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(A MILO BATES, P. I. story—A case in which there is very little detection on Milo’s part.)
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THERE WAS A REFLECTION, a shadow, moving gracefully above and off to Milo's right. He pulled his gaze from Jessie. She was swimming downward, away from him, not paying any attention. He looked up at the sleek and silent shadow. His jaw tensed nervously, and a sense of foreboding overtook his mind; A faint chill clung to his body just inside the wetsuit. The shadow suddenly flexed and darted, attacking. He couldn't tell what it was [image: image]attacking. He glanced back toward Jessie. She still hadn't noticed the shark. Milo backed slowly down and away, working his way toward her as the shark circled. The shark slackened its pace, then darted in again. A dark cloud of blood spilled out into the water, colorless. A fish, Milo thought. Feeding time. He backed further away from the growing cloud. Jessie looked up from below. Milo held the speargun at the [image: image]ready, watching, looking upward. Something struck against his elbow, almost setting off the gun. The second shark had just passed him, brushing against him by accident, nudging him, passing, then seemingly realizing it had just gone by dinner. In a flash it swung back toward him, on the attack. In another flash it was pushed violently to the side, the third [image: image]shark's teeth ripping into it, flipping it. They were both on the edge of the cloud, the [image: image]second shark's entrails spilling out as they fought, attracting the first shark, and still [image: image]others. Milo backed hurriedly away and down, almost in a frenzy, trying desperately not to panic, his body rebelling against everything he had ever been taught about sharks and diving.

Jessie had been waiting near a reef that rose upward from the ocean floor. The floor moved out a few yards and then dropped away into blackness. Milo finally reached her at the reef, expecting to see terror on her face. He couldn't see her face though, because she was looking at something, watching it descend. He only saw the back of her head as she swam toward the descending object. He reached out, swiping at her fin, missing her. He looked up. The sharks were still struggling, but the cloud was beginning to disperse [image: image]and break away. There were now five or six sharks, as near as he could tell; the smallest ranging from about six feet to the largest, which appeared to be about eighteen feet in length.[image: image]

Again, Milo turned to watch Jessie. He noticed what it was she was after. A hand. It floated down, moving slowly, gliding toward the dark crevice below. As Milo moved closer, following Jessie's lead, he got a better view. There was a wrist and part of a forearm, that was all; descending debris that had escaped the milieu above. To the wrist were attached the remains of ripped twine and tape. At the end of the twine, there [image: image]was a portion of heavy brick, pulling the hand toward the dark abyss. Jessie grabbed, entangling the twine around her own wrist, pulling the descending hand toward her. Milo was beside her now. He knew it was her preoccupation with forensic science that overrode her fear of the sharks above. His own curiosity peaked. The dim, yellowish grey of the murky depth surrounded them, while the reef, teeming with life and color in want of light lie in sharp contrast. They hovered at the edge of the abyss, as what purported to be the ocean floor, a mere ledge, moved. Tiny schools of fish of various size and shape darted about. And other, almost colorless urchins scattered and scampered around like a magic carpet, lending eerily to the atmosphere. Life would continue in the depths, somehow diminishing man, belittling him. Nature wouldn't even bat an eye over the death of a man, any man, not even the one no longer attached to the wrist which dangled at the end of the twine which Jessie now gripped tightly.

She clasped the twine and held it taut as the hand floated freely above, the brick [image: image]dangling below. Milo sawed at the twine with his knife. There was a piece of plastic bag clinging to the inside of where the twine was bound to the wrist. The twine broke and [image: image]the brick fell. Milo and Jessie looked at each other, and then upward. Milo shook his [image: image]head. They could not go swimming up to the surface with the hand. The sharks wouldn't allow it. Hand or no hand, they wouldn’t make it to the surface, Milo thought.

They could only see one or two dim shadows circling above now. They waited. One shadow darted off, then ten seconds later the other one was gone. Still, they couldn't be sure. It would probably be too risky. Milo looked at the gauges; The tanks had some air left, [image: image]but they had been down for a while. They had about three or four minutes before they would have to ascend. He had a little less air than Jessie, due to his exertions earlier.

Jessie shook her head, motioning to him. The hand swayed back and forth in the water as she motioned. She was pointing at the fingers of her left hand with her right and then at the hand which floated magically at the end of twine. There were two rings on the floating hand one was a pinky ring and the other a wedding band. Up until that point, Milo had just assumed that it was a man's hand, but now he was almost certain. It was a large hand, though things always did appear larger under water.

Milo nodded his head. He understood. Or so he thought. He was under the impression that Jessie was going to pull the rings off and only take those up, but he was mistaken. She grabbed her knife out of its scabbard and began sawing at the fingers. He [image: image]glanced nervously up toward where the sharks had been. Jessie followed his gaze. She was nervous also, but continued cutting the fingers. There was almost no blood. A very small thread floated out at first, but died away in tiny droplets. This was still probably [image: image]enough to draw the keen senses of a shark, a hungry one. But Milo was hoping the local appetites had been satiated. They both looked up again, as if waiting for a shark to come [image: image]down and attack. She shrugged and continued working. One finger came off, then a [image: image][image: image]second. The third had the wedding band, and it almost dropped away when the finger was removed. Milo grabbed the ring in time. The water made motions slow, but slow motions are often clumsy motions. He saved the ring and Jessie dropped the finger. It landed on Milo's fin, and he steadied it enough until he could boot it up again, where he could reach out for it. The finger came up in a swirl of water and sand and then drifted [image: image]just out of his reach. He floated, still and steady, straining his eyes to watch it closely, as [image: image]though it were a small diamond. And so it can be likened, when it is compared to the surrounding ocean. It was a very miniscule thing, just as the man's life of which it had once been a part. The dim background and swaying plant life of the reef almost caused him to lose sight—There, he spotted it. It floated down and came to rest in a small crevice, as though pointing out a sea crab to Milo. He took out his knife and flicked the finger out, careful to grab it as it twirled free.

Milo turned back to Jessie. He glanced at his watch and the air pressure gauge. It was past time to start up. Jessie wasn't paying him any attention. He swam slowly to her and tugged on her arm pointing at his watch and motioning that they needed to ascend. She nodded. A large Grouper swam past them, but neither Jessie nor Milo even noticed. Milo saw that she had put the fingers in her mesh bag to carry up. He pointed at the bag and shook his head. He couldn't be sure the sharks were gone. Maybe he was overreacting, but better safe than sorry. He pointed to the side, velcro, pockets on the wetsuits. On the way up, they worked the fingers individually into each small, neoprene [image: image]pocket. One of the fingers dropped, and drifted away. There was no way they could go back for it; there wasn’t time. As it was, Milo was close to being out of air. They had their eyes wide open as they rose, looking in wide circles through the narrow view of the masks. The shadow of a Stingray passed overhead, but there were no signs of the sharks. They spotted the anchor line, and swam toward it, rising slowly, stopping every few feet to adjust to the change in pressure. They were still thirty feet from the surface when Milo ran out of air. He used the alternate, “octopus” regulator attached to Jessie's tank and followed her up. Only one thought flashed through Milo's mind just before they broke the surface. Sharks might not be the only danger. Suppose someone was waiting for them on deck?

They broke the surface and were blinded by the bright afternoon sunlight. The [image: image]air tanks suddenly became leaden once out of the water, the heavy hand of gravity pulling them down, large fingers, grasping them, trying to pull them back into the depths from which they had just emerged. Waves splashed against them and lapped the side of the boat as they climbed aboard, water gushing and dripping from their wetsuits. They plopped onto the deck and started removing gear. Already the heat was becoming oppressive. The bright sunlight blinded them; and other than a fine mist of salty spray which rose up into the breeze as the boat rocked, they were quickly drying. There was only the squelching wetness of the suits as they tried to squirm out of them. Salty beads of sweat rose with the exertions.

Jessie had managed to get out of hers with an ease that always astounded Milo. How could she do it? He always cursed the damn things. He stopped to catch his breath, wanting to lie back on the deck and take a nap. He knew he would fry in the suit though if he did. Taking a deep breath of salty air, he started pulling again. 

“Jesus,” Milo said. “Those shar—” The boat rose up on a small wave, and he noticed something out of the comer of his eye. There was another boat in the distance, seemingly heading away. He didn't know if it was the one that had just dropped the man's body overboard, but it was highly likely. It would have to have been that or a helicopter, and he didn't see any birds whatsoever in the area. He looked around. He had looked when they were first climbing aboard to make sure there were no surprises waiting on deck for them. All seemed clear. They must have dropped the body and run. They had probably thought it was real cute to drop it where there were other divers, the man's pockets full of chum. Plenty of shark food to go around. Even if the divers had seen anything, they would not live to tell. After all, if they did live, there was still no evidence. Ha Ha. But they had been wrong. Evidence there was.[image: image]

Milo glanced over at Jessie. She was already at work sorting and looking over that [image: image]evidence at this very moment. She was bent down on the afterdeck, her chin-length blonde hair pushed back behind her ear. It fell forward again, wet tips grazing her salty cheek as she lay the fingers out on a towel. He guessed she couldn't stop being the [image: image]forensic scientist any more than he could stop being a detective.

Milo began to wonder if maybe the crew who dumped the body deliberately dumped it where he was diving. Maybe an old case come back to haunt him. Maybe a coincidence, or maybe simple paranoia on his part. Maybe a lot of things. He glanced back at the boat. If he could only read the name of the boat. At this distance, no way. Maybe with the binoculars. He stood up and started below decks, glancing back at the pile of fins and scuba gear sitting loose on the deck. Bad idea, he thought, knowing full well he should secure that before anything else. Usually, Jessie was a real stickler on that aspect of diving, but not now. Now she was too wrapped up in her find. It'll hold for a couple minutes, thought Milo. It would also be a bad idea to let that boat get away without at least trying to identify it. They would have some explaining to do when they reached shore. Best to find out anything he could. Maybe he could still make out the name? If he could get that, then maybe he could contact the Coast Guard by radio and arouse enough suspicion so they would board and search her. “Can you bring me some freezer baggies, Milo?”

“Yeah, sure. Formaldehyde too?”

“Huh? No.” She turned with a puzzled look on her face. She was squatted down [image: image]with her back and right side turned toward him, peering at him over her right knee. “I [image: image]don't need to preserve them—not in that way, I mean. That would destroy all the—” She stopped and smirked.

“Evidence.” He knew what she meant. He just asked stupid questions sometimes to see how far into it all she really was. He continued down the ladder into the galley, glancing to where he had last hung the binoculars. He reached for them and a gun smashed across the side of his face hard enough to almost shatter his left cheek bone. He crumpled to the deck and blacked out, hitting his temple on the centerboard on the way [image: image]down.

When Milo came to, there was a flash of bright light. He heard voices. The blazing sun was setting him on fire. He lay on the open deck, still encased in the now-dry wetsuit. Perspiration streamed down his face, his hair soaking wet with it. His head hurt and his body was on fire. He squeezed his eyes shut and opened them again, rolling to his side and wanting to vomit. The wave of nausea passed momentarily and he tried to remember what happened before lights out. Gradually, it came back to him. The other boat, the binoculars, the brick wall in the galley that he had run into.

The man must have been left behind to finish off anyone who happened to come out of the water alive after they dumped the body. He must have grown bored, maybe a little disgruntled at being the one left behind. Of course, the boat would be coming back to pick him up. No one could possibly escape the sharks; the man must have thought. He decided to go down and grab a tall, cool Killian's Red from the ice box below. He would come back up and check it out in a minute or two. He just wanted a cold one. That must have been his mistake.

Milo and Jessie had climbed back on board and he was trapped below. They would see him coming up the ladder. It was the only way out. His only move was to wait until someone came down into the galley, or else the other boat came back to pick him up. That would distract them enough, and he could sneak up from behind. Milo accommodated him nicely though, by stepping below for the binoculars. The man didn't even have to wait all that long before Milo came down. Real sweet.

Milo ran his tongue across his lips and tasted blood. His face and the side of his head were aching. He rolled and tried to sit up. His wrists were tied, the hot wetsuit burning his hands where they rested against the front of it. Sitting up just enough, he could see [image: image]them. His vision blurred and he almost passed out, but the image lingered:[image: image]

Two people standing on the deck, near the port side, the same side where he and [image: image]Jessie had come aboard after the shark attack. The two people were standing very close to each other, right on the edge of the deck. Milo was sure one of the two was Jessie. The boat swayed and rocked beneath him. A wave of nausea passed over him again and once again disappeared. The image became clear. The man's smile was the first thing Milo noticed. He was leering, his teeth were trimmed in gold. He glanced at Milo once, [image: image]but there seemed to be no fear in his eyes. After all, what harm could a half-groggy man who was on the deck with his hands tied together do?

The man with Jessie was young, early twenties, and appeared to be Cuban, but Milo wasn't sure. Jessie's hands were tied behind her back, probably so he could have easy access to her. He was very close to her, and he moved his hand to her bikini bottoms, running his fingers along the inner elastic. His grin widened and he leaned in close to her face.

Milo closed his eyes again for a second and opened them, trying to re-focus, trying to think. He reached down to the inside of his leg. His knife was gone. He continued to move, slowly managing to work his way to his knees, all the time watching the young Cuban and Jessie. He saw that her hands were tied off to one of the air tanks. Apparently, nothing heavier was handy. Milo could only see Jessie's profile, but he saw [image: image]enough of it. Her eyes closed as the man stuck his hand deeper into her bikini bottoms. Then she opened her eyes and a severe hatred shone in them. Milo had never seen her project such a hatred before. This only seemed to excite the Cuban even more. He leaned in closer and brushed his lips against hers. She closed her eyes again and tried to turn away. The man licked her cheek and laughed out loud. He glanced at Milo and laughed. Jessie spit in his face and he stopped laughing and called her a bitch. He said something else in Spanish. He pulled his hand out of her bikini and Milo saw that he had been stuffing chum into her pants. A bit of it fell to the deck. Milo somehow was on his feet. The man's hand swiped across Jessie's cheek leaving a trail of the chum across her face. Some of the chum flung off his hand and went flying into the sun, spattering against the bright yellow background before dropping into the ocean. Milo was running towards them, the deck swaying beneath him. He felt as though he was running with all of his might, but it was more of a stumble. He had the image of moving in slow motion, as in a dream.

Just as the man pushed her over, Jessie turned. She was close enough. And he had also been distracted by Milo coming at them. She had grabbed the man's belt and pulled him with her. She was trying for the knife he had in his belt, in the front. He was going for it at the same time, though his intention was to use it on Milo after he pushed her over the side. He hadn't seen her hand. She had been quick to turn, too quick. He shouldn't have been so close to her. They both went, just as the knife twisted up into his stomach.

Milo was inches from reaching them when they went over the side. He had been moving groggily, staggering, stumbling, trying for their direction. Through bleary eyes, groggily, he watched them go, Jessie screaming as they plunged overboard. The air tank slid and clanged against the side of the deck before flipping over after them. Milo followed it over, his hands still tied in front of him. He hit the water rolling, and then straightening himself to a cutting edge, knifing downward. He spotted Jessie and the Cuban. They were gliding toward the depths.

Milo hooked himself between the two, struggling. Jessie still clung to the man's belt, mainly out of desperation. The knife was beginning to work loose from the man's stomach. Jessie had the hilt of it in her hand. The air tanks were pulling them towards [image: image]bottom. The attached BCD was deflated. Milo pumped it up and that helped to slow the descent. It even started to suspend them, but not for long. He opened the valve on the tank, grabbed the regulator and worked it to Jessie's mouth. She cleared it, took a few breaths, and he let go, going for the octopus one. Fortunately, the man had chosen Jessie's tank [image: image]from earlier, at least there was a little air left. He must not have known too much about [image: image]diving, or he wouldn't have left the regulator, BCD and gauges attached before tying her off to it. He didn't have any more bricks, Milo guessed. But if you are trying to drown someone, you don't send them down with diving equipment. Of course, she was tied up.[image: image]

Milo sensed the shark's approach before he saw it. He was becoming too used to this sort of thing. He hoped it wasn't habitual. He tried to maneuver the Cuban around between them and the approaching shark, but was having some difficulty. Of course, the man was dead, or should be, considering the way the knife was twisted up into him; Or perhaps the air tank had hit him in the head when it followed him and Jessie over. Milo couldn't tell for sure. He peeled Jessie's hands off the knife and pulled it free of the man. Milo was just cutting the rope around Jessie's hands free as the shark caught most of the Cuban. The man had a horrified look on his face, the gold teeth showing in a deathlike grin as the shark flung him from side to side. And then he was gone and there was only the shark's grin.

Milo remembered the chum in Jessie's pants, and he ripped them off of her. There had been no time for her to cut his hands free. The shark came at them; its cold, flat, steely eye staring. Milo raised the knife in both hands and brought the hilt of it down hard on the shark's snout as it came in to take a bite. It was momentarily stunned, but only slightly. The chum had fallen free of Jessie and some of it had lodged in between the top of the BCD and the one tank. Milo reached down and cut the hoses to the regulator, then stabbed at the BCD. The shark reacted, and veered in again. A second shark was already on the way, as a cloud of bubbles shot upward. Milo and Jessie moved off to the side of the stream of air bubbles, trying to get away. Milo had [image: image]read somewhere that sharks could sometimes be distracted by a cloud of air bubbles; the bubbles, at least in theory, perhaps were from a frantic human, or fish, or whatever type of dinner, trying to get away. There was never any guarantee with sharks in the midst of a feeding frenzy. Milo had been surprised that he was able to stun the first shark with the blow to the snout with the knife hilt.

It worked. Jessie and Milo sat very still in the water, trying to
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