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      Donovan stood with his feet in the sand, looking out over the vast, open ocean. With each wave that licked at his feet and ankles, his anxiety ratcheted up a notch.

      They shouldn’t be on this case.

      Beside him, Eleri stood whispering a prayer. It was one he’d heard from her before. Something old from her grandmother, or maybe a wish to one of the Voodoo gods a branch of her complicated family worshiped.

      The words were foreign to him and, right now, he couldn’t hear the sound of her voice. The rush of his own blood in his veins was louder than whatever his partner whispered. The roaring in his head was louder than the gentle, relentless waves.

      “Eleri?” he asked, but the wind snatched his voice away and she didn’t answer.

      There were so many things wrong with this case, the first of which was the ocean lapping at his feet. He hated the water.

      Eleri, on the other hand, often joked about being a mermaid. Even now, she looked as though she might run three steps forward and gracefully disappear under the waves, heading toward the home of her heart. The thought petrified Donovan.

      He’d seen her do it before and was confident he couldn’t stop her. He prayed she didn't try.

      They should never have been put on this case. The death of a marine biologist—a strange death, at that—should not have been assigned to an FBI agent who could not handle the sea. A case that involved a friend should not have been assigned to Eleri Eames. And Donovan should not have been pulled away from finding the man he believed was his brother, even though he believed that having a brother was impossible.

      Yet, here he was, fighting the overwhelming urge to run away and leave Allison Caldeira’s death in the hands of some other agent. The waves reaching for him and the sand pulling him under gave him a distinct, sinking sensation, surely a harbinger of how this case would go.

      Donovan had to keep telling himself the riptide couldn’t grab him and pull him under, not when only the biggest waves even managed to touch his ankles. But he was unable to step away from Eleri, unable to step away from the one person who had ever loved him unconditionally.

      “Eleri?” he asked again, and this time she looked up at him. “Do we have to do this?”

      “You don’t.” She shook her head. “But I do. I have to do it for Allison.”

      Eleri wasn't his only friend anymore. He had others to lean on now, but the difference was that she needed nothing from him. Nothing but his time and support. So he stood there as the sand slowly sucked him under and the sinking feeling in his heart convinced him there could be no good ending on this one.
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      Eleri had almost run directly from the parked car—leaving the open door and everything else behind her—down to see the water that she hadn’t quite realized she missed so much.

      It had been more than a decade since her mermaid days, yet she felt she could still dive right into the water and swim away.

      She wasn't ready to face Hannah. Wasn't ready to learn just how Allison had died, nor to tell Hannah the truth about it. She didn't even know the truth for herself yet. She would have known the details by now had they gone straight to the medical examiner's office, but she’d come here instead. She needed this stolen time with the ocean, time to reset in a way she clearly wasn’t going to get enough of.

      Her head snapped around at the sound of Donovan's voice. “Eleri, I can't do this.”

      She blinked back her surprise. He didn’t have to get into the ocean for the case. “Why do you say that?”

      “I don't swim.”

      Bingo. “You don't have to,” she replied. “We’ll be in boats. You know, vessels for people who don't swim.”

      “I don't do boats,” he protested, jamming his hands into his pockets and immediately pulling them back out, as though worried he might suddenly need them.

      Eleri frowned at him. “What do you mean you don't do boats? They're easy. Once you get inside them, they're just like land.”

      He threw his head back and laughed. But what should have been a rich, hearty sound came out thready and missing beats. “It’s not at all like land, Eleri. That you think it is shows just how much you don't understand about how much I don't do the water.” He paused before changing the subject, maybe so she couldn’t protest. “I can't believe Westerfield didn’t recuse us.”

      Eleri shrugged. Donovan was right. Westerfield was wrong.

      She should not be on this case. But she couldn’t leave Allison's death in hands that might not be as dedicated as her own or as competent as Donovan's.

      Maybe it was deliberate on her boss’s part. Maybe he’d put her here for a reason—not that Westerfield would ever tell them. She’d placed her trust in her new boss when she’d first joined the division. Recently, however, she’d begun to wonder if the “blind” part of that trust had been a mistake.

      There was no time to question him now. She had a job to do, and she couldn’t shake the rough feeling she had about Allison’s death. Was it because she’d known the woman? Or was something deeper at play?

      She and Donovan should have been able to handle a case like this easily—murder was their bread and butter. But this one sat uneasy in her chest. Sucking in another breath, she held the heavy air in her lungs, waiting for the fear to seep out of her system. It didn't.

      Turning to Donovan, she pushed a smile onto her face. “You’re going to be okay on this. Westerfield is sending us two more agents. I'm scuba certified, and one of the other agents will be, too. You can stay in the boat and you'll have somebody else with you.”

      Donovan nodded at her. She crossed her fingers that whoever stayed in the boat would help make Donovan comfortable. Despite her burning drive to dive into this one—metaphorically and literally—she was trying to be supportive.

      Eleri looked up into the sky as though the answers might be in the clouds instead of in the water. The afternoon sun rode high and hot above her and she fought the urge to look and let it burn tiny spots into her retinas.

      This case was already digging up old memories and throwing them at her. She was chucked backward to her college days, back to defying her parents and attending the tiny liberal arts school on the bay. Back to getting the job as a mermaid where she'd met Allison and where Hannah and Allison had first fallen in love. Somehow, they’d managed to stay together all these years.

      Just the thought of the loss of something so strong made Eleri's heart sink lower. Turning to Donovan, she said, “We should go. We need to see the body.”
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      “Excuse me, what?” Eleri felt the words falling out of her mouth. She almost apologized for saying it, but the agent’s statement was so backward that she held her tongue lest something worse tumble out.

      The agent who had been showing them Allison Caldeira’s case merely shrugged. Apparently, he didn’t take much offense at Eleri's outburst. Behind her, Donovan said nothing.

      “I understand,” the agent offered without much feeling behind his words. “We should still be in possession of the body. However, the family put up a stink, and the wife came and reclaimed the remains quickly. She did so with her lawyer in tow.” He paused a moment, his calm demeanor not adequate to soothe Eleri’s outrage. “To the best of my knowledge, the body has already been cremated.”

      Just when Eleri thought it couldn't get any worse, there it was. Allison's body was no longer in the local morgue. Allison's body was simply not anymore. Furthermore, it appeared the issue rested at Hannah’s feet.

      Had it been anyone else, Eleri would have questioned their sanity. Trying to keep her anger in check, she forced a “thank you” and didn’t push harder. She did this simply because she had known Hannah forever and had never known her to be anything other than forward-thinking and rational.

      Still, she felt her eyes blink several times in shock. Even Hannah should know that having the remains on hand would dramatically improve the odds of finding her wife’s killer.

      Eleri had expected—as she and Donovan often did—to arrive on scene and examine the body in question. Instead, she silently fumed all the way to the Miami FBI branch office where the attending agent looked at her as though to ask now what?

      Shit, she thought as she tried to remain professional, tried to think of the proper order of information she would need. What would she do if the case wasn’t personal?

      “First, we’ll need to see what evidence has been retained, et cetera. Secondly, our SAC is sending additional agents to assist on this case. I'm curious if you've received word⁠—”

      “Ah.” The agent in front of her almost smiled as though he knew the answers to these things. That, in turn, made Eleri feel better . . . until he spoke.

      He waved his hand, leading them down the hallway. “We have photos and access to all the tests and evidence the ME’s office gathered, and we’ll gladly share any of it. I'm assuming your SAC is Agent Derek Westerfield?”

      So Westerfield had called ahead? Had he known the body was already gone? Eleri only nodded in response to the agent, her lips pressed tight as she wondered how many more surprises today held for her. Why would this man know Westerfield, when he didn't seem to know much about the case? Was there some information he was withholding?

      “I'm one of the other agents assigned to the case. Your SAC wanted someone local involved. The fourth agent assigned will be . . .” He paused for a moment. “Janson?”

      He said it with a question mark at the end, and Eleri felt her head swiveling to look behind her at Donovan. His eyebrows were already up but she couldn’t read how he felt about this. GJ Janson would likely be an excellent resource and was someone they already knew. Despite their personal history, she was an agent with the NightShade division, which would make working the case much easier. That was all good.

      However, it now appeared this agent in front of her—an agent whose name she'd already forgotten—was also going to be their new partner.

      Three NightShade division agents and one agent from Miami. That would make things incredibly difficult.

      Eleri bit down on her tongue to stop herself from making any comments she might not be able to take back. Docilely, and fighting her growing anger at Westerfield for doing this to them, she followed the tall blond man down the hallway.

      The agent led them into his office and Eleri flicked her eyes to the cards on the desk which read “Noah Kimball” and “Federal Bureau of Investigation” and “Miami/Dade.” He handed a file folder to each of them. “These are paper copies you can keep. We’ll give you access to all the data, as well . . . as limited as it is.”

      Nodding, Eleri took the far seat, leaving the one near the door for Donovan, as Noah Kimball settled behind his desk. She flipped through the eight-and-a-half by eleven glossy photos of Allison's corpse.

      It was hard to fight back the tears, to appear professional and detached. Eleri was not able to look at her old friend quite as clinically as she should have. Again, she thought she should have been recused from the case, but Westerfield had heard her objection and dismissed it. So here she was, looking at a body with huge pieces missing.

      The jagged edges and the rounded shape of the wounds said, teeth marks. As she noted the size, she realized the agent was already speaking.

      “—appears to be a Great White. We have a few every several years. And this year has seen an increase in encounters and outright attacks.” He sighed, as though this was a personal problem for him. “We're not confident that Allison Caldeira was in US waters when the attack occurred. And I have no idea why a shark attack has not only been handed to the FBI, but another division has been brought in, as well.”

      He left the sentence hanging in midair, as though Eleri and Donovan could answer it. There! Eleri thought. That was why he’d seemed so nonchalant. It appeared that Westerfield hadn’t given the Miami office even as much as she and Donovan had. This agent wasn’t even confident there was a murder. No wonder their folders contained only a few pictures, tox screens, maps, and reports.

      Donovan had stayed quiet since they entered the building and Eleri wished she knew what he was thinking. She was still trying to process the information of the case and also determine why Westerfield had assigned Noah Kimball to the case. Her boss had been giving them strange directives more often lately. She needed to stay alert.

      Still, she tried her best to answer the local agent’s question. “Allison's wife called the FBI specifically requesting that we look into this case. She managed to get put through to our SAC.” Eleri held back mentioning that her own name might have been tossed around to get a seemingly random citizen an audience with the Bureau. “Whatever she said, she convinced him an investigation is needed.”

      Dark eyebrows rose beneath surfer-like, sun-bleached blond bangs. This guy looked far too young to be an FBI agent. She couldn’t help thinking it, even though Eleri knew she had no right making such judgments. She hated when others had suggested she was too young, too small, or too female to do her job.

      Noah Kimball wore a suit and spoke like an agent, but he looked like someone had pulled a surfer from the beach, dressed him up, and given him an office. Eleri wondered just what Kimball would bring to the table and why Westerfield had allowed it. But as usual, her boss hadn't told her.

      Adding to the surfer image, Kimball was good-looking in the clean-shaven way of boy band members. But his expression now was serious. “What did this woman's wife tell your SAC that convinced him it was a murder?”

      “That's just it,” Eleri replied. “I don't know.”
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      Donovan could practically hear the cogs clicking in Eleri's brain and he didn’t want to jump into that mess. Though this was their case, he was thinking of it as hers.

      Eleri spoke to the new agent as though she did not know the victim and the wife personally. Still, her incredulity shone through. “How did the wife just take the body? Did the FBI not oppose that?”

      Noah Kimball shook his head. “Not really. The wife has that right.”

      Donovan's head turned, watching as Eleri’s brows pulled together, fighting the hair she’d scraped back into a semi-neat knot. She’d changed clothes and her entire look since standing on the beach, unwilling to walk into the Miami branch in a wet skirt. Now, as she began tugging at strings that she disliked, he understood why.

      “The FBI should have fought harder,” Eleri demanded, though the deed was already done. “We have that legal right⁠—”

      But the agent cut her off. “We're discussing a same-sex couple. The wife was threatened with a lawsuit by the victim's family members.”

      “Still,” Eleri protested, though her force was weaker this time.

      “No.” Suddenly, the very young agent was standing his ground. “Florida may have removed its ban on same-sex marriage, but we didn’t get rid of all the bigotry. Understandably, the wife needed to be given control of her spouse's body—and quickly—before anything could be brought up in court. An interstate case could have questioned her rights as the spouse and held everything up.”

      “But the laws—” Eleri protested. Donovan understood. Nationally, the marriage should be recognized, but Agent Kimball was pushing back.

      “Honestly, I don't need to be lectured on how this system still fails LGBTQ couples.” He let the statement hang for a moment.

      Eleri seemed to not be getting the hint—one that Donovan began to recognize in the vehement defense the agent offered.

      Opening her mouth one more time, Eleri tried again to establish an order that would give her something to be angry about. But Kimball adequately held her back.

      “No, please.” He said the words politely but firmly. “I fully understand the damage a family can do to a gay couple.”

      Eleri's jaw snapped shut, and she nodded quickly. Either she realized she agreed or she’d decided this was not the hill she wished to die on—not when this agent clearly had a stake in it himself.

      The silence hung between them for a moment, so Donovan jumped in figuring a change of topic would be welcome. He’d been examining the photos—instead of arguing the lost body—and he found this case landed right between their two areas of expertise.

      He often dealt with fresh corpses; Eleri usually saw highly decomposed or skeletonized ones. This body—ravaged by the ocean and apparently bitten by several sharks along the way—fell somewhere in between.

      “I think I found why this might be an FBI case. What might make it a murder.”

      Both faces turned to look at him, one new and curious, the other familiar and trusting.

      “We—Eleri and I—” He pointed between them, “were told this was a murder. So that’s our starting point. I’m looking specifically for something the preliminary investigation missed that makes this killing deliberate. I don't know what Hannah said to convince our SAC that was the case, but ‘murder’ was what we were told. Looking through these pictures, I see a few small marks that might offer an explanation.”

      Eleri flipped her folder back to the pictures. As he watched, Agent Noah Kimball also picked up a folder from the desktop. He pulled out one picture and held it up to ask if this was the one, but Donovan shook his head and pointed to another.

      Once all three of them were on the same image, he spoke again. “Here.” Donovan put his finger on his own photo. “I think this is a knife wound, though it’s hard to tell from the photo alone.”

      Beside him, he heard Eleri mutter under her breath, “I hate pictures,” and he almost smiled. He understood, but only asked Agent Kimball, “Do you see? Nothing seemed to have taken a bite out of this portion of the body. This is a small wound, narrow and likely deep, and appears to have been made by a sharp object. I can't be more certain without better photographs.”

      Pulling a third photo out, Donovan rotated it around to show the others. “There’s a similar mark here, as well. Very similar—which makes both wounds even more suspicious.”

      “Fish bites aren’t this consistent?” Kimball asked as the side of his mouth curled up.

      Donovan shook his head. “Sadly, no.” But he pointed again to the upper right quadrant of the victim’s chest, where the second mark that also might be a knife wound appeared.

      The sea and the creatures in it had gotten to Allison's body. Any marks it might have borne beforehand would be hard to distinguish from what the fish did later. Making those distinctions was difficult, even when he had the body on a table in front of him. Marks were “consistent with” things. Marks were “consistent with” a baseball bat upside the head. But even if the bloody baseball bat was nearby, the exact cause of the injury wasn't something the medical examiner could fully determine.

      From the photographs, it appeared easy to determine that the large marks on her legs and the missing pieces of flesh were consistent with bites by sharks, but Donovan couldn’t say what species.

      Agent Kimball had already told them Great Whites had been indicated in the incident. But maybe it wasn't an accident.

      “Hold on,” Kimball said, tapping on his keyboard. Turning his monitor toward the two visiting agents, he pulled up more pictures, making Donovan very happy. He'd been afraid that these few photos and the short, written notes were all the Miami office had to offer regarding Allison’s body. He knew there should be more—even for a shark attack. Scant evidence would have amounted to a serious breach of protocol.

      While Eleri seemed more than willing to tell this branch they weren’t doing their job, Donovan wasn’t ready to call them out within minutes of walking into the building.

      The building itself was all glass and angles, reaching up into the sky. Donovan’s emotional impression—the way they'd been checked in and greeted by name—led him to believe that the Miami office had their shit together. But this folder had concerned him. Agent Kimball was now making him feel better as he showed Donovan a file with possibly thousands of photos of the body.

      “Find me those two spots in close up.” Donovan motioned to the screen. He would have asked nicely, but this was important. This was the heart of whether or not they even had a case.

      It took a few moments of Donovan rejecting various photos before he said, “Wait. There. Zoom.”

      Kimball gladly obliged, and the three of them leaned in closer, peering at what was almost clearly a knife wound.

      A knife wound.

      “Why is this not in the notes from the ME’s office?” Donovan demanded. Maybe it was now his turn to be irate. They hadn’t been here thirty minutes and they’d already discovered the case was being radically mishandled.

      This time it was Kimball who was frowning as he looked at the screen, tapping back and forth, pulling up the records. “I don't know. It appears someone photographed the body and filed the photos and lab work and not much more. The local ME concluded it was a shark attack and left it at that.”

      Donovan found his patience this time. It seemed they would all do it in turn. Maybe if the examiners had believed this was just a shark attack, and that all they needed to do was confirm it, this evidence might be passably adequate.

      Still, any body that came across his table would have been more thoroughly examined—suspicion of murder or not.

      “I’ve been told they’re very busy. I don’t think they have time for cases that are already written off as accidents.” Though Kimball spoke in clear defense of the local office, he didn’t put any force behind it.

      He’d stopped tapping on the keys to look up at his new partners, his blue-eyed gaze hopping between Eleri and Donovan. “So you're suggesting that she was murdered via stabbing and then left to the sharks.”

      “It would be underwater,” Donovan added. “Assumedly, she was in a wet suit, or a suit of some kind, when this occurred.” The wetsuit would be valuable evidence, if it hadn’t been destroyed or lost.

      Kimball nodded. “The death did occur during a dive. However, the water around here is plenty warm at this time of year, and she might very well have been in just a swim suit.”

      “Let’s see what we can locate,” Donovan pushed. As the local agent, Kimball would have an established relationship with the ME’s office. As Not-Eleri-or-Donovan, he was already in a better position and wasn’t pissy about the way things had been handled.

      Donovan tried to put on a happier attitude. “Well, it’s not good, but we have somewhere to start.”
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      “No,” Donovan replied. “I'm not suggesting that she was killed by the knife wounds. I do believe the sharks were the actual agent of death. However, if she was knifed underwater, then the blood would have made the sharks see her as bait and kill her. So it is still a murder.” He looked to Eleri and Kimball.

      It was the Miami agent who asked, “Do you dive?”

      Donovan almost laughed. He not only didn’t dive, he didn't enter his whole body into water at any point that could be avoided. But he merely shook his head.

      Kimball picked up the thread of his theory, apparently to yank at it and pull it all apart. “She should have headed for the surface.”

      “Wouldn’t that have given her nitrogen toxicity?” Donovan asked. “If she was down deep enough . . .”

      “Absolutely,” Kimball replied, nodding. “But decompression sickness is far preferable to death by great white shark. At least decompression can be treated.”

      After thinking it through for a moment, Donovan came back around to where he started. “All right. Let’s say the knife wounds aren't fatal. If they hit internally where I think they did, and where the pictures indicate . . . Again, I'd be able to tell if I had the body.”

      Kimball interrupted him with a frown, as if to say, Don’t go there.

      Honestly, Donovan understood. He wanted the case to go the way the case should go. He wanted clear evidence. He wanted to get his hands on the body himself. He didn’t like relying on other people’s conclusions, especially when the case had already been brushed off as “not a case” and most all the evidence disposed of. Maybe the case was fucked from the start. He hadn’t had a good feeling about it, but he’d dismissed the churn in his gut—after all, he was no Eleri.

      “These knife wounds,” Donovan continued, “don't appear fatal. But they do appear to hit places that would cause the victim to steadily lose blood. If sharks are in the area, and if they're as sensitive as I've heard, blood should be enough to draw them in for an attack. Right?” He was learning to ask, as he clearly hadn’t learned much about diving from simply watching National Geographic specials.

      Kimball was still shaking his head. “Shouldn't she have been close enough to the boat?” he asked, losing Donovan once again. He didn't know how it worked. How close should she have been to the boat? How far away did divers swim once they were down?

      Eleri was nodding along though. “Maybe not. Maybe they got her before she got to the surface. Maybe she was far enough away that she couldn’t get back.”

      “She still should have broken the surface and alerted the divemaster,” Kimball threw back. “And what about her dive buddy?”

      Another new piece of information for Donovan. Though he didn’t dive at all, it made sense. Divers were going into unknown places—in a section of earth where humans didn’t belong—and where great white sharks were encountered more and more frequently. Being in pairs made sense, much as it did for walking in the woods at night.

      “Have we interviewed the dive buddy?” Donovan asked, catching up to the ideas.

      “That,” Kimball replied, “is a very good question.” He tapped a few of the keys and pulled up another screen. “It looks like we haven't. Again, this was brushed off as a shark attack. The FBI was merely emailed all of these pictures this morning from the local medical examiner's. That same email said that you were arriving and that this would be opened as a case.”

      The news made sense of the Bureau’s appearance of having only scattered information. Apparently, Kimball was almost as out of the loop as the rest of them.

      Sighing, Noah Kimball leaned back in his chair. “If it was a shark attack, then the local Marine Services Bureau at Port Miami would have looked into it. Maybe they interviewed her dive buddy. It should have been done. That means either they did it or they handed it off to someone else.”

      Mentally, Donovan noted the Port Miami Marine Services as another place to start.

      “I’d like to have a better theory before we interview these people, since Marine Management must also have declared it an accident. I still don’t think the stabbing idea is a very efficient murder method,” Kimball sighed his remark into the air.

      Donovan shrugged. “Seems highly efficient to me. You don't have to actually kill the victim. You just wait and let something else do it. Also, a lot of the evidence gets destroyed. The death was almost brushed off as a mere accident—if Hannah hadn’t called and worked her way up the FBI chain, this would have been completely ignored beyond your Marine services marking the date, location, and severity of the attack.” Donovan felt what he’d gleaned from his TV shows allowed him to say that much with confidence.

      “True,” Kimball conceded, “but the dive buddy should have been there. And you can't guarantee the sharks will get to the body . . . unless you can already see them in the vicinity. If that's the case, you run the risk of becoming a victim yourself—especially if you introduce fresh blood into the water. Sharks are much faster than humans, even ones with fins. And if you’re swimming away, you’re a moving target, which they seem to prefer. Orchestrating up a ‘murder by shark’ is a good way to get killed along with your victim.”

      “What if our killer did get killed?” Donovan thought it through. “I mean, Allison’s body was found in the water several days later. Maybe the killer was attacked, too, but never found.”

      “I understand the idea, but in practicality . . .” Agent Kimball was still frowning at him, poking holes in what had seemed a nice clean theory to his lay-person mind. “I still think it would be very difficult to pull off. Let’s talk to the dive buddy and whoever else was on that boat before we go further with this theory.”

      Their back-and-forth was interrupted by a knock at the door. Kimball hollered out, “Come in.”

      Slowly, the door creaked open and a smiling face peeked in. The expression was wholly wrong for the mood in the room, which just further confirmed that this was GJ Janson.

      GJ was, in turns, both brilliant and obnoxious. When they’d first met her, she was working on her PhD in Forensic science. Westerfield had put an end to that, though, bursting her research bubble and eventually making her arrest her own grandfather. He’d seen fit to send the young scientist through Quantico, and she had passed with relatively flying colors probably, in large part, due to the fact that Westerfield had paired GJ with Donovan’s girlfriend, the kick-ass Walter Reed.

      Though he was glad to see the familiar face, Donovan wished Walter was here instead. Still, Walter was even more water-averse than he was. When he told her about the case and asked if she was coming, she’d merely laughed at him and offered up, “No, I have no desire to get rusty.”

      Walter’s prosthetic devices had not been designed for water or diving. Donovan had begun to wonder if she could, in fact, rust.

      Walter had grown up outside of Los Angeles—as Lucy Fisher—and entered the military at a young age. She’d not grown up like Eleri, rich to her eyeteeth, or even like GJ, whose family was very well-off. Thus, like Donovan, Walter had not been exposed to very many water sports. Her family had not owned boats nor had leisure time on the water.

      “Eleri. Donovan,” GJ offered up as greeting in a tone that sounded much more professional than he was used to hearing from her. His mind flooded with a memory of when Eleri had handcuffed the young and overly exuberant forensic scientist to the safe in their hotel room—just to keep her from ruining the case she’d illegally stalked them through. But from those inauspicious beginnings, GJ had grown into a talented agent.

      “You must be agent Kimball.” She now stepped firmly into the office and offered her hand across the agent’s desk. Donovan watched as Kimball stood in a most polite manner, leaning forward and shaking Janson's hand. “So you're the fourth agent on this case?”

      GJ nodded. “I'm Arabella Janson. I go by GJ.”

      A tip of his head and a frown preceded Kimball’s, “Doesn’t Arabella become A.J.? Or is it something wholly different?”

      The joyful laugh was pure GJ, though it tapered off into something sadder, something Donovan only had a hint at. “GJ is for Grandpa’s Joy. I’m the only grandchild and . . . it stuck.”

      Kimball accepted the odd explanation of a seeming adult with a child’s nickname and jumped in with both feet. “Do you dive?”

      “No.”

      She shocked Donovan with that. Surely, GJ should be scuba-certified and own three or four jet skis. But apparently, that had not been on her docket growing up. He did know she’d been dragged all over the world, acting as a junior intern on her grandfather’s famous archeological digs.

      “I'm here to crunch the data,” she explained. She looked around the room, realizing the announcement had startled even Eleri and Donovan. “Our victim was a marine researcher. Westerfield already sent me reams of her research. I have to tell you, the numbers are not pretty.”
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      GJ felt the overwhelming urge to growl at the four walls around her. White and plain, set with square windows that looked out over the Miami landscape, they held her back from what she really wanted: to be out and about, not stuck inside with the paperwork.

      The large conference table was a stark reminder that she was here alone. Empty seats stared back at her and told her that if she wanted to get out, she would first have to finish the work.

      As low man on the totem pole by every possible measure—age, status, and possibly even education—she had been relegated to the conference room and the data sets. Though she had agreed that this was where she belonged, she had clearly not been the deciding force.

      Donovan and Eleri had headed off to interview Hannah, the dead woman’s widow. It was the obvious place to start. GJ understood what a feat it was that Hannah had convinced Westerfield to open a case. He had probably acquiesced because of Hannah's connection to Eleri. Otherwise, how could she have gotten a direct line with SAC Westerfield in the first place?

      It was GJ’s understanding that Westerfield prowled each week’s new cases and hand-picked the ones he wanted for his agents. From what she’d heard, he had the power to pluck any case he chose, no questions asked. He operated as though NightShade was some sort of elite group—and they were, if only by virtue of the necessity of keeping their secrets.

      No one seemed to know the criteria by which Westerfield chose cases. Maybe that was his special talent. But GJ wasn’t going to solve that mystery in this conference room. Instead, she sat at the table pondering how she’d wound up alone in Miami.

      She'd been of the belief that she and Lucy Fisher, a/k/a Walter Reed, would be partners all the way. Maybe not for their entire FBI careers, but constantly assigned together, the way Donovan and Eleri were. Right now, it seemed Westerfield was playing an intricate game of chess with his agents. Walter had been sent off in entirely the opposite direction to find a psychic named Christina Pines, who’d gone AWOL recently. Apparently, Westerfield did not consider running down missing agents one of GJ’s strong suits.

      But why was it Walter’s? Ironically, Westerfield had sent one of his only non-psychic agents after the most powerful psychic GJ had ever met. Then she rescinded her thoughts a little bit: Really, how many psychics had she even met? Given what Christina could do, GJ had to consider the possibility that she'd actually met many psychics, but they’d all made her think she hadn't.

      She forced her attention back to the pages in front of her. Examining the probability of a Men-in-Black style mind wipe was not her job today. She was supposed to write up her findings on the sketchy data she'd mined from Allison Caldeira’s reports.

      The problem, GJ thought, was that she would prefer to tell her findings to her fellow agents, answer questions as they came up, and never write any of this up. But one of the things she had learned at Quantico was that she had to produce a document trail. One of the things she’d learned in NightShade was that the trail had to look perfectly normal, when it never ever was.

      She pulled out several of the pages that had first caught her attention.

      For starters, the research she’d been given had been conducted by Allison, Hannah, and several other investigators and interns they'd been working with. Some had come from universities in the Florida area, and others from overseas. Some had been funded by organizations that cleaned up the water; and while their goals appeared to be purely scientific, GJ couldn’t discount that they were funded by groups with agendas.

      The second problem was that the research was all over the place. Literally. When GJ researched, she preferred to focus on a very specific topic. She looked at femurs across various cultures and eras—just femurs, and sometimes just a certain knob on the femur. By contrast, these marine biologists were looking everywhere.

      They were counting lionfish populations. They were testing chemical intake in oysters. Apparently, at one point, Allison had been checking barnacles, counting species varieties and mapping their locations.

      They had data from Miami, Naples, Tampa, and several other cities in between. They had data from the open Gulf near oil rigs and more in the Bahamas. Now GJ was wracking her brain, trying to make sense of all of it.

      Hannah had given them documentation for every project they had been working on when Allison was killed. Some of the projects went back as far as five years.

      Digging further, GJ found oyster data supported by the US government, and even some funded by NASA. Then she found notes from port cities in the Bahamas—though those were a different species—and her brain was about to freaking explode. So, GJ thought snarkily, no problem sorting that shit out.

      And that was just about the damn oysters. She next tackled data on Lionfish. As GJ sorted it, she saw the populations went up and down in cycles, though she got the impression they wanted this one to go down. Not very conservation-y, she thought as she felt her brows pulling together and set that page aside.

      She also discovered that Allison, Hannah, and several of the other researchers kept a kill chart—which was not what she’d been expecting at all. It was growing more apparent that lionfish were no one's friend. The divers proudly went full zombie-killer on them! Allison was apparently a lionfish marksman, or spearperson. GJ did not know.

      A sharp knock brought her head up. She'd spread all the data across the table, batching the pages and looking through everything, but she’d written nothing. She forced a smile as agent Noah Kimball came into the room.

      At least he, too, was one of the junior agents on this case. They weren't called that, of course, but Noah clearly looked it. She hoped he would become her buddy.

      “How far are you?” he asked. She merely shrugged and pointed at the array of papers. Though no one else sat at the table with her, she had enough data and copies for everyone. “You didn't put that on a tablet?”

      “Yes. I did,” she replied, trying to not snap back after being called out for her methods. “But I wanted to spread it out and organize it, piece by piece.”

      He nodded at her, though something in the movement accused her of deforestation. “Need a hand?”

      She didn't, but she played nice and said, “A second pair of eyes is always helpful.” Then she shifted topics. He, too, had an assignment he’d been sent for. “Did you find the dive buddy?”

      Noah nodded. “The report from the interview is on the way, along with the pertinent information of everybody who was on the boat the day Allison was reported missing. Once we get through that, I’m figuring we'll conduct our own interviews.”

      GJ agreed, though she wondered if conducting our own interviews occurred the same way today's interviews did. Namely, that only Eleri and Donovan got to do them. Only they would talk to Hannah.

      Though GJ desperately wanted to go along, she understood that meeting four FBI agents was too much for a grieving widow and likely to not get them what they needed. So she'd stayed behind. Now she figured she'd get left behind on the next interview as well.

      “So what was the sketchy thing you found?” Kimball motioned with his chin to all the pages. At least he had been listening.

      Walking around the table to where she'd spread out as many pieces as she could, GJ looked up at him and set her finger on the first thing she found that had alerted her something was up with Allison Caldeira.
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      Eleri sat awkwardly in the overstuffed chair, though it should have been comfortable. There was no way to relax. Not with the situation that she was in.

      Hannah was openly crying, and no wonder. Eleri couldn’t imagine what she would feel in the same circumstance. How would she handle it if she lost Avery? And Hannah and Allison had been together for a decade not just a handful of months.

      Hannah had seemed to settle her nerves, as so many grieving people did, by offering seats, drinks, and generally fidgeting around once she had completed all the basic tasks of welcoming someone into her home.

      Eleri held her tongue, and Donovan did the same, until Hannah eventually sat in one of the big chairs. Though Eleri sat across a glass coffee table from Donovan, she tried to be more open, less demanding in her body language. But Hannah still didn’t relax. Now she responded by sitting stoically, staring straight ahead, and answering questions directly as they were asked.

      The only thing that betrayed her emotions were the tears silently running down her cheeks, leaving not inconsequential tracks. Eleri hated that she had to ask the questions that were bringing such rough emotions to the surface, but she needed to get Hannah talking more. So far, she’d only said, yes, no, and I don’t think so.

      With a glance, asking her if he could take over, Donovan leaned forward and laced his fingers together. He'd come a long way from sitting back and letting her drive the interviews. Maybe they’d get more expanded answers if he handled the questions.

      Eleri thought again that she was far too tangled in this case to be working it, let alone asking the questions. But she was balancing that against being a friendly face and a trusted source for the person they most needed answers from.

      “How did you manage to speak to our Special Agent in Charge?”

      Donovan opened with a question Hannah couldn’t answer in yes or no terms. Eleri appreciated that he didn't even use the shorthand of “SAC,” which often confused lay people.

      “It was about three days after we found Allison, and I just had a feeling it wasn’t an accident. So, I called.” Hannah’s eyes flitted around the room as the words finally came out, but at least she was talking. “Actually, I was just looking for Eleri. I wanted to talk to her, get advice.” Her gaze landed on Eleri, as though her old friend would obviously understand the need to reach out.

      They hadn't really stayed in touch. Eleri wasn't active on social media. A job with the FBI didn't lend itself to cute puppy pictures or exercise and diet updates.

      “I knew you worked for the Bureau,” Hannah explained, shrugging her shoulders slightly. “And I didn’t have any other number for you. I knew you would know what to do, but you weren't in.” She paused, licked her lips, and turned once again to face Eleri. “I heard about your sister. I'm so sorry.”

      Eleri only nodded. Here was Hannah, neck deep in her own grief—grief that was fresh when Eleri’s was old—and yet she was offering Eleri consolation. It took a moment to realize she should offer a simple thank you. Because maybe Hannah was looking for connection when she picked up the phone and called the FBI.

      “I got a little crazy. I demanded to speak to someone. I really was just trying to find you. Then agent Westerfield—I figured out he’s your boss—said that a murder wasn’t his jurisdiction. I guess I just reacted. I told him it happened in international water and he said that made it even less his jurisdiction, but it also made it not a local police matter, either.”

      She sucked in a breath. Now that she was talking, the words didn’t seem to stop. “So I had a case, but no one to solve it.”

      Eleri didn't say it, but as of yet, Hannah hadn't even said what the case was. Eleri herself still wasn’t sure, beyond the fact that Westerfield had seen something that made him send three agents down here and pull a fourth from the local Bureau.

      “He asked why I thought it was an FBI issue. Honestly, I hadn't thought it was. I was just looking for my friend.” She waved a hand toward Eleri as though to explain it to Donovan, beseeching him to somehow understand her grief and her demands. “I thought Eleri might know how I could hire a private investigator, that kind of thing. But when he asked why I thought it was an FBI issue, I told him Allison and I had several fights right before she died. She was hiding something from me, and that was unusual. She said, if she could put the pieces together, it would blow everything open.”

      A sniffle and a pause. “I guess he was being nice because I'm your friend.” Hannah pushed the words out with a watery sniff.

      Eleri appreciated that Donovan only had to ask the one question to get her rolling.

      “But he said I should send Allison's information, make copies and all,” Hannah continued. “At one point, I gave up and sent originals. I couldn't deal with it. It was a mistake.” Her gaze bounced back and forth again. Then Eleri watched it ping from Donovan to her, then back to Donovan again and—for whatever reason—her eyes came to rest on her partner.

      “I can get that back. Right?” Hannah pressed, finally realizing she needed a tissue and reaching for one. She was scattered, grief-stricken, and trying to explain. Eleri was trying to follow a story that was as tangled as the person telling it. Her heart broke for Hannah. Eleri missed Allison, too, but she couldn’t feel her own grief while Hannah’s permeated everything in the house.

      “I believe so,” Donovan replied, offering up an answer that didn't make any promises, but certainly sounded soothing.

      He was right, Eleri thought, the answer was ‘maybe.’ If this truly was a case, then that data might never get back into Hannah's hands.

      “When I went to gather and copy everything, I found a few things I hadn’t seen before in Allie’s files. That was when I realized I probably did have a real case for the FBI.”

      Hannah stopped, staring straight ahead again. She was wringing her hands, and each time she seemed to notice that she was doing it, she would stop, lay her hands back on the overstuffed arms of the chair, where she perched awkwardly. “Let me show you what I found.”
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      Donovan looked to Eleri, silently wishing that she could hear his unspoken question and answer it just as silently.

      Hannah had gotten up to retrieve the papers. Apparently, she hadn't been prepared for the FBI to show up on her doorstep and ask specifically What did she know? She hadn’t been ready to share the evidence that had gotten the attention of their FBI director.

      Across from him, Eleri tried fake relaxing in the big chair while Donovan had the couch to himself. His senior partner offered the slightest shrug of her shoulders, letting him know they were both flying blind here. It seemed her friendship with the widow was only enough to confuse the issue, not enough to help.

      Hannah came back with a sheaf of papers in her hands. Askew and disorganized, they made Donovan wonder if this was her usual MO or if the messiness was merely an outward sign of her grief.

      Jerking her hand sharply, she aimed the papers toward Eleri. Then, just before Eleri could lift her hand to take them, Hannah turned and thrust them at Donovan, as though she had no idea who should have them.

      Donovan made a decision then: This must be grief. He had a hard time imagining that Eleri would be friends with someone so scattered and disorganized. Nodding a quick thank you, he took the papers before Hannah could change her mind and set them on the coffee table.

      Standing up from her chair, Eleri moved to sit next to him on the couch. It was something that they had decided long ago not to do—sit together in a friendly situation. Sitting side by side presented a united front. It allowed the two of them to stare down whomever they were interviewing. If intimidation was the goal, this was great. But they wanted Hannah to feel comfortable.

      Donovan wasn't sure if Eleri had come over to sit next to him simply because there was no way Hannah was ever going to become comfortable, or because it was more important to get close to the papers.

      “I copied these,” Hannah volunteered, pointing to some of the papers, though Donovan couldn’t tell which from the mess she’d handed to him. “I sent the copies to your Agent Westerfield. The others, I just sent the originals. Those are the ones I want back. I sent seven full data notebooks that were too hard to copy.”

      The ones Westerfield handed to GJ, Donovan wondered. It was bad enough to come into the case without the knowledge of why Westerfield thought it was worth an FBI investigation, but this strange sorting of evidence . . . What was his SAC up to?

      There wasn’t time to figure that out now. Hannah was still talking. Once she’d gotten going, she seemed unable to stay silent. “When I got to these last two, I just kind of stopped dead.”

      Eleri’s eyes flicked up to take in her friend. Every page, it seemed, was different from the one next to it. What connected them was scribbled writing—small, neat, and round—that appeared anywhere on the page it seemed to feel like. One page was an electric bill in Allison Caldeira’s name, but numbers deemed important enough to keep were pushed into the margins. The rest were pages filled with columns of numbers, bills, letters on letterhead, invoices, contracts, and more.

      What might make any one piece important escaped Donovan.

      The page Hannah pointed to was an offer on a letterhead from Miranda Industries, a name Donovan had never heard before and now made a mental note to look up.

      He flicked a quick, questioning glance to Eleri, but she missed his look. Instead, she turned to Hannah. “What was it about these pages that grabbed you?”

      Donovan moved the short stack side to side, revealing a series of letters, offers, and more from the same company.

      “It's Miranda.” Hannah stated it as though they should know what the problem was.

      Since Eleri was Hannah’s friend, and she obviously didn’t understand any better than he did, Donovan volunteered himself as the fool. “What's Miranda?”

      Watching Hannah closely as he asked, he found no obvious answer in her expression. He was trained to catch eye movement, to find the tells of a liar, to determine exaggeration. Hannah’s expression revealed nothing but the belief that Eleri should understand.

      Directing his attention back to the paper, he saw the logo was a series of wavy lines with rectangles dispersed intermittently between them, some horizontal and some vertical. If it was a code, he wasn't following it. If it was an abstract picture, he had no idea what it was about.

      “You don't remember?” Hannah was beseeching Eleri now, though it was clear Eleri didn't.

      “I'm sorry.” His partner almost stuttered over the words, as though she was sad to make her friend have to explain.

      “Blake,” Hannah said. “Blake Langley.”

      As Donovan watched, Eleri shook her head one more time. Then the bloom of memory washed over her features. “From Weeki Wachee?”

      In that moment, everything clicked in his head. Weeki Wachee. He almost threw his head back and laughed, but he held it in because of the somber situation.

      Eleri had always said she was a mermaid! He’d thought it was a joke, because she liked to call him a werewolf. He’d only just now caught on that it was far more literal than that. Hannah and Allison-the-marine-biologist and Eleri must have been swimmers at Weeki Wachee Springs. His partner had been in the famous mermaid show. If he was right, it wasn't very far from where they had gone to college.

      Son of a bitch, he thought. All this time. He’d thought she was joking about being an actual mystical sea creature, but was merely referring to a job she'd held in college.

      He fought the laugh. The situation was wholly inappropriate for it. Pressing his lips together to keep it from escaping, he turned to the two women and listened to Hannah, who was still explaining. She offered a few extras for Donovan's benefit. “Blake was a grad student. He was finishing his thesis, research on the manatees in the Weeki Wachee Springs area. And he was working at the park.”

      Donovan waited, as that still didn't explain anything.

      “So it was—what?—two summers that we overlapped?” Hannah turned again to Eleri, who nodded in reply. “The last summer that you and Allison and I all worked there, Blake got a job offer.”

      “Was it from Miranda?” Eleri asked, clearly not remembering as well as Hannah did.

      “Yes!” Her emphatic reply made it clear that everyone should have known this. “And Blake accepted.”

      “I remember he was excited, and he took the job. They wanted him to start right away, even though it meant dropping his thesis.”

      “Exactly,” Hannah replied, triumphantly. “Allison stayed in touch with him, or she tried. She was considering picking up the research where he’d left off. But then he just quit replying. Don't you remember?”

      “Shit,” Eleri sighed out the word, leaning back into the chair. Donovan watched as a memory hit her. She turned to him to explain. “Blake went missing.” She aimed her next statement at Hannah. “But eventually they found him, right?”

      Apparently, Eleri hadn't followed up on Blake at the time. Maybe she hadn’t known the man very well.

      “No.” Hannah shook her head for emphasis. “He went to his parents’ for a few weeks before starting the job. He and Allison stayed in touch then, but there was no contact after leaving his parents’ home. No one has heard from Blake since the day he started his new job. At Miranda.”

      But Donovan wasn't listening. He was looking down at the papers again. They held short missives, first inviting Allison to join Miranda for an interview. In the letter from the subsequent date, the tone changed to a more demanding request for her presence. A third piece of mail offered her a contract doing research for the company and following letters upped the price.

      Donovan held the last Miranda letter. “Is this a reasonable salary for a marine biologist like Allison?”

      Hannah shook her head, her eyes wide. Though she’d been triumphant at getting Eleri to remember grad-student Blake, her whole demeanor changed as Donovan held up the letter. “No. That’s exorbitant. It's hush-money big.”
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      Three hours later, GJ had discovered that she actually liked Noah Kimball much better than she’d originally thought she would.

      He was kind, quick to smile, and sharp. He'd already found three different issues in the mess of papers, things that she hadn't spotted on the first round.

      “So, if I line them up by date,” he told her, “we see that Hannah—and the remainder of the research team—are examining oysters for several months earlier this year. And you can see a trail where they traveled. If we follow them on a map, we can see they started in Mississippi, hit the Alabama coast, and then Pensacola. Next they go to Tampa Bay, Sarasota, Naples, and Miami. Then there are several stops in the middle of the ocean, all the way to Nassau and several other ports in the Bahamas.”

      GJ had stood up and come around the table to where he was pointing at the papers he’d moved. Normally, she got pissy at other people touching her work. But he hadn’t moved them too far, and he had lined up specific pieces in order.

      The whole thing was a mess, but he didn’t complain. Some of Allison’s papers were receipts. Some were reports. Some were invoices, but GJ could see that Noah had lined up dates—even though the type of information was all different—and traced the path where Allison and Hannah had gone.

      “But look here,” Noah said, just as GJ was putting the path of the journey together for herself. “Right here, there’s a change. I can’t tell if it’s a side trip or what, but Allison scraped barnacles at this location. She collected them as specimens, saved them, and made note of the species . . . and that's it.”

      “How is that weird?”

      He tapped at the page. “Everything else they did, they were prepared for. They did instantaneous research on the water and the fish. They used chemical kits or took consistent, specific sets of notes. They knew what they were doing. But the barnacles weren’t tested at all—just scraped and put away for later.” He took a deep breath in. “And it appears that it was Allison, and only Allison, who took this barnacle scraping.”

      “Interesting,” GJ replied, though last week she would have bet anyone a hundred dollars that she never would have said that about barnacles. “So, we don’t know what’s odd about these barnacles, only that they are odd.”

      “Well, we don’t know anything about the barnacles themselves. We know it appears odd that Allison collected them without any further work. And here. Look, she did it again. And again.” Noah pointed to other spots on the pages, then turned to his tablet.

      “Those are in the middle of the ocean,” GJ frowned as his finger tapped the map he’d pulled up.

      Each time he touched, he left a tiny dot behind, marking the research trail
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