I will come into the catacombs with you.’ 
 
    ‘I am expected alone.’  
 
    ‘The contact will not know I am there.’  
 
    I believed her, but I couldn’t say I was enthralled at the prospect of having her watch me. Any hope of throwing her off my tail or losing her were now gone because she knew where I was going; my big mouth giving away the secret at the last moment.  
 
    I sulked for the rest of breakfast, angrily scraping up the last bits of egg and silently moaning at myself. Two minutes later, it was time to go. Emily placed currency under her coffee cup and stood up.  
 
    Suddenly, I was nervous, but she grabbed my right elbow in a vicelike grip. ‘It’s nearly over, Mrs Fisher,’ she whispered insistently. ‘Once the contact has the device, we can focus on getting Alistair back.’ 
 
    ‘Okay,’ I growled in reply, yanking my arm back and wondering if it would bruise where her fingers dug in. ‘We need to approach from the south. There will be an emergency exit there propped open for us to slip in through. Where will you be?’ 
 
    With a half-smile, she said, ‘I’ll be in the shadows.’  
 
    Leaving the car where it was in front of the deli for collection later, we set off, me leading with Emily walking ten yards behind so we didn’t look to be together if anyone was watching. I glanced around as much as I dared, trying to see if there were any faces tracking my progress along the street; there were none.  
 
    Or, rather, there were, I just couldn’t see them. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    Catacombs 
 
    When I looked around to see how far back Emily was, there was no sign of her at all. I paused, caught myself doing it, and hurried on, my pace quicker now because I wanted to get it over with and because arriving late yesterday, the contact in Club Rhumbla was dead. I would have found him dead even if I had been on time yesterday but nevertheless, I wanted to be punctual today.  
 
    The south side was easy to find; my phone had a compass function on it, so I only walked by the emergency exit I needed once. I found the door had been propped open with a small rock to prevent it from clicking shut again. I slipped my fingernails around the edge, pulled it open just enough to squeeze through, and slipped inside.  
 
    It was dark inside. Of course, it was dark inside. I told myself off for being silly, ducked my head as I went down the steps and put my sunglasses in my handbag. With my hand already inside, I rooted about to find the thumb drive and found two because I had bought a new one. It was a trick from a spy film I must have watched years ago which meant I now had a dummy device I could give someone if they demanded it. Buying it, I had wondered if it might be Emily who was going to turn out to be a double agent or a foreign government spy but thus far she hadn’t tried to get the device from me at any point.  
 
    I took both devices out of the bag so I could make sure I was handing over the right one, but now I was staring at them and cursing myself. I couldn’t tell which was which. They were both brand new, shiny black mass data storage devices. They were different, but the differences were subtle, and I didn’t remember which one was the original. There was a dummy here alright and it was me.  
 
    A footfall echoed in the dark, the suddenness of the sound made me want to run away. Delivering the device was my only task though – my country would owe me a debt of gratitude. They could keep it. I just wanted this business done and Alistair back.  
 
    Convincing my feet to take me around the next corner, I found a man in a suit waiting for me. In his hand he held a squat black box, like the hardened cases people carry expensive or delicate electronic hardware around in.  This had to be Justin’s contact, Wyatt Westridge. 
 
    Nervously, I delivered my line, ‘The stones are always coolest this time of the year.’ 
 
    A smile flickered across his face. ‘But only those safely tucked underground.’ I had been holding my breath, I realised as I exhaled and drew a gulp of badly needed air. He also seemed to relax, crouching down to place the box he carried on the ground. The catacombs were carved from the bedrock beneath the town. What they had been dug for and the story behind them would be an interesting tour if I were able to be here as a normal tourist. Such things evaded me though.  
 
    Light shone outward from the box as a screen inside came to life. ‘You have the device?’ he asked, holding a hand up so I could pass it to him.  
 
    I had one in each hand, gripping them tightly. I still didn’t know which was which but now I was going to have to hand one over. ‘Funny story…’ I started.  
 
    I didn’t get to finish though because I saw the man freeze and reach for a gun inside his jacket.  
 
    ‘No, no,’ said Emily, appearing next to me with her gun pointing directly at the man’s head. ‘Take it out slowly and toss it.’ Her instruction was ambiguous, but we all knew she meant the gun, so he did as she said, deliberately and carefully pulling the gun out between two fingers. It thumped against the hard-packed ground by her feet where he threw it.  
 
    Emily said, ‘Pick it up, Mrs Fisher.’ Once again, her instruction left me in no doubt about what she might do if I failed to comply. I bent to collect it, the gun dangling from my fingers the same way it had from the man’s.  
 
    Then she shot him. Once, twice. Two bullets into his chest and he fell backwards.  
 
    ‘I had to wait for him to open it, you see? The decryptor has a fingerprint entry system and the device isn’t much good without the gear to decrypt it. My instructions were to recover the device, but I like to give value for money. Taking them both things will save someone else a job. Now give me the device,’ she demanded, pointing her gun at me now for emphasis.  
 
    I hated having guns pointed at me. This time was no exception and the suddenness of it made me drop the man’s gun I had been holding.  
 
    Emily held out a hand for me to put the device into, and just as I was about to, we both heard someone enter the dark passageway behind us. Her gun swung around to cover the new threat as two men came into sight, both of them carrying guns of their own. Both were pointed in her direction, which took the threat away from me, but I had no sense of reprieve because they could only be here for the super-weapon plans I was carrying. 
 
    Then, as they came silently forward, I realised I knew who they were. It was Bogdan and Yuri the two Ukrainian assassins I met in Club Rhumbla. The two who Emily shot dead last night.  
 
    ‘I told you this would work,’ Emily bragged to them. All three lowered their weapons. I had been suckered from the start but now I didn’t know what was true.  
 
    ‘Has Alistair even been taken?’ I asked.  
 
    Emily laughed, the sound a high trill. ‘Listen to her, boys. That’s love right there. She’s about to get killed in a dark underground passageway and her only thoughts are for her missing boyfriend.’ She laughed again and held her hand out to me once more. ‘The device?’ 
 
    I gave her the one in my right hand. It was fifty-fifty whether it was the right one or not so maybe I would have the last laugh when she discovered later it was the blank one I bought half an hour ago.  
 
    ‘Thank you, Mrs Fisher. You played your part very well. As for your dear Alistair: I have no idea where he is or what might have happened to him. The two men I killed in your room might have been Algerian or might not have. I made the whole thing up on the spot. We were watching from across the street so saw them in your room, hatched a quick plan and fitted my gun with blanks at the bottom of the magazine. Easy really. The papers talk about you as some kind of super sleuth, but I guess you just got lucky a couple of times.’ 
 
    That was exactly what I kept telling people, but I doubt it was what they would put on my grave after they found my bullet-riddled body.  
 
    The popping sound of a suppressed gun echoed loudly in the tight confines of the catacomb. It made me flinch and question if I had just been shot. One of the five-day-stubble guys pitched forward before I could reach a decision about myself, falling dead to the floor as his partner and Emily looked about in a startled reaction.  
 
    ‘Bogdan?’ yelled the man still standing, though concern for his fellow ruthless killer seemed out of place. His face bore an angry sneer and his gun arm was coming up directly in line with my face.  
 
    I squeaked in fright and ducked just as he started firing. Emily was shooting too, both of them sending bullets down the passageway, back to where the British spy still lay dead on the ground with the decryption device next to him.  
 
    One glance was all I needed to convince me I had to run for it or die where I was. The passage leading back to the emergency exit on the south side was two yards away. All I had to do was throw myself in that direction and pray I dodged the deadly bullets going back and forth.  
 
    Yuri got hit, a yelp from him drawing my eyes, but he was still shooting. At the other end, whoever they were shooting at got hit, a body I could only just see, falling forward into the passageway.  
 
    Emily shouted something in a different language, darted forward to grab the decryption device and I took my chance to get out of the catacombs, snagging Wyatt’s gun from by my feet as I ran.  
 
    The shooting started again the moment I moved; the man Yuri shot clearly not the only one down there. I left them all behind me, sprinting for the exit and slamming into it as I burst through and back out into the sunshine. Terror propelled me onwards, only the sound of Emily shouting instructions making me look back to see if I might be safe. She and Yuri were also outside, Yuri stopping to jam a handy boulder against the door to keep it closed.  
 
    I didn’t think they had seen me, but I hid behind a low wall, peering through some weeds so I could see which way they were heading and pick a different direction. They both paused, looking back at the door, their guns pointed at it to kill anyone that attempted to come through. She had the decryption device in her left hand and the data storage device with the weapon plans on it somewhere in her handbag. She might have all the pieces she needed.  
 
    I looked at the little black data device I still held, swore at myself and tossed it in my own bag.  
 
    Emily decided they were not going to be followed, lowered her gun and put it away and she ran across the dusty ground to reach a car across the street. It was a big four by four Japanese thing and must have been what Yuri and Bogdan arrived in having followed us here. Yuri went with her, blood coming from a wound to his left shoulder, they were going to get away though and there was nothing I could do about it. Then I remembered the gun. Wyatt threw Emily his gun and I ended up with it in my handbag. I yanked it out victoriously, determined to stop them, I was going to shoot their car. I was going to shoot their car and run away, though a little voice in my head said that what I ought to do was shoot both of them from behind the car, catch them completely by surprise, take the other data storage device and the decryptor and escape in Emily’s car.  
 
    The gun wobbled in my hand as I considered executing two people. I wasn’t the type of person that shot other people, even people who were only too happy to kill and might be guilty of causing genocide if not stopped. There was my choice: they had a weapon that could kill millions. If I was prepared to believe that, then I had to accept the task I faced. Hating myself, I brought the gun up to take a shot. I had to shoot two people to save millions.  
 
    The car exploded.  
 
    One moment Emily was tearing her handbag off her shoulder and diving into the car, the next second, the whole car lifted three feet off the ground as it became a ball of exploding gases. All the glass blew out, the sunroof flew into the air and I was picked up by the shockwave to be thrown backwards. I tumbled along the street.  
 
    Had I been closer, the blast would have killed me. Had there been something behind me, colliding with it might have done the same. Battered, bruised, cut in several places from flying glass and covered in dust and grime, I was still alive. Then, just as I thought my heart couldn’t handle any more surprises, Emily’s handbag landed between my legs to make me jump with fright once more. It was on fire, but the contents spilled out on impact, the device I gave her and the keys to the Alpha sliding across the road to stop by my left hand.  
 
    I couldn’t help but take a second to look up at the sky. If God was up there, and this was his way of giving me a helping hand, he needed to look up the word benevolent.  
 
    Sirens were already echoing in the distance as I pushed myself off the ground. Limping slightly, and looking like a refugee, I started back toward Emily’s car. I was more confused than ever, and I still had the stupid data device.  
 
    Now though, I needed to get some help and I knew just who to call.  
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    The Team 
 
    I got a lot of looks on my way back to the deli where Emily left her car. She didn’t need it now, that I was quite certain of. The waiter at the deli saw me in my battered, dirty state and rushed to help, undoubtedly wondering what could have possibly happened to me in the twenty minutes since breakfast. I waved him off, dealing with my most pressing need which was to vacate the area.  
 
    The car felt unfamiliar, but they drive on the left in Malta which made the differences between this car and any other I had driven fairly small. I didn’t even need a map because the very first sign I saw had Valetta listed on it: It was a small island, after all.  
 
    Once out of the town and away from anyone who might be involved in the insanity my life had become, I pulled over at a resting place and took out my phone.  
 
    I had to choose who to call; I had several options which were all kind of the same option, but I picked Lieutenant Deepa Bhukari and thumbed the button to connect my phone to hers.  
 
    ‘Oh, my goodness, Mrs Fisher is that you?’ She sounded both relieved and surprised to hear from me.  
 
    I guessed the news of the bodies in my room had reached the ship. ‘Hello, Deepa. Is Alistair there?’ I asked hopefully.  
 
    ‘Goodness, no, Mrs Fisher. We were hoping he was with you. The police are all over us, wanting to know if we have seen or heard from either of you. Chief Rabat has been going nuts and accusing us of harbouring you both. He says you killed two men in your hotel room last night. They are trying to force Purple Star Lines to let them search the ship for you.’ 
 
    ‘You should let them,’ I replied. ‘Purple Star can win this one easily by just cooperating. Chief Rabat and his officers can waste hours or days searching the Aurelia. I’m not on it.’ 
 
    I heard other voices in the background and Deepa said, ‘Hold on, Mrs Fisher. I’m going to put you on speaker phone.’ There was a moment of dead zone where I got no noise at all and then she was back. 
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher?’ said a familiar voice. ‘This is Lieutenant Baker.’ 
 
    ‘Hi, Patty,’ Barbie called out to let me know she was there.  
 
    Then Deepa cut in again. ‘There are too many of us here to list. We formed a taskforce to try to work out what is going on.’ 
 
    ‘Have you got anywhere yet?’ 
 
    Deepa sighed. ‘No, Mrs Fisher. We weren’t prepared to believe that you or the captain killed anyone, so we figured the two of you were lying low while you solved the case. If the captain isn’t with you, where is he?’ 
 
    ‘I wish I knew.’ I was thinking fast now, my brain tying to piece together what I had seen and heard in the last day. ‘Look, I gain nothing by coming back to the Aurelia. The police will most likely arrest me on sight and worry about proving my guilt later. Can you get to me?’ 
 
    Barbie said, ‘Of course, Patty. Just tell us where you are.’  
 
    I shook my head as I wriggled my lips and thought. ‘Too risky. They might be monitoring my calls, or someone could have bugged this car.’ 
 
    ‘What car?’ Barbie asked.  
 
    I didn’t answer though. ‘Lose the uniforms, get off the ship and call me in an hour. Head for the middle of the island but use a rental car, not one of the limos.’ 
 
    I got several okays in response and we were all about to disconnect when I thought of another question. ‘Did Mrs Garland ever turn up?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Mrs Garland 
 
    Mrs Garland was the wild card in the pack. She hadn’t come back, which dumped on my belief that she had just wandered off for a little peace and quiet from the Tanners. I was actually feeling a little bad about being so dismissive about her disappearance now. Was she really in trouble?  
 
    There were so many moving parts for me to work out. Somewhere in the madness there was an international spy conspiracy going on and I held the thing they all wanted. On top of that there might be some kind of human trafficking organised crime ring operating who may or may not have Mrs Garland in their possession and the local police were after me and had my butler in custody. Why had Chief Rabat chosen to conduct my interview without legal counsel? He knew it would guarantee my release. Even if I was guilty of murder and he had evidence, it would have muddied the waters and given my defence real ammunition to use.  
 
    It was truly curious.  
 
    I needed to get myself some place where I could find a disguise. If Chief Rabat circulated my picture, it wouldn’t be long before someone recognised me. That spurred a thought which got me out of the car.  
 
    What was in the boot of Emily’s car? 
 
    The answer, I found, was a spy’s treasure trove. I opened the lid, gasped and closed it again. Telling myself I should be thankful it wasn’t filled with bodies, I checked the passing traffic wouldn’t be able to see in and opened it again.  A large holdall sat in line with the car down the left-hand side. It was open, last night’s outfit lying on top, but the rest of the space was filled with guns and knives and, would you believe it, some kind of grenade. I didn’t dare pick them up to read the label. There were other items that looked less likely to blow up though, I picked up weird looking goggles that I determined had to be some kind of night-vision device – there had to be half a dozen of those at least. There were binoculars, radios, things that looked like they were designed to adhere to something else by use of a magnet – I guessed they might be tracking devices though how to check where they were once deployed I had no idea, and, when I lifted other things out of the way, I found a case which contained a snap-together sniper rifle. Then there was a briefcase, the snaps of which I gingerly clicked, one eye closed and my face turned away half-terrified that it might explode. Inside were multiple passports, all with her face but each of them with a different name and different hair and each from a different Nation. Credit cards and wads of cash in more than a dozen currencies caught my eye. I had no idea how much money it came to, but it looked like a lot. 
 
    Emily wasn’t a British spy, or if she was, or ever had been, she was one who had gone bad. Whoever resourced her, supplied some fun tools. Fun if your hobby was killing people, that is.  
 
    I got back into the car and checked the time. It was coming up on eleven o’clock. Barbie, Deepa and the others would be making their way to me but would be at least another hour I figured. I would give them a better location to find me when I decided where that might be. In the meantime, I was going to find someplace to change and hope I could wriggle my middle-aged bum into some of Emily’s clothes.  
 
    Finding a place was easier than I could have hoped. Two miles further down the road from where I pulled off to call Deepa, I found a gas station. In the disabled cubicle of the ladies’ toilet, I emptied Emily’s holdall and picked through it. She liked skinny jeans. Well, none of them were going on me. I didn’t even try. Instead, I sifted through to find another dress, something summery that might be looser and thus take in the extra girth I carried when compared to her.  
 
    Nothing worked. There was a summer dress, but it said size two on the label. I got it on, but I looked ridiculous; like an adult wearing their child’s outfit. Harrumphing that she had to be so skinny, I stuffed the clothes away again and accepted that I was going to have to do what I didn’t want to. I was going to have to disguise myself as a man again.  
 
    Stomping back out to the car and muttering under my breath about how stupid skinny women shouldn’t be allowed, I threw her bag back into the car and picked up the bag I took from my hotel room at the last moment. When I grabbed it in haste last night, I hadn’t realised it was the one I had stuffed the Sam Spade outfit into. It was only now, when I thought about needing to disguise myself that I realised what I had done.  
 
    It was both good, because it was an effective disguise, and bad, because I hated dressing up and had done way too much of it on this cruise.  
 
    Fifteen minutes later, I bumped into a pair of women my age as I let myself out of the ladies’ toilets. ‘This is the ladies,’ one shouted after me. 
 
    With a smile on my face that the disguise worked, I bought water from a shop, got an odd look from the cashier, because the outfit only worked until a person took a proper look, and found a corner to sit in with a notepad and pen I found in the car. Before I got started, I needed to call the team.  
 
    Barbie’s voice came on the line almost immediately. ‘Hey, Patty. Are you done being cryptic? Can you tell us where you are now?’ She sounded like she was in a great mood, brimming with excitement and raring to go.  
 
    ‘Sorry about all the mystery. When you get here, I will explain why it is necessary. I need you to keep going for a bit though. I stopped off to… well I’ll explain that as well.’ I gave her my location, heard her ask someone how far they were from it and got an ETA of about half an hour.  
 
    Barbie said they would be with me as soon as possible so I opened the notebook, chewed the end of the pen, and tried to organise my thoughts.  
 
    The first question I asked myself was, ‘Where is Mrs Garland?’ I said it out loud as I wrote it down. Was she the key to this or an absolute red herring? I wanted to believe that if the Algerians, or anyone else for that matter, were snatching women from Malta for prostitution or anything else in another country, they would move them really quickly. Take them, ship them. Bang, bang. That made sense because it minimised the risk. Unless… Unless… I couldn’t quite put my finger on what my brain wanted to tell me.  
 
    I grabbed my phone and opened a search engine. Nora Garland was a rare enough name that she was the first and only hit. I learned to search people by their name from watching Jermaine and Barbie do it. Suddenly I had access to all manner of information about the missing grandmother. Her social profile wasn’t very complete; it gave me the impression someone had helped her set it up, her daughter, or granddaughter maybe, but the interest hadn’t been there, and no one maintained it now.  
 
    The relationship status said she was involved with someone and there were new pictures on her feed, arriving there because her daughter, Sarah Tanner, had tagged her. 
 
    Navigating to her photo albums, I found old pictures of her. When I found her wedding, I sat forward, her husband was wearing Royal Navy uniform and the scene behind them wasn’t a churchyard in England; the hills were the same barren reddish, orangey-brown rock I saw everywhere here. I turned my face to look out the window; the same thing was right outside if I looked beyond the carpark.  
 
    It wasn’t hard evidence. In fact, it didn’t tell me anything except that perhaps Nora Garland got married here. I made a mental note, checked to see if there was any other information of interest and went back out to her newsfeed page. There were the pictures Sarah tagged her in and her relationship status. I scanned it all again, decided there was nothing else to learn and closed it down.  
 
    Then I opened it again as quickly as I possibly could. I had to be wrong. My eyes had to be deceiving me, but they weren’t. Frantically, I switched between apps, opening my messages to see the picture Gary Senior sent me yesterday.  
 
    In the last picture Sarah linked to her mother’s social media profile, the family group were in Valetta. The ship was visible on the right-hand edge and the fortified walls of the city dominated the rest of the picture. I wasn’t looking at any of that though. I wasn’t even looking at how Gary Junior appeared to be scratching his groin. My eyes were drawn to the man who Nora was looking at.  
 
    He had on a garish stripy shirt. It was the same man who was in the back of the taxi when it left Quarry Wharf with her in it. He had been watching the family from the moment they left the ship. It made my blood run cold. 
 
    What did it tell me though? For starters, I was now sure that Nora had been taken. It was quite deliberate; the man in the stripy shirt picked her out and followed her. He was a poorly dressed, pudgy, white guy though, so if the human trafficking thing had any mileage in it, it felt out of place for him to be involved with the Algerians.  
 
    What role did the Algerians’ play even? I thought they were involved in the trafficking but then Emily said they were a military unit. She lied, of course, I knew that already, but how much of what she said was lies, how much was guesswork and how much could actually be true? 
 
    I knew that human trafficking was happening because Chief Rabat admitted as much, telling me there was an undercover operation in process. Looking down, I had two pages of notes and absolutely no clue. I packed my things back into the bag and started back to the carpark. Barbie, Deepa and the others would be here in maybe another ten minutes, I might as well meet them outside.  
 
    ‘Oh, hello, could you help us?’ asked a woman’s voice as I got to the doors.  
 
    I swung my head around to find a woman about my age. Her accent was American Mid-West I thought, though I accepted that covered a lot of territory and there had to be regional differences between a person from Chicago and a person from Wisconsin. Her hair and clothes suggested she was a cattle farmer; all denims and a pair of cowboy boots.  
 
    I raised my eyebrows as she drew near. ‘Hello.’ 
 
    When I spoke, it caught her out. ‘Oh, you’re a woman. That is a different outfit for a lady to be wearing.’ She looked me up and down, but not in a judgemental way, she appeared to just be assessing my wardrobe choices and wondering why I was dressed as a man, complete with wig and Bailey Fedora hat. ‘Sorry,’ she said, when she realised she was staring and not talking. ‘You threw me there for a minute. Are you headin’ outside?’ 
 
    I pushed against the door my hand was already resting against. ‘I am,’ I replied as I led the way outside, hoping I could lose the woman but being polite. 
 
    ‘Well, my husband and I are having a little car trouble, you see. He sent me to see if I could find someone that might be able to help him. Well, I’m terrible with cars and engines and things like that, and truth be told my Wilber likes to think he knows what he is doing,’ She glanced around. ‘But he doesn’t,’ she added quietly like it was a secret no one was allowed to know. ‘I spotted you and I thought, now there is a nice, tidy looking man. I bet he knows all about cars.’ 
 
    We had crossed the road that ran directly in front of the gas station which wasn’t so much a gas station as it was a truck stop, and we were into the carpark. ‘I’m sorry,’ I shrugged at her. ‘I’m terrible with cars and engines and stuff like that,’ choosing to repeat the phrase she herself had used because it summed up my knowledge base neatly.  
 
    ‘There’s my Wilber,’ she said, raising her arm to wave to him.  
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ I said again as I started to peel off toward Emily’s car. ‘I really can’t be of any help.’ I was about to turn around and wish her luck when she jabbed something into my right kidney, something hard like steel. 
 
    ‘You can help plenty by giving me the device, honey,’ she hissed in my ear. She had a tight grip around my right bicep and was pulling me into the gun as she shoved it painfully into my back. Maintaining her grip, she turned me toward Wilber and her car. ‘No tricks now, or I’ll just shoot you and take the device.’ Then she pushed me away to make distance between us, and it no longer looked like I was being taken under duress. When I cut my eyes to look at her, she sneered, ‘What? You didn’t think I recognised you? Some spy you would make; your picture is all over the planet. Especially here. Wanted for murder, eh?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t do it,’ my protest of denial came out automatically.  
 
    ‘I don’t care, darlin’,’ she laughed. ‘Now move, or I might forget my generous nature.’ 
 
    I had no idea how they found me or even who they were, but the gun I got from the British agent was in the car along with the other weapons. I had disarmed myself because I didn’t want to carry a gun. Right now though I was cursing that decision.  
 
    Wilber, which probably wasn’t his name at all, waited for us to arrive. He had conveniently broken down at the far edge of the carpark, the bonnet raised and steam coming from it to make it look realistic. The carpark was filled with cars, lots of people stopping off for food and other provisions because it was midday, or thereabouts.  
 
    I reached the last of the parked cars and moved beyond them, driven on by the woman with the gun who was still right behind me. Wilber was twenty yards away. Would they shoot me once they had the device, or would they stuff me in the boot of their car and drive off? Could I pull the same trick with the two devices again? I still didn’t know which was which so I could try it, but I was just as likely to give them exactly what they wanted.  
 
    A roar of an engine accelerating snapped my head around just in time to see Deepa Bhukari and Martin Baker in the front seat of a white Toyota with Barbie leaning through from the back seat. She was pointing and yelling something, but they weren’t aiming for me.  
 
    The car hit the woman behind me just as she turned toward it and raised the gun in mute shock. She bounced up and over, coming to land in a heap a few yards from where she had been. A scream of rage from Wilbur came as no surprise but I still wasn’t armed and had to bet that he would be. 
 
    Bullets hitting the white Toyota as it kept going confirmed my fear but as I looked around for the weapon the woman had been carrying, I could see no sign of it. The nearest cars were yards away, so I was unarmed, and I had no cover. 
 
    I was a sitting duck. Yet again. 
 
    As Wilbur stepped around his rigged broken-down car, he was too busy lining up his gun on me to pay attention to the car bearing down on him. Just like the woman, he saw it too late to evade it. The impact pitched him into the air and sent him flying, his gun spinning across the tarmac. The latest vehicular weapon was another white Toyota but this one had Lady Mary at the wheel. She slammed on the brakes, skidding to a halt as she fist-pumped the air.  
 
    I was sitting on the ground, my clothes probably getting dirty again, but where my nerves were frazzled and wanted to go for a lie down somewhere, Lady Mary was bouncing in her seat and looking about to see if there was anyone else she could run down. In the passenger seat of her car, Lieutenant Schneider looked terrified.  
 
    We were going to draw attention very soon; faces were already staring at us from the gas station where the unmistakable sound of gunfire would have been heard. Deepa’s car was swinging around to come back, the news that both assailants were down having reached the driver.  
 
    People started to spill out of the cars. ‘Are you alright, Mrs Fisher?’ from Schneider, was followed very quickly by, ‘Patty, are you hurt?’ from Barbie and I had to raise my hands and beg for calm to make them stop. 
 
    ‘We are hip deep in it,’ I said to get their attention focused. Pointing to the injured couple they had just run over, who were now groaning and trying to get up. ‘Those two are probably spies though I couldn’t tell you what nation they are from despite their convincing accents.’ 
 
    ‘Wait a minute,’ said Deepa, holding up her hands to get my attention. ‘You just said spies? What are you mixed up in?’ 
 
    ‘We need to leave,’ I insisted, starting towards my car. ‘They are not the only intelligence operatives I have faced today. We need to get out of here, get somewhere safe and then I will tell you what I know.’ 
 
    ‘I’m driving,’ shouted Lady Mary, already turning about to get back in her car.  
 
    ‘The heck you are!’ argued Schneider. ‘I’m all for a bit of action and adventure, but you drive like you have a death wish.’ 
 
    She gave him a look that said he had to be nuts. ‘Young man, you got into the car without asking me if I even have a license. I had three gins for breakfast. I’m stunned we are still alive – this is called living!’ Then she whooped like a frat boy and punched a fist into the air.  
 
    ‘I’ll take Lady Mary with me,’ I volunteered, snagging her arm to drag her with me so we could avoid any further argument. Lady Mary opened her mouth to ask a question, but I got there first. ‘No, Mary, I don’t have any alcohol in the car.’ She closed her mouth again with a disappointed look. 
 
    ‘Where do we meet?’ asked Barbie. 
 
    They all looked confused when I told them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Malta Royal Navy Base 
 
    The Royal Navy had long since left Malta, packing up in 1979 after Malta was granted independence from British rule in 1964. I learned all this with a quick internet search, but the information I wanted wasn’t going to be found floating in the ether. However, it might be possible to get it from the Royal Navy Museum located on the site of the original guardroom at the entrance to the dockyard. It was right back in Valetta though, a place where a concentration of police were looking for me and somewhere I should most certainly be trying to avoid. 
 
    According to Lady Mary, I had no hope of getting back to the ship without being arrested. The local police had formed a cordon and were checking everyone coming onto the dock in the hope they could catch me, or otherwise prevent me from escaping to the ship. Her news didn’t fill me with joy, though she seemed energised by all that was happening.  
 
    We found the Royal Navy Museum easily enough by the simple expedient of following the signposts, though we had a reasonably good idea where it was anyway. My concern was always that I might be spotted, but Chief Rabat had hedged his bets by sending a force to the dock to catch me there. It left the streets largely devoid of squad cars and we saw not one police uniform as we drove around Valetta.  
 
    The museum was a small place, barely bigger than my old four-bedroom detached house in England, though there was a warehouse at the back which looked to be part of it. The building itself appeared to be two hundred years old or more. It reminded me of Chatham Dockyard, a tourist attraction not far from my home town. I visited there once a few years ago with my man-eating, husband stealing ex-friend, Maggie. They had an open day and she wanted to ogle the guys in their uniforms. The buildings there were much the same as this one; built from red brick with a door in the centre and two sets of large sash windows either side.  
 
    The signs outside were modern, the lines for the parking bays in the carpark newly painted. The car park was empty though, not a car in it, which made me wonder if it was even open. Where had the staff parked? 
 
    Angling into a space at the front of the carpark and near to the museum building, I saw a shadow move behind a window; someone was inside. Baker and Schneider, driving the other two cars, parked either side of me, the eight of us spilling out.  
 
    Everyone looked ready to head inside, but not without some expectant looks in my direction because I promised to tell them what was going on. Mentally, I thanked them for being trusting enough to come with me this far despite having no clue what I was dragging them into.  
 
    I sat on the boot lid of Emily’s car as the team gathered around me and I held up the little black data storage device.  
 
    Barbie said, ‘It’s a thumb drive.’ 
 
    ‘What’s a thumb drive?’ asked Lady Mary. 
 
    ‘You can carry computer files around on it,’ supplied Hideki. ‘They save a person needing to carry a computer a lot of the time.’ 
 
    Lady Mary groaned, ‘Wretched things.’ 
 
    She looked like she had more to say on the subject but I cut her off, looking at the four members of the security team when I said, ‘Do you remember the man in the paraglider who landed on the ship when it left Athens?’ They all nodded. ‘He gave me this.’ My statement got seven sets of raised eyebrows. ‘I don’t want to tell you more than you need to know, but he is British Intelligence and he was hurt.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, we found blood where he landed,’ remembered Schneider.  
 
    ‘That’s right. Well, he came all the way to Malta with us, and he asked me to take this to his contact because he believed he was being pursued by operatives from other countries.’ 
 
    ‘What’s on it?’ Barbie asked.  
 
    I gave my honest answer with a shrug. ‘I don’t know for sure. He said it was a weapon of some kind. Or blueprints for a weapon. Whatever it is, the boffins who came up with it were all killed.’ Barbie drew in a quick breath of shock. ‘And there are a number of people still after it.’ 
 
    Baker took a turn to ask a question, ‘Is that why there were two bodies found in your hotel room last night?’ 
 
    I nodded, ‘Yes, but I don’t think they were after the weapon.’ 
 
    Hideki frowned. ‘How come?’ 
 
     ‘Because they made no attempt to get it. They didn’t even ask about it, which is the first question I get from everyone else involved. They were shot by a woman who claimed to also be British Intelligence, but she wasn’t. She baited me into leading her to the British spy’s contact in Mdina because the data on this thing cannot be accessed without a decryption device. She shot him, tried to steal the decryptor and the data storage device and I barely got away.’ 
 
    ‘What happened?’ Lady Mary’s voice was a soft murmur, everyone listening intently to my story. 
 
    ‘Another agency arrived, there was a shootout, I escaped. She then got in a car which exploded.’ 
 
    ‘The terrorist bomb we heard about on the radio,’ said Pippin, putting two and two together. ‘That was you.’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t me, thankfully. I mean, I didn’t set the bomb and I didn’t get blown up, but I was there. Anyway, I still have the data device containing the weapon and half the spies on the planet will gladly kill to get their hands on it. You saw that for yourselves at the gas station. Those two had American accents but they might have been from anywhere.’ I took a moment to make eye contact with each single person in the group. ‘I tell you that because I need you to understand the stakes. They have never been higher. This isn’t a deranged man out for vengeance, it isn’t a woman who believes her husband is cheating on her or even rival gangs arguing over Al Capone’s shoes; these are professional killers and my advice to you, is to go back to the ship and stay there until it sails tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘What will you do, Patty?’ asked Barbie quietly. 
 
    I fixed a hard look on my face, wanting to look determined even though I felt terrified. ‘I have to finish this.’ 
 
    ‘Then we are with you,’ Baker said, speaking for the whole group, but they all agreed with him.  
 
    Even Lady Mary, who said, ‘There had better be some good gin waiting at the end of this.’ 
 
    Hideki nodded his head at the museum. ‘So what are we doing here?’ 
 
    It was the perfect question for someone to ask. ‘We are here, because the spy thing isn’t the only problem we have.’ Then, as they hit me with a fresh salvo of wide eyes and raised eyebrows, I told them about Mrs Garland, the Algerians, Chief Rabat and the possible human trafficking ring I had stumbled onto.  
 
    When I finished, our little huddle were almost touching shoulders, the complexity and danger of the problem drawing them ever closer as I tried to lay it out. 
 
    ‘Hello,’ said a friendly man’s voice at a volume loud enough to scare the pants off everyone. We fell about, clutching our hearts and gasping for breath. ‘I’m sorry, did I make you jump?’ he asked. 
 
    I turned to find a man in his sixties, a huge, grey, handlebar mustache dominating his face beneath wire-rimmed spectacles. He wore a tweed jacket with leather elbow patches over a white cotton shirt. A navy-blue tie, pinned in place by a gold crest told me he was retired Royal Navy. I held up a finger to beg for a moment.  
 
    ‘You’ve been out here a while, you see?’ the man said. ‘I don’t mind you using the carpark for your little meeting. It’s not like I get many visitors, but I just wanted to know if you were planning to come in because if not, I was going to pop off for a little bit of lunch at the local pub.’ 
 
    ‘We’re coming in,’ I managed, straightening up now that my heart had gone back to pumping blood. ‘Actually, I have some research I need to do and you look like exactly the person to help me.’ 
 
    ‘Research?’ the man repeated. His eyes were twinkling like I had just offered him a gift. ‘I’m ready when you are.’ We all followed him to the building, there being no reason for anyone to stay outside. At the door, the gentleman introduced himself as Commodore (retired) Dougal Brown. Inside, there was an assistant in the form of a young Maltese woman called Angelica. ‘Come in, come in,’ the commodore beckoned. ‘We won’t worry about charging you for entrance, not considering who you are.’ 
 
    ‘You recognise me?’ I asked.  
 
    ‘Oh, yes,’ he replied, still leading us further into the museum. ‘The disguise is a good idea though; your picture is all over the news at the moment.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not calling the police?’ Deepa confirmed.  
 
    ‘Heavens, no, dear.’ He looked at Deepa as if the idea was ridiculous. ‘Those horrors gave me a speeding ticket last year. They can go whistle. Now then, dear lady, what it is you want to find out?’ 
 
    I probably should have led with the question I was about to ask because if his archive didn’t have this kind of information, there was no point in us hanging around any longer. ‘Do you have records of weddings that took place at the Naval base?’ 
 
    The question surprised him, but he didn’t query why I wanted to know. ‘Yes, dear. I think we can find that. Follow me please.’ 
 
    In a back room of the building, the commodore showed us large drawers filled with photographs and shelf upon shelf of ledgers.  
 
    ‘Wow,’ said Barbie. ‘This looks like it might take a while. What are we looking for again?’ 
 
    ‘Anything to do with Nora Garland,’ I supplied, speaking to the entire group and the commodore. ‘She won’t have been Nora Garland until she got married so we are looking for her husband really. He was in Navy whites for their wedding.’ 
 
    ‘Do you have a picture?’ the commodore asked.  
 
    I said, ‘It’s on her social media profile,’ 
 
    Barbie was fastest to get her phone out, saying, ‘I’m on it,’ then spelling out the name to herself as she typed it in. ‘Was it in a particular album?’ she asked. I skewed my lips to show I couldn’t say. I wasn’t sure how a person discerned one album from the next. I could just about find the albums; anything more was like doing magic. 
 
    Barbie found it in about eight seconds.  
 
    ‘Oh, yes,’ said the commodore, taking off one pair of glasses and putting on another pair as he squinted at the picture on her phone. ‘I recognise exactly where that picture was taken. Do you know what year it was?’ 
 
    Barbie looked at me. I looked at her and then tried to do some math. ‘Her daughter is late thirties or maybe forty, so Nora has to be early sixties unless Sarah was not her first child or if she came late. From the pictures…’ 
 
    ‘She’s seventy-one,’ said Barbie, holding up her phone to show us a picture of a big birthday bash. The cake in the photo bore two candles in the shape of a seven and a zero and the date the picture was uploaded to her social media profile was fourteen months ago.  
 
    ‘She looks about twenty in her wedding photo so we can narrow the search down to a few years. Let’s go back fifty years and search that year and the two years either side of it.’ 
 
    Dutifully, the commodore picked his way along the shelves to the section he wanted and started taking down ledgers. ‘These are from the church archives. They were moved here when they knocked it down to build hotels.’ 
 
    ‘That’s terrible,’ I commented. It horrified me that old buildings were bulldozed to make way for new, money no doubt the driver behind it.  
 
    ‘Well, it had a great position overlooking the sea, but they took it apart brick by brick and moved it half a mile inland. They also bought the land for a substantial sum, so I think the church did okay out of it.’ He passed he ledgers to Baker, Bhukari, Pippin, Hideki and Schneider, who carried them to a table. ‘Her husband was a flyer you know.’ 
 
    I gave him a raised eyebrow. 
 
    ‘A navy pilot,’ he explained. ‘You can tell by the emblem on his uniform. They were called the parrots. I don’t think they liked the nickname, but it stuck, and, in the end, they used it as their emblem.’  
 
    ‘Patty,’ Barbie called to get my attention as the team started going through the ledgers. ‘She’s not here with a husband or anything is she? It’s just her family, you said.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, that’s right.’ 
 
    ‘Well, her relationship status shows that it was changed yesterday. She changed it from not in a relationship, to in a relationship at quarter past two yesterday afternoon.’ 
 
    My mouth dropped open. ‘Can someone else do that for her? I mean, can someone else get into her feed and update her information?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Barbie admitted. ‘But only if they have her password. Why would anyone want to do that?’ 
 
    I didn’t have an answer for her. Or rather I did, but it was one that didn’t fit. If no one else had amended her profile, then she had to have been the one to do it.  
 
    Barbie came to stand next to me so I could see her phone as well. ‘It looks like her husband died just after her birthday a year ago. There are lots of posts by her up until then, but nothing since. The only updates are linked pictures from her daughter. Until yesterday, but there’s nothing written. Just the change to her status.’ 
 
    Did that mean something? It brought into question everything I thought I believed about Mrs Garland and what might have happened to her.  
 
    ‘Found it,’ announced Deepa, raising her hand to get our attention. ‘Marriage of Second Lieutenant James Garland to Nora Montrose on July 8th, 1958. Marriage took place at Our Lady of Grace Catholic church in Valetta.’ 
 
    I came to join her, sliding between Pippin and Schneider to get a look at the page. It was a record of the marriage but nothing more. The bride and groom had signed beneath their names as had the two witnesses. I borrowed Barbie’s phone to take a picture in case we needed the information later, but it hadn’t taken me in the direction I hoped it might.  
 
    Barbie touched my arm. ‘Patty, can I see the data storage device?’  
 
    ‘Um, yeah, sure.’ My brain was whirling with questions, each of which was taking me down a dead end when I tried to answer them. I handed over both black data drives and paid no attention to what Barbie was doing until she said a bad word.  
 
    I think we all turned in her direction, but only I knew what was happening. Barbie had spotted a computer in the corner and plugged one of the drives into it. Smoke was pouring out already as it sparked and fizzed. I dashed across the room to yank the device free.  
 
    ‘I wanted to see what was on it that was so important,’ she admitted guiltily. Pippin nudged her out of the way as he arrived carrying a fire extinguisher. A few blasts of dry powder killed the fire and also finished off the computer. 
 
    ‘I should have told you about this bit. The police did the same thing at the station. I don’t know what is on here or what it is supposed to do, but if you plug it into a standard computer, the computer catches fire.’ 
 
    Barbie’s face was blushing red and horrified. ‘Right. Good tip to remember.’ She made eye contact with the commodore. ‘Sorry,’ she said with an embarrassed look.  
 
    I held the slightly warm data drive in my right hand. I now knew which was the real one. This time I zipped it carefully into a separate compartment of my handbag and dropped the dummy one into the main well in the middle. If I could remember which one was where now, I would be able to hand someone the wrong one if I wanted to.  
 
    ‘I have a question,’ Lady Mary announced, taking advantage of a lull in the conversation as she looped her arm through the commodore’s. ‘They used to serve tots of rum on board the Royal Navy ships, did they not?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, indeed,’ the commodore replied happily. ‘That practice kept going until July 31st,1970 when it was no longer deemed in keeping with modern times or safety practices.’ 
 
    ‘How much is a tot?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Ah, good question, my dear. A tot, which one might think is quite a small amount, is, in fact, a quarter of a pint.’ 
 
    ‘Was it strong stuff?’ Lady Mary was all about the alcohol. 
 
    ‘Goodness, yes. Traditionally, navy warships served Pussar’s rum which was, and still is, forty-two percent proof. It was given neat, and it was not untypical for sailors, who had performed a special task or earned some form of reward, to receive such a reward as an additional tot.’ 
 
    ‘Half a pint of rum,’ murmured Lady Mary, a dreamy look on her face. ‘Was there a particular time of the day when the rum was served?’ 
 
    ‘Actually, there was. Because the ship had to be manned twenty-four hours a day, different watches would get their tot at different times. I was always fond of the one o’clock ration. It set me up for the afternoon I found.’ 
 
    Lady Mary grinned at him. Then showed him her watch. She had walked him into a trap. ‘Shall we?’ she asked, a cheeky grin on her face. 
 
    ‘Oh, um, well, yes, perhaps we should.’ The commodore toddled away to find a decanter and I caught Lady Mary’s eye and shook my head to show my despair.  
 
    I got a fake confused look in response. ‘A person could die of thirst here, Patricia.’  
 
    I let it go, there were more important things to deal with. Sirens in the distance brought my head up, Baker and I locking eyes across the table. ‘You don’t think…’ he asked. 
 
    ‘We should check,’ I replied. He was asking if they were heading in our direction and somehow knew we were here. Who would have called them though? 
 
    Baker came running back into the room. ‘There’s a pair of squad cars heading this way. I locked the front door, but we need a new way out of here.’ 
 
    ‘Dammit,’ said Lady Mary as the commodore came back through the door with a decanter and glasses on an ornate tray in his hands. She had exactly what she wanted and no time to savour it. 
 
    ‘How would they know we were here?’ asked Hideki. 
 
    We all looked at the commodore. ‘Goodness, no,’ he objected, our stares sufficient without needing to vocalise the question.   
 
    I nodded my head sadly. ‘Where’s your assistant?’ His eyes went wide as he saw the truth of it. She had called them, but we had no time to dwell on it. ‘There’s nothing more here for us. Commodore, is there a back way out.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, yes,’ he blurted, dancing about as he looked around for somewhere to put the tray of rum down. Schneider took it from him and dumped it on top of the ledgers. Then we followed the commodore as he raced out of the room.  
 
    Race was a comparative word though. His pace was more of an amble and the sirens were getting really loud now. He paused and stood to one side, pointing onwards as he shouted, ‘The door is just ahead. I’ll get them to come inside so you can get back around the front to your cars. Just watch from the corner, give me a ten count once they are inside and don’t look back. Good luck to you all,’ he called as we departed.  
 
    Schneider got to the corner first, peered carefully around it as the rest of us flattened ourselves to the wall, then gave come-on motions when the coast was clear. We all ran to the cars, bent over at the waist to keep low in case anyone looked out of a window.  
 
    ‘Where are we going now?’ whispered Barbie as we neared the cars.  
 
    I shot a lord-only-knows-look. ‘Let’s just get out of Valetta and regroup.’ Then I had a better idea. ‘Let’s go to the market.’ 
 
    ‘Which market?’ 
 
    ‘The one right outside the city wall. It’s there every day, or so it claims in my travel guide. There’ll be lots of people so we can hide in plain sight. Let’s go there and then make a plan. Okay?’ 
 
    She shrugged an okay at me and we all dived into our respective cars.  
 
    I had an idea forming.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Valetta Market 
 
    I was right about the market being busy. There were hundreds of stalls crammed into a tight space outside the ancient entrance to the walled city. Overhead there were canvas sheets to keep the sun off the traders, the effect for us one of safety as we were invisible from all directions.  
 
    Crowded into a huddle behind a stall which sold kebabs, I tried to explain what I thought might be happening. ‘I think we accidentally stumbled across a human trafficking ring operating in Malta. When I had the argument with the Tanners on Quarry Wharf, we were overheard and that set them after me; they wanted to know what I knew.’ 
 
    ‘What do you know?’ asked Lady Mary. 
 
    I gave her the honest answer, ‘Nothing. I think though, that we need to find out something so we can draw them in. I think the Algerian men that came to my hotel room are the ones who took Alistair. I propose to contact them and set up an exchange.’ 
 
    ‘What will we exchange?’ asked Barbie. 
 
    ‘Nothing.’ Everyone stared at me. ‘We don’t have anything. So we either have to come up with a clever bluff, or find something they will want more than Alistair.’ 
 
    ‘How long will they hold him before…’ Deepa started the sentence but didn’t want to finish it. 
 
    ‘Before they kill him?’ I finished it for her. ‘I don’t know, but probably not long. My assumption is they took him to force me to talk but the men they left to interrogate me were killed before they got a chance to ask any questions.’ 
 
    ‘Why wouldn’t they just take you?’ asked Schneider. 
 
    It was really good question and one which had been bugging me since last night. ‘I think they were told not to. I think this has something to do with who I am and about not drawing extra attention to themselves. Kill me and too many people might look their way. If they are, in fact, involved in human trafficking, they want as little scrutiny as possible.’ 
 
    ‘They also want protection from local interference,’ added Baker. 
 
    Deepa agreed, ‘That’s right. There has to be someone inside the local police who is helping them.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ I nodded. ‘That is my assumption also. The police chief I met was very secretive, I think he suspects people within his organisation. He made sure the interview wasn’t recorded. I thought he was trying to trap me, but now I wonder if maybe he was trying to make sure no one else could listen to the interview afterward.’ 
 
    ‘So the police are involved,’ said Barbie, ‘Which means if we work out who has the captain, we can’t go to them for help.’ 
 
    I shook my head. ‘No, we can’t. I have an idea about that though.’ 
 
    ‘Goodness, Patricia sweetie. Tell us what it is,’ insisted Lady Mary.  
 
    I shook my head again. ‘Not yet. First I want to work out what happened to Mrs Garland.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t have much to go on,’ complained Deepa. ‘We know she got married here and we know she went to Sliema in a taxi with a man in a stripy shirt yesterday.’ 
 
    I had to contest her point, ‘We also know where she got out of that taxi and we know who signed as her witnesses.’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t seem like much to go on,’ argued Baker. 
 
    I agreed with them, ‘That’s because it isn’t.’ They were right, there was no sense in arguing but I had no intention of being defeated. I wanted Alistair back and though this wasn’t really part of it, it went a long way to proving my theories, and that, ultimately, would allow me to close the net on everyone involved.  
 
    Barbie huffed out a breath, a sort of half laugh that got everyone’s attention. ‘I was just thinking that this is usually the point when Patty gives each of us tasks to do that seem to make no sense until we get them done and she solves the case.’ She and everyone else turned their eyes my way and looked at me expectantly.  
 
    I pursed my lips and looked at the sky. I found myself flipping a mental coin because there were so many elements to control. Finally, I said, ‘It will be dark soon. This is what we need to do.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Help Needed 
 
    I was sure of two things. The first was that in order to get Alistair back safely, I was going to have to put people at risk. The second was that we couldn’t hope to succeed without some additional help. I had an idea for the second problem though.  
 
    There were a lot of things to do quite quickly, most of them happening all at once. I sent Lady Mary with Lieutenant Schneider to return to the ship. I could have just made a phone call but person to person was more likely to yield the result we needed, especially given the nature of my request.  
 
    With them gone, I dispatched Deepa Bhukari and Martin Baker to go shopping. No one was looking for them so they could walk freely into Valetta to find an upmarket boutique. The simple instruction for Deepa was to buy something slutty for her and Barbie. She knew Barbie’s size; it was quite easy to remember after all. Shortly, the pair of them would be doing their best to attract some very particular attention.  
 
    In the meantime, I had her and Pippin and Hideki all looking through social media for something very specific. And while they did that, I tried to solve the missing Mrs Garland case head on. I had a little inkling about where Mrs Garland might have gone and why. There were clues pointing toward it though they were all very minor and could equally mean nothing. I chose to follow them though and hope for the best.  
 
    Malta had an accessible online directory of enquiries just like everywhere else. The name James Barnstable was listed as a witness on her wedding certificate. The other witness’s name was Elsa Barnstabl making them a married couple. The best man in the photographs, James Barnstable, was also in Royal Navy whites and bore the same parrot emblem on his uniform. Looking through the wedding pictures earlier, there was one photograph that got my attention more than any other. It told a story. A story which could be interpreted different ways, depending on a person’s point of view and life experiences. I hadn’t told anyone what I thought it might mean yet, but I was going to try to find out now.  
 
    The directory of enquiries gave me three James Barnstables to pick from. It told me nothing more about them, so I started at the top and made a call.  
 
    The first call was answered but it was a young man at the other end. I asked if he knew a person by the name Nora Garland and listened for his response. When he said no, I got no sense that he was lying, so I thanked him and moved on.  
 
    The second call went through to another man who sounded too young to be the man I wanted. He wasn’t James Barnstable though, he was his son, innocently offering to get his dad for me. When a man who sounded significantly older said, ‘Hello?’ I allowed a ray of hope to sneak in.  
 
    ‘Good evening. I am hoping to speak to Nora Garland. Can you put her on the phone, please?’ I got silence. ‘Her family are very worried about her. They don’t know where she is.’ 
 
    More silence. Just when I thought I was going to have to lean on him a little harder, he said, ‘I’m sorry, I think you have the wrong number. I don’t know a Nora Garland.’ 
 
    ‘Wasn’t she the wife of one of your best friends?’ I prompted quickly, worried he might hang up. 
 
    ‘You have the wrong number,’ he repeated and then the line when dead. 
 
    I tapped my phone on my chin in thought. I couldn’t be certain he was lying. Or that Nora was there if he was lying. I couldn’t even be certain I had the right James Barnstable, so I tried the third number and got a West Indian accent delivered in a rumbling bass. I pretended to be calling about insurance, confirmed I was indeed talking to James Barnstable and got off the phone. It was getting late and there was a lot to do yet, so I put the issue of Nora Garland to one side for a while. I believed I had it worked out, but there was nothing I could do about it tonight. 
 
    With that task complete, I blew out a nervous breath, bit my lip and took a selfie. The selfie had the main entrance to Valetta in the near background, a clear marker so they would know where I was and the slim black mass data storage device was in my left hand. Then I posted it to my social media profile and wrote a note to go with it: 
 
    ‘I still have what you want. I don’t want it. I want no further part of the violence and will happily hand it over to the first ones to come for it. I will be here tomorrow morning at nine o’clock and will provide instructions to retrieve it.’ 
 
    The spies and government agents would come. They had to be monitoring such things; I knew I was. Justin could easily pop up in disguise again at any moment, but I no longer cared. I was going to give them the dummy device and wave them all goodbye. The ship was due to sail at noon tomorrow. I could give them the device and leave them all behind provided tonight’s crazy plan brought Alistair back to me. I hadn’t told anyone on my team about my plan for the device with the super-weapon on it.  Were I to do so, they would simply try to come with me tomorrow for the exchange. I had an idea about how to give it to the competing agencies attempting to retrieve it without giving them a chance to see me, but just like Nora Garland it could wait for now; there were more pressing issues.  
 
    One element I was yet to tackle was that of my missing butler, Jermaine. To my knowledge, he languished still in a Maltese cell, waiting for the lawyer, O’Donnell, to arrange his release. Would I even leave Malta if he was still behind bars?  
 
    I pushed it to one side as Barbie called to get my attention. ‘I think you were right, Patty,’ I wanted to make a clever quip about her statement being utterly redundant because of course I was. I could never allow myself to display that kind of arrogance though, not even in jest as proposed, so I went to see what she had found. ‘He’s there in the pictures.’ On her phone, Barbie had a photograph of a man in his late thirties. She held the phone in her right hand, and, in her left, she had Hideki’s phone in which was displayed the picture from Nora’s social media page; the one of the family group in Valetta with the man watching them.  
 
    It was the same man. When I first saw the picture, I took the man in the stripy shirt to be stalking them. Or to be watching them because he had a criminal plan in mind. Seeing him in the back of a taxi with his arm around Mrs Garland strengthened that impression. Now I knew who he was.   
 
    ‘That’s it then,’ I said.  
 
    Barbie nodded in agreement. ‘I think it is.’ 
 
    Pippin asked, ‘Do we tell them? The Tanners, I mean. Do we let them know?’ 
 
    I shook my head. ‘We can’t. Not yet, at least. Dealing with them will become a distraction when we can ill afford one. We will let them know once we have Alistair back and have wrapped that business up. The Tanners can wait.’ I wasn’t being cruel, I felt certain the daughter, Sarah, was in anguish regarding the whereabouts of her mother. It wasn’t pressing though. She would survive a sleepless night, but someone else might not survive tonight if I wasn’t on the ball. 
 
    With the issue of Mrs Garland’s whereabouts almost certainly deduced, and the stupid spies given a time and a place to come for me, I felt I could focus on the human trafficking problem and get Alistair back. 
 
    My phone rang. I looked down at it, hoping it would be the call I needed: it was. And so I hoped I would get the news I wanted: I didn’t. Or rather, I did, but not quite as I expected.  
 
    ‘Lieutenant Schneider, have you been successful?’ 
 
    His voice came on the line, ‘Mrs Fisher, can I put you on speaker phone?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ I took the phone away from my ear and held it out so Barbie and the others could crowd around it. ‘What have you got for us.’ 
 
    A new voice answered, but it was one which I recognised. ‘Mrs Fisher, this is Commander Yusef, the ship’s deputy captain.’ He really didn’t need to introduce himself and certainly didn’t need to say what his position was. I understood why he did it when he spoke again. ‘I have a person to introduce you to. Interpol dispatched an agent at our request. He arrived an hour ago.’ 
 
    ‘Good evening, Mrs Fisher,’ a new voice said, ‘This is Manos Vardalos. I understand that you may have a lead on the human trafficking going on in Malta.’ 
 
    It was a very open statement and had no question attached to it even though one was implied. I replied anyway, ‘I believe that to be the case. I think they have people within the Maltese police force who are protecting them or allowing them to operate without interference.’ 
 
    ‘That would be typical,’ he replied. ‘Organised crime perpetuates itself by paying off key persons of influence. It ensures they look the other way or know when not to send patrols to a certain area.’ 
 
    Commander Yusef’s voice came back, ‘Lieutenant Baker tells me you will need our help tonight.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right, Commander. I’m glad Interpol are represented actually. That will make what I want to do far less complex.’ 
 
    ‘How’s that?’ asked Manos.  
 
    I closed my eyes for a moment, picturing all that needed to happen and in what order. ‘Interpol have no powers as police, correct?’ 
 
    ‘In a sense, yes,’ Manos’s answer was guarded like he didn’t like the suggestion he lacked authority or power.  
 
    ‘But you are able to coordinate other forces, correct? And supervise the arrest of criminals regardless of nationality and allegiance.’ I waited for his answer.’ 
 
    Again, it came with a degree of defence in it. ‘Yes, that is essentially correct.’ 
 
    ‘Good. Well, gentlemen, this is what I need you do to.’ I gave them the details of my plan. At least, I gave them the details I needed them to know. I didn’t tell them the whole thing because they never would have agreed to it if I had. They knew enough to believe there was a high degree of probability that we would succeed. We would get the captain back, which is why the ship’s security force would help. And we were likely to crack a human trafficking ring which is why Interpol was interested.  
 
    By the time I finished, they had both agreed to give me the help I needed, and I breathed a huge sigh of relief, both mentally and physically, a sense of something akin to exhaustion stealing over me. Lieutenant Schneider said he was on his way back with Lady Mary and would see us soon.  
 
    Just as he ended the call Deepa returned. ‘Will this do?’ she asked. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Snatch 
 
    Now we were into the part of the plan that required us to get lucky. We were going fishing. I wanted to catch some Algerians, and my bait of choice was a tasty bit of drunk young woman.  
 
    Deepa and Barbie were sober, of course, but looking inebriated would make them look more vulnerable which was what we wanted. Deepa returned wearing a short dress that revealed more thigh than I had ever dared to bare in my life and did a very good job of forcing her boobs up and out. To go with it, she had thigh-length boots, the type where the leg part is more like a sheer sock than anything else and did a great job of showing off the shape beneath. The chaps were trying quite hard not to notice how her chest moved every time she breathed, a problem that doubled when Barbie appeared in the complimenting outfit Deepa picked out for her.  
 
    ‘I look like a hooker,’ Barbie said as she did her best to tug her skirt down a half centimetre, so it covered the bottom curve of her cheeks. ‘Seriously, Deepa, who is this outfit designed for?’ 
 
    ‘I like it,’ said Hideki, smiling at his girlfriend and then withering under the power of her glare.  
 
    ‘Can we get on with it?’ Barbie asked. ‘I’m getting quite nervous and being basically naked in the street isn’t helping.’ 
 
    Deepa looped an arm though hers, poured out the contents of a cheap champagne bottle and refilled it with water. ‘I’m ready.’  
 
    Barbie muttered some choice words, but Baker and Schneider stepped in to reassure her. ‘We’ll never be more than a few yards from you. They will be focused on you and won’t see us until it is too late. You both have tasers, yes?’ Baker asked. 
 
    Both girls opened their handbags and showed they not only had them, but they were fully charged. Schneider found them in the treasure trove of gear in the boot of Emily’s car. They also took handguns in case they needed to use them; they could be ditched far more easily than their own issued sidearms.  
 
    ‘What do we do?’ asked Lady Mary.  
 
    ‘Mostly we stay out of sight until this part of the plan is done. There’s not much we can do until we catch our fish.’ 
 
    There was nothing left to say, so Deepa and Barbie set off, swaying and staggering every now and then, swigging from the champagne bottle filled with water and getting lots of attention and comments from men of all ages and races. Through it all, they kept going toward their destination: Quarry Wharf.  
 
    They dealt with the wolf whistles and lewd remarks as if they were women out to find men and were inebriated enough to not be too picky about who the man was. They were laughing and making comments in return but ultimately continuing on in a straight line. Twenty yards back, Baker and Pippin meandered along paying them no attention. They weren’t looking at the girls at all, they were looking at the men looking at the girls. And that’s what Schneider was doing on the opposite side of the road, keeping to the shadows without making it look like he was doing so deliberately. Every now and then he would pop into a shop so his passage through the town looked natural.  
 
    I was the odd one out in my stupid Sam Spade suit and hat, but I looked like a man until one looked closely, so Lady Mary and I were walking arm in arm as if we were a couple. I got one or two looks, but the eyes never lingered; it was evening in a holiday destination: there were far weirder things to look at than me.  
 
    Quarry Wharf was a shot in the dark in that I had no idea if the Algerians had been there yesterday by pure coincidence, or because they were there all the time. The route from Valetta’s main entrance, where the market was located, to Quarry Wharf near the water, took them right through town, so if the Algerians were operating here, they were likely to have seen them. They presented as two attractive women with no attached male protection, which meant they would be perceived as most likely here by themselves and could be snatched and taken out of the country before they were reported as missing.  
 
    By the time we reached Quarry Wharf, we knew they had been clocked; a man was following them and trying to catch up. He was by himself, he looked sober, and he appeared to be the same racial heritage as the two Algerian men I briefly met.  
 
    He wasn’t very vigilant though. Baker and Pippin were closing the gap on him and Schneider wasn’t far behind either. We were all close enough, in fact, that we heard his words when he spoke. ‘Ladies, does either one of you have a light?’  
 
    His seemingly harmless question could be considered just that if one hadn’t just watched him follow them for over one hundred yards and pass thirty people, some of whom were smoking. The question then was intended solely to get them to stop. As they did, Baker, Pippin, and Schneider all stepped into shadows and waited.  
 
    I kept going, Lady Mary with me, our arms interlinked. If this was it, it might happen fast, and I wanted to be close by. The one man we could see wasn’t going to take them; he was just there to spring the trap. I ran it through in my head: identify a target or, in this case, targets, send a message ahead and get the targets to stop. Then you would want a car or a van and an overwhelming number of additional men to grab the targets and take them.  
 
    A van appeared. It was coming toward us and would reach the girls and the man first. The girls sensed that this might be it, so they didn’t have a light to offer him but were making conversation anyway; laughing and being tactile.  
 
    As the van neared, Schneider and the other guys moved. Lady Mary and I hung back, getting close to a wall so we were less visible. We were not going to be part of this bit; the middle-aged women weren’t helpless, but trained security staff with weapons would operate more slickly without us in the way.  
 
    With twenty yards to go, the van shot forward, the driver inside stomping hard on the accelerator to create a shock effect that would stun their targets. He hit the brakes with five yards to go and skidded the rest of the way to stop right by them. The back doors flew open, visible either side of the van as we looked at the front and the sound of boots hitting the street told everyone it was go time.  
 
    There were four of them, plus the spotter in the street already talking to the girls, plus the driver if needed, though I was certain his instruction would be to stay in the van unless called for. Clearly, they had done this many times before because there was no chatter, no need to ask what any one of them needed to do next. They were slick and practiced. 
 
    They didn’t get to do any of it of course. The spotter went down first. Deepa hitting him over the head with the champagne bottle full of water. It didn’t even break which must have been like getting smacked with a bowling pin. Her move surprised the two Algerians on their side of the van, but not as much as the surprise they got when both girls shot tasers into their chests.  
 
    The other two Algerians had gone around the far side of the van. Presumably to cut off the girls’ escape if they tried to run. They got to the front of the vehicle where Baker and Schneider stuck guns in their faces. Their hands went up instinctively and Hideki shot them both using a taser in each hand.  
 
    The only man left was the driver whose eyes were wide with shock and fear. He could have escaped if he had reacted swiftly enough and hit the gas, but his chance was gone the moment Pippin leaned in from the girls’ side and pointed his gun at him. His arms went up in surrender and another part of the plan was complete. 
 
    I was stunned at how well it had gone. 
 
    ‘Can I get changed now?’ asked Barbie. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Lure 
 
    ‘They are useless to you,’ scoffed one of the Algerians. I couldn’t tell if he was the leader of their group or just the one that liked to talk but he wouldn’t shut up. ‘We use codes, so you can try to read our messages all day, but you will get nothing from them.’ 
 
    We took their weapons and their phones the moment we had them. Then, while they were still twitching from the effects of being tasered, we used plastic cuffs to bind them and loaded them into their own van. Amazingly no one had seen us, but I worried they might be expected to report back so we took the van and drove it to the safe place I had picked out. 
 
    Well, I say I picked it out. What I did was ask my foursome of security crew where we could go that belonged to Purple Star Cruise Lines but wasn’t the ship. It was Baker that suggested the warehouse they use for storing supplies and food and repair equipment and all manner of other items a massive cruise line needed to resupply and keep its ships in top condition.  
 
    It was manned twenty-four hours and with a ship in dock it ought to have been a hive of activity. Commander Yusef had made sure it was emptied of its usual manpower and left open for us to use though. So that’s where we were, with our captive Algerians and their phones. 
 
    I didn’t want to read their messages though. That was a task Interpol could perform at their leisure once they had people in custody. No, I wanted to know where the phones had been, and I knew my super tech-savvy friends could do stuff like that. Apparently, modern phones log where you are every second of the day. I knew there were functions like this because whenever I opened my social media profile it asked me if I wanted to check in. I had pressed it once or twice to see what it would do, only to find it knew precisely where I was and would report it to the world.  
 
    Hideki, Barbie, Deepa, and all the others had a phone each while Lady Mary and I, the dinosaurs that we are, watched on as the mysterious art of phone fiddling went on. The six of them were in a huddle, discussing what they were looking at and I tried to be patient but the annoying Algerian with the big mouth wouldn’t shut up.  
 
    ‘You ought to be running,’ he laughed. ‘The longer you leave it to escape, the more likely it is that you will be caught. The guys will have it easy, of course, we’ll just shoot them. Shoot them and take their bodies out to sea for the fishes. The women, well, let’s just say you won’t be in Malta for very much longer and you will probably wish you were one of the men.’ 
 
    ‘I think we have it,’ announced Schneider. He split away from the group to come to me, but the others came with him. Holding up one of the phones, he said, ‘All of the phones spent a significant amount of time at this address. On the map it looks like a big storeroom but it backs onto the waterfront so they could easily run boats up to it and take people out that way, meeting a larger boat out to sea somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘Okay,’ I nodded. It was time to set in motion the part where we either won or all got killed. ‘Let’s send the message.’ 
 
    Everyone sent a message to the primary contact in the phone. The one used most often which I guessed was the boss man or a lieutenant of his. The message was simple. ‘We have your men at the Purple Star Cruise Lines Warehouse on the Western dock in Valetta. We want to exchange.’ 
 
    The message was deliberately ambiguous. I didn’t want them to bring Alistair. If they did that they would come in with a gun to his head and immediately have the upper hand. I wanted them to come without him. They would come in numbers and armed to the teeth, but not until they had called whoever they were dealing with in the police to make sure they weren’t walking into some kind of a trap. The police would know it was happening and make sure none of their people were anywhere near our location. 
 
    Which is why I called Chief Rabat. His number was easy to get; it was on the internet under local police. Not his personal mobile of course, but a number for a contact at the station who could then patch me through to him.  
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Yes. Good evening Chief Rabat.’ 
 
    ‘Are you calling to turn yourself in?’  
 
    ‘Hardly. I wasn’t sure you would catch the real killers or solve the case of what happened to the man in Club Rhumbla so I decided to solve it all for myself.’ 
 
    I heard him choking at the other end. ‘Really, Mrs Fisher. So you think you know everything now, do you? What is it you propose to do with the information?’ 
 
    ‘I propose to get back on my ship and sail home as planned. I need you to arrest a few men though. I am in the process of busting the human trafficking operation here. I have several of the men responsible in custody already and expect to have many more soon. If you want to claim the bust for yourself, you can have it; I just want to go home. You need to come to the Western dock in Valetta harbour. There is a Purple Star Cruise Lines warehouse at the very far end. You’ll find us in there.’ 
 
    Chief Rabat didn’t say anything for a few seconds while he processed the information. Then he asked, ‘How have you managed this, Mrs Fisher? You have only been in Malta for a day.’  
 
    I smiled at my end of the phone though it was a grim smile, laced with thoughts of vengeance and retribution. ‘Someone chose to motivate me. Apparently, that’s all it takes.’ 
 
    ‘The Western docks,’ he repeated. I’ll be there as soon as I can.’ Then he was gone, and I put my phone away.  
 
    ‘Now we wait?’ asked Schneider. 
 
    ‘Now we tell Agent Manso Vardalos to move. But yes, now we wait,’ I confirmed.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Trap 
 
    It took about forty minutes for the Algerians to arrive. Just long enough for my bottom to get numb sitting on a pallet of sugar. We heard them arrive, but Baker was watching the approach so reported their arrival before we heard them.  
 
    My nerves were through the roof. I’m sure everyone’s were so none of us talked about it. It was too late to chicken out anyway; the chess pieces were in position, all I had to do was spring the trap. 
 
    We had our captive Algerians on the ground and attached to pallets of dense sugar we could use for cover. They were in front, still zip-tied around their ankles and wrists and going nowhere. We were behind the sugar already. They weren’t making any noise, at least nothing intelligible because we had gagged them. It was vital they couldn’t say anything to the men coming through the door now.  
 
    The warehouse had many, many doors. One whole side was all roller doors that ascended into the ceiling, but all exits were locked except the one we left open for them. It demonstrated their confidence when they walked in without feeling the need to check what was going on inside first. They carried assault rifles or machine guns. The security team members could probably tell me exactly what make and model they were but for me it was semantics; they were brutal machines of death, that was all I needed to know.  
 
    Just behind the first half dozen gun-toting Algerians came the boss. It was obvious who he was from the room the others gave him. He wore a sharp suit in contrast to the men with guns, who were in jeans, t-shirts and sneakers. His suit was accented by a gold fob watch going into his waistcoat pocket and a sheepskin coat hung off his shoulders. He was a walking gangster cliché though I couldn’t make much comment in my Sam Spade outfit. I had ditched the wig and hat at least.  
 
    Another two dozen armed men fanned out behind him. ‘I seem to have you outnumbered,’ the boss man observed calmly. ‘Not to mention heavily outgunned. I think you should surrender.’ 
 
    My knees were shaking, terrified that they might start shooting. I needed a little more time; we weren’t ready yet. ‘I just want the captain back,’ I managed to stammer through my dry mouth. 
 
    ‘Ah, yes.’ The boss man calmly took out a cigarette and lit it as one of his men brought him a fold out chair to sit on. He waved the match to douse it and inhaled deeply. Only once he blew a few smoke rings did he bother to answer me. ‘The man we took from your hotel room. In a few moments I will tell my men to open fire. They will kill all of you. It seems the simplest way to end your annoying interference. It’s nothing personal; your meddling has barely dented my evening’s activities. It’s the look of it, you see. Trafficking of young women is both lucrative and easy provided one makes sure the local authorities are sufficiently well paid, but I have to maintain a level of fear, leave a few bodies about every now and then.’ On the ground in front of us the bound and gagged Algerian men started to shout through their gags. No one could understand the words, but the meaning was obvious. ‘We might accidentally shoot them, but they shouldn’t have allowed you to take them hostage. If they get caught in the crossfire, so be it.’ He raised a hand. 
 
    Chief Rabat chose that moment to step out from his hiding place. I risked a smile at the surprised look on the boss man’s face. All around where my team and I stood, armed police officers emerged from the shadows or from the hiding places behind boxes.  
 
    ‘They got here a short while before you,’ I told the boss man. ‘I figured you would be good enough to incriminate yourself, so I made sure the police were here to listen. You think you own the police and I counted on that, knowing you would call your tame contacts before you came here. That’s why I called the chief myself, just to make sure the message got through.’  I managed to sound triumphant, though at that precise moment I was standing at the centre of a wide circle of men pointing their guns at each other. If the shooting started, we would need to get somewhere else very quickly.  
 
    Chief Rabat walked forward, his men vastly outnumbering those of the Algerian he faced. The criminals’ weapons tracked his progress, but he kept going, walking right up to the boss man who stood up to face the police chief as he got within a few feet. 
 
    Then they shook hands.  
 
    ‘Patty?’ whispered Barbie. Questioning what was happening.  
 
    ‘So you’re the man they are paying off.’ I said it as a statement.  
 
    Chief Rabat turned to face me. ‘Mrs Fisher, I don’t know what motivated you to come here and try to mess with our trafficking operation, but I knew from your reputation that we needed to take steps against you. I thought it would be easy enough to kill you and your friend, the captain. I had him snatched so he could be killed in a dark alley. You would have been found with the murder weapon which you had then turned on yourself. You killed Fatah and Kamel in your room though which changed things and I have been trying to capture you ever since. Then you called me and wanted to set up this trap. Well,’ he laughed, ‘I just had to play along.’  
 
    As one, all the police weapons turned to face me and my friends.  
 
    I gulped. We were down to the wire. Then my phone beeped in my pocket and I tried desperately not to react to it. I already knew what it said. Or believed I did. I was ready for my final roll of the dice.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Unexpected Element 
 
    With seconds left before they decided they were bored and wanted to start shooting, I spotted movement. It wasn’t by the door, it was up on the roof, a shadow no one else noticed and I feared I knew what it meant. Then my fear was all but confirmed when I saw another shadow moving along the far wall way back behind the Algerians.  
 
    I had to act now. ‘I expected as much, Chief Rabat. Your story about an undercover agent inside the human trafficking operation was laughable once I thought about it. An agent who was unable to determine from where they were taking people out of Malta and couldn’t even find the base of operations? You need to learn to lie better. Fortunately, you will have a long time in jail to practice such skills.’ 
 
    ‘In jail?’ Chief Rabat started laughing, nudging the Algerian boss man who split a smile. The rest of the cops and criminals joined in. ‘I’m the police. I have jurisdiction here. Who is going to put me in jail?’ 
 
    I said, ‘Actually you don’t.’   
 
    He stopped laughing for a second, wiping a tear from his right eye. ‘I don’t what?’ 
 
    ‘Have jurisdiction.’ 
 
    ‘What are you talking about?’ The chief wasn’t able to mask the concern that crept onto his face. 
 
    ‘Well, you’re inside a Purple Star Cruise Lines warehouse which is on a quayside owned by Purple Star Cruise Lines. As such, it is classified as international waters and therefore the security forces of Purple Star Cruise Lines have jurisdiction here.’ 
 
    He stared at me, blinked a few times and went through what I had just said. He knew I was right, though he gave his head a little shake as if to clear it.  
 
    ‘Is that right?’ asked the boss man.  
 
    Chief Rabat blinked and shook his head, glanced at his partner in crime and then turned his eyes to look at me once more. Behind him another shadow shifted, someone was getting into position. ‘What does it matter?’ the senior police officer asked. ‘So her security guys are the ones with authority here? So what? There are six of them plus two old ladies.’ 
 
    ‘Hey,’ snapped Lady Mary. 
 
    ‘And there are fifty of us,’ continued the chief, ignoring my friend. ‘It’s simple math, Mrs Fisher. You don’t have enough people to win with.’ 
 
    ‘Now,’ I said calmly. 
 
    ‘Now?’ Chief Rabat looked at the Algerian boss man to see if he understood my comment. Getting nothing, he looked back at me. ‘What now? Shoot you now? I think we can arrange that.’ 
 
    ‘Now,’ I said again, a little louder this time. 
 
    Thankfully this time they reacted. A row of boxes back from where the police had taken up their hiding places, was another row of hidden figures. It hadn’t been easy, this part of the trap. The more I had thought about it, the more I suspected Chief Rabat to be involved. It linked the parts and explained his behaviour. That was why I requested Commander Yusef provide some additional security which would be hidden inside the warehouse before even we arrived. They had been hunkered down out of view for most of two hours now, but on my codeword, they all stood up as one. 
 
    There were hundreds of them. More than a thousand maybe and they were all armed. It wasn’t just members of the security team; there were stewards, and cleaners and chefs, plus medics, engineers and anyone and everyone that wanted to volunteer. All of them still in their uniform and all were here to ensure the rescue of their captain. We had achieved a tactical stalemate; no one was shooting.  
 
    The Algerian criminals were completely surrounded, and the police were not only complicit in their crimes but now on soil on which their badges meant nothing. Here, they were just more criminals with guns. If the Aurelia crew killed them all there would be questions, but I thought it doubtful any of them would go to jail. 
 
    I wasn’t done with the hammer blows yet though. Showing the same calm demeanour the Algerian boss man had earlier, I took out my phone and opened the message. ‘When you heard my phone beep a moment ago, that was from Interpol.’ I saw Chief Rabat repeat the word silently. ‘While you are all here, they were raiding your place on the waterfront. Quite clever hiding it inside the Virtu passenger ferry terminal. Always people and ships coming and going. All your men are in custody and Captain Alistair Huntley is on his way back here as I speak.’ I raised my voice for the last few words, making sure the Aurelia’s crew could hear me. My announcement got a cheer.  
 
    Then, I slipped my phone back into my pocket and fixed Chief Rabat and the Algerian with a hard stare. ‘What was it you said earlier? Oh, yes. I think it’s time you surrendered.’ 
 
    I was able to enjoy a very, very brief moment of triumph and then the lights went out.  
 
    Someone had cut the power and it wasn’t any of the police or Algerians because they were all accounted for. No, it was the spies. The ones I had seen getting ready to come through the roof which I now heard smashing above us just before the sound of glass hitting the floor reached my ears.  
 
    Then, as I knew it would, all hell broke loose. I yanked Lady Mary’s arm and smacked into Barbie. The air was full of bullets and we needed to get low and get somewhere else very fast. I knocked Barbie to the floor and heard her collide with the concrete in the dark, the air whooshing out of her in one go. ‘Let’s go!’ I yelled.  
 
    There had always been a backup plan in my head. Not that I expected the spies to find me here and come for the device twelve hours early, but we made provision for some just-in-case-this-happens kind of stuff and so had a bag stowed just behind us. I snagged it, finding Baker and the others were going for it as well. A pair of night vision goggles were thrust into my hands and the world swam into eerie green focus a second later. The others had theirs too, plus additional weapons, all of it liberated from Emily’s car just in case we might need it.  
 
    Our only plan was escape. The warehouse was a bit like an amphitheatre with the bit we were standing in as the stage. Around us, in a wide semicircle, pallets were stacked upon pallets to create the tiered walls of the seating looking down onto the stage. Another word for it might be kill zone, because the Algerians and the police were stuck in the low ground, giving away every advantage. They were shooting back, but they were shooting blind and the Aurelia’s crew were wise enough to stay hunkered down to shoot from defensive positions.  
 
    We ran in a straight line between the pallets, heading for the opposite side of the warehouse. We didn’t slow our pace until we got there, but I knew we were safe after the first five yards; there were too many pallets full of goods for the police or Algerian bullets to reach us.  
 
    Outside and out of breath, Lady Mary clawed her goggles off. ‘I think,’ she panted, ‘that I may have had enough excitement for one trip, Patricia,’ 
 
    I patted her arm, feeling the exact same sentiment. ‘Don’t worry. I think it is most likely gin o’clock now.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, thank goodness.’ She sat down on a handy bollard to catch her breath. Around us, Baker, Bhukari and the others were still keeping their weapons ready, but no further threat had presented itself and the shooting had stopped inside.  
 
    Schneider said, ‘We need to go back in.’  
 
    Reluctantly, I agreed. So we trudged back in, all putting our night vision goggles back on so we could see and then ripping them off again a second later, half blinded, when the lights came back on. 
 
    We found our way back to the front of the warehouse where we had been standing before. It looked different now.  
 
    ‘I don’t want to see this,’ said Lady Mary. 
 
    ‘Me neither,’ agreed Barbie, taking her outside with Hideki holding her hand.  
 
    I didn’t want to see it either. Some of the police had surrendered, as had some of the Algerians, but a lot had known they were heading straight to jail so fought it out. It hadn’t gone well for them.  
 
    Commander Yusef caught my attention. ‘Are you alright, Mrs Fisher?’ I nodded glumly. We had won but it wasn’t the sort of victory I ever wanted to be involved it. ‘There are some unidentified people among the dead. I wondered if you might know anything about that?’ 
 
    I sighed and said, ‘Show me.’ The first was only a few yards away. He was Chinese and wearing a full black tactical outfit with an expensive looking array of weapons strapped to his body. The next was toward the back of the warehouse and had a knife in his back.  
 
    ‘I think this one was stabbed by this one,’ said Commander Yusef, pointing to another lying just around the corner. He had been garrotted. They were dressed similarly to the Chinese fellow but the first was European, possibly German and the second looked Italian.  
 
    There were seven more.  
 
    ‘Any idea?’ asked Commander Yusef again. 
 
    ‘None at all,’ I lied. In their determination to get to the device I held, they had killed their opposition, one wiping out the other and then being killed by the next until the last of them got shot in the hail of gun fire. I could relax if I knew this was all of them. But I didn’t. I had no idea how many were left or how many might yet be deployed to get the weapon. I had to guess they were clever enough to have been watching me, they all seemed to know where I was or where I was going, all of them choosing to get to me quickly because I threatened to hand it over tomorrow morning.  
 
    To move on, I asked, ‘Are there casualties on our side?’ I feared the answer. 
 
    He put a reassuring hand on my shoulder. ‘Nothing life threatening. Those with injuries will have something to brag about for some time to come. Purple Star Lines has a medal for acts of bravery, you know. I think they expect to hand them out for rescuing a passenger overboard rather than charging a man with a machine gun, but I think there will be quite a few being awarded after tonight. I would give one to every member of crew here if I could.’ 
 
    The news that no one from the crew had been killed was the best news I could have received, but it was topped a moment later when Alistair walked through the door. Someone in the crew spotted him, I don’t know who it was, but clapping started. More hands quickly joined in as they applauded the return of a man they all knew and respected and looked up to. I had acknowledged it before, but he was quite the man.  
 
    When finally his calls for calm caused the applause to die down, he said, ‘I thank you, but it is I who should be applauding you. Tonight, as I understand it, the crew of the Aurelia did something no other Purple Star crew has ever done. You shot the hell out of our fresh provisions.’ He let his statement hang for a moment and then the laughter started. As it grew, he had to shout to be heard. ‘You are all amazing. You have done me proud, but more than that, you have done yourselves proud.’ He went on for a little while longer. Praising them for their bravery, their teamwork and so on. In many ways it drove home that not only could I never take him away from this, but that I would always run second place to it. He was a lovely man. I could fall in love with him very easily if I tried. It was the wrong thing to do though and I knew it for absolute certain. 
 
    He would get to me in a moment and then apologise profusely for having to put his crew first. Some of them were injured so he was right to do so, but I drifted outside before he could. That was when I saw a man I already loved.  
 
    ‘Madam, I appear to have missed something. Are you alright?’ 
 
    A tear fell from my eye and I got that pain you feel in the back of your throat when you are so sad or so emotional that you just cannot control it. I hugged him tightly to me. Between sobs, I managed, ‘When did you get out?’ 
 
    ‘Almost an hour ago, madam. The lawyer, Mr O’Donnell, was very apologetic that it took this long. I went back to the ship to find you but learned you were here attempting to rescue the captain. I trust everything went according to whatever plan you devised.’ 
 
    ‘Close enough, Jermaine. Close enough.’ 
 
    Lady Mary spotted me, ‘Come along, Patricia dear, I’m parched. Can we get back to the ship now?’ 
 
    ‘Ah,’ said Jermaine, unhooking a small backpack. ‘I took the precaution of bringing provisions.’ 
 
    Outside the warehouse, using the top of a concrete bollard as a table, Jermaine produced a battery powered chiller from his backpack, an ice bucket with ice and silver tongs, plus a cloth to polish them, several cans of Fevertree slimline tonic and two bottles of Hendricks gin. My eyes lit up like a fruit machine paying out the jackpot. Lady Mary almost fainted with joy.  
 
    The clean up would take hours, Interpol would coordinate everything and want statements, but I no longer cared. I had Jermaine back, my friends were safe, and I had a cold glass of gin to enjoy.  
 
    Alistair found the nine of us halfway through our second glass, all sitting on the floor in the warm evening air as we waited for the operation to reach a point where it was acceptable for us to leave. Two gins was definitely borderline too much for me to drive after, so it was a good thing we didn’t have far to go and we would be in and around the docks the whole time. In the morning the rental Toyotas could be returned; no one was doing it now, but I had elected to abandon Emily’s Alfa Romeo. I thought about keeping it, but it wasn’t mine and I had no way of knowing if the organisation that did own it might have a tracking device hidden somewhere. The security team would deal with the weapons and things.  
 
    Alistair bent down to give me a hug and I returned it warmly, letting him pull me to my feet so we could step away to talk in private.  
 
    ‘I’m sorry I couldn’t come to you first, darling. I…’ 
 
    I put a finger to his lips. ‘It’s okay, Alistair. You have a ship to captain and a crew who love you.’ 
 
    He nodded, relieved that I understood. ‘We didn’t get to spend much time together after all, despite our plans, did we?’ 
 
    ‘No. No, we didn’t,’ I agreed.  
 
    ‘For the first time ever, I shall be glad to leave Malta. It is no longer a favourite place. I think, in fact, that I shall see if I can arrange the cruises to not stop here for a few years. There are so many other places in the Mediterranean after all.’ 
 
    ‘There certainly are,’ I agreed again, silently noting that he would be going around and around the planet for years to come.  
 
    He started to walk me back to my friends. ‘I will make sure there is a car to get you back to the ship shortly. Perhaps tomorrow we can have breakfast together?’ 
 
    ‘It will need to be dinner instead. I still have an errand to run tomorrow.’ 
 
    His brow knitted in confusion. ‘An errand?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Maltese Parrot 
 
    Barbie came with me to distract herself. Lady Mary came with me because she hadn’t seen Malta, she said. I think the real reason was that she wanted to see the conclusion to the story.  
 
    Hideki left the ship at six o’clock this morning. He had to catch a flight to London’s Heathrow Airport and then from there a long-haul overnight flight to Tokyo. That was why Barbie needed to be distracted. It wasn’t working though.  
 
    ‘What if I never see him again?’ she asked, the question directed at herself rather than to me or Lady Mary. She had Anna on her lap, another distraction tactic I employed because it gave her something she needed to do with her hands as the dog would give her a little grumpy whining noise if she stopped stroking or fussing her for more than a few seconds.  
 
    ‘You can see him if you want to,’ I pointed out. 
 
    ‘But what if he gets a hospital in Japan? A hospital anywhere in the states would do. I could move there and get a job and we could try. I’m not sure I could move to Japan. I know it’s a double standard because he will move to my country, but I don’t want to reciprocate…’ 
 
    ‘It’s okay,’ I cut in before she could say the same thing again. ‘At this point in time he could go anywhere, right? And he applied to more American hospitals than anywhere else, right? Wait until you know. Then deal with what comes of it. Torturing yourself now does you no good.’ It was about the fifth time I had said the same thing.  
 
    ‘You’re right, Patty,’ she acknowledged, wiping away a tear.  
 
    Lady Mary forced a welcome change of subject. ‘Is it much further?’ 
 
    ‘About ten more minutes,’ said the driver.  
 
    ‘What did you tell them?’ asked Barbie.  
 
    The them she referred to was the Tanners; the irksome family with the missing grandmother. It was getting close to midnight when I got back to the ship the previous evening, my journey there conducted on the edge of my seat as I wondered if there were any more government agents about to jump out on me. With all that had gone on and despite all the people who had died, I still had the stupid data device with the weapon on it in my bag.  
 
    I almost went to the gate of Valetta for nine o’clock this morning but decided I just couldn’t be bothered. I hadn’t seen Justin in over twenty-four hours so perhaps he had been killed too. I was stuck with it, but I had already decided on a course of action to resolve that. Instead of going to Valetta’s ancient entry gate, I phoned James Barnstable again, and this time, rather than ask him any questions, I gave him instructions instead.  
 
    My instructions were clear and specific and came with a threat. He elected to acquiesce, which was why, less then ten minutes later, our driver pulled into a restaurant overlooking the waterfront in St Paul’s Bay.  
 
    The driver opened my door and offered his hand to help me out. Anna plopped out first, plop being the right word for her as she seemed to have gained more girth in the few hours we had been apart. Possibly the bridge crew members had overfed her, unable to resist her Oscar-worthy hungry look.  
 
    ‘What are we doing here?’ asked Sarah Tanner.  
 
    ‘Meeting your mother,’ I replied. ‘Exactly as I told you before we left.’ 
 
    ‘But I don’t understand. What is she doing here? Was she taken or not?’ 
 
    I didn’t reply. Gary Senior was still shouting at his son to put his phone down and get out of the car and showing no sign of winning.  So I left them to it and led the way inside the building where a waiter indicated that we were expected and directed us to a terrace at the back. Before I got there, a grey-haired man blocked my path.  
 
    ‘James Barnstable?’ I asked, fairly sure I had it right. He looked like his picture from Nora Garland’s wedding day. Or rather, he looked like the grandfather of the man in the picture.  
 
    It was him though. ‘Yes. You’re Patricia Fisher then. Nora’s not happy. She thought she had escaped, you see?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s this?’ asked Sarah. She had given up on her husband and kids and followed me inside.  
 
    Over at the bar, Lady Mary was instructing the barman on how to mix the perfect gin cocktail for an ailing heart and prescribing one to Barbie.  
 
    I fixed James with an apologetic look. ‘I think you should show her.’ 
 
    He nodded. Unhappy, but aware that he had little choice. It was the right thing to do.  
 
    As Sarah followed him out of the door and onto the terrace, I heard her cry of shock, then the door swung shut and cut off most of what was then said. I was glad. I didn’t need to hear it.  
 
    ‘Pour me one.’ I took a seat at the bar so that Lady Mary and I sat either side of the sad girl; an emotional support sandwich. My drink arrived a moment later, and I sniffed it, staring over the top of the glass at the stuffed parrot behind the bar.  
 
    No one knew what James had admitted to me when I called him for the second time this morning. He and Nora met in this bar fifty-three years ago. She arrived after taking an exciting job with the Navy Army Air Force Institute, otherwise known as the NAAFI. They supplied staff to bars and clubs in British forces barracks and bases around the world. Her first assignment had been Malta and at the time, the bar had been the off-base place her husband’s squadron all went to. It had been for years, which was how the unit got the parrot nickname. 
 
    Nora and James enjoyed a brief fling as a couple, but he was sent away, the Navy moving personnel about continuously then as they still do now. They both thought that was that, but he came back six months later, the post he had gone to getting closed. By then she had met and accepted the hand of the man she went on to marry, only to find out that he and James were best friends. They stayed in contact all these years and now that both their spouses had passed on, they acknowledged a flame that had never gone out.  
 
    Nora wasn’t planning to go home. Quite what her daughter might make of that I couldn’t tell, but it was none of my business. Gary, Gary, and the super silent daughter whose name I couldn’t remember all followed Sarah out on to the terrace. 
 
    I finished my gin, nudged Barbie, and the three of us went back to our car. The Tanners had a couple of hours to work things out and get back to the ship. Or not. It was their choice entirely.  
 
    I slept on my way back to the ship, the events of the last two days catching up with me.  Anna slept too, snoring all the way back to the ship.  
 
    Safely back on board, I looked forward to moving on. Malta had not been what I expected, but then neither had Athens, or Zangrabar for that matter. Thinking about it, more than half the places I had visited, resulted in some kind of drama. Perhaps I should throw my passport away when I get home. I smiled to myself at my idle musings and let Anna pull me into my suite. Barbie wanted to blow off some cobwebs with a good workout, so I was going to join her. As usual, I really didn’t feel like it, which was how I knew I needed to do it.  
 
    Anna trotted across to the kitchen to see what Jermaine was up to. I gave him a wave in reply to his salutation and went to my bedroom to change.  
 
    I closed the door and kicked off my shoes, then clamped my hand over my mouth so I wouldn’t scream.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Stupid Mass Storage Device 
 
    ‘Hello, Mrs Fisher,’ said Justin Metcalf-Howe. ‘My apologies for making you jump again.’ 
 
    I used the wall for support and let my hand fall away. ‘How did you get in here without my butler seeing you?’ 
 
    He frowned at the question. ‘It’s my job, Mrs Fisher. I’m supposed to get into places without being seen.’  
 
    I didn’t bother to pursue it any further. ‘Have you come for the device?’ 
 
    ‘I have,’ he said happily. ‘I assume it is still in your possession.’ I reached into my handbag and threw it to him. He caught it one handed, his hand flashing out to snatch it from the air. ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    ‘No, thank you. Thank you for the danger, murder, explosions, kidnappings, threat, blood and general terror of the last two days.’ I was being flippant, and he knew it. 
 
    ‘Your country owes you a great debt of gratitude.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, yeah, you told me that already. Why don’t you tell me what that thing does?’ I had been carrying it around and protecting it like it was a baby for two days and I wanted to know why. 
 
    He pursed his lips and stared into the middle distance for a moment while he ran an internal debate. Reaching a decision, he shrugged. ‘It attacks a nation’s computer systems. Now that so much is controlled by computers, it is possible to shut down electricity, gas, and water. Ground all aircraft, turn off all the traffic lights, wipe out a stock exchange. The list goes on. It can be remotely controlled from a single computer located anywhere on the planet, so the attacker doesn’t even need to be in the country they are attacking. They just need an operative to get the device into a computer fitted with the hardware to handle it and they can use the internet to conduct a cyber-attack that would make the nuclear bomb feel like a bad hangover. It’s actually very clever.’ 
 
    I guess I understood now why everyone wanted it. ‘It’s yours now. I won’t see you again, will I?’ I made it clear with my voice that it was my preferred option.  
 
    ‘No, Mrs Fisher,’ he said, getting up and tucking the device into his jacket. At the door, he paused and turned. ‘Goodbye, Mrs Fisher. Good luck.’ 
 
    Then he was gone. I listened to see if there would be an altercation when Jermaine saw him, or if Anna would go nuts, but neither thing happened. Curious, I popped my head back out of my bedroom door. There was no sign of Justin, Anna was asleep on the couch, and Jermaine was in the kitchen playing chef as he whipped up something tasty for my lunch.  
 
    I checked out the sun terrace, looking along the length of the ship, forward and aft but there was no sign of him. I had no idea how Justin did it, but I was glad he was on our side. Then I thought about that. What did I actually know about Justin? He claimed to be British Intelligence, but it wasn’t like spies carried ID, so I had taken his word on faith. I couldn’t even tell if the name he gave me was real.  
 
    Considering that, and then remembering Emily’s wonderful Kensington accent, I decided it was probably a good thing I gave him the dummy device. The familiar rumble of the Aurelia’s giant engines reached my ears as they started up for the series of checks they needed to perform before we put to sea. We would be moving within the hour, but we didn’t need to be out to sea to do what I needed to do. I unzipped the part of my handbag the real device was in and dropped it over the side. It vanished from sight before it made it to the water. The computer boffins that made it were dead, and now so was their horrific invention.  
 
    Heading back to my bedroom, I decided Barbie was right; I needed to blow out some cobwebs as well. A good workout would settle me. 
 
    My phone rang just as I was tying my shoelaces. I expected it to be Barbie to say she was there already or to say she got tied up and was running late, but it was neither.  
 
    The name on my caller display was Charlie, my soon-to-be ex-husband. I stared at it for a few seconds, the phone continuing to ring and vibrate in my hand. Managing to snap myself out of the surprise I felt, I swiped the button to answer the call. 
 
    ‘Charlie?’ 
 
    ‘Patricia, I need your help.’ 
 
    I almost scoffed at him, but something about his tone stopped me from doing so. ‘What is it, Charlie. What’s wrong?’ 
 
    ‘It’s Maggie,’ he said, pausing before he continued which gave me enough time to feel my rage rising. He was having relationship problems with the woman with whom he cheated on me, and he dared to come to me for advice. ‘It’s Maggie,’ he repeated. ‘She’s been murdered.’ 
 
      
 
    The End 
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    Trapped 
 
    An arm looped around my waist from behind and a hand clamped over my mouth. I tried to kick and scream and bite the hand, but he was far too strong and his hands far too big. He had his thumb looped over the bridge of my nose and two fingers under my chin, forcing my mouth shut as if he had been trained in how to kidnap a woman. A second man moved in to grab my legs, swiping my handbag as he did and patting me down to make sure I didn’t have a phone tucked away anywhere. 
 
    Through panic-stricken eyes, I could see Mavis getting the same treatment a few yards ahead of me. The men carrying me followed her out of the house and down the steps where they split off to take me to the rear car as Mavis was taken to the one at the front.  
 
    This wasn’t the plan! 
 
    I was supposed to stay in the house as they all left with Mathew. The next part of the plan was dangerous enough without me being in the boot of the car. What’s more, no one knew I was here. 
 
    Still struggling as they carried me, I glimpsed the boot lid just before they swung me backward. That they were going to throw me in only occurred to me just as my body weight reached the apex of the backswing and started toward the car. They let go, allowing me to fly for a half second before I crashed into the unforgiving steel of the boot.  If I didn’t have enough bruises already, here were a few more to add to them. 
 
    The boot lid slammed down, shutting off all light and plunging me into darkness. It was a terrifying experience; yet another one to add to my list. Thunking sounds from the doors shutting and a settling of the suspension told me they were getting in the car. The engine started and the sensation of moving let me know we were on our way. 
 
    How on earth had I ended up in the boot of this car? It bumped out of the driveway and turned left along the road. I expected them to go right as that would be the swiftest route back to the motorway, so it was a good thing I had been prudent enough to ask that both eventualities be covered. The movement of the car was deeply unpleasant, rattling my insides which were already coiled upon themselves in fear. There wasn’t so much as a blanket in the dark space to put under my head, not that it would have made a lot of difference to my comfort level if there had been: I was in so much discomfort from the trials of the last day. It seemed impossible that I had managed to fit so much into such a short space of time, yet here I was, bruised and battered from jumping out of a burning car, tattered and torn clothing to go with it, a bump to my head where I met the pavement to evade a car trying to run me over.  Add to that the other failed attempts to kill me, all of which I had lived through by pure luck. Yet I couldn’t feel sorry for myself because there were two other innocent people in the boots of the cars ahead of this one, and it was my fault they were going to die.  
 
    We had slim hope of getting out of this latest situation. Two chances out of three meant we were going to end up dead with only the nature of our demise yet to be decided.  
 
    I could hear voices talking inside the car, their words distorted and unrecognisable by the time they got through the seat fabric to my ears. Were they discussing me? Were they discussing what they were going to do with me and the other two when we arrived at the destination?  
 
    They were never going to get there, at least that was what I was telling myself. I had been cautious enough to enact a plan which would stop them, predicting their actions and their escape route, but I hadn’t counted on being in the boot of their car. In fact, I had planned to be sipping a gin and tonic by now.  
 
    Confined but unrestrained in the small space, I reached up to the lid of the boot to feel for the release cable I knew should be there. In all honesty I expected them to have removed it, its sole purpose being to let a person out if ever they became accidentally trapped in a car’s rear luggage compartment, but it wasn’t there. They had removed it, which came as no surprise because I doubted I was the first person ever to get stuffed into the boot of this particular car.  
 
    Was there another way I could get it open? I felt around in the dark, knowing there would be a tool kit in here somewhere. I was in a Mercedes, I knew that much, but whether the tools and spare tyre were underneath a panel I was trapping in place with my body or not, I had no idea.  
 
    Getting nowhere in my search, I flopped onto my back and kicked at the boot catch. All that did was hurt my foot. The car went around a tight corner, but did that put me on Ryarsh Street or Ditton Lane? I was already too disorientated to tell. 
 
    Then the voices inside turned to shouts and I was propelled forward hard against the back of the rear seats as the driver slammed the brakes on, then thrown around as the car jerked into reverse and pirouetted about to face the other way.  
 
    They were going to try to escape! And I was still trapped in the boot! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Southampton 
 
    Three days before the terrifying ordeal in the boot of the car and unaware of the events ahead of me, I looked about at the Windsor Suite. My name is Patricia Fisher and the finest suite on board the world’s most luxurious passenger cruise liner has been my home for the last ninety-four days, a period so long and so filling that I could barely remember a time when I wasn’t staying here. Yet, to contradict myself, I could easily remember not being here. My arrival on the Aurelia was a confusing mess of overwhelming emotions that might fade as time went on but could never truly be forgotten.  
 
    Three months ago, I caught my husband of thirty years in bed with my oldest and best friend. My flight from that situation resulted in emptying all my husband’s bank accounts, filling several suitcases and driving at speed to Southampton. I would love to claim that I had a plan, but mostly I had too much gin in my bloodstream to consider the idea twice and bought the stupidly expensive ticket before I knew what I was doing. Only once on board the Aurelia did the pent-up emotions finally break through the dam I had walled them behind. In the elevator, as the captain of the ship personally escorted me to my suite, they played the same song I had danced to at my wedding and it proved too much. At the realisation that I had been wasting away in an unfulfilling marriage and boring life, I sobbed into the poor man’s uniform until he more or less dragged me into my suite and out of public sight. 
 
    That, over the next few weeks, I found the inner strength to drag myself out of the depths of my despair and gone on to find myself was something I could claim only a small portion of the credit for. My butler, a man appointed to the suite, had been the main reason why I could now hold my head high and feel proud of who I was. Jermaine Clarke hailed from Jamaica, he was six feet four inches tall and had the skills and reflexes of a cat genetically spliced with a ninja. He had kept me alive, kept me sane, and kept my gin and tonic topped up for the last three months. Leaving the ship and leaving him behind felt like cutting off one of my limbs. He acted in a subservient role, tending to my needs, cleaning, ironing, preparing my meals, and though I was uncomfortable with the concept of having a servant, he convinced me over time that it gave him joy. I considered him to be my dearest friend. I loved him, but in a completely platonic way. Had there been any sense of attraction on my part it would have been utterly wasted for I was almost thirty years his senior and he was gay.  
 
    He wasn’t the only friend I had made on this trip. Jermaine’s BFF was a size zero, blonde bombshell, gym instructor called Barbara Berkeley. Everyone called her Barbie and she was incredibly sweet and loyal to a fault. I was going to miss her too. 
 
    One friend I wasn’t going to miss, because she lived just a few miles from me, was Lady Mary Bostihill-Swank. She had been picked up by her helicopter an hour ago as the ship was still coming past the Isle of Wight. She offered me a lift home; she had a landing pad at her stately home and could organise getting my car collected from Southampton Docks she said. She had thought of everything, but I said no anyway. I wanted to drag my time on board out until the last possible moment. The truth was that I didn’t want to get off the ship.  
 
    Having taken the captain as my lover many weeks ago, he and I had arrived at a point where he wanted me to stay on board and be his significant other. Alistair Huntley was everything most women would want, or maybe that ought to be should want. He was handsome, looked after himself, had never been married and carried no baggage. He had a position of power but rather than lording it over his crew, he held their respect and trust. I had seen it for myself: they loved him. And he loved me. 
 
    Which hurt. 
 
    Because I didn’t love him. 
 
    I knew that I ought to. I knew that he was this perfect, once in a lifetime opportunity for eternal happiness, but I couldn’t create an emotion that wasn’t there. After many sleepless hours spent staring at the ceiling, asking myself why I kept telling him no, I came to the conclusion that I just wasn’t ready. I was still married to someone else, even though it was very definitely over, but while that presented a barrier, the real issue was that I wanted to stand on my own two feet. It was a tired, clichéd, overused expression but one that fit my circumstances perfectly. I couldn’t see myself with Alistair until I had gone through the process of working out who I was. Otherwise, I would forever be nothing more than the woman on his arm. Plus, if he really did love me, he would wait for me to work myself through this period and then, maybe, there could be a future for us. In short, I couldn’t stay on board for Alistair even though he wanted me to. For Jermaine perhaps, but not for Alistair. 
 
    I sighed for about the twentieth time, looking at all the things that seemed so familiar and trying my very hardest to commit them to memory. I had photographs, of course, but I wanted to be able to see the suite with Jermaine bustling about in it when I closed my eyes rather than having to drag out an album first.   
 
    ‘Is there anything more I can do for you, madam?’ asked Jermaine. For the last ten minutes, as I stared despairingly about the suite, he had waited patiently near the door. Anna, my bulgingly pregnant Dachshund, was asleep at my feet, the lazy creature choosing to rest whenever we stopped moving.  
 
    I sighed again, placing a hand on my chest to steady myself so that my voice wouldn’t crack when I spoke. I had no desire to display how emotional I was feeling though I was certain Jermaine already knew. ‘No, thank you, Jermaine. You have done so much for me already.’ 
 
    ‘It has been my privilege, madam,’ he assured me.  
 
    I felt myself about to sigh again and forced it down. I had wallowed for long enough. ‘My bags have all been taken down?’  
 
    ‘Yes, madam. There are two porters poised to escort you to your car so that they might load it for you.’ Two porters had brought my bags on board three months ago when Captain Alistair Huntley found me trying to stuff my knickers back into an exploded suitcase. I remembered the incident as clearly as if it were yesterday. Today I wondered if my tired old car would even start.  
 
    It was time to go. I twitched Anna’s lead, rattling her collar which jerked her awake. ‘Come along, little lady. I am going to show you England. We have the North Downs to walk upon and all manner of autumnal woodlands to visit at this time of year. It will be such an adventure.’ I started toward the door and Jermaine started following me, his intention, I was sure, to follow me all the way to my car. I stopped. ‘Please stay here, Jermaine,’ I begged. ‘I want my parting memory of you to be in this suite, not on the dreary quayside in Southampton.’ His eyes met mine. ‘Is that okay?’ 
 
    He inclined his head. ‘Whatever madam wishes.’ He was doing a great job of keeping his emotions in check but as a tear leaked from my right eye, so one escaped from his left. I dropped Anna’s lead and fell into his arms, my tall butler catching me as I threw myself at him.  
 
    We stayed like that for a minute or more, clinging to each other like lovers about to be torn apart forever. Finally, I patted his arm, sniffed deeply and pulled myself away, leaving the suite without a further word, little Anna trotting along beside me.  
 
    There is a private exit for the guests staying in the ship’s royal suites. I had used it almost every time I came and went from the ship with the exception of a few occasions when it suited me better to leave by the crew exit. The private exit meant a slick, swift and above all traffic free route out, but today, when I could legitimately use it for the last time, I had chosen to join the throngs of people going out of the main exit. There was nothing special about me; I refused to believe that there was even though this trip had brought me some semblance of fame or notoriety. I was just an ordinary middle-aged woman. I was also about to be divorced, I had no job with which to support myself, I had no place to live and I owned a rubbish car that was unlikely to start when I turned the key.  
 
    That I had found the keys for it after three months was a miracle in itself.  
 
    I had a semblance of a plan, but that was all I could call it. Soon I would find out if the plan was worth the two minutes thought I had put into it. 
 
    The press of people ahead of me were filing out of the ship. A lot of passengers had luggage with them; English citizens returning to England. I was one of them, though my luggage was already located somewhere on the quayside waiting for me. It would throw the porters that I had chosen to leave by the riffraff exit, as so many of the royal suites’ guests called it, but I would find them easily enough even as they watched the wrong gangplank.  
 
    What I didn’t know was that they were not the only ones watching the exit for me. Another man was awaiting my appearance. A man I didn’t know and would have shied away from had I seen him.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Home 
 
    To my great surprise, the car started. I was prepared for a dull click as the starter motor solenoid tried to work but found it had too little amperage to throw the starter itself. Or perhaps I would get nothing at all, the key failing to raise the slightest sign of life. Defying my expectation, it roared with gusto, belching thick grey smoke from the exhaust onto the Ferrari parked behind it.  
 
    Thirty yards ahead of me, the two porters, with my luggage between them, were still watching the royal suites’ exit for me to emerge. Having left by the other exit, I chose to check the car first. There was no sense in having them load it if it was dead.  
 
    I spotted the third man watching the entrance but paid him no mind. He was unusually tall and had no neck to speak of, over-developed trapezoid muscles tiering almost directly from his shoulders to his ears. I didn’t know him or expect him, so my observation was in passing only.  
 
    Now that the car was running, I left it in neutral and walked over to the porters, tapping one on the shoulder. ‘Hello, chaps.’ 
 
    They seemed surprised to find me behind them but made no comment, dutifully collecting my bags and carrying them to my car. The slightly rusty, slightly battered Ford Fiesta sat between a Bentley Continental GT convertible which had to cost about the same as a family home and a vintage Rolls Royce Phantom. It was laughable really that I had spent three months rubbing shoulders with such people. Not that they were awful. I think that almost everyone I met was polite and decent, with a few exceptions. They were simply people with money. Many of them had made their own money, or, like Lady Mary, had inherited it from an older family member who had made it.   
 
    It was I who was the cuckoo in the nest.  
 
    I tipped the porters generously; the last two members of crew to see me that day, the last two members of the crew I would ever see, and I drove away, refusing to look in my rear-view mirror until the ship was no longer in it. Anna slept on the passenger seat, the little Dachshund indifferent to her surroundings providing she was with me which was a comfort in itself and perhaps a lesson also.  
 
    Southampton back to East Malling in Kent was not a long way to go depending on one’s perspective. It took me just over two hours, the roads looking familiar for the first time in three months and unlike the drive to Southampton, which could be more accurately described as a flight, I stayed below the speed limit.  
 
    Leaving the M20 motorway at Junction Four, I was suddenly back among roads I had known my entire life, turning left and right almost without thinking until I fetched up at the bed and breakfast I had booked for myself just two days ago. I had money in my purse and money in a bank account Barbie helped me open a week ago. It wasn’t a huge amount, which is a little misleading to say because it was most of the ninety-seven thousand pounds I had taken from Charlie plus the reward money from the sapphire. That sounds like a lot, even though I split the reward money with Jermaine and Barbie, but when one considers that I would probably have to give Charlie back some of the money I took from the joint accounts, and then buy a house and furnish it, it didn’t amount to anywhere near enough. However, it was more than most women in my position had and sufficient to get started. I could feel sorry for myself, but what would be the point. Too many people had things far worse than me anyway, so I knew such self-indulgent emotions would be unjustified.  
 
    Mrs Crawford owned the B&B. She had for as long as I could remember. Though I knew not what her story was, I knew she was alone now because Mr Crawford had passed. East Malling was a small village; small enough that everyone knew everyone, most of the gossip being passed by Mavis the busybody at the post office. It doubled as the village store and, given our remote location, everyone went there at least once a week.  
 
    A curtain twitched as I pulled onto the drive and stopped the car; Mrs Crawford no doubt checking out who was arriving. By the time I had Anna out of the car, the front door was open and Mrs Crawford, an eighty-year-old lady with a tight grey perm and a pinafore fixed to her waist, was standing in it. She waved in recognition. 
 
    ‘Hello, Patricia,’ she said. ‘You’re the talk of the village, you know.’ 
 
    I sighed again. It was to be expected. My face had made it onto television and newspapers because of my exploits in Zangrabar. Heck my dog was pregnant by one of the Queen’s Corgis. I possessed a pseudo-fame that I didn’t want but couldn’t avoid. I believed it would fade with time, but I needed to exploit it quickly first and that was the next part of the plan.  
 
    ‘Hello, Beatrix. Are you well?’ 
 
    Mrs Crawford flipped her grey eyebrows as she turned around and beckoned me to follow, a smile playing across her face. ‘My hips are a better barometer than my barometer, dear. We keep going though. A little Dunkirk spirit will see us through.’ I couldn’t argue. I took a similar attitude all the time: feeling sorry for oneself disrespects those who have it far, far worse.  
 
    She showed me my room; a pleasant but bland space with a double bed and a chest of drawers and a window that looked out to my car. Then she explained a few rules, like what time she locked the front door and when I could expect breakfast. There was no butler to fix me the perfect gin and tonic, no size zero gym instructor to put me through my paces and no handsome lover to make me forget everything in the world but him at that precise moment. It was just me and a heavily pregnant dog who had already started showing signs of nesting.  
 
    I had a plan though. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Plan 
 
    I couldn’t do much about the plan at Mrs Crawford’s delightful B&B. There was no internet, which defied belief a little bit given the year, but there wasn’t, so in order to do the next thing on my list, I needed to take a drive.  
 
    I found a pub easily enough in West Malling; the next village along.  It was bigger and more populated than East Malling and had a proper high street with shops and restaurants and public houses. In a large property that quite coincidentally was able to serve me a Hendricks and tonic in a large balloon glass, I logged onto the internet and began the process of registering myself as a business owner.  
 
    The idea had come to me weeks ago. It then sat there, fermenting and stewing inside my head as I considered it, but I couldn’t deny that it made sense: I was going to open a business as a private detective. I told no one, afraid of what comments they might pass and unwilling to let their opinion sway my decision.  Because of that, I had no one to discuss my ideas with and had no one to blame if the name of my business was rubbish. Nervously, I entered the name I came up with: Patricia Fisher Investigation Bureau.  
 
    My finger hovered over the commit button and couldn’t quite click it, so I opened a new window and searched for other private investigation agencies in the local area. I found only one, a firm in Rochester who specialised in the paranormal it seemed. Blue Moon Investigations was a silly name, I felt.  
 
    Finding no competition worth bothering with and berating myself for dithering, I jabbed the button and created my own company, jumping to the page where I paid Companies House to register me. It was exciting and exhilarating and terrifying all at the same time. It was done though. I now had my own detective agency. If I could attract a client, I would be able to call it a viable business.  
 
    I was fifty-three years old, I had no qualifications to support my intended endeavour, but I knew I could solve a mystery. Goodness knows I had unravelled a few of them recently. The first part of the plan complete, I then thought about what I wanted to do next. The swift and easy answer was that I wanted to drain my glass of gin and order another. Unfortunately, since I needed to drive my car, a second portion of gin was out of the question, so I sipped the one I had frugally, and considered what to do next. I needed a property from which I could run the business; an office of some kind. It didn’t need to be large, but I felt it had to look the part if I was to sell myself as a professional investigator.  
 
    I also needed a place to live. This was an entirely different proposition because I would need a mortgage and I was on the cusp of being too old to get one and had no provable income. The latter would be a major problem.  
 
    Accepting that the new home conundrum almost certainly depended on the eventual settlement of my divorce, I chose instead to look at offices. I started in the local area and expanded my search when the price per month scared me. West Malling was a money area; I knew that, I had lived near here all my life. Its direct rail link to the centre of London planted it firmly in the commuter belt and that alone made the property prices jump.  
 
    I searched for so long that Anna started to whine, and my gin and tonic started to evaporate. I was just about to give up when I found one; a small office, a single room with an attached toilet above a travel agency in Rochester High Street. It was in a great position theoretically in that it would have a lot of passing traffic and the owner boasted that it had been completely refurbished since the last owner vacated. It was cheap too. Seriously cheap. Far cheaper than anything I had looked at so far.  
 
    I phoned the number.  
 
    It rang for long enough that I thought it wasn’t going to be answered. Suddenly though, it was picked up, ‘Tony Jarvis Travel, if you need a break, we’re the ones to provide it.’ 
 
    Ten minutes later I had an appointment to see the property the next day and an agreed price per month, if I chose to take it, that was even lower than the advertised price on the website. He came across as desperate which made me a little nervous, but I hadn’t committed any money yet. With a final promise to meet him the next day, we ended the call and I placed my phone on the table.  
 
    There was nothing left in my glass except some melted water from the ice but as I stared at it, I felt good. The plan was enacted. Okay it wasn’t running yet, I hadn’t made a penny, but all the parts were in place. I checked the list on my phone. The next item was a business bank account. I figured that was also something I could set up quite easily, so I did, spending the next forty minutes entering information. I had to give a permanent address, so I went with what I now thought of as Charlie’s house. I was registered at that address and didn’t have another, nor would I anytime soon. 
 
    The screen told me the process was complete and I would receive confirmation emails soon. Satisfied, I sat back in my chair, drank the meltwater and then a new thought occurred to me: marketing. If I didn’t advertise the business, then I wouldn’t attract any customers. So how did I tackle that?  
 
    I thought about it for a while, found myself getting grumpy from all the things I needed to do and decided I had endured a tough enough day already. I was going to head back to the B&B, sort my things out and settle in for the evening. Anna would appreciate a walk and I would need to find a place to eat. They were all mundane and simple tasks, and each would do a good job of distracting me from the rest of my life.  
 
    Back at the B&B, I slowed my car, spying the turning and starting to turn the wheel before I spotted the gaggle of people standing in the driveway. There were dozens of them, all swinging my direction and looking excited as they burst into action. I pumped the brakes, Anna digging her claws in as her back end slid off the passenger’s seat.   
 
    Cameras were clicking at me, flashes going off in the poor light under the canopy of trees and I recognised what they were even without introductions: they were reporters. They were crowding my car, jostling each other for the prime spot even though I hadn’t yet parked. Anna took exception to the faces pressing toward my windows, barking and growling and showing them her teeth in a display of threat.  
 
    I had to wave my hands to get them to move, which they did eventually, still bumping and elbowing each other to be the first to get in my face. There were at least a dozen of them and though it wasn’t my first time ever talking to reporters, I got lots of it in Zangrabar, I really didn’t feel able to handle them right now. 
 
    With Anna scooped under my left arm so she wouldn’t bite anyone and go into premature labour, I shoved the door open with my shoulder and tried to get out. Tried is the right word too because they were surrounding the door, blocking my path to the house so there was no way to escape them. 
 
    A microphone was thrust toward my face. ‘Mathew Jenkins, Kent Chronicle. What’s it like to be back home, Patricia? Will you be going away again? Is it true you were involved in a love triangle with the teenage Maharaja of Zangrabar?’ Anna lunged forward and bit the microphone, growling viciously as she tried to rip it from his hands.  
 
    Another microphone came over his shoulder, an arm stretching to get it near my mouth. ‘Mrs Fisher, a word for The Weald Word? Will you be continuing your mystery solving now that you are back here? Will you join the police?’ 
 
    I moved my head forward as if I intended to speak, then snatched the microphone from the rude man’s hand and threw it into a bush.  
 
    ‘Right, you lot.’ I narrowed my eyes as I addressed the unruly crowd pressing in from all sides. ‘I have been back in this country for a number of hours only. I haven’t unpacked my clothes, I haven’t spoken to anyone, and I am not giving anyone an interview today.’ I saw the opportunity for free advertising though, so I said, ‘You can hand me a business card and be on your way. I will be in contact when I am ready.’ 
 
    A young woman, small enough to squeeze through the gap, went under the arms of the men all around me and popped up right in front of me with a handheld recording device. ‘Mrs Fisher, are you working on a case right now? Will you clean up the streets of England?’ 
 
    The first man had his microphone working again, the visible chew mark on the end of it not affecting its function. ‘Can you tell us how it is that a woman with no discernible skills or training, a woman who until three months ago was cleaning houses for a living, becomes a famous sleuth?’ 
 
    I slammed the car door shut, the metal on metal noise loud even with the reporters’ constant babble. They weren’t going to leave me in peace, but I wasn’t going to cave and give them what they wanted either, so I walked forward, actually knocking the man with the chewed microphone over when he didn’t move to let me pass. 
 
    With a gap in the line, I pushed through, stepping over the surprised reporter as he hit the ground. ‘You will find that I mean what I say. Put your business cards in the letterbox. I will collect them later.’ At my retreating back they hurled a few more questions but fell silent once I got inside.  
 
    ‘Will there be much of that, love?’ asked Mrs Crawford, standing in the doorway to her kitchen. 
 
    She didn’t look upset at the intrusion of reporters; perhaps she thought it would be good for business. ‘How did they know I was here?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Oh, I expect Mavis at the post office told someone. You know how all the gossip in the village circulates through the post office.’ 
 
    ‘How did Mavis know I was here?’ 
 
    ‘Well, I told her that, love. It’s not often I get famous people staying here, even if you did used to be just Patricia, the girl who wet her knickers at the church fete.’ 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her. ‘That was in 1971. I don’t think it needs bringing up again.’ 
 
    ‘Well, what I mean is, you’re famous now, but I suppose everyone famous had to have come from humble beginnings. You used to wet your knickers.’ 
 
    ‘Everyone used to wet their knickers. I was four.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, love,’ she replied, not exactly agreeing with me. ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’ 
 
    I opened my mouth to tell her Jermaine would make one and knew exactly how I liked it but caught myself before the words came. Feeling instantly sad, I told her, ‘No, thank you,’ and trudged to my room.  
 
    Lying on my bed, staring at the ceiling with Anna snoring like a deranged beast under my right arm, I forced my thoughts back to the plan. Now that my business was set up and I had a bank account, I could charge people for my services. It was a little terrifying, mostly because I still felt that I had solved the cases on the ship by blind luck each time. I fell over the clues that led me to work out who had done what and why, but telling myself I was going to fail had always pushed me onward to somehow succeed. This was no different, I whispered to myself. It was no different and I already had a case.  
 
    I was going to work out why someone killed my former best friend.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Maggie’s Murder 
 
    When my soon-to-be ex-husband, Charlie, contacted me ten days ago, he had the daft idea that I would curtail my trip and fly immediately home to help him. I was curious enough about the case to want to know what had happened, but the police were investigating, and I had no reason to believe they would fail to determine why she had been murdered and by whom.  
 
    He got upset when I refused to fly home from Gibraltar, the ship’s next port of call, but sensing that he could only push me so far before I hung up the phone, he instead asked if I would investigate the case once I was home. I agreed that I would, if the police hadn’t already solved it, but then told him I would be charging him for the pleasure. The concept shocked him, but the idea of going into business as a private investigator had been buzzing about in my head for a little while by then. With his phone call, I had a case to get me started.  
 
    In fact, I had already started looking into her murder and seeing what information I could find while I was still on board the Aurelia. Barbie and Jermaine helped me, they were both such whizzes on the computer compared to me, though I told neither of my plan to open my own firm.  
 
    Unfortunately, there wasn’t much information to find. Maggie Lynn Jeffries was found by her cleaner, Emily Walker, with a single gunshot wound to her head at her home in West Malling. The time of death was late evening and she had been alone in the house, a single glass of red wine found next to her slumped body. There was no suicide note, the killer showing no interest in attempting to confuse the police, and it sounded more like an execution than a murder. Nothing was taken from the house; the police found jewellery in her bedroom plus cash in her handbag and she was still wearing one carat diamond earrings. 
 
    So, what had motivated such a crime? Someone had chosen to kill her and then performed the task with ruthless efficiency. Now, since the police hadn’t been able to make an arrest yet, I was going to look into it. I had a case and I had a client. I supposed that I ought to be celebrating. That would be unseemly though, so I fished out my phone and called Charlie instead.  
 
    ‘Patricia, are you back?’ He launched into a question straight away. 
 
    ‘Yes, Charlie. We docked this morning. I’m calling to discuss Maggie’s case and whether you want me to take it on or not.’ If he said no at this point, I was probably going to pursue it anyway until a paying case came along. It would keep me busy if nothing else. 
 
    ‘Um, yes, I think so. Where are you staying?’ 
 
    ‘You don’t need to know that, Charlie. If you hired any other detective, you wouldn’t ask them for their home address.’ 
 
    ‘I might,’ he argued weakly. ‘Anyway, I want to know who killed her and why. The police are useless.’ 
 
     I rolled my eyes. ‘It’s only been a few days, Charlie. These things take time.’ 
 
    ‘Not for you they don’t. You solved that thing in Japan in two days.’ He had me there.  
 
    ‘Nevertheless, each case is different, and I cannot guarantee a result quickly or at all. You need to understand that before you hire me.’ 
 
    ‘I need to know your rate too,’ he pointed out since the last time he asked I refused to tell him because I had no idea what I should charge. I had done a little research since then though and was quite impressed at what I could earn. I told him my daily rate and he swore. Several times.  
 
    ‘I could charge more,’ I assured him. Here’s the thing about being married for so many years – I knew him. I knew he was about to decide that he didn’t want to have me take the case on after all and would tell me it was because he couldn’t afford it. I also knew what he earned, so it wouldn’t be because he couldn’t afford it, but because he didn’t want to give me the money. Unfortunately for Charlie, I also knew how to twist his arm. Above all else, he was cheap, so if he thought he was getting a bargain, he would snap my arm off. ‘I’ll tell you what, Charlie. Just for old times sake, I’ll drop the fee by fifty percent.’  
 
    ‘Thank you, Patricia. I knew you would be reasonable.’ All I had done was double what I wanted to charge him, scared him and come back in at a rate I believed I could charge. ‘At the first rate, I’m not sure I would be able to afford the divorce.’ 
 
    I couldn’t tell if that was a joke or not, but it linked us nicely to a subject we needed to discuss. ‘We need to talk about that as well, Charlie. I have no desire to get solicitors involved and make this drag out for months. I shall need to interview you for the case, take an initial payment and have you sign some paperwork. Can I come over in the morning? We can talk about how we divide our assets too.’ 
 
    ‘What? Oh, yes. Yes, I suppose so. I will take a half day off. What time do you want to get here?’ 
 
    Mrs Crawford served breakfast from six provided the lodgers expressed they wanted it that early. I would be up that early because I wanted to keep up my regime of exercise, but breakfast could wait until seven. ‘How about eight o’clock?’  
 
    We agreed on eight and finished the call. I was still lying on my bed, but it was gone Anna’s dinner time and all my bags were in the car still. I didn’t plan to unpack it all just yet; most of it had gone into the boot or was hidden under a blanket on the back seat so I didn’t worry that it might get stolen. I needed some toiletries and a few clothing options which were neatly packed into one small bag because I expected this. Tonight, I would start looking for somewhere to live, perhaps finding a small rental until the divorce came through and I could see just what money I had to buy my own place with.  
 
    I felt that I had already done a lot with my day, but then gave myself a mental slap; I wouldn’t solve a case by telling myself I had worked hard enough and deserved a break. I needed to get on with things.  
 
    Peering around the side of the curtain, I could see the reporters were no longer outside, so I grabbed my bag from the boot of the car, dashed back inside in case one of them was hiding in a bush and then dashed back to the car because I had forgotten Anna’s bag of things. Her items were packed into her basket on the back seat of my car. Toys, bowls, food, and all that jazz, but light enough for me to carry as one load because she is only a tiny dog.  
 
    Fifteen minutes later, she was fed and watered, and I had on a completely different outfit and a ballcap to hide my hair. It was stuffed on over a hoody which I hoped would hide my face so people wouldn’t recognise me. I didn’t even want anyone to see me if possible because I was about to do something naughty: I was going to break into Maggie’s house. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Breaking and Entering 
 
    I was calling it breaking and entering, but I had a key so all I was really doing was entering. I wasn’t sure where I stood legally, which was a failing on my part and I made a mental note to devote some time to studying law. The bits where it might apply to me, at least. 
 
    Anna needed a walk, and it was less than two miles from Mrs Crawford’s bed and breakfast to Maggie’s opulent oast house. The key to her house was on my bunch of keys, so I had it with me already, a happy coincidence really, but I didn’t think I had ever used it. Maggie always gave me a key to her house when she bought a new place. Houses had followed divorces generally, moving up the property ladder and buying bigger places each time even though she lived by herself, and didn’t have so much as a cat to share it with.  
 
    The evening was drawing in. Now that we were in early autumn, the days were far shorter already and it was twilight by the time I reached her drive.  It was early summer the last time I stood on this spot and it struck me how different the trees and shrubs looked now.  
 
    Anna pulled me forward up her drive, tugging her lead as if she knew our destination was Maggie’s house. I glanced about to see if there was anyone around to see me but doing so probably just made me look furtive. Besides, this was the countryside, there probably wasn’t a person within two hundred yards of me, where the nearest neighbour could be found. 
 
    Telling myself to look like I belonged here, I walked confidently up to the door and opened it with the key. It swung silently inward as I pushed it. Was it better to leave it open or would that attract attention if a neighbour went by? I shut it, and then tussled with whether I should turn the lights on or not.  
 
    Deciding that I looked less guilty of anything if I turned them on and acted like I was supposed to be here, I reached for the switch to light up the lobby, wondering if a dead person still had electricity. She did, I discovered when I was bathed in light a moment later.  
 
    I knew from reading reports online a week ago that she had been killed in her office. It was on the ground floor at the back of the house where she had her desk positioned to look out over her garden. She admitted, during lunch several years ago, that her reason for the view over the garden was the young male gardener she hired. He wore nothing on his top half for about half the year and she was happy to be distracted from her work by watching him clip her shrubs topless.  
 
    The house looked exactly like it had every other time I had been here. It was spotlessly clean because she had a cleaner and looked like it belonged in a country house magazine. The mix of period features, such as an inglenook fireplace, balanced perfectly with the ultra-modern, sleek lines of her furniture and entertainment systems.  
 
    It was hard to convince myself that she wasn’t about to appear through a doorway, but the dark stain on the carpet in her office drove home that she wouldn’t. A cleaning crew had dealt with the worst of it, but I imagined replacing carpet and whatever else had to happen before it was sold would get worked out when someone inherited her estate. I had no idea who that might be though; she had no family that I was aware of, not even a cousin since both her parents had been only children just as she had.  
 
    None of that was of interest though, I was here to look for clues. Standing in the middle of her office and wriggling my nose about as I tried to work out where to look, the unwelcome voice in my head popped up again to remind me that I didn’t know what I was doing and never had. I knew it was right, but solving mysteries hadn’t been all luck. I had worked out quite a bit of it myself, I argued. 
 
    The desk drawers revealed nothing of interest, which could be because the police had already taken it all. There were no Post-It notes with map coordinates on them, no notepads with the indentation of the previous note to tell me why she had been killed, no scraps of half-burnt crumpled paper in the fireplace which I could carefully unravel to find a name that might lead me onwards. There was nothing at all. This had to be because it was a ten-day old crime scene and every scrap of evidence had been catalogued and removed by the crime scene guys, making it very different to every crime scene I had been to previously. On the ship, I usually found myself at the crime scene while the murder victim was still warm.  
 
    Undefeated, I left the office and looked around the other rooms downstairs before moving up to her bedroom; the scene of a very different crime. Standing in her doorway, I could remember the look on Charlie’s face as he stood there trying to come up with an excuse for being in her bedroom with his clothes off. It was laughable now, and though it still hurt, I was glad it had happened. I poked around in her wardrobes and her drawers, slightly worried about what odd sex toys I might find, but my heart wasn’t really in it anymore. I was coming to accept that there was nothing here to find, but just as I thought that, I spotted something that stopped me. On a piece of paper at the bottom of the top drawer of her bedside table was the name C. Fisher.  
 
    When I pulled it out from under the assorted paraphernalia, I saw instantly that it was a Companies House document. I had been on Companies House today to register my business and I recognised the logo. My eyes flashed left to right over the lines of the document, a single page change of address record. I knew enough about the subject to know that the directors of a business had to be registered at Companies House and had to have a registered home address. They were responsible for the finances of the firm and divided the profits.  
 
    So why was Charlie’s name on it? He was registered as an executive director of Maggie’s company which meant he was responsible for, but wasn’t taking an active part in, the daily business dealings. The change of address document was from when Maggie last moved, which was twelve years ago.   
 
    I was going to kill him.  
 
    Anna barked unexpectedly in the silence of Maggie’s house, making me jump and squeal at the same time. I spun around to yell at her but before I could speak, I heard what had caused her reaction.  
 
    There was someone downstairs. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Local Interest 
 
    Someone turned out to be lots of someones as the sound of heavy footfalls could be heard charging up the spiral staircase. I had to quickly lunge to grab Anna before she could tear off to intercept them. I wanted to hide, but Anna’s bark had undoubtedly already given our presence away, which only left escape as an option. 
 
    I ran to the windows. Peering out into the now dark garden. I could get the window open. I might even be able to spot a half decent place to land and not break my legs, but I couldn’t do either thing before the people now running along the upstairs hallway found me.  
 
    Was it Maggie’s killer returned with friends to see if a new danger had presented itself? What had she got herself mixed up in that had caused her death and would I ever find out if this was her killers returning? Hugging Anna to my chest, I turned to face the door, disbelief washing through me that this could be the end after all I had been through on the Aurelia. 
 
    A figure burst through the doorway, making me jump again even though I knew it was coming. A second followed it but at that point the information from my eyes managed to fight past the terror in my brain and my pulse relaxed. They were cops. 
 
    Both men wore police uniform, the black making them look like shadows for a half second as they came into the room. Each had their baton raised and ready, expecting a hardened criminal not a middle-aged woman, but they raised their free hands toward me in a don’t-move gesture as the one on the left said, ‘Don’t move.’ 
 
    I smiled at him and said, ‘Hello.’ Then I looked at his partner and almost laughed. ‘Hello, Joshua.’ Joshua’s eyes went wide in surprise at being named. ‘You used to deliver my newspapers. I didn’t know you had joined the police.’ 
 
    Both men glanced at each other and visibly relaxed their tight expressions, lowering their arms as they accepted that I presented no threat. Anna was struggling to get out of my arms, she wanted to see the two new men – they might have food! I plopped her on the carpet, keeping a tight hold on her lead so she couldn’t choose to attack them and sat on the end of the bed as the adrenalin seeped back out of my body.  
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher, isn’t it?’ asked the one who wasn’t Joshua. ‘I recognise you from the television. You know this is breaking and entering, don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘What happened here?’ I asked, ignoring his questions, but giving him an engaging smile. ‘You both gave me quite the scare. Where is Maggie?’ My question caught them both by surprise and they exchanged another glance. They couldn’t tell that I knew she was dead, so I had chosen to bluff my way out. I had been back for less than twelve hours which they would know if they knew me from the television, and people hereabouts would corroborate that Maggie was my childhood friend.  
 
    It was Joshua who answered me, ‘Mrs Fisher, this is a crime scene. Did you not see the tape across the door when you came in?’ I hadn’t actually because it wasn’t there. I didn’t know whether local kids had stolen it, thinking it would be a cool thing to put around their bedroom doors, or if it had just blown away on the breeze, but I hadn’t needed to duck around or under it.  
 
    Doing my best attempt at acting shocked, I gasped and put my hand to my mouth. ‘Crime scene! What happened?’ 
 
    Their radios squawked; a burst of static followed by a voice asking something I couldn’t make out. It prompted Not-Joshua to turn away as he leaned his chin down to speak into the microphone on his lapel.  
 
    Abandoned by his colleague as he left the room, Joshua grimaced in discomfort, then crossed the room and came down on one knee in a classic proposal pose so he could get his face to eye level with mine. He had grown a lot since I last saw him poking rolled up newspapers through my door. Then he had been a scrawny teenager, all limbs and a pimply chin. Now he wore a beard and had put on thirty pounds of muscle. Local gossip being what it was, I figured I ought to have known he was the local bobby, yet it had escaped me.  
 
    With a sigh he said, ‘Mrs Fisher, I’m afraid your friend is dead.’ 
 
    I gasped again, milking my performance for all it was worth. ‘Oh, no! I had no idea!’ 
 
    ‘Yes, you did, Mrs Fisher.’ The voice calling me a liar came from the doorway, where a new person was standing. Unlike the two uniformed cops, this fellow wore a suit. It was badly fitting, giving him a scruffy look, but I guessed instantly that he was a detective. He had more to say. ‘You have been hired by your husband to look into what happened to her and why. That’s right, isn’t it?’ 
 
    At the man’s accusation, Joshua’s eyes flared, and I chose to drop the pretence; I wasn’t one for lying, though it had seemed like a good idea at the time. ‘How do you know that already?’ 
 
    I caught a brief glimpse of a wry smile. ‘I went into the post office to buy milk an hour ago.’ The damned post office. Everyone in the village knew everything about everyone because of Mavis in the post office. ‘Mrs Jeffries slept with your husband, didn’t she?’ He wasn’t asking a question. ‘Had you not been very firmly out of the country, I might have considered you a suspect.’ 
 
    The detective hadn’t bothered to introduce himself yet, which I thought quite rude. Everyone knew my name, my anonymity stolen away during my cruise, yet of the three police officers I could only name one. He was short for a man, barely any taller than me I judged at perhaps five feet eight inches. He looked to be late fifties and his face bore a tiredness which suggested he had been beaten down by his life and was now getting through each day just by going through the paces. His jacket hung from his shoulders, a size too big as if he lost weight recently, which might be the case as his trousers looked big on him too. He had a bit of a belly but not much and his hair was trying hard to recede.  
 
    Thankfully, the next time he opened his mouth, it was to introduce himself. ‘I’m Detective Sergeant Atwell, Mike Atwell. I was assigned to this case.’ 
 
    ‘Was assigned?’  
 
    ‘Yes, it has been taken over by an organised crime unit working out of London. My boss told me that was all I needed to know.’ Organised crime? What on earth had Maggie got herself mixed up in? ‘I think it best if we leave the premises now, Mrs Fisher. I’m afraid we will have to deal with the breaking and entering though.’ 
 
    I fished out my bunch of keys. ‘I didn’t break in. If you know about Maggie and my husband, then you must know she and I have been friends for almost fifty years.’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘I did know, yes. Having a key doesn’t make it okay though. What did you do with the crime scene tape?’ 
 
    ‘There wasn’t any,’ I assured him. 
 
    He glanced at Joshua and pursed his lips. Then beckoned me from the room with his right arm. ‘Come along, Mrs Fisher. It is time to leave.’  
 
    I didn’t think I could argue, and I didn’t think I could come back either. However, there was nothing here for me to find since they had cleared the house of any clues. It had been worth the visit though because the one slip of paper I did find told me why Charlie was so interested in having me solve the case. That might prove useful and maybe he would know what she was mixed up in. He was going to get grilled anyway.  
 
    I was escorted from the bedroom and down the stairs, the two uniforms bookending me as if I was a dangerous criminal. At the door, DS Atwell, stopped me and held out his right hand. ‘The key, please, Mrs Fisher. We’ll say nothing about it this time, but if I catch you in here again…’ 
 
    ‘You won’t.’ I brushed by him, placing the key in his hand without looking and found myself back outside where the sun had fully set to leave the garden in darkness. The outside lights hadn’t come on with my movement, telling me they were switched off inside already. ‘How did you know I was here?’ I asked, suddenly curious.  
 
    DS Atwell joined me on the gravel driveway. ‘The alarm is still on and the alarm firm have instructions to call us.’ He scratched his chin, which let me see the lack of wedding ring on his finger. I was curious about the local detective. I might need to know him if I was going to be investigating cases in this area. ‘Can I trust you to behave, Mrs Fisher? I can’t stop you from doing what apparently you do very well, but I have to advocate against you breaking any laws. You have no special rights as a private investigator, if that is what you are now.’ 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. ‘I am well aware of what I can and cannot do, thank you. Someone needs to find out what happened to my friend though and it doesn’t seem that you will be doing it.’ 
 
    He gave me an innocent expression. ‘I’m following orders, Mrs Fisher. If Chief Inspector Quinn wants me to ignore the case so some special task force in the city can look into it, then that’s what I am going to do. It’s back to missing garden gnomes and stolen shopping trolleys for me.’  
 
    I couldn’t tell if he was being flippant or was happy to take on the mundane local crimes. Either way, it didn’t matter. He wasn’t involved in Maggie’s case and wouldn’t be able to give me any information.  
 
    I bade him good evening and started to walk away. He caught up to me after a few steps, while the uniforms made sure the house was secure. ‘Of course, if a certain lady with an interest in the case wanted to ask me a few questions over a coffee and then happened to solve the murder before the idiots in London, there wouldn’t be much the Chief Inspector could do about that, would there?’ 
 
    My jaw dropped open slightly in surprise. He was offering to share what he knew about the case. I didn’t know who Chief Inspector Quinn was, though DS Atwell clearly bore sufficient animosity toward him to want to deliberately undermine his efforts. Gathering myself, I asked, ‘When might you be free for a coffee?’ 
 
    ‘Some time tomorrow?’ He reached into a coat pocket to pull out a card. ‘Call me when you are free. I’m sure I can steal myself away from another terrible case of littering in the park.’ 
 
    My assessment of the man had changed completely in thirty seconds. I thanked him, promised to call tomorrow, a day which was fast filling with tasks and appointments, and started back toward Mrs Crawford’s bed and breakfast. Then I caught myself and called to get his attention before he could get to his car. ‘The other officer, the one that isn’t Joshua, what’s his name please?’ 
 
    ‘PC Marvin Gaye.’ I raised an eyebrow. ‘His name isn’t Marvin obviously, but that’s what he gets called by everyone. I have no idea what his real name is.’ 
 
    I waved him goodnight and he tipped an imaginary hat in return. A rumble from my tummy reminded me that I hadn’t eaten so I set myself a winding detour that would take me to the post office. The post office bit of the local store wouldn’t be open at this time of the day, but I would be able to buy a sandwich and that would do for tonight. 
 
    In the morning, I was going to have a conversation with Charlie that he wouldn’t enjoy. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Charlie. AKA, My Lying Git of a Husband 
 
    The next morning, Charlie looked pleased to see me when he opened the door. I was going to change that soon enough. ‘Hello, Patricia, welcome back. Come in, come in.’ 
 
    He stepped back to allow me access to my own house. I wasn’t sure what I expected to find but devastation had been top of the list. Charlie had never been one for cleaning up after himself; I wasn’t even sure he could find the vacuum cleaner, yet the house was spotless.  
 
    ‘Do you have a cleaner?’ I asked.  
 
    ‘Yes,’ he chuckled. ‘I could never manage to keep the old place looking like this by myself. I don’t know how you ever managed it.’ 
 
    I sighed in irritation. ‘You just tackle a bit of it every day, or you commit a few hours to it once a week, Charlie. It’s not hard.’ I felt myself being pulled into a familiar old argument and reigned myself in before it happened.  
 
    ‘Yes, well,’ he replied, a little snippily. ‘Emily does it now. She’s very efficient and very cheap.’ 
 
    ‘Emily? The same woman who used to clean Maggie’s place?’ 
 
    ‘Err, yes,’ he admitted, his face colouring slightly. ‘That’s where I got her from. After you left, the place got a bit scruffy since there was no one to clean it. I mentioned it to Maggie, and she gave me Emily’s number.’  
 
    His infidelity with Maggie felt very present now that I was home again, and I dearly wanted to have a go at him for it. I had a bigger weapon to use though. ‘What year did you become a director at Maggie’s firm?’ His panicked look told me everything I wanted to know about that particular secret: I was never supposed to know. ‘How much money do you have invested in it?’ I got no answer to my second question either, his brain scrambling for a safe place to hide. ‘Were you sleeping with her when the two of you decided to go into business together?’ 
 
    ‘Goodness, no, Patricia,’ he protested, but stopped talking when I held my hand in front of his face. 
 
    ‘I can’t believe a word you tell me, Charlie Fisher, so there is no point denying any of it. You invested money in a business without discussing it with your wife at any point. Just how much money was it?’ 
 
    ‘Not much,’ he mumbled. 
 
    ‘How much?’ My words came out with fire on them. I was livid that I had lived my life as a cleaner and driven a tatty, battered car while he was investing money and making secret deals. Of course, I didn’t have to work as a cleaner and could have stamped my foot until I had a better car, so some of the blame was mine. But he should have treated me better so that making a fuss was never necessary. Pointing the finger at him felt better though.  
 
    ‘I put in twenty-five thousand when she first opened the business in 1998. The shares are worth considerably more than that now. It was a very astute investment. You were even there when she and I discussed it.’ I shook my head in disbelief. Sensing an opening, he pressed on. ‘It was at a dinner party here. She was talking about seeing a better way of running the publishing business and about setting up on her own. She said she needed seed money to get it off the ground.’ Now I saw his confusion. Charlie often used to throw dinner parties, he thought they were a sophisticated thing to do and he often invited bosses and persons of influence to help him grease his way up the slippery corporate pole. It worked for him, but he missed that I spent two days preparing for them and all night running around filling drinks and doing my best to feed twelve people a five-course dinner. He always acted like announcing he had invited a stack of people should fill me with joy. I always invited Maggie, usually at his request because she was attractive and almost always single. 
 
    We were off topic now though. ‘Tell me the real reason why you want me to investigate her murder, Charlie.’ I jabbed him in the chest with my index finger.  
 
    I thought he was going to start lying again, but he drew in a deep breath and let his shoulders slump as if deflating while he accepted defeat. ‘I think she was mixed up in some kind of organised crime. The police asked me a bunch of questions about her business affairs because I am the other named director.  I couldn’t tell them anything though, I have always been a silent partner, never involved in what was happening. I was content to collect my dividend cheque each year, but I never involved myself in what she was doing. I don’t know anything about the publishing industry.’ 
 
    ‘Did the police suggest that she might have been killed by an organised crime gang?’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘No, they wouldn’t really tell me anything. They asked me if I had ever heard from a man called Jim Brevin or a man called Ian Drummond. I told them I hadn’t but when I looked them up, I found they are known leaders of an East End gang called the Old City Firm.’ He looked down at the carpet, shrugged to himself and looked up again to meet my eyes. ‘I’m worried they killed her for something to do with the firm and they might be after me next. The police told me to be vigilant.’ 
 
    ‘Did they also tell you not to worry?’ 
 
    ‘They did, but I figured they had to say that, or I really would worry.’ Now my mind was racing. The cops were most likely just being cautious in telling Charlie to be on the lookout. If they were genuinely worried, they would have placed someone to watch over him. That they hadn’t made me want to believe that he was unlikely to be connected. Charlie was worried enough to contact me though and I frowned deeply as I sensed that he still wasn’t telling me everything.  
 
    ‘There’s more, Charlie. You have to remember that I know what a dirty little weasel you are.’ 
 
    He tried to look hurt. ‘Hey, steady on, Patricia.’  
 
    My stony look stopped him from saying anything else. ‘You lied to me for years about investments and kept squirreling the money away. Where is it? Some offshore account I don’t know about?’ I saw the truth register in his eyes. ‘There’s no good protesting that you are not guilty, Charles. You know more than you are telling me and, so help me, if you don’t start telling me the truth soon, I will hire a divorce lawyer who will tear you apart.’ 
 
    He held up both hands in surrender, looking very much like he was about to fall to his knees and beg for mercy. ‘I don’t know much. Honest,’ he added when I narrowed my eyes at him again. ‘The office manager is a chap called Mathew Hughes. He runs the whole operation out of an office close to Trafalgar Square. I only met him once, but he has been running the show for years. Maggie wanted to be less involved, I guess, and hiring a manager allowed her to effectively retire in her forties.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘Well, I haven’t been able to get hold of him and the people who are answering their phones at the office told me he hasn’t been seen for a couple of weeks.’ 
 
    ‘A couple of weeks? How long is it exactly?’ 
 
    He looked upward into his skull as he calculated. ‘Twelve days including today. He vanished right before Maggie was killed.’ The police had to know this already. The first thing they would have checked out was her job and all the people she knew.  
 
    ‘He’s not answering his phone?’ I sought to confirm. 
 
    ‘No. He doesn’t know my number though so it could be that he is just ignoring my calls.’ I finally got the sense that Charlie was telling me the truth. Mathew Hughes was a person of interest, but that meant the police would be looking for him as well. If he was still alive, he had gone on the run and was hiding out somewhere. Maybe I would be able to find him. A trip to Maggie’s office would get me some more detail on his life.  
 
    Charlie didn’t know anything more about the man, so I moved on. ‘How was her business doing?’ I asked. I always got the impression she was rolling in money, but it could have been a façade.  
 
    ‘Very well. The business had positive growth year on year of between ten and thirty percent. The return on investment…’ I held up a hand to slow him down. 
 
    ‘I don’t need a full fiscal picture, Charlie. I’m just trying to work out what the gangster connection is. What I am hearing is that she was making good money and rarely went to the office. Her opportunity to get mixed up with organised crime ought to have been almost nil which makes me think it was someone else in the business, most likely Mathew Hughes, who was guilty of that connection. I will find out. What else can you tell me about her? Who was she involved with? You told me she dumped you as soon as I found out.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ he admitted glumly. ‘She wasn’t actually interested in me other than for sex.’ His cheeks were red when he realised what he was telling me. I was way past caring though. Bringing his embarrassment under control, he said, ‘I think she was seeing several men. I couldn’t tell you who though. I saw a number of different cars parked at her house whenever I went past.’ 
 
    ‘Makes and models. I need a list.’ I started walking through the house to the kitchen at the back. There he could sit at the table and write me a list of cars. It might be nothing, but it was another starting point. He trailed after me to slump reluctantly into a chair when I clicked my fingers and pointed. He didn’t have registration numbers, but he was very good at remembering cars and colours, quickly producing a list of ten cars, most of them rather nice ones, with one very obvious exception.  
 
    I pointed to the last car on the list, a silver Renault Clio. It looked incongruous on the list of BMWs, Bentleys and Jaguars. ‘Oh,’ he said, putting a line through it. ‘That’s Emily’s car. I’m pretty sure Maggie wasn’t sleeping with her.’ I didn’t want to comment on Maggie’s tastes, but I took the list and placed it in my handbag.  
 
    ‘Did she ever talk about anyone wanting to hurt her. Was she ever afraid of anyone?’ I kept on with the questions for another half an hour but got very little information from him. She used him for sex, their relationship starting almost a year before I found out, but they didn’t talk much and despite being the original business investor and a named director for the firm, he knew very little about that either. She had tried to buy him out several times he admitted. She had more than enough money to do so and didn’t like that she had to keep on paying him for his part in getting the business off the ground.  
 
    Exhausting my list of questions, I switched to the next subject: our divorce.  
 
    ‘I want to keep the house,’ he announced as soon as I raised the subject. ‘You already moved out and…’ 
 
    I held up my hand. ‘I don’t want the house. I will buy somewhere new to live.’ He looked relieved. ‘I expect an amicable split of our assets though. Every court in the land will award me half or more, since you are the adulterous one,’ I paused to give him a chance to argue, but he surprised me by keeping his mouth shut. ‘That’s all I want, Charlie. Half. That means you will need to have the house valued and give me half of what they think it is worth.’ 
 
    ‘I already did that,’ he replied. This was good. Charlie had most likely investigated his position to ascertain what he could get away with and accepted that he would be lucky to get away with half. For the next hour, we looked at bank accounts, items of furniture, record collections and other insignificant items. I let him have almost all of it. There were things that were mine, but I didn’t feel any attachment to the things in our house; he could keep them. I would find my own place and fill it with my own things, which would include towels and bedding that an adulterous husband hadn’t touched before me. It seemed like such a silly thing, but I never wanted to touch the same linen as him again; it would feel tainted.  
 
    When I left his house, I had a deposit for my services in my brand-new business bank account and a signature on the contract I bought as a template from an online shop that sold such things. I could get better ones later, but it said he had engaged my services and agreed to pay me a set daily rate. All the information was on the contract and I felt organised and ready to go now that it was signed. 
 
    Back in my car, I thought about which task to tackle next. I needed to go to the post office, visit the potential office for my business in Rochester High Street, and call DS Atwell to arrange a chat with him during which I hoped to learn everything he knew about Maggie’s murder and really accelerate my investigation.  
 
    The post office was closest, so I went there first.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Post Office 
 
    I had several reasons for visiting the post office, the first of which was food. Breakfast at Mrs Crawford’s was pleasant enough, but her full English fry up with all the trimmings wasn’t going to do my waistline any good no matter how many miles I ran beforehand. The village store had fruit and other healthy items I could buy and that would keep me going for a couple of days until I found a place to rent and could stock a kitchen. I also wanted to speak with Mavis, the village gossip, who had worked in the post office for several decades. In such a small village as East Malling everyone knew everyone anyway, but Mavis prided herself on knowing everything about everyone and was only too pleased to reveal anything she knew. Always dropping her voice to reveal the big secret as if the information was just for you and she wasn’t going to tell the next two hundred people coming through the shop. If there were things to know, she would know them. 
 
    On my way there, a clunking noise came from under my bonnet. Then the car backfired and died. Muttering with dread, I coasted to a stop at the side of the road with my hazard lights on and got out to have a look. With the bonnet up, I looked down at the engine. ‘Well, that’s an engine,’ I muttered to myself because that was as far as my knowledge went. I could top up the washer jet fluid and I knew which bit was the battery. After that, it was all a mystery too complicated for me to solve. It wasn’t smoking or on fire, so I closed the bonnet again and tried the key. To my amazement, it started, so I tentatively pulled away and made it the rest of the way to the post office without further incident. I chalked it up to a mechanical hiccup and promised to get the old girl serviced soon – another item to add to my already long list.  
 
    Inside the door, it took about half a second for Mavis to recognise me and speak loudly enough for everyone in the store to hear, ‘The wanderer returns.’ Mavis Cruet had never been married and, to my knowledge, had never left the village. For her a trip to Maidstone six miles away was an adventure beyond comprehension. She had half a dozen cats or more; always on the windowsill of her house when I passed it, sleeping on top of one another and making a mess of her net curtains. She was in her early sixties and had taken a part time job at the local store when she was fourteen and never looked back. She didn’t bother with makeup or fashion or hairstyling products and I didn’t think I had ever seen her in any footwear other than wellies. I suspect that every village has a Mavis lurking in it somewhere, the kind of person you are polite to but avoid if you can. 
 
    I flipped my eyebrows. Mavis never had been quiet, or tactful, or respecting of other people’s boundaries. I should have expected her to trumpet my arrival. ‘Yes, hello, Mavis,’ I replied as I made my way to the post office counter. There were two women in front of me, but she ignored them both to speak to me. ‘Are you back for good? I understand you are staying at Mrs Crawford’s.’ She turned to the two ladies, ‘Won’t keep you a minute, ladies, we have someone famous in.’ 
 
    ‘What? Patricia Fisher?’ The two old ladies were Margaret Callaghan and Hope Lashley, both women of the village and both widowed in their seventies. Now in their eighties they trundled about together, playing canasta and knitting dolls for the church to sell.  
 
    ‘Ridiculous, isn’t it,’ I agreed quickly, keen to show that I didn’t think I was famous at all.  
 
    Mavis wasn’t done though. ‘Will you be divorcing that Charlie of yours? We all heard about him and Maggie Jeffries. She always was trouble, that one, God rest her soul. Quite the maneater though. I hear you’re going to be investigating it.’ 
 
    She finally stopped talking so I could get a word in. ‘Yes, that’s right.’ Mavis was waiting for me to say more, to give her some juicy tidbit about the case so I took joy in denying her that pleasure. It might make her hungrier for information which I could milk to get her to tell me what she knew. She was staring at me and still ignoring her customers, Margaret huffing loudly, not that it made any difference. I winked at Mavis. ‘Perhaps you should serve these ladies and then the two of us can have a proper catch up.’ 
 
    Her eyes lit up and then her hands became a flurry of activity as she dealt with their pension payments and post and shooed them on their way. Then, with Margaret and Hope muttering loudly as they shuffled toward the door, Mavis leaned on the counter to give me her undivided attention. I leaned in too, getting my face close to the glass that separated us. ‘Can you keep a secret?’ I asked. 
 
    Mavis blew out a surprised breath, ‘Goodness, yes, of course.’ I was just teasing her. Mavis’s inability to keep anything secret was legendary.  
 
    ‘First, tell me what you know about Maggie’s business, who she was seen with, who visited her house and who you think she might have been sleeping with.’ I laid my phone on the counter near the little speaking grill and set it to record voice. I could make notes later but wouldn’t be able to keep up now. It took no time for Mavis to start reeling off names and dates and other bits of information which might prove pertinent. She was a mine of information as I had expected her to be. She let slip that she had known about Maggie’s affair with my husband long before I found out, though she failed to notice the faux pas and I let it go without comment. Maggie had an extraordinarily long list of lovers according to Mavis though how much of what she told me was reliable and how much was gossip I couldn’t judge. She told me about a young man she had seen in the village several times recently. When prompted to define what she meant by young, she clarified it as anyone under forty. She told me he drove a vintage Aston Martin, which when tallied against the list of cars Charlie wrote placed him as an almost certain visitor of Maggie’s. She gave me a description too; bookish, she said, glasses, a bit weedy, by which I assume she meant he was lean rather than carrying excess weight, but again he wore a nice suit and gave her the impression he had money. Then she said, ‘He worked for her, you know.’ 
 
    ‘How can you tell?’ 
 
    ‘He had to send a card. A birthday card to his mother which he bought here in the shop and came to the counter to get a stamp. He wrote it out at the counter where you are standing and used a pen with her business name on it. Jeffries Imperial Publishing. That’s her firm.’ She was right, it was. Did that mean the man she described was Mathew Hughes. Using the phone, I pulled up a picture of him to show her. ‘That’s him,’ she confirmed. ‘Very polite young man.’ 
 
    So, Mathew Hughes was coming to Maggie’s house on a regular basis if Mavis was to be believed. It could be entirely innocent; he worked for her after all and maybe she decided she wanted him to report to her rather than making the trip to the office herself. I had largely tuned Mavis out as I thought, but then she said something which caught my attention. ‘Can you say again, please?’ 
 
    ‘There was a man in here looking for you earlier this morning. He came in yesterday too. Big ugly looking brute he is too.’ 
 
    ‘Did he say what he wanted?’ I really didn’t like the sound of this. 
 
    ‘No. He refused to, in fact, no matter how many times I asked him. He said it was a private matter between him and you.’  
 
    ‘Can you describe him, please?’ I quickly grabbed my phone, stopped it from recording and brought up a search engine. 
 
    ‘Oh, err. Well, he was about this tall.’ She held up a hand to indicate his height at about six feet two inches. ‘He had a beard, but not a full beard, more like a week of stubble, and he had huge hands. I remember seeing them and thinking about how big they were. Like gravedigger’s shovels, they were.  He had a nice suit though, so he couldn’t have been all bad, nicely tailored and I think it was a wool blend, plus he was really muscular; he had no neck to speak of and I could see his biceps straining the fabric of his jacket when he moved so it had to be handmade.’ 
 
    I held up my screen, showing her a picture of Ian Brevin. ‘Was it this man?’ she shook her head. I swiped to the next picture. ‘This one?’ she shook her head again. It wasn’t either of the East End gangsters Charlie named. Which meant there was a third player who might have nothing to do with Maggie’s murder. Or might even be the murderer himself come to make sure I didn’t dig deep enough to find him. From her description, I was already certain I didn’t want to meet him, but my brain was telling me I had missed something, something to do with this man in particular. There was something familiar about his description though I couldn’t fathom what it was.  
 
    ‘So, what is the big secret?’ Mavis asked, clearly desperate to know and feeling she had earned the right.  
 
    ‘I’ve opened my own detective agency,’ I told her. I knew it wasn’t the juicy sex scandal she was hoping for; Mavis loved a juicy sex scandal, but I also knew she would share anything she thought worth sharing, which at this point was the news that I had a business and my services could be hired. It was simpler, cheaper, and more reliable than putting an advert in the local paper. I could do that later as well, but this would get the word out for now. I wanted to work locally, not get drawn into cases that forced me to travel. I had to expect some mileage, it was inevitable, like the need to visit Maggie’s office in London already. If I could get away with it though, I was going to focus on cases in my home county of Kent.  
 
    Mavis looked a little crestfallen. ‘Is that it?’ she asked. ‘I was hoping you were going to tell me something exciting.’ 
 
    ‘I think that is exciting, Mavis. I can’t stay and chat any longer though, I have a case to solve, a police detective to meet and an office to inspect.’ I waved goodbye and dashed out before she could pin me down for more detail, stopping at the front of the shop to quickly fill a basket with some essentials and paying the bored, and quite sullen-looking, teenager at the till.  
 
    Despite the news about the man with no neck asking people where he could find me, I was feeling good about my day and excited to get on with the next thing.  
 
    The next thing, I decided, was to look at the office in Rochester. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Office 
 
    Rochester was classed as a city, with a castle and a cathedral and a rich history which included Charles Dickens living there for most of his adult life. It certainly had all the characteristics a city might expect to boast. I hadn’t been there for years, there being nothing to draw me in that direction, but I was familiar with the road layout and found my way to where I wanted to be without needing to consider my route.  
 
    Mercifully, the car continued to behave, so it got a pat as I slid out of the driver’s seat and paid for parking. The office, the owner assured me, was not far from North Gate, the ancient entrance to the city, and the Cathedral which sat behind it. This made it easy to find, as the Cathedral, even if one didn’t know where it was, dominated the skyline.  
 
    Rochester is a busy area, tourists drawn from Europe finding it was easy to get to, but English tourists flooded there in numbers as well. With a lot of passing trade, the High Street, which ran for most of a mile, was filled with quaint little artisan sweet shops and bakeries and non-franchise restaurants. Tony Jarvis Travel, the little travel shop the office sat above, was a tired looking place that oddly seemed in keeping with the other buildings around it. The architecture of the surrounding buildings was Elizabethan, I thought. It was certainly many centuries old so a modern façade would look out of place and was probably prohibited by the town planners.  
 
    Tony told me I could drop by at any point during normal office hours and expect to find him there, except between one and two when he took lunch. It was still late morning, but I wasn’t going directly to find him, I wanted to scope out the premises first without a hungry salesman jabbering in my ear.  
 
    Having parked in the large car park half way along the High Street, I was walking north toward the river, passing familiar shops still standing in the same place they had occupied for decades. Some of them even displayed established dates, the oldest I spotted was 1673. It seemed quite the feat though I doubted my little private investigation agency would last that long. I was sure I had read somewhere that most businesses fold in the first year. If they can get past that, they might go on for decades.  
 
    I was being determined but cautious with my approach, spending what I had to and making savings where I could. The office was one of the savings. Anna led me along the High Street, her determined pace dragging me along though she had no idea where she was going. Looking for it, I spotted the office about fifty yards before I got to it. It had a prominent position overlooking the High Street with a pair of windows looking down over the people outside. The website boasted as much but Tony had warned me it was rather small; just big enough for a desk and a small table to meet with clients. It sounded perfect. 
 
    As I neared it, I spotted something else and tugged at Anna’s lead to stop her.  
 
    Twenty yards away from the office I wanted to rent, was the other investigation agency I found when I searched yesterday. The paranormal one. I stood facing the office and marvelled at how plush it was. Inside I could see a man and a woman moving about and another woman sitting at a desk a short way inside the door. Blue Moon Investigations were doing well for themselves, that was for certain. It buoyed my hopes for the market in general, so I pushed on to find Tony Jarvis inside his shop.  
 
    I was barely through the door when a man jumped up from a desk and began bounding across to me. He had to be in his late sixties and looked every year of it. His mousy, thinning ginger hair and a very pale complexion on a tiny frame reminded me of a weasel from Who Framed Roger Rabbit. Despite, all that, he was brimming with energy and bore a genuine smile of pleasure as he extended his hand to me. ‘Mrs Fisher, yes? I recognise you from the television.’ 
 
    Another one who knew who I was without me needing to introduce myself. I had to hope the notoriety would fade with time. ‘Mr Jarvis?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. Owner and proprietor. You are interested in my spare office? It has just been fully refitted and there’s a new roof so no chance of a leak in the winter and I got it double insulated so you won’t get cold either, not that the last tenant ever complained about it being cold.’ He started toward the door I had just come through, being careful to step over Anna as she sniffed his feet. ‘Judy mind the shop, I’ll just be a few minutes with Mrs Fisher,’ he shouted as he pushed the door open. Judy didn’t even look up from the magazine she was reading. 
 
    Outside, he walked back the way I had come, ducked through a gap in the wall that led to a carpark and arrived at a door on the side of his building. ‘You can park here all day for free,’ he said, pointing to two parking spots marked out on the floor. The line paint was fresh.  
 
    ‘What happened to the last person to rent it? Why did they leave?’ 
 
    ‘Ah, well, yes, that’s something of a story actually. The last chap was something of a sleuth too, but he attracted some unwanted attention from the people he investigated every now and then. One particular occasion last year, right around Hallowe’en it was, some of them set fire to his office with him in it.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, my goodness,’ I gasped. ‘Did he live?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes,’ Tony chuckled. ‘He’s a hard one to kill that Tempest Michaels. You might have heard about it actually, there was a huge fight at the castle between two opposing gangs of clowns.’ 
 
    I had heard about it. It was all over the national news at the time, but it was the man’s name that was stuck in my head now. ‘Tempest Michaels. That’s the Blue Moon guy, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘It certainly is,’ Tony confirmed. ‘Well, the office went up in smoke and flame so I had it all rebuilt, paid for by the insurance thankfully, but he couldn’t wait, and his business was growing so he moved to a vacant property just along the street.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I saw it,’ I murmured. I was wondering what I was getting myself into. Solving mysteries onboard the Aurelia had been hairy and dangerous at times. I probably could have been killed by several different people on several different occasions and only survived some of them because people came to my rescue. I was all by myself now though, no back up to call on, no squad of ship’s security to arrive with assault rifles, no ninja-trained butler. And I already had a musclebound man in a suit looking for me. Would I live out the first week? The annoying voice in my head told me I wouldn’t need to worry about the divorce paperwork or finding a new place to live if I got myself killed now. I told it to shut up and wisely chose to not mention my life expectancy to Tony just in case he changed his mind about renting me the office.  
 
    Inside the door, a set of wooden stairs led up. They were brand new too and didn’t creak or groan once as we ascended them. I had to scoop Anna and carry her up the stairs; her belly was just too big now.  
 
    ‘That’s ironic,’ Tony commented. 
 
    ‘What is?’ 
 
    ‘The dog. You don’t see many Dachshunds around, but the other fellow, Tempest, he had two.’ Now I was really curious about him. I would have to introduce myself at some point.  
 
    At the top of the stairs was another door. This one had a large glass panel so I could see out at who was coming up the stairs before they got to me. I could also put a business name on with some frosted letters like an old-style gumshoe if I wanted to. Inside the space looked big. It was empty though, so I tried to imagine it with office furniture. In fact, I tried to do a mental tally of what office furniture I would need since, until that point, I hadn’t once considered it.  
 
    Tony, who had been going hard sell since I met him five minutes ago, was now standing to one side and staying respectfully quiet while I looked about. I had to admit that I liked it. It had a real period feel to it; there was lots of wood left exposed but delicately shaped as a master craftsman would have done centuries ago.  
 
    When I turned to meet his eyes, Tony said, ‘There’s a small corridor just through this door,’ he indicated like a game show host. ‘It leads to a toilet and a storeroom which we can share. It’s all included in the monthly rental figure.’ 
 
    He was waiting patiently for some feedback from me. I shrugged and said, ‘I’ll take it. How soon can I move in?’ 
 
    He looked relieved, like a starving man who had just been given a scrap of bread. ‘I’m so pleased,’ he announced exhaling and deflating as if he had been holding his breath for an hour. ‘My wife has been nagging me to rent this place for months. I’ll give you a key and you can move in as soon as you like. Everything should work but if you find a glitchy socket or anything at all, just let me know.’ 
 
    We agreed on some details, I arranged a transfer of the first full month’s rent as a deposit to get me started and I took a set of keys. All of a sudden, I had an office and a parking spot and a business account and a client with a case. Unfortunately, all that meant I now needed to buy or rent some office furniture, get a computer and teach myself to use it, sort out a domain name -  whatever the heck that is. I had no idea, but I knew I needed one if my business was going to have a website and I was certain I couldn’t go without in the 21st century. There was a stack of things to do but top of the priority list was to solve Maggie’s murder. That would earn me money and I needed money to pay for all the things I needed just to get this idea off the ground.  
 
    I thanked Tony and left him in his shop just as free of customers as it had been when I arrived. The next item on my list was to meet with DS Atwell if he could fit me in. It was already later than the late morning rendezvous he suggested, but I didn’t get the impression he would mind or that he was very busy. I paused in the High Street to call him. 
 
    He answered on the third ring, ‘Detective Sergeant Atwell.’ 
 
    ‘Detective Sergeant Atwell, it’s Patricia Fisher. I was hoping you might be able to make some time for me. Do you fancy some lunch in West Malling?’ 
 
    ‘Well, well, this is my lucky day. Do you have a place in mind?’ 
 
    ‘Gregor’s Barn? I haven’t been there for a long time, and it’s a nice day so we can sit outside.’ If my memory served me correctly, it was convenient for parking and served a lot of quite healthy dishes so I could select something Barbie would approve of. Thinking of my blonde friend caused a twinge of sadness. The Aurelia was due to sail tonight and all the friends I had made there would leave forever. ‘Shall we say, one o’clock?’ 
 
    ‘One o’clock it is,’ he agreed. We said goodbye and the call ended just as I noticed a man being dragged across the pavement by a brace of black and tan Dachshunds. I hadn’t seen where he had come from, but the dogs had spotted Anna and were determined to meet her.  
 
    He did his best to reign them in, pulling them back until they were on a short lead but letting them get to her anyway. He glanced up to meet my eyes before looking back down at the three dogs fussing about and sniffing each other. ‘Hi. It’s so rare to see another sausage, I think they got a little carried away. Your little girl looks fit to burst though.’  
 
    ‘Yes, I don’t think it will be many more days before she delivers.’  
 
    Then he looked at me properly for the first time, just as I looked at him. ‘Wait, you’re Patricia Fisher. Hi, I’m…’ 
 
    ‘Tempest Michaels,’ I provided, making the logical jump using the information I already had about him coupled with the fact that we were standing five yards from his office.  
 
    ‘Yes,’ he replied, unsure how I knew who he was but not questioning it.  
 
    Silence fell and stretched out for a second, the dogs and their madly whizzing tails taking our attention. I broke the quiet when I said, ‘I should probably tell you that I have opened a rival investigation business. Not paranormal stuff though, just straight up vanilla cases, I’m afraid.’ 
 
    He nodded in understanding. ‘Thank you for letting me know. It seems likely we can help each other out though. I get clients whose cases are not our usual paranormal fare. I can pass them your way and perhaps you will get the odd weird case you might want to throw to us.’ 
 
    ‘That sounds good,’ I agreed. 
 
    ‘Where are you setting up office?’ he asked. 
 
    I had to smile now, amusement catching the corners of my mouth. I pointed upwards, his eyes tracking my finger. ‘I rented a little place from a chap called Tony Jarvis.’ 
 
    Tempest broke into a broad grin too. ‘Brilliant. We shall be neighbours. Well, nice to meet you. I hope we can catch up soon. Pop in for a coffee whenever you have a few minutes to spare. I have to go; Amanda and I are looking into a troll sighting.’ 
 
    I laughed but then realised that he wasn’t joking. ‘Righto. Good luck,’ I hailed after him as he slipped into his office. He was a thoroughly pleasant young man, which I then realised was the same young descriptor Mavis had used for all people under forty. Tempest had to be in his late thirties but he looked young and athletic, a bit like Jermaine in many ways in that he clearly looked after himself and Tony’s comment about being hard to kill made me think he was probably able to handle himself.  
 
    There I was thinking about Jermaine again. I had to wonder how long it would be before the constant references to my friends on board would fade. It was a question that wasn’t helped when my phone rang as soon as I started walking and I discovered it was Alistair calling. I almost didn’t answer it; we had said our goodbyes last night in the sweetest way I could have imagined. It was a lovers’ parting and it was done. We both had to accept that our paths lay along different lines, but perhaps he wanted something important.  
 
    ‘Alistair?’ I asked, worried for what reason he might be calling.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Emotional Heartstrings 
 
    ‘Hello, darling,’ he replied, his deep, throaty growl making me instantly think of the bedroom.  
 
    ‘Alistair, what is it? Is someone in trouble?’ I prayed that wouldn’t be the case. If I had to return to the ship, I wasn’t sure I could stand to leave it twice.  
 
    ‘No, dear. No, nothing like that. I just wanted to hear your voice. I wanted to appeal to you to change your mind. Come back to the Aurelia, Patricia. It is already feeling empty without you here.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t, Alistair.’ 
 
    ‘I spoke with the cruise line and they have agreed to extend your stay in the Windsor Suite free of charge. You have brought them so much free publicity, you see.’ 
 
    I could feel an irrational anger rising. We said our goodbyes last night, but now he was spoiling the memory. I missed him. I truly did; saying no to his invitation to sail the world as his lover was one of the hardest things I had ever done, but I truly believed it was the right choice. Not only that, I knew my biggest reason to stay on board wasn’t Alistair but Jermaine and that was a relationship I could not hope to perpetuate because I couldn’t afford to spend the rest of my life in a royal suite with a butler.  
 
    Softly, I said, ‘I’m sorry, Alistair. I am not coming back. Not ever, I don’t think. I have to ask that you respect that. Please call me, message me, send me an email, but don’t ask me to come back when I cannot. I opened my own business yesterday and I already have a client.’ 
 
    He was silent at the other end for a few seconds, before saying. ‘I expected as much, Patricia. I hope you understand that I had to have one last go at stopping you from breaking my heart. If you ever change your mind, if you ever want to have a short getaway, I will fly you to wherever we are, and you can stay with me as my lover or just as my friend. I will be glad to see you whatever the reason.’ 
 
    It was a better invitation than anyone deserved, and I thanked him and said goodbye. As I slipped the phone back in my bag, I couldn’t help but feel alone. I didn’t really have any friends, not close ones that I could easily get to. I had no lover, having rejected Alistair so he could stay with his ship, and I had no work colleagues. It was just me against the world and right now, at this precise point in time, I wanted more. A tear slipped from my eye. 
 
    How was I to know how ironic my wish would soon prove to be? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Lunch with DS Atwell 
 
    DS Atwell looked better today than he had last night. There was more colour in his face for a start. I found him sitting at a table for two in a sunspot. It was warm for early autumn as it so often is in the southeast corner of England, a healthy twenty centigrade or thereabouts; quite warm enough for a light lunch outside. He stood up as I got to the table, showing his manners but not over doing it by trying to get my chair. He was already nursing a half pint of stout but signalled a waiter to attend while I settled into my chair. I ordered ice-water, knowing Barbie would approve and that it was counterintuitive to have alcohol today when I got up to run this morning.  
 
    ‘How are you finding being back in England after your tour of the globe?’ he asked to make conversation.  
 
    ‘I haven’t yet found my feet, if that is what you are asking. I seem to have a fair bit on my plate, including a divorce to organise and I need to find somewhere to live.’ 
 
    ‘Busy times. And on top of that you have a case to investigate.’ The waiter returned with my water and we paused for a moment to peruse the menu and order food. DS Atwell chose fish and chips, which sounded delicious but also filled with far more calories than I could permit myself, so I selected a quinoa bowl which the menu bragged was less than five hundred calories. More than that, it was filled with all manner of easily digested whole grains and lots of roasted root vegetables. It would tick a lot of boxes even if guilty satisfaction wasn’t one of them.  
 
    As the waiter departed, I got down to business. ‘You have information for me? Do you mind if I record you?’ 
 
    He chuckled, a few huffing breaths escaping him. ‘Yes, I do mind. I’m about to undermine one of my superiors and give you information that I myself cannot use. It is sensitive and potentially dangerous to you. I would not give it to anyone normally, I can’t say that I have done anything like this before ever, but it seems appropriate today because I think you can handle it. The local papers picked up on your story when the sapphire was found. Local girl makes good was the spin most of them put on it. That was months ago, and they followed you ever since so I got to read about the shootout with the rival gangs from Miami, and the thing with the Indian television crew, and the terrorists with the Ebola virus. That’s how I know you can be trusted to see this through.’ 
 
    ‘Right, no pressure then.’ I made a joke of it, but it didn’t feel like a joke at all.  
 
    ‘At the heart of this case are two very dangerous men.’ 
 
    ‘Jim Brevin and Ian Drummond,’ I supplied.  
 
    I got a raised eyebrow from him. Then he laughed, a deep belly laugh that got the attention of several other restaurant patrons. ‘You’re no slouch are you, Mrs Fisher? I don’t know why I am acting surprised.’ 
 
    ‘Please, call me Patricia.’ I insisted. 
 
    ‘As long as you call me Mike.’ With that settled he pressed on. ‘I will tell you everything I know about the case, Patricia, which is mostly what I managed to work out before it was taken away from me. I expect though that you will already know most of it given how intuitive you seem to be.’ He took a sip of his drink and settled slightly in his chair, getting into story mode. Then, with a wriggle of his lips and a pinch of his nose, he started talking. ‘I was called to Mrs Jeffries house almost immediately after the call came into the station. Her body was found by her cleaner, a young woman called Emily Walker. Miss Walker has a key to the property so let herself in, as was her usual practice, and claims to have been cleaning for more than half an hour when she discovered the body. I thought it odd that she could be there and not bump into Mrs Jeffries, but she insisted that was not unusual. Mrs Jeffries, she claimed, was almost always in her office at the back of the house, or still in bed. According to Miss Walker, she only checked in the office because she needed to use the vacuum cleaner and wished to make sure her employer wasn’t still asleep. 
 
    Miss Walker is self-employed and had worked for Mrs Jeffries for more than two years. The murder itself looked to be a professional hit. That was my first impression and one which lasted. There was no passion, you see. It was a single shot to her right temple, the killer coming up behind her or somehow catching her unaware.’ 
 
    ‘Why do you say that?’ I wished to clarify. 
 
    ‘Her desk faces the door at an oblique angle. A person could not get into the room without the person at the desk seeing them. My initial thought was that someone might have been hiding in the room waiting for her to arrive, but there were no hiding places. I then wondered if it might be possible to come in through a window, but this also seemed unlikely as they were all locked and I cannot imagine how they would get in without the person sensing them. Even a deaf person would notice the change in air pressure. Our killer was able to walk up to her and shoot her even though she knew they were in the room.’ 
 
    ‘She knew they were there?’ 
 
    ‘That is my belief,’ he confirmed. 
 
    The waiter returned with our meals. My quinoa bowl screamed healthy but boring, however, I found it was filled with flavour and texture. Mike’s piece of cod was big enough to hang off both sides of the plate, but he looked at mine with a tinge of jealousy. When I caught his eye staring at my bowl, he said, ‘I know I am supposed to order the healthy option, but I always manage to talk myself out of it.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not easy to avoid the naughty stuff,’ I agreed.  
 
    ‘Yet you managed it.’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘You were telling me about her killer being in the room with her. You think it was someone she knew.’ 
 
    He finished chewing his first bite of fish and added more tartare sauce from the small ramekin they provided. ‘This is where it gets interesting and how I came to lose the case.’ Now interested, I paused my own fork to listen. ‘Part of her security system is a camera above the front door. It records everyone who comes to the house on a one-week loop. We got excited when we found it because we expected it to show the killer arriving, but no one came or went from the house that entire night. It doesn’t film the gardens or any other approaches unfortunately, or we might have already caught the killer, but it does show two very specific and well-known East End businessmen ringing her doorbell a few hours before her murder.’ 
 
    ‘Jim Brevin and Ian Drummond.’  
 
    ‘That’s right. They arrived at eight minutes after three in the afternoon, stayed for more than an hour and left again. Mrs Jeffries was killed somewhere between six and seven that evening. The surprising part about their visit is that they came alone, by which I mean they hadn’t turned up with their usual full entourage of hoodlums and leg breakers. I am told they never leave London and never go anywhere without protection. These are dangerous men as I mentioned earlier. Suspected of running a good portion of London’s drugs trade, prostitution, gambling, protection and money lending. My gut tells me it is the last of those that caused the murder.’ 
 
    My brow furrowed. ‘Money lending? But I thought she was rolling in money?’ 
 
    ‘Yes and no,’ he replied. ‘There are some anomalies with the accounts.’ I was going to kill Charlie this time. Why had he chosen to not mention what had to be an important factor? 
 
    ‘Such as?’ I asked, mentally cracking my knuckles as I thought about throttling my husband. 
 
    ‘Some large sums of money going in and out of the accounts in the recent weeks. We had a forensic accountant go over it as a standard part of the investigation. Over the last year, the amounts fail to tally, but we haven’t yet worked out why the books don’t balance. Sums were going out but not coming back. It was mostly small stuff but always going out and always going to the same account. It was taken off my hands before I got to find out who owned the account in question. Every time it was labelled as marketing expenses which seems to be a catch-all for bits and pieces of petty cash but not the sort of sums we were seeing. It was three thousand here and then five thousand there. In total it was close to one hundred grand. Then recently a sudden injection of cash brought the books right back to square. A day later, most of that sum vanishes again. Less than a week after that, Mrs Jeffries has two gangsters visit her house and two hours after they leave, she is murdered in what looks like a professional execution.’ 
 
    ‘Who had access to the accounts?’ 
 
    ‘Only three people. They have an outsourced accountancy firm who does their books once a year. That is due shortly which might explain why the money went back in recently but not why it then went out again. Otherwise, the three people are Mrs Jeffries, Mathew Hughes, the firm’s manager, and…’ 
 
    ‘Charlie Fisher,’ I finished his sentence for him.  
 
    ‘That’s right,’ he agreed.  
 
    ‘What do you know about your husband’s dealings with Mrs Jeffries business?’ 
 
    Anger clouded my expression. ‘Nothing until last night when I found his name on a Companies House document in her bedside table. He kept that hidden from me for years.’ Mike made an oops face. ‘Did you talk to Brevin and Drummond?’ 
 
    He flipped his eyebrows and smiled wryly. ‘That’s where it got away from me. Chief Inspector Quinn got wind that there might be an organised crime element to the case and whipped it out from under me. He is very career orientated so I expect he used the information to grease a wheel somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘He handed it off to the organised crime unit but will have done that to ingratiate himself or to win favour. He could be a good cop, but he is only interested in getting to where he wants to go. For him, that is all the way to the top. He might do it too.’ 
 
    ‘You were told to drop the case?’ 
 
    ‘Essentially, yes. It was being handed over to a branch that specialises in such things. They took all my notes, all the camera footage and other evidence; everything we took from her house is now with them. Not only that, I was required to report any new developments as the man on the ground.’ 
 
    ‘Have there been any?’ I asked. 
 
    He snorted. ‘Only one.’ He paused to make eye contact. ‘Someone broke into her house last night and tripped the alarm.’ I felt my face colour. ‘Other than that, there has been nothing.’ 
 
    Pushing my embarrassment down, I asked, ‘Isn’t it odd for the two top men to turn up in person?’ 
 
    ‘I thought so too, but I never got the chance to find out why. My best guess is that she was siphoning off money to use for something and put it back at the last moment by borrowing from the Old City Firm. Quite why she would do that, I cannot fathom. But let’s assume she did and then wasn’t able to pay it back.’ 
 
    The dates didn’t add up for me. ‘How long would they give her to return the loan? If she only borrowed it a week ago, surely they wouldn’t have killed her already.’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘Maybe she told them she wasn’t going to pay it back. Maybe they knew she couldn’t. Perhaps it was something else. Like I said; I got taken off the case before I really got started. Add up the facts we do know though and you have a professional hit with two known gangsters on the scene two hours before her death and no other suspects.’ 
 
    It felt sloppy to me. I couldn’t work out why two men with a gang of henchmen at their disposal would expose themselves like that? Choosing to come in person had to have a really good reason behind it. Exploring what it was felt genuinely dangerous, but I couldn’t allow that to put me off.  
 
    ‘What about the office manager, Mathew Hughes?’ I asked. ‘Charlie said he has been away from the office for two weeks and no one can get hold of him.’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Mike skewed his lips to one side. ‘I was looking into him when I got taken off the case. Primarily this is a murder investigation and he disappeared several days before Mrs Jeffries was killed. I marked him as unlikely on my suspects list and when I looked into him, his parents claimed he had gone on an impromptu holiday. He told them Mrs Jeffries arranged it as a reward for all his hard work. His fiancée was supposed to be going with him and he told his parents he was going to Bali. I didn’t get far enough to check whether he did or not though.’ 
 
    I ran it through in my head. ‘There are three people who could be fiddling with the books. One is my husband and I don’t think he would stoop that low; he’s too much of a weasel to break the law, he’d be too worried about getting caught. One is dead and the other has suddenly absconded.’ 
 
    Mike agreed with my line of thought. ‘Murder is almost always caused by sex or money. Sometimes both.’ 
 
    ‘Then I need to find Mathew Hughes,’ I murmured more to myself than anyone else. Anna heard my fork scrape the bottom of my bowl and pawed at my foot. There was a small amount of the healthy, tasty quinoa left and I had eaten my fill so I checked around to see if there might be any disapproving wait staff watching and placed it on the floor for her to finish. She made short work of it, vacuuming up the last few morsels to leave a plate that could go straight back in the cupboard without touching the dishwasher.  
 
    Lunch was done, I had picked DS Atwell’s brain, and I needed to get moving. I didn’t want to take Anna to London with me though, so I was going to drop her off at Mrs Crawford’s. I shook Mike’s hand, paid for the meal, and thanked him for his time. 
 
    He stood up to see me off, saying, ‘I expect our paths will cross again soon enough, but please call me anytime you have a question. There’s so little that happens out here in the countryside, it would be nice if you could bring some action with you.’ 
 
    I smiled at the thought and prayed it wouldn’t come true, but I said, ‘I’ll see what I can do.’ 
 
    Then I left him and walked back to my car, little Anna waddling as she pulled me along the street. Not for the first time in recent weeks, my brain was whirling with dozens of pieces of information, none of which I could fit together yet. There were connections here somewhere, I just couldn’t see what they were, and I felt a little overwhelmed from it.  
 
    Heading back to the bed and breakfast to drop Anna off, a little bit of intuition mixed with some heathy caution made me do a drive by. It was a good thing I did because it probably saved my life. Standing at Mrs Crawford’s door was a large man wearing a suit, the kind of man that appears to have no neck and was just as broad and dangerous looking as Mavis described him. Not only that, I now knew where I had seen him before. He had been waiting for me outside the Aurelia. He looked like a contract killer, the kind of man who might decide to kill a person with a thumb or perhaps a tiddlywink just because he hadn’t used that method in the last few weeks. I wasn’t going back to Mrs Crawford’s any time soon.  
 
    So where could I go? 
 
    It didn’t matter too much, I thought. The more obscure the better, so where would they never think to look for me? Instantly I thought of Maggie’s house, but I would just trip the alarm again, plus I didn’t think I would be able to sleep where her murder had so recently taken place.  
 
    Let’s assume that he had done some research into me. If he had done some but not much, then the first place he would have looked is my home address where they would have met Charlie. It was that, I considered, or he would have really done his homework, in which case he would know we were separated and wouldn’t bother checking at Charlie’s. 
 
    I couldn’t say it pleased me, but I was going home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Charlie’s House 
 
    ‘Have you solved it already?’ Charlie asked as he opened the door.  
 
    Anna was doing her usual thing of straining at her lead to get inside. It was a house and that meant couches to sleep on and the very real possibility of food. Less than half an hour ago, I had given her a few spoonsful of the quinoa bowl when I couldn’t finish it all, yet she was already looking for her next snack. It wasn’t a pregnancy thing, it was a dog thing; she, like most of her kind, was permanently hungry. 
 
    ‘No, Charlie,’ I scoffed. ‘Not yet.’ I had only been off the ship a little more than twenty-four hours. ‘There’s a person looking for me. I need a place to crash for a night or so.’ 
 
    ‘What sort of person?’ he asked, his eyes narrowing in concern. 
 
    I gritted my teeth as I wondered if I was going to have to ask nicely, something I wasn’t sure I could lower myself to. ‘The sort of person I would rather avoid. He is tall and muscular with no neck and he wears a very nice suit. He also drives a Jaguar, so if anyone turns up here looking for me that fits that description, don’t let him in.’ I accidentally on purpose let go of Anna’s lead and she dashed over the threshold and into the house. Charlie spun around to see her whizz past and I used the distraction to slip around him.   
 
    Putting a hand on his shoulder to move him a foot to his left, I grabbed the edge of the door. ‘Quick, shut it,’ I insisted quietly, then abandoned him to look confused and surprised as I went to find my dog.  
 
    ‘Hold on a minute,’ he called after me.  
 
    Now didn’t seem like the time to get into a discussion, so I skipped that part. ‘Thank you for this, Charlie. I promise to be out of your hair as soon as I can. I’ll crash in one of the spare bedrooms.’ There were several to choose from and none had ever really been used in the three decades we had lived here. An occasional elderly relative had visited years ago but most of them were dead now. They should have been filled with children but… well, there’s not much point dwelling on that now. ‘Don’t worry, I’m going straight back out. I need to get to Maggie’s office.’ I was only going for completeness. I needed to see it and meet a couple of her staff. It would give me a picture of the business; the dynamics and relationships and I could ask there about Mathew Hughes. If there was a rumour about him sleeping with Maggie, I couldn’t allow myself to trust it, but if the staff believed it, the likelihood that it was true would increase.  
 
    Charlie followed me through to the living room where Anna had indeed found a comfy spot on a couch. Tugging at the cushions and a throw rug folded neatly and balanced on an arm, she was nesting again, making a spot to have her puppies. That was when I realised I had yet to take her to a vet. The Aurelia had doctors on board but no veterinarian; very few people took their pets on board.  
 
    I knew where there was one, so vowed to tackle that when I got home later; they would have evening surgeries. Now wasn’t the time for that; I was on the scent and I had another question for Charlie. Or perhaps that should be another accusation.  
 
    Wheeling around to look him straight in the face, I asked, ‘Why didn’t you tell me about the recent anomalies in Maggie’s business accounts?’ His lips flapped a few times as he tried to think of a lie. I had to wonder why I had never noticed how often he did this when we were together. I guess I was happy to live with the lies back then, swallowing it down to keep the peace. That wasn’t happening any longer; today the question was followed up by a poke in the chest as I took a threatening step forward. He took a step back as my finger hit his breastbone. ‘Don’t bother with any excuses, Charlie. What did you do with the money?’ 
 
    I was convinced that accusing him of taking it would drive the truth from him as he sought to convince me of his innocence. So, the answer I received came as a complete surprise. ‘I needed it,’ he blurted.  
 
    For a second I thought I must have misheard him. ‘You needed it?’ I repeated. ‘Needed it for what?’ 
 
    ‘To pay the damned bills, Patricia,’ he snapped. ‘You emptied the bank accounts, or had you forgotten that? Having money does not mean I have cash and there were outstanding bills to pay.’ He stormed away a couple of paces, angry at himself or at me; I couldn’t tell which but when he turned, he looked apologetic. ‘Most of the money I have is tied up in investments. I can’t easily get to it and were I to withdraw it suddenly before it reached maturity, I would lose most of the value it had accrued. Taking a short-term loan was the obvious answer and I knew Maggie paid almost no attention to her books anymore. That was why I phoned Mathew Hughes. I wanted to tell him I was temporarily withdrawing a lump sum and would pay it back in due course. I couldn’t get hold of him though, so I took it anyway.’ He looked at me and misread my expression as accusatory. ‘It’s not stealing, Patricia. It’s not embezzlement. It’s my money.’ 
 
    ‘How much?’ I asked. He mumbled something I didn’t hear. ‘Sorry, I didn’t catch that.’ He mumbled again, saw my narrowed eyes and hands balled on my hips and let his shoulder slump in defeat. ‘A hundred grand.’ 
 
    My eyes couldn’t have gone wider if I tried. ‘A hundred thousand pounds. What the heck did you need a hundred thousand pounds for?’ 
 
    ‘What did you need a hundred thousand for?’ he shot back ‘That’s how much you took when you ran away to sea. Near as dammit anyway. I had loans to consolidate, investments to make and,’ he mumbled something else. I didn’t bother asking him to repeat himself, I kept my fists on my hips and tapped my foot. He slumped in defeat again. ‘Okay, fine. I was paying legal fees to a solicitor. They don’t come cheap, you know.’ 
 
    My eyes were squinting now and my forehead creased as I ran his words through my head. A light pinged on at the back of my skull as the clues lined up. ‘Oh, my God. You were trying to wriggle out of giving me a fair divorce settlement, weren’t you? You were secretly spending money on some high-flying legal firm to get you out of having to share your investments.’ I could see the truth of it in his shame-filled and disappointed face. He was busted and his biggest regret was that I was going to get my hands on what he considered to be his money. Looking back, he had been a terrible husband, always giving me the weaker share of everything. I was supposed to be his queen, his princess, the one who filled his heart with joy, yet he drove a new Bentley with a six-figure price tag, and I drove a second-hand Ford worth less than a grand.  
 
    If there was any justice in the world, he would be forced to live in a cardboard box and beg for scraps. I blew my top. ‘Charlie Fisher, this is just about the last straw. You are going to give me half whether you like it or not. I expect you to make a list of all the assets you have hidden from me and I want to see it when I get home. If I think for one minute that you are still keeping things from me, I will hire a solicitor who will leave you with nothing. Are we clear?’ 
 
    ‘Crystal,’ he stuttered. 
 
    ‘I’m staying here tonight. I need a place to crash for a couple of days but don’t think I am any happier about it than you are.’ Then I heard someone moving about. They were coming down the stairs. ‘Do you have someone here?’ I demanded to know. It was an automatic reaction but one I had no right to make. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said quickly. ‘I have no right to ask that question. This is your house now and we are very much separated.’ 
 
    He shot me a dismissive look. ‘You don’t need to get excited either way, Patricia. It’s just the cleaner, Emily.’ 
 
    The young woman appeared in the doorway of the living room. She had headphones strapped to her head, the type that fit right over the ear and drown out all outside noise. They came with no wires now, the sound system and all the gubbins it required connecting directly to the internet somehow. It was all a bit space-aged for me. I like a piece of vinyl.  
 
    She paused as if surprised to see me here but she knew who I was; we had seen each other many times in the past, mostly when she was cleaning Maggie’s house, but she lived somewhere nearby because I often saw her at the post office or just out and about. Her car had to be outside, but I hadn’t noticed it when I arrived.  
 
    ‘I’m all done for the day, Charlie,’ she announced as she slid the earphones backward, letting them fall to rest around her neck. Then she turned her eyes to me. ‘Hello, Mrs Fisher. Back from your travels?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I’m just crashing here for a few days while I get myself sorted.’ I said the words without thinking. Again, it was an automatic thing; I didn’t want people to think I was moving back in with my cheating, lying, worthless husband. She didn’t need to know that though and it was evident from her face that she didn’t care less.  
 
    In response she said, ‘I hear you are looking into Maggie’s murder. Is that right?’ 
 
    I nodded. ‘I am.’ 
 
    ‘Good. She was my best customer. I always got a great tip and a present at Christmas.’ I was sure she made the comment for Charlie’s ears and I silently wished her luck in getting more than a hearty handshake from him this coming holiday season. ‘I think she liked that I never saw anything when I was at her house, even when there was plenty to see.’ 
 
    ‘You mean like my husband sneaking in there for sex?’ I asked. It was unfair of me; she owed no loyalty to me, so had no reason to let me know about his affair and would probably have been sacked by Maggie if she had.  
 
    She seemed to not even notice though, moving straight on to her next question. ‘Do you think it was those gangsters the police are looking into?’ 
 
    It was a good question and being asked it directly like that made me consider how I wanted to answer. Slowly I shook my head. ‘No, I don’t think it was.’ Her face betrayed her surprise. ‘The time of death doesn’t correlate. Or so I have been told.’ My brain was spinning fast now and had just supplied me with that fact. DS Atwell told me they left two hours before she was killed, so the coroner had determined time of death and they hadn’t done it unless they went back there and snuck in. ‘I have only just started looking into the case so I cannot claim to have made any conclusions yet. However, my gut tells me it will be someone more local.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not what the police said,’ she argued. 
 
    ‘No,’ I agreed. ‘It’s not what anyone is saying, which means the killer is probably feeling quite relaxed at the moment. I hope to spoil their day.’ 
 
    ‘Why do you care anyway?’ she asked. It sounded like an offensive question, challenging why I was bothering to involve myself. ‘Didn’t she steal your husband?’ 
 
    I had to smile wryly as I formed the answer in my head. Charlie had wandered a few feet away and was pretending to inspect the books on his bookshelf while not very surreptitiously listening to our conversation. ‘She did me a massive favour,’ I told her with my smile broadening. ‘I’ll admit I didn’t see it at the time, but I am much happier single again. That’s no reason to look into the case, of course, but I have a client with an express wish that I find the culprit and that is what I intend to do.’ 
 
    ‘What’s your success rate?’ she asked, now fishing car keys from the pocket of her jogging pants as an indication that she was about to leave. 
 
    I had to think before I answered, but could only conclude that it was, ‘One hundred percent so far.’ 
 
    She made an impressed face. ‘And you think the killer is someone local.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t want to be quoted on it, but it feels more likely than the East End gangsters. Like I said: I’m only just getting started.’ 
 
    She took a step back toward the front door, raising her voice to shout, ‘Goodbye, Charlie.’ Then lowering it again to say, ‘Nice taking to you.’ Then she let herself out and I caught a glimpse of her car tucked against the hedge at the far edge of the front garden. I should have seen it when I arrived, but I guess my mind was focused on other things.  
 
    Charlie asked, ‘Did you really need to have another dig at me, Patricia? Do you intend to tell everyone in the village that I was a lousy husband?’ 
 
    ‘I doubt I shall have to, Charlie. You’ll have been branded as a cheat already so that puts you to the top of the lousy husband list. Hard to climb back down from there. It’s not like you can uncheat now. I have to go to London. While I’m out, kindly take care of my dog or I might decide to change my mind about signing that paperwork when I get back.’ 
 
    Then I stormed from the house, slamming the door behind me magnanimously. Which would have worked a whole lot better if I hadn’t left my handbag inside. At least when he answered the door, he had the decency to just hold out a hand with it in so I could take it and not get into another discussion.  
 
    I was off to London and I was going to crack this stupid case.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Maggie’s Office 
 
    The run into London on the train took just over an hour if one included the time it took to park the car in West Malling station, buy a ticket and wait for the next train to arrive. Kent, and particularly the bit I live in, is prime commuter belt for people working in London who do not wish to pay the diabolically high prices properties in the city command. I once heard that Exeter in Devon, some two hundred miles from the capital, was getting an influx of commuters now because the rail link could get there in under two hours. Two hours each way sounded like a lot of time to be sat on a train, but I guess it suited some.  
 
    Our closeness in Kent meant that trains ran regularly so I waited only six minutes before a train arrived and then spent the time on board looking out the window and wondering how all the pieces of this puzzle went together. By the time we arrived at Victoria Station, I had a few working theories but none which I felt I could rely on and I had used my phone to look at rental properties in the East Malling area. Nothing was immediately available, and everything looked too expensive. Another issue was that I hoped I would only need to be in it for a few months but the minimum rental period I saw was six months and that was on a property way out of my price range.  It was a pickle of a problem I could not yet see a way out of.  
 
    From Victoria Station I took the Underground, boarding the Circle Line to Embankment and walked to Trafalgar Square. I thought it a demonstration of her success that she could afford an office so close to the heart of London.  One couldn’t see the square from the office, and it was a small office, but she had several high talent clients that I knew of because she liked to drop names, so perhaps the costly real estate paid for itself.  
 
    I hadn’t warned anyone at the office that I was coming but I was greeted with a professionally friendly smile when I knocked on the glass door. A young woman with a shock of red hair set ablaze by the deep green satin blouse she wore buzzed me inside and waited for me to introduce myself.  
 
    ‘Hello, my name is Patricia Fisher. I’m an old friend of…’ 
 
    Her mouth dropped open, which caused me to pause as I wondered what was happening, but then she started squawking, ‘Oh, my God! You’re the lady on TV! The one who solves all the crimes and stopped that prince from being assassinated.’ 
 
    ‘He was a Maharaja, but yes. I’m an old friend of Maggie Jeffries and I am looking into her death.’ 
 
    The young woman was around the desk already and I thought for a moment she was going to ask for my autograph. Instead she whipped out her phone. ‘My friends are never going to believe this. I need a selfie,’ she gabbled. Before I could argue or protest, she had an arm around me and the camera pointing at our faces. The young woman, who couldn’t have been older than twenty-five, was doing something weird with her head to make it stretch her neck and was holding the camera a foot above our heads so we both had to look up. ‘This gets rid of wrinkles,’ she explained, proving that I had much to learn about the world still.  
 
    ‘I need to ask some questions,’ I told her as her thumbs twirled a quick dance across the keypad on her phone. Having taken a picture, she was now tweeting it or something.  
 
    ‘Gosh, I’m all flustered,’ she said while fanning herself. ‘It’s not everyday a celebrity walks in.’ Then she considered her statement. ‘Well, actually, we do get quite a few, I suppose. Anyway, ask away. I’m Julie, by the way. I probably should have led with that.’ 
 
    Finally remembering her manners, she then offered me coffee. I declined, saying, ‘Are there other members of staff here? I need to ask questions about the business’s cash flow and about Mathew Hughes.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Mathew, isn’t here. He told us he was going to Bali one afternoon and then just left. It was a Tuesday. Who goes to Bali suddenly on a Tuesday?’  
 
    ‘Yes, I’m aware that he is away. Did he give you any indication when he expected to be back?’  
 
    She shook her head. ‘No, not at all. It must be about two weeks already so he should be back soon.’ If he is coming back at all, I thought. ‘We should ask Graham. He’s one of the literary agents. He might know more; I think the two of them go out together quite a bit.’ 
 
    Graham was in an office with a window looking out into an alleyway which was much the same as having a brick wall instead of a window. I suppose one could at least attempt to regulate the temperature by opening and closing it. He was talking on the phone, so we waited patiently outside until he was finished. Graham Hicks was Senior Vice President of Talent according to the plaque on his desk. I placed his age as somewhere around forty though he was completely bald and clean shaven which gave his head a cue ball look from the back as he faced away from us to look out the window at the wall opposite. He wasn’t wearing a suit, favouring a collared shirt and thin sweater instead.  
 
    He ended the call with a promise to make whatever deal they had been discussing happen and spun his chair around to find the two of us looking at him. ‘Ladies?’  
 
    Next to me, Julie was vibrating with excitement. ‘Graham, this is Patricia Fisher!’ she gushed. He didn’t look like he knew who that was which I ought to have been thankful for. However, now was a time when prior knowledge might speed things up. Julie sighed as if he was being dense. ‘The lady that stopped the assassination in Zambezi.’ 
 
    ‘Zangrabar,’ I corrected her. 
 
    It seemed to ring a bell. ‘What can I do for you?’ he asked, leaning forward on his desk but not getting up to greet me.  
 
    I strode into his office uninvited. He had the air of someone too important and too busy to spare me the time I wanted so I chose to force his hand. ‘I’m an old friend of Maggie’s and married to Charlie Fisher, the other director and original investor in the firm. I am looking into her murder and I need some answers.’ Talking money got his attention as I expected it would. He didn’t need to know that I only found out about the investment in the last twenty-four hours or that I was divorcing Charlie. 
 
    He got quickly to his feet. ‘Can you give us a minute, Julie?’ he asked, essentially dismissing her.  
 
    ‘I need her too,’ I insisted, ‘and anyone else that is in the office today. I don’t have the time to interview you all individually.’ 
 
    ‘Interview?’ he questioned. ‘Are you in the police?’ It was a flippant reply with a rhetorical question. I wondered if I was going to have to make him feel small in front of his colleagues.  
 
    I gave him my stern look. ‘No.  I’m a private investigator with a better track record than the police. Do you have something you don’t want me to find out?’ 
 
    His cheeks coloured as he began to bluster. ‘No. No, goodness. What could I possibly have to hide?’ 
 
    ‘Very well,’ I slowly turned my eyes away from his. ‘Do you have a meeting room we can use, Julie? How many staff are in today?’ 
 
    ‘Just the two of us, Mrs Fisher. There’s only four that work here. Bob Cartwright is at a bookfair in Doncaster and Mathew is in Bali.’ 
 
    I tilted my head a little and looked at Graham’s door again. ‘It says Senior Vice President,’ I pointed out. ‘But you have no staff to lead?’ 
 
    ‘Mrs Jeffries said it made us look like a bigger firm and allowed our clients to think they were getting dealt with by the firm’s top people.’ She was clever like that.  
 
    There was a chair by his desk, so I grabbed that, moved it to one side and sat on it. ‘Have either of you ever heard of Jim Brevin or Ian Drummond?’  
 
    They were not standing together so it was difficult to see both faces at once, yet neither reacted in a way that I thought was covering a lie when they said, ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘How about the Old City Firm?’ 
 
    ‘The gang?’ Julie asked. ‘I had an uncle who claimed to be part of that gang, but my mum said he was full of sh…’ 
 
    ‘So, you know who they are,’ I interrupted. ‘Have you any reason to believe they have anything to do with the firm’s dealings?’ 
 
    Graham’s eyes went wide. ‘Good grief, no.’ Then he gasped. ‘Is that what happened to Mrs Jeffries? Was she mixed up with them?’ Then he gasped again and snatched up his phone from the desk. ‘Is Matt in trouble?’ He was instantly trying to make a call. ‘I haven’t heard from him since he left.’ 
 
    I waited patiently for the call to ring out and go to answer phone. Graham swore and instantly started to send a text message. I turned to Julie. ‘What about you, Julie? Have you had any contact with Mathew since he left?’ 
 
    She looked at me like it was an odd question. ‘No, none at all. I get on okay with him at work but would never message him socially.’ 
 
    Graham swore again and put his phone down, then caught us both looking at him and apologised for his language. ‘No answer,’ he explained unnecessarily. ‘I can’t get his fiancée, Sophia, either.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know her well?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Not really,’ he replied. ‘I don’t have her number if that’s what you’re asking. I sent her some messages on social media but got no reply. It’s odd actually.’ 
 
    ‘In what way?’ 
 
    ‘There’s no update on her profile. If the two of them are in Bali she ought to be posting new pictures all the time. She does the rest of the time. I got un update last month because she was buying broccoli, so it’s like…’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ I prompted. 
 
    He looked up with a dread look on his face as he finished his sentence. ‘It’s like she died.’ 
 
    Now Julie gasped. ‘Oh, my God! Did they track them to Bali and kill them both? Are we next?’ 
 
    ‘Why would we be next?’ Graham wanted to know, derision dripping from his voice.  
 
    Julie rounded on him, anger driving her to retort quickly, ‘They are picking off the firm’s  staff one at a time, Graham. Maybe you are next.’ 
 
    ‘You’re overreacting,’ he replied, not sounding all that sure that he believed what he was saying. 
 
    ‘Really?’ she snapped. ‘Have you heard from Bob today?’ A beat of silence passed as they stared at each other, then Graham snapped up his phone again and had it to his ear a second later.  
 
    Julie looked about ready to panic. I placed a hand on her shoulder. ‘I don’t think Mathew went to Bali and I don’t think anyone will target you.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know?’ she wailed. 
 
    It was a good question but all I had was gut feeling. It felt wrong that someone was targeting the firm. My brain insisted this was about money and that somehow Mathew Hughes had involved the Old City Firm, whether deliberately or not, and that had caused Maggie’s execution.  
 
    Graham saved me from answering her question by gasping with relief when a voice answered his latest call. ‘Oh, thank God!’ he said at twice normal volume. ‘I swear I thought it was going to be the police answering because they found your body in a ditch.’ 
 
    We could just about hear the voice at the other end say, ‘Why would I be dead in a ditch?’ 
 
    ‘Because we are all being murdered by a gang of East End criminals. You have to get back here so we can come up with a plan, find out what they want and escape with our lives!’ Graham had bought into the concept that they were being targeted in a big way. He was almost hyperventilating, when he answered Bob’s next question. ‘Mathew is dead, Bob! They tracked him to Bali and killed him there.’  
 
    I tried to get his attention to calm him down or interrupt before he made Bob drive back from Doncaster so terrified of being followed that he crashed his car because he was looking out for hit men.  
 
    He ended his call with, ‘Just get back here!’ and sagged onto the desk. ‘I’ve got a wife and kids,’ he wailed. ‘I haven’t done anything wrong.’ 
 
    It took about fifteen minutes, but I eventually managed to calm him down while Julie made tea and found some biscuits; the sugar would help with the self-induced shock. Now that he was calm, and we were all sitting down, I went back to asking questions. ‘What do you know about the firm’s financial situation?’ 
 
    Graham looked up from dunking his biscuit in his tea. ‘What? Is the firm in trouble financially as well?’ He failed to pay attention to his biscuit soak speed so as he attempted to lift it to his mouth seventy percent of if broke off and tumbled into the liquid. He said yet another bad word.  
 
    Patiently I replied. ‘That’s not what I said, Graham. I asked if you knew anything about the firm’s financial situation. So far as I know the firm is doing very well but there have been some anomalies with the bookkeeping recently.’  
 
    He gave me a sideways look as if I was now accusing him of something. ‘What sort of anomalies?’ 
 
    ‘Money going in and out when it shouldn’t have been.’ I knew Charlie had taken a lump out recently, but DS Atwell said the instances of money going out went back many months. ‘Amounts have been going out under marketing expenses for months.’ 
 
    Graham shook his head perplexed, looking to Julie as if she might know something about it. I watched their eyes; neither had any idea.   
 
    ‘One last question: What do you know about Mathew’s relationship with Mrs Jeffries?’ I wanted to ask outright if they thought he was sleeping with her, but I worried I might be doing him an injustice if he wasn’t. He could be completely innocent of any involvement in any of the odd things going on. 
 
    Julie made a face as she considered the question. ‘I think they got on really well.’ She looked to Graham to disagree with her. 
 
    He said, ‘Yeah. I guess. She rarely comes here anymore. Mathew visits her once a week for a strategy meeting. I think that’s just what they call it and it’s probably more of a catch up with how the business is going.’ 
 
    I had my answer. Sort of, anyway. He was going to her place once a week. It might not be for sex but, knowing Maggie, it almost certainly was.  
 
    I left the office shortly afterwards, accepting that there was nothing left to learn at this time. I genuinely didn’t think they were in any danger but left them my number in case they thought of anything. Graham gave me Mathew’s number and his home address and his parents’ address. They were retired, which was about all Graham knew about them. He met them once he said but whether I could catch them at home or they would know anything more than he did, he couldn’t say.  
 
    There was one final snippet of information as I got to the door. I asked him about Mathew’s fiancée, Sophia. He didn’t have her number or know her parent’s address, but he did say that she came from money. Her uncle was an inventor. Someone who was involved in supplying the market with the first home computers back in the very early eighties. I hadn’t heard of him, but the family made millions from it and she had been used to a luxurious lifestyle. I logged it in my head and wondered if it might prove to be important later given my impression that this was all about money.  
 
    Outside in the street, I fished in my handbag for a mint, looked along the street in both directions for a coffee shop where I could get a drink to go and was about to set off when both my arms were grabbed from behind. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Organised Crime 
 
    Each bicep was being held in a tight grip as two men appeared, one either side of me, to lift me from my feet and propel me forward to the kerb where a car waited. A third man, one I had seen but paid no attention to, was waiting at the car. He nodded and smiled at me, which seemed utterly incongruous given my situation, then opened the door for the men to stuff me inside. In less than two seconds I was in the car, my surprise still registering.  
 
    This is the point where I probably ought to be screaming and trying to escape, and I find it sad that I know from experience to not bother wasting my breath.  
 
    ‘Good afternoon, Mrs Fisher,’ said the man in the front passenger seat. I was wedged in the middle of the back seat between the two men who grabbed me; the one who held the door had been left in the street, either superfluous to future events or perhaps following in another car with yet more hoodlums.  
 
    ‘Oh, yes. A lovely afternoon,’ I agreed flippantly. ‘Is there a particularly good reason why you wish to kidnap me today?’ 
 
    ‘Kidnap?’ the man echoed, managing to make his tone horrified. ‘We haven’t kidnapped you, Mrs Fisher. We just need to have a friendly word.’  
 
    ‘Then you should have started by being friendly,’ I snapped. ‘Bundling ladies into cars is generally deemed to be criminal behaviour, though since you are criminals, I guess I shouldn’t expect any different.’  
 
    In the front seat, the only man to have spoken so far was fiddling with his coat and I sucked in a breath of terror as I realised he was trying to pull out a gun. ‘I think there’s been some misunderstanding,’ he said as he finally pulled his hand clear. It wasn’t a gun he was holding though, but a small wallet looking thing. He held it up and flipped it open to show me his police identification. ‘We’re the good guys, Mrs Fisher.’ 
 
    Involuntarily, I made a choking sound of disbelief. ‘Well, you could have fooled me.’ I was angry suddenly. If I didn’t already have enough people menacing me and threatening me, now the British police were joining in. ‘If you’re the good guys, perhaps you can prove it by letting me out here.’ 
 
    ‘Ooh, no can do, I’m afraid. The gov’nor wants a word, you see.’  
 
    ‘I am being kidnapped then?’ 
 
    ‘Not strictly, Mrs Fisher. Not strictly. If you would prefer it, I can have one of the boys place you under arrest.’ 
 
    I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Now he was threatening to incarcerate me for not cooperating. ‘On what charge?’ I demanded. 
 
    ‘Ooh, I think obstruction of justice would stick. That would stick, wouldn’t it, boys?’ he got a chorus of agreement from everyone else in the car and I felt like swinging my handbag at a few of their faces, just to get some respect. They were treating this like it was all a big joke.  
 
    Before I could scream in rage and demand to be set free, the driver announced, ‘We’re ‘ere, boss.’ He turned the wheel to take the car up a ramp and across the pavement. He was heading into an industrial unit and a roller door which magically opened as we neared it. In three seconds, I would be inside a building and out of sight of anyone who could do anything about me being taken. Those three seconds went by too quickly for me to be able to react. 
 
    The boss in the front seat bumped the driver lightly on his arm with a fist. ‘Get us a cup of tea, won’t you, Errol?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, boss,’ he replied, getting out and walking away. The men sat either side of me hadn’t moved yet and I wondered why until men approached from either side to open the rear doors. They didn’t open from the inside; a great precaution if one likes to kidnap people.   
 
    Angrily sliding across the leather seat to get out, I spotted the boss and shouted to him. ‘Hey!’ He turned around. ‘If your governor wants a word, he better get on with it. I have no patience for all this messing about so you will be forced to arrest me shortly.’ It was an ultimatum delivered with a non-specific threat as I didn’t say what would happen when my patience ran out. In truth, I would probably decide to just be more patient since I was surrounded by burly men with neck tattoos that might or might not actually be police officers.  
 
    ‘Yes, Mrs Fisher. I’ll get right on that. Why don’t you take a seat? Errol’s just making some tea, how do you like it?’  
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him, wanting to fire a rebuke in return but deciding I was thirsty, and a cup of tea sounded good. ‘White, no sugar, thank you.’ 
 
    ‘Jolly good,’ he replied. ‘Errol?’ 
 
    From somewhere across the room, Errol replied, ‘On it, boss.’ 
 
    I was inside an industrial unit, the high walls and high ceiling filled with exposed gubbins. Cable, air-conditioning ductwork, and pipes were all visible because it was cheaper for the builders to leave them exposed and no one cared if an industrial unit was pretty. The floor was concrete and would be cold in the winter. To one side a pair of panel vans, the type criminals would use for a bank robbery, were parked. The Mercedes we arrived in was currently abandoned in the middle of the room and another one; same colour, same model, was parked neatly adjacent to the roller door we came in through.  
 
    With nothing better to do, and with no one supervising me, I walked across to a portacabin office and peered through the window. Inside was a man bent over a radio set. In fact, now I looked about, the whole room was filled with electronic paraphernalia. There were maps on the walls marked with pins and ink circles and bits of string. There were pictures on the wall, and I recognised Brevin and Drummond among the line-up of unpleasant looking mug shots. I really was with the police, I concluded.  
 
    ‘Come away, please, Mrs Fisher.’ It was the boss from the car again. He was standing behind me and indicating for me to move away to a table and chairs Errol had just finished setting up. He had even found a gingham tablecloth and was currently setting out a pot of tea with appropriate accompanying crockery.  
 
    When I chose to do as asked, he appeared to breathe a sigh of relief. ‘I apologise for the subterfuge and rather undignified manner in which we brought you here, Mrs Fisher. I am head of the Metropolitan Unit on organised crime. My name is Superintendent James Jenkins. My entire team and I are posing as a rival gang to the established Old City Firm in a bid to draw their attention. Outside of these walls, it is imperative that the team stay in character, which is why we had to be seen to act as hoodlums when we grabbed you. You are unhurt?’ he sounded concerned, his tone and mannerisms making me want to forgive him. 
 
    He indicated toward one of the seats as Errol began to pour the tea. ‘Yes, thank you,’ I replied, accepting that to take umbridge would be counterproductive. ‘Your team is trying to catch the Old City Firm?’ 
 
    ‘Among other organised crime gangs, yes. It is a slow process because the ones we want are not the ones visibly or physically committing the crimes.’ 
 
    ‘You’re talking about the men at the top, Brevin and Drummond?’ 
 
    He nodded as if appreciating that he wasn’t going to have to explain everything. ‘That’s right. They both did time decades ago when they were coming up through the ranks, but they got too savvy to be caught again. Now they operate as if they are legitimate businessmen, pretending to be respectable while ordering murders, running drug rings and operating half the capital’s prostitution. That’s why the murder of Mrs Margaret Jeffries is so interesting. They were there. We can place them at the scene of the crime just an hour or so before it happened. We haven’t worked out why yet or what their connection to her is, but this is the best lead in years, and we might be able to take out two of the biggest players in London. Without them at the helm, the rest of the gang will collapse, and we can mop up the pieces.’ 
 
    ‘Okay,’ I replied, accepting everything he said but wondering when he was going to get to the bit about why he thought it necessary to grab me off the streets today. 
 
    ‘I have undercover operatives deep inside the Old City Firm’s organisation. Men that have been there for years now, putting their lives on hold so we can bring these scumbags down. I cannot allow you to jeopardise their safety by getting involved. Please tell me that you understand, Mrs Fisher.’ 
 
    I stayed silent while I ran his words through my head. ‘No,’ I said, while slowly shaking my head, ‘I don’t understand. How will my investigation jeopardise what you are doing or the lives of men you have undercover in their organisation?’ 
 
    Superintendent Jenkins sighed deeply. ‘Your interference will distract the Old City Firm’s operation. If they focus on you, they may act erratically. This will create a chaos situation. My men are going to find out why they killed her and once we have that information, we will swoop. I can’t have any wild cards that could spoil my hand.’  
 
    ‘What if they didn’t kill her?’  
 
    He gave me an incredulous look. ‘Of course they killed her. They’re East End gangsters and probably responsible for a hundred murders or more between them. Do you know how often they leave their territory?’ He asked the question but didn’t wait for me to answer. ‘Never. That’s how often. They never leave. Which means they had something so important to deal with that the two of them left London and went out into the countryside for the first time in years, and it was so sensitive they went without any of their lieutenants or henchmen. They killed her and we can place them at the scene of the crime. As soon as I know why and have an airtight case against them, they are mine.’ He emphasised his point by holding up a fist and squeezing it tight.  
 
    ‘I thought the time of death didn’t tally with their visit?’  
 
     ‘It doesn’t,’ he shrugged. ‘But that means nothing. It is out by a couple of hours, but it is not an exact science.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ I tilted my head in question. He was wrong and he knew it. ‘But it is a very close science. We both know that, so you know that they left at least two hours before she died…’ 
 
    ‘Look,’ he snapped, cutting me off rudely, ‘they did it, alright? I don’t have all the answers, but I also have neither the time nor the patience to explain police procedure to an interfering amateur who is threatening to undermine years of work. You will back away from this case, or I swear I will find a reason to lock you up.’ He was raging now, his face changing colour as he failed to keep his frustration in check. 
 
    To further annoy him, I remained perfectly calm and showed not the slightest reaction to his outburst. ‘Your plan is to pursue them whether they are guilty of this crime or not? Very well, Superintendent Jenkins, I wish you luck in achieving the prosecution you desire. Will there be anything else, you incompetent idiot?’ 
 
    A burst of laughter escaped Errol’s lips. He quickly stifled it, but my insult pushed Jenkins to the very edge. Just as he was about to retort, I leaned forward to calmly throw fuel on the fire. ‘You cannot hold me, Superintendent, and you know it. Any trumped-up charge you attempt to levy will be quashed in hours by my team of lawyers who will then go on to expose your feeble attempt to silence me and end their day with a round of champagne after destroying your career. Any questions?’ 
 
    Superintendent Jenkins was seething. However, when he spoke through gritted teeth, he said, ‘Escort Mrs Fisher outside will you, Errol?’  
 
    ‘What then, boss?’ 
 
    ‘Just show her out and shut the door.’ 
 
    Errol hesitated. ‘You don’t want me to drop her back where we found her?’ 
 
    ‘No, Errol. I am sure she can find her own way,’ Jenkins hissed.  
 
    I needed to get up now, but I was so full of adrenalin that I wasn’t sure my legs would support me. Threatening a senior police officer with a band of lawyers who existed only in my imagination had been a bold play, one which might have backfired and landed me in a holding cell for the night. I wasn’t sure whether he could file a charge against me or not but had chosen to call his bluff and see what happened. It worked, but now my knees were knocking together, and I felt faint and a bit sick.  
 
    Errol took a step back and held an arm out to guide me to a door. ‘If you please, Mrs.’ 
 
    Forcing myself to give the superintendent one final glare, I used the table to get myself up and onto my feet. They held. As I started to walk away and turned my back on him, Jenkins decided to have one last word, ‘I would be careful if I were you, Mrs Fisher. It’s a dangerous world you are playing in now, not some fancy cruise ship. Anything could happen to a lady on her own. Know what I mean?’ It was a barely concealed threat, one which intended to scare me even if he didn’t mean it. It worked though; my core tightened as the very real horror of the people I was investigating forced its way to the front of my mind.  
 
    I didn’t reply, or even show that I had heard him. Instead, I followed Errol to the door and outside into the sunshine. The door closed behind me and once again I found myself alone. Keeping my feet moving, I found the pavement and tried to orientate myself. The door was on a different side of the building to the roller door I arrived through, but I managed to find the front entrance again and started back the way we had come. I needed to find a ladies’ room soon and I really wanted to find one in a coffee shop where I could relax for half an hour and let the adrenalin drain away over a strong… scrap that idea, I wanted to find a pub where I could relax for half an hour with an industrial strength gin and tonic. Or maybe two.  
 
    As I walked, I thought about my argument with the superintendent. There was something about the organised crime element that just didn’t seem to work. It wasn’t just that they left before she was killed; I doubted the men at the top often did their own dirty work so they would have sent someone back to the house to perform the execution. I liked the local angle better, just as I said to Emily back at Charlie’s house. The local thing fit better with DS Atwell’s belief that Maggie had to know her killer. That didn’t rule out Mathew Hughes, I suddenly saw, unless he really was in Bali and had left before her murder. 
 
    Ten minutes and a mile and a bit later, I was back in a more civilised part of the capital where offices and houses predominated, and the industrial units were far behind me. There I spotted a likely looking building, which, as I drew closer, revealed that it was indeed a public house and went by the name of The Rose and Crown; a good old English pub name.  
 
    At the point where I was about to cross the street to get to it, three cars screeched to a stop in front of me. They blocked my path and I thought it was Superintendent Jenkins come for another round until the middle car’s front passenger door opened and Jim Brevin stepped out onto the pavement.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Old City Firm 
 
    I probably should have been terrified but perhaps I had simply run out of adrenalin because all I felt was annoyed. ‘Can’t you wait half an hour?’ I snapped at him before he had a chance to speak. 
 
    My question confused him, his face fighting with several emotions before settling on nonplussed. ‘Get in the car,’ he growled. His voice was like a bag of gravel had learned to speak and his accent was thick cockney. Okay, technically it probably wasn’t cockney though he might have been born within earshot of the Bow Bell, but it was that guttural, half the consonants missing, accent popularly referred to as cockney.   
 
    ‘What if I don’t?’ I asked. ‘What if I go for a drink in that public house and use their facilities. You can come with me if you like?’ 
 
    He turned to look at the other men who had joined him on the street. I was essentially surrounded, five men crowding me and all of them now wearing an amused smile crossed with a confused face. I wasn’t showing them any fear and they couldn’t work out what to make of it. Brevin was checking their faces to make sure he hadn’t misheard me. 
 
    ‘I’ll tell you what, Mrs Fisher,’ he growled. ‘If you will kindly get into the car as requested, I won’t have any of my men stab you to death in an alleyway right now. Is that a fair deal?’ 
 
     I wanted to present a counteroffer, but my knees had gone to jelly again because I was pretty sure, unlike the superintendent, that his threats were completely genuine. In fact, I said nothing at all because I was convinced my voice would come out as a croak, so I primly tucked my handbag close to my body and got into the car. Just like before, I found myself wedged in the middle of the backseat with a large man pressed in on either side.  
 
    Jim Brevin got in the front passenger seat, clipped his seat belt and pointed down the road. ‘We’re going to go for a nice little ride, Mrs Fisher. My colleague and I would like to have a quiet word with you in private.’  
 
    I really didn’t like the sound of that, but as the car pulled away, I accepted that I had no choice, and if their intention was to kill me today, they probably wouldn’t bother with the little word. I would find out soon enough.  
 
    The car passed the pub, my head turning to look at it with a tinge of disappointment; I had so nearly made it.  
 
    From the front seat, Brevin asked, ‘What did Superintendent Jenkins want?’ His question caught me by surprise because he knew who the superintendent was. Jenkins thought he was invisible to the crooks, or believed the crooks were fooled into thinking he was one of them; that was the role he was trying to play, except he wasn’t fooling anyone it seemed. Turning to look at my face, Brevin said, ‘You look surprised, Mrs Fisher. Did Jenkins tell you he has undercover operatives inside our organisation?’ My stomach tightened in fear again. ‘Oh, don’t worry, we knew who they were the moment they showed up. We recruited them deliberately, in fact. This way we can feed them false information and be certain they will never be able to catch us. In contrast, that idiot Jenkins has two people on my payroll inside his own team. I know every move he makes. Life is so easy with him leading the operation against us. So, my question again, Mrs Fisher. What did he want?’ 
 
    I found my voice. ‘He told me to back off and stop looking into the murder of Maggie Jeffries.’ It was a simple and honest answer, given because I suspected he already knew exactly what the superintendent wanted me for. 
 
    ‘I thought as much,’ he replied. I got no more from him though, or from anyone else in the car as we continued on for another five minutes to our destination. Which turned out to be a pub, would you believe it? 
 
    The Fox and Hounds, another very traditional public house name, sat on the confluence of Epping Road and Wopham Street, two roads in what appeared to be an ugly, run-down terraced house area somewhere in the East End of London. There was litter in the streets and graffiti on the walls. Just behind where we parked the car was a gang of pre-teens beneath an iron railway bridge that spanned the street cutting right through the row of houses on both sides. The houses that abutted the bridge must rattle each time a train went by and the noise had to be unbearable. Despite my assumptions, the properties looked occupied.  
 
    Brevin opened his door and started to get out, peering into the back before standing up. ‘You said something about a drink, I believe, Mrs Fisher. Name your poison.’ 
 
    Surprised by the turn of events, I figured a gin and tonic wouldn’t do me any harm if they were about to kill me and would help to steady my nerves if they weren’t. ‘Thank you, I’ll have a gin and tonic, please.’ 
 
    He nodded and climbed out into the road. ‘G&T for the lady, Dave. In fact, make that two; I quite fancy one myself.’ The men to my left and right both exited the car, the one to my right then offering his hand to help me out. This was not what I expected. The driver, apparently called Dave, nodded in acknowledgement and went inside. 
 
    Everyone was going into the pub, but no one was trying to usher me along, as if my compliance was assumed. To be fair, running away now wouldn’t get me very far and I had no idea how to get to a safe place if I tried. Plus, if they weren’t going to kill me, I might as well get this over with. Mentally shrugging, I went through the pub door to find myself inside a stereotypical public house. It wasn’t a big place but had separate saloon and lounge bars, wooden floorboards that might have been down for a hundred and fifty years and must have some tales to tell, and a brass foot rest running all the way along the front of the bar at ankle height. The décor was ancient dark wood panels with cream painted walls above from about head height up to the double height ceiling. Glasses hung above the bar and the forty-something barmaid wore a ton of makeup and a low-cut top to show off a seriously impressive amount of cleavage. It was as if they had gone looking for public house clichés and stuffed them all into one place.  
 
    I looked around for Brevin or anyone who might tell me where I was supposed to go now. Just then Dave appeared by my elbow bearing a tray on which he had three old and murky tumblers containing gin and tonic. ‘Just through here if you please, Mrs Fisher,’ he nodded with his head to a door in the corner.  
 
    He led the way, taking me through a door while balancing the tray on one hand and almost dropping it. A short hallway with a patterned red carpet led to a door at the back. I got the impression the pub was their headquarters, made more likely when Dave opened a door to reveal a sizeable office inside with Brevin and Drummond sitting at separate desks. Each faced the door and there was a table which could seat six to the right. Dave put the tray down on it and retreated, closing the door as he went out.  
 
    ‘Hello,’ I said, mostly to see if my voice would work. This wasn’t my first gangster’s lair, but it’s not the sort of thing a person gets used to. ‘You wanted a quiet word?’ 
 
    ‘We didn’t kill Maggie,’ stated Brevin. 
 
    It was quite the opener. I waited to see what else they were going to say. Both men got up from the desks and crossed the room. Surprising me again, each extended a hand for me to shake and politely introduced themselves.  
 
    ‘Jim Brevin. Sorry about all the hard man act. It’s necessary in front of the boys.’ 
 
    ‘Ian Drummond. Take a seat won’t you please, Mrs Fisher?’ 
 
    Trying to stop my eyes from flaring, I sat down and took one of the drinks, and then tried to not down it in one as I wanted to. Using both hands to keep it steady and beginning to feel less like my life was in mortal danger, I asked, ‘How can I help you, gentlemen?’ 
 
    Jim Brevin spoke first, ‘We would like you to find out who killed Maggie, please.’ It was not the sort of request one made if you had in fact killed the person yourself. Unless of course, you were being very clever. ‘No doubt Jenkins told you we killed her.’ 
 
    ‘What were you doing at her house?’ I asked. 
 
    Ian Drummond fielded the question, ‘That is between her and us, Mrs Fisher, and no one else in the world needs to know.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not a lot to go on,’ I replied.  
 
    ‘It’s quite enough to go on since we didn’t kill her,’ Drummond argued. ‘Jim and I have followed your exploits, haven’t we, Jim?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed, we have, Ian. Quite taken with it we were when we heard about the Miami firms coming a cropper at your hands.’ 
 
    ‘When we learned you were looking into Maggie’s murder, we thought; I bet that Mrs Fisher will be able to solve this faster than those idiots in uniform. Isn’t that right, Jim?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed, it is, Ian. Unfortunately, we also thought; I’ll bet that clever Mrs Fisher will follow the obvious breadcrumbs and shine a spotlight on us before she realises that we are innocent of this particular crime, didn’t we, Ian?’ 
 
    ‘Quite correct, Jim. We were very concerned about it, weren’t we Jim.’ 
 
    ‘Quite concerned, Ian.’ 
 
    ‘So, Jim and I decided that we ought to intervene. To… prevent wasted effort on your part, Mrs Fisher.’ Listening to the two crime lords was like watching a well-rehearsed double act. They went back and forth continually, each one making a statement so the other could agree and then extend it.  
 
    ‘I’m here so my time won’t be wasted?’ I confirmed.  
 
    ‘Yes, Mrs Fisher,’ Jim replied.  
 
    ‘By looking into your affairs?’ 
 
    ‘That’s correct, Mrs Fisher,’ said Ian. 
 
    Seeing a way out, I said, ‘Then I should thank you. Thank you, gentlemen. It was very kind of you to consider me.’ 
 
    Both men narrowed their faces. ‘I’m not sure she means that, Ian.’ 
 
    ‘No, Jim. I find myself worried that she is trying to escape our company only to continue her investigation regardless of our polite request.’ 
 
    Bother. I tried to convince them. ‘Gentlemen, I had already considered that you were probably not the killers. Any interest I had in you was for background as I tried to work out what was going on in Maggie’s life leading up to her murder.’ 
 
    ‘You need to forget about our visit to her house, Mrs Fisher. It’s nothing but a red herring, isn’t it, Jim?’ 
 
    ‘It most certainly is, Ian. You should forget all about it, Mrs Fisher.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not going to tell me why you were there?’ I couldn’t help myself; I was getting more curious by the minute.  
 
    ‘It is a private and unconnected matter between Maggie and the two of us, Mrs Fisher. Isn’t that right, Ian?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed, it is, Jim.’ 
 
    I felt like we could go around and around like this for days and I really needed the restroom now. ‘Gentlemen, I can see that you are both very serious individuals and I have no desire to get on the wrong side of you. If all you want is my assurance that I will stay away from shining a spotlight,’ I used their term, ‘on your operation, then you can have my word. It would help me to know what your relationship with Maggie is and why you chose to visit her, but I will just have to manage without knowing.’ 
 
    This time, both men smiled, Ian nudging Jim with an elbow. ‘See, Jim. I told you she would be reasonable.’ 
 
    ‘You did, Ian. You absolutely did.’ 
 
    ‘And you wanted to cut her into pieces for the fish in the Thames. You are such a silly sod, Jim.’ 
 
    ‘I cannot raise an argument, Ian.’ They were discussing my death as the alternative to doing as they asked as if it were an everyday activity. Perhaps for them it was.  
 
    ‘Is there anything else?’ I asked tentatively.  
 
    Both men turned inwards to check with the other, exchanged a few quiet words and decided, ‘No, Mrs Fisher. Can we drop you somewhere?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Killer in the Dark 
 
    I didn’t want to get back in their car and get taken anywhere, but I certainly didn’t want to find my own way out of wherever I was, so I kindly accepted and had them drop me back at Victoria Station. 
 
    Thanking Dave, the driver, as I got out and feeling like I ought to be tipping him, I stepped on the pavement and stood still for a few moments as I looked about to see who was going to nab me next. No one was paying me any attention though, so once I found it in myself to relax, I strolled into the station to check the time of the next train to West Malling, saw that I had twenty-three minutes, and went straight to the nearest pub. It was roughly fifteen yards away.  
 
    Waiting for my drink to be made, there was a singular thought I just couldn’t shift: Brevin and Drummond knew Maggie. Every time they referred to her, they did so by her first name, and I got the impression from them that she was a friend or a long-time acquaintance. Then it hit me: one of them was a former lover. I rolled that idea around in my head all the way home on the train, the sun setting as we sped south.  
 
    I might have the lover part wrong. It could be that they knew her another way, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that they had visited her as old friends that fateful day and their relationship was somehow a key factor in her death despite what they claimed. I had no desire to ever meet them again, but regardless of my promise to not look at what they might have been doing with her, I had a feeling there would be no option if I was going to solve this case. 
 
    Having so much to think about made the ride home seem swifter than the fifty-five minutes it took, the journey longer on the home leg because the train stopped relentlessly at every village on the line.  
 
    It was long after Anna’s usual feeding time, something I had never worried about before because I had Jermaine to deal with it. Now, I imagined her stalking Charlie for the last two hours, grumping and huffing at him as he ignored her.  
 
    About two dozen people disembarked the train at West Malling station, most of them undoubtedly returning home after a long day at a job somewhere. All of them displayed their familiarity with the service by sitting in the carriage which stopped right by the bridge one needed to take to reach the car park. I was in one of the rear carriages and had to walk almost two hundred yards just to get to the bridge.  
 
    By the time I reached the car park, the last set of taillights was already on its way out, vanishing into the darkness as the trees swallowed it. The car park was more than half empty now, a vast contrast to what I found when I arrived and had to circle twice looking for a space. My car was right at the back, parked against the fence but I could walk directly to it now that most of the cars were gone.  
 
    My head was filled with thoughts of dinner and what I might get myself. I still wasn’t organised and thought a takeaway might be in order, or perhaps going out for dinner with little Anna since she had been left for many hours now. Too busy working out what I wanted to eat, I failed to notice the car coming toward me. Its headlights were off, so it didn’t illuminate me as it pointed in my direction and the driver floored the accelerator.  
 
    Startled by the noise of a racing engine, my nerves saved me. Later I would tell myself that it was the constant state of threat that made me dive over the bonnet of the nearest car without even looking to see if I was in danger. Had I hesitated and looked around, the car would have smashed into me and pinned me to the car I was walking by. Instead, it missed me by inches as I slid across the paintwork to crash to the tarmac on the other side. The car rocked as I went over it, shunted by the other car and throwing any chance I had of a graceful landing. I hit my head painfully, feeling a tug as the skin of my scalp bit into the tarmac and tore. The car had caught a glancing blow, careening off and then racing into the dark. From the ground I caught a brief glimpse as it passed under a streetlight and then it was gone. It was a grey something, but I was rubbish with car makes and models, a hole in my general knowledge I really ought to tackle. I heard its engine roaring through the trees as the driver powered away to escape.  
 
    Once again, I found myself filled with adrenalin. The danger was gone this time, the attempt on my life a failure mercifully. But who the heck had been at the wheel? I wanted to call the police, but I knew there was nothing to be gained by it. They could take a statement from me but what could I actually tell them other than someone in a car almost hit me. Chances are, they wouldn’t even take it seriously. They would assume the driver’s foot slipped.  
 
    I blew out a breath of tired resignation and picked myself up. There was a hole in my jacket, right on the elbow where I had crashed to the unforgiving ground. I patted my head where I hit the ground and my fingers came away with blood on them. It wasn’t bleeding badly but would be sore for days and the blood would make my hair sticky. 
 
    Cursing my luck but acknowledging that I had triggered this by poking into Maggie’s murder, I wondered if I had already met the killer or said something to someone which had then reached the killer’s ears. I went around to inspect the damage to the car. It was a red Audi A4 and neither new nor old. The driver’s door had a dent where the other car hit it and some paint had transferred. I turned on the light on my phone and took some pictures. The paint that had rubbed onto it did indeed look to be grey but in this light could be silver or maybe even a metallic cream. Grey wasn’t a helpful colour either since there are so many shades to pick from. Grey is by its nature ambiguous since it couldn’t manage to pick between white and black, choosing instead to dither in the middle.  
 
     The paint was about all I had though. Checking around to make sure nothing else was going to happen and no one else was going to jump out at me, I walked briskly to my car, got in and drove swiftly back to Charlie’s house with my senses set to hyper-alert. Only once I was inside with the door shut behind me did I even begin to relax. The idea of a takeaway still sounded good, but I wasn’t leaving the house again until the morning; not after the carpark incident I wasn’t. I would eat a piece of stale bread or whatever Charlie agreed to let me have and I would hide in the house until tomorrow.  
 
    I asked the darkness outside if that tactic would make any difference.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Dangers of Jogging 
 
    I didn’t get a lot of sleep that night, lying awake for hours trying to work out who might have been driving the car and how they had known I would be there. The original feeling that this was all to do with money had been replaced by the belief that Maggie had involved herself, directly or indirectly, in organised crime.  That idea, however, had been replaced by a belief that the case was more local and her murder more likely to be someone trying to cover up their infidelity or get revenge for her ruining yet another relationship. Maggie took a lot of lovers; I knew that much; it was practically a local legend now. So, how likely was it that more than one husband had been sucked into her lair? One theory was that Maggie had threatened to reveal an affair and the man involved had taken it upon himself to kill her? It sort of worked as a theory if that man then found out that I was investigating and figured he needed to kill me as well. The methods used, shot to the head and run over by a car, were very different, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t the same person. If they were local, then they would know I was investigating. 
 
    I turned over in bed for the umpteenth time, telling myself to stop fixating on the case and get some sleep. My eyes pinged open again though when I remembered the Aurelia. It had sailed earlier this evening, probably while I was on the train and that portion of my life was finished with no option to change my mind. Until the ship left Southampton, I could have easily driven back there and taken Alistair up on his offer. Now it was too late. Oh, sure, I could fly to its next destination and still be welcomed with open arms, but that couldn’t be performed as part of a scared whim.  
 
    I wasn’t going back, and I knew for certain that I would never see my friends on the Aurelia again.  
 
    Eventually, I slept.  
 
    In the morning, I forced myself from bed at six o’clock, the alarm on my phone waking me as planned because I was going for a run. Charlie was up at the same time, getting himself ready for work. 
 
    He stared at me with a very confused expression. ‘You’re going for a run?’ he asked, taking in the gear I wore.  
 
    ‘Yes, it makes me feel invigorated.’ I replied, stretching my neck and shoulders and working down my body before opening the door and setting off. I was actively fighting my desire to go back to bed. Sleep had been fitful when fatigue finally overwhelmed the alertness I felt, so I hadn’t claimed more than a few hours. The last thing I wanted to do was go for a run.  
 
    The rhythm of my steps came as I claimed the first half mile. My breathing settled and I didn’t have to tell myself that this was a good thing to do because I already knew that it was. The route I picked in my head was somewhere in the region of four miles, taking on a winding route through the village. Forty-five minutes after setting off, I was nearly back at Charlie’s house so let my pace slow to a gentle jog and then to a fast walk. There was less than two hundred yards to go when my foot slipped on a wet leaf. I didn’t fall, I just stumbled slightly, but as I did, I heard the sound of something going by my head at speed. A nanosecond later, the sound stopped abruptly when it hit a tree and my incredulous eyes saw the butt end of an arrow quivering. It was buried an inch or more into the trunk of the tree and I was staring at it with utter disbelief. 
 
    Mercifully, my brain kicked into survival mode in time to make me hug the floor just as a second arrow ripped over my head to strike the tree two inches from the first one.  
 
    Someone was trying to kill me! 
 
    I broke into a sprint, thankful my muscles were warm and happy to respond as I demanded more from them. Terrified of an arrow in the back, I bobbed and weaved as I ran, making my movements erratic since I couldn’t outrun an arrow but might be able to dodge one. Glancing across the street and into the woods on the other side revealed nothing. The archer could be wearing camouflage clothing or might have already chosen to flee having missed me twice. I wasn’t taking any chances though; I was going to run all the way home and then maybe get on a plane going to Mexico.  
 
    I slammed into the front door of Charlie’s house, realised he had gone to work and I hadn’t taken a key and fought a rising panic that my attacker was even now lining up the shot that would skewer me to the door like a prize for Charlie to find later. Would he be pleased that he no longer had to bother with a divorce or share his assets? 
 
    Probably.  
 
    Was there a key under the stone by the drainpipe still? I darted to check, came up triumphant but felt too terrified to go back to the front door now. Instead, I ran to the corner and peeked out, staying like that for fifteen minutes before I struck up the courage to use the key.  
 
    By then, my hands had stopped shaking so, once inside, I called the number I had for DS Atwell. 
 
    ‘Good morning, Patricia. To what do I owe the pleasure of this call?’ he asked jovially. 
 
    In return I blurted at him, ‘Someone just tried to kill me.’ 
 
    I got only a moment of silence before his gears got up to speed. ‘Where are you? Are you still in danger?’ 
 
    Relief that someone was coming to my rescue flooded through me, causing me to slump against a wall and slide down it to sit on the floor. ‘I’m in Charlie Fisher’s house. The big detached place on Moon Pond Lane.’ 
 
    ‘I know it,’ he replied quickly. I could hear him moving. ‘Are you safe there?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I mean, I think so.’ 
 
    ‘Stay inside, stay out of sight and stay on the line. I’ll be five minutes.’ True to his word, he stayed on the line and kept talking to me the whole way, pausing only to use the radio in his car to call for uniformed support when I told him about the arrows. His journey took him less than five minutes, the siren audible in the quiet countryside long before he arrived with a slewing spray of gravel on the drive outside the front door. Joshua and Marvin arrived less than a minute later but by then we were making tea and I had told him about the incident at the train station last night and the man with no neck. 
 
    ‘He’s been seen in the local area?’ Joshua confirmed. 
 
    ‘Several times. Mavis told me he had been in the post office asking for me and I saw him outside Mrs Crawford’s. That’s why I am staying here.’ Joshua was making notes. ‘He was also waiting for me when my ship docked in Southampton.’ 
 
    ‘He followed you here from there?’ asked Mike. I hadn’t mentioned that bit earlier. 
 
    I nodded. ‘I’m pretty sure it’s the same man, but I don’t have any idea who he is.’ 
 
    Mike wriggled his lips as he thought. ‘That was before you took on the case, right?’ 
 
    ‘Only sort of.’ I explained that Charlie had contacted me more than a week and a half ago, probably right after the police had interviewed him and he got scared.  
 
    Mike asked, ‘Who else knew?’  
 
    ‘No one. Except my butler and my gym instructor,’ I corrected myself. ‘They helped me do a little research, but I don’t see how anyone here could have known. I thought it was the killer but why would he be waiting for me at the docks unless he knew I was taking on the case.’ Then a thought occurred to me. ‘Charlie might have told someone!’ 
 
    ‘Can you ask him? Get him on the phone now?’ Mike prompted. 
 
    I shook my head. ‘He would just lie about it anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Really? When it’s this important?’ Mike couldn’t believe what I was telling him. 
 
    I laughed. ‘Especially when it’s this important. Charlie will go miles to avoid admitting he had done something wrong.’ 
 
    ‘Then it could still be the killer that was waiting for you at the docks and followed you back here.’ 
 
    I shrugged. ‘I suppose. It could also be a hired hitman from one of the people I put away on my trip around the world.’ Having made that bold statement, I then had to explain about some of the potential enemies I might have accrued. I talked while Mike and the uniforms followed me back to where the arrows hit the tree. There we found that the archer had already removed them, taking the evidence but unable to cover up the two fresh holes and the gouge marks required to get the arrow heads out.  
 
    It took only a few minutes of searching for Joshua to find where the archer had been standing. There was no evidence to be gathered though; too much leaf litter and undergrowth for there to be footprints and nothing left behind though they intended to perform a more convincing inspection with a team later.  
 
    ‘What about the car last night?’ Mike asked. ‘What can you tell us about it?’ 
 
    I skewed my lips to one side in a show of exasperation. ‘Not much,’ I admitted. ‘It was grey, I think, but beyond that, I was lying on the ground and trying to not wet myself.’ Then I remembered the car it hit. ‘I have a photo that might help back at the house.’ 
 
    With my phone I had captured the red Audi A4 and the damage to it and, in several shots, also its number plate. ‘Can you identify the make and model of the car that tried to hit me from the paint?’ 
 
    DS Atwell frowned. ‘Quite often, yes. Paint is relatively unique but even if I rush the process it might take a while.’ 
 
    ‘What’s a while? An hour? A month?’ 
 
    ‘Days,’ he replied. ‘The severity of the crime and the priority attached to the evidence dictates the pecking order at the crime lab. There are two guys I get on with though, Steve and Simon, I’ll have to see what I can bribe them with. We need to find the owner first though, easy now that we have the number plate, but I’ll do it myself as the two boys outside will be busy with the ground team looking for evidence in the woods for the next few hours.’ 
 
    ‘What do I do in the meantime?’ I asked. 
 
    Mike grimaced. ‘If I ask you to stay out of sight, will you do it?’  
 
    I choked on a laugh. ‘I don’t see how I can.’ 
 
    ‘Then can you make sure you are never alone?’ 
 
    I shook my head and made a sad face, the expression aimed at me rather than him. I had never felt so alone. The circle of friends I came to love and rely on were all on the Aurelia. There were hardly any people in the local area that I would call friends. Maggie was always the one but even if she wasn’t dead, I couldn’t look at her face again. Just as the self-pity began to take root, I saw it for what it was and stamped on it hard. ‘I can’t do that,’ I told him. ‘Instead, I think perhaps I’ll just catch all the bad people, and have you lock them away. How does that sound?’ Suddenly I was angry. Someone was trying to kill me which had to mean I was closing in on Maggie’s killer. I didn’t know who it was yet, but I had gotten too close for their liking and that had made me a target.  
 
    I was going to work it out and then I was going to close the net on them, whoever they were, even if my snooping led me right back to the Old City Firm.  
 
    Sensing my mood swing from helpless to remorseless, Detective Sergeant Mike Atwell backed away a pace. ‘What just happened?’ he asked. 
 
    I looked at him. ‘Hmmm?’ 
 
    ‘Your whole demeanour just went through a change. One second you looked forlorn and in need of a hug, the next you were giving out a vibe that made me want to be somewhere else. Do you do that often?’ 
 
    I wasn’t looking at him anymore, I was too busy thinking. ‘I’m not sure,’ I managed to mumble as I started toward the stairs. I needed to get a shower, get dressed and get going. I had people to see and questions to find answers to. ‘Thank you for coming, Mike. Let yourself out, won’t you?’ 
 
    I didn’t hear his answer if he gave one, nor did I hear him leave but both he and his car were gone by the time I came back down. Caution made me check outside for lurking murderers before I went out the front door, but no one tried to kill me before I got to my car. With Anna on the passenger seat, I set off for the lovely village of Marden, a twentyish minute drive through the villages. There I would find the parents of Mathew Hughes who I intended to grill for information about their son, his fiancée, the nature of his relationship with Maggie and a number of other things. I didn’t think he was the killer any more than I thought Brevin and Drummond were, but they were all mixed up in this mystery somehow and none of them wanted me to find out how.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Embezzle and Run 
 
    Marden is a quaint little village on the way to Tonbridge from East Malling where I am. The houses were mostly expensive and desirable, although, like so many of the villages in Kent now, houses were going up in new estates bordering the village much to the disgruntlement of the original villagers. Most of the complaint was that the new houses were far cheaper and were thus bringing in a lower class of citizen, ones who might watch soccer instead of polo and who would ride motorbikes in favour of horses.  
 
    The Hughes’ place was easy to find, sitting on the main road through the village as it did. It wasn’t a large place; a country cottage built two hundred years ago or more, but it was quaint and would be filled with wonderful period features. The front garden was a postage stamp size but perfection nevertheless, with clipped rose trees rising up trellises either side of the door to form an arch above it and tidy flower beds bursting with autumn life.  
 
    The front door sat dead centre of the property with a window either side which would have made it an expensive property when it was built, not some worker’s place. Before I could get to the door, it opened and a woman a little older than me appeared with a bucket in her left hand and a pair of secateurs in her right. ‘Oh,’ she said, caught by surprise on her way out.  
 
    I flashed her a warm smile. ‘Hello. Are you Mrs Hughes? I’m Patricia Fisher.’ 
 
    ‘Goodness, you are, aren’t you?’ she replied, looking me up and down. ‘I read that you lived in this area.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I’m in East Malling. I hoped I might be able to talk to you about your son.’ 
 
    She tilted her head as she looked at me, the request unexpected. ‘Which one?’ she asked. 
 
    Of course. It hadn’t occurred to me to do the research Barbie or Jermaine would normally perform so I hadn’t looked to see how many siblings Mathew might have. ‘Mathew,’ I replied. Then I frowned as I wondered how much Mrs Hughes knew. ‘You do know that his boss was murdered recently, right?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, yes. That awful Margaret Jeffries. I met her once at a dinner party, all she did was ogle my husband.’ That sounded like Maggie alright. ‘I’m Rose, how can I help you?’ 
 
    Rose led me back inside her house, which had a low ceiling, built, as it was, so long ago that the human race was six inches shorter. Neither of us were tall enough that we needed to duck to get under the oak joists in the ceiling, but I only had a couple of inches to spare. The kitchen was in the back where she had a dining table set up to look out over an equally pretty back garden. She abandoned her plan to prune the roses to instead fill the kettle and take a short break.  
 
    Coming through the house, she told me her husband was out at the local supermarket getting supplies and I explained my desire to contact Mathew. 
 
    ‘He’s in Bali with Sophia,’ she told me.  
 
    I wanted to ask if she was sure about that, but held back, choosing to apply a little more tact instead when I asked, ‘Have you heard from him?’ 
 
    ‘Only once. He called about a week ago to let me know they were having a great time and the weather was splendid.’ 
 
    I got Mathew’s number from Graham at the office yesterday but didn’t get a chance to call it until less than an hour ago. Basically, it slipped my mind yesterday with everything that had happened, but there was a big fat clue when I did this morning: I didn’t get an international dial tone. I got a UK dial tone instead. He wasn’t in Bali at all.  
 
    He didn’t answer the call and none of these things made him guilty of anything, but if you are lying about one thing… ‘Can you call him now, Rose?’ 
 
    She looked up from putting teabags into a teapot, her face showing surprise at my request. She didn’t argue though. ‘Um, yes, sure. What is it you want me to ask him?’ 
 
    Her phone was in her right trouser pocket, stuffed in with a small lady’s handkerchief which tumbled to the floor when she took the phone out. She hadn’t noticed and I paid it no mind as I watched her swipe the screen and press a few buttons. She put the phone to her ear. ‘Can you put it on speakerphone, please?’ I asked. 
 
    This time she frowned at my request, feeling, I thought, that I was beginning to intrude. She did it though and we both heard the familiar UK dial tone. She hadn’t noticed the incongruity though until I pointed it out to her. Now she was really frowning. ‘I guess he came back early.’  
 
    The phone continued to ring. 
 
    ‘Did you get an international dial tone last time?’ I asked. 
 
    She shook her head. ‘He phoned me. I don’t call him very often because he always moans that he is working.’ 
 
    The phone continued to ring. Then, just as I felt it had to switch to voicemail, it was answered, a breezy young woman’s voice, ‘Hello, Rose, are you after Mattie?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, hello, Sophia…’ Rose had placed the phone on the dining table so I could hear it as requested, but now I held a hand up to beg for quiet so I could talk.  
 
    ‘Sophia, are you in Bali?’ 
 
    She didn’t answer right away, the new voice she didn’t recognise confused her. ‘Who is this?’ she asked, no trace of concern in her voice, just curiosity because someone unknown was asking her questions. 
 
    ‘Are you in Bali, Sophia?’ I repeated, aware that I was being rude but too close to the truth to worry about it. Then we heard a commotion, a man’s voice, raised and upset, demanding to know why she was answering his phone? It clicked and went dead.  
 
    Rose looked up at me, her eyes wide. ‘What’s going on?’ 
 
    I fixed her with an even stare, trying to work out if she was doing a good job of bluffing me or genuinely had no idea what her son was involved in. I could detect no subterfuge behind her eyes. ‘Mathew is mixed up in what happened to Maggie.’ It was a bold statement which made her gasp and I knew she was about to start denying that he could be, so I got in first. ‘I don’t know to what extent and I am not suggesting that he is guilty of her murder or even of playing a part in it. I think though, that something he has done may have resulted in events that culminated in her murder.’ In truth I thought her death might be completely unrelated, but I wanted to speak to him to help me work out what had been happening and his mother was my route to achieve that. ‘You need to help me find him; he may be in great danger.’ 
 
    My words suitably terrified her, jolting her from the table where she was leaning. Then the kettle clicked off, the noise loud in the quiet kitchen and that made her jump. With a hand pressed to her chest to still her thumping heart, she asked, ‘What do you need me to do?’ 
 
    I asked her to call him back but, as expected, his phone was now off, and the calls went straight to voicemail. The direct approach wasn’t going to work so some good, old-fashioned, detective work was needed. ‘Tell me about his fiancée, please?’ 
 
    Rose Hughes was only too happy to tell me all about the lovely Sophia, a girl she clearly thought of as a daughter already. Pictures on her walls showed a family filled with sons, the three boys close in age, but each separated by a year or more if their comparative heights were a good indicator. Rose talked about Mathew’s fiancée as if she was the daughter she never had, grabbing a framed photo of the couple from the mantlepiece to show me. Sophia came from money, something Rose didn’t say but intimated when she talked about her parents and their property in the countryside near Guildford in Surrey. I got the same story from Graham yesterday, so Mathew had bagged himself a pretty girl who stood to inherit a fortune as the only child of a self-made millionaire. None of that had anything to do with Maggie so far as I could see. 
 
    We talked around the subject for most of an hour before she asked a question I wished she had started with, ‘Will it help if we check his bank account?’ 
 
    Instantly attentive, I asked, ‘You can do that?’  
 
    Rose and I were both sitting at the dining table still, our cups of tea empty and pushed to one side, but she rose and took two paces to snag a laptop from the kitchen counter. ‘He was always rubbish with money as a teenager, so I had parental access to his accounts. I don’t touch them now, but I doubt he has bothered to change the passwords.’ I was holding my breath as she entered a sequence of digits. My initial thoughts on this case had all been to do with money. Charlie taking out a large sum right before she died only strengthened that belief and DS Atwell told me the accounts were patchy, sums disappearing over the course of nine months he said only to be suddenly replaced and then taken out again.  
 
    ‘How long has Mathew been courting Sophia?’ I asked. 
 
    Rose thought about it for a second, using her fingers to work backward. ‘We met her at Christmas but I think they had been dating for a couple of months then, meeting the mother is what you do after the fact these days.’ She hadn’t answered the question and took a second to realise that herself. ‘Sorry, about nine or ten months, I think.’ 
 
    It tallied. According to Charlie, there were only three people with access to the accounts anyway. Charlie, Maggie, and Mathew. The first two were unlikely culprits which left Mathew and until I knew what he was using it for, I couldn’t determine if it was linked to the case or not.  
 
    Rose turned the laptop so I could see it. It displayed a box on the right which listed different accounts. There were three of them, one of which had twelve pence in it, one which looked like savings with just over three hundred pounds in and a current account which held almost twenty thousand pounds. It was an unusually large sum to have in a current account. Who needed that much readily available money? It was a rhetorical question which was only asked inside my head because I already knew the answer: a person on the run.  
 
    What was yet more interesting were the recent transactions. They showed me where he was, right down to the address. Okay, it didn’t actually show me the address, but the deposit taken on a debit card swipe at the Seascape Hotel in Margate was a clear enough signpost for me. It was taken almost two weeks ago so he had been hiding out there ever since. More recent transactions for meals and incidentals showed that he was still in the area. Guess where I was going next?  
 
    ‘Can we look back at his expenditure over the last few months?’ 
 
    ‘I’m as curious as you are,’ murmured Rose as she clicked a box and began scrolling. Her son was up to something and she didn’t know what it was; a mother’s suspicious instinct was kicking into high gear now as we both saw the money coming into and going out of his account.  
 
    Six weeks ago, there was a sudden injection of ten thousand pounds. A month before that a further eight thousand. It went on like that. Money arriving in large, exact sums and then going out again over the following few weeks as he frittered it away. There was a regular payment to an Aston Martin dealership. When Rose saw that, she said, ‘He told me the car was a bonus from Maggie.’  
 
    He had lied because it was costing him almost two thousand a month. On top of that there were regular payments to a florist, each time for over a hundred pounds which had to be quite the bouquet, and lots of high price meals out in named London restaurants. I knew what he was doing: he was romancing the rich girl, playing up to her aspirations, or, more likely, what he imagined her aspirations to be. She probably just wanted a man to love her, but perhaps she was superficial and materialistic. I might never know, but what was clear was how much money he was spending. 
 
    ‘Any idea how much he earns?’ I asked. 
 
    She shook her head. ‘No. It’s quite a bit though.’ Quite a bit depended entirely on one’s perspective of course. There were people I met on board the Aurelia who wouldn’t get out of bed for less than a million. Whatever he earned, I was convinced the large sums coming in would prove to be money embezzled from Maggie’s firm. I was also willing to bet Superintendent Jenkins hadn’t even bothered to look at Mathew as a credible suspect so had failed to uncover the embezzlement or that he had skipped town. Each sum came from the same account number. If I showed them to Charlie, he would be able to confirm whether it was Jeffries Imperial Publishing or not, though I was going to be surprised if it wasn’t.  
 
    Whatever the case, my next task was to track him down and now I knew where he was.  
 
    ‘Rose, thank you for your time and for your help,’ I said as I gathered my notepad, pen, and phone.  
 
    She rose to see me out. ‘Not at all. If there’s anything more I can do to help, please call me. I don’t know what he has got himself into, but I want him home safely. Can you do that?’ 
 
    It was an unfair question. I’m just one woman and I’m trying to solve a murder. How exactly am I supposed to protect a grown man? Especially since his greatest enemies appear to be his own greed and stupidity. I promised to do my best though, slid into my battered old Ford Fiesta and turned the key.  
 
    It’s strange that only at that point, when the motor was running, did I think about the killer stalking me. Two attempts on my life in less than twenty-four hours, but only now did I wonder whether someone might put a bomb in my car.  
 
    It didn’t explode though, the engine ticking over a little erratically but alive just the same. Little did I know that there are other, less suspicious, ways to tinker with a car yet make it just as deadly.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Margate 
 
    On the drive to Margate, a delightful seaside town a good hour south from Marden, I had time and quiet to have another go at piecing things together. Maggie had been murdered in an execution style hit thirteen days ago. She had also been visited by a pair of well-known and reputedly ruthless East End Gangsters just hours before her death. There were holes in her accounts where money had been going out though I felt certain Mathew Hughes, her office manager, was to blame for that. Then a sudden influx of money I could not account for and barely a day later a hundred grand going back out again, this time because Charlie took it to pay bills. To assume Brevin and Drummond were to blame or somehow involved seemed obvious, yet I believed their plea of innocence. I had to wonder though, if perhaps they had put up the money that suddenly reappeared in her business account. It was a large sum, not the sort of cash many people have lying around unless you are in organised crime and have money lending as one of your lucrative enterprises. My tentative conclusion was that Mathew had taken the money, known he needed to cover the gap before someone noticed and borrowed it from the Old City Firm.  
 
    Why though? Why would Mathew Hughes go to a money lender for money that was going to cost an actual arm and a leg if he didn’t pay it back on time? That was the part that I couldn’t work out. It just didn’t fit. He was clearly a bright man and entrusted with running a successful business so was obviously business astute. Loan sharks were the fodder of the desperate, of people with nowhere else to turn.  
 
    If I could find him, then I could ask him. Phoning the hotel in advance to get his room number occurred to me, as did trying to get through to him on the room’s landline: if I could get my answers over the phone, I could avoid a lengthy journey in a less than trustworthy car. I thought it more likely I would spook him though, so the longer route to success was the one I took.  
 
    I also made a call to Charlie. There was one question he might be able to answer, but my car wasn’t a model fitted with handsfree phone stuff, so I had to pull into a layby to make the call. He answered sounding annoyed that I had called, ‘Hello, Patricia, what can I do for you?’ He said all the right words but without the correct tone attached to them.  
 
    ‘How much does Mathew Hughes earn?’ I asked, getting directly to the point. 
 
    ‘About a hundred and twenty grand a year the last time I looked. It might be slightly more than that now.’ 
 
    I let out a low whistle of appreciation. It was a decent amount for a man in his early thirties to be taking home, but then he worked in the city where everything cost twice as much and it probably wasn’t that great of a wage compared to many people running businesses. ‘Okay, Charlie. Thank you.’ I disconnected, put the car back in gear and set off again. 
 
    The Margate Seascape Hotel’s name wasn’t a clever marketing ploy where guests discovered their rooms actually looked out onto the back of another building. It occupied a commanding position overlooking the sea with uninterrupted views. It looked both old, in that I was certain it had been erected early in the twentieth century, art deco touches giving its age away, but also brand new, in that it appeared to have undergone a massive facelift in recent times. Above all, it screamed swanky.  
 
    I swung up to the front door to use the valet parking, the valet doing his best not to turn his face up at my tired old car. Keys were exchanged for a ticket and the doorman held the door for me.  
 
    Inside, the hotel was just as lovely, polished marble floor stretching from the door across a large lobby to a reception desk manned by four people. I bypassed them to go directly to the concierge desk where a man in his forties, wearing a very nice suit, did his utmost to look happy to see me.  
 
    I wasted no time at all. ‘Hello, I’m Patricia Fisher,’ I started. 
 
    ‘Goodness, yes, so you are. The Margate Seascape Hotel is honoured to have you here. Will you be staying with us long?’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, no. I’m here investigating a murder and need to speak with one of your guests.’ His eyes flared in mute surprise, but I pressed on. ‘I’m here ahead of the police, but they will be along soon if I am not able to convince your guests to leave.’ I played it for the win; I needed to talk to Mathew Hughes, and the concierge would do anything to keep the police from breaking down doors and disturbing all the guests. There is such a thing as bad publicity despite what marketers might say. 
 
    His eyes looked down a computer on his desk. ‘The name of the guest, madam?’ 
 
    ‘Mathew Hughes.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, yes. He’s in our honeymoon suite. Shall I escort you?’ 
 
    I shook my head. ‘Please, just point the way.’ 
 
    He came out from behind his desk anyway, escorting me to the elevator where he pressed the call button. ‘The honeymoon suite is the only room on the top floor and the elevator opens directly into it. The button for it can only be accessed with an additional card given to the residents. Or,’ he produced a key, ‘an override key.’ 
 
    Inside the elevator car he operated the control, used his key and went back to his desk without looking back as the door closed. For once I didn’t feel nervous. This part of the investigation ought to be a civilised conversation.  
 
    The elevator pinged its arrival on the top floor and the doors began to open. Then a vase flew over my head to smash against the wall behind me, showering me in water, shards of pottery and bits of flower. Inside the lobby of the honeymoon suite a full-blown battle was taking place.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Lovers’ Tiff 
 
    Just ahead, a man with his back to me, cowered in nothing but a pair of socks. He had a shirt and trousers balled in his right hand and was poised to evade the next missile. Across the room from him stood a small blonde woman I recognised from Rose’s framed photograph as Sophia. Her chest heaved beneath her tear streaked face. She, at least, was covered, though all she had on was a negligee. The bottom pointing my way had to belong to Mathew Hughes though I couldn’t tell it was him from the current view. 
 
    I had managed to interrupt the mother of all lovers’ tiffs.  
 
    Sophia saw me, pointed an accusing finger in my direction, and shouted, ‘Is she another one of them?’ Then she screamed in rage and stormed from the room.  
 
    Mathew spun around to see who was there, his todger swinging from left to right, propelled by the inertia though I did my very best to keep my eyes focused firmly on his face. ‘Who are you?’ he demanded angrily. Actually, he didn’t say, “Who are you?” he added in a few extra words I have edited out for brevity but I’m sure you can imagine what they were. 
 
    Still looking at his face, though the damned appendage wouldn’t stop wiggling about, I said in a calm voice. ‘I’m here to save your life, Mathew. You should get changed so we can talk.’ He eyed me sternly, looking every part fuelled by anger and ready to throw me out. ‘Or, I can call Brevin and Drummond if you prefer.’  
 
    It was a wild guess on my part, throwing the names out to see how he reacted. Either I would get no reaction because he had no idea who Brevin and Drummond were, or I would get what I hoped for. As the colour drained from his face and his thingy shrunk and looked for a place to hide, I performed a mental fist pump: I had guessed right again, and I was on my way to solving this case.  
 
    I held up a hand with a single finger pointing down and twirled it in a circle to indicate that he should turn around. I wanted him to put some clothes on. Silently, but with a big gulp before he moved, Mathew Hughes left the lobby with me following not too closely behind his bare behind.  
 
    Somewhere deeper in the suite, Sophia was still spitting fire and screaming rage. As he neared the bedroom, she burst out of it, dressed but looking a little dishevelled, her outfit selection, hair and makeup no doubt performed in record time. Dragging behind in her right hand was a pink suitcase that was almost as big as her and probably weighed more. She paused, ripped off her engagement ring and threw it at him. ‘You can keep that, Mathew,’ she spat. Of course, she used a different word in place of his name, but, well, I’m sure you understand the flavour of the conversation. 
 
    She was storming out, so I moved to stop her, thankful that I at least had size and weight on my side. ‘Hold on, Sophia, I need to talk to you.’ 
 
    Her face filled with rage and she dropped the suitcase, letting it hang in the air for second as it tried to decide whether to stand up or fall, choosing after a half second of indecision to crash to the carpet behind her. By then she was advancing on me, both hands up: she was going to attack me! The realisation dawned just as it crossed my mind that her diminutive size didn’t mean she wasn’t dangerous. She could be a black belt for all I knew.  
 
    ‘Whoa!’ I protested, taking a step back. ‘I haven’t done anything to you, Sophia. I’m here to help.’ My protests fell on deaf ears; she was beyond reason but mercifully, when she leapt at me, it was like being attacked by an angry toddler. I grabbed both her wrists as she tried to hit me, easily holding them in place while I begged for calm.  
 
    Seeing the madness ensuing six feet away, Mathew, still naked, stepped in to pull his fiancée away. However, cooing at her to be calm only riled her even further, the tiny woman thrashing about to free herself from my grip, which she succeeded in doing only to swing an unaimed kick backward to connect with Mathews soft parts.  
 
    He made an, ‘Ooof,’ noise as he folded in on himself and sagged to the floor. Sophia paused, making me think for a moment that she was going to comfort him. She didn’t though, she seized her opportunity to do real damage, grabbed a heavy brass ornament from the coffee table and lifted it high above her head with murder on her mind.  
 
    I snatched it from her grip in mid-air. ‘Really, Sophia, you need to calm down so we can talk.’ 
 
    Finally, the dam burst, and she sank onto the couch behind her in a sobbing fit of tears.  
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief because for the first time since the elevator doors opened, no one was about to get killed by something. ‘Mathew,’ I begged, ‘can you please go and put some clothes on?’ 
 
    Shamefaced and hobbling the whole way, Mathew struggled to the bedroom door and vanished inside. On the couch, Sophia had dissolved into a soggy mess. ‘Why does this always happen to me?’ she wailed, demanding an answer from the sky or God or anyone who felt like answering. ‘Why can’t men just be faithful? It’s really not that hard.’ 
 
    I wanted to say something cool like, ‘I hear you, sister,’ but it sounded daft even in my head and would probably get a curious expression rather than a fist bump. Instead, I settled for, ‘How did you find out?’ 
 
    ‘About his cheating?’ Sophia looked up at me with tear-swollen eyes. ‘Was that you on the phone earlier? Asking me if we were in Bali?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, it was.’ 
 
    She nodded, taking a moment to dig in her handbag for a pack of tissues. She blew her nose loudly and wiped her face. ‘God, I must look a sight. How is it that I keep letting boys do this to me? I think I have found the one, but they always turn out to be just like the rest.’ She let out a big shuddering sigh and sagged back even further into the couch so it was all but swallowing her. ‘I knew there was something odd going on even before you called. Why on earth were we staying in a hotel in Margate for goodness sake? I mean, it’s nice enough, but Bali would be more like it.’ 
 
    I didn’t have an answer to that question, but I prompted her again about the infidelity. ‘What do you know about his cheating, Sophia?’ 
 
    Another shuddering sigh escaped her body. ‘I confronted him after he snatched the phone from me and hung up. It was obvious he had told people we were going to Bali, so I wanted to know why I was stuck in Margate. I asked if it was something to do with his boss getting murdered. That happened like two days after we got here. He got a message from someone at the office, but he didn’t react at all other than to be very quiet for several days and then massively overcompensate by taking me out shopping. He should have been running back to the office to steady the ship, but he didn’t even call them back. And he was most insistent that we couldn’t use social media while we were away. He made a game of it, wanting me to pretend it was the 1920s and mobile phones didn’t exist. We were having a pretend honeymoon he said; two weeks in Margate like a well-to-do couple might have back then. No phones, no social media, just us and…’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ I prompted. 
 
    ‘And the bedroom,’ she finished her sentence with a shame-filled face. ‘Two weeks is up tomorrow, and I kept asking him what he was going to do next and never once got an answer. It was when I pushed him about his boss though, that was when I could tell. Call it a woman’s intuition if you like, or maybe it’s just that every other man has done it to me, but I knew. He was being so evasive. When I asked him outright if he had been sleeping with her, he denied it and I knew he was lying.’ She looked me in the eyes for the first time. ‘I’m sorry you had to walk in on that.’ 
 
    I accepted her apology though it was not necessary for her to give one. ‘What else did he tell you?’ 
 
    She blew out a sigh before starting to talk. ‘That he doesn’t earn as much as he told me; not even nearly. He had this ridiculous idea that I needed to be pampered and constantly presented with gifts. All I wanted was for him to keep it in his pants.’ She looked up at my face again. ‘Is he in trouble?’ she asked. 
 
    I took my time to answer. ‘I don’t know. He might be. I need to ask him some questions.’ 
 
    ‘Do you need me?’ she clearly wanted to leave. 
 
    I thought about that. ‘Do you know the names Jim Brevin or Ian Drummond?’ 
 
    She shook her head slowly from side to side. ‘Should I?’ 
 
    ‘Probably not.’ 
 
    ‘Can I go?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t stop you, Sophia. I’m not the police and you haven’t committed a crime that I know of. Mrs Hughes will be upset; she has quite the soft spot for you.’ 
 
    She smiled at me. ‘Yeah, I really like her. Maybe I should sleep with one of his brothers so I get to continue seeing her. That would really stick it to Mathew, wouldn’t it?’ 
 
    I didn’t know if she was serious or not, but I had to agree that it really would be an apt punishment. Just as Sophia rose to leave the room, Mathew sheepishly stuck his head out of the bedroom. ‘Don’t go, Sophia,’ he begged.  
 
    As she twirled on the spot to deliver her retort, I quickly escaped to the lobby, my fingers in my ears so I wouldn’t hear what she had to say to him. A few moments later she strode past me with her head held high. ‘He’s all yours,’ she said as she jabbed the button for the elevator and left his life for good.  
 
    I found him sitting at a two-chair table by the window in the penthouse honeymoon suite. He was staring out the window at nothing in particular, his expression somewhere between utterly forlorn and hopelessly lost. He didn’t bother to look at me when he spoke. ‘I expected them to send someone bigger. Or are they waiting outside for Sophia to leave before they come in to cut off my fingers and toes?’ 
 
    I sat in the other chair. ‘There’s no one here but me, Mathew.’ His head snapped around, shocked at the news and instantly hopeful that he might yet get away. It was cruel of me to do so, but also efficient so I chose to use his fear of the Old City Firm to get the information I needed. ‘That can change very quickly, Mathew. You are lucky that at this point no one has paid a visit to your mother. These are very serious people you are dealing with.’ 
 
    He sighed forlornly. ‘I know. I underestimated them.’ 
 
    ‘You were sleeping with Maggie, weren’t you?’ It came out as a question because I wanted him to confirm it. It didn’t really matter whether he was or not, I didn’t think it would have much sway on events past; it was time to fill in the blanks though.  
 
    He nodded rather than speak, but after a few seconds, he added, ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Why did you borrow money from gangsters?’ This was a critical question so far as I was concerned.  
 
    He picked at his nails, looking sick. ‘I thought I could convince them to let me keep it. There’s no way a bank would, and I had… felt I had good reason to believe they would waive the paltry sum I borrowed.’ 
 
    ‘Paltry sum? Wasn’t it a hundred grand that you borrowed? Hadn’t you embezzled almost that much and now needed to get it back before anyone noticed?’ 
 
    He showed no sign of having even heard me, but again, after a few seconds, he nodded his head.  
 
    ‘So you took the money from the business account knowing no one else would notice and borrowed it from two men who would dice you into pieces if you crossed them. What made you think that they would let you off with the money?’ I couldn’t be more curious to hear this part of the puzzle. 
 
    He put his head in his hands. ‘I had something I knew they would want. Something they would want to be sure no one else ever saw. Once I had the money, I showed it to them and offered to let them have it if they forgot about my loan. I even threatened to publish what I had on the internet if they didn’t agree.’ 
 
    My jaw dropped. ‘You tried to blackmail two of the most hardened criminals in London?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ he admitted, the tone of his voice letting me know that he recognised how foolish that had been. 
 
    I placed a hand on his arm. ‘Mathew, you have to tell me what it is and what this has to do with Maggie. I don’t know if I can save you, but we need to solve her murder and get you into protective custody where the police can put you in a witness protection program or something. Did you have evidence of a crime?’ In my head, if he threatened to use it as leverage to be let off the loan, he had to have come across something that would put Brevin and Drummond away forever. Now at least I knew why he borrowed money from such an awful pair; he thought he could get away without paying it back. When I got no answer, I shook his arm. ‘Hey, Mathew, you need to tell me how this led to Maggie’s death.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ he wailed, a tear rolling down each cheek. ‘I don’t know why they killed her unless it was just revenge. I don’t think they knew about the photos until I sent them the email.’ 
 
    I pricked up my ears. ‘Photos? What photos?’ Was this the evidence he had? A series of pictures showing them killing someone maybe?  
 
    ‘You have to understand; Maggie was just a bit of fun. For both of us, I mean. Neither wanted anything from the other. It started right after the interview, years ago. She interviewed me at her office in London, not the one the firm works out of now, but the old one. She told me I might get called forward for a final interview and when she did call, she wanted me to come to her house in Kent. Of course I went, but the second interview was more of a… physical examination.’ I didn’t need him to draw me a picture, I knew what she was like with men. ‘It was a great job, I was so excited, but I knew it wasn’t great pay for the sector. She kept me dangling with promises of shares, a partnership if you will and I knew that was worth far more than any pay rise I could ever get. That went on for years and I just couldn’t take it anymore. I needed more money just to keep up with my outgoings and I met Sophia and I knew I couldn’t keep her happy on my pathetic wage. Not in London. So, I took the extra money I needed. A little at first, just a few thousand out of the account. We spent so much on marketing I was sure no one would ever notice. And they didn’t, so I took some more and then some more. I even told myself I deserved it, but I suddenly realised I had eaten through nearly a hundred thousand pounds and when she found out, I wouldn’t get a partnership, I would get sacked for embezzling. I had to get the money back and I had to keep up the pretence with her. I went to her house once a week. The team believed it was a weekly strategy meeting between me and the two directors. It wasn’t though. It was just sex. Afterwards she would ask me about the business and I would tell her the truth about how we were doing and the truth about how much money the firm was making but lie about the buoyancy of the accounts because it was missing almost a hundred grand.’ 
 
    ‘Then what happened?’ 
 
    ‘Then she gave me the golden ticket. She had been out for a boozy lunch drinking gin with one of her friends and was on the champagne by the time I arrived. Lying in bed afterwards, she bragged about old connections with East End gangsters, proper hard men that killed their business rivals because that was efficient. It wasn’t the first time she talked about business like that, but this time I could hear that it wasn’t hyperbole; she actually knew the men she was talking about. I asked her how and she launched into a long story about getting mugged one night when she lived up there. She was walking home and a little tipsy but two men came to her rescue.’ 
 
    I remembered now that Maggie might have lived in Kent most of her life, but she had also worked in London for most of it. She moved up there for a couple of years in her early twenties and would have been out at night in bars and clubs the same as any other woman her age. There was an obvious conclusion coming, so I made it for him, ‘Those two men, her rescuers, they were Jim Brevin and Ian Drummond, weren’t they?’ 
 
    Mathew nodded.  ‘She decided to repay them in a traditional manner.’ I bet she did. That sounded just like Maggie. ‘but she took pictures. She had one of those old instant cameras that spits the picture out the bottom once it’s taken.’ 
 
    ‘A polaroid camera?’ 
 
    ‘Is that what it’s called? She had one anyway and they got drunk and did drugs and she had photographs of these two men having sex with her and having sex with each other and she was drunk enough that afternoon with me to tell me where she kept them.’ 
 
    ‘And you used them for blackmail.’ 
 
    He nodded again, his head still in his hands. ‘I thought they would be pleased to have them back safe in their hands. I was going to keep a few of the good shots for insurance. You know, to make sure they knew they couldn’t make me disappear once I handed them over.’ 
 
    ‘Which would put them forever in your pocket.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I hadn’t thought about that. They gave me two weeks to come up with the money; that was the original loan period and if I did that, and handed over the pictures, they would only kill me. Otherwise they would kill everyone I know: my mum and dad, Sophia, her mum and dad, all the people at work. They knew names and addresses by the time they answered me.’  
 
    This was such a mess. ‘Where are the pictures now, Mathew?’ 
 
    A mournful sigh escaped his lips. ‘In my car.’  
 
    I felt like berating him for his stupidity. I itched to take a book and whack him on the head many times. The people he had crossed were not the sort to forgive. 
 
    ‘Do you have the money?’ I asked.  
 
    He sobbed into his hands. ‘No. I went to get it back out of the firm’s account, but it had already gone, every last penny I had paid back in plus a little bit more.’ Yes, Charlie had taken it. 
 
    ‘Surely there’s more money in the firm’s account.’ 
 
    ‘Not that kind of capital. Our cash account never has anything like that much in it. Plus, to get that kind of cash requires at least one of the directors to sign the paperwork.’ 
 
    ‘When is the deadline up?’ 
 
    ‘Tomorrow.’ He put his arms on the tabletop and buried his head in them. ‘They’re going to cut me into little pieces and make me eat them until there’s nothing left of me but the bit left to eat with.’ He was bordering on hysterical now.  
 
    ‘I need the pictures, Mathew. Give me your car keys.’ He wasn’t able to speak but he yanked keys from his trouser pocket. ‘Where in the car are they?’ He just shook his head, unable to make words or make sense, or do anything. I figured I could find them, so I left the room and went to the elevator. Then I stopped and went back, locked the door that led to the balcony sitting a dozen floors above the pavement of Margate and took the key with me. It wouldn’t stop him from killing himself another way, of course, so I placed a hand on his shoulder and said, ‘We can get you out of this yet, Mathew. Just hold on for a few more hours.’ 
 
    The photographs were in an envelope in the glove box of his beautiful Aston Martin. I expected it to be a new car, but it was vintage instead. I didn’t know what it was, but it looked to be fifty years old or more and it was the most elegant piece of automotive engineering I had ever seen. The pictures were also vintage and also in great condition. It was the late eighties; I could tell by Maggie’s hairstyle which I remembered her styling after a band who were in the charts at the time. It took an hour to create each time, intense backcombing required just to get the volume. I didn’t look through many of the photographs, just enough to be certain I had the right thing. I could see why two hard men from London would kill for them. If these got out, it would ruin their reputations, most likely end their marriages, if they were indeed married, and possibly cause their criminal empire to crumble.  
 
    They got tucked back into the envelope and buried at the bottom of my handbag. It hadn’t occurred to me to ask for the access key, so I needed the concierge to get me up to the top floor again. His furtive eyes were checking all around to see if anyone was listening as he walked with me to the elevator once more. ‘Do I, ah, do I need to prepare the manager?’ 
 
    ‘For a police raid? No, I don’t think so. I believe Mr Hughes will be checking out early though.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I saw his girlfriend leave earlier. She seemed to be in a hurry.’ 
 
    I thanked him as he operated the button for the top floor again and promised that I would also be leaving soon. With the door closed, I said a silent prayer that I would find Mathew still alive and breathing, a sigh of relief escaping my lips when he proved to be both.  
 
    Dealing with him was nothing to do with my investigation. I was being paid to solve Maggie’s murder and this wasn’t part of it. However, I now felt certain I knew why Brevin and Drummond visited her house; it happened right after Mathew foolishly used the pictures in a bid to blackmail them, perhaps they never knew they existed, perhaps they did and trusted Maggie with them but the former felt more likely. They went to her house to ask about them and hours later she was dead. It wasn’t conclusive but suddenly they had revenge as a motive for murder. I could understand them taking it personally and their anger boiling over into hiring a contract killer. Heck, they probably had a couple on their books they could just send. Either way she was dead now, and they were back as my prime suspects. Their request that I not look into them was an attempt to convince me to leave the case alone. They felt they could handle the police, but I was the wildcard. That was what Superintendent Jenkins called me too.  
 
    So now I had a moral dilemma. To take them down I was going to have to keep Mathew and all his friends and family safe as well as make sure I had enough evidence to secure an arrest and conviction. That seemed like a tough choice. Or I could bargain with them, get the money from Charlie and give them that and the pictures with a request that they now leave everyone alone.  
 
    Would they go for that?  
 
    I had serious doubts.  
 
    In fact, I thought it highly likely the car that tried to squish me last night and the archer shooting arrows at my head this morning were both at the hands of the man with no neck and sent by the Old City Firm. It was a horrifying thought.  
 
    Mathew hadn’t moved in the time it took me to get to his car and back. ‘We need to get going,’ I insisted. ‘You can’t stay here. You are in enough debt already.’ 
 
    ‘Where are we going?’ he asked. ‘I can’t escape through any of the airports, they said they have men everywhere looking for me. I didn’t really believe them, but I didn’t want to chance it either, that’s why I am hiding in Margate.’ 
 
    ‘It took me an hour to find you when I started looking, Mathew. The only reason they haven’t tracked you here is because your time isn’t up yet. All that will change tomorrow so we need to get you back to the local police and into some kind of custody where you can be protected.’ 
 
    ‘They own the police,’ he argued. 
 
    I remembered what Jim and Ian boasted: they had men inside Superintendent Jenkins’ team. ‘Perhaps in London, but not in the countryside.’ Thinking of DS Atwell, I said, ‘I have someone I trust.’ 
 
    I had to kick his chair to get him moving but he stuffed his belongings into a suitcase and a holdall and trudged out of the honeymoon suite behind me. He was going to follow my car back from the hotel to Maidstone police station where a single phone call had arranged for DS Atwell to meet us.  
 
    The valet returned my rickety old car while Mathew paid his final bill at reception. Then I waited for his distinctive car to appear and set off with his forlorn face in my rear-view mirror. 
 
    A mile outside Margate, once we were doing seventy on the M2 motorway, the thing with my car happened. Not the thing where it coughs, clatters and breaks down. Oh no, nothing so benign. No, it did the thing where a wall of flame suddenly erupts from beneath the bonnet to engulf the entire front end of the car. 
 
    I damned near wet my knickers. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    How Many Attempts is That? 
 
    Screaming didn’t seem to achieve much so when I ran out of oxygen, I did what I could to check traffic despite the flames licking around my door mirrors, gave up, and swung the steering wheel. I went from the fast lane to the hard shoulder in one move, a few horns tracking my passage, but I survived the move and heard no terrible rending of metal sounds to indicate I had just caused a ten-car pile-up.  
 
    I slammed on my brake pedal, but nothing happened, and it was at this point when the panic really settled in. I couldn’t see and I couldn’t stop. What exactly was I supposed to do? Open the door, hope the flames didn’t get me and jump for it? 
 
    Some subliminal, primitive part of my brain kicked in, screaming at me to change down the gears. It would retard the engine or something like that. I shifted from fourth to third and then down to second almost straight away. The engine screamed in protest, I was doing it no good at all, but who was I kidding? This car was toast. If I got out alive, I would need a new car because whether I lived or not, I doubted the car could.  
 
    The car was slowing though, gear ratios or something doing their job but just as I allowed a faint glimmer of hope to enter my thoughts, the heat from the flames caused the windscreen to crack. If it exploded, it wouldn’t just be glass I had to contend with! I yanked on the handbrake, mercifully discovering that it still worked, and the car began to grind inexorably to a halt with the back wheels locked up.  
 
    Even before it got to walking pace, my handbag was tucked under my arm and I had my hand on the door release handle. Just before it stopped, I risked it, throwing the door open, saying a prayer and letting myself flop out onto the road with a quick glance back up the inside lane to see if there was a juggernaut coming.  
 
    I read somewhere once that in an accident the worst thing to do was tense up and because of that I made myself as floppy as I could. Ten seconds later when I finally stopped bouncing and spinning, I promised myself I would find that quote, find the person that wrote it, and make them eat my handbag.  
 
    I was alive though. 
 
    Somehow, I was still alive. This was the third attempt on my life in twenty-four hours, each one using a different method and each one coming close to doing the job. Behind my car, a large truck pulled to a stop with a screech of tyres, the driver bailing out to come to my rescue. He wasn’t the only one. Mathew, who I figured would just keep driving until he reached Greenland, the North Pole or somewhere equally remote, had parked on the hard shoulder a hundred yards beyond my car and was running back toward me.   
 
    Ten minutes later the cops arrived along with an ambulance and the fire brigade. The whole motorway was closed in both directions, the incident making the evening national news because of the tail backs it caused and the dashcam footage of a middle-aged woman diving out of a still moving, burning car. When the freelance reporter that followed the emergency services to the scene found out the woman was Patricia Fisher, he was instantly on the phone to every paper, radio, and newspaper station he could think of. I denied him the interview he wanted, knowing it would bring me no benefit and because I knew I must look terrible.  
 
    Once the fire was out, a firefighter cautiously opened the bonnet and found the cause of the fire: there was a small cut in the fuel pipe running to my car’s fuel injection system. I was certain it had been done deliberately, but it was such an old car that the pipe could simply have perished and there was so much damage from the fire no one would ever prove otherwise. I had to listen to advice about making sure my car was regularly serviced by a qualified mechanic. However, the hole in the pipe was in the perfect place to ensure it would leak petrol onto the exhaust manifold, so once the manifold reached critical temperature, which was right when I got on the motorway, it ignited the constant jet of fuel and caused the fire. There was no way to prove it had been done deliberately but I knew it had; the man with no neck had struck again. How many failed attempts would there be before he got lucky?  
 
    I was in so much trouble. Where was Jermaine when I needed him? The answer to that particular question was, of course, on board the Aurelia and bound for Cork in Ireland.  
 
    Mathew waited for the police to finish questioning me. There was no reason to detain me, so I was free to go and despite having no car, I still had a lift to get to where I wanted to go. It was late afternoon now and I had more than two dozen pieces of sticking plaster on me where the paramedics had done what they could. They wanted to take me to hospital for a full check-up, but I refused, largely based on the certain knowledge that they don’t serve gin in hospital. I was bruised and battered, I had dozens of scrapes and abrasions, but it was all insignificant.  
 
    Once I was in the car, he asked the question he hadn’t wanted to pose in front of the police. ‘Was that them?’ 
 
    I closed my eyes and nodded. ‘I think so.’ Whoever it was, they were able to track me and kept coming up with different ways to kill me. I no longer believed it was a vengeful wife or a desperate husband who had killed Maggie and was now coming after me to stop me finding the truth. Nor did I believe it was a contract killer sent by one of the people whose guilt I had revealed during my time away. The Old City Firm were too present and dangerous. They were right in the middle of this and they wanted me to die far away from them where no connection could be made.  
 
    ‘They’re going to kill us, aren’t they?’ he stammered, utterly terrified. 
 
    My eyes snapped open. ‘No!’ I was squinting into nothingness as my brain began to see a vague hint of a plan. ‘No, they won’t get the chance.’ 
 
    ‘How are you going to stop them?’ he wailed. 
 
    I turned my head to face him. ‘By being cleverer than them. Start the car, Mathew. It’s time to ruin their day.’ 
 
    With reluctant hands, Mathew turned the key of his car. It roared to life in a surprising way, the seat vibrating under my bottom in a not unpleasant manner. My attention distracted, I asked, ‘What is this car?’ 
 
    ‘An Aston Martin DB2/4 Drophead Coupé,’ he replied, equally distracted by it clearly as a smile played across his lips. ‘It’s really rare.’ As he pulled out onto the motorway and started building up speed, I looked around the car’s sleek interior. Everything about it was refined and conservative from the beautiful wooden dashboard to the supple tan leather seats. There were two seats behind me as well, though one would never fit an adult into them. Mathew saw me looking about and continued talking, ‘It was a production car in the 50s made here in England though the convertible model we are in was an option some owners took after they bought it. The conversion was performed under license by Bertone. It is slow by modern standards and heavy on fuel consumption, but I think that is a small price to pay for such a beautiful car.’ 
 
    ‘It is very elegant,’ I agreed. 
 
    ‘Do you know this is the same car Tippi Hendren drove in Alfred Hitchcock’s movie, The Birds?’ 
 
    I remembered the movie but not the car. It wasn’t the time for discussing movies and motors though, we still had to get out of the current pickle we were in and that meant I had phone calls to make.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Setting Things Up 
 
    Detective Sergeant Mike Atwell answered on the first ring. ‘Patricia? I have the television on, and it says your car just burst into flames on the M2 motorway.’ 
 
    I sighed. ‘Yes. That’s me.’ On top of everything else, I now needed to go car shopping. ‘I think it safe to assume the attempt to barbecue me in my car was perpetrated by the same person to shoot arrows at my head and try to squash me with a car last night.’ From the driver’s seat, Mathew stared at me opened mouthed. ‘We are on our way back to you. I know why the Old City Firm have been involved.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, really? Do you mind if I put you on speaker phone? I am with Chief Inspector Quinn and a few others.’ 
 
    At this stage I doubted it mattered how many people knew. ‘Go ahead.’  
 
    I heard a buzz and then a brief moment of silence before the sound at the other end changed. ‘Mrs Fisher,’ said a new voice, ‘this is Chief Inspector Quinn. I have several of my detectives with me. I understand there have been several attempts on your life recently.’ 
 
    ‘You could say that. I gave DS Atwell a description of a man who has been following me. I take it you have had no luck in finding him.’ 
 
    ‘That is correct, Mrs Fisher. I am diverting more men to the task now. You said something about the Old City Firm and why they are involved?’ 
 
    He was prompting me to fill in a blank, so I did. ‘It’s not the Firm, just the top two guys. It transpires that Mrs Jeffries was in possession of some… sensitive pictures of the two of them from about thirty years ago. Her office manager, Mathew Hughes, obtained them from her and used them as collateral for blackmail.’ 
 
    ‘You’re kidding,’ scoffed Mike. Next to me I could feel the heat radiating off Mathew’s cheeks.  
 
    I replied, ‘I wish I was. I think Brevin and Drummond arranged Maggie’s death as revenge for their embarrassment.’ 
 
    ‘So, it was a professional hit,’ stated the chief inspector. ‘Where is Mr Hughes now?’ 
 
    ‘Driving the car. We are on the M2 just passing Sittingbourne.’ 
 
    ‘Very good. I want you to come directly to us, Mrs Fisher. Is that understood?’ I thought about that for a moment. The local police had been ordered to hand over the Maggie Jeffries case, Superintendent Jenkins’ team picking it up where they left off, but they could now claim they were pursuing the person attempting to murder me. In the course of their enquiries anything could happen such as accidentally arresting several members of the Old City Firm. It might burn a relationship somewhere but would still be a massive feather in the chief inspector’s hat. 
 
    Mathew was on a ticking clock though and the Old City Firm were most likely poised to snatch, hurt or otherwise kill people tomorrow lunchtime if their demands were not met. Chief Inspector Quinn and his team wouldn’t be able to reconcile this case that swiftly. I might be able to though. 
 
    Thinking fast, I said, ‘We’ll be there soon.’ Then I disconnected and thought some more.  
 
    We were nearing the exit to take us to Maidstone, Mathew checking his rear view and clicking the turn signal on. I reached across and turned it off.  
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ he asked. 
 
    I pursed my lips, trying to make my brain work faster. ‘We’re not going to Maidstone.’ 
 
    Mathew frowned. ‘But that police officer said…’ 
 
    ‘I have a much better plan. Just keep driving for a bit, okay?’ Our discussion took us past the exit, the next opportunity to leave the motorway not for several minutes and, if we kept going, the road we were on would take us right into central London. 
 
    I was going to roll the dice and gamble. It felt risky but I was sure it would eliminate any ambiguity. Using my phone, I searched for the Fox and Hounds pub at the end of Wopham Street and found a phone number for it. Steeling myself, I took a breath and pressed the button to connect me.  
 
    ‘Fox and Hounds,’ a woman answered, probably the forty something barmaid with all the chest.  
 
    ‘Hello, this is Patricia Fisher calling for Jim Brevin or Ian Drummond.’ 
 
    There was a pause before she asked, ‘May I ask what this call is pertaining to?’ 
 
    It was better than being told there was no one there by those names which I had considered a distinctly possible outcome. ‘It is a private matter. I was with them yesterday. If you could please tell them who is calling and that I have something they want.’ 
 
    The line went quiet and stayed that way for more than a minute. I began to think no one was coming to answer it but the sound of someone lifting the handset was obvious a moment before Jim Brevin’s voice came on the line. 
 
    ‘Mrs Fisher?’ 
 
    ‘Mr Brevin, thank you for taking the call. I am in possession of some photographs which I believe you would prefer to be in your hands.’ He was quiet for so long that I thought he had gone. ‘Mr Brevin?’ 
 
    His gravelly voice came back suddenly. ‘I’m going to transfer you to my office phone. The line will go silent until I pick it up at the other end. About thirty seconds, okay?’ I told him yes and imagined his journey from the bar, where I assumed the barmaid had answered it, to his office way in the back. Thirty-three seconds later, his voice materialised once again. ‘Still there, Mrs Fisher?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘I have you on speaker phone with my colleague. Please tell him what you just told me.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Drummond, I have the photographs that Maggie took thirty years ago. I don’t want them, and I don’t want anyone else to get hurt, me especially. Please tell me what I need to do to get you to call off your attack dog. He’s tried to kill me three times in the last twenty-four hours.’ 
 
    I got another bout of silence, before Ian Drummond answered. ‘We haven’t set an attack dog on you, Mrs Fisher. We have no intention of causing you any harm at all.’ I hadn’t expected denial as an answer, but then realised they would never admit such a thing over a phone line. Before my brain could catch up and ask them the next question, he asked me one, ‘Where is Mathew Hughes?’ 
 
    Mathew stiffened and a small gasp of terror escaped his lips. ‘I have him.’ I looked directly into Mathew’s eyes and held my finger to my lips so he knew to be quiet. ‘You can have him, and the pictures. I just want to be left alone. Can we come to an arrangement?’ 
 
    Jim Brevin asked, ‘You plan to hand over Mathew Hughes and the photographs? What about the money?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t take any money from you. That arrangement was with Mathew. I don’t have a hundred grand to give you.’ 
 
    ‘She’s got a point,’ said Ian. 
 
    ‘That she does,’ replied Jim. ‘It’ a principle thing though. We didn’t get here by letting a hundred grand slip through our fingers.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right, Jim, we didn’t. The lady understands how these things work though. Let’s not forget what she did to that bunch down in Miami. We get the photos and we get Mr Hughes. He will make a fine example of what happens when someone double crosses us.’ Mathew whimpered quietly. 
 
    ‘Not to mention attempting to blackmail us,’ added Jim. 
 
    ‘Good point, Jim,’ said Ian.  
 
    I had laid the basis for my plan. They were on the hook, so to speak. Now I had to reel them in. ‘I want to do this at Maggie’s house.’ 
 
    ‘Goodness, no, Mrs Fisher,’ laughed Ian Drummond. ‘Bring young Mr Hughes to us and we will take him off your hands.’ 
 
    I expected that to be their reaction and was ready for it. ‘I’m a fifty-three-year-old woman, Mr Drummond. I don’t have him tied up in the trunk like one of your men probably would. I haven’t beaten him to a pulp and were I to knock him out with something, I couldn’t hope to shift his body. I need to lure him to you and that won’t happen if I try to get him to London. He’ll smell a rat straight away. I can get him to the countryside though; its familiar territory for him. Meet me at Maggie’s in an hour. Can you do that?’ 
 
    There was some discussion we could hear but not discern, the sound muffled as if a hand was across the phone. When they spoke again it was Jim Brevin addressing me, ‘In an hour, Mrs Fisher. We won’t be alone and if we smell the slightest hint of a trap, we’ll vanish like smoke and then we really will set an attack dog on you. Don’t do anything silly.’ Then he hung up, the line going dead.  
 
    I slumped back into my seat not realising how tense I had been until the call ended.  
 
    ‘You’re not really going to hand me over, are you?’ Mathew asked, his voice barely more than a desperately frightened squeak. 
 
    I closed my eyes and exhaled deeply. ‘No, Mathew. I’m going to topple their empire.’ I could see the plan in my head. I just didn’t know if I could pull it off. The difficult part was not involving the police. I expected them to demand it but it meant I was going to have to go in alone and use hope as a strategy, praying they wouldn’t kill me to cover their tracks. I expected them to be technologically savvy and have equipment with them to detect recording devices. They would be that paranoid, I was sure, so I couldn’t trap them into admitting crimes that would achieve a conviction which didn’t leave me many options. The one it did leave me was unfavourable, especially for Mathew. I hadn’t told him his part yet, but I didn’t want to spoil the surprise.  
 
    In the quiet of the car, as the sun began to set, I sent a text message with detailed instructions and asked Mathew to take us both to Maggie’s house. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Gambling with Lives 
 
    Maggie’s house was as dark and deserted as it had been the last time I visited just a few days ago. I didn’t have a key this time though. That ought to have been a problem, modern houses with modern windows and doors being so much harder to break into, but I knew where she kept the spare. She and I had been friends for most of five decades, since we went to school together as little girls, so she didn’t keep much from me. She kept the fact that she was sleeping with my husband from me, but on balance that was probably all.  
 
    The key was under the rock by the window at the corner of the east oast as it always was, and I had the door open moments after arriving. Mathew parked his car in full view at the front of the house so anyone approaching would know we were there, and we turned on a whole bunch of lights to illuminate the house. 
 
    He was nervous and agitated, a natural reaction given what we were about to do. Not that I had told him what we were about to do. In fact, I lied through my teeth to the poor young man. It was necessary; he would never go through with my plan if I revealed it. I told him he was going to hide in a closet near the front door. They would come in and I would send him a text message from my pocket so he could slip out and escape. The police were coming, I assured him, and he believed every word. He even thanked me for my help and for my bravery because I was sticking around inside the house with the gangsters as the police swarmed in to arrest them all.  
 
    No such thing was going to happen because they had no crime to arrest them for. Not yet at least. My plan was going to resolve that. 
 
    They arrived five minutes after us, three black Mercedes sedans crunching over the gravel as they made their way up toward the house. Loyal lieutenants exited the car first, dressed in black and looking like professional security guards in neat suits with curly wires running up to their left ears. Two men opened the rear doors on the middle of the three cars so Brevin and Drummond could exit. I was outnumbered a dozen to one. It was just me, since Mathew was securely tucked away in the walk-in closet by the door.  
 
    The front door was open so they could see me standing inside. I turned away and walked into the lounge as they began to approach, sending a quick text message and putting my phone away before they got to me. No words were exchanged, the first two men advancing with an electronic box which they carried between them. They placed it on the floor and pressed a button before folding out a screen from one side. Several men crowded around the screen while yet another man advanced on me carrying a small black box from which a thin wand ran on an even thinner wire. 
 
    As they did so, Jim Brevin asked, ‘Are you quite alright, Mrs Fisher? You look a little worse for wear.’ 
 
    I looked down at my clothes. They were ripped and dirty, the result of throwing myself out of the car. I had soot on my hands and bits of sticking plaster on my knuckles, chin and both ears. ‘I have had a tough day.’  
 
    ‘She’s clean,’ the man with the wand thing announced after a few seconds of wafting it around me.  
 
    ‘The house is clean,’ announced one of the men standing by the large box on the floor. ‘No devices at all.’ 
 
    Jim Brevin nodded his head. ‘Well done, Mrs Fisher. I have to say I thought you would disappoint me and try something foolish like informing the police and filling this place with recording devices.’ 
 
    ‘Now where’s Mr Hughes,’ demanded Ian Drummond, his mouth a sneer. He wanted to get on with the murdery part of the evening.  
 
    ‘In a moment, Mr Drummond, if you please. There are no devices here, you are quite safe. I am severely outnumbered and have no weapons. This exchange will take just a few moments, but I hoped to extend it just a few seconds by asking you about Maggie and why she had to die.’ 
 
    Drummond, his patience boiling over, took a pace toward me, stopping only when Brevin placed an arm in his way. ‘The lady makes a fair request, Ian,’ he pointed out. ‘However, the problem with your request, Mrs Fisher, is that we have already answered you: We didn’t kill her. Even without recording equipment here to incriminate ourselves, we still didn’t kill her. No matter what way the question gets asked or if you use truth serum. We still didn’t kill her. And, to be very clear, we didn’t hire someone else to do it for us.’ 
 
    ‘We killed plenty of other people,’ chipped in Ian. 
 
    ‘Yes, Ian. But we didn’t kill, Maggie.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right, Jim. We didn’t. She was an old friend.’ 
 
    Everything about the case and the fact that I still couldn’t work out who had killed Maggie was really beginning to annoy me. The time of death, the evidence generally told me that these two gangsters hadn’t killed her. But the photographs, the constant attempts on my life, all told a different story.  I just couldn’t make sense of it. Someone had killed Maggie. They took a gun and placed it next to her temple before pulling the trigger. That sort of thing isn’t easy to do. If I accepted that the Old City Firm were not responsible, then who could I blame? I was coming completely full circle for the second time.  
 
    Drummond was still pushing against his partner to get to me which meant I had more pressing concerns than identifying Maggie’s killer right now. I fished in my handbag to retrieve the photographs. ‘Here,’ I said, handing them over.  
 
    ‘Where’s Hughes?’ growled Drummond. 
 
    ‘He’s in the closet by the front door.’ 
 
    It was quiet enough in the house for Mathew to hear me speaking so he heard me give him up. As everyone swivelled around to look back toward the front door, we heard the sound of him bursting from his hiding place and trying to escape. He didn’t get far, the Old City Firm left guards outside by the cars as I expected they would. My plan had never been to let Mathew escape. In fact my plan depended on his capture. 
 
    From outside, where three men were manhandling Mathew into the boot of the middle car, his voice carried across the quiet evening air, ‘How could you?’  The terror and betrayal in his voice cut right through me. 
 
    ‘Cooee!’ My heart froze in my chest.  
 
    All the faces in the room stared at me, their eyes accusing.  
 
    ‘Cooee,’ Mavis the busybody strolled in. The front door had been abandoned as the men chased Mathew outside. ‘I saw all the lights on and thought I would just pop in to introduce myself. Are you the new neighbours?’ 
 
    ‘Mavis, get out of here,’ I squeaked.  
 
    Jim Brevin crossed the room with his arms open in welcome. ‘Mavis, is it? Come in, come in.’ Then, just as he got to her, he produced a stiletto blade and held it to her throat. One of his men grabbed her from behind to pin her arms as Jim’s face swung back to stare at me. ‘What is this, Mrs Fisher? You were so close to getting off the hook. Do you know how often Ian and I let people go?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not often,’ answered Ian. ‘Is she wearing a wire?’ 
 
    ‘An underwire?’ squawked Mavis. ‘Why are you asking about my bra? Is this one of those strange fetish parties?’ 
 
    ‘Nah, she’s clean, boss,’ answered the man holding her as he frisked her all over with one hand.  
 
    ‘Here, get off me, young man,’ Mavis demanded. ‘Or take me somewhere private at least.’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes. It had to be Mavis. I was seconds from concluding the whole affair and she ruined it by sticking her busybody nose in. Even if we lived through this, she would spend the next few years telling everyone she interrupted me having some kind of sordid gang sex party at a dead woman’s house. She wouldn’t care that it wasn’t true, good gossip rarely is.  
 
    ‘What now, Ian?’ asked Jim. 
 
    Ian pursed his lips. ‘We take them all. Easier to dispose of at our facility.’ 
 
    An arm looped around my waist from behind and a hand clamped over my mouth. I tried to kick and scream and bite the hand over my mouth, but he was far too strong and his hands far too big. He had his thumb looped over the bridge of my nose and two fingers under my chin, forcing my mouth shut as if he had been trained in how to kidnap a woman. A second man moved in to grab my legs. 
 
    Through panic-stricken eyes, I could see Mavis getting the same treatment a few yards ahead of me. The men carrying me followed her out of the house and down the steps where they split off to take me to the rear car as Mavis was taken to the front.  
 
    This wasn’t the plan! 
 
    I was supposed to stay in the house as they all left with Mathew. The next part of the plan was dangerous enough without me being in the boot of the car. 
 
    Still struggling as they carried me, I glimpsed the boot lid just before they swung me backward. That they were going to throw me in only occurred to me just as my body weight reached the apex of the backswing and started toward the car.  
 
    They let go, allowing me to fly for a half second before I crashed into the unforgiving steel of the boot.  If I didn’t have enough bruises already, here were a few more to add to them. 
 
    The boot lid slammed down, shutting off all light and plunging me into darkness. It was a terrifying experience; yet another one to add to my list. Thunking sounds from the doors shutting and a settling of the suspension told me they were getting in the car. The engine started and the sensation of moving let me know we were on our way. 
 
    At this point, I was either going to get taken to London and fed to the fishes in the Thames or the neatly organised plan was going to work, and I would be rescued along with Mavis and Mathew. The third option, and the one I currently thought most likely, was that the road block and trap at each end of the village the Old City Firm were now driving into would result in a shootout with police marksmen and I would get riddled with bullet holes.  
 
    The text message I sent in the car was to DS Atwell. I instructed him to set the roadblocks and to be swift about it, getting everything in place once I gave the signal, which I did with a second text message the moment they arrived.  
 
    The first message told the police that the Old City Firm were coming to the village and would be leaving with a kidnap victim. I was gambling with Mathew’s life, my reasoning being that they would kill him later where they felt safe to do so, not at Maggie’s house. It was most definitely a gamble but one I felt, on balance of probabilities, was safe to take. It had proven correct, but the plan then got scuppered by Mavis poking her nose in.  
 
    So, now I was in the boot of a car and any second now a police trap was going to be sprung on the three-car convoy of gangsters. Would Chief Inspector Quinn have enough foresight to instruct his marksmen to aim clear of the boot space? Would they even be able to? What about ricochets? 
 
    In the darkness of the boot, I could hear muffled voices coming through from the car’s interior, then the sound of someone in the road using a loud hailer and yelling instructions. The car screeched to a stop, reversed direction and shot backwards, the driver performing a handbrake turn in reverse to make his getaway. The police were prepared for that though, the sound of tyres bursting reached my ears just before I felt the car go out of control. I was being bounced and thrown around like a cat in a tumble dryer, but the final slam and crunch as the car came to a halt popped the boot letting starlight spill in. It also bounced me hard enough to almost throw me out. I was going to be so sore the next few days, but I had an escape route now and needed to take it no matter how I felt.  
 
    The shocking noise of shots being exchanged, intermingled with barked orders from the police, punctuated the night. Grasping the edge of the boot, I hauled myself up and over it to tumble out onto the ground outside. It was damp but that was the least of my worries. Mostly my head was filled with worry for Mavis and especially Mathew, who I had lied to so I could get this far. How would I forgive myself if he got killed tonight? 
 
    The men in black suits were all bundling out of the car, steam rising from its bonnet where it had left the road on unusable tyres and crashed into a tree. Fifty yards behind us in the road was one of those stinger things with all the spikes. I couldn’t see much, cowering behind and under the tail end of the car as I was, but I saw the approaching boots coming in on every side and heard the barked orders to drop their weapons. 
 
    A shout of, ‘Get stuffed, copper,’ preceded a hail of bullets as presumably, one of the gangsters pulled his gun and the armed police cut him down. A body crashed to the ground next to me, his eyes imploring me to help him as life leaked from his chest.  
 
    I curled into a ball and prayed it would stop soon.  
 
    When a hand touched my shoulder, I screamed.  
 
    ‘Patricia.’ The hand was tapping my shoulder. ‘Patricia, it’s over.’ I knew the voice, I realised. It was Mike Atwell, the friendly local detective sergeant. Uncurling my head to take a peek, I saw him kneeling on the damp ground to peer under the car at me. ‘It’s over, you’re safe,’ he promised me. 
 
    ‘Mavis and Mathew?’ I asked, fearing what he might tell me. 
 
    ‘Both shaken but they are not hurt.’ 
 
    The news washed through me and brought with it a wave of exhaustion. Even though I was already on the ground, my whole body sagged and flopped, the terrible anxiety leaving me as a crashing sense of relief made me want to cry.  
 
    Five minutes later, I was sitting on the back step of an ambulance with a blanket around me and a cup of tea in my hands. Inside, Mavis was being treated for a suspected mild heart attack which turned out to be indigestion, the pain in her chest dissipating when she farted loudly to the surprise of all within earshot. 
 
    ‘Oh, that’s much better,’ she announced and followed it up with another.  
 
    I clambered onto still shaky legs and tottered over to where DS Atwell was conversing with two officers in uniform. ‘Ah, Mrs Fisher, this is Chief Inspector Quinn,’ DS Atwell introduced his superior. The chief inspector was a lean man of about forty, who looked like an endurance athlete, someone who took part in ultra-marathons perhaps. He was a shade over six feet tall and was local, if his accent was anything to go by. His nose bore a small scar which suggested it might have an interesting story but could just as easily have been from a childhood accident. 
 
    Chief Inspector Quinn was coordinating the mop up. Many of the Old City Firm had been injured, two had been killed when they returned fire but all those still alive were under arrest and on their way to jail soon. Most of them were still on the road as they waited for another prisoner van to arrive.  
 
    I didn’t see him at first, his head was down, but when he called my name, I turned to see Jim Brevin looking up at me with a smug smile. ‘Well played, Mrs Fisher,’ he congratulated me, making it sound genuine. ‘Well done. Watch your back though, won’t you now. There’s a lot more of my boys still out there than you see before you tonight and how sure are you that they will manage to make a conviction stick?’ 
 
    Chief Inspector Quinn answered him. ‘You were caught in possession of illegal firearms and with three kidnapped persons in the boots of your cars. You’ll never walk free again, man. Delude yourself if you wish, but you can have my personal guarantee of life imprisonment.’ 
 
    Brevin continued to smile at me, never once breaking eye contact as they lifted him to his feet and took him away. Whether his threats were idle or not, they would keep me awake at night for a while.  
 
    People from the village had turned out to see what all the noise and flashing lights were for, a small but growing crowd forming behind the police line. I spotted Charlie among the crowd and waved to him. He waved back, acknowledging that he had seen me.  
 
    ‘Chief Inspector?’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘Am I free to go?’ 
 
    ‘Go, Mrs Fisher? You look like the only place you should be going is the hospital. Haven’t you been in two car crashes so far today?’ I nodded, trying not to laugh at the daft irony of my life because it would hurt too much. ‘I will require a full statement, Mrs Fisher, but that can wait until tomorrow. Would you like to come to the station? Or shall I send someone to your house.’  
 
    I was about to say I would come to them, but my memory caught up with me. ‘I don’t have a car. Can you send someone, please?’ 
 
    He nodded. ‘Of course. Someone will be along at 1400hrs sharp.’ 
 
    I translated that in my head to two o’clock. ‘Super. Good luck with the rest of it.’ He mumbled a good evening to my back as I walked away. I was desperate to get home to see Anna. I also wanted to find a large glass of gin and go for a swim in it, but there was something else I needed to do first.  
 
    Mathew had been treated for shock and was waiting to be taken to hospital. I knew that much from asking Mike about him earlier. There was a pressing need to apologise for using him as human bait and figured I might never get another chance. I found him in the back of the ambulance just as they were about to shut the door and leave. 
 
    ‘You’ve got one minute,’ said the paramedic as he stepped outside to give me space. 
 
    Mathew looked up at me from the gurney. He was all strapped in for transport and had a bandage around his head. ‘I hit it getting out of the car,’ he explained when he saw me looking at it. I started to speak but he cut across me. ‘I want to thank you, Mrs Fisher. What you did was so clever. I feel I should scream at you for not telling me your plan, but I wouldn’t have been brave enough to go through with it if you had. You caught them all, just like you said you would. Lured them in and let them commit a crime they can’t come back from. I’m free.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ I agreed. ‘You’re free. You might need to consider your position at the firm though. Not that it is any of my business, but I doubt you will be able to keep the embezzlement a secret now.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ he agreed sadly. ‘No, that had occurred to me. I think I need to move back home with mum and dad and think about what I want to do next.’ He started fidgeting under the blanket they had over him. It was under the straps, so he had to wriggle around a bit to get his right arm free. ‘Here,’ he said, finally lifting his arm clear. In his hand was the key to the Aston Martin. ‘The lease is paid up to the end of the month. Can you keep hold of it for me? I know I have no right to ask any favours, but I really don’t need it and I know you don’t have a car at the moment. Say no if it is an inconvenience.’ 
 
    A smile fluttered across my face as my hand closed around the key. I didn’t have to keep it for long. Heck I couldn’t afford to, but I would enjoy the couple of weeks I had with it while I looked for my next car. ‘Thank you, Mathew.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll send over the lease details so you can return it.’ 
 
    The ambulance door opened again. ‘Time’s up. We really need to get this one to the hospital.’ The paramedic looked at me. ‘You look like you could do with being checked over too, do you want to come with us?’ 
 
    I shook my head and stood up. ‘No, thank you.’ With a final pat on Mathew’s leg, I stepped back outside and wandered over to the police line where the crowd of villagers had formed. I didn’t see Charlie anymore, but I didn’t look all that hard for him either. The crowd parted to let me through, people staring as I passed between them, but no one tried to stop me with questions. I walked on stiff legs, the aches and pains in my body seeming to multiply with every step as I made my way back almost a mile to Maggie’s house.  
 
    I got the car and went home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Working It Out 
 
    The following morning, I awoke late, the numbing effect of the five G&Ts from last night having finally worn off. Charlie was home when I got there, asking dozens of questions about the fantastic car I arrived in; he saw it through the kitchen window as I pulled up and had to come out to help me put the roof up. He also had questions about the police and the gangsters and who Maggie’s killer was.  
 
    The final question proved to be a problem because I still didn’t know. I couldn’t name a mystery I had come across that was this complex before. From the outset, it looked as if Maggie had involved herself in nefarious dealing and come a cropper because of them. She hadn’t though. The embezzling, the loan sharking, the blackmail, she hadn’t been aware of any of it. The only part she had played was to take pictures thirty years ago and then reveal their existence to the wrong person. According to Brevin and Drummond, who remained adamant on this point; they hadn’t killed her either directly or by ordering her murder.  
 
    So, who had? The man with no neck, after having three solid goes at trying to kill me, hadn’t been found by the police and hadn’t tried again for twelve hours now. The Old City Firm boys denied sending him too. One might want to argue that I couldn’t trust a word they said, but the thing is, I did. I believed them when they said they didn’t kill Maggie and that she was an old friend. I believed them when they told me they didn’t send the man with no neck. So, who was he and why was he so desperate to kill me? Was he Maggie’s killer also?  
 
    Getting out of bed, I put my foot in something damp and lifted it again. I stared at it curiously until my head got into gear and told me what I was looking at.  
 
    Anna’s waters had broken! 
 
    I found her in her bed. It was a bit icky. She looked ready for the event and licked my nose when I got close enough. Moving fast despite my aching body, I threw on clothes, lifted the whole bed, kicked the door open and rushed downstairs.  
 
    ‘Charlie!’ 
 
    ‘What?’ echoed back through the house. I put the bed and dog on the carpet in the living room near the couch, trying to keep my pulse from racing as I began to panic about what I needed to do to help her. Charlie’s voice drifted through as he came to find me, ‘Patricia I know I didn’t put up a fight when you needed to stay here for a couple of days, but this is becoming an inconvenience.’ He stopped in the doorway to the living room when he spotted me. ‘What’s happening?’  
 
    ‘Anna is having her puppies,’ I told him, my voice trembling with excitement and anxiousness.  
 
    ‘Not on my couch, she isn’t,’ he snapped. 
 
    ‘She’s not on…’ I swung back around from addressing Charlie to see that Anna had indeed climbed onto the couch and was making a nest to settle into.  
 
    Charlie moved to pick her up and she growled in warning and then snapped at him when he didn’t back away. 
 
    I tapped him on the shoulder. ‘I think perhaps you should leave her to get on with it.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a suede couch, Patricia,’ he whined.  
 
    ‘I know, Charlie,’ I was already leaving the room to look for towels and a small bowl I could put water in so she wouldn’t have to move if she got thirsty. ‘I bought it.’ 
 
    Another growl and snap from Anna told me Charlie had foolishly tried again. I heard him grumble the words, ‘With my money,’ under his breath as he retreated.  
 
    Ignoring him, I gathered the bits I wanted and settled on the carpet in front of the sofa to be with her, cooing and chatting away to her brainlessly. She didn’t pay me much attention and I seemed entirely surplus to requirement, so when my back started to get sore, I stood up and went to the dining table. There, I grabbed a pad and a pen and had yet another go at assembling the clues pertaining to Maggie’s murder.  
 
    Before I could write the first word, a knock at the door interrupted me, Charlie opening the door a moment later to let Emily the house cleaner in. I didn’t think she worked Saturdays, most cleaners don’t, but here she was in her gear and ready to go. Perhaps Charlie had something specific for her to do.  
 
    I went back to the pad and started writing notes. My subset of suspects contained the man with no neck and no one else. He was only in there because I didn’t know who he was and had no explanation for his presence in the village. There was no one else. I scratched my head. I was a terrible detective. I moved in my chair and groaned when almost every part of my body protested. I needed tea. 
 
    In the kitchen, I filled the kettle and set it to boil, popping my head back through the door to check on Anna. She seemed comfortable enough on the couch and I certainly wasn’t going to move her despite Charlie’s protests. I would sooner buy him a new couch, and besides, her waters had already broken upstairs; how much more mess could she make?  
 
    I felt bad that I never managed to get to a vet with her; it made me feel like a bad doggy mum. She was taking it all in her stride though, somehow knowing exactly what to do without needing a midwife or a delivery suite or half a dozen books to read on the subject.  
 
    When the kettle clicked off, I made a cup of tea, leaving her to it. It wasn’t in my nature to hold a grudge against Charlie, so I called through the house to him, ‘Charlie, I’m making tea, do you want one?’ I got no answer, so I tried again and when I still got no answer, I made him one anyway. He would either want it or he wouldn’t. Taking the teabags out a minute later I deposited them in the kitchen waste bin under the sink and rinsed the spoon and that was when I spotted it.  
 
    Across the driveway, Emily’s grey car was tucked against a hedge, but I could see the front bumper and the scuff mark on it. I was squinting my eyes to better make out the colour of the paint scraped onto it, but I knew if I went outside, I would find out it was red.  
 
    Suddenly it all fell into place. Emily had killed Maggie. She had a key to her house and could walk up to her without Maggie paying her any attention at all. I could see it all in my head. Emily would always be carrying cleaning things about with her. Maybe even in a bucket so she walked up to Maggie, or maybe even behind her, pulled a gun from the bucket and shot her in the head. It was cold and dispassionate which had thrown me because it looked and felt like an execution, not a crime of passion.  
 
    I knew that when I looked into it, I would discover some terrible secret like Emily’s husband had slept with Maggie and she had taken her revenge. I reached for my phone.  
 
    ‘Don’t do that, please,’ the sudden voice in the quiet house made me jump and I spun around to find Emily standing behind me. She blocked the kitchen door and had a gun in her hand.  
 
    ‘Emily,’ I stuttered. ‘What’s going on?’ 
 
    She tilted her head slightly, a disappointed look crossing her face. ‘I knew you would work it out. That’s why I kept trying to kill you. It seemed to me to be the simplest and cleanest solution. I was a champion archer, you know. I couldn’t believe it when you ducked my first shot and then the second. I felt certain you would get burned up in the car, but you survived that too. Oh, sure there would then be another investigation but the police seemed so convinced by my waterworks last time, and so taken with the idea that Maggie’s death could be connected to organised crime, I figure I can manage to fool them again.’ She moved around to get a better angle, keeping the gun on me the whole time. ‘It was so easy to make it look like an execution. I got the idea from a murder mystery book you know. The detective caught the killer because the crime was frenzied, not cold and calculating. I just switched it around.’ 
 
    There were knives in a block to my right. If I edged around just a bit, looking terrified and as if I was trying to get away, maybe I could snag one and throw it at her. It wasn’t much against a gun, but I wasn’t going to find a gun anywhere. Suddenly, a thought occurred to me. ‘Where’s Charlie?’ 
 
    She laughed at me, a scoffing noise of derision. ‘That cheating scumbag. Yet another man to fall into her spider’s web. You should be thanking me.’ I felt a rush of panic. Had she killed him already? Seeing my concern, she said, ‘I haven’t done it yet. I just knocked him out for now. I’m glad you survived my attempts to kill you actually, this is much neater. The two of you are going to have a bit of a fight and you will get killed by him in a fit of rage. Killed by the same weapon as the one which killed Maggie, his former lover and the woman who ruined his marriage. He’ll leave a lovely note about how he thought killing her to get her out of the way might help him to win you back but when you refused to return to him, he killed you and then took his own life.’  
 
    I wanted to say that she was mad, but in all honesty, I thought she was going to get away with it. It would all be so neat. Shoot me, then shoot him, carefully making sure to explode the part of his skull where she had knocked him out so there was no evidence of it to find.  
 
    I took a step toward the knife block, a faked stumble as if I was fainting and then catching myself. She shot a hole in the sink.  
 
    I screamed and darted back the way I had come, almost knocking over the cups of tea in my haste.  
 
    ‘Nice try,’ she sneered. ‘I was in the Army; I can shoot you in the eye from here.’ She studied me curiously. ‘I have to say I expected you to work it out long before this. Patricia Fisher the super sleuth. All those adventures just to get killed by your husband. Aren’t you going to ask me why?’ 
 
    ‘Go on then, tell me why.’ 
 
    She made a big show of spreading her arms to get the big explanation going, breaking into gesticulations as I hoped she would. ‘Well…’ 
 
    She saw me move, but the first cup of steaming hot tea was already flying toward her. Unbelievably, my aim was true, the cup and its contents flying across the room at her head. She fired another shot, the sound loud enough for me to feel it even though I was sure it hadn’t hit me.  
 
    The cup hit the wall where her head had been, smashing instantly to shower her in pieces of crockery and hot liquid. I’m certain she would have screamed in protest if the second cup, aimed a foot and a half lower, hadn’t hit her in the face.  
 
    I was beyond terrified at this point, running across the room to get to her even though every nerve in my body wanted me to run the other way. She was stunned and momentarily blinded by the scalding hot liquid but my hope that the mug of tea might just knock her out was dashed completely. She was coming out of her crouch and raising the gun as I closed with her. I had no more weapons; the knife block had seemed to be too far away, so with just my battered and bruised body, I slammed into her, knocking her over backwards as I scrambled for the gun.  
 
    She was still in the kitchen doorway, so tumbled backward with me on top of her, both of us trying to get the better grip on the other. She was half my age and stronger than me. If the fight went on, I would simply lose, so it was with great relief that I saw her gun hand hit the skirting board at a terrible angle, snapping her wrist with an audible crack as my hand pushed her wrist downward. The gun flew free as she bellowed in pain and rage. That ought to have been the end of the fight but she wasn’t done. Like some ancient warrior, she refused to give up, punching the side of my head as I tried to go for the gun. I had to fight my way off her, sliding over her face while she tried to bite me. The gun was six feet away, lying on the carpet tantalisingly begging me to pick it up. She snagged my legs though, squirming around despite the broken arm to get out from under me. Then, with a kick to my middle, she was on top and getting up. She was going to get to the gun first and there was nothing I could do about it. I slipped on the carpet in my haste to propel myself forward, landing painfully and jarring my knees. Glancing along the hallway, I saw that I was beaten. I couldn’t possibly stop her now; she was two feet from the gun and already bending down to pick it up.  
 
    It was because I looked that I saw what happened next.  
 
    A shadow crossed in front of her where the front door joined the hallway running through the downstairs of the house. The shadow then became a leg and then a whole body as the man with no neck stepped into the hallway, assessed what he was seeing in a heartbeat, and hit Emily with his briefcase.  
 
    She slumped to the floor, tried to get up once and then collapsed unconscious.  
 
    My heartrate was through the roof from all the adrenalin and exertion but the appearance of the man who had been tracking me for the last few days was the final straw. I started crying, unable to hold in the desperate panic I felt. It had been Emily trying to kill me this week, not this man, at least that was what I now believed, but he was here to finish me off and I had no fight left in me.  
 
    Watching from the floor, as he checked Emily’s pulse, secured the gun and started along the hallway toward me, I breathlessly managed, ‘Just tell me who sent you. I need to know which group ordered my execution, please!’ Was it the Boris’s Russian friends? The Capriones? Could it be Prince Zebrahim reaching out from jail to get me? Maybe it was the terrorists from East Houptiou. They waited until I got home and would be less well protected, biding their time but getting me, nevertheless. Maybe he wouldn’t tell me, and I would never know. 
 
    His feet came closer and closer, looking huge from where I lay helpless on the carpet. Then he stopped right by my head. ‘Execution, Mrs Fisher? Whatever are you talking about? Might I give you a hand up? Are you quite alright?’ 
 
    Now I was confused. I twisted my head around so I could see his face. His accent was Surrey or perhaps Hampshire, definitely somewhere south but delivered with a distinct twang of well-bred. His left hand was extended down to help me up.  
 
    As I took it, my hand tiny inside his huge mitt, he said, ‘My name is Morris Worthington. I am the senior partner of Worthington, Worthington, Worthington, and Smythe. I am tasked with ensuring a gift from the Maharaja of Zangrabar is delivered in person.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    But It’s Not My Birthday  
 
    I swear I almost fainted with relief when my brain finally caught up and accepted that I wasn’t about to die. However, once the room stopped swimming, I remembered Charlie and Anna. As I let go of Morris’s hand and started running through the house he called after me, ‘Mrs Fisher, what should I do with the gun? And the injured lady?’ 
 
    As I stuck my head through a door, failed to find Charlie and moved on, I yelled back. ‘Call the police. And if she comes around, don’t give her the gun back. Feel completely free to shoot her with it, in fact.’ 
 
    He said something which sounded like, ‘Goodness,’ but I was hitting the stairs by then, running up them to search the upper floor. I eventually found Charlie on our marital bed. He had a lump the size and shape of a golf ball protruding from the back of his skull. I didn’t know or care what she had hit him with because he was alive and breathing and his pulse felt normal. Relief washed through me like a wave of dizziness, forcing me to steady myself on the bed. 
 
    I shook him. ‘Wake up, Charlie.’ No response. More effort and volume the next time. ‘Wake up, Charlie!’ Still no response, so I grabbed the cup of water from the bedside table, picked my aiming mark, and threw it at him. 
 
    He came awake pretty fast then, sitting up too quickly only to duck down again as his head pounded in protest. ‘Oh, my lord, what happened. Did you hit me with something, Patricia?’ 
 
    ‘Emily is the killer, dummy. She hit you and planned to kill the both of us to cover her tracks. You were to be framed as Maggie’s killer and I was to be your second victim, killed because I refused to take you back.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ he asked, his pathetic brain overloaded by my explanation.  
 
    I hooked an arm under his. ‘Come on. Let’s get you downstairs. I need to get an ambulance here. You might have a concussion.’ 
 
    Slowly, I manoeuvred him downstairs and into an armchair across from Anna. He settled into it and then jumped out of his skin as he saw Morris looming in the doorway that led in from the kitchen. To be fair, Morris filled the doorway almost completely top to bottom and he was still holding the gun. 
 
    ‘It’s okay,’ I assured Charlie with a pat on his arm. ‘He’s with me. I’ll get you some ice for your head.’ 
 
    From the doorway, Morris said, ‘The police are on their way, Mrs Fisher. Shall I call an ambulance also?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, please, Mr Worthington. That would be most helpful.’ I was about to go for ice when I spotted Anna. She was licking something, and when I looked, it moved. There was a puppy tucked under her chin. I fell to my knees in front of the couch. ‘Oh, Anna, you clever little girl,’ I was gushing, and once again my eyes were filling up with tears. Amid all the crazy carnage, murder, and mayhem, my little Dachshund had produced something perfect.  
 
    Behind me, Charlie asked, ‘Patricia why is my groin wet?’ The answer to that particular question was that I had elected to throw the glass of water at his trousers instead of his head. I figured it would get the same result at his end, but I would enjoy it more. 
 
    I didn’t bother to answer him, choosing instead to kiss Anna on top of her head before leaving her to get the ice. When I came back, there was a second puppy. By the time the police and the ambulance arrived fifteen minutes later there were four. My little dog produced four perfect puppies. I guess they were Dachshund Corgi crosses, but they looked like Dachshunds to me. Whatever they were, they were gorgeous little balls of fur, each of them feeding on mummy as she lay exhausted on her side. I fed her pieces of dog meat with a teaspoon, cooing at her the whole time and ignoring everyone around me as they fussed and tried to ask me questions.  
 
    When eventually I tore myself away from the couch, I found DS Atwell in my kitchen with Chief Inspector Quinn. ‘I hadn’t expected to see you again so soon, Mrs Fisher,’ the senior policeman commented. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ I agreed. 
 
    ‘Are you hurt?’ he asked, concern, whether faked or sincere, filled his face. 
 
    ‘I’m fine. A few more bruises and scrapes. Nothing to get excited about.’ 
 
    He nodded as I spoke. ‘Good, Mrs Fisher. I’m glad to hear it. I would like one of my officers to take a preliminary statement from you and I will have to leave a team here to make sure we have all the evidence. It appears to be an open and shut case this time though. Conviction will be easy, since she already confessed.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ No one had told me. ‘Did she say why she killed Maggie?’ 
 
    ‘Her brother,’ the chief Inspector told me. ‘He was a gardener here some time ago. Mrs Jeffries, according to Emily Walker, seduced him and ruined his life. She used him as a plaything and rejected him when he developed feelings for her. He wasn’t able to get over it and she sacked him from the job as gardener when he became a nuisance. He committed suicide a few weeks ago and Miss Walker blames Mrs Jeffries.’  
 
    A sad circumstance all around.  
 
    CI Quinn continued, ‘She planned the whole thing. The gun was hers, a trophy she brought back from Iraq a few years ago. She knew the house and gardens well enough to know only the front door was being videoed, so she came in through the woodland behind the house, left a door unlocked when she was there to clean earlier that day. She even confessed to the multiple attempts on your life. She was a childhood archery champion apparently.’  
 
    DS Atwell said, ‘We identified the make and model of the paint on the car that almost killed you on Thursday night. It came from a Renault Clio, the same car that Miss Walker drives.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ I replied, my voice dripping with sarcasm. ‘That information would have been a little more useful a day ago.’ 
 
    ‘Better late than never,’ he smiled.  
 
    We talked for a few minutes until he handed me off to a constable who introduced himself as PC Hardacre. I insisted that we conduct the statement taking portion of this morning’s adventure in Charlie’s living room where Anna was still nursing her four puppies. I gently stroked her head and cooed at her between answering his questions.  
 
    When that was finally complete and he had thanked me and confirmed I was free to go, I turned my attention toward the very patient and very persistent Mr Morris Worthington. He was sitting at the dining table in the dining room working on a laptop computer. His briefcase was closed and placed neatly next to his chair. Because of his size, everything in the room looked undersized like one of those rooms at a fun house where the walls are at an angle so people at the far end look really tall. His calves were so long his knees barely fit beneath the table and he made the chair look like it was one taken from a kindergarten. He wasn’t a contract killer or a henchman though, he was a lawyer who was born tall and liked the gym. 
 
    ‘Mr Worthington, thank you so much for saving me earlier.’ Shamefully I had forgotten to thank him until now.  
 
    He stopped typing, closed his laptop and turned toward me. The chair creaked dangerously. ‘Think nothing of it, Mrs Fisher.’ 
 
    I shook my head. ‘I am forever in your debt, Mr Worthington. She would most surely have killed me if you had not intervened when you did.’ 
 
    He didn’t argue. Instead, he said, ‘Then I am glad she did not succeed. It would have made my job far more complicated.’ 
 
    I took a seat at the dining table, finally able to indulge my curiosity about the man and his task. ‘Yes, you said you have a gift from the Maharaja of Zangrabar? How long have you been tracking me?’ 
 
    Mr Worthington flipped his eyebrows in amusement. ‘Only since you returned to England. I waited at the royal suites’ exit onto the quayside at Southampton but managed somehow to miss you there.’ I remembered choosing to leave by the standard exit. ‘My firm was contacted only three weeks ago with very specific instructions. I have to say that it caused a great flurry of work for us but that we have been only too happy to fulfil the Maharaja’s desires.’ 
 
    The young king had sent a gift for me. I imagined it would be a piece of extravagant jewellery or something equally expensive and unnecessary. In my head, Mr Worthington was about to produce a pair of ruby earrings worth a million pounds. They would solve all my financial concerns about buying a house for myself and replacing my car, but of course they wouldn’t at all because I would never be able to sell them: who sells a gift from a king the moment they get it? 
 
    I couldn’t bear to wait any longer, the suspense was killing me, and my nerves were already too frazzled for me to hold off the gin for much longer: I was going to the post office to buy a bottle as soon as Mr Worthington departed. ‘What has he sent me?’ I asked, my voice a hushed breath of anticipation. 
 
    In response, he lifted the briefcase, placed it on the table, opened both the snaps with a click, but then instead of taking out what the Maharaja had sent me, he picked up his laptop and placed it inside. The lid closed again, and I found myself confused as to what was now happening when he started to extricate himself from the table to get up. ‘It would be better to show you, Mrs Fisher.’ 
 
    ‘It would?’ I was still sitting but he extended his hand to help me up again and I wondered, as I followed him from the dining room, if his hand had been to get me moving because his patience was perhaps invisibly wearing thin. I couldn’t blame him if that was the case. I had given him the run around for three days, actively avoiding him and putting barriers in his path.  
 
    Outside, he walked to his large Jaguar sedan and opened the rear door for me. Once again holding out his hand to help me in. ‘Where are we going?’ I asked.  
 
    ‘It is not far, Mrs Fisher.’ His cryptic reply set my nerves on edge as if I were once again in danger and about to be led into a trap. Seeing my expression in his rear-view mirror, he tried to reassure me. ‘You are without a vehicle now, is that correct, Mrs Fisher?’ 
 
    ‘Sort of. It caught fire. I have… a loaner for now.’ I was unreasonably upset about my Ford’s demise. It was mechanically unsound, ten years old and worth almost nothing. It was all I had though and now I had to take more money from the pot designated for house buying so I could replace it. The Aston Martin would be fun for a short time but also meant whatever I got next would be rubbish by comparison. 
 
    From the driver’s seat, Mr Worthington said with confidence, ‘I believe that situation is about to be resolved.’ 
 
    My eyebrows climbed my head. ‘He bought me a car?’ 
 
    ‘It is better if I show you, Mrs Fisher.’ 
 
    Now my head was crammed with images of swanky cars; Ferraris or Lamborghinis, other makes of supercars that someone like the Maharaja wouldn’t think twice about buying. It would be completely inappropriate for me and I would have to sell it. What was a Ferrari worth, I wondered? 
 
    He drove for a few minutes only. His route taking us through the village of East Malling and into West Malling but as we reached West Malling High Street and turned up toward Tonbridge, he indicated and turned left. There was nothing down this road to my knowledge except the park. He continued for half a mile, passing the park itself before indicating again and taking a right turn. Up a slight incline he then turned left once more but was now entering someone’s drive. Not like a normal drive which is ten yards long if your house is set well back from the road, this one was more like a road, but as we went along it, I began to see a house through the trees. 
 
    ‘Who lives here?’ I asked. 
 
    Once again, I got his cryptic response, ‘It is better if I show you, Mrs Fisher.’ 
 
    I could not claim that I felt relaxed, but I was no longer hovering above the seat with my nerves telling me I was being driven to my death and a shallow grave in the woods. The car followed the driveway as it swung around and lined up on the house. I call it a house, but in reality, it was far too grand for such a mediocre title. A large door sat dead centre with three large sash windows each side so either the rooms were huge or there were a lot of rooms. We were heading directly for it, the driveway lined up on the front door so I couldn’t tell how deep the building was though I was willing to bet it was at least as deep as it was wide. The entire façade was rendered and painted bright white, three columns either side of the front door supported a wide balcony above it.  
 
    It was a splendid property and in thinking that I realised that it must be the Maharaja’s England residence. It screamed opulence. ‘Is this the Maharaja’s house?’ I asked, confident that I had worked it out and wondering if he was here to give me his gift in person. 
 
    ‘Yes, Mrs Fisher.’ I sat back in my chair, pleased that I was going to see the young king again. ‘And no.’ Mr Worthington concluded, confusing me once again. Seeing my brow furrow, he finally tried to put me out of my misery as he stopped the car. ‘This is now your house, Mrs Fisher.’ 
 
    I heard exactly what he said, yet I couldn’t make any sense of his words. How could this be my house? ‘But,’ I managed to say one word as I stared at Mr Worthington and waited for the unfair punchline to come. He smiled at me over his shoulder, his head and body turned in his seat to meet my eyes. ‘But,’ I said again.  
 
    Mr Worthington opened his door and got out, walking slowly around the car to open my door as well. Once again, he offered his hand to help me get out. I accepted it, sliding around and out with my knees together, trying to be ladylike though my clothes looked like I had been fighting in them. As I stood up, he opened his left hand to let a set of keys dangle from them.  
 
    ‘My instructions were to find you as you departed the Aurelia, Mrs Fisher. I apologise that I failed to do so and have taken so long to catch up with you. It was the Maharaja’s desire that you be presented with this gift upon your return. There are some documents in my briefcase for you to sign which will transfer the deed to your name.  
 
    ‘The deed? You mean he’s not just letting me stay here?’ 
 
    Mr Worthington chuckled. ‘No, Mrs Fisher. He is giving you the house. I believe he said that it was too far from London for his purposes. The house and all its contents are yours. You will not even need to furnish unless you tire of the décor.’ 
 
    He was trying to take me to the house, but I couldn’t get my feet to move. How was this my house? How could I even contemplate living here? It was too much, not just as a gift, but for me as a person to manage. ‘How am I ever going to manage this place?’ I wailed. ‘It’s too big, I’ll never be able to keep it clean.’ I wasn’t making any sense, I knew that, but my senses were so overloaded that I felt like crying and the house was just too big and too scary. 
 
    Mr Worthington came back a few steps to rejoin me. With a soft, kind voice, he said, ‘I believe the Maharaja has considered that also. The house comes with live in staff: a gardener, a handy man, a chef and a cleaner. In fact, the only position unfilled was that of butler.’ My heart stopped beating, I knew what he was going to say next and I started running. Calling after me, Mr Worthington said, ‘The Maharaja was very specific about who I was to offer employment to.’ 
 
    As I hit the bottom step, the double sized front door opened ahead of me and a tall, dark-skinned figure stepped into the light. He looked at me as I raced toward him and started moving to intercept me, his mouth opening as he said, ‘Good afternoon, madam.’ 
 
    We met on the top step as I leapt into his arms and clung to him. By this point I was bawling my eyes out and unable to speak. Jermaine was here. Jermaine was here and he had accepted the post as my butler in this stupidly grand house and my life would be forevermore complete.  
 
    They say you can hug a person for three seconds before it starts becoming weird. Well, Jermaine and I remained rooted to the same spot for more than a minute. Neither of us said anything, not that I could if I tried, but eventually, through the joyful tears, I managed to croak, ‘How?’ 
 
    He pulled away and straightened his jacket, taking a silk handkerchief from a pocket to hand me. As I dabbed my eyes, he said, ‘I was approached to take the position a short while ago.’ 
 
    ‘How long ago?’ I asked suspiciously. 
 
    ‘Two weeks, madam.’ 
 
    ‘Two weeks! You’ve known about this for two weeks!’ I slapped his arm as hard as I could, which was much like slapping a lamppost and stung my hand in much the same way. 
 
    ‘I was instructed to keep it a secret, madam. You were to be surprised upon your return to Southampton. Apparently, that did not happen quite as planned.’ 
 
    Mr Worthington was waiting patiently a short way off. When I turned toward him with a questioning look, he said, ‘The deeds, Mrs Fisher. I just need you to sign some paperwork and I will get out of your way. No doubt you would like to explore and meet your staff. I believe the car collection is quite something.’ 
 
    I felt dizzy again. Car Collection? Staff? ‘Hold on,’ I begged. ‘How am I supposed to pay the staff?’ They would all be out of a job in a week. It was one thing to give me a house, but I didn’t have the money to pay for it to be run. 
 
    Mr Worthington just smiled at me. ‘They are all employed by the Maharaja, Mrs Fisher. As will be any new staff you see fit to take on. All maintenance and upkeep of the house is to be paid for by the palace until such time as you choose to sell it. Please believe me when I say that you have nothing to worry about.’ Mr Worthington started up the final step toward the front door, but Jermaine stopped him with a quick gesture before turning back to address me. ‘There is one more thing I need to share with you, madam. One more unexpected surprise, if you will.’ 
 
    I wasn’t sure I could take another shock; I was still reeling from this one. More than anything, I needed a lie down. ‘What is it?’ I squeaked in a mix of terror and excitement. 
 
    ‘It’s me,’ said a blonde voice from the doorway behind Jermaine. Standing in the doorway, and looking as perfect and radiant as ever, was Barbara Berkeley. My legs began to collapse, and Jermaine had to dart forward to catch me. 
 
    ‘How?’ I asked, not for the first time. 
 
    Barbie joined Jermaine and me on the steps. Since he already had his arms around me to keep me from the floor, she threw her arms around the pair of us, shouting, ‘Group hug.’ When she released us a few seconds later, she explained, ‘Hideki got his junior year assignment. He’s going to St Barts in London. I thought you might let me crash here for a few days until I get a place of my own.’ 
 
    ‘Are you kidding?’ I sobbed. ‘I think there’s probably a spare bedroom or two here.’ 
 
    ‘There are fourteen, madam,’ Jermaine supplied.  
 
    ‘Then you are staying with me. Besides, I might need your help.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes,’ she replied, her enormous grin back in place where one could usually find it. ‘Jermaine tells me you have opened your own private investigations business.’ 
 
    I stood staring at the pair of them with an open mouth. ‘How the hell do you know that?’ 
 
    She grinned and nudged Jermaine, who then made a big show of taking out his wallet and being disappointed at having to hand her a crisp twenty pounds note. ‘Jermaine and I had a little wager on what you would do next.’ Then she stuck out her hand for me to take. ‘Come on, Patty, you have to see inside this place. It’s enormous.’ 
 
    I took her hand and then grabbed Jermaine’s, and like Dorothy and pals going down the yellow brick road, we skipped into the house.  
 
    The End 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Note from the Author: 
 
    Hi there. Thank you for reading my series of cruise adventures. Since you are reading this, I shall assume you read the whole thing and thus thoroughly enjoyed it. The good news is that there is so much more waiting for you. You will find a link below to the next book, What Sam Knew, on the following page.  
 
    As a historic marker, I first published this complete-series box set at the height of the Covid-19 crisis. My family and I live in southeast England where we are all in lock down and look set to remain in isolation for some time. The horror unfolding on our televisions is unlikely to touch as we choose to obey the governments instructions and my work remains unaffected because I already work from home. My wife is thirty-five weeks pregnant, though, and entirely unhappy at the prospect of giving birth alone. 
 
    We shall see what comes. 
 
    This feels like an appropriate time to mention that this is not my first series; there are many other books already waiting for you. So, if you enjoyed Patricia’s adventures, you may wish to check out Tempest Michaels, Amanda Harper and Jane Butterworth. Like Patricia, they solve mysteries and their stories are written to make you laugh and keep you turning pages when you really ought to be going to sleep. There’s also a fantasy series now well under way where wizards and demons battle. It contains the same blend of action and humour as all my books, but it will not be for everyone. 
 
    Whatever you decide, you can be assured I had enormous fun writing the tales you just read and hope you enjoyed reading them. If you didn’t, then I am surprised you got this far. If you did, then you probably want more, and there are a couple of ways of achieving that.  
 
    On the next page you will find links to the next series of Patricia Fisher books. At the time of writing, I am still producing these but if you enjoyed her cruise, I can assure you there is so much more to come. I am currently finishing my thirty-second and expect that number to increase significantly over the next few years. I am a full-time author with a head full of stories to tell.  
 
    I won’t bore you with load of information about me, but I will attempt to entice you into signing up to receive my newsletter. Thousands of people already do; I use it to reveal new covers, tell them how and where to get my books at the cheapest price and invite them to join in with my work. Often the books are dedicated to someone who write in with a suggestion for a character, or recently, an idea for a magical weapon.  
 
    Scroll down a couple of pages and check out the good stuff.  
 
    Steve Higgs 
 
    Patricia Fisher Mystery Adventures 
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    Will she see Alistair again? Is her new business set to flourish? Will she end up going back to the ship (Spoiler alert! – she does!) 
 
    Find out all where her life goes next but be certain of one thing; there will be murder, mayhem, and much more fun. 
 
    Click here to get your copy! 
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    Patricia Fisher Mystery Adventures 
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    Solstice Goat – Blue Moon Mysteries Book 1 
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    Blue Moon Investigations 
 
    Paranormal Nonsense 
 
    The Phantom of Barker Mill 
 
    Amanda Harper Paranormal Detective 
 
    The Klowns of Kent 
 
    Dead Pirates of Cawsand 
 
    In the Doodoo With Voodoo 
 
    The Witches of East Malling 
 
    Crop Circles, Cows and Crazy Aliens 
 
    Whispers in the Rigging 
 
    Bloodlust Blonde – a short story 
 
    Paws of the Yeti 
 
    Under a Blue Moon – A Paranormal Detective Origin Story 
 
    Night Work 
 
    Lord Hale’s Monster 
 
      
 
    The Realm of False Gods series 
 
      
 
    Untethered Magic 
 
    Unleashed magic 
 
    Early Shift 
 
    Damaged but Powerful 
 
    Demon Bound 
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    If you want to keep up with what I am writing, see cover reveals first, claim a place on my advance reader team where you will get early draft copies of each book for free, and take part in competitions and all the other fun stuff I have going on then you just need to tell me where to send you my FREE books.  
 
    There are two mailing lists you can join. The first is for Fans of Patricia Fisher, which is just to do with my cozy mystery writing.  If, however, Urban Fantasy is your thing you can join the Urban Fantasy newsletter list. Both come with FREE books and you can unsubscribe at any time. Both are FREE to join, and the books are yours forever no matter what you decide to do.  
 
    Please sign me up to Fans of Patricia Fisher mailing list and send me my FREE Patricia Fisher book. 
 
    Please sign me up to your Urban Fantasy mailing list and send me FREE fantasy books. 
 
    You can follow me by clicking any of the links below 
 
      
 
    Website 
 
    Facebook 
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