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      Olivia Simmons strode down the hallway of the New York Police Department, her jaw set with determination. She knew she had to face Lieutenant Charles Salt and explain herself. Her recent investigation into a group of teenagers who had been vandalizing government property with graffiti around the little town of Hillwicks had not gone well. The government had been making some new constructions in the town, but these kids were messing the constructions up with their graffiti.

      She could already imagine the disappointment in Charles’ eyes for her failure to find these teenagers. As she approached his office, she took a deep breath and knocked on the glass door.

      “Come in,” Charles’ gravelly voice called out from within.

      Olivia pushed open the door and entered the small, cluttered office. Charles was sitting behind his desk, hunched over a stack of papers. He looked tired, with dark circles under his eyes and a frown etched on his face. He had been Olivia’s mentor and supervisor for years, but lately, she could tell he was growing increasingly frustrated with her lackluster performance.

      “Simmons, what have you got for me?” Charles asked, his tone clipped.

      Olivia straightened her shoulders and tried to exude confidence as she explained her investigation into the graffiti group.

      “Lieutenant, I’ve been working tirelessly on the investigation into the vandalism. I’ve interviewed multiple witnesses and analyzed surveillance footage to identify the culprits.”

      Charles lowered his head and rubbed his temples vigorously with his fingers. “And what progress have you made, Simmons?”

      Olivia thought about an answer. She could tell him she had made some progress but that would be pointless. Charles wouldn’t have called for this meeting if he knew Olivia’s investigation was leading the department nowhere.

      “It’s been challenging, sir. The group of teenagers responsible for the graffiti has been difficult to track down. They’ve been careful to cover their tracks and avoid detection.”

      The lieutenant raised his head. His brows were furrowed. “So, you haven’t been able to gather any solid evidence against them?”

      Olivia bit her bottom lip. “Unfortunately, no. Despite my best efforts, I haven’t been able to make any significant breakthroughs in the case. It’s frustrating, but I’ve been doing…”

      “You’re not making any progress, Simmons,” Charles interrupted, running a hand through his thinning hair. “This case has been dragging on for weeks, and we’re no closer to catching those vandals. What’s going on?”

      Honestly, I have no idea.

      Olivia felt the frustration rise within her. She had been working tirelessly on the case but had hit dead end after dead end. She tried to explain her reasoning to the lieutenant, assuring him she was doing everything she could to crack the case, but he seemed unconvinced.

      “I’ll go back to the neighborhood again and try to talk to someone, anyone, who…”

      “Enough,” Charles interrupted, cutting her off again. “I’ve had enough of your excuses, Simmons. This investigation is going nowhere, and I can’t afford to waste more resources on it. You’re off the case.”

      Olivia’s heart sank, and she felt a knot forming in her stomach. She couldn’t believe she was being taken off the case she had invested so much time and effort into. The lieutenant shook his head when she tried to plead with Charles, insisting she could still crack the case if given more time.

      “I’ve already assigned another detective to the case,” Charles said, his tone final. “They’ve made an arrest already. It’s done.”

      A surge of anger replaced Olivia’s disappointment. She couldn’t believe she had failed, and now she was being taken off the case like a rookie. Maybe I am a rookie.

      She opened her mouth to argue further, but Charles raised a hand to silence her.

      “That’s enough, Simmons,” he said tiredly. “Go on a break. Take some time off. You need it.”

      Olivia was taken aback. Was Charles firing her? Was he giving up on her altogether? She stared at him, at a loss for words.

      “Are you... firing me?” she finally managed to ask, her voice barely above a whisper.

      Charles shook his head and sighed. “No, not firing you. I just think you need a break. A long vacation. You’re burning out, Simmons. You need to clear your head and come back refreshed.”

      Olivia felt a mix of emotions. Part of her was angry at being told to take a break, as if she couldn’t handle her job. But another part of her realized that Charles might be right. She had been working tirelessly on case after case, and maybe she was indeed burning out.

      She looked at Charles, really looked at him for the first time at that moment. She noticed the lines on his face, the weariness in his eyes. He had been her mentor and always pushed her to be her best; now, he was genuinely concerned about her well-being. Olivia took a deep breath and nodded.

      “Okay,” she said, her voice steadier now. “I’ll take a vacation.”

      Charles nodded in approval, and Olivia turned to leave his office. As she walked out, she felt      a mix of emotions swirling within her. She was angry at herself for being unable to solve the case, frustrated at being taken off the investigation, and relieved at the thought of a break. Maybe Charles was right, and she did need some time to clear her head.

      As Olivia stepped out of the police department later in the day, she felt a sense of freedom. This long vacation could change her life forever. She was ready for whatever good things it would bring her way.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia Simmons had always dreamed of taking a luxurious cruise, and as she stepped aboard The Matthew Holt Cruise Ship, she felt a sense of excitement and anticipation, her heart embracing the freedom that came with it.

      Yes! This is the exact vacation I need!

      The salty sea air filled her lungs, and the seagulls echoed in the distance, reminding her of the days she went on voyages with her father. She almost imagined him beside her, the familiar smell of his tobacco slithering into her nose like the salty sea air did. It was like stepping into her childhood, except this time, Olivia was a grown woman, a detective trying to escape from work. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, letting the sea breeze wash over her.

      Without hesitating, Olivia walked over to the check-in area, where she found the ship’s attendants. Her eyes caught one of the attendants, a red-haired woman at the desk, beaming at everyone she met. Her hair was beautiful, flipping in the air as she moved around. Again, Olivia remembered when her father bought her ice cream on their voyages, the red hair as red as the strawberries on the ice cream.

      I miss him a whole lot.

      “Afternoon,” Olivia greeted.

      “Good afternoon, madam,” the attendant said. “Welcome aboard the Matthew Holt. May I assist you in any way?”

      Olivia smiled back at her, feeling grateful for the warm welcome. “Thank you. I’m just looking for my room. I believe it’s on the third deck.”

      The attendant nodded. “Of course, madam. I can show you the way.” Then she turned to face another attendant who was working with her. “Cover for me, Elena. I’ll be right back.”

      As they walked together down the deck, the attendant chatted with Olivia, asking her about her journey and where she was from. Olivia felt a sense of comfort in the attendant’s company, and it was clear that she was genuinely interested in getting to know her.

      But I don’t want anyone to know me. I’m here to spend some time alone.

      “Well, I’m from around here. Just living life,” Olivia responded.

      The attendant probably figured out she didn’t want to talk, so she asked no further questions. When they reached Olivia’s room, the attendant handed her a key with a small grin on her face.

      “Here you are, madam,” she said. “Your room is just through that door. I hope you have a pleasant stay aboard the Matthew Holt.”

      Olivia thanked the attendant and stepped into her room, embracing the sense of relief and excitement that overwhelmed her. The room was large and beautifully designed. It bore comfy velvet furniture and polished wooden walls. Lovely tapestries with sea pictures hung on the walls. To Olivia, it felt luxurious and welcoming, blending maritime themes with elegance. A large window was toward the right side of the room, overlooking the ocean. As for the bed, it was covered in crisp white sheets, and a vase of fresh Lavender was on the bedside table.

      As she unpacked her bags and settled into her room, Olivia was glad that she had quickly hopped on the offer to go aboard the cruise ship. It had been a limited offer, and she had been one of the lucky ones who got a ticket. Somehow, she knew that she would have an unforgettable experience aboard the Matthew Holt, and she felt excited for all the adventures ahead.

      Olivia stepped out of her room some minutes later after taking a quick shower and headed for the games room. Though she wanted her private time on the boat, she didn’t want to miss out on the fun that came with the games. At all.

      As she walked, Olivia caught sight of a man standing at the ship’s helm, his hands resting casually on the wheel. He was tall, with a pair of piercing blue eyes that were as merry as the waves playing against the side of the boat. His hair was a rich chestnut color, styled to make him look effortlessly cool and collected.

      As she made her way closer, the man turned to face her, a wide grin spreading across his face.

      “Welcome aboard The Matthew Holt,” he greeted, extending his hand. “I’m Matthew Holt. You must be one of my guests.”

      Oh, my days! It’s Matthew Holt himself.

      Olivia had heard much about the businessman, about how he had waded through the murky waters of poverty and found wealth at the shore of success. His self-made wealth didn’t make him proud because Matthew would go on to help the needy and donate his money to charitable organizations.

      But nothing on this boat prepared her for the actual thing. She noticed how confident and fearless Matthew seemed, as though he were in complete control of the ship and everything around him. A sense of power and authority radiated from him, and Olivia was drawn to it.

      “Ah, yes, I am,” Olivia was almost stuttering.

      Matthew flashed her a smile. “Just staring at the sea before I address everyone. It helps me gather my thoughts.”

      We all need to gather our thoughts.

      Matthew soon knitted his brows in concentration. “How did you find the reception on the boat?”

      “Awesome,” Olivia blurted out immediately. Something about Matthew made her act like she was a child, and he was this flawless adult who knew a lot of things that she didn’t. “It was perfect.”

      As they spoke, the detective’s eyes caught someone walking to the helm of the ship towards them and then froze when he saw them talking. The stranger carried a bag slung over his shoulder, and as he came closer, Olivia began to notice his unique appearance.

      Olivia’s detective intuition told her the man must be in his late forties. His clothes were simple, yet there was an air of artistic flair about him. His eyes were intense, a piercing shade of green that seemed to hold a world of emotions within them.

      As the man approached the helm, she spotted his unkempt, shoulder-length hair that was a riot of colors, ranging from vibrant blues to deep purples. He had a slight stoop to his posture as if he was used to spending long hours hunched over work.

      He suddenly caught sight of Olivia and Matthew talking. He paused in his tracks, his eyes fixed on them, but Matthew didn’t seem to notice him at all. Even if he did, he made no reaction. Olivia was intrigued by the man’s presence. Something about him seemed reclusive, as if he preferred the solitude of his own world.

      Olivia noticed that he held his bag of canvases tightly against his side as if he were afraid that someone might try to snatch it from him. His grip was firm, and Olivia could spot the tension in his fingers as his white knuckles clutched onto his precious artwork. It was evident that his art was his passion and his lifeline, something he held close to his heart.

      However, before the man could reach them, a brown-haired woman rudely barged past him, catching Olivia’s attention. The detective recognized her immediately.

      Anyone would recognize The Doll at first glance. I listen to her music every day.

      The Doll was a flamboyant and attention-seeking entertainer known for her extravagant outfits and diva-like behavior. Today, she was wearing a shiny dress covered in sparkly bits and colorful feathers. Her clothes were so bright and showy that she looked like a walking rainbow. She was a striking figure with a tall and slender frame adorned with glittering accessories, and her voice carried across the deck with an air of entitlement.

      The entertainer ignored the artist completely, giving him a dismissive glance, and went straight to Matthew. Olivia could see the frustration on Matthew’s face as The Doll got to him. For some reason, Olivia suspected this wasn’t the first time she would meet Matthew today.

      “Matthew, your staff won’t let me bring my dog to the kitchen,” The Doll snapped. “And you know I don’t go anywhere without my Sparkles.”

      “It’s unhygienic to take a dog to the kitchen,” Matthew replied with clenched teeth. “It’s fur could get everywhere and my guests wouldn’t want to have that in their meals.”

      “Well, I want Sparkles in the kitchen,” The Doll insisted petulantly.

      Olivia tried to approach The Doll, wanting to greet her and defuse the tension, but The Doll gave her a rude look and brushed her off, focusing on Matthew.

      That’s some attitude. Olivia had always known The Doll to be an eccentric celebrity who happened to become famous because of her bravery. Five years ago, some men tried to stop her and a couple of her female friends from participating in a talent show because they were…uh…girls. The Doll had spoken up about it on several social media apps and many celebrities (also feminists) backed her up. Since then, she rode on the back of fame and soared the world of popularity.

      I like her because she always stands her ground in the face of unfair treatment. But I’ve never seen this side of her. This is why you should never meet your favorite celebrities.

      “Enough, Lindsay!” Matthew cried. “Why won’t you just listen?”

      Lindsay was taken aback by Matthew’s tone, and she raised her voice in protest, reminding him that when they were dating, he wouldn’t have spoken to her that way. Matthew, in anger, walked away from her, clearly not interested in entertaining her complaints any further. Lindsay followed him, continuing her tirade, while Olivia watched the scene unfold with a mix of sympathy for Matthew and irritation toward Lindsay.

      Meanwhile, the artist had slipped away into the crowd, disappearing from her sight. She had hoped to learn more about him, as she was intrigued by his demeanor and his art. She didn’t catch the artist’s name either, but maybe they would get to meet again.

      “That was frustrating, wasn’t it?” A voice said beside her.

      The detective had been carried away by the drama that she didn’t notice when a man came to stand beside her. She turned to him, and her breath caught as she took in his striking features. He had tousled brown hair, sparkling blue eyes, and a mischievous grin on his face.

      The stranger introduced himself as Jake Holt, and it took Olivia only a few seconds to figure out he was related to Matthew Holt.

      “I don’t think Matthew has a son,” she told him.

      “But he has a nephew.” Jake smiled. “Nice to meet you. What’s your name?”

      “I’m Olivia. Olivia Simmons.”

      “I saw you talking with my uncle before Lindsay showed up. Seems like you two were deep in conversation.”

      Lindsay is The Doll.

      “Yes, we were just catching up. Your uncle is a fascinating man.”

      Olivia noticed Jake’s smile vanish briefly before it returned, brightening his charming eyes. But his reaction didn’t fill her mind. It was the man’s appearance. Jake was dressed casually in a fitted navy blue shirt accentuating his broad shoulders and toned physique. His sleeves were rolled up, revealing well-defined forearms. He paired it with dark jeans that hugged his legs, highlighting his lean and athletic build.

      Jake’s brown locks danced in the breeze, and with each sweep of his hand through his hair, Jake’s confident and playful demeanor shone through. His eyes twinkled with mischief as he flashed her a warm smile, and Olivia couldn’t help but feel a surge of attraction towards him.

      “He sure is. I’m glad you got to meet him.” He grew silent for a few seconds, his eyes watching Olivia. “So, what brings you aboard the Matthew Holt’s cruise ship?”

      The detective shrugged. “Nothing much. I love the sea and I just wanted to be on it again.”

      “Again?” Jake pointed out. “You must have gone on a lot of voyages.”

      “Ah, no,” Olivia chuckled. “I haven’t been on the sea in ten years.”

      “Interesting. Is it your job? Is it stopping you from doing what you like?”

      He is almost right. I’ve been tied to my job for years, and I haven’t found time to enjoy the things I love doing. Or maybe, I just miss my father and I know the sea will bring back memories of him.

      “I’m a detective,” Olivia told Jake, whose eyes widened with surprise. “But I won’t call it boring.”

      “You seem to be quite the conversationalist for a detective. Are you always this charming, or am I just lucky?” Jake asked.

      Olivia laughed, feeling drawn to Jake’s charisma and wit. “Well, I do enjoy a good conversation.”

      Jake grinned, his eyes twinkling with amusement. “I do enjoy a good conversation too. So, I’m glad I ran into you. This cruise was starting to look a little dull until now.”

      “Oh, really? It’s your uncle’s boat. How boring can that be for you?”

      “You don’t know the half of it. So, tell me, what’s your plan for tomorrow morning?”

      “I don’t have any plans as of now. Why do you ask?”

      “Well, I happen to be an expert in a certain word game called Scrabble, and I’m looking for a worthy opponent. Care to join me for a game anytime you’re free?”

      Olivia nodded. “You’re on, Jake. I love a good challenge. Scrabble it is!”

      Jake extended a hand for the detective to shake it. “Great! It’s a date then. This evening should be just fine. I’ll make sure to bring my A-game.”

      Olivia tried hard not to blush. “Looking forward to it.”
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            THE INVESTIGATION BEGINS

          

        

      

    

    
      Olivia awoke with a start, her heart racing as she heard a commotion outside her cabin. She quickly sat up, realizing that only two hours had passed since she had fallen asleep. She could hear voices raised in panic and agitation.

      Curious and concerned, Olivia hastily got dressed into a blue top and jeans trousers and as she raced out of the room toward the commotion, she remembered to take her police badge from her bag. From the look of things, everyone had gathered at the ship’s main hall. As she approached the main hall, she saw the ship’s security men trying to calm down the staff and guests in turmoil. Someone was yelling at the men, a woman was clutching her back, and she looked like she was about to puke. As Olivia passed by an old man, she heard him saying, “Does this mean I get a refund?”

      Olivia’s detective instincts kicked in, and she knew something serious had happened.

      She approached one of the security men, who directed her to his boss named Bradley Fern who also served as the captain of the ship. Bradley Fern stood tall with a weathered face that was etched with lines of experience. A neatly-trimmed salt-and-pepper beard adorned his square jaw, adding a touch of ruggedness to his appearance. Deep-set, steely eyes scanned the surroundings, ever watchful, as though they held the secrets of the ship’s security within their depths.

      Olivia tried to inquire from Bradley about the situation. However, he told her it was unsafe and that they were still trying to assess the situation. Olivia wasn’t one to easily give up.

      Olivia pulled her badge out of her pocket and flashed it in the captain’s face, revealing her identity as a detective. “I’m a detective. Tell me what’s going on.”

      The captain looked taken aback by Olivia’s badge and the authority in her voice. He hesitated for a moment before finally relenting.

      “It’s Mr. Holt, Matthew Holt,” he said gravely, his steely eyes revealing his sadness. “He’s been killed.”

      Olivia felt a shockwave of disbelief wash over her. Matthew Holt, the owner of the cruise ship, had been killed? She couldn’t fathom it. She had just spoken to him some hours ago, and he had seemed perfectly fine.

      The captain explained that one of the dinner staff had found Matthew’s body just moments ago, and they were still trying to secure the area and gather evidence. Her mind raced with questions, but she didn’t have time to process them as the captain led her toward the deck where Matthew’s body had been found.

      Olivia’s heart clenched with sorrow and shock as she looked at his lifeless form. She had known him only briefly, but she had admired his charm and had been looking forward to getting to know him better.

      The irony was not lost on Olivia that Matthew Holt, of the same self-named cruise ship, was laying within the pool of his own blood on this ship. The grimace of pain from the plunge of the murder weapon into his belly distorted his charming features into its grotesque death mask. He was lying face up, and his clothes were stained with blood that had seeped from the wound in his belly. The sight was both gruesome and heartbreaking.

      The wound itself was deep - for the abdominal aorta was sliced - and the wound was jagged, suggesting difficulty in removing the knife from its dark plunge. Ripped clothing revealed the surrounding area post-mortally swollen and bruised.

      The shipowner’s body, only recently warm and vibrant, was now as a plank with its rigid, pallid, and cold form. His arms rigoured upward, fending off his attacker.

      Matthew’s eyes were closed, and his expression was frozen in a grimace of pain. There was no doubt that he had suffered greatly before he passed away. Olivia could almost feel his pain as she looked at him, and a wave of sadness swept through her.

      She could see that the security men had attempted to preserve the scene as much as possible, but the blood was still visible, and the metallic smell of death hung heavy in the air. The sound of waves crashing against the ship’s hull seemed to emphasize the gravity of the situation. They had once reflected Matthew’s eyes, but now, he was gone, and unlike nature (the waves), he couldn’t live forever.

      “Where are we, Captain Fern?” Olivia asked the captain.

      “We are still on New York waters. We can always turn around.”

      “No,” Olivia quickly said. “There’s a killer on this ship and if we go back now, it’ll be very hard for us to find out who it is. Our best bet is to solve this murder before we make any stop. What’s the nearest stop we can make?”

      “The port of Sydney. At this pace, we can get to the port by 12pm the day after tomorrow.”

      “Good. Is there some place you can keep Matthew’s body?”

      Bradley thought about this. “Yes. The refrigerator room.”

      “Good. I also want you to do something for me, Captain Fern. I want you to make an announcement to everyone that we’ll be making a stop at the port of Sydney and I want you to assure them that we’ll find the killer.”

      As Olivia walked back inside the ship, she wondered who could have killed a man like Matthew. He had been a well-known philanthropist and it was hard to believe that someone could be so violent and callous as to brutally end his life.

      There’s death on this ship.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia made her way down the narrow hallway, her thoughts consumed with the recent discovery of Matthew Holt’s dead body. She needed answers and hoped that Lindsay Greene, also known as The Doll, could provide them. The entertainer had once dated Matthew for a year and might have information to help solve his death’s mystery.

      She knocked on the door of Lindsay’s room, and after a few seconds, it swung open, revealing a garishly decorated interior. Every surface was covered in neon colors and flashing lights, and the smell of cheap perfume hung heavily in the air. The room was small and cluttered, with costumes strewn about and makeup scattered on every surface.

      Lindsay, with a perpetual smile on her face, stood in the center of the room, looking Olivia up and down.

      “What can I do for you, honey?” she asked in a sugary-sweet voice.

      Olivia got right to the point. “I need to ask you some questions about Matthew Holt.”

      Lindsay’s smile faltered, and her eyes narrowed. “What do you want to know? Wait, why are you even asking questions? Are you a detective?”

      Olivia didn’t answer and showed the entertainer her badge instead. Their first encounter on the deck had shown the detective that Lindsay wasn’t someone with a polite attitude.

      I don’t want to spend so much time interrogating her.

      “I need to know if you had any knowledge of his recent activities or if he mentioned anyone who might have wanted to harm him,” Olivia said, trying to sound as diplomatic as possible.

      Lindsay let out a sigh and rolled her eyes. “Look, sweetie, Matthew and I had a brief fling, but that’s ancient history. I hadn’t seen him in months, and I had no idea what he was up to.”

      Olivia could tell that Lindsay was less receptive to questioning, but she pressed on. “I understand that, but any information you could provide would be helpful. Did he mention anything about someone who might have wanted to harm him?”

      Lindsay shrugged and twirled the curls of her hair with a finger. “I don’t know, maybe. He was always getting himself into some kind of trouble or another. But as I said, I haven’t seen him in months and have no idea what he was up to.”

      Lindsay Greene was being evasive. Olivia decided to try a different tactic. “Did Matthew have any enemies on the ship? Anyone who might have had the motive to harm him?”

      Lindsay crossed her arms defensively. “I don’t know, and even if I did, I wouldn’t tell you. I don’t want to get involved in this mess.”

      Olivia sighed. She could tell she wouldn’t get any useful information from Lindsay. She thanked her for her time and left the room, feeling frustrated and no closer to solving the mystery of Matthew Holt’s death.

      As Lindsay closed the door behind her, Olivia bumped into Jake Holt outside the room. He wore his usual charming smile, which made his beautiful eyes twinkle.

      “Jake,” Olivia breathed. “How are you?”

      “I was hoping to catch you before you disappeared again,” Jake said. Then his smile faded. “I can’t believe he’s really gone.”

      The detective put a hand on Jake’s shoulder, offering comfort. “I know, it’s a terrible tragedy. Your uncle was a good man, and I’ll do everything I can to find out what happened.”

      Jake nodded. The twinkle in his eyes was gone now. “I just can’t wrap my head around it. Who could have wanted to hurt him?”

      “That’s what I’m trying to figure out,” Olivia answered. They were now walking down the hallway. “I’m talking to everyone on the ship, trying to piece together what happened.”

      Jake broke into a sad smile. “I understand. You have a job to do.”

      Olivia suddenly remembered that she had promised to play a game of Scrabble with Jake tomorrow, but now she wasn’t sure if she would be able to. “Hey, I’m sorry about tomorrow. I don’t know if I’ll be able to play. I’ve got a lot of work to do.”

      Jake smiled again. “Don’t worry about it. I understand. Just be careful, okay? I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

      Olivia returned the smile. She was grateful that someone on this boat, at least, cared about her. “I will. You take care of yourself, too.”

      Jake moved closer to her. His face was barely inches from Olivia’s. His warm breath caressed the detective’s face, and she could perceive his clean ocean smell. The twinkle in his eyes was back.

      “Just promise me you’ll find out who did this. I want justice for Matthew.”

      “I promise,” Olivia said, her resolve strengthened by Jake’s words.

      Jake nodded and walked away, leaving Olivia alone in the hallway. The detective watched him disappear a corner, and a tinge of loneliness settled in her heart.

      There’s death on this ship, but maybe there’s also hope…
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            JAKE, THE NEPHEW

          

        

      

    

    
      The cruise ship’s kitchen had shiny steel appliances, spacious counters and smelled of detergents. An hour later, Olivia Simmons was at the kitchen to question some of the cooks about their whereabouts at the time of the murder when the door burst open, and a short, plump woman with flour on her apron rushed in. Olivia had earlier interrogated her, and she knew the kitchen worker as Martha Decker.

      “Detective! You have to come quick!” Martha exclaimed. “They’ve arrested someone for Matthew’s death!”

      Olivia’s heart raced as she followed the worker out of the kitchen and into the main hall. There, she saw a commotion near the entrance, where a man in a sharp suit was handcuffing someone.

      As she got closer, she realized with shock that the person being arrested was Jake.

      “What’s going on?” Olivia demanded, pushing her way through the crowd.

      The man making the arrest turned to face her. She didn’t recognize him at first until he introduced himself as Kelvin Potter, Matthew’s assistant.

      Kelvin Potter was a tall man who wore a sharp, tailored suit that accentuated his muscular physique. Thick eyebrows framed his brown eyes and he moved with a confident, almost arrogant, stride as though he knew something no one else in the world knew.

      “Who are you?” Kelvin asked with spite.

      “Detective Olivia Simmons.” Olivia showed him her badge.

      “Oh, you’ve got a badge,” Kelvin said, sarcasm not lost in his voice. “And I’m Kelvin Potter, the lieutenant of the Seven Seas. This isn’t your business. You’re just a guest here. Stay out of it.”

      “And I presume you’re a guest like me.”

      Kelvin frowned, clearly feeling insulted. “No. I’m Matthew Holt’s assistant.”

      “Then no one has given you the right to make an arrest. Let the gentleman go.”

      “Miss Simmons,” Kelvin said smoothly, his voice cold and clipped. “I have reason to believe that Jake was involved in Matthew’s death.”

      Olivia’s mind raced as she tried to process the information. It was impossible that Jake, who had been so supportive and understanding when she met him, could be involved in something like this. When she glanced at him, she saw Jake pleading with eyes. He’s begging me to set him free.

      “What evidence do you have?” she asked, trying to keep her voice steady.

      Kelvin raised an eyebrow, a hint of a smirk playing on his lips. “I’m afraid I can’t discuss that with you. But I assure you, I have a solid case against him.”

      Olivia clenched her fists, feeling a surge of anger toward Kelvin. She didn’t trust him and mentally added him to the list of her suspects. How come I am just getting to meet him?

      “What about you, Kelvin?” she said, her voice low and dangerous. “Where were you at the time of the murder?”

      Kelvin’s expression remained impassive, but Olivia could sense his discomfort. “I was in my cabin, working on some paperwork. But that’s irrelevant. The focus should be on finding justice for Matthew, not casting unfounded suspicions on innocent people.”

      Olivia narrowed her eyes at Kelvin’s words, taking a deep breath. She was feeling frustrated and powerless. She didn’t want Jake arrested. There was more to the story than Kelvin was letting on.

      “Mr. Potter,” she said calmly now. “As the legal detective on this case, I ask that you let Jake Holt go. Let’s discuss this privately.”

      Kelvin scoffed. “Legal detective? Who made you legal detective on this case?”

      “I asked the captain of the ship, and we are still sailing in New York, which makes this case fall under the New York Police’s jurisdiction. Now, can we talk privately?”

      The assistant appeared to consider this. He looked from Olivia to Jake and then back to Olivia. Muttering something to himself, he uncuffed Jake and let him go.

      “Well, that was unnecessary,” Jake snapped, rubbing his wrists where Kelvin had cuffed him.

      “I can arrest you again,” Kelvin threatened.

      “No one is arresting anyone,” Olivia quickly stepped in. “Come with me, Mr. Potter.”

      They both walked away from the area, pushing through the murmuring crowd of guests until they got to an empty cabin. Olivia led him inside and shut the door behind them.

      “What the hell were you thinking, Mr. Potter? You can’t just arrest someone without solid evidence.”

      Kelvin crossed his arms. “I know, detective. I was just trying to do what Matthew would have wanted. He was like a good man to me.”

      “He was a good man to everyone. Look, Matthew would have wanted you to find the real killer, not just arrest someone out of spite,” Olivia countered. “What evidence do you have against Jake?”

      Kelvin hesitated for a moment before answering, “I overheard him arguing with Matthew on the day of the murder. Matthew was angry with Jake about something but I have no idea what it was. It turned into a heated argument.”

      “That’s not enough evidence to arrest someone,” Olivia pointed out. “Did anyone else hear this argument?”

      Kelvin shook his head. “No, I was the only one there. But this morning when I went to Jake’s room to question him, he sneered and said that Matthew deserved to die.”

      “Did anyone else hear him say that?” Olivia asked.

      “No, but I think he knows something. He was acting suspiciously and wouldn’t answer my questions.”

      Olivia sighed. “Mr. Potter, I need you to understand that you can’t just go around accusing people without evidence. We need to find the real killer and make sure they’re brought to justice.”

      “Alright,” Kelvin replied. “I’m sorry, detective. I just want to make sure Matthew’s killer is caught.”

      “I understand. But you have to work with me and follow proper procedure. Do you have any other leads or information that could help us?”

      Kelvin shook his head. “No, nothing else at the moment.”

      Olivia nodded. “Alright. You need to inform me of anything you hear about the case, but you can’t go around arresting people without evidence. Is that clear?”

      Kelvin stroked his chin and reluctantly answered, “Yes, I understand.”

      Olivia stretched a hand. “The handcuffs. I’ll take it from here.”

      The assistant reached into his back pocket, pulled out the handcuff, and gave it to the detective. She nodded politely at him, and he turned around, leaving her alone in the empty cabin. As Kelvin left the cabin, Olivia wondered if there was more to Jake’s story. She knew he had been close to his uncle and had no motive for killing him. She decided to question him again and try to get to the bottom of his argument with Matthew.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia knocked on the door to Jake Holt’s room, the sound of the knock echoing in the empty hallway. She heard a faint “come in” from inside, and she pushed the door open to find Jake sitting at a small table with a Scrabble board in front of him.

      “Hey, Olivia,” he said with a small smile as he looked up from the board. “You ready to get beaten at Scrabble?”

      Olivia chuckled as she walked in and took a seat opposite him. It was afternoon, and she had decided to play Scrabble with Jake.

      “We’ll see about that,” the detective said as she started to look around the room.

      It was a neat and tidy space, with everything in its place. The bed was neatly made, with the pillows perfectly fluffed. There was a small desk in the corner with a lamp and a few books neatly arranged on it. A photo frame on the bedside table caught Olivia’s eye, and she leaned over to look at it.

      It was a picture of Jake and Matthew fishing on a lake somewhere. They both had big smiles, and Olivia could tell they were having a great time.

      “That’s a great picture,” Olivia said, nodding toward the frame.

      Jake glanced over at it and then back at her. “Yeah, it was a good day.”

      A slight hint of sadness was in his voice. Olivia hesitated for a moment, wondering if she should ask him about his uncle. But she didn’t want to ruin the mood.

      “So, Scrabble?” she said, picking up a tile and looking at it.

      They played silently for a few minutes, each placing their tiles on the board carefully. Olivia was surprised at how good Jake was and found herself struggling to keep up.

      After a few rounds, Jake finally broke the silence. “So, what’s the deal with my uncle? I’ve been trying to get my mind off his murder by going about my daily business, but I just can’t.”

      He was looking up at her. Olivia hesitated for a moment, not sure how to approach the subject.

      “I know nothing yet,” she said, trying to keep her tone neutral.

      Jake sighed and leaned back in his chair. “Look, I also don’t know anything about what happened to him. Heck, Kelvin had no right to embarrass me in front of everyone.” He sounded frustrated. “But I know he had some pretty shady business dealings.”

      Olivia raised an eyebrow. “Shady? How?”

      Jake shrugged. “He was involved with some people he shouldn’t have been.” He hesitated, rubbing the corner of his eye. “The Mafia, for one.”

      Olivia’s eyes widened in surprise. Now, that’s shocking!

      “The Mafia?”

      Jake nodded. “Yeah. I don’t know all the details, but I know he was in pretty deep with them. And I wouldn’t be surprised if that’s what got him killed.”

      Olivia frowned, thinking about what he had just said. “Do you think someone in the Mafia killed him?”

      Jake shrugged again. “I don’t know. But it’s possible. And it’s definitely something you should be looking into.”

      Olivia nodded slowly, thinking about what he had just told her. “Thanks for the tip. I’ll definitely look into it.”

      Jake nodded and started to gather up the Scrabble tiles. They had stopped playing midway, and Olivia didn’t see the need to keep playing now that they were talking about his uncle.

      “Well, thanks for the game,” he said. “Though we didn’t get to finish.”

      Olivia suddenly felt guilty for discussing his uncle at a game he probably wanted to use to get his mind off things. She had wanted to solve the case, but she had forgotten that there were real people involved, people who had lost someone they loved. Jake must have guessed her presence in his cabin was to ask him questions.

      “I’m sorry, Jake,” she said, standing up. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      Jake looked up at her, and she could see the sadness in his eyes. “It’s okay. I just miss him, you know?”

      Olivia nodded. “I get you.”

      As she turned to leave, Jake said to her, “You should ask Kelvin.”

      “What’s that?”

      “About the Mafia thing. I think he knew about it.”

      Olivia smiled. “I’ll do just that. Thanks, Jake.”

      Then she walked out of the room.
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            THE VICTIM’S PAST

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, at around 7am, Olivia stood in the center of Matthew Holt’s private office, scanning the space. The room was decorated with dark wood furniture, all polished and gleaming. A large mahogany desk sat in the center of the room, with a leather chair behind it. Bookshelves lined the walls, filled with thick volumes and antique knick-knacks. The room had an old-world feel to it, with no hint of modern technology to be seen.

      As she began her search, Olivia took in the details of the office. The room was immaculately clean, with no papers or clutter lying around. Everything had a place, and everything was in its place. Even the dust on the shelves seemed perfectly arranged as if the room had been carefully curated to project a certain image.

      Olivia began to search through the drawers of the desk slowly and methodically. She pulled out files, papers, and receipts, scanning each for clues that might help solve the case. She found nothing of significance until she reached the desk’s bottom drawer. There, buried under a stack of papers, she found a folder labeled “Pedro Grate.”

      Sounds familiar.

      Inside the folder, the detective found newspaper clippings about Matthew Holt’s business dealings with a man named Pedro Grate. One of the clippings had a picture of Grate, and Olivia studied it carefully. He was a large man with a thick beard and piercing eyes. He had a cruel-looking scar on his cheek, and his mouth was twisted in a sneer. There was something about him that made Olivia’s skin crawl. She tried to remember where she had seen him and heard his name.

      Oh, I remember now!

      As Olivia stared at Pedro Grate’s picture in the newspaper clippings on Matthew Holt’s desk, memories of her previous case came flooding back. She had been working on a vandalism case before her boss, Charles, had sent her on this vacation. The case involved a group of teenagers who had been spray-painting graffiti around town, with Pedro’s name often featuring prominently. They referred to him as the “Mafia lord” “IL Capo” or “Maggiore.”

      Initially, Pedro had been a well-liked and respected member of the community. Like Matthew, he had been known for his philanthropy and had given generously to various charities and causes. However, when information leaked that he was the head of a Mafia group, his reputation was tarnished overnight. The media had a field day with the story, and soon Pedro’s name became synonymous with organized crime.

      Olivia had never been able to catch the teenagers responsible for the graffiti, but now, staring at Pedro’s picture, she realized that there was more to Matthew Holt’s story than she had originally thought. The shipowner’s connection to Pedro was concerning, and the fact that he had been doing business with him before they stopped being partners raised even more questions.

      Jake Holt’s theory that his uncle had ties to the Mafia suddenly seemed more plausible than ever before. Olivia knew that she needed to find out more about Pedro and his dealings with Matthew if she was to get to the bottom of the murder case.

      As she continued to search through his desk drawers, her eyes fell on a stack of checks with someone’s name on them. It was someone on this cruise ship, one of the guests to be specific. Matthew seemed to have been paying this person, and Olivia wondered why.

      What were you up to, Matthew?

      Olivia had been sitting in Matthew’s office, deep in thought, when she heard the door creak open. She turned around to see Kelvin Potter enter the room. The man was startled to see her that he took a step back.

      “Mr. Potter, morning. What are you doing here?”

      “I could ask you the same thing,” he replied, a bit defensively.

      “I’m investigating your boss’ murder,” she said calmly. “What brings you here?”

      Kelvin shifted nervously and tried to hide the cigarette he had been smoking, but Olivia had already seen it. She gestured for him to relax.

      “It’s fine, Kelvin. Just don’t smoke in here. I really don’t like the smell.”

      Kelvin nodded, visibly relieved. He was probably embarrassed I had seen him with a cigarette. An addict, maybe?

      “So, what’s up?” the assistant asked.

      Olivia took a deep breath and decided to get straight to the point. “I want to ask you about Pedro Grate,” she said.

      Kelvin’s expression hardened, and the detective could see the tension in his body. “Matthew’s business with Pedro was in the past. There’s nothing else to say about it.”

      “I understand that, but Pedro’s name came up in connection to Matthew’s murder,” Olivia pointed out. “Do you know anything that could help me?”

      Kelvin hesitated, then let out a sigh. He took a seat and massaged his forehead.

      “I won’t be surprised if Pedro sent someone on this ship to kill Matthew,” he said, his voice low. “The two were bitter enemies.”

      Olivia raised an eyebrow. “Enemies? How so?”

      Kelvin shook his head. “I don’t know the details, but I know they had some kind of falling out. It was bad.”

      Olivia leaned back in her chair, deep in thought. “What can you tell me about Pedro Grate? What kind of person is he?”

      Kelvin scoffed. “Pedro Grate is a monster.” His voice was filled with disgust. “He’s the head of a Mafia group that’s been terrorizing this city for years. He’s ruthless, cruel, and completely devoid of empathy.”

      Olivia was taken aback by Kelvin’s strong reaction. “How do you know all this?”

      Kelvin hesitated for a moment before speaking. “I used to work for him. I was young and stupid, and I thought I could make some easy money. But I soon realized what I had gotten myself into. I saw things that still keep me up at night. Matthew saved me from Pedro. I wouldn’t be here without him.”

      Olivia looked at Kelvin with new respect. “That must have been tough. But it also means you might have some valuable information that could help us catch Matthew’s killer.”

      Kelvin shook his head. “I don’t know anything about Matthew’s murder, Detective. I wish I did, but I don’t.”

      Olivia nodded, accepting his answer. “Okay, but if you think of anything that could help, please let me know.”

      Kelvin nodded, and Olivia could see the unease in his eyes.

      “I will,” he said before rising to his feet. “Have a great day, Detective.”

      Kelvin quickly left the room. Olivia sat there for a few moments, lost in thought. The pieces of the puzzle were starting to come together, but she still had a long way to go before she could solve the case.
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      Olivia Simmons attended Matthew Holt’s memorial in the ship’s hallway, which Kelvin Potter had organized.

      The memorial, which started around 10am, held in memory of Matthew Holt was a somber affair. The ship’s hallway was now filled with guests who were mourning his death. The walls were decorated with white and yellow lilies, Matthew’s favorite flowers. The scent of the flowers mingled with the salty sea air, creating an eerie yet soothing atmosphere.

      A podium was set up at the center of the hallway, where Kelvin Potter stood. Kelvin spoke about how much Matthew meant to him and how he would miss his dear boss, friend, and father-figure. His voice was choked with emotion as he spoke, and a few of the mourners were seen wiping away tears.

      Olivia stood at a distance, taking it all in. She had never attended a memorial before and was moved by the grief and sadness in the room. The sound of a violin playing a haunting melody added to the heartbreaking mood of the event. It was a fitting tribute to a man who had touched many lives.

      After the ceremony, Olivia was approached by Jake, who was excited to see her. The detective was pleased to see him too. She found herself admiring his good looks and the way he carried himself. Despite the solemn atmosphere, the detective was drawn to him. She had felt a flutter in her belly when she set eyes on him.

      Jake asked if she would like to have lunch with him at the ship’s private diner. Olivia was about to say yes when her attention was drawn to a figure in the corner of the hallway.

      It was the reclusive artist who had been carrying canvasses on the deck when she first met Matthew Holt. He was standing alone, his eyes fixed on the ground. Olivia’s curiosity was piqued as she had earlier concluded that he didn’t like appearing in public.

      Without a second thought, Olivia excused herself from Jake and made her way over to the artist. As she approached him, he looked up, his eyes meeting hers. The detective immediately noticed the fear that crept into his eyes. As if on cue, he turned around and walked briskly out of the hallway. Olivia followed suit.

      She followed him down the hallway, her heart pounding in her chest. The detective knew she needed to talk to this man. Back on the deck when she was first exploring the ship and had met Matthew, she had seen that he wanted to tell Matthew something. Olivia needed answers, and she was sure the artist had them. Finally, he entered his cabin and started to shut the door, but Olivia stopped him.

      “Wait!” she said, holding up her hand. “We need to talk.”

      The artist sighed and reluctantly let her in. His cabin was small and sparse, with bare white walls and a single narrow bed. There were no paintings or decorations except for a few canvases scattered around the room on the floor. Her eyes fell on a particular canvass spread on the bed. Just as she moved closer to it to check it out, the artist spoke, “What do you want?”

      “What’s your name?”

      He appeared reluctant to answer. Then he sighed and replied, “John Vane.”

      “John, I’m Olivia Simmons, the detective on this case. I want to ask you questions about Matthew Holt,” she responded, getting straight to the point. “The first time I saw you, you were at the deck to tell him something. What was it?”

      John looked at her for a long moment before he finally spoke. “I was commissioned to paint a portrait of him.”

      “A portrait?” Olivia said, surprised. “Why would someone commission a portrait of a ship owner?”

      John shrugged. “I don’t know. I was told that the person who commissioned the portrait was willing to pay a lot of money for it.”

      Olivia narrowed her eyes. “Who commissioned it?”

      “I don’t know,” John said, shaking his head. “We spoke through letters.”

      Olivia sighed in frustration. “What about the map?”

      The detective gestured to the canvas on the bed. While they were talking, she got a chance to take a quick look at it and realized it wasn’t a painting. It was a map.

      John looked at it, too. “It’s a map of the ocean. Matthew was fascinated by it. He wanted me to paint it for him.”

      Olivia walked over to the canvas and studied it. It was indeed a map of the ocean, with intricate lines and markings indicating currents, tides, and other nautical details. She couldn’t imagine why Matthew would want a painting of a map, but then again, she didn’t know him very well.

      “Did Matthew ever say anything about Pedro Grate?” Olivia asked, turning back to John.

      John shook his head. “Not that I remember. He just talked about the ocean and his love for the sea.”

      Olivia sighed in frustration. She had hoped to find some answers, but it seemed like John didn’t know much more than she did.

      “I’m sorry to bother you,” she said, turning to leave.

      “Wait,” John said, stopping her. “I have something to show you.”

      He walked over to his portfolio case he had hung on the wall and removed a canvas from it. Olivia watched as he carefully unrolled it, revealing a stunning seascape. The painting was breathtaking, with vibrant colors and intricate details that made it seem like she was actually standing on the deck of a ship.

      “I painted this for Matthew,” John said, his voice soft. “It was his favorite.”

      Olivia felt a lump form in her throat. She had never been much of an art person, but she could tell that this painting was special. She could feel the emotion and love that John had put into it.

      “It’s beautiful,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

      John nodded with a sad smile on his face. “Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      Olivia made her way to the ship’s kitchen, her stomach grumbling in anticipation of lunch. The memorial service was over, and she guessed the kitchen would have been put to service to feed the guests.

      As she entered, she was hit with the smells of cooking food and the sounds of clattering pots and pans. The kitchen was busy, with chefs and assistants bustling about in their white uniforms.

      She made her way over to the counter, where a line of workers waited for their meals. As she waited, she soon overheard the conversation of some of the workers standing nearby.

      “Did you hear about Matthew Holt?” one of them said, his voice low.

      “What about him?” another worker asked.

      “He was involved with the Mafia,” the first worker said, his tone hushed.

      Olivia’s ears perked up at this. The news had got out! Now, everyone knows about the Mafia.

      The detective leaned in closer, trying to listen without drawing attention to herself.

      “Isn’t that how he got rich?” a third worker chimed in.

      Martha Decker spoke up next. “They say he took something from the Mafia. Something they wanted back.”

      Okay, that’s interesting.

      “What did he take from them?” A worker asked.

      “I think it…” Martha began to say but stopped when she spotted the detective. “Detective Simmons.”

      All the workers soon hurried to their feet, dispersing as though they had not just been discussing Matthew. Detective Olivia stepped in front of Martha and smiled at the woman.

      “Don’t go yet,” she said. “I would like to know what Matthew took from the Mafia.”

      Martha fidgeted with her apron, biting her lip. “It was just a rumor I heard from my brother. He knew some people who were involved with the Mafia.”

      “What did he say happened?” Olivia pressed.

      Martha sighed, finally meeting Olivia’s gaze. “He said that Matthew had taken some kind of valuable information or documents from Pedro Grate, his former business partner. Something that made Pedro really mad.”

      Pedro Grate, the man from the files in Matthew’s office.

      Olivia raised an eyebrow. “Do you have any idea what that could have been?”

      Martha shook her head. “No, Detective. I’m sorry. My brother didn’t give me any specifics. But I know that Pedro had a son who stopped working for him when Matthew left the Mafia.”

      Olivia leaned in, intrigued. “Pedro Grate had a son? Did Matthew have something to do with this son leaving his father’s business?”

      Martha nodded. “From what I heard, Matthew and Pedro’s son were really close. Some people even thought that Matthew was like a father to him. When Matthew left the Mafia, Pedro’s son stopped working for him too. It was strange.”

      After the detective thanked Martha for her time, she found Kelvin at the ship’s bar and pulled him aside, asking him about Pedro’s son.

      Kelvin furrowed his brows and shook his head, “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Pedro’s son died a few months back. If you think that’s why Matthew got killed, then you’re wrong. Matthew had nothing to do with Pedro’s son or his death.”

      Olivia raised her eyebrows skeptically, “Really? Because someone mentioned that Matthew and Pedro’s son were close. Like he was almost his father.”

      Kelvin rubbed his chin. “I don’t know anything about that. But I do know that Matthew had nothing to do with Pedro’s son’s death.”

      “I don’t know, Kelvin. Everything seems connected. The Mafia had the motive to kill Matthew, and this could be it. What did Matthew take from Pedro that made him so angry?”

      Kelvin shrugged. “No idea, but it must have been big whatever it was. Pedro was never the same after Matthew left the Mafia. And the rumors were that Matthew had double-crossed him.”

      “Interesting.” Olivia thought about her next question. “What’s his name?”

      “Who?”

      “Pedro’s son.”

      “Jose. That’s what they called him.”

      “I see. Well, thanks for your help, Kelvin. I’m going to keep looking into this.”

      As she walked away, Kelvin called out after her, “Be careful, Olivia. The Mafia isn’t something to mess with.”

      The detective smiled at him and left.
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      Olivia sat at her desk in her cabin, surrounded by piles of notes and case files. It was still afternoon and the air was thick with the scent of ink and paper. She sifted through the list of passengers on the ship, crossing off the names of those she had already interrogated. As she went through the list, her eyes fell on a name she hadn’t seen before: Carrie Foster.

      There’s no Carrie Foster on this ship. I’m sure of that because I didn’t interrogate anyone with that name.

      The detective got up from her desk and exited the cabin, her footsteps echoing on the polished deck. She looked around, trying to spot the red-haired attendant who had directed her to her room on the day she came aboard the ship.

      After a few minutes of searching, Olivia finally spotted the attendant walking down the hallway. She quickly made her way over to her, trying not to startle her.

      “Excuse me,” Olivia said, trying to keep her voice calm. “I was wondering if you could help me. I’m looking for a passenger named Carrie Foster. I haven’t had a chance to speak with her yet.”

      The attendant looked at Olivia skeptically, her arms crossed over her chest. “I don’t know if I can help you with that,” she said, her voice guarded. “I don’t really keep track of the passengers’ names.”

      Olivia frowned, sensing the woman’s reluctance to help her. Well, I wasn’t actually friendly to her the first day we met.

      “I understand,” she said. “But this is a matter of utmost importance. It could be related to the investigation I’m conducting.”

      The attendant took a deep breath. “Carrie Foster didn’t come on board this ship.”

      Olivia frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “She was replaced by someone else,” the attendant explained. “The Doll.”

      Olivia’s eyebrows rose. “The Doll?”

      “She’s an entertainer,” the attendant said. “She wasn’t invited on this ship, but she replaced Carrie Foster to come aboard. I heard it was because she wanted to see Matthew Holt about something, and he wouldn’t meet with her.”

      “I know who The Doll is. But did Matthew Holt know this?”

      “I think so,” the attendant said. “I heard he was angry when he found out that The Doll was stalking him. He even asked the security men to watch her.”

      Olivia made a mental note to look into Lindsay’s movements and background. “Do you know where The Doll is now?”

      “I’m not sure,” the attendant said. “Last I heard, she was in the music room.”

      “Thank you,” Olivia said, turning to leave. “You’ve been very helpful.”

      Olivia wondered what other secrets this ship was hiding as she walked away. It seemed like every person she talked to had a piece of information that could help solve the case. She needed to put it all together.

      It was clear that Matthew had enemies, but she still wasn’t sure who was behind his murder. She had a feeling it was someone on this ship, though. And she was determined to find out who it was.

      Olivia approached the music room on the ship, drawn by the sound of Lindsay’s singing. She could hear the entertainer’s melodious voice, singing the heartbreaking lyrics of a bygone song. One that speaks to you in whispers that only your soul understands.

      Lindsay stood on the podium, the spotlight shining down on her like a halo. She was wearing a shimmering silver dress that clung to her curves like a second skin. The fabric seemed to shimmer and sparkle as she moved, catching the light in a thousand different ways. Her hair was piled high on her head in an elaborate style, with long curls cascading down her back like a waterfall.

      Her voice was like honey, smooth and rich as she continued to sing. The notes seemed to pour out of her effortlessly, filling the room with vibrant energy. Her eyes were closed, lost in the music as she swayed to the rhythm, her long, manicured nails tapping out the beat.

      As the song progressed, her voice grew stronger and more powerful, soaring to new heights with each passing verse. Her movements became more animated, her hands gesturing dramatically as she poured her heart into the lyrics. It was a stunning performance, full of emotion and raw talent.

      This is why everyone loves The Doll. But she’s rude.

      The song’s final notes soon died away. Lindsay opened her eyes and smiled, looking around the empty room. She seemed almost surprised to see Olivia there as if she had been lost in the music and forgotten where she was.

      “Detective, I presume,” she said, her voice rich and husky. “Are you here to interrogate me?”

      Olivia nodded, her eyes fixed on the performer. “I want to know why you took Carrie Foster’s place on the ship.”

      Lindsay raised an eyebrow, her expression curious. “Carrie was a fan of mine.” She stepped down from the podium. “She was thrilled to let go of her space so that I could come aboard.”

      Olivia frowned, studying Lindsay’s face for any sign of deception. “And what about Matthew Holt? Why did you want to see him so badly? What was it you wanted to tell him?”

      Lindsay’s expression darkened, and Olivia could sense a flicker of anger in her eyes. “Because Matthew was stalking me, and I wanted him to stop.”

      Olivia’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Matthew Holt was stalking you?”

      Lindsay nodded, a note of bitterness in her voice. “He wouldn’t leave me alone. Our relationship ended on a bad note, but he was obsessed with me.”

      “I heard quite the opposite.” Olivia crossed her arms. “It was you who was stalking Matthew, Lindsay.”

      Lindsay flashed the detective a mischievous smile. “Someone has been lying to you.”

      “I don’t think so. Now, answer me, Miss Greene. Why were you stalking Matthew?” Olivia paused. “Was it because you were getting money from him? Did he threaten to stop doing that?”

      The entertainer’s eyes widened in surprise as soon as the detective brought up Matthew Holt’s financial involvement with her. Her expression faltered for a moment, her confident facade slipping as she appeared rattled for a moment.

      Olivia wondered what kind of hold Lindsay had over Matthew to warrant such large sums of money. She had been searching through Matthew Holt’s office, looking for any clue that could lead her to his murderer. While Olivia had been rifling through Matthew Holt’s desk drawers, the stack of checks she had earlier come across had Lindsay’s name on them. Why was the wealthy businessman paying an entertainer so much money? The checks were for substantial amounts, and they had been written over a period of several months.

      Was it simply a case of a wealthy man showering attention on his favorite entertainer, or was there something more sinister at play?

      “Why was Matthew giving you money?” The detective asked again.

      Lindsay looked surprised and stammered, “What do you mean? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Olivia countered. “I found checks in his office made out to you. Several of them.”

      Lindsay sighed and looked down. Her shoulders slumped in defeat. “Okay, fine. Jeez, you’re smarter than I thought. Matthew was helping me pay off my debts when we were still together. But he stopped doing it, and I couldn’t keep up with the payments. I came on board this ship hoping to talk to him and convince him to start helping me again.”

      Olivia raised an eyebrow. She didn’t really believe the woman. “And when was the last time you saw him?”

      “The day he died.”

      “Did you kill him?”

      “Hell no!” Lindsay exclaimed. Then she tapped her shoe on the ground, revealing her unease. “I snuck into his cabin. But I wasn’t there to kill him, Detective. I swear! I was just there to steal from his safe. But he came into the room with Kelvin and I had to hide.”

      “Did you hear them talking about anything?” Olivia asked.

      “I heard Matthew arguing with his assistant, Kelvin Potter,” Lindsay responded. “Matthew was furious and threatened to fire him. That’s all I know. I didn’t see anyone else in the room.”

      Olivia was surprised by this information. When she earlier talked with Kelvin Potter, he didn’t tell her about the argument he had with Matthew Holt. Did he do this deliberately?

      As Olivia processed the new information from Lindsay about Matthew arguing with Kelvin, she couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more to the story than meets the eye. She decided to ask Lindsay a crucial question. “Lindsay, did Matthew say why he wanted to fire Kelvin? Did he mention anything specific about his reasons?”

      Lindsay looked hesitant but eventually replied, “Matthew kept saying Kelvin was incompetent and that he had let bad people on the cruise ship. He said Kelvin didn’t properly monitor the guests coming on board. I suspected Matthew was talking about me since I wasn’t an original guest on the ship.”

      “Thank you for sharing that with me, Lindsay. I appreciate your honesty,” Olivia said, empathetically. “You’ve been very helpful in this investigation. I must also inform you that, unfortunately, you are now a suspect in this case, given your connection to Matthew and your presence on the ship. But please don’t worry, I’ll do everything I can to uncover the truth and find the real killer.”

      Lindsay’s eyes widened in fear, and she instinctively clutched her necklace. “I... I didn’t kill Matthew,” she stammered. “I was angry at him because he cut me off, but I could never harm him or anyone else. I hope you find out who did this.”

      Olivia reassured Lindsay, “I believe you, Lindsay. I promise to be thorough and fair in my investigation. Now, if you remember anything else that might help, no matter how small, please don’t hesitate to reach out to me.”

      After thanking Lindsay for her time, Olivia left the room, her mind buzzing with the information she just got from Kelvin. That man is keeping things from me.

      She needed to talk to Kelvin again to understand his side of the story and see if he deliberately withheld information about the argument with Matthew.
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      As she made her way to Kelvin’s cabin to ask him about this, Olivia’s phone rang. It was a call from Lieutenant Charles Salt. Oh no! He must have heard about the case.

      She answered, “Hello, Lieutenant. How are you doing?”

      Charles sounded skeptical as he responded, “I heard from one of your buddies, Brenda Fisher, that you’re on the Matthew Holt Cruise Ship. What’s the update on the murder case?”

      Olivia hesitated for a moment before replying, “Yes, I’m on the case, Lieutenant. It’s a complex one, but I’m handling it.”

      Charles sighed. “Be careful, Olivia. This isn’t like your usual amateur detective work. Don’t botch this case.”

      “I won’t, Lieutenant. I promise to be cautious,” Olivia replied earnestly.

      She then went on to inform Charles about the connections between Matthew and Pedro Grate, the infamous Mafia member, and how Pedro’s son had left his father because of Matthew.

      Maybe this is an act of vengeance.

      “This is uncharted waters for you, Olivia. You need to watch your back. The Mafia doesn’t play nice. Don’t take unnecessary risks.”

      “I know, Lieutenant. I’ll be careful,” Olivia assured him.

      As she was talking on the phone, Olivia spotted Kelvin Potter leaving his room down the hall. She quickly ended the call, telling Charles she’d update him later, and rushed after Kelvin. There was more she needed to know about the argument he had with Matthew and why he didn’t mention it earlier.

      “Kelvin! Wait up!” Olivia called out as she approached him.

      Kelvin turned around, looking surprised to see Olivia. “Oh, Detective. Hi. Is there something you need?”

      “I actually wanted to talk to you about something,” Olivia replied, her eyes dropping to the cigarette in his hand.

      Kelvin only smokes when he’s nervous. I know a nervous man when I see one.

      “You see, I spoke with The Doll earlier, and she mentioned the argument you had with Matthew. Why didn’t you tell me about it before?”

      His eyes widened with terror, and a cold sweat broke out on his forehead. Kelvin looked like he had just seen a ghost. He was frozen with fear.

      After a while, he opened up. “I didn’t think it was relevant to the investigation. Matthew and I argued about work-related matters, but it wasn’t anything significant.”

      Olivia raised an eyebrow, sensing that Kelvin might not be telling her the whole truth. “Kelvin, I need you to be honest with me. If there’s anything you’re not telling me, it’s crucial that you share it now. The smallest detail could be the key to solving this case.”

      Kelvin looked conflicted but eventually relented, “Okay, fine. We argued about some guests that got on board.”

      “The Doll? Matthew was angry about that?”

      “Not just the doll.” Kelvin swallowed hard. “Matthew was paranoid. I think he had a feeling they sent someone after him, you know, the Mafia. He knew he was going to die and blamed me for not making sure unwanted people didn’t get on board.”

      Kelvin’s revelation left Olivia stunned. She couldn’t believe that Matthew had been living in such fear, and she felt a mix of sympathy and frustration that he hadn’t shared his concerns with anyone, especially her during their earlier conversation.

      He owes me no obligation to tell me what’s going on with him. I’m just a guest on this ship.

      Something in Kelvin’s demeanor made her believe he was telling the truth. Her instincts rarely failed her.

      “I believe you, Kelvin,” Olivia said softly. “It’s understandable that Matthew would be scared if he was in the Mafia’s crosshairs. But why would he think you were responsible for allowing unwanted people on board?”

      Kelvin looked uneasy as he replied, “Matthew was paranoid, and I think he was looking for someone to blame for his troubles. He knew he was in danger, and he must have felt desperate to find a scapegoat. Unfortunately, that seemed to be me.”

      Olivia thanked Kelvin and told him to stay around. She still bore the feeling that there was more to this puzzle.

      As she turned to leave, her keen eyes caught a glint of metal protruding from behind a nearby doorway’s curtain. Her heart skipped a beat as she realised it was a gun.

      Without a moment’s hesitation, she shouted, “Kelvin, watch out!”

      With lightning speed, Olivia pushed Kelvin to the ground, the gunshot echoing loudly through the corridors. The bullet whizzed through the air, barely missing its target, and struck the wall behind them. Panic spread like wildfire, and the once serene cruise ship descended into chaos once more.

      Passengers screamed and scattered, seeking shelter wherever they could. Olivia’s heart raced with every second that passed. The killer was still lurking somewhere on the ship, watching, waiting for the perfect opportunity to strike again.

      Amidst the chaos, Olivia scanned her surroundings, her senses on high alert. She couldn’t spot the shooter anywhere, and it felt like they had vanished into thin air. The ship’s security personnel rushed to the scene, attempting to restore order and ensure the safety of the passengers.

      “Is everyone okay? Did anyone see where the shot came from?” Olivia called out, trying to rally the shaken crowd.

      A few passengers pointed in various directions, but no one could provide a clear answer. The killer had vanished without a trace, leaving behind only fear and uncertainty in their wake.

      The killer had left behind a cloth mask and a gun. It was a revolver, a .22 Magnum. Olivia picked up the gun carefully, even though she knew it would likely have no fingerprints. She placed it in a small bag one of the security men handed to her. She intended to use it as evidence later. She couldn’t let any piece of information slip through her fingers.

      Olivia’s eyes met Kelvin’s. His eyes were wide with terror, and his trembling lips barely managed to contain the fear coursing through him. She knew that this ordeal had only deepened his fear about the dangerous situation they were all entangled in.

      “We need to find a safe place and stay low for now,” Olivia advised Kelvin, keeping her voice steady despite the turmoil surrounding them. “I’ll do my best to protect you, but we have to be cautious. The killer might still be nearby. For now, you have to stay with the security men.”

      As she led him back to the security unit, Olivia was forced to ask him, “Why would someone want you dead, Kelvin? Is there anything else you haven’t told me?”

      Kelvin’s eyes darted nervously, “I... I don’t know. I’ve been honest with you, Olivia. I don’t know why someone would want to kill me.”

      “Kelvin, can you tell me more about that day when you argued with Matthew?” she asked gently.

      Kelvin looked visibly shaken, but he began to speak, “I think I haven’t been totally honest with you.”

      You think?

      “He wanted to tell me something, but he changed his mind at the last moment,” Kelvin continued. “He was on the verge of saying something important, but then he shut himself off.”

      “Do you have any idea what he might have wanted to tell you? It could be crucial to the case.”

      Kelvin hesitated for a moment before confessing, “I don’t know for sure, but I have a feeling it was something about the Mafia or someone related to them. Whoever tried to shoot me just now probably thinks Matthew told me that secret, but he didn’t. I have no idea what it could be.”

      “That makes sense,” I told him.

      “And I think you should also know this.”

      Before Kelvin spoke, he looked around as if frightened someone might eavesdrop. Olivia sensed the gravity of his words; he was about to reveal something crucial.

      “John Vane, the artist, he’s not who everyone thinks,” Kelvin stammered.

      Olivia’s eyes widened with shock. She had suspected something was weird about John. The revelation about him ignited a flurry of questions in her mind.

      “If he’s not who he is, then what’s his real identity?”

      Kelvin took a deep breath before answering, “His real name is Jose Grate. He’s Pedro Grate’s son.”

      Olivia’s eyes widened in surprise. She never would have thought John, a guy who rarely spoke two words, was the son of a Mafia lord.

      “Why would he be on the cruise, disguised as an artist?” she wondered aloud.

      Kelvin looked grave, “I don’t know, Olivia. “I don’t know, Olivia. Matthew asked me to make sure John Vane comes on the ship. He handed me John’s ID cards, and I could tell they were fake. I confronted Matthew about it, and he confessed that John was Pedro’s son. But that’s all he told me.”

      Olivia’s mind was racing with new information. So many secrets. So many mind-boggling secrets.

      She left Kelvin with the security men, ensuring his safety, and walked away deep in thought.

      As Olivia paced the ship’s corridors, she couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that there was more to this story. Matthew’s decision to help John change his identity, despite the danger they both faced from Pedro, made sense.

      I would want to change everything about me if I was also on the Mafia’s radar.

      However, if Matthew knew someone was out to get him, why would he risk John’s life by involving him in this dangerous cruise? Perhaps the key to understanding Matthew’s motives lay in John’s true identity.

      And I’m going to get to the bottom of this.
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      As the cruise ship glided through the calm waters in the late afternoon, Olivia found herself standing with Bradley Fern by her side.

      Bradley’s commanding aura should have silently assured everyone around him that they were in safe hands. But the guests on the ship were super scared. Someone had just tried to kill Kelvin. If the murder attempt had been successful, that would have meant two bodies for me.

      “Olivia, we need your help,” Bradley said. “The passengers are getting anxious after the recent incident. We need someone to assure them that everything is under control.”

      Olivia nodded, understanding the importance of calming the passengers’ nerves. “I’ll do my best.”

      Then, she followed Bradley towards the main deck where a crowd of concerned passengers had gathered.

      As Olivia approached the group, she took a deep breath to steady herself. These are people who need answers to the horror that happened on this ship. But I have no answers.

      Olivia cleared her throat and began, “Ladies and gentlemen, I understand your concerns after the recent events. I want to assure you that the security team and I are working tirelessly to find the killer responsible for Matthew’s tragic death.”

      Questions immediately flew in from various directions. A middle-aged woman with a worried expression asked, her eyes darting around anxiously. “Do you have any leads on the killer?”

      Olivia met her gaze and replied, “We’re actively investigating, and we’ll leave no stone unturned to bring the culprit to justice.”

      A well-dressed man stepped forward, raising the question, “Is it true that the Mafia is involved?”

      The room hushed as the guests exchanged worried glances. Olivia’s expression remained composed, her tone carefully evasive, “We’re exploring all possible angles. Our focus is on solving the case, and we won’t speculate on specific affiliations. Rest assured, we’re committed to your safety.”

      Thankfully, another guest asked a question that distracted the others momentarily. It was a teenage girl wearing a colorful sundress, her bright eyes reflecting curiosity and innocence. “How can we trust that we’re safe on this ship?”

      Olivia smiled at her. “I understand your concerns, and I assure you that the security team is doing everything possible to ensure your safety. We have increased surveillance and security measures. Please rest assured, your well-being is our top priority.”

      As the crowd seemed somewhat comforted by her response, Olivia concluded, “Thank you all for your cooperation. We’ll update you as soon as we have more information. Please trust that we’re working diligently to find the answers. No more questions for now. The security team and I will continue to carry out our investigations.”

      After addressing the crowd, Olivia approached Bradley and his security team, urging them to be vigilant in observing any suspicious behavior. The killer was among them, and she knew she couldn’t afford to overlook any detail.

      As she walked away from the crowd, Olivia encountered Jake Holt, Matthew’s nephew. His face held a mix of concern and curiosity as he approached her. As he approached her, his brows furrowed slightly, and his eyes darted between Olivia’s face and the surroundings. His lips formed a half-smile, trying to hide his concern, but his inquisitive gaze betrayed his curiosity.

      “Olivia, what’s the update on my uncle’s case?” He paused and scanned her face. “Wait, You seem agitated about something. What’s wrong?”

      Olivia was glad to have someone to talk to, someone who understood the gravity of the situation. She took a deep breath and flopped down on a seat in the cruise ship’s main hall. Jake took his seat beside her.

      “I’m overwhelmed, Jake. The killer is still out there, and I’m afraid I won’t be able to find them in time. God!” She hung her head. “My father would be so disappointed in me if he was alive.”

      Olivia gazed out at the vast expanse of the ocean, lost in memories of her father, Mr. Derek Simmons. A wave of nostalgia washed over her as she reminisced about the times they had spent together, discussing various cases he had solved during his time with the New York Police Department.

      Her father had been a remarkable detective, renowned for his intelligence and keen investigative skills. Many had sought his expertise, and he had earned a reputation for cracking even the most difficult cases.

      Olivia had admired her father greatly, always watching in awe as he pieced together clues with remarkable precision. He had an uncanny ability to analyse complex situations, often uncovering hidden connections that others had missed. It was as if he had a sixth sense for understanding the minds of both criminals and victims, allowing him to navigate the intricacies of each case with ease.

      After a successful career in the police force, Mr. Derek Simmons decided to venture into private investigation. Many were initially skeptical of his decision, wondering why he would leave a prestigious position for a less secure path. But Derek wanted to stay alive to take care of his wife and daughter and the NYPD didn’t explicitly assure him of his safety.

      Sadly, two months later, my mother would die giving birth to me.

      New York City had been Derek’s playground, and his name echoed through its streets. He took on cases that seemed unsolvable, always driven by a genuine desire to bring justice to those who had been wronged. His clients knew that if anyone could solve their mysteries, it was Derek Simmons.

      Olivia had grown up observing her father’s passion for justice, and she felt a deep sense of pride in following in his footsteps. He had been her mentor, teaching her valuable investigative techniques and instilling in her a strong sense of right and wrong. Even now, long after he died of a heart attack, his guidance remained a guiding light in her quest for truth.

      I want to be like him.

      But as Olivia faced the perplexing mystery aboard the cruise ship, doubt began to creep into her thoughts. She felt inadequate compared to her father’s legacy.

      He would have solved this in the twinkle of an eye.

      “Why would you say that?” Jake’s voice pulled her to the present.

      Olivia turned to Jake, her eyes reflecting her vulnerability. “It’s just that... it feels like the truth about the killer is constantly slipping through my fingers. I can’t seem to piece it all together, and it’s infuriating. They keep getting away, and I feel stupid for not being able to catch them.”

      She took a deep breath, trying to shake off the weight of her emotions. “My father was an incredible investigator, and I always looked up to him. I want to make him proud, but right now, I just feel like I’m falling short.”

      Jake’s reassuring gaze met hers, and he placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Olivia, you’re doing everything you can. It’s a tough case, but you’re smart, and you have a strong instinct. Don’t be too hard on yourself. Your father would be proud of you for taking on this challenge and never giving up.”

      His words offered a glimmer of hope. Maybe Jake was right. Maybe she didn’t have to force herself to find the killer. I’m going to do this with a clear mind and at my own pace.

      “Thank you, Jake, for those kind words. Thank you, really.”

      Jake’s comforting smile was genuine as he pulled her into a warm hug. “You’ve got this, Olivia. I believe in you, and I know you won’t give up until you solve the case. My uncle’s death has affected all of us, but we have to stay strong and find justice for him.”

      As the sun prepared to set, casting a warm golden glow over the ship, Olivia gathered her thoughts. She needed to strategize and collaborate with Bradley and his security team to solve this case. The pieces of the puzzle were out there, waiting to be found, and she was determined to piece them together before it was too late.

      “I have to go,” Olivia said, rising to her feet. “I have to go over the case again.”

      “Sure. I don’t want to be a distraction to you,” Jake said, also rising to his feet.

      Oh, he’s a distraction alright. But in a good way.

      As they stood face to face, Olivia’s heart fluttered when he offered a warm smile. She couldn’t deny the warmth that spread through her chest.

      Jake’s understanding and support had been a breath of fresh air amidst the turmoil of the murder investigation. The way he listened, offering both advice and encouragement, had sparked something within her. Olivia realised she was starting to grow an affection for him, an unexpected connection that she hadn’t anticipated.

      Yet, as quickly as the feeling emerged, Olivia held herself back. It was too soon, she reasoned. They had only known each other for a day and a half, and the intensity of the case might be influencing her emotions.

      “Thanks, Jake. Your support means a lot,” she managed to say, mustering a grateful smile.

      “I’ll be here if you need anything,” he assured her and soon walked away.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia’s heart pounded as she stood outside John Vane’s room. She took a deep breath, steadying her nerves before she knocked on the door. Moments later, the door opened, and John greeted her with a calm expression, as if he had been expecting her.

      “Come in,” he said, gesturing for Olivia to enter.

      She stepped inside and immediately noticed the sparseness of the room. John had cleared most of his belongings, leaving only the bed and an easel with a canvas pinned onto it. Splashes of paint adorned his clothes, evidence that he had been painting.

      She looked at what he was drawing. The half-finished painting on John’s easel depicted an enchanting ship port. Soft, pastel hues adorned the canvas, capturing the tranquil beauty of the waterfront.

      The water sparkled with a hint of sunlight, creating a mesmerizing dance of reflections. Small fishing boats bobbed gently on the gentle waves, while seagulls soared gracefully above, their silhouettes sketched with delicate strokes. The distant silhouette of the harbor’s lighthouse added a touch of charm to the scene.

      John’s artistic talent breathed life into the port, infusing it with a sense of serenity and allure. The details were intricately woven, with each brushstroke adding depth and dimension to the picturesque setting. Although the painting was incomplete, the essence of the painting’s allure shone through, inviting viewers to immerse themselves in its calming ambiance.

      Olivia marveled at the way John had captured the essence of the port. It was evident that his artistic prowess went beyond mere aesthetics; there was an emotional connection to his work, as if each stroke carried a story of its own. She wondered if the painting held clues to the enigmatic mystery Matthew had sought to unravel, or if it was merely a representation of John’s own journey.

      Curiosity getting the better of her, Olivia asked, “What are you drawing?”

      John’s eyes flickered towards the canvas. “The port of Sydney, Nova Scotia,” he replied casually. “Isn’t that where we’ll be making a stop?”

      Olivia raised an eyebrow and took her seat on his bed. “Have you been to Sydney before?”

      John hesitated for a moment before answering, “I’ve been to many places.”

      Olivia’s instincts told her there was more to John’s past than he was letting on. She decided to take a direct approach, looking him in the eye. “Did you go to the port of Sydney with your father, Pedro Grate?”

      Shock flashed across the artist’s face and if Olivia hadn’t been watching him closely, she would have missed it. John quickly crawled out of his shock and said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “You can drop the act, John. I know your true identity,” Olivia said firmly. “I know you are Pedro’s son and I know Matthew Holt brought you on this ship, but for what reason? I need answers.”

      John’s facade wavered, but he quickly composed himself. “You’re mistaken. I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Olivia saw through the pretense and leaned in, her voice firm. “John, I have evidence, and I know the truth. You can’t keep hiding. Once we get to the port of Sydney, I’ll tell the cops to look at your ID cards and confirm if you’re really who you say you are. But you don’t want that, do you?”

      John took a deep breath. Olivia noted how his shoulders dropped and she knew that she had gotten to him. “Fine. I... I am Pedro’s son.”

      Olivia nodded, sensing his vulnerability. “Why did Matthew bring you on this ship? What was his plan?” she pressed further.

      John’s hand trembled slightly as he went to his portfolio case. He pulled out another canvas and unrolled it before Olivia. She instantly recognized it as the map painting she had seen in his room during their previous interrogation.

      “Matthew hired me to steal this map from my father. I made it for him when I still worked for the Mafia.”

      “What’s so special about the map?”

      “I…” he stuttered. “I can’t say it.”

      “You need to cooperate, John. Help me understand what Matthew was searching for. It may lead us to his killer,” Olivia implored.

      John looked torn, his internal struggle evident. “I’ll tell you what I know, but please, promise me you’ll protect me,” he pleaded, fear etched in his eyes. “Especially from him.”

      “From who?”

      “My father. He’s going to kill me.”

      Olivia frowned. “He isn’t on this ship, is he?”

      “No, he’s not here,” John replied, taking a shaky breath. “But Matthew believed that my father has an agent on this ship, and that agent has been hired to kill both him and me.”

      “Why? Why would your father want you and Matthew dead?” she inquired. “What’s so important about the map?”

      John hesitated, his eyes filled with a mixture of regret and fear. “It’s valuable to him. He wants it back, and he’ll stop at nothing to get it.”

      “Where does the map lead to?”

      “I created the map for him, a map that leads to a pirate ship that sank to the bottom of the ocean,” John revealed. “The pirates had just stolen a lot of gold and were sailing to their homes when the ship sank many years ago. My father wanted to use the map to get to that wealth, but I... I couldn’t let him have it.”

      “So, what did you do?”

      “You need to understand my father is a very dangerous man. If he gets his hand on the gold, he’s going to use it to do bad things. That was…” his voice faltered. “That was why I stopped working for him and allied with Matthew to stop his nefarious acts. I took the map before he could get to it. And now, my father is out for revenge. He wants me and Matthew dead for what we did.”

      Olivia’s mind raced with the realisation that the treasure was at the center of this dangerous game. The map had become a source of life and death, with Pedro Grate determined to reclaim what he believed rightfully belonged to him.

      “Do you know who this agent is?”

      “No clue. I don’t think Matthew knew too.”

      “We need to act quickly,” Olivia said, her voice resolute. “We must find this agent and stop him before he strikes.”

      “But how can we find him? We don’t even know who he is.”

      “I got to look at the passenger list and no one stood out. I’ll probably go through it again and try to fish out the agent. But for now, you need to keep the map safe. I’ll also have to hand you over to the security men. They’ll keep you safe.”

      “Thank you, Detective,” John appreciated. “And I hope my identity remains a secret. I don’t want people on this ship getting scared that I am the son of a dangerous son and this is happening because of me.”

      Olivia rose to her feet. “Of course, your secret is safe with me.”

      “If I may ask, who told you about me?”

      “I’d rather keep that as my secret.”

      John chuckled. This was the first time the artist let out a real expression since she met him on the ship.

      “If you don’t mind, John, I’d like to take you to the security men now. Let me have the map. I’ll keep it.”
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        * * *

      

      After leaving John’s room and taking him to the security unit, Olivia’s mind was consumed by thoughts of the treasure map and the impending danger it posed.

      She made her way back to her cabin, her steps heavy with the weight of the responsibility she now carried. The map had become a dangerous artifact, and Olivia knew she had to keep it safe at all costs.

      Once inside her cabin, she locked the door and took out the map from her bag. It was a piece of canvas that held secrets of immense value, secrets that had already claimed one life and put others at risk. Olivia knew that her next moves would be crucial in unraveling the dangerous web of intrigue surrounding the treasure.

      Fear and uncertainty gnawed at Olivia as she thought about the powerful man behind it all – Pedro Grate. She had dealt with criminals before, but the prospect of facing a dangerous figure like him sent shivers down her spine. She knew Pedro’s reputation as a ruthless and cunning individual, capable of unthinkable acts to protect his interests.

      Determined to seek support, Olivia dialed Brenda Fisher, her friend and colleague from the department.

      “Hey, Olivia. How have you been? Is everything okay on the ship?” Brenda’s concerned voice echoed through the line.

      Olivia took a deep breath, trying to steady herself. “I need a favor, Brenda. I need you to run a check on the passengers on this cruise ship for potential criminals or anyone with ties to Pedro Grate. I’ll send you a list now.”

      Brenda didn’t hesitate, knowing the seriousness of the situation. “Of course, Olivia. Send it to me, and I’ll get right on it. Are you sure you’re alright?”

      Olivia felt the weight of exhaustion creeping in, but she didn’t want to show her vulnerability. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Be careful, Olivia,” Brenda warned. “If you need any backup or assistance, let me know.”

      “Thank you, Brenda. I appreciate your help,” Olivia said gratefully.

      With the call ended, Olivia stared at the treasure map, wondering if Pedro Grate would really do anything to get his hands on it.

      He would and I have to stop him.
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      Olivia woke up to the soft sound of knocking on her cabin door. Groggy and disoriented, she glanced at the clock, realising she had only slept for an hour. She opened the door to find Jake Holt standing there with a warm smile on his face.

      “Good evening,” Jake greeted, holding a bowl of pie in his hands. “I thought you might like something to eat.”

      Olivia beamed at him. “That’s so thoughtful of you, Jake. Thank you.”

      He handed her the bowl of pie and, to her surprise, there was a single rose placed next to it. “I hope you don’t mind the addition.”

      Olivia was touched by the gesture. “No, not at all. It’s lovely. Thank you, Jake.”

      They both sat down in her cabin, enjoying the pie in the quiet of her cabin. Olivia savored each bite, feeling the warmth of Jake’s presence easing the tension that had been gripping her.

      She had stowed away the map in her luggage and thought about bringing it out for Jake to see. But the man soon said, “You know, I was thinking, maybe you’d like to step out of your cabin for a bit. Get some fresh air, clear your mind.”

      Olivia looked at him, considering the offer. She found herself saying, “Yes, that sounds nice.”

      Jake’s face lit up, and he extended his hand. “Come on then. Let’s take a stroll.”

      Olivia took his hand, feeling a sense of comfort in his touch. Together, they made their way out of the cabin and into the ship’s corridor. The ship’s atmosphere was serene, with the sun already setting.

      As they walked, Jake led her to the cruise ship’s dance room. The space was grand, with polished floors and sparkling chandeliers. Soft music played in the background, setting a romantic ambiance.

      “How’s the music still playing?” Olivia inquired.

      “It’s the dance hall staff. Well, the cruise must go on and music has its way of easing tension.”

      “You’re right.”

      Jake paused for a moment, a hint of nostalgia crossing his features. “This place reminds me of prom night.”

      “Oh?” Olivia encouraged him to continue.

      “Yeah,” Jake sighed. “I never got the chance to dance with my high school crush. I really liked her, but my uncle, Matthew, stopped me from going to the prom. He was always so overprotective of me.”

      Olivia’s curiosity was piqued. “Why did he stop you from going to prom?”

      Jake’s jaw tightened. He was obviously angry trying to think about it. “He was scared about his involvement with Pedro. Back then, they were really good friends but Matthew didn’t like Pedro’s acts. So, he wanted me to be safe. And that meant I never really had a social life.”

      “It must have been tough for you.”

      “Yeah, it was,” Jake admitted. “But I guess he meant well. He just wanted to protect me.”

      “What was her name?”

      “Uh?”

      “Your crush.”

      “Her name was Emily. She was amazing, you know? The girl-next-door type – vibrant, warm, and approachable.”

      Olivia smiled, encouraging him to continue. “Tell me more about her.”

      “We had so much in common,” Jake continued, his voice filled with fondness. “We would talk about everything – movies, books, hobbies. I really liked her.”

      “It sounds like you two had a great connection,” Olivia remarked.

      “Yeah, we did,” Jake sighed. “I had to muster up the courage to ask her to the prom once. But Matthew Holt happened. It stung a bit, but I understood. We remained friends.”

      “Sometimes I wondered how things might have been different if I had gone and danced with Emily.”

      Olivia listened attentively, seeing a different side of Jake emerge – one filled with vulnerability and heartfelt experiences. As Olivia listened to Jake speak about Emily, a tinge of jealousy stirred within her. She tried to quell the feeling, reminding herself that it was unreasonable to feel that way. After all, Jake had every right to have a past and feelings for someone else.

      But as he continued to share his memories, his genuine affection for Emily was evident in every word he spoke. Olivia found herself silently wishing she could have been that girl he had liked so much, experiencing that connection and closeness with him.

      She pushed aside her jealous thoughts, reminding herself that they were in the midst of a dangerous situation, and her focus needed to remain on solving the mystery and ensuring their safety. Yet, despite her best efforts to suppress her feelings, she bore a pang of longing for a deeper connection with Jake.

      “I’m sorry you didn’t get to dance with your crush,” Olivia said softly, placing a comforting hand on his shoulder.

      Jake looked up at her, a small smile playing on his lips. “It’s alright. Life has a way of taking unexpected turns. But I still want that dance. Do you think you can help me with that?”

      Did I hear him right? Is Jake asking me to dance with him?

      “I’d be happy to help,” Olivia replied, trying to hide the slight flutter in her heart.

      The thought of dancing with Jake made her cheeks flush with a mix of excitement and nervousness.

      Jake gently took her hand and pulled her closer to him. The music played softly in the background as they swayed to the rhythm, their bodies moving in harmony. Olivia could feel the warmth of Jake’s hand on her waist, and how perfectly they both fit together.

      As they danced, Olivia found herself losing track of time and all the worries that had weighed on her. Being in Jake’s arms, she felt a sense of peace and comfort that she hadn’t experienced in a long time. It was as if the world around them faded away, leaving just the two of them in the embrace of the dance.

      With every turn and dip, Olivia’s feelings for Jake grew stronger. In barely 48 hours of meeting Jake, it was like Olivia had known him for a long time. She couldn’t deny that he had become a special person in her life, someone she really wanted to spend time with.

      As the song reached its end, Jake looked into Olivia’s eyes, and she could see the desire in his gaze. He brought his lips closer to hers, and for a moment, Olivia’s heart skipped a beat. But before their lips could touch, she gently placed her hand on his chest, stopping him.

      “I’m sorry, Jake,” she said softly. “I’m just not ready for that.”

      Jake’s expression softened, and he nodded understandingly. “It’s alright, Olivia. I didn’t mean to push. I just couldn’t resist,” he admitted with a sheepish grin.

      Olivia smiled back, appreciating his understanding. “Thank you. I do enjoy being with you, but I need some time.”

      “Take all the time you need,” Jake said, still holding her hand. “I’ll be here.”

      They stepped away from the main hall and onto the promenade deck. The setting sun cast a warm golden glow on the water, creating a serene and picturesque view. For a while, they stood in comfortable silence, simply enjoying each other’s company and the beauty of the moment.

      Eventually, Olivia decided to break the silence. “You know, Jake, I’ve been thinking about the case,” she said, her mind shifting back to the dangerous situation they were in.

      Jake nodded, his eyes serious. “I know. It’s been on my mind too. What are your thoughts?”

      A lot, Jake. I wish I could tell you everything but trust had cost me my last case.

      Olivia took a deep breath, her eyes clouded with regret. The case involving teenagers defacing the city with graffiti of Pedro Grate’s name would have been her star case. But she ruined it with her weakness. My stupidity.

      She had wrongly believed she had found a reliable informant, a teenager who seemed eager to help her gather evidence and catch the offenders. Innocently trusting the informant, Olivia had confided in the young girl, thinking she was on her side, working together to catch those responsible.

      But it had all been a facade. The teenager had betrayed her trust, secretly passing on her plans to the very same vandals she was trying to apprehend.

      Her heart sank as she remembered how the offenders had slipped through her fingers, leaving her feeling defeated and frustrated. No matter how hard she had worked, she couldn’t catch them in the act, and her efforts had ultimately been thwarted by her own misplaced trust.

      Lieutenant Charles Salt, her superior, had seen the toll it took on her. That was why he asked her to step back from the case, recognizing that she needed time away to clear her head and regain her focus. Olivia had reluctantly agreed, knowing deep down that he was right.

      Her mind raced back to that time, remembering the disappointment she had felt in herself. She had always been dedicated to her work, committed to seeking justice for the victims. But in this case, her trust had cost her dearly.

      Now, here she was, facing another case and the possibility of trusting the wrong person. This time around, Olivia didn’t want to fail the department, her father, herself.

      “Olivia?” Jake was calling her name.

      “Oh, yeah, about the case, I really haven’t found anything important.”

      “Do you think you can catch the killer before we land at the port of Sydney tomorrow?”

      “To be honest, I don’t know.”

      “What exactly have you uncovered?” Before I could answer, he quickly added, “I know you don’t want to share the details of an ongoing case but what’s the harm in telling me what you’ve found so far?”

      Olivia thought about everything she had learned so far, even the fact that she had to seek Brenda’s help. Before sending her the passenger list, she removed John Vane’s name so the cops wouldn’t have to look into him. She thought about the map in her luggage, about its importance to a ruthless and unrelenting Mafia lord.

      “John Vane isn’t John Vane.”

      “What?”

      Olivia told him about the fake ID card, the map and the treasure. “John has a map that leads to a lost treasure somewhere in the ocean. Pedro Grate wants it.”

      She also added that Kelvin worked for the Mafia but Matthew saved him. She deliberately skipped the part about Lindsay because she didn’t want Jake to know that his uncle had been paying the woman’s debts. To be honest, that’s not important to the case. I’ve long crossed Lindsay off the suspect list.

      “I knew my uncle was shady but I didn’t know he really angered the Mafia,” Jake said, shaking his head. “This means John is in danger.”

      “He very much is. I took him to the security unit. The guards are going to protect him.”

      “Where is the map? Is it with him?”

      Before she could answer, the sound of soft sobs caught their attention. Turning around, they saw Lindsay, tears streaming down her cheeks as she clung to Kelvin for support. Olivia rushed to meet them, concerned for Lindsay’s well-being.

      “Lindsay, what happened? Why are you crying?” Olivia asked gently, offering her a comforting hand.

      “I-I’m scared,” Lindsay stammered, her voice trembling. “I just want to get off this ship and go home.”

      “She came looking for me,” Kelvin said to Olivia. “I didn’t know how to console her.”

      “Thanks,” Olivia said to Kelvin. “I’ll take it from here.”

      Olivia guided Lindsay to her cabin, where she could rest and find some solace from her fear. She did her best to calm Lindsay down, reassuring her that she would do everything in her power to ensure their safety. She offered to let Lindsay sleep in her cabin for the night, so she wouldn’t be alone.

      As she watched Lindsay drift off to sleep, Olivia’s resolve deepened. The fear that gripped the hearts of the guests on the ship was thick in the air and she knew that it was her duty to put an end to it.

      As she looked out at the vast expanse of the ocean, Olivia’s determination grew. The day ahead promised to be challenging and full of risks, but she was ready to face them head-on. By tomorrow, she would put an end to the fear, bringing justice and closure to those affected by the heinous crime.
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      By 2 am, Olivia found herself still wide awake, the weight of the case heavy on her mind.

      Despite the late hour, she couldn’t stop going over the details, analysing every possible lead, and trying to piece together the puzzle that had claimed Matthew Holt’s life.

      As Olivia glanced at Lindsay, who was still peacefully asleep in the cabin, a sense of relief washed over her. The sight of Lindsay resting peacefully provided a brief respite from the constant turmoil of the case that had consumed Olivia’s thoughts and emotions. She couldn’t bear the idea of Lindsay waking up to witness her own struggle with the investigation, as it would only add to the burden of fear and uncertainty that hung over the cruise ship.

      In this moment, Olivia was grateful that Lindsay’s slumber shielded her from the harsh reality of the case. I wish I could find sleep too.

      Her phone beeped, signaling an incoming message, and Olivia’s heart skipped a beat as she quickly checked her phone. It was Brenda, and the message read, “Sending you the findings about the passengers. Give me a few minutes.”

      Excitement and anxiety surged through Olivia as she waited for Brenda’s report. She knew that these findings could be a turning point in the investigation, potentially shedding light on this puzzle they were trying to solve.

      A gentle knock on the door pulled her attention away from her phone. Olivia wondered who could be knocking on her door at 2 in the morning.

      The killer? Her eyes darted to her luggage where the map was. Is the killer here for the map?

      “Who’s there?” Olivia asked.

      “Jake.”

      Jake? What’s he doing here?

      She hurried to the door, opened it and found Jake standing there, a warm smile on his face.

      “I’ve been thinking about you,” Jake said softly. “I just wanted to see how you were doing.”

      “Oh, that’s nice of you. For a moment, I thought you were the killer. No one really knocks on other people’s doors at 2am, Jake.”

      Jake winked at Olivia. “I’m not like other people.”

      Olivia glanced behind her. Lindsay was still asleep. “Lindsay is sleeping. I really don’t want to wake her up with our talks.”

      Jake grinned mischievously. “No worries. I promise to keep my voice low. See? I can barely hear myself talk.”

      Olivia rolled her eyes playfully. “Sure.”

      He leaned in closer, his eyes locking with hers. “Seriously, Olivia, I just wanted to spend some time with you. Take your mind off things, even if it’s just for a little while.”

      Her heart skipped a beat at his words, and Olivia found herself nodding. “Alright then.”

      “But I’ve got something to show you. Come with me.”

      They stepped out onto the deck, and the cool breeze of the night air washed over them. Olivia appreciated the serene setting, the vast expanse of the dark ocean stretching out before them, twinkling with starlight.

      As they stood together, Jake pointed to the horizon. “Look.”

      Olivia followed his gaze and gasped in awe. The ship was sailing through a sea of bioluminescent plankton, creating a breathtaking display of glowing blue waves. The water around the ship sparkled and shimmered like a starry night, with each movement leaving a trail of radiant light.

      The bioluminescent plankton illuminated the night, transforming the ocean into a magical and ethereal scene. Olivia and Jake stood in awe, surrounded by the natural wonder, as the gentle waves lap against the sides of the ship, creating a soothing melody that adds to the enchantment.

      The beauty of the bioluminescent plankton seems to mirror the spark of connection between Olivia and Jake, as they find comfort and solace in each other’s presence amidst the mysterious backdrop of the ocean’s glowing embrace.

      They soon found themselves surrounded by tiny, twinkling lights in the water, akin to fairy dust sprinkled across the ocean. The breathtaking sight filled them with wonder and amazement, momentarily whisking them away from the challenges and mysteries they were currently facing.

      The night sky was adorned with a dazzling display of shooting stars, streaking across the canvas of darkness. It was a meteor shower, a celestial spectacle that brought a sense of wonder and amazement.

      Hand in hand, they leaned against the ship’s railing, their silhouettes against the glowing sea as they took in the magical spectacle together. The moment felt almost surreal, as if they had entered a dreamlike world, far away from the worries and dangers that loomed onboard.

      “Wow,” Olivia whispered, feeling a sense of insignificance and grandeur at the same time. “It’s beautiful.”

      Jake smiled, his eyes never leaving hers. “Just like you.”

      Her cheeks flushed at the compliment, and Olivia felt her heart race. “Thank you.”

      Jake chuckled. “You know you can always compliment me too.”

      “I don’t know what to say,” Olivia answered.

      “Maybe you can compliment me on our first date,” Jake said.

      Olivia looked at him. “Our first date?”

      Jake smiled. “Yes. Today at my cabin. 9am. Come in your best dress. I want to go on a date with you before we get to the port of Sydney by 12pm.”

      Olivia blinked back tears. Jake was everything. He was everything she wanted in a man.

      I haven’t liked a man in a long time. The last time I bore feelings for someone, he left me in New York to pursue a career in Washington.

      Her mind wandered as she gazed out into the vastness of the ocean, contemplating the uncertainty of her and Jake’s budding romance. Would history repeat itself? Would Jake, too, walk away from her life just as things seemed to be falling into place?

      The thought haunted her as she battled the fear of another heartbreak. The ship’s impending stop at the port of Sydney only intensified her doubts. Would this three-day romance be nothing more than a fleeting moment in time, lost in the vastness of the sea?

      As Olivia stood on the deck, her heart still fluttering from the uncertainty of her budding romance with Jake, her phone beeped once again. She glanced down and saw that Brenda had sent her the long-awaited findings about the passengers.

      Jake noticed her sudden change in demeanor and asked, “What’s wrong?”

      His concerned expression tugged at her heartstrings, but she didn’t want to burden him with her worries just yet.

      “It’s nothing,” Olivia replied, trying to feign nonchalance. “I just received some work-related updates. I should check on it.”

      Before she could make a move to leave, Jake acted swiftly, taking her hand in his and spinning her around to face him. And then, in a moment of impulse, he leaned in and planted a gentle kiss on her lips.

      Olivia was taken aback by the sudden gesture. She had totally not expected him to do that. However, as his lips touched hers, a rush of excitement and pleasure had overwhelmed her. There was something about the connection they shared that made her heart skip a beat, and the kiss had started a fire in her.

      But before she could react or say anything, Jake let her go. Olivia’s mind raced with a whirlwind of emotions as she watched him, speechless and wide-eyed. There was a newfound intensity between them that she couldn’t deny, and she realised she wanted to explore it further.

      Without uttering a word, Olivia sprinted back to her cabin, her heart soaring with her delight. She closed the door behind her and leaned against it, catching her breath and trying to make sense of the emotions bubbling inside her.

      The kiss with Jake had ignited a spark inside her, awakening feelings she had buried deep within for so long. She hadn’t felt this excited and alive in years, and it scared her and thrilled her all at once.

      I have to stop thinking about him.

      Olivia sat on the bed gently, careful not to wake Lindsay up. She clicked on Brenda’s message and carefully read the information the woman had sent.

      Most of the passengers appeared innocent, even Lindsay. But when her eyes landed on Kelvin Potter’s name, it was no surprise; she had already uncovered his links to the Mafia during her investigation.

      Her hand trembled as she scrolled further down the list, and then she saw it – the name that sent her heart plummeting. Jake Holt.

      She read Brenda’s note about a potential connection through his past relationship with Emily Mendez, Pedro Grate’s best friend’s daughter.

      The Emily he told me about. But why didn’t he mention her father was the best friend of a Mafia lord?

      Olivia’s mind raced, trying to piece together this revelation. Had he been hiding this connection all along?

      It seemed surreal that the man who had brought laughter and joy back into her life might be tied to the very organisation they were trying to unravel.

      The air in the cabin suddenly felt suffocating as Olivia grappled with her emotions. Her mind was flooded with memories of their shared moments on the deck, the genuine connection they had forged. She wanted to believe in him, to believe that he had nothing to do with the Mafia, but the doubts clawed at her, casting shadows on the future she had started to envision.

      As she stared at the screen, Olivia’s thoughts were interrupted by the soft sound of Lindsay shifting in her sleep. She carefully placed her phone on the nightstand and rose from the bed, not wanting to wake the woman. She needed time to process this revelation alone.

      Olivia stepped out onto the dimly lit deck, the ocean breeze providing a brief respite from her racing thoughts. She needed clarity, a way to unravel the tangled web of emotions and facts before her. Her heart was torn between wanting to believe in Jake and the undeniable evidence presented before her.

      She paced back and forth, the distant hum of the ship’s engine fading into the background as she lost herself in her contemplation. It felt like she was on the precipice of something significant, a turning point that could change everything.

      No, it can’t be. Jake is a good man. This Emily Mendez connection means nothing.

      “Detective Simmons!” Someone called her name.

      It was Bradley Fern.

      “Bradley?”

      “You have to come to the security unit right away!” Bradley panted as he approached her.

      “What’s going on?” Olivia asked.

      “I can’t explain now. Just follow me!” Bradley replied urgently.

      Without further hesitation, Olivia followed Bradley through the maze-like corridors of the ship. She could sense the urgency in his footsteps, and her heart raced with anticipation.

      As Bradley Fern hurriedly led Olivia through the dimly lit corridors of the cruise ship, Olivia wondered what must have happened. They passed by various areas on their way to the security unit, each holding its own significance in Olivia’s mind.

      First, they passed the grand ballroom, where some hours ago, she had danced with Jake. Now, the hall lay deserted, the glittering chandeliers casting eerie shadows on the empty dance floor.

      Next, they went by the elegant dining hall, where sumptuous meals had been served to the guests. The tables were now vacant, and the scent of the delectable dishes had been replaced with an unsettling stillness.

      As they continued on, Olivia caught a glimpse of the refrigerator room. It had been used by the kitchen staff to preserve meat, but now it served a grim purpose. They had removed the meat to make room for Matthew Holt’s lifeless body after he was tragically murdered in broad daylight. It had been over 24 hours since the discovery of his body, yet the shock and grief still hung heavily in the air.

      Finally, they reached the security unit. The door was slightly ajar, and as Olivia stepped inside, her heart sank at the sight before her. The room had been thoroughly ransacked, files and equipment scattered haphazardly across the floor. It was clear that someone had been searching for something.

      The map!

      John Vane, sitting in a corner, looked visibly shaken, his arm sporting a deep gash. Olivia rushed to his side. “John, what happened?”

      The artist took a deep breath, his eyes reflecting the fear he had experienced. “I came in to sleep in the security room, and saw it like this,” he explained, gesturing to the chaotic state around them. “Someone jumped me from behind, wielding a knife. I tried to fight them off, but they managed to cut my arm before I could shout for help.”

      “You know what this means, don’t you?”

      John nodded. “They are looking for the map.”

      Olivia’s mind was a maze of conflicting thoughts as she tried to unravel the puzzle before her. Who could have known that John was in the security unit?

      Her mind raced through the list of suspects who could have known where John was. Kelvin was also at the security unit and must have used that opportunity to ransack the room.

      What about the security men? They were the only team on the ship who knew John’s location. One of them could be the killer.

      But then again, Olivia couldn’t ignore the unsettling possibility that Jake might be involved. She recalled how she had confided in Jake about John’s whereabouts a few minutes earlier. When she left him at the deck to check Brenda’s message, had he used snuck into the security unit to look for the map?

      They had spent time together, and Olivia had started to develop feelings for him. But now, her heart sank as she considered the evidence that suggested he might have ties to the Mafia through his past relationship with Emily Mendez. Could she have unknowingly let her guard down and confided in the very person who could be the killer?

      It’s like the grafitti case again. The very person I trust is about to stab me in the back.

      “I think it’s Bradley Fern, the captain,” John spoke, breaking her line of thoughts.

      Olivia’s brows creased into a frown. “What?”

      “I think he’s the killer,” he said again.

      Olivia’s heart raced as John’s words sank in. “Bradley, the captain? Are you sure?”

      John’s eyes were wide with fear as he nodded. “I know it sounds unbelievable, but I left the security room for just a few minutes to grab something to eat from the kitchen. Bradley was the only one there at the time.”

      Olivia’s mind was spinning with the implications of such an accusation. The captain of the cruise ship, someone entrusted with the safety of all the passengers, could be the killer they were searching for. It seemed too far-fetched, yet she couldn’t dismiss the possibility.

      “That’s not enough proof.”

      John’s eyes darted to the entrance of the room to possibly check if they were alone. Then he leaned in to whisper to Olivia. “He has to be the one.”

      “You’re free to suspect anyone, John, but that’s not how this works. I need solid proof that it’s him. Was he acting strange around you?”

      “He’s a smart man, and isn’t it obvious? I know a lot about these waters. I painted a damn map about it. The nearest port is not only Sydney. There’s also the port of Halifax, Nova Scotia, and the port of Saint John, New Brunswick. But Bradley specifically chose the port of Sydney for our next stop.”

      Olivia frowned, sensing that there was more to his observation. “Why do you think that’s important?”

      “You remember when you came into my room and saw me painting the port?”

      “Yes.”

      “You asked if I had gone there with my father, Pedro Grate?”

      “Yes, I did.”

      “I’ve been to the port of Sydney many times I can’t even count, and Sydney is a secret Mafia meeting spot. It’s not just a regular port; it has connections with the Mafia.”

      Oh my God! It’s starting to make sense!

      “Wait, so you’re saying Bradley might have chosen Sydney to hand the map to the Mafia?”

      John nodded gravely. “It’s a possibility. If he works for them, that’s a logical plan.”

      “But I did a background check on everyone. Bradley has no ties with the Mafia.”

      “Don’t you think there’s a possibility my father hired a person who has no ties with the Mafia so they can never be traced back to him?”

      It was indeed a plausible scenario that Olivia hadn’t thoroughly explored before. Maybe she had been looking in the wrong direction, and the killer was cunningly hiding behind a clean record, leaving no trace that could lead back to Pedro.

      “You might be onto something, John,” Olivia replied thoughtfully. “If your father wanted to eliminate any potential links to the Mafia, hiring someone without any ties would be the smartest move. It’s possible that we’ve been too focused on the obvious connections and overlooked a more discreet threat.”

      At least, this means Jake is off the hook.

      While she still had to be cautious and thorough in her investigation, the idea that the man she had developed feelings for might not be involved in the sinister plot lifted a weight off her shoulders.

      “I’m glad you shared this with me,” Olivia said, giving John an appreciative smile. “For now, I need you to stay safe. I’ll look for a doctor on board to treat your wound. After that, lock yourself in your cabin until we reach the port of Sydney. Don’t open the door for anyone, not even the ship’s crew, unless it’s me.”

      John gave her a small smile. “I understand, Olivia. I’ll do as you say. Just promise me you’ll be careful as well.”

      “I promise, John. We’ll get through this together.”

      To her surprise, John pulled her into a hug. When she first met him, he could have sunk to the ground from anyone hugging because he was that reclusive. Now, he was embracing her, showing how much he was grateful that she was helping him.

      Olivia found a doctor for John and his wound got treated. She led John into his cabin and reminded him to lock himself in. Then she went back to her cabin.

      Lindsay was still asleep. Of course, it’s 4 in the morning. I should be asleep but this case is boggling my mind.

      She settled down in the padded chair in the cabin and watched Lindsay sleep. The celebrity lay on her side, curled up like a contented child, with her hair cascading gently over her pillow.

      Her lips formed a serene smile, a stark contrast to the events unfolding on the ship. Soft, even breaths rose and fell with each peaceful slumber, and her chest moved rhythmically under the blankets.

      She has no clue what’s going on. The other guests have no clue that the killer is close to winning.

      But Olivia was determined not to let the killer win and as she finally drifted into sleep, she thought about how she had 8 hours left to catch the killer.
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      The soft murmur of whispers pulled Olivia from her slumber.

      As she slowly opened her eyes, her groggy vision cleared to reveal Jake and Lindsay sitting together, engaged in a conversation with light-hearted giggles interspersed in their words. Their voices were hushed, as if they didn’t want to wake her up. Olivia let out a sleepy yawn, rubbing her eyes to fully wake up.

      “Oh, look who is awake,” Jake said with a grin.

      “Morning,” Olivia replied, still feeling a bit disoriented.

      Jake glanced at his wristwatch. “It’s almost 10.”

      He said this with his eyebrow arched, as though Olivia was forgetting something. That’s when it hit her. The date!

      “Oh no! I slept off and missed the date!”

      Jake laughed. “It’s fine. You still have 2 hours to bail yourself before we get to the port.”

      Olivia jumped to her feet. “I need to get dressed quickly!”

      “I’ll be waiting for you.”

      After Jake left to give Olivia some privacy, her excitement swelled like the waves of the ocean. The prospect of spending time with Jake, especially after their passionate kiss in the early hours of the morning, had her heart racing. She quickly brushed off any lingering doubts of Jake being involved in Matthew Holt’s murder and decided to embrace the moment.

      As she reached into her luggage to bring out her towel, her eyes fell on the map again. It was still in her bag and she was glad that the killer hadn’t gotten to it.

      If I had let John keep it in the security room, it would have gotten into the hands of the killer.

      Olivia stepped into the bathroom and turned on the shower, the warm water soothing her tense muscles. For the first time since Matthew’s murder, she felt at ease. Delight flooded her, releasing her from the burden of the investigation. Elation swirled in the pit of her belly, causing her lips to curl into a smile.

      As the droplets cascaded down her body, she tried as much as possible not to replay the events of the past days in her mind. The adrenaline-fueled investigation, the shocking revelations, and the budding connection with Jake had all left her emotions in a whirlwind.

      Determined to focus on the present, Olivia emerged from the shower and wrapped herself in a fluffy towel. She stood in front of the mirror, assessing herself critically. Her mind was still occupied with the case, but she pushed it aside for now and concentrated on getting ready for the date.

      Just as she was contemplating her options for a dress, Lindsay spoke to her. She was sitting on the bed, her phone in her hand.

      “Hey, Olivia,” she said, her voice softer than the melody of a sweet song. “I know I haven’t exactly been a good person to you since you got on this ship. But I want to thank you for letting me stay in your room.

      Olivia offered her a kind smile. “It’s okay, Lindsay. We’re all under a lot of pressure with the case.”

      “What are you going to wear?”

      Olivia’s eyes fell on a lovely blue dress in her luggage. She held it up for Lindsay to see.

      Lindsay’s eyes lit up as she saw the blue dress Olivia held up. “That’s a beautiful choice, but I have something even better in mind.”

      “You don’t like this?” Olivia asked. “I chose it for a friend’s birthday party that’s going to be held in Canada when I get there. Since we won’t be getting to Canada on this cruise ship, I might as well wear it on this date with Jake.”

      “Trust me, what I’m going to pick will make you look absolutely stunning,” she said with a mischievous grin.

      I’m not surprised. Lindsay is a diva. What do I know about fashion?

      Intrigued, Olivia put the blue dress down and watched as Lindsay rummaged through her luggage. After a few minutes, she pulled out a gorgeous emerald green dress that seemed to shimmer in the light.

      “This one,” Lindsay declared confidently. “It’s perfect for you.”

      Olivia raised an eyebrow, not entirely convinced. “Are you sure? Green isn’t usually my go-to color.”

      Lindsay laughed lightly, waving away Olivia’s concern. “Trust me, girl. This shade of green will bring out the color of your eyes like nothing else. It’ll make them shine like jewels. And with your dark hair, you’ll look like a true goddess.”

      Feeling a bit hesitant, Olivia held the dress against herself in front of the mirror. The fabric draped elegantly around her curves, and the emerald hue did indeed complement her eyes beautifully.

      “Okay, I’ll give it a try,” Olivia finally relented, a smile tugging at the corners of her lips. “But you better be right about this.”

      Lindsay clapped her hands in delight. “You won’t regret it, trust me! Now, let’s find the perfect accessories to go with this dress.”

      The two of them spent the next few minutes digging through Olivia’s accessories, trying on different necklaces and earrings to find the ideal match. Lindsay insisted on a pair of silver dangly earrings that caught the light just right, enhancing the sparkle in Olivia’s eyes even more.

      As Olivia looked at her reflection, she couldn’t believe the transformation. The dress hugged her figure in all the right places, and the emerald green made her eyes come alive with an intensity she hadn’t noticed before.

      “You look absolutely breathtaking,” Lindsay gushed, a proud smile on her face. “Jake won’t be able to take his eyes off you.”

      Olivia blushed at the compliment, feeling a surge of confidence she hadn’t felt in a long time. “Thank you, Lindsay. I can’t believe you picked out the perfect dress for me.”

      Lindsay waved off the praise with a casual gesture. “It was my pleasure. Now, go and have an amazing time with Jake. You deserve it, girl!”

      “Thank you, Lindsay.”

      “Again, my pleasure. You look super excited.”

      “Yeah. Actually, I believe this is going to turn out great. I’ve been in love before. But it didn’t end well. He chose his career over our relationship, and it left me feeling hurt and disillusioned.”

      Lindsay frowned, her compassion evident. “I’m sorry to hear that. It must have been tough.”

      “It was,” Olivia admitted, “but I’ve learned to prioritize my work and keep my personal life separate. I haven’t allowed myself to feel that way again in a long time.”

      “Love happens to everyone. Some have just been really unlucky.”

      Olivia decided to ask this question. “You were in love with Matthew Holt, right?”

      Lindsay’s countenance changed into a moody one, and she looked away for a moment before finally nodding. “Yes, I was in love with him. We had something special, but it just didn’t work out in the end. Matthew didn’t make it work out.”

      “How so?”

      Lindsay took a deep breath. “I think it’s time to tell you my truth. I should have told you the very moment you interrogated me, but maybe this is the right time to tell you.”
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        * * *

      

      Olivia Simmons nervously knocked on Jake’s cabin door, her heart pounding with anticipation.

      As the door swung open, her breath caught in her throat when she saw him standing there, looking dashing in a well-fitted navy blue suit that perfectly complemented his brown hair and captivating blue eyes.

      “Wow,” Jake breathed, his eyes scanning Olivia from head to toe. “You look absolutely beautiful.”

      Blushing at the compliment, Olivia smiled warmly. “Thank you. You look quite handsome yourself.”

      He grinned, holding out a bouquet of flowers for her. “These are for you,” he said, and Olivia gladly accepted them, reveling in the fragrance of the fresh blooms.

      As she stepped into his cabin, her eyes widened with surprise at the sight before her. Jake had arranged a romantic date setup, with soft music playing in the background and fairy lights twinkling on the walls. The room was adorned with candles, casting a warm, intimate glow, and a small table was set with delicious-looking dishes.

      “Oh, Jake, this is beautiful,” Olivia whispered, her heart swelling with appreciation.

      He chuckled, looking pleased with himself. “I had a little help from Brenda Decker in the kitchen. She’s a very good friend of mine, like a sister to me,” he confessed. “I wanted our date to be special, so I asked for Martha’s help.”

      “It’s more than special,” Olivia said, beaming at him. “It’s perfect.”

      They took their seats at the table. The table was adorned with a delectable spread of dishes, each one carefully prepared to tantalize the taste buds. There was a plate of grilled salmon with a lemon and herb glaze, accompanied by a medley of roasted vegetables seasoned to perfection. A bowl of fresh salad with mixed greens, cherry tomatoes, and a zesty dressing sat invitingly in the center. Glasses of sparkling water shimmered in the candlelight, adding a touch of elegance to the dining experience.

      The ambiance and the thoughtfulness that Jake had put into the date warmed her heart, making her realize just how special this man was.

      I’m so lucky.

      Taking a deep breath, Jake gently held Olivia’s hands across the table, locking his gaze with hers. “Olivia, there’s something I’ve been wanting to talk to you about.”

      Her heart skipped a beat. Olivia wondered what it was. Is this it? Is this what will tear them apart?

      “I’ve been thinking a lot about us, and I admit that I feel a strong connection with you,” he confessed. “The more time we spend together, the more I find myself drawn to you, and I don’t want this to end when we reach the port of Sydney.”

      Olivia’s eyes widened in surprise. She hadn’t expected this conversation. It was more exciting to know that Jake felt this way about her. He wants me. Me.

      Jake continued, his grip on her hands tightening slightly. “I want to be with you, Olivia, not just as friends but as something more. I want us to start dating when we get to Sydney and see where this journey takes us.”

      A warm smile graced her lips. “Jake, I feel the same way,” she admitted, her voice soft. “I’ve enjoyed every moment with you, and I sense connection between us too. I would love to see where this goes.”

      Relief washed over Jake’s features, and he leaned in closer. “Really?”

      “Really,” she affirmed, her smile growing wider. “Let’s see where this takes us.”

      Jake returned the smile, took his hands away and began to eat. Olivia did the same.

      “But it’s sad you have to solve this case,” Jake broke the silence. “We are getting to the port in thirty minutes.”

      Olivia dropped her fork and took a deep breath. “I think I’ve found the killer.”

      Jake’s eyes lit up. “Really? Who?”

      “I’m not sure but my instincts says it’s Bradley Fern.”

      “The captain? Why?”

      Olivia told him about the attack on John Vane and the artist’s suspicions concerning the captain. Jake nodded as he listened and as soon as she was done talking, he said, “I think you and John are right. It has to be him. Are you going to arrest him now?”

      “I’m not sure, Jake. We don’t have concrete evidence.”

      Jake appeared crestfallen. He took a bite from his food. “That’s true. You need evidence. You don’t want to be like Kelvin Potter who tried to arrest me for no reason. I wish this could be all over. God! All these for the painting of a map.”

      Olivia froze. Jake was right. This was all for the painting of a map.

      The detective shot to her feet. “You know what, Jake? I think I should make the arrest. Now, I’m sure of the identity of the killer.”

      Jake beamed at her. “Now, that’s my girl!”

      “But I want to make the arrest in front of everyone. I need you to do something for me. Get Lindsay, Kelvin, Bradley and Martha and gather them at the deck. I’ll get John Vane from his room. Hurry! We are running out of time.”
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      As Olivia and John Vane arrived on the deck, she found everyone she needed to confront gathered there – Kelvin Potter, Martha Decker, Bradley Fern, Lindsay Greene, and Jake Holt.

      This is it. They are all here.

      With every step she took, her anxiety built. Olivia knew this was the final lap in her race against time and she’s got to be right or everything is going to fall apart.

      She took time to study their faces. Kelvin Potter’s face betrayed his nervousness. His eyes darted around, as if he was trying to gauge the situation and figure out what Olivia had discovered.

      Martha, the cook, bore an expression of surprise and defiance. She was probably wondering why she was here. Bradley, with a touch of arrogance, tried to maintain a composed front, but there was a hint of unease in his eyes.

      Lindsay Greene, the Doll, kept wringing her hands, and she looked overwhelmed by the weight of the situation. The last person was Jake Holt, wearing an amused smile and looking like he had just conquered the world.

      Martha was the first to speak. “What’s going on here? I have to clean the kitchen before we reach the port.”

      Bradley, pointed towards the approaching port, and added, “We’ll be reaching the port soon, and I need to be at the ship’s wheelhouse.”

      “We are here because of you, Bradley,” Jake piped in, squaring his shoulders and facing the captain.

      “What?” Bradley exclaimed.

      “You’re the killer, Captain Bradley Fern.”

      Gasps and murmurs spread through the small group as the weight of Jake’s words settled in. Bradley looked like Jake had just punched him in the guts.

      “What? How dare you accuse me of that?”

      “Did you think we wouldn’t find out?” Jake barked. “It’s you. You killed my uncle, tried to shoot Kelvin and attacked John. You deliberately picked the port of Sydney for our abrupt stop so you can hand over the map to the Mafia.”

      “The map? The Mafia?” Bradley said, looking lost. “What are you talking about? I suggested the port of Sydney because Mr. Matthew Holt has a home in Sydney where we can bury him. We don’t have to carry his body all the way back to New York City. Detective, you have to believe me. I didn’t kill Matthew Holt.”

      Olivia stepped in front of Bradley. “Actually, I believe you. You’re not the killer.”

      “What?” Jake cried. “Who is?”

      She turned to face him, her expression turning gloom. “It’s you, Jake. You’re the killer.”
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      Time must have stopped, or Jake was too shocked to believe his ears. He stared at Olivia, frozen in one spot, for about five seconds.

      He finally said, “Are you serious, Olivia? How can you even think that? After everything we’ve been through?”

      You’re right, Jake. After everything we’ve been through. But that’s not going to stop me from saying the truth.

      “I didn’t have any suspicion from the beginning until now. In fact, my first suspect was Kelvin Potter.”

      Kelvin didn’t say anything. He just folded his arms and listened.

      “Kelvin had ties with the Mafia and Matthew Holt was ready to fire him because he let Lindsay Greene on the ship. But Kelvin couldn’t have been the killer. In fact, he had no idea John Vane brought the map with him to the ship.”

      No one interrupted her. Jake just continued to look at her, his eyes blazing with fury.

      “My second suspect was Lindsay Greene. She wanted Matthew to keep paying her debts. But Lindsay didn’t know about John Vane and the map. So, she couldn’t have been the killer too.”

      “Not Bradley Fern,” Olivia continued. “He only wants a befitting burial for his boss. It’s not Martha Decker too. Matthew was like a father to her because she and Jake were close and they consider themselves siblings. However, a few minutes ago, while I was eating with Jake, something clicked in my brain. I began to think of the other suspects who knew about John Vane and the map and also had ties with the Mafia. Jake Holt ticked all the boxes.”

      Jake scoffed. “I didn’t even know John Vane was Pedro’s son. You told me yourself.”

      “Except you did know!” Olivia cried. “The first time I heard Matthew Holt stole something from Pedro and separated him from his son, I heard it from Martha Decker. Martha said her brother told her this piece of information but when I did a background check on all the passengers on this ship, I found out Martha had no brother. The only brother she could have been referring to was Jake Holt!”

      Martha lowered her eyes. It was enough to tell Olivia that she was saying the truth.

      “As for your ties with the Mafia,” Olivia said, jabbing a finger at Jake. “You had connections with Pedro through Emily Mendez and not only that, Lindsay Greene told me about your involvement with the Mafia. Right before our date, she confessed that she broke up with Matthew because he was too focused on saving you from the Mafia that he didn’t have time for their love. Matthew wanted to make you his heir but you worked as an agent for Pedro and he wanted you to stop. In fact, he cut you off as his heir just to get you to stop and since then, you grew a deep hatred for your uncle.”

      “It still doesn’t prove anything,” Jake sneered. “I didn’t kill my uncle.”

      “Sure,” Olivia responded. “This doesn’t prove anything. But this does. When I told you about John Vane’s identity and that I put him in the security room, you broke into the place to steal the map. When I also told you about the map, I never told you that the map in question was a painting. But somehow, you knew. A few minutes ago, during our date, you said all these was because of the painting of a map! You knew from the start that John Vane’s painting was a map. This is because you’re Pedro’s secret agent!”

      Silence befell the deck. Everyone looked at Jake now, Olivia’s big revelation sinking into their minds. As much as she hated that Jake had possibly gotten close to her to get information about the investigation, she was glad that she had solved the case. Dad will be so proud.

      As suddenly as Jake’s expression of shock appeared, it melted from his face, morphing into a sly grin. Jake laughed, now slipping out of his mask of deception.

      “Oh, you’re a very smart detective, Olivia,” Jake said. “But I’m afraid this has to end.”

      Without warning, Jake pulled out a gun from his jacket, causing the others to gasp. It was a revolver, a .22 Magnum, just like the one he tried to kill Kelvin with.

      “I’m going to shoot anyone who tries to stop me!” Jake yelled. “I’m going to get off the ship at the port and no one should dare come after me.”

      As quickly as lightning, Olivia reached for the .22 Magnum in her purse and confronted Jake with it. She knew it was going to come handy during the big revelation and so she had removed it from the evidence bag before coming to the deck. John Vane also brought a gun he had gotten from Matthew Holt’s study. Before they came to the deck, Olivia had briefed him about what she found out and she had told him they needed to prepare for whatever Jake would do in response. John then remembered Matthew kept a gun in his safe. He knew the password to the safe.

      “You’re outnumbered, Jake,” Olivia said. “Drop your weapon and surrender. I already called the cops in Sydney. They are already at the port. There’s no place you can run to, Jake.”

      Jake’s eyes darted around the deck, the reality of his predicament sinking in. He knew Olivia was right - he was outnumbered, and there was no escape from the consequences of his actions. Reluctantly, he lowered the gun and kicked it over to Olivia.

      “You win, Olivia. There’s no running from this now.”

      With the ship’s security team standing by, Olivia swiftly handcuffed Jake using the pair of handcuffs she had taken from Kelvin when he tried to arrest Jake for Matthew’s murder. The once-confident killer now appeared resigned to his fate, his bravado replaced by a somber realization.

      “Was it ever real?” Olivia asked as she snapped the handcuffs on his wrists. “What you felt for me.”

      Jake’s expression was hard to read. “I had to do what I could do.”

      Again, love has failed me.

      Kelvin Potter stepped forward, his anger directed at Jake. “Why, Jake? Why did you try to kill me?”

      Jake’s gaze fell to the ground, and a shadow of remorse flickered in his eyes. “I thought you knew... about my past. I was afraid Matthew had told you everything. I couldn’t risk you revealing my identity.”

      “Matthew must have figured out Jake was the agent sent by Pedro to kill him. Jake must thought his uncle confided in you, and that’s why he tried to kill you.”

      Kelvin shook his head. “I didn’t know you worked as an agent for Pedro. But I do know one thing. Your uncle didn’t deserve what you did to him. He was a good man.”

      Olivia watched as the security men whisked Jake away. Kelvin, who was beside her, said, “I’m glad this is over.”

      “Yeah. This also signals the end of the cruise.”

      “Actually, Detective Simmons, me and the others, John and Lindsay, are planning to continue the voyage. I have a yacht and I’d like you to come on board with us.”
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        * * *

      

      As the cruise ship approached the port of Sydney, Olivia felt sheer relief.

      The case had taken unexpected twists and turns, but justice had prevailed, and the killer was now in custody. As the ship docked, Olivia made her way to the deck, where she was greeted by Lieutenant Charles Salt and Brenda Fisher, who had arrived to take the killer back to New York City.

      Olivia handed him the painting of the map. “John Vane wants the police to have this. We can keep it safe from Pedro Grate.”

      Lieutenant Salt took the map from her with a smile. “Impressive work, Detective Simmons. I must admit, I underestimated your ability to solve such a high-profile case. You’ve proven yourself beyond doubt.”

      “Thank you, Lieutenant. I couldn’t have done it without the support of my team and the information Brenda provided.”

      Brenda Fisher hugged Olivia. “You were amazing, Olivia! I knew you could crack this case. I’m so proud of you! And guess what? We caught those teenagers! They are not going to be vandalizing property for a long time.”

      Olivia returned the hug.  “Thank you, Brenda. I’m glad to hear that.”

      “Well, now that the case is over,” said Lieutenant Charles. “Are you coming back to New York with us?”

      Olivia looked back at the friends she had made on the cruise ship - Kelvin, Lindsay, and John. The journey had been filled with challenges, but it had also brought them together in unexpected ways. She felt a sense of camaraderie and friendship that she hadn’t experienced in a long time.

      “Actually, Lieutenant, my vacation isn’t over just yet. I think I’ll go on another boat cruise.”

      Lieutenant Salt was surprised. “Alright then. We’ll both be waiting for you in New York. And remember, if you ever need our assistance, we’re just a phone call away.”

      With a final farewell to the lieutenant and Brenda, Olivia walked off the ship, joining Kelvin, Lindsay, and John.

      “Hey, Kelvin, I’m coming on that yacht cruise with you.”

      Kelvin broke into a cheerful smile. “Yes! Off we go!”

      As they all walked away from the cruise ship, Olivia felt a sense of contentment and joy. The case had been challenging, but it had also brought unexpected bonds and friendships. For now, she was content to enjoy the company of her new friends and explore the beautiful ocean.

      The journey had been a rollercoaster of emotions, but as Olivia looked ahead, she knew that life was full of surprises, and she was ready to embrace whatever lay ahead with her newfound friends by her side.
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