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PROLOGUE
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Corbin Becket’s waders sank slowly into the mud but he wasn’t concerned. He never stayed in one place long enough to get seriously stuck. He set the five gallon bucket down on the smooth, wet surface of the tidal mudflat. The bucket contained several inches of sea water and, in that water, the day’s catch. With a practiced arm he raised his rake high and brought it down, nearly burying the foot long tines in the slate gray mud. 

He angled the handle and peeled back a thick, heavy layer of the mud. He smiled, rewarded by the familiar pink form of a bloodworm.  He plucked up the ten inch specimen. As he was about to drop into the bucket with the others, the worm curled in his fingers and struck! It launched its proboscis, increasing the length of its body by a third in the blink of an eye. 

The tip of the snout-like organ opened to reveal the four curled fangs, the worm used to seize and inject venom into its prey. Corbin barely felt the tiny fangs. Of course, he had been bitten more times, by the worms, than he could count. The bites seldom hurt and the venom, if a worm ever managed enough of a grip to inject any, did little more than make the skin around the bite mark itch for a spell.

“Ya little booger,” Corbin grumbled. He dropped the worm into the bucket and went back to work. 

Half an hour later, Corbin stopped and looked into the bucket at his catch. He’d only been at it for a couple hours and he guessed that he had about $300 worth of worms. Covered in mud everyday, Corbin couldn’t argue that catching bloodworms was a pretty job, but if a body was up to it, it paid damned good. 

He stood straight and did a few quick stretches to ease the tightness in his lower back. As he looked around he noticed that he was alone on the mud flats. A bit odd, but nothing that... He squinted off to his right. About twenty yards away, the telltale dark impressions of footprints marred the otherwise flat expanse of mud. But it wasn’t the prints that had caught his attention. It was the fact that, from what he could see, they went only one way. They simply ended; ended at an area of disturbed mud the size of an elementary school merry-go-round. There was no sign of the author of the prints.

Whoever had walked out onto the flats had, more than likely, stepped in their own prints on the way back to shore. It made sense, he admitted. Yet, for some reason, something didn’t feel right about his perfectly logical explanation.  

Corbin tamped down the sense of unease welling up in him. He gathered his things and began to slowly trudge through the muck toward the disturbed patch of mud. Even before he reached it, he saw that it lacked the usual mounds of neatly arched mud created when the digger had peeled back the mud with his rake.

When he reached the edge of the churned mud, he stood for several moments trying to make sense of how it had been done for, in addition to a lack of turned mud, there was also a lack of footprints within the area. 

After a minute or so, Corbin looked around. He was still alone. Finally, his curiosity got the better of his apprehensions and he stepped slowly into the choppy circle. One step. Two steps. Three... he lurched forward as his foot met no resistance from below. He sank further and further into the brackish mire. He was up to his chest in mud. He threw his arms wide, using the bucket and the rake to help check his sinking.  

Desperately, Corbin clawed at the mud with the rake. He only need to sink it into the firmer mud at the edge of muddy hole in which he found himself. 

He was still reaching with the rake when he felt himself suddenly settle even deeper. His panic rose to fever pitch. He was going to be pulled under. Then, with the same abruptness, he began to rise. He rose up until his upper body was free of the mud. 

Thank, God. He was going to be fine, although he still needed to get clear of the cavity or whatever was hidden beneath the surface. He lifted his short-handled worm rake again, but just as he brought it arcing down, the mud exploded upward all around him. He found himself encircled, as though standing in a muddy, pulsating, red bowl: a bowl rimmed with strange, coppery hooks. 

The hooks, each of them eight to ten inches long, looked oddly, ominously familiar. Corbin had seen the likes of them before but...  

Fangs. 

Oh no, he whimpered, just as the cylindrical jaws snapped closed upon him. He would have screamed had the air not been forced from his lungs, robbing him of his voice. He felt the ring of metallic fangs puncture him, felt the searing, acidic burn as they pumped him full of venom.

The jaws opened again, releasing him. He sank deeper into the creature’s maw and the jaws closed again, this time over his head.   
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CHAPTER ONE
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There was the land, and there was the sea and, in between the two, the eternal give and take of the tides. Joe Bryant’s stilt house stood resolutely where those two great forces danced, at times above the lapping waves, at times above a flat expanse of mud.

He stood on his balcony, sipping from his second cup of stout black coffee as the sun rose and the sea withdrew. The air was unseasonably crisp and cool. As the Atlantic retreated, it left the exposed mud flats cloaked beneath a gauzy blanket of fog.

Joe turned up his mug and downed the last of his morning brew. He turned to the small, outdoor table where Penny still occupied one of the two chairs. “Give it up,” Joe said as he gathered up the breakfast dishes and deposited them in the sink. “Even if I wanted to give you more, which I don’t, there’s nothing left. Besides, you’re getting too fat my friend.”

Impervious to insults and ever the optimist, Penny simply licked her lips. 

Joe stepped inside and paused, holding the door open. He turned to Penny. “You just gonna sit there, or are you coming with me?”

With a single bark, the Irish Setter hopped down from the chair and padded after Joe. 

Joe headed down to the sub-level. Constructed by his father, halfway between the underside of the stilt house and the mud at low tide, the sub-level was more or less his backyard in the sense that it was where he kept his tools, equipment, his worm digging gear, his small rowboat, and more. Open to the elements, the sub-level was walled in by an eight foot high chain link fence, mainly to keep his possessions from washing away in particularly bad weather.  

Joe stopped at the large trunk near the head of the steps. He took out his wide brimmed sun hat, his rubber boots and, lastly, his rake. The digging implement was fifteen-by-fifteen inches wide with inch-wide tines, and a short, thick handle. It had been his father’s worm rake and, of all his possessions, it was his most cherished.  

The tide was rolling out. Joe and Penny would be on the flats for two or three hours, until the sea began its return. It was going to be a good day, he could feel it in his bones. At the bottom of the steps, Joe slipped on his waders and headed to the access door in the floor and the stairs below it that led down to the exposed mud below the house.  

Penny followed him as he stepped out from under the house and on to the smooth, glistening mud. 

A horn blared and Joe glanced inland toward the road. An old, blue F-150 pick-up was barreling up the road. Howard Cain, a fellow digger, waved as he sped on by. Howard was one of the few locals who did not begrudge Joe his enviable situation.

Unlike Howard and most other diggers he knew, Joe was fortunate in that he owned a home literally on a mud flat. His family had owned the land and worked the mud flat for several generations. 

All that remained of the original ancestral home were two and half crumbling brick walls set well back from the sea. Joe’s stilt house had been built by his grandfather and passed on down to Joe’s father, and then to Joe. It was Joe’s intention to one day pass it on to his own children... if and when he actually had any. 

Kid’s aside, Joe’s situation suited him perfectly well. He liked to dig alone, with Penny of course, and no matter how many worms he dug up, it was unlikely that by himself, he would ever deplete the worm population on the mudflats accessible from his land.  

He was grateful that he didn’t have to travel up and down the coast like most other diggers looking for mudflats to work. In recent years, much of the once accessible shoreline had been gobbled up people, usually outsiders, who flocked to the coast in droves, buying up the land like ravenous beasts. 

Yes, Joe was fortunate and he knew it. 

Penny raced ahead. Within a few moments, her long, coppery red fur was soaked in mud. Joe trudged out and to the north. His feet sank deeply into thick, squishy mud which rose halfway up his calves. As accustomed to it as he was, Joe still found walking the mud flats to be something of a workout.  

***
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Tiny crabs skittered clear of the Joe’s and Penny’s paths., while gulls wandered here and there gobbling up anything they could catch.

By the time the tide began to roll in, Joe’ s bucket was half full of worms. If he had as much luck on the next low tide, it would be a good day indeed.

Sensing it was time to head back, Penny came bounding up. Her long red fur was caked with the dark gray mud and hung in gooey clumps. Joe was muddy from his thighs down and from his elbows to his fingertips.  

Back home, Joe secured Penny on the sub-level. “You know the drill,” he said. He patted her dirty flank. “I clean up first and then we’ll see to you and the worms.” He headed up the steps to the house.

Penny was sitting patiently where he’s left her, staring up the steps, when Joe returned freshly showered and wearing clean clothes. He let Penny of her leash and grabbed the bucket of bloodworms. He said nothing as Penny bolted up the steps to the tiny mud room in the corner of the kitchen. Joe let her go. He had learned long ago to make sure that the door off the mud room that let into the house was closed before setting her loose.  

But Penny wasn’t interest in the house. She was going for a ride and she knew it. At the top of the steps, she made her way to the mud room’s other door, the one that let out to the balcony and to the walkway, that connected Joe’s stilt house to his parking slip which sat closer to the road, well above the high-tide line.

Joe walked past the bundled stack of 2” square, 36” long pressure treated deck balusters. Though not forgotten, they sat neglected. He had been replacing the original balusters, long warped and weathered, as the mood struck him, which was almost never.  

Joe was still admonishing himself to just make the time and finish the work when he caught up with Penny. She was sitting behind the pickup truck, practically vibrating with excitement. He let the tailgate down and saw several loose balusters in the truck bed along with his spare tire, tire iron, tow rope, and his tool box. While Joe secured the bucket of bloodworms, Penny hopped into the truck bed and proceeded to pace in circles.

Twenty minutes later, Joe was in Tide Port. He pulled off the main street and drove a block down to the Strip; that sliver of small businesses that catered to both the townsfolk and those who made their living at sea. The Reed family businesses were a perfect example of that dual clientele.

Hal and Dolores Reed had started their family later in life, and their two children, Kevin and Cassidy, had only been in their mid-twenties when the elder Reeds abruptly decided to retire to Florida five or so years ago. When they did, they left the family business, The Wormslinger Bait Shop, to their kids.

Kevin had a natural head for business and the bait shop had prospered under his management.

Cassidy on the other hand, hated fish, hated fishing, and most especially hated The Wormslinger Bait and Tackle Shop’s primary source of income, bloodworms.  

It had been no surprise then that Cassidy had started her own business. In fact, she had started her business so quickly that the running joke in Tide Port was that her parents had not even crossed the state line before Cassidy had washed her hands of the bait shop and set up Cassidy’s Pet Salon in the back of the building

The two enterprises were doing well though and Joe did business with both. Basically, he made money from the bait shop and spent money at the pet salon. Such was to be the case today.  

Originally built as a small house in the nineteen seventies, The Wormslinger Bait and Tackle Shop still had the look of its original purpose, including a porch, an awning, and hedges. Only the profusion signage –  dominated by a large, 3’ x 6’ roadside billboard that read, The Wormslinger Bait and Tackle Shop: Live Shrimp, Minnows, and BLOODWORMS –  revealed it to be a business.  

When the Reed family bought the house in the early eighties, Hal Reed built an attached garage on the back of it. At some point, he began selling locally harvested bloodworms out of the garage as a side hustle; a surprisingly lucrative side hustle. Before long, he quit his job and, The Wormslinger Bait and Tackle Shop was established. Eventually, the family moved into another house, leaving the old one to serve as the business. So it had been ever since.

Joe pulled into the parking lot. He felt the faded old asphalt crunch under his truck tires as he parked on the pet salon’s half of the lot. In his rear view mirror he noticed Kevin Reed out front of the bait shop, talking with Mike Payne.  

Mike was born and raised in Tide Port, just like Joe and Kevin and Cassidy. Despite that, Mike was little more than an acquaintance to Joe. Mike had run with a rougher crowd which had resulted in a few juvenile run-ins with the law. He had straightened up as he grew into adulthood but, by then, the distance to form friendships with his own generation of Tide Port natives had become unbridgeable. 

Kevin was more or less the exception. Because Mike ran a deep sea fishing charter and was a regular customer of the Wormslinger, he and Kevin had come to be something approaching friends.

In his rear view mirror, Joe saw Kevin and Mike glance his way. He saw Kevin nod in reply to something Mike said. 

Without giving any real thought to what they might be saying while looking at him, Joe got out of the truck and let the tailgate down. Penny hopped out and immediately headed for Cassidy’s shop. Joe grabbed his bucket of bloodworms and followed. 

The bait shop’s profuse signage ended abruptly where the attached garage began. The garage door had long ago been remodeled, replaced by a large plate glass window and a standard house door. Painted on the window, in flowing white script were the words, Cassidy’s Pet Salon.  

Joe was just feet away when the door opened and Cassidy Reed stepped outside. Unable to contain her excitement, Penny’s tail began to wag, slinging mud on everything, in every direction. Including Cassidy’s white top and lemon-yellow shorts. 

Ignoring the mud on her outfit, Cassidy reached for Penny’s collar. “Oh my gosh! What have you done to my baby!” she exclaimed in a tone more for Penny’s sake than Joe’s. It was their Friday ritual, the one day a week when Joe brought Penny to Cassidy rather than wash her himself at home.  

“Your baby?” Joe pointed at the Irish Setter. “That, is the finest working dog for a hundred miles up or down the coast, I’ll have you know.”

Joe couldn’t help but to smile at Cassidy. Her bright, bubbly personality always had that effect on him. The fact that she was damned pretty didn’t hurt either. There was always a twinkle of mischief in her hazel eyes. Her chestnut
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