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Introduction

The Alexandra Rose sailed into the Mersey Estuary accompanied by an all-enveloping fog. The doleful tone of the ship's foghorn announced her presence to any ships in the close vicinity. A slow passage of just over three weeks had brought the ageing cargo liner, its crew and small complement of passengers on an unhurried voyage across the Atlantic from Rio and the ship itself appeared tired and weary from the journey. Captain George Gideon rang the telegraph, signalling 'All Stop' and the Alexandra Rose's diesels ceased their rhythmic throbbing as the ship slowly came to a halt and Gideon awaited the arrival of the Mersey Pilot Boat to escort the ship into port.

Gideon dispatches his second officer, Robert Gray to inform the passengers of the short delay in entering port. Soon afterwards Gray returns to the bridge to inform the captain that one of their passengers lay dead in his cabin.

With no readily visible signs of violence on the body and the ship's doctor suspecting foul play, Gideon informs the port authorities who in turn notify Merseyside Police.

So begins one of Detective Andy Ross's most baffling cases, as the dead man was travelling alone and appeared to have no connections to any of the other passengers or crew of the Alexandra Rose. When a second body, a crew member from the unfortunate Alexandra Rose is discovered in similar circumstances a week later in a local hotel, Ross and his assistant, Sergeant Clarissa (Izzie) Drake must deploy all their investigative talents in an effort to untangle the web of mystery surrounding the two deaths.

A Mersey Mariner is the fourth book in the Mersey Mystery series, featuring Detective Inspector Andy Ross, Sergeant Izzie Drake and their specialist murder investigation team.







Prologue

The Amazon Rain Forest

Distance to Liverpool, 6,000 miles

September 2003

Lit only by the brightly burning campfires in the small jungle clearing, the celebrations were well underway when Doctor Joseph De Souza seated himself on the ground beside his colleagues, Doctors Leonardo Barras and Marina Duarte, who were already enjoying their third drink of the strong, sweet tasting 'firewater' produced by their native hosts only at times of great celebration, such as this evening's festivities.

Glowing red, yellow and orange sparks from the wooden branches that fuelled the fires danced in the air, providing a natural and constantly changing effect of a miniature firework display. The faces of his two friends had adopted a red glow, a combined result of the fire's heat and the intoxifying liquid they were imbibing with great relish.

All around them, the tribesmen were dancing, laughing and becoming very drunk. As the latest tribal dance ended, with the warrior males enacting the hunting and final kill of a wild boar with great pomp and ceremony, their place was taken by a group of bare-breasted young women, their heads adorned with plumed, feathered headdresses, their skirts made of the same brightly coloured feathers. Their dance was one of celebration, in honour of their guests.

“Have I missed much?” De Souza asked his friends as Marina passed him a wooden mug of the intoxicating brew.

“Nothing we haven't seen at previous festivities,” Marina replied.

“Thought you'd have been here sooner,” Barras added.

“I wanted to be certain,” De Souza almost shouted in order to make himself heard above the chanting and the rhythmic beating of native drums. “We can't announce this without being one hundred percent sure of our findings.”

“But we have six confirmed cases, every one a successful treatment with no hint of a return.”

“I know,” De Souza replied as he took a large swig of the native brew. “But we did agree we wouldn't make any announcements until we reached ten positive results.”

“Which we'll have in another month if the others respond as we expect,” said Leonardo Barras.

“We could hardly prevent them celebrating when we told them the news about A'ginna,” Marina added, referring to the chief's daughter, herself one of the current dancers who were entertaining them and the rest of the tribe.

The sounds of the jungle occasionally assaulted the ears of the revellers. Even at night, the Amazon remained alive with wildlife. Numerous nocturnal species awoke with the coming of darkness and replaced the daylight dwellers on the ground and in the trees. Birds, monkeys, insects in their thousands all made the canopy and the floor of the world's largest rainforest a place of constant sound, a place where silence, if it ever came, would herald only the death of one of the world's last truly wild places. Covering over two million square miles, the Amazon rainforest encompasses nine nations, though 60% of its territory lies within the borders of Brazil. Rich in its biodiversity, one in ten of the world's known species lives in the rainforest, making it the largest collection of living plants and animals in the world, hence the constant cacophony of sound that surrounded those around the campfires.

As the night wore on, the revelry continued, the music, the dancing, the drunkenness that gradually overtook even the strongest of the tribal warriors, until eventually, the dancing gave way to a communal debauchery as the dancers, male and female, came together in a mass congress of sexual activity, at which point the three doctors decided to make a quietly prudent withdrawal from the festivities and more than slightly inebriated themselves, they staggered on unsteady legs back to their own accommodations.

* * *

Ten years earlier, wealthy British entrepreneur and explorer, Giles Pearce, together with his friend, Portuguese/English doctor Joseph De Souza and a dozen students arrived in the Amazon Rainforest. The students had replied to an advertisement by Pearce for both biological and anthropological students to join him on an expedition to a relatively unexplored area of the Amazon rainforest. Whilst there, they had the good fortune to stumble across a small and previously unknown tribe of native Amazonian Indians. The tribe welcomed the newcomers, and over a two-year period, the explorers learned the language, the way of life and the customs of their hosts, who were never anything but friendly.

Whilst living among the tribe, Pearce and De Souza noticed a high number of fatalities, from what at first they saw as an unknown illness that struck tribespeople of all ages, usually leading to death in a short space of time. This disease was entirely different from the instances of Dengue, Yellow fever, Malaria and Rabies the team had so far witnessed.

Eventually, Doctor De Souza was able to discover that for some reason, the people of this isolated tribe were highly susceptible to a rare form of cancer that struck without warning and usually led to death within weeks, rather than months or years. His interest peaked however, when he learned that a small number of sufferers inexplicably survived the disease and subsequently thrived, going on to lead normal lives.

Realising they could be on the verge of a great discovery, Pearce financed the building of a small but technically advanced research unit in the jungle, beside the tribe's village. Pearce hired microbiologist Doctor Marina Duarte and Leonardo Barras, a Consultant Oncologist, to assist De Souza in researching this strange medical phenomenon. His students were well paid and returned home with large paycheques, guaranteed well paid jobs, and each signed a vow of silence, never to reveal the nature of the work being undertaken by Pearce's team of experts. As each of them also went home with enough experience to ensure they would never go hungry again in their lives, they were all too happy to agree to Pearce's terms.

The tribal headman, Azilpueta, urged his people to assist their honoured guests in their work and over the next few years, De Souza, Barras and Duarte suffered failure after failure. There seemed no way they would ever discover the reason for the small but important survival rate from the disease.

Pearce paid for even more equipment to be shipped to Brazil, until so much work was taking place that he had to invest in a new, larger generator, whose ever-present throbbing became yet another constant in the lives of the researchers and the people of the tribe.

An outsider might have found it totally surreal to find such a modern, state-of-the-art facility in the midst of the rainforest, in the home of a primitive and unheard of tribe of indigenous natives, but of course, no outsiders ever came to the village, the location of which was known only to Pearce and his people.

It was purely by chance that, one day, two years ago, Marina Duarte finally made the all-important breakthrough.







Chapter 1

The River Mersey, Liverpool

October

Distance to Liverpool, 6 Miles

The Alexandra Rose sailed into the Mersey Estuary shrouded in dense, dank fog. The doleful tone of the ship's foghorn announced her presence to any ships in the close vicinity. An unhurried passage of just over three weeks had brought the ageing cargo liner, its crew and small complement of passengers on a slow voyage across the Atlantic from Rio, and the ship itself appeared tired and weary from the journey. Captain George Gideon rang the telegraph, signalling 'All Stop' and the Alexandra Rose's diesels ceased their rhythmic throbbing as the ship slowly came to a halt, and Gideon awaited the arrival of the Mersey Pilot Boat to escort the ship into port.

“Two days late, Mr. Neary,” Gideon announced to his first officer, Patrick Neary, who hardly needed telling. Gideon had made it abundantly clear over the last forty-eight hours that he blamed Neary, the fog, and anyone else who he came into contact with for his ship's failure to make port on time.

“Aye, sir,” Neary reluctantly replied as the two men peered out into the fog through the bridge windscreen, seeing nothing, and hearing only the monotonous call of the fog horn as it sounded its mournful warning to other shipping to stay clear. “Could have been worse if the fog had come down sooner.”

“Thank God it didn't, Mister. You know the bonus is gone though, don't you?”

“I know,” Neary replied, “but the owners can't blame us for being delayed by fog, can they?”

“Us? Us, Mister Neary? They'll blame me, not you, or the fog or the engine failure we suffered halfway across the bloody Atlantic. Just me, as skipper. They can be bloody unforgiving bastards as you know. We get the bonus for docking in port, on time, and even one hour late and we forfeit the lot. Two days, we're late, two whole bloody days.”

Neary fell silent. Better to let the captain rant for a minute, get his frustration out of his system. Neary had sailed with Gideon for four years and knew the man well enough to be able to read his moods, anticipate his reactions and he knew that now was a time to keep his mouth shut and await the captain's next orders.

“I suppose the pilot will be late now, as well,” Gideon grumbled. “Better get Mister Gray to go round and inform our passengers we're now lying just off Liverpool, but there'll be a short delay in entering port as we wait for the pilot to escort us through this damnable fog.”

“Right you are, sir,” Neary replied as he thankfully departed the bridge and went in search of Robert Gray, the Alexandra Rose's second officer. Having found Gray in the ship's radio room, overseeing the radio operator's transmission of passenger telegrams to friends, relatives and business associates, probably bringing them up to date with the delay in arrival, he ordered the young second officer to carry out Gideon's order. With only six passengers on board, it wouldn't take Gray long to inform them all and report to the bridge.

Gray left the radio operator to his task, placed his hat on his head and set off to carry out his task as Neary returned to join Gideon on the bridge. It was there, ten minutes later, that a breathless and pale faced Robert Gray burst onto the bridge, hatless and looking as though he'd seen a ghost.

“Mister Gray, what on earth's wrong with you man?” Gideon shouted at the young man.

“Sorry sir, but he's dead, sir, dead as a doorknob.”

“Who's dead, man? Come on, pull yourself together and talk sense,” Gideon said to the young man, who was visibly trembling.

“The man in cabin six, sir. The Spaniard, Mister Gaspar. He's just lying there on his bunk sir, staring up at the ceiling with a terrible look on his face. He's dead, sir, I'd stake my life on it,” Gray said, his voice croaking with emotion as he relayed the information to his captain.

“Shit, shit and bloody shit,” Gideon exclaimed, his anger almost at boiling point. “How could he? How could he go and die on my bloody ship? And he's Portuguese, not Spanish, Mister Gray.”

Gideon was well aware of the potential jurisdictional problems that could be caused by a death at sea. He knew he had to summon the police, but, would the local police have the authority to investigate the death of the man in cabin six? He knew exactly what his first step must be.

“Mr. Neary, you have the bridge. Mr. Gray, come with me. We'll pick up Doctor Hanning on the way. I need to find out when the man died before we do anything. I presume you locked the cabin, Gray?”

“Of course, sir,” Gray replied, handing the captain his pass key.

Gideon and Gray quickly made their way below decks, calling first at the ship's sick bay where the ship's doctor, Mason Hanning quickly grabbed his bag and joined the two senior officers as they headed for the passenger accommodation, one deck further down.

By 2003, cargo liners were already something of an anachronism in the world of international travel. At one time, there were large numbers of such vessels plying their trade on the world's oceans, with travellers prepared to pay rather less than they would on a conventional passenger liner for passage on ships that provided lesser service and accommodation in addition to carrying cargo in the manner of a conventional freighter. The Alexandra Rose had been built in Glasgow thirty years earlier and had seen better days. She'd had two previous owners and was now owned by a small Australian company, being registered in that country with Sydney registered as her home port.

She possessed eight cabins in total, six double berths and two singles, giving her a maximum passenger carrying capability of fourteen passengers, making her small by cargo liner standards. On this voyage she carried three couples, with the two single cabins also occupied.

Though not palatial her passenger cabins were more than adequate. While not being able to compete with the large liners like Canberra or Q.E.2, ships like Alexandra Rose sought other means to keep their passengers happy. In this case, her owners had secured the services of two cordon bleu chefs, and a number of waiters with experience in some of the world's finest hotels and restaurants. A well spent refit of her dining room had turned it into the equivalent of a top class restaurant, such as may be found in London, Paris or New York and consequently she was able to attract passengers with discerning appetites, eager to enjoy a sea voyage while being treated to exquisite cuisine throughout their journey.

For now, however, this meant little, as George Gideon, Robert Gray and the doctor entered cabin six. Gideon's first impression on entering the cabin simply confirmed what Gray had reported to him.

His passenger, Alvaro Gaspar, lay unmoving on his bunk, his eyes staring sightlessly at the ceiling. Gideon stood to one side and nodded at the doctor who stepped forward to make his examination of the man. It didn't take him long to reach his conclusion.

“I can confirm he's dead, Captain. What caused it, I can't say at this point.”

“Is it natural causes, Doc? Can you at least tell us that?”

“Sorry Captain, I can't say. From the look on his face, I'd guess at a heart attack, maybe a brain aneurism, but only an autopsy can confirm that and I'm not able to carry out such a procedure on board.”

“Can you say how long he's been dead, Doctor? It's important we know that.”

Hanning reached into his bag and removed a thermometer which he proceeded to insert into the dead man's rectum.

“Doctor?” Gideon questioned him.

“I'm taking the man's core temperature in an attempt to establish an approximate time of death, Captain.”

“Ah, I see,” Gideon replied.

A minute later, Hanning rose from leaning over the body and delivered his verdict.

“It's my estimation that the man has been dead no more than four hours, Captain, perhaps less,” Hanning said.

“Thanks Doctor,” Gideon replied, feeling a certain sense of relief.

“And the importance of this is?” Hanning asked.

“Quite simply, if what you say is correct, we were in British territorial waters at the time of his death,” Gideon told him. “It's logical that when we report this man's death, the authorities in Liverpool will wish to carry out an investigation into the cause. When I report the circumstances to the owners, I'm certain they will instruct me to cooperate fully with the British police.”

“So, we avoid any jurisdictional nightmares,” Neary observed.

“Precisely,” Gideon confirmed.

“Now, Doctor Hanning, precisely what do you mean when you say you have no idea what killed Mister Gaspar? Had he visited you at all during the voyage?”

“Precisely what I said Captain. For example, look at his hands,” Hanning instructed the captain, who duly obliged.

“Okay, I'm looking?”

“Look at his expression, Captain. Even in death, there's a look of pain and horror present, and his fingers are curled as if he was in great pain. A sudden heart attack could have caused him to do that, but there's also a faint aroma on his breath, that I don't recognise. I really can't tell you much more.”

“In other words, you haven't a clue, have you, Doctor Hanning?”

“Captain Gideon, you asked for my professional opinion and you've got it. It's up to you what you do with it.”

Gideon thought for a few seconds. Whatever happened, he knew he'd have to notify the local authorities. Whether the death of his passenger was caused by natural causes or not, he knew the following days were not going to be easy for him and his crew and passengers.

“Can you at least say his death was the result of natural causes?”

“No Captain, I can't”

“So, he could have been murdered for all you know?”

“I'm afraid at this point, it has to be a possibility,” Hanning replied, gravely. An experienced general practitioner, Hanning was intelligent enough to discount nothing at this stage. “You have to understand, Captain, that only a post-mortem examination can truly determine the cause of our passenger's death. I'm a G.P. not a pathologist, and as much as I'd like to put your mind at rest, I'm not qualified to do so.”

“So, it could be natural causes, a heart attack, brain whatever you called it, maybe even food poisoning, but you can't discount the possibility of foul play, is that your final word on the matter?”

“I'm afraid it is Captain. I'm sorry I can't be definitive.”

Gideon nodded his head slowly, thought through his options for a few seconds and then turned to his first officer, his mind made up.

“Call the port authority, Mister Gray. Notify them that we have a suspicious death on board and we will require the assistance of the police and local medical authorities in order to determine cause of death.”

“Very well, sir,” Gray replied as he scurried away to carry out the captain's orders, returning within minutes to report that First Officer Neary was making the necessary call to the authorities. Gideon was already thinking of the next steps to take and quickly issued Gray with new orders.

“Mister Gray, you will remain here to ensure the cabin remains secure. Doctor Hanning, may we safely remove the body? I presume it should be in sick bay.”

“Yes, it should, but if this is a murder, the police may prefer it if we leave the body here in case we destroy any evidence while moving it.”

“Damn it Doctor Hanning. What if you're wrong? What if the man died from some infectious disease? Surely leaving the body here, in an exposed condition is leaving us all at risk from whatever it was that killed him? Wouldn't it be safer to remove the body and place it in the freezer until the police arrive?”

“Oh yes, great move Captain. Just go ahead and do that and you'll potentially destroy any forensic evidence the police may have been able to discover from the body.”

“Er, should we even be in here, Captain, if there's a danger of infection?” Gray asked.

Knowing he had no choice in the matter, Gideon sighed and his shoulders drooped a little as he replied.

“Very well, Mr. Gray. Once we leave the cabin, it's to remain locked until the police arrive. You will remain on guard outside the door until relieved. No one is to enter this cabin until they arrive, is that clear?”

“Aye sir, perfectly clear,” Gray responded.

“Right then, let's get out of here,” Gideon ordered, “and Doctor Hanning?”

“Yes, Captain?”

“I hope to God you're wrong about there being a murderer on my ship.”

“So do I Captain, believe me, so do I,” Hanning replied.







Chapter 2

Merseyside Police Headquarters

An air of celebration pervaded the squad room of the Murder Investigation Unit. Earlier that morning, Detective Chief Inspector Oscar Agostini had announced that the team's collator, Detective Constable Paul Ferris, had received a long-deserved promotion to Detective Sergeant, effective immediately. Ferris had long declined the opportunity for promotion, during the worrying years when his young son, Aaron had been undergoing long and painful sessions of kidney dialysis, but since a successful transplant operation a couple of years ago, his son's condition had stabilised and he was now able to lead a normal life. It had been agreed that Ferris would continue to work as collator for the Murder Investigation Unit, a position he'd made his own since joining the team and working with Detective Inspector Andy Ross for the last five years.

As a result of Ferris's promotion and in line with the unit's gathering reputation and success levels, Agostini made two further announcements.

“Now that Detective Sergeant Ferris,” he stressed Ferris's new rank, “has achieved his new exalted position, the powers that be have agreed to appoint an administrative assistant who will report directly to our collator, but who will also be here to provide admin back-up for the team as and when required. The new administrator will be joining us tomorrow. She's an experienced civilian worker, Katrina Bellamy who has spent five years working in the office of the Chief Constable. She has a reputation for reliability and being able to work on her own initiative, so she should prove a valuable asset to the team.

Finally, again due to our continued success, we will be welcoming a new D.C. to the team as well. Detective Constable Keith Burton will also join us tomorrow. Burton has spent the last three years working on the Vice Squad, so has a similar background to that of D.C. Gable, and is highly recommended by his current D.I. Any comments or questions, people?”

“I don't know him, I'm afraid, sir. I joined the team four years ago, so he joined Vice after I left,” D.C. Samantha Gable observed.

“Yes, I know, Constable,” said Agostini, “but he worked as you did under D.I. Bell, who spoke to me in glowing terms about him. He sends you his best regards by the way.”

“Thanks, sir, that's good of him.”

Sam Gable had spent three years working under D.I. Tom, 'Ding Dong' Bell prior to joining Ross's team, and held her ex-boss in high regard. It was Bell who had first recommended her for the vacant post in Ross's team at the time.

“So, everyone,” Andy Ross finally addressed the team, “things are looking up for us, so it would seem. Things have been quiet for a couple of weeks since we closed the Aaron Decker case, but I know we've all been busy bringing the paperwork up to date. I'm sure it won't be long before we find a new case being dropped in our laps so let's clear our desks as soon as we can, and let's give our new team members a warm welcome tomorrow. Help them settle in and find their feet as quickly as possible. I want them to be an effective part of this team from day one. You can all help make that happen.”

A general hubbub of agreement and comments followed Ross's words, mostly being composed of congratulations for Paul Ferris.

“Fancy you being a Sergeant, er, Sarge,” Tony Curtis, the youngest member of the team said with a big smile on his face. “Well done, Paul, oops, sorry.”

“Give over, Tony,” Ferris replied. “I'm still Paul unless it's official stuff, as long as you don't forget or disrespect the rank, okay?”

“Okay,” said Curtis, smiling again. With his dark brown, almost black hair, and undoubted good looks, Detective Constable Leonard Curtis bore an uncanny resemblance to the former movie idol Tony Curtis. Almost from his first day on the squad, as soon as the resemblance was mentioned by both Sam Gable and Izzie Drake, Leonard (Lennie) Curtis found himself being referred to as Tony. The name had stuck and it was highly likely that most of the original members of the squad had forgotten the young detective's real name. Certainly, any newcomers since the day Curtis joined the team were introduced to him as Tony Curtis. Leonard or Lennie didn't seem to suit him anymore.

“Couldn't have happened to a nicer person, Paul,” added Derek McLennan, after Ferris the next most experienced D.C. on the team. “Congratulations. I'll bet Kareen will be made up for you.”

“Thanks, Derek. I'm sure she will,” Ferris replied, referring to his wife who he couldn't wait to call with the news.

Sergeant Izzie Drake finally walked across to Ferris, planted a kiss on his cheek and added her own congratulations.

“I'd better watch my back from now on,” she joked. “Looks like I have some serious competition on my hands from now on.”

“Oh, I don't think you have anything to worry about,” Ferris replied. “Nobody could ever take your place as D.I. Ross's right hand man, well, woman, if you know what I mean.”

As the general feel-good vibes filled the room, no-one noted the departure of D.C.I Agostini, but they were all aware that something was brewing a half hour later when Ross, who had returned to his own office, emerged with a serious look on his face and beckoned for Izzie Drake to follow him.

“Nobody leaves the squad room,” Ross ordered as Drake fell into line behind him. “The boss has a new job for us. We'll be back soon.”

Now the general theme of the conversation among the detectives rose a notch as they began to speculate on just what the new job might be.

A few minutes later, Ross and Drake were seated in Agostini's office as he related to them the contents of a phone call he'd received just a short time ago.

“I've had a call from the Port Police,” he began, referring to the small force known as The Port of Liverpool Police, who patrolled a small area that encompassed the city's docks, and with responsibility for policing the dock areas and freeports of the city and its environs. With less than fifty men, the force was an important cog in the local machinery of law enforcement, though their resources were limited. Agostini continued. “It seems the Port Authority have received a call from a ship in the Estuary, the Alexandra Rose, a cargo liner bound from Brazil to Liverpool. She had to drop anchor a few miles from port due to the thick fog, and the captain sent one of his officers to inform the passengers there would be a delay in their arrival time. The officer soon returned to the bridge to report that he'd found one of their passengers dead in his cabin.”

“Oh no, not another bloody 'life on the ocean wave' case, Ross groaned. He and the team had recently concluded a complex investigation that had led him and Drake to the south coast, the town of Falmouth to be precise, where the pair of them has actually ended up sailing out into the English Channel aboard a Royal Navy frigate as part of the case that involved multiple murders, the theft of antiquities and gold bullion.

“Shouldn't be so bad this time,” Agostini smiled at Ross's grimace. “Anyway, the ship has been at sea for over three weeks, and the passenger concerned hadn't given any indication during the voyage of feeling unwell. The ship's doctor carried out an examination of the body but was unable to determine cause of death. In line with the ship owners' policy, the captain felt obliged to regard it as a suspicious death in the absence of an official reason for the man's demise. The Port Police don't have the resources to handle a case like this, so they called me. I want you and Sergeant Drake to get out there as soon as possible. The Port Police launch is waiting to ferry you out to the ship. Doctor Nugent and his assistant will rendezvous with you at the pier and will accompany you in order to make an initial examination of the body,” he concluded, referring to the city's senior pathologist, Dr. William Nugent and his assistant Francis Lees.

“Will the police launch stay afloat with Dr. Nugent, Lees, us and the crew all aboard together?” Drake grinned at the thought of the overweight pathologist adding his weight to that of the rest of those who'd be making the trip out to the Alexandra Rose.

“Where's your sense of adventure, Izzie?” Ross grinned as he spoke. “We'll just be sure to sit where we can counter the doc's weight and keep the launch on an even keel.”

“What about forensics?” Drake asked next.

“Oh yes, I forgot to mention, I've asked Miles Booker to join you on the launch too. We can't possibly send a full forensic team out there with you, but if foul play is suspected, we can send a full team out later.”

Izzie Drake rolled her eyes at the thought of yet more weight being added to the small launch's payload.

“Have you ever seen that little launch, sir? I think it usually carries about two crewmen and looks as though another two would probably overload it.”

“Stop panicking, Izzie,” Ross laughed. “We can always start baling if she starts going under.”

“Haha, very funny,” she replied, as Agostini smiled at the repartee between his two senior detectives.

“Well, what are you waiting for? Come on you two. Get going and report back as soon as you can. If it is a murder, we need to move fast. God knows how we can keep an entire ship's crew and passengers holed up on a ship in the estuary for the duration of a full-scale murder inquiry.”

“We probably can't sir,” Ross replied. “It could turn out to be a logistical nightmare.”

“Well, first things first, Andy. Let's establish the facts.”

“Right sir. Come on Sergeant, we've got work to do.”

“If you insist, sir,” Izzie replied, pensively.

On the way out, the pair stopped by the squad room where Ross quickly briefed the team on the potential case they were about to become involved in and asked the newly promoted Paul Ferris to use his computer skills to find out as much as he could about the Alexandra Rose while he and Drake were making their initial inquiries on board the ship. Sergeant Ferris was more than happy to oblige.

As Izzie Drake slowly drove the unmarked Mondeo through the dense fog towards the pier head where the police launch awaited their arrival, Ross sensed his sergeant had something to say. Having worked together for so long, the pair had an almost telepathic ability to work out what the other was thinking and now was no exception.

“What's on your mind, Izzie,” he asked.

“Eh, oh, nothing really, but it's just that I didn't want to appear too thick in front of the Chief.”

“I don't think he'd ever think you're thick, Izzie. What is it?”

“It's this ship, sir. When he described it to us he called it a cargo liner. Now, I'm no idiot as you just confirmed, but can you please tell me what the hell a bloody cargo liner is?”

Ross couldn't help but laugh at his sergeant's question. Drake of course, thought he was laughing at her.

“Hey,” she protested. “It's not funny, just because I don't know something.”

“It's not that. I expected something deep and meaningful was playing on your mind, but it's just the definition of a cargo liner.”

“Well, for heaven's sake, are you going to tell me or not?”

“Alright, don't get your knickers in a twist. A cargo liner is basically a cargo ship, a freighter, but one that's been adapted to carry passengers as well as freight. There aren't so many around nowadays but there used to be loads of them sailing around the world. Some were quite luxurious, with staterooms that could match the big ocean liners, others were pretty basic, with run-of-the-mill cabins and not much in the way of facilities for the passengers. They provided a cheaper way of getting from A to B than the big transatlantic liners, and sailed from lesser known ports so you could perhaps sail from, say, Rio de Janeiro to Liverpool for a reasonable cost, rather than having to travel to a large city like New York to pick up a berth on a large liner that might have to be booked weeks in advance. You get the idea?”

“Yes, I think so, thank you sir. So, these cargo liners are like maybe, one step up from a tramp steamer?”

“Well, I think you could class them as quite a bit better than that, Izzie. Some were so good they attracted the same passengers over and again, real customer loyalty.”

“And just how do you know all this stuff anyway?”

“Believe it or not, there was a documentary on the TV not long ago about them. Maria and I watched it together.”

“Ah, and how is the beautiful Doctor Ross?” Drake inquired of Ross's wife, a general practitioner in a local medical practice.

“She's well, thanks Izzie.”

“Good, now, let's get parked and find this launch.”

* * *

Ross and Drake both tried hard to suppress a grin as they arrived at the pier to find the police launch ready and waiting to carry them out to the Alexandra Rose. The constable who greeted them on the dockside and led them down the steps to the waiting launch had told them their travelling companions were already aboard.

It was the sight of William Nugent and Francis Lees that was the cause of their mirth. The pathologist and his assistant were seated side by side on the wooden thwart, the bench-like seat that traversed the deck of the little boat. Francis Lees, looking as cadaverous as ever, sat with his knees pressed tightly together, with his all-important camera bag resting on his lap. At his feet, another case rested, this one his well-worn sample case, used for short-term storage of any samples Nugent required from crime sites. Lees was staring straight ahead, and both detectives sensed his uncomfortable demeanour. Lees didn't like being on the water, for sure. Beside him sat his boss, Doctor William Nugent. The highly experienced and grossly overweight pathologist, surely a candidate for a heart attack before too long if his waistline continued at its current rate of expansion, appeared, in contrast to his assistant to be relishing his 'day out'. Despite the fog that restricted their vision enormously, Nugent's eyes were darting around, taking in the sights and probably the smells of his current surroundings. The Glaswegian doctor had a well renowned nose for scents of all varieties, being able to discern various aromas, common or rare with just a mere whiff of them reaching his olfactory senses. In short, the big man looked quite excited and completely unfazed by having to squeeze his bulk onto the narrow bench seat of the launch. Together, Nugent and Lees reminded Ross of the old acting pair, Peter Lorre and Sydney Greenstreet, who Ross always remembered from the film, The Maltese Falcon.

Seated opposite the pair on the other side of the launch was Miles Booker, the force's senior Crime Scene Investigator. Booker smiled as he saw Ross and Drake being helped into the launch by Constable Keys of the Port Police.

“Not the best of weather for a trip into the estuary, eh, Andy,” Booker commented by way of a greeting.

“Can't see past the front of the boat,” Ross agreed,

“That's the bow, sir. You should know that by now,” Drake interrupted.

“Yes, I know that,” said Ross. “Anyway,” he whispered as he sat next to Booker, “our medico friends look like they're out for a trip round the bay.”

“I heard that, Inspector Ross,” William Nugent said loudly from the other side of the boat.

“Good day to you, too, Doc,” said Ross, smiling. “I couldn't help noticing you and Francis there looking like a pair of tourists out for the day. You actually look like you're enjoying yourself for once.”

“Ah'm nay that miserable, surely,” the doctor replied, his Scottish accent rising to the fore as usual when he became annoyed or irritated.

“It has been known,” Ross replied. “And hello to you too, Francis. How's things?”

Lees looked at Ross with a look of trepidation on his face.

“I don't like boats,” he said, miserably.

“Aye, ye'll be fine once we get going,” Nugent said as he reached out and patted Lees firmly on the back, almost knocking his unfortunate assistant from his perch on the bench seat.

Right on cue, a loud growl came from below their feet as the boat's engine fired into life and a pall of smoke emanated from the exhausts at the rear, adding to the grey envelope of fog that surrounded the launch. Sergeant Alan Beswick stuck his head out of the small wheelhouse and called to Constable Keys.

“Cast off Malcolm.”

“Right you are Sarge,” Keys responded as he tossed the mooring rope at the front of the launch to a third officer who'd appeared like magic out of the fog. He repeated the exercise with the rear mooring rope and pushed the launch off from the dock.

Beswick spun the wheel and the launch swung round and moved away towards the centre of the river, its bow pointing downriver towards the estuary and the open sea. Satisfied he was clear of any obstacles he shouted to Ross and his companions.

“Welcome aboard folks. Sorry I couldn't speak to you as you came aboard, but I've been making sure I have the exact position of the Alexandra Rose locked in to the on-board computer. In this fog we could sail within a hundred yards of her and not see her at all, so we need to be dead sure of our heading.”

“That's reassuring,” Drake whispered in Ross's ear.

“I'm sure you've done this many times, Sergeant,” Ross said, encouragingly to the sergeant, who shook his head.

“Actually, only once before, sir. We don't often get called out in weather like this. The river's usually dead in thick fog such as this.”

“Well, this time, it's nae the Mersey that's dead, but someone on it,” Nugent spoke up, much to Ross's surprise.

“Was that your version of a joke, Doc?”

“Not at all, Inspector. Just a factual observation.”

“Of course it was,” Ross nodded his head as he spoke.

“It was close though,” said Izzie Drake, grinning.

“I'm surprised you have on-board computer technology, Sergeant,” she added.

“Nothing but the best for the River Police,” Beswick grinned. “Seriously though, we had to move with the times. We couldn't function on the Mersey without the latest navigation and communication aids, even in our humble little launch here. You'd be surprised just what Morse is capable of.”

“Morse?” Izzie queried.

“Yeah, you know, like in Inspector Morse,” Beswick grinned, referring to the famed fictional detective created by the author, Colin Dexter. “She might be slow, but she always gets there in the end.”

Keys joined his sergeant in a brief fit of laughter.

A sound that Ross felt resembled the sound of a parrot being strangled suddenly burst forth from the roof of the wheelhouse as Beswick turned on the launch's fog horn as she headed out into deeper water. Compared to the deep, resonating sound he might have expected from a ship's foghorn, the police launch's twin air horns just couldn't compare.

Can anyone actually hear that from more than twenty yards away?” he asked the sergeant in command of the boat.

“Don't worry, sir. No one's ever hit us yet,” Beswick replied.

Yet being the operative word, Drake thought, but didn't say.

The muffling effect of the fog ensured that no sounds carried from the shore and they all felt as though they were floating through a dense and impenetrable grey cloud. The fog also had the effect of dampening the usual sounds one might expect to hear while navigating the Mersey Estuary and even the waves had bowed in supplication to the damp grey monster, being little more than tiny undulations that barely caused the launch to sway as it plodded along towards its destination. Ross looked across to where poor Francis Lees looked increasingly pale and worried. Ross couldn't help smiling to himself. It was a standing joke among those members of his team who regularly came into contact with Lees that the man's complexion was so pale, he looked deader than some of the corpses he worked with as Nugent's assistant. If Francis Lees looked paler than usual, the poor man must be really suffering.

“Mr. Lees isn't looking too good,” he said quietly to William Nugent. Lees didn't appear to have heard Ross speaking about him.

“Don't worry about young Francis. He'll be fine once we board the big ship. He feels queasy just looking at the ripples on Stanley Park Lake,” referring to the lake in Liverpool's 111 acre Stanley Park, a regular gathering point for family outings and coarse fishermen.

It was Drake's turn to smile. 'Young' Francis had to be at least thirty-five years old. He'd worked with Nugent for quite some years and the word 'young' was a definite misnomer. At the same time, she felt a degree of sympathy for him in his current condition. Her thoughts turned to the recent case and the similar affliction of Sergeant Carole St. Clair of the Falmouth police. Only the precipitous use of anti-sea sickness tablets, motion sickness wrist bands and an efficacious concoction produced by the wardroom steward of H.M.S. Wyvern had enabled her to cope with her lack of sea legs. Looking closely, she could swear Lees was turning green.

The fog was unrelenting as the small police launch made slow but steady progress towards the Alexandra Rose and Miles Booker took the time to quiz Ross on just how much he knew about the case so far.

“Very little information so far, Miles,” Ross said, ensuring that William Nugent could hear him too. The pathologist needed the information as much as the Crime Scene Investigator. “All I know is that the body was found by one of the ship's officers when he was doing a tour of the passenger accommodation to inform the passengers of the potential delay in reaching port due to the fog. The ship's doctor was summoned. He carried out an examination of the man, a Portuguese national I'm told and was unable to determine cause of death. The man hadn't exhibited any signs of illness during the voyage, hadn't consulted the doctor for so much as a headache, and the body showed no signs of violence. That's about it, so far, I'm afraid.”

“So why call us then if there's no sign of violence or external cause of death?” Booker asked.

“Ship owner's policy in the case of unexplained death on board, apparently,” Ross replied. “Keeps them in the clear, avoiding law suits from irate families. A police investigation is mandatory.”

“I see, so what do we do when we get on board?”

“Doctor Nugent and Mr. Lees will make a preliminary examination of the body,” Nugent nodded as if to confirm this, “and once the doc has finished it will be up to you to determine as much as you can, given the obvious limitations. The cabin will be sealed once you and Doctor Nugent have done your stuff, and if a full forensic examination is deemed necessary we'll organise it as soon as we return to shore.”

After what seemed an interminable age, accompanied only by the strangled parrot impersonation produced by the police launch's foghorn, those on board at last heard another sound, a deeper, more resonant blaring sound that could only be the foghorn of another, larger ship.

Sergeant Beswick cut the throttles, instantly reducing the speed of Morse to little more than a crawl. Constable Keys appeared from the wheelhouse where he'd stood beside the sergeant for the majority of the journey and reached under the port side bench seat from where he produced a gaff, a long, wooden pole with a brass hook attached, in readiness, Ross assumed to grab onto any dangling mooring lines suspended from the deck of the ship they were approaching.

Suddenly the sound of the larger ship's foghorn blasted out again and those on board the launch guessed correctly that they were nearing their destination. The deep, sonorous 'barp' of the Alexandra Rose's foghorn were in stark contrast to the tin-whistle-like, shrill screech of the police launch's own warning call.

“Told you the GPS system would deliver us right on the button, Inspector,” said Beswick, proudly, as, like a massive ghostly apparition, the stern of the Alexandra Rose materialised, wraith-like from the thick, all enveloping fog, the words Alexandra Rose, Sydney, in bold royal blue lettering now clearly visible on her rear transom. Beswick expertly manoeuvred the police launch alongside the ship, which, to those on board the smaller boat, assumed gigantic proportions the closer they came to her hull. Beswick could be heard as he engaged in communication with the Alexandra Rose's bridge officer.

“Ready, Constable?” he shouted.

“Ready Sarge,” Keys replied.

“Cutting power now,” Beswick shouted as the launch drew up beside a metal gangway, comprising a stairway that had been lowered in readiness for their arrival from the ship's deck. The sound of the launch's engine died instantly, a few vibrations running through her deck as the last revolutions of her propeller shaft died away.

“All yours,” the sergeant called to Keys.

“Making fast now,” the constable shouted in return.

Keys expertly reached out with the gaff and using the hook on the end, he gained a hold of one side of the steeply sloping stairway and pulled the police launch closer until he was able to use ropes attached to the gangway to make the launch secure in seconds. Ross found himself impressed by the speed and professionalism displayed by his waterborne colleagues.

“There you go, folks,” Beswick announced. “You have the skipper's permission to board. His name's Gideon, by the way. I've identified you all to him as a matter of courtesy, so he knows who to expect when you get up there.”

“Aren't you coming with us?” Ross inquired.

“No sir. We'll remain here with Morse in case we're needed elsewhere while you're on board. If that happens, we'll notify the Alexandra Rose and return as soon as possible for you. We only have the one launch you see, sir, so we need to be ready for any other emergencies that might need our attention.”

“I understand, Sergeant Beswick,” Ross replied. “Thanks for getting us here safely. How will I call you if I need you? I hope I won't have to radio in to shore and have messages relayed back out here to you.”

“Not at all, sir,” said Beswick, handing Ross a small, hand-held radio transmitter. “This is tuned in to our frequency. Just push the button on the side to talk and remember to release it so you can hear my reply.”

“Thanks again,” said Ross. “Right everyone, let's go aboard and see what's what.”

“Looks a long way up,” Drake commented.

“A bit steep too,” Nugent added.

“Is it safe?” Lees spoke for only the second time that morning.

“Don't worry,” Beswick reassured them all. “Just pretend it's your stairs at home. You'll be on board in no time.”

“My stairs don't sway from side to side as I climb them,” Drake said as she placed a tentative foot on the wide metal platform at the bottom of the gangway, before beginning her negotiation of the steps that led to the ship's deck.

One by one, they followed Drake up the gangway, Ross helping Lees with his equipment cases, Nugent carrying his bag, and Miles Booker bringing up the rear with his own 'bag of tricks' as Ross always referred to it.

Two minutes after Constable Keys had tied them up to the gangway, the party of police and medical examiners found themselves standing on the deck of the Alexandra Rose.

As first officer, Patrick Neary welcomed them aboard as each stepped from the gangway onto the wooden deck of the ship, installed by the owners to give newly arriving passengers the 'feel' that passengers on the old ocean liners must have experienced when boarding ships like the Mauretania, or Titanic perhaps, Ross and Drake both shared a frisson of expectation as their adrenalin levels rose at the beginning of another case for the Murder Investigation Unit.







Chapter 3

First Impressions

Andy Ross took an immediate liking to Captain George Gideon. The no-nonsense, down to earth attitude and open personality gave the captain an air of dependability and trustworthiness in Ross's mind.

“So, nobody saw or heard anything unusual from Senhor Gaspar's cabin in the hours leading up to the discovery of his body?” Ross asked the captain as they sat together in Gideon's stateroom cum office. Ross and Drake had taken a quick look at the scene in Cabin 6 and then left Nugent, Lees and Booker to do their jobs without them cluttering up the small berth. They'd return and take a closer look when Nugent had completed his examination, so now was a good time to talk to the ship's master.

“Not a peep, Detective Inspector,” Gideon confirmed. “I've already spoken to the deck steward responsible for Gaspar's cabin; he swears he last saw Gaspar at around eleven o'clock last night when he took him his usual nightcap. It seems Senhor Gaspar was partial to a cup of hot cocoa at bedtime and Sal Romero, his steward, delivered it at the same time each night.”

“I see, and is this Romero Portuguese also, Captain Gideon?”

“No, he's Italian and he's been with me for two years. He's solid and dependable with those dark Italian good looks the ladies like, if you know what I mean.”

“I understand,” Ross smiled. “So, he's a hit with the ladies, then?”

“Right on, he is,” Gideon replied, his terminology a brief giveaway of his Australian background.

“You're not British yourself, I take it, Captain,” Drake stated as she also noticed the Captain's turn of phrase.

“Australian, Sergeant, like the old girl herself. Well, Australian owned and registered anyway. She was built in Glasgow, but she's had a few owners along the way.”

“Okay, back to your passenger,” Ross returned to the dead man. “What do you know about him, if anything, Captain?”

“Absolutely nothing,” Gideon replied. “He arrived on the day we sailed, quite a late arrival, with a bona fide ticket purchased that day from the agents in Rio. His passport was in order, so he was shown to his cabin, where as far as I know, he spent most of the voyage.”

“He didn't mix with your other passengers?” Drake asked.

“I don't think so. You'd have to ask them, I'm afraid. He did show up in the dining saloon a couple of times, I believe back at the start of the voyage, but Romero told me he preferred taking his meals in the privacy of his cabin. One of the attractions of the Alexandra Rose is our cuisine, Sergeant. She may not be much to look at compared to similar ships but we have two Cordon Bleu chefs aboard and we have a reputation for serving up superb food, so it's rather odd that he didn't take advantage of that.”

“Maybe he just wasn't much of a gastronome,” Ross commented.

“Or he had something to hide, or was afraid of something or someone,” Drake added.

“That's quite a leap to make just because he didn't eat in the dining saloon Sergeant,” Gideon said to Izzie Drake.

“Just theorizing, Captain,” Drake replied.

“Do you have his passport, Captain?” Ross asked.

“No, Inspector. We have no need to hold on to our passengers' passports. Once they clear customs at the port of exit, it's up to them what they do with such things. It'll probably be in his suitcase in his cabin, or maybe he put it in the safe in there. We provide our passengers with a small wall safe in each cabin. Nothing elaborate, just a simple key operated lock, but then again we don't expect a rash of burglaries on board a ship of this size.”

“Of course not, Captain,” Ross agreed.

“Can I ask you a question?” Gideon said to Ross.

“Of course, Captain. What is it?”

“Well, we're lying at anchor because of the fog at present but our passengers will be expecting to make port once it lifts. What happens if you find or suspect foul play? Will they have to remain on board? And there's the crew to think about too.”

“I really can't say at present, Captain. Let's cross that bridge when we come to it. This fog is supposed to linger for a while yet, I've been led to believe, which will be helpful as we are going to need to talk to your passengers and crew about Gaspar's death of course.”

Gideon groaned. “I had my first officer check the long-range weather forecast earlier. They reckon this fog will last anything up to another forty-eight hours. It's blanketing the whole West Coast and most of the Western Atlantic up to three hundred miles out to sea.”

“That could work to our advantage,” said Ross. “Have the other passengers been informed of Gaspar's death yet?”

“No. I've deliberately not announced it. I wanted to give you the chance to confirm death by natural causes first.”

At that moment, a knock on the door was followed by the arrival of Patrick Neary, closely followed by Miles Booker.

“Sorry to interrupt, sir,” Neary said to Gideon, “but Mr. Booker said he needed to speak to Detective Inspector Ross right away.”

“That's okay, Mr. Neary. Please come in. You too, Mr. Booker.”

Booker wasted no time and immediately addressed Ross, as though the captain and first officer weren't in the room.

“Looks like we have a murder for you to solve, Andy,” he said, quietly. “Nugent found a very small puncture mark on Gaspar's arm. He believes someone injected the man with some kind of fast acting poison but he's reluctant to try and name it at present. He detected a faint aroma of something sickly sweet around the man's lips and mouth, but again he's no idea what's causing it and neither have I, before you ask. I did find something interesting though, while I was searching the cabin for any trace evidence while Nugent and Lees were working on the examination of the body,”

“Do tell, Miles,” Ross said as he waited for the Crime Scenes Investigator to go on.

“There's a small safe in the cabin, and the key was tucked in the rear pocket of Gaspar's wallet which had somehow found its way under the bunk. When I opened it I found these.”

Booker took his hand out of his right-hand pocket where it had been since he entered, revealing not one, but three passports.

“Ah,” said Ross. “It would appear our Mr. Gaspar is not quite what he seems.”

“That should be was, sir,” Drake chipped in.

“Okay, okay, pedantic as ever, Sergeant Drake,” Ross replied. “Can I see those please, Miles?”

Booker passed the three documents to Ross who spent a minute examining them before passing them to Drake, who read aloud for the benefit of Captain Gideon.

“Doctor Alvaro Gaspar, Portuguese citizen, Doctor Emilio Sanchez, Spanish, and Doctor Leonardo Barras, also Portuguese. Seems whoever he was, he liked to be known as Doctor, but doctor of what, I wonder, and which one is the real one, if any of them are?”

“Well, we haven't seen the body up close yet and already we have a mystery,” Ross said, thoughtfully. “Why would he need three passports unless he was involved in something shady?”

“My thoughts exactly,” Booker agreed. “His clothes didn't give me any clues, no monogrammed shirts or name labels to be found. There were no business cards in his wallet, no address book in his belongings, and cash-wise, his wallet contained around ten thousand Brazilian reals and a few hundred dollars in American Express traveller's cheques. If he has any credit cards, I haven't found them yet.

“This is turning into something of a nightmare,” Gideon commented. “Just who the hell was he?”

“Don't worry, Captain. We'll find out before long, I'm sure,” Ross replied, as another knock on the door heralded the arrival of the ship's second officer, Robert Gray.

“Sorry to butt in, Captain, but the doctor is asking if Detective Inspector Ross and Sergeant Drake can join him in Senhor Gaspar's cabin.”

“You'll excuse us, please Captain?” said Ross as he and Drake made for the door. “Lead on please, Mister…?”

“Gray, sir, Robert Gray.”

“Are you Australian too, Mr. Gray?” Ross asked.

“No sir, I'm from Liverpool.”

“No Scouse accent, eh?” Ross commented.

“No, sir. The accent wouldn't go with the job, but I can lapse into it if I need to in company with the lads at home I grew up with.”

“Right, let's go. You'd better come too, Miles,” Ross said to Booker, who joined the two detectives as they hurried off to join Nugent in cabin 6.

The corridor housing cabin 6 had been sealed off by the time Ross and Drake returned to talk with Nugent. All passengers had been asked to vacate their cabins and were assembled in the ship's main saloon, awaiting questioning by the police. Gideon had informed them, through their stewards, that a passenger had passed away unexpectedly, and the police wished to speak to them all. Though disgruntled, the small contingent of passengers grudgingly complied.

William Nugent was seated in the armchair situated in one corner of the cabin. Lees was taking photographs of the body from every possible angle.

“You summoned us, Doc?” Ross said as he and Drake entered the cabin, followed closely by Miles Booker. Gray diplomatically stayed outside, keeping unwanted onlookers away.

“Aye, Inspector Ross. I knew ye'd be wanting to know my preliminary findings as soon as possible.”

“Indeed, I do, Doc. So, what have you discovered?”

Nugent rose from his seat and walked across to the bunk where the dead man lay, now covered with a white sheet that Nugent pulled back in order to show Ross and Drake his findings.

“Come and take a look,” Nugent beckoned them to draw closer. “Look here at his right arm. There's a definite tiny puncture mark, do you see?”

Ross and Drake nodded, and Ross asked, “A needle mark, Doc?”

“I'd say so,” said Nugent, “and before you ask, I can find no evidence the man may have been diabetic and taking insulin. If that were true, your man Booker would have found evidence of it and both Francis and I have searched the cabin thoroughly also. There is no insulin, no supply of hypodermic needles; nothing at all to indicate a diabetic was travelling in here. Plus, a diabetic would usually inject themselves in a more accessible place, the upper arm for example, not in the crook of the elbow, which seems like a desire to try and hide the puncture mark from someone like me.”

“You're a mind reader, Doc. I was going to ask that very question.”

“Aye well, no mind reading at all, but I do know how your mind works, Inspector. We've known each other long enough, and worked together so often over the years, ye can be a wee bit predictable.”

“Predictable huh?” Ross grunted.

“I think that was a compliment, sir,” Drake said, trying to prevent Ross becoming too irritated with the pathologist. “Doctor Nugent has obviously studied your habits and methods over the years and is now able to second guess you at times, isn't that right, Doctor?”

“What, oh aye, of course, Sergeant. That's what it is. Now, do ye want to hear the rest, or nae?” His accent betrayed his own irritation again. Ross had always found it amusing that his Scottish roots only really showed at times of anger or frustration as a rule.

“Of course, please, do tell.”

“Lint, cotton fibres, Inspector, right here,” Nugent indicated the dead man's nostrils.”

“Lint?”

“Aye, in all probability from his own pillow,” Nugent indicated the white cotton pillowcase under the dead man's head.” Someone held it over his face, either to stifle his screams, or to suffocate him as his killer waited for any drug used on the man to take effect.”

“A bit of overkill, wouldn't you say, Doctor, poisoning him and then suffocating him to make sure?” Drake commented.

“Whoa, Sergeant Drake,” Nugent quickly corrected her. “I've nae said for sure that yon chappie was poisoned. Poison is a possibility I grant you, but equally, the killer or killers may have administered a drug to render him unconscious, or even some sort of recreational drug to incapacitate him while they killed him.”

“My apologies, Doctor Nugent,” Drake said. “But you also just raised the possibility of two killers working together, did you not?”

“Aye, well, that's just speculation. It's up to you and the Inspector to fathom it out, isn't it?”

“Yes, it is, Doc,” Ross butted in. “We need to get you and the corpse back to your lab so you can conduct a full autopsy as soon as possible. Izzie, would you go and see our friends on the launch? Tell them to be ready to transport Doctor Nugent and Mr. Lees back to shore with the body. Miles, can you arrange for your forensic people to meet the launch and come out here to carry out a full examination?”

Drake nodded in response and walked out of the cabin, up to the grandly named promenade deck from where she called to Sergeant Beswick, who ran up the gangway steps to confer with her as she made the necessary arrangements. Booker meanwhile called his senior duty forensic technician, Darren, (Daz) Osborne, who would pull together a team of four operatives and enough equipment to carry out their examination of the crime scene. Four would be enough, Booker decided, not wanting to overload the police launch with unnecessary personnel and equipment.

“Thank you, doc,” Ross said to Nugent. “You've given us quite a bit to go on from a preliminary examination of the body. I appreciate the diligence and speed at which you've worked. It can't have been easy in such cramped surroundings.”

From past experience, Andy Ross knew it never hurt to massage the ego of the senior pathologist who now positively glowed in response to the Inspector's compliment. Ross knew now that Nugent would pull out all the stops to carry out the autopsy as quickly as possible.

“Aye, well, you know it's always a pleasure to help you out whenever we get the opportunity, isn't that right Francis?”

“Yes, of course, Doctor,” Francis Lees replied. Always a man of few words, Lees said no more as he concentrated on packing away his camera and other equipment, ready for the voyage back to shore. Ross hoped the man would fare a little better on the return voyage, and then had an idea.

“Mister Gray,” he called to the officer who still stood like a sentinel just outside the cabin.

“Yes Inspector,” Gray replied as he stepped just over the threshold, staying well away from the main interior of the cabin. “Can I help you with something?”

“You can indeed. Doctor Nugent and Mr. Lees will be leaving soon with the body of Mister Gaspar. Before they go, would you please run and ask your ship's doctor…what was his name again?”

“Doctor Hanning, sir.”

“Yes, of course. Please ask Doctor Hanning if he has something Mr. Lees can take before he leaves to help him to combat his lack of equilibrium once the launch is in motion? I'm sure the doctor has to help the occasional passenger with similar problems from time to time.”

“Oh yes, of course he does. I'm sure he has something Mr. Lees can take that will act quickly and help with his sea-sickness.”

“Thanks,” said Ross. “Quick as you can please, Mister Gray.”

“Oh right, of course,” said Gray who got the message and disappeared quickly to find Doctor Hanning, returning just five minutes later with two small, purple coloured pills in a tiny plastic dispensing tub, just like the ones Ross had seen many times in hospitals over the years, together with a bottle of still spring water and a plastic tumbler. He knocked on the cabin door, not wanting to intrude on the crime scene, and Izzie Drake, by now returned from making arrangements for the transfer of the body to shore with Nugent and Lees, took them from him.

“Doctor Hanning sent these for your Mr. Lees. He assumed you wouldn't want anything in the cabin touched so he sent these too,” he said, holding out the bottle of water and the tumbler.

“Very thoughtful, thank you, Mister Gray,” Ross called to him from within the cabin, “and please convey my thanks to Doctor Hanning.”

“Right sir, I'll do that,” Gray replied, pleased to have been of help.

“The launch is waiting,” Drake now said. “I took the liberty of asking Mr. Neary to provide us with assistance in getting the body from the deck to the launch. Better that we have help from people used to negotiating that ramp-like stairway, not wanting to slip and fall and maybe drop the body overboard. There'll be four seamen waiting for us on deck.”

“That was smart thinking, Izzie, well done, quite right,” Ross smiled at his sergeant, always the model of efficiency.

Ten minutes later, Nugent, Lees, his sea legs chemically reinforced by Hanning's tablets, and the remains of the unfortunate though mysterious Doctor Gaspar/Barras/Sanchez, whichever he may be, if any were his real name, were on their way back to Liverpool, where Nugent would soon begin a comprehensive examination of the body, assisted by Francis Lees.

After ensuring that cabin 6 was securely locked and that he was in possession of the key previously possessed by Gaspar, (that name would do for now, as it was the one he'd travelled under, Ross decided), the spare key being locked in the captain's safe, Ross, accompanied by Izzie Drake and Miles Booker were escorted back to the bridge by Robert Gray, leaving two crewmen to guard the passenger deck, ensuring nobody gained unauthorised entry to the cabin or indeed any of the passenger accommodation.

“So,” George Gideon said after being informed of William Nugent's preliminary findings, “you're saying it's almost certain we have a killer on board, is that correct, Inspector?”

“It certainly looks that way, Captain, I'm sorry to say.”

“Blood and sand,” Gideon cursed, uttering an old fashioned turn of phrase that Ross hadn't heard in many a year. Maybe it was rather more prevalent in Australia, he surmised. “That's all I need,” the skipper continued. “The bloody owners are going to be damned furious at the delay.”

“Yes, well, I'm sure I don't have to remind you, or the owners, that a man is dead, Captain Gideon, and we have a duty to investigate his death and apprehend his killer who, it seems virtually certain, is on this ship even as we speak.”

“Bloody hell. Of course you're right, Inspector. A killer, loose on board my ship? What can we do to help you, Inspector Ross? Just name it.”

“Just do as you are at present,” Ross replied. “Cooperate with us, give us whatever assistance we need, and with luck, we can solve this case without causing too much delay and disruption to your crew and passengers' plans and of course, to your ship's sailing schedule.”

“You've got it,” Gideon said with firm resolution in his voice. Ross liked him even more. He saw George Gideon as a man of action, decisive and not easily shaken, a man who'd be useful to have at your side in a fight. He hoped of course that no fighting would be necessary when they identified the killer or killers, but one never knew. Gideon continued to speak even as Ross was thinking these thoughts. “So, what do we do next, Inspector Ross?”

“Next thing we do, with your permission, Captain, is visit the main saloon as you call it. It's time Sergeant Drake and I spoke to your passengers.”







Chapter 4

The Passengers

Ross and Drake, accompanied by Captain Gideon and First Officer Neary entered the Alexandra Rose's main saloon, and were immediately impressed. It was clear to the detectives that the ship's Australian owners had invested a fair sum of money in trying to present and maintain a certain standard of apparent luxury, albeit of a faded variety. The saloon resembled something one might have envisaged on board a cruise liner of the late forties or early fifties, the décor definitely suited to that era, with its polished wood floor, suitable for dancing, a wide stage across one end of the room, where, presumable entertainment could be provided. Ross wondered if they actually had a band on board, but decided this wasn't the right time to ask. Chandeliers hung from the ceiling at regular intervals, forming a circle around the room, with a larger, more opulent example being situated in the dead centre of the ceiling. The walls were wood panelled, decorated here and there with impressive prints of some of the many ports of call the ship had made in its fairly long seafaring history, and on the darker wood beams that jutted out from the walls every thirty feet or so, elaborate wall sconces held what at first sight appeared to be candles, but Ross soon noticed they were electric light bulbs designed to look like the real thing. Of course, he mused, fire onboard ship would be disastrous, so real candles would definitely be an unnecessary hazard.

At the end of the saloon opposite the stage a long bar stood, which the captain had ordered to be opened earlier, in an effort to help towards placating his passengers who had first of all been delayed from entering port, then had since been forcibly evacuated from their cabins with little explanation.

All eyes turned to greet the newcomers with an almost universal air of hostility and perhaps, Drake noticed in the women's eyes, a little trepidation.

“Once again, ladies and gentlemen, my apologies for the delay you've been subjected to, and the further inconvenience of being asked to gather here and wait for the inspector here to arrive,” Gideon spoke eloquently and firmly, as one would expect a ship's captain to do.

Even so, one of the men, seated at the bar with what appeared to be a large whisky in his hand, decided to pitch in with a comment.

“It is most inconvenient to be thrown out of my cabin just before entering Liverpool, Captain Gideon. I was in the middle of packing when I was instructed to leave my cabin until further notice. Please tell us, what is going on?”

Cleverly deflecting the question by avoiding it completely, Gideon instead said,

“Please may I introduce you to Detective Inspector Ross and Detective Sergeant Drake of the Merseyside Police, Murder Investigation Unit.?”

The mere mention of the word 'murder' seemed to have a sobering effect on the man at the bar, who almost dropped his whisky glass in shock, and a general murmur of surprise carried round the saloon like a wave, finally dying out as Gideon spoke again.

“I apologise also for having to keep certain information from you, at the request of the police. I know you'll understand when the inspector explains things in more detail to you. Inspector Ross?”

Ross walked across the full length of the saloon before speaking. Drake followed him as he stepped up on to the stage, giving them both a commanding view of the room. Once there, Andy Ross paused for a few seconds as the small gathering of passengers waited in anticipation of his words. Ross spent another short space of time looking at a sheet of paper he held in his hand, containing the names and nationalities of the five remaining passengers, provided by Gideon.

“Sadly, I have to inform you that one of your fellow passengers, Mr. Alvaro Gaspar, travelling in cabin 6, has been found murdered in his cabin.”

Once again, mention of the word 'murder' was enough to cause the women to gasp and the men to look suitably shocked.

“As I'm sure you'll all realise, we must investigate this act and bring the killer of Mr. Gaspar to justice. I hope I can count on you all to assist us in our investigation by answering our questions honestly and precisely. The sooner we have spoken to you all, the sooner you will be able to return to your cabins. First of all, I want to be sure of who I'm speaking to. Captain Gideon has provided me with a passenger list so when I call out your names, will you please identify yourselves so Sergeant Drake and I know who we're talking to?”

“You surely do not think any of us are responsible for this man's death?” said the man at the bar, who had regained his composure after the sudden revelation of Gaspar's demise.

Ross guessed this was the only other single passenger, the occupant of cabin 8, identified on Gideon's list as a Norwegian, Per Erikson.

“You are Mr. Erikson, I presume?” Ross said, and Erikson nodded.

“That is me, you are correct, but I cannot help you, Inspector. I never met with nor spoke with this Mr. Gaspar.”

“Thank you, Mr. Erikson. We will take a statement from you shortly. For now, I merely wish to identify you all.

Erikson almost said something else but the look on Ross's face made him hold his tongue. Ross instead pointed in the direction of the middle aged couple seated at one of the circular tables situated against one wall of the salon.

“Please can you introduce yourselves?” Ross asked politely. The man rose from his seat and replied to the question.

“Good day, Inspector Ross. I am Armand Colbert, and this is my wife Angelique, known usually as Gigi,” he said, as he indicated his wife with a sweeping arm motion and a smile on his face.

“Bonjour, monsieur et madame, enchanté,” Ross replied, surprising Izzie Drake with his use of the Colbert's native language.
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