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      You have to be a night person when you're a nurse for vampires. There's no getting around it. Even though Missy Mindle also cared for werewolves, trolls, ogres, and other supernaturals through her home-health agency, the vampires' aversion to daylight determined her schedule.

      Some folks have no problem working the graveyard shift. But all would admit that it messes with your social life.

      Launching their kayaks from a sandy beach on Florida’s Intracoastal Waterway, Missy and Matt were at the opposite ends of their day. Missy had worked all night giving health screenings to grumpy senior vampires. Saturday at 7:00 a.m. was Happy Hour for her. Her friend Matt Rosen was barely awake yet. With the circles under his bloodshot eyes, it appeared that he'd celebrated Happy Hour last night, and it hadn't ended early or well. He mumbled something about being out past midnight. Missy was smack in the middle of reading a vampire’s blood pressure at midnight.

      "Let's go north through the mangrove preserve," Missy said, paddling away from the launch area. The waterway was very wide there, giving them plenty of room to explore far from the main boat channel.

      "Have you ever considered not caring for vampires?" Matt asked, paddling just behind her. "Wouldn't you love having a normal schedule?"

      A great blue heron squawked in annoyance at their approach and took flight.

      "I'm the nurse they request the most from Acceptance Home Care. And I've become quite close to my vampires. They need me. And they're like grandparents to me. Grandparents who never die."

      “Sharing the road around here with eighty-year-olds is pretty scary. With 800-year-olds, it's horrifying.”

      "Don't drive at night, then. And stay away from the MegaMart and the mall."

      "Because it's not bargains they're hunting for. Have you ever considered caring for human patients again? You know, we humans aren't so bad."

      Matt was one of the few humans who knew about the supernaturals living in Jellyfish Beach, Florida. He'd partnered with her many times to investigate mysteries involving monsters, and he had sworn to keep it all secret. The biggest threat to supernatural creatures was being exposed as real.

      "Are you complaining because we don't go on dates?" Missy asked.

      They both knew that Matt had a thing for Missy. She found him cute and endearing, maybe even sexy, but she was reluctant to possibly jeopardize their friendship by getting romantic. Besides, she was enjoying being single in midlife. She still had regrets after marrying a guy who left her for a gay vampire before being turned and, soon afterward, staked. There was no rush to blunder into more mistakes.

      Therefore, Matt’s and her relationship mostly consisted of getting together for breakfast or kayaking at the end of her day and the beginning of his. Sometimes, they would meet for dinner before she went to work, but she knew these dinners frustrated him because they wouldn't lead to anything afterwards. She had vampire urine samples to collect, after all.

      She could feel Matt's eyes boring into the back of her head. He was pouting. Their morning meetings might lead to something on the days he wasn't working, but Missy had already made it clear she was exhausted today and needed to catch up on her sleep after their kayak trip.

      Up ahead was another park. Unlike the one they had launched from, which was on the barrier island, across the street from the beach, this one was on the mainland. It had several acres of untouched mangroves growing out of the water, crisscrossed with tiny winding creeks.

      Missy checked for oncoming boats, then raced across the channel near a red marker on a piling. Matt was right next to her, the spray from his paddle landing on her boat. He grinned at her.

      She found an opening in the trees and drifted into it. These were red mangroves, perched atop their prop roots as if they were legs. With Matt behind her, she carefully steered her boat through the twisty stream, the water extremely shallow. She bent at the waist to avoid a low-hanging branch. Two yellow-crested night herons perched on a mangrove bough stared at her. Then they flapped their graceful wings and departed.

      Up ahead, the creek widened and opened onto a small cove near land. That’s when she saw the manatees. Two of them were in the shallows near the shore, their backs exposed.

      “Matt, look,” she whispered, pointing to the giant sea cows.

      “Awesome,” he said, snapping a picture with his phone.

      She tried to get a little closer to the creatures, but not enough to scare them. She soon noticed something was wrong.

      They lay on their sides, their whiskered snouts just breaking the surface of the water. They breathed with shuddering breaths.

      Of the two, one was slightly larger. Both were mature and had the signs of many years in the water: bits of moss attached to their hides and propeller scars on their backs from careless boaters.

      “Oh, my,” she said. “I think they’re ill.”

      She was no marine biologist, but knew that outbreaks of red tide or green algae sickened manatees. She was as close as she dared to get, and the creatures looked underweight.

      “I’m calling Florida Fish and Wildlife,” Missy said.

      She called the FWC hotline, which she had memorized years ago after helping rescue a whale calf that had beached itself near Squid Tower where the vampires resided. After speaking with an operator, she was transferred to a local marine life rescue center. She gave them her GPS coordinates. Now there was nothing to do but wait.

      She and Matt got out of their kayaks and pulled them onto the nearby bank.

      “Manatees in estuaries are always in search of fresh water,” she said. She picked up her water bottle and carefully approached the animals. She poured a trickle of water into the mouth of the smaller manatee. Its tongue moved, and it made swallowing movements, but the creature was mostly unresponsive.

      Matt gave water to the larger one. It was more conscious than its companion. The manatee eagerly gulped the water, though much of it spilled from its mouth. Soon, the bottle was empty. Missy returned to her kayak to fetch another bottle.

      While her back was turned, Matt made a high-pitched squeak.

      “What. The. Heck,” he said.

      Missy turned. A naked man lay in the water in place of the larger manatee. Instead of two manatees, there was now one manatee and a fat, nude guy.

      “What. The. Heck.” Missy said.

      The man was middle-aged, in his forties or fifties. He was fat and flabby. The front of his torso was mostly hairless and pale. Probably realizing his private parts were exposed, he rolled onto his stomach. His back was darkly tanned, with white slashes of scar tissue marking the same propeller wounds the manatee had. His head had human hair and a large bald spot.

      The man propped himself up on his elbows to keep his head out of the water. Fatigue weighed down his body. He turned his face to them. He had a bristly goatee that matched the manatee’s whiskers, bushy eyebrows, and a little piggy nose.

      “Thanks for the water,” he said. He had a gruff voice and the country accent of a farmer or cowboy.

      “No problem, dude,” Matt said. “Um, weren’t you a manatee a few seconds ago?”

      “Yeah. I didn’t mean to shift in front of y’all. It’s kind of embarrassing. But me and my old lady have been really sick.”

      “Old lady?” Missy asked.

      “Yeah, her,” the naked man said, nodding toward the manatee lying next to him. “That's my wife.”

      “Wife?” both Missy and Matt asked.

      “Well, common-law wife, I guess. We're manatees. We don't have a marriage license.”

      “Please explain what’s going on here so I don’t check myself into a mental hospital,” Matt said. “I was looking at two manatees lying in the shallows. Suddenly, one is gone and you’re there instead.”

      “I thought it was obvious,” the man said. “I’m a shifter. I can be a manatee or a human. For most of my life, I’ve been a manatee. I like that much better. I didn’t intend to shift just now, but being sick and weak, I couldn’t control myself.”

      “So you’re a mermaid. I mean, merman,” Matt said. “Or a mer-manatee?”

      “A were-manatee?” Missy suggested. “Like a werewolf but a manatee instead?”

      “I’m just Seymour. A guy who shifts between man and manatee.”

      “How?” Matt asked.

      “I don’t know. I concentrate really hard and envision the creature I want to be, and a strange feeling comes over me. Then it happens. I’ve had this ability most of my life. I only turn into a manatee. I tried to turn into a horse when I was a kid, but it didn’t work. So, back to business, can you help my wife, here?”

      “Of course,” Missy said. “Sea Life Rescue Center is on its way. They have veterinarians and rehabilitation tanks. They can treat you, too, um, but not like this.”

      “Yeah, I know. Not as a human. I need to shift back to manatee.”

      “I’m a nurse and some of my patients are werewolves. Their body chemistry differs from normal humans’, so they can’t see doctors except for the most basic care. I wonder if that’s the case with you.”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t go to the doctor much when I was growing up as a human. My family was poor, and I ran away with the manatees when I was very young.”

      The rumbling of an approaching truck came from the park behind them.

      “You need to put something on,” Missy said.

      “I have a rain suit,” Matt said.

      He opened a hatch in the bow of his kayak and pulled out a dry-bag. Inside were a rain jacket and pants. He was about to toss them to Seymour, but the naked man waved him off.

      “Thanks,” Seymour said. “But I don’t want to be separated from my wife. Let me try to shift again.”

      He pushed himself away from the bank into slightly deeper water, closed his eyes and submerged his face. He lay unmoving, holding his breath far longer than Missy would ever be able to.

      Nothing happened.

      “That man is drowning,” came a voice behind them.

      A bearded guy wearing a Sea Life Rescue Center T-shirt stood there.

      “No, he’s okay,” Missy said.

      “He doesn’t look okay to me.”

      “We’ll take care of the man,” Matt said. “You take care of the manatee.”

      “The call that came in said there were two of them.”

      “One of them got better.”

      The guy returned to his truck, and Seymour lifted his head from the water.

      “I can’t do it. I can’t shift. Whatever illness we have is keeping me from shifting.”

      This time, he accepted the rain suit from Matt. Missy turned away while Seymour put on the pants and jacket.

      The truck reversed to the bank with a beeping warning signal. The vehicle looked like a flatbed tow truck. The bearded guy and a crew of two women and a man, wearing the rescue-center T-shirts, surrounded the female manatee and carefully rolled her onto a sledge of sorts covered with plastic. They attached a cable from a winch on the truck. The flatbed inclined and the winch slowly pulled the sledge from the water, up the bank, and onto the bed of the truck, which then returned to a horizontal position. The crew covered the sea cow with wet blankets and secured her with straps.

      “Can we visit her to see how she’s doing? Missy asked.

      “Of course,” one of the women said before getting into the rear seat of the cab. “We're open to the public on most days.”

      Missy thanked them and watched the truck drive away.

      "What am I going to do now?" Seymour asked.

      “Unless you get really sick, I wouldn’t recommend going to the hospital. You’re coming with me. I’m licensed to care for supernaturals. I’ll try to get you well.”

      “Are you crazy?” Matt asked. “You just met this man. You’re bringing him to your house?”

      “He’s a manatee-man. And he’ll be just fine.”

      Matt pulled her aside. “What if he forces himself on you?” he whispered.

      “He’s married. Well, in an animal sense.”

      “Oh, yeah, like that ever stopped a man from trying to get some.”

      “Matt, he’s in love with a manatee. He’s not into human chicks.”

      “Don’t be so sure about that,” Matt said, sullen.
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      They had two one-person kayaks and three people. Whether you considered Seymour a full-fledged human, he was as large or larger than one, and he couldn’t share a kayak with Missy or Matt.

      “I’ll swim along with y’all,” he said.

      “You’re in human form now,” Missy reminded him.

      “I’m a great swimmer in either form.”

      But as they paddled toward the launch site, he had problems keeping up. He didn’t do the Australian Crawl or the breaststroke. He attempted to mimic a manatee’s tail-propelled swimming technique. It didn’t work so well. He was also weakened by whatever illness afflicted him and his mate.

      Matt paddled back to the launch on his own, promising to return with his truck. Missy brought Seymour, clinging to the stern of her kayak, back to the park where they had found him and waited for Matt.

      Seymour sat on a grassy area just beyond the mangroves and rested his head on his hands. Matt’s tan rain suit was much too tight for the shifter. His belly roll protruded, as the jacket couldn’t close at the bottom. His butt crack was visible above the pants, which looked like they would split at any moment.

      “I hope she’s okay,” he said. “We’ve never been separated before. That shows you how special our relationship is, because manatees don’t normally form bonded pairs.”

      “We’ll go to the rescue center and you can see her. What is her name?”

      “She doesn’t have a human name, of course. I call her Lubblubb, but it sounds different when I said it now than it does underwater in manatee language.”

      He rubbed the bristles on his face and bald head in worry and exhaustion. Missy felt sorry for the shifter, who was clearly more manatee than human.

      “Are you hungry?” Missy asked. “I have energy bars.”

      “I’d prefer sea grass.”

      “Sorry, I’m fresh out. But, you know, in human form you probably need to alter your diet.”

      “I guess.”

      “When was the last time you were in human form?”

      “I don’t know. It’s been years.”

      “I’m surprised it hasn’t affected your ability to speak.”

      “Me too. I always felt humans talked too much. Like my mother. And my teachers. Manatees can express all there needs to be said with touch and gestures. Sometimes simple squeaks and chirps.”

      Matt arrived in his pickup truck, his kayak strapped to the bed. His facial expressions made it clear that he was not enjoying any of this. He handed Seymour an old pair of flip-flops so he wouldn’t be barefoot. After he helped Missy load her kayak, she and Seymour slid onto the bench seat in the cab. Because of Seymour’s size, Missy was pressed thigh-to-thigh with Matt. She rather liked the feeling. Matt’s mood instantly perked up.

      They drove the short distance to the Sea Life Rescue Center, a non-profit on Highway A1A, the two-lane beach road. It was on the west side, with a frontage on the Intracoastal. Inside, the rehabilitation tanks were open to the public. They walked past green and leatherback turtles paddling about. A larger tank in the rear was occupied by a manatee and her calf, but not Lubblubb.

      Missy asked the elderly woman volunteer at the front desk where the new manatee was kept.

      “If she’s ill or injured, she’ll be in the clinic in the back. But the pubic isn’t allowed in there.”

      “One of her friends wants to see her.”

      “Friends?”

      “I’m her mate,” Seymour said. “I have a right to see her.”

      Missy elbowed him in his generous belly. “This gentleman means he is very familiar with this manatee. She comes to his dock regularly.”

      “I’m impressed you can tell what gender it is,” the volunteer said, picking up the phone. “Let me ask the vet if she’ll make an exception.”

      A tall, young black woman came out and smiled at them. “Are you the ones who found her?”

      “Yes,” Missy said. “We called you guys right away.”

      “Can I see her?” Seymour asked.

      “Okay, but only briefly,” the veterinarian said. “She’s had too much stress and needs to adapt to her new surroundings.”

      “She’s my mate,” Seymour said.

      Missy elbowed him in the stomach again.

      “He means she’s his spirit animal. She visits his dock every day.”

      The vet led them into a large room that was part laboratory and part clinic with two surgical tables. One tank held a hawksbill turtle missing a flipper. In the other was Lubblubb. She floated listlessly, occasionally rising to push her whiskered nostrils above the surface for air.

      Seymour rushed to the tank, pressing his face and hands against it. He cried softly.

      “He’s very sensitive,” Missy explained to the vet.

      When Seymour began utter high-pitched chirps and whistles, the vet’s expression changed from pitying to puzzled.

      Lubblubb touched her nose to the glass by Seymour’s face.

      Missy smiled as if this was all normal.

      “Um, people rarely bond like this with manatees,” the vet said. “Except perhaps workers at an aquarium.”

      “Or extremely deranged humans,” Matt said.

      Watching this interspecies show of affection was getting awkward for Missy. Especially with the glass of the tank all smeared with Seymour’s snot and tears.

      “Maybe we should go now,” she said.

      Seymour sobbed.

      “She needs to relax,” the vet said.

      Finally, Seymour nodded and backed away from the tank. The vet patted him on the shoulder.

      “We’ll give her the very best care,” she said.

      As Matt ushered Seymour from the room, Missy asked the vet if she had any thoughts about what made the manatee sick.

      “I truly don’t know. There have been no reports of red tide in the area. I took blood samples and we’ll see what the results tell us. We’ll also test the water where you found her.”

      Missy thanked her and Matt drove them to Missy’s car, still parked at the kayak launch site.

      “So,” Matt asked, “what are you guys going to do?”

      “I’m taking Seymour home, setting him up in the guest room, then going to sleep. I’ve been awake since sunset Friday.”

      “Okay. Are you sure that’s . . . safe?”

      Was he implying that the guy he just saw blubbering and squeaking was a potential threat?

      “We’ll be fine,” Missy said. “Thanks for the ride.”

      She loaded her kayak onto the rack atop her car and strapped it down. Seymour stood awkwardly nearby.

      Matt’s truck hadn’t left yet.

      “Are you going to be okay?” Matt asked.

      “We’ll be fine.”

      “I meant you.”

      “I’ll be fine. I’ll be sleeping.”

      “I’ll call to check on you.”

      “I won’t answer. I’ll be asleep.”

      He finally got the point, waved weakly, and drove off. Meanwhile, Seymour continued to stand there uncomfortably.

      “Get in the car, Seymour. I’ll stop at Mega-Mart and buy you some clothes that will fit. Then we’ll go home.”

      “Home is where the herd is.”

      “Not for now, Seymour. Not until you’re feeling better and can shift back to manatee.”

      He got into the passenger seat and looked ahead dejectedly. His situation appeared to be sinking in.

      “Seatbelt,” Missy said as she started the engine.

      She told Seymour to wait in the car when she arrived at Mega-Mart. She hurried inside and picked up some XXL underwear, sweatpants, and T-shirts, along with a pair of sandals. He also needed toiletry items. What else would a former manatee need? Of course, cheap sunglasses and a Miami Dolphins cap.

      When they entered the house, Missy’s gray tabbies, Brenda and Bubba, raced out to meet them. This was not normal behavior. Usually a visitor caused them to hide under the bed until they determined the person wasn’t a psycho cat killer. Then, they would timidly venture forth to make introductions.

      Today, the cats must have smelled something different about Seymour. That he was not one hundred percent human. Missy knew for a fact they had never met a manatee before and as far as she knew, cats and manatees didn't have a special affinity. They ran right up to Seymour, sniffed him, then rubbed against his legs. Missy was half tempted to call Matt and announce that her cats deemed Seymour to be non-threatening.

      "I never had a cat," Seymour said. "Or a dog. My parents didn't allow me to have a pet. Maybe that's why I spent so much time at the river watching for manatees."

      Missy wanted to hear his personal story, but with her vampire hours it was too late. The sun was high, and she’d been awake too long.

      "Seymour, I'll make you a salad, and then I need to go to sleep."

      He followed her into the kitchen.

      "First, let me check your vital signs and take a blood sample."

      She removed gear from the tote bag she brought on her home-health visits. First, she stuck a thermometer in his mouth.

      "Don't chew that," she said.

      She placed an oxygen clip on his finger and wrapped a blood-pressure cuff around his arm. His temperature and oxygen level were normal, though his blood pressure was slightly elevated. Maybe it was because he was overweight, though in manatee form he’d probably be fine.

      She sat him down at the table and retrieved her blood kit from the tote bag. After she rubbed his arm with alcohol, he drew back in fear at the sight of the needle.

      “Don’t worry. It won’t hurt. Close your eyes and this will just take a few seconds.”

      She filled two vials which she would send to the lab contracted by her employer to do testing of samples from her supernatural patients of all varieties. This lab tested even her werewolf and other shifter patients. Though they may seem perfectly normal when in human form, shifters had unique antibodies, antigens, and proteins in their blood that would cause a lot of consternation if a conventional lab discovered them.

      She labeled the tubes, packaged them, and placed them in the metal box outside the front door where the samples from her vampire patients last night awaited pickup. Next, she washed and disinfected her hands so she could make Seymour a salad.

      With Seymour observing, she took a tomato from a basket on the counter and placed it on the cutting board. Then she rummaged in the fridge, putting a head of iceberg lettuce on the counter, followed by romaine. She found a carrot and half an onion, but doubted a mer-manatee would like onion. She turned to place the carrot on the cutting board.

      Both heads of lettuce and the tomato were gone. Seymour chewed, a frond of romaine protruding from his mouth.

      “Yummy,” he said.

      “Okay. I guess I’m done here. Are you still hungry?”

      “No, thanks. I feel a little ill and weak.”

      “You should get some rest now. You’ve had a traumatic day.”

      “Do you have a swimming pool where I can sleep?”

      “No. And this human body of yours doesn't have natural buoyancy. You're going to sleep in a bed.”

      She led him to the guest bedroom with its queen-sized bed. It looked small for a big guy like him.

      “It’s been years and years since I slept in a bed,” he said, looking at it dubiously.

      “The bathroom’s next door. You do remember how to use it, right? You can't just let loose whenever you want, like you're in the lagoon.”

      He acted insulted. “We do not ‘let loose whenever we want.’ We make sure we’re downstream from the rest of the herd.”

      “That’s good to know. There’s a fresh toothbrush and toothpaste in there, if you remember how to use them. Meanwhile, I’ll say goodnight. Or good-day. If you get hungry, you can graze on whatever looks good in the kitchen.”

      Missy went into the master suite on the other end of the hall. After making sure the cats were inside, she locked the door. Just in case.

      She slept heavily, well past sunset.
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      Not long after the sunlight ebbed, a visitor appeared in Missy’s backyard. It was a young Latinx woman, with closely cropped hair, studs in her nose and lower lip, and lots of ink. She was pale, haggard, and hungry.

      She was a vampire. And she had a score to settle with Missy.

      She approached the end of the house and stood outside the master bedroom windows. Her nostrils flared, and she sampled the air. She picked up the scent of the witch still sleeping inside. But there was another human, too. Not a normal human; there was something off about the scent. It was a male, perhaps a lover. His presence made preying upon the witch problematic.

      Maria was a new vampire, turned only months before. She was unskilled at hunting, mesmerizing prey, and avoiding detection. That was because the vampire who had turned her was dead. Mona, her maker, should have been there to teach Maria all she needed to know to get by as a vampire in the world. It took cunning and skill to make it in a crowded place like South Florida. At first glance, it was teeming with prey, but all those humans meant more risk of being detected.

      In a modern society that didn’t believe in supernatural creatures, being detected was an existential danger. There were very few humans who knew that supernaturals existed. Among them was a small number of cops and others who wished to keep the peace by eliminating these creatures that most people believed did not exist.

      A vampire who was found out often ended up staked to death, extrajudicially executed on the spot. Experienced vampires knew how to keep that risk low. Maria did not. Her maker died before she could teach her how.

      Her maker had been killed by Missy Mindle. Mona, Thogg, and others of her ancient clan, had taken over a community of vampire seniors, intent on conquering all the vampires in Florida and, then, the nation.

      But this witch’s magic had stopped them, destroyed them.

      Mona was dead. And Maria was left to fend for herself, a homeless vagrant, sleeping during the day in sheds and beneath porches, forced to prey upon possums and rats. Maybe the occasional dog. Not yet upon the sweet blood of a human.

      She lacked the skill to hunt, isolate, and mesmerize a human in order to drink his or her blood. Because she had no one to teach her.

      Thanks to Missy Mindle.

      Maria was determined that the witch would be her first human victim. And she would not simply drink her fill and leave her victim with no memory of what had happened.

      No, she would drain the witch to the last drop. Until the witch was dead.

      Maria stood outside the house for hours as the night progressed. When lights appeared in the bedroom windows, she lost her nerve.

      She would return another time. Maybe by then, the other human would be gone.
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      Missy rose from bed at 9:30 p.m., which was late for vampire hours. Yesterday and this morning had exhausted her. The first vampire patient scheduled tonight was at 11:00 p.m. at Squid Tower on the beach, so she was okay with time. Her inner clock would be challenged again in the morning, as she would have to kill time between her last appointment before dawn and a 7:00 a.m. screening with a werewolf patient in neighboring Seaweed Manor.

      After she showered and dressed, she went to check on Seymour. His bed was empty. She took a quick tour of the house and didn't find him anywhere. Hopefully, he hadn't wandered off into the neighborhood.

      A bubbling sound came from the guest bathroom, the only place she hadn't checked because the light was off and door ajar.

      Seymour slept in the bathtub full of water, his head resting on the end of the tub with his nose just out of the water. He was, unfortunately, naked. Missy turned away from the jarring sight of man-boobs. As long as he didn't drown, he was welcome to sleep where he felt most comfortable.

      Before she left the house, she began writing a note to tell Seymour where she kept various foods, but realized he might not know how to read. So she put apples and carrots in a visible place on the counter, along with cereal and bottles of water. After she fed the cats, whose diet was so much easier to understand, she grabbed her medical tote bag, double-checked that she was wearing her anti-vampire amulet necklace, and left for work.

      Agnes Geberich, president of the Squid Tower HOA, was her first patient. She was in good health for a vampire whose body age was in its early nineties, meaning that's how old she was when she was turned into a vampire. The transformation took place over 1,500 years ago when she was a Visigoth noblewoman. Nowadays, the petite vampire's primary health complaints were a weakness in her legs and constipation. For vampires, constipation meant over three months since their last bowel movement.

      "Bone marrow," Missy told her patient. "It's the only thing that vampires can digest that gets things moving down there."

      "I've also been under a lot of stress lately," Agnes said. "That cannot but make things worse."

      "Why? What's going on?"

      "Ever since the Neanderthal vampires tried to subjugate the vampires in Jellyfish Beach, I've been working to unite all of us in Crab County, so we don't get caught as weak and unprepared as we were. I've found it quite difficult. It turns out vampires don't like to be united."

      "How many vampires are there in the county?"

      "That's the problem. I don't know. I doubt we'll ever know. The only place we're organized is here at Squid Tower and at Alligator Hammock, another fifty-five-plus community west of town. The rest of the vampires in the area are younger in body age and live alone or in small hives. Many have night-shift jobs or work remotely and pass themselves off as humans. On the other hand, there are also criminal gangs of vampires."

      "Yeah, I doubt they'll want to unite with you."

      "I don't wish to establish a formal confederation. I simply want to know who is out there and how to get in touch with them if vampires are ever in danger again."

      "How on earth do you find all these vampires?"

      "The only way is to canvas the entire area street by street. I travel with Bill, Oleg and others who fancy themselves as geriatric tough guys. It's difficult for you to understand, but vampires have a sixth sense for identifying other supernaturals like ourselves. Often, we can sense that a home or building has vampires in it. Then there's nothing else we can do but ring the doorbell and introduce ourselves. It's like volunteering for a political campaign. Or being a Jehovah's Witness."

      "Agnes, that sounds like it could be dangerous."

      "Perhaps. But so far, my tough guys have discouraged anyone from attacking us."

      "You know, it's probably a good idea to make inroads with other supernatural creatures, not just vampires," Missy said. "Like you have with the werewolves next door. It could be helpful in case humans come after you."

      "I suppose you're right. But I don't foresee that happening on a grand scale. You see how many spats we get in with the werewolves."

      "But a lot of that is petty stuff, like the werewolves leaving their dogs' poop on Squid Tower property."

      "Missy, as a human, you don't understand what it's like to be a monster in this day and age. It's very polarizing. The ogres don't like the trolls. The Caribbean monsters don't get along with the European monsters. The Native American monsters don't like any of us. It's complicated."

      "Well, I wish you luck with the vampires. And stay safe."
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      As Missy's workday stretched into daylight hours, it was time to visit her werewolf patients next door. Werewolves don't live forever like vampires, and when they retire and move to Florida, they treat their golden years like one never-ending party filled with carousing and howling at the moon. Even at 7:30 a.m., Missy smelled pot smoke in the breezeways.

      Harry Roarke was eager for his physical to end so he could go surfing. But Missy kept peppering him with questions unrelated to his health.

      "Do you know much about shifters other than werewolves?"

      "Why do you ask?"

      "I'm helping a shifter who spent most of his life as a manatee. He and his mate got sick, and now he's stuck in human form. And not happy about it."

      "There are so many kinds of shifters and they're all different," Harry said. "Even among werewolves. Some became werewolves because of a magic curse. Others were born with the gene. But most of us are normal humans who were bitten by a werewolf and infected with a virus that caused physiological changes making
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