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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

Such a great book...Instantly immersive...

Hank Phillippi Ryan, USA Today Bestselling author of 13 thrillers

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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THANK YOU TO EVERYONE who embraced Fin Fleming. I hope you enjoy Sunken Death just as much.

As before, many of the restaurants and dive sites in this book are real places. I’ve actually eaten there or been diving there. But if anything bad happens in a place, rest assured, I made it up.

I made the mistake of letting Harry die in In Deep, and I heard you loud and clear. It won’t happen again. Rosie, the Atlantic Pygmy octopus Fin (and her readers) love so much is hereby declared immortal. Despite the specie’s normal 12-18 month lifespan, Rosie will never die.

Recreational divers—don’t forget that Fin and the other divers in this book are pros. They engage in risky diving behaviors. Do not emulate them. Obey the safety rules you were taught during training, and never dive outside your levels of comfort and experience.

The wall Fin loves to dive on at Rum Point is still not real, and as far as I know, there is no epidemic of needle sticking in the Caymans.
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Chapter 1: Renaming the Maddy
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EVERY SAILOR KNOWS it’s bad luck to rename a boat, but sometimes a girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do. So, like millions of semi-superstitious sailors before me, I was about to put my boat through an ancient renaming ritual simply because I couldn’t see myself captaining a boat named after my mother.

Seafaring folk have always been a superstitious lot, and to avert the horrible curse that supposedly arises from renaming a boat, early sailors developed this ritual to fool Neptune, the god of the sea, into thinking a renamed craft is an entirely different vessel. 

I don’t believe in Neptune, and I don’t believe in bad luck, but I think a little bit of good luck can make up for a lot of stupid. And obviously, it’s far better to be lucky than stupid—or cursed.

So here we were, standing on the boat’s deck, tied up in the marina at the Madelyn Anderson Russo Institute for Oceanographic Exploration—RIO for short. The early afternoon Cayman Islands sunshine was golden, sparkling off the clear blue water around us. We were here to rename the boat I’d recently inherited from my late stepfather, Ray Russo.

“Miss Fleming, are you sure you’ve removed all traces of the boat’s old name? Keys, logs, life preservers, maps, maintenance records, tee shirts—anything and everything must be removed before we start the renaming ritual.” Stewie Belcher wore his usual Hawaiian shirt and cargo shorts, but he had added a purple stole over his shoulders for the solemn occasion. 

As one of my stepfather’s oldest friends, Stewie was not happy that I was renaming my boat. After coming to grips with the part he’d played in Ray’s death, Stewie had checked himself into rehab. He was back now—clean and sober—and even though he was glaring at me in disapproval, his blue eyes looked clearer than I’d seen them in years. 

I sighed. “Please, Stewie. Call me Fin like you usually do. Or Finola if you’re feeling formal. And yes, I’m sure every trace of the old name has been removed.” I pointed to the boat’s transom, where my friend Dominic Vernon had painted over the boat’s old name last night. The transom was blank, a pure white expanse awaiting the end of the ritual we were about to begin. “Everything has been checked and double-checked.”

“You have the tag with the new name?” he asked.

“Yes. Here it is.” I handed him the small metal tag he would use in the renaming ceremony.

Stewie had gotten ordained in some crazy church and performed the ritual the first time the boat had been rechristened. Ray had renamed her the Maddy, after my mother, Madelyn Russo, when he married her twenty-five years ago. Changing the name again felt like the end of an era, and a sad reminder that Ray was no longer with us. The times I’d spent with him on this boat were the happiest and most peaceful times in my life. Hence the new name: Tranquility.

Sailors can be a superstitious lot, but they’re not the only ones who worry about being cursed. Most of RIO’s employees were oceanographers and dedicated scientists, but they would no more rename a boat without going through this ancient ritual than they would fake their own research data. 

It wasn’t that any of us truly believed it was bad luck to rename a boat or skip the ceremony. Some of us just felt it was prudent not to tempt fate, and all of us thought it was a good excuse for a party.

I looked at my mother. “You sure you’re okay with this, Maddy?” Like everyone else at RIO, I called her by her nickname. I always had, ever since my childhood aboard RIO’s research vessel Omega. “This boat’s been named after you for a long time.” 

She nodded. “Yes, it has. But Ray chose the old name. It’s your boat now, and it shouldn’t be named after your mother. Tranquility is a good name.”

Stewie nodded and began his intonations. “Oh, mighty and great ruler of the seas and oceans, to whom all ships and we who venture upon your vast domain are required to pay homage...” He droned on through the lengthy ritual.

When he finally dropped the metal tag overboard, followed by a liberal pour of champagne spilling into the sea, I knew he was nearly finished. He ended the ceremony with “...we offer these libations to your majesty and your court.” He followed that with exhortations to the four winds, asking for fair breezes and safe ocean passage. The last words were followed by another spill of champagne.

When the second bottle was nearly empty, he poured the rest into a champagne flute and handed it to me. “Drink up.”

I sipped and handed the glass to my mother, who took a sip before handing it off to my father, Newton Fleming. He passed it to Oliver Russo, a young man we thought of as Ray’s son, even though my parents and I knew he wasn’t related by blood. Oliver passed it to Gus Simmons, my late stepfather’s other best friend of many years. 

I noticed Gus didn’t pass the wine to his wife, Theresa, who was expecting their first child. Instead, he passed the flute to Lauren Forster, the new First Mate on the Omega. Lauren passed it on to Vincent Pollilo, the Omega’s captain.

The caterers waiting on the dock took this as the sign to pour champagne for all our other guests and all the RIO employees who had gathered to watch the renaming rites. After everyone except Theresa and Stewie, who was newly on the wagon, had taken at least a sip of champagne, the ceremony was over.

As soon as he’d finished the ritual, Stewie walked over to my father, Newton Fleming, and held out his hand. Newton handed Stewie a wad of folding money as payment for his part in the ceremony. When he had the cash in hand, Stewie gulped another glass of water, stuffed a cookie in his mouth, and jammed a sandwich in the pocket of his cargo shorts. He walked over to Lauren, kissed her cheek, and slung an arm over her shoulder. “Ready, Babe?”

We all gaped but tried not to stare. We expected her to push him away or slap him for daring to touch her. 

But to our surprise, she smiled at him and kissed him on the lips. “Ready.” We were shocked by their display of affection because they were such an odd couple. 

Lauren was a tall, voluptuous, and lovely blonde with impeccable credentials. Stewie was lazy, short, fat, and sloppy. Like Stewie, Lauren was dressed in cargo shorts, flip-flops, and a baggy Hawaiian print shirt. While some couples end up dressing alike after they’d been together a long while, Stewie and Lauren had already adopted the habit of dressing alike although they couldn’t have known each other for more than a week or two. The two strolled off, arm in arm. 

The conversation didn’t resume until we saw Stewie’s old rattletrap car leave RIO’s parking lot. Once they were out of sight, the party was back in full swing for another hour or so. By then, the workday was over, and people started drifting out in small groups.

Liam, my sort of boyfriend, and Oliver, my sort of brother, began carrying aboard the life preservers, logbooks, coffee mugs, and other items emblazoned with the boat’s new name. Once they had everything aboard, Liam left for his shift at the Ritz and Oliver went back to running RIO’s dive shop. 

Maddy, Newton, and I put the new things away while we waited for my friend Dominic Vernon, the best marine artist in the Cayman Islands, to arrive. He was scheduled to take the Tranquility to dry dock to paint the boat’s transom with her new name.

The next time I looked up from my work, it had been more than an hour since the guests had departed. The caterers had long ago removed the last of the champagne, finger sandwiches, and cookies we had served. Dominic still hadn’t arrived, and he didn’t answer his cell when I called.

Maddy bit her lip. “I have a conference call scheduled with some West Coast donors. I’ve gotta get back to my office. I hate to leave...”

“Don’t be silly. You’re the founder and executive director of the Madelyn Anderson Russo Institute. You have more important things to do than hang around here with me.” I didn’t look up from where I was sorting maps into the Tranquility’s built-in cabinets. 

“Nothing’s more important to me than you. But I don’t want to miss this call. Donors.” She turned to walk away.

“Don’t worry. I’ll stay with Fin until Dominic gets here.” My father stowed the last life preserver in a locker beneath the galley table and smiled at her back. I could feel how much he still loved her even thirty feet away from him. 

“Want a coffee, Fin? I don’t know about you, but I’m beat from drinking champagne in the sun.” He poured water into the coffee maker and flipped the switch before settling at the table.

“Sure.” I joined him in the galley. I wasn’t used to drinking alcohol during the day either. Or drinking much at all, for that matter. When I got stressed out, I don’t drink. I go diving. 

Newton and I stayed on the Tranquility chatting until the sun touched the horizon. “Where could Dominic be? He’s usually so reliable,” I said, remembering the terror I’d felt waiting for Ray to appear during his deep freedive last year. Dominic’s lateness was an uncomfortable reminder of that helpless feeling, and I tried hard to shake off my foreboding.

“Maybe he got mixed up and thought you were bringing the boat to him. Think we should float on over there and see what’s up?” Newton stood and stretched. I climbed up to the flying bridge to start the engines.

When I turned the ignition key, the engine whirred and whined without catching. I tried again. “Sounds like there’s something caught in the propeller,” I said. “I’ll go look.” I slipped out of the shorts and t-shirt I wore over my bathing suit and took the keys out of the ignition to prevent any accidents while I was underwater.

I stepped onto the bow of the Tranquility, slipped my mask over my head, and put the snorkel in my mouth before doing a giant stride entry into the water. Underwater, I looked along the length of my boat and caught sight of a tangle of rope and what looked like a mass of debris caught in the propellers. I surfaced, took a deep breath, and swam underwater toward whatever it was.

The water was clear as glass, so I was still at least fifteen feet away when I realized the debris was a body. The face was swollen and bloated, and the eyes were wide and staring. I could see the rope pulled tight around his neck. 

It was Dominic.

I shot to the surface. “Newton. Call the police.”
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Chapter 2: DS Scott Comes By
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NEWTON AND I WAITED in the Tranquility’s cabin, clutching our coffee cups in shaking hands. I looked up from the clouds of steam rising from my coffee to see DS Scott, the Deputy Superintendent of the Cayman Islands Police, strolling across RIO’s lawn. 

It had been less than three minutes since we’d called the police. I was surprised at how quickly he’d arrived, and even more surprised at the leisurely pace he was taking as he approached us. I rubbed my arms against a sudden chill. I hadn’t seen DS Scott since the day of my last arrest. 

Newton reached over and took my hand. “It’ll be fine.”

I nodded. My father is a lawyer, although he doesn’t practice law. In real life, he heads up an investment firm that concentrates on eco-friendly and green initiatives. Even so, he had done a good job of keeping the police off my back after Ray’s death, and I was grateful to him for that. 

Until a few months ago, Newton had been out of my life since I was five years old. I hadn’t seen him even once in all the intervening years. So far, our renewed relationship had been a lot of two steps forward and one step back events. 

But I knew having him do all the talking meant that at least this time my lamentable tendency to take the blame for every bad thing that happened wouldn’t get me into trouble.

DS Scott didn’t seem in a hurry to reach us. He might have been out for a late afternoon stroll with the pace he was keeping. His head swiveled to each side, taking in everything around him. As always, his eyes were focused and intense. My palms started to sweat, even though I had done nothing wrong.

He ambled down the dock and stopped next to my boat. “Permission to come aboard, Captain,” he said.

“Welcome,” I said. “Would you like some coffee?”

He kicked off his shoes and hopped onto the deck of my currently nameless boat. “No, thanks. I have some news.”

“Do you want me to show you the body?” I asked.

He did a double take. “Body? What body?”

Now I was confused. “The one we called the police about. Dominic Vernon. He’s under the boat. Isn’t that why you’re here?”

He shook his head. “No, like I said, I came to give you some news. But that can wait until we figure out what’s up. Where is the body?” He looked around the cabin, as though he thought Newton and I might have been sitting at the table with a dead person.

“Underwater. Caught in the mooring lines. I didn’t touch anything after making sure he was dead.” I realized my statement could be misconstrued, and I shot a pleading glance at my father. Newton was gazing out the window and apparently had neither seen nor heard me. Thanks for taking the lead here, Newton. I’d have to dig myself out of the mess I’d already made.

“I don’t mean I made sure he was dead. I mean I determined whether he was still alive when I found his body. He wasn’t, so I surfaced, and we called you. Otherwise, I would have already begun a rescue effort.”

“I appreciate the clarification,” he said. If I didn’t know for sure the man had no sense of humor where I was concerned, I would have sworn I saw his lips twitch as though he were suppressing a laugh.

Newton tuned back into the conversation. “I’m Miss Fleming’s lawyer, as you may recall from the last time we met. Please address your questions to me.”

DS Scott sat on the daybed opposite the galley table. “Yes, I remember. Let’s get started. When was the last time you saw this Dominic Vernon alive?”

“Yesterday. He was fine when we left him at his marina around four. Newton and I arrived here together around eight this morning to prepare for the renaming ceremony. So, Dominic must have died between four o’clock yesterday and eight this morning.”

DS Scott walked to the stern of the Tranquility and touched the outside of the transom. “Do you know what time Mr. Vernon painted the boat?” 

Newton took a sip of now cold coffee, grimaced, and put the mug aside. “When we arrived this morning, the first thing we did was check to make sure it had been painted. The paint was dry, so Dominic must have done the work either late yesterday afternoon or early last night. He was supposed to be back for the renaming rite at two o’clock today, but he never showed up. Now we know why.”

My father rose to refill his mug. “We’ve been on the dock full time since around one, and before that we were on and off the dock several times and didn’t see him. From that, I conclude his death occurred sometime between last evening and eight this morning.”

The policeman nodded and wrote something in his notebook. He reread what he wrote, then flipped the notebook shut and slid it into his breast pocket. 

Two police divers were approaching us along the dock. “I think the rest of your team is here, DS Scott. The body is underwater, although not down very deep. Can I get you or them anything? Tanks? Weights? Lights? We have everything you might need right here in the shop. That way they won’t have to bring all that heavy equipment from the parking lot.” 

“That’s very kind of you. I’ll leave you to sort things out with them while I watch since I’m not a diver myself.” 

Although I couldn’t remember their names, I knew the two divers from training classes I’d taught at RIO, so we greeted each other cordially. They were grateful for my offer to supply them with tanks and weights because it saved them from lugging all the heavy stuff to the dock from the distant parking lot. Oliver was still working in the tank shack, so I sent him a text asking him to bring several scuba tanks, an assortment of weights, and a couple of powerful underwater flashlights to my boat. While I waited for Oliver, the divers went below to check in with DS Scott and don their dive skins.

Just as the divers emerged onto the deck, Oliver arrived with the tanks and other equipment I’d requested. “Everything okay out here?” he asked.

“Yep. I’ll fill you in later when the dive is over.”

He nodded and walked away. 

“Do you want me to dive with you?” I asked the police divers.

“No thanks. If you could just tell us where the body is and wait up here in case we need anything, that would be great,” said the taller of the two divers.

I suggested they enter from the empty slip next to mine, or off the bow of the boat instead of from the dive platform near the rear transom to avoid getting tangled in the mess of ropes I had seen. I offered them a dive knife from my own gear bag in case they needed to cut the ropes to free Dominic, but they refused. 

I imagined how awful it would be to see Dominic like that, and I wanted to give them whatever comfort I could offer, so while they were gearing up, I called the manager of RIO’s café and asked her to send soup and sandwiches for the divers, with fruit and cookies for dessert. Juice and water, because diving makes you very thirsty—but carbonated beverages can cause stomach cramps and gas during a dive. Then I put on a pot of coffee for them. I had a feeling they’d be diving several times this evening.

Each diver had clipped a small underwater camera to their buoyancy control devices, also known as BCDs, and I knew they would take a lot of pictures before they brought Dominic up. Other than the pictures they took, there would be very few clues at the crime scene. The sea washes everything clean.
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Chapter 3: Sorrow
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DS SCOTT HAD SUGGESTED we wait in the RIO building while his team worked, so Newton, Oliver, and I were sitting at the small round table in Maddy’s office. Maddy was at her desk. None of us was doing any talking.

It took about half an hour before the flashing red lights of an ambulance arriving on the RIO grounds alerted us that the police were ready to remove Dominic’s body. We were wondering whether we should go back outside when DS Scott poked his head in the door of Maddy’s office. 

“Dr. Russo, we’ll be removing the body now, but I’d appreciate it if you and Fin could join us just for a moment. Let us know if you observe anything unusual.”

“Of course,” Maddy said. She grabbed a sweater from the back of her chair, and we all followed DS Scott back outside.

The divers had placed Dominic’s body on a black body bag laid out on the dock near the Tranquility. 

“He looks peaceful. Like he just went to sleep. No rope burns on his hands. It doesn’t look like he tried to get untangled at all.”

DS Scott was staring at me with what looked like approval, although I thought that was unlikely. “Very astute observations,” he said. “Anything else?”

I shook my head. With the reality of Dominic’s death right there in front of me, I couldn’t think clearly or find the words to speak.

“Okay then. Dr. Russo, if you and your family have another moment, I’d like a few minutes to talk to you. I have some news I wanted to share.”

Maddy nodded. “Of course. Whatever you need.”

DS Scott led us all into the galley of the Tranquility. He sat in the captain’s chair, while the four of us sat at the galley table. 

DS Scott’s expression was bleak, and he looked like the words he was about to speak pained him. “It’s about Lily Flores Russo. She recanted her confession, claiming she made it while suffering from nitrogen narcosis. She said none of her confession was true. In the absence of any physical evidence and without a confession, we had no case against her. All charges have been dropped, and she was released from custody this afternoon. I wanted you to hear this news from me. I came here to warn you to be careful.” 

I gaped at him. “But she’s a psycho. A killer. She wrecked our lab and trashed my boat. There must be something you can do.” My hands were shaking, but whether from fear or fury I couldn’t say.

Newton took my hand and squeezed. “It’ll be okay.”

Oliver stood up. “Fin’s right. It won’t be okay. Lily’s crazy, and she’ll try to ruin everything.” He brushed tears from his eyes.

Maddy’s face was as ghastly pale as her famous white-blonde hair, but her voice was steady. “Thank you for letting us know. Is there anything we should know or do?”

“I’ll have extra patrols keeping watch on the RIO grounds, your condo, and Fin’s house. For now, that’s all we can do.” DS Scott cleared his throat. “But there is something else related to Dominic’s murder. If you could keep people off the dock for the next few days while we complete our examination, I’d appreciate it.”

The dock is a key part of our business. It’s where we moored the boats used for our research team, our dive classes, our glass bottom boat tours, and our Stingray City trips, and it’s the jumping off place for our shore diving business. Not to mention it’s where most of the staff keep their personal watercraft. It was essential, yet Maddy didn’t hesitate. “Whatever you need. Please just keep me informed on your progress.”

DS Scott smiled sadly at her. “Will do. We’ll work as fast as we can. I’ll leave Officer Miller here to watch the dock. Goodnight.” He turned and left my boat.

We were all in shock, too stunned by Dominic’s death followed by the news of Lily’s exoneration to speak. Oliver’s hands were clasped in front of him, and he stared at his knees. He kept opening his mouth as though he’d been about to say something, but then changed his mind. I was pretty sure I knew what was coming. 

Despite occasional bouts of teenage brashness, Oliver had a sensitive side. I knew he struggled with Lily’s part in Ray’s death. Even as a child, before his mother lied to him about Ray being his father, Oliver had idolized Ray. He’d been devastated by his murder. But Lily was his twin sister, and he loved her.

Finally, Oliver cleared his throat. “I’m sorry about Lily being free. That must be awful for you guys. And since Ray wasn’t really my father, I’ll understand if you don’t want me around anymore.” 

I put my hand on his. “From the moment he learned of your existence, Ray was your father in his heart. And he always knew he wasn’t your biological father, any more than he was mine.” Because we knew Ray had loved him like a son, we’d immediately accepted Oliver as part of the family. 

“I’m so sorry for the trouble we’ve caused you all...”

Newton reached over and put a hand on his shoulder. “You didn’t do anything, so you have nothing to be sorry about. You’re not responsible for Cara’s or Lily’s actions.”

I could sense Oliver didn’t want to look at us—afraid of what he might see. “She’s my twin sister, and she’s crazy. My mother is crazy. For all you know, I might be crazy too.”

“You’re not crazy, and we love you,” Maddy said. “No matter what. And Newton’s right. You’re not responsible for your sister. Or your mother.”

“I’m not Ray’s real son, you all know that. There’s no reason you have to include me in your family.”

“Yes, there is,” I said. “You were the son of Ray’s heart, just the way he always said I was the daughter of his heart. You’re Ray’s real son because he loved you as a son, so you are part of this family. Forever. No matter what.” We had only known Oliver a short time, but we had come to love him.

Oliver brushed new tears from his eyes. “Being with you all like this means so much to me. I never had a normal family.”

Newton started laughing. “I wouldn’t be so sure you have a normal family in us, either. But you can be sure we’ll always love you. You have a home with us forever.”

Oliver swallowed hard. “Thank you. You can’t imagine how much it means to me.”

“Um...,” I said. “I’ve been living on my boat practically full time. Most of my clothes and personal items are here. I’ve got to pack up and get the stuff I’ll need for the next few days.”

“Need any help carrying your stuff?” Newton asked.

“No thanks.” I gathered my belongings. My family and I had just stepped onto the dock when I saw Liam racing across the lawn. As always when I saw him, my heart fluttered, and I had to stop a moment to admire the view.

He’s tall, with broad shoulders, long legs, and shaggy blonde hair. As much as I like looking at him, I enjoy talking with him even more. He’s smart, articulate, and well-read. He makes me laugh all the time. To top it off, after we’d been diving together several times, he’d mentioned he holds a Master Scuba Diver certification. Liam is the whole package, and then some. I only wished our relationship was moving a bit faster.

“What’s going on?” he shouted as he trotted past the ambulance and police cars to join us.

I stepped forward and put my hand on his arm. “Dominic’s dead, Liam. He was found under the Maddy. I mean, the Tranquility.”

Liam paled. “Dominic, dead? How? What happened?” He and Dominic had been acquaintances rather than friends, but still, it’s upsetting when someone you know dies unexpectedly. Especially someone as young as Dominic, who had just celebrated his thirtieth birthday.

“We don’t know what happened yet.” I hefted the duffle bag in my other hand. “I was just getting my things. I’ll be staying at my house on Rum Point while DS Scott completes his investigation.”

“I see. Well, I’ll get my stuff too.” Officer Miller had been keeping watch on the dock, but now he followed Liam onto the Tranquility. 

Newton tightened his lips and clamped his mouth shut. I could tell he thought Liam had been living on my boat with me—which wasn’t the case. Liam and I were friends, and we were taking teeny, tiny baby steps toward making our relationship more than that. We both said we wanted to move ahead, but we hadn’t gotten very far down the path yet.

But Newton didn’t know the state of our relationship, and he clearly thought Liam and I had been sleeping together on the boat. He wasn’t sure how to react to the idea. He was trying hard to be a good father, and we’d frequently discussed what that meant when your daughter is a grown woman, and you hadn’t bothered to check in on her in more than twenty years. He’d confessed that he had a hard time remembering I wasn’t a little girl anymore. 

I had to laugh at his relieved sigh when Liam came off the boat carrying nothing but a paperback book he’d been reading. 

Liam waved the book in the air. “This is a great story. I’ve been looking forward to finishing it all day. Couldn’t wait for my shift to end. I brought your book too.” He winked at me as he handed me the most recent volume of Ray’s ship’s logs that I’d been reading. 

“Ready to go?” I asked.

He nodded. Like many of the island’s divemasters and hospitality workers, Liam didn’t own a car. Instead, he traveled everywhere by bicycle. Tonight, he left it in the parking lot at RIO. I dropped him off at his place, a small staff apartment on the grounds of the Ritz. He shared it with several other Ritz employees.

Once at my home on Rum Point, I had trouble settling down. Dominic’s death and Oliver’s pain had both hit me hard. Alone and at loose ends, I decided to do what I always do when I need to work out my feelings. I went to the breezeway and gathered my dive gear for a solo dive.
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Chapter 4: Rum Point Dive
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AFTER PARKING MY PRIUS in the lot at the beach at Rum Point, I set up my regulator, the air delivery device that connects to the tank and goes into the diver’s mouth for breathing. I wiggled into an old black dive skin. 

I usually wore the RIO branded skins from the annual documentaries, but they all had the RIO logo on the shoulder, and my name on the leg. Sometimes people recognized me because they saw my name, and today I wanted to be anonymous. I clipped a small redundant air supply to my buoyancy control device, and then I checked the BCD’s pockets to make sure everything I might need was there. 

Flashlight. Check. 

Extra snorkel. Check. 

Scuba sausage. Check. 

Dive knife. Check.

Underwater slate and pencil. Check.

Weights. Check.

Retractable line. Check.

Satisfied, I donned my BCD for the short walk across the sand, carrying my mask and fins in my hands. At the water’s edge, I had a moment of doubt. This had been the location of one of Lily’s many attempts on my life. Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to dive here alone, now that she was free again. Then I shrugged and donned my mask and fins. I couldn’t live my life in fear, and I wouldn’t let Lily control my actions.

I waded backwards into the warm water. When I was waist deep, I turned and dove.

I used my snorkel to swim to the ropes that marked the edge of the designated no boats area. Then I switched my snorkel for my regulator and sank beneath the waves. The giant orange and blue sea fan corals swayed rhythmically, dancing in time with the ocean’s music. There was a very faint surge today, and the rocking motion of the water was soothing. 

I let the water carry me, my hands folded loosely at my waist, holding onto my pressure gauge so the hose wouldn’t dangle and get caught in the delicate coral formations. The brilliant corals were lined up along both sides of a sandy stretch that led like a runway straight to the edge of the reef, where it dropped off to form a sheer vertical wall, like an underwater mesa. As I swam along at a leisurely pace, I scanned the sand below looking for any sign of a stingray—my favorite sea creatures.

Out of the corner of my left eye, I saw the telltale outline of a stingray’s wings in the sand, and I smiled. The stingray’s hooded eyes followed my path, but she didn’t swim away from me. I was sure this was Suzie-Q, a new stingray who had moved into the area after the death of my beloved Harry. I knew she was female because she lacked the pelvic fin extensions known as claspers that marked male stingrays, and because she was quite a bit larger than the typical male.

Like Harry, Suzie-Q didn’t like me to get too close, but she usually didn’t swim away unless I got within touching distance. I don’t know how she knew how long my arms were, but if her past behavior was any indication, she knew to within a centimeter or less when I was in range. Then and only then would she burst from her hiding spot and sail away to a new location. 

I’m a visitor to the underwater world, and I hate to disturb the undersea life. I let her be and dropped over the rim of the reef, sinking down to about seventy-five feet where I knew several green moray eels made their homes.

Moray eels look fearsome, with their sharp teeth and gaping mouths, but their jaws are open to help them breathe, not necessarily to be ready to pounce on the unwary. Even so, it’s a good idea to avoid wearing anything that glitters while diving, and not to feed them or tease them in any way. They have very poor vision, and they will bite. 

I stayed back a respectful distance, hovering in mid-water to watch the morays as they surveyed the area in front of their dens. When one eel ducked back into his cave, I figured I had outstayed my welcome, so I swam on, rising slightly in the water to stay within a safe dive profile.

As I crested the reef rim at about 50 feet of depth, I passed by a large tiger grouper patiently hiding in the coral, watching for prey. His mottled skin made it easy for him to disappear into the intricate coral formations. He was about two feet long and plump, so I knew he was well fed, but if something edible passed by, he would lunge out to swallow it, usually in a single gulp. 

A green sea turtle rose over the wall and cruised along the sand path looking serene and wise. He saw me watching and veered off. He was soon lost to sight among the larger corals. I passed over Suzie-Q still buried in the sand, her hooded eyes following my path. 

I looked at my pressure gauge and realized it was time to head back to shore. I kicked along slowly, thinking about Oliver and his obvious guilt about Lily—and his longing for a family. 

Oliver’s mother had put him through a lot of emotional highs and lows during her effort to get her hands on Ray’s treasure, the Queen’s Tiara. First, when Oliver was a child, she’d told him his father was dead. Then she’d told him his father was Ray Russo, a man he had idolized his entire life. Later, Oliver found out that wasn’t the truth either. The realization must have broken the sensitive heart he hid under his tough-guy, late-teens façade. No wonder Oliver was shattered. He’d lost Ray all over again.

I understood his desire for a family. I was self-aware enough to know that a lot of my problems stemmed from my own desire for the same thing. 

My biological father Newton and I were trying to forge a relationship, but much of the time, our relationship was still more cordial than loving. I couldn’t imagine ever feeling about him the way I’d felt about Ray. Even though Newton and I were both trying, I missed Ray’s humor and his love. He had been the best father a girl could ever hope for, and I felt his loss every day of my life.
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Chapter 5: A Valuable Discovery
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WHILE UNLOADING THE hatch of my car after the dive, I realized the photo boards from Ray’s funeral were still in my backseat, even after all these months. I hadn’t had the heart to touch them before this, but now I was ready. I dumped my tanks, BCD, regulator, and dive skin in my backyard rinse tank, and while my gear soaked off the saltwater residue, I brought the photo boards into my home office, putting them in a corner behind the door.

I sat at my desk to call Carl Duchette at Your World. We were scheduled to meet later in the week to discuss ideas for my upcoming photo spread in his magazine, but I wanted to postpone our meeting for a few days because of my family’s shock at Dominic’s death. 

As usual, the minute I picked up my phone, my next-door neighbors started blasting calypso music at deafening volume. How did they always know when I was about to make a call? I needed to shut the office door to block out the sound before I called Carl.

Aside from preventing him from thinking I’d called from the middle of a limbo party, I wanted quiet to consider how to frame my request. Because of his friendship with my late stepfather, Carl had offered me this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to provide a by-lined ten-page spread of underwater photographs to his magazine, and I didn’t want him to think I was ungrateful. But I also felt I owed it to Maddy and Oliver to be here while they worked through Oliver’s pain.

When I started to shut the door, the full-length mirror on its back reflected Ray’s photos, which were upside down. The most recent one I’d taken of Ray—the one where the tattoo on his hip showed—was in front, and I was shocked to see in the mirror that the tattoo was not an abstract design as I’d always thought, but a set of geographic coordinates. Because the numbers and ordinals had been artfully stylized and integrated into the design of flowers, birds, and mystic symbols, they didn’t stand out as longitude and latitude numbers. In fact, unless the image was upside down and reversed, the numbers weren’t recognizable as numbers at all. Could this be what Ray had meant when he'd told Stewie I had the treasure map?

An idea blossomed in my mind. It was a way to pay tribute to Ray, ensure that Stewie and Gus got their shares of the Queen’s Tiara treasure—if it still existed—and to give Your World a dynamite feature for my debut. If I created a photographic record of the search to uncover Ray Russo’s fabled treasure, it would be sure to make a huge splash for the magazine. 

And for me. My ex-husband had stolen my best work and then accused me of plagiarism when I claimed it as my own. Done right, this photo montage could put my derailed photographic career back on track.

I grabbed the photo board and raced back to my desk to look up the location of the coordinates. Picking up a pencil and my atlas, I decoded the location. It turned out to be a spot near Belize, but in the middle of nowhere in international waters. There was nothing on my charts to indicate any reason why a ship might have floundered there. 

Even so, I was sure I had found the location of Ray’s treasure. It wasn’t on the usual treasure routes, but it was a strong possibility as the location. Why else would Ray have tattooed those coordinates on his hip?

I was growing more excited by the minute as I contemplated talking to Carl. I’d have to be careful to present my idea as a treasure hunt, not a sure-fire treasure recovery trip. The semantics wouldn’t make much difference in how I’d plan or execute the trip, but the words I chose might make a big difference in Carl’s expectations for the finished piece. 
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