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			Chapter One

			‘Kitt . . .’ Rebecca Hartley called up the stairs of thirteen Ouse View Avenue, York, a bewildered frown marking her brow. ‘There’s a . . . a pirate at the door for you.’

			The moment the word ‘pirate’ left her lips, Rebecca shot an almost apologetic glance at the man who stood on her twin sister’s doorstep in York. She should have taken the man’s name. That would have been the polite thing to do. It’s just that his appearance was so utterly bizarre she had temporarily forgotten her manners. Still, perhaps she couldn’t be blamed for being a bit flummoxed. The man was dressed in a black silk shirt and breeches. A scarlet headscarf covered his shoulder-length sandy hair which had strands of grey running through it. He also had a live parrot sitting on his shoulder. Calling the man a pirate may not have been polite but in Rebecca’s defence, at least on the surface, it seemed accurate.

			That said, her level of accuracy didn’t stop a familiar feeling of mild embarrassment from washing over her at how rude she’d just been. That same awkward feeling that she was fairly sure her somewhat bolshier sister had never experienced, and always left her unsure about what to do with her hands. She tried running one of them through her short, pastel-pink hair for something natural to do. The pink pixie cut was one of several superficial differences between her and Kitt that made them look quite different, even though they were genetically identical.

			Mercifully, her somewhat flippant description didn’t seem to have ruffled their visitor. His sea-green eyes remained steady and maintained the friendly light that had glimmered in them when he’d asked if Kitt was home.

			Inside the house, however, Rebecca’s choice of words caused quite a stir. In the time it had taken her to reach peak awkward, Kitt’s boyfriend, DI Malcolm Halloran, her best friend Evie and her assistant Grace had come rushing through to the living room from the kitchen. They had been making some lunch when the knock came at the door. The moment Evie and Grace clapped eyes on the visiting mariner, their mouths fell open.

			A moment later, Kitt herself came charging down the stairs.

			‘Bryce?’ Kitt said. ‘Is that you? I can’t believe it after all these years. I was just getting worried. I . . . oh.’ Kitt stopped in her tracks as she stared at the man on her doorstep. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I was expecting someone else.’

			The man on the doorstep opened his mouth but before he could say anything Halloran cut in.

			‘You know more than one pirate?’ he said, a slight edge to his voice. Now that Rebecca thought of it, police officers and pirates were sort of natural enemies. Thus, it probably wasn’t a surprise that Halloran was less than thrilled at the thought of his girlfriend making friends with people who, in his eyes, were just criminals with access to a boat.

			‘No,’ Kitt said, the edge to her voice even more noticeable than Halloran’s had been. ‘I’ve never met this man before.’

			‘Who’s Bryce?’ said Grace, who worked with Kitt at Hartley and Edwards Investigations and was, according to her sister, prone to bouts of spontaneous and disruptive giddiness. ‘You know I have to be kept abreast of any new information about your life. Otherwise, how can I effectively ridicule you on a day-to-day basis? Do you know ’ow much planning it takes to fit banter around my duties at the agency?’

			‘I, for one, would be glad if you just focused on what you get paid for,’ said Kitt.

			‘Woman cannot live on spreadsheet data entry alone, I tell you!’ Grace said, shaking a fist at the ceiling.

			Rebecca couldn’t resist smirking at Grace’s cheek, even though, from what her sister told her, it was deeply unfair to suggest that Kitt never let her do anything more stimulating than data input. The pair had a fairly lengthy working relationship. Originally they had managed the Women’s Studies section at the Vale of York University Library. Kitt still worked there two days a week while Grace worked full-time at the private investigation agency Kitt had founded. Even back when Grace assisted Kitt at the library, however, Rebecca remembered her sister talking about how important she felt it was to give Grace the more interesting jobs wherever possible. Say what you wanted about Kitt, she was a big believer in nurturing youthful enthusiasm. Although, if her reports about Grace’s antics were to believed, perhaps in this particular case that well-meaning intention had backfired.

			Duly, Kitt shook her head at her assistant’s remark, unwilling to offer a verbal response to such a silly claim. Despite the number of times Rebecca had listened to Kitt rant about the recalcitrant nature of her assistant, in truth, from what she had seen, there was more than a grudging admiration between the two.

			Glancing over at Evie, who was fiddling self-consciously with one of her short blonde curls, Rebecca realized she had been unusually quiet for the last few minutes. She had been good friends with Kitt for what must be going on for ten years by now. Perhaps she knew who this Bryce figure was and was keeping schtum. But why would Kitt not want anyone to know about him?

			‘Sorry to disturb you on a sunny Saturday afternoon like this one, Ms Hartley,’ said the man at the door in a southern accent that Rebecca couldn’t quite place. Maybe somewhere near Essex? But not quite that strong. ‘I’m Errol Jackson. I worked with Bryce and I’m afraid I’m here with some sad news.’

			All prior amusement left Rebecca’s face at those words and a chill came over her, despite the May sunshine streaming in through the doorway. It wasn’t just the announcement that there was some sad news to come. There was something else: the man’s use of the past tense when he talked about his association with Bryce. Rebecca had no idea who this Bryce person was. Kitt had never once mentioned him, but she clearly did know the man in some capacity. And from the sound of things, something unpleasant had befallen him.

			Rebecca did her best not to openly sigh. She, Kitt, Evie and Grace were due to go on a jolly to the Scottish Highlands the next day. That’s why they had all congregated at Kitt’s that afternoon. They had arranged to have a leisurely lunch together and plan their various outings and walks, while making a list of restaurants they wanted to visit. This visitation from Errol, however, had all the markings of something that would at best postpone their trip. Hardly welcome news. Rebecca wasn’t so much concerned about taking a break for her own enjoyment as she was for her sister’s wellbeing. There had been several worrying signs lately that Kitt was long overdue a holiday.

			‘Call me Kitt, and please do come in,’ Kitt said.

			A disgruntled hiss sounded from the hearth as Errol stepped over the threshold. Kitt’s black cat Iago had caught sight of the parrot perched on Errol’s shoulder.

			‘Come on, you,’ Kitt said, approaching the cat and scooping him up in her arms. ‘You’re going out if that’s the way you’re going to behave.’

			Iago, never one to go down without a fight, screeched and scratched at Kitt all the way to the kitchen and then growled as she closed the door on him.

			‘Sorry about that. I’ve fed him and cared for him since he was a kitten but he’s still somehow under the impression that he’s the one doing me a favour,’ said Kitt once she had straightened herself up after Iago’s attack. ‘Do take a seat.’ She waved her hand over to the dark grey sofa Halloran had brought with him when he’d moved into the cottage. It didn’t really go with anything else in the room, which was largely upholstered in shades of green and navy.

			‘Mechanic,’ said a low, uneven voice.

			For a moment, Rebecca was unsure where the voice was coming from but then she realized it was the parrot who had spoken.

			‘That’s clever,’ she remarked, watching the bird’s head cock from side to side.

			‘Just spiffing,’ said Evie, who rarely expressed herself without injecting some kind of old-fashioned slang, such was her love for all things vintage. According to Kitt, Evie had been vintage-obsessed for as long as she’d known her but as Rebecca had only met her a handful of times at Kitt’s birthday and such, the old-fashioned lingo was still quite alien to her ears.

			Errol nodded at Evie and flashed Rebecca a smile as he took his seat. ‘He’s a good lad.’

			‘It is a beautiful bird – a fine specimen,’ Kitt said, sitting herself down in one of the armchairs near the fireplace while the others found seats either on the sofa or on the carpet.

			Errol nodded, stroking the bird’s head. ‘Yes, but he’s been through quite a lot of late, haven’t you, little fella?’

			‘How do you mean?’ asked Kitt. ‘What’s all this about? Has something happened to Bryce?’

			Errol offered Kitt an almost imperceptible nod, his green eyes at once becoming watery. ‘You might have heard there was a body washed up on the rocks by Flintbrim Lighthouse, up near Tynemouth, a few weeks back.’

			Rebecca swallowed hard and took in a deep breath. There were only two reasons she could think of that would prompt Errol to bring that up when asked about Bryce. Either Bryce was somehow responsible for the body that had washed up by the lighthouse, or he was the body himself.

			‘I . . . I read about it, yes. I remember thinking that a shooting on a ship was very Death on the Nile,’ Kitt said, slowly. ‘It was a man’s body. He’d suffered a gunshot wound. They didn’t give a name, or any other details that I can remember.’

			Working as a doctor in Ambleridge Hospital up in Northumberland, Rebecca had heard about this case too. Gunshot wounds in the region were exceptionally rare. The man had been taken to South Tyneside Hospital which was much closer to Tynemouth than Ambleridge. But other than the same details Kitt had read on the news, that was the extent of Rebecca’s knowledge on the subject.

			‘Bryce never spoke to me about you directly, Kitt,’ said Errol, ‘but from the way you talked when you thought I was him, I’m guessing you were mates.’

			‘I haven’t seen him in person for many years but yes, I was very fond of him,’ Kitt said, casting a quick glance at Halloran. He was watching this conversation intently and his blue eyes were filled with obvious confusion. Whoever this Bryce was, it seemed Kitt had never mentioned him to Halloran either. This was something of a surprise as, seeing the two of them together over the past few years, Rebecca wouldn’t have believed there was anything they hadn’t told each other.

			‘He’s quite a strange fellow, so I was never entirely sure why I warmed to him so much but we are friends,’ Kitt continued. ‘I mean . . . we were friends. From all you’ve said, I’m assuming that the body washed up by the lighthouse was Bryce’s.’

			‘I’m afraid so,’ Errol replied. Rebecca tried to take in a deep breath but somehow couldn’t quite fill her lungs properly. The weight of Errol’s revelation seemed to hang in the air, making it thick and difficult to breathe. Naturally, as a doctor, Rebecca was no stranger to death. But her sister hadn’t had the easiest of lives. Even just taking into account her time as a private investigator, she had lost people she knew and cared for. And now Kitt had lost another person she was close to and she hadn’t had any of the mentorship Rebecca had received during her medical training to cope with this matter. Her sister had always been the curious type – that was an understatement! But curiosity could lead a person to problematic places and Rebecca was beginning to wonder just how many blows like this Kitt could take.

			‘Mechanic,’ the parrot said again, twitching its head from side to side.

			Rebecca noticed Evie open her mouth, likely to ask what they were no doubt all wondering: why the bird was so obsessed with that one word? But on seeing Kitt’s pained expression, Rebecca gave a little shake of her head to let Evie know she should find another time.

			‘Bryce was shot,’ Kitt said, her voice hollow as though she couldn’t quite convince herself it was true. ‘Why? By whom?’

			‘Nobody knows,’ Errol said. ‘Except that it was almost certainly someone working on the ship with us. Going on the little evidence the police found, the shooting took place in an area that only staff can access through a coded keypad. That’s why they’re convinced it was a crew member, though nobody on board can really believe it. The North East police service has been investigating all personnel who were on board when the shooting happened.’

			‘So crime at sea does fall under the police’s jurisdiction, then? I weren’t right sure about that,’ said Grace.

			‘Ships are governed by the laws of whichever flag they’re flying but if the body washed up in Tynemouth, the killing would likely have taken place close enough to UK shores for the responsibility to fall on the British police force, yes,’ said Halloran.

			‘The Northern Spirit flies a British flag,’ Errol said with a look of mild confusion on his face that Rebecca couldn’t quite fathom.

			‘Then it would definitely fall to the North East police to investigate,’ Halloran continued. ‘Though such investigations aren’t easy to solve. And they’re not always made a priority because the police have enough on their plate solving crimes committed on dry land. The crime scene often isn’t protected as it should have been and we just don’t have the resources to send officers on to the ship to investigate for days at a time.’

			‘You’re a police officer?’ Errol said.

			‘Aye, but here in York. I haven’t been involved in investigating this case,’ said Halloran.

			‘I suppose if it is a crew member, that at least limits the number of suspects,’ Kitt mused.

			‘It does, but not by as much as the police would like,’ said Errol. ‘Cruise ships the size of the Northern Spirit, you’re looking at about a thousand crew members in round numbers.’

			Kitt sighed. ‘I suppose that’s still better than trying to pick a killer out of the general population of millions. And how did someone get a gun on board the ship? Isn’t there security?’

			A frown that hinted at deepening confusion crossed Errol’s face at Kitt’s question but he answered it nonetheless. ‘The . . . police can’t be sure of much. As for how a gun might get on board, you’re right to think it shouldn’t happen. All crew and passengers pass through a slightly more relaxed version of airport security before they board. But there are measures in place to make sure weapons don’t get smuggled through, obviously. I’m not saying it’s impossible – once we were out at sea, someone who knew what they were doing, especially a crew member, might be able to smuggle something on board in one of the tender boats we use to shuttle passengers about on excursions. But it would take a lot of planning.’

			Kitt nodded slowly, digesting Errol’s explanation. ‘Do they know exactly when Bryce was killed? How far from shore, I mean?’

			Errol shook his head. ‘Their current belief is that he was killed on the approach to Tynemouth, probably a mile or so out of the harbour, and pushed overboard. From there, they think his body drifted down the coast to Flintbrim Bay.’

			‘And, being a member of the crew and all that, you don’t have any idea who might be responsible?’ Kitt said, casting, what seemed to Rebecca, a stern eye over their visitor.

			‘I wouldn’t know where to start pointing the finger, to be honest,’ said Errol. ‘Bryce was . . . well, I never had any trouble with him personally but he was just one of those people who was much better at making enemies than he ever was making friends.’

			‘Oh yes, I know all about that,’ said Kitt, in a manner that left Rebecca wondering just how she knew that. ‘And there was no CCTV? No eye witnesses or ear witnesses? Someone who heard the gunshot perhaps?’

			‘If any of those things were available, I think the police would have closed the case by now,’ said Errol. ‘There’s no CCTV footage of the murder because there is only one camera in the staff area and the killer must have deliberately kept out of sight of it. I don’t exactly know how but that’s what I’ve heard. It’s only really there in case of theft, which Crown Cruises are less interested in if it doesn’t involve a passenger. There are a fair number of cameras in the public spaces where the passengers roam, because otherwise you get complaints that thefts can’t be followed up. Theft is the biggest problem these cruise firms have.’

			‘And not one person heard the gunshot?’ said Kitt. ‘On a ship with that many people on it? What about lookouts? They didn’t see the body fall?’

			‘Common theory amongst the crew is that the killer shot Bryce when the horn sounded out on the approach to Tynemouth. You wouldn’t hear anything over that. We do have lookouts on the ship but at that point in the journey they are stationed at the ship’s bridge at the other end of the boat from where he was shot. As for any other eye-witnesses . . . well, nobody’s stepped forward. Unless you count Skittles here,’ Errol said, indicating the parrot.

			‘Skittles . . .’ said Kitt, looking the creature up and down. ‘This bird was with Bryce when he died?’

			‘We think so,’ said Errol. ‘When we disembarked from Tynemouth the day Bryce was shot, Skittles came flying to me at the harbour as if from nowhere. It had been Bryce’s turn to look after Skittles and he’d never flown to me randomly like that before so I knew something was up, but never in my wildest dreams did I imagine that Bryce had been . . . that he was dead.’

			‘Not the most natural turn of events to fall into anyone’s mind,’ said Kitt.

			‘Too right . . . I hope it doesn’t upset you too much to hear it, given you were friends and all, but we found small specks of blood on Skittles’ chest after the attack. The police tested it and confirmed it was Bryce’s. Given that parrots are not known for their gun-wielding abilities, we’re assuming he is a witness rather than the culprit.’

			‘Poor little thing,’ said Evie. ‘He’s probably traumatized.’

			‘I think you might be right,’ said Errol. ‘Before Bryce’s death, we’d trained Skittles to say a range of short phrases for our act. Now, for some reason, there’s only one word he’ll say, over and over again, and nothing else.’

			‘Mechanic,’ Skittles repeated, as if on cue.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			‘Without wanting to state the obvious,’ said Grace, at last breaking the silence that had fallen on the group, ‘have the police interviewed the ship’s mechanic? Because if Skittles is anything to go by, that’s your culprit right there. I’m sure he’s not in the ’abit of concocting wild stories, like, but if you ask me, it’s worth checking into.’

			Errol let out a little chuckle. ‘As you might guess by the number of crew members on board a ship the size we’re talking about, there isn’t just one mechanic. A ship like that . . . well, it’s like its own little village with restaurants, a cinema, a theatre, several bars . . . it’s even got its own library.’

			‘A library?’ Kitt said. Rebecca watched as her sister got that look in her eye she always got when the subject of books was raised. Though she had been running the investigation agency for just shy of eighteen months now she’d not been able to let go of her two days a week at the Vale of York University Library. It seemed old librarian habits died hard. Kitt’s somewhat glazed expression made it more than clear that she was drifting off into her imaginary on-board library when Errol spoke again and snapped her back to reality.

			‘Yes, it’s really got everything. And as such, it’s no small task to keep her in working order, so there’s not just one engineer. There’s a whole team with different specialisms for the engines, the generators, and the computerized elements of the machinery. But, to put your mind at rest, if the ship rumour mill is anything to go by, the police interviewed every member of the engine room crew when it became apparent that Skittles had witnessed Bryce’s death and was left with only one word in his vocabulary.’

			‘The very least you’d expect from a thorough police investigation,’ Halloran chipped in. ‘Were any of the engine crew arrested?’

			‘No . . .’ Errol said, the frown of mild confusion returning to his face. He paused before continuing. ‘From what I understand, they were all able to provide an alibi for each other. Because the shooting is believed to have taken place within the thirty minutes before we reached the harbour, all of the engine crew were in the engine room at that point. Preparing to dock.’

			‘How strange, though, that the bird is manifesting its trauma with that word,’ said Kitt. ‘You mentioned that you trained the parrot for an “act” that you and Bryce were part of? What kind of role did Bryce play in that, exactly?’

			‘He worked with me as part of a pirate sideshow, you know the kind I mean. The passengers sit in rows in a small seating area shaped like a skiff and we tell them about the history of whichever ocean they’re travelling, focusing on piracy. It’s a performance art of sorts, and it pays well because by mid-afternoon the passengers are usually so merry on all-inclusive bottles of Pinot Grigio, the tips are pretty good.’

			So that’s why Errol was dressed as a pirate, Rebecca realized. Although you’d have thought he might have changed his clothing once the boat docked. Walking around York with a live parrot on your shoulder was guaranteed to cause a bit of a stir.

			‘Wait a minute,’ said Halloran, seemingly unable to curb his curiosity about Bryce’s relationship with Kitt any longer. ‘You’re friends with this bloke and you don’t even know what kind of work he’s doing? And if that is the case, why did you assume it was Bryce at the door when Rebecca called up to say there was a pirate here? Surely he didn’t walk round dressed as a pirate as a matter of course?’

			‘Actually, his dress sense even on the average day was a bit eighteenth-century maritime,’ said Kitt.

			‘What the bloody hell’s that supposed to mean?’ said Halloran.

			‘He was an eccentric, Mal. You know, a sort of romantic at heart. He revelled in adventure. While everyone in his generation was building a white picket fence, he was sailing the high seas, and getting himself into a fair bit of trouble I might add. And as for finding out what he did for work these days, it wasn’t for the want of asking,’ said Kitt.

			‘Did you even catch his last name?’ said Halloran.

			‘Griffin,’ Kitt said, a sharp note in her voice that Rebecca recognized well as a warning sign that her sister was losing her patience. She preferred to be the one asking the questions.

			‘Bryce Griffin?’ said Halloran. ‘I’ll bet you a tenner that’s not his real name.’

			Kitt tutted. ‘Why couldn’t that be his name? You’re one to talk, Malcolm Galfrid Halloran. Anyway, it’s the only name he ever gave me.’

			Evie and Grace started giggling at the mention of Halloran’s middle name.

			‘Don’t you two start,’ Halloran said, though Rebecca could see he was fighting a smile behind his beard before turning back to Kitt. ‘All I’m saying is, he wouldn’t tell you what he was doing and his name sounds like it might be made up. He didn’t strike you as a suspicious character?’

			From what Kitt had said, as a police inspector Halloran was more than a little bit well-practised when it came to deconstructing personalities on little evidence. One had to wonder, however, if jealousy was playing a part in his assessment of this particular mystery man.

			‘He wasn’t a saint, I wouldn’t pretend that. But he was a friend to me,’ said Kitt. ‘If you’re worried that I might have been mixed up in any of his less savoury activities, as I say, I haven’t seen Bryce in almost fifteen years. We’ve kept in touch purely by post. A letter every six months at most.’

			‘So, that’s who you’ve been writing to when you write your letters?’ said Halloran.

			‘He’s one of several correspondents, yes,’ said Kitt.

			‘Dare I ask who else you write to alongside your pirate pal? A local arms dealer perhaps? A novice bomb-maker?’

			‘Must you be so dramatic? Anyway, when I knew him he wasn’t exactly a pirate,’ said Kitt. ‘He was more of a smuggler.’

			‘Oh, that’s much better,’ said Halloran. ‘How did you even meet somebody in that line of work? Or is it better you don’t tell me?’

			‘Well, therein lies a tale,’ said Kitt. ‘But it was perfectly innocent on my part, thank you very much.’

			‘I’ll be the judge of that,’ said Halloran.

			Kitt, seemingly realizing she was not about to get out of telling the story, let out a short sigh. ‘About fifteen years ago, I had a summer job bartending at a pub in Seaton Carew.’

			‘Oh yeah, I remember that,’ said Rebecca. ‘The uniform was very . . . fetching.’

			‘Ugh, don’t remind me. Who chooses radioactive green as the signature colour for their business? Anyway, Bryce and his crew came in one night. They were on this mad mission, looking for some silver dollars that had washed up on Seaton Carew beach back in 1867.’

			‘Silver dollars?’ said Grace. ‘What, like, American money?’

			‘Oh no, much older than that,’ said Kitt. ‘This was Spanish money, the coins the later American dollar was modelled on. There are several useful volumes I could—’

			‘Just get to the bit about you teaming up with a pirate,’ Halloran said, holding up his hand.

			‘Smuggler,’ Kitt corrected him, giving his cheek a squeeze before continuing. Halloran still had enough good humour in him left to laugh, playfully batting her hand away.

			‘Bryce believed he had stumbled across a map drawn by a smuggler at the time the coins had washed up. Apparently said smuggler had stashed a significant number of the coins in underwater caves and had died before he could come back to retrieve them. The only hitch was, Bryce and his . . . associates couldn’t decode the map.’

			Halloran narrowed his eyes at Kitt. ‘But you could.’

			‘Well, of course she could,’ said Grace, butting in. ‘While we mere imbeciles spent every night of our youth out on the lash, nursing hangovers and wishing we hadn’t gone home with whoever we went home with, Kitt was sensibly curled up at home with The Big Book of Deductive Reasoning and, in my imagination, she alternated this activity with knitting cashmere cardigans and sending important missives via carrier pigeon.’

			‘When you’ve quite finished,’ said Kitt, shaking her head at Grace.

			‘It’s true, though, you can be a bit of a peg-puff,’ said Evie.

			‘A what?’ said Rebecca, unable to keep from laughing.

			‘I think she’s trying to imply, in her uniquely old-fashioned way, that I act older than my years,’ said Kitt, before turning to Evie. ‘I’ve got enough to contend with without you adding fuel to Grace’s wild fancies, if you don’t mind.’

			‘So, if I’ve got this right, you helped a gang of smugglers make off with riches that should have been declared to the local coroner?’ said Halloran.

			‘Not . . . exactly,’ said Kitt. ‘I only agreed to help them if half the treasure was donated to the local museum, where all of it rightfully belonged. I was hoping that if we did find the treasure, I’d be able to convince them that the fame associated with the discovery was worth more to them than the coins themselves and they’d wind up giving all of the treasure to the local museum. Of course, it didn’t quite turn out as I’d hoped it would.’

			There was a pause as Halloran made some unspoken calculation. ‘Bryce double-crossed you and made off with all the treasure.’

			Kitt looked briefly at the carpet before answering. ‘I suppose I shouldn’t have been so surprised.’

			‘If he double-crossed you like that, why the bloody hell would you stay in touch with him?’ Halloran asked.

			‘I . . . well, I don’t know exactly,’ said Kitt. ‘Bryce never really pretended to be anything other than he was, which was sort of refreshing in its own strange way. 

			And although he did deceive me, at the time that whole episode was the most adventurous thing that had ever happened to me. When I found a note from Bryce in my bag apologizing for what he’d had to do and giving an address to write to . . . I . . . suppose I just wanted to keep remembering that all that really happened.’

			At this juncture, Rebecca noticed Grace and Evie, from their position on the carpet, looking back and forth between Kitt and Halloran as their bickering played out. Grace was pressing her lips together in a clear attempt not to giggle while Evie was chewing on a stick of celery she’d been munching on when she ran through from the kitchen. Odds were she would have preferred popcorn but still, it seemed, the show was no less engrossing to her for the lack of confectionery.

			‘Some years back he wrote to tell me he’d secured a steady job,’ said Kitt. ‘Something legitimate. But no matter how many times I asked what kind of work he was doing, those details were always missing in his replies.’

			‘Yeah, I got the impression he didn’t exactly want to broadcast what he did outside the ship,’ said Errol. ‘I think his previous life afforded him a bit more of a rugged reputation than a family-friendly sideshow for the wealthy.’

			‘That sounds like the Bryce I know,’ said Kitt. ‘But what an awful way for him to die. I assume you’ve come because you want me to investigate the matter?’

			‘Which perhaps wouldn’t be the best idea,’ said Rebecca, jumping in even though she knew her comments would irk her sister – who didn’t much like being told what to do by anyone.

			‘Really, and why’s that?’ said Kitt, her nose crinkling in just the way it always did when her unpredictable temper was aroused.

			Rebecca did her best to keep her tone gentle. ‘Besides the fact that this case has a personal element that might mean uncovering something about your friend you’d rather not know, you promised you were going to take a break,’ said Rebecca, reminding her sister of the trip to Scotland.

			A few months back, while staying in York for a long weekend, Rebecca had found sleeping pills in Kitt’s bathroom cupboard. At first she’d thought maybe they belonged to Halloran. His work as a detective inspector meant odd hours and likely disrupted sleep patterns. On asking Kitt about her discovery, however, her sister had admitted that the sleeping pills were hers and that shutting her brain down after a long day working on a case was getting increasingly difficult. That’s when the plan for an all-girl trip to Scotland had been hatched.

			‘Oh yes, I did promise that,’ said Kitt, her voice softening. ‘But what if the police don’t find Bryce’s killer? If they get away with it once, they might do it again at some point in the future.’

			‘I know sometimes you forget because of the work you do at the agency,’ said Halloran, ‘but the police are best placed to handle a situation like this. I’m sure they will find the culprit. They’ll have conducted all the preliminary interviews and will now be in the process of confirming all the alibis and checking the financial and phone records of people working on the ship. Something will come up. It’s just a process of elimination. A ship is a self-contained space so the killer can’t just disappear. At least not without arousing suspicion.’

			‘I . . . don’t mean to interrupt,’ said Errol. ‘But actually, I didn’t come here expecting you to investigate what happened to Bryce. I was a bit taken aback that you wanted so much detail . . . I didn’t know you did that kind of thing. I thought you were just asking all those questions out of curiosity.’

			‘Oh,’ said Kitt. ‘You came just to let me know, about what happened to Bryce?’

			‘Yeah, kind of felt a duty to, you know. Bryce didn’t have any family to speak of when he passed. He didn’t have many belongings, full stop. The police seized what was useful as part of the investigation, for DNA samples and such. The cruise company were going to dispose of the rest but I rescued them and fished out a few things. Your letters among them. So far as I could tell, you were the only person named in any of his effects, so I thought you might want to have these letters back.’

			Errol reached into the long, black shoulder bag he had been carrying, pulled out a stack of twenty yellowing letters and handed them over to Kitt. She looked at them on her lap for a moment with tears in her eyes and then slowly began to flick through them. ‘I didn’t realize I’d written quite so many letters over the years,’ she said.

			‘If you’re the only person named in his effects, why didn’t the police get in touch with you when they found Bryce’s body?’ said Grace.

			‘It doesn’t quite work that way,’ said Halloran. ‘When a person dies like this, we locate and contact next of kin. A person’s death is private information, even if it does then end up on the local news. Kitt wouldn’t have been listed as a next of kin. And if the pair of them were sending letters to each other, then it’s sort of obvious she wasn’t on board the ship when the killing happened so she wouldn’t be a suspect.’

			‘I hadn’t heard from him in over a year so I’m probably yet to become an investigative priority when they’ve got a list of crew members to work through,’ said Kitt. ‘I was getting a bit worried after going so long without hearing from him but just assumed he was taking his time in replying to my last letter. I didn’t think—’ But then she paused, her hand hovering over one of the envelopes.

			‘What is it?’ said Rebecca.

			‘This one isn’t a letter from me. It’s addressed to me. It’s been opened, but I don’t recognize it.’

			‘The police will have opened it to check there’s nothing in there pertinent to their investigation,’ said Halloran. ‘Must be a letter he never got around to sending.’

			‘Must be . . .’ said Kitt, unfolding the letter and giving it a quick scan. ‘That’s . . . weird. There’s a poem in here. I’ve never known Bryce write poetry before.’

			‘What kind of poem?’ said Rebecca.

			‘See for yourself,’ said Kitt, handing her sister the paper.

			Rebecca quickly read it to herself.

			 

			Dear Kitt,

			You’re always talking about how much poetry stirs your soul. I’ve never been that interested in it personally but I happened to witness a particularly spectacular sunset on the ship one evening and found myself, for the first time in fifty-seven years, pushing words together in my head. When I finally got back to my cabin that night I thought I’d try my hand at a little poetry. After all these years of writing to you I think your literary influence might actually be rubbing off on me. What do you think? Will I go down in history as the John Keats of the Border City?

			 

			Silently, I flick through antique ephemera,

			faster and faster until the lonely words merge.

			Time hasn’t touched these tokens of a journey

			buried in a sea chest in a long-forgotten grotto.

			Xanthos of Greece knew more fame in two

			thousand years than these thirty-

			three trinkets no hands have touched in a century.

			 

			Do write back when you have a chance and let me know what you think of my humble verse. Given the frankly ridiculous number of books you’ve read in your lifetime, I’m not sure that anyone else’s opinion matters to me.

			Stay alert, Red,

			Bryce

			 

			Rebecca handed the letter over to Halloran, who was already trying to reach for it.

			‘Red?’ Halloran said once he’d given it a quick look over.

			‘A silly and obvious pet name,’ Kitt said, instinctively toying with the ends of her long, copper-red hair.

			Halloran’s eyes narrowed as he read the letter again. ‘The letter is dated from six months ago. It seems strange he didn’t get a chance to send it in six months.’

			‘The whole thing is strange,’ said Kitt, reaching for the letter again. ‘The police dismissed this because it just seemed like a letter to a friend. But what if it’s more than that?’

			‘Like a clue to who his murderer was?’ said Grace, a note of excitement in her voice.

			‘Possibly,’ said Kitt. ‘But unlikely given it was written six months ago. If he knew someone was going to kill him six months ahead of time, he’d probably have gone to the authorities.’

			‘Unless going to the authorities would incriminate him,’ said Halloran.

			Kitt shook her head. ‘You’re underestimating Bryce’s survival instinct. He was no angel by any stretch of the imagination but his crimes were petty and, unlike so many people, he didn’t have a pristine reputation to protect. If he thought his life was in jeopardy, he would have gone to the police.’

			‘So what do you think the poem means?’ said Evie. ‘Some kind of cry for help?’

			‘I don’t know,’ Kitt said. ‘I’ll have to sit down with it and have a think. He mentions the Border City in the letter portion. I think he was from Carlisle originally, but maybe it’s a significant location for reasons we don’t yet understand. There’s also a chance there’s some kind of code or message in there that the police have missed. Perhaps some of the words relate to something untoward that was happening on board? Whatever the case, something very odd is going on here. Maybe something that only I can untangle. It seems I might be the only one who knew Bryce well enough to find out what really happened to him on that boat.’

			‘Kitt, I know you’re upset, but no,’ Halloran said, standing from his perch on the arm of the sofa.

			‘But Mal—’

			‘No. You can’t seriously be considering going on that cruise ship when you’ll be trapped on board with no back-up?’

			‘But you said yourself that the police don’t have the resources to prioritize a matter like this. The crime scene won’t have been protected as it should have been so it’s going to take some serious work to root out the true culprit.’

			‘I am sure the police can handle the matter,’ said Halloran. ‘There’s only so many suspects to work through if it was one of the staff members on board when the ship was docking.’

			‘And what if it wasn’t? You want me to just stand back and risk someone who murdered my friend getting away with it when I have resources and contacts through the agency?’

			‘It’s just too risky. You’re going into an enclosed space with a killer without any means of escape. That’s nobody’s idea of common sense,’ Halloran said. ‘Look, I’m an understanding man on the whole, even if you have been secretly receiving letters from pirates who have pet names for you, but I’m sorry, I’m going to have to put my foot down here. You’re not going on that boat, and that is final.’
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