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In this third installment of the Fin Fleming, underwater photographer series, Fin is facing her toughest challenge yet. Her dear friends Gus and Theresa have been kidnapped. The police are stymied; and her parents and her stepbrother Oliver leave the whole mess in her lap to pursue their personal goals; and someone is sabotaging things at RIO, the oceanography institute where she works. Aided by some new friends as well as old favorites, Fin sets out to find her friends before it’s too late.

C. Michele Dorsey, author of the Sabrina Salter Mysteries

Sharon Ward’s IN DEEP is a stellar, pulse-pounding debut novel featuring a female underwater photographer. A heady mix of underwater adventure, mystery, and romance.

Hallie Ephron, New York Times bestselling author




Pack your SCUBA fins for a wild trip to the Cayman Islands. In Deep delivers on twists and turns while introducing a phenomenal new protagonist in underwater photographer Fin Fleming, tough, perceptive and fearless.

Edwin Hill, author of The Secrets We Share

How much did I love In Deep? Let me count the ways. Fin Fleming, underwater photographer, is a courageous yet vulnerable protagonist I want to sip Margaritas with. The Cayman Islands are exotic and alluring, yet tinged with danger. The underwater scenes and SCUBA diving details are rendered in stunning detail. Wrap that all into a thrilling mystery and you'll be left as breathless as - well, no spoilers here. You must read it to find out! 

C. Michele Dorsey, Author of the Sabrina Salter Mysteries: No Virgin Island, Permanent Sunset, and Tropical Depression

Breathtaking on two levels, Sharon Ward’s debut novel IN DEEP will captivate experienced divers as well as those who’ve only dreamed of exploring the beauty beneath the sea. The underwater world off the Cayman Islands is stunningly rendered, and the complex mystery involving underwater photographer Fin Fleming, especially the electrifying dive scenes, will have readers holding their breath. Brava!

Brenda Buchanan

Author of the Joe Gale Mystery Series

In Deep is a smart and original story that sucks you in from page one. Edge-of-your-seat suspense, a hauntingly realistic villain, and a jaw-dropping twist make this pacy read unputdownable until the very last word.

Stephanie Scott-Snyder, Author of When Women Offend: Crime and the Female Perpetrator
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To Jack, the best husband in the universe.

Thank you for all you do
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THANK YOU TO ALL THE readers who have been following the adventures of Fin Fleming, underwater photographer. I appreciate your support.

I have to warn you that Fin is a professional diver, certified in all kinds of technical diving categories well beyond the training and experience of recreational divers. If you’re a diver, don’t do what Fin does. Stay within the bounds of your training. 

Always plan your dive and dive your plan. Don’t dive alone. Don’t dive too deep. Don’t use mixed gases unless you’ve been trained. 

And NEVER, NEVER, let your recreational dive computer go into decompression mode. Fin and her friends use professional dive computers that can handle more complex decompression algorithms. 

And if you ever get the chance to visit the Cayman Islands, go. It’s a fabulous place, even if you’re not a diver.
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Chapter 1: Benjamin Arrives at RIO
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I WAS SITTING IN MY office at RIO—the name we called the Madelyn Anderson Russo Institute of Oceanography on Grand Cayman. I’d been engrossed in adding music to my video of the life and times of Harry the stingray. I had been filming him since I was a child, right up until his death a little over a year ago. 

Since I needed to submit it to the prestigious Underwater Conservancy video contest this week, my schedule for finishing the short film was tight. I’d been working on it for more than a year, and now I was up against the deadline. I’d been having trouble with the soundtrack. Despite extensive searches, I hadn’t found affordable music with the qualities and rhythm I wanted until recently. I was still trying to time the score in a way that built tension right up until the moment the shark pounced. It was delicate work, and I was so deeply absorbed in what I was doing that the rest of the world had receded from my awareness. At least, it had receded until I heard my name, shattering my focus.

“Dr. Fleming.” A pause. “Dr. Fleming.” By the time the words had pierced my consciousness, the voice was sounding annoyed. Really annoyed.

I pulled off my noise-cancelling earphones. “Maddy’s not around. She’s out of town.” My mother, Madelyn Russo, the world famous oceanographer who had founded RIO, was on a speaking tour of the states, hoping to drum up donations to keep the institute operational. It was a never ending process at RIO.

“That’s okay. I’m not looking for Maddy.”

“Well then, who are you looking for?” Even to my own ears my voice sounded curt and unwelcoming, and I felt bad. I hadn’t meant to be rude.

The man standing in the door of my office looked surprised and took a step back. “I believe I’m looking for you. You are Dr. Finola Fleming, aren’t you? At least, her name is on this door. I’m Benjamin Brooks. I thought we had an appointment...”

I rose to shake his hand. “Oh, God. Yes, we do have an appointment. I’m sorry to be late. I got lost in the zone. And I didn’t answer right away because I’m not used to being called Doctor yet. I guess it took a few tries for your words to penetrate.” After years of work on my thesis with Rosie, the smartest Atlantic Pygmy octopus in the world, I’d finally received my doctorate less than six weeks ago, and I was still getting used to being called doctor.

Benjamin shook my hand, but he didn’t smile. “I’ve been waiting on a bench outside human resources for forty-five minutes. Didn’t make me feel very welcome on my first day. Is that the way this place usually runs, Dr. Fleming?”

“Please, call me Fin. And no, it’s not how we usually work. We’re pretty laid back here at RIO, but we’re generally good at keeping our commitments. I apologize again. As I said, I was concentrating on a delicate task and lost track of time, but I promise we’ll get back on schedule.”

He sniffed. “Good. I have commitments too, you know.”

Maddy had recently hired Benjamin Brooks as CFO of RIO. She’d started the search after six months with no word from our former CFO—my ex-boyfriend Liam Lawton. By now, it seemed apparent to everyone that he wasn’t coming back from Australia, despite his promises to return. I swallowed a stab of heartbreak at the thought of never seeing Liam again. Time to move on.

I gave Benjamin’s navy blue blazer, white button down collar shirt, blue and silver striped tie, and long grey pants the once over. Nobody at RIO dressed like that, even on their first day of work. It wasn’t that kind of place. 

He might be overdressed for a day at RIO, but Benjamin Brooks was a very good-looking man, with deep blue eyes, dark brown hair, and a slim build. About my age—mid-twenties—and very accomplished for his age. “What commitments do you have today, Ben? I can work around them, although usually first days are pretty light around here.” 

He’d noticed me eyeing his clothes and flushed. “I had plans for my day. Things I wanted to learn. Project plans I wanted to make. Now my schedule is out of kilter. It’s upsetting.” He sniffed again. “And please, call me Benjamin.”

Wow. I’d known him for less than ten minutes and I already disliked Benjamin Brooks with a white hot intensity. Maddy had offered me the opportunity to interview him before she hired him, but I’d turned her down. We’d lost our two previous CFOs—my stepfather Ray Russo who’d died, and my ex-boyfriend Liam, who’d just disappeared—in quick succession. I didn’t want anything to do with choosing their replacement. But after meeting Benjamin, next time I’d know better than to skip the interview process. To me, he seemed all wrong for RIO.

What could Maddy have been thinking when she hired him? He was tense and rigid, completely unlike any of the other people who worked at RIO, most of whom were cheerful, easy-going, and friendly. Well, it was her decision, and I’d do my best to find a way to work with him. 

Even if he wasn’t Liam. My heart clenched remembering Liam’s easy smile and wry humor.

I stood. “Let’s start with a tour. I imagine you’re excited to see our facility. Everything here is state of the art, and our labs are amazing.”

He looked puzzled. “I’m a numbers guy. Why would I want to see the labs? Aren’t they just full of fish?” 

Once again, I wondered what Maddy had been thinking when she hired Benjamin Brooks. There had to have been better candidates than him, and once again I regretted my decision not to take her up on the opportunity to interview her top picks. I never would have selected this guy.

“Marine research. That’s what we do here. RIO’s labs are justifiably famous, and they’re one of the most important parts of the business. So, yeah, the labs are full of fish.” 

He nodded. “We can skip the labs for today if you don’t mind. That will help us get back on schedule. But in the meantime, can you find out where that infernal squalling is coming from? I can barely hear myself think.”

Now that he mentioned it, I could hear loud wailing coming through my open window along with the soft ocean breeze. The noise sounded like it was coming from the marina. I knew that former RIO employees Gus and Theresa Simmons were planning to moor their boat here this week. That way, Gus could be nearby in case my almost-brother Oliver Russo or I needed help running the business while Maddy was away. The noise must be coming from Angelica, their new baby, crying like her heart was broken.

“That must be Angel,” I said. “She’s usually pretty quiet. Let’s go see if Theresa needs any help. We can start our tour in the marina.”

“The marina? That’s where you keep the boats, isn’t it? I thought I made it clear I don’t do operations,” he said. “I only do finance. And who is Angel?”

I sighed, hoping Maddy hadn’t given this jerk a long-term contract. “The marina is one of the most vital parts of the business,” I said. “It’s an important profit center as well as a place we keep and maintain essential equipment. You’d do well to learn as much as you can about how it operates.”

“I thought you said the lab was the most important part of the business,” he said. 

I didn’t think he’d even tried to hide the snark. Our relationship had gotten off to a bad start. Since in my role as VP of marketing and chief underwater photographer at RIO, we’d be working closely together, I needed to find a way to develop some rapport.

I reached into my desk drawer and pulled out two sets of keys, one to my personal boat, the Tranquility, and one to Maddy’s boat, the Sea Princess. Maybe a tour of the famous dive sites around Grand Cayman would help him get a handle on what we do at RIO. Or at least, I hoped a nice ocean voyage might help him relax a little and not be such a jerk.

“C’mon,” I said. “We can kill two birds with one stone. We’ll see what’s up with Angel and then go for a boat. You can see the island from the water and get to know your new home. You might want to leave your blazer here. You’ll swelter out there in the sun.”

We stopped by his office, where Benjamin removed his jacket and hung it carefully on a hanger behind his door. When he was finished, I headed toward the rear exit next to Maddy’s corner office. 

The door opened onto the wide rolling lawn that sloped down to the marina. I thought we could pick up Oliver, my honorary brother, at the dive shop on the way. Maybe he’d have better luck connecting with Benjamin than I was having.
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Chapter 2: Finding Angel
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AS WE CRUNCHED DOWN the crushed shell walkways that led from the exit over to the dive shop and then down to the marina and the entry point for our shore dives, the crying grew louder. I hoped Theresa wasn’t having as bad a day as it sounded like Angel was having.

We stopped at the dive shop, and I leaned an elbow on the bottom half of the Dutch door, peering into the dim interior. Oliver Russo, the young man I thought of as my brother even though we were no blood relation, was inside filling tanks. He wore industrial earphones to protect his hearing from the roar of the compressor used to fill the tanks with air.

I reached inside the door and slipped the lock that kept the bottom half closed and crossed the room until I entered Oliver’s visual field. He gave me a quick smile as he shut off the compressor and disconnected the tank he’d been filling.

He pulled off his headphones and dropped them on the counter. “What’s up, Boss?” he asked with a laugh. Maddy had left me in charge of RIO while she was away, but I didn’t think of myself as Oliver’s boss, even for these few weeks. Oliver was a hard worker, a self-starter, and smart as a whip. We all considered ourselves lucky to have him in our lives.

“Hey, Oliver. I wanted to introduce you to Benjamin Brooks, RIO’s new CFO. I was going to show him around and thought we’d start here at the dive shop. You want to give him an overview of what goes on here?” 

Oliver had been managing RIO’s entire diving operation since Gus Simmons, our former head of dive operations, had been forced to retire after a heart attack. With Gus on sick leave, Oliver hadn’t had anyone to show him the ropes after my stepfather Ray Russo died, but he’d kept the shop running without missing a beat. He’d even made some improvements, no easy feat considering dive shop owners came from all over the world to study our methods.

Oliver nodded. “Sure thing.” Then he frowned. “But first I need to let you know another ten or twelve tanks are missing as of this morning.”

For the last few days, we’d come in every morning to find several of our scuba tanks missing. Normally, we might not have noticed, since we stocked over 2000 tanks, but we left around twenty tanks chained together out on the concrete pad beside the dive shop each night for the staff to use if they wanted to go night diving. And lately, each day, the pad was empty by morning. Not a single tank remained, and nobody came by to turn in their empties.

Admittedly, we’d been lax in tracking our tanks, but with more than 2,000 tanks in rotation at RIO, keeping track of all their movements wasn’t an easy job.

Our staff numbered well over 300 people, most of whom dove at least once or twice every day as part of their jobs, and we needed tanks ready for them at all times. Many of RIO’s staff kept a few of RIO’s tanks on their private boats, swapping them out for filled tanks as they used them.

We also kept a large number of tanks in the dive shop for rentals and excursions, and the research vessel Omega had hundreds of tanks on board in various states of readiness for diving. In addition, tanks were always coming up for required testing and inspections, either because it was time for the annual visual inspection, or for the more intensive hydrostatic test administered every five years. Sometimes, when renters returned a tank completely empty or in otherwise bad shape, the tanks received extra inspections or were removed from service entirely. 

Tanks were pulled out of use for all sorts of reasons, and it could be a few days or a few weeks before they were returned to active duty. Our tanks were in constant motion, and every one of them looked exactly like all the others. It’s no wonder we hadn’t noticed the problem until the missing tanks reached critical mass.

I frowned. “Wow. Not again. Let’s put our heads together and see if we can figure out what’s going on. But first we should see what’s happening with Angel. I didn’t hear her before with my earbuds in, but she never cries like that. She sounds really upset.”

Oliver nodded. “I didn’t hear her through my headphones either, but she does sound upset. I’ll go see what’s bothering her. Maybe Theresa needs a hand.”

Before Benjamin could protest about Angel putting a crimp in his precious schedule, I said, “I’ll go see to Theresa and Angel while you talk to Benjamin. Just bring him to the Tranquility when you’re done. I’ll be taking him for a tour around the island. You’re welcome to join us if you’d like.”

“We’ll see,” Oliver said. “I’d need to find someone to cover the shop. Mondays are usually pretty busy. Tourists arrive on Saturday or Sunday, and they can’t wait to get in the water. It’s time consuming setting up all their rental gear.”

Benjamin beamed. He’d finally found something at RIO he approved of. Paying customers.

“Thanks, Oliver,” I said. “See you in a few minutes.” I walked down the shell path to the dock and out toward Gus and Theresa’s boat, the Sunshine Girl. As I advanced, Angel’s cries grew louder and more distressed.

I stopped at the slip where Gus had moored Sunshine Girl. I didn’t see anyone on deck. “Gus? Theresa?” I called. “Permission to come aboard.”

There was no response. I peered around the upper deck and didn’t see anyone, but there was no doubt the crying baby was nearby. I kicked off my flip-flops and jumped aboard. “Theresa? Where are you?” Neglecting her baby was very out of character for my best friend, and her husband Gus also doted on baby Angelica. They would never leave her alone like this. Something was very wrong.

I crossed the deck to the cabin, and that’s when I saw Angel. She was on the floor, safe in a soft sided pen, but crying with all her might. Her face was red, and her eyes were puffy. She looked hot, sweaty, and miserable. I rushed over and picked up the baby.

“Hush, Sweetie,” I whispered, jiggling her the way I’d seen Theresa do. “Everything’s fine. Auntie Fin is here.” I tried to make my words sound reassuring, but the truth was, without Theresa nearby I had very little idea about how to soothe Angel. 

And I was concerned. Where were her parents?

Angel nuzzled her sweaty face into my neck and whimpered. I crooned in her ear. She hiccuped and began to fidget. I was trying to keep my panic down when I heard Benjamin speak.

“She needs to be changed. And I think she’s hungry.” He left Oliver on the dock and strode across the deck to take the disgruntled baby from my arms. “I assume this is Angel. Do you know how to change her?”

Oliver and I both stared at him blankly. We had no idea.

He grimaced. “I thought not. Where are her things?”

Oliver said “Her crib and all her stuff is below. I’ll show you.”

He walked past me, and Benjamin fell into step behind him. They went down to the cabin where the Simmons family slept when they were living on the boat.

Benjamin was talking softly to Angel, and she responded with a laugh. I guess he was good for something after all. 

Oliver came back on deck and sat across from me at the galley table. “I don’t like this at all. It doesn’t feel right.”

“I agree,” I said. “Theresa and Gus would never leave Angel alone this way.”

Oliver and I fell silent, racking our brains to figure out what was going on. 

In a few moments, Benjamin returned with Angel, who seemed much less angry now that she was clean and dry. He opened the refrigerator door in the galley and pulled out a bottle. Angel eagerly lunged for it, and he laughed as he put the nipple in her mouth. She drank greedily, sucking the milk down in huge gulps.

“Not so fast, Little One,” Benjamin said softly. “You’ll make yourself sick. There’s plenty of milk and plenty of time.” He smiled down at her, cradled in his arms. Without lifting his gaze from her face, he backed over to the daybed and sat down, Angel supported gently against his shoulder. He began to hum.

Angel stared up at him, her huge brown eyes rapt. I could see her smile at him, even as she continued working on the bottle with admirable intensity. In a few minutes, Benjamin took the nipple from her mouth and hoisted Angel to his shoulder. He patted her back and rubbed gently between her shoulder blades. She gave a mighty burp, spewing a small stream of vomit down Benjamin’s back. 

I expected outrage at this latest affront, but he merely smiled. 

“Feeling better, Sweetie?” he cooed. “You’re a good little Angel. Yes, you are.” He returned the bottle to her mouth.

I got up and handed Benjamin a towel. “Sorry about your shirt. I’ll get you a new one.”

“No matter,” he said, flipping the towel over his shoulder with practiced ease. “The important thing is this little sweetheart.” 

He smiled down at her benevolently. The pair seemed to be besotted with each other, and I wondered what Angel saw in him that I was missing.

“I’ll get a shirt for you from the gift shop. Medium?” Oliver asked. 

Benjamin nodded, without lifting his gaze from Angel, and Oliver trotted off to find a clean shirt.

“I can’t imagine what happened to Gus and Theresa,” I said. “It’s not like them to leave Angelica alone.”

Now that the crisis with Angel was under control, I needed to find Gus and Theresa. I pulled out my cellphone and dialed her number. I heard a muted ringing from the far corner of the daybed, muffled by the piles of plush cushions stacked against the inner hull.

I rose and rummaged behind the pile until I felt the hard plastic of a cellphone. I withdrew it and looked at the screen. It showed a missed call—mine, I assumed. Theresa is my best friend, and I knew her passcode—it was Angel’s birthdate—so I keyed it in. The phone sprang to life. 

Before I could use the phone’s apps to see if they held a clue to Theresa’s whereabouts, my own phone buzzed with an incoming text message. 

Gus and Theresa taken. Safe for now. Unless you want Angelica to be an orphan, do as I tell you. No police. I’ll be in touch.

The sender’s picture was an evil-looking clown. The number the message purported to be from was my own. I knew it was possible to spoof phone numbers, but I felt violated that my number had been used for such a vile purpose. 

I had to get away from Benjamin so I could call the police. Except the message said no police. My head spun with terror. I needed a moment to think. I was still staring at the phone in horror when Oliver returned with a bag containing clean shirts for Benjamin. 

“I brought you a bunch of shirts, in case you don’t like some of the colors. There’s a couple of tees and a couple of polos. They all have the RIO logo on them.”

Benjamin smiled. “Thank you, but it’s not necessary. I have plenty of shirts.” 

Oliver reached into the bag he carried. “It’s no big deal. We always give new employees a bunch of shirts anyway. I got you a couple of hats too.” He pulled out a ball cap and a bucket hat, both also bearing the RIO logo. “It’s best to wear a hat in this sun. You can get a nasty burn before you know it.”

“Thanks, Oliver,” Benjamin said. “I appreciate it. I’ll change my shirt when Angel finishes eating. She’s just about done.” As if on cue, she pushed the nipple out of her mouth and smiled at him, looking exactly like her namesake—an angel. He put the empty bottle aside and lifted her to his shoulder to burp now that she was done with her meal.

When Angel was finished burping, Benjamin rose. He walked the few paces to me, carrying Angel. He paused, as though he were going to hand her to me, but then he turned abruptly and thrust her at Oliver. “Will you hold her while I change?” he asked.

I wanted to scream at him to leave, to get off the boat, to let me think about what to do to save my best friend. And then I realized we were all hanging out in what was probably a crime scene. The police wouldn’t be pleased about that. Except I wasn’t supposed to call the police. I took a deep breath to calm down.

“Let’s go back inside RIO. You can change in there,” I said. “It’s more private and you’ll be more comfortable.”

But Benjamin had already pulled off his tie and was unbuttoning his white shirt. As soon as they were off, he looked more relaxed and approachable. He slipped a baby blue T-shirt on and plunked the bucket hat Oliver had brought him on his head. 

Despite my fear for Theresa and Gus, I couldn’t help noticing his toned abs and the way the new shirt matched his eyes. I felt a pang of disloyalty to Liam for even noticing, but I tamped it down. Liam’s actions had made it clear we were over. Still, my reaction to Benjamin had me confused, especially in this time of crisis. I averted my eyes and shooed everyone off the boat.

“Let’s put off the boat tour until we locate Theresa and Gus. They must be around somewhere. Oliver, would you mind showing Benjamin how the dive shop, the café, and the gift shop work? I have a conference call with Newton that I forgot about.”

I looked at Oliver, and he got the message. He handed Angel to me and speed walked off the boat to the dock, where he stood waiting for Benjamin to join him.

Benjamin frowned, as though this forgotten appointment was just one more example of my ineptitude, but I didn’t care. There was no forgotten call. I was scared, and I wanted my father’s advice.

“Let’s start in the dive shop,” Oliver said, “and then we’ll work ourselves around the operation until we end up back at Fin’s office. Sound okay?” 

Benjamin nodded, and the two men took off along the crushed shell path that led to the dive shop. I trotted along the other branch to the back door of RIO and hurried to my office.

I shut my door and sat at my desk before thinking better of using my own office phone to call Newton. What if it was bugged? I went to Benjamin’s office and sat at his desk to dial Newton’s number. It rang for quite a while before he answered. 

Unlike his usually brisk tones, his voice sounded like he’d been awakened from a deep sleep. “Hello?” he rasped.

“Thanks for picking up. I need your help.”

“Maddy knows more about RIO operations than I do. But don’t call her yet. We were out late with some donors from Japan, and she’s probably exhausted.”

“It’s not about RIO,” I said, my voice cracking. “Gus and Theresa are missing. I found Angel all alone on their boat this morning. Theresa’s phone was there, and I got a text from the kidnapper. It looks like it came from my phone, but I never sent it. It said no cops. I don’t know what to do.”

Newton’s voice was instantly crisp. “Keep everyone off the boat. Call DS Scott to come meet with you.”

My voice broke. “He said no cops, remember? I can’t call him. They could be watching.”

“I’ll handle that from here then. I’ll call the Ritz and rent my old suite if it’s available. He’ll meet you there. Bring Angel with you and leave her with the concierge. Angel’s used to being with the caretakers at the kiddy camp there. She’ll be fine. Does Oliver know?”

“Yes,” I said. “He was with me on their boat. Benjamin knows they’re missing too. But I don’t think either of them knows they’ve been kidnapped.” 

Kidnapped. Such an ugly word. It seemed to echo through the atmosphere. 

There was a pause, as though Newton too was feeling the evil word reverberate. But when at last he spoke, it was a different word. 

“Benjamin,” he said. “Fine. Make sure they both know not to talk about this to anyone else. And you and Oliver should only discuss it when you’re sure you’re alone. Not at your house or his place. Who knows whether those sites have been compromised? Just give me a half hour to arrange things before you head to the Ritz. I’ll call you back if I have any problems.” He hung up without a goodbye.

I drew in a deep breath. I was scared. As my late stepfather’s best friend, Gus had been like a second—or actually third—father to me, and I loved him. His wife, Theresa, was much younger than he was. My own age, just a little over twenty-five, and she was my best friend. 

Truthfully, my only friend. In my head, I kept repeating. They’ll be fine. They are fine. They have to be fine.

Now I had to figure out how to make my excuses to Benjamin, who was probably going to consider my inability to meet with him as we’d planned another personal affront. Well, it couldn’t be helped. He’d understand when we found Gus and Theresa, and I could tell him what had been going on. 

Or not. I couldn’t make his feelings my concern right now. The Simmons family was my top priority. 

I realized I didn’t have any of Angel’s necessities with me—no diapers, bottles, extra clothes. She’d need all that at the Ritz while I was meeting with DS Scott. I was just about to head back to the marina to gather Angel’s things when Stanley Simmons, the junior member of RIO’s maintenance team, walked by my office door. He glanced in and smiled.

“Is that Miss Angel, come to visit? Mind if I hold her?”

“Sure,” I said. “Can you stay with her a few minutes, please? I need to get her things off the boat.”

Stanley was a father several times over, and he well knew that babies don’t travel anywhere without a lot of stuff. “Sure thing. I have a few minutes.”

He took Angel from my arms and sat in one of my guest chairs. “Don’t rush. It’s been a long time since I had a baby on my knee, and I don’t want to miss out on a minute.” He smiled and nuzzled Angel’s neck.

I ran back to the marina and boarded the Sunshine Girl. I went below and gathered up a pile of diapers, a pink binky, a couple of pretty pink dresses, two pink onesies, a pink bathing suit, a white eyelet lace sunhat, and a pair of pink shortie overalls. I stuffed that all into her capacious pink diaper bag before I could succumb to pink overload. 

Next, I checked to be sure that her sunscreen and all her powders, lotions, and potions were already packed in the bag. I grabbed the pink baby sling off a hook on the cabin wall, loaded the insulated side of the baby’s bag with bottles of milk from the boat’s tiny fridge, and zipped it closed. I debated taking her bouncy baby carrier, but I assumed the daycare program at the Ritz probably had the necessary equipment. I decided to leave it behind. Even without it, I marveled at how much gear a tiny baby required.

I scurried back up the path to my office to pick up Angel; I was just about to take her from Stanley when I realized I didn’t have a car seat in my Prius to put her in for the trip to the Ritz. I nearly screamed in frustration.

Before I could ask Stanley to watch Angel for another few minutes, the phone on my desk rang. It was the guard in the lobby. “Package here for you, Dr. Fleming.”

“Be right there.” I scurried to the lobby and smiled when I saw the box containing a top of the line baby car seat on the floor beside the guards’ station. “Bless you, Newton,” I thought. “You always manage to think of everything.”

Carrying the box, I walked back to the office where I’d left Stanley and Angel. He saw the box I was carrying. “Want me to install that for you? They’re kind of tricky. With six younger siblings and six babies of my own, I’m kind of an expert by now.”

“Thank you, Stanley. That would be wonderful.” I took Angel, and he picked up the box containing the car seat and her diaper bag and walked out, whistling a happy tune. If only.
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Chapter 3: DS Scott
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I HADN’T BEEN BACK to the Ritz since Liam had resigned his valet job to work at RIO, and I couldn’t stop myself from looking around for his golden hair and bright blue eyes when I pulled up to the valet station. We’d met here when he parked my car, before I knew about his background as a tech executive, and long before Maddy had hired him as RIO’s CFO. 

But today the valet on duty was a roly-poly young man whose nametag read Ralph from Peoria. I smiled as I handed him my keys and a few bills. 

“Thank you, Ma’am,” he said, pocketing the bills. I didn’t begrudge him the money, but I missed Liam’s cheerful greetings and the way he’d always known my name. To Liam, I’d never been an anonymous “Ma’am.” I’d been Miss Fleming, and then Fin. And he’d had a ready smile and a quip, every time he saw me. 

Every single time. 

I hoped someday I’d stop missing him.

I bit my lip to keep from crying. I wanted to be done crying over Liam. He’d made his choice to go back to Australia to try to make a go of his marriage, and that was that. I reached into the backseat to lift Angel out of her car seat. 

“She’s a pretty little thing,” said Ralph. “Need a hand with anything?” He smiled at Angel, who narrowed her eyes and glared at him. 

I laughed at her reaction. “Thanks,” I said. “We’re fine.”

I walked across the cool, sunlit lobby to the concierge’s desk. She looked up and smiled. “Hello, Ms. Fleming. Oops. Sorry—I hear you’re Dr Fleming now. Congratulations.” She stood up and reached out for Angel. “I’ll bring Angelica to the day care facility. They’re expecting her. Do you remember the way to your father’s old suite, or would you like me to send someone with you?”

I smiled my thanks. “I remember the way. I appreciate you taking Angel on such short notice.”

She handed me a key to the suite where Newton used to live, and I walked to the elevator bank. When I arrived at the penthouse floor, I unlocked the door. DS Scott, the detective superintendent responsible for the CID—Cayman Islands Detective—unit in our area waited inside. I’d had dealings with DS Scott in the past, and I had never been able to shake the feeling that he disapproved of me.

But today, his greeting couldn’t have been warmer. “Fin—or should I say Dr. Fleming now? It’s good to see you again.”

“Just call me Fin. Thanks for coming on short notice,” I said.

He grimaced. “I’m used to it. Crimes don’t happen on a schedule. Now, tell me what happened.”

Wordlessly, I rummaged in my canvas tote until I found Theresa’s phone. I’d stuck it in a plastic zip lock bag before I left RIO to preserve any fingerprints, but I was pretty sure the only prints they’d find now would be mine. I handed the bag and my own phone to him.

He glanced at the screen of my phone. “This text is from you,” he said.

I shook my head. “I think whoever has Gus and Theresa spoofed my number. I have no idea how or why.”

He nodded and put the phone aside. “Tell me what’s been going on.”

I started with my meeting with Benjamin and hearing Angel cry, and I added as many details as I could remember. He interrupted me a few times to clarify a point, but even with the interruptions, the entire recitation took no more than a few minutes.

“The only people who know that Gus and Theresa are missing are you, Oliver, this Benjamin Brooks, and Newton, correct?” he asked.

I nodded. “I’m not sure if Benjamin actually knows they’ve been kidnapped. He was there when I found Angel, but I didn’t show him the text. He hasn’t asked any questions either. I thought that was odd.”

“Well, unless he asks, don’t say anything. And even then, the less he knows the better. Please write down your phone’s passcode,” he said, handing me a notepad and pen. “We’re going to need to monitor your calls and texts during the investigation.”

I jotted down the code for him. 

“Do you have any idea why someone would have targeted Gus and Theresa?” he asked. “I’ve known Gus for years, and he’s never been wealthy. I know the pay scale at Fleming Environmental is very different from RIO’s, but I don’t imagine the new job made him a rich man.”

“No, it hasn’t yet,” I said. “Although it may someday. Newton is very generous with his employees. But Gus is in for a share of the salvage fee from the sunken treasure we recovered last year near Belize.”

“I thought you couldn’t keep the treasure. Something to do with the ownership. Government property or something like that?” He looked puzzled.

“Yes, originally, we thought the government had claimed the treasure, but it turns out they made the claim on behalf of a syndicate of multiple jurisdictions. The salvage fee should have been a lot more, but we’re still in for a substantial reward. And the money is due this week.”

“Who knows about the reward?” he asked, rubbing his chin.

“Pretty much everybody. It was in the newspapers, on TV, and covered extensively in the article published in Your World. They may not know the exact amount of the reward, because Newton only recently wrapped up the negotiations, but everybody knows there’s a lot of money involved.”

I thought a moment. “But Maddy, Liam, Oliver, Newton, and I all donated our shares to the Gibb family because of Dylan Gibb’s death during the expedition. We convinced Gus and Stewie to hang on to their shares. Liam and my family already have plenty of money. We don’t need the reward money. And the Gibb brothers will be getting millions as it is without asking Gus and Stewie to give up their shares too. Gus planned to buy a bigger house for him and Theresa and also put some of the money aside for Angelica’s education.”

“Speaking of Stewie,” DS Scott continued. “Where is he while all this is going on? Usually if there’s a problem at RIO, he’s right in the thick of it.”

“That’s true,” I said, “but I think this time he’s in the clear. He’s at rehab again. Maddy fronted him the money. He’s supposed to pay her back out of his share of the salvage fee.”

“Do you have any idea how much the rehab costs amount to?” he asked.

“Tens of thousands, but a drop in the bucket compared to the size of the check he’ll be getting. Stewie has no reason to be coveting anyone else’s good fortune this time.”

DS Scott nodded and looked thoughtfully over my shoulder. The silence stretched out, feeling like it had lasted for hours.

“I don’t know what to do next,” I said at last. “The kidnapper told me not to get the police involved. What should I do?”

“Do nothing yet,” he said. “Act normally. Go about your usual business. The next steps are up to me. Just give me a minute to think.”

He stared into space while I fidgeted. After a few moments, I stood and paced the length of the suite, but on my return, I saw DS Scott’s frown. I sat back down and folded my hands in my lap to keep from twitching. My best friend needed me, and although I hated sitting there doing nothing, I didn’t want to ruin DS Scott’s concentration.

At last he said, “I need to find a way to get a forensics team on their boat without cluing in the kidnapper that you’re involved. Can you get them aboard without anyone noticing?”

I nodded. “Yes. Have your officer join a private RIO tour this afternoon at two. I’ll lead the tour myself, and I’ll take them on several boats, including Gus and Theresa’s. I’ll ask Oliver to be on their boat before we arrive, and he’ll leave with the group while your officer stays behind.”

He frowned. “Good. But better if we could have two or three officers stay behind. Is there anyone else you trust?”

I thought a moment. “Maybe Newton’s assistant, Justin Nash, but we should probably check with Newton before you tap him to make sure he’s trustworthy for this role,” I said. “I don’t know him well enough to be sure he’s discreet.”

“What about Alec Stone?” the detective superintendent said. “I have an officer that’s an almost perfect double for him.”

My ex-husband, the poisonous snake that popped up in my life whenever he was least wanted. “I wouldn’t trust him. He’s pretty tight with Cara and Lily Flores, Oliver’s bio-family. Who knows what that crew is up to? What if they’re behind this?”

“Well, it’s probably a long shot to think they’re involved,” DS Scott said. “But you could be right about not involving Alec. Then how about Eugene, your head of maintenance? His twin brother Roland is one of my officers, and they look exactly alike...”

“Perfect. I’d trust Eugene with my life.”

“High praise indeed,” said DS Scott, “considering how many attempts to kill you there have been. And I’m only counting the ones I know about.”

I shrugged. What could I say? I seemed to attract trouble lately.

We agreed that DS Scott would send three police officers to RIO. Before their arrival, Oliver, Eugene, and Justin would hide out below deck on Sunshine Girl. We’d make sure each man was dressed exactly like his “double” from the police. I hoped that if anyone was watching, they wouldn’t notice the switchover during the tour.

Using the suite’s telephone, I called June, Maddy’s assistant, and asked her to put up a welcome sign for a VIP tour. I told her the guests would be executives with my father’s company here on a retreat. If she thought it odd that they were holding an executive retreat while Newton was off-island and without Gus in attendance, she was wise enough to say nothing. 

Even when I asked her to send Eugene to the hardware store downtown to pick up a hammer, a small chisel, and a pack of AA batteries, and to bring them to me at the Ritz along with three of every color and size of RIO shirt, hat, and sunglasses we had in stock at the gift shop, she never questioned me. Whatever Maddy paid June, her discretion alone probably made her worth twice as much.

“Hammer? Chisel? Batteries?” said DS Scott when I’d disconnected the call. “What do you have in mind?”

“Nothing,” I said. “I wanted to give Eugene an errand that would look normal, in case anyone follows him.”

He nodded, and I thought I saw a glimmer of newfound respect in his eyes. Then I suggested that he instruct his staff to wear long khaki-colored cargo shorts, the pants of choice at RIO. It would make it easier to make the swap on the boat if everybody was dressed in similar clothes since there would be nothing to distinguish them easily. He agreed.

He called his team and requested that Eugene’s brother Roland, and the other two officers he’d selected join us in the suite at the Ritz, while I followed up with Newton to request Justin’s assistance for the day. I let the concierge know we were expecting several people to join us and to send up anyone who asked for me without delay. 
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