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            Toxic Relationship

          

        

      

    

    
      “Milo is more passionate about the Mongolian Death Worm than about me,” said the wife of the famous cryptozoologist. “And he never even laid eyes on the stupid worm.”

      Ah, romance, I thought as Claire Fusseldink frowned with resentment of her husband, who had gone missing during an expedition to Mongolia.

      As a member of the Friends of Cryptids Society, I would be expected to empathize with Milo’s passion. The “stupid worm” was a crown jewel of cryptozoology, one of the most coveted legendary creatures sought by humankind and almost as famous as Bigfoot himself. Yet a desert-dwelling creature that spat venom at its victims was not appealing to me, no matter how hard I tried to care about it. The only reason I was visiting the Fusseldink home was to provide my services as a witch.

      “How long has he been missing?” I asked from a chair facing the couch where she sat.

      “Over three weeks—twenty-four days to be exact. He disappeared shortly after the expedition arrived in the Gobi Desert. He allegedly went hunting for the worm alone at night and was never seen again.” The woman’s jet-black eyebrows undulated in disbelief, almost worm-like. She was attractive and younger than I’d expect for the wife of the scientist who was in his sixties. Behind her was a window facing the Atlantic Ocean. These were awfully nice digs for a pseudo-scientist, unless his wife was the one who brought home the bacon.

      “I’m sorry,” I mumbled. “I hope my spell will help locate him.”

      “Can you believe the expedition has returned to the States already? Such a disgrace! What kind of colleagues are they to abandon Milo so quickly?”

      “They must have run out of provisions,” I suggested. “It can’t be easy to camp in the Gobi Desert.”

      “Someone should have stayed in Mongolia until Milo was found to ensure the locals keep searching for him. Jude Levings, the co-leader, for instance. It’s the least I would expect.” Claire was driving herself into a rage.

      “Shall we begin the spell-casting process?” I asked, eager to divert her mood. My witchy help had been promised to her by Mrs. Lupis and Mr. Lopez, my handlers at the Friends of Cryptids Society. I’d never attempted to use my locator spell to find someone on the other side of the planet and was anxious about whether it would work.

      “Yes. Let’s get on with it. What do you need from me, Missy?”

      “A possession that your husband loves and regularly handles, because it will be filled with his spiritual energy. It could be a golf club, a favorite hat, the TV remote, or something similar. Does that make sense?”

      “Milo didn’t have hobbies; he was so devoted to his work. I have a couple of boxes of his notebooks and photos that were sent back from Mongolia, but I wouldn’t know where to start.”

      “Do you have any of his DNA, like shed hair?”

      “I do. On his hairbrush!” She smiled at me, triumphant. “Not only will that have his hair on it, but he was rather a narcissist, and he’d gaze lovingly in the mirror when he brushed his hair. It should have lots of his spiritual energy.”

      “That sounds very promising.”

      “His main brush should still be in his dresser. He took a smaller, travel brush to Mongolia.” She got up from the couch and disappeared down a hallway leading to the bedrooms.

      Seconds later, an ear-splitting shriek came from that direction, followed by the slam of a body landing upon hardwood flooring.

      I rushed into the hallway, running past closed rooms toward the open door of the master bedroom. It faced the ocean and was a bright, cheery room except for one detail: Claire Fusseldink lay face-up on the floor in front of a dresser with an open drawer. She was unconscious.

      Her facial expression, however, was bright and cheery. With closed eyes and a huge grin, she looked blissed out as if she’d had a massage. Belying her expression were yellow splotches on her face and neck and, not the least of which, that she didn’t appear to be breathing.

      I knelt beside her and placed my fingers on her neck, feeling for the carotid artery. No pulse.

      The 911 operator asked me if I was certain the victim was dead and what the cause was.

      “Yes, I am certain,” I replied. “And I have no idea what happened.”

      I glanced inside the open top drawer of the dresser. It was full of dress socks with the handle of a wooden hairbrush visible. A strange odor came from inside: hints of cinnamon mixed with an unpleasant, acrid scent. A deep instinct told me not to touch anything, not just to avoid disturbing any evidence, but because it felt dangerous to do so.

      Pacing around the room, I kept my eyes on Mrs. Fusseldink, searching my memory for knowledge from my previous nursing career for a likely cause of death. I believed the only logical explanations were an unusual type of stroke or a toxin of some sort.

      Then I heard it: a slithering sound beneath the dresser. I jumped away from it and peered into the dark, shallow space created by the furniture’s squat legs. What was under there?

      The scuffling, slithering sound now came from under a club chair near the window. Was there more than one creature, or was it simply adept at moving quickly and unseen?

      I glanced back at Mrs. Fusseldink’s mottled face with its goofy grin and wondered the impossible: could she have been killed by a Mongolian death worm?

      No way, I thought. No specimen of the legendary creature had ever been found. Mrs. Fusseldink’s husband traveled to the other side of the planet to search for the darned thing and went missing instead. Mrs. Lupis and Mr. Lopez hadn’t said anything about the expedition achieving success.

      The searchers returned to the US, though. Perhaps they hadn’t come empty-handed.

      “If it’s a death worm, we must capture it.” I jumped at the familiar voice.

      My two handlers, clad in their perennial gray suits, stood just outside the bedroom doorway. I didn’t even bother to ask how and why they showed up just now.

      “Did you see it?” Mr. Lopez asked me.

      “No. I only heard something slithering around. It might be a snake, for all I know.”

      “Or the Mongolian Death Worm,” he said. “My word, look at what happened to her face. Why is she smiling?”

      “We must capture the worm,” Mrs. Lupis repeated.

      “How exactly?” I asked. “Legend says the worm spits venom, and look at what happened to the victim’s face. How are we supposed to grab it without ending up dead like her?”

      “We were hoping the Fusseldink expedition would have solved that and returned with a specimen in a box,” Mr. Lopez said.

      I stepped on top of an ottoman so my feet would be less vulnerable. “If the Mongolian Death Worm is in this room, someone from the expedition put it here. To kill Mrs. Fusseldink, I guess.”

      “This is not the time to specu—watch out!” Mrs. Lupis shrieked, leaping away from the doorway as a rapid sliding sound came from the open closet door nearby.

      “Is there a fishing net in this house?” asked Mr. Lopez from far down the hallway where he had escaped.

      “I doubt it,” I replied. “I got the impression that there were no hobbies or recreation for this family. Except cryptid research.”

      Mr. Lopez shrieked at a pitch higher even than Mrs. Lupis. “It’s in the living room!”

      The crackling of a radio came from the front of the house, and the front door opened.

      “Hello? Police,” called a female voice.

      “Come in,” I shouted. “The body is back here.”

      Officer Bird, a young cop I recognized from my frequent presence at crime scenes, entered the master bedroom, followed by two male paramedics. “Oh, hi Missy. Why is everyone standing on furniture?”

      “Trying not to contaminate the crime scene,” I lied.

      “Who says it’s a crime scene?”

      “Well, it’s not a slip-and-fall accident. The victim appears to have been⁠—”

      A loud cough came from Mrs. Lupis, who was standing on a small table in the hall. She swung her fingertips across her throat in a “cut it off” gesture.

      “We don’t know what the cause of death was,” she said to Bird.

      “I think she was exposed to a toxin,” one of the paramedics said. “Why is she smiling?”

      “Could we be harmed by the toxin?” Bird asked as she tried the handles of the French doors leading to an oceanfront balcony.

      “Possibly. Don’t touch anything.” The paramedic and his partner jogged out of the room and left the house.

      The officer turned pale and inched her way out of the bedroom. “The balcony doors are unlocked, meaning someone could have escaped before Missy entered the room. If there’s any possibility this is a homicide, I need to get a detective here.”

      She murmured something into her radio, including the street address.

      “Did the paramedics close the front door behind them?” I asked her.

      “Nope.”

      I remained quiet, listening for rustling or slithering sounds. There were none. I worried that the death worm—assuming that was what it was—had escaped from the house.

      The paramedics came back inside and returned to the bedroom, wheeling a gurney. They now wore full hazmat suits but had brought none to share with us. Gee, thanks for thinking of our safety, too.

      “Did you see any sort of creature escaping the house?” I asked.

      The paramedics answered with muffled noes as they placed Mrs. Fusseldink in a body bag, zipping it shut with finality.

      I assumed it was safe to step down from the ottoman, and I headed for the living room. Mrs. Lupis and Mr. Lopez eventually summoned the courage to leave their perches and followed me there.

      Before we could talk strategy, Detective Cindy Shortle arrived and approached us. “I need statements from all of you.”

      My handlers convinced her they had arrived post-mortem and had come here to interview Mrs. Fusseldink about her famous cryptozoologist husband. I concocted a story about serving as a medium who was going to attempt to contact Milo’s spirit to find out if he was dead. The rest of the story, about Claire stepping into the bedroom and dying, was true. I merely left out the parts about my magic spell and the slithering sounds.

      Shortle gave me a piercing stare, her hair pulled so tight in a ponytail that it made her eyes look more severe. “This death didn’t have anything to do with witchcraft, did it?”

      “As I’ve told you many times before, I’m not an actual witch,” I said with as much of a tone of innocence as I could muster. “Just a magic hobbyist. And a medium. Besides, why would I want to harm Mrs. Fusseldink? I’d only just met her.”

      “What about your mother, the black-magic practitioner operating in Jellyfish Beach?”

      “I wouldn’t know.” It hadn’t occurred to me that my mother could be connected to this murder. I couldn’t think of a reason why.

      “If the surveillance cameras show that you’re the only person visiting the house today,” Shortle warned, “don’t get too cocky. Or you’ll end up as a suspect.”

      I thought about taking the hairbrush, but Shortle ushered us out of the house. She put crime-scene tape across the door should the autopsy warrant further investigation. The young detective left my handlers and me standing on the sloped driveway of the oceanfront home.

      “Excuse me,” a woman called from the driveway next door. “Was there a burglary at the Fusseldinks’ home?”

      “You could say it was a bit more serious than that,” I replied.

      “I’ve seen police cars here before. Claire said it was because of burglaries. There are so many more cars this time.”

      Mrs. Lupis and Mr. Lopez glared at me, warning me to shut up, and herded me down the driveway away from the neighbor. I had been about to blab the truth about Mrs. Fusseldink, but it was probably for the best that I hadn’t.

      “The Society must keep a low profile around crime scenes,” Mr. Lopez explained. “That includes you, too.”

      Trying to change the subject, I mentioned my observation that the home seemed out of the realm of affordability for a cryptozoologist. “Was Claire a doctor, lawyer, or CEO?”

      “Mrs. Fusseldink was a corporate attorney. Plus, she came from money,” Mrs. Lupis replied.

      “Big money,” her partner added.

      “That could be an incentive for Milo to kill her.”

      The two looked at me as if I’d farted in church. “Milo Fusseldink is our hero,” they said simultaneously.

      “Perhaps the most famous cryptozoologist of all time,” added Mrs. Lupis.

      “Human cryptozoologist,” her partner clarified.

      I studied their faces: hers was Caucasian; his had light-brown skin. Both had jet-black hair. And neither was human. What exactly they were, I did not know.

      “Even famous scientists commit murders now and then,” I said.

      They continued to give me that horrified look.

      “Okay,” I admitted. “Maybe my theory was a stretch. After all, why would someone put the worm in Milo’s dresser drawer if it was meant to kill her?”

      “The worm could have been placed anywhere, and it ended up in that drawer,” Mr. Lopez said. “You saw how easily the thing moved around the house.”

      “And it did so unseen, too,” Mrs. Lupis said.

      “Which is why we don’t know for sure it was the Mongolian Death Worm,” I reminded them. “Could’ve been a snake. Or a scorpion. A lizard. It could have been just a random critter that got inside the house and had nothing to do with killing Mrs. Fusseldink. A human might have poisoned her in some fashion.”

      “It would be too much of a coincidence if she was killed by anything other than the ‘random critter’ we heard.”

      “We have a hunch it’s the death worm. And when we have hunches,” said Mr. Lopez, “they’re usually correct.”

      “Regardless, we need to find out who is behind this and why,” I said. “The death worm didn’t travel by itself from Mongolia. Someone brought it to the US and put it in the Fusseldinks’ home. That’s what we need the authorities to focus on. Not the creature that created the toxin. We don’t want to risk allowing a rare cryptid to get killed by the police or Animal Control.”

      “I agree,” said Mr. Lopez. “Mrs. Fusseldink’s death will hopefully be blamed on an evil human, not a cryptid behaving according to its nature. We must protect the creature while punishing the perpetrator.”

      “Punish?”

      “Of course. As you well know, the Friends of Cryptids Society doesn’t just study and protect the many species of monsters. We also ensure they don’t create problems with the human population. Creatures that kill humans must be removed from society—moved elsewhere, held in captivity at the Cryptid Sanctuary, or euthanized.”

      “Right. As you well know, I’ve assisted our enforcer, Angela, many times. But the death worm was only being itself when it killed Mrs. Fusseldink. Why would you punish it? We only need to capture and study it.”

      “I meant punish the human murderer who brought the worm to this house, before they’re punished by the regular justice system.”

      “The Society isn’t law enforcement.”

      “We have our own justice department,” Mrs. Lupis said. “Humans who use cryptids to harm others violate our laws in addition to human laws.”

      “We have laws? I thought we just have annoying rules and regulations.”

      “Cryptids and other monsters essentially have their own community. We’re responsible for enforcing its laws.”

      This conversation was disturbing me. “What would the punishment be for a human who committed murder-by-worm?”

      Mr. Lopez shrugged. “This is such a rare crime that we don’t know what the punishment would be. First, the mystery must be solved, and the murderer must be caught. That’s where you come in, Ms. Mindle.”

      “Me?”

      “Yes. You are our witch-detective, and we have tremendous faith in your ability to find and take down the murderer.”

      “If I’m not taken down first.” I said it sarcastically but should have known my words would be prophetic.
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      Matt kissed me lightly before sitting across from me at the outdoor cafe, our beachfront go-to meeting place. It was a beautiful, sunny morning with a calm sea and joggers streaming by on the sidewalk. My newspaper-reporter friend and partner in crime solving poured himself a cup of coffee from the carafe and glanced at the breakfast menu.

      “Well?” I asked.

      “I’ll probably get the usual egg platter.”

      “No, ‘well’ was an inquiry about the autopsy report.”

      “Shortle promised she’ll let me know when she gets it. Sometimes the medical examiner is backed up, and they can’t get to it right away.” He sipped his coffee. “And you know that toxicology reports could take even longer. The initial speculation is that the victim was sprayed with some sort of acid, based on the burns on her face. It doesn’t seem like it would kill her, though.”

      “Or make her smile with bliss.”

      “True. Anyway, there’s nothing we can do but wait.”

      “Oh, yes, there’s plenty we can do. Like investigate the expedition party. Mrs. Fusseldink said they’ve returned from Mongolia, even though Milo is still missing.”

      “They abandoned their leader?”

      “Actually, he was more of a co-leader. Professor Jude Levings from Swampland University was his partner. Milo was the famous one; Levings was the one who got funding from his university for the expedition. I spent hours scouring the internet last night.”

      “Tell me what you know,” Matt asked, a spark of intrigue in his eyes.

      “The allghoi khorkhoi, or Mongolian Death Worm, is a creature that has fascinated cryptozoologists since before there was a name for their field. The worm has been part of the folklore of the nomads from the northern and southern Gobi Desert for centuries, though no specimens have ever been found. But the locals claim that a relative of a friend of a friend has seen one—you know how it goes. Supposedly, the worms burrow beneath the sand and occasionally emerge onto the surface, spitting venom on their prey. They can also shock you with electricity. One legend tells of an entire herd of camels killed by worms.”

      “Why would anyone want to capture one of these?”

      “I don’t know. Bragging rights? Anyway, there have been many expeditions by Westerners searching for the worm since the twentieth century. On one of them, they used a machine to pound the sand, hoping the rhythmic thumping would draw worms to the surface.”

      “Ah, sort of like in Dune.” Matt smiled.

      “Or the worm grunters.”

      “The what?”

      “You’ve never heard of the Worm Gruntin’ Festival in Sopchoppy, up in the Florida Panhandle?”

      He shook his head.

      “You’re the fisherman, not me. It’s an old-fashioned way of gathering earthworms for bait. The locals pound wooden stakes into the ground and then rub them with flat pieces of metal. The vibrations make the worms think moles are burrowing for them, so they escape to the surface.”

      Matt stroked his beard in thought. “And that really works?”

      “With earthworms. Apparently, not with death worms. From what I’ve read, the death worms probably aren’t really worms but are actually reptiles. Anyway, the Fusseldink-Levings Expedition used the same vibration techniques, along with infrared cameras to monitor the desert at night. They spent three weeks covering hundreds of miles of territory and interviewing dozens of locals but came up empty.”

      “When did Fusseldink disappear?”

      “At the beginning of the trip. He supposedly left his tent to check on the cameras one night and was never seen again.”

      “And the rest of the party just went home without him?”

      “Yep. Their search came up empty-handed, and their funding ran out. I also read that there was bad blood between Fusseldink and Levings. So, the team simply left word about the disappearance with local authorities and the American consulate before heading home.”

      “Okay. So, what’s your theory of how the worm ended up in the Fusseldink’s bedroom?”

      “The simplest explanation,” I said, “is that the expedition actually did find a worm, and someone put it in the bedroom to kill Claire.”

      “Or to kill Dr. Fusseldink.”

      “Nah.”

      He pushed back. “How can you be sure?”

      “Everyone knows Milo is missing in Mongolia.”

      “Then, who would want to kill Claire?”

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

      “We? You want to rope me into yet another crazy Missy adventure? I thought this breakfast was simply for us to catch up.”

      “You know me better than that. I can’t turn away from a murder.”

      “What do the Friends of Cryptids Society say?”

      “They want me to find and capture the worm. That sounds impossible. I think we’ll have better luck finding out who did this. If the police or civilians don’t find the worm first.”

      “What if it kills someone else?”

      “Unlikely,” I said, probably jinxing it.

      “This isn’t the Gobi Desert. This is a small city. Jellyfish Beach has a lot of residents who would be at risk.”

      I signaled to the server to take our orders. “There's no sense in debating this further. Let’s learn more about the expedition.”
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      Professor Jude Levings taught cryptozoology and conspiracy theory at Swampland University in South Florida, at the edge of the Everglades. He was the Swamp Ape Fellow at the institution, one of the few in the world where students could blow their parents’ money on such arcane educational topics. Matt and I each attempted to reach him via the university, and through Levings’s official and private phone, email, and social media.

      He steadfastly refused to answer us. However, the university helpfully referred us to a graduate research assistant of his. She was distrusting of Matt because he was a reporter, but my affiliation with the Friends of Cryptids Society won her over, and she agreed to meet. Matt and I made the drive in my car along Alligator Alley, the interstate highway that crossed the Everglades, to the small town near Fort Myers that was home to the university.

      Zora Marchovsky met us at a bookstore cafe. She was a petite dyed-blonde, with a loud Eastern-European accent that belied her small stature.

      “Do you believe in the existence of the Mongolian Death Worm?” was how she greeted us, as if demanding a password for entrance to a secret society. She bellowed her question with no concern for the customers hearing her. But they paid her no attention. Weird talk probably happened all the time in a town full of students studying cryptozoology.

      “Yes,” Matt and I answered simultaneously. Doing so made us sound like my Society handlers, which was kind of weird.

      While Matt went to the counter to get our beverages, I sat at the table and told her earnestly, “I believe strongly in the creature.”

      Zora smiled. “I find that reassuring after all we’ve been through.”

      “Did your expedition find any evidence at all?”

      “We found tracks in the sand leading from a hole in the ground, as well as a small amount of spoor. It was impossible to determine if they were from a worm, but we suspected they were. It was more than previous expeditions had found.”

      “Any other evidence?”

      She smiled bitterly. “Yes. We found a molted skin. We’re certain it was shed by a death worm. Unfortunately.”

      “Why, ‘unfortunately’?”

      “The skin went missing. We believe Milo Fusseldink took it before he disappeared.”

      “Overall, do you consider the expedition somewhat of a success?”

      “Without the skin, you could say it was an enormous waste of time.”

      “Do you know anything about the venom the worm allegedly spits?”

      “We interviewed several villagers and desert nomads. Some claim they had heard indirectly of animals and the rare person killed by the worms. They say the venom is like an acid, damaging flesh and blinding eyes, and it kills quickly. Except in one strange case.”

      “Tell me,” I implored.

      “Many years ago, a goat herder was sprayed, but only partially. He suffered some burns, but his eyes were not damaged. Strangely, he reported euphoric feelings. He said it was like smoking opium, but more intense. Odd, isn’t it?”

      This, finally, caused people overhearing her at nearby tables to look at Zora.

      “What’s this about opium?” Matt asked, delivering two coffees and my tea to the table.

      I repeated what Zora had told me.

      “Fascinating,” he said as he sat down and slurped his coffee. “What evolutionary reason would there be for a toxin to cause pleasure?”

      “If it is true,” Zora said, “it could help the worm kill and eat prey. If the prey didn’t receive enough venom, it would escape in pain. But if it experienced an intense pleasure that was stronger than the burn pain, the prey might allow the worm to squirt it again and kill it.”

      “You said the worms eat the prey?” I asked.

      “Of course. That’s what venomous snakes do.”

      “Rattlesnakes and cobras don’t eat people.”

      “If you lived in a desert, you would eat whatever you could to survive.”

      “The Mongolian Death Worm is even scarier than I’d thought.” Matt shook his head in disbelief.

      “Incidences of humans being consumed were very, very rare,” Zora said. “However, when carcasses of animals or humans are found in the desert, they have usually been partially consumed by scavengers. No one would know if a worm had done it.”

      After that lovely thought, we silently drank our beverages. Until I changed the subject.

      “What is your theory about what happened to Dr. Fusseldink?”

      Zora tensed up. “I don’t have a clue.”

      “I understand there’s bad blood between him and Professor Levings. Do you think⁠—”

      “Don’t you dare imply that Professor Levings had anything to do with the disappearance.”

      “I’m not,” I said in a soothing voice, hoping to calm her down. I briefly considered using my truth-telling spell on her, but my ethics forbade its use except on people I strongly suspected of being perpetrators of crimes and those who were obviously lying. Zora appeared to be neither.

      There would be no harm in casting a calming spell, though. Not just for Zora, but for me, too. After activating the quick, simple spell, I sensed relaxation in all of us, even Matt, who was almost always wound too tight.

      “Did Dr. Fusseldink and Professor Levings argue over control of the expedition?” I asked gently.

      “All the time,” Zora replied. “It made life uncomfortable for the rest of us. The two have known each other forever, but rather than being friends, they were professional rivals. They once wrote a book together, but Milo received the lion’s share of publicity from it, and their relationship never recovered.”

      “Was the book about the death worm?”

      “No. It was about the chupacabra. It destroyed the credibility of the witnesses claiming to have seen the creature, and it shot down the entire myth. The book sold really well but was not popular among the cryptid community.”

      “Oh, my,” I said. “I’ve met a chupacabra, and he would not be happy to hear about this book.”

      She stared at me with her mouth open. “You what?”

      “Forget what I said. I’m not supposed to talk about Chuck.”

      “Do you know of anyone who would kill Claire Fusseldink?” Matt asked Zora to get the ball rolling again.

      “Of course not. I’d heard her death was accidental—a poisoning of some sort.”

      “Did the Fusseldinks have a healthy marriage?”

      “I didn’t know them well enough to judge, but I’d heard the marriage was under a great strain because of Milo’s constant travel and his obsession with his career.”

      “Let me ask you a hypothetical question,” I said. “If Dr. Fusseldink found a Mongolian Death Worm when he was alone, would he have the means to smuggle the worm out of Mongolia without the expedition knowing about it?”

      Zora laughed.

      “What’s so funny?” I asked.

      “The logistics of that would be exceedingly difficult. But even if Milo could pull it off all by himself, he would never do so. Not in a million years. He wanted fame. He wanted to be in the spotlight. If he had found the worm, he’d make sure every single person in the world knew about it.”
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      I drove us back east along Alligator Alley, the straight-as-an-arrow world of humans, asphalt, and autos. It was hemmed in by fences just past the shoulder that prevented drivers from losing control and plunging into the world of reptiles, insects, wetlands, and brutal food chains. We eventually ended up on I-95 northbound toward Jellyfish Beach, passing through urbanized Southeast Florida, until we escaped the sprawl and enjoyed a view of trees and fields once again.

      While my eyes took in the scenery, Matt’s were glued to his phone. He was scrolling through messages in his newspaper’s collaboration app.

      “So, I think someone from the expedition captured the worm,” I said. “They smuggled it back to the US and planted it in the Fusseldink’s bedroom to attack Claire. Milo had a motive—a bad marriage and lots of money to inherit. If his dead body is somewhere in the Gobi Desert, he obviously couldn’t have done it. I need to find out if he’s alive and where he is. And we should dig deeper to see if anyone else on the expedition had a motive to kill Claire.”

      Matt grunted in agreement, his attention still on his phone.

      “What’s so exciting at The Jellyfish Beach Journal on your day off?” I needled him.

      “Oh, not much. Just a suspicious death, that’s all.”

      “Suspicious, how?”

      “I think our Mongolian Death Worm has struck again.”
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      At Matt’s urging, I didn’t take the exit to Jellyfish Beach. Instead, I took the next one and headed west toward Mullet City, home of the Crab County Medical Examiner’s Office. In other words, the morgue. Matt filled me in on the little he’d learned so far.

      “A body was found on the beach this morning. The death was initially blamed on natural causes. But I made some inquiries about it, in light of the Fusseldink death.”

      “Why?”

      “Because this one happened on the beach.”

      “So?”

      “Sand,” he said, as if I were a child. “You know, the stuff that covers the ground in the Gobi Desert?”

      “That’s a big leap.”

      “Yeah, well, I just found out from the Medical Examiner that the victim's face has the same burns that you described on Claire Fusseldink. You said you feared the death worm had escaped from her house. What if it’s living beneath the sand on the beach?”

      Where this was going finally dawned on me. “That would be bad news.”

      “Exactly. Luckily, Dr. Ramirez agreed to meet with me.”

      “Wow. A local official you haven’t alienated. Yet.”

      “Save the sarcasm for later, okay?”

      “I’ll try. If you promise to keep quiet about the worm. The Society wouldn’t want the police and Animal Control trying to kill the creature. Let’s see if the police come up with alternative suspects.”

      When we arrived at the morgue, the front-desk clerk pointed to the ME's office down a short hall.

      “Hi, Dr. Ramirez,” Matt said, shaking hands with the stout older woman. “Thanks for seeing us at such short notice. This is my colleague, Missy Mindle.”

      Ramirez sat at her desk and directed us to take the two chairs facing it. “I’m surprised you’re interested in the case.”

      “As well as the poisoning earlier this week.”

      She frowned. “I admit they’re almost identical. We’ve completed the autopsy in the Fusseldink case and received the toxicology report. I’m confident this new case will present similar results.”

      “Who was the latest victim?” I asked.

      Ramirez frowned again. “A middle-aged woman with the surname Nguyen.”

      “Is her age close to Mrs. Fusseldink’s?”

      “Yes. Based on her attire, she was jogging on the beach in the pre-dawn hours.”

      “Jogging causes vibrations in the ground,” Matt said to me in a low voice.

      I ignored him. “Was the victim already deceased when she was found?”

      Ramirez nodded. I wondered if the similarity in ages was only a coincidence. Perhaps a serial killer was preying on women who resembled Claire.

      “Did she have yellowish acid burns on her face?” Matt asked.

      “Yes. From the toxin that we determined was the cause of death. The burn pattern indicated that a liquid had been sprayed on her. It was a neurotoxin, affecting her nervous system.”

      I asked, “Did she happen to have a smile on her face?”

      Ramirez looked at me strangely. “Funny you would ask

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        1. Toxic Relationship
      


      		
        2. Swampland U
      


      		
        3. Die with a Smile
      


      		
        4. Icky Things
      


      		
        5. Bachelor Pad
      


      		
        6. Monsters in Storage
      


      		
        7. The Temptation of Missy
      


      		
        8. I Hexed Your Lizard
      


      		
        9. Ratting Out Ruth
      


      		
        10. Devoted to the Death Worm
      


      		
        11. Bitter Rivals
      


      		
        12. Demonic Traffic Hazard
      


      		
        13. Vampire vs. Demon
      


      		
        14. Express Exorcism
      


      		
        15. Affairs of the Heart
      


      		
        16. Worm Hunting
      


      		
        17. Rapid Reproduction
      


      		
        18. A Worm of a Man
      


      		
        19. Bookworms
      


      		
        20. That Horrid Woman
      


      		
        21. Death by Death Worm
      


      		
        22. Swamp Ape Apartments
      


      		
        23. Saint Ruthless
      


      		
        24. A Vexing Hexing
      


      		
        25. Home Intruder
      


      		
        26. Closing the Can of Worms
      


      		
        Please Leave a Review
      


      		
        What’s Next
      


      		
        Acknowledgments
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/worm-arched.jpg
o’





OEBPS/images/wormsofendearment_monstersofjellyfishbeach7_lg.jpg
MONSTFRS\OF JELLYFISH BEACH 7
= [ 0
A Q I]aq‘






