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Chapter One: Unfortunately Awake
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"Are you awake? Are you awake?"

I kept my breathing slow and didn't move a
muscle, except for my finger slipping under my pillow to the
trigger of my Glock. It was 3:30 a.m. and I was in the middle of
the ocean on the Prince Charming, on the way to a job I
can't discuss at this juncture. Yeah, I got the Glock through
security. It took more ID cards than I thought the Agency could
produce but I got to bring my oldest and most trusted friend.

"Are you awake?"

His voice grew louder and less confident. If
I didn't need the pipsqueak I'd shoot him as a burglar and be done
with him. The Agency would just replace the kid, probably with an
even younger, scrawnier twenty-something, up-and-comer, greener
than the counterfeit ink of a hundred-dollar bill.

My name is Eisenchezarrarus. Warren
Eisenchezarrarus. And that's why everyone called me Mr. E.

"You awake, Boss?"

"It's 3:30 in the morning, Buck."

"Not to us. Jetlag."

I cracked a weary eye and swept the room.
Two tiny beds, a tiny bathroom to the right, an annoying underling
and lots of darkness. "Does it look like we're on a jet?"

"No, sir."

Of course not. Junior was afraid to fly. I
didn't believe it was a coincidence he popped an eardrum on our
last case. I hadn't had a vacation in three years – I love my work
– so I opted out of the usual chloroforming and booked a cruise to
our job's destination. That should shut the boss' mouth.

"It's actually `bout 1:30 in the morning to
us, Boss."

"I'm going to shoot you now and let the
coroner put whatever time he wants on your death cert."

"You're going to forget all about how tired
you are, sir, when I tell you the strange event that's taken
place."

I suddenly felt more tired.

"It's gonna blow your mind and test your
skills," he continued.

"Strange?"

"A woman died."

I twisted the covers, turning to the cabin
wall and burying myself deeper inside the warm cocoon. A woman
dying had nothing to do with me. I was sleeping. I wasn't hired. I
was on vacation.

"Don't you want to know where?"

"On our sister ship?"

"In her cabin. She was murdered."

I groaned.

"But that's not the strange part."

"It's not?"

"No." The pipsqueak came up to my bed and
leaned in. "She was drowned."

I opened my eyes. "Drowned in her
cabin?"

"Yes. But that's not the strange part."

"Sounds it to me." I snapped my eyes
shut.

"She was drowned in pudding."

I threw the covers off and sat in my boxers
at the edge of the bed.

"Wait, Boss. That's not the strange
part."

I rubbed my eyes and waited.

"Are you ready for the strange part?"

"Spill it or the strange part'll be two
murders on one cruise."

He leaned down again. "This ship has
no pudding."

I stared at my underling. That was
strange and right up my alley. But I was also on vacation and most
importantly, no one was paying me.

"Do you think someone brought it with
them?"

"Brought pudding on a cruise ship? Why?"

"The murderer saved up for this trip, packed
the pudding, waited for the right opportunity and killed her."

Was I supposed to take this seriously? With
Buck, I never knew. "I got my Glock through security," I joked.

"Hmm, that's right. How would he get the
pudding past security? I hadn't thought of that." He beamed. "Just
the case for us, don't you think?"

Wow. I didn't know how to respond so I went
to my default. "Not on vacation."

"Technically, we're on our way to a
job."

"I'm taking in the sun and water."

"I told the captain who we are, who we work
for and how we'd be more than happy to help out."

"Why would you tell him that?"

"It's what we do. Think of it like this: if
you were on the job in a boat and suddenly found yourself in need
of a pilot and this guy was on vacation, wouldn't you want his help
to steer so you could focus on your job?"

"Why would I be on a boat without a
captain?"

"Captain was killed so you're busy
investigating his murder."

"Why am I on the boat if the murder takes
place after I'm on it?"

"You're on vacation."

"So the undead captain is on vacation as
well as myself?"

"Exactly."

"Why would a captain of a boat take his
vacation on a boat?"

"Why would a murder take place on a cruise
ship with a food they don't have?"

I grabbed my pants. He had an answer for
everything, he never worried about making sense and this could go
on all night. "Let's get this over with."

"You're excited, aren't you?"

"I admit to a certain curiosity." I banged
my elbow on the plastic shield covering the porthole but managed to
keep the swearing at bay.

"Wait, I have more notes."

"I'll ask the captain my own questions."

"But don't you want to know what kind
of pudding?"

I pulled open the door and stormed out.

"It was butterscotch!"

 



Chapter Two: Cabin 187
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"Captain Vecchio, this is Mr. E. Remember I
told you about him?"

A short man, still able to cut an impressive
figure in his pristine white uniform, shook my hand. His brown hair
was cut at a severe angle; his whole appearance was impressive
given the late hour. Early hour? I knew my own jet black hair
curled at odd angles fresh from sleep and the high humidity
levels.

"I am not in the habit of referring to
people by nickname."

Buck winced. "It's Mr.
Eisenchezarrarus."

Captain Vecchio straightened his already
perfect posture. "You've been informed of our problem, Mr. E?"

I smiled inwardly. "Yes, sir."

"Your assistant told me you investigate
these things for a living and that you're quite good at it."

These things? He didn't say it
distastefully but it tripped him up. I would guess he hadn't run
across a dead body before. I can't remember those days. "I do and I
am."

"I am unaccustomed to…" he trailed off. "I
don't want panic to set in. Already rumors are flying. This is a
cruise ship, not a horror movie. I don't understand about this
pudding business. It's impossible. I can handle rough seas,
equipment failure and ship-wide food poisoning but this is beyond
my scope. I wouldn't want to…to make a mistake."

Ah! A perfectionist. I liked perfectionists;
they're easy to read and eager to please. This one should prove
cooperative. "I quite understand, Captain Vecchio."

Buck spoke up. "Murder is his bread and
butter."

The captain looked down his nose at him.

"Thank you, Buck. Captain Vecchio, I'll need
to see the scene of the crime and the kitchen."

"The kitchen?" Buck asked.

"Of course. Right this way." The captain led
us through carpeted hallways and down several levels to Room 187.
The cabin was identical to mine except for the blue fabric for the
cushions and bedding, as opposed to the green in mine. The room
looked cluttered and lived in; towels on the floor of the tiny
bathroom, makeup and a jewelry box set on the counter. A messy bowl
of butterscotch pudding sat on a small circular table. The murder
scene was in disarray – that ruled out Buck's notion of schlepping
pudding from home. You don't bring pudding to drown someone in and
then leave the room like this. The jewelry box held rings and
bracelets. "Not robbery, then."

Captain Vecchio glanced around. "No, as far
as we can tell."

"Where's the body?"

"Mrs. Klemper is in the infirmary."

"She's married? Where's the husband?"

"I assigned him another room. He's under
guard in cabin 582 until we can find out what happened."

"I wish you hadn't moved the body."

"The maid found her, Mr. E. She thought Mrs.
Klemper had fallen asleep, instinct made her shake the lady's
shoulder and when Mrs. Klemper fell to the floor, the maid ran from
the room and found the purser. He called me. The maid was quite
understandably shaken up. I've never seen her like that. We took
Mrs. Klemper down immediately."

I looked at Buck. "How do you know she
drowned in the pudding? Just because she was found in it?"

"A fair assumption," the captain said, his
straight back growing straighter. "The presence of the pudding with
two spoons while the husband waited for her at the buffet indicates
something wrong."

"I'll have to do an autopsy." I stole a peek
at Buck. He didn't like that side of things. He was more of a
cerebral assistant whereas I've always been a hands-on sort of man.
I derived pleasure from the pipsqueak's skin turning a delightful
shade of green.

Horror flitted across the captain's face but
he quelled it. "Are you certain that's necessary?"

"Does she have a heart condition?"

"I don't know."

"A brain aneurysm?"

The captain sighed.

"We may be jumping to conclusions," I said,
facing Buck. "The lady may have passed on in a natural way."

Buck shook his head. "In pudding that can't
exist?"

There could be a rational explanation.
Captain Vecchio swung around and headed out the door.

Buck whispered to me, "I think we should
speak to Mr. Klemper next."

"You'd do anything to get out of an
autopsy."

"Any normal person would."

I'd make him join me this time. No excuses.
And for waking me up in the middle of the night, I'd make him weigh
the lungs.

 



Chapter Three: The Husband
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Mr. Reese Klemper was a thirty-eight year
old factory worker from Marietta, Georgia. His jaw was strong, his
build enviable and his polo shirt and khakis neat. He looked
absolutely devastated.

"I can't believe she's gone."

His voice came out soft and strained, I'd
have imagined it deep and confident but he'd just lost his wife of
eight years. "Do you or your wife have enemies?"

"Enemies? What am I, a politician? Of course
we have no enemies."

"You said your wife was in perfect
health."

"She was."

"How do you explain her death?"

He swallowed. "She can't be dead. She can't
be. No one would want to hurt us. She's a kindergarten teacher and
volunteers at the library on weekends."

"Nothing was stolen and you don't recognize
anyone on the cruise and yet she's dead. I'm sorry for this tragedy
but we need to discover why."

"You think it's a serial killer? A random,
senseless killing?"

"If it was murder, someone did it
deliberately."

"It was murder, Mr. E. She was in perfect
health."

"Did your wife like pudding, Mr.
Klemper?"

"Not especially."

"Where were you at the time?"

"I was taking a jog before dinner. And
before you ask, there are several witnesses who can verify it. I
made friends with a group of joggers and they picked me up outside
our cabin. My wife kissed me goodbye." He sniffed. "Just like she
always did when I left the house."

"Was she planning to meet anyone? Did she
act odd in any way?"

"No, not at all. She was going to watch a
little TV and then meet me on the Sun Deck for the poolside buffet.
She never showed. This is going to kill her sister."

"Is she on the cruise?"

"No, that's the worst part. Lucy called me a
little while ago. She and Lorelei had a falling out about two and a
half years ago. They haven't spoken since then – or even
e-mailed."

"And suddenly she contacts you?"

"Yes. Said she had big news and needed her
big sister now more than ever before." He laughed. "Lorelei was
older by two minutes. Lucy was to meet us when we dock back in
Miami. We were going to surprise Lorelei."

"Did you think your wife would be mad?"

"The last few months, whenever family came
up, she looked sad, not angry. I think she'd have been thrilled and
relieved and whole…" His head sank into his hands.

I left him to his grief and led Buck to the
infirmary.

"Uh, Boss…don't you think we ought to
question the witnesses? Make sure Mr. Klemper was jogging at the
time of his wife's death?"

"The captain can handle that, Junior. You're
with me."

I held the scalpel over Mrs. Lorelei
Klemper's slim, bluish body before Buck's eyes rolled back and he
crumpled to the floor. I sighed and got to work.

 


cover.jpg
Hudsen Agency Case 2
T e






tmp_f2f2cbc274d485a95444188a03c70359_Xrc5aC_html_m314c9eee.jpg
Hudsen Agency Case -2
1Y T e






tmp_f2f2cbc274d485a95444188a03c70359_Xrc5aC_html_m659e7e31.png





