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            1-800-Mr-Bokor

          

        

      

    

    
      The chimes tinkled above the door of the Jellyfish Beach Mystical Mart and Botanica. A burly man with ebony skin, a shaved head, and a perpetual scowl walked in. It was Mr. Bokor, the voodoo sorcerer.

      “Mandrake,” he said in his deep, rumbling voice. “I need mandrake root.”

      “It’s nice to see another member of the supernatural community visit our humble establishment,” I replied, with only slight sarcasm.

      “I ordinarily would never shop at a commercial establishment for my ingredients, but tonight I have no choice.”

      Madame Tibodet, who had introduced me to Mr. Bokor, was meeting in the back room with Luisa at the moment. Madame Tibodet was not fond of the sorcerer because he had turned her brother, Carl, into a zombie shortly after his death, and then demanded a large payment to return him to her instead of selling him as a servant to the highest bidder.

      “I wasn’t aware that mandrake was used in voodoo sorcery,” I said.

      “It isn’t. Not in traditional sorcery. I have, well, my own custom experiments involving a bit of alchemy. Do you interrogate all your customers like this?”

      “No. Sorry.”

      I went to the refrigerated cabinet in the rear of the store where we keep our rarer plants, herbs, and other fresh ingredients. Many spells require fresh mandrake root, rather than powdered.

      “Is an ounce enough?” I asked.

      “I’ll ultimately need at least a pound, but I’ll take what I can get tonight.”

      We had only three one-ounce bags. His gruff attitude convinced me to give him only two bags and save the third for a more pleasant customer.

      “I can sell you two ounces now. We’ll get more from our supplier next week.”

      He grunted and followed me to the front counter where we have our old-fashioned cash register next to a state-of-the-art electronic credit-card processor.

      Suddenly, Mr. Bokor let out a high-pitched squeal that seemed incongruous coming from the large man.

      “A land crab is attacking me! Why is a crab in here?”

      “Please don’t step on her!” I begged. “She doesn’t mean you harm. She’s a were-crab who is perpetually cranky while she waits to shift back into human form. The shifting is more of a molting process and quite unpleasant for her. And for all of us.”

      “Get it off me.”

      I reached down and pried the blue crab’s claws off his ankle. She scurried beneath the counter.

      I reminded Mr. Bokor what the total purchase price was. After he tapped his credit card, I tried to make small talk.

      “Now that you’re a customer, can I call you by your first name?” I asked.

      “No.”

      “You’re always on brand?”

      He frowned.

      “Bokor” is the term for a voodoo sorcerer. This gentleman, whose actual name I didn’t know, incorporated under the name “1-800-MR-BOKOR.” That name was on his credit card, and he used it for everything else.

      His head jerked to the left as the sound of shuffling feet came from the hall leading to the back room.

      Carl appeared. The deceased middle-aged Haitian professor had been reanimated by the very same individual standing across the counter from me.

      Mr. Bokor’s frown turned into a grimace. Perhaps, it was Carl’s eau-de-coffin scent.

      “Aren’t you happy to see your creation?” I asked.

      “Just because he’s a zombie doesn’t mean I created him. I’m not the only bokor around here.”

      “Madame Tibodet said it was you.”

      Carl moaned as he shuffled and lurched toward us. He didn’t appear to recognize Mr. Bokor, but zombies have little in the way of facial expressions, so it was hard to read his feelings.

      He walked past his maker without acknowledging him and picked up a ceramic cat from a shelf. Carl was obviously bored from sitting in the back-room meeting and needed a diversion. Holding the ceramic cat like a real one, he moved to the corner where he petted the cat, making cooing sounds.

      The moment would have been cute had Carl not been a zombie.

      “He doesn’t seem to recognize you,” I said to Mr. Bokor.

      “Why would he recognize me?”

      “Because you turned him into a zombie.”

      Mr. Bokor shook his head. “He would be dead until the end of the ritual, then I would have confined him in a box. Are you certain that it was I who created him?”

      “Madame Tibodet insists you did.”

      “I have created so many zombies over the years, I can’t recognize them all. Especially when their faces are falling off.”

      “Carl! Where are you?” boomed Madame Tibodet’s Caribbean-accented voice. “We are leaving now.”

      The woman, rather diminutive compared to her voice, stormed down the hall from the back room. She looked up in surprise when she saw Mr. Bokor.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked, tilting her head, wrapped in a colorful scarf, sideways with suspicion.

      “I have every right to come here to purchase supplies for practicing my faith.”

      “We’ll see about that,” she said, gently leading her zombie by the arm out the front door.

      Mr. Bokor waited until she had pulled out of the parking lot before he, too, took his leave.

      “Notify me when you get more mandrake root.”

      “I will,” I said.

      Luisa emerged from the back room. The beautiful Afro-Cuban’s forty-ish face was taut with stress.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “I can’t believe it. Madame Tibodet wants to become a partner in the botanica.”

      “Really? She’s just a part-time manbo,” I said, using the term for a voodoo priestess.

      “She thinks she can bring in tons of new customers based on word-of-mouth from her spiritual-counseling clients. She wants the store to cater more to voodoo practitioners. But I like it the way it is. When I first opened the place, it was centered on Santeria, but I expanded the offerings to voodoo, obeah, and various types of old-world witchcraft. I think we have the perfect balance now.”

      “I agree. And we don’t need her to invest in the place. Not with all the backing we get from the Friends of Cryptids Society. In fact, I doubt they’d want us to have a partner who doesn’t share their mission.”

      “They probably wouldn’t. I just don’t want to anger Madame Tibodet by turning her down outright. She provides a valuable service consulting with our voodoo customers and conducting the occasional service.”

      “You can always string her along until she loses interest,” I suggested.

      “Just what I’d expect you to say, since you hate confrontation.”

      “I was brought up by parents who never raised their voices.”

      I didn’t mention that my birth mother relished confrontation. I’d had a few doozies with her since discovering she was alive, despite what I’d been told after I learned I was adopted.

      “I guess we should find out what the Society thinks,” Luisa said. “If they’re against it, I can use them as an excuse.”

      It was my turn to close the shop, and Luisa soon went home to her daughters. I watched the clock for the next two hours after a brief flurry of customers came and went.

      When I say I watched the clock, I also mean I listened to it. The tall, ancient grandfather clock in the corner was part of the botanica when Luisa first bought it from an obeah man. He said it was in the building when he bought it; the structure originally had been a pineapple packing house from the late 1800s. The clock had supposedly been built in the Caribbean from native mahogany wood.

      The loud, severe ticking had taken me years to get used to. And just now, when it missed a beat, the blood drained from my face.

      Had someone forgotten to wind the clock last night?

      You see, there’s a murky legend that this clock must never be allowed to stop or something tragic would happen. Exactly what, no one knew. It could mean the death of an individual or the end of the world.

      Wanting neither, I rushed over to the clock and wound it by pulling on the counterweight chains housed in the slender vertical cabinet beneath the clock face.

      Sure enough, it required quite a bit of winding. That meant no one had wound it last night. I could point the finger at Luisa because it had been her turn to close the shop.

      At least the clock hadn’t stopped. Well, it did miss a beat, but it was still running when I went to wind it. Nevertheless, I had a feeling of unease when I turned off all the lights, locked the doors, and closed the aluminum hurricane shutters we used to cover the display windows for extra security.

      You’re probably wondering why I didn’t set the burglar alarm. Because we don’t have one. I’m a witch, remember? Instead, I placed magical wards near the front and back doors. They would warn me of intruders. If the culprits were human, I’d call the police. If they were supernatural entities, well, then I would have to deal with them myself.

      The parking lot at this end of the strip center wrapped around the rear of the botanica and was empty, especially since the fried-seafood takeout joint had moved away. Down at the other end, the ratty convenience store had a few cars out front. Here, there was only mine.

      Wait, why was a car parked in the shadows by the dumpster?

      And why was it giving me a feeling of foreboding?

      Sure, I could have gotten into my car and left, but our contract with the Friends of Cryptids included the purchase of this property from our previous landlord. I was a part owner of this parking lot.

      I felt obligated to check on the car. Hopefully, it was abandoned. Or perhaps it belonged to a customer of the convenience store.

      Those hopes were dashed as soon as I got close enough to read the logo emblazoned across the side of the car.

      1-800-MR-BOKOR

      My heart missed a beat.

      I cast a protection spell around myself and carefully approached the passenger side of the car. Rather than shine a flashlight into the windows, I used my telekinesis to flip the switch of the dome light above the front seat.

      No one was inside. And the driver’s-side window was open.

      That the car was unoccupied calmed my fears. Maybe Mr. Bokor was in the convenience store buying scratch-off lottery tickets or binge-eating hotdogs.

      But he had left the botanica over two hours ago.

      I reached for the door handle. The car was unlocked. This did not bode well.

      Nor did the dark crimson stains on the driver’s seat.

      I called 911 and reported finding the unlocked car belonging to my customer, who I’d last seen two hours ago. And that there appeared to be blood on the seat.

      That was all that was required of a responsible citizen. All I needed to do was wait until the police showed up.

      But my sixth sense told me Mr. Bokor was still on the premises.

      I popped open the trunk and found it empty except for a mesh bag filled with baseballs. I didn’t realize Mr. Bokor played the sport. Crouching on the asphalt, I peeked beneath the car. No corpse under there.

      If that was truly Mr. Bokor’s blood on the seat, then he must have been abducted. Or maybe, despite being wounded, he had escaped his attacker and walked home or to the hospital.

      Or he succumbed to his wounds and was lying beneath a cocoplum hedge in someone’s front yard.

      My sixth sense tapped me on the shoulder and nudged me toward the dumpster. The bin was covered by a thick plastic lid hinged on the back and divided in half to make it easy for an individual to open one side and hold it up while tossing a bag of trash inside with the other hand.

      One side of the dumpster was open, the lid hanging from its hinges at the back of the receptacle.

      I inched closer to the open side. Already, I could smell death along with the rotting trash.

      There, upon a pile of plastic garbage bags, lay Mr. Bokor. A rat squeaked and ran away, half of a convenience-store hotdog in its mouth.

      If I was going to play amateur sleuth, I had to go all the way. I shined the flashlight from my phone on the body. Mr. Bokor was lying on his stomach, his feet closest to me. The visible side of his face was bloodied, as was his shirt.

      Being a nurse, I knew where to find the popliteal artery in his leg. I pressed my fingers against his trousers behind his knee.

      There was no pulse. No surprise, he was dead.

      I called 911 again and told the operator I’d found a body. That would guarantee the police would get here faster. They should have shown up already, but I guess my first report hadn’t sounded urgent enough.

      “Why were you looking in the dumpster for the body?” the woman operator asked me.

      “My sixth sense told me to look there.”

      “I would think your common sense would have told you to let the officers do that.”

      “What makes you think I have any common sense?”
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      In Jellyfish Beach’s minuscule detective bureau, Cindy Shortle drew the short straw and was assigned Mr. Bokor’s murder case. When she arrived that night at the scene, she had warm words of greeting for me.

      “You, again.”

      “Yes,” I replied. “I go hand in hand with weird stuff.”

      “Fortunately, this crime doesn’t sound like it involved Satanists defiling houses of worship.”

      “Hopefully not. But the victim was a voodoo sorcerer.”

      “Are you serious?” Detective Shortle was not happy.

      “He’s in the dumpster.” I explained how I had discovered him.

      Shortle had arrived at the same time as a uniformed officer, and they both looked at the body and the inside of the car.

      “Looks like he was stabbed,” Shortle said. “And his throat was cut.”

      “The perp must’ve been really strong to have tossed the body in there,” said the officer, who looked like he was well past retirement age.

      “He could have climbed into the dumpster to escape his attacker.”

      “Nah,” said the cop. “This dumpster has a tall lip. It would have been hard to climb in here, especially if he was bleeding out.”

      “His throat could have been cut when he was in here.”

      “Yeah, but he left a lot of blood in the car. He’d be too weak to climb into the dumpster.”

      “If you say so,” Shortle said sarcastically. She’d had enough of this guy who believed his age and gender made him wiser than the young detective. It wasn’t his place to come up with theories, anyway.

      Shortle tried to ditch him by pulling me aside for questioning.

      “You knew the victim?” she asked me. “Was he a customer of yours?”

      I nodded. “He goes by the name of Mr. Bokor, but I don’t know what his real name is. Bokor is what a voodoo sorcerer is called.”

      “Why was he here tonight?”

      “To buy some mandrake root. He’s never shopped here before, but I guess he couldn’t find the mandrake elsewhere.”

      “But you said you knew him?”

      “I met him once before in an unrelated matter.”

      I couldn’t explain to Shortle that I had been investigating vampires at the time.

      “Did he have an altercation with anyone tonight?”

      “Not at the botanica.”

      “Do you know of anyone who had a grudge against him?”

      I immediately thought of Madame Tibodet’s resentment for what he did to Carl. But I didn’t want to drag the woman and her zombie brother into this, much less explain it to Shortle. I doubted they were capable of murder anyway.

      “I don’t know of anyone who had a grudge against him,” I said. “But I had the feeling his relations with clients might be contentious.”

      “What kinds of things would a voodoo sorcerer do for clients?”

      “Things that could cause a lot of trouble.”

      Shortle shook her head in frustration.

      “When are the crime-scene tech and medical examiner going to get here?” she asked the older cop.

      “You’ve got to have patience in this job,” he said, gazing into the dumpster. “You know, it’s amazing how much waste our society produces. Look at all those perfectly good hotdogs the convenience store threw away.”

      The thought of the old hotdogs in the dumpster grossed me out more than the dead body on top of them. I asked the detective if I could go home now.

      “Yeah, you can go. I know where to find you if I have more questions.”
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      I arrived home to three unhappy and hungry housemates—two felines and one reptile. The cats were trapped in the house, dependent upon me to open cans of cat food. The iguana, on the other hand, lived in my garage with a half-opened window. He was free to go outside and forage for plants and flowers and bugs.

      “It’s about freakin’ time you got home,” Tony, my witch’s familiar iguana, said.

      He could have foraged, but he preferred to give me a guilt trip. I retaliated by feeding the grateful cats first, before I poured a bowl of reptile chow for him from the pet store.

      “You’ve got the stink of death about you,” Tony said in his New York accent.

      “You sure know how to flatter a girl.”

      “No, I’m serious. Is there anything I should know?”

      “I found a murdered man, a customer, outside the botanica tonight.”

      “Wow. Santeria follower?”

      “No. Voodoo. He was a sorcerer.”

      Tony expelled a hiss that I think was meant to be a whistle, but reptile mouths simply can’t pull that off.

      “I sensed a disruption in the supernatural frequency.”

      “Does that mean a supernatural creature killed him?” I asked.

      “Not necessarily. He could have been in the middle of casting magic to protect himself, when⁠—”

      Tony’s little foreleg made the gesture of a slit throat.

      “How did you know his throat was cut?”

      “I didn’t. That was universal sign language for offing someone.”

      “Are you a suspect, Tony?” I joked. “Where were you this evening at around seven p.m.?”

      “Eating your neighbor’s flowers and pooping in their swimming pool.”

      “Forget that I asked. I’m fixing something to eat and going to bed.”

      Just as I was doing my own foraging for leftovers to heat, the doorbell rang. It was Mrs. Lupis and Mr. Lopez from the Friends of Cryptids Society of the Americas.

      Great. There was no way they were here for a social call. And no, they weren’t bringing me dinner.

      “We’ve got a problem,” Mrs. Lupis said.

      “A big problem,” said her partner.

      “That bokor who was murdered was creating chimeras,” Mrs. Lupis said. “Using magic and alchemy to bring to life creatures that are combinations of different species. Freakish things that shouldn’t exist.”

      “Wait a moment, how did you know the bokor was murdered? The police are still investigating the murder scene.”

      “We have our sources and methods,” Mr. Lopez said.

      “You already knew about his chimeras,” I said. “I sent you photos of a monkey-cat he had in his office. And a cat-dog owned by a vampire.”

      “Yes. Those are disturbing and violate too many rules to cite,” Mr. Lopez said. “The cryptids we study were put on this earth by our creator. Mortal humans have no right to play God. But we’ve had other priorities and couldn’t attend to this matter until now.”

      “We’ve learned things have gone way too far,” Mrs. Lupis said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “We’ve seen evidence of human-animal chimeras.”

      “That is so wrong.”

      “Exactly,” both partners replied in unison.

      “Are you talking about a half-human, half-animal?”

      “Not necessarily fifty-fifty,” Mrs. Lupis said. “But we have no direct evidence, only hearsay.”

      “What kind of animal is it?”

      “One account said it was an elephant,” said Mr. Lopez. “Another claimed it was a French bulldog.”

      “The French bulldog is more believable,” his partner said. “After all, Frenchies are so popular these days.”

      “Neither account is believable,” I said. “In ancient mythology, maybe. But not in real life.”

      “You sent us a photo of a monkey-cat.”

      “I know. But a human? I have a hard time believing human features can be part of a chimera.”

      “When you mix black magic and alchemy, you’d be surprised what is possible,” Mr. Lopez said.

      “How many human chimeras are out there?”

      “We don’t know,” Mr. Lopez replied. “More than one, we believe.”

      “I assume you stopped by because you want me to find them?”

      They both nodded solemnly.

      “The police will concentrate on finding the sorcerer’s murderer,” Mrs. Lupis said. “We need you to find where he was making the chimeras and if there are any still in captivity. Notify us when you find them. Before the police do.”

      “What if Mr. Bokor was killed by one of his chimeras?”

      The partners exchanged a meaningful glance.

      “We suspect that to be the case,” Mr. Lopez said. “In particular, a human-animal chimera. Which creates even more urgency to find it before the police do.”

      I assured my handlers that I would do my best, and they finally left, allowing me to feed my face at last. Cold, leftover meatloaf never tasted so good.

      But before I finished eating, my phone rang. I was going to ignore it, but the caller was Matt, so I answered.

      “Hey, I heard chatter on my police scanner about a homicide,” he said. “And the address was the same as your botanica’s. You sound like you’re okay, especially with your loud chewing. So, do you know anything about this homicide?”

      “I’m the one who found the body.”

      “Oh, no! Are you really okay, then?”

      “I guess.” I recounted the gruesome details and what my visitors had told me.

      “Chimeras? That’s freaky. The cat-dog in Igor’s mansion wasn’t a one-off, then.”

      “No. I saw a monkey-cat back when Madame Tibodet and I visited Mr. Bokor’s office. And if what I was told is true, there could be many more, including part-human ones.”

      “That’s really disturbing. When I was a kid, illustrations of fauns and centaurs in books about mythology scared me.”

      “Well, I have to find out where these human-animal chimeras are. And you’re going to help me.”

      “I am?”

      “You’re a journalist. You know how to find out stuff. I can go to Mr. Bokor’s office and ask the other tenants in the shared suite about him, but they won’t know anything valuable. Heck, I don’t even know his real name or how to find it out.”

      “We can search the Florida Division of Corporations for his company, and it should tell us his info if the company is registered under his own name.”

      “See, you know how to do this stuff.”

      To be honest, I’m adept at witchcraft, capable of solving mysteries, skilled at nursing, and pretty good at cooking. But when I’m using the internet, I’m anything but magical.

      Matt called me again before I went to bed.

      “I spoke to Shortle and another of my sources at the department about the murder,” he said. “By the amount of blood in the car, it seems obvious that he was attacked while sitting in it. His attacker could have been in the passenger seat or was outside the car and reached into the open window to stab him and cut his throat. The window was open when you found him.”

      “What about the back seat?” I asked. “They could have been hiding back there and attacked him right after he got into the car.”

      “Yes, that’s possible. He had defensive wounds in multiple places on both hands, consistent with being attacked from his right, his left, or from behind. Many of the wounds were puncture wounds—like from an ice pick.”

      “Why was an ice pick used instead of a gun?”

      “Ice picks and knives don’t leave a signature, like the rifling on a bullet, and there aren’t any shell casings that the killer might miss and leave at the crime scene,” Matt said. “Also, a weapon for stabbing is quieter.”

      “Not if Mr. Bokor screamed.”

      “No one claimed to have heard him.”

      “Do they know if he climbed into the dumpster to escape his killer, or if he was tossed in there? Could he have climbed in there after losing so much blood?”

      “That hasn’t been determined, but the police aren’t ruling it out.”

      “It would take a great deal of strength to throw him in there,” I said. “Not many people could do it. A human-animal chimera might be able to.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Did the police find any forensic evidence from the killer in the car?”

      “Nothing useful. Two fingerprints were found, from two different individuals, and they didn’t match any in the database.”

      “Thanks for calling,” I said. “Let’s go to Mr. Bokor’s office tomorrow.”

      We said goodnight, and I crawled into bed with my cats lying at my feet.

      I’m not as steely as I pretend to be when it comes to horrors. Nightmares about finding Mr. Bokor’s body haunted me all night.

      I suspected that if we discovered any human-animal chimeras, my future nightmares would be even worse.
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      “Okay.” Matt turned from his laptop in the passenger seat of my car. “1-800-Mr-Bokor was registered under the name of Jules Bobideau of Sea Lice Sound. The address appears to be a mail store, though. I did an internet search of his name and came up with a half-dozen people of that name in Sea Lice Sound and Jellyfish Beach.”

      “Let’s ask at his office, then,” I said. “It’s in one of those shared corporate suites. Maybe his suite mates can give us some info on Mr. Bokor and where he lives.”

      When we arrived, I recognized the receptionist from my earlier visit here with Madame Tibodet. The woman was a young, pretty Latina who needed to be a skilled actor as she answered the phone and pretended to callers that she worked for each of the various businesses headquartered here. They were, in reality, one-person companies.

      The name plate on her desk said her name was Eva Martin.

      “Hi, Eva,” I said with a fake smile. “We have an appointment with Mr. Bokor.”

      “He hasn’t been in today,” the receptionist replied. “He frequently makes on-site consultations.”

      She clearly hadn’t learned yet of Mr. Bokor’s demise.

      “Oh.” I tried to look confused. “I was scheduled for. . .” I glanced at my watch. “Two-thirty.”

      “I’m sorry. You can wait here.” She gestured to the tiny seating area of a loveseat and chair in a minimalist decor.

      Matt plopped down on the loveseat and studied his phone.

      “Jules even reminded me of the appointment,” I said, remaining standing by the front desk.

      “Oh, you know his real name?”

      “Of course. I’ve worked with him quite a bit.”

      “You look familiar. You’ve been to his office before?”

      “Oh, yes. Do you mind if we wait for him in there?”

      “I’m sorry. You can’t, not when he’s not there.”

      “Okay. It’s quite an unusual office, from what I remember.”

      “I’ll say. His incense leaks out from under his door, and it’s nasty.” She made a face.

      “It sure is,” said a dorky man who emerged from the nearest office with a sign beside its open door announcing he was a realtor. “I’ve asked him not to burn it, but he glares at me like he wants me to die. I hesitate to invite clients here because of it.”

      “Yes, Jules is quite a character,” I said.

      “He brings his goat to the office,” the man added. “We’re not supposed to bring pets here.”

      “Service animals are okay,” the receptionist said. “It’s his emotional-support goat.”

      “That’s not a service animal.”

      “The goat assists him with his work,” I said. “Like his monkey-cat.”

      “His what?” asked the realtor.

      Matt looked up at me. Oops, I had crossed into dangerous territory.

      “He has a cat that looks like a monkey,” I said. “You haven’t seen it?”

      The realtor shook his head.

      “I’ve seen it,” said a woman’s husky voice from the open door of the next office down the hall, an event-marketing firm. The stocky redhead poked her head out. “It has some bizarre birth defect.”

      “I think it’s kind of cute,” the receptionist murmured.

      Several offices had their doors open. These people must be lonely in their one-room business empires and were listening to whatever chatter took place in the reception area.

      “Have you guys seen any other strange creatures with Mr. Bokor?” I asked.

      “He once brought in a squirrel that had reptile scales instead of fur,” said a tall bald guy in the doorway of a personal-injury attorney’s office.

      “How do you know it was a squirrel instead of a lizard?” the receptionist asked.

      “Because it had a squirrel's head and a fluffy tail.”

      “Has anyone seen any strange people visiting him?” I asked.

      “Most of the people who visit him are strange,” the redhead said.

      “With the exception of you guys,” the receptionist said to me with a smile.

      “I mean really strange,” I said. “Like carnival freaks.”

      My impromptu focus group thought it over and shook their heads.

      “Do you know where Jules lives?” I asked.

      “We can’t divulge his address,” the receptionist said.

      “Sea Lice Sound,” said the realtor.

      “He lives with his brother,” the receptionist added.

      I thanked them, before asking, “Do you know of anyone who might want to harm Mr. Bokor?”

      Silence. It seemed like everyone wore a rueful smile.

      “Mr. Bokor makes no effort to be friendly,” said the attorney. “We’re kind of like a family here, even though we have separate businesses.”

      “Yeah, and every time you complain about his incense, he burns more just to spite you,” said the realtor.

      “He takes up two parking spaces with his stupid SUV,” said the marketing woman.

      “And his goat eats all the landscaping plants by the entrance,” added the realtor.

      “Why would you ask?” the receptionist asked me.

      “Um, I’m worried about why he didn’t show up for our appointment.”

      “It’s unprofessional for me to say this,” the receptionist went on, “but Jules is a highly disagreeable person. Short-tempered, rude, and domineering. I don’t care if he finds out I said that. Like Jeremy said”—she nodded toward the attorney—“we’re a family here. There are plenty of companies that would love to lease here, and I’m sure the people would be easier to get along with. That said, I’ve never heard—from Jules or anyone else—of someone who would want to harm him.”

      “Good to know,” I said. “I feel better now. One last question. Does Mr. Bokor keep any pets in his office overnight?”

      “Just the snake in the terrarium,” the receptionist said. “Why?”

      “If Mr. Bokor doesn’t come in over the next couple of days, you might want to feed the snake.”

      “With what?” the marketer asked.

      “A monkey-cat,” Matt said.

      I scowled at him all the way to the parking lot.
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      The only phone number on file for Mr. Bokor with the Florida Division of Corporations was 1-800-MR-BOKOR. Calling it gave us only a recorded sales pitch before sending us to voicemail. We had no choice other than to show up at Mr. Bokor’s house unannounced.

      First, I did some research at home with Matt standing over my shoulder. The realtor having confirmed that the voodoo sorcerer lived in Sea Lice Sound, I searched the property appraiser’s website to see if he owned a home there. He did, and he had purchased it this year. It was appraised at an astoundingly high price.

      “Who knew that voodoo was so profitable?” I asked Matt.

      “He might have come into a lot of money recently, which might explain his murder.”

      “Possibly. Let’s go pay his brother a visit.”

      “What if he’s not home? Should we break in?”

      I hesitated. A law-abiding kind of girl, I would rarely consider breaking and entering. But it was the only way to know for sure if there was one or more human-animal hybrids living in the house.

      “We’ll see,” I replied.

      Matt chuckled. “Not the response I would have expected from you. And if his brother is there, I doubt he’ll let us past the front door.”

      “True. Let’s see how it goes.”

      I drove north along the interstate for the brief journey to Sea Lice Sound, a charming community that was even smaller than Jellyfish Beach
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