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  GLOSSARY


  1


  There were at least four upscale Lycan hangouts within a quarter mile of one another on Santa Monica Boulevard east of the Doheny gateway to Beverly Hills. We left the department Hummer on the center divider with the light bar winking and the no-touch repel charge on high. My partner Sunny Chagrin took the south side of Santa Monica. I took the other side, making my way around the usual debris, human and otherwise.


  De Sade’s always had a crowd waiting outside behind a velvet rope, advertising how popular and hard to get into the place was. Twin doorkeeps dressed in this year’s big fashion statement, the Kansas farm-boy look, glanced at the gold shield on my belt and said nothing as I walked past them and opened the brass-bound leather door.


  Inside the music came at me like turbocharged thunder. I winced and reached for my noise-canceling whisper tits. At one-fifteen on a Monday morning, Observance minus five, de Sade’s was packed with their typical crowd: hot young media stars or the merely hopeful. Diamondbacker royalty and retro Hip-Hoppers in air-conditioned greatcoats, surrounded by street muscle and sweet sweet chocolate. Raptors of both sexes trying to act twenty years younger than they were. Yesteryear’s big celebs who were back numbers now, all of them with the Malibu gloss that gave them an unreal digitally enhanced look. Maybe half the crowd were High Bloods, mingling with, hitting on Lycans, hoping for the sexual Nirvana such risky liasons promised. Or so the legends had it.


  I was there looking for a postdeb named Mal Scarlett. The family was old rich, impeccable bloodlines except for Mal. She had been out of reach for nearly forty-eight hours, according to WEIR. Either Mal’s Snitch had malfunctioned (a rare occurrence) and she didn’t know it, or some illegal surgery had been performed. It was getting to be quite a thing with members of her set: rich kids with tenuous family ties, wanderlust, and no social consciences. If it was a fad it was a dangerous one.


  Most people who go missing have patterns. Nine out of ten missing persons turn up within four miles of their homes, dead or alive. The tough cases involve those individuals who are instinctively distrustful, secretive loners—wanderers by habit or by nature. A good description of the rogue population of werewolves, which was already too big to manage effectively.


  I was installing the second of my earbuds when a tall girl bumped into me, turned for a look. She gave me a bold, sparkly smile. She was blond, with a narrow, pretty face, an uppity nose. Her glam was Jazz Age: the beaded flapper dress, marcelled hair. She also was wearing one of the gold crosses combined with a wolf’s head—an emblem of Lycan spirituality we were seeing a lot of lately.


  She leaned on me, still smiling, and winked hello.


  “I’m Chiclyn,” she said in a broad Aussie accent. “Chickie Hickey.”


  “I’m Ducky Daddles,” I said. “Is the sky falling?”


  She brushed damp hair off her forehead and peered at me, an insolent glint of eyetooth in her crooked smile, mischief in her violet eyes. She’d been doing Frenzies or Black Dahls, but not for a while.


  “I think I’m falling for you, Ducks.”


  I had to get a grip on Chickie, or she would’ve been at my feet. It was verging on heat wave in de Sade’s and she was slippery as goldfish.


  A couple of de Sade’s scuffs may have decided I was cutting her out of the flock. They moved in on either side of us, smiling politely. That popular farm-boy look again: yellow coveralls, clodhoppers, neckerchiefs knotted at the side of the throat.


  “She’s maybe a tad young for you, Dads,” one of the scuffs said.


  I’d been silver-haired since my mid-thirties. He took a light grip on my upper-right bicep, and looked surprised. Power lifting is just one way I stay in shape.


  None of them seemed to have noticed my ILC shield.


  “Blow ahf!” Chickie sneered at them. She had locked both hands on my left forearm. Her fingers contained a Levantine’s collection of baroque rings. “I choose my own company!”


  “So do I,” I said, with an inoffensive smile.


  The scuff thought this over, then dropped his hand.


  “Looking good for your age,” he said. “Where do you train?”


  “Home gym. Is Artie around tonight?”


  “Who’s asking?”


  “Rawson. Lycan control.”


  With that Chickie was out of there, almost: I caught a wrist.


  “We were having such a good time,” I said.


  “Piss in your face, Wolfer!” She tugged hard to free herself. I felt her terror as if I were holding a live wire.


  I voiced “L-Scan” to my wristpac and her data came up. Legal name, full signal, full reservoir. I was surprised that she had one of the new, injectable LUMOs that WEIR had been testing.


  Touching the girl’s humid skin I felt a rush, the flash-contagion of her avid sexuality. And, deep in that part of the brain (the angular gyrus) where the ghosts of intuition live, I was receiving signals that prompted a different glandular reaction. A mystery took creaturely shape.


  “I’d like to talk to you after I visit with Artie,” I said.


  “What for?” she said sullenly.


  I stared at her. “I’ll think of something, cutie.”


  She didn’t try running again. She squared her shoulders and looked me defiantly in the eye.


  “Meanwhile you can do me a favor by asking around for Mal Scarlett. Have you seen her tonight?”


  “No. I don’t even know her. Not personally.” She squinted hostilely. “And I don’t do fuck-all for Wolfers!”


  “Maybe you’d enjoy a month in San Jack Town for some group therapy in positive attitudes.”


  She lowered her head, a corner of her mouth tweaking unhappily. I looked at the small ruby eye of the wolf’s-head crucifix near the LUMO (for Lunar Module) site. I had a dull sense of foreboding. Religion, no matter how bizarre, meant organization and control.


  Chickie looked at me again, more or less acquiescent.


  “Good girl,” I said. “Now go have your kicks.”


  She melted into the crowd of Ravers without a backward glance, pausing to adjust her earbud, which just about everybody nowadays called “whisper tit” because of the shape and size. Due to the noise level she manually accessed a number on her designer wristpac.


  I was left with her spoor, the faint chemical traces of the girl’s skin cells sloughed by the hand with which I’d been holding her. They had nearly the same effect on my nose as a gun fired off next to my ear would affect my hearing.


  Someone who was having too much fun let out a series of wolf howls. He wasn’t a good mimic. In some jurisdictions, like the Hills of Beverly, it’s a misdemeanor, punishable by a few days’ hard labor on the walls around the richest of all city-states. In a place as liberal as de Sade’s, it was just a forlorn way of denying a national malaise, the dark night of the popular soul.


  There was some laughter, which got him going again. But enough was enough: one of the scuffs took off to find the yipper and put him on the street.


  I looked at the other scuff. “Let’s go see Artie.”


  Arthur Excalibur Enterprises occupied the third floor of the building he owned and which also housed de Sade’s. The second floor, presumably, was packed solid with soundproofing. Except for occasional vibrations as if from weak earthquakes, nothing betrayed the presence of the club below.


  I was announced; subsequently sixteen minutes went out of my life forever, with no music, laughter, good jokes, or the company of loved ones to ease their passing. I checked in with my partner Sunny, who had nothing useful to report about the social gadabout Mal Scarlett.


  Then the door to Artie’s inner sanctum was opened. One of his girls—tall, a glossy chestnut-brown color, and with a long elegant neck—beckoned to me. She was dressed like Peter Pan: couture tunic, unitard, half boots. Her name, I recalled, was Beatrice.


  I followed her inside.


  Artie was pacing around on a beautiful Savonnerie carpet, talking on his retro cell phone. He gestured to a lounge chair and winked at me. I hadn’t thought he could manage that, considering the shape his eyes were in. Artie was an educated man with a jones for fine art. He collected paintings by Bosch, Bacon, Dali. He also had pursued a life in the ring long past the point where it would have been sensible not to answer the bell. Never going anywhere with it, except to various hospitals for stitches and X-rays. He fought a few names, but for most of his career he was just hamburger on some hack promoter’s menu.


  A poorly screened transfusion in a tank town infirmary gave Artie Lycanthropy, or LC disease. There are those, it seems, who like being werewolves in spite of the monthly wear and tear and limited life expectancy. Others just live with what, as time goes by and their numbers inexorably increase (one thing is certain: nature had never invented a more ghastly disease by which the majority of mankind paid for the fleeting ecstasy of sex), is less of a stigma, even a social distinction. Particularly among the young with their limited sense of mortality or lack of interest in the future of the human race.


  Lycans contributed to the world’s economies, or all semblance of civilization would have disappeared following World War II. For putting in a mandatory thirty-two-hour workweek, the Lycans known to ILC, or International Lycan Control, were wards of government everywhere, including the city-state republics that had replaced the centralized governments of North America.


  Although lycanthropy is epidemic, for only a small segment of humanity is LC disease quickly fatal. Artie was in that subgroup. His choices, once infected, were to Off-Blood—which is an agonizing process—or go to an early grave. Artie had opted for living. Which meant a complete change of blood twice a year and the ambiguous status of the Off-Bloods.


  Unlike those werewolves—about eighty percent of their estimated number—whose activities were monitored and controlled by ILC, Off-Bloods could do business with High Bloods, marry whom they pleased, easily obtain visas for travel outside their official places of residence. They enjoyed citizenship but couldn’t hold public office.


  And if they had a talent for making money, they could obtain licenses to do business on their own. But not in Beverly Hills, known as “the Privilege,” the shining example of what regrouped civilization could aspire to and achieve. Neither Off-Blood nor Lycan was permitted to pass a night in Beverly Hills, unless they were being treated at a private clinic or the UCLA Medical Center. Those who lived in the Privilege and unluckily became infected, like Mal Scarlett, were expelled.


  Expelled and frequently despised by High Blood families, lovers, former friends.


  Those who had “the blood” made the rules.


  Eventually (as my mother liked to say after about a half pint of Boodles, lemon twist) the fate of every culture seemed to come down to “damned if you do, double-damned if you don’t.” After a fourth martini Pym also was apt to conclude, “I like to think there’s an afterlife. But we’ll probably screw that one up also.”


  America had won a long and grueling war in the Pacific. What that war unearthed in a previously little-known, nearly inaccessible region of the Kalimantan then followed both victor and vanquished home—to Japan, Australia, the U.S. Another, even more terrible war began, and after more than eighty years no one could predict an end to it.


  But, getting back to Artie, a victim who had made the best of things in a big way:


  Arthur Excalibur Enterprises owned Mexican silver mines, real estate on three continents, vineyards in Sonoma, wind turbine farms in the deserts, small but rewarding pieces of casinos. With High Blood partners he was in the movie and music businesses, areas of popular culture dominated by Lycan talent. Because so many Lycans, off-Observance, were beautiful people, with that shadowy, ravishing mystique behind the eyes.


  Perversely Artie was also in a business that could have brought heavy sanctions. He employed a stable of elite call girls, ten-thousand-a-night lovelies. Worth every penny to High Bloods who liked living dangerously. Girls guaranteed to be at their erotic best during the time just before an Observance known as the Aura.


  It was a business he didn’t need, but not within my area of enforcement. Artie claimed that he was in prostitution for the favors to be returned by grateful clients. Like all Lycans and most Off-Bloods, Artie despised High Bloods. Maybe with one exception. He couldn’t afford the luxury of having me for an enemy.


  In spite of expert makeup Artie wasn’t looking well tonight. It was difficult for virologists to keep up with all the mutating viruses that thrived in human blood. Some were so new even advanced screening couldn’t detect them.


  “Sorry I kept you waiting,” Artie said. “New girls from Budapest made the border an hour ago.” Artie took a drag on his black cigarillo, exhaling with an expression that might have been bliss on a less-devastated face. “Romany bloods. I have a couple of media kings panting for those honeys already.”


  “All that time in quarantine must eat into profits,” I said.


  “Same for government regs and fees. So I use intermediaries in Mexico and skip the red tape. But you know me—all of my girls are Snitched before I expose them to Highs.”


  Or he wouldn’t have been telling me about them. Artie had his back-channel contacts at WEIR. Off-Bloods were seldom bothered by werewolves, for whom they lack charisma or something. But the penalty for introducing an unregulated werewolf into the population was death. No appeal, no exceptions.


  We were served refreshments by a Nordic beauty who shone like a polished silver loving cup. She wore de Sade’s obligatory chains and leather, a coiled pink cat-o’-nine, boudoir-style, on her wide belt. She was new to me, trying not to react badly to my presence.


  “Saw you when you came in,” Artie said, glancing at a wall of surveillance screens monitored by two more of his girls. “Interested in somebody, or is this a social call?” He smiled cynically at the notion, then snapped his fingers and said to one of the girls who turned alertly to him, “Put Mr. Rawson up on number three.”


  So I was treated to a rerun of my encounter with Chickie Hickey after I had walked into de Sade’s.


  “Know her?” I asked Artie.


  “Aussie. Minor roles in three movies. Her agent’s Johnny Padre.”


  “Once she got on to me she was ginky. More than they usually are. I’ll probably look her up again before I leave. How often do you see Mal Scarlett in the club?”


  “Two, three times a week. Sometimes Mal and her entourage close up the place. They’re good for business. You saw the paparazzi outside. Like flies on spoiled meat.” He laughed softly, then went on about Mal. “Great body, birdshit for brains. Enough money to paper the Louvre. Guilt money. Mother Ida gave Mal the boot, of course, when she got infected. I don’t have to tell you about Ida Grace.” Artie sipped his tea, staring at me, a fat mauled lid nearly obscuring his left eye. “Mal’s daddy died, didn’t he?”


  “A bug he picked up in the tropics conked both kidneys.”


  “The Rawsons live next to the Graces, so you must’ve known Mal when she was a kid. And her older sister. What was her name?”


  “Elena Grace. Half sister.”


  “Disappeared too, didn’t she? Ever learn what happened to her?”


  As far as I knew I might have been the last one to see Elena alive. When she begged me to kill her. I was in love with her, so of course I hadn’t. But sometimes, in the throes of the bad mean blues, with no clue to Elena’s fate, I thought it might have been merciful to do what she’d asked of me.


  “I don’t think Mal has disappeared,” I said. “Probably just holed up somewhere with the rock star du jour. WEIR reported that she went off-line at 0110 hours Friday.”


  “Off-line?” Artie mused. “Lose many that way?”


  “More and more lately, it seems.” My turn. “What do you know about the First Church of Lycanthropy?”


  Artie cocked his head slightly, as if he might have detected a certain grimness in my question.


  “How it got started? Don’t know. One thing I can tell you, it’s more entrepreneurial than religious.”


  “Or political?”


  “All religion is politics. One way or another.”


  Beatrice looked up from her laptop and shook her shapely head, sprinkles of stardust in her close-cropped hair glinting at me.


  “I’ve checked all the up-to-the-minute Bleat blogs,” she said. “Mal Scarlett, she lay low.”


  “She’ll turn up,” Artie predicted. “No technology is perfect, I guess.”


  I had a hunch there was more Artie could have told me—about Mal, or the First Church of Lycanthropy. An oddball religion so astutely promoted had to be a cover for something else. But Artie always had been a miser with info that might eventually be worth a bundle to him. My resources as an ILC employee were limited.


  I got up from the lounge chair to prowl around the office, a converted loft with fifteen-foot ceilings and two skylights. The she-Lycans didn’t exactly bristle at my passing, but their tension was evident. Bea, on the other hand, was High Blood: she just grinned at me when I gave her a thank-you pat on one shoulder.


  No visit to Artie’s would have been complete without a look at the latest of his boojum trees that he couldn’t manage to keep alive indoors in spite of compulsive pampering. But maybe that was his problem: too much love for something basically unlovable.


  The boojum was a spindly, fuzzy-looking thing in the glow of full-spectrum lights trained on it. In the wild, and fully mature, they grew past fifty feet in height. This one was just getting a good start at ten feet; beneath one of the pyramidal skylights it still had room to grow.


  Boojums are found only in Baja California and the Sonoran Desert of Mexico. Which meant that in the wild they survived the harshest imaginable conditions. Lack of water, intense heat, high winds, blistering sandstorms. They seemed to thrive only under the most terrible, destructive conditions nature could devise.


  “Still trying, huh?” I said to Artie. I finished my bourbon.


  “Yeah. But it’s almost impossible to domesticate them. No matter how carefully you tend a boojum, they almost always go sour on you. What do you make of that?”


  “They want to be wild,” I said.


  We looked at each other. Artie smiled sadly with his scar-intaglio’d lips.


  “They’re going to win, aren’t they?” he said, keeping his voice even lower than its usual hoarse level. All those punches to the side of the neck.


  He wasn’t talking about boojums now.


  “I don’t have a head for technology,” I said. “But where there’s a problem there’s always a fix.”


  I found myself looking for Beatrice, and discovered her looking back at me, with a small speculative smile that reminded me of how long it had been since I had wanted the company of any woman, pay-for-play or not.


  “Sure,” Artie said. “The answer to every desperate need in history has been human ingenuity. That’s if time permits. Dysgenic research looks promising—but slow. I have inside information to that effect. While the inhuman race finds itself near a stage that you might call warp-speed Darwinism.”


  “That’s the pessimistic view.”


  “You probably heard about that small pack of wilding Lycans that sacked a pueblo near Nogales during the last Observance. Now wasn’t that interesting.”


  “What about them?”


  “Crissake, you were raised by an anthropologist, Rawson! It’s also rumored you have certain… preternatural skills that make you the top Wolfer in town. You know Lupus canae don’t like being by themselves. They’re highly sociable creatures. Very sensitive, family oriented. When they’re removed from the wild, some of them just… pine away without the company of their own kind.”


  He looked at me, mildly exasperated. I have a graduate degree in wolf biology. But I didn’t comment on Artie’s little lecture. He’d taken some beatings in his ring days, now lived always on the brink. I would’ve thought there was no fear left in him.


  “Werewolves, on the other hand—solitary. Loners. Hatred for anything warm-blooded. They’re killing machines. They’ll kill each other for shits and giggles.”


  “Yeah, I’ve seen it happen.”


  “What they don’t do is hang out with their kind. Much less participate in pack activities. But it happened. Less than a month ago. Would you like another drink to settle your nerves?”


  “My nerves are fine, Artie. Have to be going. Time to look up the Aussie and maybe get some religion.”


  Artie hunched his shoulders a little. He paused before walking away from his beloved boojum tree to snip with his fingernails a tiny bloom from one flowering branch. Whatever load was weighing on him he had shrugged off. He had that near-blissful look on his face again.


  That’s when the skylight above Artie and the tree exploded, showering glass everywhere. Something huge and smelling like a sack of shit came down feetfirst next to Artie. And with one bite through neckbones and muscle Artie’s head wasn’t on his shoulders anymore: it was bouncing like a football twenty feet away across the onyx top of his desk while the air around his still-standing body turned red from arterial spray.


  2


  My threat-reaction time, even to the totally unexpected, is about a third of a second. But, although the deluge of glass surrounding a tawny monster twice the size of a timberwolf was—to put it mildly—bizarre and shocking, some hint of danger in my reptilian brain such as a momentary shadow, a rooftop-prowling Lycan eclipsing the moon above Artie’s skylight, had alerted the organism. Not in time to save Artie, because the monster had landed upright on huge paws between us. But I was able to keep from being seriously cut or blinded by flying shards.


  I did what the old-time flyboys call a “Mongo Flip” and came down a little off balance, staggering backward as I pulled my compact .45 from its quick-release holster. As Artie’s head finished its trip down his desk and made a streak of red on the nearby wall beneath a horror show of a Francis Bacon painting, I shot three times through a jet of blood from Artie’s toppling body, the shots counterpoint to the screams from Artie’s girls.


  If you’re going to drop a werewolf stone-dead you shoot it through the heart or pineal gland. With silvertips. Otherwise you’ll just annoy it. I missed the vital spots but the impact of high-velocity silvertips jolted her just long enough to allow me to scramble farther away—but only marginally beyond her leaping distance.


  The she-wolf looked at me with rapt eyes that I found vaguely familiar. I hit her again dead center on the breastbone, which may have deflected most of the slug away from her heart. The she-wolf shuddered but didn’t fall.


  She howled then.


  No matter how hardened you believe yourself to be by the terrors of combat or by the experienced hunter’s realization that his dangerous prey might now be stalking him, when a werewolf howls, literally in your face, you pee like an infant in its diaper. No matter how many times you may have heard it, how many of them you’ve managed to kill, you can’t help yourself.


  Werewolves are half wolf, half human, with powerful jaws. And something a little extra to stupefy the senses: that nauseating fecal odor. But a ghostly imprint of humanness lurks in their hairy faces, particularly around the eyes. If you have to kill or be killed, that startle reaction to the imprint can be distracting for a fatal instant.


  I wasn’t likely to be distracted, or miss again.


  But before I got off the killshot something winked in the air past my head. The blade of a silver throwing knife sliced into the monster a notch below her jaw, cutting off the howl she was raising.


  The impact of the knife jolted the she-wolf. Pain flared in her yellow eyes. I sensed her losing interest in killing me, and eased the pressure of my finger on the trigger.


  The she-wolf looked up, then leaped straight off the floor and caught the frame of the shattered skylight with one hand.


  “Kill her!” Beatrice shouted at me.


  But I didn’t fire again. The she-wolf pulled herself up through the skylight space and swung out into the moonlight, already struggling and woozy. But she was able to bound away. A string of werewolf blood fell from some jagged glass into the corrupted air of the loft.


  I hadn’t finished her off for a couple of reasons. One, she had so much silver in her hide she wasn’t going to last another hour anyway. And two: if she died before she skinnydipped then she couldn’t tell me some things I needed to know, and fast.


  “How do I get to the roof?” I yelled at Beatrice.


  But she was already running past me, veering from the body of Artie Excalibur that was bleeding out and destroying the value of his rare carpet. Artie had always liked nice things. Probably there were worse places to die, although I would’ve preferred not to have my head thirty feet away, eyes still open and watching it happen.


  “Follow me!” Beatrice yelled back.


  “Where do you think you’re going?”


  I voiced Sunny Chagrin’s ILC call sign on my wristpac.


  “That knife cost me five thousand and I want it back!”


  I couldn’t blame her; the price of silver was now close to four thousand an ounce, in Beverly Hills Free Zone dollars, when you could find any for sale.


  Beatrice had given me a little time. Somehow our she-wolf, an undiscriminating killer like all of them, had rationalized her situation and chosen to get the hell out of there. Showing any sort of reasoning ability or discretion was aberrant behavior for werewolves.


  Besides silver there are other methods of defense against them, all problematical. Animal tranquilizers or anesthetics sometimes made werewolves a little giddy, but that was all. Wolfsbane temporarily befuddled the youngsters. Essence of wolfsbane in a spray bottle was a useful item, which we all carried in addition to our choice of firepower. But unlike junkyard dogs, werewolves seldom let you know they’re around. There are those people who believe in spells, symbols, and incantations to keep werewolves away from the home place. It has been a thriving quack industry for decades.


  Sunny answered. “What’s up, R?”


  “We’ve got a Hairball on the roof of Excalibur’s. Artie has lost his head. The Hairball is toting silver and should be powering down.”


  “Wha—? A Hairball? Are you fuckin’ serious?”


  “We were nearly nose to nose for a few seconds. I want de Sade’s and the immediate neighborhood iso’d. Roll the wagons, but no Zippos. We need remains, not ashes.”


  I sprinted after Beatrice, who was jumping nimbly up a spiral of iron stairs to the roof. Couldn’t fault her for courage. But if the she-wolf still had any fight in her, Beatrice’s head could roll too as soon as she set foot on the roof.


  I caught up to her and grabbed her by her Peter Pan tunic before she could stick her head out into the night.


  “What are you planning to do, take her on bare-handed?”


  “Okay, you go first.”


  The building was oblong in shape, with a fire escape to the alley behind it. As soon as I reached the roof in the misty moonlight I heard the monster clattering down the fire escape. Mid-roof there was a trio of TRADs—for Taser Remote Area Denial—on their tripods, but for some reason none were operative. If they had been, the she-wolf would have been bouncing around the intersecting force fields like a shaggy tennis ball.


  I pulled Beatrice up after me.


  “Did Artie deactivate his TRADs?”


  “Don’t be ridiculous. Why would he do that?”


  We ran to the fire escape just as the she-wolf made it to the alley between a couple of Dumpsters. She paused long enough to look up at us with eyes that shone like isotopes. I aimed my .45 to hobble her, but she was off like a streak. She jumped twelve feet from the alley to a barred window of the four-story apartment building next door, tore the bars out of the concrete, and disappeared headfirst inside, smashing through the window.


  “This can’t be happening,” Beatrice said, licking her lips as if she were about to be sick. “Can it?”


  We heard screams from inside the apartment the she-wolf had invaded.


  “I guess it can,” Beatrice said, still licking, her face momentarily blank from shock. Then she turned her head and threw up violently.


  I raised Sunny again. She was breathing as if she were coming our way at a dead run.


  “The Hairball’s gone to ground,” I said. “Montmorency apartments. How far away are you?”


  “Block and a half.”


  “Get the PHASR out of the Humvee. As long as the bitch is alive I want to keep her that way. Sunny, you’ve got the atrium entrance to the building.”


  “You haven’t explained how—”


  “I don’t have any answers. Maybe she’s just one of Nature’s little anomalies.”


  “We hope and pray. How do you know the Hairball is a she-wolf?”


  “Because,” I said, “she doesn’t have a dick. Swell pair of boobs, though.”


  “Oh, ha-ha. R?”


  “What?”


  “Don’t go in there after her. Wait for—”


  “I’m closest, Sunny. And children may be sleeping in their beds. They don’t need a nightmare like this one.”


  “So be a macho asshole. And good luck.”


  I went over the parapet to the fire escape and began climbing down. Beatrice finished retching and followed me.


  “Go back,” I told her.


  “If I stop moving I’ll shake myself to pieces. I’d rather be with you. Maybe I could help. And I still want my knife.”


  I wasn’t going to get into the condominium the way the she-wolf had managed. The screams had stopped abruptly. But lights were coming on in the building. It was quiet now. Not a good quiet. My closest point of entry was the underground parking garage, locked down behind rolling gates. I headed for it. People were congregating at either end of the alley, attracted by the screams. I heard sirens; they were eight or ten blocks away.


  I used my electronic jimmy to decode the key card access lock outside the gates. They parted slowly.


  The building’s basement garage was a single floor. Two slots per occupant was the norm in a condo like the Montmorency. I went down the ramp with my .45 in hand, Beatrice close behind me, our footfalls echoing. The lighting was barely adequate. The garage looked nearly full, chockablock with expensive sets of wheels, some of them wearing customized dust shrouds.


  I took it slow getting to the stairs at the front of the building. Beatrice reached out to touch me a couple of times. Maybe to tell me she had my back, or just to reassure herself.


  There was a small elevator next to the stairs. I started up to the lobby level, then heard the elevator’s whine. My hair may have gotten a little whiter. I backed down to the basement floor, bumping into Beatrice.


  “Stay put,” I said. “And don’t give me any sass.”


  In the alley outside, police vehicles screeched to a stop within a few seconds of each other. They would be SoCal Sheriff’s deputies; the West Hollywood substation was nearby.


  The elevator stopped. The door opened. I drew a bead with the .45.


  There she was, overwhelming the small space inside, a foot planted on the crumpled remains of some unlucky soul. His gore dripped from her jaws.


  We stared at each other.


  Midway in the garage a deputy worked the slide on a shotgun while the other cast his light on our little tableau. The silver hilt of Beatrice’s throwing knife gleamed at the base of the she-wolf’s throat.


  “Keep back!” I warned the uniforms. Not that they were eager or equipped to rush into the fray. To the she-wolf I said, “Be a good girl and don’t give me any more trouble.”


  But her eyes were glazing from trauma as she came limping out of the cabinet-sized elevator toward me. She was bent over and making sounds of distress. Slowly she lifted her head again and tried to glare at me. I heard a ghostly, burbling voice.


  “Piss… in your face, Wolf… er.”


  She choked then and coughed up a gout of blood. I heard the start-up roar of a powerful engine close by. Talk about ghosts. A gray-shrouded SUV with only a view slit at windshield level on the driver’s side burned rubber leaving its space and barreled straight at me.


  I had two blinks of an eye to throw myself from its path as Beatrice shouted a warning. I collided with a concrete pillar, left shoulder and the side of my head. I slumped to the floor with my field of vision full of sparklers as the SUV panic-stopped between the she-wolf and me.


  The automatic in my hand felt as heavy as an anvil. I could barely lift it. What physical effort I was capable of went into crawling away from the path of the shrouded SUV. From the size of the tires, the shape of it, I figured Navigator or Escalade.


  The driver gunned his engine as if he were thinking about making another run at me.


  I crawled a little farther behind the pillar. The garage echoed voices. Flashlight beams overlapped on the walls of the garage. I rolled over onto my back like a whale rolling over on the ocean floor. My head throbbed and I tasted blood on my lower lip.


  I raised my head but couldn’t locate the she-wolf, and every passing second without knowing her whereabouts chilled my blood a degree lower.


  There was a scuffle of feet on the side of the SUV away from me. A door slammed shut. Then the SUV burned rubber again. It was instantly pedal-to-the-metal and heading for the exit, taking hits from a couple of Remington police models, which slowed it not at all.


  I made it to my knees in time to see the SUV scatter Socal-West sheriff’s deps as it drove up the ramp, demolished the back end of a cruiser parked in the alley, and roared away.


  Beatrice appeared cautiously from behind another pillar. I looked at the dead guy in the elevator. His head was where it belonged, meaning the she-wolf had only eviscerated him, a next-favorite target of the breed.


  But the Hairball was nowhere to be seen.


  How the hell?


  Beatrice kneeled beside me. She gently wiped my bloody lip with the back of a wrist. Sheriff’s deps were everywhere, some of them throwing down on me. The garage reeked of cordite and werewolf.


  The confused deputies were yelling at me to put my gun down, as if I were a deranged felon.


  “ILC!” I yelled back. “Anybody see where the Hairball went?”


  “She’s in the SUV,” Beatrice said.


  I didn’t see how she could be. But I took Beatrice at her word and barked at the uniforms, “Get a stop on that SUV!”


  All they wanted was for someone to act like he was in charge. I gave them a look at my shield and they backed off respectfully. I tried moving my shoulder. Sore, but the collarbone wasn’t broken. Beatrice, grimacing, helped me to my feet.


  “Take a look around upstairs,” I said to the uniforms. “There could be other victims.”


  “Or other Hairballs?” one of them said.


  “What you saw is not what you think you saw,” I told them, the best Official Denial I could come up with on short notice.


  “The hell it wasn’t,” another dep muttered, but none of them seemed too sure. I told them to get moving. They preferred action to uncertainty, and three of them went running up the stairs to the lobby. A fourth deputy looked into the elevator, then placed a coroner call.


  “How did the Hairball get into an SUV that was wearing a dust shroud?” I asked Beatrice.


  “Some sort of Velcro thing, you know, like a tent flap? On the left side over the rear door. Zip, they were out of the vehicle. They grabbed the—the Hairball and pulled her inside. She didn’t resist. She looked half dead. Bloody all over. And she still has my—”


  “They? How many?”


  “Two big guys. Ninja dress. Black hoods. I couldn’t tell you much about—”


  “Hey, hero!” Sunny Chagrin called to me. Still sounding out of breath.


  I looked around. She was toting the big-ass PHASR (Personnel Halting and Stimulation Response) rifle from our department Humvee. The rifle uses laser beams to cause temporary blindness, even in werewolves.


  “Did you get a shot at that SUV?”


  “Not a good one. Traveling too fast. I had to hit a foot-long slit in that dust cover that was maybe two inches wide. No time to steady this big bastard.” She set it down carefully, muzzle up. “How many dead, R?”


  “Other than Artie Excalibur? The vic in the elevator. Could be more bodies upstairs. The Montmorency gets a full thirty-day quarantine, although I don’t think she was going to lair in this building.” I paused to get my breath, thinking fast. Sunny opened a link with her wristpac to ILC Special Tactics. “All of Artie’s building, including de Sade’s, is now a crime scene. Detain everybody. But if we’re lucky only half a dozen people outside this garage got a look at the Hairball. Chase Soc-w off this one and button it up tight. My authority. Total news blackout, of course.”


  “We wish,” Sunny said, as she finished relaying my instructions to SPECTAC. “Know anything for sure, other than we have a Hairball out-of-phase?”


  An out-of-phase Hairball in ILC jargon was an OOPs. Extremely rare but not unheard-of.


  “This wasn’t a random wilding,” I said. “Artie was targeted.”


  Beatrice drew a sharp breath.


  Sunny looked her over. Beatrice had the kind of looks that could give other women jealousy cramps. Or cause their short hairs to grizzle, depending on their sexual orientation. Sunny had been my partner and close friend for five years. She was half Filipino and half Hawaiian, and when it came to looks she didn’t need points from any woman. Probably we would have got married long ago but for that matter of sexual orientation: Sunny was acey-deuce.


  “This is Beatrice,” I said. “Artie’s executive assistant. An eyewitness to the killing. I’m taking her into protective custody.”


  Beatrice flashed me a look I chose to interpret as grateful; Sunny’s reaction was a slight, knowing leer.


  “You need to go home and change,” Sunny said. “Put some ice on that bump.”


  “Plan to. West Hollywood should already have an APB out on our wanted vehicle. Of coure we don’t know the make because of that shroud.”


  “Which they probably got rid of at the first opportunity.”


  “Sunny, check the ladies’ lounge wastebaskets at de Sade’s right away. We’re looking for a robin’s-egg flapper dress, jewelry, a Tiffany wristpac, a gold mesh swag bag, maybe a wolf’s head crucifix.”


  “You’ve already ID’d this Lycan?”


  “If it’s who I’m thinking of we may be in luck. I’ll meet you back at the office in a couple of hours.”


  Sunny looked at Beatrice again.


  “Both of us,” I said. “Oh, I’ll need the Humvee.”


  “Jesus, R. You stink of werewolf. Among other things.” But she tossed me the keys. She also handed Beatrice a half-ounce spray bottle of scent killer.


  “I’ll air the Humvee out after I clean myself up. Let’s go, Beatrice.”


  There was a trace of envy simmering in Sunny’s brown eyes.


  “Nice meeting you. Beatrice.”


  Beatrice nodded, expressionless. It wasn’t out of rudeness. Her mind was far away.


  In the Humvee, after we had cleared the Doheny gateway and entered the city-state of Beverly Hills, expanded years ago to incorporate all of Bel Air north to Mulholland Drive and L.A. west to the Santa Monica line, Beatrice said, “If you’re dropping me at my place, I’m on Rexford south of Wilshire.” Her tone said, Please don’t.


  “You don’t really want to be alone right now.”


  She shook her head then looked away, at the bright corona of the Privilege: a blitz of casino lights, gold-leafed towers of the world’s major financial institutions. The Privilege glittered 24/7 like perpetual Christmas beneath the powerful, sordid smog of the Los Angeles basin, surrounded by its Great Wall. The security the wall provided was enhanced by technology such as acoustic bouncers and heat rays: electromagnetic radiation that caused wall-scaling werewolves to suffer from intense burning sensations. If that didn’t discourage them, there were plenty of Zippos at intervals atop the wall capable of throwing hundred-foot gushers of flame.


  A few decades ago the sure method of dealing with the plague of werewolves—or almost anything else wearing fur during an Observance—was wholesale slaughter. Flamethrowers were popular. Spike guns, corrosive acids, chain saws. Then it became obvious that the world’s population was declining drastically. Innocent people as well as Hairballs were being killed indiscriminately by the overanxious or trigger-happy. Neighbors were wiping out neighbors and, not infrequently, members of their own families.


  But it occurred to those who had any common sense left after the initial years of hysteria that human beings afflicted with LC disease were indisposed or unproductive only for brief spells. Just a small percentage were hopelessly addicted to their monthly changes, which, as in the case of binge drinkers, amounted to a two-or three-day blackout.


  So


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
OEBPS/Images/image2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/CoverDesign.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image0.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image1.jpg





