


	
	







X-RATED BLOODSUCKERS

A NOVEL

Mario Acevedo

[image: image]





To the memory of Jad Duwaik




Contents


CHAPTER 1

Its about murder, said Katz Meow.



CHAPTER 2

Her words smacked me with the force of a pool



CHAPTER 3

I sat at my desk for several minutes after Katz



CHAPTER 4

After arriving at LAX, I rented a sedan and headed



CHAPTER 5

From Katzs house it was a quick drive west to



CHAPTER 6

Cragnows aura bristled with malevolence. It was a good show,



CHAPTER 7

Rosarios aura flared, then settled into a turbulent neon mass



CHAPTER 8

Coyote. The one Katz Meow mentioned when she had come



CHAPTER 9

I followed Coyote toward the entrance of the Majestic Lanes.



CHAPTER 10

Coyote walked to the Dumpster. He levitated to stand on



CHAPTER 11

Dont do anything stupid, I said evenly.



CHAPTER 12

The next morning I arrived in Pacoimaa blue-collar Latino community



CHAPTER 13

Veronica said, We need privacy.



CHAPTER 14

In that instant before the dump truck turned my sedan



CHAPTER 15

Coyote helped himself to one of the bags of human



CHAPTER 16

Each name tag had the logo of the SoCal Cosmetic



CHAPTER 17

The elevator started again, rose to the fifth floor, and



CHAPTER 18

Coyote and I stepped out of the truck and trotted



CHAPTER 19

The two yuppies in the Ferrari responded with slack-jawed, blank-faced



CHAPTER 20

Veronica texted me her address in Hollywood. By the time



CHAPTER 21

No. I wouldnt take advantage of Veronica.



CHAPTER 22

Veronica and I rushed down the stairs from her apartment,



CHAPTER 23

Once inside the Chrysler, Coyote found the controls and moved



CHAPTER 24

No time to waste if I wanted to catch the



CHAPTER 25

We snuck to my car. I took Santa Monica Boulevard



CHAPTER 26

The next morning, a Monday, I drove to Glendale and



CHAPTER 27

On the way to Altadena, I wondered about this latest



CHAPTER 28

Yes? May I help you?



CHAPTER 29

I read the obituary twice to make sure this was



CHAPTER 30

Henry said, Ive been wiping Freds ass since his birth.



CHAPTER 31

The conversation with Polly made me want to go quiz



CHAPTER 32

Veronica and I were in my Chrysler, stuck in morning



CHAPTER 33

At noon I had an appointment with Andrew Tonic, Roxys



CHAPTER 34

The dot hovered on my shoulder.



CHAPTER 35

The rear window of the Escalade on the left lowered



CHAPTER 36

I clutched the back of the chair to steady myself.



CHAPTER 37

Venin didnt change shape, but in the moments that Id



CHAPTER 38

A Kia sedan sat in the middle of the parking



CHAPTER 39

Cmon, vato, Coyote yelled. His head thrust through the open



CHAPTER 40

Time to scram and find Coyote.



CHAPTER 41

We arrived at Coyotes house, passing delivery trucks bringing newspapers



CHAPTER 42

I couldve turned into ice. Rosario calling now?



CHAPTER 43

I drove back to Griffith Park and left my motorcycle



CHAPTER 44

Then tell me, I said.



CHAPTER 45

Rosario had told me plenty. But I needed more.



CHAPTER 46

Humans popped up like prairie dogs. Red auras ballooned around



CHAPTER 47

Veronicas brown Nissan turned into the driveway. My kundalini noir



CHAPTER 48

Veronicas eyes dilated to the size of dimes. Her aura



CHAPTER 49

My snoring woke me. I lay with my head resting on



CHAPTER 50

I stared at the number on my cell phone and



CHAPTER 51

People and vampires were going to die tonight. I had



CHAPTER 52

Lara had gone to kill Petale Venin. And add that



CHAPTER 53

I drove to Culver City and stopped in a sports



CHAPTER 54

With Venin and Cragnow dead I doubted Paxton would stay



CHAPTER 55

I levered myself behind the steering wheel and carefully rested



CHAPTER 56

I had scrubbed myself clean, picked through the clothes littering



CHAPTER 57

I parked my newest rental sedan in the lot just





ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



ABOUT THE AUTHOR



OTHER BOOKS BY MARIO ACEVEDO



COPYRIGHT



ABOUT THE PUBLISHER











CHAPTER 1




Its about murder, said Katz Meow.

Murder? I had trouble accepting the premise from such pillowy and succulent red lips.

I gave Katz the vampire once-over. A quick study of her eyes, the portals to a humans consciousness. Mascara clumped her eyelashes, making them seem like ragged penumbras around the shiny blue marbles of her irises. Her high-boned cheeks were round and perfect.

My gaze dropped to her neck, and I studied the hollows between the tendons of her throat, marking the choicest spot to sink my fangs and tap her jugular.

Should I fang her, there could be one of three outcomes.

If I only sucked her blood, I could modulate which of the enzymes in my saliva flowed back through the punctures. These enzymes deepened vampire hypnosis and could induce permanent amnesia, and make her swoon with orgasmic pleasure or writhe in searing pain.

If I sucked too much blood, I would kill her.


Or should our blood commingle after the fangingespecially through an open-mouth kiss as was done to me years agothen shed be damned to walk the earth as a vampire.

The low collar of her dress arced like a smile across her voluptuous cleavage. My eyes went back to hers, lingering for an instant in fleeting lust.

Morning sunlight illuminated my office.

Sunblock and makeup covered my translucent complexion. Katz didnt know I was a vampire. Humans couldnt know. They must never know. Superstition and skepticism protect us, the undead. The moment humans discovered we exist, they would hunt us down. Those vampires the humans didnt exterminate would be imprisoned and dissected. I had to be careful what cases I accepted as an undead private detective.

Katz fidgeted in the leather chair facing my desk, as if she sensed my wariness.

Whose murder? I asked.

Katz wrung her hands, the manicured white-tipped fingernails crisscrossing. My friend Roxy Bronze.

Never heard of her.

Katz reached into the large Gucci handbagreal or knockoffresting by her ankle. Gold bracelets jangled from her wrist as she offered me a plastic DVD case.

The cover of the DVD showed Katz and a statuesque brunette, holding each other by the waist. Both wore matching black bikini bottoms and bolero vests, and stood on clear plastic stiletto slut pumps. They had wanton grins as lurid as what the DVD title blared in fluorescent green letters: SUPER-VIXEN SKANK FEST, VOLUME EIGHT. Printed across their respective muscular thighs were their names: KATZ MEOW and ROXY BRONZE.

Katz brushed a tangle of blond hair from her forehead and looked away. She tapped one of her wooden-soled clogs against the oak floor.

The reverse side of the DVD case was a collage of Ms. Meow and Ms. Bronze in what looked like a high-impact version of the Kama Sutra as they played together, with other women and sex toys, and an assortment of men with amazingly large penises.

I flipped the DVD over and examined the cover again. My gaze traced across Roxy Bronzes face. The narrow bridge of her nose, the pronounced dimples in her cheeks, a chin tapering to a neat pointthis last detail emphasized the elongated outline of her face. Her smile curved up in a pronounced U, exposing a neat row of porcelain white teeth.

Roxy looked familiar. But from where? Maybe I had seen her picture somewhere else.

I handed the DVD to Katz.

Katz took the case and dropped it into her bag.

My mind held the images of Katz and Roxy screwing like farm animals. Youre a

She finished the sentence for me. An erotic film actress.

Fancy way of saying she nuzzled crotches for a living. When receiving new clients, I was tempted to read their auras, since they betrayed much about what humans think. Auras were more expressive than facial gestures. But special contacts covered my eyes, hiding the tapetum lucidumthe mirrorlike retinas vampires share with other nocturnal predatorsso I was out of luck. The contacts allowed me to appear human, though at the cost of diminishing my night vision and losing my ability to read auras and hypnotize prey at will.

You live in L.A.? I asked. We were in my Denver office, a long way from California.

Yes, the Valley.

What valley?

Katz smirked. San Fernando.

Of course. The San Fernando Valley was to porn what Maine was to lobster fishing. Katz Meow is your stage name, I take it.

It is.

And your real name?

Katz Meow is my real name.

Where were you born? A pet store?

She sighed and said, My real name is Wilma Pettigrew. Im originally from Shelbyville, Indiana.

I didnt blame her for changing names. Katz Meow conjured silk lingerie and Porsches. Wilma Pettigrew, gingham aprons and Buicks. Ms. Pettigrew, where did

Please, Felix, she interrupted, Mr. Gomez, I mean, dont call me Ms. Pettigrew. I hate that name. Her voice took on a flat, nasal quality, as if the mention of Wilma Pettigrew took her from Southern California and back to her midwestern neighborhood. Im Katz. Katz Meow. Ms. Meow. But never Wilma Pettigrew.

I acknowledged her request with a nod. Very wellMs. Meow, where did this murder take place?

L.A., she said. Hollywood, to be specific.

And youve come to Denver. You couldnt find someone out there willing to take the case?


Katz held her gaze on me.

Or that you trusted?

Its both, she replied.

What about the police? There had to be an investigation.

There were cops and paperwork, a real dog and pony show. They said it was probably a holdup gone bad, claiming Roxy was at the wrong place at the wrong time. But I know their story was a sham.

What makes you sure?

Katzs voice sharpened. Roxy had enemies. Powerful enemies.

What kind of enemies could a porn star have? A jealous lover? Drug dealer? A mobster pimp? Any one of these was an easy mark for the police or a young district attorney eager to add a scalp to their trophy belt. Perhaps the problem was that Katz couldnt let go of the tragedy.

Katz kept quiet. Her radiance faded and she looked like a plucked flower starting to wilt.

I perused my notes scrawled on the desk blotter calendar. This month I had the usual: cheating spouses, embezzlement, insurance and workers comp frauds. Every assignment was in the bag. I needed time alone with the offending parties to zap them with vampire hypnosis and pry out the necessary info. With that knowledge Id slap together incriminating evidence. Cases closed. Checks in the mail.

Now Katz comes with her tales of a murder conspiracy. I thought of the porn business as attracting the addle-brained. A bunch of neurotics who accumulated problems the same way a dogs hairy ass collected burrs. Maybe Katz needed counseling, rather than my services.


Ms. Meow, this is the way I see it. Youve lost a close friend under random and tragic circumstances. Perhaps, instead of me, you should seek another kind of professional help

Katz jerked upright. What are you getting at? That I need therapy? Well, I dont. Her complexion had been peaches and cream; now it was red as sunburn. She lifted an envelope from her handbag. What I need is for you to find out who murdered Roxy and why. The tone in her voice became tough like gristle.

I took the envelope.

What did this involve? Murder. Pornography. And all the twisted threads that bound them. Suppose Katz had a legitimate case? If I agree to help, Id have to go to California. This investigation would be expensive.

Katzs eyes narrowed, as if my comment insulted her.

I opened the envelope. Inside was a cashiers check for $100,000. I felt my eyebrows rise.

I see you made this out to me. How were you so sure that Id take the case?

I knew you had to.

She replied with such nave confidence that I stifled a laugh. A hundred thousand bones was a lot of money but not enough to buy me. I waved the check. Is this your money?

Every penny.

Katz had come a long way to ask for help, and I needed a moment as I considered her case. I swiveled my chair around and looked out the window.

A pickup truck pulled up to the burrito stand across the street. My office was at the corner of Tennyson and Forty-fourth in northwest Denver, on the second floor above the entrance to the Oriental Theater. The neon sign of the theater, a gigantic phallus with letters spelling ORIENTAL down its length, was fixed outside my window. At night, the sign swamped my office with a fiery orange glow.

This murder case was an opportunity far beyond snagging cheating spouses or insurance chiselers. I ticked over my reservations. Travel to California. Unfamiliar territory. Dealing with humans I didnt know. The money was tempting, but I didnt need it. I didnt want the challengeI had nothing to prove to anyone. I couldnt think of a reason to take the case.

I swiveled back and faced Katz. Why me?

You wont believe this, but its true. Katz glanced over one shoulder to the closed door of my office. She leaned over the edge of my desk, and her eyes filled with sincerity. Its because Roxys murder involves vampires.











CHAPTER 2




Her words smacked me with the force of a pool cue in a bar fight. How would a human like her know about vampires?

Within my belly, my kundalini noirthat black serpent of energy that animates the undeadthrashed in alarm. My fingertips buzzed to signal danger.

Katz Meow couldnt be allowed to live with this knowledge. I would hypnotize her to glean what she knew about vampires. Then I would kill her. I had no other choice.

I dropped my hands behind the desk to hide my extending talons. My growing fangs nudged against the inside of my lip.

You look like youre coming unglued. Katz gave a short, nervous laugh. Im not crazy.

I let my fangs retract. Then you dont believe in vampires?

Should I?

Why did you bring them up?

Because someone told me Roxys murder is connected to a deal between people and vampires.


What kind of a deal? My kundalini noir writhed in distress. Someone who?

A friend.

Give me a name.

Katz crossed her arms. I came here thinking I was going nuts for even pretending to believe in vampires. I mention the word, and you go ballistic.

She was right. I had lost my cool. My talons withdrew and I placed my hands on the desk. You mention murder. Next you bring up vampires. I was about to throw you out.

But you havent, Katz replied.

Then talk.

Rebecca Dwelling, she said.

Pardon?

Thats my friend who told me about vampires.

Why would Rebecca Dwelling think shes run into vampires? I scribbled the name on my blotter.

She works at a club where she claims vampires mingle with people, Katz said. Its a secret place like an SM dungeon. Visitors offer gifts and their blood to vampires. Sounds sick, I know. The people hope that if the vampires find them worthy, theyll be transformed into vampires as a reward.

My senses went back into full alert. What Katz described were chalices, humans who willingly gave themselves to vampires in the perverse hope of becoming vampires themselves. Chalices were the only humans allowed to live with knowledge of the undead, a secret they only dared reveal under the penalty of a swift and gruesome death. Their vampire masters had the responsibility of enforcing this pact, and their failure to do so demanded an immediate execution of both chalice and vampire. Had the secrets of the supernatural world been compromised?


Do you believe this? I asked.

Rebecca does.

And you dont?

Believe in vampires? Katz chuckled. Give me a break, Felix. I quit believing in the supernatural, fairy tales, Bible stories, all that crap, after my Sunday school teacher molested me.

Sorry to hear that.

That I dont believe?

No, the other part. About your Sunday school teacher.

Katz shrugged. It happened and I moved on. What concerns me are the people who murdered Roxy.

Would these be the powerful enemies you mentioned?

Read for yourself. Katz produced a thick bundle of papers from her handbag. She laid the papers on my desk.

I took the bundle and removed the rubber band. The papers were copies of newspaper clippings and printouts from numerous Web sites. SMUT LADY WINS BATTLE AGAINST PORN COMPANY. QUEEN OF RAUNCH TESTIFIES AGAINST DEVELOPERS. PORN STAR FOUND DEAD IN ALLEY.

Give me a rundown of these powerful enemies.

Cragnow Vissoom is the president of the video company Roxy was contracted to.

What was his problem with her?

Roxy had bought out her contract and wanted to start her own company. Cragnow was afraid shed take his best people.

Such as you?

Me and other girls.

So?

Katz rolled her eyes. It would make Cragnow look like a real chump. What kind of a boss cant control his talent, especially in the skin trade? Plus Roxy made him rich. Before she hired on, Gomorrah Video was small potatoes. Thanks to her, Cragnow became number one in triple X sales and rentals.

People had been murdered for less. That was one suspect.

And the rest of the enemies?

Project Eleven.

Excuse me?

Project Eleven, she repeated. Thats the name of the effort to redevelop the area around the city of Pacoima. Katz raised an eyebrow. Ever heard of Pacoima?

Unfortunately. I had spent my childhood bouncing from southern New Mexico to Pacoima as my parents fought, made up, and fought some more. I lived for months at a time with my aunt and mother, until my dad came around and we pretended to be a family again. I had felt tiny and brittle. Nothing seemed mine. Not my emotions, thanks to my parents. And not the few belongings I had, thanks to the neighborhood thieves and drug dealers.

Yeah, I knew Pacoima.

I looked back at Katz. I know where it is. But I dont know beans about Project Eleven.

It was a huge public works boondoggle that Roxy worked to defeat.

Roxy.

Pacoima.

Now I remembered where I had seen Roxy before. Let me see that DVD again.

Katz leaned away in surprise.

Come on, I insisted.

She gave me the DVD. I studied Roxys face, especially her dimpled cheeks and the radiance of her eyes.

During one of my stays in Pacoima, I had buried my troubles in an atlas and become my elementary schools champion in the geography bee. After winning the all-city contest, I was invited to get my award at the public library downtown. At the time I was as dark as a coffee bean and wore tight, high-water pants because my good trousers had been stolen off the clothesline. All the other kids were well-off and white. They and their parents arrived in fancy cars while I hitched a ride with my teacher in her old Datsun. Everybody gave me fake, polite smiles, as if to tolerate my presence. When I got handed my trophya desk globe from National GeographicI felt like a trained monkey getting a prize for being especially clever.

A guy from the newspaper took pictures of the rich kids and their parents. Some high school girls herded the students from a Glendale elementary together for a group shot. One of those pretty girls saw me alone with my globe. She invited me over and stood beside me in front of the group. She gave me the only genuine smile I got from anyone that afternoon.

After all these years, that girl had a name.

Roxy Bronze.

Now someone wanted me to find her killer.

How did that young woman with her privileged life and beautiful personality wind up doing porn? And then get murdered?

I returned the DVD to Katz.

What was that about? she asked.

I might want to buy a copy. Where were we?

Katz tapped the papers she had given me. Look into these people. Councilwoman Petale Venin. She hated Roxy for undermining Project Eleven. And theres developer Lucky Rosario. He liked to hang around Cragnow and score with the actresses.

That include Roxy?


If he had the chance, but that never happened. If Lucky was ever alone with Roxy he wouldve strangled her.

I wrote Lucky Rosario on my blotter and underlined it. Why?

Roxy helped the local community fight Project Eleven. She not only humiliated Venin and Rosario, but the attention also forced the city council to withdraw the plan. Cost both Venin and Rosario a fortune.

Interesting cast of villains. How do vampires tie in?

Thats the connection between Cragnow, Venin, and Rosario.

What? That theyre vampires?

They might be.

Might be? I asked.

Her tone made it seem as though being a vampire was a casual diversion. She had no idea of the burden we carried because of the sorrow from the loss of our souls. I had lost mine during my service as a sergeant in the Iraq war. I was overcome with grief after mistakenly slaughtering an innocent family when an ancient Iraqi vampirean ekimmulured me close and turned me into one of the undead. I never thanked him for itthe smelly bastard.

Look, I feel stupid mentioning it, but I have to, said Katz. Thats what Rebecca Dwelling told me.

Where is Rebecca?

Sweat beaded on Katzs temples. Back in Los Angeles.

I thumbed the papers. Discounting the vampire angle, there was enough evidence and motive to persuade even the most skeptical of cops that Cragnow, Venin, and Rosario had something to gain by Roxys murder. Obviously the police knew and didnt act. Katz had good reason to be paranoid.


One big question remained.

Katz, why me?

Rebecca said Coyote passed your name along.

My fingers tingled again. I didnt know a Coyote in Los Angeles or anywhere else. Whos Coyote?

Katz wiped the sweat collecting on her brow. Someone she met at the club.

Hes a vampire?

Go ask Rebecca. Katz pulled a small amber bottle of pills from her purse. She glanced at the watercooler. Could I have a drink?

I got up and approached the cooler. Now to find the truth. With my back to Katz, I removed my contacts and put them into their plastic case. I turned about and offered her a paper cup filled with water. She reached for it and looked up to my face to say thanks.

Our gazes locked. Her pupils dilated. Her red aura blazed like I had hooked her up to an electrical socket. Her jaw relaxed, and those delicious lips parted. The amber bottle fell from her hand and rattled onto the floor. Her aura swirled like glowing syrup.

I set the cup on my desk. I picked up the bottleprescription Xanaxand placed it next to the cup.

Taking both of her hands, I kneaded the tender webs of flesh between her thumbs and index fingers to deepen my hypnotic control. I couldnt risk fanging her. If she found marks on her neck, however faint, that would certainly confirm what she suspected about the existence of vampires.

I massaged her hands. Katz. Ms. Meow, close your eyes.

With her eyes closed, she appeared angelic, a creature far removed from the licentious wench on the DVD.


Hypnosis dulled a humans mind, and I had to prod Katzs consciousness for every answer. What she couldnt do was lie. I questioned her for ten minutes and asked her to repeat every detail concerning Roxy.

My fingers trembling, I struggled to replace my contacts. I ordered Katz to wake up.

Katzs bosom heaved. Her eyelids fluttered. She gripped the armrests with a start.

Are you okay? I asked, feigning concern.

She blinked, tapping her chest as she took deep breaths. I feel light-headed.

You passed out for a second, I said, presenting the cup of water. Happens. Its the altitude.

Katz read her gold wristwatch. A second? Feels more like minutes. She opened the bottle and shook out two pills. So theres no misunderstanding: Felix, you are taking this case?

I am. Give me time to clean up business on my end.

A few days, no longer. Katz downed the pills and chased them with a gulp of water.

Her breathing relaxed. The Xanax hadnt yet taken effect, but the ritual of downing them soothed her.

She picked up one of my business cards from the plastic holder and wrote on the back of the card. My plane leaves this afternoon. Heres my number. Call when you get to L.A.

Katz collected her handbag and fluffed her tresses. I walked her to the door and wished her a safe trip.

I returned to my desk and studied the papers Katz had left for me. My thoughts turned black with worry. This case was a tangle of murder, revenge, big money, and vampires. And the worst part? My hypnosis of Katz Meow confirmed that it was all true.










CHAPTER 3




I sat at my desk for several minutes after Katz Meow left. An anxious spasm tore through me. My fingers clutched at the desk blotter.

I forced my hands flat on the desktop and stared at the wall to settle my nerves. A forgotten woman returned from my past and the memory of her tapped a well of shame from my childhood. Shame so toxic that even as a vampire I wanted to pull away from myself. The woman had remained unknown except for the bit of kindness she had shown me. Now I knew who she was, and I had to find her killer.

And the murder involved vampires colluding with humans.

Impossible.

Crazy.

Even if true, why would vampires risk catastrophe?

I tried to imagine every scenario where vampires and humans could mutually benefit from such collusion. How? We were enemies. Predator and prey.

Did the Araneum know about this collaboration? The Araneumwhich is Latin for spiderwebis the secret global network of vampires and should be made aware of this alleged vampirehuman collusion. To protect the community of vampires, the Araneum had its feelers everywhere. And like the web tended by a spider, one suspicious tug on a strand would summon the Araneum to investigate, and if need be, strike.

But what if they didnt know? To quiet my fears, I had to ask. My previous contact with the Araneum had been through my vampire mentor, who was now dead, having been killed by vampire hunters shortly after I arrived in Denver. I called Carmen, the head of the local nidusvampire nest. I could trust her. Her voice mail picked up and said she was in Florida, working on her tan.

Very funny, Carmen.

I couldnt share this suspicion of collaboration between the undead and living with any other vampire until I knew what was at risk. So I had to contact the Araneum on my own. I logged on to an antiquarian booksellers Web site, The Sagging Bookshelf, and requested a first-edition copy of the 1940s classic Dental Care and Sexual Hygiene for Post-Adolescent Women. I added that a buyer from Los Angeles had inquired about the book.

Ordering this title from this bookstore was a coded signal to the Araneum alerting them of compromising contact with humans by the Los Angeles nidus. Centuries ago, vampires had ruled with impunity over their terror-stricken fiefdoms. Now humans with their technology had the means to hunt, capture, and exterminate the undead. Our best defense was to remain hidden within the skepticism that flowered over myth and fantasy. Humans wouldnt fight what they didnt believe existed.

After I had sent the message my nerves shouldve calmed, but they didnt. Instead my thoughts invented gruesome plots where even the inner cells of the Araneum had been compromised. For an instant, in my minds eye, the sky was crowded with helicopters catching vampires in the daggers of spotlights and tearing their bodies apart with rockets and cannon. The survivors were doused with gasoline and set afire. Bulldozers plowed the burning and squirming survivors into pits. I had seen the barbarity of war, in the time before I was made a vampire. Humans had committed these atrocities against one another; why would I think the undead could fare better?

My kundalini noir slithered within my belly like a snake trying to escape a trap.

I brewed herb tea mixed with Saint-Johns-wort and goats blood. To work off my nervousness, I paced my office, walking across the floor, up the eastern wall, across the ceiling, and down the other wall, pausing at my desk to sip tea. I walked this circuit until the teapot was empty.

I went downstairs to see what was in the mailbox. Checks had arrived from recent clients, assignments involving philandering spouses and an insurance chiseler. In one case I had given a client and her lawyer a digital video of her husband churning the water in a hot tub with his blond personal trainer. Of course, the husband in the other case got a similar video of his wife giving her boss highway head.

The man accused of insurance fraud told me under hypnosis where he had cached the property stolen from him and in what other states he committed identical scams.

After returning to my desk, I endorsed the checks and went through my files. I took a coffee break to enjoy shade-grown Mexican java mixed with type B-negative. I watched the blood drip from a Tupperware cup into the coffee. This was blood I had saved from a victim.

When I first became a vampire, human blood reminded me of my contribution to the misery and tragedy in this world. As a human I had murdered innocent people; blame it on the fog of war, but that was no excuse. I had taken aim and fired. And for a long time, I refused to drink human blood until I nearly died from weaknessand nearly let others be killed because of it.

Since then Ive accepted my place in the cosmic game. I didnt invent the rules. God made me need the blood of my human prey. Like any predator I have to hunt and sometimes kill, and if Im to survive Id better be good at it.

Something rapped on my window. Since I was on the second floor, the noise startled me and I spilled coffee on my desk blotter.

A crow peeked in from the outside windowsill. The bird was a sleek inky shape in the glare of the bright sunlight. Its eyes, twin onyx beads, beckoned impatiently. The crow rapped its beak on the wooden frame of the screen.

I looked at the bird and pulled open the sash. The sunbeam warmed my hands and face, my skin protected by Dermablend and high SPF sunscreen.

The bird rapped the window again. Did it want to come inside?

This was an old building, and layers of paint kept the window screen firmly in place. I dug at the edge with a letter opener. I pried loose one corner of the frame and pushed it open, trying not to crack the wood.

The crow squeezed into the gap and twisted its glossy black body until it emerged onto the inside sill.


The crow flew into the shaded coolness of my office and landed on my desk. An ornate metal capsule the size of my little finger was fastened to its right leg.

Was this my contact from the Araneum? A crow? Of coursewhat should I expect? An ostrich? Or a penguin on roller skates?

I read my watch. I had sent the email three hours ago. The Araneum responded already?

I had imagined the Araneum as somewhere in Europe, a sheltered enclave as secretive and forbidding as the Vatican. Had the crow flown all that way in three hours? Or, more plausibly, the Araneum had agents here in Denver.

I expected the crow to talk. Instead it kept mute and preened its wing feathers.

I cupped the silky, warm body. Its heart thrummed against my palm. The crow weighed less than a small chicken. It held still while I undid the metal clasp holding the capsule in place.

Its leg free, the crow squirmed from my grasp and hopped back to the desk. It strutted back and forth, claws scratching the paper of my blotter. The crow stopped beside my coffee cup and dunked its beak inside. It tilted its head back and suddenly hacked.

Thanks a lot. Crow spit now flavored my coffee. You can finish the rest.

The crow resumed walking across my desk.

Behave yourself, I said. Crap on my desk and Ill bake you in a pie.

The crow swiveled its head to fix one glassy eye upon me and snorted.

The capsule was filigreed with delicate loops of gold and platinum. Tiny rubies lined what appeared to be a cap. I twisted the cap, and it unscrewed. The funky odor of stale meat leaked out. A slip of paper was curled inside, which I dug out with my fingertip.

The paper was a rolled sheet of speckled parchment that looked like onionskin and unfolded to the size of a postcard. Someone with exquisite calligraphy had written:


Our esteemed Felix Gomez,

For several months, we have suspected that vampires in the Los Angeles area have compromised the great secret.

For what purpose, we dont know. Our inquiries have gone unanswered. Araneum agents sent to investigate have disappeared.

We ask you to infiltrate the Los Angeles nidus and question their leader, Cragnow Vissoom.



The name snagged my attention and I stopped reading. Cragnow Vissoom. The porn king. Katz Meows boss. One suspect behind Roxy Bronzes murder. And the leader of the Los Angeles nidus.

I finished the message.


Direct action against family and outsiders is authorized. Report when completed.

Araneum



Direct action against family and outsiders? Rarely did the Araneum allow preemptive deadly force against familyvampires. And outsidershumans.

I reread the message, wondering how much had been left out of the text.


The great secret was of course the existence of the supernatural.

We ask you. Ask? The Araneum asking had the same weight as a commandmentwith an implied or else. The Araneum apparently didnt appreciate Cragnows lack of cooperation. For him, I was the or else.

To infiltrate? My investigation into the murder of Roxy Bronze would be a convenient cover. But were her death, the disappearance of the Araneums agents, and vampirehuman collusion related?

The crow yanked the paper from my hand. I swatted after it. The bird flew toward the window, into the dazzling column of sunlight. The crow sat on the sill, holding the parchment in its beak.

As I reached forward, the parchment smoldered. I flinched. The crow dropped the parchment as it burst into a puff of gray smoke. A stench of burnt flesh swirled through the room. The smoke alarm above the front door went off.

The only thing that would combust in contact with sunlight like that wasvampire skin. The smell confirmed my suspicion. A clever if macabre way to destroy the message. What part of the body did the patch come from? And from whom? And why? A rogue vampire convicted by the Araneum?

The crow returned to my desk and rolled the message capsule with its beak.

The wail of the smoke alarm grated on my ears. The bird could wait. I walked up the wall to silence the noise. The crow squawked and clicked its beak against the capsule, annoyed that I ignored it.

The alarm quiet, I returned to my desk. The crow rubbed one leg against the capsule. I opened the clasp and slid it over the crows leg. The bird shook its leg, as if testing the security of the attachment. Then it jumped to the windowsill, tapped its beak against the window, and squawked. I pried open the window screen and the crow shimmied out. The capsule rasped against the frame.

Without glancing back, the crow leapt into the air and soared over the roofs and trees. Its morose caw echoed across the neighborhood.

I lowered the sash and locked it. I slumped in my desk chair and thought about the chasm of murder and conspiracy I was about to fling myself into.

Alone.

But not powerless.

I opened the upper desk drawer. I was going into a situation greatly outnumbered. Better that I even the odds with human technology. I pulled out a Colt .380 automatic and racked the slide. A silver-tipped cartridge glittered momentarily before being rammed into the chamber.

I had a plane to catch.










CHAPTER 4




After arriving at LAX, I rented a sedan and headed to my hotel in Culver City. I checked in and picked up a box marked TRAINING MATERIALS. Since 9/11, to avoid the scrutiny of traveling commercial air with a weapon, I had express-shipped my pistol from Denver.

Returning to my car, I opened the box and dug through the bubble wrap to retrieve a Ziploc bag. In it were my Colt automatic, holster, twenty-one silver bullets divided evenly among three magazines, and the remaining twenty-nine bullets that came in a box of fifty. Plenty of ammo for every conceivable scenario. If I needed more firepower, Id steal a machine gun.

My cell phone remained quiet. Why hadnt I heard from Katz Meow? Id called last night and left a message that Id be here soon. Shed replied with voice mail that she expected me. My last call had been when I arrived at the airport, and still nothing from her.

Katz didnt seem the type to ignore me, especially since the trip was on her dime. Perhaps she had misplaced her phone. Or maybe there were other reasons, more sinister reasons, which were the real purpose for my investigation.

I kept an Internet hacker on retainer. I didnt know if this person was female or male, only that once a month I sent five hundred bucks to a private mailbox in Kalamazoo, Michigan. In return I had a keyhole into almost every database wired to the information grid. Some months I needed squat, so the money was a colossal drag on my overhead. Other times, what I got was worth every dollar.

Courtesy of my hacker, I carried a sheaf of background info on the principals in this case, including phone numbers, home and work addresses, photographs, and other documents.

Roxy Bronze emerged from the past as if she were a corpse washing up on a beach. She was born Freya Krieger in nearby Burbank. Her father was a marketing executive and her mother a Realtor, which provided Freya with a comfortable middle-class upbringing. A high school honor student and track star, she turned down an athletic scholarship and Olympic tryouts to pursue premed studies at the University of Southern California. She graduated magna cum laude. After that, Freya attended the Johns Hopkins School of Medicine. She returned to L.A. to intern as a cardiac specialist with La Brea Mercy Hospital. She became the victim of an operating room scandal, which destroyed her medical career. Freya Krieger had climbed to impressive heights, only to tumble off and become Roxy Bronze.

Roxys obituary mentioned she had been cremated. That meant no more clues from her remains.

I had two mailing addresses to Katz Meow, one c/o Gomorrah Video, the other a private mailbox. Wilma Pettigrew rented a place in Encino, close to the private mailbox address. Id start there.

One more thing. I knew from experience to keep plenty of money handy in case it wasnt wise to use plastic or visit an ATM. Cash withdrawals left a trail. I took eight thousand dollars in hundreds and tucked it into the lining of my overnight bag. I also carried a backup credit card under an alias. These precautions should keep my whereabouts hidden for a while.

Seen from the freeway, the sprawl of the San Fernando Valley stretched in relentless monotony. A line of homes clung to the surrounding hills like the ring around a bathtub.

The place in Encino was a two-story townhome on a narrow, winding street. I parked in the fire lane and got out. Enameled planters with pink and white impatiens flanked the entrance to her home. A sticky note was on the aluminum screen door. The note was written in loopy cursive letters.



Katz

Where you been??? Call!!!

Cindi



The is in Cindi were dotted with tiny hearts.

Who was Cindi? A friend, no doubt. Obviously she couldnt find Katz either.

I rang the doorbell. No one answered. The front door was locked. No evidence that anyone had forced it open. I looked under the doormat for a key. Nothing. I checked in the planters and along the trim above the door. Again, nothing.

I went to the alley and counted houses until I found Katzs. Her back door faced a row of detached garages. I tugged on the handle of the garage I presumed wouldve been hers. Locked.

As I put on a pair of thin leather gloves, I looked about to see that no one watched. I twisted the garage door handle until metal snapped. I gave the handle another pull, and the garage door slid up.

I half expected to find Katzs corpse rotting inside. Instead, the garage yawned empty. Oil stained the concrete floor. A bicycle with a broken chain and flat tires leaned against one wall. Cardboard boxes sat in lopsided stacks on the far side. I checked the boxes and found only womens clothing.

I shut the garage door and climbed the back stoop of Katzs house. The door and windows were locked. Curtains prevented me from peeking inside. But the windows on the second floor were open.

The backs of the other townhouses faced the alley. I examined the rows of windows, concerned that I might be watched, and saw nothing to trouble me.

I scaled the wall by climbing along the gutters. I pulled back on the screen of the closest window and slipped into Katzs bedroom.

For a woman whose occupation wouldve earned her a dishonorable mention in both the Old and New Testaments, the bedroom was decorated in pedestrian tastes: simple pine furniture, striped linen, pictures of birds and flowers on the walls. No leather harnesses, whips, or boxes of dildos.

I checked the rest of the house. Nothing remarkable in the kitchen or bathrooms.

I found a filing cabinet in the spare bedroom closet. Katz kept receipts, bills, bank statements, contracts, even personal letters in meticulous order. Must have been the lingering midwesterner inside of her. None of the documents provided anything useful.

What I didnt find were the usual carry-it-with-you possessions. A ring with car and house keys. Purse or wallet. Cell phone.

Nada.

It seemed Katz had walked out expecting to come back, except that she hadnt.

I went out the window the same way Id come in. Until Katz called me, if she ever did, Id work on the list of murder suspects, starting with her boss and the leader of the Los Angeles nidus, Cragnow Vissoom.










CHAPTER 5




From Katzs house it was a quick drive west to Canoga Park, home to Cragnows porn studio. Gomorrah Video was off Sherman Way where I turned right at a corner with a Tio Taco and a store with the sign ETHICAL PHARMACY. I passed a print shop and a plastics distributor and circled a two-story complex in white stucco.

A tall metal fence surrounded a parking lot. I entered through an open gate. At the far end of the lot, a cargo truck was backed against a loading dock. The other cars in the lot included two Sebring convertibles, an Audi, and a Hummer.

After parking the sedan, I took off my sunglasses to remove my contact lenses. Red auras surrounded the few humans down the street. I put my sunglasses on and clipped the holster and pistol into the back of my trousers.

The entrance to Gomorrah Video was a nondescript glass door flanked by windows facing the sidewalk. Mylar film covered the glass on the inside.

The door buzzed as I entered. A chest-high counter divided the reception area. An interior door opened to the right. A video camera watched from above that door.

A lanky brunette, almost as tall as my five ten, stood behind the counter. She kept her attention on papers she shuffled on the countertop. A cropped Miss Kitty T-shirt stretched over small breasts round as tangerines. Tribal tattoos curled around the biceps of her toned arms.

Vampire? I slipped my sunglasses a bit, enough to glimpse a red aura. Human.

Youre late. The audition was at two, she said, not bothering to look up. She pushed a form across the counter toward me. Hope you brought two types of IDs like you were told.

I adjusted my sunglasses and cleared my throat.

This aint a babysitting service, she said. You wanna work, then buy a goddamn watch and use it. She lifted her head. Her gaze dropped from my face to my crotch. Her forehead creased in puzzlement. Youre here for an

Audition? I replied. No. Apparently I dont have enough of a middle leg.

She gathered the papers into a pile. Then why are you here?

I could zap her and walk in, but the camera would record me. Considering that at least one human had been murdered, not to mention the disappearance of vampire agents from the Araneum, Id better be careful about drawing attention. I couldnt smash through the city like a wrecking ball and expect to sift for clues in the debris.

Im here to see Cragnow Vissoom.

You got an appointment? She tucked one strand of hair behind an ear studded with rings.

Tell Cragnow that Felix Gomez needs to see him. Mention that its family.


Family, she repeated in a shocked whisper. She pulled her arms back and stepped away. Her blue eyes signaled alarm.

Unless she was a chalice, why did she cringe at the word family, code for vampire? If she was a chalice, she should be better trained than to exhibit such public telltale behavior.

She fumbled under the countertop, brought a telephone receiver to her ear, and pressed buttons. Andy, its Rachel. Someones here to see Crag. A pause. Felix Gomez. Family.

Rachel glanced at me, then to the floor. Im sure he is. She hung up. CragMr. Vissoom will see you. Itll be a minute.

My fingers tingled with caution. I backed against the wall. The pistol pressed into my lower spine. The entrance and front windows were to my left, the interior door to my right. In case of an ambush Id spring to the ceiling, tear through the acoustical tile, and bash my way out the roof.

The interior door opened. Two young men entered, both shaved bald. One was Caucasian and the other Afro-American. They wore sunglasses, T-shirts, black leather vests, and jeans. Their vests were unfastened and bulged unnaturally, barely disguising the shoulder holsters tucked underneath.

I peeked over my sunglasses to catch auras simmering with suspicion. Orange auras. Vampires.

Thick muscles roped across their torsos and arms. Intricate tattoos covered the arms and neck of the white vampire like a puzzle of geometric bruises. His companions dark skin appeared waxy despite the makeup. He was obviously a recent vampire. Squat and short, in matching outfits, they looked like they were auditioning to be Ninja Turtles.

They waited at the threshold of the door and stared from behind their sunglasses in practiced macho postures.

We gonna sniff each others butts or what? I asked.


The black vampire tipped his head down the hall. This way.

You first, I replied.

Tattooed white vampire beckoned with his hand. Humor us, tough guy.

We proceeded over a polished floor, past several doors and a shipping bay. Stacks of DVD boxes and computer components lined shelves inside the bay.

The hall led to stairs we climbed to the second floor. Posters of porn actresses spanned the adjacent walls. One door along the hall was open, revealing a bed and klieg lights. An antiseptic smell pervaded the air, evidence of the mopping up of love puddles accumulated in a days work.

The hall ended at a set of wooden double doors. Fixed to one door was a brass name tag engraved with CRAGNOW VISSOOM, PRESIDENT.

The black vampire knocked once and opened the door without hesitating. Go on in.

The room was decorated in the current retro vogue. The low ceiling emphasized the horizontal design of the furnishings. At the immediate right stood a liquor cabinet and bar in Danish modern. On the left, soft light illuminated a large aquarium.

A slender man got up from a leather executive chair set against a desk, also in Danish modern. An abstract mural covered the wall behind him.

He stood at an impressive heightat least six foot two. Im Cragnow Vissoom. Trendy wire-rim glasses sat on an aquiline nose. His eyes lacked a wolfish sheen, meaning contacts dulled his tapetum lucidum. Felix Gomez?

I am. I took off my sunglasses.

Cragnows aura surrounded him like the corona of a glowing chunk of coal. The aura shone steadily, revealing either a calm disposition or that he was very good at hiding his emotions.

My vampire escorts motioned me forward.

Cragnow smiled as I crossed the room. Wrinkles furrowed his cheeks and around his eyes. Graying temples offset a mane of thick hair. In human years, he looked to be in his midfifties.

When I drew close, Cragnow pointed to a red suede love seat. He gestured past me. Give us a few minutes. The escorts withdrew and closed the door.

I remained standing until Cragnow sat. Coasters, napkins, and a basket of bagels rested on the kidney-shaped coffee table between us.

In his pressed plaid shirt and khaki chinos, Cragnow looked like an accountant on casual Fridays instead of a porn mogul. Felix, what brings you to my corner of sunny California?

I wondered if the previous agents from the Araneum had been so warmly received. And then as warmly exterminated.

Katz Meow, I said.

Cragnows aura brightened. He straightened, then stood. You know where she is?

I hadnt expected this reaction. I was hoping you could tell me.

You a boyfriend?

No. An interested party.

Interested party, Cragnow mumbled to himself. He walked to the bar. She missed the morning photo shoot for the cover of her latest video, Seven Brides for Seven Gangbangs. Certain to be a classic.

A must for the connoisseur, Im sure, I replied.

Its not like her to be absentminded. Cragnow opened a small refrigerator tucked inside the bar. He pulled out a chilled 450-milliliter bag of human blood. Care for a pick-me-up? Type A-positive?

The offer caused my thirst to rise. I had long been cured of my aversion to human blood and would enjoy a taste of flesh nectar. Yet I wasnt convinced of the sincerity of his hospitality. So I didnt answer.

Cragnow snipped one corner of the bag with scissors and squeezed the thick, red contents into a blender. He added ice and a can of espresso drink. After mixing the brew into a frothy blend, Cragnow filled two highball glasses with the frapp. He touched the cap on a bottle of Finlandia vodka. A little extra zing?

No thanks.

Take the starch out of your jockstrap, Felix. Youre among family. He measured two shots into one glass and stirred it with a swizzle stick.

Cragnow wrapped napkins around each glass and handed the virgin drink to me. Salud.

I brought the frapp close to my lips and hesitated. The aroma of coffee enhanced the meaty notes of the chilled blood, but I couldnt bring myself to taste it.

Cragnow sighed. Oh come on. I invite you to my office, and you act like Im trying to kill you. He offered his glass. Lets trade. Careful, mines got booze, so it might crinkle your shorts.

I waved him off and sipped from my glass. At the first indication of distress, Id draw my pistol and blast him. The icy blood rolled over my tongue, and the delicious rush refreshed me to my bones.

Cragnow nudged the basket of bagels toward me. Try one. You wont find any as good west of the Hudson River.


I chose a whole wheat bagel and paused. Why the eagerness to have me eat?

You are a suspicious bastard. Cragnow snatched the bagel from me and bit. He held the bagel, showing the ragged crescent of his teeth marks. Satisfied?

Its my nature. My apologies. I sorted through the bagels. A business card from the Blue Star Bakery and Delicatessen rested on the bottom of the basket. A scrawl along the margin of the card read:


To Crag. Thanks for everything.

Morty


There were no Mortys on my list of suspects. There was now. I focused my attention back to Cragnow and studied his aura. So wheres Katz?

Cragnow sipped his drink and licked the froth from his lips. I dont know.

Not a ripple of emotion disturbed his aura. His reaction remained too steady, the supernatural version of a liars straight face.

Enlighten me, Felix. Whats your interest in Katz?

Im a private detective. She hired me.

Hired you for what? To play hide-and-seek in Los Angeles?

She wants me to find who killed Roxy Bronze.

Cragnow cupped the glass in both hands. Roxy Bronze. He leaned back into his chair. Even dead she torments me.

I didnt know
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