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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Angling to Be Murdered

          

        

      

    

    
      I awoke to deep, feral growls in my bedroom.

      A werewolf was at the foot of my bed.

      No, it couldn’t be. I did have an appointment today with a werewolf patient for a deworming treatment, but it was a home-health visit at the werewolf’s home, not here at mine.

      And the growls weren’t quite right. They were low and husky, not the sharp, guttural rumble of a werewolf. The growl had to be coming from one of my cats, since there were no other creatures capable of such a sound.

      Unless I was still asleep and was hearing my own snores.

      This time, hissing punctuated the growls. Yes, they were coming from a cat. And now, they were in stereo, meaning both Brenda and Bubba were upset about something.

      When you’re involved with as many supernatural creatures as I am, any intruder in your home was potentially fatal.

      As I began casting a protection spell, more growling and hissing broke out on the floor near the foot of my bed. The sounds were desperate, angry, and fearful.

      “Will you guys knock it off?” said a voice in a New York accent. “I’m trying to get some sleep here.”

      “Tony? Is that you?” I asked.

      “Yes, it’s me. Tell your cats to lose the territorial attitude. They know who I am.”

      “You’re supposed to sleep in the garage.”

      “I’m an iguana. I’m cold-blooded. It’s freaking freezing out there. I hate these Florida cold fronts. It’s still autumn. It shouldn’t be this chilly. I’ve had good friends go into cold shock on mornings like this and fall out of trees. Humans think it’s raining frozen iguanas. My best friend, Pete, fell from a tree, was taken home by a human, and turned into stew.”

      Tony was, as far as I knew, the only talking iguana in Jellyfish Beach. He’d been given to me to serve as my witch’s familiar. He was an ancient spirit, most recently inhabiting the body of a Cavalier King Charles Spaniel before being reincarnated as a common green iguana.

      “Do you mind if I sleep on the end of your bed?” he asked.

      “That’s really the cats’ territory.”

      “Looks like they believe this rug next to your bed is their territory, too. Come on, you furry freaks, give a guy a break.”

      Brenda hissed, Bubba yowled, and Tony yelped in pain.

      “Stop it, you psychos!”

      Suddenly, tumbling bodies thudded on my hardwood floor, mixed with growls, hisses, and shrieks. A flailing lizard tail hit my nightstand.

      I steadied the lamp that sat on it and turned it on. Two gray tabbies disappeared under the bed, and a four-foot-long iguana trotted from the bedroom, emitting more curse words than ever heard at a New York Mafia meeting.

      Man, there was no way I’d be able to get back to sleep. Rest constantly eluded me in the weird lifestyle I’d chosen for myself. I no longer worked the graveyard shift as a home-health nurse for vampires and other supernatural creatures, instead working normal hours with Luisa at the Jellyfish Beach Mystical Mart and Botanica. Yet, I had supernatural patients, whom I still saw on a part-time basis, constantly throwing off my body clock.

      Plus, I stupidly agreed to get involved in investigations for the botanica’s customers and for the Friends of Cryptids Society of the Americas. These investigations always involved monsters of one sort or another.

      And monsters always meant staying up late and losing sleep.

      I sighed and got out of bed. Shuffling into the kitchen, I turned on the lights and put on a kettle of water for tea, then turned on the TV to watch the local news.

      Jellyfish Beach has its own newspaper, but it’s too small to have its own TV stations. We rely on the stations in nearby, slightly larger Mullet City to cover the news throughout Crab County.

      You know how local news is: stories about commuting woes, new strip malls, school-board controversies, and some guy turning 100 at the assisted-living community. I wasn’t really paying attention to the stories as I brewed my tea.

      Until I heard the words “murder” and “Jellyfish Beach.”

      There were hardly any murders in Jellyfish Beach, at least not actual murders committed by humans. The occasional incident of some poor soul being mauled by an out-of-control werewolf was written off as a dog attack. Only the few of us who knew about monsters suspected that when someone disappeared, they might have been digested.

      The humans simply didn’t kill each other very often. It wasn’t that kind of town. And the supernaturals here were usually careful about not killing humans and drawing attention to themselves.

      Apparently, today’s victim could be the exception. The newscaster said the deceased was a fisherman named Gerald Holstein, then showed a recent photo of the victim. He looked like your typical crusty old retiree, of which Jellyfish Beach had an abundance.

      His body was discovered stuffed in a garbage can at the boat ramp. His boat was found a mile away, having drifted down the Intracoastal Waterway into mangrove trees on the shore. The cause of death was not revealed, though the authorities were certain it was a homicide.

      The reporter mentioned this was the brief window in the fall when red snapper could legally be harvested offshore. He said Holstein had more than the legal limit of the fish in his cooler, which was found sitting beside the garbage can.

      The weather woman came on to talk about the cold front, and I stopped paying attention. I thought about the rules and regulations of fishing meant to preserve healthy populations of the various species. Matt had told me he’d recently been assaulted at the beach when he’d caught a snook, unaware the season had closed the day before. He was hit in the head from behind and never saw his attacker. Planning to keep the fish was an honest mistake, he claimed. He felt lucky he hadn’t been killed.

      I also remembered that Mrs. Lupis and Mr. Lopez of the Friends of Cryptids Society had warned me about sightings in the area of an unidentified monster not native to Florida.

      Could the monster be responsible for killing Holstein?

      If so, what exactly was I supposed to do?

      My doorbell rang. I rushed to open it and found Mrs. Lupis and Mr. Lopez standing there, silhouetted by the dawn’s light.

      How did they always mysteriously show up at opportune times like this?

      “Good morning,” Mr. Lopez said. “We bring information.”

      “Did you bring donuts, too?”

      They ignored me. The two strange agents in gray suits weren’t much for humor.

      I let them in, and they marched to the kitchen without being led.

      “Would you like some tea?” I asked.

      “I’m sufficiently caffeinated,” Mr. Lopez said.

      “With milk and sugar, please,” said his partner.

      The two sat at my kitchen table, hands folded atop it, and stared at me solemnly while I prepared the tea.

      “What information do you have for me?” I asked as I placed the cup, the milk, and the sugar in front of Mrs. Lupis.

      “We have credible reports a munuane is in town,” she replied.

      “A what?”

      “An ogre known as the grandfather, or guardian, of the fishes,” said Mr. Lopez.

      “Its legend comes from the Guahibo people who live in southern Venezuela and eastern Colombia. Like so many people from those countries, it has moved to South Florida. We don’t know why, since it’s obviously not coming here for work. We suspect climate change is to blame.”

      “We have had reports of additional munuanes appearing in the Everglades,” Mr. Lopez said, “which makes sense based on its native habitat of forests, jungles, and savannas, as well as freshwater rivers that flow into the tidal estuaries. But it is unusual that this one has appeared on the more heavily populated coast.”

      “Who gives you the reports?” I asked.

      The two exchanged a glance.

      “Others like you,” Mrs. Lupis said.

      “There are others like me?”

      “None quite like you,” Mr. Lopez said with what I believed was a smile.

      “What am I supposed to do?”

      “There was a murder,” he said. “Perhaps the munuane was responsible.”

      “It was on the news less than thirty minutes ago. And you guys are here already?”

      “We’re well connected,” Mrs. Lupis said.

      “I see.”

      “Munuanes protect marine life from over-fishing and from cruel handling,” Mr. Lopez continued.

      “A friend of mine was attacked for harvesting a fish during the closed season for that species. But he wasn’t hurt badly. Could the munuane have done that?”

      Mr. Lopez nodded. “Somehow, for creatures not known to be especially intelligent, they keep up with all the latest fishing regulations.”

      “Maybe they have an app.”

      Again, the two partners were not amused by my joke.

      “One reason the munuane is here on the more populated coast is that there is more fishing pressure on the marine populations,” Mr. Lopez said.

      “You never answered me about what you want me to do.”

      “Munuanes sometimes attack merely to give a warning, like with your friend,” Mr. Lopez said. “Often, however, they kill. According to legend, they use an arrow, but we didn’t see that method used on the fisherman yesterday. In any event, this is the classic problem we encounter at the Society—when monsters kill humans. We can’t allow the creatures to be discovered by the authorities. It would be, of course, fatal to the creatures and compromise our work at the Society. Also, we don’t want to see humans killed. Of course.”

      “Of course.” I had a feeling protecting humans was secondary in importance.

      “We need you to discover if there is, in fact, a munuane in the area and if it killed the fisherman,” Mrs. Lupis said. “If so, our local enforcer will convince it to change its ways or move to another territory.”

      “Or it will be put down,” Mr. Lopez added. His expression was dark.

      The “enforcer” was Angela, whom I’d met recently. She looked every bit the role of librarian at the public library, which was her day job. You would never guess she was an enforcer, but she could be lethal.

      “What do munuanes look like?”

      “They’re ogres,” Mr. Lopez said. “Which means they’re big and strong, and humans are part of their diet. I assume the reason the fisherman wasn’t eaten was to send a warning message.”

      “They’re hairy and don’t have eyes in their heads,” added Mrs. Lupis. “Their eyes are on their knees and are their most vulnerable points. They’re also said to lack teeth, so they bring their victims home and cook them before eating. We don’t know how accurate the legends are.”

      I remembered something from the news. “It was reported that the fisherman had more than the legal limit of red snapper in his cooler. Was that why he was killed?”

      “Most likely.”

      “If, in fact, a munuane was responsible,” Mr. Lopez said.

      “Okay. If there’s one or more munuanes around here, how do I find them?”

      “You can violate fishing regulations,” Mr. Lopez said with a semblance of a smile. “Then, they will find you.”

      “They live in the deepest parts of forests along the water,” Mrs. Lupis explained. “There aren’t many forests left in South Florida, aside from the state and national preserves. That’s where you should search.”

      As if I had time to truck around in the wilderness looking for a legendary monster.

      “You know, I have a job at the botanica, plus my home-health nursing. I’m very busy.”

      “You also have magic,” Mrs. Lupis said with a piercing look. “We suggest you use it.”
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      After the partners in gray departed, I called Matt. He mumbled groggily.

      “It’s time to get up,” I said. “Can you meet me for a quick breakfast before you go into the newsroom?”

      “I’m going in late today because I have to cover a city council meeting tonight.”

      “Well, you’re already up now. I’ll meet you at the usual place in forty-five minutes.”

      He was late, of course, his hair still wet from his shower and his face unshaven. His smile was strained as he sat across from me on the patio of the café that faced the beach.

      After we ordered, I launched right into business.

      “I need more details about when you were attacked on the beach. Give me a blow-by-blow account, if you’ll pardon the pun.”

      “It was before dawn during the summer, when snook sometimes show up in the surf, as opposed to just the inlet and Intracoastal Waterway. It didn’t even occur to me it was the first day of the closed season.” He sounded ashamed.

      “I don’t care that you did something wrong,” I said. “I want to hear about how you were attacked. And why you didn’t see your attacker, even though you were in the open with no place for it to hide?”

      “You really think a supernatural creature did it?”

      I nodded. “An ogre from South America called the munuane. Please go on.”

      “I have two theories. Someone—or something—came from the road and was good at moving quietly while I was focused on the adrenaline rush of landing the fish. Or someone came from the sea. I thought I saw someone on a paddle board to the south. That was just before hooking the fish, and I didn’t look in that direction again. He could have beached his board and snuck around behind me.”

      I had done more research on munuanes, and I read that the creatures used rafts to travel through the waters of their realm. Using a paddle board would be a fitting contemporary touch.

      “You didn’t see or hear him come up behind you,” I said. “Did you smell anything?”

      “Funny you ask. I do remember a funky, unwashed dog smell right before I got clobbered. But I didn’t think about it at the time with all the natural ocean scents around me.”

      “Then what happened? Please be specific.”

      “I got hammered on the head. I think it was with something wooden because of the sound it made.”

      “Like a paddle?”

      “Maybe. I wasn’t knocked unconscious, just stunned. I fell to my knees. This was right after I put the fish in my bag. I heard a splash and saw the fish swimming through the shallows back into the ocean. Obviously, the dude who hit me chucked the fish back. I don’t know how he got it out of the bag so quickly. I looked behind me, and there was no one there. That’s the end of the story.”

      “Did you report it to the police?”

      “No. Not after I realized I was a day too late to be able to keep the fish. Plus, I had no details about the guy who hit me. I was pretty sure I didn’t have a concussion, so I blew it off.”

      “The munuanes are said to eat their victims, so count yourself lucky.”

      “Yeah, the bonk on the head was also better than a huge fine from Fish and Wildlife.”

      “So says the guy on a reporter’s salary.”

      “I take it you’re interrogating me because the Friends of Cryptids are interested in this monster? They think it’s behind the murder at the boat ramp yesterday?”

      “They want me to find out if a munuane did it. But I don’t have access to any of the forensic evidence the police collected.”

      “From what I hear, they gathered very little. And the murder wasn’t caught on any of the surveillance cameras at the park.”

      “Part of my assignment is to find the munuane—and there could be more than one in the area—and document it with photos or video. I don’t know how I will find it.”

      “With magic?”

      “That’s what my reps from the Society said, but people don’t understand. I can’t find someone or something just like that.” I snapped my fingers. “The locator spell I know requires a physical object containing the psychic energy of the person or creature I’m looking for. I have another spell that sends out sensors randomly based on a mental image I have of the search subject. But I’ve never seen a munuane—only an illustration someone dreamed up. It would be no better than sending drones over a forest, looking for Bigfoot. Unless I can find a better spell, I’m afraid I’ll have to physically search for the creature.”

      “I’ll go with you.”

      “Thanks, but it will be like the old needle-in-a-haystack cliché.”

      “It will be more effective if we use bait to lure it,” Matt said with a conspiratorial grin.

      “You mean fish unethically? That’s what Mrs. Lupis and Mr. Lopez suggested.”

      “Yeah. Or we pretend to.”

      “You might get eaten this time.”

      “Unless I can run away faster than you.”
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      George was a long-time patient of mine. He was also an Old World ogre. There were many supernatural creatures who lived in and around Jellyfish Beach, but they didn’t congregate in communities the way the retired vampires at Squid Tower and the aging werewolves of Seaweed Manor did. There simply weren’t enough members of the other species to form communities of their own.

      I had two troll patients who lived, appropriately enough, in condos at the foot of a bridge. They could pass themselves off in public as human—large, lumbering humans—but couldn’t go to human doctors without revealing that they were trolls. That’s why they needed my services.

      It was the same for George, who lived in a golf course community just west of town. He had a convincing story that he once was a defensive tackle with the NFL, which explained his enormous bulk and lack of a discernible neck. His slightly green complexion and pointy ears were harder to explain away.

      I met him on his lanai, which faced a lush fairway. We sipped iced tea while he gnawed at a bone that looked like a human femur. I didn’t want to know.

      “You think, just because I’m an ogre, I would know about this menudo?” he asked in his gruff voice.

      “Munuane.”

      “I met a human once. His name was Dave. Do you know him?”

      “I get the point. Sorry. I just don’t know many ogres, and I thought you might have some insights about how to find him. I only have his best interests in mind.”

      “You’ll have better luck looking into the indigenous people who named him. Where did you say he was from?”

      “Colombia and Venezuela.”

      “One thing you need to keep in mind is to not rely on the folklore about beings like us to inform your decisions. Even back in the days of yore, hardly any of the folks who sat around the fire and told stories about ogres had ever actually seen one. They’re just repeating tales they heard from someone else and putting their own spin on them. A lot of what you’ll read about this munololo⁠—”

      “Munuane.”

      “—is just made up. He or she probably has habits more like modern humans,” George said as he absentmindedly scrolled through his phone with a thumb half the size of the screen. There were scratches all over it from his long black nails.

      “The recurring theme of these legends is that the munuane is the grandfather of the fishes and protector of the waterways. That’s why the people I work for think he murdered the fisherman at the boat ramp. And I think he attacked a friend of mine who caught and intended to keep a snook off season.”

      George shrugged his massive shoulders beneath a tight, green golf polo that went well with his complexion.

      “One thing I can say about ogres is that we’re very single-minded and determined. If this—whatever’s he’s called—is out to protect the fish population, nothing’s gonna stop him from doing that. And that’s difficult with all the humans moving to Florida.” He gestured at the homes across the fairway.

      “You moved to Florida, too, and bought a house,” I reminded him.

      “Yeah. Back when it was less crowded. Anyway, don’t be surprised if more fishermen end up dead.”
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      George was right. Right after I left the ogre’s gated community, my phone rang.

      “How close are you to the Wikowackee Preserve?” Matt asked.

      “Actually, I’m in the area.”

      “Go there now. I just heard over my police scanner that the bodies of two fishermen were found. Suspected homicides. I’m on the way.”

      “Okay. See you there.”

      The Wikowackee National Wildlife Preserve was an enormous tract of pristine wilderness. You could call it the northern tip of the Everglades, the river of grass that once flowed unimpeded from Central Florida lakes to Florida Bay at the southern tip of the peninsula. The preserve was grasslands and forests carved up by winding rivers and creeks crowded with fish and alligators.

      Nothing seemed out of the ordinary as I drove down the entrance road. I passed a group of birdwatchers emerging from a forest trail, laden with binoculars and cameras with telephoto lenses. The turnoff to the visitors’ center was to my right, but I saw flashing lights far ahead of me where the road ended at the boat ramps.

      I slowed as the asphalt turned into a dirt road. I parked in a sandy parking lot beside a wide creek of dark water with banks of tall grasses. Two dirt ramps to the water were flanked by wooden fishing piers.

      Unlike the boat ramp on the Intracoastal where the first body was found, these ramps were remote and closed at night. Here, there was freshwater instead of saltwater, but the purpose was the same: catching fish.

      The victims’ jon boat had run aground and was surrounded by first responders and crime-scene techs.

      I parked and approached the scene until a Crab County Sheriff’s deputy waved me away.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “Just an accident. There’s nothing to see.”

      “Was it fatal?”

      The deputy, a slight Hispanic male, paused, then admitted, “Yeah. Good thing they died in their boat. Usually, when we find deceased fishermen out here, they’ve been chewed up by gators too badly to tell what happened to them.”

      “So, what happened to these guys?”

      “That has to be determined by the medical examiner.”

      “Were they beaten to death?” I asked.

      “I’m not authorized to say, ma’am. Could you move along, please?”

      Matt’s beat-up pickup truck clattered into the parking lot in a cloud of dust. He parked near my car and jumped out, striding toward the deputy and me.

      “Hey, Alberto!” he said, waving to the deputy. “What do we have here?”

      The deputy seemed to recognize Matt, but was unsure until Matt flashed his press ID.

      “I’m not authorized to⁠—”

      Matt barged past him and gestured for me to follow.

      “This is my researcher,” Matt explained as we left the deputy in our wake.

      The deputy watched us impotently as we approached the crime scene. I had the feeling Matt did this kind of thing all the time.

      “Did you hear on the scanner how they died?” I asked Matt.

      “They were shot. You told me munuanes shoot their victims with arrows.”

      “That’s just folklore,” I said, echoing George. “I’m sure they have adopted modern killing technology.”

      We wove our way through first responders, who were milling about with no lives to save, and approached the beached boat with two crime-scene techs aboard taking photos. An older, beer-bellied deputy wearing a badge and plain clothes walked up to Matt with authority.

      “Who gave you permission to crash my party, Rosen?”

      “It’s nice to see you, too, Sergeant. What do you make of the scene?”

      “We have two victims, both male. Their boat ran aground at high speed about forty minutes ago. Fishermen who were preparing to launch at the ramp ran over and saw the occupants lying prone on the deck.”

      “They were shot?” Matt asked.

      “Looks like gunshots to the head at close range.”

      “Were they fishing illegally?” I asked.

      The detective looked at me like he only just now noticed I was there.

      “No. They were hunting gators. We’re checking to see if they had permits. Oh, the M.E. is here.” The sergeant abruptly turned away and intercepted a middle-aged woman striding from the parking lot to the boat.

      “Do you really think this munuane is killing people for violating fishing and hunting regulations?” Matt asked me. “I mean, it seems kind of bureaucratic for a monster to get caught up in enforcing the minutia of the law. I’m a first-time offender, so I just get bonked in the head. Same if your fish is one inch too short. But if it’s a more serious offense, you get killed?”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right. I’m taking the oral legends too literally. Maybe he kills anyone he comes across who is greedy and harvests too many of the same creatures the munuane is hunting. Who knows?”

      Matt was watching the medical examiner and sergeant approach the boat.

      “Let’s get closer and try to overhear.”

      We walked as casually as we could around the fringes of the personnel on site until we got close enough to the grounded boat that I could see the two bodies on the deck.

      The first responders were already returning to their trucks, the crime-scene techs were packing their gear, and two men from the medical-examiner’s office were wheeling gurneys toward the boat.

      Whenever the breeze shifted in our direction, I heard snippets of conversation. They meant nothing to me until the medical examiner spoke with conviction.

      “It wasn’t a firearm. They were shot with the bang stick they used for killing gators.”

      Matt and I looked at each other.

      “The munuane has a sense of irony,” I said. “Did they ever release the cause of death for the snapper fisherman?”

      Matt searched his newspaper archives on his phone.

      “Okay, I think I found something . . . ew, gross.”

      “What?”

      “Gerald Holstein was drowned in the half-melted ice of his cooler with all the dead snapper he had caught. Someone must have forced his head in there and held it down. Not a pleasant way to go—drowning in ice water and fish slime.”

      “Asphyxiated like the fish he caught. More irony.”

      “Are ogres capable of irony?”

      “Why not? If you move from remote jungles to crowded South Florida, you’ve got to develop a sense of irony just to survive.”

      “If you were a monster and moved to an unfamiliar area, wouldn’t you want to avoid drawing attention to yourself?”

      He had a point. I don’t know why one or more munuanes moved to Florida—whether it was because of climate change or other reasons—but killing people to send a message would not be a priority.

      “If humans did this,” I said, “the Friends of Cryptids Society doesn’t have to worry about the munuane getting arrested.”

      “Yeah. You don’t need to investigate this, then. Just let the cops find the murderer.”

      “No, I still have to find the munuane and get photos or videos of it.”

      “Can’t you tell those cryptid creeps to buzz off?”

      “Luisa and I are both financially dependent upon them. The botanica doesn’t make enough money on its own, and even with my home-health visits on the side, I wouldn’t survive without the cryptid creeps. I plan to go with your idea and try to lure the munuane. But I don’t want to do it out here with all the alligators and mosquitos.”

      “Then we’ll do it at the north causeway at night. Snook are still out of season, and there’s good catch-and-release fishing for them there. Maybe I’ll catch one or two. Maybe I’ll decide to keep one. We might prove or put to rest the theory that the munuanes punish rule breakers.”
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      The north causeway existed at a point where the Intracoastal Waterway was too wide for a bridge to span it. Decades ago, manmade peninsulas with roads were built jutting out from the opposite shores, leaving a gap at the deepest and most navigable channel. A tall bridge was built to span the gap. The land segments of the causeway were turned into parks, providing lots of waterfront access to the public.

      A small fishing pier was also built at the end of the west causeway, extending beneath the tall bridge, taking advantage of its shade. At night, the lights of the bridge spotlighted the water below, attracting fish within easy casting distance from the pier. That was where we went.

      I had presumed it would be deserted this late at night and was surprised to find so many people spending their Saturday night at the pier, hidden from view from the bridge. Families with folding chairs, young couples on dates, and the hardcore fishermen that Matt called pier rats lined the railings of the pier, against which they leaned their rods, hoping to catch snapper, sheepshead, and redfish. I hoped everyone would leave soon. I didn’t want the munuane to be scared off or, worse, attack an ordinary person.

      “This is a good cheap date,” I said to Matt.

      “It’s only cheap if you don’t spend too much on live bait.”

      “You must really impress the girls.”

      He glared at me. “I don’t date. I thought you knew that.”

      Yes, I did. Matt was waiting for me to come around. I didn’t know if I was capable of romantic love anymore. If I ever was, I hoped Matt would be the recipient.

      He became all business once he had our lines in the water. I’m not into fishing like Matt is, and he explained he usually only used lures when he fished, but tonight, we would use live bait, under the theory that the more creatures we disrupted, the more likely we would attract the munuane. So, I had a live shrimp on my line, and he had a mullet on his.

      “Do you know any spells that could attract fish?” Matt asked.

      “Isn’t that unsportsmanlike?”

      “Heck, yes. We’re supposed to be greedy, unethical fishermen who deserve to be punished.”

      A nearby pier rat, who was tossing a cast net into the water, glanced at us, cigarette dangling from his lips. I cringed, wondering what he had heard us say.

      “I’m not using magic to help us catch fish,” I said at a lower volume. “I can open up my psychic sense, though, so, hopefully, I’ll know if a supernatural creature is approaching.”

      The bail of my spinning reel was open to let the shrimp on my hook drift freely in the current, and suddenly my line spat from the reel.

      “I think something’s taken your shrimp. Reel it in.”

      I cranked the handle until I met resistance. My rod jerked and bent like an upside-down U.

      “Woo-wee! You’ve got a fish! Keep your rod pointed up.”

      My fishing pole throbbed from the underwater fight as I reeled in the line. Occasionally, the reel’s drag screamed as the fish gained back line.

      Finally, a flopping fish was splashing at the surface of the water below us. Matt leaned over the rail with a long-handled net and scooped up a mangrove snapper.

      “Let’s put the poor guy back,” I said as Matt measured and unhooked the legal-sized fish.

      “We have to anger the munuane.” Matt said, placing the snapper in a large bucket of seawater and flicking the switch of a battery-operated box clipped to it. “The aerator will keep the fish we catch alive until we’re ready to quit. Then, we can release them.”

      We had arrived at the pier close to midnight, when we assumed it would be deserted. After about an hour, the crowd finally dissipated until we were the only ones there. This was despite the fact that the fish were still biting. We soon had our legal limit of snapper in three buckets.

      Matt caught another snapper, and we were officially over our limit. Almost as if on cue, my scalp tingled, and the hair on the back of my head stood up.

      “Something is out there,” I whispered.

      Matt stopped what he was doing and peered into the darkness. Aside from the isolated circles of light on the water from the lamps above, the area between them was pitch black. The massive bridge blocked the sky in front of us, except far to the left and right. Only a red and a green light on bridge pilings next to the channel, far off the end of the pier, pierced the darkness like artificial stars.

      A silhouette passed in front of the red light. Did I see a paddling movement?

      I touched Matt’s arm and pointed, but the shadow had already passed, and the light was visible again.

      We stood frozen and listened. There was nothing but a faint breeze and the water lapping against the pilings of the pier. Now and then, a sudden plunk of a snook sucking in a baitfish made me jump. The only other sounds were the echoes of tires across the metal grating of the drawbridge out over the channel.

      Until the faint splash of a paddle came from just off the end of the pier.

      My heart went into my throat, and Matt seized my hand. I quickly went through the steps of a basic protection spell that would contain both of us. Concentrating when panic surges through you is not easy, believe me.

      Another splash, even closer this time. It’s so much easier to hear sounds over water, and I swore I heard a coarse intake of breath and a low murmur of unintelligible words.

      The munuane was coming for us. I was certain of it.

      That’s why I was confused when a bright light came from behind us. It flooded the entire pier, as well as the water under the bridge in front of us.

      The light reflected in a pair of yellow eyes near the surface of the water, only yards away, before they quickly disappeared.

      A large splash of someone or something heavy came from where the eyes had disappeared.

      Matt and I turned to find the source of the blinding light—a spotlight from a vehicle pulled up at the end of the pier.

      A figure silhouetted by the light walked toward us. It was a human.

      “How are y’all doing?” asked an aggressive male voice.

      “Um, just fine,” Matt said.

      “Y’all catch any fish?”

      The man was close enough now that I could see he was in uniform. As he came right up to us, the paltry ambient light made the patch on his shirt legible: Florida Fish & Wildlife Conservation Commission.

      “Yes, sir. We caught a few,” Matt said.

      “Mind if I look in your buckets?” the officer asked. Without waiting for an answer, he shined a flashlight into each bucket where our catches swam in circles in the oxygenated water.

      “Looks like you have one too many snapper, my friends.”

      “As you can see, we’ve kept them alive,” Matt said. “We were going to release the smallest one.”

      “That’s good to know, but your future intentions don’t matter when it comes to the law. You’re over the limit, and I’m afraid I’m going to have to issue a citation.”

      “Really? For just one fish?” I asked. My fear hadn’t gone away enough to give my famous pleading tone enough power.

      “Yes. It’s for a good cause. The preservation of our fishing stock is important for the economy of Florida and for future generations.”

      “Yes, sir,” Matt and I said in unison as the officer wrote on his pad and tore off the ticket.

      He waited while Matt emptied a bucket into the water, releasing the extra fish that just cost us a lot of money, along with all the rest. If the officer was surprised when Matt released them all, he didn’t
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