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May 17th, 2001

The young woman left the ship about mid-morning, departing with the excited crowd of passengers from the Ocean Pearl. She’d dressed comfortably, knowing there were several hours to pass in the intense Caribbean heat. Once her feet touched the soil, a smile spread across her face.

She couldn’t help but be swept up in the beauty and wonder of the exotic locale, so different from her own home back in Canada. The heady aromas of salt, spice, and flowers could not go unnoticed, and she took in a deep breath to savour it. The soft wind coming in from the sea ruffled through her hair.

Through the teeming streets she walked, stopping on occasion for a drink or to peruse the endless souvenirs and indigenous wares. She’d been out of active exercise for several months, and the results were apparent. Her legs and back ached, and several times she had to sit to catch her breath. Even so, any discomfort she had could not dim her happiness.

At last evening came and the many passengers she’d departed with had made their way back to the ship. She’d seen them walking and taking taxis to the harbour, happy, exhausted faces from every nationality. During her time at sea she’d encountered people from all over the world, and it never failed to amaze her how different, and yet so alike, all people were.

After a supper at a small bistro, where she sat on an outdoor patio picking at her plate and people watching, she took a walk down to the beach. She passed few others, taking no real notice of any particular face. At the water’s edge she slipped off her sandals and waded out to the depth of her ankles. Even then the water still held onto its daylight warmth.

A voice sounded behind her, coming from some distance down the beach. The closest resort was several hundred yards off, and she suddenly realized how alone she was. All of her co-workers had returned to the ship, and her friends and family in Canada were so far away they may as well have been on the moon.

The man’s face came into focus. He was staring at her, his eyes catching the moonlight.

Then it all changed forever.


Chapter 1

The discarded containers lay on the grass at the edge of the garden along the back fence, but David’s eyes were drawn to the vibrant colours of the new plants basking in the holding warmth of the late afternoon sun. April had been a schizophrenic month, as it usually was in southeastern Ontario, volleying between cold rain and clear cloudless days begging for excursions in the outdoors. May, and then June, had settled in with ease, bringing forth a natural rebirth and a welcomed time of change after a winter with two tough cases.

David found Jamie and Jenny lounging on a pair of foldable recliners that one of them had brought around from the garage. Jamie sat with a book open on his lap, and Jenny with her eyes closed and a hint of a smile on her lips. Her foot was tapping to the muffled sounds of music from the Discman she was listening too, something heavy on the bass. As his shadow fell over the two, Jamie looked up.

“You done?” Jamie asked, and turned the book to lie cover side up. He glanced at the house where David had been cleaning the gutters and outside of the windows. The ladder still rested against the side of the two-story house, and the hose lay curled in the grass.

“Yep,” he said and offered Jamie one of the beers he’d brought from the house.

“Pull up a chair.”

David grabbed one from the patio set on the deck, which the two of them had purchased the weekend previous. He lowered his lanky frame onto the chair and took a long swallow from the chilled bottle. He let his gaze wander over the back yard, which he had to admit looked better than it had in years. While he’d always been diligent in keeping the grass cut and leaves raked, he’d done little with the raised garden plot and had never used his deck for more than holding his aging barbeque. With Jamie and Jenny’s help the soil in the garden had been tilled and fertilized, and with the addition of the new plants, it would be a focal point for the warmer months of the year. David just didn’t have the knack for picking things like bird baths or wind chimes, the little touches that gave a home personality. He left that to his better half.

Jamie was sipping at his beer, enjoying the satisfaction of a job well done, when David caught the title of the book he’d been reading. “A is for Alibi. Isn’t that a chick book?” David asked.

Jamie gave a spectacular eye roll. “Did you actually just say that out loud?”

“Sorry, that did sound pretty brutish.” David felt appropriately sheepish.

“You’re forgiven, you macho SOB,” Jamie answered with a chuckle. “Rhea gave it to me, and you know what? It’s pretty good.”

Rhea, David’s grandmother, was a feisty older woman with a bawdy sense of humour and a love of books. She and Jamie had become quite chummy in the months since he had moved in with David, and she had begun a habit of passing on the books she’d recently read and enjoyed. Even Jenny got in on the action, and though her tastes seldom aligned with the other two, she would try a few. She’d discovered Dean Koontz of late, and was making her way through his impressive back list.

From her days on the street she’d discovered the public library was a place where she could stay for several hours without issue, allowing herself to get warm and have access to clean washroom facilities. An accidental by-product had been discovering she liked reading, and in turn it became a haven for her mind as well as her body. The girl was smart as a whip, and David was pleased she’d decided to use her gifts for the betterment of her new life.

“That’s nice,” David said. He wasn’t a big reader, except for the occasional fantasy or spy novel. Down time for him was usually spent at the gym or engaged in some other physical activity.

“Jenny said she’d stay for dinner, and just get Greg to pick her up here,” Jamie said as he settled back with his book. “They’re going to the movies.”

“Right.” David still wasn’t sold on Greg Noughten, the guy Jenny had been dating for a few weeks. By all appearances he was a normal, run-of-the-mill young man. He had no arrests, no credit troubles, and had graduated from university with a degree in computer science (minor in business administration), all of which David discovered through a quiet investigation he’d done. He even volunteered with the local Boys and Girls club, yet David kept looking for a flaw. He was new to the role of “big brother,” and with a past like Jenny’s he felt justified in expecting the worst.

“You still on about that, David? Give the guy a break. He’s hardly some big player or rough type. Really he’s a bit of a nerd.”

“I heard that,” Jenny said. She sat up and pulled the headphones from her ears. “I like him, so back off.”

David refused to show how miffed he felt at her defense of the man. “We’re just trying to protect you.”

“And there’s nothing wrong with being a nerd,” Jamie added.

“He’s not a nerd, he’s just really smart.”

“Does he like Star Trek and comic books?” David asked.

“Video games?” Jamie added.

Jenny fidgeted and lowered her voice when answering. “I guess.”

“Then he’s a nerd.” David grinned and got up to start dinner. As a parting shot he raised his hand in the iconic Vulcan salute and said, “Live long and prosper.”

Jenny grabbed one of the empty plant containers near her chair and hurled it at him. It bounced off his arm, leaving a fine dusting of soil on his skin as Jamie laughed. Tossing it back he jogged up the steps and disappeared through the sliding doors.

Two hours later the three were sitting on the deck, content in idle conversation while digesting what had turned out to be a pretty decent meal. With Jamie’s help, David had put together some chicken kebobs, heavy with vegetables from the recent trip to the market, and had baked potatoes on the grill to top with sour cream and chives. A raspberry torte with vanilla ice cream finished it off. When the doorbell sounded Jenny jumped from her seat, but stopped herself from going to the door when she realized she was still dressed in cut-off jean shorts and a grubby tank top.

“One of you get the door,” she ordered and marched into the house.

“Yes ma’am,” David said and gave a mock salute to her retreating form.

“And be nice,” she called out from inside.

Jamie started bringing in the dishes as David went to the door. He opened it with a hard expression on his face, savouring the telltale sign of nervousness as Greg moved past him into the foyer. David had a good four inches and thirty pounds of muscle on the guy, and he knew how to use it to the height of intimidation. When Greg offered him a humble smile he felt a twinge of unease.

“C’mon in Greg. Jenny’s just gone to change.” He motioned to follow him back to the kitchen where he could hear Jamie putting dishes into the washer.

He went to the deck to retrieve the rest of the mess, and when he returned Jamie and Greg were chatting as his partner returned various items to the refrigerator. David could see Greg tense as soon as he appeared, and knew from the look Jamie shot him that he’d noticed as well. He was being a bully, and he needed to tone it down a notch until the guy actually deserved it. If and when that happened, all bets were off.

As Jamie was wiping off the counter Jenny arrived, having changed into a multi-coloured sundress and sandals. She had a cardigan draped over one arm. Greg had been speaking, but when she appeared his words trailed off and a ridiculous grin crossed his face. Jenny couldn’t help but smile back. It was enough to make David gag.

“You get her home safely,” David instructed as they made their way down the front steps.

Jenny turned and stuck out her tongue at David before giving Jamie a wave goodbye.

As Greg’s car pulled away Jamie remarked, “You gotta tone it down, David, or Jenny’s going to do something just to spite you. You want her to run off and marry this guy?”

Jamie was right, though he’d eat his shoe before he’d admit as much. He followed his partner back into the house, where they returned to the deck to enjoy another beer and the last few hours of sunlight.

“So the big day is coming,” Jamie said. When David crinkled his brows he clarified, “Monday is our first day of working together.”

“Right, right. You’re not second-guessing, are you?” David wouldn’t blame him, he also felt apprehensive about working and living together. Might be too much of a good thing.

“No, of course not. Change always means a time of adjustment though. Anyway, it’s not like we’ll be joined at the hip, we’ll be doing our own things.”

“Sure, just crossing paths when we need some of each other’s expertise.” David took a chug of his cooling beer.

“And what kind of expertise would you be offering, Mr. Lloyd?”

There was a devilish glint in Jamie’s eyes, and David felt a hitch in his breath.

“The kind I’m best at,” he deadpanned. He ignored the heat creeping up his neck.

“I can think of a few things…”

Monday morning arrived with clear skies, and a temperature several degrees above the norm. A light breeze filtered in from Lake Ontario, just enough to bring alive the heady aromas of a soon-to-be summer season. Everywhere he looked, people were finding excuses to be outside; raking the lawn, riding bikes, and walking with dogs and small children. Like much of the indigenous wild life, David felt he’d come out of hibernation. With a lovely ache in his bones and a smile on his face, David embraced a new phase in life, glad to be shedding the last clinging vestiges of a painful past. There were many good things to appreciate, and more to look forward to.

In keeping with the upbeat mood of the morning, a parking spot presented itself not half a block from the office building. David pulled in along the curb, pleased to be dropping to the clear asphalt surface of a road without ice and slush. Jamie grabbed his briefcase and together the men walked into the building. David nodded at Simon, the heavy security guard who’d sat at the ground floor desk for the past four years. He gave a quick wave in return and a curious glance in Jamie’s direction before returning his attention to the bustling foyer and bank of monitors at his desk.

They rode to the third floor, where David had managed to acquire a space larger than the one he’d rented for the previous five years. Now he and Jamie would be located in a suite with a cozy entrance and reception space, two separate offices, a small lunchroom, and private washroom. Compared to the cramped office he’d inhabited a few floors above, the new one was deluxe.

He and Jamie had spent the better part of a month painting, moving, and organizing around time dedicated to their individual professions. David had a couple of quick surveillances and skips to track down, while Jamie finished out the four weeks of notice he’d given to the Ministry. His employer had been reluctant to let him go, choosing to sign him as an independent contractor for future assistance with cases as Jamie’s schedule would allow.

On his own, Jamie had many contacts to refer cases his way, but his sisters would also help. With one a family lawyer and the other a real estate agent, there would be plenty of associated business to forward on. Jamie planned to run a general legal office, focusing on criminal cases, but open to other types of assistance on a case-by-case basis. Each week would have one day dedicated to an open clinic to assist the public with completing and filing uncomplicated paperwork, like replies, disability, and small claims applications, and would also give quick advice or clarification as needed. Jamie would also be available for legal advice and representation to David’s cases as the occasion arose.

For now the reception desk sat empty, waiting for Jenny to finish her secretarial course in the next month. The fast-track training had been intensive, more so since she had been out of full-time schooling since the age of fifteen. Despite the lack of formal education Jenny was bright and quick to learn, and never one to back down from a challenge. She’d passed many an evening pushing herself through practice typing tests until she’d reached a speed of sixty-five words per minute, far above the required level for the course. She’d also taken it upon herself to get a crash course in Canadian law and police procedures to be able to provide a broader scope of assistance to the men once she’d joined their team. Jamie had hopes of her completing a further paralegal course, something she could do as a part-time student.

Looking at the board behind the front desk, the finality of the change hit home for David. Instead of the simple, and arguably unimaginative, David Lloyd Investigations sign, it now included Jamie Brennan Legal Services. With a shake of his head in wonder at how quickly things had changed, David moved to the lunchroom to start a pot of coffee. Some rituals needed to carry on, and consuming copious amounts of caffeine was one of them.

With steaming cup in hand he moved to his office. As he sat listening to his messages he heard movement in the reception area. Figuring Jamie was moving about he paid no mind until there came a tentative knock at his door. He hit the pause button.

“Hello?” an unfamiliar male called out.

On hearing the voice David gave a sudden tip backward in his chair and almost tumbled to the ground. He righted himself at the last moment and jumped to his feet, though not without knocking a precarious pile of folders to the floor. “Shit,” he muttered under his breath.

He was about halfway to the door when a middle-aged man with a dark fringe of hair circling the lower part of his otherwise bald head peeked into his office. There was a moment of shared surprise before David recovered enough to come to where the man had stopped.

“Can I help you?” David asked.

The man stepped out to look at the door, as though trying to confirm his whereabouts. He looked back David’s way again. “You David Lloyd?”

“In the flesh,” he answered. He offered his hand, which the man shook after a momentary pause. “You are?”

“My name is Bob Falco. Sorry to just drop in like this. I did call but I never got anyone on the phone.”

David indicated the empty chair before his desk, and the man sat. He scooped up the pile of paper from the floor before settling back into his own seat. “Yes, I just got the message. We’ve been moving offices over the last few weeks, so things have been sort of scattered. I apologize for not getting back to you sooner.” In truth he and Jamie had spent Friday shopping, but the man didn’t need to know that.

“That’s fine. I’m just impatient to get something underway, so I didn’t figure a trip over here could hurt.”

David smiled, taking in the man’s tense posture and twitchy fingers. “Why don’t we start over? Please tell me what brings you to my office.”

The man locked his dark eyes on David’s face. “It’s about my daughter, Piper.”

“What about Piper?”

“She’s missing. Has been for about five weeks now.”

“The police have been informed?”

“Yes. Police, RCMP, and Interpol.”

That caught David’s attention. “Why the Interpol involvement?”

“This all happened on an American-owned cruise liner, where my daughter’s been working for the summer. She’s a third-year science major at Ryerson University, and she was always looking for ways to make some extra funds. She had a friend who worked for this same company and made good money, so Piper applied. She worked the summer last year, and then went back again at the start of May.” The man kept the same stern expression on his face throughout the dialogue.

“So she disappeared from the ship?”

“That’s what I’ve been told.”

Davis paused for a moment. “I’m going to stop you right there. I think it might be best for my partner, who’s a lawyer, to sit in on this.”

Bob shrugged. “Fine with me.”

He found Jamie looking through a day planner, a cup of coffee within reach. He looked up as David entered.

“You got a minute?”

“Sure. What’s up?”

“Got a man in my office, with what sounds like an interesting case. Has some territorial implications and I might need your expertise.”

“All right then.”

Bob hadn’t moved from his chair, so David brought another up to his side to allow Jamie to join the discussion. He introduced the men and then let Bob pick up where he’d been stopped.

“Like I was telling David here, my daughter’s gone missing from a cruise ship she’s been working on. The police have been looking into things, but there’s been no progress in five weeks. My wife’s just beside herself, and I can’t seem to get a straight answer from anyone.” For the first time Bob’s voice took on a tone of hostility.

Jamie exchanged a look with David before speaking. “Do you know where exactly she went missing?”

Bob shook his head. “Seems they can’t rightly tell me that neither. She finished her shift at nine p.m. on the sixteenth, while the ship was docked at port in Curaçao, that’s in the Antilles. Was a two-day stop, so folks could spend the time on land if they wanted. She weren’t due to start work again till the afternoon of their departure day, and they were back at sea by then. Had been for several hours. When she didn’t show up her supervisor checked her room and found her bed wasn’t slept in and all her stuff appeared to be there. He alerted the captain and they did double back, but nothing turned up.”

Jamie pulled at his bottom lip, while David removed a form from a drawer in his desk. He jotted in a few things and then passed it over to Bob Falco to read. The man reviewed it carefully, only stopping to clarify one issue before completing and handing back. David looked it over and added his signature to the document.

“To be frank, Bob, I suspect this is going to be a complicated case and under the best of circumstances will take some time. Don’t get me wrong, I’m happy to take it on, but it will be expensive.”

“I got savings, and the International Cruise Victims Association is going to help us. So just lay it out how this works.”

Jamie made a note on his pad while David answered. “I’d have to ask for ten thousand up front. I’ll provide updates with my hours every other week. I know that’s a lot of money, but it will go quickly if I have to travel, which I’m guessing is unavoidable. And travel expenses come on top of my hourly fee.”

“I appreciate you being blunt. I’m not a man that likes to play games. Keep it simple is the way I like thing getting done. What else are you going to need to get on this?”

“A recent picture of Piper, a copy of any reports you have, names and numbers for contacts with the cruise line, Piper’s friends and family,” he rattled off, the list an all too familiar one. “Anything else, I’ll follow up.”

“Can do,” Falco answered.

“I guess I should ask right up front if there were any family problems, a boyfriend, criminal trouble, anything like that?”

Bob shook his head. “Nope, glad to say Piper’s been a gem. Good student, had a part-time job since high school. Doesn’t drink, smoke, or do drugs. No boyfriend at present, though she’s dated some. Still goes to church and comes for dinner with the family every Sunday. She’s a very focused, hard-working girl. Wants to be a medical researcher when she gets done with university.”

“Okay then. Make sure to include any associates through family, church, and anywhere she’s worked or gone to school. You never know where a lead might turn up.”

“I’ll be back this afternoon with the money and that info you need.” He stood, and after shaking hands with David and Jamie, left the room.

Once alone David asked, “What do you think?” He couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but the man exuded an odd air to his persona, almost arrogance. Perhaps it was simply the intensity of his emotions over the disappearance of his daughter.

Jamie arched his eyebrows. “I think this could be a very dicey case. The international angle alone will muddy the water. To be honest Dave, this is out of my comfort zone. I’ll have to do some research.”

“Me too. What’s your thoughts on Mr. Falco?”

Jamie considered the question for several seconds. “Gruff, maybe a bit rough around the edges. He does have good reason to be upset and people aren’t always at their best in situations like this. Why?”

“I dunno. He was sorta rubbing me the wrong way. Forget it.”

Jamie left him to do his own work, promising to have some information by the next day. David finished screening his messages and faxes, and opened the pile of mail he’d been avoiding for over a week. When he was certain he’d gotten on top of the pesky office operation activities he loathed doing, he turned his mind back to the Piper Falco case.

He was able to track down the story on the website of a major American news outlet, but it only offered the bare minimum of information. It listed the ship and cruise line’s names, and the date and suspected area of Piper’s disappearance. He knew he’d have to take a trip to the library to find out more about the situation, and any possibly related cases. Pulling at the threads of an isolated incident had both its merits and difficulties, but David knew better than to slant the case in any one direction right out of the gate. Things were not always as they seemed.

After lunch he walked over to the library to chat up his favourite technician, a lovely and brilliant lady named Margaret Townsend. The building was an enormous, multi-level space with a filing system difficult to navigate unless one was a Mensa member, so David always turned to Margaret for help. If it existed, the woman could lay her hands on any book, article, or document in a matter of minutes.

In all the years David had been coming in she had never failed to help him out, or failed to blush when David turned on the charm. Her wedding finger remained bare, and she never mentioned a partner or romantic interest of any kind, which David found odd since she had a figure to rival a young Sophie Loren. Even her dowdy clothing choices couldn’t disguise those curves. Plus, when she smiled she transformed into one of the most beautiful women David had ever laid eyes on.

After a quick search of the reference section she led him to a small room with a work table and microfiche machine, placing the books and bound notebooks she’d collected before him. Within fifteen minutes she returned to hand over a small container of the microfiche rolls for David to work through.

“Thanks, gorgeous,” he said. “You know you look fantastic in red.” He gave her a cheeky wink to emphasize his point.

Her cheeks flamed and she left without responding. He watched her until she disappeared from view, mentally vowing to figure out what her story was. Did he know any single guys, maybe from the police force? He’d have to mull that one over.

Almost two hours later David had tweezed several pages of useful information out of the numerous sources he’d scoured, and garnered a throbbing headache for his efforts. He had uncovered some startling information, including the fact that an average of fifteen people go missing from cruise ships each year. The data on assaults, thefts, and rapes was no less grim, reminding David of the unending supply of lowlifes that do, and always would, prey on the weak and naïve. No wonder I’m always so busy.

He tidied up his books and notes, returning all the materials to the desk where Margaret was busy organizing materials onto a cart. She smiled as he placed his items on the desk and waited for her to bring the articles he’d printed out. As he handed over his fee he locked gazes with her, and for a moment her pleasant expression faltered. He decided to go for it.

“Margaret, we’ve known each other for a few years now, right?”

She nodded.

“Would it be presumptuous of me to ask if you’re single?”

If he thought she’d blushed before, it was nothing compared to the shade the woman’s face suddenly became. She lowered her eyes. “Not presumptuous, but a bit surprising. Though I have wondered if there was more to your exchanges with me than just some friendly teasing.”

It took David about thirty seconds to realize what she meant, and then mortification set in. Though unintentional, he realized how completely he’d set that up. “Margaret, you’re a beautiful lady, I mean really gorgeous…and smart, but I didn’t mean me, I…”

“Of course not,” she cut in and gave a nervous giggle.

Jesus, you shmuck, David. He put a hand over hers and leaned in so she would be forced to look at him. “I’m in a relationship, and to be blunt I’m not into ladies.”

Margaret made a breathy sound from low in her throat. “Oh, right. I get it.”

David laughed. “Whew! I really put my foot in my mouth there. Sorry.”

“No worries. I jumped to conclusions.” He could see the tension drain from her body.

“The reason I asked is ’cause I know a few single fellows on the police force. I don’t know if you’d be interested in a cop or not, but I didn’t figure it would hurt to ask.”

She tilted her head and pursed her lips, pausing for a few seconds. “Can’t dismiss someone based just on that. I suspect people make assumptions about librarians too.”

“Not after seeing you. Okay, well can I call you here if I find someone?”

“Sure.” She moved to a nearby desk, grabbed a card from the top drawer, and scrawled something on the back before handing it over to David. “That’s my direct line here at the library, and my home number on the back. Maybe we could double date?”

David liked the idea. “Sounds good. I’ll get back to you soon.”

“Sure. You know where I am.”

He stepped out into the fading afternoon. A glance at his watch showed it to be nearly six o’clock. Time flies when you’re having fun.

He joined Jamie within thirty minutes to sit down for dinner, where he gave silent thanks for the way his life had turned out.

The quiet, easy domesticity they’d settled into would be challenged in the months to come.


Chapter 2

David found the file and check on his desk as Bob Falco had promised. Jamie tipped him off that Bob had returned while he was conducting research at the library the previous afternoon. He took the time to brew some coffee before settling down to read over the information his client had provided, which turned out to be a substantial amount of paperwork. With a lined pad beside him he jotted down notes, including names, to follow up on. Several pages of follow-up items later, David had yet to discern the best place to begin the investigation. Complicated didn’t even begin to describe the aspects of the case.

The first layer of trouble was jurisdiction. Since it hadn’t been ascertained whether Piper disappeared on land or at sea, the investigative authority could fall to a number of parties. Curaçao was under Dutch control, with its own police force. The ship would be responsible if she’d fallen or jumped while on ship, and it was licensed through a business in the Bahamas. And depending on the position of the ship at sea, if Piper had met her fate while sailing, the responsibility to investigate could also fall into the murky waters of International Maritime Law.

David took a lengthy detour into the history and scope of the International Maritime Law Institute, established in 1988 under the direction of the International Maritime Organization, a specialized agency of the United Nations. Though they had an international scope, their focus was solely on the education of lawyers and other parties in Maritime Law. The International Maritime Organization seemed more hopeful as a specialized agency of the United Nations with a focus on safety, environmental concerns, legal matters, technical co-operation, maritime security, and the efficiency of shipping, though it remained unclear what authority, if any, it had over matters of kidnapping or murder on cruise lines. It did promote the Safety of Life at Sea (SOLAS), a concept first adopted in 1914 after the disastrous handling of the Titanic incident, and the lack of adequate lifeboats for passengers on board.

After further reading and a number of disheartening phone calls David found that most cases like Piper’s tended to fall through the cracks, receiving a minimal investigation, if any. In the cases of theft and assault, most often the sexual assault of young female passengers, cruise line officials wiped the matter away with offers of upgrades and free vacations. When an investigation did take place, security officers often failed to seal off the crime scene, take suspects into custody, or interrogate witnesses. Once back at sea any evidence that might have existed vanished, and potential suspects and witnesses departed to all areas of the globe.

The next layer down that David identified as troublesome was locating the physical area of Piper’s disappearance, which might help identify those responsible or privy to knowledge to help find the girl. If she’d been on the ship, the crew, passengers, and CCTV feed would be imperative, and if she’d been abducted or assaulted on Curaçao the number of potential witnesses and suspects would balloon exponentially. Then there was always the off chance the girl had left voluntarily or had committed suicide, though with her family connections and seeming dedication to her schooling, both scenarios were unlikely.

Is she alive?

Margaret had been thoughtful enough to include a number of articles about other incidents of mysterious disappearances from cruise ships along with the ones she’d turned up about Piper Falco. The first one to leap out at him as possibly being related to Piper’s case was that of a twenty-three-year-old American woman on vacation with her parents and brother. The woman had gone missing from the Rhapsody of the Seas in 1998, having last been seen in the wee hours of the morning by her brother on their private patio. She had been an attractive, educated girl with strong family ties and a new job waiting for her after the cruise. The next was that of a young Norwegian woman who’d gone missing from the Regina Renaissance during a party with a small group of co-workers in 1994. She’d left the room they’d been in for many hours to get the group a late night snack, and had never returned. Both women had vanished without a trace.

“Where have you gone?” David said, unaware he’d spoken aloud.

“You talking to me?” Jamie asked, poking his head in the door to David’s office.

“No, to myself.” When Jamie gave him a perplexed look he smiled. “Don’t worry, I’m not answering yet. It’s this case.”

Jamie leaned against the doorframe, gorgeous in dark pants and a dress shirt with matching tie. “The missing girl?”

“Yeah,” David sighed. He dropped the stack of papers he’d been clutching in his hand and ran his fingers through his hair. It was a habit he had when nervous or frustrated.

Jamie came in and sat in the chair before David’s desk. “It’s a tough one. I mean no one likes to deal with a young person with everything to live for, being abducted or possibly killed. And the legal hoops you’re going to have to jump through will be a nightmare.”

“Thanks for the pep talk.”

Jamie shrugged his shoulders, and David knew he didn’t take the sarcasm to heart.

“Yeah, this sucks. No matter which way you cut it. This girl is either dead, or being subjected to God knows what. If her body is in the ocean somewhere we may never be able to prove who killed her, or even that she’s dead. Either way I can expect whatever kind of investigation that’s happened to be atrocious, and probably nothing but roadblocks and bullshit from the authorities involved.”

“What kind of paperwork did you get?”

David handed the file over for Jamie to peruse. He read with a furrowed brow while David
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