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Author’s Note from Yours Truly, Amanda Feral



 

You’re holding what is widely known to be
a “novella.” Those extra two letters on the word aren’t tacked on because I’ve
eaten too many Spanish sailors or to make it look pretty when written in
cursive. They simply mean this story is shorter than a regular book (but not by
much). Please don’t be the dumb-ass that comments that it was way too long for
a short story or far too short for a novel.


I don’t want to have to cut you…but I
will. Sometimes it’s just what the doctor ordered—yes, in this scenario,
I’m also the doctor. I might even have a scalpel.


Beach Blanket Bloodbath is the first in a
trilogy of insane adventures that all happen over the course of a single road
trip. Don’t say it. I know I could have titled it Road Trip of the Living Dead
Part Two (after the second novel in the series). You want to know why I didn’t?
Because I’m not some burned out Hollywood studio executive who jerks off over
his brilliant idea to remake some shit show that wasn’t any good the first time
around. 


I have scruples—three at last
count. Don’t worry, none of them involve me being less vulgar or bitchy or whatever
(I reserve the right to be morally flexible, you should know that).


Also notice a lack of numbered footnotes—but
thankfully plenty of meandering asides—frankly, they are a pain to read
in eBook format and even more difficult to listen to an audio book voice actor
stumble through, so I’ve incorporated the snarky self-referential shit within
the narrative…as it should be. Each book will have an appendix of extras, so
make sure to check those out—I don’t collect that crap for my own
enjoyment. Or yours really. Who knows why I amass it?


I might have suffered brain damage in the
fall. Don’t tell anyone.


Finally, despite my allergy to general
niceties, I’d be remiss if I didn’t mention how pleased I am that you found
your way back to my continuing story. I sincerely hope you’ll bust a
nut—that could be the wrong phrase—laughing at our horribly
insensitive antics while simultaneously disavowing your shame spiral.



 

Cheers!


Amanda
Feral








 


 


 


 


Prologue



 


 

When
I was young, five or six, I became keenly aware—with the clarity of a
martyr being burned alive—that my mother, Ethel Ellen Frazier, was an
absolute asshole. She didn’t have any of the regular excuses that other parents
did for being tragically awful—she wasn’t an adult child of an alcoholic
or untreated childhood abuse or extended unemployment—she was just plain
evil. 


And still is, but that’s not my point.


Upon enrolling me in a kindergarten of
her choosing, Ethel paraded me through the class and extolled, “I apologize in
advance for Amanda. She’s a horrible child, generally unlikable and ultimately
untrustworthy. If I could, I’d lock her in the basement away from normal,
polite society. Some people take issue with that kind of thing, so I’m not at
liberty to do it. But, mark my word, if you’re thinking this pretty girl would
make a good friend, you’re wrong and you’ll be sorry.” She patted me on my head
and strolled out while the teacher and her assistant tried to pick their lower
jaws up off the floor. I burst into tears. I sobbed inconsolably.


It was pathetic and didn’t do a damn
thing to change my classmates’ opinions of me. Or my opinion of myself.


I’m not a great friend. Ethel was right.


Now, that I’m less young and definitely
less living I’m aware of another thing. Just when I think I’ve gotten a firm
grasp on the intricacies of friendship something inevitably comes along to fuck
it all up. 


It seems I’m unreliable—both as a
friend and a narrator (so if you’re looking for universal truths, quit rubbing
one out and go read the Bible, the Bhagavad-Gita, the Koran or any of the many pothead
philosophers who bandy about lists of quotables).


Come for the lies, stay for, well,
whatever it is you stay for.


All the trouble started the day the
letter came.


We met at Ricardo Amandine’s latest bar offering
to the zombie set, GUTS—three floors of winding, mazelike passages, fleshy
pink walls decorated in veins of plastic tubing throbbing with thousands of
gallons of theatrical blood, and the occasional diverticular pit festooned with
glittering grains and bedazzled kernels. The lower intestinal theme was not
lost on me. Sure it’s a bit over-the-top and meta—zombies traveling like
meat through a giant tulle colon just to get a martini—but the drinks, as
always, were strong enough to strip paint…and the years of calluses built up in
our livers. 


Every zombie in Seattle seemed to be
crammed into the place like a bowel impaction. The beats were decidedly ironic
(see playlist in the appendix—the one in the back of the book, not in the
glass bowl on the buffet), the dress-code, homeless chic and the owner was
watching over it all from his private office loft above the bar. I gave Ricardo
a quick wave and resumed my search for everyone’s favorite blond carnivore.


Wendy glowered steadily my way from a
booth in the shadows of an infected anal polyp. I snatched a pair of martinis
floating by on a waiter’s tray and ignoring his complaints sashayed over to
join my bestie in ill humor.


“What’s new, bitch?” I slipped the glass
her way and it was instantly drained.


“This.” Wendy dug in her purse and slid
an envelope onto the table.


There were three clues indicating
something terrible lurking inside Wendy’s correspondence: 


1.     Her name, printed in strikethrough
staring out of the envelope’s glassine window, speaks to, at the very least, a
disregard for her personage.


2.     The lack of a stamp probably means the
sender is still waiting in the bushes.


3.      The skull and crossbones seal, stamped in dried blood, probably
doesn’t mean she’s won the Publisher’s Clearing House Sweepstakes. 


As is befitting the walking nightmares
that are the Greater Seattle Area Reapers, gloom and doom extended beyond their
hideously adorable faces to their billing notices—in keeping with the
cruel joke of the world, the most foul of supernatural beings were also the
cutest, except for the rows of needle thin teeth and the attitude. For the
newbies among you, these reapers, though grim as all fuck, aren’t in a position
to nick off a newly dead soul, they’re more about keeping secrets…at any cost.


“There’s probably a puff of supernatural
ricin inside.” Wendy tore it open, smoothing the folds of the papers flat
against the table. As she scanned the contents her frown turned into something
much more concerning.


She was glaring at me, her jaw cracking
as she ground her teeth.


“Those bitches!” I tapped the invoice
with one fuck-me-red nail, drawing her attention back to the matter at hand.
“How dare they try to charge that much? I mean your procedure was pretty gross,
but—”


“You know exactly what this is about.”
Wendy’s voice was uncharacteristically deadpan as she cut me off, her eyes
narrowed to slits. 


“I vaguely remember.” Stabbing a
cigarette in my mouth and lighting it, I pointed it in her general direction,
casting her sour face in a hot cherry glow. “This, right here, is not a good
look.”


Let’s say, for the sake of
argument—I’m always up for a pissing match—that I didn’t know what
the hell Wendy was talking about. Any “normal” business would simply let the
heinous total due stand as self-explanatory. Not so the reapers. The comment
section at the bottom of the bill left no margin for error on that front. 



 

Surcharge
for slander perpetrated by your “associate”: 200% of gross due.



 

“Slander?” I shouted. “When did those
bitches get so sensitive?”


“People get pissed when you go on TV and implicate
them in a black market menstrual blood juice pack business.”


“Whatever.”


“Also, you called Hillary a
period-slurping chicken hawk. So she’s super happy about that.”


“That’s different.” 


“How so?”


“It was for entertainment value!” And for
my own personal enrichment. Hillary bore the 1-800 number of the beast. The
leader of the razor toothed girl scouts of evil, Hillary for sure had it out
for me. I wasn’t about to lay down while she stomped me like a house mouse.
“Plus,” I continued, shouting this time. “Those little bitches are totally
tampon wringers. They probably have an assembly line. Row upon row of
fresh-faced little pageant princesses squeezing used jelly rolls into vials to
sell in their gift shop. You know better than anyone that some vampires have
their quirky tastes for that shit. And who knows? Maybe I’m clairvoyant, or
something. Like your telephone psychic?”


“Oh yeah. That’s you. Because you’re all
about thinking out here.” Wendy waved jazz hands in the air around us like a
carnival barker. “And not completely self-absorbed.”


“There’s no need for personal affronts,
Wendy. Besides, I’m on a roll. I wouldn’t put it past the reapers to have a menses
farm, like those hair farms in India.”


“What the fuck? Do you ever stop?”


“Rarely. Listen. They pay those girls
like a nickel an inch for their hair. What if the reapers have a whole town of
women who they just pay to bleed?”


“You’re demented. I mean more than
usual.”


“Anyways, back to your expense issue.”


“Our expense issue.”


I shook my head, ignoring her comment. “If
I were the one with flies fleeing a raised welt on my stomach, I’d be happy to get
that shit cured at ten times the price. And, you didn’t have to have your
thighs done either so you can’t blame me for that.”


“I blame you for this.” She tapped the
figure after the subtotal.


“Seventy-eight thousand dollars? That’s
insane. Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t pay that. And if I could, I’d be getting
another Birkin Bag. You know my current situation.”


After the dust settled from the lawsuits
following the demise of Johnny Birch and the subsequent TV show’s ratings nose
dive, I was left with no choice but to expose the whole goddamn supernatural underground
to the world through—what else—a gigantic zombie celebrity
tell-all.


Stupid, I know. Becoming a writer is like
making a conscious decision to be poor. There are so many hidden costs; marketing,
conference attendance, feeding the ghostwriter you keep locked in a steamer
trunk—and why does he eat so much? It’s really excessive.


“You know what this means?” Wendy had the
deadeye stare of a sniper.


I shook my head. “Bake sale?”


 “No,” she said, leaning forward and dimpling my lips closed
with her index finger. “It means you’re my bitch.” She raised her eyebrow
viciously.


“Oh no.”


“Oh yes.”


Whoever said, "Death acquits us of
all obligation" clearly never met Wendy Carmichael. I've held multiple
jobs since breathing in an enormous cloud of toxic living death and ending up
zombie—marketing executive, TV producer and now…writer—but I've
never been so beholden to responsibility as when my best friend Wendy demands
that I be. Each of my protests was cut down by a machete-quick reminder of some
madcap scheme I forced Wendy to take part in. 


"Remember that time you made me
pretend to be a hooker so you could lure those boys into a motel room and eat
them, Amanda?”


“Unfair!” I cried. “I didn’t see you going
hungry that night.”


“You made me clean up!” She shouted and slid
a mysterious package across the table, bundled in brown paper and twine as
though its contents were used primarily by embarrassed suburbanites to “bring
the spark back to the marriage”—which of course is code for any device
that vibrates and/or can be inserted in someone’s pooper.


After a struggle with the wrapping so
monumental I was certain a sadist had been employed, I opened the package to
reveal three jars, each full of a toxic white cream and meant for delivery to a
highly confidential locale—one I couldn’t possibly mention here lest I end
up with my head on a car hood—and not bent over and resting on it either
while someone pounds me, you perv. I mean separate from my body. 


Chopped the fuck off. 


These folks are serious about their skin
cream.


You see, occasionally, when two or more
vampires love each other very much—and by “love,” I mean “tolerate,” and
by “very much,” I mean “not as much as their drugs”—it’s customary for
them to gather in a sleazy apartment, strip naked and grind up against a human
liberally slathered in a white paste called cloud for a little while (read:
several slack-jawed hours). It’s all perfectly consensual, of
course—especially since the living crack pipe pockets a few thousand
dollars on a good night. The vamp doesn’t make out too bad either, unless you
consider being left curled on your side, sexual parts twitching, drooling in a
puddle of your own urine “bad.”


I mean, I do. It’s gross.


But to each his own. I understand you,
the reader, might be into that kind of thing, because you’re a pervert. Who am
I to judge? You go on now. You live your pervy life.


(End pep talk)


At first, I shot for a pretty outlandish
excuse not to. "You're selling out your own!" I claimed.


"If only, Amanda.” Wendy slapped her
palms together in prayer and looked skyward—that she didn’t explode into
flame was an actual miracle. “If I could sell-out
on a regular basis, then I'd be able to afford that house in Madrona. You know
how I love a gigantic Americanized Tudor. As it is, I can barely afford the
penthouse and the Ferrari. I’m
practically on fucking food stamps."


It was true. There was nothing Wendy
liked more than a gutted out and modernized historical landmark. But that was
beside the point.


"That's not what I'm talking about
and you know it. Cloud is leached from us, from our kind. It's made from the breath,
regardless of how stinky it is." 


Normally, our “breath” is a killer for
vamps if inhaled, but apparently when harvested from one of the few of us zombies
who can expectorate the toxin into the air, the made, rather than through bites
like the ones we call mistakes, its properties become euphoria-inducing and
highly addictive.


"Jee-zus. Don't act so high and
mighty,” she said. “It's not like you're of the highest moral fiber and
everyone knows it. Hell, they know about all of us, now!"


Wendy never missed a chance to point out the
critical reviews of my first memoir, Happy
Hour of the Damned,
a thinly veiled—it couldn't have been more transparent if it were made of
Saran Wrap—exposé of the seedy underbelly of supernatural Seattle. As I
knew they would, the living disregarded it as mere paranormal fiction—the
few that read it, that is—but amongst the dead, it caused quite a stir,
at least when it came to me, Wendy and Gil, our predominately gay
friend—we’d heard stories of him straying to the vadge, but passed them
off as urban legend—who we keep around to tell us how fucking amazing we
look, also because he’s hilarious and despite being a bloodsucking fiend at
least fifty percent more in touch with his humanity, which helps to ground a
couple of undead glamour killers like us.


Since the first book came out, there'd
been some retaliation from those mentioned in an unfavorable light.
Particularly those little pre-teen bitches, the reapers. What's worse? We'd
seen a major slump in red carpet event invites and virtually no drink tickets.


And for that, I was deeply sorry.


So, I agreed to peddle vamp drugs.


Now, before you go judging, understand
that all writers who don't have day jobs are forced into a life of crime. It's
a simple fact. If you've never seen your favorite author on the bestseller
lists and yet they keep magically putting out books, you can bet they're
earning some extra cash via some scheme or another. I'm not saying they're all
assassins-for-hire, but some are. So don't be surprised when they become
embroiled in a political sex-ring shakedown or some perfectly reasonable human
trafficking. 


It's simply what we’ve been reduced to.



 

***



 

The
living trudged past, lagged by the heat wave. Their scent lingered on the
fevered striations of air rising from the concrete—this one: succulent,
juicy, with just a hint of sea salt; that one: meaty, organic with a faint
bouquet of garlic; the next: McGriddle, totally McGriddle. 


In early August, Seattle sweats. People’s
bodies are so used to the mild climate that during the single week of summer,
they can’t acclimate…unless that includes whining incessantly.


Fucking summer.


Even my glass was sweaty. I trailed a
fingertip over its surface, dabbing the chilly water against the back of one
ear then the other, even as I glowered disgustedly across the table at my best
friend Wendy who had the nerve to appear cucumber-cool and breezy in her sundress
and Chanel sunglasses. Bitch. She could at least have the decency to fan
herself.


It’s not that heat makes zombies
sweat—we don’t do that, we can’t. It makes us stink, rot faster than we
can afford to keep up with. I simply cannot abide. 


So, I combat that shit at all costs.


Inside my atomizer: rubbing alcohol spiked
with Issey Miyake eau du parfum (and not cologne because concentration of fragrance
is key). The concoction is a tad more floral and sweet than I’d normally wear,
but “graveyard fresh” is not easy to mask. 


I gave myself a thorough misting and
pounced on Wendy. "We couldn't possibly meet your contact inside where
it's air conditioned?" 


I glanced around the abandoned sidewalk
tables at Gloat Bar and then at the crowded human revelers inside, clinking
glasses, rubbing their arms from the artificial and life preserving chill. Some
were even putting on sweaters.


Bitches.


Wendy tossed her golden mane over her
shoulder and glared. "Listen, mule. This is my plan and we'll follow it. I
don't need your random commentary."


"Do you mean the animal? Because
being a mule is like an employee. You know that's a job, right? Mule. Not a
name. I'm still Amanda." I tried to sound as condescending as possible,
but it might have been lost in translation.


Abuelita glanced up from her piping hot
cup of coffee and sneered, a gesture made all the more frightening by the
addition of chola brows so gigantic she could have used a dinner plate as a
template. The woman had changed a lot since the day Wendy and I had walked in
on her clandestine home-brewed cloud business. She’d become obsessed with
“security” and nineties gang culture, even going so far as to wear plaid shirts
buttoned only at the neck and spread wide across a plain white tee-shirt for
easier gat access. 


I thought I heard her mumble, "More
accurate to call her ass." 


"What did you say?"


The woman shrugged, took another sip and cinched
up her lips cruelly, daring me to say more.


Because I’m the bigger person, by at
least a foot, I only sighed and shook my empty glass in the direction of our
completely vacant waiter, who glanced straight over my head as though he were blind
and had forgotten to hide behind sunglasses. “Hey, crazy eyes!” I shouted,
waving. “Fill ‘er up!”


He blanched and hurried off toward the
bar, weaving through a boring crop of mid-level Gen-Xers doing their best to
delineate Grey Goose from Belvedere—hint: they’re both vodka, they’re
flavorless, as far as I’m concerned.


Now whiskey, that’s another story.


After a few more spritzes from my
atomizer I was ready to settle in and put all my focus into judging Wendy and
Abuelita’s business dealings. And dealing
was the appropriate word.


The fact that my best friend, Wendy,
along with her previously enslaved Panamanian bead-stringer, Abuelita, had
turned a cottage industry into the biggest organized Cloud Cuddle Conglomerate
(CCC) in the country, should have made me sick—as do many things: Couture
knock-offs, white limousines and people who eat too much salt, creating the
ultimate in bait and switch, a succulent looking meal that is predominantly
water-bloat—seriously, stop it with the sodium, people—but, as it
turns out, not nearly as sick as you’d think.


“We have to sit out here,” Wendy said. “My
distributor needs to stay mobile…in case he’s being followed.”


“Followed by who, Scarface? The feds? The
authorities don’t know anything about cloud. Last time I checked they don’t
track the comings and goings of drugs taken by fictional characters, who happen
to be dead.”


Wendy drew her finger around the rim of
her manhattan as she leaned across the table, suddenly sinister—like the
pasta salad, only twice as manufactured. “I’m not the only cloud dealer,
Amanda. There are others out there. Others who want my turf. Want to cut off my
supply. I can’t let that happen. Vampires need to cuddle and get high or
they’ll get testy.”


I had to concede. 


Even Gil, given a few days without his
beloved Vance scruffing his neck like a momma cat, would go on a mini-rampage,
draining street kids dry and not cleaning up after himself, which made it all
the more worrisome. Back when he still had Vance, that is.


“Of course,” I said. “I’m sorry. This is
your business. I’m just along for the ride.”


“Cada vez, Missus,” Abuelita said, under
her breath. “Every time.”


In lieu of merely gawping in her
direction, I tossed my freshened drink into my throat and shook the single cube
at the waiter who should have known better than to return to roaming the
interior tables. He gave me a quick nod and disappeared. Training, it has its
benefits. Threats are good, too.


A rustling rose up in the distance, soft
at first, a rolling grumble like a crowd making for the exit of a stadium. I was
grateful for the distraction, if for no other reason than to take my mind off the
the reaper bill and my dwindling bank account, oh, and my empty cocktail glass.


“There he is.” Wendy raised her hand
toward a hipster with seventies pork chop sideburns and the tight striped pants
of an Osmond brother. 


“His name is Grits.” Wendy gave me the
kind of wink that seals a secret (in a sitcom). “It’s a code name.”


“I hope so.” I said, absently watching
the creature peddling. “Code for what? Does he taste good with shrimp?”


“Doesn’t matter,” she waved off my
questions. 


Grits rode a bike with a basket in the
front, a brown paper-wrapped package barely fitting inside of it. When he saw
Wendy, he lit up, waved frantically, clearly smitten—if the bell he rang
on the handlebar was some sort of extension of his interest. He kept jangling
the damn thing all the way across the road.


Despite the total shit show rolling
toward us, I couldn’t help but pay attention to the growing waller behind me.
Voices. Moaning. Not the excited murmur of chatter, but a familiar teeth
grating not often heard in human social climbers.


But when I turned around I didn’t see
anything.


Grits bucked the front tire of the bike
up onto the sidewalk and deftly weaved between pedestrians, breezing past ratty
homeless men and chatty shoppers rather than simply knocking them down, as some
of us at the table might have done.


Yeah. I’m talking about me, but I won’t
be judged. I’m just not very good at not knocking humans down, bike or no.
Though, frankly, I wouldn’t be caught dead on one of those contraptions, unless
it was a Huffy with a big banana seat—I’m fucking with you, if I see any
of you riding that retro-shit, God help you…and I hope you’re not on one of
those low-capsicum diets; I’m so tired of bland food.


So. Tired.


“Grits!” Wendy yelled.


I imagined it wasn’t the first time she’d
uttered those words with the same amount of enthusiasm, probably not with so
much exposed cleavage, but who knows? If you’re into grits, you’re into grits.
Live and let live. Hell, splash around in that shit for all I care. Cooked, of
course. The alternative is far too gritty for soft lady business.


Wendy waved him over as though it was
possible he’d miss the only dead people sitting outside, sweltering in the
August heat with empty bourbon glasses.


“Waiter!”


Gathering up her most pleasant demeanor,
Wendy rose to wrap her spidery arms around Grits.


The man grinned sheepishly—just shy
of braying under his massive overbite. I couldn’t take my eyes off it, even as
he wrapped them behind pale lips. Dentistry exists, people. Take advantage of
that shit and don’t tell me you have a phobia. I’ll give you something to be
phobic about. 


Oddly enough, both involve teeth.


Wendy and I are not exactly human—we
were…once. But like Hollywood producers or those fuckers that sell ice cream
out of dirty vans we lost our ability to empathize with the rest of the human
race—we’re dead and thus hungry for the flesh of the living. 


So…there’s that.


We are, as has been repeatedly alluded
to, zombies. But not the shambling dumb-as-sticks variety, we’ve got this shit
under control. And when we chow down, we’re not leaving any stragglers to start
some ridiculous outbreak. 


We were classy like that. 


Also different. But we’ll get to that
after Wendy finishes slobbing on this motherfucker’s knob. Metaphorically, of
course.


“Is that the stuff?” Wendy nodded toward
the basket.


Grits rolled his eyes and grinned. “Um
yeah.”


“Sample me.”


I’m not gonna lie, grimy drug deals are
kind of exciting. You expect the participants to exude a rough street-like
demeanor, so you’ll understand my disappointment when instead of producing a switchblade
or a butterfly knife, Grits flashed a pearly white overbite—not a gold
one in the set—and pulled out a regular paring knife of the variety used
to slice granny smith apples into delicious bite-sized chunks for a county fair
pie. He jabbed the brown wrapper delicately and extracted a small Ball jar of
white cream. Twisting open the lid he held the glass container toward Wendy, who
snatched it from his hands, snapped her fingers and looked skyward.


Seconds later, a mirror was cantilevered
out of an open window on the second floor directly above them featuring the bearded
face and bare shoulders of another of Wendy’s accomplices, one I hadn’t
met—and behind him, deeper in the shadows, a vampire in sunglasses and a
red robe. A basket was lowered, dangling precariously from a bent piece of coat
hanger standing in as a hook. Wendy steadied the basket and set the jar inside
it, all the while smiling coyly at Grits. 


The jar was whisked away. Wendy set her
phone to a stopwatch app and flicked the start button. The numbers ticked away
as the product was being run through a little quality assurance upstairs. I
tried to avert my eyes as the man rubbed a thick palm-full through his wild
chest hair, but he seemed to be watching me as he did it, licking his lips. 


Disgusting.


“This’ll just be a few moments, Grits,”
Wendy said, fixing a lock of hair behind her ear, coquettishly. “Would you like
a drink? Something to help cool you down? A long island ice tea perhaps?”


The man whipped a checkered handkerchief
out of his back pocket and dabbed his forehead and the damp tips of his
handlebar mustache. “No ma’am.” His words stretched out in a country bumpkin
kind of way, lilting and sing-songy. “It’s mighty hot though. How do you manage
to look so spring fresh, Ms. Wendy?”


Wendy giggled, nauseatingly. “You’re so
sweet, Grits.”


“Not as sweet as you.”


I was rapidly approaching regurgitation
when, from above us, a whole new set of moans joined the ones in the distance.
It took everything I had not to look.


“Oh yes!” the vampire cried. “Yes! Hug me
tighter! Tighter! ”


Grits blushed, clearly human. Wendy
smiled and shrugged off the obvious sounds of a male vampire in the throws of a
cloud cuddle. 


“Climb on my back and grind! That’s it!
Get me all creamy.”


I cringed, glancing up in horror at the
scene of the hairy man riding on the now nude vampire’s back like a
mayonnaise-covered child at a county fair, and shouted, “Shut the window,
boys!”


I turned to Wendy. “Are you going to be
free for a few days after this deal?”


Wendy lit a smoke and stared back at me
blinking.


“Like to go with me to the coast for that
book thing we talked about.”


She shrugged. “I dunno, sounds like a
huge waste of my time.”


“I'm going to pretend you're on a
gigantic ego trip and are still my friend and ask you again. Can you go?”


Wendy smiled, a bitter rictus that was
sticking more and more. She really was going to have to check into the Reaper
Clinic and get some touch ups soon. She reached across and placed her
cigarette-spiked hand atop mine. “Honey, I'd love to go, but with all this new
product, I'm going to have to pull some all-nighters as it is. You go on ahead.
Abuelita and I will be fine without you.”


I sneered at the other woman, who grinned
broad as a jack-o-lantern. 


“Is okay, Missus,” Abuelita said. “You'll
have a good time with all your fans.”


That was all it took to start a cascade
of giggles, first from the aging chola, then Wendy and then even the cuddler on
the second floor seemed to be in on the joke.


Dirty bitches.


I knocked back a slug of the bourbon and
scowled.


The vamp’s moans of pleasure were
certainly fantastic advertisement for the product, but were becoming so loud; I
could barely hear a screaming woman scrambling backward into the intersection,
two men sluggishly wandering toward her.


“What’s this?” I muttered and craned my
neck for a better look around Grits and his bike.


The woman clamped a hand to her throat,
where a crimson stain gushed down her whiter than white business blouse. The
color was mimicked on the men’s faces and it quickly became clear where the
moaning had come from. They were still far enough away that it wouldn’t
interrupt their business, but nonetheless, there they were. A group of
mistakes—what we call the regular dumb-ass feeders you think of as
zombies—stumbled out into the intersection after the woman.


This was the kind of thing that would
probably be noticed. Once the reapers came in to clean up after the mess,
everyone’s afternoon would be ruined. Plus, the little bitches never left their
lair without a list of those that owed them money.


“It’s so slick-k-k.” The vampire stuttered
and groaned upstairs. “Slick-k-k-k.” Followed shortly thereafter by a thud as
the bloodsucking junkie hit the floor.


Wendy listened, tapped the stopwatch app
and nodded, pleased. “That’ll do, Grits. Zero to brain-dead in thirty-six
seconds. Very nice. You can tell your chemists I’m super happy with the
increase in potency.”


Wendy’s crew of professional cuddlers had
lobbied for just such an enhancement. The quicker a vamp went slack, the sooner
the cuddler could wipe up and get paid and move on to the next client or group.
She nodded to me and I rolled my eyes, reaching beneath the table for my
bag—a Birkin, this time, black ostrich—and before you go on about
how I can’t possibly afford that on a writer’s pay, I traded a pair of Ukrainian
twins for it. The manager at Hermes happens to be family (in that colloquial
sense that he’s totally dead, not like Ethel Ellen Frazier pushed him out of
her twat).


More of the undead mistakes crowded into
the intersection, stopping traffic, spreading bloody handprints down the sides
of white cars, scraping their teeth against windshields.


“It’s an outbreak,” I said, standing.


Abuelita pulled her gun and held it out
sideways—clearly something she’d seen in a movie involving drive-bys and
guys in handkerchief headbands drinking beer on porch couches. 


Wendy threw up her hands disgustedly. “Really?”
she screamed. “I’m trying to do business here people!”


Moments later the street was flooded.
Strangely costumed undead scrabbled toward them, their blood-caked clothing
scratching against the cars parked on the street, then the sides of nearby buildings
and finally along the rail that separated the patio area at Gloat from the
sidewalk.


Grits crammed the envelope full of cash
into the basket on his bike and backed away in the opposite direction. Wendy
was smart enough to reign in her attack dog, shoveling Abuelita’s gun arm down
and pushing her inside the restaurant. Neither of us would have any dealings
with a crowd of stupid mistakes, unless they got too close and fucked up my
outfit, or God forbid my Birkin—insert a choir of angels here—and then,
well, there’d be hell to pay and a shit ton of dismemberment. If anything would
draw them over the rail, it’d be Abuelita, despite her sour demeanor; the woman
stuffed herself with more spices than a Moroccan Bazaar. Occasionally when I
looked at her, I imagined the aging chola wrapped in a giant tortilla, cilantro
tucked in her hair like an organic fascinator.


“Where are the reapers?” Wendy said,
clucking her tongue impatiently. “Any other outbreak they’d be here ruining our
cocktail hour faster than a bait and switch of cheap booze.”


I climbed atop my chair to see if there
were an end to the throngs of undead in sight. “This is a big herd, too.
They’re going to have to call for reinforcements to clean it up.”


But while I was up there, I began to
notice something. Or the lack of something. It wasn’t fear, exactly, or the
creeping dread that violence would sweep me into its nasty embrace and I
wouldn’t be able to afford the fixes necessary to my already tentative anatomy.
These zombies didn’t smell like the dead. They smelled like other things:
greasy hamburgers, sweat, Goodwill clearance bins. 


“Damn.” I shook my head. That feeling was
hunger.


“What?”


“I know why there’s no reaper presence. They’re
not real. They’re in costumes. Jesus. Stupid costumes.”


The cuddler jutted from the upstairs
window, pasty with cloud and smoking a post-romp cigarette. “They’re going for
another world record,” he said. “Biggest zombie walk ever. I thought it was
tomorrow.”


“Shut. Up!” Wendy slammed her palm on the
table; the package of jars clinked as it hopped. “They’re pretending to be
zombies?”


It didn’t make any sense to me either.
Sure, pretend to be Wendy or I—preferably me, because damn, so cute,
particularly in the vintage hairstyle I was courting like a sailor on shore
leave—an apt simile as the idea had hit me after a particularly tasty
meal during fleet week—but for god sake don’t mimic the idiotic brain
sucking mistakes.


They are so uncoordinated, and I’m not
just talking about fashion.


It really did just serve as a reminder of
how dumb our food source really was.


The more I watched the more interested I
became in one of the participants in particular, a woman in a floppy garden hat
and a seventies sundress reminiscent of an Ira Levin adaptation. I couldn’t see
her feet but I suspected wedge espadrilles (the macramé belt was a pretty
distinct clue). 


One of these zombies is not like the
others. Even a child would know that. The rest had obvious physical complaints,
dragging bum legs, arms listlessly swinging from a loose socket, visible scars.
So many visible scars. 


But the Stepford wife—and the one
Paula Prentiss played, in particular, lanky and full of snark—merely walked
breezily down the middle of them, gray and ice-eyed, a web of broken blood
vessels streaking her flesh. Occasionally, she'd glance down at her feet and
step over a train of rubber entrails before sniffing at the air again. 


This was no faker.


She wasn't quite our kind. Her clothing
choices nixed her from any shot at the inner circle, but she was definitely
dead and carnivorous and on the tail of something or someone.


More power to her, I thought. If you
could bag some decent meat amongst this bunch of zombie sycophants, then have
at it. I would personally never be caught dead putting anything covered in that
much cheap cosmetics in my mouth, but if you already have questionable taste—seriously,
a floppy hat—then have at it.


"There's another made in that crowd,"
I yelled down at Wendy.


She let go of the door handle keeping
Abuelita trapped amidst the business casual crowd. It swung open and the woman
fell out, barely righting herself before taking the cement on her starched
chinos. "Shit!" she cried out and then, jutting her chin, made a slow
reach for the pistol shoved into the waist of her pants. "You want me to
take care of this, Missus?" 


Wendy laid one of her delicate hands on
the woman's wrist and instantly calmed her. "It's just a ruse.
Pretend." She shouted the last word as if Abuelita were going deaf and not
just predominantly Spanish-speaking.


Crowding against the rail, arms began to
reach toward us, stretching as though they'd actually claw us if they could. I
glowered back at them, making it clear with my expression that a single touch
would result in bodily dismemberment. But it was hard to hold them off with my
eyes alone, especially as more and more were packing into the road.


“So many of them,” I muttered. “Don't
they have jobs?"


Wendy wasn't wasting time with questions;
she was busy slipping business cards into their greedy fingers. I watched as
one fluttered to the table, reaching out to snatch it. On one side was a phone
number I'd never seen before and on the other an advertisement for
"Healthy Incomes for the Morally Flexible. Good Skin Care a Must."


I gazed up at the ruddy face of the nearest
zombie and handed the boy the card. "Good luck." He broke character
to give me an odd smile and a wink of interest, the expression cracking the
thick smear of gray make-up on his cheek; it peeled away in a solid strip and
fell on the table. Following it down, I noted another arm darting from beside
his hip. 


Quick. 


Naturally gray and veiny. 


Feminine.


Before I could do or say anything the
hand closed in around the package of cloud and snatched it away. The woman
disappeared into the throng as quickly as she’d come. Wendy's hands turned to
claws and she threw herself across the table, jaw cracking like knuckles as her
a scream bellowed from her quickly ratcheting mouth.


"Cuddler!" she screamed. "Get
an eye on that bitch!"


Leaning from the window, cloud pilling in
his chest hair like cheap deodorant, the man grinned and pointed. “Turning the
corner just now, west on St. Helens.”


And then we were moving.


Wendy snarled and snapped her way through
the grungy crowd, the moans louder from the center than the periphery. I felt
my phone vibrating up the handle of my Birkin. Gil never could stand to be
outside of the action, he had a sixth sense for drama. He was probably pacing
the basement, cursing and mumbling to himself that nothing good ever happened
at night. 


When we broke from the crowd, Wendy in
the lead—windmill-arming as she ran, purse hurdling before her like a medieval
weapon—I caught sight of the thief blazing up the hill, the package
tucked under one arm like a football, her other hand holding that damn floppy
sun hat in place. 


“That’s her!” I shouted and from beside
my head saw the barrel of Abuelita’s gun level and ducked. Not a second later
the concussion flipped my hair and my eardrum thudded as though it’d been hit
by a hammer. I shot the woman a look that was also a promise to cut her when I
got the chance.


Her lip curled away from her teeth in a
grin that said she was looking for a reason to take me out. 


“Car!” Wendy cried and threw herself in
front of a gray sub-compact puttering along in their wake, sliding across the
hood as though there were a crate of Twix on the other side—don’t let me
get started on Wendy’s Twix addiction (unless you enjoy scat chat, in which
case, I charge hourly for that).


Before I could detect her exact intent,
Wendy had wrangled the driver out of the front seat, tossed him onto the
concrete and slipped behind the wheel into the still rolling car. With her
frenzied expression, I didn’t have to think twice before diving for the
passenger door, Abuelita wasn't far behind but neither of us was quick enough
to get our doors closed before Wendy tore off in the direction of Paula
Prentiss.


“Jesus,” she snapped in my direction.
“Could you be any slower?”


Up ahead, the zombie dressed as a zombie
leapt onto a motorcycle and ripped off down the street, leaving a puff of smoke
and two incredibly pissed off cloud dealers in her wake.


Never the best driver in the calmest of
circumstances, Wendy bounced the little car over curbs, side-swiped mirrors
clean off of parked cars and blistered the concrete running lights, barely
escaping not one, but seven t-bones. 


Meanwhile, I quickly checked my texts to
find: 



 

Gil


Managed
a trio of invites for the Napa Valley Vein Train. I know blood's not your
thing, but there'll be celebrities there and I know they very much are.



 

Me


You
make me sound like some kind of starfucker.



 

I held the phone up to Wendy.
“Gil wants us to—”


“I'm going to stop you right there,” she
said, white-knuckling the wheel. “If I'm not going to go with you to your
little book thing then I'm certainly not gearing my calendar around Gil's
shit.”



 

Me


Wendy's
being a cooch. Let's beat her over the head, shove her in burlap (she's
allergic) and drop her in the Sound.



 

Gil


Perfect.
I'll bring a few bottles. My fave Jami Gertz varietal and some Grey Goose for
you. We'll watch her sink in style.



 

I glanced up, just as Wendy drove the car
over the divider into the eastbound lane, my arm slamming into the door roughly
as she swerved to avoid a head-on collision with a truck. I scrambled for the
seatbelt, but it was too late, a sharp right planted me firmly against Wendy's
hip, the stick shift digging into my thigh brutally.


"Dammit!"


"Not a word, Amanda!" Wendy was
hunched over the steering wheel, teeth grinding and eyes homicidal. 


To her credit, they were making endways
in the pursuit. The motorcycle weaved back and forth between cars only a block
away and slipped out of view as it took a hard right at the Space Needle and
headed toward the port.


"Hurry, Missus! Rapido!” Abuelita
belched from the back seat, still holding that damn gun.


Which reminded me. The bitch had nearly
blown my hearing out and was thus a danger to my well-being. I spun around and
before she could protect it, snatched the Glock 9mm from her hand. "I'll
be damned if you pull that shit again!" And crammed it in my purse to
avoid her clawing hands.


“Missus!” the woman whined.


“Abuelita!” Wendy shouted. “Leave it.
We've got more pressing matters.”


The thief made a turn toward the cruise
port and though they were right on her tail, when Wendy slammed on the brakes
to give chase on foot the woman had already jumped from the stolen bike and
entered the building beside one of the mammoth ships. Wendy swerved to a stop
and we darted, throwing open the double doors just in time to see her disappear
through the TSA security line.


Wendy approached the grim-faced agent
behind the podium and began to plead. “That woman you just let through, she's a
thief! She stole my...” she stumbled for words.


“Face cream?” I suggested.


“Drugs!” Abuelita howled.


Her words seemed to have the opposite
effect as she'd intended, as we were forcibly removed from the building by a
trio of security guards, only one of which, a delicious islander of some sort,
muscled and lean, was even remotely edible and/or fuckable.


“You want to take a ride with us—um,”
I leaned in to look at his badge. “Pinchy? Your name is Pinchy?”


He mugged, ran his long fingers through
his thick black hair. I groaned. “I've got something you can pinch,” I said. “Two
actually.”


“Or more,” Wendy said, snidely, her eyes trained
on the ship and the woman who'd stolen her stash. She stood at the railing
sipping from a coconut and holding the package up high like a trophy with her
other hand. 


“Where's this ship going, hon?” Wendy
asked, turning a bitter smile toward Pinchy and running her fingers across his
tan cheek.


“It's a turnaround. They're going to L.A.
I think they might be stopping in San Francisco.”


I could see the wheels turning in Wendy's
head. She glanced at me and shook her head, no.


“What? I wasn't thinking anything.”


“You weren’t thinking that we should jump
in the car and kill three birds with one stone on a bloodthirsty west coast
road trip?”


“Oh yeah, I was totally thinking that.
Please can we?”


Wendy looked off at the cruise ship
easing away from the dock and nodded slowly. “Maybe. I’ve got to make a few
calls. Rule out some territories. There’s no way she’s affiliated with the
Xhangzou Poltergeists in B.C., they don’t employ zombies. So it’s Cali. For
sure.” Her eyes narrowed viciously.


I scrambled for my phone and texted Gil: 



 

It's
on. Book thing, wine country Vein Train, then S.F. and maybe L.A. for a
supernatural gangland murder. Wendy's on board. Good times.








 


 


 


 


 


Book One


Beach Blanket Bloodbath



 


 

Behavior: N (needs improvement)


Comment: Amanda, while obviously smart, is prone to
bouts of rash behavior. During the fall trimester alone she’s been unable to
refrain from biting…at the expense of three of her classmates. No skin was
broken, but I fear it’s only a matter of time. –Mrs. Helen Montclair
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Chapter 1



 

Gil’s
house on Queen Anne was a dilapidated monster—three floors of dandruffy clapboard,
loose brick and windows shuttered up tighter than old lady cooch. The porch
dimpled in the middle like the sagging back of a nag on its way to the dog food
factory and veils of tarp draped over the mossy roof giving the whole place the
look of a grieving mafia widow. 


“How is it possible that it looks worse
than the last time we were here?” Wendy shuddered, adding, “Yesterday.”


The mansion had probably been a showpiece
in its time, but now it was the kind of place that made home renovation show
hosts either cream their collective panties or run, windmill-armed in the
opposite direction. The disheveled look was overkill considering it was
entirely manufactured. The house had been gorgeous when Gil bought it. Gil
claimed the work he’d put into the place was “distressing”—I’ll
say—like holey-kneed worn-in jeans that you pay extra for so people think
you have someone to get on your knees for. Of all the houses on the street,
Gil’s was most likely to be compared to a used up hooker.


And he liked it like that.


People, for the most part stayed away,
except for the obsessed. Gil had started his own rumors about the place at
every supernatural website and local Facebook page comment thread about
hauntings. The news drew thrill seekers to the house from far and wide but they
always left dazed and a little thinner. Drained of some of the red stuff.


It was quite the racket. 


And I had to say I was more than a little
jealous that his food was delivered free of charge and sans gratuity. But I
wouldn't trade places with him. Not since his boyfriend Vance left and the
depression rolled in like a fog bank.


He was probably moping around his
lavishly appointed basement right then, dwelling about the last time he got “catfished”
or commiserating with some online friend about why guys only wanted to send
fang pics. He'd tell them no and then the very next text was some lewd shot of
their big fat fangs, usually slathered in saliva droplets or some other bodily
fluid that isn’t captured often on Instagram.


Those weren’t nearly as bad as the bait
and switch vamps that lured him in with shots of six pack abs and showed up
with pony keg guts. Of course, Gil would immediately forward those pics to
Wendy and I, no matter how vomit-inducing.


I texted Gil and looked up from my phone
just in time to witness Wendy angrily pound the horn. I swatted her hand aside
and pivoted in my seat for the inevitable confrontation. 


“Oh no, bitch. You need to get a grip.
We're going to be together for a few days and not just because we're trying to
beat a cruise ship down the coast.”


“I know. I know. We're mending fences.
It's our mending fences road trip. I might add that the last time you talked me
into one of these, you ended up with a boyfriend…”


For what that’s worth, I thought.


“…And I ended up with a hole in my
mid-section I had to pack with newspaper. It wasn't cute.”


I cringed, remembering the clean lines of
the blast, you could see right through her—just like when she tried to
lie—but those were the risks during a zombie outbreak, people get shot.
But she couldn’t hold it against me forever, could she?


“Listen. It's not going to be like that,”
I said. “We're going to have a great time. Hang out with Gil—”


“And Abuelita,” a small voice bit the
words out from the shadows of the back seat.


I rolled my eyes. “And Abuelita. I’ll
sign a few books; we’ll feast on some seaside delicacies, meet up with
celebrities at Gil's Vein Train thingy in Sonoma and just generally have a
great time. Maybe even give you a reason to unlock the chastity belt and air
out the lady bits.”


Wendy chuckled at that, but didn't let
the change in her mood stop her from reaching over and slapping my horn again. 


“Gah!” I yelled.


I followed her gaze to Gil's loping
silhouetted form, a huge suitcase teetering atop his head like the shadow of a
hammerhead shark. When he broke into the cone of the streetlights Wendy and I
both shielded our eyes.


Now, vampires aren't known for their
Caribbean bronze tans, but Gil's sequestration to his basement for lo these
five months had stripped his skin of nearly all its pigment. He was marble
white and that's never a good look. It's terrible advertising, for one, because
it reminds a buyer of those ancient statuary of nude men with micro-penises.
And in this world full of size queens, that's the last thing a gay vamp wants
to nestle into a potential lover's mind.


I hit the Volvo’s trunk
button—thanking God we’d decided to grab my car; all our luggage would
have never fit into the stolen one. After some rumbling and rearranging of
luggage, Gil barreled into the back seat, staring undecidedly at Abuelita and
then cramming himself between the front buckets to kiss Wendy and then me on
the cheeks.


“And one for you, too, Chiquitita!” His
lips smacked wetly against Abuelita's neck. “I'm diggin' the eyebrows by the
way, very Mosquita Gang-Banger. Muy caliente.”


I glanced in the rearview to see a row of
gold teeth glinting as the born-again chola smiled—at least someone knew
how to menace. Now, if we could only get those toddler pageants to trade in
their porcelain flippers for some gold-ass grillz, we’d really terrorize
America.


Gil, of course, was nonplussed.


“You, sir,” I said. “Need to get some
bronzing powder on that alabaster of yours. You nearly burned our eyes out when
you walked into the light.”


“Jesus. Really? Already with the
critique.”


“It comes standard with this car.”


“Uh...yeah.” Wendy spun around, propping
her elbow on the seat top. “You look like one of our cloud cuddlers, and even
with our prettiest specimens, that’s not a good look.”


I pointed the car in the direction of the
freeway as the chatting continued. Cloud this, shipments that.


It wasn’t a long drive to Las Felicitas,
an inordinately mouthy name for the new town that had sprung up on the
Washington coast between Aberdeen and Astoria, and like most author events I
couldn’t be sure that there’d be anyone there who was actually interested in
the book.


Anyone human, that is.


Before I took the initiative and
strong-armed a publishing deal—you know, the usual way, death threats,
kidnapping, blood, so much blood—I mistakenly assumed that authors were
somehow valuable to the world, that their creative force drove the book
industry, that they were whisked away on book tours, lavished with
champagne-flooded launch parties, their books promoted in a more effective way
than say a cardboard sign at the top of a freeway off ramp waved by a
dirt-smudged vagrant with tobacco-stained fingertips. 


Wrong on all counts.


Turns out, once the book is on the
shelves, the majority of us are pretty much on our own—look at me,
lumping myself with a group, any group, so not like me—free to sink like
the cinder block chained to another author’s drowning body. A situation I was
definitely not accustomed to, nor did I find at all acceptable.


The reception of my first memoir, Happy
Hour of the Damned
was decidedly mixed and fell into two camps, one—the largest
majority—those who felt our humor (and by “ours” I’m not only including
Wendy and Gil, but you, if you’ve even laughed once) was horrible and offensive
and two, those who were “in” on the “joke,” whatever that meant but preferred
to check their books out from the library. Supernaturals knew about the book,
certainly. Critics came out of the woodwork to lambast my “gall” at exposing
our “secret ways.” But even a year after its release, as usual, not a single
human took the book as reality. Who’d believe so many undead roamed the night
(or day) and were the ones who always got to the clearance rack to snag the
exact size you were looking for—yes, I’m talking about myself.


Again, no sales. Turns out zombies,
vamps, ghosts and shifters are even bigger eBook pirates than humans.


Still, you can only wallow in depression
for so long before you either:


a) Kill yourself, 


b) Shoot up a Starbucks, or 


c) Get a fucking grip. 


I chose the latter—also a little of
“b)” because I was hungry—always—and “a)” seemed self-indulgent
since I was already dead. If there were a “d)” in this equation I might have
seriously considered it, especially if it involved a hot Italian with flexible
hips, but I didn’t see it on the list, so…


…Moving on…


My notoriety amongst supernatural types
drew the wayward undead to book events like homing pigeons, so I was certain
the trip out to Las Felicitas wouldn’t be a complete washout and either way I
would make money, even if I had to pry it from someone’s cold dead
hands—in most cases, this was the preferable method and happened often
enough to bolster my enthusiasm.


Gil took it as a good sign that there
were actual living people out there that could be lured to remote locations on
the outside chance of having fun but would, of course, become our free meals.
He’d turned the idea into a life strategy.


But all that was beside the point.


The book signing was just one stop on the
road trip and the real goal was retrofitting our dilapidated friendship before
it fell apart completely. But the road promised adventure. It called to me like
a Louboutin trunk sale. But more than that, it would take Wendy’s mind off her
troubles and Gil’s off his shitty love life and mine off my finances, for once.



I glanced at Wendy as she talked and even
the image of the thief’s baleful gaze and her slow beckoning wave seemed to be
waning from Wendy’s mind…but then I started listening to her and my delusion
fell apart.


 “So this bitch was a zombie, dressed as a zombie,” Wendy
said, sneering. “Like a motherfucking double agent!”


“Triple, because she was also dressed as
Paula Prentiss from the original Stepford Wives,” I added. “So, that was crazy.”


“And then we met Pinchy,” Wendy said,
grinning.


I drew my finger across my neck. It
wasn't the time to bring up a man. Especially when he seemed to fall into our
laps so easily and Gil couldn’t find one to save his undeath.


“Who's Pinchy?”


“Dinner,” I said. “He was delicious.”


“Oh.” Gil nodded, interestedly but then
turned to Wendy. “So tell me about this ship. What do we know about the
timeline? Are we going to have time for Napa? I know y’all could be plied with
wine.”


Wendy opened up the webpage for the
itinerary on her phone and began to read, “Seattle to Vancouver. So, that’s
what it’s doing now. All day tomorrow in Vancouver and then two days at sea before
it pulls into San Francisco. We're beating it there, so…maybe?”


“Perfect,” Gil slapped his palm on his
thigh. “That gives us four days, right?”


“Three technically,” I said. “But my book
signing is tomorrow evening and we can leave right after that if you want to
drive all night.”


“Abso-fucking-lutely.” He slid up between
the seats again and whispered, as though Abuelita gave a shit, “How's about we
stop in Olympia and chow down. I’m feeling peckish.”


“Don’t you mean peckers?” I said.


“If I’m lucky, that too.”








 


 


 


Chapter 2



 

I
don't know about you, but when I go out to eat, I expect certain things, a few
cocktails, scintillating conversation and a meal that doesn’t fight back too
hard. What I don’t expect is for the night
to end being hunted by a rabid pack of go-go boys in gold-lamé hot pants with a
disturbing array of weaponry. 


A place as small as Olympia should have
been a hotbed of intolerance and antagonistic sentiment around social programs,
the kind of hole that plugged up around dusk so that people could apply their
ointments and complain about their days and let us creatures of the night prowl
without impediment. Instead we rolled in on streets crowded with drunken
revelers emerging from a low-lying fog bank of pot smoke, not to mention a
building-sized banner advertising an exotic dance troop called The Golden
Boys—which, much to my chagrin were not octogenarian strippers with
bedazzled walkers. 


Must’ve been some weird seasonal surge.


“Holy shit,” Gil breathed from between
them, mouth agape and eyes ogling the overtly bronzed and barely clothed men on
the banner. “I’ve been meaning to catch these guys in Seattle.”


“Couldn’t break away from the Hermitage?”


“I’ve been extremely busy.” Gil flounced
against his seatback.


“Mmhm.”


We pulled off the freeway and, once
downtown, stowed the car in an alley close to both our semi-regular hunting
grounds and the gay bar where the Golden Boys would be performing. Gil had his
door open before I even powered down.


“You girls enjoy your meals!” he shouted
waving behind him and slipping into the nightclub.


“At least he’s getting out.” I shrugged.


Wendy merely shook her head as though Gil
were a lost cause. 


“Let’s go. Pinchy was a couple of hours
ago, you must be hungry again.”


That perked her up.


August in Olympia drew at least half of
the homeless teens on the west coast. They flocked to the parks and main drag
like patchouli-doused locust. I'd already hit up the lake area three times over
the summer, snatching up some of the healthier ones—in my mouth, to eat
of course. Nothing kinky. 


They're kids for Christ sake.


The car tucked away in a dark alley we
slipped out and clung to the shadows, except for Abuelita who lit up a
cigarillo and dangled her hand from the car window.


“Don't smoke in there!” I hissed.


She waved, but didn't move.


“Dammit,” I mumbled and followed Wendy.


We lingered on a switchback of trails
that led from the capital buildings down a steep slope to a jogging loop around
the lake, taking up residence on a wooden bench to assess the situation. There
was a near constant ripple in the distance, people ducking in and out of bushes
for various nefarious purposes involving any number of orifices, I have no
doubt. It’s never a good idea to pursue your prey into a potentially
lube-coated situation, particularly when you’re wearing a recent season of designer
fashion—I’ve loosened up on my definition of style to accommodate my
financial crisis, so keep the critique to a minimum, Fashion Police! 


Besides, waiting is a valid hunting
strategy, ask the closeted homosexuals on Generation Duck or Bounty Huntress. 


It’s not like we had to linger long.
Before we’d drained our first flask of martinis, a shadowy pair of prospectives
lit on the mouth of the trail leading directly to us. A sniff told me at least
one of them was fairly grassy—though oddly enough not the one with
dreadlocks. The young men were an odd couple, one’s hips swiveled like a lazy
susan in very short shorts, the other slouched like the most generic stoner
stereo-type and by the look of thing they were looking for a quiet place to
hook up, unless I was reading their sloppy groping the wrong way.


I set my Birkin slightly forward. If they
were walking side-by-side, one of them would have to sidestep or leap over it
or, if my gaydar was correct—and it always is, because, come on, fucking hot
pants?


“Is that a for real Gherkin,” Hot pants
asked, glossy lips reflecting the moonlight.


“Gherkins are pickles, hon,” I said. “This
is a Birkin.”


“Oh my God, those are like a million
dollars.”


I nodded (they’re not actually, but,
whatever).


“So are you boys looking for some comfy
bushes to carry out your very important business transaction?”


Dreads shuffled silently, but Hot pants recognized
a compatriot. “Obvies. Y’all want to do the lookouts?” 


“You mean take part in a clandestine
activity that is totally against the law?”


Hot pants grinned, reapplying his gloss.
“Exactly.”


I glanced at Wendy, who shook her head,
clearly bored with my patting this mouse about the floor. “Obvies. You two get
to your lovin’. We’ll make sure no one sees anything that’s about to happen.”


“You, my love.” the hustler wound a gold
scarf around his neck. “Are a peach.”


            Arms
dangling in that adolescent way, careless, fearless, the two shuffled past, Dreads’
Chuck Taylor’s scuffing clouds of dust onto the Birkin’s pristine black leather,
I lunged. I was hungry and more than a little horrified that the purse I’d
traded a perfectly matched set of Ukrainian gymnasts for—the manager had
been a particularly shrewd golem—had suffered possible damage at the
expense of my banter.


Wendy did too.


Jaws ratcheted open, the sharp cracks of
knuckles popping. Bones gnashing. Gulping.


Moments later, I was hunched over,
pulling a thick rope of dirty hair out of my throat and regretting my life
choices—there was simply no reason why we couldn't have selected more
clean-cut food options.


“These don't make a lick of sense.” I
tossed the dreadlock to the ground, kicked some gravel over it.


“They're straight up disgusting. What’s
worse?” Wendy said. “You only coughed up one of those shitstreaks and he must
have had fifty dangling out of his head. Looked like a Goddamn Medusa.”


My stomach twisted into knots, braiding
around the tangles of hair. I sat back onto the bench and cradled the momentary
expansion of my gut. Work quickly, I thought. The words sounded like begging in
my head.


Now, before you get the wrong idea, we
don’t take any pleasure from taking life, not any more than you do when you
gnaw into a juicy steak. It’s simply Darwinian. Predator versus prey. If you
have a problem with that, I suggest a trip to another planet.


That’s how it works here. Get used to it.


(Footnote: No hugs will be forthcoming to
ease your troubled sensibility)


A scuffing in the gravel drew our
attention to the top mouth of the path. Gil leaned casually against a railing
there chatting with a young woman who was certainly under his thrall, or at
least pretending to be so she could swipe his wallet. I had to look away as he
clamped down on her throat, not because the violence disturbed
me—obviously I’m okay with that—but because of the incoming
erection that would be tenting his trousers. The sounds of struggle
transitioned to branches cracking as he tossed her desiccated carcass high into
an evergreen.


When I looked again, Gil was already
waiting for us, wiping a streak of crimson across his cheek and grinning. Every
bit of him flush with blood, including the downstairs bit.


“Point it the other way. You’re like a
fucking adolescent with that thing.”


“Ew.” Wendy’s nose curled.


“Whatever.” Gil casually leapt over the
railing with the grace of a paraplegic gazelle—with a
hard-on—tripped and belly flopped flat onto the gravel.


He screamed, curled into a ball and
cradling his rapidly detumescing member, stubbed out on the ground like a just
lit cigarette.


“Why is that railing even there?” he
shouted, glowering back over his shoulder and pouting. 


“Because without it a human might go
running windmill-armed right off the steep slope.”


“Or a vampire, even,” Wendy added.


“Humans need to stop with all the safety
bullshit,” Gil proclaimed.


Nods, all around. Wendy dug a cache of
wet naps from her purse and dabbed Gil’s cheek and for that brief moment amidst
a volley of awkward smiles, they were close again. Or as close as friends can
be after a complete reversal of fortune. 


“Idiocy is not a trait that is necessary
for humans to survive as a species. If they plummet down the hill, they
plummet...preferably right into my gut.” I leaned against the rail as Wendy
continued to clean Gil’s face. “Seriously. The supernatural races that feed on
humans have experienced a population growth just to keep up with the enormous
amount of people that should have died in their youth from eating magnets, not
getting ribbons on field day, or talking on cell phones while traversing steep
switchbacks. Child safety fixation is clearly bad for society, but fantastic
for zombies.”


 “You should write a fucking pamphlet,” Gil said, still
rubbing his bent junk.


 “See?” Wendy called. “Writing is your calling. Even if it’s
just pamphlets.”


Bitch. 


I stomped away toward the car shaking my
head. That any of us ever agreed on anything was a miracle. Wendy and I had
been playing at being friends, acting, and sometimes that was enough, but not
today.








 


 


 


Chapter 3



 

“Don't
be mad, Amanda. Look, I got you something shiny.” 


Wendy whipped a gold scarf out of her
purse and wrapped it around my neck before I could object on the grounds of
scabies.


“There,” she said. “Reflects highlights
on that gorgeous bone structure. “


I couldn't disagree and she did seem to
be making an effort. “Fine.”


“Plus it's like a souvenir for our trip.”


“How so?”


“I snatched it off the hooker before you
tore into him like you were cheating on Weight Watchers.”


“God.”


I ripped at the scarf and set it adrift
on a warm breeze whistling through the alley. Coiling and unfurling, it caught
on the head of a nearly nude man who emerged from the shadows, one of a quartet
of bronze hard bodies in gold lamé hot pants, matching gold shoes and nothing
else. The four men posed, ala Destiny's Child, the scarf flickering flame-like
around the tallest one's head as though he were a candle.


“The Golden Boys,” Gil whispered in a
tone somewhere between desire and fear.


“You mean the strippers?”


“Not just strippers.” Gil rubbed the side
of his face, ashamedly. “Evil strippers.”


“Oh Jesus. Is that a bruise?”


He nodded, wincing in my direction,
begging me not to press the issue.


“From the fall?” Wendy asked, confused.


Sighing, he pointed toward the gaggle of
gays. “That one on the right was doing some hip-thrusting a little too close to
my face and, well, there might have been some ball swinging involved and—”


“Stop,” I said, turning away. “I don't
want to hear any more.”


I also didn't want to hear the big
stripper's delayed scream, but as is so often the case, you can't get between a
gay and his drama.


The tall stripper bellowed, hunched over,
his fists shaking. He stood whip-straight and tore the scarf from his head,
revealing a startlingly handsome face, bronze and bony, and a shock of platinum
hair that screamed for attention. 


“What the fuck?” he yelled. 


The four of them glared from the flapping
drape of fabric in his palm, then across to where we stood. At me, in
particular. As if I'd swiped the ugly thing. I nudged Wendy in front of me,
making it clear who was to blame.


I shot a thumb at Wendy. “There might be
a little of your friend on her teeth.”


Wendy shook her head. “Nope.”


The one to Boyoncé’s left, an Asian guy with a torso so fat free it could have
been die-cut, leaned over and without taking his eyes off me said, in his most
insouciant bitch-voice, “Oh hell no. That’s André's scarf. I bet that bitch
jacked him for his tips.”


Tips?


Oh hell no. He had tips?


“Like hell!” I shouted. “And I'd have to
be paid to wear that tacky shit.”


Boyoncé, their leader, presumably, took a
dramatic breath—if go-go boys required leadership, someone needed to cue
the grinding and tea bagging, I guess. “Are you calling our outfits...tacky?”


Gil could mewl and complain about his
injury-by-ball-sac until his mama came to tuck him in, but I had no intention
of letting a gang of exotic dancers intimidate me. “Not so much tacky as
fucking hideous. That fabric could blind someone.”


“What did you say?”


“I said, yeah. Y'all look tacky as fuck.”


“Brad,” the Asian stripper said, his face
scrunched up tighter than cat butt. He shook the cloth in front of Boyoncé. “There's
blood on this scarf. André's blood!”


In unison, they drew an odd—and
slightly to moderately gay—assortment of weapons. A cat-o-nine tails. A metal-heeled
stiletto. A white tube sock from the seventies filled with pennies.


And that's all it took, I glanced around
me for a little back up, only to find Gil and Wendy had long since bolted for
the car, their footfalls echoing around me proving without a doubt that my
friends sucked gigantic dog balls. 


My stomach lurched. What do you say at
that point? When it’s become clear to humans you’ve been involved in something
nefarious? I’m sorry? No. I thought he was merely a down on his luck homeless
teen, how was I to know he was a moderately employed dancer who earned tips
dunking balls into elderly gays’ mouths? 


No offense, Gil.


Zombie or no, four pissed off queens with
weapons was not a great bet against a single set of unhinged jaws. I did what
any sensible supernatural creature would, turned and ran. They howled behind me
like the giddy beasts they were—or wanted to be when they weren't
grinding for cash—and scrambled down the alley after me, gold shoes
slapping the pavement.


I slammed the door and stood on the gas
pedal to know avail. 


“You didn’t even crank it up?” I screamed
as the first stripper dove on the tailgate of the SUV, pounded a shiny dildo on
the back window, in between wild bucking gyrations—a hazard of the
profession, apparently, they just can’t turn that shit off…or maybe they’ve
loosened up the muscles to the degree that they wiggle like bobbleheads as a
matter of course.


Cranking the key and slamming the car
into drive, I barely noticed the fragrance of Drakkar Noir waft in from my
left. The window was open and Boyoncé or Brad or whatever the fuck their
leader's name was reached in to claw at my face.


I couldn't resist, maybe I was still that
rash little girl.


What would Mrs. Montclair say about this?


Let this be a cautionary tale for any of
you that think it's okay to wave your extremities under the nose of a fleeing
zombie or a first grader. Ratcheting open my jaw with a few quick clack-clack-clacks,
I brought jaws of steel down on his hand, taking it clean off at the wrist,
then hit the gas, rocketing the car out of the alley as the strippers gathered
around their fallen comrade and wailed, seven fists and one bloody stub raised
in defiance.


“Blaggee,” I garbled, the man's fingers
caught up around my tongue, still twitching.


Wendy scrambled on the floor for my purse,
dragging it up my leg roughly and plumbing its depths for a plastic freezer
bag. She snapped it open it and held it out for me. 


I spat Boyoncé’s hand into it, grinning. “Snack
for later.”


“Sick,” Abuelita said, her attention
quickly returning to her phone and her videos.


“Who knew go-go boys could be so vicious?”
I pointed the car toward the freeway onramp.


Both Wendy and Gil raised their hands,
sheepishly.


“Well, I didn't get the memo.”


Gil climbed onto his knees, watching over
the backbench at the cars coming up behind us and filling my rearview mirror
with vampire ass. “I'm just surprised they let that whole dismemberment slow
them down. The Golden Boys don’t let anything stop them from achieving their
goals.”


“Jesus Christ, are you the president of
their fan club? Do you get email alerts and discounts?”


“No,” Gil said, defensively. “But, I’ve
heard stories.”


“What kind of stories?” Wendy asked.


His eyes grew dark, his expression grim. “Oh,
I don’t know, only…murder! Teabagging suffocations. Go-go gorings. Glory hole
mutilations. They call us monsters. But the Golden Boys are the real evil.”


Wendy and I stared at each other in
disbelief. Gil sounded like one of those crazy yokels in a horror movie, eyes
wide with some presupposed horror. “You’re all gonna die! You’re all doomed!”
We did what any true friends would do in the presence of an overly dramatic
diatribe, busted up laughing. There might have been pointing, too. If our tear
ducts had worked anymore I’m sure we’d have been wiping our cheeks and damning
him for ruining our mascara.    


“Seriously, Gil? Four ordinary humans in
gold tap pants scare you? You? Did you forget you’re a vampire and can tear out
their throats?”


“While nailing them,” Wendy added.


“Exactly, you can multitask your
supernatural abilities. Get your rocks off while filling your veins with the
red stuff. There’s nothing to be afraid of from a few exotic dancers.”


Gil sighed heavily. “Then why did you
run, too?”


“Um, because y’all bitches left me alone
and this is Versace. I’m not going to risk ruining an outfit to prove a point.”


“Right,” he nodded. Gil wasn’t buying it.


I grabbed the Ziploc and shook it. “What’s
this then?”


Gil shrugged and looked away, grinding
his teeth. He hadn’t looked so uncomfortable since he got that undead venereal
disease and started pissing blood.


“They’re not supernatural, Gil. They’re
human,” I said in my most empathetic tone—its effectiveness was anyone’s
guess, really. “Or, at least that one tasted like long pig.”


(Footnote: long pig is a term coined by cannibals to indicate that human flesh
bears a startlingly similar flavor profile to succulent pork. And it’s true.
Don’t believe me? Try it. Preferably with a honey crisp apple gastrique.)


Wendy unzipped the baggie, plucking a
thread of sinew off the stripper’s wrist. She dangled it over her gaping maw as
though feeding a mouse to a python. Wendy gave it a few assessing chews, before
nodding. “Yep. Human.”


“Whatever,” Gil said without turning back
to them. “They must have a sixth sense or something.”


“Why’s that?” I asked.


The next few seconds should have passed
by in a hazy slow-motion blur like they do in the movies, but no. The car
shifted so violently toward the median, I thought our heads would topple from
our necks and roll around the floorboard like spare change and bottle tops. A
crunching sound echoed from the direction of the impact, just beyond Abuelita,
as though she were eating the crispiest potato chip ever, mouth open. On
purpose.


I craned my head in that direction.


The steel hook was the first thing to
catch my eye. Boyoncé hung precariously from the driver’s side window, shaking
his bloody stump at us, at me, a fresh butcher’s meat hook jutting from the
flayed skin and sinew. He really needed to get that looked at, by someone other
than me, or at the very least secure it with a sturdy wrapping of duct tape. It
wobbled feebly.


It didn’t look that delicious when there
was a hand attached. My foot crept to the brake.


“What the fuck are you doing?” Wendy
screamed, reaching her foot across to pound down the accelerator and my foot,
since it was kind of in her way.


The Volvo lurched forward and I got a
look at exactly what was following us. A purple corvette straight out of a
Prince video, though the symbol on the hood was likely the result of having sat
beneath a shedding pine tree than any intentional obtuseness.


“I show them,” Abuelita growled, pausing
her video and grabbing her gat.


“Oh shit,” Gil ducked.


Wendy grinned wickedly and I just sort of
swerved, as you do when bullets are about to start flying and you can’t figure
out what the hell to do. The highway jogged to the left then right and I was
certain I was going to flip the Volvo. The crazed Chola got off her first round
and missed. Apparently. 


Malibu Barbie flanked us, shook his
bloody hook in my direction. 


“Your people are insane, Gil.”


“Don't box me in with the Golden Boys.
Anal sex doesn't make you insane or Wendy would be wearing a straight jacket
instead of that fake Gucci.”


“It isn't fake and...wait, did you just
say...I don't do anything related to the brown area. No. Just no.”


“That's not what I heard,” Gil said, a
little snort of laughter escaping.


“Well, you talk to rather seedy
individuals, mostly over the internet because you're a fucking flower in the
attic at this point. Too bad you don't have a Chris to call your very own,
Cathy.”


The car took another hit, this time from
directly behind, but instead of freaking out, I got the bright idea to slam on
the brakes, the Corvette scooped up under the Volvo's bumper for a moment and
all of us screamed, particularly Gil, but not Abuelita who continued to fire
out of her window, aiming at nothing in particular and certainly not hitting
any of the Golden Boys who had somehow managed to put the top down on the
convertible and were swinging their arms in the air like they had lassos, also
hooting and hollering in a way much more suited for the dance floor than a high
speed chase. They really needed some instruction on proper villainy.


I kicked the pedal to the floor and
pulled off of their hood, the Volvo dropping to the concrete with a jarring
thud. I stood on the accelerator as we tore away from the go-go boys, the
corvette's speed dwindling.


“I think we've lost them,” I said, but no
one responded.


Wendy sat beside me, her arms crossed
tightly across her chest, mouth scrunched up like cat butt and clearly pissed
at Gil's accusation.


I decided to intervene—God knows
why, it never benefits me. “There's nothing to be ashamed of Wendy. There are a
lot of nerve endings in the anus, or so I've heard. If that's what you like, I
say more power to you. Let ’em fuck that ass. If anything, it ups your sexy
quotient.”


Wendy sneered. “It's an exit,” she
hissed.


“Whatever!” Gil said and then coughed. “Booty
Love.”


Wendy spun, her index finger rigid,
twitching. “Don't you ever call me that again.”


Gil's hands shot up protectively. “Fine.
I'm just repeating what I've heard.”


“Seriously, though,” I said. “You have to
be careful with butt sex, Wendy. Your pooper isn't getting any more flexible
post death; you might prolapse. Even the finest Natori lingerie can't make that
look cute.”


Wendy huffed, turned away and Gil had the
good sense to shut his mouth. For once.








 


 


 


Chapter 4



 

Back
on the road, I called my ex-assistant, Marithé—she’s not required to do
anything for me, but we have some perceived blackmail thing going on that I
don’t quite understand but take advantage of, of course. I’ve only ever nodded
coyly when she suggested that I knew some damning information. Truth is, over
the course of three years in my employ, I didn’t really know anything about her
or her personal life. She could be a vampire hunter or an accountant, hooker or
nun—though, I probably would have noticed a drab habit and sent her home
for a more appropriate office outfit. And while we’re on the subject, why are
those outfits floor length? A husband likes to see a little leg, even if he is
an omnipresent being. Now, other than a brief stint as Ricardo’s girlfriend, Marithé
seemed to be largely sexless. But whatever it was weighing heavy on her mind
must have been atrocious. And in our world—one with a set of morals you
could count on a single hand—that was really saying something.


“Did you make the arrangements with the
hotel?” I asked, flicking the turn signal and pointing Wendy to the glove
compartment.


“They couldn’t accommodate you, so I had
to make alternate arrangements. But…”


“But?”


Wendy popped open the hidden bar in my
dash and squealed with delight. “Hooch!” she cried and desperately began her
shotgun mixology duties.


“You’re not going to like it,” Marithé
went on.


“Oh Goddamn it. Not a B and B is it? Tell
me it’s not a bed and breakfast.”


“It’s the only thing I could come up with
on such short notice.”


“No!” Wendy and Gil shouted in unison.


Marithé babbled on hurriedly about the
establishments’ stellar attributes, one of which was a basement where Gil could
hide out during the day. What didn’t occur to her was that bed and breakfasts
were the most risky of accommodations for supernaturals, particularly ones with
certain needs. The innkeepers were often overly involved, interested, nosy
motherfuckers who like to watch guests eat their damn muffins and probably not
a rack of human ribs.


I nodded, horrified, myself. “Just text
me the address. And if I need something else, I can count on you, right,
Marithé? I can count on you…can’t I?”


“Y-yes.” The phone clicked off. Still
terrified of me.


Good.


Wendy heaved a sulking sigh into the air,
while Gil’s glare reflected his despair at sub-par accommodations all over the
side window. Only Abuelita seemed unaffected by the news, grinning as she was
into the glare of her phone, watching telenovellas on Youtube and snorting with
laughter.


It occurred to me that over the years,
the three of us had actually become more similar rather than keeping our own
unique character traits that drew us to one another—and by that, I mean
Wendy and Gil were acting exactly like me, and I wasn’t loving it. It was
probably one of the reasons we weren’t getting along. 


Time for a big fat come-to-Jesus.


“How about this?” I stabbed my hand inside
my Birkin and dug for my secret Wendy weapon, tossing the king-size Twix bar
into her lap. “Chew on that while I take the floor. It seems that things have
changed between the three of us and I don’t know about you, Gil. But I’m pretty
sure we’re reacting to Wendy’s stress over her new role as Johnny Knuckles.”


Wendy sneered. “I don’t get it.”


I waved my hand in her general vicinity. “This
whole Scarface routine you’ve got going on has really buried the fun-loving
blonde corpse we knew and loved. You’re getting bitchy. That’s my role.”


Gil chimed in. “That’s true, girl. You’ve
got to embrace the fun parts of your job. After all, you’re like the vampire
pharmacist. People love you.”


“Wrong!” Wendy said, spinning back to
stare Gil down. “They love what I have. They love the cloud. I’m incidental.
And clearly being targeted by someone who wants to squash my empire.”


“So, it’s an empire, now?” I reached over
and snatched up a martini, savoring the juniper heavy gin, the perfectly
spritzed vermouth. “This cocktail is aces, by the way.”


She nodded. “Hell yeah. It’s a
motherfucking empire.”


“Word,” Abuelita chimed in from the back.


Gil stabbed a blood juice box with a
straw, slurped. “What if this is about something else entirely?” he asked,
licking his lips.


“What do you mean?”


“The bitch that stole your shipment,
didn’t rush it away to some secret Seattle location to start undermining your
business and stealing your clientele. She took that shit on a cruise, like her
elderly mother. If it’s going to end up in San Francisco or L.A. then vamps
would still be looking to you for more cloud. You’re still in charge. You’re
still needed. At least in Seattle.”


Wendy thought about it, absently tearing
open the Twix bar—a habit with potentially explosive
consequences—and sniffing the chocolaty goodness. “I suppose you’re
right. But I still need my shit.”


“Of course, you do.” I patted her thigh. “Let’s
just try to have fun. Chill out and know that we’re going to end up taking that
bitch down in the long run.”


Her plump lips stretched into a thin
smile and for a second I caught a glimpse of the old Wendy, trapped inside her
new “all business” exterior. She brought the chocolate to her mouth and didn’t
so much bite it as inhale it directly into her pie-hole.


I gave Gil a wink. He volleyed one back. 


Little did he know, his shit was on deck
next.


The Pacific Coast Highway, 101, begins at
a juncture with Interstate 5 and cuts a winding swath through farmland and
forest alike. Not heavily trafficked from the look of it—the only thing I
noticed on the drive besides the fact that Wendy’s chola had a wheezy snore
when she slept—was Las Felicitas’ healthy billboard budget. Nearly every
mile marker featured some reason to live there—Spacious Homes! Waterfront
Living! —And none of the reasons we
were going—Wholesale Slaughter of the Innocents! Delicious Sweetbreads!
But as we passed Aberdeen and traveled south, I started to develop a little
hope that my event would be well attended. Sand Flea Days was in full swing
according to the banners, a festival that I’d one, never heard of, and two,
would never attend unless someone either paid me or had a gun to my head, but
seemed to be an honest to goodness draw. P.S. What do you even wear to an event
that celebrates a bug you can hardly see but which scars your extremities with hideous
red welts? Certainly not Versace.     


“Seriously, did they make those with
magic markers?” I threw my hand out toward the flapping tarp hanging over the
corner of the latest Las Felicitas signage.


“Ooh,” Wendy cooed. “That one said Miss
Sand Flea Pageant!”


“No,” I said, chuckling. “That’s not
possible, is it?”


“Oh it is.” Gil stabbed himself between
the seats, cell phone at the ready and started reading. “Join us for a celebration
of all things beachy. That’s what it says, it says beachy. As we kick off Sand
Flea Days with the crowning of Miss Sand Flea.” He stopped, flicked over to his
large clock face on the phone. 9:30, it read. “If you floor it, we’ll be able
to catch the last hour of pageantry!”


I didn’t have to be told twice. I stepped
on the gas and the tires ate into the concrete, rocketing the little Volvo SUV
forward into the night.


“This is going to be amazing and
ludicrous. I can't believe our luck.”


“You three are disgusting,” Abuelita
sneered, the mole on her upper lip connecting with her nostril. “Making fun of
those poor girls.”


“Making fun?” I feigned shock. “We’re
going to scout out food options, or in this case…snacks.”


“You just ate, I can smell it on you.”


Gil nodded. “Smells like hippie and
shame.”


I sniffed and looked at Wendy, whose nose
was equally scrunched in offense. “I don't smell anything, except my Issey
Miyake.”


“Well,” Gil said.


“Well what?” Wendy spun.


“You two must have picked a couple of
stinkers. They hadn't seen a bar of soap in days, weeks maybe. I could smell
them a mile away. And I'm guessing at least one was an adolescent boy so it
goes without saying that his hygiene was already suspect.”


I tried not to think about the dreadlock
I'd freed from my throat. “Whatever, Gil.”


Ahead of them a banner stretched across
the two-lane highway that announced they'd arrived in Las Felicitas and none
too soon as the revelry was already underway. Bunting clung to every black wrought-iron
rail and window sash like icing on the Spanish themed town. Tents lined the
sidewalks crammed with whatever crap people could carve out of driftwood and
those little clay pots with cork stoppers that proclaimed Bingo Money and
Divorce Money and Hooker Money—I made that last one up, obviously. Any
prostitute worth her salt will gut a john that paid in nickels. 


I slowed to a stop in the alley across
from the Felicity Theater in all its Mission-styled glory. Stucco walls soared
to a pitch of red tiles and the wooden doors appeared to be absolutely ancient,
studded with black bolts and bands of rusted metal. 


The whole town reminded me of Balboa Park
in San Diego, but this old world Mexico was polished to a proud shine by Disney
Imagineers and not migrant farm workers. 


“A quarter 'til. We’re going to make it.”
I tapped the Volvo's clock and grinned. “See how I made that shit happen?”


But I was talking to myself as Wendy and
Gil had already bolted from the car and were crossing the median before I could
give Abuelita a final glowering gaze and follow. 


A light mist cooled the night air and
carried on it a salty aroma, more than the sea could manage, as though I’d
nestled up against a sweaty scrotum. Scott used to roll in from the gym
completely coated in the same damp smell and try to embrace me, or worse, coax me
into unnatural acts, meaning anything that involved sweaty man parts bouncing
around the vicinity of my nose and mouth. So, no. 


Just no.


By the time I launched myself toward the
crosswalk, the only person on the street was a surly looking youth wearing a
flat-brimmed cap with a huge blunt tucked under his ear and jeans so saggy he
was lucky to have the arms of a homunculus to fit his hands in the pockets.


I dug in my Birkin for my lipstick, which
always seemed to migrate to the bottom with the change. By the time I'd
reapplied, blotted and glanced back at the boy, his hand had already clamped on
the Birkin’s strap.


And then it was torn away from me,
flopping against the kid’s back as he inexplicably ran with the crotch of his
jeans binding his knees together. I had to resist the urge to charge at the
little G, feel the weight of my lower jaw drop into my cleavage and tear at the
back of his neck until he collapsed, paralyzed. 


First
impressions and all. 


What if
someone were to see me? That would have really fucked up my cabbage patch for
the signing. And, to be honest, I wasn't terribly hungry—don't get me
wrong, I could eat, but my skirt would probably rip apart like the Hulk had
gone tranny.


“Tommy Doyle!” a voice cried from behind
me, reinforcing my decision. “You bring this nice lady's bag right back or I'll
put another hole in your ass with this here pea shooter.” 


Tommy stopped still and stomped his foot.
“Oh, come on! Mrs. Swinton!”


I followed his glower to find a tiny
woman in a tweed skirt and jacket, her messy hair in a bun, glasses askew.
There was nothing off-kilter about the pistol in her hand though. She was
locked and loaded.


“I'm not fucking around, you little
idiot.” She warned, cocking the gun she brandished, the click echoed across the
intersection. The woman leaned close in to me and whispered, “I knew I should
have sold his parents some of those recalled magnet toys when he was a kid. Let
Darwin have him.”


The boy shuffled over, pouting and held
my bag out in front of me. I snatched it, twisting it in a circle to inspect
for damage—and to determine the degree of torture Tommy Doyle would be in
for—and, finding none, tossed it over my shoulder. He let a cocky snicker
escape and I couldn’t resist clutching his arm and jerking him close to me.  “You’re lucky there’s a witness,” I
hissed.


He yanked his arm away and scowled.
“Whatever, lady. You’re the one who’s lucky.”


“Always,” I agreed.


He glanced back at the woman who’d
intervened and winced when she stabbed the gun in his direction. “Go clean out
your boxers, Tommy. Don’t let me catch you harassing my authors again.”


The boy stumbled into a run and
disappeared around the corner of the theater.


“Thank you. I owe you one,” I said
jogging toward the theater and then stopped, remembering her comment. “Mrs. Swinton?
The bookseller?”


“Yes. I’ll be seeing you tomorrow!” She caught
up to me and rubbed my arm with the kind of familiarity I don’t usually care
for. “But tonight is Miss Sandflea!” 


Mrs. Swinton hurried past and into the
theater.








 


 


 


Chapter 5



 

I
wedged my foot in the slowly closing door and trod inside the theater,
searching, inexplicably, for the kind of rude-ass friends that don’t wait. I
caught sight of Gil backing out of the main floor door and shook my head. He
merely shrugged in response, and slipping his hand into mine, pulled me up the
side stairs after he and Wendy. 


“Ground floor is packed,” he said. “Hurry,
they're doing a musical number about toxic debris from Japan!”


“No?” How was that even possible? It
seemed to fly in the face of the human necessity to be offended by everything.


“Oh yeah. This shit is crazy ass
backwards.”


We squeezed into the last few seats up in
the nosebleeds and took in the pageant with growing horror...also delight. In
my world, the two are so tightly woven, you'd be hard pressed to tell the
difference, especially if you’ve been drinking—which reminded me. I
produced a flask of bourbon, screwed off the top and gulped.


“That one,” I said, pointing to one of
the contestants. “Really should have rethought the proportions on that trawler
costume, she looks massive.”


“Sh,” a rodent-esque redhead chided from
their left, her lips clinched tight. “She's only sixteen.”


I leaned over the aisle and hissed. “Then
she should know better.”


Abandoned rusty ships collided with
pagodas, remnants of the Japanese tsunami having made their toxic way to the
shores of Las Felicitas—“Aren't pagodas Chinese?” Gil muttered. The
shimmying “sea” of cardboard waves propped up by girls dressed as deformed
jellyfish, sharks and even a manta ray that looked more like a spatula.


“This is magical,” I had to admit, but
should have waited for the two-headed Kaiju headdress and the dancing
California Roll before making my final judgment.


The singing was exactly like a choir of
angels, if they were the fallen kind and had picked up an illiteracy problem on
their way down or smoked two to three packs a day. What I'm saying is: Jesus
Christ, pass the Q-tips and gauze, my ears were bleeding.


As the finale drew near, three girls
dressed as sand, a pier and what must have been the Felicity Theater itself
with a single curved clay tile on her head, bore the brunt of a tidal wave of
nuclear garbage, and somehow remembered to spring back for the final bow. 


Our entire row of seats shook violently
as silent laughter finally exploded outward, hidden underneath the cheers of
the well-meaning or impressed or possibly drunken townsfolk until then. But was
quickly covered up by a raucous standing ovation which really did fuck up my
whiskey buzz.


When Miss Sandflea was finally crowned—my
fingers were crossed for Moonglow Featherberry (not her real name but she wore
a foundation that was two shades too light and some odd contraption in her hair
that looked like she'd been slaughtering chickens in a cranberry bog, so you do
the math on the nicknaming)—I nearly choked when the scepter arrived
topped with a golden sandflea replica. A name was called, Becky Swinton,
perhaps—it doesn't matter, I suppose because it wasn’t Moonglow—and
a pretty blond girl strode forward, smiling feebly and nodding. The lack of
personality in the winner was staggering and I began to pray that someone had
had the wherewithal to jerry rig a bucket of pig's blood to dump on her and
strip away my disappointment—as only a telekinetic massacre could rescue
this non-event.


“Boo!” Wendy and Gil shouted through
cupped hands. When the rat-faced woman inevitably turned to scowl in judgment
not just one, but both of them pointed that I had done it. I simply flipped all
of them off including Mrs. Frisbee. The townie's gasp of horror was oddly
heartwarming.


I did glance at Moonglow, the runner-up,
wondering what she might be thinking…also what she tasted like, but that’s
beside the point.


A strange sensation spread across my
face. I caressed my jaw and the upturned corners of my mouth. A smile. That’s
going to be sore tomorrow, I thought. It’s like when you’ve neglected your body
for a long time and then go to the gym. Those smile muscles were going to hurt
like a motherfucker tomorrow. 


What more can you ask of a poorly
produced beauty contest with no actual beauties? Nothing. It was perfect. The
only thing that could make it better? A dirty martini. “Let’s beat it out of
here and grab a drink.”


“Now, you’re making sense,” Wendy said,
buttoning her jacket.


As the cheers faded, we slipped down the
back stairs and into the lobby. The crowd gushed out of the center aisle doors;
chattering about the spectacle as though they lived in North Dakota or
somewhere and not a few hours drive from Seattle and some actual cultural offerings.
Gil scooped our hands up in the crooks of his arms and led us out a shady side
door and up a short alley to an impassable chain link fence.


“This emergency exit leaves a lot to be
desired,” I said.


We turned to peer into the darkness that
seemed to absorb the back end of the alley and were greeted by a gust of wet,
salty wind. The flavor of it caught in my mouth, lingering there like an
unwelcome spritzing of perfume in a department store make-up department. 


I opened my mouth to remark but was silenced
by a high-pitched shriek that echoed against the bricks and stucco. If I had a
beating heart it would have stopped dead—the organ is in there, but I’m
certain it’s a shriveled piece of jerky by now. I flattened myself against the door,
reaching for the knob and found nothing but flat splintery wood.


“Listen,” Gil whispered.


Wendy’s mouth dropped open, her eyes
saucering cartoonishly.


Another sound rolled toward them from the
far end of the Theater. The top of a fence was silhouetted by a streetlight, turning
the shadowed end of the alley into a treacherous cavelike hole in the night. The
tone was familiar. 


A gnashing of teeth against flesh. Sinew
stretching and snapping. Entrails flopping onto gravel.


You know, the usual.


But there was something alien about the
chomping. An absence of pleasure. No ecstatic murmuring. You know what I mean. For
a zombie, I’ve been told I’m a dainty eater. I don’t leave much of a mess, if
any, and I rarely need to change clothes. I’m a professional, after all. I’m
also, apparently quiet, which I certainly couldn’t say about Wendy or any other
zombie I’d ever met. Wendy’s moans were legendary; she really gets into her
meal. I mean, if you didn’t know it, you’d think she was having sex for the
wailing and panting.


What was happening at the end of the
alley did not sound like sex. You know that awful comedian whose entire act is
splattering watermelons with a sledgehammer? It was loud and clumsy and
gory—if a sound can be gory.


It was also none of our damn business.


I crept toward the front of the building,
not wanting to draw attention or disrupt what was obviously a very private, and
dare I say intimate, experience, intent on scaling the fence. 


“Chain link,” Wendy whispered. “That’ll
lop off your failing digits like a cheese slicer as soon as you put your full
weight on it. Plus, your Louboutin’s will be devastated.”


“Then,” I said, looking back over my
shoulder at the feeding ground. “We have to hold our heads high and walk on by,
just like a strike scab.”


“But?” The whites of Wendy’s eyes grew
large as they turned toward the feeding frenzy. “What if that’s a mistake back
there? Patient zero of an outbreak?”


“That’s why Gil’s going to go first.
Right, Gil?”


The vampire had disappeared into the
shadows, but his drawn out sigh placed him a foot from the door. “Let’s just
wait until it’s finished. We don’t want to be rude.”


I ground my teeth. Shaking my head at his
cowardice, I dug in my bag for the tiny flashlight I kept for door locks or
sussing out a hiding victim’s location. Clicking it on, the low beam lit the
far end of the alley in a grainy blur, but what we saw there caused a
collective gasp.


Monstrous and gray, but slick as oil. The
thing retreated rapidly, revealing flesh that was undeniably fin-shaped despite
mammalian characteristics. It crouched on two muscular haunches and as it
slipped out of sight, like a great white disappearing with its meal secured, I
caught a glimpse of a smooth human ass and something else.


Dangling.


“That thing was huge,” Gil said,
completely awestruck.


“I barely got a look at it,” I shrugged,
disgusted at his sexual avarice. “Of course, you’d notice.”


He narrowed his eyes, glancing at Wendy
for support. She shrugged.


“How could you not? It was clearly some
sort of a shape shifting shark thing. It was enormous.”


“Oh yeah, that,” I tried to recover,
embarrassment blossoming on my cheeks. “Yeah, huge. Absolutely. Scary.”


Wendy strode past. Never one to let
sleeping dogs lie, she muttered. “Amanda was talking about its dick...because
she’s a pervert.”


Gil busted up laughing, hands on his
knees for support.


 “Look at that bite radius.” Wendy whistled. “Enviable, even.”


I shambled forward, taking in the mess
that was obviously a girl’s torso—don’t make me tell you how. Dread
filled me as I noted the contestant’s sash coiled around the thread of her
dislocated spine like a cancer all the way to her pristine oddly viscera-free face.
Relief flooded over me, then elation. From the look of things, Miss Sandflea
would be seceding her crown to the runner up. The dazed beauty queen stared up
at me with only slightly deader eyes than she’d had in life. 


Wendy and Gil crowded in around me,
clucking their tongues in a confused way. 


“Huh,” Wendy said, absently fondling the Twix I’d given her earlier. “She’s an
odd choice. I would have pegged her for being a tough meal. Chewy.”


“She seemed absolutely bloodless.” Gil
crinkled his nose. “A definite pass in my book.”


“Well.” I pushed them back and rubbed my
throat in preparation. “It’s time to make a scene.”


I opened my mouth and cut loose with a
blood-curdling scream—not really, blood doesn’t curdle unless it’s been
sitting out in a bowl too long. You can’t scream your milk into chunks, why
blood? It just doesn’t make sense.


“Well,” Gil said and paused, chewing on
his lip as though he were about to say something naughty. “At least we didn't
catch that shark fucking her.”


A fan of chocolate spittle sprayed from Wendy.
“Ph-what?”


“Sharks have two dicks,” Gil said,
matter-of-factly, as though that kind of thing were common knowledge.


“What are you talking about?”


“It's true,” he said. “I read about it in
an article on Davenport.”


I sighed. Gil was obsessed with the web
magazine Davenport, an online gossip and propaganda network catering to the
pencil-moustache set and offering up obscure musical acts, bizarre food and
style tips that they pulled straight out of their assholes. Apparently, these
things are all important for mingling at parties where Pabst Blue Ribbon is
served exclusively. In other words, useless.


“The article was called Making the Beast
with Two Backs...and Cocks. It chronicled one stallion of the sea's journey
from aquageek to porno predator. Ugly thing, it splits and grabs the lady shark
in unmentionable ways. But no, seriously, two dicks.”


“That just seems excessive,” I said. “Most
of the time you don't even want the one that's there. I wouldn't know what to
do with two.”


“Troof,” Wendy said, palming the now
empty Twix wrapper and acting like no
one was the wiser.


“Luckily you guys aren't sharks then. But
if you were, you'd be slapping both cheeks.” 


Gil pantomimed what could only be the
breather between a shark blowjob spectacle. Shaking his fists next to each
cheek. 


I let out a second scream, less
enthusiastic this time. “Help! Someone. Come on.”


Finally, footsteps pounded around the
back and the door from the theater burst open into the alley. These people were
not used to emergencies, clearly.


“Call the police!” I screamed. “There’s
been a murder!”


Wendy nodded, agreeing with both my ploy
and that there had indeed been foul play. Gil, too. Every supernatural knew
that when in a strange place, surrounded by humans and an incident happens, you
better do your best to act like one of the crowd or you’ll be suspect. More
suspect than you are regularly, I mean.


We escaped the initial questioning by the
police by blending back into the crowd and making a lot of exaggerated horrified
expressions and nods at what a tragedy it all was, including a brief exchange
with the soon to be new Miss Sandflea, Moonglow Featherberry, who, I have to
say was absolutely glowing in the weird brilliance of the streetlight or, at
least, the circle of off-color foundation surrounding her face did, the rest
just faded away like a school dance wallflower. A white haired reporter roamed
through the crowd jotting notes onto a little pad—even more reason to
bolt. The only thing worse than being questioned by the police was the goddamn
media. 


The crowd thinned near the opposite end
of the building and we simply backed away as the police cordoned off the scene with
their bright yellow streamers like it was party time.


Mrs. Swinton made her way toward us. Her
stare trained on me.


I gasped, finally making the connection
between the carcass in the alley and the bookseller—Becky Swinton, the
announcer had said. The dead Miss Sandflea was the woman’s daughter. 


Jesus. This was going to be a
clusterfuck.


Mrs. Swinton pushed attempted mourners
out of her way, spinning them in place by their outstretched hug-needy arms
like she were rushing to catch a subway train. She reached out and clutched my
forearm, her face a quivering mask of emotion—normally this kind of thing
turns my stomach, but something told me, I needed to be nice to Mrs.
Swinton...and that something was a royalty check. 


It didn't make sense to piss off
booksellers.


“Oh Mrs. Swinton,” I said, wrapping her
in a tight hug, using muscles I didn't even know I had. “I'm so sorry about
your daughter.”


She shook her head, as though she wasn't
interested in hearing that kind of thing and instead twisted her mouth into
something that I felt much more comfortable with anyway: the clenched
expression of vengefulness. “I've been hearing that you saw the guy that did
this.”


“Who told you that?”


“So it's true?”


“It was dark and mostly shadows, but
there was something down there, yeah. I mean keep that to yourself—”


“I'm not gonna tell the police, you
idiot. That is, unless you and your snotty friends…” Mrs. Swinton gestured to
Wendy and Gil, both had their arms crossed with the horrified faces of a pair ill
equipped to deal with a toilet blockage. “Unless you produce the killer. If you
don't, you're going to be spending a long time in Las Felicitas. You wouldn't
believe the bureaucracy here, you’d probably have to rent an apartment.”


Wendy stepped forward. “We couldn't do
that. We've got somewhere to be after the signing tomorrow. It won’t wait.”


In that moment, Wendy had reverted to a drug
dealer with a vendetta. Her eyes cut across me like daggers.


“Well, then,” Mrs. Swinton's eyes widened
maniacally. “I guess you’ll be puting those powers of detection you bragged
about in Happy
Hour of the Damned to
work for me.”


Wendy growled and I could have sworn I
heard the initial clicks of her jaw ratcheting open, ready to chomp—never
a good sign when diplomacy was in order. I stepped in between the two and
nodded.


“Yes, of course we'll help you, Mrs. Swinton.
And we'll do it quick. You’ll have your killer by tomorrow night to do with as
you see fit. Tie him to a metal bed frame and electrocute his nuts for all I
care. I just want to see you get the closure you so desperately need.”


Mrs. Swinton grimaced, but the tears had
begun to fall. She embraced me and mumbled something that sounded like, “I knew
you were good people” into the lapel of my Versace.


As gently as I could, I pushed her back
and turned her toward one of the more genuinely adept huggers in the crowd
before releasing her and rolling my eyes. “Jesus fucking Christ. How the hell
does she think we’re going to find this guy? I don’t swim.”


Wendy ground her teeth, pissed. She shook
a finger, far too rigid for my taste, in my general vicinity. “This is all your
fault, Amanda. We have to be in San Francisco by the time that boat docks, or I’m
screwed. And if I’m screwed, you’re screwed.”


“Jesus,” Gil said. “You bitches are
getting a little Scarface up in here. I might just have to—”


“Do everything in your power to help us
find a suitable patsy for this murder?” I finished for him, nodding as
instructively as I could manage until he did as well. “Fuck, it’s not even a
murder as far as I can tell. It was just a stupid feeding for Christ’s sake. We’ll
just throw Mrs. Swinton some possibles and let her get her revenge out quick
before anyone’s the wiser.”


“Us? I’m not getting mixed up in another
one of your capers, Amanda. I’m done with that shit.”


“Oh come on. We’ll be out of here with
time to spare. Promise.”


Wendy’s eyes narrowed to slits, but she
followed me back to the car, huffing as she resumed her shotgun seat. The
population of Las Felicitas seemed to be largely in a car wreck lookiloo state,
bar a few stragglers who’d stepped away for a smoke, so the streets were pretty
empty as we pulled away. I brought up a map to the bed and breakfast and set my
phone in front of the speedometer.


“You know,” Wendy sighed. “I’m beginning
to think you orchestrate all these dramas just to direct all the attention to
you. You want me to fail.” Wendy scowled and bit a dainty hunk from the forearm
of a vagrant she produced from her purse. It jutted from a rolled down paper
bag like a bottle of Mad Dog. “You want me to be penniless and broke, oh no,
excuse me, broker than you, and end up with nothing and no one, huddled up
under cardboard blankets drinking backwash out of shit-smudged vodka bottles.”


“Jesus. Don’t hold back.”


“Admit it. It’s never been the other way
around before and you hate it.”


“I don’t begrudge your success as a drug
lord, Wendy. Why would I? I benefit from your triumphs. Gil does too. We can’t
wait for you to rule your own private island nation, surrounded by pasty
vampires zonked out on your primo cream.”


Wendy stopped mid chew. “Now you’re
making fun of me.” 


“You want me to give her a Columbian
necktie, missus?” A glint caught my eye in the rearview, Abuelita flashing a
butterfly knife.


“I thought you were Panamanian,” I said.


Wendy tossed the hunk of meat back into
her purse. “Oh for Christ sake. She’s from Bakersfield. Her real name is Jan.”


Abuelita cursed under her breath. 


After a few moments of awkward silence, I
couldn’t keep it in any longer. “Jan from Bakersfield is now a chola with
Sharpie brows?”


“Missus named me Abuelita because I
looked like the grandmother on the Mexican hot cocoa box. But I like it. I’m a
new woman. This Abuelita is a bad ass.”


Wendy nodded. “I rescued her from the
ghettos of Bakersfield for her obvious skill as a jeweler, but when I learned
of her affinity for crime, I was smitten. Abby’s a fabulous one-woman
exterminator for my cloud cartel.”


“You’re a regular Harriet Tubman.” Gil
snickered.


“You better fucking believe it. She was
working at a Burger King for chrissakes! Not even an In-n-Out. But she’s a hell
of a lot better with her Glock than a burger flipper. Show her, Abby!”


I could feel the woman’s breath on the
side of my neck, the chill of steel against the base of my skull. “Wait.”


“So,” Wendy nodded, encouraging agreement.
“We’re not going to actually look for the killer?”


“Of course not,” I said, laughing at her
naivety. 


“We will leave this place the minute your
obligation is over?”


“We’re going to act just like the cops do
and find someone that could be the killer and call it a day. Easy as pie. I can’t
very well jeopardize a relationship with a bookseller. Word spreads and this
word would absolutely kill sales.”


“Well at least you have the best
intentions at heart.”


“You bet your ass, now let’s motor. I
need to wash up and change into something much more provocative if I’m going to
lure a potential killer into buying me lots of cocktails.”








 


 


 


Chapter 6



 

Gil
pushed up between the seats as we pulled onto a road with a sign indicating we
had reached “The Spit”—why anyone would name an area that is beyond me.
Had to be a running joke amongst early mapmakers that got way out of hand—probably
the syphilis talking. “Even if you give her patsies, you still need to figure
out the motive.”


“Well, it was a wereshark so...the motive
is food. Which I think we can all agree is pretty normal, so...”


“What if it’s not?” Abuelita coughed. “What
if this shark is an enforcer? Like Abuelita?”


I had to hand it to the old bitch, that
was a good question. “So what you’re saying is, the new Miss Sandflea had the
actual title to gain? I guess it could have been her. It wouldn’t be the first
time a petty title had been the motive for a crime.”


Wendy sneered, nodding her head. “Oh
yeah. That pale bitch looked like she’d do just about anything to climb to the
top.”


“Of the dune?” I asked, considering the
girl I’d been rooting for. Moonglow didn’t seem the type but you never knew. No
one looking at me would ever think I was a man-eater (oh, who am I kidding? You’d
be a fool to underestimate my ravenous hunger for man meat). 


Wait. That didn’t come out right.


“It’s a start. But you’re right about one
thing.”


“Yes?” Gil said.


“I think better lubricated. We’ll check
into the inn and grab a drink.”


“Umm.” Gil shrugged. “Does this place
have wi-fi?”


“I’m pretty sure.”


“Then, I’ll probably turn in for a bit
and then meet you later. I need to check on...something.”


Wendy scoffed. “He needs to see if anyone’s
sending him dick pics.” She twisted in her seat, throwing her arm around the
headrest. “The answer is: obviously. Even vampires are still just men. Cell
phone cameras were invented for you to take pictures of your junk. At this
point, they’ve all blurred together haven’t they? Just one long dick.”


Gil crossed his arms over his chest. “There
are subtle nuances.”


“Bullshit,” I said, laughing. “Cut.
Uncut. Long, short, fat, pencil-thin. Whatever. The problem is that they’re
usually attached to an asshole.”


“How about you?” I nudged Wendy. “I know
you’re up for a drink.” 


She shook her head no.


“No?” I shuddered. Something was wrong
with my alcoholic world. “What?”


Her eyes widened to pissed-off saucers. “I
said, no.”


I glanced in the floorboard. Sure enough.
She’d eaten another of the Twix bars...so quickly I hadn’t even noticed. I
shook my head slowly. This was not going to end well.


The blacktop of Ocean Lane gave way to
gravel and sand, I didn’t notice the sharp tings and knocks battering the
undercarriage of the Volvo until a particularly large stone hit and the sound echoed
around inside forcing a blood-curdling scream from Wendy, who slammed on the
phantom brakes in the footwell of the passenger side, which caused me to
reflexively do the same until the SUV had sunk half a foot into the sand.


The wheels spun and spun.


“Really?” I glanced outside into a nighttime
that was much darker than Seattle ever was. No aura of artificial light. No
street lamps. Moonless. 


Gil scrunched up between the seats,
scowling. “Why did you do that?”


“Wendy startled me.”


“I thought someone was shooting at us, of
course!”


“Out here?” Gil glanced around, a pale fog
bunting the windows. “In the middle of Bumfuck, Washington?”


“Does that happen to you a lot?” I asked.
“Gunfights?”


“Not as often as it should,” Gil snipped
from the backseat.


Wendy huffed and I hit the gas again only
to spin in the sandy divots of a rash decision. 


“We’re stuck,” I said, grumbling. “Why
don’t you send your maid out to shove a board under the tire?”


“I am not a maid!” Abuelita shouted,
rolling up her telenovella magazine into a bat and lunging to whack me upside
the head.


Deflecting the assault with a wave of my
hand, I glared at Wendy. “You better call her off before I have a Panamanian
dinner.”


Abuelita pursed her lips and wound her
hands beneath her armpits, mumbling Spanish curses like a machine gun. I found
it best to ignore her when she went off like that for absolutely no reason, trying
to figure her out was as difficult as making sense of the character dressed as
a bee on those shows she watched incessantly in Wendy’s living room—seriously
and what’s up with the fake beauty marks? Those shows would lead anyone to
believe that there’s a mole epidemic in Mexico.


A facial blemish apocalypse.


While they are, without question, a
delicious people, their taste in TV is suspect.


“Stop it!” Wendy spat, glaring at me and
then behind her. “Both of you! I don’t want my two best friends fighting. You’ll
have to figure out a way to get along.”


“Wait,” Gil said, head cocking to one
side. “Two? Amanda and I aren’t fighting.”


She soured. “I meant Abuelita and Amanda,
you’ve been demoted, ever since…”


“Here we go,” I said, leaning into my
palm.


Wendy gripped the dash and sighed, long
and hard—too hard. Her breath turned to a milky fluid that hung in the
air, tentacles reaching around her head, zeroing in on Abuelita. The woman,
used to Wendy’s careless expulsion of zombie toxin, and already quite infected,
bit off some more of the zombie-making breath in big chomping bites. She might
not be a maid, but she was a made-in waiting. When she finally died, she’d
unfortunately join us for eternity, or until she couldn’t afford to keep her
body intact. Then she’d just fall apart and that’d be that. That she continued
to inhale the stuff was just plain weird. There wasn’t a viral load that would
make her a super-zombie or anything. 


It was just wasteful.


I rolled down the window and waved the
thinning mass of breath out of the car like a haze of pot smoke before it
reached Gil’s undead lungs and embolized quicker than a stake through his
heart.


“Just keep it to yourself,” I said,
patting her thigh. “You do not want us to talk about that.”


Wendy sneered at him and I was certain
she was about to explode and blurt out her suspicions of Gil’s involvement in
her expulsion from the Undead Roller Derby League. Never mind the fact that she
never once left the bench because, honestly, if she couldn’t manage to operate
the four wheels on a car, how was she going to manage eight? Plus, I saw her
audition and she only did it because she’d had her thighs worked on at the
Reaper Clinic and wanted to show them off in satin short shorts.


I pushed open the door and sank my
red-soled Louboutin Pigalle Platos into the loose surface of the lane. We were
fucked for transport. The right rear tire was sunk so far into the sandy road
the fender had dug in. 


“We’re going to have to leave it here and
go by foot.”


“And we hate that.” Wendy bristled.


“Yes. Let this be a reminder that if we
ever want to get anywhere, it’s best to have you sitting where you can do the
least damage.”


“At home?” Gil suggested.


“I didn’t have an actual brake, so…this
is all you.”


I waved her off.


While neither taxing nor nearly as fraught
with danger as their experience in the alley, the walk to the inn was
nonetheless annoying, but that had more to do with the luggage cutting grooves
in the sand behind them as though they were dragging their dead pets. Rolling
bag my ass. The wheels were as useless as a dramatic plastic surgery reveal
without a reality show to capitalize.


Ocean Lane dwindled to a beach path
surrounded by the sharpest pampas grass known to man. Once we’d battled our way
through it, the blades snagging on every piece of fabric and thankfully not my
flesh, it opened back up to reveal our lodgings.


So to speak.


I’d expected a manor befitting the name
Bed and Breakfast and not a fifties Ranch-style house that seemed to teeter atop
the grassy dunes that lined the windbreak off the wide beach. But sure enough,
a sign grew out of a dense patch of dying pampas grass.


The Dunes of Hazard Bed and Breakfast.


“Do you think that’s a reference to that
show about the hicks with Boss Hogg?” I asked, tossing a thumb in the sign’s
direction. 


“Maybe?” was the consensus, though it
didn’t seem likely. What kind of a person named their business after a crappy
TV show?


Abuelita squeezed in between us, an even sourer
arch to her Sharpie-d chola brow. “I seen this kind of place on the TV,” she
said, pointing a crooked finger at the squatty B and B. “Gypsy family lives
there, twenty or thirty, maybe more, sleeping on floors and using basement for
combing out dirty stuffed animals they get from garage sales and dumpsters to
put in those claw machines. Kids say ‘I want to play claw, Mommy! Stuffed
animals are so cute!’” Abuelita paused to meet each of their eyes dramatically
before proclaiming, “End up with scabies.”


“Can’t be,” Wendy said, scanning the
yard. “I don’t see any goats.”


“Terrifying.” I yawned. “Skin conditions
are no joke. Huh, Wendy?”


“Shut up.”


The first thing I noticed about The Dunes
of Hazard’s owner, Mrs. Winterford, wasn’t her disability—the wheelchair
seemed more accessory than necessity—it’s that she lounged in it tragically
like a Victorian heroine, clutching her pearls, twirling them, as though caught
mid-stretch from the couch, reaching for a bon bon. The kind of woman who’d say
something like, “Could you just scoot those hard candies over a smidge? Cheers.
Thanks.”


The chair was electric and she operated
it with a glittery knob that she barely touched, poking it with the tip of her
finger as if she were waking a hobo on a bench. The contraption lurched backward.


“Right this way,” she said, eying each of
us curiously. 


I shuffled in, careful not to get too
close to the treachery of her wheels.


“I’m Mrs. Marissa Winterford, of course.”
Her accent was southern and the face powdered white with three spots of red,
two pats on the cheeks and a smear on the lips. Strange but oddly familiar as
though I’d only recently been in her presence. She spread her arms wide as if a
round of hugs were in order.


They most definitely were not, so I shot
a hand out instead and she took it with a gracious suspicion. “Well, bless your
heart,” she said, pulling me down to her traveling boudoir and wrapping me in a
shriveled embrace. “You must be Amanda. I would have thought you’d arrive much
earlier.”


She leaned in even closer to my ear to
whisper, “You made me miss my pageant.”


That was it. I’d seen the woman in the
crowd outside the Felicity, busily jotting notes. I’d assumed she was a cub
reporter, or whatever the elderly equivalent was. Nag, perhaps. But here she
was chiding me for my lack of timeliness. What reason would she have to lie? A
better question was, why was she doing it from the comfort of an electric
wheelchair when clearly she was ambulatory? Laziness? 


I decided it would be best to keep quiet
about her whereabouts since I didn’t have anywhere else to rest my rotting
corpse than her—hopefully—fresh sheets. Plus, maybe it was just one
of the old lady’s quirks, like how Gil sometimes spritzes his victim’s necks
with Formula 409 before he bites them.


“Oh. I’m terribly sorry,” I lied. “Wendy
back there had some intestinal issues that forced us to stop every few miles
and find a potty. I’m sure you understand.”


She hadn’t, of course. Not yet. But I’d
heard gurgling.


Wendy’s hand went to her stomach
suddenly, reminded of her liaison with the human candy making its way toward
the racetrack of her intestines. Her face took on the seething glower of the
recently convicted and, for once, I couldn’t take any pleasure in it. The Twix
had been pure absentminded autopilot, the kind of thing I'd done hundreds of
times. A cruelty we shared for laughs. Well mostly it was me that laughed, but
you get the gist.


I was
reminded of my mother then and her accusation that I’d be the worst possible
friend. Was I? Was I still? It seemed the last few years as a zombie had been an
education in how to get along. Sure there’d been backsliding. I don’t always
enjoy the company of others, but how do you tell someone that? I found it best
to mock them incessantly until they achieved a healthy distance.


It just
never worked with Wendy or Gil. Again, too similar, I guess.


Mrs. Winterford threw up her hands in
sympathy. “Dear God, do I ever? Poor child. I’m lactose intolerant as the day
is long. And damn it if that stuff isn’t hidden away in everything that’s delicious.
You’re telling me there’s milk in a damn scone? God bless it.” She rolled
passed and wrapped Wendy up in her clutches. She brought her inside by the hand,
Wendy sneering the whole way and stumbling to avoid track marks across her tiny
feet. 


 The foyer door opened into a living room that hadn’t seen a
decorator since disco was young. A tired and saggy sectional sat in a sunken
conversation pit accessed by a short flight of stairs and surrounding a fire
orange metal fireplace that fed smoke through the vaulted ceiling through a
shiny pipe all lit by a spray of gigantic glass dandelions. The only thing the
room was missing was a gaggle of porn actors and actresses, that hard-working
dick and poon obscured by enough pubic hair to rid the world of childhood
propecia.


“You like?” Mrs. Winterford grinned with
pride.


Gil was first to respond. He lumbered in,
gaze nostalgic and a smile creeping onto his lips that told me he was reliving
a “moment.” “You’ve really captured a moment in time here, Mrs. Winterford.”


“We used to have some pretty wild times
here at the Dunes.”


“Which reminds me,” I said. “How did you
get the name for the place?”


“Hazard was my late husband’s name. Messy
business, Richard Hazard. Met his end right out there on the beach, all we found
were the lower plate of his dentures. A couple of months later, his feet showed
up in British Columbia. Still in the goddamn shoes. No one knew what to make of
it. But I did.”


She scrabbled away to a nearby bookshelf
and retrieved a dusty hardcover book which she wiped against her polyester
pants. I reached out to accept it. 


Death on the Dunes. A murder mystery it
seemed. And there on the cover, instead of dentures was a sloppily rendered
prosthetic arm complete with harness and a few droplets of blood jutting from
some beach grass. At the bottom, of the cover, the name Marissa Winterford
popped out in bold all-caps.


“Only partially autobiographical, of
course,” she said, retrieving it from my hands and petting it like she might a
treasured heirloom. “And available at the online retailer of your choice.”


“What?” I said, cocking my head. “You’re
a writer? I’m a writer. I’m here for an event at the bookstore.”


This was apparently the wrong thing to
say. The woman’s eyes narrowed, her lips pinched. “A writer, you say?”


I nodded.


“Well,” she huffed. “Everyone claims to
be a writer, don’t they? My Aunt Sylvia, on my mother’s side twice
removed—wish it was three times—whenever I mention I’ve got a new
thriller ready to hit the shelves, she scoffs. Sylvia says, I wish I had the free time to write a book.
People always tell me I tell the best stories. Don’t you think I tell the best
stories, Marissa? What I don’t say is No, no I don’t Aunt Sylvia, and you
couldn’t tell a Goddamn story if your life to depended on it. If you were
locked up in a goddamn gulag and the key to your release was one good story,
you’d be in there until the rats gave up on the tough meat clinging to your
carcass, started spitting it out. But I don’t say that. I just smile, as you
do, ‘cause I’m a nice person. Who says mean things like that? And who’s this
handsome young man, you brought with you? Are you a writer, too, sweetie?”


“No.” Gil shook his head. 


“No? Well, after you get settled, you’re
more than welcome to come down here and rub some analgesic cream on poor Mrs. Winterford’s
aching shoulders. Would you like that? I’ll make you a cup of tea with a little
bourbon…and some cookies.”


“Would you like that, Gil?” Wendy asked.


“Gil’s quite the masseuse.” My silent
laughter had reached the trickling pee stage—if I did that anymore, which
I don’t. Ever.


Mrs. Winterford’s smile dwindled.


Wendy raised her brow, as if to make
another joke when a loud gurgle interrupted the pleasantries and Wendy hunched
over moaning.


“Bathroom’s right this way, little lady.”
She ushered her down the hall and out of sight quicker than I’d thought the
chair could manage.


Gil grabbed my hand and pulled me close,
choking back tears of laughter. “I’d totally fucking forgot about the Twix, she’s
gonna be on the crapper all night!”


“Bad joke,” Abuelita grumbled.


“Oh shut up you, take your phone to your
room and watch Senor Sinister twist his mustache hair some more.”


“No no. It is variety show now. So much
singing and dancing.” 


Abuelita had completely forgotten her
disgust at my guttural prank and was swiftly wrapping herself in a fandom I
cared less about than…well, you name it, I simply don’t give a shit about what
cranks your hog. I mean, I understand. I get it. People are really into things and they buy replicas and toys
and dress up, and I guess that’s just what you do when you don’t have a purse,
shoe or clothing addiction—I might pet my Birkin bag, what of it? It’s
not like I’d collect Fashion Trading Cards. Though if there were such a thing,
I’d definitely need an Hermes and a Balenciaga, possibly an Alexander McQueen.
I’ll trade you a Tim Gunn for your L’Wren Scott—I heard that one just
shot up in value.


What? Too soon?


Wait…are there fashion trading cards? I
might need some, but that’s where it would stop. I’d never go to a convention
or anything…except for Fashion Week.


Whatever. Shut up.


Mrs. Winterford ground her chair across
the shag carpet, back into the room sans Wendy. We surely wouldn’t be seeing
her for a while. The woman took up residence behind a tall bamboo bar. She
slapped her palm atop a bell and waited with a smile.


We were waiting too. “Was someone coming
to get our bags?” I asked.


“No.” The woman shook her head as though
I’d said something completely ridiculous. “This isn’t a hotel, dear. I was
ringing the bell so’s y’all would know I was ready to receive you formally.”


Gil and I exchanged a quick uncomfortable
glance and approached her cautiously. Her expression had changed. Soured
somehow. She stole several suspicious glances across the top of her glasses as
she flipped pages in a dusty old guest register.


I guessed this had something to do with
interrupting her. “I’m sorry that we kept you from your event, Mrs. Winterford.
I’m terribly sorry.” The apology clung to my throat like sour milk. An unfamiliar
sensation, since I’m rarely wrong, as you know.


But the woman softened slightly. “It’s
fine really. I had to work on my latest novel anyway.”


I stared at her, waiting for whatever
constituted a formal receiving, and shouldn’t have been surprised when she
pulled a credit card reader out and put out her palm. 


“That’ll be one nineteen a night per room
for three rooms and then another nineteen for my new book, The Pine Fresh Scent
of Murder. Can I put you down for eight?” she asked, resolutely.


“Just the rooms,” I said.


Mrs. Winterford prickled, clutching her
pearls once more and wincing as though some mysterious pain had come on.


 Gil nudged. 


I rolled my eyes. “Okay. I’ll take one of
the Goddamn books.”


“Perfect!” she slapped it onto the bar
and proceeded to sign it with a flourish. “To Amanda, my newest fan.”


Gil chuckled beside me.


“What are you laughing about,” I
whispered, curling my fingers and pretending to knead old lady chicken skin. “You
better get those hands ready for later.”


“Enough chattering, I’ve got a bestseller
to write and you’d probably like to rest up after such a long trip in from the
big city and the excitement of the pageant.”


Wait…what? She knew we had been there?


“So you know what happened at the pageant,
then?” I asked.


The woman stopped ambulating away and sat
silent for a second, refusing to respond as only a fraudulent paralytic could.
I had the urge to come at her, jaw jacked open and snapping and see how fast
she’d bolt from her chair.


“Uh...no,” she said finally. “Did that terrible
Becky Swinton win? She’s about as interesting to look at as a sheaf of blank
paper, you just want to adorn her with something.”


“Like a personality?” I watched the woman
closely. She seemed to have blown off the fact that she’d given herself away.


“So, she did win.”


We followed Mrs. Winterford down the hall
to a closet that turned out to be the basement stair and an elevator the size
of a closet. 


“I’m afraid so, but shortly after was
forced to relinquish her crown.”


Mrs. Winterford backed into the elevator
and descended as Gil and I took the stairs. At the bottom, she rolled out and twisted
playfully toward us. Her smile so broad and fixed, she could have had a stroke
and I wouldn’t have known the difference.


“Shut up! I don’t believe it. Drugs? Whoring?”


“Well, it’s nothing scandalous. Just a
murder.”


The woman threw her hand up to put a stop
to my story and ushered Gil ahead of me ahead of me toward an open door. “In
here young man.”


Her eyes coursed over him lewdly, lost
for a second in a fantasy and then snapping back as soon as he’d tugged his
luggage inside and closed the door behind him. “Are you saying Becky was
murdered?”


I nodded. “It was quite the scene, too.
Blood everywhere. Someone had it out for the girl...or possibly they were
hungry.”


Mrs. Winterford gestured to the door
opposite Gil’s and I opened it, propping my suitcase at the foot of the bed, I
turned to judge her reaction only to find an empty door frame and the sound of the
little elevator cranking its way upward. I went to call after her, to figure
out where we could get a drink close by, but a door opened onto the hall and
soon after a mammoth figure of a man filled the space.


“Uh...” the sound flittered out of my
throat, but before I could come up with a greeting, the shape sank back into
the shadows. A moment later, a latch clicked at the end of the hall.


At least the Dunes of Hazard Bed and
Breakfast wasn’t filled with suspicious characters. Five, by my count.


Shrugging, I locked the door behind be
and sank into the bed, one of those memory foam nightmares that pools around
your body like packing peanuts, and stared at the ceiling. The dead don’t sleep
but we can rest our eyes and use it as an excuse to get away from each other
for a while.


The house quieted around me and for a moment
I had a chance to think about the last few hours. Had it only been that long?
The zombie walk and the cloud heist, the Golden Boys and the landshark feeding
in the alley. So much in so short a time. Our lives weren’t getting any
easier...or normal. That was obvious. In fact, I seemed to be attracting the
craziness like a magnet. Everywhere I ended up, insanity followed, like the
Pied Piper of crazy. 


If there was somehow to make money at
that, I’d be golden; sadly people didn’t buy into fairy tales, except that
whole true love thing.


Which brings me to my ex-boyfriend Scott.


Technically, we’re on a break. I guess,
since Scott was the one that termed it that. I’d merely shrugged and watched as
he grabbed his bag and flew to Sweden. I’d had my suspicions about his fidelity
upon finding several coarse blonde hairs on his favorite black cashmere
sweater--one I’d purchased for him as a birthday gift, I might add. The
confrontation wasn’t violent, I merely held the three hairs I’d combed from the
discarded sweater like a post-rape pubic mound out in his direction and watched
as his cheeks went cherry red.


“Listen,” I’d said. “I understand if you
need someone more alive, from time to time. But I’m disappointed that you can’t
use your big boy words and tell me there’s a problem or that you want a living
person from time to time. Seriously. Just don’t be a pussy.”


Scott had stood there silently, nose
crinkled up like I’d shit on the carpet. Finally, I’d just pointed to the door
and let the dog out and like the werewolf he was, he high-tailed it out of
there. I’d only kept him around so long because he was fantastic in bed,
despite the occasional lapse into leg humping. 


The love I thought we shared turned out
to be indigestion.


“And on that note.” I shot a quick text
to Gil and Wendy.


One word.



 

dranks








 


 


 


Chapter 7



 

Okay.


What’s with Gil? Wendy, I can understand
passing on pickling her insides since half of them were probably dangling into
the chilly water of Mrs. Winterford’s toilet. But Gil? There was something strange
going on and I was pretty sure it was the same thing that kept him isolated to
his Victorian manor of horrors.


That he was keeping a secret bugged the
shit out of me. I like to keep mine, of course. No one needs to know I provide
jars of pear cilantro butter with adorable lace toppers tied with twine to a
Pike Place vendor named Gracey (10 oz. $8.99—the jam, not the vendor).


Gracey’s worth at least twenty, if for
nothing else than to coax her into replacing the loose gauge in her earlobe
with the big black vibrator she always carries in her purse. When she turns
that thing on and it jiggles against her jaw you’ll lose your shit, especially
when you realize the whole stall smells like pear, cilantro and pussy. 


Better make it $25.


I slipped out of my heels and sank into
the sand. According to the brochure I’d found in the Dunes’ conversation pit, The
Driftwood Inn was only a quarter mile down the beach, but in a dress as tight
as the Versace, it was going to take a half hour, so I glanced up and down the
beach for creepy midnight beachcombers and seeing no one, rolled the skirt up
over my hips to get some extra leverage. It seemed only right that panties as
expensive as the Natoris I wore, should get some exposure. But, as I can’t seem
to experience a moment that isn’t tainted by embarrassment, as soon as I did
it, a tall and obviously muscular figure stepped from between a thicket of
pampas grass and onto the beach.


“Woah!” The voice was deep as a lagoon.


I scrambled to cover my nethers.


“Hey, I can turn around if you need to
pee, or something.” The spare slice of moonlight blazed against the man’s jet
black eyes and caught on a head as slick and shiny as neoprene.


“No, no,” I said, still tugging. “Feel
free to watch, you fucking pervert.”


But when I looked back he’d already
turned, the blackest monolith this side of a Kubrick flick. The more I looked
at the guy’s back, the more it seemed he wasn’t entirely clothed either. Maybe
I’d caught him cramming his legs back into his pants, silently escaping a sedated
rape victim still tangled in the dune grasses.


Then again, I do tend to sling mud first
and throw a wet nap later. 


“You decent?” Longshoreman buttoned his plaid
shirt and cocked his head, listening.


I wasn’t sure how to answer. “I’m
clothed, so, I guess?”


He turned, descending the dune in three
aggressive strides. “Have we met?”


“Unlikely.”


He nodded but stood there transfixed,
looking me up and down as one might the butcher’s case. I couldn’t help but
notice his mouth and those teeth peeking through his broad smile, sharper than
they had any right to be. Not in a vampiric way, but a lack of access to
orthodontia. He seemed to have too many canines. 


“Were you at the theater, tonight?”


I nodded. “I guess. Not really any of my
business, though.”


He shrugged, began to turn back the way
he came and then stopped, swiveling toward me. “Wait. I do remember you. I got
the distinct impression you were oogling me.”


“Oogling? Two o’s?”


“Yep.”


“Well, since that’s not technically a
word, I’m certain I wasn’t doing it.”


“Fine. You were sizing me up. Taking my
measurements.”


“I’m not a tailor. I’m not sure what you’re
getting at.” I did, of course, but it’s important to string these things along,
let the guy know you enjoy a chase, especially since he was making all this
shit up. Men love the banter. The more salacious the better—watch and
learn.


“Alright then,” he said, eyelids suddenly
heavy. “How’s this, you were imagining fucking me.”


My mouth dropped open, he’d stolen my
line!


He continued. “I was frankly surprised
when you didn’t cross that parking lot and blow me right there in front of the
grieving and the bloodthirsty.”


Bloodthirsty? Did he mean Gil or the
crowd?


I scoffed. “That would’ve never happened.
You’re far too greasy for my taste.”


He closed the distance between us, tilting
his head. I could feel his dark eyes tracing my outline, making plans for me. “And
you’re sure of that?”


His scent radiated. Wet. Oceanic.
Ferrous. And then, somewhere beneath that, a subtle fragrance of skin creams
and makeup. What the fuck? It’s like two people. Didn’t make sense. Unless he
was both a skin diver and a tranny, which wasn’t outside of the realm of
possibility. But he cut quite a masculine figure and his voice was so deep, he’d
make the shittiest drag queen ever. 


I shrugged.


He shrugged and smiled as though the
whole routine was a joke. “What are you doing out here, anyway?”


“I’m headed to the Driftwood for a drink.”


“Sounds like a date.”


“Nope.”


“Sounds like it could be a date.”


“Listen. I don’t know you from Adam. As
far as I know, you could be the guy that ate that girl in the alley.”


The breath caught in his throat and he
seemed to mull this over before extending his hand. “My name is Thad. Thad
Chumley.”


I accepted his greeting with more than a
little reticence, but when I did his big hand enveloped mine in a near
blistering heat. “Nice to meet you,” I said, jerking my hand away. “I’m Amanda.”


“Cold hands, warm heart,” Thad said,
laying it on thick.


“It’s no date, Thad. I just need a drink,
it’s been a shitty day.”


“Well, at least let me walk you down to
the Driftwood. The beach isn’t safe for a single lady at night. Didn’t Mrs.
Winterford explain?”


“No.” In fact, just the opposite as I
recalled. She’d insisted this was the path of least resistance. I should have
known she’d led me astray when I had to take off my shoes. “How did you know I
was staying at Mrs. Winterford’s?”


“Hers is the only accommodation on this
end of the spit.”


“Well, I’m sure you’ll tell me all the
reasons why I’m taking my life into my own hands as we walk then. Also, don’t
skimp on the part where you’re offering excellent protection in an attempt to
make yourself feel manlier. That’s always helpful.”


He ignored my slight. “It’s nothing
really, just a rash of disappearances. Nothing a woman like you couldn’t
handle.”


“You have no idea,” I mumbled. “So how
many is a rash exactly. Four? Five?”


“Thirteen. Occasionally they’ll find a
foot, still in its shoe. Those usually wash up in Canada, for some reason.”


“Just the feet?”


“They found a wrist once. Just the wrist.”


It took everything I had in me to keep
from saying that wrists were my favorite. When I was alive I used to love hot
wings, but not the drumstick, the part with the two bones. The one you had to
work for. The sweetest meat is the hardest to get, they always say—and by
they, I mean me. I’ve never actually heard that before. In fact, I just made it
up. Plus, the delicate little bones make great toothpicks.


Thad offered his arm and against my
better judgment I accepted. We walked about twenty feet before we arrived at
the back door of the bar. Fishing nets obscured a smoking area; buoys lined a
crushed seashell path to the door. Exactly what you’d expect of an aging hooch
shack.


“Well, I’m glad we had this chat, Thad. You
could have saved a shitload of time by just pointing.”


Thad grinned, those jagged teeth sort of
growing on me. Probably because they seemed to go with his predatory behavior. That’s
when it dawned on me. I coughed and spat the word quickly, “Wereshark.”


Thad’s brows raised and his grin
stretched into a full-blown smile. “I’m not sure I heard you.”


“Oh, I think you did.”


“Let’s talk about it inside. They have an
excellent bourbon selection.”


And that’s all he had to say. He was so
much more charming when he was leading me to the liquor.


The Driftwood looked exactly like you’d
expect it to, wooden ship steering wheels, seagulls on posts and a barnacled
porthole for every booth. We sidled up to the bar, the keep not so much
greeting us as gargling a welcome through a gaping hole in his neck that he
tamped off with the butt of a lit cigar.


“Mr. Chumley. Miss. What’ll it be?”


“The lady’s going to need some brown
stuff, Burt,” Thad said, slapping the bar top. “On the rocks and some of that
old brine you keep for us sharks in the back for me.”


“You got it.”


He disappeared through a swinging door
and when I returned my gaze to Thad, I wasn’t surprised that his black eyes
were locked on mine. 


“I heard you back on the beach. You said
something and did it in such a way that you weren’t particularly scared of the
repercussions.”


I pretended to forget. Shook my head no,
just to make the time go faster.


“You said that a guy had eaten Miss
Sandflea. Eaten was the word.”


“Did I? Maybe I was just hungry.”


“Or maybe you think I did it.” He
grinned, his lips curling back to reveal those pointy bastards. “That I ratcheted my cold jaws open and devoured
the poor lackluster girl...oh wait. That’s what you would have done.” He leaned in close, his hand on my outer
thigh, fingertips tingling despite the fabric separating us. “I can smell it on
you.”


Okay. So he knew I was a rotting corpse.
That hand didn’t feel like it bothered him any.


“Well, I can smell it on you,” I returned,
poking his chest with each word. “Very. Fishy.”


Thad straightened, pounded a palm on the
bar. “Where are those drinks, Burt?”


Two glasses slid toward us. I grabbed
mine greedily and tossed it back, slamming the empty on the bar for effect. 


“Okay, Thad. I know you’re a predator.
You know I am, too. And I think we’ve figured out the pedigrees. But that doesn’t
explain the latent aroma of cheap cosmetics wafting out of your chumhole.” 


This time it was my turn to play the
seductive interrogator, I tapped my fingers against the back of his hand
resting on the bar, stroking the skin across the ridges of tendon. “Now, don’t
get me wrong. I understand the need for a healthy dinner. I do. It’s just that Miss
Sandflea happens to be the daughter of the local bookseller, Mrs. Swinton, and
I’m sort of indentured to turn over her killer. So, if you wouldn’t mind, we
could set that up for tomorrow. Give you a chance to settle your affairs?”


Thad nodded, stabbed his tongue against
his cheek. “Sure. Sounds good.”


I laughed. Clearly it wasn’t going to be
that easy. “Unless you have another idea.”


“How about we split her. I’ll be hungry
tomorrow, too. Three squares.”


“I can’t do that. I need her to spread
the word about my book. Publishing is a cutthroat world and I need all the
supporters I can get, so I’m afraid I’m gonna have to throw you to the sharks...so
to speak.”


Thad groaned. “That was terrible.”


“Agreed.”


“What if I told you I was completely set
up?”


“I’m listening.”


“I was minding my own business. Having a
smoke when Miss Sandflea came out into the alley. She was holding a note and
looking around like she was supposed to meet someone.”


“Who?”


“Me. And I’ll tell you why I think that.”
He dug into his pocket and pulled out a note. It read:



 

Thad, Meet me in the alley. Your Secret
admirer.



 

“Oh yeah. That’s not at all juvenile,
except for the fact is typewritten. Strange little ‘s’ though, huh?”


“Right? But still effective as it turns
out. When I went to talk to the girl that’s when it happened.” He closed his
eyes tight in the memory.


“What happened? Don’t leave me hanging.”


“She was doused with blood and fish
chunks. And I, well, I couldn’t help myself.”


“Feeding frenzy,” I said, nodding. “Been
there, done that.”


The excuse didn’t mean I wouldn’t throw
him into the ring as the killer; it just meant he probably wasn’t guilty. What
kind of person chums the pageant queen? I mean, besides the obvious answer…a
hilarious one.


I stared at him, trying to divine my next
move and for some unknown reason neglecting to notice his. Thad’s hand ran down
my spine, lingering on the bow of my ass. I jerked.


“You’re disgusting, Thad.”


He shrugged, innocently. “I don’t mean to
be crass.”


“You come by that naturally, then?”


“It’s a trait of the species. Whether
scything through the water toward my prey, or weaving through a crowded bar to
relieve a smoking hot undead lady, such as yourself, of her panties, I’m all
stealth.”


 “I mean, you literally make me sick to my stomach. So, I
think what’s best in this situation is for us to go back to my room and fuck
and then never talk about it again.”


His mouth dropped open and then he
settled into the idea and duckfaced. “All right, just as long as I get to go
down on you.”


“You can’t be serious.”


The wereshark belched, sucked his teeth.


Both sets.


“You have two rows of jagged teeth. That
doesn’t even fly in Arkansas.”


“You know what they say about sharks?”


“Predators of the sea?”


He shook his head. “We like to eat.
Feeding machines. In the sea it takes the form of tearing into our prey,
devouring them. On land, it means we know how to eat…”


“Wait, don’t say it.”


“Pussy.”


Now, normally, my first thought upon
coming face to face with the possibility of surprise cunnilingus is hygiene. I
worry about certain—there’s no way around this—odors. But Thad
Chumley was so disgusting—a real shipwreck-scavenging, barnacled shit show—I
really didn’t think even my worst snatch day would hang the fucker up. Which
begs the question: why would I even consider it?


Right?


Did I mention the hotness? Jesus Christ
the man was…sleek. That was the word. 


I imagined we all had our secrets. I hadn’t
told Wendy or Gil that Scott and I were “taking a break”. And I certainly didn’t
want Thad to think I was available for all his drooling tongue acrobatics.
Though, if I were being honest, at the mere mention of his “ability,” I began
to wonder if he was as skilled as he bragged.


It’s called a dry spell.


Scott had left two weeks previously and
despite the way we left it, amicably and by that I mean he smiled as I threw
shit at him and called him a son of whore and such. You know, the usual. It’s
not like I’m required to take the news that my boyfriend wanted to explore
other options without going a little nuts on his ass. Making absolutely no
promises that I would stick around waiting for him to return to his senses, in
fact, I’m pretty sure I threatened to find someone exactly like Thad to get
back at him.


The exact words I used, “And just when I’d
decided to let you do that thing you always talk about.”


Scott’s brow had ruffled painfully at
that.


Of course, I was talking about anal—don’t
pretend you just give that up without bargaining. I’ve always held off until
the last possible moment and used it as my trump card. “Let’s go to Hawaii. No?
Is that a no? Well, if we do go I’ll probably be so glad and warm in the
tropical heat, I’d let you explore deepest darkest Amanda.”


“You’re considering it,” Thad said, his
voice reeking of roadhouse whiskey, the back of his hand brushing my thigh. 


    Entwined in each other’s arms, Thad turned me
and used my back to push open the fire exit. We burst onto the smoking patio of
the roadhouse and settled onto the bench of a nearby picnic table, both of us
straddling it, legs scissoring together awkwardly as we kissed, zippers
grinding.


I caught the scent of cigar smoke and
without extracting my tongue from Thad’s lips, I glanced to my left and into
the toothless grin of a regular to both the bar and the smoking area. The man’s
head bobbed drunkenly and his teeth were flecked with tobacco from the stub he
chomped.


Pushing back, I reached up and turned
Thad’s head toward the audience.


“That’s the Beetle Man,” he said,
shrugging and returning his attention to my mouth, his hot hands kneading my
hips, tugging at my shirt.


Startled, I gave his lip a nip and pushed
away once more. “He’s watching us,” I hissed.


The Beetle Man continued to gaze dreamily
in our direction, no question in my mind what he was thinking about, either. He
pulled a wad of handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed the corners of his
lips. 


“And that’s the end of anything sexy.” I
tried to pull free from the tangle of Thad’s legs.


“Oh, come on.” He pulled at me, forcing
me close once more.


I rested my cheek against his and said, “If
you want to keep those arms, you’ll let me go.”


Thad threw up his hands and bit his lip. “We
can go anywhere you want. Totally up to you. We could go back to Mrs. Winterford’s.
Get comfortable. Get you out of those tight clothes. So constricting.”


I debated whether Thad just didn’t have
any concern as to whether we were being watched, as though it simply didn’t
matter. Big fish myopia. The biggest, probably. The rest of the men at the bar,
the Beetleman included, were no more than scavengers. He barely noticed them.


He led me past a smattering of cars
huddling around the single column of light shining from the front of the bar
like a drunken beacon, and out onto the slimmest definition of a path possible,
differentiated from the road by a few tufts of grass and an occasional brick.


“Is your place close by?” I asked,
stopping to remove my shoes again.


He winced. “Yeah, just up here. But don’t
expect much. It’s more of a place to store my clothes. I spend most of my time
in the water. I guess you could say that the sharks call me a wereman for the
amount of time I’m on two legs.”


“Sharks talk?”


“Well, it’s more of a scent thing. It’s
carried in our byproduct.”


“Do you mean pee?”


“I was trying to be delicate.”


“That’d be a first.”


He pulled me into a rough embrace. “And a
last. I’m going to tear you up.”


“Way to make it sound romantic,” I hissed
against his cheek. “I would appreciate an attempt at gentleness. I’m not
porcelain, but I’m not all that sturdy.”


“Naturally.” Thad’s grip softened, his
lids drifted to a half-mast and he reached for my hand, clamping it between
both of his. “I’ll treat you real good.”


“Spoken like a true one night stand.
Though you could have slurred more, from that salty dog to remind me that you
won’t remember any of this in the morning.”


“I’m going to remember this for hours,
days maybe.”


I couldn’t help laughing. “Fucking
asshole.”


“I’ll let you touch that, too.”


I shook my head. “Not with these hands.
Do you happen to have a fireplace poker?”


Thad nodded, grin gone sinister. He
pressed my hand to his tenting crotch, what struggled behind that cotton twill
wasn’t entirely familiar, but it was big and hard as stone. “Enough banter.”


He pulled me tight again to his frame, an
embrace at once sexy and uncomfortable, what with his hard-on digging into my
stomach. He was about Scott’s height, which, of course gave me nostalgic pangs
for my big hairy wolf. That probably should have stopped me from doing what I
was most certainly about to, but, well, my morality has always been
suspect—if your expectations of a man-eating zombie are that she’d always
make the best decisions, then that’s on you. 


I’m not fucking Mandy Moore. I’m a monster.


He pulled me down a path toward a jumble
of plywood and corrugated metal more suited to a Mexican border shanty town
than anything in America—I’m exaggerating obviously, the tent cities of
Seattle wouldn’t be making the Condé Nast Traveler Gold List anytime soon. At
least at Thad’s place I wasn’t teetering on two by fours bridging pools of
sewage. If that were the case, I’d lose my lady boner quicker than you could
say three-day pay or vacate.


He shouldered us into the hut, his tongue
darting into my mouth. I hesitate to call it a kiss. He was tasting me,
searching inside my mouth in a way that was less passionate and yet more erotic
than just about anything I’d experienced.


Just about.


His tongue was long and the tip of it
rolled magnificently across mine as he moaned, his weight falling against me
like he might pass out. I jerked my hands up to steady him and as we broke
apart I saw his eyes rolled back in his head and remembered a television
program about great white sharks and how they seemed to be lost in ecstasy as
they devoured their prey, a sensation most humans will never understand, until
they eat Filipino, which is a burst of flavor sensation like no other—I’m
talking about the people not that vinegary chicken shit or pancit. Gah. Though,
I do miss Lumpia. Those little deep fried wonders are the king of egg rolls.
Just saying.


“Enjoying yourself?”


He groaned beneath a smile broader than a
normal human’s but somehow contained, not slipping into an aquatic gray grin,
toothed with more rows than a movie theater. This wasn’t his first time at the
buffet.


Thad’s passion was bordering on frenzied
and you know what that means, time to start worrying about whether he’ll turn
landshark on me and gnaw off a leg. I’ll be damned if I have to pay the Reaper
Clinic for another limb reattachment. His lips worked their way down my throat,
his big hands cupping my breasts, kneading them and then pinching the sides of
my dress and lifting it, he sank to his knees. His eyes filled with blackened
lust and he rose between my legs as though up through the depths of a murky
ocean to chomp on my wet seal—or you know, my snatch.


If the Shark Week references get too much
for you feel free to skip ahead.


Your loss.


My ex—let’s call him that now, I
think we’ve established that I’m moving on, at least while I’m getting head
from a shark in a shanty—needed careful instruction in regards to the
female anatomy. Not so, Thad. He pushed my panties aside like flotsam and dove
right in licking at my lips, tugging them gently between his. Fluttering his
tongue over my clit. 


Good shark. Good. Shark.


It occurs to me that men who are good at
eating pussy must keep it a secret from their buddies, because most assholes
don’t know what the fuck to do when faced with ladyparts. There’s really only
one instruction that they’ll understand (and ladies, take this note), do unto
others as you would have them do unto you. Go ahead and treat that clit like a
little dick, bitch. No teeth. Don’t pinch the tip. Keep it rhythmic. Nothing
too crazy.


Simple. Or at least that’s how Thad made
it seem as, without losing his stride, he wrangled me out of my panties and
tossed them next to my Louboutin Pigalle Platos.


“Just like that!” I cried out as he
gripped my ass and nuzzled his nose against me as he threaded his tongue
inside, twisting, thrusting. 


How long was that fucking thing?


Waves of pleasure washed over me, the
kind that would’ve brought a rare blush of warmth to my skin, if I weren’t, you
know, dead. I found myself pushing against him, working my cunt against the
whole of his face, his jaw, his brow. I was so into it I’d have ground against
a damn ear. And then he was almost there. Lapping. Thumping his tongue rapidly
against my clit, his fingers on either side of the little nub, pressing into
me, vibrating the root of my sex.


And then he stopped.


“Shit!” I screamed. “What the—”


He turned me roughly to face the shelves,
stacks of fisherman’s sweaters, baby fresh and neat in cubbies. His breath was
hot on my cold skin and as he rose up behind me, I felt his thick member brush
against my calf—that’s when I remembered Gil’s story from Davenport
magazine and terror filled me.


“You don’t have two dicks, do you?” I
asked, panting.


Silence.


I spun around, and against my better
judgment glanced down at his throbbing cocks—even just thinking those
words hurts all of my orifices. Thick individually, Thad’s manhoods were doubly
threatening rigid and tight against each other. Words caught in my
throat—for once—and Thad seemed to notice my fear.


He winced, worried that I might deny him.
But he’d worked me up so far that I probably would have impaled myself on a one
of the buoys dangling from the shack walls.


“I’ll take it slow,” he said and reached
beneath a stack of jeans to produce a bottle of lube.


“Alright, but don’t even think of
tackling both holes. I’m not one of the drunk bitches you bring back here to
savage. I’m much more delicate and fucking dangerous so keep that in mind,
fish.”


Thad pressed himself against me,
whispering into my ear. “Now you’re just trying to turn me on.”


“Fuck if that’s not full mast, then you
can find yourself another dead girl.”


“No no. It is. I promise. No bigger.”


He pressed it against me, slipping it
between my lips before testing the waters, dipping one head in, then the other.
He must’ve separated the two because as he pushed himself deep inside me I felt
the rigid pleasure of the second dick sluicing between my lips. The thick cock
head rubbing over my already tortured clit.


“Oh fuck!” I yelled out.


And he did. He fucked me so hard and that
second dick did a trick that had me coming over and over until the two of us
lay coiled on the gritty floor of his beach closet. Stricken. Done.


“Jesus Christ,” I said. “You win, buddy.”


After a quick extrication, I pulled on my
panties and lingered at the door. It occurred to me that I might not want to
expose Thad just yet. He certainly came in handy—so to speak. But I’d
need to find another patsy.


I dug out my cell and pressed and held
the number two, speed-dialing Marithé. She answered on the third ring.


“Allo?”


“Listen,” I said. “Track down the cell
phone number of the first runner-up to Miss Sandflea. Not the current runner-up
but the one that had to take on the job since Miss Sandflea was massacred in an
alley. Get it and text it to me pronto.”


“Got it.”


I hung up and noticed Thad’s eyebrow arch
in judgment—more of a brow ridge than anything with hair on it. In fact,
there wasn’t a square inch of exposed flesh on the wereshark that had a single
hair. I wondered if that trait carried over to his male area. Trimming is one
thing. But no one wants to go downtown and come back up with hairy
souvenirs—but for Christ sake, leave a little something so that I don’t
feel like I’ve just lured a twelve-year old into my car with a six-pack of
beer.


“I’m going to need you, again,” I said.


He grinned. “You know where to find me.”


And with that, I made my escape.








 


 


 


Chapter 8



 

The
walk back to the Dunes of Hazard was eerily calm, the breeze off the ocean
stilled to a whisper. As far as walks of shame go it could have been a hell of
a lot worse, shaky knees aside. I’ll say this just the once, I hardily endorse
wereshark sex. If you have the opportunity and your partner’s been fed. 


Go for it, I cannot stress this enough.


The thrill piggybacked on the adventure of
the hunt. I had no intention of actually finding the killer before, but now I
was getting a taste for it. 


I walked barefoot on the sandy road, the
crushed seashell path on either side was like walking on razor blades and it
seemed I’d found a situation where a Louboutin heel was simply not the right
shoe—hard to believe, I know—I figured it was a sign that we needed
to get the hell out of there.


And fast.


What started as a faint crackling ended
up a revving nightmare straight out of a Russ Meyer film. Women in chains. If
the women were gay go-go dancers and the chains were uncomfortably tight gold
lamé hot pants—I swear to God I saw a nut hanging out of one, not the
whole sac, just one.


I dove into the dune grass as they sped
by.


Fucking Golden Boys. That’s just what I
needed. I decided then and there I’d be keeping that bit of hell a secret from
Wendy. She’d go ballistic if she knew there was something else out there
plotting to delay our route.


The popping of stray rocks in the sand
diminished to a distant crackle, I bounded for the Dunes of Hazard. The windows
across the front of the house were dark and the door locked. I glanced at my
watch. Two in the morning, time really flew when you were in the midst of an
investigation, or, you know, screwing. I’d have thought Gil, at the very least
should be raring to go and waiting on the stoop for me to take him out
somewhere to reek havoc. 


Nothing.


Luckily my room key opened the locked
front door, but as I entered the last bastion of Studio 54, I heard the soft
wheeze of a sleeping human. The smell wafting from Mrs. Winterford was familiar
to most writers…the rich malty scent of bourbon pushing out of the skin like
bot fly larvae.


I crept passed the old woman, but
something told me I’d have to drop an anvil to rustle her out of drunken
slumber. I peeked at the register and noted that Wendy had been booked into a
room on the main floor. Number three was halfway down the hall, conveniently
located bathroom-adjacent. After listening at the door and hearing a near constant
stream of curse words, figured out that Wendy was still dealing with the cloud
theft. Her tone was the opposite of receptive to a fun night on the town
hunting down killers. 


Thank god for spongy floor-coverings,
disguising my retreat to the stairs. A pair of mismatched snorts drew my
attention back to the sleeping writer. I stood over her, and for the first time
in a long while, felt absolutely no urge to chomp into human flesh. The woman’s
cheeks were chalky, yet damp as though she’d smeared herself with toothpaste.
She murmured a word, just beneath intelligible. Something like garbled and
angry.


Finally as she said it again, I
understood it clear as a bell.


“Critics!”


The scourge of human writers everywhere.
They didn’t have a clue about critical attention until they’d read a review in
a supernatural rag. Humans might pride themselves on a modicum of ethics and
sensitivity. But the starting point for a vampire or zombie critic—and
don’t let me get started on the shapeshifting fuckers—is a flat out character
assault that leads to a dissection of any written work as being a thinly veiled
memoir, regardless of whether it was a thinly veiled memoir—and by
thinly-veiled, I mean totally accurate. Whatever.


“Live with it,” I whispered. “You can’t
kill all of them. I’ve tried.”


I pulled out my phone and snapped a
picture of her. I’d need it when I questioned Miss Sandflea. Kids these days
are visual learners—or at least that’s what we tell ourselves to excuse
the fact that they operate on a diminished vocabulary—thank you,
standardized testing, we don’t need smart kids anyway.


Downstairs, a puddle of light spilled
across the rug in front of Gil’s door and before I even stood before it, I
could hear hushed voices, sultry slurring and the occasional moan. But there
was a mechanical buzz that didn’t read vibrator, but rather computer.


You have to understand that by this point,
I’d seen Gil in flagrante delicto on a number of occasions as his feeding
sometimes kicks into something a little more sensual/disgusting. So I twisted
the knob and peeked in.


The light was glaring. Or lights rather.


Three of them, set up on tripods next to
a camera, all pointing at the bed and Gil, sprawled out, blisteringly white
from head to toe, except for the sprays of blood that dotted his lower jaw,
chest and arms. Masturbating furiously, his penis glowing like a light bulb.


“What the fuck?” I pressed my palm over
my mouth stifling a shocked laugh.


Gil gasped and scrambled to cover himself
with the blood-spattered sheet. He tumbled over the edge of the bed, struggling
to shut off the camera. Shouts arose from the direction of the computer, a
litany of men complaining.


“We already paid!”


“Twice as long next time, guys.” Gil
promised before clamping down the lid of his laptop. Gil turned and stared,
mouth moving soundlessly.


“I’ll just go,” I said, shutting the
door.


Walking slowly, I debated going back.


As a pay-for-bloodplay porn star, Gil
probably felt like he needed to explain himself. The idea of it made part of me
a little sad and the other part extremely happy to have something this horrible
to hold over his head. The ribbing would have to be near constant. Daily. How
else was he to know that I loved him?


I was on my own again and the night was
young. My phone vibrated with Miss Sandflea’s number. I shot Moonglow a quick text
that was, as adolescence these days requires, responded to nearly instantly. We
set up a three a.m. rendezvous and I slipped the phone back in my Birkin. As I
jiggled open my door, Gil bounded into the hallway, surprisingly clean and put
together in a pair of jeans and a black dress shirt.


Our eyes met and he merely nodded. I did,
too.


There were no words…not yet. There’d be
plenty later. Plenty.


His tightened shoulders relaxed, as he
rushed to hug me, stopping about a foot away.


“Oh my God.” Gil recoiled, covering his
mouth as though he might vomit.


“What?”


“Did you fall into the harbor? You smell
like an anchovy factory. It’s disgusting.”


I raised my arm and sniffed. “I don’t—”


The stairs creaked and Wendy strode in to
the hall, she doubled over and howled. “Jesus!” When she regained composure she’d
pinched off her nose. “What have you
been up to?”


“This from the zombie who’s been
polluting the Las Felicitas sewer system for the last two hours?”


“I think they’re on septic, and it’s
probably full now.” Wendy grinned sheepishly.


Disgusting.


“So, while you were shitting yourself and
Gil was doing God knows what on his computer. I was conducting a thorough
investigation.”


“Bravo.” Wendy made a round of annoyed
golf claps.


Gil cocked his head, a giddy smile
replacing the disgust. “Did you find our wereshark?”


I nodded. “His name is Thad.”


“Thad?”


“Yeah and he admits to doing it, but he’s
just a patsy. Totally the weapon of some sick pageant-hating psychopath. Bitch
got chummed.”


“Oh.” Wendy laughed. “Listen to her tone,
Gil. So dismissive. If he did it, we turn him over and motor on out of here.”


I winced. “Or how about we don’t.”


“Jesus Christ. You fucked him. Right? You
fucked him?” She nodded helpfully, encouraging me to join her in that nod.


“I don’t talk about that kind of stuff.”


“Oh my God. Since when?” Gil’s eyes went
wide. He rubbed his hands against his jeans legs nervously. “I didn’t get the
memo that we weren’t talking about that anymore. Not that I have anything to
talk about. Honest. Swear to God.” This last bit was more for Wendy’s benefit,
obviously.


I glanced at Wendy and watched her eyes
narrow at Gil. “You have a secret.”


“I absolutely don’t.”


For once, I wasn’t in the mood to jump on
a humiliation train. I gave Gil an out. “Oh!” I shouted. “And guess who’s in
town?”


“Burt Bacharach?”


“RuPaul?”


“Neither. The Golden Boys. They’ve
followed us here. I had to jump into the bushes to avoid their searchlights of
doom.”


“Where were they?”


“Here. Right here. Out on Ocean Lane. No
clue how they found us either. It’s really eerie.”


Wendy’s playful demeanor disappeared
instantly. She approached with her index finger stiff as Gil’s blood-misted
dick. “I’m warning you, Amanda. If we’re not on the road tomorrow night, I’m
gonna be really pissed.”


“So, this right here,” I gestured to her
current countenance. “Is just mildly aggravated?”


She spun without another word and
disappeared up the stairs.


I glanced at my watch and then up at Gil,
“You wanna go shake down a teenager?”


“Duh.”


A quick spritzing of my Issey Miyake and
we were outside. Gil’s hips and legs protruded from the floorboard of Mrs.
Winterford’s handicap-accessible van, his Chuck Taylor scuffing against the
gravel for leverage. The car cranked up and we jumped in, creeping backward
from the driveway and out onto Ocean Lane.


 “Where’d you learn to hotwire a car?”


Gil shrugged. “Internet. I do a lot of
browsing.”


Having fed less than six hours
previously, Gil should have been flush with blood, rosy around the cheeks.
Instead in the glow of the dash lights he appeared sallow and jaundiced. It
didn’t take an addictions specialist to figure out that Gil had a problem with
being overly connected to the electronic world and completely disconnected from
his old love...dick.


Or should I say, other people’s dicks.


“Alright,” I said, lighting a cigarette.
“Spill it.”


Gil rubbed his lips, as though preparing
to reveal some life-altering secret. “Jesus. All right. But keep it to
yourself, okay?”


I nodded.


“A while back, totally innocently, I
started jerking off with fade cream.”


The cigarette dangled from my lip. I was
at a loss for words—a rare occurrence, you must admit, so make a note of
it.


Gil raised his hand as though he were
being sworn in as a witness for the defense. “I’m telling you, Amanda. My dick
never looked younger.”


“You’re a vampire, Gil. You should have a
perpetually youthful dick.”


He waved off my suggestion. “Yeah, but
it’s really pink now. Like uniformly pink. You can barely see the veins.”


I tried to scrub the image from my brain.
“Is this like a mid-life crisis or some shit?”


“No, no. I had just been shooting for
that just grown-in adolescent look. It’s perfectly natural.”


“You know, I guess I was wrong. It’s
perfectly okay for friends to keep secrets from each other, particularly one’s
like that.”


He waved off my comment. “Anyway, I shot
off a quick email to the fade cream company, asking if they’d ever heard of
this particular effect. The guy I spoke with was very excited.” Gil leaned over
and whispered the next bit, salaciously. “Wanted to see it for himself.”


“Of course.”


“He asked if I had Skype, and I’ve never
heard of that and really hoped it wasn’t some STD, but it was right there on my
computer, a program that lets you talk to someone through the little camera. So…I
did it.”


“You jerked off, blood spewing all over
yourself in the process? With photography studio lighting?”


“The diffusers help with glare. But no.
That’s just where I got the idea. There’s money to be made from the vast
network of perverts around the world. I could bankroll an island nation with my
shtick.”


Now, I don’t have a problem with
self-exploitation. My mother is the strip club queen of Seattle, after all. And
I can tell you, from actual conversations with those women (and some men) that
they use the money they make shoving their ass in men’s faces for purely
philanthropic purposes.


I mean meth, obviously.


But Gil? Gil was brilliant at
business—sort of—his last scheme, a luxury vampire-turning business,
had netted him at least a few million. I couldn’t help but think his current
business opportunity had more to do with attention seeking than financial
solvency.


I sighed, turning onto the actual tarmac
from the sandy lane. “You need to figure out another way to get over Vance.”


“My online support group says social
network friends are just as valid as IRL friends. Especially ones that pay for
the privilege.”


I rolled my eyes. “And yet, every time I
see you I can’t help noticing how invalid
you’ve become. In fact, you’ve lost something.”


“Oh really? And what might that be?” 


“Your edge. Your bite. I’ve seen you
feeding and even that connection, body to body isn’t doing it for you anymore.
Did you even drain that girl tonight?”


Gil laughed. “Of course.”


“Completely?”


He shrugged. “I don’t know, maybe?”


“So blasé. It makes me sick. You used to
be so passionate about your kills you’d even screw some of them. Remember? It
was disgusting but I couldn’t fault your enthusiasm.”


Gil stared out the front window, the
occasional streetlight illuminating a sadness I knew was there, but wasn’t sure
how to fix. Was it even my place to fix it? For nearly three years, Wendy, Gil
and I had been nearly inseparable and it seemed I wasn’t any closer to figuring
out what it meant to be a friend.


“You’re jealous of Wendy,” he said,
finally. 


“Oh Jesus fuck. How do you figure?”


“Wendy used to be your henchman and now
she has one of her own. You miss the power dynamic. Now, Wendy’s a drug dealer,
maybe you could be a pimp? Look at that girl over there, she could totally be
turned out.”


I glanced up ahead. Sure enough, Lizzy
Stroheim, aka Moonglow, waited outside the park gate, kicking the rock columns
with the back of her heels and glancing optimistically at passing cars. If I
didn’t know she was waiting for me, I’d have totally pegged her for a hooker, a
character trait that I’m sure wouldn’t fly with the judges of Miss Sandflea.
Pageant queens were stripped of titles for far less. I read about one local
beauty canned for a photo her boyfriend took of her shoving a gumball up her
twat. It wasn’t even that dirty. He was quite a good photographer. Plus
afterword his breath was really minty. Win-win.


I pulled the van over a block up from the
waiting girl.


“You might consider disconnecting, Gil.”
I took a drag off my cigarette, pointing it in his scowling direction. 


Gil hit send on whatever text he was
typing and slipped the phone into his pocket, sighing. He stared out the
window. “Don’t pretend you’re doing the noble thing, Amanda. You’re not Becky
Swinton’s avenging angel. Hell, she’d probably have ended up whoring herself
out before graduation and shitting six kids out of her cooch straight into a
trailer court toilet. Your actions seem more like procrastination.”


“From what?”


“I don’t know, figuring out what you’re going
to do with this life? You’ve been floating since the show bombed.” 


I shook my head. I was not having this
conversation. Absolutely not. “I wrote a goddamn book since then.” (Happy
Hour of the Damned,
$4.59, while supplies last)


“Whatever, you dictated notes to some
poor writer you kept locked in a trunk in your guest room. He wrote the book.”


“Hey, I released him into the wild. He
didn’t have any of his own stories.”


Gil pouted. “I’ll alert Amnesty
International.”


“I appreciate your deflection. I really
do. But it’s not going to work on me, Gil. You should know that. I’ve been deflecting
since kindergarten.


“Well…” Gil started to say something, but
I found myself distracted by a flyer stapled to the telephone pole next to us.
A wanted poster for an oddly feminine looking molester named Buck with the
fakest mustache ever. Underneath the copy read: Last seen stalking the rest
stops and small parks of the coastal highways. 


I pointed it out. “What do you make of
that?”


Gil swiveled toward the poster, stabbed
his thumb in its direction. “You mean Bucky the Guck?”


“Guck? I’m pretty sure that’s not a word.
“


“Yeah it is. It means jizz.”


I frowned. “I have never heard that.
Ever.”


“Oh come on. Everyone knows that word.”


“No they don’t.”


“Whatever. Bucky the Guck is wanted in
three states for luring guys into the bushes and taking their spunk…by force.
The cops have been after him for years.”


“Him? No way that’s a guy,” I said,
squinting to get a better look. “That mustache has got to be fake. The
features. Those lips. Buck’s a woman.”


Gil held up his finger. “Used to be a
woman…now she’s a monster. Creeping in the shadows of the night, draining her
victims of their life fluid. It’s disgusting.”


“You realize you just described a
vampire, right?”


“I don’t creep, Amanda. I don’t have to
crouch in bushes.”


“So you don’t swallow?”


“Shut up,” he said, jaw tense but
quivering.


I busted up laughing and it wasn’t long
after that he joined me. I slapped his thigh and that seemed to be enough. He
cracked that wicked smile of his and I stepped out of the van. “Don’t leave the
car, now.”


“Why?”


“There’s a pervert out there draining
internet whores of their livelihood.”


“Good tip.”


I approached the girl cautiously. You
never know about kids these days, Moonglow Featherberry included. She could be
carrying a gun or something and they all know how to put down a zombie. There
are fucking books about that shit.


“Are you Amanda?” Lizzy asked, squinting.



I nodded. “Sure am. Pleased to meet you.
I was rooting for you to win the whole thing. I guess you have.”


The girl shrugged, looked me up and down
and winced. “Wow. Look at you. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone dressed like
that around here. Are those clothes expensive?”


“Probably,” I said, shrugging.


The girl wore a knit cap perched atop her
head for no good reason and a winter jacket two sizes two big. She crammed her
hands in the pockets and fanned it out like a cape as she talked. “I didn’t
really want to win, you know.” She grimaced. “I wouldn’t have even done the
damn thing if my mom hadn’t badgered me into it. But, shit, what else was I going
to do? There’s nothing for me here. I planned to come in second or even third
so I didn’t have to be in the goddamn parade tomorrow.”


“Totally understandable.” I couldn’t
actually remember ever seeing a parade outside of reenactments on movies and I
always wondered what kind of people drag their asses out of bed at the butt
crack of dawn to secure seating to watch a high school band hit every other
note or a drill team grind in their hoochie skirts?


“I guess.” Lizzy shrugged. “Actually, I
kind of like them.”


She paced a bit, dug in her pocket and
pulled out a bent cigarette, straightened it between delicate fingers, nail
polish chipped and gray. “I was planning on running away tonight and now I feel
obligated to wave at tourists and toss sand flea beanies to the kids.”


“Bummer. Running away is always the best
option. And it’s summer, so you won’t get cold when you crawl into your
cardboard box.”


“Exactly!” She beamed stupidly. “I was
thinking of going to Seattle and becoming a big star.”


I crinkled my forehead. “Star?”


“Roller Derby. I’m good at skating. You
know how they say everyone has at least one thing they’re good at?” 


I couldn’t name a single Roller Derby girl,
period, let alone in Seattle, so I’m pretty sure you can’t be famous at it.
This girl needed a clue, but for once, I didn’t pounce. Runaways are one of my
chief food groups and this girl seemed to be teetering on the edge of the Styrofoam
packing tray. If some trucker on her way to Seattle didn’t rape and murder
Lizzy (or vice versa), she’d probably take her first meth hit with a toothless
hobo and end up in some zombie or vampire’s sights. On the other hand, being
food for the supernaturals sure beats blowing old men for twenties.


She seemed to be considering this. The
perfect time to pull out my phone.


“Do you smell fish?” she sniffed the air,
craning her neck slowly toward me.


“No. Now, at the theater, I saw this
woman asking people questions.” I held the photo out for her to examine and
wasn’t at all surprised when the girl nodded.


“Mmhm, ya. Mrs. Winterford.”


I knew it. That bitch could lie to
everyone else, but not me. She hadn’t missed the pageant at all.


“What do you know about her?”


“Is this a quiz?” She took a long drag
and blew it into the sky. “She writes books or something. I thought your text
said I was going to be in the paper.”


“Oh you are.” Under: girl goes missing, I
thought, but kept that tidbit to myself, for obvious reasons. “What do you know
about Mrs. Winterford?”


“She’s a creeper. Always hanging around
any time there’s an accident in Las Felicitas. Lurking around corners and shit.
There’s a lot of accidents around here. It’s kind of ridiculous.” 


“Do people think she’s involved in these
accidents?”


“Some do. I dunno. But if there’s ever a
particularly juicy one then she writes a book about it. You can see them all
over at Mrs. Swinton’s store. She signs them and everything. Kind of our local
celebrity.”


“She’s pretty mobile then?”


“What?” the girl’s face registered
confusion—as it likely did hundreds of times a day.


“I saw her walking around not even trying
to be paraplegic. What’s up with that?”


She shook her head, clearly not clicking
with the lingo. “She’s not on crutches or anything.”


“Oh no?” The American school system at
work, folks.         


“Maybe a limp?” She shrugged, noncommittal.


I sighed. I knew Mrs. Winterford was
faking. God, what kind of a person does that? It made my stomach
turn—though the feeling could have been a result of the jostling Thad had
just put my insides through.


Hard to say.


“Did anyone have reason to hurt Becky?”


“Hurt her? No. I don’t think so. Everyone
loved her, obviously. She won and all despite being completely boring.”


“Right?” I nearly spat. “I was totally
rooting for you, like I said.”


“Thanks.” She crushed the butt of her cigarette
underfoot and backed away a step. “Anyways, I think I’m going to go. Have to
get up early for the parade.”


 “Good luck with the roller derby.”


Moonglow drifted into the darkness of the
park and disappeared. I stood staring after her, amazed at myself. This
detective stuff was actually kind of simple. I had no intention of actually
investigating and here I was with the actual killer pinned down. All I needed
to do was deliver her to Mrs. Swinton along with some key evidence.


And I knew just where to get it.








 


 


 


Chapter 9



 

By
the time we made it back to Ocean Lane, the night sky was pink and Gil had
taken on the edgy look vampires get when daylight presents itself like a
prison, drumming his fingertips on the dash, eyes darting from mine to my foot,
stopping short of screaming, “Step on it!”


When we pulled up to the Dunes of Hazard
he darted, feet spinning on the damp patches of grass that sprouted here and
there like stray hairs.


I stared after him as I backed out,
wondering if it wasn’t so much the deadly sun, but his need to get back to his
clientele. Also, sort of envious. Those guys sounded really disappointed that
Gil hadn’t finished that whole bloody beat-off thing.


Must be nice to have people really
invested in your sexual pleasure (footnote: I’m looking at you Scott). Though,
Gil doesn’t have any coworkers. No one to bounce ideas off. No safety
protocols. If there were some sort of filming accident and Gil misjudged his
strength, ripping off his own penis and throwing it across the room, there
wouldn’t be anyone there to catch it and pretend that Band-Aids would take care
of that kind of an injury. Just the guys on the computer screaming and
reversing their credit card charges.


Sad.


I’ve never even had phone sex. I have masturbated while I was on hold
with my internet provider. But I’m pretty sure I can’t get paid for that.


I slapped my jaw. Enough. I already had a
pretend career as a smokin’ hot detective, why would I even consider exposing
my undead lady business for money? Not that I was doing that. Oh fuck, keep it
to yourselves.


I pulled back out and drove to Thad’s
clothing shack. Leaving the van idling—if he were still there I’d
probably have to thwart his advances and turning off the van was as good an
excuse as any to bolt. If not, his clothes and the sketchy note he’d shown me
at the bar would likely be folded neatly inside, along with everything else,
while he slipped through the murky depths of the Pacific Ocean.


“Thad?” I called. “You around?”


I rapped on the door a couple of times,
but it was obvious he’d retreated to the sea. The inside was as I’d left it,
with the addition of his latest outfit folded on a stool in the corner. As I
crouched next to it and drove my hand into the jeans pockets, the sound of feet
scraping against shale caught my attention. The column of streetlight
illuminating the hut through the open door was blocked entirely.


“Thad?” I said, preparing a lascivious
grin for my oceanic lover.


But the figure that loomed before me, wet
and ballooning and gray, probably didn’t belong to Thad—probably. But it’s
hard to say, I only ever saw his transformative shape in shadow.


“It’s me Amanda!” I cried out, in case I
was mistaken, or he was, or whatever.


But the thing’s shift continued,
unimpressed with my credentials, filling the doorway in teeth, row upon row. A
snapping, snarling food processor. I threw myself into a defensive position,
hands outstretched, knees bent and inhaled to the best of my
ability—zombie lungs have one purpose and it ain’t breathing.


“Down boy!”


I’d handled a few shapeshifters in the
past—including Scott, who only dared shift into beast mode once and in
his defense, he was really horny—but not into anything as large as a
great white on two legs. Maybe-Thad’s arms receded into an elongating neck,
gray and slick as neoprene. The whole thing was neck, as far as I could tell,
but his legs were thick as tree trunks, its feet taloned, and the nails at the
end of each of its three toes akin to shark teeth themselves. 


Jagged. Busted. In tragic need of a
Vietnamese nail lady.


Maybe-Thad snapped and lunged, catching
his dorsal fin on the doorframe and shaking the hut violently, immaculately
folded clothing tumbled onto the floor, hangers clanked. I slammed myself
against the far wall and panted, heaving in deeper and deeper breaths until I
could feel my chest wall ache with pleurisy, the virus peeling off my dead
lungs and peppering the breaths of cold night air in a milky white mist.


“I didn’t want it to end like this, Thad,”
I said and leaned forward as close as I dared to the snapping shark, wedged into
the door and exhaled.


The breath poured out of me like a fog,
billowing like a cream flap of velvet in the air between us before taking on a
life of its own. Thin tendrils filigreed from the mass of virus, seeking life
and lung. The fact that a shark didn’t have lungs didn’t occur to me until I’d
expelled all the breath I could and clamped my hands against the clothing
cubbies to steady my shaking legs. I was hoping that whatever had created such
a freak show had seen fit to imbue it with at least that standard of human
tissue.


I couldn’t be sure it would work as I’ve
only ever destroyed a vampire in this manner before, never a shapeshifter.
Though I was optimistic my dragon breath would have some effect. Shapeshifters,
vampires, other supernaturals can’t normally survive the breath. It requires a
human to turn and when it doesn’t find what it’s looking for it gets pissed.
Like tiny little mafia enforcers without sexy British accents or tats.


The frame surrounding the door broke free
and Not-Thad pushed in further—I decided Thad was too fastidious with his
clothing to ever jeopardize his closet in this manner. His teeth snapped inches
from my face. The wind from it’s clamping maw blowing my hair back. 


And then, finally, the breath took hold.


The giant creature lurched, fell to its broad
knees and seized like an epileptic. His giant mouth went slack, spittle
dripping from the exposed teeth as more of the breath coiled between them and
down his throat.


When uncertain of anatomy, the best sound
a zombie can hope for is the shuddering wheeze of death.


He flopped a bit and then stilled
completely. Dead. Before long the wereshark began to quiver, it’s flesh
shimmering like salmon gone bad and then it merely shed its legs and a tail
sprouted, fins unfurling flaccidly. Definitely-Not-Thad’s backbone arched and
then fell on the floor. Back to life-less—apologies for the weak Soul II
Soul reference.


“That did not go as I’d planned.” I double-checked
to make sure I had the note in my purse and then sidestepping the fish corpse,
I took my leave. Only to be confronted by a stunned and quite naked Thad.


“Who’s that?” He yelled, pivoting around
me to look at the mess and body on his floor.


“Not you,” I said glancing at his lengthy
but uninspired package. “Shrinkage doesn’t really apply to you, I see.”


“Stop.” He squeezed past and examined the
dead shark, flipping him over on his back. “Oh man. It’s Chuck. He owed me
money.” Thad turned hopefully. “Did he give it to you before he...”


“No such luck.”


Thad didn’t appear to mourn his friend’s
passing, which went along with the shifter’s nature. Death is sort of natural
to them, it doesn’t phase them. Whereas, you or I might be a little freaked out—let
me rephrase that—you might be. I’m usually the cause of death. Though,
for a change I’d like an invite to a funeral. If for no other reason than to
wear my vintage Dior little black dress. It’s probably an inch or three too
short to be appropriate but with a sad floppy hat, who’d notice that my panties
show when I sit down?


“I actually came to grab the note you
left. I’m going to match it up to Mrs. Winterford. I’m pretty sure she was the
one that used you like her henchman.”


“Bitch.”


“For real.” I pressed my palm against his
warm chest, feeling his nipple harden against the side of my palm. Cold hands
and all. “Could you do me a favor?” I asked.



 

***



 

I
palmed the folded note and pushed back into the Dunes of Hazard, hoping to
avoid a confrontation with my prime suspect until I’d located her typewriter.


“You’re lucky I didn’t call the cops.”
Mrs. Winterford sneered from her chaise lounge on wheels. She stole a disgusted
glance at the van, clearly visible through the window.


“Oh my god,” I said, smiling as innocuously
as I could manage. “I totally am. I’m indebted to you or something.” 


“I’ll say.”


“I had a lady’s emergency. I’m sure you
understand.”


The woman clutched her pearls and twisted
them as she frowned. I kept nodding, held her eyes with mine and eventually
through that simple silent exchange she bought the lie. 


“Has Wendy or her associate been up and
around?”


“The Mexican,” Mrs. Winterford spat the
word—I was vaguely reminded of the way my mother would say it, jiggling
her shoulders and pronouncing the ‘x’ as an ‘h.’ “She came up and ate every bit
of the breakfast I’d allotted for the three of you and then disappeared back
down the hall. She’s a strange one, ravenous, and I got the distinct impression
that she might be a criminal, you know…” She whispered the next part, her palm
directing the small hiss of sound away from the hall. “…From the barrio.”


I nodded. “You have no idea. I’ll be sure
to have Wendy talk to her about her manners and I do apologize for not asking
for the van.”


The woman squinted as I backed away into
the hall, keeping her in my sights until I forced my way into Wendy’s room,
stumbling into the traveling headquarters of her cloud syndicate. Monitors sat
atop nearly every surface, faces stared out blankly, trained on me. Wendy and
Abuelita gawped.


Wendy’s mouth smacked open “Really?”


“Sorry?” I scanned the faces again. No
one seemed genuinely pleased to see me. How could that be? “I just…how’s the
hunt going?”


Wendy rushed across the room and pushed
me back out into the hall, closing the door behind us and dropping into hushed
tones. “I’ve got business to take care of here, Amanda. I can’t be playing
games. There are vampires in need of a cuddly fix and you know what they’re
like when they’re testy.”


            “I’ve
just made some progress on the case and—”


“On the what?” she cut me off. “You don’t
have a case, Amanda. All you have to do is make sure we’re out of here in,” she
glanced at her watch. “Six hours. On the road. No more hold ups. No wereshark
lovers. I don’t have time for this.”


“Uh, no problem. Our murderer is right
out there in the conversation pit.”


“You brought that fishy fucker here?”


“No. It’s Mrs. Winterford and get
this…she’s pretending to be handicapped.”


“Why would anyone do that?”


I shrugged. “Also, she doused Becky
Swinton in a bucket of chum.”


Wendy scowled, disgusted and then a
quizzical look took over. “Where’d she get that much?”


“I dunno. It’s pretty easy. You just put
the fish in a food processor or something.”


She slapped her leg, laughing. “Oh! Chum! Gotcha. Either way, that’s gross.”
Wendy backed into the room, stony and stabbed her index finger in my direction.
“Six hours.”


The door slammed in my face and it took
everything I had not to throw it back open and give Wendy an ear full. I hated
to admit it, but damn it if Gil wasn’t right. I was annoyed by the power shift.
I’d never been subject to her barbs and bullshit before. She’d simply
complimented my own horrible snarkiness, like the right wine with a meal.


Not so now. 


And I certainly wasn’t capable of
reciprocating, particularly when she wasn’t funny. At all. How had I not
noticed? Then again, she was under a lot of stress. Whatever.


Asking Gil to help was out until dusk so
the task of finding the last piece of the puzzle fell on me.


Out in the living room, Mrs. Winterford
had succumbed to some medicinal slumber, leaving me wide open to search the
shit out of the Dunes of Hazard with her snoring as background music. Walking
as lightly as I could, I wound my way through the knickknacks and bric-a-brac
to the bar that serves as the bed and breakfast’s front desk opened the top
drawer and searched through the keys until I found one marked ‘master’.


The first few doors were merely guest
rooms, but eventually I found the woman’s office but no sign of a typewriter
anywhere. I dug the note out of my pocket and stared at the raised ‘s.’ It
seemed like the key to the whole thing. And yet, I was certain the old lying
bitch had done it. Plus, she was certainly guilty of pretending to be
handicapped. Probably bilking the government out of food stamps or medical.


I’d eaten people for much less reason.


And, I’d even arranged for the execution.
No extra charge to Mrs. Swinton. Now that’s customer service, bitch. I replaced
the key and slunk across the room to wake our murderous host.


“Mrs. Winterford?” I looked down at the
woman from a vantage possibly too near for her comfort.


The woman’s eyes sprang open and she
spasmed atop her chair like a fish struggling for oxygen.


“Tell me all about your writing, I’ve
heard good things.”


“You have?” 


“Yes. You’re quite famous around here.”


“Well, I’m known for my tight.” She
paused, grinning lasciviously. “Plotting.”


“I’m sure of it. You know what?” I
brightened, flashing my pearly whites. “I’d like to invite you to co-headline
my event at the bookstore tonight. I’m sure everyone will be fascinated by your
latest mystery.”


If that didn’t distract her, nothing
would.


“Oh, no question they’d be interested,”
she agreed.


“Then it’s settled.”


“You’re sure, Mrs. Swinton won’t mind?”


“I’m certain. No worries. In fact, you
better bring extra books, we’re going to kill tonight!”








 


 


 


Chapter 10



 

Sand
Dollar Books sat squat and shabby between, on the left, a palatial espresso
shop complete with gargoyles, roman-esque columns, and a matching Fiat Abarth out
front and, on the right, a modern steel and frosted glass teeth whitening clinic.
The store was like the disappointingly hideous child of beautiful parents, by
comparison. 


“Jesus,” I said, to no one in particular.
“At least put a coat of paint on the place. Keep up with the Joneses.”


Even as the words flopped out, I realized
their ridiculousness. Mrs. Swinton could probably barely afford the rent on her
bookstore income and now she had a funeral to pay for. 


A shame, of course, but hey, a shark’s
got to eat, too. 


I get it.


I decided right then and there to be a
patron saint to my industry and make feeding determinations based on reading
habits. Haven’t bought a book in the last year? Prefer to see the movie? Books
are boring? Just go ahead and get on the dinner table, I’ll be with you in a
moment.


Of course, the other rules of the road
still applied: food had to be peripheral, on the edge of apathy. I couldn’t
very well snack on a philistine who’d end up in the papers. I have scruples—shut
up, I have a few—but I’m not stupid.


I pulled the access van up to the front
of the store and then decided to back up, blocking the decidedly beautiful
frontage of the dentist’s office. I couldn’t do anything about the coffee shop—caffeine
addicts will brave burnt out meth labs if there’s an espresso machine inside.
That’s a proven fact.


I glanced in the side mirror to see Abuelita
pull up behind us in what should have been my slightly dented Volvo. What I saw
made my wallet ache. The car was covered in graffiti, which clearly read ‘Zombie
Bitch’ on the front hood. The windshield was a spider web of fractures.


“Fucking Golden Boys,” I muttered.


Wendy spun around and groaned at the
sight of our ride. “Fantastic. Maybe we could get a rental?”


There was no way I was coming back to Las
Felicitas to deal with a car. I shook my head. Wendy gawped.


“Do you need help getting into your
chair, Mrs. Winterford?” I asked, shifting my attention away from Wendy’s
horrified expression.


On her opposite side, Gil cringed. His
forlorn face was pressed against the window, his body contorting away from the
woman, but not far enough to outrun her groping hand rubbing up and down his
thigh, her pinky giving his junk some come hither pokes. 


“Gil!” I scolded. “That’s no way to treat
our hostess! Especially since you didn’t cough up that massage.”


His eyes pleaded.


I clapped sharply, drawing the woman’s
attention, though her claw didn’t recede. “Let go of his junk, Mrs. Winterford.
We have an event.” 


She withdrew her hand with a snap and a
sneer. 


As I suspected, the promise of talking up
her books turned the lights on. Mrs. Winterford straightened, shifting upright
and pointed feverishly toward a button on the dash. I poked it and the back doors
opened, a reticulating arm swung the woman’s wheelchair out and around to the
side of the van.


I stepped out and around to the sidewalk,
leaving Wendy and Gil to wrangle the murderous author. “I’ll check in with Mrs.
Swinton to see if we’re all set to go.” I peered in the shop window. Eight or
nine people were smattered amongst a few rows of chairs lined up before a
podium and a table of my books and a few of Mrs. Winterford’s. “They’re already
waiting, so make it snappy.”


Inside, I clutched the bookseller’s hand
and nodded knowingly. “Almost.”


She grinned mischievously. “We’ve got you
set up over here but feel free to relax in our green room.”


I was led to a chair outside the men’s
bathroom. “Cozy. Maybe I’ll find a date back here.”


The woman shrugged. “Anything’s possible.
Can I get you anything? A cup of coffee?”


“Sure.” I couldn’t drink it, the after
effects would be explosive, but at the very least I could smell and sometimes
that was as good as the real thing. For a while there, after seeing a
documentary about eating disorders, I’d taken to chewing human food and
spitting it into Ziploc bags without swallowing anything. I found it ultimately
unsatisfying but had told Wendy about it and I suspect she does it to this day.
If only she’d had a spittoon for her Twix bars this weekend, she might have
been more active in the investigation and less so on the can.


Gil pushed Mrs. Winterford up next to me
and I gave her the kind of smile I reserved for colleagues I didn’t want to
eat. “I counted nine.”


“At least six of them are my regular
fans, darling.” She patted my hand. “But don’t worry, I’m sure of few more
people have heard of you.”


When Mrs. Swinton called us to the event
space, a crowd of at least a dozen had joined the ones I’d seen. Most notable
among the faces was Thad Chumley’s handsome mug. He talked breezily with a few
other men and across the crowd to two women who’d taken spots in the front row,
toothsome girls in wigs.


The bookseller stood at the podium,
gripping the edges as though she’d fall over from the weight of the grief and
made our introductions. “Thank you so much for supporting small business and
independent booksellers here in Las Felicitas. We struggle on, but with your
help it’s a little easier. Oh, who am I kidding?”


She burst into tears and fled to the
room. A woman near the back of the crowd followed quickly behind her,
presumably for the purposes of head nodding and timely flinching, the usual
expressions of empathy employed by the peripherally acquainted.


“Well, that’s one less for us,” Mrs.
Winterford groaned.


I took a step toward the podium but
before I could speak the author behind me chimed in. “As you know, I’m Mrs.
Marissa Winterford, author of such classics as The Billionaire Playboy’s Secret
Thalidomide Baby and The Sheik’s Harem of Trafficked Nymphomaniacs.”


My mouth dropped open. Not at the titles,
though I’d not seen any of those sitting out at the house, but at the
smattering of applause. It was as though she were a well-respected author and
these books stood alongside the greats of literature. 


I glanced at the covers, jagged cut outs
of faces on roughly hand drawn bodies were thankfully obscured by big blocky
lettering, none nearly as heavily-weighted as the woman’s name—look in
the dictionary under delusional and you’d find this: Marissa Winterford,
Bestselling Author. The only way Mrs. Winterford could make such a claim would
be with the following codicil: Marissa Winterford, Bestselling Author at the
Las Felicitas Alcoholics Anonymous meeting—and even then, only on the day
the drunks were making amends. To call any of them books was an overstatement,
none could have been longer than a hundred pages, less considering the
thickness of each page. I couldn’t even imagine the discount printer that put
this shit together, it looked like construction paper.


Alternately, when I introduced myself,
there was no applause. Not even Wendy and Gil could be bothered to pretend they’d
read my books. Though, to his credit, Thad did smile and flick his tongue
between the vee of he index and middle fingers when he thought no one was
looking.


I attract only the classiest of
gentlemen.


Sighing, I stepped back and watched in
horror as Mrs. Winterford began an impromptu reading from her latest literary
atrocity. 


 “Heath Sinclair knew a thing or two about a woman’s privates.
One, that they were soft and comfortable and two that they were a precious gift
from God’s generosity.”


Oh my god. Who gives a single shit?


Soft and comfortable? Heath sounded like
an asshole. What woman wanted her cooch described like the inside of a Dearfoam
slipper? They sell that shit at Walmart, for fuck’s sake. I shielded my ears
from further literary abuse and signaled to Gil that is was most definitely
time to commit a murder.


He nodded, teeth glinting with vicious
glee and slipped into the back of the store.


Across the room, Wendy leaned with her
elbows on the counter, twirling her hair while chatting animatedly with Mrs.
Swinton and an oddly engaged Abuelita. I tried to get their attention,
alternating waving and smiling and shrugging for the cloud but to no avail.


As usual, if I wanted anything done, I
would need to do it myself. I crept up behind the murderess’s chair and
disconnected the exposed battery cables, rendering it about as useful for
transportation as an old lady-soaked La-Z-Boy.


“‘It’s so big,’ Delores Del Rey cried. ‘It
can’t possibly fit inside my pink paradise.’“


“And with that,” I leapt up and snatched
the sheaf of paper out of Mrs. Winterford’s feeble shaking hands. “The reading
portion of our evening comes to a close!”


The crowd applauded gratefully, except
for a pair of old biddies in the front row as wrinkled as the entire dried
fruit aisle. They scowled dramatically and crossed their arms with the kind of
contempt only the truly fanatic can muster. Probably hoping the author would
refill their empty fantasy banks with sleazy talk of mysterious muslin-sheathed
trouser snakes and voluminous canopied beds with downy comforters, a cup of tea
steaming on the nightstand or some shit like that.


Hardcore Winterford fans probably had
cozy snatches. Roomy, cavernous things. The kind of snootch a romance hero’s
dick could just crawl inside with no worries of any pesky friction to make it
uncomfortably stiff—courtesy of the Dearfoam factory, of course ($1.97 on
Rollback)—soft and comfortable.


I shook off thoughts of old lady poon—where
the hell had the thought even come from—and took my place behind the
podium. “I think it’s just about time for questions.”


Glaring past the few hands that had
sprouted above the audience toward a completely oblivious Wendy, I shouted the
question again.


Wendy stiffened and turned my way,
straightening her outfit as though prepping for an audition and clearing her
throat loudly.


“Yes,” I said. “You in the back. You have
a question?”


“Since the two of you are both mystery
writers, kind of. I mean barely, but you know—”


 “Get on with it!”


“What do you make of the horrible murder
of Miss Sandflea?”


The audience grumbled noisily. There were
nods, a few snorts from a snoring—and notably hairless—gentleman in
the back and the Dearfoam bitches in the front raised their eyebrows with the
precision of a synchronized swim team.


“I have my suspicions,” I started.


“Well,” Mrs. Winterford butted in. “The
poor girl must have gotten mixed up with the wrong crowd. The entire thing
smacks of drugs. That pesky problem sweeping through our young people like a
bad case of the clap.”


Mrs. Swinton growled audibly.


“But suppose, there was something else at
play.”


“Such as?” Mrs. Winterford glared at me,
her blue eye shadow crinkling and flaking onto her spidery eyelashes.


“Perhaps—and this is merely
supposition—the poor girl’s death served a purpose. A means to an end.
What if the murder provided a certain someone or pair of someone’s with a
modicum of sustenance. For the killer himself, food, and for his accomplice,
something even more disturbing, a premise.”


Gasps, maybe. Actually, I think they were
only in my head.


Mrs. Winterford’s eyes widened. “A
premise? Are you suggesting that a writer was involved in this malfeasance? Why
most of us are of the utmost moral standing in our communities. Paragons of
civility.”


I nearly choked on the response. “Of
course,” I agreed. “I myself am a well known philanthropist and advocate for
child safety.”


And yes, I did say that with a straight
face. What?


I didn’t eat that poor girl in the park.
In fact, I gave the dumbass some decent advice. Reserve your judgments. I’m
about to turn this shit around. 


Gil appeared from the GLBT shelves and
nodded that he was ready.


“What I’m suggesting, Mrs. Winterford, is
that a certain writer living in Las Felicitas arranged for a little late night
feeding for a local wereshark.”


“A what?” she coughed.


“Wereshark. Don’t be coy. We found this
note.” I snapped the piece of paper from my pocket and read it aloud. “The odd floating
letter ‘s’ would have been easily reproduced on your typewriter, if I could
have found it! Poor girl went to meet her secret admirer and got doused with a
bucket of chum from the roof.”


Mrs. Winterford sighed. “How, might I
ask, would I traverse the stairs to the roof of the Felicity?”


I searched for an answer. I’d suspected
it was because she could actually walk, but barring throwing her out of the
chair and risking possible faux-pas-age, I merely shrugged and winked at Gil to
do the thing. He came rushing forward, a maniacal grin replacing his
permanently-affixed dour expression, in his hand a sloshing bucket of gore.
Mrs. Winterford craned her neck back as far as she could, her expression pained
and frightened.


I almost felt a stitch of empathy spark
in my cold dead heart.


Almost.


Gil shouted, “Dinnertime!” And heaved the
bucket. The contents splattered the woman with more chum than would have ever
been necessary, even I shouted, “Excessive!”


Her white robe soaked up the mess quick, turning
into a puffy pink sponge, fish heads, tails and entrails clinging precariously
from the swelling knit. Mrs. Winterford screamed—but not nearly as hard
as I would have had my outfit been ruined, of course, I’d have never been
caught undead in anything as hideous as a terry cloth muumuu. 


“I’ll tell you how!” I shouted. “Because
you can walk, hell run, and you’re about to prove it for me!”


The sound of her cries was nothing
compared to the sheer aggressive howls of five of the men and one woman who stood
bolt upright in the audience. They stood screaming toward the acoustical tile
ceiling while folding chairs flew in every direction, ricocheting off the
walls, ceiling and old lady heads. The Dearfoam Girls hit the deck as mouths
started stretching, skin tightening and taking on a terribly unattractive
thickness as they toughened into the gray hide of a pod of great whites—or
whatever the word is. 


Gaggle? Herd? Who fucking makes up that
shit? 


Regardless, the room flooded with a salty
sea air as the weresharks yakked up huge balls of wet seaweed like cats with
intestinal funk, splattering the already chum-stained bookstore carpet and the
old ladies—who probably had never been used to a liberal splashing of
bodily fluids.


Mrs. Swinton, Wendy and Abuelita scaled
the front counter as the heady brew sloshed about, while Gil and I made for the
back of the store and climbed atop a bookcase to get a better vantage.


Mrs. Winterford shrieked horribly and I
felt a stitch of regret that I quickly passed off as hunger pangs—because
come on, regret is for the living. She yanked at her wheelchair’s joystick to
no avail and finally, craning her body toward the approaching school shouted, “Eat
shit, fish fuckers!”


My eyes wide with anticipation. I
couldn’t believe she was waiting so long to dart from the chair to safety, I
almost shouted, “Run, bitch! Run!”


But she didn’t move.


When the sharks descended on her, I
realized my error.


The feeding frenzy began with a
particularly smooth and familiar shark, Thad who dispatched her head in a
single snap and then peeled off to let the others have at the rest of her.
Blood splattered the ceiling, floors, chairs and much to Mrs. Swinton’s horror,
the books on the shelves.


“Jesus Christ!” she screamed, bounding
from the check stand as the sharks shuffled out, humbled under the barrage of
her beratement. “You assholes couldn’t have done this outside where I could
hose the place down?”


I climbed from my perch and tiptoed
through the gore. “Mrs. Swinton. If we’d done that, the police would suspect
you. Only a lunatic would set up a destructive event inside her own store. Look
at this mess!”


Mrs. Swinton’s lip curled into a hideous snarl,
as though I hadn’t done her a favor. “I might have to kill you.”


“Oh no,” I shook my head. “That’s
uncalled for. After all, I did provide you with your daughter’s killer. Maybe.
Plus, you’ve had the best revenge ever. I mean, shark attack right in front of
your eyes, that’s fucking amazing. Unforgettable.” The woman was clearly
horrified. 


Wendy chimed in, “Just desserts I say. I
mean, except for the not being able to walk part. That’s pretty fucked up.” Her
gaze descended on me. Judging. So much judgin.


Swinton hissed in Wendy’s direction.


Abuelita heaved the contents of her
stomach into the store waste bin.


“Nice,” I said. “If you’re going to be an
enforcer, you’re going to have to get used to this kind of shit, Jan from
Bakersfield!”


I felt a tapping on my shoulder, and
glancing back found Gil struggling to get my attention. Shrugging him off, I
continued. “As far as I’m concerned. I’ve done you the greatest of kindnesses.
And these books, the blood will wipe right off. So easy you’ll be kicking
yourself that you ever worried.”


At that very moment, a drizzle of blood decorated
Mrs. Swinton’s cheek like a bon bon. Reaching up to smear it, it became clear
she wasn’t satisfied. She lunged at me, clawed fingers extended. Luckily, I’d
never given her a single guarantee, not in writing anyway and had a decent
enough defense in the form of a ratcheting jaw. Swinton took a few steps back
to admire it…orr recoil from it, possibly.


“Amanda!” Gil snapped. “You need to shut
your yapper and see this.”


“Jesus,” I turned only to be confronted
with an author photo on the back of a book. 


“Look familiar?”


I snatched the book out of his hand. The
face was Mrs. Winterford’s but the life living beneath the skin was someone
else entirely. This one had a spark of ambition that our Mrs. Winterford couldn’t
ever.


And wouldn’t ever have.


I flipped the book over and read it
aloud. “The Las Felicitas Murders by Gloria Winterford—bestselling author
of the Lunchbox Lynchings. Charming.”


I scanned the first few pages, catching glimpses
of actual talent in the prose and a New York publisher on the spine. Our
hostess’s books had a suspiciously homemade ink stamp on the front page. But
the titles at least were reminiscent of the book Mrs. Winterford had sold me at
check-in. Death on the Dunes.


“Twins?” The question was directed to Gil
and Mrs. Swinton. “Both authors?”


The bookseller’s mouth curled up like an
old shoe as if Gil had produced nothing of consequence. He lifted a whole box
of the books to show us. Various titles indicating local ties all by Gloria
Winterford. 


The Long Beach Lolita. 


Avarice in Aberdeen. 


The reigning Miss Sandflea had said that
Mrs. Winterford had written such books. She had meant this Mrs. Winterford in the picture, not the one reduced to a
dripping spinal cord in the wreckage of an electric wheelchair.


“Was the other sister…handicapped, too?”


Mrs. Swinton shook her head somberly.


That was a key piece of information, I
had to admit. Damn Millenials you can’t trust them to offer anything beyond the
simplest response.


I threw the book into the box with the
rest. “This doesn’t lessen the damning secret admirer letter with its floating ‘s’
as evidence to our Mrs. Winterford’s handi-complicity in the crime.” I left out
the part about having to overlook her twin sister lurking around the scene of
the crime and the missing typewriter.


“Well fuck.” I tossed my hands in the
air. “Then it’s the sister.”


“Obviously!” Mrs. Swinton pouted.


I didn’t appreciate her trying to make me
feel bad, bookseller or not. I glanced around the store and couldn’t even lie
to myself. The store was screwed. Even if the life insurance policy on the girl
was huge, it wouldn’t bring this place back from the brink. It was over.


“So, you set up a completely innocent
handicapped woman and had her executed via wereshark and I’m supposed to just
ignore that and go after the real killer on my own.”


“Yes,” Wendy said. “Because we gotta
motor.”


I nodded my agreement. Gil didn’t, he was
already at the door. “Let’s go.”


Shrugging, I twisted about to follow him
and then stopped dead, a realization popping into my head like the proverbial
light bulb.


Mrs. Swinton was behaving in a very
unusual way, for a human. But not for a supernatural. Throughout the entire
melee, she had been horrified, certainly, but only in regards to the state of
her store. She hadn’t even made mention of the fact that men and women had
turned into sharks right in front of her. Odd since humans don’t typically know
about us, ever. In fact, the sight of us can trigger particularly savvy reapers
to pop in and clean up the mess. So far, no sign of the little bitches.


“Wait a minute. Wait one damn minute.”


“What?” Swinton snapped, her hands
clamped firmly to her hips.


“You didn’t seem at all shocked that
shapeshifters were flouncing around your store, being generally, to a human…” I
emphasized this point. “Terrifying.”


“What are you getting at?” Wendy asked,
eyes narrowed shrewdly.


“She’s one of us.”


“A zombie?” Gil asked and then lit up,
moving swiftly past us and into the back of the store like he’d forgotten
something.


“No clue,” I called after him. “But she’s
something. What are you doing?”


“Just checking something!”


The woman clammed up, looking around
nervously. Spritzing cleanser and wiping down her countertops. “I’m sure I
don’t know what you’re talking about.”


“Where are the reapers?” Wendy rushed
toward the front window of the store, smearing a clear spot in the blood
spatter. “Even if this bitch is a supe, those two old bats saw the whole thing."


“Those old gargoyles?” Mrs.
Swinton rolled her eyes. “They could smell the blood on this scene from a mile
away. They just pretend to be human, it's an act. Las Felicitas is an enclave
of retired supernaturals....and what’s worse? They’re as cheap as the day is
long.”


“Duh!” Wendy cried, slapping
her thigh. “Of course, Amanda. Do you remember what they were doing during the
melee?”


“I was kind of busy.”


“They were
rolling in the guts. Playing in it.” She skipped around in a circle, pretending
to toss the gore into the air like confetti. “It was so gross.”


“And
utterly inhuman,” Mrs. Swinton added.


Gil returned, fangs twinkling out of a
proud smile. He snapped a fresh piece of paper out before him. “Mrs. Swinton
had a typewriter in the back.”


I snatched it from his hand. Two words were
printed dead center: 



 

Shit
Show.



 

I gulped.


Gil continued, “She had it stashed in a
closet next to several empty buckets of chum.”


“Jesus Christ,” I said. “You people and
your chum. It’s like the fucking truffle oil of Las Felicitas. Drizzle it on a
crostini or your worst enemy.”


“Or your own daughter,” Gil pointed out
the elephant in the room.


We all turned to Mrs. Swinton, her eyes
downcast and rightly so. “She was adopted.”


“Oh, well then, perfectly understandable.”


Mrs. Swinton nodded, but it wasn’t shame
that kept her eyes from mine. The woman was slyly reaching behind the counter.
Wendy snatched the murdering mom’s hand, breaking it at the wrist followed by a
loud thunk as something hit the floor. She screamed and cradled it in her other
arm, whimpering.


Wendy crouched to retrieve a black
pistol, which she brandished in the direction of the bookseller.


“Listen, Swinton,” I said. “You’ve about
stretched the limit of my fleeting empathy. There’s very little stopping us
from devouring you, beyond that leathery flesh you’ve cultivated. I normally
avoid the chewy, but I could be pressed to make an exception.”


The woman nodded feebly. “I’ll come
clean. I’m of the sea, as well.”


“How poetic.”


“I’m a mako. Distant relative to those
lunkheads that ruined the shop. The bookstore has been struggling for years and
so I concocted this scheme to adopt and then dispose of some retched human
teenagers. The insurance money is fantastic.”


“Better than internet porn money?” I
whispered to Gil.


He shook his head, no.


“How many have there been?” Wendy
wondered aloud.


Mrs. Swinton fluttered her hand about
nonchalantly. “Three? Four? At this location.”


“Well,” I sighed. “That settles it.”


“Yes.” Mrs. Swinton nodded, solemnly.
“I’ll not say a word to the police.”


“Especially since we know your secret.
Thad Chumley is not at all happy about being used as your pawn.”


“You wouldn’t tell him, would you?”


I shrieked with laughter. “Yeah. Yeah I
would. I mean, I won’t, but you better find a way to make it up to him. Or I’ll
send him back over here and it’ll be shark thunderdome.”


“I will.” She nodded, clutching her palms
together. “I promise I will.”


“Whatever,” Wendy said. “Let’s roll!”


Wendy and Gil darted from the store,
leaving me to take in the aftermath of my decisions. All in all, it felt like a
successful conclusion to the case. An old lady died, sure, but that was going
to happen no matter what and her prose was terribly purple so I’d rid the world
of that blight. Mrs. Swinton was free to continue perpetrating insurance fraud,
a risky business but certainly no more morally suspect than feeding on the
homeless.


Who was I to judge?


In the end, I had to admit, it was kind
of fun getting my head back in the game.



 

***



 

We
drove in silence past the city limits, back fender thudding periodically
against the tire, the shattered window making night driving slightly difficult.
The graffitied car drew more than a little attention when we passed under the
columns of street lights, but luckily the Pacific Coast Highway wasn’t all that
well lit in the middle of nowhere.


Wendy reached over and patted me on my
thigh. “I’ll give you this, Amanda. That shit was fun.”


I smiled. “Did it take your mind off your
troubles? I hope.”


She nodded. “I don’t care what people say
about you, Amanda. You’re kind and generous. And a pretty decent detective.”


“Yeah,” Gil agreed. “You’re the tits.”


“Aw.” I lit up a cigarette. “You two have
always been really stupid. Thanks.”


“Would you actually call the wereshark
and tell him?”


“Uh…duh. Totally. If for no other reason
than to keep that door open.”


Nods all around. We were in agreement.
Hot boys ranked over desperate daughter-killers.


And for a little while, Ethel Ellen
Frazier’s words quieted in my memory. My mother was wrong, at least today. We
were the best of friends again. Laughing. Reminiscing. Leaving a trail of blood
and carnage in our wake.


Best friends. 


Except for the secrets, a stolen shipment
of drugs, and the looming threat of hot pants-clad tea-bagging strippers. But
whatevs. A tiger can’t change its stripes without a qualude and a patient
colorist .



 


 







 


 

Gird your loins!



 

Amanda and the gang will be back on the
road to catch that cruise in…



 

A NIGHT TO DISMEMBER


(Coming August 2014)








 

Appendix



 

GUTS’ Totally Fucking Hipster DJ Set


*****


Other
People • Beach House


Good
Mistake • Mr. Little
Jeans


Cupid’s
Head • The Field


Our
Deal • Best Coast


Gun • Chvrches


The
Red Wing • Fuck Buttons


Excavation
Pt. 2 • The Haxan Cloak


The
Keepers • Santigold


Fear
of Love • Noosa


*****



 

Note:
The Haxan Cloak, Ricardo? Really? I could have thrown a wrench down the stairs
if that was the sound you were looking for. Additionally, the intestinal tract
doesn’t have many hard surfaces that clink, so I just don’t get it. At. All.
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