

WILD SHARK


TYSON WILD BOOK NINETY


TRIPP ELLIS


[image: Tripp Ellis]



CONTENTS

Welcome
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Chapter 27
Chapter 28
Chapter 29
Chapter 30
Chapter 31
Chapter 32
Chapter 33
Chapter 34
Chapter 35
Chapter 36
Chapter 37
Chapter 38
Chapter 39
Chapter 40
Chapter 41
Chapter 42
Chapter 43
Chapter 44
Chapter 45
Chapter 46
Chapter 47
Chapter 48
Chapter 49
Chapter 50
Chapter 51
Chapter 52
Chapter 53
Chapter 54
Chapter 55
Chapter 56
Chapter 57
Chapter 58
Chapter 59
Chapter 60
Author’s Note
Tyson Wild
Connect With Me



Copyright © 2026 by Tripp Ellis

All rights reserved. Worldwide.

This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents, except for incidental references to public figures, products, or services, are fictitious. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locales, or organizations is entirely coincidental, and not intended to refer to any living person or to disparage any company’s products or services. All characters engaging in sexual activity are above the age of consent.

No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, uploaded, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereafter devised, without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

This book may not be used for artificial intelligence (AI) training, machine learning models, data mining, or any automated processing without explicit, written permission from the copyright holder.


WELCOME


Want more books like this?

You’ll probably never hear about my new releases unless you join my newsletter.

SIGN UP HERE


1




The surfboard had been split in two. Its shredded remains lay scattered on the beach. Teal waves crashed against the white sand, and the foamy surf lapped at the shore.

A crowd of curious beachgoers had gathered around the body. Crimson mixed with salt water, making a pink swirl as the frothy water ebbed and flowed.

The victim’s surf buddy had managed to pull her out of the swells to the shore. By that time, she'd been drained of her life force. Her long blonde hair was matted and twisted. Once a young beauty, she was now a pale fragment of her former self. Missing an arm and a sizable chunk out of her torso, it didn't take a brain surgeon to deduce some apex predator had feasted on the surfer.

Shark attacks were rare around Coconut Key, but not unheard of. Maybe once or twice a year, if that. Splashing around at the surface, it was easy to look like a dying fish or seal. A tasty morsel. Still, the odds of getting bitten by a shark in Florida were roughly 1 in 11 million.

EMTs and paramedics had arrived, but there was nothing that could be done at this point. Dietrich snapped photos, and Brenda examined the remains.

Paris Delaney and her news crew had arrived. Her cameraman soaked up the gory footage.

The victim’s friend, dressed in orange board shorts, sobbed over the remains. I figured him for her boyfriend.

Deputies kept the crowd at bay.

JD and I joined the sheriff.

"Do we have an ID on the victim?" I asked.

The sheriff told me the mangled blonde was Whisper Williams. "Her boyfriend, Lance, said they were out surfing when the attack occurred. I wasn’t able to get much out of him. He's pretty upset." The sheriff had a grim look on his face. "Judging by the size of that bite, we're dealing with a great white. With spring break around the corner, this isn’t good.”

I cringed. The island was about to get inundated with a ton of people looking for fun in the sun. Drunk college kids throwing caution to the wind. Coconut Key always gets hectic this time of year.

It was unusual for a great white to enter these waters. But sometimes the Gulfstream pushes cold water south, and they extend their hunting range. Still, it was a little odd for one to come so close to shore and attack a surfer.

This wasn’t a homicide, but the sheriff wanted us to sort it out—find the shark, and come up with a game plan for keeping it from snacking on college coeds as they frolic in the water this season.

Maybe this was a fluke. One and done, and the shark was off to prowl other waters.

JD and I stepped toward Lance.

I flashed my badge and made introductions. "I'm sorry about your friend.”

He nodded, sniffled, and wiped his eyes with his hands. "It’s just not fair.”

"I know. It sucks.” I offered a sympathetic frown. “Can you tell me what happened?”

"Isn't it obvious?” he snapped.

"We just need to get a little more information about the shark.”

"Sorry. I'm just a little messed up right now.”

"Understandable.”

Lance took a deep breath. He was in his mid-20s with shaggy dark hair that fell into his blue eyes. He had the ripped body of a surfer and the tan to go with it. "We were just out there, waiting for the next set to come in. All of a sudden, I saw this dorsal fin surface. It made a beeline for Whisper. I shouted to warn her. There was nothing she could do. It just came out of the water and chomped on her.” His eyes filled, and the tears spilled over. With a tight throat, he said, "It was fucking huge, man. I've never seen anything like it." His chest heaved with sobs. "It just chewed and thrashed. Blood filled the water. It was like a horror movie. There was nothing I could do.” He slumped and hung his head. "I'm such a coward. I swam away.” Sadness tugged his face.

“You couldn’t have stopped the attack,” I said, trying to console him.

"When the shark left, I swam back, got her body, and pulled her to shore, but…” His throat swelled. "There was hardly anything left of her.”

The tears flowed.

“Do you know what kind of shark?”

“A big one.”

“Can you be more specific?”

“I don’t know. I think it was a white. But…”

"Can you estimate the size?”

“Big.” He thought for a moment, then shook his head. "I don't know. It all happened so fast." He paused. "Maybe 20, 25 feet?"

The largest great white on record was around 20 feet. This shark was probably much smaller than Lance remembered. But under that kind of stress, it would be easy to imagine the shark as larger-than-life—especially up close and personal, watching your girlfriend get shredded.

I took Lance's contact information and gave him a card. Then I talked to Brenda. "What do you think?"

She shrugged. "It's a little out of my area, but by the bite radius, I’d put it in the upper great white territory. Can't be anything else. I'll know more when I get her back to the lab. I'll bring in Jay from the Oceanographic Institute to consult on this.”

We trudged through the sand, marching back to the parking lot.

Paris Delaney closed in with her cameraman. A fluffy boom mic hovered overhead. "Deputy Wild, what can you tell us about the attack?”

I shrugged. “I'm sorry, but we don't know much at this time.”

"Are you going to close down the beach?”

"Temporarily.”

"For how long?”

"That's up to the sheriff.”

"Was this indeed a great white?”

“I can’t comment at this time.” With that, I pushed out of frame.

JD and I walked back to the parking lot, hopped into his 1979 Porsche 911 SC, and drove back to the station to fill out reports.

Afterward, we set out to find Whisper’s parents and give them the bad news. I was sure Lance had already told them.
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“Idon’t understand,” Mrs. Williams said, sobbing into a tissue. “Whisper has been swimming in these waters since she was a child, and nothing ever happened.”

A grim frown tugged my face. There was nothing I could say that would make the situation any better.

JD and I sat on the sofa in the living room, talking to Whisper’s parents. They lived in a nice cottage home on Willow Trace. It had pastel yellow siding, a white picket fence, and a small pool.

The media had swarmed outside.

“What’s going to be done about the shark?” Mrs. Williams asked.

“We will try to locate, identify, and track it.”

“Track it!?” Whisper’s father snapped. “I want the son of a bitch dead!”

“Great whites are federally protected.”

“Federally protected? What about my daughter? She was 17 for Christ's sake. Is she federally protected?”

“I understand your feelings. This is a difficult⁠—“

“You don’t understand shit.”

“You’re right. I don’t.”

“That shark killed my daughter, and it needs to be stopped before it kills someone else.”

“We will do everything we can to ensure the safety of residents and visitors to the island.”

Mr. Williams scoffed. “You haven’t done a good job so far.”

“If it’s any consolation, great whites don’t typically stay in the area long. This is an anomaly, not the norm.”

“None of that brings my daughter back,” Mr. Williams said, red in the face, veins bulging. He shook his head. “I should have never let her hang out with that loser.”

“Lance?”

“All he does is smoke weed, surf, and try to get into her pants.”

“Hank!” Mrs. William chastised.

His face wrinkled. “Well, it’s true. God knows what they do in the back of his SUV. She didn’t even surf before she met him.”

I gave them a card and offered condolences once again.

Hank escorted us to the door, and the horde of media closed in as we stepped onto the porch.

Cameras focused, and reporters shouted questions. "Is the shark still a threat to the public?"

"What is the county doing to mitigate the danger?"

"Will the shark be captured?”

I declined to comment.

Hank took the opportunity to vent his frustrations. "I want that shark on the hook. I'll pay $10,000 to anyone who can catch it and kill it."

I jumped back in frame. "It is against federal and state law to capture or kill protected species. There is no reward for catching that shark. Mr. Williams is going to retract that offer before he runs afoul of the law."

Hank frowned at me. With a tight face, he finally walked back his offer on camera. But the message had already gotten out there loud and clear. He wanted the shark dead. It wasn't hard to see the pain in his eyes, and there would be some sympathetic people out there more than willing to avenge Whisper’s death. The last thing we needed was a bunch of reckless bounty hunters out there going hog wild.

I reiterated on camera that we weren't absolutely sure what type of shark was responsible for the attack.

Off-camera, I pulled Hank aside and said, "I know you’re in a lot of pain. I know you want justice. But incitement to commit a crime is a punishable offense. You can't make statements like that on air.”

He took a deep breath and tried to control his rage. "Mark my words. If you fail to do anything about this overgrown fish, you're going to be telling the parents of some other kid that their child is dead. It won't be long either."

"I hope you're wrong about that.”

"I thought your job was to protect the people who lived on this island. Seems like that goddamn fish has got more rights than my daughter."

JD and I made our way through the horde of reporters back to the Porsche and climbed in. He fired up the engine, and we pulled away from the curb and drove back to Diver Down. Classic rock pumped through the speakers. With the sunroof open and the windows down, the wind swirled around. The sound of the exhaust purred.

We cruised back to the marina, then grabbed dinner at Diver Down. We sat at the bar, shot the breeze with Teagan, and caught her up to speed on the attack. She had seen the reports and had questions. We didn't have many answers.

"Talk about bad luck," she said. "They said on the news that there have only been three great white shark attacks in Florida in the last century."

It was a rare occurrence indeed.

We chowed down on burgers and fries, and washed it all down with a few adult beverages. Afterward, we returned to the superyacht, and I took Buddy out for a walk. The little Jack Russell was eager to stretch his legs.

Despite everything, it was a pretty low-key evening.

My phone buzzed the nightstand bright and early the next morning. I reached a sleepy hand for the phone, swiped the screen, and held it to my ear.

The sheriff barked through the speaker, "You ready for this one?”
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The briny air swirled, and mists of saltwater sprayed against the bow as we headed out toward Starlight Key aboard the sheriff's patrol boat.

Brenda and her crew, along with the forensic guys, Phil and Bob, rode with us. Dietrich fiddled with his camera.

"They say she's some kind of online E girl," the sheriff shouted over the howl of the engines. "I figure you two might know her."

"What's her name?" I asked.

“Eden Saint. I’m going to go out on a limb and say that's not her real name.”

Jack looked up her profile online. His brow lifted with surprise. "I've seen her before. Not that I’m a subscriber, or anything. I’ve just seen her all over the socials.”

The sheriff shot him a doubtful look.

“She’s the one who…” He stopped himself.

“Who what?”

“Well, I don’t want to be indelicate at a time like this.”

The sheriff rolled his eyes.

"Who found the body?" I asked.

"One of her friends. Lacey Doll.”

I shared a look with JD.

"No shit?"

"You know her, too?" the sheriff asked.

"Not personally. But I've seen a few pictures." Jack made an expression that told me she was easy on the eyes.

The sheriff just shook his head. "If I find out there's a conflict of interest in this case, I'm pulling you both off it.”

"No conflict of interest," JD said with a smile.

Eden’s sailboat was anchored off the small key in the bay. Clear water, beautiful white sand beaches—a little oasis. Not a bad place to anchor out for a few days and create content. The scenery was picturesque. The secluded key didn't see a lot of traffic.

The sheriff pulled alongside the 42-foot sailboat. The Saints & Sinners was a work of art. Sleek lines, a dual helm station, a teak deck, a hardtop with built-in solar, stainless bow rails, and all the gadgets. It looked brand new. With the kind of money Eden was making online, she could afford it.

Lacey Doll waited for us in a 25-foot wake boat, anchored nearby. She had the tight body of a gymnast. The kind of curves you could bounce a quarter off and get back change. With flowing blonde hair and caramel eyes, she was an effortless beauty.

I don't think she wanted to stay aboard the sailboat with a dead body.

I shouted across the gunwale to her. "Are you Lacey?”

She nodded.

I introduced myself and told her I needed to ask her some questions after we did our initial evaluation.

The sheriff and I boarded Eden’s boat along with the rest of the team. We let the forensic guys take first crack at it. Dietrich snapped photos. Camera flashes bounced off the bulkheads. The team chronicled evidence.

Brenda snapped on a pair of pink nitrile gloves and prepared to go to work.

Eden had been a gorgeous redhead with fair skin, a light dusting of freckles, emerald eyes, and a body that inspired legions of online fans.

She lay slumped at the settee across from the galley, a thin laptop open on the table in front of her. Crimson painted the bulkhead, along with bits of brain and bone. The bullet had entered her right temple and blasted out the other side of her skull. Flies buzzed about her pale skin.

It wasn't exactly hot this time of year, but she’d been here long enough to put a hint of death in the air. If I had to guess, I’d put it at 12 to 14 hours.

A glassine baggy lay on the table next to the laptop. Most likely heroin. We’d find out soon enough.

A black 9mm pistol lay on the settee next to her lifeless hand. An empty shell casing rolled around on the deck as the boat pitched and rolled with the swells.

Once Dietrich had taken all his photos, Brenda went to work.

The interior of the boat was as sleek and modern as the exterior—clean lines, expensive furnishings and appliances, elegant appointments. This was a million-dollar boat.

"Time of death?" I asked.

"I'd say between 5:00 and 7:00 PM yesterday evening," Brenda replied.

Phil slipped a $20 bill to Bob, having clearly lost the bet on the time of death.

"Now why would a beautiful young girl like Eden go and do something stupid like this?" the sheriff muttered.

"I don't think she did," Brenda said.
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"There's no blood spatter on her hand," Brenda said. "You tell me how you shoot yourself in the temple without splattering your hand with blood."

"Looks like we've got a homicide, boys,” the sheriff said. His jaw tightened, and he shook his head. "Talk to her friend. Figure this out."

I put on a pair of nitrile gloves and examined the pistol after it had been photographed. There was no serial number. It had been filed down or acid etched, then polished.

We left the salon, climbed the companionway back to the cockpit, then transferred to Lacey's boat. She looked frazzled with weepy eyes, sitting in a chair at the helm.

"Tell me what happened," I said.

Lacey pulled herself together. "Eden missed her livestream last night. She never misses a livestream. People started messaging me, asking where she was. I was doing a livestream myself. I called, but she didn't pick up. It was highly unusual. That girl was serious about making money. I figured maybe something came up. Maybe something with her parents. Maybe she got sick. Then I heard she had a meltdown earlier on stream. I was worried about her.”

“What kind of meltdown?”

“Just all the bullshit with her dad. I knew she was staying out here for a few days. I thought, maybe, you know… I mean, anything can happen out here.” Lacey paused. “Eden liked anchoring out at some random place and going off-grid. Well, as off-grid as you can get when you're on the Internet all day.”

"So you decided to come out here and check on her?”

"Yeah.” Lacey teared up and broke into sobs. "I knew something was wrong the minute I stepped on board. It was just eerie. Then I saw her at the settee." More tears spilled. Lacey covered her face. "I'm never going to get that image out of my mind."

"Did you touch anything aboard the boat?" I asked.

Lacey shook her head.

"We’ll need to get a set of elimination prints from you, just in case.”

Lacey nodded.

"Was she depressed? Suicidal?" I didn’t think we were dealing with a suicide, but I wanted to cover all the bases.

Lacey frowned. "She wasn’t exactly happy. Eden was going through a bit of a rough patch.”

"How so? Sounded like she was on top of the world.”

"Looks can be deceiving.”

“What was going on?”

"Well, her boyfriend left her,” Lacey said. "She lost her account on For the Fans. That was her source of income. She was panicking.”

“If she lost her account, where was she doing a livestream?”

“On Instabook. She was trying to find another platform to move her audience to, and she was trying to keep in touch with them via the socials."

"Why did her account get banned?"

Lacey's face tightened. "It's a long story."

"We've got plenty of time.”

Lacey paused. She took a breath, and her face tensed with anger. "Her father is such a dick.”

"So there was tension there," I said.

"Well, of course. I mean, who wants their daughter doing that kind of thing for the whole world to see?”

"I take it your father's not too thrilled about your line of work," I said.

"My father's dead.”

"I'm sorry.”

"I'm not. He was an asshole.”

"Tell me about Eden's father.”

"He did everything he could to make her life miserable. He'd send his legions of followers to report her account. They finally kicked her off the platform.”

“Followers?”

“Her dad is Richard Scott.”

I lifted a surprised brow. “The evangelist?”

Lacey nodded.

“I can see why he might be upset.”

Lacey rolled her eyes.

"What did Eden do to violate the terms of the platform?” I asked.

"Nothing! They just made up shit about her. Said one of the guys she slept with on camera was underage.”

"Didn’t she have records for that kind of thing? IDs, contracts, health certifications?”

Lacey scoffed. "Sugar, this is the Wild West. Eden was breaking new ground. Plus, it's kind of hard to keep track of everyone when you sleep with 1,100 guys in a day.”

My jaw dropped, and my brow lifted with surprise. "1,100? Is that even physically possible?”

"She was going for the world record.”

I glanced at JD.

He shrugged.

“Did she get the record?” I asked out of curiosity.

“It hasn’t been verified yet.”

"I can see why her boyfriend left her," Jack said.

"Yeah, he had a hard time with the concept. Sure, he was all on board when he first met Eden. She bought him whatever he wanted. He certainly liked the lifestyle. Didn’t take long for him to get possessive.”

“I don’t know a lot of men who would be okay with that kind of thing,” JD said. “I’m sure he was pretty mad about it?”

JD and I shared another look.

“Yeah, he was pissed when she came up with the idea,” Lacey said. “Up until that point, he’d been the only performer she’d worked with.”

“I’d say that’s a motive,” Jack said.

“Where can we find the ex-boyfriend?” I asked. “You got his number?”

Lacey nodded.

I dug into my pocket and handed her a card. “What’s his name?”
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“Jesse Sutton,” Lacey said. She texted me his contact info.

"Tell me about the breakup,” I said. “It was his idea, obviously."

Lacey nodded.

"Did he threaten her?"

"I don't really know. Heated words were exchanged. He called her every name in the book."

"Was he ever abusive?”

Lacey shook her head, and her blonde hair swayed. "I don't think so. She never said anything to me about it, but who knows what happens behind closed doors.” She paused. "You don't think this was a suicide?”

"It looks suspicious.”

Lacey stiffened, and she swallowed hard. Her eyes bulged. "You think Jesse killed her?”

"People do insane things when they're jealous. Was he still in love with her when they broke up?”

Lacey shrugged. "I can't speak for the guy, but I think so. Eden was gorgeous. Who wouldn't be in love with her? The girl was a total package.”

"Except for the part where she slept with everyone on the planet," JD muttered.

Lacey frowned at him. "Not everyone.”

Jack gave her a flat look.

"Okay, maybe it was a little excessive.”

"Tell me about the drugs," I said, steering the ship back on track.

Lacey frowned. "Yeah, she had a little bit of a problem. First it was weed, then cocaine, then she started dabbling with heroin. I warned her. I told her that stuff will ruin your life.” She sighed. "She told me she had gotten clean. Kicked everything cold turkey. I don’t know if I buy that. I think she was just trying to manage everything that was going on. Eden was under a lot of pressure. All the shit with her parents, the harassment online. That takes a toll. Then you gotta deal with the fact that your pictures are out there on the Internet forever. I knew she wanted a family someday. How are you gonna explain that to your kids?”

"Is that something you worry about?" I asked.

"Well, yeah, sure. But when my kid starts asking, I’ll ask him if he likes the Ferrari I'm going to buy him when he turns 16. I think that'll take care of it."

"Where did Eden get the drugs from?”

"I don't know.”

I gave her a look. She knew damn good and well where they came from. "You two were best friends, right?"

Lacey nodded.

"And you expect me to believe you don’t know who her dealer was?”

She sighed again, and her lips scrunched up. "Crosby King. But you didn't get his name from me.”

"Can you think of anybody else who may have wanted to harm her?”

Lacey's lips tightened as she thought about it. "Well, Vanessa Vix comes to mind.”

"What's the issue there?”

Lacey huffed and rolled her eyes. "Stupid online beef. Vanessa is also trying to hit the record for most guys slept with in a day. She claims she's done it, but no one's been able to verify it. So they're both claiming the title. Seems like a silly reason to kill someone.”

"We've seen people kill each other for dumber reasons," Jack said.

"What about fans?" I asked. "Did she have a problem with any of them?"

"Well, she's got this one guy. He's spent millions of dollars with her. Millions. She doesn't give him the time of day. That’s crazy. Look, if I was spending that kind of money, I’d want a little something in return, if you know what I mean?”

“Who spends that kind of money?” JD said in disbelief.

“Exactly. He started making threats. Eden dismissed it. She just didn't seem to grasp the concept that there are actually people behind these accounts. What happens online doesn't always stay online. He started showing up at her condo at the Nautilus. That's why she started living on the boat and moving around a lot. It just kept the weirdos away.”

I shared another look with JD.

"Maybe he found out where she was anchored,” I said.

Lacey cringed.

“Did she ever report him?”

“No.”

“Do you know what this guy’s name is?”

“Ethan Rexrode.”

"Where were you last night between 5:00 and 7:00 PM?" I asked.

Lacey gave me a curious look. "Why?"

"Just a procedural question?”

"I was at home."

"Where's home?”

"I've got a condo in the Nautilus just down the hall from Eden.”

"Can anyone verify your whereabouts?"

She exhaled and gave me an annoyed look. "I was doing a livestream. I’ve got about 100,000 people who can verify my whereabouts. Feel free to check the replay if you like."

She told me she'd send a private link to the livestream. I wouldn’t have to be a subscriber to see it. "Who knows? You might become a fan," she said with a flirty glint in her eyes.

Lacey was easy to look at. There was no doubt about it.

“What do you know about the gun?”

She shrugged. “I didn’t know she had one.”

I thanked her for the info and told her I'd be in touch if I had any additional questions. JD and I transferred back to the sailboat and caught the sheriff up to speed.

Brenda and her crew bagged the body, and we transferred the remains aboard the sheriff's patrol boat. JD and I stayed aboard the sailboat and navigated it back to the Sheriff's Department. It would remain in the property department as evidence now.

We sat in the cockpit, enjoying the morning as the wind swirled. The sun sparkled the water as the boat cut through the swells.

"What do you make of this one?" JD asked.

I shrugged and said, "I think we need to find Ethan Rexrode.”

Back at the station, we filled out after-action reports, then set out to find Eden’s parents. I was not looking forward to breaking the news.
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Lisa Scott answered the door to the Stingray Bay mansion when we rang the bell. In her late 20s, she was gorgeous with wavy chocolate hair that kissed her shoulders. Tawny eyes, smooth skin, high cheekbones, and full lips. She looked expensive, from the jewelry to the dress. The two Ferraris in the driveway told me the Scotts had refined taste. Richard Scott wasn't a billionaire, but he had done well for himself. With a massive following on social media and generous donations pouring in, he wasn't hurting for cash.

I flashed my badge and made introductions. "I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news."

I tried to put it as gently as possible, but there was no easy way to say this kind of thing.

Lisa's jaw dropped, and her eyes rounded when I told her. She blinked a few times, then stammered, "I'm sorry, did you just say she's dead?”

"Yes, ma'am. We're very sorry for your loss.”

"But I just talked to her a few days ago. How did this happen?”

"I can't go into detail at this time. When you spoke, what did you talk about?”

"What I always talk about when I speak with her." Lisa frowned. "I tried to get her to see that her lifestyle was not doing her any favors. As you can imagine, she was not interested in listening to what I had to say.”

Lisa wasn’t much older than Eden. I’m sure it had been a bone of contention.

"What prompted the conversation?” I asked.

"I don't recall. I think she was looking for Richard. She couldn't get in touch with him. She called me."

"Did she ever express any suicidal thoughts or behavior?"

Lisa looked surprised. "So she killed herself?"

"The medical examiner hasn’t made a determination yet.”

Lisa frowned and shook her head. "I warned her. Her choices came with a toll. It was a heavy burden to bear. It's like a sore that festers and gets infected. You can't turn to sin and not pay the price.”

Lisa didn't seem to have a lot of empathy. I figured their relationship was a contentious one at best. I asked her about it.

"We were never going to be best friends. I don't think she approved of my relationship with Richard, just like we didn't approve of her choices. Despite that, I always tried to express my love for her,” she said in a righteous voice. “I mean, you may not always agree with family, but I believe love can prevail. At the end of the day, family is all we have.”

"Tell me about her boyfriend, Jesse Sutton."

A look of disdain snarled her lips. "I blame him. He's the one who got her into the drugs. He's the one who convinced her to start taking her clothes off on camera. As far as I'm concerned, he's a human trafficker. A pimp. No better than a common street thug.”

Her nose crinkled like she'd smelled rotten chicken.

"How bad was Eden’s drug problem?”

Lisa lifted an eyebrow. "Is there such a thing as a mild drug problem? It's a downhill slide that never ends well for anyone.”

She had a point.

"Do you know if she was in any trouble?”

Lisa tried not to laugh. "How much more trouble could she be in, Deputy? Her life seemed pretty troubled to me.”

"Can you think of anyone who might have wanted to harm her?” I said, clarifying.

Lisa shrugged. "I really don't know. I didn't have that much contact with her. I wasn't her favorite person. I'll admit, I was not shy about making my displeasure known. Richard didn't raise her that way, and it was quite embarrassing.”

"Embarrassing?"

"Well, yes. Richard's entire life has been about promoting a virtuous life of devotion and service, and she goes off and does something like this just to spite him. Lord knows we both prayed and tried to get her to come back into the fold, but God had other plans.”

“I guess it’s safe to say the relationship was strained.”

"I'm not sure how it could be any other way. When you've got people with viewpoints at opposite ends of the spectrum, there’s not much common ground.”

"Can you tell me where you were yesterday between 5:00 and 7:00 PM?”

Lisa hesitated and gave me a suspicious look. "Are you considering me a suspect?"

I made a dismissive expression to put her at ease. "Just a routine question.”

"I was here at the house," she said.

"Can anyone verify that?”

"Yes. Eddie Marshall. He provides security for us.”

"Is he full-time?"

Lisa nodded. "Yes. He lives in the guesthouse. We haven't had too many incidents, but every now and then we do get some loony tune that shows up.”

"It's a crazy world we live in," I said.

"You can say that again.”

"Where's your husband?"

"He's out of town, in Austin.”

"How long has he been there?”

"A few days. Because I know you're going to ask, he was online yesterday during that timeframe, giving a sermon to a million followers.” She smiled.

“I’d like to speak with Eddie,” I said.

“He’s running an errand for me.”

“Any idea when he’ll be back?”

Lisa shrugged. “I’m not sure.”

“He leaves you here all alone?” I asked.

“Like I said, we haven’t had too much trouble. He lives on the property and keeps an eye on things, but he’s not around the clock. A full-time rotating security staff is expensive,” she said like she was poor. Lisa was the farthest thing from poor.

“I’ll need contact information for him.”

“Certainly.”

I dug into my pocket and handed her a card. "Please get in touch if you think of anything else that might be helpful."

"I will. Richard is going to be so devastated. I know how much he wanted to reconcile with Eden. This is going to break his heart.” A frown tightened her lips.

We thanked her again and offered our condolences, then walked back to the Porsche after she texted me Eddie’s contact information. We strolled past the two Ferraris—one white, one red.

Lisa stood in the doorway, watching us go.

“Something tells me she might be happy Eden’s no longer an embarrassment," Jack said under his breath.

"I believe you might be right about that."

We climbed into the Porsche, and I called Eddie Marshall before we set out to find Jesse Sutton.
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Jesse's permanent address was listed with the DMV at Eden’s condo in the Nautilus. It was pretty obvious he was no longer living there.

He wasn't exactly squeaky clean. Jesse had a DUI, a possession charge, public intoxication, and an assault charge that stemmed from a bar fight.

I called Isabella, my contact at Cobra Company. With vast intelligence resources, she was able to track Jesse’s cell phone and pinpoint his location. With a few taps of the keys, she told me he was currently at the Trident Tower.

“While I’ve got you, can you see if any cellular devices ping the tower from Eden’s boat during the time of the murder?”

“I’ll look into it and report back.”

“You’re a doll.”

We made our way across the island to the luxury high-rise. I didn’t know which apartment Jesse was in, but I figured we could sort that out.

A quick glance at his social media feed revealed quite a few photos of Jesse partying with two beautiful blondes. I took screen captures of the images and sent them to Isabella. She was able to use facial recognition and ID the girls. According to the DMV, the two roommates, Lana and Saylor, lived in #1604. It was a good bet the two beauties kept Jesse from being homeless. I didn’t know him, but I knew the type. He was a user and a manipulator.

Jack pulled up to the valet, and the kid hustled around to grab the door. We climbed out, and JD slipped him a few bills.

I flashed my badge at the main entrance, and the concierge buzzed us in.

We strolled across the opulent lobby, past the waterfall, past the baby grand piano, to the elevators. I hit the call button, and a moment later, we took the elevator up to 16. We strolled through the hallway, and I rang the video doorbell.

A sultry voice crackled through the speaker a few moments later. "Can I help you?"

I flashed my badge at the lens. "I need to have a word with Jesse. We’re hoping he can help us with a case.”

I tried to sound as non-threatening as possible.

The woman hesitated a moment, then said, "He's not here right now.”

"Is this Lana or Saylor?”

After a beat, “Uh, Saylor. Is he in some kind of trouble?"

I smiled. "No. We just have some routine questions. Why don't you have him come to the door? I know he's here.”

There was another long pause.

"Hang on just a second," she said.

The line disconnected, and I shared a look with Jack.

Undeterred, I rang the bell again.

There was no answer.

I put a heavy fist against the door and shouted, “Coconut County!”

There was no response.

"Jesse, I know you're in there. We just want to talk.”

Commotion inside filtered down the foyer. Voices hissed.

A moment later, footsteps approached, and the deadbolt unlatched. Jesse pulled open the door and looked at us with concerned eyes. He was 25 with a square jaw lined with stubble, narrow blue eyes, a long nose, and brown hair that was longer on top and shorter on the sides. At 5’11”, he had a medium build.

I displayed the badge and made introductions. "I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but…”

I gave him limited details.

His eyes rounded with surprise. His reaction seemed genuine, but he could have been a good actor. "What!? How?”

"I can't discuss the details right now.”

Jesse’s stunned expression lingered, and he hung his head, trying to process it. “Was this some kind of accident?”

“No.”

His eyes narrowed, putting it together. “She was murdered?”

“When did you break up?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. Like a month ago. Why?”

Even though I already knew, I asked, “What prompted the breakup?”

His face tightened with annoyance. “What does that matter?”

“I take it the breakup wasn’t amicable?”

“Dude, do you know who she was? Do you know anything about her?”

“Why don’t you tell me?”

“I can tell you she’s a fucking whore!”

That hung there a moment.

I shared a subtle glance with Jack.

“So, you weren’t happy about her decision to pursue a world record,” I said.

Jesse sneered at me. “It wasn’t like she was going for the gold on a pommel horse. She was banging random strangers. Is that really some kind of achievement?”

“How’d that make you feel?”

“It made me feel like I wanted to dump her,” he said, his face growing redder.

"Did it make you want to do anything else?"

"Like what?"

"Seems like you're pretty mad about it.”

"I'm not mad about it. I've moved on.” He was still mad.

"How's that working out for you?"

"Great. These chicks are smoking hot, and I’m going to make them stars.”

“So, you made Eden a star?”

“We’re going to make way more money than Eden ever thought about, without the drama.”

"Tell me about the drama.”

His brow wrinkled, and he huffed. “Where do I start?”

"How about you start with her drug use?”

Jesse frowned. “That’s another reason we broke up. She started using that junk. She was trying to self-medicate, but all it did was seriously mess her up.”

“Who got her started on drugs?” I said with accusing eyes.

A guilty frown pulled at his mouth, though he’d never admit it.

“Tell me about Crosby King. Did she owe him money?”

“How should I know?” He paused. “I wouldn’t be surprised. Shit was going downhill for her. Last I heard, she was having money problems.”

"Because her account got banned?”

"Yeah. I told her she needed to be saving more and investing. But she just couldn't. She blew it all. That girl had a serious shopping addiction. Terrible with money. She bought all these stupid meme coins that went to zero. She hired this accountant, and he ran off with a ton of money before she figured out what was happening. Idiot. Then there was the shit with her dad.”

“Tell me about that.”

“I heard he was suing her.”

That piqued my curiosity. “Why?”
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“Look, I don’t know what was true and what wasn’t,” Jesse said. “Eden was prone to exaggeration at times. But either way, I think her dad’s a scumbag.”

“Why the lawsuit?” I asked.

“She publicly called him out. Said all kinds of messed-up stuff. Then yesterday, she recanted. Said she made it all up. Now you’re telling me she’s dead? The girl was spiraling out of control. I’m glad I got out of her orbit.”

I had an idea of where this was going. “What was she saying about her father?”

“Like I said, I don’t know if it’s true. If it is, he's one sick fuck.”

I didn't need him to spell it out. "How long had he been abusing her?"

"She said it started at 12."

I cringed.

"If you want all the details, you can go back to her livestreams. She talked about it a lot. But that guy’s followers are so brainwashed, nobody believed her. Nobody did anything. Then yesterday, she said it was all bullshit. I guess losing her account and getting hit with a defamation lawsuit scared the shit out of her. I don't think she had much choice.”

“Did you watch her recant yesterday?”

He hesitated, then looked over his shoulder. Jesse stepped into the hallway and pulled the door shut behind him. In a whisper, he said, “Yeah. I watched.”

“You still have feelings for her, don’t you?”

His eyes filled, and he nodded. Jesse tried to muscle through it. He wiped the tears away and sniffled.

"How long did you two date?” I asked.

Jesse shrugged. “A little over a year.”

"You must have gotten a sense of whether she was telling the truth or not?"

Jesse thought about it for a moment. "I really don't know. I think back about a lot of stuff. Little things. She’d lie for no reason. I just think it was in her nature. Sometimes I wonder if anything she told me was the truth.” Sadness filled his eyes.

“Where were you yesterday evening between 5:00 and 7:00 PM?”

“I was here, why?” His suspicious eyes flicked between the two of us as he caught on. “You think I killed her?”

I shrugged. “Scorned lover, still bitter about the breakup.”

“I’m not bitter.” He was bitter.

“Ask Lana and Saylor. They’ll vouch for me.”

He opened the door and called for them. The gorgeous blondes appeared at the door a moment later and answered my questions with unease. I had no doubt they’d say whatever Jesse wanted them to. He wasn’t a troll, but he wasn’t exactly a GQ cover model either. Still, he managed to score women way out of his league.

“Yeah, he was here with us, then we went out to dinner,” Lana said.

“Where’d you go?”

“The Five Fathoms.”

I lifted an impressed brow. “Nice.”

“What time did you get back to the Trident?”

She shared a glance with Saylor and Jesse, communicating telepathically. “We went out afterward and hit a few bars. We ended up at Blue Ruin for most of the night, then got back here around 3:00 AM.”

Saylor nodded.

It would be easy enough to verify.

I gave Jesse a card and told him to get in touch if he thought of anything else helpful.

We left and headed back down to the lobby.

"I think we need to have another talk with Lisa Scott,” Jack said. “Seems like she left out a pretty important detail.”
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“Ididn’t think it was relevant,” Lisa said with a dismissive shrug when we visited her again in Stingray Bay.

“You didn’t think it was relevant!?” I said, incredulous.

“My mind was focused on other things. It was traumatic news.”

A frustrated exhale escaped my lungs. “Tell me about the lawsuit.”

“Well, there’s not much to tell. Eden said some horrible and patently false things. It was hurtful and destructive to Richard’s business. We asked repeatedly to handle this issue in private, but she refused. She had to be stopped.”

“Well, somebody found a way to shut her up,” I quipped.

The muscles in Lisa’s jaw flexed, and her eyes seared into me. She took a deep breath, adjusted her posture, and tried to settle her rage. “I resent the implication. Eden was troubled as a teen with a long history of instability. She was a cutter when she was younger, so I’m told. She’s always had issues with the truth. To her, the only truth was what she fabricated at the time.” She sighed. “Please understand, I feel terrible about what happened. I can’t help but think the lawsuit pushed her over the edge. It wouldn’t be the first time she attempted suicide.”

“The medical examiner hasn’t made a determination yet.”

“You know she tried to kill herself on two prior occasions.”

“How?”

“Both times with pills, from what I’m told. This was before my time with Richard.”

“This wasn’t a suicide,” I said.

“You just said no determination had been made.”

“Call it a gut instinct.”

“That doesn’t sound very scientific.”

“Is there any truth to her allegations?”

Lisa gasped. “Lord no! She was just trying to hurt Richard in the most effective way possible. How do you defend against something like that? The mere implication of impropriety can kill a man’s career and reputation. Fortunately, people can see what kind of man Richard truly is.”

“Did you have a hand in getting her account banned?”

“I would like to see the whole platform banned. You can’t tell me this kind of thing is good for society.”

“Have you spoken with Richard?”

“Yes. He’s aware, and he’s very upset. I gave him your number, and he said he would call when he feels up to it. I’m planning on flying to Austin and flying back with him.” She made a sad face. “I hate that he’s alone right now.” She paused. “If you’ll excuse me, gentlemen, I need to pack and get my things together.”

We thanked her again and walked back to the Porsche.

I dialed Isabella. “You got anything on the cellular data?”

“A few things.”

We climbed into the car, and Jack fired up the engine.

“Eden’s phone is the only device that pings the tower from her boat during the time of her death,” Isabella said. “Richard Scott’s phone was and is in Austin. Lisa Scott’s phone was in Stingray Bay.”

“What about Eddie Marshall?”

“In Stingray Bay as well.”

I thanked her for the info.

Jack pulled from the curb. “This whole thing is a little odd. Is there any way she could have killed herself and not gotten blood splatter on her trigger hand?”

My lips tightened, and I shook my head. “Not unless she used a low-velocity round or put something between the gun and her temple. Not uncommon, but we would have found something at the scene.”

JD and I headed back to the station, boarded the Saints & Sinners, and gave another look around just to see if there was anything we had missed. I couldn't imagine with all those people that had been aboard the boat that something crucial would have been overlooked, but it was worth a shot.

Nothing turned up.

By that time, it was well past lunch. We drove back to Diver Down, took a seat at the bar, and chatted with Teagan. We shot the breeze with the teal-eyed beauty as we looked over the menu. Jack ordered a lobster roll, and I went with the jerk pork ribs. It was a late lunch, early dinner.

Afterward, we drove to the practice studio. The usual band of miscreants loitered out front, smoking cigarettes and drinking beer. There were high-fives all around and talk about the next show. We were scheduled to play at Vibe again. With Sonic Temple out of commission, it had become the go-to venue for live acts, for the time being.

Dizzy, Styxx, and Crash noodled on their instruments as we stepped into the practice space. After a bit of chitchat, the band broke into their set and powered through an hour of earsplitting rock 'n' roll. Afterward, Jack took everyone to dinner at the Quarterdeck, then we hit Oyster Avenue and looked for trouble. Trouble made its way back to the boat for a small after-party where a good time was had by all.

Brenda called in the morning. "I think you’ll find this interesting."

"I'm listening," I said, wiping the sleep from my eyes, still lying in bed.
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"Toxicology report came back on Eden," Brenda said. "She had a mix of alcohol, cocaine, and heroin in her system along with some allergy medication. But get this. That baggie was almost pure fentanyl. Enough to kill a herd of elephants. Judging by the tox report, she hadn’t dipped into it yet. If she had, she'd have been dead before the bullet hit her skull.”

I lifted a surprised brow. “So, she wasn’t clean.”

Brenda stifled a chuckle. “No. She was anything but clean.”

"What would she be doing with pure fentanyl?"

"That's your job to figure out. I just give you the data. The forensic guys were able to pull a partial print from the glassine. Not in the database.”

"Anyone else's prints on the bag?"

"Fragments. Nothing solid. A lot of people have handled that bag." She paused. "Now let's get to the gun. Eden’s fingerprints are on the trigger. Palm print on the grip, as to be expected with a suicide. But her prints are not on the shell casing found on the deck or any of the cartridges in the magazine. Now it would be hard to imagine that she loaded the pistol while wearing gloves, intending to shoot herself. I’m going to stick with my initial impression that she didn't kill herself. But I have to acknowledge there is another remote possibility."

"Which is?”

"Highly unlikely, but she could have come across with her left hand and used her thumb to pull the trigger. It would be odd indeed, but there was spatter on her left hand. That would explain why there isn’t backspatter or gunpowder residue on her right hand.”

"Who handles a weapon like that?"

"Somebody who doesn't handle a weapon often," Brenda suggested. “But her left thumb print is not on the trigger.”

"I'm sticking with the theory that someone killed her,” I said. “What about the angle of the gunshot?”

"It's consistent with suicide. But the lack of spatter and residue suggests otherwise. It's just highly unlikely.”

I thanked her for the info, dragged myself out of bed, then went through my morning routine. I fixed breakfast, and JD and I chowed down on the sky deck, enjoying the morning sun.

Since Eden had been kicked off the platform, all her prior content was unavailable. We looked up her live feed on Instabook and watched the replay.

Eden made a tearful declaration to the camera. “First of all, I want to apologize to my father and to you. I've said some mean and hurtful things over the last few months that were untrue. I should never have said those things, and I regret saying them. I've been under a tremendous amount of stress lately," she said, blotting her weepy eyes with a tissue. "I just got so mad at the constant efforts to destroy and discredit my work. I love my fans, I love what I do, and I should be able to do that without all the hate and negativity. I responded poorly, and I take responsibility for that. I just want to reiterate, I have always followed the proper procedure and documentation for every performer I have appeared with. I can assure you there has been no impropriety, and I think when the smoke clears, that will be proven. Still, I'm not optimistic that I will get my account back. I can't tell you how devastating that is. I've worked so hard, and I feel like I've got nothing to show for it. I just don't see the point anymore." She burst into tears. Her chest heaved with jerking sobs. "I'm sorry."

She cut the feed.

That was the last time anyone saw or heard from Eden online.

I exchanged a glance with Jack.

"What do you make of that?” he asked.

I shrugged. "She was upset.”

"You think she was telling the truth, or was she under some kind of duress?"

"She definitely looked like she was on the verge of a meltdown.”

I forwarded the link to Isabella and asked her to take a look at it. We didn't have the budget to keep a behavioral analyst on staff at the county. Isabella had plenty of contacts, and I knew she’d find someone credible to evaluate the clip.

My phone buzzed with a call from the sheriff. "I need you and that nitwit to get down here ASAP.”

"What's going on?”

"We've got another one.”
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We met the sheriff at the station, hopped into his patrol boat, and headed out to sea. The twin outboards howled, spitting a frothy wake as the boat sliced through the sapphire swells. The morning sun glimmered the water, and a cool breeze blew across the bow. It was the start of another nice day. But things would turn ugly soon.

We caught up with a small fishing boat and pulled alongside. The steel-hulled 42-foot trawler had a faded black hull that was charcoal gray now. The once arctic white wheelhouse was yellowed like the filter on a Marlboro. Wind, rain, and saltwater had bubbled and cracked the paint, streaking it with stains of rust. The permanent smell of fish guts infused the deck. The Lucky Lure wasn’t going to win any beauty contests, but she got the job done.

Gulls hung on the breeze, looking to snatch tasty morsels.

We boarded the trawler, along with the medical examiner and the forensic team.

The weathered crew loitered on the deck with sunburned faces and scraggly hair. More than a few days of stubble lined their chins. These were hardened men who worked for a living, their faces lined and weary from a life in the sun.

Caught up in one of the nets, the mangled body of a man in his late 30s lay on the deck. He had shaggy dark hair, milky brown eyes, and a trimmed dark beard. Judging by what was left of him, he had kept himself in pretty good shape. But the chunk from his torso resembled the wounds Whisper Williams had sustained.

There was no mistaking that we were dealing with another shark attack.

The skipper wore a white cap. A smoldering cigar dangled from his thin lips, staining his gray beard yellow. His eyes were as blue as calving glaciers. "We pulled him aboard like that. Called you boys. Haven't touched the remains. Looks like you've got a real problem on your hands. That's two in less than a week.”

He'd obviously been keeping up with the news.

Dietrich snapped photos, and the camera flashes bounced off the deck.

The boat pitched and rolled with the swells.

The victim’s skin was pale gray and sloughing. The critters hadn't gotten to his hazy eyes yet. The skin on his hands hadn't de-gloved either, but it probably wouldn't have taken much longer. The shredded remains of his clothes clung to his body.

The smell soured my nose—and that was on top of the fish guts.

"How long?" I asked Brenda as she huddled over the remains.

"Hard to say. Maybe a day or two. I'll know more when I get him back to the lab.”

She fished a wallet from his back pocket and handed it to me.

I opened the soggy leather billfold and found his driver's license. "Andrew Holt.”

"Bite radius is similar to the first victim," Brenda said. "I'm not sure what we’re dealing with, but it's big and aggressive.”

We interviewed the deckhands and the captain and took names and contact information.

Brenda and her crew bagged the body and transferred the remains to the sheriff's patrol boat.

"I don't like this," the sheriff said at the helm, the engines roaring.

"I don't like it, either," I replied.

I called Jay at the Oceanographic Institute and asked him to meet us at the Medical Examiner's Office.
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"Well, this is no great white," Jay said, looking down his nose through oval spectacles at the remains.

Jay was in his late 60s now, with flowing white hair and a white beard. He was a jolly fellow who had an endless fascination with all things aquatic. He loved to tinker and had built a few submarines for research purposes.

"So what is it?" I asked.

Jay pulled a tooth fragment from the remains. He studied it carefully. "This is the same as the tooth we found on the first victim." He surveyed it under the light. "Judging by the bite radius, I'd say the shark was 25 to 30 feet. That's well beyond any recorded great white. And this tooth is from a juvenile."

We all lifted surprised brows.

"You mean it's going to get bigger?”

"Much,” Jay said in a grave voice.

"How can you tell?"

"Look at the number of serrations on the tooth. Juveniles have more than adults. Plus, the bourlette is thick and prominent. Another indication this came from a juvenile.”

“A juvenile what?”

Jay’s brow knitted, perplexed. "I'm not sure. The serrations are asymmetric and even doubled in areas. That's indicative of a great white.” He showed me. "Look at the lingual side. See this deep, V-shaped groove. That's a telltale sign of a juvenile megalodon.”

I lifted another surprised brow. "Megalodon?”

"The megalodon first appeared 23 million years ago in the early Miocene period. They swam in the ocean for nearly 20 million years before going extinct. Juveniles thrive in warm water, and the collapse of warm water nursery habitats aided in their demise. They lost out to smaller, more adaptable predators." He lifted an intrigued brow. "The warm waters of the Keys would be a perfect habitat for a juvenile."

"You’re not really trying to tell me that a massive prehistoric shark is swimming around the waters of Coconut Key.”

He laughed. "No. That would be ridiculous.” Then he added, “Unless...” Jay’s mouth tightened as he thought.

“Unless?”

“I think we may be looking at a hybrid.”

“A hybrid?” In a voice full of skepticism, I said, “Are you trying to tell me someone crossed the DNA of a great white and a megalodon?”

Jay shrugged, curious. “We won’t know until the DNA comes back.”

“Why on earth would anyone do that?” JD asked.

“To make a more efficient predator,” I quipped.

“Possibly,” Jay said. “Maybe they just wanted to see if they could. There are several gene splicing programs going on right now, all over the world. Some that may shock you. A US-based researcher is working with the Chinese splicing human DNA into macaque monkey embryos to grow human-compatible organs. There are organizations using CRISPR splicing to edit pig embryos for the same purpose. This is happening right now that we know about. Just think of what’s going on in black sites across the globe.” Jay paused. “The future is both exciting and terrifying.”

“Modifying a shark with prehistoric DNA can’t be legal,” I said.

“Of course not. That’s why much of this activity happens across the globe in clandestine labs. Any genetic modification of an animal would need FDA approval. It’s considered a new animal drug. There are applications, pre-market approvals, environmental impact studies, you name it. Any modified animal would be considered a non-native species according to the FWC. I can’t imagine the bureaucratic nightmare the approval process would be. There is just no way to legitimately do this in the States.”

“Which is why they did it illegally,” I said. “What do you know about the Aqus Marine Science Center?”

Jay shrugged. “I believe they specialize in conservation and tracking of marine life, including sharks. Why?”

I shared a look with JD, then said, “That was Andrew’s employer.”

That hung there for a moment.

It was easy enough to find Andrew’s employment information online. I’d read his profile on CareerLink.

I told Brenda to contact me as soon as the DNA results came back.

We said goodbye to Jay and Brenda, left the ME’s office, and headed across town to break the news to Mrs. Holt. She lived at 854 Spinnaker Lane in Conch Cove.

It was a nice neighborhood with quaint homes, manicured yards, and expensive cars. It wasn't Stingray Bay or the Platinum Dunes, but it was nice.

Jack parked at the curb. We hopped out and pushed through the white picket fence and strolled the red brick walkway up to the veranda. The mint green home with white trim looked cozy. Guarded by two tall palms, an American flag hung from a column out front.

I knocked on the door, but there was no answer.

I knocked again and still nothing.

I dialed Isabella and asked her to track Mrs. Holt's phone. With a few taps of the keys, she told me the widow was in Los Angeles.

I called the sheriff and let him know. He would call the LA County Sheriff's Department, and they would do an in-person notification if they could track her down.

We walked back to the car, hopped in, and decided to head over to Aqus.
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"Andrew’s dead?" Mark Weaver said with surprise when we broke the news to him.

We sat across the desk from him in his office. Floor-to-ceiling windows offered a nice view of the ocean. As CEO of the company, he had the best office in the building. It wasn't as lavish as some of the tech companies we had visited in the past, but it was nice, understated elegance. A large flatscreen display hung on the wall, along with pictures of Mark at sea on research vessels. A man of action.

A mini fridge chilled soda and bottled water, and a lounge area with couches, chairs, and a coffee table offered a casual meeting space. In his mid-50s, Mark had light brown hair that was slicked back, giving him a pronounced widow's peak. His boxy face framed narrow blue eyes, and he kept a trimmed mustache and goatee. He was fit, but a little puffy.

Mark shook his head and frowned in dismay. "It's hard to believe. What exactly happened?"

I told him.

"A shark?"

"It appears that way.”

He took a moment to process. After a deep breath, he said, "The last time I talked to Andrew, he was going out to recover a tag that had popped off one of the sharks. Happens all the time. Those tags aren’t cheap either. Perhaps he fell overboard trying to recover the device.” He shook his head in dismay. “It's unusual for a shark to attack unprovoked, but accidents do happen.”

“When was that?”

“Friday afternoon.”

"You know specifically where he was going?”

"He didn't say, but I can get the data and get back to you.”

"I’d appreciate that,” I said. “Did he take his own boat or one that belongs to the institute?”

“You know, I can’t be sure, but he probably took his own. Andrew was pretty particular about things. He liked everything just so.”

“Do you happen to know the name of his boat and where he kept it?”

“He usually kept the Calypso in the marina here. Free. Why not? You’re more than welcome to look.”

“Thank you. What exactly do you do here at Aqus?”

Mark smiled. "We have created the largest database of marine life in existence. With proprietary software and advanced algorithms, we track and collect data on the movements of a variety of aquatic life, sharks included. We study trends and see how different factors are affecting the habitat and how the marine life responds. The oceans are the key to life on the planet. We must be responsible stewards.”

"So you just gather observational data.”

"Yes, then we use that data to model behavior and predict future patterns. That data guides us in our conservation efforts.” He smiled with enthusiasm. “Our mission here is to build resilient ecosystems through research, restoration, and re-establishment. Every dollar of funding we get goes toward that effort.”

“Have you noticed anything unusual in the shark population lately?” I asked.

“Well, two great white attacks in a week is unusual.”

“We’re not entirely sure it was a great white.”

Mark’s brow knitted with confusion. “Really? They said on the news⁠—”

“We don’t have confirmation yet.”

I dug into my pocket and handed him a card. “If you come across anything unusual in the shark population, give me a call.”

“You keep using the term unusual.”

I shared a look with JD, then said to Mark. “We believe the shark may have a… mutation."

"Mutation?"

"Have you encountered any sharks with genetic anomalies?" I didn't want to come right out and say it.

Mark’s expression went blank, and he shook his head. "No. But if anything turns up, I will get in touch. I'd love to hear more about this.”

"We're waiting on DNA analysis to come back, but I’ll keep you in the loop.”

"I’d appreciate that.”

“You haven’t heard of anyone doing any gene editing, have you?”

His brow wrinkled. “You mean genetically modifying marine life?”

I nodded.

“No. That would be highly illegal.” He leaned in and spoke in a soft voice. “That kind of thing may happen on the other side of the world, but not around here. I’d have heard something. I’m pretty dialed in.” He paused. “Do you really think someone’s tampering with marine life?” He thought about it. “I guess that wouldn’t surprise me. Who knows what goes on in some of these labs.” Then he muttered, “I’m just afraid that one of these days, they’re going to cook up something catastrophic. Something that can’t be contained.”

His concern wasn’t without merit.

“Look, Andrew Holt was a great guy,” Mark continued. “He devoted his life to the sea. This is a tragic loss for our community. Have you contacted his wife yet?"

"I haven’t been able to get in touch with her. From what I can tell, she is out of state.”

Mark snapped his fingers, and recognition flashed in his eyes. "That's right. I believe she went out to visit her sister. I remember Andrew saying something about that." Mark took a deep breath. "They were having a bit of trouble lately. I think she wanted a divorce. I don't mean to gossip, but…”

"How long had they been having issues?”

"I don't know. I don't really get involved.” He dismissed it. “After all, it's not like you're investigating a murder, right?” Mark frowned. "Well, if you'll excuse me, gentlemen, I should be getting back to work.”

I smiled. "Thank you for your time. My condolences again for your loss.”

JD and I pushed the chairs away from the desk and stood up. "By the way, what was Andrew working on?”

“Monitoring the shark population and their habitat. Evaluating the health of their ecosystem. I can put you in touch with his assistant. She worked with Andrew on a daily basis and would have more specific information if you need it.”

“That would be great.”

He picked up the phone and dialed his assistant. “Marguerite, can you track down Tess Fallon and have her come to my office? There are two deputies here who need to learn more about Andrew’s work. Certainly.” Mark disconnected, then paused. “Tell me, what are your plans for the offending shark?”
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She looked ill, and I worried she would faint. Tess went pale, and her eyes filled when I broke the news. JD and I helped her to a chair in Mark’s office. She did her best to hold herself together, but that wasn’t good enough. After a few moments, she broke into a sweat that slicked her porcelain skin. “I need to lie down.”

She was a gorgeous woman in her mid-20s with raven hair, hypnotic blue eyes, and a trim figure.

We helped her over to the sofa, and she reclined, almost hyperventilating.

“Just take slow, deep breaths,” I said in a calming voice.

“I think we should give her some space,” Mark said.

He stood from his desk, moved to the sofa, and took her hand. “I know you two worked closely together. We’ll give you some privacy. Stay here as long as you need to. I’ve got to run some errands anyway.”

“I’m sorry. I just wasn’t expecting this,” she said in a weak voice.

“None of us were.”

Mark flashed a comforting smile.

I left a card on the coffee table and told her to get in touch when she felt up to it.

The three of us left the office, and Mark flipped out the light, pulling the door shut behind him. He whispered, “Sorry. She’s very sensitive. We’re all passionate here and committed to the cause. I know they had a strong bond.”

“What kind of bond?” I asked.

The sparkling diamond on Tess’s hand told me her husband might not be so enthused about their bond.

Mark knew what I was getting at. “Workplace romances are discouraged here, but who knows. She is a good-looking woman. But I’m a married man, so I don’t notice those kinds of things,” he said with a grin. “She doesn’t strike me as the type to run around on her husband. Nice guy.” He sighed. “Like I said, I stay out of the private lives of my employees. As long as they do their jobs and don’t cause problems, I’m hands off. My job is to provide leadership and an environment that allows people to thrive.”

Mark escorted us out, and we thanked him again. We left the building and strolled the parking lot to the Porsche.

“I think I know the reason for Andrew’s pending divorce,” JD muttered. “We should confirm his wife’s whereabouts. She might have thrown him to the sharks if she found out about Tess.”

He was half joking.

We climbed into the 911, and I pestered Isabella once again. “Can you tell me if Amara Holt is in Los Angeles and, if so, how long she’s been there?”

“Give me a minute, and I’ll call you back,” she said before ending the call. She sounded busy.

I dialed the sheriff and told him about the Calypso. The harbor patrol and Coast Guard would look for the boat. Perhaps it was drifting out there somewhere. Sharks attacking boats had become more common. A shark of this size might be able to do real damage.

Jack pulled out of the lot and drove back to Diver Down. We grabbed lunch at the bar and shot the breeze with Teagan. Harlan sat at the end in his usual spot, sipping a longneck.

Jack ordered the Baja Fish Tacos with chipotle and lime, and I went with the jerk bacon burger supreme with pineapple jam, applewood bacon, and spicy mayo. A side of sweet potato fries rounded out the meal.

Paris Delaney appeared on the flatscreen behind the bar. She interviewed the notorious shark whisperer, Ariel Riven. Ariel was a free-spirited blonde surfer girl with sun-kissed skin and azure eyes. Her velvety soft voice and dreamy gaze made her seem ethereal. The concept of fear didn’t exist for her. She would brave shark-infested waters without a cage or chain mail. She just knew no shark would ever taste her flesh. Perhaps even the great whites were mesmerized by her beauty.

"We just need more understanding and communication with the sharks,” she said. “Humans are not their natural prey. By and large, when a shark attacks a person, it's a case of mistaken identity. It's difficult for a shark to see directly in front of them. They often sample with a bite. You'll find that most sharks, after the first nibble, realize their mistake and go about their way."

Jack laughed. "That first nibble’s a doozy.”

"Nope. Sorry," Teagan said. "I'm never swimming in the water again.”

"You are way more likely to get hit riding a bicycle than you are to get bitten by a shark," I said.

“Talk to Whisper Willow about the odds.”

I frowned at her.

"Did you hear? People are having shark parties now.”

"What!?”

"You know, shark-themed parties,” Teagan said. “Shark shots, shark cocktails, some people are even dressing up in costumes. Every bar on the strip now suddenly has a signature shark drink. The Sharktini, the Mako Margarita. I think my favorite is the Hammered Head.”

“We are not doing a shark cocktail here,” I said.

“Of course not. It’s in poor taste.”

About the time we finished eating, my phone buzzed with a call from an unknown number. I swiped the screen and held the device to my ear. “This is Deputy Wild.”

“Deputy, this is Richard Scott. Is now a good time to talk?”
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"I'm sorry it's taken so long for me to get in touch, but I really haven't been able to bring myself to discuss this any sooner," Richard said.

"I understand,” I said.

"Can you tell me exactly what happened?”

I gave him an overview, leaving out specific details. "I spoke at length with your wife. There was clearly a lot of tension between you and your daughter.”

"Yes, there was, which makes something like this all the more difficult. So many aspects of our relationship will never be resolved.”

“I can only imagine,” I said in a sympathetic voice. “Your wife said Eden had two prior suicide attempts. Did she express any intentions of self-harm to you recently?”

“She didn’t express much to me other than her contempt.”

“This is a difficult and painful subject, I’m sure. But was there any merit to the allegations of sexual misconduct?”

The line went silent for a moment. I expected him to hang up.

“I don’t even want to dignify that with a response,” he said in a disgusted voice. “The allegations were absurd. She has publicly recanted her prior statements. Baseless accusations whose sole purpose was to drive a stake through my heart. And that it did. Despite our differences, I loved Eden. I gave her every opportunity to reconcile. My heart is truly broken.”

“Tell me about the lawsuit.”

“It was an unfortunate necessity. She didn’t take any of my threats seriously. I had to take action.”

“Threats?”

“I warned her on numerous occasions that I would take legal action if she persisted,” he said in a frustrated breath.

“Can you think of anyone who may have wanted to harm her?”

“She ran with a crowd of degenerates. Take your pick. You can’t flirt with the devil and not face the consequences.”

“When do you plan on returning to Coconut Key?”

“We have a flight back this evening.”

“Please get in touch if you think of anything that might be helpful.”

“Have you made a determination? Was this, in fact, a homicide?”

“We believe so.”

“Please find out who killed my daughter.”

“We will do our best,” I assured before ending the call.

We finished lunch, then headed across town to the Platinum Dunes to talk to Vanessa Vix. As Eden's biggest online rival, she had done well for herself. Jack parked at the curb at 346 Mahi Moon Court. We hopped out and strolled the walkway past the lime green Lamborghini Urus and the red AMG 63 roadster.

I rang the video doorbell.

A curt voice crackled through the speaker a moment later. "Can I help you?"

I flashed my badge and made introductions. "We need to speak with Vanessa.”

"She's busy at the moment."

"Busy doing what?”

"Is that any of your business?”

"This is an important matter. We think she might be able to help us with a case.”

"What kind of case?”

“To whom am I speaking?"

"I'm Natalie. Her assistant."

"This will only take a minute.”

"She's in the middle of a photo shoot right now."

I stifled my annoyance. "Like I said, it will only take a minute.”

"Do you have a warrant?”

"I'm not looking to arrest anybody. I just have some questions.”

"Hang on,” she said in a sigh.

The line crackled with static as she disconnected.

I shared a look with JD.

We waited on the porch for a few minutes.

Natalie finally pulled open the door. She was a skinny girl in her early 20s with short sandy-blonde hair, brown eyes, and a punk-rock kind of vibe. She wore black Converse All-Stars and had several bands on her wrists. "Come with me."

She held the door and ushered us into the foyer, which was lined with imported Italian marble. A grand staircase spiraled its way up to the second floor. It was like all the other mansions in the neighborhood, just decorated differently. Natalie escorted us into the living room and out the kitchen door.

Camera flashes flickered as Vanessa worked her magic in front of the lens. She pulled and yanked on her teeny bikini in provocative ways, teasing the delights hidden beneath. The wet fabric clung to her smooth skin, revealing all her supple attributes. Vanessa smoldered in front of the lens, staring into it like a long-lost lover reunited.

I'm sure the photographer was having fun and getting paid handsomely. He probably would have done it for free.

With her raven hair slicked back by the water, she emerged from below, peeling off her bikini top. Water beaded on her tanned skin. When she finally pulled the string loose, the girls bounced free, and the camera shutter fired in rapid succession.

Vanessa wasn't modest in the least.

Perhaps she was putting on a show for us to soften us up. Scramble our brains. Distract us.

It might have been working.

Her emerald eyes enchanted. Every curve of her body was sculpted to perfection.

She climbed the steps and peeled off her bikini bottoms, posing for more photos. The lens steamed up.

This went on for a few more minutes until she fully exhausted the look. Every angle that could have been shot was shot.

Natalie handed her a towel. Vanessa dried off, then put on a robe. She cinched it at the waist as Natalie explained the situation to her. She pointed in our direction, and Vanessa started toward us.

I flashed my badge again and made introductions.

"What can I do for you, Deputies?"

"We're sorry to interrupt, but we just have a few questions."

She smirked. "You're not sorry at all.”

"You have a gorgeous pool," I said.

She smiled. "Thank you."

"Does this kind of thing happen a lot out here?”

"This is why I bought the house. There are plenty of locations to shoot, and I try to maximize the aesthetic value of the property. That way, I can write the entire thing off. I use every bit of it for work."

"You don't get complaints from the neighbors?”

She scoffed. "Are you kidding me? The men love it.”

"I'm sure their wives don't.”

"Fuck those tight-ass bitches.” Vanessa didn't mince words.

"I'm sure you're aware Eden Saint is deceased.”

"I heard. Couldn't happen to a nicer girl.”

"So you were on good terms,” I snarked.

"She was a wannabe. She copied everything I did. Whatever I did in a photo shoot, she did too. Same themes, outfits, hairstyles. When I attempted to make a world record, she tried to beat it. Have an original thought, why don't you?"

"Can you tell me where you were the evening she died?”

"I don't even know when that was. I don't really keep up with that kind of thing. She was always beneath me,” she said in a lofty voice.

I told her the day and time.

"I don't know. I’d have to check my schedule. I don't want to misspeak.”

"I was looking through your social media feed," I said. "Want to tell me about this post from a week ago?” I showed her a screen capture of the post.

"It's just stupid shit I said on the Internet,” she said.

"Eden Saint is just a dumb twat that nobody cares about,” I quoted. “She just needs to eat a bullet already.”

Vanessa rolled her eyes. "So what? Does that prove I killed her?”

"No.”

"It's just trash talk. Get over it.”

"Did you have a reason to kill her?”

"Sure. I can think of a few. She screwed my boyfriend. Does that count?”

"Normally, I would think that could be motivation.”

"Sorry to disappoint you, but I kicked his ass to the curb. I just won't tolerate infidelity."

I tried to contain my reaction. It didn’t make any sense. "You just told me you had a thousand partners in a day for the world record."

"That doesn't count."

"It doesn't count?”

"I didn't feel anything for those guys. I was just doing it for work. Just like any other actress. I was playing a part. A publicity stunt.”

"I think it counts," I said in a matter-of-fact tone.

"It only counts if I say it counts. What does it matter anyway?”

I shrugged. "I don’t know. Did your boyfriend get to act with other girls on camera?”

“No. Just with me. He's not in the business. Not really. Nobody's paying money to see his junk." She laughed.

"Vanessa, we’re ready," the photographer said, having re-lit another section of the pool by the Jacuzzi.

"If you'll excuse me, gentlemen, I need to get back to work," she said with a flirty glint in her eyes. She spun around, peeled off the robe, and tossed it to Natalie. She strutted to the Jacuzzi, her hips swaying in hypnotic ways, teasing us for fun.

I pulled a card from my pocket and left it on the table. I told her to get in touch if she's thought of anything helpful.

We may have lingered around for another moment or two before leaving the backyard and walking down the driveway to the street.

Vanessa had certainly left an impression.

I called Isabella and asked her if she could dig up her cell history.
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"Vanessa's phone was off the grid during the time of the murders," Isabella said.

I lifted a curious eyebrow.

"As to your prior question, Andrew Holt's wife has been in Los Angeles since Monday of last week. Flight records confirm that, and her phone pings the tower from an apartment in West Hollywood. So I think you can rule out the theory of her shoving her husband into shark-infested waters."

“What about Ethan Rexrode?”

She told me some interesting details.

"Thanks, I appreciate the info.”

"Any time.”

I ended the call, and we headed across the island to find Ethan. According to the records, he lived aboard a 78-foot starter yacht in Sandpiper Point. It was an upscale marina full of tech types, business magnates, and trust fund babies.

Jack pulled into the lot and found a place to park. We strolled the dock, looking for the Obsession. It was a sleek boat with a navy hull, white trim, and windswept lines.

We crossed the gangway to the teak swim platform and climbed the steps to the aft deck. It had a large sun pad, a dining area, a bar, and port-side steps that led up to the flybridge. I banged on the glass door to the salon.

A few moments later, a guy in his mid-20s with curly sandy-blond hair climbed a companionway, padded across the airy salon, and greeted us at the door. He had brown eyes, a square jaw, and the ripped physique of a surfer.

"What do you want?"

I flashed my badge and made introductions.

His face tensed, and his nervous eyes flicked between the two of us. "What's the problem?"

"No problem. We just need to ask you a few questions.”

"I don't talk to cops.”

He started to shut the sliding door, but I put my foot in the track.

He clenched his jaw and glared at me. It was a bullshit move, but I wanted to talk to the guy.

"Look, you’re not in any trouble. But you might be able to help us."

"Help you?" he said with a wrinkled brow and eyes full of disbelief.

"I don't know if you're aware, but Eden Saint is dead.”

Ethan frowned. "I know.”

"I bet you’re pretty bummed about that."

"Why do you say that?”

"You were her biggest fan."

Confusion wrinkled his brow. "How do you know that?"

His nervous eyes darted between us again.

"We talked to some of Eden's friends.”

"So?”

"You spent a lot of money with her.”

"What can I say? She just did it for me.”

"For that kind of money, I’d want her to do a lot for me."

"Yeah, well, she didn't feel that way.”

"How did that make you feel?”

"Made me feel like I didn’t want to give her any more money.”

"Yet you still gave her more," I said.

"A sucker’s born every minute."

"Speaking of, where does all that money come from?”

His brow knitted again. "What business is that of yours?”

I shrugged. "I don't know. It's just a lot of money to spend. What do you do for a living?"

"None of your goddamn business."

"Can you tell me where you were at the time of Eden’s murder?”

He glared at me. "I don't know. When was she murdered?"

I told him.

"I was here.”

"Can anyone verify that?”

"I was by myself."

"Why was your phone turned off?”

His face tightened again. "You’re looking at my phone records?”

"No, but you just confirmed it." I didn’t want to go into detail about the fact that we had illegally accessed his records.

"I didn't confirm shit.”

"You mind if we take a look around your boat?”

"I mind. I'd like you to leave now.”

"We need to do a routine compliance inspection. Make sure you’ve got all your paperwork in order, life vests, flares, that kind of thing."

Ethan gritted his teeth. "You guys are assholes.”

We stared each other down for a moment, then he stepped aside and motioned us in. "Do what you gotta do, but I don't give you permission to search my boat."

If in the course of our inspection we saw anything actionable, we could pursue it. But we didn't have free rein to rummage through drawers and compartments. I didn’t know what I was looking for. Something, anything to connect him to the crime.

I didn’t find anything.

All his paperwork was in order, and he had the required items.

"Thanks for your cooperation," I said on the way out.

He mumbled something I didn't quite hear.

We stepped onto the aft deck, then crossed the passerelle to the dock.

"That kid’s nervous about something," Jack said as we walked back to the car. “Where the hell is he getting the kind of money that he can blow it on an online E girl?"

"Probably trading crypto.”

"The kid’s laundering money.”

“Has to be,” I said. “He's not a bad-looking guy. I'm sure he does well with the ladies. He doesn’t need to spend millions of dollars on fan sites.”

“Somebody puts money into a crypto account without KYC, moves it around, washes it through a privacy coin, sends it to him, then he sends it to Eden on the site,” Jack said. “She gets a legitimate paycheck, skims off the top, then kicks the rest back to an offshore company for consulting or marketing expenses.”

"If I didn't know better, I’d think you knew what you were talking about."

He sneered at me. "Have Isabella dig into his finances and Eden’s.”

I sent Isabella a quick text message.

Brenda called a moment later. “I've got an update on Andrew Holt. Looks like the shark didn't kill him."

"What do you mean?”
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"Well, technically, the shark killed him. But Andrew was stabbed before he was tossed into the water," Brenda said. "I found the tip of a knife blade broken off into one of his ribs. There are grooves in the bone inconsistent with a shark’s teeth. I hate to tell you, but you're dealing with a homicide."

"Somebody threw him to the sharks and thought nobody would notice," I replied.

"That's my guess.”

"Can you estimate the time differential between when he was stabbed and when he was attacked by the shark?"

"Judging by the hemorrhaging that took place, Andrew was still alive when the shark attacked him.”

I winced.

"How long do you think he was out there before the shark got him?"

"Hard to say. Could have been a few minutes. Could have been an hour.”

"What about the knife?”

"Stainless steel. Maybe a steak knife or a kitchen knife. I’ll analyze the material and look for any coatings that may have been applied to the steel. I should be able to determine a manufacturer. I'll keep you posted."

I thanked her for the info before ending the call.

I called Amara Holt again, but she didn't answer. I left another voicemail.

To my surprise, she called back a few minutes later. I put it on speaker so Jack could hear.

"Thanks for returning my call," I said. "Have you spoken with LA County yet?”

"Yes, I have. I assume that's what you're calling about.”

"Yes. Am I correct in understanding that you have been in Los Angeles for the last week?”

"That is correct.”

"Any particular reason for your visit?”

She hesitated a moment. "Andrew and I were having difficulties. I told him I wanted a divorce. I came out here to stay with my sister for a few weeks to clear my head.” She paused. "Can you tell me more about the attack? It just seems so unusual.”

"It's no longer considered an accident.”

She took a moment. "Are you saying he was murdered?"

"Yes, ma'am.”

"How?"

"I can't discuss details at this time,” I said. "Did your husband have any enemies?”

After a beat, she said, "The only person I can think of is Bobby Fallon.”

I knew the reason, but I asked anyway. "Why is that?”

"Because Andrew was banging his wife. That's why!”

"I'd say that's a motive."

"He sent threatening text messages to Andrew and called the house a few times. When he found out, he called me and told me all about the affair. Said if my husband didn't keep his dick in his pants, he'd kill him and cut it off. Needless to say, I was not amused. I thought about grabbing a knife and cutting his dick off myself, then thought better of it.” After a beat, she asked, "Was his member severed?"

"No.”

"That's a shame." There was no mistaking how Amara felt about her husband. “Please tell me she's dead too?”

“Tess?”

"Yes. The little tramp,” she muttered.

"No. She’s still alive. But if she turns up dead, I'll know where to look."

"It's just a figure of speech.”

"When do you plan on coming back to Coconut Key?"

"Now that Andrew’s gone, I can come back at any time. But I think I'll stay out here for another week or two before dealing with that mess.”

"Did Andrew ever talk to you about his work?"

"Not really. To tell you the truth, I found fish to be boring.”

"You don't know what he was working on?"

"We didn't talk much lately. Once I found out about the affair, I shut down and withdrew. We stopped talking to each other. It was just a matter of time before we went through the process.”

"You seem detached."

"How am I supposed to feel? Am I supposed to grieve a man who betrayed my trust, trashed our marriage for some cheap thrills? Things had been going downhill for a long time, Deputy. We both ignored it. I should have spoken up sooner. I'm not getting those years back. He took the best from me. I'm mad about that. I'm not going to lie.”

"I'm sure you've got plenty of good years left."

"Oh, I know I do. I'm just not hot and 25 anymore. Every year, there's a new crop of younger models just waiting to steal your man,” she said, full of bitterness.

"I'm sure you'll do just fine.”

"I appreciate the vote of confidence, but you don't even know what I look like.”

"I looked up your DMV photo and your socials.”

"Well, look who's done their homework.”

"Is there anyone else you can think of who may have wanted to harm your husband?”
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"Well, some of Andrew’s work led to new protected zones that cost fishermen a lot of money,” Amara said. “It’s safe to say he didn’t make a lot of fans in that community.”

I shared a look with Jack.

"Anyone in particular?” I asked.

"I couldn't say. But that was months ago, when the new zones went into effect. I know he got some hateful comments on social media and maybe a few calls at the house. But that was about it.”

I thanked her for the information and offered our condolences, though she wasn't upset at all.

"I think it's safe to say we can scratch her off the list," JD said when I ended the call.

"It's time we talked to Bobby Fallon.”

We headed over to 1215 Castaway Lane. The couple lived in a little yellow bungalow with a picket fence, a red brick walkway, and a red door. A few tall palm trees swayed with the breeze. The colorful flower beds were well-tended.

JD parked the Porsche at the curb, and we hopped out, pushed through the gate, and strolled to the front porch.

I rang the video doorbell, but nobody answered. I peered through the glass in the door and saw into the living room. I cringed and groaned, "Oh shit."

"What is it?”

A body lay on the floor in the living room. The upper torso was just visible through the archway. The tangled raven hair told me it was most likely Tess Fallon.

I put a heavy shoe against the door. It rumbled and shook, then the jam finally splintered. The door flung wide.

I drew my pistol and advanced through the foyer, clearing the corners, moving into the living room.

Tess lay on the floor in a pool of blood that soaked into the dark hardwoods. Shafts of light spilled in through the French doors that opened to the patio.

I knelt down and checked for a pulse. Her cold skin told me she'd been dead at least a few hours. By the looks of things, she’d been stabbed in the belly a few times.

Bloody shoe prints around the body stained the hardwoods. They trailed off toward the back door, fading away.

"Call the sheriff," I said to Jack.

JD and I cleared the rest of the home, looking for signs of forced entry.

There were none. The back door was unlocked.

It didn't take long for first responders to arrive. Camera flashes filled the living room as Dietrich snapped photos. Forensic investigators chronicled the scene. Brenda snapped on her gloves and went to work.

The sheriff looked on with a grim face. "What's the story here?"

I gave him the overview.

"You need to find the jilted husband ASAP."

We were all of the same mind.

Amara wasn’t even on my radar. Isabella had confirmed she was in LA.

With all the squad cars out front, it had drawn a curious crowd. Paris Delaney and her news crew arrived. They hopped out of the van, and the cameraman shouldered his weapon of choice and started soaking up footage.

We started interviewing bystanders, but nobody recalled seeing anything unusual at the house.

I asked the woman who lived next door, Tammy, if she had seen Bobby recently.

She had short red hair, a round face, and a portly figure. Her gorgeous eyes sparkled with intrigue. "I haven't seen Bobby in a few weeks now." She leaned in and spoke in a hushed tone. "To tell you the truth, I think they were having problems."

"That's what I hear.”

Tammy looked excited to trade stories. "I heard she was having an affair with a coworker. What did you hear?"

"Who did you hear this from?”

"People talk. I think Bobby told Sally Jo. Sally Jo can’t keep her mouth shut. She told everybody. I think the whole block knew. Wait till she gets a load of this,” she said with a grin.

It was easy to see Tammy didn't approve of Tess's extramarital activities. She didn't seem disturbed in the least that her neighbor had met an untimely demise. "How did she die?"

"I can't disclose those details.”

"I'm sure you suspect Bobby. Spouses are always suspects, aren't they?”

"Spouses usually have the strongest motive.”

She sighed. "Well, Bobby had good reason.“

"Did you see him come or go from the house recently?"

"I try to keep my head down and mind my own business. I don't concern myself with the affairs of others.”

I stifled a look of disbelief. She sure seemed to know all the gossip around the area.

"I gave her my card and told her to get in touch if she remembered any other details.

She thanked me and batted her eyelashes.

About that time, Brenda and her crew rolled the remains out in a body bag atop a gurney.

Tammy’s eyes rounded at the sight. "Seeing that just makes it all so real," she said. Tammy frowned and shook her head.

"Would you happen to know where we might find Bobby?”

"I heard he was living on a friend's boat.”

"You know the name of the friend?”

She frowned. "I'm sorry, I don't.”

We interviewed a few more people but didn’t get any additional info.

Paris accosted us as we made our way back to the car. “Deputy Wild, what can you tell us?”

I gave her limited details and made a call for witnesses to contact the department. Then I stepped out of frame and dialed Isabella for another favor.
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Bobby Fallon looked nervous when we caught up with him aboard his friend’s sailboat—an older 32-foot Sun Runner in the Mangrove Bay marina.

Isabella had tracked his phone.

"I'm sorry to have to tell you, but your wife is deceased," I said.

"Deceased?” he repeated, not showing much surprise in his expression.

He was a thin guy in his late 20s with scruffy dark hair, narrow brown eyes, and a trimmed mustache and goatee.

"When was the last time you spoke to your wife?"

Bobby shrugged. "I'm not sure. It's been a few days.”

"How long have you been staying aboard this boat?"

"Maybe a month. Things haven’t been great at home.”

"Tell me about that.”

Bobby shrugged again. "There's not much to tell.”

We stood in the cockpit, the sun dipping below the horizon.

Bobby shifted nervously.

"It wouldn't have anything to do with Andrew Holt, would it?”

Anger tightened his jaw. "It would have everything to do with Andrew Holt.”

"You know he's dead, too.”

"I heard. Too bad for him.”

"Convenient for you.”

"Keeps him from banging my wife.”

"Well, your wife’s not going to be sleeping with anyone ever again.”

He frowned.

"Have you seen your wife today?"

Muscles in his jaw flexed, and he swallowed. "No."

"Are you sure about that?”

He hesitated, then nodded. "Yeah. I’m sure."

Bobby hadn't asked me how she died. I suspected he already knew.

"How did you feel when you found out she was having an affair with Andrew?"

"I felt like someone had stabbed a knife into my belly.”

I lifted a curious eyebrow and shared a glance with JD. Interesting choice of words. I said to Bobby, "I bet you were devastated.”

"That's an understatement. She was everything to me. I never could have imagined she was capable of such betrayal."

"Made you mad, didn't it?”

Bobby’s eyes narrowed at me. "No, it made me overjoyed," he snarked. "How do you think it made me feel? Have you ever been cheated on, deputy?”

"I bet you wanted to kill both of them.”

"The thought had crossed my mind. But it was just a thought," he assured.

"You mind if we take a look around your boat?"

"You do not have permission to search.”

I smiled. "Good thing we don't need permission to do a routine compliance inspection. You have everything in order?”

His face tensed again. “It’s not my boat.”

"It seems to me you're currently in control of the vessel," I said.

We carried out our inspection, and it didn't take long to find a fire extinguisher past its expiration date. But that wasn't the most interesting thing we stumbled across.

The sneakers on the deck in the forward V berth had what appeared to be speckles of blood on them.

I pulled a pair of latex gloves from my pocket, slipped them on, then picked up the shoes and looked at the tread. I showed them to Jack with a knowing glance. Crusted blood lined the grooves in the tread. The pattern matched the shoe prints at Tess’s residence.

Bobby went pale when we found the shoes. "I can explain that."

"Oh, I'm all ears," I replied.

"Tess called. She wanted to talk. I went over to the house, and when I found her, she was dead. I freaked out. I didn't know what to do. I stepped beside her and felt for a pulse. Her skin was cold. I left and came back here."

"Why didn’t you report it?”

"Because nobody would believe that I didn't kill her."

"You're right about that. Turn around and put your hands behind your back.”

His eyes rounded. "I didn't do anything. I swear!"

I drew my pistol. "We can do this the easy way or the hard way."

"Okay, okay." Bobby complied.

Jack ratcheted the cuffs around his wrists and read him his rights.

I called dispatch and had them send a patrol unit. I searched the rest of the boat, looking for the murder weapon, but didn't find it.

We escorted him to the parking lot and stuffed him into the back of Mendoza’s squad car when he arrived. Bobby was taken to the station, processed, printed, and put in an interrogation room.

JD and I logged the shoes into evidence, then filled out after-action reports. After Bobby had time to sweat, we paid him a visit. We went through the whole scenario again.

His story didn't change.

"Tell me about Andrew?" I asked.

"The guy’s a scumbag. Was a scumbag."

"You kill him too?"

Bobby scowled at me. "I didn't kill anybody.”

"You certainly had a motive.”

"I'm sure there are a lot of other people with motives, too. You ever think this might have something to do with the work they were doing at the institute?"

"You mean the establishment of protected habitats?"

"No. I mean the real work they were doing over there.”

My eyes narrowed at him. "What kind of real work?”
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"Idon't know," Bobby said. "Tess was always secretive about their work. That's what made me suspicious in the first place. She always acted like she was hiding something. I figured out Andrew was hiding something. His sausage in my wife."

"Did she ever talk to you about any genetic modification of wildlife? Gene splicing? CRISPR technology?"

"Like I said, I could never get any specifics out of her. But something was weird over there. I don't know if you’ve spent much time in that building, but there's too much security for an environmental group. They have secret areas with biometric access. It wouldn't surprise me if they were doing something wonky."

I took it with a grain of salt. Bobby would say anything to save his ass right now.

He asked, "So what happens now?”

"You get arraigned in the morning.”

His mouth tightened. "I'm telling you. I didn't do anything. I'm cooperating. I'm giving you information you didn’t have before. Doesn’t that count for something?”

"It's up to the state’s attorney to decide if there is enough to charge you.”

"It’s all circumstantial. You’ve got nothing.”

I smiled. "I've got bloody shoes that match bloody shoe prints. That might just be enough.”

JD and I pushed away from the table and ambled to the door. After a quick knock, a guard buzzed us out, and we stepped into the hallway.

Bobby yelled, "You can't lock me up. It's not fair!”

The door closed before he could finish his sentence.

Daniels joined us in the hallway. He’d watched the interview from the observation room. "Think he killed them?"

I shrugged.

"Figure out what the hell is going on, and fast, before someone else dies," he said before strolling down the hall.

We left the station and headed up to Oyster Avenue to get something to eat at Iguana Isle. It was a chill restaurant that served Tex-Mex with an island flavor. Iguanaritas, Conch Queso, Tequila-Lime Shrimp. Jack went with the steak burrito, and I ordered the lobster quesadillas. We stuffed our bellies and kicked around theories.

Paris Delaney buzzed my phone. “Hey, I’ve got someone you should talk to. He’s making some pretty crazy claims.”

“What kind of claims?”

“You’re gonna think it’s nuts.”

“At this point, nothing is too outrageous.”

“He agreed to speak to me on the condition of anonymity, but I think I can get him to talk to you. He wants to get this information to the public. He’s part of this eco group. In the past, they’ve taken action against fishermen, cruise ships, shipping vessels, that kind of thing.”

“By action, you mean vandalism,” I said.

“These people believe the message outweighs the means.”

“He wants some kind of immunity,” I guessed.

“Exactly.”

“If he gives me something useful, I’m willing to overlook past indiscretions. How credible is this guy?”

“Seems to know what he’s talking about. Said he was in contact with Andrew before he died. I’ll see if I can set something up. I’ll be in touch.”

I thanked her, ended the call, then filled in JD.

After we filled our bellies, we met the guys in the band at Red November. It was a trendy submarine-themed bar full of leggy beauties in tight cocktail dresses with high hemlines. Just as Teagan had said, they had a signature shark cocktail—the Great White Bite. Made of vodka, Everclear, and cranberry juice with a pinch of salt and a twist of lime, it would definitely knock you on your ass. The bartenders mixed them up all night long.

Plenty of people would be feeling the bite the next morning.

We mixed and mingled, chatting up the ladies. The guys in the band rounded up a small entourage, and we ended up back at the Avventura for an after-party.

It was a little after 2:00 AM when Paris buzzed my phone again.

“You never stop, do you?” I said.

“Neither do you. Get it together. My source is willing to meet now at Flood.”

It was an exclusive after-hours private club that served liquor illegally until sunrise. You had to know the password to get in, and it was constantly changing. Fifty-dollar cover at the door, plus a bottle. The door guy handed out a stack of poker chips that essentially served as drink chips. No money changed hands for alcohol, technically. The bartenders worked on tips, pouring user-supplied liquor. Just a bunch of like-minded people hanging out, drinking after hours. Hard to bust.

Paris told me the password, and JD and I caught a rideshare up to the club.

Hopefully, the Avventura would still be afloat by the time we returned. Never guaranteed with these guys aboard.
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This was not the kind of place where flashing a badge would be advantageous. JD and I paid the cover and handed over a bottle of Wild Fury whiskey. The bouncer gave us our drink chips, and we stepped into the dim club and surveyed the area for Paris and her friend.

I spotted her in the far corner, in a secluded booth. A man and woman sat across from her. They were both in their mid-20s. The guy had long, light brown hair that dangled around his shoulders. His square jaw was lined with a few days’ worth of stubble. His narrow blue eyes surveyed the area with caution. The petite brunette next to him with tawny eyes must have been his girlfriend. She sat a little too close to be just a friend.

We arrived at the table and joined the party. Paris slid down the bench seat that circled all the way around, and I took a seat next to her.

Paris made introductions. "Tyson, this is⁠—“

"No names," the man said.

"Right," Paris replied. "This is Mr. X, and Mrs. Y.”

"It's nice to meet you both," I said. “Thank you for speaking with us.”

"Just so we’re clear, I'm speaking to you because I want you to stop them from continuing to destroy the environment. I'm also speaking to you under the condition that we’re not going to get in trouble for anything discussed here at this table."

"If you tell me you killed somebody, I'm going to investigate."

"I didn't kill anybody.”

“Short of that, I’m just looking for answers.”

Mr. X gave a nervous glance around. He took another look at me, then exchanged a glance with his girlfriend. Both looked uneasy. Mr. X’s eyes found mine, then he said, "Nah, fuck this. We’re out."

They both started to slide out of the booth.

"Sit your ass back down!” I commanded. “If you want to stop whatever is going on, you'll talk to me.”

They both froze. After exchanging a glance, they sat back down.

"What do you know about Aqus?”

Mr. X hesitated, then said, "Andrew reached out to me. He expressed concerns about the direction things had taken.”

"Why you?”

Mr. X shrugged. "I've been pretty vocal about several other environmental issues. He thought I could help get the word out. We happened to meet in a bar maybe six months ago. We got to talking about the environment and the work he was doing. I told him about our organization. He seemed intrigued. I think he was a guy who really cared about the ocean and the marine life.”

"Obviously, something's going on over there that they don't want people knowing about," I said.

Mr. X nodded and shared another glance with his girlfriend before continuing. "The Marine Science Center is a front for covert operations.”

I shared a look with JD. I knew what Mr. X was going to say next.

"They're part of a defense research project modifying shark DNA.”

"Why?”

"To improve the physical attributes of the sharks. They want something that can swim farther, go deeper, and thrive in diverse environments.”

"What for?"

"Just bear with me. I know this is going to sound a little out there.”

"I'm listening.”

"Sharks are highly electrosensitive. They can detect minute changes in electrical activity via the Ampullae of Lorenzini—canals in the snout filled with conductive jelly. They can detect electric fields as small as 5 nanovolts per centimeter. It's their superpower. It gives them an uncanny ability to detect prey and geo-locate in relation to the Earth's gravitational field.”

"I think I know where you're going with this, but continue."

"During the Cold War, the Navy actually ran tests to determine if sharks could be used as magnetic anomaly detectors. But there was one major problem that caused the whole thing to be scrapped. They had an effective range of 10 to 15 meters. That's it. Not useful at all. But the work Andrew and others were doing at Aqus changed all of that."

"Are you saying the Marine Science Center is running a black ops program using sharks to detect submarines?”

"That's exactly what I'm saying. They're using neural implants and extensive tracking data to modify and control behavior. Genetically altering sharks gives them vastly better electrosensitive abilities. The Ampullae of Lorenzini are orders of magnitude bigger in a megalodon than in a great white. That pushes the detection threshold from 5 nanovolts to .05. The pores on their snouts are spaced wider apart, giving them a better ability to resolve direction to an electric source. Think of it like binocular vision but for voltage gradients. These genetically altered sharks can swim deeper and cover more ground. I know it sounds crazy, but we know the military has already developed superconducting quantum interference devices. These SQUID arrays can amplify the signal. With these kinds of enhancements, we’re talking a detection range of 1 to 2 kilometers and the ability to pick up a sub in silent movement. If there's any kind of flaw in the propulsion—pump noise, a shaft leak—detection could expand to 10 to 12 km.”

I’d heard of crazier experiments.

"All the data is sent back to Aqus and tracked in real time. Of course, there's no universal coverage. The sharks have to be near a buoy to upload data, or when the shark surfaces, the satellite tags relay the information. Imagine thousands of these things roaming the sea, filling in the gaps of the comprehensive detection network."

The idea of a thousand great whites with the modified genetics of a megalodon swimming around the coast wasn't a pleasant one.

"And Andrew told you all of this?"

Mr. X nodded.

"Do you have any proof to back up these claims?”

Mr. X frowned. "No. Andrew died before he could get it to me. I think somebody found out he was going to blow the whistle and killed him. He never intended for his work to be used like this. I mean, you don't think he was really killed by a shark, do you?”
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Ishared a glance with Jack.

"I'm not going to lie. I'm a little worried somebody's gonna find out I was talking to Andrew," Mr. X said. "I saw on the news that his assistant was stabbed this evening. You don't think that's a coincidence, do you?"

"No, I don't,” I replied.

"This whole thing is massively illegal. They’ve already released this thing into the wild. There's no turning back now. What if it reproduces? We have no idea what this is going to do to the overall ecosystem. Not to mention, this thing happens to be chewing on tourists at an alarming rate. Andrew told me the neural implants tend to agitate and make the sharks far more aggressive than they would normally be. Impulses can also be transmitted to the implant to enhance aggressive behavior.” He exhaled a frustrated breath. "I know this sounds like something out of a science fiction movie, but it's the truth. It's happening, and it needs to be stopped. That shark needs to be destroyed."

That's when his girlfriend piped up. "It's a living thing. You can't just kill it. That would be highly unethical.”

"It's not a natural predator. It shouldn’t be in the ecosystem."

"Oh, so we’re just supposed to exterminate them now?”

He glared at her. "I don't know what the solution is. But we have no idea what the consequences of this are going to be over the long term. We don't know how many people are going to die as a result of this."

She shrugged. "Maybe this is how it's supposed to happen. Maybe this is all part of evolution."

"Genetically engineering super predators is not part of evolution."

"Maybe it is,” she said with a shrug.

I tried to steer the ship back on track. “I need something concrete. Tangible. Something that gives me probable cause.”

The couple shared another glance.

Mr. X said, "I can neither confirm nor deny, but associates of mine may have infiltrated Aqus. They have highly secure areas with impenetrable security. Andrew said they're doing the gene splicing right there on site. They have secret developmental nurseries for the sharks before they release them into the wild.” He paused. "I may or may not know people who are willing to attempt another breach of the facility. Perhaps we could find something more concrete to back up these claims."

"That won't be necessary,” I said. “I can’t use evidence illegally acquired, and you could compromise the investigation. We will pursue this through legitimate means. I appreciate your intel. Do not take matters into your own hands. That's only going to make things worse.”

Mr. X frowned.

I dug into my pocket and slid a card across the table. "Get in touch with me if anything else comes to mind. We’ll talk to employees of Aqus as well as friends of Andrew’s and see if anyone is willing to corroborate your allegations. In the meantime, stay out of trouble.”

After a beat, he gave a reluctant nod. Something told me Mr. X liked to flirt with trouble.

"Why don't you go ahead and tell me your name?" I said. "I'm going to figure it out sooner or later.”

That made him uneasy. He shifted and exchanged another look with his girlfriend.

She shook her head.

"Thanks, but I’ll pass."

Paris said, "Thank you, gentlemen. If you'll excuse me, I would like to talk to them off the record."

I gave her a subtle nod, and we left the booth. It was close to 3:00 AM. We decided to leave Flood and head back to the Avventura. In the rideshare along the way, Jack said, "Do you believe his story?”

I shrugged.

"Who do you think is funding the operation? Is this a private venture, or are they backed by some off-the-books CIA group?”

I called the one person who’d be able to figure that out.
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It was the next morning when Isabella called back. “You’re not going to like this.”

I stifled a groan.

Jack and I chowed down on the sky deck. I put the call on speaker so he could hear.

“I reached out to all of my contacts. I've used all my resources. I can't find anything about Aqus or a covert research program. I’m going to dig into their financials.”

I had given her all the details about the alleged program. "What do you think about this? Is it possible or pure fantasy?"

"The technology exists. Genetic manipulation is commonplace now. It's the neurotransmitter that could be the weak link, but there are private companies doing incredible things with neural interfaces.”

"Keep digging. See what you can find.”

"The problem is if I dig deep enough and actually find something I'm not supposed to find, somebody could get upset.”

“When have you ever been shy about upsetting people?”

“I’m just saying… if this is a covert program, it might be better left alone.”

"I know you know how to look after yourself.”

"I’ll cover my tracks. I’ll dig quietly." Then she added, "By the way, I found something about one of your suspects. Ethan Rexrode is definitely getting large crypto transfers into his account daily. It’s hard to tell where it's coming from. It's all washed through a privacy coin, just like you thought. Then he's putting it into another privacy coin and buying prepaid debit cards online and using those debit cards to fund transactions on For the Fans.”

I couldn't use any of that information in a court of law, but it was good to know. "See if you can figure out where the money initially came from."

"That's a tall order. Whoever is behind this has done a really good job of covering their tracks.”

"Understood.”

"Listen, I gotta run. I'll be in touch."

I thanked her again and ended the call, then said to JD, “I think we need to have another talk with Ethan and turn up the heat.”

We pulled ourselves together and drove to Sandpiper Point. At the Obsession, we crossed the gangway and stepped to the aft deck. I knocked on the glass salon door.

There was no answer.

I knocked again.

Still nothing.

I took the starboard side, and JD took port. We moved forward on the side decks and rejoined at the foredeck, where there was a U-shaped settee and another sun pad.

The area was empty.

We walked back to the aft deck, and I pulled on the door handle. It slid open, and I shouted into the salon, “Ethan? You around?”

The lines creaked as the boat drifted in the slip.

“Ethan?”

Shards of broken glass sparkled on the deck in the salon. A glass had been knocked off a table. A few blood drips stained the deck. My senses were on high alert.

“His car is in the parking lot,” JD said.

“Maybe he went out on a bike ride,” I quipped. My fingers pulled my phone from my pocket and dialed Ethan’s number.

Ethan’s phone rang below deck, and the ringtone drifted up to the salon.

“Maybe he’s passed out,” JD said. “Probable cause for a welfare check,” he suggested.

I drew my pistol and pushed into the salon.

Jack followed.

Between the broken glass and the blood, I felt we had probable cause.

The boat was the perfect bachelor pad. Elegant appointments in the salon, large windows, and lots of room. There was a starboard side helm station and a companionway to port that led down to the galley and dining area. The forward windows created a nice atrium, giving the galley an open feel.

We moved around the broken glass and took cautious steps down the stairway.

Another blood drip stained the deck.

The galley had a full-size fridge, stove, cooktop, and plenty of stowage.

JD and I cleared the forward V-berth and en suite, then made our way aft, past two guest berths with en suites. After clearing the compartments, we continued aft down the passageway, following the blood drips to the master.

We held up at the hatch to the master stateroom. With our weapons at the ready, I gave a nod to JD. He grabbed the handle, twisted, and flung the door open. I swung my barrel into the compartment and swept the space.

I wasn’t totally surprised by what I found.
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Ethan lay on the deck at the foot of the bed, two gunshot wounds in his chest. Blood pooled around the body and had splattered the sheets behind him.

Jack knelt down and felt for vitals, then shook his head with a grim expression.

I called the sheriff. The cavalry was on the way.

JD and I searched the cabin while we waited.

No shell casings.

These guys were either pros or used a revolver.

I dug through Ethan’s pockets and pulled out his phone. My trick of holding the device in front of his face didn’t work. He may have had facial recognition turned off. It was a smart privacy move. Cops couldn’t compel a passcode, but biometric data had been ruled fair game by the courts.

Footsteps in the salon filtered down below.

JD and I shared a look. It was too soon to be deputies.

With our pistols at the ready, we crept down the hallway toward the galley.

Footsteps clanked down the stairs. A man in his mid-20s plunged into the galley.

“Freeze!” I shouted. “Coconut County. Put your hands in the air.”

With round eyes, he complied. “What’s going on?”

“Turn around, place your hands behind your head.”

He did, and JD slapped the cuffs around his wrists.

“Who are you?”

“You guys don’t look like cops.”

Jack shoved his shiny gold badge in the guy’s face.

“Relax. I live here. What’s going on?”

"You live here?"

"Yeah. Ethan’s been letting me stay in one of the guest rooms.”

"What's your name?"

"Jeremy."

"How long have you been living here?”

He shrugged. "I don't know, maybe a few months."

"Where were you last night?”

He grinned. "I met this chick at Blue Ruin. We went back to her place, and you know…"

"When was the last time you talked to Ethan?”

"I don’t know. Probably last night around 10:00 PM.”

"Was that here on the boat?"

"Yeah.”

"What was he doing last night?”

"He said he was gonna chill out and catch up on some work he needed to do. I think he was going to try to get this girl to come over.”

"Do you know her name?”

Jeremy thought about it for a moment and shook his head. "No. What's going on? Who broke the glass in the salon?"

"This is the first time you’ve been back to the boat since last night?”

"Yeah.”

"Was your roommate in any trouble?”

Jeremy shrugged. "What kind of trouble?”

"Trouble that would get him killed," Jack said.

Jeremy's brow lifted with surprise, and his eyes bulged. "Ethan's dead?"

I nodded.

"How?”

"Do you know how he was able to afford a boat like this?”

Jeremy shrugged again. "I don't know. Ethan never really talked about it. Said he’d done well in crypto. That's not unusual. I know a couple of guys who bought bitcoin back when it was cheap.”

I gave him a skeptical look. "We think there's something more to it than just crypto."

Jeremy shrugged again.

"What do you know about the money laundering?" I asked like I was certain of it.

"Money laundering?" he replied in an innocent tone.

"Cut the shit. We know he was laundering money through Eden Saint’s For the Fans account.”

A guilty frown tugged Jeremy's lips.

"You know something about that,” I said. “Start talking.”

His face tightened, and he hesitated a moment. "Look, all I know is he was getting paid good money to be a super fan of Eden’s.”

"Oh, he was a superfan, alright. He spent millions of dollars with her.”

"Yeah, and then he got fixated on her. That was his problem. He kept trying to actually hook up with her. She didn't want to have anything to do with him. But he thought she owed it to him.”

I shared a glance with Jack, then asked Jeremy. "Did he kill her?”

Jeremy's brow wrinkled. "No. Ethan wasn't a violent dude.”

“You sure about that?”

“I never saw him get violent with anybody.” He considered it. “But he was pretty silly for that chick.”

"Who was he working for?”

"I don't know.”

"Whoever it was came here last night and killed him,” I said. “You think you’re safe.”

"Hey, I'm not involved in that shit.”

"You better tell me everything you know, right now."

"I'm telling you.”

My stern eyes glared at him.

"All I know is that he was freaking out because the cops came around asking questions about Eden. He was worried you guys were going to figure out what he was doing.”

"I need to know who he was laundering money for.”

"I'm telling you, I don't know. I stayed the fuck out of that. I just needed a place to stay until I got on my feet again. Ethan was cool enough to let me stay here without paying rent. I tried to keep out of his business, and he kept out of mine.”

“Does he have any next of kin in the area?”

“I think his mom lives in Fort Lauderdale.”

“What about his father?”

“He said his dad took off when he was a kid. I don’t think he’s spoken to him since.”

“Did he seem different or strange after Eden’s death?”

“He was strange before her death. Pretty messed up after.”

Distant sirens drew near. Soon, first responders swarmed the boat. Dietrich snapped photos, and forensic investigators documented the scene. Brenda examined the remains.

I caught the sheriff up to speed on everything.

“Do we have a time of death?” the sheriff asked.

“I’d say between midnight and 2:00 AM,” Brenda replied. “I’ll know more when I get him back to the lab.”

We searched the rest of the boat, but couldn't find any laptops or tablets that might have any evidence of money laundering. Whoever killed Ethan had taken Jeremy's laptop as well. It was one of the things he noted missing. He said it didn’t look like anything else aboard the boat had been taken. This certainly wasn’t a robbery.

Brenda and her crew bagged the body. By the time we transferred the remains to the dock, Paris Delaney and her crew were on the scene.

A crowd of curious neighbors had gathered.

"Deputy Wild, is that Ethan Rexrode?”

"I can’t release the name of the deceased until the next of kin has been notified."

Paris had obviously connected registration records on the boat to the owner. She didn't miss much.

I made a call for witnesses to contact the Sheriff's Department, then stepped out of frame. JD and I canvassed the area, talking to neighbors, hoping to find someone who had seen anything.

No such luck.

Ethan’s body was transferred into the medical examiner's van, and the crowd soon dissipated.

JD and I stopped in the manager's office and asked for the security footage.

The cute brunette behind the counter asked, "What happened?"

I gave her limited details.

She invited us around the counter and pulled up the security feeds on her computer. We watched the large flatscreen as she scrolled through the timeline.

At 1:35 AM, two men hurried through the parking lot. They were well-built guys, probably mid-20s to mid-30s. They wore baseball caps, sunglasses, and surgical masks. Long-sleeve shirts covered their arms, and gloves eliminated fingerprints. They were smart enough to park somewhere else and walk through the parking lot.

One of them was a little taller and thinner and walked with a slight limp. Looked like a hip or knee issue.

We picked them up on another angle as they walked down the dock. The two thugs boarded the Obsession and banged on the salon door. It was dark, and the footage was grainy. Even though it was a high-definition camera, the resolution was blocky at night in low light.

After the two thugs kept banging on the salon door, a light flicked on in the salon, and Ethan ambled toward the aft deck. He opened the door, and words were exchanged. They argued for a bit, then the two gentlemen pushed their way in. It seemed like Ethan knew them.

We kept watching the footage.

From the angle of the camera, it was hard to see into the salon. The thugs stayed aboard the boat for about 10 or 15 minutes before leaving. They walked back down the dock, crossed the parking lot, and stepped out of frame.

I asked Sophia to export the footage and send it to my phone. She did, and I forwarded it to the sheriff.

There was no way to identify these guys from the video, but I sent the clips to Isabella for good measure. I knew she had enhancement technology that could clarify the images.

JD and I canvassed the area to see if there were any more surveillance cameras that might have picked the thugs up once they left the property, but we didn't find any.

We headed back to the station, filled out after-action reports, then grabbed lunch at Wetsuit and kicked around theories.

"He’s laundering money," Jack said. "He gets spooked when we come around. Maybe he talks to his employer, wants to slow down, or stop. The employer isn't having it. Maybe his employer gets nervous that Ethan’s going to rat him out. Or maybe Ethan killed Eden, and his employer didn't like the extra heat that created.”

It was as good a theory as any.

Jack ordered the pulled pork sliders, and I went with the soft shell crab. We chowed down and filled our bellies. We had barely finished the meal when Paris flashed on the screen with breaking news, unrelated to the Rexrode case. “Tragedy at Echo Beach as another victim falls prey to a vicious shark attack. This time, a young girl.”

I cringed.

The sheriff buzzed my phone a moment later.

I answered the call and said, “I know. We’re on our way.”
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Patrol cars with flashing lights lined the parking lot, along with an ambulance and the medical examiner's van.

Gulls drifted on the breeze, and sapphire waves crashed against the shore. The beach was packed. The early spring break crowd was upon us. They gathered around as Brenda examined the remains of the young girl.

JD and I trudged through the sand, parting the crowd with a flash of our badges. We made our way to the scene.

It was brutal.

The shark had taken a massive chunk from her torso. She mostly bled out by the time she was dragged to shore. But still, crimson soaked the sand around the body as the foamy surf swirled.

It was hard to look at, and could turn even the most cast-iron of stomachs into a queasy mess.

The sheriff looked on with a mixture of sadness and anger.

A hysterical woman sobbed, trying to reach the body. The deputies kept her at bay as she wailed with sorrow. “My baby!”

"What happened?” I asked the sheriff.

"According to witnesses, she was out there on a raft when the shark attacked. It took a bite, then moved on. By the time the other swimmers got her ashore, she was dead." He took a deep breath, then exhaled. "By the bite radius, this is the same shark.”

I had to agree.

"That DNA come back on the first shark attack?" Daniels asked Brenda.

"Not yet."

"What's the holdup?"

Brenda shrugged. "Sometimes these things take time.”

"I want priority on it. Now!”

"You got it," she replied.

The sheriff pulled me aside and hissed, "What do you have on that research center?”

"Nothing tangible. No probable cause.” I had given him all of our theories.

"I want to put a stop to this. Now!"

"We’re on it.”

Paris Delaney’s camera crew soaked up the gruesome footage. She interviewed bystanders and eventually spoke to the girl's mother.

Tears streamed down the woman’s tortured face, and her tousled hair blew in the wind. Her eyes were puffy, narrow slits. "This is obviously the same shark that killed two other people,” she cried. “When are they going to do something about it? That shark needs to be killed or captured immediately before someone else is hurt. If I had money, I’d put a bounty on that shark's head.” She clenched her jaw, and the veins in her forehead bulged. "If it killed somebody important, I guarantee you they’d take care of it.”

Brenda and her crew bagged the body and transferred the remains to a gurney. The crowd began to disperse, and Paris approached me with her cameraman. "Deputy Wild, do you have any more information about the shark?”

"Not at this time.”

"Can you confirm rumors that the shark was genetically modified?”

I hesitated a moment. "The lab results have not come back yet.”

She had as much information about the subject as I did. She was just looking for a story angle.

"When I have something conclusive, you'll be the first to know," I said, then stepped out of frame.

She told the cameraman to cut, then chased after JD and me as we walked back to the car.

"So what's the plan?" she asked. "Off the record."

"We need to corroborate Mr. X's story. Care to tell me his name?”

"You know I don't reveal the identity of my sources."

"I'm going to find out.”

Paris smiled. "I have no doubt.” She paused. “Is there anything I can do?”

"Keep digging into this. Let me know the minute you find something solid.”

“I expect the same consideration, Deputy."

“Are you going to put Mr. X on air?”

“Not unless I can verify his story. Right now, he’s just a guy with an active imagination. I’m reaching out to other employees, but so far, no one is willing to talk.”

“Be careful,” I said.

“Aw, you care,” she teased, then spun around and walked back to her cameraman.

We climbed into the Porsche and headed across the island to the warehouse district for band practice. We pulled into the parking lot, and Jack found a spot. JD and I hopped out and strolled to the entrance, where the usual band of miscreants loitered. We chatted a bit before stepping into the building.

We ambled down the long hallway that always reeked of marijuana and spilled beer. The guys were tuning up as we stepped into the practice studio. We had a big show coming up for the Spring Break Festival. The band was tight, and the setlist solid. But there were a few new songs the band had added that could use a little polish.

A few groupies hung out and soaked up the sound.

The guys pounded out earsplitting goodness for almost two hours.

Afterward, Jack treated the guys to dinner. Then we hit Oyster Avenue as usual, trying to unwind. I couldn't stop thinking about the girl on the beach. It was heartbreaking.

All in all, we kept the night pretty low-key. No after-party on the boat.

I woke with the sunrise, dragged myself out of bed, and staggered down to the galley to fix breakfast. I flipped on the flatscreen and watched the news as I cracked eggs and sizzled bacon in the pan. The smell of fresh coffee swirled.

Paris never stopped. She was on the dock at Salt Point Harbor, interviewing fishermen—weathered guys with lined faces, big forearms, and working men's hands.

"I don’t give two shits if it's legal or not,” a burly guy said, with a barrel chest and a beard that looked like rusty steel wool. “I’m looking to get that son-of-a-bitch before it kills anybody else. If the authorities aren’t going to do anything, we will!”

"Aren't you worried about legal repercussions?”

He grinned. "They gotta catch me first.”

He wasn't the only one who shared the sentiment. All the fishermen she interviewed were more than willing to harvest whatever monstrosity was hunting the waters around Coconut Key. There were dozens of boats out there chumming the water, looking for the massive beast.

That sense of dread swelled. This wouldn’t end well for anybody. My concern was that they'd pull every shark out of the water, regardless of size. It didn't matter. This was a witch hunt now. As far as they were concerned, every shark was a threat.

It wasn't our issue technically. It was the FWC’s problem.

Jack stumbled out of his stateroom in time to dish up a plate. We ate on the sky deck as the sun cast a warm glow on the marina.

After we ate, we decided to rattle Mark Weaver's cage again. I'm not sure it was the smartest thing to do, but I wanted to shake the tree.
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Mark laughed when we interviewed him in his office. "Absolute nonsense. Genetically modified sharks? Here? Where are you getting this information from?"

"An anonymous source," I said.

Mark frowned dismissively. "Figures. Anybody can say anything. Doesn't make it so.”

"True, but what's the point?"

Mark shrugged. "Some people like to stir up shit.”

I couldn't disagree with that.

"Look, I can tell you that kind of thing goes against everything we stand for here. Our entire body of work is focused on preserving and maintaining the ecosystem, not disrupting it."

"Sounds like the perfect cover," I said, playing devil’s advocate.

Mark laughed again. "I can't win with you guys. You conspiracy theorists never stop. You've always got an explanation for everything, even when you have to jump through extreme mental hoops to justify it.”

"I'm not jumping through any mental hoops. I'm just asking questions."

Mark took a deep breath. "As you should. That's your job. I'm sure you're good at it. Where would we be if we didn't question things? Take nothing at face value, that's my motto. Of course, I look at it in a different context. I look at the status quo, and I say, ‘Why is that the status quo? How can we make it better? How can we improve?’ Genetically modifying sharks for some covert military operation doesn't sound like an improvement to me. It sounds like a dystopian nightmare."

"I agree with you on that."

"I'm going to be honest with you. This has been hard for everyone here to process. First, Andrew's death, then Tess's. It's a little too much.”

"I don't know if you're aware, but we believe Andrew was murdered before he was tossed to the sharks.”

Mark lifted a curious brow. “Murdered? I guess that makes sense. I'm sure you're focusing on Bobby Fallon.” He theorized, “He found out about the affair, killed his wife and her lover. It's a tale as old as time.”

“Indeed,” I replied.

“The simplest explanation is often the most accurate.”

I couldn’t disagree. “I’m sure you’d have no problem giving us an extensive tour of the facility.”

Mark forced a smile. “Certainly. Whatever I can do to assist in your investigation, just ask.”

He picked up the phone and dialed an extension. “Marguerite, could you escort the deputies around the building? Take them wherever they want to go.”

Mark hung up the phone and smiled at us. “She’ll take good care of you.”

"Thank you," I said.

"My pleasure. I want to be as transparent as possible. I have a vested interest in seeing you get to the bottom of this. Two valuable employees are gone. I think Bobby Fallon should rot in hell for this. I hope you throw the book at the guy. As far as this other nonsense, I'd like to put that to rest as soon as possible."

Marguerite stepped into the office and smiled. "Gentlemen, are you ready for your tour?”

She was a stunning beauty with sculpted cheekbones, wavy blonde hair, and a mouthwatering figure sculpted by hot yoga and spin class.

We thanked Mark for his cooperation, then left the office with her. She led us down to the main lobby to start the tour. "This really is a wonderful facility. We are so fortunate to be here."

"How long have you been in the new building?”

"About three years now.”

The lobby was full of kids and parents. Daily tours of the facility showcased their work. It was part public aquarium, part research facility.

"Part of our mission here is to educate the public about our conservation work and how they can help our efforts to be proper stewards of the environment," Marguerite said.

Brochures on a rack near the entrance and main desk provided a map of the facility and an overview of the work Aqus was doing. A flatscreen display welcomed guests to the building. A gift shop sold T-shirts, stuffed sharks, manatees, sea turtles, and other marine life. Of course, you could buy sodas, snacks, caps, sunglasses, sunscreen, keychains, and everything else imaginable. All of it went toward funding the center, which was technically a nonprofit.

Marguerite escorted us to a wet lab that housed numerous tanks and pumps. Volunteers logged data and made sure everything was running smoothly. "This is our coral development area. We are able to study the effects of different processes on the reefs and develop new and novel ways to increase the growth and reseed dying areas.”

Microscopes, test tubes, testing kits, chemicals, beakers, Bunsen burners, and more lined the countertops. It was a small lab, but nothing to indicate genetic experiments were happening here.

We continued on, and Marguerite showed us tanks of recovering marine life—dolphins that had been rescued, sea turtles with cracked shells now in braces. There were dozens of tanks with various forms of aquatic life, all recovering from injuries sustained in the wild. They would be released once nursed fully back to health.

I pulled out my phone and scanned wireless networks. I found the main Aqus network, plus an unsecured guest network. There were several others as well. I said to Marguerite, “I’ve got a low signal. What’s the Wi-Fi password? I need to download something from the county server.”

“Just use the guest network. Password is Guest.”

I’m not going to lie, I was hoping she’d give me the main login. That was a long shot. Worth a try, though.

Marguerite continued the tour, and I fiddled with the phone. With a hacker tool, I sniffed networks and logged IP addresses while she escorted us through every square foot of the facility. Marguerite showed us the outdoor pens where more marine life in recovery stages were kept. There was a small marina that was home to center consoles, research vessels, and mini-submersibles.

The tour took about an hour, and we didn't see anything to indicate the presence of a clandestine lab capable of gene splicing.

Marguerite was an attractive woman, and it wasn’t a bad way to spend an hour.

As we wrapped up, I thanked her for her hospitality.

She frowned and said, "I just can't believe Bobby Fallon would kill his wife. I'd only met him a few times, but he seemed like a nice guy. I guess you never can tell.”

I shrugged. "You know what they say. Never judge a book by its cover. But maybe he didn’t."

Her brow knitted with confusion. “If he didn’t kill Tess, who did? Seems to me like he had the strongest motive.”

“Well, that’s what we’re hoping to find out.”

The tour had come full circle back to the main lobby. I asked Marguerite point-blank, “Have you noticed anything unusual around here? Strange experiments?”

“You mean besides the deaths of two of my coworkers? That's pretty unusual.”

"Are there any other facilities besides what we've seen here today?”

"No. This is it.”

“No secret labs you haven’t shown us,” I teased.

She laughed. “If there are secret labs here, I don’t know about them.”

"What's your opinion of the rumors about Aqus engaging in genetic modification of wildlife?"

Marguerite laughed again. "I think people are looking for attention. And they'll say and do whatever it takes to get it.”

There was a little truth to that. Maybe a lot.

We said our goodbyes, walked across the parking lot to the Porsche, and hopped in.

"What do you make of all that?" JD muttered.

“If they’re engaged in genetic manipulation, they’re not doing it here,” I said. “They’ve got another facility.”

I sent Isabella the network IPs I had sniffed, then gave her a call. “Hey, I’ve got another project for you.”
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“Those sharks are tagged and relaying data to satellites,” I said. “Those tags can be hacked, right?"

"A lot of the older tags are unencrypted,” Isabella replied. “But I would imagine if Aqus is engaged in illegal genetic experiments, all their data is encrypted. And if this is government-sponsored, you can expect the highest level of encryption.”

"If you can hack into their network, I'm sure you can snoop around and find the tracking data. If we can find that shark, it would make this situation a little easier to deal with."

"I'm just curious, what are you going to do when you find the damn thing?”

"I'll cross that bridge when I come to it."

“Odds are it will be considered a protected species, despite the fact that it was created illegally. It’s probably got enough great white DNA. Plus, there’s the Endangered Species Act. You’re dealing with a ton of sticky bureaucratic red tape.”

“Like I said, I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it.“

"I'll see what I can do,” she said in a sigh. “I’m working on something for you. I’ll get back to you shortly.”

I had faith in Isabella’s hacking abilities.

We left and drove to Oyster Avenue to grab something to eat at Totally Tubular. The surf-themed restaurant was always good for a burger and earthy surf girls. Longboards hung on the walls, along with pictures of massive swells and perfect barrels. Autographed pictures of famous surfers lent authenticity.

Jack ordered the Hang Ten burger, and so did I. We split a basket of sweet potato fries and kicked around more theories.

My phone buzzed with a call from Isabella as we were finishing up. “You are going to love me.”

“I already do. What did you find?”

“So far, nothing on the gene splicing bit. But I've got something for you on the murder at Sandpiper Point.”

"I'm listening."

"I used software to calculate the size of the assailants based on reference objects within the frame. The taller assailant is 6’1”, approximately. The other assailant is roughly six feet tall. I was able to enhance the footage and adjust exposure. The taller guy has a facial tattoo that extends beyond the edge of the surgical mask. He's also got a gang tattoo on his neck that is barely visible. I cross-referenced the county database for prior arrests of people both with facial and neck tattoos that matched the height and approximate weight. I got a list of names. Then I cross-referenced that list of names against the local hospital’s medical database.”

"You hacked medical records?"

"Do you want answers, or do you want to keep twiddling your thumbs?”

"I want answers.”

"That's what I thought," she said. "Two guys matching that description went in for knee issues in the past six months. One of them had surgery for a meniscus tear six weeks ago. His name is Mason Serrano. That's where I'd start.”

"We’ll do a knock and talk. See what we can stir up.” Then I added, “You're the best."

"And don't you forget it.”

I relayed the information to Jack. We finished our burgers and hustled out of the restaurant.

Mason Serrano was 23 and lived with his mother and sister in a small house on the edge of Jamaica Village. It was a one-story, poured-concrete structure with cream stucco siding, a pitched roof, and a patchy lawn surrounded by a chain-link fence.

A pit bull chained to a stake guarded the yard.

As we stepped to the gate, the dog found the end of the chain, snapping and growling. The canine was definitely an effective deterrent against knock-and-talks. I suspected that was the purpose.

I dug into my pocket and tossed a doggy treat over the fence. I kept them on hand for Buddy, and for situations like this. It wasn't the first time we'd encountered an ornery pit bull.

Chompers crunched on the doggy treat and didn't seem to mind at all when we stepped into the yard.

I tossed another one to the ground to keep him occupied, then continued up the walkway to the front porch. I put a heavy fist against the door.

The sound of a TV filtered down the foyer.

I figured someone was home.

Footsteps approached a few moments later, and the peephole flickered as someone peered out. "Who is it?"

"Coconut County," I said, flashing my badge to the lens.

The deadbolt unlatched, and a young woman pulled open the door. She was gorgeous, with wavy raven hair that danced past her shoulders. She had dark, smoldering eyes, full lips, and smooth skin. She had all the right curves.

"We’re looking for Mason. Is he around?”

She looked at me with cautious eyes. "What kind of trouble is he in?"

"No trouble. We just need to ask him a few questions.”

She knew better. "Questions mean he's in trouble.”

"Who are you?" I asked.

"I don't have to tell you shit.”

"I'm guessing you're his sister, Nova."

Her alluring eyes narrowed at me. "Looks like you've done your homework. Now I know he's in trouble."

This wouldn’t be the first time Mason had run afoul of the law. That was certain.

"He runs with a gang?" I asked, knowing the answer.

She huffed like it was a silly question.

"According to our records, he has several known gang affiliations.”

"Then why did you ask?"

"I'd like to hear it firsthand.”

"I'm going to ask you again. What did he do?"

The pit bull made his way up to the porch and sat beside me. He looked up with those sad eyes, licking his lips.

I reached a hand down and petted his head. I had a new friend. "Who's your brother hanging out with these days? According to our records, he got arrested with a guy named Shane Phillips a few years ago for shoplifting. Is he still hanging around that bad influence?"

The tension in her jaw told me everything I needed to know.

"Do you know a guy named Ethan Rexrode?”

She shook her head. "Never heard of him.”

"Well, he's dead.”

Nova's eyes bulged. "Dead?"

"Shot twice at close range aboard his boat.”

"What does that have to do with my brother?”

I shrugged. "You tell me.” After a pause, I said, "We have security footage of two men boarding the boat the night of Ethan's demise. We believe Ethan was involved in a money laundering operation. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?"

She shook her head.

"Do you know where we can find your brother?”

"No. I don't.”

"What about Shane?”

"I don't talk to Shane anymore.”

"Anymore?" I picked up on the subtle phrasing.

“I don't think I want to talk to you anymore either."

She started to close the door, but I put my foot on the threshold. I dug into my pocket and handed her a card. "Give me a call if you want to cooperate. This isn't going to end well for your brother. He's dealing with some bad people. I know it may not sound like the right thing to do, but talking to us could save your brother’s life.”

She scoffed and looked at my foot. "Do you mind?”

"Take the card," I said.

She snatched it from my grasp, and I removed my foot from the doorway. She closed the door and flipped the deadbolt.

I shared a look with JD, and the dog looked up at us, pleading for another treat with those sad eyes.

How could I refuse?

I tossed him another snack before we walked down the walkway, stepped onto the sidewalk, and pulled the gate shut behind us.

We climbed into the Porsche, and my phone buzzed with a call from the sheriff. “I need you two to get to Salt Point ASAP!”
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Camera flashes flickered, capturing the triumphant fisherman, posing proudly by the shark that hung upside down from a davit. The 9-foot bull shark drizzled blood onto the deck.

It wasn’t the shark.

Not nearly big enough. But these fishermen were taking a victory lap, nonetheless.

Paris Delaney and her camera crew were there to soak up the footage.

So was a horde of protesters shouting at the fishermen.

They carried protest signs written in Sharpie, glued to wooden handles. They hurled obscenities.

Nine feet was on the larger end of the spectrum for bull sharks. The largest ever recorded was somewhere around 13. This was less than half the size of the beast that had been gnawing on tourists.

It was no surprise to see Mr. X and Mrs. Y leading the charge.

It was legal to fish bull sharks in Florida as long as they met the size requirements. The fishermen hadn’t done anything wrong. They just didn't have the right fish.

Ariel Riven was present. She didn’t miss the opportunity to step in front of the lens for an interview with Paris. “This is exactly what I was afraid of. There are hundreds of boats out there right now, fishing sharks out of the water for no good reason. There's no way that most of these boats could even handle a shark the size that killed the prior victims.”

This was a powder keg waiting to explode. It started with the protesters hurling bottles and cans at the fishermen. Glass shattered against the hull of the fishing trawler.

The fisherman threw stuff back.

Uniformed deputies closed in to break up the crowd, but there was a lot of pushback.

One of the fishermen transferred to the dock and had a few heated words with a protester.

The protestor shoved him.

The fisherman shoved back.

The protestor threw a right hook, which looked like the first punch he’d ever thrown.

A bad move.

The fisherman made short work of the protester. His heavy fist connected with the protester’s jaw and dropped him. The guy was out.

The angry crowd closed in and started beating and kicking the fisherman. Soon, he was down on the ground.

The protestors swarmed.

More fishermen joined in.

JD and I weaved through the crowd with the other deputies and started pulling people apart. It was pure chaos, like a mosh pit at a metal concert. Random punches flew in all directions.

Paris and her crew backed up but managed to keep the camera rolling. This was valuable footage. Prime time entertainment.

More deputies arrived in riot gear with pepper spray, shields, and face masks. The sharp smell of capsaicin filled the air as the red mist brought pain and misery. Even if you didn't get shot in the face with it, the over-spray was enough to sting and water your eyes.

We finally broke up the fray and made arrests, but not before Ariel got a stray punch to the face. The wayward fist missed its intended target and crunched her cheek.

She flopped like a rag doll, out cold.

The guy who hit her took off running.

I rushed to her, knelt down, and did a quick check. A purple knot already swelled her cheek, which was scuffed with a minor abrasion. Her jaw didn't look broken. No trauma to her neck.

I scooped her up and carried her out of harm’s way as the horde stampeded off the dock, trying to escape arrest. Footsteps shuffled. People pushed and shoved. Screams and shrieks filled the air. Ariel’s limp body sagged against my arms, deadweight.

EMTs and paramedics were on the scene to treat the injured.

By the time I got to them, her eyes began to flutter. A little dazed, Ariel glanced around with confused eyes.

The EMTs did a quick eval, shining a light into her eyes, asking her basic questions. “What’s your name?”

“Ariel.”

“What day is it?”

She went blank for a moment. “Today.”

The EMT chuckled. “Where are we?”

“Coconut Key.”

They started her on a little oxygen and gave her an ice pack for her cheek.

"What happened?" she asked in a weak voice.

"You got your bell rung," I said.

The protesters dispersed. Deputies hauled troublemakers to squad cars, cuffed at the wrists.

"Might want to avoid these types of events in the future,” I cautioned. “They can get out of hand quickly.”

"I'm not going to stop speaking up for the things I believe in.”

I smiled. I had to admire her spirit. "I'm Deputy Tyson Wild."

Even with the shiner, she was still cute.

“So, you’re the enemy,” she groaned.

“I’m not the enemy.”

“What are you doing to stop this madness?”

“I don’t know if you’ve been paying attention, but we just broke up a massive brawl.”

“No. I mean the chaos that’s happening offshore. How many innocent sharks are going to be harvested? They are a valuable part of our ecosystem.”

“I don’t disagree. But that’s an FWC issue. If I catch someone breaking the law, I’ll arrest them. Right now, I’ve got my hands full trying to solve a few murders.”

"Ma’am, we can take you to the hospital for a full evaluation and a CT scan, if you’d like," an EMT said.

"No. That won't be necessary. I'm fine. Thank you."

"Are you sure?"

"I'm positive.”

"You took a pretty good hit to the head,” the EMT said. “If you have any dizziness, nausea, vomiting, confusion, or slurred speech, you need to get yourself into the ER right away. It’s nothing to play around with. Someone needs to stay with you and wake you up every three to four hours tonight. Do you have someone to monitor you at home?" The EMT looked at me.

"No," Ariel said.

"I'm not trying to be weird, but if you need a place to stay, we've got more than enough room on the boat,” I said. “We can keep an eye on you for the next 24 hours.”

She scoffed. "We just met. I think I'll be fine.”

"Totally up to you.” I dug into my pocket and handed her a card. "Call me if you need anything. I suggest you find a friend you can stay with to keep an eye on you. Like he said, a traumatic brain injury is nothing to fool around with.”

"I got punched. It's not a big deal.”

"Sometimes that's all it takes.”

I stayed with her another few minutes as she regained her wits. I figured she’d be just fine, but she’d probably be sore as hell in the morning.

“Do you need a ride home?“ I asked.

“No. I can manage.”

“You probably shouldn’t drive in this condition.”

“I would advise against operating heavy machinery for the next few days,“ the EMT said.

Ariel didn’t seem thrilled about that.

She finally agreed to call a rideshare, and I helped her into the vehicle when it arrived. I told her once again to call if she needed anything.

JD and I caught up with Paris and had a little chat. I told her, “I need clips of the footage from today. We can use it to identify instigators that weren’t apprehended, and I can use it to identify Mr. X.”

Paris frowned. “You know I don’t compromise sources.”

“You’re not compromising sources. You’re handing over evidence that will lead to the arrest and conviction of violent protesters. I can get a subpoena if you want to play it the hard way.”

A naughty sparkle flickered in her eyes. “Ooh, I like it the hard way! But I’ll play nice and give you the footage.”

“Thank you.”

Once the scene was cleared, JD and I returned to the station to fill out after-action reports.

In the evening, we hit Oyster Avenue and grabbed dinner at Reef. Not to be confused with Reefers, the upscale establishment served surf ‘n turf in an elegant setting. But the wait to get a table was insane. Fortunately, the badge got us priority seating. We filled our bellies, drank fine whiskey, and kicked around theories about the cases.

The island was packed, and all the bars full. It was hot and sweaty, and you had to squeeze your way through the crowd just to get to the bar and fight for attention. I wasn't in the mood.

We kept the evening low-key and headed back to the Avventura at a reasonable hour.

Traffic on the island had gotten bad, and it was only going to get worse as we entered the weekend. A sea of red taillights lined the road as we drove back to the marina. Loud music pumped from speakers. Cars packed with college students getting their party on stretched as far as the eye could see.

There were a good number of parties back at the marina. For a change, we weren’t the loudest residents in the place.

I took Buddy out for a walk, then settled in for the evening.

It was a little after 11:00 PM when I got a call from an unknown number. A soft voice filtered through the speaker in my phone. "Is this Deputy Wild?"
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“This is Ariel. We met this afternoon.”

“I remember.”

“I hate to bother you. You’re probably busy right now.”

“What’s going on?”

“I’m not feeling so hot. I’m still a little dizzy, and I puked twice. Sorry. TMI.”

“Look, I think we need to get you to the ER and get you checked out.”

“Okay, but I can’t drive like this. I don’t want to call 9-1-1, and I don’t want to get into a strange cab.”

“Tell me where you’re at, and I’ll come pick you up.”

“Are you sure that’s not too much trouble?”

“Positive.”

She gave me an address, and I told her to stay on the line with me. I got the keys from Jack, then hustled down the dock to the parking lot and hopped in the Porsche. With a twist, I fired up the flat six, threw the car into gear, and pulled out of the space.

I told Ariel it would take me a few minutes to get there with traffic. She lived in the Coronado, not far away. The upscale midrise was popular with well-to-do twenty-somethings. With the following Ariel had amassed on social media with her shark pics, I’m sure she had a nice stream of income from endorsements—bikinis, dive gear, sunscreen, cosmetics.

I pulled around the fountain at the Coronado and parked at the main entrance. The valet hustled to my door, and I flashed my badge and told him to keep it running. After slipping a few bills into his palm, I stepped to the glass doors. With another flash of the badge, the concierge buzzed me in. I hurried through the opulent lobby, up to the 6th floor, and trotted down the hall to unit #610.

“It’s the enemy,” I shouted as I knocked on the door.

Footsteps shuffled down the foyer a moment later. Ariel flipped the deadbolt and pulled open the door. She looked a little under the weather, with tousled hair and pale skin. The purple knot on her cheek, which was yellow and green around the fringes, had grown larger. She covered her eyes and said, "I'm so embarrassed."

"Don't be. Everybody needs a hand now and then."

She had a small pack slung over her shoulder, presumably with anything she might need for an overnight stay—toothbrush, toothpaste, makeup remover, phone charger—the necessities.

Ariel stepped into the hallway and locked the door behind her.

"Can you make it?" I asked. "Do you need me to carry you down to the lobby?”

"No. Absolutely not. I'm fine. I'm just moving a little slow.”

She touched the wall as she took a few steps and used it to steady herself. She was looking a little uneven.

I helped her down the hallway and into the elevator. She looked a little queasy when we plunged down to the lobby, but settled quickly.

I walked her outside and helped her slip into the Porsche. "There's a bag there if you need it," I said, pointing to the white kitchen bag I had taken from the galley. Just in case of an emergency.

Once she was situated, I closed her door and hustled around to the driver’s side. I slid behind the wheel, dropped the car into gear, and zipped out of the lot. I turned into traffic. Fortunately, it only took about 15 minutes to get to the ER. But that was 15 minutes too long.

We had a little incident along the way, but that's what the bag was for. It sure came in handy.

I parked at the main entrance, helped her in, and brought her to the front desk. I flashed my badge in hopes it would get priority treatment. The place was packed with drunk college kids. There were kids suffering broken noses, broken ankles, dehydration, alcohol poisoning, drug overdoses, you name it.

Overhead fluorescents cast a pale green glow, and a flatscreen on the wall squawked with a 24-hour news channel.

I told the receptionist, "She suffered a head injury six hours ago. Punched in the face. She declined further treatment at the time."

I recapped the situation.

The triage nurse took her back for an immediate eval.

I took the opportunity to hustle outside, move the car, and find a real place to park.

By the time I got back into the ER, they had put her on a bed in the hallway. She was on the wall. There weren't any rooms available. I found her and asked, "How are you feeling?”

She lifted a so-so hand.

"You're going to be just fine. You're in good hands.”

"I'm so embarrassed. I puked in your car.”

I smiled. "It's not my car.”

She laughed.

A nurse came by, did a blood draw, and got her started on a saline IV. “This is Zofran for the nausea. You think you can keep it down?”

“I’ll try,” Ariel said.

The nurse gave her the pill and a small paper cup of water. Ariel sat up and swallowed the pill.

A few minutes later, a tech came and got her for a CT scan.

"You don't have to stick around," Ariel said.

"It's no problem. It won't take long. I’ll just make sure you're out of the woods.”

"Thank you,” she said, as they wheeled her away.

I loitered in the hallway for a while, watching nurses scurry about, listening to the moans and groans of patients. It was pure chaos, and this was just the beginning.
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“Look who’s still here?” she said when the tech rolled her back to her spot in the hallway.

“Dr. Parker should be with you shortly,” the tech said before hurrying away.

“I guess I wouldn’t make a good boxer,” Ariel said.

“No. I don’t think so,” I replied.

“I’ve never been in a fistfight before. Does this count?”

“No. Sorry. You didn’t even throw a punch.”

“Plenty of heavyweights get knocked out without even throwing a punch.”

“You are not a heavyweight.”

She frowned at me playfully. “You really don’t have to stay here. I’ll be fine.”

“Let’s make sure you’re okay before I leave.”

“It’s not like you can do anything either way.”

I called her bluff. “You’re right. I should just go now.”

She reached a hand for mine. “Wait, you don’t have to go right now.”

I chuckled. “I guess I could stay a minute longer.”

“Or two.”

I was more than happy to stick around.

Doctor Parker stopped by a few minutes later. “CT’s normal. No bleeding, fracture, or swelling. I think you’re dealing with a little post-concussive syndrome, some dehydration, and maybe a vestibular disturbance from the blow. Probably a little anxiety about the whole thing.”

“Maybe a lot,” she said.

“I’m going to prescribe 25mg of Meclizine for the dizziness and give you a script for Zofran as needed. You can get meclizine as Dramamine over the counter if you need more. We’ll run another bag of saline, then get you out of here. No alcohol, no driving, no contact sports. Take it easy for the next week. You need someone to watch you and wake you up every 3-4 hours for the next two days. You have someone who can look after you?” Parker looked at me.

“I’m not sure,” Ariel said.

“My offer still stands,” I said. “Plenty of staterooms to choose from.”

Ariel nodded. “If it’s not too much trouble.”

“I’m releasing her into your care,” Parker said. “If symptoms return or get worse, come back. I’ll get your discharge order ready.”

Parker patted me on the shoulder as he walked away. There was an endless sea of patients to take care of.

The nurse came back a few minutes later with a dose of meclizine before discharge. Ariel swallowed it down. The nurse switched out the bag of saline for a new one, then darted off.

It took another 40 minutes to get the discharge papers.

We gathered her things, and I escorted Ariel to the car and helped her in. She was a little steadier now. I hurried around, slid behind the wheel, and fired up the engine. The barf bag had been disposed of. We were flying without it now. “You feeling settled?”

Ariel nodded. “I’m good.”

I pulled out of the space and tried to keep the ride smooth. There was still crazy traffic. It would be this way until 3:00 AM or so. Stop, start, stop, start.

We finally made it back to the marina, and I parked in a reserved spot by the dock. During spring break, we used orange traffic cones to block off the spaces. Sometimes they worked, sometimes they didn’t.

I helped Ariel onto the boat, and her eyes widened as she took in its majesty. “When you said boat, you failed to mention this.”

“Disappointed?” I teased.

“No. Not at all.”

We crossed the passerelle to the aft deck. Buddy waited at the salon door, bouncing and barking.

I tried to keep him from pouncing when I slid open the door.

“Who’s this?” Ariel asked in a cutesy voice.

I made introductions, and before long she was loving on the little Jack Russell.

Buddy ate it up.

She took in the appointments as we stepped into the salon. “On a cop’s salary?”

"No salary," I said. "JD and I volunteer.”

She lifted a curious eyebrow. "Volunteer? Interesting. Very interesting."

The boat was quiet. Jack was either asleep or had found some trouble to get into. My money was on the latter.

I escorted Ariel through the salon and showed her the galley. "Make yourself at home. If you get hungry in the middle of the night, feel free to raid the fridge." I walked her down to a below-deck stateroom. "This one is unoccupied, and the sheets are clean. You’ve got a fold-down TV and a private en suite. I'm on the bridge deck aft if you need anything.”

"Thank you. This is really sweet of you. I take it back. You’re not the enemy," she said with a slight smile.

I returned the smile, then left her to her own devices. I climbed the steps to the main deck, grabbed Buddy's leash, and took him out to stretch his legs before settling in for bed.

There was still a pretty good crowd at Diver Down.

We strolled around for a bit, taking in the evening. The moon glowed overhead, and the stars twinkled.

On the way back to the dock, two masked thugs emerged from the shadows ahead, wielding pistols. One on either side of me.

Muzzle flash flickered before I could draw my weapon.

Bullets crisscrossed the night.
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Iscooped Buddy up and ducked in between parked cars.

Bullets snapped past me.

I drew my weapon, angled it over the hood, and took aim.

Glass shattered, and metal popped and pinged as bullets peppered body panels.

Most shots at close range missed. Especially when nerves take hold. These idiots didn’t have training.

My pistol hammered my palm as I squeezed the trigger in rapid succession. The deafening bangs rang my ears. My bullets drilled through the night, pelting one of the assailants with a wet thump.

Crimson spewed.

He fell back against the asphalt, writhing and moaning. He clutched at his wounds and gasped for breath.

With round eyes, the other thug took off running across the parking lot. He sprinted away into the night.

I looked myself over, feeling for warm blood.

My heart thumped, and adrenaline coursed through my veins. I looked at Buddy. "You okay, boy?"

I checked him out and felt his fur. He trembled with fear, but was unharmed. Anger tensed my jaw. Who shoots at a man walking a dog?

Savages.

By this time, the commotion had drawn patrons out of the bar for a closer look. I shouted at them to stay back, then called dispatch.

Teagan hurried out of the bar and rushed toward me with worried eyes. "Are you okay?"

"I'm fine." I handed her Buddy's leash, then approached the assailant.

By the time I got to him, he was long gone. I kicked his revolver away, then knelt down and felt for a pulse just to be sure. I pulled off his balaclava.

It was Mason.

I guess my knock and talk had spooked him, or his employer.

Distant sirens drew near.

Soon, first responders swarmed the area. Deputies kept the crowd at bay, and Dietrich snapped photos.

Paris and her news crew arrived shortly thereafter.

Daniels showed up with a tight look on his face. "What did you do to piss this asshole off?"

"I think this is one of the guys who killed Ethan Rexrode.”

"Well, maybe you’re on the right track. Keep up the pressure. Try not to get killed in the process.”

"I'll do my best.”

Daniels sighed. "You know the drill. Surrender your weapon—you’re on leave pending an investigation. See the headshrinker.”

Brenda and her team bagged the remains, and the crowd dispersed. Paris and her crew got their money shot, and I gave her a brief interview. Afterward, I headed down to the station to fill out reports and turn in my duty weapon.

It was late by the time I got back to the boat. The traffic had died down, and the parking lot at Diver Down was mostly empty, except for residents of the marina.

Jack’s stateroom was empty.

After the ambush, I was a little worried about him. I rang his phone, but the call went to voicemail. I left a message and told him about the attack. "You need to watch your back, buddy. Let me know you're all right."

I didn’t hear back right away, so I texted the guys in the band.

Crash replied: [Nope. Haven’t seen him.]

That sense of unease swelled.
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Icalled Jack again. He finally picked up the phone and answered in a hushed tone. "What's going on?"

"You okay?"

"Yeah, I'm more than okay. You remember those two redheads…"

I laughed. "Two assholes just tried to kill me.”

I gave him the details.

"Well, I'm definitely having a better night than you are.”

"That's an understatement,” I said. “You need to keep an eye on your six.”

“I say we pay Shane Phillips a visit tomorrow.”

We talked for a bit, then I let him get back to the redheads.

I made my way below deck and checked on Ariel. I woke her as instructed. She peeled open a sleepy eye and looked annoyed by the disturbance.

"You doing okay?”

"Yeah. I totally forgot where I was for a second."

I smiled. "It happens.”

"Alright, go back to sleep," I said.

"What time is it?”

"A little after 3:00 AM."

"Have you been to sleep yet?”

I shook my head.

"What have you been doing?"

"You didn't hear the gunshots?"

Her eyes rounded. "Gunshots?"

"Go back to sleep. I'll explain tomorrow."

"I'm not sure I want to go back to sleep now."

"Everything is fine. Call me if you need anything.”

“Aye-aye, captain,” she said with a mock salute. In a soft voice, she whispered, "Thanks again.”

"My pleasure."

I left Ariel, then climbed up to the bridge deck and settled in for bed. It had been a full day, and I was ready for some shut-eye. I didn’t think Shane would try anything again tonight, considering the fact that his friend had been killed. Their ambush had been an utter fiasco. Still, I slept with my pistol at the ready and never fully dozed off. It was that half-ass, thin sleep. My mind raced, flooded with adrenaline.

I woke with the sunrise, pulled myself out of bed, and went through my morning routine. After a shower and shave, I headed down to the galley and started grilling up breakfast. It wasn't long before Ariel joined me.

"You're looking better than you were last night," I said, even though the bruise was looking worse.

"Are you saying I didn't look good?"

"You puked twice in Jack's car,” I said dryly.

She cringed. "I guess there's no forgetting that, is there?”

"No harm, no foul.”

"What a way to make a first impression," she said.

"There's still time to redeem yourself. It hasn't been 24 hours yet.”

"Is that the rule now? 24 hours to make an impression."

"I don't know if it's a rule, but I'm willing to roll with it if you are.”

She smiled. "Deal.”

"What do you want for breakfast?" I asked.

"Whatever you're fixing.”

"Ham and cheese omelettes okay?"

Ariel nodded.

The smell of coffee swirled, and bacon sizzled in the pan. We dished plates and chowed down on the sky deck, soaking up the amber rays of morning.

I told her all about my misadventures last night.

Her jaw dropped. "I can't believe I slept through that."

"Well, you were medicated.”

“True.”

“What are your plans for the day?” I asked.

“I figured I would run back to my apartment and gather some things. I need to run a few errands. I’d like to stay another night here, if that’s okay. You know, doctor’s orders.”

I chuckled. “That’s okay.”

“I don’t want to impose.”

“You’re not imposing. How’s that feeling?” I asked, wincing as I motioned to the bruise.

“Sore, but I’ll live.”

My phone buzzed with a call from the sheriff. I swiped the screen and held the device to my ear. “What is it now?”

“Get over to Salt Point Harbor.”

“I’m on leave, remember?”

“Not anymore, you’re not.”
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Several fishing boats involved in yesterday's shark hunt, along with several that weren't, had been the victims of vandalism. Torched in the middle of the night, the wooden boats had burned up. The steel trawlers stayed afloat, charred shadows of their former glory.

Plenty of angry captains and deckhands lined the dock on the verge of tears. Their livelihood up in flames.

Paris and her crew were on the scene, capturing the aftermath. She interviewed a swarthy captain. "How am I going to put food on the table now? My family is not going to be able to eat!”

"What would you like to say to the person who did this?”

The old sailor looked into the camera. His steely eyes narrowed, and his bushy beard fluttered with the breeze. "You better pray I don't ever find you.”

It was a common sentiment among those affected.

Daniels surveyed the destruction with anger. He frowned and shook his head. "Every year, I'm optimistic we’ll get through spring break without a problem. Then every year, like clockwork, chaos ensues." He paused. "Find the people who did this.”

"I think I know where to start," I said.

“By the way, ballistics on Mason’s revolver match the slugs Brenda pulled out of Ethan.”

We were on the right track.

Jack joined me at the marina, and we made our way to the main office and talked to the property manager, Buck, about security footage. He wasn't too pleased about the situation either.

"What have you got?" I asked.

"Not much. A lightning strike a few months back took out the camera we had in the parking lot. I've got one other camera on the marina, but that’s hit or miss. It's wireless, and it's got a solar charger on it, but sometimes it doesn't show up on the network. I don't really understand how all this shit works.”

He pulled up the feeds on the computer at his desk, and we huddled around as he scrolled through.

It was a little after 3:00 AM when several masked thugs hustled down the dock, carrying cans of gasoline. They boarded the boats, doused them with accelerant, then set the boats on fire. It was a miracle they didn't burn themselves up.

The footage was dark and grainy, and even though it was high-definition, it wasn't a great camera. I told Buck to export the footage, but there wasn't much we could glean about the assailants.

The thugs had left the gas cans aboard the boats. The plastic containers all burned up in the fire. It looked like the hoodlums had all worn gloves. The only way we were going to solve this was if one of the vandals got mouthy and started bragging to the wrong person. But I wasn't holding my breath.

Buck exported the footage and sent it to my phone. I forwarded it to the sheriff and Isabella. Who knows what she could figure out.

We talked to Paris before leaving the marina. On camera, I made a call for witnesses to come forward.

I had driven Jack's Porsche to Salt Point. He’d taken a rideshare from the redheads’ place to meet me. I tossed him the keys, and he hopped behind the wheel and fired up the engine. His nose soured. “What’s that smell?”

I shrugged innocently.

He dropped it into gear, and we drove across the island to find Mr. X. With his public appearance on camera, Isabella had ID’d him with facial recognition. His name was Kyle Walker, and his girlfriend, Allison Monahan. According to DMV records, they lived together in an apartment at the Delphine. It was popular with young professionals and wasn't exactly cheap. Kyle didn't strike me as the type who had a corporate job. Something told me he might have been a trust fund baby.

A background check told me that he mostly kept himself out of trouble. A few speeding tickets, some parking violations, a DUI three years ago, and a misdemeanor possession charge for weed. At this point, nobody was even prosecuting that around Coconut Key. We had bigger fish to fry.

We parked in the visitors’ lot at the Delphine, hopped out, and walked to the front door. I buzzed random numbers on the call box until somebody let me in. I didn’t want to alert the suspects to our presence until we were at their door.

We finally gained access, walked across the lobby, and took the elevator up to the fourth floor. Kyle lived in #422. I put a heavy fist against the door and shouted, "Coconut County!"
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Kyle pulled open the door with nervous eyes darting between the two of us. "What are you doing here?"

"Just thought we’d have a little chat," I said.

"How did you find me? Did Paris give you my name?"

"No. Paris doesn't give up sources. I told you I would find you. Appearing on camera yesterday wasn't the smartest move.”

He frowned. "Somebody's gotta stand up for what's right.”

"Is burning down boats right?" I asked.

His brow wrinkled with confusion. "What are you talking about?"

I gave him a look. "Don't play dumb with me.”

"I’m not playing dumb.”

"You mean to tell me you were out there yesterday protesting, but you had nothing to do with the vandalism?"

“That's exactly what I'm saying to you.”

"Who was involved?”

Kyle shrugged and swallowed. "I don't know.”

"Bullshit. I bet you knew half those people on the dock yesterday. You’re dialed into the community.”

"Look, this is the first I'm hearing of it."

I didn’t buy it for a second.

"Protesting is one thing. Violence is another,” Kyle said. “That's not my style.”

"I want names."

"I can't give you names. If I knew who did it, I’d tell you."

My skeptical eyes narrowed at him.

"I swear!”

I stared him down for a long moment. "If I find out you're involved, I swear to God…”

"I wasn't!”

I gave him another card for good measure. "If you hear anything, call me.”

He took the card and stuffed it into his pocket. He already had one. I doubted he'd use either of them.

"What are you going to do about Aqus?”

"We’ve been all through that facility. There is no indication of a clandestine lab. If they’re doing illegal experiments, they’re using another location. If you have any more info, I’m all ears.”

Kyle frowned and said nothing.

We left and walked back down the hallway toward the elevator. Jack muttered, "Think he was involved?"

"If he wasn't, he damn sure knows who was."

We took the elevator down to the lobby and hustled back to the Porsche. We climbed in, and Jack fired up the engine and pulled out of the lot. “How did it go with Ariel last night?"

"We went to the ER, then I went to bed."

Jack lifted a curious brow.

"And not in the way you're thinking."

"She's cute.”

"She was medicated and suffering a traumatic brain injury."

He frowned. "Well, I had a damn good time.”

"You told me."

He proceeded to tell me again, just to rub it in.

We headed across the island to find Shane Phillips. He lived a few blocks from Mason in the Azure Skies apartments. It was a roach trap complex on Lagoon Street. The mint green siding was stained and peeling. It was a series of four unit buildings—two up, two down. The grass was patchy, and the sidewalks overgrown. No covered parking, no security gate. A few anemic palms guarded the property.

Jack found a place to park. We hustled through the complex, found Shane’s building, and jogged up the creaky wooden steps to unit D201.

The pool at the center of the complex hadn’t been maintained. Green with algae, it was a breeding ground for mosquitoes and possibly home to a prehistoric creature or two. A primordial sludge.

After the late-night assault, I figured Shane might still be sleeping. Then again, he could have been coked up and on a three-day bender. You never knew with these types.

I put a heavy fist against the door and shouted, "Coconut County! Open up!"

I didn't have probable cause. I couldn't kick down the door. But I was 100% certain Shane was Mason’s accomplice on the failed ambush.

I nodded to Jack, and he hustled down the steps and moved around to the back of the building to watch the balcony. It would be an easy escape for Shane if need be. But the smart play was to shut up and not answer the door. Shane didn't exactly strike me as the intellectual type.

I banged another heavy fist.

Footsteps padded down the foyer a few moments later. The peephole flickered as he peered through. "What do you want?”

"I just have a few questions for you."

"I don't talk to cops. Please leave."

Shane was a little smarter than he looked. From his mug shot, he was 6”, well built with a slick head, narrow blue eyes, and a rugged jaw with a dimpled chin. He had the nose of a boxer, and I had no doubt he’d seen his fair share of bar fights.

"I'm sure you're probably aware by now, but your friend, Mason, is dead."

"Yeah, heard about that.”

"You were pretty close with Mason, right?"

"Yeah. So?"

"You guys grew up together.”

"What's that got to do with anything?”

"I bet you're pretty upset about his demise."

"I'm not happy about it.”

"I bet you'd like to kill the person who did it.”

Shane said nothing.

He could have been on the other side of the door with a shotgun for all I knew. This probably wasn't the smartest tactic in the world.

"Mason tried to kill a cop last night,” I said. “But I'm sure you already knew that, didn't you?"
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"Idon't know what you're talking about," Shane replied.

"Let's stop playing games,” I shouted through the door. “Someone hired you to kill the investigating officers. I want to know who.”

Mason and Shane were meathead enforcers. Nothing more.

"I don't know what you're talking about.”

"Keep going down the path you're going, you’re gonna end up just like your friend. Is that worth it?”

"Man, you’re way off base.”

"Want to tell me where you were last night?”

"I don't have to tell you shit. Get off my property.”

I wedged a card into the weatherstripping. "I'm pretty sure you already know where I live, but I will leave you my phone number in case you want to talk.” Then I added, "Oh, and by the way, it really pisses me off when people try to kill me. Try it again, you’ll end up like your friend.”

I backed away from the door and plunged down the steps to the sidewalk. I whistled for JD, and he joined me.

"He's our guy," I said.

"Was there ever any doubt?”

“I think his cage is sufficiently rattled.”

We walked back to the Porsche, hopped in, and left the complex. We had nothing on this guy, and that was burning me up.

I figured whoever he was working for wouldn't let up. There would be another assassination attempt. JD and I needed to keep our wits about ourselves. If Shane couldn’t get the job done, I'm sure his employer would find somebody else.

They were poking the bear, and they were going to get the claws, sooner or later.

Isabella called. “Alright, you want the good news or the bad news?”

“Bad news first.”

“I couldn’t get into the Aqus network. They are using some high-level security. It’s going to take time.”

“What’s the good news? Don’t tell me there isn’t any.”

“In theory, your modified shark has a neural implant and a satellite tracking tag that relays data back to Aqus. I’m sure they have real-time data, as long as the shark is near the surface or near a buoy. That data is encrypted, but it’s being sent over a commercial satellite network, and like anything else, they have to pay Celestial Services for the privilege.”

I liked where this was going. “Please tell me you hacked the satellite provider’s data stream.”

“You catch on quick. Each tag has a unique ID number—a 15-digit IMEI number. I cross-referenced the known wildlife tags and found six Cerulean Industries tags on the Celestial network that are unlisted and fall into unallocated or defense-reserved IMEI blocks.”

I groaned. “So this is a covert op.”

“Maybe. Could be an unsanctioned, off-the-books program.”

“That’s just great.”

“Right now, I’ve got real-time data on the shark. At least, I think it’s a shark. It’s moving faster and deeper than a great white.”

“Where is it?”

She gave me coordinates. “What’s your plan?”

“I’m going to go take a look and get visual confirmation,” I said.

“Then what?”

“I don’t know.”

“Be careful, Tyson. This isn’t your usual adversary.”

I told her I'd be in touch when we got out on the water. "I'm not going to do anything stupid," I said before ending the call.

We headed back to the Avventura.

Ariel was still aboard the boat. She sunned herself on the sky deck, au naturel. I wasn't expecting to find her when we strolled up to the sky deck, and I don't think she was expecting us. She covered her lady bits quickly with her hands.

JD and I did our best to avert our eyes, but the magnetic pull was strong. Tanned skin, flat stomach, buoyant assets. It was enough to give you heart palpitations.

"Sorry, I didn't think you'd still be here," I said.

"I didn't think you'd be back so soon.” Then she added, "I didn't have a swimsuit, and I figured who’d know?"

"We'll give you some privacy," I said.

JD and I took the steps down to the main deck and huddled in the salon. We both exchanged a look.

Jack said, "She can stay on the boat as long as she likes."

I didn’t disagree.

Ariel joined us in the salon a moment later, a fluffy beach towel wrapped around her torso. She hung her head and covered her eyes with her hand. "I'm so embarrassed. Sorry."

"Don't be sorry," Jack said.

"I'll just get dressed and get out of your hair.”

I kind of liked having her around.

"No rush," I said.

"You boys look like you're up to something.”

"I think we found the shark," I said. "We're going to check it out."

Ariel lifted an intrigued brow. "How did you find it?”

"Long story. Tracking tags."

Concern filled her eyes. "What are you going to do?"

"Observe and get visual confirmation."

"That's it?”

"For now. We need to know exactly what we’re dealing with. Once we have confirmation, then we can continue to track it while we figure out how to handle the situation. I think the best course of action would be to capture the shark and transfer it to a secure location.”

"I want to go.”

I laughed. "You’re not supposed to do anything strenuous, operate heavy machinery, or do anything that could cause additional trauma. Scuba diving is off the list.”

"You're not the boss of me. I feel fine. And Dr. Parker said nothing about scuba diving.”

"I think it goes without saying. A reasonable person would scratch that off the list after a concussive event.”

“I’m going with you.”

“Absolutely not. Navy guidelines suggest a seven-day symptom-free minimum before a return to diving after a concussive event. Fourteen to 30 days is recommended.”

She scoffed. “I’m not in the Navy. And I’m not staying out of the water for a month.”

“Your symptoms could return. You could get a headache, nausea, vomiting, dizziness, or brain fog. Not things you want to experience underwater. You could have difficulty equalizing the pressure. You could experience an increased risk of decompression sickness even on a no-decompression dive. Your seizure threshold is lower. What are you going to do if you blackout underwater?”

“You’ll be there to rescue me.”

I groaned.

“You’re going to need my boat,” she said.

“We’ve got a boat.”

“Yeah, but do you have a shark cage? Or do you just want to get in the water without one?”
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Ariel took the helm as we cruised through the sapphire swells. So much for not operating heavy machinery, but Ariel was a little headstrong to put it mildly.

The custom-made aluminum cat with twin Mercury outboards was the perfect dive boat. It was like a patrol boat on steroids. The all-enclosed aluminum wheelhouse had forward-swept windows and offered a panoramic view. With plenty of space for seating and gear, plus a large open deck, it could accommodate 8 to 10 easily. A knuckle-boom davit at the stern stood ready to deploy a shark cage into the water. A blue stripe accented the boat named the Siren.

Isabella told me where we could find the shark, and Ariel navigated to the spot. We dropped anchor, and the boat pitched and rolled with the swells. It was a beautiful day. But not a beautiful day to die. I had no intention of becoming a tasty morsel.

The Florida sun beamed bright, sparkling the clear water.

Ariel kept the outboards idling. The low-frequency vibration was a reliable way to draw sharks. You could also chum the water or slap at the surface, but I saw no need to incite a feeding frenzy.

The Siren was perfectly equipped for this type of adventure. This is what Ariel did when not posing for pictures on Instabook. She would take tourists out to dive with the sharks at known hotspots—sometimes with the cage, sometimes without. It depended on how brave you were and the type of sharks you expected to encounter.

Decked out in neoprene wetsuits with blocky geometric patterns that broke up the form, we were ready for adventure. The pattern helped keep you from looking like a seal. It wasn't foolproof, but it went a long way toward keeping you in one piece.

Ariel grabbed a mask, snorkel, and fins. When she was ready, she looked at me and said, "Are you coming?”

"The cage isn't even in the water yet.”

She rolled her eyes. "We're just going down for a look. Relax. I do this all the time.” Then she added the kicker. "You’re not afraid, are you?"

Well, now I couldn’t refuse.

I donned my mask and fins and plunged into the water with her. Like a fool.

It's okay. I'd been in plenty of shark-infested waters before.

I cleared my mask and followed Ariel as she plunged below. Did I mention how good she looked in that neoprene?

I'm just going to chalk this up to the ever-growing list of dumb things I’ve done in the presence of a beautiful woman.

The crystal clear water was an endless blue abyss. Rays of light pierced the water, looking majestic.

I kept my head on a swivel. My heartbeat may have elevated. The idea that there was a mammoth, hybrid, super-aggressive shark out there didn't exactly put me at ease. I don't care how many times Ariel had swum with great whites—that wasn't what we were dealing with.

My heart spiked a little higher when an actual great white faded into view. It lumbered through the water like an attack submarine. Those cold, dead eyes, that unimpressed toothy smile. This was a big one. It had to be 18 feet at least. Not the largest on record, but nothing to sneeze at. It circled the boat, keeping an eye on us.

Ariel smiled.

This is the kind of thing she lived for.

And I thought I was an adrenaline junkie. This was the edge of death. And Ariel stared at it as often as she could.

The shark circled the boat, and I studied it carefully. As ferocious and capable as it was, this wasn't the shark that had been causing all the mischief. It just wasn't big enough.

We rose to the surface, grabbed a breath of air through the snorkels, then plunged back down.

This was the time when most sane people would have gotten the hell out of the water.

We stretched out long and tall, floating several feet under the water, trying to look like anything but food. I was putting off apex predator vibes. I didn’t lose eye contact with the shark.

I had a K-bar on my belt. It probably wouldn't do much good, but I was a firm believer in reciprocity. Anyone or anything that tried to take a piece out of me would leave with a scar at the least. Protected or not.

After another pass, the shark got curious. It turned toward us and finned forward. I wouldn't call it aggressive, but anytime a great white is heading in your direction, it can seem a little threatening.

It was a recon mission. I think it wanted to learn as much about us as we wanted to learn about it. Maybe a little more.

I knew enough.

It swam close to Ariel.

She reached out her hand, touched its nose, and pushed it away with a gentle but firm shove.

I couldn't believe what I was seeing. It was impressive, to say the least.

Ariel didn't look flustered. This was an everyday occurrence for her. I’ll bet if she had been wearing a heart monitor, it wouldn’t have fluctuated. Like a race car driver who gets an inch from the wall at Indy and doesn’t break a sweat.

The shark changed direction, then swam around the boat again.

Was it really just that simple? Could you stare a great white shark down and gently shove him away, letting him know who's boss?

That took brass balls.

Surely Ariel had some special quality. A superpower gifted from above. The ability to stand fearless in the face of death. Not everybody could do this kind of thing and get away with it, right?

Maybe it was the ultimate test. Maybe the shark could sense fear and doubt. Maybe fear made a person taste better.

Technically, I had died once and been given a second chance. This just seemed like tempting fate to me.

Toothy approached again. He took the same vector and moved with an inquisitive nature. I didn't get threatening vibes from the shark. Maybe you could actually communicate with them in a nonverbal way. Posture and positioning. Body language. Aura, for lack of a better word.

I'm not going to say I was relaxed, but I was less anxious than during the first pass.

That's when it happened.

Out of the haze emerged another shark. One twice the size of Toothy.

That son-of-a-bitch was enough to put the fear of God in you. Not quite a great white, not quite a megalodon. It was something else entirely. And I knew I didn't want to be in the water with it.
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The massive shark sliced through the water like a torpedo. It opened its mouth, and its jaw spread wide with rows and rows of razor-sharp teeth. It made the great white look like a minnow. With a fierce grip, it clamped onto the smaller shark and bit down. Blood clouded the water. The megalodon hybrid thrashed and gnawed at the great white.

That was our cue to exit the pool. Playtime was over.

Even Ariel wasn't going to tempt fate. This was not a shark that could be whispered to.

We swam to the swim platform and climbed out of the water, then climbed up to the aft deck. Out of harm’s way, we took a minute to catch our breath. My chest heaved, and my heart thumped. Even Ariel looked a little spooked. A rare occasion for her.

She looked at me with round eyes. "Okay, that shark was big.”

At the gunwale, Jack watched the massive shark thrash about, blood filling the water. When the beast had its fill, it swam away, its dorsal fin towering out of the water.

"So much for free diving," Ariel said. “I think we should get in the cage for this one.” It was a rare concession for her.

"I think the two of you are crazy if you go back in the water," Jack said.

Ariel sprang into action. She swung the davit out over the transom and lowered the cage into the water with a splash. She killed the winch when the top of the cage was just above the surface. She unhooked the winch line with a yank on the pelican hook.

“Line’s clear,” she shouted.

Sealed PVC tubes affixed to the top frame kept the cage buoyant and level at the surface. With high-strength polyethylene fiber rope, we tied the four corners off—one each at the port and starboard quarter cleats, and one each to the spring cleats amidships.

Then she hustled back into the wheelhouse. “Come on. We need dive gear."

I followed her inside, grabbed a tank, did a safety check, then shouldered it.

Ariel handed me a camera in a waterproof housing. "Take video."

She shouldered a tank, then grabbed a pole spear with a punch biopsy tip. I didn't particularly want to get close enough to the shark to use the punch biopsy, but we needed a DNA sample. That was the best way to get it, short of swimming with the shark and taking a sample from the caudal vein. That was a death wish.

We marched outside to the stern. Waves slapped against the hull, and the boat rocked with the swells.

The massive dorsal fin of the hybrid pierced the surface of the water. The big bastard was still in the area. Apparently, the great white was just an appetizer.

Ariel dropped into the cage without hesitation. She had enough time to regroup and summon her strength again, fearless as ever. For someone as passionate as she was about sharks and the ocean, getting eaten alive by the largest shark on the planet at the moment was probably the best way to go out.

"I think you're out of your mind," Jack said.

"It's been nice knowing you, buddy," I said, hoping I'd make it back out of the cage in one piece.

I followed Ariel down into the cage and pulled the top shut. I latched it once we were inside. The reinforced aluminum cage looked sturdy. It was big enough for four people, if you knew each other well.

Bubbles rose to the surface as I breathed into the regulator. I cleared my mask and scanned the area for the massive predator. It had disappeared out of view for a moment. Maybe it was gone for good. I can't say I’d complain if that were the case. But we had a job to do, and I knew it needed to be done.

We waited a moment and exchanged a wary glance.

Another few minutes passed. I was beginning to think the leviathan was gone when it faded into view.

My heart thumped again.

It looked even bigger this time around. The mammoth shark lumbered through the water, looking ready to eat the entire ocean and everything in it. A shark this size could do serious damage to a small boat.

He circled around the Siren, his black, soulless eyes never disconnecting from his prey.

Ariel readied the spear in case the shark passed close enough to the cage to get a sample. She would have to lean through the bars, and even then, there might not be enough length to get a good sample.

The mega shark circled around but kept its distance. It made a whale look small.

Another pass, and it swam closer to the cage. The current rippled as the monster swam past.

Ariel plunged the spear toward the beast, but she missed. She had the end of the spear tied around her wrist in case it came loose from her grasp. It would give her a little extra range, but not much.

Through the bars of the cage, I filmed the shark and got clear footage, up close and personal. It would be hard to deny the shark’s existence with footage like this, but a punch biopsy would seal the deal and perhaps match the DNA recovered from the prior victims.

Somebody needed to go to jail over this, and it sure as hell wasn't going to be the shark.

The shark circled around and made another pass by the cage.

Ariel plunged the spear toward its dorsal fin again and managed to make a quick stab. She retracted the pole, and we shared a triumphant glance. Her job was done. I had gotten more good footage. We had achieved the objective.

There was something mesmerizing about the shark. A hybrid creature, the likes of which hadn’t been seen in millions of years. This shark was, without a doubt, the apex predator of the sea. It had no equal.

The behemoth turned around and swam back toward the cage. I filmed the approach. I had to admit it was a great shot, and as an amateur camera buff, I couldn’t resist framing up a subject like this. They say 90% of photography is pointing the camera at the right subject.

This was the right subject.

I was pointing the camera at something most of the world had never seen. I couldn't help but want to get more footage.

The shark plunged lower, and Ariel tapped my shoulder. She motioned to the surface with a grave look on her face—a level of fear that didn't often grace her face. She knew exactly what was coming. She’d read the body language. She knew an attack approach when she saw one.

But by that time, it was too late.

The shark launched up toward the cage from underneath, like a rocket. It was their preferred method of attack, hunting from below.

The massive snout slammed into the bottom of the shark cage like a freight train.

It launched the cage out of the water and snapped three of the high-strength polyethylene lines like they were dental floss.

We slammed against the aluminum cage.

The air escaped my lungs, and I coughed out the regulator. The impact knocked my mask aside.

Tethered by one line, the cage somersaulted in the air before crashing back down.

I couldn't breathe.

A swarm of bubbles frothed the water. Visibility went to zero for a moment.

The cage had deformed into the shape of the shark’s snout.

Just as I was starting to get my wits about me, the shark rammed the cage again, crunching it against the stern of the boat.

The second impact snapped the cleat.

The PVC flotation tubes had cracked.

Untethered from the boat and no longer buoyant, the weight of the cage and our gear dragged us to the depths below.
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The cage plummeted down.

I managed to get the regulator back in my mouth and start breathing again. I looked at Ariel. She’d taken another hit to the head. Bubbles rose from her regulator, so I knew she was breathing. I put a hand on her shoulder and peered into her eyes.

She was unconscious.

The spear with the sample was gone, slipped from her grasp. The camera’s underwater housing was cracked, and the memory card was fried. All of it, everything, for nothing.

Down, down, down we plunged.

The pressure in my ears felt like someone stabbing an ice pick through my skull. I tried to equalize as best I could.

The cage crashed against the sea floor, kicking up a cloud of sediment that dropped visibility to zero again.

I couldn’t see my hands in front of my face.

The crumpled cage left little room for the two of us.

After a few minutes, the cloud of sediment cleared.

I checked on Ariel again, shaking her shoulder. Her eyes fluttered open, and she looked at me with confusion. After a beat, she gave me the thumbs up, and I felt much relieved.

The massive shark swam around overhead, staying near the surface, circling the boat.

A quick check of the oxygen told me that we had roughly 35 minutes left. At 90 feet, it was advisable to do a safety stop on the way up to avoid decompression sickness. But if that shark was still swimming around, I'd take decompression sickness over becoming a snack.

We had one slight problem.

The deformation of the cage had wedged shut the top hatch.

I kicked it several times, but it wouldn’t budge.

That sense of dread swelled, and panic filled Ariel’s eyes.

The clatter drew the attention of the mammoth shark. It plunged to the bottom and circled the cage.

The current washed over us and kicked up more sediment.

I kept kicking at the hatch until it finally gave way.

With a way out of the cage, I breathed a little easier. As easy as one can breathe with a meat grinder waiting for you. I did not want to get out into the open ocean with that thing. But at some point, we wouldn’t have a choice. Drown or die as fish food.

The shark kept swimming around, eyeing us.

Our oxygen kept depleting.

In a blink, 10 minutes passed.

The shark showed no sign of boredom.

Another blink, another 10 minutes.

In a perfect world, we needed a 3-5 minute stop at 15-20 feet.

This was far from a perfect world.

If I swam away from the cage first and kept to the bottom, it might distract the shark long enough for Ariel to get to the surface. I wasn’t particularly keen on dying down here, but it was better than both of us. Sometimes life is a series of compromises. And sometimes, it’s just a sacrifice.

The time drew near. It was now or never.

I pointed at Ariel, then to the surface.

She looked at me with trepidation.

I gestured in the direction I would swim.

Ariel shook her head.

I nodded, overriding her.

She shook her head, adamant.

This was perhaps our first and last argument.

I tapped the gauge and pointed to the surface again. We were out of options.

Ariel’s eyes filled behind her mask.
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Iswam out of the cage and hovered over the sea floor, kicking my legs as hard as I could until my quads burned. My arms pulled me through the water. I tried to put as much distance between Ariel and me as possible.

The leviathan lurked in the distance in a long, arcing figure eight. He circled around and headed in my direction.

Ariel swam out of the cage, hugging the bottom as she headed in the opposite direction.

Neither of us had fins. We weren’t expecting to need them. Too cramped in the cage with them.

The Siren was almost directly above us. A silhouette on the surface. A sanctuary.

When I was far enough away from Ariel, I flailed my arms and legs, trying to draw the shark’s attention.

It didn't take long for the big bastard to key on me.

Stubborn as ever, Ariel began to flail her arms and legs, vying for the shark’s attention.

My jaw clenched tight around the regulator, and anger swelled. I was trying to save her. She was trying to save me.

She drew the shark’s attention, and the leviathan swam in her direction.

I watched like a train wreck in slow motion. There was nothing I could do.

Ariel stood her ground, but this wasn't the kind of shark you could gently nudge in another direction.

It swam toward her, and dread twisted my stomach.

The massive shark brushed past her, doing an exploratory pass. I figured the next time it drew close, it would be for the kill.

The shark angled around and headed in my direction.

My heartbeat elevated.

It homed in on me.

The outboards of the Siren rumbled to life, and the noise and splashing of water drew the shark’s attention. It veered sharply and angled to the surface at the last moment.

My heartbeat was through the roof, and I breathed a momentary sigh of relief.

Jack threw a beef quarter over the gunwale, tied with a polyethylene line. It wouldn't last long, but hopefully it was enough of a distraction. It splashed into the water and got the shark’s attention. A small morsel. An appetizer before the main course.

I swam to Ariel. We inflated our BCDs and began our ascent.

Time was running out.

Without fins, it took longer than I would have liked.

If we didn't do our safety stop, we were going to get bent. There was no two ways about it.

Jack throttled up and pulled the boat away from the dive site, trailing the chunk of beef in the water.

The monster chased after the boat.

When Jack got far enough away, he cut the line, then circled around for us. With any luck, the hybrid would occupy itself with the quarter of beef.

Jack made it back to the original dive spot.

Ariel and I splashed through the surface and paddled to the swim platform. I helped Ariel aboard, then followed. We climbed onto the aft deck, and I slid the tank from my shoulders and laid it flat on the deck. It felt so good not to be on the menu anymore.

"I thought you guys were dead for a minute there," Jack said.

"So did I," I said. "Get us the hell out of here. We’re going to be bent. Call Jay at the Oceanographic Institute and tell him to prep the decompression chamber.”

Jack hustled into the wheelhouse, throttled up, and brought the boat on plane as we headed back to the island. The outboards howled, and we left the monster in the distance.

My heart still pounded, and my veins coursed with adrenaline. I looked at Ariel. "Are you okay?"

She swallowed hard and nodded.

We had a little time before the decompression sickness set in. Achy joints, itchy, mottled skin, if we were lucky. If we weren't lucky, spinal involvement and neurological damage.

I lay flat on the deck, staring at the sky as we raced back to the island. I’d had my fill of sharks for a while.
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Jack navigated into the slip at the Oceanographic Institute, banging the bumpers. By the time we arrived, my joints ached, and I could barely stand. Sweating and uneasy, it was no picnic.

Jay and some techs greeted us on the dock with wheelchairs and helped us ashore. They hustled us into the main facility, racing down the hallways to the hyperbaric wing. The Pressure Pod 5400J would be our home for the next five hours. It looked like a small stainless-steel submarine with round portholes for windows. About 12 feet long and 7 feet in diameter, it was a tight space. Two padded benches folded down into narrow bunks, and there was a tiny toilet. Through a small airlock, Jay could pass food and water. This place was not for the claustrophobic. We both felt entombed. But it was better than getting shredded by the monstrosity.

Jay was a certified hyperbaric technician, among other things.

In the tube, we put on tight-fitting oxygen masks and tried to make ourselves comfortable. We’d be saturated with 100% oxygen. My ears popped every few seconds as the pressure changed.

After 20 minutes in the tube, the stabbing pain in my joints began to fade. There were three treatment rounds, on and off oxygen, with short air breaks in between. It was a standard Table 6 protocol.

A couple of hours in, and the pain in my joints became a dull shadow of its former self. There wasn't much to do inside the chamber but relax and take it easy. It was an opportunity to get to know Ariel a little better. Though I felt like I'd gotten to know her pretty well in the last 24 hours. We’d been through a lot together.

"That's the second time you got me out of a tight spot," Ariel said, her voice muffled by the mask. It made her sound like a sci-fi character.

"I'd say stop getting into tight spots, but then who would I have to rescue?"

"You know, we’re probably the only two people to see that shark and live to tell the tale.”

"Except the people who created it.”

"I’ve never seen anything like it," Ariel said. "I'm not sure I want to again. But it was fascinating.”

After five hours, we were released from our steel prison. The joint pain and itchy skin had melted away. I'm not going to say I felt great, but a damn sight better than I did when I went in.

Jack was there to greet us. "You two are certifiable, you know that? You’re not going to catch me in the water with that damn thing.”

I chuckled.

"I'm sure you know the drill," Jay said. "No flying, no diving, no heavy exercise. Take it easy for a couple of days. I know I'm asking the impossible with you, but maybe I can knock some sense into that thick head of yours.”

"I promise I'll take it easy." I nodded to Ariel. "Now her, on the other hand…”

She smacked my arm playfully. "I think I've learned my lesson."

I thanked Jay for the assistance, then we left the facility and ambled back down the dock to the Siren. Still sore, but functional, we boarded the boat. Jack took the helm. I cast off the lines, and he fired up the engine and navigated us out of the marina. We headed back to Diver Down, found an empty slip, and tied off.

There were a few parties on boats. The moon glowed overhead, and the stars flickered. A few lazy clouds drifted on the breeze.

I was hungry. So was Ariel.

We boarded the Avventura and considered dining options. Everything on the island would be packed. I wasn't in the mood to fight the crowd or wait to get a table. Even Diver Down was busy with spring break revelers. We made a couple of sandwiches in the galley and stuffed our faces on the sky deck. It wasn't a gourmet meal, but it would do.

Unfortunately, alcohol was off the table for the next 24 to 48 hours. That didn't keep Jack from mixing up a cocktail. "Now that we’ve found that thing, what the hell do we do?"

"We don't have a DNA sample,” I said. “We don't have any footage. We've got nothing to connect any of this to Aqus.”

“We've got the DNA from the original shark attack," Jack said. "That came back from the lab. They confirmed it’s some type of hybrid cross. I caught the sheriff up to speed on everything while you guys were getting unbent. He contacted FWC and FDLE. They want the original DNA sample retested to confirm. They're having a hard time believing this thing is actually real.”

"I can tell you without a doubt, it is actually real,” I said.

"We can go back out to the dive site, recover that cage,” Jack said. “Maybe there's some DNA evidence.”

"If there is, I doubt it would last long. It would degrade quickly.” I frowned. "I'm benched for a few days. But you can dive the site with a buddy.”

He frowned. "We can send the dive team. Anyway you slice it, this is going to end up as a federal case. The FBI will get involved, so will the U.S. Fish and Wildlife.”

"I'd like to wrap this up before that happens.”

"I'm just thinking out loud, but if this is some kind of government black ops program, something tells me these federal agencies are going to get a national security letter and stand down.” Jack frowned. “If we don’t solve this, it might just slip away.”

The last time we uncovered a covert program, it didn't end well.

I finished my sandwich and was ready to take a shower and wash the briny residue from my skin.

We bused our plates and brought them down to the galley. Ariel slipped below deck to her stateroom, and I headed up to the bridge deck to take a shower. I peeled out of my clothes, blasted the water, and slipped into the stall when it got hot. Steam filled the en suite. The hot water felt good. I was still a little sore and achy, but nothing I couldn't manage.

I toweled off, brushed my teeth, then stepped back into my stateroom.

To my surprise, I had a visitor.
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Ariel lay in my bed, her hair still damp, the fresh towel wrapped around her torso. With a sultry gaze, she said, "I hope you don't mind. I'm still a little wound up. I don't really want to be alone right now."

"Well, if you promise to behave, I guess I can let you stay.”

She lifted a curious eyebrow. "What are the rules? I’d hate to misbehave.”

I tried to stifle a grin. Something told me Ariel excelled at misbehaving in all the right ways.

“You don’t strike me as a rule follower.”

“I’m not,” she said, pulling the towel away, revealing her sumptuous form. A devilish grin curled her lips. She knew exactly what effect she’d have on me.

I drank in every inch of her.

The invitation was crystal clear, and I didn’t waste any time tossing my towel on the deck and sliding into bed with her.

Ariel’s plump lips beckoned, and I obliged. We kissed, and our bodies drew close. My hands caressed her soft skin, exploring her glorious curves.

I think I might brave shark-infested waters again for a reward like this.

It didn’t take long for things to get hot and heavy. Throbbing, pulse-pounding fun. We tumbled around the sheets, testing the limits of the mattress. Ariel’s breathy moans steamed my ear.

Slick with sweat and high on life, we went for broke.

When we’d given it all we had, passion crescendoed, and we collapsed, thoroughly exhausted.

Ariel snuggled close and felt good in my arms, her soft touch caressing my skin.

I passed out in a state of bliss, thankful to be alive.

My dreams were filled with visions of the mammoth meat grinder. I woke a few times during the night in a sweat. Let’s just say that shark had left quite an impression.

We slept in.

When we finally stirred, we decided to celebrate life again with another roll around the hay. This was certainly a life worth living.

With a head full of oxytocin and pleasure chemicals, we finally peeled ourselves out of bed, showered, dressed, then headed down to the galley.

The smell of fresh coffee filled the air, and bacon sizzled in the pan. Jack had already started grilling breakfast. He was rather chipper. "You kids have fun last night?"

Ariel covered her face, embarrassed.

Let's just say we weren't exactly quiet. Ariel had a lot of lung capacity. I’m sure the whole marina knew what we had been up to.

We chowed down on blueberry pancakes smothered in syrup and butter. The morning sun bathed the marina in a warm glow as we sat on the sky deck. It was calm and quiet. Most of the island was hungover and probably would be for the next several weeks.

The sheriff buzzed my phone. “He lives,” he said with surprise.

“Barely,” I said.

“You’re not going to like this.”

I groaned. “What is it now?”

“FWC wanted that shark DNA tested again.”

“That’s what JD said.”

“They sent it up to the Fish and Wildlife Research Institute, but somehow the sample is missing.“

“Missing? How did that happen?”

“I don’t know. Never made it into evidence lock-up. I’m looking into it. As far as they’re concerned, this whole thing was a DNA misread. They think it was a great white.”

“What I saw yesterday was no great white.”

“Can you prove it?”

I frowned. “What about the tooth we pulled out of the first victim?”

“Their expert doesn’t agree with Jay’s assessment.”

I rolled my eyes.

“It’s not all bad. Gives us more time to sort this out before it gets taken away from us.”

“Let’s get a dive team out to that site and recover the shark cage,” I said. “That ought to lend credibility to the hybrid theory.”

I told him we’d be down at the station shortly.

We finished breakfast, bussed our plates, and made plans for the day.

“If it’s not too much trouble, can you run me back to my apartment to get a few things?” Ariel asked.

“Sure thing,” I replied.

“Are you okay to drive?” JD asked.

“I’m good.”

Jack gave me a skeptical look.

"I'm great. My head’s clear. No issues.”

He tossed me the keys.

Ariel and I left the boat and headed down the dock toward the parking lot.

"How long have you guys been friends?" she asked.

I smiled. "A long time.”

"It shows. Must be nice to have a friend like that.”

"It's a blessing."

As we neared the Porsche, a brunette approached with determination. It took me a second to place her face. It was Mason’s sister, Nova. She pulled a pistol from her purse and aimed it at me. With fury in her eyes, she stared down the barrel and gripped the pistol tight. Her sweaty finger wrapped around the trigger, and the barrel twitched.

Ariel froze, and her eyes bulged.

"You killed my brother!" Nova screeched, her eyes misting.
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"Iknow you're upset," I said.

"You don't know shit!”

"How do you see this working out for you?”

Nova hesitated for a moment.

"I know you're in a lot of pain right now. I wish it could have gone down another way. I wish your brother hadn't made the choice he did. Do you think your brother would want you to go down the same path?"

Nova's eyes filled.

The barrel still shook in her trembling hands.

"How about we let Ariel walk away?” I said. “She's got nothing to do with this.”

Nova readjusted her grip.

"Ariel’s going to walk away slowly,” I said in a calm, soothing voice. “I want you to keep your gun focused on me.”

I motioned for Ariel to head back to the boat.

"I'm not going anywhere,” she said. “If she's going to shoot you, she has to shoot me, too. That will make her a double murderer.”

The tears spilled over Nova’s lids and rolled down her sculpted cheeks.

I had to hand it to Ariel—she had guts. She'd already proven that with the shark. After dealing with an apex predator like that, everything else seemed manageable.

"Nova, I know you don't want to kill anybody,” I said. “I know you don't want to spend the rest of your life in prison. You know Shane was Mason's accomplice. They both tried to kill me. If you want to be mad at anybody, be mad at the person who hired them. That's why your brother is dead. He got caught up with some bad people. He made some bad decisions. You’ve got a chance to make a good decision now.”

She trembled, and more tears flowed.

"Help me get the people who are really responsible for your brother's death,” I urged.

"How do I do that?" she cried.

"It starts with you putting the gun down on the ground, carefully. I know you can do that for me. I know you can do that for yourself. For Mason."

Her face contorted with sorrow, and the gun shook even more. At this point, I wasn't convinced she could even hit me from 10 feet, but I certainly wasn't going to take the chance.

Nova finally knelt down and set the pistol on the asphalt.

I told her to take a step back, turn around, and place her hands behind her back.

She complied.

I advanced, kicked the pistol out of the way, and gently placed handcuffs around her wrists as she broke down into sobs. Her chest heaved and jerked.

I told Ariel to get Jack, then I called dispatch.

I read Nova her rights and told her, "If you work with me, I'll make sure you get a fair shake.”

She nodded.

Ariel returned with Jack a few moments later.

Mendoza pulled into the parking lot and drove the squad car around to join us. I stuffed Nova in the back and told Mendoza we'd be down at the station shortly.

He drove away.

Nova was processed and printed. She was put into an interrogation room, where she sat for a while.

We collected her pistol and bagged it.

I took Ariel back to her apartment as originally planned. She grabbed more clothes and necessities, then I brought her back to the Avventura. I didn't mind her staying another day or two, strictly for medicinal purposes. With the combination of a concussion and the bends, she needed close observation. I was more than willing to observe.

I told her to make herself at home and take it easy. “Don’t do anything strenuous.”

Telling Ariel anything was a suggestion at best.

I tossed the keys back to Jack. We hustled to the Porsche, and he climbed behind the wheel. We drove down to the station, logged Nova’s pistol, and I filled out a report. Then we paid her a visit.

She was a mess before she went into the interrogation room. She was worse now. The gravity of her actions had set in.

JD and I took a seat across the table from her.

Nova still sobbed. Her eyes were red and puffy from crying, and her sinuses thick. "I'm so sorry. I don't know what I was thinking.”

"I'm thinking you have an impulse control problem," I said.

It seemed to run in the family.

"You're looking at some pretty serious charges right now,” I continued. “Aggravated assault of an officer. You’re looking at 15 years with a mandatory minimum sentence. Possession of a firearm while in commission of a felony. You’re gonna spend the next 25 to 30 years of your life in prison if the charges run consecutively.” I let that hang there for a moment. “If you agree to cooperate and testify, maybe that gets knocked down to simple assault. Maybe you do three to five years’ probation.”

It was up to the state’s attorney, but I was sure I could influence the outcome of the deal.

Nova sniffled, took a deep breath, and sat tall. "What do you need me to do?”
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“Who was Mason working for?” I asked.

Nova hesitated for a long moment.

"Do you really want to protect Shane? Do you really want to protect the guy who got your brother involved in this?”

She closed her eyes and exhaled a breath. "Mason and Shane work for this guy named Chad Hensley. He's just some college kid at Vanden. He figured out a way to launder money for the cartels.”

I shared a look with Jack.

"He's doing it through E girls online.”

She looked surprised. "Yeah. How did you know?”

All the pieces were starting to come together. “Mason told me Chad got spooked when you guys started asking Ethan questions. Ethan freaked out and wanted to slow down.”

"You know if Chad killed Eden Saint?”

Nova shook her head. "I don't know."

"You know Mason and Shane killed Ethan, right?"

It was a fact I don't think she wanted to admit. Her lips tightened. "Mason was never a violent guy. He just got caught up in the wrong crowd.”

“Something tells me Shane is the wrong crowd.”

She huffed, knowing all too well what kind of trouble Shane was.

“What’s your relationship with Shane?”

She glared at me. "My relationship with Shane doesn't exist.”

I got the impression there was something there. "What did it used to be?"

"What used to be is none of your business."

It mattered not.

"Have you ever met Chad?”

"One time. I was with Shane. This was back when we were dating.”

"How long have they been working for him?"

Nova shrugged. "Maybe a year. Maybe a little longer.”

"I need you to get in contact with Chad. I need you to get him talking.”

"You want me to wear a wire?"

I nodded.

Fear bathed her eyes. "He'll kill me if he finds out I’m working with the cops.”

"Then make sure he doesn't find out.”

From what little I knew of Chad Hensley, he didn't have the balls to kill anybody. He had other people do it for him.

We rigged Nova up with a pair of sunglasses that had cameras hidden in the frame. You could look right at them and not see the lenses. Hidden behind tinted plastic, the cameras were practically invisible. The glasses sent a wireless signal via a mobile network. We were able to track, watch, and record footage on our phones.

The plan was simple—get Chad to admit to something on camera.

Easier said than done.

Chad was running this whole operation from the Wharton Tower. It was an upscale high-rise dorm on campus.

The Porsche would have been a little cramped for the three of us. We grabbed a nondescript white van at the station and drove to the university. We parked in the Founders’ Court and hustled across campus to the Wharton tower.

Vanden broke for spring break next week. Campus was still packed with harried students, hustling about, taking midterms. Plenty of cute girls with hair in ponytails and sorority letters embroidered on shirts, shorts, and handbags.

The Wharton lobby smelled like fresh coffee and sandwiches. College kids lounged around, tapping on laptops, listening to ear pods. There was a coffee shop, a sandwich shop, and an overpriced quick mart in the lobby.

I had Isabella check Chad’s cellphone before we set out. She told me he was, in fact, in the dorm at the moment.

We took the elevator up to the 17th floor.

JD and I stepped into the TV lounge across from the elevator bay.

A few college kids lounged around, watching TV, talking on the phone, drinking beer—even though there was no alcohol allowed in the dorm.

“What do I do?” Nova asked in a nervous hiss.

“Just get him to admit to something we can arrest him for,” I said. “Preferably conspiracy to commit murder.”

She trembled with fear.

"Look, we’ll be right down the hall, watching the whole time. If anything goes wrong, we’ll pull you out. But he's not going to do anything here.”

She sucked it up, nodded, then spun around and marched down the hallway with determination.

JD and I huddled around my phone and watched the feed from her glasses.

Nova knocked on Chad's door. Music spilled out from within.

She banged on the door again.

Chad finally pulled it open. He looked at her with confused eyes, faint recognition glimmering. "What do you want?"

"My brother is dead because of you.”

Chad's brow wrinkled. "Because of me?”

"You sent him to kill those cops. Now he's dead." Her eyes filled.

Chad laughed. "I didn't send him to do anything. What are you talking about?” His wary eyes scanned the hallway. “You’re clearly out of your mind.”

"Oh, so Mason just tried to gun down a cop for no reason?”

"I hardly know your brother. I don't know what his reason might be. I'm sorry about that. He did something stupid.”

Nova clenched her jaw and glared at him.

Chad was a skinny, nerdy guy with shaggy dark hair, thick black glasses, and a narrow face. He was a math-club kid, not a money launderer for the cartels. Or so that's what he wanted everyone to believe. In truth, he found a way to exploit the system. Detached from all the chaos and violence, it was just a game to him. Numbers in an account.

Nova grew frustrated. "If you think you’re just gonna get away with this, you’re sadly mistaken."

Chad laughed again. "Get away with what?”

"Mason was dumb,” Nova said. “He’d do whatever Shane told him to do. Shane did whatever you told him to do.”

“You’re out of your mind. I have no idea what you’re talking about. Did you forget to take your meds?”

She growled at him and beat his chest with her fist.

Chad shoved her away. "Whoa, back off, you crazy bitch! You need to stay away from me.”

"Fuck you!"

"If you know it's good for you, you'll get far away from here.”

"Is that a threat?”

Chad glared at her, then slipped back into his dorm room. closed the door, and latched the deadbolt.

Nova moped back down the hall and joined us in the lounge. Sadness tugged her face. “Sorry. I really screwed that up.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I said. “We’ll figure something out.”

Isabella was keeping tabs on Chad’s phone. It was illegal, but I wanted to know what the little bastard was up to.

We took the elevator down to the lobby and walked across campus to the Founder’s Court.

Nova was in a panic. "What happens now? Am I going to go to jail forever?”

"Keep cooperating," I said. "The game’s not over yet.”
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"We've got a problem," Chad said when he called Shane.

Isabella had recorded the conversation and forwarded me an MP3.

"What kind of problem?" Shane asked.

We huddled around the phone as I played it back for Jack and Nova. We had made our way back to the station and sat in the van in the parking lot, listening.

"Mason’s sister just stopped by,” Chad said. “You want to tell me what that was all about?"

"How the fuck should I know?"

"I'm pretty sure she was wearing a wire. I'm not fucking stupid.”

"Why do you think she was wearing a wire?"

"Why else would she try to get me to talk about things that I don't need to be talking about?" He paused. "If I get a whiff that you're trying to set me up or turn state’s evidence, I swear to God…"

"I'm not,” Shane assured. “Would you just relax?"

“How am I supposed to relax when the heat keeps getting turned up?"

"Maybe it is time to lie low for a while," he said in a tentative voice.

"I don't think you understand. This train doesn't slow down. Not for anybody. You work for me. Do I need to explain to you who I work for?"

"No.”

"It's not me you gotta worry about,” Chad said. “These people will kill us all and won't blink. You understand that? I'm sorry about your friend. It's not my fault you two fucked up. But it's gonna get a whole lot worse if you don't take care of this.”

"I'll talk to her.”

"The time for talking is over. Maybe I haven't made myself clear.”

"Look, she doesn't know anything.”

"She knows enough.”

Shane was silent for a long moment. "Consider it done."

"That's what I like to hear. Tell me when she is no longer a threat."

“What about the cops?”

“They should have been taken care of a long time ago. Do I need to find someone else to do the job? Or can you handle it?”

“I can handle it.”

Chad ended the call, and Nova looked like she'd seen a ghost. She sat there, frozen. "He's going to kill me.” She swallowed hard. “You've got everything you need right there.”

"I can't use this.”

"Why not?”

"I don't have a warrant. I have no probable cause to tap either of their phones. I can't prove that Shane was with Mason when they attacked us.”

"I'm telling you that Mason and Shane work for Chad.”

"Hearsay. I need something to corroborate that.”

“How are you getting access to the call if you don’t have a warrant?”

She may have had an impulse control problem, but she was no dummy.

“That’s not important.”

"This totally sucks," she said.

I couldn’t disagree.

"So, what now?”


45




“You’re not serious, are you?” Nova said, annoyed by the situation.

“You tried to kill me, remember?” I said.

“I didn’t try to kill you.”

She said it with a straight face.

"Did you forget about the entire incident in the parking lot?"

"I wasn't really going to pull the trigger.”

I gave her a flat look.

"I don't know what I was going to do. I was emotional, and I overreacted, and I'm sorry.”

She looked at me with sad, adorable eyes, but I wasn't falling for that trick.

I'd handcuffed her to a rail on the bulkhead in a guest stateroom with extended cuffs. I put a few bottles of water on the nightstand by the bed. She had some room to move around.

"This is cruel and inhumane punishment.”

I laughed. "I'm more than happy to put you into the county lockup if you prefer. There's no telling what could happen in there, so we’d have to put you in solitary. You’d be in a 6x8 cell and have about the same amount of room to move around in. But I can tell you, it wouldn’t be nearly as nice, and you wouldn't have your own TV.”

She frowned at me but knew I was right. "I guess I can suffer through this for a little bit.”

"Are you hungry now? Do you need to use the restroom?”

Nova hesitated for a moment. "Yes, and yes."

I uncuffed her from the bulkhead.

She hurried into the restroom and took care of her business. There was no way she could escape, and even if she did, she wouldn’t be doing herself any favors. Helping us out was the best chance she had at breathing free air. Otherwise, she was looking at a stretch I didn't think she had the stomach to handle.

She returned a moment later, and I cuffed her back to the bulkhead.

I went up to the galley, fixed her a ham and cheese sandwich, then brought it back down to her.

"How long will I have to stay here?”

"Until we can eliminate the threat.”

"What if that takes a long time?"

"Get used to your new home.”

"I want you to keep your phone charged. Act normal when people call. As far as anyone is concerned, you haven't been arrested or charged with anything. You're not talking to the cops. You’re not working with the cops. You got me?”

"Believe me, I have no intention of outing myself as a snitch, but Chad already knows. What difference does it make?”

“He suspects. He doesn’t know.”

“Where the hell am I supposed to tell people that I am?”

“You met a guy, and you’re staying at his place for a few days.”

“What about my job? I’m supposed to go on shift in an hour.”

“Call in sick.”

“I’m gonna lose my job.”

“You’ve got bigger problems.”

We had cleared this whole thing with the sheriff, but he wasn't exactly thrilled about the idea. It beat putting her up in a hotel and babysitting her there.

Her phone buzzed with a call from Shane. She looked at the screen, then showed me the caller ID. "What do you want me to do?"

"Answer it. See what he wants.”

“He wants to kill me.”

“Good.”

She gave me an incredulous look.

“If he tries, we’ll arrest him.”

I didn't think Shane or Chad had the ability to track her phone. If they did, this would be a short-lived experiment.

I told her to put it on speaker.

She swiped the screen and answered. "What's up?"

"What's up with you?" Shane said.

"Just chill’n.”

"Really? Just chill’n?” he said in a doubtful voice.

“I’m about to go to work.”

"What are you doing talking to Chad?"

"It's a free country. I can talk to whoever I want.”

"That was a bad idea.”

"Why?”

“Because.”

“Mason would still be alive if it wasn't for him,” she said. “What the fuck were you two thinking?”

"I'm not going to talk about it. I told you to leave it alone.”

"My brother dies doing stupid shit, and I'm supposed to just leave it alone?”

"Unless you want to end up like him, you need to drop this nonsense. Leave Chad alone and get out of town. Now!”

"Why? What’s that skinny little runt going to do?”

"I care about you, Nova.”

She scoffed. “No, you don't.”

"If I didn't care about you, I wouldn't be making this phone call.”

Nova was silent for a long moment. Her eyes filled with torment, trying to reconcile what he was saying with his conversation with Chad.

She looked at me and said to Shane, "And what if I don't leave town? What if I go to the police?”

"And tell them what? That your brother was working for a guy who works for the cartels? How do you think that's going to benefit you?"

"I don't know.”

"It's not. It's just going to piss these people off even more." Shane paused. "I'm begging you. Pack up your things and leave right now. Don't come back.”

"I'm not leaving town. I'm not leaving my mother. Not now. Not after all she's been through.”

"Where are you right now?”

"None of your business.”

"Meet me at Echo Beach.”

"Why?”

"Because I want to try to talk some sense into you.” He paused and said in a soft tone, “I'd like to see you one more time before you go.”

"I just told you, I'm not going anywhere.”

"Nova, these people are not fucking around.”

I nodded to her.

"Echo Beach, huh?”

"Pack a bag, tell your mom goodbye, and I'll have some money for you so you can get out of town and start over.”

"Who's going to take care of my mother?”

"I'll look after her. I promise. Look, we go way back. I loved Mason like a brother. It eats me up what happened. But that's life.”

Nova paused. “No. That’s not life. Most people don’t get killed while trying to kill a cop. Most people have more sense than that.”

"Meet me at the monkey bars at sunset. This is your last chance, Nova. I’m trying to give you a lifeline. Take it." He ended the call.

She looked at me with conflicted eyes. "What if he's genuinely trying to help me?”

"He genuinely tried to kill me, and he and Mason successfully killed Ethan,” I said. “I don't care if he had a change of heart. Right now, he's my only link to Chad and your only hope of staying out of jail.”
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We drove to Echo Beach in the white van that we had commandeered from the department. JD and I wore disguises. I put on a silly dark wig, wore a baseball cap, and sunglasses. Jack pulled his long hair back into a slick ponytail and tucked his hair underneath his cap. With sunglasses on, he wasn’t instantly recognizable. I hoped the subterfuge would last long enough.

Echo Beach officially closed at sunset, but in practice, most people didn't clear out until dark. The park rangers weren't terribly strict about the curfew, and there wasn't always a ranger on site.

A candy cane gate kept people out after hours, but it was easy to push the lever arm up and gain entry. The beach had turned into a popular spot for teenagers and college kids to party after hours. It wasn't unusual to find a bonfire on the beach, raging into the wee hours of the morning. Especially this time of year.

Nestled in a secluded enclave surrounded by Australian Pines was a workout area with pull-up bars, a jungle gym, a sit-up bench, hanging rings, and other calisthenic equipment.

I told Nova, “We're going to be close by, and we're going to pounce if anything happens.”

"Just do it before he puts a bullet in my head.”

The camera sunglasses at night probably weren't going to cut it. We put a few additional wireless button cameras on her shirt and a baseball cap that we had given her. They blended in with the buttons on her blouse and the decorations on her hat. At dusk, you’d probably never see them, even if you were looking.

JD and I hopped out of the van and made our way across the parking lot and down the trail that led to the beach. We crossed paths with several beachgoers on their way out.

Erickson and Faulkner sat in the parking lot in an unmarked car.

The teal waves crashed against the shore, and the sky was various shades of pink and purple, fading into gray.

I kept my head on a swivel for Shane, but didn't see him anywhere.

We passed the calisthenics area and marched down to the beach. There were still plenty of spring breakers wrapping up for the day. Mostly families with kids, packing up their gear. During the day, this wasn’t a party beach like Taffy Beach. About 10 or 11 o'clock at night is when this place got happening. From dusk until the late evening, it was pretty secluded.

With wireless in-ears, JD and I kept in touch through encrypted comms. From the beach, I weaved my way through the Australian Pines to the calisthenics area, and hid in the underbrush. Jack moved back up the trail and sat on a bench with a bottle in a brown paper bag and pretended to look drunk. He had plenty of practice.

Nova made her way down the trail to the workout area. She stepped into the secluded enclave with cautious eyes. She wore standard ear pods connected to an encrypted comms app on her phone. Nobody would think twice about a cute girl wearing wireless earbuds.

“I’m here,” she muttered.

“I see you,” I replied.

“Just don’t let this thing go sideways.”

“We’re right here.”

Nova glanced around and fidgeted with nervous energy.

Fifteen minutes went by, and still no sign of Shane. Maybe he’d decided against the meetup. Maybe he’d spotted us and aborted.

The lavender sky faded, and the world lost its color. The park cleared. The nearly full moon hung low in the sky. The sound of the waves crashing against the shore drifted through the trees.

“How long should I stay here?” Nova asked.

“Just give it a few more minutes.”

She paced around and clicked her phone light on.

A few minutes later, Erickson’s voice crackled in my ear. “We have a visual on the suspect. He parked on the street and stepped out of a gray Mustang. He’s heading your way.”

“Copy.”

A few moments later, Shane made his way down the trail, a black backpack slung over his shoulder. He stepped into the clearing an instant later. Nova spotted him with her flashlight.

Shane squinted his eyes as he approached. “Get that out of my eyes.”

She dropped the beam to the ground. The light bounced off the sand and reflected a soft glow on the two figures as the last light of dusk faded.

“I was beginning to think you weren’t coming,” Nova said.

“I got hung up.”

Shane slung the backpack from his shoulder and handed it to her. There’s $20,000 in there. It’s not much, but it’s a start. Enough to get out of town and get settled.”

“You trying to buy me off?”

“I’m trying to keep you alive.”

“Why do you care?” Nova asked, looking deep into his eyes. It was easy to see she still felt something for him.

“I wouldn’t be doing this if I didn’t care. Chad wants you dead. I’m risking my ass doing this.”

“He told you to kill me.”

He didn’t acknowledge the statement. “Just get out of town. Take your mother.”

“What about the house? My job? Her job? It’s not that easy.”

“I’m making it easy for you. That’s what the money’s for.”

“It’s not enough.”

He growled with frustration. “It’s all I’ve got.”

“You’re not really afraid of Chad, are you?” she asked in a tone that challenged his manhood.

“Chad is not the issue. It’s the people he works for.”

“Chad is the issue. He’s the problem.” Then she added, “He could be taken care of.”

Shane stared at her for a long moment. She was going off script.

“You’re asking me to kill my boss?”
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"We could go to the cops," Nova said. "You could become a prosecution witness. You could get immunity."

His eyes rounded. "Are you out of your mind?”

"No. I'm not out of my mind. I don't want to spend the rest of my life running. Do you want to spend the rest of your life doing this? How long do you think you’re gonna live doing this kind of thing, working for these kinds of people?”

"Don't even talk like that.”

"Why not? It's a way out," she pleaded with him.

"That's not the kind of way out I want.”

"We’ve got company," Jack muttered, his voice crackling through the speaker in my ear.

It was about that time when Chad stepped into the clearing. He’d come up from the beach. He must have followed Shane, then made his way around. Erickson and Faulkner hadn't seen him.

Rage tightened Chad's face. "What the fuck are you doing?"

"Everything’s cool,” Shane replied. “We’re just having a talk."

"Everything is not cool. Sounds to me like she's trying to talk you out of it.” Chad pulled a gun from his waistband that was hidden underneath his shirttail.

That was our cue.

By that time, Jack was off the bench and had his gun drawn. "Drop the weapon!"

Chad's eyes filled with panic. He glanced at Jack, still gripping the pistol tightly that was aimed at Shane.

I emerged from the underbrush with my weapon drawn. "Put the gun down!"

The walls closed in around Chad, and dread filled his face. There was no way out of this for him, but he was going to give it the good old college try.

He squeezed the trigger, and muzzle flash flickered from the barrel. The bullet rocketed across the clearing and pelted Shane in the chest.

Crimson spewed as he tumbled back to the sand, clutching at the wound in his chest.

Chad backed out of the clearing and swung his pistol towards Jack. I think the kid watched too many movies or played too many video games.

Jack double-tapped the punk before he could get a shot off. The bullets peppered his chest and spun him around.

Somehow, the kid stayed on his feet. He sprinted down the path toward the beach, leaving a trail of blood in the sand.

Jack chased after him, but the kid wasn't going to get far. He was dead and didn’t know it yet.

I rushed to Shane and applied pressure to the wounds. I shouted over comms, "Shots fired. Suspect down!"

There was no way Erickson and Faulker didn't hear the gunshots. The deafening bangs had echoed through the night. It wasn't long before the two deputies arrived with weapons drawn.

By that time, the rhythmic pulse of Shane's heartbeat faded underneath my palms as his warm blood oozed through my fingers.

Jack had chased Chad down to the beach, where the kid collapsed, face forward into the sand. Blood pooled, soaking into the grains.

By the time I got to them, Jack had knelt beside the body and was checking the kid’s vitals. He looked at me and gave a grim headshake.

The sound of sirens warbled in the distance, drawing near.

Soon, Dietrich snapped photos, and forensic investigators chronicled the scene. Brenda arrived with her crew, and so did the sheriff.

"Tell me exactly what happened," Daniels said.

I gave him the scoop.

He took a deep breath as he processed the information. "You think someone in this chain of hoodlums is responsible for the death of Eden Saint?”

"Looks that way,” I said with an uncertain shrug. “Maybe she was getting cold feet about laundering money for the cartel. Maybe she wanted out. Maybe she threatened to go to the cops. Who knows?”

"Where's Nova?"

I looked around but didn't see her. Nova and the backpack of money were gone. She’d slipped out in the chaos.

"That girl is a fugitive," the sheriff said. "Find her. Bring her back."

"I'm on it.”

Daniels put out a BOLO and sent a unit to her mother’s house.

Paris and her crew had arrived. Her cameraman grabbed footage. The parking lot was bathed in the glow of flickering lights.

The forensic guys had set up battery-powered LED lights to illuminate the crime scene.

“Deputy Wild. What can you tell us?” Paris asked as she approached with her crew.

“All I can say is a fugitive is currently at large. If anyone has information as to the whereabouts of Nova Serrano, please contact the Coconut County Sheriff’s Office.”

I stepped out of frame and kept my mouth shut after that.

We wrapped up at the scene, returned to the station to fill out paperwork, and turned in our duty weapons. We were both put on leave, but I didn't expect that to last long. We had work to do.

My phone had buzzed with a few calls from Ariel during the chaos, but I hadn’t had time to answer or call back.

It was late by the time we returned to the boat. She had dinner waiting for us. It was a nice spread.

"I was starting to worry about you," she said when we found her in the galley.

"Long story.”

"It's a little cold, but you can heat it up.”

"You cook all this?" I asked.

She hesitated for a moment, debating whether to take credit. "No. I ordered in.”

"Looks delicious. Did you already eat?"

She nodded. "I wasn’t going to wait forever.”

JD and I dished up plates, and we ate on the sky deck under the stars. Ariel asked about our adventure, and we told her the story.

"Oh my God, is this like an everyday occurrence for you?"

JD and I shared a look.

I said, "Pretty much.”

"And you think I'm the crazy one…”

We stuffed our faces and tried to unwind. Still in the no alcohol window, I took it easy while Jack sipped whiskey.

We kept the evening pretty tame. After dinner, Jack left the boat to reconnect with the redheads. Ariel and I caused another ruckus between the sheets later that evening.

I dozed off again with Ariel at my side and a head full of dopamine. Who needed whiskey?

The sheriff buzzed my phone around 3:00 AM. “Get down here. You’re going to love this.”
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Lisa Scott sat in the interrogation room with tousled hair and bloodshot eyes.

The sheriff and I watched from the observation room. Usually, he didn't like to be woken up in the middle of the night, but he was gleeful at this particular moment. "Got picked up on a DUI. Blood alcohol content of .22. Once she was printed and in the system, we got a match on that partial found on the bag of fentanyl on Eden Saint’s boat.”

A slight grin pulled my lips, but I played devil’s advocate. "Doesn't mean anything. She could have been aboard at any point in time or touched the bag anywhere at any time. Maybe she found it and wanted to know what Eden was doing with it.”

The sheriff gave me a doubtful look. "It puts her on the boat."

“No, it doesn’t.” He knew that. He was being optimistic. “A competent defense attorney is going to cast a lot of doubt.”

"Yes, but right now, she's drunk, and we practically caught her with a hand in the cookie jar. Get in there and get a confession out of her. The woman was suing her stepdaughter for $20 million for defamation of character. She’s got a motive.”

"You think she gave Eden the fentanyl, hoping she would OD?”

"And when that didn't work, she shot her.”

"So, she was dumb enough to touch the bag of fentanyl, but smart enough to keep her prints off the gun?”

Daniels frowned at me. “You ever consider the fact that maybe Mrs. Scott wasn't alone?”

"Her husband was out of town.”

"I'm not talking about her husband. I'm talking about someone else.”

I had a prime suspect in mind.

I left the observation room, stepped into the hall, and pushed into the interrogation room. It took a moment for Lisa's eyes to focus on me, and another moment for her to recognize who I was. I took a seat across the table from her.

"Ah, a familiar face,” she slurred. “Can you tell these people that I'm perfectly sober and fine to drive home. If they don't trust me, they can give me a ride. But this is absolutely ridiculous."

I smiled and tried to disarm her. "I'll see what I can do. I just have a few questions before we let you go."

"Oh, thank God." She leaned in and muttered. "I'm not cut out for this kind of thing.”

That was obvious.

"Where were you tonight?"

"I met a friend out for a few drinks. I swear, I didn't have nearly as much as they're saying.”

"How many did you have?"

"Two. Maybe three, tops. But that was over the course of the evening."

"What time did you start drinking?”

She shrugged. "I'm not sure. Maybe 11 o'clock."

"Were you with your husband?”

She hesitated a moment. "No. He's out of town again.”

"Where's he at this time?”

She sighed and rolled her eyes. The smell of vodka on her breath hit me in the face. It was almost enough to make me tipsy. "He's got another speaking engagement. He travels the country and gives sermons at various churches.”

"You don't seem thrilled.”

She looked around and spotted the camera on the ceiling in the corner. "Is this off the record?”

"Sure," I said. Nothing in this room was off the record.

"I can do the goody two-shoes thing for a little while, but not 24-seven. I need to blow off steam like everybody else."

"Who were you blowing… off steam with tonight?”

A mischievous smirk curled her plump lips. "Does that really matter, deputy?"

"When was the last time you spoke with your stepdaughter?”

"Catherine?”

"No, your other stepdaughter.”

"Oh. I'm not sure. A few days before she died. Didn't we already talk about this? Why are we talking about it now?"

"I don't know. It's still lingering in my mind. I’m hoping we can catch a break on this. You want us to find the people responsible, don't you?"

"Of course. But I think the person responsible is Eden. She was clearly unstable.”

I frowned and shook my head. "Not everything matches up.”

"This isn’t a movie, deputy. You don’t always get to tie everything up in a nice, neat bow. This is life. It's messy and raw and unpredictable."

Right now, Lisa was messy, raw, and unpredictable.

"Did you ever talk to Eden about her drug use?"

"On occasion, but as I mentioned, she wouldn't listen to me. I was the enemy.”

"Did you ever catch her with drugs?”

"Well, she came over the house one time, and I know she smoked a joint on the patio. I heard her sniffling and snorting, and I think she was doing lines of cocaine in the bathroom.”

"Did you ever confiscate any drugs from her?”

Lisa laughed. "No.”

"So there's no reason why your fingerprints would be on any drugs or drug paraphernalia that she may have possessed.”

Lisa's brow wrinkled. "No. Of course not."

"See, that's interesting, because we found a bag of fentanyl aboard her boat that’s got your fingerprints on it.”

That hung there for a moment, and her face went pale. Her jaw slacked, and her eyes rounded. It was a natural reaction, one she couldn't stifle in her drunken state.
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Lisa regained her composure. "Yes, of course. Now I remember. When she was at the house, she pulled out a baggie of something. I assumed it was cocaine, but I wouldn’t know the difference between cocaine, heroin, fentanyl, or anything else kids do these days,” she said in the most innocent voice she could muster.

Something told me she was no stranger to the Bolivian marching powder.

Lisa continued, “Eden set it right on the butcher block in the kitchen and acted like she was going to do a line. I snatched the baggie and dangled it in front of her face and told her she wasn't going to do that shit in my house. I threw it back in her face. She stuffed it back into her purse and stormed out of the kitchen.”

I gave her a doubtful look.

I had to hand it to her—she recovered well and was quick on her feet. Sociopaths are good like that. They have increased verbal ability and can spin lies at the drop of a dime.

Lisa was good at lying.

“You know what I think?”

She leaned in and smirked. “No, but I’m guessing you’re going to tell me.”

"I think you got your bodyguard to take you out to Eden’s boat. You figured you'd scare her. She was on the verge of financial ruin. You gave her the fentanyl, hoping she'd relapse and OD. An end to your embarrassment problem. But Eden threw it back at you. She’d quit. You got frustrated, and you had your flunky do your dirty work. He shot Eden in the head and staged the suicide. You didn't have the guts to do it yourself."

Lisa glared at me.

“I think you’re going down for conspiracy to commit murder.”

“That’s an interesting theory, deputy. Eden was such a little pain in the ass. She was destroying everything we’d built.”

“Everything your husband built.”

She scowled at me. “Am I glad she’s gone? Yes, I am. Did I kill her? No, I didn’t. If I had, I would have pulled the trigger myself.”

By the venom in her eyes, I believed her. She didn't like my little jab. She didn't like anyone else getting the credit for what she had done. I got the impression her bodyguard might have been with her, but she did the dirty work herself.

Proving it was going to be a different story entirely.

She wised up and asked for an attorney.

That was the end of the interview.

I pushed away from the table and stepped into the hallway. The sheriff joined me.

“This isn’t going to stick,” I said.

“I know,” he said with a frown.

“But I’ve got a plan,” I said, the logistics percolating. “Keep her away from a phone as long as possible.”

I sent Isabella a text and asked her to look at the location history for Lisa’s phone. It was late, and I didn't expect to hear back from her until the morning.

In the meantime, I grabbed a picture of Lisa’s mugshot from the county server, then headed over to Stingray Bay to speak with her bodyguard. He lived in the guest house behind the main house.

I parked my sportbike at the curb, pulled off my helmet and gloves, and hurried up the walkway to the front porch. I’d gotten the bike back from the shop, and there was no trace of the damage. They’d done good work.

I rang the video doorbell.

There was no response.

I didn’t expect one.

I hustled around the house and up the driveway to the back gate. A pedestrian gate secured the path to the guesthouse. I rang the video doorbell and waited for a response.

After a few moments of nothing, I rang the bell again.

Finally, a groggy voice crackled through the speaker. "What do you want?"

"Coconut County,” I said, flashing my badge to the lens. “I just have a few questions for you.”

"It's 4:00 AM. Can't this wait until the morning?”

"Sun is going to be up soon. Might as well get this over with now. Mrs. Scott is in jail.”

He was silent for a moment. "I'll be right there.”

A few minutes later, the door to the guesthouse cracked open, and Eddie Marshall stepped out. He wiped the sleep from his eyes and yawned. He was a big guy with short dark hair, dark eyes, and a muscular physique. He had the kind of shoulders and traps that can only come from a cycle of steroids. His neck disappeared into his shoulders. He had a thick, muscular jaw to go with it.

Eddie wore a T-shirt that hugged his physique and a pair of sweatpants. His bare feet slapped the concrete path as he strolled to the gate. He pulled it open. "You say Mrs. Scott is in jail?”

I nodded.

"What for?" Eddie’s eyes filled with concern.

"A few things," I said in an ominous tone.

His jaw tightened.

"We have evidence that implicates Mrs. Scott in the death of her stepdaughter, Eden Saint.”

His eyes flared with recognition for an instant, then he covered. "That's hard to believe."

"It was hard for her to believe, too. She never thought she'd get caught. I'm sure you know Lisa better than I do, but she's not the type that's cut out for prison.”

Eddie took a deep breath and tried to stifle a cringe.

"I want you to think carefully about how you answer this next series of questions. It will affect the rest of your life."

"Maybe I should have an attorney.”

"I can tell you right now, if you play hardball with me, it's not gonna work out in your favor.” I showed him a picture of Lisa's mug shot, so there’d be no doubt she was in jail.

Another momentary flash of panic filled his eyes. He knew where this was going.

"Lisa has made a sworn affidavit that you were with her at the time of Eden’s death.”

His whole body stiffened.

“She claims you pulled the trigger.”

Anger filled his eyes, and the muscles in his jaw flexed.
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“That’s bullshit!” Eddie snapped.

There were perks to rousting people out of bed and riling them up before they’d had their morning brew.

“Tell me what happened,” I said. “Work with me, and maybe you don’t do life in prison.”

His mouth tensed. “I didn’t know what she was going out there to do. She told me she just wanted to talk to Eden and see if she could get her to settle. The whole suit was just to put pressure on her and get her to recant.”

“Go on.”

“We got to her boat. They had a long talk.”

“Lisa and Eden.”

“Yeah. Lisa said she would drop the suit if Eden would go on stream and take back everything she said. From what I understood, Eden was in dire straits financially. Lisa gave her the drugs as a token of her appreciation. I had no idea it was fentanyl. Eden said she had quit. Said she was clean. Next thing I knew, Lisa pulled a gun from her purse. She shot Eden in the head, point-blank.” He still looked a little traumatized. “I couldn’t believe it. She wiped the gun down, put it in Eden’s hand, and staged the scene.”

I wasn’t sure if I was getting the whole truth, but it was the closest thing I’d gotten yet. “Where did the gun come from?”

Eddie’s lips tightened. “I got it for her. But I swear, I didn’t know what she was going to do with it. She just said she wanted a clean, untraceable gun for protection.”

“Where did you get it from?”

“I know a guy.”

“I need his name?”

Eddie’s face tensed.

“You want to spend time in prison? I need a name.”

“Look, I need a deal. In writing. I want immunity. I’ll tell you everything and testify.”

“I’ll talk to the state’s attorney. I’m sure we can work something out. But I need evidence to corroborate your story. ‘Cause right now, you’ll both say whatever it takes to save your ass.”

“I can get you proof.” He dug into his pocket.

“Easy,” I said, reaching for my gun.

“I’m just getting the keys to the house.”

With a slow, fluid movement, he dug into his pocket and pulled out the keys. Eddie walked to the back door, unlocked it, and stepped inside. He clicked the key fob on his keychain to disable the alarm.

He led the way through the kitchen and across the living room with vaulted ceilings.

Bleached hardwoods lined the floor, and elegant furniture decorated the living room. Expensive modern art hung on the walls. Underwater lighting from the pool glowed the patio, casting caustics on the ceiling. It felt like walking through an aquarium.

"After she staged the suicide, what happened?"

"We left Eden’s boat, boarded Lisa’s boat, and returned to Stingray Bay.”

"Is that her boat?" I asked, looking through the window walls, past the pool to the canal beyond. A 37-foot motor yacht with white trim and a gray hull floated at the dock.

"Yeah, that's Lisa's boat. The Wellspring,” Eddie replied as he climbed the steps.

"And you didn't see a need to report the murder?"

"What was I going to do? I don't exactly have another job lined up. I like this one.”

"So you were willing to become a co-conspirator.”

"I didn’t conspire to do anything. I told you, I had no idea what she was going to do. After it was done, I was in a state of shock. I needed some time to consider my options.”

I regarded him with a healthy dose of skepticism. He would never have come forward unless I had confronted him.

We reached the second floor, and I followed Eddie down the hallway to the master bedroom. He stepped inside and flipped on the light, then crossed to the closet.

I followed behind, keeping a close watch on him. I didn't trust this guy.

Eddie reached a hand into the darkness. Anything could have been hidden in there—a shotgun, a pistol.

With my hand on the grip of my pistol, I was ready for anything.
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Amotion sensor activated the ambient light.

The closet was larger than my dorm at college. It was more like an upscale boutique. Rows and rows of designer shoes in backlit cubbies. An impressive sneaker collection. Expensive suits and designer dresses. Dark hardwoods in a herringbone pattern added sophistication. A center island housed various drawers and a top display case for watches that cost more than cars. At the far end, a three-way, full-length mirror.

Eddie stepped into the closet and surveyed the dresses. He pulled a black sleeveless Donna Vatelli from the rack. Eddie looked it over and handed it to me.

“It’s not my size.”

“Lisa was wearing this when she shot Eden. She sent it to the dry cleaner.”

There was a good chance the dry cleaning had actually preserved the DNA, as opposed to tossing it into the wash with bleach.

I fumbled through my pockets for nitrile gloves. I pulled out a pair, then snapped them on.

Eddie came across with a hard left hook. His meaty fist clocked my jaw and twisted my head aside. The blow rattled my skull and sent a shockwave down my spine. The tinny, metallic taste of blood filled my mouth.

I came back like a cobra with a hard left. My knuckles cracked his face and bent his nose. Blood spewed, and he staggered back.

He threw another left.

I blocked and put a hard left into his rib cage.

Eddie buckled over with a groan.

I followed with an uppercut to his jaw. It knocked his head back, and he tumbled to the ground.

My hand grabbed my pistol, and I took aim. “Don’t move! Roll onto your stomach and put your hands behind your head.”

Eddie complied.

I approached with caution, knelt down, and slapped the cuffs on his wrists. “Dumbass,” I muttered before reading him his rights.

I called dispatch and had them send patrol units.

Deputies arrived and found their way in through the back door. I told them to consider the entire closet evidence and not to disturb anything. We secured the area, and I yanked the dirtbag to his feet and escorted him out of the house.

“Bad choice,” I said as I walked Eddie down the driveway.

I stuffed him into the back of a patrol car and slammed the door.

Forensic investigators arrived, collected the dress and everything else in the closet. Maybe Eddie was full of it, and the whole ploy was a ruse to catch me off guard. Or maybe there was some truth to it.

I returned to the station, filled out a report, then paid Eddie a visit in the interrogation room. “Genius move.”

He frowned and said nothing.

“Start talking. Run me through the whole scenario again. You better pray we find blood evidence on that dress.”

After a long moment of silence, Eddie said, “I’m not saying anything else without a lawyer.”
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The sun had crested the horizon by the time I got back to the Avventura. I peeled out of my clothes and slipped into a warm bed with Ariel. I could get used to this kind of thing.

She stirred. In a soft, sleepy whisper, she said, “Is everything okay?”

“It is now.”

Her dreamy eyes widened when she saw my face. “What happened?”

“A suspect got stupid.”

She made a sad face and gently kissed my bruised cheek and split lip. Ariel snuggled close, and I dozed off for a few hours of shut-eye.

The sheriff called and put a damper on any plans I had about sleeping in. "There are still a bunch of morons out there hunting that shark," Daniels said. "Apparently, some college kids were out on a center console, chumming the water when that thing attacked and capsized the boat. Needless to say, it didn't turn out too well for them.”

I cringed.

"You're able to track that thing, aren't you?”

"Yep.”

"We need to devise a plan to capture it, sedate it, and haul it back to the Oceanographic Institute or some other facility that can handle it.”

"I'll call Jay and see if he's got a pen large enough." I took a deep breath. “That's not going to be an easy task. Words can't convey the size or strength of that thing. I don't even know if a sedative would be effective.”

"Shoot it with enough tranquilizer, anything will go down."

I ended the call and dialed Jay.

"How are you feeling?"

"I feel good,” I said, leaving out the part that I’d taken a shot to the head.

"That's good to hear."

"Listen, I've got a crazy idea." I told him the plan.

"You want to do what!?"

"I know it sounds crazy."

"No. It doesn't sound crazy at all. It sounds absolutely batshit insane. Do you know what that would actually take?”

"I figure you're about to tell me.”

"I wish you would have gotten footage of that thing.”

"Me too."

"How big is it?”

I told him.

"Judging by the size of the tooth we found, that sounds about right.” Jay took a deep breath, then exhaled. "Well, you can't just shoot the damn thing with a tranquilizer dart like it's an elephant. You're going to need a harpoon to penetrate deep into the muscle and reach the bloodstream. A custom carbon fiber pole spear. A cocktail of midazolam, medetomidine, and ketamine ought to do the trick. 250cc might provide enough sedation. You could run a chum line and spear it around the dorsal fin when it comes to the surface." Then he added, "I don't think you want to get back in the water with that thing."

"No, not anytime soon.”

"You’re not getting back in the water for at least another day, if you value your health."

"What then?”

"Well, you’re going to need a few brave divers to get in the water with that thing and run a sling underneath, then use lift bags. You're going to need a heavy lift vessel to hoist that monster out of the water and load it onto the back of a semisubmersible transport barge. The barge deck runs a few meters under the surface, keeping movement flowing through the shark’s gills while you ship it back to the Oceanographic Institute. I’ve got a pen large enough to keep it, but it's going to be tight.” A little excitement seeped into Jay's voice. "Would be a fascinating creature to study."

"So, it's doable?”

"Possibly. I give it a 50-50 chance the shark survives. We’re talking about major shock and trauma to the system. If it survives capture and transport, it’s still likely to die in captivity. Great whites are notoriously hard to keep alive in a tank. It’s easier when they are young and feeding off fish, but as they transition to mammals, it gets exponentially more difficult. That’s probably why they released this thing. I’m sure there were other attempts, but they probably all died in captivity.”

I didn't exactly have warm and fuzzy feelings about the shark. But it was just living according to its nature.

"There's another problem,” Jay said.

"What's that?"

"Who's funding this operation? You're probably looking at a million-dollar rental fee on the heavy transport barge, plus the heavy-lift vessel, crew, insurance, etc. It's not going to be a cheap affair."

I knew the county didn't have the budget for that kind of thing.

"I'll talk to the sheriff and see what can be done. With as many lives as this thing has taken, perhaps we can get a company to donate the services in exchange for a little publicity. This will be the biggest story on the planet."

"You might be right about that.”

"Thank you. I'll be in touch."

"I'll be here," Jay said. "In the meantime, take care of yourself. Don't push it.”

I didn't have the heart to tell him.

When I ended the call, Ariel said, “Are you really thinking about capturing that thing?”

I nodded.

“I want to be there when you do it.”

I gave her a look.

“Don’t even think about telling me it’s too dangerous.”

I wasn’t about to tell her that. There was no point.

I pulled myself out of bed, showered, dressed, then headed down to the galley. Jack had made it back to the boat and was already up and had fixed breakfast.

We dished up plates and ate on the sky deck. I caught Jack up to speed on the latest events.

"You went over to Stingray Bay last night by yourself?" he said, mildly annoyed. "You should have let me know. Never go into a situation like that without backup.”

"I know, I know. It was a stupid move. I was just going to ask him some questions.”

"You know better than that.”

I had to admit, I probably still wasn't firing on all cylinders after our brush with the bends. At least, that's the excuse I told myself.

“I figured you were busy.”

He frowned at me.

After breakfast, Ariel gathered her belongings and took her boat back to the marina at the Coronado. The last few days had been fun, but she had a life and obligations to get back to, and so did I. She made me promise to let her know the minute we planned to do anything regarding the shark.

It was time to make some headway on the case.

I called Isabella and had her track Marguerite Talbot’s cell phone. With a few taps of the keys, she told me Mark’s assistant was at a hot yoga class. At least, that's where her cell phone was at the moment.

JD and I left the boat, hopped into the Porsche, and drove to the yoga studio. It wasn’t a bad spot to visit, especially on the weekend. We stepped into the steamy session and watched the patrons contort themselves into all kinds of mesmerizing positions. Tight leggings, flat midriffs, and toned bodies. Sports bras pushed ample endowments together, and the heat slicked skin with sweat.

It was a compelling argument for getting a membership and routinely attending class.

At over 100°, it didn't take long to break a sweat. But some of these ladies could induce sweating even without the heat turned up.

I'm sure Marguerite was a great assistant. I'm sure Mark Weaver hired her for a number of reasons other than the way she looked in yoga pants. But that didn't hurt.

At the end of class, the patrons gathered their mats, rolled them up, and replaced them in the corner of the room. Marguerite toweled off and chatted with friends for a moment as the other patrons filtered out of the yoga studio.

JD and I made our approach.

I flashed my badge as a reminder. "I hate to interrupt.”

A sudden wave of concern filled the eyes of her companions. It wasn't every day that cops approached someone in the yoga studio to question them about multiple deaths.

"You have a minute?" I asked. "We just have a few questions."

Marguerite looked a little flustered. She told her friends she'd catch up with them later, then said to us, "Sure. What's going on?"

"I don't know if you heard the latest, but there was another shark attack. A few college students are dead.”

Her face tensed with empathy. "That's terrible. I'm sorry to hear that. How can I help?”

"I'm glad you asked.”
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Marguerite scoffed. "I'm sorry, but your allegations are completely unfounded. It's ludicrous to think that Aqus is somehow involved in genetic manipulation. The company is completely transparent. All of our financial dealings are available for scrutiny. The sole focus of the organization is to preserve the local marine environment." She shook her head. "I'm sorry, gentlemen, but what you're describing goes against the core mission of the organization."

"You know, that's exactly what Mark Weaver said.”

"Maybe you should listen to him.”

"I can show you dossiers on every victim that has died from a shark attack recently. Anomaly doesn't begin to describe the situation. Let's not forget that two of your coworkers have been murdered. Both Andrew and Tess were stabbed. Both are alleged to have been working on this project."

"Alleged by whom?”

"Andrew was going to blow the whistle. He had reached out to an environmental group.”

"Nonsense."

"It's only a matter of time before we unravel this thing,” I said. “Aqus is going to get exposed. If you helped cover this up, you're going to be guilty of conspiracy to commit murder, among other things. I want you to think long and hard about where your loyalties lie. I doubt Mark Weaver will protect you when the shit hits the fan.”

"Food for thought, gentlemen. Food for thought. Now, if you'll excuse me, I have somewhere to be.”

I dug into my pocket and handed her a card, even though I'd already given her one before.

She took it from me, then tossed it on the ground as she strutted away. She had a nice strut—there was no doubt about it. Sadly, she didn't seem to have much of a conscience about the whole thing.

Jack shrugged. "It was worth a try."

I called Isabella and asked her to track Marguerite's phone and listen to her calls. I had a hunch she would call Mark and tell him about our confrontation.

JD and I drifted out of the studio and stepped onto the sidewalk. We watched as Marguerite climbed into her silver SUV and drove out of the parking lot, the phone glued to her ear, her wary eyes glancing at us.

JD and I walked back to the Porsche and climbed in.

Isabella sent me an MP3 clip of her conversation a few minutes later. I pressed play, and JD and I huddled around my phone.

"Those cops showed up at my hot yoga class," Marguerite said, flustered.

"So?” Mark replied.

"So, I don't like it.”

"Did you keep your mouth shut?”

"What do you think?”

"Then don't worry about it. They've got nothing. They're going to get nothing.”

"They seem persistent. What are you going to do about them?"

"I'm not going to do anything. I've done enough already.” He paused. "Meet me at the boat.”

"Why?" she said coyly.

"Why do you think?”

"I need to get back to my husband," she said, taunting him.

"Tell him yoga class ran late, and you had lunch with girlfriends."

The line was silent for a moment.

"I need to see you," Mark said in a lascivious tone.

"Fine, I suppose I can get away for an hour. I expect the full use of the hour.”

"Oh, you'll get it.”

"I'll see you in a bit.”

She ended the call, and that was the end of the recording.

I shared a look with JD. At least we had a little more dirt on the two of them.

Isabella kept tabs on Marguerite’s phone and tracked it to Sandpiper Point. We followed to the upscale marina, pulled into the parking lot, and found a place to park with a clear view. I'm not quite sure how Mark afforded it, but he had a 127-foot Holloway Marine flybridge yacht with sleek, modern lines, Arctic white trim, and a navy hull. I'm sure it was technically owned by Aqus, written off as a research vessel, or some deep-sea exploration yacht.

Jack hopped out of the Porsche and grabbed his camera bag from the front trunk. He pulled out his camera and a telephoto lens, then climbed back into the car. From where we were parked, we had a clear shot of the Chimera. It was an apt name for the superyacht.

Jack lensed up Marguerite as she crossed the passerelle to greet Mark. He snapped photos in rapid succession as Mark took her hand and pulled her close. He gave a quick look around, then kissed her lips.

"Did you get that?" I asked.

"I sure did," Jack replied.

"That didn't look like an innocent kiss to me.”

Mark pulled Marguerite into the salon. With the sun beaming bright, it was easy to see into the salon, despite the tinted windows.

Mark didn’t waste any time getting down to business. The two staggered across the room, locked at the lips, peeling off each other's clothes. Soon, Mark pulled off Marguerite’s sports bra, revealing all-natural endowments that had just the right amount of gravity-defying bounce. His hands cupped glorious handfuls and tweaked pert peaks. He didn't waste any time turning her around, bending her over, and pulling down those yoga pants. Marguerite braced herself against the bulkhead by the window as Mark hurried to unbutton his pants and give his HR department a nightmare.

Jack continued to snap photos as Mark played hide the sausage. At the rate he was going, he wasn't going to last an hour. Not with Marguerite. Something told me she was going to be sorely disappointed. But for some unknown reason, she kept coming back to him. This wasn't their first encounter. That was obvious.

With a devilish grin, Jack said, "How do you think Mark's wife is gonna feel about these photos?”

I smiled. "Let's find out.”
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Iwasn't in the business of breaking up marriages, but I needed to break this case. Turning Mark's wife against him might just be the key that unlocks the door.

Mark was definitely living high on the hog. His Stingray Bay mansion didn't come cheap. Perhaps he was funneling money from the nonprofit. Maybe the nonprofit owned the property, and he was just living in it.

Jack parked at the curb, and we walked up to the courtyard gate, past the circular drive that was home to a white convertible Jaguar F-type. I rang the video doorbell.

A few moments later, a woman's voice crackled through the speaker. "Can I help you?"

I flashed my badge and made introductions. "I'm hoping you can help us. It's rather urgent we speak.”

"Mark isn't here right now. I'm not sure what I can help you with.”

"It won't take long.”

She hesitated for a moment. "Alright. I'll be there in just a second."

The line crackled as she disconnected.

I shared a look with Jack. I hated to break the bad news like this. I felt terrible for her. But maybe she already knew.

The gate buzzed, and we stepped inside and walked to the front porch. A small fountain trickled water, and the hedges inside the court were expertly manicured.

Claire pulled open the door a moment later. She was an attractive woman in her mid-30s with curly blonde hair, fair skin, and narrow tawny eyes that darted between the two of us with concern. "Is something wrong? Is Mark okay?”

"He's fine. There's nothing to worry about.”

She exhaled with relief. "I tried calling him, but he wouldn't pick up. He said he was going into the office to catch up on a few things.”

"You're aware of the recent shark attacks, aren’t you?"

"I can’t imagine anyone not being aware. It's been all over the news lately. It seems that's all they talk about. It's my understanding this is exceedingly rare."

"Yes, ma'am,” I said.

Confusion tensed her brow. "I'm not sure how I can help you with that.”

I was trying to pick my angle, not sure how to break the news. "Did your husband ever talk to you about his work at the research center?"

"I know he's very passionate about his work. We don’t go into the specifics of it a lot, but he tells me what he’s working on—the reef restoration efforts, the marine life tracking. That kind of thing. But by and large, Mark doesn't like to bring work home. And I don't mind. That's his domain. This is mine.”

“But you’re a member of the board,” I said, having done my homework.

She hesitated, and her lips tightened. “Yes, but that’s just a formality. It’s a 501(c)(3). His sister is also on the board, but she lives in Los Angeles. Mark runs the company.”

I shared a subtle look with Jack.

"Has he talked to you about any work involving gene splicing?”

"Gene splicing?” she repeated with a wrinkled brow.

"This may come as a shock, but we have reason to believe the Marine Research Center is involved in illegal genetic experiments.”

Her face tightened, and she looked stunned. Uncertain how to respond, she fumbled for words. "I'm sorry, did you say genetic engineering?"

"Yes, ma'am."

"I… I don't know anything about that.”

"We think you might be in a unique position to get information," I said in a delicate voice.

She looked confused as she processed the information. "You want me to help you spy on my husband?”

"We need hard evidence that he is, in fact, involved in illegal activity.“

Claire laughed. "Why on earth would I help you arrest my husband? He's a good man, and I can assure you these allegations are totally, 100% false. I don't know where you're getting your information from, but it's wrong. I'm not going to help you destroy everything that Mark worked for over the last decade.”

“If you fail to help us, you could be charged as an accessory.”

Claire didn’t like the sound of that. She stepped back and was about to slam the door in our faces.

"I have something you may want to see before you make your decision.”
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Claire stared at the camera’s LCD screen, tears spilling over her lids. She continued flipping through the images. There was no mistaking what was going on in the pictures.

Her cheeks reddened, and a mix of sorrow and rage filled her face.

It was heartbreaking to watch.

Unfortunately, her ire was directed at us. People often shoot the messenger.

With her eyes narrow and her jaw tightened, she growled, "You think you can show me these images and get me to do whatever you want?" Her eyes blazed with fury. "Leave. Now! I don't want you here.”

She tossed the camera back to Jack, and he scrambled to catch it before the expensive lens hit the ground.

He managed to grab it just in time.

Claire stepped back into her home, slammed the door, and latched the deadbolt.

JD and I shared a defeated look.

He muttered, "Well, that could have gone better."

We walked back to the Porsche and hopped in. Jack twisted the ignition and pulled away from the curb just as Mark turned the corner in his convertible Carrera S Turbo.

“Looks like he didn’t last the full hour,” Jack muttered.

Granted, Marguerite probably had that effect on most men.

We caught his eye as he passed, and he glared at us.

Jack giggled. “Oh, they’re going to have fun.”

We drove to Oyster Avenue and grabbed lunch at Trade Winds. Jack ordered the gator bites to start, and a crab cake sandwich, and I went with the Cuban grilled half chicken.

Isabella kept tabs on Mark and Marguerite.

The fight Mark had with his wife didn’t last long. Isabella tracked his phone back to the superyacht. It didn’t take him long to get on the phone with Marguerite. Isabella sent me a recording of the call.

“How did she find out?”

“Those fucking cops must have followed you to the marina,” Mark said.

“I told you they were a problem. What are you going to do about them?”

“I’ll figure out a way to handle them. I’ll make some phone calls. Just don’t talk to them.”

“I won’t.”

After a beat, Mark said, “What are you doing later?”

“I’m not meeting you at the boat.”

“Why not?”

“Because I have plans with my husband.”

“Ditch him.”

“Just because you ruined your marriage doesn’t mean I’m going to ruin mine.”

“What makes you think those cops aren’t going to show up at your house, asking questions, showing pictures to your husband?”

Marguerite went silent for a moment. “You think they’re really going to come to my house?”

“They could be on the way right now.” There was a hint of glee in Mark’s voice. Misery loves company.

“I gotta go,” Marguerite said. “We’ll talk later.”

She ended the call. That was the end of the audio file.

Isabella sent another MP3 along with a text message. [Mark made another call to a burner phone. I’ll keep digging into this.]

I played the second clip.

“The cops are becoming an increasing problem,” Mark said.

“Take care of it,” an ominous voice replied.

“How?”

“How did you take care of the other problems?”

“This really isn’t my area of expertise.”

“We must all learn to adapt.” The voice on the other end of the line disconnected.

JD and I shared a look.

He asked, “Who do you think he’s talking to?”

“Whoever is funding this operation.”

“Three-letter agency, foreign intelligence, non-state actor?”

“Any of the above,” I said.

“We can do a routine compliance inspection of his boat or get the Coast Guard to do a more extensive search.”

“Weaver’s not dumb enough to leave anything incriminating on board. I say we give him enough rope to hang himself. He’ll come to us.”

“I don’t know about you, but I’m getting a little tired of people trying to kill us.”

We left the restaurant and headed back to the Avventura. I took Buddy out for a walk. When I got back to the boat, my phone rang with a call from Mark’s wife, Claire.

"What can I do for you, Mrs. Weaver?"

"It's not going to be Weaver for long.”

"I'm sorry to hear that."

"No, you're not.”

"Well, I'm sorry that you have been betrayed.”

She paused and took a breath. "I would like to apologize. I misdirected my anger toward you.”

"I understand.”

"Turnabout is fair play. One betrayal should be met with another, wouldn't you agree?"

In this circumstance, it was exactly what I wanted to hear.

"Come by the house. I have something for you.”

Knowing that Mark probably wanted us dead, I regarded her offer with an appropriate amount of caution. "What is it?”

"Everything you're hoping for.”
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"Mark left his laptop here," Claire said when we caught up with her at the Stingray Bay mansion.

JD and I stood on the porch, keeping on high alert.

She had changed her clothes into something more seductive. Instead of a conservative designer dress, she wore a slinky little cocktail dress with a low-cut V-neck and a high hemline. If I didn't know better, I'd think she was looking to have her own bit of fun.

She handed me a small USB drive. "That's got everything. Emails, all the genetic testing, tracking, failed and successful attempts, and all the accounting. Everything you need to put him in jail. Of course, I want immunity. Do we have a deal?"

"Count on it," I said with a handshake. I wasn't in the position to offer one, but I was sure I could get the prosecutor to agree.

She agreed to come to the station and make a statement. We logged the thumb drive into evidence and took a look at what we had.

Just as Claire had said, there was everything we needed to make a case. Personal emails between Mark and the team. Classified memos. Gene splicing protocols, test subject reports, you name it. Aqus was receiving $120 million a year in research grants from NSF, Noah, DARPA, the Navy, and more, all allocated for marine life tracking and reef restoration. That was all above-board money. But he was funneling most of that money through a holding company, Coconut Marine Research Capital Partners. It was an offshore firm that would then overbill Aqus for ships, submarines, equipment, and consulting. His holding company owned the house in Stingray Bay and the superyacht. Mark was enriching himself at public expense.

We filled out an application for a warrant and had one in no time. We assembled a tactical team and set out to bring the scumbag in.

At Sanpiper Point, we stormed the Chimera.

JD and I advanced up the port side deck. Mendoza and Robinson took the starboard side.

Mark lounged on the foredeck, wearing pale blue board shorts, soaking up the afternoon rays. Dark sunglasses shielded his eyes. Two lovely young beauties in skimpy bikinis kept him company. I had no doubt he’d ordered the companions in, probably from Charlotte Beaumont. She ran a high-end escort service. Mark struck me as the type of guy who needed constant attention.

Mark smiled, trying to look like he wasn’t shitting his pants. “What seems to be the problem, boys?”

Eager barrels stared him down.

“You’re under arrest for multiple violations. On the ground. Put your hands behind your head.”

He glanced at his companions, who looked on with wide eyes. They didn’t want any part of this.

Outnumbered and outgunned, Mark complied. He ate the deck, and Jack slapped the cuffs around his wrists.

We yanked him to his feet and escorted him toward the stern.

"What are we supposed to do?" one of the girls asked.

I shrugged. "Enjoy the boat.”

Mendoza transferred Mark ashore, escorted him down the dock, and stuck him in the back of the patrol car.

JD and I searched the boat with Robinson. We looked through every nook and cranny, every compartment, every drawer.

We found nothing.

No bloody knife. No bloody shoes. Nothing to connect him to either Andrew’s or Tess's murder.

JD and I returned to Stingray Bay, executed a search warrant of the mansion.

Claire was in full compliance.

We searched the house, but found nothing incriminating.

Mark was smart enough to cover his tracks and ditch the evidence. I’m sure the knife he used and any clothing he wore were at the bottom of the ocean.

But there was something he overlooked.
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Dietrich snapped photos of the blood smear by the push-button start in Mark’s convertible.

It was small. Easy to overlook.

Forensic investigators took samples and logged the evidence. It would take a few days to come back from the lab, but I was optimistic.

JD and I headed down to the station and filled out reports. Mark had been processed, printed, and put into an interrogation room. We paid him a visit and sat across the table from him.

I showed him a picture of the bloodstain in the car. "Whose blood is that?"

Mark’s blue eyes narrowed as he studied the smear. "That's just a picture. How do we know it's even blood?”

I gave him a flat look. "We'll find out soon enough.”

We stared at each other for a long moment.

"I'm going to give you the opportunity to come clean about everything.”

"There is nothing to come clean about.”

I stifled a chuckle. "Your wife gave us everything. All the data, emails, you name it. We know about the covert project, the gene splicing, the offshore holding company. Aside and apart from the murders, you're facing numerous federal charges. I'm going to go out on a limb and say you didn't just decide to make a hybrid shark on your own. Who are you working for?”

"As much as I'm enjoying this conversation, gentlemen, I'm going to decline to comment. I want an attorney. Now.”

It wasn't shocking. I was surprised he hadn't lawyered up sooner.

JD and I pushed away from the table and walked to the door. After a quick knock, a guard buzzed us out, and we joined the sheriff in the hallway.

"I think we've got enough to put this scumbag behind bars for a long time," Daniels said in a reasonably confident tone.

"I hate to rain on your parade," I said. "But if he's working for a three-letter agency, they're going to come in here, classify everything, and he's going to walk.”

"It sure would be a shame if all that evidence found its way to the press," he said before walking off.

JD and I grinned and shared a look.

I may or may not have given Parris Delaney a copy of that USB drive.

It didn’t take her long to break the story. It was all over the news, and other stations picked it up. In no time, the scandal had gone nationwide, and pretty soon, everybody was asking questions about Project Leviathan.

Even without the murder charges, Mark was looking at fraud, money laundering, violations of the Lacey Act, Endangered Species Act, and the Biological Weapons Anti-terrorism Act. Not to mention conspiracy, wildlife trafficking, reckless endangerment, tax fraud, and manslaughter.

In total, 300 years of prison time and $100 million in fines. He could probably dial that back to 30 years with cooperation.

At his arraignment the next morning, he was charged and denied bail—flight risk. He had the resources to flee. He’d wait in the county pod until he could be transferred to a federal detention facility.

JD and I watched the news coverage of the circus on the flatscreen in the galley as we grilled up breakfast that morning. The story was still at the top of the news cycle, and Mark had been subpoenaed by the House Oversight Committee. There were a lot of questions that needed to be answered.

Meanwhile, that shark was still at large.

Brenda called not long after we dished up plates. "Thought you'd be thrilled to know the lab found trace blood splatter on that Donna Vatelli dress consistent with Eden Saint. Looks like Lisa Scott shot her stepdaughter.”

She was still in lockup, and at this rate, she wouldn’t be leaving anytime soon.

In the meantime, we had a shark to catch.
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It was a bureaucratic nightmare.

We looped in the FWC, and their marine unit provided support. We needed a permit from NOAA Fisheries and authorization from the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service. The Coast Guard, the FDA Center for Veterinary Medicine, and the DOJ all got involved.

The FWC submitted an ESA Section 10(a)(1)(A) research permit application for capture and study, along with an application for a MMPA Section 104 permit. The creature was deemed an imminent threat to public safety.

Within 24 hours, the NOAA Regional Administrator signed off.

Since the modified shark was considered a new animal drug, the FDA CVM reviewed the situation, and the USFWS oversaw Lacey Act compliance. Capturing and transporting the shark wouldn’t be classified as illegal trafficking, in their view.

The USCG issued a Certificate of Compliance for the transport vessel.

It was a miracle that anything ever got done once the government got involved. But within 36 hours, we had all the necessary approvals. It took a lot of phone calls and favors and was enough to make your head spin, but we got it accomplished.

BMFS Marine was kind enough to donate the use of two heavy transport vessels, including a 72,000 DWT semisubmersible with a length overall of 218 meters. The Mighty Marlin was massive and had a submerged draft of 26 meters. It was like a giant flatbed truck for the sea.

The Maxlift 2 was a 231-meter lift boat with a towering crane capable of hoisting 4,000 tons. More than overkill for the massive shark. With a haze-gray hull, an arctic white superstructure, a helipad, and a yellow monster of a crane that towered like a sky scraper, the Maxlift 2 was an impressive sight.

The behemoths dwarfed our 27-foot HDPE Raptor 2.

Tango One circled overhead, the rotors thumping the hair.

This whole adventure was insane.

Isabella had tracked the leviathan, and we ran a chum line of blood and fish guts. We left a crimson slurry in the teal water as we idled forward. With a quarter of beef on a tow line amidships, we had a tasty morsel for the shark.

Jay had rigged up several pole spears with his special cocktail of shark dreams. He knew better than to tag along in the Raptor 2. Nobody in their right mind would be aboard this boat. I couldn’t talk Ariel out of it. She wanted to be in the thick of it. Of course, she insisted her cameraman, Nick, tag along to capture video for her social media presence.

Defender-class patrol boats and Coast Guard cutters trailed in the distance.

News helicopters and MH60 Jayhawks circled overhead.

The briny air swirled, mixing with the putrid stench of fish guts. The sun beamed bright, sparkling the water. It was as good a day as any to go head-to-head with a massive hybrid shark. Besides, we were in the boat. I planned on staying on the boat. What could go wrong?

An FWC dive team was ready to deploy with the sling once we had sedated the shark—once it was no longer a threat. Or, at least, that was the plan.

The bloody slop worked. Before long, a massive dorsal fin surfaced, cutting through the teal swells like a razor.

I'm not going to lie, my heartbeat elevated. Even standing on the deck of the boat in relative safety, it was enough to make the fine hairs on the back of your neck stand tall.

The shark raced toward the Raptor at an incredible speed, then dove deep. It launched up from below like a Trident missile. Its snout pierced the water, its jaws wide, its massive teeth ready to devour anything and everything in its path.

It chomped down on the quarter of beef and ripped it away like it was nothing.

I stabbed the harpoon at it, but the shark crashed back into the water, unscathed.

That's okay. We had brought plenty of beef with us. Jack tied up another morsel, then tossed it over the side of the boat.

My heart pounded my chest, my nerves alive.

“Did you get that?” Ariel said to her cameraman.

He nodded with round eyes.

We lost sight of the shark. Surely it wouldn't be satisfied with just an appetizer. We kept idling forward, and Jack kept tossing fish guts and blood into the water.

I stood ready with the harpoon.

A nerve-racking few moments went by. I kept my head on a swivel.

There was an eerie stillness for a moment.

The monster launched up from the depths and slammed into the Raptor. I don't know if the toothy bastard thought it was a seal or if it was just being an asshole.

The impact launched the boat into the air, and we became airborne. The boat capsized, and the four of us splashed into the water.

Not exactly the place I wanted to be.

I managed to hang on to the spear, but the rest of them sank to the depths. We had one shot left at this.

The engines growled and gurgled.

I glanced around to check on the team bobbing in the swells. "Everybody okay?"

There were nods all around.

With the camera in a waterproof housing, Nick kept filming.

The dorsal fin of the shark pierced the surface of the water and circled.

We swam back to the stern of the boat. The deep V hull was too steep at the bow to climb. The engines growled like chainsaws, the blades slicing the air. They’d chew through flesh as easily as the shark.

I grabbed the stern corner and climbed up onto the capsized hull as the engines sputtered out. Then I helped Ariel out of the water.

The dorsal fin approached as Jack treaded water at the transom. I grabbed his hand and pulled him up. He cleared the water just as the shark’s dorsal fin submerged.

The shark swam under the boat, the current rocking the Raptor.

Nick was still in the water, filming the three of us climbing onto the hull. Something happens to camera operators in the heat of the moment. They get so caught up in getting the shot, they begin to forget the danger. Like the camera imparts some kind of immunity. The allure, the glory of getting a breathtaking, death-defying image is often too great. Maybe it’s the sense of detachment—looking at life through a lens.

“Nick, come on!” Ariel shouted.

The sheriff pulled his patrol boat alongside us. With a mix of anger and concern, he shouted, "I think this little exercise is over.”

In the choppy water, the sheriff kept his boat about six to eight feet from the Raptor. It was too risky to get closer.

The water was filled with the chum of the capsized boat. The shark still lurked in the depths.

The leviathan made another approach as Nick swam toward the Raptor. He slapped and splashed the water, clinging to the camera, doing a one-arm sidestroke.

The shark attacked from underneath again, its jaws wide, teeth sparkling in the sun as it emerged. The meat grinder clamped down, and blood bloomed the water. White water splashed, and Nick’s shrieks of terror filled the air for a moment until the shark pulled him under.

A bloody swirl remained at the surface.

Ariel screamed, her face twisted with sorrow, tears streaming down her cheeks.

The capsized boat pitched and rolled with the swells. It was not the best place to be. A large wave or a nudge would have us in the water again.

I scanned the area, looking for signs of the shark.

The sheriff shouted, “Tango One’s got a visual on the shark. It’s 100 yards out.”

A shark that size could close a 100-yard gap in no time, but it was enough time to get across the channel between the boats.

“Go. Now,” I urged Ariel.

“Fuck that.” Fear drenched her eyes. In all her shark experience, she’d never seen anything like this.

“Hurry!”

After a reluctant beat, Ariel dove into the water and swam across to the patrol boat.

Deputies pulled her aboard.

Jack followed and swam toward the patrol boat.

The dorsal fin surfaced, closer than I would have liked. The shark approached, barreling toward the two boats.
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The shark raced toward the channel between the two boats, its fin slicing through the teal water.

Deputies pulled Jack out of the water and over the gunwale just as the toothy bastard snapped at him. The shark's jaws clenched tight. All he got was a mouthful of air. But the monster slammed into the patrol boat, knocking it to starboard, damn near capsizing it.

I gripped the spear tight, cocked my arm back, and threw it as hard as I could.

The sharp spear flew through the air and punctured the dorsal side of the shark. It drilled deep and planted into the shark’s flesh as it submerged.

Between the waves and the wake of the leviathan, I lost my footing on the steep hull and slipped into the water.

The shark circled back around.

I swam to the patrol boat.

Jack reached a hand down and helped me aboard.

The big behemoth made another run, but its dorsal fin began to list like a sail in the wind. Jay had added propofol to the mix. Within a minute, the creature was already feeling the effects of the cocktail.

The shark rolled onto its side.

It was now or never. The shark would begin to sink soon without motion.

I hustled into the wheelhouse, keyed the mic, and radioed the divers.

The dive leader’s voice crackled back through the speaker. “Are you sure this thing is out?”

“Only one way to find out,” I said.

Our dive gear was now at the bottom of the ocean, or I’d have been in the water with them.

They deployed and ran a sling under the shark’s belly. Lift bags kept the shark afloat until they could attach the hoist.

The Maxlift 2 maneuvered into position. When the hook was connected to the spreader, the crane operator lifted the mammoth shark out of the water like it was nothing.

The crane swung from port to starboard, and the operator set the shark on the deck of the semisubmersible that was already a meter or two below the surface.

Another crew of divers secured the monster for transport.

It wasn’t over yet, but the hard part was done. I breathed a sigh of relief.

The thump of rotor blades circled overhead. A black SH60 helicopter had joined the mix. It circled the Mighty Marlin and touched down on the helipad. Two G-men in dark suits and sunglasses hopped out and crouched low as they hurried across the pad to the superstructure. A team of special operators dressed in black with M4s followed.

RHIB boats with special operators swarmed the area.

“What the hell do you think this is all about?” Daniels groaned. He muttered a few obscenities, keyed the mic, and barked, “Somebody want to tell me what the hell is going on?”
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“Dan Carney,” a man in a suit said when he joined us on the deck of the sheriff’s patrol boat. “Office of the Sec. Def.—Special Capabilities. Working the JSOC and SOG, along with Homeland. I’m officially reading you into the project. You are hereby ordered to stand down. Due to the classified nature of the project, you are to surrender all evidence and logs and delete or destroy any official reports pertaining to the project. You are all under a non-disclosure order. This incident did not happen.”

I chuckled. “Tell that to the news crews and the congressional oversight committee.”

“The media exposure will be contained and redirected. We believe Weaver was working with direct support from Chinese Intelligence. The shark will be taken to a classified location and studied. Your country thanks you for your patriotism and your service.”

After the paperwork was signed, Carney transferred to a RHIB boat and vanished.

The last time JD and I had violated a gag order, we paid the price. This time, the cat was already out of the bag, and I was inclined to just keep my mouth shut.

With the help of the hoist and quite a bit of finagling, we got the Raptor righted and towed it back to the station. Our part was over. It was a solemn ride back as Ariel mourned the loss of her friend.

Paris and her crew waited for us on the dock, along with dozens of other reporters. Cameras closed in, and questions flew.

“Where will the shark be taken?”

“Who has custody of the shark?”

“Is this the same shark responsible for multiple deaths?”

I declined to answer.

More feds were on site to oversee the hand-off and destruction of any evidence we had acquired. It was hard to let go of the case, but the threat had been contained. The island was safe, for the moment.

Afterward, we returned to the Avventura and tried to unwind. An adult beverage or two was enjoyed.

We chilled out for a few days, recovering from the adventure. I didn’t mind spending time with Ariel. It was a good way to recharge my battery. But we got in plenty of cardio.

Allison Monahan’s conscience got to her. Maybe it was paranoia. In exchange for immunity, she gave the names of several vandals responsible for burning the fishing boats. Arrests were made, and coconspirators flipped.

With all the media attention, Ariel got an offer to star in a documentary chasing great whites off the coast of Australia. It was too good an opportunity to pass up. I was sad to see her go, but we promised to keep in touch. I took her to the airport to send her off. With a tearful hug and a kiss, she was off to a new adventure.

The sheriff buzzed my phone as I walked back to the car. “You’re not going to believe this. Or maybe you will. Marshalls were taking Mark Weaver to a federal detention center when the vehicle was ambushed by armed gunmen. Weaver escaped.”

“Something’s fishy.”

“You’re telling me. He disappeared.”

“You might be right.”

“Oh, I know I’m right.” Daniels sighed.

It was a few days later when he turned up dead on a beach. The critters of the sea had taken a few good nibbles, and it looked like an apex predator had gotten in on the action.

Marguerite had been involved in a fatal car accident. Somebody was cleaning house. There would be no testimony before Congress. It would fade from the news cycle.

Nova Serrano was still at large. I figured she had fled the state. It was up to the Marshalls to find her.

“You ready to get back to work?” Daniels said to me when he called the next day. “We’ve got another situation.”

Ready for more?

The adventure continues with Wild Rabbit!

Join my newsletter and find out what happens next!


AUTHOR’S NOTE


Thanks for taking this incredible journey with me. I’m having such a blast writing about Tyson and JD, and I’ve got plenty more adventures to come. I hope you’ll stick around for the wild ride.

Thanks for all the great reviews and kind words!

If you liked this book, let me know with a review on Amazon.

Thanks for reading!

—Tripp
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CONNECT WITH ME


I'm just a geek who loves to write. Follow me on Facebook.
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