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He pulled on a pair of gloves,

then opened the knapsack.



An apple, a peanut-butter sandwich in a plastic bag, a small container of blueberry yogurt and a plastic spoon. Shorts, socks, a T-shirt with a penguin on it. A set of keys, a pair of sunglasses, a cheap wristwatch. A paperback copy of Oliver Twist. He found her wallet stuffed into one of the shoes—why did anyone ever think that was a good hiding place?—and the face smiling at him from the driver’s license photo was the same as the one he’d seen on Alexx’s autopsy table.

He opened the book at random and read aloud the first line his eye fell on: “There is a passion for hunting something deeply implanted in the human breast.”

Very true, he thought. Even if that something is only a little time on a beach to read a good book and maybe go for a swim. And out there, in the water, you became the focus of someone else’s hunt.

He put the book back into the knapsack, turned and stared out over the water.

And that hunter, in turn, has now acquired some hunters of his own…
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BISCAYNE BAY GLEAMED aquamarine in the late afternoon light, the sky above as clear and blue as a musical note. From his seat in the stern of the police boat, Horatio Caine could look one way and see the shining, skyscraping outline of downtown Miami; if he turned his head a few degrees, he was treated to an ocean view dotted with the low, dark-green bulk of mangrove islands, occasionally crested by a barrel-sized seabird nest. It struck him just how often he was treated to gorgeous vistas like this one on his way to viewing something unspeakably ugly.

Payment, of sorts, he thought, then corrected himself. Not payment—compensation. A consolation prize, at best.

Detective Frank Tripp killed the engine as the boat glided up to the shore, crunching its way onto a narrow white-sand beach. “There you go, Horatio,” Tripp said. “Go do your thing. I’m gonna stay in the boat for now—not a lot of room in your crime scene.”

“Thank you, Frank,” Horatio said.

The hummock wasn’t large, maybe a few hundred square feet of dense foliage, fifteen or so feet high, with a narrow strip of beach. Horatio stepped out carefully, then gave Doctor Alexx Woods a helping hand as she joined him.

“You all right?” he asked.

“Damn mosquitoes,” she grumbled, swatting at one on her arm. “I don’t know why they never seem to bother you.”

“After the first hundred thousand bites or so, you develop an immunity,” he said absently, but his attention was already focused on the reason they’d come out to this tiny mangrove island just south of Miami: the corpse of a young woman.

It wasn’t a pretty sight. She lay on her back, wearing only a snorkeling mask. One of her arms was outstretched, tangled in the spiderlike roots of the red mangroves that covered the small island. The mask was completely filled with a white foam that obscured her face, and a mass of raw pink and red flesh protruded from her mouth.

Alexx stepped carefully over the body. They both crouched down, one on either side.

“Fisherman found her,” Horatio said. “Looks like the tide washed her up.”

“She should be on the bottom,” Alexx said. She reached out with a gloved hand and gently moved the jaw back and forth. “Temporomandibular muscles aren’t in rigor, but—” She took hold of the body’s right wrist and lifted it slightly. The entire body rocked, the arm obviously stiff. “—major muscle groups are. Skin is bluish and rigor is starting to break, meaning she’s probably been dead around fourteen hours or so. Belly isn’t distended and she wasn’t obese, so refloatation shouldn’t have occurred.”

Carbon dioxide, sulfur dioxide, ammonia, hydrogen sulfide, methane; Horatio knew that the gastrointestinal tract of a decomposing body produced all of these gases, and that when enough of them had been produced the body would rise to the surface like an inflated balloon. But it was a process that generally took at least twenty-four hours and produced a bloated corpse.

“That’s not the only odd thing,” Horatio said. “She’s wearing a mask, but no flippers or snorkel. Not even a swimsuit.”

Alexx was examining the mass of flesh protruding from the mouth. “What’s really strange is this…” She grabbed the body by the hips and gently rolled it to one side, exposing the back. Another mass of raw flesh extended from between the buttocks. “There’s been some anthropophagy, probably by crabs and sea lice,” she said, “but I can still identify these as parts of her alimentary canal. Horatio, something tore her insides…out.”

“And whatever it was also placed the body here,” Horatio said. “Any ideas?”

“Well, I can tell you that the parts of her esophagus and colon I can see are inside-out. That suggests that she literally blew up.”

“Explosive decompression?”

“To this extent? If somebody shoved her out an airlock on a space shuttle, maybe.”

“I was thinking more along the lines of deep-sea diving. Fish from extreme depths sometimes explode if they’re pulled rapidly to the surface…” Horatio shook his head. “But this whole area is shallow water, no more than ten feet.” He picked up one of the corpse’s hands and examined it. “Fingernails are torn, indicating a struggle. And there’s something stuck beneath one of them…”

He extracted a dark blue sliver with a pair of tweezers and slipped it into an evidence bag. “And what about these marks on her legs?”

There were several deep wounds on the lower calf of one leg. Alexx studied them, then frowned. “Look like bite marks,” she said. “Not sure from what, though. The pattern’s the wrong shape to be human, and not jagged enough for a shark or barracuda. Deep bite, too—whatever it was, it was strong.”

“So what we have,” Horatio said, “is nonhuman teeth marks, explosive decompression and a body that shouldn’t be where it is.”

Alexx looked down at the body sadly. “None of them should be where they are, Horatio,” she said.

He slipped on his sunglasses and looked toward the mainland. Another boat was approaching—Delko and Wolfe, on their way to process the scene. “Then we’ll have to make sure,” he said, “that we find out where she’s been.”

 

“Water recovery, huh?” Wolfe said. The young CSI had to speak loudly over the sound of the boat’s motor. “Guess you’ve done a lot of those.”

Eric Delko nodded, his face serious. “Yeah, they can be pretty gruesome,” he said. “Boat props hack them up, everything from shrimp to sharks chew on them, and decomp gets real bad real fast. And in Florida, the climate can work for you or against you.”

“How so?”

“The more bacteria in the water, the quicker the body breaks down. In a warm, wet environment like a swamp, there’s a lot of bacteria. I’ve seen bodies that have only been in the water for twenty-four hours turn black from putrefaction…but sometimes, the opposite happens.”

“What, it turns white?”

“Kind of. It’s called saponification—only happens in warm, wet, anaerobic environments. Subcutaneous fat combines with calcium and ammonium ions to form adipocere, this waxy, white-gray stuff. Basically, it’s—”

“Soap,” Wolfe finished. “Right, I read about that. You ever see it?”

“It’s not common, but yeah, I’ve seen it,” Delko said. “It slows down decomposition, kind of like mummification. Conditions have to be just right, though.”

They approached the mangrove island. The beach was no more than a strip of sand maybe twenty feet long; Alexx had already climbed back in the first boat to make room as Wolfe and Delko’s craft landed.

Horatio, wearing a dark blue linen suit without a tie, his shirt open at the collar, managed to look just as comfortable and in charge as he did on a Miami street. “Mister Wolfe, I want you behind the camera,” he said as his CSIs splashed through the shallow water and on to shore. “Eric, get suited up. This key is looking less like the original crime scene and more like a dump site, but we still might find something of value underwater.”

“On it,” Delko said. In fact, he was already wearing his wet suit; as Wolfe grabbed the camera equipment, Delko started putting on scuba gear.

“We have an ID on the vic?” Wolfe asked. Horatio moved aside to let him start photographing.

“Not yet,” Horatio said. “I’ve got Calleigh checking missing-persons reports for the last forty-eight hours.”

“Any theories?” Wolfe asked. He zeroed in on the wounds and snapped several pictures.

“Nothing that makes sense,” Horatio admitted. “It just doesn’t add up…I think we might be looking at a staged scene. Look at the way her arm is wedged between two of those roots.”

Wolfe leaned down and took a good look. “Yeah,” he said. “Like someone didn’t want her drifting away on the tide. And what’s with the condition of the body? It’s almost like…” He trailed off.

“Like something reached inside her, grabbed hold of her internal organs and pulled,” Horatio said. “From both ends…”

 

Diving was a dangerous pasttime. Nobody was more aware of that than Eric Delko, the Miami-Dade crime lab’s resident diver; he had pulled more corpses out of sunken cars or boats than he cared to count, and every body was a reminder of the hostile environment he now glided through. The ocean off the Florida shore was much like Miami itself: Warm and inviting, filled with sparkling beauty and flashes of brilliant color, it could still kill you in an instant.

Some parts were prettier than others, of course. In the shallow, brackish waters of Biscayne Bay, mangrove islands and human traffic meant water filled with sediment, plankton, and detritus, some of it natural, much of it man-made. Delko moved through the murk cautiously, hovering just above the bottom, scanning the swaying bed of seagrass for anything out of place. The problem was, there was too much; beer cans and rusting pipes and old plastic milk crates, sometimes so encrusted with barnacles or muck they were identifiable only by their shape.

He moved in a circular route around the island, dropping weighted flags to mark his progress. He had plenty of company; green and loggerhead turtles, bonefish, pompano, black and red grouper. Crabs and lobsters scuttled out of his way, and swarms of shrimp flurried past in rippling pink waves.

He was hoping to find one of the vic’s flippers or maybe her snorkel, since neither would float. What finally caught his attention, though, was a tiny scrap of white. He thought at first it was another plastic shopping bag, too many of which he’d seen drifting along the bottom like ghostly tumbleweeds, but it was too small and the wrong shape.

On closer inspection, it turned out to be the top of a bathing suit. The straps looked like they’d been cut.

 

Being a forensic investigator, Horatio found, eventually produced a kind of Zen philosophy toward life. Not a detached, nirvana-aimed approach, but an acute awareness of the fact that everything was connected—again, not in a vague, metaphysical way but in a direct, pragmatic one. Locard’s Principle stated that any two things that came into contact transferred bits of themselves to each other, and Horatio had discovered that the twin concepts of transfer and trace applied to almost every area of life. There was a network of connections between physical objects that remained invisible to most people, but Horatio had developed a heightened sensitivity to it, one that had subtly changed all his perceptions: He couldn’t watch a woman take a sip of wine without noticing the lipstick she left on the glass, couldn’t look at a piece of furniture without noticing fibers left behind on the upholstery. Privately, he thought of it as Sherlock Holmes syndrome, but didn’t share that insight with anyone else. They’d probably assume he was talking about Holmes’ cocaine habit, this being Miami…and considering what had happened to Horatio’s brother Raymond, the last thing Horatio needed to do was start a rumor involving himself and drugs.

Transfer and trace. They applied to reputations, too.

Of course, sometimes that was a good thing. Horatio was surrounded by people who were very good at their jobs, and he tried to learn from them at the same time he passed on whatever expertise he had. Ideally, his whole team worked like smaller parts of a larger organism, with knowledge and skills being the commodity transferred from cell to cell.

Leaving traces of what? Horatio wondered as the elevator doors opened and he walked into the foyer of the Miami-Dade crime lab. Ourselves, I suppose. Shreds of dignity, stains of honor. Bits of moral fiber…

“You know, Horatio,” Calleigh Duquesne said, falling in step beside him, “every time I see you with that little smile on your face, I try to figure out what’s on your mind.”

“Any results so far?”

“No, you remain inscrutable. But I’ve had better luck with that DB you found in Biscayne Bay.”

“Oh?” Horatio stopped and turned. “You have a name?”

“I do,” Calleigh said. She wore her straight blond hair long and loose at the moment, and pushed it back behind one ear as she flipped open a file folder and consulted the contents. “Gabrielle Maureen Cavanaugh. Reported missing yesterday—according to her roommate, she sometimes goes on hikes alone, takes a picnic lunch.”

“We know for sure it’s her?”

“Roommate confirmed the ID a few minutes ago. She’s pretty shook up, but willing to talk. I was just heading down to the interview room—want to join me?”

“I believe I will,” Horatio said.

The roommate’s name was Stephanie Wheeler. She was a short, plump woman with a mass of spiky, purple-tinged dark hair and eyeglasses with thick black frames. She wore a pair of knee-length denim cutoffs, sandals and a loud Hawaiian shirt; despite the dichotomy of having to identify a body while dressed for the beach, Horatio could see by the pain on the woman’s face that clothing was the last thing on her mind.

Horatio introduced himself and Calleigh, and took a seat on the other side of the table from where Stephanie sat. Calleigh sat down beside him.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” Horatio said. “I’ll try to make this brief.”

“Thank you,” Stephanie said. Her voice was calm, but every now and then a tear would bulge out from her lower eyelid and slide down one cheek.

“You say that Gabrielle liked to go hiking alone,” Horatio said. “Did that include swimming as well?”

“Sometimes,” Stephanie said. “She’d bring along a diving mask and snorkel so she could see underwater. No flippers—she didn’t like them.” Stephanie blinked rapidly. “Too much trouble to carry on a hike, she said. And she just didn’t like them.”

“I see. She was a good swimmer?”

“Oh, yes. I told her she shouldn’t go swimming by herself, but—she was very independent. You couldn’t make her do anything she didn’t want to.” Stephanie nodded, as if confirming something more to herself than Horatio. A tear dripped, unnoticed, from her chin.

Horatio and Calleigh exchanged a glance. “Stephanie,” Calleigh said, “did Gabrielle have anyone in her life who might have wanted to harm her? An ex-boyfriend, maybe?”

A slight frown crossed Stephanie’s face. “Why? I mean—my God, are you saying she was murdered? I—I thought that the body looked that way because it had been underwater—”

“We’re just checking every possibility,” Horatio said. “Is there anyone like that you can think of?”

“No,” she said flatly. “Nobody like that. Everybody loved Gabrielle. She was stubborn, but you couldn’t stay mad at her. I don’t know of a single person who would dream of hurting her.”

“Anyone she might have met recently who seemed to be paying a lot of attention to her? Maybe even someone online?” Horatio prodded.

“Not that I know of. She hardly ever used the computer, even for email. She doesn’t have a boyfriend, not right now…” She trailed off. “I guess she won’t, either,” she added quietly.

They had a few more questions, but learned nothing that seemed significant. Gabrielle had been young, pretty, well liked; she didn’t do drugs or hang around with dangerous people. She worked in one of Miami’s many hotels, at the front desk. Horatio planned to ask Calleigh to run the vic’s prints through AFIS once they were through with Stephanie, but he strongly suspected Gabrielle Cavanaugh’s only crime was that she liked to spend time alone.

Unfortunately, Horatio thought, there are plenty of places where that’s enough to get you killed. And Miami is one of them…

 

“Well, Alexx?” Horatio said, pulling on a pair of gloves. Gabrielle Cavanaugh’s body lay on the stainless-steel autopsy table before them, looking somehow more alive with the diving mask removed and the protruding flesh removed from her mouth. “What can you tell me?”

“Cause of death was drowning,” Alexx said. “When a drowning victim can’t hold her breath any longer, the respiratory center of the brain takes over—it makes her breathe in, whether there’s any air to be had or not. The water irritates the trachea, triggering a cough reflex. This expels air from the lungs, which is replaced on the inhale by water. The cycle gets more and more forceful, sometimes producing vomiting. Lack of oxygen produces unconsciousness, but doesn’t stop the cycle; it progresses to more vomiting, convulsions, and what’s called agonal gasping. During this phase, the aspirated water irritates the tracheal and bronchial glands into producing mucus, which gets mixed with the water and any remaining air into a froth. Rupture of alveoli cells in the lungs also contributes and will keep on doing so for several hours after the body is out of the water—that’s why her mask was filled with white foam. But when I tested her blood, I got a surprise. Horatio, this girl didn’t drown in salt water.”

“You’re sure? Even without the lungs present?”

“Absolutely. Fresh water is hypotonic compared to plasma—osmosis transfers it into the bloodstream through the alveoli at an extremely rapid rate. It can add up to fifty percent to blood volume within a minute—hers was just over forty-two. She drowned somewhere else.”

“The area where she was found is brackish,” Horatio said. “Fresh water does enter the bay from canals, though…what about the extrusion of her internal organs?”

“Condition of the thoracic cavity indicated they were pushed out—and I think I know how.”

She pointed to a tiny red mark on the abdomen. “This is a puncture wound—so small I didn’t notice it until I got her on the table. I think she was injected with something under a lot of pressure. The thoracic cavity is a sealed unit; you pump enough gas or liquid into it, something has to give.”

“And something did,” Horatio murmured. “But this had to have been done postmortem, right?”

“Definitely. Her lungs would have to have still been in place to produce the foam. I can’t tell you much about the condition of the lungs themselves, though, because wildlife predation removed them—and the stomach—while they were exposed. But I did a blood gas test and found elevated levels of carbon dioxide—even though she was already dead, some of the gas made its way into her bloodstream. Somebody pumped her full of CO2, Horatio—blew her up like a balloon.”

“And the gas escaped once the externalized organs were chewed through,” Horatio said. “What about sexual assault?”

“Vaginal tearing and genital ecchymosis.”

“Indicating she was raped…did you recover any semen?”

“No. Either he didn’t finish or he wore a condom.”

“What about the bite marks on her leg?”

Alexx shook her head. “Like I said, nonhuman. There’s something strange about the wounding pattern, too.”

“What do you mean?”

“Look at this,” she said. “The bite is almost down to the bone, and the flesh is torn—but if it was that strong, it should have just ripped her calf muscle right off. It started the job, but for some reason didn’t finish. I took a closer look and found a fleck of foreign material in the wound, might be a tooth fragment. I sent it to Trace.”

“Good. I’ll check our animal database, see if I can ID the marks. Maybe we’ll even get lucky and get a DNA match.”

“This is an odd one, Horatio. Whatever this poor girl went through, it wasn’t pleasant.”

Horatio took a step back from the table. He studied the still face of Gabrielle Cavanaugh, tried to imagine her on one of her solitary hikes. She probably brought a book along, a snack, maybe some sunscreen so she could lie in the hot Florida sun without burning. And if it got too hot, she could always cool off with a swim…

“Whatever she went through,” Horatio said quietly, “we’ll find out.”

 

“What we’re looking for,” Horatio told his team, “is a weapon known as a Farallon shark dart.”

They were assembled in the layout room. Delko stood with his arms crossed over a tight black T-shirt, looking serious and broody; Wolfe, in a grey suit jacket and light blue shirt, was studying the diver’s mask and bathing suit top on the table, the only physical objects they’d recovered from the crime scene. Calleigh, in a loose-fitting white blouse and black slacks, sat with an open notebook in front of her and a pen in one hand.

“Uh—I don’t think I’m familiar with that one, H,” Wolfe said.

“It’s a shark-deterrent device,” Delko said. “A canister of compressed CO2 with a long, sharp needle on one end. Sharks have up to thirty-six percent fewer nociceptors than a human does—basically, they don’t feel pain. In order to stop one, you have to do a massive amount of damage all at once. The shark dart injects gas into the body cavity of the shark, causing its internal organs to be forced out the mouth and rectum.”

“And somebody used one on Gabrielle Cavanaugh,” Calleigh said.

“Postmortem,” Horatio said. “Before that, she was raped.”

“The way the body was mutilated suggests rage,” Wolfe said. “So does placing the body—somebody wanted us to see his handiwork.”

“I’m not sure the body was placed,” Delko said. “Before the CO2 escaped, the body would have floated. It might have gotten entangled in the mangrove roots naturally.”

“There’s also the matter of the bite marks,” Horatio said. “Calleigh, have you made any progress on that?”

“I have,” Calleigh said. “The key was the spacing between the teeth—point-four-five inches. Believe it or not, they came from a bottlenose dolphin.”

“A dolphin?” Wolfe asked. “That’s rare. They hardly ever attack humans.”

“Actually, dolphins are a lot more dangerous than people believe,” Delko said. “They are predators, after all—a killer whale is really just an overgrown dolphin. Dolphins frequently attack sharks, and even porpoises.”

“This is true,” Horatio said. “And even though the use of a weapon indicates human involvement, dolphins can also be trained.”

“Well, that would certainly be a first,” Calleigh said. “Flipper as assassin.”

“You know, it might not be as far-fetched as it sounds,” Delko said. “There was a rumor going around the dive community a few years ago about dolphins being used by the Navy to kill enemy divers during the Vietnam War. And not to be indelicate, but dolphins are highly sexual creatures—there’ve been a number of reports of them directing that kind of behavior at people, especially menstruating women.”

“You’re suggesting she was molested by a dolphin?” Calleigh said, raising her eyebrows.

“I suppose that’s a possibility,” Horatio conceded. “But let’s concentrate on the human angle for now…Eric, I want you to check the shoreline along Biscayne Bay—concentrate on outflow areas from canals. Calleigh, you follow up on the dart, get us a list of distributors. Mister Wolfe, I want you in the lab—we found transfer under the vic’s fingernails and in the wound, and I want to know what they are and where they came from.”

“What about you, Horatio?” Calleigh asked. “Heading up to SeaWorld to interview a few suspects?”

“If that’s what it takes,” Horatio said mildly. “Because whoever or whatever did this to Gabrielle Cavanaugh, they’re still out there…”
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THE DRIVE UP HIGHWAY A1A was, as always, filled with tourists. It was a road with one purpose, to connect the Keys to the rest of Florida, and they were strung along its length like pearls on a necklace. Except this necklace wasn’t a loop; it stopped dead at Key West, the last and gaudiest pearl of all, filled with eccentric locals and tourist traps that would sell you everything from Ernest Hemingway’s favorite cocktail to live hermit crabs.

Horatio wasn’t going that far, however. His destination was one of the smaller keys, and a research facility called the Aquarian Institute. He turned his Hummer off the highway and onto a narrower paved road, following it as it wound its way deeper and deeper through dense, lush vegetation until the very last turn, where it ended abruptly no more than fifty feet from the shoreline. A white shoebox of a building on pilings jutted out over the surf, with a dock extending out from that. Two small boats were moored there, an older cabin cruiser and a rigid-frame Zodiac.

Horatio parked and got out. The building had a lot of windows, and all of them were beaded with water. It was a phenomenon Horatio thought of as the Budweiser effect, and he saw it a lot in Miami; high temperature and humidity outside plus an air conditioner cranked to maximum inside equaled glass covered with condensation, just like a cold mug of beer.

Personally, he thought people should try harder to adjust to the climate. There was something distinctly off-kilter about a place where you had to go outside to warm up.

He strolled along the short walk and up to the front door, also glass. Decals proclaimed allegiance to PETA, the Humane Society, the International Fund for Animal Welfare. He pulled it open and stepped inside.

The foyer was small, no more than a glassed-in porch, with a beat-up wooden desk holding a computer and a few plastic chairs along one wall. A stack of dog-eared magazines sat on a low table in the corner, the one on top featuring an underwater shot of a scuba diver and a stingray. Framed photos of dolphins, killer whales and belugas adorned the walls.

There was a chair behind the desk, but no one was in it. “Hello?” Horatio called out, but got no response.

He noticed a yellow Post-it note stuck to the front of the desk, which read: IF YOU HAVE A DELIVERY, I’M OUT BY THE PEN. DOWN THE HALL TO END, LAST DOOR ON LEFT.

He followed the directions, down a short hall and through an unlocked wooden door that led outside to a covered deck. A long, sloping ramp led down to a three-sided concrete pool, the fourth side a tall mesh fence that separated the pool from the ocean. Some sort of wheeled apparatus with a padded top stood at the pool’s edge.

Horatio made his way down the ramp. When he was halfway, a face wearing a diving mask and snorkel popped up at the edge of the pool. The woman wearing it pulled the mask off and called out, “Yes?”

Horatio walked up to the edge of the pool. “Good afternoon. I’m Lieutenant Horatio Caine. I was wondering if I could take a moment of your time.”

The woman looked up at him suspiciously. She had high, Slavic cheekbones, a full-lipped mouth and black hair streaked with grey. “What do you want? I’m very busy.” Her accent was Russian, her tone dismissive.

“I left a message on your voice mail, but I’m afraid I couldn’t wait for you to get back to me,” Horatio said. “I have a few questions—”

She cut him off. “Of course you do. Cops always have questions, it’s in their DNA. Well, I have questions, too. And not to be rude, but my questions matter to me more than yours do.”

“I wouldn’t be too sure about that,” Horatio said calmly. “You haven’t heard any of mine, yet.”

She rested her arms on the edge of the pool and glared at him. “So go ahead, ask.”

“I’d be more comfortable if we could do this face-to-face.”

She pursed her lips and considered this, then shrugged. “I doubt that,” she said, “but if you insist…”

She placed her palms flat on the concrete and pushed herself out of the water, flopping onto her belly then rolling onto her back and sitting up so she was seated at the edge with her calves dangling in the water. Horatio got only a brief glimpse of her legs when she turned over, enough to see that she was wearing flippers—and there was something unusual about her lower limbs.

As she reached down and undid the buckles, he saw what it was. They were artificial.

Both legs ended just above the knee. Her prosthetics made no attempt to imitate the appearance of an actual leg—they were made of matte-black metal, with several curving pieces flanking what looked like a hydraulic piston. She set the prosthetics down side by side, the flippers holding them upright; they looked like some kind of bizarre web-footed sculpture.

She favored him with a hostile smile. “Can you help, please?” She indicated the device Horatio stood beside with a nod, and he realized it was some sort of wheelchair he’d never seen before. “I’m still getting used to it,” she said. “Tricky to get into, you know?” She held up her arms like a beseeching toddler, but the glint in her eye told him she wasn’t the one being embarrassed.

Horatio crouched down, met her eyes, and put both hands firmly around the waist of her one-piece black bathing suit. He straightened up, lifting her easily with her arms resting lightly on his shoulders, and placed her carefully on the padded surface. Neither his grip nor his gaze wavered, and he saw the look in her own eyes shift slightly from malicious enjoyment to amused appreciation.

“Spaseba,” she said. “A moment.” She fiddled with the controls, and an electric motor whirred as the posture of the machine changed to form a backrest. She settled herself against it and fastened straps around her waist and shoulders, then used the controls again. The shape of the frame changed again, tilting up and straightening out, bringing her to a fully standing position.

“There,” she said. “Face-to-face—though not, I am afraid, toe-to-toe. I hope your questions are worth all this trouble.”

Horatio smiled. “That depends. How do you feel about dolphins attacking people?”

She snorted. “Disappointed it doesn’t happen more often,” she said. “Damn tourists paying money to swim with Flipper. They think animals are what you see in a zoo or on TV—they see a bear, they spread peanut butter on their child’s hands so they can take a picture of it getting licked off. Damn dumb morons.”

She twitched a joystick on the arm of the chair and it spun around and took off. Horatio had to hurry to keep up.

“What’s this about?” she said. “Some new animal rights group complain about my bottlenoses? How I’m keeping them prisoner and doing terrible things to them? Tell them I’ll buy one of their damn stickers and put it on my door.”

“Excuse me,” Horatio said, taking a few quick steps and cutting her off before she reached the ramp. “But this is a bit more serious than that, Doctor…?”

“Zhenko,” the woman said. “Doctor Nicole Zhenko. So, what happened and why should I care?”

Horatio took a deep, slow breath before answering. “A woman is dead, Doctor Zhenko. Her body was found with bite marks from a bottlenose dolphin on one of her legs—”

“Hah! Ridiculous,” Zhenko snapped. “You must have made a mistake. Dolphins don’t scavenge from corpses.”

“There’s no mistake,” Horatio said patiently. “And the bite was made prior to death, not afterward.”

“So you’re saying this dolphin actually killed somebody?” Her tone was less confrontational, but not by much. “Chewed her up like a shark?”

“Actually, death was caused by drowning. There was only a single bite mark—a deep one, on her leg.”

“Then it was not a dolphin. There are cetaceans that will attack and kill a human through submersion—there was a case a few years ago where an orca drowned a trainer at an aquarium—but a dolphin would not attack like that. Was there extensive bruising on the body? The torso, the belly?”

“No. Why do you ask?”

“Because if a bottlenose wants to kill something he isn’t going to eat, he rams it. Over and over, wham wham wham.” She steepled the fingers of one hand together into a crude cone and smacked the tips into her other palm for emphasis. “With the fulcrum, its nose. That’s how they kill sharks—a bunch of them attack, all at once. Like your American thing, with all the beat-up cars trying to kill each other.”

“A demolition derby,” Horatio said with a smile.

“Yes! If a dolphin had killed this woman, you would have found round bruises all over her body. But you didn’t, so you must be wrong.” She charged forward in her chair and then changed direction abruptly, going to Horatio’s right. She stopped in front of an old, off-white refrigerator sheltered by the overhang of the deck and pulled open the door.

“I’m not saying a dolphin was to blame,” Horatio said. “I’m just telling you what we found. The bite mark was unusual, but not as unusual as what was done afterward.” He told her about the condition of the body as she rummaged in the fridge and pulled out a large green plastic bag.

“A shark dart?” she said, frowning. She folded out a tray from the side of the chair and put the bag on it. “I don’t believe it…”

She hesitated, then grudgingly said, “Well, maybe. I always thought they were just stories, paranoid fantasies—but there were people who swore they were true, said they’d seen them with their own eyes. Maybe they did.”

She rolled back toward the pool, and Horatio fell into step beside her. “Seen what, exactly?” he asked.

She reached the edge of the pool and stopped. “Dolphins, trained by the Navy to kill. They had a device like a shark dart strapped to their fulcrum, so they could ram an enemy diver. The swimmer nullification program, it was called. Your government has always denied there was any such program.” She grabbed the plastic bag, reached into it and pulled out a fish about a foot long. She tossed it into the air over the pool, and suddenly there was a streamlined grey body arcing through the air. The dolphin caught the fish neatly and sliced back into the water.

“I understand you’ve worked with Navy dolphins yourself,” Horatio said. He stared down at the water and the sleek shape gliding through it. “As a matter of fact, isn’t this a Navy dolphin?”

“Ah, you’ve done your homework,” she said, throwing another fish in the pool. “Does poor Whaleboy need an alibi? I promise you, he hasn’t been in open ocean in a year. Before that the Navy had him, and I don’t know what the hell they had him do. Maybe he was waiting for Osama Bin Laden to go snorkeling.”

“Maybe,” Horatio said. “The Naval officer I spoke to on the phone said you’re in charge of preparing dolphins for release into the wild once the Navy retires them. Is that difficult?”

She gave him an appraising look. “Difficult? Think about this: You have a dog. A smart dog, very well trained. You have this dog for most of its life—ten years. Then, one day, you say, ‘I am done with you. Time for you to go live in the forest. It’s okay, though, this nice lady will teach you how to be a wolf.’” She shook her head. “It’s insane. But better they have some freedom before they die. And freedom, it’s no picnic.”

“No,” Horatio agreed. “No, it isn’t…”

“I see you are admiring my transportation,” Zhenko said. “Nice ride, no?” She made a gesture with her hand, and Whaleboy responded by standing up on his tail and moving backward with rapid beats of his flukes, making it look like he was walking backward on the water. She rewarded him with another fish.

“I appreciate effective technology,” Horatio said.

She chuckled. “Effective and expensive. Custom-made Levo with V-track thoracic and head support. If you want a good piece of technology, go to the Swiss, that’s what I say. Cuckoo clocks or wheelchairs, they make the best.”

“Are your prosthetics Swiss, as well?”

She gave him a quick, flat glance, and he wondered if he’d made a mistake. When she replied, though, she didn’t sound angry.

“No. American and German. The feet are made by Otto Bock, the socket by Hanger. Carbon-fiber composite, with titanium polycentric swing phase control.” Her voice was clipped and efficient. “Waterproof, of course. I would like to upgrade to one of the newer systems, like an Endolite Adaptive—hydraulic/pneumatic hybrid cylinder, third generation microprocessors, time, force, and swing sensors—but they’re expensive. I’ll probably settle for a modified Lord RD-1005; cheaper, but the knee has an MR fluid damper and a millisecond response time. So they say.”

She made a twirling motion with one hand, and Whaleboy leaped into the air, doing a somersault at the same time.

“For a Navy dolphin, he seems like quite the performer,” Horatio said.

“He’s a big show-off,” Zhenko said, affection in her voice. “The Navy taught him all these tricks. He loves the attention, so I indulge him. I’m trying to wean him off the dead fish, but he won’t eat live ones yet—the stubborn bastard is too lazy to catch his own, now. But he’ll learn, sooner or later.”

“I’m sure he will,” Horatio said with a grin. “What else can he do?”

“What, besides finding mines in the Persian Gulf? Here, I’ll show you. Take this fish.” She thrust one at him imperiously. Horatio took it.

“Now, do this,” she said. She made a fist and raised it over her head, then brought it down sharply, like she was chopping with an imaginary axe.

Horatio did as he was told. Whaleboy immediately dove and came up a few seconds later with a bright orange Frisbee in his mouth. He tossed it at Horatio with a flick of his head, and Horatio caught it reflexively with a laugh.

“Here you go, pal,” Horatio said, throwing him the fish. “I’m sure you’ll appreciate it more than I would.”

“That’s all you get today, you greedy torpedo,” Zhenko called out. Whaleboy opened his mouth and chattered at her in return, then dove beneath the surface with a slap of his tail.

“Doctor Zhenko,” Horatio said, “I can see you have a lot of experience with dolphin behavior and training. I have to ask—”

She didn’t let him finish. “If someone like me could train a dolphin to be an assassin? To kill on command?” She shrugged. “Maybe yes, maybe no. The Navy says they use them for detection and retrieval—like guard dogs, yes? To patrol and to fetch. Dolphins can dive up to five hundred thirty-five meters deep and they don’t get the bends, so they can recover things from the bottom faster than a human diver.”

“The thing about guard dogs,” Horatio noted, “is that many of them also bite.”

“True enough,” she admitted. “The Navy trainers show me the hand signals for ‘throw’ and ‘jump’ and ‘tailwalk,’ but how do I know what else they’ve taught him? Maybe I scratch my nose in the pool one day and he rips my throat out.”

“You don’t seem terribly worried about the possibility.”

She snorted. “What is the point? Death comes to all of us, and worry only gives you wrinkles. Besides,” she said, indicating the stumps of her legs, “after this…nothing else seems so bad. The worst, it’s already happened, so the hell with it. You know?”

“Not really, no,” he said. “And I wouldn’t presume to pretend I do.”

The hard look on her face softened, ever so slightly. “No. You don’t. At least you don’t try to lie to me about it. Hah! How about that, an honest policeman.”

“I do my best,” Horatio said.

“Okay, so I will be honest with you. The Marine Mammal Program—that’s what the Navy calls it—they have lost a few dolphins over the years. Nothing they will admit to, but it happens.”

Horatio studied her intently. “Lost how?”

“Misplaced, not there, no longer present. Ffftt! Gone. They send them out for a mission and they don’t come back. Maybe they got caught in a tuna net, maybe they just got tired of taking orders. Who knows? But I tell you one thing, Mister Honest Cop; those dolphins, they never should have been caught in the first place.”

She dug in the plastic bag on her lap and threw another fish into the pool. “He shouldn’t be here,” Zhenko said. “Not him, not any of them…”

 

The northern part of Biscayne Bay abutted Miami Beach. It was heavily industrialized, dealing with marine traffic that ranged from shrimp boats to cruise ships. Though much of the Bay was shallow—no more than a dozen feet—deeper channels had been dredged to facilitate larger vessels.

Hopefully, the police diver flags on the surface would prevent any of those vessels from cruising through Delko’s search zone. He’d seen bodies that had been through the props of a big ship, and had no desire to wind up on the bottom in several pieces.

The garbage in the deeper channels was more prevalent, not to mention bigger. Shopping carts, tires, old stoves, with the ever-present coral and barnacles growing on them giving them a surreal kind of beauty. It may be a junkyard, Delko thought, but at least it’s an interesting one.

He wasn’t looking for flippers anymore—according to her roommate, Gabrielle Cavanaugh hadn’t used them—but he was still hoping to find the bottom of her bathing suit or the snorkel.

The absence of the snorkel bothered him. Most snorkels were attached by sturdy rubber rings to the side of the mask itself; it was almost impossible to lose one without losing the other. The roommate was sure Gabrielle had taken it with her, but it hadn’t been found with the body. It was possible she’d simply gone diving without it, leaving it on the shore with her towel and picnic lunch, but then why bring it at all?

What he was really hoping for was the shark dart. The models he’d seen had the dart mounted at the end of a four-foot pole, and the canister of CO2 was good for only a single shot. The pole or the canister might have been discarded or lost after the attack…depending on who or what had used them in the first place.

A dolphin. Delko just didn’t believe it.

It wasn’t that he saw dolphins as some sort of highly evolved, peaceful, smarter-than-man beings, either. Male dolphins were known to kill dolphin calves; such infanticide occurred in other species, too. Male lions often killed the offspring of their rivals to ensure their own genes would be passed on instead.

Dolphins had also been observed to kill porpoises—the only reason for which seemed to be that the smaller animals resembled dolphin calves. Homicide and stupidity, Delko thought, are not necessarily reserved for the human race.

No, Delko had no problem with the idea that a dolphin could kill a human being. What bothered him was the use of the shark dart.

Delko had seen many a staged crime scene. People tried to make a crime of passion look like a burglary gone wrong, a homicide look like an accident. And, almost always, they overdid it. A real crime scene was messy, confusing, contradictory; it took time and persistence to decode and understand the evidence. The logic of a staged crime scene leaped out at you: Look! A gun! Look! An open safe! Look! The scene of a struggle!

Horatio had taught Delko to immediately distrust such obvious setups. “If it looks obvious, it’s probably not,” Horatio would tell him, and usually he was right. Once you took a really close look at the scene, all sorts of discrepancies would emerge.

For instance, a shark dart struck Delko as an absurd choice of weapon; a blade would be just as effective and far simpler. He supposed a dolphin with a needle attached to its nose could ram multiple times, but there was always the chance the needle could break off, too.

Plus, the sequence of events didn’t quite make sense, either. The shark dart was used after the vic had already drowned—why? It just didn’t quite line up…

And then he found the rope.

 

Calleigh decided to take a closer look at the puncture wound itself, or at least pictures of it. If the dart had been used antemortem, it might have left some sort of impression of the base of the needle, similar to a muzzle stamp or hilt mark—but there wasn’t one.

She took another look at the pictures of the bite marks. Or maybe mark was more accurate; there appeared to be only one. That was odd in and of itself; since most animal attacks left multiple bite marks. This just looked like something had clamped on and refused to let go.

She picked up a magnifier and scrutinized the photo in closer detail. After a moment, she noticed something she hadn’t before: The tearing of the flesh was unidirectional, toward the ankle.

Now, that’s odd, she thought. She knew some cetaceans killed their prey by shaking it—killer whales could worry a seal back and forth so hard it would literally shake to pieces—but this didn’t indicate that.

She tried to picture the scenario in her mind. Shallow, murky water, glowing with sunlight from above. Something fastens on to Gabrielle Cavanaugh’s leg. It pulls her under. She struggles to get back to the surface, to the air. It doesn’t let her. She kicks, desperately, frantically, her lungs running out of oxygen…

“That’s why the flesh is torn in one direction,” she murmured. “You tore it yourself, trying to get free. You were trying to go up, but it was keeping you in place…”

 

The whiteness of the rope stood out in the murk like a serpent’s ghost. It was coiled around a rod that jutted from the bottom like a periscope from the remains of a submarine…which, Delko saw as he swam closer, was exactly what it seemed to be. He could even see the outline of a conning tower, complete with guardrail and hatch.

On closer inspection, though, it turned out to be an illusion. The conning tower was rusting sheet metal, the periscope only an old pipe; the hatch was made of ancient plywood. Somebody’s idea of a joke, Delko guessed. The whole thing had probably been mounted on a motorboat and piloted around the Bay by drunken college students making loud jokes about “submarine races,” until its inevitable sinking by accident or booze-fueled impulse. It looked like it had been there for decades.

But the rope was brand new; it hadn’t been underwater long enough to acquire so much as a layer of algae. Delko unlimbered his camera and took a few careful shots from different angles, especially where it was knotted around the pipe, before finally grabbing the loose end. There was a steel carabiner tied to the end, a big metal latch you could snap to something else easily.

Delko unwrapped the rope from the pipe and swam upward holding the end. It was around a dozen feet long, which at this depth meant it only reached halfway to the surface.

Couldn’t be a tether for a boat.

But it might have been used to keep a drowning woman submerged…
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