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A Marley Quinn Pet-Cruise Mystery
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By Gideon Harrow

​

Sleuth Profile:

Marley Quinn,33, is a professional cat sitter from a historic harbour town and an amateur sleuth by temperament rather than ambition. Observant, patient, mildly claustrophobic, and far more comfortable with animals than crowds, Marley keeps meticulous care notes in colour-coded pocket notebooks. She has a habit of comparing people to cat temperaments—skittish, territorial, preformative, stealthy—which helps her read motives. Her deep tie to the setting comes from growing up around marinas and excursion boats run by her late grandfather, so the smells of salt, engine oil, lemon polish, and wet rope steady her nerves. She knows shipboard rhythms, crew hierarchies, and how easily gossip travels in enclosed communities.
Setting:

A boutique pet-friendly cruise ship, The Azure Belle, sailing a cool Pacific coastal route between elegant seaside towns. The ship blends old-world glamour with pet indulgence: brass railings warmed by sun, teak decks slick with mist, lavender-scented pet spas, a discreet litter concierge service, and a glass-roofed solarium where the sea flashes silver beneath gull cries. Public spaces hum with piano music, clinking crystal, and low social warfare among affluent passengers. Narrow corridors carry scents of bergamot perfume, tuna treats, starch, and ocean damp. The weather shifts constantly—fog at dawn, bright noon glitter, windy violet evenings—supporting a slow, atmospheric mood.
Crime Specifics:

Victim: Vanessa Vale, a luxury jewellery influencer travelling under a false name.
Method: Bloodless murder by insulin overdose administered in a sleep tincture vial, then staged as an accidental nighttime fall overboard; body later recovered when snagged near a port buoy.
Actual Culprit: Damon Rook, the ship’s charming guest lecturer on maritime antiques, who had been secretly fencing stolen jewels through Vanessa and killed her when she threatened exposure and blackmail.
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Marley Quinn always trusted cats more than first impressions, and that was precisely why she noticed Sir Percival before she properly noticed his owner.

The cat emerged from a lacquered travel carrier like minor royalty disembarking under protest: one white paw extended first, then a plume of silver tail, then a broad-faced chin lifted with such grave displeasure that Marley had to hide a smile. He was a magnificent long-haired blue point with glacier eyes and the expression of a duke asked to share a train compartment with the middle class. His jewelled collar—tasteful if one liked that sort of thing—caught the morning light pouring through the embarkation terminal’s wall of windows.

“Oh, honestly, Percy, don’t look at me as though I invented the boarding process,” said Celeste Lavigne.

Her voice was lower than Marley expected from someone who had spent twenty years smiling on red carpets. Warm honey over gravel, it carried just far enough to make nearby heads turn without seeming to ask for attention. People looked anyway. A ripple passed through the terminal lounge as one by one passengers recognised the famous actress behind oversized sunglasses and a cream trench coat that probably cost more than Marley’s monthly rent.

Marley crouched, letting Sir Percival decide matters in his own time. “You may inspect my credentials,” she told him quietly.

He did. He leaned forward, sniffed her knuckles with ceremonial suspicion, then pressed his whiskers once against her hand as if stamping approval papers.

Celeste exhaled. “Thank God. He despises most people.”

“Healthy instinct,” Marley said, rising. “For cats and women.”

That won her the quickest flash of a real smile. Not the polished one from magazine covers, but a tired, grateful thing that made Celeste seem less like a celebrity and more like a woman who had slept badly in a hotel room and put her faith in a stranger because the stranger knew how to read a cat.

The Azure Belle waited beyond the glass, moored in a wash of pale gold morning. She was not one of the towering floating resorts Marley had always privately considered maritime shopping malls. She was smaller, older in style, with gleaming brass rails, cream-painted decks, and the elegant lines of a ship that expected passengers to stroll rather than stampede. Beyond her, gulls wheeled over the harbour, crying sharply above the churn of tugs and the low diesel breath of engines preparing for departure. Salt air pushed through the automatic doors every time they opened, carrying hints of wet rope, cold iron, and kelp-dark water.

The smells steadied Marley at once. They belonged to childhood Saturdays at the marina with her grandfather, who used to say any fool could admire the sea from shore but a sensible person learned its moods before stepping onto it. She had learned: the way harbour wind found the gap in a collar, the way polished wood and machine oil lived side by side on boats, the way enclosed communities formed fast and remembered everything.

Useful, on a cruise. More useful, perhaps, on a cruise carrying pets, celebrities, and rich people with too much idle time.

A porter in the ship’s navy-and-cream livery approached with the tense brightness of a man trying not to stare at Celeste Lavigne. “Ms. Lavigne, Miss Quinn, welcome aboard. We can escort Sir Percival to the suite once you’ve checked in at priority registration.”

“Escort?” Marley repeated mildly.

The porter blinked. “For the luggage, miss.”

“Good,” Marley said. “Because the cat goes where I go.”

Sir Percival sat beside her left shoe like a fluffy magistrate, gazing at the porter with cool appraisal.

“Yes, miss,” the porter said.

Celeste made a small sound that might have been a laugh, and together they moved into the priority queue. Heads turned. Someone murmured Celeste’s name. A woman in a lemon silk scarf pretended not to stare while very much staring. Somewhere nearby, champagne corked open with a festive pop entirely too early in the day.

Marley kept one hand lightly on Percy’s carrier and the other on her tote, where her pocket notebook waited. She made notes on paper because phones died, batteries failed, and written things felt truer. Across the top of a fresh page she wrote: Azure Belle, embarkation. Percy calm. Owner strained. Staff alert. Then, after a beat: Passengers already sorting themselves into tribes.

It was one of her private habits, this categorising. Not by wealth or class, exactly, but by temperament. Some people boarded ships like confident tabbies, certain every chair would be offered to them. Others skulked along walls like rescues still learning trust. A few were pure peacocks—rare among cats, common among humans.

The man near the window belonged squarely in the last category.

He stood with one polished shoe crossed over the other, a folded brochure in one hand and effortless charm draped over him like a tailor-made coat. He was perhaps in his forties, handsome in the careful way of men who knew the value of appearing accidentally distinguished. His dark hair showed deliberate silver at the temples. The name printed on the signage beside him read DAMON ROOK — Guest Lecturer: Hidden Histories of Maritime Treasure.

Treasure, Marley thought. Of course.

He was speaking to a woman in oversized sunglasses and a pearl-coloured headscarf. Nothing unusual there, except the stiffness in her shoulders and the furious economy of her mouth. Marley noticed the bracelet because it flashed when the woman jerked her hand—a line of diamonds so bright they looked almost wet in the sun. Not tasteful. Not subtle. Memorable.

“You promised discretion,” the woman hissed.

Damon’s smile did not falter, though it shrank at the edges. “I promised professionalism.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

“No,” he said softly. “It rarely is.”

The woman saw Marley looking and turned away at once, angling her body toward the windows. Damon followed her gaze, and for a split second his expression went flat and measuring. Then it rearranged itself into public pleasantness.

“Miss Quinn?” Celeste said.

Marley realised the line had moved. She guided Sir Percival forward, but not before she added one more note to her page: Diamond bracelet woman upset with lecturer. Not drunk. Angry.

At the check-in desk, a young employee with shell-pink lipstick and a name tag reading Ava brightened nervously. “Welcome to the Azure Belle. We’re delighted to have you aboard our Coastal Paws and Claws Sailing.”

“Of course it’s called that,” Marley murmured.

Celeste’s mouth twitched.

Ava reviewed suite assignments, pet waivers, dietary instructions, and emergency procedures with the solemnity of a priestess. Sir Percival received his own embossed welcome packet, a fish-shaped room key fob hanging from it in absurd luxury. Marley learned there would be daily pet socials in the solarium, grooming appointments on Deck Three, and a “captain’s promenade” in which leashed dogs and suitably harnessed cats could parade before sunset cocktails. Humanity, she reflected, had survived plagues and wars only to invent this.

Still, the details mattered. Pet routines meant staff traffic. Staff traffic meant opportunities for observation. Enclosed spaces sharpened everything: affection, irritation, secrets.

As they crossed the gangway, the ship gave a small living shudder beneath Marley’s feet. Not movement yet, only readiness. The brass rail was warm from sun; below, harbour water slapped the hull in dark green folds. A gull landed atop a piling and shrieked like an unpaid critic.

Sir Percival paused halfway aboard and looked back over the terminal as though checking whether someone had followed. His ears angled, then flattened. Not fear exactly. Attention.

Marley looked too.

The diamond-bracelet woman was crossing onto the ship several passengers behind them, walking fast without seeming to hurry. Damon Rook remained at the head of the gangway, greeting newcomers with lecturer’s polish and a smile that never touched his eyes.

“Problem?” Celeste asked quietly.

“Probably not,” Marley said.

But Percy’s tail had puffed a fraction, and Marley had long ago learned that probably not was rarely the same thing as no.
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