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The Voyage, Day 4




The sun beat down on Scarlett Fox's shoulders as she watched the dolphins frolic in the distance. They were magnificent creatures and, with a glass of prosecco in one hand and a camera in the other, Scarlett felt this was exactly what she needed. After all, she had been working hard and this was the first holiday she'd been able to take all year. Freedom Of The Waves was everything she'd hoped for and more. She had been here just 4 days, and it was the cruise ship of her dreams. It was the height of luxury, with over 2000 rooms, multiple swimming pools, spas, and restaurants. It was a far cry from her mundane life back home. Scarlett, a thirty-year-old freelance reporter, had an impressive list of contacts but struggled to switch off from work and didn't have any real friends. She'd always been career-focused, which left little time for anything else. Her long brown hair blew in the breeze, and her skin, normally quite pale, had developed a healthy glow from the sun..

Suddenly, her phone vibrated in her pocket. She'd missed a call while she was absorbed by the dolphins. It was a voicemail from the ship's Silver Spa reminding her that she had a Swedish massage booked for 3:30 p.m. and that she needed to check in fifteen minutes early. Checking her watch, she saw it was already 2 p.m. and decided to head back to her room to get ready.

◆◆◆

Scarlett's cabin was a world away from her cramped city apartment. Sunlight streamed through floor-to-ceiling windows, showcasing a breathtaking ocean vista. A plush queen-sized bed beckoned, and even the bathroom was luxurious, boasting a double bathtub and a shower fit for a queen. She couldn't wait to get back here later and enjoy it all.

She showered, changed into a summer dress with some flat sandals and grabbed her bag, eager to indulge in a bit of pampering.

The spa's receptionist, a striking woman with long, wavy hair and captivating brown eyes, greeted Scarlett with a warm smile. As Scarlett followed her through a curtained doorway and down a softly lit corridor, the scent of lavender and the gentle flicker of wall sconces calmed her nerves.

The treatment room was a haven of tranquility, dimly lit and filled with the soothing aroma of scented candles. Fresh flowers in crystal vases added a touch of elegance. "Mel will be with you shortly," the receptionist murmured, her smile unwavering. "Please, make yourself comfortable."

Scarlett nodded gratefully, feeling a sense of peace wash over her. This was exactly the escape she needed.

◆◆◆

"Ah, Miss Fox. How was it?" The receptionist greeted Scarlett as she emerged from the treatment room.

"Oh, amazing. Thank you so much," Scarlett replied with a smile. "I'd like to book another session for the day before we dock back in Southampton, please. Is that possible?"

"Of course, Miss Fox. Shall we do it at the same time?"

"Yes, please. At the same time, same everything," Scarlett said.

The receptionist tapped at her computer keyboard and gave Scarlett a little nod. "That's all booked in for you, Miss Fox. See you next week!"

As Scarlett turned to leave, she noticed a bag on one of the seats in the waiting area.

"Excuse me," she said, turning back to the receptionist. "I've noticed a bag has been left. It probably belongs to someone who is currently in a treatment room, but I thought I would mention it, just to be on the safe side."

The receptionist came out from behind her desk. "No, we don't have anyone else in right now. You were our last client for the day. That's very strange. I didn't even see anyone come in," she replied, as she began to approach the abandoned bag.

"No!" cried Scarlett, putting her hand gently on the receptionist's arm. "We should inform the authorities, and we certainly should not go near the bag."

The receptionist looked shaken. "Okay. I'll call security."

As she went back behind her desk to telephone security, Scarlett took out her notepad and her camera. She always carried them, no matter where she was or what she was doing.  She instantly began snapping photos of the bag and its location. If this turned out to be sinister, she wanted good photos of it for her story. Minutes later, the ship's security officers arrived in the reception room. Scarlett quickly put her camera and her notepad back into her bag.

"Ladies, I am Sergeant Peters. We need to evacuate this area. Everyone needs to go to the far end of the ship, please. My colleague will show you the way. Please leave in a calm and orderly fashion," said a burly guard. He had neatly styled, jet-black hair, and he wore a suit, rather than the gear that the rest of the guards were wearing. His face had slightly chiseled features. He was quite pale, and Scarlett guessed him to be around 6 ft 1. He came across as the head of security, so Scarlett made her move and approached him.

"Sir, I am the one who found the abandoned bag. Surely you have questions for me?"

"All in good time, Miss Fox. Please, make your way to B deck," he replied.

The receptionist did as she was told and left the room. However, Scarlett was reluctant.

"How do you know my name?" asked Scarlett, curiously. 

"I also know you are a reporter, and you're getting no more information at this time. Please vacate this area as I previously asked, so that my team can move in."

Scarlett sulked as she walked away, thinking to herself how rude the sergeant had been.

◆◆◆


The sergeant’s radio crackled with urgency as he checked the treatment rooms for anyone who had been left behind, "Boss, it's a bomb!" The voice sent a chill down Sergeant Peters' spine. This wasn't part of the briefing. The body in the pool was. That was why he was here. But a bomb? His pulse quickened as he barked orders into his radio, mobilizing the ship's security team. Chaos wasn't an option; not with over three thousand lives on board.


His mind raced as he strode toward the pool, the scene of the first grim discovery. The woman's lifeless form, clad in a bikini, floated face down in the water. He surveyed the scene, his trained eyes noting every detail. "Anyone see anything?" he asked his officers, though he knew the answer.

"No, sir. We're working on the CCTV," an officer replied, echoing his earlier thoughts. Peters knew the ship's security system had been compromised; it was all part of the intricate plan. But the bomb was playing on his mind. This was an unwelcome twist.

He made meticulous notes, his mind already strategizing. They were in the middle of the Mediterranean on a cruise ship bigger than a small village. A ticking time bomb on one end and a chilling murder on the other. He needed to take control, and quickly.

◆◆◆

On B Deck, a commotion was stirring. A small group of people, likely those closest to the spa, had gathered, anxiety etched on their faces as they wondered why they were being evacuated. Right now, only Scarlett and the receptionist knew the truth about the abandoned bag, and Scarlett wanted to keep it that way. The perpetrator was still on board, and she was determined to be the one to uncover their identity.

As Scarlett moved through the crowd, snippets of hushed conversations and nervous speculation reached her ears. Suddenly, she bumped into the receptionist.

"Oh! Miss Fox! How scary was that? How on earth did you keep so calm?" the receptionist asked, her voice trembling.

"I'm used to it," Scarlett replied with a dismissive wave of her hand. "And please, call me Scarlett." She extended her hand, and the receptionist, Jenny, shook it.

"I'm Jenny. But, how can you get used to something like that?"

"It's lovely to meet you properly, Jenny. Listen, I'd like to keep what happened back there between us for now. I'm a reporter, and I really want to get the main scoop on this one. I doubt there are many reporters on board, but you can never be too careful! We are a sneaky bunch!"

Jenny nodded, but before she could speak, a helicopter roared overhead, circling and then descending. Scarlett guessed it was landing on the helipad near where the bag was found. Soon, armed police officers appeared, having disembarked from the helicopter. Scarlett strained to hear the crackle of an officer's radio, knowing an announcement was imminent. She picked up the words 'bomb' and 'disarmed,' followed by 'Plan B.'

Just then, an officer addressed the crowd, "Okay everyone, listen up! My officers will be collecting names and room numbers. Then, I want all of you to return to your cabins immediately."

"But, when can we come out?" someone shouted from the back.

"We will be issuing further instructions in due course, Sir," the officer replied.

◆◆◆

Back in her cabin, Scarlett prepared for her guest who would be knocking on the door anytime soon. She quickly changed out of her robe, slipping into a white summer dress adorned with delicate pink flowers. The hem grazed her knees, and she swapped her fluffy slippers for strappy sandals with a modest heel. She poured a glass of wine, and just as she was about to take a sip, there was a knock at the door.

"Hello, come in," she greeted Sergeant Peters with a warm smile, recognizing him from their earlier encounter at the spa. "Would you care for a drink?" she offered, gesturing towards the bottle.

"No, thank you, Miss Fox. I'm on duty," the Sergeant replied, his voice firm but polite. "I'd like to resolve this situation quickly so you can all continue enjoying your holiday."

Scarlett gracefully settled into a chair by the window, the vast ocean stretching out behind her. The Sergeant took the seat opposite, his posture reflecting his professional demeanor. "Firstly," he began, "can I ask what time you arrived at the Silver Spa?"

"I arrived at precisely 3:15 p.m.," Scarlett responded, her memory sharp. "And no, the bag wasn't there when I arrived."

"Thank you, Miss Fox."

Before he could continue, Scarlett interjected with a gentle smile, "Please, call me Scarlett."

The Sergeant nodded. "Very well, Scarlett. Could you tell me what time you discovered the bag?"

"It was around 4:10 p.m.," Scarlett explained, her tone casual. "My appointment was half an hour, and I'm required to have a glass of water and rest for a few minutes before leaving the treatment room. Afterwards, I rebooked with Jenny at the reception desk. So, yes, I'd estimate around 4:10 p.m." She paused, then added with a hint of curiosity, "Lastly, is there anyone on board this ship you know personally?"

"No," Scarlett replied succinctly. "I don't know anyone on the ship. I'm here on a holiday."

"Okay, that will do for now, Scarlett," the Sergeant concluded, rising from his chair. "Thank you for your time. We may need to speak again, but until then, enjoy the rest of your holiday."

"Excuse me, Officer," Scarlett called out, a touch of assertiveness in her voice. "Sergeant, I mean," she corrected herself with a sheepish grin. "I have a few questions of my own."

"I'm afraid I don't have much to share at this point," the Sergeant responded, his tone apologetic. "I haven't interviewed enough guests yet."

"I understand," Scarlett conceded. "But perhaps we could meet later this evening? You could have that drink you can't have while on duty," she suggested with a playful smirk.

A flicker of amusement crossed the Sergeant's face. "Thank you again for your time, Miss Fox," he repeated, a hint of warmth in his tone.

He departed, leaving Scarlett to her thoughts. She promptly booked room service, eager to document the day's events and skip the bustling restaurant scene.

◆◆◆

The clock struck 7 p.m., and Scarlett's pen paused mid-sentence. A steaming bath beckoned, a fragrant escape from the day's events. She slipped into her plush robe, her fingers tracing the array of aromatic bath oils. Mandarin and Cherry - a tantalizing change from her usual lavender-rose routine. As she reached for her face mask, a knock interrupted her. A quick glance through the peephole revealed a familiar figure: the Sergeant from earlier. A smile touched her lips as she opened the door.

"Sergeant, what an unexpected pleasure," Scarlett greeted, her voice laced with warmth.

"Indeed," he replied, a hint of surprise in his own tone. "Please, call me Quinn off-duty. I believe you had some questions?"

"I was just about to indulge in a bath," Scarlett gestured towards the bathroom, "but it can wait."

She turned off the nearly full tub and returned to find Quinn captivated by the ocean view. A flicker of attraction stirred within her, quickly suppressed beneath her professional facade.

"Quinn, can I offer you a drink?" she asked, holding up two glasses with a playful glint in her eyes.

"Red, please," Quinn accepted, taking a seat. Scarlett poured the drinks, the clink of crystal against glass punctuating the silence.

"So, Quinn," Scarlett began, her reporter's instinct kicking in, "I understand you can't reveal much, but is there anything you can share?"

Quinn hesitated, "Officially, I'm not supposed to speak to the press..."

"But we're on a cruise ship in the middle of the Mediterranean," Scarlett countered, her tone light, "Surely news has already reached the mainland through guests making contact with loved ones?"

A reluctant chuckle escaped Quinn's lips. "True. I can confirm the abandoned bag contained a bomb, thankfully disarmed. It was a decoy, attempting to keep us busy as someone dumped a body of a female in one of the pools."

Scarlett masked her surprise with a practiced compassionate smile. "That's helpful. I'll draft something for the public, respecting the victim’s family and their privacy, of course. Can you tell me her name?"

"Thank you," Quinn's voice softened."Sarah Hardy," He revealed, a shadow passing over his features.

Scarlett's pen scratched across her notepad.

"One more drink before you go?" she coaxed, but Quinn declined.

“I really must be going, I have an early start. But thank you, I enjoyed the one I had,' Quinn said with a smile.

As the door closed behind him, Scarlett's mind raced, already weaving the threads of a story. She re-filled her glass and headed to her bath.


The Voyage, Day 5




The morning sun filtered through Scarlett's cabin window, casting a warm glow on her face. "Paradise found," she murmured, stretching luxuriously. The gentle sway of the ship and the endless ocean view were a world away from her usual hectic life. Last night's news flash had been a gamble, but it had paid off handsomely. Her inbox overflowed with messages, and her social media was buzzing. A triumphant grin spread across her face as she reached for her phone, ignoring the insistent buzzing that had started while she slept.

"Fifteen messages, five missed calls," she mused, a thrill running through her. The public was hooked, and her boss... Well, that was a different story.

"Scarlett, darling," Stephen's voice boomed through the phone, "you've outdone yourself!"

The praise was quickly followed by a bombshell. "But, you're on holiday! We'll hand this over to Laura."

Scarlett's blood ran cold. Laura, the new intern with the killer smile and figure, was already a thorn in her side. "No way," she retorted, her voice laced with steel. "I can handle this."

“Fox. I am ordering you to step down from this.”

“Sir, with all due respect…”

“I will not be changing my mind.”

“At least let me give them some snippets. Come on, Sir. I’ve got the public hooked!”

There was a pause whilst Stephen seemed to be contemplating this. "Fine, but don't overdo it. I want Laura to take the lead." he warned.

The call ended, leaving a bitter taste in Scarlett's mouth. She needed air, space to breathe and plot her next move. The game was afoot, and she wasn't about to let anyone steal her thunder.

◆◆◆

Quinn lingered in the corridor, the echo of Scarlett's heated conversation with her boss still ringing in his ears. His initial plan to leverage her journalistic ambition for his investigation had hit a snag. He'd been counting on Scarlett's tenacity, her insatiable hunger for a story, to unearth crucial details about the shipboard murders. But now, with her boss sidelining her, that avenue seemed to be closing.

A flicker of disappointment warred with a grudging respect. He admired her spirit, her refusal to back down, even when faced with a direct order. It reminded him of his own early days in the service, the unwavering determination to pursue the truth, regardless of the obstacles.

But his admiration didn't solve his problem. He needed information, and Scarlett, with her sharp mind and knack for extracting secrets, was his best bet. He contemplated his next move, his fingers drumming a silent rhythm against his thigh.

Should he approach her directly, appeal to her sense of justice? That could backfire, pushing her further into defiance and causing her to question his intentions.

Quinn's gaze drifted to the ocean view at the end of the corridor, the endless expanse mirroring the uncertainty of his situation. The gentle lapping of waves against the hull was a stark contrast to the turmoil brewing within the ship's walls. He had a murder to solve, and time was running out. He couldn't afford to lose Scarlett as an asset. With a resolute sigh, he turned and walked away, his mind already formulating a new strategy. The game was far from over, and he was determined to play it his way.

◆◆◆

The breakfast queue snaked through the ship's opulent dining hall, a tantalizing aroma of freshly baked pastries and sizzling bacon filling the air. Scarlett, running fashionably late as always, used the wait to peruse the extensive menu. Five days into the cruise, and she still hadn't sampled all the culinary delights on offer. The prospect of freshly baked bagels with cream cheese, today's special, made her mouth water.

As she was guided to her table by a waiter, the sight of armed police officers patrolling the room sent a shiver down her spine. The idyllic image of a luxury cruise had been shattered, replaced by the chilling reality of a murderer on the loose.

Her table offered a window view, where she spotted Jenny, the spa receptionist, standing on the balcony and taking in the sea breeze. A wave of warmth washed over Scarlett; Jenny was the only person she'd connected with on board. Excusing herself from the waiter, Scarlett stepped outside to join her.

"Morning, Jenny," she greeted her.

"Scarlett!" Jenny's reply was laced with relief. "This whole thing is unnerving, isn't it? I barely slept a wink. I didn’t even want to leave my cabin to have breakfast, but my partner convinced me to pull myself together."

Scarlett chuckled, "I actually slept surprisingly well."

Jenny's brow furrowed, "Really? How? With a potential murderer lurking around?"

"I guess I'm just used to the idea of danger," Scarlett shrugged, her nonchalance a practiced facade. "Besides," she added with a sly grin, "doesn't the heavy police presence make you feel safer?"

"A bit," Jenny admitted, her shoulders relaxing slightly. "But it's still... unsettling. And now they're cutting our holiday short."

Scarlett's eyebrows shot up, "What? They're ending the cruise early?"

"Apparently," Jenny sighed. "We dock in Lisbon on Monday, then we're being put up in a hotel until they arrange flights home. They put a note under our door this morning."

Disappointment washed over Scarlett, quickly replaced by a steely determination. This wasn't over; she'd find the killer before they reached Lisbon.

"Well," Scarlett forced a cheerful tone, "I hope you and your boyfriend enjoy your last few days on board!"

Jenny's face lit up with a warm smile, "Girlfriend, actually. Her name's Eloise."

A blush crept onto Scarlett's cheeks, "I'm so sorry, I just assumed..."

"No worries," Jenny chuckled, "happens all the time."

As Scarlett returned to her breakfast, a pang of loneliness hit her. Despite her independent spirit, she craved connection, a genuine bond. A lover or even a good friend. Maybe, just maybe, she could find that amidst the chaos and danger that had engulfed her idyllic voyage.

◆◆◆

After breakfast, Scarlett returned to her cabin. She couldn't shake off a wave of disappointment that her luxurious escape had been cut short. Her room, with its plush furnishings and endless ocean view, had become a sanctuary, a stark contrast to her cramped city apartment. But the allure of unraveling the mystery surrounding the shipboard murders beckoned, outweighing her desire for relaxation.

As she closed the door behind her, a flash of white on the floor caught her eye. She presumed it was the note Jenny had mentioned, the official announcement of their premature departure of the ship, in Lisbon. A pang of frustration mixed with determination surged through her. She wouldn't let this derail her pursuit of the truth.

Armed with her trusty notepad and pen, Scarlett embarked on her mission. Her plan was methodical: start with the guests on the upper decks and work her way down, saving the crew for last. Each deck was a microcosm of society, a mix of personalities and secrets waiting to be unearthed.

Her first encounter was with an elderly couple enjoying the sea breeze on a bench. Their recounting of events was disappointingly mundane, echoing the official narrative she already knew. Undeterred, she moved on, her journalistic instincts guiding her through the labyrinth of corridors and staterooms.

As the sun climbed higher, casting an unforgiving glare on the deck, Scarlett decided to retreat to the cool haven of one of the outdoor pools. The morning's interviews had yielded little new information, but she remained undeterred. The killer was still out there, and she was determined to expose them.

On her way back to her cabin, a familiar figure emerged from the shadows, a welcome respite from the growing tension. "Hello, Sergeant Peters," she greeted, her voice betraying a hint of warmth that surprised even herself. “How are you?”

"Tired," Quinn replied with a weary chuckle, his eyes reflecting the strain of the ongoing investigation. "But it's all part and parcel, isn't it? How about you? How do you feel about your holiday being cut short?"

Scarlett's lips curved into a wry smile. "It is what it is," she replied, her tone a mix of resignation and defiance. "I'm a bit gutted, but at least we can see some sights in Portugal before we go home."

"That's the spirit," Quinn commended, a hint of admiration in his voice. "Now, if you'll excuse me, duty calls."

"Of course. I was just on my way to get ready for a swim," Scarlett replied, a touch of reluctance in her tone. "Lovely to see you again!"

As their paths diverged, Scarlett couldn't deny the unexpected flutter in her chest. The intensity of the situation had forged an unlikely connection, a spark amidst the shadows. She shook off the thought, refocusing on the task at hand.

Stepping into her cabin, a sense of unease prickled her skin. Something was amiss, a subtle shift in the familiar arrangement of her belongings. Dismissing it as paranoia, she busied herself with preparations for a much-needed cup of tea before her swim. The comforting ritual was disrupted by a niggling feeling, a persistent whisper that something was out of place.

Her eyes fell upon the tea-making area, a scene of disarray. The milk jug and sugar bowl lay overturned, their contents spilled across the pristine countertop. A cold dread settled over her. She hadn't been clumsy; someone had been here.

A frantic search of her belongings confirmed her worst fears. Her laptop, her lifeline, was gone. Panic surged through her, momentarily eclipsing her reporter's instincts. But only for a moment. With a deep breath, she channeled her fear into action, determined to find the intruder who had violated her sanctuary and stolen her most valued possession.

◆◆◆

An officer stood in Scarlett's cabin, notepad in hand, his tone professional yet casual. "Miss Fox, let's just confirm a few details," he began. "You left your cabin this morning for breakfast around 9:30 a.m., correct?"

Scarlett nodded, her memory sharp despite the turmoil of the past few days. "Yes, I was running a bit late because I was catching up on some work."

"And you returned around 10:30 a.m. to find a note about the cruise being cut short?"

"That's right," Scarlett affirmed, her brow furrowing slightly. "It was on the floor by the door. But I know I'm not the only one who got it. Jenny, the receptionist at the spa, received one too. Oh! And your Sergeant knew about the situation when I bumped into him earlier."

The officer made a note, his pen scratching against the paper. "After reading the note, you left your cabin again. What time was that?"

Scarlett paused, mentally retracing her steps. "Around 11 a.m., I'd say. I read the note, freshened up a bit, and then headed out."

"And when you left, everything in your room was in its usual place?"

"As far as I could tell," Scarlett replied, a hint of uncertainty in her voice. "I didn't use the kettle area at that time, so I can't be sure about that."

The officer's gaze sharpened. "When did you last use your laptop, the one that's missing?"

"Last night," Scarlett answered, her mind casting back to the previous evening. "I'm not sure exactly when I put it away, but it was late."

Suddenly, a thought struck her, and her eyes widened in alarm. "My papers!" she exclaimed, rushing towards a table by the window. "They're gone too! I had a stack of notes about the incidents on board, and they were right here on this table this morning!"

Panic started to creep into her voice. "There's no personal information in the notes, but my laptop... it has everything. There was sensitive information about the investigation in those notes, and my laptop has details about every story I've ever covered. Oh my god," she gasped, her hand flying to her mouth, "my witness statements!"

The officer's expression turned grave. "Witness statements?"

"I'm a reporter," Scarlett explained, her voice strained. "I had witness statements on my laptop, not just from this case, but from previous investigations too. Some of them contained personal contact details, even addresses."

The gravity of the situation hit the officer, and he immediately reached for his radio.

"Boss?”

“Go ahead.”

“We need to conduct cabin searches," he barked into the device, his voice laced with urgency. "We're looking for a laptop and possibly other stolen items. Room 1001. Miss Fox."

He turned back to Scarlett, his expression apologetic. "Thank you for bringing this to our attention, Miss Fox. We'll do everything we can to recover your belongings."

Scarlett nodded, her mind racing with worry and a growing sense of dread. The theft of her laptop was no longer just an inconvenience; it was a potential threat to the safety and privacy of countless individuals. As the officer left her cabin, the weight of responsibility pressed down on her shoulders, a heavy burden amidst the luxurious surroundings of the cruise ship turned crime scene.
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