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Prologue
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River Falls, New York December 2020

The air was frigid and still as Lawrence McNally trudged through the dense woodlands of the Pinecroft Tract. The woods were silent save for the noise of leaves crunching beneath his boots and the occasional caw of a crow. Snowflakes drifted lazily from a stone-gray sky.

It wasn't a tranquil silence; it made your heart race and made you look over your shoulder.

McNally came to a hollow log, knelt to the ground, and removed the M1 Garrand rifle from his shoulder. He raised the scope to his right eye, drawing the crosshairs on a magnificent 12-point buck. 

McNally had been deer hunting since the age of 13. But his heart still thundered with excitement as he wrapped his finger around the trigger. 

"Pow!"

The report reverberated through the forest, sending birds launching into flight. The buck stood for the briefest of moments before crumpling to the ground.

McNally rose, feeling rather proud of himself. Venison would be great for Christmas dinner. He strode towards his kill.

He eyed the buck from antler to tail, when something caught his eye.

"What the hell is that?"

Something white poked out from beneath the blanket of leaves. McNally brushed the leaves aside.

"Holy shit!"

A skull stared back at him.
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Vero Beach, Florida 

One Month Later

Natalie Fitzsimons stood motionless staring transfixed at the silvery orb of the full moon. She breathed deeply, almost panting as the moon's light seemingly reached out and enveloped her in a soft glow. 

Natalie felt hoisted from the ground. Goosebumps rose on her alabaster skin; her nipples stiffened. Her fiery red hair floated in the wind. Warmth flowed from deep within her to the tips of her fingers and toes.

Her mind sailed on pure ecstasy until a spasm rocked her body. 

"Ouch!"

Her chest snapped backward. Her arms and legs thrashed. She caught sight of her bare feet just long enough to see her toenails lengthen into claws. 

"No! Please God no!"

Her pleas went unheeded as her feet stretched and reforged into lupine paws. 

"Oh god! Make it stop!"

Her blood boiled. Hairs sprouted from every pore. The shape of her bones shifted.

"No! I am Natalie Fitzsimons! I am not a beast!"

She clung desperately to her human thoughts, repeating her name over and over again and the beast rapidly erased her humanity.

Her cries gave way to savage growls as the transformation reached its end.

***
[image: ]


MARTY FITZSIMONS FOUND himself jarred from a deep sleep by a kick to the back. He rolled over and saw Natalie kicking and thrashing beneath the bed linens. A sheen of sweat coated her skin

"Fuck."

He reach out and shook his wife.

"Natalie! Wake up!"

He shook her harder.

"Wake up!"

Her eyes flew open She sat up panting, tears streaming down her cheeks. 

Marty drew her into his arms.

"A werewolf dream?"

Natalie nodded.

"First in a while?"

"First since we moved to Florida."

Marty held her for another hour or so. Both realized they weren't getting any more sleep.

"Come on Marty, let's get ready for church."
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“WHAT’S WRONG, MARTY?” Natalie asked.

She slouched in the passenger seat of his Lemonwood Yellow ’65 Corvair as they cruised south on Route A1A. It was a sultry January evening. Where else but Florida could one use the words “sultry” and “January Evening” in the same sentence? 

“Nothing.”

She knew this was a bald-faced lie. They were en route to the home of G. Bolton Forsythe. Forsythe owned enough Manhattan real estate to make Donald Trump jealous. Like many of the firm's clients, he wintered in Vero Beach.

Forsythe’s son had taken the elder’s brand-new McClaren for an unauthorized high-speed joyride on I-95. Natalie had managed to get the most serious charges dropped. Forsythe had invited Natalie and Marty for drinks to celebrate. 

“I know you hate going to these things.”

"No, I don't."

Another canard.

“It’s just that the lawn won’t mow itself. And we still need to go grocery shopping.”

“You can mow the lawn tomorrow. As for groceries, we’ll swing by Publix on the way home.”

Natalie knew the real reason for her husband’s trepidation. He wasn’t of that world. Despite his accounting degree and acumen with numbers, his collar was forever blue. 

Taking the Corvair was of course Natalie's shrewd way of keeping Marty from over-indulging in libations. It was a stick shift, and after one disastrous attempt at learning to drive it, she gave up.

Natalie saw the Forsythe manse looming. With its mauve stucco, red tile roof, marble columns, and palm trees the house was Florida personified. Marty swung the Corvair into the stone driveway.

Natalie stepped out of the car and gave herself a quick look. She'd dressed conservatively in a white blouse, charcoal jacket, and a skirt coming to mid-calf. Her feet were shod in a pair of black, high-heeled strappy sandals. Her fiery red hair was held back in a large plastic butterfly clip.

Marty was still wearing his Sunday go-to-meeting duds. 

The butler led them to the solarium. They sat in a high back wicker club chairs flanking Mr. Forsythe. 

"Hell of a job, Natalie, a hell of a job indeed. Seth was looking at some pretty serious charges and you got him off with disorderly conduct. Kudos to you."

“All in a day’s work, Mr. Forsythe. Glad I could be of service.”

“Humble in Victory; I like that.”

Natalie loved a good courtroom fight, but this, the schmoozing, she loathed. But it was a large part of the Florida job. But she listened dutifully as Forsythe piled on the accolades knowing full well if it had been some poor black kid, he’d be looking at serious time.

While Forsythe droned on, Marty's gaze drifted to the view. The solarium looked out on a flagstone patio. Beyond that was a stand of blueish-silver Bismarck palms, and the Intracoastal Waterway. Every so often some one-percenter's yacht would drift by. He could just make out the silhouettes of houses and palm trees on the far bank.

"Tell me, Mr. Fitzsimons, how are you enjoying Florida?"

Marty snapped back to reality.

"It's a change. That's for sure. And please call me Marty. My late father was Mr. Fitzsimons."

“Dreadfully sorry to hear of his passing.”

Sure you are, he thought.

The door opened and the butler appeared. He carried a tray bearing a bottle of Dom Perignon chilling in a silver ice bucket and a trio of crystal flutes. He set the tray on the glass table and filled each flute with champagne. Forsythe regarded his servant.

"Thank you, James."

The butler gave a slight bow and exited the room. Natalie and Marty each accepted their drinks. Forsythe raised his.

“To you Natalie. A great litigator.”

They clanked glasses and consumed. Natalie took a large sip and discreetly swished it around her mouth. Tastes a bit off. She swallowed anyway. She reached for the bottle.

“Mind if I examine the vintage?”

The room started to spin, then all went black.
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NATALIE KNEW THE MOMENT she came to something dreadful had happened. When her vision came back into focus, the room was dark. She rose from her chair, still feeling woozy. What the hell happened? 

After some fumbling, she found a light switch. Her eyes went wide, and she unleashed a guttural scream. Forsythe lay slumped in his chair, several bullet holes in his chest. Several rivers of blood cascaded down his vest. Then, she saw Marty, also slumped over. In his hand was a semi-automatic pistol.

Natalie paused for a moment, mentally shifting gears. She flew into “attorney mode,” and pulled out her phone. She snapped a photo of Marty and Forsythe. She knew her scream would attract the attention of the house staff. Do I call 911? No. Call Sargent McClusky! With her hands shaking she dialed the number. She listened as the phone rang, each ring bringing her closer to voicemail.

“McClusky.”

Sargent Darren McCluskey was the chief homicide detective for the Vero Beach Police Department. Natalie considered him something of "frenemy."

"Darren, it's Natalie, something terrible has happened."

“What the hell is going on?”

“I need you to get over to the Forsythe estate ASAP. There’s been a shooting.”

“Oh shit! Anybody dead?”

“Yes. G. Bolton Forsythe.”

"Ah, Jesus. I'm on my way. Don't touch anything!"

Natalie hung up. She heard footsteps in the hallway drawing closer. For a moment, she debated knocking the gun out of Marty’s hand. No! I can’t tamper with evidence. Besides, the police will dust the weapon for prints and test Marty for gunpowder residue.

The door burst open. The butler and maid stood eyeing the room in unalloyed horror. Natalie spoke.

“Neither of you touch anything! This is a crime scene. The police have been called.”

Marty groaned and started stirring.

“What the hell?”

The fog lifted and he saw the gun in his hand.

“What the fuck?”

Marty let the gun tumble to the floor. It landed with a thud.

Natalie ran to him, putting her hands on his shoulders.

“Marty, listen to me. You are only allowed to say one word and one word only, ‘lawyer.’ Say it!”

“Lawyer.”

“Good. The police are coming. You will do everything they say, but will not answer any of their questions without me. Understand?”

“Good. You will not mouth off or give them the Mr. Libertarian ‘I know my rights’ routine. Got it?”

“Yeah.”

Natalie shook him.

“Got it?”

“Yeah. Cooperate and ask for a lawyer.”

She could hear sirens drawing closer. Soon, Sargent McClusky was overseeing an army of uniformed cops. One inserted wood dowels into Forsythe's bullet wounds, another dusted for prints, and still, another was bagging Marty's and Natalie's jackets.

McClusky stood before Natalie, notepad at the ready.

“Okay, take me through it again.”

Natalie told the sergeant everything she remembered.

“You say the Champagne tasted funny. Funny how?”

“Almost salty.”

McClusky’s eyes lit up.

“Richie!”

One of the uniforms popped up.

"Yeah, boss?"

“Get that champagne to the lab and have it tested for roofies.”

Natalie ran to Marty’s side, holding back tears as the cops handcuffed him.

“I’ll get you out! Say nothing! Nothing! Ask for a lawyer!”

She felt sick as the cops led him away. She felt McClusky put a hand on her shoulder.

“Natalie, your husband have any enemies?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“If your husband shot G.Bolton Forsythe, then I’m Santa Claus. Who’d want to frame him?”

“I have no idea.”

“Look at where y’all were sitting. Four chairs. Marty was sitting here, almost a perfect right angle to Forsythe. But the shots were straight on, fired by somebody standing right in front of him.”

“Damn, you’re good.”

“To quote the late Billy Mays, I’m not done yet. Look over here.”

The Sargent pointed out a bullet hole in the solarium glass. It was directly in front of Marty’s seat.

“I’ll bet the ranch the shooter put the gun in your husband’s hand and fired. You know why, right?”

“Gunshot residue.”

“Ding, ding, ding, give the lady a prize!”

Natalie looked at him blankly.

“Look, I know you’re upset. May I buy you a cup of coffee and drive you home?”

“Actually, can you drive manual? We took Marty’s car hadn’t really planned on a homicide.”

Soon McClusky was driving Marty’s Corvair along Route A1A. 

"I didn't want to say too much in the house but my gut is telling me this is a frame-up. Can you think of anybody who'd have grudge against you or your husband?"

“Darren, I’m a
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