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      Once again, the ghost woke Missy. Don Mateo of Grenada, 400 years dead, crashed into a chair in Missy’s bedroom. He wasn’t some clever type of ghost, like a poltergeist, that moved furniture mischievously.

      No, he was just a dork. A very awkward, uncoordinated ghost who couldn’t seem to find his way around the bedroom in the dark even though that’s precisely what ghosts are supposed to be good at. Did other people with an ancient ghost in their house have the same problem?

      One of her cats, she couldn’t tell which, hissed.

      “What is it?” Missy asked. “Why are you stumbling around my bedroom?”

      “The gnome is missing,” the ghost said in his heavy accent of archaic Spanish.

      “What gnome?”

      “The sentinel garden gnome in the front yard. The one we enchanted.”

      Missy groaned as she remembered. The gnome, made with some heavy plastic-like material, was the stereotypical folklore character. It was about a foot tall and had a huge white beard, a pot belly, a pointy red hat that curved halfway, and an impish smirk. The previous owners of the house had left it behind in the garage. It would have stayed in there forever if Don Mateo hadn’t suggested otherwise. She had never had the desire to decorate her front lawn with a garden gnome.

      “What do you mean he’s missing?” Missy asked. “Someone stole him?”

      “No, I believe he left on his own accord.”

      Missy sat up in the bed, finally abandoning her hopes of going back to sleep. It was just before dawn and she had gone to bed only a couple of hours ago after her overnight shift of caring for her vampire home-health patients.

      “How could he leave on his own accord?” she asked, irritated. “He’s not even a he. He’s an it, an inanimate object.”

      The spell they used was supposed to turn him into an alarm of sorts, not much more than a motion detector and sensor for magical intruders. All he was meant to do was make loud noises. Not run off somewhere.

      They had tested the spell, and it had worked. Missy had left through the back door, went around the house, and approached it from the street. The gnome stood next to an areca palm beside the walkway to her front door (and boy was she embarrassed to have it there in full public view). It would detect anyone who trespassed while armed with magic, so she had conjured a weak protection spell around herself and strolled into the driveway.

      The gnome began screeching. Loudly. It had a high-pitched, rodent-like voice, pretty much what you’d expect from a gnome. It babbled in an indecipherable language until Missy turned off the gnome’s guarding spell. She then asked Don Mateo to help her alter the spell so it only created audio in her head, not in public where her neighbors would hear it.

      Apparently, the alteration did not go well.

      “I admit we screwed up, to use the contemporary parlance,” Don Mateo said.

      “No, you screwed up. You’re the one who directed me how to create the spell.”

      Don Mateo had written the spell instructions in the back pages of a grimoire centuries ago when he was alive. He was a wizard who fled Spain with the Spanish Inquisition at his heels. He had filled the addendum to the grimoire with a blend of European sorcery and the natural, earth magick practiced by the shaman of the native Timucuan people who had lived in north Florida when the colonizers arrived.

      The grimoire was The Book of Saint Cyprian, which later belonged to Missy’s father, a witch who died when she was an infant. Someone had stolen the book from her father, and it ended up with Bob McGuinn, the Arch-Mage of San Marcos. After Missy retrieved the book, on written instructions from her father, Bob had tried to steal it back. He even tortured Missy to get her to hand it over.

      The spell, intended to turn the garden gnome into a guard gnome, was another line of defense in case Bob came back. Her other lines of defense were a protection spell over the house and your typical burglar alarm. She didn’t have a dog, and her cats were worthless at protecting the house, so adding the gnome—no matter how kitschy it was—seemed like a good idea.

      Until now.

      Missy considered using various locator spells to find the gnome. But those took a lot of effort, more than was worth to find a corny lawn ornament.

      As if he had read her thoughts (and she sorely hoped this ghost didn’t have that ability), Don Mateo said, “We have to find it.”

      “Why? Maybe it will end up in the garden of someone who actually enjoys gnomes.”

      “You added magick to it, and, clearly, that magick malfunctioned. We have no idea what that gnome is capable of doing.”

      “We know it’s capable of leaving my property,” Missy said. “Maybe that’s a good thing.”

      A distant siren pierced the pre-dawn silence.

      “It is never a good thing to release magick unsupervised into the world.”

      “Well, it’s very difficult to find an inanimate object with a spell.”

      “The gnome is no longer inanimate,” Don Mateo said.

      The siren was much louder now. In fact, it sounded as if it was in her neighborhood. Probably an older resident having a medical scare.

      “Well, I suppose I can send out some tracer spells,” Missy said. The tracers were tiny bursts of magick she broadcast in great numbers. They behaved like drones, flying at low altitude in search of an image she focused upon in her mind. If they made a match with the image, they pinged her with the general location. Usually it required additional magick, a more powerful locator spell directed at the tracer’s location, to pinpoint the precise location of the search subject.

      Flashing lights seeped through Missy’s window blinds as the emergency vehicle directly passed her house.

      “Oh my,” Missy said.

      “Perhaps the gnome didn’t go far after all,” said Don Mateo.

      “Do you mind? I need to get dressed.”

      The ghost faded away. She still didn’t feel very private knowing his presence was near. But she got out of bed, took off what she called her old-lady pajamas, and threw on a T-shirt, surfer shorts, and flip-flops. They considered this haute couture in Florida.

      A police car was parked, strobe lights flashing, down the street in front of Old Man Vansetti’s house. A deep rumbling behind her came from a red Fire-Rescue ambulance and a fire truck driving down the street to park in front of the police car. Paramedics popped out. Something appeared to be wrong in Vansetti’s front yard.

      Normally, Missy wouldn’t be nosy about her neighbors. But this morning she had a heavy, foreboding feeling. The old man lived alone, after all. She hurried toward the emergency scene. Old Man Vansetti’s dog, Fifi, was barking furiously.

      Missy arrived at the Vansetti front yard and realized the white Pomeranian was on a leash still attached to her owner’s hand. The old man lay face up beneath his mango tree, next to the hand-lettered sign he planted each fruit-bearing season warning he would shoot mango thieves. His head was tilted back, and he was not moving. His face was blue.

      A softball-size mango protruded from his mouth.

      There are dozens of varieties of mangos, but none are small enough to fit in a human’s mouth. And Mr. Vansetti’s mangos were large. How this one fit into his mouth was a mystery.

      “He ain’t breathing,” one of the paramedics kneeling beside him said. “No pulse either.”

      “We have to get the mango out of his mouth anyway,” his female partner said, “to show we at least tried.”

      While they busied themselves trying to pry the fruit from Vansetti’s mouth, Fifi continued barking at the emergency team.

      “Can someone take this dog out of here?” the first paramedic asked.

      The police officer, a young, skinny rookie, struggled to keep a straight face while he pried the leash from Vansetti’s hand and led the dog a short distance away. Fifi kept barking.

      “You think he was staring up at the tree with his mouth open and the fruit fell and landed in his mouth?” the cop asked.

      “Nah,” said the male paramedic, a serious type with a buzz cut. “I think he fell face down and landed on the mango, then rolled over while he was being asphyxiated.”

      “Both theories are far-fetched,” the female paramedic said. “What are the odds a mango would go right into his mouth?”

      “My theory is the best one. It took a lot of force to get this thing rammed so far in his mouth. He must have fallen on it,” her partner said.

      “Maybe someone else rammed it in there,” the cop said.

      “Either we use the jaws of life, or we’ll have to make incisions to get this mango out,” the female paramedic said.

      “Now the question is, who would choke a guy to death with a mango?” the rookie cop pondered.

      None of them had noticed Missy hovering there. Something caught her eye across the lawn, beyond the lights from the emergency crew.

      Two garden gnomes stood side-by-side in the middle of a flower bed, silhouetted by the faint rays of the rising sun. One of them she recognized as always being in this garden—a chubby gnome holding a tiny shovel.

      The other gnome was hers. Its eyes appeared to twinkle in the reflected light.

      What was it doing here, trying to make friends? Did it have anything to do with the mango incident? And how was she going to take it out of here? She couldn’t simply pick it up and leave while the cop was here. Was she supposed to explain that it had run away from home?

      When the lawnmower-like roar of the jaws of life splintered the night and the work of mango extraction turned ugly, Missy left the scene. Fortunately, Vansetti’s immediate neighbor, a retired widow, agreed to take care of Fifi.

      Missy waited at home until the police and fire-rescue teams drove away and the last of the curious neighbors departed. Then she strolled back down the street to Old Man Vansetti’s house. No additional police vehicles had arrived and there was no crime-scene tape, so they must have judged the death to be an accident and not murder-by-mango.

      The sun was bright in the sky by this time and Missy walked across the front yard to the flower beds, sweating already. She picked up her gnome and brought it home. She didn’t sense any trace of magick in the gnome. It was simply a tacky decorative object that had somehow behaved like a naughty child and run away.

      A dreadful question lingered in her mind: Did the gnome have anything to do with Old Man Vansetti’s death? It should have been a preposterous question, but not when magick and Missy were involved. She hoped the gnome being on the accident scene was a coincidence. After all, how could a poly-resin figurine, barely over a foot tall, murder a man by jamming a mango in his mouth with enough force to asphyxiate him?

      She considered the possibility that Vansetti saw the gnome crossing his lawn and was gaping in astonishment when the mango dropped from the tree into his mouth.

      Yeah, too ridiculous. Although the police seemed to accept the accidental death thesis, it was too much of a stretch for her. The mango had to have been forced into the old man’s mouth not by gravity but by the physical effort of an individual, by black magic, or by a combination of the two.

      She arrived home and placed the gnome in the garage, in the same corner behind a bag of mulch where it had always been.

      Don Mateo would have to help her fix whatever had gone wrong with the sentinel spell they had used on it. But first she needed to shower and get dressed for real.

      When she returned to the garage forty minutes later, the gnome was gone.

      “Don Mateo!” She shouted. “Get your phantasmic butt in here!”

      Summoning a ghost without using a spell was difficult. What are you going to do to it if it doesn’t obey you—kill it? No, ghosts are way beyond worrying about any live person’s approval. It was their afterlife and they would do as they pleased. In fact, very few would bother to talk to a person as much as Don Mateo did.

      “Come on, be a good ghost. Please?”

      He was a no-show. She went back inside and as she passed through the laundry room, she entered a cloud of Renaissance-era cologne and ripe body odor.

      “Thank you for coming,” she said to the empty air.

      “I was enjoying some eternal rest,” said his voice behind her.

      She turned around. The ghost was sitting on her dryer. His apparition was faint, as if he was sleepy.

      “The gnome was at a neighbor’s house, standing next to his own garden gnome. The neighbor was dead, asphyxiated by a mango. I brought my gnome home, put it in the garage, and now it’s missing again.”

      “Egads! What are you going to do about it?” Don Mateo asked.

      “What am I going to do about it? This sentinel spell is your spell from your grimoire.”

      “When I was alive, I used that spell only twice. Once was on a bronze figurine sitting on a table outside my quarters to prevent my spell books from being stolen. It turned out that no one wanted to steal my spell books. They stole the figurine instead.”

      “Because your spells don’t work,” Missy said.

      “The second time was with a statue of Saint Francis, that stood outside of the building that housed my quarters, to warn me if the Inquisition was coming. And it worked perfectly.”

      “You escaped?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Why do I sense there’s something else to this story?” Missy asked.

      “Well, the Inquisition had not been coming for me. They were coming for someone else in the building. But when they saw the statue had been enchanted, and my neighbor mentioned that I was a wizard, the Inquisition came after me. And I had to leave the country.”

      “I see.”

      “The point I was trying to make,” Don Mateo said, “was the spell never misfired before. I suspect someone else’s magic is involved. You said your neighbor has a gnome? You had better see if that gnome is still there.”

      “Why?”

      “Why was your gnome visiting with it?”

      Missy bolted out the door and jogged the few houses down to the late Old Man Vansetti’s house.

      Vansetti’s gnome was gone.

      Missy reported this to Don Mateo.

      “Just as I suspected,” he said. “Whatever strange turn the sentinel spell took in your gnome, has now been passed to your neighbor’s gnome.”

      “Do you think his gnome killed him, rather than mine?”

      “I would wager you are correct. The morphed version of the spell can spread to another host like a disease. If this spreads to other garden gnomes, I’m afraid you living people have a bit of a problem on your hands.”

      “Wait, it’s not only our⁠—”

      The ghost of Don Mateo disappeared. Ghosts could do that—run away when things got difficult.
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      On Tuesdays they played bridge. On Thursdays they turned into wolves and ate possums. Those were just two of the regularly scheduled events of the Werewolf Women’s Club of Jellyfish Beach. Josie Denton was their president. The lycanthrope retirees were always busy with fundraisers, road beautifications, fashion shows, and, of course, potluck lunches.

      They were an earnest group of women that numbered around two dozen depending on whether the snowbirds were in Florida or up north. The club’s mission was to have some fun, do some good, and kill some prey.

      Attacking humans was forbidden, though. At Josie’s age, there was little pleasure in that anymore. What she still enjoyed was loping through the woods in wolf form at speeds her aging human body could never approach. She savored her heightened sense of smell and the complex pattern of odors the forest and its creatures created.

      Every week she looked forward to this evening of bonding with her fellow she-wolves. There was nothing finer than howling at the moon, hunting as a pack, cornering their prey, and tearing it to shreds.

      Possums tasted much better than raccoons. Rabbits were a rare delicacy. Every so often they’d take down a deer, but at their age the women didn’t want such a heavy meal. Sometimes they quarreled over that and it was up to Josie, as the alpha of the pack, to decide whether to pursue any deer they scented.

      Josie sat in the front seat of the community’s shuttle bus as it rolled through Jellyfish Beach toward their hunting grounds. When the women were younger, they would have shifted into wolf form at their beachfront condos and run the eight miles to the undeveloped land west of town. But today, in their sixties, seventies, and eighties, they rode in comfort, gossiping the entire way. Once they entered the woods, they would shift.

      “Oh. My. Lord.” Thelma Lou said, staring into her smartphone. She was two rows behind Josie. “The Unger tract has been sold to a developer!”

      The Unger tract was their destination. The large parcel of land lay in what used to be an agricultural region. In recent years, the sprawling suburban developments spread west of Jellyfish Beach like a contagion, driving up land prices and turning vegetable fields into communities of cookie-cutter homes with gated entrances and elaborate fountains.

      Aside from some fields of tomatoes in the north of the property, the Unger tract was dozens of acres of virgin forest—native slash pines, palmettos, and scrub oak. It teemed with wildlife. Josie knew nothing about the Unger family except that they lived elsewhere in the state and they apparently didn’t know that elderly werewolves trespassed on their land.

      Hearing that the land had been sold to a developer put an icy grip on Josie’s heart. At her age, she didn’t like anything at all gripping her heart.

      “Where did you read that?” she asked Thelma Lou.

      “The Jellyfish Beach Journal. They keep sending me these news alerts on my phone. I don’t know how to shut them off.”

      “What’s going to happen to the land?” Mary Beth, sitting across the aisle from Josie, asked.

      Everyone already knew the answer: Developers don’t buy land to make nature preserves.

      Thelma Lou studied the article on her phone. “Oh, my gosh. Four hundred single-family homes, two hundred condos, and retail,” she said. “Our land is being destroyed.”

      “It’s not our land,” Mary Beth said. She was a smart aleck know-it-all from Kentucky.

      A tear rolled down Josie’s cheek. “We can’t let this happen. We have to stop it somehow. Does the article say if the county approved the plans?”

      “Um, let’s see. . .” Thelma Lou scrolled down her screen. “The county commission is voting next week to change the zoning and approve the deal. They had a public hearing last week.” She shot a disapproving look at Josie. “Why were we not at that hearing?”

      “I didn’t know anything about it,” Josie said. How would she know?

      Clucks of disapproval came from the rear of the bus.

      “If we lived out there, we might have seen if they posted notices. Who goes out there except on Thursday nights?”

      No one answered. The energy on the bus was dark as everyone contemplated losing their cherished hunting ground.

      “We could start going to the state forest that’s only an hour away,” Josie offered meekly.

      The clucks of disapproval were louder this time.

      Though Josie was the alpha of the club, her seat of power was wobbly.  Women at this stage of life were difficult to push around, and the same applied when they shifted to wolf form. The only thing these werewolves had in common, aside from their wolf instincts, was the fact they had all been infected with lycanthropy by being bitten by other werewolves in their past. None had become werewolves by being cursed or using sorcery. None of them were evil. An evil werewolf would never join their women’s club, anyway.

      Josie stood up in the aisle just behind the driver. The petite, eighty-seven-year-old was hardly an imposing figure, but her voice was loud enough to set off car alarms.

      “Ladies, listen up,” she commanded. “Tonight, we will hunt as planned. Tomorrow we will begin protesting against the development.”

      “Why don’t we just kill the developer?” Tanya asked.

      “I’m not even going to dignify that with a response,” Josie said.

      Tanya growled and looked out the window.
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      They were far west of Jellyfish Beach now. The shuttle bus passed occasional walled subdivisions, but the landscape was mostly flat vegetable fields and irrigation ditches that glimmered in the moonlight. At last, thick trees appeared on the horizon.

      The bus turned left into a dirt parking lot and parked behind an abandoned building out of view of the road. Just beyond a small overgrown field, the forest began.

      The signs were disturbing. A big, white sign mounted on four-by-fours proclaimed, “Coming soon: Fox Landing. Luxury homes by Loopi Communities.” Josie knew there were only a couple of families of foxes living here, and the werewolves left them alone. Soon, Fox Landing would be devoid of foxes.

      Small, hand-lettered signs on sticks dotted the edge of the road vowing, “Stop the sprawl,” “No more homes,” and “Don’t ruin our neighborhood.”

      “Ignore the signs, ladies,” Josie said as she stood at the front of the bus. “Remember, tonight we hunt. Tomorrow, we protest.”

      The bus driver, a resident of Seaweed Manor named Kevin, exited the bus and walked a discreet distance away. He was also a werewolf, but wouldn’t be shifting tonight.

      Inside the bus, the Werewolf Women’s Club disrobed, carefully folded their clothes, and placed them on their seats. While shifting during a full moon was involuntary, most werewolves can shift at other stages of the moon. All it takes is intense concentration until an ancient switch is flipped inside their brains.

      And then they began their transformation.

      First came the growls spreading throughout the bus. Some growls were painful ones. Changing into a wolf-like creature required enormous musculoskeletal changes and it could hurt, especially if you were older and suffered from arthritis. They say ibuprofen helps when shifting.

      The first sign of transformation is the sprouting of coarse fur all over your body, except for your palms and the soles of your feet. Your canine teeth grow longer, and both your upper and lower jaws push outwards, a condition known as maxillary and mandibular prognathism. Your fingers extend in length, and long, sharp nails protrude from beneath your normal nails until your hands become deadly claws. But you keep your opposable thumbs, so your hands still work like hands.

      Your upper body grows in size and strength while your arms extend slightly in length, allowing you to run on all fours if desired. Though you could stroll about as a biped if you wanted. Alas, you don’t grow a tail, so you can’t run in circles chasing it for amusement.

      While the ladies were shifting, Kevin patrolled the immediate area to make sure no one else was around. He stuck his head in the open door and gestured for the werewolves to exit.

      Josie reached the dirt parking lot first and stood, human-like, a short distance away until all the she-wolves gathered around her. They looked strong and magnificent, unlike their frail human bodies. Of course, their dark-brown fur was heavily streaked with gray and white. And many refused to remove their cherished earrings.

      Tanya whined as she examined her forepaws and saw that her manicure from the previous day had been ruined by the sprouting of wolf claws. Josie barked authoritatively to get the pack’s attention. With a transformed mouth and tongue, human speech was possible but very difficult.

      Josie yipped sharply, dropped onto all fours, and trotted toward the forest, her pack close behind. Once they were inside, they stopped and raised their heads, drinking in the scents.

      The forest in this part of Florida was not one of massive trees forming a canopy above. Spindly slash pines stood the tallest and the low, wide saw palmettos provided plenty of cover for game. In the wet, marshy parts of the tract, cypress trees grew. The only drawback, in Josie’s opinion, were the ticks that ended up in her fur.

      Electricity sparked through the pack. They had all picked up the scent of possums foraging in the underbrush a couple hundred yards away. The pack took off, Josie in the lead, loping across the sandy ground, adroitly leaping between the saw palmettos, sniffing the air to pinpoint their prey’s movements. There were three possums—plump, mature ones.

      This was what they lived for: the thrill of the chase and feet pounding across the forest floor. No one needed to make a meal of the possums. In fact, Josie had dined on a chicken pot pie for dinner earlier. It was the unleashing of their wolf-hybrid instincts that gave each member of the pack satisfaction. These instincts cannot be denied.

      Some of Josie’s werewolf neighbors at Seaweed Manor were partly in denial of their morphed genes that resulted from the virus that had infected them when they were turned into werewolves. These folks tried to pretend they were normal retirees until the one night a month their genes forced them to shift into their true selves. But Josie knew that to be happy, you had to embrace your truth.

      Tanya, to the right of the pack, barked an alert: One of the possums had scrambled up a nearby pine. She and a few members of the pack circled the base of the trunk, guarding it. Eventually, they would use their human-like hands to climb the tree. Josie and the rest of the pack raced onward through the trees.

      A second possum scrambled up a tree ahead and a cluster of the women werewolves stopped running and paced anxiously below it. Josie, Thelma Lou, and Mary Beth continued their pursuit of the third possum. The ground was slightly higher, and the underbrush was thicker. Josie plunged through a beautyberry shrub and her legs became entangled in the branches.

      Mary Beth reached her and tilted her head questioningly. Josie barked for her to continue the pursuit. Mary Beth raced onward, Thelma Lou just behind her. Josie shook herself free of the shrub and tried to catch up.

      The gunshot shattered the night. Mary Beth, leaping over a saw palmetto, yelped and jerked in midair, landing on her back.

      Josie whined and rushed to her pack member. Mary Beth lay in a patch of ferns, convulsing, her coat drenched in blood.

      Her neck arched backwards in agony, her elongated, muzzle-like mouth opened, and her lips stretched tight against her fangs.

      Mary Beth was dying.

      Instantly, her fur dropped off her body as she transformed back to her default human form. The change was much more rapid than a normal shifting. In less than a minute, Mary Beth lay naked among the blood-spattered ferns. An aged, feeble grandmother with liver spots on her skin. No longer a magnificent beast.

      She abruptly went still. And was gone.

      Josie arched her back and howled. Her agonized cry echoed through the slash pines.

      Thelma Lou approached, whining.

      “Who did this?” she asked, her words difficult to understand in her non-human mouth. “A hunter?”

      “A regular bullet wouldn’t have killed her,” Josie said, “though some say if one strikes a werewolf directly in the heart it will kill. The wound is in her back. I don’t know where the bullet traveled inside her body.”

      “I don’t believe that,” Thelma Lou said. “It has to be a silver bullet.”

      Josie’s head swiveled, trying to catch the scent of their attacker.

      “Then we’re being targeted by a hunter of werewolves,” she said.
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      The rest of the pack converged in the forest around the fallen body of Mary Beth.

      “Let me get her clothes from the van,” Tanya said. “We can’t leave her naked like this.”

      “No,” Josie said. “We can’t dress her. We have to leave her as she is, because this is a crime scene. We can cover her with a blanket, though. Please call 911 when you shift back.”

      Tanya trotted back to the van and the other she-wolves whined and nuzzled each other in grief, pacing the forest floor nervously. They would have to return to the van and shift soon before the police arrived.

      Josie ran in the direction from which the shot was fired. She doubted the shooter would be around, but she wanted to pick up a scent. She searched toward the southwest but didn’t feel confident about it. She also had no idea how far away the shooter had been.

      She slowed her pace, moving her head from left to right, sniffing deeply. The forest held a rich tapestry of scents telling the stories of flora and fauna, rainfall and drought, birth and death, plenitude and hunger. Often during their hunts, one species or other would be in reproductive mode while others were dormant. She knew these woods well, but there was always more to learn.

      A non-natural scent caught her attention. The harsh smell of rubber. There was no road or path nearby, so she doubted the scent came from an illegal trash dump. The rubber was on an item worn or carried by a human. Probably the shooter. No one else would be in the thick of the woods with no trail nearby.

      The human in her compelled her to search visually as well, having better eyes than a true wolf.

      That’s when she saw the broken twigs and a spot on the ground where leaves and pine needles were scuffed aside. She planted her nose there and sniffed, but all she got was the acrid rubber scent. It blocked everything else.

      So who would shoot at them? An errant shot from a poacher made the most sense, but why would a silver bullet have been used? She couldn’t think of anyone who would want to kill werewolves, let alone believe in them.

      Unless it was one of the few rogue cops who did believe in werewolves.

      She wondered if anyone else knew that werewolves hunted here each week, such as someone who lived nearby. Or, even, the developer. She suspected a territorial individual who wanted to rid the place of werewolves.

      A distant warning bark came from the north of the property where the parking lot was. She needed to return, shift back to human, and get dressed before the authorities arrived. She raced through the trees.

      When she reached the spot where Mary Beth had been killed, some ladies had returned there in human form. Kevin knelt beside Mary Beth’s body and sobbed violently.

      “No, no, no.” He moaned with grief.

      Kevin was a stocky widower with a bald head (which strangely remained bald when he shifted) and a hairy chest that spoke of an abundance of testosterone. He and Mary Beth had regularly flirted, but Josie never thought much about it. Wouldn’t you know it, there was more going on in Kevin’s heart than she had realized.

      Tanya placed her hand softly on Kevin’s shoulder and squeezed. He didn’t seem to notice and kept crying, bringing tears to the rest of the group. Josie whimpered, then loped back to the van. Fortunately, no first responders had arrived at the parking lot yet, so she safely entered the van and induced herself to shift.

      Shifting back to human was a little less painful than shifting to wolf. Maybe that’s why werewolves are so vicious—they’re cranky.

      Another misconception about werewolves is that their fur shrinks back into their bodies when they shift to human. No, hair doesn’t grow backwards. It sheds. And when you shed your entire coat, except for the hair on your scalp, it creates a monumental mess. Normally Kevin, or whoever was doing the driving for part-time wages, swept and vacuumed the van after the ladies dressed. But Kevin was too distraught tonight.

      As Josie pulled on her palm-tree print jogging suit, she looked at the piles of wolf hair covering the floor of the van. This would be hard to explain to a cop, she thought.

      And at that moment, the flashing lights of emergency vehicles arrived. It was the Crab County Fire Department and sheriff’s deputies. The property was outside the Jellyfish Beach city limits, so it was odd that one detective identified himself as working for the city police department.

      Detective Affird wasn’t a charm machine.

      “Aren’t you ladies too old to be going on nature field trips this time of night?” he asked while the crime-scene technicians trooped into the woods to examine Mary Beth’s body.

      “We’re not too old to do anything,” Josie replied.

      “Trespassing is a crime no matter what age you are.”

      Josie had almost forgotten about the trespassing part. On such a large piece of natural land, it was hard to remember that someone owned it, especially when there was no longer any sign of human activity.

      “I see you live at Seaweed Manor,” Affird said, pointing to the large logo on the van.

      “You observed correctly, detective.”

      He smirked. “You have some rough characters living there.”

      The realization struck Josie. This might be the cop who executed a werewolf drug dealer in Building A. If so, he might be here tonight because he suspected that she and the Women’s Club were werewolves.

      “Yes, we have some unsavory characters there, due to the unfortunately low prices of some of the condos. Most of the residents are fine, upstanding people, such as the members of our Women’s Club,” she said, straightening her posture with pride. “We perform many acts of philanthropy for the community.”

      “Be that as it may, do you know of any reason someone would shoot one of your members?”

      “I’m assuming it was a hunter, a poacher.”

      “The victim’s name is Godfrey?” he asked.

      “Mary Beth Godfrey, yes.”

      “Had she made any enemies?”

      “Not that I know of. Certainly not anyone who would shoot her to death.” Mary Beth didn’t have a lot of fans in Seaweed Manor. But a seventy-five-year-old widow is not someone you’d feel the need to shoot. Unless life insurance or a will tempted you.

      “Where was Ms. Godfrey in the hierarchy of your community?” the detective asked.

      Lord, he was asking pointed questions, Josie thought. He was barely hiding the fact he knew about werewolves.

      “I don’t know what you mean,” Josie said. “We’re all very easygoing at Seaweed Manor. We don’t have a hierarchy.”

      People who think they know about werewolves imagine they all live together in packs dominated by alpha males. Maybe criminals, biker clubs, and cultists do. But most werewolves are more human than wolf. They have to hold down jobs, raise families, go to church. Then they retire to Florida. Being a werewolf is more of a hobby, like the Werewolf Women’s Club.

      Josie was the president of the club, and if you want to call her the alpha, go right ahead. But senior women don’t get pushed around by anyone and they were hardly subservient to Josie. And at Seaweed Manor, Harry Roarke was the president of the HOA and an informal leader of the community. But he didn’t act much like an alpha.

      In fact, at Seaweed Manor, the women were the dominant ones. Partly because they were in greater numbers, due to their longer life expectancy. And partly because of feeling liberated after a lifetime of being slaves to child raising, old-fashioned husbands, and discrimination at the workplace. There were plenty of men who still tried to behave like alphas, but they were weak and defanged at their ages. It was their wives and the single women who now called the shots.

      If Detective Affird was floating the theory that Mary Beth was murdered in a contest for domination, he was barking up the wrong tree.
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      Two detectives from the sheriff’s department took statements from all the club members, while Affird listened in. The detectives repeatedly asked the women if they were involved with any of the groups protesting the plans to develop the land.

      “We didn’t even know about the development until I read an article about it in the news,” Thelma Lou told them.

      Of course, only twenty yards away at the edge of the road were the dozens of hand-painted signs decrying the planned development. The problem was, the club had never bothered to come up with a common excuse to explain why they were out here at night, at least not
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