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            OF POT BELLIES AND PICKLEBALL

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Missy Mindle wrapped a blood-pressure cuff around the vampire’s pale, scrawny arm. She was blissfully unaware of the two dead humans on the beach. Had she known the bodies were completely drained of blood, and were mere yards from the condo tower, she might have been nervous about being in a community full of vampires. For her, however, it was a typical night as a home-health nurse. Her primary job responsibilities were medical screenings and basic care for seniors. It just so happened her patients were vampires, werewolves, and other supernaturals.

      She had a touch of the supernatural herself: budding powers of magick she was still trying to understand and develop. But they didn’t matter tonight. She had the vampire curmudgeon Leonard Schwartz to deal with.

      His blood pressure was a healthy (for a vampire) forty over fifteen, and his resting heart rate was an admirable five beats a minute. He was, however, overweight.

      “What do you mean I’m fat?” Schwartz asked in his gruff Brooklyn accent, sitting on a dining room chair in his third-floor condo.

      “I didn’t say you’re fat,” Missy replied, glancing at Schwartz’s protruding pot belly. “I said it would be good if you lost a little weight.”

      She had to be careful. Schwartz was known for easily flying into a rage, and you don’t want to be alone with an angry vampire.

      “I don’t understand how I could be fat. I’m on a liquid diet, for crying out loud. I had this,” he slapped his belly, “for years before I was turned. Couldn’t get rid of it no matter what. Then, when I was turned, I said to myself, ‘Schwartz, look at the bright side of being a vampire. You’re going to be better looking and much stronger.’ What a joke. I got the looks and the strength, but a hundred years later I still got this.” He slapped his stomach again.

      Schwartz had a shiny, bald dome fringed with tufts of white hair. Additional tufts served as eyebrows. His jowls were prominent, and his nose was a force to be reckoned with. If he considered this good-looking, she couldn’t imagine what he looked like before.

      “Belly fat is especially difficult to lose for older men,” Missy said. “I guess that’s the case for vampires, too.”

      “But there’s no fat in the blood I drink. And I play pickleball four times a week. There’s no reason I should still have this gut. It lowers my confidence with the ladies.”

      He was showing some vulnerability here, but Missy couldn’t bring herself to say whatever words would bolster his sexual self-image. She simply couldn’t.

      Schwartz lived at Squid Tower, an oceanfront condominium community in Jellyfish Beach on Florida’s Atlantic coast, among other elderly vampires enjoying their golden years for eternity. Vampires can’t just show up at a doctor’s office to get their healthcare like the rest of us. Primary care physicians have daytime office hours, and they ask awkward questions when they observe death-like symptoms. Missy had to take on that role with her home visits.

      Now, you’d probably assume an immortal creature would never have health issues. And you’d be wrong. A seventy-five-year-old like Schwartz was still a seventy-five-year-old, regardless of the supernatural power gained when he was transformed into a vampire. His age when he was turned into a vampire would be his age forever.

      Being turned does give you some extra pep, more than any senior vitamin supplements could ever provide. However, you still have to deal with your human, pre-vampire health concerns. Vampirism gives you powerful wound-healing abilities, but it doesn’t automatically remove plaque from your arteries, or reverse your arthritis. True, your hearing becomes better than a human’s, but it would still be diminished compared to a younger vampire’s. Missy had several vampire patients with hearing aids.

      In short, dying and being reborn as a vampire does wonders for your health. And immortality is a handy thing for sure. But being a vampire can’t fully reverse the physiological damage aging does to your body. That truth is the business model of Acceptance Home Care, Missy’s employer. A company that lacked a 401K retirement plan because it didn’t expect its employees to survive long enough to need one.

      Unfortunately, diet, exercise, and a healthy weight were touchy subjects, even for the undead.

      “I’m concerned about your blood-test results,” Missy said. “Your glucose level is dangerously high. You could develop Type 2 diabetes.”

      Missy had drawn Schwartz’s blood the week before and her home-health company sent it to a special lab that handled “unusual patients,” as they put it. Getting the blood tested was easy. Drawing the blood sample was a different story. Schwartz had whined and complained when she poked him with the needle. And seeing his hungry expression as he had watched the tubes filling with his blood made Missy fear for her life.

      “Vampires can be diabetic?” Schwartz asked.

      “Who would have thought? But that’s what I learned in my training with Acceptance Home Care. Now, do you have a sweet tooth? Have you been feeding on prey with high sugar levels? If they eat a lot of sugar, their glucose levels remain high for up to an hour before their insulin lowers it. Which means their glucose goes right into your own blood.”

      Schwartz muttered something under his breath. He clearly didn’t want a lecture on his feeding habits.

      “There’s always the Blood Bus for an easy, healthy meal,” Missy added.

      “I’m not drinking any freaking donated blood. I need the thrill of the hunt. It’s part and parcel of the dining experience for me. It’s the essence of being a vampire. I’ll never be one of these folks who sit around waiting for the Blood Bus to show up every night. I am an alpha predator, a master of the night.”

      “It’s really simple, Mr. Schwartz. If you see a guy eating an ice cream cone, don’t hunt him. Or at the very least, wait an hour after he’s done eating before you attack. Okay?”

      He grunted. But at least it wasn’t an obscenity.

      “And I hope you don’t hunt close to home,” Missy said.

      “Nah, I don’t do that.” Schwartz wouldn’t meet her eyes.

      “There are rumors about you.”

      “I told you I don’t. It’s against the rules, anyway.”

      “And you know why,” Missy said. “If the police are involved, it would endanger the entire community.”

      “I don’t kill my prey. Well, usually I don’t. And I always mesmerize them, so they forget about the attack.”

      “Sometimes their memories come back. And what if there’s a witness who sees your attack?”

      “I don’t need a human to lecture me.”

      “If you insist on hunting, why not get away from the city, go out west into the countryside? That would be a perfect way to get more exercise.”

      “I’m late for my pickleball game,” Schwartz said, buttoning his shirt and getting up. He retrieved a duffel bag from the closet. “Don’t mean to be rude, but . . .”

      “Don’t pretend we’re finished, Mr. Schwartz. There’s one more thing I need from you.”

      “I’m not peeing in a cup.”

      “And don’t pretend this is the first time you’ve had to do this.”

      “Look, I only pee every other day. I’m not even technically alive—what value is there in my pee?”

      “Do you want me to list all the valuable data we get from your urine? Granted, many of them are different from when you were alive, but some are even more critical now. Low levels of creatinine can be fatal in vampires.”

      Schwartz gave a big, theatrical sigh and held out an open hand. Missy placed in it a plastic cup with a lid. He took it and retreated to the bathroom. Three hours later, he emerged and slapped the almost-empty cup on the dining room table.

      “I’ve got to leave,” he said.

      “I’m sorry I made you miss your pickleball game.”

      “No, I was lying before about being late. The game begins in a half hour. Goodnight,” he said, opening the front door and waiting for her to take her tote bag and leave.

      Missy didn’t have any more appointments that night, so she looked forward to getting home and relaxing. She started her ancient Toyota in the visitor lot and drove past the pickleball courts, where vampires in white tennis outfits, only slightly whiter than their skin, were assembling. She exited past the gatehouse, where the overnight guard smiled and waved at her.

      She was certain he was a human, with plenty of Neanderthal ancestry. But the way he looked at her creeped her out more than monsters did.
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      The vampire who wanted to kill him really sucked at pickleball. From his post in the gatehouse, Bernie watched Schwartz flail about on the court in a doubles match. Schwartz would let the easiest shots pass him by, then go after ones his teammate was hitting, resulting in tangled arms and the thwack of paddles hitting undead bodies. The balls Schwartz did hit, he hammered with preternatural strength as if he wanted to cause bodily injury to the player on the other side of the net.

      Every night at midnight, the four pickleball courts at Squid Tower Condominiums filled with vampires playing beneath the bright lights. They didn’t need the lights to see but turned them on so humans passing by wouldn’t get suspicious. Bernie called the sport tennis for old people, or the lovechild of badminton and ping-pong. Seniors really liked pickleball. Vampire seniors, especially. As vampires, they could move a little faster than their human counterparts, leap an impressive distance (at times), and sometimes make shots that actually impressed Bernie.

      But, still, if one of players fell it was a big production. Frantic clucking like vampire hens, and if the vampires couldn’t help their friend get up, Bernie would have to leave the gatehouse to help. He shuddered at the thought of the withered hands, cold as death, gripping his hand and arm as he pulled the fallen warrior to his or her feet.

      Sometimes, when there was shrieking about a possible broken hip, he would have to call the private medical service to come out since dialing 9-1-1 was a big no-no in a community of vampires trying to hide what they truly were. Fictional vampires were supposed to have magical healing powers, but try telling that to the geezer flailing around on the court like a turtle on its back, threatening to sue every entity he could think of. It wasn’t pretty.

      Schwartz’s game on the court nearest the gatehouse didn’t last long. An unfortunate possum wandered by, and two players chased after it for a late-night snack. Schwartz sat down on a bench beside the courts, wiping his face with a towel, even though vampires don’t sweat (it must have been an ingrained habit). He put his paddle away in his duffel bag. Then he trudged back toward the building.

      However, he made a point of passing by the gatehouse. He stopped just outside of Bernie’s window.

      “Hey, numb-nuts,” Schwartz said to him. “It’s good to see you’re not sleeping on the job for once. Never let your guard down anymore. Because I’m coming for you. You can count on it. I’m coming for you.”

      Schwartz laughed and walked away.

      This was the kind of abuse Bernie had to deal with every night. Bernie Burdine was the new overnight gate guard at Squid Tower. And his prospects for survival were not good.
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      Just hours earlier, a different tale of predation took place a few hundred yards away as two shark fishermen waited for a bite. Jellyfish Beach had an ordinance against fishing for sharks from the beach. Partly, it was for public safety. Depositing chum made from pieces of dead fish just off the beach to attract the sharks wasn’t a good idea when there would be surfers and swimmers in those same waters as soon as the sun came up. Chumming was recently made illegal statewide for shore-based shark fishermen, though most did it anyway.

      And partly, the city’s ordinance was to protect the sharks, which were often killed by the stress of their long fight once hooked and pulled up onto the beach to be the subject of selfies with their captors. By the time the shark was pushed back into the water, it was often too late.

      Billy Ray and Nubb were not concerned about the welfare of sharks, or about the ordinance. They loved the adrenaline rush of catching giant sharks at night, taking selfies with the dying sharks, and then forgetting to post their photos on social media. And, of course, they enjoyed getting good and wasted while they were at it.

      “It’s your turn to drop the bait,” Billy Ray said.

      “What the hell? That ain’t fair. I did it last time,” Nubb said.

      It was long after midnight and they hadn’t caught anything but a meager buzz. Nubb was enjoying himself, but he knew Billy Ray would get abusive if they got skunked with no catches. Billy Ray was large and, despite his giant belly, very strong, while Nubb was small and wiry. He’d been on the receiving end of Billy Ray’s fists before and didn’t want to repeat the experience. Such was the price of friendship.

      “You didn’t paddle out far enough,” Billy Ray said, finishing off a candy bar and draining the last of a can of beer down his throat. “So, it don’t count. This time, go out another twenty yards at least. And dump some more chum.”

      Billy Ray obviously thought Nubb was stupid enough to fall for this logic, but the fact was Nubb was smart enough to avoid making Billy Ray angry.

      Billy Ray put a large bluefish on the giant hook and handed it to Nubb, who placed it in the rear tank-well of the kayak. He pushed the kayak into the surf, jumped on, and paddled furiously to get through the waves without dumping. Shark baits were too big, and the sinkers above them were too heavy, to cast out with a fishing rod from the beach. They had to be delivered by boat.

      Nubb paddled farther this time. He figured he was about a hundred and fifty yards out, farther than last time. But Billy Ray waved him to keep going. He was well past the second sand bars and the water was probably deep here. He looked back at the beach and Billy Ray waved him on. Finally, after more padding, Billy Ray gave him a raised fist.

      Nubb opened a plastic container and poured the foul mix of fish heads and guts into the water. Then he dropped the baited hook and watched it sink. Time to head back. He hoped his kayak wouldn’t get rammed by a shark as he paddled back toward shore.

      On shore, which seemed to Nubb awfully far away, Billy Ray was reeling in some slack line, then pulled another beer out of the cooler. They weren’t supposed to be fishing for sharks or drinking beer on the beach, but neither the cops nor Fish & Wildlife ever patrolled at this hour. So, they figured they’d be safe.

      A flare or Roman candle arced in the sky just inland of the beach. Whoever launched that wasn’t cool, Nubb thought. It could attract Johnny Law’s attention to their location.

      Nubb entered the surf zone and had to be very careful not to dump. He used the paddle behind him like a rudder, switching it from side to side to keep the kayak straight and surfing the waves. He looked up and thought he saw someone talking to Billy Ray, but the kayak dipped into a trough and his view was blocked by a wave. When he went over the crest, he didn’t see anyone where Billy Ray had been standing, not his friend nor the dark figure speaking to him.

      Had Billy Ray been arrested? Nubb felt anxious and began paddling hard. As the kayak slipped through the wash and onto the sand, there was no sign of Billy Ray. He quickly pulled the kayak up onto the beach, away from the encroaching tide.

      “Billy Ray?” he called with a quaver in his voice.

      He didn’t receive an answer. It was quiet except for the growl of the surf. The beach was totally empty of people. Billy Ray’s rig, an expensive fiberglass rod and Penn reel, lay carelessly on the sand. There’s no way Billy Ray would have willingly placed it there because sand could get into the gears of the reel.

      “Billy Ray?”

      Maybe he was taking a leak in the sea grapes beyond the dunes. Nubb approached a gap in the dunes where the stairs to the dune crossover of a condo complex began. On either side were sea oats giving way to dense thickets of sea grape trees with their large, round leaves. It was easy to hide in there when you had to pee.

      Then came the oddest noise. It was a slurping, a lapping up of something liquid. It sounded like Billy Ray was drinking beer out of bowl like a dog. And, to tell the truth, Billy Ray had been known to do that more than once.

      Nubb stopped suddenly. It wasn’t Billy Ray he had heard. Because Billy Ray lay on his back in the sand within the sea grapes, unmoving, his giant stomach as prominent as a sand dune. Nubb knelt to see if he was all right.

      He wasn’t. He was dead, mouth open, skin pale white in the moonlight. There was blood smeared on his neck and inner forearms.

      “Holy Moses on a cookie,” Nubb said.

      Then someone whispered in his ear, someone right behind him. Silky, soothing words he couldn’t understand but which sounded reassuring.

      Nubb stood. But before he could turn around, the pain hit him in the neck, sharp and intense. He was wrapped in a smothering embrace of thin, but steel-like, arms while a powerful jaw worked at his neck. He struggled to break free, yet the arms squeezed him until he couldn’t breathe.

      The loud, throaty growl of his attacker in his ear faded along with his consciousness.
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      Missy arrived at Squid Tower after sunset for a patient visit and then the weekly creative writing class she taught for a little extra income. As she was parking in the visitor lot, someone rapped on her car window, startling her. Her first instinct was to clutch the vampire-repellant amulet she wore around her neck. Her second instinct, which should have been her first, was to fumble for the pepper spray in her purse.

      Instead of a vampire gone rogue or a mugger, it was a lanky guy in a white Jellyfish Beach Police polo shirt, wearing sunglasses despite the darkness. She lowered the window.

      The man introduced himself as a Detective Affird and asked if she had seen a couple of men shark fishing nearby on the beach the night before.

      “No, I was inside the entire time,” she said.

      “Do you live here?”

      “No, I’m a home-health nurse.” She showed him her business card. “I come here to visit patients.”

      “And you’re just arriving now?” he asked. His dark glasses made him appear as skeptical as his tone.

      “A lot of seniors keep odd hours,” she said. “They have sleeping disorders and other ailments.”

      The greatest concern of her patients, aside from feeding and complaining about their ailments, was keeping their vampirism secret. As multicultural as society might be, there was no tolerance for supernatural creatures, or “freaks,” as they ironically called themselves. The police, especially, would frown upon the undead who took blood from the living.

      And on the rare occasion the police did find a vampire, certain cops summarily executed the creature. It was an open secret among police departments, definitely not a policy. But Missy knew for a fact it happened.

      “You come here regularly?” the detective asked.

      “I do.”

      “Do you ever come across any unfamiliar men or women on the property who are too young to live here? Late-teens to twenties-thirties, maybe riding in a car with a resident, or walking in from the beach?”

      “I honestly haven’t. Why?”

      “There’s been several who have gone missing, or have been found murdered, over the past couple of months. Many were last seen nearby. Have any residents here shown any suspicious behavior?”

      They all did. They were freaking vampires, okay? But she couldn’t say that.

      “Sorry, I haven’t noticed anyone here other than seniors, and none have acted strangely. I haven’t been working here very long.”

      The detective appeared annoyed. “Where do you live?”

      “In town,” Missy said. “A few blocks off Jellyfish Beach Boulevard.”

      Affird looked her and her car over again, assessing her.

      “If you observe anything, call me,” he said, handing Missy his card before walking away. She accepted it, though she knew she couldn’t call him. He suspects someone living here is a murderer, she thought.

      For vampires, living together in a community was great for their personal safety and avoiding loneliness, but it also carried great risks. If one vampire was discovered, the entire group could be revealed as well.

      And that meant they would all be forced to flee. Or all be killed by staking, burning, or decapitation. The public would never know about it. But Missy would be out of a job and lose a lot of patients she had grown quite fond of.
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      Missy visited the Planktons, a couple who were in their early sixties in body age. This was a second marriage for both. George had outlived his first wife and then became a vampire after being preyed upon in a city park. Barbara was turned into a vampire at a particularly wild office Christmas party, and either her husband didn’t want to be turned as well or she refused to do it for him. When her husband’s mortal life came to its natural end, she searched for a new husband, preferably a vampire.

      Barbara moved to Florida to escape the Upstate New York winters and ended up at Squid Tower. So did George. They met through the vampire canasta club, fell in love, and moved in together in her larger three-bedroom condo. George sold his unit, and they got married in a recent ceremony Missy attended as the only human invited. It was a beautiful event, held in the oldest cemetery in Jellyfish Beach, catered with warm pints of fresh, whole blood by the company that ran the Blood Bus.

      Missy gave them each a brief checkup. As she was about to leave, George took her aside. He had a long face, thick, white hair, and the air of a college professor.

      “A police detective was down by the lobby and asked me questions,” George said. “I saw him talking to you, too.”

      “Yeah, there have been murders or disappearances near here. I hope no one from Squid Tower was responsible.”

      “That would be horrible. Since you’re not one of us, I wanted to ask you if humans suspect vampires live here?”

      “I have never heard anything,” Missy said. “The people here easily pass for human seniors. The only suspicious thing is so many of you leave your hurricane shutters closed during the snowbird season.”

      “But they keep the daylight out so well,” George said. He tried to have a joking tone, but it didn’t mask his anxiety.

      You’re not one of us. The words festered in her mind after she left their condo and headed downstairs for her writing class.
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      Gladys finished reading her short story to the group. It was a romance, involving an elderly woman vampire from Rhode Island, like Gladys, who was tall, slender, and stunning, unlike Gladys. The vampire had a torrid affair with the pool boy, who happened to be a werewolf. He never wore a shirt while cleaning the pool and had a hairless chest (despite being a werewolf) with chiseled pecs and a six-pack like the men on the covers of romance novels.

      The story ended after an embarrassingly graphic sex scene, and there was no plot or character development. It was basically porn written by a centuries-old woman in a seventy-year-old body. But Missy couldn’t be a harsh critic. This class wasn’t part of a Master’s program in creative writing; it was meant to be fun and inspiring for retired people.

      “Gladys, I’m very impressed by your realistic dialogue,” Missy said.

      The author smiled. If she were human, she may have blushed, but vampires don’t do that.

      The creative writing group went one-by-one around the circle, making comments about the story. The women enjoyed it and the few men in the group criticized it for technical errors about pool cleaning. But then the conversation strayed from the story to the werewolves living in the community next door.

      “They never clean up after their dogs. There’s dog poop everywhere along the sidewalk in front of our building.”

      “Maybe it’s werewolf poop.”

      “Wouldn’t surprise me.”

      “And their loud parties, night after night.”

      “Horrible music.”

      “I hate those electric guitars. Why doesn’t anyone play lutes anymore?”

      “A bunch of them were drinking on the beach the other night, right at the bottom of our boardwalk. I wouldn’t be surprised if they came onto our property.”

      Elderly werewolves were yet another set of creatures that wintered and retired in Florida. Missy had a few of them as patients. They weren’t immortal like vampires, and they aged at a normal human rate. In fact, their monthly transformations brought on by the full moon took a heavy toll on their aging bodies. Their ability to hunt was greatly diminished by age as well. It’s hard to chase down a deer or a man when you use a walker. They rarely turned into wolves on demand anymore, simply enduring the involuntary transformations during the full moon. So, they lived fairly normal lives as retirees, except for their fascination with 1970s classic-rock bands and heavy partying.

      “I hope the police are investigating the werewolves for the murders and disappearances,” Gladys said.

      “Seems like the cops have only been looking around at Squid Tower,” said Sol.

      “Well, it would be just like those werewolves to kill people and make it look like we vampires did it,” Gladys said.

      The class murmured in agreement.

      “Why can’t it simply be a serial killer who’s human?” Bill asked. “This is Florida. We have serial killers out the wazoo.”

      “Class,” Missy interjected, “let’s stay focused on Gladys’ story. Did you find her werewolf character to be convincing?”

      “He’s not like the low-class werewolves next door,” Sol said.

      “Or like any man I’ve ever known, to be honest,” said a woman named Doris.
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      Taylor couldn’t remember how she ended up here on the beach. All she knew was how intensely she was tripping. Did she take too much Reboot?

      Who cares? She felt awesome, and she had wanted so badly to forget.

      She lay against a sand dune and stared at the stars. They were blazing like in the famous Van Gogh painting. The ocean sounded like a million soothing whispers telling her to relax. Everything would be all right. The stalks of sea oats rustled around her head in the gentle breeze. She was thirsty but didn’t care.

      The Reboot made her feel like she was a good person after all. And that she would make the right choices in the end.

      How did she end up here? She remembered being at a party with Ashley and Cindi. Jerkface had been there with his new girlfriend. That had hurt like a punch to the stomach. Why did it still bother her to see him with someone else? All she wanted was to forget about him. And the rest of the night was about forgetting.

      She remembered getting too drunk at the party. Her friends dragged her out of there just in time before she said something to Jerkface she’d regret, or the police showed up and created news that would embarrass Taylor’s mother.

      There was a bar afterward. No, maybe two bars. A motorcycle ride. Oh, yes, and the Reboot.

      The Reboot.

      The purring surf.

      The soothing breeze.

      The briny scent of the sea.

      The stars burning in the sky above.

      And nothing else.

      One of the stars noticed her looking at them. It twinkled at her.

      And now the blazing star was descending from the heavens toward her, coming to say hello. Swooping down like an angel, coming closer.

      She could feel its power. It was real.

      Yes, it was an angel in all its glory, landing before her on the sand.

      No. It wasn’t an angel.

      It was a demon, she realized too late.

      A demon that came to destroy.
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      When Philomena, the day guard, showed up to relieve him, Bernie told her it had been a typical, uneventful night manning the gate. No signs of Schwartz, and no accidents dropping the gate arm on cars as Bernie occasionally did. He was happy to have gotten a glimpse of a meteor or something—a tiny ball of fire flying by in the sky over the beach—but nothing else memorable occurred.

      He was just about to hand over the post to Philomena when the police car pulled up to the booth and demanded to be let in. No problem, that happened from time to time even at a place where residents avoided calling 9-1-1. But the officer told him to expect more emergency vehicles to follow.

      Sure enough, another cop. Then an ambulance followed by a fire truck. Then a sheriff’s deputy. Later, the crime scene investigators’ SUV pulled up. Finally, an unmarked car driven by Detective Affird showed up. The cop had come by at least twice before during Bernie’s short tenure as a gate guard.

      “Detective, what’s going on?” Bernie asked.

      “Crime scene on the beach,” Affird said, the rising sun glinting off his shades. “Did you see anyone coming or going over the dune crossover in the last few hours?”

      The only view of the crossover was from one of the security monitors. He had seen a couple of really old vampires hobbling home before dawn but wasn’t going to mention it.

      “Sorry, nope,” he said.

      After Affird drove through and parked behind the other official vehicles in a fire lane near the dune crossover, Philomena shook her head with disgust.

      “That cop has been asking too many questions,” she said. “The vampires here aren’t stupid enough to feed right on their doorstep, are they?”

      “No way,” Bernie said, though he couldn’t stop thinking about Schwartz.

      “This used to be such a safe town,” Philomena said with sadness. “And a safe country, America. But no more. Makes me miss Martinique. There, you could swim at night naked, and no one would bother you. Here, if a rapist doesn’t get you, the vampires will.”

      She stroked his arm, as if to comfort him, but her hand lingered a bit too long. Bernie felt a tingling in his nether regions he didn’t welcome. He stepped away from her. She was not bad-looking for her age and her dark-brown skin was still smooth and shiny with barely a wrinkle. But no, no, no, he was not into older chicks.

      She searched his face after he stepped away from her, so he gave her a big, reassuring smile to avoid hurt feelings.

      “I’m heading home now,” he said. “You stay safe, Philomena.”
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      “We’re Ten-Fifty-One for a Code Five. Victim reported on the beach on the Seventeen-hundred block of North Ocean Boulevard. That’s a Code Five.”

      The voice crackled over Matt’s police scanner early in the morning. Ten-Fifty-One meant “en route.” Code Five indicated a possible homicide. Murders weren’t very common in Jellyfish Beach. Matt Rosen, staff reporter for the Jellyfish Beach Journal, was especially interested, however, because there had been a string of disappearances and dead bodies found of late. The victims and missing were generally those who slipped through the cracks of society: homeless, runaways, and addicts who were kicked out of their sober homes. And though it had never been released publicly, he knew the cause of death of many of these victims was exsanguination.

      That’s right, they bled out. Or, more accurately, were drained of blood.

      Matt finished getting dressed and locked up the cottage. It was just after 6:00 a.m., and this time of year the sun wasn’t up yet. But there would be early risers on the beach already and he wanted to get to the scene before the police set up a perimeter. Fortunately, the crime scene wasn’t far.

      The first responders had apparently gained access via a gated condominium community named Squid Tower, so he pulled over in front in a no-parking zone on State Road A1A. He recognized the car in front of him as belonging to the local TV affiliate. They had beaten him there, but at least the news van hadn’t arrived yet.

      Matt cut through the parking lot of the nondescript residential high rise. It looked like a typical fifty-five-plus senior community. He walked around the building and over the short boardwalk that crossed the dunes. A young newsroom intern from the TV station was talking on her phone near the stairs.

      Four officers stood around chatting, waiting for a detective and crime-scene techs to arrive. The body lay nearby in a grassy clump of sea oats where the dunes flattened out into the beach. Matt approached nonchalantly, flashing his newspaper I.D. when the cops looked up at him even though he knew them. He didn’t go any closer to the body than where the officers were standing.

      The victim was a young woman, lying on her stomach. She wore white shorts and a blouse that were casual but chic enough to be clubby. Her feet were bare.

      There was no blood on her clothing or on the sand. From where he stood, Matt couldn’t see any signs of violence to the body or on the starkly white skin.

      “Is this a homicide or an overdose?” Matt asked.

      An African-American cop, Bill Jensen, answered. “Homicide. Looks like she was possibly strangled, but also bled out from some wounds on her neck. Where the blood went is anyone’s guess.”

      “Another exsanguination murder? Wasn’t there one just last week?”

      “Yeah, I don’t know what the deal is,” Jensen said. “You’ll have to talk to a detective. But there’s plenty of kooks out there who like to pretend they’re a vampire.”

      Or they actually are one, Matt thought.

      “Are the wounds on her neck puncture wounds?” he asked.

      “Yeah, but they could have come from any variety of sharp instruments.”

      “Like fangs?”

      “Hey Rosen, I got a scoop for you,” said the sheriff’s deputy, a high-school classmate of Matt’s named Dawn. “This vic is the mayor’s daughter.”

      “Are you serious? How old is she?”

      “Twenty-two. Old enough to get into bars, but too young to know she’d met the wrong guy.”

      The mayor’s daughter. Matt knew this would expand the investigation beyond concerning only the invisible members of society. He waited until Detective Affird showed up.

      Fred Affird spoke to the medical examiner, a portly man who was sweating already in the morning warmth. Affird knelt beside the body and looked it over briefly. He scowled when he stood and walked over to the officers.

      “Detective,” Matt said, “has the mayor been notified?”

      As usual, Affird ignored him.

      Matt rattled off questions about the “vampire killer.” And, as usual, when Affird did finally look at him through his mirror shades, he only smiled without answering anything.

      “I thought we had a good relationship, detective.”

      “It would be much better if you’d just leave me alone and wait for the press release from the department,” Affird said.

      “But what about transparency and accountability?” Matt said, without hiding his sarcasm.

      “I’m accountable to the chief, that’s it. And I’m certainly not accountable to reporters.”

      At least he talked to me this time, Matt thought.
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      After Bernie got home, he turned on the TV to the morning news as he ate a bowl of cereal in his dingy studio apartment. He shoveled the generic-brand sugared flakes into his mouth at his small table, inches from the twenty-four-inch monitor. Below the closed curtains, the window-unit air conditioner chugged desperately. The news anchors gushed breathlessly.

      It turned out it was the mayor’s daughter who had been found murdered on the beach. She looked young and hot in the photo they showed. Bernie wondered what she had been doing on the beach at night.

      After he tossed the empty bowl into the sink, he fired up his clunky computer and went to the Jellyfish Beach Journal website. An article about the murder had just been posted. It was straightforward and laid out the same basic facts he had heard on TV. But it already had a few reader comments attached below it. One of them wondered if the body had neck punctures and if it had been drained of blood.

      Most people would laugh at such speculation. Not those who worked at Squid Tower.

      He replayed in his mind the night’s migration of residents’ cars in and out of the tower’s parking garage and rolling past his guardhouse, wondering if any of the occupants had been responsible. None of the residents looked like savage killers. They looked like his grandparents, except their complexions were whiter and their eyes tended to glow red. He couldn’t imagine them dining on anything other than raccoons, rabbits, possums, and stray pets. Maybe, just maybe, on the occasional homeless person. And there were just as many residents who didn’t hunt at all and relied instead on the nightly visits of the Blood Bus. He realized he had begun to feel protective of these people whose gate he guarded.

      But he remembered Schwartz exiting the gate, pausing to fix a hate-filled glare upon him. Bernie had to find something to improve their relationship. Before Schwartz gave in to his instincts and killed him.

      Had Schwartz returned to the property in time to kill the woman?
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      Missy was feeding her two gray tabbies, Brenda and Bubba, when her doorbell rang.

      It was Affird. He had tracked down where she lived.

      “Sorry to bother you, Ms. Mindle. I needed to ask you a few more questions.”

      She didn’t like the feeling of being investigated when she had done nothing wrong. She didn’t like the man, either. He had thick black hair going gray, a hollow, pockmarked face, and wore sunglasses despite the fact it was dark out. His khaki trousers and navy-blue polo shirt with the department logo hung loosely from his bony frame. The shirt was tucked in, making his holster quite conspicuous jutting out from his hip.

      “I’m rather busy right now.”

      “No problem. I respect your time.” He had inserted himself into the doorway so she couldn’t close the door without pushing him out of the way, made more difficult by the fact Florida hurricane codes require exterior doors to open outwards. “This won’t take long.”

      Missy sighed. “Go on.”

      “Another person was murdered last night, on the beach in front of Squid Tower.”

      “Oh no, that’s horrible.”

      “I need you to try again to remember if you’ve seen any strange behavior by the residents.”

      “No, I haven’t. The people who live here are old retirees. Why would you suspect one of them?”

      “I’m not saying I do. I want to rule it out, though. And it’s too much of a coincidence that there have been so many incidences at or near the property.”

      “Near? How near?”

      “Easy walking distance,” he said.

      “Well, there are several other buildings within ‘easy walking distance,’ including a convenience store and an ice cream shop. And why would a murderer kill people right in his backyard?”

      “It happens all the time. Murderers are impulsive. Especially serial killers. Very few of them make careful plans beforehand.”

      “Have you checked out the other buildings in the area?” Missy asked.

      “I have, including the retail property. Right now, I’m talking to you about Squid Tower. Why is the place so deserted during the daytime?”

      “The seniors don’t enjoy being out when it’s hot.”

      He frowned. “That doesn’t seem to be the case with seniors in the neighboring buildings. Even in cooler weather, I’ve seen Squid Tower residents outside only at night. Why is that?”

      “They’re avoiding melanoma? You’d have to ask them. I don’t know their habits. I just give them health screenings.”

      “I sense antagonism in your tone,” he said.

      “Detective, I’ll let you know the instant there’s anything suspicious,” she said, signaling she wanted to close the door. “May I get back now to my to-do list?”

      “Of course. Thank you for your time.” He smiled without the least trace of sincerity and backed out of the doorway.

      She peeked out the window and watched him get in an unmarked SUV and drive away. Then she checked the local news app on her phone and learned the mayor’s daughter was found murdered on the beach. The story didn’t mention Squid Tower, but Affird said that was where the most recent victim was found. She suddenly had a stress headache.

      She wondered if someone at Squid Tower truly was the murderer. If so, maybe she should reconsider her job. She doubted that was the case. But even if they were innocent, the residents—her patients—were at grave risk of being revealed as vampires with Affird snooping in their lives. It meant, at the very least, they would have to abandon their condos and flee to other cities. At worst, it meant they might be murdered by law enforcement or vigilantes.

      How could she help them? Should she try to find the actual killer? The idea seemed ridiculous. She was a nurse, not a sleuth. She didn’t have the knowledge or the personality to hunt down a murderer. Besides, the police were already working on it. Once the police found the actual culprit, the residents of Squid Tower would be safe.

      Her rationalization didn’t make her headache go away.
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      “All in favor?”

      The seven men and women seated at the folded table raised their hands and responded in the affirmative. All were vampires. At one point, both humans and vampires shared residency at Squid Tower. Somehow, the vampires kept their secret through it all until the human population aged out or passed away, but the vampires took over the homeowners association board long before that. Even with two dozen residents in the audience, Missy was the only human in the room tonight.

      “The special assessment for crypt cleaning passes,” board president Agnes, a tiny, wizened bleach-blonde at the center of the table, said in a raspy accent that was vaguely European but impossible to place. “Now on to open discussion. Does anyone have any matters to bring before the board?”

      Schwartz, sitting at the table with the board, raised his hand.

      “I do. The gate guard on weeknights—I want to get him fired.”

      “Is he a vampire?” a male board member asked.

      “Nope,” Schwartz said. “But more important, he’s a major idiot. An incompetent loser.”

      “Perhaps you are unaware,” said the raspy-voiced president, “but it’s almost impossible to hire a vampire for that position. No vampire young enough to hold the job would want to spend his or her waking hours sitting in a tiny booth, unable to go out and hunt. What able-bodied vampire would want to just sit around for hours on end, reacting to others and not instigating action?”

      Murmurs of agreement spread through the room.

      “Does he know about us?” the male board member asked.

      “According to Rudy at the security company, he doesn’t,” Agnes said. “So his being an idiot is actually in our favor.”

      “I don’t care,” Schwartz said. “He left a big oil stain on my parking spot.”

      “It’s not your spot,” another board member said. “It’s a handicapped spot, and you just took it as your own.”

      “I happen to have mobility issues,” Schwartz said.

      “You don’t on the pickleball court.”

      “Leo, if you park there, you’d better have a handicapped permit,” Agnes said. “Let’s move on. Any other issues?”

      “Is the association going to pay to clean the oil stain?”

      “Next topic,” Agnes said in a tone that shut Schwartz up.

      Missy stood from her folding chair at the back of the sparse audience.

      “I would like to alert the board about a potential legal issue,” she said.

      “Go ahead,” the bleach-blonde president croaked.

      “A police detective has been poking around here. He said people have gone missing or been found murdered on the beach nearby. In fact, someone was found just this morning.”

      “I heard about that,” Agnes said.

      “The detective seems to believe a resident here is responsible.”

      An awkward silence as people exchanged worried and quizzical glances.

      “Just a heads-up,” Missy said.

      “I wish to remind everyone the condominium bylaws expressly forbid hunting or killing on or near the property. Discretion is demanded of everyone,” the president said. “We have a nice existence here at Squid Tower. Let’s not mess it up and expose us all by acting selfishly. Please spread the word to your neighbors.”

      “What if none of us is responsible?” Schwartz asked. “We’re not the only predators in the food chain. What about the werewolves next door?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” the president snapped at him. “We still have to behave responsibly and avoid attention.”

      She motioned for adjournment and the board agreed. They and the audience dispersed to enjoy the remaining hours before dawn. Some went to change for the water aerobics class or to soak up some moonlight on the beach. The hardcore canasta players headed for the card room. And a large contingent flocked to the pickleball courts.

      But a few stragglers lingered in whispered conversations. The numbers dwindled until two groups remained: Schwartz and two other men, and, on the other end of the board table, Agnes and three women. Both groups whispered and gesticulated passionately, although, as vampires, they could probably hear what the other group was whispering. Missy felt hostility and mutual distrust simmering in the air between the two groups.

      Politics, she thought. Who needs that nonsense? At least she warned them about Affird. It was all she could do.
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      When Missy got home, she made a pot of tea and fed Brenda and Bubba. Turning on the local morning news, it was quickly apparent the big story still was the murder of the mayor’s daughter. They abruptly cut to live coverage of a news conference.

      It was a typical affair. But since Jellyfish Beach was such a small municipality, it didn’t have a fancy, high-tech media center to serve as a backdrop. Instead, the authorities had to use the space where they held city commission meetings, namely the high-school auditorium. This venue happened to have its stage occupied at the moment by the set for the Wizard of Oz production the student theater club was currently performing.

      So chief-of-police Rick Tooey, Detective Fred Affird, and the grieving Mayor Janet Donovan, dressed in black, gave their briefing loomed over by a giant rainbow and a two-dimensional Munchkin Land behind them.

      Chief Tooey droned on about how the murderer was a cancer on the reputation of our city, so beloved by tourists and retirees alike. How the killer must be stopped. How evidence suggests other murders might be the work of the same culprit. How the department has some promising leads that cannot be revealed to the public at this time. How a person of interest has been interrogated by police. How the crime hitting our very own mayor’s family did not add any urgency other than the same diligence any other grieving family would receive. And how the mayor will continue with her duties but did not wish to speak at this press conference.

      Then the questions began.

      Reporters from the local NBC and CBS affiliates asked perfunctory questions and received evasive answers from the chief. Missy paid little attention while she poured her first cup of Earl Grey and the cats brushed against her legs. Then she heard a voice that wasn’t distinctive but had a pleasant vibe, making her glance at the television. It was a bookish man with a beard who identified himself as Matt Rosen from the Jellyfish Beach Journal.

      “Was a weapon ever found?” he asked.

      “No,” the chief replied. “The wounds indicate it was an icepick-like instrument.”

      “Can you comment on the fact that the corpse was drained of blood?” Matt asked quickly, before another reporter could get in a question.

      “It’s common for victims with wounds to their arteries to exsanguinate,” the chief said.

      “Yes, to bleed out,” Matt said. “But I meant drained. As in the blood was purposefully removed from the body. It’s my understanding there was very little blood found at the scene, certainly not the amount an adult body holds. Where would the blood have gone?”

      Buzzing of conversation broke out in the room off-camera.

      The chief appeared to find his uniform too tight in the collar. “I don’t know where you got your information. We have no such evidence.”

      “Can you comment on the fact that other victims have also had similar wounds and had been drained of blood?” Matt asked. “Do you believe this was a ritual killing? Or that it was committed by a vampire-like individual, or someone pretending to be a vampire?”

      Someone laughed very loudly, and the crowd buzzed. The chief, red-faced, said into the microphone, “I’m only taking serious questions. If there aren’t any, then we’re wrapping up.”

      There were more questions about the person of interest and about other victims. But it was clear by their reactions the “serious” reporters found Matt’s inquiries to be a joke.

      The problem was, the word “vampire” was out there now. And it truly looked as if a vampire or vampires were responsible for the killings.

      This is really bad, Missy thought. Her patients at Squid Tower were especially vulnerable now. Even if the public didn’t believe in vampires, the police and reporters were on the lookout for a killer behaving like a vampire while committing murders near Squid Tower. Its residents were in great danger of being revealed. And their very existence was in peril.
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      You don’t belong.

      George Plankton’s words drifted into Missy’s mind while she drove to Squid Tower for patient visits. And the words still hurt, more now than when she had first heard them. True, she wasn’t a vampire and had no intention of becoming one. But she felt like she was part of the communities of Squid Tower and Seaweed Manor, the werewolf enclave next door. Her life revolved around learning the vampires’ and werewolves’ special needs and idiosyncrasies while trying to keep them healthy. Not to mention preserving their secrecy from the normal outside world.

      Plus, she was sort of a freak herself. There were powers inside of her she didn’t understand. She considered herself a witch, but more of a hobbyist than a supernatural creature. She dabbled in Wicca and in her own brand of Florida Cracker magick, though she sensed she had access to powerful energies residing in the earth and, even, deep inside of herself.

      She was friends with Luisa, the owner of a botánica where Missy worked part-time, who knew quite a bit about magic—though Luisa insisted she herself wasn’t a bruja, a witch. She had been encouraging Missy to learn more about witchcraft and to seek out other practicing witches, though Missy didn’t know any and had no idea how to join a community of them.

      Missy’s previous job as a nurse had made her part of a tight-knit community at her hospital, particularly her coworkers in the Intensive Care Unit. She loved working and hanging out with them. But each year in the ICU took a toll on her. The extreme emotional ups and downs—the stress, the heartaches, the impact of the patients she lost as well as those she helped save—began to turn her empathy into a hardened shell.

      Caring too much would break her. But caring less would be a betrayal to all she believed and worked for. It became time to move on.

      She had been divorced for years and had no children. The overnight work schedule put a damper on any social life she might have had. Her birth parents had died when she was too young to remember them, and her adoptive parents had moved to Tennessee when they retired. Her father lost his long battle with cancer, and she only saw her mother during holidays. She had an eccentric aunt in Florida whom she avoided. That was it when it came to family.

      She was pretty much alone, except for her two cats. The communities of “freaks” she cared for was all she had.

      The independence of a home-health nurse had sounded appealing. She found out about an opening for a nurse on the overnight shift. She had worked this shift in the ICU for years, so her body clock was used to it. But she was very surprised a home-health service would need staff to work overnight, aside from the live-in aides.

      She found out why on the second round of her job interviews.

      “Like we told you before, your experience working in the ICU is a real plus,” Deborah, the human resources director of Acceptance Home Care, had said. She was rather young to be in charge of HR, with her copious tattoos and piercings. “We need someone who is compassionate, yet strong. You seem to have a thick skin.”

      “You need to have one when you work in the ICU. It was a rollercoaster of emotions.”

      “You can’t tell from the stock photos of attractive seniors on our website, but we have a highly unique clientele.”

      “How so?” Missy asked.

      “Are you strictly religious, or more open-minded?”

      “Don’t tell me your clients are nudists. Or swingers? I wouldn’t feel comfortable . . .”

      “No, no, nothing of the sort,” Deborah said. She was performing the delicate ritual of a sales job.

      “To answer your question, I’m not really into conventional, established churches,” Missy said, trying to indicate she was still interested. “I’m a bit of a pagan, actually.”

      Deborah perked up. “Okay, so you’re not opposed to the concept of the supernatural?”

      “No, I’m not, but . . . why do you ask?”

      “Our clients have special needs, and some people might be frightened by them, or offended by their needs.”

      “Is this about something illegal?” Missy asked.

      “Not as it pertains to us. It’s just that our clientele is often shunned by society.”

      “Are you talking about circus freaks?”

      “I’m talking about vampires. And werewolves. Fauns, ogres, trolls, etcetera, etcetera. Some fairies and elves, but elves tend to retire in Arizona rather than Florida. They hate humidity.”

      Missy forced a laugh. “Arizona? Good one. But seriously.”

      “I’m serious. Look, supernatural creatures get old, too, and there’s something in the laws of the universe that mandates when you get old you move to Florida. And later, after years of complaining about Florida, you move to North Carolina.”

      “Vampires get old? I thought they were immortal.”

      “Yes, but if they happened to be old when they were made into vampires, that’s the age they remain. So they come down here as snowbirds every winter, or they live here full time. I’m pleased you appear to be accepting of what I’ve told you.”

      “I knew a vampire once, briefly. Years ago,” Missy said, fighting the sadness accompanying her memories.

      “People say, ‘vampires in the Sunshine State?’ Well, old creatures don’t like the cold. And it doesn’t matter how many sunny days we have, because they only come out at night. And we have werewolves, too, who age like mortal creatures. Other supernatural creatures age very, very slowly, but do eventually get old. And that’s where Acceptance Home Care comes in. We care for them with the respect and compassion they deserve. Without judgement.”

      Missy thought of her grandmother, a victim of elder abuse, her assets stolen before dying in a horrible nursing home. This painful memory, along with her dad’s cancer, was one of the main reasons Missy went to nursing school, vowing to build a career by helping others.

      “We’re all God’s creatures,” Deborah said, “even those whom you might think are on Satan’s team. They’re not really. Only demons are. And divorce lawyers. And we don’t have any demons as clients.”

      “What about divorce lawyers?”

      “Um, we have a few.”

      “How can you ensure my safety?”

      “The rules are very strict. If any of our clientele violated the safety agreement, they’d be banned from their community and forfeit their savings. Besides, they’re all so grateful to be cared for. They would never bite the hand that feeds them. Oh, I shouldn’t have said ‘bite.’”

      Missy accepted Deborah’s job offer. And then signed a very, very extensive non-disclosure agreement.

      It took some time afterwards for her to realize why she took the job. She didn’t want her empathy for patients to dry up. And if she could empathize with supernatural monsters, it meant she still had a heart after all.
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      She pulled up to the gatehouse of Squid Tower. The creepy guard stuck his head out of the door of the booth, saw the cardboard visitor’s pass on her dashboard, and gave her a creepy smile before raising the gate arm. She parked in the same spot she always used. The residents here didn’t get many visitors.

      It was during the gloaming, after sunset, but not fully night. Watching the last vestiges of light slip away always made her melancholy. The orange glow faded from the sky and its reflections in windows not covered by shutters died. In less than an hour, the Blood Bus would arrive, and elderly vampires would line up beside it. Others would start their cars and drive out through the gate, seeking prey in town or going to Mega-Mart. None, she hoped, would be hunting for humans on the beach or along the jogging path beside A1A.

      She entered the lobby with her tote bag filled with medical supplies and a few charms and amulets. While she waited for the elevator, a woman using a walker hobbled over from one of the common rooms.

      “Oh, Missy, I’m so glad I ran into you,” the lady said.

      “Hello. Have we met?”

      “No, but I know all about you from some of your patients. I’ve been meaning to set up an appointment with you. My name is Victoria, but everyone calls me Vicky.”

      “Of course, Vicky,” Missy said. “I have an appointment now, but I can meet with you right afterwards. Do you need screenings, or is anything wrong?”

      “My knees, heavens to Betsy. They’ve been killing me lately.”

      The elevator arrived. Missy got on, followed by the lady sliding her walker, and punched the button for the eleventh floor.

      “What floor are you going to?” Missy asked.

      “I’ve got nothing to do. I’ll just ride with you. As I was saying, my knees. I was turned only two years ago and becoming a vampire definitely improved them. I could barely walk before and suddenly I’m able to chase down prey half my age! But whenever a weather front comes through, I’m in agony and have to use this darned thing.”

      “Sounds like osteoarthritis,” Missy said.

      “My doctor said the same thing. Before I was turned.”

      What was left unsaid was that she could never see her doctor again now, in her undead state.

      The elevator beeped as it reached the eleventh floor.

      “I’ll let you go,” the lady said. “I’ll be down in the card room waiting. Thank you so much!”

      As she walked down the hallway, Missy thought about Vicky’s predicament. Missy would have referred Vicky to a specialist for knee replacement surgery to end her chronic pain. If she were still a mortal human. Now, as a vampire, Vicky didn’t have that option.

      There were a few physicians in South Florida who specialized in vampires and other supernatural creatures, but they worked under the radar of the American Medical Association. They were all unlicensed, backroom practices that didn’t have the resources to perform major surgery like a knee replacement. And there’s no way a hospital for humans would accept and comprehend an undead patient, let alone understand their special requirements. Maybe someday a secret hospital will exist for freaks, but in the meantime people like Missy would bear the responsibility for their healthcare. Vampires don’t need much of it, thanks to their supernatural healing abilities. But those abilities simply can’t transform a sixty-something’s damaged knees, whose cartilage has worn away causing bone spurs, into the knees of a twenty-something. A vampire’s body can heal a bone that breaks in an accident, but not repair damage to a body that occurred over a period of decades when it was human.

      Before she reached her patient’s door, Missy briefly considered the therapies she would recommend for Vicky. Surely magick could help the vampire’s suffering somehow. Missy decided that as she learned the art of witchcraft and watched her latent powers grow, she would develop spells, charms, and potions to aid vampire medicine.

      She could bring untold benefits to these geriatric creatures. And the werewolves next door, too.

      Missy realized she might not belong here, but she was needed. Anyone who needed her—the sick, the infirm, the helpless—deserved her full dedication and commitment. And she was making a big difference in their existence.

      With this sense of responsibility, she vowed to do whatever she could to find the murderer, whether it was a resident or an outsider. If it were the latter, she would make sure the police knew it.
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      The condo complex next door where the werewolves lived was a pair of low-rise buildings that were not as luxurious as the vampires’ building. It was called Seaweed Manor. Perhaps not coincidentally, every time Missy visited, the distinct smell of weed drifted through the hallways.

      The folks here were the proverbial animals who loved to party. Morning, noon, and night. In fact, it was not long after sunrise, after her patient visits of the vampires in Squid Tower had wrapped up. It wasn’t by any measure close to happy hour, no matter what kind of creature you were. Nevertheless, bass thumped behind many a front door along with moaning guitar riffs from forgotten ‘70s jam bands. Raucous laughter and shattered glass erupted in the condo next to her destination.

      She knocked. A tall woman with gray hair in ponytails answered. She wore a psychedelic Grateful Dead T-shirt, cutoff jeans, copious beads, and a large bronze crucifix. Many of the werewolves living here were aware they had a colony of vampires next door and the Joint Cooperation Agreement between their two condo associations banning predation upon each other wasn’t enough to assure the werewolves they were safe.

      The feeling was mutual. The vampires kept their distance from Seaweed Manor on nights with a full moon, and Missy avoided patient visits there. No sense taking extra risks. The few normal humans living here were supposedly clueless about any supernatural creatures, even though one or two would pass away under mysterious circumstances every season. Which goes to show how well the Joint Cooperation Agreement was enforced.

      Cynthia Roarke warmly welcomed Missy and offered her tea while Missy went into the master bedroom to examine Harry.

      “Hey sweetheart, how are you?” he asked, sitting on a chair facing a TV.

      He was a hulking specimen of lupine masculinity with a big beard and long silver hair. A retired contractor from New Jersey, he had found Jesus, got infected in a near-fatal werewolf attack in the Pine Barrens, became a werewolf, lost Jesus, and then found Satan. After he walked away from the dark lord when the allure faded, the Roarkes took up surfing, and that’s where their passions now resided. They particularly enjoyed surfing during a full moon in werewolf form and, remarkably, have managed to avoid being seen by the public while doing it.

      When in human form, Mr. Roarke was also on the condo board. He had a reputation for hostility against the vampires, often filing frivolous lawsuits against the board of Squid Tower. Residents of the two communities coexisted peacefully, but the two condo boards feuded with more bitterness than the Hatfields and McCoys.

      “I’m good, Mr. Roarke. How are you?”

      “Oh, it’s horrible to grow old. You should avoid it. Aside from the usual aches and pains, I’ve been okay lately, just some constipation.”

      “Have you been eating enough roughage?”

      “I eat bones sometimes.”

      “That’s not roughage. Roughage is fiber, like grains and vegetables. Mr. Roarke, you can’t survive on raw meat alone.”

      “I like to say I have a vegetarian diet. I eat vegetarians whenever I can catch them.”

      “Which reminds me,” Missy said, wrapping beefy biceps with a blood-pressure cuff, “do the werewolves who live here hunt close to home?”

      “Nah, we have rules against that.”

      “Have you heard about the people who have been found murdered nearby?”

      “Yeah. Everyone figures the freaking vampires are doing it.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because the bodies were drained of blood, of course.”

      “One-fifty over ninety. Kinda high, Mr. Roarke. Have you been taking your blood-pressure medication?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Let me check it again. Have you had any disputes with the vampires lately?” She squeezed the bulb to inflate the cuff.

      “No. I’ve been a perfect angel.”

      “Has anyone else here had problems with the vampires?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      “One-seventy over a hundred. Am I stressing you out?”

      “No. I just don’t like talking about the vampires. Bunch of pretentious snobs who think they’re better than us.”

      “Maybe their snobbishness led someone to frame them—make it look like the vampires killed those people?”

      “Exactly what the vampires would have you believe,” he grumbled.

      “I’m serious. A lot of werewolves live here and some of them are . . . how do I put this?”

      “Rough characters?”

      “Yeah. Maybe one of them killed some people and then drained their blood to make it look like a vampire did it.”

      “Werewolves
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