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THE INFINITE HORIZON

MURDER AT SEA

A Novel

S.T. McALLISTER

Jack Riley came aboard the Infinite Horizon seeking quiet. He found a dead man in a chair, a note written in a careful hand, and a killer who had been waiting eleven years for the right moment.

This is not the voyage he planned. It is the one he needed.
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Chapter One
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Jack Riley had not slept well on land for three years. He slept well enough on the water, which was one of the reasons he'd booked the voyage. The other reasons were the ones he didn't examine too closely — the silence of open ocean, the clean impossibility of being reached, the idea that fourteen days at sea might constitute something like a pause. Not healing. He'd stopped believing in healing. Just a pause.

He stood at the railing of the Infinite Horizon's promenade deck as the ship cleared the harbor mouth, watching the coastline recede. It was early morning, the light still pale and tentative, the city behind them becoming a suggestion of towers and cranes and the ordinary complexity of human accumulation. Then the breakwater. Then open water. Then nothing in any direction but sea and sky, and the quality of silence that existed only when all that noise was finally behind you.

He'd been told, by the therapist the Bureau had assigned him in his final months, that he had an avoidant attachment style. He'd told her that seemed like a clinical way of saying he preferred to be left alone. She'd told him that wasn't the same thing. He'd stopped going after the fourth session, which he recognized, even at the time, as proving her point.

The Infinite Horizon was Arthur Sterling's flagship — the centerpiece of Infinite World Cruises, a company that had made Sterling extremely wealthy by selling the very wealthy the idea that luxury had no ceiling if you were willing to pay enough to find it. Jack had read the brochure on the flight over. Fourteen decks, eight hundred and forty passengers at capacity, a crew of four hundred and twelve, a restaurant with a Michelin-starred chef, a spa that offered treatments Jack couldn't entirely parse, and a passenger manifest that read like the index of a financial newspaper. The kind of people who could afford two weeks on the Infinite Horizon were the kind of people who ran things. Banks. Funds. The quieter mechanisms of the global economy that most people never thought about until they stopped working.

Jack was not that kind of people. He was here because a colleague from his Bureau years, a woman named Patricia Cho who now ran corporate investigations for a firm in Singapore, had offered him the booking at cost after her husband's knee surgery had made it impossible for them to go. "You need it more than we do," she'd said, which was kind and accurate and slightly embarrassing. He'd accepted because the alternative was another two weeks in the flat in Edinburgh that he'd rented furnished and had so far failed to make feel like anywhere he lived.

He was fifty-one years old. He had spent fifteen years as an FBI special agent, the last six as a senior investigator in the financial crimes division. He had closed forty-three cases, contributed to the closure of nineteen others, and had been involved in the arrest of two hundred and seven individuals. He had also, in his final case, made a series of decisions that he replayed in a specific order every night before he fell asleep, and which had ended with the deaths of two people and the disappearance of a third who had never been found.

He didn't drink. He'd never drunk — not from principle exactly, but from watching his father use alcohol the way some men used a hammer, indiscriminately and with diminishing accuracy over time, and deciding early that it wasn't a tool he wanted in his own kit. On a ship where most social interaction seemed to be organized around which bar you were heading to next, this made him a minor curiosity. He'd already deflected three offers since boarding. He'd drunk sparkling water and watched the light change on the harbor and thought about absolutely nothing, which was a skill he'd spent years developing and still hadn't entirely mastered.

The promenade deck was beginning to fill as morning proper arrived. Passengers emerged from their suites in the expensive leisurewear of people who understood that even relaxation had a dress code. Jack watched them without appearing to, a habit so deeply ingrained it no longer felt like surveillance. The tall woman in the cream linen who walked the full length of the deck twice and then stopped to look at the water. The older couple, arm in arm, moving slowly, the man's hand on the woman's elbow with the particular care of someone compensating for something. A younger man — late twenties, expensively casual in a way that read as effort — who kept checking his phone with the compulsive rhythm of someone expecting news he was afraid of.

Jack noticed these things. He always noticed these things. It wasn't always useful.

He was about to go below for breakfast when he saw the woman who would, though he didn't know it yet, become the most important person in his professional life for the next four days. She came through the forward door in the white uniform of the ship's medical staff, a tablet under one arm, moving with the efficiency of someone who had a specific destination and wasn't going to be distracted from it. She was perhaps forty-five, dark-haired, lean, with the particular composure of someone who had learned to be calm in rooms where calm was difficult. She glanced at the sea as she passed — not the tourist glance of someone noting the view, but the automatic check of a person who had learned to orient by horizon — and then she was through the aft door and gone.

Jack filed her away. Ship's doctor, probably. Moving like someone who'd been called somewhere. He'd see her again.

He went below for breakfast.

* * *
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The dining room occupied most of Deck 5, floor-to-ceiling windows on both sides, the sea visible in both directions. White tablecloths, heavy silverware, a breakfast buffet that had been assembled with the kind of care usually reserved for state occasions. Jack took a table by the window and ordered coffee and eggs from a steward who moved with the practiced invisibility of someone very good at their job.

He had a book — a history of the Hanseatic League that he'd been meaning to read for two years and had finally brought as an act of optimism about having time — but he didn't open it. He watched the room instead.

The older couple from the promenade came in and were seated with the deference extended to people who travelled this way regularly. The woman ordered for both of them without looking at the menu. The man — seventy, perhaps, with a face that had been handsome and was now distinguished — looked out at the water with an expression Jack recognized: the specific vacancy of someone managing pain.

At a table slightly removed from the others, the young man from the promenade sat with his phone face-down on the table, a gesture of determined self-control that he abandoned every few minutes. He was eating nothing, just coffee, and he was watching the room with the alert wariness of someone who was supposed to be meeting someone who hadn't arrived yet.

A family — parents, two teenage children — occupied the round table in the center. The children were performing indifference with the total commitment of teenagers everywhere. The father was talking; the mother was listening with the expression of someone who had heard this particular talk before.

And at a corner table, half-hidden by one of the room's structural pillars, a woman sat alone. She had a newspaper — an actual newspaper, broadsheet, in an age of phones — and she was reading it with the focused attention of someone who understood that newspapers contained more than headlines. Fifties, Jack estimated. Brown hair going grey at the temples, clothes that were good quality but deliberately understated. She had the disciplined stillness of someone who spent a lot of time being invisible in rooms.

She was not invisible to Jack, but he suspected she was invisible to most people in the room. He thought, without being able to say precisely why, that this was intentional.

He drank his coffee. He ate his eggs. He opened the Hanseatic League book and read four pages without retaining any of them. Then he went to his suite, sat at the small desk by the window, and wrote in the notebook he'd been keeping since Edinburgh — not a diary, more a series of observations and questions, the habit of a man who thought better on paper than in his head. He wrote: First full day. Ship: 840 passengers, 412 crew. Sealed world. Pay attention.

He underlined the last two words, then sat looking at them, not entirely sure why he'd written them.

Outside, the ocean continued in every direction, vast and clean and without memory.

* * *
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The incident that changed everything happened at eleven forty-seven in the morning, while Jack was on the upper promenade reading about medieval trade routes and not thinking about anything at all.

He heard it first: a sound that wasn't a ship sound, the wrong frequency, coming from somewhere above and to his left. He was on his feet before he'd consciously registered what the sound was, already moving toward the service stairwell, already cataloguing: not mechanical, not structural. Human. Distressed.

The service corridor on Deck 8 was narrow and functional, a different world from the public spaces. A stewardess was standing outside a cabin door, her hand over her mouth, her face the color of the corridor walls. She was young — twenty, maybe — and she was looking at Jack as if she'd been hoping someone would appear.

"I knocked," she said. "To do the turndown. The door wasn't — it opened, and I saw—" She stopped.

"Stay here," Jack said. He pushed the door open with his shoulder, touching the handle with his sleeve. Old habit.

The cabin was a mid-range suite, smaller than Jack's but still generous by any civilian standard. It smelled of expensive cologne and something underneath it, metallic and wrong. The curtains were drawn. In the dim light, Jack could make out the shape of a man in the armchair by the window — slumped, head back, one arm hanging at an angle that elbows didn't reach on their own.

Jack moved into the room, staying close to the wall, scanning. No one else present. Balcony door closed. Bathroom door open, bathroom empty. He crossed to the man in the chair and pressed two fingers to the side of his neck below the jaw.

Nothing.

He stepped back and looked at the room without touching anything else. The armchair. The man — sixties, silver-haired, expensive suit as if he'd dressed for a meeting he hadn't made. A half-full glass of water on the side table. No visible trauma. No signs of struggle. Everything exactly in its place, as if the man had simply sat down and stopped.

Too tidy.

Jack had stood in enough rooms like this to know the difference between a death that had happened and a death that had been arranged. This felt like the second kind. He couldn't have said what specifically, not yet — it was the aggregate of small things, the precise placement of objects, the absence of the minor disorder that accompanied real physical crisis. A man dying in an armchair knocked things over. He clutched things. His body registered the ending of itself.

This man looked like he'd been placed.

Jack went back to the corridor. The stewardess was still there, had been joined by a young male colleague who looked equally shaken.

"Don't touch the door," Jack said. "Don't let anyone else in. Call your security chief. Tell them there's a deceased passenger in Cabin 814 and they need to come now." He paused. "Don't use the radio. Use the internal phone. Do you understand the difference?"

The young woman nodded.

"What's your name?"

"Petra."

"Petra. You did the right thing. You called for help, and you waited. That's exactly right. Now make that call and don't speak to any guests about what you saw. Can you do that?"

She could. He could see it in her face — the shift from panic to purpose, the steadying effect of being given something specific and manageable. He'd seen it a hundred times. People didn't fall apart when they had a task. They fell apart in the space between tasks.

He waited with them until the security officer arrived — three minutes, which was fast enough to suggest the ship had a good internal communications system and a security team that took calls seriously. The officer was a broad, careful man named Harries who looked at Jack with the measured suspicion of someone whose job involved arriving at scenes where not everyone present should be.

"Who are you?" Harries asked.

"Jack Riley. I'm a passenger. I was passing when the stewardess called out." He kept his hands visible and his voice level. "I checked for a pulse. There isn't one. I didn't touch anything else."

"How did you know to check for a pulse and not touch anything else?"

"Former law enforcement," Jack said. "FBI."

Harries looked at him for another moment, then nodded once. "I'll need your full details. Don't leave the ship." Which was, Jack reflected, a theoretical instruction given that they were four hours out of port, but he appreciated the professionalism of it.

He went back to the promenade. He sat in the same chair he'd left and picked up the Hanseatic League book and held it without reading it. He was thinking about the room. The chair. The precise arrangement of things.

Twenty minutes later, a steward appeared at his elbow — silent, efficient, materialising the way good ship stewards always did.

"Mr. Riley? Mr. Sterling would like to speak with you at your earliest convenience."

Jack closed the book. He'd known, from the moment he'd seen the body in the chair, that his pause was over.

"Lead the way," he said.
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Arthur Sterling's private suite occupied the forward section of Deck 1 — the owner's level, accessible only by a dedicated elevator that required a specific key card. The steward who escorted Jack rode up in silence, his posture conveying the particular neutrality of someone paid to convey nothing. The elevator opened directly into an anteroom: cream walls, a single piece of abstract art that probably cost more than Jack's Edinburgh flat, a desk where a personal assistant sat with the focused attention of someone listening to something through an earpiece.

She waved Jack through without speaking.

Sterling's suite was large enough to feel like a different category of space from the rest of the ship — not just bigger but conceptually distinct, designed to remind visitors that they were guests in someone else's world. Floor-to-ceiling windows offered a panoramic view of the bow cutting through open water, the horizon ahead perfectly clear. The furniture was mahogany and cream leather, the kind of pieces chosen by people who understood that restraint, at a certain price point, communicated more than extravagance.

Sterling himself stood at the windows with his back to the room, one hand in his jacket pocket, looking at the water. He turned when Jack entered, and Jack assessed him in the first two seconds: late forties, fit in the way of men who employed personal trainers and kept appointments with them, a face that had been conventionally handsome and had sharpened with age into something more interesting. The handsomeness was still there but it was working harder now. His eyes were the giveaway — pale grey, sharp, the eyes of someone who processed information quickly and rarely let you know what they'd concluded.

"Mr. Riley," Sterling said. He gestured toward a seating area — two sofas facing each other across a low table. "Please. A drink? Coffee? Tea?"

"Coffee," Jack said. "Black."

He sat on one of the sofas. Sterling took the other. Between them, a steward materialized, produced two cups of coffee with the speed of someone who had been waiting in a side room, and disappeared.

"You found him," Sterling said.

"The stewardess found him. I happened to be passing."

"You checked for signs of life and secured the scene."

"Habit," Jack said.

Sterling studied him. "I've been told you were FBI."

"I was. I retired."

"Fifteen years," Sterling said. "Financial crimes division, primarily. Six years as senior investigator. Forty-three closed cases, and you were the lead on the Caldwell investigation before it—" He stopped. Something moved across his face, quickly controlled. "Before you left the Bureau."

The mention of Caldwell landed in Jack's chest like a stone dropped into cold water. He kept his face still. "You've done your homework."

"I do my homework on everyone who boards my ship." Sterling's tone was matter-of-fact, not apologetic. "Particularly people with certain backgrounds. It's a precaution. Nothing sinister."

"What do you want, Mr. Sterling?"

Sterling picked up his coffee cup, looked at it, set it down without drinking from it. "The man in Cabin 814," he said, "was Elias Thorne. You may know the name."

Jack knew the name. Elias Thorne had spent four decades in the financial sector building a reputation that was divided, roughly, between those who admired his ruthlessness and those who had been on the receiving end of it. Aggressive acquisitions. Leveraged buyouts that had destroyed more companies than they'd saved. A talent for identifying undervalued assets that was matched only by a talent for extracting their value and leaving the empty shell for someone else to deal with. He'd been investigated twice, settled both times without admission of liability, and had somehow emerged from each investigation not merely undamaged but enhanced — the settlements read, in certain circles, as confirmation that he was important enough to be worth pursuing.

"I know the name," Jack said.

"Then you understand the implications." Sterling leaned back slightly. "Thorne was not a man who inspired neutral feeling. He had allies and he had enemies, and the enemies were not insignificant." He paused. "My security chief believes he died of natural causes. A cardiac event."

"Your security chief is wrong," Jack said.

Sterling's eyes sharpened. "You're certain."

"The room was wrong. A man dying of cardiac arrest disrupts his environment — it's involuntary, it's physical. The scene in 814 was undisturbed. Everything precisely in place. That's not how people die of heart attacks." He watched Sterling's face. "You already knew it was wrong. That's why you called me up here rather than just taking my statement."

Sterling was quiet for a moment. Outside the windows, the sea moved in long, slow swells, the surface catching the late morning light and throwing it in every direction. A beautiful day. Jack had stopped finding beauty in contrast with ugliness years ago. They simply coexisted.

"My ship's doctor has been to the cabin," Sterling said. "She's conducting a preliminary examination. Her name is Dr. Evelyn Reed. She joined the Infinite Horizon eight months ago from a London hospital. She is—" He chose the word carefully. "Thorough."

"Has she made any findings?"

"She's being cautious about what she reports until she's certain." Sterling picked up his coffee again, this time drank from it. "Which I respect, and which also concerns me, because it suggests she's found something that merits caution."

Jack looked at him. "What exactly are you asking me to do?"

Sterling set his cup down and looked at Jack directly. No performance now — or at least a different performance, the one that involved appearing to drop the performance. "This ship carries eight hundred and forty passengers, Mr. Riley. Many of them are among the most significant figures in international finance and industry. We are four hours out of port and eleven days from our next scheduled stop. If Elias Thorne was murdered on this ship, the implications are—" He stopped. Started again, as if selecting a different approach. "My security team is competent. They are trained for the kinds of incidents that occur on luxury vessels — disputes, thefts, medical emergencies. They are not equipped for a murder investigation. Not this kind."

"And the authorities?"

"Days away. And when they arrive, the investigation will be public, the passengers will be interviewed, the press will have the story within hours." Sterling held Jack's gaze. "I am not asking you to suppress anything. I am not asking you to protect anyone who should be prosecuted. I want the truth. But I want it found by someone who knows how to find it, and I want it found before this ship becomes something it was never meant to be."

"A crime scene," Jack said.

"It already is a crime scene," Sterling said. "I'd like it to stop being one." He paused. "I can offer you access to every part of this ship — crew areas, security systems, passenger records, anything you need. My security team will cooperate. Dr. Reed has been informed that you may be working alongside her, and she has not objected, which from Dr. Reed constitutes something close to enthusiasm." A faint, humourless smile. "I will not direct your investigation. I will not ask you to manage what you find. I ask only that you tell me before you tell anyone else."

Jack looked at the water. He thought about Edinburgh. The furnished flat. The Hanseatic League book. The pause he'd booked fourteen days to take.

He thought about Cabin 814. The man in the chair. The precise, deliberate wrongness of the scene.

"Tell me about Thorne," he said. "Not the public version. What you know."

Sterling's expression shifted — something complicated moving through it, quickly organized into something more manageable. "Thorne was an investor in Infinite World Cruises. A significant one. He came aboard every year for the past three years. He was—" Another careful pause. "He was a man who understood that financial success required certain decisions that not everyone would applaud. I dealt with him at arm's length. Business."

"Did he have enemies on board? Other passengers?"

"I don't know," Sterling said. Then, with the slight emphasis of a man telling a partial truth: "Not with certainty."

Jack noted the qualification. "Who specifically is on this voyage that might have had dealings with Thorne?"

"Several people," Sterling said. "I can have a list prepared." He paused. "There is one name I should mention. A man named Martin Doyle. He's a passenger — an auditor, retired now. He and Thorne had a professional relationship that was, from what I understand, not entirely uncomplicated."

"In what way?"

"That," Sterling said, "is one of the things I'd like you to find out."

Jack stood. Sterling looked up at him. "You'll help."

It wasn't quite a question.

"I'll look at the body," Jack said. "And I'll speak to Dr. Reed. After that I'll decide."

Sterling nodded. "Of course."

As Jack moved toward the door, Sterling spoke again. "Mr. Riley. The Caldwell investigation." Jack stopped but didn't turn. "I know what it cost you. I know what happened. I'm not asking you to revisit that. But I think you should know that whatever you found in that cabin this morning — the wrongness you described — I believe you're the right person to understand it."

Jack opened the door. "I'll be in touch," he said, and left.

* * *
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The corridor outside the owner's suite was empty and quiet. Jack stood for a moment, letting the conversation settle. Sterling was afraid — that much was clear — but he was afraid of several things simultaneously and was being careful about which fears he showed. The financial implications of a murder on his flagship were real and he wasn't pretending otherwise. But there was something else in his manner, something more specific than general anxiety, that Jack had caught in the slight stiffening when Thorne's name came up, in the careful arm's-length characterization of their relationship, in the too-precise disclaimer that he didn't know with certainty who might have had history with Thorne.

Arthur Sterling knew more than he was saying. That was fine. Most people did, at the beginning. The useful question wasn't what Sterling knew — it was why he was withholding it, and whether the reason was self-protective or something worse.

Jack took the regular elevator down to Deck 5 and asked a steward to direct him to the ship's medical bay.

* * *
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The medical bay was below the waterline, which was where it should be — ships put medical facilities low and central to minimize the effect of motion on patients. The corridor leading to it was functional rather than decorative: grey carpet, fluorescent lighting, the smell of antiseptic under the salt-and-recycled-air smell that permeated the ship's service areas.

He knocked on the door marked MEDICAL — STAFF ONLY and waited.

"It's open."

The room was larger than he'd expected. A proper clinical space: examination tables, a curtained bay at one end, medical equipment that looked current and well-maintained. Supply cabinets, a small desk with a computer, shelving with reference books that had been read rather than displayed. And at the desk, with her back to him, the woman he'd seen on the promenade that morning. She was writing in a notebook — handwriting, not typing — with the focused attention of someone transcribing rather than composing.

She didn't turn around.

"Mr. Riley," she said. "Mr. Sterling told me you'd probably come. He described you as a former FBI agent who retired under complicated circumstances, has an eye for wrongness, and doesn't drink. I assume two of those three things are accurate."

"All three," Jack said.

She turned then. Up close she was more interesting than she'd appeared at distance — not more attractive exactly, though she was that, but more complex. The composure was real rather than performed, the kind that came from having been in difficult situations enough times that the body had stopped treating them as emergencies. Her eyes were grey-green, sharp, assessing him with a clinical directness that reminded him of the better forensic pathologists he'd worked with. People who looked at things as things, who didn't flinch from what they found.

"Dr. Evelyn Reed," she said. She didn't extend her hand — she was wearing examination gloves, and she held up one hand briefly to indicate this. "I'm the ship's physician. I've been examining Mr. Thorne since nine forty-seven this morning."

"What have you found?"

She studied him for a moment. He had the sense she was deciding — not about whether to trust him, exactly, but about what category to put him in. He'd seen that assessment before. People in medical and forensic fields did it unconsciously: is this person going to understand what I tell them, or am I going to have to translate?

"Come and see," she said.

She led him through to the curtained bay. Thorne lay on the examination table, still in the clothes he'd been found in — Reed had clearly been careful not to disturb more than necessary. In the clinical light he looked older than he had in the cabin: a man in his late sixties who had eaten and drunk expensively and exercised minimally and whose body showed the arithmetic of those choices. The expensive suit looked wrong on him now, the way formal clothing always looked wrong on the dead.

"The security team's initial report," Reed said, "describes a cardiac event. The ship's automated defibrillator log shows no attempt at resuscitation, which suggests whoever found him — or whoever was with him — either couldn't or didn't call for help." She moved to the head of the table and directed a small torch at the base of Thorne's neck, posterior. "Look here."

Jack leaned in. A faint discoloration — not a bruise exactly, more a precise area of pressure damage, perfectly circular, perhaps two centimeters in diameter.

"Targeted pressure point," Reed said. "Applied with significant force and accuracy. It would cause rapid loss of consciousness — seconds. In a man of Thorne's age and cardiovascular condition, combined with what I found in his bloodwork—" She moved to the desk and handed Jack a printed sheet. "A synthetic compound. I had to run the analysis twice because I didn't believe the first result. It's an adenosine derivative — slows the cardiac rhythm to a stop. It metabolizes quickly. In a standard post-mortem without specific screening, it would be invisible."

"But you screened for it."

"I screen for everything." She said it without emphasis, a statement of practice rather than pride. "I've worked in emergency medicine, forensic pathology, and maritime medicine over the past twenty years. I've learned that the most important thing you can do when examining an unexpected death is not to assume. Assume nothing and test everything." She took the sheet back. "Someone administered this compound to Mr. Thorne in sufficient dose to stop his heart, then arranged him in the chair and made sure the room looked undisturbed. The compound would have taken four to six minutes to be fully effective. Whoever did this waited."

Jack looked at Thorne. "They were in the room with him while it happened."

"Almost certainly."

"Which means Thorne let them in. He knew them, or he had a reason to expect someone."

Reed nodded. "His steward — a man named Lim — told the security team that Thorne was agitated yesterday evening. He said Thorne had dismissed him early, which was unusual, and had asked him to ensure he wasn't disturbed. He described Thorne as—" She consulted her notebook. "Wound tight. That was the phrase. Like a man waiting for something he wasn't sure would go well."

"Thorne was expecting someone," Jack said.

"That would be my reading."

"Did Lim describe anyone? See anyone in the corridor?"

"He was dismissed before any visitor arrived. He didn't see anyone." She paused. "There is one other thing." She led Jack back to the examination table and directed his attention to Thorne's right hand. The fingers were slightly curled, as if he'd been grasping something. "The security team's report mentions nothing in his hand. When I examined him, I found this." From a small evidence bag on the desk, she produced a tiny fragment of paper — not much larger than a torn edge, the kind of piece that remained when something was pulled roughly from a hand. On it, in ink, partial letters: —tion. F—

"Part of a word," Jack said. "And the beginning of another. Or the end and beginning of two words."

"He was holding something when he died," Reed said. "A note, a document. Someone took it. Either before they left, or—" She paused. "Or it was taken by whoever found him, before the security team arrived."

Jack straightened up. His mind was moving through the geometry of it — Thorne in the chair, the visitor, the compound, the wait, the arrangement of the room. The paper removed from a dead man's hand. "The security team's timeline. When was Thorne found, by whom?"

"Eight forty-two this morning. His personal assistant — a man named Julian Croft — found him when he came to collect Thorne for breakfast. Croft contacted ship security and waited in the corridor."

"I want to speak to Croft."

"He's in the ship's infirmary," Reed said. "Not this room — the passenger infirmary on Deck 6. He was in considerable distress when security brought him in. I examined him briefly." Something shifted in her expression — not much, a slight tightening. "He had traces of the same aerosol compound in his respiratory system that I found in Thorne's blood."

Jack looked at her. "Croft was exposed to the same substance."

"A lower dose. Not enough to be fatal. Enough to cause disorientation, memory fragmentation, respiratory distress." She held his gaze. "He didn't inhale it from being in the same room as Thorne. The compound doesn't persist in air for more than a few minutes. He was exposed separately. Deliberately."

"Someone got to him after he found the body."

"That's my conclusion."

Jack stood in the center of the medical bay and let the information arrange itself. Thorne killed in his cabin, the scene staged, a fragment of paper removed from his hand. Croft — the man who found him, the man who might have known what Thorne was expecting — then incapacitated with a lower dose of the same weapon. Someone was controlling what got reported and by whom. Silencing the witness without raising the alarm that a second death would have caused.

This wasn't improvised. This was a plan that had been running before the ship left port.

"You didn't put any of this in your official report," he said.

Reed met his gaze steadily. "My official report to ship's security describes the findings consistent with a cardiac event. I told Mr. Sterling that my full findings were pending further analysis and that I would report directly to him." She paused. "I've been on this ship for eight months, Mr. Riley. I've learned how information moves on it and where it goes and what happens to it. I was not prepared to submit a murder report to a security system I don't entirely trust until I knew who else was going to read it."

Jack looked at her. The decision she'd described — the deliberate withholding, the careful calculation of who to tell and when — was the kind of decision that could have professional consequences if it went wrong. She'd made it anyway, which meant she'd decided the consequences of telling were greater than the consequences of waiting.

"Who told you I was coming?" he asked.

"Sterling called me twenty minutes before you arrived." She picked up her notebook. "He described you as the most capable investigator he'd ever
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