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Prologue


Matt Kane held an ice-cold beer in one hand, and leaned on the throttle with the other. The salty waters of the Indian River Lagoon parted before his twelve-foot skiff as sure as a herd of deer scattered from a shotgun blast, but he wouldn’t go hunting deer while his wife and kids attended Sunday church. No, Kane had a fix’n this fine morning for some fish; say a nice juicy sheepshead or a mangrove snapper. Good eats.
The blue-green waters of the estuary contained a wealth of tasty critters, especially in the stretch between north Melbourne and Satellite Beach. Kane steered his skiff along a forest of mangroves on the mainland side. The fish often hid between the roots of those waterlogged plants, but they’d pop their scaly heads out for a morsel of frozen shrimp. As he sped past a “Slow Zone” sign with a picture of a lumbering manatee, Kane tossed his empty beer can at it. He missed.
“Hey! Stop that!” an all-too-familiar voice shouted over a megaphone.
Most boaters called him the Lagoon Watcher, but Kane called him a huge pain in the ass. Kane slowed down and tipped his NASCAR hat to the kook in the center console boat with the goofy, smiling dolphins, sea turtles and manatees painted on the side. He guarded the animals in the lagoon like a stubborn toddler hoarding candy bars.
“Didn’t you see that sign?” asked the Watcher, who had the shock of puffy faded blond hair of a past-his-prime eighties rock star. He wore a custom tropical shirt and nut-hugging khaki shorts. The Lagoon Watcher had been a scientist once, or so Kane had heard, but he ambled about like a deadbeat now.
“Yeah, I saw it,” Kane said. “And I’m sorry… Sorry my aim wasn’t better.”
The flustered old man shook his head in short spurts. Kane thought for a second that it might have been a seizure. No such luck. “This lagoon is nature’s treasure and you’re not only polluting it, you’re putting its gentle citizens in danger with your reckless boating.” The Watcher scooped the beer can out of the water with a net.
“As far as I see it, I live here and pay my taxes, so I don’t need nobody tell’n me I can’t have my day fer fish’n,” Kane said. “So git on out my way.”
Kane swerved his skiff around the Lagoon Watcher’s floating fruit cup of a boat, and continued along the mangroves. He knew the wimpy Watcher, even after being punked out, wouldn’t give chase, but he got behind his megaphone for one last whine.
“The lagoon doesn’t belong to you, or any of us,” the Lagoon Watcher shouted. “Nature has a way of pushing us back.”
Kane chuckled as he thought of that screw job’s cartoonish view of the world, where fish would jump out of the water and turn their hooks on him and drunken manatees would drive pickup trucks through petrified neighborhoods. In reality, he wouldn’t bet on nature doing shit.
And sure enough, Kane struck first. Not fifteen minutes after sinking the first line in, something gave it a nice firm tug. It must have been a big one, because he couldn’t reel it in. The gill head was strong, he thought. Worried about the line snapping, Kane figured he’d wear the bastard out. He let the engine sputter along at low speed and he followed the fish as it swam parallel to the mangroves. He couldn’t see his catch through the murky waters so Kane kept one eye out ahead in case any rocks cropped up in his path. As he passed a county park with a small pier, he glanced over toward it hoping he’d have an audience that could witness him landing a fat one.
He had an audience all right. They were on their bellies with their bodies splayed out on the rocky shore and their heads and shoulders submerged underwater. The man and woman weren’t coming up for air. Their hands were as stiff and pale as a mannequin’s. Kane felt a chill in his heart as he realized living limbs didn’t look like that.
“Holy Lord,” Kane said as he cut the line and turned his boat ashore. As much as he hated letting his prized catch free with only a lip piercing, he figured he deserved as much for fishing on a Sunday morning. He wondered how those two sorry fellas had crossed God and made the good Lord come down on them so harshly.
Getting a better look at the bodies when he stepped ashore, Kane saw that they were two brown-skinned people lying beside each other in a partial embrace. They had wrapped their nearest arms around their waists. The man, a chunky fellow with a carpet of back hair sticking out from underneath the tail of his shirt, had his other arm posted on the ground as if he had been trying desperately to pull his head out of the water at the moment of his death. The short woman wore low-cut jeans that framed an ass that must have been mighty sweet when it had blood pumping through it. She had her other arm outstretched across the ground. He saw a deep bruise on her palm.
This didn’t look like a suicide pact. Someone had drowned them-maybe one of those Mexican cartels wasting their own people. That’s what they get for coming to his country illegally, Kane thought. Either way, he couldn’t let their heads stay underwater or they were likely to become gator chow.
Kane started kneeling down. He abruptly stood back up. He took a few deep breaths. The knots in his stomach didn’t subside. He had seen plenty of dead game, from deer to boars. He had gutted them, roasted them and eaten them up. But the only time he had seen a dead person was when he stood before the open casket at his grandma’s funeral. She had looked peaceful, yet so artificial with the bright makeup smeared all over her wrinkly face. He had never seen the old gal color her lips with anything besides cigarette ashes. That had been a hollow shell of his grandmother, yet he couldn’t have let her go without seeing it. The sight had hammered home her absence.
Wondering what kind of expression the woman’s lifeless face would show absent of any funeral parlor magic, Kane summoned up his gumption. He grabbed her around the shoulders and yanked her upper body out of the water. Kane stared into the empty crevice between her collarbones where her head should have been. Her skin had been sliced as precisely as a slab of pork on a cutting board. He peered into the hollow trachea where her breath once flowed. Fused between her shoulder blades, her exposed vertebra appeared in perfect condition-minus the neck and head that should have been above it. Yet, the gaping wound bled only a trickle. The dirty ground had so few droplets of blood that it didn’t make a lick of sense. Kane had taken the noggin’ off more than a few deer and boars and he had never seen a beheading so clean. He coughed a cup of stomach acid into his mouth.
Kane dropped the body back into the water and sprang away from it. His heart pounded so hard that he covered it with his hand so it wouldn’t leap out of his chest. Beheading never looked so… so damn surgical. Somebody had held that woman down and removed her head as delicately as a mechanic disassembling an antique engine. Kane didn’t dare touch the man’s corpse for fear of burdening his mind forever with another haunting image. Serial killers work in a pattern, he had been told.
He played poker with Tom Sneed, the top detective for the county sheriff. He had told Kane about a couple of unsolved murders along the lagoon-bodies they had recently found without heads and missing some internal organs. Even after a few six packs, Sneed wouldn’t tell the poker club the grisly details, but he had said he didn’t want to create a media circus around it-not that the Orlando-dominated media gave a shit what happened in Brevard County when the space shuttle wasn’t blasting off.
Those looked like murders three and four, by Kane’s count. Scanning the mangroves and the boardwalk paths as he grasped his fishing knife, Kane reckoned he’d rather not wind up as number five. As he backed toward his boat, which had his cell phone in a zip lock bag, Kane spotted something low in the mangroves. He stopped in his tracks. It was a shoe-a girl’s shoe with a unicorn on it. He should have known by the stretch marks on the dead woman’s lower back that she had a child. Kane hurried over and scooped up the empty shoe. By the looks of it, it hadn’t been out there for more than a day. He saw a pair of tracks, with one matching shoeprint and one sock print, leading deeper into the mangrove bushes.
Chewing on his bottom lip, Kane thought about high-tailing it for his boat before the surgical butcher came back. He could call in Sneed’s boys to handle this one. But that would leave the girl as fresh meat for the killer, if he hadn’t already sliced and diced her like salami. As the father of a young girl, Kane simply couldn’t walk away. He followed the tracks with his knife in hand.
Those tracks didn’t go far. Kane plodded through swampy ground with floating leaves sticking to his boots. The thin layer of water had washed away the girl’s footprints. As Kane weaved between the long branches of the mangroves with their club-shaped leaves, he saw a shadow pass by his right side. He gazed up. Against the blaze of the low-hanging morning sun, he saw a red shoulder hawk gliding past him. The bird circled around back over the mangroves. The predator had its eye on something. Kane hoped another predator didn’t have his eye on him. He rather liked his neck where it was, holding up his head and all.
Hearing a rustling in the bushes behind him, Kane spun around so fast that he scraped his arm against a sharp broken branch. With blood dripping from his arm just below the tattoo of his daughter’s name, he redoubled his grip on the knife. Kane instantly lowered it when he spied the girl. Brown-skinned like her parents, the little illegal immigrant slumped on her knees in the muddy soil. Her straight black hair concealed much of her face besides her clamped mouth, her thin nose and her inquisitive brown eyes. After what had just happened to her parents, the girl should have been terrified of a strange man chasing her with a knife, Kane thought. The little one gazed at him as coolly as a panther. She didn’t even shiver in her soaking wet, mud caked pink dress. Brown and green leaves covered the girl’s arms. She didn’t brush them off. Remembering the rotten oil of despair that had upset his stomach after his grandmother had died, Kane understood why. Grief had shell-shocked the poor girl. By the looks of her, she was in her first years of elementary school and already she had witnessed the gory killing of her parents. Kane didn’t even know her parents, and the sight of their bodies still left a bitter stain on his mind.
Kane put the knife away and held out his hands. She backed deeper into the tangle of mangroves.
“It’s okay darling. I ain’t gonna hurt cha,” Kane said. “That little knife was for my protection-and yours-in case the bad person comes back. You want me to help you outta here to some place dry?” She remained absolutely still. He figured she might not understand English. He could handle that. “What’s your name girl? Como te llamas?”
His Spanish sounded, well, like a redneck speaking the only line of Spanish he knew. Maybe his horrible accent had deeply offended her because the girl didn’t respond. Kane hated when kids ignored him. The Bible says kids should respect their parents, but his daughter ordered him around like a damn farmhand. “ Buy me that movie! Take me to Disney!” When he finally put his foot down, the girl went on a tantrum. That’s when Kane would scoop the stubborn kid up and stick her in her room. Since he didn’t feel like standing in the mangroves all morning with his fishing time wasting away, Kane figured he’d move the process along a bit.
Kane lunged for the girl and reached for her shoulders. She slipped through what he thought had been an impenetrable thicket of mangrove branches and darted behind the plants. She didn’t scream or cry. She moved as nimbly and confidently as a squirrel scurrying up a tree as it evades a lumbering hound. This old dog wouldn’t lie down yet. Kane plowed through the branches after her.
“Would you stop running? I’m trying to help you, kid,” Kane shouted. His wife always scolded him for scaring the kids when he shouted, but sometimes they needed a good scaring to set them straight. “You’re best off leaving here with… oh, shit!”
A black water moccasin fell from a branch right onto his arm. Its wide, flat head aimed right at Kane’s nose. The snake eyed him with coal-black pupils while baring its poisonous fangs. Even without a single hiss from the snake, Kane got the point. He shook the snake off his arm and shuffled backward. The water moccasin landed on the ground and coiled up between him and the girl. She didn’t retreat from it one inch. If he had a dozen more beers in him, Kane would have sworn the girl was hiding behind the snake. Couldn’t be! After seeing somebody murder her parents and then having this knife-wielding redneck chasing her around, he reckoned that she rightly feared people more than she feared a water moccasin.
“If that’s how you want it, see ya, senorita.” Kane didn’t feel like wrestling a snake for a girl who didn’t fancy being saved anyway. He backed his way out of the mangrove swamp toward his boat, where he could call in Sneed and his team. They’d have a hell of a time with this one.



Chapter 1


Monique Williams pulled into the parking lot of the lagoon-side park in her Ford Taurus, which brandished a Brevard County Sheriff’s Office logo on its side. Her finger on the door handle, she sat there watching the officers scouring through the old, beat-up Honda that belonged to the victims. It had a sticker on the back windshield of a man, woman and girl holding hands with smiles drawn across their faces. If only life could be so simple and families never shattered like a tray of glasses on the club floor.
Monique, or Moni, as everybody called her, closed her eyes and shook her head. She had been a police officer for sixteen years and a detective for half that time. It never got easier, especially with murder scenes involving children.
Moni sucked in a deep breath and finally got out of her car. She tugged at her hair band and made sure one of her thin braids hadn’t slipped out. As she headed down the boardwalk toward the murder scene, she noticed all the other officers were white and gave her the all-too-familiar “What the hell is she doing here?” look. Lead Detective Tom Sneed put his team on this case, she thought. She had never worked a case as part of his homicide investigation unit-and neither did any of the other black officers. Being half white didn’t earn Moni half of the assignments with him either. It was all or nothing with Sneed.
He only takes the best qualified, he says. My ass.
She should have expected Sneed here. He always got the big cases and there were none bigger than the serial killings along the Indian River Lagoon. The first victim was a man in his 50s on a jogging trail. The second was a college girl who had gone kayaking by her lonesome. And now two at once. Neither of the first two murders had any leads or witnesses. They couldn’t even say how the murderer had snatched their heads off so smoothly. With this child as the only person who might have seen the killer in gruesome action, Moni and her special training dealing with juvenile victims served as the best hope Sneed had. She had coaxed children into telling her about relatives who abused them or their siblings. Lives had been saved because she helped remove children from horrendous parents. The lead detective better swallow his racial pride before asking for her help, she thought.
She found Sneed huddled with a blue wall of officers on the edge of the boardwalk, where it gave way to the sandy path to the lagoon. Upon spotting her, he promptly steered his gaze on her as if she were a serpent on a branch. Sneed greeted her with his broad shoulders and his back, with a husk of fat hanging over his belt. He jawed at his officers in his gravel-grinding, Georgian accent. Now showing her an ass large enough to make an elephant blush, he hammered home how they better scour every inch of this crime scene for evidence. He made a good point, as he usually did. A detective doesn’t work for 26 years busting gangs and solving murders in Atlanta without knowing more than most cops on the street. That was why, as much as Moni couldn’t stand his attitude or his corny handlebar mustache, she’d rather work with Sneed than for any other detective on the force. Not that the feeling was mutual.
“There you are, Moni!” Sneed hollered as she contaminated his circle of white buddies. “What took you? Did you stop to get your hair weaved?”
She had heard worse, from him and from others. One day, she swore, she’d smack him upside his oversized head, but that wouldn’t be a very tactful move for her first time on his team.
“As soon as I heard there was a child here, I hurried over,” Moni said. “It was my day off and I was in bed when I got the call.”
She braced for Sneed’s snide remark about her eating chitlins and grits or staying out late booty dancing, but it didn’t come. Yet, she saw from the scoffing look in his blue eyes as he elevated his eyebrows into his wrinkly forehead that he had kept those thoughts to himself. He had as much respect for Moni as he had hairs on that hen-plucked balding head of his.
“Well, now that you’ve graciously decided to join us, I need you to work your magic on the girl,” Sneed said. “The first witness on the scene scared her away. I always told Kane he was butt ugly. I sent Officer Skillings to coax her out of the bushes, but the kid won’t come. I think she might want to see a more familiar face.”
Knowing that he meant a similarly dark face, Moni grimaced. Even if he had been right, he didn’t need to treat them like a different species. The girl didn’t respond to Officer Nina Skillings because no child would. That hard-ass cop would make a Rottweiler cower in terror.
“I can handle this. For real. Don’t you worry, now,” Moni told him. “Just make sure the DCF is on its way,” she said, referring to Florida’s Department of Children and Families.
“I ain’t stupid,” Sneed said. “We’re not taking her to Disney World, you know. You calm her down and then I wanna hear some answers. This is the third time the killer has struck in a month. He’s picking up the pace. This girl could crack the case for us before we need to order up more body bags.”
Moni nodded. She treaded across the sand and into the mangroves. If she delivered here, he had better show her some respect. He could hate her all he wanted, but he couldn’t argue with performance. Moni had gently persuaded many children into revealing who had hit them, or who had fondled them. But, those weren’t the kind of cases that earned officers top brass. This case offered Moni her best opportunity. She couldn’t have imagined that it would also offer something that would make no police department trust her again.
She found the stout Nina Skillings hunched over with her head stuck in the mangroves. She resembled a lady rhino munching on the bushes with a black ponytail clipped onto her head as a practical joke. It didn’t surprise Moni that this was the only sort of woman Sneed allowed on his investigation unit.
“Out of there!” Skillings barked into the mangroves at a figure Moni couldn’t see. “You’re wanted for questioning.”
“Nina! Is that any way to talk to a child?” Moni asked. “Were you raised in a police academy from birth?”
She half expected the officer to answer yes. Skillings stood up on her thick-as-barrels legs and faced Moni. Playing the anvil to Moni’s shapely vase, Skillings hit as hard as a sledge hammer in their sparring sessions.
“I tried sweet-talking her, but she is uncooperative,” Skillings said. “Kids today don’t respect the badge anymore.”
“Don’t you realize what this poor girl has been through?” Moni exclaimed. “You can’t treat her like a drunk in a bar. She’s endured more pain today than most people have in a lifetime.”
“You think you can do a better job?”
Thinking that a rabid pit bull could do a better job, Moni nodded. She knelt down in the muck and got on the same level as the child. The girl cowered behind the enveloping roots of a mangrove tree about fifteen feet away. She couldn’t see her eyes behind that mane of black hair. If Moni made a move for her, she could swiftly slip away. So Moni settled back over her heels in a non-threatening position. The girl swayed with the breeze and didn’t look at her. When Moni said, “Hello,” the girl tilted her head up, which pulled the curtain of hair back from her eyes. They focused on Moni as intently as the gaze of a crippled angel searching for the ladder back to heaven. Moni saw that horrible realization that she would never return to the warm life she had known besetting the young one’s eyes. She had stepped out of a perfect home that had sheltered her from every hint of pain, and been stunned by the cruelty in this ruthless world that had slaughtered her family. In this damp corner of the mangrove swamp, the befuddled girl sat and stared intently at Moni.
“I know you’re afraid. I’ve been afraid too,” Moni said. “You’re not alone anymore. When you feel ready to come out, I’m here for you. I’ll protect you, baby. Don’t worry.”
The girl smothered her face with her hands. She must have a strong self image to try hiding those tears, Moni thought. When she lowered her hands, the girl’s eyes were dry. The stifling grief must have left those tear ducts barren. So desperate to quell the unbearable pain, she had drained her emotions, Moni thought.
As Moni stared into the girl’s tortured eyes, she remembered the feeling. It rushed over her more vividly than it had in years-the terror-the isolation. Every time she saw an abused child, the memories of her childhood beckoned. She closed her eyes and beat them back. If this happened every time she saw a victim, she couldn’t function as an officer. The ghoulish memories always knocked, but Moni had kept them fenced off for years. Not this time. The sight of that poor orphaned girl who shunned the world out of grief burst the gates open.
Little Moni had cowered in fear in her bedroom closet. Scrunched into the corner, she spent hours doing nothing more than breathing so softly that not a soul would know she was alive. Otherwise, her father would hear her. No matter how long she hid, he would always open that door. The man cast his crooked shadow over the young one. His gargantuan hands twisted her petite wrists. Her head rang as his heavy boots punted it into the wall. She didn’t dare ask him for a bandage to stop her bleeding nose and lips because he took it as an invitation to inflict more pain on his, “Whiny little bitch.” There were nights when she awoke with her sheets and mattress awash in her blood. Her nose simply wouldn’t stop gushing. No matter how much she wailed, he wouldn’t give her anything besides tissues, and even then he’d accuse her of wasting his hard earned money with each sheet she stained crimson. As much as it hurt when her father struck her, the wounds that scarred her mind and still made her tremble were from the words on his alcohol-soaked tongue.
“You been fucking up my whole life, you little whore! All you do is screw up!”
It had started when Moni was slightly younger than the orphaned girl in the mangroves and had continued on for years. That monster finally went to jail-through no fault of her own. She should have turned him in, thought Moni, who squeezed her eyes closed and bottled up the tears. As she kept her mouth shut into her teenage years, her father started abusing one of her friends. The oaf twisted her arm until it broke. Moni had let it happen.
I should have protected my friend-and the world-from my father. I should have protected mom.
Moni felt a small hand on her shoulder. Opening her eyes, she saw the little dark-haired girl before her at eye level as she knelt down. Without a word exchanged between them, Moni absorbed the empathy in the girl’s touch. This child, who had watched her parents brutally beheaded hours ago, grasped Moni’s pain. Their mutual suffering had drawn them together like two alley cats riding out a hurricane under a single palm frond. Moni wrapped her arms around the girl’s dirt laden body and squeezed its cold dampness against her chest. Hugging her back, the girl buried her head into Moni’s shoulder.
As Moni scooped the girl up and carried her like a backpack strapped across her chest, she sent a smirk Skillings’ way.
“Mm-hm. You were saying?” Moni asked.
“Try pulling that crying junk on a crack fiend,” Skillings said. “I’ll stick to a hard knee to the jaw and a pair of handcuffs.”
Moni decided against asking her how many kindergarteners she had brutalized. She didn’t need this girl finding another person she should fear. Skillings trailed her as Moni carried the girl toward Sneed in the center of the boardwalk.
“I’m Monique. But everyone calls me Moni for short. What’s your name, baby?”
She didn’t answer. Moni repeated the question in Spanish. She still didn’t respond. Must be the post-traumatic stress, she figured. Give it time.
When Sneed saw her coming with the child, he rushed toward her as if she had bought him a new Hummer. She marveled that a board didn’t snap under his rumbling girth.
“Well done, Williams,” said Sneed, who allowed her that moment of satisfaction. “Now what’d she say? What’s our suspect look like? Was it more than one?”
“Uhhh…” Moni stared at the girl. Nestled against her breasts like an infant, she gazed up at Moni. She could barely stand much less describe her parents’ murders. If they tried extracting the terrifying memories out of her too quickly and forcefully, she might never recover. Moni felt as if she were walking across slick tile carrying a porcelain vase atop her head.
But, at the same time, the person who had killed four people still lurked out there. The murderer would strike again-maybe soon. Those future victims needed Moni’s help too.
“Did you see what happened here?” Moni asked her. “Did you see what happened to…”
The girl’s face contorted in agony. Her brown eyes cringed like plump grapes drying into scrawny raisins. She curled back her lips and clenched her teeth. She didn’t say a word or even whine. She couldn’t, because her breathing accelerated into near hyperventilation.
Moni couldn’t put her through this. No one should be forced to re-live their darkest memories, especially one so young.
“I… I can’t,” Moni told Sneed. “She’s not ready now.”
“Yer shitting me,” said the red-faced detective. “We’ve got zero forensic evidence on a suspect, zero motive and we don’t have the faintest idea how they’re getting killed. If we have any prayer of catching this guy before he traces another chalk line for us, she’s it. So sweet talk her, buy her a fucking pony, whatever the hell you’ve gotta do, I want me some leads.”
Turning around, Moni shielded the girl from his rage. Sneed didn’t fret over his blatant discrimination against Moni, so he wouldn’t mind tossing a little girl into the flames to cook a suspect. The officers standing behind him must have understood his intentions for the child. Not one of them rose to the girl’s defense. Moni was it.
Skillings stepped alongside her boss and stuck her nose in Moni’s face as if she were a hypnotized snake coiled around Sneed’s arm.
“This isn’t a pre-teen shoplifting case and it sure-as-hell isn’t domestic abuse,” Skillings said. “The stakes are life and death. If you can’t handle being part of our team, why don’t you step aside and hand over the girl to the professionals?”
The girl’s fingers dug into Moni’s back so hard it would have taken a crowbar to pry them off. She definitely understood English, Moni thought.
“According to protocol, this girl is under custody of the DCF until a judge can weigh in,” Moni said. She scooted around Sneed and Skillings and headed for the parking lot. Sneed tagged along with her. She should have told him to back off, but he’d never let her on his investigation team if she stepped that far out of line.
In the parking lot, Moni ran into the DCF agent, a chunky dark-skinned black woman with a curly weave. She wore a black pants suit with a purple undershirt that could barely contain her double-Ds. She reached out for the girl with her beefy arms. Moni didn’t even try handing her over before the girl tightened her grip on her to make it nearly impossible.
“That’s a lovely coat you’ve got there. Does it ever come off?” the agent asked.
“For now, I think it’s better that I leave it on,” Moni said.
“Oh, that’s great!” Sneed exclaimed. “Treat my only witness like a coat. Why don’t you just make a scrap book out of the crime scene photos?”
“Excuse me.” The agent got right in the detective’s face like nobody’s business. “I’m DCF Agent Tanya Roberts and you’re on my case now. My first priority is the well-being of that child. She is more than a witness in my eyes.”
The grumbling detective crossed his arms and glared at Moni something fierce. She had led him into a realm where his words weren’t the final say. He couldn’t compel a child to testify unless a juvenile judge signed off on it.
When Moni finally had the girl safe with her in the back seat of the DCF agent’s car, she sat down beside her. The child immediately leaned her head against her shoulder. Keeping her eyes down, she didn’t look out the window for a second as they left the place where her parents had died.
“No day will ever be worse for you than this,” Moni told the girl softly. “That means there will be better days. I promise that I won’t let anybody hurt you, ever. I promise, baby.”



Chapter 2


Aaron Hughes shook his head of golden locks as he watched the sea turtle row its flippers through the air in vain. The poor guy was so sick he didn’t realize they had plucked him out of the Indian River Lagoon for a ride in their skiff. Or maybe he had devoted his last ounce of turtle strength towards escaping.
“Looks like the dude’s freaking out,” Aaron told his professor.
“What did you expect? He’s sick and he doesn’t know we’re helping him,” said Dr. Herbert Swartzman, the head of marine biology at the Atlantic Marine Research Institute. Although they were based out of Fort Pierce, the professor and his grad student had taken the 12-foot skiff up the lagoon to a spot not far from Kennedy Space Center.
Hiking up his board shorts, Aaron leaned down and examined the white tumors covering the green animal like mushrooms popping out of the grass after a rain. They were painfully wedged between its flipper and its shell, stuck on the corner of its mouth and atop its head. One especially cruel tumor covered half of its left eye.
“That’s nasty,” Aaron said. “The poor guy can barely swim.”
Aaron combed through his memories for the name for the tumors, but couldn’t dig it up. Swartzman didn’t need another reason he should consider his student a beach-brained slacker. He already had plenty, like his penchant for surfing during breaks between classes and then showing up with his wetsuit under his t-shirt or how he signed up for every outdoor assignment and avoided the lab coat as if it were a straight jacket. If he could help this sea turtle, instead of just hoisting it from the water like a deck hand, Swartzman would have a new-found respect for him. But he couldn’t remember that damn name.
“We talked about these tumors before,” Aaron said. “You called them…” Pausing, he waited for his professor to finish off his sentence before it became a question.
“Just in case you had your head in the sand that day, I’ll remind you that those tumors are called fibropapillomas,” Swartzman said, as he programmed the tracking beacon he had selected for their shelled subject. “As they spread, they hinder the turtles’ ability to function and can get infected. I’ve seen a lot of them in the lagoon over the past month, mostly from Cape Canaveral through Melbourne. The turtles in the ocean are barely affected.”
“So whatever caused this started in the lagoon and hasn’t spread across the Sebastian Inlet,” Aaron said. About 20 miles south of Melbourne, the Sebastian Inlet connects the lagoon to the Atlantic Ocean. It also spawns some gnarly waves.
“What do you mean something ‘caused’ this? It’s just a disease. It’s probably spread turtle to turtle.”
“But you don’t know how. You didn’t tell us what caused it, right? So nobody knows?”
“Nobody knows for sure,” said Swartzman, who wouldn’t jump out on a limb if it were ten feet wide. “But fibropapillomas wasn’t started by something in the lagoon. It’s been found as far back as 1958 in the Pacific. The only thing new is how rapidly it’s spreading here.”
“You sure that’s the only thing new? What about this?” Aaron pointed to a tumor on the underside of the turtle’s neck, near its jugular. While all the rest were white and lumpy, this tumor was purple and smooth as a marble. It looked like a purple bead had been half-way imbedded into the turtle.
Easing off the throttle so the skiff slowed to a glide, Swartzman peeked underneath the turtle’s head. His eyes widened. Aaron had never seen anything astonish his teacher-anything scientific, at least. He had looked plenty perplexed when Aaron showed up on the first day of class with a mask and flippers over his shoulder like a masters course in marine biology was Scuba Diving 101.
“That’s not normal, is it doc?”
“No, it certainly isn’t normal.” Swartzman couldn’t take his eyes off it. “I don’t know how you missed it when you got it untangled from the mangroves.”
Like the professor didn’t miss it too, Aaron thought.
“Think it’s some kind of infection inside the tumor? Whoa. Maybe we discovered a totally new disease!” His dreams of making scientific journal headlines were dashed when he saw his professor’s sour expression. Keeping the animals in the lagoon healthy had been the man’s life’s work. “I mean, it would totally suck if it were a new disease hurting these turtles.”
“Yeah.” Swartzman sighed and combed his fingers through the Brillo Pad of hair remaining on the sides and back of his pointy skull. Out on the water in a polo shirt and khaki shorts, he had clearly come expecting his student would tackle the dirty work in the lagoon, and that chore looked like all he expected out of Aaron.
I’m capable of so much more. These guys have been spinning their wheels for decades trying to figure out what’s wrong with these turtles. If I could crack this case…
“Hey! Greetings there Herb!” shouted the only boater in the lagoon who used a megaphone. Harry Trainer, the Lagoon Watcher, inched toward them in his boat, which had been decorated with a paint-by-numbers marine life scene. He drove that boat as slowly as an old lady on the Interstate. He wouldn’t chance hitting one of his underwater buddies.
Taking his focus off the unidentified tumor, Swartzman stood and waved at his former research partner with a welcoming grin. “Come on over, Harry. I’ve got something pretty weird. That makes it right up your alley.”
They had worked together when Trainer was the chief biologist at the Ocean Village theme park in Orlando about a decade ago. Aaron hadn’t exactly seen the two lagoon-loving scientists chatting over beers, but he figured they kept in touch even as Trainer took his research solo-not that he had any choice.
Aaron linked the crafts together with a line and Trainer hopped aboard.
“That’s a nasty case of fibropapillomas the fella has there,” Trainer said as he shook hands with Swartzman.
“I’m afraid it’s more than that,” the professor said.
Aaron gently wedged his fingers beneath the sea turtle’s head. This time the shell-brain bobbed its head up and down and snapped at him. He had seen sea turtles act so aggressively only when fighting for mates. Aaron hoped he wasn’t giving this sea turtle the wrong idea. Finally, he caught the turtle under the jaw and lifted it so they could see the purple tumor.
Nodding plainly, Trainer didn’t seem the least surprised. The Lagoon Watcher had just about seen it all in this 156-mile estuary.
“I take it you’ve seen this before,” Swartzman said.
“Sure have,” Trainer said.
“What the hell is it?” Aaron asked. His professor shot him a demeaning glare for interrupting the conversation between the real scientists.
“Well, shucks, I wish I knew,” the Lagoon Watcher said with a yellow-toothed grin that gave Aaron the willies. It reminded him of a carnival worker’s assuring smile as he welcomes people on a creaky ride where he knows they’ll puke their guts out.
“It has me stumped too, but we’ll take a sample back to our lab,” Swartzman said.
“Yeah, I tried that,” Trainer said. “Still working on the results. I’ll tell you though. This is what happens when you dump sewage and lawn pesticides and motor fuel into the lagoon. And then there’s all the sulfuric and phosphorus run-off from the farms. They’re turning a national treasure into toxic soup. This is what happens!”
He waved his hand at the sick turtle. It flinched.
After encountering the Lagoon Watcher on missions with other professors, they told Aaron that Ocean Village had fired him after he “went off the deep end” and started publicly criticizing the theme park’s management for holding dolphins and orcas in captivity. He compared their crowd-pleasing shows to slavery and their marine mammal plush toys to the old derogatory depictions of blacks in cartoons. Then he called for the closure of every farm in Central Florida until they built water purification systems along the canals leading to the lagoon. Bringing too much controversial pub to the tourist attraction, Trainer got the boot. His former bosses didn’t exactly write him any glowing endorsement letters that he could leverage into a new job.
Aaron couldn’t tell whether Swartzman still respected Trainer for his groundbreaking research or whether he admired him for doing something the docile professor couldn’t: showing he had a pair and sticking up for what he believed in.
“There’s no doubt that conditions in the lagoon are worsening,” Swartzman said. “Just the other day, I read a report from the Water Management District saying the pH level in the lagoon has dipped a little low-hedging dangerously towards acidic. But it occurred in isolated spots only.”
“Maybe that’s why this tumor is purple,” Aaron said. “The changing water conditions are causing new diseases and mutations.”
While Swartzman ignored him, Trainer eagerly nodded. “You see what I’m talking about, don’t you? We must sound the alarm. We must put strict measures in place to protect this lagoon before it spirals out of control.”
Swartzman shrugged and scooted away from the Lagoon Watcher. All of a sudden, he couldn’t lock eyes with his old pal. “I don’t know, Harry… I need to understand this better before I declare a full-blown emergency. It’s one purple bump on one turtle.”
“It’s more than that and you know it!” The Lagoon Watcher stepped up and shook his finger in the professor’s face. “Don’t make this like the NASA incident where you crawled under a rock when it was time to go to war.”
Swartzman rubbed his palm across his sweaty forehead. Aaron had never heard about Swartzman and NASA. As much as it piqued his curiosity, he figured his professor had suffered enough degradation for one day. Turning his back on the turtle, Aaron nudged between Swartzman and the Lagoon Watcher.
“All right, hombres, no need to dig up all your battle stories from the Civil War,” Aaron said. “We’ll slice up this purple tumor like a sushi roll and then we’ll ring you up, Watcher man.”
The Lagoon Watcher chortled as he clutched his dried-out sea star pendent. “I’ll be waiting for that call.” He turned and bounded back aboard his boat.
As delighted as Swartzman had looked when Trainer had arrived, he looked twice as relieved when he left his skiff. Those two old men had a real love-hate bromance, Aaron thought.
While they watched the Lagoon Watcher ride off, they heard a big splash behind them. Aaron whirled around so fast that he nearly fell overboard. He saw the restraints that had held the sea turtle stretched out and torn. The sickly shelled one had gotten away. He didn’t think it possessed the strength to wiggle out of those restraints, much less have its flippers hoist it over the side of the skiff.
“Oh crap! Now look what you’ve done!” Swartzman shouted. “I told you to keep your eye on the thing.”
“Come on. I had to save your ass from that guy.”
“Who said I needed saving? Harry is not a violent person.”
Aaron didn’t have any evidence that suggested otherwise, but he had a hunch that the passion Trainer had for defending the lagoon could turn ugly if the guy got worked up. Yet, he should have known that Trainer didn’t pose a physical threat. Otherwise, there’s no way Swartzman would have let him on board.
Aaron’s paranoia had cost Swartzman his most important discovery in years.
“I’m sorry, doc.” Aaron hung his head and took a seat. “I should have let you handle it while I watched the turtle.” He gazed out over the water, where the beads of sunlight bounced off the gently-sloping waves. “I swear I’ll get him back.”
“There’s no need for that.” Swartzman turned a dismissive shoulder to his student and took the skiff’s wheel. “I stuck a GPS tracking device on the sea turtle. He won’t get far, but he needs time to calm down after this traumatic day. Next time he’s in our area, we’ll pick him up.”
Even though Aaron hadn’t completely blown it for them, Swartzman still carried a hefty dose of disappointment in his voice. That was a tone Aaron recognized all too well from his father. If this relationship deteriorated that severely, he’d never get his degree.
Luckily for Aaron, he’d have no shortage of opportunities at discovering freakish phenomenon in the lagoon.



Chapter 3


They finally called her by her name: Mariella Gomez. The girl didn’t bat an eyelash. Her thin lips didn’t come unglued. They might as well have called her, “Paper Bag.”
Moni couldn’t believe how deep the girl had fallen down the well of debilitating post-traumatic stress. She had comforted children who had lost their parents, but never right before their eyes. Sometimes the children were in school or asleep when it happened. A few times, Moni had spoken to kids after they awoke in the hospital from an accident that claimed their parents. Usually, the first task was helping them accept that their parents were actually gone. That wasn’t a problem for Mariella. Seeing a mad man hack off the heads of her mother and father and do unspeakable acts to their corpses would make an even deeper imprint on the psyche of the young mind.
Moni discovered the names of Mariella’s deceased parents from the identification cards on the bodies. The killer hadn’t touched the Mexican immigrants’ cash. The DCF officer and the child psychologist that joined Mariella and Moni in the counseling room knew of Pedro and Rosa Gomez as well, yet none of them would dare mention their names in front of Mariella — not on the same day the girl had lost them. They feared it would spook her deeper into her hole like a burrowing mouse.
The eight-year-old girl had shown mild improvement in the hours since her rescue. She had wet her pants twice, including once on Moni’s lap, and sat in the filth without saying a word. After following Moni into the bathroom and watching her do her business-since Mariella stuck by her everywhere-the girl had used the toilet once by herself. The child had become so cautious she could hardly take a step without making sure Moni walked beside her.
Moni tried setting the girl down on one side of the psychologist’s couch and letting Tanya from the DCF sit between them. Mariella immediately jumped down, scooted in between the two women and rested her head on Moni’s knee.
“She’s become quite attached to you, I see. That might be to replace someone who’s no longer here right now,” said Dr. Ike McKinley, the blue-eyed psychologist with thin gray hair. Despite the sweltering weather outside, he kept his office sub-zero and wore a green sweater over his lanky frame like a Mr. Rogers wannabe. Although, he specialized in children, his office didn’t have anything more fun to play with than ink flash cards and wooden blocks. McKinley’s bookshelf had cheery decorations like posters of the human brain and its various regions and a row of stress relieving squeeze toys. Moni grew frustrated by the sight of them because she could never grasp one hard enough for it to pop open.
“It’s good that she has someone for the moment,” Tanya said. “We can’t track down any relatives in the states. The public school system has her down as a second grader at Challenger 7 Elementary. Her teacher said the girl speaks English slowly and is very shy about it, but she chatters on and on in Spanish with her Mexican classmates.”
“But she hasn’t responded to any Spanish with us,” Moni said.
She gazed at the silky black hair of the child leaning against her. Mariella flipped through flash cards-some with ink blots and others with pictures of staple items like cats and milk. She studied them thoroughly, but didn’t respond when Moni or the psychologist asked her what she saw. The girl wasn’t stupid. Her teacher had told Tanya that she was a B student.
“It’s called selective mutism,” Dr. McKinley said. “It’s when children who can speak choose not to and become extremely withdrawn. A traumatic event is a common trigger for this behavior, but the damage can be undone.”
“You can help her?” Moni asked.
“I believe so, if we place her into a facility with specialized care,” the psychologist said.
As soon as the words left his mouth, Mariella dropped the cards and held fast to Moni’s waist. Without saying a word, the girl let everybody know who she felt comfortable with.
Moni had seen the deplorable conditions in state foster homes-the rooms crowded with bunk beds and the understaffed counselors chasing after kids with severe behavioral problems. Some kids had gotten raped or beaten in state care, if it could even be called care. A lucky match with the right counselor in a home that didn’t house a future sociopath would really help Mariella, but Moni couldn’t toss the girl’s life on the craps table. Life had dealt her a crappy roll of the dice already.
“I don’t know about that. My girl here might crack under the stress of a foster home,” Moni said. “I’ve seen some kids that previously gave good testimony crumble into jelly after spending a few months in a home.”
“Yeah, it ain’t the Ritz, but it’s what we got,” Tanya said. “I don’t see another place for her right now. If you can think of a better option, then I’ll tell the judge at the hearing tomorrow.”
Moni knew she had another option, but it seemed out of the question. She couldn’t possibly investigate these murders while caring for a recovering child, especially the one at the center of the investigation. At 32 years old, she was ripe for having children but her choice of men had proven disastrous. Moni hadn’t so much as changed a diaper because she had spent too much time polishing the rims of her man-child’s ride. Until she could chase her ex-boyfriend Darren away for good, no child would be safe with her, Moni thought.
The girl stared into Moni’s eyes. She looked as terrified as she did in the mangroves. Her hands quivered around Moni’s waist. With the girl’s body pressed up against hers, Moni felt her heart beating as rapidly as a fax machine spitting out data.
“Right now, my recommendation is highly specialized foster care,” the psychologist said. “You can see her every day under my supervision. Starting tomorrow, we’ll work with her about drawing for us what happened today. A sketch of the perpetrator would be a good start.”
Mariella grabbed Moni’s hand and squeezed it until it turned white. Her mocha complexion did that under pressure. And that’s how Mariella must have felt-pressured to death. When Moni was a child, the last thing she needed after her father had left her battered in her closet was a reminder of his face with its buck teeth, shaggy brown hair and the scar across his chin. In the dining room, she ate sitting in the only chair where she could avoid seeing his photo every time she lifted her head.
While poor Mariella struggled to forget the monster that had killed her parents, the psychologist wanted that beast branded front-and-center on her mind.
Sneed must have influenced him, Moni thought. If the detective couldn’t buy the DCF or the judge, he’d pay off the psychologist that held sway with both of them. He didn’t give a damn what happened to Mariella as long as he had the murderer strapped on the gurney for lethal injection sure as Sneed had a deer head strapped to his office wall.
Damn it, but there’s no other way to catch the killer. I’ve already let enough people get hurt.
“There might be another option, but I’ll meet with my investigation team first and see how this case is going,” Moni said. “I’ll let you know before the hearing.”
“Okay,” said Tanya, who gave Moni a look that reminded her of how her mother had eyeballed her when she pined over a puppy she couldn’t have in the pet store window. “Mariella can stay in protective custody with you-for now.”
“Like she’d give me a choice?” Moni wrapped her arm around the girl. She saw a hint of a smile on Mariella’s lips for a second and basked in its flash of warmth. Someone wonderful had survived in there.

It took nearly an hour until they found a setup in the police station that didn’t make Mariella freak out. Moni tried leaving the girl in her office with a guard outside the door, but the girl started banging on the door and window the moment she left. Sneed told Moni to ignore it and get her ass in their investigation unit meeting. Moni sped back to the office and scooped up the frantic girl. Even with all that protesting, she hadn’t voiced so much as a whimper.
Since they couldn’t discuss the case with the only witness hearing the evidence, they compromised. Sneed begrudgingly moved the meeting to the maze of cubicles outside Moni’s office, which had a sound-proof window that gave Mariella a clear view of Moni, and vice versa.
The girl stared at Moni nonstop for nearly five minutes before finally finding the crayons and paper on the table. As the officers huddled around the folding table and ran through the gruesome evidence, Moni turned an empathetic eye back toward the child at each detail.
Like the other two murders by the lagoon before it, the heads had been severed smoothly, right down to the blood vessels. The vertebra had separated as easily as Legos unlocking and the nerves were cut, not yanked apart or twisted. Like the prior victims, the Gomez’ had their blood thinned out and stripped of all its iron. Yet they showed no signs of long-term exposure to iron deficiency anemia-the only medical explanation. Somebody had mined the iron from them quickly. They had taken many organs with it.
The first victim had been left nearly hollow, with bones and muscle but no organs. The second victim was missing about half her organs. For the Gomez couple, the killer had narrowed it down to their lungs, livers, kidneys and reproductive organs. Once again, they hadn’t been ripped out through the skin. The murderer extracted them through the gaping hole in his victims’ necks, much like orthopedic surgeons remove gallbladders through a small incision. Except these organs had been severed more precisely than even a surgeon’s scalpel could cleave them.
“This is the work of someone who’s done thousands of dissections,” said Paul Rudy, the Brevard County medical examiner. He would know, as he’s diced apart and stitched back together thousands of corpses. “The killer is working with top-notch equipment.”
“That should tell us something about the motive,” Sneed said. “The killer left their wallets and their car. They weren’t sexually assaulted. The freak wanted their organs and their heads. What a fucking prize.”
Moni gazed at Mariella’s angelic little face as she colored in a notebook. If the killer had seen her… An image of that petite body without a head, with blood spouting from its neck, flashed into her mind. She shook it off and eyed Sneed.
“Do we have any idea how the killer subdued the couple?” she asked.
“The results of the toxicology reports aren’t back yet, but I suspect something very nasty got into their systems shortly before their decapitations,” Rudy said. “The iron in their blood dissolved rapidly. They had internal chemical burns, like someone had injected battery acid into their veins.”
“Battery acid?” Moni covered her mouth. She remembered the time her father had burned her arm with a cigarette because she hadn’t cleaned up her toys. She still had a circular scar. “Were there injection marks on their bodies?”
“No.” The medical examiner shook his head. “At least, not below the neck.”
The heads of the prior two victims hadn’t turned up, so Moni didn’t expect they’d get any more evidence from these bodies. So far, they hadn’t found any signs in the rat trap of an apartment the Gomez family called home that indicated why they had gotten butchered. They were at a dead end, unless Moni coaxed something useful out of Mariella.
Moni caught Sneed eyeing Mariella in her glass box like a gator with its snout poking out of the water sizing up a limping lamb.
“We’ll be needing her side of the story ‘bout now,” Sneed told Moni.
The officers focused on Moni. They waited for the answers that she didn’t have. She shifted her gaze to Mariella, who looked right back at her. The girl’s hands had frozen clenching the crayons. Moni could lie and tell them the girl hadn’t seen anything. But they’d never buy it. She hadn’t been traumatized into selective mutism without seeing something terrible.
“I’m still working on it,” Moni said. “When girl gets over the shock, I’ll bring you what she has.”
“Yeah, and how long will that take? Weeks? Months? Her whole damn life?” Sneed threw his arms up and bumped the folding table with his belly so that it collided with Moni’s elbows. “How many people will die until she can get her shit straight?”
“Sir, I…”
“I don’t care!” Sneed hollered. Even though Mariella couldn’t hear the commotion, Moni saw her wince inside the office. She must have seen the rage on his boiling face. “My brother is with the Lord right now because people didn’t talk. We had four of them people who witnessed a gang-related shooting in Atlanta and none of them said a damn thing about what happened right in front of them. We didn’t catch the gunman until after my brother pulled him over for driving like a motherfucking crazy man. As soon as he stepped out of the patrol car, that thug blew his head off. If even one of those witnesses had offered up his name, it never would have happened…” She could see the stinging pain in his red eyes as they stared her down. “So I don’t wanna hear no bullshit. The girl talks.”
Moni hung her head. She caught Mariella sending an anxious look her way after spending so much time locked in the office. Moni could only protect her for so long until she started putting other peoples’ lives at risk.
“I’ll talk to the psychologist and push her as far as she can go,” Moni said. “But don’t expect a breakthrough right away.”
“Well, when there is a breakthrough, why don’t you ask her about her mother’s hand?” said detective Nina Skillings. “There was a big bruise on it. Looks like it came from some little fingers squeezing really tight.”
Sure, that would be an easy question. Skillings assumed all girls were made of bricks and barbed wire like her.
“That bruise could have happened shortly before or shortly after her mother died,” Dr. Rudy said. “But it’s clear that Mariella left the mark. She’s stronger than she looks.”
Moni watched the girl gently coloring in the finishing touches of her drawing.
“Sometimes overwhelming grief and fear can give you a strength you didn’t know you had,” Moni said. “But when you deny yourself an outlet and turn that fear against yourself, it eats out your soul.”
No one could follow that somber tone in her voice. Sneed, who knew about her father because he had access to her personnel file, must have understood how deeply it reflected on her life. He dismissed the investigation unit.
Moni dashed back into her office. Mariella leapt off the couch and wrapped her arms around the officer’s waist. Now she knew why people had children.
But Mariella didn’t belong to her. No matter how much the child needed her, Moni couldn’t become a parent while working on this case, because a parent would never let Mariella dwell on this horrible day again.
Moni’s phone rang. It turned out that the demons in her past wouldn’t leave her alone either. She didn’t feel like answering, but if she didn’t, he’d show up on her doorstep with his calloused hand extended for her cash.
“Hi father,” she answered in an ice-cold tone.
“Saw you on the news today, darlin’,” Bo Williams said with the slur of alcohol on his lips. “You was carrying a little Mexican girl away from a crime scene. It was a nasty one, I reckon?”
Small talk. He always did it before getting to the point: money. With his work as an auto mechanic, he could probably pay his own way if it weren’t for all the boozing and gambling. The fact that this animal knew of someone as fragile and precious as Mariella settled in Moni’s stomach like rotten cheese.
“Yeah, it was rough out there today,” Moni said. “And I’m real busy working on the case so…”
“Great! I’ll make it right quick then,” he snapped. She could have hung up. She could have hung up on him right there and not answered the call when he rang her back. But, just like how she never fled her childhood home and never called the police on that abusive monster, Moni let him roll on. “My landlord’s fix’n to kick me out on my ass next month if I don’t make rent. You don’t wanna see your old man out on the street again, do ya?”
As much as that bastard deserved sleeping underneath a bridge every night, that would only give him more time out in public where he could encounter new victims. If he panhandled again, he might jump in the car with a woman and have his twisted fun.
God, why’d they let him out? Ten years in prison wasn’t nearly enough.
Bo Williams might have stayed in the pen if the girl he had beaten had died, but she survived to live on with barely any use in her arm. Moni should have protected her friend from him, but she led the girl right into her home. She had watched her father wrench Sasha’s arm behind her back until it broke. Her friend screamed and bawled tears. And when Moni begged him to stop, her father shoved her against the wall. She sat where she fell as Sasha’s beating continued. She covered her eyes and ears, like if she didn’t see or hear it, it wasn’t happening.
“You wanna be like this girl? You wanna be fashionable, don’t cha?” her father had shouted at Moni as he pulled her friend’s braids and slammed her face against the dining room table. “You think I’m gonna buy you all this nice shit? Well, when you earn a nickel, you can pay me back for all the money I wasted on you. I’m taking all those clothes your mother bought, taking the receipt and returning them to the store. I don’t want you ever splurging on that shit without my permission again!”
Moni gripped Mariella’s hand as the memories flooded back to her. She had once been a defenseless child. No one stuck up for her. Moni’s mother, bless her soul, had a fragile heart that couldn’t stand up to him.
Now this young girl had no one fighting for her. Everyone saw her as a jewelry case filled with gems of information. A case proves useful only until it’s opened. When it’s empty, it’s thrown away. Moni couldn’t let that happen to Mariella.
“I’ll send you a check for another nine-hundred dollars, but don’t you come by and pick it up,” Moni told her father. “I’ll mail it.”
She’d cut ties with him for good another time. Right now, Moni needed her father as far out of her life as possible.
“Nine-hundred?” he asked incredulously, like he had any negotiating power besides being annoying as hell. “How about an even grand?”
“I know what your rent is. I’m not paying you a nickel more.”
“Well, a man’s gotta eat, don’t he? You want me scrounging outta a dumpster like a raccoon?”
She wouldn’t mind watching that at all. Hell, she’d take a picture, frame it and hang it in her office.
“I’ll put your check in the mail tomorrow,” said Moni, who made sure she didn’t commit to an amount. Arguing with him killed her. Every time her old man raised his voice, her jaw would ache from where he used to slap it as he scolded her.
“I’m sure that you will. I know you’ve got a big case and all, but don’t forget your old pa.”
As they ended the call, Moni wished she could forget him. She understood why the little girl holding her hand and showing her a drawing of a manatee should be allowed to let her demons slip from her memory as well.
Moni sent DCF agent Tanya Roberts a text message: In court tomorrow, I will ask for temporary custody of the child. Let me protect her.
Without even looking at the words Moni had typed, Mariella gave her a big smile. She must have seen the shift in her demeanor towards her. Duty be dammed, Mariella was more than a witness.
“I’ll take care of you, baby,” Moni said as she put her arm around Mariella. “You won’t be afraid no more.”
If only Moni had someone to tell her those words.



Chapter 4


When the sun rises out over the Atlantic Ocean and dips its light into the Indian River Lagoon, sometimes it unveils the gruesome events of the night before. This time, a headless body rolled around in the water getting tossed against the sea wall behind a Merritt Island home. That’s where Detective Tom Sneed headed before he could finish his morning coffee and grits.
The fist of dread seized Sneed around his windpipe as he feared the worst. Sneed had gotten a call shortly before midnight from Maggie Kane, the wife of his poker buddy Matt Kane. Her husband hadn’t returned from a late afternoon fishing trip. After the murder investigation the prior morning made his first outing a wash, the son-of-a-gun vowed that he’d have a fresh catch for dinner that night. Sneed wondered whether someone had caught him first.
Sneed pulled alongside the first responder’s patrol car in the driveway. Summoning a deep breath into his barrel chest, he reached for the door. It felt like it weighed a thousand pounds. When he took command of a crime scene, he usually got an adrenaline rush like Bear Bryant leading the Crimson Tide onto the football field. This time, the black swoon reminded Sneed of that God-forsaken day; the day that he sped to the scene of an officer shooting and found his brother sprawled out on the pavement in a pool of blood. It took three men to stop him from shooting the nose ring off that punk-ass killer before they hauled him in front of a judge.
Brushing past the hysterical old man who owned the lagoon-side home, Sneed barged through the metal gateway and into the backyard. The moment he saw the sopping wet body, he knew. Kane had a tattoo on his left shoulder of his daughter’s name, “Angie” and her birthday. It matched the tats on the decapitated corpse.
“Matt,” Sneed muttered. Even if he was alive, his old buddy didn’t have ears left to hear him. Sneed raked his hand over his eyes and nose and then balled a fist over his mouth. He wished he could crack the jaw of the bastard who decapitated his friend-a father, a beer-guzzling jokester, a man who had tamed the lagoon like a rodeo champion.
Except, it seemed something in the lagoon had bitten Kane back. He had teeth puncture wounds on his right shoulder. Sneed had seen plenty of shark and gator bites, but that wasn’t one of them. Those wounds were left by flat molars that had barely pierced his skin.
“You’ve lived ‘round these parts longer than I have, Harrison,” Sneed told the towering officer who had arrived on the scene first. “What do you figure bit him?”
The lug nut scratched his curly head, as if waking up his brain and telling it to chip in. A former offensive lineman in small-time college ball, Clyde Harrison usually got the job done with his bear-like strength. At least he did as he was told, unlike some officers.
“Something pretty damn big, sir,” Harrison finally responded. That must have taken all his mental capacity. “I think his boat struck something mighty large too. I got a call from the Coast Guard. It turns out they found a capsized boat in the lagoon. The propeller was all bent and bloody.”
Knowing that his detective buddy would wipe his tickets clean, Kane had plowed over critters and kept on going many a day. One time, Sneed had been in the boat with him when Kane ripped open the back of a manatee. That jackal laughed as he sped away. Hell, Sneed had laughed right along with him. They had owned the fucking lagoon.
Running his eyes over the headless body of Kane splayed out on the grass at his feet, Sneed sure knew otherwise now. Kane had struck an animal so big that it flipped his boat over. That didn’t explain how he got bit on the shoulder or how he lost his head to a surgically precise blow.
This couldn’t have been a coincidence, Sneed realized. The four previous victims of the head snatcher appeared random, but this time the killer took out the first man who had arrived on the murder scene. Kane was the first person who found the girl hiding in the mangroves. Did the killer know about her as well?
Sneed’s windpipe seized up as the foul stench of his friend’s innards and bile wafted through the salty air. Pressing his hand against his chest, he coaxed the air out of his lungs.
“The killer is hacking up anyone who could help us on this case,” Sneed told Harrison.
“So you’re saying…”
“The girl.” Sneed nodded. “By now, the killer realizes she got away. Kane here didn’t even see his face. This girl is the only one who has.”
“I’ll guard her, sir. He won’t get by me.”
Sneed gazed down at his friend’s body. Kane had been tough-as-nails. He told Sneed in the briefing following the Gomez murders that he wouldn’t set out on the water again without a shotgun hitching a ride with him. If the killer could bag a skilled shooter like Kane, no one should feel safe.
Sneed wondered what possessed him to place the most precious commodity they had in the hands of an officer with a limp trigger finger and a fruit rollup for a backbone. She couldn’t round up a rowdy middle-schooler.
“The girl is in Moni’s care for now, like it or not,” Sneed said. Finally unable to stomach looking at his friend’s mutilated body, he turned away and mashed his palm into his sweaty forehead. “This is one good man who wouldn’t have died if that girl had opened her mouth. If Moni doesn’t hurry the hell up, I guaran-damn-tee you there’ll be more mornings like these.”

A couple of days ago, Moni couldn’t imagine she’d have an eight-year-old girl sharing her home. After the hearing before the judge that morning made it official-at least temporarily-her unforeseen dream came true.
Even though she still couldn’t make her speak, Moni saw the sparks of life returning to Mariella. She studied the children’s books she bought her on the way home from the courthouse. Mariella copied the pictures and words almost exactly with her colored pencils. The girl didn’t make another mistake in the bathroom, although Moni couldn’t get her to fall asleep in her office. Mariella stayed awake all night and hardly seemed tired.
The girl appeared to be comfortable with Moni’s house, with the glaring exception of Tropic the red-haired cat. While she shot him a distrustful stare, he dashed under the bed at the first sight of the intruder.
Someone isn’t the baby of the house anymore. Sorry, fiery fur ball.
The officers who had swept Mariella’s former apartment gave her some of the girl’s old dolls, but Moni decided the girl should do without those for now. Anything associated with the life shattered a day ago could unleash the debilitating memories inside the girl’s head. Moni didn’t think she could handle them yet. Mariella should adjust to her new surroundings first.
A few minutes after entering the unfamiliar house, Mariella headed for the sliding glass door leading to the back porch. Moni had an elevated deck overlooking a creek that fed into the Indian River Lagoon. Despite her ordeal by the lagoon the day before, Mariella didn’t appear threatened by the creek. She’s getting over this already, Moni thought.
Sitting on her back porch under the mid-morning sun, Moni watched Mariella draw a long gray boat on the water.
“Nice boat,” Moni said. “Does it have a captain?”
Mariella shot Moni an obliging glance. She drew a stick figure. It wasn’t in the boat, though. It was under water. The girl had drawn a picture last night that looked similar, except it had a manatee too.
“It looks even better this time,” Moni said.
Mariella nodded and reached for Moni’s hand, where she held a folded letter. Moni hadn’t let go of it since pulling it off her front door.
“Oh this? It’s nothing, baby,” Moni said. “If you want, I’ll get you some clean paper to draw another pretty picture on. This one is a little dirty.”
Mariella shook her head and made an opening motion with her hands. Ain’t it something that the silent witness insists that the police officer doesn’t keep secrets, Moni thought.
“Alright. Alright,” Moni opened the letter.
Before she even saw Darren’s handwriting, she knew he had left it. In this day of e-mail and text messages, only he would pin thug mail to her door with a stick of gum. It’s not that he didn’t use computers-his wannabe hip hop act made its own ring tone-Darren made sure that Moni knew he wasn’t done showing up at her door. Telling him, “Get the hell out of my life,” couldn’t chase him away after seven years.
Moni unfolded the letter halfway and read the first few lines. They sounded like the deep growl of his voice inside her head:
You made a big mistake ignoring me. You’re my girl. Next time I call, you answer me.
This is my house. You better give me the new key. Maybe I’ll find my own way in.
He should have written her an apology after she caught him banging that ho doggy style in the back seat of a purple Cadillac on her late night sweep a couple months back. Darren had just assumed she’d forgive him, like she had the times she’d caught him flirting around in clubs. But not that time. Not after she saw him groaning uncontrollably as he yanked on the girl’s spiky hair while he laid it to her.
Moni crumpled up the letter, tossed it on her grill and lit it up. The paper crackled in the fire. The words were burned away as if they never existed.
If only she could banish the real Darren so easily. She loved his laugh and his take-no-shit attitude. With arms of black steel and tribal tattoos, Darren made sure no one messed with her, especially her father. With a deranged killer lurking out there, Moni could use some extra muscle by her side. Too bad she didn’t hit the weights more before volunteering as a foster parent.
She rested her hand on Mariella’s shoulder as the girl stared at the gas flames consuming the letter.
“Don’t worry. That’s not what’s for lunch today,” Moni said. “I’m just sending somebody up in smoke.”
The girl nodded. Returning to her seat with an easy gait, she seemed happy that Moni had burned the letter, even though she couldn’t have seen what had been on it. When Moni’s cell phone rang with the Dueling Banjoes tone for Sneed’s caller ID, they both frowned. Moni thought she had the day off so she could make Mariella feel comfortable in her home and, Sneed hoped, wring some information out of her. Surprise, surprise, the big man didn’t trust her to make it to noon.
“Mariella has been making some progress,” Moni said as she answered the phone. “Just a few minutes ago she…”
“Can it. You’re too late, girl,” Sneed said. “The killer has struck again-Matt Kane. He was the guy who found the girl first. He left a wife and kids-a damn good fella.”
Moni pressed the phone against her thigh so Sneed wouldn’t hear her whimper. She went black for a second, as if she were taking a plunge inside a powerless elevator. A man had died because of her. She sat on her porch nurturing this girl instead of using her to thwart another murder. The so-called sworn officer had failed to protect him.
Her father’s words echoed: “You been fucking up my whole life, you little whore! All you do is screw up!”
Placing the phone back against her ear, Moni heard Sneed breathing with measured intensity. Instead of asking where she had been the whole time, he had waited her out.
“That’s horrible. I’ll be there right away, sir.” Moni stopped herself. She couldn’t take Mariella to another murder scene. “I’ll see you in the office and review the evidence. Were there any witnesses?”
“Witnesses?” Sneed huffed. “We only got one of those and you know all about that.” He let that dagger sink in. “The problem is; I reckon our killer does too. If he knew Kane had visited the murder scene, I bet he’s caught on that she survived.”
“He knows!” Moni gasped. Mariella gazed at her in bewilderment. She rubbed her hand against the girl’s cheek in a soothing gesture, but Moni’s palm trembled so much that it had the opposite effect. Mariella slumped in her seat, crossed her arms and raised her knees in a cocoon around her tender body. Those scrawny limbs wouldn’t protect her. The monster had devoured her parents. It wouldn’t overlook the succulent young one. It would pluck off her head as easy as pulling a grape from a vine. It would slurp out her lungs, her liver and her kidneys. The little girl would become another hollow corpse with the bloody water lapping over her pale flesh.
As a young girl, Moni had run and hid in her bedroom closet when she heard her mother screaming. She had cowered in the corner at the sound of her father’s earth-shattering stomps and prayed she wouldn’t be next. Too often, she was. Moni wouldn’t let Mariella’s turn come. Taming her nerves so her hand held steady, she stroked her palm through Mariella’s silky hair. Like a turtle slowly poking its head out from its shell, the girl unfolded her body and sat straight in her chair.
“I know you didn’t sign up for this,” Sneed said. “Why don’t I assign her to protective custody? Harrison can guard her. That man could stop a bear.”
She had seen Harrison take down violent drunks like bowling pins, so she didn’t doubt it. He’d follow Sneed’s orders, but he didn’t care about Mariella. He’d ask her uncomfortable questions about the murders and press her too hard, Moni thought. The girl could only blossom in Moni’s care.
“No thanks,” Moni told Sneed as she offered the child an assuring grin. “She’ll do just fine with me.”
“Yeah, I hope you’re right,” said Sneed. Biting her lower lip, Moni could feel that he hoped she was wrong. Sneed was itching to break the girl down under the hot lights of an interrogation chamber. “I’ll see you at the station after I clean up here. Bring your tampons, cause it’s gonna be a long day.”
Ignoring Sneed’s boorish advice, Moni packed an extra set of new clothes for Mariella into her new backpack and tossed in an extra notebook. The girl followed her warily to her car. Mariella took slow, gaping steps as if she were approaching the ledge of a cliff. Taking her hand firmly, Moni led her along. Mariella wouldn’t sit in the back seat, so Moni put her beside her in the front. Every time she got in a car since the event Moni had been by her side.
“It’s okay to do this, for now,” Moni told her as she slid into the driver’s seat and started her Ford’s engine. “But I can’t be there every second, baby. You’ll see that you’ll be okay even with…” Moni saw the beady black eyes in the rearview mirror and screamed. Mariella didn’t join in. The girl ducked underneath the dashboard. The officer turned around all the way and faced the raven pressed against her rear window with its neck twisted at a wretched angle. Its wings were flayed and torn. It looked like the bird had been steamrolled by a pickup truck and tossed on her car.
Moni stumbled out of the car and drew her gun. She didn’t see anyone besides the old man next door. He gazed at her all bug-eyed because, after all, the old white man saw a black woman with a gun. Moni lowered her firearm. After snapping a few photos with her cell phone camera in case they needed it for the crime lab, Moni reached for the tip of the raven’s wing. She pinched the fragile bone between her fingers and started peeling the stiff bird off her windshield. Its beak hit the glass. She figured its head had gone limp when it snapped its neck. The beak tapped the glass again-harder. The raven whirled its head around at her. It opened its mouth without making a sound and hacked up purple ooze onto her trunk.
“What the fuck?” Moni backed away and reached for her gun. The wings and talons that had been stiff seconds ago sprang alive. The raven rose from her windshield. She aimed the gun at its head, which still hung at an awkward angle. Before she could squeeze off a shot, the raven bounded from her car and launched into flight. It flew away crookedly-narrowly clearing the trees on the other side of the street. She would have assumed it had a broken wing if she hadn’t seen it up close. Only a few feathers remained atop Moni’s trunk and in her driveway.
Moni fitted her gun back into the holster. If that thing had really meant her harm-like pecking her eyeballs out-she wouldn’t have drawn in time. Much like Darren had left his message against her door earlier, someone else had left a message for the girl. Darren wanted Moni back. Someone even more sinister wanted Mariella.



Chapter 5


Fish don’t have eyelids, but their eyes can still grow wide, and bug out all red. That described the look of the several hundred fish that floated lifelessly on their sides in the Indian River Lagoon. Their mouths and gills were extended painfully in a final gasp for oxygen rich water. Some of them had shiny red burns on their scales and fins.
“Total bummer,” Aaron Hughes said as he surveyed the fish kill from the skiff motoring by. “At least the birds won’t go hungry.”
Piloting the craft with his glasses on, Professor Herbert Swartzman didn’t dignify him with a response. After he lost the sea turtle with the purple tumor, his professor had been on his case like sand between the cracks at a nudist beach. He asked half the students in the institute to join him and the Water Management District researcher on this mission, but only Aaron had the cahones for it once word of the lagoon serial killer spread.
“This is the second fish kill this month, and it’s twice as bad as the last one up in Cape Canaveral,” said Laura Heingartner, a freckle-faced blond who surveyed the water quality in the lagoon for the Water Management District. As they sailed between Melbourne and Cocoa, the air control tower of Patrick Air Force Base on the beachside was visible on the far side of Merritt Island, which sat smack in the middle of the lagoon.
“It’s weird because the fish kills are so rare in the lagoon,” said Heingartner, who came suited for action in a wetsuit. She must have been ten years younger than the 50-something Swartzman, who came in khaki shorts and a polo shirt. Aaron figured that 50 must be the cut-off point for getting muddy finger nails for scientists. “I can usually tie it to an algae breakout or a sewage leak. I haven’t found any of that yet. But the lagoon’s pH is reading out far from normal.”
With pockets of low pH making the water more acidic, she warned that shell fish, clams and seagrass could suffer damage. Since sea turtles love chomping down on seagrass and that green treat could potentially cause their illness, Swartzman decided they’d accompany Heingartner on her seagrass survey dive.
Before they could strap on their snorkels, Aaron found some peculiar scenery above water. They approached a Coast Guard vessel with its tow line hooked around a capsized skiff. Its propellers were all bent and bloody. As Swartzman steered his boat wide of it, the white-suited officers cranked the line and flipped the skiff upright. The vessel had been cleaned out. Even the metal seats, which looked like they had been bolted down, were gone.
“No way!” Aaron exclaimed. “Is that the…”
“Yes, yes. That’s the boat of the murder victim they found yesterday morning,” Swartzman said. “They would have removed it earlier, but the afternoon thunderstorm prevented them.”
“And you know that because?” he asked.
“The lead detective called me about it. He couldn’t figure out what animal had bit the man before he died. I could.” Swartzman sounded so full of himself that his head nearly floated off. “Not that I blame him. You don’t see many manatee bites.”
“A manatee? That’s a good one,” Heingartner said with a chuckle.
“Dude, manatees don’t bite,” Aaron said. “You could ride one like a surfboard and he’d be like ‘Uh, whatever, amigo.’”
“The detective didn’t believe it either, so I’m going down there tomorrow with a set of manatee jaws to show him,” Swartzman said. “I’ll take a look at that boat later and see if the victim struck a manatee.”
“Let me get this straight: the guy mows over a manatee so the riled up sea cow flipped his boat, took a bite outta him and then cut off his head?” Aaron asked. “Sounds like that manatee came from the Bronx.”
“I said a manatee bit him, I didn’t say how it happened,” Swartzman said. “Maybe after hitting the manatee, the boater dove into the water to save the animal and it bit him in a blind rage. Then the killer found him.”
Heingartner shivered in her wetsuit at the mention of the beast that had been preying on people near the lagoon. Glimpsing the panic in her light blue eyes, Aaron realized that she wouldn’t have gone on this survey mission without a couple of guys with her.
“So, what kind of shape was the manatee’s body in?” she asked.
With a grim look on his face, Swartzman shook his head. “They haven’t found the manatee. There’s no trace of it.”
Heingartner clasped her hand over her mouth. Aaron’s stomach began creeping up on him. No manatee could travel far after being mauled by a boat. If it had died, its body should float. It didn’t add up. In three days, there had been three murders, one abandoned girl, one freakish turtle tumor, a manatee attack and a massive fish kill all within this stretch of the lagoon. Had someone shifted the Bermuda Triangle a little north?
The skiff drifted to a stop. The craft gently bobbed up and down on the inviting cool waters of the lagoon. It welcomed them-practically daring them to dive in and escape the sweltering sun. It couldn’t have been more than six feet deep, but they couldn’t see even a foot into the murky salt water. Normally, Aaron dove down there without a care. Sharks were much more common in the ocean and gators preferred creeks and lakes to the lagoon. This time, it took him a couple minutes of staring the lagoon down before he strapped on his goggles and snorkel. He imagined himself diving into the lagoon and coming up a few minutes later floating stiff on his side with his eyes bugged out like all those fish. Or maybe only his body would surface-minus his head.
Aaron jumped at the touch of a hand on his shoulder. It was only Swartzman.
“Take some precautions down there this time,” his professor said with what sounded like actual concern for a human being he didn’t want beheaded. That’s a start. “If you encounter any animals behaving aggressively or if the water feels uncomfortable, I won’t think any less of you for coming back.”
But he wouldn’t think any more of him either. Aaron knew that if he stuck his neck out and found a link between all the craziness, no one, not Swartzman and not Aaron’s father, would question whether he belonged at the institute.
Heingartner handed Aaron an underwater camera and a global positioning system tracker with the coordinates of the seagrass bed programmed in. She’d compare the new photos with the ones taken six months earlier. She also gave Aaron several containers for taking samples.
While Aaron studied his new gear, Heingartner stammered around frantically looking for something. “Shit!” she spat as she rummaged through a chest and slammed the lid. As Swartzman flinched at the burst of foul language, Heingartner finally found what she wanted. Her goggles had been atop her head the whole time.
“I’m sorry,” she said as Swartzman gave her a long look. “I’m not usually this way. It’s just with the fish kill; the conditions down there may not be so good.”
“It’s cool. I get it,” Aaron chimed in before his professor could respond. “Don’t sweat it, alrighty? I’ll be in there with you. If all else fails, you can always flag the heroic Captain Swartzman on our great battleship.”
The professor didn’t join in with Heingartner’s giggles.
Aaron dove in first and she followed a few seconds later. Splashing along with their flippers, they spread out toward where the two beds of seagrass should be. When the GPS told him he had the right spot, Aaron bit down on the snorkel and took a peek below. He saw the tips of seagrass blades poking up at him through the hazy water. They gently swayed in the wishy-washy current like an underwater forest, which they pretty much were. Fish, crabs, lobsters and all kinds of critters normally called the seagrass home.
It really sucked that Aaron could barely see it. Not only did the soupy water give him trouble photographing the size of the seagrass bed, it choked off the plants from the sunlight they needed to thrive.
Holding his breath, Aaron submerged for a closer look. He brushed his arms over the stringy blades of shoal grass, one of the most commons types in the Indian River Lagoon. He saw a hermit crab shell. Not only was it empty, it looked partially dissolved. The seagrass from about two feet around it suffered from withering and flakiness. When Aaron touched the blades, they tore off as easily as wet tissues. That shouldn’t happen, he thought. Aaron plucked the shell up and stored it in his sample container along with some blades of damaged seagrass.
Aaron surfaced for a quick gulp of air. He heard a woman’s scream. Swiveling his head around, he saw a flustered Heingartner swimming toward the skiff. Her blond hair whipped through the water with each frantic stroke. She grabbed the boat as if it were a cliff’s edge and pulled herself aboard before Swartzman could help her.
“What’s going on with you?” the professor asked incredulously. He probably hadn’t seen many of his esteemed research colleagues completely whacked out of their skulls.
“I saw something,” Heingartner said through chattering teeth. Her chest heaved like a balloon getting filled with so much air it might burst. “It was big. Dark. Scaly, I think.”
With his heart pounding furiously, Aaron started paddling toward the skiff. “Did it come after you? Did it chase you?” he asked as he peered over his shoulder. Aaron didn’t see anything-on the surface, at least.
“I don’t think so,” she said. “It was hiding in the seagrass. It didn’t move. I hope to God it didn’t see me.”
The professor handed her a bottle of water, which she immediately started chugging down. He shook his head. “It was probably a tire or an old, moldy boat. People dump a lot of garbage here nowadays. They have no shame.”
She tossed the bottle down. “I’ve checked this seagrass bed every six months for the past twelve years. I’ve seen every type of junk you could imagine.” Her freckled cheeks turned red, and not from the sun. “That thing was alive.”
Swartzman had been married so long that he had forgotten how to treat the ladies nicely, Aaron thought as he neared the boat. At least he showed her more respect than he offered his diving monkey auditioning to be a student.
“People are adding to the trash pile down there all the time,” Swartzman said. “We won’t let it stop our mission, will we?”
He beamed Aaron with a stern gaze. So much for, “ I won’t think any less of you for coming back.” The professor had a police detective he aimed on impressing. If Aaron helped him out, they could both bask in the glory of catching a killer.
“No prob, Swartzman. I can mop this up,” Aaron said. “And you’ll let me tag along on your visit to the police station, right? I’ll help you present the evidence. I’m an expert in crazy ninja manatees.”
“Alright, alright,” Swartzman grumbled. “Finish the photos and grab some more samples. But at the first hint of danger, you wave me over.”
Aaron nodded. Heingartner stood up. She looked like she’d rather jump out of an airplane than dip her toes in the lagoon again.
“You should really come back on the boat,” she told him. “The seagrass down there is ailing. Something in that water isn’t right. It might have been a sharp dip in pH, like an acid discharge.”
That would explain the withered seagrass and the corroded shell. But it didn’t explain how the acid got there. Unless someone dumped ten-thousand car batteries into the lagoon, no other viable source popped into Aaron’s head.
He wished he had brought a hood and mask for his wetsuit. An acid shampoo and face wash combo would be most heinous.
“No worries,” he assured her with a cocksure smile. “I got this.”
Once again, Aaron paddled out over the seagrass bed. This time, he kept his goggles below water most of the way in case something tried sneaking up on him from below. The lady had become paranoid after hearing about the murders, he thought. Maybe Swartzman had it right. She must have mistaken a tire for a bloodthirsty, head-eating monster. That didn’t stop Aaron from keeping his head on a swivel as he took photos that lit up the water directly underneath him, but not out ahead of him. With only a few feet of visibility ahead, a mean old brute in his path could bite his face off before he could blink. Both gators and sharks have a magnetic field sense of their prey that works much better than eyesight in murky water.
First he felt the displacement of the water. Then he saw it. Something broad and flat barreled through the water in front of him. It disappeared into a sand cloud along the bottom. Aaron nearly swallowed a gallon of water through his snorkel. He blew it out before it reached his lips and poked it above the surface so he could suck some wind into his scorching lungs. It was as if the air on the other end of his snorkel was a giant soda and he felt like slurping it all down. Aaron would have stuck his head above water and called for help, but turning his gaze away would leave him easy pickings for whatever lurked down there. It was probably gazing up at him that very moment.
Aaron held the camera before his face, as he didn’t have anything better for a shield, and snapped a bunch of photos. As the flash illuminated the water for a second at a time, he saw that long broad shape again. It was a loose piece of wood-or nearly loose. It hadn’t come completely free from the busted lobster trap.
The trap should have resembled an airplane hangar made of a wooden cage and rope mesh, which had a hole that lobsters and crabs could crawl into, but not exit from. This one rolled with the current along the sandy bottom like a tumble weed of wood and rope. It had been stripped of its metal nails. Aaron didn’t see a single one left. A wide swath of its net mesh had been broken, not by tearing or cutting, but by something that had burned right through it. Since fire didn’t work so well underwater, Aaron figured acid had once again done the trick.
The lobsters staged a prison break. That is freaking awesome. I better alert the seafood restaurants to put bars on their lobster tanks.
Despite its near annihilation, the trap had succeeded in catching one of the spiny sea bugs-part of one, anyway. Aaron found a lobster’s hind leg tangled in the netting. It must have broken off when the crustacean dude made a break for it, he thought. He snatched it from the busted trap and surfaced for a better look.
Sliding his goggles over his forehead, Aaron examined the thing. He gasped and dropped it. The lobster leg had revolting purple lumps on it. If someone had served that up for him in a restaurant, he would puke right on the plate.
Nasty purple shit. Just like the sea turtle tumor!
“What’s going on?” Swartzman hollered at him from the skiff as it motored closer.
“Uh, wait a minute,” Aaron said.
He secured his goggles and dove again. This time, he swept his arms through the water and patted down the sand as if he were looking for a lost wedding ring. He felt something slimy with spiny hairs and he knew he had it. Aaron surfaced with it above his head in triumph.
“Yeah! I got it!”
The two scientists on the skiff exchanged perplexed glances. Swartzman rolled his eyes.
“You’ve got what-one-tenth of a lobster leg platter?” Heingartner asked.
“No way,” Aaron said. He tossed his prized lobster leg on the skiff. Swartzman knelt down and pushed it aside dismissively. Then he did a double-take. “Not unless you like the rare delicacy of purple lobster. But I wouldn’t suck the meat outta that leg. I think it’s got the same bug our sick sea turtle has.”
Aaron started climbing into the boat. Consumed by the purple leg, his professor didn’t offer him a hand. Heingartner helped him aboard.
“The chances of a disease spreading from a reptile to a crustacean are pretty remote, but not impossible,” Swartzman said. “That and all the acidity in the lagoon merits further study.” The professor faced Aaron with a hint of a grin, which would have been a beaming smile on most people. “You weren’t half bad today. I think you’ve earned a trip to the sheriff’s office with me. But first, we’re pulling an all-nighter in the lab until we understand what we’ve got here.”
The last time Aaron pulled an all-nighter, he had been working on an intense study of beer pong physics. By the time he would figure out what that purple really meant, he couldn’t find beer that carried enough kick to help the startling reality sink home.



Chapter 6


She spent the last few days preparing emotionally for the moment when Mariella Gomez would finally walk through her classroom door. It didn’t work. Mrs. Robin Mint still shed a few tears in front of her second grade class.
“Welcome back, Mariella,” the teacher said as she wiped the droplets away with her sleeves. She knelt down and opened her arms for a hug.
Instead of skipping into her arms like she had always done, the Mexican girl sent her nothing more than a blink. She quietly followed the mocha-skinned African-American policewoman to an empty desk.
“Don’t worry about it,” the officer said. “She hasn’t said a word since we found her. I’m sure seeing all her oldfriends will cheer her up.”
“It is good for traumatized children to be in a familiar, non-threatening environment,” Mrs. Mint said. “I’ll see you at three, officer…”
“Detective Monique Williams, but you can call me Moni.” Despite the clear hint from the teacher, she remained standing in the middle of the classroom. The boys were pointing at the gun on her hip and firing off their imaginary finger pistols. The officer didn’t even notice all the fuss. “And if you don’t mind, I’d like to stick around today. I haven’t left the girl’s side since the event.”
Of course she’d mind. As if the teacher’s tears did make enough of a scene for her class, having an officer in full uniform really placed the spotlight on the returning child. But she couldn’t exactly argue with a woman who carried a badge and a gun.
“That’s fine for today, while she adjusts,” Mrs. Mint said as she brushed her frizzy brown hair away from her glasses. “Just please, try not to disrupt my class or be overbearing while protecting the girl. If you give a damaged child some space and be patient with her, she’ll eventually recover.”
The officer nodded and took a seat at a table in the back of the classroom. Mariella immediately ran to detective Williams. She patted the girl on the shoulder, kissed her on the cheek and aimed her toward her desk. Mariella walked over and sat down, but kept one eye on the officer the whole time.
“That must be her immigration officer,” Kyle Buckley told his brother, Cole Buckley loud enough so the whole class could hear. “Her daddy got caught running across the border with a sack of tomatoes on his back.”
Their curly mops of blond locks bounced as the brothers whooped it up. Their friends smiled at the racial humor, which the brothers must have picked up from their obnoxious older brother. The bigger Buckley boy tore his way through her class eight years ago and now sat in a juvenile detention center. He sure had paved the way for them-him and their grandfather, a “former” card-carrying member of the KKK.
“That’s the last dirty thing I want to hear out of your mouth today-both of you,” Mrs. Mint told the twins. “We’re all very lucky that we have Mariella back. We should treat her nicely so she stays.”
She hoped they’d go easy on Mariella, who the bullies had found an easy target from Day One because of her ethnicity and heavy accent. What did most children know of loss and grief? Nothing-unless they had lived through it. Yet they could detect a grieving kid getting special attention, which hyperactive children crave above all else.
In her nineteen years of teaching, Mrs. Mint had comforted a handful of students who lost a parent and one student who had lost both parents in a car accident. She had helped students from abusive homes that showed up for school with bruises underneath their shirts. The teacher had nurtured students who bounced between foster homes and didn’t know a single adult they could trust.
Then in walked Mariella, who had been afflicted with all of these plagues at such a tender age. And on top of it, the police were pressuring her to hurry up and identify the monster that ruined her life. Mrs. Mint had spoken with detective Sneed over the phone that morning and she got the impression that he cared more about catching the killer than easing Mariella back into class smoothly. Still, she promised the detective that she’d let him know if the girl dropped any clues in class.
At first, Mariella didn’t do much of anything. Mrs. Mint set the paper and pencil on her desk as the class began copying words from the blackboard. The girl watched her classmates write without even touching her pencil.
Eva Hernandez, the only other Mexican girl in the class and Mariella’s best friend, waved at the girl from a few seats away and said, “Hola.” Mariella gave her a quick glance and then averted her eyes. She picked up her pencil. She pressed down so hard that the lead snapped. Mariella stabbed the hollow point against the page a few times before finally setting it down.
The girl had been so friendly before this happened, Mrs. Mint thought. She loved Eva. She could write and sharpen her pencil by herself.
A horrendous loss can change children completely. Mrs. Mint had seen it in some of her less fortunate students. She had felt it herself in the weeks after her father’s death. Socializing becomes too painful because every word and every gesture reminds them of the person they lost. The numbing grief impedes every function like grimy tar clogging up an engine. It shouldn’t alarm her that Mariella acted like an entirely different girl.
But it did. Her thin lips had once glowed around her smile. As she twirled her black hair around her finger, Mariella had asked her about unicorns and princesses with such innocence. Seeing those lips gone silent and cold profoundly disturbed the teacher. Someone so young should never experience such brutality. She reminded Mrs. Mint of the black and white photos of the hollow-eyed children who had survived the Holocaust.
Mrs. Mint offered Mariella a new pencil. Staring at her outstretched hand apprehensively, the girl didn’t take the pencil until the teacher set it on her desk and backed off. She took a walk around the room and inspected her students’ papers until she came back behind Mariella. She had written the first word on the board, “Jump”, perfectly. Meticulously tracing the letter, “R”, the girl started on the next word. Without speaking, Mariella had demonstrated that she harbored the desire for interaction. She had made the first step toward recovery.
“Great job, Mariella,” Mrs. Mint told her. “You wrote it beautifully.”
Mariella responded with a momentary glance, but Kyle and Cole Buckley gave their teacher a bitter stare. Each of them had written four words and Mrs. Mint realized she hadn’t said a word. She figured they didn’t need it, as their egos were already plenty big enough. But, as usual, the Buckleys would demand attention another way.
It happened in recess. Mariella leaned against a fence with a bush on her side that blocked her off from viewing half the playground. It also kept her hidden from many of the students. Eva found her and kicked a ball her way. Mariella sidestepped it as if the ball had been covered in paint and let it bounce off the fence. Laughing as it rolled back to her, Eva punted it toward Mariella again. This time, Mariella snatched it up, cradled it in her arms and curled up against the fence. Seeing that the girl who had been her friend all year wouldn’t give the ball back, Eva started pleading with her in Spanish. Even as the girl yelped in her face, Mariella watched her without making a sound.
Detective Williams started marching over. Mrs. Mint nearly twisted her clumsy ankles catching up with her. No wonder the teacher had gotten so plump despite chasing the kids all day. She had a much harder time keeping pace with a long-legged adult.
“Officer Williams, please,” Mrs. Mint said as she tapped her on the arm.
Whipping her braids over her shoulder, she turned around and eased up on her pace toward the child. “Why are you letting her jaw at Mariella? Let the girl have her space.”
“I’ve watched these girls play together all year. They’re friends. Eva is frustrated and confused that Mariella is acting differently. I know it’s hard to watch, but it’s part of the healing process.”
“You call that healing?” The officer stopped and got up in the teacher’s face. As her brow tightened with anger, her skin suddenly appeared a lot darker to Mrs. Mint. “Because I call that torturing a kid who’s already been through enough.”
She stood a good five inches taller than Mrs. Mint. She didn’t have a hard, muscle-toned body like the stereotypical female cop, but detective Williams looked plenty pumped as she grew ultra protective of the girl. Even with her uniform, she wasn’t as intimidating as that meddling Principal Callahan. Mrs. Mint wouldn’t let him teach her class for her and she wouldn’t let this brash policewoman do it either.
“We have a saying in this school: progress isn’t painless,” Mrs. Mint said. “We can’t swoop in and rescue children every time they’re in an uncomfortable situation. First of all, there aren’t enough eyes and ears in the school to do that. But most importantly, children must learn conflict resolution through experience. If things get really heated, of course I’ll step in, but not for a pithy argument.”
“You didn’t see what this girl’s lived through. You didn’t see how her parents’ bodies were mutilated before her eyes. So please excuse her if she’s just a little sensitive.”
Wiping the beads of sweat out from under her stubby nose and plump chin, Mrs. Mint swallowed a gulp of humility. Her first instincts as a teacher had blinded her to Mariella’s plight. She couldn’t treat this girl like any other student, at least not yet. If that required walking on eggshells with the entire class, then so be it.
“Okay, Officer Williams. I’ll handle this,” Mrs. Mint said. “Just please sit down while I… Hey! Stop it boys!”
While they were arguing over Mariella, the girl had been cornered against the fence not by an offended former friend, but by kids who never were her friends. Kyle Buckley blocked her off on one side and Cole Buckley grabbed the ball. Mariella wouldn’t let it go, but she couldn’t stop him from dragging her away from the fence and out into the open field, where the whole class could see her ridicule.
“My daddy pays his taxes,” Cole shouted at the Mexican girl. “This is my ball, not yours!”
“If you want our ball, you should ask us,” Kyle said. “Come on, speak some English. Let me hear it. Can you say baaaaall? Or is it ballo? El ballo?”
Mrs. Mint lumbered across the field on her aching feet as Officer Williams dashed out ahead. They both were slowed by the kids running the same direction for a front row seat at simmering confrontation. A chorus of boys started chanting “fight”. It made the teacher absolutely sick. How could those young minds in her class have been molded so cruelly? Cole stood nearly a full head taller than Mariella and must have outweighed her by 25 pounds. Her slender hand could barely fit into the boy’s palm.
Squeezing the ball with both hands, Cole swung Mariella around so fast that she left her feet. The determined girl wouldn’t release it. She didn’t look angry or even afraid. Mariella seemed bewildered, as if she had awoke from a coma and found someone stealing her blanket. As the boy dragged her into the sand box surrounding the jungle gym, Mariella found her footing. Suddenly, Cole couldn’t move her an inch.
“You wanna get hurt?” the boy asked her. “If you don’t let go, you will get hurt really bad.”
“Cole Buckley! Don’t you dare!” Mrs. Mint shouted as she hurried over. She wouldn’t make it in time, and neither would the officer.
“Make her eat dirt!” Kyle commanded his brother.
Cole grabbed Mariella around her shirt collar with one hand and kicked at her ankle so she would fall into the sand. As she released the ball, Mariella avoided his foot by stepping into him and delivering an explosive shove to the boy’s chest. Cole flew backwards, flinging the ball into the air. He banged his head on the bottom rung of a metal ladder with a jarring ping. When the shock wore off after a few seconds, Cole started wailing. His sobs were so ear-splitting that Mrs. Mint didn’t care whether he brought it upon himself or not. Cole didn’t deserve such pain. Blood streamed out of his mouth from the hole left when his baby tooth had been knocked out on the bar.
Mariella turned her back on the boy as if he didn’t exist and calmly retrieved her ball from the sand. Williams ignored the wounded kid as she finally reached the girl. She scooped the unharmed Mariella up in her arms.
“I got you now, baby. Don’t worry,” the detective told her foster child, who still held the ball tightly. “I’m so proud of you. You defended yourself from that bully. I promise, next time he won’t even touch you.”
Mrs. Mint didn’t understand where the girl’s sudden outburst had come from. Mrs. Mint had seen grief transform into aggression many times, but never such cold aggression. Mariella didn’t seem mad when she pushed Cole. She must have tapped some deep reservoir of adrenalin-filled rage to chuck him across the playground with the force she did. She should suspend Mariella for that. Yet, given all that the poor girl had been through in the past few days, Mrs. Mint decided she’d call the DCF and let them figure out how long a leash they should put on Mariella.
They can’t let Mariella in my class unless she’s under control. It’s going to be a nightmare explaining to the Buckley parents that I let a socially-disturbed girl attack their son. I better not mention she’s Mexican or they’ll really flip.
Mrs. Mint unfolded Cole from the fetal position and got a good look at the large red bump growing on the side of his head like an apple budding on a branch in fast motion. His eyes were glassy and could barely follow her fingers. He had a concussion. He should consider himself lucky that he didn’t have something worse. A fall like that could have fractured his skull.
With his brother watching in pale-faced shock, Cole got scooped up by Mrs. Mint. She trudged across the playground toward the nurse’s station. She didn’t tell him anything about how he had misbehaved, even as he bled all over her white shirt. Mariella had told him plenty.



Chapter 7


The terrified girl wouldn’t release Moni’s free hand so she could answer her phone as she drove Mariella home. She had a notion that the person on the line would tell her something that would punch a hole in her gut. Moni wished she could just whisk Mariella back to her house, barricade the door and bar the windows.
I’m not hiding in the closet like a scared child anymore.
She wiggled free of the girl’s hand and answered her phone. DCF agent Tanya Roberts told her they better meet at the child psychologist’s office-now.
Mariella’s pleading eyes begged her no, but Moni had little choice. If she didn’t take the girl back for another mental probing, the DCF would surely revoke her temporary custody. She could imagine the young one kicking the air as two burly officers dragged her into an interrogation room, where Sneed would sit with drool dripping from his bulldog choppers. The door swings shut. Bang! She’s gone.
“Just act like you’re sorry-even though that brat deserved it,” Moni told the girl as they waited in the elevator to Dr. McKinley’s office. Afraid he might have a camera in there, she put in a little something extra for show. “But just because he was mean, doesn’t mean you should hurt him.”
She had trouble saying that convincingly. Moni had endured endless teasing in elementary school. The white girls called her “dummy darky” and asked each other whether somebody smelled a monkey when she came around. Some of the darker-skinned black children labeled her “Oreo baby” and scorned her when they saw her playing with white boys. She dressed herself in Martin Luther King shirts, but they called her a “poser” and only half a King. The other half of her had shot King dead, they told her.
Moni’s parents hadn’t helped her much with the bullies because they were locked in a feud with each other. If her father had given a damn about her, he would have found her another school.
As she entered the psychologist’s waiting room with Mariella in hand, Moni realized what the girl needed. She didn’t belong in school in such a fragile state. Moni should care for her at home. She must protect the girl above all else. The blood vessels in Moni’s head pulsed so hard that it felt like pistons pounding inside her skull. Mariella quickly released her hand as Moni rubbed her temples. That eased the pressure.
“Are you okay, there?” Dr. Ike McKinley asked from the doorway of his office. “Can I get you some Aspirin?”
“No, I’m fine,” Moni said as she shook her head. The recesses of her brain rattled into working order. As quickly as it had come, the headache vanished. “I haven’t had one like that before. Must be a sign that I need more sleep.”
“Between the investigation and the girl, I’m sure a lot’s on your mind. I hope it’s not overwhelming,” the psychologist said as he ushered Moni and Mariella into his office.
Obviously, he implied that a first-time parent and novice at investigating homicides couldn’t juggle so many responsibilities, Moni thought. So much for the shrink bolstering her confidence.
Tanya Roberts scooted her plump booty over so they had room on the couch. She welcomed them with a warm smile that didn’t do squat to reassure Moni that she didn’t have terrible news waiting for them on the tip of her tongue. With her feet digging in as heavy as cement, the girl clung to Moni’s leg. Moni patted her on the head. Mariella loosened up and found a spot beside her on the couch.
“Don’t be afraid, little one,” Tanya said. Mariella hugged her knees against her chest. “You’re not in trouble. What you did was wrong, but I think you know that. We’re not here to punish you.”
The DCF agent probably wouldn’t consider it a punishment if she took the girl from the home she’s grown so comfortable in, Moni thought. Tanya had always made sound judgments in their past child abuse cases together, but for some reason, this time her intentions seemed more ominous.
“So what are we here for?” Moni asked.
“You are a successful career woman, Officer Williams, but parenting is quite a different challenge,” McKinley said. “Even people who have experience raising children can find themselves overwhelmed by a child who presents… certain special challenges.” He extended his palms as if he were balancing eggs on them.
“This girl needs me.” Moni draped her arm around Mariella, who nestled her head on her shoulder. “I’m the only person in the world she trusts right now.”
“That’s great, but if a wounded dolphin that washed up on the beach falls in love with me, does that give me the power to heal it?” the psychologist asked. “Should I not call a dolphin expert?”
Moni knew the answer, but she refused to let him hear it from her mouth.
“I’ve taken courses about dealing with juveniles in traumatic situations,” Moni said. “I can handle it.”
“You’ve taken classes on how to comfort kids for a few hours and interrogate them,” said McKinley, who couldn’t have known that unless Sneed had given him all the dirt on her. “And from what I understand, you still haven’t gotten her to communicate, so I don’t see how your training has been all that effective.”
All her life, every white authority figure she had known doubted her ability. Even when she aced English in middle school, her teacher passed her over for the spelling B and the essay contest. It didn’t matter what she did, no one would show an ounce of faith in her.
“Let’s not make this about her training,” Tanya said. Finally, a sister came to her rescue. “Moni, I can see you’re trying real hard. But you better understand that we can’t have another disaster like this. You’re the only person the girl will listen to right now. So you go tell her that she can’t go getting in any more fights.”
Moni felt like telling Tanya those junior Klansmen twins stirred the shit up, but it wouldn’t make any difference. So she said what the agent wanted to hear.
“I’ll have a long talk with her and make sure she understands how to walk away next time,” Moni said with a nod to Mariella. “But, until it sinks in, I think Mariella should stay home with me.”
“Home with you?” McKinley half rose from his chair. “But don’t you have a mur…” He eyed the girl and swallowed that last word. “I mean, a bad man to catch?”
“I’ll do what I can with her in my office, but, anyway, she’s the most solid lead we have in this case,” Moni said. “The best thing I can do is keep her safe and gradually work with her on recounting the event.”
She felt Mariella shuddering against her arm. The girl had finally caught on to what the adults meant when they talked about “the event.” Mariella wouldn’t even make eye contact with Moni as she gently massaged the rocks out of her slender shoulders.
“The teacher told me that Mariella did a great job writing today,” Tanya said. “If you want to hear her story, that’s probably the best way for now. I don’t think she’d resume writing in your house while you’re trying to work a case. Staring at the walls in your office isn’t productive either.”
“School will make her open up faster, and that’s what we need here,” said the psychologist, who Moni now swore had been compromised by Sneed. “The more interactions she has, whether positive or negative, will encourage her to abandon selective mutism.”
“Excuse me! She’s not a safe to be cracked open,” Moni said. “This is a child. She’s the victim here, not some piece of evidence. What about her needs? Who knows them better right now than I do?”
Dr. McKinley whipped out some official form on a clipboard and started filling in the blanks. “This incident will be recorded. But I will let it slide only if you place her back in school. And I mean tomorrow.”
Mariella’s heartbreaking brown eyes once again pleaded with Moni and once again she’d let the child down. Faced with losing her to a foster home or putting her back in school, Moni didn’t really have a choice besides the latter.
Moni would regret that choice soon enough.



Chapter 8


Pinching the lobster leg with a pair of tongs, Aaron held it steady underneath the microscope as he guided a tiny pair of wire tweezers toward a miniscule purple growth. It resembled the large one they had extracted several hours ago from the severed leg, which he had salvaged from the acid-washed lobster trap earlier that day.
He had the tweezers pinched firmly around the growth when his phone vibrated inside his pocket. The tweezers stabbed into the lobster leg and sprang away like a vaulting pole. Aaron whirled around. As he adjusted to seeing things in normal size, he realized that he could spend hours searching for the set of wire tweezers in the cluttered Atlantic Marine Research Institute lab. Luckily, this late at night, the other students and scientists had left unoccupied the rows of workstations, with all their gas tubes and priceless equipment. No one would notice that he had lost another tool.
Scanning the lab until he felt certain Professor Swartzman hadn’t returned from his coffee run, Aaron answered his phone. Big whoops.
“It’s a quarter after three in the morning. Why the hell aren’t you home?” Aaron’s father grumbled.
The 23-year-old slept in the same room in his parents’ Beachside home that he’d called his digs since he was two. His father treated him as if he still wore Mickey Mouse PJs.
“Chill, dad. I’m in the lab down at the AMRI.”
“Right, and you’re not in Orlando getting wasted. Don’t you know this is a work night? I have to get my ass up at 6:30 in the morning.”
The old man had pleaded with Aaron so many times about dropping this “birds, beetles and bullshit” science and becoming an aerospace engineer like him. He didn’t see value in science unless it involved selling outrageously inefficient and costly equipment to the government.
“Does it sound like I’m in Orlando?” He held the phone up and swept it through the quiet lab. “It sounds like a crappy party, right? No thumping music and everyone’s asleep.”
“And you’re not hopped up on something that makes your pulse race so fast that you can’t sleep? Come on, I pay all your expenses out of my damn pocket. The least you can do is put all your effort into getting your degree so you can, I don’t know, save Willie the Whale or some crap.”
Squeezing the phone, Aaron felt like smashing it against the floor as if it were a surfboard nose-diving into the rocks.
“As much as I love animals, I’m not just saving them here,” Aaron said. “There’s some serious shit going on. Like, you don’t know. The professor and I are working overtime to make sure the lagoon is safe. All you’re doing is interrupting me.”
“Right, I’m interrupting you. I’m the one who needs to wake up in three hours.”
“Then go to sleep! Stop worrying about me. I’m a grown man.”
He heard a long silence on the other end of the line. “Goodnight, Aaron.” Click.
Fanning off his sweltering forehead, Aaron felt as if he has surfed across a 400 mile-wide hurricane. He shuffled to the lab refrigerator, the one that said, “Lab Material Only” on it. Aaron yanked it open and let the cool air blow over his face before reaching inside between all the sealed Petri dishes and grabbing his half-finished soda. He chugged it down.
Aaron heard footsteps and kicked the refrigerator door closed.
With a steaming cup of black coffee in hand, Professor Swartzman spied him with a raised eyebrow.
“Where’d you get that soda?” he asked. “I didn’t see you in the break room.”
“Uh…” Aaron fingered the bottle cap between his slippery fingers. “I couldn’t finish it, so I left it in my bag. I hate warm soda, but I’m so freaking thirsty.”
He tossed the bottle in the trash before his professor could mention the cold condensation on the plastic.
“Right. Anyway, did you remove the last tumor from the lobster leg?” Swartzman asked.
“I’m working on it. He’s a tricky little guy.”
“Get to it. I need to make sure we have a match.”
Aaron turned toward the lobster leg, and then doubled around with his head cocked on its side and his eyebrow raised. “A match with what?”
“The first purple tumor we pulled off.” The professor held up his touch screen phone. “The computer e-mailed the test results to me. I know it’s never wrong, but I should run the test again just to be sure. It’s just… weird.”
Aaron hadn’t heard the seasoned scientist bandy that word around much. Things were either common or rare. “Weird” carried no empirical weight-like a word Aaron might use.
“It belongs to a family of bacteria-one that isn’t found in the Indian River Lagoon,” Swartzman said. “It’s part of the genus thiobacillus, but the computer couldn’t recognize the exact species.”
“A theo-baci-what-us? You haven’t taught us about those.”
“If we were studying pollutants from metal mines, we’d learn about this bacteria in week one, but not when the subject is a saltwater estuary. Thiobacillus thrives in acidic environments that are rich in sulfur and iron. It oxidizes those compounds and produces sulfuric acid. It lives in conditions few organisms could tolerate-an extremeophile.”
“Sulfuric acid? The lobster trap and the shell I found were partially dissolved. The murder victims-they were burned by acid too, weren’t they?”
“That’s what it looked like on the photos the medical examiner sent me,” Swartzman said. “I’ll have a closer look when I examine the body tomorrow. You should definitely come. The examiner said he found a few tiny purple pimples on the corpses.”
Despite the disgusting deed at hand, Aaron was stoked. Until then, the professor hadn’t invited Aaron on a task with him without first calling every other number stored on his cell phone. This meant more than taking water or algae samples-this was murder. Or, at the very least, heinous new bacteria that chows down on corpses.
Swartzman told him about how the bodies were found with thinned out, iron-depleted blood. A thiobacillus infection could have sucked the iron right out of the blood and caused those internal acid burns, the professor surmised. The big hole in that theory, he acknowledged, was that thiobacillus doesn’t infect people or marine mammals. It’s not invasive bacteria-not until now, perhaps. This thiobacillus must have mutated, since the computer didn’t recognize the exact species, the professor said.
“There’s not enough sulfur or iron in the lagoon for these bacteria to thrive,” Swartzman said.
“That’s why it’s latched onto hosts-survival instinct,” Aaron said with a snarl. He imagined the microscopic organisms as mini tigers hunting for giant prey and pouncing inside their bloodstreams. “We should track down that sea turtle with all the tumors. That’s the only living infection we’ve seen.”
“Assuming he is infected, catching him won’t be easy.” Swartzman switched his phone to GPS tracking mode. He showed Aaron the timeline of its movements. In just two days, the sea turtle had coasted up to the Volusia County line, down to Sebastian and up again. That’s hundreds of miles. The professor shot Aaron a suspicious look.
“Dude, I didn’t give it a speed ball. I swear!” Aaron said.
“I know. I know.” Swartzman chuckled. “But someone helped this turtle travel in spurts as fast as 40 miles per hour.”
“So unless someone stuck a propeller up its green ass…”
“Somebody gave it a lift. But they didn’t remove it from the lagoon.”
Aaron scratched his head. “Well, if it wasn’t one of our researchers and it wasn’t someone with the state, who else does that leave? Know anybody who’s obsessed with the lagoon?” His professor responded to the obvious hint with a blank look. “Hello? It leaves the Lagoon Watcher.”
“No, no, no.” Swartzman waved his hand dismissively and turned his back on his student. He started toweling off a workstation-a task he usually left for the undergrads. “Harry would have told me if he picked up the turtle with the purple tumor.”
“Oh yeah? Judging by how he didn’t blink when we showed him the freak show, I’m guessing he’s seen plenty of them before. And he didn’t tell you squat, did he?”
Swartzman froze in the middle of his menial labor. He stared at the filthy paper towel in his hand with the chemical residue dripping from it. He chucked it into the sink as if he just realized he had been cradling a snake. The last time Aaron had seen his professor so discombobulated was when the Lagoon Watcher had brought up something that happened between him and NASA.
“Hey doc, I know the Watcher’s your bro and all…”
“He’s an independent researcher-that’s all,” Swartzman said as he scooped up his bag and flung it over his shoulder. “I’ll talk to him about this, but don’t forget that many other scientists have an interest in the lagoon and they don’t all report to me.”
“Right. I’m not saying that…”
“Exactly, you’re not saying anything,” Swartzman snapped.
Aaron bowed his head in silence. He had totally squandered that good vibe. Wipeout.
“Get some sleep,” the professor said. “Tomorrow will be a rough day-and not just for us.”



Chapter 9


Staring at her cell phone in anticipation of the call preoccupied Moni so much that she could hardly get any work done at her desk. She chewed on the end of her pen. She couldn’t read more than a paragraph of the crime scene report before her thoughts drifted. Mrs. Mint had promised she would call her if anything happened with Mariella at school.
The teacher had called her once, during lunch break, and told her Mariella seemed fine. The girl hadn’t even asked the teacher for her foster parent. Moni wondered whether the girl was handling their first prolonged separation better than she was. Mariella still hadn’t said a word, but she drew several pictures. Mrs. Mint said one was a gator, but it looked more cartoonish than threatening.
Moni doubted the teacher had told her everything. The Buckley twins wouldn’t let one knock on the head stop them from berating the class misfit. But they were the least of Moni’s fears.
Every fiber in Moni’s body told her she shouldn’t leave Mariella alone at school. She thought of the raven that had been splayed across the back windshield of her car in a fake death — like someone’s gruesome mockery of Jesus pulled from the cross and rising from the grave. Mariella had a demon on her heels and her guardian angel was stuck 25 minutes away.
When her cell phone rang, Moni banged her knee on the underside of her desk as she jumped and answered it. No one responded. She checked the number. It hadn’t been a call. The phone had reminded her of the first task force meeting over the Indian River Lagoon killer.
She stuffed a folder full of haphazard notes, so at least it looked like she had done something useful, and shuffled down the hall to the conference room. She had sat in on sexual predator task force meetings, but never for homicide. Moni had finally broken down the door of Sneed’s good ol’ boys club.
Too bad Sneed wasn’t seated in his leather chair at the head of the conference table when Moni entered with swagger, her hips and braids swinging. She notice that her grand entrance had caught the eye of a blond cutie with a lab coat fashioned around a surfing t-shirt. He reminded her of a puppy that hadn’t yet tasted red meat, just those little cardboard nuggets. When he looked her up and down with eyes as blue as the waters of Aruba, Moni saw him longing for a taste of some soul food sista’. Instead of licking his chops, he blushed.
If her ex Darren had a polar opposite, this might be it, Moni thought.
“Mm, hey there,” Moni said across the table at the gawking young man. His eyes went wide. “You look like you’re here on a field trip.”
His golden curls flopped over his ears as he laughed. “It’s something like that. But this one wasn’t in the lesson plan.”
Moni raised an eyebrow. He was a college student, an upper classman at least. Since she went straight into police training from high school, she never got the chance to go to college. It left her with regret-regret that she had stuck with Darren and didn’t sample a college guy.
“I’m Detective Monique Williams, but you can call me Moni.” She flashed a flirty smile.
“I’m Professor Herbert Swartzman, and this is my grad student Aaron Hughes,” said the middle-aged man beside the young stud. He gave Moni a gerbil-like grin in return for the fawning smile she had meant for Aaron. The professor had all the charisma and charm of a pair of bowling shoes. Apparently, he regarded himself more like fine Italian leather footwear. “I’m here from the Atlantic Marine Research Institute to steer this case in the right direction.”
“Oh, because us dumb-ass cops can’t solve this riddle, huh?” Moni asked facetiously.
Aaron nodded. “We got tired of solving crimes like manatee seagrass snatching and dolphin flipper abuse, so we’re taking a step up in class, if you know what I mean.”
“I’m sure those marine mammals are tougher than they look,” Moni said as she folded her arms. “I heard those manatees have one mean bite.”
She started laughing, but cut it out when she saw that Aaron and his professor didn’t join in. They actually believed that whopper about the rabid manatee.
“This crazy shit in the lagoon might sound like something dreamt up by a couple of tripped out dudes,” Aaron said. “But, believe me, it’s damn real.”
Professor Swartzman grumbled deep in his throat and fixed the tie that peeked out from his lab coat. Moni guessed that he didn’t appreciate anyone dubbing him a “tripped out dude.”
“What my ever-so-modest student was trying to say is that we’ll unveil something that will completely alter the DNA of this case,” Swartzman said.
“You better,” Detective Sneed huffed as he moseyed his cast-iron gut into the room and set it down in one of the two leather chairs. Nina Skillings trailed him like one of those pilot fish shadowing a great white shark. “I didn’t invite you up here to hear about your science fair project.”
“I assure you, sir, that…” the professor started.
“We’re here to make sense of the evidence and stop a killing spree,” said Sneed, who always made a point of putting the new guy in his place in front of everybody-just like he did on Moni’s first day as a detective. “If you’ve got some good evidence, let me hear it. If not, shut up and stay out of the way.”
Aaron shot Sneed a surly glare. His professor elbowed him in the arm and Aaron wiped his face clean. It’s good he did, otherwise Sneed would have driven his boot into Aaron’s pretty dimpled cheek.
Looking around the room, Moni recognized a few outsiders in addition to the homicide team. She saw a freckle-faced blond woman wearing a Water Management District polo shirt and county medical examiner Paul Rudy. She also noticed one empty chair-the big leather one right besides Sneed. The lead detective didn’t start the meeting until the intended occupant for that chair arrived. He was the only person here who could pull rank on Sneed: a tall, trim Hispanic man in a black Air Force uniform.
Everyone rose and saluted him, although Aaron got his butt out of his seat last. Like most young men, he had issues with authority, Moni thought. She might enjoy correcting that.
“I’d like to introduce you to Brigadier General Alonso Colon, of Patrick Air Force Base and the 45 ^th Space Wing,” Sneed announced. The police officers appeared impressed, but professor Swartzman flinched when he heard the title. “He’ll be sitting in on this one.”
“Thank you officer,” Colon said in smooth Puerto Rican accent. “I’m here only to observe. The lagoon is our neighbor too and we are sworn to protect it.” He raised his palms in that assuring gesture politicians like to throw up when spewing lies behind a smile.
His calm tone couldn’t mask the obvious. The military wouldn’t care about a serial killer unless it tied into something huge happening on base. So, either they’re being tight-lipped about an incident at Patrick, or this shit’s a lot more serious than they’re admitting, Moni thought. The last time an officer from Patrick sat in on a county sheriff task force meeting they were discussing security for the space program in the wake of 9/11.
This couldn’t be that serious. Could it?
Sneed, Skillings and the other officers pored over the evidence from five murders. They still couldn’t pinpoint the initiate causes of death and whether the beheadings took place before or after the internal trauma to the bloodstream. The crime scenes and corpses didn’t offer any fingerprints, hair or other traces of the killer. They couldn’t agree on what the murder weapon might be. Surgical saw, Ginsu knife, laser cutter-they all had whacked-out theories. They couldn’t find a common link between the victims, other than they were near the lagoon when they were killed.
“It’s too bad we don’t have a cooperative witness to settle this debate,” Sneed remarked with a berating eye on Moni.
“Our witness has shown as much cooperation as you could expect from an eight-year-old who’s been traumatized by her parents’ murders,” Moni said. “She’s making good progress. If you can chill with that attitude for a while and let her do her thing, Mariella will help us.”
The military man’s taciturn eyes shifted to Sneed, who looked like he had a bunker-buster launched down his gullet.
“How many more good folks are gonna get their heads cut off before that brat starts a’ squawking?” Sneed asked. “You forgot what your job is ‘cause you’re off playing mommy. If you want a companion, get a fucking puppy and get the hell off my case.”
Sneed pointed toward the door. Moni would have followed his finger, but that would mean walking out on Mariella too. If she gave him the slightest hint of a reason, Sneed would pull the psychologist’s strings and get the girl shipped off to foster care.
Moni couldn’t let the gluttonous detective un-wrap Mariella like a baked potato in tin foil and stick a fork in her fragile mind. While she stewed in her sweat, Aaron leaned halfway across the table and stared right at Sneed.
“I don’t know what that kid saw, but I bet she doesn’t know the whole story,” the grad student told the seasoned detective, who had sent plenty of kids his age away for life. Sneed’s gruff frown didn’t deter Aaron from pressing it. “You need a microscope to see the best evidence in this case.”
“Our forensic team has already combed the crime scenes,” Skillings said. “We’ve got every little detail cataloged.”
“But that’s not much good without a conclusion,” professor Swartzman said. “I took a close look at all five bodies this morning. They have one thing in common, and it’s something they share with many animals in the lagoon-the bacteria thiobacillus. We believe the lagoon is contaminated with a mutated strain.”
The professor recited some complicated mumbo jumbo about the bacteria eating sulfur, iron and oxygen and spitting out sulfuric acid. He said the bacteria caused the thinning out of blood and the acid burns on the victims. The byproducts of the bacteria-sulfuric acid and depleted oxygen levels in the lagoon-spurred fish kills and damaged organisms along the lagoon floor.
“If the bacteria keep spreading, the environment of the Indian River Lagoon could be catastrophically changed,” Swartzman said. “We’re talking about the death of substantially all marine life and the extinction of many species.”
“The acidity levels in the lagoon are increasing and we’ve noticed spurts in some places, which were followed by fish kills,” said the scientist from the Water Management District, who earlier introduced herself as Laura Heingartner. “Some of the fish corpses tested positive for the mutated strain of thiobacillus.”
Sneed leaned his chubby chin on his palm in a complacent pose. “I think you’ve got the wrong meeting. This is the county sheriff’s office, not Green Peace. My only concern with your thio-whatever is that it contaminates corpses and muddles the evidence.”
“It might be more than that,” medical examiner Rudy said. “I can’t rule out the bacteria as the first cause of death. It’s possible that they caught the infection before the decapitation. Someone might have poisoned them with it.”
“Those decapitated bodies were in the water for quite a while-long enough to pick up all kinds of stuff,” Sneed said.
“And why would a killer use some obscure strain of bacteria to off someone?” Skillings asked the scientists. “There are much easier ways if you wanna whack somebody-believe me.”
She slipped Moni a condescending glare. Skillings had racked up near-perfect scores in the shooting range while Moni graded out average. Moni seethed in frustration as Skillings aimed to upstage her once again.
Aaron caught the exchange between the two women and stuck his head into the line of fire.
“There’s no way the bacteria are acting alone,” Aaron said. “We found a sea turtle with an infected tumor on it, but the critter escaped. Now our GPS shows him cruising along at 40 miles per hour a couple times a day. Either the turtle learned how to jet ski, or somebody’s making him spread this bacteria all over the lagoon.”
“Wait, wait, wait,” Swartzman told his student. “We still haven’t caught that turtle and you couldn’t take that sample I asked for. So we can’t say for sure that it’s infected.”
“The turtle had a fat purple tumor. What else could it be?” Aaron asked.
Purple-the word triggered something in Moni’s brain. It felt like a string from a repressed memory. Where had she seen a strange purple lump before?
“Did you say the infection looks purple?” Moni asked Aaron.
“Like little purple pimples, or big purple tumors,” he replied.
“I have a picture of what they look like on a human body,” the medical examiner said.
He turned his laptop toward Moni and she saw the tiny purple goose pimples along the underarm of one of the corpses. It was Mariella’s mother. Moni choked up. She had seen the body that day, but she had barely known the girl then. Now it felt like she had lost a mother too. Moni remembered her mother’s tranquil ebony face as she lay in her open casket. Moni imagined a purple tumor growing out of the skin on her mother’s forehead until it covered her face. She tried closing the eyelid, but the purple blob flung it open.
No. That wasn’t where she had seen it.
The momentary fear stirred up the volatile mix of memories in Moni’s mind. She found the buried coal without going back far at all. The first day she found Mariella, she had brushed the despondent girl’s teeth for her. Moni had seen a few purple bumps inside her mouth, just behind her lips. She should have called the doctor. She couldn’t remember why she didn’t. Moni didn’t understand how it had gotten overlooked during Mariella’s check up. The doctor said the girl appeared perfectly healthy-physically, at least.
Moni felt a chill run up her spine. Mariella had been infected. The bacteria feasted on the iron and oxygen in her blood. It churned out sulfuric acid inside her body. And yet, the girl showed no ill effects. Moni couldn’t see how she could shake that off. Maybe Mariella beat the infection.
“So you’re not sure if the bacteria kill people?” Moni asked Aaron.
Aaron opened his mouth, but before he got a word out, his professor answered for him. “They should feel sick, but I can’t say for sure it would kill them by itself. Thiobacillus shouldn’t even survive inside people or animals. It belongs in sulfur- and iron-rich water. The lagoon doesn’t fit that bill and neither does the bloodstream, which has trace amounts of iron. It’s possible that the bacteria may starve to death inside the host’s body before it kills them. We really can’t say unless we find a living person with an infection.”
They could test Mariella for the bacteria, Moni thought. If she had the infection, they could finally learn how it acted inside a human host. What would happen then? They would rip the girl from her hands and zip her up in a quarantine tent. With Mariella’s fragile mind still scarred from her parents’ deaths, they’d lock her away with nothing keeping her company besides her torturous thoughts.
Moni couldn’t let that happen. So she kept her mouth shut. It did no good.
“Wasn’t Mariella out in the mangroves all night?” Skillings asked as she sent Moni a needling glare that was thinly-veiled as a look of concern. “We should get her tested for the bacteria.”
“Good idea,” Sneed chimed in. “While we’re at it, let’s give her vocal cords a good tune up.”
“Excuse me. Mariella is perfectly healthy. I haven’t found a spot on her,” Moni said. She clenched her hands in her lap so the officers wouldn’t see them trembling.
That lie didn’t comfort her at all. The bacteria could still live inside the girl-dissolving her guts slowly like a Popsicle melting on the table.
Hoping that her eye for men had led her to someone trustworthy for once, Moni penned a note in her lap that read, “Call me tonight,” followed by her phone number. While the officers and the scientists argued over what to tell the public about the bacteria threat, Moni passed the note across the table to Aaron. With the sleight of hand of someone who had passed many notes in his school days, he plucked it off the table and opened it. His face lit up with a grin full of perfect teeth-no gold caps like Darren.
By the way he flapped his eyebrows at her Aaron probably thought that she made the first move because she wanted him then and there. She really wanted him to check Mariella for the bacteria on the down low, but Moni didn’t consider the invite leading him on as long as she could see a hookup going down. She just didn’t plan on it that night.
The meeting finally broke up after the lady from the Water Management District agreed she’d put out a bulletin warning people that they shouldn’t swim in the lagoon or eat anything from the lagoon until the bacteria clears up. The announcement wouldn’t connect the bacteria to the murders because Sneed didn’t want to let the killer know how they’re catching his scent. He said an overconfident suspect would be more likely to make mistakes.
Brig. Gen. Colon had his own words for Sneed, but no one else could hear them because the military man whispered them in the lead detective’s ear. Sneed nodded. Moni couldn’t read his stoic expression. Judging by the giddy-up in his step on the way out the door, Colon had heard something in that meeting that rocked his world.

The dreaded ring buzzed her cell phone as Moni strolled back to her office. Her mind overstuffed with worry about everything she had heard during the meeting, Moni answered just before her voicemail stole it away.
Checking the caller ID this time, she saw: Challenger 7 Elementary.
“Hello, Mrs. Mint?” Moni asked.
“Hi, Detective Williams,” the teacher answered. “I hate bothering you. I know you’re working hard solving this case.” Moni made a guilty shrug that thankfully the teacher couldn’t see. “A little something happened today. It’s really minor, but I figured you should know.”
The teacher did such a good job of downplaying it that Moni’s heart skipped a beat. She thought of the vengeful Buckley twins cornering Mariella and pelting her with rocks until blood streaked down her smooth black hair.
It turned out that Mariella hadn’t gotten hurt, but the ramifications of the incident unhinged Moni even more. Mrs. Mint said the school security officer saw a blue pickup truck circle the school at least five times during the day. The driver was a white male with a black Marlins baseball cap and dark glasses. While Mariella stood quietly by herself during recess, the truck parked on a lawn across the street from the fence. When the officer thought he saw the driver peering at the kids through a pair of binoculars, he marched toward the truck. It took off and hasn’t returned-so far.
“Did the officer get a photo? A tag number?” Moni asked the teacher.
“He didn’t get close enough,” Mrs. Mint said. “But I wouldn’t worry. There’s a fence around the school and we’ve got cameras all over the place. Kids don’t wander off and strangers don’t wander in.”
They weren’t dealing with an anonymous stranger, Moni thought. The person stalking Mariella wasn’t a cowardly child snatcher. He was a remorseless killer with a thirst for her young blood and organs. The moment everybody forgets about the little girl that doesn’t speak and tries so hard to be invisible, that’s the instant the killer will glide in between the shadows and slice off Mariella’s head.
Quivering like a tuning fork, Moni’s hand nearly dropped her phone.
“I’m on my way over.”
“But we’ve still got 80 minutes to go,” Mrs. Mint said. “You don’t have to pick her up earl…”
“I’m coming-now.”



Chapter 10


Moni woke up in her pitch black room to the ringing of her cell phone. The time flashed four-thirty in the morning. Before answering, she rolled underneath the blanket and peeked through the window shades with an aggravated moan. She didn’t see Darren waiting outside her window for his booty call or her father crouching there demanding money. As her eyes came into focus, Moni saw the empty road under the dim street lights.
She turned her sleep-blurred vision on her phone. Oh joy: Tom Sneed.
“Mm, hello?” she answered drearily.
“What do ya know? We’ve got another body,” Sneed said in a tone dripping with blame. “Found him floating in the lagoon. Same as the others, save a bite taken off his arm.”
Moni ran her fingers through her tousled braids. Grabbing a handful of them, she yanked so hard that she nearly ripped them out by the roots. She bit her lip so she wouldn’t scream, because that would have reached the other side of the house and jolted Mariella awake. The girl didn’t need any more drama today.
Moni realized that this attitude-protecting Mariella at every step-left the killer free so he could slice another person’s head off his body. Moni couldn’t manage a reply more intelligible than a whimper before Sneed hit her again.
“There’s a witness this time,” he said. “It’s the victim’s brother. I don’t think he saw the murder take place. His story, well, the Coast Guard relayed it to me. This ain’t the kinda case you learn about in the police academy, that’s for damn sure. Come on in the office and let’s grill him together. I wanna see how you handle a witness that can actually talk.”
Moni wasn’t sure whether he meant that as an offer to her for a permanent spot on his homicide team or a dig at Mariella’s silence. Either way, she couldn’t leave the girl home alone in the middle of the night, and Sneed knew it.
“I’ll drop Mariella off at school at seven-thirty and be there first thing,” Moni said.
“Yeah, that’s what I thought.”
He hung up.
Mariella acted more clingy than usual that morning. She insisted on sitting on Moni’s lap at breakfast and sharing the food on her plate. She hadn’t told Mariella about the potential stalker in the blue pickup or the sixth murder in the lagoon. Moni did a poor job masking the distressed look on her face and her hectic movements that nearly knocked the coffee mug right off the counter. The girl picked up on it rather easily. Moni couldn’t tell whether Mariella stayed close because the child needed comfort, or because the child detected that her foster parent needed a tiny shoulder to lean on.
When she dropped Mariella off at school, the girl followed her halfway back to her car before Moni realized it. She led her back to class.
“It’s okay, baby,” Moni told her. “I’ll speak to the security officer and make sure everything is safe here. If you need me, ask Mrs. Mint and she’ll give me a call.”
She kissed the girl on the forehead. Mariella shot her one more glance before she entered the classroom. Mariella looked remorseful-like she felt responsible for the bloodshed because she couldn’t stop that monster from killing her parents.
Moni propped the door open and took the girl’s hand.
“What’s happening isn’t your fault, Mariella. When I was a young girl, I used to blame myself for my father beating me and hurting my mother. I thought that if I was a better kid, he would stop and become like all the other fathers. He never did… you’re a victim like me. Don’t be ashamed.”
Sharing her deepest darkest secret with the eight-year-old girl untied the knot in Moni’s heartstrings. The child embraced her.
Moni needed all the love she could get. The rest of the day would drain just about every ounce of it out of her.



Chapter 11


Randy Cooper looked more like a criminal than a witness to Moni, but he sat in the witness chair without handcuffs just the same. He had yellow-brown eyes that seemed as hyped up as a cheetah’s before it springs in for the kill.
This was one wounded cat. Cooper’s neck glowed raw red with a matted pattern like someone had nearly strangled him with several pieces of wire. One of the red grooves cut through the cursive tattoo of “Don’t Treat on Me” on his neck. His arms were dotted with tats, including a drooling bulldog, a rabbit’s foot and a snake around his wrist. His right hand had a heavy white bandage wrapped around it.
He even smelled like a zoo, or more like a saltwater aquarium. His black t-shirt and camouflage pants stunk of the lagoon. They were stiff with salt after drying from the middle of the night until morning.
Sneed hadn’t let Randy Cooper change a thing, from his dirty-blond buzz cut to his hunting boots, since the Lagoon Watcher had fished him out of the water and handed him over to the Coast Guard. That much of the story, they knew. The rest, Randy would have to recount.
Even for a seasoned hunter who worked in an outdoor shop and blasted bucks’ heads off, telling this hunting tale didn’t come easy.
“Aw, Robbie. He was my brother, man. He was my brother.” Randy shook his head and bit his lip. He wouldn’t let himself cry, not in front of police, but Moni recognized the red circles around his eyes as evidence that he had let the tears flow in private.
Randy sucked the moisture out of his sinuses and wiped his nose.
“I’m sorry, sir,” he told Sneed. “I wanna help you. I really do. I’m afraid you won’t believe this shit.”
Sneed told Moni before the interview that they should take Randy’s words with a grain of salt. He had a couple of DUI’s and an illegal hunting fine on his record.
“You just tell me what happened,” Sneed said. “All we wanna do is catch the guy who deprived you of your brother.”
“I didn’t say it was a guy… I think it was a gator. That’s what started it, at least. But what finished it, hell… I couldn’t imagine.”
Moni and Sneed traded looks of disappointment. She felt it much worse. Mariella remained the only witness who had probably seen the murderer in action. She still had the biggest target on her.
Not to say that Randy hadn’t seen enough carnage to send an experienced hunter into a padded room.
“I got home from a fishing trip and left my skiff in the canal behind my house,” said Randy, who lived in Palm Bay. “I went inside, grabbed a beer and when I went out back fix’n to lift it outta there, I saw a gator making off with my boat.”
“Hold up, son. Do you mean to tell me that a gator-a reptile dragging its belly-stole your boat?” Sneed asked.
“That’s what I fucking said, alright.” Randy wiped his eyes and took a deep breath. Sneed nodded him on. “I saw this beastly thing, must have been a nine-footer, chomp off the tether and drag my boat down the canal. I followed it on foot for miles all the way to the lagoon. That’s when I called Robbie.”
“Your older brother, Robert D. Cooper?” Moni asked.
“Yeah, Robbie. He has-he left behind a wife and a four-year-old boy.” With his lower lip quivering, he paused while those words resonated. Randy crossed his arms and stared at the floor. “He had a family. He had a damn good job as a computer tech. Robbie had it all. I shouldn’t have brought him into my troubles.”
“They aren’t just your troubles. It’s everybody’s beef now ‘cause we’ve got a killer running loose,” Sneed said. “So your brother had a boat? We didn’t find it in the water.”
“You won’t find it no more.” He bowed his head for a few seconds. “But, he had it. You can check on it, man. Robbie had a pontoon boat-an 18-foot booze cruiser. He kept it docked behind his home on the lagoon side of Indialantic. He used to take his wife and boy out on it. It wasn’t supposed to be for hunting. But I needed it to nab me that gator and get my boat back. I knocked on Robbie’s window ‘round one in the morning. I tell ya, he nearly blew my head off with a shotgun.”
“Is that how you brothers usually greet each other?” asked Moni, who figured the gator story could be cover for a brotherly fight that ended badly for Robbie.
Randy looked at her as if she had break-danced straight out of the ghetto and met a white man for the first time. She had seen that self-righteous bullshit more times than she cared to remember.
“No. It was late and I scared him. What’d you think? My people ain’t thugs, lady.” He shook his head. “Anyways, my brother told me to hit the road. I told him I was taking his boat and going after the gator whether he came with or not. I know, I know. I played the little brother needs help from big bro card. Call me a selfish asshole.”
Moni couldn’t argue with that reasoning, especially considering how big brother had paid for it.
“Robbie, God love him, wouldn’t let me go alone. He snuck out. Didn’t even tell his wife and boy goodbye…” Randy paused and pinched the tear ducts at the corners of his eyes until he collected himself. “We suited up in hunting gear. Me being a dumb ass, I told him that life vests were for pussies. He took the shotgun and I took my crossbow. I had punched many a gator through the brain with that baby.
“We rode the pontoon boat out on the lagoon in the middle of the night. We didn’t see another soul on the water, just the lights from shore on either side. We found my skiff waiting for us in the mouth of Palm Bay, which feeds into the canal behind my house. We didn’t see the gator. Robbie thought I was drunk and imagined the whole thing like some little piss-ant. We shoulda known the gator had laid a trap for us.”
Sneed rolled his eyes. “The gator laid a trap? What is he, a Vietcong?”
“This ain’t a normal gator, boss,” Randy said as he eyed the lead detective with a grim stare.
Sneed never believed far-fetched stories. He poked holes through liars until they bled the truth. Moni had seen him turn the coldest of men into mounds of jelly. She doubted he bought half of what she told him. But this time, Sneed appeared convinced that Randy had encountered a gator. After all, Robert Cooper’s body had what resembled a gator bite on his right arm. A hungry gator wouldn’t usually let a meal go so its victim could get decapitated cleanly and then leave the body floating in the water. Even if the man had lost his head first, the gator wouldn’t taste a sample of the leftovers without lapping the whole thing up or storing it underwater for later.
“You’ve hunted plenty of gators before,” Moni said. “How’d this one trap you?”
“Oh, it didn’t do it alone,” Randy said. “We tied my skiff to the pontoon boat and Robbie started ribbing me about how he thought I had fallen off the boat like some dipshit and left it out there. It kinda set me off, so when a red-shouldered hawk landed on the railing of our boat, I took aim at it with my crossbow to let off some steam.”
“Is that what you call letting off some steam-killing defenseless animals?” Moni asked.
Sneed shot her a crossed look. No doubt, he had bagged plenty of birds in his day. In Moni’s eyes, killing animals for sport put them one step away from killing people. She remembered her father kicking her neighbor’s yapping poodle right in the mouth.
“I wish I would have shot that damn hawk, or whatever the devil it was.” Randy’s eyes narrowed angrily. “With my attention on the bird, I didn’t see the gator flop onto our deck. It scaled about four feet, from the water over the railing. Don’t ask me how it did that ‘cause I ain’t got any earthy idea. It must have been the hunger. The son-of-a-bitch sprang at me before I could turn my crossbow on it. Robbie was quick as a hiccup, though. He blasted the gator in the back with his shotgun. Saved my life.”
“That should have slowed the sucker down,” Sneed said. “Why couldn’t you finish it off?”
“That’s the thing. The shotgun blast didn’t slow it down one bit. It hardly bled from the wound.”
Moni remembered the decapitated bodies and how they hadn’t drenched the crime scenes with blood because they hardly had any left. The bacteria had thinned it out.
She hadn’t seen Mariella bleed. She hoped she never would.
“The gator didn’t flinch, man. It wanted one of us,” Randy said. “The gator spun around and snapped at my brother. I grabbed its tail and yanked it back. It missed him by a hair. Next thing I knew, the gator had its tail wrapped around my neck. That’s all what you see here.”
He pointed out the red grooves in his neck. Moni saw that they did resemble an imprint of a scaly gator tail. Of course, that made absolutely zero sense.
“Now I’m no reptile expert, Mr. Cooper,” Moni said. “But I don’t think gators can choke people out with their tails. Anacondas? Yeah. But a gator?”
“I already told you-this ain’t a normal gator.” Randy flung the sweat off his brow with the back of his hand and drew a deep breath. “It didn’t wanna eat me. It was kidnapping me. The gator leapt over the rail and splashed into the water. With its tail around my neck, I had no choice but to follow or get my neck broken. It dragged me to the bottom of the lagoon. My arm sunk into the mud.” He held up his arm and showed the flakes of dried mud stuck in his black hairs. “Thank the Lord it wasn’t that deep over there. I poked my boot out the water and Robbie found me. My brother coulda left me and gone back to his family. I got us into this shit, not him. But Robbie had a big heart, man. He didn’t hesitate for a second before diving into the lagoon after me. It was so dark underwater. The gator could have been an inch from his face and he wouldn’t have known.”
Randy paused and chewed on his fist. His eyes combed through the room as if searching for his brother. They lingered on the door and just waited.
Regardless of his attitude, Moni wished she could open that door and have Robbie Cooper bound through and comfort his little brother. Instead, the other side of the door had a hysterical widow and a father-less child awaiting him.
“So how’d Robbie free you from the gator’s, uh, tail?” Sneed asked.
“Robbie used a hunting knife and sawed into the tail until it loosened and I slipped out. You’d think the gator woulda quit after we cut halfway through its tail. Well, nope. Its snout popped right outta the water and it eyed us… It eyed us with these…”
“These what? I thought you said it was dark? How’d you see it?” Moni asked.
“These purple eyes. They were glowing solid purple.”
The blood rushed into Moni’s skull. Her hands went numb for a second. The purple tumors on the murder victims and the animals. The purple pimples inside Mariella’s lip. Now the ghastly purple glow of a gator’s eyes-the same animal Mariella drew the day before in class. Mr. Mint said that the girl’s gator didn’t look threatening. Moni believed her. She couldn’t let herself not believe.
The dots were laid out on the page for her in little purple bacteria mushrooms. She could connect them, but Moni had no idea where they pointed her. They were links in a much larger picture. There were so many other links on a page that suddenly stretched as far as a desert plain.
Just because they were connected, didn’t mean the dots were in order. Moni had never seen Mariella’s eyes glow. The girl had defended herself, but she would never attack someone. No, she had a small infection and had overcome it. Nothing more than that, Moni thought.
“Did you notice anything else purple on the gator?” Moni asked. “Any bumps or welts?”
“I couldn’t make out much besides the eyes and the snout,” Randy said. “Funny thing was it didn’t chase us when we climbed back into Robbie’s boat. We saw its purple eyes dip below water and sink until they were swallowed up by the bottom of the lagoon. We hadn’t even caught our breath when the air started smelling foul. It reeked of this awful rotten egg stench. And the fumes-they stung my eyes and my nose. It fucking burned. We would have motored away right then, but it knocked us on our asses. We were crawling on our bellies. By the time I could tolerate the pain enough to grab the throttle, it was too late. The motor revved up, but we didn’t move. I heard the bubbling and hissing around the boat, and still I couldn’t believe it. When I pulled the propeller out of the water, I saw it had been melted away.”
“Melted?” questioned Sneed.
“Melted,” Randy nodded with a frustrated huff. “Like with acid.”
Sulfuric acid-Aaron’s professor said the bacteria produced this as a byproduct. Moni remembered the stuff from high school science lab. It could corrode metal, but only a real high concentration of the stuff could devour it so fast.
“The lagoon turned to acid,” Moni said. “Sounds like a perverse version of the plagues in the Bible.”
“If it was a plague, it came straight outta hell,” Randy said.
“I promise you, I will throw somebody’s ass behind bars for this,” Sneed said. “And it won’t be the devil. I’ve seen people commit atrocities that Satan himself wouldn’t touch.”
Randy nodded. His hands clamped down on the sides of the table. With a nod, Moni gave the lead detective his due for coaxing the witness on.
“How bad did the acid damage the boat?” she asked.
“It breached the hull. We heard water sloshing around inside,” Randy replied. “My skiff’s hull across the way was looking bad too, but the engine was up and the propeller hadn’t touched the acid. Robbie told me I should jump first while he flagged down the Coast Guard on the radio and I went. I swear, I didn’t know what would happen.”
Randy wedged his fingers into his eyes until his cheeks flushed red. He couldn’t plug the tears back any longer. They seeped out from underneath his fingers and streamed down the sides of his nose and the corners of his lips. Gasping, Randy tasted the salty elixir that Moni knew all too well. He frantically wiped his mouth and his face as if the tears were acid from the lagoon.
“It’s okay.” Moni placed a firm hand on his shoulder. His trembling gradually eased. “No one could have known what would happen.”
Randy grasped her hand as if it were a life preserver. His breathing steadily calmed. She felt his heart rate through his palm normalizing as well.
“I’m sorry,” Randy said. “I know you’ve got work to do. This is pathetic.”
“No, it’s not,” Moni said. “You’re going to relive this moment in your brain a million times, and it’ll always be hard. Just take your time and we’ll get through it.”
Sneed rolled his eyes. He didn’t fix on giving him any more time. Randy saw his gesture and got going.
“So I was in the skiff and Robbie radioed the Coast Guard. He told me they were on the way. And I told him… I told him to hurry up onto my boat. Robbie leapt across the water between our boats and up it came.” He held his bandaged hand sideways and had his hand with the snake tattoo rise from underneath. Randy grabbed his hand so hard Moni feared he might have broken a finger. “The gator came outta the water and snapped onto his arm. I heard Robbie scream. I saw the horror on his face the moment he realized he’d never see his wife and son again. I reached for him, but I couldn’t make it. In the blink of an eye, they were gone into the lagoon. I didn’t even think. I just plunged my hand into the water.” He placed his bandaged hand on the table. “They said these are second degree burns. I’ll tell you one thing, I’ve been stabbed before and this hurt a hell of a lot worse. I would have dove into the water after him. I should have… You don’t know how bad I… It’s just the pain…”
“You did all you could.” Moni reached across the table. He yanked his bandaged hand away before she could touch it. “Something about that gator made it immune to the acid, but it would have fried you. There’s nothing you could have done at that point.”
Sneed looked down his nose at Randy as if the grizzly detective would have jumped into the acid bath and snapped the gator’s neck if that would have saved his brother. Luckily, Randy didn’t notice anything besides the back of his own hand as he shielded his face.
“My hand was burning, so I ran. I slammed the throttle and bolted out of there so freaked out I didn’t even look back. The skiff’s motor lasted about a minute and then it died. No gas. Those fuckers drained the tank.”
“What fuckers?” Sneed asked. “I thought you were fighting a gator?”
“Like I said, it wasn’t a normal gator. This beast wasn’t a creation of God, I tell ya. It left me out there on my skiff stranded in the middle of the lagoon. The smell of the rotten acid in the water and the fish getting fried alive with their hot guts bursting-it made me heave over the side. When I saw that my puke didn’t boil in the water, I knew I had escaped from the acid. The gator was still out there, though. If it wasn’t for the Lagoon Watcher, it woulda got me for sure.”
Sneed grilled him on the timing of his rescue. Harry Trainer, known in boating circles as the pesky Lagoon Watcher, fished Randy Cooper out of his skiff around a quarter to three in the morning. Somehow, he had heard the distress call before the Coast Guard and found himself in better position for a response-less than fifteen minutes after the call. He came wearing a black wetsuit rather than the trademark tropical shirt and shorts everybody knows him for in daylight hours. Randy said the Watcher didn’t seem all that surprised by his story, but he circled the boat around the lagoon while Randy called out his brother’s name-all while skillfully avoiding the acid slick near Palm Bay. Randy had screamed until his lungs ached. For the longest time he heard nothing besides the water lapping up against the Watcher’s boat.
“Out of the blue, I heard a bird flapping its wings,” Randy said. “When I looked in that direction, I saw a pair of purple eyes. At that point, I was ready for the damn gator-shotgun or no shotgun-if it meant finding Robbie. I told the Watcher, ‘Take me there.’ He must have seen it too, but he didn’t ask questions. Then I saw it-the red-shouldered hawk. It was…” He wiped the perspiration off his face and clenched his fist over his chin until he could spit out the words. “It was perched on Robbie’s life vest. Just the life vest and shoulders-that’s all I saw. His head was… It was gone.”
While Randy grabbed a tissue and dabbed his face, Moni pondered how his brother had been passed from a gator’s jaws to the surgical serial killer. Robbie’s corpse had the usual grocery list of organs taken from it. The head had come off along a line as straight as an architectural drawing. The only injuries that didn’t match the previous victims were the deep gator bite on the arm and the second-degree burns that had reddened most of his skin. The acid had roasted Robbie, but not for so long that his flesh dissolved down to the muscle. The gator-or something else-had pulled him out of the acid slick. They couldn’t tell whether it happened before or after the beheading. They wouldn’t know without seeing his head, and by now everybody knew that wouldn’t turn up.
How could the killer make the gator cooperate? What other animals work for him?
Moni offered Randy a tissue. He proudly brushed her hand aside and wadded the original tissue, which he had soaked, into his pocket. When he finally redeployed his tough guy scowl and looked her in the eyes, Moni fired back with the question that had been gnawing at her.
“What about the hawk? Was something evil about it like with the gator?”
Lines creased across Randy’s forehead as if he were aging by the decade right before her eyes. “The damn bird… It lured us into that trap. Then it called me over with its purple eyes so I could see my brother’s body. The site will haunt me for the rest of my life. The moment I shined a flashlight on the hawk, it took off like I startled it, but it didn’t make a sound. It flew as clumsily as a winged donkey. I would have sworn it had been shot, but I know I didn’t hit it.”
As her memory flashed, Moni’s heart raced so fast that the pulses through her blood vessels could barely keep up. She remembered how the raven had flown crookedly after she had pulled it off her windshield. It didn’t have purple eyes, but the hawk didn’t either the first time Randy spotted it. The bird had set him and his brother up for an attack. Moni wondered whether the killer had dropped the raven on her car for the same reason. Did she narrowly avoid death when she touched the raven? Or did the murderer leave it for Mariella instead?
Moni had no idea who could manipulate animals like that. But Sneed had a strong notion.
“How did the Lagoon Watcher react when he saw what was left of Robbie?” Sneed asked. “I can’t imagine an honest scientist would have seen such a sight before.”
“I was too, uh, emotional to pay that guy much mind,” Randy said. “Eventually, he tapped me on the shoulder and told me we should bring the body on board before a gator or shark rips it apart. Now when he saw it, the Watcher didn’t seem disgusted at all. Hell, he was fascinated by it. It reminded me of the first time I watched my dad gut a deer.”
“So you think the behavior of the Lagoon Watcher, Harry Trainer, was unusual?” Sneed asked as he leaned close to the microphone. When Randy agreed, he pressed on. “I suppose that’s not a stretch. His role in all of this is questionable, if you ask me. He got there eighteen minutes before the Coast Guard. You didn’t see any other boater on the water. So he was the only person in your proximity when your brother went under. Now I don’t know how the killer slices up his victims, but I’m sure your timeline of events would give the Watcher plenty of time to do some carving.”
“You think that he…” Randy gasped. His face whitened.
“Hold on.” Moni blocked the conclusion from leaving his lips. “If this guy with the corny name was the killer, why would he rescue you, Randy? You said yourself that you were vulnerable out there on the skiff.”
While Randy shook his head and shrugged, Sneed answered for him.
“Maybe it’s because he knew the Coast Guard was on the way. The Watcher had time for one victim, but he figured he couldn’t put both through the meat grinder before the searchlights came out.
“And this wasn’t the first time he’s been conveniently near one of these murder scenes,” Sneed continued. “My old pal Matt Kane, may God bless his soul, he saw the Watcher just before he found those two Mexicans dead. And then Kane became the next victim.” Sneed pounded his fist into his palm. “I best have a word with him.”
Moni couldn’t deny that it made tremendous sense. The Lagoon Watcher had been some type of environmental scientists who went a little whacko. Maybe he developed the mutated bacteria and set it loose, Moni thought. Yet, if the psycho scientist had beheaded Kane because he saw something at the murder scene, what mutilation did he envision for the young girl who had witnessed the closely-guarded secrets of his killing method?
The pickup truck that lingered outside Mariella’s school yesterday-who had been behind the wheel with binoculars? Whether it had been the Lagoon Watcher or some other kind of watcher, Moni knew exactly what he wanted.
“What types of vehicles does Trainer own?” Moni asked Sneed.
“I gotta check up on it,” he replied.
She didn’t need an answer. Moni just knew.



Chapter 12


Aaron felt as smooth as James Bond when Professor Swartzman rang him up at six in the morning and told him they were wanted at the sheriff’s office for some top secret caper. When he got there and poured through the police report about the purple-eyed gator, Aaron’s bravery flew out the window.
His head kept replaying his last dive in the lagoon. The water management lady said she saw something huge, but he had brushed it off and stayed in there. If he had swam a little longer that day, maybe they’d have crime scene photos of his body all burned red by acid with a gaping hole in his neck.
“We better be more careful around the lagoon from now on,” Swartzman said as he pointed out the witness’ description of a monstrous gator.
Aaron realized that saying they’d be more careful didn’t mean the professor would refrain from ordering someone-namely his least-favorite student-into the water in the name of ground-breaking research. The admissions officer should have told him that the tuition payment included his life. Too bad his dad wouldn’t buy that as an excuse for quitting.
Lead detective Sneed summoned them into his office for a briefing on the biological jigsaw puzzle of this case. They weren’t the only scientists he invited.
Harry Trainer looked totally wiped out-like he had just nosedived off his long board from a 20-foot breaker. His thin blond hair barely clung on the peripheries of his dome. His forehead glowed red, but not with his usual over-the-top tan. The Lagoon Watcher had lost his cool.
“Harry, have you gotten any sleep since you rescued the boater?” asked a noticeably concerned Swartzman.
“Rest? These people don’t believe in rest,” he replied with the veins in his neck flaring. “They think endless cups of cheap, bitter coffee are a proper substitute for sleep.” He faced Sneed. “I beg to differ.”
The detective let the man’s griping roll off him with a regal jutting of his chin. Much like a lion rules its terrain, Sneed ensured that his dominance resonated through his personal office. He sat behind a manly oak desk with broad legs. On it sat four glass-encased antique revolvers. One looked Civil War era and had a Confederate flag imprinted on the white handle. Aaron wondered how many men that baby had blown away on the battlefields.
The detective had lined his walls and shelves with framed press clippings from Georgia papers about murderers getting arrested or convicted. The photo that really caught Aaron’s attention featured two young police officers with bad ‘70s mustaches standing with their guns drawn like a poster from an old Western movie. Upon second look, Aaron recognized one guy as a much younger detective Sneed. Both men had the same last name on their badges, through.
“Is that your little brother?” Aaron asked Sneed as he pointed out the photo. “Is he still an officer in Georgia?”
The bitter glare Sneed pelted him with nearly knocked Aaron out of his chair.
“This is not a damn barbecue. We ain’t here to reminisce about family times,” Sneed said. Swartzman started apologizing on behalf of his student, but the detective buried his gesture. “We’re here because there’s a killer on the loose and it’s pretty clear that the bacteria in the lagoon and the crazy shit it’s doing to the animals are his signatures. All of you have seen it. You’re supposedly the experts. So you tell me how someone could pull this off.”
The three scientists exchanged perplexed glances. Swartzman hadn’t made up his mind and Trainer clearly didn’t want any part of this. After a sleepless night out on the lagoon and a morning getting batted around the sheriff’s office, Trainer wouldn’t hear any complaints from Aaron. He figured that if anybody should take the fall, the rookie might as well stick his arm out before the hungry jungle cat.
“I’ll tell you, between the manatee, the hawk and the gator, I’d say the bacterial infection makes animals aggressive,” Aaron said. “And it takes way lots to hurt them. The manatee brushed off a propeller. The gator took a shotgun blast like a mosquito bite. In both cases, the water turned acidic, but it was a hell of a lot more potent in this last case. I doubt there’s a living thing left in the waters of Palm Bay besides the bacteria. So if you boil it down, someone has introduced this freak show bacteria into the lagoon so they can make infected animals bring victims to them. It’s all about dissecting them and harvesting the organs.”
With an incredulous gasp, Swartzman swiveled his chair toward his student and let him have it.
“You just leapt so high to reach that conclusion that you’re standing on the moon. If this gator was infected, and we have no confirmation that it was without a sample, it still doesn’t mean the bacteria made it attack those men. Gators are naturally aggressive. That’s what they do! And to think someone could train a gator to fetch and catch like a hunting dog-that’s a complete joke.”
Aaron shrugged and rubbed the back of his neck. He had taken one for the team and the coach still chewed him out in front of everybody.
Sneed ignored the grilling. He had focused on Trainer’s reaction the whole time. The Lagoon Watcher didn’t appear outraged at Aaron’s theory. He looked amused by it. Sneed’s eyes widened when he spotted the Watcher sending Aaron a nod as if he knew he had caught onto something.
“I’m guessing this isn’t the first time you’ve seen an animal with a purple mark act out,” Sneed told Trainer. Furrowing his sunburned brow, the scientist crossed his arms and offered nothing. “Come on, Watcher, you’re out there more than anybody. Don’t hold back on me, now.”
“Hold back?” he asked. “What more do you want? I told you everything that happened there three times. I’ve done plenty.”
“Everything, huh?” Sneed huffed. “I still ain’t heard a good explanation why you were out checking for sea turtle nests in the middle of the night.”
“Because I care about the creatures that share this earth with me,” the Watcher said. “You protect people-supposedly you do. I protect the inhabitants of this planet. In case your officers haven’t noticed while they’ve set up speed traps along every causeway over the lagoon, Central Florida’s treasured estuary is on the verge of ruin.” Trainer ran through every pollutant in the environmental science textbook, and a few that had Aaron scratching his head. He gave the old-timer speech about how the lagoon used to be so clear that they could see the bottom and dive after lobsters. “I’ve been telling people for years that they should close all the wastewater dumping pipes and clean up the farm runoff. Have they listened? Not one bit. And now, surprise, surprise, we have highly deadly mutated bacteria. Sort of poetic justice, isn’t it?”
He didn’t get a single nod from the men in the room. They weren’t on the same wavelength as the Lagoon Watcher. He operated on a channel straight out of Neptune.
Aaron stocked his DVD player with flicks like Endless Summer instead of crime thrillers, yet even he saw the Lagoon Watcher’s motive. Sick and dying animals wouldn’t sway politicians-after all, dolphins couldn’t pay lobbyists with sardines. But an ecological catastrophe killing several people a week would light a fire under their asses. If the media picked out pollution in the lagoon as a reason for the headline-grabbing deaths, they’d cork every toxic spigot the next day.
He studied his professor’s expression for a sign of the same revelation, but Swartzman had his forehead in his hand as he shook his head. He looked bummed that his old friend had pretty much handed the detective the key to his cell.
“So you wanna tell me how you killed all those folks?” Sneed asked. Trainer hollered denials, but the detective pressed on like a steam train running the frantic scientist over. “You made the bacteria to terrorize this community so bad that we’d leave your precious lagoon alone. You think some fucking fish are more important than people?”
“I made it? That’s impossible!” He sprang from his seat. Sneed rose with him so their eyes stayed level. “I had nothing to do with that purple gunk. I’m being framed over my political views!”
Aaron didn’t think an extreme shade of green existed that could represent the Lagoon Watcher’s one-man political party. Not much for free speech inside his office, Sneed let his hand linger over his revolver-and not one of the antiques in the glass cases.
“Sit yer ass down,” the detective growled. “I’m not done asking questions.”
A swollen vein on Sneed’s forehead nearly burst like a knotted hose when the haggard scientist blew him off and spun Swartzman’s chair toward him. Peering down on the professor’s receding hairline, Trainer couldn’t even draw eye contact from his former research partner.
“I could use a little backup here. What gives? Shouldn’t you return the favor?”
Swartzman’s face twisted sour. It reminded Aaron of the look he had seen on the professor’s face when Trainer bought up some incident about NASA. He couldn’t let it slip by this time.
“Whoa dude, you better have one killer favor in mind that your bro owes you here ‘cause you’re asking a lot,” Aaron told Trainer.
“How about saving his career?” The Lagoon Watcher faced Aaron with a smart Alec grin. “That’s how it went with NASA.”
“That’s not what happened,” Swartzman said in a lame attempt at convincing Aaron. Instead, his pathetic squeak amplified the truth in Trainer’s story.
“Oh, sure it is,” the Lagoon Watcher said. “You don’t have Alzheimer’s yet, do you buddy? Here’s a refresher for your friends: You discovered the rocket tests at NASA were polluting the lagoon and wrote up this whole paper on it. The night before your deadline to turn it in for a feature story in the nature journal, a brute in a suit knocks on your door and threatens to knock you out. You were ready to toss the envelope in the mail and run, but I talked you out of it. Not only did you have more hair back in that day, you had that rebellious streak in you. You thought your work could change the world. But you forgot that our government keeps a whole range of people on the federal dime so they can support the status quo.” Trainer flashed a taunting grin towards the simmering Sneed. “If you had mailed that letter, they would have canned your ass. You would have been done. Maybe you’d have ended up a bum on a meager pension like me.”
“I doubt that, Harry,” Swartzman said. “But it’s funny you went against your own advice and wound up here. That doesn’t make you a killer, though.” The professor rose from his chair and stepped between Sneed and his old friend. “He’s not capable of this, sir. I hate to be derogatory, but he’s not nearly a good enough scientist to manipulate the genetic code of bacteria by himself.”
Trainer rolled his eyes, but he didn’t contest the knock on his skills.
Shaking his head, Sneed didn’t relax his menacing pose in the slightest. “I wouldn’t put anything past anybody. I can’t tell you how many street thugs had set up sophisticated boiler rooms or smuggling operations. I think me and him need some alone time. I’ll see what he’s really made of.”
The Lagoon Watcher backed toward the door and wagged his finger at the detective. “I don’t see a warrant and you’re not paying me to clean this dust bucket. That means I’m outta here.” He reached behind his back and grabbed the handle.
Apparently, Sneed didn’t have enough on the Watcher to claim reasonable cause because he didn’t make a move for him.
“You drive a blue pickup, right son?” Sneed asked. He got no reply. “I hear one of those has been on the prowl lately ‘round the schools. What for?”
The Lagoon Watcher left without saying another word. Sneed turned his video monitor toward the scientists so they could see him leaving the parking lot in his blue pickup. He had a Marlins ball cap on the dashboard. Aaron didn’t understand the significance, but the shit-eating grin on Sneed’s face coupled with the devastated puss of his professor told him plenty.



Chapter 13


Moni paced past the crime lab a few times until the professor had left, leaving young Aaron without his chaperon. The student studied the photos of the beheaded body and the floating lumps of guts and bones that had once been fish. When she slipped behind him and tapped him on the shoulder, Aaron nearly jumped out of his skin. “Whoa!”
Then he turned around and must have realized that those gruesome scenes were only photos. When Aaron blushed, Moni knew how much he cared about impressing her. “Hi Moni. This stuff is pretty intense. I’ve sliced open animals before…” She gave him a mocking glare of disgust. “You know, like for dissection in class. I don’t enjoy it or anything. But this guy, he’s straight up psycho.”
She couldn’t take her eyes off his mouth as he spoke. He had this adorable smile like a little spider monkey. His body was sculpted with lean muscle, no doubt from all the outdoor adventures that gave him that golden tan.
The only outdoor adventures her ex Darren had were shooting craps and tagging buildings with spray paint.
“You look like you could use a break,” she said. “Come on in my office for a few.” Aaron scanned the lab for his professor. “Don’t worry. Just tell him I needed your advice on a little something.”
Aaron probably thought of that story as an excuse to go one-on-one with her, but it actually mirrored Moni’s intentions pretty closely. In case he caught on to her ruse, Moni strutted ahead of him on the way to her office so he could enjoy a little wiggle. Once inside, Aaron immediately noticed the photo on the bookcase of Moni wearing the graduation cap and police uniform with her arm around her beaming mother. Everyone who saw that always remarked how much darker her mother looks, making it a dead giveaway that her father is a white man.
The young man smiled with those handsome lips of his. “I can see where you got your rocking looks from,” Aaron said. “Is she a crime fighter too?”
His compliment sprouted a grin across her face that covered up the bitter irony in his comment. Her mother had been a victim of criminal battery at the hands of her father.
“My mother was a nurse, God rest her soul,” Moni said.
“Oh… I’m sorry.” His smile gone, Aaron studied the picture once more. Somehow, photos look different when it’s known that a person in them is a ghost.
“It’s all right. She had a weak heart, but she’s in a better place now.” That place being away from her father. The stress of their abusive marriage drove her blood pressure up and killed her. Even from behind bars, the nasty letters her father mailed home beat the woman down more than his fists ever could.
Moni should have stepped up and saved her mother. She had seen the bruises on her face and arms so many times, but she didn’t say anything. Neither of them had called the police. Neither of them had fought him off, much less lifted a hand against him.
She wouldn’t let it happen again. Moni promised Mariella she’d protect her against that monster conducting a massacre along the lagoon. She couldn’t help the girl until she knew whether she had been infected or not, but Moni couldn’t trust anyone working for Sneed with the tests. He wanted the girl more than the lagoon killer did.
After some conversational foreplay about Aaron’s studies in the graduate program and how he lives in a beachside apartment with friends-not his mom and dad-Moni cut straight to it.
“How about you drop by my place this afternoon?” she asked. Aaron’s eyebrows shot up. “I’ll pick Mariella up and be in by three-thirty.” His enthusiasm mellowed, but not by much. Most guys would have ducked out right there. In her senior year of high school, Moni and her friends joked that having a kid was as good as man repellant.
“That’s cool. I never had a little sister so I hope I’m not a bad role model. I could teach her to surf.”
Mariella probably would have loved that if her ordeal hadn’t made her terrified of the water. She kept a wary eye on the canal behind Moni’s house all day, but she never went near it.
“We’ll save that for another day. She takes a while to adjust to new people,” Moni said. “But I hope you bring your exam kit. After her parents were murdered she spent the whole night near the lagoon. I just want to make sure she’s, you know, healthy.”
“And you don’t want Sneed knowing. I don’t blame you. He’s a damn good cop, but I get the feeling he’s more about bagging them and tagging them than protecting kids.”
“You catch on fast,” Moni said with a giggle. She ran her hand down his arm and gave those rock-hard shoulders a fleeting caress. She wished she knew a good babysitter that could buy her a couple hours with him.
“I wouldn’t worry about it though,” he said. “If she had the thiobacillus infection, it would be obvious. That thing is so brutal you’d see her sick for sure. And it might make people all aggressive like those animals were. We both know that’s so not a problem with her.”
Reminding herself that Mariella only hurt the Buckley boy after he had provoked her, Moni nodded. Still, she couldn’t help feeling a sour pit in her stomach. If the girl didn’t have anything wrong with her, then why did someone leave the raven and why did the stalker shadow Mariella at school?
“She’s okay. It’s just a precaution.” Moni realized her attempt at an assuring grin fell flat.
“Don’t worry about it. I’ll check her out tonight as long as she’s ready.” He placed his hand on her shoulder for a second before awkwardly withdrawing it like he thought he had moved a little too fast. And Moni had thought beachside guys were all about hooking up, surfing and smoking weed. At least he looked like the exception on one of those counts.
“Thanks so much.” This time, Moni hooked her digits around his shoulder and dragged him in for a kiss on the cheek. He didn’t try turning it into a lip lock-well behaved boy. She hadn’t dated one of those since… ever. But acting all sweet wouldn’t help her if things got rough, and between the men she couldn’t shake from her life and Mariella’s problems, she knew they would soon enough. “Just keep one thing in mind. This isn’t a school project. It’s the difference between people dying and escaping with their lives. One witness is already dead. So if you want to get with this for real…” Pausing, she noticed how he widened his eyes as if she were talking about getting with her in a relationship. “Get with this murder investigation, I mean… I just want you to understand because I don’t want to take advantage of your, you know, your…”
Ringing from Moni’s phone interrupted her. Figuring Mariella’s teacher had another round of bad news, she answered immediately.
“Hey, kiddo. You gotta explain to me what’s going on down here. Those assholes won’t let me fish!”
The sound of her father’s voice hit Moni like paralyzing spider venom. Her hand trembled. She could barely hold the phone. Not now. She couldn’t let Aaron see her like this. At least one person in her life shouldn’t know. Having caught onto her reaction, Aaron had already scooted across the room.
“Can you please call me back later? I’m on a case. It’s important that I…”
“I know what case you’re on and your case fucked up my day. I was fix’n to fish under the causeway, but when I got here it smelled awful-like rotten eggs. There were these signs warning me not to fish. I marched right by them, but your damn pig brothers spotted me and kicked me out. Are you gonna let that happen to me?”
She wished she had known. She would have told the officers to book his ass. Or she should have. Moni knew deep down she would have caved in and let her father have his way. His fists couldn’t travel through the phone, but she still flinched at his every word.
“You got an answer for me?”
“Just listen to the signs.” She raked her jittery hand across her forehead. “There is something wrong with the lagoon, but it’s not my fault, okay? I’m working on fixing it.”
Averting his eyes as if a naked sumo wrestler were standing before him, Aaron bolted for the exit. “You’re busy. Hey, it’s cool. I’ll see you tonight.”
Hoping her father didn’t hear that, she covered the phone as she called for Aaron. He vanished before he heard her. He didn’t want any part of this.
Moni reared her arm back to chuck the phone against the wall. She wound her arm through the throwing motion and returned it to her ear. Ending a phone conversation early with her father meant setting up a physical meeting. She didn’t need that, especially with Mariella in her house.
“You got a hearing problem, girl?”
“Sorry. I’m just…”
“You’re just stupid. What are you doing with a child?”
He knew. Moni doubled over and gasped for air. She clamped her teeth and shook her head. His fists came down so hard. His teeth sank deep into her wrists until they bled. She smelled the leather on the soles of his boot as it squashed her head against the wall. Now Moni left her body and watched him inflict the abuse on someone else-Mariella cowering in her closet and not even capable of screaming.
Then he yelled at her: “You been fucking up my whole life, you little whore! All you do is screw up!”
Moni cupped the phone against her mouth with both of her hands because one alone couldn’t hold it steady. Her wobbly legs dumped her body onto the chair.
“There is no child,” she said weakly.
“Bullshit. I know a lot more than you think.”
“Have you been watching me?” A chill passed through her body. Her father didn’t own a blue pickup truck like the one outside Mariella’s school, but he could steal anything on wheels.
“You know I’d never violate my restraining order against children,” he said, referring to the child abuser boundary laws. “But I got a pal who keeps tabs on you. If you won’t show me some respect and keep me dialed in on your life, I have other ways, believe me.”
“Another way named Darren, huh? I got his message. So I guess he’s casing me out.” After seeing the note her ex had left outside her house, she had figured as much.
“He told me you brought home this little Mexican girl the other week. I put two and two together and figured that’s the girl the TV showed you carrying from the murder scene. Jesus Moni, she’s not a puppy. What are you doing?”
Moni never asked for a dog because she knew how her father would treat it every time it so much as sniffed his prized football game day recliner. He didn’t trust her with an animal, just like he didn’t trust her with a child.
“This girl is scared and vulnerable,” Moni said. “She doesn’t have another person on earth who’ll care for her. She needs me.”
“A single-parent household is no place for a child like that.”
That’s funny because Moni had wished so many times that her father would leave so her mother could raise her alone.
“I’m 32, dad. I’m ready for this. Mom was a lot younger when she had me.”
“Yeah she was. I knocked her up in her dorm room,” he said with a bullfrog chuckle. She winced at the thought of her parents doing the nasty. She imagined that her dad didn’t even take off his football helmet or shoulder pads. “Your mother could separate her work from her home life. You can’t. If you’re gonna stop the asshole who ruined my lagoon, you can’t be raising a child.”
“I told you! I can handle…”
“And from what I understand, this girl’s got problems. Everybody knows she’s the survivor. It’s all over the damn TV. So what you got is a crazy killer who knows this girl’s seen his face.”
“Thanks for reminding me. That’s why she needs special protection. I’ve got…”
“What’ve you got? A gun and no guts to use it? Shit, Moni. You’ve been on the force more than ten years. How many suckers have you shot?”
She didn’t reply. They both knew the answer. It didn’t bother Moni because it showed she used discretion-a word her father wouldn’t recognize.
“There’s a target on that child’s back and, as long as you got her, the target’s on you too. The lagoon man has a hunger and I smelled it out there today. That girl belongs to his lagoon and he’s coming to take her back. You can’t stop it, so you best get outta the way.”
Moni could hardly breathe. The only matters she trusted her father’s judgment in were ones like these-understanding the deranged. The killer inadvertently let Mariella get away once. He’d come again, but this time, his manipulation of the lagoon and its creatures had grown stronger. If two brothers trained and equipped for hunting couldn’t stop it, what chance did Moni have?
But she had made a promise. If she couldn’t protect Mariella, no one would.
“I’m not afraid of it,” she said in a somber tone.
“Uh-huh.”
Moni shook her fist. “I said I’m not afraid of that motherfucker! Let him come. Let any gator or bird or whatever the hell he’s got come. I’m ready for it.”
She wished she could see his face during his brief pause. Moni hoped he looked shell-shocked. More than likely, he was displaying that yellow-toothed condescending smile.
“You keep telling yourself that, kid. Keep telling yourself… but don’t forget what I said. He ain’t gonna stop.”
He hung up. Moni already wished she could forget.



Chapter 14


Moni came for Mariella about a half hour before school ended. She burned the time by driving in a slow circle around the perimeter of the boxy brick classrooms and portables. She saw a few other parents waiting for their little ones, but she didn’t spot any suspicious characters or trucks with drivers using binoculars.
The moment Mariella saw Moni, the girl flew into her arms with a big hung and buried her face into her shoulder. It counted as the most gratifying experience of her life. She finally felt like a real parent. On the flip side, that love came packaged with a ton of anxiety.
If Moni could believe Mrs. Mint, Mariella’s day had been as calm as the detective’s had been chaotic. She completed her written assignments perfectly and kept to herself. The Buckley boys teased her, but the little Zen master didn’t pay them any mind. Her teacher said Mariella had been mesmerized watching Snowflake, the class’s white mouse.
No wonder Mariella didn’t get along with Tropic the cat, Moni thought.
Tropic brushed his red furry body against Moni’s leg when she entered her house. Mariella hunched over and reached for the cat a little too forcefully. Tropic scampered off and hid behind the wooden knee-high statue of an elephant with a Zulu warrior shield across its back.
“Cowardly kitty! You need a magical elephant to protect you from a little girl? Come on, Tropic.”
Mariella knelt down and waved Tropic over. Cocking its head curiously, the cat didn’t lift a paw. The girl looked up at Moni and shrugged.
“I know. Tropic is being silly.” She offered a hand and helped Mariella up. “I bet he knows you’re friends with a mouse. Cats are intuitive like that.”
She got over the rejection in a heartbeat. The girl took her drawing papers and colored pencils out of her backpack and stood before the sliding glass door that led to the patio deck out back. Moni understood the unspoken message and let her out. Mariella sat on her knees in her usual plastic yellow chair and laid out a clean piece of paper on the glass table. She grabbed the purple pencil first. She didn’t color. She stared at it.
“Where have you seen purple like that before?” Moni asked with a hint of nervousness as she thought of the tumors and glowing eyes. For once, she felt relieved that Mariella wouldn’t answer her. “Maybe on a pretty flower?”
Mariella drew a purple flower. The petals were precisely even and symmetrical. She sketched a heart underneath it and handed it to Moni.
“Ah, for me? Thank you!” She held the precious paper up and made sure the girl saw her beaming approval. “I’ll hang it in the kitchen with the others.”
Keeping the girl on the patio in the corner of her eye, Moni took her backpack and went into the house. When she pulled out a few other drawings that Mariella had made at school, she came across the gator picture. She couldn’t help but notice it because it didn’t look anything like the others. The lines around its scaly body and stubby claws were rigid. It didn’t have cartoonish features like Mrs. Mint had said. The gator had jagged teeth-meat rendering teeth.
Moni remembered the crime scene photo with the divots of flesh torn out of Robbie Cooper’s arm. That creature had caught him in a death grip and dragged him below water. She felt a little hand on her back and jumped.
“Oh! Hi.” She patted Mariella on the shoulder.
The girl offered her another paper. This one had writing: I am eight years old.
“Very good, baby.” Moni placed the gator drawing face down on the kitchen counter so she could avoid voicing her opinion on that one. Mariella must not have noticed because she smiled proudly.
The doorbell rang and the girl dropped her smile. She curled into her safety position right behind Moni’s leg and clung on for dear life.
“It’s okay, child.” Moni patted her on the head as she dislodged her foot from the floor and hauled the girl with her to the door. “I’m expecting a friendly visitor today. You’ll like this guy.”
After making sure she saw those blond locks through the side window, Moni swung open the door for Aaron and his teddy bear. The surfing stud could have come in a T decked with tribal skulls and sharks. Moni patted herself on the back for figuring that Aaron would know better. His beach bum button-down shirt and jean shorts shouldn’t threaten Mariella at all. And even better; he held a brown furry teddy in front of his face and gave it a voice.
“Hi, little girl,” Aaron said in a voice that sounded more like a chipmunk than a baby bear. “The fleas are getting me out here. May I please come in?”
Mariella ducked behind Moni’s leg so the cotton-stuffed intimidator wouldn’t spot her. Lowering the bear, Aaron uncovered his deflated face. The novice didn’t know that he couldn’t win a strange child’s heart in the first five seconds with a toy. Now candy-that might have a shot.
Still, Moni saw a double meaning in his gesture of bringing a present for the child, but nothing for the full-grown woman. Either he viewed this as a strictly friendly meeting or he made it a point in showing her that he would embrace having a kid around. Moni hadn’t made up her mind which one of those she’d prefer.
“That pickup line so bombed. We’re not that easy,” Moni told Aaron. “Don’t worry. I’ll still invite you in.” She backpedaled with Mariella clinging against her leg. Aaron sauntered on in as if he had been in her house a thousand times. He kept the teddy bear in hand and his black bag slung over his shoulder. Mariella better calm down so he can do her checkup, Moni thought.
“Okay, Mariella. This is my friend Aaron.”
She reached behind her and grabbed the child’s hand, but she resisted a gentle tug toward the visitor. Mariella squirmed away and scampered onto the couch. She sat with her legs shielding everything but her dark hair and piercing brown eyes.
“I’m sorry. It just takes a while with new people,” Moni said. Of course, there were some people Mariella never tolerated. She might have been an innocent, all-trusting child before, but never again after what happened to her parents.
“It’s cool. I guess I’m one creepy dude,” Aaron said. “I knew I should have worn my Chuck E. Cheese cologne.” His eyes brightened as Moni giggled. “Look, I’ll just leave the little princess this teddy bear right on this couch. She can take teddy if she wants… Please don’t leave him sad and alone.”
Aaron tossed the teddy bear on the opposite end of the couch from Mariella. She stretched her leg out and curiously poked it with her toes. The girl snapped her foot back as if the furry toy had been on fire.
“It’s just a toy, baby,” Moni said. “It won’t hurt you. This man has only brought good things for you today.” At least, that’s what she hoped.
Mariella didn’t budge. She curled her head into her knees as if she were an armadillo balling up.
“It’s been a rough week, I know, I know,” Aaron told the girl. “I remember when I was in elementary school like you and the other kids thought I was a total scrub. I was all bird-chested and twig-limbed. One time when they were making us do chin-ups on the big bar and I could barely do one, this kid from a higher grade snuck behind and pantsed me. I’m talking totally down to my ankles in front of the whole class.” Mariella stole a peek at him from behind her knees. She couldn’t hide that smile. Moni couldn’t believe the girl finally looked amused. “Aw man, they brought it up every day. That’s when I took up surfing. Out there, all you hear are the waves. They might dump you on your butt sometimes, but they don’t mean anything personal by it. Just remember to keep your bathing suit tied up tight. I’ve been pantsed by a wave before too, but that was my fault.”
With a big grin curling along the corners of her lips, Mariella snatched up his bear and cradled it in her lap. She finally placed her feet on the floor. Moni gawked at Aaron as if he had just leapt over the Great Wall of China.
With the girl at ease with him, Aaron studied all the tribal African paintings and figurines on Moni’s walls and cabinets. Most were of proud women traced in black chalk with slender yet strong bodies and boisterous Afros. There were no men in any of the artwork besides the male animals: the mighty lion head cast in fiery orange with black obsidian eyes, the stoic giraffe being led by the robed tribal woman, a horse racing a woman who has lightening streaking from her hair.
Moni knew her decorating practically screamed, “This is a black woman’s house!” She didn’t do it for her light-skinned guests. They would say a single drop of chocolate into a cup of white milk looks black. No, Moni made sure her brothers and sisters didn’t confuse her complexion with being light on soul.
“Wicked house, Moni,” said Aaron, who didn’t appear at all concerned about her untamed warrior complex. Maybe he liked that kind of thing.
“I’m keeping the African importers in business,” Moni said. “Mariella likes it too. She’s drawn some of these animals. She especially likes the horses.”
“Oh yeah?” He faced Mariella but smartly kept his distance. “I know a horse ranch. How’d you like to go horseback riding some time?”
After a few seconds processing the offer, Mariella nodded slowly. As Mariella sat on the couch coloring alongside her new teddy bear, the cool breeze seeped in from the screen in the rear of the house and jostled through the girl’s hair. Moni and Aaron sat around the dining table, where they could see her and still talk quietly without the girl overhearing. She liked his surfing and boating stories so much that she nearly asked him for a trip out on the water with him. The problem was Moni didn’t like any body of water she couldn’t see straight through. She imagined there were critters or slimy things in there. With all that bacteria gunk in the lagoon, that applied more than ever.
And Mariella had bathed in that vile water enough.
“Listen, Aaron,” she said during a narrow gap between his stories. The less she countered with stories about her life, the better. “I think Mariella feels more comfortable with you now. Can you check her out a little just to be sure she doesn’t have… you know?”
“I’ll try, but I don’t think she’ll let me touch her. I wouldn’t want to force myself…”
“I can keep her steady. We’ll start with her mouth.”
“The mouth, huh? Have you ever seen anything there? You know what they look like.”
Caught hesitating, Moni shrugged. She offered him a seductive smile that she hoped would make him forget the question. Sure enough, Aaron grinned as dumbly as a rabbit trapped in a box and munching on the bait.
Moni sat besides Mariella and started stroking the girl’s hair as she colored. Her eyes locked on those brownish pink lips. She wondered whether those delicate petals hid a horde of purple welts full of life-sucking bacteria. They would have left their toxic residue on every utensil and dish in Moni’s house. Every time Moni opened her mouth or breathed in the air inside her own house, the tiny assassins invaded her body. Mariella didn’t appear sick. Moni didn’t feel bad either, but the very thought of their existence made her blood curdle inside her veins.
The moment Aaron took a step toward the couch with the black bag at his side, Mariella froze. She dropped her crayon, clasped her palm atop Moni’s hand and cowered against her protector. Nothing got past this girl.
“Oh Mariella. I told you Aaron won’t hurt you. He’s just gonna give you a quick check up.”
“Only if you’re okay with it,” Aaron assured her.
“Oh course, she…”
Feeling Mariella’s frightened touch, Moni realized that she couldn’t speak for the girl. Just because Mariella didn’t talk, that didn’t mean Moni could make her decisions for her. The tiny trembling fingers digging into her hand told her all that mattered. Mariella felt healthy and strong. She didn’t need instruments probing her body. She hated needles. Moni couldn’t let anyone do it-even Aaron.
He paced closer. Moni stood up and shielded the girl. “Change of plans.”
“Oh? You seemed so sure a second ago.”
“Mariella isn’t ready for more tests. What she had last week after we picked her up was enough.”
“I’m not arguing.” Aaron dropped his bag and kicked it underneath the table. “We’ll play doctor another time. But right now, how about we play ‘order that pizza’?”
“Now you’re talking.” Moni grinned and set a fresh sheet of paper on the table for Mariella, who finally relaxed her grip so the blood could rush back into Moni’s arm. “Hey, baby, why don’t you draw me a nice picture of all the toppings you…”
Her words were cut off by a loud bang and crash from in front of her house. Mariella scampered behind the couch as fast as a mouse shooting back into its hole. Moni leapt up and marched past the befuddled Aaron toward the front window. She brushed back the curtains. The side mirror on Aaron’s sedan had been bashed and left hanging like a mangled limb. Darren had paid them a little visit.
“That’s my fucking car!” Aaron hollered. “My dad will be so pissed.”
Moni didn’t care how much Aaron mooched off his parents at that moment because she knew the man who smacked that mirror off Aaron’s car wouldn’t hesitate in separating parts from real bodies. The door shook under his pounding.
“Open this door Moni!”
Her father had screamed the same message at her when she held tight to the handle on the other side of her closet door. He had always overpowered her flimsy arms and barged inside with his breath aflame.
Darren’s boot slammed into the door. Moni felt the vibration of the blow in the floor and jolted back.
“I got ways of com’n in here. Remember, this is where I live! This is my house!”
Moni’s hand hovered over the gun hanging on her waistband. It stood ready for a moment like this. She didn’t touch it. Darren had smacked her around, but he’d never go gangster on her.
“Moni, who the hell is that?” Aaron asked.
“Just some guy,” she mumbled.
“Some guy’s gonna make us call the police. No offense and all, but I think you could use some backup on this one.”
“Don’t. I got this.”
He didn’t deserve jail time. He wasn’t like her father. She had thought Darren would protect her from her father. He’d never mess with a 6-foot, 4-inch mass of black muscle adorned with thick chains, gold teeth and tribal tattoos all up and down his arms.
“I know you got some little faggot in there wit’ you!” he shouted through the door. “You really want me to break this window don’t you? Or how about I come ‘round back and stomp in your screen?”
Moni glanced behind her. If Darren came through the rear, he’d see Mariella hiding behind the couch. That asshole had ruined enough girls’ lives.
“You wanna see me?” Moni asked. “Here I am.”
Her hand froze over her gun. Darren wouldn’t go that far unless she drew first. She unlocked the deadbolt. He immediately yanked open the door, but the chain stopped it from opening more than five inches. Darren nearly dislodged the chain from the wall. Moni saw cracks form in the wood around it.
His nostrils flared as he poked his face through as far as he could. Those lips that had once kissed her so passionately all over her body and made her squeal with delight now snarled like a panther with gold-capped fangs.
“You can’t kick me out,” Darren said. “I paid for this crib.”
“You leant me a couple hundred bucks once. That doesn’t mean you own the place.”
“I own what I say I own and we’re not done until I say we’re done. I don’t remember breaking up with you, bitch.”
“Yeah, what you call what you were doing with that ho? That’s a relationship killer right there. There is no coming back home from that shit.”
“Men got urges. Sometimes that’s what happens when the woman is working late when her ass should be home. You can’t blame me for that.”
“Fine. I don’t blame you… Now get away from my house.”
Moni pushed the door shut, but Darren wrapped his bear paw of a hand around the door. She couldn’t press it closed. She squinted her eyes and shoved it harder. Her effort stymied, Moni opened her eyes and saw the silver nozzle of Darren’s gun in her face. She instantly realized how foolish she was to trust that she wouldn’t need to draw her gun.
“Ain’t you gonna invite me in so I can meet your guest?”



Chapter 15


Moni did what her ex-boyfriend said. She dropped her gun on the floor and unlocked the chain so he could come inside. Aaron had never been held at gunpoint. The worst weapon he’d seen used on the beachside was a skateboard swung around. His blood ran cold when the hulking black man burst in the house and swept the aim of his gun between him and Moni.
After telling himself a thousand times that this wasn’t happening and holding his ass from shitting his pants, Aaron got the notion that Mr. Muscles wasn’t playing games. This guy intended on hurting somebody-maybe killing them.
“What’s up?” the man barked as he pointed the gun at Aaron’s forehead.
His mumbling reply didn’t form a coherent response.
“You think you can mack on my girl? Yeah, this is what happens.”
He brought the barrel within inches of his face. Aaron squeezed his eyes closed.
“Stop it, Darren!” Moni shouted. “This is between you and me. It has nothing to do with him.”
The man turned the gun from Aaron and casually aimed it at her ribs. “Oh, so when you bring some punk home to lay that pipe in you it means nothing, but when I stray for just one night it’s all over. Is that how it works with you? That’s a double standard, if you ask me.”
“You don’t know shit about what I’m doing. I haven’t done anything with Aaron. He’s here as a friend.”
The diss of being called a friend didn’t hurt Aaron as bad as how Darren responded when he heard his name.
“Aaron, huh?” Darren turned the gun on him again. “So that’s the name they’ll be writing on your tombstone.”
Aaron shielded his face-as if his arms could block a bullet-and backed off.
“Darren, get a grip on yourself! You’re not that kind of person. I’ve known you since high school. You’re no killer.”
Aaron peeked out from behind his arms and saw Darren facing Moni with the gun on her again.
“You’ve known me all these years, Moni, and now you’re kick’n me outta this house like a dog. Cause I made, what, one mistake? How many times have I covered for you when you screwed up? Huh? You still haven’t told off your father and he keeps com’n round. Without me, you think he would have left here without hurting you?”
“And now you’re telling my father all about my life. You’ve sure come full circle.”
“I’m just making sure you remember how good you had it. You think this little white boy is gonna save you from your ex-con daddy? Look at him.” He waved at Aaron with a hand and forearm nearly as wide as the kid’s calves.
By Aaron’s count, Moni had a thuggish ex-boyfriend, an abusive father and a cruel boss. With her horrible luck with men, Aaron figured he resembled a dashing prince in comparison. Of course, he didn’t feel all that heroic with Darren and his gun in the room.
When he saw Moni’s desperate eyes putting him on the spot to say something and stand up for his manliness, Aaron couldn’t catch his tongue. His bragging would have been like the town sandal shiner unleashing a battle cry in the face of a Spartan warrior.
“Get outta here, punk.” Darren said without even pointing his gun at him. The deep growl in his voice sounded deadly enough. “Leave me and my girl and don’t let me catch you even looking at her again. If I see you again, there’s gonna be a whooping headed your way.”
Aaron didn’t feel readying for a whooping that day, especially from the business end of a gun. He faced Moni, who still had the weapon trained on her. “It’s okay, Aaron. You don’t have to stay for this.” She couldn’t even look at him as her words drowned in disappointment.
Aaron took a couple of steps toward the door. Then he doubled back and glanced at Mariella, who cowered behind the couch where Darren couldn’t see her. One week before, the girl had seen her parents beheaded and gorged by a freakish killer. Today, she would see the only person left in the world who cared for her shot dead, Aaron thought. Who would love and protect her then?
As Aaron stared at Mariella’s remarkably serene brown eyes, he remembered the brown eyes and black skin of his childhood friend, Crystal Marshall. Only one of six black kids in his elementary school on the beachside, she had lived a few houses down from him since they were toddlers. They always played together, often pitting toy soldier against purse-wielding dolls. Yet, as they got into middle school, most of the kids weren’t so friendly with Crystal. They made fun of her “mini afro” and said she smelled like a monkey. When the girls shoved her, Crystal hit back. The teachers always saw the second blow and suspended her.
Aaron got picked on too, but not nearly as bad. Hanging out with Crystal would give them a whole new arsenal of names they could call him. Some of the boys said they’d beat the crap out of any white kid who dated one of the black students. The only guy who broke this rule was a football player, and he could fend for himself better than puny Aaron could.
So he blew Crystal off. They didn’t talk for the whole spring of eighth grade-not even at the bus stop they stood at every morning. That summer, a moving van rolled onto Crystal’s driveway and loaded up her house. Aaron went over and asked her mother whether he could see Crystal. Even at fourteen, he recognized the look of betrayal on a grown woman’s face. Crystal didn’t want any part of him.
A few days later, her family left. Aaron heard they moved to Atlanta, where Crystal might fit in better and find some friends-something Aaron had failed at being for her when she most needed him.
Now, Moni had a gun on her. He barely knew this woman, but she needed him. So did Mariella.
“I’m staying right here,” Aaron said. Darren pointed the gun between his eyes. He resisted the urge to flinch. “I’m not leaving them alone with you.”
“What do you mean them?” Darren asked. Moni gawked at Aaron. That wasn’t the reaction he had been hoping for. “So you were looking at someone back there. Whoever it is better get out here, and I mean now!”
Mariella didn’t move.
“You wanna see some blood? If not, you get your ass out here.” Darren turned his gun on Moni again. Her face went pale. Aaron knew she’d take a bullet for the girl, but that would only buy her a minute. He had a split second to stop Darren.
Too late. Mariella stepped out from behind the couch. The man had a fresh target. Seeing the look on Moni’s face, Aaron saw that this terrified her more than staring down a bullet herself.
“No. Don’t!” Moni pleaded.
Darren faced the child with the gun at waist level. He aimed it in her general direction, but not straight at her. Mariella wobbled on those meek little feet. Her lips shuddered as she eyed his instrument of death. Without a single word or even a scream, the girl’s angelic face contorted into a portrait of absolute dread, as if a million bodies had roasted in ovens before her eyes.
“Oh… I’m sorry,” Darren said as he tucked the gun into the waistband of his jeans. Moni’s mouth opened so wide that she nearly kneed herself in the jaw. “I didn’t mean to frighten you, kid.”
Mariella backed against the screen door in the rear of the house. Darren shuffled backwards toward the front door.
“I didn’t realize the girl was home,” he said. “I’m not like your daddy. I don’t hurt children.” Moni furrowed her brow and took a step toward her downed gun. “Yeah, I’m not done with you neither. I’ll see you again, Moni-real soon. And I better not see this punk making a play for your cooch or I’ll smash his little prick in my car door and drive ‘round town with him. Ya feel me?”
Aaron would have returned fire with a witty comeback, but concentrated on crossing his legs just in case. His chicken-legged stance didn’t exactly make him look macho for Moni, but at least he didn’t bail out of there crying.
When Darren slammed the door shut and headed for his car, Moni hustled over, scooped up her gun and pointed it at him through the window until he drove away. Aaron couldn’t understand why she didn’t do that in the first place if she thought he came there for a fight-as the broken mirror on Aaron’s car surely attested.
“Holy shit,” Aaron remarked.
“If you want to leave now, I’ll understand,” Moni said as she kept watch out the window. Aaron read the shameful expression on her face in the reflection off the glass as a sign that she couldn’t bear facing him.
“Naw, it’s cool. Everybody’s got some skeletons in their closet. It’s just that those skeletons don’t usually come packing heat.”
“And he might do it again. He doesn’t let things go. The safest place for you to be is as far away from me as possible.”
“What about Mariella? If it’s so dangerous around you, between him and all the craziness in the lagoon, then why is she here? I can help you both out.”
“Mariella…” Moni turned and looked for the girl. “Oh my God! Get away from that!”
Aaron whirled around and saw the night black water moccasin coiled on the other side of the screen door. Mariella was only a foot away on the other side of the flimsy netting. Snakes shouldn’t attack people unprovoked. They eat rats and frogs and stuff. But Aaron knew at once that wasn’t a normal snake. It sprung through the screen with such force that it tore it out of the door frame. The netting fell on top of it, but it wouldn’t keep it down for long. The snake started slithering out with its pointy, venom-filled head aiming for Mariella’s back.



Chapter 16


The snake poked its head out from underneath the downed screen and opened its jaws. Moni saw its white mouth and hooked fangs. One bite from the water moccasin, also known as the Florida cottonmouth because of the color of its most deadly weapon, could kill a grown person. The same amount of poison in Mariella’s small body would stop her heart quicker than a light switch getting flicked off.
Moni dashed across her living room. She couldn’t make it in time. She heard her cat Tropic hissing and yowling from her bedroom. Moni screamed at the snake as if the shockwaves of anger in her voice could stop it. The water moccasin coiled up and readied to pounce on Mariella’s back. The girl didn’t see it. She didn’t move, or even seem disturbed in the least by the sight of Moni freaking out.
The snake sprang toward the girl. Aaron dove from the other side. Mariella ducked out of Aaron’s way. The snake’s white mouth snapped at him as he fell on his shoulder. Moni couldn’t tell whether it had struck him or not, but he spit enough curses to make a truck driver faint. Mariella scampered into her room and slammed the door.
When Aaron sat up, he faced one peeved reptile. It didn’t hiss, but it recoiled into attack mode.
“Roll!” Moni yelled at him as she trained her gun on it.
Aaron reacted with more of a flop than a roll. It worked well enough. The water moccasin hesitated in its attack and Moni shot its head off. Its body fell limp as a rubber band as its blood trickled, not poured, onto her carpet.
“Oh damn…” Aaron gasped as he scrambled to the couch. If the snake had bit him, he couldn’t have gotten back on his feet. He gawked at Moni’s smoking gun. “Thank you.”
“I should thank you,” she said as she holstered the weapon. “You got Mariella out of the way.”
“I didn’t lay a finger on her. I tried to shove her away from it, but she took off so fast. The girl’s got survival instincts.”
“That’s for sure. But we got lucky this time. Thank God you were standing close enough…”
“To serve as bait.” He rubbed the forearm the snake had nearly sunk its fangs into.
“You’re pretty brave for a surfer dude.” Moni trotted up and kissed him on the cheek. She felt a spark there, like a rock striking a piece of flint. A couple more times and it might start burning.
Maybe Darren had it wrong about this guy, she thought. Aaron proved that he’d protect her and Mariella. It took her long enough, but she realized that a good heart-even without the guns to back it up-counted more than all muscle and selfish intentions.
“How about I take you up on that horseback riding trip?”
“Sweet,” he said with a beaming grin. “Let’s tell Mariella.”
As he turned toward the girl’s room, she gently grabbed his arm and halted him.
“Not such a good idea. My baby got spooked. Let her calm down. I’ll tell her before bed.”
“All right. I feel ya.” Aaron sounded as gangster with that phrase as a cat sounds tough barking. Moni giggled. “But I think we should hold off on the pizza for tonight. I better clean up this mess and deliver the remains to the AMRI lab before they spoil.”
Moni dropped her smile as she eyed the dead snake. It resembled a black garden hose that had exploded at one end.
“What’s gonna spoil? I mean, besides my appetite.” Moni pressed her hand against her stomach and stuck out her tongue.
“I bet it’s loaded with bacteria,” Aaron said. “The snake should have bounced off your screen and maybe ripped it along the edge a bit, not tore through it. And then there’s that.”
In the pool of blood underneath the snake’s mangled head festered a smidgen of purple ooze.
Gators, birds, manatees and now snakes infected with the bacteria had attacked people, Moni thought. Most of their targets had died. If Aaron hadn’t gone all out on that desperate dive, Mariella would have wound up like the others.
Moni’s heart numbed over with a chill. The words her father had stuffed into her ear only hours ago rang through her head.
“The lagoon man has a hunger and I smelled it out there today. That girl belongs to his lagoon and he’s coming to take her back. You can’t stop it, so you best get outta the way.”



Chapter 17


Moni couldn’t settle down to sleep. As she lay beneath the sweaty sheets, she replayed the incidents with Darren and the snake over and over in her head. She couldn’t understand the timing of both attacks happening in such close succession. Did someone make the animal strike at her most vulnerable moment? It had caught her utterly unprepared. Aaron had saved the girl, not her.
Detective Sneed interrupted those lingering thoughts with a phone call at around five-thirty in the morning. Moni feigned a weary answer, as if he had woke her from a deep slumber.
“I heard you fired off a round in your house yesterday. You know, we got a firing range so you don’t shoot up your neighborhood like a damn hoodlum.”
“I shot a snake. I reported it and, as I wrote, Aaron took the carcass to the lab.”
“You and Aaron. Uh huh.” He huffed in disapproval. Officers shouldn’t date sources in an investigation, but Moni knew he got offended by something else-a black woman and a white man.
“I hope you have a better reason than that to drag me outta bed. I’ll be taking Mariella to school in a couple hours.”
“I got a plenty good reason,” Sneed said. “Remember Randy Cooper-the guy who escaped being a gator’s midnight snack? We haven’t heard from him since we dropped him back at his house. He hasn’t answered his phone. After you drop off the young witness, go head on over there with Skillings and Harrison. Let Cooper know that he can’t duck us. I got a search warrant that says he better open up.”
Moni rubbed her forehead, which had been basting in her sweat all night. He could have waited an hour before giving her that assignment. Not that he had really awoken her, but he had tried. Maybe Sneed spent all night working his cases like a general plotting war inside his tent. The master of paranoia had once again pointed his hairy finger at the victim instead of focusing on a killer that had him outwitted.
“I’ll knock on his door, but I’d prefer not to draw the search warrant,” Moni said. “The poor guy has been through hell in the past 24 hours.”
Moni got an early start on the day by packing Mariella’s bag and cooking her breakfast. The girl treaded through her morning motions somberly coming on the heels of two attacks, but Moni put a smile on her face by promising horseback riding that afternoon. She decided against mentioning Aaron. She didn’t know whether Mariella had fled from the snake or the man jumping at her.
After she dropped the girl off, Moni met up with Nina Skillings and Clyde Harrison in the parking lot of a Palm Bay shopping center a few miles from Cooper’s house. For sure, Skillings’ toughness and Harrison’s colossal strength could have done the job fine without Moni. She figured that Sneed had signed her up as a tag along so she’d learn how “real officers” handled themselves.
“So, you saw Sneed interview this crackpot,” Skillings said, hanging her head out the window of the patrol car parked beside Moni’s undercover Taurus. “Why do you think he’s gone quiet on us?”
“Telling us about his brother’s murder took a lot out of him,” Moni said. “We really should have sent him for a psychiatric evaluation before releasing him.”
Harrison leaned over from the driver’s side, and formed a scowl with his square jaw and bushy eyebrows. “If this runt doesn’t talk, I’ll give him an evaluation with my boot.”
Moni sighed and shook he head. “I’d say Randy has had enough big, dumb animals attack him for one week.”
He chuckled without a sign of taking offense. At least Harrison knew his role.
They found Randy Cooper’s old Ford pickup outside his house. He must have stopped by the home of his brother’s newly widowed wife on the beachside and picked it up. Moni couldn’t imagine how painful that meeting must have been for him. How could he look that woman and her son in the eyes and tell them that the man of their household is gone? How could he tell them he was snatched from his boat and killed during his reckless caper in the middle of the night? Moni understood why he didn’t feel like answering his phone, or his door.
“Randy!” Skillings shouted for the fifth time. They didn’t hear anything stirring inside. The curtains were tightly drawn, but the odor of stale bread, moldy cheese and spoiled beer wafted through the cracks in the window panes. “I can smell that slob’s mess from out here. That’s a reason enough for a search even without this warrant.”
“Okay. I got it.” Harrison pointed Skillings to the side so he could kick in the door.
“Hold the beef, cowboy. This one’s mine,” Skillings said. She grabbed the battering ram and pounded through the door in two blows. “No need to ruin a fine pair of boots.”
Moni rolled her eyes. At least this time, Skillings showboated on a defenseless door and not on Moni’s ribs in kickboxing class.
Even Skillings’ tough girl armor didn’t prevent her from clutching her nose and groaning when she entered Randy Cooper’s house. Pizza boxes with their rotting, half-eaten leftovers littered the floor. Some of them were atop piles of clothes. A familiar mud-stained shirt covered one of the boxes. He had left beer bottles all over the place-on the couch, on the floor, on the window sill, on the TV, and all over the kitchen counter where they also found a pile of toxic dishes overloading the sink. He had nearly run out of surface space for the bottles and dirty dishes.
“I guess he wasn’t a stickler for recycling, or cleaning,” Moni said as she trudged through the pizza boxes and foam takeout containers. “At least he didn’t make his garbage man work hard.”
“This isn’t by choice,” Skillings said as she drew her gun and checked the bathroom. She wretched, but didn’t fire, and quickly shut off the light. “Bleh. Something’s wrong. No one would live in conditions like this.”
“What are you talking about? When I got out of high school, I got an apartment with a couple of buddies and our shithole put this shithole to shame,” Harrison said. “When the pizza boxes get so high you can sit on them, that’s when you’ve got it made.”
Skillings, who kept her desk so neat that paper clips were sorted by their different sizes, shuddered.
“Our resident cave man has a point,” Moni said. “Let’s settle this. I bet our witness is sleeping off one wicked hangover.”
They crept toward the master bedroom. The door had been left open a crack. Through it, she caught a whiff of the most horrible stench yet. Maybe he never washed his sheets, she thought. But anyone who had visited a crime scene or a trauma ward would instantly recognize the meaning of that smell.
Moni paused and took a deep breath. With each beat, her heart pounded harder in dread of what waited on the other side of the bedroom door. She slipped into Randy Cooper’s room. Moni saw his body splayed out across the blood-soaked carpet alongside his bed. His flesh had been gnawed up. His skin hung off his face in ribbons of meat around his bare, round eyeballs. Randy’s lips had been whittled down, exposing a skeletal smile that was missing one tooth and sporting puffy gums. His clothes were in tatters, mostly from bite marks, but there were also patches of black ashes where the fabric had been burned through. The acid had singed his bed, which had the bloody tread marks of tiny rodent feet with needle-like claws: rats.
Moni tasted the half-digested eggs and ham from breakfast as they catapulted up her throat. She scampered for the bathroom, but the smell wafting from there turned her reeling back. She let it heave all over the tile in the hallway.
The wretched aftertaste of stomach acid only reminded her of the foul acid that the infected rats had burned Randy with as they ate him alive. On the same night Moni had barely avoided a snake attack, the only other person who had witnessed the lagoon killer’s work had been torn apart by rats in his bed. The monster wanted them. It wouldn’t stop.
Moni started back toward the room, but Harrison placed his palm on her shoulder in the hallway. Instead of its usual mauling, his hand lingered there warmly.
“If it’s too much for you, I’ll understand,” he said. “Hell, I wish I hadn’t downed that protein shake ‘cause it’s sitting extra heavy now.”
“Call the cleanup crew,” Skillings shouted from inside the bloody room. “And tell them to sweep the outside of the house. There’s a hole in the wall where the little bastards chewed their way in.”
Now that rats had started breaking, entering, and murdering, Moni couldn’t think of an animal she shouldn’t fear.



Chapter 18


The children huddled before Mrs. Mint and sat on the carpet for story time. Mariella didn’t join them. While she stared in fascination at the white mouse Snowflake, half of her classmates snickered at her.
Mrs. Mint called her over. The girl did nothing. The teacher didn’t know whether Mariella had a good reason but simply couldn’t articulate it, or whether she had flat out ignored her. Her classmates could care less. They saw it as an act of defiance that went unpunished because little Mariella played by different rules.
“She’s trying to kiss her boyfriend!” said Cole Buckley, the hyperactive boy that Mariella had knocked silly-supposedly on accident-on her first day back.
“No way. Even Snowflake thinks her breath stinks,” said his twin, Kyle Buckley.
As Mrs. Mint told the boys they better cut it out, Mariella swiveled around and froze the twins with a cold stare. Those dark eyes extinguished their childish laughter. Mariella stalked right up to their noses and then took a seat on the carpet behind them. The Buckley boys didn’t say another word until the teacher finished the chapter. They didn’t even turn around for a glimpse at their silent adversary behind them.
Mrs. Mint tried helping Mariella talk, but hadn’t gotten a word out of her. She had become more communicative in different ways, such as pointing, facial expression and occasionally writing down a few words like “Need bathroom.” It didn’t hamper her class work too much. Mariella picked up math better than even before the tragedy and she copied words perfectly. But when she had to compose a few sentences on her own, she refused. Mariella would reach a hand out from behind her shield, but she wouldn’t set the barrier down.
So Mrs. Mint went along another route. She sat the class at their desks and had them draw their favorite animals. That would make Mariella reveal something for sure, and next she could push a little deeper, like for a drawing of the scariest thing she has ever seen.
The teacher scanned the animal pictures the children had taped across the classroom window. She saw plenty of lions, dinosaurs, dogs and horses. None of them had Mariella’s name. The girl remained at her desk working diligently on her drawing after all her classmates had finished. Walking behind the girl, Mrs. Mint peeked over her shoulder. Mariella delicately traced Snowflake the mouse with a colored pencil and filled out every detail of his cage, from the water bottle to the feed bowl.
“What a fantastic job, Mariella,” Mrs. Mint said. She caught the Buckley boys giving her a pair of peeved glares with their freckled faces. “When you finish, why don’t you put it up on the window with the others?”
The girl nodded with a coy smile. Her classmates had chosen something a bit more exciting than a little mouse, but Mrs. Mint could understand why Mariella identified with it. The poor thing had been mishandled by rough kiddie hands so many times that she didn’t let them take him out of his cage any more.
Mrs. Mint had just sat down behind her desk when she heard the Buckley boys laughing. Kyle had snatched Mariella’s drawing off her desk and circled the classroom with it-enticing the girl into giving chance. Mariella pivoted and watched him the whole way. Her eyes trained on him like a machine gun turret, yet she didn’t make a move.
“Put it down, Kyle,” Mrs. Mint snapped. She hoped he’d listen, because she couldn’t run that fast on her clumsy bloated ankles.
“Oh, sorry. Oops.” Kyle giggled as he dropped the paper-right into the hands of his brother. Cole took off around the classroom the other way. For every second of recognition their teacher paid the fragile girl, the Buckley boys demanded her attention tenfold.
“You love a mouse! You love a mouse!” Cole taunted. “Why don’t you like a cool animal, like my dog? He’s the most kick-ass dog there is, not like those stupid Chihuahuas they have in your home, Mexico.”
“She likes the mouse ‘cause she thinks it’s a Chihuahua,” Kyle said. “Our dog could eat your dumb mouse.”
“Kyle. Cole. That’s enough!” Mrs. Mint shouted. She wished Mariella would stand up for herself instead, but the teacher couldn’t tolerate her taking that much abuse. None of the other kids, even Mariella’s former friends, stuck up for her. “If you don’t give her that picture back right now, you’re spending every recess this month cleaning the blackboard.”
Cole slowed his run into a cocky strut and waved the drawing above his head. Mariella held her hand out anxiously, but he chucked it on the floor between the desks. She dashed after her precious picture, tripped and fell flat on her face. As the whole class roared with laughter Mrs. Mint caught sight of a giddy Kyle retracting his foot from the aisle Mariella had just run down. Mariella sat up cradling her drawing against her chest and, besieged by faces reveling in her pain, buried her head into her knees. Even Mrs. Mint’s scolding and threats of detection couldn’t smother the contagious cruel laughter.
Most children would have broken into a fit of whining or enraged screaming. That would have been a very human reaction. And it would have required that Mariella make a sound. Instead, the girl rose up, left her once treasured drawing on the ground and marched to the window with the other pictures. Snatching a handful of crayons on her way, Mariella made a B-line for Kyle’s drawing of his golden Labrador retriever. She reared the red crayon back and stabbed at the page, slashing a red gash across the dog’s neck.
“Hey! That’s mine!” Kyle charged at her, but he couldn’t weave between the desks in time.
Mariella smeared the crayon against the page until it blotted out the dog’s head. She did the same to one of its front legs. Then the girl took a purple crayon and bashed it over the dog so it left blotchy spots.
Her parents had lost their heads, Mrs. Mint thought. Could this be a reenactment of what she saw that horrible night? If she wanted revenge on the Buckley boys, she’d use the most deadly thing she’s ever seen. That must be it. She would save the drawing for the child psychologist.
Mrs. Mint caught Kyle by the collar a second before he reached Mariella. She blocked off Cole and snatched him up too.
“That stupid wetback is ruing my picture of Butch!” Kyle protested.
“Watch your mouth. That’s a dirty word,” Mrs. Mint said as she dragged the brothers toward the timeout chairs. “You didn’t let her finish her picture, so now she’s putting the finishing touches on yours.”
Ignoring the familiar refrain of “It’s not fair,” Mrs. Mint put the mischievous twins in punishment. When she returned to face the rest of the class, she found them staring at the massacre Mariella had made of Kyle’s drawing of his dog. With it hanging in the window, everyone who passed by her classroom would know there’s a disturbed child inside. The girl had already returned to her desk, where she finished off her picture of Snowflake the mouse. The whittled stubs of red and purple crayons lay at Mariella’s feet. Studying her face, Mrs. Mint couldn’t detect a hint of the malice Mariella had bristled with moments earlier. It had dissipated like the ripples from a dropped stone smoothing out over the lagoon.
How much longer can I protect her, and still protect my class from her?



Chapter 19


Aaron knew he’d need those cheesy eighties cop show sunglasses for something one day. The perfect opportunity for playing a bad-ass, cocaine cowboy-buster came when the real cops called him along for a search warrant. The target: Harry “Lagoon Watcher” Trainer.
Seated besides Aaron in the back seat of the police cruiser as they sped up A1A along the sand dunes and hotels of Satellite Beach, Professor Swartzman didn’t look all that pumped. Aaron overheard him pleading with Sneed over the phone that morning in the lab. The professor had told the police investigator that they were wasting their time. Trainer couldn’t possibly engineer a baffling organism like this, he had said. Sneed didn’t give a damn what the professor thought. He only wanted his opinion on what they found in the Lagoon Watcher’s digs in Merritt Island.
It looked like the Watcher had been growing a rain forest on his lawn. With the thicket of bushes, the knee-length tangle of grass and weeds and un-pruned trees, a passerby wouldn’t know the house sat on a canal leading into the lagoon without looking at the normal home next door. In this neighborhood of meticulously manicured beachside homes, Trainer’s shaggy place had a mailbox bulging full of letters, which Aaron guessed included many homeowner association fines.
“Recognize the place?” Sneed asked from the driver’s seat as he eyed Swartzman in the rearview mirror.
“I thought I would, until I saw it,” the professor said. “I remember when Harry had the housewarming party with his wife-ex-wife now. That was nearly 20 years ago. I haven’t visited in at least five years.”
“Was that the last time he mowed his lawn?” Aaron asked.
The wisecrack drew a chuckle from Sneed, but it didn’t get his professor off the hook.
“I thought you were all buddy-buddy with the Watcher,” the detective said. “What, he didn’t have you over for a couple beers or playing around with your microscopes?”
Swartzman folded his trembling hands. “Harry wanted me to review his research. I know he did most of it here after he got fired. He asked me to co-author papers with him, since no legitimate journal would accept an article from an unemployed scientist. But the subjects were too…” The professor winced. “Political. Most of my institute’s funding comes from the state, and the folks in Tallahassee wouldn’t appreciate us pointing out that they need to spend billions cleaning up the lagoon.”
“Well, you’ll get to see your pal’s research after all, and you can help me write up a police report to boot,” Sneed said. “It looks like your Watcher skipped out on us.”
He pointed out the empty driveway as they pulled in. The other patrol car, driven by Nina Skillings, parked on the curve. The policewoman emerged and circled around back.
“No sign of the boat,” Skillings shouted.
“And no sign of the suspect, I reckon. Give your buddy a warning call?” As Sneed killed the engine, he glared over his seat at Swartzman like a bulldog sticking its growling mug out of its doghouse at a trespasser in its yard. Aaron tugged at the door handle. It didn’t open. Of course, the backdoors of a police car wouldn’t open from the inside. Suddenly, Aaron felt like something other than a passenger.
“I’m not an idiot,” Swartzman said. “I haven’t told Harry anything since you called this morning.”
“So you have talked to him?” Sneed asked.
“I called him yesterday and asked him how he was doing, you know, after the incident where he picked up that boater after the gator attack.”
“You mean the same boater who got chewed up by rats?” the detective asked as he eyed Skillings.
“I saw it myself,” Skillings said. “Nasty shit. They didn’t take his head this time-maybe because he wasn’t near the water. But there was that purple stuff and the acid burns.”
“So we have two dead witnesses and both of them had a run-in with the Lagoon Watcher not far from the crime scenes on the day of the murders,” Sneed said.
Swartzman ran a heavy hand over his forehead, and the little hair he had left on his scalp. Aaron recognized the sign of disappointment from the many times he had botched his assignments for the professor.
“It is a compelling motive,” Aaron admitted. His professor shot him a stern stare. Aaron felt his GPA slipping and changed course. “But if the Watcher wanted to make everybody freak out and clean up the lagoon, wouldn’t he need witnesses to tell people about the creature attacks? It doesn’t help his cause if there’s no one left to blab for the cameras.”
“And I don’t see any way Trainer could order a manatee attack and then a rat attack,” Swartzman said. “There must be a biological explanation. Maybe the bacteria-infected animals seek out people who’ve been in the lagoon because they have a certain chemical signature to them.”
“Whoa, that would suck for me,” said Aaron, who remembered his dive only days ago.
“And for ten-thousand other people who’ve dipped more than a toe in the lagoon in the past few weeks,” Sneed said. “I’ll tell you what. Let’s have a look inside this place and then you can tell me what the Lagoon Watcher is capable of.”
They didn’t have a hard time getting inside. He had left his front door unlocked-perhaps expecting they’d stop by and break in so he might as well spare his locks and hinges. When Aaron followed the officers inside, his nose got overrun by a salty fish stench. It smelled like a commercial fishing vessel with the catch jammed into a festering tank that held more fish than it did water. He didn’t see the marine specimens amid the clutter of papers and boxes stacked waist high, but they were somewhere in that house no doubt.
Aaron thought of Trainer’s home like an ex super model who became a junkie. He caught glimpses of its former luxury peeking out from the mess. The marble countertops and the mahogany dining table hardly had any breathing room. They were smothered underneath a flood of paperwork. Aaron skimmed through a few boxes. Some of them dated back 25 years. The ousted scientist had brought his work home with him-every scrap of it.
“We’ve got a real pack rat here,” Sneed said as he sifted through Polaroid photos of various seabirds. “I wonder what else he collects. Heads and organs, maybe?”
He tossed Skillings a glance. She nodded, headed for the kitchen, and opened the refrigerator. “Holy shit!”
“What? What is it?” Swartzman tripped over a box on his way there and barely regained his balance.
“What man doesn’t own meat? He’s an organic food nut. He must be a vegan too,” Skillings said as if that fit the profile of an environmental activist serial killer. “By the look of these fresh vegetables, he’s gone shopping in the past week.”
“So something happened recently that made him abandon ship,” Sneed said. His roving eyes settled on Swartzman.
Aaron could think of a couple reasons why the Lagoon Watcher would take off. The man he pulled from the lagoon had gotten killed. That could mean Trainer did it, or thought he’d get wrongly accused of it. Or maybe he feared his name had made it onto the killer’s hit list. Either way, he had something to hide.
They cleared all but one room. The den had its windows boarded up and a padlock on the door-the only place where Trainer didn’t have an open door policy. When the officers pried off the lock and threw that last door open, they found the source of that fishy smell. The bookcases on the walls were stacked with jars full of marine life suspended in fluids-fish heads, manatee flippers, dolphin lungs and all kinds of internal organs. Some of them were large enough to be human, but Aaron couldn’t tell for sure without examining them closely. As he drew near, Aaron found that some of the specimens had purple bacteria tumors.
“The Lagoon Watcher has his eye on the thiobacillus strain too,” Aaron said as he pointed out the samples to his professor. “Some of these look months old. He knew before we did. He’s playing us, man.”
“Harry probably doesn’t understand what he’s looking at here,” Swartzman said. “We’ll examine his notes on the subject and then you’ll see.”
“That won’t happen today.” Skillings pointed out the empty desk, which had a frame of dust on its surface in the outline of the computer that had recently sat there. “Looks like he cleared his work station.”
“Oh, he sure didn’t have anything to hide,” Sneed told the professor. “Your boy didn’t know what the hell he was looking at in the lagoon, right?”
Swartzman stared at his feet, but an answer didn’t crawl out of his socks. Turning his back on Sneed, he hunched over a microscope with a sample of the bacteria in its sights.
“Harry would know enough to identify this as a type of thiobacillus, but that’s it,” Swartzman said while shielding his eyes from the detective behind the microscope. “He couldn’t do more without a DNA sequencer, and I don’t see one around here.”
“Maybe he took that with him along with his computer and the rest of his good equipment,” Sneed said. “If he knew we were coming, he wouldn’t leave behind the smoking gun, like whatever he uses to make that purple gook.”
Yet, the Lagoon Watcher hadn’t taken all the good stuff.
While everybody gazed at the jarred animal parts, Aaron headed for the industrial-sized freezer in the corner. He craved a beer, but doubted he would score one there. When he swung the heavy door open a clawed, scaly hand swooped out at him. Aaron leapt back. The decapitated gator carcass fell at his feet. The Lagoon Watcher had stashed it in the fridge like a scaly bloated turkey. The cut that severed its head had been done with more precision than any butcher’s knife could render. Its stubby neck had been separated along a line as smooth as the collar of a leather jacket.
A puffy purple tumor flourished in the cradle of its armpit. Before Aaron could say a word, Sneed bulled him out of the way and snapped a picture of it.
“I’ve got Exhibit A right here, your honor,” Sneed said. “This is your killer taking a practice run.”
“If he could slice through a gator’s leather neck, there’s no way a person would stand a chance,” Aaron said.
After examining it, Swartzman shook his head like a little kid refusing to admit he stole something. “He must have found this corpse after it had already been mutilated-just like how we found the human corpses. This doesn’t explain how Trainer could have committed these murders.”
“I think this explains it pretty well.” Skillings wrapped her arm around the professor’s head and shoved electric bone saw in his face.
“Agh, stop that!” Swartzman ducked.
With a cackling laugh, Skillings placed the bone saw on a metal tray with a collection of cutting tools, including a surgical scalpel and a pair of sharp tongs. The Lagoon Watcher even had an endoscopic tube that could probe deep into bodies with a camera and tiny surgical utensils. In the right set of hands, they could extract an organ while making only a small incision.
“Exhibit B, your honor,” Sneed said.
“No… These are standard tools for dissecting large animals and performing operations,” the professor said with sweat drenching his clammy forehead. “Trainer told me he did that here. He helped sick dolphins.”
“He didn’t tell you that he dissected people as well?” Sneed asked.
“No, he didn’t tell me… I mean, no! He wouldn’t do that,” Swartzman said. “A marine biologist has no need for human organs.”
“We’ll see. My boys will sweep this lab for any sign of the victims, down to a single strand of their DNA. In the meantime, I’m putting out a warrant for Harry Trainer’s arrest. Next time you talk to your buddy, tell him to check in at my station pronto.”
Swartzman hung his head with a heavy sigh. Aaron didn’t offer any comfort beyond patting his professor on the back. He couldn’t maintain a straight face while saying that the Lagoon Watcher probably didn’t do it.
At least he could tell Moni about the person she should protect Mariella from. Recognizing the threatening animals wouldn’t be as easy.



Chapter 20


Mariella’s eyes lit up like two full moons when she saw the horses. A dozen of them were huddled together with flies buzzing around their perky ears in the muddy stables on the West Melbourne ranch. The ranch hands looked like they had stepped out of an old Western movie, save for the cell phones on their belts.
Striding toward Moni’s car in artificially-faded jeans, Aaron didn’t exactly fit in. His T-shirt was more hang ten than Brooks amp; Dunn. Moni figured that he hadn’t ridden something with four hooves in a long time, if ever. But he had delivered on his promise that he’d take Mariella horseback riding.
“Fancy seeing you here, pard’ner,” Moni told Aaron in a hillbilly voice as she helped the awestruck girl out of her car.
“Howdy, little lady,” Aaron said with a tip of his imaginary hat. He ran his eyes over her tight slacks and spaghetti strap purple top that put her smooth mocha shoulders on display. “You don’t look ready for a ‘round up.”
“Considering all that has gone down in the past two days, I’ll take a pass on riding. I need to stay alert just in case.” She patted the sidearm strapped to her hip and underneath her shirt.
“Your friends in blue are on that, right?”
“The sheriff is on it, but if I see a certain Mr. Trainer pop up, he’ll be as dead as that gator you found in his fridge.”
They had the whole department looking for the Lagoon Watcher, but Sneed didn’t throw one more resource toward protecting Mariella. He hoped that the kid would help build their case against him and he even gave Moni some photos of Trainer to show the girl and see her reaction. Moni kept the photos of that creepy bastard in her bag. Mariella didn’t need something that would trigger another flashback to that horrible night. She had found the restless girl tossing and turning in her bed so many times. Mariella never screamed or cried. She scratched her nails against the wall and window until they were bruised purple.
As she strolled toward the horses with her hand clasping Mariella tightly, Moni scanned the pine trees across the field and the cars parked around the perimeter of the ranch. None of the pickup trucks resembled what Trainer drove. She spotted a flock of birds perched on a high wire like a conspiring gang. A watchful hawk circled the trees. As crazy as it sounded, she couldn’t rule out anything with a pulse.
All the risks of leaving the house paid off when Mariella reached the horses. Approaching a white horse with black spots, the girl rubbed it behind its neck and stroked its black mane. A ranch hand gave Mariella a carrot. After staring at it for a few seconds, the girl started munching on it.
“No, no, no!” Moni giggled. “That’s for the horse, baby.”
The bashful girl shrugged and offered the horse the carrot. Not minding sloppy seconds, the big guy munched it down. Mariella’s face lit up when the horse licked her fingers.
“He sure is a hungry fella,” Aaron said as he scratched the horse behind its ear. “Pay attention little one. I’ll show you how it’s done.”
While Moni signed the release form, Aaron grabbed the saddle of a tall, bulky black horse and stuck his skater sneaker into the stirrup. The horse whinnied and buckled at his ham-handed touch. The ranch hand told him to wait a minute, but Aaron persisted in climbing up its side. He flung his leg over the saddle and reached for the reins. The horse wasn’t having any of it. He galloped off before his flunky rider had a good grip. Aaron flew off as if he’d been launched from a catapult.
“Oh crap!” Aaron shouted as he twisted through the air. He stuck his arms and knees out as he hit the mud and rolled through the impact. Before Moni reached him, Aaron hobbled up with horse turds all over his pricy jeans and dirt-caked scrapes on his elbows. After gasping for air, he grew a wide grin. “That was wicked awesome… I’m never doing it again.”
Moni chuckled when she saw he didn’t get hurt. “You better not teach my Mariella to ride that way. For real.”
She saw the girl climbing onto the white and black horse with the help of a ranch hand. Mariella actually let a stranger near her. Even after seeing Aaron fall, the horse didn’t scare her one bit. With her shy grin transforming into a boisterous smile, it looked like Mariella didn’t want anything more in life than riding that horse. She had no problem settling into the saddle. This horse didn’t object. It pranced around the field with the ranch hand leading it by the reins. Her face practically beaming, Mariella waved to Moni and Aaron.
Moni had never seen the girl so happy. For the first time since she met her, Mariella looked like a normal child.
Then her cell phone rang with a reminder that Mariella’s life would never be normal. Mrs. Mint rambled on so frantically that Moni couldn’t understand the teacher.
“Whoa, what the hell are you talking about, lady?” Moni asked.
“The dog was killed. The Buckley dog. Someone cut its head off in their backyard and dragged it into a canal.”
“I’m sorry. That’s a real tragedy. But it has nothing to do with me. Call 911 and they’ll assign someone.”
“Nothing? It has everything to do with that girl of yours. Mariella cut the head off the Buckleys’ dog in a picture today and, look, it happened. It happened just like she drew it!”
Moni cast her eyes on Mariella, whose smile immediately disappeared into a grave pair of clasped lips. The girl’s horse halted its gallop. Even the ranch hand couldn’t get it going again. The horse waited while Mariella started getting off without any assistance.
The girl loves animals, Moni thought. She’d never hurt a dog. The frail girl couldn’t even if she wanted to. Besides, she had picked Mariella up straight from school. They had been together every second since.
“So Mariella drew a disturbing picture. That’s to be expected from a child dealing with post-traumatic stress,” Moni said. “I’m telling you, there’s another explanation. Has anyone else seen her drawing?”
“I faxed Detective Sneed the picture. He’s already on his way to the Buckley house.”
Moni held her hand over the phone and groaned. That fat pit bull would chew this bone until Mariella popped out a confession-never mind that she couldn’t talk or possibly overpower a full-sized dog.
“If he finds that Mariella had anything to do with this, I better not see that girl in my classroom again,” the teacher said.
“I’m going over there myself, but I can already promise you that she didn’t go near their house,” Moni said. “You teachers never change. It’s time that you thought more about helping this victimized girl instead of passing her off on someone else.”
After Moni hung up, she saw Mariella timidly sulking up to her. The girl must have seen from her expression that she had done something wrong. She must think she got in trouble for the nasty picture, Moni thought. She couldn’t know about the bloodshed that followed. Moni knelt down and met her with a hug.
“What happened?” Aaron asked as he watched them with his hands in his pockets. “Is she over horses already? That was quick.”
Moni tried standing up but Mariella wouldn’t release her from their embrace. So she scooped the girl up and stood with her in her arms.
“There was another incident,” Moni said. “I’ll drop her off with the DCF agent for a few hours. I want you to come with me to investigate.”
“Okay. So that makes us partners or something?”
“Or something… Just do what you usually do and find that some tiny bug with a long name did it. Please…”

The Buckley dog had been beheaded alright. It had been rendered off as cleanly as all the others.
The front leg of Butch the Labrador had also been cut off, but that hadn’t been done smoothly at all. By the rough bite marks and the matching tracks leading to the canal, the investigators were convinced that a gator had pried off the dog’s leg. Coincidently, that matched the red blotch on the leg that Mariella had drawn on the picture.
Moni kept switching her eyes between the mutilated dog and the photocopy of Mariella’s drawing. She couldn’t deny it-this had been violence imitating art.
Mariella couldn’t have done this. It’s impossible. The dog weighed more than she does.
She grabbed Sneed by his beef slab of an arm and spun him around.
“You said the teacher hung this in her window, right? Anyone passing by could have seen it. The stalker must have. The Lagoon Watcher has been following Mariella, hunting her, so he made it happen.”
“If Trainer wanted your girl dead, why would he bother killing this dog?” Sneed pointed toward the furry carcass splayed out alongside the canal.
“He’s playing mind games,” Moni said. “He wants us to point the finger at Mariella. We can’t fall for that trap.”
“Maybe… I could see him doing that,” Sneed said.
From behind his back, Officer Skillings shook her head. She usually agreed wholeheartedly with the lead detective, but not when it came to giving Moni an ounce of credit.
Moni headed for Skillings with a few choice words on her mind, but a yellow-bearded chubby guy in a Florida Gators jersey cut her off. She instantly spotted his resemblance to his kids, the Buckley twins.
“If you don’t find who did this, I’ll kick that punk’s ass myself,” Mr. Buckley said.
Moni found it funny that it didn’t occur to him that four officers and one scientist was a big crew for a dead dog investigation. Should they have brought in the National Guard?
“I bought that shed four months ago. And I installed the fence myself.” Mr. Buckley pointed at the empty slab of concrete his shed once stood on and the remains of fence posts along the canal, which led into the Indian River Lagoon. “They dumped it into the canal like a bunch of junk.”
“Wait a minute,” Aaron asked as he turned his back on the dog and approached Mr. Buckley. “What were your fence and shed made of?”
Mr. Buckley took a gander at the young man and held his nose. “Whoo-ee! What’s that smell? Is that shit on your pants?”
“Horse shit, if you gotta know,” Aaron said. “Now what about your stolen fence and shed? What were they made of?”
“Metal. Mostly iron, I reckon,” he replied.
“Now it makes sense,” Aaron said. “The dog wasn’t the target. It was the shed and fence. The bacteria wanted iron to feed on. Your dog just got in the way.”
“You’re saying that bacteria stole my stuff and beheaded my dog?” Mr. Buckley asked. Aaron nodded. “You really are a fucking moron.”
His face flushing red, Aaron clenched his teeth as the guy treaded back inside his house with zero confidence in the police. Someone should have told him that Aaron didn’t work for them.
Sneed patted the back of the young man. “Your theory’s not a bad one, kid. In the past week, we’ve had nine reports of boat thefts. They were taken right out of the water with nobody looking. And this isn’t the only report we’ve gotten of a stolen or damaged fence along a canal.”
“Remember when Kane’s boat turned up? It had been stripped of all the metal,” Aaron said. “Besides the iron in animal blood, there aren’t a lot of natural sources of iron in the lagoon. Somebody’s feeding the bacteria.”
“And the infected animals are helping them.” Moni pointed out the gator tracks near where the shed had been pushed into the water.
After waging snake and rat attacks inland, the killer had now deployed gators far from the lagoon. Moni had barely saved Mariella from a snake because it only took a single bullet. These infected gators were much tougher and they could hide in the canal less than a dozen feet from her back door.
Is that why the Lagoon Watcher did this? Is he sending me a message that he can strike us at any time?



Chapter 21


Mariella sat by her side on the child psychologist’s couch, but Moni felt as if there were steel bars between them. She had dropped the girl off with DCF Agent Tanya Roberts for babysitting, not an interrogation. A few calls from Sneed and Mrs. Mint about a disturbing drawing and a slaughtered dog had changed that.
Moni sat there for a good half hour hearing Roberts’ list of complaints. The girl hit a kid at school. She hasn’t uttered a single word or done anything social with the other kids. When bullied, she responded with violent imagery and apparently inspired real violence, Roberts said.
“Under normal circumstances, a child should be making steady progress toward normalization at this point,” said Ike McKinley as the psychologist tapped his pen atop his notepad, on which Moni figured he had already etched his conclusion on the girl. “That’s not happening here. If anything, Mariella is regressing under your care. You seem to be fostering her withdrawn behavior. And that absolutely baffles me, because that’s not the best thing for this child’s future or for your investigation.”
My investigation, Moni thought. That book-sniffing desk dweller put the whole serial killer saga on her neck. He didn’t know anything about murderers besides what he read in his text books that segmented criminals into broad categories; like they were types of pie. And then he dared say that he knew the best thing for Mariella-who he had seen for less than an hour.
“Mariella has come a long way since I found her in the mangroves. You have no idea,” Moni said as she stroked her hand through Mariella’s silky black hair. The girl didn’t pull away like she had a week ago. “Everyone recovers from tragedy at their own rate. There’s no manual for mourning your parents, especially at her age and the way it happened…” Mariella shrugged away from Moni’s hand and hugged her backpack against her chest. “The monster that did this is still out there and he’s not done. Can you think of anyone more dedicated to protecting this girl?”
“Protect her, fine, but what about protecting her classmates?” Roberts asked. “When I send one of our foster kids into a classroom and she raises a ruckus, how do you think that makes me look?”
“I know the feeling,” Moni said. “My boss is a big honky asshole, too. He doesn’t trust anything I do.”
The white psychiatrist crossed his legs nervously and vigorously scribbled something in his notepad. Moni loved making old white folk squirm.
The black government employee rolled her eyes at the attempt at finding common ground. “Let me tell you something, sista. I didn’t get this job by bitching and blaming all my problems on the white man. And I’m twice as dark as you are. Now I’m not saying some people didn’t try holding me back, but I worked hard and got the job done. They didn’t have any choice but to promote me. You should think about that.”
“Think about what?” As she bobbed her head, Moni’s braids hurtled over her shoulders like angry vipers. “You saying I don’t work hard enough? Girl, you have no idea what I’ve been through over the past two days.” She shook her finger in Roberts’ face. “No idea.”
“Well, I have some idea,” McKinley said. “I heard you shot a snake in your house. What kind of example is that to set for a young lady?”
“The snake was…”
“Ever hear of sweeping it out with a broom?” the psychiatrist asked. “That kind of brash behavior is exactly why a child like this doesn’t belong under your supervision. She needs intensive care in a clinical setting. There are people who are more prepared to deal with her sensitive condition.”
Those were the words Moni had feared the most. They choked her like a cord around her throat. They were so right. She couldn’t care for this child, no matter how much she loved her. All the love in her soul wouldn’t transform her into a good parent for a severely damaged little girl. Moni buried her face into her hands. It blocked the whole world out. She had fled into her closet, but she could never hide. He would come and take her, just like they came now for Mariella. This time Moni didn’t cower alone in that closet. The girl stood with her. They trembled side by side as they heard the heavy work boots plopping down the hallway. They saw his shadow piercing the straight line of light under the closet door. He grabbed the door-nearly ripped it off its hinges.
“You been fucking up my whole life, you little whore! All you do is screw up!”
This time he didn’t reach for Moni. He grabbed the smaller one. His bearish mitt seized her fragile thigh like a plump chicken wing. Mariella couldn’t scream. Moni heard her scratching and clawing at the walls as she tried to stay in the closet with her best friend, her only hope. Moni saw the girl’s tiny hand reaching out toward her.
“You can’t have her! You gave her to me and now she’s mine!” Moni shouted as she jumped out of her seat on the psychiatrist’s couch. As the girl jerked up with her, she suddenly realized she had been holding Mariella’s hand the whole time.
“That’s not your call. That’s up to the judge,” Roberts said. “And right now, I have a good idea what my recommendation will be tomorrow in court.”
Moni felt like sitting down, but the determined girl squeezed her hand tighter. Her spine stiffened. Mariella had cast her vote.
“You wanna talk about endangering other kids? That’s exactly what you’ll be doing if you put Mariella in a foster house,” Moni said. “Our prime suspect is this guy known as the Lagoon Watcher. We believe he’s after all the witnesses-especially this one.”
Moni gazed down at Mariella as she unveiled to the girl the deadly threat against her for the first time. She didn’t appear fazed at all. The kid had good instincts. She must have known that her life had never been safe, which explained a lot about her behavior.
“If you put her in foster care, you’re putting every child and every counselor there in danger,” Moni continued. “I can fend that freak off. That’s what I’m trained for. And there are security guards in the elementary school ready for it too. We’ve even assigned an extra officer there to keep watch. What’s your plan for protecting Mariella in foster care? You wanna put guns around all those overly medicated kids? Yeah, let them shoot it out.”
Lacking an answer between them, the DCF agent and the child psychologist exchanged deflated stares. Their plan had clearly been foiled, but Moni knew they hadn’t concocted it by themselves. Sneed must have put them up to it. He wanted Mariella in foster care where they’d drug her up and crack her brain open like an egg splattered on the pavement. She couldn’t let anyone take the girl from her ever again because, next time, Sneed might swipe her for good.
“Go home and get some rest, you two,” Agent Roberts said. “But don’t let me hear about any more trouble. If you mess up again, and I mean a single time, you’re gonna say goodbye to that girl for real.”
As Moni led Mariella out of that dungeon of an office, she wondered how she could possibly keep Mariella out of trouble and out of the DCF’s eye. Every day something worse happened and it all centered around the lagoon. It wasn’t a matter of trying her best, Moni realized. She couldn’t make one misstep or she’d lose everything.



Chapter 22


Mario Jimenez had just kicked off his heavy boots inside the fire station’s garage when the alarm rang again. His boots were practically still smoking from the wildfire he had just quelled with his crew, but duty called again. That’s what happens when it doesn’t rain for five weeks.
Jimenez grabbed his boots, and despite the protests from his aching, itchy feet, slipped them back on. Looking in the mirror, he saw black soot all over his shaved head and under his chin. He only wiped off the dirt that covered the crucifixion tattoo on his neck. No sense cleaning what’s about to get filthy in a few minutes, he figured.
“This one better not be too big,” Jimenez told the fire engine driver. “I gotta sit down for a nice steak and beer some time, man.”
“It shouldn’t take too long. It’s the Melbourne Harbor Marina. Some idiot probably set his boat on fire,” the driver said. “And if you’re looking for somewhere to eat, I know a place where the steak is shitty but the tits are huge.”
“Yeah, I know a couple of those places,” Jimenez laughed. “I went in with my helmet on one time and got a free lap dance.”
Enlightened by that bit of wisdom, the driver pulled the fire engine out of the garage and whipped it around the corner with Jimenez and his crew clinging to its side. Cars darted out of their way as they barreled up U.S. 1 with the siren blaring. Jimenez stuck his head out into the wind, allowing it to blast the beads of sweat off his face. He saw the pillar of smoke rising from alongside the lagoon at the base of the Melbourne Causeway.
“That looks like more than a boat,” Jimenez shouted to his crew over the roaring wind.
When the fire engine pulled into the parking lot of the private harbor, the flames were engulfing an entire row of yachts along a concrete pier. The fire lapped up the mast of a sailboat until its network of ropes formed a web of fire. A speedboat at the base of the pier exploded and plowed into the side of a yacht. The hole it ripped in the larger vessel quickly flooded it with flaming water. Making a quick sweep of the harbor, Jimenez witnessed the fire dancing across the water on the back of a chemical spill. The flaming tentacles lashed across a pier on the opposite end of the harbor and the fire latched onto several more boats.
“It smells like burning gasoline,” Jimenez told his crew. “Blast it with foam!”
He spotted several places where the concrete pier had been cracked at its base so hard that it looked like a wrecking ball had pummeled it. Looking up toward the end of the pier, Jimenez saw the fuel pump. Whatever damaged the pier had caused a break in the fuel line underneath the concrete. He didn’t know anything short of a torpedo that could ignite so much devastation underwater.
The heat nearly melting his skin, Jimenez lowered his face guard, planted his feet with the hose in both hands and blasted foam onto the base of the burning pier. He stumbled backwards, but not from the recoil or the fire. He felt someone clutching his jacket and spinning him around.
“Get off me!” Jimenez shouted.
“You gotta run!” the man screamed as he tugged on his jacket.
The firefighter widened his stance so the scrawny old man in the polo shirt with the anchor insignia didn’t have a chance at pulling him an inch. The ends of the man’s gray hair had been singed. His face glowed beet red. That would sting like a motherfucker later. Jimenez couldn’t tell whether he had lost his eyelids or the man simply couldn’t blink.
“I’m getting you to the ambulance,” Jimenez said as he grabbed the man under the arm and hustled to the parking lot.
“Listen to me. I’m the harbormaster,” the man said as he hobbled along gasping for air amid the billowing smoke. “There were three teenagers on the pier when the fire started. Two of them fell into the water. The third… Oh God, he burned. He wanted to burn.”
“Are you saying this was arson?” Jimenez asked.
“Never mind that now. Get your men away from the base of the pier. The fuel tank is underground. I couldn’t seal it off before the fire blocked the controls.”
“The fuel tank… Oh shit!” Jimenez tossed the old man to the medics and sprinted to the edge of the parking lot where his men could see him. Waving his arms frantically, he shouted into his radio, “Abandon the dock. The fuel tank is unstable. Get the hell out of there!”
Three men turned and started running. The fourth kept blasting the foam. The crackle of the fire must have drowned out his radio. Jimenez yelled at the top of his lungs. He saw the fellow firefighter turn his head. His eyes went wide as he saw everybody running. That was Tommy, a second-year man with his wedding coming up in a month. The firefighter dropped the hose and took a few steps in his burdensome gear, but to Jimenez it looked like he moved in slow motion. Looking behind Tommy, Jimenez saw the concrete bend and crest like a growing wave creeping up at his friend’s back. A fiery plume erupted from the gash in the concrete. As the fissure stretched into a pit, a wall of flame slammed into Tommy’s back and launched him through the air. Jimenez saw Tommy land in the water amid the burning fuel. He lunged forward, but the storm of scalding air blasted Jimenez so hard he even felt it through his face guard. Jimenez turned and shielded his face as he backed off. He spotted Tommy’s arms flailing through the flaming sea of gasoline. Suddenly, he vanished. Something had dragged him under.
“Tommy!” Jimenez screamed into his radio in a futile final call. “I can’t believe that just happened. What was that thing?”
“There are all kinds of things in the water,” the harbormaster said as he trembled in a wet blanket. “They got the kid’s friends and then that idiot fired his gun into the water. I warned him about the fuel spill. He did it anyway. He didn’t even run from the fire. He stood there… stood there and burned. Oh God, he looked at me, just stared at me as his flesh melted away.”
Jimenez studied the old man. He wished he could brush his story off as a hallucination brought about by the intensity of the fire, but after seeing something drag Tommy underneath the flaming fuel spill, he didn’t question any tale.
What happened next shocked him even more. The spigot of fire shooting from the breeched fuel tank got sucked back down the hole-as if someone made it defy what a fire should do by sticking a giant straw into the fuel tank and draining the burning liquid into the harbor. The flames were whisked away from shore and then erupted over the water. It burned white hot. The boats on the far side of the harbor exploded, sacrificing their fuel and tinder to the orgy of destruction. It would burn until every last drop of fuel had been consumed.
“Guard the perimeter and don’t let it come ashore,” Jimenez told his crew even though he felt the fire didn’t want to come ashore. He got the feeling, not from his gut like he usually did but from somewhere even deeper, that the fire got what it wanted and it wouldn’t take any more-for now.



Chapter 23


The explosive fire at the Melbourne Harbor Marina had exacted a toll of four lives and 56 boats. The sheriff told the media he suspected arson, but the members of the lagoon serial killer investigation task force knew it went further than that. The fire hadn’t been set merely for destruction’s sake. Professor Swartzman described it as a feeding binge for the bacteria.
“The thiobacillus bacteria thrive off oxidizing sulfur and iron,” the professor told the other task force members as they met around the conference table a day later. “The sulfur produced by burning all that gasoline in the lagoon is much more potent than the sulfur from agricultural waste. It literally converted our fuel into the fuel for its growth.”
“Excuse me, professor,” said Brigadier General Alonso Colon. “You’re talking about these microorganisms like they have a motive and a purpose. I think it’s more likely that this is an act of terrorism and the byproduct is helping the bacteria.”
“Terrorism? By who?” Aaron asked. “Is the Taliban hiding out in Melbourne?”
“Not unless you know something I don’t,” the military officer said with a raised eyebrow. Aaron ducked back in his chair. “I’d call this domestic terrorism. This Lagoon Watcher opposes commerce in the waterways. That would make any marine vessel a target.”
“Mr. Colon, I… I…” the professor started until the military man stared him down with a stern eye. He shook off the stuttering and continued. “General Colon, I know Harry Trainer and he’s a scientist, not a terrorist. When we searched his house, all the biological material came from animals, not people.”
“Yeah, all that means is he’s no idiot,” Skillings said. “I’m sure he has another lab where he does his real research.”
“I’ll admit he’s more than a little off the beaten path in his political views, but he’s not dangerous,” Swartzman continued.” He certainly couldn’t have pulled off all of this. I mean, if he did it, why don’t we see him on the marina video?”
The task force had viewed the surveillance video twice and no one could spot the Lagoon Watcher, his truck or his boat. They did see a bizarre creature that looked like it had sprung loose from the lab in the rouge scientist’s den.
Luckily, the shipyard backed up its video footage offsite. That was about all they had left of their business. The video started with three teenagers pulling into the parking lot in a silver Mercedes coup, which was registered to the father of the young driver, Martin Ricks, Jr. The yacht they entered also belonged to the elder Ricks. He must have kept his liquor there too, because when the kids reappeared on the pier a couple hours later, they were stumbling around all sloshed.
“Bunch of snot-nosed, spoiled punks,” Sneed said as they watched the two teen boys flirt competitively with the teenage girl. “The harbormaster should have done his job and tossed them off the property. Then they’d still be alive.”
The calamity started when three dorsal fins appeared in the water. That normally meant friendly dolphins and that’s how they appeared at first. The girl leaned over the side of the pier for a closer look when something sprayed through the water and struck the pier so hard that the camera shook. The girl fell into the water.
Skillings paused the video and pointed out the crack in the concrete pier. “That’s where the fuel leak started. The kids must have smelt it, and the geniuses still jumped into the water.”
“They wanted to save the girl,” Aaron said. “Hey, I’ve done worse to impress the ladies and I’ve got the scars from sea rocks to prove it.”
“Yeah, but these kids got more than just scars,” Moni told Aaron. She already saw that Aaron would stand up to her ex-boyfriend to catch her eye. She hoped he didn’t have to put his life on the line for her again.
The kid with the long hair caught the girl before Ricks did, but then the dolphins surrounded the two of them. The girl reached out to the marine mammals, expecting some friendly fairy tale dolphins. She got a slap across the face from its tail that spun her head around. A pair of hands emerged from the water underneath the dolphin’s belly, grabbed the girl and dragged her under. Before the long-haired teen knew what had happened, another dolphin seized him in its hands and pulled him down.
The task force watched the abductions over and over again. Each time they looked for another explanation, such as an opening where a diver could have hidden underneath the dolphins. But with the angle that the arms had thrust out of the water, that couldn’t have worked unless the diver had his head inside a dolphin. As nonsensical as it seemed, no one could avoid the conclusion: Those dolphins had arms on their bellies.
“If you can’t help me solve these murders, at least you can say you found a new species, right professor,” Sneed said.
“That’s not the byproduct of evolution,” Swartzman said with his face drained of all color as he stared at the freakish creatures.
“But it might be the byproduct of your buddy’s little laboratory,” Sneed said.
“You’re giving him way too much credit,” Swartzman said. “Tell me, do you think Trainer could cause what happens next?”
Seeing his friends disappear underwater, the Ricks kid dove beneath the surface. With all the gasoline in the water, it must have been a toxic hell down there, Moni thought. Almost a minute later Ricks came up gasping for air and frantically wiping his face. He kept plucking at his eyes like they were full of bees. Whatever he had found down there, it made him abandon his rescue effort and swim for the pier. The mutant dolphins didn’t bother him. They must have cleared out of the way because then another projectile sprayed underneath the water. It bashed into the pier and cracked a pair of yachts into each other. Ricks climbed the ladder onto the pier as the fuel spill worsened. Instead of running to safety ashore, the teen stumbled into his father’s yacht. He staggered out a minute later with his father’s shotgun. From another camera, they saw the harbormaster shouting at Ricks. Even without sound, they knew from his hospital bed testimony that he had told the teen to get off the pier and, when he saw the gun, he warned him about starting a fire. Ricks didn’t pay the shouting man any heed. He cast a long gaze into the fuel-filled water, where the mutant dolphins where spinning in a tight circle like an underwater carousel. He aimed at them for a long time, like he knew the consequences but just couldn’t help himself. Ricks fired. The fuel in the water ignited. The pier soon followed. When the fire crept toward him, the boy didn’t run. He stood there like that burning figure those ravers light during that festival in the desert. Sneed turned off the video before it got too gruesome.
“That ain’t what you call a healthy, well-adjusted young man,” Sneed said.
“Something sick got into his head,” Skillings said. “How else could he go from trying to rescue his friend to lighting up the whole pier in his suicide? Once he went underwater, he changed. Did you see his eyes?”
Skillings went back to the part right before Ricks fired the gun. As he aimed into the water, she froze the frame and zoomed in on his eyes. The footage was grainy and the color not well defined, but his pupils had clearly disappeared. The boy’s eyes went solid purple for a split second before he fired.
“You should do a more technical video analysis,” General Colon said. “It was probably glare.”
“You can analyze it all you want, but I know what I saw,” Skillings said. “Purple-just like the infected gator and the infected bird that Cooper described before he became rat food.”
“That’s nothing but a drunken tale,” Swartzman said. “There are no confirmed reports of animals with purple eyes.”
Moni had fought an infected snake and its eyes didn’t glow, but maybe they never got the chance. The survivor of the gator attack had seemed so sure of every detail about the creature, especially the piercing purple eyes.
“I’ll tell you one thing; it would sure help if another witness stepped forward,” Sneed said with his gaze firmly affixed on Moni. “I bet that girl of yours got a good look at the killer’s eyes and whole lot more. Too bad she’s not more cooperative.”
He always threw the blame back in the same place, Moni thought. He put it all at the feet of the only black woman in the room. It reminded her of junior high when anytime something went missing, the black girl took it, and when half the class carried on, the teacher told only Moni that she better quiet down or face detention.
No matter how many criminals she busted and how many children she rescued from abusive homes, Moni couldn’t change the way people perceived her.
“I’m doing wonders for that child. You have no idea,” Moni told Sneed. “I should be asking, ‘What’s the matter with you?’ This case has you stumped so bad that you need an eight-year-old girl’s help to solve it.”
“Put me in a room with that girl for five minutes and I guarantee you she’ll start squawking!” Sneed slammed both fists down on the table so hard that his coffee leapt out of its cup. Moni flinched at the thought of him getting those meat mallets on Mariella. “We have a video showing people getting taken underwater, but we don’t know what happens from there. That girl of yours saw it. She must have. I don’t know if it’s the Lagoon Watcher or one of his accomplices that’s doing it, but somebody’s lopping off heads up and down the lagoon. If we can stop that, I bet we’ll stop catastrophes like this.”
“I’m telling you, the Lagoon Watcher couldn’t…” Swartzman started until Sneed cut him off with a “Shut up!” The flustered scientist recoiled from the table and hid his nose behind his mobile phone.
“I’m getting sick of this shit,” Sneed rumbled on. “Every day there’s another attack and, before we can finish sorting through all the evidence, there’s another one. It’s like gangs waging a turf war. And the thing that always pissed me off about busting up a gang is that people would witness a shooting and not say a word. They stayed silent and others died-sometimes their own brothers or sisters. And here again, we have our best witness keeping her mouth shut.”
“I told you…” Moni started.
“Cut the bullshit! How many more good people do I need to bury? How many more times do I have to call a firefighter’s fiance and tell her that her groom won’t make the wedding because he’s dead? If there’s anything you can do to help me put an end to this madness, Moni, you better step up with it.”
A raging retort bubbled up in her throat. She cut it off. Moni knew Sneed was right. She had protected Mariella above all else-above even the investigation into a murderer who had taken eleven lives so far. So many people died so that one girl didn’t get forced into dwelling on her demons. Moni had lied when she told herself she couldn’t do more to encourage Mariella’s cooperation. She had barely done anything.
If she didn’t get something out of Mariella and catch the killer soon, his next strike might hit too close.
Moni didn’t say a word for the rest of the task force meeting. Aaron said a few nice things to her afterwards about how she had done so well with Mariella, but she couldn’t honestly look him in the eyes and accept those compliments.
She found the girl asleep on the couch in her office. A drawing of a horse lay on the coffee table across from her. Moni scooped the girl into her arms and cradled her head against her shoulder so she didn’t awaken. As she carried her out into the parking lot, it surprised Moni how dark it was. She didn’t realize the meeting had run so late. No wonder Sneed’s rants felt like they had gone on forever.
Moni slipped past the bushes and approached her car on the outskirts of the sheriff station parking lot. She reached into her pocket for the keys when she heard someone jump behind her. A paper got shoved in her face. Moni saw a drawing of a burning figure-just like the boy who had roasted in the marina.



Chapter 24


“Your girl’s quite the little artist,” Officer Nina Skillings said as she stood behind Moni holding the drawing of the burning teenager in her face. Even though she stood four inches shorter than Moni, it felt like Skillings towered over her like a bear.
“You’re lucky I have a child in my arms, ‘cause next time you jump out on me like that, I might have an involuntary reaction with my trigger finger that you wouldn’t appreciate,” Moni said as she spun around carefully so she wouldn’t wake Mariella. “Now where’d you get that from?”
“I did a little searching in your girl’s backpack. You left it in the car and I was about to return it to you.” Skillings flashed the mischievous smile of a brat who could do whatever she wanted and get away with it. It helps having the lead detective in her pocket. “So she drew a decapitated dog and it happened. Then she drew a burning man and it happened. What are the odds of that?”
Mariella rolled her head across Moni’s shoulder and hung it stiffly off her side. She gently nudged the girl back into a more comfortable position. Moni’s wrists began aching from hoisting her up for so long. If only she could put her in the car and drive out of there, but that pest Skillings wouldn’t get out of her way.
From the academy on, Skillings had always shot straighter and fought harder than Moni. Top brass had put Skillings on the biggest cases because she would knock a few heads to get results. Moni had striven for years to win the confidence of her superiors so they’d trust her with the big cases like they did with Skillings. Instead, Moni got the “kiddie” beat.
The one time her skills with juvenile victims made her a vital part of a key investigation, Skillings made sure Moni knew she couldn’t play in her league.
“Kids draw a lot of funny things, but you wouldn’t know, because you terrify them with that sunny personality of yours.” Moni said. “Now, excuse me. I’m taking Mariella home.”
Moni tried slipping around her, but that stack of muscles with a ponytail blocked her off from the car.
“You’re letting your feelings for that kid blind you to the facts of this case. That girl is more than a victim. She’s part of the problem.”
“The problem!” Moni recalled all the times her teachers had saw her sulking and irresponsive in class as she recovered from the beating her father gave her the night before. Those teachers had called her a problem child. “This child just lost both her parents. Nothing could be more devastating. I can’t believe you would dare accuse her of doing anything wrong.”
“I’m not accusing her. I’m accusing what’s inside her and what was inside him.” Skillings pointed to the burning teenager in the drawing. “He was possessed by the bacteria from the lagoon. That’s why he blew himself up with the pier. Why would the bacteria make only animals attack and not people?”
“Possessed? That fool wasn’t possessed. He was a teenager drunk off his ass and scared of the dolphins with human arms that took his friends. Of course he wasn’t thinking straight when he fired that shot.”
“But how did Mariella know he would do that? How did she know about the attack on her classmate’s dog?” Skillings asked. She answered her own questions before Moni could reply. “The girl’s connected to all of this. She spent a whole night on the shore of the lagoon. It must have infected her. That’s why she’s so damn weird.”
“No,” Moni muttered, but the accusations found a foothold in her brain.
She had never questioned Mariella’s behavior. She accepted everything as grieving. From the moment Moni had pulled her from the mangroves, the girl acted as if she had never set foot on this planet. Everyone who knew Mariella before the incident said she emerged as an entirely different person. When she couldn’t explain the girl’s keen reading of her emotions, or her haunting drawings, she simply let it roll off her as smoothly as rainwater. Before she knew it, she found herself standing in a deep puddle.
“You need to get the girl tested for bacteria-for real this time,” Skillings said. “Let’s take her in now before something else happens.”
Mariella’s once limp hand slid up and gripped Moni hard around the back of her neck. The girl unconsciously pulled herself up around Moni. Mariella depended on her, Moni thought. Skillings cared about her career, not protecting the girl. Her rival sought to embarrass her in front of Sneed and steal the most precious thing that had ever come into Moni’s life. Mariella couldn’t be infected, Moni thought. She knows the girl. She loves her. She doesn’t love some bacteria or an experiment by a deranged scientist.
“Get out of our way,” Moni told Skilling.
She put her hands on her hips and stood there as if she were cast in granite. “Bring the girl in.”
Without a second of thought, Moni drew her pistol. She brought it halfway up to Skillings’ chest. Then she stopped. In one flick of her wrist and tug of her finger, all her problems would get blown away. Usually so hesitant to use her weapon, Moni felt an insatiable urge to send a bullet through Skillings’ throat so she’d shut the hell up and leave poor Mariella alone.
“You really wanna go down this road with me?” asked Skillings, who didn’t appear intimidated in the least. She obviously didn’t believe Moni would shoot because she had heard the stories. The last time one of her partners got in a shootout with a suspect, Moni had ducked behind a wall and let the other officer take care of it. He nearly got his head blown off but the suspect ran out of ammo and surrendered.
Moni knew she should put the gun away. She couldn’t-not until Skillings backed off from Mariella.
What am I doing? What am I doing? She might be a bitch supreme, but I can’t shoot her.
Suddenly a patrol car pulled into the sheriff station’s parking lot and its headlights grazed past them. Moni quickly put her gun away and turned around so the light wouldn’t hit Mariella in the eyes and wake her up. That move solved one dilemma for her, but it created another one. When Moni glanced across the street as the headlights briefly illuminated the parking lot of a retail plaza, she saw a blue pickup truck with two reflective circles in the driver’s seat. Moni knew right away that those were binoculars. They were pointed right at Mariella and her.



Chapter 25


The parking lot across the street darkened when the patrol car moved on, but Moni knew the man inside the pickup truck still watched her and the girl as they stood underneath the bright lights around the Melbourne sheriff’s station. When Moni stared back at him for too long, the truck sprang alive like a lion roaring in the middle of a jungle night. It jumped the curb from the parking lot onto the street and burned rubber down Sarno Road. It sped east in the direction of the Indian River Lagoon.
Moni’s skin crawled as she thought of how the man had been observing her and the girl the whole time. and lord knows how many other instances. If she had left Mariella alone for one minute, she might have lost her girl forever.
“It’s a blue pickup truck like the one the Lagoon Watcher drives,” Moni told Skillings, who finally set her hawkish gaze elsewhere. “He was outside Mariella’s school one day too. He’s stalking her. So there’s your suspect.”
Skillings growled as she sprinted towards her car. “This doesn’t change anything I said. We’ll finish this after I bring him in.”
“No, after I bring him in,” Moni corrected her as she finally unlocked her Taurus so she could give its six-cylinders a workout. “That asshole’s gonna pay for the hell he put my baby though.”
Moni swung open the back door and placed Mariella in the seat as gently and quickly as she could. Her nerves must have rattled her hands, because when she finished strapping the girl in she noticed Mariella staring at her-not with sleepy eyes but fully alert and razor sharp. She sensed Moni’s urgency.
“I’m gonna catch the man who did bad things to your parents,” Moni said as she jumped behind the wheel.
She peeled out of her parking space and leapt the curb. Skillings’ patrol car had a good lead on her. She saw the red taillights of the Lagoon Watcher’s truck farther down the road. After11 p.m., there weren’t many other cars on the quiet Melbourne streets. Moni radioed for backup. She didn’t count on it getting there before the stalker had plenty of chances to escape..
A sedan pulled into the road ahead of her. Ignoring the brakes, Moni swerved into the oncoming lane and back again as she zipped around it. Suddenly, the suspect’s truck barreled onto the grass on the right side of the street. It headed straight for an elementary school. Skillings’ patrol car raced behind him. He spun up chunks of turf-with one a big clump splattering off Skillings’ windshield. The truck shredded some bushes and then rumbled into the school’s empty parking lot. The Lagoon Watcher turned toward a building, then swerved the truck the opposite way and burst through a chain link fence that led him back onto Sarno Road. Skillings’ car was slowed down by the muddled grass and whacked by the fence as it reentered the roadway. That gave the Lagoon Watcher plenty of distance from her.
Moni hadn’t fallen for the bait. She had stayed on the road the whole time and found her car right on the truck’s tailpipe. She could only imagine the look on Skillings’ face when she saw that the “kiddie cop” had out-maneuvered her.
Of course, following the Lagoon Watcher like a tick on a dog’s ass wouldn’t get the job done. This wouldn’t end until she stopped that truck and yanked him out by the hair on the back of his neck. Moni pumped the gas. Her car rammed the pickup’s bumper on the right side. It drifted slightly left, toward the oncoming lane, but quickly straightened out.
It would take a much harder blow if she wanted his truck spinning across the road. With a quick glance over her shoulder, Moni saw Mariella on edge in her seat like a cat spooked by a thunder storm. She couldn’t play bumper cars at 90 miles an hour with her girl in the backseat.
Looking for a glancing blow that would slow him down, Moni pulled even with the truck along its right side. She nudged her car into its door. Sparks flew. The pressure forced the truck toward the opposite lane, where a pair of headlights sped toward them. Seeing the oncoming car, Moni disengaged the truck, and pulled back into her lane. The truck pulled left-straight at the car racing toward it. Moni flinched. The oncoming driver, who got a rude surprise on his twilight drive, sounded his horn. The Lagoon Watcher swung his truck back into the right lane, sideswiping Moni’s smaller car.
“Hold on!” Moni cried as her car shot over the sidewalk and onto the lawn of a church. She struggled for control over the vehicle. Her headlights caught sight of a large gazebo; it was the kind used for a wedding, or maybe a memorial service. Rejecting the brakes for fear of skidding through the grass, Moni banked the wheel hard left, and revved the gas. Her car responded so well that it brought her back onto the road, and straight into the oncoming lane. She saw the glare of headlights ahead. A horn shrieked. Moni weaved back into the right lane an instant before the tow truck sped by. She hoped she would need its services later, but not for her car.
The truck she had a fix on wrecking opened a sizable lead on her. He didn’t have it all in the clear, though. Moni’s ass-busting work had helped Skillings and her patrol car slide right onto the Lagoon Watcher’s tail. They crossed the train tracks within moments of each other. Moni lagged behind. She didn’t mind trailing so much anymore. She could nearly feel Mariella’s tremors of terror from the backseat. Moni’s assault had nearly gotten her killed. It frustrated the hell out of her, but she couldn’t take any more risks with the girl in the car.
That’s exactly what everyone says about me; that I always find an excuse to back down. Damn it. I have no choice this time. If I get Mariella killed trying to arrest him, then the Lagoon Watcher will have gotten exactly what he wanted. He might even have baited me into this chase so I would risk her life. That lagoon-loving vegan son of a bitch.
The Lagoon Watcher’s truck cut the corner of Sarno Road and U.S. 1 by ducking through a parking lot. It emerged onto the highway with a southern heading. Moni got on the radio and updated the second wave of patrol cars on his direction. She had a feeling where he was headed, and she knew backup wouldn’t make it in time. They were one mile away from the stretch of U.S. 1 that ran right up against the bacteria infested Indian River Lagoon.
Moni grabbed her radio. “He’s headed for the lagoon. That’s his refuge. You hear me, Nina? You gotta cut him off.”
“Then come on! Box and stop.” Skillings replied over the radio. Moni didn’t respond. “You need me to spell it out for you? I’ll pull ahead of him to slow him down. I need you to get behind him and box him in on my tail. That should buy us time until help arrives. Got it?”
“But why don’t you just clip him and spin him out?” Moni asked.
“This is the highway, not some backwater street. He could spin into someone-like you almost made him do back there.”
Moni clamped her teeth. Her tongue simmered in her mouth from the fiery words she refrained from releasing. Everyone could hear what they said on the radio, especially the part about how Moni had screwed up.
“While you were getting faked off the road, I got some good licks on him,” Moni said over the radio. “But I better stop now. It’s getting too dangerous for Mariella here with me. It’s your turn to step up, Nina.”
“Oh sure, it’s too dangerous for her,” Skillings said. “Big surprise-Mariella helps the Lagoon Watcher get away. What else do you think she’s been doing for him?”
Moni could imagine Sneed’s ears perking like a K-9 catching the scent of blood when he heard that remark. If she didn’t catch the Lagoon Watcher and prove that he had been stalking Mariella and not colluding with her, Sneed would rip the poor girl limb from limb until she talked.
Gripping the steering wheel so hard that she nearly broke it off, Moni made a looping turn onto U.S. 1. She saw the Lagoon Watcher and Skillings rounding a curve in the road. Moni floored it. Seconds later, Moni’s foot suddenly numbed over and eased off the gas. She realized that Skillings hadn’t shown Mariella’s picture of the burning man to anyone else. Without that, Sneed wouldn’t know that lightning had struck twice with those pictures. Skillings wouldn’t let the suspicious drawing stay secret for long.
“We’ll catch this guy,” she told Mariella, who clutched the back of Moni’s seat so she wouldn’t bounce around. “And then we’ll have a little talk with our friend Nina.”
By the time she came out of the curve in the road, she saw the Lagoon Watcher and Skillings crossing a flat bridge over an offshoot of the Eau Gallie River. The patrol car edged its nose toward the pickup’s right rear tire. If she connected on target, the truck would whip around and thump right smack into the bridge’s guardrail, and maybe over into the water. The Lagoon Watcher must have seen it coming because he swerved left. Instead of connecting on the side of the truck, the patrol car clipped its rear bumper. While the truck weaved in and out of its lane a few times until it steadied, Skillings’ patrol car straightened out but lost much of its velocity. Moni quickly pulled even with her. She shot Skillings a glance through the window. Skillings greeted her with an accusatory stare that said this would have been over already if Moni had done her job.
“I haven’t worked with you before, bitch, and I ain’t starting now,” Moni said, but not over the radio.
By the time they were approaching the major intersection with Babcock Street, Moni saw flashing red and blue lights far back in her rearview mirror and up ahead. She also saw red traffic lights above the intersection and a smattering of cars racing by at speeds only driven late at night when people think they’re the only cars on the road. The Lagoon Watcher’s pickup didn’t slow one bit. Instead he slammed on his horn in a long wail. It jumbled with the blaring siren of the police car approaching the intersection from the oncoming lane. Somehow, the noise didn’t rattle a car streaking left to right across the truck’s path. The oncoming patrol car created another obstacle by looping around and covering most of the three lanes on the other side of the intersection. Unless the Lagoon Watcher slammed the brakes before crossing, his bones would get crushed inside his truck like a bag of potato chips under boot.
Anticipating a horrible smashup, Moni held her breath. He didn’t slow down. The Lagoon Watcher whipped his truck to the left just as the car crossed his path. His pickup delivered a hard lick across the car’s rear tire that spun it out-straight into Moni’s lane. As the Lagoon Watcher’s truck avoided the parked police car by jumping the curb on the left side of the road, the struck car hurtled toward Moni with its broadside. Her heart seized up. A chill shot through her body as her headlights showed the rapidly approaching mass of glass and steel. Moni thought of Mariella sitting in the backseat. The innocent child had lost her parents. Now Moni would lead her straight to her death. She hit the brakes and swerved right. They missed the oncoming vehicle, but smacked into the side of Skillings’ patrol car. The blow bumped the patrol car halfway off the road, where a light pole sheared off its right side mirror. If Skillings hadn’t been there, Moni and Mariella would have hit that same pole with much more force.
“Sorry ‘bout that, darlin’,” Moni said sweetly without Skillings hearing her.
The next second, Skillings answered her over the radio anyway. “What the fuck was that? Who are you trying to catch, him or me?”
Moni wouldn’t legitimize such an obnoxious question with a reply. She carefully weaved through the intersection and around the other patrol car as Skillings followed close behind. The Lagoon Watcher had recovered from his off-road jaunt and once again had some distance on them. Not eager to put Mariella’s life in danger once more, Moni hung back while Skillings closed in. With the superior speed of Nina’s patrol car, plus three pairs of flashing lights growing larger in Moni’s rearview mirror, the Lagoon Watcher would soon have a net of officers surrounding him. Then they arrived on his turf. The left side of the road opened up into a small clearing. Out past the line of palm trees, Moni saw the black pool of the Indian River Lagoon. The highway curved closer to the waterline. Soon they were driving about a dozen feet from the home of the bacteria that ate iron, fuel and any living creature that strayed too close.
The stench of over-salted rotten eggs hit Moni’s nose. It usually smelled of salt, but it shouldn’t reek so putridly. Randy Cooper had described such a stench from the lagoon before the infected gator snared his brother in its jaws and dragged him into an acid bath. Moni pulled her car into the far right lane so she drove as far away from the lagoon as possible. Even with the man who had been stalking Mariella straight ahead of her, Moni couldn’t keep her eyes from drifting off the road and over to the lagoon. They called her. They begged her from beneath the black water. Her head rang as if there were a hive of buzzing bees inside her skull. She could no longer feel her body. She felt the lagoon. She felt its insatiable appetite pulling her and the girl toward it. Moni remembered her father’s words.
“The lagoon man has a hunger and I smelled it out there today. That girl belongs to his lagoon and he’s coming to take her back. You can’t stop it, so you best get outta the way.”
Her senses rejoined her body and she quickly realized that she had eased off the gas and let the car drift left. She had been slowing down on the side of the road closest to the lagoon.
“What am I doing?” Moni exclaimed as she smacked herself in the forehead. She shot a glance toward Mariella. “I’m sorry about that, baby.” The girl didn’t seem bothered in the least.
Whatever had districted Moni didn’t show any signs of impacting Skillings’ dogged pursuit of the suspect. Her patrol car had once again closed the gap and got into position for another run at him. Out of the corner of her eye, Moni saw a black figure swoop out of the sky above the lagoon. She saw them. They were unmistakable. The thing had purple eyes that gleamed in the night. It smashed through Skillings’ windshield. Her patrol car careened off the road and lost its grip on the ground. It buckled over the curb and rammed straight into the wide pillar of an office building. Shards of glass erupted from the car. Its frame bent as easily as aluminum foil.
“No!” Moni yelled. She slammed on the brakes and headed for the wreck, which let the Lagoon Watcher turn down a side street without anyone following him. She jumped out of her car and ran to the driver’s side of the battered patrol car. She saw a mess of feathers. The pelican whacked an unconscious Skillings over and over with its long bill. The officer wore a mask of blood and a badly twisted nose. Moni reached through the shattered window, grabbed the bird around the back of its neck and hurled it out of the car. Its feathers flew as it rolled across the pavement before it finally caught its feet under it. The pelican stood and stared down Moni with its glowing purple eyes. She drew her gun and put a bullet between them. The infected creature fell motionless.
It barely registered that Moni had a cut on her hand from the broken glass when she reached for the window. Sticking her hand in once more, she unlocked the door from the inside and felt Skillings’ neck. She hadn’t broken it and she had a pulse, but it wouldn’t last for long with her gushing blood from that gash on her forehead. Moni wrapped her arms around Skillings’ chest and started pulling her out of the wrecked car. A hulking figure swooped in and grabbed the officer’s feet. Clyde Harrison, Skillings’ usual partner, carefully helped set her down on the grass. He knelt over her in a concerned pose. Then he peered up at Moni-all but strangling her with his eyes. They had embarked on this chase together, but instead of watching her fellow officer’s back, Moni had played it safe and let her take the shot that could end her life.
Dozens of officers showed up over the next few hours. They all looked like they wanted Moni thrown headfirst into that building, but none more so than lead detective Tom Sneed. He didn’t care about the TV cameras hovering over the smashed patrol car and closely watching the officers on the scene. The moment he saw her, Sneed tore into Moni with a thunder that resonated for blocks away.
“There’s a damn good officer nearly dead because of you!” Sneed shouted as he lumbered his bulky frame toward her with his finger jutting in her face. “Why did you refuse her order to box him in?”
“She’s not my superior officer. I don’t take orders from…”
“The hell you don’t!” The torrent of hot air from his mouth nearly knocked her over. “Skillings has tactical training in automotive pursuit and tons more experience than you in that field. You know that damn well. If you had listened to her instead of playing dolls with your little friend in the back seat, Nina would be leading our killer into a holding cell right now.”
“I was trying. Look at my car.” Moni pointed out her trusty Taurus, which looked like somebody had gone to town on it with a sledge hammer. “That’s all from my efforts. I nearly got him.”
“So you ‘nearly’ caught him and got your ass kicked. That’s something to be real proud of,” Sneed said with a snarky smirk. “I pray to God that Nina wakes up, because when she does I wanna hear you give her that answer and see what she has to say about that bullshit. You could have easily ended this without any police casualties if you had done what any good officer would do.”
Moni knew he really meant, “What any white officer would do.” She bit her tongue and balled up her fists.
“Maybe I should put you on patrol of the nursery school,” Sneed said. “Or maybe not. You can’t even control that girl of yours. She has you on a leash like you’re her bitch. She’s the one who’s supposed to be doing the barking, but, instead, you are.”
“I did what any sensible parent would do, but you wouldn’t know that because your ugly ass doesn’t have any kids.” Moni shot a repulsed glare at Sneed’s bulging belly. “Don’t you think the DCF would have a problem with me if I got all Bad Boys on a police chase with an eight-year-old girl tagging along?”
“Girl, the DCF already has a problem with you, believe me.”
Something told Moni that he meant those words as a threat more than a warning. She sucked in her breath and finally disengaged from him. As she trotted back toward her car with Mariella peering out the window at all the frantic activity, Moni’s cell phone rang. She wished it was Aaron calling in the middle of the night to check on her. Instead, she got another man. Moni sent Darren straight to voice mail and then made her phone block his number. She had been damaged enough for one day without her ex-boyfriend pretending he gave a damn about her so he could peel her panties off.
“Douche bag,” Moni mumbled as she smiled for Mariella, who remained inside the car.
She welcomed the girl into the front seat with her. Moni put her arm around Mariella, who nestled her little head against her shoulder. As she stroked her bandaged fingers through the girl’s silky hair, Moni lamented how close she had come to harm.
Even though she couldn’t catch the man stalking them on that night, at least she had protected the most important thing in the world, Moni thought. She wished Skillings hadn’t gotten hurt in the process, but now she couldn’t tell anyone about the drawing of the burning man. When the other officers weren’t looking, Moni had fished the picture out of the wrecked car and pocketed it.
What am I thinking? It’s not a good thing that Nina got hurt. It’s a horrible thing.
As she drove home with Mariella on her arm, Moni knew she should feel terrible. She didn’t.



Chapter 26


Moni laid Mariella in her bed and shut the door. The girl didn’t look sleepy after getting woken up by a little car chase. Still, Moni figured Mariella needed all the rest she could get before another trying day at school.
She should have hit the sack too, but Moni’s rush of adrenaline wouldn’t settle down. She replayed every swerve and bump of the chase in her mind. If she had clipped him harder on that first hit, he would have spun out. Or if she had listened to Skillings and boxed him in, they might have slowed him and help would have arrived before he reached the lagoon. He would be behind bars right now and not out there as a threat that could spring at Mariella from any direction. Moni’s hands trembled as if they still held the wheel that guided an engine blasting over the asphalt.
She grabbed her wrist and steadied it. Moni opened the refrigerator door and gazed inside for a few long moments. She felt like cramming everything on the shelves down her pie hole. Instead, she settled on frying up a couple of eggs for some late night breakfast.
Moni sat down with her plate and grabbed the remote control. She couldn’t turn on the TV. She feared that the first thing she’d see would be a newscast of the crash scene. The cameras must have caught Sneed chewing her out. That’s why Darren had called hoping he could take advantage of her, Moni thought. He always waited for her to throw herself into his arms for refuge any time something went wrong in her life. Not this time.
Moni called up Aaron. She hoped he slept near his phone. He answered on the fifth ring with a groggy voice. “Hello?”
“What do you mean, ‘Hello?’ Don’t you know it’s me on the caller ID?”
“Moni? Aw, I’m sorry. My eyes are still adjusting. Is it morning already?”
“Well technically, yes. It’s four in the morning.”
“Oh shit. What happened?” He suddenly sounded more alert. “Are you okay? What about Mariella?”
She told him everything about the chase, save for the drawing of the burning man, and the strange feeling in her head when she approached the lagoon. She couldn’t even remember how it felt anymore. It seemed like a fleeting dream. Aaron asked her whether she knew for sure that Harry Trainer had been in that pickup. She told him that she didn’t get a clear look at his face, but the vehicle had Trainer’s license plate. He accepted the evidence. She knew his professor would seek another explanation, just as he would if they had caught the Lagoon Watcher with a machete in one hand and a severed head in the other.
When Aaron learned about Skillings’ serious injuries, he stopped asking anxious questions about the pursuit. He went silent. This time, someone he knew had gotten hurt. Moni recalled the first time she learned that police work was no rumpus adventure. She had stood over the flag-draped coffin of a 24-year veteran and then watched his sobbing wife and kids receive the flag. Luckily, they wouldn’t need that for Skillings now, but Moni knew either one of them could have been body-bagged after that chase. The pelican might have struck the wrong car.
With the Lagoon Watcher still lurking in the dark, body bags with the names Moni and Mariella on them might yet get filled with their cold, stiff contents.
“Will you come by again after I pick Mariella up from school?” Moni asked.
“Sure. Why don’t I come in the morning and meet you after you drop her off? You sound a little shaken up. Maybe you should call in sick.”
“Wait a minute. Don’t you have class in the morning?”
“I have lab with Dr. Swartzman. I can blow it off.”
“Hold on there, slacker. Don’t make me bring you in for cutting class,” she said playfully. It didn’t escape her that if he came by after she dropped the girl off, they would be in her house alone. That playa better check himself. “But for real, there’s a ton of evidence you and your professor need to go over. I’m sure the pelican that attacked Nina was infected, but you better make sure. And there’s more stuff from the marina explosion, so, put your work in and then come by.”
“Alright.” He sounded bummed that he didn’t have an out from his studies. “But this time, I’m stopping for pizza first. And with extra pepperoni.”
“Okay, I can live with that. I’ll see you… tonight.” She ended the conversation with a smile-a total 180 from where she began it.

Moni kept Mariella under her watchful eye that afternoon. The girl tried going outside to the back porch, but she wouldn’t let her anywhere near the water. She felt a chill every time the girl walked by the rear sliding glass door. She still hasn’t replaced the screen that the infected snake had destroyed.
She had Mariella sit on the coach, where she breezed through her math homework in a few minutes.
“Good job, baby.” Moni smiled warmly. “Every time I finished my homework, my momma used to give me a Popsicle. Would you like one?”
The girl nodded eagerly. Moni took one each of the four flavors out of the freezer and let her choose. To her relief, Mariella picked strawberry and not grape. Not that it would have meant anything if the girl had showed a tendency for purple since she has nothing wrong with her, Moni thought. Tropic the cat stretched with his back arched and placed his front paws on Mariella’s lap as he begged for a lick of the treat. A cat can avoid its owners all day, and then it sees them eating and all of a sudden it’s their best friend. The girl extended a gooey red finger for the purring feline.
Just then, the doorbell rang. Tropic bolted to Moni’s bedroom before he scored a taste.
“Save some room. That must be our friend, Aaron, with the pizza,” Moni said. The girl didn’t seem all that thrilled, but at least she didn’t run away like Tropic.
Keeping her eyes on the sliding door, Moni undid the chain and swung open the front door. “I’m glad you could…” When she saw those deceptively charming brown eyes and that dimpled chin, she nearly swallowed her tongue.
“Make it? Well I sure am too,” said Bo Williams. Inviting himself in, Moni’s father stepped through the doorway before she could regain her faculties, and slam it in his face. He spun around and guided the door firmly closed. “You’re looking mighty fine for someone who’s been in a car wreck.”
She shrank from his gaze and avoided meeting his eyes. “I got cut up a bit pulling the other officer out.” Moni held up her bandaged hand in the hope that he wouldn’t beat on an injured woman. Her memories of her bruised mother’s pleas for mercy told her that it wouldn’t make one bit of difference. When her mother had blocked the entrance to Moni’s room, he had shoved her. Moni remembered hearing her mother’s head thud against the wall and then her mother’s soft sobs as her father penetrated her room. Then he came to her closet.
“I saw you bleed’n on TV and figured I oughta come over and make sure you’re okay.” Her father’s bushy eyebrows arched into his crinkly forehead in an expression of sincerity fit for a vulture.
“I’m fine. Thank you.” She started backing toward the couch so she could shield Mariella from the man who had left a scar on her life; Mariella had enough lasting wounds.
“I see you’ve got company.” His eyes shifted toward Mariella. He strolled toward her. Even at 51, Bo Williams had retained much of his burly frame from his days as a linebacker. His skin had gotten as wrinkled as an old leather sofa, but he still had sturdy muscles under there. The man walked with a slight limp from a sore hip. Too bad Moni couldn’t outrun him with her back against the wall-a position he always caught her in.
“I reckon this is my new granddaughter.” He leaned over and put his hands on his knees. A smile crossed the prickly hairs of his unshaven face. “I’m Grandpa Bo. What’s yer name sweetheart?”
The way he eyed her like a tasty new chew toy made Moni’s stomach curdle. She stepped in front of Mariella and shielded her from his gaze. The girl grabbed a hold of her leg.
“You’re not supposed to come within a thousand feet of children,” said Moni, reminding her father of the terms of his release. “Your parole officer would nail you if he knew you were out here.”
“You’re probably right. Why don’t you give him a call?” He gestured with both hands toward her phone on the counter. Then he crossed his arms and flexed his biceps. “Go right ahead. I won’t stop you.”
Seeing the threatening message behind those words, Moni wished prisons didn’t have weight sets. She didn’t move a toenail.
He father nodded in satisfaction. He trotted over and sat on the couch besides Mariella. Instead of using common sense and fleeing, the girl stared at him curiously with her hands in her lap.
“I asked for yer name.” he said. “Are you fix’n to answer?”
Mariella provided her usual response. She looked at Moni hoping that she’d answer for her. No. She couldn’t let her father know anything about the girl. Even the newspapers haven’t printed her name. She didn’t need him showing up at her school and asking for her.
“Not much for jabbering, are ya? That’s not such a bad thing.” He struck Moni with a gaze that made her feel covered in earth worms. “My kid was way too loud. She didn’t know when to shut up.”
Her father had told her to shut up when he whipped her over and over across her bare arm with his leather belt. He nearly crushed her wrist with his grip so she couldn’t get away. She couldn’t stop screaming and crying. He had told her to shut up again, but Moni didn’t stop until her throat burned so bad that she couldn’t utter a sound.
She stared at the fist-sized bull head belt buckle her father had strapped over his jeans. Moni reached for Mariella. The girl took her hand and followed her away from the couch toward the kitchen.
“Where you think you’re going?” He sprang off the couch and took center stage in the middle of the living room. They couldn’t make a break for either door without running into him. She couldn’t get her gun either because she had left it atop the bookshelf full of African warrior art. “After all I did for you-you treat me like some kind of leper. You wouldn’t have gone to that fancy police academy without my money. I put you up your whole life. I put a roof over your head by bust’n my ass every day in a sweaty garage. I’ve been working since my pa died. I supported my little sisters. It never stops with you women. How long I gotta keep break’n my back?”
If only he had meant the part about his back breaking literally, Moni thought. Recalling that his griping usually preceded a severe beating, she sheltered Mariella behind her.
“With all the money I’ve given you for rent, I’ve repaid my debt to you ten times over,” Moni said.
“By doing what? Pretending to be a cop as an excuse for babysitting? That’s not real work. I work in the auto shop, but they keep me in the back like a damn cockroach. They don’t want anybody recognizing me from my mug shot. I wouldn’t have to deal with that shit if your fucking friend didn’t go squealing on me. She shoulda taken it like a trooper.”
After her father had abused her best friend, she didn’t talk to Moni again. Her friends abandoned her because she lived with a monster. Even when they locked him up, her friend blamed Moni for not warning her and keeping her away from her father. Moni knew her friend had been right.
She wouldn’t let him make Mariella the next casualty. Moni had so many vicious barbs inside her she yearned to launch at her father. They fell flat inside her mouth when he locked eyes with her. “You’re not welcome in my home. Please leave,” was all she mustered. Mariella reached out from behind her and squeezed Moni’s hand.
“You’re asking me to leave? You’re asking me? ” He shouted in her face and pointed his thumb at his rock solid chest. Moni flinched and stumbled backwards. “I should be telling you to leave. If it weren’t for you, my landlord wouldn’t be threatening to put an eviction notice on my door.”
“But I paid your rent for this month.”
“Yeah well, the money ran out before I could pay it. And it’s your fault, ya hear. Three nights a week I used to fish underneath the bridge and catch enough for dinner. Then the murders started and they taped off the walkway. They say the fish in there are poisonous. And I’ll be damned if it isn’t ‘cause of your case. The same guy in the lagoon who wants that girl of yours doesn’t want me to eat. He’s starving me until you give her back.”
“That’s completely ridiculous. Why would he starve you and not me?”
Ignoring her logic, her father threw his hands up. “He’s gonna starve everybody. And then he’ll do worse to you. You get it yet? Just give him what he wants.”
He nodded toward the little girl hiding behind Moni. Some grandfather he made.
“That won’t happen. Mariella is staying here with me.”
“Well, if I can’t eat by the river, then you’re gonna pay me for my troubles, but first you’re gonna feed me. What you got to eat?”
Moni’s heart dropped like a stone inside her chest when she saw that her father wouldn’t take her money and leave. He had set his mind on staying for dinner, and maybe longer. She could never stop him from getting what he wanted. She felt so embarrassed that she looked helpless in front of Mariella. The girl squeezed her hand tightly, as if she thought it would strengthen Moni and transform her into the hero the young one deserved.
Her father shoved his way past her into the kitchen. Along the way he nearly knocked Mariella into the wall.
“Watch where you’re going!” Moni yelled as she knelt down and cradled the trembling girl against her chest. “This is a fragile child.”
“Oh don’t worry,” he said coldly as he towered over the two of them. “I know how to handle fragile children. You remember, don’t you darlin’?”
Unable to bare the trauma of seeing his face, Moni shut her eyes. She felt herself in the darkness of her closet. She could hear his heavy breathing. It made the thin door vibrate. Sometimes she grabbed the handle and tugged with all her might. She could never prevent him from opening it.
The doorbell rang. Moni’s eyes shot open. She had totally forgotten about Aaron. He had stood up to Darren despite having a gun in his face, so he shouldn’t be afraid of her father.
“Now’s not a good time for company,” her father said. “Tell the dipstick to take a hike.”
With a nod, Moni led Mariella on a jittery gait toward the door. When she got away from her father’s reach, she swung it all the way open so Aaron got a clear view of the unwanted guest.
“Whoa. Looks like you ladies have the munchies,” Aaron said as he balanced a couple of pizza boxes in his arms. She noticed a fresh tomato sauce stain on his shirt-evidence that he had stolen a piece on the way over. “Hey, is that your…”
“He’s my father,” Moni cut in. She made sure Aaron saw her shoot her old man a wary glare.
“Hey, man,” Aaron called to him. “I hope you like hot pepperoni. But who doesn’t right?”
Marching toward the young man with a bull rider’s swagger, Bo Williams had lost his appetite for food. He looked ready to sink his teeth into something else.
“She’s not taking company right now, so git.” He pointed a greasy fingernail toward the road.
Aaron didn’t budge. “But, dude, she invited me.”
“I’m not gonna warn you twice, boy.” He made a fist armored with two fat and bumpy gold rings. They could easily cave in a nose.
Aaron looked right past him to Moni. “Hey, I live with my parents and they aren’t this harsh. What gives? Is he sauced up?” He made a drinking motion and gulping sounds. Like so many young men, Aaron didn’t think a man more than twice his age could hurt him. If he had a sense of the violence Bo Williams could unleash, he didn’t show it.
Her father directed his disapproving frown on Moni. “So this is the kind of loser you’re dating. You deserve his dumb ass, I’ll tell you that much.” Then he turned on Aaron with double the fury as his face swelled like a microwaved tomato. “You wanna see some sauce? When I was in the joint, I learned how to cut open a man’s throat by digging a key into his neck. I got a whole keychain full in my pocket.”
“Jail, huh? That’s pretty hardcore.” Aaron said without sounding startled in the least. Her father gnashed his teeth and reached into his pocket.
“Okay, that’s enough getting acquainted for one day.” Moni interjected before Aaron earned a fist through his head. “Now dad, I’ll give you that little loan and then you can be on your way.”
Her father shook his head. “You want me to leave ‘cause that punk’s here? Don’t bet on it.”
“What?” The moment he caught on to the extortion, Aaron set the pizza boxes down and fronted up on Bo Williams with his arms wide and his chest pumped up. It would have looked intimidating if Aaron had more than chicken scratch for muscles. “You’re hitting your daughter up for cash? That’s low, man. You’re gonna leave here as penniless as you came.”
“You got plenty of yap, don’t cha little doggie?” Bo Williams got nose-to-nose with him. Moni tugged at Aaron’s arm, but he didn’t back away. “If you stick your nose in my family, yer gonna get it bit off.” He flashed a grin of yellow-stained teeth with a few gaps in them. No doubt he had knocked out more teeth than he had lost.
Darren had kept her father at bay since his release from prison and her street-tough ex could probably tackle a bull. Aaron fought walls of water and flopping fish-not exactly good practice for an ex-con with a reputation for fighting dirty. He got the family kicked out of Disney World on Moni’s first time there because he got into a fight with another dad in line. He had gouged the man’s eyes bloody. The experience had freaked the victim out so much that he didn’t fly back to Florida for the court appearance, so her father walked free.
Aaron showed no signs of skirting this fight. Moni wondered whether he had fallen head over heels for her in a little less than a week or whether Aaron had a delusional macho complex that wouldn’t let him pass up any challenge. Either way, she held Mariella tight while she shuffled away from her father.
“She asked you to leave,” Aaron told him. “You better listen. Or is your hearing aid low on batteries?”
“What’s that, sonny?” Bo Williams cupped one hand to his ear. “You said I should stay?”
“I said that… Oof!”
He socked Aaron in the gut, driving two large rings into his belly. With his innards nearly coming up his throat, Aaron doubled over. Bo Williams hammered his other fist into the small of his back. Aaron dropped on all fours like a humbled dog.
“Some choice of man you got. I tell you what, if he were in prison, he’d be on his knees like this all day,” he told Moni with a hearty laugh.
Aaron coughed and wobbled back to his feet. He weakly raised his hands into a boxing pose, but he left his hands so wide that Moni’s father could have driven a truck down the middle straight to his jaw.
“Aaron, you don’t have to do this,” Moni pleaded. If he couldn’t stop her father, at least he could save himself. Moni couldn’t carry another victim of his abuse on her conscience.
“Aw, come on girl. Give the boy a chance,” her father said as he pulled out his keychain. He held a key in his fist like a spike. “I haven’t done one of these in a while.”
Her father jabbed the key toward Aaron’s throat. The young man fell backward with his feet flailing. He smacked down on his back. With his leg extended above him, Aaron’s foot landed square on Bo William’s nuts. Moni’s father doubled over and groaned. He tried cursing him, but his contorted purple face couldn’t squeeze any words out.
Finally someone shut that oaf up. Thank God.
Moni took a step toward the bookcase with her gun on it, but stopped herself. Her father wouldn’t let this keep him away forever. He would remember what she did when he returned.
“You should probably go and have that checked out, dad,” Moni said while her father clasped his package with both hands as if he were smothering a fire.
“And I think you better check out of here before I dish out another round of whoop ass.” Aaron sprang up and posed like a guy who had won a fight with a manly strike rather than desperate blow any four-year-old could have landed.
Her father tried straightening his posture into a fighting stance but his aging body couldn’t recover so quickly. His vulnerability depressed Moni. She wished he had such a weakness years ago when she was a girl. Her slaps and kicks had never hurt him. They only made him cackle and hit her back harder.
This time, Moni’s father had been sapped of his fight-for one day at least. He slinked out the doorway and away from the house, but left his daughter with a chilling farewell. “If I have to live on the street, I’ll have plenty of time to think. You’ll be on my mind, Moni, and so will that darlin’ granddaughter of mine.”
Moni couldn’t slam the door behind him fast enough. She threw her arms around Aaron. She had found a loyal soldier. Not a smart one, but one that would stand by her and, as an added bonus, was plenty cute. She combed her hand through his golden waves of hair and rubbed her nose on his neck.
Aaron giggled from her touch. “I guess that means thanks. What is that, cat language?”
“Meow. Meow.” Moni purred as she ran her fingers delicately down the back of his neck. “That means, ‘You were like a lion out there, big boy.’”
“Meow,” said Tropic the cat for real as he snuck out of the bedroom on the prowl for the source of the pizza smell. They traded smiles.
“Come on, against that old man? Mr. so-called Prison Brawler with his scary set of keys. Oh no, he’s going to unlock me!” Aaron crossed his hands over his neck and stuck out his tongue.
Moni backed off from him with her face as serious as a Norman Rockwell painting. “My dad served time. And he’s put more than a few people in the hospital.”
“You’re kidding, right?” Moni shook her head. Aaron’s eyes widened. He rubbed the spot on his belly where her father had punched him. “No wonder he hits so freaking hard. Thanks for warning me.”
“If I would have warned you, would you have run away and left us?” asked Moni with a glance toward Mariella, who stood with her back to the bookshelf watching them curiously.
“Now I know you’re jiving with me,” Aaron said in his best street talk as he crossed his arms all thuggish. “You know I wouldn’t bail on you and the little boo. I stayed for your gun-toting ex and a killer snake. Why would I leave for pops the ex-con? For real Moni, you may want to tone it down a bit. Your posse is totally whack.”
“Whack? That word is so nineties,” Moni said. Aaron shrugged as he apparently realized he hadn’t swept her off her feet just yet. If only he knew that she didn’t care about the way he spoke or how tough he looked. His actions spoke loudly enough. “Believe me, I didn’t ask for all this trouble. It just finds me. And it finds Mariella too. Put the two of us together and, well, you know.”
They simultaneously looked at the girl for a reaction. Mariella kept shifting her eyes between them and scanning the outside of the house through the window. It looked like she had a feeling that trouble still had a beat out on them.
“I better hang around for a while tonight,” Aaron said as he gazed out the window into the darkness. Moni took his arm and leaned her head on his shoulders, where she felt the tight muscles that he had honed from swimming in the choppy sea. “You never know what’s out there.”



Chapter 27


He nearly handcuffed himself inside his own unmarked patrol car when he saw Monique Williams invite her child abusing old man into her home. Clyde Harrison couldn’t believe that she would expose the little girl she guarded so vigorously to a kid beater. This is the woman who let Nina Skillings, his partner on the homicide investigation team, get cannon-balled into a wall during a car chase because she wouldn’t put Mariella at risk.
If she had started taking gambles like this with the girl yesterday, Nina would be walking around fine. Why’d she have to pick today to shoot craps with the child’s life?
He turned his radio off and listened closely for shouting. Then he remembered that the girl couldn’t shout or scream. She couldn’t call for help. Harrison grabbed the door latch. He stopped himself. Lead detective Sneed had put him on surveillance so he could gather evidence on Moni’s treatment of the girl. He shouldn’t make his presence known unless the Lagoon Watcher shows up for the last living witness to his murders, Sneed had told him. As the minutes rolled by and the child abuser didn’t leave, Harrison doubted those orders would chain him down much longer.
Gazing down the street from behind the tinted windows of his Buick sedan, Harrison eyed the old taped together Camaro that Moni’s father had parked halfway on her overgrown lawn. He plugged in the license plate number and confirmed that Bo Williams shouldn’t be within a thousand feet of children-and for good reason. After bloodying up a 13-year-old, he raised hell in jail and got cited for more than a dozen fights. Most of them were with skinny kids barely old enough to be behind bars.
Cracking his knuckles as he stared at Bo Williams’ ugly mug on the computer, Harrison knew he’d enjoy turning the tables on that shithead. Since he already had enough proof of Moni’s mistreatment to make a judge remove the girl, he saw no need for waiting by while the kid got smacked around.
I’ll give them five more minutes. If he doesn’t come out of there, I’m dragging his ass out.
Harrison had 30 seconds left on his countdown when the surf rat showed up at her house. He recognized Aaron Hughes from the task force meetings.
“A little extra-curricular activity between you two, eh,” Harrison said to himself. “Well, you’re in for a surprise kid.”
Much to Harrison’s amazement, it was the ex-con and not the beach bum who limped out of there. It looked like the Williams family’s crown jewels had been smashed. So much for fighting like a man, Harrison thought. At least the kid had made his job a whole lot easier. Harrison snapped photos of Bo Williams hobbling into his car and leaving. Combined with the photos of the child abuser strolling straight in to meet the girl, Harrison figured he had built a pretty damning case again Moni. He e-mailed the photos to Sneed and then dialed him up.
“These are perfect, Clyde. Absolutely delicious,” Sneed said as if he were chewing into savory barbeque ribs. “When I show these to the DCF agent, she’ll yank Mariella outta there so fast Moni will think a tornado swept through.”
“I don’t much like bouncing Mariella between homes like a ping pong ball,” Harrison said. “But Moni hasn’t done a thing to help the girl snap out of this. She hasn’t made a break in the case all this time and the bodies keep piling up. She’s protecting the girl and a lot of people are paying for it…”
Harrison didn’t need to mention Nina. Sneed understood that he constantly worried about his partner.
“She’s not awake yet,” Sneed said. “They’re keeping her out until the swelling goes down and they can perform the surgery. Her spine is cracked, but it ain’t broken all the way. When she gets back, we’ll have to anchor her behind a desk.”
Harrison stared at the empty car seat beside him. Nina wouldn’t fill it again. No one could kick a running suspect’s knees out or subdue a piece of trailer park trash like her. He couldn’t think of another soul he’d rather bust up a dope house with.
“Nina’s not gonna be the same in a cubicle,” Harrison said. “How could a fucking pelican take her down?”
“I don’t have the foggiest idea, son. Only the Lagoon Watcher knows, and without Mariella’s testimony about how he killed her parents, we don’t have enough evidence for a conviction.”
“You think she saw him do it?”
“She must have, but we can’t know for sure until we make that girl put all her cards on the table,” Sneed said. “If you wanna make yourself useful, you could join the DCF agent as she removes Mariella from that house of horrors and takes her in for questioning.”
As Harrison considered the offer, he watched Moni’s house. He saw Mariella peering out the bright window into the night. It appeared like she looked right at him for a minute, but that must have been a coincidence, he thought. She couldn’t see through his tinted windows into his darkened car, especially at night. Harrison felt a chill down his spine and a sudden urge to get the hell out of there. He obeyed his gut and rolled the car down the street.
“Was that an offer or a command?” Harrison asked about the DCF raid.
“More of the latter,” Sneed replied.
“That’s what I thought.” Harrison couldn’t hide the disappointment on his voice.

The killer couldn’t hide much longer. Once Sneed made Mariella crack, and he jarred the evidence loose, he’d have all the ammunition he’d need.
Examining the photos of that child abusing ex-con entering Moni’s house, Sneed rubbed his round belly. It felt satisfied from a ham sandwich on top of the impending scrumptious triumph in this case. How about it, he thought, that Moni said she didn’t push Mariella hard so she could protect her, but she ended up exposing her to the most dangerous person in her life.
The forthcoming “I told you so” moment would have tasted sweeter if it didn’t have a barge full of corpses tagging along with it. After a phone conversation with Brigadier General Alonso Colon, Sneed realized that the body count would climb even higher if he didn’t wrap this up soon.
“I’m telling you this with the upmost confidence that word won’t get out to the general public,” Colon said. He waited for Sneed’s agreement before continuing-making sure the police officer knew who the higher authority was. “Late last night, some explosive ordinances were taken from Patrick Air Force Base. I don’t think I have to tell you that the circumstances were unusual.”
“And probably related to this case I’m working.” Sneed stressed that he’s working on the case, and not the military or the fed. Both of them have kept their ears on things without acting or, it appears from this little incident, sufficiently ramping up security.
Noting that Colon didn’t respond to his last comment, Sneed pressed on. “When you say ‘some’ explosives, what exactly are you talking about here?” Given that Patrick hosted bombers that flew around the world dropping haymakers, anything coming from there would dwarf any explosives domestic terrorists could assemble in their basements.
“One of these bombs would be enough to level a four-story building. You might know them as bunker busters,” Colon said. “They got away with sixteen.”
“Sixteen! Are you shitting me?” Sneed nearly burst a heart valve. “How do you lose sixteen high grade bombs?”
“We suspect they were dragged towards the lagoon. Whether they were submerged or transported by boat, we don’t know.”
“What do you mean you don’t know? If you couldn’t guard them, you should at least have the heist on camera. Hell, even gas stations get that right. You’re a fucking air force base!”
“I know what we are, Mr. Sneed,” Colon snapped. “I’m more furious than you that our security was compromised. Three soldiers left their posts for unexplained reasons. One of them said he forget he was on watch and called his mother because he suddenly worried about her. The other two had even worse excuses. As for the cameras, well, it’s not unheard of that a bird accidently strikes one and takes it out. That happens. But what shouldn’t happen is five cameras getting destroyed by birds-all the ones near where the explosives were stolen.”
“I’d call you crazy as a coyote if I didn’t know better,” Sneed said. “On the same night you had a flock of birds committing burglary, I had a pelican foil a car chase that could have bagged our lead suspect.”
“I heard about that. I wish Officer Skillings a speedy recovery.”
Realizing that he hadn’t even mentioned her condition, Sneed coughed and cleared his throat. He saw no use in dwelling on people who couldn’t help him solve the case any longer-especially with the stakes raised sixteen times higher.
“Do you want me to send a team to Patrick to sweep the scene?” Sneed asked.
“We’re bringing down federal agents for that. You’re about to have some more company in our task force meetings.”
Sneed loved when investigators from the federal alphabet soup of agencies got together and tore a case in 50 different directions. His team already had a thick case file and they could benefit more than anyone from adding to it with the evidence on Patrick.
“How about we join those agents on base?” Sneed asked. “We can tell you if it matches the prior crime scenes.”
“No can do. We can’t give you access to classified areas,” Colon replied staunchly.
“I got news for you. Those ‘classified’ areas of yours were visited more than Disney World last night.”
“There was a crowd all right, but not like you’d see in a theme park. We found unusual tracks along the path where the bombs were dragged toward the lagoon. We’ve got gators, horses, dogs, bare human feet and stuff I just plain don’t recognize. A whole section of fence along the lagoon whittled away from acid burns. That’s how they got in.”
“Horses, huh? I reckon I heard about some missing horses over the past few days. One rancher in West Melbourne said a horse leapt the gate, jumped down into a canal and followed it all the way to the lagoon. I didn’t buy that shit then. Now maybe I do. Somebody’s stocking a zoo down there.”
“A zoo capable of reducing sixteen buildings to rubble,” Colon reminded him. “If the Lagoon Watcher’s motive is to protect the lagoon, then he’s upped the ante. He thought that several murders and a plague of bacteria would make us adopt his demands-those 150 steps to clean the lagoon on his Web site. Nobody listened, so he figures that if he blows up some buildings, he’ll force us to comply.”
“Americans never cower to terrorists,” said Sneed, fully aware that he sounded like a patriotic country music song. “Doesn’t he know that our colors don’t run?”
“That sounds good, until civilians start getting carried out in body bags. We must form a concerted effort to sweep every potential target in this county for bombs every few days. And check all abandoned buildings for his lab.”
“I’m on it. I’ll make sure the Watcher can’t show his face or his truck in public without somebody recognizing him and calling it in. We should have another break in the case soon. I have a sneaking suspicion that our lead witness will have a lot more to say.”
“If she said more than nothing, that would be good,” Colon said dismissively. Getting sneered down upon through the nose of the military man roiled Sneed up so bad that he snapped a pencil between his fingers.
“I’ll catch that killer and bring all sixteen of your bombs back just as they were before you lost them,” Sneed said. “And in the meantime, try not to lose any F-16s or stealth bombers.”
After an audible swallow, Colon issued some cold formalities and hung up. Sneed couldn’t help grinning after dominating that match of wits, but the stomach that had felt so satisfied minutes earlier now bulged full of moldy cottage cheese. Gagging, he thought of an explosion ripping open the side of a local building and the flailing bodies of office workers tumbling out through the flames. Sneed spat a glob of stomach acid into his trash can.
“Not on my watch,” Sneed said to himself.
Then he remembered that the incineration could happen in sixteen different places at any time. Pregnant women. The elderly. Children. He brought the lip of the trash can up to his chin.



Chapter 28


Moni didn’t know how long someone had been knocking on her door. She couldn’t hear the rapping through the Saturday morning rain pounding her roof and windows, until the knocking elevated to a forceful thud. If it had gone on any longer, it might have awoken Mariella. The girl didn’t usually sleep past ten, but after the traumatic visit from Moni’s father the night before, she figured the girl needed rest.
Mindful of another incursion by that monster, or maybe someone or something a whole lot worse, Moni stuck her pistol down the back of her sweat pants and concealed it underneath her oversized shirt. The thunder rolled through the sky. The African artifacts on her bookcase shook from the vibrations. Tropic hid under the kitchen table. She slinked to the door without passing before the window. Through the keyhole, Moni saw the curly weave atop DCF Agent Tanya Roberts’ head. The keyhole made her face puff up like a black jack-o-lantern. By the look in her eyes, someone had lit that pumpkin’s candle with kerosene. Her fist banged on the door, which shook in Moni’s face.
Moni pulled away and ducked below the keyhole. Would a DCF agent come by on a Saturday morning for a routine checkup on a foster child? She doubted it. Tanya had an issue with her, but Moni couldn’t see why. No one besides Aaron had witnessed her father’s visit last night. As much as he hated her, Moni’s dad wouldn’t confess because that would land him in jail for violating his parole. Maybe Mrs. Mint had bitched some more about how the girl had been making her job too hard-like elementary school teachers ever had it easy, Moni thought. Something like that, she could handle.
The thunder rumbled once more as Moni reached for the doorknob. Tropic yowled from under the table. Moni winced. Her head pounded as the veins in her skull swelled under the pressure of a torrent of blood. She shouldn’t open that door. She should grab Mariella and leave out the back. Digging her fingers into her temples, Moni fought against the pressure triggered by fear.
If I can’t confront a doughy DCF agent, I’ll never save Mariella from those mutants in the lagoon.
Moni swung open the door. She found more than the rotund Tanya Roberts. A six-foot-three carriage of muscle leapt out from behind the cover of the garage. Officer Clyde Harrison dripped with rainwater from his matted black hair to his steely black boots. His uniform clung to his stacked body, and showed off a pair of pecs that powered arms strong enough to snap her neck in a heartbeat. He stared at Moni, but not with any malice or twisted pleasure in his task. She saw subtle sympathy in his eyes. Harrison stood there like a tank ready to steamroll over a village, even if he’d regret it later.
His reluctance didn’t offer Moni any relief. Her headache subsided, but her heart rate ramped up as the unmistakable reality struck her. She had been on the other end of that doorway so many times. Moni had accompanied DCF agents, even Tanya in a few instances, when they removed children from dangerous homes. Sometimes the parents didn’t protest, but that only happened when the parents were junkies or the kids were hell-raisers. In most cases, Moni restrained the enraged parents while the DCF whisked the kids away. A DCF agent would rarely take an officer on a call for any other reason.
Wedged in the doorway with Mariella’s kidnappers facing her, Moni felt like a slippery cork plugging a fire hose.
“Where is she?” Tanya asked. Her voice sounded mighty big with that gorilla at her back.
“Mariella is sleeping. She had a busy night eating pizza with our friend Aaron from the investigation team,” Moni said. “If there’s some kind of problem, we can…”
“I heard through the grapevine that you had another guest last night-one with a rap sheet longer than my arm.” Tanya reached into her shirt pocket and drew out a photo of Bo Williams barging into Moni’s house. Moni’s jaw nearly dropped off her face.
She could argue all she wanted, but she couldn’t refute that photo. Whether against her will or not, she hadn’t prevented her father from encroaching on the vulnerable girl. A cop should have no problem keeping known criminals from taking a seat on the couch besides a child. Her excuses wouldn’t convince a judge otherwise.
Her father’s voice rang inside her head.
“You been fucking up my whole life, you little whore! All you do is screw up!”
“How did you get that?” Moni jutted a trembling finger at the photo. “Who’s been watching me?”
“Sorry, Moni,” Harrison said as he stepped forward. “We can’t let this go on any longer. A lot of lives are at stake here, not just one girl’s.”
“Sounds like Sneed put you up to it,” Moni said.
Harrison didn’t reply. From his expression, he didn’t need to. Sneed had hated Moni’s little arrangement with Mariella from the moment she carried the girl off the boardwalk in that accursed park. Only Moni had prevented that fat oaf from plopping Mariella on his plate under the hot lights of the interrogation room, and tearing out every shred until he found the evidence he hungered for. The girl might never recover from the traumatic reliving of her parents’ gruesome dissections, but Sneed wouldn’t care. As Harrison had said, that little girl was only one life.
Moni spread her elbows out so Tanya couldn’t wedge her walrus-like body through the doorway. “Excuse me!” Tanya said. Moni held firm.
Harrison sighed. “You really want it this way, huh?” He grabbed Moni’s arm and spun her around as easily as a turnstile. Without summoning any rage or noticeable effort, Harrison shrugged off Moni’s squirming against his unrelenting grip.
“Let me go!” She shouted so loud that a hurricane couldn’t drown her out. “Run, Mariella! Run and she’ll never catch you!”
Moni kept watch on the door to Mariella’s room. She didn’t leave. The DCF agent waddled through the house. Scoping out the African war goddess artwork, the black coffee-skinned Tanya snorted as if to say, “You think that owning all this cheap shit makes you a real black woman?”
Tropic hissed at Tanya from underneath the table and flashed his sharp teeth as she halted before the kitchen. She found the hallway to Mariella’s room and jammed it with her flabby hips. Even if Mariella tried making a run for it, she’d lodge in Tanya’s arms and get stuffed into the back of her car.
Moni’s head rumbled as if a thundercloud swept in through her ear. She thought of Sneed screaming at poor Mariella. He wouldn’t stop until she cracked and crumbled. All of the love and trust that Moni had invested so much time in building with the girl would get destroyed forever. Moni would never see her precious Mariella again.
“Stop it!” The scream intensified the throbbing in Moni’s head. No pain concerned her anymore. She reached into the back of her pants and drew her pistol. She bashed Harrison in the temple with its handle. As he staggered into the wall, Moni slipped free and bolted for Tanya.
Before Tanya realized what had happened to her backup, Moni grabbed the DCF agent by the back of her collar. She heaved her away from the girl’s door. Tanya fell on her ass. Moni aimed her gun square in the middle of the woman’s shocked face. “Back off,” Moni said without a thought about what a serious line she had just crossed. Each raindrop splattering against the windows rattled the painfully swollen recesses of her brain. She ignored it, along with the consequences of seeing this through. She didn’t give a damn about anything besides keeping Mariella out of Sneed’s clutches.
“Girl, have you lost your damn mind?” Tanya bellowed as she scooted away from the gun. Moni’s aim followed her.
“Drop it, or else we’re gonna have a problem here,” Harrison said as he drew his gun on Moni. Blood trickled down his temple from where Moni had struck him. It must take an anvil to knock him out. “I know you love that girl, but you won’t be much use to her with a bullet in your skull.”
Moni thought about taking a dive, and turning the gun on Harrison. Then she asked herself what the hell she was doing; she had already flushed away her career, and bought herself jail time by turning a gun on an officer. She had never even shot at a criminal when she had plenty of reason. If she fired that gun, she’d never see the outside of a cell, or Mariella, again.
“I’m sorry.” Moni lowered her gun and wiped a tear from her eye. “This isn’t who I am.”
Her head pulsed from her relentless headache, which made her involuntarily jerk the gun up once more. Moni flicked its aim away from Tanya, but by then Harrison had barreled halfway across the room. He wouldn’t stop. He plowed into Moni, swatted the gun from her hand and pinned her against the wall.
“Get off me!” Moni barked in his chest. The top of her head couldn’t even reach his chin. Something about being restrained like a caged dog resurrected the fight inside her. She arched her back against the wall and shoved him with both hands. She couldn’t create an inch of space. He wouldn’t even let her give Mariella a hug goodbye.
“I’m not taking any more chances with you darlin’.” She felt the baritone in Harrison’s voice resonate from his chest as he spoke. “Nina learned the hard way that you can’t be trusted.”
“That wasn’t my fault,” Moni said as she squirmed for breathing room and an eventual escape route. He pushed back so hard that her spine grinded into the wall until she couldn’t utter anything besides a grunt.
While Moni struggled futilely, Tanya gathered herself up and resumed her pursuit of the eight-year-old girl. Moni heard the floorboards in the hallway creek under the DCF agent’s platform boots as she stalked toward the bedroom. She opened the door. Tanya shrieked.
“What happened to her?”



Chapter 29


Moni and Harrison ran toward the sound of Tanya shouting from inside Mariella’s room. The girl’s empty bed had been soaked by rainwater. That wasn’t all that soiled it. A pool of muddy water had settled in her sheets. Black prints from reptilian scales stained the wall between the bed and the open window. Something had pried it open and ripped a hole in the screen big enough to snatch a little girl through.
As the driving rain pelted the carpet and wall, Moni shivered with the horrendous feeling of deja vu. The room of the last murdered witness had been covered with filthy animal prints. The mutilated body hadn’t been left behind this time. They had taken the victim outside, where she would get plunged into the canal and become the main course for the bacteria’s feast.
Moni thought of Mariella’s pale, bloodless face without a neck below it. Those brown eyes would never sparkle again. Her lips, once soft pink, would never curve into a smile. Just as it had done to her parents, it would cut out her little heart and slurp away the blood.
“Mariella!” Moni screamed as she stuck her head out the window. The only answer came from the rain bombarding her face. She peered down and saw chunks torn out of her lawn from the base of the window to the canal. Along the way, she spotted one of Mariella’s pink socks.
“I’m coming baby!” Moni hollered. She punched out the damaged screen, and hoisted herself through the window. Her braids lashed through the soaked grass as she rolled across her back and onto her feet. “Hold on! I’m not letting you go!”
She ignored the DCF agent’s protests as she hustled through tall waterlogged grass with her bare feet. When she reached the canal, she looked east toward the lagoon. The gray water rippled violently from a cascade of raindrops. Moni spotted a purple nightgown. She also saw what was underneath it-an armory of scales splitting the water before it. A rope fastened Mariella to the creature’s back as it whisked her down the canal. Thank God, the girl still had a head on her shoulders. The monster apparently intended on saving the bloody crescendo for its master.
Her hands felt empty after carrying a gun a minute ago, but she didn’t have time for going back and strapping up. Even if ten starving gators were in that canal, it wouldn’t have delayed her for a second. She leapt into the water. The creature immediately swung around and faced her. A lump shot up Moni’s throat when the gator bared its endless rows of teeth. She dove underwater and circled around it. Her hands combed through the mud and leaves along the bottom. She found a rock. Moni surfaced nose to snout with the gator. Its purple eyes illuminated the raindrops and reflected off the narrow stretch of water between her and the beast. The gator surged toward her with such might, that it could have toppled an oak tree. Moni swung the rock. It bashed the gator across its jaw. That allowed her to swim around the possessed reptile’s business end and latch onto Mariella.
The girl slowly turned her head and cast her eyes upon her last hope for survival. Mariella didn’t have a mark on her. She hadn’t resisted joining her parents in the lagoon. Maybe that’s what she wanted, Moni thought. While that’s a natural reaction for a child who has lost her parents, it made Moni feel so inadequate, like the inescapable bond she had established between her and Mariella meant nothing. No, of course it meant the world to that child, Moni thought. That bond couldn’t grow stronger unless she brought her home.
Moni grabbed the rope across Mariella’s chest. It felt slimy. The rope slipped off the girl and coiled around Moni’s wrist. Then the other side of the rope rose out of the water to reveal what had really bound her to the gator-a snake with fangs dripping poison, which had a purple glow like that of a black light. The snake lashed its diamond-shaped head at Moni’s trapped arm. She grabbed her extra large shirt with her other hand and stretched it out over the snake’s target. Its fangs ripped through the cloth, but found nothing behind it and its head bounced off. Moni doubted the same trick would work twice. So she took advantage of the snake’s momentary confusion and pinched its jaw shut between her thumb and forefinger. As she squeezed its scaly head, the snake let her some slack and Moni freed her wrist. She pulled Mariella loose and hoisted her over her shoulder. The girl’s trembling arms clung around Moni’s neck. Her feet started sinking into the submerged muck while the water chilled her bones. She struggled to endure the sting of the wound on her hand from the prior night’s accident, as she supported the weight of the girl. Ignoring every ache, Moni rejoiced in the most magical embrace of her life.
It wouldn’t count unless they both made it ashore alive.
The odds of that occurring grew longer when a second snake poked its head out from between the scales on the gator’s back. Within seconds, it extended three feet long. It didn’t hiss, but it made its intensions plenty clear when it flashed its fangs at Moni. She released the first snake, and treaded backwards through the clumpy water. Turning her shoulder, Moni kept Mariella as far away from the mutant as possible. She hadn’t gone far enough.
The gator thrashed around. It opened its gaping mouth, revealing a purple tongue. It smacked her with a stench straight from an exposed maggoty grave. With their purple forked tongues flicking from their mouths, the twin snakes gyrated hypnotically on the gator’s back. They weren’t merely on the gator. They were a seamless melding of several animals into one. The mutant stalked toward Moni until her back pressed up against the steep embankment of the canal. Rainwater poured down the slope and over her back; her spine tingled as three pairs of purple eyes shined above mouths that craved a taste of the iron in her blood. Most of all, they thirsted for Mariella.
Moni’s ears rung. Blood splattered across her face. The gator reared its head high and splashed it down as it writhed from the bullet lodged into its back. Harrison fired the next one into the beast’s neck. It dove underwater for shelter.
Before Moni could thank him, Mariella flew right off her back. Tanya carried her under one arm as if she were a loaf of bread. Brushing off Harrison’s extended hand, Moni dug her fingers into the grass at the canal’s edge and vaulted out of the water.
“Where do you think you’re going with her?” Moni shouted at Tanya as she ran the woman down. Even after the exhausting scuffle in the canal, Moni easily overtook the hyperventilating DCF agent and seized her fatty arm. Her nails stabbed Tanya’s loose flesh like the prongs of a fork into a leg of lamb.
“Let go!” Tanya yelled. She clutched the girl against the small mountains of her bosom. “You’re a horrible parent. I’m not letting you get her killed.”
“Get her killed? I’m the only reason she’s alive! Who else is gonna save her from monsters like that? You think that’s the only time I’ve held one off?”
“You did a fine job saving the girl-for the moment. But I bailed out both of you,” Harrison said as he paced across the backyard of Moni’s neighbor. Holding his gun at ready, he had it in a more suitable position to turn on Moni rather than toward the canal. “Now I’ve got to save you from doing something stupid. Let the girl go. I promise, I’ll protect her.”
Moni didn’t doubt that Harrison possessed more physical strength and a more reliable trigger finger for confronting the freaks that hunted Mariella. She didn’t doubt his sincerity either, but she couldn’t see Harrison risking his life like Moni had with her blind leap into the canal. After all, he had followed right along with Sneed’s plan of sacrificing Mariella’s mental health without any guarantee it would halt the killings.
“You don’t understand how special this child is,” Moni said as she stared at Mariella’s longing eyes. If Tanya separated them, she wouldn’t survive another attack, which would come before long. Moni faced Harrison. “Until you really know her and love her, you can’t protect her. Are you ready to die for this child?”
Jutting out his jaw and biting his bottom lip, Harrison didn’t answer. That supplied Moni with the response she expected. Mariella reached out for her. Moni took her hands, but Tanya wouldn’t release the girl.
“You don’t have custody of her anymore,” Tanya said as she clasped her hands around Mariella’s waist. “She’s property of the state and I’ve de… Agh!”
Tanya fell on her belly in the grass. A snake had its fangs hooked into her ankle. It dragged her toward the canal like it was the pulley on a tow truck. Tanya’s hands slipped from Mariella’s waist to her knees and down her calves. Moni could reach out and catch Tanya’s hands, but that would mean releasing Mariella-the monster’s real target. She couldn’t risk losing her again. Tanya ripped off Mariella’s remaining sock as she lost her grip and slid down the wet grass into the canal. Harrison dove for her hands like a wide receiver stretching for a ball. He caught one of them.
“It bit me!” Tanya cried as her neck bent awkwardly against the edge of the canal. “It burns! Jesus, it burns!”
Harrison posted his legs wide and pulled Tanya up by the hand. Then the rest of the snake’s melded body surfaced. The gator chomped down on the woman’s extended arm. The bone splintered with a crunch. Tanya howled in agony one final time as Harrison released the mangled arm before the gator could drag him under with her.
He scooted across the grass away from the water with his limbs flailing, as if the hulking man was a boiling lobster. Harrison had witnessed shootings and fatal car wrecks, but Moni had never seen his eyes grow so wide or his skin go so pale. The huge hands, which only seconds ago held another living person, trembled uncontrollably.
With Mariella balanced on one hip, Moni grabbed Harrison underneath the arm. She couldn’t lift him, but getting the momentum started brought him on his feet.
“It still hasn’t gotten who it’s after,” Moni told him. Mariella pressed her nose against the back of her neck. She would never let them extinguish those sweet breaths from her flute-like windpipe. “We gotta go.”
“I’ll cover you,” said Harrison, who had a glassy glaze over his eyes as if he couldn’t quite fathom the situation.
Nevertheless, he trained his gun on the canal while Moni whisked Mariella between the houses to her driveway. She immediately saw the huge flaw in her plan. Harrison had parked his patrol car behind Moni’s Ford Taurus. She had no more than three inches to maneuver.
“If only these were bumper cars,” Moni told the girl as she squeezed between the cars and heaved open her trunk. She hoisted out a shotgun and loaded it. Moni opened the back door and nearly tossed Mariella in. But the girl stuck on her like a tight pair of jeans. If she left Mariella alone in the car, someone or something could come for her.
“Remember how you rode that horse?” she asked. Mariella nodded. “Well, saddle up on me.”
Mariella strapped onto the officer’s back as she charged into her backyard. Aiming the shotgun with both hands, Moni vowed that she wouldn’t hesitate again. The pop of a gunshot sent such jolts up her feet that she nearly slipped. She couldn’t see where it had come from through the torrential downpour. Halting for a moment, Moni heard screaming from her neighbor’s house. She peered through the window and spied old Mrs. McCray in her hair rollers with her wrinkly face aghast. The woman started punching numbers into her cell phone. It didn’t take Moni any guesses to figure out who she called.
The last thing I need is a swarm of blue on my home. I know it’s coming, but not when Mariella’s here. They still have their orders from Sneed.
Sprinting across the drenched grass undaunted despite the second gunshot and a massive splash in the water, she found Harrison backed up against the side of her wooden deck, which hung about three feet above him. He trained his gun on a spot on the canal that had been trampled by gator tracks.
“The damn thing won’t stay down,” he said. He eyed her shotgun as if she didn’t merit wielding such a weapon while he got a pea-shooter. “That’ll sure pack a wallop. Let’s both aim for the brain-all three of ‘em.”
“I need your keys.” Moni pointed at the keychain dangling from his belt. “You blocked me in.”
“And you’re counting on me staying here and becoming gator chow while you escape with the girl that Sneed ordered me after?” Harrison sounded much more alert than a minute ago. Firing a few rounds into a reptile and then seeing it spring back alive tends to generate some adrenaline. “I won’t be your human shield like Nina was.”
So much for him covering their escape, Moni thought. With a scowl on her dark eyelashes and lips, Mariella flung her hand out for a slap on Harrison’s shoulder. Moni pulled the girl away before she made contact. That didn’t surprise her and she couldn’t blame her. A man who had sworn to protect the innocent had just broken his promise.
The surface of the canal erupted as the possessed gator and its serpent cohorts leapt out of the water. It slid through the grass on its belly as nimbly as a killer whale coasting across the beach for its prey.
“Shoot it!” Harrison ordered Moni. He pumped lead through the bottom of its gaping mouth. The monster did the gator roll through her yard.
Moni raised her shotgun and targeted the gator’s skull. Then she heard scratching on the railing of the deck above her. She jumped out of the way. A gang of rats dove off the deck. Their eyes blazed purple. Vermin like these had shredded the last witness into kibble. With Mariella ducking behind her shoulder as she stayed fastened to her back, Moni punted two of the rats across the lawn. Harrison didn’t fare so well. One rat perched on his shoulder and started nibbling his ear into a bloody stump. Another rodent gnawed through his pants leg. He grunted and howled as their sharp teeth scraped his skin, but he didn’t take his focus on the three sets of even sharper teeth barreling towards him. Harrison fired twice more into the gator. Then his clip ran out.
“Stop fucking around and shoot the bastard!” Harrison screamed at Moni as he fumbled for another clip on his belt while the rats made a meal of him.
Moni shot out the gator’s eye. Purple goo splattered across the grass as if a gigantic grape had been squashed. The smoking remains of the eye roasted the grass until it browned.
Its charge halted, the gator twitched its neck and flexed its jaws. Harrison finally turned on the rats and swatted them off. He felt for the remains of his ear. It resembled a raw bone that had been chewed up by a pit bull. With that distracting him, Moni slipped her hand around his waist and snatched his keys.
She hadn’t even planned it. She saw the opening and took it. The Lagoon Watcher had infected enough animals for an all-day target practice-except the targets shook off their holes. Mariella didn’t belong in the middle of this, but if Harrison felt like going out with his guns blazing, she wouldn’t stop him.
But I’m not helping him either, am I?
When Harrison eyed her with intense hatred, Moni shelved that last thought. As long as Mariella survives, she shouldn’t regret a thing. He had spied on her. He came here to take her away.
He’s a follow officer. We don’t leave our own behind. What will they think of me if I let this happen again?
Moni realized that the approval of Sneed and his good ol’ boys club doesn’t matter. After all, they thought so highly of her that they orchestrated this heist of Mariella. If they want the evidence Mariella supposedly knows, they need the girl alive, she thought. Moni agreed with them on that point. She knew they couldn’t stop the killings without the girl.
She would have been the next victim when she dove into the canal after the girl, but Harrison had shot the gator. As the creature stirred once more with its one good eye and the rats scurried up his tattered pants, Harrison had become the new target.
“Get these little bastards off me!” he cried as a rat bit his wrist, making him drop his gun.
With Harrison’s car keys in one hand and a shotgun in the other, Moni turned her back on her fellow officer. She sprinted toward his patrol car with the girl on her back. Moni prayed for thunder. Only a force of nature so terribly loud could drown out the screams that echoed through her backyard.



Chapter 30


When his cell phone rang, Aaron rolled over in bed and covered his head with the blanket. The pattering of the rain on his window-not to mention some shots of whisky the night before-had lulled him into a long sleep. He didn’t realize just how long until he rubbed his eyes and read the time on his phone showing a quarter to eleven on a Saturday morning.
After nearly getting his nose busted by an ex-con the day before, Aaron wouldn’t mind staying in bed all day. But he couldn’t resist answering the call of the woman who got him in all those wicked jams. He loved that his own parents considered him too much of a fuck-up to watch their house when they were away, but a police officer kept calling on his skills.
“Hey babe,” he answered. Aaron couldn’t suppress a yawn. “Why you always waking me?”
Moni responded with a soft whimper. He heard the whooshing of wind rolling over her speeding car.
“Aren’t you wondering why I’m all slacking and sleeping so late?” he asked.
Despite the slow set up pitch right down the center of the plate, Moni didn’t swing. She peppered the phone with short tense breaths that reminded him of a red-faced woman undergoing labor pains in one of those childbirth documentaries.
“Moni? What’s wrong?”
“That damn Sneed. He ordered officers over to steal Mariella.”
“What! Where is she?”
“Thank God.” She sucked in a relieved gulp of air. “She’s here with me. The Lagoon Watcher’s monsters took her before Sneed’s cronies did. They took her into the canal. They wanted to… But I… I dove in and grabbed her back. You don’t know how brave my little one was.”
“Sounds like you were plenty brave yourself,” Aaron said.
Moni groaned as if someone had just balanced a boulder on her spine. Aaron hoped that her reaction came from his flattery, but she reverted into exorcism breathing mode. Moni couldn’t get a word out that wasn’t mangled.
Aaron let the waters settle and then he asked her what happened.
“I ran away when I could have helped them,” Moni said in a sobbing voice. “Tanya Roberts, and Clyde Harrison are dead. I escaped with the girl. The monsters… they…”
“Dead? That’s terrible. Moni, the important thing is that you and Mariella are…”
“No! I mean I know it’s important, but the sheriff and Sneed won’t see it that way. I disobeyed a direct order to turn over the girl and the two people who were sent for her wound up dead. Who do you think they’ll blame?”
Her anguish hadn’t stopped Moni from thinking straight. Aaron agreed that they would try pinning their deaths on her. Even short of trumping up murder charges, Sneed could build a strong case that Moni had neglected her duties by fleeing the scene while they were in danger.
“Were there any witnesses?” Aaron asked.
“My neighbor watched from her window and called the police. I’m not sure how much she saw. I left before they got there.”
“Left? Where are you going?”
She didn’t hesitate before she told him; at least she trusted someone else besides the girl.
“I’m headed up the Space Coast Parkway towards Kissimmee. I’m going as far away from the lagoon as possible.”
He was glad Moni couldn’t see him shaking his head. She had cut and run while leaving two people she worked with to their deaths. And her next plan? Cut and run again. She was headed out of town with the only witness to the beheadings while the helpless citizens of the county she served continued getting murdered.
Harsh judgments like that came too easily, Aaron realized. He dwelled on Crystal Marshall, his former best friend who had moved away because he didn’t stick up for her against those racist punks. He couldn’t blame her for leaving. How could she take on all those kids by herself?
Moni fled because Aaron hadn’t done enough. He should have been there when the officers came for Mariella. He should have skewered that gator on his speargun. His whole life, Aaron had cowered away from moments like that. When they dumped the books out of his backpack in school, he had laughed it off and scooped them up instead of throwing down. When they picked on his little brother, he pretended like he didn’t know him.
His parents would never believe that Aaron could help someone like Moni. Maybe he couldn’t conquer the horde of mutants in the lagoon, or crack the secrets of the bacteria like Professor Swartzman, but Aaron could make good use of his crafty noggin. It had saved him from expulsion more than once.
“Running isn’t the right move,” Aaron said. “Whoever is poisoning the lagoon wants Mariella out of the picture and hiding her is the next best thing. You need to keep working your magic with her, and solve this case.”
“But, what about the Lagoon Watcher? I can’t fight for her life every day. Then there’s Sneed. He won’t let me near the girl after this. I’ll be lucky if he doesn’t take my badge and toss me in jail.”
“I’ve got a plan for both of them,” Aaron assured her. “Sneed likes card games, right? We’ll cut him a deal. You can keep Mariella and your badge if you allow her to help lay a trap for the Lagoon Watcher.”
“Hell no! I’m not using my baby as bait.”
“I hate to break it to you, but she’s already bait. The Lagoon Watcher is stalking her whether you’re ready or not, so you might as well prepare a little something special for him. ”
“I can’t keep putting her life in danger. I want out of here.”
“Running away won’t put an end to this. If we don’t catch the Lagoon Watcher, will you feel safe a year from now-ten years from now? Could you send her out of the house alone knowing that he’s still out there looking for her?”
Her silence answered the question for her.
“If the Lagoon Watcher is gonna come, let’s be ready for him,” Aaron said. Think of it like a surprise party, but minus the party and plus a whole lotta beat-down.”
“I hear you. That does sound good. Lord knows he’s earned it.”
“It’s more than good. It’s perfect. Remember how Trainer showed up outside the police station? That’s because you were too far from the water for one of his animals. So you move into temporary housing away from the water and don’t take her anywhere near the lagoon. You can have undercover officers guarding her, so when the Watcher makes his move, they catch his crazy ass.”
Moni didn’t say a word. Aaron gave her space so she could think it over. He heard her decelerate and switch on the turn signal.
“I’m sorry, Mariella. But you know we couldn’t leave home forever,” Moni said. Aaron wondered how she knew the silent girl wanted to flee. “No matter what, I won’t let any bad people near you, baby.”
After agreeing that he would call Sneed and shoulder the brunt of his rage, Moni said she would meet him at the sheriff’s office that night for the obligatory task force meeting they held after each murder. When their call ended, Aaron wondered what he had just set in motion. Did he invite Moni back to town, despite the risk to her and Mariella, because he wanted her? Or maybe he couldn’t resist feeling wanted.
The first time he went home from school with a black eye, his mother had told him-with his father scoffing while watching baseball in the background-that it’s best to walk away from a fight. Aaron had always followed that advice-until he met Moni.



Chapter 31


Moni couldn’t make eye contact with a single one of them. As she strode through the sheriff’s office with Mariella’s hand in hers, she felt the hateful stares of the officers she had betrayed roast her skin like dozens of heating lamps. Many of them had spent the day cleaning up the bloody mess at her house. Soon, they would lower one of their own into the ground-minus his head-and hand a folded flag to his widow.
Harrison had been the toughest man on the force. More than a few of the officers owed their lives to him. He had felled two suspects in police shootouts without losing a fellow officer either time. When they cornered suspects after car chases, Harrison was always the first one who charged the vehicle. Moni felt bad enough that she had let him die, but burying his headless body denied everyone closure. Harrison’s sturdy head had been severed as cleanly as all the others. No one saw how it happened, but they doubted that a gator could have done it so smoothly.
Tanya Roberts’ body also popped up a few blocks down the canal-without her head and with one arm dangling by a single tendon.
Aaron had met Sneed at the scene, and then filled Moni in on everything. He thought Sneed couldn’t get any more furious, but he had no idea. Moni wouldn’t dare set foot in the station without Aaron, and his plan to deflect Sneed’s rage.
Moni reached for a half-open door as another officer walked through before her. Instead of holding it open for her, the man pulled it shut in her face. She swallowed the shout of protest before it left her lips.
He should have punched me in the nose. I don’t deserve any better.
As Moni gazed at the door that had been closed before her, Mariella stroked her hand, like how Moni had pet Tropic when the thunder scared him. With a deep breath and a nod at the girl, Moni opened the door herself.
She somehow avoided any eye contact and confrontations on the way to her office. When she opened the door and pointed the girl inside, Mariella’s gentle caress melded into a steely grip. She refused walking as adamantly as she refused speaking.
“I’m sorry, baby, but you can’t come with me to this meeting.” Moni knelt on one knee so she met the girl’s face. “Mr. Sneed is gonna be there, and he’ll be plenty angry. You’ll be a lot safer over here. Don’t worry, I’ll come back soon. Why don’t you draw me something pretty while you wait?”
Mariella slowly nodded, and eased off her death grip. She trudged into the office, and pulled a fresh sheet of paper from the printer. Moni gently shut the door. Then she scanned the faces of the officers nearby for any signs of cruel intentions. They greeted her with more than a few disgusted sneers, but none of them seemed inclined towards harming Mariella. With the camera in her office, she doubted any officer would risk it.
Moni still couldn’t get back there fast enough. If Sneed didn’t accept Aaron’s plan, she might find the room empty save a note from the DCF.
She arrived at the task force meeting with no doubt in her mind that Sneed had that sort of punitive punishment cooking on his skillet. His eyes scrutinized her every movement from the moment she entered the room. He had gray stubble on his cheeks and chin, and the swollen bags under his eyes were of a man who had spent every moment of his day dwelling on vengeance. Instead of instantly berating her as she had feared, Sneed kept his jaw locked tight. It took all of his might to restrain his teeth from ripping into her flesh.
This time, Sneed didn’t sit at the head of the table. He gave that seat up for Sheriff Rick Brandt, a man whose commanding blue eyes and gray, western-style mustache made his diminutive height almost unnoticeable. Moni hadn’t seen him much besides for ceremonies, such as the one they would have when they bury Harrison. He also spoke at press conferences for major cases. She hadn’t been involved with many of those until now, and her performance in this case wasn’t exactly something she could boast about.
Sheriff Brandt’s presence lent her a glimmer of hope. While Sneed eyed her as if he would rejoice in stringing her up a tree by her neck, Brandt watched Moni apprehensively, but not with outright hatred. He wasn’t the only one.
Looking over Moni with dark-ringed eyes that must have been pouring over reports all night, Brigadier General Alonso Colon appeared more disappointed than enraged. Maybe, the soldier understood that battle requires tough choices about sacrifice, Moni thought. If only she could have accepted that concept.
“Well, look who strolled in outta the gator’s jaws,” Sneed said. “You could have at least answered my calls. Or were you too busy high tailing it out of town while Harrison and Roberts were getting their heads cut off?”
It didn’t surprise Moni that Sneed had chosen not answering his twenty phone calls as the first thing she deserved a reprimand for.
“I’m sorry if I was a little preoccupied saving the person who you call the most valuable witness in this investigation,” Moni said as she grabbed the seat between Aaron and Professor Swartzman. The young man focused a concerned gaze on her. She craved the sight of his comforting eyes, and the warmth of his caring hands around her, but she resisted even looking at him. She couldn’t let Sneed and the sheriff think of her as so weak that she needed a civilian’s help.
“You had an order to turn that witness over to the protective custody of the DCF, and my police force,” Sheriff Brandt said. “Why did you stand in the way?”
“Sir, it wasn’t like that. I was about to hand Mariella over, but when we got to her room, she was gone.”
Moni figured they wouldn’t uncover her lie with both witnesses dead. As horrible as Harrison’s beheading had been, at least it had removed the most telling piece of physical evidence: the imprint of the handle of her gun on his head. She caught Aaron flinch at her story. She nudged his foot underneath the table and he settled down.
“The monster in the canal had the girl, but Harrison and I got her out of there,” continued Moni, who made sure they acquired more fond memories of their departed friend. “The next thing we knew, the gator thing killed Agent Roberts. Thank the Lord that Harrison agreed to cover for us while I took Mariella away from danger.”
She stapled her lips shut during the stretch of silence that followed. Moni prayed that her story would serve as the final word on the morning’s tragedy. As usual, Sneed disturbed the peace.
“The noble Harrison volunteered to cover you, and face the gator by himself, is that right?” Sneed asked as he grinded his thumb and forefingers together. “If that’s the case, why did your neighbor say she saw you snatch the keychain off his hip? You couldn’t help being a pickpocket, could you? I always knew your colors would show.”
Moni balled her fists underneath the table. The blackness of her skin had always made her the first person accused of stealing, but rarely had those accusations surfaced so bluntly.
“Mrs. McCray must have seen me remove the keys from his belt. That’s because he gave me permission to take them. The monster came at him before he could hand them over.”
“Bullshit,” Sneed said with a shake of his clenched fist.
The sheriff placed a steady hand on Sneed’s arm like a trainer making an attack dog stand down. “Unless that 72-year-old woman has the hearing of a 20-year-old that can penetrate through a window on a rainy day, I don’t see how we can disprove the officer’s explanation,” Brandt said. Just as Moni’s lips had begun their arch into a grin, the sheriff caught her in a stern gaze from his icy blue eyes. “Those circumstances don’t excuse your conduct, Mrs. Williams. You ignored Detective Sneed’s calls, and drove halfway to Orlando before you made a U-turn in the middle of the highway.” Moni should have anticipated that he’d have known that. All the department’s vehicles are tracked on GPS. Even if she had kept running, she wouldn’t have gotten far without ditching it. “And you still haven’t handed the girl over. We need to protect her. This community has lost too many people trying to ensure her safety in your care.”
“What’s the other option besides me-leaving Mariella under armed guard all day like she’s in solitary confinement?” Moni asked. At the sight of the sheriff’s raised eyebrow, she realized that this man had more concern for the child’s welfare than Sneed. Maybe it came from having kids of his own. “If you’ll excuse me, sir. This is quite an emotional matter for me. I know Mariella is a witness, but she’s also like… like my daughter. I feel like we’ve been together all my life, and all her life. No one is more dedicated to making sure the Lagoon Watcher and his creatures don’t hurt her than me.”
Professor Swartzman mounted a protest to the charges against his research buddy, but Sneed drowned him out with his latest rant.
“I only wish you’d show half as much dedication to solving this case. This task force doesn’t need a mother nurturing our witness and baking her brownies. It needs a ruthless interrogating bitch. That’s not you, Moni. People like you, are only out for yourselves. You feel all fine and dandy about protecting your loved ones, even if they’re dirtier than sin. You could give a shit if this county burned.”
Moni had no doubt what he had meant by, “people like you.” Her father had told her the same thing. He accused her of being selfish every time she asked him for the smallest thing-from a chocolate bar to her first car. He had berated her until she grew so terrified that she didn’t ask for anything.
Sneed’s words had shoved Moni into a corner and drained her of the will to strike back. She faced Aaron and nodded. His cue had arrived.
“You’re totally wrong about Moni, Mr. Sneed,” Aaron said. Flexing his stubby fingers, the lead detective would have strangled the surfing scientist in the middle of the table if the sheriff hadn’t been there. “She’s been thinking about all of us. That’s why she sketched out this awesome plan that’ll keep Mariella safe and bag the Lagoon Watcher. I only helped her a little, so it should still work.”
Aaron’s description of the plan held Sheriff Brandt’s attention so well, that Sneed didn’t unfurl any of his objections, which he obviously had, because he looked like a man kissing an onion the whole time. Sneed nearly fell out of his chair when the sheriff agreed that using Mariella to lure the Lagoon Watcher into a sting operation would effectively protect the girl and catch the suspect.
“We’ll set you up in a hotel that has every inch on camera and then we’ll give a little boost to the surveillance equipment and security personnel at the girl’s school,” Sheriff Brandt said. “Now don’t you go running off with her to any place that we haven’t put under watch.” He pointed at Moni in the most non-threatening way possible. It felt more like a reminder from a gingerly grandparent.
“Don’t worry, sir.” Moni’s braids bounced off her cheeks as she shook her head. “I would never put Mariella in harm’s way.”
“What about the other kids at her school?” Sneed asked. “Isn’t it putting them in harm’s way if you invite the Lagoon Watcher to their campus?”
Sneed doesn’t give a damn about those kids, Moni thought as she curled her lips and narrowed her eyes at him. He wanted to scuttle the whole plan so he could take Mariella away from her.
“If you trusted that the people in this room can do their jobs, then you wouldn’t doubt that we’ll prevent the Lagoon Watcher from harming those children,” Moni told Sneed. The sheriff nodded. Then another spoil sport spoke up.
“You’re wasting your time here,” Professor Swartzman said as he crossed his string cheese arms. “The Lagoon Watcher isn’t after the girl. He’s not behind the bacteria, and the animal attacks. The notion is just plain nonsensical. Harry Trainer doesn’t have the capabilities to genetically engineer an organism like that. It would take millions of dollars in funding, and a lab that’s much more elaborate than what we saw in his home.”
“Your point’s well taken. I suspect Mr. Trainer has a covert source of funding and a larger facility in an undisclosed location nearby,” Brigadier General Alonso Colon said. “It’s clear that his operation has spread beyond one man’s capabilities. Just look at the scale of the damage. How much of the lagoon is infected with bacteria now, professor?”
“Again, I must respectfully disagree with your assumption that Mr. Trainer has something to do with this. He’s only studying it, just like we are,” Swartzman said. Moni grimaced. The Lagoon Watcher had been doing much more than studying her and Mariella when he spied them from across the street before the car chase. “Anyway, the mutated strain of thiobacillus has been detected all the way to the north end of the lagoon near Scottsmoor down as far as the Sebastian Inlet. It hasn’t gotten through the inlet into the ocean. The chemical levels in a body of water that large are much harder to change than in the relatively narrow Indian River Lagoon.”
“No infected animals are escaping into the ocean either,” Aaron added. “Weird, huh?”
“It’s not weird,” Swartzman countered. “If their body chemistry has been altered to adapt to the bacteria’s preferred environment, then they’d thrive in the lagoon where the conditions suit them. And they’d foster its growth any way they could, even if it harmed people.”
“That’s what I’m worried about,” Sheriff Brandt said. “Whoever’s behind this has planned for a lot of casualties. I’m afraid General Colon has more on that.”
The members of the task force focused on the military man. Many eyebrows were raised as he puckered his normally proud face in embarrassment.
“A number of days ago, what we suspect were mutated creatures from the lagoon broke into Patrick Air Force Base and stole sixteen powerful explosives. Each one can release enough force to destroy a major structure. While we’re still investigating how the theft occurred, despite the best efforts of our security, it’s imperative that we recover those explosives promptly.”
Moni’s heart swelled bigger with every beat as she imagined a cascade of fire tearing through the wall of the conference room-or worse. The African artwork would fly off the shelves in her living room before the burst of fire dumps the shattered wooden boards and nails of her roof down atop her and Mariella. If the Lagoon Watcher couldn’t capture Mariella or behead her, he might settle on simply blowing her up, along with any unfortunate soul in the same building. Still, sixteen bombs seemed excessive for one target. If her plan didn’t stop him soon, the current victim count could turn out as only a warm up before the true massacre.
“Now that everyone knows how much is at stake, I say we’re putting way too much trust in Moni’s cutesy little plan,” said Sneed, who ignored the fact that everyone else besides him and Swartzman had already committed to it. “This woman has messed up every task we’ve given her except for keeping the girl alive, which hasn’t helped us one bit because she hasn’t said a damn thing. What makes everybody think she’ll get it right this time?”
Moni had no answer for him.
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For once, Moni wished she could trade places with Sneed. While she sat behind the tinted windows of an undercover SUV in the staff parking lot of Challenger 7 Elementary, Sneed hung out in the security room of the school’s administration building and watched the video monitors. She hated waiting without seeing what was happening. That head-slicer, or one of his foul creations, could be on their way any moment.
Moni had done nothing with Mariella for three days besides shuttle her between the hotel and school. At no time were they out of range of at least six officers. That didn’t put her at ease. None of those officers, especially Sneed, cared about Mariella as much as she did. They made their priority catching the suspect, with the girl’s survival a distant second, Moni thought.
That Thursday, Sneed had one officer with him. Another two were stationed in a house facing the playground. One was undercover as a construction worker on the cafeteria roof and another one-a hefty man with a beer gut and a shaved head who had been one of the late Harrison’s closest friends-sat beside Moni in the SUV. Gary DeWitt didn’t even glace at Moni after she told him to stop smoking in the car with the windows rolled up. He exhaled a puff of smoke into the windshield so that it rebounded into Moni’s face. She started coughing.
“My eyes are watering,” Moni said. “I’m supposed to be looking for the suspect, but I can barely see.”
“Excuse me, but I smoke when I’m grieving,” DeWitt said. “I’m sorry, you must have forgotten what grief is.”
Everyone mistook her relief that Mariella survived the last attack as a sign that she didn’t care about Harrison’s death. That couldn’t be further from the truth. She cared, but her sorrow over his loss barely registered when the fear of losing the girl at any moment constantly hung over her like a black widow spider suspended on a web above her bed.
Besides that, the hardest part of the past three days had been ignoring the five calls a day that Darren, her ex-boyfriend, bombarded her office line with. For that reason alone, she didn’t miss living in her house all that much. Tropic would have to make due in the pet “hotel and spa”, otherwise known as a cage and water dish, until this mess is over.
Too bad she had another hater stuck with her all day. Sneed must have dumped her in that car with someone who wished her a miserable death so it would throw her off her game. He could always use another excuse for demoting her. Moni wouldn’t give him that satisfaction. She scanned the three rows of brick classrooms with the metal awnings between them. Mariella’s class was in the middle one. She also kept an eye on the eight rows of portable classrooms that had four trailers to a row. The fourth, fifth and sixth graders had the pleasure of sweating inside those pine boxes.
If anyone approached the school grounds from the south side through the parking lot, or from the east side along the classrooms and trailers, Moni would see them. They had cameras on every hallway and the view covered each door, so, technically, no one should slip by them. For three days, they had identified all suspicious people entering schools grounds and had school security intercept them. All of them had good reasons, such as a parent coming to pick up their kid early for a medical appointment. It bothered Moni that she couldn’t watch the encounters with the security guard. The Lagoon Watcher could have worn a costume and forged a doctor’s note.
Maybe my paranoid head is giving him too much credit for being clever. But if he could transform the lagoon into a bacteria-infected, acidic mess I shouldn’t put any stunt past him.

Mrs. Mint wondered whether her students noticed that she glanced out the window more often, and jumped a little every time someone opened the door unannounced. They couldn’t have known about the police sting operation, except for Mariella of course, but she couldn’t exactly tell anyone. From the lingering stares of concern on the faces of more than a few children, Mrs. Mint saw that the most perceptive students realized things weren’t quite normal.
How can I teach my class when there’s a threat from a child-napping lunatic looming over it? The officers wouldn’t be blanketing the school if they didn’t expect that he was coming. What do I do if he gets in this classroom?
Sneed had given Mrs. Mint a pen with a silent buzzer that would alarm the police. She had his number on speed dial on her cell phone. But if this psychopath evaded them-as he has been doing quite effectively since he started this killing spree-and slipped into her classroom, those toys wouldn’t hold him off. He wouldn’t stop and wait for the police. He’d hurt her, Mariella and anyone who got in his way.
Her eyes caught sight of Mariella sitting quietly in the middle of class with a pink bow in her black hair, and a purple pony on her glittery shirt. As beautiful and benign as the child appeared, Mrs. Mint couldn’t help letting resentment seep through her stare. The girl had brought so many complications and troubles into her life since the attack on her parents. Even with all her years of experience in the classroom, Mrs. Mint simply couldn’t crack through her armor of silence and help her. If only the girl would leave, things would be normal.
Mariella’s dark eyes snapped on her. Something about them didn’t seem very childlike at all. They were more like the eyes of a hawk sizing up a mouse. She immediately regretted that she had wished that the girl would leave. Losing her parents had profoundly changed Mariella and the child in her had died that day as well. She needed the help of a responsible adult to get her through this and, Lord knows, Officer Williams didn’t seem all that responsible.
Mariella just wants a home, Mrs. Mint thought. She wants to fit in and belong, but everything seems so strange now. She had only started comprehending English when she lost her parents. The girl didn’t have many friends before, and she was on her own now.
Grieving over her parents, and fighting for her life, could have completely overshadowed any desire for social acceptance the girl might have. At first, it did, but Mrs. Mint had noticed subtle changes. When other kids asked out loud for things, like a green crayon, Mariella would bring it to them. Sometimes they accepted it from her, but most times they didn’t. The Buckley twins had declared Mariella a “cootie monster,” and they’d label any kids that touched her as the same. They said that she got the cootie bug in Mexico, where Swine Flu came from. That evolved into them oinking at Mariella and calling her, “cootie swine.”
Mrs. Mint told them to stop, but she couldn’t hear and see everything. Nor should the class expect her too. She had always believed that if kids couldn’t defend themselves against bullies in class, they couldn’t deal with bullies out of class, where they were much more dangerous. At some point, the child must stop seeking the refuge of adults, and confront them.
It flared up again at recess as the kids played soccer. Mariella invited herself to the game, but no one passed to her. When an errant kick sent the ball astray and Mariella finally caught up with it, Kyle Buckley announced: “Cootie Swine’s got the ball. It’s infected. Don’t let it touch you.”
The blond-haired boy scampered from the soccer field and his classmates followed. Mariella dribbled the ball towards the net and kicked it in. She raised her arms as she swung around with a gleeful smile only to see an empty field. The girl hung her pouting face, and stomped the grass. Suddenly, she flung her arms out and stumbled. A red dodge ball had beamed her square in the back.
“Score one direct hit on the Mexican swine,” Cole Buckley said as his twin brother tossed him another dodge ball. “I’ll liberate our field.”
While several kids encouraged the Buckleys to pummel the fragile girl again, Mrs. Mint shimmied into her sneakers and shouted at them to stop hitting people with balls. Of course, that’s what dodge balls were designed for, but kids aren’t as tough as they used to be.
“Cut it out, boys,” Mrs. Mint hollered from the bench under the shade of a pine tree. “If I have to go out there, you’re missing recess tomorrow.”
She hoped that her threat would save her aching feet from walking through the sand, and her doughy skin from the brutal afternoon sun. Cole Buckley obviously had none of those considerations in mind when he launched another ball at Mariella. This time she dashed out of the way-and kept on running. The girl ran south off the playground and along the edge of the classrooms.
“Mariella!” Mrs. Mint shouted, as she reluctantly hiked up her jeans so she wouldn’t scuff the cuffs on her sneakers as she ran. Pain stabbed through her left ankle as she stepped on a tree root jutting out of the ground. She could barely keep up with the eight-year-old, much less gain ground on her.

“The girl is moving south from the playground, and around the classrooms,” the officer watching the playground from its north side said over the secure police line. “I’ve lost sight of her.”
“I got her,” said the officer playing construction worker on the cafeteria roof. “She’s passing the classrooms. She’s in between the trailers. I can’t see her anymore. I think she’s headed for you Moni. Does she know where you are?”
Moni sighed. She knew that Sneed must have that question in mind as well.
“I told her I’d be in the parking lot in case anything scary happened,” Moni said over the line.
“Real smart move,” DeWitt said. His pudgy hips nearly spilled out of his seat. “Now she’ll reveal our position. If the suspect is watching, he’ll know this is a trap. Mission over.”
She rolled her eyes dramatically enough so he wouldn’t miss the gesture and then got back on the line. “I think I better go out there and meet her. We can’t have her running around campus unsupervised.”
“Do you want to catch the Lagoon Watcher, or play mommy?” Sneed asked over the line. “If he recognizes that we’re baiting him, the Lagoon Watcher will grow wise to our set up. Even a deer ain’t stupid enough to walk into the same trap twice. This may be the only shot we have at corralling him.”
“Our first priority must be to keep Mariella safe,” Moni said as she tugged at the door handle. It didn’t budge. Officer DeWitt wagged his finger at her with his other finger pressing down the master lock.
“Don’t you worry about the girl. She’s in good hands,” Sneed said. Moni nearly puked down her shirt at the thought of that fat turd holding Mariella in his hairy mitts. “I’ve got cameras covering every row of the kiddie trailer park. Even now I see her running for her mommy. Just do me a favor-stay in the car.”
“Then who will…”
“Mrs. Mint is right behind her,” Sneed said. “She’s a teacher. She can handle a sassy little brat playing hooky.”

Mrs. Mint hobbled across the pavement around the “temporary” trailers, which had been at the school for nearly four years. Her knees and ankles jolted like misfiring pistons, as they were unwillingly pressed into service chasing the girl. She wished teaching didn’t have to be so physical. If she spent all day behind her desk, she’d have no complaints.
The teacher reared over with her hands on her knees and gasped for air as she finally cleared the eight rows of portables. After composing herself, she straightened up and surveyed the parking lot. She didn’t see Mariella. She spotted the “undercover” Lincoln Navigator with tinted windows, but she didn’t see any girl pounding on the windows, demanding her new mommy.
Maybe she erred in thinking that Mariella would run straight through the trailers on the same path she had entered. The girl might have made a detour or two. For a small kid, it wouldn’t be hard to get lost amid the massive rectangles. Overruling the strenuous protests of her throbbing ankles and knees, Mrs. Mint spun around and jogged back to trailer city.
This time she paced herself and paused as she passed each row so she could have a good look down both ways. She completed the entire length, and didn’t see anyone besides students making goofy faces at her from the windows of their wooden classrooms. No sign of Mariella.
Mrs. Mint’s heart pounded as fear of the worst crept through her arteries like a scorpion. She reached into her pocket and fingered the pen that would alert the police. Then she looked around and saw the cameras. They were watching every row of the portables, but they hadn’t called her with the girl’s location. If Mariella had found a hiding place from them, it must be between the short sides of the trailers, not the long sides that were under surveillance, she thought. The girl did have a thing for privacy. Mrs. Mint wouldn’t mind leaving her alone to cry off her frustration. But, with a whole police force and the girl’s supposed mother watching, she figured she better console the poor thing.
The teacher trotted up and down the rows along the short ends of the trailers, and peered underneath their hitches and behind their air conditioning units. As she leaned over for a look at the crawl space behind a clattering A/C unit, an arm cloaked by a black coat wrapped around her throat. It yanked her against a hard body that stunk of salt water and rotten eggs. She reached into her pocket for the alert pen. The man grabbed her wrist and squeezed it until she couldn’t feel her fingers.
“Don’t make this any harder than it needs to be,” the Lagoon Watcher said with his steaming breath on the back of her neck.
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The man stuck his gloved hand down Mrs. Mint’s pocket and his fingers clawed at her upper thigh. Oh Jesus, not there! She squeezed her legs together. His forearm wrenched her chin upward until she exhausted all her muscles struggling for air. His hand penetrated deeper until her pocket nearly tore. The Lagoon Watcher finally ripped his hand out of her pants and tossed the alert pen away.
“Everybody has the wrong idea about me. I’m not the one who’s dangerous,” the Lagoon Watcher said as he eased his grip around the teacher’s neck. She sank into the folds of his dark coat as if it where swallowing her whole. Her chest heaved as she feared that any breath could become her last. “The girl is dangerous. But I’m not here to hurt her. I’m here to figure out what’s wrong with her, and help her get better. The best thing you can do is walk away and leave us alone.”
She doubted that a man this creepy really intended on helping Mariella, but Mrs. Mint couldn’t argue that, if she walked away, at least she wouldn’t get hurt. She hadn’t become a school teacher so she could battle serial killers with her clip-on nails.
“Give her back, and then I’ll walk away,” Mrs. Mint said. Her tone lacked the force that she had intended. Instead of reeling from intimidation, the man chuckled as if he had been threatened by a squirrel.
“If I can make her better, you’ll get her back,” the Lagoon Watcher said. His breath stank of over-fried crawfish. “I wish I could promise you that she’ll be fine, but I haven’t been able to fix much that’s gone wrong with the lagoon. We finally killed nature’s precious treasure.”
He sounded almost teary as he spoke of the lagoon, as if it were his child.
“I love the lagoon too,” she said. She hoped that having a common interest would ingrain some sympathy with him. “I’d like nothing more than to preserve it for the children.”
“If this works, maybe we will,” he said. “Now go. I’ll take care of the girl.”
The Lagoon Watcher brought his hand down and let Mrs. Mint take a step away from him. Wondering whether his sincerity sprang from madness or genuine concern, she spun around for a look into his eyes before he disappeared. His gray-blue eyes peered out at her from beneath a long sun-scorched scalp and a shock of thinning blond hair that hung down his neck. He reminded her of a drunken middle-aged man living on a roaming house boat, not a serious scientist who could help a disturbed little girl.
He reached out to her with a gloved hand that looked deceptively comforting. Mrs. Mint whirled around and dashed out of there. She didn’t even recognize the stabbing pain in her ankles and knees until she reached the parking lot and saw the SUV with the tinted windows.
“The Lagoon Watcher has Mariella! They’re in the trailers.”

Moni yanked on the door handle so hard that she cracked a fingernail when it didn’t open. When she saw DeWitt’s smug grin as he held his finger over the master lock, she socked him on his lard-loaded arm. “Open the fucking door!”
“We’re not supposed to leave until we get word from Sneed,” he said. “You would never disregard an order, would you?”
Moni grumbled bloody murder as she dialed into the secure line. “Detective Sneed, I have confirmation from Mrs. Mint that the Lagoon Watcher has Mariella captive in the trailer area. May I have your permission to pursue the suspect?” That last sentence burned her tongue like battery acid.
“We’re having three officers converge on the suspect’s location,” Sneed said. “I’ll go while my partner here keeps an eye on the video. Officer Connors from the playground will go and one more, hmmm…” She grabbed her seat’s armrest and nearly peeled the cover off. The teacher pounded on her window about the kidnapped girl while Sneed took his sweet-ass time. “Moni, you can come too. Everybody else will watch the perimeter and make sure no one leaves. And call for backup to get firepower along that perimeter. Now move!”
The moment that prick DeWitt unlocked her door, Moni bolted from the SUV. She ignored the teacher and raced between the cars toward the trailers. Even though she ran faster than she ever had, the mental torture of worrying about Mariella stretched out each step into a month’s worth of agony. In the time she took one stride, he could snap the girl’s fragile neck and let her head dangle with lifeless eyes. He could thrust a knife into her heart until it stopped beating. He could pinch her flute-like windpipe between his fingers and crush it. Maybe he had brought his precision slicer. Moni couldn’t bear guessing how long that would take him, but she knew that Harrison hadn’t been dead for long when the police arrived at her house and found his headless corpse.
Moni pumped her legs so hard that her thigh muscles throbbed as if they were about to rupture. She didn’t care if she wound up on crutches: Mariella’s life literally hung on every second.
She drew her pistol as she dodged between the trailers. Moni heard a door open on the other side of a trailer. She dashed around it and pointed her gun. A pre-teen boy screamed and nearly fell off the steps leading up to his classroom. Without apologizing, Moni hurried on and circled around more trailers. She didn’t see anything. Mariella couldn’t even yell for her. The girl couldn’t cry out in pain from the horrible devices that the Lagoon Watcher inflicted upon her.
The pressure welled up inside Moni’s head. It pushed on the inside of her skull as dread invaded her thoughts. Had she already taken too long? Those piercing eyes that had stared at Mariella from across the dark parking lot that night had but one intention behind them. It wouldn’t take them much time once they caught her. If she hadn’t found the girl by now, she might not find anything besides a petite decapitated body. Moni would never gaze into the brown jewels of her eyes again.
As the fluid in Moni’s brain lapped around violently like a storm inside a snow globe, she jammed her thumb into her temple and beat back the pain. She wished she could jab her eyes out, and rub the agony away, but she couldn’t stop looking for Mariella for a second. Moni kept scampering around the trailers until the tremors rocking her head literally brought her to her knees. She steadied her hand on the wooden skirt of the trailer. Moni fought to regain her balance. Then she realized that the wood moved easily when she pressed it. She hobbled behind the trailer and scanned the narrow column near the A/C unit. She saw one skirt halfway off. With the pressure in her head mercifully fading, Moni dashed through the opening.
When she ducked underneath the trailer, she couldn’t see a thing in the darkness beyond the narrow angular path of light that spilled from the opening. Realizing that the light reflected off her face, making it a clear target, Moni sidestepped into a dark corner. She hunched down so her head didn’t hit the floorboards. Moni heard the kids in the classroom above her scuffing their feet and shuffling around their desks. They yammered on gleefully without any idea that a mutilator of human beings lurked below them. Moni didn’t see him; she knew it by the way the putrid scent of salty fish intestines stung her nose and made her eyes water.
Some part of her also felt Mariella, waiting for her underneath that trailer. She couldn’t hear the girl breathing or moving with all the commotion from above. But the Lagoon Watcher wouldn’t let his catch stray far from him. He would keep her right in his paws, where he could slice her open at any moment.
With a trail of sweat rolling down the back of her neck as she suffered under the sweltering heat, Moni fumbled for her flashlight. It would reveal her location, but she’d rather have the killer target her than focus his wrath on the little girl. She hoisted her pistol, and turned on the light. In just a few seconds of sweeping the beam through the dusty compartment, Moni spotted the shiny black hair of Mariella in the far corner. The girl stared at her not in surprise, but in relief. Beads of sweat glistened on the girl’s trembling lips. She sat scrunched into the corner with her legs against her chin. She had been so petrified by him, that she couldn’t even reach out her arms. Her sleeves were soaked in blood.
I’ll kill that motherfucking pig.
“Just stay there, baby,” Moni said softly, as if a loud word would set off a stick of dynamite. “I’ll be right there.”
Moni crept toward her with her beam squarely focused on the girl. Mariella’s eyes darted around, casting a wide net through the darkness. The Lagoon Watcher wouldn’t make this so easy. Moni kept an iron grip on her pistol, and her eyes shifted in both directions. It didn’t do much use. She couldn’t see a thing outside of the narrow beam of light bathing Mariella. Suddenly, she heard a footstep that didn’t come from the floor above but from a few feet away. Moni swiveled to her left-directly into a gloved fist that pummeled her cheekbone. Her head snapped around as she stumbled backwards. She dropped her flashlight. Yet she kept her pistol, which she raised in the direction of the blow. Before she squeezed a shot off, a damp jacket brushed over her face, followed by a knee crashing into her ribcage. A gloved hand snared her wrist and another hand swatted the pistol free. Her only weapon fell under cover of darkness. The Lagoon Watcher shoved her into a wooden board that bruised the back of her rib cage.
“The girl doesn’t belong with you,” the Lagoon Watcher said. A breath that stank like rotted squid wafted into Moni’s nose. “It’s inside her, but it’s not my fault. She’s a victim of the money-grubbing agri-processors and politicians that started this mess. Forces beyond nature are making it a hell of a lot worse. I’ll try my best to fix her. If you don’t leave her with me, you’ll lose the girl.”
“I ain’t leaving my baby with you, you pervert!” Moni hollered as she clawed her nails at his face. They nicked his flesh, but he caught her wrists. He bent them backwards. Her joints couldn’t take any more.
“My love for the lagoon is no perversion. There’s nothing wrong with caring about nature.”
“There is if you care about nature more than you do about human life.”
Moni stomped on his foot and squirmed out of his grip. She bounced off the wall, and raced for Mariella. The Lagoon Watcher’s gloved hands pinched her under her arms and hoisted her up. Moni’s head bonked off the underside of the floorboard. She saw stars that didn’t belong in such a dark place. When he let her go, Moni collapsed on the pavement. The Lagoon Watcher scooted around her with his sights on Mariella. Moni kicked him in the shin. He growled and hurled his body on top of hers, squishing her back against the unforgiving ground. Moni wrapped her legs around his body like she had learned in jiu-jitsu training, but her hands weren’t strong enough to control his fists. He blasted his knuckles into the side of her neck. Moni wrenched her neck in pain as its tendons contracted. The next blow hammered her on the jaw and even the slightest move of her mouth caused her agony. Even worse, a sticky liquid oozed from the Lagoon Watcher’s head onto Moni’s face. She couldn’t see it, but she remembered how the infected snakes had purple venom dripping from their fangs. Moni swatted the goo off her forehead. She rocked her head from side to side as she tried to avoid getting infected. A steady stream of it kept pouring down on her. She felt the Lagoon Watcher rear back and throw another punch. This time she caught his arm in both hands and clamped it down against her chest. Moni slinked one leg over the trapped arm and pressed her opposite leg atop the man’s head. She bent one leg, locked her ankle behind her knee and pulled down on his head with both hands. That brought the Lagoon Watcher right into her triangle choke. Her flexing thighs cut off the blood flow to his brain before he could utter a word. Like a novice, he pushed against her legs, which only increased the pressure on his neck. In less than a minute, his arms went limp and he passed out.
Moni would have loved nothing more than to keep the choke locked on until the Lagoon Watcher went brain dead, but she couldn’t let Mariella worry for a second longer. She tossed the man’s dead-weight body to the side, scooped up her flashlight and pistol and searched for the girl. She hadn’t left the corner the whole time. Since she couldn’t have seen anything, the girl couldn’t have known how close Moni had come to meeting her end. She would have heard her die. Moni thanked God the girl didn’t have to witness another parent killed.
“You can relax now, baby,” Moni said. “He can’t hurt you anymore.”
As she plodded toward the frightened little girl, Moni remembered when she had found Mariella among the mangroves on that blood-soaked day. This time, the girl quivered with fear whereas before she appeared more nervous and shy. Moni hadn’t recognized pure terror in the girl’s eyes until that moment. Yet, with every step closer she took, the chains of dread strewn across Mariella’s face loosened. Finally, her arms reached out. Moni stepped into them. She embraced the girl with all her heart as they stood in the place that might have been a grave for both of them. Mariella tied herself around Moni’s neck like a sweater. She reluctantly untied the girl and rolled up her sleeves. Despite the blood on her clothes, Mariella didn’t have a scratch on her. She better keep it that way. They still had the Lagoon Watcher underneath there with them, but not for long.
Holding the flashlight together with Mariella, she found her pistol and scooped it up. She focused the beam on the man’s sun-beaten head as he lay face down. Moni pointed her pistol along the same line. She wrapped her finger around the trigger.
The bastard deserved it more than anyone, she thought. He had claimed so many lives with his deranged experiment on the lagoon. He had taken everything from Mariella, including her innocence and joy. This man had stalked her and kidnapped her. He had murdered people. The Lagoon Watcher would get the death penalty anyway, so she might as well expedite the process and insure that he doesn’t catch a lucky break in court.
She took a step closer and steadied her aim.
He’s unconscious. This man is no longer a threat. What the hell am I doing?
Moni had never shot a person. She had never felt comfortable making a split-second judgment of whether someone should live or die. The Lagoon Watcher could easily be arrested without any more violence. She would sleep a whole lot better, as would Mariella, if he had a bullet rip through his spinal column. Moni took a deep breath. Mariella squeezed her hand as if she were pleading for an ice cream cone.
“Anybody in here?” Sneed hollered from the opening in the wooden skirt. He nearly toppled over as he squatted down with his hefty gut dragging past his knees. His eyes went wide. “Holy crap! That’s him!” Sneed tried arching his back and ducking under the trailer, but his tank-like frame couldn’t handle anything close to a limbo. “Connors! Get over here and arrest that man.”
Moni sighed as her chance to end the Lagoon Watcher’s pathetic existence passed her by. When she traded her pistol for a pair of handcuffs, she realized that she could at least make the most out of her first big arrest.
“You can tell Connors to hold off,” Moni told Sneed. “I’ve got this one.”
She briefly turned the flashlight on Mariella and herself. Sneed looked like a toddler who couldn’t believe he had just shit his pants.

Moni had never been so relieved at the sight of blood all over her face when she looked in the mirror. It sure beat purple bacteria juice.
The blood wasn’t hers. When she wiped it off with a damp towel, she saw a black welt on her cheek, but no cuts. The Lagoon Watcher hadn’t infected her. He bled on her from the gash on his forehead. All of a sudden, Moni felt like bathing in bleach. Mariella would need a bath as well, because the man had bled all over her arms.
With Mariella safely in the SUV with a clean shirt, Moni marched up to the patrol car that held the Lagoon Watcher. The man had come to and immediately started babbling nonsense. The large bandage on his head didn’t make him look any saner.
When he saw Moni, he pressed both hands on the glass and started shouting. She couldn’t understand him through the thick window, but his lips formed the word “girl” several times.
“He said the little girl sliced open his forehead,” Sneed said as he moseyed up behind Moni. His eyes trained on the suspect. “And I’m sure she beheaded all those people too. What a deranged individual. You’re damn lucky you found him when you did.”
Calling her lucky didn’t substitute for congratulating her on formulating and executing a perfectly laid trap, but she’d take anything she could get.
“What makes you think I was lucky?” Moni asked. “Maybe I planned everything down to the tiniest detail.”
“Yeah, I’ll bet you did.” Sneed gave a dismissive huff. “I said you’re lucky, because the Lagoon Watcher had a jacket loaded with syringes. We haven’t figured out what the hell he had in them yet, but I have a good idea what he intended to do with them.”
Moni cringed at the thought of the Lagoon Watcher yanking Mariella’s arm out of its socket and jamming a needle into her artery. He had brought a pouch full of poison for the girl’s heart.
Seeing that freak incessantly jabbering from inside the car, Moni smacked her palm on the window square over his face. The Lagoon Watcher recoiled and went quiet. She wished she had the strength to break that glass so that its shards shredded his face. Another punch or two might do it, Moni thought. She turned her back on him and refocused with a deep breath before she did something she would regret.
“I know how you feel. I wanna kick his ass too,” said Sneed, who couldn’t possibly hate the Lagoon Watcher as much as Moni did. Sure, he had killed one of his friends, but he couldn’t love another human being as much as Moni loved Mariella. “We got something even better than that, though. We can finally rest easy knowing we’ve got this case under control. All we have to do is make him tell us where the bombs are. I don’t think you have to worry about your girl anymore.”
Another thing Sneed didn’t understand is that a parent never stops worrying. And she had good reason to.



Chapter 34


Mrs. Mint watched the news casts of the officers marching the Lagoon Watcher into jail over and over. She must have read every news account too. The teacher gazed at his mug shot with those startled blue eyes, and that mouth with a primordial blood lust. Those were the eyes that had her in their sights. Even knowing that he sat behind bars at that very moment with serious charges coming down the pike, the teacher trembled before she rounded corners. She wondered whether someone waited for her on the other side with gloved hands and a jacket full of needles.
She kept shaking her head and snapping herself back into reality. Mrs. Mint sat in the front seat of the school bus as it took her kids for their Friday field trip to the Enchanted Forest Sanctuary in Titusville. Yesterday, she had been prepared to cancel this trip in light of the threat to Mariella, but with the Lagoon Watcher put away, she went ahead with it. Besides, she figured, exploring the 393-acre nature preserve would alleviate some of the anxiety that Mariella and the other kids felt after the police sting on their school.
The kids were their normal chattering selves in the bus. Mariella remained quiet and content. Yet, for some reason, Mrs. Mint couldn’t relax. Maybe it was the glimpses of the Indian River Lagoon she caught between the trees as they rolled up U.S. 1. It still carried such a revolting stench that the bus driver made the kids shut all the windows. Arresting the Lagoon Watcher hadn’t solved every problem, at least not immediately.
No one had explained to her how his killing spree related to the swimming and fishing bans in the lagoon. She had seen the massive fish kills. She had seen video of someone shooting a hawk flying over the lagoon and then it popping back to life a minute later and gliding around impossibly on a broken wing. She couldn’t fathom how all that connected with the murder of Mariella’s parents. But if Sheriff Brandt had gotten on TV and proclaimed the emergency over, and the pollution in the lagoon on the verge of tapering off, that suited her fine. The teacher would much rather see her life return to normal-even if life for some of her students would never resemble how it was before.
Mrs. Mint breathed easier as the bus turned west away from the lagoon and then headed up a road pinned in by scrub pines and oak trees so virulent that they had to be pruned so they didn’t overrun the roadway. A few kids scanned the forest for deer and tortoise, but most of them kept their eyes inside the bus on more captivating sights, such as video games and cell phones. After a few minutes, they came across the only building for seemingly miles: the Enchanted Forest Education and Management Center. Its large screen porch served as a haven from the mosquitoes when the hordes were particularly unbearable.
The kids jumped out of their seats. The teacher figured their enthusiasm came more for finally getting off that cramped bus and pumping their legs rather than for observing some woodland creatures and exotic plants. Mrs. Mint held back the entire class with one raised hand. She headed for the exit first so she could herd them into an orderly line with the help of her assistant. Mrs. Sara Fogel, a blond education student, had the body of a preteen and an even less mature understanding of teaching. She better grow up quick, Mrs. Mint thought, because she could use an extra set of eyes watching these 29 kids traverse a forest full of creepy crawly things, and not all of them friendly.
When Mrs. Mint landed on the parking lot, she thanked goodness that her boots had thick soles. By the looks of the sizzling pavement, if she had stepped on it barefoot it would have been like tossing a chicken breast onto a frying pan. In no more than twenty seconds, the sweat had already started dripping from her hair line down her cheeks and they had another two hours of roasting there. At least it wouldn’t feel so blistering hot underneath the canopy of trees.
As the kids started filtering off the bus and into a line, Mrs. Mint kept watch on Fogel, and made sure that she kept Mariella away from the Buckley twins. Luckily, the blond troublemakers were among the first off the bus. Kyle leapt off the top step and did a 180 as if he were skateboarding. Cole mimicked the jump, but he came down on the side of his foot and landed on his bottom. His brother led the chorus of laughter.
“This is a nature park, not a skate park,” Mrs. Mint said as the boy rubbed his sore keister. He got up with the assistance of his embarrassment rather than his teacher’s hand.
Mariella stepped off the bus gingerly along with the stragglers who would rather sit in air conditioned living rooms all their lives. The quiet girl didn’t seem reluctant, though. She gazed at the southern magnolias, cabbage palms and the live oaks elegantly draped in Spanish moss like queens in furry coats. Mariella appeared awestruck.
Mrs. Mint felt a wave of relief. The teacher had worried that this trip would trigger Mariella’s nightmares of the terrifying evening she had spent in a mangrove forest after her parents died. Instead, it might have unlocked the magnificent curiosity of a child.
After the park rangers nearly sapped the imagination out of all of them with their dull lecture, Mrs. Mint led her students on a hike along the trail with Fogel bringing up the rear. The teachers made sure the students stayed between the wooden markers of the trail as they strolled along the walls of slash pines. Live oak trees bent over the top of the trail, making the kids arch their necks back as they gazed up at the birds chirping on the branches above. The humming of the insects, and the singing of the birds, melded into a natural symphony that was rudely interrupted by little feet stomping on leaves and twigs.
“Whoa, cool,” remarked Cole Buckley from near the front of the line.
The brothers stopped, along with all the kids behind them. They stared at the banana spider dangling in its yellowish web between the spiky leaves of neighboring slash pines. Also known as a golden silk spider, the arachnid had yellow and red legs with tufts of prickly black hairs extended almost the width of an adult’s hand. The spider’s head resembled a polar bear with six black eyes. Of course, those were spots on its back and not its real eyes.
Having taken this tour dozens of times, Mrs. Mint knew that the banana spider looked fearsome but it only truly threatened insects. Its bite was milder than a bee’s sting, but try telling that to a hysterical child who’d seen too many horror movies. The spider wouldn’t inject its venom into someone unless they got violent with it. She doubted that the Buckley twins were that stupid as she patiently watched them from the head of the halted line.
The teacher quickly realized that she had underestimated the boys. Cole tossed a twig at the web. It ripped through a few strands and made the spider’s handiwork sag. The banana spider scrambled away from the orb at the center of its web and up to a more stable spot. As the arachnid flicked its front four legs, Mrs. Mint thought of how terrified she would feel if a giant one-thousand times her size started hurling logs at her.
“Cole and Kyle, cut that out,” Mrs. Mint said without taking a single step towards them. Those kids only listened when someone physically stopped them. That usually comes from a lax disciplinary environment at home. If they didn’t start respecting her voice, they would keep causing their teachers headaches all through high school, when they would be too big to manhandle-assuming they didn’t get expelled before then.
“I didn’t do nothing,” Kyle said. He pointed at his brother. “He was the one who did this.” Kyle hurled a stick at the banana spider. It sheared off the bottom supports of its web, leaving the yellow web-work dangling in the breeze like a shirt on a clothesline. The determined spider held on, but if they kept this up, it would jump off soon. And it might choose one of their heads for a landing pad.
“What if it bites you?” one of the boys in class asked.
“The stupid bug can’t bite us after we step on it,” Cole said.
“Yeah. Our house has no bugs ‘cause we kill ‘em all,” Kyle said. “Even the love bugs. We pluck off their legs and crush their heads like ‘pop!’” He squeezed his fingers together.
Instead of a nature appreciation trip, the Buckley twins fancied this as a trail of destruction. It’s a good thing they didn’t bring their BB guns along, or the bobcats and deer would be in trouble, Mrs. Mint thought.
Just as she concocted the perfect punishment she would threaten them with, Mrs. Mint saw Mariella slink through the crowd watching the Buckley Show and insert herself between the twins. Instead of admonishing them, which would have proven difficult without speaking, she cast a sympathetic gaze up at the banana spider. It thrust its golden and white abdomen up and down in what Mrs. Mint interpreted as more apprehension than appreciation. Its puny brain couldn’t tell friend from foe. The teacher understood why Mariella had stepped up. The girl indentified with being picked on and, especially, with being hunted by those larger than her.
Mrs. Mint assumed that the Buckley twins would have learned their lesson after their previous attacks on Mariella had resulted in an aching head and a dead dog, whether the latter incident had been her fault or not. Once again, she underestimated them.
“You think he’s cute, don’t you?” Cole asked Mariella as he pointed at the spider. “Why don’t you give him a kiss?”
“Yeah, get a little closer,” Kyle said. He shoved Mariella into the slash pine that supported the bulk of the web. This time the web couldn’t withstand any more. The silk latticework came undone and the spider leapt off-right onto Mariella’s arm. The girl didn’t notice it until she regained her footing. She must have felt those hairy legs grasping her flesh. Mariella stared in wide-eyed disbelief at the spider with a leg span wider than her slender arm. If the girl had any wind in her pipes, she would have screamed. Her face cringed in terror. Her gaping jaw dropped to her neck as someone screaming would do. Mrs. Mint didn’t need to hear a word from the girl’s lips. She galloped over the bed of leaves toward Mariella. Fogel got there first. The assistant swiped at the spider, but its dozens of eyes saw her coming and it hopped off.
“Get it!” Cole ordered his brother.
Kyle stomped at it. He squished nothing but leaves. The banana spider darted into the bushes.
Mrs. Mint shot the Buckley twins a bitter glare as she strode by them. Their punishment would wait. Damage control with Mariella must come first, she thought. Detective Sneed might need her as a witness for the trial, so she couldn’t let her brain turn into jelly under the bombardment of this almost daily trauma.
“Are you okay, Mariella? It didn’t bite you, did it?” Mrs. Mint knelt down and reached for the arm that the spider had crawled on. She didn’t see any marks.
Mariella whipped her arm away and skirted around her teacher. Mrs. Mint’s head spun for a few seconds as if she had been plummeting off a cliff, and then suddenly stopped in midair. She wondered why she had let those boys attack Mariella once again. This girl depended on her for protection, and she kept letting her down, first with the Buckley twins’ brutal torment, and then when the Lagoon Watcher came for the girl’s blood. Time and time again, she had proven useless when this vulnerable child needed her. That spider hadn’t hurt her, but if it had…
“Hey, where are you going?” Fogel hollered.
Mrs. Mint swiveled her head just in time to spot Mariella slicing through a thicket of ferns across the wooden marker of the trail. She saw only the shiny crown of her black hair as the girl treaded briskly through the forest.
“Oh my,” said Mrs. Mint, who restrained herself from using a more harsh word that came to mind. “Keep the kids here and call the park rangers,” she told Fogel as she hustled after the girl. “I’ll get her right back.”
The teaching assistant agreed and drew out her cell phone. Yet, the Buckley twins offered up another plan.
“Aw, let her go,” Cole said.
“Yeah, she’s only looking for her spider boyfriend,” Kyle said. “Let the lovers be together.”
As much as those brats deserved a smack on their fannies, the teacher didn’t have time for that. She hurtled over the ferns and raced after Mariella. The sharp pines scraped across her arms and face so hard that they nearly drew blood. She caught fleeting glimpses of the girl up ahead. Even without a good view, she could easily follow the sound of her plowing through flexible branches and rustling across fans of leaves. The teacher ducked under a branch covered in spiny plants. When she caught sight of the girl again, she realized that the child’s short legs had actually been forging more distance between them. While Mariella’s motor showed no signs of slowing, the teacher already felt heavy lead sacks dragging in her lungs. She could barely last five minutes on a treadmill in an air-conditioned gym, much less run a marathon through the thick woods in the sweltering heat. The pain that nagged at her knees and ankles when she had chased Mariella the day before returned. This time her inflamed joints had uneven ground tormenting them. Her knees throbbed with each step. Her ankle tendons tightened every time she took an unbalanced gait across a rock or branch. Refusing to let it stop her, the teacher’s mind drifted into thoughts of her strolling into the cool administrative office, and scheduling a nice long emergency vacation.
She didn’t know whether it came from her persistent effort or the girl tiring a bit, but Mrs. Mint at least maintained her distance behind Mariella as they traversed into the scrub palms. This endangered habitat had sandy soil that made her feet slide as she shuffled her boots around sand pine scrubs, and dodged study myrtle oaks. She cursed under her breath as she saw that Mariella’s nimble feet didn’t encounter any such problems.
Mrs. Mint cursed again when she pictured the Enchanted Forest map in her mind and realized where they were headed. Waiting for them as they raced north was the Addison/Ellis Canal. It had been built in 1912 to drain the St. Johns River floodplain so farmers and ranchers could set up shop. It sent all that water east, right into the Indian River Lagoon.
She remembered what had happened to the Buckley twins’ dog along the canal behind their house. She had heard about the cop and the DCF agent who were murdered by the serial killer along the canal behind Officer Williams’ home. And those were canals in civilized areas where whatever madness lurked in the waters had a good reason for acting discretely.
The Lagoon Watcher has been put away. Nothing should happen now.
Those thoughts didn’t comfort her much and the tingle at the base of her spine alerted her that approaching the canal would lead her straight into danger. The familiar rotten egg stench that festered even stronger than the smell of the woodlands reinforced the feeling tenfold. The problem was the stubborn kid headed towards the canal. Did the girl insist on dying alone in the wilderness? Mrs. Mint could turn around and simply leave her. No, she absolutely could not. Mrs. Mint had always considered herself an excellent teacher, and leaving Mariella behind would shatter that increasingly fragile self image. She couldn’t very well explain to her principal, and especially to Officer Williams, why she had given up and abandoned Mariella in the forest on the banks of a toxic canal.
“Get away from there,” she huffed as she treaded down the long slope towards the orange-brown water. Mariella solemnly observed the canal with her toes just inches away from it.
The canal didn’t look unusual, but it sure stank nearly as bad as the lagoon. Luckily, it didn’t run very deep. Mariella couldn’t drown unless she squatted down, but the canal went deep enough to conceal all kinds of predators, from gators, to the occasional massive python that had been imported from South America and released by naive pet owners into Florida’s ecosystem. Any one of those wouldn’t mind a little girl, or a grown woman, for a meal that would fill their reptilian bellies for a month.
Mrs. Mint got within arm’s reach of the girl, and planted her feet. She gasped for air as her heart worked on overdrive pumping blood through her dehydrated body. The teacher waited for Mariella to turn around and gratefully acknowledge her for coming all this way through the forest so she could save her life. The girl didn’t do a thing. She faced the lagoon, as someone contemplating suicide might stare into the abyss over the edge of a cliff.
“Mariella, please step away from there. Let’s get you back to the…”
Every inch of her body froze. The tan and brown scales lapped out of the water with a lethal grace; a python that thick would measure longer than a car. She had heard about them eating deer and boar-animals not much lighter than her. Any person it coiled its muscular body around wouldn’t have more than the slimmest odds of escape.
“Listen to me carefully. There’s a big snake in that water. Step away slowly.”
Mrs. Mint followed her own advice but the girl didn’t move. She couldn’t tell whether Mariella favored dying, or enjoyed playing the victim. The teacher didn’t much care at this point. If she approached the water to save the reluctant child, the snake might go for the larger meal instead. Too many students and future students needed her. Sacrificing her life for a girl who didn’t even care about her own safety would deprive all those young minds of learning. If she walked away and let nature take its course, she could claim that she hadn’t found Mariella until it was too late.
Knowing she’d rather not stomach the sight of this outcome, the teacher turned her back on Mariella. She climbed up the embankment of the canal. A broiling swoon quickly overcame her head. She stumbled to her knees on the sandy dirt. The chirping of the insects and birds seemed to die down. Bright spots flickered across her vision. She roasted under the heat, but it no longer came from the blazing sun. Something inside her mind burned. It melded into a molten ball of guilt and regret from what she had done.
Mariella was a vulnerable child with special needs. How could she judge her as harshly-more harshly if she was honest with herself-than the other kids? If the Buckley twins had been provoking a black widow instead of a banana spider, she would have physically stopped them. So why wouldn’t she help Mariella? The teacher searched within herself, but she couldn’t find an answer that she accepted. The girl’s brown, Latina skin and immigrant status came to mind, but Mrs. Mint couldn’t accept herself as being racist. Maybe it came from the sudden change in the girl after she lost her parents. Mrs. Mint had never seen a child shift into such a dramatically different personality and, instead of gradually returning to normal, actively embrace her antisocial identity. It wasn’t healthy and it wasn’t right.
Against her better judgment, but with little choice from the knife of guilt digging into her brain, Mrs. Mint turned around and gazed at Mariella. The girl remained on the edge of the canal. Apparently, the prospect of being left alone in the woods with a massive python didn’t bother her. Approaching the girl with that huge snake lurking in the water sure as hell bothered Mrs. Mint, though.
The python lashed its head out of the canal and looped around Mariella’s feet. The snake tripped her up. The girl got sucked waist deep into the canal with her arms flailing. Mrs. Mint yowled in terror, even as the girl couldn’t while the python’s tail lashed across the water in front of her.
Ignoring her cowardly better judgment in favor of her instincts, Mrs. Mint dashed towards the canal. The adrenalin of the moment couldn’t mask the wrenching pain of her overworked knees and ankles. They didn’t hurt nearly as bad as the devastation she would feel if this child died right in front of her because she had hesitated. She saw Mariella sinking deeper into the murky water. The teacher stretched out her hand. This time Mariella didn’t ignore her. She grasped her palm desperately. The girl stared at her teacher with brown eyes that spoke of the agony of balancing atop the sharp, steel gate between life and death. Mariella reached out, and hooked Mrs. Mint’s shirt. She pulled the teacher close and wrapped her arm around her back in a tight embrace. The girl hadn’t hugged her since she had lost her parents. Mrs. Mint hadn’t seen her hug anyone besides Officer Williams. Stooping down on one knee, the teacher wrapped her arm around the girl and hugged her back while at the same time lifting her out of the water.
“I’ve got you! Just hold on.”
Mariella’s distressed expression instantly shifted into a sneer. The little hand clasping the teacher’s palm bore down so hard that her knuckle bones snapped. She screamed, and dropped the girl. The hand that had been embracing her teacher grabbed her by the seat of her pants and hurled her over the girl’s head. Mrs. Mint nosedived into the water. The top of her head slammed into the mucky canal bed.
An eight-year-old girl couldn’t possess strength like that, the teacher thought as she trashed around underwater. Finally, her feet found the bottom. When she lifted her head and chest above the water’s surface and drew a breath, she found Mariella watching her with eyes that emitted a solid purple glow. The expression of a shy, frightened little girl long gone, she resembled a vengeful goddess. Mrs. Mint had miserably failed at protecting this astonishing creature. Now, no one would protect her.
Mrs. Mint stepped back. Her legs were snared in the coil of the python slithering around her. It squeezed until she fell to her knees. She found herself submerged up to her shoulders. Despite sitting in the clutches of a man-eating snake, the teacher felt that the real menace wafted towards her through the water with deceptively skimpy arms, and hair dripping with muck. Those purple eyes entranced her mind. She couldn’t move a muscle. For once, Mrs. Mint went speechless.
She’s only a little girl. This can’t be happening. The Lagoon Watcher is the killer. He kidnapped her.
But that’s not what he said. He said he came to help her. What the hell happened to her?
When Mariella seized the hair atop her teacher’s head, Mrs. Mint feared that she would soon find out. The grown woman throttled the little girl’s single arm with both hands. It didn’t help. Mariella plunged her teacher’s head into the canal. She couldn’t even kick with the snake around her calves. She punched the girl in the legs and stomach. Mariella didn’t relent. Mrs. Mint couldn’t breathe. Soon, that became the least of her problems.
Her ears burned. Then her mouth. Then her eyes. She felt them invading her body through every opening. They were smaller than grains of sand. She probably wouldn’t have noticed them if they didn’t stab her with blistering pain on every surface they touched. It felt as if she had a blowtorch blazing down her throat. The fluid encasing her skull boiled. She realized that the invaders had caught a ride on her arteries as she felt flashes of stinging lightening shoot through her heart, and down into her arms and legs. The lower half of her body numbed as its suffering dulled in comparison to the brutal shredding of muscle and tendons around her neck and collarbone.
Somehow in her frantic struggle, Mrs. Mint popped her head above water. She opened her mouth to draw a breath. The air didn’t seep through her lips. She felt her saliva drip down her throat and out her open windpipe. As her severed head bobbed in the water, her darkening vision caught a glimpse of purple eyes hovering over her like a vulture awaiting the demise of its prey.
It didn’t have to be this way, if only I would have looked out for the child, Mrs. Mint thought. I deserve this.
No. That’s not a child. No human child could do this. She must be-
The teacher’s thoughts faded away, but her brain would prove useful.



Chapter 35


The shadows in the Enchanted Forest loomed long and large as the sun descended toward its date with nightfall. When the darkness smothers the trees, Moni knew that would signal her chances of finding Mariella in the dense wilderness as worse than remote.
Even with Aaron at her side hacking away at the bushes and providing her words of overly optimistic encouragement, Moni prepared herself for the worst with every step. Having Mariella in her life, for even this brief time, had been a gift from God. Like everything else she had cherished-her mother, what had once been a loving relationship with Darren-this too would crumble to dust in her fingers. The only thing that would remain was the voice of her father repeating the word “failure” inside her skull.
Thankfully, Aaron’s naive enthusiasm kept her from admitting defeat after five hours of searching.
“She must be somewhere around here,” Aaron said as he scanned the forest. The visibility measured less than 20 feet in most places because of all the foliage. “The rangers said her tracks and the teacher’s tracks led up to the canal and then went cold. She probably chased her in the canal for a while, caught the kid and then turned around. I bet the teacher knew enough to go south, but she could still get lost on her way to the trail.”
“And why didn’t she just use her cell phone?” Moni asked.
“She could have lost it, or the battery died, or the water shorted it. There are plenty of ways to waste one. I’ve trashed like five phones on research missions. Believe me, my dad lets me hear it every time.”
Moni squeezed his hand and nodded. The possibility existed, however slim, that Mariella and her teacher were out there. Judging from her experience in the mangroves the morning after the girl’s parents were murdered, Mariella could hide for hours on end. She wouldn’t let anyone find her until she felt like it.
“Please Mariella, come back!” Moni shouted into the woods. “If you hate school that much, I promise you’ll never have to go again.”
Aaron sent her a glance of admiration for that ploy. He probably wished that his parents had made him the same offer, Moni thought. She clasped her hand around his bicep as they strolled through the increasingly shadowy forest.
The harmony between them got interrupted by a rustling of leaves in a patch of slash pines ahead of them. Even knowing that bobcats, wild boars and snakes populated these woods, Moni disregarded her fears, and charged towards it shouting for Mariella. Aaron’s hesitation lasted only a split second before he followed her.
The sharp palm fronds swiftly parted. When Mariella poked her head out, Moni nearly spilled over onto her face. A grin spread across the girl’s lips that made her brown eyes light up. She sprang from the palms and hugged Moni around the waist with her head buried into her stomach. As Moni patted her on the back, and wiped away her tears, she found it remarkable that Mariella’s excitement at seeing her didn’t seem any more or less intense than it did when she had picked her up after a typical day at school. This kid had toughened up.
“You had me so worried, baby. Please don’t run off again.” As soon as the words left Moni’s mouth, she wondered what had happened to the carefully rehearsed chewing out she had reserved for the girl after she had once again put lives in danger by running away. Her relief at seeing Mariella alive put any such condemnation on the back burner. “Praise the Lord that you didn’t get hurt out here. You must have an angel looking out for you.”
Shrugging her shoulders, the girl offered a smirk. Moni scooped Mariella up in her arms, consulted the GPS map on her phone and headed back towards the trail.
“Wait a minute before you go hurrying off,” Aaron said as he jogged behind them.
Moni didn’t realize how fast she skipped through the forest until she saw that the young man who carried nothing but a small backpack trailed her even as she had the girl weighing her down. It reminded Moni of how robbers could carry huge televisions all by themselves when the alarms sounded.
“Come on, boy. Hustle it up,” Moni said with a playful grin. A few minutes ago, she thought she’d never smile again.
“Why are we running off? Mrs. Mint is still out here. If Mariella was hiding here, her teacher can’t be far away.”
Moni shifted the girl on her hip so she faced her. “Baby, have you seen Mrs. Mint?”
Biting her lips, Mariella shook her head. Her dour eyes met the darkening forest floor.
“Maybe her teacher couldn’t find her, or she could be hurt,” Aaron said. “We can’t leave her out here all night.”
Moni agreed with him, but only for a few seconds. Then she stared into Mariella’s pleading eyes, and felt the girl’s trembling fingers clutching at her jacket. She couldn’t spend another minute in these woods.
“You do whatever you want, but I’m taking her home now,” Moni said.
Aaron groaned and snapped off a branch in frustration. He followed her anyway.

Sneed bumped his way through the medics to become the first greeter for Moni and Mariella when they emerged back onto the trail. His nostrils flared with anger. To Moni, he seemed more like an actor who took great pleasure in playing the part of an obnoxious jerk.
“Here’s our hero, and she’s rescued the girl and not the teacher. I’m deeply shocked,” Sneed said as he scampered at Moni’s heel like a yapping dog. “Once again, everybody dies except the little girl, and the detective-and I use that title very loosely.”
Moni ignored him, along with the medics, and ramped up her pace towards the parking lot.
“The girl is totally freaking out. We’ve gotta get her out of here,” said Aaron, who apparently didn’t mind masking his true feelings when it meant backing Moni up in front of Sneed. “I’m sure the teacher is still out there. If you want, I’ll go back and help look for her.”
“That won’t be necessary, kid.” Sneed jutted his finger into Aaron’s chest. “You and that professor of yours have a date with the Lagoon Watcher in the county jail tonight.” He paused for a moment and watched Aaron squirm. “I can’t understand what the hell that old coot is jabbering about. I need some scientific mumbo-jumbo translators, and you and your buddy fit the bill.”
“I guess that’s better than the other thing that could happen to us in jail,” Aaron said. “I’ll see you ladies later. Call me.” He waved at Moni as he halted on Sneed’s leash.
Meanwhile, the lead detective reigned in Moni’s rope. “Hold up!” Sneed snorted. “Aren’t you going to hand her off to the medics? They need to check her out. Who knows what kinda crap she picked up in these woods.”
Moni took one glance over her shoulder at the two medics wheeling a pint-sized stretcher after her. The strides of her brisk trot grew longer.
“Thanks for the warm thoughts, honey, but my baby is fine. How many times do I gotta tell you there’s nothing wrong with her?”



Chapter 36


“I don’t choose who dies. I have nothing to do with it,” the Lagoon Watcher crowed from behind the table as he shook his cuffed wrists, which had a chain connected to his ankle restraints. “It’s all done at the molecular level-maybe even the sub-molecular level. We’re talking chemical and genetic manipulation. It’s like a virus, but fully sentient and intelligent.”
Harry Trainer nodded at his three interrogators as if he had just made a brilliant point that would make them throw open the door, strip off his orange jumpsuit and let him walk on home. Apparently, he didn’t notice Sneed’s dumbfounded gawk, Aaron’s amused smirk, and even his friend Swartzman shaking his head with a frown. The accused murderer had rambled on for a half hour without any of the three men getting more than a sentence or two in at a time. As Trainer recited the whole ecological history of the lagoon-practically from the Big Bang-Aaron had deja vu from his high school days when he just planted his head on his desk and dozed off.
No worries. All they had was a trail of dead bodies, a swarm of psychotic animals, sixteen missing explosives and a toxic lagoon. Meanwhile, this guy kept playing the Mr. Green card. Every time they asked him how he did it, he insistently denied responsibility. He blamed polluters and politicians for laying the foundation for what he called a “computerized bacteria invasion.”
Trainer’s hair looked frazzled and nearly electrified; he sported a bandage covering the cut an eight-year-old supposedly inflicted on him. With all that, and the gaunt cheeks tracing the outline of his jaw, he resembled just the kind of street-corner sign man that warns of tiny invaders.
“I haven’t got the foggiest idea what you’re yammering about,” Sneed said. “Don’t you dare screw with me, old man.” He cocked his head towards the suspect with such a menacing scowl that even the Lagoon Watcher took notice. Trainer straightened his back in his wooden chair. “I have enough evidence to lock you away until your final breath. You might even earn a date with a syringe just like the ones you were carrying in your jacket in that elementary school-you sick son of bitch. You can forget an insanity plea. No jury will accept that from a man with a doctoral degree hanging on his wall. As I see it, you’ve got two options. You can admit what you did, tell me where you hid the bombs, and help us clean up this toxic shit. Maybe then, a jury will have just an ounce of pity for you. Option Two: You can keep speaking in riddles like you’re fucking Nostradamus. If you wanna see where that’ll end you up, I’d be much obliged to show you.”
The Lagoon Watcher tried throwing up his hands. His shackles prevented him from raising them above chest level. “You didn’t even consider the truth for one second. The evidence clearly demonstrates the impossibility of my involvement. I tried to prevent this calamity. It’s the Big Sugar and the Big Cattle and the…”
“Quit sticking the blame on everybody else!” Sneed growled. “You murdered all those people in cold blood.”
“I would never!”
“You took their heads. Where did you put them? In some secret lab of yours? Where did you take the explosives? If you kill any more…”
“Explosives? I don’t know a thing about that. But if that’s the subject we’re on, what about all the rocket exhaust from the launches at the Space Center? How could you blame me-the defender of the lagoon-for what’s going on when you’ve got tons, and tons of airborne debris from these launches seeping into the water? Wouldn’t you think this played a bigger role in triggering the bacterial mutations?”
“Okay Harry, that’s enough.” Swartzman finally waved his friend quiet. Aaron noted that it took bringing up the sore subject of NASA’s launch emissions, which nearly got Swartzman canned, for him to interject. “You’re not doing yourself any favors with these tirades. Pretend this is a research paper and just get to the point.”
Aaron had read plenty of academic research papers-reluctantly, of course. They were about as clear-cut as the user manual for the space shuttle. It didn’t matter that his professor might understand it. Of all the people in the room, only Sneed’s opinion truly mattered regarding Trainer’s fate. Aaron didn’t want anything for the Lagoon Watcher short of an extended stay in the slammer after his kidnapping of Mariella, and his brawl with Moni. Yet, he could see through the political ramblings. He recognized the man’s basic point: there’s no way he could have managed all of this, at least not by himself.
After nearly losing Mariella in the Enchanted Forest following Trainer’s arrest, Aaron knew that the threat against the girl, and Moni hadn’t ceased. He’d love to take the girls windsurfing out there one day and see them laughing and smiling without a fear in the world. Yet the lagoon still reeked of decay.
“A research paper might be kind of ambitious right now, Mr. Watcher. I mean, Mr. Trainer,” Aaron said. His professor rolled his eyes as if Aaron had wasted perfectly good air by opening his mouth. The Lagoon Watcher focused on him with those erratic blue eyes, momentarily calm. “We’ve done some investigating and I know you’ve gotten down and dirty digging for answers too. It can’t hurt to compare notes. Right?” The man nodded as eagerly as a kid who had been asked whether he fancied visiting an amusement park. “So what have you seen in the water?”
“Well, all kinds of fascinating phenomenon,” the Lagoon Watcher began. Already, Sneed crossed his arms and leaned his head off to the side in a sculpture of disinterest, as much as The Thinker is a sculpture of calculating thought. Aaron reassured Trainer by scooting forward in his chair. “Dolphins have become mischievous thieves for their masters. When you see a bird flying all crooked, and following you around town, you know it’s one of their spies. Gators and snakes are like the frontline soldiers. And that turtle you tagged, Herb, it’s a real wild one. It swims like a barracuda.”
“Come on, Harry. We all know you gave that sea turtle lifts on your boat to spook me,” Swartzman said.
“You think I’m giving the turtle rides? I couldn’t even catch it in a speed boat,” Trainer said. The professor covered his face with his hand and sighed. “These enhancements are part of their remodeling of the local species. Now, they’ve started melding two or three species together and finding new tasks for them. They’re crafted to adapt to their environment, however hostile it may be to other forms of life. It’s amazing that it all starts with the little guys.”
“You mean the bacteria?” Aaron asked.
“No, no, no. I’m talking about the other little guys-the smaller ones.”
Aaron and his professor exchanged puzzled glances.
“You’ve seen them right?” the Lagoon Watcher asked. “The carbon-mechanical hybrids? That’s one name for them. Really, there is no category for organisms, or machines, like this. Herb, how do you think their nervous system functions?”
“There’s nothing unusual in the infected animals besides bacteria,” Swartzman said. “The bacteria are the source.”
“No. The bacteria are their weapons,” the Lagoon Watcher said. “They’re the foot soldiers. They’re not the generals. That would be the smaller guys.”
“If there really is something else in the infected animals, how come we haven’t seen it in their blood?” Aaron asked.
“Are you examining the blood of dead animals?” the Lagoon Watcher asked. Aaron nodded. “Well, there you are. Try capturing a live infected animal. Don’t bother with blood that’s been outside of its body for more than a few seconds. You need to get a piece of live tissue under a microscope. Otherwise the little goobers will scurry off.”
“Oh right, because these hybrid beings are smart enough to know when a microscope is coming and recognize the second their hosts die,” Swartzman said.
“You got it,” Trainer said, without detecting his friend’s strong hint of sarcasm. “They’re real clever. Now do you see how this works? Bacteria are dumb. They can’t control an animal, much less a person. But these hybrids imbed themselves into the nervous system, and the brain. They rearrange the chemistry, and the interior makeup. We’re talking more than just redecorating here. The hosts acquire the same biological preferences as the bacteria. They crave iron and sulfur. They relish baths in sulfuric acid-like what the lagoon is turning into. I don’t understand how they do it, but somehow they tinker with the genetic code, and the hormones get all out of whack. Then the animal takes orders from their hybrid masters.”
His aggravation finally swollen so large that it popped, Sneed smacked his hand on the edge of the table. “Listen old man, blaming your crimes on corporations and politicians is offensive enough, but at least it doesn’t insult my fucking intelligence. Now, making this a yarn about body snatchers? This doesn’t sit well with me. Do you think I’m a complete idiot? Or are you still trying to sucker me into declaring you insane?”
The Lagoon Watcher slumped to his side. He raised his hands so he could bury his face in them, but the shackles limited his reach. Instead, he wiped his nose on his shirt. The man’s theories had been ignored for decades, yet he apparently had never lost the impassioned belief that he stood on the right side. This time, Aaron believed that he did.
Those “hybrids” could serve as the missing piece that fills the enormous hole in this case, Aaron thought. Moni had described a gator with the two snakes growing out of it. Aaron had seen that video of the dolphins with human hands. These mutations went beyond what bacteria alone could do. The murder victims had organs removed cleanly from the inside almost as if they were disassembled from their bodies. Aaron had first compared it to tiny construction workers. Maybe those early impressions were right on the money. If they could remove organs, they could carve off a head just as smoothly.
Sneed signaled to the officer standing behind Trainer. The husky man approached the inmate’s back. If they dragged him out that door, they wouldn’t see him for a long time.
“Hold on a second. I’ve got another question,” Aaron said.
“Will this episode of the X-Files ever end?” Sneed remarked, as he waved the officer back into the corner.
“I only wish it was fiction,” Swartzman said. “I’m afraid that what Mr. Trainer described might be all too real.” Almost giddy, the shackled man tapped his feet. Then the professor delegated the next move to his student. “Didn’t you have a question for the gentleman?”
Despite the gravity of the moment, Aaron couldn’t contain his goofy grin at having his professor finally recognize that he could actually help him in a tight spot. It counted as more than a tight spot, really. The task was stopping a false conviction of one of Swartzman’s friends-the man who had saved his career. And then they had this little issue with the heinous water quality in the lagoon.
Aaron cleared his throat and dove right in. “When you saw these hybrids, what were they made out of? What exactly has been blended together?”
“I’d call it nanobot, but it’s not anything like we know it. I could call it a highly adaptive virus, but it’s not completely organic.” The Lagoon Watcher held his hands in a ball as if he were molding a new form of life. “It’s nanobiotechnology. We’ve only begun to scratch the surface in this field, or that’s what I thought until I saw them. Someone has advanced it centuries into the future. Part of it is a composite metal. I’m not sure if it’s a shield or a battery pack or a mini computer. It might be all three. This metal can slice and dice its way through anything in the body, even bone. Then it has interfaces made of biomaterial that work sort of like keys. They unlock a genetic code and change it. When they need some bacteria soldiers, they pop one out and it starts dividing into an army.
“Remember the Borg on Star Trek? It’s kind of like that, but a tiny version of those cyborgs.”
Wearing a serious expression, Sneed leaned in close to the man. “I had no idea it was so serious. Are the Klingons involved too?” The detective threw his head back and guffawed. “What about the guys with the pointy ears? I bet they’re inside our bodies blasting their phasers.”
As the officer behind him joined the laughter, the Lagoon Watcher’s face burned so hot that Aaron could see the red through his over-crisped tan.
“Stop it! This is no joke,” Trainer said. “The hybrids are real. If you’re looking for who’s responsible for the polluting of my lagoon and all the murders, blame them, not me. Want evidence? Look into a microscope for once in your life, and you’ll see.”
Sneed got in the man’s face again. This time he didn’t seem so jovial. “I don’t need to search the globe looking for the killer who poisoned the lagoon. I’m looking right at him. If you’re an innocent man, why’d you kidnap that child?”
“Kidnapping? Please. I was trying to save her,” Trainer said.
“From the real killer?” Swartzman asked.
“From herself,” he replied. “Or, what’s inside her. I heard that she hasn’t said a word since spending the night along the lagoon. That’s consistent with the behavior of the infected animals. None of them can vocalize. The hybrids are in that girl. I’m not sure how strongly they’ve taken hold, or whether they can control the human brain, but they’re doing some damage, or else she would talk. I was looking for a blood sample so I could at least see how potent the bacterial infection has become.”
When Aaron thought of the diminutive girl, he couldn’t compare her to the frenzied snake that tore through the window screen after him, or the dolphins drowning those teenagers in the harbor. She didn’t bath in sulfuric acid and eat bowls of iron for breakfast. But at the same time, he knew the girl didn’t come anywhere close to acting like a normal kid. He had assumed that the apprehension that backed her into a silent corner came from her fear of being victimized again. Perhaps what really scared Mariella was dwelling among people and socializing in a culture she didn’t understand. How could little bio-machines make sense of a second grader’s world?
He couldn’t say for sure whether the Lagoon Watcher had just blown open the case. For Mariella, and Moni’s sake, he wished that he hadn’t. Not this way. But if Trainer was right, Aaron couldn’t let the girl succumb to the invaders inside her body.
“You believe me, don’t you Herb?” the Lagoon Watcher asked.
“It certainly is plausible. But it’s not important whether I believe you. It’s all about what this man right here believes.” The professor pointed at the detective seated beside him.
“Damn straight,” Sneed said. “And if I were you, I wouldn’t get my hopes up.”
Trainer hung his head.
“Then it’s a good thing we can test this hypothesis,” the professor said. “We’ll go over some live samples from an infected rat tomorrow and see if we find what you described.” Trainer nodded eagerly. His face beamed as if he were one step away from leaping out of his seat and clicking his heels together as a free man. “I didn’t say it would completely exonerate you. But it might lead us to the real inventor of this bizarre technology and help us clean up the lagoon.” Swartzman faced Sneed. “What do you say? Can we have another day or two to examine the suspect’s claim?”
Sneed gazed upon the pencil-pusher as if he would rather yank his tie until his windpipe caved in than give him the privilege of yet another scientific jaunt.
“You’ve got two days until I start lining up a grand jury,” the detective said. “If you find anything, you better get it on video or else I’m liable to accuse you of forgetting.”
Swartzman nodded in spite of the obvious slight. With that, Sneed had the other officer pull the Lagoon Watcher from his seat, and drag him away. The moment before his head passed out the door, the man stopped and faced his three former interrogators.
“Since you’ve only got two days, I figure I better tell you.” Trainer planted his feet and resisted the guard’s tugging on his arm. “The most startling stuff is at the bottom of the lagoon. Not at the sea grass beds, but deep in the Intracoastal channel that runs down the middle. Show the detective a few photos from there. That’ll be proof enough.”
Catching the look in Swartzman’s eye telling him that a certain lucky student would be taking that dive, Aaron groaned. He better make sure his wetsuit doesn’t have any holes. Too bad he didn’t have one that was mutant gator proof.
“What exactly will I find down there?” Aaron asked.
“It’s a colony. God knows who it’s for. Just make sure that you…”
The officer finally dislodged the Lagoon Watcher from the doorway and slammed the steel frame shut. As Aaron watched his professor’s sullen expression, he chewed on a dreadful feeling that Swartzman would never see his friend again.



Chapter 37


Moni couldn’t get out of the Enchanted Forest fast enough, but when she parked in the dark lot around her hotel, she couldn’t leave her car. Too much weighed on her mind.
Gazing into her rearview mirror, she saw Mariella awake and alert. The girl should have fallen fast asleep after wandering through the steamy forest all day, Moni thought. It had truly been a miracle that she had found the girl in those endless woods. Yet, she didn’t feel so overjoyed. Moni knew that Mrs. Mint wouldn’t come out of that forest alive. She had no idea how she knew, but she felt so certain of it that she might as well have buried the body herself.
The teacher had meant well. She just lacked the toughness required for a special girl like Mariella. The girl didn’t seem all that distraught over losing her teacher. As she tugged futilely at the door handle, which had been locked from the inside, it seemed that leaving the car as fast as possible concerned her more. Moni reached for her own door handle and pulled it halfway before her thoughts interrupted her again. She had arrested the Lagoon Watcher, so he couldn’t have hurt Mrs. Mint.
Can he control his mutant animals from his cell? Are they still hunting us?
Shaking her head as she finally yanked the handle and pushed open the door, Moni realized that it didn’t matter either way. She wouldn’t put Mariella back in school. She wouldn’t take her by the police station either. The urge to hurry up and move somewhere, anywhere not familiar, tugged at Moni.
Moni finally stepped out of the car. Her sore legs buckled. She steadied herself by posting a hand on the window. Moni sent Mariella a reassuring smile. The girl didn’t even pay attention to her. She sat up on her knees and arched her head to face something off to the side. When she saw the girl’s startled expression, Moni realized that she better turn around. She glanced over her shoulder. Moni met the silver nozzle of a gun. Through the cloak of darkness, she saw the whites of Darren’s eyes transfixed on her. His gold grill of teeth glimmered. She felt like a gazelle the moment before a leaping lion buries its fangs into its neck.
“Sit yo’ ass back in the car,” her ex demanded.
Moni didn’t move. His words were muffled by the mind-blowing shock. She pondered whether if she had gotten back together with him, or even returned some of his calls, she could have avoided this moment. It wouldn’t have mattered. With her or not, Darren wanted more than she could give and he broke what he couldn’t own.
“Quit ignoring me!” Darren barked. “Get in the car. Unlock the doors.”
His voice reached the same pitch it had the last time he smacked her-a tone that dredged up horrific memories of her father’s brand of punishment. Moni complied. After returning to the driver’s seat, she silently begged Darren to walk around the car to the passenger side. Her heart nearly choked on a pint of blood when the sculpted mass of muscles and tattoos crowded into the back seat besides Mariella. The girl’s face contorted with fright. She scooted as far away from him as she could get. Without thinking, Moni drew her pistol.
“Put that shit down, cunt!” Darren jammed his gun against the back of Moni’s neck. The cold barrel cracked into her spine. She tossed her pistol down on the seat beside her. He eased up on the pressure on her neck, but only a little. “If you try that again, the next outfit I buy you is gonna be a body bag.” He glanced at the frightened little girl beside him. “Better make that a double order.”
As she felt Darren’s hot breath on the back of her neck and ear, she recalled how that breath had once been so gentle. It had lathered her when they showered together. It had caressed her when their sweaty bodies danced under the hot lights in the clubs and she ground her booty into his hard crotch.
That whore must have felt Darren’s breath on her back when he fucked her doggy style in the car, Moni thought. Instead of apologies pouring out of his lips after she caught him, he peppered her with curses and pigheaded demands.
She should have seen it coming. She had pursued Darren, despite her mother’s warnings, because she couldn’t imagine a tougher man-someone her father would never mess with. Only now Moni realized that the brutal way he smashed his rivals on the streets would apply to anybody who Darren hated on, especially his ex girl.
Mariella shouldn’t pay for her mistake. She has already suffered enough.
“I’ll do whatever you want. Just leave the girl out of this,” Moni said.
“Mmm hmm, that’s what I like to hear. You’ll do whatever I want.” Darren flashed a gold-toothed perverted grin as he no doubt fantasized about scenarios that few willing woman short of porn stars would subject themselves to. “Now why didn’t you say that before? You been doin’ whatever this kid wants, huh? I bet that’s why you left our house.”
“I didn’t leave the house on my own, honey bear.”She cringed as she forced out her pet name for him. It proved worth the effort, as Darren removed the gun from her neck and pressed it against the seat cushion behind her back. That hurt a little less. “Two people were murdered there. I barely escaped with the girl. It’s a crime scene.”
“So the killer’s after you and they put you up in this hotel. Yeah, you’re a princess in her palace with a royal guard, right? Too bad your buddies didn’t bother show’n up tonight.”
Darren had been stalking her the whole time. He could spot a cop from a mile away. The “undercover” officers that were waiting for the Lagoon Watcher had kept him at bay. After the freak’s arrested, Sneed took everybody off Mariella guard duty except Moni. And he would have fired her from that job in a second if he could.
This lion had waited until his prey strolled alone with her cub. Then he pounced. She knew the odds of both of them surviving were frightfully slim, but Mariella might make it if she could distract him.
“You got that right, baby. We’re all alone. You and me,” Moni purred in the most seductive voice she could muster with the nozzle of her lover’s gun nudging against her back through the seat cushion. “How about I drop the girl off in the room? Then we can check into our own room and get down. There are plenty of vacancies on my floor. I’m wide open.” Moni spread her thick lips wide in a smile that always left men drooling and readjusting their pants.
“Yeah, I could dig that,” Darren said as he hiked up his jeans. “But I can’t just stroll into the hotel with a gun in my pants. Should I wave at the cameras and say, ‘Hey, I’m kidnapping over here. Shout out to my boys.’? That’s just what I should do, right Moni?”
“That’s not what I meant. I just wanna…”
“You won’t see my ass arrested like that old white man that was chasing you. Ya fuck him too?” Darren asked. She gasped in revulsion at the thought of touching the sunburned Lagoon Watcher. “I’m not fool’n like that old honky. Here’s how we do this. The girl gets out the car and then I’ll tell you where to drive. Once we get there…” He curled his hulking arm around Moni’s seat and squeezed her breast. Darren had felt them thousands of times and he usually did so passionately, tickling them and gently massaging. This time, he groped them like a menacing kid trying to pop a balloon. “I have some surprises waiting for you, girl.”
Darren’s hand felt as comfortable on her body as a tarantula. Moni couldn’t rip it off and stomp it to death-not if she wanted Mariella to walk away from this. The girl wouldn’t get very far in a parking lot by herself in the middle of the night. She had to stop this.
“Darren…” Moni winced as he pinched her nipple as if he were trying to crush a grape. When he finally released it, she exhaled and continued on. “The girl can’t stay in this parking lot all night.”
“Give her your room key,” he said without even looking at the child.
Mariella curled up against the door with half her fist in her mouth and her eyes verging on tears.
“They won’t let an eight-year-old walk into the hotel alone without asking her questions. The girl can’t talk. Let me just drop her off in her room and then we can… you know.” She couldn’t even fake enthusiasm anymore-not with his sleazy paws violating her.
“I don’t care about the damn girl.” This time Darren noticed Mariella. Moni wished that he hadn’t. He aimed the gun square at her forehead. The girl drew up her knees and ducked her face behind them as if that could shield her from a bullet. “This is about you and me. It ain’t about her. I didn’t agree to you bringing a child into our lives.”
“This isn’t about our lives. This is my life,” Moni protested. “You ain’t part of it no more. You cheated on me. You hit me. So you lost the right to tell me what to do.”
“What? Hell no. Yo’ still my bitch.” The hand that had been molesting her body slid up and pinched her throat between its massive thumb and forefingers. She had seen the oxygen-starved purple faces he had given ex-cons and drug dealers with that hold. On her delicate neck, it could inflict much more damage. A few pounds of pressure from his fingers would end her life, but that thought barely registered in Moni’s mind as she saw Mariella tremble behind her knees while Darren’s gun pointed at the girl.
“I’ll be whatever you want me to be,” Moni croaked from her constricted throat. “Please don’t punish her. I’m all she has.”
“So that’s what’s been keep’n you from seeing me and returning my calls, huh?” Darren sharpened his glare on the girl. “Now, how can I take care of that problem? Oh, I know. Like this.”
The blood froze in Moni’s veins as she watched it unfold. Darren wrapped his finger around the trigger of the gun that aimed point-blank at Mariella’s forehead. She was a flick of his finger away from death. Darren let the weapon drop from his hand before he could fire. The dumbfounded expression on his face only lasted a second and then he reached for his gun on the floor. Moni quickly seized her pistol on the seat beside her. Darren saw it coming. Throttling her throat with one hand so she could hardly breathe, Darren sent his other hand after Moni’s gun instead of his own. He caught her wrist before she could aim it at him. Her strongest grip couldn’t withstand the way Darren bent and twisted her wrist. He snatched the gun from her contorted hand, and brought it up against her temple.
In an instant, Moni’s vision was clouded with blood.



Chapter 38


Moni wiped the blood from her eyes. Her sight became transfixed on the bizarre and gruesome scene in the back seat. Darren glared at her with his mouth agape. He still held Moni’s pistol to her temple, but his wobbly hand couldn’t fire it. Dark red blood spurted from the hole gorged into his neck. It bubbled out of his severed trachea and throat, both of which Mariella held between her slender fingers.
Directing a stone-cold gaze at the thug as he expired, the girl dropped the chunk of his neck from her hand. It splattered on the seat between them. The pistol lowered from Moni’s forehead as Darren’s hand went limp, along with the rest of his body.
Moni had seen what happened out of the corner of her eye. Mariella had sprung out of her corner and dug her fingers into the man’s neck. She had ripped it open as easily as peeling a banana. It happened so fast that Moni didn’t understand what she had seen until she saw Darren’s warm corpse gushing blood all over her back seat.
Without thinking, Moni started the car and sped out of the parking lot. Her hand reached for her cell phone. She stopped herself. If she reported this, Mariella would end up caged inside a government lab for the rest of her life. The girl-if she truly was a girl — deserved better than that after saving her.
I never got her tested for the bacteria. I shielded her from answering any questions. What kind of child have I been raising all this time?
Moni abruptly pulled the car over onto a dark shoulder of the road. She got out and walked around to Mariella’s door. She opened it. The girl got out obediently. She immediately snuggled up against Moni as if she had just witnessed a brutal killing rather than committed it.
No, Mariella didn’t kill Darren, Moni thought. She had saved both of their lives.
“You shouldn’t have to sit back there in that icky mess, baby,” Moni said. “Come up front with me.”
Moni got back behind the wheel with Mariella at her side. When she reached for the ignition, her hand trembled. She didn’t know where she should drive. All this time, she thought she had found a daughter. This poor innocent creature couldn’t defend herself, she had assumed. She needed her. Yet, Mariella more than defended herself against Darren. Someone capable of ripping a throat out couldn’t be a real child or a real daughter.
Tears streamed down Moni’s face. She bottled them up behind her hand, which screened out her view of the beautiful thing that resembled a child sitting beside her.
Nina told me something was wrong with her. I should have listened. Of course she’s not human. No human child would ever love a mess like me.
Tiny fingers gently, yet firmly removed Moni’s hand from her eyes. Mariella took Moni’s hands in both of hers as if she were channeling a dual electrical current through them. Moni’s head warped like the deck of the sinking Titanic. Through the thunder ringing inside her skull she understood a message. Mariella loved her more than any human child could. And she desperately needed her help.
Moni drew her hands away from the girl. The buzzing in her head faded into the background as if she had gone outside the arena during a hip hop show. The thoughts she just had weren’t hers, Moni realized. Mariella had planted them inside her head, but they sounded so much like her own thoughts that she couldn’t tell the difference. Even without talking, Mariella spoke louder than anyone.
She still felt the love radiating into her brain from Mariella. In her heart, she knew she loved the girl too. Whether human or not, the Mariella that had emerged from the mangroves was the only Mariella she knew. Still, she felt the sting of betrayal. The girl had impersonated Moni’s thoughts. How many times had Mariella “suggested” that she do something out of her character? She wondered whether it was her or the girl that had made the decisions that left Nina in the hospital and both Tanya Roberts and Clyde Harrison missing their heads. Mariella had survived the attacks and so did she, but why? Had she been protecting Mariella from the Lagoon Watcher and his minors like she thought, or did the girl’s drawings really represent death warrants written out in marker and crayon? She had sketched a boater tossed overboard like Kane, a cruel gator like the one who bit Robbie Cooper, a beheaded dog like what happened in the twins’ backyard and a burning man that resembled the teenager in the marina fire. Moni had ignored it all.
When she looked at that sweet face, Moni saw the same girl who had smiled with glee as she rode a horse for the first time. Her adorable expression completely masked what lay beneath. It didn’t work anymore. Moni knew it lurked inside the girl. She couldn’t drive on and pretend that part of Mariella didn’t just tear apart her ex-boyfriend’s throat. Moni didn’t feel threatened in the least by her, but she couldn’t say that she didn’t feel worried for other people. By the way she had killed so casually, she had a feeling that Darren hadn’t been her first victim.
“What are you, Mariella? Are you hurting people?”
The girl bowed her head for a few seconds. Instead of contemplating how she would answer, it appeared that she was deciding whether she should answer at all. Finally, Mariella clasped the top of Moni’s palm.
Moni’s head reverberated as if it were a giant tuning fork. She could feel every wavelength of Mariella’s thoughts sloshing against her brain and soaking in between its spongy crevices. Her speech didn’t sound like another voice inside her head. Moni recognized it as her own voice. It felt like a recollection of a story she had learned long ago being brought back into focus.
There was a distant planet in a place that Moni’s people call Orion when they gaze at the sky. Mariella’s people lived in the waters there, but they didn’t resemble the waters of earth at all. These acidic waters nourished life on their home world. Tragically, much of that life got destroyed following a massive meteor strike. Aware that their planet faced a calamity that would wipe them out, Mariella’s people created seeds that could sprout into their species if they found a new home with suitable conditions. They were carried by miniature “ambassadors” of their planet that were blasted in every direction and scattered among the stars.
A cluster of them heard the communication signals from earth and migrated here. They caught a ride down from orbit on a man-made rocket craft and then started sampling their surroundings. The ambassadors found that they could transform the lagoon into a habitable environment for their species, but it would take painstaking work and some “unfortunate concessions” on the part of the local life forms. The ambassadors didn’t have much choice. None of them have received a signal from a successful colony. Earth represented the only hope of bringing their species back from extinction.
“So you do really need my help,” Moni said. “But why did you kill so many people? Why take possession of animals… and a little girl?”
As Moni stared at Mariella, a heavy blink crossed the child’s eyes as if the “ambassador” inside felt guilty for stealing the girl’s body. Moni didn’t perceive that solely from her expression. When Mariella dialed into Moni’s head, Moni caught a faint signal of Mariella’s thoughts as well. They didn’t emerge in plain English but in feelings, concepts and unintelligible static. She knew right away that no human thought like that.
Mariella’s answer emerged within Moni’s thoughts. The ambassadors came to replicate their home planet in a small section of the earth. Their species can’t tolerate the conditions in the lagoon until it’s finished, so they employed native life for the construction by taking them as hosts and utilizing their “resources.” They accessed the girl’s body as a conduit for interacting with humans and for the superior capabilities of her more advanced brain. The ambassadors had guessed correctly that a child could get away with unusual behavior better than an adult. Of course, they would rather complete their mission without harming anyone. They felt badly for Mariella and her parents, but their “sacrifices” would bring about the rebirth of a majestic species.
Moni felt their empathy wash through her mind. They hadn’t been murders at all. This was about survival for the species that created Mariella, who she loved like a daughter. She had been protecting Mariella the whole time, not from mutants, but from real monsters like her father, Sneed and the Lagoon Watcher. It turns out that she has done a great job, she thought.
Yet, she couldn’t shake the nagging sourness in her stomach. She remembered the faces of those who died: Matt Kane, Randy and Robbie Cooper, the burning teenager and his friends, Tanya Roberts, Clyde Harrison, the firefighter, Pedro and Rosa Gomez-Mariella’s parents.
They conquered the girl’s mind so completely that she didn’t care that her parents died. The snake that busted through my screen was after Aaron, not her. She called the pelican that nearly killed Nina because she knew about the drawing. She faked her kidnapping with the mutant gator to avoid being nabbed by the DCF. Then she had Agent Tanya and Harrison beheaded. And Mrs. Mint… How many other people will die when they take over the lagoon?
They hate taking lives even more than they hate taking land. Although she understood their sentiment, those words were not her own. Mariella had put them there.
The extinct species wants only a sliver of Earth. When standing on the lagoon’s edge, it may seem like a lot, but from the grand vantage point of space, the Indian River Lagoon is hardly a scratch on the blue and white marble of this planet. In much the same way, the tragic loss of life hurts deeply for those who knew the sacrificed ones, but in the grand scheme of earth’s population, the expected casualties from this operation will be “statistically insignificant.” As long as people accept that the visiting species has a right to exist and grants it the space it requires in the lagoon, further bloodshed and “involuntary possessions” won’t be necessary.
“That’s not how we think,” Moni said aloud so she wouldn’t confuse Mariella’s voice with her own. “Every single life is precious and has a right to exist, even if it’s one in 6 billion. Why can’t you reach out and talk to us? Maybe our government will give you uninhabited land somewhere if you teach us a few of your, um… tricks.”
That would never work, Moni realized, possibly with a little assistance. The ambassadors can’t communicate with people without taking hosts with similar brain power. By the time they revealed that they had inhabited bodies, they would have lost the government’s trust. Only constructing a “defensible environment” would give their species room for growth and eventually peaceful interaction with humanity.
Moni wondered how forgiving humanity would act after the business in the lagoon that Mariella and her friends had planned. No matter what other people believed, she knew that Mariella meant well. If she loved Moni, then this ambassador from an extinct species could love anyone. Her father had been wrong about the forces in the lagoon. They didn’t hunger for Moni and the girl. They were inviting them into the waters of rebirth.
Moni wrapped her arm around her. She knew that those slender shoulders and baby-soft skin didn’t belong to a little girl, but the familiar warmth ignited her heart all the same.
“We need to visit the lagoon, don’t we? For him.” Moni peaked in the rearview mirror at Darren lying on his side on the back seat. The top of his head rested on the seat thanks to the newfound flexibility of his mutilated neck. She took in the sight as if she were admiring a painting. She should have felt horrible about the death of the man she had shared so many passionate nights with-the man who had taken her to prom. Moni only remembered the times when he insulted her, screwed other women and smacked her around. Recalling how she looked in the mirror with her shiny black eye, Moni didn’t feel all that bad about Darren getting paid back in spades.
“If you want him, you can have him. I ain’t got no use for his sorry ass no more.” She pulled back on the road and headed due east.

Even with much of his blood soaking her back seat, Darren still weighed a ton. Moni couldn’t exactly put all of her effort into moving him. When she touched his chiseled shoulders and they felt as cold as chicken left out overnight, she nearly threw up in her mouth. His vibrant black skin had started fading. His eyes rolled uselessly in their sockets. Yet, his handsome jaw line remained.
Darren did a lot of things wrong. I didn’t make a mistake by breaking up with him. But he didn’t deserve this.
A slender hand patted Moni on the arm. Mariella slipped around her and hoisted up Darren. The girl was barely as wide as one of his thighs, but she dragged him across the pavement effortlessly. Moni hurried over and scooped up his feet-not because Mariella needed help-but because she wanted to pay a part in this closure.
They stopped at the edge of what had been a pier at the burned out Melbourne Harbor Marina. Only a few charred wooden pillars protruded from the choppy water. With nearly all of the light poles destroyed, she could barely see. That gave her little comfort. Nearly a week ago, these waters had claimed the lives of three teenagers and a firefighter. Moni hadn’t feared water before, but since she rescued Mariella, her worst dreams had her running in the streets from freakish creatures only to find herself trapped against the even more terrifying murky waters of the lagoon. She had imagined that the source of all darkness lurked within it. It snatched body parts and corrupted the innocent. Now, her little girl called it home.
Moni approached the lagoon with her ex lover’s body as an offering. She couldn’t call it Darren’s resting place, for she knew that his remains wouldn’t be at rest in their hands.
Darren had betrayed her trust and caused her nothing but grief. He would have shot her on two occasions if Mariella hadn’t been there. Both times, the girl had implanted thoughts in his head that discouraged him, Moni realized. That last time, ever her most forceful orders inside his head couldn’t derail him from his bent on murder.
Moni gazed into the lifeless slits of Darren’s eyes as they dangled his corpse on the side of the cracked seawall. “Darren, you aren’t the man I fell in love with. I won’t stand for your abuse. I deserve better than you. Everybody who hurt me is gonna pay. And this time, you will help me, for real.”
Moni and Mariella released him in perfect synchronization. She listened for a huge splash when Darren’s body hit the water. She didn’t get the satisfaction of hearing it. Instead, it made a thud like a giant softball lobbed into a catcher’s mitt. A second later, she heard bubbling and then something sloshing through the water. It left nothing behind besides a noxious stench.
Mariella’s people have him now, Moni thought. They’re taking him where they took the others.
Moni’s legs trembled as she stood on the seawall that served as the ledge between humanity and an emerging alien world. One land had bruised, and battered her so much while the other held unfathomable opportunities and irreversible metamorphosis. She didn’t know which world she dreaded more.
“Those are your people out there,” Moni said as she clasped Mariella’s petite hand. “Let me speak with them.”
Gazing into her eyes, the little one sized her up. Mariella’s eyes flashed purple. Moni’s body vanished from existence. Her mind floated without a sense of touch or sight. She couldn’t feel the cool breeze on her face or smell the rotten lagoon any longer. But Moni felt. She felt like a single cog on an expansive electrical grid interconnecting thousands of minds. Moni could make out the location of the lagoon in the same way a passenger on an overnight flight can spot land by the lights from the houses below. She recognized Mariella’s signature close by her. Many signals were small and simple-tiny creatures. Others were more complex but not on the level of conveying emotions. They were compulsive beings. The directions from their ambassadors became their new instincts. Many scoured for fuel and iron. Some were busy assembling things that they didn’t understand. Yet, the brain power of the hosts limited their ambassadors’ capabilities and control. The visitors hungered for mentally stronger creatures.
Moni detected a massive source along the center of the lagoon as if it were a freight train sitting in the street. She couldn’t access it like she could with the others. It contained something more powerful than the basic human mind.
She suddenly snapped awake. When her senses returned, the first thing Moni realized was that Mariella had let go of her hand.
“What gives?” Moni stepped back from Mariella, who responded with a shrug. “Don’t get me wrong. That blew my mind, but why’d you stop?”
Moni understood that she hadn’t been prepared for some things. If she had gotten drawn too deeply into their world, it could make her ordinary sensations feel dull by comparison.
“I am prepared,” Moni said. “I don’t wanna feel more pain or hear more intolerance. All my life, people have hated on me. Take me out of this. Please let me be with you.”
She took both of the girl’s hands in hers. This time, she didn’t pull away.



Chapter 39


Aaron never showed up early for school if he could help it. But this was more than a run-of-the-mill class, or even a mission.
Leaning against his car next to the dangling side view mirror that Moni’s psychotic ex had smashed, he watched the red hue of the sun climbing over the horizon to signal the start of morning. The crimson light scattered across the healthy waters of the Indian River Lagoon along the Atlantic Marine Research Institute’s headquarters in Fort Pierce. Aaron wondered what awaited him underneath the waters further north.
The answer made the bacteria that he had dreaded earlier seem like bath oil by comparison. After a late night of research, he and Professor Swartzman had confirmed the presence of nano-cyborgs in an infected rat-just like the Lagoon Watcher had described. They were herding the bacteria and calling the shots in the animal’s brain. They must have ordered the rat to stop breathing, because it suffocated to death once they started messing with its tiny masters. About a minute after the host died, they disappeared.
Following that, Swartzman doused the whole lab with sterilizer and made everyone shower off.
The close encounter thrilled the scientists, but it didn’t sway Sneed or Brigadier General Colon. They didn’t believe something so small could mastermind the wave of attacks. So Aaron and his professor set out to prove the second part of the Lagoon Watcher’s story-the “colony” in the deepest part of the lagoon. If they put photos in their hands, they couldn’t deny that the source of the problem lies below the water, rather than above it.
It bummed out Aaron that he hadn’t told Moni a word of this. He figured that she needed some time with Mariella after rescuing her. That served as a convenient excuse. How could he tell Moni that the girl she loved probably had microscopic cyborgs inside her? She cared about the girl so much, that she would never forgive him if he broke the news that severed their bond, he thought. What’s the urgency? It’s not like Mariella has endangered anybody.
After making sure that Swartzman hadn’t arrived yet, Aaron took out his cell phone and dialed her up. He couldn’t tell her everything, but she still needed his support after nearly losing Mariella for the second time in two days.
“Hello.” Moni answered the phone as if she didn’t recognize his number.
“Hey there. Sorry to wake you.” Aaron stopped himself. He heard a humming engine on the other line. “Okay, scratch that. Sorry to disturb your absurdly early morning drive. What has you hopping to it at the crack of dawn?”
He waited for her to take an easy shot at him by asking why he was up before noon. “There’s somewhere I need to go,” said Moni, who must have left her wit at home.
“Yeah, that’s usually why people drive,” he replied. “So how is Mariella?”
“Uh, Mariella.” She stumbled over her words as if she were coming out of a trance. “She’s right here. Don’t worry about her. I’ll make sure she’s safe.”
That didn’t exactly answer his question. If she didn’t feel like telling him, then he better not freak her out by pressing her. What set off even more of his alarm buzzers was that she didn’t have any questions for him, such as: “Have you found Mrs. Mint in the forest?” or “How’d your interrogation of the Lagoon Watcher go?”
He should tell her anyway, Aaron thought. The woman is in shock. He promised himself that he’d go directly to Moni after he captured some photos of the monstrosity in the lagoon and showed them to the authorities. Until then, he could only drop on his knees and pray that she keeps out of the fray.
“I think you know by now that Mariella isn’t safe yet. None of us are,” Aaron said. “Jailing the Lagoon Watcher hasn’t ended this. So whatever you do, keep a close eye on Mariella. Make sure she doesn’t act, you know, strange.” As if she had ever acted normal, he thought. “And don’t go near the lagoon. The stuff in there is nastier than we thought.”
“That’s good advice. You should follow it too… Please.”
Aaron glanced at the full body wetsuit in his back seat and then replied, “You got it.”
“Good,” she said with a sigh. “I’m sure we’ll have a lot to talk about later. See ya.”
She hung up before he got out a goodbye.

Around the time they crossed the Sebastian Inlet marking the ocean’s final lifeline into the lagoon, Aaron wished he had followed Moni’s advice. He had expected the smell, even though it reeked worse than ever, but something about the channel of water made him feel as if a spider had crawled up his neck. He didn’t see any fish splashing, and the only birds that approached the lagoon flew like drunks. Not only were they the only craft on the water, no one who lived along the lagoon dared venture into their backyards or leave their windows open. Some of the houses looked abandoned. In some cases, the backyards had been ransacked, with the fences, piers and anything with iron or fuel stripped away.
His fluttering stomach pleaded with him to turn the boat around. The little baddies in the lagoon had killed cops and firefighters; a surfing student wouldn’t stand much of a chance. Of course, none of them had known the source of what they were up against-not that Aaron had any idea how he could take advantage of that knowledge.
But who would step up if he chickened out? Aaron didn’t know another jabroni stupid enough to dive into the heart of the toxic lagoon, and photo the tiny terrors in their nest.
As Aaron adjusted the hood on his wetsuit, Professor Swartzman undid a button on the collar of his polo shirt to air out his hairy chest on this already-steamy morning. The professor had swimming trunks on, just in case, and they had a spare wetsuit in the skiff’s trunk, but Aaron knew that he wouldn’t jump into the water if he could help it. Seeing those bizarre life forms in the rat last night had left Swartzman speechless. The way he freaked out when they left their dead host, Aaron figured his professor wouldn’t even let his toes got wet.
Aaron didn’t have an opt-out card, but he was cool with it. Since he started at the institute, Swartzman had always invited other students on his missions-sometimes going back to them twice-before getting around to Aaron. He never got the prime slots for dolphin study, or the week-long jaunts in the Caribbean. That’s why he got stuck on sea turtle duty. This time, the professor invited Aaron, and didn’t bother with anyone else. It could have been that Swartzman finally had confidence in his totally awesome scientific skills but Aaron didn’t get caught up in that delusion. Even if the professor had invited the other students, only Aaron had the balls to jump into the lagoon with the invaders.
If I pull this off, I won’t be a last resort any more. I’ll be a first-teamer. When my dad asks me why he’s paying my tuition, I’ll show him my name on a published research paper and make him eat it.
“Make sure that your wetsuit covers your entire body. I mean 100 percent,” Professor Swartzman said as he studied the water rushing by the skiff while they pressed on northward. Instead of its usual soupy dark green, the lagoon had grown yellowish and what resembled a yellow fog swirled through the water. “You don’t want those unclassified organisms getting in there.”
He didn’t use the word “unclassified” very often. The man had a biology encyclopedia lodged in his brain, but no one had a better name for those things besides the Lagoon Watcher’s “cyborgs” comparison.
When he strapped his wetsuit hood tightly against his scuba mask, Aaron figured that the body invaders wouldn’t get him. He worried more about their big, toothy friends.
“I’ll be as dry as a nun’s cooter in this suit,” Aaron said. “And if anybody tries unwrapping me, I got something for them.” He patted his speargun. Aaron had fooled around with it on his own and nabbed a catfish, but Swartzman hadn’t let him officially take one on the water until now.
“If you need any backup, I’ve got this.” Swartzman pointed to the rifle strapped to the side of the skiff. Aaron doubted his professor had actually fired one of those before. If he did, the kickback might throw his putty-strength body overboard.
“You sure you can handle that bad boy?”
“Well…” The professor pushed his sunglasses further up his nose. “I didn’t think you could handle these missions at first. The dean initially forced me to take you along so you wouldn’t flunk. And go figure, you’re the most valuable student we have when it comes to the most important investigation in the institute’s history. If a lollygagger like you can pick up this job so quickly, an old man losing his sea legs can fire a gun when he has to.”
The smile stuck on Aaron’s face until they passed beneath the Eau Gallie Causeway. A few minutes later, the professor cut the motor and the skiff drifted to a stop. The time had come.
Aaron made sure his scuba mask was air tight, and then slipped on his flippers. He tethered the speargun, and the underwater camera to his belt. Then he took few deep breaths of the concentrated oxygen in his tank.
Having finished his mental checklist, and passed the professor’s inspection, Aaron sat on the edge of the skiff with his flippers dangling just above the yellowish water. Before every other dive in his life, Aaron hadn’t hesitated for a second at that point. Back then, he couldn’t wait until he dove underwater, and soared through the blue overtop gardens of coral or sea grass. This time, Aaron choked. The blood vessels in his head swelled and pulsated. He had a feeling that something lived down there that he wasn’t meant to see.
He had no idea what the Lagoon Watcher had meant by a “colony” in the depths of the channel. Trainer hadn’t explained how he had found it, or whether he had gone down there himself or simply lowered a camera. Aaron would have preferred the latter option, but the professor said it wouldn’t work. The last time a research mission tried that in an infected section of the lagoon, the rope came up sans camera.
That story didn’t make Aaron feel any better about his chances.
“Are you feeling okay?” Swartzman asked.
“I’m fine,” replied Aaron, who noted that he didn’t ask him whether he still wanted to go through with this. Despite his nerves, Aaron was glad he didn’t ask. Moni needs this. She won’t be safe, and Mariella won’t be cured until he flushes the cyborgs back to wherever the hell they came from.
“Keep a sharp eye out up here, prof,” Aaron said. “I’ll be back in a jiff.”
He popped his mouthpiece in, and dropped into the lagoon. Immediately, he found that the changes on the surface were nothing compared to what had occurred below. Instead of sea grass, and a sandy bottom, he found the underside of the lagoon lined with what resembled blurry, yellow stained glass. When he brushed his gloved hand against it, it didn’t give. He smacked it harder. The smooth surface didn’t vibrate. He noticed the sand shifting beneath the glass. He wished he could sample that dirt. If he could, Aaron would bet his left nut that it contained a ton of sulfur and iron.
Aaron snapped a few photos of the strange lagoon bed. He knew that wasn’t the main attraction, though. For that, he skimmed along a foot off the bottom until he came to a slope where the lagoon floor descended from a depth of seven feet down to twelve feet. Without following the slope down, Aaron couldn’t see far enough through the hazy yellow water to view the bottom of the channel.
His skull rattled, as if the jet engine of a 747 roared a foot from his head and his teeth trembled. Even though he didn’t feel any change in the water, Aaron thrashed his arms and legs and frantically backed away from the edge of the channel. Quickly regaining his senses, he remembered that struggling would use up his oxygen faster. He steadied himself. Aaron let his heart and breathing rates ease. The racket in his head faded into silence. He stared at the hazy channel and treaded water.
Aaron remembered his father’s words when he made him try out for little league. He had earned a starting spot with solid play in practice, but he had struck out in all three at bats in his first game and quit. His father had told him, “Sure, you stick with it when it’s going your way, but you always give up when things get hard. If you don’t suck it up, and go back out there, you’ll never learn how to pick yourself up.”
Aaron realized that he never did learn. When school got tough for him-usually socially more than academically-he bailed and hit the beach. Even with how much he impressed his friends surfing, he never entered the competitions. Now a real risk awaited him, and he had the most meaningful relationship of his life on the line.
Everything in Moni’s life rested on this investigation. There in front of him, awaited the answer. Hovering a foot off the bottom of the lagoon, Aaron floated halfway above the revelation and halfway to surfacing with his life. He could leave. He could trek across the beachside with his surfboard under his arm, and ignore the nightmare unfolding in the lagoon. But he couldn’t forget Moni. If he didn’t uncover this, he might lose her to the cyborgs inside Mariella, or worse.
That made it worth stepping into the batter’s box-even if he struck out or got beaned in the head by a pitch.
Aaron paddled down the slope into the channel. By the time the bottom flatted out, he recognized something gigantic in front of him. Its bulky gray hide spanned six feet high. It was so long that he couldn’t see its end in either direction. It reminded him of a giant worm resting in the middle of the channel, but this worm was anything but round.
When he aimed his camera’s light and snapped a photo, Aaron saw an outboard motor embedded halfway into the mound of flesh. Its propeller still turned, even though he couldn’t spot a fuel source. Along the bottom, where the thing’s fatty rolls swelled over the exposed sand, he saw more than a dozen exhaust pipes. Few of them matched. He figured that they had been swiped from various cars and trucks.
Swimming around the expansive collection of biomass and spare parts, Aaron captured photos of wires, transmission lines and even a shovel all trapped in its flesh like flies in ointment. It didn’t merely collect metal and tools. Aaron found several sets of gills, but they weren’t breathing the water. They were sealed closed as if the thing were holding its breath.
Aaron understood how the Lagoon Watcher had seen this from above and thought of it as a colony. It reminded him of a Portuguese Man O' War, where four separate organisms work together, and function as one animal. Except, this giant worm stayed true to the nature of its tiny cyborgs masters, and invited metal and machinery into the mix.
Before he finished contemplating why it would do this, Aaron spotted something up ahead. It protruded from the flesh wall like an oversized door knob. He didn’t dare touch it. Aaron shined the camera’s light ahead, and froze… He immediately recognized that face. He had seen it in the photo during the search mission the day before. That was Robin Mint-Mariella’s teacher.
Even seeing her eyes shut, he recognized those puffy cheeks, and her perm of brown hair swaying in the water. She didn’t breathe, which made sense because she didn’t have a neck. Her skin shone as pale as a corpse’s. Her lips were more than closed. They were curled inward and cinched between her teeth. It reminded him of a gargoyle head affixed to a gothic castle.
Mariella had been the last person with Mrs. Mint. No, he could no longer call Mariella a person. The microscopic cyborgs wanted the teacher for their colony and Mariella must have delivered her to them. Aaron searched for another explanation. Maybe the infected creatures caught the teacher while Mariella escaped. But that didn’t make sense. If Mariella hadn’t been infected, then she must have been their top target judging by how many times they had come after her. There’s no way she could have escaped all those times. Yet, with Mariella playing on the lagoon’s team, that means all those times it appeared the gators and snakes wanted her, they were really after the people around her.
Aaron recalled how close that snake in Moni’s house had come to biting him. He thought he had pushed Mariella out of the way, and saved her. It turns out, she had baited him. He wondered how many other people she had lured in so their heads and organs could get stuffed into her microscopic masters’ giant stocking.
With a photo of this as evidence, Sneed and Colon would finally see the real source of the bloodshed. The detective would find all the missing heads here. Aaron had no doubt that the general’s bombs had been deposited into the colony as well. He supposed he could swim until he found the explosives wired into the fleshy warehouse, but Aaron would rather take his chances with the heads.
Aaron focused the camera on Mrs. Mint’s captive head and snapped her final photo. He doubted that this one would make the school yearbook. A moment after the flash faded, another light beamed through the water. The purple glow shined from the sockets of the teacher’s eyes. Even without pupils, they gazed upon Aaron. He paddled in reverse. He wasn’t fast enough. A ghostly pale hand pierced through the wormy flesh and seized hold of Aaron’s ankle.



Chapter 40


When the pale hand burst from the fleshy wall and caught his ankle, Aaron nearly spit out his mouthpiece. He was damn lucky that he didn’t, because the dolphin head that followed it out of the colony opened its beak and, from in between its unnaturally sharp teeth, it spewed purple mist.
Aaron sucked his mouthpiece tight against his face as the tiny beads of purple splattered across his scuba mask. The droplets that struck his mask less than an inch from his eyes didn’t look more threatening than grape juice, but he had a hunch that if he could get them under a microscope, he’d see something similar to the little beasties he saw last night inside the possessed rat.
My suit is air tight. One-hundred-percent waterproof. It better fucking be.
The suit wouldn’t stave off the microscopic army for much longer with the mutated dolphin tugging at his ankle. Despite his strongest paddling toward the surface, it yanked him down and chomped on him with its jaws. He braced for a bone-shattering impact that would leave an open wound for the microscopic predators’ invasion. The dolphin shredded his flipper. His suit and skin stayed intact. But it didn’t let him go. Through the purple light cast by the eyes of Mrs. Mint’s mounted head, Aaron saw the mutated dolphin squeeze completely free of the sticky colony wall. It trapped his leg against its belly. Two elongated jaws filled with knife-edge teeth and a purple tongue snapped up to devour his face. He met it with a speargun shot that blasted through the roof of the creature’s jaw. Its head recoiled and left Aaron in one piece. Yet, the grubby bastard wouldn’t let his ankle go. He smacked its arm with the butt of his speargun. The water slowed his swings and let the creature regain its grip after each strike.
Aaron had another eight minutes of air. It didn’t feel like that long. He felt as if he were already drowning with a boulder weighing down on his chest.
Then more purple mist sprayed across him. The great worm’s gills had opened up. Instead of sucking water in, they flushed purple toxins out. When they washed over the dolphin, its eyes blazed purple like light bulbs plugged into a nuclear reactor. Aaron reared his speargun back like a club and aimed his swing for the light.
The force of the blow made the dolphin wince and lose its grip on his ankle with the hand it never should have had. Aaron kicked off and swam for the surface. Then he stopped. Neither the speargun nor the camera had clunked against his legs when he started ascending. Glancing at his belt, he realized that the tethers for his equipment had snapped. No, they had burned.
Without the photos in that camera, his death-defying dive would be like catching the perfect wave without anybody on the beach as a witness. Aaron knew the acidic spike in the water would ruin his camera if he gave it enough time. His wetsuit wouldn’t last too long in sulfuric acid either. He stood a decent chance of surviving if he surfaced now and hit the boat. That would leave him as the only man who believed that a mutant colony lived in the lagoon-the only man not in jail, anyway. Unless he showed them proof, the military and cops wouldn’t help him combat the creatures until they grow too powerful, Aaron thought. They might even ask Mariella for more heads, especially the head of a certain woman who always stuck around her.
Pressing his scuba mask firmly against his face just in case it came loose, Aaron dove back down. He saw the glow of Mrs. Mint’s eyes-plus a few other pairs-watching him from further down the worm. This time, Aaron didn’t feel all that curious about uncovering the source of those lights. He spotted his speargun and camera on the sandy bottom. For some reason, the water appeared clearer down there than before. It might have been because the sulfuric acid chewed up the heavy sediments. All of a sudden, he clamored for murky water again. He scooped up his camera and left his weapon behind so it wouldn’t weigh him down as he kicked towards the surface. Against the wishes of his pounding heart as he neared the ceiling of air and sunshine, Aaron glanced below him. He saw two glimmering purple eyes framing a beak with his old spear jutting though it.
His head broke the surface. The comfort of seeing Professor Swartzman about twenty feet away in his boat didn’t erase his anxiety about what followed on his heels. By the way those possessed animals had boosted their abilities, a “dolphin” like that could rip him in half as easily as a great white shark. Aaron made like a seal and rolled forward. He felt the onrushing water as the creature barreled by him. He poked his head through the surface just in time to see the dolphin finish cart wheeling through the air and splash into the water.
He had time, but not much. When he faced the boat, it might as well have been in the Bahamas. Aaron saw the colorful logo on his wetsuit cracking as the acidic water ate away at it. His neoprene wetsuit should last at least an hour unless it tore, but he didn’t know how long his scuba equipment would hold up. A shot of sulfuric acid mixed with microscopic invaders wouldn’t go down the hatch easy.
With the professor cheering him on, Aaron narrowed the gap to the boat with desperate arm strokes. Swartzman asked him whether he found anything. He declined to set aside his mouth piece and roast his face so he could answer him, but that didn’t stop the professor from repeating the question again and again. Swartzman finally shut up. He didn’t look like a man who had recognized his silly mistake. His eyes grew wide as he let out a terrified gasp.
Realizing that the professor was reacting to something behind him, Aaron glanced over his shoulder. The tricked-out dolphin had returned. And it had invited its evil twin to share an appetizer of a young man wrapped in a crispy neoprene coating like a seaweed wrap around a morsel of spicy tuna. Aaron turned toward the skiff and swam faster. He couldn’t reach it in time.
With his facemask splashing in the foamy water, Aaron couldn’t make out his professor’s expression. But he could recognize the long black piece he held across his body as a rifle. A gunshot rang out and sliced into the water behind him. Aaron didn’t turn and see whether the professor had hit his mark. Either way, one bullet couldn’t take out two dolphins, if it could even stop one. The professor couldn’t reload the rifle fast enough. Aaron’s fingers clasped the side of the skiff. He started pulling himself up. The sound of sloshing water from behind him grew closer. Aaron winced and covered the back of his head, as if his hand could block razor-sharp teeth slicing into him at 40 miles per hour. He heard another bang. Something gray smacked against the side of the skiff. Aaron lost his grip and fell back into the water. He bumped into the dolphin’s head. He saw the bullet hole between its eyes.
“I’d offer you a hand, but I’m afraid I’ll get wet,” Swartzman said as he placed the revolver back on the deck. His professor was more badass than he thought. “Here. Take this.”
He lowered the edge of a life preserver to Aaron. The moment he grabbed it, the fabric began fuming from the acid coating his wetsuit.
“Holy shit,” Swartzman said. He retreated to the other side of the skiff as Aaron climbed aboard.
Aaron toweled off before he spit out his mouthpiece and sealed the tank. The towel looked as if it had been roasted in a deep fryer. “You don’t wanna know what’s down there.”
“Please tell me you took photos!” he exclaimed, as if Aaron would flake out on the whole point of the mission.
“You can see for yourself after we get the hell out of here. They know we’re here and they’re pissed.”
“Let me see.” The professor snatched the camera, dried off the acidic water, and pulled up the photos. “What! That woman… she’s…”
“I know. I know. You should have seen the way her eyes lit up after that.”
“And you didn’t get that on here?”
“That’s when all hell broke loose. Which is all the more reason to leave-like, now.”
The professor’s frenzy over his latest breakthrough pushed his recognition of this new deadly reality aside. He plugged the camera into his cell phone and downloaded the pictures.
“I’m sending these to the lab computer and to Sneed right now,” Swartzman said. “Now they’ll see we’re not crazy, and neither is Trainer.”
Aaron hadn’t been swayed on that last part, but when he spied the fumes wafting from the skiff’s hull and heard that frying sound, he realized that they would qualify as more insane than the Lagoon Watcher if they sat there for another second.
He remembered the boats the police had dragged out of the lagoon. They had been doused with acid and stripped of metal-both under the hull and topside. Now he understood how that could happen. The colony must contain enough mutants to capsize a boat, or something much larger. Even if they could avoid them, the acidic water would eventually drag the boat to the bottom of the lagoon. Aaron didn’t feel like making a swim for it, especially with precious little oxygen left in his tank. Swartzman and his shorts wouldn’t last ten seconds in the toxic water.
“These are astonishing.” The professor gawked over the photos. “Could you pop back down and get a DNA sample? I bet the genomes in the colony are even more exotic than the possessed animals we’ve sampled.”
“Back down? Did you see what just happened?” Aaron felt like a flimsy fishing rod the professor decided he’d try out on a mako shark. He wouldn’t have asked any self-respecting human being to plunge back into that death trap. Aaron wondered whether his professor had saved him from the mutants only because he carried the camera with his precious evidence.
“This is a once in a lifetime opportunity. Heck, it’s more than that,” Swartzman said. “This is a whole new classification of life form that survives in a drastically different environment.”
“Yeah, and it wants us the hell out of its environment.”
“I’m sure you’d rather hit the beach with your surfing buddies than take on a challenge like this, but this isn’t just about you, Aaron. It’s my career too. It’s about all of the people in this county who are under attack by that thing down there.”
The last sentence sounded like an afterthought. Swartzman didn’t concentrate on solving the murders in his lab, probably because he feared that would lead him to implicate his friend. He worked so feverishly on this case because he got a rush from making bold discoveries. He must get a hard-on when he fantasizes about his articles on the cover of scientific journals, Aaron thought. What did the professor care if a flunky student got roasted along the way? The professor could thank him posthumously in his liner notes.
“If I go down there, I’m not coming back up,” Aaron said. “The Lagoon Watcher told you how smart these things are. They won’t let me approach them a second time. You know how they feel about eliminating witnesses.”
The professor nodded in reluctant acceptance of the student’s conclusion. “Or possessing them, apparently,” Swartzman said.
Aaron couldn’t argue. After seeing this bio machine and how it conquered the human mind, he couldn’t imagine how Mariella could have avoided it during a night along the water. The moment he got ashore, he’d call Moni and warn her. The girl hadn’t harmed her as far as he knew, but if her microscopic buddies tell her about Aaron’s little escapade, Mariella might show a darker side of herself, Aaron thought.
Swartzman fired up the motor and steered the skiff south toward their home base in Fort Pierce. A few seconds later, his cell phone rang to the tune of “Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Heart Club Band.”
“The detective is responding to your e-mail pretty quick,” Aaron said. “Good. Maybe he can send a chopper and get us out of here.”
“That’s not Sneed.” Swartzman checked his phone with one hand as he steered with the other. “It’s my tracking alert for the sea turtle we tagged. You know; the one with the purple tumor. It’s come within a thousand feet of us.”
“The infected sea turtle? Dude, that’s not good.”
“I wouldn’t worry. It’s coming down from the north at 30 miles per hour. That’s blazing fast for a turtle, but it doesn’t have a propeller like we do.”
As Swartzman revved the skiff up to 55 miles per hour, Aaron wondered how long their propeller would last in the increasingly acidic water. He heard the acid chewing away all around the boat, especially on its metal.
“Maybe we should just find a dock somewhere around here,” Aaron said from his seat in the rear, just in front of the engine. He clung to the railings so the choppy water didn’t toss him. “How about someone’s backyard?”
“The acid releases have been confined to small areas,” Swartzman said from behind the console. “I doubt this one goes past the causeway up ahead.”
“But they’re stronger this…”
Aaron forgot his point when the professor’s phone sang that Beatles tune again. Swartzman checked it. His jaw dropped.
“What?”
“That’s a healthy sea turtle all right,” Swartzman said. “Too damn healthy if you ask me.”
He swerved the boat to the right so hard that Aaron nearly catapulted over the rail. Glancing behind them, he saw a dark green shell cross their wake. It headed off their turn. The professor pulled the skiff the other way, but the sea turtle didn’t react like a lumbering armored car like it should have. It burst from the water as if it were a missile with its flippers extended in flight. The purple tumors formed a grisly mask over its face and neck. They smothered its eyes, but no physical vision guided this creature. It honed in on Swartzman. Screaming, he turned and hunched over. The reptile smashed his hip with its infected snout. Aaron reached across the skiff. By the time his hand made it far enough, Swartzman had careened into the acidic water under the weight of a near 400-pound sea turtle that carried a thirst for the iron in his blood and the brain in his skull.
“Hold on!” Aaron screamed as he scrambled to the console and steered the boat around. They had landed 40 feet from the point of impact. He spotted it by the fumes rising from the lagoon as if a fresh batch of frozen fries had been dropped into a fryer.
Professor Swartzman had been the only teacher who showed any faith in Aaron. Sure, he had his selfish reasons, but he had recognized his talent and given him a shot. Aaron realized that most of his scientific knowledge, and the most fun he’s had on missions, came from the man with the infectious enthusiasm for marine biology. His father didn’t care how he did in his life’s passion, but Swartzman did. Aaron thought he could please his professor. He thought he’d be grateful that they reached the spotlight together by cracking this case. Instead, it’s come to this…
Aaron slowed the skiff so it came to a drift along the site where Swartzman had landed. He didn’t see the turtle. He didn’t see the professor either. He spotted one of his shoes bobbing in the water. It looked like it had been taken for a stroll over burning coals.
He should have looked away then. He should have given up. Soon, he would wish that he had.
Aaron peered into the depths of the lagoon as it grew clearer from the acidic concentration. He recognized his professor’s brown eyes gazing back at him through the blurry water. They weren’t surrounded by eyelids. Swartzman’s face had been stripped to its bare muscle and bone. Aaron saw the muscles and tendons of his jaw framing his teeth and gums. When he opened his mouth to scream, his tongue melted. His hair had whittled away, along with the skin on his scalp. Aaron saw his professor’s breastbone and the cartilage between his ribs. His intestines fanned out like tentacles and then burst open, splattering their gooey contents into the lagoon. Swartzman’s arms dangled through the water as the acid boiled their lean meat alive. Finally, his microscopic tormentors decided that he had suffered enough. Swartzman’s head tumbled off his shoulders and plunged to the bottom of the lagoon. His blood was consumed before a drop could reach the surface.
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Aaron heaved everything in his stomach over the side of the boat. The stench of his own vomit bounced back in his face as the acidic water feasted on it and spewed out the revolting fumes. He crumbled onto the floor of the skiff and buried his head in his gloved hands. Feeling the slight sting from the acid residue, Aaron recoiled and wiped himself off with the towel, which had also been burned.
He couldn’t escape it. It surrounded him. They surrounded him. Just when Swartzman started believing in Aaron, he found out that he should have never relied on him. He had failed the man who trusted him with his life. No. Failed wasn’t a strong enough word. He had ruined him. He had obliterated him. The brilliant mind that had sparked so many amazing discoveries had been delivered into the hands of the monsters he had fought against. Swartzman’s head would become the mantelpiece of their colony. The mini cyborgs he had studied would rule his brain.
“I screwed up.” His voice choked with tears. “Oh, I screwed up big time.”
As he sat on his ass and listened to the acid munching on his boat, Aaron chided himself for not reacting faster. If he had shot the turtle with the rifle instead of cowering in the back of the boat, Swartzman would still be with him.
Aaron could hardly move. He knew sitting in the decaying boat would land him besides Swartzman as part of the colony. Moni would be left with Mariella, while not knowing how dangerous she is. He’s the only one Moni trusts. And with Swartzman gone, no one else with a shred of credibility can reveal the truth about the lagoon.
Aaron got behind the steering console. He cast one more glance into the water.
“Moni, I won’t let this happen to you.” The words made his heart tremble.
He pulled his hood down over his head, and strapped on his scuba mask in case the deadly water splashed him as he raced toward the shore. He had more business on the mainland, but he was closer to Merritt Island so he turned the skiff east and headed for the slim southern portion of the island and its numerous docks. He wouldn’t spend one more second on that horrid water than he had to.
Aaron aimed for a dock at the end of a pier that led right onto the street fronting the single row of homes. They had paid a pretty penny to enjoy water views on both sides, but he doubted that many members of the Lexus crowd had stayed behind when both bodies of water started stinking and defacing their yachts. He hoped at least one of them stuck it out at home. After what he had just witness, he needed a bathroom so bad.
He nearly dumped one in his wetsuit when he saw what emerged from the lagoon and blocked his path ashore. Its horse legs lifted its grotesque body out of the shallow water fifteen yards from the end of the dock. It had the muscular thighs of a stallion, but the scaly snout and toothy jaws of a gator at the end of its long horse neck. As if the legs weren’t enough, it had a pair of pale human arms awkwardly jutting from the base of its neck like parts on a Mr. Potato Head toy that didn’t belong. The black, rodent-like nails on its fingers didn’t fit either but they gave Aaron the impression that the cyborgs didn’t give this mutant arms so it could shake hands. It didn’t have a tail for swatting flies either. Instead, its creators had played pin the venomous snake on the horsy’s ass.
Now, Aaron regretted taking Mariella horseback riding. At least he hadn’t brought her to the zoo with the lions and elephants. This horse-gator-man-snake looked nasty enough with less than fifteen seconds to think about it. Even with his skiff charging at 30 miles per hour, the beast stood there like, “Bring it on, punk.”
He popped his mouthpiece in and turned on his oxygen. Then he realized that diving into the water moments before impact wouldn’t work out too well. The mutants usually came in teams and the cyborgs had no shortage of backup. They would have another genetically altered baddie waiting for him underwater. If he bailed this far from the dock, he wouldn’t make it.
Aaron eyed the rifle. He doubted it would slow a creature boasting the size of horse and the constitution of a gator for long.
He could try steering around it. That hadn’t worked with the possessed sea turtle. Those juiced-up horse legs could probably run down a Ferrari. If he felt like seeing Moni again-not to mention catching a wave on the bonsai pipeline one day-it would take a circus trick better than anything he had landed on his board. The half-baked plan sprouted from his brain in a flash. Aaron knew that if he wiped out, he wouldn’t paddle back ashore from this one.
Accelerating to 40 miles per hour, he closed the distance on the mutant. The creature cracked its massive jaws open and wiggled a purple tongue that clamored for a taste of his innards. Aaron steered the ship to the right so hard that it felt like someone had slammed on the brakes. Except watercrafts weren’t built like cars. The skiff tipped over on its way to capsizing. Aaron leapt off the tail end of the boat. As he flew through the air in his scuba gear, the momentum carried him roughly in the direction of the dock. With a quick glance back, he saw the horse legs flatten the steering console that he had stood behind a second ago. The mutant tore through his boat, but the craft carried out a crucial final mission by knocking the hunter away from its real target.
Aaron splashed chest down in the acidic water. So much for being like007 and landing on the dock with a martini in hand, he thought. His head bounced off the strange glassy surface on the bottom of the lagoon so hard that it cracked his face shield. Aaron stood up in the waist-high water before anything nasty penetrated his mask. He had overshot the dock, but he stood as close to the wall of stones lining the shore as he did to the pier. Seeing that the wood pillars were going crooked as the acid ate away at their bases, he chose the shore. Aaron prayed that the acid wouldn’t devour all of Merritt Island too.
When Aaron lifted his left foot up, it stung like a bitch. He hoisted it out of the water and bent it across his waist so he could see his heel. His wetsuit had torn there. The acid hadn’t broken his skin, but it had burned it red.
“Not much further,” Aaron muttered as he hopped on one leg across the slippery glass through the shallows. He moved a handful of inches at a time. If he put his left foot back in the water and toughed it out, he could reach shore in seven seconds. The vivid memory of Swartzman’s raw muscle, and bones boiling and his head falling off his body on its way to the worm-like colony kept Aaron’s exposed foot well above water.
He heard a burst of water behind him. Without wasting time turning around, Aaron grimaced and plunged his exposed foot into the water. The acid scorched his heel. It felt as if he were wearing a red-hot skillet on his foot. As long as it didn’t burn though his skin and give the microscopic invaders an opening, he might make it. Something started threshing through the water at his back.
In a few long bounds, Aaron reached the wall of stones lining the shore. He threw his exposed foot atop the barrier first. It throbbed as he pulled himself onto the rocks, and rolled onto the grassy shoulder along the road. He wiped his foot dry on the grass, but even that didn’t dull the burn. He ditched his scuba mask and tank. Before he could examine his heel, Aaron heard something smack the stone wall. Scooting back toward the road and taking sight of it, he saw milk white hands that didn’t belong to any true human.
The dolphin flopped ashore under the strength of the arms welded on its torso. It flashed its jagged teeth at Aaron. Forgetting his throbbing heel for the moment, Aaron leapt to his feet and scurried backward. He didn’t understand why a dolphin would pursue him on land until it curved its tail underneath it so that its body formed a “C”. Then it posted its arms before it. The mutant resembled a backwards tricycle. Crawling with its arms and scooting on its tail, the dolphin made right for Aaron.
He turned and ran down the street. Or he tried, at least. With his heel in such pain that he couldn’t set it down on the sun-baked asphalt, his left foot helped him as much as a peg leg. Frantically hobbling along, Aaron knew he could run ten times faster when healthy. He had two-thirds of a mile to go before he reached the bridge. He must have been right about the yuppies abandoning their waterfront homes, because he didn’t see a single car in the driveways. No one would bail him out with a rifle blast this time.
He peeked over his shoulder, and didn’t feel all that good about what he saw: a huge set of enhanced dolphin jaws closing in on him. Even though it walked like a three-legged dog, the mutant still had a beat on him. And if he didn’t hurry it up, another one of its buddies might show up and split the meal.
Screw the pain, he thought. Aaron shifted into a full sprint. Every time his exposed heel struck the hot pavement, the agony shot up his leg. He struggled to stay upright. He made it past two houses before he couldn’t take it any longer. Aaron settled for hobbling and knowing that he had bought a little more time. Then he caught sight of something awesome in one of the yuppies’ yards. He took back everything bad he ever said about them.
Aaron scooped up the skateboard, set it in the street and hopped on. He only needed one good foot on there. Aaron sped away from the lumbering dolphin. Normally, he would have grinned and exclaimed something like, “Shredding!” but Aaron found no reason for celebration.
He couldn’t run forever-not on a strip of land about a mile wide with a bridge over the deadly water separating him from the mainland. At least he still had a sliver of hope. Swartzman had nothing, thanks to him.
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The wind whipping across the balcony of the hotel’s sixteenth floor swept through Moni’s braids so that they bounced against her back and chest. Clutching Mariella’s hand as the little one stood beside her on the top floor of the barrier island’s tallest hotel, Moni didn’t worry about the wind pulling her woven braids loose. The scene unfolding on the lagoon below her captivated every corner of her mind.
The water churned like a boiling kettle of soup. On both shores, the mangroves and docks that had rested in the lagoon were withering and melting like sticks of butter. The color faded from yellowish green to translucent yellow. She thought she could see the lagoon bottom in the shallows, but that couldn’t have been right. It looked too smooth and glassy.
Mariella’s people were doing this. They had started building their home. Soon it would host the rebirth.
But at what cost, Moni wondered. Before she could elaborate on that thought, a wave of newly-acquired memories engulfed her mind. She saw gleaming cities in perfectly clear seas. The structures were of flesh and metal. They moved in seamless harmony as they shuffled their inhabitants around. Moni could barely make out the creatures. She only saw purple dots from that high a vantage point. They flowed as elegantly as the notes of a symphony. A small slice of that world would do wonders on earth.
When the images faded, she gazed at the girl who had given them to her. The faint purple glimmer in Mariella’s eyes no longer terrified her. It was beautiful. Now she had met the real girl that she loved.
“I’ll bring your home back, baby. A lot of people won’t understand what you’re doing, but I’ll tell them you don’t mean them any harm. I don’t know if they’ll listen to me, but I’ll tell them.”
Moni knew that Sneed wouldn’t listen. That’s why she didn’t answer his fourteen calls to her cell phone. It didn’t matter what he told her. He hated black people, purple people, and anything he didn’t understand. She wouldn’t let megalomaniacs like him demean her anymore.
When her father called, she answered the phone immediately.
“Hi dad. Almost here?”
“Are you serious?” Bo Williams asked. “The lagoon looks like piss today. And it smells worse.”
“Oh, we can see the water fine from here,” Moni said. Not only did she see the water, but through her binoculars she also saw her father’s rusty C amaro pull off the narrow strip of land just before the ramp to the Eau Gallie Causeway. It entered the parking lot, which granted access to the walkway underneath the bridge. He fished down there all the time. “I bet you won’t have a problem finding a parking space today.”
“You don’t say. Your undercover cop car is the only one out here,” he said. Moni grinned. She had parked her Taurus near the bridge and used her badge as leverage to hitchhike to the hotel. He got out of his car and circled around Moni’s battered ride. She had covered Darren’s bloodstains in the back seat with a blanket, but the exterior was still smashed up. “Shit, what happened to this clunker?”
Someone who drove a car that sounded like it had a trash compactor working under the hood didn’t have the right to call anything a clunker.
“I was playing bumper cars with the Lagoon Watcher. That was before I choked him out and brought him in.” Now he couldn’t needle her for dealing with only kiddie stuff. He would finally get the message that she had grown into a tough woman and no longer a girl cowering in the closet.
“Yeah, I saw his mug shot,” her father said. “I could have whooped his ass without getting a scratch. I heard he marked you up pretty good.”
A normal father, after hearing that a man had hit his daughter, would break into jail and kick his teeth in. Moni’s father acted like he’d rather shake the man’s hand and give him some woman-beating pointers for next time.
She had so many sharp words for him-poison-tipped words that had marinated within her for years-but she couldn’t unleash them now. Let him get onto the walkway first.
“We got into a bit of a tussle, but I handled it,” Moni said. “Now come on. Your granddaughter can’t go fishing without your help. I never was any good at it.”
“That’s because fishing is a sport of patience, and you got none of that,” he said as Moni watched him trot from his car over to the walkway. He wore a pair of crusty old jeans and a faded biker t-shirt-with no sign of fishing gear. “How the hell you think we’re gonna fish in this? If any fish are still alive in there, you can cook ‘em up yourself, darlin’.”
She loved how he called her darling and suggested that she choke on toxic fish in the same sentence.
“Don’t worry. I’ve got your monthly rent in my pocket,” she said.
“Now we’re talking. I could get used to this grandfather deal. See you kids soon.”
No you won’t.
They both hung up. About halfway across the walkway underneath the bridge, he stopped walking and called her back. “Hiding again are ya? Well, there ain’t many hiding places ‘round here. Come on out before you piss me off.”
He had threatened her when she hid in the closet too. He offered her a chance to come out before he broke in and laid his boots into her-as if the outcome would change if she approached voluntarily. She’d rather suffer in resistance than give him a shred of justification.
She could do it now. He had strayed into range.
“You don’t scare me anymore. You’re a broken down old man.”
“Is that right, honey? Well, you looked mighty scared to me last time I paid your home a visit. I hope you brought that skinny punk again. I’d get a kick outta snapping his neck.”
She hadn’t heard from Aaron since early that morning. She hoped he had listened to her and stayed away from the lagoon. Moni glanced at Mariella. She didn’t respond to that train of thought.
“He’s sitting this one out. This is between you, me and Mariella, who, by the way, isn’t your granddaughter. You’re nothing but a stranger.”
“You think you can raise her by yourself? She’ll be turning tricks on the street corner by the time she’s fifteen. Hell, that’s where you woulda been if I hadn’t taught you straight.”
“Do you call the abuse you put me through teaching?” Moni nearly flung the phone over the balcony in a futile attempt to plunk him in the head with it. Her tears fell over the edge in its place. The droplets carried off into the swirling wind. “You had no right to do what you did to me. You had no right to touch me like that! You had no right to hit me and choke me and… say what you said…”
“You been fucking up my whole life, you little whore! All you do is screw up!”
Her trembling hand seized her ear, and a clip of braids, but it couldn’t muzzle her father’s yelling voice inside her head. The imprint of his harsh words still stung her even as her physical scars had long faded.
“Have you ever slaved in a grease shop for a boss that didn’t give two shits about you? Can you imagine how I felt when I got home, and saw your mom with her fat ass on the couch and you dressing like a lil’ floozy and blabbering on the phone? I busted my ass every day. All you and your mother did was think of new ways to burn my paycheck.”
“I don’t care. Okay? I don’t care why you did it. You had no reason to hurt me. And what you did to mom…”
She remembered the sickening thump that reverberated through her wall when her father slammed her mother’s head on the other side. She heard her mother whimpering as she dropped to her knees. She heard her scream, “ Don’t hurt my baby!” Another thump silenced her. Her mother tried to cover the bruises with makeup, but Moni could still see the blue and purple marks on her dark skin, and the swelling. Yet, she never whimpered about her own suffering. Her mother’s eyes looked upon her daughter in agony when they saw the scars she couldn’t prevent.
Her spirit had been shattered so completely, that she couldn’t reassemble herself after he went to jail. The woman’s heart couldn’t take it. When her father sent her degrading letters, week after week, that blamed her for his arrest, she couldn’t throw them away. She read every one, and each of them pushed her closer to her casket.
Moni had watched her mother die in a hospital bed; her heart had surrendered. The whole time, she asked herself why she had never called the police on her father, so her mother could escape.
“Mom tried so hard, but she couldn’t fight you. I was too small, and afraid to keep you off her. How would I even think about it? What young child thinks of protecting their mother, instead of the other way around? That’s just it. I had no one to protect me, because you didn’t care. You thought your paycheck was all you owed me. I’d have rather gone to bed hungry every night with a loving family than have a monster like you as my father.”
“Don’t turn your mother into a saint!” Her father kicked the walkway railing. Moni jerked her head back-even from miles away. “Oh, she pampered you when you cried like a bitch, at every little bump and bruise. She looked the other way when you flunked. There were no consequences with her. The way I was raised, if you screw up, you get the wood laid to you. My way got the job done. Hell, I wish you were a real cop and not on the Sesame Street beat, but at least you’re working.”
“Oh, that’s right. I work so I can earn enough money to repay you for all the kind things you’ve done for me,” Moni said with more than a hint of sarcasm.
“Damn straight. Now, if only you meant it. I toughened you up for the real world, Moni. The lessons I taught you saved you from the Lagoon Watcher. You can’t deny that.”
Unbelievable, thought Moni. The yelling and the hitting that tormented her every day of her life had become her father’s fond memories of his strong parenting.
Now Moni could return the favor. She could take pride in ridding the world of him. They could do that for her, and more, but only if she agreed.
Peering at her father through binoculars, she saw an old man alone on a walkway to nowhere. He had lost his family and all but the most insensitive of his friends. He had paid a price. Yet, that was for abusing Moni’s friend once-not for hurting her and her mother dozens of times.
What punishment would serve as retribution for me and my mother?
Moni knew the answer. She also knew that she wasn’t the kind of person who did such a thing. As Mariella squeezed her hand, the memories returned more potent than ever. She had lost her first baby tooth when her father slapped her in the face. He had twisted her fingers until they swelled and she couldn’t hold a pencil straight. If she let him go again, he’d find another vulnerable child. She wouldn’t cower in the closet any longer.
“Dad, you’ve caused me nothing but pain. I’ve accomplished all of this, despite what you did to me. I owe you something, but it’s not gratitude.”
“Yeah, I figured you’d say as much, you spoiled runt.” Her father peered underneath the walkway for his daughter’s hiding place. “You wanna pay up? Come out and greet me face-to-face. I got somethin’ for ya.”
Moni lowered her binoculars. She couldn’t stand seeing him again, even from over a mile away. Mariella tightened her grip on her hand. She felt her soul flutter in and out of her body. They were listening to her. They wanted to know: Was she ready for it?
“And while you’re at it, bring that girl along. I’ve got something for her too.”
With her mouth to the phone and her mind to an instrument much more complex, Moni answered both of them at once.
“The only thing I’m giving you is a trip to the grave. Say goodbye, daddy.”
She didn’t need binoculars this time. Bursts of fire erupted from the lagoon on both sides of the causeway. One blast rocketed from directly beneath where her father stood. The simultaneous explosions ignited the hydrogen that the sulfuric acid in the lagoon had been spewing into the air. The massive columns of the causeway cracked and toppled into each other like trees bursting in a wildfire. Gray smoke smeared the sky. Moni couldn’t see her father amid the cloud of black smoke rising from the detonation site, but she saw that he wouldn’t die alone. The bridge tilted. A van swerved into the guardrail and plummeted over the side. It splashed into the water like a giant cannon ball. The passengers couldn’t even get the doors open before it sank amid the bubbling acid and flames.
“What’s going on here?” Moni asked. No thoughts answered her this time. “You didn’t tell me this would happen. You…”
It had begun. She had sworn that she would give Mariella her home. They had promised they would rid her of the men who harmed her. Their pact would soon be sealed.
As she tried to wrap her mind around what she had agreed to, she saw a physical seal rising from the edges of the lagoon. A yellow surface that resembled blurry glass emerged from the water. She didn’t see any holes in it, yet it passed through the water as if it wasn’t there. It oozed around the wrecked bridge. When it rose underneath the cars marooned atop the bridge, the barrier solidified and hoisted them up. The glass formed a dome nearly as tall as the hotel. The cars and trucks slid down like raindrops off an elephant’s hide. Moni saw the drivers frantically waving their arms. Some dove out as their vehicles smashed ashore. The vehicles ripped through homes and restaurants. The people splattered. In seconds, nothing remained of the cars besides rising smoke and smoldering fires.
Now free of vehicles, the causeway aged and crumbled before her eyes. Soon it resembled ancient ruins. Within a few minutes, the massive hulk of concrete and steel beams collapsed into the lagoon, spawning enormous waves. The walls of water barreled for land. Before reaching shore, they sloshed harmlessly up the side of the yellow bubble. When they cleared, she saw the entire bridge lying on its side half-submerged in the acidic lagoon.
Moni gazed up and down the devastated waterway. The bubble had completely enclosed the lagoon as far as she could see, although it had formed a narrow crease to spare the southern tip of Merritt Island. The barrier thickened until she couldn’t see through it. Four columns of rising smoke, two to the north and two to the south, caught her eye. They were right on top of where the Melbourne Causeway and the Pineda Causeway should have been. She couldn’t see them underneath the bubble, but she knew. Everything in the lagoon had been claimed for the annexed alien territory, even the oblivious people who had been on the bridges.
“Those people weren’t supposed to die,” Moni said. “That’s not what I meant. I didn’t know…”
They had told her about small sacrifices-relative to her planet’s population. Mariella’s people didn’t deserve to die but they were exterminated on their home world. Sure that she would meet them soon, Moni knew that she would love them all as much as she loved Mariella.



Chapter 43


Detective Sneed sat on the edge of his chair, re-watching the deposition video of that meandering Lagoon Watcher when his door flew open and slammed into the wall.
“What the hell are…” He bit his tongue when he saw Sheriff Brandt in his doorway with his face as red as a mule pulling the plow. “Excuse me, sir. I didn’t realize you had stopped by. I was fix’n to see you soon anyways. I found a ton of inconsistencies in the Lagoon Watcher’s statements that we can use…”
“Forget the Lagoon Watcher.” The sheriff often interrupted rookies, but never senior officers like Sneed. “Those scientists were right. This is bigger than one man. It’s bigger than all of humanity.” Sneed raised his eyebrows as he waited for the sarcastic punch line that would discredit those geeks. It never came. “For God’s sake, turn on your TV.”
Sneed usually left his desktop TV off; he didn’t need any distractions. Yet, he had a feeling the sheriff didn’t mean to watch a daytime soap opera with him. When he turned on a local station, he saw a flashing breaking news logo underneath a round yellow blob. At first, he thought it was some nasty clump of the bacteria that had floated ashore. Then, the helicopter camera panned out and he saw that the blob covered the lagoon from shore to shore. It shifted over to where the Melbourne Causeway should have been. There was nothing besides two black smokestacks and a plume of gray ashes-like the debris after the World Trade Center collapsed. Wrecked cars and smashed buildings lined the edge of the bubble. One homeowner strolled across his backyard and pelted his unwelcome new fence with shotgun shells. Even though the bullets didn’t make a dent in the bubble, Sneed thought that he would have done the same in the man’s shoes.
An olive blur flashed across the screen. The homeowner toppled over in a pool of blood. A gator with spindly horse legs dragged him through the barrier into the lagoon. The camera panned away.
How could he have missed it? The murders were precursors to the possession of the lagoon. Sneed decided he better turn off the prison cameras and kick the Lagoon Watcher’s ass until he tells him how to reverse this ungodly mess. And he would reverse it. He wouldn’t fail this city. No, it wasn’t his failure, Sneed thought. He hadn’t screwed this up. His investigation had been impaired because the key witnesses had withheld the real story.
“Sir, I know how we…”
“Here’s what I know.” The sheriff cut him off again. “It goes from the northern tip of the lagoon, into the Banana River on the east side of Merritt Island, and then stops down south at the Sebastian Inlet. Eight bridges that were in its way exploded simultaneously. The casualty count will be several hundred.” Sheriff Brandt lowered his head with a sigh. “The beachside has been completely cut off from the mainland. The only way out over land is the two-lane Kennedy Parkway all the way to the north. NASA has closed that road to public traffic. It has focused on securing the Space Center. Their bridges were destroyed too, so they’re pinned in by-I don’t know what the hell it is. Terrorists? Aliens? Good Lord, Sneed this is your case. You must have some kind of idea.”
Sneed opened his mouth, but all the answers he could think of would make him sound like an incompetent boob. The Lagoon Watcher had rambled on about these tiny Star Trek type things that controlled the bacteria. At least, he thought they were the ramblings of an aged hippie on a bad acid trip. Swartzman, and even his dopy student, had told him that the Lagoon Watcher had a point. How could he have believed them? That would have meant disregarding his investigation team’s work, which obviously had been muddled up by the uncooperative witness.
An incoming call spared Sneed from answering the sheriff’s questions.
“It’s from Patrick Air Force Base,” Sneed said.
“Put it on speaker,” the sheriff said.
Turning his head away from his boss, Sneed grimaced. Brandt’s massive ego wouldn’t let his lead detective take charge of this call.
“This is Sheriff Brandt. I’m here with Detective Sneed.”
“We’re in a tough spot here, boys,” Brigadier General Colon said before Sneed could even say hello. “I’ve patched Special Agent Cam Carter with the FBI into this call.”
“This case is officially under federal jurisdiction,” said a man with a deep voice, presumably Carter. Sneed expected him to tell the local yokels to go fuck off and hang up. “Have your officers set up a perimeter around the mainland side of the lagoon. Don’t let any civilians approach it. If something emerges through the bubble, shoot to kill. I don’t care if it’s a damn puppy. Send all your choppers and your best men to the beachside. I’m talking SWAT team-the toughest sons of bitches you’ve got. We’re commencing a civilian evacuation and it’ll be hell keeping this from breaking into a riot.”
Oh great, Sneed thought, now the Brevard County Sheriff’s Office gets to serve as tackling dummies for the FBI.
“And what, if you’ll don’t mind me asking, will your federal agents and soldiers be doing to defend our country?” Sneed asked.
“We’re doing plenty,” Colon snapped. “We won’t let any force-no matter where it came from-put our base under siege. The top federal priorities are this air base and the Space Center. No one exits north near NASA.”
“Do you realize how many chopper trips it’ll take to evacuate the entire beachside? We’re talking about over 50,000 people.” Sneed couldn’t handle any more spilt blood on his watch.
“I’ll put a call into state. We’ll get every helicopter in Florida into the county,” Sheriff Brandt said. “Our team will make it work.”
“That’s fine, but don’t forget that this is an ongoing investigation,” Agent Carter said. “We’ve examined footage of the explosions that destroyed the bridges. They’re consistent with the detonation patterns of the bombs that were stolen from Patrick. There were sixteen blasts-one for each missing bomb. That yellow shield is harder to explain.”
“Bullets bounce right off it. So do grenades,” Colon said. “But when one of those creatures stages an attack, it steps right through it like a ghost.”
Sneed couldn’t fathom any explanation besides the work of those mini cyborgs that the Lagoon Watcher had described. He couldn’t admit that now. How much of a moron would he look like if he revealed that the main suspect had spilled his guts about the whole operation, and he didn’t do shit about it?
A familiar sensation of pain seared Sneed’s heart. He recognized it as a fleeting ember from the bonfire that had roasted him from the inside out when his brother had been gunned down.
As the higher ups discussed the logistics of their plan, Sneed saw an incoming call from the hospital. He knew only one person holed up in there with his direct dial. Sneed patched it into the conference call.
“Now hold on there partners,” Sneed said so loud that he cut off their jabbering. “All this strategizing won’t do us a lick of good if we don’t know what we’re up against. I’ve got somebody on this here line that had a first-hand run in with one of those mutated animals.”
“Boss?” Nina Skillings asked.
When Skillings woke up two days ago, Sneed had spoken with her briefly, but she hadn’t emerged from the post-surgery fog at that point. Hoping she had regained her senses, Sneed told her to recount her story.
“A pelican-of all things-crashed right through my windshield,” Skillings said. “I’ve got a head wrapped with bandages and this damn neck brace to prove it.”
“I wish you a speedy recovery,” Carter said. “Now let’s get back to work.”
“This officer nearly lost her life in the line of duty,” Sneed said. Sheriff Brandt actually showed some spine by nodding in agreement. Yet, he didn’t vocalize his feelings so the federal officers could hear them. “You should…”
“I can defend myself, thank you sir,” Skillings said. “But I won’t waste your time arguing whether I’m worthy of being on this phone with you. I saw what’s going on in the lagoon. If I hadn’t been struck by that damn pelican, I would have cut this mess off.”
“And how would you have done that?” Colon asked.
“That girl, Mariella, is the key to everything. She’s the sparkplug that makes it run. Right before the car chase, I got in a heated argument with Officer Williams about the girl. She got real defensive-almost to the point of shooting me. Remember how the girl drew a picture of a beheaded dog and the dog of her classmates got killed the same way? That wasn’t the only time Mariella has predicted a murder, or ordered one. She drew the marina fire that killed the teenager.”
“I appreciate your concerns officer, but that’s not a likely scenario,” Colon said.
“It explains everything,” Skillings countered. “How come an animal didn’t attack Moni before she caught the Lagoon Watcher, but a pelican saved him from me? He didn’t send that bird. The girl did. She knew I would have blown her cover so she had me taken out of the picture. She should have known that no stink’n bird could put me down for the count.”
Her story fit perfectly with what the Lagoon Watcher had said. Those little cyborgs had taken control of the girl. Skillings must still sell the story to Sheriff Brandt, who raked his fingers over his sweaty scalp before addressing her. “Officer Skillings, as much as I admire your bravery in the line of duty, we’ve got a lot of concerns that must…”
“She has it right. That’s what we’ve been missing,” interjected Sneed. “Officer Williams has been uncooperative ever since she took our key witness as a foster child. Everywhere that so-called child went, all kinds of deformed varmints followed. Moni played it up like they were victims. That’s bullshit. They were in on it the whole time.”
“Are you telling me that an eight-year-old girl has been calling the shots on the worst attack on American soil since 9/11?” Carter asked.
“This is not some little girl,” Sneed said. “After we caught the Lagoon Watcher, he told us about these things he found in the infected animals. They were like miniature robots mixed with living cells. He called them borgs or cyborgs. Anyway, they are what possessed the animals. I reckon they did the same deal with Mariella. Lord knows why Officer Williams is protecting the foul creature.”
“If that’s the case, why don’t you have a warrant out of their arrests?” Sheriff Brandt asked. “And why didn’t I see anything about cyborgs in your report on Trainer?”
“This information would have been helpful yesterday-before they detonated our bombs,” Colon said. “Why did you withhold his statement?”
“Cause I thought he was insane! I didn’t believe it until I saw the footage…” Sneed gestured to the TV screen, which showed a pier that had been tossed ashore as easily as a box of matches. The car underneath it had an old woman’s head lodged in the front window. “Will you quit blaming me and not the woman who abetted the murderer? Just because it’s not politically correct to accuse a black woman, that ain’t my fault.”
The other people on the call were silent for nearly a minute before Colon chimed in. “I wouldn’t have believed the Watcher before today either.”
“Looking back won’t help us now. There will be plenty of time for internal reviews of conduct later,” Carter said. “What’s clear is that we have a new facet to our mission. We must apprehend your Officer Williams and the girl.”
“Leave that to me,” Sneed said. “I’ve got GPS tracking on her vehicle and on her phone every time she makes a call. Last I heard she was on the beachside. No coincidence there, I’m sure.”
“What about Professor Swartzman?” Sheriff Brandt asked. “Didn’t you assign him to investigate the Lagoon Watcher’s claims?”
“That was the first thing I did,” Sneed said in an irritated tone. “Let me get him on the line.”
Sneed opened a new line and dialed Swartman’s cell phone number. It went straight to voicemail without a ring.
Where is that cocksucker when I need him?
He checked his cell phone to look up the number for the professor’s lab. Sneed discovered that Swartzman had sent him six photos about 25 minutes ago. When he opened the first one, Sneed saw a postcard from hell.



Chapter 44


Aaron ducked inside a flimsy trailer along the foot of the bridge he had taken from Merritt Island to the beachside. Letting out a grateful breath as he saw the phone, he hurried over and started dialing Moni’s number. Before he finished, Aaron heard a thunderous explosion that shook the phone from his hand. When he gazed out the window, he saw a 30-foot yacht tumbling through the air like a football in mid-kickoff. The massive yellow bubble that sprang out of the lagoon had provided the boot. Several palm trees snapped when the yacht hurtled through them. It grinded to a stop in the marina’s parking lot as a heap of shattered fiberglass and bent steel.
Most other boats were swallowed inside the bubble. They deteriorated into leaky, bare-metal skeletons as if 10,000 years had passed before Aaron’s eyes in under a minute.
Putting off breaking the news to Moni for just a few minutes so he could save his life, Aaron called his father. His parents lived five minutes away. He figured his dad couldn’t have anything more exciting going on during a Saturday morning.
“Hi dad. The world’s going to hell. I need a lift.”
His dad grumbled about Aaron not using his damn car, until he saw the pillars of black smoke rising from the lagoon. He hung up and sped over. Aaron limped down from the trailer-treading gingerly on his burned heel-and climbed into his father’s Mercedes.
“Jesus, do you have to smear my leather seats with your stinky wetsuit?” his dad asked.
“Good to see you too, dad. Don’t worry about the acid burns on my foot or the ten near death experiences I’ve had today. I won’t stain your totally righteous car.”
“You were in the lagoon?” His eyebrows arched as he saw the overturned yacht. Having never seen anything so astonishing behind his desk in the corner office, he gunned his most cherished possession out of there. “Thank God you’re alive. Was anyone with you?”
Aaron lowered his head and turned away so his father couldn’t see the shame in his eyes, or his tears. “Professor Swartzman…” Those words, which had once rolled so casually off his tongue, stung him worse than the acid that had nearly consumed his foot. “He was with me. I… I couldn’t save him. I lost him.”
Instead of offering consoling words, Aaron’s father shot him a stern look. It drilled down his point that Aaron should have listened to him and picked a normal profession-one where he wouldn’t kill people with his ineptitude.
He offered no excuses this time. If Swartzman had taken another student with him, his professor might have made it out of the lagoon alive. Aaron could never change that, but he knew one person he could help.
“Let me borrow this for a sec,” Aaron said as he snatched his dad’s cell phone from his hip case and dialed up Moni.
Moni answered with a hollow, “Hello.” She sounded more distant than earlier that morning. But as long as she could talk, that meant the microscopic invaders hadn’t conquered her.
“Did you see what’s going on in the lagoon?” Aaron asked.
“I’m sorry,” Moni said. She paused. He dreaded the reason why she felt she owed him an apology over this. “I didn’t think it would happen this way. So many people got hurt. Even now they’re resisting instead of accepting it.”
Moni had known. Maybe she didn’t have the whole story, but Mariella must have told her they would take the lagoon. Moni would never allow that, even at Mariella’s request, Aaron thought. They must have brainwashed her.
“Is Mariella with you?”
“She’s right here. I won’t let them hurt my baby. I’m gonna make a break for it and take her home.”
If Moni went anywhere near the lagoon with the possessed girl, Aaron knew he would never see her again.
“Moni, that’s a totally bogus idea. We discovered what’s controlling the lagoon. They are these little creatures-part robot and part microorganism. They built this huge colony in the lagoon with their victims’ heads on it. That’s what Mariella has inside her. I’m sorry Moni, but she’s not human. Not anymore. You’ve gotta let her go and come with me.” He waited for her gasps of shock or outraged denials. It got so quiet that he checked the phone to make sure it hadn’t dropped the call. “Professor Swartzman died today for this information. They killed him! You gotta believe me.”
“I do,” Moni said way too calmly for having just learned that the child she loved wasn’t human. She must have already figured it out, but it hadn’t changed her feelings for Mariella. What is the destruction of bridges and the murder of hundreds in the face of love? “There are pieces of this story you wouldn’t understand. Mariella and her kind aren’t evil. They’re just lost.”
“Her kind? What kind are they?”
“They’re the ambassadors from an alien species that went extinct on their home world. The lagoon is being prepared for their rebirth. That’s all they want.”
“Uh, okay then.”
Aaron first considered shipping Moni off to the nearest mental hospital. Then he thought about everything he had seen. The technology, from the miniature cyborgs seizing control of animals to the gene splicing that created the mutants, was way beyond anything on earth. The environment in the lagoon wouldn’t support any native life besides the thiobacillus. Perhaps on another planet, organisms like these formed the base of the evolutionary tree that sprouted all other life, including the intelligent beings that planned on rising from extinction.
That’s why they wanted the Indian River Lagoon, Aaron realized. The expansive body of water had been converted into a massive tank for some extremely exotic fish. Aaron had the feeling these guys wouldn’t consider themselves mankind’s pets. By the way they were treating Moni, they viewed the situation as the reverse.
“I’m on the beachside. Where are you?” Aaron asked. “I’ll meet you as soon as I can.”
“I’m here too.” Moni didn’t sound the least bit worried about being trapped on the narrow strip of land with hostile aliens cutting her off from the rest of the country. “You should leave here, Aaron. Mariella will be fine. I’m taking care of her.”
“What about you, Moni? Who do you think killed her teacher? I found her head at the bottom of the lagoon. That’s what this poser does to people who supposedly care about her.”
“Stop lying to me! Mariella may not be human, but she’s still a child. The only hope she has of growing up with her family is in this new home. Even if a few people get hurt, doesn’t she deserve that right?”
“Who’s talking now? Is it Moni or the alien Mariella?”
“Aaron! You know the girl can’t…”
“You don’t sound like the woman I met who loves helping kids, and I mean real kids. Mariella and those aliens are in your head. She’s influencing you, Moni. If you don’t leave her, she’ll take your head too.”
“Mariella loves me. Those people were cruel to her.”
“What about Mariella’s parents? Do you think they were cruel before the aliens possessed their daughter and murdered them?”
“You don’t know how it happened. You weren’t there.”
“Mariella was. Why don’t you finally ask her? There are no secrets between you two now, right?”
“Stay away from me, Aaron. You stay away from us.”
“I can’t do that. If you don’t leave her, she’ll take you into the lagoon with them. I’ve seen what that acid does to people. They plug heads into their colony like light bulbs. Is that what you want?”
He waited for an answer and got only silence. He thought he had made her stop and think until he finally checked the phone line. She had hung up.
Aaron’s father threw him a sideways glance. Once again, his son had met his expectations by pissing somebody off.
“Aliens huh?” His father rested a condescending hand on his knee. “Son, I know a real good rehab center in West Palm Beach that could get you off that junk.”
“I’m totally straight, dad.” Aaron jerked his leg away.
“Uh huh. You sure you don’t want me to lend you my Terminator to kill those aliens?”
“Cut it out. I’m fine. Let me make one more call.”
Determined to make Swartzman’s final mission count for something, Aaron dialed the sheriff’s office and got connected to Detective Sneed. “Where’s the scientist?” asked Sneed, who didn’t deem the student worthy of that job title.
Following a heavy sigh, Aaron paused until he could shake the image of the raw muscle on Swartzman’s face from his mind. “My professor didn’t make it today. His last act was sending you those photos. Did you get them?”
“Holy shit, yeah. What are they?”
Aaron explained everything, even what Moni had told him about the aliens. It shocked him how readily the detective accepted every word. When a giant, impenetrable bubble covers the lagoon, all skepticism must fly out the window.
“A fine job you did, kid,” Sneed said. Aaron felt guilty hearing the slightest praise. “We’re evacuating the beachside. Helicopters are on the way to Patrick and Hoover Junior High. You better…”
“I’m not leaving without Moni,” Aaron cut in.
“Is that so, eh? I’m not fix’n to leave without Moni, and her little friend, either. I’m set to drop in on her with a SWAT team. Meet me at Hoover and you can tag along.”
Aaron agreed. Just as his father pulled the Mercedes into his driveway, he told him about the change of plans. His dad ignored him, shut off the car and marched toward the front door.
“Dad, come on. My friend is in trouble.”
He strolled inside without glancing back. Aaron futilely yanked on the locked car door. He kicked its tire with his good leg.
A few minutes later, his father came outside and placed down a change of clothes and some tennis shoes. He tossed Aaron a set of car keys.
“Take mom’s wagon. I don’t want you getting a ding on my Mercedes with all these freaks running around. And change your cloths. If you’re trying to impress a girl, you shouldn’t look like you just crawled out of the lagoon-even if that’s what you just did.”
“Thanks da…”
He slammed the door shut.



Chapter 45


The latest plume of black smoke rising from the yellow bubble didn’t come from a destroyed bridge. This bomb had been delivered by an F-16 defending its home base. Brigadier General Colon had never dreamed about ordering an air strike in his backyard-literary, since he lived on base with his wife and son.
The smoke cleared from the satellite image on his computer, and he saw the result. He leapt from his chair and dashed to the window. Less than 100 feet away, the bubble stood firm. Shifting into a deeper shade of yellow, it completely obscured his vision and the radar signatures of the enemy’s workings inside the lagoon.
The detective must be right. Only an alien force could withstand firepower like that.
None of their small arms fire or artillery had so much as scratched the barrier. The invaders hadn’t waged a counter attack, but the presence of the bubble had inflicted severe damage along the base’s waterline. It had swallowed the loading dock and placed a steep obstacle on south side of its longest runway to block air traffic. An enemy force could assemble along the base’s edge and they’d never see it through the bubble until it assaulted them. Colon wouldn’t let them neuter his base, no matter where in the galaxy they came from.
“Sir, the civilians are in position near the runway. We have three birds ready to fly,” a soldier radioed into Colon’s command post. “We’re running out of parking, sir.”
“Those cars won’t be going anywhere for a while,” Colon said. “Put them on the golf course. I don’t think many people will be teeing off under the circumstances. Commence the evacuation now. The sick and children go first.”
The next call came from someone a little higher up the chain of command: Secretary of Defense Arnold Stronge. Colon had seen him in formal processions, and the occasional morale-boosting visit to base, but he hadn’t dealt directly with him while the heat of battle weighed on his neck. Even the theft of the explosives hadn’t brought his full attention down on him, although it would have if the media had caught on and made it national news. But no one could sweep a 70-mile long extraterrestrial outpost under the rug.
“I’ve seen lots of conflicting reports about what’s going on down there, brigadier general. Perhaps you can clear a few things up for me,” Stronge said. “Is this some advanced terrorist organization? A domestic scientist with funding from a hostile foreign government? I’ve heard other rumors, but frankly, they’re not worthy of discussion.”
Up in Washington, talk of an alien invasion still elicited snickers. It seemed a lot more plausible to someone who had watched eight entire causeways dissolve in the lagoon like antacids.
“Mr. Secretary, I’m absolutely certain that this invading force is neither foreign nor domestic. It’s not of this earth, sir. The nanobiotechnology I described in my report is beyond our capabilities. And this barrier that’s infringed on my base is as well. It withstood an airstrike.”
“So you really did write that? I have a team analyzing your report right now,” Stronge said. Colon couldn’t blame him for his skepticism. “In the meantime, it’s clear this is a hostile force. Did you hit it with the hardest ordinance you’ve got?”
“Negative, sir. We have a MOAB, but it’s too dangerous to use this close to civilians,” said Colon, referring to a massive ordinance nicknamed the Mother of All Bombs.
“Fine. Save it for when the evacuation is complete.” The secretary paused and started grumbling to himself about “motherfucking mars men.” Then he took a long chug of what Colon could only guess was hard liquor and continued. “These so-called aliens haven’t attempted to communicate have they?”
“Not that we can tell, sir. They might have possessed a child. The police are attempting to locate her, but she doesn’t speak.”
“A lot of good that’ll do then. Let’s give them a message: ‘I don’t care whether you’re aliens from another country or another planet. You can’t plop down on American soil and take whatever the hell you want.’ Nail them with bunker busters until that thing cracks. Deploy your forces along the lagoon and pulverize anything that comes out.”
The secretary opted for the old beehive approach-whack it until the angry bees swarm at you and then blast them with pesticide. Colon figured that the beings who built those mini cyborgs and the seemingly impenetrable barrier were smarter than insects, but challenging an order from Stronge would accomplish nothing besides wasting valuable time.
After Colon agreed, Stronge promised him that backup to secure the base would arrive within hours. He disconnected the line, leaving Colon and his men alone against an alien force. His men had been trained well. They had prepared for battle against military, guerilla and terrorist forces in virtually all terrains on earth. But they hadn’t encountered anything like this.
“I wish I had the luxury of waiting on the arrival of a few thousand more troops,” Colon said to himself. He gazed out his window at the solid yellow bubble. “Lord knows what they have waiting for us inside there.”

The pellets smashed through a bullet proof window that Colon had counted on as a shield. He took cover under his desk. The shards of glass fanned out through the control room, and strange projectiles bounced around like ping pong balls. He hadn’t seen what shot them. Colon had only heard his men on the front lines say, “What the fuck is that? Fire!”
The bunker busters had been as ineffective as the other air strike, but they drew the bees out of the hive just as the secretary wanted. Stronge had assumed the soldiers would shoot the possessed animals to bits. Colon heard plenty of shooting outside his window. More of it sounded like the “thrap” of giant blowguns than gunfire.
Colon scampered underneath the window, and poked his head up for a quick view of the situation. Thrap. Thrap. He ducked back down as a figure crashed through his window, and slammed across Colon’s back on its way down. Shrugging off the throbbing bone bruise on his ribs, he slid across the floor, and drew his revolver on his attacker. He saw the blue eyes, and blood-soaked brown hair of one of his sergeants. The soldier slumped against the wall with his leg bent underneath him at a grotesque angle. Turning his gun on the window, Colon aimed into the gunpowder-laden breeze.
“What’s going on out there, soldier?” Colon asked. “No one’s responding to my calls.”
“There aren’t many of us left, sir.” The soldier grunted as he twisted his deadweight leg into what would have been a normal position, if his knee and calf hadn’t been carved in half. “They hit us hard, and fast. Get the civilians out of here. Please, my children…”
Colon grabbed a pack of bandages to wrap the soldier’s wound. By the time he returned, the man had gone cold, and his pulse had stilled. He couldn’t have bled out that quickly. The marks on his head were scraps from the glass. Colon put gloves on, and scoured his wounded leg for the bullet. He pulled out a grape-sized wad of smooth, solid bone. It dripped a syrupy purple liquid-the color of the infected tumors.
“Biological warfare,” Colon said, as he tossed the alien projectile out the window. He removed his purple-stained gloves. Even with a battle raging around him, he hit the bathroom, and washed his hands. When he convinced himself that he didn’t have alien cyborgs swimming in his bloodstream, he got on his radio.
“This is your commanding officer. Everyone fall back to the airfield. Protect the civilians at all costs.”
Secretary Stronge probably would have demanded that he defend the air base first, but Colon didn’t have time to call him and check. He couldn’t bear the responsibility for more civilian deaths, especially after he had invited the people on base, and then picked a fight with their hostile neighbors. He should have told the secretary that his plan would end in disaster. Colon knew he could have done so many things differently. Those were his bombs that had blown up those bridges, and he’d done nothing besides make pointed phone calls, and place a few lackadaisical watchmen on leave while an invading force massed outside his window for weeks.
He couldn’t hold anything back now. If he did, no human would leave his base with a head on their shoulders.
Colon dashed across the parking lot towards a jeep. Jerking his head over his shoulder, he saw who had been firing on the command center. From a distance, it seemed almost human, but the only truly human parts it had were its legs and waist. The mutant had an oversized snake’s head stuffed into a black turtle shell larger than a human torso. Its purple eyes gleamed at him like the laser sights on sniper rifles. Those were its only remotely biological parts. It had two jerky mechanical arms, one with a boat propeller and one with a gardening spade on the end. A double-barreled gun protruded from the middle of its shell. It must use its own infected bones for ammo, Colon thought. He never imagined that microscopic machines could manufacture something out of woodland creatures, and spare parts capable of overpowering America’s finest.
“Run, sir!” shouted a soldier from behind a tree on the edge of the parking lot. Despite the man’s lower rank, Colon followed his advice and scampered for the jeep. He saw the soldier pump out several rounds that bounced off the mutant’s shell. The creature returned fire with a bone fragment that ripped through the tree as if it were an armor-piercing bullet. Luckily, it missed the soldier, who felled the mutant with a clear shot to its snake head.
“Come on in,” Colon shouted to the solder as the brigadier general hopped into the jeep.
When he didn’t hear a response, he looked to where the man had been standing. Colon gawked at the sight of a beast that had been spliced together from a horse and a gator. Snarling at him, it clenched the writhing torso of the soldier in its massive jaws. Blood spurted from the holes its teeth tore into his flesh and cascaded down the creature’s neck.
Colon floored it. He ignored the road and rumbled over the grass towards the airfield. Two projectiles punctured the rear door of the jeep. He glanced in his rearview mirror and saw two of the shelled mutants speed-walking after him with their knees locked so they didn’t tip over. Over near the lagoon, he spotted four more marching through the bomb-proof barrier as if it were nothing but a curtain.
When Colon reached the airfield, he found a couple hundred soldiers waiting for him-a fraction of Patrick’s original strength. They formed a shield in front of the civilians, who lay flat on their bellies. That wouldn’t save them if the second line of defense faired as poorly as the first line had, Colon thought. And the formation prevented them from boarding the helicopters. No one would survive unless they made a stand.
His wife and son were in that terrified mass somewhere. There were so many manes of silky black hair and boys with buzz cuts that he couldn’t tell his family apart. He nearly shouted their names, but he bit his tongue before acting so selfishly. Each life on that airfield was the most important thing in the world to somebody. Some of those family members had already lost their loved ones to the horde, and were yet to find out.
A captain saluted Colon when he stepped down from his jeep. Before he could issue a single order, the eyes of every human on base were drawn to the west side of the airfield. The aliens had deployed their army. They reminded Colon of the blocks he gave to his son that had one-third of an animal drawn on each them and could be mixed and matched to form the actual animals or fantasy creatures. In this case, everything had been scrambled. They armored themselves in reptilian scales, fur, metal, and ghastly pale skin. They wielded claws, long teeth, and junkyard scraps converted into shanks. The only feature they all shared was the ravenous purple eyes. Although their heads pointed as straight as sentinels, Colon felt that every single pair of those thousand eyes gazed upon him. They were outnumbered worse than two-to-one against an enemy that had a seemingly endless supply of backup a few hundred feet away.
“What are your orders, sir?” the captain asked.
Colon scanned the crowd. He couldn’t find his family. He wished he could hold his son and wife in his arms one more time.
“I don’t know,” Colon replied.



Chapter 46


Moni sat on the couch in the hotel lobby with Mariella resting snugly on her lap, or that is what it would have looked like if anybody remained in the hotel to see it. Instead, the small one cradled the police officer while leading her through the parallel world of the alien consciousness. When before, it seemed like a fairly dispersed electrical grid, now, Moni marveled at the superhighway that ran through the lagoon. She felt every drop of water churning through the massive river as if it flowed around her skin.
An offshoot group just outside the lagoon troubled Moni. The captive minds had been stirred into a frenzy of aggression. Some of them flickered out of existence, but more shot out of the lagoon and took their place.
“What’s happening there?” Moni asked. She could have simply thought the question, but she felt like she shed her humanity each time she sent Mariella a mental message.
The humans had attacked them. Even though it didn’t hurt them, the people had carried bad intentions. The humans would keep trying new methods until one of their assaults succeeds. So Mariella’s kind retaliated.
After the way those alien thoughts neatly justified their actions in her mind, Moni nearly dropped it. Yet, the hell-bent disposition of the creatures there struck her as more than retaliation. Moni tapped into one of the hosts. Its bestial impulses screamed hunt and kill. It would eagerly dislodge its own bones and fire them at the people it faced. When it slaughtered them, it would plow over the females and children and gash every sack of blood. Bite their faces. Claw their bellies. Then it would drag all the remains home for…
The shock of the savagery made Moni withdraw from the monster’s mind before she could no longer distinguish its urges from her own. The recoil blasted her all the way back into her body on the couch. Moni set Mariella aside. She couldn’t handle another journey through their world right now.
Gazing out the glass doors of the hotel lobby, Moni scanned the nearly deserted street. The battle raged somewhere else on the beachside. Patrick Air Force Base would be a natural launching point for hostilities. The thoughts she pulled from Mariella’s head confirmed it. The armies of earth, and an alien world had engaged in their first full battle.
Mariella’s people could hold them off for now, yet they were nothing but a spec on this planet. Eventually, the humans would overwhelm them if the fighting continued, Moni thought. If they kill those woman and children on the base, then they would never convince the humans that they wanted only a small home in the lagoon.
The aliens had seen the way humans behaved, though. If they withdrew, the same people they let live would strike back twice as hard. They might succeed in breaking the barrier. With an entire intelligent species on the line, they couldn’t risk that.
“I can see you’re fix’n to be stubborn about this one. Fine, I’ll play both sides.”
Moni scrolled through her task force contact list on her phone, and found Colon’s number. When it rang four times, she felt a sour pit in her stomach. He probably didn’t make it.
“Who’s this?” asked the brigadier general.
“Officer Monique Williams, sir. Please, call off your men. Have them stand down.”
“Are you here? Are you here with the girl?” Colon asked over scattered gunfire in the background, followed by a scream. “Bring her.”
Moni nearly hung up. Maybe he deserved to have his ass chewed up, but the civilians on that base sure didn’t.
“We’re nowhere near Patrick, but I got a good handle on what’s going on. You can’t win this fight. If you stand down and declare a cease fire, I can guarantee that the aliens will abide by it.”
“Guarantee? What are you, their ambassador?”
“No, the ambassadors are something else. I’m more like a…” She glanced at Mariella’s adorable face as she colored complex blue symbols on hotel stationary with those hands that had ripped a man’s throat out less than a day earlier. “Mutual family member. I’m watching out for the best interests of both sides. They’re not looking to hurt you, so stop giving them good reason to. The lagoon is their home now. It’s all they want. If you leave it to them, there won’t be another fight.”
“Even if I agreed with you, I doubt the secretary of defense, much less the commander-in-chief, will cede United States territory to invaders.”
“But this is all they have left,” Moni said. “Their home world was destroyed.”
“Oh boy, they really got you, don’t they? Why don’t you and Mariella come here, and we’ll discuss this potential cease fire?”
“No one comes near the girl. You get that?” Moni hung up before he could answer. It didn’t matter what he said, she couldn’t trust him either way. With the lagoon protected, the only high value alien target within their reach sat right beside her.
Moni rose from the couch, and led Mariella up by her hand. She let go of it before she slipped back into the alien consciousness. The girl plopped back down on the couch.
“I know you want to wait until more people leave the beachside, but your home is the safest place for you now. They know what you are. They’ll come after you harder than ever. I can only protect you so much, baby. You’re safer with your own kind.”
The government knew about Moni as well. If Mariella retreated behind the barrier, who would protect Moni? She knew one way. The solution dangled enticingly in her mind. She craved it. Moni could live with her daughter forever.
Mariella eagerly bounced up and sauntered toward the hotel doors. Moni jogged ahead and took the lead. They made it through the parking lot up to A1A. They heard screeching sirens. Moni grabbed the girl’s hand and pulled her down behind the bushes. Perhaps they were evacuating some VIP, Moni thought. Her hopes were dashed when three police cruisers rolled to a stop in the middle of the road beside them.
“Quit hiding and git yer bitch asses out here,” Tom Sneed hollered.
Seeing that two feet of leaves, and branches wouldn’t shield her from Detective Sneed, and his posse of five officers, Moni stepped out from the bushes. Mariella cowered behind her, so the cops with guns and rifles drawn couldn’t get a clean shot at her-at first. If they took out Moni, the girl wouldn’t get far.
“If you heard what happened at Patrick, you’d think twice about using those,” Moni said. She wished she believed that, but they were nearly a mile from the lagoon. Mariella’s friends couldn’t make it there before that hail of bullets travels ten feet.
“You’re the one who better start thinking, and thinking fast.” Sneed inched towards Moni with his gun in her face. The other officers fanned out, and surrounded her. “You know about how those freaks are massacring us at Patrick. Why are you still on their side? That’s not a girl behind you. It’s an alien. The thing is putting its contaminated hands on you. Give it here. I’ll take care of it.”
“Just because she’s an alien, she doesn’t have a right to live? She doesn’t have a right to defend herself?”
“Defend herself? Hundreds of people were killed. A lot of them were minding their business driving over a causeway when your little friend decided to ‘defend herself.’ Was she threatened by a mom with her kids in a minivan? What about Matt Kane going fishing? Or some teenagers hanging out on the dock?”
“That’s not how it was intended. They had no other option but to…”
“But to what? Kill everybody in my county?” Sneed’s face boiled with rage. She had grown used to the contempt directed at her from his eyes, but this went far further. He gazed upon her with unmitigated hatred befitting a genocidal dictator. “Their deaths are on your hands, Moni. I did everything I could. You prevented me from saving their lives. All you had to do was tell me about the girl, and we would have been done with it. But that’s what a decent person would do. You’re not one of those, are you Moni? Hell, you’re not even a person no more.”
Staring into the barrel of Sneed’s gun, Moni had never felt so ready for a bullet between her eyes. She had taken an oath to serve and protect the people of Brevard County. Instead, she had overseen their slaughter. She’d given away their most precious environmental treasure without consulting anyone. Even her father resembled a saint compared to her.
She shouldn’t listen to Sneed, Moni suddenly thought. Of course he blamed her-just like he always kept people of color down. That’s why he never invited her on his investigation teams. It should figure that the racist pig hates aliens without making an effort to understand them.
“I’m more human than you are,” Moni told Sneed. “Because I realize that all intelligent life, no matter how different from our own, deserves a home. Unless you want full scale war, you better step back.”
None of the officers moved an inch.
“I’ve given you, and that demon too much space-that’s the problem,” Sneed said. “The way I see it, they took our lagoon, so we’ll take something of theirs.” He fixed his sights firmly on Mariella.
The aliens wouldn’t even consider that offer, and Moni understood why. Mariella had the strongest connection to the alien consciousness of all the possessed beings. With the original species in gestation as its environment is prepared, they needed an independent entity with a capable brain to direct their network. The ambassadors are only as strong as the brain they inhabit.
“No deal,” Moni said.
“It’s not a deal. It’s a demand.”
Based on the severe inflection in his voice, Moni ducked away from his gun. That didn’t save her from the ham-sized fist that clobbered her jaw. She tumbled on her back in the road. Mariella had squirted out from behind her before she fell. The girl dashed across the street. The officers surrounded her with their weapons drawn. Moni leapt to her feet and sprinted into the circle of guns. She heard Aaron calling her. Stepping out from the backseat of a cruiser, he begged her to stop. She couldn’t. Moni wouldn’t let them hurt her baby.
When Sneed pressed the barrel of his gun against Mariella’s neck, she realized that she couldn’t stop them.
Mariella reached out, and gently brushed her slender hand on Sneed’s wrist right behind his gun. The detective seized the little girl around the collar and yanked her toward him, but not in aggression. Sneed had grasped her in desperation so he didn’t collapse. When Mariella casually peeled his fingers off her, the great bulldog dropped on his belly with his cheek bouncing off the pavement.
“My head…” he said weakly. Sneed ground his fingers into his temples. Moni remembered doing the same thing when Mariella had first started communicating with her. She hadn’t recognized it at first, but the headaches she had experienced must have been a side effect of uninvited whispers into her mind. What Mariella shoveled into Sneed’s skull must have resonated through there like a hundred roaring stadiums.
Moni braced for the worst when she scurried through the thicket of guns, and scooped Mariella up on her hip, but the five other officers no longer posed a threat. Three of the men were cradling their heads, and nearly immobilized. One officer paced back and forth with his cell phone on his ear asking his mother if she was okay. The last one dashed down the street screaming, “Fire! Call 911!”
“Damn, what’s happening to them?” Aaron asked as he gingerly approached Moni and the girl. She noticed him limping badly and wondered whether Mariella’s friends had tried to murder her potential boyfriend-a man who had defended the girl several times. “Is she doing this?”
“Her people communicate through their minds. That’s why she doesn’t speak,” Moni said. “When they get loud with you, it’s like an invisible beat down. For real.”
Aaron suddenly froze. Mariella had him transfixed in her gaze. He didn’t hold his head or run. His face flushed white as if he were going eye-to-eye with a king cobra.
“I’m not here to hurt her. I just want to make sure you’re safe, Moni.”
“We’re keeping each other safe,” Moni said.
Something inside her yearned to tell him, “We don’t need you.” But her heart didn’t feel that way. Aaron had been the only person who stuck by her in the face of monsters like her father, Darren and Sneed-besides Mariella, of course. He risked his life staying on the beachside unarmed so he could be by her side for this world-changing event.
“I’m taking her home to the lagoon.” The moment after the words left her mouth, something told Moni she shouldn’t have said anything.
“Are you really telling me goodbye?” Aaron took a couple of woozy steps toward Moni. The girl in her arms hadn’t eased her stare one bit. Without hitting anything physical, Aaron’s head snapped back as if he’d ran smack into a light pole. “Ow! That hurts.”
“So will this,” said a deep-throated voice from below and behind Moni. As she whirled around, Sneed fired at Mariella. Blood sprayed across Moni’s shirt. It wasn’t thick human blood. It was watered-down and appeared more light pink than red. It gushed out of the right side of Mariella’s chest. The girl reached up and grasped Moni so hard around the back of her neck that she nearly crushed her vertebra. With each passing moment, her grip grew weaker and weaker.
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Moni felt every ounce of the poor child’s agony. She dipped her fingers in the blood. She wished she could put it all back and stitch her baby together again. The smoldering grief swelled up inside her throat and nose so bad that she could barely breathe. No, it wasn’t grief alone.
That bastard had shot her baby. Her child might bleed to death in her arms. Sneed had tried stealing Mariella away from her since the moment he saw them together. Finally, he had his wish. In no time, the spark of life that represented the only hope for a species, and Moni’s only remaining love on this earth would vanish, leaving nothing behind but a broken doll.
As she saw the huffing Sneed climbing to his feet, intent on bringing his gun to the girl’s head and extinguishing the last remnants of her life, Moni drew her pistol. She shot him in the head. She shot Sneed again before he hit the ground. The bulldog wouldn’t get up from that.
One officer had run down the street searching for help and another sped away in a cruiser looking for his mother, but the other three were coming around to reality now that Mariella lay in critical condition. Moni pumped a bullet into each of them as calmly as if she were putting away the dishes. The men fell dead. She swiveled around with her gun extended until its aim settled on Aaron. Her impulse told her what she must do. He stood in their way. He had brought those cops here and exposed the secrets of Mariella’s people. Now that Aaron knew Mariella’s identity, he would no longer defend her. He’d destroy her if someone doesn’t stop him.
“Wha-What are you doing?” Aaron asked through trembling lips as he recoiled from the gun pointed at his face. He looked even more terrified of Moni’s gun than he did of Darren’s back at her house. Maybe the thought of who would shoot him scared him more.
Moni wanted to explain. She couldn’t part her lips.
“This isn’t you, Moni. You’re not in control.”
No, they hadn’t conquered her mind. She sighed so she had proof that she could still talk. Moni had followed their instructions. She had agreed with them. For a split second, she glanced at the cracked melon that formerly served as Sneed’s head. She couldn’t argue with that.
But, the three other officers. They were here under orders, just like I’ve done hundreds of times.
They would have shot us. And if she let Aaron go, he’d call more officers and they’d catch them before they could reach the lagoon. In one simple pull of the trigger, they would have a clear path. Mariella might survive.
“I’m sorry, Aaron.”
“Wait! I’ll take you there!”
She must kill him now. She refused. He had given her a chance when any other man would have fled from the lady cop with explosive baggage in her past and a problematic child in her home.
“Mariella’s losing buckets of blood,” Aaron said. “I don’t know a lot about her kind, but I know that’s not good. If I drive you both to the lagoon, maybe her people can save her.”
Not waiting for her response, Aaron scurried to the police cruiser and got behind the wheel. The long-haired kid looked as suitable in the cop car, as a clown behind the wheel of a military hummer. Yet, it got him away from Moni’s pistol. She lowered the weapon and hustled into the back seat of the cruiser with the dying girl in her arms. Then it hit her. Every second she had wasted playing gangsta with that pistol had cost Mariella precious blood. She didn’t understand why the girl didn’t mentally cry out, and demand that she immediately take her to the lagoon for healing. Maybe she couldn’t. Maybe the weakened Mariella hadn’t been in her head during the shooting spree, Moni thought. If so, then she had ended four lives all on her own. That truly terrified her.
Perhaps she had grown so used to Mariella’s thoughts intermingling with her own that they had become ingrained in her mind’s clockwork. If she lost Mariella now, a piece of Moni’s soul would die with her.
She grasped the ailing child in her arms and rocked her back and forth. The lips and cheeks that once shined with such rich skin had gone pale. They grew chilly and clammy-the first traces of the icy grip of death. Her dark eyes appeared glassy and all too human for such a magnificent creature. When Moni grasped her hands, she didn’t feel the fluttering in her soul or the electric tingle separating her body from her consciousness. She got no response besides a slight twitching of the girl’s fingers. The ignorant cruelty of mankind had reduced an astounding being to an invalid. Moni had promised the child this wouldn’t happen. Like everything else she had loved in her life, she couldn’t save her.
“Hold on back there,” Aaron said as he sped the cruiser west down Pinetree Drive and blew through the stop sign at Patrick Drive. Swerving to his left and cutting across the grass, he steered the cruiser down a long driveway lined on both sides by thickets of palms that shielded the lagoon-front home from the road. Normally, the foliage provided privacy for the homeowner, but now it felt like getting stranded in an elevator with a rattlesnake. If the owner had an ounce of sense, he would have gotten the hell out of there.
They found the man of the house after the cruiser plowed through his wooden fence, and skidded to a stop between his pool and the lagoon. They found his arm, anyway, and the shotgun beside it.
Moni should have felt that familiar gag reflex she got at gruesome crime scenes. Somehow she knew the man had it coming. He had assaulted Mariella’s people, and he wouldn’t have treated these intruders in his backyard any better if he had still been alive.
Moni stepped over the severed limb while carrying the bleeding girl. She marched in awe towards the doorstep of the massive yellow bubble arching towards the heavens. From so close, she felt as if she were Abraham bringing his son up the mountain for a sacrifice before the Divine.
With Mariella lying across her arms, Moni extended the girl into the bubble. It felt so warm, like reaching into the womb. She felt the small body slowly reanimate. Moni knew that Mariella would blossom inside this place alongside her kind. She would lead their rebirth and abundant growth. It would all happen away from human eyes. Moni couldn’t see her child again. Unless…
“Moni! What are you doing?” Aaron shouted from behind her.
From the other side, Mariella’s slender hands slid into her palms. Moni grasped them and followed them inside.
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One step transported Moni thousands of light years away, and eons back in time. The inside of the yellow bubble was unrecognizable as the Indian River Lagoon, or any landscape belonging to earth.
Smog weighed heavily on the air. The crystal clear water bubbled, and burped out steam, which congregated on the ceiling of the dome. It gave it the illusion of an alien sky with translucent yellow and black clouds. The creatures that flew up there weren’t birds. Their black wings where moth-like and they had long tails that swept through the clouds like nets.
Along the water, Moni could see all the way to the barren gray bottom. It resembled the dusty surface of Mars. Mariella’s kind wouldn’t let that last for long. Out in the center of the lagoon, a massive worm-like creature rolled its flabby body out of a ditch. Tendrils sprouted from its flesh, and then broke off. Within seconds, the independent beings grew into giant organs. They crawled across the bottom as slow as slugs. In their wake, they left an aquamarine sludge. Moni understood the meaning at once. They were like agricultural machines planting crops. Just as Moni’s ancestors did when they came to America, they were harvesting the land.
Realizing who had explained the purpose of those bio-machines to her, Moni turned and gawked at Mariella. The little one stood ankle-deep in the lagoon flashing a healthy smile with her purple gums and shimmering violet eyes. With the acidic water withering her pants away, Mariella removed her clothes and tossed them into lagoon for disposal. As much as it surprised Moni that the girl had just a thin scar on her chest from the bullet wound, what really alarmed her was Mariella’s skin. Below her neck it resembled the smooth, shiny black of obsidian stone. All of her human orifices besides those on her face had been filled in and made solid. She had become as featureless as a mannequin.
If she could get better-than-new in a few seconds, was she really that close to dying?
The question faded from her mind when she saw that Mariella still possessed the face of that little girl Moni had pulled from the mangroves. Of course she was different-all her life Moni had been shunned as an outcast as well-but her Mariella still peered out at her from inside that morphing body. She had fallen in love with that girl, and none other. That was her daughter.
Yet, in this world, the roles were reversed. Moni stood in ankle-deep water, but it didn’t burn her. She saw a thin yellow glow around the edges of her hand. The same color as the protective bubble, it ran down her entire body. It shielded her from the acidic water and gave her a supply of oxygen so she didn’t suffocate in the carbon-dioxide-rich atmosphere.
“You’re doing this so I can come with you? Why?”
Moni understood the answer the moment she asked the question. After all she had done, especially to Sneed, and those three officers, Moni had worn out her welcome in her land. Mariella’s people offered Moni asylum in their home because of all she had sacrificed in helping them.
“I love being with you, baby. But I can’t live in a bubble forever. And just in case you’re wondering, I’m not eating that toothpaste-looking gunk in the lagoon. Hell no.”
They didn’t intend that she would. Those were only the seeds. The full-grown version would appear more appetizing-with a few changes in her digestive system.
“What kind of changes you talking about?”
Mariella tugged on her hand and led her deeper into the lagoon. Moni fought the urge to swim as they waded so deep that her head dipped underwater. If the bubble let her breathe in the hostile atmosphere, she would last in the transformed water too, she realized.
The lagoon had become entirely alien. Gators adorned with metal plates sifted their massive jaws through the sand until they found the deposits of sulfur they were searching for. She no longer feared them. They had been on her side the whole time. The dolphins with human arms darted around carrying slabs of metal, or large stones. They deposited them into the great worm, which would occasionally spit out a half-metal, half-biological machine. Moni spotted many glowing purple eyes inside those lumbering contraptions. She remembered her vision of the alien home world. Those were their buildings and cars all in one.
“Are they here, Mariella? Did we resurrect your people?”
Mariella grinned like a proud mother hen. Moni realized that the girl hadn’t gone up for air. She breathed as well in the acidic water as the mutated creatures did. Her jaw seized up with dread. The pressure faded as she realized that this represented freedom for Mariella and her kind. She had been out of place among humans, just as Moni had been. Now they were both home. And they had a whole litter of children waiting for them.
Her companion called it a nursery, but Moni thought it looked more like a large transparent stomach with squiggly things swimming inside. Connected to the great worm by a tube, the alien womb swayed through the water with the ghostly grace of a jelly fish. The beings inside were aquatic creatures for sure, but unlike anything in earth’s oceans. Each of them smaller than Moni’s hand, they had well-defined spinal columns-and not just one. Four backbones extended out in opposite directions from a central body with a heavily armored cranium. Each of the spines had a matching set of dozens of appendages attached. The limbs on the ends resembled paddles while the others grew bony pointers, and flexible tentacles. As they gestate over the next week, they would grow slightly larger than the average human head and their hundreds of tiny “fingers” would blossom. The ambassadors would release them when the environmental conditions matched their home world exactly and the food supply became plentiful.
“So while they’re seedlings, you’re still in charge,” Moni said inside her airtight bubble. Mariella gazed at her as if she could hear her voice-not that she needed to. “What happens when they come out? They don’t know me or anybody on earth. What will they think of me?”
It wouldn’t make a difference. She would join them before the master species awakens. That’s how Mariella would protect her.
“Everything you’ve told me about how the lagoon is all your kind wants, that’s coming from you, not them. What if they wake up, look at this big planet and still want more?”
Mariella answered by reaching through the bubble, taking Moni’s hand and showing her. She cast away the barrier that had separated Moni from the alien species’ consciousness. She immediately detected so many more of them. They were thickening inside the narrow vein of the lagoon like a blood clot. The resourceful worm had 31 embryo pods growing with seven babies inside each of them. Their Garden of Eden wouldn’t have an Adam and Eve. It would have a small community. She tried peering into their thoughts, but she couldn’t read them. Even compared to gators, birds and fish, their minds were so far outside her comprehension. She couldn’t detect the most basic of emotions from them.
Moni wondered whether the aliens were so young that they didn’t have clear thoughts or feelings. Mariella didn’t answer. She understood anyway. Only if she joined them physically and mentally, would she understand the beings from across the galaxy. Without that link, she couldn’t protect Mariella from her masters. Once the aliens got on their feet-or flippers, or tentacles, or whatever they had-they wouldn’t need the hosts. They might use some mutated animals that excelled at physical labor, but they wouldn’t need an independent brain in a tiny body like Mariella’s.
Before Moni could ask, Mariella reached into her own mouth and extracted a smooth purple marble. The ambassadors inside this “tablet” had been ordered to adapt a human body to the alien environment and connect its brain to the neural network, but without voiding its independent thought. Since Moni had become her friend and guardian, Mariella couldn’t throw away the soul that made her so special.
Moni gazed at the smooth violet marble her child dangled before her as if it were a crystal ball. She could join their family. She and Mariella could become inseparable-a bond in mind and body in consummation of their love.
And yet, Moni wondered why she found love in this alien consciousness implanted through tiny robots into a girl. Why couldn’t she love a real human being? So many of them had hurt her, and betrayed her, but Aaron hadn’t. Even after she killed four police officers, and left two people to die in her backyard, he had helped her save Mariella. She thanked him by leaving him trapped on the beachside. She should…
No, she shouldn’t. Moni realized that people only respected her when they feared her. The police badge had given her so much power, and masked her vulnerabilities, but it didn’t faze people like Sneed, Darren or her father. Aaron only helped her reach the lagoon because she had a new badge, one in the form of a girl who crushes minds. The people out there, even those who she thought loved her, would pick her apart unless she transformed into something stronger. The spirit inside Moni shined too bright for a flimsy, inferior human body.
She plucked the purple marble from Mariella’s hand and swallowed it. Moni expected that it would plop down into her stomach. Instead, it dissolved inside her throat. Everywhere the pieces spread, they swept a stinging jolt through her body. Her lungs seized up and swelled with fluid. She started suffocating. Moni clenched her throat. Her stomach cringed and contorted violently while the intestines below it began recoiling into new configurations like a bed of snakes. Even without a visible cut, she felt her blood rushing from her body. Her arms and legs became so scrawny and dehydrated that they numbed over. Ever so slowly, they were inflated with watered-down blood that required rapid pumping from her heart to circulate through her body. Before she could adjust, Moni’s flesh burned. She started scratching at herself violently. Her skin shed off in flaky lumps. From underneath, a new layer of skin arose that matched her complexion perfectly, but it felt thick and rubbery. It took a few minutes before she could distinguish her own flesh from a bodysuit, and actually feel through it with her nerves. When she did, Moni felt wet. The bubble had been removed. She hacked and coughed the water out of her lungs. Then it hit her. The liquid in her lungs wasn’t drowning her. It sustained her.
The acidic water seared off her clothes, leaving only her slowly decaying boots, but it lathered her new skin like warm bathwater. Moni held her palm before her face. She didn’t see the reflection of a purple glow from her eyes. She controlled her movements and thoughts. They had accepted her.
“Can you hear me, Mariella?”
“Of course I can. You’re with your family now, mommy.” The girl smiled as her mental message rang clearly inside Moni’s head. The connection ran both ways equally. She clearly differentiated Mariella’s thoughts from her own and she could access the girl’s memories as easily as pulling up files on a computer. She zoomed back to when they first met and saw through the girl’s perspective as the black policewoman in the muddy uniform scooped her out of the mangroves and whisked her past a hostile detective Sneed.
Moni felt an odd parallel. This time, Mariella had delivered her from the wilderness and welcomed her into a new world.
Greetings from thousands of voices echoed through her head. From the intelligent dolphins to the crawling critters with simple brains, they all paid their respects. Their animal sentiments were translated into things such as, “ Happy you will help us,” and “I won’t eat you now.”
She could access their minds as well, and even gaze through their eyes. She saw a bird’s eye view of the altered lagoon from the vantage point of one of the alien flying creatures. Then, from a mutated snake-headed turtle on the edge of Patrick Air Force Base, she saw hundreds of terrified civilians huddled on the ground behind a thin line of soldiers. Colon stood at the head of the formation looking like a cornered alley cat.
“We don’t intend to kill any more of them, but we can’t let them leave,” Mariella said. “The thoughts of their commander told us that they weren’t engaging us with their most powerful weapons, because of the presence of non-combatants. I hope you can talk to them and buy us more time. The master species will be ready soon.”
How the alien race would make a difference in relations with the military, Moni didn’t know. So she probed Mariella’s mind. They could either initiate direct diplomatic efforts with some help from mental “persuasion” or they could ratchet up the war machine and raze Patrick along with everybody there. They had gained a detailed layout of the base by capturing a soldier’s head and accessing his brain.
“Before you do anything, let me speak with my government,” Moni told the thousands of collective mental listeners. “I don’t think they’ll launch an attack if they understand that we’re the only surviving refugees from your planet. If you let the civilians go, and sign a peace treaty, they might back down. But, in case they won’t listen, you better get ready because the military will go all out.”
Moni figured she’d help them by probing deep into the captive soldier’s brain and looking for signs only a human would understand. The massive worm hosted the collection of brains, which it utilized much like a computer might use spare hard drives or backup servers. The consciousnesses were gone, but the memories and processing power remained. Since they weren’t labeled neatly, Moni skipped between each captive brain and combed through its memories looking for the soldier.
She saw herself topless on the bed with tattooed black hands squeezing her breasts. That familiar deep voice said, “Yeah, girl! Give it to me!” Moni tried pulling out of his head, but Darren wouldn’t let her go. She watched through his eyes as he grabbed her hair, called her a bitch and then smacked her in the eye. The battered woman fell to her knees. Not reaching for the firearm at her side, she buried her face into her hands and pressed them on the kitchen tile as she balled tears. Standing over her, Darren said, “You ain’t leaving me.”
She didn’t leave. Moni had stayed with him for another month-until he cheated again. With his memories now open, she found that he had been fucking around since their third month together and she had caught him only twice.
Darren wasn’t the only one who hadn’t been honest with her.
“Why’d you keep his horrible mind? Why didn’t you erase what he did to me?”
“We could have destroyed his memories, but that wouldn’t erase what happened to you,” Mariella said. “You must remember why you can’t return to the humans. Their nature is violent.”
Meeting her with a steely glare, Mariella no longer resembled a little girl who drew adorable pictures with crayons. Her words sounded so stark when they came directly from her mind, instead of as persuasive thoughts inside Moni’s head. She wondered whether she had been talking to a clever machine the whole time.
“Humans are violent. And your nature is peaceful?” Moni asked. “So many people died so you could have your lagoon.”
“They died out of the necessity for our survival. We didn’t take anyone without reason. Most of them were hostile toward us.”
“For real? I’ll see about that.”
Moni cycled through the brains tethered to the worm until she found the one. Accessing the last memories before the woman had been taken, she saw her wading into the lagoon and grabbing a girl floating face down with her black hair swaying in the emerald green water. “Mariella!” she cried as she rolled her daughter over and gawked at her puffy face. The girl’s eyes didn’t open, but she retched up water and gasped for air. “ Gracias a Dios!”
The woman scooped her limp daughter up in her arms and brought her ashore. She asked the girl how she felt. Mariella shivered and chattered her teeth. Her husband rushed over and asked her what happened in Spanish, which Moni understood from the woman’s perspective. She chastised him for not watching her. In the middle of his apology, Mariella wiggled out of her mother’s arms and knelt by her side pointing at the lagoon. “No, you’ve had enough of that for one day, muchacha,” the woman said. Stubborn little Mariella felt otherwise. She took the woman’s hand and led her to the water’s edge. Her husband followed curiously.
“That’s enough,” the woman said as she stopped and planted her feet. She didn’t know why, but the woman sensed impending danger in the water. The girl clenched down on her hand. When she tried pulling free, Marellia’s grip intensified until a bone in her hand snapped. “Ow! Mariella, what are you doing?”
Those were the woman’s last words. Without understanding why, she knelt down and stuck her head into the lagoon. Scrambling for air, she pushed against the ground and kicked her legs through the dirt. A tiny yet firm hand on the back of her neck wouldn’t let her reach the surface. She felt her husband’s strong hand grip her around the waist. She latched onto him and nearly left the water. A second later, he fell in with her. She saw her husband’s bushy eyebrows and cheeks beside her in the lagoon as they were drowned by their young daughter. The purple mist fogged the water. Her memories ceased.
They had murdered a family. First they crushed the blossoming mind of a little girl and then they baited her parents into the lagoon by posing as their precious child. They had conned everyone, including Moni.
Mariella wasn’t a person. She was a vessel they had used for luring unsuspecting people into their possession. Sure, they hadn’t beheaded Moni, and plugged her brain into the worm, but she had helped them much more by being so susceptible to their manipulation. As Moni gathered information from the thousands of minds around her, it became so obvious. No adult could function as a mute, and still monitor the human response to the invasion. A little girl would draw less suspicion, yet she needed a guardian that she could speak through. Moni had fiercely shielded Mariella from questioning, and aided their ruse to make the Lagoon Watcher the focus of the investigation. By tapping into her mind, and the heads of those around her, the aliens had a player in the other team’s huddle.
They had identified the witnesses and killed them. They staged Mariella’s kidnapping with the gator, so they could kill the two people who pursued her. They led Mrs. Mint into the forest, so they could exact revenge on her for not protecting their prized host. Their sea turtle knocked Professor Swartzman out of his boat, and drowned him in acid because he had learned too much. They would have killed Aaron too, if he hadn’t escaped. And they knew full well that building their bubble over the lagoon would ignite a massacre, and trap the people on the beachside.
“You selected their fate,” Mariella said. “When you decided that your father must die so you could live safely, you demonstrated the moral choice for us. We can’t live safely on this planet without the barrier protecting us, and housing our world’s atmosphere.”
When Mariella’s words wouldn’t unveil all, Moni delved into the alien bio-machine’s thoughts. Moni’s lesson hadn’t just extended to safeguarding their species. It meant killing when confronted. They had learned by studying Moni’s past about how colonizing humans exploited the weaknesses of others. Yet, humans would shrink from a dominating show of force.
“Is that what you have in store for us once the master species breaks free from their fish bowl? You’ll pound us until we’re so terrified that we won’t go near you?” Moni scowled at Mariella, whose shrugging pixie face didn’t look so cute any more. She wondered how many times an apparently innocent glace like that with some mental “suggestions” thrown in had influenced Moni into doing horrible things. Officer Harrison and DCF Agent Roberts died because she had left them to the gator. She had shot four police officers with the girl in her arms. Detective Sneed, who had been right all along, damn him, died at her hands. She had murdered the finest officer she had ever known-the man who would have stopped the massacre if it weren’t for her. Racist or not, he saved lives. She destroyed them.
Obviously detecting her thoughts as well, Mariella seized Moni’s hands and squeezed them tight enough to grind her bones into dust. Not anymore. She was one of them now. Moni had equal strength. Her mind no longer bowed. She wiggled one hand free and drew her pistol from her ankle holster. The acidic water hadn’t devoured the weapon yet, so she knew it could do the job at close range.
“We brought you into this world because we trusted you. You rescued us. We love you, mommy.” Mariella’s eyes sparkled with a violet hue as she emitted the words into Moni’s head. “We know how painful and disorientating it is to become a hybrid species. That’s why we always erase the consciousness. We kept you because you chose to value us over your own kind, and even your own life. You belong here with us.”
Mariella rested a gentle hand against Moni’s cheek as their eyes locked. She had seen such joy on the girl’s face when she rode that horse at the ranch. She had seemed so human. Moni thought she could rescue this girl like she had wished someone could have saved her from her abusive childhood. In some perverse way, she had succeeded. She gazed upon a thriving Mariella, in the form of an alien bio-machine bent on capturing a slice of earth at all costs. She had raised an amazing daughter, for sure.
“I love you no matter what, baby. Never forget that.”
As the grinning Mariella reached up and stroked her adopted mother’s cheek, Moni brought the gun to the girl’s forehead and blew a hole through her skull.



Chapter 49


Moni dropped the gun, and cradled the trembling body of her adoptive daughter in her arms while the last gasps of life escaped her. As her eyes traced the once delicate features of Mariella’s face that she had smashed with her bullet, she burst forth with an outpouring of tears and nasal great enough to raise the water level of the lagoon. Moni gripped the tiny hand that she had once held when she led the small one away from the men, and beasts who tried to take her. It had gone cold and limp for good.
She remembered the warm hugs they shared, and how the girl’s hair smelled as it rested on her shoulder. She remembered Mariella sitting on her lap on the couch, and coloring flowers for her. Only days ago, they were mother and daughter. Moni had promised her from day one that she’d defend this child, and keep all the people who would hurt her at bay. She never thought she’d be the one…
“You betrayed us!” thousands of voices screamed inside her head.
She had. Minutes after accepting Mariella’s invitation to her world, she had killed her adoptive daughter without any outside influence. Mariella had allowed herself to become vulnerable to Moni so she could give her a gift no person had ever received. And in return, Moni had murdered the only being who truly loved her.
I didn’t want to do this! I still love you!
Moni tried sending Mariella the mental message, but found no consciousness inside that battered skull. She clutched the girl’s body against her chest, and let the hollowed out head dangle over her shoulder. Mariella had rested her head on her the same way when she felt frightened, but now Moni didn’t feel a tiny heart beating against her chest. Even after what she had done, she begged for the girl’s arms to embrace her back instead of hang limp at her sides. Her baby’s life had left her for good, and Moni had made it happen.
An alarm rang through Moni’s mind. She gazed through the clear waters and spotted a bloated manatee with sullen purple eyes parting the sands of the lagoon bed like a corpse arising from the grave. A beard of sharp bones took the place of its whiskers. Its normally gentle flippers were armed with long, curved nails. The disfigured manatee lurked towards her. Then gators breached the lagoon floor with their snouts, and emerged into open water carrying abominations of nature on their backs-human limbs, second gator heads or nests of snakes. They converged on her looking ready to fight for that scrap of meat. Their jaws bared rows of daggers that hungered to avenge the assassination of their leader, even though they would cleave the flesh of one of their own. Just above the surface of the water, the bizarre flying creatures circled over her head. She had no path of escape.
As the mutants closed within ten yards of her, Moni shut her eyes and squeezed the empty vessel that had once contained her precious Mariella. She concentrated on the mental connection that existed between her and, not just the hosts, but the microscopic ambassadors as well. Without Mariella and with the aliens still not developed, Moni had the most powerful mind on the neural network-a mind that Mariella had assured her brethren they could trust.
“Stop! Everybody halt!” Moni broadcast to every being on the alien channel. The manatee and its gator army bailed out of their charge and sank their bellies onto the bottom of the lagoon. She saw the flying creatures dart away. The farming bio-machines ceased planting, and the great worm stopped undulating and spitting out organs. “That’s enough. This mission is canceled. Abandon all possessed organisms. Take down all structures. Stop converting the water and air. Let the atmosphere seep out the top of the bubble and then take the barrier down.”
“But the master species will die!” protested one of the dolphins, which were the smartest host brains left in the network besides Moni.
“Their DNA will remain in the ambassadors living in my body. Maybe one day-maybe-I’ll find a safe place to bring them to life. Until then, every one of you outside of my body is returning the lagoon to the humans, and then shutting down. I mean it. Even the smallest of you will turn off.”
At first, she noticed the downed gators and the manatee cease their twitching. They went limp-as limp as the poor child Moni held in her arms. As the great worm that once promised rebirth dissolved into particles smaller than dust, Moni gazed into Mariella’s brown eyes. They were as still and glassy as a doll’s. It relieved her that the girl couldn’t see what she had worked so hard in building getting torn asunder. She wondered whether Mariella would have killed her to preserve her world. In pulling that trigger, Moni had assumed so.
And yet, maybe Mariella would have sacrificed all of that, and chosen her love for her mother. The shattered mind in her arms had been denied that choice by the woman who should have nurtured her.

The moment Aaron saw the footage on his mobile phone of the yellow bubble cracking like a huge clay jug he turned the patrol car around and sped back to the spot where Moni had passed through the barrier. Not only did he feel relieved that he didn’t have to tell his dad how he “borrowed” a dead officer’s cruiser, he was totally stoked that Moni had somehow done it.
Aaron hadn’t exactly expected that Moni would save humanity, or at least Brevard County, when she blindly entered the bubble. That was especially true after she killed those officers. She had to be possessed during that, he thought. He feared it would never let her go.
Now the sight of the barrier crumbling made him feel like she had broken their hold, and ended the alien invasion for good. That same notion told him that Moni would emerge onto the beachside in the same spot she had left him. When he threaded the car through the dead man’s backyard once again, sure enough, he saw her.
He hadn’t expected that he’d find her lying naked and face down in the muddy grass, though.
“Stay right there. I’m coming,” said Aaron, not that he thought she’d go running through the street in that condition.
Moni’s skin didn’t look right. It seemed darker and thicker somehow. Aaron didn’t steal too long a glance before he grabbed a jacket out of the trunk and covered her. Rolling over and clutching the jacket against her shivering flesh, she didn’t look at her supposed prince charming. She glared at her hands and then yanked a braid from atop her head before her eyes. Instead of a bunch of hairs scrunched together, it resembled a bushel of hair fused into one.
“Those hair treatments you used on your braids combined with that nasty water, make something foul,” Aaron said. “Let me help you dry it off.”
He fetched a blanket from the cruiser’s trunk. It absorbed the water from her hair pretty well, but Aaron smelled something burning. Her damp hair had singed the blanket. She had swum in the acid, and strolled on out. Moni blinked at the damage she had caused the blanket. She didn’t seem at all surprised.
Suddenly, she reached out and grabbed his wrist. When she stood up, Aaron figured he better follow. They dashed through the yard away from the lagoon, even though putting weight on his tender foot made him buckle. Seconds after they started running, what Aaron heard behind him sounded louder than a hundred school buses falling from the sky. The entire yellow bubble started collapsing, and splashing down into the lagoon. The initial cracks widened into fissures, and then massive patches with narrow strips connecting them to the greater wall. It didn’t happen in random spurts like some avalanche; each layer fell together, level by level atop one another. It looked as organized as a planned building demolition. The problem was they didn’t bother moving the bystanders out of the way. Before Aaron’s eyes a wave of crystal clear water lapped ten feet onto land. He bounded backwards as the skin-scolding tide rolled in toward his feet. Moni gripped his arm and locked him against her side. She had already brought him far enough away. When the acid receded, it left everything it touched charred and withering. If they hadn’t moved, they would have been stripped of their flesh.
Aaron and Moni stood side by side, marveling at what remained of the former ecological treasure. Fragments of the yellow alien dome floated on the surface of the water like a great scab. Corpses of gators, manatees, dolphins and bizarre blobs of biomass bobbed in the water in place of buoys. It reeked so bad of rotten eggs and decaying raw meat, that Aaron coughed and covered his mouth. It didn’t bother Moni, though. The stench slowly dissipated, along with the pieces of the barrier. The repairs had begun, but life in the lagoon wouldn’t become normal for a long time, Aaron thought. He just wished he knew where he got that notion from.
Turning to Moni, Aaron figured he better not ask the obvious, yet painful, question about Mariella. When he saw her emerge from the lagoon by herself that told him enough about her fate. But, the way she loved the little one, he never thought she’d do it.
“I know you did some bad things, and hell, I really screwed up too,” Aaron said. Moni finally locked eyes with him. Her exotic beauty, with her scalded yet resilient hair and bare shoulders, knocked him so far for a loop that he could hardly continue. “I don’t know how I’m so lucky that I made it through this with you. A lot of amazing people didn’t… They had us confused and we did horrible things that we would have never done. If we had been in control of our minds, we wouldn’t have let the people we care about get hurt.”
A single teardrop streamed down her cheek. He caught it with his palm. Moni drew closer and wrapped her hands around his shoulders. Every fiber of Aaron’s being wanted to lock lips with Moni and pour his heart into a most improbable kiss. He couldn’t do it without first asking one more question of her.
“You know who did this to us, Moni. But what I don’t understand is how you overcame their brainwashing. How did you destroy them?”
Moni parted her lips and started mouthing out words, but not a sound came out.
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