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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




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 has followed Fin’s adventures. She and I both appreciate it.

For those of you who have pointed out that an Atlantic Pygmy octopus like Rosie would only have a twelve to eighteen month life span—thank you. I already knew this, but because so many people were upset about the death of Harry the stingray, I decreed Rosie to be immortal. 

If that’s too far-fetched, think of her like the dog owned by Robert B. Parker’s Spenser. Pearl has been with Spenser since the beginning. Once she reaches the end of her days, Spenser gets another dog just like her and names her Pearl. Not Pearl Two. Just Pearl.

If you must, assume Fin has done the same thing with Rosie.

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

Always plan your dive and dive your plan. Don’t dive alone. Don’t dive too deep. Don’t use mixed gases unless you’ve been trained. But have fun. Diving is a blast!
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Chapter 1: 8 hours ago
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STORM ADVISORY BULLETIN

HURRICANE WILLARD ADVISORY NUMBER 38

NWS TPC/NATIONAL HURRICANE CENTER MIAMI FL

DANGEROUS HURRICANE WILLARD THREATENS THE CAYMAN ISLANDS. PREPARATIONS TO PROTECT LIFE AND PROPERTY SHOULD BE RUSHED TO COMPLETION. MAXIMUM SUSTAINED WINDS HAVE INCREASED TO MORE THAN 135/156 KM/HR WITH HIGHER GUSTS. THIS IS CATEGORY FIVE ON THE SAFFIR-SIMPSON HURRICANE SCALE. SOME FLUCTUATIONS IN INTENSITY ARE LIKELY DURING THE NEXT 24 HOURS.

HURRICANE FORCE WINDS EXTEND OUTWARD UP TO  90 MILES /150 KM FROM THE CENTER AND TROPICAL STORM FORCE WINDS EXTEND OUTWARD UP TO 175 MILES /280 KM.

STORM SURGE FLOODING OF 8 TO 25 FEET ABOVE NORMAL TIDE LEVELS ALONG WITH LARGE AND DANGEROUS BATTERING WAVES CAN BE EXPECTED THROUGHOUT THE CAYMAN ISLANDS DEPENDING ON THE EXACT TRACK OF WILLARD.

RAINFALL AMOUNTS OF 12 TO 30 INCHES POSSIBLY CAUSING LIFE-THREATENING FLASH FLOODS AND MUD SLIDES CAN BE EXPECTED ALONG THE PATH OF WILLARD
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Chapter 2: 6:30 AM
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I TOSSED THE STORM advisory aside. It was ominous, but our preparations were well underway at this point.

Just to confirm that in my own mind, I looked out my open office window at the increasingly angry sea, watching Stewie, RIO’s director of dive operations, supervising the removal of all our boats to send them to drydock. The ocean swells had grown overnight, and whitecaps were licking at the top of RIO’s dock. The sky was a looming grey, and there was a bite to the breeze unusual for Grand Cayman. 

The smell of hot coffee made me turn around.

“Dr. Fleming, you’re in early,” Benjamin Brooks, RIO’s CFO, said, sliding a steaming cup onto my desk. He smiled, and I realized again how lucky I was to have him as a friend and sort of boyfriend. He was more than a friend although less than a soulmate. I enjoyed his company, but I always held him at arm’s length even though he’d made it clear he wanted more. Not for the first time, I wished my best friend Theresa was around so we could talk about my confused feelings. Unfortunately, she and her husband Gus were traveling in Europe on Fleming Environmental Investments business.

I returned Benjamin’s smile. “More like I stayed late. I’ve been here all night,” I replied as I popped the lid off the coffee. “Thanks for this. You can’t imagine how much I need it.”

“Finola Fleming, you can’t keep burning the candle at both ends. It’s time to tell Maddy you need an assistant.” 

The ‘Maddy’ he referred to is my mother, Madelyn Anderson Russo, the founder of the Russo Institute of Oceanography, which we called RIO for short. I’d spent my childhood in the corridors at RIO or on the research vessel Omega, and since everyone around me called her Maddy, I’d always called her that too.

I’d been working long hours at RIO covering for Maddy, its absent director and a world famous oceanographer on the order of one of the Cousteau clan or Sylvia Earle. I was so tired the thought of breakfast and some quiet time in my cozy home on Rum Point on the North Side of Grand Cayman made me sigh with longing.

Benjamin was always thoughtful, and he immediately recognized the depths of my exhaustion. “But right now, you need a break. C’mon. Let’s get some breakfast and then I’ll drive you home before the storm hits.” 

My official job at RIO was supposed to be VP of marketing and chief underwater photographer, but with Maddy away working with the folks at the Woods Hole Oceanography Institute on a joint project, my workload had increased exponentially. I’d been struggling to keep my head above water, and that had never happened to me before.

I already held down several jobs, each with a demanding load of details, but usually I handled my varied workload with ease. Now I was feeling overwhelmed, which was even more galling because the mountain of desk work had kept me from diving for the last several days. I was feeling the stress of being away from the ocean in addition to the work overload.

I sighed. “Sorry, Benjamin. I can’t take time for breakfast. I’ve got to finish this spreadsheet today. And thanks for the offer, but I won’t need a ride home. I’ll be staying here through the storm. I have to make sure the research labs are okay.” 

“Fin, you’ve turned into a drone. You used to be fun.” His words were said lightly, but I could hear the concern behind his teasing.

I looked at him over the tops of my new glasses. I’d been spending so much time on my computer lately that my eyes were feeling the strain. Then I looked back at my screen where I’d been working on finalizing RIO’s budget for next year. It’s a well-known fact that I hate spreadsheets. And numbers. “I have to finish RIO’s budget for the next fiscal year. We need to have it ready for the board of directors meeting.”

Benjamin cleared his throat. “Too bad RIO doesn’t have an accomplished and highly experienced CFO on the staff to do those budgets for you.” 

Benjamin was RIO’s CFO, and he was definitely accomplished and highly experienced. But my fatal flaw—or at least one of them—is assuming everything is my responsibility, and because of that assumption, I tend to take on too much. I realized I should have delegated this project to him weeks ago. 

When he saw the realization hit me, he laughed. “And I believe I’m supposed to be the chief number cruncher around here. You’re the creative genius. Don’t waste your time messing around with spreadsheets instead of doing what you do best. You should be in the ocean, taking beautiful photographs, not sitting inside crunching numbers.” 

He walked around my desk to peer at my screen. “Departmental budgets? Piece of cake. Let me handle them.” His fingers hovered a half inch above the keyboard of my Mac. “May I?”

I shrugged and swiveled the computer toward him. His fingers flew across the keys as he emailed the much-despised spreadsheets to himself. “I’ll have them back to you by end of the day. Now let’s go. Time for breakfast.”

I’d always loved my job at RIO, mainly because it required me to dive every day, but lately, I’d felt chained to my desk. My mother had turned most of the day-to-day operation of RIO over to me last year while she’d been living in New York City. And now this new project with Woods Hole was taking up all her time, and she’d hardly set foot on Grand Cayman in almost a year.

Plus, my father, Newton Fleming, had asked me to keep an eye on the operations of his business, Fleming Environmental Investments, while he too spent time in the states. At least his assistant, Justin Nash, handled most of Newton’s company’s routine decisions, and my brother Oliver was working there part time when he wasn’t at school in New York. That meant I only had to get involved in the really big issues. But the ocean is my happy place and sitting out my life on dry land had never been part of my plan. 

Still, I had responsibilities. “There’s a storm coming,” I said. “It could be dangerous. I need to stay here.”

“The latest predictions say the storm will miss us. And anyway, danger is your middle name,” said Benjamin. 

“Not so,” I said, flipping the paper with the latest advisory his way. “Hurricane Willard is coming on with a vengeance.”

Benjamin read the storm warning. “Yikes. Okay, I stand corrected. But anyway, I stopped by the dive shop on the way in. Stewie is already supervising the removal of all RIO’s boats to drydock to wait out the storm. He’s closed up the shop and put on the storm shutters. Eugene is buttoning up the main building, and per your orders, Vincent has taken the Omega out to deep water to ride out the storm. And since you’re crazy busy here, I was afraid you’d forget about your own house. I sent a couple of the maintenance guys over to your place to put up the hurricane shutters and stow all your outdoor stuff in the cabana. You can relax. Even your home is safe. Everything is as ready as it can be. Let’s go. You’ll be able to relax once you get home.”

“Thanks, Benjamin. I did forget about the outdoor furniture at home,” I said. Now I was worried about what else I might have forgotten.

“Forgetting things isn’t like you, Fin, You’re usually on top of every detail. You have to get some help around here,” Benjamin said. “You’ll drive yourself into the ground.”

“Okay, you’re right.” I held up my hands to stop any further arguments. “Let’s get some breakfast from the café and then I’ll go home.” I dropped my blue-light glasses on my desk and slid my feet into the flipflops I’d kicked underneath.

When we reached the café, there was a sign on the door saying it was closed because of the storm. I’d given the order for RIO’s café, gift shop, and aquarium to stay closed today when the storm seemed imminent. Another thing I should have remembered. Another oops. I rubbed my forehead in frustration.

I pulled the café’s keys out of the pocket of my cargo shorts. “I guess, we’ll have to make our own breakfast.”

We settled for toast and another cup of coffee, then we donned the traditional sailor’s yellow rain gear and walked out the back door of the RIO building onto the crushed shell paths leading to the onsite dive shop, the picnic area, and RIO’s marina. I nodded approvingly when I noticed Stewie had already stowed away the picnic tables from the lawn and closed the storm shutters on the dive shop. 

The team of contractors from the drydock boat storage facility was busy hauling all RIO’s boats out of the water, but they paused a minute to don their own raingear before going back to work loading the boats on the carrier. It looked like they’d have all our boats out of the water in plenty of time to beat the full fury of the gathering storm.

The first drops of rain were beginning to fall, and according to the weather reports, it would be a deluge before long. The early raindrops were already big and hard and felt like angry pellets smashing into my skin. If this was any indication of the fury of the coming storm, we were in for a bad day. Despite the rain, Benjamin and I continued across the lawn to check in with Stewie, who had recently taken over dive shop operations. 

Stewie’s return from rehab several months ago had been a piece of unexpected good luck. He was a huge help to me now that he was clean and sober, and I hoped he could stay that way for good. 

He turned and smiled at me when I entered. As I did whenever I saw him, I discreetly checked him out for any signs of a relapse, but his weathered face looked lean and healthy under the brim of the hood of his yellow rain slicker. 

He pulled the last knot tight around the tarp he’d used to cover the tank compressor. “That’s done,” he said dusting his palms on his T-shirt. “I think the shop is ready. I’ll just go check with the boat handlers to make sure they’re on schedule, and then we’ll be all set to ride out the storm.”

“Why don’t you take off now, Stewie. You’ve been working all night and I want to be sure you get home before the storm hits,” I said. “I can take care of anything else that comes up.”

Stewie looked at the lowering sky and assessed the rising wind. “If you’re sure it’s okay, I wouldn’t mind leaving now. It’s been a long night.”

“Go home and stay safe. Thank you for all your hard work coordinating the storm prep. I appreciate it.”

He looked pleased at my words. “Fin, you be careful out here. This storm is a monster of a hurricane. Keep inside, out of the foul weather. And with a storm like this, conditions can change fast. Make sure you stay alert.”

“Will do, Stewie.”

Stewie had been one of my stepfather Ray Russo’s closest friends, and he’d known me since I was a little girl. Sometimes he felt he had the right to remind me of safety rules even though I was his boss now. And I was a licensed technical diver, a certified PADI dive instructor, and a master boat captain. I do know my stuff. 

But I don’t mind his worrying. We’ve been through a lot together.

I took a deep breath of the ozone laden air. “You should go home too, Benjamin. It’ll be much safer for you. You’ve never been through a tropical hurricane, and it can get pretty intense.”

“All the more reason I should stay with you,” he said. “I’m not leaving you here alone. No way. No how. Can’t let anything happen to my best girl.” He reached out to brush a raindrop off my cheek.

“Your car would be safer in your garage at home,” I told him. “And you’d be safer there too. Since you haven’t been through a storm like this, you may not realize how bad it can get.”

“I do know how bad it can get, which is why I’m not leaving you here alone.” Benjamin crossed his arms stubbornly. He had a habit of being a bit controlling and high-handed, reminding me unpleasantly of my ex-husband, Alec Stone. It was the reason I’d never let myself fall in love with him despite his efforts. 

Or at least, it was one of the reasons. The other was Liam Lawton, but I try not to think about Liam too much.

After managing to evade the high collar of my rain slicker, an unpleasantly cold, fat raindrop slid down my neck and along my spine, making me shiver. I didn’t want to waste time arguing about where Benjamin stayed during the storm, nor did I want to give in and let him stay with me. 

I had no intention of going home and leaving RIO unattended, but I told him what he wanted to hear. “I’ll go home if you’ll go home,” I said.

“Good. I’m ready.” He pulled his car keys from a pocket in his shorts.

“You go on ahead. I need a minute to see Rosie and make sure everything is okay in the lab.” Rosie is an Atlantic Pygmy octopus. She’d been the subject of my doctoral thesis, but she later became more of a pet than a lab animal. I liked to think Rosie and I were friends as well as lab partners.

Benjamin looked suspicious at my change of heart, but he nodded. He and Stewie headed out to the parking lot and their cars. I watched them drive away before I went back inside, even though the rain was intensifying by the minute. On my way to the lab, I picked up my computer and rounded up a couple of flashlights from the supply closet in case of a power outage, although between the emergency generator and the massive battery backups for the lab and the infirmary, I was confident I wouldn’t need the flashlights.

As I crossed the lobby, I noticed Ralph, our new security guard, biting his lip and watching the storm through the huge panes of glass that defined RIO’s atrium. 

“Ralph,” I called to him. “Why don’t you go home before the storm gets really bad? Nobody will be out in this weather. The building will be safe, and you should be with your family. I hear your new baby is due any day now, and your wife will want you with her.”

“I don’t know, Doctor Fleming. I don’t want to leave you here all alone during the storm. Like you say, it could get bad.”

“It’s okay. What if your family needs you? If the baby comes, I’d rather you were at home with your wife than stranded here. You can go. And by the way, call me Fin.” I smiled at him.

“Thanks” he said. “I think I will leave then if you’re sure it’s okay. My wife does get nervous in a storm, and now with the baby coming....” He crossed the lobby back to the guard room to grab his raincoat. “I’ll see you later. And thanks for this.”

I locked the front door behind him and continued heading for the research labs, a suite of windowless rooms located in the center of the building. As soon as I entered, I could tell that most of the sea creatures in the lab were edgy. They could sense the storm coming. Even Rosie didn’t pop out of her shell when I approached. 

I sat down at one of the lab tables and since Benjamin had volunteered to do the budget spreadsheets, I decided to do something fun. I started working on a photo collage I’d wanted to put together for a new poster to sell in the gift shop.

After about ten minutes, I realized I needed some sketches I’d left in my office, so I left the lab to pick them up. When I glanced through the slats in the hurricane shutters that covered the huge windows in my office, I noticed the team from the drydock had left the marina.

I was still watching the gathering storm when a solitary figure in yellow rain gear ran down the dock and across the lawn toward the parking lot. I couldn’t see the person’s face or discern anything about them under the bulky slicker and baggy rain pants. I hoped whoever it was got home safely.

It took a moment before I realized a big problem—one boat had been left behind by the boat handlers. I raced to the back door between Maddy and Benjamin’s offices to see if I could catch the team before they left, but they were long gone by the time I reached the door.

Peering through the raindrops, I noticed the storm surge had gotten worse just in the short time I’d been inside. Waves were crashing over the dock, and the solitary boat was straining at its lines. With a shock, I recognized it as my brother Oliver’s new boat. I wondered why the boat handlers hadn’t taken it along with all the others on the list I’d given them.

With a sinking feeling, I realized why this boat had been left behind. I had forgotten to add Oliver’s boat to the list. He’d just bought it from a boatyard in New York, near where he attended college, a few days ago and had it delivered so it would be here waiting when his semester ended. He’d worked hard and saved up to buy it. If I didn’t get it to safety, it would be smashed to bits against the dock or the nearby ironshore. If that disaster happened, it would be my fault. Another fine example of me screwing up by taking on too much.

Without thinking about the danger, I ran through the door and across the lawn. Waves crashed up onto the grass and washed across the wooden boards of the dock. The storm was getting worse, but I kept going. I was sure I’d be able to get the boat to deeper water and still get back to shore safely. I wasn’t thinking of the danger to me, only of how hard Oliver had worked to buy the boat.

I jumped aboard and raced below to start the engines. I untied the mooring lines and backed out of the slip. The ocean tossed the boat like it was made of paper, and I had to grip the wheel hard to stay in control, but I was determined to save this boat because Oliver loved it.

Gunning the engine, I headed out to sea until I knew I was over deep water and with any luck, far enough from shore to keep the boat safe during the storm. I threw the anchor overboard and let out a long line to allow the boat to ride the swells, which were already about fifteen feet high, and getting higher by the minute.

My pulse pounded when I looked back at the dock. Knowing I’m a strong swimmer, I’d assumed I’d be able to make it back to land easily, but I hadn’t realized how quickly the storm was intensifying. The shoreline was only a few hundred feet away, but it might as well have been miles. Yet the only way for me to get back to safety was to swim through the mounting turbulence. 

In addition to being a strong swimmer, I’m a lucky one. My brother’s dive gear was all set up in one of the tank racks near the swim platform in the back. 

I threw on Oliver’s buoyancy control device—his BCD—slid his mask over my face and stuck my feet into his full foot fins. I checked the tank’s pressure gauge, and the tank was full, but because the storm was escalating so rapidly, I probably wouldn’t have stopped to change it even if it had only held a breath or two of air. I was relieved to have the full tank, but even a partial fill would normally be enough to get me to shore. I stepped off the boat, knowing I’d have to drop below the surface as quickly as possible before I became disoriented by the wild sea.

The water, normally warm and placid here in the Caymans, was like ice. As I’d expected, the waves were almost irresistible on the surface, and I was tossed around like a beach ball in the windstorm. As good a swimmer as I am, if I stayed on the surface, I knew I’d never make any headway against the ocean’s might, even though the tide was coming in. My best hope was that the water was calmer at depth. 

I dropped down to the bottom as quickly as I could. The tidal surge was almost as intense as the storm surge, moving me forward and backward at least fifteen or twenty feet with each pulse. Luckily, since the tide was heading in, my forward motion slightly exceeded the backward pull. I made slow but steady headway toward shore. 

I held on to submerged rocks with all my strength to avoid losing ground to the ocean’s pull when the waves receded, and I scurried toward shore as fast as I could when the tide surged ahead. The perilous journey was short in distance, but it seemed to take forever until at last, a wave broke over my head and I felt air against my skin. I was in the shallows.

I heaved my body up onto the dock, digging my fingers into the rough wood so the ocean couldn’t pull me back. It took everything I had to stand up against the wind and the waves, but I did it. I tore off my borrowed dive gear, leaving it to the mercy of the ocean. I’d buy my brother a new rig when this storm was over, but the tank and BCD were too heavy and awkward to wear while fighting against the powerful wind. I’d need every ounce of strength I had to make it safely back to the building as it was. 

If I made it back to the building. 

I ran along the remains of the dock, sloshing through the rushing water sluicing over the boards. Waves crashed over the wood, pulling my feet out from under me with each step, the water trying to suck me back into its clutches. It was disorienting and made me dizzy, but to falter now meant certain death. I ran, bulling my way through buffeting winds so strong they felt like hitting a solid wall.

One more step. Another.

I felt grass under my bare feet, but my ordeal wasn’t over. The waves had followed me across the dock, and they reached out with grasping fingers of cold water. My feet were frozen and numb. I pushed ahead, my bare feet sinking into sucking mud with each step. I crouched low, to make myself a smaller target for the wind and pushed ahead.

I was running as fast and as hard as I could but making very little progress. I couldn’t —wouldn’t—give up. I couldn’t lift my head to check my position, but I knew I was less than fifty yards from the door to RIO and safety. It might as well have been miles. Each step felt like my last, but after every tortured footfall I sucked in a breath and mustered the resolve to take one more.

The visibility was terrible through the driving rain. I couldn’t see even a few inches ahead of me. I stretched my arms out in front to prevent me from bumping into the building. It seemed like ages before my fingers touched the heavy, solid steel door, and I pulled it open. The wind took it from me and slammed it back against the concrete wall, knocking out a large chunk of cinderblock that must have weighed at least a pound or two. The furious wind picked up the mass of cement and carried it away before I could react. There was nothing I could do about the flying boulder except hope it didn’t do any property damage or hurt anyone. I stepped inside and tried to shut the door.

The wind followed me in, pushing me back, the gusts making it almost impossible to pull the heavy door shut. After what felt like a lifetime, still shivering with fear and cold, inch by inch, I managed to get the door shut and locked.
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Chapter 3: Killer Storm
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I DRAGGED MY WEARY body down the corridor to my office to call Oliver and let him know what was going on with his boat. I could feel the window glass bowing under the force of the wind, even though the windows in my office were storm certified and sheltered behind clear hurricane shutters. It was only mid-morning, but it was almost as dark as night outside. The storm’s noise was deafening, like the howling of ten thousand banshees.

The noise was so loud it would have been impossible to make a phone call. The windowless research labs, located in the center of the building, are connected to an uninterruptible power supply to keep the tank filters and aerators going in any weather. I could be assured of lights and electricity in there as well as a quiet place to make my call. I grabbed my phone and hurried down the dim hallway to call my brother and let him know about the danger to his boat. I wanted to reassure him that I’d take care of any damages since it was my fault the boat had been left to the ravages of the storm. 

I didn’t quite know what to say to Oliver when he answered the call, sounding muffled and sleepy. 

“I’m sorry,” I said. “This is all my fault.”

“What is?” he said, still not sounding fully alert.

“I was in a hurry to get the list of boats to the dry dock manager. I accidentally used an old one without realizing your new boat wasn’t on it. They took all the other boats but left yours on the dock.”

“Get them back. That shouldn’t be a problem.”

“I can try, but I doubt they’ll come back. The storm is getting really bad now.”

Oliver swore. “I love that boat. I worked hard to earn the money to buy it. Nothing better happen to it. You’re in charge of the marina and all the boats. You should have seen to it.” His voice was low and angry, and the threatening tone was unlike my brother’s usual sunny disposition. He must be tired.

“I’ll do my best to take care of it,” I said before I hung up. Next, I tried calling the boat storage facility, but as I’d expected, there was no answer. They must have finished stowing all the boats and gone home. 

I didn’t want to go back out in the storm—and it was too dangerous now anyway—but I wanted to see if Oliver’s boat was still intact. I headed back to my office with its clear view of our dock and cove.

It was a shock when I stepped out of the lab area. The power was now out throughout the RIO building, but I could tell the auxiliary generator was running because the emergency lights were on in the halls. I saw through the windows that the emergency lights were also on outside, but the storm clouds made the night darker than usual. Between the cloud cover and the heavy rain, the lights were barely lighting up the nearby dive shop and the marina. 

I walked to my office to get a better view of what was happening on the ocean side of the campus, and I was horrified at what I saw. The roof of the dive shop was lifting in the wind, and I knew it wouldn’t be long before it succumbed to the force of the storm. 

While I watched, one of the dock posts was torn away. The wind hurled it through the air, and the beam struck the roof of the dive shop. It went right through, leaving a craterous hole in its path. I wasn’t sure if Stewie had finished moving all the inventory into the main building before I’d sent him home. If he hadn’t, everything left in the shop would be ruined.

I couldn’t see Oliver’s boat through the driving rain, falling as thick as though the universe had drawn a curtain between me and the ocean. All I could see in that direction was froth and foam breaking over the dock.

Reaching into the bottom drawer of my desk, I pulled out an old pair of binoculars I used occasionally to identify birds or distant boats. I panned across the area beyond the marina, looking into the distance where I’d anchored my brother’s boat for safe keeping.

At first, I saw nothing but furious waves, beating out their frustration against the dock and the beach. Then I dialed in the focus and saw Oliver’s boat floating upside down, borne on the crest of a particularly angry wave. 

Although the boat had capsized, it appeared to be intact and still tethered to the anchor. All her electronics would be ruined, but the boat itself might still be salvageable if the storm didn’t last too long.

While I watched, another of the dock posts began to quiver and thrash under the wind’s assault. It would only be a matter of minutes before this post was also airborne. It was time for me to head back to the safety of the windowless research lab in the center of the building. I grabbed a small, battery operated NOAA weather radio off my bookcase to bring with me. The frequent updates they broadcasted would help me keep abreast of the storm’s progress.

NOAA—the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration— is a part of the United States Department of Commerce, and it provides weather and navigational reports for the Caribbean region as well as the US lands and water. NOAA would be broadcasting weather advisories frequently during the storm. At least with the radio I wouldn’t need to go near the windows to keep abreast of the storm. I would know what was happening outside the RIO building without having to leave my isolated sanctuary.

I made a detour by the café to grab a few of our famous chocolate chip cookies before I went back to the lab to continue my work. I was looking forward to making a cup of coffee to go with the cookies using the pod machine in the lab.

My father’s company, Fleming Environmental Investments, sometimes called FEI, had funded a solar tech startup company. Newton had equipped all our homes with solar power as well as conventional electricity, and the RIO building had also been equipped with a solar wall— a large backup battery capable of storing enough power to keep essential operations like the research lab and the infirmary running for several days. The power never goes out in the lab or the infirmary no matter what the weather, but the backup batteries are too bulky and expensive for us to run the entire operation that way. But as long as a power outage doesn’t last more than ten sunless days or so, we have electricity to run the filters and aerators in the lab and medical equipment in the infirmary—plus a small microwave and a coffee maker in each location. I was grateful for Newton’s foresight in ensuring that in the absence of conventional electricity, the research team would still have access to hot food and fresh coffee. 

I pushed the button to start my coffee brewing and nibbled on a cookie. When the coffee was ready, I got down to work. Since Benjamin had taken on the dreaded budget, I was free to work on my photography projects. I took another bite of my cookie and then opened a video I had been editing, part of this year’s RIO documentary. RIO’s annual television specials and media sales brought in most of the money to keep RIO operational. Ensuring the documentaries and specials were all compelling was a big part of my job.

The clip I was working on was a short segment featuring Maddy, Doc, and me. We’d been beta testing a new concept in ‘portable’ diving bells. We’d used the untested version of the devices last year to help us through some unplanned decompression stops during a rescue operation, but that operation had been too desperate and uncertain to be filmed. 

But Doc had received an updated set of the diving bells from the manufacturer a few months before we began filming the documentary. The three of us had put the units through their paces. I had done most of the videography myself, but Stewie and Oliver had both taken some turns as well enabling me to be in the finished film. 

I’d practically grown up in front of the camera since Maddy and her late husband Ray Russo had always made sure I’d been featured in the documentaries, making me a “famous” diver. Not famous like Maddy, who was acclaimed the world over as an oceanography pioneer and an expert diver, but famous enough that I was often recognized as I went about my life.

I disliked seeing myself on film though. That made it hard for me to edit clips I was in without getting self-conscious. I often walked a fine line between including enough of me to satisfy my fans and making myself happy by eliminating my image completely. I chewed slowly on a bite of cookie while I concentrated on cutting a few extraneous frames.

Every few minutes, the NOAA radio crackled and sent out a weather update. The storm had settled in over the Caymans and it showed no sign of either moving on or dying down. By dinner time, it was still going strong. 

The RIO building had large windows along all the outside walls. The front entry and the roof of the lobby atrium were glass. I knew it wasn’t safe to leave the lab in the building’s interior as long as the storm was raging, but I was getting antsy stuck in the dim, windowless research area. And I was starving.

I decided to grab something from the café’s freezer and have an early dinner while watching a movie on the comfy couch in the infirmary’s waiting room. I knew everything I needed would be running because the infirmary shared the research lab’s backup power supply to keep any patients safe. 

The windowless infirmary was also in the center of the building, and it had a small waiting room for friends and family members of our patients. In addition to the couch, the room was furnished with a big screen television set mounted on the wall, a small microwave, and a pod-style coffee maker. 

The infirmary’s waiting room was just a few feet away on the same inside corridor the lab was on, but I took the other turn leading to the rear entrance between the executive offices. I wanted to pick up something for dinner from the café and then see what was going on outside.

Except for the dim emergency lighting over the exits, everything was dark as I approached my office. It didn’t matter. I knew these hallways like I knew my own home. I stepped into my office to check out the view from my windows.

The sky was dark and forbidding, black clouds scudding across the horizon. The constant flickers of lightning through the clear hurricane shutters only accentuated the darkness. As I’d predicted, the dive shop roof had collapsed completely, and the walls had been penetrated by what looked like pieces of the dock’s railings, sticking out from the cement like porcupine quills. 

I made a mental note to increase the fundraising goal for next year by the cost of rebuilding the dive shop as I continued staring out at nature’s might. 

Good. Oliver’s boat was still there, riding the giant waves, upside down. It may have capsized, but at least it hadn’t been shattered on the ironshore or pushed out to sea. I could only hope it continued to ride out the storm more or less safely.

An especially loud clap of thunder made me jump, and a fallen palm tree battered the clear storm shutters protecting my window. Even though the shutters were made from the same materials as ballistic body armor, it was definitely time to get out of there. I retraced my steps to head back to the center of the building where it was safer. 

The corridors were eerie in the barely adequate illumination of the emergency lighting. Spooky shadows skittered in the lightning flashes that showed through the clear hurricane shutters protecting the windows along the hall. Once, when I looked up, I would have sworn one of the shadows was a person, hunched over and running away from me. But it must have been my imagination because nobody in their right mind would be out in this weather, and all RIO’s doors were locked anyway. I shrugged and picked up my pace as I walked toward the infirmary. Still nervous, I locked the door behind me.

The waiting room was warm and inviting, with soothing art on the sand-colored walls and comfortable furniture. There was a small refrigerator that held soft drinks and a pod-style coffee maker on a low table against a side wall. The pale blue couch was plump and cozy. I sat down and started poking through the movies in RIO’s video library





























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
T —
THE FIN FLEMING SCUBA DIVING SERIES BOOK 4

KILLER






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





