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  Chapter 1

  
  




Welcome Aboard




The *Ocean Star* gleamed under the afternoon sun, a stark white palace against the deep, unending blue of the Mediterranean. She was a vessel of deliberate anachronisms, her sleek, modern lines softened by the Art Deco extravagance of a bygone era. Passengers, draped in silks and linens, drifted up the gangway, their laughter carried away on a breeze that tasted of salt and distant lands. The low, resonant thrum of the ship’s engines was a constant, a heartbeat promising adventure.




Among the throng, Ed Li stood apart, his stillness a quiet contrast to the cheerful chaos. He was a man of medium height, with a face that seemed younger than his forty-odd years, yet his eyes held the weary patience of one who had seen too much of human nature. He was not here for pleasure; a discreet telegram had summoned him, hinting at a matter of some delicacy involving a fellow passenger. He watched the others, his gaze analytical, sorting them as one might sort pieces of a puzzle.




His eyes settled on a small, animated group near the railing. There was Julian Reed, his handsome face tanned, his blond hair artfully tousled by the wind. A painter of some renown, he gestured with expressive hands, his voice a confident baritone that easily carried over the deck. He was speaking to Mia Lu, a woman of striking, almost severe beauty, whose dark eyes watched him with an intensity that seemed to unnerve him slightly. Beside her, her husband, Jo Lu, a man whose quiet demeanor was often mistaken for meekness, nodded along, his hand resting possessively on his wife’s arm.




Not far from them, Clara Voe, a novelist whose thrillers had earned her a comfortable fortune and a certain notoriety, leaned against the railing, a plume of smoke rising from her cigarette holder. Her gaze was sharp, missing nothing. She observed the interactions with the professional curiosity of a cat watching mice, a faint, knowing smile playing on her lips.




Then there was Marco Veli, a businessman with a reputation as sharp and unforgiving as his tailored suit. He exuded an aura of restless energy, his dark eyes constantly scanning the crowd as if searching for a threat or an opportunity. He was a man accustomed to being in control, and the enforced idleness of a sea voyage seemed to sit uneasily upon him.




A sudden, jarring laugh cut through the gentle hum of conversation. Ed Li turned to see Eli Fay, a man whose wealth was only surpassed by his capacity for making enemies. He was loud, ostentatious, his voice grating on the refined atmosphere of the sun deck. He clapped Julian Reed on the back with a familiarity that was clearly unwelcome, his grin wide and predatory.




“Reed, my boy!” Fay boomed, his voice slurring slightly, though it was barely three in the afternoon. “Admiring the view, are we? Or perhaps the company?” He winked crudely towards Mia Lu, whose expression tightened imperceptibly.




Julian forced a smile. “Eli. I didn’t realize you were to be on this voyage.”




“Last minute decision,” Fay declared, waving a dismissive hand. “Business in Alexandria. Decided to travel in style. Life’s too short for anything less, eh?” He turned his attention to Mia. “And Mrs. Lu. A vision, as always. Your husband is a lucky man.”




Jo Lu’s grip on his wife’s arm tightened. “Mr. Fay,” he said, his voice quiet but firm. “My wife and I were just about to retire to our cabin.”




Fay’s eyes glittered with amusement. “Of course, of course. Wouldn’t want to keep you.” He watched them retreat, a contemptuous curl to his lip, before turning back to Julian. “Sensitive fellow, isn’t he? Always did wonder what a woman like that saw in him.”




Ed Li, observing from a distance, saw the flash of anger in Julian Reed’s eyes, quickly masked by a veneer of polite indifference. He saw Clara Voe exhale a slow stream of smoke, her eyes narrowed in thought. He saw Marco Veli, who had been watching the exchange, turn away with a look of profound distaste. Each of them, Ed noted, seemed to have a reason, however small, to wish Eli Fay elsewhere.




Later, as the sun began its slow descent, painting the sky in hues of orange and violet, Ed found himself strolling along the promenade deck. The ship sliced through the calm water, the only sounds the gentle slap of waves against the hull and the distant strains of a string quartet from the main lounge. He paused, leaning on the railing, the sea air cool against his face.




*From the journal of Clara Voe, October 28th, 1935, 5:15 PM:*




*They are all here, the whole cast of characters. It is almost too perfect, as if a lesser writer had assembled them. The swaggering boor, the beleaguered artist, the beautiful, enigmatic wife and her quiet, watchful husband. The ruthless businessman. I have seen them all before, in one form or another. But there is a tension here, a current running beneath the placid surface of this voyage. I saw the way Julian Reed looked at Eli Fay. Not just dislike. Something deeper. Hatred, perhaps? And Mia Lu… she watches everyone, but her eyes are like shuttered windows. One could drown in secrets like those. This voyage, I think, will be far from dull. It has the distinct smell of a story waiting to be written. Or perhaps, one waiting to happen.*




Ed felt a presence beside him and turned to see Clara Voe.




“A beautiful evening, is it not, Mr. Li?” she said, her voice a low, husky purr.




“Indeed, Mrs. Voe. It is hard to imagine a more peaceful scene.”




Clara gave a short, cynical laugh. “Peaceful? My dear man, there is no such thing. Only lulls between storms.” She flicked her cigarette butt over the railing, a tiny spark that was instantly extinguished by the vast, dark water below. “Mark my words, Mr. Li. Before this journey is over, the sea will have a secret to keep.”




Her words, heavy with theatrical foreshadowing, hung in the air as she walked away, leaving Ed Li alone with the dying light and the unsettling feeling that she was right. The gentle thrum of the engines beneath his feet suddenly felt less like a heartbeat and more like the ticking of a clock.
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Calm Seas


The first full day at sea unfolded with a deceptive tranquility. The Mediterranean was a sheet of polished sapphire, and the *Ocean Star* moved through it with a steady, unhurried grace. The sun, warm but not yet fierce, invited the passengers to the upper decks, where stewards in crisp white jackets served cool drinks and the ship’s orchestra played light, breezy waltzes. The world seemed to have been reduced to this single, perfect vessel, a self-contained universe of leisure and luxury.


But for Ed Li, the peace was a thin veneer over a network of cracks. He spent the day in quiet observation, his presence unobtrusive. He saw Mia Lu, shielded from the sun by a wide-brimmed hat and dark glasses, reading a book she never seemed to turn the pages of, her gaze often drifting across the deck to where Julian Reed was sketching in a leather-bound book. He saw Jo Lu watching his wife with a look of pained solicitude, a man trying to hold onto something he feared was already slipping through his fingers. He saw Marco Veli in the smoking lounge, poring over stock reports delivered by wireless telegraph, his face a mask of concentration, a man for whom even the middle of the sea was not far enough from the demands of his empire.


The illusion of calm shattered, as it so often did, at dinner.


The Grand Dining Saloon was a symphony of crystal, silver, and hushed conversation. A multi-tiered chandelier cast a warm, golden light over the tables, and the air was fragrant with the scent of roses and expensive perfume. Ed Li had been seated at a small table for two, his companion for the evening being the ever-observant Clara Voe.


“Look at them,” she murmured, gesturing subtly with her wine glass. “A tableau of simmering resentment. Our dear Mr. Fay is holding court.”


Eli Fay was, indeed, the discordant note in the otherwise harmonious room. His voice, lubricated by several pre-dinner cocktails, was a decibel too loud. He was dining with Marco Veli, an arrangement that seemed to please neither of them.


“—and I told him, Marco, I said, the deal is the deal!” Fay’s voice sliced through the decorum. “A man’s handshake is his bond. Or it used to be.”


Marco Veli took a slow, deliberate sip of water. His face was impassive, but his knuckles were white where he gripped his fork. “Some deals, Eli,” he said, his voice dangerously soft, “are built on foundations of sand. They are bound to crumble.”


“Nonsense!” Fay scoffed. “You’re just sore because I outmaneuvered you. It’s business. Nothing personal.”


“Is it?” Veli replied, his dark eyes meeting Fay’s for a moment. “I have always found that business, especially your kind of business, is intensely personal.”


From across the room, Mia Lu watched the exchange, her fork poised motionless over her plate. Her husband, Jo, placed a hand over hers. “Don’t, my dear,” he whispered. “He isn’t worth our attention.” But her attention had already strayed to the table next to Fay’s, where Julian Reed was dining alone, staring into his wine glass as if it held the secrets of the universe. He seemed to feel her gaze, and his eyes lifted to meet hers for a fleeting, charged instant before dropping back to his glass.


*From the sketchbook of Julian Reed, October 29th, 1935, 8:40 PM:*


*A quick study of M. across the dining hall. The light catches the curve of her neck, the line of her jaw. She is trapped. I see it in the way she holds her shoulders, in the tightness around her eyes. He is a leech, draining the life from her. Not her husband—he is merely a ghost at the feast. The other one. Fay. He watches her like a wolf. He knows something. He has some hold over her, or Jo. I felt his oily gaze on me today as well. He knows about us. I am certain of it. I wanted to take this charcoal pencil and drive it into the back of his thick, brutish neck.*


Later, the air on the promenade deck had turned cool. The moon laid a trembling path of silver across the black water. Most of the passengers had retired to the ballroom or the card room, but a few solitary figures walked the deck, lost in their own thoughts.


Ed Li was one of them. He was contemplating the conversation at

































