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Chapter 1
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- She was so young, poor thing! What was her name again? – asked the police officer sadly looking at the breathless body of a young girl, lying motionlessly on the cold floor near the swimming pool.

- Her name was Ashley Evans, - answered Nicole with the trembling voice hardly holding back tears, - She was just twenty-two...

The police officer made couple of notes in his report and bent over the body to get a better look at it. The deceased girl was dressed in a sea-green swimsuit and wore a snorkelling mask. Her dark long hair was carelessly dishevelled.

- So, you are saying she drowned in the pool? – he asked thoughtfully looking up at Nicole.

- Well, I found her in the pool, - the girl answered innocently, brushing away her tears. - A quarter of an hour ago. And immediately called the police.

- Got it. And how often did your partner swim alone at night? It's only half past five in the morning, - after a pause, the police officer asked again. – And in the cold water? - he added, giving an experienced glance at a sign on the wall saying that the pool was only heated during the day.

- I... I don’t know, - Nicole said quietly. - Ashley was very frivolous, sometimes even extravagant. And she hated living by the rules.

- How long have you known her?

- A little more than a year, - the girl answered √. - Yes, she got a job with us at the Utopia Hotel about a year ago.

- Got it. Tell me in more details how did you find her. What were you doing before that? – asked the police officer lifting one eyebrow ready to make notes in the report.

- Well, the whole evening we worked with Ashley in the bar and casino but her shift finished two hours earlier than mine. And she left, - said Nicole.

The police officer was looking her straight into the eyes with fully unhidden interest and she continued:

- The last two hours I was alone anyway, you know, the customers left... But I’m supposes to stay in the playing room till the end of the shift, till five in the morning. What if somebody decides to come back?

What happened next? – inquired the police officer.

- Based on set tradition, the last one to leave work must lock all the doors and make a general round for the safety of hotel guests. Basically, we don’t have many guests now – only four. And if not the management conference happening now in our city, there wouldn’t be any. All four arrived for business trip to attend qualification advancement course.

- Mm... go on, - he nodded, noting after her.

- And during the general round I noticed accidentally that the door leading to the pool was slightly opened. I came close to closer and suddenly saw Ashley in the water. Nearby on the floor was her crumpled uniform. Ashley was wearing this snorkelling mask, face down. I called her but she did not answer, - the girl said, sobbing convulsively. Then I pushed her several times with a scavenger net, and she suddenly turned face up. Her eyes were closed and she didn't move... sorry, it's really hard for me to talk about this... I still can't believe it.

At that moment, a colleague approached the police officer and whispered something in his ear. He nodded meaningfully and answered thoughtfully, turning to Nicole:

- Well, that's all for now, thanks. You can go. An investigator for this case will be appointed in the coming days, and you will probably be contacted again to clarify the details.

- But... I already told you everything, - the girl muttered, wiping her tears.

- Certainly. But when there is a suspicion of an intentional murder, an investigation is launched and all possible suspects and witnesses are interrogated, the officer explained.

- Murder? - turning white as a sheet, asked Nicole. - So, you think she was killed?

- There are many evidences showing your colleague did not drown by accident, - the police officer said dispassionately. - For example, the top two buttons on her uniform are torn off, which means she most likely didn’t take it off herself... Moreover, maybe even resisted. And one ear is missing an earring. Probably got lost in the fight with the killer, too. And swimming at night in cold water in any case looks strange.

Nicole's initial shock changed in an instant to panic, and she began to pant.
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Chapter 2 – Five days earlier
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- How long do we have to go? - Daniel asked impatiently, looking dejectedly at the monotonous landscapes quickly flashing in front of him from the car window.

- You asked that fifteen minutes ago, - Bill replied calmly, keeping his eyes on the road. - Is it necessary to ask this so often?

- I told you we should’ve flew by plane, - the guy continued to whine, picking a hole in the side door of the car out of boredom. – We would have already arrived.

- I don't like flying, - Bill replied emotionlessly. - It might not be safe. I always go on business trips by car. And for the first time I took an intern with me.

Daniel smiled back with a hint of irony. Since he was assigned as an intern to the boring and wimpy Bill Carter, he never ceased to be surprised at how different they are. Daniel, in his twenties, was just entering adulthood. He was full of hope and plans for the future. While Bill Carter, a senior manager of a large corporation, at forty-five seemed to Daniel the most boring person who is always afraid of everything and always worries about everything.

- Now let’s fill up and move on, -  Bill said, stopping at a gas station.

- But we still have a quarter of a tank left, - Daniel chuckled. - The light hasn't even turned on yet.

- It's better that way, - he answered with restraint, getting out of the car. - We are going to the dark wilderness, and it’s unknown when we get to the next gas station.

- In the real wilderness? I was hoping to have fun for a few days, - the guy drawled disappointedly, watching through the window as Bill poured gasoline into the car. – At least will the hotel be nice?

- Don't worry, the hotel is the best in town, - Bill reassured him. – Rooms with mini-bar and jacuzzi. The hotel has a gym, casino and swimming pool.

- Swimming pool?! - Daniel exclaimed excitedly. – It's great! Do you know that I'm into diving? And in the summer, I work part-time as a lifeguard on the beach.

- Ah, so that's where this diving mask from in my trunk, - Bill smiled condescendingly, sitting back in the driver's seat. – It’s like you knew that the hotel will have a pool.

- I didn’t. But I hoped, - the guy winked at him. - And you see, I got it right.

- So, you're a swimmer? - Bill continued after a short pause. - I see you have well-trained arms.

- Yes, I am, - Daniel answered proudly. - All the girls are crazy about my muscles.

- How did you get into our firm? - Bill asked. - Even got advanced training courses?

- I want to save up money for my studies, - Daniel answered thoughtfully, becoming more serious. - And go to university. I can't be a beach lifeguard all my life.

- Oh, - he was surprised. - And what do want to study? The manager, I presume?

- No, no, - said the guy. - They are a dime a dozen. I want to become a doctor. I am planning to go to medical school. Well, when I save up enough money, -he added with a sad sigh.

Suddenly, their conversation was interrupted by a shrill phone call. Bill took a quick look at the screen of his cell phone and immediately tensed up.

- Hi, honey, - he answered with a fake sweetness into the phone. - No, we haven't arrived yet. Why so long? Well, there is not a single highway here for the last hour, the roads are bad, the speed is low. How are the kids? Have you already eaten? Have you baked an apple pie? Oh, you spoil them, - he laughed playfully. - Yes, yes, I'll call you when I get there. Kiss you. And kiss the children for me.

- Did your wife call? - Daniel asked, squinting at him when he ended the conversation.

- Yes, that’s her, who else ... - Bill muttered with a changed voice. - She will call ten times before evening to find out where I am and with whom.

Daniel laughed out loud.

- So that is what “family ties” means, - he said through laughter. - Did she accidentally microchip you? Like into a doggy? Well, so you don't get lost.

- She's worse than any microchip herself, - Bill muttered grimly under his breath. – She will find me in any bar after work. I won't be surprised if she gets to the hotel here. No, she will fly on a broomstick.

The phone rang loudly again, and Bill picked it up again, looking doomed.

- Yes darling? We haven't arrived yet, no, - he said softly. Did you forget to ask who we are? Well, I have a trainee boy with me, Daniel. Why haven't you heard of him before? Well, he was recently hired. Of course, I'm sure. There is no girl here. Yes, in the evening we will call on Skype, and you will see for yourself. I will introduce him to you. Ok, kisses.

Daniel looked sympathetically at his colleague. After what he heard, he would probably never marry. Is it really possible to turn from a young free and carefree guy over the years into such a stuffed creature, which, as it turned out, was Bill Carter? Daniel again stared thoughtfully out of the window, sadly looking at the rapidly flickering landscapes in front of him.

- Well, here we are! - Bill announced happily as he parked outside the hotel.

Daniel raised his eyes. The large neon sign of the hotel, shimmering in different colours, read "Utopia." So that's where they'll have to spend a few days.

- Now let's check into the hotel, - Bill said, taking out the suitcases from the trunk, - and we'll figure out exactly where we will have qualification advancement courses tomorrow morning. Hey, don't forget your mask, swimmer!

Daniel picked up his suitcase and headed down the hall. He was actually more interested in where the pool was.

- Good afternoon, - the receptionist girl solemnly greeted them behind the counter. - Welcome to the Utopia Hotel. My name is Nicole. If you need anything, please let me know.
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Chapter 3
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The man leaned back in the soft leather seat of the plane and lazily flipped through the movie on the individual TV screen. Surrounded by business class comfort, he felt relaxed and comfortable. Without hesitation, he pressed the button to call the flight attendant, and with anticipation awaited her arrival. The poor girl had come to him at least five times in the last half an hour, because he paid for this service.

- Mr. Xenakis, what can I do for you? - With a broad on-duty smile, the flight attendant who came up asked instantly.

Paris Xenakis once again gave the girl a satisfied look. The fitted dark blue uniform, combined with a stylish scarf tied around her neck, and a high, perfectly styled hair, suited her very much, and he had a soft spot for beautiful women. Only by a tremendous effort of will did he restrain himself from instinctively slapping her on the bottom.

- What is your name? – tilting his head to the side, he asked slyly.

- Anna. How can I help you? - the girl again dutifully reported the memorized phrase.

- Do you want to know my name? - he asked with undisguised interest.

The girl hesitated for a moment, probably because she ran out of standard phrases and had to think about how to answer this difficult passenger.

- Of course, Mr. Xenakis, - she nodded reservedly, with the same on-duty smile.

- My name is Paris. Paris Xenakis, - he announced proudly, his eyes gliding over the seductive curves of her body without the slightest embarrassment. - Do you want to know why?

This time, the girl's face stretched tensely, throwing off a polite mask, and she silently waited for the continuation.

- I'm Greek American, - he explained. - Well, I won't keep you. Bring me another glass of whiskey.

The girl nodded in relief and disappeared. A moment later, she returned again with a blooming look and the same smile.

- Your whiskey, sir, - she reported, handing him a glass. – Would you like anything else?

- Can I have your company for a while? - he asked with a sly smile. - Well, just talk. I'm really bored. I'm going on a business trip all alone, in the most terrible wilderness. The only pleasure is a business class flight. Come sit next to me, entertain me.

- Sorry, Mr. Xenakis, but this is not according to regulations, - politely replied the flight attendant. - But I can offer you the latest newspapers, a large selection of movies or on-board Internet.

- Well, give me the Internet then, - Paris sighed disappointedly, taking a sip of cold whiskey. - And bring me a dozen oysters, too.

- I'm sorry, Mr. Xenakis, we don't have oysters on the menu. But I can offer you smoked salmon for a snack, - the girl answered affably.

- Give me the salmon then, - he said with a serious look scratching the neck.

The girl disappeared again and soon returned with an elegantly decorated dish of smoked salmon and an on-board tablet.

- Here you are. The Wi-Fi password has already been entered.

Taking a few more sips of whiskey with relish, Paris turned on the tablet which was brought to him and opened his email.

“Dad, please send me some money. I crashed the car, there is not enough for repairs, - he read the first email from his daughter. - And I also need a new smartphone, because at my university everyone already has a new model. After all, your beloved daughter cannot walk like a dweeb with an old model. I love you dad! You are my best!”

“Paris, our kitchen is leaking catastrophically. Now the neighbours from downstairs came and demanded to urgently do something, because their ceiling leaks every day. I called the plumber, but this bloodsucker is asking for a legendary sum for a simple replacement of the entire drain. Then, of course, we will also have to reimburse the neighbours for the repair of their ceiling and parquet, on which water has been dripping for months. Of course, I understand that you are very busy on your business trip, but ... "

Paris convulsively swallowed and closed the email from his wife, without even reading it till the end.

“Hi, honey, I already miss you, - the next email from his mistress began. - I'm sitting here alone, with no panties on at all, thinking about you. I can't wait for your return. By the way, can you give me some money? I've seen some amazing lace lingerie I really want to buy it for your next visit.

The man nervously wiped the sweat on his forehead with his sleeve and courageously continued reading the mail further.

“Dear Mr. Xenakis, we remind you that the payment on the loan expired a month ago, and we kindly ask you to repay the payment as a matter of urgency, - the next email from the bank began.

From the tension, Paris let out an involuntary bestial roar and furiously threw the tablet aside. Money, money, money... All they want from him is just money. He had already squandered everything he had and even got into debt so he won’t disappoint anyone. But the pressure was too much and the money ran out.

He was insanely fond of a luxurious life - expensive cars, watches, women. But the funds were running out, and he saw no way out of this situation.

- In ten minutes, we are landing at the airport, and we ask you to fasten your seat belts and not leave your seats, - the same familiar voice from the speakers reported.

Paris breathed a sigh of relief. A pre-ordered limousine was waiting for him at the airport to take him to the Utopia Hotel, where he would spend the next few days.
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A middle-aged Asian looking man had been sitting motionless with his eyes closed in a reserved seat on the train for probably more than half an hour. The rhythmic tapping of the train created the perfect atmosphere for meditation.

During his many years of meditative practice, Liang Lin learned to enter a trance state in any place and under any circumstances. This was one of the few conscious needs of his, from which he had true satisfaction, completely dissolving in himself and merging with the Source. Otherwise, worldly life seemed full of excesses, so he had no friends or family, and he preferred a moderately ascetic lifestyle.

Moderately - because, with all his love for reclusion, he did not have an opportunity to completely renounce the vain world. As the son of Chinese immigrants in America, he had to adapt to the established order, at least to be able to pay for the rent and food. Therefore, it was impossible to get rid of the need to work a priori. As well as saying no to advanced management training, to which he was sent to as one of the best employees.

And since he consciously did not want to drive a car or fly by plane on a business trip (why such a luxury?), the choice automatically fell on the train, as the most appropriate transportation vehicle. In addition, since his management courses were held in a godforsaken small provincial town, he travelled most of the way without any fellow travellers. Until a noisy group of young people sat down next to him at one of the stops.

- Let's sit here! - shouted a sonorous boyish voice right next to him. - Let's sit here, there's no one here! Well, except for one weirdo, - added the approaching guy, staring at Liang, who was meditating in the lotus position, with undisguised surprise. - Excuse me, could you move a bit?

During meditation, Liang Lin went so deep into himself that he did not see or hear anything around. So, he didn't even move. The guys obviously did not intend to wait long, and so they unceremoniously sat down next to him, without even waiting for an answer.

- I wonder what he's doing? - one of the guys with a large tattoo on his arm asked with interest, looking at the completely motionless Liang. - Is he even alive? Doesn't react at all.

They laughed out loud.

- Try to touch him, - suggested another guy with a tall mohawk. Let's see if he’s warm or not.

Again, a roar of laughter cut through the silence. Obviously, it has already become a matter of principle for these guys to get a meditating man out of his trance, so the topic has gained common interest. However, no touch or noise could stop Liang from meditating. He managed to safely go into a trance even at his workplace during the lunch break, in the midst of hundreds of employees fussing around him. Consciously not letting in worldly noise inside, he achieved the deepest absorption into himself.

- Let's give him a beer, shall we? - the guy with the tattoo said again, to everyone's booming laughter. - Hey Buddha, do you want a beer?”

Liang didn't even move.

- I know what he needs! - the young man with the mohawk suggested cheerfully. - Kate, pull up your shirt and show him your breast, you’ll see, he will wake up right away, - he added, referring to the blonde-haired girlfriend sitting next to him. - Hey, weirdo, open your eyes, the show is here!

- Like hell yeah! - she grumbled angrily, turning away.

- Whatever, let him piss off - the guy with the tattoo waved his hand. - It's probably just a mummy. And we've been talking to it for half an hour now. You need to ask the conductor who left the mummy on the train.

And to the group laughter of his friends, he made a motionless grimace, imitating a meditating man. And at that very moment, Liang's eyes snapped open, and he took a deep breath and slowly lowered his feet to the floor.

The laughter stopped in an instant, and the guys stared at him dumbfounded.

- Well, we... we weren’t talking about you at all, - the tattooed guy muttered indistinctly, feeling Liang’s gaze on him. - We were just joking, not about you at all.

- No need to justify, - Liang said calmly after a short pause. - I don't care at all. I get off at the next stop.

- So, you heard everything? - the tattooed boy asked in astonishment. - Why didn't you react at all?

- I try to avoid conflicts, - Liang explained restrainedly.

- What, you didn't even want to look at Kate's boobs? - the guy with the mohawk asked in surprise. -We have the whole college in line for this.

- No, - the man replied indifferently. – I adhere to the theory of abstinence.

The faces of the young people stretched out in the deepest astonishment, and they looked at each other, as if stating that in front of them was a real weirdo.

- But why? - one of them asked curiously. - It's impossible.

- I will not argue with you, - Liang smiled calmly, rising from his chair. - I have to get out here. Bye now.

He slowly got off the train, with only a backpack on his shoulders, and walked towards the Utopia Hotel. He had to walk for about an hour, but taking a taxi would have been an unnecessary luxury. Being a supporter of asceticism in life, it was not difficult for him to get to the hotel on foot.
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The young man watched in fascination as the effervescent white foam thickly covered the top layer of the tall beer glass. After a long day on the road, what could be better than a glass of cold beer and good company?

- Here you are, - the girl at the bar smiled playfully. - Your beer. What did you say your name was?

- Daniel, - the young man smiled back. - And you are Ashley then? - he asked, running his eyes over her badge, not missing the opportunity to sneak a glance all over her body.

- And I'm Ashley, - she winked coquettishly.

The girl was unusually pretty, he noted. Nature generously endowed her with thick dark hair, a pretty face and an excellent body. The prospect of spending the evening in a bar in her company was much more appealing to him rather than with his paranoid colleague. Apparently, the girl wasn’t against having fun herself.

- Come on, pour a glass for my buddy too, - Daniel said, looking over at Bill Carter, who was sitting next to him with a detached look.

- I don't know... - he frowned uncertainly. - Maybe better not to? - If my wife calls again, she will immediately understand that I am sitting in a bar. This music and...

- Oh, come on, - Daniel patted him on the shoulder. - You're on a business trip, just relax. Your wife won't find you here. Looks like we're the only guests in the hotel today? - Daniel added again, addressing to the girl behind the bar as she gracefully poured a second glass of draft beer for his colleague.

- Oh no, - she chuckled, pointing meaningfully towards the lounge bar. - There is this gentleman, too. Apparently a very important person. Came to us in a limousine. Requires first class service.

Daniel shifted his gaze towards the lounge bar. In the twilight of the hall, on one of the sofas, a lonely silhouette of a man could be seen, who sipped whiskey from a glass relaxedly, slowly releasing clouds of blue hookah tobacco smoke from his mouth.

- He's in town for a management conference, - Ashley explained as she placed a second glass of beer on the bar.

- What a coincidence! - Daniel perked up again. – We also came to this conference. So, we'll see him tomorrow at work.

- Nothing else happens here at this time of year, - the girl said disappointedly. - Such a boredom... It can be crowdy in the summer

- Hey baby! - a voice came from the lounge bar. - Bring me another glass of whiskey. And a dozen of oysters!

- One second, Mr. Xenakis! - the girl answered with a wide smile and, appetizingly shaking her hips, languidly paraded with a tray towards the lounge bar.

Stepping closely to Paris Xenakis, Ashley leaned slightly to place the tray on the table, teasingly showing him the hemispheres of breasts shamelessly peeking out from the plunging cleavage, leaving little room for the imagination. Paris swallowed hard, staring limply at the scene before him. Even in his wildest dreams, he could not imagine that such a service could be included in a visit to a lounge bar.
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