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				Dedication

				


				To Mom, for instilling in me my love of mysteries.

				To Dad, for the career’s worth of cop stories.

				I can only imagine it all began from there.


				



			

	





			
				Foreward

				Foreword

				The long hallway is lit by a dim, failing lightbulb, flickering overhead of a frosted glass pane door. The bold painted lettering on the window is easy enough to read, “Stanley Rivets – Private Investigator.” A quick rap at the door and a gravelly voice from inside beckons. 

				Opening the door reveals a smoke-hazy office, a slow-moving ceiling fan trying to cut through the clouded air. The yellow-stained walls clash with the grimy green carpet spread across the floor, held down by a worn oak desk in the center of the room. A sable in a long beige trench coat sits behind the desk, dark ears perking at the entrance of the newcomer. The wide brim of his fedora raises to see what visitor would stop by this late at night.

				A jet black paw draws a cigarette up to his muzzle for a long drag. There’s a brief pause to enjoy the tobacco before the creature lets it out in a slow breath upwards. “Most don’t come by here after hours.” He crushes the smoldering cigarette in a crowded ashtray on the desk, pulling out a fresh smoke from a nearby pack as he continues, “Only people looking for stories that aren’t told during the day.”

				Grabbing a lighter and giving the new cigarette a glowing cherry, he rises and faces the window. 

				“These aren’t some casual detective mysteries. Heck, a lot of ‘em don’t even have a gumshoe. Don’t come here looking for a puzzle you can solve. The cards being dealt aren’t clues, they’re people.” 

				Beyond the tattered and bent blinds, a lone liquor store’s neon sign struggles to illuminate the rain-drenched streets. A slurry of grime and water puddles reflect the greens and pinks back into the night.

				“Noir stories aren’t about solving a mystery, they’re about the characters involved. The dark sludge on their hearts that reflects their true motives when the light is cast just right. Stories about those pushed to the brink, those morally blind due to corruption, others fighting a losing battle against unwinnable odds, and some who go against the grain to find the truth.” 

			

			
				Reaching for the amber liquid in a crystal tumbler, he takes a sip. “And sometimes, stories about those who’ve hit rock bottom and even hope is lost to them.”

				Returning the glass to the desk, he walks to a grey metal filing cabinet against the wall, dark tail swinging low behind him. Pulling out the creaky drawer, his paws glide across the files within. “I’ve seen a lot in my days. Even heard recollections of events in places not like this one. Sure the locale’s a bit different, but the story’s just the same. And I still like to keep track of them. Which is what I can only assume you’re here for. You’re looking to hear a few of those tales?”

				He slaps a pile of folders on his desk, shoving the stack tumbling away from him. “Yeah. Yeah, I got that in spades. In fact, here’s thirteen of ‘em; look how lucky you are.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Muskrat Blues

				Ianus Wolf

				It’s a dog eat dog world out there. When you’ve got predators and prey, claws and fangs, who’s to say where the line of civilization holds back others’ natural desires?


				



			

	





			
				CASE FILE 001

				Muskrat Blues

				Ianus Wolf

				The phone was ringing when I stepped into my office in the early afternoon. I barely had time to rush to my desk before my answering service would take the call. Then I would have had to go through the rigmarole of calling them up and getting the message right after someone had left it. I took a second to catch my breath once I had the receiver in my trotter. Rushing across the office isn’t good for my leg, and I’d just been on a decent hike through the city after closing things out with my last client. I’d had to inform a deer that his doe was stepping out on him just like he suspected. I felt for him, with what I’ve known of heartache.

				Finally, I put the phone to my ear. “Harrison,” I said through a few heavy breaths by way of hello. A new client would at least know they’d properly reached Harrison Investigations.

				“Hello, Mike,” said the growling voice of Grimaldi, a cougar police detective who I recognized from the first syllable. “I’m giving you a courtesy call.”

				His voice was just somber enough in its neutral, official tones that I had a bad feeling. “What kind of courtesy call?”

				“Alex Richards is dead,” he answered flatly. Grimaldi wasn’t the kind to beat around the bush or take his time with bad news.

				My snout sank a little bit, and my eyes closed. Alex and I went back a long time. Back as far as the days when I was on the force, even so far as taking the fall with me when the department needed a couple patsies for PR and decided a wounded pig and a loud-mouthed muskrat wouldn’t be much of a loss. We’d gone through entering the private sector together and helped each other back and forth through the process of getting licensed and occasionally pooling our resources on cases. He also kept his ear to the ground for me about anything that might lead to finding Michelle. I gave him a pittance each month out of pride, even though he’d have done it for free. I hadn’t seen him the last few weeks owing to both of us being busy on cases. Now he was dead.

			

			
				“Where?” I asked.

				Grimaldi sighed on the other end of the line. “Now Mike, this is police business. Unless someone’s paying you—”

				“Where?” I said again.

				“Damn it, Mike, this was a courtesy; don’t make this hard on me.”

				“I’m not asking to be cut in; I just want to know where it happened.”

				There was silence for a moment except for light, agitated breathing. “We found him along a trail in Migorsky Park. You don’t want to see him, Mike. He’s torn up and—”

				I hung up and didn’t let him finish. I told my somewhat bum leg to stop whining because we had places to be. Like Migorsky Park and wherever all the pretty police tape was marking the area.

				***

				I’d caught a cab to the entrance of the park to give my leg a rest and avoid the hassle of parking so close to downtown. It helped some, but I still had to make my way through the trail. I was used to the slight limp slowing me down just a little and working around it when I had to. It was a memento from my last official case with the police. I’d say you should see the other guy, but he’s in Oak Lawn Cemetery and the funeral was closed casket.

				The day was making my leg worse though. Between my client and hearing about Alex, it was too full of reminders of Michelle, which always made the leg flare up. Michelle, the beautiful brown-furred bunny that shared a bungalow with me for a couple years and always put off the idea of actually getting married. Who would have drinks and game nights with me and Alex and whatever skirt he was into that week. Who worried about the life we’d have trying to make it together. And who, once she knew I was going to walk with a limp for the rest of my life, forced me to come home to a half-empty little bungalow and a letter scented with stale perfume.

				I pushed the memories out of my thoughts, because all they could do for me right now was make it harder to walk. And I was coming up on the part of the path where yellow tape had cordoned off an area. I could see Hank Grimaldi, already back from whatever payphone he’d used to call me. When the tawny cougar looked up and saw me, he rolled his eyes and stalked up to meet me in his ill-fitting suit. Even before he blocked me, I could tell he hadn’t been lying about Richards.

			

			
				The plump little muskrat body was lying in its own half-dried pool of blood just off the trail, surrounded by a few smaller pools here and there in the grass. From where I was I could vaguely tell some of him was missing and see occasional glimpses of white bone. Any clothing was ripped to shreds. I could make out one glassy eye staring at nothing while uniformed officers tagged spots on the ground and collected bits of extra evidence. The whole thing almost made my gorge rise, but I had plenty of experience at pushing that back down. Then Grimaldi stood in my way.

				“Mike, this is a police investigation. What are you doing here?”

				“Checking up on an old friend. Want to tell me what happened or should I just start disrupting things around here in nice, perfectly legal ways?”

				Grimaldi gave an exasperated sigh. “He was found late this morning by a Labrador taking a morning jog. Probably would have been found earlier, but it’s a Saturday and not as many early risers. The Lab called it in; we came out and found him pretty much as you see him. We questioned the dog, but there’s no reason to think he’s a suspect. No blood on his breath, no connection to Al—to the deceased. Clearly, this is a predatory killing, so we’re going to investigate the area, see if we have anyone with a history of stalking or other priors, but…” The cougar trailed off, spread his arms wide, and gave me a look.

				I snorted and nodded. It was something you got used to in this city when you were one of those species certain folks look at as a lesser creature. Hunting anything on two legs had been illegal for a long time on paper, and for the most part it worked. Most inhabitants of the world at large and our fair city at least managed to see people like me as…people on some level. But everyone also knew there were still certain neighborhoods you didn’t get caught in after sundown if you lacked claws and fangs, or at the very least antlers or horns.

				When a predatory killing did happen, the department made a token effort to investigate and sometimes found their culprit. But unless they already had teeth impressions or a specific scent sample on file that we could match pretty quickly to a known suspect, the case would get cold practically before the body had a chance to. No one really wanted to sweat too many resources over some defenseless leaf-muncher that was in the wrong place at the wrong time. Grimaldi and I both knew this.

			

			
				Yet when I looked around him at the scene, something bugged me about it. Something in the back of my mind.

				“Hank, we both worked predatory killings back in the day, right?”

				The cougar nodded. “Yeah, of course. You had the nose for it.”

				It wasn’t said as a compliment, just a statement of fact. Grimaldi was always an odd one. He had to balance a certain personal respect that had grown for me with his belief that certain species never belonged on the force. He wasn’t the sort to use words like “porker” or “ham hock”—at least not to my face—but he’d always clearly had a definite opinion about the order of the world and everyone’s place in it. Still, that couldn’t keep him from admitting that no bloodhound or pure-bred wolf could beat my snout when it came to literally sniffing out clues.

				“Yeah, and I still do, but right now I’m using my eyes. What’s wrong with this picture?”

				Grimaldi looked over his shoulder. “You mean besides the dead PI?”

				I let that little reminder that I wasn’t a cop anymore go unchallenged. “Right, we can tell immediately that’s Alex. What about every other predatory killing you’ve investigated? Unless they’re caught in the act, we usually don’t find a body; we find bones. Bones that have been cleaned and discarded somewhere and take forever to identify. Not to be crass, but why’s there so much left of him?”

				He looked back again for a moment, a frown appearing on his muzzle when his head turned my way. “Maybe the killer was interrupted.”

				Even he didn’t sound convinced, and I wasn’t going to let that go. “Right. Our killer was interrupted, then the body sat for several hours to be discovered by your jogger this morning. Think about it, Hank. Think like a cougar. If you were going to go through the trouble of killing…me for argument’s sake—”

				“Jeez, Mike!”

				“Just hear it out and think. If you’d gone predatory, and you were going to all the effort to kill me in the dead of night based on that, would you just leave most of the meat lying around for hours?”

			

			
				He rolled his eyes and bit his lip, tail twitching nervously. He wouldn’t look at me. Good. It was handy sometimes to make people uncomfortable. Makes it a little more difficult for them to come up with a convincing lie.

				“No,” he said finally, looking back over where the body lay. “No, I wouldn’t.”

				“So why does he look like that? Something is rotten here.”

				Whiskers twitching, Grimaldi looked up for a few moments, then shook his head. “It doesn’t matter.”

				My black eyes widened. I couldn’t control the angry squeal that came out of me and caused several of the patrolmen to look over. “My curly tail it doesn’t! You’re honestly going to tell me—!”

				“Mike,” the cougar interrupted, putting a paw on my arm to get my attention. He looked back at me and there was something in his face that vaguely resembled sorrow. “Look at it my way. Even if I point that out to the higher-ups, they won’t spend the resources on it. It’ll still just be a predatory killing and we’ll run down the appropriate leads. In the end, that’s all that’ll happen no matter what. I’ve made it to where I am because I know how the system works.”

				I reined myself in. Of course, he was right. Nothing would be done. At least not by the police.

				“Fine,” I said. “At least let me go over there and pay my respects to the dead.”

				Grimaldi saw the look on my face. “Mike, you can pay your respects when he’s—”

				It was my turn to grab his arm. “Hank, it’s Alex. Richards deserves better than just being a short obituary and a single case file gathering dust on a shelf.” I looked away and took my trotter off his suit. “He deserved better than a lot of things.”

				That worked at the cougar. Grimaldi hadn’t been fully on board with hanging Alex and me out to dry, but he certainly hadn’t done a thing to stop it. That was how the system worked, and how Grimaldi always worked the system. After just a moment, he stepped aside and extended his arm back. “Since you two were so close,” he murmured. Always aware of potential politics, he was neither condemning nor officially condoning my own personal investigation. He was just giving me a few seconds to say good-bye.

			

			
				I walked up and pushed up the tape to duck under it. Some of the uniformed officers—most notably an angry-looking Doberman—scowled at me as I stepped into the scene but didn’t say anything. I had the blessing of the detective, and they’d seen it. So taking a deep breath, I went over to what was left of Alex’s body.

				That inhalation filled my snout with the stench of old booze and offal. I let out an involuntary little grunt. Breathing regular-like, I didn’t quite notice it. Most of it must have dissipated and settled in the night. But if you got a good whiff, you could get a clear sense of that rotten, fermented smell around the body.

				I turned to one of the friendlier looking patrolmen, and asked the husky, “Lot of alcohol?”

				He just nodded, giving his nose a little rub. I saw that Alex’s belly had been opened up from some wound or other, explaining the odor that had assailed me. When someone’s guts come out, the smell is naturally bad enough, but if they’ve also been drinking a lot beforehand, it’ll all but destroy any other smell in the area. That meant there was no use trying to sniff out anything if the body’s condition would blot out all other scents.

				It really was even less pretty close up. Bits of him were mangled to different degrees. His throat was torn away, just like anyone might expect. As I stepped closer, I saw one arm draped over his body and stripped in many places of its meat. I could see bloody bone almost up to the elbow before the rest seemed more or less intact. When I looked up and down the body, I saw a few more wounds that looked like teeth had ripped a chunk out of him, but nothing with any fervor. It was almost like the killer started with the arm, but then lost their gumption. Then they tried to hit some other points and just couldn’t finish the work. So they left him like that, hoping police would make the assumptions Grimaldi already had.

				But when I really looked at it, this didn’t look like the ravening of someone gone predatory psycho. This looked more like someone trying to cover up a killing who had the teeth for this sort of work, but not the stomach for actually taking apart what they saw as a person. Between that and everything else, it seemed more like maybe a hired thug trying to throw someone off the trail.

				I knelt next to Alex and started a light patting of his pockets while I made the motions of paying my respects. I wasn’t interested in anything big, just trying to find any little clue that police might miss when they were casually stripping and labelling him as another victim. My eyes stung a little when I thought of it, but I bit it back and focused on the task. In one of those pockets, I found a matchbook that I palmed casually without looking at it. The patrolmen didn’t notice, but I bet Hank did and didn’t care one way or another. The modern calling card of business establishments didn’t count as anything important in this case. I didn’t find much else, and I was tired of standing there in my friend’s blood.

			

			
				“I’ll find him, Alex,” I promised my friend in a soft whisper. “I’ll find him…and I’ll make him wish he’d never been born.”

				***

				My first stop had been to visit Alex’s office. The matchbook in his pocket was for a club called Menagerie that operated primarily in the evening, so I had a little time before following up on it. We kept keys to each other’s offices, which meant that it was easy to at least try and piece together what he was working on.

				To anyone who didn’t know Alex, his desk would have been a chaos of disorganized notes and papers with no rhyme or reason. But I’d worked with him enough. I knew how he kept things and how he worked cases. Just to the right from where he’d sit was an open file with papers and pictures from a construction site. That would be his current earner, the case that was paying the bills. I thumbed through it and found notes relating to Hanlon Construction and his clients—from the name I couldn’t really pronounce, I guessed a coyote tribe—all pointing towards Alex being paid to gather info on a project just outside of town called Regal Acres.

				Just the name Hanlon Construction was suspect. The Hanlon family had been known to skirt the law and had enough power and wealth to rarely see the inside of a courtroom. If Alex had been caught snooping around in their business, that might be motive enough for murder. Though the Hanlons were lions. If one of them was going to kill a plump little muskrat, they probably wouldn’t leave leftovers. Unless they wanted to make sure it couldn’t be traced back to them and had hired someone to make it look a little more random. It was something to look into, but the whole thing seemed a little too sloppy for a family so used to covering their tracks.

			

			
				Looking through the other papers on the desk, I found a mishmash of minor cases that he’d either already closed out or was trying to collect for. Nothing that really called out to me as a motive for killing, a lot of the people and places listed weren’t even predatory sorts from all the indications. I looked through each one, hoping for any lead, anything that might point towards what got Alex killed. Nothing there tugged at me; I kept coming back around to Hanlon Construction and possibly Menagerie.

				On the left, I found a pad that Alex always kept for personal musings. It was where he jotted down things that didn’t belong in an official casefile. On the top page, he just had a long-distance phone number and a name: Dr. James Rennick, L.A. with a single word: Possible?

				That was how Alex worked on some things. Just enough to jog a memory or thought in his mind that would be meaningless to the rest of us. I took the note and put it in my pocket, just in case. After a couple more hours going through the office, making a few notes of my own, I decided it was finally time to go change and see about the night life at a little club called Menagerie.

				***

				I felt fairly dapper in the one good suit I owned. Even my hat was a nicer one than my day-to-day wear when I stepped into Menagerie. It was a nice, quiet nightclub with a welcoming atmosphere. A band played some upbeat swing on a stage while guests dined at tables surrounding a mid-sized dancefloor. From the first glance around, the place lived up to its name. I saw wolves mingling with rabbits, mice working their way between herds of cats that didn’t seem to mind their presence one way or another.

				I’d read about places like this that were on the rise. The whole idea that the atmosphere would welcome everyone no matter their species to come and have a good time, no intimidation, no worry about whatever history between them. It was an understood rule that bad attitudes need not apply and would be tossed out.

				I’d always been skeptical about these places, but as I stepped up to the bar to order a rum-and-Coke, I noticed that the joint seemed to be working out well. As if music and social lubrication really had become some kind of universal language for inhabitants of a city to set aside their differences and just have a good time. Watching people at the bar, I could see that this was probably Alex’s sort of place. They were laughing at each other’s jokes and generally having a good time no matter who was around. It almost made me regret my preference for quiet drinks at home with just a few friends. Almost.

			

			
				While I got my drink, I showed the chipmunk bartender and one or two other folks near me Alex’s picture. They all pretty much confirmed that they’d seen him around the last couple weeks but that he’d never seemed in any kind of trouble. They remembered him as the boisterous overweight guy who liked to watch the fox sing.

				A little while into it, I heard the applause and looked from the bar to the stage. I understood what they were talking about when a fennec vixen stepped up to the mic in a shimmering, light purple dress that hung down to the floor. As it sparkled under the lights against her russet fur, she began to fill the place with a torchy number sung in a dusky voice. She was quite the knock-out as she sang about rustling bushes and looking up trees to find that special man.

				For a few songs I sat and enjoyed the view. I scanned the crowd for anyone that looked like a potential killer, but came up goose egg. Maybe the sound and the look of her was distracting me. I could see why Alex had become such a regular here, but I was starting to realize this probably had nothing to do with his death.

				That was when someone tapped me roughly on the shoulder and made me turn on the barstool. I swiveled to see an angry feline face pressing close to mine. Eyes glared out of yellow-tan fur graced with a top shock of mane cut back around the rest of the face. It was a style some young lions went for these days.

				“Hey! Yer in my favorite seat.”

				The lion was all heavy breathing and looming intimidation, stopping just short of baring his teeth. Maybe a few years younger than me, in his twenties, and showing off as much of his well-worked muscle as he could through the short sleeves of a button-collar shirt. So much for the brotherhood and the common language.

				I glanced around to see the audience at the bar watching our little show. So I looked down at the seat, checked it all over, and turned back to the feline. “Funny. Looks like every other seat in the place to me. Why not try another one? I think they’re all pretty similar.”

				His eyes widened and he growled in my face. “I’m warnin’ you, porker…”

			

			
				“Brutus,” the bartender said with a warning tone that seemed pretty daring for a chipmunk, “play nice.”

				Brutus turned a look of pure rage and frustration on the bartender, and I noticed a very large gorilla in a dark suit had inched closer from a corner of the place. Then the feline turned his glare back to me, his claws flipping out and retracting in time with the heaving of his chest.

				His breath was on my face, and I was just about ready for a dust-up. Sure, I’d get hurt, but I knew they wouldn’t let things get to a point of murder with that burly bouncer waiting in the wings. The place did have its reputation to worry about, given what they were trying to be. That was when I saw the singer out of a corner of my eye coming to the side of the bar. That fennec vixen with the dusky voice.

				Suddenly, I just didn’t care about the stool anymore, or my pride. I saw something worth going after much more as she put a cigarette in her muzzle and started rooting around in her sequined bag for something to light it with. I didn’t even look back at the lion as I slipped off and headed for her, saying, “All yours, pal.”

				I didn’t pay attention to the insult he hurled at my back. He could play the big bad king of the jungle all he wanted while I took in the scent of her and reached into my pocket. She wore a perfume that was equal parts floral and pheromone. The type designed to make a man think of her as a proper lady, while burning with a desire to take her somewhere and treat her like a woman. I flicked my lighter and held it out to her.

				She looked at me for just a moment in surprise, then smiled and held out her cigarette to the flame. “Wow, a real gentleman. Almost an endangered species these days.”

				“I like to think we’re still hanging on.” As she pulled her cig back and took a few puffs, I flicked the lighter closed and slipped it back into my pocket. “I’m Mike. Mike Harrison.”

				She offered her paw. “Lucy. Delighted.”

				I took it gently. “Heck of a last name.”

				“Ooh, charming and clever,” she said with just a playful hint of mockery. The fennec looked over my shoulder. “Your friend over there is boring holes in your back. I think he’s still not satisfied.”

				“He and I are not affiliated,” I said with a shrug. “And I’m not in the habit of satisfying men. I find the present company much more enjoyable.”

			

			
				Lucy gave me a coy little chuckle. “Not bad, not bad. I’d be careful though. I’ve seen Brutus get riled up and land people in the hospital. And they weren’t…well, like you.”

				“Oh, I can handle myself if I have to.” I leaned against the bar. “Some of us aren’t so defenseless as you’d like to believe.”

				She raised her eyebrows and shrugged, taking another drag. 

				“Though it does beg the question, why’s he still allowed in here? Thought this place was going for a certain kind of reputation.”

				“Oh, they’ve kicked him out a few times, told him never to come back. But Daddy has money. So he goes whining to Daddy, and Daddy comes here and offers them a nice little sum to lift his son’s banishment with the promise he’ll be good. Then he’s good for a little while until something sets him off, and it’s ‘round the mulberry bush again.”

				“Huh. And who is Daddy, if you happen to know?”

				“Dicky Hanlon. I’m sure you’ve heard of him.”

				I hadn’t wanted to make assumptions just because he was a lion, but here was a connection to the Hanlons, right in a club Alex had been to recently. Most people in my circles had heard of Richard “Diamond Dicky” Hanlon. Legitimate businessman—as far as any hard evidence was concerned—with at least a few family interests in the city. He wasn’t the biggest guy in the city, but he was at least well-in enough to have his own clout. And his primary business interest just happened to be Hanlon Construction, the company Alex had been looking into. Interesting.

				While I wanted to see about getting to know her better, the mention of Hanlon reminded me why I was there. I fished in my coat pocket for the picture of Alex and showed her my credentials.

				“You seem like you’re here often enough. You seen this muskrat around? Maybe saw him get into some kind of trouble with our man Brutus, or someone like him?”

				Lucy took the picture and stared at it for just a few seconds. It looked like she was trying to recall him, then she shook her head.

				“I know I’ve seen him here a lot, but I never saw him get into any trouble. I do think I’ve seen Brutus talking at him once or twice. ‘Fraid I don’t see many people down here when I’m up there.” She handed the picture back to me. “Speaking of which, I’m due to get back up and do another set. Thanks for the light, Mister. Come see me again sometime.”

			

			
				With a little wink at me, she gracefully slipped off the stool and made her way to the stage, leaving me in the wake of that perfume. For just a moment, I forgot about Alex and thought all those thoughts any man will think about a vixen like that. Was nice to know I still could.

				But with a glance over my shoulder at Brutus, my mind returned quickly to my dead friend. I stared into my one drink and thought a few moments. Maybe Lucy Delighted, singer extraordinaire, hadn’t seen anything, but maybe the lion hadn’t been coming to this establishment by accident. Maybe as a favor for Diamond Daddy getting him out of trouble, he’d taken out a snooping private eye. Though one or two things didn’t wash with that; it would be pretty gutsy to show up here so soon after killing someone. Or maybe that famous temper of his finally just went too far and he was trying to act natural while getting Diamond Daddy’s help to get out of it. I’d have to see when I went around to Regal Acres the next day. 

				A big paw grabbed my shoulder and spun me to face two-hundred-fifty pounds of angry lion and bad breath.

				“We still got business, porker!” Brutus roared, apparently thinking that glance at him meant it was time to settle the score.

				For the first second when I looked at him, I thought about how this might be the guy that had torn up Alex. And very, very briefly, I thought it might be good to take him up on his offer to dance and show him just what an angry swine could be capable of.

				I looked at him, narrowed my eyes, and muttered in a low voice, “Think you wanna take me, kitty? Think you have what it takes to knock me down?”

				He growled, for the benefit of everyone around us. “I’ll break you in half!”

				Brutus probably could. Then I’d either wind up in traction or we’d wind up in a cell for disturbing the peace. Neither of which would do well to prove or disprove what happened to Alex. I managed to keep the corners of my mouth from turning up for another half a second, curling my fists. Then I leaned forward and kissed the lion on the nose.

				“Then call me sometime, big boy,” I whispered very loudly with just a little lily-of-the-valley lilt in my voice. I scooted around Brutus while he stood there sputtering and others started laughing around him. I walked quickly but casually out of the bar, making sure I didn’t show too much of a limp.

			

			
				I didn’t think I’d get much more useful info out of the place for the night, and I knew a tussle with Brutus right there and then wouldn’t get me anything but a few new injuries. I’d just have to keep it in mind and see what I could find out the next day. Still, sometimes I just love messing with carnivores.

				***

				After a decent night’s sleep and a morning of checking the papers—the story about a dead muskrat was brief and buried on page six, ending with the usual “police have no leads at this time”—I drove my way out to Regal Acres after noontime. I had a good breakfast of a spinach and apple omelet at a diner I know then made a couple calls and found out that Hanlon was currently overseeing some aspects of the project himself. I figured I’d actually get there just after lunchtime and see if I could talk to the big man. Maybe see how he reacted when I mentioned Alex.

				When I arrived, I pulled into a development on the very edge of our fine metropolis. I could tell by the model house at the end of the drive and some of the frames that were going up and being worked on by various men that this was going to be an upscale place. Somewhere for the wealthier element of the city to get far enough away, for a while, from the sprawl of the dirty commoners like myself. I also noticed a trailer set up that had all the indicators of a temporary office.

				I found space for my little jalopy close to that trailer, driving past the hard-hat-wearing beavers working on timber frames while a few elephants and rhinoceroses worked at pouring concrete for upcoming foundations. The whole place seemed surprisingly up-and-up as I went into the cramped trailer, working as hard as I could to hide any trace of my limp. I only knew Hanlon by family reputation, and stopped short when I saw the powerful, middle-aged lion sitting behind a well-organized desk going over paperwork.

				Richard Hanlon possessed a thick body that fully filled out his dark blue tailored suit with its subtle pinstripe pattern. Rings glittered from a couple of his fingers, displaying where he got his nickname for those in the know. A deep brown, perfectly styled mane with a shock of black at the top surrounded his yellowish tan face when he looked up and made me stop just in the doorway. Everything about him read of a man completely in charge of all around him, and his quiet poise was more intimidating than any of his son’s bluster could ever have a hope of being.

			

			
				He looked me up and down once with discerning yellow eyes, and without a hint of frustration, judgment, or any real emotion asked in a deep bass voice, “Is there something I can help you with?”

				I took another couple steps in and removed my hat. I had to fight myself not to wring it nervously. Normally I pride myself on letting nothing rattle me, on being that guy who’s cool in the face of the odds and so on. But Diamond Dicky’s gaze was a force to be reckoned with all its own. It said he was the strongest guy in the room and that he was so sure of that, he had no need to prove it whatsoever. Still, this was for Alex, and I couldn’t show fear to someone like him. So I let my breath out and spoke as clearly as I could.

				“Mr. Hanlon, my name is Mike Harrison.” On ceremony, without even thinking of it, I walked to his desk and extended my trotter. It was just what I did during introductions, and I was so busy trying to act natural, it happened almost automatically.

				To my surprise, he simply leaned forward and took it cordially. “All right, what brings you here, Mr. Harrison?”

				I had planned to bring up Alex and see his reaction. That stare of his though, told me that he wouldn’t rattle easily. I thought maybe I should come at it slow, from another angle.

				Releasing his larger paw, I leaned back from the desk. “Well, it’s a little complicated. For starters, I had a run-in with your son last night at a club called Menagerie.”

				Hanlon leaned back in his chair with a frown. He gave an exasperated sigh that ended in a rumbling growl and pinched the skin between his eyes. Without another word, he reached for his right desk drawer.

				I froze, and I think my heart stopped for a moment. In that second, I expected a gun to come up in his paw. That he wasn’t even going to waste time using his claws, that he was just going to get rid of a nosy swine without a second thought. Because he could do it, and I’d foolishly stepped into his domain and meddled in his business.

				The planet started spinning again when he brought out a thin leather-bound book and pulled an expensive fountain pen from a well on his desk. He looked up at me with that piercing stare as he opened a checkbook.

				“Let me be frank. I don’t want to know what Brutus did to you or how he acted. I just want to know how much it will cost to make it go away. Completely.”

			

			
				Shock kept me from speaking for a few moments. He was being perfectly genuine, and for just a second I thought about naming a number that would take care of a few months for me. But there were more important matters, and since I was already here, I had to press on. “Well, Mr. Hanlon, it’s not about me. It’s about a detective friend of mine by the name of Alex Richards.”

				With a confused expression, Hanlon twirled his pen between his fingers. “Alex? What’s he got to do with this?”

				Everything was getting a little murky. “You know Alex?”

				“Yes, in a manner of speaking. Did he and Brutus get into some kind of trouble together? Is that why you’re here?”

				Curiouser and curiouser. “You haven’t read the papers this morning.”

				“I haven’t had the chance.” He groaned and rubbed his eyes again. “You’re telling me they made the papers somehow?”

				I decided to hit him with it and see what happened. “Then you don’t know Alex is dead?”

				He looked up at me, that powerful controlled stare still hard to read. Then again, I make it a habit of reading difficult looks. There was definitely surprise there, possibly even a little dismay?

				“You’re serious?” he asked.

				“Found yesterday in Migorsky Park. It was supposedly predatory. Or at least made to look like that.” I was about to mention Brutus’s bluster and potential for violence, but felt it might not be the time to accuse Diamond Dicky’s son directly of murder.

				Hanlon sighed. “That’s a shame. I actually liked Alex, what I knew of him.” He thought a moment. “And after meeting my son and experiencing his…personality, you think he might have had something to do with it.”

				The talk was still cordial, so I answered honestly. “The thought had crossed my mind.”

				Hanlon shook his head and leaned back in his chair. “Mr. Harrison, for all my son’s faults, and I am aware they are many, he’s simply not a killer. His violent temper is largely bluster that I’ve become accustomed to paying for, for his mother’s sake. I also feel it safe to say he wouldn’t have harmed Alex.”

			

			
				“So you weren’t worried that he was snooping around your site here?”

				The lion gave the barest of shrugs. “There was nothing for him to find. Despite my reputation and any other business endeavors in which I may or may not be involved, this is merely the future of luxury living. For those that can afford it.”

				“You sure Brutus was aware of that? No chance he might have been trying to do you a favor? Or that his temper got the better of him?”

				Hanlon shut me up with a direct stare. “Careful, Mr. Harrison. Your theories could come close to slander. I take it that you and Alex are—were—in the same business. As I’ve already said, despite the way he handles himself, Brutus would not have harmed Alex. They had recently become friends.”

				That was where my jaw dropped. “Say again?”

				“Allow me to explain and absolve my son in your eyes. We first noticed that a muskrat was watching the site from across the street several weeks ago. Since we had nothing to worry about, we let him be. He didn’t disturb work, and my employees merely began to think of him as a regular fixture around here. Then Brutus came to visit me one day and was up in arms that someone was watching the site, asking if he should go ‘tune the muskrat up a little’ I believe was his phrasing.”

				“I can believe that.”

				“So in an effort to show him how we actually do business, I instead had him stay while I invited your friend in for a drink of some very good brandy I keep in my desk drawer. He was perfectly forthcoming about who had hired him and why. The coyote tribe had made no end of trouble for me during the permitting process, claiming this was some ‘sacred land’ in some way or other. They hired him to try and find another way to shut us down.”

				“Which according to you, he was never going to.”

				Hanlon gave a hint of a smile. “Precisely. Everything happening here is perfectly legal down to the last bit of paperwork. No one cares about a bunch of native mumbo-jumbo, but Mr. Richards explained that he was being paid regularly and had to continue gathering information. Nothing personal on anyone’s part.”

				“So Alex would keep watching the place on their dime, and you would just leave him be? And he and your son started, what? Palling around?”

			

			
				“You should have seen the two of them after a couple drinks. Peas in a pod, strange bedfellows, call it what you will. They started cutting up while we were talking, laughing about the whole thing, and soon Brutus wanted to buy Alex a few more drinks.”

				I couldn’t help a little smile. “Yeah. That was one thing Alex always had going for him. Guy could talk and laugh and make just about anyone feel at ease.”

				“Indeed, I noticed. I felt it was actually good for Brutus. Seemed to calm him down a little when Alex would make him just laugh something off with a few comments, if the way he talked was any indication. I’ve had to make fewer trips to Menagerie since then.”

				That caught my attention. “Menagerie, huh? So that’s where they’d go carousing?”

				“That was one club among many, yes. Brutus showed Alex to the place one evening I believe. My son says that Alex became quite smitten with a singer there and started spending more time there than in any other club. A fox, if memory serves.”

				“Can’t say I’d blame him; I’ve met her.” Suddenly, something fit into place. “And if Alex is that sweet on her, your son probably wouldn’t take kindly if he thought someone was horning in on his friend’s action would he?”

				Realization came into Hanlon’s powerful eyes and he gave a bittersweet sort of smirk. “No. No he definitely wouldn’t. I know he’s going to take this news very hard. I take it that satisfies what you need to know?”

				“Well, it rules a few things out. Thanks for your time, Mr. Hanlon. Sorry if I caused any offense.”

				“Think nothing of it,” he said and studied me for a moment longer. “I take it the reason for these questions is that the police are ineffectual in this matter as they often are in…certain deaths. If your investigation should bear fruit, I would like to hear about it. If need be, I would like to offer any and all resources at my disposal to see justice is done.”

				I took his meaning loud and clear. “Thank you, Mr. Hanlon. I’ll be sure to do that.”

				“Call me Richard.” He rolled his eyes and showed humor for possibly the first time with a little smile. “Or even Dicky if you prefer.”

				I just chuckled a little and started to head out. “So Alex really had a thing for that fennec, huh?”

			

			
				“According to Brutus, he was going in to watch her every night after a while, trying to find out everything he could about her.”

				“Well, she is definitely something.”

				I walked out of the trailer with a mingled feeling of relief and frustration. I’d ruled something out, but it essentially put me back to square one. Just to be sure, I figured I’d talk to some of the workers, see if the stories matched.

				Just about everyone I talked to said the same thing. Alex was a known fixture around the place, and he and the boss’s kid were just about bosom buddies after the initial meeting. During a moment when I talked to a burly hippo in a tank top that was spreading concrete smooth, I realized completely that Diamond Dicky was telling the truth and that the Hanlons probably had nothing to do with Alex’s death.

				I began to wonder about the coyotes that hired Alex. Maybe they wouldn’t have taken too kindly to finding out he was having drinks with the people that he was supposed to be watching for them. I knew very little about the culture of the local tribes, but I had to wonder what they might do to someone they saw as a traitor. Maybe they’d each just take a bite of him after he was dead, some kind of symbol of repayment or something. Or maybe I was just grasping at straws.

				I needed to clear my head and think things through before I went rushing into someone else’s domain again, so I spent the next few hours in my office before heading home. I did the best I could to put Alex out of my head and finish some work on cases that actually paid me. Still, he was always there, at the back of my mind, making me wonder just what could have happened to my friend.

				***

				I grabbed the bag of cheap mixing soil and poured some into the blessedly oversized tub. It was one of the things I insisted on getting, back when Michelle and I were setting up the bungalow. When we were paying for it out of two incomes rather than me barely managing to keep the place with my clients and the little pension I was granted. I turned on the water and started mixing it all up.

				Sure, it’s part of what creates the ugly rumor that we’re dirty, but there’s no denying I do my best thinking and relaxing when I’m having a good wallow. The mud just feels nice against my skin, and I even know of some wealthy swine that pay top dollar for imported soil in their own mixing rooms. Personally, I never noticed any difference between that fancy stuff and the basic dirt I got in bulk to make mine.

			

			
				Once the tub was ready, I sank myself down into it and felt the cool of it all envelope my skin while it warmed slowly. I set my head against the edge of the tub, closed my eyes, and started running through facts.

				Fact One: Alex’s last case in the notes on his desk had him watching Hanlon Construction’s upscale housing development called Regal Acres for a group of coyotes.

				Fact Two: The last place Alex was apparently seen alive was Menagerie, and people remembered him.

				Fact Three: The good folks down at the Regal Acres site had seen Alex around but none of them ever ventured to Menagerie with Brutus and Alex.

				 Fact Four: Brutus just wasn’t quite cut out as a predatory killer psycho and wasn’t a suspect anymore, if Diamond Dicky could be believed.

				Fact Five: Diamond Dicky was very believable, and it wasn’t in his best interests to leave a body lying around a park when he had a whole host of new foundations in which to store one.

				Fact Six: Not one person I talked to at the Regal Acres development seemed to react the wrong way to Alex’s death. No one seemed to want him gone or care what he saw.

				The more I rolled those through my head, the more I began to think that Menagerie and Regal Acres were just dead ends. The next day, I’d have to look into the people who’d hired Alex. Would they really murder him for being seen with his mark? And what about that doctor he was looking into all the way out in L.A.? I’d have to take some time to look into him too, though it seemed like a long shot. Something still wasn’t adding up when I heard the clicking at the front door.

				It was smooth, someone working the lock in a way that most people wouldn’t notice. But I knew all the noises of my house, and despite my relaxed state to sort things, my nerves were still on edge for any such disturbance after what happened to Alex. I hopped out of the mud bath just as I heard the lock turn and the door open. No time to get dressed for a visitor.

				I slipped quietly out of the bathroom and to the closet across from it quickly, using a towel to brush up any hoofprints or drips on the hardwood floor. He was pretty good, moving more quietly than one would expect and coming around a corner just as I’d stopped closing the closet door, leaving a little crack. I’d planned on waiting for him to sniff me out, then rushing him right out of the closet and hoping on the element of surprise. I didn’t recognize him as I peered through that crack or as I got a better whiff and took in the smell of badger and cigarettes. He wore a long coat that could easily hide the sawed-off shotgun he was carrying, which grabbed most of my attention. 

			

			
				He wasn’t sniffing for me, so I didn’t have to leap out of the closet into his face as I expected. No, he headed straight for the bathroom. Which meant he knew exactly where to go and someone—because this was obviously a hitter for hire—had told him that and the time I would likely be most vulnerable. Had he been watching the house? Peering through a window to see when I went into the bathroom so he could do the deed?

				The badger opened the door and took a step in, his shotgun raised. I’d guess he planned on firing as soon as he saw his target. Now was the time to move.

				I burst out of the closet just about the time he started to relax his shotgun. Despite being slippery, I knew enough of how to handle myself in that condition. I was used to it, which was more than I could say for my would-be killer. I made sure to grab the gun in both trotters and cram it back against him, not giving him the opportunity to gain control and bring it to bear. The badger wrestled with me, displaying some good reflexes and trying to shake me away as he snarled.

				I’d love to say that I fought the good fight, bum leg and all, and that I bested the killer: turned his shotgun to him, questioned him, and solved it all when he cracked. But the reality is that he started to push me away and I shoved forward again, already feeling like I was about to lose the struggle. Mud dripped on the tile, and luck intervened when his feet slipped out from under him and I came tumbling with him. He was taller and wider than I am, and the only cracking he did was when head slammed hard into the marble corner of the bathroom sink. As soon as I noticed he was limp under me and I looked up to see the smear of red on that corner, I was pretty sure the fight was over.

				It was a little effort to roll him over, and once I saw the wound and the glassy look in his rolled up eyes, I knew the sink had done for him as well as any gun. I’d hoped to get some answers out of this guy, but I wasn’t too annoyed. Better to be alive in this case. And I did have other ways of getting information off of him.

			

			
				Like I mentioned before, I always had one of the best noses in the business. Most pigs do, even though people write us off in a lot of ways in favor of more imposing individuals. That’s kind of our major advantage in a world full of creatures that think less of us. They underestimate us in all the ways that can really matter at certain times. So I leaned down to the body to get some answers.

				I pushed my snout in close. I worked to separate the mixture of scents into individual components. I pushed past the smell of fresh blood and cordite and tossed them aside. I inhaled the pungent aroma of badger and then mentally set that in another place from some of the other smells. His still warm body told a tale of all the places he’d been. He’d indeed been to Menagerie as well as a few other places in the city I could sort out. I needed more though. I needed to find every individual scent as I snuffled over him, thinking only of how to identify each one.

				Then I finally found it. A unique bouquet of something I recognized from the last couple days, and just underneath that, something that should have been impossible. Once I sorted those out, the rest of my brain began running the numbers on everything that had been right in front of me the whole time. I thought I had a pretty good idea what happened to Alex. I thought there was a chance I’d just destroyed the weapon, but not the actual hand that had wanted him dead.

				If I was right, there was nothing I could really prove to the authorities, no evidence I could bring to Grimaldi that would give him the power to follow the lead further. But I could do enough to confirm it for myself before I did anything rash.

				As for the body, I just closed the door to the bathroom for the time being. Odds were good he wasn’t the sort of guy someone would report to Missing Persons anytime soon, so he could keep. If push really came to shove, I knew of several ways to get rid of a body. Yet another thing people don’t think of when it comes to pigs. 

				I found a clock and headed for my phone. Getting cleaned up would also have to wait just a little bit. It was already settling into evening, but it wasn’t quite so late on the West Coast, and I had a long distance call to make.

			

			
				***

				I took a back door into the club. It was late enough that most of the crowd had gone, but I was hoping one person would still be there. Hoped that the customers had cleared away but that some of the staff were still closing up.

				Moving through a dingy back hall, I found what I was pretty sure was the door I was looking for. I could hear the sounds of tables being broken down in the front, making enough noise that I wouldn’t be noticed. More importantly, light was still streaming out from under that door.

				My leg hurt like hell, and I just wanted to go home, but I pushed open that door. It didn’t even creak, but the little cardboard star someone had hung on it did flap a little. When I closed it behind me, the fennec jumped and turned in her dressing chair. Her eyes went wide. She hadn’t even had time to get out of her dress yet.

				“D-Detective!” Lucy said, forgetting to put that sultry, smoky sound into her voice. She recovered quickly. “You startled me. I didn’t expect you to pay me a personal visit.”

				She was doing pretty good. Not a trace of nervousness in her voice after the initial shock, just that same coy attitude from before.

				“No, I imagine you didn’t,” I said casually, my fingers hooked into my belt and pulling my coat back. “Especially not after you sent that cheap bruiser to try and tie up loose ends.”

				She turned back away from me, making a show of nonchalantly taking off some jewelry. “I don’t know what you’re referring to. Were you attacked in some manner? You should go to the police.”

				“You played it so cool that first night I came in, I had a hard time believing the truth myself. You made just enough mistakes though. I’m sure it’s easy for you to get guys to do anything if you get close to them, maybe make them think they can get a little piece of the action. But something rubs off when you do that. Especially when you’re not drenched in that expensive perfume yet.” I took another step closer. “And you still love your gimlets, Michelle.”

				That froze her. If I had needed any more proof, that would have been it. It was only for a second, but it was enough.

				“I…I don’t know who—”

				“Save it!” I scoffed, with an angry snort. I tried to calm myself down. I didn’t want to startle her too much. “You’re the same height. Just a little work would have fixed your ears, not too difficult. And it’s pretty easy to go from brown to russet and change your pattern just a little. Though I bet that new muzzle and those teeth cost you a pretty penny. That is something Doctor Rennick out in Los Angeles specializes in, isn’t it?” I’m sure after a while, I sounded more hurt than furious. “Turning people into something they’re not, for Hollywood.”

			

			
				Her head drooped. She didn’t speak for almost a minute. I half expected her to keep up the act, to shout for someone out front, but instead she just sighed. “Not officially. No one wants records of surgery like this. He…does it off the books if you have enough. But you can work something out if you’re willing to…” She shuddered a little. I didn’t need her to continue.

				“Why, Michelle?”

				“That’s not my name anymore, dammit,” she growled through clenched teeth, almost trying to remind herself. “I’m Lucy.” I was only now seeing the way the agitated twitching of her tail through the hole in the seat didn’t look natural.

				“Why all of this, then? We were happy together. We could have been…could have been even more. Why create this new person?”

				“Happy?” she said with more than a little scorn. “You think constantly living under a cloud of worry is happy? You think knowing that neither of us could ever protect the other is happy? Imagining what someone might do to us as soon as they saw you limping alongside me on a bad night? You think it wouldn’t have happened someday, eventually, to a couple like us?”

				“You mean like what happened to Alex?”

				She quieted then, her shoulders dropping again and her scorn spent. My chest was already heavy from hearing her say those things, but I had to press on.

				“Did you do it yourself, or did you send some bruiser after him too?” I asked, almost not wanting the answer.

				She hesitated a moment. “He… He came into the club the other night. Not to enjoy the place, but because he’d finally figured it out. It was when he’d heard me sing ‘This Nose Knows’ that he got suspicious. I hadn’t even thought when I put it in my set how much I used to sing bits of it when…before. He had a few drinks while he was waiting to make sure it was me, then he came into this room. Told me how he’d done his research, found out who I was. Once I spilled it and begged him not to say anything, he said he was going to tell you, and he left. I followed him. He’d had enough to drink that he was willing to walk through that park at night. I wasn’t going to hurt him, was just going to beg him not to say anything. It’s… It’s even worse for someone who tries to pass for what they’re not than being…what we are.”

			

			
				She was actually crying, though I couldn’t tell if they were genuine tears of remorse or just another lie.

				“After I was following him for a bit,” she continued, “Alex turned. He started screaming at me. Telling me how I broke your heart. He was angrier than I’d ever seen him. I had a knife I kept in my bag. These claws are for show; they’re useless for protection. I got it out. I just wanted to scare him off or threaten him or I don’t really know what. Things just got more heated and he tried to leave again, and I was so scared of what would happen, and… and…”

				“And then he was bleeding on the ground—somehow,” I finished for her.

				She still wouldn’t look at me from her chair and nodded.

				“Then you had to cover it up,” I said and paused for a moment. I had assumed some bruiser, possibly even the badger that showed up at my place, had maybe done the deed and definitely done the clean-up. But she’d just said they were alone…and there hadn’t been time to find someone…

				I felt the bottom drop out of my stomach while I took a step closer to actually see her teeth. “So you actually used your new pearly whites to take care of that. Realized how lucky you were that the alcohol would cover your scent.”

				To her credit, Michelle gagged at the memory. “I knew what it had to look like. I knew the sort of thing the police wouldn’t dig too deep into. You’d ranted and raved about it enough times before.” She had to take several breaths. “It was…awful. I did as much as I could. Spit most of it into my bag, then threw it into a dumpster. And the taste…oh, God, I can still almost taste it! Nothing washes it out! Nothing!”

				She was about to go into hysterics; I could tell. She’d been pushing it all down, trying to go on, but now it was out. Her body was hitching, her ears twitching, and that vulpine muzzle she’d traded so much for was working up and down like she was about to really scream.

				I had all I needed and reached into my coat pocket. I tossed the envelope from it onto the dressing table in front of her. It caught her off guard enough to stop her hysterics. She was curious now, a shaky paw reaching for it.

			

			
				I’m pretty sure Michelle was about to ask what was in it when the shot went off. I put the gun right to her temple so that she wouldn’t feel a thing. It was an unregistered throwaway, something I’d actually learned while working with the police. Brains and blood were already splattered to the side of the room and her body sat there limp while I wiped any trace of myself off of the snub-nosed revolver and dropped it to the floor next to her chair. The whole thing took just a couple seconds, and I beat hooves out the back door before the sound of running feet could even come close to her room.

				The envelope contained a typed confession, a suicide note. It included how she’d wanted to sing just one more night before ending it all. It explained who she actually was, and the things she’d done. Well, more or less. At the time I wrote it out, I didn’t know just how far she’d gone to try and cover her tracks. Even if I had, I still probably wouldn’t have included that. I wrote that she’d hired some thug to gnaw at Alex, and that’s where it would stay. Most of the truth would come out, but Michelle wouldn’t have to live under it.

				I’d briefly thought about calling Diamond Dicky for some of those resources he’d promised. I didn’t want her to suffer whatever they’d put her through though. This had turned out to be something so personal that I had to take care of it myself.

				I didn’t do it out of love lost or love unrequited. I did it for Alex Richards. A loud-mouthed, overweight muskrat who drank a little too much. A guy that also picked me up in the darkest days, when all I wanted to do was just lie down and do nothing. A friend who apparently cared more about my broken heart than I ever knew. Who’d gone above and beyond to try and fix it and ended up bagged and tagged because of it.

				The way I looked at it, my cute, nervous rabbit died just a couple years after she left me, and I’d mourned her for a few years more. What I’d done was put down a deranged vixen that murdered one of my best friends to keep her secret. Her death would be an open-and-shut case of suicide, just like a muskrat’s death might have been an open-and-shut case of a random predatory murder.

				No one saw me leave that alley. I trundled on home in the dark, with a few secrets to take with me to the grave someday. Yet thankfully, my leg wasn’t bothering me nearly as much as it usually did.

			

			
			

		

	
		
			
				Fixer

				Watts Martin

				That one last job isn’t usually a big deal for a cleaner, until a face from the past shows up. Maybe the Fixer should have retired one day earlier.


				



			

	





			
				CASE FILE 002

				Fixer

				Watts Martin

				So I’d been thinking of leaving the business.

				It wasn’t that work had dropped off, or gotten much more dangerous. It wasn’t that I disliked the area. I was a North Florida native, and I loved all of this crazy state, but the Gulf Coast was my particular paradise. The ocean breeze keeps summers from being too blistering and winters from being too cold, and there’s nowhere else in the world with sunsets like these. I lived a couple blocks from the water in St. Pete Beach, mostly surrounded by retirees. I’d turned forty nearly three years ago, and I admit I liked being the neighborhood spring chicken.

				But the thing was: I’d turned forty nearly three years ago.

				I started fixing things—tough things—for people the day I turned twenty-one, four years after V-J day, and I fancied my talents would make me a superhero. They didn’t. What they made me was the cleanup lady for people who stood square on the wrong side of heroic. Erasing stains. Masking scents. Giving the right people just the right gift at just the right time. That was thrilling for a while, too, but it wears on you. You know that even if you never cross any of your personal lines—and I had mine—the people you’re working with cross those lines every day, and you’re helping them do it.

				Everybody else might retire to St. Petersburg, but I’d decided to retire away from it. Maybe find a nice little beach shack somewhere south of here, somewhere less built up. Maybe I’d be able to start helping the right kind of people. Maybe I’d just collect conch shells. I like conch shells.

				To be fair, as far as criminals went most of the ones I dealt with around Tampa Bay were easy to deal with. Jimmy Espinoza, a recent transplant from Ybor City, wasn’t one of the easy ones. I’ve done favors for—and received favors from—a lot of lowlifes; Jimmy wasn’t the lowest, but he’d settled at a comfortable viewing distance from the bottom. He wanted to be a major drug lord and he had enough crazy to get there, but he didn’t have enough brains. He’d settled for minor. I’d met worse people. But I never liked the way he looked at me. I never liked the way he looked at any woman.

			

			
				I caught him out of the corner of my eye as I paid for my Strawberry Shortcake bar, this morning’s nutritious brunch. I didn’t clue in that he was looking for me until I stepped out of the convenience store and saw him waiting halfway across the pitted asphalt lot. The wolf had hit fifty, but he had the body of someone a quarter-century younger, and dressed to make sure you knew it: tight jeans, tight T-shirt, unbuttoned casual blazer.

				“Jimmy.” I raised my ice cream in acknowledgement.

				He grinned in his more sly than sociable way. “It’s been a while, Miss Fixer. You’re as beautiful as ever.”

				I couldn’t help but snort. At my age, five foot five and two hundred pounds, I most assuredly wasn’t as beautiful as ever. I was still cute—fox squirrels stay cute until their fur starts falling out—but that’s about it. “How’d you know I’d be here?”

				“I didn’t.” He shrugged, turning around and waving for me to follow. “But I know you live somewhere in the area. People see you around here.” He waved a hand expansively, taking in the corner shops around the intersection. “And, they see you at this bodega almost every morning. So I waited.”

				“It’s a Seven-Eleven, Jimmy, not a bodega.” I followed at a casual pace, doing a quick sweep of the area. Nobody who looked like they were watching for either him or me. “What’s up?”

				“I have a problem.”

				“I figured. But you’ve heard I’m retiring, right?”

				“Yeah, I have.” He spread his huge hands wide, tail wagging, and flashed me a vixen-bait grin. “But retiring isn’t retired, and I have a little emergency I know you can help with.”

				Of course. People didn’t come to me with non-emergencies. I just gave him a raised brow and waited.

				“It’s my wife.” He lowered his voice. “A party last night at her beach house got kind of wild. Too much booze, maybe a little too much snow. A mink girl decided to go for a little post-midnight swim and drowned.” He sounded genuinely surprised, like he’d never have guessed that you shouldn’t take a refreshing swim when you’re drunk and hopped up on coke.

			

			
				But wife? I didn’t know he’d remarried after Gina’s boating accident a few years ago. And “her” beach house? I’d heard Jimmy lived in a penthouse overlooking the Bay, and I’d wondered how he paid for it, since his business didn’t seem that good. I guess he’d married into money. “Pool or ocean?”

				“Ocean.”

				“Who knows about the body?”

				He snarled. “I found out about this shit-fest when she called me a couple hours ago because the cops were banging on her door. They’d already found it.”

				“So much for just dragging it a half-mile down the beach, then.” I sighed. “How much have they seen?”

				“Just the body. I think. They didn’t have a search warrant so my guy didn’t let ‘em in, but one’s gotta be on the way. Ed should be doing some cleaning, but…he ain’t a pro. I can’t get anyone else in there with the police hanging ‘round.”

				“You want me to find a way to get a bunch of incriminating evidence out of the house while it’s under surveillance.”

				“You got it.” He nodded. “And get Marie—my wife—out of there, too. The cops didn’t see her, so I want you to make it look like she was never there.”

				I knew a Marie, once, a decade ago. I knew her very well. I shook off the memories and sighed heavily. “Better and better. Were you at this party?”

				“I left early.”

				“You don’t think it’s going to be suspicious if you make it look like neither of you were at this beach house when this went down?”

				“Nah.” He shrugged. “There are people there all the time even when we’re not. Politicos and celebrities down on vacation, hangers-on, professional houseguests. You know how it is.”

				I knew how it was in the abstract. I used to have a reputation for being very detail-oriented, and I suppose I am, so I knew some particulars of the lifestyles of the rich and infamous. If the surviving guests were too plowed to remember much, we could just say Marie left with Jimmy. Did I want this to be my last job? I could use the money, in the way we all can use money. But I didn’t need the money.

			

			
				After I failed to respond in a few seconds, Jimmy nudged me. “Look, we both know you’re not retired yet. You still fix the kinda problems that police can’t.”

				I sighed. “I mean this in the nicest possible way, Jimmy, but I’ve stopped fixing them for people like you.”

				“I get it. I don’t want you to fix it for me. I want you to fix it for Marie. I love her, I need this done right, and you’re the only one who can do it.”

				“I don’t know Marie, but if she’s married to you, she’s—”

				“Yeah. Yeah, you do. You know her.” He looked at me with narrowed, calculating eyes.

				I felt my tail droop, the blood drain out of my face. I don’t honestly remember saying yes. Maybe I just nodded.

				***

				It took under two hours to get the job arranged. I pride myself on speed, but I have to admit I’d even impressed myself this time. If I’d had a leisurely full day I wouldn’t be the one driving, though; I’d rather not deal with hometown cops as anyone but myself.

				As the utility van bumped its way down a side road toward the beach, I had a clear line of sight to the house. I knew it’d be grander than my own little cinderblock shoebox, but I hadn’t expected a sprawling hacienda decked out in magnificently tacky pink stucco and Spanish roof tile. Compared to the gold-plated fence and the orange marble driveway—Jesus, a marble driveway—the house’s paint job looked restrained. I wondered how much of the look was Jimmy’s fault. He had a knack for finding pretty things and ruining them.

				The police weren’t exactly out with a show of force; a single cruiser had parked just past the mailbox, at the end of a driveway that had to be a good eighty feet long. A raccoon sat in the car while a tiger, about my age, moseyed toward the road as I pulled up. He had the resigned stare of someone who really, sincerely wanted to be somewhere else. A little plot of beach had been marked off with crime scene tape wrapped around stakes driven into the sand, a third cop standing by one looking out to the ocean.

			

			
				The tiger put his hands on his hips, thumbs hooked in the belt loops. “Afternoon. What are you here for, ma’am?”

				Buck teeth always helped with putting on a bored-dumb look. “Is this the…” I pulled a little pocket notepad out of the overalls I’d changed into. “Espinoza residence?”

				“Yes, ma’am. You’re a plumber?”

				He didn’t have to add the but you’re a woman! for it to come through loud and clear. “That’s what the truck says.” It did: AAA Sunshine Plumbing. They’re a real company, too. It just wasn’t their real truck. “I’m here with the new water heater. Something didn’t happen here, did it?”

				He grunted. “Wait here.” Ambling back to the cruiser, he talked with the raccoon in a low voice.

				The front door opened and a mouse looked out. Ed, I presumed. I don’t know what the hell kind of glandular condition Ed had been blessed with, but he looked bigger than Jimmy. After giving me a dubious once-over, he rumbled to the cops, “That’s the plumber. New water heater.”

				The tiger gave him a glare that could crush granite, but kept his voice exaggeratedly polite. “Yes. Thank you, sir.” He talked another couple seconds with his partner, then walked back toward me. “You’ll have to come back tomorrow. There’s been—”

				“Mr. Espinoza’s houseguests need hot water today.” Ed spoke very loudly. “He scheduled this before you guys showed up. It’s an emergency. Let the plumber do her job. She’ll stay away from the crime scene.”

				Tiger cop gritted his teeth, turning back toward the house, but his partner caught his eye and shrugged. After a second of visible mental struggle, he gave me a melodramatic sigh and waved me in. “Stay in the garage and utility room area only.”

				“Thanks. I’ll be in and out in no time. I don’t wanna get involved with whatever this is.” I looked appropriately nervous, then backed the truck in, all the way down the drive. I didn’t stop until I’d gotten a foot or two away from the farthest right roll-up door on the three-car garage, at just enough of an angle that the cops couldn’t see anything we were doing without walking around the truck. Then I climbed out and banged on the garage door. Ed rolled it up with an equally loud bang, staring down at me. Damn, he was big.

				“Okay. Let’s get this going. You’re sure the police don’t know Mrs. Espinoza’s here?”

			

			
				“Nah, they haven’t seen her, and I said she left with Jimmy before all the shit hit the fan.”

				“Will any of the guests say different?”

				He cracked knuckles on a fist that looked like a fur-covered wrecking ball. “Nah.”

				“Right.” I opened the back of the truck. I’d lined the floor with a plastic tarp already, and had my cleaning supplies—everything from hydrochloric acid to good old Formula 409—in a bucket by my equipment bag. “You turned off the power and drained the hot water tank?”

				“Yeah.” Ed watched with crossed arms. “You’re not really gonna replace it, are you?”

				“No, but if the police happen to turn on the hot water and it comes out hot, we have a problem.” I pointed at the dark corner where the tank sat. “Clean that one up so it doesn’t look like it has five years of cobwebs.”

				“Jeeze. Clean this, clean that. Do I look like a maid?”

				I sighed deeply enough it came out as an annoyed chitter. “No, Ed. You look like a guy who doesn’t know how to clean up a crime scene. That’s why I’m here. Since I’m going to be cleaning up in there, it’d be really helpful if you cleaned up in here.”

				“All right, all right.” He snorted and grabbed a dust brush from one of the garage’s shelves. I grabbed the bag and bucket and stepped on into the house proper.

				The interior decor reflected a vicious fight between Postmodern Austere and Bohemian Trashpit, the latter winning out through sheer weight of numbers. Three people had passed out on the living room floor—two vixens and a tod with his muzzle lying by a puddle of vomit, hopefully his own. Empty bottles of fabulously expensive liquor had been piled up like empty fifths of Thunderbird in a hobo camp. Ashtrays lay everywhere and ash—tobacco, marijuana and God knows what else—lay everywhere but the ashtrays. It’s a good thing there hadn’t been much in the way of furniture to start with, and an even better thing that they’d gone with terrazzo flooring instead of carpeting. Even imagining the place spotless—which it’d be in about ten minutes if work went quick—I had trouble seeing it as Marie’s kind of home.

				I leaned over each survivor in turn, shaking them by the closest shoulder and spraying their face with the 409 if that didn’t work. “Rise and shine, kids. Time to wash up for school.”

			

			
				Both of the vixens sat up and groaned. The other fox mumbled something obscene, but woke up fast when he got a whiff of what was by his nose.

				“Get yourselves cleaned up and presentable. Any of you remember when the Espinozas left the party last night?”

				“Nine? Nine-thirty, maybe?” one vixen mumbled. She didn’t quite have the body to wear the dress she almost had on.

				“Great answer.”

				“Are they in trouble? I saw Marie leave with Jimmy then,” the other vixen said. Then she squinted at me. “Are you a mechanic?”

				“Yes.” I clapped my hands. “Chop chop. Get moving. Bathrooms are…somewhere else.” I waved them on. They shuffled out with the obedience of the young and severely hung-over.

				Then I started my work. I opened my kit and pulled on disposable gloves, took out a leaf bag, and started tossing ashtrays and bottles into it. “Mother of Mary,” I muttered. “Did Ed do any work in here?”

				“Not much, no.”

				The voice. Her voice. It hadn’t changed at all.

				Even though Jimmy had told me, even though I thought I’d already been inoculated against the shock of recognition, I still dropped the bottle of cleaner, staring open-mouthed at Marie. Marie, the first cacomistle I’d ever met, tall and fiery and as dazzlingly beautiful now as the last time I’d seen her: nine years ago. Nine years and seven months and if I’d taken another moment I’d be able to get it to the day. “My God. It’s…really you.”

				Sighing, she walked down from the side hall to where I stood. “I don’t know whether to hug you or slap you.”

				If I were her, I would have gone for the slap, but she never was like that. Instead she wrapped her arms and tail around me. “Jimmy said someone I knew was on the way, but didn’t say who. I figured you’d blown off the Sunshine State and never looked back.”

				“I love this place too much in spite of itself.” I swallowed, trying to keep my throat from drying up, my voice cracking. “So. Jimmy. Your husband.”

				I saw a shadow in her eyes, a reflexive flinch. “He was charming. For a while. I fell pretty hard and I thought he had, too. Now…” She shrugged, looking down and away. “I have what I want, he has what he wants.”

			

			
				I couldn’t keep my ears from going down. “You…you know about people like Jimmy. You know better.”

				Her eyes darkened. “Yeah, I know about people like Jimmy because I know people like you. You think I don’t have the experience to handle his kind of company?”

				“No.” I winced. “Yes. I don’t know. God.” The no was the true answer. She didn’t. “He’s getting your money, but what are you getting out of it?”

				“For Christ’s sake, what did you think I was going to do without you? You and I talked about this over and over. Socialites marry from money into more money. I’d have thrown that all away…” She trailed off.

				She’d have thrown it all away. For me. If I’d let her.

				“But…” Marie shook her head, ears splaying. “He can still be charming. He still loves me. He puts me on pedestal, and when things are good, they’re really good. He’s…he’s my everything.” She sounded less like a woman declaring love than a hostage reciting demands at gunpoint.

				I didn’t believe a word she was saying, and she didn’t, either. There was a rough edge there, a desperation, like she had to convince herself it was true. I closed my eyes, then, trying not to suddenly see it as recrimination. I’d put her on a pedestal, too—then forced myself to shove her off it. Her world wasn’t meant for people like me, and mine sure as hell wasn’t meant for people like her.

				Yet here she was: married to Jimmy, surrounded by drugs, dead body a hundred yards away. Instead of hating me like she was supposed to and staying straight, she’d boomeranged back somewhere far worse than she’d have been if we’d just stayed together.

				Damn it, though, I had work to finish. I tossed the last few bottles, then started wiping down the most egregious stains, using a handheld vacuum on the ash and powder. I might as well be a maid—just a maid who wouldn’t say anything to the cops. “Tell me about last night.”

				“It started out as a party for Alison, a…friend. Of Jimmy and me. A birthday party. She’d just turned twenty-five. Jimmy put it all together for us. Alison’s—” Her voice caught. “She’s the one who drowned.”

				Ten years younger than Marie. “That’s a shame.”

				She gave me a sad look. “That’s a cold thing to say.”

			

			
				I paused with the vacuum in hand. Cold? I’d meant it—it was a shame—but I’m sure I sounded blasé. I hated having an occupation where that was an occupational hazard.

				“Alison was sweet. She was fun, she was smart, she was…” She closed her eyes. “I can’t believe she’s gone. Just like that. On her birthday, goddammit.” A single tear escaped to run down Marie’s muzzle, somehow just making it prettier.

				“She was…more than a friend.”

				She nodded once, almost imperceptibly.

				I mopped up the vomit, throwing the rags in the trash bag, too. I’ve dealt with worse. “Did Jimmy know?”

				She flinched again, and opened her eyes. “He—he wouldn’t have gone to all this trouble if he did, would he?”

				I chittered impatiently. “You know him better than I do.”

				Her expression grew pleading. “I told you. He’s…not a bad guy. For what he is.”

				When she said for what he is I heard he’s even worse than you thought. He had her terrified. And she’d never actually said Jimmy didn’t know. If he’d found out about Alison—and that his wife liked girls as much as he did—Marie might be in mortal danger.

				“Okay, Marie.” I rinsed off the gloves and tossed them in the bag, too. “Could you keep vacuuming? I need to run out and check on something real quick.”

				“I…guess, yes.” She looked lost, but started vacuuming haphazardly. That’s all I needed. The work was already done; I just wanted the cleaning noises to keep going while I ducked through the lanai onto the beach.

				I hadn’t come up with a plan to get close to the body beyond playing the part of the dim plumber. The medical examiner had finally arrived at the scene—I wondered if he’d been chewed out for letting the plumber beat him—so I just walked around the side of the house, examining hose outlets like they were vitally important for the job somehow. He was an elderly rat, I suspect a little deaf given the way he projected as he knelt over the mink’s waterlogged body. I didn’t catch everything, but I got the gist.

				“—of course somebody can get so” (mumble) “they fall over in the shallows and drown. What I’m saying is that the froth here is a sign of more” (mumble) “respiratory arrest, and it looks like” (mumble) “sucked in sand.”

			

			
				A maddeningly soft-voiced cop spoke for a couple seconds. “I didn’t say that,” the M.E. responded. “But let’s” (mumble).

				I risked a glance over as the rat rolled Alison onto her stomach and brushed through the fur on her shoulders. He pulled out an electric trimmer and cut away some of the fur for a closer look at the skin. “This is bruising.”

				“From what?” a cop said clearly, but I didn’t need to stick around for the answer. I wandered back inside as casually as possible.

				“Okay, we’re ready to go. You all set?”

				Marie nodded. “Yes, I am.”

				I poked my head back into the garage. “Ed, get the bags of trash in the truck along with the vacuum.”

				“Right, boss.” He snorted, but headed into the living room, ferrying everything out as I did a spot check. It looked passable.

				When I walked into the garage, Ed and Marie both waited expectantly. “So the plan is you take her and meet Jimmy under the 35th Avenue Bridge, yeah? He should already be there for you. Then you do whatever you’re gonna do with the crap in your truck.”

				“Give it to the gators. Thanks, Ed.” I turned to Marie. “When I open the garage door, I’m gonna walk to the drivers’ side of the truck and get in. When I open the passenger door, you need to make a mad—but silent—dash for it and then crouch down by the floorboards. Got it?”

				She nodded, beautiful grey eyes wide.

				I slammed the back of the truck shut and nodded to Ed. He nodded back. Then I rolled up the garage door and moseyed around the truck, seeing where the police were. All still with the M.E., it looked like. I got in, opened the passenger side door, and waited. Marie scrambled in just a couple seconds later, squatting and curling her huge tail about herself.

				“Down a little lower,” I muttered, reaching across and pulling her door shut. She pressed herself against the floor mat, and I sat up straight, starting the engine. As I rolled forward, Ed pulled the garage shut behind me.

				The police didn’t give the truck so much as a single glance as I got to the end of the driveway and turned back onto the road.

				I waited until we’d gone around the first curve, then the next, before exhaling. “Okay, Marie. It’s clear.”

			

			
				She clambered up into the seat, taking a few ragged breaths. “So now we’re going off to meet Jimmy?”

				“No.”

				“What?” She looked at me with genuine confusion. “But that’s—that’s the whole plan.”

				“He knows, Marie. About you and Alison. It wasn’t an accidental drowning—somebody held her under.” I looked over at her. “And if he killed her—or had her killed—he’s going to kill you, too.” I was sure of that, although I was still trying to figure out why he hadn’t already; dragging me into it was an unnecessary complication. Maybe not, though. It kept there from being two bodies at the beach house.

				Marie whimpered, breath suddenly jumping to double time. “Oh, God. I told him you’d find out. I told him. I told him.”

				I jerked my gaze back to her so sharply I nearly ran the truck off the road. “You knew he’d killed her?”

				“He didn’t kill her!” she shrieked. “I did!”

				My hands tightened to a death grip on the steering wheel, even as I let the truck slow to a crawl.

				“She’d—she’d been—seeing someone else. She rubbed my nose in it. She laughed at me.”

				That sounded too much like movie dialogue, delivered by someone who wasn’t a very good actor. “Don’t bullshit me. Tell me what really happened.”

				The cacomistle started to shake, mouth opening and closing as a dozen other lies flitted through her head. Then she slumped, sobbing. “He made me,” she choked out. “We tried to be careful but he found—he found plane tickets I’d bought, for Alison and me. I thought he was going to kill me right then. But when he calmed down, he—he acted like nothing had happened. He joked about it. He said he had his girls on the side so I could have mine.”

				“But.”

				“Last night, he…” She pressed her tail tip against her face. “He had a gun, and he marched us both down to the water. Alison was drunk. I don’t think she knew what was happening until…” She closed her eyes. “Until he told me if I didn’t hold her down, he’d kill me. He kept the gun on me the whole time.”

				We came to a stoplight, and I studied her face. If she was lying this time it was an Oscar-winning performance. “Jesus, Marie,” I said softly. “You can’t go back to him.”

			

			
				“I have to go back to him.” She sniffed. “Look, he won’t kill me. It’s the same reason he won’t divorce me. He has to have me.” She made it sound pathological.

				“You were planning to get away. You still can.”

				“Now?” She choked out a humorless laugh. “I was planning to leave with money, with suitcases. With Alison. It’s too late now. I can’t just snap my fingers and vanish. You can’t snap yours, either.”

				“Marie—”

				“Just take me to him!”

				“No.” The light changed, and we rolled forward. “Look, I’m telling you this is what I do. I can—”

				Then I heard the sound of the hammer being drawn back. I turned to stare at the pistol she held. Small, stereotypically feminine, but deadly enough.

				“You can’t fix everything, damn you. You can’t fix this!” She took a deep breath. “I have to finish it.”

				“Put the gun away.”

				She didn’t. “Drive to the bridge.”

				I sighed. Would she shoot me? I didn’t think so—but I didn’t think she’d have had it in her to kill her own lover on Jimmy’s command, even with a gun to her head. I thought she was strong. She was strong. But he’d broken her, and God help me, she was right. I didn’t know how to fix this. I didn’t know how to fix her.

				We drove on in silence, turning at the Don CeSar hotel back toward the mainland. I did’t know what she was thinking; I was pondering whether I could grab the gun away from her and shoot Jimmy in the head before he took me out. Maybe. I wasn’t as fast as I used to be but he probably wasn’t, either. But he’d be able to get to his gun faster. I should have brought my own.

				The frontage road that ran under the bridge was barely big enough for the truck until it widened out to maybe two and a half lane’s worth, less road than rocky dirt lot. Fortunately—or maybe unfortunately—nobody stood by the curb fishing today. The only person who saw us drive up was Jimmy, waiting by the side of a gleaming new gold Corvette.

				I climbed out of the truck, leaving the engine running. He didn’t make any small talk. “So it’s all done?”

			

			
				“Yeah.”

				Marie climbed out gingerly. She clenched the gun in one hand, no attempt to hide it. I suppressed another wince. So much for taking him by surprise.

				He turned to Marie, completely ignoring the gun. “You’re okay?”

				She nodded dully. My hackles started to rise.

				“Good. You know what to do now.”

				Marie’s ears folded down, and she pointed the gun at me. When she spoke, it sounded like the words were being ripped out of her like claws yanked out by pliers. “I…can’t have…any of my…”

				Jimmy’s eyes narrowed. “Say it.”

				She closed her eyes, but kept the gun level. “Any of my sick whore lovers left alive.”

				“You don’t own her, Jimmy.” I looked at Marie, trying to keep my voice from going too hoarse. “Marie. He only has the control you give him.”

				The wolf looked at me with an equal mix of pity and contempt. “For such a smart bitch, you were too stupid to figure out I was playing you. Now you’re too stupid to see what’s right in front of your face. Yeah, Fixer. I do own her. Body and soul.”

				Marie opened her eyes again, tears streaming. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

				But she didn’t fire.

				“Now!” Jimmy’s voice grew angrier.

				The cacomistle took a deep breath and turned the gun on the wolf.

				Jimmy stared, muzzle open, then started laughing. “Go on, bitch.” He walked toward her, slowly. “Do it.”

				I started moving, too. Even more slowly, even more quietly, toward the closest fist-sized rock.

				These were my limits. In spite of all the horrible people I’d done horrible things for, I never hurt someone innocent. I never did anything that knowingly caused collateral damage. And I never killed.

				But I swear to God, I was about to bash Jimmy Espinoza’s head in.

				Marie had both hands on the gun now, but it didn’t make it any steadier. She was hyperventilating as the wolf closed the distance, looming over her now. “Do it!” He pointed to the side, without looking at me. “Or do her!”

				The rock felt right. I lifted it up and moved forward.

			

			
				“I can’t, Jimmy!” Marie started to wail, lifting the gun up, barrel waving wildly between his neck and his forehead.

				He leaned down, like he was going to bite off her head, roaring. “I said do—”

				The gun fired. Blood fountained both in front of and behind the wolf. She’d shot him in the throat.

				Marie’s wail turned into a terrified scream, rising in pitch as he fell, blood splashing over her blouse, then her skirt.

				“Oh, my God. I killed him. I killed him.”

				“You had to, honey.” I dropped the rock. “You had to.”

				She looked at me in uncomprehending, incredulous horror. “I killed Jimmy. I killed Alison. I can’t—I can’t—”

				I closed the gap between us, pulling her away from Jimmy. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

				“I killed Alison!” she repeated, tone rising in self-accusation. “And—Jimmy’s blood—” She looked down at herself, and choked back a retch.

				I glanced at Jimmy. He gasped, trying to get a breath that would never come. I almost felt sorry for him. Almost. I’d have to figure out how to get rid of both his body and his car—no. I could just leave them here. The cops would write it off as a rival gang hit.

				“I can’t go to jail.” She walked a few paces away, moving slowly.

				“I can figure out something. A new identity. You can still make that escape.”

				“Escape with who?” The emotion seeped out of her voice. “Alison’s gone. Jimmy’s gone. I’d be alone.”

				I ran a hand through my hair. “What do you want me to do, Marie? Do you want me to go with you?”

				She turned toward me. “Do you still love me?”

				The words came out before I thought them through. “I never stopped.”

				She nodded, seeming satisfied. “Then I just want you to forgive me.” She raised the gun again, but not to me.

				“No!” I ran for her. “I’ll—”

				This time her hand didn’t shake at all. She was dead before she hit my arms. “I’d have gone with you,” I finished in a whisper.

				I could have saved her, physically. I know I could have. A new city, a new name, a new life. But it’d been too late to save her spirit the moment she’d married Jimmy.

			

			
				Taking a deep breath, I set her down gently, arranging her limbs in a credible imitation of how she’d have fallen if I hadn’t been there to catch her. Let the police find it and record it as the murder-suicide it was. There was no one left to cover for.

				I couldn’t stop myself from covering the ruins of her face with her tail, though. I couldn’t bear to keep seeing it.

				I turned to Jimmy. He wasn’t dead yet. The wound was life-threatening but not as instantly fatal as I’d thought; if I got him to a hospital, they might be able to save him. I leaned over. “Can you hear me?” I said softly.

				His eyes shifted. For what I imagine was the first time in a very long time, he looked frightened.

				“I only wish I could make you hurt more.”

				I stripped out of the plumbing shop uniform—it had blood on it, and I didn’t need it anymore. Then I did what I’d planned to do all along: drove the truck about thirty miles east into the marsh, set it on fire, sank it, and hitchhiked back.

				***

				I don’t know if Jimmy’s men will even come looking for me. The crime scene may not tell the whole truth, but it won’t tell any lies, either. Frankly, given the kind of bastard he was, he’s not going to be missed by anyone, and Ed’s loyalty will end the moment he realizes he’s the boss now.

				It won’t matter either way, though. I’ll be gone in a day or two. I’ve made enough people disappear that making myself disappear won’t be too hard. I don’t know if I’m leaving the business, exactly, but I’m done with this side of it. I’m not going to fix problems for people like Jimmy. Not any more. But I’d be real damn happy to cause problems for them.

				And maybe if I meet another Marie, I won’t be too late.

			

		

	
		
			
				Danger in the Lumo-Bay

				Mary E. Lowd

				Even in a simulation, a scenario safe for playing out different choices, can you afford to let your morality slide? It’s not like those choices mean anything when it’s all over.

				



			

	






			

			
				CASE FILE 003

				Danger in the

				Lumo-Bay

				Mary E. Lowd

				Captain Pierre Jacques twitched his naked ears and swished his bare, pink tail as he stepped into the lumo-bay, a large, empty room with hexagonal, blue grid-lines on the walls. Even though he was a hairless Sphynx cat, Captain Jacques always held an air of dignity. No other cat or dog wore a Tri-Galactic Navy uniform with greater aplomb, but today Captain Jacques wasn’t wearing his uniform. He was dressed in a pin-striped suit and a floor-length, tan trench coat, split down the back.

				“Are you sure the lumo-bay is ready?” Captain Jacques asked. “I know it’s had some bugs.” He flattened his ears and looked up at the blue hexagons on the ceiling. Blue hexagons were all around him.

				Jordan LeGuin, chief engineer and orange tabby, adjusted the settings on his techno-focal goggles and narrowed his eyes at the text that streamed over their lenses. “It should be okay… If it’s not, I’ll be right outside, tracking the readings and ready to shut the program down.”

				“Oh, don’t worry about it, Jordan,” Dr. Waverly Keller, a tall red-furred Irish setter barked. She stood more than a head taller than either cat, and she was wearing a sheer black dress, a gray overcoat, and a floppy hat over her floppy ears. “The captain is just looking for an excuse to avoid taking a break.”

				If Captain Jacques had fur, it would have ruffled. Instead, his wrinkled skin twitched.

			

			
				“You need a break,” Dr. Keller insisted. “This will be fun.”

				Captain Jacques straightened his tie, touched the gold comm-pin on his lapel, and cleared his throat. “This isn’t a break, Doctor. It’s a testing exercise.” His pink-skinned muzzle drew itself into a smile. “Hopefully, a very enjoyable one. Let’s get started, shall we, LeGuin?”

				“Yes, sir!” the orange tabby said. “You can start your program via voice command whenever you’re ready.” LeGuin stepped toward the automatic doors out of the lumo-bay, and they slid open for him. “I’ll be right outside.” He walked out to the control room, orange-striped tail swinging cheerfully behind him.

				The doors to the lumo-bay slid shut, enclosing Captain Jacques and Dr. Keller in the blue grid-light again.

				“Do the honors?” Captain Jacques said. His gray-green eyes smiled at her, and Dr. Keller was relieved to see that he truly did look happy.

				“Computer,” Dr. Keller said. “Please, begin playing Murder in the Morning, configured for two players—the captain and myself.”

				Instantly, the blue grid lines brightened—blue to white. They flashed, blindingly. When Captain Jacques’ eyes adjusted, the lumo-bay looked like it was filled with a thick, white fog. As the fog cleared, it left Captain Jacques and Dr. Keller standing in a narrow hallway with a green tile floor and wood-paneled walls. In front of them was a door with a frosted-glass insert. Stenciled on the glass were the words: “Jacques & Keller, Private Investigators.”

				Captain Jacques reached out a paw to the glass, extended a single claw, and tapped it. “Heh, it feels real.”

				“Jordan said it would.” Dr. Keller sniffed at the air with her wet, black nose. “Do you smell that?”

				“Smoke and whiskey,” Captain Jacques marveled.

				“It’s hard to believe that all of this is only an illusion caused by photon beams and gravity waves.”

				Before the captain and doctor could explore any further, a cat-sized dog with fluffy white fur overflowing his gray suit ran down the hallway and collapsed at their feet. “Oh, please, you have to help me!” the Maltese dog whimpered, looking from Jacques to Keller with pleading brown eyes.

				Doctor Keller knelt down and offered the smaller dog an arm to help him up.

			

			
				“This is delightful!” Captain Jacques said. “Very exciting!”

				A whine escaped from the Maltese dog’s muzzle. There was blood crusting the white fur of his left ear, and he leaned heavily on Doctor Keller’s arm. She gave her captain a serious look. “This may be a game,” she said. “But, if we’re going to play, we should take it seriously. This gentleman—imaginary or not—clearly believes he’s in trouble. And in pain.”

				“Of course,” Captain Jacques said. He straightened the collars of his pin-striped suit and tan trench coat. Then he turned his attention to the Maltese: “I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t mean to make light of your situation. Let’s go into our office and see what we can do for you.”

				Behind the glass-paned door, Jacques and Keller found a dark, cramped room—the only source of light was a half-burned out ceiling lamp, and there was barely space for the two wooden desks, not to mention the chairs. All four walls were covered in bookshelves crammed full of dusty leather-bound tomes.

				Doctor Keller helped the Maltese into a simple wooden chair in front of the desk that had her name on it and began examining the wound on his ear. Captain Jacques went to one of the bookshelves and pulled out a red-and-gold bound tome.

				“I take it,” Captain Jacques said, absently, “that you have a crime you want investigated.” He flipped through the ancient book, marveling at the delicate paper pages—so much less efficient than a computer tablet. “But you’ve committed a crime of your own, and so you came to us instead of the police.”

				“I’ve done nothing wrong!” the Maltese barked. He pushed Doctor Keller’s paws away from his injured ear and spoke to her instead of the captain: “You must be a hell of a pair of investigators if you can make a living by insulting your potential customers.”

				Captain Jacques replaced the red-and-gold bound book on the shelf and pulled out one with a navy blue binding. He smiled at what he saw inside it.

				“The cut on your ear needs medical attention,” Doctor Keller said. “It could get infected. Who did this to you?”

				A shadow fell across the frosted glass pane in the office door—a shadow shaped like a very large, very fat cat. A deep yet feminine, feline voice from behind the door said, “I think, detectives, that you’ll find I’m your answer. And I intend to do a whole lot more.” The shadow backed away from the door, and the voice muttered, “Break it in, boys.”

			

			
				Captain Jacques put the book quickly down on his desk and stepped nimbly over to the door to open it. “That won’t be necessary,” he said to the fat cat and her two grim-faced, dock-eared, mutt goons outside. “Why don’t you all come in?”

				The fat cat looked surprised. Then a wide grin spread across her calico muzzle, and her green eyes twinkled. She wore a deep maroon dress that fell flatteringly over her ample girth, and she moved with feline grace in spite of her size. She took the seat in front of Captain Jacques’ desk, and her goons took up stations on either side of the glass-paned door. If the office had been cramped before, it was positively crowded now.

				“This mop of a dog,” the fat cat said, gesturing with a limp paw at the quivering Maltese, “has taken something that belongs to me.”

				“It belongs to the Republic of Malta!” the Maltese barked with fervor, despite his obvious fear.

				“And, what would they do with it?” the fat cat sneered. “Put it in a museum?”

				“That’s where it belongs…” the Maltese muttered.

				Doctor Keller stood up from where she’d been kneeling beside the Maltese and said, with all the strident passion of a pacifistic doctor in the Tri-Galactic Navy, “No matter what our client may have taken, it’s no excuse for violence!”

				Everyone in the room—the Maltese, the fat cat, the two goons, and even Captain Jacques—gave Doctor Keller a strange look.

				“Have you forgotten where we are, Waverly?” Captain Jacques asked.

				Doctor Keller looked down at her smart black dress and ran her red-furred paws over the sheer fabric. She wasn’t a doctor right now—she was a private detective in the far, barbaric past. “Right,” she said. “We need names. We need information. What is it that you’re fighting over?”

				The Maltese dog said, “Henry Heffler. I work for the National Museum of Malta.”

				The fat cat shifted in her chair, settling in, getting comfortable. The fabric of her maroon dress shimmered. “You can call me…” She paused for just a moment. “Gilda.” She gestured behind her at the dog goons. “They’re Punch and Stomp. Don’t cross me, and you won’t cross them.”

			

			
				Punch fisted a paw and punched it into his other paw. Stomp stomped. Neither of their tails wagged.

				Captain Jacques leaned against the edge of his desk and purred ingratiatingly. “We’re pleased to meet you both, I’m sure. But we’re not conflict resolution counselors. We’re private detectives. Now give us a case, or get out.” His pink-skinned tail swished.

				Doctor Keller could see that the captain was having fun.

				“I’ll give you a case,” Gilda purred back at the captain. “Find the shiny gryphon statue that this petty thief stole from me.”

				“I have a better case for you!” Henry barked. His eyes pleaded with Doctor Keller. “Protect me from this maniacal cat queen!”

				“Why does she want to hurt you?” Doctor Keller woofed to Henry. Then she turned to Gilda with a glare.

				The calico chuckled darkly. “He looks innocent and harmless, doesn’t he?” Her green eyes narrowed. “But he killed two of my guards, brutally, when he stole the gryphon.” She turned her eyes back to Captain Jacques. “Help me find the statue. Then leave this murderer to me. I’ll see if he likes the taste of his own knife.”

				“You stabbed two people?” Doctor Keller asked.

				Henry whimpered. “I took the statue. I didn’t do anything else. There were no guards when I broke in.”

				Gilda stood, knocking the chair down behind her. It crashed into Punch, but he didn’t even flinch. Gilda hissed, “They were lying on the floor in pools of their own blood!”

				Punch and Stomp shifted their weight, readying themselves to protect their employer or fight on her command.

				“It was dark. I was in a hurry,” Henry stammered, cowering away from the dagger-filled feline gaze. “Maybe I missed them. I didn’t kill them.”

				“You swear that you didn’t hurt anyone?” Doctor Keller asked Henry. Her voice sounded earnest and naive.

				The small dog brushed the white curls of his fur away from his eyes and nodded. He looked innocent, but looks could be deceiving.

				Doctor Keller’s red-furred muzzle broke into a gentle smile. “We’ll protect you.” She turned her gaze to her captain. “Won’t we?” She didn’t say it like a question. She was the only officer on Captain Jacques’ ship with the power to give him indirect orders, at least, when it came to the health of his crew. She was used to that role, and she continued to play it even in a lumo-bay game.

			

			
				Captain Jacques’ expression was mysterious—nearly playful and completely unlike any look he would have given Doctor Keller if they’d been wearing their Tri-Galactic Navy uniforms. Doctor Keller didn’t know what it meant.

				Without a word, Captain Jacques picked up the navy blue-bound book from his desk, opened it, and withdrew a revolver from a hidden cutout in the pages. He pointed it at Gilda and said, “My partner says we’re taking the other case. Get out.”

				The fat calico showed no reaction. Her ears didn’t flatten; her tail didn’t twitch; her whiskers didn’t quiver. She merely stared into Captain Jacques’ eyes—green cat eyes locked on grey ones—until she’d seen what she was looking for.

				“Fine, protect the lying mop. I’ll find the statue myself.” She smoothed her maroon dress and walked to the door. When she stood between her canine goons, she turned back and said, “I would have paid better. Mops don’t pay well when they’re dead.”

				After Gilda and her goons were gone, Captain Jacques began pulling more books out of the shelves, opening them, and discarding them when he found nothing inside. “There has to be another gun hidden in here,” he said, flattening his ears at yet another normal book.

				Doctor Keller stepped behind her desk, opened the top drawer and pulled out another revolver. The data on file with the ship’s computer had perfectly predicted where each of its players would hide a weapon and had programmed the lumo-bay accordingly. “It looks like I keep mine here.” She put it in the pocket of her overcoat.

				“Looks like?” Henry whimpered. “What kind of private detective doesn’t know for sure where she keeps her own gun?”

				“The kind that you hired,” Captain Jacques snapped. “Now, if you want us to really help you, take us to where you hid that statue.”

				“What?” Henry asked, looking at Captain Jacques like he was just another cat like Gilda. “Why?”

				“Clues,” Captain Jacques said, pocketing his revolver. “If we’re going to get Gilda off your tail, we need to find out who actually killed her guards.”

				The Maltese looked like he was wondering whether any cats could be trusted. But Keller, another dog, seemed to trust this one. “Okay, I’ll take you.”

			

			
				“Great,” Captain Jacques said. He gestured for Doctor Keller to follow him and said, “My partner and I will check the hall to make sure Gilda and her…compatriots are gone. Wait in here.”

				Once the captain and doctor were in the hallway, Captain Jacques closed the door behind him, looked up at the doctor, and gave her a huge grin. “This is fun! We should check in with LeGuin though. We mustn’t forget this is a testing exercise.” He tapped his paw against the gold comm-pin on his lapel and said, “Lieutenant LeGuin? Come in?”

				The voice of the orange tabby rang out from the comm-pin: “Aye, Captain. I’m here.”

				“How do the readings on the computer look?” Captain Jacques asked. “Everything normal?”

				“Everything is perfect,” LeGuin said. “The lumo-bay is performing exactly to specifications. In fact, I think we have all the data we need. Want to call the test off and come back out?”

				The captain hesitated.

				Doctor Keller grinned down at him. “You’re having fun. As your doctor, I think it’s in your—and the ship’s—best interest if the captain is well rested and relaxed.”

				Although he would never admit it, that was what Captain Jacques wanted to hear. He said into his comm-pin, “Doctor Keller and I will play out this program.”

				LeGuin responded, “It should be safe for me to leave the lumo-bay running. If you have any problems, simply shut down the program or call for the exit.”

				 “Very well,” Captain Jacques said. “You’re relieved to attend to your other duties.”

				“Aye, Captain,” LeGuin said. Then he added, “Have fun!”

				Captain Jacques rolled his eyes. “Everyone’s so worried about me.” Before Doctor Keller could give him a speech about his responsibility to take care of himself for the sake of the ship, he opened the glass-paned door again and said to the Maltese waiting nervously inside, “All clear. Now, let’s go see this statue.”

				The small white dog in his gray suit led the faux-private detectives—a bare-skinned cat in a trench coat and a big red dog in a black dress—through the wet, dark streets of the city. Streetlights shone on the dank pavement. Echoes of footsteps and private conversations filled the humid air. It wasn’t raining, but the clouds were heavy with water. It would rain soon.

			

			
				Henry brought them to the front steps of the public library. The broad wooden doors were shut and surely locked at this time of night. “I hid the gryphon statue in the geography section, behind several books about Malta, my country. If you want to see it now, you’ll need to break in.”

				Captain Jacques looked up at the top of the building, five or six stories high. Then he looked to the sides. There was a wrought iron fire escape. There were lots of windows.

				“Where is the geography section?” Captain Jacques asked. “Which floor?”

				“Third,” Henry said.

				Doctor Keller stepped between Henry and Captain Jacques, both of them so much smaller than her, and spoke for only the captain to hear: “Is this really necessary? There must be better ways of protecting our client.”

				Captain Jacques saw the concern in Doctor Keller’s brown eyes and gave her a smile designed to reassure. “Of course, you’re right. But, don’t we want to do more than protect him? Don’t we want to solve the case of Gilda’s murdered guards?”

				Doctor Keller looked uncertain but said, “I suppose he will be safer in the long run that way.”

				“Tell you what,” Captain Jacques said. “Let’s split up—you take Henry somewhere safe, and I’ll take care of…examining the statue.” Doctor Keller looked like she might object, and Captain Jacques narrowly avoided making his plan an order out of habit. That wouldn’t play well here, in a lumo-bay game. Instead, he said, “We’ll get twice as much done.”

				“That’s true,” Doctor Keller said. “Okay. How about a hotel?”

				Captain Jacques shook his head and lowered his voice, “Doesn’t that sound boring? We passed a bar several blocks back—The Wagging Tail. Wouldn’t you rather hang out there?”

				Doctor Keller’s eyes shone. She couldn’t resist the idea of exploring more of this fictional, historical town. “You’ll meet us there?”

				“As soon as I can.”

				Before Henry would let Doctor Keller lead him away, he grabbed the sleeve of Captain Jacques’ trench coat with his white-furred paw. “What will you do with the gryphon statue after you examine it?”

			

			
				“I’ll hide it somewhere else in the library,” Captain Jacques said. “It’s a very sensible hiding place.”

				Henry nodded slowly. “It’s a very old and valuable artifact. Many have murdered and died for it in the last hundred years.” His paw tightened on the captain’s sleeve. “I must bring it back to the National Museum of Malta. That’s the only safe place for it to be.”

				“I understand,” the captain said, shouldering his sleeve out of the Maltese’ paw.

				“I hope you do.” Henry’s brown eyes were earnest and not wholly innocent. Finally, he let Doctor Keller lead him away.

				The captain was glad when they were gone.

				He climbed onto the fire escape and ascended to the third floor. He felt free. No one was with him, waiting for his decision, his command, his choices that would affect everything. He could do anything, and it was only a game—but it felt real.

				Captain Jacques broke open the third floor window with the butt of his revolver, smashed enough glass out of his way to climb through, and illegally entered the third floor of the library. It felt amazing to break the rules instead of make them. For once, he could defy expectations, behave recklessly, and there would be no cost.

				Captain Jacques made his way quickly through the dark maze of library shelves until he found the books about Malta. He pulled out all five dusty tomes with “Malta” in the title, revealing a gleam of gold and silver on the shelf hidden behind them.

				Captain Jacques lifted the heavy statuette—it was the size of one of Doctor Keller’s shoes, and it felt warm in his paws. Hewn from tawny marble, it had the head and wings of an eagle and the body of a lion. Its wings were tipped with silver, and its tail tipped with gold. It had a fiercely sharp metal beak. In its stone face, one eye gleamed red, the other green.

				A deeply feminine and feline voice behind the captain rumbled: “A ruby and an emerald for its eyes. Pretty, isn’t it?”

				“Why didn’t Henry hop the first flight to Malta as soon as he took this from you?” the captain breathed, unable to take his eyes off of the priceless artifact. It may have been nothing more than a lumo-bay projection, but it was beautiful.

				“He’d have never made it out of town before I caught him. He did manage to hide it from me—until you led me here.”

			

			
				“I assume you have a buyer?” Captain Jacques said, turning to look Gilda in the eye. “I’ll split the proceeds with you—fifty/fifty.”

				“Oh, honey,” Gilda purred. “You’re a fool. I am the buyer.” She stepped forward down the row of book shelves, and in the dimness of the library the fabric of her maroon dress glistened like it was wet with blood. “I told you—it’s pretty. I like pretty things. Now hand it over.” She reached out a calico paw for the statue. Her other paw held a gun.

				Captain Jacques’ own gun was in his pocket, and his paws were busy holding the statue. There was nothing to do but hand it over.

				Gilda’s muzzle split into a grin as she took hold of the gryphon. “See, if you’d taken my case,” Gilda said, “everything would have turned out the same.” She purred evilly. “Except I’d be paying you now, rather than doing this—” She stepped away from Captain Jacques, glanced behind her, and said, “Knock him out, Punch.”

				A grim-faced, dock-eared canine stepped out of the shadows between the rows of book shelves. He stepped past Gilda, lifted a gun of his own, and brought it down, butt-first against the captain’s head.

				***

				When Captain Jacques awoke, there was light in the library. Dull gray morning light radiated in through the windows. His head ached, and the texture of the library’s threadbare carpet had etched itself into the naked pink skin of his face.

				He dug his claws into the carpet and dragged himself upright. Had all those hours really passed? Shouldn’t the lumo-bay safety controls have protected him? Nothing in the lumo-bay should have been able to hurt him. Somewhere in his foggy, aching brain, he made a mental note to have Lieutenant LeGuin run more tests.

				Captain Jacques was about to call for the computer to reveal the lumo-bay exit when his eyes landed upon a silver and gold gleam. The gryphon statue sat on the floor in front of him. It was still here.

				“What the hell…” Captain Jacques muttered. He picked up the gryphon statue. “Why didn’t Gilda take you?” The stone was warm in his paws again. He gripped the gryphon against his chest, and it moved with his breathing. He walked to the end of the row of geography books. Then he saw her.

				Gilda lay face down, dead on the floor. Her maroon gown was wet with blood. Her hench-dog, Punch, lay dead beside her.

			

			
				“Did you turn on each other?” Captain Jacques asked the bodies. His voice sounded intrusive, inappropriate in the empty library.

				He stepped closer to Gilda. With a shoe, he nudged her body until it rolled over. There was a gaping stab wound on her chest and claw marks raked her dress. Punch’s body had wounds to match. Their fight must have been brutal.

				Captain Jacques had seen death before. He’d ordered officers—friends—into situations they wouldn’t return from. Even though their bodies hadn’t lain blood-covered and cold on the ground before him, they were gone. He’d known them, and they were no more.

				This looked, smelled, and felt real. But Gilda had been a simulation. He could order the computer to bring her back if he wanted. The captain laughed, unable to process how he felt looking on the face but not the truth of death.

				Captain Jacques turned the gryphon statue in his paws until he was looking into its mismatched gemstone eyes. “You’ve caused a lot of trouble,” he said. “I can hardly believe there was a time when people murdered each other over something I could scan and copy in one of my ship’s synthesizers.”

				The gryphon’s eyes twinkled red and green in the dull morning light, and the marble seemed to grow warmer in Captain Jacques’ paws. 

				“I guess, you’re mine now,” he whispered to the statue. His muzzle curled in a bitter smile, and he joked, “Shall we flee to the Bahamas, and call this game won?”

				Captain Jacques shifted the statue into one paw and reached with his empty paw to touch his comm-pin. He meant to call the doctor and tell her it was time to go. Instead, the weight of the gryphon shifted surprisingly, and the captain lost his hold.

				The marble statue fell.

				Its wings split open, spreading wide, when it hit the floor. Captain Jacques thought it was broken; then the marble gryphon turned, stared at him with glittering eyes, and opened its beak in a piercing shriek.

				Captain Jacques’ ears flattened against the sound, and he jumped backward, tripped over his own paws, and fell hard against a bookshelf. The gryphon raised its wide-spread wings, flapped them, and rose into the air. Its shriek formed recognizable words: “Not yours!” it cried. Its beak gleamed like a knife.

				“Computer, pause program!” Captain Jacques shouted over the sound of the gryphon’s flapping wings and piercing cry. The library books, shelves, and murderous gryphon flickered. The hexagonal blue lines of the lumo-bay shone eerily through them for a moment, breaking the library’s illusion of reality. Then it was gone, and everything around Captain Jacques seemed dangerously real again.

			

			
				The stone gryphon dove for the captain; he rolled, and its beak only grazed his shoulder. The pain burned—he needed to get those safeties online.

				“Computer, EXIT!” Captain Jacques shouted, dodging around the end of a bookshelf.

				No exit appeared.

				This may have been a game, but he was trapped in it.

				Captain Jacques ran back through the library, heading for the broken window where he’d entered. He touched his comm-pin, and yelled as he ran, “LeGuin! The lumo-bay’s malfunctioning!”

				***

				Several blocks away, at The Wagging Tail, Doctor Keller had talked the night away with an engaging Scottish terrier bartender. She could have—and had—listened to his stories for hours. Other patrons had left the bar, until it was just her, Henry, and the bartender. Eventually, Henry had given up and fallen asleep, slumped over the bar.

				The bartender continued to regale Doctor Keller with stories of his lady friend—a Siamese cat with an addiction to gin, both kinds—until his black-bearded face froze in the middle of a word.

				Startled, Doctor Keller looked around and realized that the windows glowed with early morning light. She hadn’t noticed the passing time at all. “Goodness,” she said to the frozen lumo-projection in front of her. “It would be easy to spend all my free time in here.”

				She touched a red-furred paw to her gold comm-pin and said, “Captain, did you pause the program?”

				The captain’s voice answered, huffing strangely, “I tried. But it didn’t work.”

				Doctor Keller eyed the frozen face of the Scottish terrier in front of her. “It looks like it worked to me.” She reached a paw out and touched the Scottish terrier. He felt solid, but blue lines of hexagons flickered through his body at her touch.

				LeGuin’s voice came over her comm-pin: “Captain, Doctor: I’m down at the lumo-bay control panel now. The program’s locked in a buggy subroutine—no safeties, no exits, can’t shut it down. It’ll take me at least an hour to fix it.”

			

			
				The captain’s voice rang out over the comm-pin, “Do it faster!” followed by gunshots. “Damn it, I need those safeties on!”

				If the safeties were off, anything could happen, and the doctor had none of her medical supplies. “Where are you, Pierre?” she called to her captain over the comm-pin.

				“I’m still in the library,” the captain said. Doctor Keller could hear a strange whumping and unearthly shrieks behind his voice. “There’s a broken window on the third floor of the fire escape.”

				“I’ll be right there!”

				Doctor Keller decided to bring their client, in case he could be any help. She shoved the slumped shoulder of Henry. Blue hexagons flickered through his white curls. He wasn’t just sleeping; he was frozen like the bartender. She couldn’t move a frozen lumo-projection.

				“Computer, unpause Henry Heffler.” Doctor Keller was relieved to see the Maltese start snoring, his face still smashed against the bar. She didn’t have time to wake him gently, but he was nearly small enough for her to carry him. She grabbed him around the middle and dragged him off of his barstool.

				Disturbingly, the bartender unfroze long enough to say, “—ether or not y—,” before freezing again. Doctor Keller shuddered and tried not to panic at the idea she was trapped here. This era was a charming place to visit, but it was nowhere she wanted to be stuck with the safeties off.

				Doctor Keller led the groggily awakening Henry along the streets back to the library. When she tried to lead him up the fire escape, the Maltese dog objected, “I thought your partner was going to come meet us at the bar when he got the statue.”

				“He was,” Doctor Keller said. “But he’s gotten into a bit of trouble.” She remembered the sound of gunshots behind the captain’s voice and shivered. “We’re going to help him.”

				Henry stepped away from the fire escape, eyes wide and worried. “I hired you to help me. Shouldn’t you be finding a safe place for me to hide out? Not dragging me into the trouble?”

				The Maltese had a point, but Doctor Keller wasn’t interested in playing detective anymore. She just wanted to keep herself and the captain safe until Lieutenant LeGuin fixed the lumo-bay safeties. If this lumo-projection could be convinced to help her—well, she felt guilty about it—but she was perfectly prepared to use him as cannon-fodder.

			

			
				“I mean…” Doctor Keller faltered, feeling pressured to think quickly. “He’s having trouble with…an inscription…on the statue?”

				Henry visibly relaxed, but he was still suspicious. “There are no inscriptions—”

				“Hey!” called a gruff voice from above. “Paws up!”

				Doctor Keller jumped behind the small Maltese before looking up to see the muzzle of Gilda’s dog goon Stomp and the muzzle of his revolver pointed down at her.

				“Computer, pause Stomp!” Doctor Keller yelled.

				“What the hell?” Stomp said. “You’re that dippy detective and the thief Gilda’s after.” He chuckled. “She’s gonna love this. Get your tails up here!”

				As they climbed the fire escape, paws held high, Henry muttered, “You’re a terrible detective,” and Doctor Keller’s mind raced. If Stomp was here, then the captain must be fighting Gilda and Punch inside. Doctor Keller needed a way to turn the tables on this dog goon before she made the captain’s situation worse by giving the bad guys hostages. She pulled her gun out of her overcoat pocket and stuck it squarely in Henry’s back.

				Henry whimpered. Doctor Keller felt horrible treating him this way, but she shoved the gun harder into his back and barked, “Shut up, mop!” They ascended the last few steps to the grated iron platform at the third floor. “You can put that gun away,” Doctor Keller said to Stomp. “I’ve got the little mop thief covered.”

				“I don’t think so,” Stomp growled, but he sounded surprised.

				“I’m working for Gilda; don’t you get it? My partner and I only pretended to take this mop’s case to get him to squeal.”

				Stomp looked really skeptical, but he’d been planning to take the two of them to Gilda anyway. He gestured with his revolver toward the broken window. “We’ll see what Gilda says. You lead the way.”

				Doctor Keller didn’t like turning her back on Stomp and his revolver, but she didn’t see that she had much choice. She might have a gun, but she had no experience with the antique weapon. This lumo-projection was probably programmed to be a bad shot, but she didn’t care to bet on it.

			

			
				“No problem,” she woofed, trying to sound casual in spite of the gun pointed at her. It may have been nothing more than a lumo-projection, but it could surely kill her. Even modern medicine couldn’t save her if she were dead more than twenty minutes, and Lieutenant Leguin thought it would take longer than that to fix the lumo-bay.

				Doctor Keller grabbed Henry’s arm with her free paw, perhaps more roughly than she needed to—both as a show for Stomp and a way to release her frustration. She guided him through the broken window and into the murky light of the library.

				A few steps into the library, she heard thumps and strange blood-curdling squawks like she’d heard behind the captain’s voice on the comm-pin earlier. Cautiously, she followed the sound.

				Books were strewn all over the floor. Shelves tilted at awkward angles, their books fallen in piles beneath them. Between two toppled shelves, Doctor Keller saw the bulky mass of a dead body on the ground. No, two. She tried to steer Henry away from the bodies, but it was too late: Stomp had seen them.

				“Gilda?” Stomp called. Then his voice turned to pure anguish as he cried, “Punch!”

				Doctor Keller looked back at Stomp, hoping he’d forgotten himself in his emotion and dropped the aim of his revolver. No such luck. It was still trained steadily on her, though Stomp looked like he wanted to throw the revolver down and run to Punch’s side.

				The anguish turned to ferocious anger, and he turned his snarling face to Doctor Keller. “You and your partner will pay for this.” He raised the revolver to point right at her face, and Doctor Keller flinched, ready to duck behind Henry even though he’d make a woefully inadequate shield with his small size.

				Instead of firing, though, Stomp said, “No, I’m going to make your partner watch you die.” His muzzle twisted into a cruel smile.

				“Maybe I can help them,” Doctor Keller said, voice faltering. “I’m a doctor.” She looked doubtfully at the fallen bodies. Blood stained the carpet around them. Books lay with their pages disarrayed over them. Clearly, Punch and Gilda had been dead for hours. Still, they were lumo-bay projections, and there was a chance the lumo-bay would obey her. She let go of Henry, knelt down next to the bodies, and whispered: “Computer, restore Punch and Gilda.” Nothing happened. So she tried, “Computer, reset Punch and Gilda to their original parameters.” Again nothing.

			

			
				As she whispered over the bodies, though, the screeching cacophony from deeper in the library grew louder. It was coming their way.

				“Look out!” Captain Jacques’ voice called from beyond the screeching noise.

				Doctor Keller looked up to see the broad pearly wings of the marble gryphon flapping, wingtips shining silver, as it dove toward Stomp. He fired his revolver, but the bullets barely scratched the smooth marble. From behind, books thudded into the gryphon’s wings. Captain Jacques must have been throwing them.

				Doctor Keller grabbed Henry by the arm again and rushed him, ducking low, away from the spectacle of the gryphon descending on Stomp. They heard his canine screams, but she didn’t stop to look. She ran straight to Captain Jacques.

				“Oh, Pierre,” she said. “This isn’t fun any more.” Stomp’s screams were horrible.

				“I know,” Captain Jacques said.

				“Should we make a dash for the window?” Doctor Keller asked.

				“The statue won’t let me leave,” Captain Jacques said. “It blocks me every time I try.” He led them further away from Stomp and the murderous gryphon statue. “But I found a place to hide.” He brought them to an information desk with book shelves toppled over it. “Under here.” He crawled under the toppled bookshelves and into the alcove beneath the desk.

				Doctor Keller followed, pulling along the completely stunned Henry. The three of them barely fit under the desk. Doctor Keller was completely hunched over, and their bodies pressed against each other. But Captain Jacques managed to pull one of the toppled book cases close enough to seal the space off.

				“The gryphon statue can’t get in here,” he said. “The bookcase is too heavy.”

				Doctor Keller couldn’t see him in the dark under the desk except for his shining feline eyes, but he was close enough to feel his breath. All three of them kept brushing each other’s whiskers. “This is terribly uncomfortable.” She hoped her captain’s plan wasn’t to wait under this desk until LeGuin finished repairing the lumo-bay.

				“It is kind of crowded,” the captain agreed. “It wasn’t so bad when it was just me. I guess we could kick the Maltese out.”

			

			
				Doctor Keller was horrified. Henry might be only a lumo-bay projection, but he looked and acted like a real live person. Besides, she’d already listened to the painfully realistic death cries of Stomp. She didn’t need a repeat performance.

				“That seems unnecessarily cruel,” Doctor Keller said.

				“Does it?” the captain asked, his voice full of innuendo. He winked a glowing eye.

				The captain was up to something. Besides… Doctor Keller’s shoulders were awfully cramped, and she would be able to stretch out better if she were only sharing the cramped space with Captain Jacques. She tapped her comm-pin and said, “LeGuin, how much longer will it take you to get us out of here?” She didn’t like the hesitation that followed her question. She liked the answer even less.

				“It’s a trickier problem than I expected. It could be another couple of hours.”

				Doctor Keller frowned. But she trusted her captain. “Okay, let’s kick him out.”

				“What?!” Henry cried. He struggled against them, but Doctor Keller was substantially larger than him. Besides, it was two against one. Despite the small dog’s struggles, Captain Jacques and Doctor Keller forced him out of their hiding place, replaced the bookshelf, and held it in place against his attempts to get back in.

				The screeching, flapping sounds of the gryphon approached.

				Doctor Keller braced herself to hear the Maltese dog’s screams. Long seconds passed. To lighten the tone, Doctor Keller said, “So the statue’s the murderer?”

				“Yep,” Captain Jacques agreed.

				The flapping stopped. Then the screeches voiced a single word, “Master.” All went quiet.

				Doctor Keller shifted uncomfortably in their dark alcove under the desk, but Captain Jacques said, “I thought so. Heffler is the only one who handled the statue without invoking its murderous wrath.” He began shoving the toppled book case out of his way. “I’m taking a look.”

				The captain’s pink-eared head poked out from under the desk, and he saw Henry, holding the gryphon statue returned to its original form in one paw and a revolver in the other.

				“The statue’s not attacking you,” Captain Jacques observed. “Why?”

				Henry raised the revolver and pointed it at the captain. “I think the better question is: why did the statue attack you?”

			

			
				Captain Jacques flattened his ears and ducked back down behind the shield of the desk before admitting, “I was trying to steal it.”

				“What are you doing?” Doctor Keller whispered urgently. “We have to survive a few more hours in here!”

				Captain Jacques called out, “You should call the police and arrest us.” To Doctor Keller he whispered, “We’ll be safe with the police. And a jail cell would be much more comfortable for two hours than hiding under here.”

				After a pause, Henry said, “Come out here with your paws up.”

				Doctor Keller was glad to stretch her body out again. She was less glad to find herself facing the barrel of a revolver again.

				“I’m not calling the police,” Henry said. “They’ll confiscate the statue, and it’s a priceless artifact that must be returned to the National Museum of Malta.”

				“That statue is a terror,” Captain Jacques spat. “It’s murdered three people today. How many countless others in the past?”

				Henry looked discomfited. “It does have a dark history…” he mumbled to himself. “All the criminals who killed each other for it. All the deaths and double-crosses…” Henry looked at the statue, appraising it carefully. But his eyes softened, and his appraising look turned to one of love. “It has been in my family for generations.” Defensively, he added, “And there were never any murders in the museum. It was safe in the museum. That’s where it belongs, and I must take it back there.”

				“Let us help you!” Doctor Keller offered eagerly, but Henry rebuffed her with a withering glare. She had spent all his trust already.

				“No,” Henry said. “I can’t turn you over to the police. And I can’t have you following me.”

				Captain Jacques considered rushing the small dog. Even with a gun in his paw, the small Maltese didn’t look that scary. Surely, the captain and the doctor working together could overtake him.

				But Captain Jacques had battled the gryphon statue before. It was deadly, and he dared not anger it again. He was not at all sure that he and the doctor would survive a second battle with it. So, he counted himself lucky when Henry said, “Put your guns on the floor and kick them over to me. If I see even a shadow of either of you following me, I’ll shoot first and ask questions never.”

				“Understood,” the captain said, scooting his gun across the floor.

			

			
				Doctor Keller dropped her gun and kicked it over as well. She had never been the bad guy before. It was horrible. “I am so sorry,” she whimpered. “So very sorry.” She wished that she had treated the Maltese better. Even if he was only a lumo-bay projection, it had been beneath her to treat him as less than the person he seemed to be. Her stomach churned at the memory of her own misbehavior.

				Henry picked up their guns from the ground and backed away into the pale dawn light of the library. He didn’t accept her apology.

				***

				Three hours later, the orange-striped form of Lieutenant LeGuin stepped through an archway that appeared in one of the library bookshelves. The clear, bright light of the ship’s corridor streamed through the archway behind him.

				“Captain? Doctor?” the orange cat asked. His tail twitched in concern. Then he saw the Sphynx cat in his trench coat and the Irish setter in her black dress sitting awkwardly on the floor, reading the antique books.

				“I fixed the lumo-bay,” LeGuin said. “Sorry it took so long.”

				“Thank goodness,” Captain Jacques said, rising from the floor. “I was afraid we’d still be here when the library opened, and they’d make us pick up all these books.”

				LeGuin looked around and saw the wreckage from earlier. “It looks like you went through a lot in here.”

				“Yes,” Doctor Keller agreed. She didn’t think Henry’s withering glare would ever really leave her.

				Captain Jacques’ whiskers turned down in a frown. “Indeed.” Then with a savage pleasure, he said, “Computer, end program.”

				The library disappeared in a flash of mist, and the blue hexagonal grid-lines of the lumo-bay returned. Once they were back in the normal ship’s corridors, Doctor Keller felt very strange in her period piece costume. It would be good to get back into her Tri-Galactic Navy uniform. She liked uniforms. She liked following orders. And she wasn’t so sure she liked playing lumo-bay games.

				“Should I schedule another test of the lumo-bay?” LeGuin asked.

				“Perhaps a different officer should accompany you next time, Captain,” Doctor Keller said.

				Captain Jacques’ pink ears flattened. He could understand why Doctor Keller didn’t want to test the lumo-bay again. It would be an important training and recreation device when it was properly calibrated, but he’d already had his skull cracked in there and spent far too much time staring down the muzzles of guns. He was sorely tempted to assign the job to an ensign, but he knew that would be wrong.

			

			
				“You could try a different program,” LeGuin offered.

				Captain Jacques paused and then asked, “Are there any romantic comedies?” Those would have fewer guns. And if he restored the character of Gilda, he imagined she would make a fascinating romantic lead.
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				Tana Simensis

				Just an ordinary nobody, lost in the hustle-bustle of the city, doing their thankless job. But every nobody wants to be somebody.

				



			

	






			

			
				CASE FILE 004

				River City Nights

				Tana Simensis

				When people talk about River City, the famous blue-lit skyline is probably the first thing that comes to their mind. I had to admit, even after seeing it every day, it still looked stunning through my windshield as I idled in line at the airport with the dozen other losers hoping for a fare. 

				I hardly noticed the constant vibration of the engine except when I looked in the shaky rearview mirror. There were two tigers headed towards the cab queue, so I made sure to hang my arm out the window so they could see my stripes. It seemed silly to me, but folks often seem to trust others of the same species. Prejudice didn’t favor me, though, and they walked on by. Now, I can’t tell you why people pick or pass on a cab unless, of course, it’s just plain dirty or the driver gives off bad vibes. If it was me, I’d just grab the first one in line every time. People don’t do that, though. They’ll pass by half a dozen perfectly good rides until they find one that they feel is the ‘right’ one. How they think they can tell a good driver from a bad one on a whim, I have no idea, but them’s the digs as they say. 

				Still, I did my part to make sure my car was presentable. Little things like wiping down the dashboard and windows could go a long way for a picky fare, and it should go without saying that I cleaned up any litter left in the backseat, which happened far too often. What was good for the cab was good for me, too. I did my best to keep my fur looking neat; taking care of the occasional out of place fluff with my built in comb of a tongue when nobody was looking. 

				My ears swiveled at the sound of the back door opening. The dip and sway that the cab made as the fare got in the back told me it was a big fellow; a glance in the mirror confirmed it. The big bear tipped his fedora at me and I nodded back politely. I liked bears; they always made good small talk and usually tipped just as well.

			

			
				As soon as he opened his mouth it was clear he was from the east coast. “Grand Flaherty Hotel.” 

				“You got it, Mister,” I said as I started the meter and pulled onto the road. Nice place, the Grand Flaherty, certainly not the kind of bunk space someone like me could ever hope to afford. Not a bad drive for the first job of the night—would take us right downtown and past all the best nightlife joints. Every now and again I’d pick some tourist up from the airport who’d just ask for a little tour of the city and I’d go the same route.

				Traffic was still thick that time of night, but it slowly faded with the sun. By the time I dropped the bear off, it’d be smooth sailing. Night shift was where I wanted to be; never could sleep on a normal schedule anyway. Sure, you got the drunks and the pimps and every other unsavory character at night, but you got some peace and quiet too. You also got good fares who left better tips since people seemed more relaxed at night and not in such a goddamned hurry like they were during the day. 

				Now I know that I just said bears always made good small talk but this guy was as quiet as a sinner in a sermon. The bear was using what little light was left in the day to look over some papers he’d taken out of his briefcase. 

				“Change of plans, can you stop by McCarty’s Bar on Broadview?” He didn’t take his eyes off those papers as he spoke.

				“Sure thing, it’s on the other side of town, though.” Not only that, it was in a part of town that was the opposite of the ritzy hotel I’d originally set off for. Hard to see what a finely dressed man on his way to the nicest hotel in town wanted with that kinda place. 

				The bear looked up from behind his reading material. “That’s okay.” 

				Good enough for me. If this guy had money to burn driving all over town then I was happy to part him from some of it. As soon as there was an opening in the traffic I made a U-turn away from the bright lights of downtown and towards the seedier enclaves. This is probably where I comment using some pseudo-philosophical type terms about how every city has its bright lights and upbeat tones, but beneath all those neon signs are dark shadows and desperate times. Don’t get me wrong, that’s no lie, it’s just that there’s a little more to it than that.

			

			
				You see, there are those dark corners of the dance floor that people inside under the lights don’t want to look at: places that everyone knows are there but for the most part can be ignored. Every once in a while those shadows creep out of the darkness and drag one of the willfully ignorant away, but it’s never enough to stop the music.

				Then there’s people like me, which is where I was originally going with this. Fellas who straddle those lines and unspoken barriers all day and night—in plain sight of all, yet completely invisible. It took a certain kind of Joe to traverse between the heights and bowels of the city so willy-nilly. You have to see and say the right things with the right people and keep your mouth shut and eyes forward when the wrong folks were in back. 

				Basically, a big part of staying invisible is being able to read people and that’s why the fellow in the back of my taxi started to make me uncomfortable. I couldn’t get anything from him. I mean zilch; this bear’s eyes never poked out from under the brim of his hat to look around. Hell, he barely even had a smell to him. Who gets out of an airplane not stinking like half a dozen critters and cigarette smoke? This was definitely a situation where keeping my trap shut was advised, but what kinda person takes their own advice? A smart one, that’s who. 

				So I went ahead and asked, “Whatcha in town for, Mister?”

				The newspaper in front of the ursine dropped down just a hair, enough to finally get a view of his aloof and seemingly disinterested eyes looking at me in my rearview. “Not conversation.” The paper moved back up. Well, damn. To my surprise, he started talking again, though the sound was muffled behind whatever article he was reading. “That’s not true. I do intend to have conversations here, just not with you.”

				I didn’t know how I was supposed to respond to that. He was certainly an educated sort, you could tell in those haughty tones he used to talk down at people like me. My head nodded dumbly by sheer reflex and inability to verbalize a reply. Yeah, I thought I’d just let this awkward ride play out in quiet. 

				“I’m an investor, of sorts,” the bear added in his rapidly becoming insufferable accent, still hidden from my view. “Supposed to meet with some business owners in the morning but figured I’d drop by at least one of them tonight. The gentleman who owns the bar we’re traveling to right now is one of them.”

			

			
				To be honest with you (which you should always expect out of me), I found my foot giving the pedal a little more gas at that point. Guy’s gonna get in my cab, tell me—rudely—that he doesn’t want to talk, and then he goes off and starts talking? 

				“Uh, yeah. Well good luck.”

				Something I said seemed to rub the sudden chatterbox raw. He dropped his paper and leaned forward a bit so that his big ursine nose was way too close to the back of my head for comfort, making me wish that my cab company had one of those barriers between the front and rear seat. There was a big scar running across the left side of his snout, maybe the reason he seemed to keep his face out of view. I knew what he was doing. He was checking out my prominently displayed cabby license but the way he held his face there for so long, basically breathing on me, was just plain wrong. It’s hard to describe that feeling someone gives you who just seems off, ya know? It’s that kinda vibe that some guys had after they came back from the war: the fellas that lost a little too much over there.

				“You believe in luck, Mister Calloway?” He wasn’t sitting back in his seat, but hovering over me, waiting for a reply. The lack of scent that I noticed earlier was even more obvious now. My foot got even heavier on the pedal than it already was. My brain told me to answer “no”, to tell the guy what he wanted to hear, but my guts were saying something else. Cabbies in this town gotta trust their guts. 

				“Yeah, I do.”

				The bear finally leaned back, smiling. “Wise man.” He returned back behind his newspaper once more, mercifully. We were almost to the bar, and I didn’t even care if the guy tipped me anymore I just wanted him gone. “You know, Mister Calloway—Dick, can I call you Dick?”

				“Sure,” I mumbled, double-checking my own name tag to confirm it said Richard. I didn’t want him calling me Dick. Oh well.

				“Dick,” the bear repeated. “They say believing in luck is something that simple people do.”

				“Who’s ‘they’?” I made a left on Riverside Avenue. Two more blocks. My right arm loosened up on the shifter, ready to reach for the snub nose .38 under my seat if this guy tried anything.

				“Lucky people.” 

			

			
				I chuckled softly, unsure whether it was supposed to be a joke. Didn’t matter, the big tacky neon sign for McCarty’s bar flickered only a dozen paces away and I put the cab in neutral. 

				“Well here ya are. It was nice talking to you.” Yeah, right. “Fare is twelve bucks, twenty-five.” He gave me fifteen, gathered his suitcase and paper, and left without another word. 

				Normally I would have hung out around the bar for a few minutes to catch a smoke and wait for some schmuck to stumble out drunk in need of a ride, but I wasn’t going to chance being anywhere in sight when the bear was done with his business.

				Little droplets of rain started appearing on my windshield. One or two, here and there, and then they started falling regularly enough for the wipers. Rain was good. It got people who might normally be walking to be paying customers. I liked the soothing sounds it made as the drops pattered on the steel and glass of the car and the smells in the air brought out by the dampness. I rolled my window up most of the way, but left a crack so that the air would still flow over my nose.

				First things first, I needed a smoke. Off went the “For Hire” light as I looked around for a cozy spot. Alleyways were obvious and out of the way, but bad things happened in alleys around those parts. A parking lot up ahead called to me. I fished a smoke out of the pack in my pocket as I grabbed onto my brimmed hat and, as soon as I cranked the ballgame up on the radio, stepped out into the light rain. I kept my head tilted down to shield my cigarette from the water. 

				My tail poofed and curled up close to my body in silent protest as a few of the raindrops penetrated to the skin. It was starting to come down heavier, so I grumbled and tossed the ciggy after one last puff and got back to work. 

				Just a few buildings away from McCarty’s was the Velvet Triangle Club, a pretty classy joint considering what part of town it was in. Even some folks from uptown would dare to venture to VTC, as it was called. Best cocktails in River City if you asked me, with killer blues and jazz music to boot. Funny to think that the sleazy bar I’d just dropped that bear off was a couple of address numbers away. Didn’t seem like the two places, so opposite of each other, should be so near. Part of me worried that the bear might spot me, but a pair of other cabbies had already taken up residence there waiting for the drunks; I figured I’d be safe. 

			

			
				It wasn’t three minutes before a badger came running—more like waddling quickly in his case—up to my door, doing his best to shield his face from the downpour. He slammed the door a little harder than was polite in his rush.

				“Aw, buddy, bless ya. Didn’t think it was supposed to rain tonight, ya know? Was gonna walk over to the bus stop a few miles away.” I nodded, scrunching my nose at the odor of wet fur. Badgers usually weren’t bad about that. The earthy, outdoorsy type of smell they had wasn’t hard on the nose, either; unlike some canine species. “Can you take me over to the Eastbrooke Apartment Complex?”

				 “You got it.” Another long fare, this time to the outskirts of the city itself near the suburbs. “Have a nice night out?” I made sure he saw my pearly whites in the mirror, and to my relief he returned the smile. Good, not another creep.

				“Absolutely!” He leaned forward much like my last passenger had, though I felt completely at ease this time around. “You ever go in there?” he asked. I nodded. “Know Abernathy?” 

				“Not as well as I’d like to.” Let me tell you, despite the old lady sounding name that broad was top of the line. Vixen, through and through, with legs that I often fantasized were wrapped around me and the smell of her strong (in just the right ways) vulpine musk.

				The badger smirked and patted my shoulder, clearly knowing what was going through my mind. “Yeah, she’s a fuckin’ doll. Came and had a drink with me tonight since it was slow and all.”

				Lucky bastard, I couldn’t let him gloat like that, needed to jab back a little. “I see she didn’t leave with you, though.”

				“Shucks, don’t need to remind me, buddy.” The badger sat back in his seat with a dejected look across his black and white face. “Hey, can I smoke in here?”

				“Yeah, just crack the window.” 

				The rest of the drive went by quietly with little bits of chit-chat now and then to break up the monotony. He revived the conversation about Abernathy, her legs, and other features that got us going on about this girl and that from that club and others. This was the kind of passenger that made the job fun. I loved the small talk, the lewd conversations, the getting to know another person for just a few minutes in the solace of my cab before they disappeared into the background noise of the city.

			

			
				When the apartment complex was in sight I found myself a little disappointed that our animated back-and-forth chatter was about to come to an end.

				That was until I felt a sharp edge on my throat and the badger’s breath on the back of my right ear. My fur bristled, my face scowled, and I felt more embarrassment and frustration than fear. Leave it to River City, where the creep of a bear left without incident and the nicest customer in weeks puts a knife to ya. 

				“You know how this goes, buddy. Can I call you Dick?” I couldn’t see him smile, but I could feel it when he said the shortened version of my name; almost like he knew it was a peeve of mine. 

				I did know how it went. He let up with the blade just enough for me to reach for the money and hold it up for him to take. I entertained reaching for the heater, but it wasn’t worth risking him giving my neck a slice-a-roo. 

				“Sorry, buddy. You seem like a nice fella’.”

				The badger kept my throat hostage as he opened his door, only he didn’t let off when he was free to run off and disappear into the nighttime rain. A jolt of panic raced through my body as I realized that he wasn’t going to let me go. He was going to cut me; kill me over a few measly bills. I threw the shifter into gear and hit the gas, throwing the badger to the ground with a surprised squeak. It didn’t take long for him to vanish from the mirror in the dark and the rain.

				It was a solid five minutes before the adrenaline subsided, leaving my guts feeling all knotted up and my hands shaky. If he hadn’t gotten partway out of the car before trying to knife me I would have been toast. Even then I felt a damp spot on the fur under my ear and saw the crimson color of blood matting up. It wasn’t a bad cut, but I put a little pressure on it just in case. Gingerly, I turned the cab around and drove the mile or so it took to get to a nice little diner that I knew well enough to feel safe at. 

				Smells of bacon, eggs, and coffee filled my nose as I walked to the public phone in the back near the restrooms. I considered washing my wound with some cold water, but the bleeding had already stopped and the blood stain would help prove my case. The line clicked to life once the nickel dropped in, and I dialed the non-emergency police number.

				“Dispatch, how can I help you?”

				“Yeah, I drive a cab and I got held up a few minutes ago up at Eastbrooke Apartments on 56th and Northline Road.” My claws flexed in and out against the phone while I paced around the few feet the cord allowed me.

			

			
				“Where are you at now, sir?”

				“Kathy’s Diner, 51st and Pollock.” 

				“Okay, can you wait there for thirty minutes or so for an officer to come and take a statement?” 

				Hell no I couldn’t, I was back on the nut after losing all my fare money and needed to at least break even for the night. “Can I just drive by a precinct, ma’am?” 

				A few seconds of silence let me know she wasn’t keen on it, but she relented. “Yeah, you can do that. Don’t take too long, okay?”

				I hung up the phone with a clunk. Shoulda just waited and had some coffee and eggs, calmed down, got myself together. I shot an annoyed glare at the weather through the fogged up window. I thought about what it would have been like to take things into my own hands, to be a vigilante hero. The cabbie who wouldn’t take it anymore. 

				The city needed a hero. Why not me? Why not Richard Calloway. I was always the bystander, the witness, the guy who saw but didn’t act. I smiled as I thought of beating up baddies in dark alleyways like some superhero comic book star. How people would ask me if I’d heard of the mysterious Samaritan cleaning up the streets; not knowing that their righteous marauder was driving their very cab.

				Then one day it’d happen; I’d save the day in some big public way. There’d be a big reveal where I stood on a podium with the mayor and the chief of police. People would cheer, and the chief would pat me on the back and say what a good job I’d done. 

				“—excuse me? Sir?” 

				I blinked and shook away my ridiculous fantasy, realizing that a no less fantastic dream was standing right in front of me. She was a lioness, slim and sultry, with curves in the right spots and clothes that revealed just enough fur to get any onlooker’s mind racing. Those feline eyes called to me like a dinner bell. She smelled like tobacco and perfume covering up something, something like sex. I knew she was a lady of the night, but as good as she looked she could be my lady any night she wanted.

				“How can I help you, miss?”

				She got close. “That your cab out front?” I nodded. “Can you give a lady a ride?” 

			

			
				Oh, I certainly could. “You bet, where you headed?”

				I offered my arm. She smiled at the gentlemanly gesture and hooked hers around it, and we walked towards the car, ignoring the weather. “How about down by Clawson St, downtown? Usually some good hunting down there.” She knew I knew, she didn’t care. Nobody worried about a cabbie ratting them out. 

				“Yeah we can do that.” Worked out great for me, really. There was a police station not far from there so I’d be able to kill two birds with one stone. 

				“You a married man?” She asked, pointing a painted claw at the little picture of a tigress and cub paper-clipped next to my license. The lewd thoughts in my head vanished. Not her fault, it was mine for leaving that photo up there for everyone to see and comment on. Maybe part of me wanted to let people think I was happier than I was. Usually I didn’t correct folks when they assumed my wife and child were alive.

				“Not anymore, no.” The heavy, remorseful way I said it conveyed the reality to my passenger. I didn’t have to add anything but I did. “Auto accident, both of them. Would be easier to hide that away and try and forget.”

				“But you owe them more than that,” she finished. 

				I did. “It’s easy to forget the past out here, ya know? All these people coming and going, little snippets of conversation, meeting twenty folks a night but not really meeting them.”

				“It’s a new adventure every night. Can forget who you are sometimes.” Her paw clasped my shoulder in a tender, knowing sort of way. “I think I know exactly how ya feel. These sort of jobs are important, but nobody ever sees us.”

				My ears perked up at that. She was talking like how I think. “We fill these little needs that people have. All people, not just the rich, fancy pants downtown or the poor junkies on the west side. We’re invisible to anyone who doesn’t need us right then.”

				A creepy businessman, a charming mugger, and a philosophical whore. Hell of a night. 

				She was right, too. We weren’t so different really, aside from the obvious difference in the ‘needs’ we satisfied. Once we got to a spot she liked we parted ways after a playful blown kiss and mutual wink. To hell with it, that was a good way to end the night. I figured I’d go make my police report and head back to the garage early. If I told Marty what happened he wouldn’t chew me out and would just let me go home even though my shift had barely started.

			

			
				The granite, square shaped, flag topped building that was the South Central Precinct Headquarters stood out against the stores and cafés lined up to either side. The skies were starting to clear up as the clouds moved on to some other unfortunate place to victimize. It was a busy night at the station, as most late nights probably were down there. Critters came and went, handcuffed and escorted by River City’s finest (if you subscribed to that rah-rah stuff). I waited my turn in line to talk to the desk sergeant, fidgeting with my fingers and once again regretting my decision to not wait at the diner; woulda been faster, even. Of course, had I done that I wouldn’t have met that charming lioness. 

				“Hey!” Someone bellowed loud enough that half the people inside turned to look at the grey wolf in a fine pressed suit and tie. He held his coat back just enough so that everyone could see his badge and piece. “Whose cab is that parked out front?”

				For a moment I looked around hopeful that someone else would raise a paw. Wishful thinking. I meekly offered mine. The wolf zeroed in on me and wasted no time walking over. This couldn’t be good. What the hell did I do now, park in his spot?

				“I’m Detective John Lewiston, Metro Gang Unit. May I have a word with you in my office?” 

				“What’s this about, detective?” I asked as he beckoned me. My befuddlement grew. Gang Unit? What in the hell could this possibly be. I didn’t like it, should have just waited at the damn diner.

				“Office, now,” he repeated. I followed, didn’t know what else to do. His ‘office’ was nothing more than one desk in a room full of identical ones. There was a little green-shaded lamp, some files, an ash tray: everything you’d expect. He sat, and I took the seat opposite. 

				“Am I in trouble, don’t you need a warrant or something to question me?”

				“Relax, this ain’t about you. Though I’m curious why you’re here.” He lit up a smoke and kicked back in his leather chair.

				“Well, I got mugged earlier, came down to make a statement.” I shrugged when I noticed that it wasn’t the answer he was looking for.

				“Is that so?” I could see the wheels turning in his head as he nodded to himself. “We’ll get that mugging report in as soon as I ask a few questions. Believe it or not, I have a hunch there’s a connection between it and my investigation.” The wolf fished around his desk until he found what he was looking for. He slid the photograph over to me, and I felt my heart flutter a bit like it does sometimes when you see something eerie. “You seen this man tonight? Did you have him as a fare?”

			

			
				I sure had. It was the bear from earlier, scar on the muzzle and all. I gulped, nodding my answer. “How did you know?

				“Witness saw him get in cab 211 at the airport.” 211, that was my number. “Now listen very carefully, did he say or do anything to you that gave any indication as to why he was in town or what he planned on doing?”

				I shook my head at first, then remembered. My words came out all clumsy; I knew something was going on here. I was caught in something bad. Something way worse than a mugging. “He, uh, said he was an investor, wanted to talk to some people.” Yeah, that was right. Did he say anything else? I couldn’t remember. “Detective, the guy seemed really off, ya know what I mean?”

				Lewiston nodded. “Oh, I do. He killed five people at McCarty’s Bar. Lemme guess, the mugger was either a badger or a brown mouse?”

				“Badger,” I mumbled. 

				“Frankie Karney, one of the bear’s associates. He probably thought you got too good a look at him, wanted you dead.” 

				The knot in my stomach from after the robbery returned. I felt lightheaded hearing that. It couldn’t be true, could it? The guy I thought was psycho was actually psycho? It was ironic indeed that the only decent person I’d picked up that night was the obvious criminal in the prostitute. 

				The detective continued, “After the bar he got in another cab, drove over to Thunderlanes Bowling Alley and executed two others. These are all people with ties to the mafia, you understand? We don’t know what their significance is but somebody wants ‘em all dead.”

				The wolf sighed. “This guy is a ghost. Half the department has been chasing him around tonight and we can’t get anything. They think I’m nuts, but it’s almost like he’s monitoring our radios. Don’t see how though, he can’t exactly carry one around.”

				A chill fell over me, giving the skin under my fur goose bumps when I realized something else the bear had said. “The bar wasn’t the first place he asked me to take him.”

			

			
				His eyes met mine, hopeful for any tidbit of info I might have.

				“Ya see, he asked to go the Grand Flaherty Hotel first, and changed his mind after a few minutes.” 

				The detective bounced to his feet, slamming his desk with a fist in excitement. “Bam! He’s going there next. C’mon, let’s go.” 

				What? Let’s? Why was this suddenly a team thing? Surely the police could handle this business on their own. “Excuse me,” I said as he was throwing on his coat and hat and checking his pistol. “I’m sorry, but what do you need me for?”

				“Told ya, he’s monitoring our movements somehow. If police show up he’s gone. I can catch him off guard. Just drive me there; I’ll take care of it.”

				Every bit of my being told me to say no. This was insane, it was crazy, this wasn’t even proper police work. Then I remembered my wild fantasy of the cabbie who’d had enough, who wasn’t going to take it anymore. The cabbie who was going to stand up to the criminals in this town. Fuck it. 

				We both ran to the cab, and he hopped in front with me.

				“I promise I won’t bust you if you do, Richard, but do you have a gun in here?” 

				“Uh, yeah, thirty-eight under the seat. Why do I need a gun for this?”

				The wolf smiled and patted my back. “Just in case. You won’t need it unless things go to total shit.” 

				This wasn’t right. “You could have told me this was more than a simple drive.”

				The detective shrugged. “You wouldn’t have said yes.”

				Something was wrong and I started to get second thoughts. This wasn’t how these things went down, even a lowly cabbie like me knew that. “So why you so keen on this guy? Seems a little out of the normal to enlist a guy like me and put them right into harm’s way.” I thought it was a pretty fair question.

				He sighed. This wasn’t gonna be good. “Okay, I’ll tell you, and if you say no after I explain you can leave. Fair?” I nodded. “This same son-of-a-bitch used to reside here and we were after him back then, too. This one detective was on the case and the bear didn’t like when he got close. So the bear broke into the detective’s house one night while he was working and slit the wife’s throat.” I saw him ball his hands up into fists, gripping his coattails. 

			

			
				“I don’t want backup with me because I’d rather handle this one off the books; the way we handle things like this on the force.” He lowered his gaze. “You’re right, this isn’t your business and I should let you go.”

				I thought about my own family and what happened to them. The police never found the guy in the other car who killed them, and if I could get my hands on him I’d give anything to strangle the life out of those eyes. If I could help avenge another husband maybe it would help me, too. He should have told me right off the bat. Everything about what he was doing was wrong, and I was a fool for even considering it. He was gonna go up there whether I took him or not, though, and at least with me driving, he could get in without drawing attention.

				“John, let’s get this guy.”

				His head shot up in surprise. “You positive?”

				I tapped the picture of my lost loved ones. “I know what it’s like to have them taken from you by a monster, and what it’s like not being there to stop it.”

				He rested a hand on my shoulder for a few brief moments. We understood each other, and as the car started rolling, there was nothing but the sound of the engine and the road. 

				 Even though the whole thing was nuts I was loving the rush of it all. This was the most excitement I’d had in years. I was a part of something all of a sudden. Me, a player in something big. 

				It didn’t take long for us to get to the hotel. The place always looked gorgeous at night. The gold colored accents on the white marble building lit up in beautiful fashion under the floodlights aimed their way. Everyone was dressed so nice, and fancy cars were everywhere to be seen. Hardly seemed like a place some mafia hit man would have targets at. Maybe the bear was legitimately just staying there while he did his ‘business’ in town. 

				“Alright,” Lewiston said between a couple big breaths. “I’m gonna go in and poke around. Grab that snub nose of yours and put it in your pocket, just in case. You wait in the lobby, he might recognize you so try and stay out of sight. If you see him going somewhere, don’t try and engage the guy. Go for the call box outside, and just phone it in to dispatch as me: John Lewiston, Badge 55210. Got it?”

				I was used to remembering numbers and details. People liked not having to repeat their address or instructions like “around to the side door”. It hadn’t slipped past me that John was asking me to go inside, when earlier it seemed like I’d just be sitting outside. It had gone from a simple drive to “grab your gun”. I reached down and pocketed the revolver as instructed. No way I was chickening out of this one. “Yeah, I got it.” 

			

			
				It was awkward walking into the hotel lobby. I’m always an outsider in a place as upscale as this, and that hadn’t changed. This was different, though. I didn’t feel like someone out of place; I was someone there with a higher purpose. Sounds goofy, I know, but it’s just how I felt. The weight in my pocket swayed with every step I took, reminding me of the severity of the situation. 

				The good detective made for the front desk while I found a cozy spot in the corner with a good view of the gigantic, elaborately decorated room. I watched on as the wolf showed his badge and then a photograph of the bear to the clerk. He seemed satisfied with the information he got and came back over to me.

				“Okay, he’s here. Change of plans, he just ordered room service so I’m donning a white tux and heading to his room. If anything goes wrong he’s going to come down the stairwell over there.” He pointed off to an inconspicuous door in the far corner of the lobby. “He won’t take the elevator, it’d be too obvious. Stay in here. If things go south and you see him come out of that stairwell, and not me, keep yourself out of sight until he’s gone. Then call in, just like we talked about, and let the station know what happened.”

				I took a big breath and nodded my head. “Okay.”

				He bolted for the kitchen, reemerging a few minutes later with a food tray and dressed as one of the hotel workers. Then he was gone, up the elevator and out of sight. I tried to imagine Detective Lewiston carrying out his grim task; bursting through the opened door and tackling the big bad guy with ease. I wondered if he’d let the bear know who he was and why he was doing it. 

				In reality, I knew it wouldn’t be so clean and idealistic. It’d be ugly, and terrifying. Something my newfound partner might not win. My gaze wandered towards the door that led to the stairs. 

				It may have been bravado. It may have been stupidity. Either way, I decided right there to make sure John’s mission succeeded, even if he didn’t pull it off himself. 

				It was a lonely place, the stairwell. Everything was painted generic white, and the space hummed with the boiler pipes and electric lines that made the hotel work. I practiced drawing from my pocket a few times, frustrated with how the hammer caught on the fabric and took my jacket with it. A holster would be a wise investment after this was all said and done. 

			

			
				Bang. 

				I dropped the revolver on the hard floor, but it wasn’t mine that had gone off. No, it was a few floors up, muffled by the layers of wood and cement. My fur prickled and ears flicked as I heard two—no—three more shots. All I heard after that for however long was my heartbeat pulsing through the veins in my head. Whatever heroic fantasies I’d had just minutes ago vanished. I only hoped that those gunshots came from John’s pistol and not the bear’s. 

				Then came another noise. Not nearly as unexpected as the shots, but just as recognizable and, in the circumstance, even more unnerving. Up above in the stairwell a few floors a door had creaked open and, one by one, footsteps fell on the hard stairs. Clack, clack, clack, so regular, so in rhythm. Far too calm and collected. They were heavy, too heavy to belong to the detective.

				I needed to get out of there, to run. Those calm and collected footsteps drove any bravery straight out of my system. I started to do just that when my foot knocked the revolver that I’d dropped. I bent over, picked it up, and wondered what the heroic cabbie would do.

				He’d stand his ground, gather up his nerves, think of how proud his wife and son would be of him if they could see. He’d tuck down half a flight so that he could see who was stepping closer, aiming his thirty-eight at the gap between the sets of stairs.

				So that’s exactly what I did. I stood there, shaking, nearly hyperventilating, and hoping against hope it would be anyone else but the hit man. 

				Anyone but the big bear in a fedora with a scar on his muzzle who just walked into view. 

				He stopped, saw me, and walked slowly to the break in the flights of stairs. I followed him with my gun, gripping it tightly in my nervous paws.

				“Interesting…” he said in that intolerable east coast accent. He had a gun in his hand, too, but even I could see the slide locked back and knew it was empty. “I didn’t expect to see you again, Dick.” My lip curled at the use of that name. “You’re friend up there give you that whole bullshit spiel about a dead wife? Did you even question the crazy crap he went on about?” He took a step towards me, grinning in a way that chilled me to the bone. “This isn’t your fight, go home. You have no idea what’s really going on.”

			

			
				Fuck that, I wasn’t going to let him talk. John wouldn’t have lied to me about that, would he? The bear was just trying to trick me. 

				“Do you believe in luck?” I asked, motioning towards his empty pistol. Mine wasn’t empty, and I felt curiously conscious of the weight of it. Every groove and bump in the wood grip felt more real in my fingers than I ever remembered. I didn’t see anything but his scarred face and the front sight, bouncing around in my unsteady grip.

				The smugness that so defined him evaporated from his brown face. He saw that even though I felt small and terrified, I still had it in me. He knew what I might do. 

				“Yes. I do.”

				I pulled the trigger.

				The confined space amplified the gunshot, but even then I’m not so sure I really heard it. Everything was a blur as the big bear slumped against the wall of the stairwell. Blood and clumps of fur marked where the back of his head slid downwards. It almost seemed like those lifeless eyes were still watching me. Even in death they looked aloof, not having time to change to surprise at the incoming bullet. 

				I’m not sure how long I paced around, my mind trying to make sense of my actions, but it only felt like a few minutes before the police showed up. I could have ran before they got there, could have disappeared into the dark corners of the cities until the papers revealed whether the man I’d just killed really was the bad guy I believe him to be. I could have, but I didn’t. 

				When the wail of sirens got closer I set my gun on the floor and waited. I barely noticed being cuffed and taken back to the same precinct where I’d met the detective.

				Things started to come back to reality as I sat in the cold, dim interrogation room; a place I never imagined that I would see the inside of. I jumped slightly when I heard the door creak open, and my eyes squinted from the seemingly bright light silhouetting a canine figure. When he got closer the stranger came into focus. The chocolate lab had a gold badge, and his uniform was adorned with ribbons, but nobody in River City would need to see all that recognize the Chief of Police.

			

			
				He looked me over while I sat there quiet and afraid. “Detective Lewiston left a note in his pocket in case anything went wrong, but there are a lot of unanswered questions.” My eyes got brave enough to meet his and found his expression curious and attentive. 

				“Start from the beginning, son. Tell me what happened tonight.”

				“It’s one hell of a story.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Every Breath Closer

				Slip Wolf

				A teen pop diva suddenly vanishes without a trace. With all that money, where could she have gone? With all that fame, how could anyone not find her?

				



			

	






			

			
				CASE FILE 005

				Every Breath Closer

				Slip Wolf

				I won’t lie and say the ten thousand I’d lost didn’t cross my mind when the police started to process the scene. Mostly, I was just numb as I watched the dead otter’s limbs twisted around themselves on the wet pavement, rain driving at the tarp that kept blowing off her, all the evidence at the scene finding a drain to go down. There was broken glass around Susan Britches’ body and a gaping, jagged grimace in the condo’s glass side, five stories up. I suspected the broken music award by the curb was used to break the window. In that condo, where Susan had paid me my retainer just days ago and begged me to quietly and discreetly find her missing daughter, was an explanation for Susan’s demise. 

				I shook out my tail—and a red squirrel’s tail can hold a lot of water—earning a curse from one of the feline beat cops nearby. “Ain’t I wet enough?”

				Sure, I thought, standing the lapels on my trench coat and taking one last look at the partway closed eyes of my ex-client, you’re the one inconvenienced here. I ignored the cop and tried to go up and see what I could see, but even more cops had the entrance blocked. They all knew who I was, and the disrespect was mutual. The unspoken message from the wolf at the door to get lost was clear. I was out in the cold and wet with no clue what to do.

				The first flashbulb alerted me to the presence of a stringer, snapping shots for whatever nightly news desk or tabloid rag would be gutsy enough to splash a dead-woman’s last gaze. The questions came rapid fire as more media huffed from vans and hatchbacks up the street. “We can see that’s Beth Mercy’s mother there. Is this a suicide? Was this connected with Beth Mercy’s disappearance two weeks ago? Was Beth’s mother next in line for her daughter’s fortune? Are there any new leads in that case?”

			

			
				The cat keeping them back growled. “We don’t know anything yet. There will be a statement when we do.”

				Demands for answers, speculations, and a million other things trailed away under the steady rain as I tipped my russet trilby, shaded like my fur, and wandered off. My job was hard enough when I had to stay out of the spotlight cast by the countless people searching high and low for the missing teen pop-star, known to the world as Bethany Mercy. The young otter’s face had already been all over everything before she’d gone missing. Fawning fans, police, and even the Feds were deemed untrustworthy by her grief-stricken mother, who’d called me based on my exploits handling cases that frequently made page-five newsprint fodder. I took Susan’s call expecting to handle another cheating spouse or stolen goods, not working the biggest celebrity case in Eastern America, assuming she hadn’t slipped the dragnet they’d put out for her. Now that Susan was dead and my handful of leads had turned up worthless, I wondered if I’d be handing back my advance to her ex-husband, whom the deceased Miss Britches had trusted less than anybody. The music star was still on the run, now with one less parent.

				I went to my Studebaker and took a winding inner-city route to my office where mail had piled up under the slot. In the street-lit gloom of my office, the envelope on top of the mess was unmistakable. I tore it open as I kicked the rest of the pile across the floor and scanned the contents, blood rising as I reached the line that detailed the settlement expected. I poured a finger of whisky from the bottom desk drawer as I grabbed the phone by my desk. The only female in the world I wouldn’t mind seeing dead answered in two rings. Formalities were skipped.

				“Half! Janice, you want half of what I have in this divorce? Are you insane?”

				“I’m on my way out, Owen,” she replied, icy as a winter lake. “Call me back later and we’ll discuss this if you’ve managed to sober up.” A click ended the call, and I slammed the receiver into its cradle, nearly breaking the phone. I stared furiously at the drink I’d poured for a full minute before downing it. The phone ringing again stopped a loud tirade at nobody just in time.

			

			
				“Owen Spenhardy, detective.” I wanted it to be Janice again, unlikely as that was.

				“I’m sorry about your recent setback,” a labored, gravelly voice said. “I would like to meet as soon as you’re able. Can I give you an address?”

				***

				The banner above the history museum shone bold in the wet left after the rain. “BODIES AT REST: A STILL STUDY OF LIFE”, it proclaimed, and I tried to recall whatever I’d heard about the gig I’d been invited to. At the well-lit entrance, signs announced it was an invite-only grand opening, which made me snicker. Exclusion was the most attractive part of being exclusive, being able to cross ropes and enter lounges that others couldn’t. I’d come across that smugness in lots of places in my short few days retracing Bethany Mercy’s last known steps. 

				Here was more of that smugness right now. The largest mouse I had ever seen, battleship-grey fur bursting out of a tight suit jacket, squared his jaw before a conservatively-dressed bloodhound who sourly shook his fists. “I have a ticket for this engagement. Why won’t you let me pass?”

				The mouse towered silently over the hound, while an effete marten politely addressed the hound. “I can smell alcohol on your breath, sir, therefore under strict regulations I cannot allow you to enter. The displays are extremely fragile.”

				“I haven’t had a drop to drink,” the hound scoffed. “Why are you—”

				“We beg to differ sir.”

				Great. I curled my twitching tail instinctively and forced it straight again.

				The marten’s eyes left the hound and met mine. “Invitation, sir?”

				“Owen Spenhardy,” I tried to reply without breathing his way. “I’m expected.”

				The marten checked a list, nodding. “Indeed you are.” The mouse blocking the hound’s path stepped aside for me, and I passed by, avoiding the squabble. I declined both the coat check and an offered pamphlet, entering a vast hall, walls festooned with photographs. Various species wandered between five daises in its center, looking up at mammals standing in perfect tableau in various costumes. At the closest, a toothily-beaming maildog reached out with a fistful of letters, splayed like playing cards, waiting for anybody to take one. I marveled at the discipline it took to hold that still, even if the reason escaped me. Then I read the placard: “John Wineruff, postal carrier, lived 1924-1977”

			

			
				My tail stopped twitching as it sunk in.

				“He was my first,” said a rasping voice at my shoulder, each word sounding labored. “Signed off in the spring of seventy-four when the cancer was in its final stage. Such a wonderful soul. I was so painstaking in keeping that smile.”

				Amongst the wandering oglers stood a fox wearing a three-piece pin-striped black suit, bent slightly over a cane. One side of his face smiled wanly while the other stayed slack. “The art of preservative taxidermy dates back hundreds of years, reaching its apex in the Victorian age.” The fox nodded up at the maildog before pointing his cane at one of the various photographs on the wall. In it, a bug-eyed lion with an unnaturally round head and patchy fur sat with a comical expression of shock on a rickety chair. “Sadly, excessively widespread application of the practice led to some amateur monstrosities and it fell out of favor in the late nineteenth. I seek to bring the art back to prominence.”

				I glanced at the other—I could only think of them as corpses—in the room: a rabbit sitting peacefully in a rocking chair, a black ferret ballerina balancing elegantly on one leg, a wolf soldier holding a mock rifle, and a badger leaning into invisible wind on a bicycle. “They all volunteered?” I asked, feeling a chill seep in at the mild contentedness on their faces. 

				The fox led me through the crowd, limping against his cane. He stopped by the badger cyclist, examining the cycle’s brace. I rested against the dais under the ballerina as my gorge settled.

				“Don’t lean, you might damage something,” he cautioned sourly.

				I stood and my tail perked. “Sorry.”

				“Yes, they volunteered. Papers for each of them move with the exhibit. Naysayers still disparage my work, but I feel my preservations have much to offer the world, a different look at how we battle with the inevitability of mortality.” The fox sighed, a labored effort that seemed to almost bend him over. “I am Doctor Aiden Engelhände. You certainly recognize that it was I who called you, Mister Spenhardy, having secured your information from Susan prior to her tragic death today. When I witnessed what became of her on the television, I knew that time was short.”

			

			
				An uncomfortable silence hung and my whiskers and tail twitched. The exhibit-goers were fascinated by the animated dead, muttering in hushed tones. I felt too many eyes were on us here, some of them alive. “Where do we talk?”

				Engelhände waved to a figure over my shoulder. The muscular mouse at the entrance replied with a slow nod, expression blank as he began surveying the exhibit. “With me, please.” 

				Engelhände’s office smelled of mothballs and tanned leather. We sat by his oaken desk where he offered me a drink with a delicate right paw. I accepted as I lined my questions all in a row. “How exactly do you know that Susan hired me?” was the first one that sprung to mind.

				“Because I recommended you to her. She was quite distraught, didn’t think the police or even celebrity hunters would be able to find her girl, who somehow managed to vanish without a trace. Bethany had grown too accustomed to hiding from the mounting pressures of fame. She had contacts of her own amongst law enforcement who helped cover up some of her…excesses.”

				Anybody with access to a television or newspaper knew what the doctor was referring to. Despite her incredible talents, stardom hadn’t served Beth well. Her parties were legendary; she ended up in every kind of calamity a rich kid could get into: destroyed hotel rooms, awards show fights, and one fender-bent tour bus. Word from the few people I’d talked to was she could drink somebody like me under the table and abused other substances to the point where she depended on them. “A little precocious,” her mother had tearfully said when we discussed her track record. Poor woman had simply disregarded the press reports that called Beth Mercy a little monster and begged me to find her. She was convinced her daughter had bribed enough cops and officials that she could be anywhere, engaging in her bacchanals somewhere the cameras wouldn’t haunt her.

				So how would the kid handle her mother’s as-yet-unexplained death? Was Susan somebody she was trying to escape? As well…”Where do you come in?”

				“I knew the family for years, having once schooled Bethany when the family lived in Vienna. She was a bright little child, always curious, loved to sing and dance. I used to read books to her after her tutoring sessions. We maintained our friendship over the years though I saw less and less of her as her rise to fame increasingly isolated her. Fate changed us both.” I noticed for the first time that he blinked just one eye.

			

			
				Engelhände rose, went over to his telephone, and indicated a machine next to it. “This helps me keep track of calls I miss while attending to the exhibit. Two days ago, I received this.”

				He pressed a button, and tape reels whirred. I recognized the frantic voice from recycled television reviews immediately. “Please help, Aiden. I’ve got nowhere left to turn and they keep coming after me. These goddamn reporters just want to see me bleed, waiting behind every door.” The voice caught, quavering on the edge of a sob, then regained control. “Aiden, please. Mom and Dad won’t—Everything is a mess. Please, are you there?” There was a moment as she realized the line was empty and cursed once before hanging up.

				I scratched behind my ear. “The police have this?”

				“No, not yet. The press especially don’t. I only just heard it this afternoon, but it gives me hope that she’s safe somewhere.”

				Safe was a relative term. “And how about Susan? Did you know her well?”

				“Well enough on a parent-student basis. They were quite invested in Bethany’s future…originally.” Aiden cleared his throat. “I have to say, I find Susan’s death quite upsetting and can offer no insight into that, nor would I taint you with any suspicions. I can only say that I find it necessary to continue your retainer and employ you to locate and return Beth Mercy, unharmed.”

				“Nobody in the family ever mentioned you to me. Why would an acquaintance of Bethany’s from her childhood want to take on a case that only lost its hiring client earlier today?”

				The doctor gave me half a frown. “Here’s the truth, Mister Spenhardy. I was always the one paying your salary. I can show you the bank slips if you wish to see them. Susan Britches couldn’t afford to pay you as she was nearly bankrupt.” My brows rose as he let the implications of that sink in. “As to why it should be a teacher from when little Beth was just seven years old, well, I’ve kept an eye on her for quite some time. I’ve watched the state she has been reduced to with horror, not to mention the gleeful viciousness of the news media’s excoriations of her. Even in adulthood she is a more fragile soul than she lets on, and there are consequences to living recklessly.” The animated half of his face hardened to match its mate as he rose from his chair and came around his desk, rolling up his left sleeve. “I know from experience.”

			

			
				Engelhände’s left arm struck the desk’s edge, his bare forearm knocking with a hollow sound. My ears and tail twitched as I realized the sound was wood on wood.

				But the fur was distinctly real.

				“It’s mine, all of it, painstakingly restored with my own pelt after a serious car crash. The worst was up here.” His right hand pointed to his stiff left side of his face, its slack features giving back nothing, the ear unmoving, the eye glassy with cold intelligence. I felt a cold wave shiver from ears to tail.

				“Of course I had my protégé complete the procedure. Over the years, one-handed sewing has become a noted skill of mine. My work, enjoyed by thousands the world over, can attest to that.” Engelhände sighed expansively, and I wondered how many lungs he had to do that with. “Some mistakes cannot be reconciled, Mister Spenhardy. Get Beth back safely.” 

				***

				It’s not every day you’re bankrolled by a fox who’s half wire-frame and sawdust, or whatever was keeping him together. I had questions I wanted to ask and questions I wanted to keep for myself. Taking time to research him, I got ready for my next approach. I read up on his whole operation, the controversy, and the consent methods by which somebody elected to be turned into a scratching post for public ogling. The whole idea creeped me out, and I wondered if Beth’s family estrangement from Engelhände was in any way connected to his peculiar hobbies, which kicked in gear long after she was learning sciences from him in Vienna as a kid. There was mention of him in a published biography on Beth, so that part of his story checked out.

				More direct investigation with contacts in the police department confirmed something else that needed answering. A suicide letter found in Susan’s apartment laid into her missing daughter for abandoning Susan after years of being raised and loved and all the things mothers do. There were drugs in Susan’s system aplenty. She’d seemed pretty medicated when we talked last, so that was no surprise. Hell, Beth might have used Mom as a conduit for party supplies before taking to her heels and vanishing. Now that Mom was gone, how would Beth handle the news? 

			

			
				As I formulated the next plan of attack, I remembered I had my own nuts to crack up a very crooked tree. Janice answered after two rings again. Did she always sit right next to the phone? “Are you ready to have a mature discussion now?” was her first question.

				“Only if you’re ready to explain how in the hell you think you’re taking half of everything I’ve ever scrimped and saved for.”

				I could hear her front-teeth click, and I was angry that I had once thought that cute. “Its due compensation for living with a drunken lout who’s never home and hits on other females when he thinks I’m not paying attention.”

				“That was a stakeout, Janice, a stakeout! It’s part of my job. You know that, or would if you’d ever worked a hard day in your life!”

				“I suppose there was a drug deal going down in that rabbit’s throat. Damn you, Owen, I know what I saw! You aren’t ruining my life and just coasting out into the sunset. Hell, you’re probably drinking your cares away right now and—”

				I’m pretty sure I broke the phone receiver that time, which would have been bad news had I not been back on the case again, earning a wage. Sadly, I had to factor in eventual wage deflation by my screeching ex. My memory chose that moment to dredge up the scent of rabbit, caressing my senses as though I were back in my car all those months ago, a svelte bunny telling me in sweet little whispers about bad people behind closed doors. She’d asked me to help her get out of town in exchange for information I needed for my case, away from her boss. She asked if there was ever anything she could do to repay me.

				I’d let her show me just a little of what she meant, showed me a few places where a bunny is softest. Those few weak moments were all the mobster’s photographer needed.

				That lapin helped those bastards set me up so they could get the investigation closed down, and despite the ruin it brought me, I still just wanted to feel that touch again. I wanted it every night when I closed my eyes.

				I slapped the table in frustration. I had to get my mind back on the job or I’d fall into a fugue of self-loathing and anger. With a gun in one’s pocket, that’s never good. 

				I picked up the phone again and was surprised to hear a dial tone. I dialed and it rang exactly once before Nathan Britches picked up. “Whoizis?” A sleepy voice asked.

			

			
				“Just wanted to confirm your pizza order, sir,” I said through gritted teeth and was intrigued when he hung up with a swear. So tired, yet an answer on the first ring. Susan’s ex-husband had been on my list as somebody to interview already, but now was the time. Whether he was glad Susan was dead or quietly mourning her, I needed to talk to the now-single otter, who trial-separated from Susan prior to his daughter’s disappearance and her death. If he cared for his daughter, he’d damn well say something that her mute, useless posse of sycophants wouldn’t.

				The ace in the hole came with knowing where Nathan holed up, information the police just might have and the press definitely didn’t. The families of celebrities had the taste for seclusion rub off pretty quick, and with the whole eastern seaboard wondering what Nathan Britches had to say about his missing famous daughter and dead ex-wife, that seclusion wouldn’t keep for long. The clock was ticking.

				I stopped on the way to pick up a bottle of liquid condolences. In the tradition of Irish squirrels, it was gold and malted. Thinking hard and darkly about Janice, I decided to buy two. On the open road to Nathan Britches’ place, I popped a cork and had a quick sip. Numbness came just before the self-loathing had a second wind, both washing me down a danker drain than the one outside Susan’s apartment. I put the booze out of sight quickly. There were cops out, and other drivers I could be risking.

				I just had a buzz when I arrived at Nathan’s door. Just a buzz. It pushed back the black pool of rage at Janice and kept me objective.

				“I don’t want to talk with press or police, thank you,” the grey-muzzled otter said wearily behind a chain. 

				“I’m neither. My name is Owen Spenhardy. I’m a private detective commissioned to search for your daughter.”

				The otter looked even sadder. “Well you’re looking in the wrong place, I can tell you that much. As I told the police…and Susan.”

				I could see the knowledge in his eyes. “I’m sorry for your loss.” I held up the unopened bottle. “Just to pay respects.” Nathan stood in his doorway and looked at it for a long time before taking it with twitching whiskers. “You have ID?”

				My card was behind the bottle. He looked at it blankly for a short eternity. “Susan mentioned you two days ago when… Come in,” he finally said with resignation.

			

			
				Nathan’s outskirts home was like my apartment in a way common to all unexpectedly single males. Guy stuff everywhere with blank spaces formerly occupied by something else. It was clearly built for rudder-tails, the oak-paneled living area featuring an indoor/outdoor pool taking up half of it. Gold records in frames, a couple magazine covers and pictures of Bethany remained up. She stood on stage, paws in the air, chestnut pelt, sleek and shiny under her skimpy clothes. 

				Nathan presented me with a glass and poured for both of us as we took the seats around a coffee table near the flickering, ignored television. “Should I be offering you one if you’re asking questions?” he asked sullenly.

				I stared at the drink in my hand and, slightly hazy from the drink just losing steam, took a sip. “Won’t interfere,” I muttered. “When was the last time you saw your daughter?”

				“After a television shoot two weeks ago. She was partying with friends in her trailer, asked me to get her a coffee because her assistant was out. She was gone when I came back. Everybody else lost track of her two days after that.”

				“She didn’t phone you in the intervening period? Or after?”

				“As I told the cops a few hours ago, just once.”

				This was news the media wasn’t wise to. I kept my round ears from perking with effort. “What happened?”

				“I got a call. Music, dense music like the caller was in a club. I asked who it was, and when I heard light breathing I asked, ‘Beth, is that you?’ and she hung up. That was yesterday afternoon, hours before I got the call about her mother. I’ve been next to the phone since. I called the police right after.”

				I could tell from the dryness of his pelt he’d kept by the phone. At least the lead he’d gotten was more recent than Engelhände’s call.

				“How’d Bethany seem? When you saw her last.”

				Nathan took another swig. I matched his without thinking about it. “Haggard, thin, frustrated. I was worried for her even then, but her mother insisted it was just from stress.” He gritted his teeth. “I guess Susan really couldn’t see the worst sneaking up on anybody, could she?”

				I took a deep breath. “I’m sorry to be at your doorstep on this night of all nights, but the press are looking for you right now, and we don’t know how your daughter is going to take it when she reads about this. Sooner I find her…”

			

			
				“I know. I’m kind of worried she might blame me for her mother’s death, but I’d rather have my little girl hate me than be dead in a ditch somewhere. I just wish I knew where she called from. The police are checking phone records, but she’ll likely have moved on. I can imagine what she’s hiding from.”

				Another sip warmed me up a bit more. “The press? Her fame?”

				“Among other things. And us, I’m sure. We haven’t been the best parents, together or apart. I was too strict and her mother too accommodating, you know? Beth got into everything as she got famous: fast cars, horny actors, boozing, drugs. Fame and bad friends have made her reckless.”

				“Why’d she ever call herself Beth Mercy anyway? Beth Britches actually sounds kind of…I dunno, bad girl. That’s the image she goes for, right?”

				“That’s a whole other thing,” Nathan replied angrily before downing his scotch. “The idiot managers and record-label reps who crowd around her, messing with her self-image, told her to drop the name as it sounded too old-fashioned, and go with Mercy. They thought it made her sound more innocent and yet provocative in some way. I can’t believe the stupid notions they tried to put into her head. She’s more talented as a performer than any singer alive and all they give a damn about is how they package her for the masses. It takes a toll.” 

				The T.V. was silently cycling through late-evening news while we talked, and irony waved hello when the ticker mentioned both Beth and her mother under a dim clip from one of Beth’s concerts. The young otter’s lips silently worked around lyrics to one of her songs as she shimmied at the back of an unmoving dog-sled. She slowly unzipped her parka over a dress cut low enough to be non-existent while six leather-collared huskies sashayed before her in worship. 

				“That was a private venue. They weren’t supposed to be filming that. Thank her former manager, the bastard. That’s the legacy they’ve pushed on her.” Nathan said sourly. “She composed some of the most beautiful love songs you could imagine when she was just in her teens. All that stuff was chopped up into B-side material so they could take ‘Ruddershake’ to the top of the charts. Things like that made her famous and then some.” He sighed. 

			

			
				Through my buzz I had a distinct sense of discomfort at the knowledge that the young adult who was silently trying to put a twitch further under my tail was the offspring of the middle-aged man I was trying to objectively interview. I finished my glass and didn’t say a word as Nathan turned away from the T.V., now on to weather, and poured me another. Hammering the drink back settled me down. I took off my trench coat; it was getting warm in here. As I set it down, I noticed that I had something black on my right elbow: printer’s ink or something that stained my hands slightly. Was that fence wet that I walked past going up Nathan’s driveway? A quick glance confirmed there was luckily no black stuff on the sofa, and I breathed a sigh of relief. “Who were her best friends that she knew of, people whom she might turn to so she could hide?”

				Nathan’s answer lowered my spirits, running through names I’d already come across and grilled for info, including one stallion Nathan identified as her most intimate friend that I’d walked in on at a club. He’d been in some vixen’s arms, proving Dad really didn’t know daughter’s circle much at all. She likely had fewer friends than he expected. “Anybody else you can think of?” I asked glumly.

				“Her personal bodyguard, a bloodhound, was somebody she was also close to. With her almost every day for hours on end in public and at parties. He was the last person she was with and the best evidence the police had that she actually ran away rather than being kidnapped.”

				I finished that next drink and sat the glass down. It would be awhile before I could drive. “He’d be prime suspect for any investigator. With all she was into, he had to be an enabler for her…outlets.” I almost added, “like her mother”, but pulled back at the last moment. Couldn’t have my judgement fail me now.

				Nathan saw where I was going anyway. “He did no worse than my ex-wife did. Honestly, I feel guilty that I wasn’t more forward in expressing my disagreements over raising Beth, but at the same time, I couldn’t stand Susan.” 

				He filled his glass with a shaky paw, getting drunk now. I don’t remember nodding before he filled mine again. “I know some of what you must have gone through, minus the fame. Evil, thy name is Janice.”

				Nathan leaned forward to drink, then to the side a bit. His tail stretching behind him seemed to stabilize him. “Oh, the detective has a story?”

			

			
				Indeed I did.

				It’s a funny thing when you bond with somebody, but you don’t remember quite how or how well. I got a little tired after a while as talking about the infuriating, evil, wallet-sucking rodent brought back ghosts I chased away with warm Irish tipple. I didn’t mention the situation that put me in straits with Janice, of course. In my state I didn’t know what would come out of my mouth about the bunny. I vaguely remembered Nathan having the last couple sips of whiskey before my heavy lids closed down over my slurring reminisces. 

				The long black calm that came over me was broken eventually, not by the sun that pierced through the east windows, but by the fallen shadow of the wolf over me, chomping on a cigarillo and flanked by two others. I recognized Captain Laughlin standing over the couch immediately. “We miss a good show last night?” he growled in an Irish lilt that annoyingly reminded me of my father’s.

				My thick tail was stiff underneath me as I righted myself. “What time is it?”

				“Timelines are important to me too, detective,” the wolf nodded to the living room pool. I followed his gaze back to the body floating face down in it. “Drowning is a bit atypical for a mature otter, isn’t it?”

				***

				Down at the station, they grilled me like a ballpark cashew, poking holes in every part of my story. Laughlin was an old foil of mine, and his fury brought ten more degrees to the cramped interrogation room. “How’d you know to go there, Spenhardy? We’d been keeping Nathan’s whereabouts private since the disappearance.”

				“How do I know the vending machine is out of breath mints? Susan gave me his address before she died. He was my next logical lead. Mercy’s doped-up friends told me nothing useful so I went deeper.” 

				“Yeah, your wife has talked to us about the ways you go deeper on your job, nutcracker.”

				That got my ire up. “Think she’s a keeper?”

				The wolf snickered.

				“I saw yours at the last policeman’s ball, Laughlin. If she’s a trophy wife, it sure wasn’t first place.”

				A blurred right-cross showed me stars. My jaw felt like a hornet’s nest. I vaguely heard Laughlin shouting. “Pop diva’s mom hires you, she dies. You pay a visit to Dad, he dies. Tell me what I’m missing, twitchy!”

			

			
				“I got to Susan when she was on the pavement. Your guys at the scene know that. I don’t know what happened to Nathan since I…napped. You woke me. What were you doing there?”

				“We were coming back in the morning to get some additional statements. That’s our job.”

				“Well my job is to find the missing girl and Aiden Engelhände’s bankrolling it now.”

				The wolf leaned back in his chair and laughed. “The freak taxidermy guy?”

				“He was Bethany’s tutor when she was a kid in Vienna. I checked it out. I was going to ask Nathan about it.”

				“Well since you can’t, skippy, let me tell you a little about this family friend of yours, since you haven’t asked the obvious questions. Just why do you think he wants to find her so bad, a pop-star who hasn’t even seen him in close to a decade?”

				“Catching up?” Truth was I’d suspected, but I didn’t want to say.

				Laughlin sneered down at me. “Not too many people will pay to see lumberjacks and milkmen in a dusty art museum, my dopey friend. I checked it out personally when I found out about the cripple’s funneling of money to Susan. Let’s just say that Beth Mercy has been signing on for more than record deals and concert dates.”

				***

				Despite having me at the scene, they didn’t have enough to hold me culpable for Nathan’s death. Engelhände’s retained lawyer was able to get me out stating Nathan killed himself through misadventure. Lots of money for bail in that half-vulpine’s pocket. Even so, my release was providing I didn’t skip town, a really hobbling condition when searching for someone who could literally be anywhere in the country. Plus, I had to report my whereabouts every twenty-four hours or be arrested on sight. The cops would haunt my every step, not to mention any press that paid up with them. By now it was public that Nathan Britches was dead, just a day after his wife, so the whole world was practically on my heels. 

				After showering, watering my dying fern, and regrouping, I had another lead to chase down, even more tenuous than the late Nathan Britches. First I made a quick phone call to Engelhände. “Did Beth Mercy sign up to be dolled up for display by you, when and if she died?”

			

			
				The pause was a long one. “That isn’t why I want her found. We have a deep abiding trust and a bond that wasn’t quite love, wasn’t just respect. I never had a daughter before I met Bethany and never wanted one after, only a son—”

				“Unless she was under floodlights seen for ten bucks a pop.” I didn’t hold back, didn’t feel guilty. Even if his money got me out of jail, it got me deep enough to get there.

				“Damn you! I have the contract here to read if you want. It’s only enact-able on her natural death, after a full ample life, years from now. Foul play is written out as a viable donation method in a sub-clause. Always is. I won’t even be the one who performs the enshrinement as I will be long dead by then, my place also taken among my other masterpieces.”

				A chill went down my spine as I imagined a late aged pop-otter and a pin-striped fox, staring across a crowded room at one another for as long as their pelts lasted. “I do want to see that contract.”

				“And I wish to see results! The very first witness you went and drank to death.” His voice turned sarcastic. “Not the ideal way of preserving a corpse, mister Spenhard—”

				The phone still didn’t break. For their talents in ending a conversation, Aiden and Janice really should have looked into shacking up together, though I didn’t know if Engelhände’s equipment was real at this point or a pink-shaded pipe-cleaner. 

				My own thoughts running away with revulsion, I decided to get back to business. I’d taken money from sketchier people, after all. I went to my cabinet in the corner to grab my records of all the other witnesses I’d already pestered, shaken down or…gotten killed. I put Nathan’s file at the bottom of the pile with a pang of sorrow and gazed at the records pertaining to my next lead. Returning to my desk, I gazed glumly at my coat on the office chair for a moment, wondering where the black stuff on its elbow came from. Had I draped a newspaper over it? Damn it, the dry-cleaning was going to be ridiculous. 

				I had no photo for Mercy’s bodyguard, only a number. I dialed it, unsure of whether to be optimistic. After the twelfth ring, I hung up. Time to hit the pavement. Sam Wentworth had been Beth’s bodyguard ever since she made it big. He was always that silent presence on the other side of the ropes, that guy scanning a crowd before opening the limo door. He was present for so many of her misdemeanors against public decency and random acts of paparazzi fodder, yet no rag that tried to corner him ever got a word out of him. I wouldn’t be able to bring this guy a bottle to get him to open up. My only card to play, believe it or not, was empathy. The fleeing party otter now had two dead parents and was clearly in a bad state before that. The whole world would be turning over every rock until she was found. I had to believe that Sam had some insight into where she went, if not outright knowledge he was holding for her. When I drove to the modest townhouse on the outskirts that Sam still lived at, keeping to the speed limit, I discovered that he had problems of his own.

			

			
				A rat with a camera sat out front, pacing on a caffeine vapor trail. “Buzz off, this is my stake,” he grumbled before getting a better look at me. “Hey, it’s you! You’re that private dick Susan Britches hired! They say you were with her husband when he died last night!”

				Damn it, the stringers were fast. “Don’t know what you’re talking about.”

				The camera was up like a punching glove and my eyes burned with flashbulb light. “It’s you, I know it is!” I wanted to club the nosy fool with my gun, but my piece was in police custody, another condition of walking free. I pushed the rodent back and went up to Sam’s door, shoving a piece of paper through his mail slot. 

				“What’s it say?” the rat asked almost frantically.

				“It says the reporters all went home and he can come out now. Should be down any minute.”

				“Where are you going?”

				“Leave your post and join the procession.” I passed my car and went down a quarter block to where the unmarked was idling, a black cat and a raccoon trading confused expressions. “Payphone’s a bit too far and I know you’ve got a line back to your prisoner-abusing asshole of a Captain. I had six opportunities between the office and here to lose you fellas, but I’m playing nice so find out for me if the coroner’s report came back on Nathan Britches. What killed him?” 

				They stared at me, then each other, and then the radio. The raccoon’s paw came to life first. I heard a muttered question, then waited, trading stares with the cat who implacably seemed to wonder how well my head could bounce. I got a terse reply from the raccoon. “Drowned.”

			

			
				My clothes had been dry. There was nothing wet on the carpet. I knew Captain Laughlin would be putting that much together. Nobody commits a murder, does a flawless wardrobe switch and then sleeps it off right there. I was one more inch off that hook, though it still didn’t explain how a few drinks could make Nathan die in the water he lived half his life in. I thumped the hood of their car. “Heading back to my office. I’ll pass the donut place and go real slow for the next three blocks.”

				***

				Sometimes detective work is jumping fences and sneaking down dank alleys. Sometimes it’s roughing up reluctant snitches or paying attention to what they say when they rough you up. Sometimes, it’s just waiting for a phone to ring. I knew he wouldn’t do it right away; it could take all day. My fingers became agitated by the absence of the cigarettes I’d long given up for my failed marriage and instead wrapped around the drink I’d taken up more often as a result of it.

				The newspaper wedged under my office door was a lurid spread across my desk. The lead story was still about Mercy’s father’s death, of course. A photo of the same driveway I’d parked in revealed white-coated attendants wheeling a covered gurney towards a meat wagon, shot from a considerable remove. The headline screamed: “SECOND PARENT OF MERCY PERISHES, POLICE DISCOVER GRISLY SCENE.” A person of interest who may be a suspect is mentioned. Smart move on Laughlin’s part. Putting the press all over me wouldn’t make me anyone worth following. Under the lead article, an infamous photo of the agitated Beth Mercy kicking the door of a photographer’s car while her entourage pointed and laughed, headed the caption: “MERCY SEARCH WEEK THREE: How will the diva cope as an orphan on the run?” I scanned the first couple pages quickly. An editorial pondered the fragile condition of a girl grown up too fast and another article pondered a grisly find in a foundry on the city’s west end. A body, burned beyond recognition, was under forensic examination. Police were checking funeral homes because the body appeared to already have been embalmed. Guess somebody couldn’t afford to pay their mortuary bills. I started to get deeper into that article when the phone rang. I made sure to give it couple rings to avoid looking desperate. “Hello?” was my even greeting.

			

			
				Breathing. Just breathing. High and slightly fast with a slight sniffle like the caller was congested.

				Or had been crying.

				Susan’s mother could have given her daughter my number. “Beth? Is that you?” I set the drink down, and heard a distinctly feminine voice mumble something.

				“Bethany Mercy, if that’s you, I’m a friend to… Look, I can help you.”

				The line clicked dead.

				I swore a mean streak as I put the receiver back. The cops were outside. One word back to Laughlin and I could get that call traced.

				The phone rang again. This time I had it to my ear so fast I almost hit myself. “Hello?”

				“I got your note,” the voice said. It sounded familiar but I couldn’t place it. “This is Sam. Time’s short and we need to talk.”

				I quickly mulled over whether to drop him and get the police on the line. I made a judgement call and tightened my grip on the phone. “Press still outside your house?”

				“May very well be. I’m not in it anymore.”

				“Where are you?” 

				“I had to get away. They’re watching me.”

				“I know. I tangled with a photographer outside your place.”

				“Not the press. At least, I don’t think so.” There was guarded concern there.

				“Police, then?”

				“No. Someone else. You’re looking for Beth Mercy, right? You’re the one Susan hired?”

				“I am.” I glanced at the paper strewn across my desk. Thanks to the photo that rat had taken, the whole world would know for sure tomorrow, I realized glumly. 

				Sam took a deep breath that comes with a decision. “There’s a diner by the bus station at Grandville and Rubicon, you know it?”

				Near town’s edge. “Yeah.”

				“What I have can’t be discussed over the phone. I need to give it to you. One hour.”

				“What do you look like?”

				“Forget that. I know what you look like. If you want to confirm I’m there, I’m driving a sea-green Plymouth, whitewalls, black ribbon on the antenna.”

			

			
				I absorbed the details. “Do you know where she is?”

				“I think I know where she’s going.” Sam put the phone down for a moment. “I’ve got to move and hope I’m not followed.” 

				That makes one of us, I thought glumly as he hung up.

				The day was getting late. I walked to my car so it wouldn’t look like I was in a hurry. If I tried to race I’d have half the black-and-whites on Laughlin’s force ready to take me down. I didn’t know how much I could trust the cops at this point. Likely not that much if both Engelhände and Susan couldn’t rely on them, but that was a moot point. They’d see me meet Beth’s bodyguard and figure quick that something important was being discussed. As I drove through town, radio muttering and the unmarked cop car in my rear-view, I wondered what I could reliably get from the bodyguard who’d stood by while Beth Mercy acquainted herself with every vice in the known world. I had no idea what he looked like. Every photo of Beth had a shoulder or necktie behind her, just out of focus. He was trained to disappear into every scene.

				The muttering on the radio caught my attention as Beth’s name was mentioned. I turned it up to the announcer’s dulcet tones as he finished summarizing the latest reports on the search for Ms. Mercy and bled into one of her more recent hits. A gravelly, bluesy whisper breathed out from the ‘Baker’s speakers, youthful in rawness but firmed by a worldly weariness all at once. “I lift my eyes up to the rain. It’s a clean break from the pain, of losing you. And if there’s a need to blame, I would hope it was the fame, that cost us me and you. Little girl and boy blue.”

				I felt a shiver travel through me. Beth. Why had she called me? I knew so little of the girl, heard so little of what her voice could do. Her talents were just an anecdote, trivia I’d collected, never having heard anything but the buttery, fast ditties that made it to the top of the charts. As an artist, she had depth.

				Was I saving her or hindering her by finding her? Did she really just want to escape?

				Why did she call me?

				My eyes on the road ahead were creased with worry, tail twitching behind me as I drove toward uncertainty. Buildings gave way to the trees of a park, then foliage on both sides caught the dusk’s light. The light grew slowly at first, then filled my mirror fast and hot as an engine revved behind me. A car swerved around mine and shot ahead, black, front seat crowded by a broad silhouette. I was startled into jerking aside to give the passer room, nearly going in the ditch. I swore as the car passed out of sight. My entourage kept on me, still several lengths back, sticking to their assignment. Some speeder just got an expensive freebie. I had just gotten the encounter out of my mind when I rounded a bend and another car came into view, black curves of rubber showing where locked brakes had tried to stop it from spinning completely around to face my approach. Green metal wrapped around a tree-trunk, scars gouging the car’s left side. One white-wall tire spun slowly, raised above the ditch where the rest of it sank. The antenna bore a black ribbon. 

			

			
				I pulled over, threw my door open, and raced across the open road. A rubbernecker hurrying by the other way almost failed to spot me and swerved with a swear. “Damn stupid squirrel!” 

				I was at the spider-webbed window as the cop car came to a stop behind mine. Glass shattered as I pulled the driver’s door open. There was blood on the steering wheel, the shirt he wore matted with more under the open jacket. Crushed ribs by the looks of things. 

				The bloodhound at the wheel coughed a curse through blood. “That grey bastard.”

				I recognized him, the bloodhound being turned away from the Bodies at Rest exhibit where I’d met Engelhände. “Sam? Is that you?”

				One of his eyes was dark as a ruby when he turned his nose to me. “If she was there, I’d smell her. I’m sure she’s gone to her…Take…”

				His hand weakly patted a breast pocket, revealing a napkin he’d scrawled on. Even matted with blood, I could make out the address. Shouting came from the two cops who were hurrying up behind me as life fled Sam’s eyes. I saw, poking from under his shoulder, the butt of a gun. My hand did the thinking, drawing the weapon and slipping it into my pocket as the cops closed the distance.

				“This is your damn fault!” I shouted as I rounded on them. “Guy shoots by doing sixty easy and you let him go! How’re you gonna explain this to the captain?”

				The raccoon passed me to render aid, while the cat hightailed back to the car to radio for help. Their sense taken by the madness, I smeared down the blood on my hands and headed back to my car, speeding away in twists down side-roads. 

			

			
				I passed the diner at the edge of town in which I was to remain, but the address was far outside of it, in cottage country. I took a moment to collect my thoughts, but it was no use. The penalties for transgression past this point felt light as a feather, insignificant in the face of possible revelation. I crossed the tracks at Rubicon in two bumps and was beyond city limits. The road flew past in the growing darkness. When I finally arrived at the mailbox marked with a number, I didn’t want anybody hearing my approach so I left the car by the roadside.

				The route to the lake was difficult to see in the dark, but I couldn’t take my flashlight. I let my eyes adjust to the dark, climbing a tree or two to have a quick scan ahead, or as well as I could see anyway. Ramped up as I was, I smelled little more than hound blood and gun-oil, both on my own person. When I finally got to the lee of the modest cottage, with a moonlit walk leading to the boat dock where a rower bumped gently, I had the gun in my paw. I circled slowly, testing entrances one by one. I finally came across a potted plant that overturned to reveal a key, and slipped inside quietly. Squirrels aren’t naturally stealthy creatures, but training and patience made up for it, and I darted through various rooms of the place, sampling otter scents in every room. This was clearly one of many places where Beth went to unwind, but the ghosts of raucous parties had no hold here. This was a quiet place of reflection, only a few modest souvenirs of her life on the walls to confirm I wasn’t breaking into some random stranger’s nest. 

				A quick scan of the bedroom, den, bar, kitchen, and back porch confirmed the place was deserted. My heart sank. If Beth had been here, she’d moved on. I could hear Sam whispering into a silence broken only by the distant knock of the boat on the dock. “I’d smell her.” Poor bastard’s nose must have all but burst into flames in here.

				Would Beth come back? It was possible that Sam had spirited her here to escape, unless she had escaped him too and he had only come here to keep an eye out for her, ever watchful and worried. What enemies did a pop-star have? Sam was dead, pursued by unknown people who may have been over his shoulder the whole time, watching him watch for her. The same grey bastard, as Sam had called somebody, could have easily run the bodyguard off the road, or pushed Susan Britches out of her window, or stood over a snoozing, idiot squirrel drunkard, dragging a helpless Nathan Britches to a pool where…

				The answer was right on top of me, taunting me to waste more of Engelhände’s money. I hadn’t had a drink all day. Beth surely wouldn’t mind if I had one now. My nerves were on fire, there in the dark and the silence. After switching on the lamp by the telephone, I shrugged my coat off and tossed it in a bundle onto the couch before taking a bottle of vodka by the bar, and pouring myself a finger. I could be waiting awhile for Beth to show, or never show. In the meantime, I had to get into her head. 

			

			
				The pillows on the couch were embroidered, probably by Mom before money and chic made sentimentality embarrassing. A family photo showed two happy otter parents, devoid of doubt or pain, standing over their smiling daughter who wore a blue tutu. Adorable. I took my drink over to the bookcase, scanning titles. A couple self-help books, a few dog-eared mystery titles, and a range of children’s books filled the shelves. It took a moment for one of them to catch my eye, the only one without English on the spine: Das Mädchen davon träumte. I slid it out, an illustrated picture-book of happy children dressing as doctors and lawyers and even a singer and actor. I couldn’t read the German, but I could follow the narrative of young girls deciding what they wanted to be when they grew up. The only English in the book was hand-written, inside the front cover, in cursive, flowing script: “To Beth, my greatest student and friend. My darling, you can be whatever you want to be.” I brought the vodka to my lips as I flipped through the book to the very last page. 

				I froze.

				“If she was there, I’d smell her,” I whispered, my blood growing ice cold. On the couch, my coat’s blackened elbow caught the weak gleam of moonlight. Three innocent, clueless pairs of eyes shone happily back from the mantle photograph as I dropped the glass. It bounced once on the carpet spilling vodka on my toes. I stumbled back onto the couch, heart hammering in my chest as I stared at the illustration of a canine ballerina, dancing happily, glee on her face.

				I picked up the phone mechanically and dialed with shaky fingers. Laughlin answered with a growl. “You’re in a lot of goddamn trouble when I find you. And I will find you, Spenhardy, don’t you fu—

				“I’m coming to turn myself in, Laughlin, but I have just one question first.”

				“Don’t you think you can—

				“That body you found burned beyond recognition, the one they put in the paper this morning under everything about Beth and her parents, it’s a ferret, isn’t it? Parts are missing.” I stared at my coat’s blackened elbow.

			

			
				There was abrupt silence on the other end. “How the hell did you know that?”

				I hung up on him. I left the front door wide open as I numbly stumbled back to the car, tripping once. I wouldn’t find Beth Mercy there.

				I’m sure the car was down to fumes when the trees surrendered to concrete and blowing trash, traces of the town’s seedier side fading as I drove to its heart, hours later in the dead of night. The scratched coin of the moon lit my destination in a sickly light. I parked and found a way in through a side entrance, unsure if it would trip an alarm. I didn’t care. I passed the taxidermy exhibits, still and silent. As I passed the last one, the black-furred ballerina ferret, I stole a glance up and caught its delicate aspects in the hazy street light from outside. My eyes then dropped to the dais below her, where black was smudged on the wood, one shaped like a squirrel’s elbow. I knew for sure.

				The office was open and light spilled out as I walked in on Aiden Engelhände. He looked up from his paperwork and one live ear flicked back, a lazy attempt to feign surprise. “The museum closed several hours ago, Mister Spenhardy. I must say it’s peculiar that you are so averse to using a telephone.”

				“Where is he?”

				The fox put a dark paw under his chin. “To whom do you refer?”

				“The big grey mouse working for you, Mighty Mouse’s stunt double.” The sharpness in my voice was unmistakable but the doctor ignored it.

				“Shouldn’t you be more concerned with finding Beth Britches? That is what I have been paying you for, isn’t it?”

				The gun was in my hand and I hissed, my tail curling over my own head like a scorpion’s. “Damn you, don’t play me. Not anymore. I know the truth.”

				The fox sat straight up, his glass and true eyes cold. “And what do you think that is?”

				“You never had me hunting down Beth Mercy, did you? I was hunting down witnesses, people close to her, people who knew her with intimacy whom you couldn’t find or draw out. You had your freak kill them so that neither of the parents, nor the bloodhound who worked for her for years would ever walk into this exhibit, get a whiff of what’s under that black fur dye out there, and smell Beth’s corpse on display for the whole world.”

			

			
				“There are no otters out there. I rather think your drinking has led you to some rather unfortunate hallucinations.”

				I reached into my trench coat, past the smeared blood of Sam Wentworth, and drew out the picture book. I tossed it onto the desk with the ballerina’s illustration open. “Some things on paper speak more truly than others, Engelhände. It’s easy enough to have one taxidermy figure on display for every post-mortem contract on record when you burn one of the donors, steal some of her bones, and surgically disguise somebody else to look like them. It’s too bad your pet mouse is so much better at murdering people than he is at disposing of evidence. It’s also obvious you rushed Beth out there before the dye had fully dried and completed the switch. It was easy to lie about the timing of that message recording I listened to; it gave me all the hope in the world that I’d find that poor girl, you sick, evil goddam wretch.” I nearly spat at him. “She begged you for help, came to you as a friend. She trusted you!”

				“And who else could she trust?” Engelhände shouted hoarsely, his face stretching so much I thought he could have popped a stitch. “She was surrounded by sycophants! Abusive, worthless profiteers and enablers of vice took an angelic, perfect girl and brought her to debase herself and fall for the delight and craven want of the cameras. She was a goddess with a voice of spun gold whose destiny was torn asunder by money-grubbers, booze and pills. What was left became no less a nervous, contemptible ruin than you are with your drinking and your failed marriage. It’s common knowledge your wife is better for leaving you.”

				“Careful.” I raised the gun.

				“To hell with you. The girl who came to me was dying, a burnt-out shell of her former self left to rot by a spoiling mother, a disenfranchised father, and a bodyguard who never managed to protect her from herself. They didn’t show her love, certainly not the love of parents and caretakers.”

				“And what about Beth? What about the woman you killed? What love did you show her?”

			

			
				“I could not save her. I would have given anything to bring back that bright young girl whose whole future lay before her, but there was nothing left to salvage of the girl I loved when she came to see me. I’m a trained physician. I saw the signs. She had months, maybe a year at most, on this Earth. I would have died for Bethany. All I was fated to do was preserve the little left of her innocence, so the world can see what it once looked like.”

				“You murdered her, and if you had your way, we’d never know.”

				Engelhände sighed, indifferent to the gun pointed at him. “I extricated her from the ravages of this world, brought her back to a purity that will now remain for all time. They will see a false name on that plaque underneath her, but in anonymity she will be restored to her dream, be the ballerina she wanted to be, pure and beautiful and unspoiled by time.” Engelhände sneered. “So you see, detective, having a celebrity in this collection was never my goal. The very idea disgusts me. My Bethany was so much more than that. I will not have her bear the infamy this world cast upon her. My protégé and I have seen to that.”

				I heard a laugh just then, gentle and musical. It sounded like a young woman’s laugh, joyful and mischievous. In one dark corner of the office, far from the desk’s lamp, a form leaned into the light and I saw light glint across the black fabric, crossing unnaturally broad shoulders. Pinkish ears swiveled and whiskers quivered in the light. Grey-furred fists came together and gargantuan hands folded.

				Engelhände smiled. “If Beth is the daughter I tragically lost, than Klauswick is the son I so triumphantly cultivated. He has been an excellent student, working hard to learn from me and further my legacy.”

				The mouse, the very same creature who stood before Sam at this exhibit’s doors, whose deceptively reedy voice had been on the end of so many phone calls, stood up. And up. He towered over me and the doctor, muscle upon muscle bunching under a too-tight suit. There was little intelligence in the rodent’s eyes, just sharp points of gleeful cruelty and purpose. 

				“You see, my knowledge of anatomy was used for more than simply restoring those lost to us. Klauswick has long made me proud as a perfect physical specimen, and he will do so again.”

				My heart froze as I understood Engelhände’s intentions. I was the last living witness, the last one to know what he had done, and even if I emptied Sam’s gun into the monstrosity before me, it wouldn’t happen before a single swipe of the mouse’s trunk-like limbs reduced me to a bloody pulp. The door was too far, the office ceiling too low for my claws to scramble to.

			

			
				Klauswick crouched for a leap, the very last moments in my messy life a grey mountain of meat before me. I could see in the mouse’s twinkling, childish eyes that he felt no fear, no compassion or remorse for the red toy about to break in his grasp.

				Space for one shot. I raised the gun and fired.

				Klauswick froze, eyes swiveling to follow the muzzle flash’s direction. 

				Engelhände’s expression was wide with disbelief at the hole that had formed under his glass eye, the soulless window to nothing. There was a tear, a pop and as the surprised expression slackened, sand began to thread from the torn seam and pour out onto the desk.

				The mouse gasped as he registered what had happened, a whine in the back of his throat rising into a keening wail. He threw himself at his master’s side, kneeling down behind the desk, great hands helplessly trying to contain the quickening flow from the ruined hourglass that was Aiden Engelhände. Tears tumbled down the mouse’s muzzle as he wept freely, loudly, my presence forgotten. I saw the very moment that life fled from the creature in his arms, sands thickening as they turned pink to red, the false side of the vulpine face deflating with a curl of pelt. I backed out of the room, sickly fascinated and horrified in equal measures. The lonely, anguished cries of an abandoned child followed me back out to the exhibit.

				There was a phone at the reception desk. I dialed the police station and muttered my location into it before leaving the receiver to hang uselessly. It was a short, heart-pounding walk to where five dead people awaited a new companion with cheer. I wandered over to the dais upon which the black-dyed ballerina spun with arms wide and a serene joy on her eternal face. As approaching police lights flashed through the windows, bathing her in red and blue, again and again, a trick of light brought Beth Britches back to life for just an instant. I saw an innocent child eager for the world, ready for the gazes to linger, the music to play, and the cameras to steal a little bit of her soul for one last time.

				Soon enough, the press and the police and the ogling consumers of other’s death and vice and sex and greed would press in here like a crushing wave hungry for every last detail, and like it or not, they’d have a bit of my soul too.

			

			
			

		

	
		
			
				Ghosts


				Solus Lupus

				Debts are like tar pits. Once they get a hold of you, they drag you and everything you love down below their viscous dark surface. Act quickly if you want to save yourself.


				



			

	





			
				CASE FILE 006

				Ghosts

				Solus Lupus

				Helen couldn’t take it anymore. A fumbling in her pocket, a flicker, fire illuminated the car’s interior as it burned her Red Claw-brand cigarette. She ignored Rosa’s glare and the wrinkling of her nose at the foul air, rolling down the window to tap ashes onto asphalt. Rosa turned away, the coyote mumbling something in Spanish. Helen was more than happy to not comprehend, the black-furred cat shuffling in her seat.

				“I doubt anyone saw the light,” she muttered. “We’ve been sitting here five hours. No one’s here.”

				“It is early,” Rosa said in accented English, a voice that Helen always enjoyed hearing. Part of it was the accent itself, part of it was the person who it came from. Helen was going to respond, when Rosa sat up straight, hands on the steering wheel. “Ah! See!”

				Helen turned, looking out at the few milling people along the dark streets. Two figures caught her eye leaving the Gramercy Hotel. Jackals, they were the ones. “Pier and Valentine. You were right, little wolf.”

				“Por supuesto. And do not call me that, furball.” Her yellow eyes cast an annoyed look, but Helen saw the amusement lurking beneath it.

				“Hey, eyes forward. These guys are worth a lot of dineeros.”

				“Dinero,” Rosa corrected automatically, her eyes following the jackals heading towards their smartcar. Helen was being smart by mispronouncing the word, but it never stopped Rosa from responding. “They do not seem to have seen us.”

				“This will go nowhere. These amateurs can’t be Dead Eyes.”

			

			
				“Not so certain.” Rosa gave a coy smile as only a coyote can. “They are desperate for new bodies since the Bloody Alley incident.” Even if it hadn’t been plastered all over the newsfeeds, she didn’t have to say anything more. The Seven Feathers Syndicate had struck hard; a few vans and some enforcers made short work of the Dead Eyes that day.

				Rosa pressed her palm up to the car’s panel, and its electric engine whirred silently to life. “They make mistakes. We move in for kill. Terminado.”

				Helen remained silent, hand pressed against the gun hidden under her waistcoat. Terminado. She could only hope. The car moved forward, and the hunt finally began.

				***

				As dawn broke, there was no longer any need to light up the jackals’ vehicle with the smartcar’s night sensors. Helen remained silent as they wandered the city streets. Rosa was an expert at tailing, a skill that Helen did not possess. She idly wondered, not for the first time, if Rosa learned her skills on the streets the hard way, or if she had been formally trained at some point. Maybe she had been government or a corp agent gone rogue, going on to work for the Seven Feathers Syndicate. Perhaps Rosa was a double agent, one who took pity on a cat down on her luck, ready to free her from her debt. Helen blinked, willing the thoughts away. Pipe dreams would get her nowhere. She crushed out the cigarette in the ashtray, forcefully ignoring the temptation to pull out another one.

				“I know where they go now,” said Rosa, grinning a toothy smile. It was a predatory grin that Helen found thrilling, and rarely saw. “The Seaside Goddess.”

				“Too good to be true,” Helen nearly whispered. The Seaside Goddess. Not just a Dead Eyes’ joint, it was the Dead Eyes’ joint. If they were meeting the boss, like the informant said they were, this was going to be over soon. Helen pulled out her pad, already sending a message.

				“Tell them to bring lots. Lots of muscle,” Rosa muttered.

				“On it already,” Helen replied. She clicked the send button. Terminado.

			

			
				***

				The second floor of The Seaside Goddess was much like a suite in a fancy hotel. The place had a full VR kit along the wall facing the large double bed with soft brown sofas and chairs ringing a table towards the back. The gold carpet was stained red with blood flowing fresh from the two bodies on the floor, and the dark wood paneling bore holes from gunfire. The sounds of shots still echoed out from below, muted through the floor.

				Brigham, the boss of the Dead Eyes, lived up to his name, grey emotionless eyes flitting from coyote to cat, his hands gesturing in a plea where his eyes could not. The wolf’s grey fur was fading with age, his once frighteningly calm countenance broken by fear. He was not blind, but his eyes were artificial and purposefully designed to be a discomfort to anyone who stared into them. Now they were, if anything, a liability; even if Helen had a chance to feel sorry for him, it was hard to pity those grey orbs. He was slumped against the bed in the suite, hand gripping the bed’s sheets.

				“Anything ya want, anything,” he pleaded. “I got it all. I got it all. I get out of here, get a new identity, you get goods. Right? Eh?”

				Before they could respond, a magpie entered, a gun in his hands, barrel still smoking. Brigham’s eyes went wide and he shouted, “Seven Feathers!” The magpie looked to Brigham with a cold emotionless stare, then to Rosa, expecting her to finish the job.

				“Correct.” Rosa nodded, pulling out a device from the inside pocket of her coat. Brigham gripped the sheet harder. The metallic prongs of the mind-ripper snaked out, extending to a length wide enough to cover a scalp. He turned and tried to crawl over the bed, but Helen’s hands clasped onto his back. The cat wasn’t muscular, but she was well-trained. She had no difficulty putting him in a choke-hold and keeping his body pinned beneath hers. His thrashing soon died as he slipped into unconsciousness.

				“I hate this part,” muttered Helen, trying not to look at the magpie. She felt his gaze upon them, watching carefully to see the contract was fulfilled.

				Rosa said nothing as she moved the mind-ripper on top of the boss’s head, the prongs latching deep into the flesh of his skull. Brigham’s body twitched. Helen looked away, but Rosa watched in case something were to go wrong with the transfer. In a few minutes the body stopped twitching and slumped. Rippers were not gentle, and unconsciousness had fallen to death. The memories were stored within the ripper to be rifled through later by the Seven Feathers.

			

			
				“Good job,” the magpie said, his voice emotionless, as he holstered his pistol.

				“That’s it, right?” Helen asked. “My debt’s over.”

				“Half there.” The magpie crossed his arms and gave a small nod.

				“What?” She blinked, shocked, her tail lashing with anger. She felt Rosa’s hand gently touch her shoulder.

				“The Seven Feathers are not kind about debts,” Rosa whispered. “But you will be out soon. I promise. I help you.” The coyote gently stroked her back, the sound of her soft voice helping to calm her down.

				Helen’s eyes glanced to the slumped, mind-ripped body. “This wasn’t enough?”

				The magpie shrugged. “I not make rules. Just obey.”

				Helen glared at Rosa, meeting her eyes. “I guess that’s true of all of us. Just obey.”

				Rosa looked away and shrugged meekly. Helen’s tail twitched, and she stormed out of the room, shoving forcefully past the magpie, fists balled.

				***

				Helen lay back in the hotel bed. Rosa had joined her shortly after, when the cat had time to calm down. The coyote combed Helen’s exposed black fur gently with her claws.

				“Screw this job,” Helen hissed. “It’s enough to make you cry.”

				Rosa chuckled softly. “My family has a saying. Coyotes do not cry. We make others cry.”

				Helen turned into Rosa, leaning forward to kiss her neck. “You’ve never made me cry.”

				Rosa smiled, caressing the cat’s ear gently with a claw-tip. Helen’s purring was rhythmic, almost hypnotic. “You are not one to make cry. You are too sweet.”

				Helen tried to enjoy the warm moment. However a question itched at her brain, one she feared the answer. “Rosa…”

				“Mmm?”

				Helen turned in the bed, propping her head on the pillow as she looked into Rosa’s eyes. “I haven’t liked looking at the future. With this debt, with our job, how dangerous it is. With Andrew, well—” She choked on the words, not able to say more. “I’ve always tried to be in the moment. But one more job, and I’m out of this business. Where do you… Well, where do you think you’ll be then? Are you staying with Seven Feathers?”

			

			
				“I do not know. I do not like to think too far ahead either, for the same reasons.” The coyote’s smile was gentle, but noncommittal.

				“Do you think you and I can still…?”

				“Oh, Helen,” Rosa whispered, leaning forward to kiss the cat’s muzzle gently. “We will see when it comes, yeah? I am with you now; I treasure this moment. Do you as well?”

				Helen nodded before leaning into a deep kiss.

				***

				Rosa had left, the bed cold in her absence. The hotel was silent. Helen bent down to pull out the bottom drawer of the dresser. There lay a leather briefcase, which she opened. It contained various knick-knacks and a few extra sets of clothes, folded neatly, which she carefully set aside. The false covering came away in her hands, revealing a slim case, a sleek expensive computer for a very specialized task. She lay upon her bed and pressed the on button to the device.

				“Hello, Helen,” his voice came, crisp, clear, as if he was really there on her lap. “You are looking well. You seem happier than you were before.”

				“I am,” she replied with a soft smile. She tried not to think about those last days with Andrew in the hospital. Knowing his illness was terminal. Knowing it was far too expensive to use the experimental treatments. Knowing it was cheaper to watch him suffocate. Knowing it was cheaper to rip his mind from him, to keep a shadow of who he was. But it wasn’t really cheaper. Not when you lose your cushy detective job. Not when the crushing interest rate builds up as you miss payment after payment. Not when you end up going to the birds. Pulling away from the memories, she looked to the device. “I haven’t really told you about Rosa, have I?”

				“No, you have not. Who is she?”

				“Someone I met. Um, someone new.” Her ears splayed. “Someone I…love.” 

			

			
				“That’s nice,” Andrew said, his voice a surreal gentleness. “I’m happy about whatever makes you happy.”

				Helen sighed and shut the case off. The personaform was a shattered mind glued together with programming to fill the gaps, but she had never truly tested it like this. She knew what the result would be. Andrew was protective, he never would have accepted something like this, much less so…calmly. The thing in her lap was artificial. She knew it was. It wasn’t him. She should just ditch it.

				Instead, her finger touched the on button again.

				“Hello again, Helen.”

				“Let me tell you about Rosa.”

				“I’m listening.”

				***

				Around the mahogany desk, the magpies sat. Commemorating their annual meeting, seven feathers were arranged on the center of the polished table, plucked from the seven leaders. It was a gesture of dedication, to show they were willing to sacrifice part of their plumage for the syndicate. Their tongue was foreign, and they had a few things to say.

				“The Dead Eyes are no more,” said Markovic, the brashest, wearing a black suit and black silk tie to match his dark feathers. “It worked. The bitch and furball did their job.”

				“I find it concerning,” said Prokhor, the eldest of the leaders, who leaned forward with his cane between his knees. “That you were so…ineloquent. So openly, and with magpies at the scene.”

				“Not many,” Markovic replied. “It was done quickly. Besides, the police know who puts the money in their pockets or the knives in their backs. It certainly isn’t the Dead Eyes.”

				“And the loose ends?” responded Rolan, the one in a white suit.

				“Ah,” responded Pankhrati, the one in a dark velvet suit. His beak displayed as much of a grin as was possible. “That, I have figured out. We will have all we need to know.” Markovic nodded energetically, already in on the plan.

				“Good,” said Rolan with a nod. “Then, if that is all…” He looked to each of the other six, who nodded one by one. “…the meeting is adjourned.” They left, and the lights shut off behind them.

			

			
				***

				Rosa woke up, arm reaching out instinctively, only to realize there was empty space beside her. It was another cold night. The coyote yawned widely, shaking the sleep from her head. She looked over to see the bathroom door shut, a slit of light seeping out from underneath. Slipping out from the sheets, bare paws touching soft hotel carpet, she walked over. Pressing her ear to the door, she heard no sounds of the shower or sink.

				She knocked. Helen responded in a sing-song voice, “Just a minute!” Rosa frowned, testing the knob to find it unlocked. “I said just a minute!” shouted Helen from inside, her voice gaining an element of panic. The door swung open.

				Helen sat on the toilet seat, the case on her lap, headphones making silent the voice of the dead. Helen’s ears drooped, eyes not meeting Rosa’s as she hugged the case to her body.

				“Give it to me,” Rosa demanded, reaching her hand out.

				“No! Please, Rosa, no.”

				“He is dead. This is not him. Give it to me.”

				“This is all I have! You don’t understand. I have no pictures. I have nothing of his. I only have this.” Helen’s voice cracked, tears running down the side of her muzzle. “It-it’s all I have. Please. Please don’t…”

				“It is hard, love, but you must.” Rosa reached forward, grabbing the case. Helen resisted, trying to take it back, before Rosa pushed her away and wrenched it from her grip. Helen slumped against the toilet seat, crying. Holding up the case, Rosa examined it and unplugged the headphones.

				“Hello, Rosa,” said the gentle voice of the case. “Helen has told me a lot about you.”

				“She has told me a lot about Andrew as well.” Rosa fumbled with the controls.

				“What has she said about me?”

				“Nothing about you. You are not Andrew.” She finally found the option she wanted. “DELETE? Y/N” appeared on the panel.

				Helen reached out for the case meekly, but her arm froze mid-air. She huddled herself and turned away, tears pouring down her muzzle.

				Rosa selected “Y.”

				Silence. The panel flashed, “PERSONAFORM DELETED.”

			

			
				“It is true what they say,” Rosa said as she walked into the living room, placing the case down on the dresser. “Coyotes do make others cry. Even those we love.”

				“Get out,” Helen said, her voice barely a whisper.

				Rosa turned, looking to Helen through the bathroom door. Helen didn’t look back, eyes fixed on the floor, tears falling down her face. “Get out,” Helen demanded, barely keeping her voice from croaking.

				“Helen…”

				Helen looked up, her eyes filled with fire and hurt. “Get out!” she screamed, before slamming the bathroom door shut. The sound of sobbing echoed behind it. 

				***

				A week passed before Helen called Rosa.

				“How could you?” she opened with, accusingly. “I’m still in debt, you know. For something you destroyed.”

				“No. That was destroying you.” Rosa stated firmly.

				“It wasn’t your call.”

				“Not mine, then whose? When you drown, I help. Even if you push away, I help.”

				Silence.

				“Te quiero. You know that.”

				“I know.” A moment passed. “Come over.”

				***

				A “do not disturb” sign hung on the hotel door handle. A knock and the door opened, Helen still in her black pajamas, her hair a tangled mess. Helen’s green eyes wouldn’t meet Rosa’s as she took a step back to let the coyote in. Rosa removed her coat, hanging it up, as Helen shut the door. A quick glance about the place told the coyote that it was worse than she thought. Red Claw cigarette butts were piled up and overflowing from the night-stand. Clothing was scattered about the floor. Rosa’s nose wrinkled as a strong unpleasant smell accompanied the state of affairs.

				“I’m sorry. I should have cleaned up,” Helen mumbled.

				“Ah, no need to make an effort for me.” Rosa looked back to Helen, walking forward to kiss her muzzle. “But now that I am here, you take a bath, and we go somewhere? Let the maid take care of the rest. I will leave a big tip.”

			

			
				Helen nodded silently as Rosa led her by the hand into the bathroom. Warm water soon flowed from the faucet to fill the tub. The coyote smiled as she reached forward, helping the cat out of her pajamas until her naked body was exposed, tangled black fur and all. Helen’s face beamed a smile for the first time that week. The two kissed gently as her hands slid down to Rosa’s back.

				Helen’s hand felt something in the back pocket. The shape of the object was unmistakable. She stepped back, uncomprehending. Her hackles raised. “Why do you have that?”

				Rosa said nothing, the smile wiped from her muzzle and apology in her cold eyes.

				“What? But-but I loved you.”

				Rosa avoided Helen’s gaze. “I am sorry. You were detective. You knew much, and you hid much. We need that.”

				Helen tried to turn, but Rosa stepped forward, blocking her path. “I loved you.” she whispered, tears falling down her cheeks.

				“I know,” Rosa said sadly. “But I love my life more.”

				Helen’s claws flashed for the coyote’s face, but Rosa deftly caught the hand. Putting Helen in an arm lock and twisting her around, Rosa’s other hand grabbed Helen by her tangled hair. Water splashed; a hand beat against the walls of the bathtub.

				“Lo siento, mi amor,” Rosa said, fighting back her own tears, looking away as Helen’s struggles grew weak. Finally, Helen went still, and Rosa pulled the mind-ripper from her pocket. Rosa’s debt would be paid in full, and then she would be free.

				“This is last time I make you cry,” she whispered. Terminado.

				***

				Rosa sat in her dark living room, playing with a Red Claw cigarette. A fumble, a flicker, and the fire illuminated the room. She took a single, slow drag, before coughing the smoke back out of her lungs. Her hand fumbled with the case, activating it.

				“Good morning, Rosa,” came the familiar voice.

				“Buenos días, Helen,” she responded softly. For the briefest of moments, as voice and smoke mixed, Rosa wasn’t alone. Then the illusion faded. For once, a coyote cried.

			

		

	
		
			
				A Blacker Dog

				Huskyteer

				Being able to see and talk to your Black Dog can be both a blessing and a curse. How does a man get by when his closest companion is also the gatekeeper to his demise?

				



			

	






			

			
				CASE FILE 007

				A Blacker Dog

				Huskyteer

				Contrary to legend, the black dog doesn’t come looking for you. It’s already there. Most people just don’t see it until the right moment, but I’m not most people. I often wish I was.

				“What do you reckon, Hunter?”

				My partner gets down on all fours to examine the woman’s body. Her own black dog is long gone. According to Hunter, his kind is never out of work for long. Someone’s always getting born. 

				“I don’t think this is about insurance fraud any more.”

				“Thanks, Hunter. Thanks a million.”

				Hunter can’t say if assignments are random or tailored. If they’re specific to the individual, I don’t want to know why I got a portly black Labrador in a trench coat and dark glasses, whose greatest joy in life is pepper jerky. As I watch, he sucks in the end of his current stick, chews, and swallows. 

				“Sorry, Jon. You know I can’t do much without another dog to talk to.”

				“I’ll call the police.”

				Bodies weren’t part of the plan for today, and the water’s gotten too deep and murky for a little fish like Jon Mazza. ‘Private detective’ is what I put on my tax form, and enter online when I’m asked to fill in my occupation (it never shows up in the dropdown box, for some reason), but the bulk of my work comes through this big property firm. I find out whether fires, missing deliveries, workplace injuries and other assorted incidents and accidents are just people being people, or people being dishonest people. I am, when I’m being an honest person myself, a loss adjuster. 

			

			
				The building I’m in is an old Victorian property, like all the houses on this street that didn’t go in the Blitz. It’s been split into flats, but the land it stands on, and the neighbouring plot that’s been sold already, would be worth more with a new development on it. You can fit a lot more tenants in those purpose-built jobs. All that was standing in the way was the fact that the house was a listed building; try to knock it down and the entire community’s up in arms. Unless it catches fire first. Convenient for everyone except the owner.

				And, apparently, someone else. 

				 The body isn’t burned, or even marked. Smoke inhalation, I tell myself. Just like a proper detective. We’re way up on the attic floor, and nothing in this room caught fire, but the smell of smoke has drifted in and a fine coating of ash has settled on the floor. Hunter sneezes and shakes his ears. It’s an affectation; his paws leave no imprint in the ash, so he can’t be breathing it in. He’s just messing around because he doesn’t know what to do. 

				When I was a kid, I thought having Hunter would make me the best detective in the world. He could talk with other black dogs and give me the skinny, whatever that is, and I’d solve the case as if by magic. It works sometimes, and I’ve had a few successes, but it’s hard when you can’t explain how you got your evidence without bringing mythical beasts into it. Hunter has his moments, sure, but mostly he’s a big, useless lump with meat breath. He couldn’t even tell me my wife was having an affair.

				He’s pretty good at I Spy, though. 

				When the police arrive, the little attic gets crowded. There are two officers, one man and one woman, and that means two black dogs too. Only Hunter and I can see them as they cram themselves in. One is an all-black Doberman, but the inspector’s is a minute Pomeranian. Hunter and I have often discussed whether your dog has a paw in what you’ll be when you grow up. They tend to be short discussions, because he can’t stand it when I use expressions like ‘has a paw in’. 

				“Yo,” the Pom says to Hunter. “That your human? Did he do it?”

				“No, he didn’t. And he can see us, so shut your yap.”

				She growls, but subsides. Hunter seems to have some kind of seniority over other black dogs. He’s not sure, but he thinks he’s been around a long time, gone through a fair number of human lives. Maybe that’s why he likes to walk on two legs, too, and wear clothes. Or maybe that’s just his weird sense of humour. 

			

			
				The constable takes my details along with a brief statement. I’m glad I haven’t touched the body; Hunter always takes care of that side of things for me. No prints. The Doberman leans against his legs and looks up at him adoringly from glowing red eyes. I wince—what if those eyes meet his? That’s why Hunter wears shades.

				“Something the matter, Mister Mazza?” It comes out like a tongue-twister, but he keeps a straight face. I shake my head.

				The black Pom is sniffing around the attic, poking her head and paws into every nook and cranny. Some of them are like that, getting involved with their people’s lives. Suddenly she stiffens, yaps so hard her tiny paws lift off the floor, and starts trying to stuff herself into a gap between two boxes. Her paws scrabble helplessly, unable to touch whatever it is she’s seen, and her yaps take on a plaintive tone.

				“I think there’s something down there,” I say, to put her out of her misery. I’m rewarded with a suspicious stare, but the constable pulls the boxes apart and tweezers something—a crumpled piece of paper, it looks like—into a plastic bag. I’m familiar enough with police work to know it’s probably nothing. Rather than thank me, the little dog turns to Hunter.

				“How come…?” she asks.

				“Don’t know. He was born that way.”

				They hold eye contact for a few seconds. Hunter’s jaws work away at a jerky stick; the Pom’s nose twitches. I’ve no idea what’s passing between them, but at the end of it she gives a little snuff and trots over to her inspector. 

				“Mister Mazza?”

				“Sorry. What did you say?”

				“I said, report to any police station within the next seven days with your documentation. And don’t leave the country, please.”

				I have no intention of going anywhere. I’m involved now. 

				***

				Although I could report to any police station, I look up the collar number of one of the officers and go to that one. While I give my statement, Hunter prowls off in search of the officers we met at the house—and their dogs. By the time I’ve finished, he’s back at my side, breathing hot jerky breath down my neck. How he does that, when he has no other physical presence… Well, it’s annoying, but it’s usually the least of my worries. 

			

			
				He falls into step beside me as we walk to the bus stop. 

				“Did you find the Pom?”

				“Her name’s Delphine.”

				“Ooh!” I elbow him in where his ribs would be if I could touch him. He’s never shown this level of interest in a girl dog before.

				“Do you want to know, or not?”

				“Please.”

				“The dead woman was an employee of Hutch Estates.”

				The developers trying to buy the land. This was almost like a real case. Complete with the fact that I had absolutely no reason to get involved. 

				“Obviously they’re investigating the company, who are obviously denying any involvement.”

				“Obviously.” I grin at Hunter, who glares back—at least, his eyebrows lower over his glasses. 

				“I know that look,” he says. “Why not just do the job you’re paid for?”

				“What’s up, Hunter? I thought we both wanted to be proper detectives. To make a difference. Now this thing’s dropped in our laps, aren’t you the least bit interested? Don’t you want to make absolutely sure there hasn’t been a murder right under our noses?”

				He doesn’t answer. He’s sometimes sensitive about body part metaphors, given his incorporeality. 

				“Anyway, the police won’t let me do the job I started, now.” The fire has already cost my employers, the company that owns the current flats, a hell of a lot; they’ve had to put the tenants up in a hotel, and they’ll also be liable for destroyed and damaged possessions. Now they’re faced with the choice between rebuild and replace, a big job that will leave them out of pocket even after the insurers cough up, or simply selling the land to Hutch. It all seems petty now a life’s been lost. 

				“What was her name?” I ask.

				He looks at me, knows I want to look into this properly. I know him, too, and I can tell he doesn’t want me to. Hunter used to be as keen on playing detectives as I still am, and I wonder what’s wrong. Eventually he gives a doggy sigh with a little squeak in it, raises his eyebrows above the glasses, and tells me: Phoebe Knight.

			

			
				I spend my evening tracking Hutch Estates through the news sites. It does something to keep the image of the body away.

				I’d always thought their name was a subtle joke, but it turns out there really is a Mr. Hutch at the helm. He smirks out of a photo on the About Us page of the company website from a private office with paintings on the walls and an ornate dagger on the coffee table. The slightly creepy human side of the business, ready to help you find the home of your dreams—for a price. 

				A high price for some people, it turns out. Go through the news archives for the last ten years and the name of Hutch Estates pops up a number of times in connection with deaths and accidents. Purely incidentally, of course. More than a decade ago, fewer newspapers were online. If I want to go any further down this alley, I’ll have to wait till morning and get my lazy self to an actual library. 

				Hunter is uncharacteristically quiet while all this is going on. He looks over my shoulder occasionally, and paces the carpet, and munches jerky sticks. Eventually, he says:

				“Don’t you think you should leave this to the professionals?”

				“What’s up? Squeamish about dead bodies? You’ll be seeing mine sooner or later.”

				We both know it, but rarely bring it up in conversation. His silence is hacking me off, though.

				“Yeah, and I’d rather it was later.” He scratches his ears, fiercely. “Could be centuries before I get another human I can actually talk to. Longer before I get one I’d want to.”

				He doesn’t know enough about himself or the rest of his kind to know how rare my so-called gift might be. He doesn’t often reveal it to other dogs, the way he did with the Pom—sorry, with Delphine. 

				“You just want to stick with me so you can see more of Delphine.”

				“Shut up.”

				“Have you thought this thing through? I’m sure the officer’s very nice, but I might run out of small talk on a double date.”

				Black dogs can’t stray far from their people. We found that out the first time my mum instructed me to leave my imaginary friend at home while I went to school. That’s when I learned to lie, and Hunter learned just how much he could torment me if I’d get in trouble for reacting. 

			

			
				“Give it a rest.” Hunter flashes yellow teeth.

				“Put a jerky stick in it.”

				“Fine.” He snaps one in two and crams both halves into his muzzle. Crumbs fall, but vanish before they hit my carpet. 

				He wanders off after that, inasmuch as he can. He’s out of my eyeline, and quiet, so I can’t tell if he’s sleeping or thinking or what. It must be dull for him, being tethered to a sedentary bloke like me. Sometimes I turn the TV on for him. 

				I carry on browsing, waiting to get sleepy. There isn’t a peep out of Hunter while I browse, but suddenly I smell jerky, and when I turn round he’s right there, nose almost on my neck. 

				“Could you…not be creepy, please?”

				He backs off and takes a chair. Presumably he hovers just above it, I’ve never been able to figure that out, but he looks convincing enough, straddling the seat with his arms on the backrest. His mouth is a grim line, and I’m suddenly frightened.

				“Jon, don’t be scared, but I’m going to take the shades off.”

				“But I feel fine!”

				That’s a lie. My chest hurts, my stomach’s squeezing, my hands feel cold and damp. I’m dying. Heart attack? No—this has all come on since Hunter spoke. It’s just harmless old fear; I think I’m going to die, so I’m freaking out. Hunter hasn’t moved since his warning. What kind of sick joke is he pulling this time?

				Nothing happens. Hunter waits, silent and motionless, while my heart rate slows and my stomach settles down. Even his jaws, usually mumbling away at a jerky stick, are still. Only the fine whiskers on his muzzle flutter with his breath. Nothing is still happening. I let out my breath. I’m alive. 

				“I can’t kill you just by looking at you, Jon,” he says at last. “That’s not my power. It has to be the right time.”

				“What? You always let me think—”

				“I only started wearing the glasses because my eyes made you cry when you were little. And it came in useful to have you think I could kill you any moment. Still does, sometimes.” He at least has the decency to look ashamed at that.

				“I remember you sitting next to my cot,” I tell him. “I was crying because I couldn’t touch you.”

				“You were a cute baby.”

			

			
				He whips the sunglasses off his nose. I squeeze my eyes shut and bury them in the crook of my elbow, then, embarrassed, peer over the top. 

				His eyes. I’ve seen other black dogs, of course, with their eyes glowing among the dark fur like lit coals, but I’ve never let my gaze linger, just in case. Looking at Hunter, now, I see I was wrong. Those aren’t coals, they’re holes. Tunnels straight to the pit of Hell. My silly, funny, lifelong companion and friend has a direct eyeline to the devil. 

				They’re like lasers, a light so intense the red burns back to black at the centre and leaves a green splotch when I close my eyes. I’m scared that if I stare too long I’ll go blind, but warm dog-breath blows across my face, breathing, “Open your eyes! Open them! Jon!”

				I unsqueeze my eyelids a fraction, peering out between the lashes like I’m trying to cheat at Hide and Seek. Hunter’s nose is up against mine, so close I can see the pores glinting with moisture and the little hooks of his whiskers. Is his muzzle going grey? Can that even happen?

				His paw sweeps upwards, and even though he can’t touch me, my chin follows until I’m looking him square in the eyes. I get to my feet, back away slightly. He stands too, eyes locked on mine. We’re exactly the same height. I never noticed.

				My attempts to distract myself from those eyes aren’t working. I try to focus on them, but my brain can’t quite figure out where the focal point is. It’s like staring down twin tunnels. The red points, pupil-less, seem to shift and waver around. I feel myself going hot and prickly, although the hairs on my arms are standing up on end.

				“Jon.” Hunter’s voice seems to come from a long way off. The heat is flushing my face and making my heart race. “Jon, I can’t hurt you, and neither can my eyes. They’re weird, and scary, but they’re not fatal. All right? Trust me.”

				And I do, because he’s been the one constant in my life. A constant that nobody else can see, but if I stop believing I’ll know I’m mad. I stare until Hunter is just Hunter, his tummy bulgy under his trench coat, his tail poking stupidly out of the hole in the back. My best friend. My partner. Sure, he has two glowing holes in his face, but nobody’s perfect. 

				Hunter puts his shades back on. The room seems to grow lighter, and I realise I have a headache. I set about going to bed, pottering around in and out of the bathroom while Hunter, who doesn’t have a bedtime ritual (certainly not brushing his teeth) lounges against the wall and watches. When I get into bed, he shrugs off his coat and curls up on it, turning around to get comfortable.

			

			
				“Why did you do that?” I don’t mean the turning around—he’s been doing that ever since I can remember—and he doesn’t even pretend he thinks I do. 

				His paw tilts the frame of the glasses forward a fraction, so I get a searing flash of red that makes me blink, then replaces them.

				“Because if you’re going to go through with this, and if this is what I think it is…you needed to see what I’ve just shown you, and know what I’ve just told you.”

				“Well, thanks, I guess. Good night, Cryptic Dog.”

				“Good night, Silly Human.”

				***

				I could get used to this proper detective stuff. Unfortunately, none of it is working. I never see Hutch arrive at the offices of his eponymous company, or leave them, despite long hours on stakeout. I’m no stranger to waiting—a lot of my work catching out benefits cheats involves lurking outside their houses, poised to photograph them in the act of something a person with a bad back couldn’t manage—but after a week, it’s dispiriting. Besides, nobody is paying me for this. It’s amazing how the thought of an hourly rate can liven up sitting in a car for hours. I drop in on the pretext of looking for a luxury docklands penthouse, but I can only really do that once. Hunter tries snooping around while I do, but he can’t get far enough in without me following.

				I get a little of my paying work done in the evenings, on the internet, but a lot of my time is taken up trying to glean information about Hutch online. He has a business profile with links to a few contacts, but nothing personal. Nobody tags him in photos. He doesn’t have a gym membership and he doesn’t seem to stay at hotels. Even his home address is a mystery. I can only work on the personal data that companies are legally able to sell, and he’s been careful about giving that away. He must really, really hate getting junk mail. 

				It’s Hunter who gets me my interview with Delphine’s inspector. We’ve gone through what I’m going to say—the big black idiot thinks he knows my job better than I do, now—but none of it is having any effect until he takes the black Pom aside and whispers to her. Whatever he’s saying makes her quiver a bit, then she jumps up into her human’s lap and snuggles in. The inspector can’t see her black dog, or feel her, even when Delphine is licking her hand, but something must be getting through because her attitude shifts from unhelpful to I’ll think about it to letting me accompany her to Hutch’s office. After lunch. It’s practically a date, now. 

			

			
				Hunter insisted it had to be the inspector, too, when any uniformed officer would have got me through the doors. He’s gone all professional again, but he is never going to hear the end of this Delphine business. 

				Lunch isn’t a date. I’ve blagged my way into it with wild claims of being able to provide evidence against Hutch (I have no idea what this evidence might be, and I really hope Hunter has), and now Inspector Ruxley—her first name is Ann—just wants a chance to decide whether I’m genuine or a nutter. It’s not easy to prove the former, when at least half my mind is on Hunter and Delphine. They are definitely flirting, and I don’t know whether to be disturbed (Hunter walks on two legs, and wears clothes, and it feels wrong that he’s hitting on what is to all appearances a dog, albeit a talking, invisible one) or amused. 

				“Just as long as you understand the risks,” I hear him say. I have to cover a laugh at this outrageously old and corny trick. Oh baby, I’m so wild and dangerous! 

				“Jon?” (I begged her to drop the ‘Mr. Mazza’ stuff as soon as we left the police station.)

				“Sorry, what?”

				“I asked why you were so interested in this case.”

				“Oh—just a hunch.” Now I’m coming out with the corny lines, too. But Ann nods.

				“I think more police work revolves around hunches than any of us want to admit.”

				By the time lunch finishes, I don’t want it to. I’ve been in a pleasant little bubble that definitely isn’t any sort of double date, and as far as I’m concerned the real world can get stuffed. But Hunter is already at the door, staring out at the rain. He’s not wearing his shades anymore; hasn’t since the night we practised gazing into each other’s eyes. Delphine skips after him and, as if attached to an invisible lead, Ann puts her credit card away and stands. 

				Every time I visited the Hutch Estates, I’ve been sent away with a flea in my ear and my tail between my legs (or so I told Hunter, to annoy him). Ann just walks in and shows her ID.

			

			
				“We’d like to see Mr. Hutch, please.”

				And, just like that, we’re in. The receptionist talks urgently on the phone, too low for us to hear although Hunter pricks up his ears, then we’re being led through a door I didn’t even notice on my reconnoitering trip, along a corridor, and into the office from the About Us picture. All that fine detective work hitting the search engines, and what I should have done is visit the nearest adult shop for a police uniform. 

				Hutch, like his office, is just the way he appears in his website photo. Greying hair; lined, aristocratic face; dark eyebrows. What the website didn’t show, because it won’t show up in photos (I tried often enough with Hunter, as a boy) is the black dog at his side. 

				It’s not any breed I recognise, though if I had to pick I’d probably go for ‘hellhound’. And it’s black, blacker than black. Hunter’s coat has that well-fed Labrador gloss to it. This dog’s fur is like sharkskin, reflecting no light. I can barely make out the haunches and the massive paws; it looks like one block of shaggy, malevolent darkness. Seated, its head comes up to Hutch’s chest. The head itself is as big as his, something like a wolf crossed with a mastiff, with brows eerily similar to Hutch’s overhanging the—don’t look at the eyes!

				Hutch sees me looking. He knows what I’m looking at. 

				“I always wondered if there were others,” he says, and his dog’s tongue comes out, blacker than a Chow Chow’s. I expect it to be forked like a snake’s but it’s an ordinary dog tongue, poking over big yellow teeth, and a dribble of drool confirms it. Its tail thumps once; it’s long and thin, like a greyhound’s, and this is somehow the most disquieting thing of all. 

				“Others?” Ann asks, making me jump. Ten minutes ago we were sharing lunch and I was indulging in mild romantic fantasies; now I’d forgotten she was there. Hutch, though, beats me in the discourtesy stakes by not even acknowledging the police officer’s presence. 

				Delphine is circling the bigger dog, unsure what to do. Hunter stands at my shoulder, but every hair on his body, at least those not hidden by his coat, is standing on end, and his tail is trying to tuck itself between his legs. I’ve never seen him like this before. I’ve never imagined a situation where he couldn’t take control, wise, implacable and protective. 

				“We have evidence that you were involved in the deaths…” My voice is a croak. There is no evidence, and I don’t know where I thought Hunter was going to pull it from. He lied to bring me here, so he could…what? Turn me over to this man and his terrifying dog?

			

			
				It can’t kill me. I remember that from Hunter’s little pep talk. It can’t kill me.

				It kills Ann. 

				That great head snakes around and the red eyes target her like lasers, so I can see their glow flicker across her face. She frowns, brushes the hair from her forehead, and turns in the direction of whatever she’s sensing. I shout a warning, but her eyes widen and I know she’s seen it.

				Hutch’s dog shocked me, and I’ve been seeing the black dogs all my life. I can’t imagine what it must be like for Ann in the brief time between the apparition and her hands going to her chest as she sinks to her knees and topples face forwards. 

				Delphine shrieks as though every bone in her is being crushed, and runs to her human. But before she can reach Ann her body is dissolving like ash, and wisps away in black smoke.

				At least she’ll come back, unlike her human.

				“Now we can talk,” Hutch says pleasantly. 

				It’s not him I want to talk to. It’s Hunter. Hunter who told me only your own black dog can open the door between life and death, and even that only at the right time. He lied again. But one look at him and I see he didn’t know he was wrong. He’s panting with distress, and the pale rims of his eyes are showing around the red.

				“It’s nice, isn’t it? Having a lifelong companion? A secret nobody knows?” Hutch’s hand reaches down and he caresses the air above his dog. They can’t touch each other, any more than Hunter and I can, but it leans into the stroke and rumbles, ears submissive. “I thought I’d use mine to make money. While you are…a loss adjuster? You’ve visited my office a couple of times in the last week.”

				“I’m a private detective.”

				“How sweet. A boy and his dog.”

				“You’re killing people over the property market?”

				“It’s a very lucrative market. And I don’t kill people often. You have to be careful. Mostly I use Kharon here to find information for me, and to influence my business contacts. It’s a little like being a private detective, I imagine.”

				His grin tells me that he knows exactly how good I am at being a detective, and I wish I’d made a better stab at it. My standing is pitiful compared to his, though at least I have the moral high ground by several thousand feet. 

			

			
				“You killed Ann.”

				“The autopsy will say she had a heart attack.”

				“And Phoebe Knight. Your own employee.”

				“Sooner or later, someone was going to get too curious for their own good about my methods.”

				“You killed her and dumped her body in the flats before you started the fire. How are you planning to get away with that?” 

				“Ah, smoke inhalation. I was pleased with that one.”

				Kharon’s mouth opens, and black smoke dribbles down to drift along the floor. I can smell it, bitter and dangerous. A glance at Hunter tells me he’s never seen anything like this. All he can do is make infinite jerky sticks appear. Now I think of it, this is the longest I’ve ever seen him go without one. Tricky to eat when your jaw’s hanging open. 

				Hutch hasn’t lasted this long by bumping someone off every other day. It’s a classic pattern: killer kills once, then again to cover their tracks, or because the first time was so easy. Eventually they get so desperate or hardened that more killing seems the only way out, and they up the pace. Phoebe Knight, then Ann, all in a matter of days. And now, almost certainly, me.

				“There are rules.” Hunter speaks for the first time, and I can tell it’s an effort. I’ve never seen his ears so low. 

				“It speaks! What’s your name, then?”

				“Why don’t you guess? You know everything else about me.” I don’t want him to know Hunter’s name. That just feels too…intimate. Hunter must agree, because his jaw snaps shut.

				“As for the rules, we’ve been breaking them all my life.” The dog’s ears perk at the ‘we’. It looks pleased, and reveals even more teeth. “I started when I was a boy, by changing his name. Then the training began.”

				“You can’t do that.” Hunter’s voice is flat, but I’ve known him long enough to recognise the note of panic behind it. It’s the voice he used when I scared myself into almost drowning at the beach, and he had to talk me back up onto the sand. 

				“You need a strong will to disobey, and a stronger one not to pop out of existence once you have.”

			

			
				He leans back and smirks, and the dog Kharon tips its head up in an ecstasy of pride and love. 

				“I could teach you, if you like. Your dog’s a little tubby, but he can train. Would you like that, boy? Like to influence the world around you with more than your mouth? You’ve got such a wonderful opportunity here, both of you. Stick with me and I’ll show you.”

				Here’s where we pretend to go along with his scheme until we can get out of this and get Hutch arrested. Unfortunately, Hunter didn’t get the memo. He’s so used to nobody being able to hear him except me, he’s gotten lippy. And now it will be the death of both of us.

				“That’s not what I’m for and it’s not what he’s for,” he snarls. “You! Kharon! Snap out of it and do your job, you peabrain!”

				I wonder if, despite the dog’s size and sinister appearance, it’s actually as dim as Hunter is suggesting. It hasn’t said a word, just smouldered and menaced. And I wouldn’t let a slimeball like Hutch mould me into a tame executioner, I hope.

				 “Kharon, kill them. The human first, so the dog can watch.”

				I jerk my head away and stare fixedly at the ceiling. A lifetime of dodging red eyes doesn’t go away overnight, in spite of Hunter.

				“Jon. Look at him.”

				Hunter has lied, or been mistaken, so much in the last day that I have no reason to trust him. No reason, except the whole of our lives together. If he’s wrong Kharon will kill him as well, and I don’t want to live without my invisible partner. I turn my head slowly, peeking out between my eyelashes.

				Looking into Kharon’s eyes is like getting close to an incandescent lightbulb. After only a few seconds, I can’t tell the eyes from the dancing green ghosts they leave on my vision. The rest of the room seems to dim, and there’s a sharp smell like the head of a match. My ears are buzzing, and I’m hot all over. 

				“He can’t kill you. It’s not time.” So far away, Hunter’s voice, and so sad. I look at Kharon, crouched and bristling, staring at me with such sizzling heat its eyes are turning white. If looks could kill…I think, and want to giggle. 

				Outside the walls of this room, the rest of the world is carrying on its business. I can hardly imagine it. This, here, this is the whole world, this is the only thing that matters. That’s when I realise—this is the job Hunter and I have to do, to get rid of this hellish partnership that’s upsetting the natural order of things. It’s why we were put together and why I can talk to him; it may be why I pushed this investigation so hard, though I could probably still blame pride and boredom. We should have spent all our time practising for this moment, not messing around and bickering. Too late now. 

			

			
				The heat washes over me, but it doesn’t hurt. It’s like putting my hand close to a flame, but not too close. Just as long as I keep Hunter’s reassuring voice in my mind, I’m fine. Everything’s fine. I hold Kharon’s baleful stare, and smile in the face of the black dog.

				I’ve been thinking so much about dogs, I forgot people can be dangerous too. 

				“Switch,” calls Hutch. Kharon’s gaze flicks away. I blink and shiver, out of that heat, that light. I’m only just ready for Hutch and the knife he’s grabbed, the one from the website picture. I shift my body left and catch him as he comes. Even as the pain arcs along my side, I realise he knows this is the showdown. He can’t explain away a stabbing in his own private office, performed with his own private property. 

				I’ve never been stabbed before. I want to recoil from the shock and pain and just curl up in a ball, but my body has too much forward momentum and I grapple Hutch to the floor, twisting his arm back so he’s forced to drop the knife. As we roll and wrestle, I try not to notice how much blood there seems to be on our clothes, our hands, the carpet. 

				A second pain cuts through me, and I think Hutch has another weapon, but he’s pulled away, grabbing at his own chest. We turn together to where Hunter and Kharon are standing nose to nose. Their eyes are locked on each other’s, and there’s a hum coming off them that sets my teeth on edge, like a high voltage cable running through the room. 

				There’s no way Hunter can win this. Whatever it is. He’s pudgy and silly where Kharon is a honed killing machine. Does it work both ways—will I pop out of existence when he goes? Then Hutch will be free to do as he likes. Nobody else will have any idea how to stop him. I should kill him, first, while he’s distracted, but either because of the wound or the energy drawn in by the dogs, I can hardly move. 

				I’ve never really believed in the supernatural—apart from the whole invisible dog thing, of course—but I can feel something in this room, some force bigger than any of us, shifting position, battling for the upper hand. Or maybe it’s the blood loss making me lightheaded.

			

			
				Hutch is propped up against the wall. His eyes are closed and his fists are clenched so hard the veins stand out. Is he somehow lending his energy to Kharon? Madly, I’m jealous of the connection he has with his dog. Hunter is my pal, my partner, but… Wait. Hunter is…the closest friend I’ve ever had. He’s seen and heard everything. We have no secrets. I’ve never trained him the way Hutch has trained Kharon, because that’s not what friends do. 

				“Hunter!” My mouth is dry. “Hunter…get’m.”

				His gaze never shifts from those other eyes, but an ear flicks and the tail gives a tiny wag. 

				 I see a shimmer surround the two dogs, a white glow. Kharon looks smaller, now, and that head is just a dog’s head, not a monster’s. While Hunter…his stupid trench coat has fallen from his shoulders, his flat Lab fur is bristling and his ears are cocked. He looks more like a wolf than I’ve ever imagined he could. 

				I’m helping.

				I’m assuming that’s the right thing to do. 

				Hutch lets his breath out in a hiss, and Kharon’s chest puffs out as the dog regains strength. Hutch is helping too. We can’t have that. I push myself up on one arm, lunge forwards through dizzy waves, and punch him in the nose. It’s not elegant, but it does the job. It’s a punch for Phoebe Knight, Ann and Delphine, and for me and my dog. Hutch gasps, and Kharon breaks eye contact.

				“No, no, no!” One hand on his nose, Hutch flaps the other at Kharon. The big beast reacts as if it’s been kicked, bows its head and shrinks into itself. And keeps shrinking. Hunter towers over the other dog with eyes like looking at the sun through a pinhole. Kharon whimpers, rolls over, tries to wriggle away on its back towards Hutch, who is looking at him and at Hunter with astounded fury that changes to horror, then grief. 

				Neither human nor dog is paying any attention to anything except each other. Kharon wags feebly, pawing at Hutch’s knee. Hutch shifts his hand, wanting to pat, to comfort. It’s all wrong. Kharon should be easing Hutch’s exit from the world, not the other way round. I guess that’s what happens when you break the rules. 

				I slip a hand into my pocket and touch my phone. Home button, then the bottom left of the screen, where it says ‘Emergency’, then three stabs where the 9 will be. I’ve practised this, though I never thought I’d really use it. As I make my third press, so faintly I hope it registers, the big black dog folds in on itself, flattening to a black, burned stain on the carpet. 

			

			
				Hutch is running his fingers through the air where Kharon was. He’s never been able to touch his dog, of course, but there’s a vast difference between a space that contains an intangible black dog nobody else can see and a space that only used to contain one. He’s not trying to kill me now, which is great, but pain shoots through me and I realise he doesn’t need to. 

				The fire in Hunter’s eyes isn’t white hot any more. It’s faded to a cosy pinkish red, like the bar of an electric fire, and I wonder how I could ever have been scared of that comforting, familiar glow. 

				“Hunter.” I drop to my knees, and beckon him over. No wonder he looked sad earlier, when he told me it wasn’t time. He knew the time was coming, and soon. But that’s OK. It hurts a lot, and I want it to be over. I get it, now. Your black dog isn’t the bringer of death I always feared under Hunter’s daft, playful exterior. It’s a familiar presence, revealed at the end so you’ll have company while everything else fades away. And I want a piece of that. Hutch won’t hurt anyone else. My work is done, though good luck to whoever has the job of trying to sort out what the hell happened in here. I hope Hunter’s next gig is a good one. He’s a good boy. Here, Hunter. From the cradle to the grave, Hunter. Till death do us part. Hunter…why won’t you look at me?

				***

				I slide out of the hospital bed and walk over to the window, holding on to the furniture as I go. The doctors tell me I shouldn’t be alive; I lost half my blood, my body shut down, brain too, but my heart just wouldn’t stop beating, even when they turned the machines off.

				It was a nurse who told me the other thing, how I burst from unconsciousness calling out and looking wildly around. It took three of them to tidy me back into bed and squirt in some drugs.

				The ache inside me isn’t from the wound, isn’t from the needles and tubes and the harsh mixture of medicines. It’s loss.

				I didn’t even see him go, but I knew, knew before I was even conscious. Hunter broke the rules by not helping me to my death, and now he’s gone. I can only hope he’s been reassigned—some other cute little baby, this one blissfully unaware of his presence—but for all I know he’s the one who’s ceased to exist, instead of me. For the first few days I kept expecting a new dog to pop up—a fluffy puppy, the mirror of my fantasy new life for Hunter—but nothing. Seems my black dog privileges have been revoked. 

			

			
				There’s only one person who can know how this feels. Now we really do have something in common. But I can’t, I won’t, seek him out. I remember what he said about a strong will. If mine had been stronger, if I’d been a smarter, tougher person, could I have saved Hunter from vanishing out of existence? It’s not fair—Hutch and Kharon broke the rules for years, and got away with it until we came along. All we did was set things right. We didn’t deserve to have it go so wrong for us instead. 

				I wonder what will happen, at the end. I’m not stupid enough to imagine I’m going to live forever. Now there’ll be no Hunter to lay his paw just above my hand, the closest he can get to touching, and send me on my way with compassion in his kind, wise eyes and jerky on his breath. 

				My room looks out across a square, with the river in the distance. I watch the people criss-crossing from one street to another, hurried or chilled, on business or just strolling. They’re all reasonably decent people, probably. I’ve removed—I’ve helped to remove—a threat to the nice people, someone who’d cheat them out of their money and, when it suited him, take their lives. It’s what I grew up wanting to do, and I should be pleased. But I can’t help feeling that the whole lot of them aren’t worth what I’ve lost. 

				The black dogs trot at their heels like second shadows: poodles and cockers, big Newfoundlands and tiny chihuahuas. Anything that comes in black, and plenty of mongrels, too. From up here, their eyes are tiny sparks. I flit from one to the next, hoping for the flap of a trench coat or the glint of sun off a pair of shades, but nothing. Following my own wishful thinking, he’s beside some newborn’s cot. I’ll keep looking, Hunter, boy. I’ll never stop.

				All those people, and I’m the only one who knows that none of them is alone, or has to face the end alone. While I am, and I must.

			

		

	
		
			
				Crimson on Copper

				Tony Greyfox

				Murder is a cold-blooded business, but how does one contend with a killer that has no emotions? Murder without motive, action without remorse, an industry of indifference collects the wages of sin.

				



			

	






			

			
				CASE FILE 008

				Crimson on Copper

				Tony Greyfox

				The interrogation room was small and cramped even when the perp sitting at the single wooden table was your standard, everyday criminal. With this suspect, it was claustrophobic. The air was heavy, stinking of diesel fumes and sprocket oil.

				“You understand why you’re here, correct?” I said, setting my paws on the table and putting on my best cop glare. My suspect chuffed a small cloud of smoke that made my nostrils burn. Cognition gears clicked in its dome-shaped head. It nodded, yes.

				It was telling the truth, I knew that. Automatons can’t lie. They’re designed to answer questions from anyone who asks, and this one had one hell of a list to answer.

				I sat down across from it. The room light glinted off the rounded head plate. Two circular lenses whirred as it focused on me. That blank, empty stare from the copper-toned automaton gave me chills. Especially since the copper was blotted here and there with crimson. Thinking back over the morning’s horrors sent a shiver down my spine.

				***

				Gore is part of my job. I’ve seen bloody crime scenes that would send most people screaming into the night. Take a couple of tours during a nasty border war, you see lots of hell. 

				But this was a little more than I was used to.

				The store was an automaton sales outlet. A half dozen of the bipedal mechanicals were displayed around the room in various whimsical poses, holding assorted items. Here, a maid outfit and a broom. There, a hard hat with a steam drill. Modern mechanical workers, just add water and diesel fuel.

			

			
				But it wasn’t the automatons that were the highlight of the room. Instead, it was the rivulets of red dribbling across the floor. 

				“Hey, Detective.” A beat sergeant hopped over to me, careful to keep his big rabbit feet out of the blood. He scratched an ear with one gloved paw and waved with the other nervously. “Got three customers for you. This one and two in the next room. Pretty ugly.”

				“What else is new?”

				I stepped over the blood cautiously, thankful that hyenas don’t have long tails like the fox who was busily trying to blot blood from his tail tip.

				Contestant number one dangled half on and half off the sales counter. He looked like any other mixed-breed dog, except for the fact half his head was caved in like a deflated balloon. “Holy hell,” I muttered, leaning in to carefully examine the damage. “Someone shoot him with a cannon?”

				“Ain’t no cannon, Smiley, but you aren’t gonna believe when you find out what it really was.” 

				I glared at the rabbit. “How many times do I have to go over how much I hate that nickname?”

				“Sorry, Detective Faraday.” He covered the smirk and pointed to the back room.

				There were three figures in the room. Only one was upright. A light flickered and swung back and forth, sending shadows scurrying across the room. 

				Another dog lay crumpled against a wall. She was the largest source of blood, probably because something had punched a messy hole clear through her belly. “Damn,” I breathed, staring at the body for a moment before turning to the third fatality. This one sat sprawled in a chair. From the black and grey tail, it was a raccoon, but visual identification past that would be impossible – its head seemed to have been driven down into the chest almost like it had been dropped upside-down from, say, a mile up.

				“What the hell happened here?” I muttered.

				“You should ask our special guest,” the sergeant suggested. 

				“And who is…?” 

				At his gesture, I turned to the other figure in the room. I had shrugged it off as another automaton, in for servicing or some other reason. Taking a closer look, I saw the blood on its claspers and splashed onto its copper. 

			

			
				“The automaton did it?”

				“Sure looks that way, Detective. I mean, that one isn’t a Williams. The ones up front are all made of steel plate, and this one’s copper.” The rabbit gestured at its arms. “Not to mention covered in blood.”

				I stared up at the seven-foot mechanical and frowned. “Who are you?”

				It stood silent. 

				“We used the emergency power shutoff the second we saw what had happened,” said the fox from the showroom. “It was already powered down, or had a fault of some kind—it didn’t move when we came in.”

				“But automatons are supposed to be designed to never harm organic life of any kind. If this thing was the killer…”

				“…then something is very, very wrong,” I finished for the sergeant. “Are the radios still out?”

				“Yeah, some sort of static. Sunspots, maybe.”

				“Okay. Get on the phone. Call over some men and a cargo cart. Haul this thing down to the precinct.”

				“You’re taking it in?” The sergeant scratched his ear again, nervously. “What are you going to do with it?”

				I clapped my notebook closed. “I’m going to figure out what makes it tick.”

				***

				We had wrapped some heavy chains around the automaton’s arms and legs before parking it in the interrogation room and turning the power back on. The electrical system wound up, the little diesel engine rumbled, and I had my first copper-plated perp.

				It ticked quietly at me. 

				“What is your designation?”

				A whirring sound emitted from the automaton’s face, and a slim piece of paper slid from its mouth slot to dangle down in front of its torso. I warily reached across and tugged the paper free. The automaton didn’t move as I smoothed it between my claws. 


				Hemingway Industries HAU-4a – Serial # 011

			

			
				Real helpful, that. I don’t know what I was expecting, mind you. I tucked the ticker tape into my notes. “Who is your owner?”

				Silence. It stared at me with those glass eyes, unmoving. I frowned and leaned forward over the table. “That was a question. Who is your owner?”

				The copper dome turned to the side slightly, then turned back. Its “mouth” whirred. The slip of paper dangled. 


				That is private information. It can not be divulged.


				“Is that so?” That paper joined the first. “You’re claiming privilege over your ownership?”

				The rounded copper head tilted up and down, yes.

				“Fair enough. I’ll be right back.” 

				Its lenses followed me as I walked out. My appearance scattered the small crowd of officers outside who just happened to have things to do near the interrogation room. A few of them watched me curiously as I stalked across the office. 

				The judge’s chamber was empty when I arrived. I hit the call button, leaned back against the wall, and waited. It didn’t take long. The chainway running along the floor rattled into life, a door slid open on one wall, and the judge’s desk clattered in from the left. Behind it, a harried looking porcupine turned a weary gaze up at me from behind thick glasses.

				“You’ll have to help me out,” she said tiredly. “We looking for marriage licenses, death certificates, civil judgement…? I’ve been rotating around these offices all bloody day, it’s all blurring together.”

				“I need a warrant for information search.”

				One eyebrow raised. “What’s the issue?”

				“Automaton won’t give me information on its owner.”

				“Crime?”

				“Triple homicide.”

				That woke her up. “‘zat so? Huh. Sounds interesting enough.” She flipped three switches on her desk, and it reconfigured itself with a clatter of metal and woodwork, disgorging the proper paperwork in front of her.

				I watched her sign it, then picked it up. “Thanks, your honor.”

				“Let me know how—” A bell dinged on the desk, followed by the rattle of the chainway. “Oh, for the love of—Here we go again.”

				The automaton hadn’t moved when I returned—it was still staring at the door and its gaze followed me until I sat down. 

			

			
				I slid the warrant across in front of it. “Read.”

				It stared at the paper for a moment, then back up to me. 

				“Now. Who is your owner?”

				The printer whirred and spat out paper. I have no owner


				I frowned. “That’s impossible. All automatons have owners.”

				It stared at me impassively. 

				“Where do you reside? What is your place of registration?”

				Nothing.

				“Well. I guess we’ll have to be a little less polite about this.”

				It watched me as I walked around and punched the emergency stop on its back. The engine died, and the various little lights went out. 

				I stepped out again and glanced around the once-again suddenly busy office. “Where’s Winters?”

				“He’s in the lab, same as always, Smiley,” someone called. I growled and made my way in that direction, considering homicide on the beat cop who gave me that damn nickname years back.

				The elevator rattled its way down into the bowels of the Civic Building. It was a smart idea, really, combining police HQ, city hall, courts, and municipal services all into one big building. It meant all the departments could be run by the same boilers, generating electricity and powering the various moving stock at a reduced cost.

				Heat rose through the elevator shaft, enough to make me take off my overcoat. A row of coat hangers on the wall in the hallway outside the elevator suggested I wasn’t the only one who couldn’t handle the temperatures.

				The “lab” was a cavernous, windowless room built around the looming boilers. A mass of steam pipes wound across the ceiling. Around the edges were cabinets, controls, tables, desks – every flat space was covered with pieces of equipment or paperwork filled with numbers and notes. 

				“Winters?” I called, shoving the automaton on its cargo cart ahead of me. “You in here?”

				A large pair of bulging green eyes turned from amid the heaps of metal. I jumped back. “God damn it, Winters, take those things off when I come down here!” 

				“Oh, sorry, Detective, I forgot.” A gloved hand pushed the magnifying lenses up. “And what have we here?”

			

			
				Winters, our technology expert, slithered—there was no other way to put it—out of whatever he was working on. He was shirtless; nothing new, but it was disconcerting how his scales faded from color to color as he moved. The bulging eyes were slightly less intimidating when not magnified by a few dozen times, and they shifted around as he inspected my guest. 

				“This is the suspect in a triple homicide.” I gestured to the automaton and took a seat under a fan. It pushed the sweat around under my thick fur, at least. “Meet HAU-4a – Serial # 011.”

				The chameleon hissed softly and practically climbed up the automaton. “A murder suspect? Impossible, impossible—But the blood, I see…” Winters caressed the machine, inspecting every part of it. “Such a lovely piece of equipment, newly released just a few months ago, and so advanced!”

				I grunted, tapping my fingers on the chair. “It says nobody owns it, but that doesn’t seem right. Can you pull the memory tapes and see what they say?”

				“Yes, yes, this is simple! Allow me to…” Tools appeared from somewhere on his belt and within moments he had the back of the head plate removed. “Yes, memory tapes should be… Hmm, odd.”

				I looked over his shoulder. “What’s the problem?”

				“It is missing.”

				I waited, but he didn’t elaborate. “What is missing?” I asked, exasperated.

				He gestured into the mass of gears, wires and unidentifiable parts. “Memory tapes. There are none. In fact, there are no tapes at all.”

				“That’s impossible.” I blinked. “It needs tapes to run, doesn’t it? Otherwise it has no commands to follow.”

				“No, no, basic situations are handled by the cognition system, this and this”—he pointed too fast for me to follow—“but long term programs do not run without the memory. It should be here, but it is not!” 

				“So…how does it run, then?” I watched, mystified, as the chameleon replaced the head plate and stripped the back off the automaton to search around further. 

				“I am not sure. It has strange parts. This,” he said, pointing to a bulbous metallic nodule, “maybe, but it is small and not anything I understand.”

				“Great. I’ve got a possessed automaton as a murder suspect.” I shook my head. “If I leave this with you overnight, do you think you can solve the mystery?”

			

			
				“Oh, would you? This is such a wonderful machine!” Winters looked like a kid in a candy store at the prospect of spending some alone time with the automaton. “Look at the structure! It is so advanced! The joints are marvelous! Amazing they did not sell more.” 

				I frowned. “It looks like an automaton to me, that’s all I know. What’s so special about the joints?”

				“They are a new design. Old joints, they move jerkily, not like you or I would move, yes?” He traced the joint on the hip almost sensuously. “This, this moves smooth, like an athlete. It must be very fast.”

				“Fast? These things lumber around like they should be on crutches.” 

				“Not this one! This design, it could move as fast as a man can run, if not faster. Our joints would not handle such high speeds.” 

				“Well, that one’s not running anywhere. Check it out. I want to know how it works by tomorrow morning.”

				He was still wrapped around the automaton when I stepped onto the elevator, making little hissing sounds of appreciation. 

				Things were quiet when I got back upstairs, with most of the department headed home. “How’d it go, Detective?” called the desk sergeant. 

				“Winters has a new toy. He’s thrilled,” I replied, with a snort. “We’ll see what he turns up. Anything else going on I need to know?”

				“Nope, all’s quiet. You look like hell,” the horse said, eyeing me up and down. “Go get some sleep.”

				“Thanks, Sarge, I think I will.”

				Lamps were just lighting up and down the street when I stepped out the door. A low bank of fog and fumes settled in, so I pulled my filter mask on. I took solace in the fact it wasn’t the only mask on the street – sensitivity to diesel and coal fumes was on the rise. Politicians shouted about it, but politicians always shouted instead of getting anything done.

				The neon outside Jake’s Bar flickered into life through the fog. I turned in, a blast of cool air meeting me and sweeping past to send multicolored swirls through the thin clouds on the street. Five heads turned, regarded me, recognized me, and went back to their drinks.

				Jake looked up from his newspaper with a wave. “Evenin’, Cap’n,” the pit bull called. “Save the world today?”

			

			
				“Not much worth saving today, Corporal. I’ll try again tomorrow.” 

				He laughed for both of us and slapped down a glass in my usual spot at the end of the bar. “Supper?” At my nod, he turned around and shouted into the kitchen. “Steak and fries, rare!”

				A television set flickered silently in a corner of the bar. Figures marched across the screen dressed in military garb, broad antlers streaming patriotic ribbons in black and white. 

				Jake followed my gaze. “Looks like things are heatin’ up again in the north, hmm?”

				“Seems that way. Lots of talk, no action yet. I guess they must’ve found some more coal instead of trying to take ours.” 

				“I hear they’re talking oil now, not coal. Lots of trains and things running up that way, plenty of country to cover.” Jake slapped the bar with his paper, shaking his head. “They try it again, they’ll get the same whipping we gave ‘em last time, right?”

				“We did our part. Don’t be breaking out the carbines yet.” 

				Jake grinned. “Aw, come on. We could update the picture.” He gestured to the wall, where a familiar image was framed and surrounded by military decorations. 

				I knew the picture intimately. A dozen young men of various species gathered around the nose art from a dirigible cabin—a vixen in a towel and not much else. Jake was front and center. I grinned out from the back, a little thinner, a lot younger, less grey around the muzzle.

				“Can’t do that,” I said quietly. “Not without a shovel.”

				His smile faded. “Yeah. Good point.”

				I waved a paw and drained my glass. It burned on the way down as I slapped the glass down on the bar. “Sorry, rough day.”

				Jake refilled it reflexively. “Gotcha. No problem, Charlie.” 

				I must have come across pretty serious—Jake never uses my first name. But it was a serious kind of day. 

				Jake set a plate down in front of me. “Bon appétit.” 

				“Thanks, Jake.” A steak so rare it was almost capable of carrying on a dinner conversation, and fries so crisp they’d shatter if dropped more than a couple inches. Perfect.

				I worked my way through dinner, watching the images flicker across the television screen. Nothing about my murders. The local news hadn’t sussed it out yet—all the better for me, considering they’d be up and down the backs of the police if they found out automatons were killing people. 

			

			
				Abruptly, the signal fuzzed into static. Jake cursed and gave the box a solid thump, with no effect. “Damn. Someone’s playin’ with an oversized ham radio set. They should lose their license.”

				“No great loss. That idiot box isn’t gonna replace radio any time soon.”

				It was full dark when I tossed a five on the bar, bid Jake goodnight, and walked back out into the fog. The streets were relatively empty, the quiet broken up by the occasional rumble of a diesel freighter, a train in the distance, or the soft whup-whup of a dirigible chugging past overhead.

				My little studio suite was up three flights and overlooked a scenic alleyway. Three rooms, small but enough for my purposes. I tossed my coat on a chair, followed it with my tie and automatic in its shoulder holster, and grabbed a bottle from the kitchen.

				Then I did my evening ritual.

				My medals sat on the windowsill, roughly framed. Service medals, combat ribbons, sharpshooter awards arrayed around the big silver star at the center.

				Next to them stood a picture in a much nicer frame, singed on one corner. A young hyena, smartly dressed, smiling like she’d just discovered the biggest secret the world’s ever known. In her arms, a small bundle of fur that stuck out in all directions, little eyes radiating mischief. It looked as if the photographer had managed to barely catch him at rest—his paws were just starting to blur with motion.

				It always used to make me smile. It almost did now.

				I stared at that picture for a long moment. I kissed the glass softly, just as I had so many times before.

				Then I laid down on the sofa, stared at the roof, and drank until it didn’t hurt anymore.

				***

				An insistent jangling dragged me out of sleep like a bass from a pond. I struggled upright and bleared around, wincing at the clank of the empty bottle rolling off my chest. 

				I grabbed the telephone, mostly to make it shut up. “Ngh?”

				“Detective Faraday? It’s Burson, at the office.”

				“Wh’time is it?”

			

			
				“Six twenty-two. We need you here, sir.”

				“‘s problem?”

				“Your automaton is gone. Broke its way out.”

				That woke me up. “What?”

				“It’s bad, sir. We need you down here right away.”

				“Send a car. I’ll be down in ten minutes.”

				***

				It was bad, indeed. There was a big damn hole in the main door, which had apparently been locked. The crowd of cops and lookie-loos parted like a wheat field in a tornado, and I stepped through. Inside, desks were out of place, one or two turned over, and another hole was bashed in the door to the elevator. 

				“What in the hell happened?” I asked, staring at the wreckage. 

				“Not sure, Detective,” a beagle—Burson—said, joining me. “Nobody was in the office when it happened. I was just coming back in from a night patrol and spotted the hole in the door.”

				“Elevator still work okay?”

				“They think so, but I’m using the stairs, sir.”

				“Smart fellow. Let’s take the stairs.”

				The hike down to the basement helped clear my head at least a little. The heat helped too, as I started sweating like a pig halfway down. My shirt was sodden by the time I reached bottom.

				More wreckage greeted me. The lab had been demolished. Tables were overturned and parts scattered everywhere. Something caught my eye, and I picked it up—the back plate of the automaton. I stared at it until a forensics investigator spotted me and called out.

				“Winters?” I asked, already knowing the answer. The fox shook his head and pointed. I followed his gesture and winced. A pair of chameleon feet, faded to unhealthy beige, stuck out from under a heavy cabinet. “Aw, hell.”

				“There too.” He pointed again. I turned ninety degrees. An arm and shoulder hung out of a pile of parts several feet from the legs. “Holy—how many pieces?”

				“Just those two, we think. Need to get the cabinet off the bottom part first.”

				“It ripped him in half.”

				“Looks like.” 

			

			
				I growled and turned around. “Keep me informed.”

				By the time I reached the top of the stairs my anger had crystallized into resolve. There was no way I was going to stand back as a mechanical monstrosity busted up my city and killed people—especially cops. 

				Other officers were starting to drift in, glancing my direction while I headed to my desk. “Clean up,” I said. “I’ll be right back.”

				There was some semblance of order by the time I returned to the main room in a fresh shirt. Faces turned to me and a thick layer of silence settled, heavier than the fog outside. I took a deep breath.

				“If you don’t know by now, Winters is dead. The automaton probably did it. It’s out there someplace, and I want everyone out on the street trying to find it. Fan out, canvas the local businesses, see if anyone saw anything.” I waved the back plate. “It’s missing this, if that helps. Report back here as soon as possible.”

				The officers made their way out. I turned to Burson and tucked a handheld radio set onto my belt. “Stay here. If anything important comes in, let me know.”

				“Radios are down again—that damn static is back – but I’ll try.” The beagle lifted an eyebrow. “You sticking around, sir?”

				“Nope. I’m going to the source.” I pointed to the back plate. “Hemingway Industries. If anyone knows what’s going on with this thing, it’ll be the guy who made it.”

				***

				Hemingway Industries resided in a squat, relatively small building at the edge of town, surrounded by similar squat, small buildings each belching out fumes from tall smokestacks that left the neighborhood in perpetual twilight. 

				Nobody manned the desk in the reception area, so I hammered on the bell a few times. 

				“A moment, a moment!” 

				I looked around for the source of the voice. A speaking tube just next to the door ended the mystery. Soon after, the door swung open, and the owner of the voice emerged.

				“Oh, I—may I help you?” the middle-aged, slouched ferret asked, peering up at me through coke-bottle glasses. “I’m afraid we don’t take direct orders here.”

				“I’m not looking to order anything,” I said, holding my badge down where he could see it. “Detective Faraday, central precinct. I’m investigating several murders.”

			

			
				The ferret started. I didn’t think his eyes could get any wider, but they were sure trying. “Oh dear, I’m afraid I don’t know anything about—”

				“A Hemingway automaton is one of the prime suspects, sir.” 

				“It—What? But that’s impossible!” The little guy looked like he was going to explode in indignation. “Automatons cannot kill organic beings. Why, they can’t even be designed to kill bugs! This is outrageous! It’s—”

				I held up a paw. “I assume, from your reaction, that you’re Conrad Hemingway.”

				The sputtering came to a stop. “Yes, I am the Hemingway in Hemingway Industries, Detective. And there’s no possible way that—”

				“Sir,” I interrupted, kindly, “you are not implicated in any crimes. I just want to ask you some questions about your automatons, and hopefully figure out why this one is killing people.”

				Hemingway grumbled to a stop, breathing hard. When he got angry, he got angry, apparently. “Detective, if creatures are being killed, it’s certainly another person doing it. My automatons are built with every safeguard in place.”

				“I understand, sir, but the facts remain.” I gestured through the door he had come in. “Could you show me around the factory, maybe let me see for myself how you make these things?”

				That seemed to strike the ferret as a good idea; his eyes brightened, and he straightened as much as his age—and work-bent spine—could manage. “Yes, of course, yes! Please, come in, come in.” He led the way through the door into a cacophony of noise.

				The factory floor was a buzz of activity. I counted a dozen or so automatons of various sizes, most of them bolted to the floor, operating an assembly line that trundled along on a chainway. Here, one of the machines tightened bolts with a steam-powered wrench. There, one attached legs to a torso. Each had their job, and at the end of the line gleamed a brand-new automaton. 

				I walked around it. It was nearly the same as my perp, but the torso was smaller, more compact. I looked down at Hemingway. “What model is this one?”

				“Oh, this is the HAU-3d, Detective. A couple of years old now. We’re working on its replacement now.” The ferret tugged an order sheet from the automaton’s hip and peered at incomprehensible notations. “Going to a nut farm as a sorter. They’re very good at small jobs like that, you know.”

			

			
				“I see.” I pulled out my notepad. “Where are the HAU-4a units manufactured?”

				Hemingway returned the paper and pointed. “They were coming off the other line.” 

				I followed his finger. The machinery at the back of the factory stood silent. “Were?”

				“Oh yes. We only made thirty of them, mostly as experimental units, and then scrapped them.” He gestured to the working line. “I converted several to work on this line to conserve equipment.” 

				“Automatons making automatons,” I murmured. “What is the world coming to?” I held out the ticker tape from my perp. “Fact is, sir, one of those units was in my interrogation room yesterday and told me itself that it was a 4a. Did you sell any of them?”

				“Sell? No, not at all! The design had some flaws that I felt were too egregious to market.” He looked confused. “But…the text looks like our output. We have a specific output font that is unique, you see, based on the structure of the printing unit—”

				I cut him off. “Who scrapped these units?”

				“We sold them to a scrap yard down the valley. They were all taken away, oh, three months ago?” A thought came to the little weasel, and he held a finger up. “Ah! We can find out exactly. Come, let us speak to Annabelle.”

				Most of the factory noise cut off as we stepped into an office space to the side of the facility. It held two desks, one heaped high with schematics and the other neat and orderly. Behind them, a door opened and someone emerged. 

				It was almost like the sun rising. She wore a yellow dress that set off her cream fur and matched the intent amber eyes that swept over me once, then a second time, slowly and speculatively. I returned the favor. She had more curves than the average ferret. On most weasels it doesn’t work—they just look way too lumpy instead of sleek. On her, it worked—very well.

				“My daughter, Annabelle,” Hemingway introduced, smiling proudly. “This is Detective Faraday. He is asking some questions about the HAU-4a units.”

			

			
				“Oh, those portable junk piles?” Annabelle sidled up and regarded me from under lowered lashes, a slight smile crossing her muzzle. I felt almost like a side of prime beef being studied by her. Part of my brain wanted me to step away from that gaze. Another was telling the first to shut up. “Looking for a new doorstop, Detective?”

				I cleared my throat. “Looking for a killer, ma’am.” 

				She tilted her head to one side, an ear twitching in interest. “What does a killer have to do with a line of automatons that failed miserably?”

				Charming, this one. I pulled out the ticker tape again. “The one named this is suspected in four deaths, and said it was unowned. It also had no memory tapes when our technical expert opened it up.”

				“That is utterly ludicrous!” Hemingway burst out. “It could not operate without memory tapes, without commands! It would simply stand like a cigar store statue. What good would it be?”

				“This one was definitely moving, sir. Our expert said there were some strange things in its head case, but he was still investigating the situation when it escaped.”

				Annabelle handed me the tape back, her fingers brushing mine casually. “Maybe someone moved the cases on the body, Father. Tammy always did say keeping them in the head was a bad idea.”

				“I do not know why anyone would even remotely want to upgrade one of those machines, even if they did have the same talent as your sister,” Hemingway huffed, adjusting his glasses. “Now please. The detective wants to see our records on the decommission of the 4a units.”

				“Sounds like the detective is easy to please.” She turned with a flirt of her slim tail and walked back to the door. I couldn’t help but watch the show. “Our records are in the back room. Come on, officer, I’ll introduce you to the real brains of the operation.”

				I glanced at the old guy. He shrugged. “Children. My daughters are very strong-willed, you might say. Please.” The ferret gestured towards the door.

				This room was impressive in its clutter. Filing cabinets made up one wall. The others were covered with blackboards, themselves covered with schematics, math equations, and more arcane scribblings. I had no idea what any of it meant.

				At the middle of the room three desks had been pushed together. Books better suited for a university library teetered in high stacks, shored up by piles of papers. In the middle, head down over a collection of electrical components and circuits, sat another ferret. She was larger, darker and thicker than her sister, though I could see a resemblance in the amber eyes that raised to survey me for a moment. The girl grunted and went back to work with a soldering iron.

			

			
				“My sister is very focused on her work,” Annabelle commented wryly as she searched through files. “She does most of the electronic designs for Father’s automatons. Shame she couldn’t do anything for the 4a line.” 

				“What was the problem with them?” I asked, leaning against a cabinet.

				“Too heavy and too slow to process orders.” Her fingers flew through the papers in the drawer. “They were a combination of older components and a new structural design, but the new joints that made them move faster than their predecessors made them too heavy to manage a lot of tasks.”

				There was a disbelieving sound from behind us. I turned around as the other girl pushed off of her desk. Her chair rolled backwards smoothly on two big wheels. A blanket covered her lap, bunched up where one leg should have been.

				“Those automatons were the future, five years too early,” Tamara said with a sneer. “Joints of that design will make them move just like you, Detective—but better, because they won’t tire. But with the construction materials and methods we have now, we can’t achieve what they should be.”

				“This one’s achieved murder, miss,” I noted. “And it’s done so without memory tapes. If that’s the future, you can have it, let me tell you.”

				Tamara shot a smoldering glare up at me. “Some of us have a greater vision about what the future should be. If you like the world how it is now, I leave you to it.” She whirled her chair back around to the desk and bent over the tiny components there once again, her ears twitching furiously. Her father shook his head and waved apologetically at me.

				Annabelle smiled, opening a file. “As you can probably guess, Tammy designed the 4a. She hated to see them leave. Now.” She held out a sheet of paper. “The scrap order with Doman’s Metals, south of town. Units 14 to 30 were all scrapped, along with parts. We used units 1 to 13 for spares and parts for the 3d line.”

				I pulled out the automaton’s designation again. “Looks like mine was unit 11. Can you indicate where those parts went?”

			

			
				“Well, I—”

				She was cut off as my radio crackled to life. “—ference for hours, I’ll try again. Detective Faraday, Burson at the office, do you read?”

				“Excuse me.” I pulled the radio off its clip. “Faraday here. Radios back up?”

				“Yes, sir,” Burson’s voice came. “What’s your location?”

				“At Hemingway Industries. What’s going on?”

				“Another attack, sir, just discovered. It’s at another automaton sales shop, Home Help Systems.”

				All three ferrets looked up at that. I controlled my expression. “I’ll be right there.”

				***

				It came to me as I parked the car that I was trying to solve a puzzle with about half the pieces lost behind the sofa. There was something strange there; Hemingway said it had been disassembled for reuse. Could someone have stolen the machine before it was taken apart? Possibly. More likely the Hemingways had scrapped it along with the others, recorded it improperly, and the unit had been lifted from the wrecker’s yard wholesale. I resolved to head over to the yard and ask some pointed questions. 

				When I walked into my office, distracted, someone was already there. I stopped in the doorway with a bark of surprise. “How did you get in here?”

				“Oh, I weaseled my way in.” Annabelle flashed a playful grin, standing up from my desk chair. “A little jumpy, Detective?”

				“Not every day that I find a pretty girl in my office who hasn’t either shot somebody or seen someone killed.” I dropped my notes from the latest scene—three dead, all beaten nearly unrecognizable—on the cluttered heap that serves as my filing and regarded the little ferret. “Can I do something for you, Miss Hemingway?”

				“So formal, Detective.” She giggled, laying a paw on my forearm for just a couple seconds. She smelled of spring and flowers. Her perfume seemed familiar and stirred thoughts that had lain fallow in my mind for a very long time. “Please, call me Annabelle.” 

				“Very well. Annabelle. What can I do for you?”

				She motioned towards the desk. “Actually I came to drop off copies of what files I could find. You left in such a hurry. And…I was hoping I could speak to you, without my father and sister hovering around. They’re very attached to their inventions. I see things from a different perspective.”

			

			
				I lifted an eyebrow. “What perspective might that be?”

				“Oh, let’s not get too deep into it here, Detective Faraday. I spend most of my days stuffed in an office that smells of metal and oil.” She stretched that lanky weasel body languidly. It was quite a sight. I drank it in like a fine wine and immediately felt like a total heel. “Walk with me. Riverside Park is just across the way. The sun is out, the breeze is blowing off the water.”

				“Miss Hemin—Annabelle,” I corrected myself as her lips pursed into a pout, “I have a lot to do today.”

				“Oh, Detective. Please, indulge a poor girl?” She batted those eyelashes at me again. 

				I sighed. “Fine. Twenty minutes is all I can spare. All right?”

				The ferret clapped her paws and caught my arm. I found myself dragged through the office and knew there would be many long hours of ribbing to follow from the other officers. After all, how often do you see a six-foot, burly hyena hauled off by a ferret half his size?

				She was right, though. The weather had pushed our usual overcoat of smog up the valley, leaving the gentle smell of the ocean, a few miles downstream, and a bright blue sky above. Riverside Park was quiet in the late afternoon. Weekends it was popular with families, but not many folks were evident today. 

				Annabelle led the way to a quiet path winding through the forest—pretty much the only forested area within miles of downtown. It was surprisingly pleasant. We walked in silence for a while, her arm amiably curled with mine—stirring more memories that I’d tried to shelve for years—before I cleared my throat. “About what you wanted to…”

				“Cops. Always business.” Her voice was light, joking, and I almost found myself smiling. “All right. I was thinking about the automaton, the 4a. I wonder if it might be someone trying to discredit my father’s work. He’s insisted for years on only building service machines for home and business use, but with the military situation I’ve heard that the army might look at automatons again.”

				I looked down at her, my ears twitching. “The multinational conventions have banned the use of automatons for military use. Don’t the manufacturers have to sign agreements to confirm they’re in compliance with the treaties?”

			

			
				“Oh, of course. Everyone who builds anything that might be used as an automatic way of fighting wars has to sign the paperwork.” She caught my eye. “Problem is, what if some of the builders are finding the agreements to be…inconvenient? Home Help’s parent company is close to bankruptcy, and the last Williams line went kafloppo and almost took them down before some rich investor put them back into the game.” 

				“Good point.” I considered it. If any of the builders were moving towards militarization they might want to damage the competition and allow for more profit to be directed towards their development work. “Your father would never consider that?”

				“Oh, no, not at all!” she said emphatically. “Father’s very much against war. But we’re a market leader—if our sales were to drop, it would open up for another company very quickly.”

				“Well. That’s an interesting angle to investigate, Annabelle. I think I’ll have to go visit the scrap dealer and see if any of your competitors happens to have bought a 4a, maybe forged the serial number somehow.” I snorted. “Best lead I’ve had so far.”

				“I do so enjoy helping the police,” she said, her grasp on my arm tightening. “But you don’t look very happy about it.”

				“Until that thing stops killing people, I won’t have anything to be happy about.”

				“Aww.” I found myself tugged to a stop and looked down at the ferret. “I could give you plenty of things to be happy about, you know.”

				Her smile was just short of naughty. It suggested I could lean down and kiss it, among other ideas. But as I saw myself cupping Annabelle’s soft cheek, leaning down, her face was replaced by one I saw behind glass every night and the spell shattered.

				Annabelle saw it in my face. Her ears twitched back. “Can’t you just show me one smile, Detective? It would look so nice on you.”

				I shook my head. It was too soon. “This is as good as it gets.”

				She pouted again—it was adorable on her—and reached up to cup my muzzle, trying to push the corners of my mouth up. “Come on. Just a little smile, for me?” 

				Her paws were tiny compared to mine. I closed my fingers around hers and gently pushed them down. “Please don’t,” I said, low and quiet. Her smile wavered and slid off her face, leaving a question in its place. 

			

			
				I let go of those soft paws. “I need to get back to work.” 

				We turned back towards the civic building when my radio erupted into a violent squeal of static. “What the—There it goes again,” I growled, snapping it off. “Whoever’s broadcasting that is—”

				I heard the clanking just in time. When I whirled around the automaton was in full charge and heading straight for us. 

				It was an instant reaction. I shoved Annabelle one way off the trail and dove the other. A flailing metal arm missed my head by inches. Grass and dirt flew under me while I scrambled back to my feet and faced the copper-plated killer.

				Tamara was right—it was very fast. But it couldn’t change direction very well, and stumbled to a stop some fifty feet past us. Before it turned around, I saw the missing back plate. It was definitely my suspect.

				Annabelle stared at the automaton, eyes wide. “Get out of here!” I shouted. She reacted instantly, scrambling into the bushes. Good. I didn’t want to have to worry about her while dealing with the mechanical.

				By the time my automatic had cleared its holster, the automaton was moving again—unbelievably fast. Those joints were smooth as silk, so long as the thing didn’t have to stop on a dime.

				It came right at me, and I had to duck away again, without getting lined up for a shot. It was already turning back when I got back to my feet, and started to charge once more. 

				This time I had a shot. My pistol kicked once, twice. The first shot at about fifty feet pinged harmlessly off the dome of its head. The second, about thirty feet, crashed through one of those lenses. 

				Unlike most cops, I load my own rounds. Most didn’t spend as much time as I did on the lines. My .45 loads are big, with lots of powder, and have a hell of a kick. It takes a big guy like myself to hang on when they go off. Usually just the sound of them is enough to stop someone, even if I miss.

				And I don’t miss much.

				The hollow-point slug blasted through the vision system of the automaton and blew the back head plate clean off in a spray of gears and fluid. It stumbled to a halt ten feet short of me, teetered for a moment, and collapsed. The engine chugged twice, chattered, and flooded out. Diesel spilled from it, soaking into the turf.

			

			
				I stared at the automaton. How did it find me—or was it looking for Annabelle? 

				And how did it run without memory?

				I turned the radio on. It squawked back angry static. I blinked, and stared into the blasted head more closely. That odd installation was out of place from the shot, but that meant I could see a wire that trailed from it and wrapped around in a coil at the top of the dome. 

				It looked like an antenna.

				There was no sign of Annabelle. She probably made a break for it. Smart girl. I broke into a run back towards downtown. If I could only get there before the signal shut down…

				***

				Jake was beating on the side of his television, static blurring on the screen, when I burst through his door. He looked up in surprise. “You’re early today, Cap’n! Something—”

				“You still have your ham setup, Jake?”

				The pit bull terrier stared at me. “My radio? Of course I do, why would—”

				“Shut up, Corporal, I need it and you right now.”

				He looked confused. “Fine, fine, Cap’n. Colin, watch the bar for me, will ya?” 

				One of the regulars gave him a wave and watched with a curious expression while Jake led me upstairs to his apartment.

				“What the hell is this all about?” Jake demanded, unlocking the door. “Don’t you have your own radios?”

				I turned my set on, and the squawk came through again. “I think I know what’s going on with the signals, and it has something to do with the automaton killings.” 

				His eyes widened. “Really? Folks talking to each other about it?”

				“Folks controlling it. Direct remote control, instead of pre-written tapes.” 

				“Damn. Wouldn’t that be a hell of a thing, someone sittin’ in a room someplace running one of those things.” He led the way into a room and flipped switches on the little radio set. I recognized most of it from our war days; he’d brought most of it back from the field. Good. “What’m I looking for?”

			

			
				“You’re the comms man, Jake. What frequency would they need to affect the television, the radios?”

				He thought about it and spun a dial. “Probably higher end of the band. Let me see what I can find.”

				The radio hummed, crackled into voices here and there, then settled into a quiet hum. Jake’s tail wagged. “Well what d’you know. High power, must be fairly local, and in a part of the spectrum that would cover your radios, throw off the television signals, and all. This must be it.”

				I patted him on the shoulder. “Nice work, Corporal. You don’t happen to have brought your DF gear back too, did you?”

				He flashed a toothy grin. “Never know when you might need it. Hang on.”

				***

				I didn’t bother turning on the siren as I drove through town. It was too loud anyhow, and I needed to hear the chatter of the box sitting next to me.

				The round antenna was spinning quietly, set to track in on the frequency of the signal Jake had discovered. I already had a line on it from his place, and a map of town had a bold pencil line in the direction it had given me. Now I needed a triangulation. 

				I stopped and let the thing do its work for a few moments. It chirped quietly to itself a few times, the antenna spun, and then it clicked and dinged. A second line of pencil joined the first. They crossed in the factory district. I frowned a moment, then my ears slicked back in surprise. 

				I jammed my paw hard down on the accelerator and sped towards the perpetual clouds of smoke that hung over the industrial sector.

				A bigger greasy pall caught my eye amid the slim plumes rising from smokestacks and chimneys. Something big was on fire, that much I could tell. As I neared it, the location snapped into focus. Turning a corner—my radio detector whirled as the direction changed abruptly—the squat profile of the building came into sight.

				Hemingway Industries was burning.

				I skidded to a halt within feet of the door and leaped out. Smoke curled out the open door. 

				“Is anyone here?” I shouted, heading through the door, crouching below the layer of smoke gathering under the roof. “Annabelle? Tamara? Mr. Hemingway?” 

			

			
				The anteroom was empty. I tested the door with one paw. It was cool; the fire must have been mostly in the back of the building. One size-twelve boot opened the door for me. Sure enough, flames rose from the rear of the assembly area. 

				Several automatons milled around confused. “Fight that fire!” I shouted. Their heads turned to me for a moment, registered the order, and marched towards the flames, picking up bags of sand and water barrels along the way. 

				From the looks of the fire, it wouldn’t make much of a difference; the flames were already at the roof and working hard. 

				I left them to it and pushed my way into the offices. 

				The desks were empty, but a pair of feet were barely visible under the growing smoke. Coughing, I crawled towards them.

				It was the old man. He was face down beside the desk; it looked as if he’d slid off the chair and collapsed. I grabbed the back of his white lab coat and pulled him onto his back. “Hemingway! Are you all right?”

				The old ferret coughed and opened his eyes, staring through shattered glasses at me. “I… Something hit me on the head?”

				I helped him sit up. He was bleeding from the back of the skull, but a little gentle probing told me it wasn’t broken. “What happened here?”

				He shook his head, and immediately regretted it, grabbing his temples. “I don’t know. I was working on a blueprint, and the girls were out for dinner. Then I heard something behind me, and something hit me. That’s all I remember.”

				“The girls! Were they coming back?” I looked around the office and peeked out into the factory, but there was no sign of them. 

				“I don’t think so,” Hemingway said, following my gaze. He squinted, then his eyes widened. “My factory—it’s on fire!”

				The flames were starting to lick at the roof above us. I grabbed the little fellow by an arm. “Come on. We need to get out of here, right now.”

				He didn’t put up much of a fight as I towed him out of the office and out to my car. When he looked back at the fire bursting out of the roof above, his eyes glinted. I couldn’t blame him—watching his entire life fall apart before him.

			

			
				“Mr. Hemingway, I have a lead on whoever has been controlling this killer automaton,” I said, gently turning him away. “The fire crews should be here soon, but I need to go. I’m sure you weren’t attacked randomly. You better come with me.”

				“I… Yes. All right,” he replied, defeat in his voice.

				I got him in the back seat of my car and checked the radio detection again. It was still pointing in the same direction. A murderer waited for me there, and now I had one more thing to add to their accounting. 

				***

				It was no surprise that my triangulation lines converged on a factory, not in that part of town. But the sign proclaiming it as Williams Automated Systems certainly was. 

				In the dimming afternoon light the factory loomed huge. It was much bigger than Hemingway’s, but it was older—one of the oldest automaton manufacturers. They looked to have added on with every update to their line as the building was a ramshackle collection of structures that spewed smoke from a half-dozen stacks.

				“Mr. Hemingway? I’m going to take you inside and find a nice safe office to put you in while I investigate.”

				The ferret started as I opened the door. “Are you…are you sure that’s wise?”

				“Probably not, but I don’t want to leave you out here, just in case.”

				He looked unsure, but hopped out and followed me as I circled the building. No way I’d be using the front door. A back entrance was just the ticket. Ten seconds with my handy lock picks and the door swung quietly open. I slipped in, pistol in paw.

				Inside, there was a steady hum of engines running, but little clatter. I eased my way through an employee space that was devoid of others and homed in on the sounds, Hemingway close on my heels. I figured if anyone was in there, they’d be where the noise was coming from.

				On the factory floor, a maze of shelving and workstations made up what looked, in the low light, like a series of production lines. Two of them were set up like the Hemingway factory, with automatons—at least a few resembled Hemingway machines—doing all the work. The ferret grunted in surprise. “How did that…?”

				A light shone from an office beyond those lines. “Stay here,” I whispered to Hemingway, who stared at me through those broken lenses and nodded, fearfully. 

			

			
				I carefully picked my way along the wall, but froze as one of the engines rumbled to a halt and voices emerged.

				“…have to move now. It won’t take long to figure out how it works,” said one, strangely distorted. “The control set can be on one of the lead units, and the rest will follow it. We just have to move faster than planned.”

				“We were supposed to do this quietly.” I froze at that voice. It was very familiar, and sent a cold shiver down my back. “Now we’re going to just march out the door and say ‘excuse us, but we’re taking over’?”

				“What choice do we have, Anna?” the other voice—Tamara—retorted. “Discrediting father and the other makers was going to take forever. This will be much easier.”

				“And how many people are going to be hurt?”

				There was a pause. “Does it matter?”

				Another pause. “No.” A sigh. “At least Father won’t see it. He was always so against using them for war.”

				“If Father had found the new design, we would have been finished. You swing a mean wrench, sister.”

				“I didn’t have much of a choice,” Annabelle replied sadly. “I couldn’t…you know.”

				“You may have had to. The fire was a good idea, though. Too bad to destroy the factory, but, well, the future beckons.”

				I frowned and kept working my way around the floor. Large doors ahead hung partially open.

				I looked through the doors. Rows of metallic faces looked back, fading into the darkness behind. Dozens of automatons, in neat rows. All of them had what looked to be gun barrels jutting out of various places—shoulders, arms, even some heads. 

				They were ready to head off to war. 

				I shuddered. The voices were still coming from the office. 

				“Let me get the engine warmed up, then send the power-up command. We’ll go to Dunkley’s Fish and Game and take their ammunition supply. That should give us enough to make the point when we get to Camp Calloway.”

				“Why didn’t we just buy the ammo?” Annabelle’s voice came, almost sulky.

			

			
				“You’re the money girl, Anna. You know we ran through most of the funds siphoned from Father’s accounts to make the Williams deal.” Tamara’s voice dropped; I heard mutterings about pressure levels and temperature.

				“Plus the big payoff to the factory manager to get the crew out of here after we installed the 4a units for construction,” Annabelle said in agreement when I poked my head around the door. She fiddled with a screwdriver idly, standing in front of what looked to be a modified radio set—or television, perhaps, I thought, noticing the screen in the middle. “We’ve been bleeding money putting so much into the fighting units… You’re right. It’s time to move.”

				Not if I had anything to say about it.

				I prepared to lunge through the door, but Hemingway beat me to it. The ferret’s sleeve slid through my grasp as I grabbed for him.

				“Stop this, right now!” he shouted. Annabelle gasped.

				I came around the corner with my gun raised. Hemingway had his daughter by the shoulders and shoved her back against the control unit. “You little fools!” he roared in her face, with more volume than I’d ever have guessed he might have. Anna stared at him, eyes wide in shock. “What have you done? You’ve ruined the factory, destroyed our lives. Now you want to destroy the world!”

				“We’re doing it for you—for all of us!” Annabelle managed as her father gave her another shake. “Mother would—”

				“If your mother saw what you had done, she would never forgive you!” Hemingway let go of the girl and turned away, tears tracking in the fur of his face. “My own daughters… So far from what I taught you. You…come with me. Tamara, wherever you are, you too!”

				He turned around to grab Annabelle by the arm, and she stabbed him with the screwdriver.

				I lunged into the room, snarling, but by the time I got there she had stabbed him twice more in the chest. The old man staggered back, stared at her in disbelief, and collapsed, blood fountaining through his fingers clutched at the wound. Her aim was good. He blinked twice up at the two of us, coughed blood, and died.

				Anna looked up, finally registering my presence. “I… You shouldn’t be here! You can’t be here!”

				“Who’s here? Anna, what’s happening? I—”

				Ignoring them both, I grabbed a chair and slammed it into the control unit. Sparks flew and fizzled, and all its lights went out. I gave it another shot for good measure, shattering the screen and sending knobs across the room. Annabelle squeaked. Any other time, it would have been cute.

			

			
				I growled at her. Feeling teeth show as my anger surged forward, I pulled it back. “So you and your darling sister are just going to march out of here and take over the whole west coast?”

				She stepped forward, tentatively. “That’s not what we’re doing. Don’t you see?”

				“I see two murderers who are planning some sort of revolution, planning to attack an army base. What else should I call that but treason?”

				“That’s just a means to an end, Detective,” she said, almost pleading, fear plain on her face. “We need the ammunition. And then…we’re going to march north.”

				I blinked. “What? You’re going to just go off to war all on your own? Why would you go to all this trouble to do that?”

				She sighed, stepped near to me, looked up with wide, sad eyes. “Mother died in the bombings. And Tammy, well…you saw.”

				“Good Lord.” I knew just what she was talking about. 

				Unbidden, the memories resurfaced. The squadrons of dirigibles, painted black as night, being shot from the sky. The realization as the first plummeted into the city that their carriages held not pilots and crew but explosives in vast amounts. The gut-clenching fear as I ran back towards home. The recognition that there was nothing I could do.

				I wasn’t the only one who had lost family in that disaster. But apparently the pain I felt had crystallized into something else for Annabelle and her sister.

				I was busy shoving those memories back where they belonged when Annabelle shanked me.

				I had forgotten about the screwdriver. I barely realized what had happened until she pulled it back out of my side, wet with blood. The blow had been eased by my long coat, so it wasn’t deep. Still, the hurt blossomed out, and my muscles clenched, hard, all along that side.

				She wound up for another pass, but I smacked the tool out of her paw and across the room. She growled and bit my arm. My loud snarl froze her in surprise. I shook her free and landed a solid punch right on her nose that knocked her out the door to slump against a piece of equipment. 

			

			
				She was out when I got there to check on her. Good. I rubbed my now bleeding forearm, feeling wetness trickle down my hip. It was time to end this. 

				There was still no sign of Tamara. I was heading back into the office when a metal fist the size of a boulder crashed down through the wall where I had been standing not a minute before. It was followed by a steel structure that was like nothing I’d ever seen.

				It bashed its way into the room with ease, an oval body bigger than a car surmounted with a bubble containing its driver—or so I assumed, as there were nothing but tiny glass-covered ports showing. A pair of arms, for lack of better words, were attached to either side of the raised cockpit. Four legs, designed like spider’s limbs, moved independently to hoist the metal monstrosity through the hole in the wall. A cannon barrel much like a tank’s jutted out of the middle of the machine, flanked by smaller weapons. I took cover and thanked the heavens they hadn’t found any ammunition for that monster. 

				“Nice work, Detective; you’ve broken the command center for our army,” Tamara’s voice came from a speaker on the walking tank. “That should slow us down for a good twenty minutes until I get another unit wired. And however long it takes me to deal with you.”

				The fist rose with a nightmarish engine roar and dropped again. I scrambled away, old combat instincts starting to return, the fear of facing assault vehicles combining with the need to navigate tight spaces drove the pain of my wounds away. Machine parts scattered as that fist swung towards me, the machine turning nimbly on the uneven surfaces.

				I took shelter behind a cabinet and gasped for breath, peering around to glance at the mechanical monster for weaknesses. Tamara must have plenty of visibility in that thing, because it charged towards me, crushing and scattering assembly line equipment with ease. 

				“Thank you, by the way,” Tamara called, hoisting the fist up and following me as I tried to put some distance between us. “This prototype needed a good test run in combat. Shame I’ll have to rebuild these lines, but I suspect after the government sees how much damage our war automatons can do they’ll be happy to help out.”

				“Every other government will do the same thing—we’ll all be dead when your remote-control machines march across every city in the world!” I shouted, staying low and trying to maneuver towards the tank.

			

			
				“Oh, come on, Detective. By the time any other nation even tries to arm their automatons we’ll be so far ahead of them it won’t matter. That’s patriotic, isn’t it?” The machine clattered to a halt, swaying back and forth. I peeked at it through some shelving, staying low, and edged my way around even more. It was obvious the machine was invulnerable from the front, but perhaps if I could get around behind it…

				Tamara must have been considering the same thing, because the tank crab-walked around, putting its back end against a wall. In the process, she lost track of my location. Lucky for me. I dashed along the end of the factory floor and directly towards the machine. It took a swing at me and missed, throwing parts and pieces everywhere. I rolled under it and out the other side, just in time, as the body smashed down, flattening everything beneath it. 

				The back legs straightened as it stood back up. I grabbed on, pulling myself onto the back of the machine. The effort sent bolts of pain through my abdomen from Annabelle’s little gift. I felt a fresh trickle of blood from the wound.

				Up close, the machine was obviously unfinished. There was no cover above the diesel engine, which roared and fumed in a tangle of wires and fuel lines.

				“Come back here and die already!” Tamara shouted. The tank twisted, searching for me. I hung on for dear life, frantically looking around for some way of shutting the machine down. It was all metal and machinery, and I could only think of one solution.

				There was a door on the back of the driver’s cockpit with a simple latch. The engine stood between me and that door, so I took the next best approach. 

				I leveled my pistol at the latch and fired twice. The mechanism popped free with the second shot, and the door swung open just a crack. I put two more shots through into that dark metal gap, heard ricochets and a gurgling scream. 

				Then I turned the barrel downwards and fired the rest of the clip into the beating, roaring heart of the monster. 

				It snarled, spitting smoke and flame, before the walking tank jerked to a halt, slowly collapsing to the ground. I dove off its back, landed on my shoulder, and felt something tear. Ignoring the pain, I rolled behind the upper half of a HAU-4a holding a wrench just before the fuel tank let go, and the tank erupted in one final explosion.

			

			
				Parts of the factory were starting to catch fire when I stood up, wincing. My left arm hung nearly useless, and blood stained my leg below the stab wound on my side. But the machine was dead, its parts scattered across the building. 

				Someone groaned nearby. I limped over to the sound.

				Annabelle looked up at me from where she sprawled on the floor, eyes glazed with pain. “Help me,” the ferret pleaded weakly. “I can’t…can’t move.”

				She looked relatively whole, if you ignored the splinter of metal jutting from the middle of her back, just above her tail. It wasn’t bleeding much, just a few smears of crimson staining that sunshine-yellow dress. I could already hear sirens getting louder in the distance. Annabelle would live. Maybe, when she got out of prison in a decade or so, she could take over the family business—if it still existed. 

				Maybe, if some other fool didn’t try to do what Anna and Tammy had done, there would be a city left for her instead of a dead plain covered in the tracks of automaton soldiers.

				Maybe the family business could build her a nice new wheelchair.

				I knelt in front of the ferret, looked her in the eye, and smiled.

				It wasn’t much of a smile. I was out of practice. But it was heartfelt. 

				Then I left her behind, turned away, and walked out into the smoke and fog of the city at night.
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				CASE FILE 009

				Vermin's Vice

				T.S. McNally

				The building before me stood with all the grace of a vampire in the midday sun. Clearly this monstrous place was more suited for the darkest of nights, when the neon lights would provide artificial illumination to attract the downtrodden moths of society. Despite the slumbering lights, I could still make out the logo of the establishment: a piece of cheese placed upon a wooden plank with the cold steel of a looming trap hammer threatening to clamp down upon the one foolish enough to grab the temptation placed before them.

				The door swung open slowly as I cautiously made my way within the inactive club, but as soon as I stepped in and let the door go, it swung back with a surprising force and snapped the attentions of everyone in the room.

				I was not surprised that there were glares towards my presence by some within the establishment. A grizzled voice from a rat covered in thick brown fur at the bar was the first to sound off in their unwelcoming welcome. “We’re closed, light-weight, come back in a few hours.”

				Despite the wave off, I made my way into the establishment, holding a sheet of paper which had the classified I wished to inquire about. “I’m not here for booze. I’m here for work.”

				The establishment grew quiet for a moment, the large brown rat looked me over in perplexed bewilderment. I felt the need to adjust my tie as the bulky rodent’s expression twisted into a scowl. Clearly I had overdressed for the part, and the silk about my neck suddenly felt noose-like.

				 “I think you an’ me both know you ain’t built for workin’ ‘round here. So do yerself a favor an’ go back to your gussy cushy life an’ yer painted picket fences.”

			

			
				In truth, I felt he may have had a point. I certainly had as little wish to be here as he had for me. Perhaps this was all a mistake. As desperate as I was for work, I was clearly in over my head. I was a fish in a pool of sharks.

				I put away the sheet of paper and was about to turn around and take my leave when a voice cut through the bar. “Now is that any way to treat a guest, Lloyd?”

				A complete change in the larger rat’s demeanor materialized as he stood up straight. “No disrespect, Mr. Ratolinni, but I was merely tellin’ this so-called guest of ours that this here establishment is closed.”

				From the stairwell leading up to the main office of the club came down a dapper dressed rat. His deep ebony fur clashed with the bright red leisure suit he adorned. The smooth chiseled features of the rodent’s muzzle were much less disheveled than those of his peers. Knowing the reputation of the rats of the South Barin district, the fact that the one before me bore no visible scars informed me that there was something to this one that left him untouched. 

				Ratolinni turned to Lloyd as he leaned on the bar and gave him a smack on the back of the head. It was a strange sight as the dark rat was about half the size of the brown one. “I heard already! You think I don’t know about what goes on in my own establishment?”

				“Sorry boss,” came the response. “Would you like me to escort him out?”

				He frowned, “You don’t think I could handle a wee mouseling all by myself? If I wanted him out, I’d toss him myself. Just get back to cleaning the bar, Lloyd. I’ll worry about the business, okay?”

				The brown lug’s face twisted about as he knew he had to listen, and he probably obeyed the ebony rat on a regular basis. Though, I had a hunch that my presence amplified the normal feelings of belittlement. Given that atmosphere, he was more than happy to return to his tasks. “Yes, boss.”

				With that, the well-dressed owner turned and gave a snap with a summoning wave as he started to make his way back up the stairs. In my nature I knew it was a blunt and rude gesture, but I was reminded of the reasons that brought me here and did not complain as I followed. From the corner of my eye I could see the scowl of the russet-furred rat. I honestly didn’t know which rat I should fear more.

			

			
				***

				The mouse I summoned up quietly followed me into my office. I gave a grin as he gazed upon my pride and joy, my escape from dealing with the numbskulls in my club, be they customer or underling. My guest’s eyes were drawn to the one way mirror in the northern wall which overlooked the bar below. 

				As I had said, nothing happens in my club without my knowledge.

				I moved over to my wooden desk which sat before a letterbox styled window on the southernmost wall. This, also, was a one way vantage point from which I could peer outside to the streets below. The very top of the neon trap logo was just visible at the bottom border.

				Just moments before I had seen my guest approach from this vantage point, stirring a burning curiosity in me. Sure, in the shadows of the night a mouse or two may come scurrying forth to my walls to hang their tail loose and de-stress from their quaint and comfortable office lives, this was more common than was believed. During the day, though, the mice would scurry back and hide within their secure societal hole carved out for themselves on the Northern side of the river.

				So to have this one come forth, in broad daylight no less, and approach my establishment was unique. What was more interesting is that his clothes showed he was not a rebel against conformity: he was dressed in a business casual attire, which should be expected of one coming for an interview. So that left only one question—why?

				I stood behind my desk and turned away from the window. The mouse’s figure was shadowed by my form eclipsing the light from the window. He looked intimidated as he sat in the chair before me. This would not do, I didn’t need this one scurrying back before I could satiate my inquisitive mind. I reached below my desk and pulled out a pair of glasses and a bottle.

				As I started to pour, my guest spoke his first words while holding up a paw. “No thank you, I don’t drink.”

				This day was full of firsts. As someone who runs a club such as this, the phrase he just uttered was not one I had heard in a long time. “Then what interest do you have in my establishment?”

				“I’m just here for a job, sir.”

				Straight and to the point. Was this a personal challenge? To send me a somber, sober lad from the squarest side of the city. A side in which, when I crawled to them in suit about expanding my business model, perhaps allow mice to let loose closer to home, I was in essence told to pound salt. It was tempting to do the same. To just throw him out and leave him to his own devices. But perhaps, I could use him to show that I’m willing to take the first steps. 

			

			
				The possibilities ran through my head as I continued conversing. I already wanted him for my own. It was about time a mouse worked for a rat in this town, but I had to see how serious he really was. “I don’t recall advertising on your side of town.”

				He frowned. “My side of town hasn’t been forth-coming with work lately.”

				“Really? You look well-kempt and dressed. Seems strange someone such as yourself would be thrown to the curb, perhaps you’re just scoping my joint. You sure you’re not a blue? If you are I’ll let you know what I told any other authority figure. You may see this place as sketchy, but it’s a clean business.”

				I sat down behind the desk and placed my claws before me. “We provide a service here, and if I did not provide it, would society’s demand for it vanish? No. They’d go elsewhere to find find their drink, their eye-candy, their thrills.” I picked up one of the glasses of bourbon I had poured and slid my claw around the rim. “You see, my quaint little mouse, all creatures have their vices. That is why I founded the Vermin’s Vice.”

				After a moment of silence I moved my paw away from the glass. “So, I suppose I must ask what vice brings you to the Vice?”

				His somber face was unmoved by my pitch as he returned, “I don’t have a vice, I’m just here for work.”

				To that I laughed. I stood up and moved around the desk, adjusting my red leisure suit. “Oh, and is work not a vice in and of itself, dear mouse? The feeling of belonging, of contributing to something much more than yourself? But being a workaholic is such a rare vice. Perhaps you, like most others, are using it to fund some other vice? Those nice houses and green grasses don’t pay for themselves. I suppose it does not matter. I can offer you the means to satiate it, on two conditions.”

				“What?” he asked.

				I placed a paw on his shoulder and looked him square in the eye. “Don’t look at another creature’s vice as if your own is a superior one, and we’ll be just fine. We don’t need no church mice here. Belittlement of other’s so-called flaws to raise one’s own esteem is the only vice I refuse to serve here.”

			

			
				There was a pause as he gave a somber shake of his head. “If my vice were to look down upon others, I don’t think I would be asking a rat for work, do you?”

				He had a point there, most of those mice who would look down their snout upon a rat certainly wouldn’t ask one for work. “I suppose not, but that does bring me to the second condition. Leave your tie at home. You work for me and I expect that you will dress that way.”

				The mouse ran his paw over the fabric and gave a nod.

				I gave a grin. “Then I think we’ll get along just fine.”

				***

				I had only worked there for two weeks under the vibrant night lights of the Vice, and already I contracted the vampirism that infested the building. As I drove home my eyes were blinded by the sunrise shining off the waters flowing in the river below. Instead of feeling energized by the light of the new day, I felt exhausted and the need to return home, draw the blinds, and return to my bed. 

				Hopefully I could find a better job before I spent my days resting in a coffin.

				As I made my way across the Eveque Bridge, more colloquially known as the Bridge of Dissension, I could not help but realize that I cycled my descent and ascension with the rising and falling of the sun. The river crossing carved a wall between the boarded windows and graffiti covered brick walls of South Barin and the cozy and well maintained neighborhoods of North Barin, which I was fortunate enough to call home.

				I was reminded of the worst aspect of my curse as I passed by a yellow bus, quaintly painted with holes about the body. Swiss Elementary had already taken my children away from me. Once again only the Mrs. would be home waiting for my return.

				And waiting for me she was.

				Her bright yellow night gown contrasted against the shade covered foyer stairwell. The expression she wore was also not too radiant. A mixture of sadness, anger, and bewilderment could be seen in her eyes as she looked up toward me.

			

			
				I hadn’t had a chance to take off my jacket before she approached. She gave a soft embrace, thankful for my return from another night at work. I returned the hug and rubbed her shoulders, it felt good to be comforted after having been outside my element, to be reminded of who I really was. I was finally home.

				With little warning she started to push me away. My arms released her. Her soft blue eyes looked a shade redder as she glared. “Is that booze I smell?”

				Had my nose grown that accustomed to the scent of the club? I gave a quick smell of the air, and now that I was looking for it, I did smell a trace of alcohol in the air. I must have gotten it second-hand from cleaning up the mess left by a patron who could not hold their liquor: in more ways than one. My love always had sharp senses, but I was not used to that asset being a liability.

				“I haven’t been drinking,” I told her the truth. “It’s just—I must have gotten some on me at work.”

				She seemed hesitant. “What kind of lab work requires the use of alcohol?”

				I didn’t always tell her the truth. I was afraid. I didn’t want her knowing that her husband was now working on the bad side of town, mingling with the rats. I was worried she’d think less of me for it, as most mice certainly would. So I told her I had a late shift cleaning the labs. My plan, as foolish as it was, was to try and get an actual job there while continuing to bring a paycheck with the temporary and far less prestigious work. I just didn’t want the rumors to start spreading thick like gournay. I didn’t want my children to be known as the ones whose father couldn’t find success among mice. 

				Perhaps I should have told her, but I just stayed the course. “A lab technician spilled some ethanol which I had to clean up.”

				My wife’s gaze softened as she heard this; she turned to face away from me. Was she not buying the story? Was something bothering her other than the smell? “Oh, well, please go ahead and wash up. I can’t stand that scent.”

				A weight lifted off my chest. I really didn’t like talking about work, because then I would have to lie more. I went to go take a shower, but the burning question bothering her burst forth.

				“The children miss you, you know. Is this job really worth it?”

				I gave a sigh as I shook my head. “You think this house pays for itself? You were on my case about getting a job and now that I have one you’re complaining.”

			

			
				I regretted the words as soon as they had come out, but I too was on edge. I risked a lot taking the job I did, but I was desperate. 

				“I’m sorry,” I sighed as I sat down on my favorite chair, the idea of washing up interrupted now that I knew I wasn’t getting out of this so easily.

				She looked a bit hurt as I raised my tone but then gave a nod and moved over toward me. “I don’t understand it either. You have showed that you’re willing to work so hard. I mean, even though Mr. Parli didn’t win, he still doesn’t have a job for you? You were so dedicated to his campaign.”

				“I did my best, but he still lost. Perhaps he blames me for it. Regardless, I asked if he could help me look for a job; he hasn’t turned up anything. These were the only people who hired me. To be honest even with what I make there, it may not be enough to do more than get by.” 

				I looked up to her. “I know things are tough right now, but you need to trust me that we’ll get through this.”

				I could see the hesitation in her eyes. She worried for our kids as much as I did. But with a silent nod, the conversation had come to a conclusion. The doubt in her eyes gave me a sense of urgency. I had to find a new job. A job that would allow me not only to sustain my family, but to also be a part of them.

				If I didn’t, I may lose them.

				***

				My club was lively that evening. The rodents lined the catwalk, throwing their coin upon the stage as does sensually displayed their bodies to the gazing admirers below. Those girls always did me proud, and without them I’d certainly not be the hottest club in this town. In a way they had me by the balls as much as my patrons, and they knew it.

				More pressing matters wracked my brain though. Another one of my workers was in danger this evening, and I had to make sure they had made it in safely. I walked up to the catwalk, a bouncer standing by the stage to keep any rowdy patrons from throwing themselves at any of my girls. He was very good at keeping the mischief down. “You seen the pup around anywhere?”

			

			
				“The mouse?” the brute buck asked. “Saw him go out to the back to get some supplies.”

				I left the rat to his duties as I made my way toward the back. I was quite experienced at swimming through the mischief as they danced. The loud music pumping through their veins as they released all their pains. 

				When I made my way to the storage area I did not hear anything to cause alarm, but as soon as my eyes fell upon the room I knew there was going to be trouble. The draft of the night was blowing in from the ajar emergency exit. I cursed my procrastination on leaving the alarm unfixed as I made my way to the open door and leaned out into the alleyway.

				The mouse was cornered by my bartender. The rat’s large claws snaked about his white throat as he shoved him against the dumpster. A silent rage bristled through the barkeep’s brown fur as he flashed a dagger in his free hand. Neither noticed my presence through their struggle. 

				From the inner pocket of my red leisure suit I pulled out the handgun I carry on my person. It had been a long time since I had to use her outside the target lounge. 

				“Lloyd!” I called out. “Drop the knife.”

				The rat’s ear perked up as his brown fur shuddered, his rage turning to fear. His face turned toward me and saw my drawn weapon.

				“I saw him stealin’ from our establishment boss! These mouses can’t be trusted.”

				“You’re lying, Lloyd.” I stated. “I know exactly what’s going on here, so put the knife down.”

				He knew I spoke the truth, but now with the mouse in this position, he was hesitant to follow my orders.

				“Now, Lloyd!”

				Lloyd let out a snarl as he dropped the knife to the ground. His other arm released the mouse who slid back down to earth. The smaller rodent coughed for sweet air as he rubbed his sore throat. He skittered to his feet and fled toward my side. 

				The brown rat was now alone as he turned toward me. “I don’ understand you boss. Ain’t it hard enough in this world when rats don’ stick up for rats? Those mouses look down at us from their ivory towers while we scrape what we can from the slums. An’ here comes one, into our territory, and you give ‘em a job that a rat needs more than him. He can have whatever job he wants. He don’ need to come here and take what few we got.”

			

			
				I wasn’t taking any of that. “You and I both know that’s not the reason you want to take his life. It’s not your disdain for mice, in fact it’s quite the opposite.”

				I lowered my firearm now that my employees were no longer at each other’s throats. “I will have you know that mouse in the grey suit who offered you the bounty, offered it to me first. You act as if this mouse here is one of them. To me, it seems like he’s just a much of victim of the hubris of mice as we. Are rats only to be of use to mice when they want us to do their dirty work for them? That’s why I refused.”

				The pup was in disbelief. “S-Someone paid to have me killed?”

				I would discuss this in further detail later; for now, I needed to make sure that I dealt with the situation at hand. “I need to know I can trust those working for me.”

				My bartender’s eyes came up and I could see the fear within them. He knew the next words before I even said them.

				 “Lloyd, your services are no longer needed.”

				There was a palpable silence in the air. I could see the despair in his eyes. I certainly could empathize, he was trying to bring home the coin just as anyone else in this world. He was offered something too good to be true by those far better off than us in this alley. It was too tempting to refuse for someone as desperate as Lloyd.

				I turned to look at the mouse at my side. His expression was one of confusion and fear. I needed to get him out of this alleyway. “Let’s head back inside.” 

				The mouse’s eyes never left my former employee as I turned to make my way back inside. I was fortunate he didn’t, for I had greatly underestimated Lloyd. I thought him a scared mouse in rat’s clothing. I was wrong. There was a cry of anger, a scratching of claws scraping against asphalt. I realized he was barreling down on me.

				I raised my firearm quickly as I spun around, but he closed the gap swiftly and tackled me against the chain link. The impact caused the fence to violently rattle. The gun flew from my grasp as brown fur and rage-filled eyes blocked my view.

				“You turn away from your own kind for one of them?” Lloyd bellowed, raising up the knife. “You’re a traitor to all rats!”

			

			
				He plunged the edge toward my neck. Both my paws gripped his wrist to intercept the blow. My tail whipped around and attempted to knock his legs out from under him. Instead, his foot stomped down on my tail, pain shooting up my spine as it was pinned to the asphalt.

				My arms started to numb, my grip slipping. Panic struck my heart as the blade moved lower and eclipsed the alley lights beaming down from above. In only a few moments, I knew, it would snuff out far more.

				The bang of a gunshot shook me back into reality.

				Pupils constricted in rage suddenly dilated in peace. Lloyd’s body collapsed forward; the grip on the knife loosened, gravity giving the weapon back to the ground. I allowed myself to breath as I pushed the corpse from my body. I could see the bullet hole in the side of his skull. My eyes turned to the panting mouse holding the gun in his paw. 

				It turns out Lloyd was not the only creature in this alley I underestimated.

				Once the brown rat’s body lay dead, the mouse dropped the gun from his paws. He backed up slowly, his eyes never leaving the body until he leaned against the wall of the club. He slid down to sit against the building.

				I would have paid good money to know what he was feeling. To know how it felt to see death like he did. In our side of town, we become numb to it rather quickly, but in the suburbia he came from, violent crime was something that happened to others. The shock to the system must have been overwhelming.

				“Thanks, pup,” I said as I pulled myself away from the chain link fence. I heard a tear; I glanced to check. It was my jacket. It had caught within the links of the fence. Normally, having my favorite suit torn in such a way would have me riled, but I knew that I was blessed that only my clothes were torn this night.

				Quickly, I took my gun back and slid it back into my jacket. I would have to be rid of it later. A firearm that has drawn blood is more a liability than an asset. 

				“Let’s head back inside. I’ll make arrangements to deal with this situation.”

				We went back into the club, and I returned to the bouncer, informing him about the mess that needed to be taken care of. He seemed surprised, but didn’t make any further discussion. 

				I escorted my shell-shocked employee up to my office. As I spoke, I opened a closet which had some of my extra leisure suits. In this line of work it always paid to have a backup ready to go. “Listen, pup, I know you probably are very confused right now. Things are going very quickly. I want you to take the rest of the night off. I’d offer you a vacation, but that may draw suspicion.”

			

			
				I went into a drawer and pulled out a few stacks of cash; right now he needed this more than I did. It was a risk, but I did owe him for saving my hide. And if this investment kept those mice in suits from getting something they desired, all the better. 

				“This is a bit of a bonus. Don’t go depositing it in any banks, keep it safe in your house, and use it conservatively. I need to find out what’s going on. Right now though, some mouse out there wants you dead. If you don’t own a firearm it’s best to get one. Within these walls I can try and make sure you’re protected, but outside South Barin, I cannot help you.”

				I could see him standing there, frozen, unsure about what to do.

				“Listen, I can’t tell you what to do. You have a family to think about. It’d be easier for me to find out what’s going on if the mouse looking for a murder for hire doesn’t believe I tipped you off. So you need to keep behaving as you normally would.”

				He still stood there with an empty expression.

				I moved back to my desk and took out the bottle of bourbon. Pouring a drink into the glass, I offered it to him. “I know you’re against it, but this will help your nerves.”

				There was no hesitation in him when he grabbed the glass from my hand and threw his head back. The drink was gone. He coughed and sputtered, clearly not used to the burn of hard liquor against his throat. I gave him a pat on his back and comforted him. I just needed to make sure I kept him company until the drink worked its way and drained the shock out of his system. 

				Then I would send him on his way home. 

				***

				 My adrenaline pumped at every red light in South Barin. I looked to congregations of rats on every street corner with paranoid fright. How many others were offered to kill me? Every pedestrian glance became a predatory leer. 

				At the intersection before the Eveque Bridge I snapped. I couldn’t wait here and find out. No vehicles were coming, and despite the red light, I booked it through. The rats on the corner let out disgruntled shouts as I violated their traffic laws.

			

			
				As I crossed over the Bridge of Dissension I thought I’d find comfort. However, the reminder that it was a suited mouse who offered the deal made even the North I called home a foreign and inhospitable place. The streetlights shining through the picket fences made prison bar silhouettes upon the lawns of the houses they contained. 

				The adrenaline of the night drained from my veins once within the confines of my own home. A dizziness ran over me. Had I held my breath the entire drive home?

				My knees buckled as soon as the door closed behind me, and I gasped for air. My paws pressed against the arm of a chair in the empty living room to keep my balance as the room spun around me. 

				My loved ones were sound asleep at this hour. I certainly didn’t want them worrying over me. I needed the quiet. I needed to collect my thoughts. I needed to clean myself of the dirt and sweat that came from the physical and emotional exertion of the night’s activities.

				Knowing it was safe to do so, I stripped myself of my clothing and moved over toward the laundry machine. As the smell from the garments hit my nose, I made out the scent of Lloyd mixed in with my own. The combination sent a chill from my ears down to my tail, and I shoved them into the washer and drowned the wicked reminder in flowery detergent.

				I shut the lid and turned on the machine. Despite my efforts, the scent remained, lingering over my bare furred body. I made my way to the downstairs bathroom shower, a surprisingly secluded facility from the main bedrooms of the house which would suit my needs of subtlety.

				The water was bitter cold. My heart jumped for the second time this night as the chilled water poured through my fur. It was probably unwise to wash my body and my clothes at the same time. Despite this I didn’t flee the tub. Comfort was a luxury, removing the stains of sweat and anxiety was a necessity.

				I do not know how long I remained there. I do know that I started to run the risk of scrubbing myself bald. After I found myself clearing the drain catcher of large clumps of my fur for the third time, I knew I was as clean as water could ever hope to make me.

			

			
				As I started to blow dry my fur, my eyes never left the creature staring back at me in the mirror. What was I becoming? Despite the shower, I could swear my nose still sensed the scent of the rat, but now it was under a hint of ivory. The skin under my fur tingled as if infested with lice.

				I turned off the blow dryer and left the bathroom. I transitioned my wet clothes into the dryer and started the cycle. I watched for a moment as the articles moved in a circle. High and low. Getting to the very top before gravity pulled them straight down.

				I realized how drowsy I was; I needed to nap. I padded up the stairs cautiously as not to disturb the sleeping residents. As I passed by the room of our children I noticed their doors were left open with the hall lights left on for their comfort. I watched them slumber from the doorway, their sleeping so peaceful, memories of bedtime stories and laughter I had with them distracted me from my troubles. My mouth crept into a smile for perhaps the first time this night.

				Despite all the hardships I went through, it was worth it. It was worth it for my kids and for the love of my life. I would do anything for them.

				I may not love my current work environment in South Barin. It may put me at risk. But it was work. It put money on the table and gave them a place to sleep at night in peace. I’ll work my way back to joining them in the safety they enjoyed. For now, though, I had to take the risks until I could find a job closer to home.

				I gave a yawn. Better hours would be good as well.

				My attention moved away from my pride and joys and back down the upstairs hallway. As I approached the corner door to the room my lover and I shared, something was off. A smell lingered in the air, one familiar to me, one that would usually give me throes of joy and elation. I heard a suspicious pounding echo in my perked ears that filled me with dreadful bewilderment.

				It just couldn’t be.

				I threw open the door and froze cold. The sheets thrashed about like a stormy ocean. The sound of squeaks entwined with the rhythmic thumping. My heart tore open, but it still beat in time to the hammering of the bed frame. The fire and heat from my ripped heart flowed through my abdomen, down to my tail and up to my face. My vision flashed red as the fire clouded it.

			

			
				I lost my ability to think. I lost my ability to feel. I lost my ability to remember. 

				My head throbbed as scurrying and shrill screeches of pleasure morphed to screams of pain and fear. Though the tone changed, the pounding remained. It hit again and again, growing faster and more intense.

				The screams of my love and the interloper fell dormant on my ears, but a single voice from the doorway broke through. “Daddy! Daddy! Please stop!”

				Reality cut back in with the outcry of my child. I stopped. A choking silence filled the room. I looked down to the mouse, bludgeoned by my paws. The face of Mr. Parli was all but unrecognizable as he stared up with his dull, lifeless eyes.

				***

				If the mice of the press prove one thing, it’s that all it takes is a carcass for mice to flood the streets like rats. Death, scandal, sex, like a piper’s piping, drew them to the corner of Munster and Main. I suppose I can’t be one to judge, after all. I was watching the rodents as they scoured and picked apart the area for any scraps of information they could muster.

				My former employee was seen dragged from his home in handcuffs, just as spotless and clean on his exterior as usual. Inside though, you could see a torrent of conflict, a creature battered and torn. His eyes were hollow and dazed as he was placed into the back of the police cruiser.

				In the end, only the former statesman lost his life. That’s how I knew she meant a lot to him. Or perhaps it wasn’t for her, but for the sake of his children. He knew he was going to the pen, and he knew she needed to be alive to take care of them in his absence.

				Which it was I’d never know.

				What I would come to learn though is that Mr. Parli and my unfortunate friend had a little history together. He worked as a campaign volunteer during the last unsuccessful election. No doubt Mr. Parli met with the soft elegance of his comrade’s wife and knew he had to have her.

				There was a problem though, she loved her husband. She was proud of him; he was loyal and hard working. He was a pillar of the community even without the name recognition of a statesman. This was something that had to be changed. So the politician did as politicians do: he pulled strings. He sullied the mouse’s reputation in the community. He made him unhireable through subversive means. He made him desperate—desperate enough to come to me.

			

			
				Then the two-faced mouse swept in, convincing the pretty doe that her husband was falling, failing. That he was becoming a threat to the future of their family. She had to ease her way to a more stable male. One that could provide the life her and her children needed to survive in this cruel world of ours. All the while, the loyal husband was none the wiser, even believing the one defiling his dreams was still his friend. And just for good measure, he hired a hitman to take him out and ensure the fine lady he desired would become widowed. 

				The politician and I had one thing in common: we both make promises to provide happiness. If you buy what we’re selling, through loyalty or coin, then you shall be better off. We recursively make such promises, leave breadcrumbs, but keep them just far enough from coming to fruition to have them coming back for more. 

				Mr. Parli in the end though, got greedy. He wanted something that was another’s and he went for it. And in the end, whether one is rat or mouse, death usually finds those that stand between a rodent and their vice.

			

		

	
		
			
				Scorned

				K.C. Alpinus

				Escape always seems just one more drink away when all you want to do is forget.

				



			

	






			

			
				CASE FILE 010

				Scorned

				K.C. Alpinus

				Frank was tired. It had been a long day, full of disgruntled workmen, delayed lumber orders, and misplaced tools. Bryan, his foreman, had walked off the job, and Marcus was still wet behind the ears. Things frequently went missing in Marcus’ care, but that was the least of Frank’s concerns. Growling as he walked towards his office door, Frank ran his hands through his thick mane, tail flicking behind him, his thoughts swirling into an angry tempest. 

				The late night calls, the poisonous threats, even last week’s clandestine meeting. That had drawn some stares, but he made her stop, at least for the moment. Frank couldn’t believe one moment of passionate weakness had drawn him into a nightmare so complex he found himself second-guessing his second-guesses.

				Opening the door, he saw something fall. Furrowing his bushy brows, he kneeled down to grasp a piece of paper. As his amber eyes scanned the hastily scrawled note, his face twisted into an angry scowl.

				“How dare she!” Frank snarled, crushing the paper between his calloused paws. It was one thing to threaten his job and make his staff uneasy, but another to threaten his family, his wife, his cubs! He needed to talk to her, make her back off. If she didn’t, he’d make her, one way or another. 

				Frank wrestled with himself, fighting the passionate memory of her lips against his. She’d innocently flirted when no one was paying attention, but it progressed much further. Their passionate tryst was the climax from months of pure frustration and longing. He had hunted her in his mind for so long that he ignored her virulent ways until he was lovesick from her charms, poisoned sick from the chase. For months, he suffered from his addiction to her; tonight though, this would come to an end, once and for all.

			

			
				When Frank burst through the door, he expected to find her, surprised but aroused at his boldness. But as Frank’s eyes blazed around the darkened foyer, he noticed the uneasy quiet. His tufted tail twitched behind him as his eyes fought to adjust to the darkness. He sniffed and was rewarded with the sharp, tangy perfume of blood permeating the room. He stumbled to the wall, searching for the switch, and as the lights flashed on, he couldn’t stave off the moan that burst from his muzzle as his eyes landed on the horrific scene before him.

				Crumpled on the couch lay Ivory T. Shadows, the breathtakingly beautiful snow leopard. As thick blood pooled in a deep gash in her temple, Ivory’s sea foam eyes stared unblinking into eternity. Frank collapsed to his knees, only able to crawl towards her. Gently pulling her voluptuous, spotted body towards him, he willed her to live, fighting against the inevitable.

				Frank didn’t know how long he stayed there, Ivory pressed to his chest, but even when the officers stormed in, guns drawn, he was immutable. Crouched there, his knees became soaked in Ivory’s cooled blood. He clutched at her soft curls, oblivious to the events transpiring around him. 

				An officer approached him, questioning Frank, but the words were distant, echoing around him. Even as his powerful arms were cuffed and a wire muzzle placed around his jaws, he found himself unable to speak, unable to comprehend the events unfolding around him.

				“Sir, you’re under arrest for the murder of Ivory T. Shadows,” they said as they led him outside. “Do you have anything to say?”

				His lips trembled, the words escaping from him as he broke down. “I-I thought I loved her.”

				***

				Preston swished his long tail behind him, lifting it to a confident mid-level as he strode into the darkened room. Various patrons milled about gambling, drinking, and cavorting with the bug-eyed Betties. The air hung in a noxious haze, waiting to choke the life out of any creature who inhaled it.

				“Gimme a drink. Jus’ one last one.” 

			

			
				The wolf felt a heavy pressure on his leg and saw that one of the regulars, a sloth, who had one too many stiff drinks of berry wine, now drooled on his freshly shined shoe. Its gray-green fur emitted a stench making Preston press a pinstriped cloth to his sensitive nostrils, gagging quietly. How anyone could sit in here, let alone conduct business, was beyond him.

				Snarling and kicking the sloth off of his leg, Preston placed a hind paw on its chest and stepped on the drunk, before continuing on his way. Why, of all places, does she have to set up shop here? I could get fingered as guilty for just looking for her.


				Snorting, he adjusted his expensive suit jacket and cuffs before making his way to the bar, tipping his fedora to the bartender. The gruff bulldog with long drooping jowls and tired eyes growled at Preston, a dirty glass clutched between his grimy claws. Grinning, the wolf trotted off towards a booth in the corner.

				He stopped in front of the booth, his face no longer smug. Sitting down, he leaned forward, pushing an empty glass out of the outstretched claws of the snoring silver-furred tigress. The wolf had always felt that Maltese was a rare beauty, even from the day that he first met her on the playground. But her dissatisfaction with her unique appearance caused her to pick up a nasty drinking habit as she attempted drown out the endless taunting.

				“Maltese, you’ve got to lay off the hooch; doesn’t sit well with the dames to see you so bent.”

				The tigress grunted deep in her throat and turned her head to the side, dismissing Preston without opening her eyes. “Fade, shade. You’re making me lose my edge.”

				Preston nodded to a scantily dressed waitress and asked for a glass of water. Once placed in his paws, the wolf hurled the icy liquid, thoroughly soaking Maltese.

				“I’m gonna chin ya!” She yowled, jumping up and furiously shaking the water off of her face.

				“Don’t go getting all evil on me.” He smirked, passing her a napkin to dry herself with. 

				“And why shouldn’t I?”

				“We drink from the same bottle, kid, and I’ve need of a real hard-boiled gumshoe to get me out of a slick situation.”

				Maltese groomed her paws, licking the water off before leaning back in her chair and rooting around for a cat-nip flavored cigarette, a personal favorite. While Preston earned a living as a well-to-do businessman, he often needed a favor from time to time to protect his less-than-savory interests. Maltese, while not the most respectable detective, could be depended upon to handle business endeavors of unpalatable or delicate means.

			

			
				“Pass me the hooch and then lay it on me,” Maltese sighed, resting her leather-clad hind paws on the table.

				Preston waved another flapper girl over, specifically requesting a bottle of the best scotch in the house, before starting.

				“You remember that classy dame, Ivory?”

				“About yea high, spotted fur, and a rack you could rest wine on?” Maltese grinned, lifting the brim of her fedora. “Rings a bell.”

				“Yeah, well somebody off’d her. Bashed her temple in with a single hammer blow.”

				“Mmm, that’s regrettable,” Maltese replied, sipping from the drink that was placed beside her.

				“Yeah, though she had curves like the letter ‘s’, she was a complete twit, but that ain’t warrant a kiss off.”

				“What’s your story? Did you snuff her?” Maltese smirked, flicking her ears once and blinking slowly.

				“You’ve got me flipped! I was twisted with this dame. Why would I off her?” Preston barked, his bushy neck ruff fluffing out. 

				“Well, where were you when she was offed?”

				“I was at the lumber yard, purchasing more wood for her cottage. Thinking of adding a porch to the back.” He took a swig from his drink.

				“Who can back you up on that?” Maltese asked, stirring her drink with a claw.

				“Sapphire could.”

				“So your wife, who you’ve been stepping out on, is the only person who could corroborate that story? You sure you didn’t grease her?” 

				“I was dizzy with her, Malty, she made me feel somethin’ special. She made me feel a lot of things.”

				“Gee, more than Sapphire?” Maltese sneered, raising an eyebrow and downing more scotch.

				“That she did.” Preston grinned wistfully, leaning back into his chair, swirling the liquid in his glass.

				“Why are you still with that doll of a wife if you don’t want her?” Maltese downed her glass and poured another.

			

			
				“Because I can’t, ya dig? She’s my honeypot and leaving her would make me lose her family’s investments in my lumber company!” Preston sputtered,  scotch spraying the table. 

				Maltese pursed her lips and grabbed a grimy rag to wipe her soft face. “So you’ve got a dead twit and a doll-faced hot mama on your paws. What do you want me to do about it?”

				“She was Boss Sagliano’s gal, so I figure that he greased her and he’s coming for me. But really, I just want you to find the dirty coward who killed the cat I loved.”

				“Why not let the cops take care of it?”

				“‘Cause those coppers wanna finger me for her murder and not that fink she was smooching.” Preston sighed, downing another drink and grimacing from the shock of it. “If I let the police handle this, they’ll take it as a chance to bleed me dry, especially if Sagliano gets his greasy paws involved. Doesn’t matter that I didn’t do it, they’ll pick the easiest target and let me and Frank fry.”

				“So,” Maltese said, slurring her words and waving her glass lazily through the air, “you want me to finger her murderer, not alert Boss Sagliano that you’ve hired me, and keep the cops, whom I’m on such good terms with as is, from muddying this up? 

				“Yes.”

				“No.”

				“Why Maltese? You know you’re the best dick in the district and an old friend!”

				“I’m all washed up, Preston! I’m out. I don’t care about cases like these anymore. Besides that, I have enough stupidity in my life without adding yours to it,” Maltese mumbled, swirling her scotch around, slopping some down the front of her shirt.

				“So you’d rather be a two-bit gumshoe, solving Hooverville robberies and drowning in the sauce?” 

				Maltese flicked her ears at the slight but lifted her glass in silent agreement.

				“What happened to you, Maltese? You used to be good, best there was for guys like me. Now? You’re a has-been, drinking until you drown your over-worked liver.”

				“What happened to me?” Maltese growled, slamming down her glass and staring at the wolf with watery gray eyes. “Life, Preston. Life happened to me!”

			

			
				“So you’re going to sit there, drowning in rotgut, trying to forget everything, including him?” Preston countered, flaring his nostrils and pushing his ears forward.

				“That’s the plan.”

				Preston snarled and pushed back from the table, the smoky haze momentarily lifting away from him. His golden eyes blazed in the dark as he fished in his wallet for a crisp ten dollar bill. “I should have known better than to come into a dive looking for help. Keep the change from that sawbuck, it’ll buy you a couple more shots.” 

				He turned to walk away but stopped, fishing something else out of his suit pocket. Flicking it onto the table, he growled angrily at her before storming away. “Whenever you decide to stop living in his shadow and making waves of your own, here! But don’t do it for me, do it for her.” 

				Swishing his tail behind him, he was gone, the smoky haze swallowing his retreating form. Maltese lifted a lip but picked the piece of paper off the table and gazed at it, her eyes narrowing at the words.

				***

				1942 Larsson St


				Maltese couldn’t help but growl low in her throat as she sauntered up the wooded path, twitching her striped tail behind her. She didn’t want to be doing this, but as Preston had said, they had a long history together, and he was as close to a friend as she ever had.

				As she made her way through the foliage and up a make-shift path, she noticed a set of prints in the dirt, running away from the crime scene. Maltese had to squint to see the faint outline in the dirt, but these prints were smaller and specifically placed, as if the owner didn’t waste their time tripping over roots before making dust. Whoever made these tracks definitely knew where they were going, Maltese thought, frowning.

				“Well, well, look what the cat dragged in, or should I say look what cat was dragged in? Things must be heating up if the silver-striped ace is here.”

				Maltese’s ears perched on top of her head as she wrinkled her muzzle back over her teeth, searching for the scent of the speaker. She relaxed when she saw who it was.

			

			
				His sleek face ended in a point, and his thoughtful brown eyes peered at Maltese from underneath the brim of his wide hat. Officer Blaine’s wavy white and red fur shone brightly in the dim light. His long Irish setter tail wagging lightly in greeting as he extended a warm paw towards her.

				“Good to see you, you old flatfoot!” came the delighted bark from the officer.

				Maltese smiled and grabbed the offered paw, pumping it twice in greeting. “Hunter Blaine, you crazy copper! Good to see you too. How are Rainier and the pups?”

				“Growing like weeds,” he replied, laughing and clapping her heartily on the back. “Rainier wants some more so I ‘spect us to have another litter come spring.”

				“Good, good. Say, I need you to do me a favor: I need to get into the cottage and have a look around.”

				“No way, José! Captain Barker would have my collar and badge if I did that.”

				“Well, you don’t have to let me in; all you have to do is split, grab some joe from the wagon, and come back in ten.” When the setter bit his lips hesitantly, Maltese added, “There’s a crisp sawbuck in it for ya if that helps grease your palms a little.”

				The setter weighed his options, but when the tigress held out the freshly minted ten from her back pocket, he took it and nodded curtly. “I hate it when you pull this, Malty,” he sighed. “You’ve got five minutes, ten tops, before the Captain comes back. It would be in your best interests to be a memory before he shows up.”

				Maltese grinned and cuffed him lightly on the back before heading off towards the small cottage. It was clean and well-kept, the small bushes and flowers neat and prim. Nothing out of order here, Maltese mused as she tried the brass doorknob and was delighted to walk right in.

				The tigress padded through the darkened foyer, her sensitive eyes viewing the room as intricately as if were brightly lit. Hopefully the cops hadn’t disturbed the scene too much under Sagliano’s orders, but as her eyes glanced at the muddy tracks everywhere, she knew that she was asking too much. The foyer carpet still had stains of blood on the floor, and scattered about were markers indicating where Ivory’s body was found. A few feet away, a vase had been knocked over, its contents spilled out onto the floor. Hissing her displeasure, Maltese noticed that there were yet another set of tracks in the plant soil.

			

			
				I realize that Boss Sagliano owns these guys, but this is just plain sloppy, Maltese sneered, kneeling down to get a better look at the prints. These were definitely smaller than the prints outside, but she didn’t have the time to personally inspect everyone on the force’s foot size. Nonetheless, she sniffed around, picking up the delicate scent of crushed flowers, coupled with a unique perfume. There was so much mingling that her head swam as she tried to absorb it all.

				Crossing over to the couch, she inspected the blood-stained cushions, spotting several curiously colored hairs. Her sharp eyes saw the evidence marker. The marker denoted a 13-inch long claw hammer as being the murder weapon and where, in proximity to the body, it was found. Tilting her head, she noticed that the bloody tracks were everywhere except where the weapon had been found. Maltese circled around the area, musing to herself before stopping, her tail curling around her legs.

				Chuffing while rubbing a paw against her face, Maltese crouched, her mind roving over the scene. No blood here, just dirt. I guess our guy is a lot cleverer than I want to give him credit for. No sooner had she finished mulling it over, was the room flooded with light, temporarily blinding Maltese.

				“Well, if it isn’t the infamous Maltese tigress, back on the case again. Looking for more fool’s gold, cat?”

				Clutching a silvery-blue paw to her face, she squinted through her digits. A blurry image stood by the door: a tall, sneering German shepherd.

				“I can’t quite tell because you’ve so kindly blinded me, but it sounds like my old pally, Captain Barker. I can certainly say it smells like him.” Maltese fired back. 

				Barker huffed, his ears flicking backwards at the jibe. “Clever cat, but you know what they say about cleverness and kitties…” He walked into the room, flanked by two officers.

				“What’s that, Captain? Give me the skinny on clever kitties,” Maltese replied, shoving her paws into her pockets, hiding a paw-full of soil.

				“They say that cleverness killed the cat, so you’d better watch your step or else you’ll lose your nose by sticking it in places it doesn’t belong.” Barker growled.

			

			
				“I thought that was curiosity that killed cats, but seeing as I’m not just a cat, I wouldn’t know.” Maltese grinned, the officers flinching at her long canines.

				“You’re outta your league, Maltese! Leave this job to the professionals; we get paid to solve cases like this.” Barker snarled, stalking towards the lithe tigress.

				“Oh, I know you’re in Boss Sagliano’s pocket, Captain. It beats me why, but then again, everyone oughta have a patsy.” Maltese shrugged, sidestepping the Captain and making her way to the door. “Don’t seem so upset gents, I know crime pays. Hell, in your case, it pays very well!”

				“Maltese! Don’t you walk out that door!” Barker shouted, jerking his head sharply to send his officers after her. Twisting and turning, she dodged the grasping paws of the cops, her body a silver streak in the night. By the time they organized enough to give chase, she was already gone, sprinting into the woods, her sultry laughter an echoing taunt.

				***

				“What’re ya in for?”

				The gruff voice hailed Frank from the corner of the very tight cell, making the lion’s short fur rise along his spine. He had been in the clink for just a couple of days, but in that timeframe, he managed to attract a lot of unwanted attention. As he backed up to the cell bars, trying to stay within the area of light from the single, overhead lamp, he could feel the eyes of the crocodile sizing him up.

				“Aww, don’ do that. C’mere and let me show you somethin’. Somethin’ real nice…”

				Frank growled and unsheathed his claws, preparing for a fight, until a striped forearm reached in the cell and pointed a diminutive snub-nosed revolver at the crocodile.

				“Now, now, Buck Longtooth, I’d hate to have to give you a lead salad for picking on the new guy.” 

				Frank turned his head to the side so he could stare at his savior. Even though she had a soft face and beautiful features, the look in the tigress’ eyes showed that she meant business.

				“I’s just playin’ wit the little lion, Malty. No need to be pullin’ guns and all.” The crocodile shrugged and slipped back into the darkness of the cell, huffing as he did so. Frank sighed heavily as he turned to thank the tigress for saving him.

			

			
				“Hey, thanks. I mean, I coulda handled him, but I uh, I didn’t want to make any waves.”

				“I didn’t do it to save you, Frank. Personally, I’d have let him snuff you, but seeing as you’re my most important witness and their prime suspect, keeping you from getting eaten alive is at the top of my list.” Maltese replied, slipping her trusty gun, charmingly called a Colt Detective Special, back into its holster and removing a notepad from her pocket.

				“Who are you?” Frank asked, curling his lip and raising his eyebrow. “And how do you know my name?”

				“Maltese’ll be fine, and I know it because it’s my business to know who you are and what you have or haven’t done.”

				“So what are you doing here? Have you come to let me out?” 

				“Not on your life,” Maltese laughed harshly, pushing the brim of her fedora back on her brow and leaning forward on the silver prison bars. “I’ve just come to get the goods on what you know about a Ms. Ivory Shadows.”

				“Look, I’m telling you like I told them, I don’t know anything!” Frank growled, the metal vibrating from the anger in his voice. “I just found her like that! We had something special, or at least I thought we had something special, but she didn’t want me.”

				“So did her rejection hurt you enough to want to kill her?” Maltese asked coolly, her eyes focused on Frank.

				“What? No! I was dizzy with the dame. She was a prize, especially to some dried out old builder like me. Why would I grease her?”

				“I’ll ask the questions. Now, if you didn’t grease her, what were you doing over there at that time of night?”

				“I was going to go see her. She made me mad.”

				“Mad enough to kill her?”

				“No! I was mad at her, but I wanted to reason with her after she left me a note. She was the best I’d ever had, and I wasn’t about to just let her go like that.” Frank whined, lowering his head.

				Maltese frowned while writing, but quickly looked up when Frank had mentioned a note. “What note, Frank?”

				“Some note saying how she couldn’t deal with me having a wife, me being less of a lion because my eyesight is going, just stuff to really get under your—.” Frank huffed, flattening his ears.

			

			
				“Wait,” Maltese interrupted. “You’re blind? As a bat?”

				“For starters, bats aren’t blind, but yeah, I’ve lost sight in one of my eyes. It’s one of the reasons that Ivory gave for leaving me. She said she didn’t want a lover who couldn’t see all of her delicious assets. She use to make fun of me when I tripped outside of her cottage from misjudging the path out there all the time. She even stopped me from coming by at night because of it, ‘course now I just think it’s ‘cause she had her other cake-eater guy there.”

				Maltese hissed at him but stopped when she heard footsteps circling outside of the holding area. The night guard she bribed had given her a few precious moments, while taking a chunk out of her wallet, but he hadn’t said what time he would be coming back. This was her only chance to get into the station and question Frank without outside interference, so she had to get to her point.

				“So you tripped nearly every time you went over there, Frank?”

				“Yeah, why?”

				“Because if that’s true, you’re not the person I need to be speaking with.” Maltese answered, backing away from the bars, her ears twitching atop her head, listening for the guard.

				“Wait, that doesn’t make any sense! What are ya sayin?” Frank asked, clutching the bars, his chest heaving and eyes wide. “Are you saying that you don’t think that I killed Ivory?”

				“No, I don’t think you did,” she replied, slipping back into the shadows of the holding area, ready to be on her way, “but the question now is, if you didn’t, who did?” 

				***

				“I apologize, but I won’t be able to answer any further questions. Anything else I may help you with?”

				Maltese narrowed her eyes at the chipper attitude of the squirrel before her, but shrugged, feigning indifference. The secretary was a dead-end; every question had been met with cheerful rejection or dismissal, and Maltese was getting nowhere. Everyone she interviewed at Frank’s construction office was a complete ditz, or if they knew anything, they were tight-lipped about it.

				Turning on her heel, Maltese headed towards the door, her paw digging into her pocket for one of her cigarettes. Feeling none, she had stopped in the hallway, furiously trying to find her smokes. Growling under her breath, she didn’t look up to see the small serval whisking quietly towards her, his face hidden behind papers.

			

			
				“Hey, watch out!” shrieked the serval, his claws not getting enough traction on the freshly waxed floor.

				Maltese barely had time to react. She covered her eyes with her forearm, but it wasn’t enough to keep the young cat from running into her. Snarling loudly, she wound up to swat the young cat, a stinging reminder to watch where he was going, but the look of fear on his face stopped her.

				“Please, don’t hurt me!” he yowled, cowering in front of her, his papers thrown everywhere. “Things have been crazy enough around here with the boss changing us from nights to days and then dealing with that dame being bumped off.”

				Maltese hissed, balling her paw into a fist before she huffed and released it, shoving her paws into her coat and finding the much needed cigarette she had been searching for. Lighting it and taking a long drag, she raised an eyebrow.

				“What do you mean, ‘crazy’? Lay it on me, Spots.”

				“Well, ever since that dame came through here, it’s been nothing but trouble. Frank had been especially in a lather with his cutting nights and constant snarling. 

				“Which dame? What did she go by?”

				“I dunno, something pretty.” He shrugged his shoulders and sorted the scattered papers. “Like Fuzzy, Cutie, or Ivy?”

				“You mean Ivory?”

				“Yeah, that! She was a really fussy broad. Beautiful though,” he added as an afterthought. “At first, Frank was happy to see her when she started poking around the job, but then everything went downhill.”

				“What happened? What made her change?”

				“I dunno. She got real evil all of a sudden, stopped being on the level with Frank. Around that time, he was acting weird too. He stopped working nights, started running into stuff, had a funny habit of looking over his shoulder all of the time. He changed into a completely different cat.”

				Maltese nodded, savoring the minty freshness that cooled on the back of her throat. Something wasn’t adding up, but she didn’t know what. This trip for biscuits at Frank’s office had given her something to go on. Nothing major, but something to mull over in the back of her mind.

			

			
				“That a fact. Anything else?”

				“Just that when Frank and that broad got into it, he got mad.”

				“Mad you say?” Maltese replied, tapping her cigarette on the bottom of her shoe and putting the used butt into her pocket for later.

				“Yeah, when that hell-cat left from here, Frank looked mad, mad enough to kill.”

				***

				“Well, aren’t you a sight for sore eyes!”

				Maltese rolled her eyes and couldn’t help but grin as she walked through the doors of the medical examiner’s office, pulling off her hat and tossing it on the nearest counter. She needed to see Ivory and that meant seeing an old friend.

				That friend, Daedalus the sea eagle, was a remarkable thinker and researcher, noted for his studies into the stages of decomposition and various papers on death, but he had his eccentricities. His habit of flipping his head feathers forward did little to help his station nickname of ‘Bird Brain’, but he had been a valuable friend and ally to her father, so Maltese felt that she could use his help. His son, Icarus, failing to achieve his father’s fame overseas, had become his assistant and usually provided the tether that kept his father’s ideas grounded to this plane.

				“Long time, no see, Daedalus! How’s the tri-states’ greatest corpse sniffer?” Maltese teased.

				“Oh applesauce! I’m just a simple bird trying to eke out a modest living during these tough times. Butt me and tell me what brings you here,” he replied, clicking his beak together when he saw Maltese fishing for her smokes.

				“A stiff one. A moll by the name of Ivory Shadows.” She answered, handing a cigarette to him. 

				“You mean that saucy feline that got greased by her lover?” He questioned, lifting his feathers and nodding towards a metal cabinet on the wall.

				“Good, you guys have her so that makes my job a lot easier.”

				“Of course! With the boys upstairs stomping around the crime scene, disturbing evidence, why wouldn’t we? Plus, she had some interesting information on her, particularly stippling, major blood loss, hair everywhere.”

			

			
				Maltese felt her eyes rolling in her head as the eagle droned on. Daedalus was a great medical examiner, but his social skills left much to be desired. Coughing to clear her throat, she jerked her head towards the storing coolers, pulling Daedalus out of his medical tirade.

				“Oh yes, my apologies! Let me show you her,” he said happily.

				Maltese sniffed lightly. She couldn’t help but think that this was one of the best city morgues that she’d been in. Rather than reeking of the foul stench of death and decay, it smelled sterile, not too much unlike bleach and other cleaning agents. Of course, the smell of decomposing ‘meat’ might have prevented Daedalus from doing his job effectively, being a carrion eater and all.

				There were many steel doors, various tables with drains, some of them stained an unidentifiable color, but all things considered, it was quite clean and well organized. This was duly noted by the silver tigress.

				“Ah, here she is. Come, see for yourself,” Daedalus announced, opening one of the doors and pulling out a sliding tray to reveal the fragile, blanketed figure of Ivory Shadows.

				 Her mouth was closed, but Maltese could have sworn that she was wearing the faintest grin. Her ebony hair was framed around her soft fur; even in death, she was lovely. Noting to not disturb the smudge of dirt on Ivory’s shoulder, Maltese raised a paw to gently caress the soft curls that framed her face. She stopped when she saw the hair and fur shaved to reveal the massive wound on the right side of her skull. Leaning forward to inspect it, her sensitive nostrils picked up the fragrance of something sensual and very potent, but with an earthy undertone to it. Opening her jaws, Maltese pulled the air in through her nostrils and over her tongue, activating the sensitive organ within her skull. Something was vaguely familiar about that scent, such that her face flushed crimson underneath her silvery blue fur. 

				That idiot Preston gave Ivory the same perfume that Sapphire wears? Maltese thought, wrinkling her muzzle and twisting her lips.

				Raising her eyes, Maltese continued to inspect Ivory’s skull. Though much of it had collapsed underneath the weight of the fearsome blows, the surrounding flesh had a darkened, almost burned texture to it, as if something had seared the skin. Frowning, she looked up to see the proud face of Daedalus standing above her.

				“Ah yes, I’m glad you noticed that. Interesting, is it not?”

			

			
				“What is it? I know a hammer doesn’t do this, or at least the hammers I’m familiar with don’t do this. What do you think happened?”

				“Yes, the stippling, the scorches, the pockets underneath this—”

				Maltese stopped him with a raised paw and twitching tail. “Daedalus, in English, please.”

				“My apologies. She was shot at point blank range if I’m any sort of judge. The fire from the muzzle of the gun seems to have singed the flesh and caused other bruising, but that’s not the kicker; when the force of the hammer was applied, it caused the side of her skull to partially collapse. Whoever did this didn’t have to use as much force as the police have tried to infer.”

				“What’s your game? Are you saying that she wasn’t dusted by a hammer?”

				“On the contrary, young Maltese, she was killed by a gun, a small one in fact. The hammer was just to, how do you say, ‘crust the coppers’ and ‘finger another’.” Daedalus preened, fluffing his feathers proudly. “Also, the blood that we took off Frank’s clothes didn’t have any blowback or splattered blood on his person. Even if he bashed or shot her, he’d have some blood on his arms or even face. The only blood we found was on his knees and chest, naturally from hugging the body.”

				Maltese’s jaw dropped open, realization dawning on her. Someone had used a small pistol so carefully that Ivory hadn’t seen it until the very end. The smile frozen on Ivory’s short muzzle was evidence of that. 

				“Hot damn! So Frank was telling the truth. Someone shot her at close range and caught her completely off guard. From the scent of it, it smells like it was during a rather intimate moment as well.” Maltese mused, rubbing her chin while Daedalus looked on happily. He opened his mouth to speak but was interrupted by the lab door slamming shut.

				“Father! I thought you said Mr. Giorgio’s family requested his remains to be sent to the Valerie Funeral Home.”

				“I did indeed.”

				“That would have been fine, save for one thing: he wasn’t quite dead! I went to the nursing home to get him, like the family requested. I started wrapping the sheets around him and he woke up during it! I says ‘Ho! You’re not dead?’ and he says ‘For crisp’s sakes, do I look like it? Can’t an old guy take a nap without being mistaken for taking the final kiss off?’ He read me the riot act the entire time! I barely escaped with my head intact after he threw his vase at me!”

			

			
				Maltese lowered her fedora over her eyes, hiding her grin from the exchange between father and son. They continued on for a moment until she gently cleared her throat and nodded towards Ivory’s mortal remains.

				“Hey gents, not in front of the lady. Besides,” she added once Icarus had joined them, his feathers ruffled, “I need a copy of your initial report.”

				“Maltese, I know you’re working on a case, but you can’t just burst into here, dishing out orders and demanding copies of reports. You’re not a cop.” Icarus sighed, rubbing the creases of his eyes.

				“I know, Icarus, but this is important!”

				“Everything’s important when it comes to the police, but that’s not an excuse. I know you and I were classmates, and our dads go back ages, but we can’t give out info like that. We’re not kids anymore,” Icarus grumped, folding his feathered arms across his chest.

				“Yeah, but it’s Preston.” Maltese sighed, rubbing the back of her neck. 

				Icarus hardened his gaze to her. For a moment, he looked like he wanted to yell, but, instead, inhaled sharply and turned away. 

				“Please, Icarus, he was your friend too.”

				“We’ll see what we can do, Malty,” Icarus replied. He faced the metal doors, brooding and annoyed, but the use of Maltese’s childhood name was a resignation to help her.

				 “But,” Daedalus added, “you have to understand, forensic pathology is a rather developing science, and as such, it isn’t quite exact.”

				“Well, what about the murder weapon?” Maltese asked, stepping away from Ivory.

				“It had some bloody prints,” Daedalus began.

				“But none that were Frank’s.” Icarus finished, sliding Ivory back into her chamber and locking the door that contained her. “While his prints were on it, they were rather old, which is understandable considering it was his hammer. The prints were canine in nature.”

				“Canine? How can you tell?” Maltese asked, furrowing her eyebrows before following the pair back into their shared office and taking a seat.

				“All tracks and prints are different, plus the paws were small. Canine or even vulpine based on their size. We found some fur on her, but it was inadmissible.”

			

			
				“Do you still have the fur, might I see it?” she asked as Daedalus lifted his head feathers and Icarus scowled.

				“Sure, one moment.” Daedalus replied, leaving for a moment before returning with a few fur fibers stowed in a jar. He unscrewed the lid before handing it to Maltese. Opening her jaws once more, Maltese pulled the scent in over her tongue. Huffing deeply when she finished, Maltese handed the glass back to Daedalus, growling under her breath.

				The scent was the same as that on Ivory’s muzzle, the same one that triggered a memory within Maltese. It made her certain that it wasn’t just Captain Barker’s boys tampering with evidence to help Sagliano. As exotic and pricey as that perfume was, only someone with the means, like Preston, could afford it.

				“Can you identify this fur within a couple of days?” Maltese questioned. “That in addition to this soil sample?” she added, fishing the soil that she took from the crime scene out of her pocket.

				“Can’t say definitively,” Icarus squawked fixing her with his piercing stare and clicking his beak once. He accepted the soil and placed it under a microscope, his eyes looking for details. “I’ll review it against the samples that I received from Frank’s pants and the sample that was found on Ivory’s shoulder. It’s only a preliminary report, but whatever was on Frank’s pants definitely wasn’t the kind that was on her shoulder.”

				“Suggesting?” Maltese huffed, tapping a soft paw against the cool tile of the room.

				“That suggests that either the local police were a lot more careless than we originally believed or,” Icarus said, raising his head feathers, “someone else touched something they weren’t supposed to.”

				***

				Maltese leaned against the corner post of the precinct, sipping quietly on the mild scotch in her flask. She hadn’t been sipping long, before the numbing effects of the tasty liquor swept in. She smiled to herself as it left a warm, happy trail down her throat and into her belly. It was in this inebriated stupor that she appeared, padding towards Maltese.

				  From the crown of her head to the very tip of her tail, the sultry female sashaying towards her wore a pelt of mixed silvers, grays and white. Her form-fitting red dress barely covered her voluptuous chest and lovely thighs, dimming everything around her in comparison. Her eyes, though hidden underneath a wide-brimmed hat, were a stunning deep blue, which narrowed and then widened in recognition. Her muzzle parted as she licked her lips in a delicious grin.

			

			
				“Here kitty, kitty…”

				Maltese’s pulse began to race, yet she showed nothing but cool to the female who called her.

				“Well, well, well if it isn’t the queen of the debutante ball, Mrs. Sapphire WinterStorm. What’s shaking?”

				She glided closer, her tail waving behind her. “Everything’s copasetic. I was just on my way to see my husband; they’ve brought him in for additional questioning. First time they’ve caught him since he’s in and out of town so much. I’m usually left to my own devices.”

				“Is that right?” Maltese mused, rubbing her chin, fighting to keep her eyes off of Sapphire’s generous breasts that rose and fell with every breath.

				“Yes. It’s all a bore, really. I’m certain that he didn’t kill his whore, but the entire process is so square.” Sapphire sighed, cutting her eyes away.

				“Mmm, you got that right, doll face.” Maltese grinned. “Gotta say though: after all this time, you still look as fine as summer wine.”

				The wolf lifted one of her lips, flashing a single tooth before widening her grin to lick her muzzle slowly, her tongue taking care around her sharp canines. 

				“You always could sell books to a blind man or sweet talk a nun out of her bloomers. I miss that about you,” Sapphire breathed, placing a soft paw against the cheek ruff of the tigress. Maltese couldn’t resist the shudder that ran down her belly and between her legs. The things that canine could do with her tongue…

				Maltese shook her head, pulling herself out of the reverie and away from Sapphire. What they had shared was dead and needed to stay that way. “You’re a pip, Sapphire, but what we had, we had. You’re Preston’s now; you don’t need to get tangled up with some washed up gumshoe.”

				“What if I wanted you to tangle with me? As for my husband, what of him?” Sapphire challenged, her eyes lowering and long tongue playing at her lips. When Maltese didn’t answer, she pulled the tigress forward and kissed her deeply, Sapphire’s tongue probing the insides of Maltese’s muzzle. After a moment’s time, she withdrew, licking her lips again, savoring the sweet taste of tigress. She smirked before turning around and walking away, shaking her full hips and luxurious tail behind her.

			

			
				“I’ll be around, Malty, if you want to get together for old time’s sake. This time, it doesn’t matter what anyone thinks.”

				Maltese traced her lips with a single claw, her tail twitching behind her. Shaking her head quietly, she chuffed, squeezing her thighs together as she stood in the cool of the night.

				***

				“Hair of the flea that bit ya! Drink up!” The loud thud of a glass accompanied the gruff voice of the bartender, startling Maltese out of her drunken stupor. It had been a fruitless few days and Maltese had run into a brick wall trying to crack this case. She had returned to the cottage, but was rewarded with a new officer and even more of Captain Barker’s orders that she couldn’t schmooze her way out of. The lab had called to confirm that the hairs were indeed canine in origin, but seeing as Barker’s boys had been all over the crime scene, that removed Frank definitively from the suspects, making it harder to excuse Preston’s nonexistent alibi. The only one who could back it up was Sapphire, but it didn’t help that she was Preston’s loving wife. There was no telling what that dame would say. 

				There also was the case of the strange soil that she had taken from the cottage. It had contained carpet fibers, unique to their area and from what Daedalus and Icarus both confirmed, fairly expensive. The clues were piling up and they weren’t in Preston’s favor.

				“Come on, Maltese, ya need ta lay off the sauce. This blend was created by a guy who needed to sober up quick.”

				Maltese hissed and flattened her ears, pushing the glass away. “Take a hike, Benny. Let me wallow in my misery.” A grunt was all that Maltese heard, then silence. Cracking open her bleary eyes, Maltese saw that Benny had taken a seat at the table and was eyeing her, arms crossed.

				“Get dusted, Benny.”

				“No, ya washed up gumshoe. Youse been in and outta here all week, and I’m tired of ya scaring off the paying customers with ya rants. Now, drink!” He shoved the glass at her, sloshing some of his concoction on her shirt, and drawing a deep growl from her.

			

			
				Maltese sipped at the strange brew, grimacing but offering no other response.

				“Maltese, I’ve been knowing youse since yer old man brought youse in here, and seeing as youse was just a pip squeak, youse didn’t understand that even ya dad, the legendary detective himself, sometimes missed a mark or a clue.”

				“You sure do know how to kick a cat when she’s down.” Maltese slurred and lapped up more of the drink.

				“No, because I told him the same thing I’m about to tell you: sometimes, they get away.”

				“What the hell kind of advice is that?” Maltese yowled, twitching her tail, her jaws slightly parted.

				“Good damn advice, if ya ask me. Look kid, youse like a daughter to me, so I hate seeing ya so evil and in a bad way. Sometimes ya can’t win ‘em all, so youse just gotta do what you can and save those you must.”

				“Yeah, Frank’s going to go free, but whoever killed Ivory is still out there. I mean the clues are pointing at Preston, but it can’t be him.”

				“How’re ya so sure he didn’t grease the broad? What makes ya so certain he’s not chiseling ya so he can cut a deal with the DA and run?”

				“I don’t, but what I do know is that whoever did grease her was a canine, wasn’t afraid of spending money on her, knew where she’d be, and obviously had a lot of time on their paws.”

				“So who’re ya suspects?” Benny pressed. 

				“Well, it looks like it’s just Preston J. WinterStorm, and—”

				“And?”

				“Harvey the imaginary skunk? The clues are piling up, but how can I arrest my friend?” Maltese growled, slamming her fist on the table. “I can’t just show up to his house with handcuffs, make a citizen’s arrest, and let Barker and his boys take him away, especially not just based on soil and a clumsy alibi.”

				“How’s that? Perhaps youse can use your wits, toss everything at the wall, and see what sticks. Ya told me he was the only one who seemed shaky. He had the most to gain from Ivory’s death and everything to lose if she had something on him.” Benny shrugged.

				“You’re right. Maybe I should drop by and see Sapphire. She might know something.”

				“I wouldn’t be trusting that dame too much, Maltese.”

			

			
				“I don’t, but I gotta breeze.” Maltese smirked, her face cheeky as she stood up to lean on the table.

				“She left ya high and dry, and youse gonna go back to her?” Benny blinked. 

				 Maltese only grinned at him before stumbling out of the bar.

				“That girl, I tell you,” Benny grumbled and headed back to the bar. “She has no idea what dames do when they’re scorned. Then again, she is one, so maybe she does.”

				***

				“Well, if it isn’t the mysteriously charming Maltese.”

				Maltese had barely knocked on the door before Sapphire opened it, the corners of her muzzle gliding into a seductive smile when she saw the silver tigress. Her delicate muzzle tipped towards Maltese and in one fluid motion, welcomed her into the house.

				“Glad you decided to take me up on my offer. Come in while I fix you a drink.”

				Look who lives high on the hog, Maltese thought, padding through the decadent foyer and into the carpeted sitting room. She sniffed, enjoying the lovely fragrances of the house. She admired a fragrantly familiar plant, frowning her face in recognition when Sapphire glided up to her, a glass of scotch within her delicate paw.

				“Preston likes the exotic. His greatest desire is to be surrounded by beauty, myself and others included.” She growled before smiling.

				Sighing under her breath, Maltese flicked her tail and nodded before taking a swig of her drink. As she settled down into one of the many lavish couches, Maltese couldn’t help being mesmerized by Sapphire’s swaying hips. How could Preston cheat on a dime piece like her?

				“So what brings you here to my home at this time of night? Business?” She cooed, sitting down next to Maltese, her luxurious tail lightly touching Maltese’s thigh. “Or pleasure?”

				“Business, sweet cheeks. I need the skinny on your husband’s whereabouts on the night of the murder.”

				For a moment, Maltese thought she saw something flicker within Sapphire’s eyes. The wolf quickly blinked it away and licked her lips, pausing to flick her tongue at Maltese.

				“I’ve told the police everything I know: my husband was at home the entire time, with me.”

			

			
				“You’re certain?” Maltese pressed, trapped within the intensity of the wolf’s gaze. Something wasn’t right, but she couldn’t quite finger what it was.

				“Yes, as I recall, he still had my passions on his muzzle when he went to work the following evening.” A smirk played at the corners of Sapphire’s mouth as she watched Maltese choke on the scotch that she was sipping.

				“And that’s it? What of his indiscretions with Ms. Shadows?”

				“What of them? I believe that’s all in the past, and I’m ready to move forward, especially since she’s no longer in the picture.” Sapphire edged closer to Maltese and placed a soft paw on the tigress’s lap, playing along her thighs. Maltese swallowed hard, unable to pull away.

				“But-but why stay? Why are you still with him?” Maltese stammered, swallowing hard as Sapphire’s touching was beginning to rekindle an old flame that had since died down.

				“Because,” Sapphire whispered, facing Maltese, her breath deep and inviting as she leaned forward, her tongue playing at her soft lips. “He helps me keep up appearances.”

				The kiss Sapphire placed on Maltese’s lips was one filled with memories of forbidden passion, of promises made and long since broken. Maltese’s head began to swim from the fragrant perfume emanating from the wolf with lips pressed tightly against hers. 

				“Stop!” She gasped, breaking away from Sapphire. “I-I gotta—Where’s the john at?”

				“Down the hall, to the left. Hurry back though, kitty. I’m looking forward to eating you up.”

				Maltese panted, her skin shivering as she got up to walk towards the lavishly decorated bathroom that was Sapphire’s personal water closet. She flicked on the light to the bathroom and closed the door behind her, leaning on the door. How could she be doing this? Sapphire was such old news and Preston was her oldest friend. How could she betray him like this?

				But he still had a paw in his mistress’s murder, a voice in her head sneered. Why do his feelings matter? There’s a lovely broad out there who would love nothing more than to lick you from your muzzle to the tip of your tail, so why fight it? He’s going down anyways.


				Maltese turned to the sink to splash cold water on her face. As the droplets dripped down her muzzle, Maltese wrestled with herself. She couldn’t just leave without another lead, but it seemed like she had hit a dead-end.

			

			
				Maybe I am all washed up and wet like I keep saying, Maltese considered, drying her paws on a soft towel and walking out of the bathroom. Turning her ears, Maltese noted that Sapphire had moved to the kitchen, giving her some time to browse. As she walked farther down the hallway, she noticed a study with a door ajar, lit by a single lamp. Walking forward and pushing the door open, Maltese felt her jaw part in mild shock.

				Every free space on the wall was covered with pictures of Ivory. From her chasing the waves on the surf, to riding in the car, to even more intimate ones such as her sleeping, the entire room was a shrine of sorts to the slain snow leopard. As she inhaled, her sensitive nose picked up trace amounts of Ivory’s scent mixed with perfume, as if she had been here, even before her death. Growling under her breath, she looked around the walls, her eyes landing on the various pictures. Maltese skimmed a letter on the desk that was dated recently, her heart sinking with realization.

				“He’ll never know that you’re my one and only. If only I could take you away from him. I hope you like the plant I’ve sent you, it’s a rare breed from Brazil. My husband brought it back from one of his travels. Only you could rival its beauty and rarity.”


				Maltese hissed, snatching the piece of paper and stuffing it into her shirt pocket beside her trusty flask. Sapphire has more to do with this than she’s letting on, Maltese thought, and I’m about to get to the bottom of it!


				The sharp click of a pistol hammer cocking caused her to stop in her tracks, her blood running cold.

				“It’s really bad form to go snooping through other’s affairs.”

				Maltese wheeled around to face Sapphire, standing there, her gun cocked at Maltese, ready to fire.

				“I’m sorry,” Sapphire growled, stalking towards Maltese, hackles raised. “But I can’t have you gumming up everything I’ve worked so hard to bury.”

				“Take it easy. It’s me, Malty. What are ya saying?”

				“I’m saying that Ivory was a dirty dish who couldn’t keep her legs closed. I was dizzy with that dame, but when she allowed Preston to share the bed that we built together, she had to go. He’d be able to leave me, start a life with her, all with my money.”

			

			
				“But-but—” Maltese stammered, her tail twitching behind her as she stared at the gun now pressing against her chest. “What about that kiss you gave me? What about Preston?”

				“What about him? He was a patsy. Ivory and I loved each other, but she wanted to leave me. She told me it wasn’t real. So, I went to her that night, while Preston was out of town. After a few drinks, I let her taste my passion. That’s when I put a slug in her crown, while her muzzle was still wet. Same one I’m about to give you.”

				“Sapphire, you’re better than that. We can fix this!” Maltese roared, her muscles tensed as she braced herself for the possible shot.

				 “I’m sorry, Malty, but it seems like your luck’s run out, my slick gumshoe. I’m willing to let my husband rot in a jail cell to appease Boss Sagliano and also have Frank go to the chair to end the investigation. You should know that I’m willing to do what it takes to get rid of anyone who could pin Ivory’s death on me. Sorry sweet cheeks. I love you, and I loved what we had, but I’ll be seeing ya.”

				Sapphire pulled the trigger, the sound echoing in the vast hallway of the house. Maltese stumbled to the ground, clutching at the hole in her shirt. 

				***

				The cops escorted Sapphire out of her lavish house in cuffs and a muzzle, not caring about ruining her newest hairstyle or manicured claws. She was officially charged with the murder of Ivory Shadows and the attempted murder of Maltese Tigress, along with the framing of Frank Leon.

				 When they had arrived on the scene, they were quite puzzled to see Sapphire crumpled on the ground, a thin trickle of blood pooling from her jaws. Maltese sitting on the couch, grooming herself as if nothing had happened. When all was said and done, they had handcuffed their murderess, leaving a smug tigress, a bewildered setter, and an irate police captain in their wake.

				“That’s it, Maltese! I’m hauling you downtown with her! I told you to mind your own affairs and let the real officers of the law handle it, but you just couldn’t leave well enough alone, could you? I’ll have you on tampering with a crime scene, assaulting a suspect, and an interfering with a police investigation.”

			

			
				Maltese leaned against the hood of a cop car, gently puffing on her favorite catnip cigarettes. She only sneezed in his direction as a response. 

				“Don’t you jiff me! I’m about to cast kittens ‘cause of your meddling in things that don’t concern you. Book her, boys!”

				The officers moved to corner her, but a raised paw stopped them in their tracks. Surprisingly, it wasn’t from Maltese, but Officer Blaine, who stepped quietly in front of her, his ears laid back and his muzzle open in a defensive snarl.

				“Leave her alone, Cap’n! She was here to do a job and saved us some man hours and a lot of detective work. Since she’s a P.I., she can’t take the credit for Sapphire’s capture, but we can. Come on Cap’n, she should at least be allowed to slide, this time.”

				Barker’s face twisted into an ugly grin, his fist clenched as he fought the urge to punch them both, but he swallowed hard and turned away.

				“Both of you better be out of my sight before the yellows come!” Captain Barker turned on his heel and trotted away, the other officers falling in behind him, eager to close the case. 

				Hunter growled after their retreating forms before leaning against the car, huffing. “How’d you survive, Maltese?”

				“Sheer dumb luck,” the tigress admitted, sighing and taking another long drag on her cigarette. 

				“Yeah, yeah, there is that. But you know what I mean. She shot you! At close range, as a matter of fact.”

				Maltese shrugged, the cigarette dangling off of her lips. “I guess I had one last drink left.” She grinned, pushing off the car and getting ready to head off into the night, hopefully in search of the nearest speakeasy.

				Hunter took the raised brow as an acknowledgment. “You’re one tough tabby, Maltese.”

				“Yeah,” she said, walking away into the fog of the evening. She pulled out the dented flask from her breast pocket, complete with a tiny bullet lodged within. “Too tough to die and too clever to get killed.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Bullet Tooth Claw

				Marshall L. Moseley

				After the Uplift, pets became a thing of the past. Still, the relationship between man and dog is enough to send the latter sniffing for trouble.


				



			

	





			
				CASE FILE 011

				Bullet Tooth Claw

				Marshall L. Moseley

				“The unknown and clearly insane scientist responsible for the uplift virus probably did not realize it would imbue animals not only with intelligence and a form on par with humans, but a knowledge of good and evil as well. He or she robbed us of our own evolutionary destiny, and threw us all out of Eden.” 

				


				Elsa Bostonclan, PhD, Essays on Uplift’s Children (New Chicago: Darkstar Books, 2296AD) p52

				


				When your human dies, you’re supposed to do something about it.

				I was at Tavern Law on 12th, the bar at which I spend so much money I get thank-you cards from the bartender’s Mom. It was three in the afternoon, too early for drinking, which is why I’d started at noon. Basset hounds have an advantage that way—we look droopy and have naturally red-rimmed eyes, so we can get away with being in the bag when most dogs can’t. 

				Not that I was drunk. Well, not very drunk. I’d nursed two whiskeys over the three hours I’d been there because money was tight. I’d had a job earlier that month finding a tea shipment that had come in from Indonesia and promptly disappeared into the cesspool that is the Port of the Seattle City-State. The cops had given up on it, but tea is aromatic and distinct, and I’m a basset. Best nose in the canine world. Only took me two days to find it. I wish it had taken longer; billing by the hour is a tough game, especially when you won’t pad the hours.

			

			
				I was spinning the empty rock glass on the burnished, dark-brown bar, convincing myself that tonight’s meal was a good trade for quality whiskey, when Alison Woodinville came in. Alison’s a good egg—a gray tabby who lives across the hall from me. She’s always ready to share a cup of coffee, and she has great family stories about what it was like in King County right after uplift. You know, tales of daring and adventure from when the old world fell?

				“Archie, I found you!” she said breathlessly, plunking down on the stool next to mine. She wore her usual work attire—a nice white blouse and blue skirt. She worked for some attorney up in Ballard.

				“It couldn’t have been that hard. It’s the closest bar to our building,” I pointed out.

				“No jokes,” she replied, her eyes round and liquid. She smelled of fear and excitement and…sadness. “Simon is dead.”

				“Wait…what?”

				“The post-cat found him in his apartment. His door was open and you know he never leaves it open. He’d been stabbed, that’s what the police dog outside our building said.”

				“The police are there now?”

				“Yes. They wouldn’t let me in the building. That’s why I came looking for you.”

				I could have stayed. I should have stayed. There was a perfectly good empty whiskey glass in front of me that needed filling and tending, and the cops were on it. It was an active case. They’d work it. No reason for me to look into it.

				But old instincts die hard, especially with us dogs. Uplift brought us intelligence, but it didn’t change our nature. Simon had been the only human in my building for fifteen years. He owned it, and when I left the force he’d let the rent slide until I got on my feet. When my investigation business was just getting started, he’d given me tips and ideas from the old pre-uplift crime novels he loved so much. He used to invite me up to his place on winter nights, and we’d play chess in front of his wood-burning stove until the embers were red and our glasses were empty. His was the smell of wood-smoke and whiskey, of happy conversation and laughter. Of friendship.

				So I pushed the glass away, stood up, pulled my trench coat around my waist, and picked my battered fedora up off the bar. When your human dies, you’re supposed to do something about it. 

			

			
				***

				Even though it was early afternoon, I could smell the fog that would be coming tonight in the cool air blowing gently off Elliott Bay. I could smell two-dozen different kinds of foods cooking in a dozen kitchens within a hundred yards—bok choy, fried chicken, brown rice (smells different from white), eggs, scrambled and over easy. I could smell laughter and fear, and various humans and animals having sex. Not with each other of course. Well…probably not. I hope not.

				I walked uphill on 12th toward Madison and at the corner of Union encountered a wall of danes, humans, and Maine coons in front of the three-story nineteenth-century brownstone I call home. They stood at parade-rest in the high-collared, dark-blue wool coat of the Seattle City-State Police Department. They looked resolute but smelled nervous. Their brass buttons gleamed in the afternoon sun. When I’d been a pup, all I’d thought about was wearing a uniform like that. Then I found out what the gleam on those buttons cost.

				I had a duplex on the first floor; Alison lived across from me. There were two other tenants on the second floor, professional cats who’d moved in a few months ago, and Simon had the entire third floor. I looked up and saw shapes moving behind the windows of his apartment. I walked forward and a gray-and-black dane wearing sergeant’s stripes stepped out of formation to block my way.

				“Crime scene, Sir. No entrance for now.”

				“I live here,” I said. “Simon Tanner was my friend.”

				“Sorry, Sir.”

				“I’m Archie Bellclan,” I said. The sergeant’s eyes widened. 

				“You mean…from the Battle of Tacoma Narrows…?” he trailed off.

				I hated to play the veteran card because it felt like I was using my old mates, the ones who didn’t make it, to make a buck. I shouldn’t have had to do that. But I needed to get in there, and pride goeth before a basset on the scent.

				“Yes,” I said. 

				The dane sergeant looked away thoughtfully for a moment, and then stepped aside. 

				“Go on up, Sir,” he said.

				“Thank you, Sergeant.”

			

			
				I walked up the narrow wooden steps, back and forth, until I got to Simon’s door on the third floor, and walked inside.

				My vision zeroed in on Simon, who was lying on his back on the green-carpeted floor, his feet pointing toward me. He wore dark slacks and a white button-down shirt, as usual. His thick gray hair was combed and neat. His pink skin was a shade pale, but not yet the bone-white of death. I would have thought he was asleep but for the smell and the dark red ten-inch bloodstain on his shirt, near his waistline.

				The smell was disgusting—all the familiar, comforting scents of Simon’s apartment overlaid with the iron tang of human blood, something I didn’t recognize, and a putrid waft from his undoubtedly perforated bowel. I doubt any other dog in the room could smell the last two, they were so minute. But from the latter I knew that Simon had died bleeding out into his own abdomen. Probably alone.

				I was going to have a chat with someone about that. At length.

				Delbert Coates, the pudgy middle-aged balding human medical examiner for the city-state, was kneeling by Simon’s body, carefully looking at him, doing his job. I let him be and just stood there. 

				Some primal part of me wanted to go over to Simon, to sit next to him, to just lean against him and put my head on his shoulder. That’s not what a free, sentient, independent being should do, of course, but instincts from long before uplift still live in canine blood. It’s a foolish dog who denies that, and an even more foolish one who acts on it. There was only one thing I could do for Simon now, and that was use the intellect uplift gave me. 

				My tunnel-vision retreated, and I noted there were three cops in the room. Two uniforms, a human and a beagle, and Detective Lieutenant Diana Seattleclan, a greyhound who I’d known for years. She was writing something in a notepad. 

				We’d been through SCSPD training together, then had been rookies together. Like me, Diana’d been entranced by the idea of wearing blue; like me, she came from an old post-uplift Seattle family, hence her surname. She wore long green pants and a pale yellow blouse that set off her short gray coat nicely. Her eyes were wide and brown, set on either side of her aristocratic snout with a quite fetching artful elegance. I pushed those thoughts away; the days of her and me were long gone.

				She looked up and saw me. She flipped the pad closed and walked over to me, her expression sympathetic.

			

			
				“Archie,” she said. “I knew I’d have to talk to you sooner or later. I’m sorry about Mr. Tanner. What was his first name…?”

				“Simon.”

				“That’s right.”

				“You know perfectly well what his first name was, Diana. Time was you spent quite a few nights here. Don’t play cop games.”

				Her body stiffened and the eyes I’d always admired flared with anger. “I could play some cop games downtown, if you like.”

				“Like that’s going to happen. You’d sooner run in a boxed-in yard than have me in that building again.”

				Her manner softened. “Always a smart-ass. You’d still be a cop if you’d learned to get along a bit, Archie.”

				I shrugged. “I’m happy with what I’m doing. Can you tell me what happened here?”

				“That’s police business,” she said. I fixed her with a baleful stare. “Yeah, okay,” she went on. “Only because there’s nothing to tell. But first—where have you been for the last three hours?”

				I smiled. She’d always been a good cop. “Tavern Law. You can check.” 

				“I’ll take your word for it for now. As for the crime, the postal-cat came up the stairs because she had a package. The door was open and Tanner was like you see him.”

				I looked around. The apartment seemed in order, except…

				“The chair,” I said, pointing at Simon’s blue armchair, his favorite. “It’s been moved up against the wall.”

				“So?”

				“So he only did that when another human was visiting. Humans like to stretch their feet out when they sit, unless it’s formal.”

				She nodded, accepting the analysis. “You smell anything we wouldn’t?”

				“Where’s Dooley?” The department’s only bloodhound, the only nose in law enforcement—hell, in Seattle—equal to mine, was a detective in the north precinct. 

				“He’s in Issaqua. Rabbits raided a ranch out there. Multiple fatalities. He’s tracking them.”

				“Well I don’t smell anything unusual,” I lied. No need to let on to everything. “But I’ll look around if you like.”

			

			
				She appeared to think about that for a moment, then nodded. “Okay, but only in here. And don’t touch anything.”

				“Yes, Ma’am, Detective.”

				“Oh, shut up,” she said, and turned to the two uniforms. “He’s going to scent the place, but he touches nothing, understand?” They both nodded.

				She walked over to speak with Coates as I wandered around the apartment. The two uniforms eyed me at a distance but left me alone.

				As I passed the doorway into the kitchen, the unknown smell I’d caught earlier got stronger, strong enough for me to recognize it: chocolate. Chocolate mixed with other things. They were barely there, right at the edge of perception. I stopped and closed my eyes, letting the almost absent scents just happen. They were…cow’s milk and…and…something smoky.

				Cinnamon. Someone had made cinnamon hot-chocolate here today, hours ago. I knew who’d visited Simon.

				“What the hell is he doing here?” boomed a loud voice. I turned to see the Alderman of Cats, Boots Veronpride, standing in the doorway in an expensive blue suit. His gray and black fur bristled. 

				Boots stood at least six and half feet high, with broad shoulders—an imposing presence. Uplift had taken his Norwegian forest cat ancestry and gone to town on it. Just last month he’d defeated Krypton Camaspride in a runoff election for the Alderman office. Rumor was it had been a dirty business, with plenty of money and catnip changing paws.

				I didn’t doubt it. I’d caught Boots’s uncle Pumpkin selling pre-uplift firearms to a coastal otter clan running oceangoing privateers out of Aberdeen. The privateers were technically legal, but the AR-15s were not. I’d turned the case over to Diana and those particular privateers had been shut down, while Pumpkin Veronpride got sent to Granite Heights for ten years. Boots had always been more politic than his uncle, but he had the same smell. And I was sure he didn’t like me.

				What was he doing at a crime scene? At this crime scene?

				He stormed into the apartment, the scent of anger coming off him in waves. He turned to Diana.

				“Detective, that dog is not a police officer! What is he doing at a crime scene?”

				Diana stared back at him calmly. “He lives in the building, sir, and Dooley is unavailable. He’s an ex-cop, and he’s scenting for us.”

			

			
				“And he’s not a suspect?”

				“His alibi is solid, sir, and we needed the nose.”

				“I want him out of here. Now.”

				I could see Diana weighing her options. She didn’t work for Boots, but as an Alderman he had his claws on the department purse strings. He could make trouble for her. She turned to me.

				“Anything?” she asked.

				“Nope,” I replied. “Just Simon and death. But you already knew that.”

				She nodded. “Okay, we’ll send someone around if we need you again.”

				“Sure thing. I’ll send you my bill.” Her eyes widened with surprise as I walked past her. I stopped in front of the Alderman.

				“Any particular reason you’re here, Boots?” I asked.

				“That’s Alderman Veronpride to you, dog. And what I do is none of your business.”

				“Maybe not, but it’s certainly hers,” I said, nodding in Diana’s direction. She caught my eye and just barely nodded—she was going to check him out.

				“Catch you later, Boots,” I said, tipping my hat.

				I stuck my paws in my trench coat pockets and strolled out the door.

				***

				I walked down the stairs, thinking. The Alderman of Cats does not routinely visit crime scenes. It’s not in the job description. Boots was connected to this somehow; either he was directly involved or running interference for someone who was. That meant city politics at the least, or organized crime at the worst. 

				What the hell had Simon got himself mixed up in? 

				I stopped in my apartment and picked up an old family heirloom—a Webley .38 revolver. A twentieth-century gun from what was then called Great Britain. Sometime during uplift my umpteenth great-grandfather had acquired it, and it had been handed down for generations. It was a massive hunk of metal that sat in my coat pocket like a boat anchor, but it gave me comfort. Bassets are slow, but bullets are as fast as any tooth or claw. That’s an Archie Bellclan aphorism. Feel free to use it.

			

			
				 Chocolate was not a popular food. Humans loved it, Simon loved it, but it was poison to cats and dogs, and so not served or sold widely. Plus with global shipping reestablished only thirty years ago, it was rare. There were a couple of places in Seattle that sold it, but only one that did so with flavors and spices added to it: Oakwood Imports in Pike’s Place Market.

				Which was interesting, because Oakwood Imports was owned and run by a human named Barry Oakwood. People went to his place for wine, tea, spices, and of course chocolate, but that was the front room. The back room was for other merchandise. Barry had a well-deserved reputation for being able to get anything. Legal or illegal, moral or immoral, animal, vegetable, or mineral. Barry didn’t care. All you needed was cash. The almost open graft he paid the cops was one of the many reasons I’d left the force.

				As I made my way downhill on Union toward 1st Street, I could smell evening approaching in the scent of cool water and even cooler air. I looked out over Eliot bay, which gleamed a dark metal-blue while orange light from the setting sun behind it sparkled in tiny flashes off its choppy waves. In the distance Bremerton was obscured by a low wall of white—the fog was coming.

				Barry’s shop was at the north end of Pike’s Place market. It had been a tourist trap, pre-uplift, but was now what it had been two hundred years ago—an import and trade mecca, with items from all over the world. Oakwood Imports was at the north end, in the bottom floor of a tall brick building that faced the bay. 

				It wasn’t yet six o’clock and the store should have been open. But the door was locked, and when I peered in the tall glass windows all I saw was darkness. 

				I walked around the back of the building and started down the cobblestone alley between it and the next building. No one was around. I walked slowly, trying to estimate where the back door to Oakwood might be.

				Something was wrong…the edge of a scent. Something.

				My paw snaked into my coat pocket and I gripped the revolver, careful to keep my finger off the trigger. I slowed down even more, my eyes straining through the darkening alley, my nose reaching for the scent of which I’d caught the barest hint. Something…

			

			
				There. Blood. I smelled human blood.

				I continued walking and the smell got stronger. As I passed an ancient steel dumpster on my left, it became overpowering. I looked to my left, where a pile of pallets and wooden scrap lay in a heap in the corner formed by the dumpster and the alley wall. The pile moved, ever so slightly.

				I let go of my revolver and used both paws to heave detritus off the heap. I pulled a particularly large pallet off and threw it to my right.

				There, on the cobblestones, lay Barry Oakwood, with blood soaking through his gray sweater from his chin to his waist. His black hair was matted; his face was as white as a dead fish’s belly, but his eyes still moved. I knelt next to him.

				“Barry, who did this?”

				His lips parted. Breath leaked from his mouth; bubbling blood rattled and wheezed in his lungs. He was dying.

				“Barry, who? Who did this?”

				“It,” he said in a phlegmy whisper. “It was…the Otter.” His eyes closed and didn’t open again.

				The Otter. Oh shit.

				***

				I left Barry in the alley. That sounds cold, I know, but he wasn’t going to suffer anymore, and I didn’t have the entire night to spend at SCSPD explaining how I’d found him. Particularly how I’d lied about scenting nothing in the apartment—that could get awkward, especially when I billed them.

				Walking back up the hill, I tried to put together what I knew. Night fell as the new electric streetlights winked on. I missed the old gas lights, but getting Seattle back to pre-uplift tech had been the goal of the city for fifty years, and electricity was a big part of that. Besides, it made reading at night much easier.

				The Otter. I’d never had much dealings with the wild uplifted, other than fighting the apes in the Simian War. And there wasn’t much talking on the battlefield. (They smelled horrible. Like the worst human sweat and dung.)

				There was an otter enclave in Aberdeen a hundred miles south of Seattle. The city-state paid them to be privateers, protecting shipping a few hundred miles out in the Pacific, and we looked the other way if they took a ship that was not under the protection of a western city-state. Like most wild uplifted, they hated humans with a passion.

			

			
				The Otter was a particular otter, though. He’d been around for five years or so, known only by reputation as the most ruthless enforcer for organized crime in Seattle. He was freelance, would take a job from anyone, and all he did was kill. Always with a knife, and it was always bloody. I should have thought of him before this, but Simon was in no way connected to the gangs—he had no truck with illegal drugs or distilled catnip, or hookers of any species. He ran his building and played chess. That’s all.

				Or maybe not. Look at it this way—Barry had gone to visit Simon this morning, maybe sent by Boots, maybe not. He had brought the makings for cinnamon hot-chocolate and then made some for them both. A gift, a gesture, an ice-breaker for the talk. Barry wanted something. Simon pushed his chair to the wall, Barry sat down, and they drank chocolate and had the talk. Then Barry left, Simon cleaned the dishes and the pan, and when he walked into the living room, someone killed him.

				Sea otters in the ocean smell horrible, but they’d perfected clothing and hygiene so they can go in the city without being pariahs. If the Otter had been fully dressed, worn gloves, and had not touched anything in the apartment, his scent would have been gone in minutes.

				But he’d killed Simon for a reason. And it was after Barry left, so maybe Barry led him to Simon. So…Simon had something the Otter wanted. And the Otter had apparently killed Simon right away. He didn’t talk to him, at least the crime scene said he didn’t.

				So…so…that meant the Otter took something from Simon’s apartment. He didn’t need to talk to Simon because he knew where the item was, because…Barry had told him?

				Yeah, that fit. Barry and Simon talk and somehow Barry gleans the location, in the apartment, of whatever it is. Barry leaves, tells the Otter, and the Otter goes and gets it, killing Simon in the process. Then he kills Barry to cover his tracks.

				I had to go back to Simon’s apartment.

				The cadre of cops was gone from in front of my building. I walked past my door and trotted up the stairs to the third floor. A one-foot square piece of white cardboard bearing the seal of the SCSPD and the words “Crime Scene—Do Not Enter” in black lettering hung on Simon’s door. The door was locked, but Simon had given me a key long ago.

			

			
				The body was gone; the smell of blood had faded to a hint. It was just Simon’s place—dusty green wool carpet, his blue armchair, the guest red armchair, side tables, the door to the kitchen, the alcove for the small dark pinewood dining room table.

				I looked at the armchairs. They faced each other almost directly, about four feet apart. Barry would have been sitting in the guest chair looking at Simon, whose chair was against the wall.

				Okay, so it was an item of some kind. When Barry leaves, he knows the item exists, so maybe Simon showed it to him. Sure. Simon gets whatever it is out of hiding before Barry gets there and puts it back once he leaves. So how does Barry know where it’s hidden?

				I sat down in the guest armchair, the red one, and looked at Simon’s blue one.

				Hiding places. How does one find a hiding place? You either figure it out or there’s a visual cue. Simon would not have left a visual cue. He was smart.

				But he was old. Losing a step, maybe. What if in retrieving the item he accidentally left the hiding place visible? If so, Barry saw it from this chair.

				Okay, Simon would have been in his chair. Behind that chair was the apartment’s pale yellow wall that ran up to the ceiling and down to the floorboard trim.

				The floorboard trim.

				The trim was two inches of flat, white-painted wood that adhered to the wall and rose off the carpeted floor. I left the guest chair, got on my knees, and crawled over to the floorboard trim just to the right of the chair. I ran my nose along the trim slowly, left to right. Inch by inch, breathing evenly. Wood. Dust. Paint. Carpet. A bit of mouse dung (I made a mental note to check my own place), and then…

				Otter.

				I carefully extended one claw—it’s a pity humans don’t have them, they come in pretty handy—and wedged it in the top of the floorboard trim. A ten-inch length of it popped away from the wall easily, leaving a ten by two inch dark slot at the base of the wall. I reached my claw in, it hooked on something, and I gently pulled. 

				A drawer slid smoothly out, extending itself on steel runners of pre-uplift manufacture. It was a simple wooden rectangle, about ten inches square, with two items in it. 

			

			
				First was a piece of pre-uplift plastic. It was an ID badge for a Stephen Tanner, who had been bald, white, worn wire-rim glasses, and apparently worked for the Virginia Mason Hospital and Medical Center—which is still a hospital today. A red band stretched across the bottom and on it in black uppercase letters were the words “INFECTIOUS DISEASES - CDC.”

				Taking up the rest of the drawer was a dusty, yellowed diploma, granting Stephen Edward Tanner a PhD in Biochemistry from the University of Wisconsin, Madison.

				Clearly Simon had an ancestor who was a professor of biology, who worked for the CDC, and I used to know what that acronym meant. I’d learned it in school. It was part of the old United States government…center for something…the Center for Disease Control! Yeah, that’s it. Why would the Otter kill Simon for something related to an old research department that worked with—

				Uh oh.

				I flew out of the apartment and careened down the stairs to the door of Alison’s duplex. I banged on the door. “Alison, it’s me! Open up!”

				The door opened a crack to reveal her white fur and drooping whiskers. She wore a flowered bathrobe.

				“Archie, what is it? I was just settling in with a book.”

				“I need you to go to—” I gave her Diana’s address “—and get Diana. Tell her to get a squad and meet me at Mason Hospital, pronto.”  

				She looked puzzled, but like I said, Alison’s a good egg. She could see this was not the time for conversation. “Okay, the emergency room?”

				“No, the main plaza near the old offices.”

				“Uh, okay. It’ll take me about ten minutes.”

				“Go,” I replied, then turned and ran out the front door into the foggy night.

				As it happened, the hospital was two blocks away on Madison between Boren and Broadway. I ran down Madison hard, sprinting, holding my fedora on my head with one paw while my trench coat flapped behind me. The pea-soup fog was so thick I couldn’t see two feet in front of me. There wasn’t a soul on the streets, which was fortunate, because I would have knocked them down like bowling pins. I resisted the urge to bay, although with every fiber of my basset nature all I wanted was to howl out that the hunt was afoot. I hadn’t felt like this since the war.

			

			
				The emergency room was on the north side of the old complex, as was the medical offices. I ran past it toward the old research building on the south side, which had been rented out by the city-state as offices—but I was willing to bet there was a room there nobody knew about. 

				I turned left on Minor Avenue, then left again into the plaza in front of the office building, and skidded to a stop under the streetlight.

				Otter. The smell of otter, getting stronger. Coming closer. But the fog reduced my ability to scent, and I couldn’t see a damn thing. I couldn’t tell how close he was.

				I took the Webley out of my pocket, cocked the hammer, and held it at the low ready. The plaza was about a hundred feet square, a flat piece of cement, bordered on three sides by buildings, that had been a parking lot. I shuffled left through the white soup, planning to circle around the Otter as he passed me in the fog.

				The scent turned with me.

				“Ah, I smell the basset I was warned about,” came a slithery, whispery voice out of the fog. “The famous nose. Yours would be considered average among otters.”

				We’d see about that. I backed away, then moved left and backwards even more, until the otter’s scent was at the very edge of my now limited range. 

				“Come and fight, dog,” came the slithery voice again. “My blade hungers.”

				My blade hungers? What a douchebag.

				His scent hesitated. Shifted left and right. He’d lost me—average my ass—but he now had access to the plaza exit. In the distance the hand-cranked siren of a police wagon wailed, and went up in volume. It was headed this way. 

				I slid back to my right, trying to remain perpendicular to the street and position myself with a direct line of sight on the exit, which had one of those new electric streetlights directly above it.

				He could hear the siren just as well as I could; he was running out of time and he knew it. He couldn’t retreat into the building because I’d go after him, and soon there’d be cops searching as well. He had to leave now, and the exit from the plaza to the street was the only way out for him. 

			

			
				I was only going to get one chance at this.

				I stopped. The streetlight was a cone of white air twenty-five feet in front of me. I raised the Webley, sighted down it, and waited.

				A slender dark form darted through the light and I fired, the shot cracking through the foggy night. The form flopped and skidded.

				“Ah shit! Shit! You fucking shot me!” yelled the Otter. The whispery voice had now become a plaintive shouting whine.

				I walked up to him, the Webley at the high ready. The Otter was sprawled on the cement, clutching his leg, which was soaked in blood. Slender, maybe six feet tall, covered in slick brown fur, and wearing a black shirt and slacks, he looked unimposing for someone who’d killed so many. 

				Next to him lay a pre-uplift metal box with a handle. It was embossed with a strange symbol in red that I did not recognize and sported the largest padlock I’d ever seen. Beyond that, out of his reach, was an open switchblade.

				“Hey there, Mr. Mysterious Assassin Otter,” I said.

				He stared up at me with malevolent hatred. “I’m going to cut your balls off.” 

				“Hey, don’t be mad at me,” I replied. “I’m not the one who brought a knife to a gun fight.” 

				I stepped forward and put my right foot on his wound, and leaned in. He screamed with pain and his eyes went from angry to panicked. 

				“Now,” I said, smiling and showing him my teeth. “You and I are going to chat. Tell me, who set you on Simon Tanner?” I leaned in harder, and his scream and the approaching siren both went up in volume.

				***

				The noonday sky was a brilliant cobalt blue, and the air was blowing in from the north, as I hiked up the highest hill in Lake View Cemetery. The grass was green, the October sun shone yellow and bright, and the air was warm enough that I hardly needed my trench coat. Although this place was filled with the dead, all I could smell was grass, flowers, the ocean, and cold air. It was a lovely place.

			

			
				I stopped in front of Simon’s grave and took off my fedora because it seemed the thing to do. Respectful. Then I realized I had no place to put it, and I put it back on. From my left coat pocket I took out a chess piece, a white knight, and laid it in front of Simon’s gravestone. I took a bottle of Pendleton Bourbon out of my other pocket, opened it, and took a swig.

				“Sorry Simon, but I only brought enough for me,” I said to the curved cement slab. “The trial is over. The Otter is going to Granite Heights for life, in return for rolling over on Boots, and Boots is going to be hanged right in front of the Space Needle. First execution in fifteen years.” I took another swig. “He’d planned to use the polio virus to blackmail the city-state, make himself some kind of feline king. I don’t know what Barry said to make you share your ancestor’s journal with him. I hope you didn’t do it out of greed—I’d like to think the best of you. We never found any money so I guess I still do.” I took a third swig.

				Oh, what the hell.

				I sat down next to the gravestone, right up against it, and then leaned in and put my head on it. I closed my eyes and imagined I was with my friend, my human.

				So sue me.
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				CASE FILE 012

				Guardian Angels

				Nicholas Hardin

				Loud music and thumping bass reverberated throughout the crowded night club. Hidden away under one of the city’s numerous converted buildings, the basement and sub-basement levels of a life insurance firm had been turned into a thriving club hosting a wealth of urban elite.

				Azriel hated the volume.

				She felt the entire place, an oversized concrete box, vibrate like an earthquake, and the crowds made her ever more uncomfortable. She wanted nothing more than to do what she came here for and get out fast.

				The white wolf made her way through crowds of well-dressed patrons, the scantily-clad females clinging to their arms like trophies.

				High above, shifting lights bathed the area in a multitude of colors. Between Azriel’s white fur and the white coat she wore, she herself seemed to change color with every light beam that passed over her.

				No one had noticed her yet. Good.

				She looked around for anyone familiar. She already recognized many of the dancers on the raised platforms and poles. Making use of the tall ceiling, dancers with wings performed aerial displays with ribbons and glowing LED lights sewn into the skimpy pieces of fabric they called outfits. Nearly all of them had appeared in missing person reports posted last month. Even with the array of lights bathing their bodies in colored hues, she could make out scruffs of fur and feathers that hid injection sites on their arms.

				Azriel drew her attention back down to the floor level, gazing among the various seating booths where the club’s patrons enjoyed the sights, and the girls served more than just drinks as they passed by.

			

			
				The wolf paused near a support column, looking at a far wall to notice a scarred deer buck missing his antlers. Next to him, a crocodile and tiger conversed while taking occasional glances out into the crowd. Thugs and bouncers who undoubtedly called themselves enforcers for the local crew.

				She shifted a bit, reminding herself of the pistol strapped to her leg under her coat. She dreaded the potential for confrontation in such a crowded environment, but at the same time, she felt that many of the people here deserved violence. She glanced around in muted disgust at how some of the serving girls and dancers were being treated by not just the patrons, but also their own fellow servers and dancers, some of whom who had been trapped here just the same.

				Just a booth away, a vixen serving girl shoved another, a leopard, away to snag a suited maned wolf pulling out his cash. The leopard girl crashed into a horse, who instead of striking her, began groping her as if he had just been given a gift. Azriel was not sure if the leopard’s expression of shock had been dulled by drugs or prior threats to cooperate, but the sight made the wolf’s blood seethe.

				Tonight, she had to send a message.

				That is, if she could find her main target. Azriel grimaced, unable to find Horace Greed’s scent. She thought a skunk would have been easier to sense.

				She looked up at the high ceiling, noticing a set of rather peculiar mirrors slanted away from the wall. A perfect place for a second-level observation deck. All she needed to find was a door, likely to be guarded by more thugs.

				Azriel made her way forward, weaving through breaks in the crowds while trying to stay inconspicuous.

				Two hulking shadows moved in from her flanks. Azriel paused to see the tiger and crocodile staring back at her. More bouncers closed in behind her.

				“It’s been a while since an Angel visited us,” said the tiger, reaching into his coat and making no effort to hide his pistol underneath it. The others followed suit, and the surrounding patrons took notice.

				Most backed away, and a few whipped out their phones at a distance.

			

			
				Two more bouncers behind him were already on their radios.

				Azriel turned, ears flattening. “I’m only here to see Greed.” She took only a moment to size up her opponents before grabbing the tiger’s weapon arm and striking his stomach.

				The tiger inadvertently fired through his own ribs, scattering the club’s patrons.

				Azriel pulled him close between herself and the bouncers and forced his gun toward them. The tiger let out a pained groan from his bleeding wound, unable to get out of her submission hold. Azriel jammed her finger against the trigger and fired at the others, forcing them back behind booths as the rest of the patrons rushed for the exits. Azriel kicked the tiger’s knee outward then whirled around, throwing him in a circle before launching him at the observation deck.

				The other bouncers gawked in disbelief as he sailed overhead and smashed through the glass above.

				In their distraction, Azriel flattened the scarred deer, then snatched the crocodile’s pistol and pulled him between herself and the bouncers, jamming the gun against his skull. The antlerless deer lay at her feet, one of her boots pressed solidly against his neck and his gun out of reach.

				One of the other thugs, a rat, could not take his gaze off the shattered window high above. “How the hell did you do that?”

				The bouncers cautiously approached, guns leveled at the wolf and her hostages.

				Azriel looked up at the broken window, seeing a chubby skunk in gaudy clothing appear. “There you are…”

				His eyes widened at the sight of her. “Stop gawking and shoot her!”

				Her back against a wall, Azriel fired at two at her right, twisting to make the bouncer she held catch the bullets from her left. She kicked the crocodile toward her adversaries before turning to shoot another. She whirled and finished the two at her left, then put her last bullet into the deer at her feet.

				She tossed the gun away and pulled out her own pistol, then fired upward at Horace, forcing the skunk back into the observation room. Only when she moved again did she realize she had caught two bullets in her leg. She winced as she limped forward, hoping adrenaline would carry her through long enough.

				Behind her, the bouncers’ radios crackled with Horace’s voice. “Everybody who can hear this, get to the loft!”

			

			
				Azriel kept her gaze up at the window, judging the distance. She leaned on her uninjured leg, then her coat billowed and she shot upward.

				She landed just inside the window, crunching glass beneath her boots. She limped toward Horace, leveling her pistol and staring daggers right at him. “This ends tonight, Greed!”

				Horace dove behind a seating booth before she opened fire. Bullets tore through the furniture he hid behind, streaking above the cowering skunk and pelting his fur with splinters and stuffing.

				Azriel heard wingbeats behind her. She whirled just as two hawks soared in from below, carrying shotguns.

				The wolf darted away right as they fired, catching a blast that ripped through her left side. She landed behind a padded chair and let out an anguished yell, planting her back against the furniture and clutching her bleeding side.

				She jammed her pistol against the chair and fired, letting her bullets rip through toward her adversaries and force them into cover.

				Her ears splayed at another sound across the room: Horace shuffling along the floor toward the exit.

				Azriel grit her teeth and snapped out of cover, firing back at the hawks. She shuffled along the floor toward better cover before they could retaliate.

				She tripped over a trembling, naked ferret girl, bleeding from glass shards. Obviously one whom Horace had been enjoying before the tiger was thrown in.

				Azriel grabbed the girl and pulled her behind a seating booth, narrowly avoiding two more blasts.

				The wolf fired back and then reloaded. “Stay low and do not move,” she told the ferret. “They won’t kill you if you stay out of their way.”

				She stood and fired again, nailing her targets. The wolf let out a sigh and moved to pull her coat back, then paused. She looked around and snatched a curtain from one of the observation windows to tie around her wounds.

				She turned to follow Horace’s scent, but the ferret grabbed her coat.

				“Wait! I-I need him!”

				Azriel nudged the ferret’s hand away. “What you need is a proper detox after all the drugs he’s been forcing into you. An ambulance is on its way.”

			

			
				“That won’t help!” said the ferret. “They own the hospitals around here just like they own the police. How else do you think we’ve all been getting drugged without being overdosed?”

				Azriel tilted her head, noticing a peculiar familiarity about the girl. Under the dull grime of neglect, her fur pattern was similar to any other ferret, but distinct in that the mix of black and white bore a striking resemblance to one of the city’s district attorneys. “What’s your name?”

				The ferret blinked. “Cindy.”

				Azriel continued toward the exit, hunched over and clutching her side. “After the things they’ve done to other girls in the past, be glad you can still remember your name, Cindy. As for the hospitals…they’ll change after tonight.”

				“You’re actually trying to stop him for good?”

				The wolf paused at the door. “It’s what we do.”

				Azriel burst out of an exit door into the crowded city street surrounding the insurance building. Blue and red flashed across every nearby surface as police and EMTs tried to manage the crowds milling from the doomed club.

				The wolf stowed her gun under her shredded coat and lifted her nose, tracking Horace’s scent. She attempted to inconspicuously limp around the crowds, keeping to whatever shadows she could find and taking an occasional glance toward the police to make sure she was not noticed. The smell of blood alone would be enough to attract attention.

				She slid into an alley and breathed out, feeling the pain worsen as her adrenaline faded. She then caught the skunk’s scent, along with another she had not smelled in a long while.

				Azriel made her way through a narrow passage into another alley when she heard a nearby scuffle. She pulled out her gun and rounded a corner to see a white mink throwing Horace to the ground.

				Horace skidded back then crammed a hand into his coat, “Stay back!”

				The male mink, white in both fur and clothing, held up a pistol. “Looking for this?” He held up a closed switchblade in his other hand. “Or this?” He turned and tossed the gun to Azriel, then fiddled with the knife. “I must admit, I’m rather surprised you know how to use one of these.” At noticing the tiny scars on Horace’s fingers, he smirked. “Or rather, are trying to learn.”

			

			
				Azriel approached. “Stop toying with him, Sariel.”

				“What do you want with me?” asked Horace, tail flicking under him.

				“First,” said Sariel, “get up. I’m not here to kill you.”

				Azriel’s muzzle wrinkled. “That’s the entire reason we’re here!” She thrust Horace’s own gun toward him but Sariel grabbed her hand and pulled it down.

				“Second,” he said, eyeing Azriel first and then the skunk, “we have a job for you.” The mink pulled out a cheap phone and tossed it to Horace. “It’s encrypted and my number’s in memory.”

				The skunk slowly stood, glancing between the mink and the agitated wolf. “What makes you think I’ll work for an Angel?”

				Sariel casually flipped the switchblade around. “Because if you want to stay alive, you’ll do as I ask. I’m aware that you knew every single person present in that club tonight, including numerous key figures in the trafficking rings, a few smugglers, and some rather angry bosses who are trying to kill our members. We want names and bases of operations. You have twelve hours.”

				“And if I refuse?”

				“Then I tell Azriel the locations of all eight of your safehouses. She found you once. If you want to guarantee she won’t find you again, you’ll do this one favor.”

				“He’s right here, Sariel,” Azriel said. “I can end him now.”

				The skunk winced. “How…can I possibly trust you? Your gang slaughtered three of my lieutenants and their sects!” He turned to Azriel. “And you murdered every one of my men back in there!”

				Azriel aimed the gun again. “They’d still be alive if they had just given you up.”

				“Put the gun down, Az,” Sariel said, firmly.

				Azriel coldly stared back, then sighed and lowered the gun. “Twelve hours.”

				“You think I’d actually trust you?”

				“No. Nothing I say or do will be able to convince you, but I know how much you want to preserve your own skin.”

				Sariel smiled. “Maybe if the intel you give is good enough, she might forget about you as she’s killing all those other pit bosses.”

				Horace straightened his coat and turned. “Fine.” He pointed to Azriel. “Just keep that death-crazed lunatic away from me.”

			

			
				The mink waved. “Hold up your end of the bargain, then. Oh, and we aren’t a gang, by the way.”

				The skunk flipped him off as he left.

				The mink turned back to Azriel and smirked. “Do you know any other expressions besides deadpan and furious?”

				Azriel threw Horace’s gun against a wall. “Do you realize how long it’s taken me to track him down? He personally organized the murders of both Camael and Gabriel! And you’re just going to let him go?”

				“Unlike you, I’ve figured out he can actually be useful to us alive. We’ve got him hunting down the other members of the trafficking rings for us.”

				Azriel growled. “We would’ve eventually found them anyway.”

				“Yes, but not quickly enough.” He glanced down at the wolf’s left side, punctured in multiple places and completely soaked with her blood. “You should get all that looked at.”

				Azriel adjusted what was left of her stained coat and tried to straighten it, but couldn’t. “I’ve been through worse.” She looked past the mink to see an ambulance driving off. “There’s another inside who needs treatment. A ferret girl. Collapsed right in front of me back when I was in there.”

				“Then leave her to the EMTs.”

				“Not this one.”

				***

				Azriel wove through the emptied night club. The prior gunfight had driven everybody out, even the DJs, leaving the lights still flashing and the music still throbbing, but with none left to enjoy the scene. Dropped trays, broken glass, a few stray dollar bills, and half-emptied bags of various drugs littered the floor, along with the dead bodies of Azriel’s victims. It was a surreal sight, but the wolf seemed unfazed.

				Azriel pointed up toward the broken observation window. “In there. Hurry, before the police make their way in.”

				Sariel stared at the corpses. “You just can’t help but live up to your title.”

				“You know how hard it is for us to change,” the wolf replied.

				Inside the loft, Azriel kneeled at Cindy’s body. The ferret’s eyes were wide open, staring out at nothing. Azriel checked for a pulse. “She’s still alive, but her heartbeat’s weak. Probably withdrawal, or…” She saw a used syringe nearby. “Or felt withdrawal coming and tried to stop it.”

			

			
				Sariel approached. “So what makes her so special that we should bring her back with us?”

				“Didn’t Attorney Harper have a daughter?”

				Sariel blinked. “Her?”

				“Michael said she was kidnapped a week ago as a threat to her father, and this looks exactly like her.”

				Sariel ran a hand through his short white hair. “So you’re assuming if we don’t rescue her, she’ll just be kidnapped again?”

				Azriel motioned him closer. “Well, you’re the one that’s all about wisdom. What do you think?”

				Sariel looked back through the window at the fallen bodies below. “I think we should just leave her. She doesn’t need to be around people like us. It’ll harm her just as much as this place did.”

				Azriel glared at him. “You do remember how many cops are on the mob’s payroll, right? How much do you want to bet they’ll be the ones guarding her at the hospital?”

				The mink sighed. “I’ll give Raphael a call. Try and reunite them quickly, before anyone realizes she’s disappeared from here.”

				***

				Azriel’s smartphone lit up her white facial fur. Still no response from Sariel.

				The wolf sighed and leaned back against the stone wall. The room was tiny, with sparse antique furniture and a single small window that revealed the distant underside of a large suspension bridge and the lights that lined its structure.

				Having been cleaned, patched up, and now wearing an unblemished outfit, Azriel found herself becoming more impatient with every passing moment.

				She finally took her eyes off her phone to see Cindy in bed across the room. An IV bag supplied the unconscious ferret with a steady stream of medicine and fluids while she healed.

				Azriel checked her phone again.

				“No matter how many times you stare at that, he’s not calling any faster.”

				The wolf’s tail impatiently swayed behind her as she glanced over to the white-scaled cobra tending to Cindy. “I still don’t like the fact we let Greed go. He deserved a lot worse for what he did to all those girls.”

			

			
				The reptile turned to face her. “He’ll get what he deserves, and until then, he’ll be our tool.”

				Azriel’s ears perked forward at Cindy shuffling in bed. Cindy’s eyes opened, then widened at the sight of the cobra next to her.

				“Ah, you’re finally awake!” said the snake with a smile.

				Azriel could not help but smirk at how awkwardly the girl stared back at him. Even she had to admit that snakes were a unique sight among the plethora of species living in the city, having supposedly-normal bodies with legs fused into one thick tail they balanced on. She would not have been surprised if this was the first Cindy had ever seen.

				Cindy shuffled again but the viper gently put a hand on her head. “Easy now. Your body is still working off the drugs. I gave you what I could to counteract them, but the treatment still requires plenty of rest.”

				“Who…?”

				“Me? Oh, call me Raphael.”

				Cindy lifted an eyebrow. “I…uh, thank you.”

				The snake nodded and turned to a table covered in vials and medical supply jars.

				“Where am I?” Cindy asked.

				“Somewhere safe,” said Raphael, writing on one of the vials. His tongue flicked from his mouth. “You’ve nothing to fear here.”

				Azriel approached Cindy’s bed. “How do you feel?”

				The ferret winced. “Everything hurts.” She turned to face the wolf. “Where are the other girls?”

				“They’re being treated at professional facilities,” said Raphael. “You, however, required more protection than we felt was available there.” The cobra turned to her. “Your father is a district attorney, correct?”

				“Uh, yes.”

				Raphael nodded and returned to his vials, flicking his tongue again. “Amazing how he decided to come to a morally-corrupt place like this with such precious collateral as a daughter.”

				Cindy tried to lean up. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

				The viper cocked his head to the side. “The entire reason you were at that so-called club was because your father had been threatened by a mob outfit, the name of which we’re still trying to find out, and he ignored the threat. You were kidnapped as a result. Luckily, we found you before anything serious could happen. Aside from all the glass shards and a few track marks, I did not see any other signs of physical trauma on your body, and it appears your mental state is fine, so you apparently were not there for long.”

			

			
				Cindy lay back down, abandoning her attempt to sit up straight. “Who are you people, anyway? Are you another gang?”

				Azriel turned and leaned against the wall, “We may seem that way, but no. We’re just a group of outcasts who decided the local police, most of them either being corrupt or afraid of the corrupt, were ineffective at combating the real gangs poisoning this city. That is part of the reason you are safe here, rather than potentially vulnerable at a local hospital where someone on the take might’ve harmed you.”

				“So when can I see my dad?”

				Azriel’s ears perked at a distant sound. “We have been trying to contact him. Once we can ensure you both are safe from retaliation, you will be reunited.” She gave Cindy a tiny smile. “Just rest,” she said as she left the room.

				Raphael called out to her, “Go easy on those stitches, Azriel!”

				Azriel made her way down an empty hallway, lit at intervals by tall windows letting in the artificial light from outside, diffused by thin curtains shrouding the interior from onlookers. Her ears swiveled to the side, trying to catch whatever that sound was outside. With the old safehouse being next to the waterfront, she was used to hearing the occasional odd noise outside, but she did not like being unaware.

				She lifted her phone and selected Sariel.

				“Sariel, has Greed told you anything yet?”

				“Just three names,” came his response. “Then someone killed him before he could say more.”

				Azriel growled, “Did any of those three happen to be directly involved with Cindy Harper’s abduction?”

				“Wish I knew, Az. I’m still trying to connect some of the dots here.”

				Something hit the window next to her. Azriel hung up, ears perked.

				The glass shattered and a grenade landed in front of her. The wolf dove into a nearby room on the opposite side and covered her ears before an explosion rocked the hallway. Gunfire followed from outside, pelting the stone walls she hid behind.

				Azriel pulled out her pistol and leaned out the doorway, returning fire. When the gunfire lulled, the wolf sprinted out back toward Raphael’s chamber, firing outside the now-broken windows and shredded curtains as she went.

			

			
				Another grenade sailed in and landed between her and the heavy wooden door. Azriel kicked it out the window, slid into Raphael’s chamber, and closed the door behind her.

				Inside, Raphael was already loading a submachine gun. “How many?”

				“Couldn’t see,” replied Azriel, reloading. “They were hiding behind the lights. Is Cindy okay to move?”

				“She doesn’t have a choice,” said Raphael.

				Cindy nervously leaned up. “What’s happening? Who are they?”

				Azriel peered out the room’s sole window. “Could be any of a multitude of mob bosses we’ve angered.” She moved to the ferret’s bedside and helped her up while Raphael removed her IV and bandaged her hand.

				Azriel cracked the door. “Six coming in.”

				“Get back.” Raphael opened it and fired wildly into the hallway.

				Two thugs went down, with the others diving back out the windows and returning fire from outside. One tossed another grenade.

				Raphael slammed the heavy door shut before the blast shook it hard. “I hope they don’t have too many of those…”

				Azriel shoved Cindy into the cobra’s arms. “Hold her.” She flung open the door and fired. “Go, now!”

				Raphael darted out, carrying Cindy while the wolf provided covering fire. He quickly reached an open room and slid in.

				Azriel followed, emptying her gun. She closed the door and pulled a fresh magazine from her coat, noticing a trail of blood on the floor. “Are you okay?”

				Raphael winced as he let Cindy down. “As much as you could expect after slithering on broken glass while carrying someone. I’ll be fine, though.”

				Cindy stumbled forward, eyes wide. “What now?”

				Azriel moved to a door on the other side. “First, I’m getting you out of here. Raphael, can you hold them back?”

				The cobra checked his ammunition, hood flaring. “For a few moments, yes.”

				Azriel took Cindy’s hand, “Do what you can, and please try to stay alive. We can’t lose another one of us.”

			

			
				The cobra, as calm as ever, nodded with a smile. “When have you ever known me to stay hurt for long?”

				Azriel led Cindy through a tight, winding corridor until coming out in another small room lined with cabinets. The wolf turned and held the ferret’s shoulders, looking her up and down.

				Cindy tried to turn away in the wolf’s grip. “What’s going on?”

				“Just checking your size.” She turned and rummaged through one of the cabinets.

				They heard a distant shriek, follow by someone screaming, “My eyes!”

				Azriel smirked. “Never mess with a spitting cobra.” She pulled out a bundle of clothing and handed them to Cindy. “Here, you can put these on in the car. Better for you to go out in some actual clothing instead of a stolen hospital gown.” She turned back to the cabinets. “What’s your shoe size?”

				“Uh…” Cindy stared at the horribly mismatched outfit the wolf had picked out.

				“Never mind, this is all we have right now.” She handed Cindy a pair of shoes that looked like they were from another era.

				The ferret hastily put them on while Azriel checked the door. “Sounds like he’s still holding them back. Let’s go.”

				Cindy followed her out to a garage, finding the only car parked there: a sleek, black coupe. “Whoa.”

				Azriel opened the passenger door. “C’mon, we need to leave now.” She helped Cindy in, then entered the driver’s seat and cranked the car.

				The engine roared to life in deafening volume, with Azriel continuously revving while the garage door slowly opened. When it had only gone up half way, Azriel gunned the engine, pinning Cindy against her seat. The car swerved onto the main road and took off toward the highway.

				Cindy glanced back, panting. “Is Raphael going to be okay?”

				“Probably,” said Azriel. “We’re all pretty hard to kill. Remember those gunshot wounds I had when I found you?”

				Cindy turned to her. “Yeah, I wanted to ask you about that.”

				Azriel pulled back her coat and lifted the black shirt underneath, revealing smooth white fur marred only by a few stitches.

				Cindy tilted her head. “How is that possible?”

				The wolf covered herself. “I honestly don’t know. It’s been like this for all of us for as long as I can remember.” Azriel sighed. “That didn’t stop them from killing two of us, though.”

			

			
				Cindy went to work dressing herself. “So, what you were saying back there about my father, is he really in danger?”

				“We believe so. When you show the world your morals can’t be bought, you tend to make a lot of enemies.”

				“So what about you, then? You and your…group?”

				“Why do you think we were attacked back there?”

				“Yeah…”

				Azriel kept her gaze ahead. “It’s not the first time, but attacks like that are getting more frequent, and we’re running out of safehouses.” The wolf’s ears lowered a little. “Attacks are getting deadlier, as well.”

				Cindy was quiet for a few minutes. “Thank you for saving me, by the way.”

				The wolf nodded. “It’s what we do.” At the vibration of her phone, she pulled it out, seeing Zachariel’s name on the display.

				“Any news?” she asked.

				“Yes,” Zachariel responded. “I found Cindy’s father and told him what happened. We’re on our way back to the riverfront safehouse.”

				“No, stay away!” Azriel glanced over at Cindy, leaning against the window and gazing out at the passing buildings. “We were attacked. Cindy and I made it out okay, but I dunno if Raphael escaped. He hasn’t called me yet. We need a better meeting location.”

				“Oh. Well, okay. I think I’ve got just the place. You remember that old, dilapidated church in the Gilded District? Meet us there.”

				“Will do. Be careful, Zach. I think we really ticked them off this time, and for once I’m not sure who it is. Might be more than one gang.”

				“Took ‘em long enough, I guess. I…” He paused.

				“Zach?”

				“I think we’ve been spotted. Be there as soon as we can.” He hung up.

				Azriel stowed her phone. “We found your father. We’re going to meet up with him soon.”

				Cindy turned, eyes wide in a mix of excitement and relief. “How long till we get there?”

				“Not too long, hopefully. Just try to relax and let your body heal.” Azriel flashed a reassuring smile. “He’s in good hands, don’t worry. Zachariel’s our best guardian.”

			

			
				Cindy leaned back. “I think I finally realized why I felt so funny about your names. You’re the ones who call yourselves Angels, right?”

				Azriel nodded.

				Cindy smirked. “I remember reading about how in Greek tradition the names of heavenly beings always ended in –el. So are those your real names, or just aliases?”

				Azriel lifted an eyebrow. “Far as I can remember we’ve always had those names.”

				Cindy’s expression fell. “How far back is that?”

				The wolf shrugged. “Most of us hardly recall a time when we weren’t fighting the city’s corruption. The rest… I suppose they don’t care to remember, or forgot how.”

				“That’s so sad! You don’t even remember your childhood? Or parents?”

				“When you’ve been exposed to the sickest, most depraved of society for far too long, your mind inadvertently teaches you how to forget, lest you wind up being changed for the worse.” Azriel took a quick glance at Cindy before returning her gaze to the road. “Trust me, it’s not a life we want, but it’s one we’re used to. We’ve been here for a long time.”

				“And in spite of all you’ve experienced, you’re still alive?”

				Azriel tilted her head. “Actually, some are under the impression that we’re already dead. That all this.” She gestured out to the lit city streets. “Is our purgatory.”

				Cindy frowned. “Then what does that make me? Just some shade? A bit player in your life?”

				Azriel remained deadpan. “Actually, it’s just Raphael and Haniel who believe that. They, by nature, have a bit more hope for our future.”

				“By nature?” Cindy glanced down, thinking. “You’ve delegated roles to yourselves?”

				“They’re not really roles as much as they are simply traits that define us. Raphael’s the healer, Haniel’s the Angel of Joy, Sariel’s the Angel of Wisdom, my cousin Uriel is the Angel of Wrath, and so on.”

				“So Zachariel, the one guarding my father?”

				“Angel of Protection.”

				“And what about you, Azriel? What are you the Angel of?”

				Azriel was silent for a moment. “Death.”

			

			
				Cindy shifted away, eyes wider.

				“We deal with a lot of bad people,” Azriel said. “It’s easy for them to overwhelm our small numbers, but out of all of us, none have been able to handle huge mobs of foes like I have. I’m usually the one forced to take on the larger gangs or their deadliest enforcers, simply because I have the best chance at surviving the encounter, which means I’ve been exposed to the festering infection of this city’s corruption the longest. And as far back as I can remember, it’s all I’ve ever known.”

				“And you choose to just stay here and let yourself be exposed to it?”

				“I don’t like the idea that innocent people are being harmed by these monsters. The thought of leaving… It just feels like abandonment.”

				“But it’s at the cost of your own sanity! There’s no way a person can be around such horror without being permanently changed by it.” She blinked, eyes narrowing. “Is that why you don’t show emotion? Are you just bottling up all your fear?”

				“Fear? It’s not really bottled up. When I get scared, I get violent, and when an Angel of Death gets violent, people die.”

				“That’s terrible!”

				“That’s how it is.”

				“But it doesn’t have to be! You can choose to leave!”

				Azriel stared out ahead. “Sometimes I’ve wondered, after all this time fighting within the city, if we’re even capable of leaving it.”

				Cindy reached over and put a hand on Azriel’s arm. “Try it sometime. Ever heard of a vacation?”

				“We’re here.”

				The car pulled in through a broken iron gate into a lot covered in dead leaves and weeds. A large stone chapel stood tall in the middle, seeming out of place amidst the distant, modern city lights and worn down buildings nearby.

				Azriel drove around back through an opening in a stone half-wall and parked in the tiny lot. “We’ll wait here.”

				“How long will they be?”

				Azriel cut the engine and leaned back. “Zachariel’s cautious. If he thinks he’s being followed, he’ll take his time losing his pursuers. He’s probably driving around to be certain.”

				They both sat back and spent the next few minutes in uneasy silence, making constant glances toward the broken gate in hopes of seeing headlights.

			

			
				After more waiting, Cindy turned to Azriel. “Do you think Raphael made it out okay?”

				Azriel pulled out her phone and hesitated. The fact Raphael had not called worried her. “I don’t know. We’re supposed to wait to be contacted if anyone’s attacked, as proof they’re all right. No one calls a victim, lest we distract them or get traced.” Her head tilted. “I guess I could call Sariel and let him know you’re safe.”

				Azriel’s phone buzzed to life with Zachariel’s name on screen.

				The wolf immediately answered. “Are you safe?”

				“No.” Zachariel’s voice was strained. “We’re not gonna make it.”

				Azriel’s eyes widened. She looked over at Cindy, who gave her an anxious stare, and then got out of the car. “What happened?” Azriel asked.

				“I couldn’t lose ‘em in time,” said Zachariel. “My car got shot up when we tried to escape.”

				“I need details, Zach!” Azriel shouted, pulse quickening. “How many were there? What insignias did they have?”

				“Too many,” he replied, stifling a wet cough. “Listen, we’re both hurt, bad. Mr. Harper’s gone.”

				Azriel shuddered back against her car.

				“Bled out before I could get us to safety,” Zachariel continued. “I…don’t think I’ve got much longer myself.”

				“N-no, where are you? I’ll come and pick you up.”

				“What’s important is Cindy is safe. At least that’s one victory for us tonight.”

				“Zach!”

				Cindy got out and walked around to Azriel. “What’s happened?”

				Azriel heard shuffling in the phone’s speaker.

				“Azriel…” said Zachariel, “I can’t stop the bleeding.”

				Engine sounds swelled in the speaker.

				Zachariel grunted. “They’re here. I gotta destroy this phone before they can take it.”

				“Zach, wait!”

				The call ended.

				Azriel quivered in rage. She wanted to hit something. Anything nearby. She roared and slammed her fist on the car’s hood, denting it.

				Cindy jolted, stepping back. “Azriel…”

			

			
				The wolf leaned on the hood with her eyes screwed shut, panting through clenched teeth. “Zach was our best protector.” she muttered. Moments later she felt Cindy’s hand on her arm. Azriel jerked back but halted herself from lashing out, seeing tears welling up in the ferret’s eyes.

				Azriel let out a breath and straightened. “They didn’t make it.”

				Cindy cupped her hands over her muzzle. “M-my dad?”

				Azriel shook her head. “I’m sorry.”

				Cindy ran her hands through her short hair, pacing. “Why? Why did he come to this city? Why did he think he could stand up to people like this?”

				Azriel reached out, “Cindy, I—”

				Cindy shoved her hand away, “And your kind made it worse! You and those Angels! You pushed them this far!” Cindy shoved her back a step. “You’ve been slaughtering these gangs for who knows how long. The only ones crazy enough to stay around would resort to this!”

				“Cindy!”

				The ferret whirled and stomped away, trembling. “He should’ve known…”

				Azriel placed a hand on Cindy’s shoulder but the ferret just tried to push her away. When the wolf did not move, Cindy gave up and turned, burying her muzzle into Azriel’s chest and letting out a pained wail.

				Azriel blinked, ears splayed at the outburst, but managed to wrap her arms around the crying ferret. “I-I’m so sorry…” she repeated. “This wasn’t supposed to happen.” The wolf did not know what to do. Comfort was not something she was versed in, and she wanted nothing more than to have one of the more sociable Angels here instead. All she could do was hold Cindy and try to focus long enough to figure out a plan.

				Once Cindy finally calmed, she managed to speak in a cracking voice. “What do we do now?”

				Azriel let her go. “I’m not sure, but I have to get you somewhere safe.”

				Cindy stepped back, “Where, Azriel? Where do you think I’d be safe in this city?”

				The wolf pulled out her phone. “I don’t know, but I have an idea of who might.” She selected Sariel’s number.

			

			
				“Sariel, they got both Zach and Cindy’s father.”

				“Oh no,” came the mink’s voice. “Give young Cindy my condolences.”

				“We need to find someplace safe for her.”

				“Where are you?”

				Azriel walked toward the chapel. “Gilded District. You know the place.”

				“Right. Listen, stay there.”

				“What? But if someone finds out where we fled to—”

				“Stay there. I’m on my way.” He hung up.

				Azriel stowed her phone and let out a frustrated sigh.

				Cindy looked at her. “What’s wrong?”

				“Sariel has a habit of keeping his ideas to himself. Come on, we’re going inside.”

				“More waiting?”

				Azriel unlocked a door and shoved it open. “I don’t like it either, but it’s all we can do until we figure out who’s after us. Normally I’d be out following leads.”

				Cindy rubbed the back of her neck. “I’m sorry if I’m a burden.”

				“You’re not.” Azriel turned and tried to smile. “I chose to rescue you and I still don’t regret it.” After turning back, she added, “I just wish I could’ve rescued your father, too.”

				Azriel and Cindy entered the chapel’s main hall. A thick layer of dust covered everything, and the pews that still remained had become little more than rotting frames, long since rejected by moths and termites. A moldy smell permeated the air, overwhelming whatever scents still lingered after abandonment.

				Lamplight from outside shown in through tall stained-glass windows, still intact despite the chapel’s apparent age.

				Cindy aimlessly walked along, staring up at them. She pointed to the various robed figures the windows depicted. “What species are these?”

				“Not sure,” said Azriel. “I’ve seen a lot of different species in this city, but those are the only ones I don’t recognize.”

				“They seem to tell an interesting story.” Cindy’s whiskers quivered as she followed the pictures in the windows. “It’s oddly comforting, in a way.”

				“I never really paid attention, to be honest,” Azriel replied. “I guess I was always too focused on the next criminal to bring down.”

			

			
				“I remember why dad wanted to come to this city.” Walking behind her, Azriel cocked her ears forward.

				“My mom was killed during an armed robbery, years ago,” said the ferret. “I don’t think dad ever got over the fact that it happened, even after the robber had been charged and put away. Putting criminals in jail sorta became an obsession with him. I knew deep down he just didn’t want others to feel the pain we did, but the lengths he went to in order to ensure criminals were convicted…” Cindy grinned wryly. “He just could not stand the idea that a thug might go free due to bribes, threats, or even technicalities. When news reports of how bad this city’s crime had gotten reached him, he assumed he’d found a calling.” She sighed and turned to Azriel. “I almost wonder if he would have become like you guys, given enough time.”

				Azriel looked up in front of one of the stained-glass windows, where depictions of clouds and sky bathed her fur in a soft blue tone. “Maybe, though his name doesn’t end in –el.”

				Cindy approached. “You guys really do stick with your angelic motifs, don’t you?”

				Azriel looked down. “It’s what we’re used to, I guess.”

				“So, how did you get the name ‘Angels’, anyway? What made you choose this sort of theme?”

				The wolf glanced over her shoulder. “Aside from the fact we try to act as public guardians?” Her gaze returned to the window. “My guess is the answer lies buried in the memories we choose to forget.” Her ear twitched, and she pulled her coat back, letting it slide off. “Of course, there are also these.”

				Cindy gasped in shock, staring at the two stalks hanging from Azriel’s back through slits in her shirt.

				Wings.


				Cindy saw no feathers, but instead a series of bloody bandages wrapped around them. “What—how? And why are they bandaged up? Were they ever functional?”

				“Being an Angel of Death has its costs,” said Azriel. “It’s hard to keep one’s wings pure in an environment of destruction and pain.” She pulled her coat back up and stiffened. The wings seemed to disappear, not even leaving bumps against the curves of her clothed back.

				Azriel turned to Cindy. “You know, the more I think about what’s been happening, the more I wonder if I was all wrong about who we are. We’re a bunch of people who have only known violence and retribution, but here you are filled with warm memories of home, of family, of things we don’t bother to recall. What if we, the Angels, are the shades? What if this is all your trial, and we are the players tasked with guiding you?”

			

			
				Cindy blinked. “Me? What would make me so different than all the other people you’ve saved?”

				“We often don’t bother remembering names, for one.”

				Cindy rubbed her arms. “I’m not sure if dying Angels are meant to be my guardians. That sounds so…depressing.”

				Their ears perked at an outside noise. An approaching car. Azriel pulled Cindy behind her and reached for her gun, but then relaxed. “I recognize the engine. That’s Sariel’s car.”

				Moments later, one of the chapel’s tall doors opened and the mink entered. “Ah, good, you’re still here.”

				Azriel approached. “You told me to stay.”

				“Indeed. I’ve been making some calls.”

				“And? Have you figured out who’s been targeting us?”

				“They all are.”

				The wolf’s ears flattened. “All of them?”

				Sariel nodded. “We’re being wiped out.” He walked past her. “And for good reason, too. I’ve concluded we’re just as much of a problem to this city as they are.”

				Azriel’s head tilted. “Sariel, please don’t tell me you had something to do with this…”

				Sariel pulled out his gun and paused, staring at it as if contemplating something. He then smirked and shook his head. He turned back to Azriel. “I apologize for the fact I had to lie about this, Az. However, it was necessary for me to get everything set up.”

				“Sariel.”

				“Listen, Azriel. You know why crime has gotten progressively worse in this city? We drove them to this. With every pit boss we kill, we leave huge power vacuums behind, and it’s being filled with new bosses who utilize even more ruthless methods to fill that vacuum. We’ve effectively weeded out the timid and shrewd, and left nothing but the sheer worst of criminal corruption. We caused this. We killed this city. I had to find a way to stop the cycle before we do any more damage.”

			

			
				Azriel marched up to him. “People are dying out there!”

				Sairel was unmoved. “They’re dying because we eliminated their means of escape. Not only are criminals getting more vicious, they’re getting desperate. They’re well aware of who we are and what we do, and in order to fight back against us, they employ methods of brutality equal and worse than what we do to them.” He sighed. “Sadly, the brunt of it falls on you, Az. You’ve killed more of them than the rest of us combined.”

				Azriel’s jaw dropped in stunned silence. “How could you?”

				“It was necessary. I’m just as guilty as all the other Angels.” He held out his phone. “I’ll go ahead and tell you, those traffickers I sent Greed after? My intention wasn’t to kill them. It was to recruit them. Now, they’re all joined up and they’re hunting us down. And they know where we are. It’s over, Az. We do not belong, and it’s time we let this city rely on its own to recover.”

				Azriel backed away, wide-eyed. “But that’ll be chaos.”

				Sariel continued. “Yes, I expect that. Recovery won’t happen for a couple decades, maybe more, but without us continually upsetting the power balances, maybe some semblance of order can come out of it.”

				Cindy inadvertently clutched Azriel’s arm. “They’ll kill us…” she muttered.

				Sariel glanced over at the ferret. “Yes, I’m sorry you got mixed up in this. I warned Azriel not to get you involved, but there was no way I could stop her without revealing my intentions. If it’s any consolation.” He offered her his own pistol. “You can choose to go quickly rather than become their plaything again.”

				Cindy looked at the gun in disgust and backed away. “You’re crazy!”

				“We all were, Cindy,” he replied. “We should’ve seen this coming long ago.”

				Engine roars surrounded them from outside. Headlight beams danced around the stained-glass windows. Sariel walked back toward the entrance.

				Azriel grabbed him, muzzle wrinkling. “This isn’t right, Sariel!”

				“Neither is allowing this city to become a den of corruption.”

				One motor outside roared louder than the others. Azriel grabbed Cindy and pulled her away from the doors.

				“Make your choice,” said Sariel. “You can give up now and let the city heal on its own, or try to fight back and prolong its suffering.” He spun to face the doors and a huge truck burst through, smashing him head on. Sariel’s bloodied corpse skidded backward from the impact.

			

			
				Azriel whipped out her gun and fired into the truck’s cabin, killing the driver, then yanked him out. “Hurry, we gotta get out of here!”

				Azriel helped Cindy into the cab, then got in and shifted into reverse, pulling out and flattening three thugs trying to rush in.

				Gunfire erupted from the surrounding vehicles, which were loaded with more goons.

				“Get down!” Azriel shoved Cindy down against the seat and whipped the truck around, firing back as she went. She hit the gas and continued in reverse toward the stone half-wall at the chapel’s rear. A quick wheel spin left the truck sideways against the half-wall’s opening, providing cover from returning fire.

				“Get to my car, it’s faster.”

				Cindy threw the door open and fell onto the dirt. Azriel slid out and helped her along, all while gunfire continued to whip past them. They reached Azriel’s car and the Angel fired it up.

				Cindy hastily put on her seatbelt. “Is there another way out of this yard?”

				Azriel hit the gas and spun the tires, aiming for a distant grouping of trees. “They can’t fit through there.”

				The car took off toward the trees. Cindy shrieked and covered her eyes. Azriel piloted the car through the tiny woodland area until coming to a cracked road and zooming off. Headlights swelled in the rearview mirrors, followed by more gunfire pelting the back window.

				“Stay down,” said Azriel, gritting her teeth.

				The car swerved to avoid the shots. Azriel let down her window and stuck her pistol out, firing back until it ran empty.

				“Open the glovebox,” she said, ejecting the magazine. “There should be a spare magazine in there.”

				Cindy leaned up. “What?”

				“The glovebox!” A bullet streaked through the cockpit. “Now, Cindy!”

				The ferret punched the glovebox release and found the magazine inside. Azriel snatched it from her grip and slid it into her pistol, then swerved down a side road. 

				At the next curve, Azriel hit the emergency brake and sent the car into a drift, allowing her a perfect chance to line up her next shots. She took aim at the closest sets of headlights and opened fire before regaining control and speeding up down the road. In the mirrors, she saw two trucks swerve out and hit a third, which wound up in a ditch.

			

			
				Azriel went down another side road and accelerated. “That should buy us some time.”

				Cindy glanced back at the chaos. “Where are we going? You know they’ll keep looking for you, and they’re organized now.”

				Azriel let out a deep sigh. “You’re right. You know, I think it’s time I reconsider that vacation you mentioned.” She took a sideways glance at Cindy. “I’m getting you out of here. Out of this entire city.”

				***

				Azriel’s coupe raced down the highway, weaving past other cars.

				Cindy kept her gaze out the window at the passing city lights noticing rain beginning to fall. “What about the other Angels?”

				Azriel’s eyes narrowed. “Knowing Sariel, they’re probably all targeted, and possibly trapped. As much as I want to help, I think you’re more vulnerable than they are. Angels can handle themselves much better than a civilian.” She put a hand on Cindy’s shoulder. “If I can’t help anybody else, I can at least make sure you are safe. You deserve to be somewhere better than this fetid city.”

				“Thanks. So, will you be the first in recent memory to actually leave the city?”

				Azriel’s ears twitched. “Yeah, I think so.”

				Raindrops drummed on the windshield, steadily becoming frequent. Water seeped in through the bullet holes left in the glass from their escape.

				After a long moment of silence, Azriel spoke up. “Check the glovebox. Is there a pad and pen in there?”

				Cindy opened the glovebox again. “Yeah, right here.”

				“Good. I want you to write something down.”

				Cindy wrote down the sets of numbers and names Azriel dictated. “What is all this for?”

				“It’s a bank account we confiscated a while back. Since your father is dead, claiming an inheritance might put you at risk. This way might be safer. There’s enough in that account to live off of for about five years or so, plenty of time to start a new life somewhere that’s not here. Keep that information with you.”

			

			
				Cindy nodded and stuffed the note into her jacket. “So how far are we going?”

				“As far as we can get.” The wolf nodded ahead. “City limits end just up the road.”

				Cindy reached over and put a hand on the wolf’s arm.

				Headlights flashed and a truck rammed the driver’s side, sending it sideways off the road and rolling down a grassy embankment. The car whirled through the air, flinging broken glass and twisted metal all around until it finally settled back down on its shredded tires. Azriel, bruised and bloody, saw the truck rushing at them down the slope. She threw off her seatbelt and lunged over Cindy, shielding her before the truck rammed them again.

				As the airbags deflated, Azriel heard the truck’s doors opening. She whipped around and shot the raccoon driver before he could lift his gun, then turned back to Cindy.

				“Cindy, you okay?”

				The ferret groaned, leaning up. “Y-yeah, I think so.”

				More headlights appeared behind them, along with a few gunshots.

				Cindy gasped, “No, not now!”

				Azriel took off Cindy’s seatbelt and pulled her out through the shattered windshield. She dragged Cindy to the truck’s cab, firing back as she went.

				“Wait, I can stand on my own!”

				Azriel shoved the ferret into the driver’s seat and slammed the door.

				Cindy blinked. “What are you doing?”

				Azriel emptied her pistol at the nearest vehicles, then grabbed a gun off the driver she shot. “I’m covering your escape.” At seeing Cindy’s gaping expression, the wolf added, “Go! This is your only chance! Don’t even look back.”

				“But—”

				“Don’t worry about me.”

				The mass of vehicles pulled up and formed a lit half-circle around her. Dozens of varying species leaped out and approached, howling and hollering in malice, savoring the fact they had trapped the most lethal Angel in the entire city.

				“Azriel, I…” Cindy looked ahead to the open path beyond the Angel’s wrecked coupe, and then back at the horde. “Thank you.”

			

			
				Azriel, drenched from rain and blood, faced her foes and let her coat slide down, revealing her broken, bandaged wings to all.

				“It’s what we do.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Brooklyn Blackie and the Unappetizing Menu

				Bill Kieffer

				Horrible things happened during the war. You learn to keep your friends and family close. The battle may be over, but nothing washes away the memories. Nothing.

				



			

	






			

			
				CASE FILE 013

				Brooklyn Blackie and the Unappetizing Menu

				Bill Kieffer

				Call me Brooklyn Blackie. 

				I’m not your average Wolf. I’m a little on the short side. I’m half Dog; though I don’t like to talk about it too much. You can’t really tell by looking. There’s a lot you can’t tell about me by looking.

				I’m a private eye with a nice office under the New Amsterdam Bridge. Sure, loose pencils dance off my desk when the EL passes overhead, but the rent was cheap. The talent scout next door shared a secretary with me, Lucy Hoke. Neither of our respectable trades being known for a steady cash flow, Lucy took messages a dime apiece for the rest of the building. The albino Cockatiel had a better head for business than I ever had.

				All her feathers were fluffed in all the right places, too.

				It was December 9th, and Lucy was in the office that morning when I came in. She was cheerful, and I was suspicious. “I’m just glad to see you up and about, not sleeping off a hard night at Rex’s on the couch here.”

				I just gave her a smile. “Aren’t you afraid that I’ll get the insurance gig and close the office down?” I looked at her blotter-calendar upside down. I had one appointment that day: an interview with Equine Standard. Since insurance schemes were often confused by the great unwashed with get-rich schemes, insurance companies often needed investigators for the hinkier claims. 

			

			
				I didn’t need a secretary. Things were thin enough business-wise that I would consider firing Lucy, except that she’d just laugh in my face.

				“We’re a team. Where you go, I go.” Lucy had seen me stick a gun in her husband’s beak when he’d gotten violent with her once. She’d been attached to me since. Not because she was grateful, but because she said it’d made her hot. “Now…about those shoes.”

				I looked down at my feet.

				I’d bought these shoes in Europe at war’s end in a little village that now called itself Victory. Custom made with nails melted down from the scraps of the Mad Man’s surrendered men with leathers that had been earmarked for gun holsters. I’d fought a war for these shoes. 

				Well, these shoes and my best friend.

				“These are my lucky shoes.”

				“Yeah, I can tell by the blood splatter,” she quipped. “Get them shined up, Brooklyn.”

				My shoes—and my luck—could always use a shine. Giuseppe “Dice” Carbone was the nephew of the cobbler who made these shoes for me, a custom fit for my huge throwback feet. Plus, the heels made me nearly as tall as a full Wolf. The Carbones helped put me back together after I fell apart. Sue me for being superstitious, but Dice was the only one I let touch these shoes.

				I had time before my appointment to swing over to Harlem. It was a bitter winter day; he could probably use a visit. He sure as hell wasn’t going to wander too far from the furnace room.

				***

				The building was dark at 10 a.m. and an ice box. I found the body in his basement apartment under a forty watt bulb and a quilt Dice’s grandmother had made him as a parting gift. Stone cold dead, no obvious wounds. I knew from previous visits that there wasn’t a public phone in the lobby.

				I gave up on my getting to my appointment on time and walked down the street to the nearest police box with my hackles up, feeling like I was surrounded by ghosts.

				I said a little prayer for my slow and steady friend, who had never soared aloft on an enemy’s pinions, as I waited for the flatfoots to arrive.

			

			
				***

				I can’t say the cops rushed out, not for one dead Turtle. Two cops got there an hour after my call. Then two more as they broke down a few doors and found more dead. Two more after that, and then my buddy Police Captain Phillip Waterbury showed up about the time I was missing lunch. The army taught me that missing a meal wasn’t going to kill me, but my stomach knew it was a civilian now. 

				A whole building of Repts. Dead. Five floors. 35 bodies. 

				For a few hours I was held as a material witness until Waterbury got there. “Go to your appointment, Blackie. They’re all dead from exposure. We don’t need you as a witness.” The Pig was not unkind, but I shrugged him off.

				“Repts don’t die from the cold. Not for weeks.” I growled at him. They’d backed the paddy-wagon up to the front door. Not even bothering with calling out the coroner’s wagon, which held four bodies at the most. “Oh come on, you’re not seriously going to just toss them in the back of the cage are you?” I yelled at the cops.

				“Blackie! What are you trying to do? Start a riot?” The last riot in Harlem had been over a decade ago, but everyone worried about it. He dragged me off to the corner deli. I only went because I didn’t want to see my friend’s body manhandled and tossed onto a pile of Rept corpses. I’d seen too much of that during the war.

				The mutt behind the counter was grateful for the customers, and warm-blooded ones at that. He passed us menus and volunteered that the place would be busier once they built a highrise on the block. 

				I looked back at the street Dice had lived on. I hadn’t realized how much of a ghost town Harlem had become. Most of the Reptiles and Avians had fled South for the winter. It was odd to think that there were hundreds of vacant and quasi-vacant apartments all around us. The housing shortage with all the returning G.I.s had the nation’s panties in a knot.

				For the most part, the corruption that The Rough Rider helped stomp out in my grandfather’s generation was long gone. Not even Roosevelt could stamp out the stereotype of plague carrying cold-blooded Reptiles. The Repts I knew were calm-hearted, not cold-hearted. Dice was hard working, unobtrusive, and smart. Had been.

				My soul craved justice, but it would take bloodshed instead. 

			

			
				I was an obsessive optimist like that. 

				I bit into my club sandwich and listened to Waterbury explain why I shouldn’t expect much. 

				“So why didn’t your friend head south for the winter?”

				“Most Repts pay rent three months in advance before they go down. But with the housing shortage, quite a few of them came home last year to squatters. The boys in blue couldn’t or wouldn’t do too much about that.”

				“Couldn’t,” Waterbury opined. “Eviction’s the sheriff’s job.” 

				I didn’t want to argue; Waterbury had been a good friend to me. He was a fine example of the “good kind” of graft in the city. He kowtowed to the powerful, on occasion, but he’d been instrumental in spreading the rumor that the police commissioner was my father. I still had no idea if he understood how much that rumor had protected me when I’d gotten drummed out of the force. 

				Or how much it hurt me to hear it whispered.

				And not just because I preferred people to think I was all Wolf, just a little short. I used to worship the commissioner when I was a kid. I knew him better now; I knew what he was willing to do to keep his name unsullied. The leadership of the city knew he’d do anything to protect his name.

				We never talked about the favors Phil did or who he’d slept with when he was sure he could get away with it. Spreading that rumor was the most rebellious thing he’d ever done, and it could always come back to him one day.

				“The point is, Dice and the others approached their landlord and told them they’d be staying all winter. They made arrangements to have extra anthracite delivered to the basement and to each apartment for chubby stoves the Repts had installed.”

				“I didn’t see a lot of coal in the bin.”

				“Me either. Funny thing is, Dice is usually a good judge of character.”

				Waterbury gave me a lopsided grin, a gentle teasing to his Porcine snout. “You say that despite his being friends with you.”

				I finished the sandwich. “Yeah, despite that.” I sipped at my soda pop, careful not to look at the jars of nasties the deli kept on hand for the Repts. My stomach was not as open minded as my brain.

				“You know Dice could have fixed the furnace if it broke.”

			

			
				Waterbury looked to make sure nobody was close enough to over-hear and start a riot. The mutt was the only one here, and he was pressed against the window, absorbed in the loading up of the paddy wagon. 

				“Look, we’ve seen this before. Landlord decides he can rent the same space to Mammals for more money and less issues and the heat goes out. Usually in the middle of the night and before the Repts know it, they come out of torpor on the streets, on a bus south, or worse…chained to a sewing machine in the Garment District.”

				“That’s my point. Repts don’t freeze to death like we would. Sure, they’re susceptible to the cold, but torpor doesn’t kill them, not in a few days.”

				“We’ll see what the coroner says,” he cautioned.

				“What’s the name of the landlord, Waterbury?”

				The Pig ignored me and slapped three bucks on the table. A generous tip. He was done trying to comfort me. “Just…go to your appointment, Blackie. Just promise to stay out of my way.” 

				I was an asshole. I’d forgotten that Dice had been his friend, too. “I promise, Phil.”

				***

				I called Eddie Landon down at the New Amsterdam Times. He was an Ursine big into jazz and knew something about Harlem. He confirmed what Waterbury had said. Landlords got away with this sort of thing all the time. It never made it to trial. Sometimes the victims had nothing. Literally just the scales on their back. Torpor could affect their memories, and if induced in a certain way, a Rept coming out of torpor could imprint on their victimizers, as if they were newborn chicks. Landon insisted that it wasn’t an old wives’ tale. That was disquieting.

				Landon promised to get me the landlord’s name and particulars, and I told him I owed him one.

				I had a little time for some legwork. I knew Waterbury’s boys weren’t going to do more than look for loose change in the couch cushions until the coroner declared murder. I was still within my promise to stay out of Phil’s way.

				I knocked on doors to the left and right of Dice’s building. To my surprise, the cold-bloods opened their doors to me. The very first was a Bearded Dragon named Uaine Leaves. He confirmed that there had indeed been a coal truck there this week. Twice, in fact. Once to load up the coal bin on the side thru the coal chute and then the next day to bring buckets of the stuff into the apartments. He thought maybe they were helping someone move out of the building. 

			

			
				Other neighbors agreed about the two back-to-back visits of coal trucks, but only Uaine saw anything that suggested moving furniture and rugs. Even then, he wasn’t sure. I was an ass and refused to tell him what had happened next door.

				That much coal should have lasted a month or two. Not a week. If they hadn’t burned it, where did it go?

				The uniforms left without canvassing the neighbors. I slipped into the basement and checked the furnace. Nothing looked broken. The water pipes were still full with liquid water. 

				If the water pipes hadn’t had time to freeze solid, I doubted Dice and the other Repts in the building would have frozen to death. Still, I didn’t know enough about torpor to be sure.

				I could have asked the neighbors, but I had a feeling Waterbury would consider that inciting a riot. For now, accidental death would do.

				The interior basement stairway had a door at the top and bottom to keep the rats out. Taking the stairs two steps at a time, I’d fallen flat on my face near the top. I made it to the first floor on my hands and knees, dizzy with my senses swimming. I cursed the deli mutt for giving me bad meat a good five minutes before forcing myself up.

				I was equally disgusted and gratified that there hadn’t been any attempt to secure the crime scene. I took a tour of the rest of the building. The bodies were gone, many doors left ajar. No coal in any of the apartments I looked at.

				I realized that I should call Equine Standard and tell them I was delayed, so I headed back to the deli to make that call. I recalled the Fable of the Wolf and The Dog, and as I was both, I flipped my last nickel. Heads for Wolf, Tails the Dog.

				Heads. I used the nickel to call Landon back. He had a name and a short bio: Hal Kimbal, a young Rabbit with several buildings and a string of small, useful patents. The NA Times Society pages used to dedicate inches every week to his early excesses until one day last year he converted to the Church of Fables and Parables. He was, supposedly, some sort of millionaire philanthropist these days.

			

			
				I decided to visit him and see if he was really that much of a moron.

				***

				Landon told me that Mr. Kimbal’s office was on the 400th block of Park Avenue South. Seeing as I was a bedraggled black wolf hybrid in a coal dust covered trench and a very dirty pair of shoes, I was surprised to get past the doorman. Kimbal was a pure white rabbit with a suit very much like mine, except that it was perfectly tailored and loose fur refused to stick to it. 

				He seemed an unlikely suspect.

				“Really, Detective, you didn’t have to come to escort me to the station,” he said, after introducing himself. He sounded sincere, maybe a little poofy, as if his only concern was that I might have inconvenienced myself somehow by coming here. The slight smile of tolerance on his receptionist’s face suggested that this endearing performance was sweetly commonplace.

				Very rich moron, I decided. 

				I introduced myself and explained that I was friends with one of the victims, Giuseppe Carbone. 

				“You’re that detective friend of Dice, aren’t you? Helped him get his citizenship.”

				I agreed to both, only slightly embarrassed. Like many Lapines, he was a whirlwind that you get caught up in, and I found myself dragged along to his chauffeured car. I’d seen longer cars, mind you, but those had been pulled by steam engines.

				I hopped in before he could object. He kept speaking instead. Waterbury had told him the coal had been used up, and he showed me the receipt for his recent purchase as his driver slipped into the flow of mid-city, mid-day traffic. I told him that I confirmed delivery with the neighbors, a load so large it apparently required two trips. I also confirmed that there was only a hundred pounds or so of the anchorite left in the basement 

				I told him something hinky had gone down there. He agreed. I told him what I had seen, and it seemed to make him very sad.

				At the police station, we both got out of the car, and I shook his hands. He seemed puzzled. “Aren’t you coming in, Mr. Black?”

				“Actually, Captain Waterbury asked me not to interfere,” I said, surprising myself with honesty. I liked this Rabbit; you could not dislike this man standing next to him. I wanted to dislike him; he was my number one suspect at this point. Waterbury’s too, in all probability. “I would really appreciate it, in fact, if you didn’t mention it to the interviewing detective that we have spoken.”

			

			
				“I don’t see how that’s possible, Mr. Black, considering that I’m hiring you to investigate this frame up. I haven’t killed anyone.”

				***

				The look on Phillip Waterbury’s expressive and furless Pig face was priceless when I walked in with the cute, rich Bunny.

				You could actually see the blood draining from it in the right light at times like that.

				Kimbal, with all the unthinking pressure of the rich and powerful who are used to getting their way, got me permission to talk to the coroner and to examine the bodies. The blood came rushing back into the Chief’s face to find himself agreeing to it and picking up the phone to let the morgue know. 

				We both knew that it was hard for Waterbury to take a strong line against anyone this rich. Real hard, in fact. You could tell by the way he adjusted his pants when he thought no one was looking.

				So, while Kimbal and Waterbury spoke about his tenants, the buildings, the landlord’s alibi, and what he thought happened, I went downstairs.

				Doctor Gene Emery wasn’t unhappy to see me. He was a shortish brown Bear with abnormally large hands for an Ursine. His arms were shaved, like a real surgeon’s, all the way up to his broad shoulders. 

				“I just finished the paperwork on the Harlem victims,” he announced when I told him my purpose. 

				He could not have had the bodies much more than three hours. And that was assuming they got all the bodies here in one trip. I looked at the oversized clock on the wall and saw that it was a minute past 5 p.m. This Ursine asshole considered his day over, his job done.

				I might have punched his broad stomach if Kimbal’s generous retainer check wasn’t sitting uncashed in my wallet. If I got arrested now, it might be a while before I could cash it.

				Dr. Emery misread my reaction. “My assistants were able to cross-reference the names from the mailbox labels in the lobby. We still have a few technical John and Jane Does here, but at least we have their last names.”

			

			
				I pressed him for the cause of death, and he replied, “Extreme, prolonged exposure… Death by accident.” He did not like being crossed-examined, but he was at least professional enough to answer my questions without telling me to read his reports. 

				The cops told him that the bodies were all found in a frozen building with no heat, so after some spot checking, he closed the cases with the efficiency they deserved. Malnourished and underweight; it wasn’t a surprise that they hadn’t survived torpor for more than three or four weeks.

				I sputtered, but he referred me to “his boys,” an Eagle and a Crow, on the other side of swinging doors. They’d been in one of the fables I’d reviewed in prayer while awaiting the police. Bad Omen, but I pushed myself deeper into the morgue and saw that they had Aesop’s Alphs hanging from their necks. Well, I could make this work. Besides, I belatedly realized that the Fable was for a Tortoise and not a Turtle.

				As I approached the Eagle and Crow, I glanced around the morgue and caught sight of the dead Repts piled up like firewood. 

				One atop another.

				A base of seven, stacked five high. 

				Naked except for dirty gray blankets with a dusting of snow.

				Stripes of sunlight coming through the shack’s roof.

				More bodies outside of the dirty windows in the courtyard.

				The dead too deep and tall to bury.

				Eyes were black. Or gray, or milky white, the snow landing on them, not melting. Never melting.

				Dust that was not dust but ash from the furnaces.

				***

				We’d known about the camps.

				But we hadn’t really known about the camps.

				Now, everyone knows about the camps.

				But…you do not really know about the camps.

				Not really.

			

			
				***

				The Avians shoved smelling salts under my nose, although I really hadn’t fainted. My soul had simply slipped back into hell for a few moments. Some guys, they come back from the war and flinch or duck every time a car backfires. Me? I guess a meat locker full of dead Repts is my trigger.

				I looked at the back of the morgue again as the Eagle made me drink water and the Crow took my pulse. The bodies were stacked like cord wood, but the body-count was more than the room was designed to hold at one time. I panted as I looked around, trying to accept the horror before me. I’d seen worse. Much worse. And, if I stood up, I knew I could catch the men who did this. 

				It took an embarrassingly long five minutes, with spots before my eyes and the sound of distant tanks, before I could get back on my feet.

				I thanked them and forced my way past them to stand up. I think they only meant to keep me from falling, but I worried—idiotically—that they’d drop me to the jagged rocks below. 

				As hard as it is to read an Avi’s face, I looked in their eyes, and I knew that they understood what I had seen. That they, too, had seen it themselves. They introduced themselves but I only heard vague notes and whistles above the sound of distant warfare. 

				The Eagle got me coffee with lots of sugar. I introduced myself, but hearing me calling myself Brooklyn Blackie suddenly seemed so childish; a boy’s bluff at hardness and sophistication. I apologized and re-introduced myself as Lieutenant Colonel Blake Lyndon Black, US Army.

				The Eagle was Airman Willie Meeks, US Air Force. The Crow was Pharmacist’s Mate Second Class John Running-Horse, Marines.

				“What did the old Bear mean when he said the tenants were all malnourished and underfed?” I said, once my face stopped tingling and reality seemed merely unpleasant. 

				They showed me, from body to body.

				None of it made sense. I had glanced in a few pantries; they all had food. Not as much I would have liked, but most had more than I had at home.

				They showed me rat bites and chunks from Russian beetles from the soft spots they could get at. The Harlem building was clean, with empty traps unsnapped.

			

			
				 They showed me how they estimated how long each body had been dead. Some were days, others were weeks, but most were months. Months dead, frozen solid. No signs of freezing, melting, and refreezing you’d see from the recent weather.

				Most of the dead had died before they froze. The Crow showed me cuts and scars, things that might have been torture. Or just a hard life. 

				The Eagle showed me stretch marks along some of tails of the females. Sometimes the poor will sell their unfertilized or…unwanted eggs. Mostly Repts but even a few Avi’s did it, too. Darwinists were known to buy unfertilized eggs, under the right conditions, even if it was illegal in twenty-seven of the forty-eight states. Still, they were also passionate against destroying or eating fertilized eggs of any species, sentient or otherwise.

				The things you learn when the Army forces its grunts to work together as one unit.

				Every one of the female corpses had pumped out too many eggs before dying. The Eagle pointed out dozens of injection sites where animal husbandry shots had helped the process along. The coroner had overlooked all this.

				Suddenly, Hal the cute Bunny with a fat wallet looked cute in all the wrong ways.

				Oh, Dice, I thought, what kind of madhouse were you living in? “Show me the guy who lived in the basement.”

				They dug him out of the pile while I waited for them around the corner. They wheeled me a gurney where a single shelled critter lay. In the harsh, clinical white light of the viewing area, I looked down, trying to look for evidence of how Dice’s last days had gone down. 

				I’d seen Dice a week or two before this; when they started on the cause of death, which still wasn’t over-exposure, I stopped them. “No. I’m looking for the Rept they found in the basement. G. Carbone.”

				The Aboriginal Crow looked at the toe tag on the corpse’s right foot. “This is him,” he reassured me.

				I squinted tightly with both eyes. I pictured myself finding the corpse, frozen, wrapped in the blanket Dice’s grandmother had knitted for him, under the forty watt bulb with maybe a few tears in my eyes.

				Without grandmother’s blanket, it just wasn’t Dice.

				“This isn’t Dice Carbone. Dice was a Turtle.”

			

			
				“This man is a Tortoise,” the Eagle corrected.

				“Exactly!” Sometimes some Repts do look alike.

				***

				I caught up with Kimbal just as he was shaking hands with Waterbury and two plainclothes detectives that I didn’t know. I had the stack of coroner reports clutched between my arms. 

				I made them all sit back down again.

				“Mr. Kimbal, I’m sorry, but you realize that you’re their main, perhaps only, suspect?”

				“Yes,” the Rabbit said reasonably. “I’ve told you and these gentlemen that I’m the target of an elaborate frame. I was friends with these people, hard as it might be to believe that, but my life was better for it.”

				I waved him off. “I believe you. But, just to bring the Captain and his men on-board… What can you tell me about my friend, Dice?”

				“He was an Italian Turtle. Terrible cobbler, not a bad crooner. You taught him English.” For a moment, his face seemed to melt. I had no idea what that meant. I didn’t have time for that. 

				I handed “Dice’s” file to Waterbury, who was going along because it seemed easiest to. I charged ahead. “What about the family in 1A?”

				“That was just Mrs. Green. She was a Bearded Dragon and a Chromatic. She used to live with her sister who died ten years back. No visitors, no enemies, unless you count the mailman. Always buying things and sending them back. Oh, he hated her.”

				I handed three folders to the Mandrill detective. He glanced through them and looked at me suspiciously with his patriot’s face. I held my fingers up to my muzzle in a request that he hold all questions to the end of my presentation.

				“What about the family in 1B?”

				“The Calabrettas, Leo and Lonnie. Interesting story there. He’s a Gecko. She’s a Turtle. They got legally married in New Mejico and moved to New Amsterdam when he got a promotion at Equine Standard…only to discover that New Netherlands State wouldn’t recognize their marriage. Lonnie’s birth certificate is marked ‘indeterminate.’ Turtles often aren’t sexed properly until they’re older. I’m sorry, Detective, am I making you uncomfortable?”

				I quickly handed five folders to the angry and seriously disgusted Canine.

			

			
				“Never mind,” I told him, “what about 2A?”

				We continued like that for quite a bit. At first, Kimbal was enjoying the sound of his own voice, proving that he did know his tenants. The Pig and his detectives grew more interested and their faces darker. The Rabbit began to suspect that he wasn’t winning them over. 

				Given their druthers, everyone else in the precinct house just wanted to rubber stamp this out of their way. I had to draw pictures for them.

				When we got to 4B, the build-up paid off.

				“Sharon Montgomery: Cat, unwed mother. She’s living there until she has the baby.”

				“There wasn’t a dead Cat, pregnant or otherwise, found in that building,” the Canine cop said, his anger spiking into a growl again.

				“Well, of course not,” Kimball protested. “You said that only the Repts in my building were dead.”

				I put the folders for 4B in front of my client. “These are the people they found in 4B.”

				He looked at pictures of dead Iguanas that the morgue photographer had taken. “Who are these people?” Kimball complained, looking at me for answers.

				Waterbury gave me a disgusted look, catching on. “You identified the Tortoise as your friend.”

				“Forty watt bulb and I had tears in my eyes.”

				Waterbury grunted that he wasn’t buying it. For my image’s sake, I was OK with that. “You never did make a good witness,” he complained. 

				“So, you think you know all these people, do you?” The Canine pushed his pile of folders to the Rabbit.

				Kimbal looked through the folders and looked whiter than white as his ears pinked with the first signs of anger. “Who are these people, Mr. Black? Where are my friends?”

				Waterbury leaned over to look at the detectives. “Me? I don’t know the difference between a Turtle and a Tortoise.”

				“One of them can swim, the other can’t,” the Mandrill announced.

				“Yeah, everyone knows that,” the Canine agreed. 

				I glared at Waterbury, knowing he was distancing himself from Dice and knowing why. It was bad enough he knew me and that everyone heard rumors that I’d bed anyone. Anything. He couldn’t afford similar rumors linking him to a known homosexual Rept.

			

			
				“Point is,” the Porcine continued, “Blackie knew this Turtle for years. If he says this isn’t the shoe shine boy, then I believe him.”

				“I just bet he went there to get something shined,” the Canine grumbled under his breath. Waterbury glared at him and instinctively pushed me back before I realized that the Dog, too, had been thinking about reputations.

				“Will someone tell me who these dead people are?” Kimbal was oblivious to the sudden three way tension in the room.

				“Let me confer with Mr. Black,” Waterbury patted Kimbal on the back of the hand. “Look at all these pictures and tell me if you recognize any of these…people.”

				After Waterbury assured me he hadn’t said or hinted at anything. He reminded me that if I busted everyone’s balls, I was going to get my balls busted in return. He was right, but I was glaring at him. We didn’t talk about a lot of things, and this wasn’t the time to start.

				We had a case to solve. 

				We both were thinking cold-slavers. Clear out a building full of Repts, replace them with your worn out and dead workforce. The cops lean on the slumlord, the slumlord bribes them to go away. There’s never enough evidence. 

				“We don’t know that,” I whispered intently. “There might be a mountain of evidence. We might be able to find these people.”

				Waterbury thought about that. “But how does this ‘unwed mother’ cat fit in?”

				“I don’t know. They took all the Repts in the building. Maybe they just took her, too.”

				Waterbury didn’t like that. I didn’t either. Cold-slavers meant either ceaseless factory work or the skin trade. It was hard for your average person to believe that pregnant women could be worth something to some sicko out there. 

				We were not average people. We both knew better.

				“I don’t want you to think I just sat on my tail waiting for your sugar daddy to come walking in,” Waterbury said. “I called the coal company. They confirmed what Kimbal claimed. A double serving of coal was delivered earlier this week. ‘Cause I know you think I’m a lazy bitch.”

				“I talked to the neighbors. There were two deliveries. To the coal chute one day. To the front door the next, whereupon they helped one of the residents move.”

			

			
				The Pig gave me a dirty look that questioned my parentage. I often questioned it, too. 

				“There’s coal dust in the basement stairwell. Maybe they used wheelbarrows…with coal going out, not in, day two. Swapping corpses for torpid Repts. It was outrageously bold.”

				“Risky,” the Pig followed along. “Why prolong it by bothering to steal the coal? A single visitor could have blown the works.”

				“Like a Cat on the fourth floor, coming down to check on the noise?”

				“Yeah, Miss Montgomery was a rookie mistake. What if Mr. Kimbal is right? Someone is trying to frame him. Maybe someone’s framing the cold-slavers, too, based on something they read in a pulp mag?” 

				I thought about that. “Maybe. You going to call the feds in?”

				He sighed like Sisyphus. “Maybe. Let’s find out more about this pregnant girl. And, let’s see if Kimbal has any names to go with the ‘enemies out to get him.’”

				I looked at the Rabbit, his eyes holding back tears looking at pictures of dead people he never knew. “I doubt he’d notice if he had any enemies.”

				“He comes from money. I could see him slumming and making a few friends here and there. Still, a rich man doesn’t become slavishly devoted to a whole new set of friends—unless the old set of friends turned on him.”

				Kimbal claimed to know none of the changeling corpses. He knew enough about the missing girl; her story was sadly commonplace in New Amsterdam. Yet, it touched him like a most singular tragedy. 

				Miss Montgomery had come from Kansas. Everyone told her she could make it on Broadway. Guy was there to meet her. He didn’t know her or expect her, but he was there to meet her all the same. He was there every day to meet dozens of young wannabes that came into the City of Casting Couches. 

				After a few dizzying nights, guy introduces her to “swell guy” after “swell guy.” Supposed actors and directors and playwrights. Eventually, she finds herself waking up with a hangover in the bed of a swell agent by the name of Herbert Hesse, a cat so rare she hadn’t heard of his breed before. He was so handsome and exotic-looking. Of course, he did have a few roles for her. Dancing cigarette box if she didn’t mind only her legs and her tail sticking out. Showing tail seemed so brazen and shocking to the girl from the Midwest, but she did it. 

			

			
				In a surprisingly short amount of time, she found herself…with child. Hesse said he knew a guy. She replied that if that guy wasn’t a preacher, he could just forget it. The guy from the bus station showed up the next day. Fur hides a lot of bruises.

				She learned her place in things and didn’t like it much. When she was in the family way again, she didn’t tell him. She just walked out in the opposite direction of the bus station. Dice found her huddled in the alley behind some jazz joint and took her in.

				Waterbury got the block and approximate address from the Rabbit and sent the two dicks to find him.

				He was right about Kimbal having a falling out with his old friends. Part of it was his new religion. They weren’t impressed with his tinkering, either. Unless he was inventing a new dance or grain alcohol, they weren’t interested.

				The final straw was his refusal to sell four of his buildings to the high rise builders because they refused to give leases to the very people a sale would uproot. In other words, “No fur, no room.”

				“These people are the very soul of Harlem,” Kimbal insisted, showing his backbone and heart all at once. 

				I decided that I knew worse morons.

				He named his former friends, many of whom might take a loss because of his decision. Waterbury and I both took notes, names and addresses of these rich lunkheads, but Kimbal assured us the losses weren’t enough to make them engineer a mad scheme like this.

				The original half block building was going to proceed as planned, and what with the housing shortage, there was practically no way to really lose a great deal of money.

				Or so they’d been told.

				Waterbury wanted to get back to the girl, thinking that she was the lynchpin to solving this crime, whatever exactly this crime was. I think he wanted to avoid bothering the richer suspects.

				I interrupted only long enough to ask Kimbal for the keys to the building. 

				Waterbury didn’t object, but there was an unspoken plea in his eyes. Please don’t make this case any more interesting than it already is.

			

			
				***

				Back at the building, I used Kimbal’s skeleton keys to go through each of the apartments once more. Sharon’s fourth floor apartment was covered in Cat fur. Even the greenest rookie flatfoot should have realized no Reptile called this place home. The clothing alone… There was just no excuse. 

				I found about a dozen half burned address books in one chubby can. There were photo albums and picture frames thrown in the ash cans that had been brought up from the basement and left in the first floor hallway. It was a surface attempt to cover the evidence that the dead bodies had died elsewhere, but it was enough. They could still get away with it, even knowing what we knew. It infuriated me.

				I saved Dice’s basement apartment for last. I borrowed old lady Green’s reading lamp, trying not think who might have taken her. If she was as old and frail as Kimbal said, I didn’t think she’d be anything but a liability. 

				The stairs to the basement were enclosed, lit with a single dim bulb. Kimbal was either cheap in some ways or the tenants liked it dim. I touched a few steps, spot checking, and there wasn’t as much coal dust on the stair as I recalled.

				I grew dizzy before reaching the bottom. My nose burned and my eyes watered. I slipped on the last step, landing on my rump and kinking my tail as I slid, bump-bump-bump, down the last three steps. 

				I forced myself to burst out of the stairwell into the “fresh air” of the basement. My eyes and nose stung like earlier, but then I’d fallen face first. I had assumed that I had just bonked my muzzle good. 

				I put Green’s lamp down and plugged it into the nearest outlet. The cord wasn’t long enough to bring it into the stairwell. I wished I’d brought a flashlight. Still, with the door wedged open, it provided enough light to find a loose piece of “coal” in a dark corner.

				Coal has almost no odor. Fresh cracked, it gives off the scent of burnt wood. Old coal had almost none at all. The new-fangled blue anthracite had a pleasant soap smell, but I suspected a marketing gimmick there. This stuff, on the other hand, smelled a bit like the clear half of epoxy glue before it’s mixed. It wasn’t as shiny as normal coal.

				I put it into my pocket for later, feeling that it was important. 

				Under Dice’s bed, I found his photo album, letters, and postcards from the better and contented cobbling Turtles from the old country. If I got him back, I knew he’d want this. Need this.

			

			
				I also found a cracker tin filled with an altogether different kind of letters, pictures, and mimeographed stories from around the world. Sordid confessions of men like us. If Dice were dead, I knew he wouldn’t want anyone else finding this treasure trove. 

				Preferring to think he was still alive, I took both collections with me and locked his door behind me.

				***

				I visited Uaine Leaves again. He was the closest thing to a witness that I had. He had company and was disinclined to speak to me. I insisted and pushed my way in, feeling a little giddy. I was racing against the clock to save my friend, Dice. I showed them one album, the polite one, my emotions getting the better of me. 

				I got a better description of the second coal truck. Army surplus from the First Great War. Weren’t too many of them left, older than me, but enough that I had to luck out for it to mean anything.

				Most importantly, Uaine’s vistor had known Dice, had heard of me, and decided to trust that I’d leave her name out of my report, if she asked real nice. She did. She told me enough to make me believe that Waterbury was on a wild goose chase. That was OK in my book until we had a real lead. Only Herbert Hesse was really going to suffer some inconvenience from the Pig’s folly. 

				Hesse could do with a learning experience, we agreed.

				***

				I found myself wandering aimlessly about the island. Nightfall and streetlamps, the deep shadows of the winter’s early dusk, made me see things. It was the camps all over again, and the darkest shadows sometimes looked like stacked cords of wood that wasn’t wood, had never been wood… I couldn’t bring myself to get on the train back to Brooklyn. I found that I had walked all the way to Alphabet City. My home away from home, the River-Rat.

				It was named after its owner River-Rat Ricky. It’s a nightclub front for Ricky offering the slightly illegal releases of tension a certain segment of the population needed to enjoy. Plus, he sold reefer, recycled identification, and other helpful things for those who moved in shadows.

			

			
				Ricky was my friend from the short time my real father tried raising me. He was also my first lover.

				The bouncers let me in, although they absolutely questioned my wardrobe choices. I was a mess.

				“Look who fell off the wagon.” The fattest otter I knew was also my favorite bartender. His name was Jake. He was a good egg. He just also happened to be shaped like one. 

				“Seriously, you look like someone ran you down with a rag truck. You been annoying the wrong people again?” He reached for whiskey, but I waved him off. I felt a bit drunk already, although I could not recall drinking anything today. I thought I might be hungry again.

				“Naw, I did it to myself this time.” 

				My server friend indicated with an elegant gesture that he was of the opinion that I always did it to myself, no matter who did the thrashing. There was a deep philosophical argument that I might lose, even sober. 

				“Ricky in?”

				Jake glanced at an Ursine by the name of Ray Hardy. I knew Ray; I could have asked him if Ricky was in, but that wasn’t how it was done these days. No one got to see Ricky if they came at him straight on. I used to be the exception, but I’d come at him angry and demanding answers too many times. It was disrespectful, and it had threatened our friendship. Not to mention the damage I had done to Ricky’s tough-guy reputation. Things were so rocky now, I was lucky I didn’t have to call him Mr. Rivera. Hardy gave Jake a nod, and Jake gave me a nod.

				I went in the backroom. Got frisked and flinched due to some bruising. 

				“How many?” Hardy asked, referring to my appearance.

				“Thirteen,” I said.

				Hardy paused and then smiled. “That’s a lot, even for you.”

				“Steps. I fell down stairs, actually.” 

				Hardy double-checked to make sure my tail was just my tail. “The steps take your gun, too?”

				I gave Hardy a look. “If I’m hiding a gun there, Ricky’s gonna find it long before you do.”

				My smart mouth earned me a playful slap on the ass. I was going to have to look at Hardy in a new light when this was over.

			

			
				***

				There was a time Ricky would have pulled his thick Otter tail out of his chair and given me a handshake or maybe even a hug. Still, he smiled to see me, pouring me a drink I could not refuse, empty stomach or no.

				I told him he looked good, although his face seemed to be growing longer and more narrow as I watched. He said he was sorry that he couldn’t say the same. 

				I told him about Dice. I left out the Cat from Kansas. I told him about the replacement corpses. I told him about the soft white Rabbit who owned the building and hired me to look into it.

				“Sounds like a moron,” the rat-faced otter said, and I could not disagree. I told him of the attempt to disguise who had really lived there, and the Rabbit’s half dozen friends who were in a snit because Kimbal didn’t want to play ball with them over a real estate deal. 

				I tried to ask if he had dirt on any of Kimbal’s old friends, but I couldn’t read my notes. The letters seemed to dance and suddenly none of it seemed important.

				I realized I was incredibly chatty, talking about my old lovers with an Otter known for his jealousy. I made a point of shutting my mouth. Silence. Except I could hear the sounds of distant gun fire and the sound of tanks coming over the next hill. 

				Something wasn’t right. I thought it might be me. I think maybe I started crying. I hated that there were so many feet between us.

				Ricky broke the silence. “You know, Tommy 9-Pin just got screwed over on a deal over Harlem-way on some luxury accommodations. I don’t know the details exactly, but some stooge oversold the units. They had plans for a second building; but not the land.”

				That piqued my interest enough to draw me back to business. “So you know who screwed him over?”

				Ricky held his thumbs to his chest. “Not this guy.” The thumbs remained up a bit longer, a reference to Tommy 9-Pin’s penchant for crushing thumbs or even removing them outright with rusty gardening shears. “I ain’t got no business uptown.”

				“He get his money back?”

				“I heard that they came to an arrangement.” Ricky shrugged.

			

			
				Tommy 9-Pins wasn’t subtle. If he wanted a building emptied, he’d have used explosives and considered it problem solved. Still, it wasn’t a bad lead.

				“I was thinking cold-slavers. There isn’t an empty lot on this island that isn’t in danger of being dug up soon.” Cold-slave operations of any size meant a lot of quiet graves had to be dug.

				“Turnover is a bitch for slavers,” Ricky agreed, pouring us both another shot. I didn’t remember drinking the first shot so I concentrated on going slow this time. “Still, those same foundations are a slaver’s blessing. No one is going to dig up a high-rise for some dead, worn-out Repts.”

				“If you know someone in the high-rise business. You might stock pile your dead until they’re ready to lay down the cement.”

				“There’s a lot of meat lockers in the city.”

				“There’s a few ice houses, too.”

				“Ice houses are just about all busted since we were in diapers,” Ricky said, showing off his superior head for business. It seemed everyone was better at business than I was.

				Silence crept back into the room.

				Ricky looked thoughtful and vaguely disgusted for a moment; he looked more like a large talking rat than ever. I couldn’t look at him anymore. “You know Ralph the Todd?” I shook my head, no. “He’s one of my bouncers. I had to bail him out of the slammer last month because he took offense to someone trying to sell him something…offensive.”

				I spread my hands in a “so?” gesture.

				***

				Ralph the Todd was the biggest Fox that I’d ever seen. I’d seen Gorillas with less reach. I should not have been surprised to discover that he was a Darwinist, sixth generation eugenics bred. Darwinists weren’t just about breeding; they were also poly-cannibals.

				They ate dead people, regardless of the species. Mostly, just on holidays and wakes. 

				In Europe, I met a lot of people. The modern practices of poly-cannibalism meant less waste and there were as many avowed herbivores among them. Anthro-sapiens were all omnivores to some degree, or so I learned in college. Still, it wasn’t something people talked about. I found comfort in the arms of other men as often as women. Who was I to judge?

			

			
				Darwinists had strict rules that were very clear. If you could not follow these few rules, you were shunned. In exile, you got the grave, not the butcher’s block. This was a terrible fate if your idea of eternal life was being absorbed through the stomach lining back into the fold to become tooth and claw once again.

				I wondered if they ever felt guilty using the john, but I decided not to ask.

				“Ralph, this is my friend. He is the only brother I will acknowledge. He has always made me work to be a better man.”

				I had no idea why Ricky would be talking this way to an underling, but you could see Ralph become less tense. His face no longer looked like it was chiseled in stone. Ricky asked Ralph to tell me about the fight. Two men, both “near Alsatian” mutts who passed. Then he gave me the names and addresses on the complaint, although they were bad addresses. None of the three of them wanted to press charges, so the cops booked them all on disorderly conduct and disturbing the peace.

				Ricky asked him to tell me why he had punched both men as hard as he could. “They offered to sell me dead bodies.”

				Not too long ago, there was a local scandal involving supposed Darwinists eating murder victims. None of it was true, of course, so the Hall of Darwinists opened its doors to Look Here magazine. They were a free hospice that cared for the dying, no matter the religion or species. The fact that everyone was welcome was the focal point. They only consumed the willing dead. Most of the Darwinists had evolved from “prey” species, if you believe in evolution. 

				The point is, Darwinists refused to eat you if they did not know who you were.

				“Repts?”

				Ralph nodded.

				I was puzzled because unlike the Fabulists in the morgue, I didn’t see how anyone could have known Ralph the Todd would prefer his friends and relatives covered in barbeque sauce. “Did you know them?”

				Ralph shook his head. “But they knew who I was. I think an exile pointed me out.”

			

			
				***

				I did not sleep well alone. My tiny apartment seemed too large and too empty. I gave up at dawn and waited outside my bank for it to open, trying not to think too hard about what Dice was doing at that very moment. 

				With Kimbal’s check deposited, I was able to relax a bit on that score. There was a three day hold on it; apparently there are rules about four digit deposits. Who knew? I took out ten bucks, mailed copies of my reports to Kimbal and Waterbury, and jumped on the EL back to New Amsterdam. 

				The idea that I might have to deal with provisioners did not sit well with me and had kept me awake all night. I could not reconcile cannibals for profit with the thirty-five leftover Rept bodies. It just didn’t make sense. 

				I visited the morgue. The corpses were all gone. Meeks and Running-Horse explained that the coroner had corrected everyone’s name back to John or Jane Doe first thing in the morning. Death by misadventure, he had signed off on. I was too exhausted to even think about hurting the lazy ass. Thirty-five bodies, thirty-five murders. All written off because no one in power cared about Repts.

				I gave the rock to the Crow. Running-Horse sniffed it, flinched, tapped the rock three times on the steel table, and then sniffed it again. I watched his pupils widen. They instantly dilated so much I was afraid his eyeballs would turn inside-out. 

				I asked him if he was OK. 

				He said, “Yes… Can I…brush your fur the wrong way?” 

				His stare was absolutely blank, way beyond inscrutable Bird face. I called the Eagle over, trying to sound calm.

				When Meeks saw his coworker like that, with that black rock in his plucked clean hand, the Eagle hit an invisible wall and backed up a few steps. He slid a wide glass beaker across the table to me. “Without addressing Running-Horse, put that damn rock gently into the jar and then put that stopper in.” 

				I did and it was one of the damn creepiest moments in my life with Running-Horse watching me with silent, pop-eyed interest. Meeks flinched when the rock plinked into the bottom of the jar. I capped it off. 

			

			
				“Now, please wash your hands.” 

				I followed his instructions, creeped out with the Crow following me across the room. Meeks shushed me and wiped his co-worker’s hands off with water and baking soda. “You’ve been exposed. You’re…drunk. Go lay down in the locker room for a few minutes. When you wake up you’ll be back to normal.”

				We watched him waddle off obediently. 

				I picked up the jar when the employee lounge door swung shut. “What the hell just happened?”

				“VooDoo Tar: a man-made drug that’s been around since Colonial Days. Burning it or hitting it releases a gas that affects one’s brain directly. It affects different species different ways. Most Reptiles, and some Avians, become…highly suggestive. Sometimes to the point of becoming zombified and enslaved.”

				“Zombified? Like in the pulps?”

				“I could give you the medical terms, but honestly, if this stuff is what I think it is, just having it is a war crime, like hoarding mustard gas. It doesn’t matter if you ever planned to use the stuff. It’s one of the few crimes in America where merely having the tool screws you out of the presumption of innocence.”

				“It’s evidence in a crime.”

				“For Aesop’s sake, you can’t turn this into the authorities. They’d use it to coerce confessions out of every Rept suspect they dragged in.”

				Having seen all the intelligence and will drain out of Running-Horse, I believed Meeks, but I had to ask how he knew. Turns out he’d been trained to look for illegal chemical weapons during the war. We stared at the black rock for a few moments not saying anything.

				“What if I told you that there might be a coal truck full of this stuff driving around the city.”

				The Eagle blinked twice as his neck and head feathers spread out until I could see his corpse-white skin underneath. He looked at me and blinked again. A strangled noise peeped out of his throat.

				I nodded in agreement and slipped the beaker of genocidal insanity into my trench coat’s inner pocket. 

			

			
				***

				I called Kimbal. I asked him if any of his former friends were into chemicals or had been to a tropical island recently where various exotic religions and drugs might co-mingle. 

				“Two names come to mind. Art Warner, his family had been into chemicals during the First Great War, but his Pater got out of it a decade ago. Art’s interested only in mixing drinks in mixed company, and he’s not mad at me. He wasn’t involved in the high rise deal.”

				“And the other name?” I poked after there was a pause that seemed overly thoughtful.

				“Jimmy Keenaw’s father owns a mountain on some island or other. Very exotic but I don’t recall the name. Anyway, his hand was mangled in a yachting accident. He’s been more or less bed-ridden recently.”

				 I’d ask Waterbury to add Warner to the list and to lean on Keenaw heavily. I thanked the Bunny. I got the address of the coal company he used and headed that way on foot. I had to stretch that ten dollars until Kimbal’s check cleared.

				Weird smells and various dark thoughts came to me during my walk. I must have been mildly affected since I found the body in Dice’s apartment. The hunk of rock in my pocket spewing out fumes every time I bumped into somebody. Thank Aesop, I had left my guns behind yesterday. I might have shot somebody if the rock had been bouncing around against my iron.

				Ricky’s rat face, the bouncer trying to reach up inside of me, the impossibly huge Fox, the distant sound of tanks and gunfire… It had all seemed normal and acceptable at the time. No wonder people thought I looked like shit. I’d been snowed out of my gourd.

				The walk did me good. I got to North Harlem Coal Delivery in an hour or so with a clearer head. I had forgotten my watch this morning. My socks did not match. I hoped my reports had made sense.

				Kitty Cat, manning the front desk at NHCD, as the stained glass letters on the front door proclaimed it, swore that was her name, “Honest to Xristo.” She knew the guy I wanted to talk to. He walked out earlier in the week after making just one delivery. It was a big delivery, but it shouldn’t have taken him hours. And he stood her up the next night, the creep. 

				I didn’t know if her anger made her talkative or if she was normally a chatterbox. I just nodded and transcribed it, thankfully.

			

			
				She had changed his routes so he got the best tippers. “And this was the thanks I get?” she complained, standing up to make her point and then catching my double-take. “My Herbie… He went to war, did five years overseas, comes back, and marries me.” She patted her bulging stomach. “We had one perfect night together…and wham! Herbie gets himself run over by a milk truck.” She sighed. “One way or another, they always leave you.”

				There’d been a lot of pregnant women since the war ended. Still, it gave me pause. 

				“Do you have his name and address? 

				“You gonna beat the crap out of him?”

				“I might. Mostly, I stop when the snot comes out, but I’m flexible,” I answered honestly. “Do you want him back in one piece?”

				She shook her head. “I got another feller waiting in the wings. I won’t have time for other men, if you know what I mean.” She waddled to a filing cabinet. “The boss, Mr. North Harlem the Third, is an amateur photographer. He takes pictures of every employee and develops them himself. He can write his hobby off as a business expense, that way. I, J, K, Keen, Kenner, King, Kingston, Krull… Hmmm, the bum! Looks like you ain’t the first one to come ‘round looking for him.”

				She grabbed her pocketbook and yanked out a picture about the size of a pack of cigarettes. She wrote his name and address on the back from memory and passed it to me. It looked like a fun, intimate shot. Kitty Cat was showing her stomach off, shopping for cribs in some department store. Chris Kirby, the coal delivery Cat with a penchant for walking out on things, was bent over, his ear to her tummy. His eyes were bright, and his mouth open in laughter.

				He looked hungry.

				I growled low in my throat.

				“Sound like you know him.” She lowered herself back into her chair. “I thought he was the answer to my prayers. I mean, I have friends and family, but I still feel like I’m going to spend the next year or so all alone. But, Christopher, he was real excited about the baby. Like, he took me to a big swanky restaurant like a speakeasy, hidden inside this old ice house.”

				My ears shot forward, twitching eagerly.

				“Cockamamie menu, and everything was like a foreign language. He laughed at me while I ate something called soupie à la torture, and then he insisted that I eat this awful giant omelet. I mean it wasn’t bad food but it… I know he was laughing at me. I don’t know, I thought I was maybe overreacting.”

			

			
				My ears and nose went cold. If I had feathers, they’d be sticking out on my neck the second my Gallo language skills kicked in. “Soupe à la tortue?”

				She nodded her head.

				“He is not a very nice man, Kitty,” I said. “Never let him back into your life, and never, ever let him near your child.”

				This scared her.

				I almost made it to the door when she had another helpful tidbit for me. “I don’t know what he did, but don’t waste any time kicking him in the balls. He ain’t got any.”

				That stopped me dead at the door. It was a description I usually didn’t get. “Thanks. That could be helpful.”

				I went off to search for a fixed Chris Kirby. 

				***

				I stopped at a green grocer store, bought a nickel meat stick, and called the morgue. I asked Meeks about Running-Horse. The Crow was almost back to normal, although he was sure I was still in the morgue someplace, watching him. “Hatchling behavior sometimes reasserts itself in odd ways after the initial exposure to this chemical cocktail. Avians and Repts gain an emotional distance as we mature. But when we are young, we are all hunger and emotion.”

				I could tell it’d been awhile since someone listened to his professional opinion. “You imprint.”

				“And we look for those we are imprinted to…satisfy our needs.”

				“The drug does something with that?”

				“Yes. No… It makes you feel sated, and you feel grateful. That hunger that drives a hatchling on is gone.”

				“And with mammals, it does what? Makes you clumsy?”

				“All anthro-sapien mammals have the same base neuronal-chemistry but the brain structures are different. Co-tangent development over hormonal—”

				“Doc, English please.”

				“A portion of your brain reverts back to infantile thinking on the VooDoo Tar. When you’re an infant, your concept of reality is very fluid. It’s how you learn. But under the influence of that…rock, your adult mammalian brain tries to steer and it gets frustrated. It hallucinates, filling in the holes in its thinking with whatever random thoughts just bob up.”

			

			
				“Are there any species that it doesn’t affect?”

				“I was told Cats and Civets are less affected, but no intelligent species with an unaltered brain structure would be truly immune.”

				“You mean someone who had a brain injury, might be able to shake it off easily?”

				“Possibly,” the Eagle said distracted. I heard a clatter in the background. I added another nickel. “But, I was thinking of a degenerative neurological disease like kuru or the mentally retarded.”

				“How about a gib?”

				After a pause to translate the slang, the Eagle answered, “Yes, if they were made a eunuch before puberty…the effect of the rock might be mostly euphoric, giving the victim vivid but pleasant day dreams. Still, there would be cheaper drugs.” There was a sudden crashing sound on his end. “I have to go. I think you and John are arguing the merits of a diverse species baseball team.”

				I hung up and looked at the address that Kitty Cat had given me. I could swing by my office, grab my .45, and still beat the crap out of Chris Kirby.

				***

				Back in Brooklyn, Lucy ignored me. I suspect Equine Standard had called to figure out if I was still coming. I ignored her back.

				I cleaned the .45, not because it needed it. I needed to clean the gun to put my head back in order. I felt I’d want to use it before the day was out. 

				Chris Kirby had gotten in good with North Harlem Coal. He probably used his job as delivery man to scout out potential targets. He most likely decided on Dice’s Building because it looked like it was all Repts. After all, the whole building was conspiring to keep Sharon Montgomery hidden from Hesse.

				Of course, I couldn’t rule out that Kirby had picked the place because there was a secret pregnant cat hiding on the fourth floor. Even gibs could have sexual fantasies that could drive them. If that was his kink, of course, Miss Montgomery may or may not be in greater danger than I had thought. 

			

			
				I dialed Waterbury. Yesterday, I’d been unfair with him, and I blamed the Voodoo Tar for that. It was true that he worked a case differently than I did, but he had earned his rank pragmatically and not without some skill. The captain might have been righter that I wanted to admit.

				“Phil, I want to apologize for being an ass yesterday.”

				“Why stop at yesterday?”

				I asked if he had any news yet on Dice or the other tenants. He had nothing, except the satisfaction of keeping this out of the papers.

				I told him that I had a lead that the tenants might have been drugged. That I heard rumors that two guys had been trying to sell some frozen meat to some Darwinists without the paperwork. I also told him that there were sightings of a pregnant Cat in Harlem yesterday, but it was nothing to get excited about. I also confirmed that there was only one official coal delivery that week. The second truck was old army surplus and came from someplace else.

				Waterbury thanked me. He said his men had gotten light-headed and thought a gas or something might have been to blame. Until it was safe to go back in, he had his uniforms canvassing the streets with photos. He had alerted the feds on the wholesale kidnapping, but they were dragging their feet. They were sending someone up from D.C., as the local office was conveniently undermanned at the moment. We both guessed they were sending their token Rept agent.

				He also said that they had Hesse in an interrogation room, having a conversation about items you’d find in a hardware store. They had a similar conversation with the coal truck driver. He had an alibi for the morning the second truck was there. I put up a fight for the name, for decorum’s sake, but Waterbury wouldn’t give it up. 

				Kirby had a weak alibi: the driver had apparently met his old boss in Harlem who offered him his old job back with a raise, if he could start the next day. The old boss had backed up his story. I asked what type of business this nice old man ran, and Waterbury told me to stay out of it, but it was an ice house in New Amsterdam.

				Waterbury knew I wasn’t telling him everything, just as I knew he wasn’t telling me everything. 

				When Waterbury warns me away from something, I sometimes think he really wants me to poke around and cause enough trouble to open doors for him. As long as I didn’t leave bullet holes in anything—or anyone—he might not even mention my name in his report. 

			

			
				Lucy was standing in my doorway when I hung up. She’d overheard enough to figure out that Dice was in trouble. Without a word, she pulled my head into her feathered chest and held me there for a good long moment.

				I didn’t resist, but I wasn’t ready to cry or collapse either.

				“Go. Save your friend,” she said after a moment or two, “or burn the city down trying.”

				“That’s my girl,” I said, kissing her on the forehead.

				***

				I visited Kirby’s apartment. He was a clean guy, kept the fur off the furniture and even cleaned under the couch. If he’d been home, I’d have given him a gold star for housekeeping.

				Lots of other stars, too.

				Someone this clean had to be hinky. I willed myself not to shed.

				 I couldn’t find pay stubs or anything to point to this mysterious ice house. Maybe he was just paid in cash?

				I hit paydirt in his garbage pail—an egg shell the size of my palm. I nearly knocked the pail over. The shell was leathery and not quite brittle. I was pretty sure this was a Turtle egg shell.

				Once the wave of disgust passed, the disquiet remained. I grabbed a brown lunch bag and shoveled a sampling of Kirby’s garbage in it. I made sure I put some unpaid bills addressed to him in there, too. I put the big shell pieces on top of the rest. I wrote Kirby’s name on the bag in grease pencil, along with the date. 

				I was tempted to sit there with my .45 out, waiting for the Cat to come home. But, no, the clock was ticking on Dice, wherever he was. If he wasn’t dead already.

				I went to the drug store down the street and got a box from the soda jerk. I put the bag in it, wrote Waterbury’s name and address on it, and gave the young Fox a dollar to mail it that afternoon. He had stamps to sell me, so he made out like a bandit. 

				The Fox reminded me of a possible source for help. I used a payphone a block over to call the River-Rat. It was too early for the night club to be open but the place never really closes. 

			

			
				I got the lovely Blanche Johansson on the horn. She was my girl back before I was even into girls. We had promised to get hitched after I got back from war. When I came back broken—and still not into girls much—she hooked up with Ricky. She liked him better than me. 

				Hell, I liked him better than me.

				We were still planning to marry each other at some point when she wanted kids. The world was changing, but an Otter still couldn’t give a Bitch like Blanche puppies. Science might change that one day, but I doubted it would be in our lifetime.

				We usually flirted over the phone, but Ricky had told her about Dice, and she wanted an update. Unlike Ricky, there wasn’t a jealous bone in her body. Like Lucy, she was ready to comfort me before I was ready to be comforted.

				“Listen, Blanche, Honey, is that Ralph the Todd there? When he gets in, ask him if he knows anyone by the name of Chris Kirby. I’ll check in later. Thanks.” 

				She promised and told me to be careful. 

				I decided to check out some local ice houses. Kitty Cat had been too love-sick to pay attention to where it was on the way there. On the way home, she just hadn’t been interested in going back. 

				I called a shy girl I knew at the reference desk. I asked her for a list of all the closed up ice houses in and around New Amsterdam. She whistled a librarian tolerated note and told me I would owe her a box of chocolate.

				I hoped my lucky shoes had enough miles left in them to get me to Dice while he could still be saved.

				***

				I made a quick detour to the New Amsterdam Public Library. I entered with a box of chocolate and left twenty minutes later with a three page list. It was normally fun to play the beard for the little Stoat at the reference desk, but today I rushed it.

				Ricky had been right, ice houses were a fast vanishing business. 

				It was the closed up ones I was interested in, checking them out took the longest because it all started to end after the First Great War. So many had burned to the ground; buildings full of ice were surprisingly flammable. Some old buildings had been lucky enough to be converted to other uses. None of them had become restaurants.

			

			
				In Hell’s Kitchen I found my “abandoned” building. The windows that weren’t bricked up were heavily boarded as if ready for a storm. The locks were new and heavy and the chains on the gates were still shiny. It used to be the Hillman Ice Trade and Delivery. Some of the letters had been touched up and others left to fade. One could easily read “MAN TRADE LIVE”; that seemed suggestive.

				The chimney puffed out smoke. Obviously, it wasn’t as unused as the “Unsafe Keep Out!” signs implied. 

				It felt like the right place, but it seemed they didn’t do a lunch service. The parking lot was empty.

				I made a quick loop around the property. The fencing was in good shape and the barb wire on top was new, very modern, and kept up. Government surplus, probably. And speaking of surplus purchases, I saw a dirty army truck, tucked between some buildings in the middle of the yard. It was a sort of inner courtyard that couldn’t be seen from anywhere outside the yard except this one angle from the spot I scouted out.

				I found a payphone and called the River-Rat to get Ralph the Todd on the line. He knew who Chris Kirby was, all right. He was an exiled Darwinist. 

				I told him that I didn’t want to make assumptions, but I heard sometimes a bad Darwinist was marked in some way to keep him from joining another group. 

				“Usually, someone is just exiled from a group and other groups are welcome to take them in.” Ralph said softly, thoughtfully, “Of course, if he did something especially egregious, then we’d just cut off his balls.”

				I liked the soft way he had said that. Almost non-noncommittally. “And had Mr. Kirby done anything to warrant such a harsh punishment?”

				“He was twelve when he was exiled. He attacked and ate defenseless Ducks. With the permission of his parents, we took him out of the gene pool. Fed him his own family jewels.”

				Harsh deeds spoken softly. I liked that in a henchman. I asked him for a few favors just as softly.

				***

				The first long, luxury car came a few minutes after sunset. There was a truck blocking the entrance. 

			

			
				There was a protocol. Limo stopped at the corner and asked the guy standing there for directions. I’m sure there was some sort of password exchange. The guy gave directions using very rough semaphore. If the gestures were correct, the truck would roll forward enough to reveal the driveway. The limo would slip in behind the truck, and the truck would roll back. Guy at the gatehouse would call in the comings and goings.

				I thought about calling in Waterbury, but this was hardly his part of town. Plus, for all I knew, this was someone’s Quinceañera. So, rather than jump to conclusions, I jumped the fence. 

				It was easy getting in. Being inside was proof that I belonged there. I found the walk-in cooler easily enough. There was meat, but it looked like just meat. And there wasn’t anything ghoulish.

				Then I found what they called the hen house. A dozen frames. Cages really, with a trough for food and trough for water. It reminded me of a dirty barn full of horses. A dozen pairs of drugged out eyes staring straight ahead as the occasional egg plinked onto a belt. 

				People…in animal cages.

				It was horrific and I braced myself for the flashback to Germany. It never came. The drug was out of my system, but I still saw red. 

				Thinking I was a customer, a pale Rabbit in overalls strolled up to me with the flare of a side show barker. He asked me if I saw anything I liked. I was shaking with fury, but he took it for nerves. I forced myself to look about the room. 

				Witnesses? None. 

				He prattled about the hen house. Not just Turtles. Something about twenty bucks a pop. Two or three eggs a day. Best to wait an hour after each egg laid, or the “hens” were too loose to be a good lay. 

				I put my hand on the .45, and then I had an inspiration. “I heard you might have some…fresh males here.”

				There was a pause of only a second, and then he happily promised that he could set me up with something. They kept them at the sweat shop across the courtyard. They had all sorts of species, young and fresh, not yet overworked. 

				The semi-automatic jumped out of my pocket, and I beat his face in with it. His huge feet pounded on my chest, and I almost lost my breath. On the tenth or twelfth strike, I felt his cheeks and eyesockets cave in. He lay twitching in the straw, one shoe on, one shoe off. I checked the Voodoo Tar. The beaker was scratched but unharmed.

			

			
				I pushed him under a very large Turtle. “Sit on him for me, will you, Honey?”

				She did so without complaint. Without even a thought. I didn’t have time to think about what I’d done. I just needed that Rabbit not to raise an alarm until I was finished here. I didn’t want to kill him, but I was willing to let him die. If he choked on his own blood beneath the weight of one of his victims, well, I wasn’t going to lose sleep over it.

				I just hoped the big dame didn’t remember any of this.

				***

				I was very vicious about making progress through the restaurant. I wasn’t having a flashback to Germany, but I was a soldier again in enemy territory. I left a dead Magpie in the larder, forgetting about their relatively fragile bones. I took out the Dodo manager and then a Dog waiter that had walked in on us as I was tying him up. The Dodo was much tougher than the Magpie had been. I tossed the office once I secured it. Everything was in code; except the menus… Kitty Cat had been right to think Kirby had been laughing at her. Every entree made from Repts.

				I slipped on a waiter’s uniform and glanced out into the dining-room. I half expected to see Kimbal in the dining-room. A nice, sweet rich guy was harder to believe than the Voodoo Tar that I had in my pocket, but I saw someone else familiar. 

				I hadn’t planned on actually entering the dining-room, but I had to be sure. I knew long before I reached his table it was the police commissioner with some floozie, not his wife. I knew this because last year his wife of thirty years had hired me to see if he was cheating. I hadn’t followed him long enough, obviously. 

				I was done being fooled with, and I was done with half measures. As important as it was to find and rescue Dice, I knew it was time to put my uncle and his rich bigoted friends in their place. I turned around before my expression gave me away.

				Back in the manager’s office, I picked up the phone and dialed Waterbury. I hadn’t wanted to get the police involved in the end game because I had known blood was going to be spilled. I wanted blood to be spilled. Now, I thought I could go forward and still keep my promise to keep my favorite Pig in the loop.

			

			
				“Waterbury,” I said as soon as he got on the horn. I told him what I’d found, but not where it was. I told him Miss Montgomery wasn’t here. He demanded the address. He said the feds weren’t here from D.C. yet. I told him it wasn’t his precinct and he said, it didn’t matter. Obviously an operation like this meant some serious local police corruption. 

				I forced a laugh, “You have no idea.”

				He threatened and blustered.

				“OK, I’ll tell you, but you’ll have to wait at least an hour before you barge in like gangbusters.”

				“Why?” He was yelling again.

				“Because, if you come any sooner, you’ll disturb the commissioner’s dinner.”

				The line hadn’t gone dead, but there was dead silence for a long moment. I wish I could have been there to see the blood drain from his little pink face. There was a choked sound as Waterbury weighed the consequences of action over inaction and found no good balance. “We aren’t talking about Gildersleeve, are we?” he choked out.

				“No,” I said, feeling bad for him, just a bit. “Not the water commish.”

				“And if I wait an hour?”

				“Another sad story of gangster turning against gangster and evidence of unspeakable crimes but no real witnesses. Just like you like them.”

				“I don’t like them one bit!” He snarled but agreed. “Your father…” He couldn’t finish his sentence. I didn’t correct him. 

				“Don’t worry, he’ll get his, and you won’t have to lift a little pink finger.”

				“Blackie,” he whispered. “Don’t kill him… I can’t—I wouldn’t protect you if you crossed that line.”

				I gave him the address and hung up. I called Landon, returning that favor. Then I dialed the payphone at the lunch counter around the corner.

				“Ralph, I believe it’s time to deliver the desserts.”

				He thanked me like I was doing him a favor and hung up.

				Everything was going too smoothly; I should not have been surprised when a burly Chameleon in a waiter’s uniform walked in. I’d spent too much time on the phone with Waterbury. He looked at his tied up coworkers, his face became a splattered rainbow, and then he fled in panic. 

			

			
				I grabbed his tail with a flying tackle and wrestled him back into the office, but my .45 failed to make an impression on his thick, crested skull. The cheater used his tail to flip himself over and bang me into the furniture a few times. 

				I’d forgotten about the Voodoo Tar until the jar smashed open in my pocket. The next thing I knew, I was forcing the rock into his snout as spots swam in front of my eyes. I wheezed painfully. The bruised ribs from the pimp Rabbit felt cracked after the big Rept. I was sure of it. 

				The Rept turned dark gray and his eyes went black as coal. I took my bloody hand away from his snout. My eyes burned gently. The glass was in pieces. I needed to do something with that rock.

				“Get up,” I ordered the Chameleon, and he did without so much as blinking. “Fix your uniform.” He did so with only a glance to see what was out of order. “Why are you working for these people?” I asked, as curious as I was furious that the one person to nearly blow the plan was a Rept.

				Now, he blinked twice. Thinking was hard. He told me, with the voice of a ghost, that they’d raised him. He owed them. I had the Chameleon at about twenty. He said he’d been a waiter for about ten years. 

				Ten Years. It was the most disgusting bit of tokenism I’d ever seen.

				The gun squirmed in my pocket. The fumes weren’t being stopped by my hand. Clutching it tightly made it worse for all I knew. The rock had been bounced around a lot in my struggles. A lot of fumes had been released already.

				I held the tar out to the waiter. “Grab a pepper mill. Empty it out and put this stone in it. Then go offer everyone pepper for their dinner. Don’t stop until it’s empty.”

				The Chameleon took the rock and turned a shade of red that matched nothing in the room. He repeated what I had said and lumbered off to follow my orders. 

				The kitchen staff ignored me as I took a knife back to the office. I guess you learn to mind your own business in a place like this. The witnesses to my conversation with Waterbury choked to death, gagging on their own blood. All it took was me imagining them saying, “I was just doing my job,” and the room seemed to be suddenly full of falling dust.

			

			
				Dust that was not dust, but ash.

				Ash from the ovens.


				A million souls screamed for blood. 

				I was going to make sure Chris Kirby heard their screams.

				I went out to hold the door open for Ralph and his crew. I took in huge gulps of fresh air. 

				The smell of ash might have been a hallucination but at least the place stopped smelling sinfully delicious to me.

				There were three gun shots, but the surrounding buildings muffled the noises. A few moments later, the truck the sentries used to cover the entrance, pulled up. I didn’t recognize the Wolf in the cab. Ricky’s cream colored Mercury Eight followed behind it, four well-bred predators climbing out of it as it stopped.

				With the exception of Ralph the Todd, these weren’t Ricky’s men. They were from the Hall of Darwinists. They were the cannibal police, and they had very stringent taboos against enslaving food, whoring food out, and—most especially—not asking food if it was willing to be on the menu. Ralph wasn’t as big as the fumes had made him out the first time, but he was still the most impressive Todd I had ever seen. 

				The tar had me this close to asking him to take off his jacket so I could see the difference. Knowing I was under the influence helped keep me from embarrassing myself.

				I told him where the hen house was. “I’ll get the men. Whatever you do, don’t go into the dining-room.”

				Ralph nodded and took his men into the building.

				I opened up the back of the truck. It had more bench seating than a paddy-wagon, and it confirmed my guess that it was used for transportation as much as the faux coal truck had been.

				I hadn’t figured out a way to take out the men watching over the slaves in the factory without hurting the victims. I moved my brass knuckles to my left apron pocket so it was easier to reach. The semi-automatic stayed close to my gun hand. 

				The door to the building was locked, but there was a mail slot about at eye level. I pounded on the door and stepped back so they could see the waiter uniform.

				 The mail slot opened and a surly voice asked, “What the hell?”

				“Raid,” I said, not knowing I was going to say it. “The feds are coming.”

			

			
				“Bullshit, we paid off everyone. They wouldn’t dare.”

				“Is Kirby in there?”

				“You know he is.”

				I stepped in really close to the mail slot and growled, “Well, you tell Kirby that his slut girlfriend found out that there were Turtles in her soupe à la tortue, and she called the papers. Now, the G-Men are on the way. We got less than an hour.”

				There was a string of cursing that turned air blue. Literally, thanks to the tar. 

				“The boss said to load up the workers in the big truck, and if there’s time, put the goods on the other truck.”

				“The protocol is to just leave ‘em or kill ‘em all.”

				“The boss thinks Kirby’s been bragging. That bitch knew about the magic rocks. It might be awhile before we can harvest again.”

				He opened the door. I was relieved that the voice had belonged to some big striped Cat and hadn’t belonged to Kirby. That would have been just my luck. “Where are we bringing them?” he asked.

				“One of Tommy 9-Pins’ places.” The guard nodded knowingly and another piece of the puzzle fell into place. “Come on, we’re burning daylight.”

				The guard didn’t argue that it was nighttime. Thanks to the tar, the sky was as blue as blue could be to me. Still, like a good soldier, he picked up the phone to check on the change in orders. The phone lines had been cut.

				It wasn’t Ricky’s first rodeo, after all.

				***

				The hen house and the factory were cleared out in surprisingly short order. We closed up the back of the truck. During the whole thing no one had spoken to Kirby and it was beginning to spook him out a bit. I gave him a jab with the brass knuckles and none of his co-workers protested when he was on his knees, vomiting on the ground. Why should they? They blamed this whole mess on him.

				I took the coal bucket from him. I’d never seen a scuttle with a lid on it, but considering what it held, I was grateful all the same. I hadn’t recognized Dice, but I could barely make out the species of the workers with all the ash falling on them like snow.

			

			
				I whistled twice and Ralph came around the truck. Dark as it was, Kirby still recognized him right off. He squealed once at the sight of the childhood friend who had witnessed his crime and disfigurement years ago. His own men grabbed him and pulled him up roughly.

				Ralph laid into him with religious fervor, using the type of spiked brass knuckles 9-Pins favored. Kirby couldn’t catch his breath to explain they were being lied to. His men threw him in the back of the Mercury Eight where some thoughtful person had already spread out a tarp. Ralph climbed into the backseat with pliers and a dark gleam in his eyes.

				I slammed the door shut, admiring the smoked glass that would keep things private. I didn’t recognize my reflection.

				The Darwinists each took out a gun and shot the Jackals in the head at close range. They had taken the time to angle the blood splatter away from the Mercury Eight. I wondered were all the Jackals had come from, but realized the fumes were playing with my eyes. Another Jackal looked back at me from the dark mirror.

				I climbed into the front passenger seat of Ricky’s car and said, “Home, James.” 

				***

				I woke up the next morning in a soft, soft bed to dim light. I was clean and naked, sandwiched between my Otter and my Bitch. Muzzles on my shoulders and hands on my heart. I was home, and I cried for it. I cried to smell their musks amid lavender, not ash.

				I woke them with my sobbing, and they stroked me. I blamed the Voodoo Tar, and they hushed me and told me that it was all right. Dice was safe. Alive. Whole. We whispered and touched each other in the dawn’s light, even though my ribs hurt. They were there; I was there. We were all home.

				We’d have all come home.

				***

				Kirby had left behind a signed confession. It was a bit blood-splattered, but the NAPD was not picky. I didn’t imagine they’d be looking too hard, but if they did find him, his lack of thumbs and teeth would not shock them. 

			

			
				Tommy 9-Pins, after all, was not a forgiving person and his obsession with carving was not unknown.

				The confession had cleared up a lot of loose ends. I was grateful Ralph had taken the time I should have, but the tar had done a number on me. I owed the hall a serious favor. 

				Still, I was able to bang out a report for my client, along with a shorter version for Waterbury. Both reports were as true as they went. I was not in the habit of incriminating myself.

				Tommy 9-Pins had felt cheated, and he took it out on the high rise partner who had brought him into it. That turned out to be little Jimmy Keenan, who had blamed his ugly thumb mutilation on a common yachting accident; grabbing a rope at the wrong time. I wouldn’t know.

				Little Jimmy had turned to Art Warner to give him some drugs to help ease the pain. Kimbal was too much the straight arrow to know that his friend Art had been into a different sort of chemistry. He not only made his own dope, but he had made a very special Spanish fly based on a formula he had found in an old filing cabinet. 

				Neither of them had the free cash to refund the gangster’s money. Art gave a bucket of the tar to Kirby as a peace offering to 9-Pins. Kirby quickly learned he was immune to the stuff and that Repts were very vulnerable to it. He kept the Voodoo Tar to himself. 

				Waterbury lost my report, but he somehow managed to confirm most of this without me. Keenan and Warner were shocked, just shocked, by the accusations. Yet, Keenan’s injuries were not consistent with his story and Warner was stupid enough to keep a diary of Spanish fly experiments.

				It was Kirby’s idea to target the one lone hold-out to their high rise deal. It was, as Kimbal had maintained, a frame-up that Kirby sold to 9-Pins. Plus, Kirby had seen and wanted the pregnant girl. I doubted this part was true, but it would make Waterbury happy.

				I felt stupid for not realizing that Kirby hadn’t needed to move all that coal a second time. He’d known this would be an empty building shortly. A stockpile of coal would undo all the stage dressing for the scam. The coal went to Hell’s Kitchen instead, of course, where the expensive stuff stood out against the old war era coal.

				He stopped at Dice’s building and poured his two pounds of Voodoo Tar down the chute. Dice was zombified before the rocks stopped bouncing on the floor. He’d spent the day standing still waiting for someone to tell him what to do. Thankfully, that was the last thing he remembered before waking up in a hospice.

			

			
				When Kirby found him the next day, Dice was just grateful to do anything the Cat wanted him to do. They gathered the Voodoo Tar rocks off the floor, and Dice brought everyone an extra bucket of coal. One by one, apartment by apartment, Dice helped zombify his friends. They threw away anything that might identify them. Photo albums were burned, except for Dice’s because Kirby had cleaned it himself and would never have thought to look under the bed. 

				They all helped carry in bodies that the factory couldn’t cook because of freezer burn or were considered tough meat.

				There was just enough to prosecute Tommy 9-Pins. The feds also felt free to harass the rich bastards on war crimes and other federal charges I hadn’t even imagined. Meeks hadn’t been kidding about the seriousness of having Voodoo Tar.

				The whole high-rise deal fell apart, of course. 

				The local police had their own problems. 

				Eddie Landon of the N.A. Times and his photographer friend had conveniently broken down in front of the ice house. Because it was such a bad neighborhood, they brought their equipment with them rather than leave it in the car. Cameras and a reel-to-reel recorder were not cheap. They discovered a bloody orgy inside the place and, behind the place, four dead bodies. In the kitchen, they found tied up cooks and a dozen “people eggs.” That wonderful turn of phrase got him radio interviews. The story was making him famous.

				“Coincidence was a wonderful thing,” he said from coast to coast. “We were grateful to have a chance to bring this horror into the light of day so that it might be stopped.”

				They rescued the police commish from his date, but not before getting a great picture of her trying to eat the old man alive. Landon got his version of the night’s terrors on tape, but it was hardly fit to print. Still, it confirmed that he knew what he’d been eating for the last fifteen years. ‘em animals weren’t good for anything else.” He also outed himself as a German Sympathizer by saying that the Mad Man “hadn’t gone far enough.” 

				That, if nothing else, meant the end of his career.

				I had some mild satisfaction that his wife finally got her money’s worth out of me. He’d ruined my life and Ricky’s life, but that was long ago and another story.

			

			
				That night, there was a small riot in Harlem, and while nobody saw anything, the construction site burned to the ground. 

				By the time they carted off the debris, no one noticed the square of fresher cement where the tar had been buried.

				Waterbury refused to take my calls for the next week, but he did send men to take statements from the victims when the Darwinist’s Hospice called in to say they’d found about thirty Reptiles wandering the streets. Not that most of them could remember anything, except what Todd had told them to.

				I realized that Waterbury wasn’t lazy. He was capable of great efforts in the cause of justice. He just believed that some people deserved justice more than others. 

				Still, he never did send anyone to question me.

				The hospice performed their services in reverse, bringing the victims back to life. Dice had a little trouble coming all the way home. I tried not to worry. Slow and steady my Turtle was. Slow and steady, he’d beat this. 

				In two days, most of the other victims were ready to go home to Harlem. Kimbal hugged and kissed every one of them. He tried to be cheerful but mostly cried copiously for them. Repts don’t shed a lot of tears. They were grateful to let this wonderful man do it for them. 

				Mrs. Green from 1A wasn’t coming back. Running-Horse confirmed her head had been found.

				We brought back more families from Hell’s Kitchen than we had lost. Some Repts had been enslaved for years. Kimbal let these “new” Repts stay in 1A and 4B until they could get home.

				Dice, of course, moved into my place so I could keep an eye on him. Kimbal moved into Dice’s apartment to be closer to his friends who needed him. Sadly, he couldn’t stay there long. Some of the women remembered the pimp Rabbit from the hen house in nightmares and couldn’t convince themselves that Kimbal wasn’t the same Rabbit. Nice as he was, I’m sure the excitement of slumming would have worn off eventually, anyway.

			

			
				***

				I had another interview with Equine Standard just before Yuletides. I let Dice shine my shoes for luck, although it hurt to see the obeisant look in his eyes. Slow and steady, he was coming back. He no longer cried himself to sleep when I spent the night with Ricky or Blanche. 

				I was surprised to see the white Rabbit sitting in for the interview. He let the equally white Stoat, Mr. Garrison from personnel, run the interview. Kimbal nodded a few times as I kept glancing at him and when Garrison asked if I had any questions for him. I turned my black muzzle pointedly to Kimbal.

				The Rabbit smiled, asking if Mr. Black and he could have a few moments alone. Mr. Garrison left his office with a smile, as if he looked forward to leaving his office at 10 a.m. every day to wander the halls aimlessly.

				“I noticed in your reports that you don’t mention Sharon, except to confirm that it was not her in the picture with Kirby.”

				“That’s true.”

				“You know where she is.” 

				“I do. She asked me not to tell anyone. She woke up to Dice bringing her coal. She got sick and she wandered away. When she wandered back, half frozen, she discovered the police swarming all over the building. She didn’t want to be a suspect to whatever happened. She didn’t want to have her baby in jail, so she ran to some friends. Neighbors took her in.”

				“Where is she now? Is she safe?” 

				“She went home, Mr. Kimbal. To bury her husband.”

				The rabbit blinked, “I’m sorry, what?”

				“It was a very confusing time at the morgue. As you know, the coroner had to revise a lot of death certificates that week. Mistakes were made. To keep things out of the paper, he was willing to revise one more.”

				Kimbal’s eyes were almost comically wide at this point. “And he just gave her a body to take back to Kansas?”

				I said nothing. I wasn’t in the habit of unnecessarily incriminating myself, but I was tempted to tell him where Kirby’s thumbs were. The snow would melt soon enough and 9-Pins would be back in the news again.

			

			
				Kimbal seemed to fret for a moment or two.

				“Was any insurance fraud committed?” he asked after a long silence.

				“No, sir. I do have my standards, after all.” 

				His mouth twitched and then an ear. I think he was trying not to smile.

				“You were very generous with your retainer,” I said. I thought you’d want her to have some of it.”

				He nodded. 

				We talked a little about Dice. This had changed him. He no longer seemed like part of the world. I hoped spring would bring him all the way back.

				Mr. Garrison poked his head back in. With a nod from Kimbal, he sat back down and offered me twenty-eight thousand a year with a commission of one percent for all the monies I recovered. I’d have enough latitude to take on cases outside of the firm’s purview and an office I would not have to pay rent on. It was a dream job with a steady paycheck, and I could still play Robin Hood almost whenever I wanted. 

				I asked for a day to review the contract.

				It had a morality clause, a leash that would surely wear the fur from my neck. 

				I was Dog and Wolf. I was going to flip a coin, but then I remembered that there was an Otter and a Dog to talk it over with. Plus, there was a damaged Turtle and a crazy Cockatiel that were also, somehow, family to consider.

				If the morality clause wasn’t big enough to cover everyone I loved, then it wasn’t my kind of morality.

			

		

	
		
			
				Afterword

				Afterword

				“That’s all for tonight, kid.” 

				A dark black paw shuts the last file and drags it back to its stack of friends. The paw’s companion slides out of a trench coat pocket to reveal a scuffed, silver snub-nosed revolver, the barrel pointed dangerously at tonight’s visitor. Two grey eyes stare you down as the sable’s head nods at the door.

				“Easy now, don’t try anything fishy. They stay here with me.”

				He stands there, a stoic stone golem, obsidian paw resting on the pile of folders. 

				“There’s more where those came from, but you’ll have to talk to the mauve one. For now, you be on your way and have a good night. Stay on the right side of the tracks and maybe glance behind you once in a while.”

				The revolver does the nodding now, motioning towards the door. Whether you’ve had your fill or not doesn’t really matter now as leaving sounds like a pleasant option. Stepping backwards with eyes focused on the firearm, you exit the room and shut the door quietly. 

				Yet, instead of the metal clashing of a filing cabinet, the clatter of a phone removed from its receiver is heard. Ducking under the frosted glass and pressing an ear to the door, a mumbled telephone conversation is just audible.

				“Mr. Tigrox? That’s right, sir. Yes, stopped by just like you said. They seemed to fit the bill pretty well, but time will tell.”

				


				Till next time.
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