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            Up in Smoke

          

        

      

    

    
      “It must come from your gut,” Angela instructed me.

      “It is coming from my gut,” I replied, grunting. “I’m about to give myself a hernia.”

      It was a peaceful evening in Angela’s upscale Jellyfish Beach neighborhood, and I was attempting to levitate an elephant. What else would I be doing on a Sunday night?

      You see, I was visiting Angela for my weekly magic lessons. The powerful mage, a title reserved for the highest level of witches, had finally forgiven me for briefly suspecting her in the murder of a voodoo sorcerer (long story). We had resumed my lessons, for which she accepted no payment other than an expensive bottle of single malt Scotch every week.

      Percy, the elephant with human intelligence thanks to voodoo genetic editing, had escaped yet again from the safari park where he lived. He was smitten with me and, somehow, found me here at Angela’s. Fortunately, he had rudimentary magic skills that allowed him to travel here without being seen by humans.

      Angela had told him that, if he was going to keep interrupting our lessons, we might as well use him in them.

      Hence, my assignment was to levitate the 10,000-pound pachyderm. And I swear he’d gained a few hundred pounds since I saw him last. Life was easy at the safari park where he lived.

      My love for you, babe, makes your magic strong enough to raise my body above the earth, he said to me telepathically.

      “Nonsense,” Angela said, having heard his flirting. “Missy was born with nascent telekinetic powers. She’s never fully developed them. Only magic—not your puppy love—can allow her to reach her full potential.”

      All I am, then, is a prop?

      “When you show up uninvited, yes,” Angela replied.

      She seemed a bit too rude to me, but Angela took her magic very seriously. In fact, it had saved her life on many occasions. Hopefully, she hadn’t hurt Percy’s feelings.

      Anything I can do to help, he said sarcastically.

      So, here we were in Angela’s backyard on the shore of beautiful Lake Algae, multi-million-dollar homes beside us and facing us across the palm-tree-lined waters. And I was lifting an elephant into the air.

      Telekinesis had never been a necessary tool for my magic. I discovered I had the ability when I hit adolescence but used it for little more than party tricks, such as bending spoons or stopping the fall of an accidentally dropped object. This was before I learned I had the magic gene.

      I had mastered the ability to load and unload my dishwasher with my mind alone, but, frankly, it was faster to do it by hand. As my magic skills improved, I used my telekinesis only to enhance certain spells.

      When Angela learned I was telekinetic, she was more excited about it than I was.

      “On its own, your telekinesis can only move inanimate objects and cooperative creatures like this elephant. But to create truly powerful magic, you must harvest every drop of energy available to you,” she had said. “That’s why your natural paranormal abilities need to be fully strengthened and developed.”

      Therefore, with my mind alone and without any magic, I lifted Percy in the air in Angela’s backyard, between her swimming pool and her dock. It was essentially strength training, like lifting weights. Up and down, up and down, in three sets of eight reps.

      Straining my mind, I lifted him above the top of the cocoplum hedge along Angela’s property line. This would have exposed the floating elephant to her neighbors had he not made himself invisible to them.

      Angela and I could see Percy, though. His lovesick eyes filling with anxiety as he rose into the air.

      “Do you smell that smoke?” Angela asked. “It’s not firewood smoke.”

      It was winter, and in South Florida, whenever it dipped below 75 degrees Fahrenheit, it was fireplace weather. But Angela was correct. This odor was not a burning log or even that fake firewood.

      It had the toxic odor of paint, metal, plastic, and other substances, including wood.

      In short, someone’s house was on fire.

      “Over there,” Angela said, pointing. “It’s someone in my neighborhood.”

      A column of dark smoke rose from a point along the lake south of here. Her immediate neighbors’ homes blocked our view of the actual house.

      Angela’s backyard trembled from a large impact, followed by an angry trumpeting.

      “Oops. Sorry, Percy,” I said.

      The fire had distracted me, breaking my telekinetic hold on Percy and dropping him to the ground.

      I am only a dumbbell to you.

      “No,” I replied. “You’re a sweet friend. And the only five-ton object here for me to lift.”

      “I’m going to see whose house is on fire and if they need help,” Angela said. “You can come with me if you want.”

      We jogged around the side of her house and got into her giant Cadillac from another era. She drove through this older but expensive neighborhood toward the billowing smoke. I heard sirens approaching.

      The road curved sharply to the left, and there the house was directly in front of us, the second story engulfed in flames. It was a new home, having replaced a smaller, older one that had been knocked down. Built in a modern style that I found showy and unattractive, it was also, apparently, highly flammable.

      Small groups of neighbors watched the blaze from safe distances, but the first responders weren’t here yet. Angela pulled up right in front of the house, jumped out of the car, and raced to the front door. I’d never seen anyone move so fast into danger, especially not a librarian in her seventies.

      She tried the front door, but it was locked. She rang the doorbell and pounded on the door.

      “Is anyone in there?” she shouted. “I’m coming in to help!”

      She must have cast a spell to unlock the door because she yanked it open, causing us to be hit by a wall of dark smoke.

      Angela disappeared into the smoke. I was right behind her, casting a protection spell for myself, though I wasn’t sure if it would protect me from flames.

      An explosion of glass shattering erupted above me right before I went inside. All the upstairs windows blew out. Then, the downstairs windows did, too.

      I couldn’t see Angela because the smoke was too thick. I heard her calling out, asking if anyone needed help.

      Her voice sounded like it was ascending to the upstairs.

      A hand grabbed my shoulder from behind. I screamed.

      “Get out, now!” shouted the firefighter, wearing a face shield and oxygen mask beneath his helmet.

      “My friend is going upstairs, looking for victims,” I said, the smoke searing my throat. Even my protection spell couldn’t withstand the smoke and heat. I stumbled outside in a panic about Angela.

      Another firefighter entered the house, searching for victims, while others held fire hoses, aiming at the heart of the fire. A mechanized ladder rose above the house with a nozzle that shot water into the upper windows.

      Angela emerged from the house and walked slowly over to me. Her face was covered with soot, and her hair was singed, but she looked fine.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “My magic protected me. I couldn’t find anyone inside except for one person. Dead. I couldn’t tell who it was, or whether it was male or female, before the firefighters kicked me out.”

      “Why did you take such a risk going in there?”

      “Because I knew my magic would protect me, if only for a short period. And because I suspected this was arson and a murder attempt.”

      “How in the world could you tell? With a spell?”

      “No. Because this home belongs to Pierre Dunott. A city commissioner. And the most hated person in Jellyfish Beach. Well, I was right. Someone died in there.”

      “Did you honestly think you could save him?”

      “I knew the chances were very slim. But I had another reason to go in. I wanted to sense if magic was involved in this fire. And the answer is no. The fire wasn’t caused by black magic and not by a dragon or other supernatural creature. Finally, a death of a human that the Friends of Cryptids Society doesn’t have to get involved in.”

      Little did she know she was wrong about that.
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      Angela and I were forced to stand with the other neighbors behind yellow tape, far from the destroyed home. Matt had arrived and used his press pass to venture onto the property to pester the firefighters and cops.

      From my vantage point, it appeared that the first responders were strongly encouraging Matt to go away, but they didn’t know him like I did. Try telling a mosquito to leave you alone without swatting it.

      After the fire was completely extinguished, the home now a blackened, smoldering husk, the first responders and onlookers began leaving. Only then did Matt make his way to Angela and me.

      “They can’t confirm it yet, but they’re pretty sure the deceased was Pierre Dunott,” Matt told us. “They also said it was arson because they found traces that an accelerant was used—most likely gasoline.”

      “That confirms that the supernatural world was not involved,” Angela said.

      Matt nodded. “The question the medical examiner needs to answer is whether Dunott died in his sleep from smoke inhalation or the fire itself. Or if he was murdered beforehand.”

      After Angela had said Dunott was the most-hated man in Jellyfish Beach, she had explained to me why. He abused his power as a city commissioner to retaliate against local business owners who had once supported him but switched their allegiance to Dunott’s political rival. By “support,” she meant not just their votes in a recent election but oodles of campaign contributions which were now cut off.

      In response, Dunott harassed them incessantly by ordering the police to pursue alleged code violations, revoking permits, even sending thugs to disrupt their operations.

      “Do you think any of the business owners he harassed are responsible?” I asked Matt.

      “That’s exactly what I think. Dunott’s behavior was reported to the commission, and they were supposedly investigating it. So were the police. But nothing was done to right the wrongs.” He glanced behind him at the ruins of the house. “Until now.”

      “He didn’t deserve the death penalty,” Angela said.

      “No, he didn’t,” Matt replied. “But apparently, someone believed he did.”
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      Matt called me a day later.

      “I heard from my source at the medical examiner’s office. They believe the body was Dunott’s. Also, he didn’t have smoke stains inside his nostrils or signs of smoke inhalation in his lungs. No carbon monoxide in his blood, either.”

      “Does that mean he was dead before the fire?” I asked.

      “I believe so. The M.E.’s office says there are rare cases in which the fire can be so hot and spread so fast that the victim’s lungs seal themselves, and the person dies before inhaling any smoke. The fact that there was an accelerant backs up that theory. But I’m not so sure.”

      “Did they find any other possible cause of death?”

      “The fire made that very difficult to determine. It looks like the body had penetration wounds, but we won’t know for sure about that until the autopsy. We also need to see what the toxicology reports say when they come back, in case he was poisoned.”

      “Let me know if you learn anything,” I said. This case was interesting to me because I had been personally on the scene. Thankfully, however, no cryptids or other supernatural creatures were involved. I was a mere spectator with no skin in the game.

      Talk about self-deluded.
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      Two days after the fire, my doorbell rang at 5:35 a.m. My intuition told me who was at the door, and my intuition was right.

      “We must download you immediately,” Mrs. Lupis said.

      “It is of utmost importance,” added Mr. Lopez.

      “Do you realize what time it is?” I clutched my bathrobe closed against the chilly morning air. Chilly for a South Floridian, that is.

      “We apologize for not coming even earlier,” said Mrs. Lupis. “We only now learned a supernatural species had been living in this part of the state, which is beyond its documented range.”

      “And now it’s dead,” her partner said.

      “What kind of critter?”

      “A loup-garou,” they said in unison.

      “A what?”

      “It’s a species of werewolf normally found in the French-speaking Canadian provinces and Louisiana, where it is sometimes called the Rougarou,” said Mr. Lopez. “Some scholars call them high lycans. I call them bad news. They’re much more powerful and dangerous than common werewolves.”

      “Really?” As far as I was concerned, regular werewolves were dangerous enough.

      “Absolutely,” he replied. “Even in human form, they’re stronger and more difficult to kill than a typical human. They’re often smarter, too. When they shift to wolf form, they’re larger and more vicious than a typical werewolf. But they can also shift into a form that combines human with wolf. They can walk upright on two legs and have human-like hands.”

      “Meaning they can use human weapons,” Mrs. Lupis added.

      “They also have more control over when they shift. They can resist shifting during a full moon.”

      “Wow,” I said. “But if this one is dead, we have nothing to worry about.”

      My handlers exchanged looks of exasperation.

      “We wanted to document and catalog it,” Mrs. Lupis said as if speaking to a child.

      “Right. Sorry you missed out. If that’s all, I’ll be going back to sleep now.”

      “That’s not all,” Mr. Lopez said. “Not for you. We need to find out who killed this loup-garou. Meaning, you need to find out.”

      “Why?”

      “Because the well-being of cryptids is our mission at the Society, including finding out the causes and culprits when they are harmed. And it’s your job to implement it. Was he murdered by another supernatural creature? Or by humans—most likely more than one—who knew he was supernatural?”

      When I received the humongous grant from them, I knew there would be strings attached. As time went on, those strings became bungee cords.

      “I see.”

      In that there had been only one alleged murder in Jellyfish Beach of late, my sleepy brain made the connection.

      “Are you talking about Pierre Dunott?” I asked. “The guy who died in a fire recently?”

      The two nodded solemnly.

      “He was a loup-garou? Well, at least we now know that fire can kill them,” I said, trying to put a positive spin on it.

      Mrs. Lupis glared at me. “Normally, they can escape fire without injury or death,” she said. “Only sustained immersion in flames will kill them. That means Mr. Dunott was already dead when his house caught on fire, or he was made immobile.”

      “What kills a loup-garous besides flame-roasting? Silver?”

      “A silver bullet or blade to the heart will kill them. To restrain him in the fire would require silver chains or the right magic.”

      “You can’t bind them with steel?”

      “Strong enough steel will do,” Mr. Lopez said. “The problem is getting him to be still while you wrap the steel chain around him. Silver will drain his strength.”

      That had been the case for Harry Roarke, an ordinary werewolf, when the Knights Simplar captured him, then pacified him by draping a sterling silver chain around his neck.

      I pictured how the murderers might have overcome Dunott. I figured it would have been murderers in the plural to accomplish such a dangerous task.

      “So, the murderers broke into Dunott’s home and surprised him in his bed, shooting him with a silver bullet or binding him with a silver chain? I assume they would have to do this before he could shift?”

      “If he was in human form at the time, they could have killed him with a normal bullet,” said Mrs. Lupis.

      “They could shoot and kill him when he was in any form,” Mr. Lopez said. “But the bullets would have to be silver if he had shifted to full or partial wolf form. If he’d already begun to shift, forget about subduing him alive. I don’t know if the autopsy will determine if he was shot or not before his body went through the fire.”

      “Why would anyone want to subdue him instead of just killing him?”

      “To make him suffer,” Mrs. Lupis said.

      Wow, I thought. Dunott must have really known how to make people hate him.
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      Later that morning, Matt called. He confirmed Dunott had a talent for inspiring hatred.

      “The business owners he harassed were at their wits’ end,” Matt said. “They tried to get the district attorney to charge him, but that went nowhere, especially since Dunott was reelected. Then they sued him, but Dunott’s attorney has drawn that out for a year without a trial. They even tried to get a federal prosecutor to charge Dunott for violating their civil rights. It never happened.”

      “Dunott’s victims must have been super frustrated.”

      “Yeah, because the harassment continued unabated until the day Dunott’s home caught on fire.”

      The entire affair sounded barbaric, like we were living in the Stone Age. Then again, even the flowering of civilization hasn’t changed human behavior much from that of our Stone Age ancestors when it came to bullying.

      Matt had already written an article about the fatal fire for The Jellyfish Beach Journal and was planning to do follow-up reporting. That’s when I dropped my news.

      “Are you serious?” he asked. “A werewolf?”

      “A loup-garou. A scarier, more powerful werewolf.”

      “I wonder if the business owners knew that.”

      “That’s what we need to find out.”

      “We?”

      I explained about my assignment from the Friends of Cryptids Society and the fact that they believed it would take more than one person to subdue or kill a loup-garou.

      “Not them again.”

      “Yes. They seem to be ever present in my life.”

      “Their assignments always put us in danger.”

      “Yes, they do.”

      Matt sighed. “Well, I’m going to dig a little deeper into Dunott’s background, then I’ll begin interviewing the business owners. I assume you’ll want to join me?”

      “Yep.”

      “We’ll start with the owner of The Ripped Tide.”

      “I bet you’ll enjoy that,” I said. The Ripped Tide was a favorite hangout for surfers, artists, bikers, and assorted unsavory characters. Naturally, Matt loved the place.

      “I don’t know. Maddie is a scary woman. And she’s not even supernatural.”
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      I would have preferred to visit The Ripped Tide during the afternoon when there was less chance of a bar brawl. However, Matt had to cover the Jellyfish Beach Women’s Club Chili Cookoff, which, in our town, was big news. He said we’d go to the bar as soon as I closed the botanica for the night.

      But then, I got a call from my vampire friend, Agnes.

      “I am simply giddy with excitement,” said the 1,500-year-old who had been turned when she was ninety. “A dear old friend of mine, Mathilda, has come to Florida to pay me a visit.”

      “That’s wonderful,” I said. “How long has it been since you last saw her?”

      “Oh, about a hundred years, since shortly after we moved to New York. We left Rome to come to the US when the fascists took over before the Second World War. I first lived with her in a convent in Germany for centuries before we moved to Vatican City.”

      “Wow. That is an old friend.”

      “I’d love for you to meet her, dear. Especially since she needs some medical help. Dental help, actually. She cracked a tooth.”

      “Wouldn’t her vampire healing powers fix that?”

      “Our fangs heal naturally, of course. We wouldn’t survive if they didn’t. But this is a molar that was in poor condition back when she was a human. She can’t heal it.”

      Being undead can do wonders for your health, except when it comes to the health conditions you had before you were turned. That’s why I had so many patients when I was a full-time home-health nurse before I became a partner in the Jellyfish Beach Mystical Mart and Botanica. And it was why I still saw patients now and then.

      “I’ll take a look at it,” I said, “but you know I’m not a dentist. I only know basic dental hygiene.”

      “I was hoping you had a healing spell.”

      To be honest, I didn’t. “I’ll look into it and let you know,” I promised.

      Having a four-foot iguana living in your garage has its drawbacks, but when he’s a witch’s familiar connected to you telepathically, he’s invaluable.

      “Yo,” Tony said, strutting into the kitchen where I had just hung up with Agnes, his tail sweeping back and forth with each step. “You’re looking for a spell to fix a vampire’s tooth?”

      “Yes. A broken molar that she has no regenerative ability to fix.”

      “How, exactly, did a vampire break a tooth? A fang would make sense, but a molar? Vampires don’t chew on anything.”

      “It didn’t seem polite to ask.”

      “It’s unlikely she was munching on a mango and accidentally bit the pit.”

      “I highly doubt it. Do you know of any spells that can repair the tooth? Heaven knows, I will not go into a vampire’s mouth and extract a tooth.”

      “No, I haven’t memorized any human dental spells. But you know who we should ask? Don Mateo. He lived in an era when dental care was practically non-existent. Magic would have been the only way to care for their teeth, aside from yanking them out. If you were a wizard, that is.”

      “Good idea.”

      I summoned the ghost of the seventeenth-century Spanish wizard, who appeared, as usual, in my bedroom so he could peruse my lingerie drawer. He floated into the kitchen with pink panties on his spectral head.

      “When are you going to tire of undergarments?” I asked him. “It’s not a dignified look for a supposedly brilliant wizard.”

      “M’lady, when one is a mere ghost, one simply does not care how one looks.”

      “You got a spell to repair a vampire’s broken tooth?” Tony asked him.

      “Why don’t you just pull it out? Assuming it’s not a fang, of course.”

      “Nowadays, we would extract the tooth and put in an implant anchored to the jawbone,” I explained. “I don’t have the expertise to do that. Even if I did, I wouldn’t want to do it unless the vampire was completely unconscious. I was thinking the right magic spell would kill any infection in the tooth and meld the broken parts together again.”

      “I have spells to stop teeth from aching,” Don Mateo said, “to whiten teeth, and to mask bad breath, but not for what you’re requesting.”

      “Come on, buddy, show a little imagination,” Tony said in his gruff New York accent. “Don’t you have a spell to repair a broken vase?”

      “Yes, but⁠—”

      “But what? The concept is the same. Just adapt it for a tooth instead of glass or china.”

      Don Mateo harrumphed. “It is not as easy as you pretend.”

      “Pull your head out of your panties, and act like the brilliant wizard you used to be.”

      “Still am. In spirit, at least.”

      “Let’s see what you got, big guy.”

      “Allow me to access my vestiges of memory. I shall return.”

      The apparition disappeared. I picked up my underwear from the floor.

      “You didn’t have to badger him so hard,” I said.

      “Badgers badger. Iguanas intimidate.”

      “Still, I thought you guys were friends.”

      “I knew him back in the day, when I was a witch’s familiar stuck in the body of a Cavalier King Charles Spaniel. I’m just encouraging him to remember his legacy of greatness.”

      Don Mateo reappeared, sitting on the counter.

      “I have the perfect remedy. It requires a potion and a simple spell.” He looked at me. “I’ll dictate, and you transcribe.”

      After I served as his secretary, the doorbell rang, and everyone scattered. The cats dashed to the bedroom to hide, Tony sauntered back to the garage, and Don Mateo disappeared to the Great Hereafter.

      It was Matt at the front door.

      “Ready to go to The Ripped Tide?” he asked with a grin. “It’s Felons’ Night.”

      “Felons’ Night?”

      “Yeah. Everyone convicted of a felony gets two-for-one shots. You and I can’t take advantage of the special, but the place will be hopping.”

      “I have to say, the owner truly knows her customers well.”
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      The only thing good you could say about this establishment was that it was authentic. If a set designer created a dive bar, this was what it would look like. And smell like. And, if you were foolish enough to order from the grill, taste like.

      It was busy tonight, as Matt had predicted. The rambling one-story building was right next to the train tracks and had been a packing warehouse for pineapples and other local fruits in the late 1800s. The dirt parking lot was filled with motorcycles, pickup trucks, and cars that made my beater look like a Bentley. Loud country music poured from the open front door.

      “You know the owner is a biker chick, right?” Matt asked, pulling me aside.

      I nodded.

      “Maddie is Asian. But whatever you do, don’t ask her if she rides a Japanese bike. She’ll get really mad. Maddie’s a Harley girl, through and through. She’s also Korean.”

      “I wasn’t planning on making biker small talk.”

      “Good. She punched me in the jaw years ago when I asked her if she rode a Kawasaki.”

      I followed Matt into the dimly lit Seventh Circle of Hell. Two surfer dudes high-five’d him, but the rest of the crowd ignored us, thankfully. He went up to a table in the corner where a middle-aged Asian woman wearing a torn T-shirt sat with two stereotypical male bikers wearing leather.

      “Hey, Maddie,” he said. “This is my colleague, Missy.”

      “I’ve seen her in here before.”

      I haven’t been here many times and must have stood out here because of my lack of tattoos and piercings. I gave her a little wave.

      “Do you mind if we speak to you about an article I’m working on?” Matt asked.

      She gestured for the bikers to leave. They jumped up and disappeared like nervous dogs.

      “Sit down,” she said. We obeyed. “Is this about Dunott?”

      “Yes. I couldn’t go without speaking to you. You were one of his biggest opponents.”

      “Victims,” she said. “Me and Johnny next door were trying to do something to stop him, but Dunott was harassing lots of other local businesses who didn’t have the guts to stand up to him.”

      “Johnny?”

      “Yeah. Johnny. Owner of Billy’s Pizza.”

      “His name’s not Billy?”

      “No. Why would it be?”

      “Anyway, we just wanted to hear about what Dunott had been doing to you.”

      “It’s no secret. We haven’t been shy about complaining. Ever since I switched my support to McDougall for the commission seat, and Dunott won anyway, he’s been sending the health inspector here, claiming we have roaches and rats.”

      “You do. A rat bit my ankle once.”

      Maddie waved her hand dismissively. She was petite, with short hair dyed platinum and tattoos on her hands and face that looked like they were inked in prison. There was something frightening about her.

      “He regularly sent the building inspector here, claiming we had all sorts of code violations. And he sent the cops here practically every night.”

      “For the fights that break out all the time?”

      “I expect cops to come for that. But not for parking and noise violations. He even had me arrested once.”

      “For what?”

      “Threatening to kill him several times.”

      “Oh. I see.” Matt glanced at me. “You must not have shed any tears when he died.”

      “I sure didn’t. I must be the Number One suspect in his death,” she said with great pride. “Assuming it wasn’t an accidental fire. And I guess it wasn’t because the police have interviewed me twice already.”

      “So, it wasn’t you?”

      I couldn’t believe Matt was so bold in his questioning. Good thing I was being polite and quiet.

      “Nah, not me. I would have picked a much more violent way to kill him.”

      “Really? What would that be?”

      “Let’s just say you’d be able to bury him in a matchbox.”

      “Who do you think killed him?”

      “Another businessowner. If not, maybe his wife. Dunott wasn’t the most faithful husband in this town, if you know what I mean.”

      “I’ve heard rumors.”

      “If she divorced him, she would’ve gotten half of their money. This way, she gets it all, plus any life insurance he had. I bet you the police are checking her out.”

      “I’m sure they are.”

      “You know what they say: romantic partners are always at the top of the list of suspects.”

      “I hate that song!” bellowed a tall man with a shaved head. He strode to the vintage jukebox and slammed a smaller man’s head into the machine.

      Maddie jumped up and carried her chair to the jukebox. Though she was much shorter, she smashed the chair over the head of the song-hater. He collapsed beside the jukebox.

      The entire bar was deathly quiet, except for the music.

      “See? That’s how you handle disorderly behavior,” she said to us with a big smile. “No need to send the police here.”

      Laughter broke out, and the bar returned to its normal volume, which quickly overpowered the country music song that had caused the altercation.

      When Matt and I left the bar, we found Detective Shortle in her car parked beside Matt’s pickup. She lowered her window.

      “Why are you guys getting into my business again?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “Jellyfish Beach rarely has a homicide, but whenever there is one, I can depend on you two snooping around, getting in the way.”

      “We’re not getting in the way,” Matt said.

      “It’s almost like you don’t trust a young woman to be a good detective,” Shortle said. “Would you prefer I was an old, fat guy?”

      “No. You’re a much better detective than Glasbag,” Matt quipped.

      Shortle laughed. “God forbid he ever finds out we’re dunking on him behind his back.” She resumed her stern expression. “Look, anyone with a brain would look at the business owners Dunott harassed as suspects in his murder.”

      “It’s been determined that it was murder?” I asked.

      “The autopsy was today. The medical examiner’s report says he was shot twice.”

      “Did you find the bullets?”

      If so, I hoped they wouldn’t be silver bullets. Silver would mean the killer knew Dunott was a loup-garou. And that would mean more work for me.

      “No. Why? You must really believe you’re an amateur detective.”

      I forced a goofy grin. “It seemed like the kind of thing to ask.”

      “I’m only telling you he was shot because it’s what I was going to tell this guy, in his role as a reporter.” She nodded at Matt. “You don’t need to know any more. I’ve got this under control. And I’m warning you to stay out of my way.”

      “No problem,” I said.

      Shortle nodded then backed out of her spot and drove away.

      “Little did Maddie know a cop was sitting in her parking lot the entire time,” I said.

      “I think Shortle is right. We don’t need to be investigating this.”

      “I told you I was ordered to look into the murder because Dunott was a supernatural.”

      “So what? It sounds like he was killed while he was in human form.”

      “The Friends of Cryptids are very protective of monsters. And they want to know if the murderers knew they were killing a loup-garou. If the police catch the murderers before we identify them, we might never be able to talk to them.”

      “I can interview prisoners in jail.”

      “I’m simply following orders. I guess I’ll have to investigate on my own now.”

      We got into Matt’s truck, and he started the engine, shaking his head in frustration.

      “What am I going to do about you?” he asked. “You make my life so complicated.”

      “Now you know what my life is like.”

      “Okay, we’ll speak to Billy—I mean, Johnny—tomorrow. And any other business owners we think were harassed by Dunott. Are you satisfied?”

      “I won’t be until we find the murderers.”
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      After learning that the owner and founder of Billy’s Pizza was named Johnny, we learned that Johnny wasn’t his real name.

      “My parents named me Jonquil,” he said, fiddling with his waxed mustache. “Who wants to spend their childhood getting beat up because you’re named Jonquil?”

      “I completely understand,” Matt replied.

      I studied the pizzeria, which was empty at this time of the morning. It was on Jellyfish Beach Boulevard, the town’s main street, near the railroad tracks and next to The Ripped Tide. The farther away you got from The Ripped Tide, the nicer the establishments. Nevertheless, Billy’s Pizza was a surprisingly clean, respectable pizzeria.

      It was also a total cliche, down to the faux Italian decor that attempted to make it look like a cafe in a square somewhere in Italy. It resembled an illustration you’d see printed on a pizza box.

      Even Johnny was a cliche. He looked like one of those small statues of a chef holding a menu board, a pudgy guy wearing a chef’s toque, the waxed, black handlebar mustache completing the stereotype.

      “Maddie called me last night and told me you’d dropped by,” Johnny said. “And that you suspect that someone who was persecuted by Commissioner Dunott killed him. I thought he died in an accidental house fire.”

      “There were signs of foul play,” I said after Matt introduced me as a fellow journalist.

      “Like what?”

      I studied his face to see if he was playing dumb. My truth-telling spell would have made these interviews so much easier, but the thing about magic is that it’s never as easy as it may seem. Using magic to affect change in the world comes with a price. It takes a toll on me, exhausting my psychic energy. And it also disturbs the equilibrium of the world.

      Magic must be used sparingly and wisely. That’s why I would only use my truth-telling spell on someone we strongly suspect is guilty or is obviously lying.

      “The police will release details of his death when they feel it’s appropriate,” I said. “In what way was Dunott persecuting you?”

      “He constantly tried to shut me down. He claimed this place had code violations. Or health violations. He sent cops here all the time for noise complaints or claims that we exceeded occupancy limits. Nothing clears out a place faster than cops hanging around, especially late at night when a lot of my customers are drunk.”

      “He did all of this just because he was mad you didn’t support him in the last election?” Matt asked. “An election he won?”

      “He took it really personal. I knew Dunott from way back, when he first moved here from Canada. We were buddies back then, and when he got into politics, I wholeheartedly backed him. With money, too. He promised to bring more parking spaces to downtown. But he never did.”

      “So, you supported McDougall instead?”

      “Yeah. I mean, Dunott
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