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Chapter 1: Earlier

[image: ]




THE SUN HERE WAS SO hot. It never got this hot back home. All day she’d been alternating lying on her blanket and then parading up and down the famous Seven Mile Beach on Grand Cayman, hoping to attract the attention of one of the Hollywood stars she’d heard was in town. She was in full makeup, and she’d carefully styled her long blonde hair to look perfectly, artfully, windblown, then sprayed it into place so heavily that not a single strand could move even with the stiff wind coming off the ocean. 

She’d expected gentle trade winds like it said on the travel sites, but this wind was a howling gale. The winds came out of nowhere, blew like crazy for a while, and then suddenly stopped with no warning. “Global warming,” the concierge at her hotel had said in explanation, adding that she’d lived here all her life and never seen anything like it.

Well no matter about the wind. She’d curated every aspect of her appearance to make her look like she’d been born this way. Naturally gorgeous. She knew she looked her best, and if she could just cross paths with one of those Hollywood moguls, her future would be set. 

But no matter how she sashayed up and down the sand, nobody paid her any mind. The beach was practically littered with exquisite women in tiny bikinis—some of which were even smaller and more revealing than the one she wore. 

Truth be told, in her mind her tiny white crochet bathing suit was so skimpy it was embarrassing. But she was willing to suffer a little embarrassment if it led to her big break. All her life she’d planned to be a star, and she’d do whatever it took to achieve her goal.

It was hot out here on the sand. So hot. The ocean looked inviting, but she couldn’t go for a swim. It would spoil her hair and makeup, and she needed to look perfect. 

Just in case.

She’d walked all the way to the far end of the beach and was just about to pack it in for the day and go back to her hotel for a cool drink when a man approached her. He was young, but not too young. Brown hair with a few streaks bleached gold by the sun. Nice looking, dressed in stretchy sleek fitting shorts and a blue t-shirt with some kind of logo on the chest and an expensive looking black and gold chronograph watch on his left wrist. 

He smiled at her before removing his designer sunglasses and putting them on the top of his head. His blue eyes twinkled at her. “Don’t I know you?” he said.

She shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

“I’m sure we’ve met. Weren’t you at that party at Rafe Cummings’ place last week?” 

“You were at a party at Rafe Cummings’ house?” she said, impressed despite herself. “You know him?”

“Know him? Of course, I know him. We work together a lot. In fact, we just finished up a project together. We’ll be starting our next film soon.” The man looked over her shoulder, out toward the horizon where the blue sky met the even bluer sea.

She took in the man’s well-muscled physique. His expensive looking watch. Trendy sunglasses. High cheekbones and enormous blue eyes. He was attractive, and if this man knew Rafe Cummings, he had to be well connected.

She bit her lip, desperate to have him continue to pay attention to her. “What do you do on Rafe’s movies? Are you his assistant, or his bodyguard or something?” 

The man smiled. “I do all the casting on his films. I know the look he likes in his costars, and I have to say that you have the right look in spades. You’d be perfect for a role in his next flick.”

Her heart began to pound. This was it. “Really? What do I have to do to get an audition?” She didn’t want to get her hopes up too high yet. Men had approached her before, and she routinely discovered that the promised audition was dependent on the sexual favors she was willing to dispense.

But this must be her lucky day because the usual leer wasn’t forthcoming. 

“Can you swim? This role will require a lot of ocean swimming. You’ll need to be able to keep up with Rafe.”

She gulped. She could swim, sure, but she’d done most of her swimming in a pool. Mostly just paddling a few strokes to get from her pool float to the ladder. She was from the mid-west of the US, far from the ocean. If she went into the sea now, it would be her first time swimming in an actual ocean.

She knew Rafe Cummings was a phenomenal swimmer. Or at least it looked that way in his movies. She swallowed hard and lied. “I’m a great swimmer.”

He looked skeptical. “Wanna show me? Let’s go for a swim right now. That way you’ll get the most important part of the audition process out of the way right up front. There’s lots of beautiful girls in the world, but very few of them can swim the way Rafe needs his costar to swim.”

She looked into his eyes but didn’t see any subterfuge. “How will Rafe know I can keep up? Doesn’t he have to be here to watch me swim?” 

He raised an eyebrow. “No, he doesn’t have to be here. If you pass the swim test with me, I send you on to Rafe. We don’t waste his time unless a candidate has a serious shot at the part.”

She looked down at the sand. “That makes sense. I bet he’s a very busy man.” She raised her gaze to his face and searched his eyes again. “Do you have a business card?”

He waved a hand down along his body, taking in his skimpy garb. “Nope, not on me. I have a stack of them in my car. I can get you one later if you pass the first test. But for now, you want to swim or not?”

What did she have to lose? It was hot, and a dip in the ocean would feel good no matter what. “Okay, sure.”

“Good,” he said. “I’m excited about your audition. Let’s go.”

He hurried across the beach to the water, and she followed him as fast as she could go. She didn’t pay any attention to the warning signs posted every few feet along the tide line. Even if she had read the signs, it wouldn’t have mattered. 

She didn’t actually know what a rip current was.

And even if she did know, it might not have made a difference in her decision. This was her shot, and she was going for it. 

No matter what.

They waded out a little way, and then the man dove headfirst under the waves. He swam straight out for several yards, then turned to face her where she stood in the shallows. “You coming or what?” He sounded annoyed.

She didn’t want to blow her big chance, so she took a deep breath and dove under the waves. With just a few strokes, she’d reached him. “See, I can swim.”

“You call that swimming? That’s not even one scene’s worth.” He turned and faced out to sea. “Let’s go.” He swam straight out, away from the shore.

He didn’t look back at her to see what she was doing, so if she wanted the role, she had no choice but to follow. The cool water did feel good after the heat of the beach, and even though she wasn’t a great swimmer, she was easily able to keep up with him. That boosted her confidence.

They’d gone quite a distance when he stopped swimming and started treading water. “Okay, I guess you can swim. But now I need to see your form.” He flicked a thumb over his shoulder. “Swim that way until I tell you to stop. I’ll wait here and watch.”

She nodded and started swimming parallel to the shore. After a few strokes, she felt the ocean grab hold of her and begin to push her farther out. She tried to swim back toward shore, but the current was too strong. 

She was scared. She needed help and she didn’t care if it cost her the role. “Help me,” she yelled. “This current’s too much for me.” 

“Yep,” he said softly. He smiled, then he turned and swam parallel to the beach in the opposite direction until he was well away from the rip current still dragging her away from safety. Without a twinge of feeling, he left her to fend for herself. 

When he reached the sand, he turned and looked out to sea. The beautiful woman wasn’t even a speck on the horizon.
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Chapter 2: A New Order at RIO
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AT THE END OF THE SHORT film, the credits frame stayed on the monitor, glowing softly in the dim light. My name, Fin Fleming, was all over them. The credits read: “Produced by T-8/Lawton Films. Narration by Rafe Cummings and Fin Fleming. Videography by Fin Fleming and Rafe Cummings. Script by Fin Fleming. Music by Douglas Samuels. Promotional consideration provided by the Madelyn Anderson Russo Institute for Oceanography (RIO).”

The other viewers in the conference room were silent for a moment, then they broke into cheers and clapping. Tate Crusoe issued a loud whistle, and my sometimes fiancé, Liam Lawton, laughed out loud.

Rafe Cummings stood next to me in the front of the room. He’d been an invaluable partner through every step of this project. Thrilled with our success, we gave each other a high five. Then we turned back to face the group seated in front of us and playfully took a bow. Our small audience laughed and cheered even harder.

I was sure the smile on Rafe’s face was a duplicate of the one on mine. After the release of the full-length theatrical film Tate “T-8” Crusoe and Liam Lawton had produced a few months ago, Rafe had been free to go on to another project until he decided on his next Hollywood action hero role. 

So he and I had started working on this documentary on stingrays, which coincidentally we both loved. We’d worked hard on the production for months, and it showed. The film was flawless.

My friend Genevra Blackthorne, the newly promoted COO of RIO, threaded her way through the maze of chairs crowding my office and gave me a hug. “Good job,” she whispered. “If this is what you can do when we free up your time from administrative work, we should have made it happen long ago.”

She stepped aside for my mother, Maddy Russo. “It’s brilliant, Fin. I’m so proud of you, and I know Ray would have been as well.” Mentioning my late stepfather Ray Russo brought me a pang of missing him, but her words warmed my heart. Nobody had known Ray better than Maddy, and if she believed he’d have been proud of me, I was happy. She gave me a massive bear hug, then stepped over to Rafe.

I have no idea what she whispered to him, but he threw back his head and laughed joyfully before lifting her into a hug and swinging her around, her dainty feet flying behind her.

Liam crushed me to his chest and kissed me, long and thoroughly. “Brilliant, as always,” he said before stepping aside for my father, Newton Fleming. 

Newton gave me a hug and patted my back. “That’s my girl,” he said. The pride I saw shining on his face nearly brought me to tears.

Joely Wentworth, who was Newton’s significant other in addition to being one of my best friends, gave me a hug. “There’s nobody better at this than you. I am in awe,” she said. “Every time.”

Tate Crusoe, or T-8 as he was also known, removed his posh sunglasses from the top of his head so they wouldn’t fall to the floor when he leaned down to kiss my cheek. “Good job,” he said in his California drawl. He clapped my shoulder and bobbed his head before moving away to talk to his best friend Rafe.

I blinked hard and held up a hand. “Thank you all for your congratulations. I’m sure Rafe appreciates it as much as I do, but now let’s get back to the real purpose of this meeting.”

My friend Benjamin Brooks, RIO’s newly appointed VP of business development laughed. “I agree. We have to decide what our next money raising venture will be, and we also need to come up with the next documentary topic. Will you guys all take your seats so we can get back on the agenda, please?”

I smiled happily at Benjamin, Genevra, and Maddy. They’d all been concerned when I said I wanted to step down from my former COO responsibilities to focus on my creative pursuits, but already, the results spoke for themselves. 

Of course, Maddy had been the CEO of RIO since its founding, so it was easy enough for her to move back into the role once her health allowed, but Genevra and Benjamin were new at their jobs. They’d each taken on their responsibilities with energy and enthusiasm, and I, for one, was much happier without worrying about the routine business of RIO.

We took turns running the board meetings, and today was Benjamin’s turn. “Fin, do you have any ideas for the next documentary?”

“I do. I was thinking I’d like to focus on spawning grounds for endangered species and the environmental threats they face. I’m thinking octopus nurseries, shark mating locations, turtle migrations, whales...you get the idea.” Everyone nodded along as I spoke. 

“I love it,” said Maddy. “It’s a very timely topic.”

Newton added, “It’s certainly something Fleming Environmental Investments can get behind, and we’re happy to contribute to the budget.” He paused a moment. “Rafe, can we count on you for another stellar narration job? Your name carries a lot of weight with viewers and the networks. Your participation will definitely boost the take from the film.”

Rafe looked at me with a wink and a smile. “I love working with this team, and I’ve discovered I love narrating even more than I love making movies. I’m in.”

Liam had grown used to Rafe’s flirting, so he ignored it. “Will Dougie be able to do the music again? His work on this one is fantastic.” 

Douglas Samuels was Rafe’s older brother, currently residing in a home for the criminally insane. But while there, he’d discovered a heretofore unknown musical ability, and he quickly learned to play multiple instruments. In addition to playing some of those instruments on the soundtrack, he’d composed the entire score for this film. 

Knowing about the difficult life he’d had when he was younger, this made me sad for him. What might he have become if he’d had the opportunity to explore his musical talents as a child?

Rafe’s pensive expression told me his thoughts were traveling along the same path as mine, but he shook off the melancholy before he answered. “I’m sure Dougie would be thrilled to participate.”

Benjamin nodded. “Excellent. Anybody object to the topic?” he asked. After a moment of silence, he said. “Okay. Fin, will you please start on the script and a list of places where we might want to submit the finished film? Also, make a list of any travel and crew requirements. I’ll work up the budget for you once I get it.” 

“Will do,” I said. I was excited about the idea, and equally excited by Benjamin’s offer to take on the dreaded budget work. Everybody in the room knew how much I hate numbers and working with spreadsheets.

He looked down at his computer screen. “Next on the agenda, new business ideas. Anyone?”

We all looked down at the floor. RIO’s research was still heavily dependent on donations, and despite the revenue from sales of our documentaries, it grew harder every year to meet our goals. We’d recently started several new businesses to provide funding for our research, but there was still a large shortfall between our income and our financial requirements. We’d all been confident we’d be able to close the gap with the addition of a few new businesses.

But our latest business, personal submarine rides, had totally tanked after the recent highly publicized implosion of a homemade sub. There was a huge difference between that homegrown sub and our multi-million dollar custom made commercial sub, and an equally massive disparity in the depths that we planned to take our guests to and those the doomed sub had attempted. 

But the public knew what it wanted, and right now, most of the public didn’t want to go for a submarine ride under any circumstances. We were on the verge of shutting down that business, since with the necessary spending on personnel, maintenance, and insurance, it was costing us much more than it earned. 

Nobody spoke. It seemed that none of us had any idea what other business we should start up next. And nobody wanted to be responsible for a repeat of the submarine ride fiasco. 

The original idea for opening peripheral businesses to support RIO’s research effort had been mine, and it looked like my plan to make RIO less financially dependent on donations was in jeopardy. The team clearly didn’t want to hurt my feelings by pointing out the obvious. It wasn’t working, and now we might have to redouble our fundraising efforts to make up for the losses.

Just as the silence in the room bordered on uncomfortable, Benjamin said, “Well, if nobody else has anything they want to talk about, I have an idea.”

“Spill it,” said Maddy.

Benjamin grinned. “Mermaid school.”

There was a moment of stunned silence before I responded with a straight face. “Sorry. I don’t think that idea has legs.”

It took a second for the laughter and groaning to stop. 

Genevra was still giggling. “That has to be the worst pun ever, even for you.”

“Could be. But I am still the pun master,” I replied. “I’m intrigued by the idea. Benjamin, can you show us the business plan?” He was always so organized that I knew he’d have the whole plan already worked out, complete with research reports, projected budgets, and an extensive slide deck with a complete list of pros and cons.

He put the presentation up on the big screen and started outlining his idea. “Mermaid training is one of the hottest specialties in dive training right now. Even PADI offers multiple mermaid certifications, and some dive shops now totally specialize in it. It’s kind of an offshoot of freediving, so our staff and our facilities here are perfect for us to take on mermaid training.”

“The only thing we’d need to add is maybe a small grotto or fountain somewhere on the grounds because we’ll want to offer our students the opportunity to have their photos taken with our resident mermaids.” He looked pointedly at Genevra and me. 

“And maybe mermen?” His gaze swiveled between Liam and Rafe.

Liam laughed. “If I’m around, sure. You can take my picture.” 

Rafe nodded. “Me too. I’ve been photographed in enough crazy getups that one more won’t make any difference.”

Benjamin smiled.” Good. I made a list of items we’ll want to add to the dive shop inventory for Stewie and obtained a quote on building the grotto. Meantime, I’ve already investigated mermaid diving training school, so once I complete the course I’ll be able to certify new mermaids and new mermaid instructors. I’ll be gone a week when that starts. That’ll give Stewie some time to order the inventory for the dive shop, and we can launch an advertising plan when I get back. I’ll email the entire proposal to all of you, and we can vote on it at next week’s staff meeting. Deal?”

I stood up. “No deal. I say we vote right now. It’s a brilliant idea. Arms up if you support Benjamin’s plan.”

Everybody in the room raised their hand. 

Benjamin grinned. “Excellent.” He laughed. “I knew you’d do that, Fin. My flight leaves in the morning. Next time you see me, I’ll be a certified mermaid trainer.”
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Chapter 3: Kayaks
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THE MEETING BROKE UP, and Liam and I walked out of the conference room hand in hand. “Fancy a kayak ride?” he asked.

I smiled. “Don’t mind if I do.”

We strolled across the lawn to the boathouse, where Liam stored his kayaks while his boat, Enviroman, underwent repairs. We each lifted our favorite kayak off the hooks where they hung on the wall and hoisted the lightweight boats up to shoulder level to carry them to a shallow sandy area on the far side of the dock where it was easy to put in.

I lowered my kayak into the warm clear water and handed the line to Liam. “Be right back,” I said. “I want to get some snacks and drinks from Ray’s Place to take with us.”

My eyes were still adjusting to the dim lighting inside the nearby tiki bar when I saw Austin Gibb standing at the sink washing dishes with his back to me. He was wearing ear pods and swaying in time to music only he could hear. I couldn’t see his face, but I recognized him by his light brown hair and the sleek, stretchy shorts he’d recently started wearing in place of the cargo shorts almost everybody at RIO wore. I walked over and tapped him on the shoulder, and he jumped before he turned to face me.

I was surprised to see the person facing me wasn’t Austin Gibb as I’d expected, but Davy Jones, manager of the failing submarine ride business. I’d never realized their builds and hair were so similar. Dressed like Davy was, in styles similar to Austin’s usual clothing, it was easy to mistake them for each other.

I apologized to Davy for startling him. “Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t realize you were pitching in at Ray’s Place. That’s great.”

He nodded. “Yeah, I hate being idle, and I don’t have any submarine ride reservations for today.” He looked pensive. “Or even this week. So I asked Noah if he could use some help.”

It was high season for tourism right now, and Ray’s Place was one of the most popular bars or restaurants on the island. It was always packed, so of course Noah jumped at the chance to add another pair of hands.

“Wonderful, Davy,” I said. “Much better than just hanging around. And maybe things will pick up soon for the submarine rides.” Even I didn’t believe that. Since the initial rush of interest after we opened it, the new enterprise had very quickly dwindled down to nothing. 

I asked Davy to pack up a box of snacks and soft drinks. When he’d finished, I carried it back to the shore, where Liam was waiting. I stored the box of goodies in the dry compartment of my kayak. Once it was secure, I got in and quickly pushed off, with Liam following close behind me in his own kayak. 

We paddled gently through the crystalline water, side by side. Liam gazed out toward the horizon while I looked under the surface to see what I could see. We weren’t planning to go far because of the dangerous rip currents that were unexpectedly springing up at various points around the island due to the recent unusual weather patterns. We paddled slowly around RIO’s protected cove rather than exploring the coastline as we usually did. 

We’d only gone a short distance when I jumped back and dropped my paddle, nearly overturning my kayak with the sudden violent move. “There’s someone in the water,” I shouted to Liam, who was several feet away and looking in the opposite direction. Without thinking, I rolled out of my kayak and dove down to try to rescue the person I’d seen.

When I reached her, I could tell by her open mouth and staring eyes that I was too late, but I pulled her into a rescue hold and shot to the surface. I began performing in-water CPR, a complicated and difficult procedure, while Liam paddled toward me. He dropped a marker buoy in the water with one hand and threw me a line with the other. He tied my kayak to his and then paddled rapidly back to shore while I held on tight to the line, doing my best to resuscitate the woman.

As soon as we reached the shallows, he stepped out of his kayak. Easily lifting the drowned woman, he rushed toward the dive shop. I ran along with him, shouting out for Stewie, RIO’s dive shop manager, to call Doc.

Liam placed the woman on the lawn near the shop and rolled her onto her left side to clear any water or debris in her mouth. I threw myself to the ground near her, and as soon as the trickle of water slowed, I flipped her onto her back and resumed chest compressions. Stewie dashed out of the dive shop with a small rescue canister of oxygen, which he fitted over her nose.

Liam rose to call DS Dane Scott of the RCIP to let him know about our gruesome discovery. He’d just disconnected the call when Doc and a couple of EMTs from her team raced up to where we huddled around the woman.

One of the EMTs took over the compressions while Doc knelt beside me to check the woman’s vitals. I could tell by her expression she thought there was little hope, but she let the EMT continue. The doctors at Cayman Islands Hospital would call time of death when the woman arrived in the ER, and in the meantime, there could always be a miracle.

Dane Scott and the ambulance arrived at the same time. The hospital EMTs ran across RIO’s recreation area, pushing a portable gurney ahead of them. Dane loped along beside them, easily keeping pace with the younger people.

One EMT quickly swapped places with the RIO medic and smoothly took over the compressions. The hospital team raised the gurney and pushed it along as they raced back to the ambulance, waiting in the parking lot with its bay doors wide open.

Dane watched them go. “Any reason for optimism?”

Doc sighed deeply and lifted her shoulders in a frustrated shrug. “Don’t think so, but you never know.” 

Dane nodded his agreement and turned to me. “Tell me how you found the woman. Where were you and what were you doing? Did you see anything suspicious?”

I told Dane the story and mentioned that Liam had the foresight to drop a marker buoy where we’d found the woman. “When you’re through questioning us, we’ll take some tanks out and do a search pattern. See if we can find anything to help with the ID.”

“Thanks,” said Dane. “Someone must be missing her. I’ll get Morey checking for missing person reports while you do the dives.”

Liam and I went to the employee storage area near the dive shop and picked up our gear and a couple of tanks from the stack on the cement pad outside the shop. We geared up on the small beach near where we’d launched the kayaks and waded in.

We’d done enough grid searches in this area over the years that we didn’t need any discussion to know the landmarks and number of kicks that marked the grid’s boundaries, or even who would handle which quadrant. We gave each other the okay sign and dove under.

It took two tanks a piece and about two and a half hours to cover the entire site. Neither of us had seen anything that might have been a clue to the woman’s identity or how she ended up in our cove.

When we waded out of the water after the completing the search, Dane was waiting at a picnic table outside the dive shop. He raised his eyebrows in a question, and I shook my head. His face fell. An unknown victim makes his job even harder, and I gathered that so far at least, he had no way to identify the woman.

I sat beside Dane and filled him in on our dives while Stewie and Liam took care of our empty tanks and salty gear, but he’d known as soon as he saw us emerge after our last dive that we’d found nothing because the catch bags hanging from our BCDs were empty.

I finished the recap. “Any news from the hospital?” 

His face was troubled. “Nothing good. She didn’t make it.” 

“And still no idea who she is?”

His face looked grim. “Morey’s canvassing the hotels and guest houses, but so far we’ve got nothing.”
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Chapter 4: Identification?
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IN ONE OF THOSE COINCIDENCES that feels like the universe is throwing your words back at you, Dane’s phone rang. The caller ID showed Morey. 

“Whatcha got?” Dane said when he answered. He listened for a moment, then stood up. “On my way.” 

There was a deep sorrow in his eyes as he spoke to me. “One of the guest houses near the beach reported a woman missing. The woman arrived a week ago, and they have no idea how long she’s been gone because she opted out of daily housekeeping. The only reason they noticed she’s missing at all is that she was supposed to check out today and she never did. All her stuff, including her passport, is still in her room.”

I tried to sound positive. “That’s a big break. Now at least you’ll know who the woman we found is. That should make it easier to track her. What’s her name anyway?”

“Stella St. Francis. I’ll call you later and let you know what we find out. We don’t know yet that it’s the same woman.” He started to walk away, but he hadn’t gone two steps when his phone rang again. “Hey, Roland. I’m just finishing with Fin. What’s up?”

His face turned grey. “When?” A pause. “We’ll be right there. She may be able to help us determine the entry point.”

Dane hurried off across the lawn toward the parking lot. After a few steps, he turned back. “Aren’t you coming? I said I need your help.”

He was in full investigator mode, so this was not the time to point out that he hadn’t said any such thing to me. How was I supposed to know that ‘she’ meant me? Since I couldn’t hear the other end of his phone conversation, I’d had no idea what was happening. 

But on the other hand, I was happy he’d automatically included me in his investigation. “Coming,” I said. “I’ll just run inside to let someone know where I’m going.”

Liam stepped forward. “No worries. I’ll let them know. You don’t want to hold Dane up.”

We both laughed. Dane wasn’t waiting—he was already halfway to his car. I scurried to catch up. “Thank you,” I shouted over my shoulder to Liam.

He blew me a kiss and smiled that beautiful smile of his.
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Chapter 5: Another
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I’D NO SOONER BUCKLED my seat belt when Dane slammed his unmarked police car into gear and took off, leaving the parking lot on two wheels. Dane was normally a very safe and sane driver, so this was surprising.

I reached up and gripped the handle above my head. “What’s the hurry?” I hoped the rush meant we didn’t have another body on our hands and that this time the victim had made it through. 

He drew in a deep breath and slowed down to his usual pace. “I’m sorry. There’s no reason to hurry.” He rolled to a full stop at the intersection of South Church Street and Harbour Drive, tapping on the steering wheel impatiently while he waited for the light to change. “Another drowning. Those rip currents are deadly this year.”

“Wait. I’m confused. Are we up to three drownings now, or is the woman missing from the guest house one of the victims?”

“Two drowned; one missing,” he said. “No match on the ID from the guest house to either of the drowning victims.” He bit his lip. “She could be anywhere. We don’t know that she drowned. So far, she’s just missing. Just missing.”

I could hear how upset he was by the tone of his voice and the repetition of those last few words. His speech was usually very concise, and he seemed distracted.

“Got it,” I said.

I knew Dane took it personally when people on the island went missing or when murders took place. It made him feel like he and his team weren’t doing their jobs. I gazed out the car window to give him a moment of privacy. Dane was a good cop, and part of what made him so good was that he never lost sight of his own humanity—or the humanity of the crime victims he worked so hard to find justice for. 

But this sequence of events seemed to be hitting him hard. I’d never known him to be anything but cool and composed, always in control. 

I wasn’t sure what to do, so I waited a minute before saying anything. “Everything okay with you?” I finally blurted out.

He looked at me, the pain in his eyes so searing I felt my own eyes tear up. 

“My daughter. Sydney.” He drew in a shuddering breath. “She’d have been about your age now.”

My mouth gaped open. I knew Dane pretty well. We’d worked together on several cases, and he’d been seeing my mother for a long time. But this was the first time I’d ever heard he had a child.

“I didn’t know you had a daughter. Where is she?” I asked softly.

He gulped. “She was five when I lost her. Last time I saw her a rip current just like the ones we have this season swept her away.”

He blinked back tears. “And as you know, back then I couldn’t swim a stroke. I tried to save her. God knows I tried. But I couldn’t get to her. The last time I heard her voice she was screaming, “Daddy, help me.” I hear it every night in my dreams.”

My voice was no more than a whisper. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t even know you’d been married.”

His bitter laugh sounded strained. “I’ve never been married, but that doesn’t mean I couldn’t father a child. I lost Sydney’s mother that day too when she tried to save our daughter. Current took them both. I never saw either of them again. I like to think that maybe Sydney wasn’t as scared once her mother was out there with her, but I don’t know. They never found the bodies...” His voice trailed off.

We drove in silence for a few minutes until Dane turned into a small parking area that serviced a tiny beach in the West Bay district. The beach was next to a cemetery, and the eerie location sent a chill down my spine.

As soon as Dane parked, we both jumped out of the car and hustled over to where Roland and Morey stood next to a sheet-covered mound in the sand. They’d closed the beach to outsiders, but that didn’t stop a handful of curious bystanders from huddling near the crime scene tape, craning their necks to see what they could see.

Dane held the tape up so I could duck under, then he followed me into the marked off area. Our arrival set off murmurs through the crowd. Most islanders knew DS Scott by name if not by sight, and his presence announced the possibility of a juicy crime. 

Dane ignored them and pulled out his notebook. “What have you got?” he asked Roland.

“Young woman, mid-to-late twenties. About five foot six, 120 pounds. Blond hair. Blue eyes. No ID. No identifying characteristics. Likely drowning victim. No evidence of foul play.” Both Roland and Morey were always professional when relating the facts about a crime, but this time they were almost robotically so. Morey stared off down the beach. Roland’s voice was a monotone, and he avoided Dane’s eyes while he gave his report. I realized they both knew about Dane’s daughter and how hard this must be for him.
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