
FIN AND FEVER

An Undertow Sins Novel

BREA HOLDEN

© 2026 Brea Holden. All rights reserved.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the author, except for brief quotations in reviews.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Fin And Fever (Undertow Sins, #12)

PROLOGUE

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

EPILOGUE

CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of kidnapping, captivity, psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, power imbalance, survival situations, illness, dehydration, animal captivity, morally grey characters, explicit language, dark themes, and dubious consent dynamics. This is a DARK romance. The MMC is not a safe hero. If that's not your cup of poison, this book is not for you. Reader discretion is advised.

PLAYLIST

"Sunlight" — Hozier

"Apocalypse" — Cigarettes After Sex

"Venice Bitch" — Lana Del Rey

"Drowning" — BANKS

"New Person, Same Old Mistakes" — Tame Impala

"Kill Bill" — SZA

"Fade Into You" — Mazzy Star

"Sweater Weather" — The Neighbourhood

"Swim" — Chase Atlantic

"Ocean Eyes" — Billie Eilish

"Digital Bath" — Deftones

"Do I Wanna Know?" — Arctic Monkeys

"The ocean doesn't forgive. It just decides how long to let you believe you're swimming."

— Dara Whitfield, Salt Meridian

For the ones who go back to the water. You know why.
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THE BULL SHARK IS FOUR feet from my face, and she is calmer than I am.

I count her loops. Eleven since the hatch closed. Twelve. Each pass displaces water against the fiberglass wall of her tank, and the sound reaches me through the steel partition as a low, rhythmic slap. Like a pulse. Like someone knocking to get in. Or reminding me there's no getting out.

My wrists are zip-tied to a pipe that runs the length of the starboard hull. The plastic digs into the soft skin below my palms. I stopped pulling twenty minutes ago. Maybe forty. Time doesn't behave the same way in the dark. It thickens. Moves like the bilge water pooling around my boots, warm and stinking of diesel and organic decay. Something alive, rotting at a bacterial level I can identify by smell alone. Leptospira. Sulfur-reducing bacteria. The particular tang of a holding system running too hot and too long.

My name is Ondine March. I'm a marine biologist with the Gulf Marine Conservation Authority, field research division, and eleven hours ago I was standing on the foredeck of this vessel with the sun on my neck and a cover story dissolving in my mouth like salt.

Now I'm in the cargo hold, tied to the plumbing, cataloging species by sound and smell the way I catalogued them in graduate school with my eyes closed, Dr. Aguirre's hand on my shoulder and his voice in my ear saying: Listen. The ocean tells you what's in it before you ever look.

Tank one: a juvenile scalloped hammerhead. I hear the distinctive broad-sweep tail stroke, the way the body rolls slightly wider than a requiem shark's. Stressed. The beat is too fast. She's been circling without pause since the storm bands started lashing the hull three hours ago.

Tank two: a lemon shark, mature, maybe seven feet. Slower rhythm. Lemon sharks adapt to captivity faster than most species. This one has been here long enough to stop fighting the walls. That fact makes my throat close for reasons that have nothing to do with the heat.

Tank three. The big one. The one four feet from my face on the other side of a steel partition and two inches of fiberglass.

Bull shark. Female. Nine feet, maybe nine and a half. Carcharhinus leucas. The most dangerous shark in shallow water, the one responsible for more human attacks than any great white, and she is circling her tank with the slow, deliberate cadence of a creature that has measured every wall and decided, for now, to wait.

I know she's pregnant. I knew it the first time I saw her through the access port yesterday, the subtle distension of the ventral cavity, the way she positioned herself in the tank's current flow to reduce drag on the extra mass. I didn't say anything. Information is currency on this boat, and I was still pretending to be someone named Nadine Castillo with an expired merchant mariner credential and a reason to be here that had nothing to do with a six-month federal tracking operation.

That was before he found the badge.

My fist closes around the keloid scar on my left palm. Reflex. I've done it since I was nineteen, since the monofilament line snapped under three hundred pounds of tension and the filament sliced through my glove and my skin and the meat beneath in one clean stroke, fast enough that I watched my own blood hit the deck before the pain arrived. My father was at the helm. He didn't turn around. He was always better at pretending he didn't see things than at looking at them directly.

The scar is a white ridge now. Hard as cartilage. I press it into the pipe and use the sensation to organize my thoughts.

Fact: I am on a 74-foot converted shrimp trawler called the Mako Doctrine, operated by a man named Colton Stryker, who captures live sharks for an underground collector and who discovered my real name, my real credentials, and my real purpose approximately eleven hours ago while we were 180 nautical miles from the nearest landmass.

Fact: he did not throw me overboard.

Fact: that might be worse.

The hold is a steel box with no ventilation beyond what leaks through the deck plates above me. The air is layered. Down near the bilge, where my boots are, it's cooler. Almost tolerable. At head height, where I'm breathing, it's a furnace. Gulf of Mexico, late July, 25.97 degrees north latitude. The sun is a physics problem up there, superheating the deck plates, and the heat sinks through the steel and sits in this hold like something with weight. I can feel it on my shoulders, on my scalp, pressing the tank top against my skin with a film of sweat that hasn't dried since I woke up down here.

I have one bottle of water. He dropped it through the hatch when he locked me in. It rolled to my feet and stopped against my left boot, and I heard his voice from above, flat, stripped of the slight drawl I'd noticed over two days of close observation.

Drink it. You've got a long trip.

I haven't touched it. Not because I'm not thirsty. I am. My tongue is thick and the headache building behind my left eye has the specific quality of early dehydration. I haven't touched it because the bottle is his first move in a game I need to understand before I play.

Everything on this boat is his. The water. The food. The shade. The radio. The coordinates. The air above deck where the wind cuts the heat enough to breathe without tasting metal. He controls altitude. Up there is his. Down here is what he's given me, and what he's given me is a steel room with three caged sharks and one bottle of water and the understanding, precise and clean, that I exist at his discretion.

I know men like this. I was raised by one.

My father worked this same Gulf. Same sun, same salt, same current systems. He was a shrimper out of Corpus Christi who violated every regulation the state could write, dumped every bycatch overboard dead or dying, poisoned every seagrass bed he dragged. He was good at his job the way Colton Stryker is good at his. Competent. Efficient. Uninterested in the distinction between skill and ethics. He died broke and disgraced when I was seventeen, and I went to school on financial aid and fury and the promise I made to myself on the dock the day they auctioned his boat: that a March would protect the ocean, not bleed it.

And here I am. In a cargo hold. On a poacher's trawler. Zip-tied to the plumbing alongside the species I've spent my career defending.

The irony is not lost on me. The irony is sitting on my chest like the heat.

I close my eyes and recite taxonomy. It's a habit from graduate school, a centering mechanism Dr. Aguirre taught me. When the world is chaotic, name what's in it. Classification imposes order.

Carcharhinus leucas. Sphyrna lewini. Negaprion brevirostris. Bull, hammerhead, lemon. Three species. Three tanks. One pregnant female who hasn't eaten in at least thirty-six hours, based on the stress markers I observed yesterday.

I open my eyes. The bioluminescence from plankton in the tank water casts a faint blue-green glow through the fiberglass. Not enough to see by. Enough to know that the dark isn't total. Enough to see my own hands, pale against the pipe, the scar a white line across the left palm.

Above me, boots cross the deck. Heavy, deliberate, the gait of a man who doesn't rush on his own vessel. He walks from the helm to the foredeck and back. I track the sound. I memorize the rhythm. Eleven steps forward. Pause. Eleven steps back. He's checking something. The rigging, maybe. The sky. I felt the hull shift twenty minutes ago, a longer roll in the swell that means the sea state is changing. Something's building out there. Weather. The kind that turns the Gulf from a flat blue plate into something with teeth.

The boots stop directly above me. He's standing on the deck plate over the hold. I can hear him breathe if I hold mine.

I hold mine.

Silence. Then the boots move on. Toward the helm. The engine note changes. He's adjusting course.

I exhale. My ribs ache. The pipe is warm against my spine.

I reach for the water bottle with my foot. Drag it closer. Unscrew the cap with my bound hands. Drink half in four swallows. It's body temperature, tasteless, insufficient. I cap the rest and set it between my knees.

The bull shark completes her thirteenth loop. She's slowing. Not from exhaustion. From decision. She's accepted the dimensions of her cage, and now she's conserving energy for whatever comes next.

I understand the strategy.

The hatch opens.

Light falls into the hold like a blade. White, equatorial, so bright after eleven hours of dark that my eyes clamp shut and water streams down my cheeks. I turn my face away. The heat from above pours through the opening and layers on top of the heat already here, and for three seconds I can't breathe.

His silhouette fills the frame. Shoulders, arms, the angle of a jaw I've spent two days studying with a professional detachment that was never, not for one moment, entirely professional. He's backlit. I can't see his expression. I don't need to.

He stands there. Looking down at me. At the zip-ties. At the empty half of the water bottle. At the way I'm sitting with my spine straight against the pipe and my chin up, because if I'm going to be a prisoner on a poacher's boat in the middle of the Gulf of Mexico, I'm going to be a prisoner who makes him work for every inch of submission he thinks he's owed.

He says nothing for ten seconds. I count.

Then he descends the ladder. One hand on the rail. The other holding a medical kit and a bottle of iodine. The hold is small enough that when he reaches the bottom, his boots are eighteen inches from mine. He crouches. His eyes find the cut on my wrist where the zip-tie broke skin. Blood on the plastic. Not much. Enough that he saw it from the deck.

He opens the medical kit. Pulls out gauze. Pours iodine. His hands are steady. His hands are always steady. I've watched them handle line under two hundred pounds of tension, adjust a cage latch in three-foot swells, hold a satellite phone to his ear while steering through a cross-current. Scarred, salt-cracked, enormous. The ring finger on the left hand is missing its last joint. A clean absence. Surgical or mechanical. I haven't asked.

He takes my wrist. His grip is firm and impersonal, the way you'd handle equipment that needs repair. He cleans the cut. The iodine burns. I don't flinch. He wraps the gauze. Ties it. His fingers brush the scar on my palm.

He pauses.

One second. Two.

His thumb rests on the keloid. Not pressing. Not stroking. Just resting there, on the topography of a wound he knows nothing about, with a stillness that feels less like a medical procedure and more like a man reading braille in a language he suspects he might understand.

He looks up. His eyes in the blue-green bioluminescence are colorless. Water and steel. Something behind them that isn't anger, isn't cruelty, isn't anything I have a classification for.

"Eat when Wick brings food," he says. "We're two days from shore and three days from something worse."

He climbs the ladder. The hatch closes. The dark returns.

The bull shark begins her fourteenth loop.

I press my fist into my scar and start counting again.

ACT I

BAIT
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FORTY-SIX HOURS BEFORE Colton Stryker locked me in a cargo hold with three sharks and a zip-tie, I shook his hand on a Key West dock and lied about my name.

"Nadine Castillo." I kept my grip firm, my eyes steady, my scarred palm angled away from his fingers. "Wick said you needed a deckhand for a Gulf run."

He looked at my hand for two seconds too long before he took it. His grip swallowed mine. I felt the absence on his ring finger before I saw it, the knuckle ending where the last joint should have been, a clean amputation that my fingers registered like a sentence missing its final word. I catalogued it the way I catalogued everything: data point, filed, retrievable.

"Wick talks too much." His voice was lower than I expected. Not a drawl, exactly, but the consonants carried a Gulf Coast softness underneath the flat delivery. Alabama, maybe. Mississippi. Somewhere the vowels learned to stretch before the man learned to keep them short. "You crewed trawlers?"

"Out of Galveston. Two seasons." The lie was constructed from real bones. I had crewed trawlers. Out of Corpus Christi, not Galveston. On my father's boat, not a stranger's. The credential I'd handed Wick was expired but authentic, a merchant mariner card issued four years ago under a name I'd used once for a coastal survey and never bothered to cancel. The kind of paperwork that holds up to a glance but not to a phone call.

He hadn't made the phone call. Wick had vouched for me, and Wick owed a favor to a woman I'd bought drinks for in a Duval Street bar six weeks ago, and that woman owed a favor to a GMCA field operative who'd been building the chain that led to this dock, this boat, this man. Six months of tracking live-capture networks across the Gulf had funneled into a single handshake on a Thursday afternoon in Key West, with pelicans screaming overhead and the smell of fried conch from the restaurant across the marina and my heart doing something precise and controlled behind my ribs that was not quite calm and not quite fear.

Professional focus. That's what Dr. Braun called it in the briefing. The state of heightened awareness that a field researcher enters when she's embedded in a study population. You observe without reacting. You document without interfering. You become part of the environment until the environment forgets you're watching.

Colton Stryker's environment was a 74-foot converted shrimp trawler called the Mako Doctrine, and the first thing I noticed when I stepped aboard was that it was clean. Not neat, which is cosmetic. Clean, which is operational. The deck was scrubbed to bare non-skid. The lines were coiled in flemish spirals, not just looped on cleats. The winches were greased. The scuppers were clear. Every piece of hardware I could see was maintained at a level that spoke to either obsession or respect, and in my experience the distinction between those two things was smaller than most people wanted to admit.

The second thing I noticed was the smell. Bleach, salt, engine oil, and underneath it all, faint but specific, the metallic organic scent of circulating seawater. Not bilge water. Not stagnant. Filtered. Aerated. The smell of a life-support system running somewhere below my feet.

I knew what was in the hold. That was why I was here.

Wick showed me the crew quarters. A corridor below the main deck, narrow enough that my shoulders brushed both walls, lit by a single LED strip that gave everything the color of old teeth. Three bunks stacked in a space designed for storage, not sleeping. Mine was the top rack, a foam pad the width of a coffin covered in a fitted sheet that smelled like industrial detergent. A curtain on a wire for privacy. A hook for my bag.

"Head's at the end of the corridor," Wick said. He was in his mid-forties, wiry, with skin tanned so deep it looked tanned from the inside. A tattoo on his right forearm, partially visible below his rolled sleeve. Numbers. A date. I filed it. "Shower's seawater only. Freshwater's for drinking and the tanks. Don't waste it."

"The tanks?"

His expression didn't change. "Cargo."

I nodded like I accepted the non-answer. Like I didn't already have species counts and capture coordinates and a six-page profile on the man at the helm. "Got it."

Wick left. I stowed my bag, checked that the false panel in the lining held, and pulled out the field notebook. Small, waterproof cover, unlined pages. I'd been writing in it for six months. Every contact, every lead, every GPS coordinate pulled from port authority records and satellite tracking data and the patient, grinding intelligence work that nobody in the public imagines when they think about marine conservation. They imagine scientists on boats with dolphins. They don't imagine a woman alone in a rented room in Panama City Beach, cross-referencing AIS transponder logs with wholesale aquarium supply orders until 3 a.m.

I wrote the first entry for the Mako Doctrine in the compressed shorthand I'd developed: vessel ID, dock location, crew count, first impressions. Under the crew section, I wrote:

Stryker, C. ~34. 6'2, lean-strong, cable build. Hands: extensive scarring, L ring finger partial amputation (distal phalanx). Eye contact maintained. Minimal speech. Moves on vessel like proprioceptive extension. Assessment: high-competence operator, probable long-term maritime. Demeanor calm, controlled. Probable sociopathic traits.

I read it back. Professional. Clinical. Accurate. Nothing in those words about the way the sun hit the scar that bisected his right eyebrow, or the way his shoulders filled the helm station like something engineered to fit, or the fact that when he looked at my hand he held the look one beat longer than a man who was only checking for calluses.

I tucked the notebook into my braid, threading it flat against my skull where the weight disappeared into the thickness of the hair. Habit. The safest hiding place on my body. I'd carried field notes this way on three deployments, and no one had ever found them.

I went topside.

The Key West sun at 2 p.m. in late July is not a weather condition. It's an assault. The light hit the dock and bounced back white, flattening shadows to nothing, turning every reflective surface into a weapon. The air sat on my skin like heated gauze. I felt sweat bead at my hairline within thirty seconds and didn't bother wiping it. This was going to be my baseline for however long this took. Wet skin, salt crust, the particular grit of marine humidity that gets into everything and stays.

On the foredeck, Colt was prepping capture equipment.

I stopped at the companionway hatch and watched. He worked with his back to me, shirtless, and the musculature across his shoulders moved under sunburned skin with the efficiency of a man who'd built his body through labor, not vanity. No gym symmetry. The kind of asymmetric development you see in people who haul, pull, and brace against resistance from a single dominant side. Right-handed. His back was a map of old scars and new sun damage, freckled across the trapezius, darker along the arms.

He was adjusting a shark cage. Stainless steel frame, mesh walls, a gate mechanism operated by a spring-loaded latch. The cage was designed for live capture and transport, sized for a mid-range requiem species, maybe a five-to-seven-foot animal. Professional construction. Welded, not bolted. Someone had invested real money in this operation.

Beside the cage, coiled on the deck: monofilament leaders, circle hooks, a hydraulic winch line, PVC pipe segments cut to specific lengths for measuring. I recognized the setup from research vessel configurations, but modified. Streamlined. The measuring pipes were shorter than standard, which meant he wasn't recording length data for any scientific purpose. He was sizing the animals for tanks. For buyers.

I felt my fist close around the scar on my palm and forced it open.

My father used circle hooks. The same brand, the same gauge. He bought them in bulk from a supply house in Port Aransas, fifty hooks per box, and he went through a box a month because he never cleaned them, never maintained them, never treated a single piece of equipment with the care that Colton Stryker was applying to a cage designed to imprison a living animal. The irony of that, the meticulous cruelty of it, settled in my stomach like warm metal.

"You going to stand there, or are you going to work?"

I hadn't heard him turn. He was looking at me over his shoulder, wrench in hand, sweat running down his temples. His eyes were grey in this light. Colorless. The kind of eyes that gave you nothing back.

"Where do you need me?"

He nodded toward a tangle of line on the aft deck. "Sort that. Port lines to port cleats, starboard to starboard. Anything frayed goes overboard."

I sorted. The rope was sun-stiff and salt-crusted, rough enough to scrape the skin on my palms if I moved too fast. I worked slowly, methodically, with the hands of a woman who'd grown up on shrimp boats and never forgotten the geometry of a properly coiled line, even after a decade of lab work and field research had softened the muscle memory.

Teo appeared from below deck carrying a bucket. He was young, early twenties, with dark skin and the lean frame of someone who'd grown up on physical labor and not enough food. He moved past me without speaking, heading for the hold access on the starboard side. I heard the hatch open. Heard the sound of water. Heard, faintly, the rhythmic splash of something moving in a tank.

He was feeding the sharks.

I watched his hands as he worked the bucket over the edge of the access hatch. He handled the fish with a gentleness that stopped me cold. One piece at a time. Placed, not thrown. The way you'd feed something you cared about. Something you'd named, maybe, in the privacy of your own head.

The disconnect between the tenderness of that gesture and the reality of what this boat was built to do hit me like a rogue wave, sudden and lateral and hard enough to make my footing uncertain. I looked away. Back to the line. Hand over hand. Port to port, starboard to starboard.

At 4 p.m., the dock lines were cast off. The diesel engine turned over with a vibration I felt in my back teeth, and the Mako Doctrine eased away from the Key West Municipal Marina with the casual authority of a vessel that knew where it was going and didn't need permission.

I stood at the stern rail and watched the dock shrink. The marina. The restaurant. The parking lot where I'd left the rented Civic with the GMCA case file locked in the trunk and a text to Dr. Braun that said only: Boarding now. Next contact per protocol. The land receded, and with it the last fixed point between me and anything resembling safety, jurisdiction, or a cell signal strong enough to call for help.

Colt's voice from the helm, carried by the wind.

"You ever been offshore, Castillo?"

I turned. He was at the wheel, one hand on the throttle, eyes on the channel markers. The sun was behind him, and his profile was cut from the light like something stamped into metal.

I met his eyes. "Long enough."

He held the look. One beat. Two. Something moved behind the grey, too fast to read. Assessment, maybe. Or recognition. The look of a man who knows what a lie sounds like because he lives inside one.

Then he turned the wheel and pointed the bow south. The channel markers fell away. The reef line passed beneath us in a shimmer of turquoise and sand. Open water opened ahead, flat and blue and infinite, and the last of Key West dissolved into heat haze behind the stern.

I faced forward. I pressed my thumb into the scar on my palm and felt the old monofilament wound respond like a second heartbeat, steady and private and mine.

One hundred eighty miles of open Gulf between me and the nearest coast. One man with grey eyes and a missing fingertip and a cargo hold full of caged sharks. One field notebook hidden in my hair.

I started counting.
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THE NEW GIRL IS WRONG.

I notice it the way I notice a knot tied backward or a bilge pump cycling at the wrong interval. Not through analysis. Through a disturbance in the pattern. Something that doesn't sit right in the operational architecture of my boat, my crew, my routine.

She said she crewed trawlers out of Galveston. Her hands say something different.

I'm watching her from the helm while she coils line on the aft deck, and the movement is competent. I'll give her that. She knows the geometry. She knows how a flemish spiral sits flat. She knows the difference between a working coil and a storage coil, and she applies the distinction automatically, which means it was learned young, not taught late. She grew up on boats. That part's not a lie.

But the calluses are wrong.

Trawler hands are specific. The rope friction builds a particular topography across the upper palms and the base of the fingers. Salt, sun, repetitive hauling under load. I've been reading hands on boats for sixteen years. Hers are hardened, yes, but the distribution is wrong for commercial hauling. The thickening is concentrated on the fingertips and the lateral edges, not the central palm. Instrument hands. Equipment hands. The hands of someone who handles tools, meters, probes. Precision gear, not deck gear.

She also looks at the holding tanks like someone counting.

Not counting fish. Counting specimens. There's a difference. A deckhand glances at the cargo and registers volume. Full, half, empty. Enough for the job or not. This woman looks at the tanks the way I've seen veterinarians look at animals in crates. She's assessing condition. She's reading stress indicators. She spent fourteen seconds watching the hammerhead's pectoral fin angle this morning, and I know this because I was timing her from the bridge while pretending to check the radar.

Fourteen seconds is not casual observation. Fourteen seconds is professional interest.

Wick likes her. That concerns me for different reasons. Wick is loyal, but Wick is also lonely, and lonely men make accommodations for women who smile at the right moments. She smiled at him twice during the dock prep. Controlled, calibrated. The kind of smile that creates the impression of openness without actually opening anything.

I've been doing this long enough to recognize a cover when I see one. The question is what's underneath it.

I run through the options while I steer south-southwest through the Florida Straits, the Marquesas falling off the port quarter, the Dry Tortugas ahead and to the west. Federal plant is the obvious guess. NOAA, Fish and Wildlife, maybe Coast Guard Investigative Service. The live-capture networks have been getting attention in the last two years. More seizures, more prosecutions, more funding for enforcement. Someone was going to come knocking eventually. I'm surprised it took this long.

The alternative is worse: she could be from Vane.

Marcus Vane doesn't trust people. He trusts systems, leverage, and the transactional certainty that everyone he works with is
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