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Chapter 1
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Mother and child were unaware of the approaching danger. Searching for food, the two gray whales busied themselves plowing the ocean floor. Their baleen plates strained the sediment for fish and plankton with ease. 

The playful calf squealed with delight as he glided past his mother. She gently caressed him with her flipper causing him to slow, rubbing against her jaw. Together, they swam upward. Reaching the surface, both took in a breath of air. Propelling herself with her powerful tail, the cow submerged, letting her flukes skim the surface, then disappeared into the sea. 

Enjoying the early morning briskness, the calf followed his mother, turned and shot back to the surface. Breaching the water up to his flippers, he slowly sank back into the waiting water. His mother called to him to join her on the bottom. The krill were plentiful and she knew they would need their strength for the long journey south. 

The calf had other plans. He was much too busy playing with the surface. He blew a spout of water, followed it with a deep breath, then dove below, ready for another run. Each attempt delighted him more and took him farther away from his mother. 

It was then, as his mother ate her share of krill and listened to her child's play, that she heard it. At first it was soft and low. Then it grew and continued to grow. She became acutely alert. The drone of the engine and propeller carried well under the water. She called out to her calf. Curious, he turned and swam toward the new sound. 

The cow bellowed and raced after him, frantically warning him to stay away. Reluctantly, the calf surfaced, took a breath, then dove in his mother's direction. 

The ship closed in on the whales. The men aboard had seen the sea spray and the flukes of the calf and sounded the alarm. Crew members moved with practiced precision removing a tarp from a harpoon gun. The captain gave the order to increase speed. 

Mother and son made their way out to deeper water as the ship shifted and shortened the distance to the calf. Swimming faster, the mother called to her child, encouraging him to keep up the pace. She soon realized he could not;  the ship was too fast. At one point she breached the surface off the starboard side of the ship. Her calf was on the port side. She dove back into the water and called for him to swim away, that there was danger. But the ship moved closer. The calf was within striking range. The harpooner readied his aim as the ship was directed between the two whales, separating mother and child as the crew waited for the shot. Calling again to her calf, the cow told him to take a deep breath and submerge with her. The calf blew a shallow breath, then obeyed. Under the ocean they reunited. He rubbed next to her, resting under her flipper. The ship slowed its engines and waited for the payoff. 

As expected, the calf grew short of air and had to surface. The mother signaled for him to swim as far and fast as he could. She turned and raced toward the hull of the steel predator. Without warning the calf broke the surface. The harpooner aimed his shot just as the mother struck the hull. The ship rolled as the harpooner fired the deadly probe, missing the calf. Quickly preparing another harpoon, the captain ordered the ship brought about and once again gained on the calf. But their quarry was already swimming out of range and the decision was made to go for the mother. 

It didn't take long. She surfaced again, moving in to attack. This time the harpooner was ready and waited for the optimum time to shoot. The harpoon struck her deep, puncturing her lung as bright jets of blood sprayed from her blowhole. She released a high-pitched whistle just as the grenade exploded in the tip of the harpoon. It ripped her flesh apart, silencing her. 

The crew on the ship worked fast. Lines were tightened to the ship's winch and the body of the cow was pulled out of the water. For a moment she hung, suspended in the air, facing the sea. 

The calf, confused, called out to his mother. The calls went unanswered. 

The cow was brought onto the deck, as crew members stood with flensers, ready to dissect the blubber from the meat. Each member of the crew moved quickly and efficiently, preparing the body for storage. The calf stayed nearby the entire time. His calls to his mother stopped and he waited a safe distance from the ship, while scraps from the cow were discarded over the side of the ship. When the engine and propeller surged into motion, the calf dove for the safety of the deep and the ship turned north. 

The calf stayed among the blood and scraps. It wouldn't be long before the sharks moved in for the feast.  
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Chapter 2 
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"Larry Barney, he was one of the Odyssey's crew wasn't he? Go ahead, tell me how he got it." 

"Harpoon." 

Detective Joshua Epstein stared at Patrolman Mueller. Bear Creek was a picturesque town. Not the sort of place Epstein expected to find much crime.  Certainly not murder.  Being the only detective on the small police force, it was up to him to investigate it. 

"I'm almost afraid to ask, what's the rest?" 

"Harpooned to the side of the fishing trawler, Pegasus. Whoever did it shot him through the stomach and again in the shoulder. Nailed him right to it. And that's not all," Mueller said, as he maneuvered the cruiser around a car towing a small powerboat. 

"More?" 

"You bet," Mueller said. His speech was rapid showing his excitement. "The Pegasus crew didn't spot the body until they docked tonight. They were putting the ship into dry dock for repairs when they found him. Josh, you ever seen anything like this. Sharks got 'im." 

Mueller hesitated, screwing his face in distaste. "To have your mouth bound and gagged, then eaten by sharks." He rolled down the driver’s side window to spit. 

"His mouth was gagged?" Epstein asked, still trying to take it all in. 

"Tied up pretty as you please. He was alive, all right, at least when the Pegasus left. Now everything from his waist is gone.”' He shook his head, "Scares you, don't it?" 

"Yeah, it does. Whole situation scares me." 

Epstein turned away from the younger cop. He tried to catalog this new case and add it to the other two killings the sleepy little town had suffered recently. He came up with nothing.  Better to wait until I have it all, he told himself. 

He shifted in his seat.  He was never comfortable in the front of a police patrol car. A police radio and shotgun rack took up the space designated for the passenger. Being 6’1” and overweight didn’t help any either. 

Epstein was drained. He'd gotten home at midnight after spending all day working on the other murders. At 2 AM, he received a call on another body. He barely had time to throw on a sweatshirt and jeans before Mueller arrived at his door. 

Running his hand through his thick black hair, he gazed out the window and yawned. This would be the third killing connected to the Odyssey, a commercial fishing ship, and that was the only link he had. 

The company accountant was found stabbed in his office. Then one of the ship's crew was strangled on his own sailboat. Barney made the third. In the first two, death didn't seem to be enough for the assailant. He overkilled his victims. 

The owner of the Odyssey, George Wilabanks, and his crew kept a tight lid on each one. That frustrated Epstein. He knew Wilabanks was hiding something, and whatever it was in all likelihood was the key to the killings. It must be big to risk death, he thought. 

"Doc Taylor been called?" Epstein asked Mueller. 

"Yep, called her right after I called you. About as pleasant to wake up as you but a lot more vocal about it. Said she'd meet us at the pier."

Epstein laughed as he thought about Letitia Taylor and her typical abrasive demeanor. "At least I won't be the only one running on a couple of hours of sleep. Misery always loves company." 

Mueller laughed with him. "That's all we need, two grouchy old bears in the middle of a nightmare." 

"Things can always get worse," Epstein said. "Drive on. I don't want to spend all night at this thing." 

Mueller sped the cruiser through the empty streets toward the Bear Creek pier on the southwestern tip of Gray's Harbor, on the coast of Washington. The streets were lined with turn of the century Victorian style homes, weather-stripped and dappled with age. 

They passed a bait shop, the lights on and early fishermen filling buckets with chub. Sport fishing and tourism were the mainstays of Bear Creek's economy now. Recently the city began luring commercial fishing into the area and built Warehouse Row to accommodate it. 

The little town offered tourists the attractions of the ocean with mountains, or cranberry bogs only a short drive away. In spring and fall there were whale-watching tours as the gray whales traveled up and down the coast. Several old homes were turned into bed and breakfasts, serving local wines along with coastal cuisine. The out-of-town fisherman could fish from the pier, rent his own boat, or go to sea on one of the private fishing ships. The streets near the pier were littered with bait and equipment shops. 

The cruiser's blue and white lights flashed like beacons on the dark pier. Epstein saw the bright lights of the emergency vehicles lighting the death scene. In the semi-darkness around the Pegasus, he noticed Doc Taylor moving at her usual slow pace. The ship was out of the water and suspended by a large ship rack. The hull still glistened in the lights. 

Muller pulled the car up close to the activity. He gave Epstein a sympathetic glance and forced a smile. 

"End of the line," he said. 

"Yeah, at least it's not raining," Epstein said, reaching to the edge of the roof and pulling himself out with a grunt. He thanked the lanky blond cop behind the wheel and shut the door. The salt air greeted him, and he heard the lulling sound of the waves, but tonight even these could not lift his spirits. 

A hand gripped his arm. It was Doc Taylor. Letty Taylor, well into her sixties, wore half-glasses pushed down to the tip of her nose. The wireframes blended with her white, thinning hair as it cured tightly around her face. She wore a plain tan cotton blouse under the jacket of her shabby brown tweed suit, the skirt loosely hanging at mid-calf. Her shoes were sensible brown oxfords. Epstein smiled to himself. He liked this eccentric doctor a lot, often thinking she may as well have stepped from some English mystery novel just to lend color to the otherwise staid Bear Creek. 

"Gettin' so's a woman can't get a decent night's sleep 'round here," Taylor said, shaking Epstein's hand. "You best do something about all of this or someone's gonna file a malpractice suit on me 'cause I fell asleep on them." 

"We can't have that, now can we?" Epstein said, smiling kindly at his friend. Taylor had been the first to welcome him to Bear Creek ten years earlier. 

"These are good people, but very shy and reserved around outsiders. They'll grow on you though,” Taylor had said. "Just give 'em a chance to get used to your face." 

It took time, but Epstein learned Taylor was right. The people of Bear Creek eventually accepted him, a refugee from Midwest America, into their little society. Now, the two walked together to the ambulance. The rear doors were still open.  The rear spotlights illuminated a great circle of the dark, usually quiet pier. 

"Not much left of Mr. Barney,” Taylor said, climbing in next to the body and gently raising the sheet from the mangled corpse. "Lucky for him, he never felt a thing. Shock would have set in and, judging from the bite marks, it was sharks that got him. "Course, I won't know that for sure 'til I fully examine him. Sharks got them razor teeth, you know. Cut you fast and clean. Nerves never have a chance to let you know." 

She pulled back the sheet. 

Epstein looked at the body, or what was left of it, and knew the killer had outdone himself on this one. The remnants were almost pure white, the blood drawn out through the open wounds by salt water. The lower torso was severed, exposing the spinal cord. The tissue was cut clear with no tearing, a sure sign of sharks. There were puncture wounds on the shoulders and stomach area. A piece of duct tape still covered the mouth. That was all the body could tell him. Epstein closed his eyes and breathed deeply. 

"I'll be down to look him over with you later, Doc," he said. "I'm gonna be tied up here for a while with the crew. You need anything?" 

"Plenty of sleep is what I need. I got patients to look after. Live ones, and ones like Larry Barney here," She said, pointing to the drained cadaver. 

"If I could get just one thing to click into place, we'd both sleep a little better," he said. 

"I'll keep lookin'," Taylor replied, and closed the double doors on the back of the ambulance. Epstein watched as it moved from the pier. The sound of footsteps coming from behind startled him. 

"Am I glad you're here,” said Dave Kelaghan, a young rookie.  Kelaghan's oval face was framed by his dark hair and glasses. His thin build and average height made him look more suited for an office than a street officer. It was the first murder investigation he'd been on. He was nervous and when he spotted Epstein standing in the shadows, he was relieved to see him. 

"So, Dave, things on the graveyard shift been kind of dull lately?" Epstein teased. "Where's the captain and crew?" 

"I asked them all to go over to the coffee shop to wait."  

"Anybody interview them yet?" 

"No. I asked them to sit tight." 

Epstein sighed. The worst thing to do was to put all the witnesses together before getting their statements. But Kelaghan was making a sincere effort, and Epstein's mind jumped back to a time when he was the rookie. It brought a smile to him. 

"Let's go have a look at the Pegasus. Then on to the coffee shop," Epstein said. 

"Sounds good to me?' 

Emergency personnel bustled about securing the ship. A few volunteer firefighters stood close to the generator-powered lights illuminating the scene. 

Epstein waved as he approached. The Pegasus, a small, privately owned commercial fishing boat, was less than 60 feet long. Barnacles encrusted the neglected wooden hull. 

As he stood looking at the suspended ship he felt his stomach tighten. It was happening again. He hadn't escaped. His tranquility would be destroyed by the same kind of nightmare that drove him from Cincinnati. 

He shook this off and his mind clicked back to the investigation at hand. He examined the hull more closely, finding the two holes made by the harpoons just below the waterline on the starboard side. Water trickled from the holes. Epstein stuck his finger through each of them. 

"Ship's crew say why they were bringing her in for repairs?" He asked Kelaghan. 

"No, don't think I asked them. Is that important?" 

"Could be. Do you have your camera with you?" 

"Sure do. I always carry it. Never know when it'll come in handy.” 

"Good. Get me some shots of these holes, and the ship top and bottom. Okay?" 

"You got it.”  Kelaghan went off eagerly in the direction of his patrol car.  

Epstein asked a firefighter for a spotlight and took it over to the ladder leading to the Pegasus' deck. With a grunt he began to climb. 

Once on the ship, he found his way below deck, sweeping the light before him as he descended. The smell of stale sweat and fish was overwhelming in the cramped hole. Dirty fishing equipment was discarded carelessly about. It was a poorly captained ship; even a boy from Cincinnati could tell that. Pieces of fish were intermingled with twisted line and nets. Epstein snorted in disgust. 

As he made his way toward the bow, his feet felt water. He knelt down. Cool water seeped into his pants legs as he crawled under the deck planking, probing the hull with his fingers until he found the two holes. Holding the light as close as he could without submerging it, he examined the damage. He expanded his search working out from the holes, looking for anything out of the ordinary. 

Finding nothing, he climbed back on deck and down to the pier, where Kelaghan was waiting. 

"You're a mess," Kelaghan said, his light catching Epstein's pants. "Hope you found what you were looking for." 

Epstein looked down at his soaked clothes and anticipated the dry cleaning bill he couldn't afford. "Let's hope our witnesses don't mind me dripping all over them. You get all your shots?" 

"Just like you said. Need anything else?" 

Epstein shook his head. "Time for you to get a first-hand try at gathering information from witnesses. We're in for a long night. When there are this many interviews to do, try to get as many details from each one as you can, especially those details they may not think are important. Somewhere among the conflicting stories you'll find the inconsistencies that help to solve cases." 

As he started up the pier, he saw Kelaghan still standing there. "Come on, I'm buying the coffee," he called over his shoulder.
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George Wilabanks stood among the large wooden crates lining Warehouse Row. For the past half-hour he'd stood in the shadows, watching the activity around the Pegasus. He was unsettled. The people he was to meet were late. 

The cool mist from the sea thickened into a dense fog near the land. He wrapped the trench coat tightly around him. He didn't like being alone. He stood protectively with his back to a wooden crate, his eyes nervously watching, searching the dock. 

As the last police car drove off, quiet settled over the pier. The gentle sound of waves slapping the sides of the docked ships echoed in the stillness. Wilabanks jumped as a mouse squealed in the distance. Probably a cat catching its evening meal, he thought. He moved from his area of cover and peered through the fog. He shivered. An occasional spotlight cast a ghostly glow on the line of warehouses and rows of crates, skids, and drums waiting to be loaded on the incoming ships. 

"In a hurry to leave?”  A voice came from the wet darkness.

"Strauss? Where are you?" 

“Follow my voice. Fog's thick tonight. Gonna get worse before sunrise. Shame about Barney, ain't it?" 

Wilabanks' palms became clammy.  Sweat trickled down his back.  He felt a sensation of fear and excitement. 

"Keep walking,” Strauss said. "I'm right here." He stepped from the shadows, a single light defining him against the fog. Wilabanks relaxed,  knowing Strauss was close enough to touch. 

The captain of the Odyssey, Strauss was a tall, muscular man with hands that were large for his body; his head of long blond hair was set on a mountain of stone hard flesh and tonight his scraggly beard was outlined by the dim light. 

Strauss moved closer. He kept his pea coat unbuttoned, his hands buried deep into his pockets. Wilabanks knew Dirk Strauss always had a weapon with him. He remembered the scars that marred the once handsome face. They were the souvenirs won in Vietnam and the many bars since then. 

"You say it was Barney this time?" Wilabanks asked, rubbing hands together. 

"Yeah, it was him, all right. Caught a glimpse of him, or what’s left of him when I came in. Not a pretty sight. That's too many of the crew to be just a coincidence. I don't like it." 

"I don't either. What can we do about it?" 

Strauss smiled woodenly. "Two of my crew are dead. Your accountant's throat was slit and you want to know what we're going to about it?" 

"I'm running a business here," Wilabanks said. "These deaths are costing me and you. We must keep our timetable for the deliveries.  If you can't, I'll find someone who can." 

"I work for you, sure," Strauss said. He moved in to stand toe-to-toe with his smaller, frailer companion. "Just remember we're in together. You're as much an accessory to murder as I am. You were with us when we killed the do-gooder on the inflatable, and when we ran over that fishing ship.  Before I go down, I’ll take you with me. Keep that in mind." 

"The killings were your idea. We don't know if that's what's behind these murders. You know the scum of this town. Find out what they're saying.” 

"If they're not behind it, seems pretty strange my people started dropping afterward," Strauss said, as he began to pace between the crates. He cupped his hands and blew his warm breath into them. There was a chill in the night air and he could see his breath. 

"What about Epstein?" Strauss asked. 

"We tell that arrogant, fat policeman nothing. He told me we're the key to the murders," Wilabanks said. 

"He's right." 

"So?  No way can I let him in and look at the company. We'd all be in jail. No, we do nothing for him. It's his job to find this killer without our help." 

"Maybe we should shut down here and move the Odyssey up the coast. We could try Cape Elizabeth or go north, work a deal at the Quillayute Indian Reservation. At least 'til the heat's off." 

"Stop it, Dirk," Wilabanks said. "If you don't have the stomach, maybe it's time for you to quit. I'm not going to let a few deaths interfere with my profits. Have you forgotten our partners? Any move would have to be approved by them." 

Wilabanks wasn't thinking clearly, Strauss thought. He knew better than to pursue it. He owed the man. 

After 14 years in the navy, Strauss had refused to follow the orders of a young and inexperienced officer. After serving time in prison, he was dishonorably discharged. When not drunk, he was in jail. During one jail stint, he heard that a merchant ship was looking for experienced sailors for a risky assignment. The stakes were high, the risks great, but the pay was good. Strauss didn't care. He had nothing to lose. 

Wilabanks took an immediate interest in him and Strauss quickly became a captain in Wilabanks'  fleet. His command of the prized ship Odyssey was a move to become Wilabanks' right hand man.  

"Don't worry, Dirk," Wilabanks said. "We're all going to get rich out of this. Years from now we'll probably all laugh about it." 

"I don't think so. I take it personally when someone kills one of my crew." He broke off at the sound of footsteps. "Shh!" Strauss hissed. "I think he's here." 

Strauss looked into the mist for any movement, his right hand feeling for the handle of his knife. He pulled it from its sheath, concealing it behind his leg. 

The footsteps grew louder and closer. Strauss tightened his grip on the knife. He knew Wilabanks was now well behind him, probably cowering behind some shipping crates. Stupid to be afraid of death, Strauss thought. Better to meet it head on, in battle. 

Here on a pier, the sea at his back, with a knife in his hand, he was ready for battle. Victory would mean going on with his life. Death a trip to Valhalla, the hall of heroes, where he would enjoy a never-ending feast and wait for the battle that ends all life. Strauss embraced these old legends of his mother's Viking ancestry with all his heart. To live a life of a coward was unthinkable. 

The footsteps stopped and a short, stout man was outlined in one of the warehouse lights. Strauss waved with his left hand. The wave was returned. 

"The tide is going to be high tonight," Strauss said. 

"But beware of the whale's wake," the man said, answering the code correctly. 

Wilabanks appeared next to Strauss, who kept his eyes on the man. The words of his grandfather echoed in his ears, "Many a brave Viking was done in when his guard was down. Be aware that friends kill just as easily as enemies.” Strauss remained alert. 

The new man was dressed in a black jacket, white shirt and tie. In his right hand he held a briefcase. The dim light revealed his oriental features and they recognized Yoshito Tanaka. 

"Good evening to you both," Tanaka said.  

"You're late," Wilabanks said. 

"Yes, I am. There seems to have been plenty of unfortunate activity here tonight.” 

"Nothing to worry about," Wilabanks said. "We'll have everything under control in no time. You'll see." 

Strauss snorted. 

Tanaka strained as he looked into the others’ faces. He felt the tension between them, reserving this information for later use. Wilabanks glistened from sweat and Strauss concealed the knife Tanaka knew he had. Perhaps it was time to put his plan into motion. But was he ready? 

"It's bad to have so many deaths. Draws attention and makes for few business associates, yes?" Tanaka asked. "Do you have any idea who is behind all of this?" 

"Not yet," Wilabanks said. "Don't worry, we'll find out soon enough and put an end to it." 

"Yes, I'm sure you will. If you require any assistance from the company, let me know. We shall be most pleased to help and continue our profitable business together," Tanaka said. "But for now, we have other matters to attend, yes?" 

"Of course," Wilabanks said, beaming. Tanaka handed him the briefcase. "And this makes it all worthwhile.  I heard the last shipment was in order. The company was very pleased at the quantity and quality of the product. You and your crew will be given a bonus if the next shipment is of the same caliber." 

Wilabanks barely listened. He had the briefcase on the ground, lid open. He fumbled for his small pocket flashlight. It was on a key chain with a jade dragon figure. He'd heard dragons were symbols of power. He found the light and switched it on. 

Strauss whistled low when he saw the money that filled the case. "Payday is always a good day, ain't it?" He added.

"Makes you glad you're alive," Wilabanks said closing the case. He stood and looked at Tanaka. "No need to count it here. I'm sure the shipment will be right on schedule.” 

"I'm sure all will be handled swiftly and business can move on as it should," Tanaka said. 

"That it will," Wilabanks said. "We'll meet at drop point three, two days after the next shipment arrives. Agreed?" 

"Agreed," Tanaka said. "Very well, until the next time. I wish you both well, and luck." 

Tanaka gave a short nod, turned and blended into the mist. Strauss watched after him, ears straining until he could no longer hear for steps. Wilabanks clutched the case, oblivious to Tanaka's leaving. 

"I'll take the crew's and my share now," Strauss said. "If you want them to work, they'll want their pay." 

Wilabanks unconsciously clutched the case closer. Such a large payoff gave him a sense of power.  The mere touch of money made him light-headed. 

"No, Dirk," he said. "You'll all get paid but the money comes from my office in the form of a paycheck. Makes everything nice and clean.  A single slip, and a nosy cop like Epstein will stumble onto our network.”

"You're the boss, Mr. Wilabanks," Strauss said with a hint of venom.  "But don't be surprised if you start losing crew members. The police are going to be asking plenty of questions, again. It's easier for a man to keep his loyalties in mind when he's got his pay." 

"They'll be paid, Dirk," Wilabanks soothed. "But not now. We stick with the system. Epstein's too much of a thorn in my side to risk anything less." 

"And what about the pay of the three dead men? We could divide that and give it to the crew now. We could use their silence?' 

"I think it's best if I control the money. We'll sleep on it and talk later."

"Sort of figured you'd say something like that. Then I guess my job here is done." Strauss turned quickly and was soon swallowed up by the fog. 

"Wait," Wilabanks shouted after him. There was no reply. He was alone on the dock. He cursed Strauss for not staying and walking him back to his car. 

A rat scurried past. A cat soon followed, hot on the chase.  Wilabanks was startled.  He made his way around the crates. The pier was silent, except for the endless ocean slapping against the shore and ships moored at the dock. 

The cat cornered the rat. Both paused in their stalemate. Wilabanks swallowed nervously and moved faster. He remembered old horror movies where a killing takes place on a dark, fog-shrouded pier. 

"This is ridiculous," he said out loud. He forced himself to stand tall, to walk slowly and confidently. 

Then he heard it. At first he thought it was just an echo from his own footsteps. He started, then stopped. The echo was still there. Or was it? He changed the tempo of his walk. The echo was just a little late in response; too late to be an echo. Wilabanks stopped. Again the echo stopped late. Sweat beaded on his forehead, his stomach ached, breathing quickened and he felt an uncontrollable urge to shout for help. 

He started walking, slowly, listening to each step and coming to the same conclusion. Someone was following him. 

He broke into a half-run. The footsteps continued in pursuit. He looked back and stumbled, falling on a wooden skid. Cursing, he got up. A muffled laugh came from the darkness. He could see no one. This must be a sick joke, he told himself. Maybe it's Strauss. He was, after all, upset about the money. Fair enough, tomorrow we'll divide it up. He wouldn't leave me on this pier by myself. It has to be Strauss. 

Wilabanks saw a spotlight on a pole a few yards ahead. If he could make it to the light, Strauss would have to show himself. He broke into a full run and reached the pole, grabbing it with one hand and spinning around to face the echo. There was none this time. 

"Strauss?" Wilabanks called. "Strauss, is that you?" 

A muffled laugh was his answer. 

"Listen, Dirk, I'm sorry about the misunderstanding. We'll do it your way, but in the morning. Okay?" 

Silence. 

"Dirk, come on. There's no need for theatrics to get what you want. Let's be men about this." 

Wilabanks clutched the case tightly and listened to the quiet. He stood there, motionless for what seemed to be an eternity. He glanced around and noticed he was only about thirty steps away from his car. In all the excitement he'd managed to get that close.  Surely nothing could happen in that distance. Still, the thirty steps took him away from the sanctuary of the light. 

Taking a deep breath he took a step towards his car. No echo of steps followed. He took four more with the same response. He breathed out, took another one and closed the distance to his car with a rapid, almost running pace. He paused only for a moment at the driver's door and listened. Nothing. He took out his key, pushed the alarm button and unlocked the door. 

"All this for nothing," he said to himself.  As he opened the door his heart skipped a beat as he was grabbed from behind. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4 
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The bright fluorescent lights in Doc Taylor's office hurt Epstein's eyes, so he focused on the black coffee in his cup. It was his fourth of the morning, the second since he arrived at Taylor's office. He couldn't get the adrenaline kick he needed. 

He glanced down at his watch. 7:42. Epstein took another sip, sat back, and stared at the wall. 

He had arrived shortly after 6. Taylor took one look at him, gave him a hearty laugh, then told him to have a seat and some java. 

Epstein obeyed. But when he tried to follow the doctor into the examining room, Taylor stopped him short, "Don't need no half asleep detective looking over my shoulder and messing up my work. You wait out here. That way, the only thing you can hurt is yourself." Her wink, though, showed more bluster than bite. 

Doc was still looking out for him, Epstein thought. The coroner's office in Cincinnati wouldn't give a detective such royal treatment. It was different there, very different. Epstein's mind slipped back to the case that had sent him running. The faces of the past came back to life. All ghosts now, but they still haunted him. He shivered and shook himself free of it. 

Sipping coffee made him crave a cigarette. It had been nearly three years since the last one, but the urge never left. Doc Taylor was the one who'd pushed him to give it up. 

Forcing his urge away, he tried to focus his attention on the current case. Kelaghan had helped interview the Pegasus crew, but they had little to tell. All their statements sounded the same, as if they were rehearsed. 

"Whenever you leave witnesses together, they have a chance to talk among themselves. The stronger personalities tend to push their version, and that's what you end up with," Epstein explained to Kelaghan later. "A small detail noticed by one person will go unreported because the rest of the group didn't see it. That person begins to doubt himself and doesn't report the detail.” 

Kelaghan saw the point. 

The Pegasus crew members said they had left port early in the morning.  No strangers were hanging around; in fact it seemed quite deserted.  Nothing seemed out of place. The ship seemed secure, as always.  Morning fishing had gone well. Late in the afternoon was when something strange developed. One of the crew had gone below deck and found the ship was taking on water.  The crew turned the ship toward the shore and started the pumps. They didn't find the leak until they reached the pier. When the Pegasus was hoisted out of the water they discovered what was left of the body pinned to their hull. Some of the crew said they’d observed a large number of sharks around the ship early that day but passed it off because of the abundance of fish in the area. 

Epstein felt a headache start at his temples and move toward the center of his eyes. If only he had one solid lead. Surely someone had noticed a man being harpooned to the side of a ship. That's not the kind of thing that happens every day. The only thing he had to cling to was that all of the victims worked for, or were connected with, the Odyssey. That was the key.  Problem was, there were too many questions that needed to be answered.  It reminded him of Cincinnati. He put his hands to his forehead and rubbed. He wasn't ready for that. 

He stood, stretched, yawned and started to pace the room. In a much larger city with an unlimited overtime budget, each member of the crew would have been put under surveillance. There was no way they could do that in Bear Creek. 

He downed the dregs of coffee, crushed the styrofoam cup and pitched it into a trashcan in the corner. He stopped in front of a framed oil painting. A peaceful setting, green mountains loomed behind a calm, clear lake. A solitary figure sat in an unmoving rowboat, fishing off the side. As Epstein looked closer, he made out ducks crowding the shore. Birds flew across the painted sky and small rabbits and squirrels crouched at the edges of the trees. 

He continued to look at the painting, wishing he were there, and discovered even more. At first he thought he was imagining it, but when he checked a second time, he was sure. 

"Isn't that just like, Doc?' He said aloud. Buried deep in the painting was not only God's beauty but man's legacy. Hidden along the edges of the water and around some of the trees, the artist had painted man's trash—fast food papers, empty glass bottles, some pop cans, even an old tire. 

"Isn't that just like what?" Taylor asked as she entered the room behind Epstein. 

"Just like you. And don't you knock?" 

"Nope. Besides it's my room." 

"Good point." 

The doctor walked across the waiting room and sat on the couch normally reserved for patients. Her curly hair was askew. She let out a long sigh that spoke of both exhaustion and frustration. 

"That bad, huh?" 

"No worse than the other two victims. I'm afraid I didn't have much to go on with this one. Any evidence was taken off by the ocean and the sharks.  Only unusual thing left behind was that the victim's remaining hand suffered a blow from a sharp instrument. It was pierced through." 

"Like a spike or a long knife?" Taylor looked up at the ceiling for a moment. 

"Yes, a spike or a long knife could have made the wound, but then so could a screwdriver. There was plenty of distortion as you can imagine." 

"When I crawled below in the Pegasus, I found the two larger holes where the harpoons came through. I also noticed two smaller ones below the water line, about at the point where a man could have been pinned against the side
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