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Prologue




Without
warning, the creature turned sharply away from Lucy and bore down on Hanna at a
dead run.


"Do
it!" Hanna's voice had a hard edge.


Lucy's
finger squeezed the trigger. A single shot rang out. The creature dropped. It
was over.
















Chapter 1




Kyon Virus


From
Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia


The Kyon Virus
(also known as KV, Wereflu,
or The Affliction) is a sudden-onset viral infectious disease that
attacks the entire body, transforming the muscular and skeletal structures of
the host. Typically, the first signs of KV begin with extreme muscle and joint
pain and a temporary loss of equilibrium, followed by the development of canine-like
features. Symptoms include excessive body hair, unnaturally vibrant colored
eyes, lupine snout, sharp fang-like teeth, over-developed musculature, clawed
hands and feet and preternatural strength. There may be a loss of
inhibitions in the Afflicted, and in some cases, KV may cause extreme
aggressive behavior.


The Kyon Virus
manifests in hosts in a variety of ways, leading to the three-tiered
classification of the Were: Hound, Feral and Werebeast. For further
classification information see Lucy Lowell. See The Werewolf
Whisperer. See Xochitl (Socheel) Magaña (Mah-gah-nyah).


No
known cure for the Kyon Virus exists, nor can the symptoms be treated. It is
estimated at the initial outbreak (see K-Day) one in twenty Californians
contracted the disease.


Arms
and legs pumping, lungs burning, Lucy Lowell sprinted up the Beverly Hills
street due north toward Sunset Boulevard.


I hate when they don't listen to me!


Xochitl
Magaña, her long blond hair whipping her cheeks, ran hard on the parallel sidewalk
and cursed loudly in Spanish. The awkward weight of her Remington 12 gauge
forced Xochitl to lag just a few feet behind Lucy. A great runner, Xochitl was
obviously furious she hadn't caught up to Jimmy Stanton and Fat Dan Walters
yet, but the shotgun was a necessity in case young Jimmy decided to bite his
neighbor's face off.


"Why
won't Jimmy listen to you?" Xochitl hurled the question at her friend.


"He
thinks it's a game," Lucy replied between sharp breaths, exasperated. "Jimmy
chases Dan. We chase Jimmy. To a Wereboy, it's hilarious."


Fat
Dan Walters knew the neighborhood inconveniently well and had managed to elude
Jimmy Stanton for the better part of half an hour, ducking behind fences and
hiding in the long deserted alleys reserved for the Beverly Hills trash cans.


Unable
to shake Jimmy, Fat Dan disappeared behind the tall cypress trees partitioning
off a mansion under renovation.


They'd
come halfway up Sierra Drive, and Lucy was sure Jimmy's parents had alerted the
Beverly Hills Police Department by now.


"Keep
after him!" Lucy crossed the lawn at a wind sprint, leaving Xochitl to
pick up her pace as well.


The
shaggy teenage boy ahead of them tore over the newly poured concrete
foundation, leaving well-defined tracks — a narrow human foot with deep
impressions accounting for the pads of four toes and deep gouges made by the
extended claws.


Fat
Dan, a thirty-something man with a beer belly and jowls of pudding, was nearing
a heart attack, Lucy feared.


Lucy
pushed herself harder, seeing Fat Dan fall to his hands and knees by the back
fence of the property.


"Don't,
man. Just please don't," Fat Dan gasped. "I don't care about the cat.
Please don't." He put up one weak hand.


"OFF!
JIMMY, OFF!" Lucy skidded to a stop and scrutinized the boy.


Jimmy
Stanton stood still, his gangly form taut as if ready to leap. Teenage acne
splotched his pale complexion, and his thin face was flushed from running. His
wide mouth open slightly as if tasting the air, he revealed small but very
sharp looking canines. The Wereboy's arms were exceptionally long, forearms
poking halfway out from the sleeves of his plaid shirt. His hands were covered
with silky brown tufts, and his fingers tapered into long, hard claw-like
nails. His skinny jeans showed signs of extreme wear, scuffed and ripped,
though Lucy wasn't sure if that was because Jimmy played rough or because the
designer had favored the lived-in look. Jimmy shook his brown mane and let a
chilling howl rip through the silence.


"Show
off." Xochitl racked her shotgun. Unlike Lucy, she was not breathing hard,
just having hit her stride.


"Jimmy,
to me!" Lucy shouted. "Heel, Jimmy. Heel!"


The
boy's naturally hazel eyes glowed amber, and he huffed with exaggerated
irritation.


"Hey,
Gordito!" Xochi shouted to Fat Dan. "Roll to me, you big tub of lard."


Her
eyes still on Jimmy, Lucy stifled a smirk as Fat Dan curved toward Xochitl in a
lumbered crawl. He moved with the grace of a dung beetle.


They'd
just met Fat Dan Walters, but he'd made an unforgettable impression, arriving at
the Stantons' mansion during a training session to accuse young Jimmy of eating
his mother's cat. Lucy had seen more rational tantrums from four-year-olds. No
wonder Jimmy had flipped out and chased after him.


"Jimmy,
to me." Lucy pointed to the ground in front of her. The boy started toward
her, head down and dragging his feet.


"BHPD!"
a strident voice bellowed from the street, startling all four of them.


"Pinche
cops!" Xochitl spat on the ground, barely missing Fat Dan. "Now they
show up. ¡Ay carajo! Useless!"


"Ms.
Lowell? Ms. Magaña? Is everything under control?" The officer stepped onto
the lawn from behind the tall front hedges and returned his Taser to his
utility belt. "Dr. Stanton called. She and her husband reported you were
chasing down a Hound by Beverly Gardens Park."


"I
want to report a wild — ow!" Fat Dan shut his mouth as Xochitl's
boot ground down on his hand.


"Pardon
me," she said sweetly. "My bad."


Fat
Dan cradled his bruised hand and rose slowly. His baby blue T-shirt with the
big-eyed cartoon horse looked damp with enormous sweat patches. Xochitl took an
obvious step away from him. "I hate Bronies."


"We're
good. Thanks," Lucy told the officer, distracting him from Fat Dan, and
closed a leather collar around Jimmy's neck. "Rebellious teenagers. What
are you gonna do?"


A
second BHPD officer made her way to the back lawn where Lucy and Xochitl now
congregated with Jimmy Stanton and Fat Dan.


"Dan
Walters?" The officer addressed the man, who was quietly shaking. "You
live on North Maple? Next to Dr. and Mr. Stanton?"


Fat
Dan looked at her gratefully and inched away from Xochitl toward the officers.


"Did
you ever find your mother's cat?" the female officer asked with surprising
interest.


Lucy
looked at Fat Dan sharply.


"I
don't...I don't know...Maybe...I don't know anymore." Sweat streamed down
Fat Dan's face, and his voice cracked. Lucy thought he might rupture something.
He stared at the ground and shook his head.


"Well,
if we are done here, we are going to take young Jimmy back home. Maybe Dan can
get a lift from you, Officer..." Lucy peeked at her nameplate. "Sharon.
Officer Sharon." She gestured toward Fat Dan with her free hand. "He's
not looking so good. And, by the way, if you have time, why don't you stop by
Greystone later. We're doing a pet parent seminar up at the mansion this
afternoon. Understanding and Training
Your Hound."


Lucy
smiled and fastened the clasp of her leash on Jimmy's collar.


"Bring
friends," Xochitl added.


"Hey,
that's great." Officer Sharon looked eager. "If I come, will you sign
a copy of your handbook?"


The
male officer looked less enthused and made himself busy with Fat Dan,
respectfully calling him "Mr. Walters" and inquiring about his mother's
health.


Lucy
gave Jimmy's lead a sharp tug. "Let's go!" Her voice was higher and
more sing-songy. Now that the immediate danger had passed, Lucy went right back
into trainer mode.


The
officers directed Fat Dan to their cruiser, giving polite nods to Lucy and
Xochitl. Lucy noticed the male officer's eyes linger on Xochi's shotgun just a
moment too long.


"Maybe
we should get badges," Lucy said thoughtfully as she and Xochitl walked
Jimmy down Carmelita toward North Maple. Xochitl looked at her with a smirk but
didn't bother to say it.


"I'm
just saying sometimes if the cops aren't friendlies, they could freak about the
shotgun...if they don't recognize us."


"Long
gun open carry is not prohibited as of twenty months ago. Read your Federal Werebeast Defense Mandate again,
chica." Xochitl switched the Remington to her other shoulder. "Pendejos
are lucky I keep the semi-automatic in the trunk."


"Pizza
after we drop off Jimmy?" Lucy yanked on Jimmy's leash to stop him from
pulling. "Don't trample on the grass, Wolfboy. You can use the can at
home. I'm not picking up after you."


Jimmy
made a face and took his hands away from his belt.


The
Stanton's place on North Maple Drive was a Mediterranean-style mansion, built
— according to Dr. Stanton — in the 1920s. The Stantons had
retrofitted the three thousand five hundred square foot, four-bedroom home last
year after Jimmy had shown signs of the Kyon Virus. Lucy considered the human
sized doggie doors in the garage and the den a waste of money. Xochitl had
noted the built-in self-feeder in the kitchen, filled to the brim with Hound
Chow, and the strategically placed perpetual water fountains.


"At
least he has fresh water." Xochitl had sneered and checked the cupboards
for chocolate, onions and any other food theoretically hazardous to a Hound.


"So,
are you going to tell them Jimmy isn't a Hound?" Xochitl looked at Lucy
who was coaching Jimmy to heel by her side and walk with a loose leash instead
of pulling.


"Yeah,
have to." Lucy combed her fingers through her hair, painfully catching a
few red strands on the buckles of her leather wrist cuff. She winced. "He's
a Feral, no doubt in my mind." She pointed to Jimmy who was unsuccessfully
working on opening the gate to his front yard.


A
group of lady speed-walkers raced by. Their leader, a fit, white-haired Beverly
Hills matron sporting a leathery tan, waved to Lucy and Xochitl with great
enthusiasm.


"Hi,
girls!" the rail-thin lady shouted and smiled a big, perfect smile.


"Hello,
Mrs. Siperstein!" Lucy returned the wave.


"My
Maedel has been so good! No more counter surfing!" Mrs. Siperstein gave
them a double thumbs up. "You just have to get The Werewolf Whisperer. The
girls saved my life," she instructed her gaggle of followers.


"Thanks
for the endorsement!" Lucy shouted back to the passing throng. "Have
a Werebeast-free day!"


"Really?
Have a Werebeast-free day?" Xochitl asked, shaking her head slowly. "Is
that your idea of PR?"


Feeling
self-conscious, Lucy returned her full attention to Jimmy.


"He
is so independent. He doesn't even look to the human for help. Not at all like
a dog, more like a wolf. That's clearly Feral behavior. His parents are gonna
freak."


As
if on cue, Dr. Stanton and her husband Frank galloped down the garden path, and
Xochitl bit back her response.


"Oh
thank goodness, you caught Jimmy." Dr. Stanton threw her arms around the
boy exuberantly. Jimmy struggled in his mother's embrace.


"No
prob." Lucy cocked her head to the side. "Dr. Stanton? Maggie, we
talked about how you can't smother him. He really doesn't like hugs. Hugging
makes you feel better. It makes him feel trapped." Dr. Maggie Stanton
backed away and looked at her husband.


"So
many rules," Frank Stanton interjected for his wife's benefit.


"Common
sense, really." Xochitl had lost her patience with the Stantons right
around hour two of their three-hour in-home training session, and the
unexpected jog clearly hadn't improved her mood.


"Let's
discuss this some more over coffee," Maggie Stanton suggested, sounding
tense.


A
short while later, Lucy settled back into the Stantons' bleached snakeskin
living room couch and ran a hand over the unusually soft scales. Unimpressed,
Xochitl had made herself comfortable on the arm of the couch, balancing Dr.
Maggie Stanton's fancy china cup — Limoges the woman had pointed out
— precariously on her knee.


Lucy
thought she and her partner looked out of place in the tastefully furnished
great room. Floor to ceiling windows revealed a pristine garden, softening the
stark design of the ultra modern interior. Lucy would never have guessed that
the sharp edges and hard black and white of the inside of the house could have
complemented the stunning Mediterranean outside, but it worked somehow.


"Postmodern
Chiaroscuro," Frank Stanton said, glancing around his home. "I'm a
designer."


"He's
so modest," Maggie Stanton cut in. "Frank is brilliant. Brilliant."


Lucy
looked down at her worn camo pants and black Doc Martens. The laces were
fraying a bit, she noted.


Lucy
signaled to Jimmy with her hand.


The
leather brace on her forearm was strapped tight and made it difficult to turn
the wrist smoothly.


"No
point in freaking people out with your wrist scars," Xochitl had said to
her when they'd purchased the set of buckled leather bracers at the Folsom Ren
Faire over a year and a half ago.


That was one very odd day.


"Sit!"
Lucy matched the command to the gesture. Jimmy planted himself in front of her
feet immediately. From her perch, Xochitl squeezed the training clicker to
reinforce the command.


"Good
boy!" Lucy praised Jimmy and flicked a treat toward him. The boy caught it
in his mouth and chewed with exhilaration.


"On
your bed!" Lucy directed him to the fancy dog bed by the baby grand piano
in the alcove. Jimmy couldn't obey fast enough. He sped to his bed and curled
up in a tight ball.


Xochitl
clicked again.


"Now
give him a treat." Lucy encouraged Frank and Maggie. Frank flipped a round
cookie to Jimmy, who gobbled the treat up in a matter of seconds.


"Good
boy! You're a good boy!" Lucy used her high pitch training voice again. "Praise
him," she told the Stantons.


Maggie
and Frank walked closer, cooing elaborate compliments. Maggie reached out to
pet Jimmy's head, which he took as permission to get up. He yipped happily,
jumped from his bed and started spinning in circles.


"Are
you sure Jimmy's never tried to eat anyone he's not supposed to?" Xochitl's
question got an immediate response. Frank shook his head adamantly.


"Never!"
Maggie shot out so fast and loud, she actually scared Jimmy under the piano.


"You
sure? Really? Not even a nibble?" Xochitl wasn't about to let up. "What
about that cat Fat Dan's looking for?"


"Mrs.
Walters has twelve cats. She's always looking for her cats. Ten years we've
lived here and not a day goes by she isn't looking for a cat," Frank
scoffed.


"Fat
Dan seemed to have his chonies in a bunch though. And he did find that little
pink collar in your front yard." Xochitl looked at Lucy, eyebrows raised.


"Dan
is just trying to justify his existence. He wants to keep living in his mother's
basement. Wouldn't surprise me if he didn't do something to the cat, the little
creep." Maggie's words came fast.


"All
right, forget about Dan and the cat." Lucy saw the conversation derailing
in front of her.


"If
Jimmy really hasn't tried to eat anyone, that's good news. 'Cause you know,
once it goes that way — they don't come back."


As
she spoke Lucy noticed Jimmy creeping up behind Maggie, getting ready to
pounce. "He's playful. Down!" she interrupted herself, sending Jimmy
belly-down on the ground, instead of hurling himself at his mother's back.


Maggie
and Frank Stanton spun around, shocked to see Jimmy so close. Xochitl set the
delicate teacup on the side table with a clunk.


"I'm
thinking he's a Feral," Xochitl stated bluntly and shrugged her shoulders.


"What
does that mean?" Maggie Stanton sank down on the matching bleached
snakeskin covered chaise. She sounded overwhelmed.


"Ferals
and Hounds," Lucy started her usual lecture, "might have similar
physical characteristics, but the behavior is not the same. Hounds are like
dogs, you know, Lassie. But Ferals are more like wild wolves." The
Stantons both looked confused. Frank bent down to pet his son's head.


"Think
of it as a spectrum," Lucy tried to come up with an image the Stantons
could understand, "a double rainbow." She got up to crouch next to
Jimmy and Frank. "The Afflicted can fall anywhere from low-functioning to
high-functioning and from docile to violent. Each Were displays a unique
combination of these characteristics. Hounds and Ferals need strong leadership.
In the pack hierarchy that would be the alpha."


Lucy
signaled Xochitl to ready their assessment toy. "Jimmy has shown us he's
got an aggressive streak, which means, unlike some Ferals, he will always need
a tremendous amount of supervision and continuous training. That responsibility
falls to you. You must be his alpha, his leader."


Maggie
joined them on the floor, putting out her hand to pat Jimmy. Instead of
responding to his mother, Jimmy ducked his head away and looked at the door.


"See,
he doesn't really like that. He's ducking his head to tell you to back off. And
what's more, while he's seemingly submissive now, he's turning his lip up a
bit. That's aggression. I'm sorry but you can't really trust him."


A
hard red ball bounced over Jimmy's head. "Go get it!" Xochitl called
out while surveying the tray of pastries on the dramatic white sideboard. She
selected a bear claw, took a large bite and brushed the crumbs that dropped
onto her crocodile embossed black leather vest onto the floor.


Lucy
remembered how happy Xochitl had been to acquire the embarrassingly expensive
designer piece at an online auction for a fraction of the cost. It had held up
well, considering Xochitl never hesitated to join a fight, run down a Were or
jump into a body of water, which she had done on three occasions. Xochitl was
relentless, which Lucy appreciated every day.


Meanwhile,
young Jimmy set off after the red ball, crashing over the furniture and ripping
the elaborate eggshell colored rug.


"Early
17th century, Portuguese Armorial," Frank Stanton had said in his proud
designer voice when Lucy and Xochi had first arrived. "It's a copy, of
course," he had added awkwardly when Xochitl had responded with a bored
yawn.


"Nice,"
Lucy had said, oblivious. "But a rug like that is just an invitation for
chewing. I'd get rid of all rugs and runners until Jimmy is older and has
outgrown the chew impulse."


Probably
wishing now she'd followed Lucy's advice, Maggie Stanton looked at her
Portuguese Armorial rug wistfully. She put out her hand and yanked the ball
from Jimmy's mouth before he could do more damage. Jimmy growled low in his
throat. Maggie took a step back and bumped into Frank who had moved forward to
protect her. "Jimmy, don't growl!" Frank tried to sound
authoritative.


"Tell
him what you want him to do, not what you don't want him to do. His brain is
much simpler now. Don't confuse him." Lucy looked directly at Maggie. "And
don't rip the ball out of his mouth."


In
an act of open defiance, Frank snatched the red ball from his wife's hand and
flung it toward the sunroom. Jimmy again tore after the toy, eliciting unhappy
sounds from his mother.


"Pinche
lobo loco," Xochitl mumbled to herself and finished the last of her
pastry.


"Drop
it!" Lucy called out. Jimmy dropped the ball and perversely wandered over
to his mother for pets and praises.


"A
young Feral like him..." Lucy began to speculate, watching Jimmy closely
as he interacted with his mother and father. "You have to exercise him every
day. Two or three long walks. And never let him off-leash outside."


"My
hours at work..." Maggie Stanton said. "I'm on call a lot, and Frank
travels."


"You
have to be willing to do what it takes." Lucy looked at Xochitl
searchingly. "We could take him for a while—"


"We
have a three week boot camp at our ranch up north in Empyrean. It's nice. We've
had a lot of success there." Xochitl started the hard sell.


You've
never even been to the ranch, but you sure can sell it.


Lucy
appreciated Xochitl's charismatic sales pitch and made up her mind to talk to
Hanna again.


It's
been two years since K-Day, isn't it time I finally go home?


"At
this point a camp would be hard to manage..." Frank's tone had altered.
Lucy couldn't tell what had triggered the change, or if he just all of a sudden
had had enough.


"My
wife and I just don't know how to thank you for today." Mr. Stanton
started walking toward the door. "We learned a lot. And we appreciate how
busy you must be."


Lucy's
eyes flicked to Xochitl who gave a tiny shrug.


"Everybody
said 'Get The Werewolf Whisperer.' We couldn't stand the thought of putting him
down." Frank Stanton stopped; his words hung in the air.


Apparently
unable to stand the silence, Maggie Stanton cleared her throat. "Jimmy's
part of the family. Almost like he was still our son," she said with a
quiet but firm voice.


Lucy
saw Frank look at his wife with unadulterated hatred. Xochitl tugged on the
front of her vest, doing nothing to hide the disgusted look on her face.


"Now
that we know where everybody stands," Lucy said and returned to sit on the
leather couch. "Let me give you the honest truth. We've seen this before
in Ferals like Jimmy."


She
thought about her next words carefully and decided that giving the worst-case
scenario was the only way to convince the father to give up his son.


"Mr.
Stanton, keeping Jimmy would be like living with a tiger. It would be a lot of
work, and it could go fine for a while. But one day, you will not be able to
control his behavior. And that's gonna be a really bad day." Lucy stopped
herself from saying more.


"Why
don't you send him to our camp?" Xochitl tried to sound cheerful about the
prospect. "That's only a couple of hours from here. It's up in the
mountains. You could visit—" 


"Let
me be clear," Frank Stanton said and took a protective step forward. "My
son, our son, will stay with us. We will take care of him. Here." He
looked to Maggie for support. "There's a doctor in West Hollywood who
specializes in declawing and defanging Hounds. You can't tell me Jimmy will be
dangerous to us without his claws and teeth."


"You
stupid son of a bitch!" Lucy jumped up from the couch, and stormed over to
stand toe to toe with Frank Stanton. "Why don't you amputate his fucking
arms and legs while you're at it!"


Jimmy
yipped and scrabbled under the coffee table, sending the Limoges china
clattering to the floor.


"I
think that will be all Ms. Lowell." Maggie Stanton's silken voice rose in
admonishment. "Ms. Magaña?"


"We
take cash," Xochitl replied, her tone unflappable. She took Lucy's arm and
pulled her partner toward the foyer. "We're done helping you."


Lucy
walked straight to the front door, knowing she would punch Frank Stanton in the
face if she as much as turned around to glance at Jimmy.


Outside
the bright February sun delivered a sky so blue it seemed to mock Lucy's dark
mood. She drank in the lush, sweet exotic-flower scent that permeated Beverly
Hills. Xochitl slammed the Mission-style front door, making the hinges rattle.


"Cash
in hand, chica." Xochitl waved a stack of bills in Lucy's face. "Can't
save 'em all."


An
enormous crash sounded from inside the house. Lucy and Xochitl made no move to
turn around but continued to El Gallo, their bright orange '66 Olds Toronado.


"They're
screwed!" Xochitl said as she opened the trunk to place her shotgun next
to the rest of their arsenal.


Lucy
crammed herself into the passenger seat and glimpsed the "new voicemail"
alert on her phone. "This is gonna to be fun," Lucy said and
reluctantly tapped the call back button.

















 

Chapter 2




DR. K: Did they
gv go ahead???


OMEGA:
stick to the plan


DR. K: But kv rdy
now!


OMEGA:
do what ur told


DR.
K: Ur the boss :)


K-Day 24 months ago


Lucy Lowell tucked
into the shadows behind the white cinder block wall of Xochitl's Cantina
and listened. Coarse Spanglish curses pierced the night, accompanied by loud
cheers and snatches of Tijuana narco-pop. Vicious barking and short, pained
shrieks lacerated the seedy revelry.


Through holes in
the camouflage canvas stretched over the parking lot's chain-link fence, Lucy
counted thirty East Los Locos gangbangers crowding around a shallow dogfight
pit. Strewn around, discarded like trash, lay lumps of fur and flesh Lucy didn't
have the stomach to focus on. Through the wall of men, Lucy caught a glimpse of
a blue nose pit bull turning away from its opponent, a muscular pit mastiff
mix.


"Handle your
dog, güey!" a paunchy man yelled from just outside the ring.


Accompanied by loud
taunts, men from each side of the pit dragged their dogs back to the scratch
lines. The mastiff's handler fussed at the dog's mouth, unfanging the dog's lip
from its teeth. Clearly dead tired and hurt, the blue nose pit bull started
toward the line of cages against the opposite fence.


"Whoa, Puta."
A young man with a baseball cap turned backwards yanked the dog's collar hard,
causing the pit to drop to the ground as if taking cover.


From her hiding
place, Lucy could see deep scratches on the pit bull's face, bite wounds
bleeding on the shoulder and old burn marks seared into the fur.


Lucy's stomach
cramped.


The dollar tacos
she and her partner Gabe had devoured on their way to Echo Park threatened a
hasty exit. Cabra Blanca, their favorite late night food truck, had been parked
close to the raid at Montana and Alvarado. Eddie, the owner, always included
extra mango guacamole with Lucy's order.


Guacamole! Shouldna
eaten. The dogfighting makes me sick enough. Why'd I chance it with the cabeza
quesadilla on top of those goat tacos?


Lucy breathed in
slowly and directed her gaze from the hurt dog to the few stars blinking in the
murky L.A. sky. The lights of an airplane outshone the sliver of the waning
crescent moon. She could make out the distant roar of jet engines.


"Bitch won't
fight no more, jefe." The young man with the cap delivered a kick to the
blue nose pit's side. An ugly curse cut through the tumult as a man in a
formfitting white T-shirt and dark designer jeans parted the crowd.


Memo Morales, cock
of the walk. Nice of you to join us.


Teeth clenched, Lucy
drew her sidearm and looked back down the alley. Officer Gabe Torres of the
LAPD Animal Cruelty Task Force quietly crouched down next to Lucy, indicating
with a nod that he too had spotted "El Gallo."


Her partner for
five years, Gabe was as fierce an animal rights protector as Lucy had ever met.
Both she and Gabe had risked both badge and incarceration many times, as they
rescued dogs from backyard dogfighting with or without departmental approval.


Tonight's raid was
another point of contention with their ACTF lieutenant. When the confidential
informant had approached Lucy and Gabe about dogfighting behind her cantina, it
had been just the break they'd been looking for. These East Los Locos had been
brokering dogfights for years, but their slippery leader Memo Morales, a.k.a. "El
Gallo," always managed to ensconce the events with aggravating efficiency.


Distressingly the
CI, Xochitl Magaña, had given Lucy and Gabe much more than they'd hoped for. El
Gallo and his Los Locos were running guns. The dogfights, while generating tens
of thousands of dollars on their own, were a mere front. Lucy and Gabe's
supervisor Lieutenant Heckman had turned their information over to her
superior, Captain Burch. Burch had taken the lead on the raid, called in SWAT and
only allowed the ACTF along as a courtesy after Lucy had begged to be involved.
Lucy and Gabe had been virtually cut out of the planning despite their
relentless pursuit of the East Los Locos dogfighting ring.


"Get rid of
it, Tuti!" El Gallo spat, prompting Lucy to inch forward. She could see El
Gallo throw a fistful of cash at another man and stalk into the cantina through
the backdoor.


The gangbangers
laughed and joked as more money changed hands. Pushing the baseball-capped
banger away, the man named Tuti threw a chain around the bloodied pit bull's
neck and dragged her clear of the wall of men. The exhausted dog cowered from
Tuti as he tightened the chain around her neck. Small whimpers reached Lucy's
ears.


"Just shoot
it." A thin teenage boy in baggy jeans and an oversized white T-shirt
approached Tuti with what looked like a Hi-Power Browning 9mm.


Nice gun.


A detached part of
Lucy's brain noted the semi-automatic.


"¡Cállate,
Flaco! Let's have some fun." Tuti yanked the chain, smashing the pit's
chin into the asphalt. The sharp yowl caught the attention of the other
attending Locos who turned to watch Tuti's show.


Gabe's hand settled
on Lucy's arm and held tight. She would have bruises in the morning.


"Wait,"
he hissed.


Lucy tilted her
head to look directly into her partner's dark brown eyes. In a split second a
struggle resolved between them. Burch's words, "You two hotheads are on
thin ice," echoed in her memory. She knew Gabe remembered it too.


"X the bitch,
Tuti!" Drunken hysteria pitched the Locos' voices higher. "¡Fuego!
¡Fuego! ¡Fuego!"


Her eyes still
locked on Gabe, Lucy knew what was happening in the parking lot. Having
investigated the sad aftermath of the East Los Locos games, she knew what
inevitably came next. Slowly she nodded her head, and Gabe released his grip.
It wasn't the plan. It wasn't even smart.


Lucy rose to her
full height. Her Beretta clutched firmly, Lucy shot a quick smile to Gabe.
Easily on the taller side of six feet, muscled like a professional bodybuilder,
Gabe Torres looked scary as hell.


Glad you're on my
side, good buddy.


Lucy felt calm wash
down from her head to her toes. This was what she was made for.


*


Xochitl Magaña paced nervously behind the bar of her
cantina, anxiously waiting for the cops to arrive.


¡Santa Maria, reza
por mí!


Turning in her gangbanger boyfriend Memo was dangerous
at best.


I'm gonna be in deep shit if this doesn't go down
right...And Miguel, Memo'll...


"No,"
Xochitl hissed, squashing the sprouting thought before it could ripen. "This'll
work."


She snatched a
towel from its hook and began wiping down the individual liquor bottles that
lined the shelves behind the bar.


El Gallo's done.


Memo
Morales preferred the moniker "El Gallo" and fancied himself Tony
Montana.


¡Híjole!
What's with vatos and Scarface?


And
like an over-glorified, self-obsessed crime lord, El Gallo had exploited his
relationship with Xochi, using her bar as his headquarters — his command
center for the gang's illegal operation.


And I let him.


But El Gallo gave her protection —
something Xochitl desperately needed after her papa had died. And she had to
admit, just as Memo liked having the only fair-skinned, light-eyed, natural
blond ruca in the neighborhood, she'd initially liked the attention he'd given
her.


It
had been hard growing up a "güera" in the barrio — a place,
despite being Mexicana, Xochitl had never felt she truly belonged.


School
had been her refuge, and she'd even won an academic scholarship to UCLA.


I was so close to
getting out.


Then everything changed. Her father had a stroke. His
health rapidly deteriorated. She dropped all her classes. Moved back home. Took
over the bar. Took over care of Miguel.


Back in the hood,
back in the life — with Memo.


But
Memo went too far. Gun running. There was no way Xochitl could live with
herself knowing she had let this thug take over the business her papa had
worked so hard to build.


God,
what would Papa think of me now? I just wanted to keep the bar going and Miguel
safe.


Xochitl hated all of it: the dogfights,
the guns, the East Los Locos — Memo.


She shook off the flutter of nerves
vibrating up and down her spine and noticed she'd been wiping off the same
fifth of tequila. As she carefully placed the Cuervo Gold in its proper slot between the Don Julio and Patrón bottles,
she caught the reflection of her cantina in the mirrored glass that backed the
liquor racks lining the wall.


Wood and leather tables filled the space.
A '50s style jukebox, her papa's pride and joy, played only vinyl from the '60s
and '70s. "Mija, there's no other music." He would tell her whenever
she'd begged him to update the playlist. Various paintings of matadors and
bullfights attempted to lend a Spanish flavor to the rugged bar.


Xochitl's
Cantina had been Xochi's
home since she was six when her father, Carlos, had left the Marine Corps,
following her mother's death. And in its heyday, her papa's bar had been the
favorite local hangout.


The
barrio Cheers.


By
the time she was eleven, Xochitl had a stepmother she couldn't stand and a new
baby brother she adored.


¡Híjole!
In one shot, Anita went from barfly to mother. What was Papa thinking?


But
Xochitl remembered how sad and lonely her papa had been after her mom had died.
He was honorable and would never have considered not marrying the mother of his
child. Carlos Magaña was the finest man Xochi had ever known.


Biting
back tears, Xochitl clenched her eyes. Her papa's warm and inviting spirit
echoed within every element of the cantina.


I
miss you Papa.


For
what seemed like the millionth time, Xochi looked up to the neon DOS EQUIS
clock hanging over the bar.


2:37
A.M.? They're late. The fights'll be over and Memo'll leave soon. He's gonna
wonder why I'm still here and not waiting for him upstairs.


"Where
the hell are they?" she mumbled.


"Where
the hell's who?" Memo Morales asked.


Startled,
Xochitl whipped around, knocking over several liquor bottles. She barely
registered the clamoring rattle of glass hitting glass as Memo, who had come in
from the back without her noticing, stood behind her.


Shit!


Despite
the frozen crush of heart-stomping anxiety, Xochi couldn't help admire Memo's
movie star looks and how his white T-shirt and jeans emphasized his strong,
lean build. His big, hazel eyes always took her breath away. Tonight was no
different.


Still
the best-looking guy in the neighborhood.


"Who's
late?" Memo asked again, grabbing a beer from the cooler under the bar.


"Huh,
what?...Uh...no one. I mean, Miguel. He's late."


Memo
wrapped his arms around Xochi and tugged at her rose embroidered peasant
blouse. "¡Ay, mamí! Let the boy be. He's almost eighteen. A man." He
began kissing her neck. "Why don't you go upstairs, put on that sexy slip
thing I got you? I'm all wound up. You can help me relax."


Wrinkling
her nose at the smell of stale beer and dog, Xochi shrugged Memo off her. "What
do you know about it? He's not one of your boys."


Xochitl
knew she shouldn't be flippant with Memo. He had a short temper and could be
aggressive with her when he didn't get his way. But she couldn't help herself
when it came to her little brother Miguel. She hated it when Memo thought he
had any say in how Miguel was raised.


She
wanted to yell in Memo's face, "Stay away cabrón! He's mine!" Instead
she whispered, "I'm tired."


Xochitl
walked around to the front of the counter, trying to put distance between
herself and Memo. She could see in his eyes he was losing his patience.


Where's
la chota already?


Undeterred,
Memo closed the gap between them and grabbed her arm, yanking her to him. "I
said go upstairs and get in that pinche slip, bitch."


Xochitl
pulled her arm back and without thinking threw a right hook to his jaw.
Instantly, she felt pain shoot from her fist straight up her arm. "¡Ay
carajo!"


Shaking
out the sting from her hand, Xochi looked up and saw Memo stunned, holding the
left side of his face.


Oh,
fuck! What did I do?


Instinctively,
she began backing up toward the bar's front door to make her escape.


As
she turned from Memo, Xochi heard a menacing laugh and the distinctive clicking
sound of a gun being cocked.


"Not
bad for a little güera bitch. Daddy teach you that?"


Xochitl
grabbed for the door.


"Don't
you fucking move, puta."


Naked
fear blasted through Xochitl's body, leaving her feet bolted to the floor. She
had nowhere to go. If she moved, Memo would shoot her.


He's gonna shoot you anyway.


Taking
a chance, she slowly turned back to face Memo. He stood at close range, his gun
pointed at her chest.


Oh, God.


Xochi
raised her hands in the air.


"Please,
Memo," she tried to placate him. "I'm so sorry. I didn't mean—"


"¡Cállate!"
Memo growled, pacing back and forth in front of her like a wild beast about to
pounce on his prey.


An
odd bubble of calm enveloped Xochi, and — as if locked in stasis, she
stood immobile, waiting, contemplating her next move.


"You
think you can do this to me and not pay, bitch? I'm El Gallo!"


Xochitl
stole a glance at the bar.


Behind the counter. Papa's shotgun. If I'm
quick enough...


"I
run this—" Memo raged on only to suddenly cut himself off.


Xochitl
brought her attention back to El Gallo. He stared past her at the frosted glass
window. She slowly craned her neck to follow his line of sight. A shadow moved
swiftly by the front of the bar.


¡Híjole!
About damn time!


She
turned back to Memo. His eyes again fixed on her. Xochitl could see by the
amazed and — hurt? — look on his face that he'd puzzled out
she had betrayed him.


Why
Memo hadn't made a move on her yet she didn't understand. She wasn't about to
ask. Keeping him in her sights, she began inching her way to the bar.


Xochitl
had almost reached the end of the counter when Manny, a fourteen-year-old boy,
one of Memo's lookouts, sprinted into the cantina from the kitchen.


"¡Jefe!
¡La chota! ¡Afuera!"


Memo
regained his senses. "¿Dónde?"


"Everywhere.
I came from the dumpsters out back," the boy answered.


¡Carajo!
The cops didn't find the kitchen entrance!


The
side alley door was hidden by the dumpster enclosure. Xochitl's produce vendors
constantly complained about the difficult access.


If
I get out of this alive, I'm gonna move those pinche dumpsters.


"Did
anyone see you?" El Gallo asked the boy as he moved toward the kitchen and
peeked through the swinging door.


"No,
Jefe," the boy replied, pulling out a 9mm handgun stuffed in his pants
like a gangster out of a movie he'd probably watched a million times.


"The
cops will find the kitchen door soon." Memo stepped back into the bar.


Xochitl
eyed El Gallo, as he searched the room for another way out, revulsion churning
her guts.


How
did I ever get mixed up with this monster? What am I gonna do if he gets away?


Memo
glanced down the hall toward the restrooms. His mouth turned up into a sly
grin, and Xochi knew he had figured out his escape.


¡Hijo
de puta! Where's pinche Xena warrior cop?


Unsure,
Manny took a tentative step closer to El Gallo.


Memo
put up his hand, halting the boy. "Stay here, homes. Pinche cops can't
touch you." The gang leader beat his chest with his fist and shouted in
salute, "¡Órale! East Los!"


"East
Los!" The dutiful boy soldier mimicked.


Some
day this kid's gonna get himself killed by these pendejos. That will not be my
Miguel.


El
Gallo turned back to Xochitl, "I'll deal with you later." Then he ran
down the hall toward the women's restroom.


Xochi
stood next to the bar, staring after Memo. There was nothing she could do now
except hope the cops would nab him crawling out the bathroom window. She looked
over to Manny, who appeared lost now that his leader had ditched him.


Poor
kid. Doesn't even know Memo could give a shit what happens to him.


Shouting
and gunfire blasted from the back lot.


Officer
Lowell.


Xochi
darted behind the bar, grabbed the Smith & Wesson 12 gauge, checked it was
loaded and readied herself. Looking up, she watched Manny cock his gun.


"Wait,"
she hissed.


Manny
smiled at her and ran for the back exit.


"Shit!" Xochitl, shotgun in
hand, took off after the boy.


*


"LAPD!"
Gabe shouted as he and Lucy burst from the shadows.


Tuti, tilting a red
plastic gas can, hunched over the injured pit bull.


"Down on the
ground!" Gabe followed up. Tuti froze.


An incredulous roar
rose from the surprised Locos as Lucy rammed her full force into Tuti, taking
him down and knocking the gas can from his hands. She jumped to her feet and
buried her boot in Tuti's midsection. He gasped and curled in on himself.


The crowd of Locos
reacted with indecent speed, scrambling down the alley, climbing fences,
grabbing dogs and cash as they fled.


A few took in the
fact that all that was threatening them were two cops — alone, and one of
them was a woman. Like pack predators they closed in, toothy smiles flashing in
the glow of the streetlights.


The back door of
the bar flew open. A skinny teenage boy wildly waving a handgun ran toward Gabe
in a straight line.


"Manny! No!"
A screech Lucy barely recognized as belonging to Xochitl Magaña rang out from
inside the hallway.


Gabe clotheslined
Manny effortlessly and sent his gun flying through the air. Hitting the ground
it went off, prompting other frenzied Los Locos to fire blindly in return. The
sound of feet running from both sides of the alley, the whirring sound of
helicopter blades overhead, the sudden warning shouts of police and ACTF
overlapped with the howling and barking of dogs and hollers from Los Locos
escaping over the fence. Bodies in flight and pursuit, knocked over cages, men
crashing or being thrown into the chain-link — the chaos all around made
Lucy feel a weird calm.


She noticed Flaco
holding up his phone, filming the entire scene, turning his narco-pop to full
blast while tears flowed freely down his scrunched up face.


Freak.


Near her, Gabe
scooped up the injured pit bull and bolted towards the safety of the door
propped open by Xochitl Magaña.


"You idiots
weren't supposed to grab the dog!" Xochitl sounded furious.


Men came at him
from all sides, shouting and flailing. Gabe barreled through them as if they
were nothing.


Screeching, Flaco
raised his Browning to take aim at Gabe's back. Lucy clocked the boy in the
face with her Beretta. He went straight to the ground.


"You fucking
weasel!" she spat and bent down to scoop up his gun.


Someone grabbed her
from behind, but she twisted out of the way, losing her grip on Flaco's 9mm.
There was nowhere to go now but to follow Gabe and the pit bull through the
open back entrance to Xochitl's Cantina. Lucy sprinted ahead, tripped
over the stoop and gracelessly crashed onto the cantina floor, cutting her
hands and bruising her pride.


Crap!


A shot rang out,
and for a moment everything seemed to slow down. Lucy saw Gabe, who'd been in
front of her and was already in the room, go to his knees on the blue linoleum.
He bent forward unnaturally, releasing the pit bull who scrambled under a
wooden table.


Lucy lurched
forward on the floor to half push and half drag Gabe out of range of the shots
that were continuing through the backdoor. From behind the bar, Lucy heard Xochitl
scream, "Stop shooting, you assholes!"


The gunfire
stopped.


"Lucy."
The deep rumble of Gabe's voice took her complete focus. Something was very
wrong. Gabe's face had turned pasty white and glistened with sweat. Lucy locked
onto Gabe's eyes — normally deep chocolate brown, they now glowed a mesmerizing
amber.


Before she could
react, five Locos burst into the room, shouting and waving their guns. Gabe
sprang up, knocking Lucy on her back, and crashed into the Locos with
breathtaking force and speed.


Gabe's already
large frame now appeared monstrous, the muscles of his back and arms bulging
and pulsing, his bones lengthening and cracking. Clean-shaven a moment ago, his
face looked dirty with dark stubble. His hair, always cut high and tight
— a remnant of his time in the service, now brushed his shoulders and
rolled down his back like a messy lion's mane.


Gabe roared like an
animal in agony and ripped through one of the men's throats with the startling
long, curved claws of his bare hand.


He grabbed a
gangbanger with the other hand, dangling the man off the floor and shaking him
by the face like a rag doll.


Lucy started to
black out as what felt like a massive shockwave rocked through her body. She
fought to keep her eyes open. The small coherent part of her brain observed
that Gabe's Kevlar vest had a small rip in the back. Even if the vest had
stopped a bullet from going through, it couldn't have saved his ribs from being
broken. Yet Gabe moved unencumbered, with the power of ten men.


She fixated on the
shaggy black layer of fur that covered her partner's head and arms. Just then
he turned in profile; large pointed, fur-covered ears swiveled back like those
of an aggressive dog. Razor-sharp teeth flashed in a tapered lupine jaw, and he
bit down on the last gangbanger.


My partner's a
werewolf?


Lucy convulsed as
hysteria shot through her like an electric shock.


"SWAT! Drop
your weapons! Nobody move!" At that moment, the SWAT team burst through
the front door of the cantina.


Gabe spun on the armed
men, ready to attack.


"No, Gabe!
Stop!" Lucy screamed the command, instinct trumping fear. Gabe hesitated
and looked at her with curiosity.


Holy shit! He's
listening to me.


"SWAT! Get on
the floor!" an officer roared as the team closed in.


"LAPD. Don't
shoot," Lucy yelled out and lurched ahead to put her body between Gabe and
the SWAT officers. "Don't shoot. Don't shoot. Don't shoot." Lucy's
voice gave out. Tears streamed down her face as she tried to squeeze sound from
her throat, but her vocal chords wouldn't obey anymore and violent coughs shook
her.


She felt Gabe's hot
breath on her neck and turned to face him, slowly and deliberately.


"Down, Gabe."
She pointed to the floor. "Down."


For a split second,
everyone in the room stood still and watched Gabe. The massive man swayed
briefly and then dropped to the floor like a puppet that had had its strings
cut.


"Officer down.
Code 33. Echo Park. North Alvarado and Clinton. Officer down. Start me
additional units and medical. Code 3. Officer shot. Approach from
northwest."


"On their way."


Lucy heard the
shouting but didn't comprehend the words. She crouched down beside her partner,
holding him tight as convulsions wracked his body. She saw blood drip to the
floor. Gabe had been hit despite the Kevlar.


"Don't die.
Don't die. You can't die." Lucy's words ran together in an incessant
chant. She was lost in his pain, unable to focus, oblivious to the pandemonium
all around her.


*


Xochitl barely registered the sting of
the zip ties digging into her wrists as she lifted her head from the floor to
stare at Officer Lowell's partner. Lowell was cradling him in her arms, rocking
him back and forth like a child.


¡Madre
de Dios!


Xochi would have crossed herself if she
could have.


She pried her gaze from Lowell and Torres
and surveyed the room. With the exception of the officer who had radioed in assistance,
SWAT circled Lowell and Torres. Some of the officers still had their
guns drawn, others had them hanging at their sides, but all stood with their
mouths gaping open in stunned silence.


What the hell just happened? And how did
Lowell stop it...him?


Xochitl brought her attention back to
Lowell. She looked exposed, tears running down her face as she whispered to her
partner. This Lucy Lowell was not the same reserved, focused, unrelenting
pain-in-the-ass Officer Lowell who had walked into Xochi's bar several months
ago, pressing her for information on Los Locos. No, this woman was something
different. She was nurturing, vulnerable — unprotected.


And yet, she still managed to control the
situation. That takes cajones.


Xochitl had a new respect for the woman.


She heard a loud commotion outside and
craned her neck to look at the frosted glass window. A male silhouette pointed
a finger in the chest of another silhouette and shouted an obvious dressing
down. She couldn't make out what was being said but got the impression things
hadn't gone as planned.


No shit.


All at once, the cops in her cantina
became animated, taking up positions around the bar, guns drawn.


They probably think they're next.


Outside, one last command was given, and
the dejected subordinate was sent off. The man turned toward the door, stopping
briefly before pushing it open.


Xochitl grunted, feeling the release of
pressure from the middle of her back. A sudden rush of air filled her lungs,
and she realized the officer who had his knee dug into her spine had stood up.
She felt lightheaded as a dull ache formed at the spot.


That's gonna bruise.


All the cops, save Lowell and the
unconscious Gabe Torres, now stood at attention. Only Xochi watched as a lean
African-American man, dressed in blues, bars on his lapel and cap on his head,
entered.


Must
be the captain.


Xochi thought he looked to be in his mid
to late fifties. As he approached the other officers, she could tell, even from
where she lay, he was on the tall side.


The captain stood in the middle of the
cantina, staring at the spectacle of officers Lowell and Torres.


"Lowell, report," he said.


It was eerily quiet while everyone
anxiously waited for Lowell to respond, but she never took her eyes off Torres.
The SWAT team eyed one another and shifted uncomfortably as the captain grew
more irritated with every passing minute. Breaking ranks, a boyish-looking
officer with doe eyes holstered his sidearm and double-timed it to his captain.


"Captain Burch, sir. The bar is
secure. Several members of East Los Locos are in custody," the officer
said. "The ambulance has been called."


"And what about that, Williams?"
Captain Burch turned Williams toward Lowell and Torres, still huddled on the
floor.


Officer Williams seemed to be at a loss
for words. Xochitl felt sorry for him. She didn't envy his position.


What can you say?


"Well, sir...I can't be sure, but I
think Officer Torres entered the bar from the back and was hit by gunfire. So,
umm...when he was hit...well, umm..." Officer Williams stuttered.


"Spit it out, Williams!"


"Well...he turned into a..."


"Into a what!"


"I think it was a werewolf?"
Williams cringed at the last word. Xochitl thought he might faint from the
effort.


"A what!" Burch's eyes looked
as if they were about to pop out of his skull.


"A werewolf," Williams
whispered the words this time.


Xochitl, Williams and the entire SWAT
team held their breath, watching Burch in anticipation as he allowed the words
to sink in.


The captain's response shocked Xochitl.
Instead of the confused horror she felt, and supposed they all felt, Burch
turned toward her, stared directly at her, and burst out laughing. Burch was
laughing so hard Xochi could see tears forming in his eyes.


"First Parker, now Williams. What's
SWAT on? Can I have some?" Burch mocked the officers. "After tonight,
I'll need it."


Anger rose in Xochitl.


How dare this pendejo make fun of us!


"It's true!" The words blasted
from Xochi's mouth before she could stop herself. She struggled to stand, her
hands still tied behind her back. "We all saw it...Saw something."


Captain Burch stopped short and glared at
her. "What?"


With a last grunt, Xochitl got her feet
under her, pressed her back against the bottom of the bar and pushed herself
up.


"I said we all saw it. Officer
Gabe...I mean Torres. He became a monster...or something." Xochitl tried
to catch her breath. "He was tearing guys apart. Lowell got him to stop.
Then, he just went back to looking like that." She nodded toward Lowell
and Torres.


Captain Burch clasped his hands behind
him and approached her. Xochi took a defensive step back as Burch loomed over
her with a searing stare. The counter pressed painfully against her. The same
officers who had zip tied her hands converged on her. Xochitl felt like a caged
animal. With a subtle eye motion, Burch signaled to the officer nearest her,
and he yanked Xochi by the arm.


"¡Ay, pendejo! Get off me!"


Xochitl struggled to free herself from
the cop's grasp to get to Officer Lowell.


"Lowell!"


The second officer moved in and grabbed
her other arm, and together they dragged Xochi toward the door.


"Lowell!"


Desperate, Xochi jammed her body between
the door and its frame.


"LUCY!"


Xochi kicked, as the second officer tried
to grab her legs. But with her hands tied, she had little balance. The first
cop pulled her off her feet easily, allowing his colleague to seize them. She
was hanging between the two men when she heard Lowell.


"Wait. Let her go."


Exhausted and out of breath, Xochi
twisted her body in an attempt to see Officer Lucy Lowell. She had removed her
jacket and was placing it gently under her partner's head, before resting it on
the floor.


Lowell stood and faced Xochi's captors.
She stared them down. "I said, let...her...go."


Still hanging between the two men, Xochi
peered up at them. Confusion mixed with — fear? — crossed
their faces. The officers relented and set Xochi's feet on the ground.


"That's right, chota," Xochitl
mocked.


Lowell gingerly walked toward Captain
Burch. She was favoring her left leg, and she gasped when she put too much
weight on it.


"Captain. This is my CI, Xochitl
Magaña. This is her bar," Officer Lowell said. "Officer Torres has
sustained a bullet wound. We're waiting for EMTs to arrive. ACTF should secure
the dogs."


Captain Burch mulled over Lowell's
report. He leaned into her and whispered in her ear. Lowell nodded, turned and
slowly walked toward Xochitl.


"Why is everyone standing around,"
Burch yelled. "Do your jobs!"


The cantina was buzzing with activity
once more. Paramedics equipped with a gurney rushed in, nearly bowling Xochitl
over. Deciding it would be better to get out of the way, she waved Officer
Lowell over to the bar.


Lowell winced as she approached the counter.
She motioned for Xochi to turn around. Xochi was confused. Lowell rolled her
eyes and pulled out a pocketknife.


Oh.


Xochi turned around and held her arms out
as Officer Lowell swiftly cut her ties.


"Thanks." Xochitl rubbed her
red wrists.


"Captain Burch wants you to give a
statement down at the station. I'll see someone gets you there." Officer
Lowell began walking toward the door.


Xochitl didn't move. "Wait, what
about Memo?"


"I'm not sure. Just a minute."
Lowell pulled her radio off her belt. "Anyone see Guillermo Morales,
a.k.a. El Gallo?"


"Tell them he went out the window in
the ladies room," Xochi said.


Lowell raised her hand to quiet Xochi and
spoke into her radio again. "A witness saw him escaping out the ladies
room window of Xochitl's Cantina."


Xochitl waited anxiously for someone to
respond. There was static and then a male voice.


"No. Morales escaped. We have an APB
out on him."


"What!" Xochitl couldn't
contain herself. She turned to the police officers who had taken over her bar. "How
could you pendejos miss him! He went out the back! You were there! God damn it!"


From across the room Captain Burch
yelled, "Officer Lowell, take your CI outside. Now!"


Lowell pulled Xochitl toward the door.


Xochi reared on her. "You said you'd
get him. You said we'd be safe."


Xochi could see the shock and hurt on
Lowell's face. She knew the cop had been through the wringer tonight. But she
couldn't bring herself to care. Not now. Not while Memo was still out there.


Oh, God. Miguel.


Xochitl struggled to walk. The thought of
her little brother in danger was enough to bring her to her knees. But Officer
Lowell had a tight grip on her and kept her from falling.


Lowell stopped, transfixed on Officer
Torres who was strapped to a gurney, being wheeled out by the paramedics.
Without another word, Xochitl and Lucy slowly followed behind her wounded
partner into the early morning darkness.

















Chapter 3
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You need
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Satisfaction guaranteed.
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"Hanna's
almost done reading me the riot act," Lucy said, taking her mouth away
from her cell phone. Xochitl turned left onto Doheny Drive and made the
yackety-yack hand gesture.


"She's
looking up the declawing doctor." Lucy adjusted
the sun visor.


"¡Órale!"
Xochitl shouted and pointed to a quaint faux-French coffee house nestled beside
an upscale day spa. "They have the best vanilla lattes!" Xochitl
pulled over and jumped out of the car, leaving Lucy to wrap up her call.


"The
dogs miss you." Hanna's soft words drifted into Lucy's ear like spoken in
a dream. Lucy gazed at the tall cypress across the street. A large crow hopped
from treetop to treetop.


"It's
time," Hanna continued when Lucy didn't respond. "We'll talk later."
Hanna hung up before Lucy could get out the "yes" caught in her
throat.


Feeling
a burst of joy, Lucy scooted over and settled behind the wheel of the orange
Toronado.


This
is gonna be a great day. Everything is gonna be all right.


"Gotta
keep up appearances for the folks," she said when Xochitl returned with
two large coffees and a white paper bag. Xochi jangled the rooster key chain,
clearly reluctant to hand it over.


"The
Werewolf Whisperer has to be in the driver's seat." Lucy shrugged as if to
say "it's beyond my control."


"What's
in the bag?" Lucy asked, accepting the delicious smelling vanilla latte
gratefully.


"Croissants,"
Xochitl taunted. "But you can't drive and eat croissants at the same time."
Xochi mimicked Lucy's "it's beyond my control" shrug.


"Just
to be clear, chica," Xochitl handed over the keys but kept the croissant
bag out of Lucy's reach, "deal's only good 'til Greystone." Xochi
fished only one croissant from the bag. "Don't get too comfortable."


"They
smell like warm butter," Lucy said, her mouth watering.


"Don't
they though," Xochitl replied and took a careful bite.


"You're
just afraid El Gallo will like me better," Lucy said and adjusted the
rearview mirror just to be annoying.


"Ni lo
pienses,"
Xochitl said, patting the dash lovingly. "When pigs fly, gringa."


Lucy
pulled into traffic behind a white Jaguar.


"So,
Hanna says the declawing thing is actually old news," Lucy said while
Xochitl fastened her seat belt in a hurry. "West Hollywood has had a ban
on declawing cats since way back in 2003." Lucy took a sip of her coffee
and rode up behind the Jag, which was climbing up the hill so slowly she had to
wonder if the octogenarian driving the car was in fact pedaling.


"Hey,
following distance!" Xochitl remarked. "But wasn't there some bill
that prohibits local government from interfering with veterinarians? We studied
that in my pre-law class." Xochitl took a paper napkin from her vest
pocket.


"Right,"
Lucy agreed. "So then it turns out the declawing doctor was a vet, not a
people doctor." Lucy swiftly pulled around the Jag and scooted into the
left turn lane at Sunset Boulevard. An annoyed honk sounded from the Jag.


"Hanna
said both PETA and the ACLU got on the doc when he opened his clinic
specializing in 'Hound Accommodations.'" Lucy drained her coffee. "Somebody
firebombed the clinic Halloween night. End of story."


Xochitl
whistled between her teeth. "Guess Jimmy's dad isn't up on the latest
developments."


"Hanna
said to let the Stantons cool off for a few days. She'll call next week and
offer long-term boarding for Jimmy."


"By
the way, Hanna says 'hi!'" Lucy said innocently as they waited at the long
light.


"Doubt
it," Xochitl said and checked the time. "Sometimes I think Hanna
forgets I exist."


"Doesn't
forget to pay you." Lucy winked.


The
light changed, and Lucy instantly blew past the corner liquor store. "So,
where's my croissant?"


"I
always liked that place." Xochitl pointed at a pizza parlor with a large
open front and sidewalk seating.


"Pizza
would be great right now." Lucy salivated. "So, where's that
croissant."


"No
croissant. Driving, 'member?" Xochitl looked wistfully at the pizza
parlor. "We'd get the best 2:00 A.M. pizza over there after hitting the
Sunset clubs."


"2:00
A.M. pizza?" Lucy smirked. "I thought you were this serious
goody-goody with your fancy scholarship in your fancy UCLA days. You partied on
Sunset?"


"Well,
you can't study all the damn time when the Sunset Strip is your backyard."
Xochitl grimaced. "Second quarter was crazy fun. So, I repeated a class or
two," she said with no trace of regret. "I made the Dean's List my
third quarter. And then, well, you know the rest. Dad got sick. Adiós La Uni. Hola
cantina."


Lucy
turned onto Doheny Road, passing the Hamburger Hamlet and Sierra Towers before
winding up Loma Vista Drive. "Sorry you didn't get a chance to finish,"
she said to her friend. Xochitl nodded. "Shit happens," they said in
unison and started laughing.


Greystone
Mansion sat nestled in the verdant hills above Sunset Boulevard, blocked from sight
by gated estates and high stone walls that reminded Lucy uncomfortably of
Folsom State Prison.


From
Greystone Chapel in Folsom Prison to Greystone Mansion in Beverly Hills in less
than two years. I'm movin' on up.


Steering
El Gallo up the long, curving driveway, Lucy couldn't look on the stunning
estate without being impressed by its beauty and grandeur. The layout of the
big square main building included several wings, many of which were topped by
orange brick chimneys. The bulk of the manor seemed to have a limestone façade,
with some of the grey stone that gave the estate its name making up the walls
and many levels of the gardens.


Lucy
remembered glancing at the brochure sent by the Beverly Hills Chamber of
Commerce when they booked "The Werewolf Whisperer" for their annual Family
and Wellbeing Expo.


"What
does it say?" she asked Xochitl who had her nose buried in the booklet.


"Just
a sec." Xochitl stopped flipping through the pages and stared out at the
estate sprawling before them. "Sorry, I'm just amazed. I went to La Uni
right up the street. Never knew this was here." She shuffled back to the
beginning of the book.


"Estate
belonged to Edward Doheny, a 19th century oil man. Bad things happened. His son
was murdered on the property." Xochitl looked over at Lucy and made a
face.


"Crap.
That sucks." Lucy shook her head with dismay. "Bad things come
knocking whether you live in a castle or a shack."


"Anyway..."
Xochi continued. "Tudor revival...eighteen acres...stables. You'll like this.
Kennels...tennis court, bowling alley, gatehouse, pavilion, greenhouse, lake,
waterfalls. Blah, blah, blah. Gorgeous." Xochitl shut the brochure. "What
more do you need to know?"


Lucy smiled at Xochitl's exaggerated brusqueness. She could tell
the opulent charm of Greystone was not lost on Xochitl; she just refused to
make a big deal about it.


Lucy pulled up to the valet stand at the front of the large
upper parking lot.


"Hi, we're here for the event. Lucy Lowell and Xochitl
Magaña." She smiled broadly. "I have to keep my keys, boss."


The young valet's eyes got a little bigger at that request. He
seemed to weigh his options, and then chose to go with the authoritative and
unyielding approach.


"I'm sorry, ladies. We park all the cars today. Greystone
Mansion requires—" He would have gone on if Xochitl hadn't leaned
over from the passenger seat and looked right into his eyes.


"This, my young friend, is not a car. This is a 1966 Olds
Toronado in mint condition. The original fly ass ride. His name is El Gallo."
She reached into her vest pocket and pulled out a business card. "And this
lady is Lucy Lowell, The Werewolf Whisperer." Xochitl settled into her
seat again as if there was nothing else to say on the subject.


The valet's bravado turned to confusion. He looked at the
business card.


"I can't let you have the keys, boss," Lucy said
again, shrugging as if the decision was out of her hands, which it sort of was.


El Gallo was loaded down with a number of special "toys"
— as Xochitl liked to call their collection of knives and firearms.
Giving the keys to a stranger was out of the question.


"Call Mr. Soroush from the Chamber if you have any
questions," Lucy suggested. "In the meantime, why don't I just park
it somewhere. The line behind us must be getting long. This isn't worth holding
anyone up." She indicated to the two identical Mercedes SUVs that had
pulled up behind her during their last few sentences. "You know how people
around here can be."


Looking like he'd rather be anywhere else, the valet made a
decisive arm gesture, directing Lucy to pull El Gallo to the edge of the lot.


"Good boy," Xochitl mumbled.


Lucy backed El Gallo into the parking spot a little more rapidly
than Xochitl would have liked, judging by the small squeak she let out when the
back tires bumped against the curb.


"Easier to get out later." Lucy tried to appease her
and grabbed the box of dog toys and the package of blue Werewolf Whisperer slip leads from the backseat. Xochitl flipped
Lucy the bird.


Elaborately
fabricated pavilion booths lined the area, creating a miniature maze of
temporary Hound-centric shops. Hound treats, Hound leashes, Hound clothing,
Hound beds, Hound food, Hound toys; there was no end to the creativity of the
offerings, though Lucy suspected many of the articles "specifically
designed" for Hounds were in fact repurposed dog items.


Mr. Soroush, head of the Beverly Hills Chamber of Commerce, met
them at the massive, double-tiered fountain set toward the back of the formal
garden. Lucy had never seen such a perfectly manicured lawn — lush,
greener than green and wreathed by a myriad of white roses on a second tier
slate walkway just a step up from the grass. The cascading fountain
looked like something from Greek mythology.


Oh, pretty.


Mr. Soroush smiled beatifically and greeted Lucy and Xochitl as
if he'd known them for years. A photographer jumped out from behind a group of
volunteers and snapped pictures of Soroush and Lucy shaking hands. Clearly
photo-ready, Soroush's grey curls had been brushed back into a kind of helmet.
Standing close, Lucy even detected a touch of powder on the man's face. Lucy
wondered if her own stick-straight copper streaked hair would look flat in the
pictures. She'd grown it out to her shoulders but hadn't had it shaped since
the prison barber had buzzed it.


"Can that fountain be turned off?" Xochitl asked after
listening to Soroush drone on about his involvement in the charitable Beverly
Hills Chamber Expo. "People should be able to hear Lucy during the
presentation."


Mr. Soroush was obviously used to people being enchanted by a
visit to Greystone and unquestionably believed himself to be charming and
attractive to the ladies, judging by his meticulous grooming and expensive
looking suit. Xochitl's matter-of-fact request — while perfectly
reasonable — appeared to cause him some discomfort.


"We can turn the fountain off when you start your class."
He forced a smile.


"Great, thanks." Xochitl nodded and then continued in
one breath. "But before we start, you know we only take cash." She
looked at the man calmly. "Up front."


Lucy cocked her head at the spontaneous change to their payment
policy, but remembering how close she'd been to leaving the Stantons without
collecting payment, couldn't argue.


"Cash, of course...I just need to..." Annoyed, Mr. Soroush
struggled with his cell phone. "My assistant Nicolette will be with you in
a second." Soroush waved his arms as if performing semaphore and caught
the attention of a young woman directing volunteers to the courtyard. She
carefully made her way down the stone stairs and crossed the lawn with measured
steps.


The thin woman looked very young despite her constricting pencil
skirt and sky high Louboutins,
which Lucy recognized by their red soles.


"Hey
look, Xochitl. Louboutins," Lucy said, eager to prove that she had in fact
retained Xochitl's fashion 411.


"Good
girl," Xochi replied. "You're not a total lost cause."


Mr. Soroush's assistant's dark hair was piled on her head in a
gravity-defying chignon, and the beads of her tailored jacket sparkled in the
sun. She moved with confidence and grace, swooping next to Mr. Soroush as if
she were the boss instead of the assistant.


"Let me introduce Nicolette Artashesian, my right arm,"
Mr. Soroush said and leaned toward Nicolette, placing a familiar hand on her
tiny waist. "Nicolette, please make sure our Werewolf Whisperer can start
on time." He nodded toward Lucy and Xochitl and then excused himself.


"Creepy old man," Nicolette said before Lucy could be
sure Soroush was out of earshot. A smile played across Nicolette's full lips. "I
know what you're thinking."


Lucy dug through the box of dog toys, pulling out a can of brand
new tennis balls. She tried hard not to think anything.


"He's okay." Nicolette handed Xochitl an envelope of
cash. "But, I wanted to ask you something." She bit her lip. "My
boyfriend came down with...you know. His whole family rejected him, and he's
been living with me for a few months now." She searched Xochitl's face for
sympathy.


"What are you asking?" Xochitl counted the bills in
the envelope, seemingly giving Nicolette only a fraction of her attention until
she was satisfied the entire amount was there.


"He's so...I mean, he looks so...Is he still my boyfriend,
or do I treat him more like, you know, a pet?" Saying it out loud made the
girl looked very vulnerable and suddenly unsure of herself.


Lucy straightened up, changing places with Xochitl who by the
look on her face was letting her imagination get the better of her.


"Before all of this KV business," Lucy said, keeping
her voice low, "would you have wondered if your dog was your pet or your
boyfriend?"


Nicolette's paradigm shifted visibly, and she took a step back,
mortified. "Of course not!"


"I'm sorry. It's no different," Lucy said. "Your
boyfriend, the man he was, is gone. If you want to keep taking care of him, you
have to make that distinction clear in your mind."


Nicolette nodded once, recovering her confident grace.


"Book Stew is setting up for the book signing up there."
She shifted to business mode seamlessly and shuffled through her portfolio. "The
owner brought a couple of crates full of pre-sales for you to sign."
Nicolette pointed to a tall man with Civil War-era sideburns. He stood by a
long table covered with a white tablecloth and decorated with Book Stew
signage.


Two volunteers fiddled with folding chairs behind the table.


"Book Stew?" Xochitl strode over to the tall man, who
was now testing a number of ink pens on a yellow pad. Lucy followed, untangling
the knot of slip leads Xochitl had thrown at her.


"Book Stew. That's me." The man pointed to the name
tag stuck to his navy T-shirt.


"Hello my name is Stew," Xochitl read out loud. "Okay.
Hello, my name is Xochitl. This is Lucy. Nice to meet you. Can we get started?"
She pointed to the people lining up at the edge of the grass.


"Let's do it now, if you're ready." Stew smiled a
goofy smile at both Xochitl and Lucy.


"Born ready," Lucy said, slipped behind the table,
took a copy of Hounds, and Ferals, and Werebeasts! Oh, My! and wrote her
name on the title page, leaving a looping ampersand and room for Xochitl's
name. Xochitl breathed out sharply through her nose, but Lucy could tell she
was pleased.


"You have to write more than your name, you know,"
Xochitl teased.


"What are you gonna write?" Lucy leaned over to peek
at Xochitl's first signed page.


"'Living La Vida Loba'...and you can't steal it."
Xochitl stuck her tongue out at Lucy.


Enjoying the exchange, Book Stew snapped a picture of Lucy and
Xochitl behind the table and typed a few lines into his phone before posting.


"You two are funny. You should have a TV show. I'd watch
it." His grin widened, then he turned and ushered the people at the front
of the line over to Lucy and Xochitl. "Let's get going, people."


Soon the crowd grew large, and Lucy and Xochitl had to work
quickly to keep up with the demand. Hanna's publicity blitzes for the book
usually left Xochitl standing on the sidelines, which Lucy found ridiculous
since she thought the real business of "The Werewolf Whisperer" had
always been Lucy and Xochitl together.


If Hanna could only understand how important Xochi is to my life
now.


All Hanna saw, all most people saw, was Lucy's unique ability to
control dangerous creatures. What they didn't understand, and what Lucy knew
deep in her bones, was that without Xochitl there never would have been a
Werewolf Whisperer at all. Lucy had left that prison broken in too many pieces
to count. Xochitl had picked her up from that hellhole and helped her to find
some kind of path to redemption.


Lucy looked over as her friend joked with a young boy and his
mother who had stepped up from the line to receive a book.


"And the Hound goes, 'ow ow ow owooooooo!'" Xochitl
made a wild wolf sound that drew stares. The boy giggled, and his mother shook
Xochitl's hand gratefully.


"It's just been so hard since his sister turned," the
woman explained. "Thanks for making him laugh."


The hour flew by as Lucy fully involved herself in answering
individual questions and spending time talking to people, while she signed
books and passed out information about the new and improved Hanna's Rescue and
Rehabilitation up in Empyrean.


Xochitl squealed all of a sudden and almost knocked over the
table, trying to hug an older man in a dark suit who had come over during a
lull.


"Bob, I'll be. It's been almost two years. How the hell
have you been?" Xochitl stood on her tippy toes and threw her arms around
Bob's neck. He laughed and returned the hug, patting her back.


"You look great, kiddo! Time on the road has done you good,"
Bob said, adjusting his suit jacket.


"What are you doing here?" Xochitl asked. "Are
you on the job?"


"Just a little security for the Expo as a favor to Mr. Soroush.
He hires my firm for big jobs on a regular basis. Used to be in and out of the
country. Not anymore, of course. But, we've been busy." Bob's eyes caught
a movement, and he turned, almost unnoticeably shielding Xochitl's body.


"Paranoid much?" Xochitl teased. "You look like
you haven't slept in a week, Bob. When did you stop shaving?" Xochitl
hesitated. "Oh."


Lucy looked up to see Bob's hand fly to his right cheek. A red
scar ran along his jawline and onto his neck. He rubbed his face and nodded
slightly.


"It's been a bear lately, kiddo. But we can talk more
later." At that moment Bob's phone buzzed. "Excuse me."


He stepped to the side of the table, and Xochitl returned to her
seat, almost bouncing.


"That's my papa's buddy Bob," she explained to Lucy. "He
helped with Miguel."


Lucy acknowledged remembering the story with a nod. "Can't
wait to hear his side. Especially about the tattoo."


Xochitl barked a short laugh. "He wasn't there for that,"
she said, her hand involuntarily cupping her La Güera tattoo, though it was hidden by her thin
sweater.


"Xoch, I have to run." Bob leaned over the table for a
second. "Someone wanted to make an early exit and got parked in. Something
about a valet throwing a fit." He waved at Lucy. "Sorry. We'll have
to meet later."


"Later," Lucy agreed and shot Xochitl a look. "I
think you broke the valet."


"Some people are so sensitive," Xochitl lisped and
batted her eyelashes. Lucy laughed and got back to work.


Lucy's Hound training class was scheduled to close the event,
and when Nicolette made the announcement everyone gathered in the formal garden
with great anticipation. Most of the guests had partaken of the plethora of
food and drink offered throughout the party, had mingled with all the business
prospects they'd come to schmooze and had checked out all the booths. The
majority gathered in the formal garden under outdoor heaters, squeezing around
the perimeter of a roped-off square. They waited for Lucy to work her magic.
The band had stopped playing, and Lucy could see them packing up their
instruments in the courtyard. The crowd went silent.


Lucy shrugged off her bomber jacket, though it had grown a
little chilly, and stepped onto the grass.


"Do I have any students here today?" Lucy called out
and clapped her hands. A small group of people walked past the ropes and into
the middle of the grass area.


The group of about ten people had their Hounds on leashes; an
additional four let their Hounds go off-leash. These Hounds were all young men
and women from the local neighborhood.


Hanna had been marketing to high schools with Were problems
lately, finding parents willing and able to pay for the luxury of a well-behaved
Were child.


Lucy and Xochitl just wanted to help people; and when Hanna had
sent them on the latest tour through Beverly Hills, they couldn't really see a
reason to turn it down. They'd spent the last week in Beverly Hills and worked
three jobs a day, leading up to the Greystone event. All of the clients had
been Hounds — with the exception of Jimmy Stanton. All the trainings had
been successful — with the exception of Jimmy Stanton.


"Please, release your Hounds." As Lucy had
anticipated, the corny line got a titter from the audience. She didn't have to
look at Xochitl to know her eyes were rolling.


The Hounds all stood, politely waiting for Lucy's command.


"Everybody sit!" Lucy gestured with her hand and all
the Hounds sat. From the sideline, Xochitl clicked the training clicker,
reminding every Hound parent to get out theirs from pockets, purses and fanny
packs. The random clicks that followed amused the audience.


"Treat your Hound," Lucy suggested. A row of Hound
parents treated their seated Hound with anything from bacon to cheese to bits
of hotdog, which they had pulled out from little plastic baggies along with the
training clicker. Lucy was happy to see so large a group follow directions so
perfectly.


"As you can see, this is like the ballet. But if the
ballerina got a cookie after every plié..." The audience laughed on cue. "Soon no more tutu,"
Lucy finished with a smirk.


"What you want is to start with the treats and then, little
by little, get rid of the treats."


"Treat inflation." She pointed to a Hound girl in
bright green pants and a pretty cream colored sweater.


"Come!" Lucy said, nodding to the Hound parent to let
her off-leash.


The Hound girl ran over to Lucy eagerly.


"This is Courtney," Lucy introduced the young Hound.


The crowd applauded, causing the Hound girl to shift nervously.


"Now sit," Lucy said firmly. The Hound sat.


"And around." Lucy waved her hand in a circle, and
Courtney Hound spun around.


"Down." Lucy pointed her index finger at the ground. The
Hound stretched out on her belly, anticipating the next trick.


"Roll over."


On Lucy's prompt, the Hound girl rolled over once and then
bounced up.


"Sit." Lucy gestured, pulled a piece of jerky from her
small, leather hip pouch and flipped the treat into the air for the Hound girl
to catch.


"Look at that," Lucy addressed the crowd, "six
tricks for one treat."


The audience applauded enthusiastically. Lucy sent the Hound
girl back to her parents.


"Just a thought parents, though it looks great, creams or
whites are not good colors to dress your Hound in. You don't want to worry
about grass stains or mud. Just let them be comfortable." The Hound girl's
mother looked a little flustered but nodded and threw her hands up in a
good-natured gesture of agreement.


"Now, let's get to why we are really here. Tricks are a
good way to bond with your Hounds, but you're really here because you want your
Hound to be a happy, well-balanced part of your family."


"So, let's talk about socializing." Lucy signaled for
the pet parents to bring all of their Hounds to the circle.


Xochitl joined them, handing Lucy a red volleyball.


"So, Hanna just texted me," Xochitl hissed. "There's
gonna be media." She handed Lucy the ball. "Apparently that annoying
reporter Enrique Baldwin is here with his team. They've been taking B roll of
the event. They want to shoot the game and interview you."


"What do you think?" Lucy felt a bit taken aback.


Xochitl considered briefly. "Well, Hanna sure seemed
excited about it."


"Whatevs. Tell the news guy to come up when they're
playing. I can talk then." Lucy crossed into the pack of Hounds, telling
the Hound parents to follow Xochitl back to the perimeter.


The
Hounds circled Lucy happily, waiting for the go ahead to play.


In
a lot of ways, for the past two years, Lucy had thought Hounds were just like
her dogs at home, training them accordingly, but lately she had started to
notice that with intense training and focused attention Hounds could develop
minds superior to dogs. These pampered Beverly Hills Hounds, she'd noted over
the last week, picked up commands fast and were able to predict certain events,
like knowing that Lucy had gathered them for a game. She attributed their rapid
improvement to the intense, focused time their Hound parents had been spending
with them after Lucy's in-home training, but she couldn't be sure.


With two clear gestures she divided the Hounds into teams,
astonishing the onlookers. She threw the ball up in the air and called out, "Play
Ball!" Then all she had to do was get out of the way.


The Hounds played with abandon. Tirelessly they chased the ball,
going round and round the grass. There was no goal, no way to keep score. The
game was mostly an intense game of keep away, though it was clear that the
Hounds worked in teams. The audience seemed delighted, hanging on every step
and wiggle of the exhibition game and cheering for every move.


Lucy noticed Xochitl waving her
arms and pointing at a dark haired man with a mic and a crew. Enrique Baldwin.
Lucy knew him from the local news, but thought he looked even shorter in
person.


Baldwin stepped up to Lucy and shook her hand before she had a
chance to say anything.


"So nice to meet you. Can I call you Lucy?" Baldwin
wasted no time. "We're all set up. We'll be going live in a sec, so watch
what you say."


Lucy took a step back and momentarily considered just bolting.


The red light blinked on the camera, and Baldwin flashed his
trademark smile.


"Yes, Cathy, hello to you in the studio." He paused
for a second, listening, and then continued. "We are here at the beautiful
Greystone Mansion in Beverly Hills for the Beverly Hills Chamber of Commerce's
special Family and Wellness Expo."
He nodded, listening again.


"We do have a very special treat." He waved his hand
toward Lucy who just stood still and smiled stiffly, hoping it would be over
soon.


"Meet the silver lining in our werewolf apocalypse, Lucy
Lowell, The Werewolf Whisperer." He glanced at Lucy. "So, Lucy what
are we looking at here?"


Lucy froze for a moment and watched the playing Hounds.


"These are...um...Hounds. Playing. A game." She could
see Xochitl jumping up and down behind the camera, making a strangulation gesture. Lucy searched Enrique
Baldwin's face, finding the total absence of a personality in his eyes. She
took a deep breath.


"We trained these Hounds over the last week. They have
learned to be social and can be taken out in public without any problem."


"Would you say you've trained the Hounds or the Hound
parents?" He surprised her with the astuteness of his question, but then she
spotted his producer standing next to the camera, waving a small tablet with
the question written on it in bold block letters.


"I'd say both. It takes total commitment but as we like to
say, 'Happy families have happy Hounds.'" She forced a smile she knew must have looked waxen and
bizarre but couldn't stop herself.


She turned away from Baldwin and called the Hounds, ending the
game. They ran to her and lined up in a row, each waiting to be thrown a treat
before being dismissed. Applause ran through the crowd.


"And there you have it. Enrique Baldwin reporting from
Beverly Hills." He smiled his plastic smile. "Back to you in the
studio, Cathy." He waved off his camera crew.


"That ought to do it," Enrique said and disappeared
into the crowd for testimonial interviews.


Lucy took a very small bow and made her way back to the table
where Xochitl waited with the box of dog toys.


"You were great!" Nicolette sounded out of breath as
she sprinted up to them in her impossibly high heels. "But you should get
out of here."


Lucy and Xochitl looked at her, puzzled.


"Why's that?" Lucy asked, growing uncomfortable. She
slipped on her bomber jacket and grabbed the box of dog toys from Xochitl.


"Just some, you know, protestors, you know, in the parking
lot." Nicolette looked only slightly abashed. "We'd gotten some
threats before, you know, the Expo. About inviting you." Her cell rang,
and she pointed a long finger, telling Lucy and Xochitl to hang on. "The
Anti-Werebeast Commission? Peranuht shune kakneh! Do something!" Nicolette
sounded off in a most unladylike fashion.


"Protestors? Let's bounce," Xochi said, unwilling to
put their safety in the smooth hands of this up-and-coming Beverly Hills
business diva.


"Let's go 'round that way," Lucy said, scanning the
formal garden's back wall. "Behind that wall is a walkway to the old,
bricked-over pool. I saw it in the brochure."


Without
pausing Xochitl
headed straight for the stone passage half hidden on the side of the yard by
the great fountain. Lucy and Xochitl didn't speak but kept an eye on their
surroundings, watching people flee the area through the courtyard and up the
slate stairs toward the parking lot.


As Lucy and Xochitl made their way down the small stone steps to
the pool house, they could hear shouting and chanting from the parking lot
level.


"NO WERES NOWHERE! NO WERES NOWHERE! NO WERES NOWHERE!"
The rhythmical chant swelled as they crossed the brick plaza and hustled to the
hillside next to the Roman pool house.


"TO HELL WITH HOUNDS!" "NOT IN MY BACKYARD!"
"WEREBEASTS KILL!" "TURN BACK THE CLOCK!" "NO HOUNDS
OR WERES ALLOWED!" "GET RID OF THE FUR BACKS!"


Lucy and Xochitl climbed through the bushes, arriving slightly
above the parking lot, but remained hidden from sight.


The lot had filled up considerably, protesters marching in
droves on foot up the long driveway. The people who'd attended the event
scrambled to their cars, honking and flashing their brights.


"ARREST THE WEREWOLF WHISPERER!" "NO
WEREBEASTIALITY!" "NO ONE IS SAFE!"


"Yeah, I'm clearly their biggest problem," Lucy said,
seeing a large poster with her picture inside a red circle with a slash through
it.


"I like that one," Xochitl said pointing to a homemade
Occupy Werewolves sign. "I don't even know what that means, but I
like it."


Lucy raised an eyebrow. "All kidding aside, we've gotta get
outta here."


Xochitl and Lucy regarded the hundreds of people crowding the
parking lot, protesters strutting about and guests trying to leave.


"I think fire road," Lucy said, considering their
location. From their vantage on the hill, she could see a dirt road a few feet
from the parking lot. She couldn't tell for sure, but it seemed to connect to
the large driveway leading to the gargantuan estates perched above Greystone.


"Off-road?" Xochitl's eyes sparkled. "Hells yeah!"


"Just have to get to El Gallo." Lucy pointed to a
group of protestors with "NO WERES NOWHERE" splashed across
their red shirts. They swarmed El Gallo, staging what looked to Lucy like an
old-fashion sit-in.


"Asswipes!" Xochitl spat. "If they as much as put
a scratch on my car, voy a romperles los boney
armas de sus dirty hippy cuerpos!"


"So, the plan is...walk to the car, get in and drive off?"
Lucy asked with skepticism.


"Sounds like a good plan." Xochi began to unsheathe
her Karambit knife.


"No blood, Xoch," Lucy said and pulled on her worn
leather ranch gloves, juggling the box of dog toys.


"Okey dokey." Xochitl bent down and picked up a
fist-sized rock from the ground. "Let's go."


Lucy let out a heavy sigh. She knew in a crowd situation things
could go sideways quickly, and judging by the mob pouring into the lot this
would only escalate. Lucy imagined Enrique Baldwin already saw himself
accepting a Peabody Award. All she wanted was to get out without having to
throw a punch.


Lucy and Xochitl made their way down the hill toward El Gallo.
The crowd parted reluctantly, but shooting out from the bushes, Lucy and
Xochitl had the element of surprise on their side. Indiscriminate shoving
helped get people out of their way faster.


Lucy bonked a sitting protester on the head with the box of dog
toys, taking the moment of his rising to complain as an opportunity to slip
into the car and lock the door. Xochitl had made it into the driver's side
without a problem, but Lucy saw she no longer carried the stone she had picked
up on the hill. Lucy decided not to ask.


El Gallo roared twice as if getting ready for a street race.


"You fuckers better know I'm serious!" Xochitl yelled
and flashed her brights. Lucy worried about Xochitl just running over people,
but the protesters didn't give her the chance. Provoked, they jumped up and
circled the front of the car, banging on the driver and passenger side windows.


"Were sluts!" a man Lucy recognized as Fat Dan Walters
shouted and threw himself on the hood of the car.


"Splat goes the lard ass," Xochitl sang brightly to
the tune of Pop Goes the Weasel and threw the car in full reverse. El
Gallo bounced over the curb, crushed a few saplings in his wake and flew onto
the dirt road. The protesters stood in shock; no one moved for a moment, giving
Xochitl the chance to straighten the car and scream down the dirt road away
from Greystone and back toward the Boulevard.
















Chapter 4




911 Operator: "911. What is your emergency?"


Caller: "Please you have to help!"


(screaming and
roaring in the background)


911 Operator: "Sir?"


Caller: "Oh, my God!" 


911 Operator: "Try to stay calm, sir. What is your
name?"


Caller: "It killed Randolf!"


911 Operator: "What killed Randolf, sir?"


Caller: "The monster! We made a monster!"


911 Operator: "I'm sorry, sir. Did you say monster?"


Caller: "The KV project. Dr. Kyon. His arm! We need..."


911 Operator: "Sir? Sir? Are you there, sir?"


24 months ago


Xochitl
leaned against the squad car, waiting for Officer Lowell to put her in the back
seat. The street outside her bar reminded her of a disaster movie. Cop cars and
barricades blocked access to the area. Red and blue lights rotated, flashing in
a constant rhythm, setting the scene. Helicopters flew overhead, their
searchlights scouring the area, as the continual thwap, thwap, thwap of their
blades provided the soundtrack.


News
crews swarmed the perimeter, which was cordoned off by neon yellow police tape.
Reporters shouted queries at anyone who appeared remotely important.


Pinche
vultures! Here to pick at the bones of the dead.


"You
ready?"


Xochitl
felt a hand on her shoulder and turned to see Officer Lowell standing in front
of her, the car door open. Xochi nodded and walked around Lowell to the back
door. As she lowered herself into the vehicle, Xochitl felt mildly irritated as
Lowell held her left arm and placed a hand on her head, pushing her down onto
the seat.


"Really?"
Xochitl looked up at Officer Lowell.


"Sorry,
habit." Lowell smirked, withdrew her hands and stepped around to close the
door.


Shrill,
slurred squeals pulled the attention of both women toward the opposite side of
the building. Through the windshield, Xochitl watched a pair of SWAT officers
hoist a petite, middle-aged Mexican woman in a nightgown up by her armpits.
Kicking and screaming slurred profanities, the woman was carried off toward a
parked paddy wagon.


"¡Ay
carajo!" Xochitl slapped her hand to her forehead.


"Isn't
that—"


"Anita."
Xochitl scooted out of the back of the police car and stood next to Lowell. "My
stepmother."


"Figures!
Crazy bitches," a male voice said behind Xochitl.


She
turned and saw a stocky officer, not much taller than her, pass them.
Recognizing him as the cop who had tried to arrest her earlier that night,
Xochi balled her hands into fists, preparing to lunge at him. But Officer
Lowell placed a hand on Xochitl's shoulder, stopping her.


"If
you can't play like a good little doggy, Kaplan, I might have to put you down,"
Lowell said.


Kaplan
postured up in what Xochitl thought of as an attempt to appear taller. "Oh,
yeah, Lowell? You and what army?"


"Don't
need an army. Just my trusted friend here." Officer Lowell pulled a Taser
gun from her belt and waved it in front of Kaplan. "50,000 volts should be
more than enough for someone your size."


"You're
just as crazy as this one." Kaplan nodded toward Xochi, who smiled, amused
by the wavering bravado of the cop.


"Yep.
Now, go." Lowell aimed the Taser at Kaplan's chest.


"Up
yours, Lowell!" Kaplan spat, but turned and walked away just the same.


Xochitl
heard Lowell mumble "asshole" as she holstered the Taser once more.


"Should
we go see about your stepmom?" Lowell closed the car door and faced
Xochitl.


"Anita...Do
we have to?"


"Up
to you."


"Shit.
Fine. Let's get this over with." Xochitl fell in behind Officer Lowell as
they made their way toward the prisoner transport van.


"Hey,
Ramos," Lowell called after a pudgy, bald officer who stood next to the
truck with a clipboard in his hand.


"Officer
Lucy Lowell." Ramos grinned from ear to ear.


What a pendejo! He looks like a chubby,
lovesick puppy.


"You
got an Anita Magaña in there?"


Ramos,
the stupid grin still on his face, reviewed the list of perps attached to his
clipboard. "Yeah. I've got her listed as East Los Locos."


"Nah,
she's not East Los. She's my CI's mom." Lowell nodded in Xochitl's
direction.


She's
acting very chummy with this guy.


"Stepmom."
Xochi corrected.


Lucy
shot Xochitl a "shut up and let me handle this" look.


Is
she trying to flirt with Gordito? This ought to be entertaining.


Xochi
rolled her eyes at Officer Lowell but moved off to the side of the van,
relegated to spectator.


Lowell turned back to Officer Ramos. The
man, not so slyly, inched closer.


Ick.


Xochitl pursed her lips.


Lowell continued to milk the situation
awkwardly.


This
is amusing.


Xochitl leaned against the prisoner van.


"Is
there any way we could release her? She's no threat," Lowell cajoled.


"No,
just a drunk," Xochi mumbled.


Obviously
ignoring Xochitl, Lowell placed her hand on Ramos' arm. "Of course, I'd
take full responsibility for her."


Ramos
gazed at Officer Lowell's hand, and Xochitl could have sworn she saw him blush.


¡Híjole!
Is this chubby pendejo actually buying what she's selling?


Clearing
his throat, Ramos seemed to regain some of his composure. "I'm sorry,
Officer Lowell—"


"Come
on, Ignacio. It's Lucy."


"Okay...Lucy."
Ramos averted his eyes to his clipboard. 
"I'm sorry, but it says here she assaulted an officer in an attempt
to resist arrest. She'll need to be processed."


Oh,
well.


Lucy
put her hands on her hips, hanging her head in feigned defeat.


Oh,
nice change up, Officer Lowell. Who would've thought you had it in you?


"I'm
sorry, Ms. Magaña. Officer Ramos is very good at his job and correctly follows
regulation. I'm just sorry I won't be able to help you with your mother."


Xochitl
cringed again at the word "mother" but decided to play along with
Lowell.


"Oh.
Okay. It's just...Never mind." Xochitl dramatically turned her head away
from Lowell and Ramos.


"What,
miss?" Ramos asked.


The
concern in Ramos' voice made Xochitl's body shake with laughter that she
quickly passed off as sobs.


Xochitl
turned to Ramos. "It's just that my little brother will be so scared if
his mother, our mother, was gone when he woke up in the morning."


The
women waited as Ramos mulled over Xochi's plight.


Xochitl
knew her damsel in distress act had just put the last nail in the poor man's
coffin.


Sweet little sap.


After
a moment, Ramos smiled triumphantly, scribbled something down on his clipboard
and looked up at Lowell and Xochi.


"Here."
Ramos passed his list to Lowell.


Xochitl
moved closer to Officer Lowell and read over her shoulder.


Anita Magaña — Public Intoxication


"She'll
get a night in the drunk tank. Might have a court date but nothing more
serious. She'll be fine. Best I can do," Ramos rambled.


Officer
Lowell patted Ramos on the back. "You're a good man, Ignacio. Thanks."


The
little round man blushed once more.


Lowell
nudged Xochi in the ribs. "Oh, yeah. Thanks officer."


Lowell
gave Ramos one last smile, then grabbed Xochitl's arm, escorting her away. When
they were far enough from the wagon, Xochi shrugged Lowell off her, putting
distance between them.


"What's
with you?" Xochitl chuckled. "Gordito over there never knew what hit
him."


"I
was doing you a favor."


"Yeah,
right. Like I give a shit what happens to that drunk."


"Then,
I was doing a favor for your brother," Lowell said. "He just might
give a shit if his mother does time for hitting a cop."


Miguel
would be better off if she did.


But
Xochitl knew Lowell was right.


Miguel
loves Anita. He'd be torn up if something bad happened to her.


Xochitl
couldn't let him suffer like that. She looked over to Lowell and nodded.


"Good."


They
were almost to the car when Lowell halted. Xochitl turned to see her eyeing the
ambulance carrying her partner. A female paramedic was latching the back door to
the truck as the engine revved to life.


"Wait
here a minute." Lowell jogged over to the woman, who was making her way to
the front of the rig.


Too far away to hear their conversation, Xochitl watched
Lowell gesture frantically, pleading for the emergency responders to wait. The
paramedic kept shaking her head "no." Officer Lowell paced back and
forth in front of the ambulance, her hands balled into tight fists.


She's losing it.


Lowell slammed her hand against the side of the truck.
"Open the fucking door, now!"


Holy crap! That paramedic better move or she's gonna get pummeled.


The woman backed away slowly.


Lowell's outburst had caught the attention of her fellow
officers, including her captain, who stormed over to the ambulance.


Burch's anger seemed equally matched to Lowell's.


She's gonna get herself cuffed if she's not careful.


The two police officers squared off face-to-face and
toe-to-toe in a heated argument.


¡Está loca!...But loyal.


"Fine!"
Lowell threw her arms in the air in frustration and stormed away from Captain
Burch.


"Lowell,
you're treading on thin ice. Get back to the station!" Burch barked as he
signaled the EMTs to leave.


Lucy
kept walking and without looking back at Burch, gave a curt wave in response.
Behind her, the ambulance lights cast a blood red hue over her, and Lowell's
body noticeably stiffened as the ear-piercing siren blared.


In
spite of herself, Xochitl could not help but ache for Lucy Lowell. The look of helplessness
written all over Lowell's face was one Xochi knew all too well.


Xochi felt an overwhelming urge to go to Lucy Lowell —
to help her — but stopped short as Lowell approached. Her eyes stared directly through Xochitl
and seemed to momentarily flash a vibrant, almost translucent blue. A shiver
ran down Xochi's spine even as she tried to dismiss the sight.


"We're
leaving," Officer Lowell stated coolly, never stopping, as she passed
Xochi and the squad car.


"So,
we're walking?"
Xochitl stepped hesitantly away from the black-and-white.


"We're
taking mine." Lowell headed for a K-9 cruiser parked on the corner.


"Then
I'm sitting in the front," Xochitl mumbled as she shook off her remaining
heebie-jeebies and hurried to catch up to Lowell.


*


Lucy
ground the key into the ignition of her cruiser and yanked the wheel sharply
while putting a lead foot on the gas.


"Son
of a bitch, bitches," Lucy grumbled just above a whisper. "Don't
follow the ambulance! Eat me!"


Lucy's
illegal U-turn spun the head of every officer on scene, and she purposely
forced the tires to into a high-pitched squeal, marking the street with a trace
of rubber.


"Hey,
Speedy Gonzales, you always drive this fast?" Xochitl asked, sounding
tense. In response, Lucy floored it and switched on the light bar. The siren
blared, and the cruiser screamed through an intersection after the traffic
light had already turned red. Xochitl jumped in her seat and grasped the dash
with both hands.


"That's
not the way to the station," Xochitl said, her voice sounding flat.


"We're
not going to the station." Lucy volunteered nothing else.


Lucy
knew she should say something comforting and felt bad about dragging Xochitl
along on this fool's errand, but she owed it to Gabe. He was her partner, and
he was in trouble.


Lucy
had guessed they would take Gabe to Silverlake Hospital, but as the ambulance
wound east she realized they were not going to the closest trauma center.


Maybe
Silverlake is just unusually busy tonight.


Lucy
was glad she'd chosen to follow closely. Something about this didn't feel
right.


Xochitl
Magaña hadn't taken her eyes off Lucy, and Lucy felt unspoken accusations burn
into to her.


"If
you're not driving to the station, aren't you defying a direct order?"
Xochitl finally asked.


"Sorry,
Ms. Magaña." Lucy tuned the police scanner, trying to seem busy.


"¡Híjole!
Since you've got me chasing ambulances, call me Xochitl."


"Xochitl,
I am sorry," Lucy said and glanced over at the woman. "My captain
doesn't get what happened. I have to see Gabe."


"Man,
my dogs are barkin'." Xochitl reached down and started pressing on her
feet through her snakeskin ankle boots.


The
police scanner crackled and spurted out calls in rapid succession: "Multiple
suspects on foot heading north on Grand by the Music Center...Robbery in
progress at Transamerica...Shots fired at Union Station..." Static filled
the car for the space of a breath. The scanner continued, "Officer
requesting backup at 7th and Figueroa...101 closed at Alameda. Apparent assault
on delivery truck on the ramp."


"I've
got to get back," Lucy said out loud, feeling torn. "We're close
though."


Sunrise
was still hours away but traffic seemed unusually light. Lucy fixed her eyes on
the road ahead, troubled. She'd grown to accept L.A.'s 24/7 rush hour fiasco
and felt a sense of impending doom settle in her stomach as the cruiser flew
toward East Los Angeles Hospital through empty streets.


Lucy
turned her head to see Xochitl locked onto her phone, texting rapidly. Lucy
wouldn't blame her for sending an emergency message but hoped the woman was merely
searching the web and not updating some Face Twitter page thing with "Kidnapped by LAPD officer."


That'd
go over well.


Perversely,
Lucy suddenly felt self-conscious about the car. Gabe had borrowed the K-9 unit
cruiser for the raid because they had planned to pick up dogs from the fights
and take them to ACTF foster homes.


Hope Dawn got all the pooches.


The
backseat of the cruiser was partitioned off by bars, and the windows were
decked out with custom grating. Clean dog blankets lay folded on the backseat.
The smell of dog mixed with the empty Cabra Blanca food wrappers strewn on the
floor. Lucy didn't mind, but she'd noticed Xochitl had wrinkled her nose when
she'd gotten in.


Xochitl
had kicked the wrappers out of the way, slyly checking out where they were
from. The fact that she hadn't commented on the mess impressed Lucy.


Maybe Xochitl's Cabra Blanca crazy too. Eddie's
food has lots of fans.


Lucy
considered suggesting they track down the food truck for a late night snack, or
perhaps early breakfast. Lucy's stomach grumbled loudly.


"Hungry?"
Xochitl said, not looking up from her phone. "Me too."


Pulling
in right behind the ambulance, Lucy parked the cruiser in the hospital's emergency
vehicle lane and sprinted toward the entrance without saying a word to Xochitl.
A team of four in green scrubs was waiting with a red crash cart and another machine Lucy didn't recognize. The EMTs
struggled to get Gabe out of the back of the rig on his gurney. From where she
stood, Lucy could only see the top of Gabe's head.


"Officer
Torres. Gunshot. Temperature 102.5. Blood pressure 180/110. BPM 160. Patient
appears stable," one of the EMTs rattled off, his eyes wide and his voice
faltering.


"That can't be," the doctor
snapped and leaned over Gabe.


*


"You
could've at least turned the car off, loca," Xochitl mumbled as she
reached for the vehicle's ignition and cut the engine. Sprawled across the
cruiser's cab, Xochitl yanked the driver's side door shut.


As
she rose, she caught a glimpse of flashing lights from another ambulance
pulling in behind her.


Xochitl
scooted out of the cruiser and jogged over to Lowell who stood next to the team
of medical staff working on Officer Torres.


"Let's take him up." A middle-aged man with
salt-and-pepper hair wrapped a stethoscope around his neck. Xochitl guessed he
was the surgeon.


She
saw Lowell flash her badge to the attending nurse before following her partner
and the medical team through the automatic sliding glass doors.


"Hey!"
Xochitl shouted after Officer Lowell.


"Wait
here," Lowell called over her shoulder, barely looking at Xochitl.


"¡Hijo
de puta!" Xochitl grumbled and walked through the sliding doors just as
another medical team dressed in the same green colored scrubs rushed past her
to the outside.


Xochitl
stood in the middle of the emergency room as various hospital staff scurried in
and out of draped off examining bays, displaying, amidst the chaos, an eerie
calm. Xochi noticed the partition for one of the rooms pushed back slightly.
Through the small gap, she could see a teenage boy no older than her brother
lying on a bed with his head turned in her direction. The entire right side of
his face was bandaged. Blood seeped through the gauze where it covered his eye.


"Madre
de Dios," she whispered and crossed herself.


"She's
crashing!" a female voice startled Xochitl from behind.


Xochitl
whipped around to see the second medical team rush through the glass doors with
a small woman straddled over a body lying on top of a gurney. The woman counted and
pushed down on the patient's chest as a male team member squeezed the clear bag
of a breathing mask placed over the patient's mouth.


"Out
of the way!" the man shouted at Xochitl.


Xochitl
jumped to the side, hitting her arm on the edge of the
nurses' station.


"Ow,"
she hissed.


"You
can't be in here, miss," a young Latina nurse said from behind the counter.


"I
came in with a cop." Xochitl rubbed her elbow. "She went up with her
part—"


"East
Los Angeles?" a male voice broke in.


The
nurse put a hand up to Xochitl as if to say "hold on" before picking
up a radio mic. "Go ahead."


"Got
another Staples Center mauling victim," the voice replied. "Being
diverted to you. Better expect more."


"Copy,"
the young nurse said. She jotted something down on a piece of paper. "Hey,
Star," the nurse called out past
Xochitl.


Xochi
followed the nurse's gaze and saw a petite older woman carrying a box and
notepad enter through a door opposite the nurse's station. Star wore black
slacks, a fuchsia blouse and a white nurse's scrub jacket covered with little
pink stars. Her blond hair was fastened in a loose bun; tiny tendrils had
fallen around her face. Despite appearing tired, she had a pleasant smile.


"What's
up, Leticia?" Star asked, placing the box filled with different colored
bands on the counter.


"Crazy
night." Nurse Leticia handed the paper to Star.


"And
it's not even a full moon." Star chuckled, reading over the note.


"I
know, right?" Leticia smiled.


How
can they crack jokes?...Maybe it's either that or start crying.


"Do
me a favor and show this young woman to the waiting room," Leticia said. "She
came in with an officer."


"No
problem." Star smiled at Xochitl. "Come with me, dear." Xochitl
followed Star who headed for the door through which she had come.


"Oh,
and tell Julia," Nurse Leticia called after Star, "we're expecting more. They're diverting to us from the
Staples Center."


"Will
do," Star replied without looking back.


"What
happened at the Staples Center?" Xochitl asked as they approached the
door.


"Not
sure." Star pushed a large flat button on the wall, and the door began to
slowly open. "Something about a rabid dog let loose during the Lakers
game."


"¡Híjole!"
Xochitl whispered.


"You're
telling me." Star and Xochitl walked through the door and into the main ER
waiting room. "But you know how Lakers fans get."


Sounds
of the sick and injured filled Xochitl's ears.


"You
can wait for your friend here." Star leaned over and set her box on the
admitting desk.


"She's
not my friend," Xochitl said, staring in disbelief at the overcrowded waiting room.


"I
have to go." Star placed a hand on Xochitl's back. "Are you okay,
dear?"


"Yeah."
Xochitl barely registered Star's question as a baby wailed in the background.


"Okay,
then." Star walked away, and Xochitl heard her say, "Julia, better
start setting up overflow triage out here. We're gonna have more."


Xochitl scanned the room, searching for an unclaimed seat, but there was none to be had. Those who
were not fortunate enough to have a chair were resigned to sitting on the floor
or leaning against the wall. Xochitl spotted a small patch of empty space in
the far corner.


"Floor
it is." Xochitl sighed, and began weaving her way through the maze of
people marred by bloody gashes on their arms, legs and faces.


She
plopped down on the dingy grey carpet and leaned her head against the wall,
feeling exhausted. Xochi just wanted to get home to Miguel. She'd texted him at least twenty times on the ride over, but he'd
not responded. Her worry was kicking into high gear.


What
if Memo got to him first? Stop it, Xochitl. He's probably playing Call of Duty
with Felix. Shit, Felix! Why didn't I think of that before?


Xochi
pulled her cell out of her pocket and began texting Miguel's tagger friend
Felix.


Felix?
Miguel w/u?


No.
Left 2 hours ago.


Where?


Home?


K.
Text me if u c him.


K.


"Pinche
teenage boys," Xochitl hissed. She scrolled through her contacts but the
only person she could think to call was Gyssell, Anita's alcoholic younger
sister. Anita and Gyssell were cut from the same cloth — drunk and bitter
all the time.


At least Gyssell gives a shit about her kids.


Xochi
pressed the call button on her phone. It rang for what seemed like five minutes
before Gyssell answered.


"Hellooo?"
Gyssell slurred.


"Gyssell,
it's me." Xochitl didn't want to waste time with the clearly drunk woman. "Where's Miguel?"


"Umm..."
There was a long pause before Gyssell answered. "He's with you."


"¡Híjole!"
Xochitl realized she'd shouted and put her hand up in apology to the patients
giving her annoyed stares. "Gyssell," she continued, gritting her
teeth. "Miguel's not with me. ¿Lo has visto?"


"Ohhhh,"
Gyssell giggled. "No...Where's my sister?"


"She's
fine," Xochitl said. "La chota's got her sleeping it off."


Gyssell
howled with delight.


"Gyssell?"
Xochitl tried to get her step-aunt's attention. "Gyssell!" Again she
put up a hand in apology. "Where's Tommy, Senior?"


"Out."
Gyssell started to cry. "We had a fight. He's screwing that gringa,
Cherise...the puta!"


"¡Híjole!"
Xochitl shook her head. "Just have Miguel call me if he comes to your
place." She hung up.


Should
have known that'd be a waste of time.


Xochitl
glanced at the clock on her phone. 


I've been here almost forty minutes. Pinche dog cop.


A
blaring siren brought Xochitl's attention to the main ER entrance. Two more
ambulances were rolling up. Curious, she stood to get a better view when Lowell's
commanding officer, Captain Burch strode through the doors. He surveyed the
waiting area, and Xochitl averted her eyes so as not to make contact with his.
But it was too late. He'd spotted her, and he didn't look happy about it. Burch
beelined toward Xochitl as the waiting patients hastily cleared his path.


"Where's
Lowell?" Burch placed his hands on his hips.


Xochitl
craned her neck up toward the officer. "She went up with Officer Torres."


"God
damn it, Lowell!" Burch spat, then he turned and walked away.


I can relate.


Xochi felt the entire room staring at her. She shrugged her
shoulders at her fellow hospital captives and sat.


Fifteen minutes later, Officer Lowell stormed across the waiting
room and out the main entrance.


"Huh? Wonder where she thinks she's going?" Xochitl
pulled the cruiser keys from her pocket.


Almost immediately, Lowell walked back in and scanned the
waiting room.


Xochitl stood. "Looking for these?" She waved the keys
in front of Lowell.


*


"11-54
approaching suspicious vehicle on Cesar Chavez...Pack of large dogs impacting
freeway at the 4-level...11-99 officer requests backup Pershing Square...repeat
11-99..." The police scanner began crackling and braying as soon as Lucy
started the cruiser. The calls came in with such maddening speed, Lucy wanted
to rip the scanner from the dash and hurl it out the window.


Oh,
fuck. I can't believe I just got suspended.


Lucy
looked over at Xochitl.


She sure likes that little phone.


"I'll
take you home now," Lucy said, feeling guilty and awkward. Xochitl's night
had been bad enough without her having to endure a fruitless ride to the
hospital.


"Huh...That's
weird," Xochitl mumbled absently.


"What?"
Lucy perked up.


"I
follow this news site, iLA. Really reliable. They say a 911 call went out from
USC—"


"Busy
night," Lucy interrupted, gesturing to the scanner.


"Yeah,"
Xochitl acknowledged the slew of unpleasantness spewing forth from the police
radio. "But this caller talked about creating a monster...that killed some
dude named Randolph."


"A
monster like..." Lucy flashed on Gabe.


"Maybe
your partner's not alone." Xochitl considered. "There was a whole
lotta craziness goin' on in that ER."


"Crowd
control requested at Alvarado and Clinton," the scanner cut in.


"That's
by my bar!" Xochitl called out.


Increasing
her speed once again, Lucy pointed to the switch on the dash. "Light 'em
up!"


Xochitl
hesitated.


"Might as well have some fun
tonight." Lucy didn't need to encourage Xochitl further. She flicked the
forbidden switch. The siren screamed out, and the lights flashed furiously as
they flew through the empty night toward Xochitl's Cantina.


Flames licked
out from beneath the roof of the bar. Dark smoke billowed above, and staggering
heat radiated from the building itself.


Xochitl's
Cantina was on fire.


"¡Jódame!"
Xochitl nearly jumped out of the moving vehicle.


"Hold
on." Lucy held her back with one arm while screeching the cruiser to a
stop as close to the blaze as she could without blocking the fire trucks.


Ladders
and pumpers from fire station twenty crowded the street. Firefighters in heavy
gear swarmed out of their trucks. Lucy and Xochitl watched helplessly as the
windows of the bar burst from the extreme heat. They heard the pop of bottles
of liquid exploding on the inside due to the high temperature and pressure. The
smoky haze burned in Lucy's nose and throat. The smell of burning plastic and linoleum
made her want to gag.


Hurrying
to the other side of the building, Lucy and Xochitl saw firefighters connecting
hoses to the hydrant on the corner and moving toward the door of the building.
Water ran down the street from leaky connections.


The
hook and ladder delivered two firefighters with chainsaws to the roof of the
building. The fire itself seemed limited to the cantina, which stood
unconnected to the shabby, run-down buildings next door.


"Memo
did this!" Xochitl yelled out. "You let him get away, and he burned
down my bar!"


"You
don't know if..." Lucy countered, looking to see if she could assist but
the crowd had dispersed. A handful of neighbors watched the flames and studied
Xochitl with interest.


"Don't
tell me what I know!" Xochitl shouted, paying no attention to the eyes
watching her. "You don't know shit. Damn him. Memo did this. I know. I
know!" Xochitl screamed in Lucy's face. Xochitl balled her fists but
turned away sharply and stared at the burning building.


More
trucks arrived, brakes squealing and engines huffing to a stop near the side
entrance of the cantina.


Careful
not to get in the firefighters' way, Lucy stood by Xochitl on the sidewalk
across from the ruins of her bar. The neighbors, mostly ladies in hair curlers
and old men in slippers, drew close together and watched in silence.


"Miguel!"
Xochitl snapped out of her daze and turned to the crowd. "¿Dónde está
Miguel?" The neighbors looked at her with pity in their eyes. Some shook
their heads. Xochitl turned to an older lady dressed in a colorful bathrobe and
matching fuzzy slippers. "Señora Vargas. ¿Ha visto a Miguel?"


"No
sé, mija." Señora Vargas shrugged her shoulders.


"My
brother could have come here. What if..." Xochi dashed across the street
shouting, "My brother could be in there! Upstairs in the apartment!"


A
firefighter holding a flashlight and an axe approached her rapidly. Lucy couldn't
hear the words they exchanged until she'd arrived at Xochitl's side.


"If
there's anyone in there, we'll find 'em. But the building seems empty,"
the man said. Xochitl nodded vigorously.


"We
will make any attempt to affect a rescue of human life, miss." He looked
harried. "Until structural collapse is imminent, we will continue
searching."


Without
warning, Xochitl sprang toward the cantina door. Lucy grabbed her arm.


"You'll
just get in the way," Lucy said and attempted to lead Xochitl back across
the street.


"Get
your paws off me!" Xochitl shook Lucy's hand off violently and faced her. "This
is all your damn fault, bruja! I trusted you to help me. I counted on you. They're
right, you chota ruin everything. You and your nasty-ass dogs. Drop dead,
bitch!" Xochitl stomped away and joined the group of neighbors. 


The
1960s wood-frame building didn't stand a chance. Within thirty minutes Xochitl's
Cantina started to collapsed in on itself. Lucy heard the call to "surround
and drown." Everyone stood in complete silence and watched as the
firefighters sprayed what seemed like endless amounts of water on the pile of
char and embers that had been Xochitl's home.


The
pink sunrise cut through the acrid haze.


Another
beautiful day in L.A.


Lucy
couldn't help but feel depressed at the night's terrible outcome. She missed
Gabe. He would have gotten through to the devastated woman. Nobody could stay
mad at Gabe. He could get anyone to talk to him. Lucy realized in that moment
how much she'd relied on her partner, maybe even taken his talents for granted.
He'd made her a better cop, but without him she felt adrift.


Determined
to make another effort, Lucy forced herself to walk over to Xochitl. The
neighbor ladies closed in a circle around Xochitl and gave Lucy evil looks.


"The
arson unit will want to talk to you." Lucy searched for something else to
say. "They'll want to know about insurance. And where you've been tonight.
I can walk you over to them and help explain..."


Xochitl
didn't move, didn't turn, didn't speak. Feeling helpless and exposed, Lucy
looked to the neighbor ladies for help. The group glowered at her but stayed
silent. Señora Vargas spat on the ground at Lucy's feet.


Lucy
didn't react outwardly, but held her temper and turned to the building. She
stared at the smoldering shell of Xochitl's Cantina.

















Chapter 5




Today's Lesson, Kiddies


I'm here to tell


Don't believe what they say


Don't buy what they sell


Contagion, Plague, Virus, Wereflu?


The world is ending


Where are you?


The Package delivered


The Message received


The Virus accepted


The Lies believed


The Old has ceased


The World is new


Hound, Feral or Beast


What are you?


So run little Kiddies


You've failed the test


Tell all your friends


I'll tell all the rest


And always remember


Kyon Knows best


Xochitl
leaned back against the red tufted leather booth of the landmark Sunset
Hamburger Hamlet. The rush of adrenaline that had coursed through her body
while escaping the rabid mob at Greystone was waning. Hunger pangs gnawed at
her instead. She watched amused as Lucy fumbled out a text to Hanna.


"How
you doin' there?"


"Shut
up," Lucy said not looking up at Xochitl.


"Maybe
I should text Hanna from now on." Xochitl picked up her iPhone from the table. She waved
her new acquisition, the latest model, at Lucy.


"Um...no."
Lucy kept typing away on her Trac phone.


"I'd
be super nice," Xochitl said in her best Southern Bell accent. "Dear
Hanna, fuck off and die...Oops. I mean we had to leave Greystone lickety-split.
Talk to you soon. Kisses... Bitch."


"Yes,
that would go over really well." Lucy pressed one last button and tossed
her phone on the tabletop. "There."


"Only
took ten minutes." Xochitl teased, and Lucy flicked a balled-up straw
wrapper at her, hitting her square in the forehead. "Hey!"


"Bull's
eye." Lucy raised her hands in triumph.


"It was a nice shot though," Xochi said as she
noticed a fortyish waitress, Tami Peters, approaching from the kitchen.


Xochitl was happy for the Peters family, who had, a little
over a year ago, won a civil action suit granting them the Hamburger Hamlet,
along with damages in the seven-figure range from the previous owner.


Lucy and Xochi had been at the restaurant the night the
Peters had come in to eat with their Were daughter, Amy — a relatively
tame Feral. The then owner had neither known that nor cared. He'd burst into the
dining area brandishing a gun, threatening the Were child and shouting "No
Weres Allowed!"


Xochitl had immediately jumped in between the Peters and the
owner, triggering Little Amy's fight or flight instinct. She took a vicious swipe
at the owner with her claws.


Not my best idea.


Fortunately for the owner, Lucy had gotten Amy under control
before things had escalated further.


'Course, some pendejo
had to call the cops and the Catchers — made
it a whole big thing.


The Catchers had taken Amy while Xochitl and Lucy had spent
the night in jail.


Hanna sure was pissed
she had to post bail. She was even more pissed when Lucy had to testify about
Amy.


The courtroom had been a circus the day Lucy had taken the
stand. She testified that Amy was tamable and no danger to society.


And that changed
everything.


The defense lawyers had tried to paint Lucy as a felon on
parole, but the public's paradigm had irrevocably shifted. It had been the
Peters' attorney who had coined the phrase "The Werewolf Whisperer."
The media had had a field day, and the moniker had stuck ever since — much to Lucy's dismay.


The Peters' case had been their first unofficial Were-taming
job.


Xochitl sensed Hanna blamed her for Lucy being thrust in the
limelight — even though Hanna was the one capitalizing on the fame. But
Xochi didn't care. It felt good to help the Peters family, and she knew Lucy felt
the same way.


"Plus we get our own private booth," Xochitl
mumbled to herself.


"What?"
Lucy asked.


"Food."
Xochitl nodded to Tami who balanced a tray of dinner plates on her shoulder.


"Here
we are ladies," Tami Peters said, cheerfully placing the first plate in
front of Xochitl. "One bacon and blue burger well done." She set a
large skirt steak with fries, loaded potato skins and a giant bowl of steaming
chili in front of Lucy. "Here's your salad," Tami joked. "On the
house, of course."


"That's
okay, you don't—" Lucy started to say, but Xochitl kicked her under
the table before she could finish.


"Thank
you, Tami," Xochitl interrupted. "As usual, it looks delicioso."


"So,
how's Amy doing?" Lucy asked, rubbing her shin.


"Great!
Looking forward to this year's camp," Tami answered. "Enjoy your
meal!" She bounced gleefully back to the kitchen.


"Ow."
Lucy shot Xochitl an irritated look, then selected a fork and dug in.


"Sorry,
but there are few perks to this job and free food is one of them. Besides, they
want to pay us back. After all, the Peters' wouldn't even own this joint if it
weren't for 'The Werewolf Whisperer.'" Xochitl saw Lucy wince at the name.
"Oh, stop. It's who you are. Get over it." Then she took a bite out
of her burger. "Mmmm..."


"You
know, you should try and get along with Hanna more." Lucy stabbed a piece
of meat with her knife. "After all," she said, pointing her steak
knife at Xochitl, "you wouldn't have that nice designer leather vest
without the cut Hanna gives us." Looking pleased with herself, she stuffed
the steak in her mouth.


"¡Chale,
esa!" Xochitl shot back. "Give, my ass. I earned this bad boy doing
that run down in Palos Verdes."


"Oh,
right." Lucy grinned. "That was a messy job."


"Messy
for me. I seem to recall your behind staying quite clean." Xochitl scowled
at Lucy but couldn't hold it for long, and the two women burst out laughing. "Anyway,
why should I care what Hanna thinks of me? In two years of doing this 'job,' I've
never met the woman face-to-face." She picked up her burger and took a
huge bite.


Lucy
was in mid-bite when they saw her phone vibrate. Undeterred, Xochi continued to
finish off her burger while Lucy checked the message.


"Be
careful what you wish for." Lucy closed her phone with a snap.


"What?"
Xochitl asked, mouth full of burger.


"Hanna
wants us at the ranch."


Xochitl
swallowed her food. "¡Híjole!"


"Excuse
me," a voice next to Xochi said.


"¡Híjole!"
Xochitl reared back startled as two Punk kids, a guy and a girl, suddenly stood
next to their table. "Where the hell did you come from?" Out of the
corner of her eye, Xochi saw Lucy sink a little lower in her seat, trying to
hide.


"There."
The Punk guy pointed to a table across the room.


"Miss Lowell?" The Punk girl holding Lucy's book Hounds,
and Ferals, and Werebeasts! Oh, My!
squeaked and thrust the book toward Lucy. "Would you sign my book?"


"Um,
sure." Lucy took the book from the girl and opened the front cover.


Xochitl
knew this would take a while, as Lucy never knew what to write. It was kind of
funny to Xochitl. Lucy was great at taming Weres but lousy at PR.


Xochitl
studied Lucy's groupies. The Punk guy was dressed from head to paw in black
— black leather jacket, black T-shirt, black jeans. He sported a Mohawk
of jet black spiked hair that emphasized his pointed ears.


Punk Were!


Xochi
nudged Lucy under the table with her foot and nodded slyly in Punk Were's
direction. Lucy raised one eyebrow as if to say "Oh, I see."


Punk
Were's girlfriend, on the other hand, was not a Were, just a girl. She too was
dressed in black, but Xochi thought she had more style, with her spiked bob
haircut, leather biker jacket, tutu of black tulle and black and white striped
tights peeking out of her thigh-high boots.


"Just
make it out to Megan," Punk Girl Megan said and turned to Xochitl who
noticed the words Kyon Knows poking out from under the girl's leather. "You're
Zach-ittle, right?"


Lucy
chuckled.


"It's
So-cheel or So-chee. Take your pick," Xochitl said, exasperated. She pointed
to the words on the girl's T-shirt. "So, what's Kyon Know?"


"Oh...My...God...like...EV...ER...RY...Thing.
He's like the Nostradamus of our time." Punk Girl Megan looked to her
boyfriend. "Me and Troy have been following him...at least I think it's a
him...for like a year now."


Xochitl
watched Were Boy Troy and Punk Girl Megan interact. She obviously did all the
talking, and he just nodded in agreement.


I
wonder if he's a Hound?


"Anyway,"
Punk Girl Megan blathered on, "he's like the K-Day expert or something.
Says the Kyon Virus isn't a virus at all. Says it was some kind of gene thing.
And that the Kyon project was a mistake."


"How
would he know?" Lucy looked up from the book, and Xochi could see all she'd
written was To Megan,.


"Well,
at least you got to the comma part," Xochitl said to Lucy who shot her an
evil look.


Smiling,
Xochitl picked up her phone, googled Kyon Knows and began scanning
the conspiracy theory website.


"Oh,
Kyon just knows. Says he's gonna tell us what's really going on," Punk
Girl Megan continued. "He posts all the time, though there hasn't been anything
in about two weeks."


"Well,
if he's gonna tell us, why doesn't he?" Lucy asked.


Xochi
knew it was a rhetorical question but Punk Girl Megan apparently did not.


"Well,
Kyon Knows says that all will be revealed when it's time," she replied.


Meaning
he doesn't know shit. Judging by this site, he's loco.


"Hey,
why name the site after the virus?" Lucy crammed an entire stuffed potato
skin in her mouth.


"Kyon's
Greek for wolf," Punk Girl Megan supplied.


"It's
ironical, genius." Xochitl glanced up at Lucy.


"And
you know that, how?" Lucy asked.


"You
see," Xochitl again waved her smartphone in Lucy's direction. "I have
this neat little device that allows me to look stuff up on this thing called
the internet." She nodded at Lucy's out-of-the-box burner phone. "You
could too if you got rid of that ancient piece of crap." Xochitl glanced
back down at her phone satisfied she'd won this round of their on-going
technology war.


"Whatever."
Xochitl heard Lucy mumble and figured she was rolling her eyes at Xochi right
about now.


"Ha!"
Xochitl burst out as she feverishly typed away on her phone.


"What?
Lucy asked.


"Seems
Megan here," Xochitl said, "just tweeted that you're kinda behind the
times." She glanced up at the Punk girl. "You are @KyonKnows751k,
right?"


"Yeah!"
Punk Girl Megan chimed in. "I'm like, number seven hundred and fifty-one
thousand, because I was kinda late to the KK movement..."


Noticing
Lucy looking confused and irritated, Xochitl interrupted Punk Girl Megan. "See
Twitter is..." Xochitl began to explain to Lucy, but then remembered whom
she was addressing and thought the better of it. "Oh, never mind."


Lucy
shot a "watch it" look at Xochitl, and she decided it might be time to
drop the subject.


"You
were saying this Kyon Knows is a movement?" Lucy turned her attention to Punk
Girl Megan and Were Boy Troy.


"Oh,
yeah," the girl replied, looking eager to expound on Kyon Knows'
manifesto. "There's millions of us now. He says the youth are the only
ones that truly see. It's so true..."


Uh,
huh.


As Punk Girl Megan blabbered on about how the youth would
save the world, Xochitl and Lucy began tuning out the girl's ramblings,
until...


"Kyon
talks about you too," Punk Girl Megan said to Lucy.


"He
does?" Lucy asked as both her and Xochitl's interests were piqued.


"Oh,
yeah," the girl continued. "He calls you the missing piece of the
puzzle. Talks about you all the time."


Xochitl
scanned the website again on her phone. "Yep. Here's something."
Xochitl read aloud to the group. "'Not sure how Lucille Lowell figures
into the equation, or how she is able to do the things she can do, but it is
clear that Kyon Knows she is the missing piece of the puzzle.' Well, there you
go." Xochitl looked up at Lucy. "You're a puzzle piece."


"Har.
Har." Lucy feigned like she didn't care, but Xochitl saw concern in her
eyes.


Over
Punk Girl Megan's shoulder, Xochitl noticed a muscular, Armani-clad gentleman
enter the restaurant.


"Bob."
Xochitl waved. "Excuse me," she said to Lucy and the groupies, scooted
out of the booth and walked toward her friend. She glanced back at Lucy and
felt bad about leaving her with the Kyon Knows cultists.


"So,
you made it." Xochitl wrapped her arms around Bob. "We had to book
out of there."


"Good
thing too. It got a little hairy," Bob replied. "But I wouldn't worry
about it."


"Okaaay..."
Xochitl said, immediately feeling worried. "We're over here." She
changed the subject and pointed the way toward the booth. "We already ate
though. But we can get you something."


Bob
waved off the suggestion. "I'm good." He surveyed the expansive
dining area decorated in streamers and balloons. "This place is larger
than I remember. Was there a party or something?"


"It's
the Under New Management Grand Re-Opening," Xochitl explained as they
weaved through the tables.


"But
I thought the Peters won this a while ago?"


"Yeah,
but they remodeled, brought it back to its golden days." Xochitl and Bob
approached the booth.


"See."
Xochitl heard Punk Girl Megan say as she turned Were Boy Troy's arm toward
Lucy. "That's you."


"Oh."
Lucy leaned forward over the table and inspected the boy's arm. "Looks...nice."


"What's
up?" Xochi asked as she and Bob walked around to the opposite side of the
booth.


"I
was just showing Lucy...She said I could call her Lucy. I'm so excited," Punk
Girl Megan chirped, "Troy's tattoo of her." She turned Troy's arm
toward Xochitl.


Xochitl
and Bob eyed the tattoo of a nondescript woman's face with spiky hair. It could
have been Lucy or it could have been Were Boy Troy's mother for all Xochitl
could make of it.


"It
really captures the essence of you, Luce." Xochitl smirked at Lucy.


"Doesn't
it?" Punk Girl Megan squealed.


"Really?"
Lucy shot back. "Because I was just thinking the same thing about Troy's
other tattoo."


On cue, Punk Girl Megan turned Were Boy Troy's arm over to
reveal another tattoo of an indignant looking woman with long hair.


"Does
that say 'Viva la Werewolf' underneath it?" Xochi asked, squinting to read
the text under the Were kid's tattoo.


"Sure
does." With a smug look plastered on her face, Lucy rested her chin on her
hand and looked up at Xochitl. "Remarkable likeness, isn't it?"


"Remarkable,"
Bob agreed.


"¡Das
asco!" Xochitl mumbled to Lucy and Bob. She slid into the booth between
her two friends who were trying to contain their laughter.


"Pardon us, kids,"
Lucy said, still chuckling. "We've got some business to take of."


At first Punk Girl Megan and Were Boy Troy didn't move, and Xochitl thought they
didn't get Lucy's polite way of saying "hit the road." But then the
Punk girl grabbed her boyfriend by the arm and commanded, "Come, Troy."
Before turning to leave, she proudly stated to Lucy, "I learned that from
your book."


Laconic
Were Boy Troy just smiled and stared sweetly at Punk Girl Megan.


"Great." Lucy genuinely looked pleased. "Keep
it up."


"Thanks,"
Punk Girl Megan said.


As
the two Punk kids walked away, Xochi heard the girl squealing on her phone. "...No,
she was super cool..."


"Looks
like you made a good impression," Bob said.


Tami
stopped by the table and set a menu and a glass of water in front of Bob. "Thanks,"
he said. "I don't need a menu."


Lucy
was still watching Were Boy Troy.


"So,
Hound?" Xochitl asked, drawing Lucy's attention back to the table.


"Not
sure." Lucy had a puzzled look on her face. "He's more
high-functioning than a normal Hound, but less wild than a Feral. Now I'm
wondering about Nicolette."


"Because
you told her she could love her Were, just not luuuvv her Were?" Xochi
asked.


Bob
choked on his ice water.


Lucy
ran her hands through her hair. "Hell, I don't know anymore."


"Well,
it's not like you're an expert or anything." Xochitl grabbed for one of
Lucy's fries. Lucy swatted her hand.


Xochitl
turned slightly in her seat to look at her old friend. "So Bob, how are
the guys? I didn't see them at Greystone."


"Yeah,
Mick and Prez are working on a couple of jobs right now. Business is booming.
Seems everyone needs a security detail in this town these days." Bob
chuckled.


"And
Lefty?" Xochitl asked. She hadn't heard from her friend in a while and was
a little worried.


"Lefty's
great," Bob said. "Just saw him and Miguel not too long ago."


"You
did?" Xochitl could hear the tension in her voice, and she saw in Lucy's
sympathetic smile that she'd heard it too.


"Now
don't get upset, kiddo." Bob rested his hand atop Xochi's. "Lefty's
been good for Miguel. And vice versa. The kid has real purpose now. He's even
training Miguel."


"Training?
Like dog training or..." Xochitl had a hard time pushing out the next
word. "Werefights?"


Bob
nodded.


Her
anger spiked, and her mouth felt as arid as the Mojave. She reached for her
glass of water and took a sip.


Werefighting
had become very popular in recent months. Lucy and Xochitl had had a few
run-ins with some pretty shady establishments. Lucy had told Xochi these fights
were reminiscent of some of the dogfighting rings she had taken down back in
her cop days. Xochitl remembered all too well what those days were like.


"It's
not what you think, Xochitl," Bob said. "These fight clubs are more
like what boxing or mixed martial arts was a few years ago. They're legit
amateur fights. And
Miguel's good at it. Real good. He's even won a
couple of tournaments."


"He's
already been fighting?" Lucy asked. "And he has to turn to do this,
right?"


Xochitl
could barely contain herself. "How is he supposed to stay human if he
keeps turning? Lefty should know better!"


"Xochitl."
Bob was beginning to match Xochitl's anger. "Don't you come down on Lefty.
He's been great for Miguel. Keeps him calm, focused. That's what these fights
do for your brother. They focus his energy. He's gonna turn...It's a given."


Bob
pulled his hand away from Xochitl, his eyes cast down.


Great.
Xoch. The man's obviously here for help, and all you can think of is yourself.


"Bob?"
Lucy used her signature calming voice, which Xochitl had come to know so well
over the past two years. "What can we do for you?"


Xochitl
looked over to Bob, waiting for his response. His hand shook as he reached for
his ice water again. Xochitl studied his palm, marred by a large gash matching
the one that ran from his hairline down the right side of his face. She
recognized the jagged wound, having suffered a similar one at the hands —
or rather, claws — of her baby brother.


Bob
wiped away a droplet of water that ran down his chin with the sleeve of his
three thousand dollar suit.


"You
can put a soldier in Armani, but he's still a soldier." Xochitl passed Bob
a napkin.


"Remember
when I left Arrowhead?" Bob looked straight ahead at Lucy, but Xochitl
knew he was speaking to her.


"Yeah,"
Xochitl replied. "You left before I could say goodbye. Mick said you had
to get home."


"Yes.
Well, I wasn't completely honest with you or Vern."


"Go
on," Lucy prompted.


"I
mean," Bob continued, "I wanted to help you find Miguel. That part
was true. I owed it to Carlito...but I had other reasons." He pulled out
his BlackBerry and scrolled to a picture of a teenage boy with longish blond
hair, riding a skateboard. Bob passed his cell to Xochi and Lucy. "That's
Travis, my youngest...before...before..."


Bob
began to sob quietly. Xochitl put her arm around his shoulders.


"It's
okay. I got you, Bob. I got you," Xochitl whispered and rubbed his back.


She
looked at Lucy and mouthed, "We need to help him."


Lucy
nodded.


"Bob."
Lucy gazed back down at Bob's BlackBerry. "I need to know in detail what's
happening with Travis."


Xochitl
knew Lucy would take over from here, and she was grateful. It broke her heart
to know that Bob was suffering like she had suffered.


It's one thing to help random strangers
with their Were problems. It's an entirely different thing when it's one of
your own.


"Um..."
Bob cleared his throat, seeming to compose himself again. "Travis turned
not long after the initial outbreak."


"Sorry,
Bob," Lucy interrupted. "When you say turned, do you mean he turned
into a Werebeast?"


"Yes,"
Bob replied.


"Bob!"
Xochitl broke in, shocked. Lucy held up her hand. Xochi clammed up, knowing the
next bits of information would be crucial.


"And
what happened?" Lucy coaxed Bob to continue.


"We
were arguing in the garage about, I don't know something stupid probably, and I
was getting on him. Then, he started shaking and convulsing. Next thing I know,
this huge, seething tan Beast was standing in front of me. His eyes glowed with
rage...a bright poisonous green...I'll never forget how his eyes looked."
Bob took another sip of water. "I didn't know what to do. I reached for a
shovel and slammed it into his head as hard as I could. Knocked him out cold."


"What
did you do with him?" Lucy asked.


"Initially,
I called in a couple of my guys. We hid him out in a facility near Simi Valley
until I could figure out what to do. You have to understand, people were
gunning the Afflicted down without any hesitation."


Lucy
flinched.


"I
couldn't let my boy go out like that," Bob said. "I had to find a way
to help him."


Seeing
Lucy retreat into her own thoughts, Xochitl grabbed Bob's hand and gave it a
squeeze. "We understand...But you said initially. What did you do with him
afterward?"


"I've
got a lot of money. So I built a room for him on our estate in Calabasas,"
Bob explained.


Xochitl
was floored by this information but refrained from commenting.


"So,
he's been a Werebeast in a room in Calabasas this whole time?" Lucy asked
without one hint of judgment in her voice.


And she's back.


"Actually,
sometimes he was normal, like Miguel," Bob said. "Two months ago his
transformations started lasting longer."


"So,
he's permanently a Beast now?" Lucy asked.


"No,
but he's rarely human."


Xochitl's
body tensed with trepidation.


Could
Miguel stay a Beast too?


Bob
nodded and turned to Xochitl. "That's the other reason I helped you,
kiddo. I figured I could learn more about what was going on and how to help
Travis, just like you wanted to help your brother."


"Is
that why you took the data we recovered from Vern to your people?" Xochitl
had wondered about that information for some time. She'd never found out what,
if anything, had come of it.


"Well,
yes. But I did share my information with Vern not too long ago. Didn't he tell
you?" Bob asked. "I would never betray the team like that."


Xochi
shook her head. "I know. But I haven't spoken to Vern much lately. He's
been pretty busy on base. I guess they're helping more with the border patrol.
Coyote smuggling stuff."


"Yeah,
I've heard about that," Bob said.


"What
did you find out?" Lucy asked. "About the information you retrieved?"


"Oh,
well, my people don't think it's viral," Bob said.


Xochitl
glanced at Lucy, and she knew they were thinking the same thing. 


Better keep up with Kyon Knows.


Xochitl
quickly took her phone out and bookmarked the site.


"They
think it's more to do with the DNA of an individual being changed, at the
molecular level. Some really heady stuff. I don't quite understand it myself,"
Bob continued. "I would've given our findings to you if the damn
government hadn't swooped in and shut down my lab."


"They
shut your lab down?" Xochitl asked. "How can they do that?"


"They
cited some shit about illegal experiments. There was nothing I could do."
Bob sighed. "I think Ames had something to do with it."


"Ames?"
Lucy asked.


"You
know that CIA guy I told you about," Xochitl said.


"Oh,
right. Do you think he's been watching you?" Lucy asked Bob.


"Oh,
I know he has," Bob replied. "Look, my lab was working on some things
not completely FDA approved. But it was strictly to help people like Travis. I
think Ames got a hold of proof and took it to the government."


"You
think?" Lucy asked.


"Well,
I can't prove he did. But that's the thing about the CIA, they do things you
can't prove." Bob took a look at his watch. "To get down to it, I
need your help. I know of a place that's giving asylum to the Afflicted."


"You're
referring to Catalina," Lucy stated.


"Yeah,
you've heard of it then." Bob seemed optimistic.


"Bob,
it's just a myth." Xochitl hated having to squash her friend's hopes.


"No,
it's not." Bob's voice rose. "Like I said, I've got a lot, and when I
say a lot, I mean a lot, of money, Xochitl. And money buys you information. I
have it on very sound authority that there is a haven for Weres. And I'm going
to get my son to that place." Bob crossed his arms, emphasizing his last
words.


"Okay,
Bob." Lucy was calm as a cucumber. "Say we get your boy to Catalina.
Not an easy feat in itself. The harbor patrols are three times as big now. But
say we did, what do you think Travis' chances of survival are?" She added,
"I mean, you put dozens, maybe more, Weres in one small space, their
natural instinct is to carve out territory. And usually, carving out a
territory means killing anyone getting in their way."


"He
could get slaughtered in a place like that." Xochitl tried to say it
delicately, but she needed her friend to understand what he was asking. "Are
you prepared for him to die there?"


"Better
him die there with a fighting chance, than here where me or you would have to
kill him." Bob looked right into Lucy's eyes.


"Okay,
Bob." Lucy put out her hand. "We'll take the job."


"Thank
you." Bob shook Lucy's hand. "I can pay anything you want. Name your
price."


"Don't
you ever say that," Xochitl chided Bob. "It's pro bono. You're
family. We take care of our own."


Xochitl
looked over to Lucy who nodded.


"Let's
get to it then," Lucy said, throwing down a twenty on the table.


Xochi
raised an eyebrow at Lucy as if to say "really?"


"What?
It's a tip." Lucy hooked her arm in Bob's, leading him out of the
restaurant.


"Uh,
huh." Xochitl shook her head and followed close behind.


Yes,
let's tip the millionaires. 

















Chapter 6




OMEGA: he's not here
computer gone found journal


TROIKA:
Take it up north and find him.


OMEGA: & the
situation in la?


TROIKA: We can
use it. Nothing has changed.


24 months ago


Lucy
pulled up to the ranch she'd called home all her life. Captain Burch had
suspended her, had told her to go home. Lucy knew she was supposed to stay in
L.A. and wait to be recalled. She'd picked up her Jeep from the station,
intending to go straight back to her place. But before she had realized it, she'd
passed the exit to her Valley apartment and just kept going.


Back
home to Mama. Back home to the ranch.


Located
on the outskirts of the little town of Empyrean, the ranch housed Hanna's
Rescue and Rehabilitation. Lucy's mother Ellie and her business partner and
best-friend-since-childhood Hanna had established the dog boarding and training
facility when Lucy was a child.


A
beacon of best practices long before the national dog-training craze had taken
hold of television and print, Hanna's R'n'R had grown into a well-respected
California kennel in the three decades since Ellie and Hanna had started the
venture.


Initially
they had leaned heavily on Hanna's tremendous affinity for dogs and Ellie's
undeniable charm, but they'd proven themselves formidable business women and
hard-working, trusted caretakers of the area's canine population. Ellie's
influence on the community had grown too. Serving part-time on the small city
council, Ellie was a problem solver and beloved advisor to the citizens of
Empyrean.


Growing
up on the ranch, Lucy had never lacked for friends or fun. Her path had been
set early and clearly; everyone expected she would take up the reigns for Ellie
and Hanna when the time came.


Fate
had twisted Lucy's path the summer after high school, taking her from the
idyllic small town and driving her to the police academy in Los Angeles to
learn how to help the weakest of the weak instead of basking in the comfort of
home, surrounded by people who loved her and dogs who were obsessed with her.


Cruising
up the hill to the ranch, Lucy felt a twinge of guilt pierce her core. People
and dogs still needed her in L.A., but she'd run home to Mama.


The
morning air felt soft on her face, and the heady scent of narcissus calmed her
frayed nerves. A few early blossoms dotted the small apple orchard.


The
backyard kennels sounded quiet. Not too many guests, Lucy guessed. A few barn
cats roamed around the property, taking advantage of the early morning quiet.
Through the kitchen window, Lucy could see her mama prepare breakfast for the
house dogs, who were fed before all the boarding dogs were taken out for their
morning exercise.


Ellie
passed gracefully behind the picture window, allowing Lucy the chance to study
her mother in her solitude. Ellie was perhaps five foot six to Lucy's towering
five ten. Where Lucy had always been athletic and robust, Ellie was delicate in
both feature and form. Lucy often wondered if she had taken completely after
her father, whom she'd never met and of whom Ellie had hardly ever spoken.
Ellie had always attributed Lucy's straight auburn hair and her blue-grey eyes
to him. And occasionally, when Lucy was at her most taciturn and uncooperative,
Ellie would say she was just like her father.


As
Lucy made her way to the back door, she heard her mother's dogs Brisco and
Maggie, the usually tranquil chocolate labs, scrabble on the
hardwood and yowl in their funny deep voices. In response a cacophony of dog
howls struck the alarm.


"It's
just me, Mama. Kids," Lucy announced from the back porch. Knowing her dogs
well, she set down her duffel and shrugged out of her sherpa-lined denim
jacket.


"Everybody
hush!" Ellie scolded the excited pack from inside the kitchen. The barking
ceased instantly and was replaced with whines and yips. Lucy nudged the door
and met the onrush of five dogs, all vocalizing and pushing for position, by
kneeling and throwing her arms wide open.


The
youngest female, Poppy, started to squat while crawling towards Lucy.


"Poppy,
stop it! You're not a puppy. No sprinkling. Cut that out," Lucy scolded
and pointed to the open door. "Outside!"


The
thin, rust colored dog raced out to the back yard, where she continued to bow
her head between her long legs and emit a high-pitched whine. The older dogs
darted around Lucy, getting in licks to her face and hands.


"Poppy
squats because she's afraid of you," Ellie teased. "She's being
submissive so you won't beat her." She brushed a wisp of white hair off
her neck and stuffed it back into her bun.


"Silly
dogettes." Lucy put her arms around Chasselas, the gargantuan Bernese
mountain dog, and kissed his warm muzzle.


Was
Mama's hair this white the last time I visited?


Poppy
raced back into the house, now in better control of herself, and pressed into
Lucy's back.


Bonn,
the German shepherd, squeezed his furry body under Chasselas and onto Lucy's lap.
Ellie chuckled and clicked her tongue to redirect the dogs.


"Hi,
Mama." Lucy squealed from inside the dog pile. A wave of relief washed
over her as she huddled with her adoring pack.


"What
are you doing here?" Ellie said abruptly, making Lucy snap her head to
look at her mother. It had been a long since Lucy had visited outside of a
holiday.


Cat's
in the Cradle. Crap! I'm the worst daughter.


"I
got suspended." Lucy had to come clean to her mother immediately. Ellie
didn't tolerate lies.


"Suspended?"
Ellie sounded shocked. "What did they do wrong?"


That's
my mama. Always has my back.


"Things
got really tense in L.A.," Lucy said, picking herself off the kitchen
floor and brushing the dog fur from her pants and long-sleeved thermal. Half of
a muddy paw print now decorated the front of the shirt. "Haven't you been
watching the news?"


"I
caught something in passing," Ellie said and pointed to the little
television mounted under the cabinet. "Some kind of drug or something is
making people violent. Is it those bath salts?" Ellie turned back to the
counter to scoop the rest of the cut-up lamb and potatoes into the dog bowls.


"Bath
salts? Hell, if it were only that." Lucy gathered up the dog bowls from
the counter and distributed breakfast to the impatient pack.


"You
didn't hear about that bizarre 911 call? The Kyon guy?" Lucy asked her
mother, a little surprised. "It was all over news radio when I drove up
here."


"Oh
you know, I don't sit down to watch TV," Ellie answered. "Hanna
always has new projects. We're expanding, by the way. It's been really busy."
She smiled and watched the dogs gobble down their food. All five tucked in with
great enthusiasm, only the sound of smacking and chewing broke the suddenly
uncomfortable silence.


"I
don't know. It could all be hooey," Lucy said and collapsed onto one of
the kitchen chairs. Not wanting to unnecessarily panic her mother, she searched
for the right words.


"All
I know is what I saw myself." Lucy watched her mama silently pull eggs and
a raw half-pound rib eye from the fridge.


"I...Gabe
and I were on a raid. A pit bull fight. I had this CI, confidential informant,
Xochitl. The dogfighting was in the back lot of her bar. Her gangbanger
boyfriend had...She contacted us about guns and dogfighting...Mama, when we got
there. The dogs...Everything went so wrong. I've never seen..." Lucy had
to stop as the night's events all jumbled together in her memory. She had tried
to sort it out before but couldn't face the images. The ripped apart cats the
East Los Locos had used for bait before Lucy and Gabe got there. The bloody dog
bodies. The pop of the sweaty audience. Men howling and betting, making a night
out of torturing animals. The stench of burning fur and flesh. Gabe in surgery.
She just wanted to un-see it all somehow.


Lucy
closed her eyes. The words came out slowly, almost against her will.


"Mama,
my partner, Gabe...He turned into this thing. This big furry wolf beast."


The
cast iron pan clattered onto the stove. Lucy's eyes flew open; the dogs all
stared at Ellie.


Lucy
picked up the pace as if getting it out quicker would make it less painful. "Gabe.
It was still Gabe, but different and out of control and so inhuman...I can't...he
attacked...these gangbangers. And then I thought he would turn on us. Xochitl
and me. Then I told him to stop. And I swear when I said 'stop' he did."


Ellie
stood very still, head bowed over the stove. Lucy regretted having elaborated.


This
is too much. She thinks I'm crazy.


"It
was scary. And weird. It all happened so fast." Lucy ran her hand over her
face and through her hair, searching for an explanation. "And then Gabe
was just Gabe, but he'd been shot and they took him to this trauma center. And
I was supposed to take Xochitl to the station. But..."


"But
you didn't," Ellie said with so much understanding in her voice it made
Lucy want to cry. Ellie crossed the kitchen and wrestled the milk carton from
the back of the fridge.


"SWAT
showed up," Lucy continued. "They made some arrests, but the gang
leader, Memo Morales, got away. And later that night, he burned my CI's bar and
the apartment above it to the ground. Nobody died, but Xochitl lost everything.
She hadn't paid the insurance either. So, she really lost everything."
Lucy's stomach turned; she felt guilty again and useless.


Accepting
the glass from her mother, Lucy drank the milk down with one gulp.


"Mama,
I don't want to be a cop anymore." Lucy's words sounded far away to her
even as she spoke them. "I don't want to go back to L.A. I don't know what
I'm doing. It's too much. People got hurt because of me. And I couldn't even
help Gabe or Xochitl. Captain Burch suspended me, but the truth is I don't ever
want to go back. I want to stay here with you and Hanna. Be a dog trainer. Go
to vet school like you wanted." Lucy's voice came out small and hesitant.


"My
girl, my girl. Shhh. It'll be all right." Ellie reached out for her
daughter and cradled her head like she had when Lucy was a little girl.


"There
are reports on the radio about California being infected with some violence
inducing flu," Lucy said and cuddled closer to her mama. "And there's
that 911 call about a lab accident and a monster. I don't know. It could be a
hoax. But it could be what happened to Gabe. No one knows anything." Lucy
pulled away from her mother.


"I
just wanted to come home," Lucy said and stared into her mother's emerald
eyes. "I had to make sure you were okay. You and Hanna."


Lucy
froze momentarily. She had missed something.


"Where
is Hanna? She's not home?" Lucy started to rise.


"Don't
worry, my little one. Hanna just went to take care of something for the rescue.
She'll be back in a few days." Ellie's words soothed Lucy like they always
had.


"Why
don't you eat some breakfast?" Ellie asked. "We'll figure it all out
later," she continued hypnotically.


Lucy
felt weary, and deep exhaustion overtook her. Obediently, she ate her breakfast
while listening to Mama tell stories of the dogs, both house dogs and boarders,
that made them laugh and forget that anything beyond the ranch existed.


"I
love you Mama." Lucy lingered before she retired to her bedroom. "I
missed you."


Ellie
smiled and kissed her daughter's cheek.


Lucy stumbled to her room and fell down
on her bed too tired to change out of her clothes. She fell asleep instantly.


The
weeks flew by as Lucy slipped back into ranch life and enjoyed the constant
flow of boarders coming in and out of the R'n'R. Always up before dawn, she
took to the work without hesitation. The feeding and tending to the animals had
been her joy since she was old enough to walk.


She
exchanged stories with Ronna and Gerri, the local ranch hands Hanna had hired
when Lucy had moved to L.A. Lucy didn't know the two women well, but grew to
appreciate them in the weeks they worked together. They were good at their
jobs, dependable, and devoted to the ranch.


Gerri,
it turned out, was an excellent cook and had made it her life's work to come up
with delicious and nutritious canine treats. The dogs, being dogs, loved her
almost as much as they loved Lucy.


At
least they love me for me. Not for the treats I dole out.


But
Lucy had to admit that Gerri had a gift.


To
give Gerri and Ronna a break one afternoon, Lucy took the small band of
boarding dogs to the meadow along with Poppy, Bonn, Brisco, Maggie and
Chasselas. The stream provided hours of great fun for all the dogs despite the
chill in the air. Lucy had not a moment to consider recent events, but the
thoughts of L.A. kept nagging at her even as she splashed through the water
with her canine entourage.


Returning
home, Lucy handed the dogs off to the ranch hands and marched into her mother's
kitchen. She could smell Mama's roast chicken and biscuits from the yard.


Ellie's
cozy kitchen was drenched in sunlight and felt warm despite the cool April
winds whistling through the trees. Framed posters of dog breeds and colorful
charts describing dog body language decorated the adobe brick kitchen walls.
Lucy noticed a new doggie eye chart and laughed as she caught a glimpse of the
tiny teddy bear and foxtails on the bottom line.


"Doc
Howard brought that poster over with the Bordetella vaccines," Hanna said,
acknowledging Lucy's chuckle.


"Hanna!"
Lucy cried out, pulling off her wet and muddy boots by the door.


"Doc
Howard's such a nice man," Ellie chimed in. "Always a good friend to
the R'n'R."


"Yes,
he is," Hanna agreed. She'd kicked back at the oak kitchen table, munching
on a kale and quinoa salad while watching Ellie drizzle drippings over the
chicken before shoving it back into the oven.


"Hey,
babe!" Hanna jumped from her chair and hugged the slightly taller Lucy fiercely.
A second mother to Lucy, Hanna had an unflappable ease about her that made Lucy
feel safe.


"Mama
said you'd be back in a couple of days." Lucy pulled back from the hug.


"Well,
dealing with the rescues took a little longer than I thought." Hanna shook
her impressive ink black curls.


While
the same age as Lucy's mother, Hanna looked ageless. Her face was virtually
un-lined, and her mane of hair un-dyed. Red-brown Mehndi snaked from her hands
up both arms, the henna stains disappearing under her embroidered Indian kurti.
Washed-out denims and worn alligator cowboy boots completed Hanna's uniform.
Always a little exotic for Empyrean, Hanna was nonetheless accepted and even
looked up to in the small town.


"Your
mama says they've been giving you a hard time down there in L.A."
Returning to her chair, Hanna handed Lucy the celery stick from her glass of
green vita-drink and took a gulp.


"Can't
say it hasn't sucked." Lucy chomped down on the stalk.


Sliding
onto the bench between the table and the wall, Lucy exhaled slowly. Hanna would
want details, so she laid out the details of that terrible night as best she could
recall, pausing to gather her thoughts when raw emotion threatened to take
over. Ellie and Hanna listened intently.


"And
it seemed that Gabe stopped when you gave him the verbal command?" Hanna
leaned back in her chair. "Just like the dogs."


"I
can't be sure. I told him to stop, and he did." Lucy chewed on a warm
bacon biscuit. "Could've been a coincidence."


"But
this Xochitl girl didn't think it was a coincidence," Hanna suggested.


Ellie
rose from the kitchen table, put on her crochet oven mitts and pulled the
broiling pan from the oven. The roast chicken scent wafted through the kitchen,
rousing the house dogs from their naps. Many dog claws clicked on the hardwood
floor as the pack came to investigate.


"She
called me a bruja." Lucy fidgeted with her napkin. "We were both in
shock. I don't think she remembers what she saw. Hell, the other officers
pretended they saw nothing."


"Did
they?" Hanna pressed.


"They...pretty
much ignored me afterwards." Lucy accepted the platter with the chicken
from Ellie and began carving the bird into three portions. "But things got
really heated. And then I got suspended." Lucy still couldn't believe it.


"I
drove Xochitl home," Lucy said. "But then there was the fire. She was
totally shut down when her friend picked her up. Well, after she called me a
bunch of bad names. I think Captain Burch might look into witness protection
for her, but I don't know if she'll reach out now. She feels totally betrayed."


Ellie
stopped short and stared into her daughter's eyes. Lucy sank down on the bench,
embarrassed by her mother's disapproving gaze; prickly shame colored her cheeks
before Ellie even said one word.


"Lucille
Elizabeth Lowell, I did not raise a coward. You will help that young woman. She
risked a lot for you." Ellie's abrupt words had a finality to them that
Lucy recognized as the end of any argument she'd ever had with her mother.
Hanna reached for the bowl of green beans. She too knew that tone. Ellie had
spoken.


Shortly
after midnight, Lucy, once more in uniform, headed back to Los Angeles.
















Chapter 7




Socialization
is important in the early stages of the Hound and Hound parent relationship.
You might want to keep your Hound at home, keep your Hound safe from harm and
prying eyes. It is normal to feel protective of your Hound and hesitant about
your ability to control your Hound in public. But you must remember that
isolation only breeds resentment and insecurity in your furry friend.


Allow
your Hound the freedom to walk with you, on-leash, to secure areas like
Hound-friendly coffee shops and retail stores. Check out any Dog Park After
Dark programs. Many cities allow Hound free-play after sunset.


Enroll
your Hound in a "new Hound" class at your local pet store or visit
our website for the various Werewolf Whisperer Workshops available: www.werewolfwhisperer.com.


If you are able, it
is often a good idea to bring a second Hound into the family, so your Hounds
can entertain each other when you are at work. But no matter how large your
pack, you must remember that you have to be the alpha at all times.


-excerpt from Hounds, and Ferals, and Werebeasts! Oh, My! by Lucy Lowell "The Werewolf
Whisperer"


El
Gallo roared west, following Bob's black Humvee on the 101 Freeway toward
Calabasas. Xochitl drove as Lucy texted Hanna about their unscheduled detour.
They were twenty minutes in on the hour-long drive, and the sun was at the
point on the horizon that made visibility difficult.


Squinting
as the blinding rays shone through the windshield, Xochitl pulled her visor
down and angled it to block the sun. "I can't see a thing," she
mumbled.


"Hanna
says 'Make it snappy,'" Lucy read off her cell phone, then flipped it shut
and stuffed it in her front pocket.


"Yes,
ma'am. We'll be right quick, ma'am," Xochitl drawled. "She's a peach."


"Thought
you'd like that." Lucy sounded amused. Her phone buzzed, and she groaned.


Xochi
glanced at her friend, who had pulled her cell out once more and checked the
Caller ID.


"My
damn shrink again." Ignoring the call, Lucy tossed the phone on the dash
and began tuning through the stations.


"You
know, you're gonna have to talk to her some time," Xochitl said, looking
down at the country radio station Lucy was about to select. "Um...no. Pick
another one." Xochi reached for the dial.


Lucy
swatted her hand away. "Eyes on the road, hands at ten and two." She
continued her search for something they could agree on.


Their
road music war had begun one night on the way back from Bakersfield after a
particularly strenuous workshop series. It had nearly come to blows.


"How
come every station in L.A. plays the same Red Hot Chili Peppers song over and
over?" Lucy gave a hard twist on the tuner knob. "Patsy Cline, Johnny
Cash, now that's music."


Xochi
waved her hand in a big arcing motion over the dash. "You need to expand
your horizons."


"I'm
surprised a tech junky like you hasn't put a better radio in this car."
Lucy smirked. "It's mostly static on this thing."


"¡Cállate!"
Xochitl gasped. "That's blasphemy."


She
patted El Gallo's dashboard. "Don't you worry, baby. No lo dijo en
serio...Mean ol' Lucy." Xochi stuck her tongue out at her friend.


"Fine."
Lucy tried to tune to the one station they both could tolerate.


A
soft, smooth voice came over the radio. "This is Nancy Fleming and you are
listening to Fleming's Beltway Report
on KNUZ 88.3 FM."


"Nice."
Xochitl sat up straighter in her seat as if it would help her listen better.


"...If
you are just tuning in, our topic of discussion this evening concerns the
rumors that the California Kyon Virus quarantine will be lifted soon. My guest
is political pundit and now Co-Founder of the Anti-Werebeast Commission or AWC,
Rebecca Richards," Nancy Fleming said with more of a breathy whisper than
an announcer's voice. "In addition to the ACLU's ongoing fight for Were
rights," she continued, "the country now faces imminent economic
disaster predicated upon keeping California isolated due to the Werebeast
catastrophe. Some suggest it is now time for the country to embrace California's
resilience and ability to thrive under extreme circumstances. Spearheaded by
Representative Adam Gerard, a bill is being put forth before Congress to
reincorporate California. How do you respond?"


"Myself
and Reverend Dr. David Barns believe in the complete eradication of the
Werebeast population, including those Weres referred to as Ferals and Hounds."


"Ugh,
I saw this puta spouting this shit two years ago on TV." Xochitl groaned.


"Shh..."
Lucy put her hand up and leaned in closer to the radio.


"Some
say that Ferals and Hounds are no threat and should be granted rights under the
Constitution of the United States of America just as other 'races' have been in
the past." Nancy played devil's advocate.


"Call
them what you will, but werewolves are demons and an affront to God,"
Rebecca Richards replied. "The AWC's Co-Founder, Reverend Dr. Barns, a
learned theologian, would attest to their evil nature. Werewolves are the
embodiment of Original Sin."


"And?"
Nancy Fleming coaxed her guest.


"And,"
Rebecca Richards continued, her voice going up in pitch. "If indeed
California's borders are reopened, the American people should not have to put
their tax dollars toward the care and education of these monsters. At this very
moment, my colleague is protesting against such education at the Greystone
Mansion in Los Angeles where that werewolf harlot is conducting a workshop."


"¡Híjole!"
Xochitl turned up the volume on the radio.


"You
are referring to Lucy Lowell, The Werewolf Whisperer?" Nancy asked in
clarification for her audience. "We actually have a live feed from the
Greystone Mansion where UR.LA's
Enrique Baldwin is reporting...Hello, Enrique."


"Hello,
Nancy!" Enrique Baldwin's shouted over what sounded like chanting in the
background.


"I
thought the protesting was done?" Xochitl turned to Lucy, who looked
concerned as she leaned against the dashboard, intently listening to the news
reporter.


"Nancy?
Are you there?" Enrique shouted again.


"Yes,
Enrique, I'm here," Nancy replied. "It's quite loud where you are.
Can you tell us what is happening?"


"Yes,
Nancy," Enrique Baldwin said excitedly. "But first, may I say, it is
such a pleasure to be on your show today."


"What
a pendejo." Xochitl shook her head.


"Shhh..."
Lucy half-raised her hand to shut Xochi up.


"That's
nice," Nancy Fleming replied to Enrique. She asked again, "So, what
can you tell us Enrique?"


"Right,"
Enrique said, in what Xochitl thought was as fake a professional voice as a "reporter"
could have. "What you hear behind me are the remnants of a violent protest
that broke out at the Greystone Mansion earlier today—"


"Violent!"
Xochitl yelled.


"Shush!"
Lucy chided Xochitl.


"Okay.
¡Híjole!" Xochitl put her hand up in surrender.


"...Lucy
Lowell, The Werewolf Whisperer and her partner, Xochitl Magaña, fled the scene
after their workshop was overrun by protestors against Were rights. I was
actually interviewing Ms. Lowell when the protest turned violent."


"Was
anyone hurt, Enrique?" Nancy asked.


"Not
seriously, but I interviewed one protestor, a Dan Walters, who said he was run
over by The Werewolf Whisperer's car..."


"What!"
Xochi yelled louder.


"...Said
it wasn't the first time he'd been injured by The Werewolf Whisperer and her
companion," Enrique continued.


"Companion!
Why that fat cabrón!" Xochitl's anger was reaching its tipping point. "If
I ever get my hands on that pinche choncho Dan, I'll..." Xochi swatted the
air as if she were backhanding Fat Dan in the face.


"...See,
Nancy." Rebecca Richards interrupted the interview with Enrique Baldwin. "This
is exactly what we are talking about. Werewolves and the charlatan Werewolf
Whisperer by their very nature are evil and dangerous. The truth is, Lucy
Lowell has been covering up Were crimes for years. My colleague—"


"Enough."
Lucy shut the radio off.


"Well,
chalk another one up in the win column," Xochi grumbled. "If Hanna
keeps sending us to these 'public relations' events, we're gonna wind up being
burned at the stake."


"It's
not Hanna's fault." Lucy sighed.


"Not
directly. But it's our asses on the line out there." Xochitl put her hand
up to Lucy. "She uses this book tour to drum up business and leaves you,
us, vulnerable to crap like that." Xochitl pointed to the radio. "Hanna's
your Anita, Luce."


"No
she isn't!" Lucy shouted. "Hanna's not a drunk. You don't know what
you're talking about."


Startled
by Lucy's uncharacteristic outburst, Xochi turned her attention back to the
road.


"That's
not what I meant," she backtracked in an attempt to smooth things over. "I
mean she's a manipulator, a user."


"Oh,
that's so much better." Lucy crossed her arms and stared out the window.


"It's
how I see it, Luce," Xochitl said calmly.


"She's
my family." Lucy seemed to catch on her words as she leaned her head
against the passenger window. "You of all people should understand."


"I
get it." Xochitl reached over and patted Lucy on the shoulder. "I
do...Doesn't mean she's not manipulating you."


Xochitl's
last words hung heavy in the space between her and Lucy. While Xochi didn't want
to hurt her friend's feelings, she had a hard time refraining from expressing
her misgivings about Hanna.


"I'll
lay off the subject for a while." Xochitl sighed.


"I'd
appreciate it," Lucy said bluntly.


"Well,
at least Punk Girl Megan and Were Boy Troy like us," Xochitl said, trying
to lighten the mood.


"Ugh,
Troy's tattoos," Lucy groaned.


"I
know, right. They looked like he did them himself." Xochitl glanced at
Lucy. "Do I really look that pissed off?"


"Yes,"
Lucy stated matter-of-factly, and the two women burst out laughing.


"Well,
you looked like a MILF with a Mohawk!" Xochitl roared, shoving Lucy's arm.


"Yuck
and ow." Lucy, still in hysterics, rubbed her arm.


"Ow,
my stomach." Xochitl leaned against the steering wheel and clutched her
belly.


"Hands!"
Lucy laugh-shouted, and Xochitl tried to calm her breathing so she could
straighten up and drive safely.


Xochitl
caught her breath, and her thoughts turned from Were Boy Troy to Travis and
then to Miguel. The idea that her brother could change permanently unnerved
her.


Lucy
appeared deep in thought.


Xochi
broke the silence. "So, whaddya make of this Kyon Knows?"


"Not
sure," Lucy replied but added nothing further.


Expecting
more of an answer, Xochitl glanced at Lucy who was now resting her head on the
back of the seat with her eyes closed.


"Judging
from the website," Xochi continued, "he or she seems loco to me. I
didn't go through too much of it, but there were equations and formulas, kinda
like the ones I told you about. You know, when I broke Miguel outta that pound."
Xochitl snapped her fingers. "Are you even listening?"


Lucy
popped an eye open. "I'm thinking."


"Well,
wanna share?" Xochi invariably felt annoyed when Lucy wouldn't share what
she was thinking right away. Xochitl had always been one for talking out the
problem rather than contemplating it silently for hours like Lucy was prone to
do.


Lucy
sat up in her seat. "The not-a-virus idea has me puzzled."


"Yeah,
the fact that it gels with Bob's findings has me wondering if we're looking at
this Were thing all wrong," Xochi said.


Up
ahead, Bob pulled into the right lane. Xochitl checked to see it was clear
before doing the same.


"Do
you mean that kid back at the Hamlet?" Lucy asked.


"Well,
yeah. How come Were Boy Troy can talk if he's more Hound than Feral? And how
come Jimmy, a Feral, can't?"


"That
we know of," Lucy said.


"Huh?"
Xochitl eyed Lucy.


"We
never heard him speak, but that doesn't mean he can't," Lucy explained. "But
something else is definitely at play here."


"You
mean if it's not a virus?" Xochitl asked, noticing the sign indicating
another half mile to the Parkway Calabasas exit.


"That,
but it could also be how the Hound or Feral is treated in their respective
environments," Lucy said. "I saw that a lot with the rescues my mama..."
Lucy's voice caught at the mention of her mother.


"Or,
they're evolving," Xochi said nonchalantly, pretending she hadn't noticed
the change in Lucy.


Lucy
snapped out of her momentary funk. "How so?"


"Not
sure." Not elaborating, Xochitl smirked at Lucy, who — in turn
— smacked her in the arm. "Kinda sucks doesn't it?" Xochi
chuckled.


"Yes,
well, maybe it has to do with how long they're afflicted," Lucy said,
ignoring Xochitl's last question. "Seems every time we think we've got a
handle on this thing, something new happens." Lucy exhaled a frustrated
sigh.


"Yeah,"
Xochitl agreed. "I'm gonna keep an eye on this Kyon vato and continue
following little @KyonKnows751k."


"Follow
who? What?" Lucy asked. Xochi rolled her eyes.


"Híjole,
woman. Punk Girl Megan." Xochitl shook her head in disbelief. "I'm
going to follow her."


"How
are you gonna track her? You don't even know her last name?" Lucy asked
what Xochitl knew to be a sincere, albeit annoying, question. She pointed
ahead. "Bob just got off."


"Ugh,
by her Twitter handle. She's @KyonKnows751k and I'm @NoFConLaGuera."
Xochitl would find Lucy's confusion comical if it weren't so frustrating. "And
thank you, I can see that." Xochitl flicked on her blinker and veered El
Gallo onto the Parkway Calabasas off-ramp.


"How
is it that someone so technologically inept that if you had a GPS in your hand
you couldn't find your own location can track a mouse miles ahead of you with
no problem?" Xochitl ranted, glancing over at Lucy who snickered quietly
to herself.


"What?"


"@NoFConLaGuera!"
Lucy cackled.


"Yes."
Xochitl pointed at Lucy. "And I'd take that to heart if I were you."


Xochitl
turned onto Parkway Calabasas. Bob's Humvee paced a few cars ahead of them.


"I
hope we get there soon," Xochitl grumbled.


After
weaving through miles of lush green landscapes and an exclusive-looking country
club, Bob's Humvee stopped at the entrance of a large gated community. A stone
pillar with a plaque reading The Oaks flanked the oval front driveway
and at its center stood a four-columned, Spanish-style security station with
French doors. It was the most beautiful guardhouse Xochitl had ever seen.


Lucy
whistled in amazement.


"I
know, right." Xochitl watched a tall, muscled guard step out of the French
doors and greet Bob. "Who knew?"


The
two men exchanged a few words, and Bob stuck his arm out the window and pointed
in their direction. The guard nodded and waved Bob and El Gallo through.


Xochitl
glanced at her partner who gawked slack-jawed at the opulence of the exclusive
community. "Beverly Hills ain't got nuthin' on Calabasas."


"Yeah,
lots of room for dogs to run." Lucy's eyes lit up.


"Really?
That's what comes to mind?" Xochitl shook her head. "You and pinche
perros."


They
drove slowly onto the grounds. Xochi peered up through the windshield trying to
get a better look at the first massive estate. She couldn't see its roof. "¡Híjole!
We're not in Kansas anymore."


"You
got that right," Lucy said.


"Wow!"
They gushed in unison.


They
followed Bob for several more minutes, weaving through streets lined with
enormous mansions and sprawling landscapes.


"Are
these houses getting bigger?" Xochitl asked, glancing over to Lucy.


"I
think so." Lucy sat back in her seat.


El
Gallo was about a car length behind Bob's Humvee when it suddenly sped up,
veering left onto Prada De Amarillo.


"What
the hell?" Xochitl put her foot down on the gas, taking a hard left. El
Gallo's tires screeched in protest.


Xochitl
noted a yellow diamond-shaped NOT A THROUGH STREET sign as Bob's Humvee
made a sharp right onto a private road.


"Over
there," Lucy said and pointed to an open iron gate.


"Yep.
I'm on it." Xochitl cranked the wheel, hitting the curb a little hard,
jarring the women in their seats. "Sorry, baby." She patted El Gallo's
dash.


"I'm
fine, by the way," Lucy grumbled.


Bob's
Humvee slammed to a screeching halt in the driveway. He jumped out of the
vehicle, leaving the door open and dashed up the stone steps to where a
middle-aged blond woman stood crying hysterically. Bob threw up his arms, put
his hands on his head and began pacing.


"This
can't be good." Xochitl parked her Toronado across the road.


"You
see what's up," Lucy said as she unlocked her door. "I'll get the
gear."


"Better
get the Remi." Xochi took the rooster key chain out of the ignition and
handed it to Lucy.


"You
sure?" Lucy asked over her shoulder as she reached back for the keys.


"Better
me than Bob." Xochitl exited the car and jogged across the private road to
Bob's estate.


The
Tanner's home was by far the biggest in The Oaks. White stucco walls and
a red terra-cotta roof created the framework of the Mediterranean-style estate.
Crescent shaped stone steps led to the entryway, accented by arches with
columns on either side. Fuchsia colored bougainvillea crawled up one side of
the mansion, which was framed by perfectly manicured hedges and a lush green
lawn.


Xochitl
slowly approached Bob and the woman Xochi assumed was Bob's wife. He seemed
slightly calmer and was whispering in his wife's ear, rubbing her back.


Awkward.


Xochitl
felt like a voyeur intruding on their intimate moment.


Trying
to find a distraction, she glanced across the road and saw only Lucy's legs
sticking out from behind El Gallo's large trunk, the rest of her body having
been swallowed up while she gathered their tools.


"¡Ándale,
chica!" Xochitl called after Lucy.


"Xochitl,
this is my wife Helen." Xochitl turned her attention to Bob.


Helen
pulled away from her husband; tears streaked down her face.


"Hello."
Helen dabbed at her eyes with the back of her hand, attempting to compose
herself. "Bob's told me so much about you."


"Hi."
Uncomfortable, Xochitl held up her hand and smiled weakly.


 She was relieved to hear the Toronado's
trunk slam and turned to see Lucy walking across the street with the Remington
shotgun slung over her shoulder and her utility belt strapped around her waist
— the weight of the army green duffel bag causing her to lean slightly to
the right.


"That's
my partner, Lucy," Xochitl said to Helen.


Lucy
bounded up the steps to the house, taking them two at a time, and dropped the
duffel at her feet.


"So,
Bob, what's up?" Lucy asked.


Xochitl
was more comfortable being the muscle in these types of situations and was glad
Lucy was there to take over.


"Travis
got out." Bob's voice sounded shaky. There was fear in his eyes.


Helen
began to sob again, and Bob put his arm around her. "Helen, it'll be okay."
He turned back to Lucy and Xochitl. "My guys say Travis somehow ripped a
hole in his cage and took off out the back of the house."


Helen's
sobs started to increase in volume.


"Honey,
why don't you go inside?" Bob said to his wife.


"No!"
Helen cried. "I'm staying with you."


"Do
you know where he went?" Lucy interrupted.


Xochitl
felt bad for Helen, but she wished the woman would calm down. Xochi and Lucy
needed as much information as they could get if a Werebeast was on the loose,
and Helen wasn't helping the situation with her hysterics.


I
guess this is why Vern made me stay behind at the pound.


"There's
only the canyon and the Santa Monica Mountains beyond that," Bob replied. "It's
a lot of acreage to cover. One of my guys is already searching for him."


"Good,"
Lucy said. "Bob, you should stay here with Helen. Procure us a vehicle to
transport Travis."


"I've
got a rig I can hook up to your car," Bob said.


Relief
washed over Bob's face now that the soldier in him had something to do.


"Great.
Do that," Lucy said. "Don't worry. We'll find your son."


Lucy
tossed the shotgun to Xochi and out of habit, she checked to see if it was
loaded.


"What's
she doing with that?" Helen shouted. Xochitl looked up. Angry tears
streamed down Helen's face as she pointed at Xochi. "Bob! She's gonna kill
Travis! She's gonna kill my boy!"


"Mrs.
Tanner," Lucy said, trying to calm the woman. "It's a precaution. A
last resort."


"I
don't care!" Helen lunged at Xochitl. "I won't let her near my boy."


"Helen!"
Bob grabbed his wife. "Honey, Xochitl won't hurt our boy." Bob
glanced at Xochi as he kissed the top of Helen's head. "I promise."


Xochi's
heart ached for them.


She
tried to hide the gun by her side as she walked over to Lucy. The haunted look
in Bob's eyes reflected the lie he'd told Helen. Xochitl would do what she had
to.


She
bent down and unzipped the bag and began pulling out various weapons: her Bowie
knife, thick rope, animal repellent, which she handed to Lucy, and some beef
jerky treats, which Lucy stuffed in the pouch of her belt.


Xochitl
strapped her knife to her thigh and looked up at the twilight sky, whispering
to Lucy, "We better get moving. It's gonna be dark soon."


"Crap.
I know." Lucy hooked her handcuffs to her belt and stuffed some bandages
and matches in a second pouch.


Xochitl
searched the bag and dug out a water flask and a granola bar, which she stuffed
in the front pocket of her vest.


"Xoch,
Lucy?" Bob called.


Xochitl
quickly stuffed some extra shells in her cargo pant pocket, then zipped up the
bag before she and Lucy — locked and loaded — walked over to Bob.
















Chapter 8




California faces
a crisis that is real and unprecedented. Simply put, California has been
infected with a deadly and unexplained virus — the Kyon Virus. Though the
cause of the Affliction remains in dispute, the initial outbreak has been
contained. Some journalists are referring to our current problems as the "Werewolf
Apocalypse." This fear
mongering must end. Nothing is further from the truth...The term
"werewolf" has been deemed offensive by a government sponsored think
tank as well as highly qualified focus groups and should be substituted for the
more politically correct "Werebeast"...This is not a time for
politics as usual...At this moment of extreme difficulty, we must turn to the
people and get a clear mandate on how we should proceed. Given the unique
nature of our crisis, I want to involve the millions of voters whose lives will
be seriously impacted by our decisions...But I am here to make the hard
decisions for you...I come down on the side of those who believe that core
functions of government must be funded first. Go back to your lives and
routines...that is your duty and your privilege...I urge all citizens to return
to work. Send your children back to school. Shop. Our economy is our greatest
asset and is what keeps the wheels turning and the lights on. I see a bright
future up ahead and a California economy that will rally. Our state will play a
leading role, as it always has, and reap unimagined benefits from this
unfortunate situation. California is the Great Exception! We defy the odds and
fly in the face of conventional wisdom to rise again and prosper in completely
unexpected ways. Make no mistake about it, the darkest night always gives way
to the brightest dawn.


-excerpt K-Day
podcast, Gov. Holly Hollis, from
an undisclosed location


23 months ago


CDC Quarantines California! Mexico Closes
Borders — Canada to Follow!


Xochitl
scrolled down the iLA.com headlines on her cell as she sat on the MetroLink
bus, sipping coffee from a chipped UCLA
travel mug — a distant memory of her brief encounter with the university.
She'd recently acquired it from her college friend, Jessica, who had let
Xochitl lie low at her place since the night Xochi's world had turned upside
down.


Xochi
stared out the window as the bus plodded down the 101 Freeway toward Downtown
Los Angeles. The trek from Simi Valley was long and had taken most of her day.
The never-ending brown haze blanketed the city, making everything look even
dirtier to her. Xochitl's world had already been dirty enough before, but now
it was the thing monster stories were made of.


Werewolves
are real? People are turning into these things all over the place.


One
had turned right in front of her. She wondered whatever happened to that cop
— Officer Lowell's partner.


What
was his name...Gabe? They probably shot him...Oh, well. ¡Híjole! What the hell's going on?


Feeling
overwhelmed, Xochi set her phone and mug down on the seat next to her and began
digging in her oversized tote bag. One by one, she pulled out what was left of
her possessions: a hairbrush, toothbrush, change of underwear, a pen, her
favorite pink lip gloss and some mints. As she performed this ritual of self-exposure
on public transit, she felt someone watching her. She looked up to see a grungy
bearded man. He grinned at her. He had a chipped black front tooth and a wild
look in his eyes.


God,
I need a car!


Xochitl
scowled at the man and barked, "Hey pendejo! What're you looking at?"
The creepy man just stared at her with his wild eyes, as if she hadn't said a
word to him. That freaked Xochitl out even more.


Great.
He's probably one of those Werewolf-beast things and he's gonna eat my face off
now.


Frustrated,
she continued her digging, finally pulling out the little white business card
for which she'd been searching. She defiantly flipped it up to show the
derelict. "See!" He gave no response.


Hmm...Nada...Oh,
well.


Bored
with Crazy Homeless Werewolf Guy, Xochitl turned her attention back to the
card.


Officer Lucy Lowell


LAPD Animal Cruelty Task Force


Metropolitan Division


180 N. Los Angeles


Los Angeles, CA 90014


While
she thumbed the card, her thoughts turned again to her little brother, Miguel
— the only person in the world she cared about. She hadn't seen him since
K-Day.


When Papa's bar burned down. Our home.


That
had been the night Officer Gabe Torres had turned into a monster. The night the
LAPD had taken down Memo Morales'
gunrunning and dogfighting operation.


 Of course, that Lowell cop was more
concerned about pinche perros than the guns. We'd have gotten Memo if she'd
just stuck to the plan. Memo's out there pissed off and probably gunning for
me.


Her
stop approaching, Xochitl shoved her belongings back into her bag. She slung it
over her shoulder, picked up the mug and a crumpled up paper bag containing the
remnants of a stale bagel she'd bought at the AMPM before getting on the bus
that morning.


Miguel
where are you?


The
bus brakes screeched as it rolled up along the curb next to the Metro stop on
Temple Street. Xochitl sensed the nervous energy emanating from the remaining
passengers as she made her way down the aisle. Whether it was because most
people taking this route were on their way to stand in front of a judge or if
they were just as freaked out as she was about the ever-growing werewolf
population she didn't know.


¡Híjole!
There's a werewolf population.


She
reached the front of the bus and gave a weak smile to the driver who thrust
open the hinged door so she could exit.


Xochi
stepped onto the curb. A sudden wave of midday heat put her on her heels.


¡Ay
carajo! It's hot. Not a good sign.


"I
hate Downtown," she groaned and tossed the paper bag in a garbage can next
to the stop.


Turning
to leave, she caught her reflection in the plexiglass of the bus stop's bench
enclosure. She was shocked at the sight of the person looking back at her. Her
blue-green eyes were bloodshot from lack of sleep, and her normally golden skin
looked sallow. Her blond hair was knotted in a messy bun. She tried to tuck a
loose strand back up into the do without success. She had borrowed the navy
two-piece suit, cream silk blouse and black pumps from Jessica — none of
which fit her quite right. Neither the bus ride nor her giant bag was kind to
the outfit, and she figured the heat hadn't helped. She felt disheveled, gross
and tired, but she hoped she looked presentable enough to gain access to the
police station to see Officer Lowell.


Police
stations had become fortresses ever since the initial outbreak.


You
practically have to have a court order to get some help from the LAPD. Pinche government's
response to something they were not remotely prepared for. Well, at least some
things remain the same.


She
took one last look at her appearance and steeled herself for what was to come.


Xochi
heard intense yelling and chanting coming from the direction of the LAPD Metro
Division building.


"¡Híjole!
Just what I need," Xochi said to herself as
she approached the corner of Temple and North Los Angeles Street.


Huge
crowds of protestors were gathered at the entrance of the station. A line of
police officers in full riot gear struggled to hold the ever-growing mob at
bay.


"My
son's gone missing! And he was in your jail!" an older Mexican woman
screamed at the police while holding up an enlarged photograph of a teenage
Latino boy dressed in a Catholic school uniform.


"Yeah!"
another protestor chimed in. "Why won't you let any of us in? What are you
hiding?"


Xochitl
reached the rear of the massive crowd but was unable to move any closer to the
building's entrance. She skirted along the edge of the mob in search of an
opening. A sudden wave of protestors pushed forward against the riot police. Xochitl
squeezed through a small gap. Again the mob pressed forward toward the station.
Again Xochi pushed her way through another opening.


Xochitl
thought she was home free, as the crowd
swept her up and pushed her forward to the front steps of the building where
the wall of cops stood like an unbreakable barrier to the police station.


I
will get Lowell to help me. I will find Miguel.


Xochi
recognized Captain Burch standing in the center of the police barricade,
holding a megaphone.


I
need to get to him. But how?


"You
must disperse immediately," Captain Burch spoke calmly into the bullhorn
with the authority of a seasoned law enforcement officer. "You are all
trespassing on government property. All who attempt to break through this
police blockade will be arrested."


The
crowd responded with boos, jeers and expletives in varying languages that
Xochitl didn't understand but could venture to guess their meaning.


Someone
shouted, "We are American citizens. We have rights!"


Like
they care.


Captain
Burch gave an order to his men before turning toward the station doors.


This
is it. My last chance.


She
lunged forward toward the police line, knocking several protesters out of her
way. "Captain Burch! Captain Burch! It's me...Xochitl Magaña!"


Captain
Burch turned back toward Xochitl, his expression confused. Xochitl continued to
force her way to him. "Please, I need your help."


She
could see the mob around her getting aggravated. Someone shoved her from behind
yelling, "Hey, bitch, wait your turn!" She couldn't tell who'd pushed
her. She didn't care. All that mattered was getting to her target.


Captain
Burch held up his hand to halt Xochi and quell the incensed throng around her. "You
have to get authorization first, miss." He turned to leave.


Desperate,
Xochitl grabbed Burch by the arm, spinning him to face her. "Wait, please.
You raided my bar a few weeks ago..."


Someone
grabbed her arms from behind. She tilted her head back to see a helmeted police
officer dressed in riot gear, trying to band her wrists together with a zip
tie. Looking as if he'd just graduated from the Academy, the fresh-faced cop
was noticeably overwhelmed and through his clear helmet shield Xochi registered
both his fear and his fierce determination to take her down.


Trying to impress your captain? Well not today, rookie!


Xochitl
leaned her weight back against the officer, causing him to stumble down a step.
"Whoops," she said.


The
officer steadied himself. Xochitl could see he was about to lunge at her, and she
readied herself in a fighting position, her fists up by her face to block any
attack.


"Officer
Gorski, stand down," Captain Burch ordered as he stepped between Xochitl
and his subordinate.


Immediately,
the policeman stood at ease, and Burch turned his attention to Xochitl.


Xochi
hesitated for a moment, then followed suit — slowly rising from her
crouched stance. Burch eyed her up and down.


"You
were Officer Lowell's CI," Burch said. "I remember you now. You
turned your gangbanger boyfriend in."


Unsure
of where he was going, Xochitl replied, "He had it coming."


"Oh,
I'm sure he did." Burch chuckled. "Xochitl, right?" Xochi
nodded. "Remind me not to get on your bad side."


For
a moment, Xochitl's spirits lifted. She could feel the weight of the past few
weeks rolling off her shoulders.


"Captain,
I really need to get in to see Lucy...I mean, Officer Lowell."


"I'm
sorry, Xochitl." Burch placed his hand on her shoulder. "Officer
Lowell took a leave of absence. She's not here anymore."


Just
like that, Xochitl felt her world collapse in on her.


¡Carajo!
What am I gonna do now? I've got to find Miguel.


"I
could maybe get a message to her," Burch said.


"Oh
my God, really?" Xochi felt on the verge of tears.


"I
can't promise anything, but I'll try," Burch amended.


Xochitl
scrambled through her bag to find the pen and Officer Lowell's business card,
before scratching out a quick note.


Miguel's missing. Going back to the


neighborhood. I think Memo's got him.


Need backup. YOU OWE ME. — X


She
handed the card to Captain Burch. "Thank you so much."


Without
warning something whizzed by Xochitl's head, just missing the captain.


"¡Híjole!
They're throwing shit now?" Xochi had to duck again as a shoe flew past
her.


Burch
pushed Xochitl to the pavement and yelled through his bullhorn, "Disperse
now, or be fired upon!" But the crowd continued to push and throw objects
at the line of officers.


Officer
Gorski slammed himself down onto the steps to avoid being hit by a glass soda
bottle.


"On
your feet, Gorski!" Burch yelled. "Fire a warning shot. Rubber
bullets only."


Gorski
pushed himself up, his legs wobbling. His hands trembled as he unstrapped his
37 mm gas gun and loaded a round in the chamber.


Looks like Papa's shotgun, except for the
crazy big barrel. Man, I miss that
gun. Papa taught me to shoot with that gun.


Gorski
fired a warning shot. The random thoughts dropped away and instinct took over. Xochitl
ducked and covered her head with her hands.


It
was chaos. People everywhere were scrambling for cover and dropping to the
ground.


I'm
in a full-blown riot. Awesome.


Captain
Burch signaled for the riot police to begin their advance on the crowd. They
pushed their way toward the back of the mob, subduing protestors in their path.
Each line of advance seemed to extinguish the riot's flame.


Might just make it outta here in one
piece.


From
somewhere in the back of the mob someone screamed, "WEREBEAST!"


Xochi
looked up from the cold steps where she was huddled to see a massive wave of
people rushing toward the police line, breaking it easily.


"¡Hijo de puta!" she cried.


Parting
the tsunami of protestors, a giant Werebeast tore through bodies, using its long,
muscular legs to close the gap between it and the station.


Xochitl
rolled to her side and stumbled to her feet.


Captain
Burch barked orders to his officers, "Fall back! Open fire! Do not let it
get inside!"


Horrified,
Xochitl couldn't believe her eyes.


That
thing's gotta be close to seven feet!


Its
eyes were like the glowing embers of a fire and wild with rage. It roared and
howled as it ripped apart the fleeing people.


This
is a nightmare. I gotta get the hell out of here or die.


But
she couldn't move. She was petrified with fear.


Racing
for cover, the riot police swarmed back up into their building, leaving the
crowd to fend for themselves. The pop of erratic gunfire pierced through the
tormented cries of the monster's victims.


¡Carajo!
Either that Werebeast thing eats me or I get riddled with bullets. What do I
do?


Someone
shouted, "Move your ass! NOW!" She realized with a jolt, she was the
one yelling. Regaining her wits, she kicked off her pumps and began to run. She
didn't care what direction she was headed so long as she got as far away from
the Beast as she could.


After
she'd put enough distance between her and the police station, Xochitl came to a
stop and doubled over. She hadn't run that fast since anchoring the relay team
at school.


"¡Híjole!
I'm out of shape." She panted and looked down at her feet. She'd forgotten
she'd run barefoot the whole way. "Crap, I guess I owe Jess a new pair of
shoes." Xochi examined the bottom of her feet; they were scraped up but
okay.


Across
the street a giant pagoda-shaped building, adorned with
red and gold spires, glinted in the midday sun.


Looks like a temple out of one of those
Hong Kong, chop sake movies me and Miguel used to watch.


"Chinatown...huh."
Xochitl rubbed her dirty hands on her skirt. "Well, at least I can get
some good food."


Feeling
her sore feet now, she hobbled to a nearby restaurant advertising Lunch
Buffet $5.99 in the window.


Xochi
knew she had to return to the one place she should never go — home.


But
before that, one last meal?
















Chapter 9




The California
Wildlife Service is charged with the alleviation of damage and other problems
caused by or related to the presence of Ferals and Werebeasts in the Santa
Monica Mountains. The purpose of this Environmental Assessment is to analyze
the effects of Feral and Werebeast activity. Ferals and Werebeasts are
non-indigenous wildlife who have recently claimed habitats designated for
coyotes, wild dogs and foxes. The impact of Feral and Werebeast predation on
livestock and human population and the frequency and number of slayings force
the conclusion that a need exists for effective reduction of predation
associated with Ferals and Werebeasts. The California Wildlife Service suggests
immediate culling and stricter controls moving ahead.


-thesis of the California
Wildlife Service Environmental Assessment for the Management of Ferals and
Werebeasts in the Santa Monica Mountains


Lucy
sized up Bob Tanner. A man clearly used to being in charge, Xochi's friend
struggled for composure; he kept looking back at his wife.


"Simon
Kwan and John Rollins are my guys," Bob said. "They know Travis well.
They know the area." He held out a hand to stop an Asian man carrying a
tranquilizer rifle from rushing toward him. "Simon, go inside and get
another one for Lucy." Bob looked at Xochitl. "Why don't you keep
your shotgun, kiddo. Just in case."


Xochitl
looked ill, and she nodded in silent acquiescence. Lucy knew what hung in the
air between them. Bob would never be able to shoot his own son, but if worse
came to worst, he counted on Xochitl to take necessary measures. Lucy wondered
if Bob really saw Xochitl, or if in some way he saw Xochi's dad when he looked
at her. Xochitl seemed to shoulder her father's legacy with singular
adroitness.


In
less than a minute, Bob's man returned with two tranquilizer rifles. Lucy
figured the mansion had an armory directly inside of the front entrance.


"Rollins
went ahead, Bob." The man inclined his head toward Lucy and Xochitl. "Simon,"
Simon Kwan said by way of introduction and planted himself next to Bob.


A
white SUV pulled into the driveway. A young woman with blond curls jumped out
and wrapped her arms around Helen.


"Lizzy's
here." Bob gave a curt nod. "Sometimes I think my daughter is the
only one able to keep Helen balanced," he said diplomatically, sounding
lost. He hurried in the direction of Helen and Lizzy.


Watching
mother and daughter hugging and crying together made Lucy feel an empty chasm
open up in her chest. Sadness pounded through her, and she became almost too
focused on her own heartbeat. But instead of giving in to the fixation, she
straightened her shoulders and turned away from Bob and his family.


Simon
Kwan was taller than Lucy and looked like he spent most of his waking hours in
the gym. He wore obligatory security blacks, including a nylon Tanner &
Associates windbreaker.


Simon
handed Lucy a tranquilizer rifle matching his own and pointed to the side gate
leading from the mansion's backyard to a private road winding up a terraced
hill.


"Where
does that road go?" Lucy asked while following him along the side of the
house. She was curious to why Simon beelined toward the gate without even
looking around first.


"Kid
likes to go up to the helicopter pad. Used to skate up there before..."
Simon paused briefly, considering his words. "When he gets out, that's
where we usually find him."


Lucy
and Xochitl exchanged sharp looks, neither liking the notion of Travis "getting
out" with frequency.


"We
wanted to ask Bob to put a tracker on Travis, but Helen won't have it. Truth,
Travis has nearly escaped the property a few times." Simon shrugged. "Bob's
the man, but Helen's the boss. And she doesn't see things real clear when it
comes to the kid."


They
wound through the resort-like backyard and around a stunning lagoon; it had to
be the largest pool Lucy had ever seen or imagined. A waterfall splashed from a
high outcropping, drawing a curtain of water in front of what looked to Lucy
like a long bar with in-water stools.


"Fancy,"
Xochitl said.


"Wouldn't
he hide in there?" Lucy asked Simon.


The
man shook his head. "He hates water more than lightning." Lucy took
in that tidbit of information.


"There
are the tracks!" Lucy pointed to several large impressions where the lawn
was soft with mud. They led to the other end of the yard. "Look, he didn't
go toward the gate. He went that way!"


Ahead,
tall pines reached for the sky. The early evening sun touched the tips of the
trees as it started its downward descent into the west. Through the pines and
over a very high, ornate fence lay the vast canyon.


"If
Travis were to cross the canyon, where would he end up?" Lucy asked and
pushed past the pines. "The fence isn't electric, is it?"


"No,"
Simon answered. "We'd talked about that, but..." He looked across the
hilly canyon. "Las Virgenes Road is due west, if he makes it that far."


"Wait,
are we right across from the Bark Park?" Lucy asked, remembering a dog
adoption she had once worked with Gabe in a beautiful dog park next to Las
Virgenes Middle School.


Simon
nodded.


"Could
Travis be heading there?" Lucy pried.


Simon
instantly looked guilty.


"Did
you pendejos take him to the park?" Xochitl snapped, just in time for a
tall man wearing another black Tanner & Associates jacket to arrive
by the fence. He carried a massive tranquilizer gun with a CO2 cylinder and a
pressure gauge.


Momentarily,
Lucy experienced dart projector envy.


"He's
just a kid," the man, obviously John Rollins, said with what sounded to
Lucy like a South African accent. He turned to Simon, clearly upset. "Not
at the helipad. Tracks lead—"


"Into
the canyon," Lucy finished his sentence. "We're wasting time."


Simon
Kwan and John Rollins cared about Travis, Lucy was sure of it, and not just
because it was their job. When speaking about Travis, they both had the same
fierce protectiveness and quiet desperation she had noted in Bob.


The
two men guided her and Xochitl through the fire clearance gate at the back of
Bob's property. They scrambled down a well-worn footpath into the heart of the
canyon.


"We
used to take Travis out on jogs. When he was himself, he'd have all this
energy," Rollins spoke slowly and with a tight jaw. Lucy didn't say
anything but heard Xochitl curse softly under her breath.


"He
had better control, when he worked out and was tired," Simon added by way
of explanation.


The
golden hour was settling in all around, creating a play of shadows and light
that turned the brush and skeletal trees into unpredictable obstacles.


Lucy
tripped a few times on the way down, scratching her palms and scuffing her
knees. Xochitl seemed to fare much better, mostly because Simon had taken on
the job of steadying her descent.


Rollins
took out a high-power flashlight, which would help them follow the rough path
as everything around them grew darker.


"Let's
not get separated," Lucy said.


"Hey,
Simon?" Xochitl asked in a flirty tone. "Do you have another
flashlight?" Simon, caught like a fish on a hook, couldn't fulfill her
wishes fast enough. He dug through his pack and came up with a small LED
flashlight.


"Oh,
tiny monster," Xochitl cooed at the powerful spotlight brightening the
way. "Give it to Lucy." Xochitl cut the cute act as abruptly as it
had started.


Lucy
watched as Simon stood dumbfounded by Xochitl's fluid change from natural
flirty charm to hard-as-nails brusqueness.


"She's
a mix between Shakira and Tommy Lee Jones," Lucy said, accepting the
flashlight from Simon. "Don't take it personally."


"My
ass!" Xochitl hissed, tapped the flashlight app on her phone and directed
the beam right into Lucy's eyes. "Serves you right," she said when
Lucy yelped.


"If
you are done playing," Rollins said, "we have a decision to make."
He pointed to a hill.


"This
is where we usually turn around on our runs," Simon supplied.


"So,
question is," Lucy jumped in, "will Travis continue west into
unfamiliar territory or will he double back home?"


"Why
don't you guys spill about the trips to the dog park before we go any farther,"
Xochitl said, digging the granola bar from her vest pocket. She broke off a
piece and handed it to Lucy.


"The
last six months were hard," Rollins spoke quietly, as if he were afraid
Bob could hear him through the canyon. "Bob wasn't around a lot, and Helen
was on a Valium vacation half the time."


"The
kid wanted to be around others like him," Simon went on. "My niece
Jae turned Hound a while back. My aunt takes her to the Silver Lake dog park.
It's closest to Koreatown. Jae got more docile being around other Hounds."


"We
thought it would help Travis too, so I checked out the Bark Park After Dark
program," Rollins said. "They allow Hounds and their owners to use
the park after sunset."


"But
Travis isn't a Hound," Xochitl interjected.


"Hound,
Feral, Beast, whatever. We used to take him when he wasn't turned," Rollins
cut in. "We thought if the kid could be around others of his kind...It
would be fun for him. And it was."


"He
made some buddies. The Hounds loved being around him in his human shape," Simon
continued unapologetically. "Even had a little girlfriend that would come
to the park out from the canyon. She didn't belong to anyone. A stray. We
called her Marley."


"About
a week ago, Marley stopped showing up at the park. That's when it got harder to
keep Travis human. And when he was human, all he could talk about was finding
her. He said he wanted to go live in the canyon. Helen had a meltdown. That's how
come he turned and tore through the cage tonight."


"That's
just great." Xochitl was close to losing her temper. "Beast-eo and
Feralet by William Fucking Shakespeare."


"You
guys have to fess up to Bob when we get back with the kid," Lucy said more
calmly than she felt.


They
had been standing around in the ravine long enough for the sun to set, leaving
only the faintest glow to see by.


The
temperature dropped without warning, and a cold breeze cut through Lucy's
clothes. She zipped up her bomber jacket.


The
sounds of evening had given to night, exchanging bird song for the distant
hooting of owls, and the rustling of the occasional lizard for the sharp flap
of little bat wings.


Scrambling
over the crest of the hill in front of them, a large figure came into view.
Xochitl spotted it first and pointed up vigorously.


"Travis,"
Rollins whispered.


The
shape rose to its full height, which was considerable, stretched its massive
arms to the sky and let out a bone-chilling howl.


Guns
at the ready, Lucy, Xochitl, Rollins and Simon spread out, forming a semicircle
at the base of the hill.


Before
they could make a move toward Travis, however, a female figure appeared at the
crest.


Her
ghostly silhouette positioned itself next to Travis in his Werebeast form. The
figure looked diminutive and very thin — female. In the moonlight, her long tresses shone like silver. She used
her elongated fingers to gather the unruly hair and fasten it in a ponytail.
The gesture struck Lucy as entirely human.


"That's
the Feral girlfriend," Rollins whispered. "Marley."


Marley
shuddered and reached out to steady herself against Travis.


"Move!"
Xochitl poked Lucy in the back, taking one hand off her shotgun.


"Travis,"
Lucy called. "Come!" She still had her rifle slung over her shoulder,
trusting Simon and Rollins to use their tranquilizers on Travis if necessary.


Travis
responded to Lucy's voice and took a few steps down toward her. Lucy started climbing
up the hill to get closer.


"Marley,"
she tried. "Come here. Good girl."


The
small Feral rocked back and forth, as if deciding, then spun and ran back down
the other side of the hill.


Travis
took his cue from Marley and sprinted after her, away from Lucy and the path
back to Bob's house.


"After
them," Simon called out. The man was an impressive runner, and even going
uphill, he passed Lucy easily despite her small lead.


Rollins and Xochitl scrambled behind them.
Glancing back, Lucy saw Xochitl give up on the shotgun, sling it back in place,
and point her cell phone flashlight toward the escaping kids.


At
the crest, Lucy directed her impressive new spotlight over the small vale on
the other side of the hill. She could see Travis and Marley ducking in and out
of the dense high brush.


"We're
going to lose them." Rollins prepared to shoot from his vantage, but abandoned
the idea, apparently knowing he didn't have the range.


"Banzai!"
Lucy shouted and tore ahead. Lucy's only thought was to get close enough to
Travis so that he could hear her command. She made it down the hill at a full
run, miraculously staying on her feet.


Xochitl,
who followed with berserk enthusiasm, wasn't so lucky. She face-planted into
some bushes at the bottom of the hill, but bounced back up admirably, never
dropping her cell phone.


"I'm
okay," Xochi called to Lucy who had stopped to help. Xochitl slapped the
dirt off her face, obviously frustrated with herself. "Keep going!"


Lucy
ignored the scratches delivered to her by the shrubs and small trees. Thorns
and burrs buried themselves into her skin and attached themselves to her
clothes. Heedlessly ignoring the blood trickling from the side of her face, she
forced the run after Travis and Marley. The kids were fast, but Lucy wouldn't
let up, gaining speed even as her lungs burned and her muscles screamed with
pain.


The
light of the gibbous moon mitigated the now total darkness, allowing Lucy to
make out shapes well enough to keep herself from running head first into the
occasional tree. She ran almost blindly toward the kids, hoping to get to them
before they reached the next hill.


She
could hear the others crashing through the vegetation on either side.


Lucy
pushed herself through particularly dense bushes to arrive in a shallow dry
creek bed. She'd made it nearly across the vale to the rise of the next
collection of small hills.


Ahead,
she saw movement and pointed the powerful LED light in that direction. Barely
catching the flash of Marley's silver blond hair, Lucy could see her disappear
into a small cave opening hidden by thin trees.


Lucy
let out a sharp whistle to alert Xochitl and the guys to her location. She knew
the Weres could smell her coming, so she made no attempt to sneak up on them.


Making
her way across the rocks to the cave entrance, she heard small whines coming
from inside the cave and, without taking further precautions, flashed her light
into the mouth of the cave.


Before
her, Travis, still in Were form, knelt next to Marley who lay prone on the cave
floor. He gently placed both of his giant paws on her back and let out a
mournful howl. His cry echoed through the night.


Lucy
stepped closer, almost certain Travis would allow her to approach. "Steady,
boy," she whispered. "It's okay."


Travis
turned his lupine head and looked at her. Lucy saw confusion, pain and fear in
his glowing green eyes. They reminded her of Gabe's amber Were eyes, pleading
for help without uttering a word.


"Let
me look, Travis." Lucy set her flashlight on a rock, scooted in next to
the Were and rolled Marley over on her back.


Marley
was so thin as to be nearly skeletal. The bones in her face protruded sharply,
making the young girl look ancient. Her long silver hair, which had appeared
luminous in the darkness, looked brittle and thin. It was her skin, however,
that made Lucy nearly jump to her feet and run out of the cave. Where the girl's
skin wasn't covered by clothes, Lucy saw an assortment of open sores and sparse
hair patches. Crusted wounds bulged with infection, and brown scabs seeped glistening
liquid. Lucy reached into her utility belt to grab a small flask of water for
the girl.


"¡Híjole!"
Xochitl stumbled into the cave, followed closely by Simon and Rollins.


Startled,
Travis reared back and let out a deafening roar. Realizing how stupidly close
she had let herself get to the Werebeast, Lucy snatched a can from her utility
belt, aimed, and pressed down on the top for all she was worth. Fortunately,
the opening was pointed right at Travis' eyes, and he got a full blast of
industrial strength bear repellent square in the face. He screamed in pain and
reeled backwards. Lucy scrambled away from him, but the edge of one of his
claws still caught her thigh. She lurched away from Travis, pain exploding
through her body, and fell to the ground unable to catch herself. Her head
smacked against a rock, leaving her instantly disoriented.


She
heard Travis rage on and felt the ground vibrate. A loud crack sounded through
the cave, and Lucy painfully rolled onto her back to see Travis stand over her
with a tranquilizer dart sticking out of his chest. He swayed for a moment,
shook himself and jerked forward. Lucy flattened herself against the cave wall,
trying to get out of the way. With only a slight popping sound, a second dart,
marked with a red band, appeared in Travis' neck. He went down like a felled
tree.


"Did
you have to use the elephant tranquilizer, you stupid son of a bitch!"
Simon shouted at Rollins and shoved the man against the cave mouth. "That
could kill him!"


Rollins
did nothing to defend himself, just dropped the CO2 rifle to his side and hung
his head. Simon stopped short and stepped out of the cave into the darkness,
kicking rocks by the sound of it.


Xochitl
helped Lucy sit up and examined the wound on Lucy's leg. "Doesn't look too
bad. Bet it hurts like a mother though." She took a length of bandage from
Lucy's utility belt and wound it around the deep scratch.


"Bob
owes me a new pair of pants," Lucy said, wincing when Xochitl tied off the
bandage.


Travis
lay out cold where he'd fallen. Rollins stood over him, watching his breathing.
"It's Azaperone mixed with Etorphine, veterinary strength." Rollins
sounded like he was talking to himself. "He should be out for a while."


"Thanks
and all." Lucy pulled herself to her feet, and leaned on Xochitl's
shoulder. "But how're we gonna get him outta here now? Are you two gonna
carry him back to the house?"


"Helicopter,"
Rollins said in a matter-of-fact tone. "I'll go radio the house." He
stepped outside.


"So,
what's goin' on with the Were girl?" Xochitl gingerly stepped around
Travis and got her first glimpse of Marley.


"¡Ay carajo!" She
shrank back involuntarily.


"Those
are the symptoms of mange," Lucy said, hobbling over to Xochitl. "The
worst case of mange I've ever seen."


"She's
hardly breathing," Xochitl said, trying to lean in and listen without
touching the girl.


Squatting
back down painfully, Lucy finally took the water from her utility belt and
poured a little onto Marley's mouth. The girl's eyes flew open, the warm
chocolate brown of her irises having turned glassy, her pupils unfocused. A
rattle ran through her chest, and her breathing became more labored.


"She's
dying," Lucy said to Xochitl, who bit her lip.


"And
she's suffering." Xochitl swung the rifle back into her grip.


Lucy
hated herself more than she thought possible.


"We
don't know what she has, but...We can't leave her like this, and we can't take
her with us," Xochitl said tonelessly. They turned from Marley and joined
Simon and Rollins outside.


It
took Simon and Rollins a few tries to hoist Travis from the cave. They
completed their task stoically, speaking neither to Lucy and Xochitl nor to
each other.


When
the helicopter appeared in the sky, it didn't take the two men long to expertly
strap Travis into the medevac basket and have him lifted to safety. Rollins and
Simon followed Travis, leaving Lucy to struggle up the rope ladder by herself.
Her leg wouldn't require a doctor, she thought, but it slowed her down and made
climbing awkward. Xochitl stayed on the ground until Lucy was safe in the
helicopter.


Rollins
looked down at Xochitl returning to the cave and signaled the pilot to wait.


Lucy couldn't hear the shot over the
whirring of the blades, but when Xochitl climbed into the helicopter, Lucy
could tell by her face that she'd done what had to be done. Xochitl closed her
eyes and remained silent until they landed back at Bob's helipad.


*


Forty-five
minutes later, Xochitl sat on the front steps of Bob's home, scratching
uncontrollably at the rash that was spreading down her arm.


"Pinche,
poison oak! How come you can fall into the same pinche bush I did and not get
infected?" Xochitl asked Lucy who was sitting on the cement, leaning her
head against Bob's Humvee.


"Just
lucky, I guess." Lucy winced and tugged her sweatpants away from her field
dressing. Xochitl knew all too well how much the gash on her leg hurt.


Xochitl
leaned toward Lucy and whispered, "Do you think this's gonna work?"


"No."
Lucy sighed.


They
were both dog-tired, and all Xochi wanted was to drink a beer while bathing in
a tub of oatmeal to stop the itching that was getting worse by the minute. But
instead they were headed for San Pedro in the hopes that Travis would be safe
on some mythical werewolf island. "Sometimes I wonder about my life."


"Me
too," Lucy agreed as she awkwardly heaved herself up from the ground. "Come
on. Let's get this over with."


Xochitl
got up slowly, her muscles aching from hunting Travis. Scratching her neck, she
put an arm around Lucy and helped her limp toward El Gallo.


Simon
and Rollins had finished latching the fifteen-foot, reinforced steel horse
trailer to Xochitl's Toronado. She had been nervous about hooking something so
big up to El Gallo, but they assured her the car would be just fine.


Right.
But you're not the ones hauling a sedated Werebeast in a tin box, attached to a
classic muscle car that only gets ten miles a gallon, to an illicit Were
handoff.


"All
set?" Lucy asked as she and Xochitl approached Bob's men.


"You're
good to go," Simon replied.


Xochitl
opened the passenger door. Lucy plopped down on the front seat and stretched
her legs out in front of her.


"Bob's
coming." Lucy nodded toward the house.


Bob
approached carrying his trademark black duffel bag.


"Is
Helen okay?" Lucy asked.


"She's
resting now," Bob replied. "The tranquilizers kicked in."


"Oh,
good," Lucy said, wincing as she shifted her weight. "She should get
some sleep."


"We
should all get some sleep," Xochitl muttered, the incessant itching making
her grumpy.


"Xoch."
Lucy shot Xochitl an irritated look.


"Sorry,
Bob," Xochitl said. "I'm cranky."


"That's
okay." Bob gave Xochitl a tired smile and handed her the bag. "Here."


"¡Híjole!
What'd you got in here, rocks?" Xochi inspected the duffel. It was stuffed
with stacks of cash. "Holy shit!"


"That
should get him across," Bob said.


Xochitl
zipped up the bag and handed it off to Lucy.


"You
take care of my boy, kiddo." Bob choked back tears. 


"I
will." Xochi hugged Bob tight.


"Okay,
enough of that." Bob pulled away. "One more thing, girls." He
nodded to Lucy. "There's been some chatter about you. Lots of interest in
The Werewolf Whisperer by government types."


Xochitl
halted mid-scratch and eyed Lucy. Lucy just shrugged with indifference.


"In
my experience," Bob continued, "governments have a tendency to fear a
power they don't understand and can't control." He placed his hand atop
Xochitl's and stared at her with haunted eyes. "Watch your six."


"Okay,
Bob." Lucy raked her hand through her hair. "We'll be careful."


Xochitl
waited for Lucy to pull her legs inside the car before closing the door. She
walked around the front of her Toronado and, pausing by the driver's side,
mouthed, "I will."


Bob
nodded.


Xochitl
cranked the ignition, and El Gallo roared to life.


"Ready?"
Lucy tossed the duffel of money in the back seat.


Xochitl
pulled forward slowly, feeling the weight of the rig tugging at El Gallo. "This's
gonna take forever."
















Chapter 10




...This
is an Emergency Alert for L.A. County, Riverside County and San Bernardino
County...


The
Wereflu riots that began several days ago at the Metropolitan police station in
Downtown Los Angeles have finally been quelled. Arrests have been made. Police
urge citizens to stay indoors and shelter in place until sunrise.


...This
is an Emergency Alert for L.A. County, Riverside County and San Bernardino
County...


23
months ago


Lucy
drove the two and a half hours from Empyrean to L.A. on autopilot. She wondered
what her reception at the station would look like.


When
she'd called in to the station, Captain Burch had been short and cryptic. "Just
get your ass back in here, Lowell. We'll sort it out," he'd said and hung
up on her.


Approaching
her exit, Lucy spotted the tall art deco building of the Los Angeles Street
Metropolitan Division whose grey stone contrasted the modern L.A. skyline. Lucy
sped past the Cathedral of Our Lady of the Angels, took the North Spring exit
and followed the one-way street to West 4th. Curiously, cones narrowed the road
before she could make the turn into the underground parking garage.


Two
guards carrying M16s and dressed in army fatigues halted her as she pulled in.
They stared at her in silence.


Lucy
rolled to a stop and hit the button that lowered both her Jeep's driver and
passenger windows. The guards positioned themselves on either side. Lucy sensed
they needed very little encouragement to grow very unpleasant very quickly.


"Officer
Lucy Lowell. Here at Captain Burch's request." Lucy kept her voice even
and direct.


The
man clenched his jaw as he looked over Lucy's badge and ID. A short call on the
walkie confirmed her clearance.


"Pull
forward. Park on level five. Get your green pass at the desk." The soldier
gave her a curt nod.


Lucy
had to pass a few security checkpoints on her way to the elevator. She clocked
the unusual buzz of activity throughout the building and noted many officers
she didn't recognize. Lucy couldn't help but notice the presence of men and
women in military fatigues. She decided to forgo a stop at the ACTF desks in
the basement and headed upstairs to hash things out with Burch directly.


Burch
stood in the door of his office and loudly addressed someone. An unfamiliar voice
bellowed in response to Burch, and Burch turned as if to storm out of his
office. He stopped himself when he spotted Lucy. His eyes flew to a desk in the
corner, but he remained silent, turned around and took a firm step back into
his office. Deliberately, Burch shut the door.


Lucy
walked to the corner desk, nodding a greeting to several fellow officers who
were gathering around a large board by the window. Lucy slid into the chair and
turned on the computer. The Lady and the Tramp screen saver Gabe had
loaded as a joke flashed on.


What's
my computer doing up here?


Lucy
noticed the contents of the boxes at her feet, all personal items that had
decorated the walls of her ACTF cubicle. There were pictures of dogs and
newspaper clippings from past cases, both successes and failures. Lucy
remembered each one of them vividly.


Who
packed up my stuff?


"Hey,
Dawn," she called over to the nearest desk where her ACTF teammate was
engrossed in a phone conversation. "What's going on with our ACTF space?
Where's Lieutenant Heckman?"


"Just
a minute." Dawn pressed a button on her phone. "Heckman's on leave.
Something happened to her husband. McNeal and Tolbert are assisting the
National Guard for the duration of the crisis." She shrugged her
shoulders. "Sorry. Talk to Burch." She mouthed the last part, looked
around and went back to her call.


What
now?


Lucy
had to remind herself to close her mouth. She slowly turned her chair away from
Dawn. Glancing at her keyboard, Lucy noticed the edge of a paper sticking out
from underneath.


Whoever
brought my stuff here left a message. Burch?


She
slid the small note into the open, reading the hurried scrawl with growing
trepidation.


Miguel's
missing. Going back to the


neighborhood.
I think Memo's got him.


Need
backup. YOU OWE ME. — X


Lucy
shoved Xochitl's note into her back pocket. She looked around the room for the
other members of the Animal Cruelty Task Force but saw only military personnel
busying themselves at desks. Instead of returning to Burch, she walked to the
group of officers gathered around the big board. Sergeant Hawkins, a lean man
in his fifties and a respected veteran of the force, held his yellow notepad and
pointed to various photos tacked to the corkboard.


"We
haven't been able to handle the volume of missing persons calls for a few weeks
now. Other divisions are in the same boat. Word from above is to shut down
searches. The people in our neighborhoods are calling it "levantón"
— a mass kidnapping. Some of the kidnappers seem to pose as police, so
people are beside themselves, especially the moms. I call on anyone willing and
able to dedicate their time off to pursuing these leads. Our folks are
desperate and see the police as helpless. Are we defending our neighborhoods or
not?" Sergeant Hawkins looked into the faces of the officers surrounding
him.


"Upstairs
is telling us what we can't do. I'm telling you what we can do." He looked
back down at his notepad. "That's all, you guys. Get out there. And don't
give big brother any lip."


Lucy
moved forward to speak to Hawkins, but her eyes stopped on the missing persons
board. A few of the photos looked very familiar. She noticed Hawkins turn away
from her but didn't care when he left without a word.


The
gap-toothed face of Flaco, the East Los Locos teen from the pit bull raid,
grinned back at her from his mug shot.


That
little shit took a shot at Gabe. How's he missing and not in jail?


"Karin."
Lucy stopped a plainclothes detective from heading back to her desk. "Isn't
that Manny, El Gallo's little bitch lookout?" She pointed to another mug shot
on the wall.


Karin
Snyder nodded grimly. She crossed her arms and studied the board as Lucy
pointed to a number of photos.


"And
that's Guapa Agueda, the tranny street walker. And that's his sister Yasmina,
Tuti's girl."


The
detective stepped closer, suddenly interested.


"Hell,
that's Lenore from the Cabra Blanca food truck. Eddie's daughter." Lucy
scanned the photos rapidly. "These missing kids are all from Los Locos
territory."


Karin
tightened her blond ponytail, while deliberately stepping closer to the picture
wall. "Tell Burch, Luce," Karin said quietly. "On the QT. Don't
tell anyone else. I'll meet you in the break room in five. I've got a prozzy to
process."


Karin
waved to a slip of a girl handcuffed to a desk. The girl looked young and
scared under her layers of caked on drugstore makeup. She pulled a ratty
burgundy lace coat around her and twisted her frizzy bleached out hair with her
free hand.


Detective
Snyder liked to "scare them straight," as if this child could have
thought of another way to survive in the neighborhood if her life depended on
it, which of course it did. Karin Snyder's tough, Master's in Criminal Psychology
methods would do nothing to help this girl.


Karin
walked away, leaving Lucy irked. She loathed the oblique machinations of any
political machine, and saw how her usually straightforward department had
turned into a place of whispers and hidden agendas. Karin was mostly misguided,
but she'd never been surreptitious.


How
does that happen so fast? What's wrong with these people?


Lucy
headed to Burch's office and knocked despite the loud voices that still rang
from inside.


"Come
in!" the two voices barked in unison.


"Hey,
boss. Got a minute?" Lucy stuck her head through the door and smiled at
Burch.


Burch
and a man in fatigues stood across from each other as if they'd been about to
come to blows. Both turned to face Lucy.


"This
Lowell?" The other man glowered at Burch. Lucy recognized his golden oak
leaf as that of an army major.


"Officer
Lucy Lowell, reporting for duty, sir." Lucy stood tall and met the major's
penetrating look.


"Can
you give me one good reason I shouldn't kick your ass out on the curb for the
stunt you pulled in Echo Park?" The major looked Lucy up and down.


"Disgraceful,
leaving your fellow officers in the lurch while you run home to your momma. You
were ordered to stay in town."


Lucy
didn't flinch. She turned her head and looked at Burch with a raised eyebrow.


"I
was sus—" Lucy said, but Burch cut her off.


"Major
Rice is in charge now, Lucy." Burch spat the words out as if they were
thumbtacks caught in his mouth.


"I
know how we can bring in Memo Morales." Lucy flung the statement out to
Rice. "I think we can go into the neighborhood and get cooperation now. I
think his people will want to talk to us. They're scared."


"The
investigation of Guillermo Morales has been halted." Rice trumped her
challenge.


"All
investigations have been halted." Burch's shoulders slumped. "We are
here to assist the National Guard in quelling the violence due to...due to..."


"The
Wereflu riots," Major Rice finished Burch's sentence. "All you need
to know is that we are all that stands between the citizens of Los Angeles and
chaos. All other concerns are above your pay grade."


"Lowell,
you are assigned to the Catchers Unit as of right now," Rice continued. "The
ACTF has been suspended until further notice. And believe me, if I didn't need
bodies, I would terminate you. You are a coward and a troublemaker." Rice
turned back to his desk.


Lucy
felt like she had been kicked in the stomach.


Screams
from the outer office took her attention before she could respond and sent all
three of them running toward the tumult.


In
the middle of the room, closed in by men and women with guns drawn, a
fur-covered Beast girl in stretch burgundy lace held Karin Snyder up by the
shoulder at an awkward angle. Still alive but bleeding from deep scratch wounds
to her stomach, Karin screamed and screamed from a torn face. The Werebeast
drew her close, jaws unhinging for a fatal bite.


"Stop!
Drop it!" Lucy yelled and jumped into the center of the room.


The
Beast cocked her head, flinging her curly, white blond mane to the side —
revealing perfect wolf ears. She raised Karin higher while staring directly at
Lucy. The Beast girl's eyes gleamed a fierce yellow. Then she let go of Karin
as if in an act of defiance. Karin's body dropped on the floor, and she let out
a groan before passing out.


"Down."
Lucy pointed to the floor.


The
Werebeast complied reluctantly, whining and snarling while scooting down on her
belly and stretching out her arms. She still wore the handcuffs Karin had put
on her right wrist earlier, but the chain had snapped when she'd torn free from
the desk, and the cuffs themselves had cracked from the force of the
transformation.


Rice
gaped at Lucy — his bluster and confidence gone.


"Well,
I'll be damned," Rice said. "Lowell, get that thing locked up."
He paused for a second, considering his options.


Burch
stepped close to him. "Major Rice, sir, I believe you now understand the
scope of Officer Lowell's value to this department. I have recommendations I
think you should consider. We face a threat none of us understand. She can
control these people. You can't, but she can."


Rice
breathed with forced calm, and he studied Lucy with interest. "Burch, help
her...with...whatever she needs. Dismissed, both of you."


Rice
turned to the onlookers. "Officer Ramos, my office. I have a report to
prepare."


Lucy
shot Ignacio Ramos a quick wink as he passed her to follow Rice. She'd need to
know what was in that incident report and to whom Rice was sending it.


*


Xochitl
groaned through her gag as she squeezed her eyes, attempting to open them. The
throbbing in the back of her skull intensified with each tiny movement. She was
hog-tied and, judging from the smell of oil and the cramped space, stuffed in
the trunk of a car.


Shit.


Outside,
she heard the muffled sounds of scratching — like shoes scuffling across gravel.


Someone's
coming.


Xochitl
held her breath, afraid to make a sound.


The
trunk squeaked open a crack. A sliver of light pierced the darkness. Xochitl
could make out three male forms.


"Put
her in the cage."


Xochitl
immediately recognized the voice.


Memo.


The
door rose all the way, flooding the trunk with sunlight. Xochitl squinted up to
see Tuti, one of Memo's more sadistic henchmen, staring down at her.


"We're
gonna have some fun, little güera."Tuti grinned, his fist cocking back.


Xochitl
struggled to scream through her gag. Then all was dark.
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"¡Ay
carajo, pendejo! Quit honking!" Xochitl flipped the bird to a car crawling
past her window. It blared its horn as it slowly crested the Sepulveda Pass.


"I
can't go any faster!" She looked down at the speedometer on El Gallo's
instrument panel. "¡Híjole! We're barely going over ten miles an hour!"


"Jeez!"
Lucy jolted upright.


"I
thought you were resting." Xochitl glanced at her partner.


"How
can I when you've been shouting for the past hour?" Lucy shifted in her
seat and drew in a quick breath.


"Sorry.
But man, if it's not the giant rig slowing us down," Xochitl looked up
into the rearview mirror to check on the fifteen-foot trailer rattling behind
the Toronado, "it's the bumper-to-bumper traffic." She yelled at the
cars in front of her. "It's past nine at night. Where are all you people going?
Don't you have homes?"


"Construction."
Lucy yawned.


"But
I checked," Xochitl whined. "Why does Caltrans bother having a
closure website, if they don't update the pinche thing?"


El
Gallo inched over the ridge of the 405 Freeway. Stationed on the shoulder,
bright work lights illuminated orange dumpster trucks and construction workers
wearing reflective jackets and hard hats.


"Wasn't
this freeway 'improvement' supposed to be finished years ago?" Xochitl
grumbled.


"That's
what they promised," Lucy replied.


"At
this rate, it'll be sunrise before we get to San Pedro." Xochitl rested
her elbow on the edge of the driver side door and leaned her head on her hand. "We're
not gonna make our window."


"I'd
better call Hanna." Lucy dug out her phone from her bomber jacket. "Give
her an update."


"¡Oye,
pendejo! Move!" Xochitl laid on the horn.


"Xoch."
Lucy lightly shoved Xochitl's arm and turned on the radio. "Here, go to
your happy place."


"...and
should the two-year quarantine be lifted and California's borders be reopened?
The debate continues tomorrow on Fleming's
Beltway Report," a dulcet male voice said. "Coming up next on
KNUZ 88.3 FM, World Music with Malik Okombo, after these messages."


"Hound
Chow...Hound Chow...It's all your Hound chows..." The music of an upbeat
commercial jingle blasted through the car speakers. "Hound Ch—"


"Ugh."
Xochitl turned off the radio. "That song always gets stuck in my head."


"I
think it's catchy," Lucy replied.


Xochi
glared at her friend who had her cell phone up to her ear. "She's not
answer—"


Lucy
raised her hand. "Hey Hanna, it's Luce. I was hoping to catch you...Maybe
you're at Molly's...I hate talking into these things..."


Xochitl
lightly tapped Lucy and motioned for her to get on with the message.


"...Oh,
anyway...Wait, there's a beeping noise..." Lucy looked at her phone.


"Someone's
trying to call in." Xochitl sighed. "Answer it."


"How?"
Lucy pushed a button. "Shoot. I think I lost them." Lucy clicked back
to her original call. "Damn it. I lost my call."


Xochitl
rolled her eyes.


"Oh,
wait." Lucy looked down on her phone and pressed the telephone button
again. "Hello...Oh hey, Hanna...yeah that was me...I know. Xochitl thinks
so too..."


That
must drive Hanna nuts.


"Well,
we have that in common at least," Xochi mumbled, frustrated by Lucy's lack
of technological prowess.


Lucy
put her finger up to her mouth to shush Xochitl. "... No, it went fine. We
got him...Umm..." Lucy glanced at her, looking concerned.


"What?"
Xochitl whispered.


"...Well,
no...Now, look Hanna. This is Xochitl's friend and we needed to help him...You
don't charge for a case—"


"Charge!"
Xochitl knew now Hanna was upset they hadn't charged for taking care of Travis.
"You tell Hanna...No! I'll tell her." Xochitl tried to grab Lucy's
phone, but Lucy swatted her hand away.


"Keep
your eyes on the road," Lucy sternly whispered, putting her hand over the
receiver. "I'll handle this."


Xochitl
turned away from Lucy and stared out the windshield. She was fuming mad. "How
dare she," Xochitl mumbled, exasperated.


"Hanna?
You there?" Lucy asked. "Look, it is what it is. We did a friend a
favor. End of story."


Xochitl
glanced at Lucy, surprised and proud at how she'd handled Hanna. "There's
hope for you yet," Xochitl whispered.


"Anyway,"
Lucy continued. "During the Travis run, we came across what I think was
mange..."


The
memory of Feral Marley scabbed up and dying in that cave along with the word mange had Xochitl scratching at her
neck and arms again.


"Don't
scratch." Lucy slapped at Xochitl's hand. "Oh, Xochitl fell into some
poison oak."


"Don't
tell her that." Xochi smacked Lucy's arm.


"...I'm
almost positive." Lucy shrugged off Xochitl's scolding. "I need you
to find out if there've been any reported cases of diseased Hounds or Ferals in
recent months...That'd be great. Thanks...Yeah, we'll call when we're done with
Travis...It'll be a while...Okay. Bye." Lucy hung up her phone and shoved
it back in her jacket pocket.


"So?"
Xochi asked.


"She
understands," Lucy replied but added nothing further.


"I bet." Xochitl gazed out the
window of El Gallo, taking in the West Side of Los Angeles — a little
more difficult now that they were up to a whopping twenty-five miles an hour.


40 Miles


2 HOURS 32
MINUTES


Xochitl
stomach's grumbled, and she felt the beginning of a headache coming on. "I'm
starving." She glanced at Lucy, slouched down in her seat, her eyes
closed. "I said, I'm starving," Xochitl said louder, leaning toward
Lucy for emphasis.


"I
heard you." Lucy scooted up and looked out the window. "Where are we?"


"Almost
to Carson, I think." Xochitl yawned.


"Good."
Lucy perked up. "We're almost there."


"My
ass hurts and we've been on the road almost three hours. I need some food."
Xochitl shifted in her seat. "Almost there. Ha. I'll believe that when I
see it."


"Fine,"
Lucy said. "Take the next exit and we'll get drive-thru."


"How
are we gonna manage that with a huge monstrosity attached to us?" Xochitl
grumbled.


"Don't
worry about it." Lucy pointed ahead and added in a sing-songy voice, "I
see some golden arches."


The
giant gold and red sign loomed just off the exit. "Yes!" Xochi
flicked on the turn signal and veered El Gallo toward the off-ramp.


Xochitl
made a slow wide turn into the parking lot of the fast food mecca. A Drive-Thru
Open 24 Hours sign glowed neon red. Past the sign, a road curved around
back.


"So?"
Xochitl raised her eyebrow smugly.


"Just
pull over there." Lucy nodded to the empty parking spaces ahead.


Xochitl
parked El Gallo perpendicular to the spaces, taking up all of them at once. She
figured no one would need them this late at night, and she wouldn't have to
worry about backing out.


"Wait
here." Lucy got out of the car and headed over to the outdoor menu sign.


"Está
loca." Xochitl chuckled as she rolled down her window to let the cold
night air invigorate her.


She
leaned her head on the window frame and watched Lucy as she stood in the middle
of the driveway conversing with a fast food menu sign. A few minutes later,
Lucy walked around the corner of the building and out of sight.


"Hound
Chow, Hound Chow..." Xochitl hummed. "It's all your Hound...¡Ay
carajo!" Xochitl quickly switched on the radio, desperate to exorcise the
nagging jingle stuck in her head.


"Tired
of your Feral getting loose all the time? Don't want the Catchers to nab Little
Joey?" a male commercial announcer's voice bellowed through the speakers. "I'm
so tired of Little Joey getting out of his cage," a distressed female
voice said. "What will happen to him if the Catchers nab him?" The commercial
announcer answered the woman's cry for help. "What you need is the Feral
Electric Collar EX. Twice the power of a regular collar with a built-in
tracking system that will allow you to track Little Joey for up to ten miles
with extreme accuracy. EXTREME ACCURACY!...ACCURACY...Accuracy...accuracy."


"Or,
you could just shoot Little Joey in the head and get it over with."
Xochitl switched stations. "Country. No." She continued turning the
dial. "Tejano, no...Classical...will put me to sleep...Crappy rap
wannabe...Definitely, no. Grrr!" She switched off the radio and leaned
back in her seat.


As
her eyes began to droop, a crashing bang — like orchestral cymbals
smacking together — startled her.


"What
the?" Xochitl looked around. She got out of the car to investigate but
didn't see anything out of the ordinary. She tested the latch on the trailer
doors. "Locked up nice and tight."


"What
ya doin'?" Lucy said.


Xochitl
jumped.


"¡Híjole!"
She put her hand to her chest. "Don't do that!"


"Kinda
skittish?" Lucy smirked as Xochitl gave her the evil eye. "Sorry."
Lucy held up a cardboard carrier holding two huge sodas and a bag dripping with
grease. "Peace offering?"


"Those
are big-ass drinks," Xochitl said, taking the soda tray from Lucy.


"No
coffee after hours." Lucy shrugged. "Thought this would be enough
caffeine to see us through." She looked around. "So, what's up?"


"Nothing,"
Xochitl replied. "Thought I heard something."


Another
loud bang sounded as an old, beat-up truck drove toward the on-ramp.


"Backfire,"
Lucy said. "That must've been it."


"Yeah,"
Xochitl agreed hesitantly, dismissing her heebie-jeebies.


The
two women made their way back to El Gallo.


"Why
don't I drive?" Lucy winked and laughed at her own joke.


Xochitl
grimaced. "You're funny."


She
opened the driver side door and scooted behind the wheel, careful not to spill
the drinks.


Lucy
slid in the car beside Xochitl and took the sodas.


No
sooner had Xochitl pulled El Gallo onto the 110 South than they were stuck in
bumper-to-bumper traffic — miles of red taillights ahead of them.


"NO!"
Xochitl whined. "The freeway was just clear." Dejected, she rested
her forehead on the steering wheel.


"Here,"
Lucy said.


Xochitl
rolled her head to the side and eyed Lucy holding a half unwrapped
cheeseburger.


"I
think it's an accident," Lucy said.


Out
of nowhere sirens screamed, then gradually dissipated.


"What
are you, psychic?" Xochi asked, snatching the burger.


"Huh...I
don't know." Lucy opened her container of chicken pieces and dipped them
in barbecue sauce.


Xochitl
took a bite of her burger. The cheesy goodness should have made her feel
better, but all she thought about were the hours ticking by and her lack of
sleep. She ate the burger in a few quick bites, crumpled up the wrapper in her
hand and tossed it into the bag.


"Waaahh,"
she cried. "My feet itch."


Lucy
handed her the giant soda.


"Thanks,"
Xochitl snarled. "That should take care of my headache but not my feet."
She sucked down every drop of the caffeinated beverage, burped and shoved the
empty cup into the greasy bag.


"That's
the spirit." Lucy smiled and popped the last of her chicken nuggets into
her mouth.


A
high-pitched ringtone trilled through the car.


"Crawp."
Lucy chewed.


"Bag!"
Xochitl yelled at Lucy who was about to throw her nugget carton in the back
seat. "This isn't your pinche pigsty of a dog carro." She pointed to
the fast food bag on the floor.


"Okay,
jeez." Lucy dumped her trash, dug into her jacket pocket and pulled out
her cell phone, which was simultaneously ringing and vibrating.


"It's
Imogen again," Lucy groaned.


"Answer
it. She's just going to keep calling...Ooo, we're moving." Xochitl stuck El
Gallo's nose between two cars and tried to merge into the next lane over. "I'm
bigger than you, pendejo. Let me in." From the side-view mirror, she could
see the car behind them giving El Gallo and the trailer a wide berth.


"I'm
gonna turn off the ringer." Lucy fumbled with the buttons on the phone. "There,
that'll shut her up," she said with an ugly tone.


"Hello?
Lucy is that you? Am I on speaker?" Imogen sounded cheerful.


"What?
That's not possible." Lucy looked at the phone as if it had bitten her.


Xochitl
laughed. "Hi, Imogen. Lucy has been so eager to talk to you."


Lucy
pinched the middle of Xochitl's arm, just above the triceps, where the nerves
were sensitive.


"Hey,
hey. Driving!" Xochitl scolded, rubbing her arm. "You and your pinche
bad temper!"


"You
should talk," Lucy grumbled.


"Is
she acting out again?" Imogen inquired as if discussing a rambunctious
six-year-old.


"She
pinched me with those long witchy fingers," Xochitl moaned for maximum
sympathy.


"Could
be a cry for help. Maybe you are not giving her enough physical attention."
Xochitl and Lucy made gagging sounds, while Imogen rustled papers and clacked
on her keyboard. "It says in her files she is very closed off. Doesn't
like to be touched. It really could be that violence is the only way she can
establish a connection." Imogen finished, but echoed herself as she was
clearly taking notes on the phone call. "Establishing physical connection
through violence."


Xochitl
shuddered and mimicked Imogen's cadence, "She's sooo inappropriate. No
social skills."


"Am
I gonna have to throw this phone away too?" Lucy threatened.


"Oh,
please do." Xochitl folded her hands together as if praying.


"No,
come on. It took me days to track you down after you ditched the last burner
phone. It's costly, both time and money wasted." Imogen's pitch rose to a
whine. "Don't throw out the phone. I'll stop analyzing your special
relationship."


Stopped
again, Lucy fidgeted in her seat. Xochi found her friend's futile attempts to
contain her anger extremely amusing. Lucy's shrink could wind her up so tight
that her face would turn beet red and her jaw would clamp shut like a vice.


Looks like tonight is one of those times.


Xochitl
snickered.


"So
what's up Imogen?" Lucy rolled her eyes and looked like she hoped the
conversation would be over soon.


"So
how are you feeling?" Imogen asked.


"Fine,"
Lucy said, not elaborating.


"Don't
you hate it when she does that?" Xochitl smiled. Lucy smacked her in the
arm. "Owwah."


Uncharacteristically,
Imogen said nothing for a few moments. Xochitl looked over to Lucy —
clearly irritated and rubbing her eyes.


"Is
she still there?" Xochitl whispered to Lucy. Not wanting the entertainment
to end, Xochi yelled over to the phone. "You still there, Imogen?"


"Any?"
Imogen seemed to be waiting for Lucy to volunteer information, then sighed and
gave up.


"Lupe
would like to meet her Aunt Lucy," Imogen stated outright.


"You
named the Werebaby Lupe?" Lucy asked.


Xochitl's
foot slipped off the break pedal. "Werebaby!" El Gallo lurched
forward, nearly rear-ending the car in front of them. "You have a Werebaby!" She jammed on
the breaks.


So not funny!


"¡Hijo
de puta!" She pointed at the phone. "¡Te patina el coco!"


"Lupe's
not much of a baby anymore," Imogen continued, oblivious to Xochitl's
outburst.


"¡Es
muy estúpida!" Xochitl ranted on.


"You
should see Lupe. She's beautiful. I think I'll be sending her to school in the
fall." Imogen sounded like any mom discussing her child's entrance into
the school system.


"¡Ay
carajo!" Xochi threw up her arms. "¡Se acabó!"


"You
can't—" Lucy swatted at Xochitl.


"Whatever,
I'm done." Xochitl turned her
attention back to the road though they were going nowhere. She tried to tune
out Imogen — an impossible feat.


"You're
right. Home schooling is a better way to go." Imogen sounded deep in
thought. "I was wondering if the two of you could swing by my place..."


Xochitl
shifted in her seat.


"Switch
with me," she said. "My back."


"Right
now?" Lucy mouthed.


"Yes,
while we're stopped." Xochitl put the car in park. "I can't take this
anymore."


"Hold
on Imogen." Lucy shot Xochitl an annoyed look.


"Everything
okay?" Imogen asked in a sickly sweet voice that made Xochitl want to gag.


"Yeah...Just..."
Lucy grunted and scooted under Xochi, as Xochi raised herself up and shimmied
over Lucy to the passenger side. "Hold...on...Ow."


"Okay,
because I have to do your quarterly report, and I can't really leave Lupe
alone," Imogen continued — not holding on. "I can't really get
any babysitters for her, but doggy day care doesn't really sound right either.
I'm in a quandary. You could really help out here, Lucy."


Objecting,
Lucy shook her head as if she were trying to get water out of her ears. Xochitl
fervently agreed.


"No
way. Just fill out the damn report and mail it to the court," Lucy said,
stepped on the brake and put the car in drive.


Traffic
started to clear, and El Gallo slowly rolled forward. They inched by the cause
of their thirty-minute delay — the remnants of a small hybrid, its driver
side completely smashed in. It looked to have been slammed into the median by
an SUV.


Xochitl
crossed herself in silent prayer.


"That
would be unethical," Imogen shrilled, sounding genuinely shocked and
bringing Xochitl's attention back to the absurd conversation.


"Says
the woman who kidnapped a newborn from a crime scene," Lucy snapped. "I'm
hanging up." Lucy pounded her phone against the dash and threw the broken
pieces out the window.


"Good, now I can get you a better
phone," Xochi said evenly as El Gallo crawled along the Harbor Freeway.


41 MILES


3 HOURS 15
MINUTES


"How
is this happening?" Lucy slammed down on the horn. "We're only five
miles away."


"Welcome
to hell, Lucy Lowell." Xochitl groaned, staring straight ahead at the
never-ending trail of red taillights.


The
emergency responders had cleared the accident twenty minutes ago, but it did
nothing for the backup of cars all headed in the same direction.


This is hell. Can't get worse than this.


"What
the?" Xochitl felt her cell buzz in her pocket and pulled it out, checking
the Caller ID. "Great." She pressed the speaker icon on her phone and
moved it closer to Lucy.


"What?"
Lucy asked.


"It's
for you." Xochitl showed Lucy the name on the screen — Scary Bitch.


"Hanna?"
Lucy looked perplexed.


"What
the hell happened to your phone?" Hanna's voice sounded tinny over the
speaker. "I've been calling you for twenty minutes."


"Nah.
You only tossed your phone fifteen minutes ago," Xochi quipped, displeased
that Hanna had called her phone to reach Lucy.


"You
dumped your phone?" Hanna bellowed. "Again!"


"Couldn't
be helped." Lucy grabbed the cell phone from Xochitl, staring daggers at
her. "What'd you find out, Hanna?"


"That's
what you get for giving her my number. Gimme that." Xochitl grabbed the
phone back. "We can't get pulled over." She held the phone near Lucy
so she could hear.


"Are
you two finished?" Hanna was clearly still upset the Travis job was pro
bono.


Xochitl
didn't care.


"Sorry,
Hanna." Lucy sighed. "It's been a long trip."


"You
haven't gotten to San Pedro yet?" Hanna sounded exasperated.


"What's
she got to be so pissed about?" Xochitl said, knowing Hanna could hear
her. "We're the ones stuck in this shit."


"No."
Lucy glared at Xochitl. "Hanna, I don't want to talk about it."


"Neither
do I." Xochitl huffed.


"Fine."
Hanna was curt as she changed the subject. "Well, I haven't found any
cases of diseased Hounds or Ferals being reported. Are you sure it was mange?"


"Yes,
mange. I saw it all the time working for the ACTF." Lucy didn't elaborate.


This
time, Xochitl didn't blame her. The thought of oozing pustules and the horrible
stench in the cave made Xochi's skin crawl, and she began scratching at her
neck again.


"Marley
had all the classic symptoms," Lucy continued. "Patchy fur,
crusted-over wounds, sores, scabbing. Clumps of skin were sloughing off when
she wasn't even moving."


"Guess
that would be the mites," Hanna pondered out loud.


"The
what!" Xochitl sat up straight.


"Parasitic
mites cause mange," Lucy explained.


"Arrrrrrgh!"
Xochitl's free hand flew to the rearview mirror, turning it toward her. She
stared at the red rash on her neck, which seemed to be spreading. "Did I
get mange? I itch. Make it stop!"


"People
don't get mange." Lucy gently pulled Xochitl back from the mirror.


Xochi's
practical side was aware Lucy was trying to keep her from panicking, but it was
too late. She was freaked.


"There
have been cases—" Hanna started.


"Psht!"
Lucy snapped. "Not helping!"


"No,
let her talk," Xochitl demanded, scrubbing her nails through her scalp. "I
DON'T WANT MANGE!"


"You
got poison oak. That's why you are itching. We'll pick up some calamine lotion
later." Lucy waved her hand, dismissing Xochitl's freak-out. "People
don't get mange."


"But
this Hound did." Hanna turned the conversation back to Marley.


"She
was a Feral. And she was living like a stray in the canyon," Lucy threw
in, rubbing at her eye with the palm of her hand.


Xochitl
could tell Lucy still saw Marley lying on the cave floor — dying — and
wanted to scream as much as Xochi did. They knew putting Marley out of her
misery was the right thing to do, though the thought didn't make it hurt any
less. Xochi hoped Travis would never know what had happened to the girl he
loved.


Wishful
thinking, Xoch.


"Well,
that might be a clue." Hanna made a searching "Hmmmm" sound, and
Lucy looked intrigued.


"Lucy,
do you remember your mama helping those research scientists from Davis?"
Hanna asked.


As
Xochitl listened to their conversation, the enormous soda she'd slurped down
took its vengeance. She was overcome with the sudden urge to use the bathroom.


"My
mama was helping out two PhD candidates with a coyote study some years back.
She cleared the road for them with the town council," Lucy explained to
Xochitl.


"Oh,"
Xochitl replied and whispered, "I have to pee."


"Hold
it." Lucy turned her attention back to Hanna.


"Your
mama did more than that," Hanna continued. "She really got involved
with that study. Anyway, while they were tracking the coyotes' movement
patterns throughout the season, they noticed that a number of the healthy
coyotes suddenly came down with a deadly mange."


"Really?"
Lucy frowned. Xochitl was growing more uncomfortable by the minute.


"Your
mama said the researchers had a theory that rat poison was causing the problem.
The coyotes were being poisoned by eating rodents that had been poisoned."


"Wouldn't
rat poison just poison the coyotes outright?" Xochitl questioned, trying
to keep her attention on the conversation and not on her bladder — a task
she was failing. Xochi's leg bounced involuntarily. "I have to pee,"
she reiterated quietly.


"Wait,"
Lucy hissed through gritted teeth.


Xochitl
groaned and waved her hand in a "let's get on with it" motion.


"It
was more complicated than that." Hanna seemed to search her memory,
apparently unaware or uncaring of Xochitl's need to wrap up the conversation. "I
don't quite remember what your mama said, Lucy. Something about prolonged
secondary exposure. The rat poison would get into the coyotes' digestive system
and make them unable to fight common diseases such as mange."


"It
would compromise their immune system, like HIV?" Lucy asked, also more
interested in dead coyotes than Xochitl's need for a pit stop.


"It
was just a theory," Hanna said, not exactly answering the question. "But
Ellie said something like ninety percent of the dead coyotes analyzed tested
positive for rodenticides, and she made us stop using rat poison at the ranch."


Xochitl
felt like her eyes were filling up with water.


"Was
that the summer Chasselas spent months digging up that rats' nest out by the
back fence?" Lucy giggled at the memory.


"Yeah,
we did have a problem that year. Almost lost the garden to the gophers too,"
Hanna said.


"But
Mama took her revenge, huh Hanna?" Lucy looked out the window.


"I
think her motto was kill 'em with kindness," Hanna replied.


"Umm...What
did your mom do to the gophers?" Xochitl asked, hearing the uncomfortable
tone in her own voice and hoping Lucy could too.


"Chocolate
Ex-Lax," Lucy explained. "Not Mama's best moment." She sounded
melancholy and clearly still hurt at the mention of her mother.


"So
they would...shit...themselves...to death?" Xochitl tried to lighten the
mood. "At least they got to relieve themselves." She poked Lucy's arm.


Lucy
gave her a weak smile.


Xochi's
bladder threatened to explode.


"But
it worked." Hanna sounded defensive.


"Fox
urine works just as well," Lucy argued. "And you're not—"


"But
how do you make a fox pee on command?" Xochitl feigned interest, hoping to
calm Lucy down.


"You
buy the urine at the store, city girl." Lucy laughed.


"Freakin'
rednecks." Xochitl shook her head and drawled in her best Foghorn Leghorn
impression, "Luce, I reckon...I reckon...we could make some squirrel stew
tonight?...After I pee...I pee, that is."


Lucy
rolled her eyes.


That 'a girl. Back on the happy train.


"Only
if you're really good and stop scratching your nasty, swollen poison oak
pustules." Lucy held up a finger and pointed to a gas station sign on the
side of the freeway.


"Oh,
thank God!" Xochitl groaned.


"Hanna,
we're pulling over for gas. Could you look into that mange thing some more?"
Lucy asked. "If Weres can come down with some sort of immune thing, we
need to know."


Lucy
nodded to Xochitl who ended the call before Hanna could answer.


"You
can be such a baby sometimes," Lucy said, pulling El Gallo onto the
off-ramp.


"It's
your fault for buying those pinche sodas." Xochitl tucked her phone inside
her vest pocket and grabbed the door handle, ready to jump out of the car as
soon as they parked.


"Pull
into that one." She pointed to a gas station that catered to truckers. "It'll
be easier to park. My papa always said truckers are the best kind of people to
have around when you're traveling."


Lucy
parked the Toronado and attached horse trailer in a lane long enough for a big
rig. Xochitl immediately jumped out of the car and raced into the all-night
convenience store and restaurant.


"Bathroom!"
she yelped to the attendant behind the counter. The twenty-something Hispanic
kid seemed amused by Xochi's discomfort. He pointed to the large restroom sign at
back of the store.


"Oh,
thank God!"


She
darted for the door marked Ladies and raced into the nearest stall.


A
few minutes later, Xochi exited the ladies room feeling more refreshed. She combed
the store for calamine lotion and spotted Lucy behind one of the snack racks.


"So,
pretzels or chips?" Xochitl sashayed up to Lucy.


"Huh?"
Lucy looked lost in thought.


"You
gonna buy something?" Xochitl nodded to the assortment of snacks lining
the display rack.


"Oh,
yeah." Lucy grabbed a bag of pretzels and headed for the counter to pay. "I
got gas too."


"Great...Ooo...pepitas!"
Xochitl snatched the bag of roasted pumpkin seeds, her favorite, and followed
Lucy to the register. Xochitl squinted at the clerk's name tag — Todd.


"That'll
be one-hundred forty-seven dollars and ninety-five cents," Todd said after
ringing up their gas, snacks and calamine lotion.


"¡Híjole!"
Xochitl shook her head and pulled the business credit card from her wallet.


"Umm..."
Lucy raised her eyebrow.


"What?"
Xochitl slapped the card on the counter. "Serves her right." She ran
her finger over the name on the card. "Hanna's Rescue and Rehabilitation," she said with slight disdain.
"I still don't know about that. We shudda stuck with 'The Werewolf
Whisperer.' That's the name everybody knows. Hanna's a control freak."
Xochitl signed the credit card slip.


"Your
funeral." Lucy grabbed the snacks and turned toward the glass doors. "Holy
shit!"


Xochitl
heard the bag thump on the floor.


"What?"
she glanced up.


"What
the...?" Todd blurted out.


At
the pumps, their fifteen-foot, black horse rig bounced up-and-down off the
pavement.


"¡Ay
carajo!" Xochitl snatched the credit card off the counter and pulled a
frozen Lucy out the door.
















Chapter
12




breaking
news from iLA...the levantón continues...Mass kidnappings cause fear and panic
throughout East LA and the Valley...Locals suspect gangs and blame police for
the removal of the Afflicted...LAPD refuses to comment...breaking news from iLA...


23
months ago


"Attention
all units. Attention all units. This is an end of watch broadcast for Police Officer
II Gabriel Adrian Torres serial number 20160." The police radio crackled
the transmission.


Captain
Burch took one hand off the wheel and adjusted the volume for better reception.


Riding
shotgun in Burch's cruiser, Lucy felt all strength drain from her limbs and bile
rise up to her throat. She and Burch were heading into East Los Locos
territory, not knowing what to expect but determined to find Memo Morales and
Xochitl Magaña.


Hearing
Gabe's end of watch broadcast shocked Lucy and made her ill.


Gabe...I
didn't even get to say goodbye.


"Torres
graduated from the academy in Los Angeles and completed his probation at Van
Nuys division. He was assigned to the Los Angeles Metropolitan Animal Cruelty
Task Force where he worked until April of this year."


Afraid
to miss even one word, Lucy said nothing but stared hard at Burch, who kept his
eyes on the road. She blinked away tears.


"Gabriel
Torres worked many investigative assignments during his career. His dedication
and superior investigative skills led to many arrests. Gabriel takes great
pride in the work he did with his partner Officer Lucy Lowell."


"Takes!
As in present tense?" Lucy shouted. "Burch, you bastard!"


Captain
Burch chuckled.


"Torres
plans to dedicate his retirement to the rescue and proper training of bully
breed dogs as well as the eradication of all dogfighting in the city of Los
Angeles. Officer Torres, we wish you well in retirement." The transmission
ended.


"His
retirement!" Lucy pounded the window with her fist and stomped her feet
down on the car floor, sending up dust and dirt from the rubber mat.


"Hot
damn! I'll have to call him when we're done." Lucy rolled down the window
and yelled out, "Gabe's not dead!" She turned to Burch, searching for
words.


"Burch
you are an ASS!" She stretched out the last word and punctuated it by
slapping both hands on the dashboard.


Burch
laughed out loud. "Lucy, you are a hemorrhoid. You've been nothing but a
giant pain in my sphincter. Serves you right." She joined in his laughter
as they rolled into East Los Locos territory.


Lucy
was still laughing hysterically when they pulled up to the rundown apartment
complex on Figueroa Terrace. She bounced out of the car, but her mood changed
as soon as she saw the desolated street.


The
area was unusually empty, and homemade barricades blocked a construction site.
Oversized ELL graffiti blanketed
every available surface, as if the taggers had become unhinged. Like a pack of
wild dogs, the East Los Locos had marked their turf. Barbed wire stretched
across apartment balcony rails. Collections of photos, candles, flowers and rosary
beads made up sad little corner shrines — offerings to the Virgin for
those who had been lost.


Something
felt deeply wrong. Lucy flicked the release tab of her holster, freeing her
Beretta, and followed Burch cautiously to the intercom at a white wrought iron
gate.


"You
really think this Terrace Edge Neighborhood Watch is gonna help us find Memo?"
she asked as Burch pushed the intercom button. No answer. He waited a moment
then tried again. Still no answer.


"Damn.
They're hiding. Musta known what we were coming for," Burch said and
kicked the gate. "Mr. Vasques! Mrs. Robles! Hello!" he hollered loud
enough for the whole complex to hear.


"Go
away, puerco!" a young child's high voice called out. "Está nobody
home."


"Where
do you recruit your informants, pre-school?" Lucy teased Burch. "They
obviously take you seriously. Must be your sparkling personality. If we had
Gabe here, those doors would be wide open."


"You're
walking on thin ice, Lowell."


"Yeah,
yeah. Tell me something I haven't heard." Lucy smiled at Burch, the
good-natured teasing coming easily now that she knew Burch had her back. "Now
where, boss?"


Burch
grumbled something involving a long walk and a short pier but turned from the
gate at a loss.


Lucy
scanned the area, their elevation granting her a good vantage point. The hilly
street allowed her to see clearly to the high-rises of Downtown. Small houses
and gated apartments crowded into each other. The midday sun beat down hard,
and she started to feel the beginnings of a headache.


Must
be hungry.


The
thought of food made her stomach tighten and her muscles contract in spasms.
Her imagination conjured up the sweet aroma of roast pork.


"Do
you smell it?" Lucy asked Burch with a reverent whisper.


"I
smell warm piss and asphalt," Burch snapped back, walking to the cruiser
with purpose. "I hate fucking palm trees in the barrio. Sends the wrong
message."


"It's
Cabra Blanca, and it's close." Lucy didn't wait for Burch but took long
strides down the street, senses sharp.


A
tiny Spanish house with bars on the windows and a long driveway that wound around
to the back caught Lucy's attention.


Following
the scent of carnitas and barbacoa, she walked down the cracked concrete and
cautiously peeked around the corner of the house.


The
Cabra Blanca food truck sat nestled under the roof of a makeshift carport.
While the sizzling of meat on a grill was absent, Lucy could still smell the
delicious aroma of braised pork and fresh tortillas.


Low
grunting came from the inside of the truck. Lucy drew her gun and checked her
back. She could hear Burch's quiet boot fall down the driveway.


She
signaled him and on his nod approached the cracked-open door.


She
looked inside to see a dark figure rooting around. It grunted again and clawed
at the ground.


"Stop!"
Lucy commanded what could only be a small, chubby Werebeast.


"¡Mocos!"
A round, dark haired man turned with unexpected dexterity, smashing spilled
tortilla chips with his knees.


"¡Ay
caramba!" Eddie Ibáñez exclaimed and stumbled back, clutching his chest.
Lucy holstered her Beretta and jumped into the truck to steady the man.


"It's
okay, Eddie. I thought you were one of the creature beasts." Lucy
supported his back, allowing the man to find both his breath and his balance.


"Officer
Lowell, I thought you were one of the East Los coming back. They hit me for
food a couple of hours ago. Broke into my damn house while I was cooking. Made
a mess of my truck too. Useless delincuentes juveniles."


"Everything
okay, Lowell?" Burch shouted from the yard.


"All
set, boss." Lucy called out. "Come around, Burch. You're gonna wanna
hear this." She sat back on her haunches, taking a look around. The
usually pristine interior of the truck was covered in dropped bits of cooked
meats and grilled vegetables, smashed containers and spilled condiments. Eddie's
broom and mop lay to the side of the black plastic garbage bag he'd been
filling with broken tortilla chips.


Rising,
Eddie grabbed a cup from under the counter and stumbled to his stainless steel
ice bin. Holding himself steady with one hand, he scooped up a cupful of cubes
from between bottles of soda and chilling beers. He turned back to Lucy and
Burch, holding the cup to his forehead and cheeks.


"Captain
Burch, this is Eduardo Ibáñez, owner and number one chef of the famed Cabra
Blanca food truck." Lucy stood tall and made the introduction as formal as
she could, hoping Eddie would trust them enough to share information. "Eddie,
this is my boss, Captain Burch."


"Señor
Ibáñez." Burch sounded respectful and concerned. "Officer Lowell and
I are investigating the recent attacks and the levantón. We are hoping to find
out what has been happening in this neighborhood."


Lucy
was impressed that Burch remembered the name given to the mass kidnappings by
the folks on the street. She just wasn't sure Eddie could be convinced to roll
on the East Los Locos.


"Bad
days. Muy, muy malo." Eddie shook his head and stared down at the floor.


"They
took my Lenore. The East Los. And I let them," he burst forth, voice
cracking. "They said I have to give them food every day, or they hurt
Lenore."


"Was
Lenore okay when they took her or..." Lucy let her voice trail off.


Eddie
looked up at her, his heartbreak palpable. "She's gone loba. Some of El
Gallo's boys knocked her out with a beanbag gun and threw her in the back of
their El Camino before she could hurt my customers. It was on Alvarado, middle
of the day. It was good they were there. But now...They won't bring her back."
The man mopped his forehead with a bar towel.


"When
did they take her, Eddie?" Lucy asked.


"Three
days ago. My wife reported her missing. I was going to report what really
happened." It was clear to Lucy that Eddie was just saying that last part.
He'd had no intention of reporting the kidnapping. She had no doubt that the
East Los Locos had sprung up as enforcers, taking immediate advantage of what
would rapidly turn into anarchy on the streets unless Rice and the National
Guard could quell it.


"I
understand, Eddie." Her tone said that she'd caught his lie but wasn't
going to make an issue of it. "But now you have to help me. You know they
won't let her go. If I can find Memo's hideout, maybe we can free Lenore and
the other kids."


Eddie
nodded but said nothing at first, considering his options. "No sé."
He gave Lucy a hard look.


"Come
on, Eddie. You do know." Lucy got very close and gently put her hand on
Eddie's arm. He flinched away from her touch.


"No
sé. No sé. No sé."


"Señor
Ibáñez, please help us bring the kids back home. El Gallo is terrorizing the
neighborhood," Burch broke in.


"El
Gallo keeps us safe from the attacks. His boys ride around and hunt las Bestias
with their machine guns..." Eddie trailed off and took a big, rattling
breath. "I just want my Lenore back."


"Okay,
I get it." Lucy hurried because she could see the man was overwhelmed and
about to shut down. "You want to keep your family safe. But give me
something. If you can't tell me, give me a name. Someone who knows something.
Someone who would talk."


Eddie
paused and fished a few ice cubes from his cup. He rubbed them on the back of
his neck.


"I
get all sorts of people at the truck. Some come every day." He paused
unsure of how to say the next part. He leaned against the truck wall with a
deep sigh. "Anita Magaña comes first thing every morning, always smells
like tequila. Except the other night, she shows up sober. El Gallo drops her
off in that crazy orange car of his."


"Memo
Morales is known for his classic '66 Toronado, orange like the sun, mint
condition," Lucy explained to Burch.


Eddie
continued, "Anita is crying her eyes out. Says Miguel hates her. Says she's
going to her sister Gyssell. Eats six goat tacos. Pays with pesos, never paid
with pesos before."


Lucy
hid her surprise and grunted noncommittally. If Eddie didn't know he'd just
connected the dots for them, he wouldn't be able to spill his betrayal to anyone
who'd tell Memo. Burch caught on right away.


"Señor,
we were hoping for something specific. A fight between some drunk and her son
is gossip, nothing more," Burch said and abruptly walked away from the
truck and toward the road.


"Eddie,
get yourself outta here as soon as you can." Lucy fought her instinct and
didn't touch the man's sleeve this time. She knew he didn't want comfort from
her. He wanted the truth. "We can't keep you safe." The blood drained
from Eddie's face, and he stumbled back an inch.


That
might've been too much truth.


Lucy unclipped the pepper spray from her
belt. "This could buy you a minute," she said and set the container
on the counter. "Sprays up to twelve feet, so don't get too close and
point it away from your face." She gave him a curt nod, turned on her
heels and followed Burch.


*


The
metal cage dug into Xochitl's tender ribs as she lay in the fetal position, not
daring to move. Ripped open, her borrowed blouse exposed her bruised chest and
bloodstained bra.


The
stench of urine, dog and sweat-soaked polyester assaulted her nose, making her
want to vomit.


How
long have I been here? Three, four days?


Xochitl
had lost count. The only constants in her life now were the beatings Tuti gave
her and the animal cage she occupied.


Why
doesn't Memo just get it over with and kill me?


Xochitl
peered through the grid of her cage. Several large, vacant kennels had been
stacked in the room where she was being held.


This has gotta be the place Memo keeps
the kids.


Xochi
hadn't seen them. She hadn't seen Miguel either.


"Miguel, I'm sorry." Xochitl
coughed, tasting blood in her mouth.


*


"Gyssell
Sandoval? It's Officer Lowell. We spoke on the phone." The buzz told them
to enter.


Burch
had easily called up Anita's sister's address when they'd returned to the squad
car. Like her sister, Gyssell had a colorful arrest record that highlighted her
scintillating accomplishments — drunk and disorderly, solicitation,
possession and shoplifting. Burch's information showed her remaining at the same
address and staying out of trouble for several years.


"DCFS
probably got to her. I see it all the time," Burch had added in the car.


The
Department of Child and Family Services can sometimes help. Wish we had that
option for crap dog owners.


Lucy
looked around the ramshackle apartment complex as she and Burch ascended the
outside stairs to the open door on the second floor. The white stucco walls,
spotted with rust stains, had taken on a yellow hue. Bars secured each
apartment window they passed, and security doors covered each entrance.


Gyssell,
dressed in a short, pink terry cloth robe, stood in the doorway and cradled an
infant in her arms. Lucy spotted another child babbling away happily in a
secondhand playpen when Gyssell ushered them into her small but immaculate
kitchen.


"Anita
sleeping," she whispered, looking uncomfortable. "She don't want to
talk, but I don't care." Gyssell held her baby close to her chest and
tilted her chin up at Lucy and Burch. "I look out for mi familia first."
She gestured for Lucy and Burch to sit at the creaky kitchen table and poured
each of them coffee from a stained thermos. Lucy could see Gyssell's hand
shaking as she poured. The coffee smelled odd and looked cloudy with fatty
cream. Lucy brought the nauseating concoction to her lips but only pretended to
drink.


"Gracias,
Señora Sandoval." Burch attempted the charming angle but didn't touch the
greasy-looking brew.


Doesn't
help that you made that sound like "grassy ass." Your Spanish sucks,
but at least it's sincere.


Gyssell
smirked quickly, visibly relaxed and sunk down onto one of the metal kitchen
chairs.


Burch,
you sly dog. Pretending to be all incompetent. Maybe Gabe's charm isn't the
only way to gain people's confidence.


Gyssell
took a long indulgent drink from her cup. Lucy finally placed the odd smell as
the slightly alcoholic sweetness of Irish cream.


Not
exactly on the wagon, Gyssell. DCFS can figure that out on their own. I've got
Werebeasts and gangbangers to sort out.


A
few minutes passed. Gyssell scooted her coffee cup around, and fussed with the
baby's brown curls. Lucy heard the kitchen clock tick away the seconds, the
occasional coo from the baby in the playpen and a deep snore — Anita's most likely — echo from
the back bedroom.


Momentarily
Lucy flashed back to Bear County. Hanna had taken her when she was six. They'd
ridden the teacups for hours and then picnicked in Frontierland. She'd laughed
hysterically as only little kids can at the hidden snoring bears, and Hanna had
made up an elaborate story of how they would go hunt for the bears after the
park closed. Lucy stifled a smirk.


Burch
cleared his throat and shoved a wad of bills across the table towards Gyssell.


If
all else fails, I guess. That should speed things up.


Almost
instantly Gyssell stopped her fidgeting. She snatched up the cash and stuffed
it into her bra. Primly she pulled the front of her robe closed again and hugged
the baby. She took a deliberate breath.


"All
I know's neighborhood kids is missing after El Gallo's place got tossed. He's
around but no one's seen him. East Los is here and there. But they no do
nothing." Gyssell's breath caught, and Lucy saw the fear in her eyes
return.


"That's
not what we're hearing," Lucy pressed. "Where is Memo holed up,
Gyssell?"


Gyssell
shrugged her narrow shoulders.


"Then
who knows?" Lucy looked at the back bedroom.


"Anita
went," Gyssell admitted bluntly. "But you gotta promise to help me if
I make her tell you. I hear stuff on the news and then my neighbor went lobo
last week. He's just this guy one minute. Then he went all crazy and hairy and
strong. Tore the shit outta his apartment, screaming and screaming. Some men
came with guns — not Memo's boys. Los Choteros. Shot the guy down. Dumped
the body in the empty lot. Burned it. We all watched." Gyssell shifted the
baby to her hip. "I saw a black truck, the soldier kind, drive around and
pick up people. Some turn lobo right then. Some's just regular like me. I'm
afraid to leave my house." Gyssell crossed into hysterics. Burch looked
helpless and reached out to pat Gyssell's hand.


"Listen,"
Lucy said and took the baby from Gyssell's arms. "You are doing the right
thing here. I can help. I am the only one who can help, but you are going to
have to help me. Do you understand, Gyssell?"


The
young woman nodded, but Lucy could tell she wasn't convinced. Her eyes were
dull, and no energy remained once the wave of hysteria subsided.


"Memo
took my man. Yesterday. I don't know where. I don't know what to do. Las Bestias
is gonna kill mis niños." Sobbing, Gyssell reached for her infant. Lucy
returned the child and looked to Burch, who tipped his chin toward the back.


He's right. We can't coddle her. It's too
serious.


Lucy
steeled herself for the next move.


Without
a word, she sprang from her chair and darted toward the back bedroom. She flung
open the door and, seeing only Anita Magaña wrapped in her sheets with a pillow
over her face, swooped into the room and pulled down the dusty quilt covering
the window. The putrid smell of alcohol infused sweat filled the room.


"Hey,
Anita. Wakey, wakey!" Lucy yelled and ripped the pillow from Anita's face.
"Stories to tell. Get up!"


Anita
screeched and pulled the thin sheet up to her wrinkled neck.


"I
have to piss," Anita croaked through extreme cottonmouth.


"Piss
on your own time!" Lucy hovered close to Anita's face, regretting it
instantly. The woman's breath had the sharp stink of vomit and nicotine. Lucy
took a quick step back.


"Get
the fuck outta my house you chota whore." Anita spoke slowly as if trying
to overcome the slurring. "I know my rights. You got to get out." She
unsuccessfully fumbled for the pack of cigarettes on the shoddy nightstand.


"Memo
has Xochitl, and you are going to tell me where he's keeping her!" Lucy's
words came out harsher than she'd planned, but the sight of Anita made her
blood boil. This was the woman Xochitl had had to deal with as a child. Lucy
had seen too many of these types of "mothers" — abusive,
destructive drunks making their kids' lives hell because of laziness and
narcissism. These were the women responsible for the likes of Tuti, Flaco and
Memo. These were the women who allowed their children to torture animals and
terrorize the weak. This ruin of a person explained in one instant why a woman
like Xochitl had ended up with trash like Memo. It spoke volumes that Xochitl
was trying to extract herself from the neighborhood and the life. Lucy felt
real rage rise in her.


Anita's
eyes could barely focus, but for a heartbeat she leaned in and looked straight
at Lucy. With a sharp intake of air, Anita shrank away, huddled closer to the
wall like a hurt animal and mumbled, "Padre nuestro que estás en los
cielos santificado sea tu nombre—"


"Cut
that out," Lucy interrupted. In that moment Lucy realized how scared Anita
looked and how pathetic. She also knew that given an inch, Anita would lie and
wheedle and give her nothing. "You're going to tell me where Memo is. You're
going to tell me now. If not for Xochitl, do this for Miguel."


Invoking
Miguel's name shifted Anita's fear to deep sorrow.


"Miguel
hates me." She nearly choked on her own tears. Lucy waited, listening to
Gyssell in the kitchen curse Burch out in Spanish.


Guess
we've overstayed our welcome.


Lucy
couldn't care less. These women were the key to locating Memo and Xochitl.


"Okay,
listen." Lucy took another run at convincing Anita. "Memo wants to
hurt Xochitl. And what would hurt Xochitl more than Miguel being hurt? I bet
Memo is using Miguel to get to Xochitl. So, if you know where Miguel is, tell
me. I can help."


Anita
let out a defeated sigh. "El Gallo's got a warehouse in North Hollywood. The
address. I wrote it in my matchbook."


Lucy
snatched the matches from the nightstand and folded back the small cover. She
could make out an address in shaky handwriting.


7041 Vineland, North Hollywood


"Burch,
we're leaving!" Lucy turned away from Carlos Magaña's widow, shutting away
any trace of sympathy.


You
made your bed.
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WERE'S Your Destination


North America, Central America or


South America!


Highly Experienced Crew!


Don't wait! Offer ends soon!


Call Blue Moon Adventure Travel


1-900-BLU-MOON


Xochitl
and Lucy raced outside the convenience store and were met by loud banging as if
something was throwing itself against the steel frame of the horse rig.


Travis!


"We
gotta get the rig away from the gas pumps!" Lucy yelled over the racket. "And
quick...before someone calls the cops."


"Or
the Catchers," Xochitl added, and they looked at each other sharing an "oh,
shit" moment.


"Quick,
keys!" Xochitl cupped her hands and caught the rooster key chain. "I thought he was supposed to stay
sedated!" She made a beeline to El Gallo.


"Guess
the trip took too long," Lucy said, running around the front of the
Toronado.


Travis
was working hard to rip his cage apart, and the pounding the horse rig was
taking reverberated through El Gallo and into Xochitl.


"¡Hijo
de puta!" Xochitl revved the engine and pulled the car forward, away from
the gas pump island.


She
threw El Gallo into park, turned off the ignition and shoved the keys into her
pocket. The car rocked with the turbulence of an out-of-balance washing
machine, tossing Xochi from side to side. She reached for the door handle but couldn't
grab it.


"Lucy!
I...can't...get...out!" Xochitl pounded her fists on the window, panicked.


Lucy
yanked the door open and pulled Xochitl out of the car. She lost her balance
and stumbled, but Lucy's grip kept her from hitting the pavement.


"We
gotta tranq him again," Lucy said, a look of dread plastered on her face.


It was hard enough catching Travis with
four people.


Xochi
choked back the bile rising in her throat and nodded.


Her
hands trembled as she removed the keys once more from her pocket and wobbled unsteadily
to the back of the Toronado.


For
the moment, El Gallo's rocking had waned, and Travis' relentless banging had
ceased.


"Finally,"
Lucy said with a sigh.


Gripping
her right hand with her left, Xochitl steadied herself and unlocked the trunk.
Inside she saw Rollins' modified tranq gun lying next to their green duffel of
weapons. She looked over to Lucy who shrugged as if to say "I couldn't
help myself." Xochi shook her head and tossed the tranq gun to her partner
before selecting the smaller pistol tranq. She also grabbed her Remington and a
few extra shells.


Just in case.


"Looks
like we've got an audience." Lucy nodded to a small group of people
gathered by the gas pump — a cook, a waitress, a couple of truckers and Todd,
who had his cell phone out.


No doubt recording tonight's
entertainment.


"Great."
Xochitl set the shotgun on El Gallo's trunk and loaded her tranq gun.


As
she and Lucy made their way to the back of the rig, the horse truck suddenly lifted
a foot off the ground and slammed down on the cement with an enormous crack.


"Crap!
The axle!" Xochi slapped her hands to her head.


As
the spectators ran for cover, Xochitl and Lucy darted to the back of the
trailer, guns locked and loaded.


Lucy
stood a short distance away from the rig, her modified tranq gun aimed at the doors.


Setting
the Remi on the pavement, Xochitl carefully and quietly unlocked the latch.


"On
three." She held up three fingers and silently counted. "One...Two...Three."


Xochitl
hoisted the latch, threw open the trailer door and ran back to Lucy.


Were
Travis' eyes glowed an absinthe green though the darkness.


Lucy
fired.


The
dart hit its target. Travis reared up, howled ferociously and slammed against
the trailer wall.


"Shit,"
Lucy whispered. "I think I got him."


"You
did." Taking point, her tranq pistol aimed, Xochitl inched slowly forward in
an effort to see where Travis had fallen.


Over
her shoulder a light shone into the trailer, and she heard Lucy yell, "NO!"


Time
slowed for Xochitl. Were Travis' eyes glowed florescent green as he charged
toward her. All she saw was a giant Beast with tan fur leap through the air. Xochitl
let off round after round until her pistol clicked empty.


A
single shot suddenly rang out. Were Travis flew backward into the trailer.


Adrenaline
pumping through her veins, Xochi shook uncontrollably as she turned around to
face Lucy.


Xochitl's
legs gave way, and she dropped to the ground panting. Heart racing and pulse
pounding, she rolled onto her butt and put her head between her knees, the
tranq pistol dangling loosely from her grip. She inhaled and exhaled slowly to
calm herself.


"You
okay?" Lucy knelt beside her.


"So,
not a backfire then." Xochitl raised her head.


"Guess
not." Lucy looked apologetic, but Xochi waved it off.


"Gracias,
by the way." She patted Lucy on the shoulder.


"De
nada," Lucy replied, rising. She held out her hand for Xochitl.


"Very
good, Grasshopper." Xochitl clutched Lucy's hand. Lucy heaved Xochitl to her feet.


"We'll
make a Mexican out of you yet," she said.


"I
thought I already was." Lucy feigned shock.


"Oh,
no." Xochitl grabbed her shotgun. "You haven't performed all the
rituals yet."


"You
ladies alright?" a male voice twanged from across the parking lot.


Xochitl
and Lucy turned around and watched, perplexed, as a forty-something man dressed
in jeans, a plaid long sleeve shirt, cowboy boots and cowboy hat skipped toward
them. As he got closer, Xochitl noticed a huge silver belt buckle adorning his
waist. The man was in good shape, only a slight paunch protruding from
underneath his tucked-in shirt.


"We're
fine." Lucy put her hand up.


"Ooowee!"
the man howled. "That was some shot! Name's Willard. Willard Hardy,"
Willard, Willard Hardy said. "But you can call me Tex on account I'm from
Texas." He tipped his gleaming white ten-gallon cowboy hat.


"Thanks,
Tex," Lucy replied, squirming at the compliment.


"Man,
I thought it was you when I saw your ride from my rig parked over yonder,"
Tex drawled. "But I weren't sure 'til I saw what you two ladies were doin'...Then,
I knew, just knew...The Werewolf Whisperer." As if saluting the flag, Tex
removed his hat and placed it over his heart.


"Yep.
That's me." Lucy gave Tex a weak smile.


"So,
Tex." Xochitl stepped in. "I'm—"


"Xochitl
Magaña and Lucy Lowell...and that's," Tex pointed at Xochitl's car. "El
Gallo...1966 Olds Toronado...a classic." Tex turned his attention back
to the two women. "I'm a huge fan." He offered his hand.


Xochi, shocked yet pleasantly surprised the man had both
pronounced her name correctly and knew his muscle cars, shook Tex's hand. "It's
a pleasure, Tex."


"I've
read your book." Tex turned to Lucy. "Well, me and the Mrs., that
is...And watched your instructional videos online."


"Really?"
Lucy cocked an eyebrow, her fan phobia modulated by genuine interest. "How
come?"


"My
girl, Billie," Tex's voice quavered, "turned Hound about six months
ago."


"Near
here?" Lucy asked. "Do you need some..."


Xochitl
frowned at her partner.


Don't say it. Don't say it. Don’t say it.


"...help?"


"No,
ma'am," Tex replied.


"Great!"
Xochi rubbed her hands together enthusiastically.


"My
daughter and the Mrs. live in North Texas...Denton, to be exact."


"Wait...How
the hell are you here?" Xochitl asked, shocked.


He's so far from home.


"Well,
ma'am, I got stuck behind state line 'bout a week after K-Day."


Xochitl
and Lucy looked at each other.


"Lots
of us truckers did," Tex said. "We run whatever goods make it through
the line up and down the state now, sendin' money home when we can."


"We'd
better...you know..." Xochitl nodded to the open trailer with the tranqed
Werebeast inside.


"Yeah,"
Tex agreed. "That's some big feller in there...Looks like he did a number
on your rear axle." Tex walked around, inspecting the rig. He bent down
and looked underneath.


"I
know." Xochitl kneeled next to Tex. "Should still be able to drive
it, right?...If I take it really slow?"


"Well,
I wouldn't go over twenty miles per hour and I wouldn't go for more than a few
miles." Tex stood and scratched his head before he put his hat back on. "But
it's doable."


"Great."
Xochitl stood. "What do you think?"


"It's
getting late," Lucy said. "When was the boat leaving again?"


"Bob's
text said it leaves the old Catalina Express dock at midnight sharp."
Xochitl sighed. "With or without Travis."


She
checked her phone. "We're cutting it close."


"Looks
like we don't have a choice." Lucy rubbed her eyes.


"I
got some chains in my truck," Tex said. "I can jury-rig your axle to
the frame. Should get you up the road a piece."


"We
just gotta make it to the bridge by the port." Xochitl felt relieved and
grateful for Tex's help.


"Great,"
Lucy said.


"Well,
hot damn. I'll be right back." Tex hop-skipped back to his rig.


Lucy
turned to the open trailer and slowly moved in for a closer look.


"How's
Beastie Boy looking?" Xochitl leaned around Lucy, trying to glimpse
inside.


"Can
you shine your phone near the back?" Lucy asked.


At
first Xochi couldn't find Travis in the shadows, but as she moved in closer,
she saw what appeared to be a twisted lump of brownish fur lying on its side
with its long sinewy legs extended outward. Travis' torso was curved in on
itself, and his lupine head was tucked toward his chest, which rose and fell to
the rhythm of his steady breathing.


"He
looks peaceful," Lucy said.


"Well,
at least one of us is." Xochitl panned the light over to the back wall. In
the corner, crumpled in half, was Travis' gurney. "Well, that's not an
option."


"Let's
just leave him where he is." Lucy grabbed the trailer door and latched it
closed again.


"What
about when we get to the port?" Xochitl took out her keys and locked the
latch.


"Let's
cross that bridge when we get to it." Lucy smirked.


Xochitl
groaned.


Lucy
chuckled and nodded. "Tex."


Tex
held a thick chain in his arms as he lumbered across the parking lot. His hop-skip
clearly not a quirky canter but the result of an injured leg.


"I'm
gonna go help him," Xochitl said.


"Okay."
Lucy took the guns and the keys and headed for El Gallo as Xochi jogged over to
Tex.


"Help
you with that?" she asked, falling in step with Tex.


"I'm
good," Tex said, though he looked a little strained by the weight. "Have
to do this all the time when I'm up in the mountains."


"Oh."


How should I say this?


"So
Tex, what's up with your leg?"


"That?"
Tex smiled. "Used to ride bulls back home."


"You
did?" Xochitl was impressed. "¡Híjole!"


"Yes,
ma'am." Tex nodded. "Got my foot stuck in a stirrup. Damn bull dragged
me around for a bit, nearly took my leg off. Ended my career on the circuit."


"¡Híjole!"
Xochitl shook her head. "Is that where you got your buckle?"


"Yes,
ma'am." Tex said, his eyes twinkling with pride. "Denton County
Champ...ten years ago."


They
got to the horse trailer, and Tex dropped the chains with a clanking thud.


"I'll
have this up in no time." Tex unclipped a walkie-talkie hooked on his belt
and set it on the ground next to the chains.


"What's
that for?" Xochitl nodded to the radio.


"CB.
I like to monitor the chatter." Tex smiled. "Helps me work." He
sprawled flat on his back and looked up at Xochitl. "You remind me of a señorita
I met down in Guadalajara...before the Mrs...that is. She was a real spitfire
too." He scooted underneath the trailer.


Xochitl
shook her head, stifling a giggle.


I like this Texas bull rider turned trucker.


"So,
how's it going?" Lucy asked, approaching the back of the rig.


"Great."
Xochitl pointed to Tex. "Bull rider. Champ. Pretty cool, huh."


"Yeah."
Lucy tilted her head in surprise. "So, Tex." Lucy sucked in a short
breath as she bent down. "I didn't know the Kyon Virus had gotten as far
as Texas."


"We've
heard of isolated cases in Arizona and Nevada." Xochitl squatted across
from Lucy. "Oh, and Washington State."


"Well,
I've heard of it getting as far as Florida." Tex poked his head out from
under the rig. "Miss Xochitl, can you slide the end of the chain toward me?"


Xochitl
heaved the end of the chain under the trailer and dragged the slack to Tex. The
trucker pulled the chain around the axle and over the frame.


"How'd
you hear that?" Lucy asked. "It's not being reported."


"Since
when did the news get anything right?" Xochitl grumbled.


"Ham
radio," Tex stated, matter-of-fact. "And you're right, Miss Xochitl,
the news ain't reportin' nothin' right these days. Folks gotta get the
information the ol' fashion way, they gotta talk to each other." Tex scooted
out from under the trailer and grabbed his CB. "There. That'll do her."
He slapped the dirt off his pants.


"We
can't thank you enough, Tex." Lucy rose and smiled at the trucker.


"Yeah."
Xochitl patted Tex on the back. "You're a life saver."


"Ah,
was nothin'." He bowed his head slightly, swatting the air with his hand.
Xochitl detected a little pink in his cheeks.


"Though,
I'd feel better if I followed you gals up the road," Tex added. "Just
'til you get to the bridge."


"You
don't have..." Lucy stopped in mid sentence; her gaze drifted past Xochitl
and Tex.


"Hello?...Hey?..."
a male voice shouted.


Xochitl
craned her neck and followed Lucy's line of sight. Todd the store clerk jogged
toward them, holding a plastic shopping bag as he shouted and waved in their
direction.


"Hey."
Todd panted. "Umm...I got your snacks and lotion." He held the bag
out to Xochitl.


"Thanks."
She grabbed the bag, took out her pepitas and shoved them in her cargo pants
pocket. She tossed Lucy her pretzels.


"Umm..."
Todd mumbled and shifted from side to side, looking like a little lost puppy.


"Was
there something else?" Lucy asked.


"Umm..."
Todd's voice nervously rose in pitch. "Yeah?...I think...someone might
have called...the authorities?"


"Shit,"
Lucy and Xochitl said in unison.


"Well,
time to hit the road," Xochitl said. Lucy tossed her the rooster key chain.


"You
two are like a well-oiled machine." Tex gaped at them.


"Hunting
things with claws and sharp teeth can do that for a girl." Xochitl slapped
Tex on the back.


Lucy
turned her head sharply in the direction of the highway. Off in the distance Xochitl
heard sirens getting louder as they approached. 


We're not gonna make it outta here in
time.


Xochi
started for El Gallo, but Lucy didn't move. "Luce?"


"Tex?"
Lucy turned to the trucker. "I think we'll take you up on that offer."


"Yes,
ma'am!" Tex hooted and turned to Xochitl. "Drive out the exit behind
the diner and wait for me there...and take this." He handed her the CB
walkie-talkie. "Keep it on channel seventeen." He turned and
hop-skipped back to his rig without further explanation.


Xochitl
stood next to El Gallo, playing with the CB, as Lucy limped around the front of
the Toronado to the passenger side.


"You
comin'?" Lucy plopped onto her seat, tugging the car door shut.


"Yep."
Xochitl tossed the CB on the dash then waved to Todd. "Bye, Todd."


She
slid behind the wheel and revved the engine. In her side-view mirror, she saw
Todd standing by the gas pumps, looking dumbfounded as he waved goodbye.


Xochitl
pulled El Gallo up to the exit at the rear of the truck stop diner. Ahead of
them, El Gallo's headlights illuminated an unlit road, which looped around the
station back toward the 110 South on-ramp.


A
metallic silver eighteen-wheeler pulled behind the horse trailer. She spotted
Tex at the wheel — his bright white cowboy hat a beacon in the dark.


"Collect
call for The Windy City...Collect call for The Windy City..." Tex's voice crackled
through the CB radio. "This is Texas Two Step. You got your ears on? Come
back."


Xochitl
smiled at Tex's CB handle and trucker lingo. She felt like she was listening to
characters from a cheesy 70s road trip movie — the kind she used to
watched with her papa, who had loved them. Lucy snickered.


"You're
listening to the smooth sounds of The Windy City," a Barry White baritone
voice replied.


"What's
your twenty?" Tex asked.


"On
the four-seven approaching The Gate as we speak." The Windy City's dulcet
tones flowed over the handheld radio.


"I'm
at the chew-n-choke," Tex came back.


"Geraldine's?"
Windy City asked.


"Affirmative,"
Tex said. "Hey, I got a couple of beavers..."


"Beavers?"
Xochitl wrinkled her nose and looked over to Lucy who seemed equally
disenchanted with being called a beaver.


"...and
a rooster with a broken wing. A Full Grown Bear's breathing down their necks,"
Tex continued. "I need you to flip flop our way and bring the baby into
the cradle. Come back."


"Ten-four,"
Windy City replied. "I'm puttin' the pedal to the metal."


"Watch
for my flashin' chickens," Tex said.


"Copy,"
Windy replied. "I'm northbound and down."


"El
Gallo? You there?" Tex asked.


Xochitl
picked up the walkie and pressed the push-to-talk button. "We're
here...not liking being called beavers though."


"That's
a big ten-four." Tex chuckled. "Old habits...Did you catch any
of—"


"Yeah."
Xochitl noticed a confused look on Lucy's face. "We're gonna ride between
Tex and his amigo Windy," she explained.


"And
you know that how?" Lucy rubbed her chin.


"There's
a lot about me you don't know." Xochitl grinned.


"El
Gallo?" Tex urged. "Best get our wheels spinnin'."


"That's
a big ten-four." Xochitl pulled out onto the road behind Geraldine's and
drove toward the freeway entrance. She could hear the heavy rumbling of Tex's
big rig on their tail.


"Collect
call for Texas Two Step. Come back," a high-pitched female voice with a
sassy swagger came over the CB.


"You
got Tex, Driver. Come on," Tex replied.


"You
got Switchblade Sally, honey-pie," the woman cooed.


"Nice."
Xochitl glanced at Lucy as they approached the four-way stop before the
on-ramp. "I need to get me a cool handle."


Lucy
shook her head.


Go on laugh, Werewolf Whisperer. You know
you want one too.


Xochi
stuck out her tongue.


"Well,
butter my biscuit! Sweet Switchblade Sally!" Tex drawled flirtatiously. "You
still drivin' that parking lot?"


"To
be sure," Sally came back. "What's your twenty?"


"Just
merging onto the 110 South. Come back," Tex replied.


Xochitl
veered El Gallo onto the freeway. She glimpsed the cab of Tex's rig as he
pulled up behind her.


"Wish
we could play catch up, honey-pie," Switchblade came back. "But your
Big Bad Papa Bear brought Mama Bear and Baby Bear with him."


Lucy
rolled down her window and adjusted her side-view mirror. "I can see
three...make that four sets of flashing lights headed our way." She
grimaced at Xochi.


Xochi checked her side mirror. "I can't see a damn thing."


"Trust
me." Lucy sounded nervous. "I see 'em. They're there."


"Okay,
chica. Whatever you say." Xochi gripped the steering wheel and leaned in. "Go,
go, go, go, go," she mumbled under her breath.


"I'm
approaching your back door,"
Switchblade came in. "You and Windy put that baby in the cradle and I'll tuck her in tight. Come back."


"Sally's
gonna block the police from seeing us." Xochitl translated.


"I
got that. Thanks." Lucy scowled.


"Ten-four,
Sally," Tex replied. "We're on the floor lookin' for more. You copy
that, Little Rooster? Come back."


"Copy,
Tex," Xochi came back. "We're puttin' the pedal to the metal."


Xochi
stepped on the accelerator. El Gallo whined and shook as she tried to coax more
speed from the Toronado. The horse trailer's jury-rigged rear axle was not
holding the weight of the rig well. The drag it caused on her car was apparent
as the engine strained to haul the beast attached to it.


"El
Gallo was not made for this." Xochitl white-knuckled the steering wheel.


"We're
only about four miles out." Lucy's voice wavered.


"Won't
matter if Smokey nabs us." Xochi grimaced. "We get caught
transporting a Beast, they're gonna lock us up and throw away the key."


Just
then, a flash of blinding light reflected off the side mirror into Xochi's
eyes. "¡Híjole!" She put her hand up to block the glare.


"I
think Tex just flashed us." Lucy
swiveled in her seat. "He's lighting up the trailer."


She's worried. Crap!


"With
the darts you shot into Travis and the elephant dart I tranqed him with,"
Lucy nervously calculated, "he should be down until Catalina." She
gave Xochitl a weak smile.


"Just
so ya know, we get caught I'm not
sharing a bunk with you." Xochi punched the gas once more.


The
interior of El Gallo lit up. "Ugh." Xochitl blocked the light from
her eyes and grabbed the CB. "Hey Tex, we're comin' up on MacArthur and baby's gettin' fussy."


"Windy,
what's your twenty?"
Tex drawled.


"Comin' up on your
back door," Windy City
answered. "Your chickens are lighting my way home."


"Windy,
you sweet thing, you're as
smooth as ever," Sally cooed. "I just love to watch you from behind."


A
deep rumble vibrated through El Gallo just before the giant silhouette of an
eighteen-wheeler — like a stealth bomber — passed by Xochi's
window. Completely blacked out, the truck would have seemed invisible if it
hadn't been outlined in reflective lights. The horn bellowed twice, signaling
Windy City's arrival.


Xochi
and Lucy winced.


The
black hole of a big rig eased ahead of the caravan. El Gallo's headlights illuminated
the back of the truck, which morphed from pitch black to rich purple and
sparkled with small diamond flecks.


Intimidating
by night, badass by day.


Xochitl
picked up the walkie and hit the PTT button, "Collect call for the Windy
City. This is La Vida Loba."


"La
Veee...da...Loba..." Windy City oozed sensuality.


"Please
make it stop." Lucy huffed.


"I'm
gonna have some fun tonight even if it kills me." Xochitl made a kissy
face at her friend.


"Windy
City," Tex's voice came over the CB. "Best keep your silver tongue
away from that little wolf. She just might bite it off."


"Sorry
to break up the love-in," Switchblade Sally cut in. "But I got a
whole slew of jackpots coming up on the left and I don't feel like getting a
bear bite. Let's put this baby to bed."


Lucy
grabbed the CB from Xochitl. "That's a big ten-four, Switchblade."


Xochi
smirked.


A
huge double-decker eighteen-wheeler loaded with cars on both levels sidled up
to El Gallo's driver side. A woman in her fifties sat behind the wheel. She had
a pale scarf headband tied around her dark bobbed hair, and the collar of her
polo shirt pulled up to her ears. If it hadn't been for the silver blade she
repeatedly flicked as she drove, Sally would have appeared more like a soccer
mom than a trucker. She smiled and touched the switchblade to her temple in
salute to Xochitl and Lucy just as four highway patrol cars zoomed past, lights
flashing and sirens shrieking.


"Baby's
tucked in tight for the night," Switchblade's voice came over the walkie.


Xochi
and Lucy watched the cop cars speed down the freeway and across the Vincent
Thomas Bridge. Xochitl and Lucy let out a collective sigh of relief.


"That's
a big ten-four," Tex replied. "I owe you a brown bottle, Sally."


"Make
it a case," Sally cooed. "And you got a date."


"Look
alive. Look alive," Windy City broke in. "We're approaching the
four-seven."


"Copy,"
Xochitl responded and straightened up in her seat, scratching her shoulder with
her chin. Her fifth wind was on the downslide, and she wanted to be done with
this job — even if it was for Bob's kid.


"We
should take the Harbor exit," Lucy said. "We can drive under the
bridge and park there."


"You've
been here before?" Xochitl glanced at her partner.


"Long
time ago," Lucy muttered. A faraway look passed over her face. "Gabe
and I tracked a dogfighting ring out of Long Beach. They would pay off harbor
security and use the underpass of the bridge to hold the fights."


"I
knew you had a hard-on for saving pinche perros." Xochitl gave Lucy a
little shove. "But wasn't that way out of your jurisdiction?"


"Yeah."
Lucy laughed. "We used to do a lot of stupid things."


"So,
nothing's changed then?" Xochitl smirked.


"Well,
you know, it's hard to teach an old dog new tricks." Lucy nudged Xochitl back.
"See...see what I did there?"


"You
need to work on your material." Xochitl rolled her eyes and grabbed the
CB. "Tex?" Xochitl let off the PTT button.


"Is
this where we say 'Adios,' little loba?" Tex's drawl sounded melancholy.


"Yeah."
Xochitl's throat tightened, and she choked back a tear.


So many goodbyes. Should be used to it by
now.


But
people like Bob, Lefty and now Tex were reminders of how precious family was to
her, and that everything she was going through would somehow be worth it in the
end.


"Tell
him thank you," Lucy whispered.


"Little
Red Riding Hood says 'muchas gracias.'" Xochitl radioed back, smiling
smugly. "That goes for you too, Windy City, Sally."


"Always
enjoy pullin' the wool over Smokey's eyes." Sally chuckled.


"My
pleasure." Windy City's melodious voice flowed out of the radio. "Tex,
I'll catch you on the flip flop."


"Tex."
Xochitl clicked off the push-to-talk button, not knowing what to say to the
person who had saved her, Lucy's and probably Travis' life. "Vaya con
Dios."


"Y
tú también," Tex twanged, making Xochitl giggle. "I'm northbound and
down."


"Your
dad was right about truckers being the best kind of people." Lucy gave
Xochitl's shoulder a squeeze as they watched Tex's rig pass them.


El
Gallo veered off the 47 Freeway onto the Harbor Boulevard exit. They drove the half-mile down Swimford
Street toward the old Catalina Express port in silence, each woman lost in her
own thoughts and exhaustion. This had been one of their more eventful trips. As
Xochitl took in the surroundings, it occurred to her that she'd never been to
San Pedro before. She had always wanted to go to Catalina Island, having heard
it was a beautiful place where golf carts were the only means of
transportation. The idea one could only drive a little car around was
fascinating to her, and she thought of how much fun it would have been to go
sea fishing with her papa and Miguel.


Papa
would have loved that.


But
the thriving tourist port to the magical island of golf carts and fancy fishing
was no more.


After
the initial Wereflu outbreak, there had been a mass exodus from the main island
through the Avalon Harbor. Since then, the channel to Catalina had been shut
down, essentially cutting off all the islands from the rest of the state. Now,
patrol boats kept a vigilant watch on the ports along the Southern California
coast. As with most deserted towns when the industry dries up, Catalina had turned
into a run-down, decayed ghostly version of itself.


Such
was the fate of the Catalina Express port.


"Turn
left there." Lucy pointed ahead to a dark area under the Vincent Thomas
Bridge. "It'll be a good place to stash the car."


Xochitl
wrinkled her nose. The idea of leaving El Gallo in such an unlit, seedy area
unnerved her. Nevertheless, she knew it was better than having someone spot
them carting a tranquilized Werebeast to a clandestine meeting with a venal boat
captain.


She
drove across the expansive asphalt roadway that had once served as a parking
lot to the ferry terminal. Several gaping cracks and a myriad of potholes
provided a challenging obstacle course. Xochitl maneuvered the rig cautiously so
as not to get stuck. She parked the car under the bridge and sighed
victoriously.


"Made
it!" Xochitl turned off the engine and looked at Lucy.


"Not
yet." Lucy opened the car door and stuck out one leg. "Now comes the
fun part." She exited the vehicle.


"Crap."
Xochi grabbed the keys and slid out from behind the wheel. Pausing to catch her
sixth wind, she shut the door with her hip and walked to Lucy, already standing
next to El Gallo's trunk.


"So..."
Xochitl stared at Lucy, waiting to hear her plan for getting Travis out of the
trailer and to the boat.


"So."
Lucy put her hands on her hips. "First, let's see if Travis is still
asleep."


Xochitl
unlocked the trunk, and Lucy grabbed Rollins' modified tranq gun. Tired and
achy, they plodded to the rear of the trailer. As before, Xochi unlocked the
latch while Lucy, gun readied, waited to see if Were Travis was sleeping like a
little Were puppy or ready to pounce and rip their throats out.


Xochitl
mouthed "three" and threw open the door. Nothing happened. She
chanced a look inside. Under the tunnel, without any lighting, the inside of
the trailer was a black void.


"I
need more than my phone light to see," Xochitl whispered over her shoulder.


"Will
this help?" a graveled male smoker's voice uttered.


"Holy
shit!" Lucy swung around and pointed her gun at the man.


"Whoa!"
The withered old man, dressed in a security guard uniform, raised his hands and
a large flashlight in the air.


"Who
are you?" Xochitl postured up by Lucy.


"Name's
Mac." The security guard shifted his weight from side to side. "I
work for Captain Azov. You're The Werewolf Whisperer, right? I'm here to help
you with...you know," Mac said apprehensively and nodded up to the horse
trailer.


Lucy
lowered the tranq gun and held her hand out for the flashlight in Mac's grip.
Which he gave to her. Without taking her eyes off him, Lucy handed the light to
Xochitl.


"Ready?"
Xochitl moved back to the opened trailer door.


Lucy
turned and nodded but kept Mac in her line of sight. "You might want to
stand back a bit," she said to Mac, hoisted the modified tranq gun to her
shoulder and aimed.


Xochitl
took a deep breath, switched on the light and shone it into the darkened
trailer. She panned around the right side of the rig where they'd last seen
Travis curdled up, and where he was still sound asleep. He'd rolled onto his
belly and was sprawled out on the trailer floor, looking almost comfortable
with his head resting on its side. He breathed heavily from his snout.


"Never
heard a Were snore before," Xochitl whispered. "Looks like we're good
to go. But we still don't have anything to put him on.


"I
got a flatbed hand truck you could use," Mac said.


"And
you didn't bring it with you, why?" Xochitl shut off the flashlight and
stared at the security guard.


"Umm..."
Mac hesitated answering. Xochitl eyed the man warily.


 Something's
off. 


"Well,
go get it," Lucy told Mac as if she were speaking to a dopey golden retriever.
"Go on."


"No
problem." Mac smiled weakly and left.


"There's
something off about that guy." Xochitl watched Mac trudge toward the dock.
"He seemed jumpy." Lucy looked equally wary.


"Well,
I did have a gun pointed at him." Lucy flicked her hand dismissively and
faced the truck.


"Yeah.
Still." Xochitl grabbed the loading ramp tucked in a slot between the
trailer doors and the rear bumper. She yanked on the grips and pulled, but the
ramp wouldn't budge. She yanked again. Nothing.


"¡Chingadera!"
Xochitl yanked a third time, but it was a no go. "Pinche ramp," she
muttered, slamming her hand on her thigh.


"Settle
down. Let's try together." Lucy took one end from Xochitl, and they pulled
with all their might. But the ramp wouldn't move.


"¡Ay
carajo!" Xochitl threw her hands up in the air as Lucy bent down and
checked under the trailer.


"Looks
like Travis' tantrum smashed part of the undercarriage along with the axle."
Lucy rose, slapping the dust off her sweats.


"So,
no ramp then." Xochitl sighed.


"Nope."


"Guess
we're doing this the old-fashioned way." Xochitl hopped up onto the end of
the rig then grabbed Lucy's hand to help her up.


They
approached Travis cautiously.


"You
take one arm. I'll take the other," Lucy said as she moved to Travis.


Xochitl
squatted down and hoisted Travis' arm, placing it around her neck. She glanced
over to Lucy who winced at the weight Travis added to her injured leg.


"You
okay?"


 Lucy bit down on her lip but nodded "yes."


"On
three. One...Two...Three." They heaved Travis up by the armpits. "Oh...my...God..."
Xochitl groaned before dropping her side of the teen Were.


Lucy
let go of her side and bent over, panting. "That...was...a
bust...Grab...his..." She pointed to Travis' legs.


Xochitl
nodded and moved to the rear of the Werebeast. As if she were a powerlifter,
she squatted down, grabbed Travis' legs and waited for Lucy to grip his arms.


"Ready?"
Lucy asked. Xochitl nodded. "Go."


Again
they heaved Travis' body up with all their might. They managed to move him two
feet before Lucy lost her hold on him and dropped his head onto the steel floor
with a thump. They gritted their teeth, waiting to see if Travis would wake,
but to their relief his tongue lapped at his lips and he exhaled a deep yawn.


"This
calls for the carpet method," Xochitl said.


Lucy's
eyebrows squished together.


"You
know, roll 'em."


"Oh,
good idea," Lucy agreed.


Xochitl
shifted to Were Travis' side and sat on the floor, her legs bent for leverage.
She grabbed his other side and, as if she were exercising on a rowing machine,
pulled Travis' bottom half toward her so that his body was parallel to the
trailer opening. Exhausted, Xochitl fell on her back.


"Good
job," Lucy said.


Xochitl
pushed herself up to her feet.


They
rolled Travis to the edge of the truck. Like a dead fish, he flipped and
flopped side over side. To Xochi's surprise and relief, he never woke up.


"Now,
what?" Lucy asked, glancing over the edge of the trailer.


"We
roll him off."


"It's
about a two-foot drop." Lucy looked concerned.


Xochitl
shrugged.


"Okaaay."
Lucy shook her head and knelt next to Xochitl. They rolled Travis over the
edge.


He
landed on the pavement with a thud.


"Easy
peasy." Xochitl hopped off the side of the rig as Lucy slid gingerly off
its end. "So what're we gonna do with this heap of crap?"


"I
could take it off your hands," Mac said, rolling a hand truck toward them.


"¡Híjole!"
Xochi jumped. "For someone so creaky, you certainly are stealthy."


"Xoch."
Lucy scowled. "Sorry, Mac. It's been a long night."


"Like
I said." Mac eyed the trailer. "I'll take it."


"It's
in really bad shape," Lucy said. "It's got a broken rear axle and the
ramp is jammed."


"Not
a problem." Mac sized up the trailer.


Xochitl
approached the guard who kept the dolly between them.


"Xoch?"
Lucy asked.


Xochitl
wheeled the hand truck away from Mac to where Travis lay. "I don't want
it." She lined the flatbed dolly up with the Were. "Bob won't care."


"Guess
it's yours then." Lucy turned to Mac.


Mac
raised a hand up in thanks.


Xochitl
shrugged off the gesture, more preoccupied with Travis and the walk to the dock
than with the beat up horse trailer. She couldn't care less what some security
guard wanted.


Probably scrap it for parts.


A
truck like this could bring a good price, and on a less eventful night, she
might have called a few people she knew to chop it for her.


"Thought
we'd just flop him on the bed and roll him," Xochitl said to Lucy.


"Sounds
like a plan." Lucy gripped the flatbed's handle. "I'll tilt it on its
side and you flip him on top.


"Hey,
Mac," Xochitl called to the guard standing off to the side. "You
wanna lend a hand?"


"Sorry."
Mac touched his lower back.


"Of
course." Xochitl rolled her eyes. She hooked her arms under Travis' head
and shoulders as Lucy tilted the dolly on a slant. Xochitl managed to flip
Travis' torso belly-side up onto the flatbed, his too-long legs dangling over
its edge.


"Great."
Lucy smiled. "Let's get this done."


"Captain's
waiting," Mac added.


Duh!


Xochitl
glared at the old man.


Lucy
was about to push the dolly, when Xochitl remembered the duffel of money. She
leaned over to Lucy and whispered, "Where's the dinero?"


"Still
in the backseat, I guess," Lucy stated, matter-of-fact.


"Still?"
Xochitl asked, shocked they'd left a bag loaded with cash in an unlocked car.


"You're
in charge of the money." Lucy raised her hand, acquitting herself of any
blame and nodded to Travis. "I'm in charge of this."


"Fine."
Xochitl turned and stomped off toward El Gallo. She opened the door and looked
into the back seat but didn't see the black duffel bag of money. Panic gripped
her. She scrambled into the back of the car for a better look.


"Oh,
thank you God." Xochitl sighed, spotting the duffel jammed on the floor
between the front and back seat. Slinging the bag over her shoulder, she
shimmied backward out of the car. She nervously scanned the underpass before unzipping
the bag.


Relief
washed over her. The stacks of one hundred dollar bills were exactly where Bob
had left them. "That's a lot of dough," she mumbled.


Just
as she began to zip up the bag, Xochi noticed something white peeking out from
under the bundles of money. She dug through the wads of cash and retrieved a thick
envelope with a note written on the front.


Kiddo
— I knew you would never accept payment for saving my boy. But I feel I need
to give you this for helping me. Save it for a rainy day and watch your six.


Love,


B.T.


Xochitl
opened the unsealed envelope and stared at the money inside. She thumbed
through the bills — all Benjamins
— estimating the amount to be somewhere in the ballpark of twenty-five
grand. "Híjole, Bob." Her eyes welled up with tears. She blinked them
away.


"What's
that?" Lucy's asked.


"Shit!"
Xochitl jumped, dropping the envelope. "Stop doing that."


"So?"
Lucy seemed unconcerned that she'd scared the hell out of her friend.


"Oh."
Xochitl snatched the envelope and slung the duffel across her body. "Your
new pants." Unlocking the trunk, she crammed the envelope inside the
pocket of Lefty's tan military jacket.


Hope Lefty and Miguel's Werefighting is
going better than our Were smuggling.


She
clutched the jacket, and her thoughts drifted momentarily to her brother. She
wondered if she'd be back here someday sending him off to the Island of Misfit
Weres.


Or will I have to put him down?


Xochi
shuddered.


"We'd
better get a move on." Lucy nudged Xochitl back to their present task. "Boat's
leaving in ten."


"Shit."
Xochitl tossed the jacket in the trunk and locked it before she and Lucy walked
to Mac and an unconscious Were Travis.


Together,
they grabbed the handle of the hand truck and began to pull Travis. At first
the dolly moved smoothly, and Xochitl thought they'd finally caught a break.
But of course, as the night had proven time and time again, this was not an
easy job.


The
dolly jammed on Travis' lanky legs, almost tipping both hand truck and Werebeast
on their sides.


"Crap."
Xochitl groaned, keeping her emotions in check and quelling the urge to jump up
and scream to the heavens "Why me, God?"


"Take
his legs," Lucy said, sounding just as irritated as Xochitl felt.


"I
always get the ass end of things," she mumbled and hoisted him off the
ground. "Good to go."


Grunting
in pain with each step, Lucy pulled the dolly as Xochi held onto Travis' legs. Mac
seemed to have taken pity on Lucy and grabbed onto the handle to help her pull.


Guess your 'ol back's not so bad after
all.


As
they approached the dock terminal, Xochitl's danger meter spiked. Gang tags and
graffiti marred the once pristine whitewashed walls of the building. Cut up
cardboard boxes, the remnants left by vagrants, were stashed in what remained
of the doorway to the terminal, and garbage was strewn about the grounds. The
prevalent smell of urine wafted on the ocean breeze.


They
pulled the dolly around the side of the building and walked through a rusted
gate to the port side of the harbor.


To
the left of the old Catalina Express Terminal, a long pier jutted out from the
main port. A forty-foot fishing schooner with what appeared to be a crane at
its stern moored alongside the wharf. The engines were running.


Lucy
shot Xochitl a worried look, and they double-timed it across the dock's cracked
cement. They snagged on a pothole as they took a sharp turn onto the
salt-weathered wooden pier. The hand truck tipped over and toppled onto Travis,
knocking Xochitl to her knees while Lucy stumbled into Mac who caught her
before she fell.


Xochi
stood slowly; her wrist stung. She saw a large abrasion on the palm of her hand
where she'd broken her fall.


"You
okay?" Lucy asked Xochitl who was blowing on her palm.


"Yep."
Xochitl wiped her hand on her pants. She looked up to the boat — the
words The Charon painted on its hull.


"The
Sharon. Who's Sharon?" Xochitl wondered aloud.


"It's
pronounced Kha-ron, with a k sound," a male voice said with what sounded
like an Eastern European accent.


Xochitl
peered around Lucy who was helping Mac lift the hand truck off Travis and saw a
stocky man who appeared to be in his sixties — his tanned face
leathery-looking from years on the open sea. He wore navy blue dungarees that
flared at the bottom and a white cable knit sweater with a white turtleneck
underneath. A navy colored skullcap covered a seemingly bald head, completing
his uniform. He might have looked as if he'd walked out of a Norman Rockwell
painting if it hadn’t been for the fat cigar he held between his fingers.


"It's
the name of the Ferryman who carries the souls of the dead across the river
Styx." The man pointed to the side of the boat. "Apropos, don't you
think?"


Xochitl neither
liked the name of the boat nor the callous nature of the man whom she assumed
to be its captain.


"Captain
Azov." Mac stepped forward. "This is The Werewolf Whisperer and her
partner."


"Please,
Lucy and Xochitl." Lucy stuck her hand out for the Captain to shake.


 Captain Azov took Lucy's hand. He bent
down slightly and placed a light kiss on the top.


Gross!


Xochitl
wrinkled her nose.


Lucy
took it in stride.


"Mac,"
Captain Azov said to his man. "Take the dolly to the boarding ramp and
tell Mills to lower the crane."


"Yes,
sir." Mac veered the dolly around Lucy and his captain and headed toward
the bow of the boat.


As
Mac neared the loading ramp, Xochitl noticed a large metal cage on the pier.
Her eyes continued to follow him as he made his way up to the deck and back
toward the stern, stopping at the entrance to the bridge. Beyond Mac, several
oversized metal cages had been stowed at the bow.


Xochi
nudged Lucy. "Looks like
Travis isn't the only one with a golden ticket."


"Are
you going to hoist him up with the crane?" Lucy asked before Xochitl could
mention the cages.


"Yes,"
the Captain replied. "We will harness it then lift it—"


"Not
it. Him." Xochitl scowled at Captain Azov. He grinned and stuck the cigar
in his mouth.


Xochitl
moved toward the captain. Lucy touched Xochi's arm, stopping her. Xochitl
glanced at her friend. Lucy eyed Azov's hip where he holstered his pistol.


"Has
been out cold for a while, yes?" Captain Azov blew out a puff of smoke and
pointed his cigar at Travis.


Xochitl
felt dizzy from the mix of tobacco and seaweed in the air and took a step back
from the captain.


"Yes,"
Lucy replied abruptly. "We shot Travis with enough tranquilizer to keep
him down for another eight hours."


"No
matter." The captain waved his cigar in the air. "We have our
methods...should we need to use them."


A
sick feeling bubbled up in Xochitl's stomach.


Are we doing the right thing?


Over
the captain's shoulder, Xochitl watched Mac approach with a large harness
attached to a long chain and hook bundled in his arms.


"Mills
gave me this, Captain." Mac dropped the harness at Lucy's feet.


"Good,
good. Hook him up." Azov waved his cigar toward Travis and grinned at
Xochitl once more.


She
knew he was toying with her, and she desperately wanted to kick him in the
groin. She'd been underestimated by men like this her whole life and was not
intimidated by Captain Azov, from God knows where, at all.


Lucy
grabbed part of the harness and helped Mac place it around Travis' torso. As
the crane lowered, Mac lifted the chain's hook and latched it to a large rusted
clasp that protracted from the rig.


"Okay,
Mills!" Mac yelled up to a man on the deck, and Travis was lifted off the
pier, his arms and legs dangling lifelessly in the air.


"So,"
Captain Azov stuck his cigar in his mouth and slapped his hands together. "You
have something for me, yes?"


Xochitl
glared at the man as he stared at the black duffel strapped across her body. His
eyes gleamed with greed. She wanted to spit in his face.


"Yes."
Xochitl gritted her teeth as she pulled the bag over her head and held it in front
of her. She unzipped the duffel, spreading it open for the captain to inspect.


"Very
good." Captain Azov reached for the bag. Xochitl pulled it away before he
could take it.


"Not
so fast." She handed the duffel to Lucy and got face to face with the captain.
They were close in height. Xochitl stared straight into his eyes and lowered
her voice.


"And
there before me was a pale horse! Its rider was named Death, and Hades was
following close behind him." She let the words linger in the captain's ear
and watched for the moment when she knew he'd gotten her meaning. It wasn't
much more than a flinch of his eye, but it was enough to tell her he knew she
was serious.


"See
that Travis gets to the island alive and in one piece." Lucy closed in and
handed the duffel of cash to the captain.


Captain
Azov tipped his fingers to his cap. "Ladies." He turned and walked
away.


"Az-hole!"
Xochi muttered.


No.
I will not be bringing Miguel here.


They
turned and walked back to El Gallo.
















Chapter 14




Corrido Del Gallo Feroz


Dicen, por este valle, lo han nombrado,


"El Gallo" más feroz por aquí,


Sin temor, de las quijadas de la Bestia,


rescato a los lobitos, creo que sí.


Con un tirazo a la frente de la Bestia,


Mató Chatero en un, dos, por tres,


En fin, la Bestia no pudo dominarlo,


Faltó la fuerza de un gallo superior.


(El estribillo)


Esta leyenda la cantan sus admiradores,


Si lo ven, por Díos, deben de correr,


Y deben d'esconderse d'este Gallo,


Con su pistola, no será muy juguetón.


Este mito, recuerdan los viejitos,


Para que los niños deben de creer,


Existe este Gallo gavilante


Con su pistola, bravura y poder.


23 months ago


In
the middle of a makeshift dogfighting ring, Xochitl hung limply between Tuti
and another East Los. She didn't know which one. She didn't care. They were all
a bunch of animals to her now.


Relief
had washed over her when Tuti finally brought her to Memo. The beatings that
had left her belly bruised and swollen would stop. Memo would make good on his
promise to kill her.


I
need to lie down.


Xochitl
tried to lower herself down to the floor, but Tuti and his little helper kept
her from moving.


Why
won't they let me sleep?


Xochitl
found it hard to concentrate as random thoughts clouded her mind like a thick
fog. She tried to focus with the one eye that wasn't swollen shut. Memo's feet
paced back and forth in front of her. She found the movement strangely
comforting — though funny that he still couldn't make a move on her.


El
Gallo. Shit. Should have called himself El Pollo. Ha!


Xochitl
smiled at her own joke.


Memo's
feet stopped in front of her. "¡Oye puta, mira!"


Xochitl's
hair pulled at her skull as her head snapped back. Blood dripped down her chin;
her grin still plastered on her face. Memo stared at her, turning red with
rage. He was holding something in his hand.


Is
that a remote control? Are we gonna watch TV now?


Xochitl
didn't know why she thought that was funny, but she chuckled, spitting up more
blood in the process.


"You
think this is funny, bitch!" Memo barked.


She
didn't see the back of Memo's hand come at her. The sting on her cheek sent
shockwaves of pain through her body. But she didn't yell out or say a word.
Instead she kept smiling, daring him to finish the job.


Let's
get this over with, "El Gallo."


"Want
something to laugh about?" Memo moved to her side and grabbed her chin,
making her stare directly ahead. "Laugh at this."


She
heard him snap his fingers. "¡Feo, venga!"


From
across the warehouse a steel door flew open with a bang. Confused, her vision
blurred, Xochitl barely made out the two figures entering.


What's
happening?


As
the figures approached them, Xochi could see that one of the men was a huge
gangbanger with a pockmarked face. He was holding onto a thick chain leash that
was attached to a dog collar around the neck of a teenage boy.


Boy?...Oh,
God! Miguel!


The
hulking banger stopped outside the ring, several feet away from her.


Miguel,
wearing only dirty, torn chinos, stood motionless beside his jailer; her
brother's eyes were cast to the ground. Despite Miguel's defined chest and arm
muscles, Xochitl was shocked by his gaunt appearance. His once beautiful brown
skin was now dull and pale.


Xochi's
heart raced at the sight of her little brother chained like one of Memo's dogs.
As if she'd just been shot up with adrenaline, her brain immediately cleared of
any fogginess.


"See
baby. I told you, if you betrayed me, I'd take everything. I took your
bar...now, your little bro." Memo pressed the remote control in his hand.
Miguel dropped to his knees, screaming and writhing in pain.


"I'll
kill you! Kill you!" Xochitl lunged at Memo, desperately trying to free
herself from Tuti's grip. "Miguel!"


Xochitl
watched in terror — her little brother's body contorting, shifting.


Oh
God. No!


Miguel's
back arched, his arms splayed at his sides. His muscles expanded, shredding his
pants. Miguel raised his hands, curling them into tight fists at his temples,
and looked as if he were fighting the transformation. All at once, his hands extended,
elongating into razor-sharp claws while his face lengthened, forming a snout
where his nose and mouth had been. His eyes glowed bright amber.


Miguel
rose from the concrete floor and let loose a bloodcurdling howl.


The
sound echoed in Xochitl's ears, sending a chill down her spine. She had
witnessed Lucy Lowell's partner, Gabe, transform. He had similar features to
Miguel, but his awareness — his spirit — had seemed more human. Gabe
had seemed like he was trying to save Lucy, not hurt her. He'd responded to her
voice, her touch. But this creature's eyes appeared to be filled with pain and
rage. There was nothing of her little brother's joy behind them.


Every
fiber in Xochi's being shouted out for her to look away, but she could only
stand there, staring at the monster that had once been Miguel and scream
— scream for the loss of her brother, her family, her life.


"That's
better, little güera." Memo moved away to stand midway between her and
Miguel.


Xochitl
stifled her screams.


Don't
give him the satisfaction.


Vaguely
aware of the laughing and hollering from the bangers behind her, all Xochi
heard was the low growl emanating from the large, black Werebeast pacing before
her, as Memo's lackey held on to its chain for dear life.


"You
know, I always knew the kid had something inside him. Who knew it was dog."
Memo laughed as he moved closer to Miguel. "Turned out to be a good little
killer too. I should know. I trained him."


"I'm
gonna kill..." Xochitl's voice cracked as she struggled to get the words
out. "Cabrón."


"I
always loved to make you scream." Memo licked the air with his tongue. "But
first things first." Memo nodded to his man with the leash. "¡Mátela!"


"Kill
her," was ringing in Xochitl's ears as she watched the gangbanger release
the leash, sending Were Miguel charging across the room toward her.


She
threw her head back, connecting with Tuti's face and knocking both of them off
their feet. Xochitl rolled to her side just as her brother grabbed Tuti's leg,
dragged him through the ring fencing and tossed the banger up in the air like a
rag doll.


Holy
shit!


Tuti
landed on the cement floor with a thud. His body twitched and spasmed. Blood
pooled around his head.


Xochitl
scrambled to get to her feet, as Were Miguel, with one powerful leap, soared
over the perimeter of the ring and landed next to her.


Were
Miguel lunged at Xochitl. She raised her right arm in front of her face to
block his attack. His teeth missed her throat but sunk into the flesh of her
shoulder. The bone cracked. Blinding pain wracked her body. She screamed.


"Miguel!
Stop! Miguel!"


Miguel
straddled her, his chain whipping across her thighs. His jaws snapped at her
face and throat, the force of his body weight pinning her legs down.


Xochi
struggled to breathe, as she tried to push him off her. "Pleeeease...Mi...guel."


Xochitl's
arms were giving way. She didn't think she could hold her brother off much
longer. Tears mixed with blood and sweat rolled down her cheeks, stinging the
cuts on her face. She knew she was going to die. Her baby brother — the
love of her life — was going to kill her.


Xochitl took one last look into her
brother's blazing amber eyes and whispered, "Te amo, mijo."


*


A
crisp spring breeze blew through North Hollywood, momentarily creating the
illusion of a luscious, urban paradise. Glimmering sunshine and clear skies
highlighted the bright red splashes of ubiquitous bougainvillea plants climbing
the buildings and made the Vineland warehouse row look almost cheery.


Lucy
jumped out of the cruiser and hurried to the arriving SWAT truck. On the drive
from Gyssell's and with Rice's cooperation, Burch had assembled a six-man SWAT
team at lightning speed.


"Why
can't we have a full team?" Lucy complained, meaning to tease.


Burch
just shrugged, taking her seriously. "Rice gave us what's available. But
he sent us dogs, just for you."


Two
familiar German shepherds greeted Lucy at the truck. The dogs pulled hard on
their leashes, clearly agitated and ready to tear into someone. Lucy clicked
her tongue, and they settled.


"Why
don't you just join K9 SWAT already? Rommel would trade me in for you in a
heartbeat." Jake Garlit playfully offered.


"I
don't have the right temperament. That and I don't want to carry my partner's
poop bag." She grinned at the handler and adjusted the Kevlar vest another
SWAT officer had handed her.


Wonder what Rice's planning for the K-9
unit.


"We're
entering from both sides of the building," Burch briefed her. "Stay
behind the dogs. SWAT is going in first."


Lucy
nodded and readied her Beretta, then, once Burch looked preoccupied, scooted in
front of the canines.


"You
don't mind," Lucy said.


"Alpha
bitches first is my motto," Jake Garlit answered with a wink.


"Just
don't let Donner bite you in the ass," the other K9 officer quipped
lamely.


"Alec,
I'd keep a tight hold on Donner if I were you. We don't know how the dogs are
gonna react if there are Werebeasts in there. They'll either go nuts and
attack, or they'll try to hide up your asshole," Lucy replied evenly.


The
thick reek of blood and sweat hit Lucy even before the SWAT officers broke down
the warehouse door.


Playtime's
over.


The
crash of the metal door hit by the battering ram bounced off the concrete and
gave way to screaming and snarling — the horrible sounds of a dog attack
in progress.


Memo's
men bellowed as SWAT swept into the building.


"LAPD!
LAPD! DOWN ON YOUR KNEES! DOWN ON YOUR KNEES!" Lucy heard Burch through
the intense barking and yelping of the shepherds behind her. She didn't turn
but sensed the dogs were sorting out their fight or flight instinct.


The
scene before Lucy looked grotesque with broken bodies strewn around an
expansive fight ring. A large Werebeast ripped into a person crumpled on the
ground.


"OFF!"
Lucy shouted and tore ahead of the other officers. The Werebeast reeled as if
flung backward.


"SIT!
STAY!" Lucy turned her full attention to the person on the ground. Blond
hair spilled over the face; the woman's ripped up shoulder and arm spurted
blood.


"XOCHITL!"
Lucy screamed.


Please
be alive!


"He's
got a device!" someone else called out.


Lucy
spun to see Memo Morales, now down on his knees, clamp his hand around a remote
control before dropping it on the ground and lifting his arms again.


"Shock
collar!" Lucy got out the words just in time for the Werebeast to throw
its head back and release a deafening roar. Obvious agony coursed through it,
interfering with Lucy's hold, and it turned on her with murderous rage.


"He's
my Miguel." Xochitl raised her head, voice desperate. "Don't shoot."


Instead
of backing up, Lucy stepped into the Werebeast and smashed her Beretta into his
snout.


"SIT!
I said, SIT!" She growled the last "sit" and looked directly
into his eyes.


Were
Miguel stumbled back onto his haunches and froze.


"Guillermo
'El Gallo' Morales, you have the right to remain silent; anything you say can
and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to speak to
an attorney." Lucy heard an officer read Memo his rights as she tried to
help Xochitl.


Lucy
glanced over to see a SWAT officer zip tie Memo while another trained his Heckler
& Koch MP5 on the row of Memo's lackeys.


Other
members of the team worked on the large dog crates lining the wall. Lucy
shuddered when she saw people awkwardly crawling out of the confinements. The
mix of throaty growls and broken words confirmed that these were the people
Memo had taken.


Those
that are left, anyway.


"If
you cannot afford an attorney, one will be appointed for you. Do you understand
these rights as they have been read to you?" The officer finished
Mirandizing Memo.


"¿Qué?"
Memo glanced up at the officer and gave an exaggerated shrug, which drew a
guffaw from Feo. His chuckle died abruptly as Officer Gorski shoved him
outside.


"Usted
tiene el derecho de guarder el silencio. Cualquier cosa que Usted diga puede
ser usada contra Usted en una corte de ley," Ignacio Ramos broke in. "¿Entiende
Usted?"


A
handful of officers from the Metropolitan Division had entered the scene with a
group of soldiers in grey camouflage, led by Major Rice.


"Usted
tiene el derecho de hablar con un abogado y tener un abogado presente durante
nuestras preguntas," Ignacio continued quoting the Miranda warning calmly.
"¿Entiende Usted?"


Lucy
bent down to support Xochitl who was struggling to get up on her own.


"Better
stay down, Xochitl. Ambulance will be here soon," Lucy said and brushed a
strand of blood-smeared hair out of Xochitl's eyes. Getting a good look at
Xochitl's bruised face and bleeding shoulder and arm, Lucy feared for the
woman.


Those
sons of bitches beat her before siccing her brother on her.


"Help
me up," Xochitl said firmly, biting down on the pain.


Lucy
helped Xochitl up, clamping her hands tight to keep pressure on Xochitl's
bleeding arm. Xochitl just stared at her little brother who was slowly changing
from Werebeast to teenager again.


They
passed Memo on their way out of the ring. Before Lucy could stop her, Xochitl
lurched at the kneeling Memo and kicked him in the crotch.


"¡Memo,
chinga tu madre!" Xochitl spat blood from her torn mouth in his face and
careened backward. Memo yelped and fell over writhing. Lucy thought she heard
him retching but was too busy catching Xochitl to gloat.


Undeterred,
Ignacio continued, "Si Usted quiere un abogado antes de o durante
nuestras preguntas pero no tiene medios para emplear un abogado, se le asignará
uno, sin costo, antes de iniciarse las preguntas."


Hands
came, as if from out of nowhere, and helped steady Xochitl. Two paramedics
lifted her onto a gurney, leaving Lucy to follow wordlessly.


"¿Entiende
Usted cada uno de los derechos que le he explicado?" Lucy could hear
Ignacio conclude.


I
don't understand. I don't understand any of this.


She
walked from the darkness of the warehouse into the glare of the day.


The
scene outside had blown up into a circus; beside the parked SWAT truck, several
police cruisers, an armored vehicle, the prisoner transport box truck and
several ambulances had pulled in. The Los Angeles Coroner van arrived followed
by a number of news crews. Officers rushed around to set up a police tape
perimeter, and Lucy saw Captain Burch hold back the early-bird reporters with a
terse, presumably empty statement.


The
younger of the two paramedics paused before the ambulance. "Is this one
human or Were?" The older paramedic glanced up at Lucy.


"Human,"
Lucy answered quickly. She felt panic rise up in her. "Why?"


"'Cause
the Catchers are taking the Weres. It's a separate vehicle," the young man
said and got to work on Xochitl. "We'll take this lady to the hospital."


A
different truck for the Weres? What about Miguel?


Reluctant
to leave Xochitl with emergency services, Lucy circled around the ambulance. At
a distance, a black truck was being loaded with people in various stages of
transformation. Lucy thought she spotted Miguel Magaña being hoisted up by two
Catchers. Lucy recognized them as two of her fellow ACTF officers, Tolbert and
McNeal, but instead of their LAPD uniforms they were now clad in grey
camouflage and carried submachine guns.


"Hey
Micah, what's going on?" Lucy approached the truck with feigned levity.


"What's
going on is that you got us a hella huge Were haul." Micah Tolbert, a
tall, green-eyed man of Caribbean descent, slapped Lucy's back in approval. "You
are one solid bitch. Hardly back, you deliver the grand slam package."


"Rice
is gonna hand out bonuses you keep this up," Ann McNeal chimed in, tossing
her dishwater blond braid over her shoulder. "Damn dirty dogs, I say."
She cackled at her own joke.


"Where
are you taking that kid?" Lucy stepped up to the open truck door and
pointed to Miguel who was hunched over, sitting with nearly a dozen people
— all human looking and dressed in torn and dirty clothes. They sat zip
tied on hard truck benches facing each other. Two guards with submachine guns
manned the front, ready for trouble.


Didn't
Gyssell Sandoval say military was picking people up and forcing them into black
trucks? Choteros! Crap, that's us.


"You
guys are all Catchers now?" Lucy asked Micah and backed away slowly.


"Yeah,
all of us except Heckman and Dawn. Dawn's pulled desk duty. Wouldn't shoot a
beast critter, said it looked at her like her beagle. Puppy eyes, or some shit."
Micah snickered. "Dumb blond bitch."


Lucy
ignored him and turned to Ann. "Where are you taking them?"


"The
pound, the clinic, jail. What do you want I should do? Drive them up to
Lancaster and set them free in the desert?" Ann scoffed.


"Why
don't I take Miguel Magaña off your hands? I have questions. He has answers.
And his sister is my CI. I can take care of the paperwork," Lucy said,
trying to sound casual.


"Are
you kidding with that? Rice would kick my ass into next week if I let that
little prick go," Ann McNeal shot back forcefully. "You think I'm a
moron, don't you? Next you're going to tell me the thing has rights or some
sanctimonious malarkey. Get stuffed, Lowell." Ann seemed to savor her
words, as if she had planned them.


I
thought you were my friend.


"Leave
her be, Ann. You know Rice has a hard-on for her since the thing at the
station. Learn to make friends, you silly cow." Micah turned to Lucy,
leaving Ann to slam the truck doors. "But she's right, Luce. You don't
seem fully committed to the cause here. Shit or get off the pot, Lowell."
He strode away, whispering something to Ann that made the woman look back at
Lucy and laugh like a hyena.


Lucy
had never seen this ugly side to Micah or Ann.


What's changed so fast?


For
years, these two had been her comrades, her peers, her fellow officers. They'd
seen things together. Awful things. She could never trust them as her backup
now that she'd witnessed their deep callousness and true cruelty. What the
likes of Micah and Ann didn't understand, but what Lucy sensed was that these
Were creatures, no matter what, were still people.


She
looked around for Burch, but he was busy with the impromptu press conference.
Deep concern drove her toward the reporters flocking around her boss, sticking
microphones in his face and shouting out questions.


"Hey,
Burch!" Stress robbed Lucy of all decorum. She knew she was stepping over
a line, but she couldn't help herself.


"They
loaded Miguel Magaña on that black truck." She pointed at the Catchers. "I
want him out, and I want to know where they are taking the rest of those
people."


An
audible swell in jibber jabber rose from the gaggle of reporters. Burch just
turned to Lucy very slowly.


"Not
now!" He spoke clearly and loudly but looked at her with apology. They
locked eyes for a moment before he turned back to calm the rising speculations
flung at him at excessive speed. Some reporters had taken his pause as an
opportunity to lurch toward the black truck, waving to their cameramen to get
it all on tape.


Soldiers
flooded from the sidelines, protecting the perimeter and closing access to the
black truck, which was starting to drive off slowly. Three Humvees followed it
to the street, and two more escorted it up Vineland.


Unsure
what to do, Lucy started toward the squad car she'd arrived in. Her intention
was to follow the black truck, to follow Miguel for Xochitl.


"Don't
go there, Lucy." Ignacio Ramos jogged over, surprising Lucy with his close
proximity. "Don't go back to the black-and-white," Ignacio murmured. "Get
in your car and go home. Not your apartment, but home."


"What
are you—" Lucy started, her adrenaline instantly spiking again.


"Rice
sent a report about you and the Were at the station to his superiors. I typed
it for him," Ignacio spoke quickly, beads of sweat forming on his
forehead. "It's not good, Lucy. He asked them to lock you up. Study you.
Rice said, since the National Guard has been federalized, we're all under his
command."


Lucy
felt like she was about to be shoved into a cage. Her breathing came fast; only
self-preservation counted now.


"I
had Dawn drive your Jeep down here. Hot-wired it myself," Ignacio said
with a slight ring of pride.


Lucy
fought to pull herself together. It all made sense: The Catchers, Rice's sudden
cooperation, even Burch's apparent friendship.


I'm a freak to them!


They'd
shape her into what they wanted her to be before she'd even have a chance to
figure out what she was — a specimen to be studied, a tool to be used in
their werewolf apocalypse.


"Where
is it?" Lucy looked around for her Jeep.


"Dawn
parked it between the warehouses. Get out of here. I'll cover for you."
Ignacio started to walk away.


"Thank you," Lucy said quietly.
She felt rattled and couldn't be sure that he had heard her.


Lucy hit the
freeway a few minutes into rush hour traffic. It would take an extra thirty minutes
or so, but she'd get to the ranch before dinnertime. In the rearview mirror,
Lucy watched L.A. city limits disappear behind her.


Now
what?


She
flicked on her radio for the long drive ahead.


Maybe somebody's broadcasting some
sanity. Maybe somebody has a clue what's goin' on. Maybe somebody can tell me
why insane, slavering horror creatures obey me.


"...tame
Werebeast who appealed to Governor Holly Hollis at Sacramento's Capitol found
out to be fraud in fur coat." Click. "Vancouver halts Hollywood
film productions as our neighbors to the north shut the Canada-U.S. border."
Click. "What do you say caller?" "I say round 'em up and
skin 'em all." Click.


'Course
not. Nobody knows. Nobody knows anything. Time to gather intel and plot a
course of action. Time to go home.

















Chapter 15




The wolf flu
strain that has health officials concerned is now confirmed in Hong Kong's New
Territories. Our government is doing its part to fend off the spread of the
virus, but we also have an important role to play by using common sense and
being vigilant.


Of the 153 people
so far stricken, all have died. That is 100% fatality rate. The wolf flu is an
emerging human virus and much is still to be learned. It has undergone genetic
changes that suggest it could evolve and a pandemic would then loom. But alarm
is not needed. Our scientists are world virus virtuosos and our government is
as prepared as possible. Co-operation with the Mainland is robust.


-South China Sea
Daily


Lucy
frowned at the messed up rig. "You sure you want that beaten up piece of
crap, Mac?" She shoved the trailer door closed, hoping it would stay shut
this time.


Lucy
and Xochitl had abandoned the horse trailer with its broken axle on Swimford
Street under the Vincent Thomas Bridge, before dragging Travis to the
dilapidated Catalina Express building where Captain Azov's crew had crated the
boy and shoved him below deck — an inauspicious start to a journey that
was more of a gamble than a guarantee.


Exhausted,
Lucy felt sad for Travis. In one night, the teen turned Werebeast had lost his
home, his family and his girlfriend. Even if he lived through his first few
days on the island, his life would be a nonstop contest for survival with other
refugee Weres.


Lucy's
thigh throbbed where Travis had clawed her earlier.


The gas station fiasco didn't help
either.


"I'm
gonna have to get my leg looked at after all, Xochi," she said to her
partner, who was still fiddling with the lock.


"Close,
pendejo!" Xochitl spat at the unruly lock, too cranky with exhaustion to
keep her voice down. She acknowledged Lucy with a sympathetic turned-up lip and
scrunched-up face.


Lucy
took in the wrecked trailer with its bulged walls and broken axle. Travis had
not gone gently.


"Give
it a rest, Xoch."


Lucy
let out a long slow breath meant to focus her. She looked at Mac.


The
old security guard could have been sixty or six hundred years old for all she
could tell. He stood up straight, wiry muscles showing through his security
uniform, but his skin gave away his age. The tone was more grey than black,
matching the iron grey of his very short hair. He seemed frail to Lucy, barely
hanging on somehow.


"That
thing's gonna be a pain to haul outta here." She wanted to give Mac an
out.


"My
brother's got a flatbed. He'll come get the trailer in the mornin'," Mac
said, dismissing further discussion. He seemed agitated.


"Meantime,
why don't you pull your ol' car around. Let's take a ride. I got somethin' you
oughta see on Terminal Island, just over the bridge."


Xochitl
bristled. "Hey Mac, you might be like a thousand years old, and you're
doing us a solid by getting rid of that paliza trailer, but don't go dissin' my
ride." She lovingly ran her hand over the fire orange fender.


"This
is a 1966 Oldsmobile Toronado. Pure power, Turbo Hydra-Matic, and quadrajet.
His name is El Gallo. Respect!" She tossed her long blond hair and gave
Mac an exaggerated withering stare.


Lucy
tried to suppress her smirk.


"No
offense, miss," Mac said quickly, looking unsure. "Please. I just
need you to come over to the container yard on the other side."


"Why?"
Lucy asked. She was cold and on edge from an already long and grueling day.


Mac
visibly made up his mind.


"We
had some trouble," he began cautiously. "Something has been loose in
and around berth nineteen for days. It broke out of a shipment from Hong Kong.
When Customs inspected the container, it came tearin' out."


"Call
Homeland Security or ICE, homes." Xochitl jangled her gold rooster key
chain impatiently. "Lucy's 'The Werewolf Whisperer' not La Migra."


"Please,
you have to listen." Mac grabbed Lucy's arm. "It's a Were, not a
human."


Lucy
pushed his hand from her arm firmly. "I'm listening."


"No
one has been able to get close to it, but I saw it earlier tonight at our
security shack." He halted, making sure he had their full attention.


"It's
not a Werebeast. It's a Hound. A boy." Mac was starting to sweat. "He
took sandwiches. I caught a glimpse of him through the blinds. Looked so human,
but not, you know? The eyes just aren't human." The man seemed lost,
briefly.


"I
told my boss, thinking he could get ICE to lay off the port for a while,"
Mac said. "But he called the Catchers instead."


Lucy
shot a somber look at Xochitl.


"They'll
gas him, Xoch." She felt deep bitterness and resentment toward the
officially sanctioned Werebeast police. Over the last two years, the Catcher
unit had turned from a first line of defense against the chaos brought on by
the Kyon Virus into a group of unchecked sadists lacking accountability. Lucy
hated dealing with them.


"Pinche
Choteros," Xochitl said. "Show us, old man." She slid into El
Gallo's driver's seat and surprised Lucy by fastening her seat belt.


Lucy
scooted to the middle of the bench, leaving space for Mac to join her. He
climbed in slowly, as if his legs weren't cooperating. Once seated, he leaned
as far away from Lucy as possible.


Lucy
wondered if he was giving her space to be polite, or because sitting next to "The
Werewolf Whisperer" was just too weird.


Of
course since her last shower, she'd chased down several Weres, taught a Hound
class, sat in mind-bogglingly horrible traffic for hours and hours, and carted
about a tranquilized Werebeast weighing about a ton with a creaky hand truck.


Maybe I just stink.


Lucy
sniffed in Xochitl's direction. She didn't seem to smell so bad.


"What?"
Xochitl asked.


Flustered,
Lucy sharply turned back to Mac who was staring at her intently.


"You
probably don't remember me," Mac started. Lucy shook her head, apologetic.


Mac
held up his hand. "Don't you worry, Miss Lucy. You meet a lot of people, I'm
sure." He stopped again, apparently trying to gather his thoughts. "You
helped me with my son little over a year ago."


Lucy
strained to remember the man but couldn't come up with anything.


"It
was at Point Fermin Park," Mac continued. Lucy remembered the Point Fermin
classes sponsored by Hound Chow. They had been fun.


"I
had to work, but my wife took our son Kenny to one of your workshops. I only came
by at the very end to pick 'em up." Mac looked out into the darkness.


They
had pulled onto the Vincent Thomas suspension bridge that connected San Pedro
and Terminal Island. Lucy was momentarily mesmerized by the beauty of the blue
LED lights illuminating the suspension cables and the sparkling skyline ahead.


"San
Pedro's Golden Gate. That's what they call it." Mac's voice had a warm
resonance.


"Tell
me about your son," Lucy said. "Is he a Hound or a Feral?" She
hoped for the former.


"My
Kenny's a Hound." Mac sounded almost proud, Lucy noted. "Kenny always
had troubles...drugs, fighting. It didn't get any better when he got older. He
was forty and a drifter when he turned. That was two years ago. It was hard at
first, but your workshop saved us. Really did. You probably don't hear this a
lot, but Kenny becoming a Hound saved his life. After you taught my wife how to
train him, he's been so good. He's been living with us, and he's the best kid.
Makes me sad we won't be around to take care of him forever."


Lucy
didn't know what to say.


"I
feel for those critters." Mac's voice shook with emotion. "I don't
know why any of this happened, the Wereflu, the attacks. It was all so bad for
a while. But they're not all violent. Some can be saved. Right, Miss Lucy?"
He looked at her, searching her face for answers she didn't have. "I want
to help."


"It's
okay, Mac," Lucy said automatically, in her calming tone of voice. It
seemed to work because Mac stopped escalating. He looked determined.


"I
want to help, but I can't lose my job. My wife and Kenny are counting on me."
He didn't look at her. "Can you get the stray Hound quietly, without
anyone knowing?"


"We'll
do our best." Lucy knew she couldn't promise anything, but she didn't know
what else to tell him.


"Take
the exit off the bridge at Ferry Street," Mac directed Xochitl. "Then
go straight until you get to the grey guard shack. My shift's over. Aaron
should be there already. He's pretty freaked out about the Were. Stupid kid
almost shot at it when it first broke free. I don't know why they let him bring
his own gun."


"Fabulous,"
Xochitl said and started to pull into the large, empty parking lot. Mac made an
"uh-uh" sound and pointed to a secluded overflow lot hidden under the
bridge across the street from the guard shack.


"Faster
to get out. You just take Ferry Street right back onto the bridge from over
there," he explained. "In case there's trouble."


Xochitl
let out an exasperated sigh, made the turn with a squeal of the tires, pulled
the car into the shadows under the bridge and cut the engine.


"I'll
take you to the place where I saw the Hound," Mac said, scrambling out of
El Gallo.


Lucy
stepped out of the car, stretched and scanned the area with some misgivings.


Dank,
dark and out of sight. Perfect.


Xochitl
popped the trunk and grabbed her shotgun. "Come to Momma."


Lucy's
eyes passed over the AK-47 and their new TAR-21, before resting on the tranq
guns.


"We're
out of tranq darts, and we can't take the elephant gun because we don't know
the Hound's weight," Lucy pondered out loud and grabbed her Beretta.


"No
guns, please. No guns." Mac started to shake. "I won't take another
step if you take guns."


"Are
you kidding?" Xochitl looked completely surprised. "What's wrong with
you?"


Mac
looked at Lucy, fear in his eyes. "If someone accidentally gets hurt, gets
shot, gets killed even, it's on me." He looked toward the water. "I
don't want any trouble. It's just a Hound. You're 'The Werewolf Whisperer.' Why
do you need a gun to take in a Hound?"


"It's
not the Hound I worry about." Lucy tried to sound reasonable. "What
if you're wrong?"


"I'm
not!" The man was adamant.


"But
what if you are, and it's really a Werebeast?"


"I
read you can control Werebeasts." His challenge gave Lucy pause.


"Mac,
it's not always clear cut. What if there's more than one?" Lucy sounded
like a coward to herself.


The
man's face had started to change during their argument. He was losing respect
for her; she could tell.


Maybe he's right. Maybe we've grown too
paranoid.


"Fine,
no guns!" Lucy decided impulsively.


"What?"
Xochitl gripped her shotgun tighter to her chest. "Are you out of your
mind?


"You're
scaring the man." Lucy looked toward the guard. "Mac, give me your
nightstick."


Mac
handed over his side-handle baton with no reservations, a relieved look on his
face.


"¡Jódame!
He's scared? I'm scared. This is bullshit," Xochitl muttered but returned
her shotgun to the trunk, instead selecting her Karambit knife harness.


Lucy
backed away from the trunk filled with firearms, strapped on her utility belt
and slid the nightstick in place. "I've missed my baton," she said,
feeling at ease with the familiar weapon at her fingertips.


"Gabe
used to be the tonfa king, Xochi. He studied some Okinawan Martial Art. The
name of the school kept changing. I can't remember. But we spent soooooo many
breaks practicing with the batons."


Lucy
gave Xochitl a sidelong glance. "You would have liked Gabe. Before he
turned I mean."


"Yeah,
I guess I didn't meet him at his best." Xochitl shrugged. "All I
remember is him tearing a hole in a gangbanger on my cantina floor."


Mac
looked uncomfortable again. Lucy felt sorry for the old man. He was living in a
violent world, trying to keep a small corner of his life peaceful. On the one
hand, he was brave and honorable for looking out for a stray Hound. On the
other hand, involving "The Werewolf Whisperer" without getting
approval from his boss could cost him his livelihood. Or get him killed. Lucy
knew that things as a rule had unintended consequences in her line of work. She
made up her mind to send Mac home at the first opportunity.


As
they crossed the street to the guard shack, Lucy spotted a black van pulling
into the big parking lot.


"Crap!
Catchers are here already." Lucy walked faster, hoping to head them off.


"Mac,
you said your shift is over. Why don't you keep walking to your car? We'll get
it done."


"I'll
stay, Miss Lucy." The old man's voice shook, but he sounded sincere.


"We
got it from here, Mac." Lucy wanted to keep him out of danger. "Go
home."


Mac
wavered. Lucy guessed good sense and sense of duty were playing tug-of-war
inside of him.


"You'll
just get in the way." Xochitl sounded annoyed, but Lucy knew she was just
trying to help Mac make the smart choice.


"The
Hound's been holed up in a little grove of trees straight down by the tracks,"
Mac said quietly. He didn't point but nodded his head down the street. "Good
luck."


Mac
didn't wait for any final words from Lucy but walked toward his car on the far
side of the parking lot. Lucy thought his gait was lighter. Perhaps he felt
like a weight had been lifted off his shoulders.


And
firmly mounted on ours.


Ahead
Lucy saw four Catchers jump out of their van and head for the door of the guard
shack where a young blond security guard, presumably Aaron, waited for them.


"Let's
do it," she said to Xochitl, who had already picked up her stride.


"Well,
I'll be damned to a hell of rotting fish," a tall Catcher yelled out and
pointed at Lucy and Xochitl. "It's The Werewolf Whisperer and her La
Güera." He laughed in a dirty way and spat on the ground. Like the other
three Catchers, he wore the new black Catcher jumpsuit, black army boots and
had a tactical AK-47 slung over his shoulder.


"Assault
rifles," Xochitl commented under her breath. "Don't you feel
wonderful about your little tonfa classes with Gabe now, Luce?"


"Fuck
me." Lucy said nothing else.


"Lucy
Lowell," another Catcher, a powerfully built black man with a platinum
Mohawk walked up to meet Lucy and Xochitl at the curb.


"Xochitl,"
Lucy spoke through her teeth, "this is Micah Tolbert. He used to be one of
my fellow ACTF officers."


"When
there was a Animal Cruelty Task Force, bitch." Micah's tone was mocking
and superior.


"Hey
Ann!" he called to a female Catcher with a shaved head. "ACTF reunion
time."


Ann
McNeal left the other two Catchers by the truck and strode over.


"What
do you want, Lowell?" Ann wasted no time. "The Catchers are here now,
girly girly. Why don't you hit the road before you break a nail?"


"Why
don't you shut your mouth, before I shut it for you?" Xochitl said in a
bored tone. "Puta."


Ann
reached for her gun, but Micah held out his hand. "Don't be a stupid cow,
Ann. You can't just shoot them down like a dog in the street." He laughed
bitterly.


"You're
upsetting my team, Lowell," Micah continued, looking at Lucy. "Why
don't you and your friend do the smart thing for once? Beat it!"


"No
big, Micah. We're just looking for a little girl's lost Hound," Lucy lied.
"We got an anonymous tip that one was spotted somewhere in the container
terminal. Give us a break. Let us look around." As much as she wanted to
put her fist through Micah's smug face, she knew tangling with the Catchers
would just lead to endless delays and mountains of red tape.


"A
little girl's lost Hound?" Micah guffawed. "You're so freaking
pathetic. I used to think you were the shit, ordering those dogfaces around.
But you're just a fetch and carry now." He preened. "You have any
idea the kind of bonuses we make? Moola, baby, moola. And the bennies? We're rock
stars on the force now. Just look at our guns."


Lucy
knew becoming Catchers had brought out the worst in both Micah and Ann, but
Micah's rabid edge was unexpected.


"How
are the others?" Lucy hoped to rekindle a sense of camaraderie in the man,
just long enough for him to let her and Xochitl go about their business.


"Others?"
Ann answered in an ugly tone. "There are no others. Goddamn Weres killed
them all. It's just us, the desk jockeys and the new recruits, like Herrero and
Cojuangco over there."


"And
that's what's up, bitches." Micah was clearly running out of patience. "There's
a Werebeast out there with my name on it. The guard kid Aaron told us he saw a
Werebeast here earlier. Stole his lunch or some guano. My AK's gonna tear that
Wereshit a new asshole."


"If
I don't get the fucker first," Ann cut in aggressively.


"What
if this Aaron's wrong and it's a Hound?" Lucy asked simply.


"Whatever
tickles your twat. Werebeast. Hound. Dead is dead." Micah waved the other
two Catchers over.


"My
old friend Lucy and her GF want to go looking for a lost Hound," Micah
announced while smiling indulgently. "What if we make a little wager? If
you catch the Werebeast first, you give it to us. And if we catch it first, we
arrest you for trespassing and impeding an investigation."


"What
if it's a Hound?" Xochitl asked with uncharacteristic calm.


"It's
not a Hound, little gallina," the Catcher Ann had called Herrero answered
her with a leer. "The rent-a-pig swore to me it was a Werebeast. Do I look
like the kind of hombre someone would lie to?"


"Vete
a la verga," Xochitl replied with a sweet smile on her face, though Lucy
saw the smile did not reach her eyes.


"Enough
flirting." Micah signaled the Catchers to move out toward the water. "Scream
if you need help, Lucy Goosey." He dismissed her with a wave.


"I'd
like to hear you scream," Ann added before walking away.


"Choteros
are all batshit crazy," Xochitl said when the Catchers were out of
earshot.


"Let's
just avoid running into them again." Lucy glanced at the guard shack as
they walked in the opposite direction.


"Wonder
why that Aaron guard lied about the Werebeast." Lucy hesitated.


"Unless
it was Mac who lied about it being a Hound," Xochitl said, a bitter sound
to her voice.


It
was well past one in the morning, and Terminal Island was quiet, except the
occasional vehicle rolling by them as they made their way down Ferry Street to
check out what Mac thought was the Hound's hiding spot.


Coming
back another time wasn't an option; Lucy squashed the impulse to leave. She
felt herself starting to fade. Her bones ached and tension clamped down on her
neck muscles, causing what felt like the beginnings of a migraine.


The
light from the street lamps felt like someone was stabbing her brain with
toothpicks, but thankfully it provided enough illumination to do away with the
need for their flashlights.


The
sea air had grown much colder since they had wrestled Travis onto the dock. The
wind picked up, and Lucy felt a light drizzle hit her face.


"It
could be worse...It could be raining," Xochitl quoted their favorite
Frankenstein movie.


On
the other side of a low fence, what Mac had called a grove turned out to be
nothing but a scraggly piece of dry land with a few clumps of anorexic looking
trees and scattered patches of weedy brush. The streetlight didn't reach as far
as the desolate lot, and Lucy had to strain to see past the scrawny trees to
the train tracks. She caught a movement out of the corner of her eye. At the
same moment, Xochitl hissed, "There!"


A
dark figure shot out from behind some low bushes and, yawping a wild howl, ran
toward and then past Lucy and Xochitl.


Lucy
stumbled back one off-balance step, reached out her hands to grab the figure as
it flew by, and, missing it, sprang forward in pursuit.


Xochitl
at her side, Lucy gained on the Hound as they barreled down the middle of the
road, dodging a black Town Car at the last moment. The driver hit his horn, the
honk sounding like an alarm through the quiet night.


The
Hound ducked in between two large buildings, still howling and yipping as if he
enjoyed the chase.


"It's
a game to him!" Lucy got the words out between sharp breaths. Sprinting
from a standstill forced her lungs to work overtime and spiked her heart rate.


Pursuing
him at a dead run, Lucy and Xochitl cut through a narrow parking lot and
emerged on Terminal Way.


Across
the street the Hound, Lucy was fairly certain he was a Hound, scaled the tall
chain-link fence surrounding the massive container yard, swung himself over the
top and disappeared behind rows of blue and red steel containers.


"Son
of a bitch!" Xochitl yelled and came to a stop.


With
no thought in her head, except for catching the Hound, Lucy bounded across
Terminal Way and threw herself at the fence, gripped the chain-link with her
fingers and put all her effort toward climbing. Adrenaline carried her over the
top. Gravity did the rest.


"Hmmm."
Xochitl appeared on the inside of the yard, next to where Lucy had crashed
down. Picking herself off the ground, Lucy felt jarred and winded, but detected
no injury. She wasn't entirely sure how she hadn't broken anything.


"There's
a gap in the fence by the lamp post, ninja," Xochitl said and pointed to a
rolled back section of chain-link, half hidden by the angle of the street lamp.
"Sometimes, it's better to look at your surroundings first."


"Ow!"
Lucy gingerly touched her leg, which had started to bleed again. She winced,
causing Xochitl to give her a concerned look.


"Where
did he go?" Lucy focused on the walls of the intermodal containers lined
up straight ahead with long alleys running between them.


"Round
the right. Down the blue row." Xochitl stared into the darkness. The light
from the street lamps did not reach into the container yard.


"You
flush him out. I'll try to head him off around the other side." Lucy took
a long thin whistle from the inside pocket of her bomber jacket.


"This
carries over four hundred yards." She blew into the dog whistle.


"I
dunno, sounds broken to me." Xochitl smirked and took off in the direction
the Hound had fled. Lucy saw a steady stream of light coming from the cell
phone in Xochitl's hand as she disappeared behind the enormous steel boxes.


Lucy
felt she could see just fine and started to run toward the section of red
containers stacked high to her left. She quickly learned she'd have to pace
herself. Her body was stiffening from the abuse of the day and the impact of
her fall, the sum total sending shocks through her with every step. At more of
a fast walk than a run, Lucy entered the container alley with only the light of
the moon to guide her.


"Here
boy," she called and made clicking sounds with her tongue. "Where are
you?"


A
loud bang reverberated from the next alley, followed by Xochitl's trumpet-like,
nearly incomprehensible rapid-fire rant.


"TuestupidoperroifIgetmyhandsaroundyourlittleneckIamgonnaestrangulartu."


A
jubilant howl followed, and the Hound came racing around a far corner, moving
so fast he nearly flattened Lucy. She grabbed for his white T-shirt and swept
his ankle with her good leg. His momentum tripped them both, and Lucy went down
painfully for the second time that night.


The
Hound squirmed and twisted his body to break free. Luckily, Lucy had landed on
top of him. She forced her elbow into his solar plexus. He took a large,
involuntary breath, forgetting to struggle for a split second. She seized the
opportunity and stuck her face right into his face so they were nose to nose.


"Down!"
She growled so hard and so low in her throat, she sounded like something out of
a nightmare to herself.


The
Hound went limp instantly, his golden wolf eyes gleaming in the darkness.


"You
got him?" Xochitl weaved around the corner at a slightly impaired rate.
Her nose was bleeding, and she held her hand to her forehead.


"What
did he do?" Lucy asked, trying to decide whether or not to leash the
Hound.


Xochitl
hit the Hound and Lucy with the beam of her cell phone flashlight, causing him
to whimper and Lucy to rear back.


"Pinche
perro ducked when I went to grab him, and I went face first into the corner of
the damn container." Xochitl sounded angry at herself. "He's...fast."


"Get
up." Lucy gestured to the Hound.


He
stood up and took a slow step back. "Stay!" She coaxed and held up
her hand. The Hound stood with his back against a container, bathed in the
light of Xochitl's phone.


The
Were was an Asian teenage boy about Lucy's height. He looked thin and pale. His
black hair fell straight to his shoulders, but unlike all the Hounds and Ferals
Lucy had run across, no hair covered his face, neck, arms or hands. His white
T-shirt was filthy and ripped where Lucy had grabbed him; his jeans looked worn
but not faded. He was barefoot, but — again to Lucy's surprise — he
did not have the characteristic clawed Hound/Feral feet. But his glowing golden
eyes told her that he was not human.


"What
are you?" Lucy asked out loud, not expecting an answer.


The
Hound tilted his head to the side, as if trying to get a better look at them.
Then he stood tall and let out a stream of words that Lucy did not understand.
He gesticulated wildly. Peppered throughout the unfamiliar language was the
familiar sounding "Kai-an." The boy said it over and over while
nodding fiercely.


"Shit,
what is that? Chinese? What the hell? He can talk up a storm," Xochitl
said, flabbergasted.


"What
in the...?" Lucy's mind raced. "They told us the outbreak was
confined to North America. Mac said this Hound came from Hong Kong."


The
Hound perked up when he heard her say Hong Kong.


He
nodded fiercely. "Xiāng Găng. Xiāng Găng."


"Must
be his name." Lucy pointed to him. "You, Shiang Gan. Shiang Gan?"
She turned to Xochitl. "Am I saying that right?" Xochitl shook her
head.


The
Hound shook his head too. He pointed to himself in a panic and repeated, "Kai-an,
Kai-an, Kai-an, Kai-an, Kai-an, Kai-an!"


Lucy
pointed to the boy. "Kyon!"


The
boy nodded furiously and went on, "Kai-an, Kai-an, Kai-an, Kai-an!"


Lucy
looked to Xochitl. "Yeah, we get it, little buddy. You've got KV."


The
boy stopped and tilted his head, perplexed.


"Enough
of this," Xochitl said. "Let's just call him Kai."


Lucy
shrugged her shoulders. "Why not?"


Kai
inched to the side, ready to run off again.


Lucy
stepped in his path.


"Only
obedient when watched," Lucy said. "I got your number, Kai."


"Hey,
Xoch, give me something to feed him. Establishes a bond." She held out her
hand but kept her eyes on Kai.


Xochitl
dug the bag of pepitas from the gas station out of her pocket and tossed it to
Lucy.


Lucy
made a face. "Pepitas? You're nuts." Xochitl barked a short laugh at
Lucy's bad joke.


"Pumpkin
seeds, buddy. Pepitas. Yummy." Using her high-pitched coo, she lured him
closer.


Kai
stuck out his nose and sniffed at the bag.


Lucy
dumped a small portion onto her hand and offered that to him.


Kai
snuffled at the pepitas, then snatched the bag from Lucy's grip. He emptied its
contents into his mouth and chewed ecstatically.


"See,
he likes pepitas," Xochitl pointed out primly.


"They
eat sticks and mud. Not a big stretch." Lucy shrugged her shoulders.


Before
Xochitl could reply, the quick burst of a siren approaching startled them.


"The
Catcher van," Xochitl said. "It's coming from the water."


"Let's
beat it, you two." Lucy stepped very close to Kai, getting right in his
space; their eyes locked.


"Kai,
with me!" she commanded firmly, hoping the Hound would understand. "Side!"
She pointed to the right and slightly behind her.


Kai
trotted to her side and followed without a sound when Lucy and Xochitl headed
for the hole in the fence and toward the street.


"We
can try to avoid the Catchers by going over the train tracks, which will take
longer. Or we can just head straight for the car," Lucy said, looking for
input.


"Car."
Xochitl sounded ready to pass out. She wiped her nose on her sleeve. The
bleeding had stopped, but Lucy could tell by the lights on the street that
Xochi would have a massive black eye in the morning.


"Choteros
talk big, but when it comes right down to it, they're still cops," Xochitl
reasoned. "The Werewolf Whisperer rubs them the wrong way, sure. But they
don't totally hate you. They won't fuck with us, especially since I'll be
recording our next powwow and posting it simultaneously." She shook her
smartphone back and forth.


"Huh?"
Lucy didn't follow.


"On
my phone. When they pull up, I'll have my phone out, recording everything. And
I'll tell them that I'll be posting it instantly."


"You
can do that, Xoch? Really?"


"Easy
as one, two, three. Don't worry your little turn-of-the-century head about it,
Luce."


Picking
up the pace, they crossed to Ferry Street. The road stretched before them,
leading to the far lot where El Gallo was hidden under the illuminated bridge.
The drizzle had turned into a misty rain, and the light reflecting on the wet
asphalt shimmered as if the road had been sprinkled with diamonds.


Kai
didn't even glance at the puny grove of trees when they walked by. Lucy
wondered how long he'd been holed up there. She wondered where he'd come from
exactly. She wondered about his unusual verbal skill. He didn't speak English,
but he was obviously fluent in Mandarin. This Chinese Hound was a mystery. One
she was too bone-weary to solve right now. Xochitl was uncommonly quiet, making
Lucy believe she too was worn out and bewildered.


When
they passed the large corner employee lot, Mac's young colleague Aaron bumbled
down the slick stairs of the guard shack and ran toward them. They walked
faster, trying not to be too obvious about avoiding him.


Aaron
stopped at the vacant kiosk at the entrance of the parking lot, keeping a
cautious distance.


"You
caught him. You caught him!" His pink cheeks puffed in and out as if the
short run had been a major strain on his system. He put his hands on his
thighs, bending at the waist for a moment. Lucy thought he might keel over.


"Remind
me to never use this security company," Xochitl said under her breath.


Kai
took a step toward Aaron, and the young man sprang upright so fast, the navy
baseball cap with SECURITY stitched on the front fell off his head. He
left it where it lay, not taking his eyes off Kai.


"Stay,
Kai." Lucy reached out and put her hand in front of Kai's chest.


"Aren't
you going to chain him up?" Aaron shouted unnecessarily from where he
stood. "I can call the Catchers back, if you need help."


"We're
fine." Lucy held both of her hands up, palms facing out. Unlike Mac, Aaron
was not squeamish about guns. Lucy saw his hand twitch toward the thigh holster
carrying his Glock.


"We'll
put him in the cage in our car over there. No worries." Lucy tried to
sound casual, gauging his overzealousness.


"You're
in luck," Aaron called out as if they were all deaf, not reading the
situation in front of him, but apparently playing out a bizarre scenario in his
head. "There's the Catchers now!"


And
with that, the Catcher van bounced up on the sidewalk behind them. Fluorescent
high beams suddenly flooded the driveway, causing Aaron to shield his eyes with
his hand.


Lucy
stepped to the side and turned in time to see Micah lean way out of the driver's
window.


"Well,
I'll be goddamned! You found your Hound," he slurred, sounding high, but
then cut the engine, shutting off the painful light. "You win, Lucy
Lowell. You win. You lucky, lucky dog!"


He
leaned on the horn, making Lucy jump and throw her hands to her ears. Xochitl
pulled out her cell phone.


"Deal's
a deal, Micah!" Lucy shouted. "Deal's a deal."


She
heard Ann's disappointed whine from inside the van. "C'mon Mikey. Light 'em
up anywaaaaaay."


He
seemed to consider. "Naw, Ann! Jammy bitches got their Hound. Aight?"
He leaned so far out of the window trying to look at Kai, Lucy thought he might
fall out of the car.


"Deal's
a deal. My motherfuckin' word's my bond." Micah cackled like a hyena. "Yo,
rent-a-pig! You owe us drinks. Was no goddamn Werebeast like you said, pussy.
Deal's a deal."


Aaron
picked his cap up from the ground, pushed it down onto his wheat blond buzz cut
and scurried past Lucy toward the open driver's side window.


"Side
door, moron!" Micah said, swatting at Aaron. "Good snitches are hard
to find," he added as if trying to explain.


Lucy's
eyes cut to Kai, who followed Aaron's shuffle around the front of the van with
interest. "Hold, Kai," she said quietly but firmly. He blew out a
sigh when Aaron climbed in the van and shut the door.


"So
have a nice night, yo!" Micah shouted and started the engine. "Say 'hi'
to the Vigi Boys!" He burned rubber past them, fishtailed on the slick
road and almost careened the van into a nearby telephone pole. Loud laughter
rang out as the Catchers screamed around the corner, and flew down the long
road parallel to the bridge at a ridiculous speed.


"Don't
know if they'll live through that ride," Lucy said and put her hand on Kai's
shoulder.


"Good,
Kai. That was very good. Good listening."


The
boy seemed to understand the praise because he smiled and straightened up
proudly.


"He's
got a great temperament," Lucy said. "Very even."


"So,
who the hell are the Vigi Boys?" Xochitl asked, sounding beleaguered and
disinterested in discussing Kai's emerging talents.
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To: Troika@thearu.ru


From: Omega@aruff.net


Subject:
Loose ends


T
—


The remaining five have been taken care of,
but Dr. K fled the country.


— O


To: Omega@aruff.net


From: Troika@thearu.ru


Subject:
Loose ends


O —


Not acceptable! How could you let Dr. K get
away? This will not sit well with the others.


— T


To: Troika@thearu.ru


From: Omega@aruff.net


Subject:
Loose ends


T
—


Then you hunt Dr. K. WE have BIGGER PROBLEMS!
He hired a bioengineer, Dr. Ajay Dhawan.
Damn human called 911. He could expose us! Almost had him, but he got away. Out
of the country by now. So you might want to take care of that one too.


— O


23 months ago


"Biscuits
sleeps so much." Little Lucy kisses her dog's greying muzzle.


"He's
getting old, my sweet," Mama says and sits down on the porch beside them. "These
days Biscuits prefers sleeping to running. It's the way of dogs."


"I
liked it better when he wanted to play all the time." Little Lucy takes
Biscuits' paw in her small hands and traces her fingers along the hard pads. The
golden retriever lazily chews the air with an open mouth but doesn't wake up.


"You
know, one day soon Biscuits will have to leave us and go where all good dogs go
in the end." Mama gently runs her hand down the dog's golden blond
shoulder.


"What
about the bad dogs?" Little Lucy worries out loud.


"There
are no bad dogs, my little one." Mama smiles her happy smile.


"Mama?"
Little Lucy isn't sure she should ask, but the words tumble out before she can
stop them. "Will you have to leave me one day?"


Mama
takes Lucy's face in her hands. "Don't worry about that, Lucy. Mama will
always be with you." She kisses Lucy's forehead.


A
harsh, piercing cry ricocheted through Lucy's throbbing skull. Loud voices
assaulted her ears as she pulled away from the sweetness of the dream, feeling
sluggish and stupefied.


What's
wrong with me? I didn't even have a beer last night.


Lucy
finally woke to the strange sound of her mother and Hanna fighting. The windows
still shut, her room was stifling and hot. The low-level panic Ignacio's
warning had sparked seeped through her haze and left her jittery — Go
home. Not your apartment but home.


She
vaguely recalled leaving her clothes in a pile on the floor at night before
falling into bed.


All
five dogs had taken refuge from the fight and had jumped into Lucy's bed,
though Lucy had no memory of their invasion. The giant Chasselas pressed his
full weight down on her, while little Poppy wiggled under the pillows. Like
Lucy, the dogs had never heard Ellie and Hanna raise their voices to one another
before, let alone engage in a screaming fight.


"You
said it wouldn't happen..." The rest of Ellie's shouting was drowned out
by a loud crash.


Is
Mama throwing things?


Lucy
felt groggy and too weak to brush the blanket of cowering dogs off the bed.
Exhausted, she closed her eyes and just listened. All five dogs whined softly
in different pitches.


"I
never said that. That's what you wanted to hear." Hanna's voice sounded
hoarse.


Lucy
flashed on a long forgotten memory. She'd heard Hanna holler like that once
before, decades ago. Lucy had been a small child, but the other voice hadn't
been Ellie's. It had been deep and had yelled back in a language little Lucy
didn't understand. She'd hidden under her covers, frightened, and willed
herself to go back to sleep so she'd have to hear no more.


Fighting
the weird fatigue, Lucy only sunk deeper into her pillow. The labs Brisco and
Maggie, who had her flanked, snuggled closer.


The
voices rose abruptly and overlapped with the television as if in an echo
chamber:


UNPRECEDENTED
VIOLENCE IN THE STREETS OF ALL MAJOR CALIFORNIA CITIES. "Lucy stays out of
this." "A little late, Ellie." POLICE AND NATIONAL GUARD
MOBILIZED. "She's my daughter." CITIZENS ASKED TO STAY CLOSE TO HOME.
"I don't want her involved." SHELTER IN PLACE ORDERS IN EFFECT IN SAN
FRANCISCO AND LOS ANGELES. "You really have no clue what is going on."
FIVE USC GRAD STUDENTS FOUND SLAUGHTERED. "Please, Hanna."


Mama
and Hanna were fighting about her. Lucy's thoughts came sluggishly as she
squeezed out from under the dog pack. Chasselas put out his big furry paw to
hold her back.


"Shh,
Chass. Let me leave, boy. The mamas are fighting about me. About me going back
to L.A. and helping."


Lucy
stumbled but steadied herself on the bedpost. She bent down to pick up her
discarded T-shirt and cargo shorts from the floor. Another crash came from the
front of the house.


Sounds
like someone slammed the front door.


Curiosity
drove her forward, and Lucy padded out of her room, leaving the dog pack hiding
under her sheets.


Chickens.


She
snuck down the hall toward the living room, pulling her hair back with a
ponytail holder she'd snagged from her dresser. She shook off the last of her
haze and stepped into the living room. The yelling had stopped, but as she
peeked through the plantation shutters she could see Hanna and Ellie facing
each other outside.


Behind
them down the driveway, Gerri and Ronna hustled a young couple and an Akita
from their white pickup truck to the kennels.


Lucy
headed toward the front door to help Gerri and Ronna with the potential
boarders and ease the horrible impression Ellie and Hanna must have made on
them. Remembering she was still braless, she retreated back through the kitchen
to the small laundry room instead.


Lucy
quickly noted the breakfast dishes piled up on the counter. Ellie failing to
load the dishwasher was a first, though the kitchen table was wiped clean and
Lucy's keys, wallet and gun were neatly piled on a placemat. The kitchen TV was
still on, but breaking news had given way to hyper commercial jingles.


The
laundry room smelled like clean linen and lavender, and as expected, Ellie had
washed and folded the clothes from Lucy's duffel bag.


Lucy
had barely clasped the bra hooks in place when a hideous roar resounded from
outside. The resident canines responded with fearful clamoring. Howls and
whines sharply burst from the kennels. The warning yap of an unfamiliar dog,
the Akita Lucy guessed, rang like machine gun fire. A woman screamed for help.


Gerri?


Lucy
shot to the front door, grabbing her Beretta from the kitchen table on the way.


She
threw open the heavy door and leaped onto the porch, gun ready.


"OFF!"
Lucy shouted. The sun blinded her, and she almost tripped down the porch steps.
Her hand tightened around the Beretta.


A
tall, thin lupine beast stood on the grass below, its back to Lucy, facing the
white pickup truck. Torn jeans and a burnout R'n'R T-shirt hung off the
creature's body in strips.


Defined
lean muscles gave its body the chiseled appearance of ideal human proportions,
but Lucy noticed right away that the long legs were animal-like, not human.


Lucy
fought against rising panic.


She
caught a glimpse of Ronna trying to keep cover behind the pickup while hauling
the frantic Akita back by its leash.


The
Werebeast ripped the already shredded clothes from its body, exposing patches
of sandy blond fur. It howled in frustration and faced the white pickup truck
where Hanna stood tall, shielding the group of visitors.


Hanna's
eyes shot to Lucy.


As
if the look had sparked something, the creature dropped its long arms, claws
retracting into long, furred fingers, and turned deliberately.


Lucy
felt her heart drop into her stomach.


The
creature's face was delicate, beautiful even. Its coat was mostly sandy blond,
but denser platinum fur ticked from the inner edge of the eyes to the top of
the head and from the outer edge of the eyes to the ears. A long silken muzzle
tapered down to dark pink nose leather. Chin, lips, and nostrils were covered
in the same sandy fur.


Fear
gripped Lucy by the throat.


"Down."
Lucy's command came out in a hoarse whisper.


The
Beast cocked its head and took a step toward Lucy. She stepped back and raised
her Beretta. The creature's eyes glowed a startling emerald green. The color of
her mother's eyes.


"Mama."
Lucy choked on the word. She felt like her head was about to split open.


Without
warning, the creature sharply turned away from Lucy and bore down on Hanna at a
dead run.


"Do
it!" Hanna's voice had a cold, hard edge.


Lucy's
finger squeezed the trigger. A single shot rang out. The creature dropped. It
was over.


Hanna
and Lucy both ran toward the crumpled form. Lucy dropped to the ground and
turned the creature over. The transformation reversed blindingly fast. Where a
Beast had been, Ellie's delicate body lay in Lucy's arms. Her emerald eyes open
and glassy, Ellie was gone.


Unbearable
pain gripped Lucy's mind and didn't let go. She screamed and screamed until her
throat could produce no more sound. Then silent sobs rocked her as she clutched
her mother close. Mama's warm blood oozed onto Lucy's bare skin. Time had no
meaning.


When
rough hands yanked her to her feet, she didn't know if it had been a second or
a day since that single, horrible gunshot. She recognized the sheriff, heard
the words, felt the hard plastic of the backseat of the police cruiser, but
nothing was real. As if floating in a sea of darkness, she noticed nothing,
cared about nothing, said nothing. All she wanted was to be one with the
nothing. Nothing. Nothing.
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Are you or someone close to you a victim
of a Were attack?


Are you grieving for a loved one?


Are you in need of support?


You are not alone.


WAAGS


Were Attacks Anonymous for Grievers &
Survivors


provides a safe, anonymous environment
for emotional,


educational and social support


for individuals learning to cope with a
Were attack.


Meetings are the first Monday of every
month.


7-8:30 P.M.


St. Francis of Assisi Catholic Church


Fellowship Hall


Visit our website for more information,


including directions to our meeting
place:


www.WAAGS.org


El
Gallo waited for them under the Vincent Thomas Bridge.


"Perro
Chino is not getting into my ride until he towels off," Xochitl said, shaking
out her own rain-soaked hair.


Both
wet and freezing, Lucy already fantasized about snuggling into the flame mobile's
warm lambskin bench covers. She'd turn on some nice, soothing music, drive to a
nice, close motel, get some nice food, some nice sleep and decide what to do
with Kai in the morning.


A
grey pickup truck sped toward them, flashing its brights. The excruciating
screech of electric guitars and a pounding, insistent bass blasted through the
night. Alarms went off in Lucy's head.


"Run!"
she yelled out, but Xochitl and Kai were already in motion. They raced toward
El Gallo and his trunk full of guns.


Squealing
tires and burning rubber, the grey truck skidded to a halt under the bridge,
cutting them off and blocking El Gallo.


The
truck was an older model, primer colored with Vigi Boys spray-painted
on the side.


"You
had to ask who the Vigi Boys are," Lucy said, tense and alert.


The
loud death metal continued to roar from enormous speakers pointing out of the
pickup's sliding rear window. The singer's deep, gravelly voice was mostly
incomprehensible, but Lucy thought she heard words like "judgment," "blood,"
"salvation" and "tears."


When
the truck stopped, the brights stayed on and the stereo continued to bray. The
driver planned on keeping the engine running it seemed.


"What
d'ya want?" Lucy shouted using her best authoritative cop voice.


Two
men jumped from the bed of the truck. They were medium height, of compact build
and carried bats. Both men wore black ski masks, dark pants and muscle shirts
that exposed multiple tattoos on their overdeveloped arms and shoulders. Lucy
noticed one wore cowboy boots, the other high-lace black and white boxing
shoes.


"Werewolf
whore!" the man in the cowboy boots bellowed over the shattering death
metal. His voice sounded strained and without resonance, as if damaged from
prolonged screaming.


"We
take Werewolf whore and friend and pet!" the man in the boxing shoes added
in a vaguely Middle Eastern accent. He spat on the ground and smashed his fist
into his open hand, obviously attempting to come across as scary and tough.


It
worked.


"You're
making a mistake." Lucy tried to stall, pulling Mac's baton from her belt
and putting herself in front of Kai.


A
severe look cast over her face, Xochitl closed in, her curved Karambit knives
held tight to her body, her knees bent, ready to launch. "This is gonna be
fun."


A
third figure broke from the passenger side of the pickup. He was much taller
and skinnier than the other two. He wore a black leather duster and a black
motorcycle helmet sprouting a spiky red Mohawk. Instead of a bat, he carried a
long lead pipe.


"Get
the fuck outta here," Xochitl yelled.


"You
can't tell us what to do!" Motorcycle Mohawk Man sounded catty and
spiteful. The turn of phrase made Lucy think he was young, maybe college age.


"Am
I supposed to laugh myself to death?" Xochitl shouted rashly and took an
aggressive step toward the tall man in the ridiculous outfit.


The
man stepped back into an exaggerated fighting stance and raised the lead pipe
high.


"Unclean.
Black devil Hound dies!" A decidedly young voice cracked, sounding more
like the boxer than the other two. A fourth figure climbed from the driver's
side of the cab and onto the roof of the truck.


"Are
you the leader?" Lucy tried to stall again. Obviously the youngest,
judging by his slight build and skater hoodie, his face was covered with a long
black and white scarf, which he held to the side to talk. Lucy could make out a
little mousey mustache and a pathetic Van Dyke.


"We
are Vigi Boys!" he shouted and stretched out his arms as if to embrace the
night. A machete gleamed in his right hand. He pointed it up, then slashed down
through the air and shouted, "Kill unclean dogs!"


"She's
right, this's gonna be fun. Take the blonde. I'll take the redhead."
Cowboy Boots came at Lucy, his bat poised.


She
stepped aside and pivoted her body to face his back. The momentum of swinging
the bat carried him past her as she'd anticipated, but he adjusted to her move.
He jammed the bat back sharply, cracking her in the ribs. Pain bent Lucy's body
in half, but she spun the baton up by the side-handle and connected with her
assailant's face before he could bring the bat down on her.


She
kicked the side of his knee with the hard sole of her boot. There was a crunch,
and his leg crumpled inward.


Wasting
no time, she jumped behind him and, catching his throat with the length of her
baton, grabbed the stick from the other end and strangled the air out of him.
For a moment, she had the upper hand and could glance at the others.


An
unbelievably fast Kai dropped the boxer with a resounding flying spin kick to
the temple. The man crumpled to the ground, motionless. Kai let out a
triumphant howl.


Xochitl
fought in such close range with Motorcycle Mohawk Man that he was no longer
able to use the lead pipe. But he must have caught her at least once because
one of her arms hung limply. Her other hand led a Karambit knife in wild figure
eights, slashing and ripping at the man's exposed neck. He hauled the lead pipe
back, exposing his neck further, and plunged the weapon squarely into Xochitl's
chest. She fell backward on the ground. He stumbled forward, blood streaming
onto the black leather of his coat.


Lucy
loosened the grip on her baton, feeling her assailant starting to slack. But
she had misjudged because he straightened with enormous power, ran backward and
nearly smashed Lucy between himself and the open tailgate of the Vigi Boys'
pickup truck. She let go of him and the baton in time to avoid impact and
dropped to the ground.


No
longer carrying his bat, the man didn't hesitate to kick her in the side. The
sharp point of his boot buried itself deep in her oblique muscle, the acute
pain blurring her vision.


Barely
able to breathe, she pawed at the ground with her open hand, hoping to grab her
baton but finding only sand.


The
man was on top of her in an instant. He grunted and ferociously grabbed at her
crotch with both of his hands as if trying to rip through the material of her sweatpants.
White-hot anger rushed through Lucy, and she pushed her body up against him
with a sharp thrust. She brought her fist against the side of his head, causing
it to swivel to his opposite shoulder. Lucy threw the sand she was still
holding in the closed fist of her free hand into his face. He pulled back,
involuntarily clawing at his ski mask as he tried to clean the grit from his
eyes.


Her
leg freed now, Lucy brought her knee up into his groin with all the force she
could muster. He screamed like an animal, rolled to the side, grabbed himself
and heaved.


Lucy
jumped to her feet and grabbed the bat lying on the ground. In the blink of an
eye, she saw Kai dancing around Motorcycle Mohawk Man, delivering unanswerable
blows to any exposed areas. Kai pulled tendrils of the ridiculous fake Mohawk
attached to the man's helmet, yanking him off balance.


Xochitl
was now locked in a blur of flashing blades with Machete Hoodie Boy. She was
fast with her one good hand. She twisted her wrist and made the blade dance up
her attacker's arm in tight circular motions. His sleeve was already shredded
and covered with splotches of blood.


Before
the tide could turn again, Lucy picked up Cowboy Boots' bat and delivered a
solid swing down onto his kneecaps. The impact was devastating, and he screamed
unintelligible profanities at her. She bent down, rolled him over, and swiftly
restrained him with the zip ties from her utility belt.


The
Vigi Boys' vile death metal still roared, now spewing an earsplitting but clear
chorus: "Annihilate the Kyon Plague!" over and over and over.


Following
a perverse impulse, Lucy stood tall, shook her head from side to side and let
out a fierce wail. It felt good, luxuriant even, to let her voice play through
the chaos.


Kai
answered with a howl of his own, ripped Motorcycle Mohawk Man's helmet off and
brought it against the back of his head with a loud crunch. For a second Kai's
opponent wavered, his lips curled back from his large buckteeth and his giant,
light eyes grew wide with shock. He fell forward.


Xochitl
had Machete Hoodie Boy down on the ground now, holding his blade to his throat.


"Stop
playing with the little douche bag," Lucy called to her.


Xochitl
looked up as if she didn't comprehend the words, still lost in battle madness.


"You
done good, chica," Lucy said to Xochitl, then whistled for Kai, who was
riffling through his downed prey's pockets. Kai came running with the energy
and zeal of ten puppies.


"Help
Xochitl," Lucy told Kai and scooted Xochi out of the way. Lucy knelt down
next to Machete Hoodie Boy. His hoodie was shredded, blood flowing from multiple
deep cuts on his arms, which just flopped on the ground next to him.


"She
shredded you up good," Lucy said with a nasty little laugh.


Kai
helped Xochitl to her feet.


"Hog
tie the SOBs, Xoch. There's still rope in El Gallo and more zip ties if you
want," Lucy said, looking up and nodding toward the Vigi Boys' pickup. "And
turn that horrible racket off. Bloody awful!"


Putting
her attention on the gang's noxious little leader, Lucy ripped the black and
white scarf off his face. In the shadows and covered in grime and blood, he
still struck her as having traditionally attractive features. His shaggy dark
hair curled past his shoulders. His skin was creamy pale, contrasting bushy
eyebrows and large dark eyes. He was young, she had assessed correctly. His paltry
facial hair was so sparse she guessed the boy could be no older than eighteen.
His full lips quivered with mumbled words she couldn't understand.


"Why?"
she asked, knowing there would be no answer.


Removing
the scarf exposed his neck, and Lucy spotted odd shapes under the material of
his zippered hoodie. She put one knee on his chest and leaned in.


Slowly
she zipped the pull-tab away from his neck and down. On his bloodstained white
T-shirt lay a row of two dozen or so long, curved shapes tightly strung
together on a silver chain. Some looked dark and opaque, some white. Most
looked sharp. Lucy gingerly picked the necklace up and examined it. The teen
took the opportunity to wiggle, but she ground her knee down into his chest. He
fought to catch his breath but otherwise held still.


"Claws,"
she whispered, "and teeth." She dropped the necklace as if it had
burned her and looked into the young man's dark eyes, wanting to hurt him.


"These
are too small to be from Werebeasts. You took trophies from Hounds." It
was a statement, and he didn't deny it. Instead he smiled weakly.


"Proof.
I kill unclean dogs. For my father. I kill them all."


Lucy's
anger flamed hot, and she could hear her own blood coursing in her ears. Before
she could think, she had crammed his scarf deep down into his throat.


"If
I ever see you again, I will kill you. If I ever hear of the Vigi Boys again, I
will kill your family." The words came out as a guttural growl.


"Hey,
Luce." Xochitl had walked up next to them without Lucy noticing. She
sounded calm and even in contrast to Lucy. "It's enough. Let's just get
out of here." She put a hand on Lucy's shoulder.


"He
took trophies, Xoch." Lucy stood up, running both hands over her moist
eyes and through her hair.


Without
a word, Xochitl ripped the horrible necklace off the young man.


"Get
Kai into El Gallo. I'm taking care of this," Xochitl said, yanked the
scarf out of the teen's mouth roughly and slapped his face twice, letting her
rings cut into his cheekbones.


Lucy
stood still, a part of her wanting to kill him more than anything, another part
fighting the waves of despair that were crashing through her.


Claws and teeth will slice them. Bring
them to their knees.


The
bizarre words whispered through the recesses of Lucy's mind. Her hands
trembled, and she clasped them together.


Kai
came alongside her and lightly bumped her shoulder with his. He pointed to the
other three men, all neatly hogtied beside their truck. The loud music was
finally off, and Lucy could hear the rain coming down hard.


"Noh
warry, láng jiějie." He grinned at her with a smile so brilliant it
traveled all the way to his sparkling golden wolf eyes.


"Yeah.
No worries, little buddy," Lucy said, took Kai's arm and started walking
to El Gallo.


"You're
garbage." She could hear Xochitl mutter, as she hogtied the last Vigi Boy.
"Hide, boy. Run away and hide. Our Hound has your scent, and my friend was
not kidding. If you assholes do anything else, hurt a hair on a Hound's head, I
mean anything, we will find you and end you. You...are...done!"


Moments
later, El Gallo roared to life in the quiet of the night. Xochitl drove past
the aftermath of the fight at a crawl, taking quick shots with her cell phone
camera.


"For
the scrap book?" Lucy asked and reached for the radio.


"Just
insurance. I took pictures of each of their ugly mugs, and their license plate.
In case this comes back to us in any way, we know who to ground and pound."
She tucked the phone into her pocket and engaged the windshield wipers.


They
pulled onto the Vincent Thomas Bridge, heading toward the freeway. The pretty
blue LED lights caught the cloudburst, making the raindrops look like silver rills
coming down the windshield.


Lucy
tuned the AM dial to the classic country station. The unmistakable voice of
Johnny Cash filled the car. Kai, who had curled up in the back, stuck his head
over the seat.


"Hmmm?"
He looked at Lucy with raised eyebrows.


"Now
that's music, buddy. That's real music." Lucy ruffled his hair. "Go
back to sleep. We have a long drive."


"About
that?" Xochitl gave Lucy a sidelong glance. "Where are we going?"


"Empyrean,"
Lucy said firmly. "We're going home."
















Chapter 18




To: Omega@aruff.net


From: Oracle010101010@gmail.com


Subject:
Your offer


Omega—


I'm
in...and I have information for you.


— Oracle


21 months ago


Xochitl stood in
the middle of Memo's chop shop, staring at the gold rooster key chain in her
hand. Eight weeks had passed since her near death experience at El Gallo's
warehouse, and the cops still hadn't found this garage.


Got
to hand it to him, the man knows how to cover his tracks.


The
past several weeks were a blur to Xochi. She had woken up in the hospital
having suffered a ruptured spleen, three cracked ribs and contusions to her
eye, face and legs.


All
compliments of Memo and that cabrón, Tuti.


But
the worse wounds she'd received were the bites to her right shoulder and
forearm, both of which still experienced shooting pains regularly. The doctor
had told her the nerves were regenerating, that the healing process could take
up to a year, sometimes more. Xochitl knew it would take much longer to get
over the night her baby brother almost took her life.


"Miguel,
where are you?" Xochitl sighed.


She'd
spent two agonizing weeks in the hospital. The cops who had taken Xochitl's
statement would not tell her what had happened to Miguel. She'd requested to
speak to Officer Lowell but had been denied access to her. Even Captain Burch,
whom Xochitl had called after her release, didn't know where Miguel and the other
Werebeasts were being detained.


Anita
and her sister Gyssell, with whom Xochitl had been living while recuperating,
told her stories about squads of officers snatching up the Afflicted from their
homes, schools and work — never to be seen again.


Of course, the stories usually followed
one of their benders.


Xochitl
had brushed them off as drunken exaggerations until the night she had come out
of her room for a glass of water and had found Anita, sober, lying on the
couch, cradling Miguel's baby picture. Anita had looked so frail, vulnerable
— the pain in her eyes unmistakable. Without a doubt, Anita was a
horrible mother. But in that quiet moment, Xochi had witnessed Anita's love for
her son.


Not knowing what's happened to Miguel is
killing her too.


For
days, Xochitl had spent hours being shuffled from one department to another
until she'd reached Captain Burch. She'd accused Burch and his cops of
kidnapping people from the neighborhood, fully expecting his denial. Xochitl
had been shocked when Burch had told her that the squads were real, military
and not under his control. He had sounded sorrowful, dejected, having clearly
been shut out too. Xochi pitied the man.


He's a good cop.


Pain
shot through Xochitl's arm, jolting her from her thoughts. She dropped the keys
and clutched her throbbing limb. She sucked in a breath and waited for the
stabbing sensation to subside.


"¡Híjole!
That was a bad one." She shook out her hand.


Her
ribs still bruised and tender, she bent down, exhaling slowly and picked up the
rooster key chain. Always athletic, Xochi was frustrated by her inhibited movement.


"Be
patient. Give it time to heal," the doctor had said.


But
Xochitl was running out of time to find Miguel. The cops were no help. She had
exhausted all conventional avenues.


Papa always said, "Mija, if you ever
need help go to mis hermanos. The Marines."


And
that was exactly what she intended to do.


Xochitl
took out her burner phone, flipped it open and dialed the one man who would
never let her down.


"Uncle
Vern?"


"Xochi?
Baby girl. Are you alright?" Xochitl's eyes welled up with tears, hearing
the voice of her papa's best friend — Colonel Vernon Jones, Retired.


"I'm
okay. You know a few broken bones won't stop a Magaña."


"I
swear, if I ever see that Memo Morales again. I'm gonna rip his heart out and
feed it to him!"


"I'll
help." Xochitl waited for her uncle to laugh, but there was only silence. "Vern?
You there?"


"I'm
so sorry...I couldn't come see you in the hospital...I..." An anguished
grunt divulged the guilt he couldn't verbalize.


"It's
okay." Xochi said sincerely.


"No
it's not. It's just this Werebeast thing..."Vern sighed sharply. "Well,
it's FUBAR. Until last week, the base was on lockdown."


"Wait.
Base? You're not at your cabin at Arrowhead?"


"Not
for two months now. Military's invoked Stop Loss. My retirement's on indefinite
hold."


"They
can't do that, can they?"


"Xochi,
we're in the middle of a crisis. Washington doesn't know what the hell to do.
So, they call on us Devil Dogs. Oorah!"


"Oorah."
Xochitl tried to mimic her uncle's bravado, but even she could hear her fatigue.


"Xochitl
Maria Magaña, I know you. What's going on?"


"You
mean, besides L.A. being infested with werewolves?"


"Besides
that, yes. You didn't call just to catch up."


"No.
I'm kinda having a crisis of my own." Xochitl tried to collect her thoughts.
"What do you know about military squads rounding up the Afflicted?"


"Not
much. Just that they're going in whenever there's a report of someone turning
and taking care of the situation. Why?"


"Miguel..."
Xochitl's throat tightened as she attempted to explain that her brother was one
of the Beast creatures.


"What
about Miguel? Is he okay? Is he in trouble?"


"He's
a werewolf...Werebeast...whatever they're called. He's one of them—"


"What
do you mean he's one of them? Anita never said—"


"You
called La Borrachona? How did that go for you?"


"It
didn't," Vern admitted. "What happened?"


"After
the raid, they took Miguel away. La chota. They took him away. I can't find
him. No one will help me. I don't know what to do." The realization that
she felt utterly alone slammed into Xochi like a Mac truck. She began to sob.


"Shhhh...Cálmate.
Cálmate, mija."


Xochi
focused on her uncle's soothing voice and slowed her breathing, calming her
self. Vern had always been a source of strength for Xochi, especially after her
father's death. He knew how to talk to her — make her feel safe.


"Can
you help me, Uncle Vern?"


"Of
course, baby girl. I've still got a few colleagues in D.C. who owe me a favor
or two. I'll make some calls. Can you get here?"


"Yeah.
I'm leaving now." Xochitl leaned on the garage counter and stared at the
draped behemoth parked across from her. "I'll see you in a few hours."


"Okay.
See you soon."


The
call disconnected. Xochitl flipped the receiver back down and walked to the
rear of the car.


"You
ready for a road trip?" She pulled off the tarp with a snap and marveled
at the bright orange 1966 Oldsmobile Toronado, shining like new — Memo's
pride and joy.


The
license plate read EL GALLO.
















Chapter 19




If
you have reason to believe your Hound is ill or injured, you must stay calm. A
sick Hound may not exhibit outward signs but may mask or hide symptoms. Loss of
focus, excessive pacing and lethargy could be clues to underlying issues.
Monitor your Hound's
intake of fluids and output of waste. A sick Hound may have trouble controlling
normal bowel movements, even if usually house-trained. There is always a reason
for behavioral changes in your Hound. Hounds are creatures of routine and
habit. If a Hound starts acting different than usual, you must investigate.


If
your Hound has been injured, caution is imperative. A hurt Hound may have
difficulty controlling the bite instinct. Approach your injured Hound with
caution and call your doctor immediately.


On
that note, it is crucial you establish a rapport with a trusted physician
before a time of crisis. Many health insurance companies offer lists of health care
providers qualified to treat Hounds. Your vet is not the right choice for your
Hound!


Please
be aware that as of this printing, health insurance companies do not recognize your Hound as a dependent. You
must purchase separate Hound health care. Please note: FERALS are automatically
disqualified from any insurance plan. Be sure to get Hound certification when
signing up for any Hound health insurance.


For certification
rates, please visit our website www.werewolfwhisperer.com


-excerpt from Hounds, and Ferals, and Werebeasts! Oh, My! by Lucy Lowell "The Werewolf
Whisperer"


Sunrise
was still nearly an hour away when Lucy drove El Gallo through the quiet,
shadowed town of Empyrean. The rain had let up, and Lucy briefly felt at peace.
She'd been gone for almost two years, but Empyrean hadn't changed. The old
General Store was still nestled between the Empyrean Library and the hardware
store. Molly's friendly diner still sat at the corner of Main and Maple. And
the high school still dominated the west side.


The
pride of the family-friendly town, Empyrean High sat at the center of well-kept
grounds stretching into football and baseball fields as well as large areas
dedicated to farming and animal husbandry programs.


As
Lucy put El Gallo on the winding mountain road toward the ranch, she glanced at
Xochitl curled up under Lefty's military jacket. She wondered what Xochitl would
think of her idyllic hometown.


After
having been gone for so long, even Lucy looked at Empyrean through different
eyes.


Returning
home with a trunk full of guns, an illegal Chinese Hound — if that's what Kai is — and a
catalog of questionable, though arguably necessary, accomplishments, she felt
dirty and out of place.


Am
I so fucked up I don't even belong here anymore?


Empyrean
was something out of a storybook, Lucy realized. The small town nestled at the
foot of the Tehachapi Mountains had been virtually untouched by the troubles of
the outside world — until now.


El
Gallo managed the first sharp turn up the mountain with little difficulty,
though the unpaved road to the ranch was still muddy from the late night rain
shower.


"A
lack of road, keeps solicitors away," Mama had always said. "If
someone really wants to come see us, they won't mind the rugged climb."
Lucy suspected her mama preferred spending her money on rescue dogs instead of "wasting"
it on road improvement.


As
they slowly snaked upward, the breathtaking skyline views were still hidden by
darkness, and Lucy chose to let Xochitl and Kai stay comatose just a little
while longer.


All
the running around, followed by the rumbling freeway miles flying by, had been
an effective lullaby for their new companion. As for Xochitl, the last
thirty-six hours had netted a boatload of sweat, pain, and aggravation, but no
sleep. Lucy had been relieved when her friend finally gave in and turned the
wheel over after they'd stopped for fast food tacos. Lucy was even more
relieved that their destination was only minutes away. She was starting to feel
the effects of the infection that was undoubtedly spreading through the leg
Travis had slashed. She'd have to have it looked at when she got home.


Home.


A
fleeting touch of amorphous pain smashed around the inside of her head,
temporarily blotting out the sharp physical pain radiating from her leg. The
other cuts, scratches and bruises clamored for attention as well. She tried to
ignore them.


Lucy's
eyelids drifted closed again from the stupefying fatigue, and she cracked the
window to let the brisk pre-dawn air revive her. Struggling hard against the
advancing daze, she inhaled deeply. The wood and earth fragrance from the
outside briefly overpowered and then infused El Gallo's smell of old leather
and muscle car exhaust.


Home.


A
sudden fever rushed through Lucy's body; sweat trickled from her pores and
alternated with a clammy chill that made her teeth chatter and her jaw hurt.
She hoped she could make the last mile without any problems.


Pulling over to pass out on the driveway
would be totally lame.


Lucy's
consciousness raced and connected memory and emotion in abrupt bursts. Detached
from linear thought, she grasped that El Gallo's unique scent and the purr of his
powerful engine oddly signified her freedom. Even as their car rushed ever
closer to Hanna's, Lucy understood that she was letting go of the ranch as her
home. As much as Lucy loved Hanna, Hanna couldn't replace Mama. And Mama was
gone.


Traveling
the road to help folks adjust to the disaster of the Were plague was how Lucy
had survived after Mama. This car, Xochitl, and possibly this peculiar rescue
were what she recognized as the contents of her heart. As her head nodded in
silent acknowledgement of the thought, she felt the strong urge to turn the car
around and drive far, far away.


The
AM classic country station had cycled back to Johnny Cash while Lucy was caught
up in her reverie.


"I
will let you down," Lucy quietly repeated the lyrics and peered past the
beacon El Gallo's headlights projected on the road. She watched as the ranch's
grey shingled roof and white gabled dormers came into view. The structure had
more mass than Lucy remembered.


"What
have I become?" The song's words seemed to indict Lucy. "What have I
become?" she repeated and switched off the music.


The
memory of the man forcing her to the ground flashed through Lucy. The encounter
with the Vigi Boys had been more than just a fight, she thought with disgust.
She had never seen such fanatical hatred toward Hounds, such vehemence against
her personally, and such casual, cold-blooded evil. She'd seen horrible things,
working for the LAPD, but The Vigi Boys had taught her a final, terrible lesson
about people and about herself. But, if she was honest with herself here alone
in the darkness, she had to admit that she had been feeling something
malevolent rushing toward them for some time.


She
promised herself to explore "Kyon Knows," to follow up on Bob's
stolen lab results and to thoroughly investigate Kai's astonishing talents.


As
she pulled El Gallo onto the gravel driveway, Lucy could see Hanna standing on
the lit up porch.


Lucy
would have recognized Hanna anywhere, no matter how much time had passed. Hanna's
strong, thin stature now clad in jeans and a pale fisherman's sweater hadn't
changed since Lucy was a child. Hanna had wrapped a brown and red saddle
blanket around her shoulders and was coaxing her long, jet-black curls into a
thick braid.


Gerri
and Ronna, still the most punctual of ranch hands, were walking toward the
kennels, which looked much larger and built-out than Lucy remembered. Both
women waved but didn't turn back. Lucy guessed they thought El Gallo had
brought boarders. Had they known it was her, Gerri and Ronna would have come
running.


Lucy
parked El Gallo in the little lot by the weeping willow. She paused a moment
before turning off the ignition. She felt nauseated and dizzy but couldn't
delay her homecoming any longer.


"We're
home," Lucy said, waking Xochitl and Kai. "Take the key." She
handed the rooster key chain back to Xochitl, who grabbed at it in slow motion.
The black eye Xochi had given herself in the container yard was reaching down
the side of her face like a blue Celtic knot tattoo gone wrong.


Lucy
opened her car door, holding Kai — who was climbing up the seat and
nearly over her shoulder — back with one arm.


"Stay,"
she told the boy. He let out an annoyed whine and flung himself back into his
seat. "Just a minute," Lucy said, trying to appease him. "Let's
give Hanna a chance to say hello before you run around the property like a wild
banshee."


"Bed.
Sleep." Xochitl stumbled out of the passenger side door and held on to El
Gallo to keep from losing her balance. She rested her head on her hands and
peeked at the house through half closed eyes. "Hi, Hanna."


"Lucy!"
Hanna came flying down the driveway, followed closely by a pack of seven dogs.
The giant Bernese mountain dog Chasselas, little Poppy, the German shepherd
Bonn, and Ellie's chocolate labs Brisco and Maggie were all familiar to Lucy.
The gorgeous Rhodesian ridgeback puppies were new.


Lucy
took a few steps toward them. Without hesitation, Hanna threw her arms around
Lucy and held her in the tightest grip imaginable. Lucy's vision blurred, and
she felt her balance slipping away. Lucy hugged Hanna a second longer than
necessary, fighting to stay upright without giving herself away. The dogs
circled around them with tremendous energy, yipping and bumping into Lucy.


"Lucy.
Lucy. Lucy." Hanna kissed Lucy's cheeks and then wiped away her own tears.
Overwhelmed, Lucy stepped back and ran her hands over her face and through her
hair.


"You're
finally home," Hanna said and reached out to gently tuck a stray strand of
Lucy's red hair behind her ear. "You must be dead tired and starving. Let's
get you taken care of."


"Yeah,"
Lucy said. "The last couple of days have been tough on Xochi and me. And
now we have this Hound or something."


"What
Hound?" Hanna's head turned to Xochitl. Xochitl gave her a little wave with
her fingers.


"Kai!"
Lucy called the boy.


Hearing
his name, Kai nearly flew out of the car, a flood of animated Chinese words
escaping his lips, and briefly bounced to a halt next to Hanna, who staggered
back.


The
pack of dogs brayed in astonishment, and Kai joined in with a keyed-up howl.
The giant Chasselas put his two enormous paws on Kai's shoulders and licked his
face.


Kai
laughed out loud, and the chase was on. Before Lucy or Hanna could stop them,
the dogs and Kai circled the car at breakneck speeds, howling and barking with
excitement. Lucy couldn't tell if the pack was chasing Kai or if Kai was
chasing the pack.


"What
in the green hells is going on?" Hanna transitioned abruptly from the kind
smile to a livid grimace. Hanna had never liked surprises. "I just wanted
a nice reunion. You!" She pointed at Xochitl impatiently. "You
brought chaos to this house! Get your Hound under control."


Xochitl
snickered.


"Kai.
Side." Lucy spoke gently and pointed to the ground beside her. As if
pulled by a rope, Kai settled himself beside Lucy and grinned over at Hanna who
was having trouble gathering her dogs.


"Hey,
Hanna, looks like you have everything completely under control." Xochitl
scoffed and leaned against the hood of the car.


"Gerri
and Ronna," Hanna called over to her helpers. "Say 'hi' to Lucy and
then put the puppies in the kennel." Hanna tried to collect her dignity
while the thin dog Poppy snuffled at Lucy's hurt leg, bumping her and whining
softly.


"Rhodesian
ridgeback pups," Hanna explained. "Boy and girl. They are going to be
huge."


"Sweet."
Lucy picked up the wiggling girl puppy and kissed the top of her head. The
effort gave Lucy a head rush, and she quickly had to set the little animal back
on the ground.


Having
already dashed over from the kennels to help, Gerri and Ronna gave Lucy hurried
hugs, promised to catch up, waved to Xochitl and — on Hanna's insistence
— carried the two large puppies back to the house. Dark puppy eyes looked
longingly back at the pack, but Hanna would not lift their banishment.


"Bye,
perritos!" Xochitl watched the two helpers lug the pups up the stairs. "Must
be nice, having all that help around here. Of course, you are really good at
getting other people to do your dirty work, Hanna."


Lucy
understood Xochitl's good-natured teasing, but she had the feeling Hanna would
detect only an edge. Not wanting any part of the unavoidable confrontation,
Lucy bent down, put her arm around Kai, raked her fingers through Bonn's thick
coat and then petted Poppy's snout.


Hanna
tugged on her braid and looked down at Lucy and Kai. After a moment she raised
her eyes to Xochitl as if studying her. "You think you know everything,
don't you?" She delivered the question to Xochitl aggressively, even
taking a quick step toward Lucy's friend.


"You
two rocket scientists had quite the night actually," Hanna said bitterly.
Worried, Lucy stood up too fast, and her head started swimming.


"We
just got here, bruja." Xochitl jumped in indifferently before Lucy could
speak. "What are you all up in our shit for?"


"Listen,
manita," Hanna said and glared at Xochitl. "Your little stunt with
the horse trailer has gotten over a million hits since eleven o'clock last
night. You're a web sensation. Congratulations!" Hanna folded her arms in
front of her.


Lucy
was taken aback. "Did that Todd boy post a video of us subduing Travis at
the gas station? That would be bad." Lucy's eyes slowly drifted to Xochitl
who looked like she was about to charge Hanna.


"Bad.
Yeah, real bad." Xochitl wasn't done. "You know what else is bad?"
She waited for Lucy to respond.


"I
don't know. What else is bad?" Lucy wasn't sure where this was going, and
her head pounded. The dizziness returned even stronger, and she rested her hand
on Chasselas' strong shoulder. The labs Brisco and Maggie flanked her, pushing
Kai slightly back.


"Let's
see." Xochitl seemed to consider. "I define two guys with bats, a
jackass with a lead pipe and a twisted motherfucker with a machete trying to
kill us as bad."


"Yeah.
That was bad," Lucy agreed, wobbly.


Hanna
stood still and stayed silent.


"In
the last thirty-six hours, we did a lot of running," Xochitl continued,
her words sounding far away and vaguely underwater to Lucy. "We chased a
couple of teenage Werebeasts through a canyon in the dark. I fell into a patch
of poison oak. Lucy got her leg clawed open. I shot a Feral girl who was dying
of mange. We took a helicopter ride with two pissed off mercs. We spent three
hours crawling a fuckton of miles around never-ending construction. We dealt
with a rampaging Beast in a horse trailer at a truck stop and a broken axle on
said trailer. We were cradled between two eighteen wheelers avoiding Smokey
Bear. We crated my friend's son, loaded him onto a boat named Charon and sent
him off to become Lord of the Werebeasts or die. And for the privilege we paid
a Tolstoy Mofo crusty ship captain an ass and a half of dough." Xochitl
took a breath, but Lucy didn't interrupt. She could tell Xochi was just getting
started.


"Then
we had to listen to a security guard as old as dirt advise us to leave our guns
in the car while we go Hound hunting because guns are dangerous...You know what
I find dangerous, Lucy?"


"Hmm..."
Lucy felt a sway start in her shoulders, and her knees had a distinct gushy
pudding quality to them. "I don't know," Lucy said, unsure of what
Xochitl was talking about. "What do you find dangerous, Xochitl?" Lucy
was distracted by the birdsong from the trees. She smiled thinking about how
many types of birds there were in the world.


"I
find running into a crazy ass team of Catchers dangerous. Running into them not
once, but twice in one night, I find double-dog dare dangerous."


"Uh
huh," Lucy said. "Blue jays are blue, you know."


"And
not only that." Xochitl ignored her and took a step toward Hanna. "My
night wasn't complete until I ran down a heck-a-fast Super Hound, smashed my
face into a steel storage container, got rained on and last but not least was
nearly massacred by a cabal of pinche Were-murdering vigilantes."


"Hmm,"
Lucy said empathetically.


"I
fought my admirers off with only one knife! One knife." Xochitl sounded
self-satisfied. "Couldn't use the other one because some stupid Highlander
wanna-be got in a lucky shot. Hurts like a mother. Pissed me off to no end."


Lucy
turned to puzzle out Hanna's reaction from the look on her face because the
words coming out of Hanna's mouth in response to Xochi's tirade sounded like
the cacophonous sounds of a rusty trombone.


But something went wrong. Instead getting
a better look at Hanna, Lucy got a better look at the gravel. She saw a large
dog tongue coming at her. She meant to say, "It's okay, Poppy." But
the words jumbled in her mouth, and then there was darkness.


*


Kai
howled and ran circles around the three women. Out of the corner of her eye,
Xochitl saw Lucy sway, then hit the ground with a thud.


"Lucy!"
Xochitl rushed to Lucy's side and turned her on her back.


"Quiet."
Hanna growled.


Kai
ignored her and continued his keening.


Lucy's
eyes were rolled in the back of her head, and her skin appeared sallow. She
felt warm to the touch. Blood and pus seeped through her sweatpants where
Travis had clawed her.


Kai
crouched next to Xochitl and sniffed Lucy's leg. As if he'd smelled rancid
meat, he reeled away and bellowed in alarm.


"She's
burning up." Xochi wiped away the sweat beading on Lucy's forehead with
her sleeve.


Hanna
had started to kneel across from Xochitl when Kai jumped atop Lucy, straddling
her protectively. He growled low, threatening Hanna.


Hanna
took a step back.


"Kai?"
Xochitl placed a cautious hand on Kai's arm. "It's okay, boy." She
pointed up to Hanna. "Lucy's family."


Kai
looked at Lucy, then at Xochitl and whimpered.


"That's
right." Xochi, trying to emulate Lucy, used her best calming voice.


Kai
moved off Lucy and squatted next to Xochitl.


"Good
boy." She patted Kai on the back. "Nice job."


Kai
smiled and nudged her with his shoulder.


"Impressive."
Hanna, still keeping an eye on Kai, knelt slowly next to Lucy.


"Just
doing what Lucy would have done." Xochitl waved off the compliment, though
she felt a small sense of pride in receiving a sign of respect from the woman
Lucy regarded as a second mother.


"Not
sure I'm comfortable with a Feral running loose on the property though."
Hanna reached down and touched Lucy's thigh, feeling for broken bones.


Kai
whimpered.


"She
was injured when we nabbed Travis." Xochitl looked apologetically to
Hanna. "I didn't know it was this bad."


"Doesn't
surprise me," Hanna said, cradling Lucy's head in her lap. "Even as a
little girl, she'd go days with a cut or sprained ankle and not let on she was
hurt until Ellie noticed. Used to drive her mama crazy." Hanna reached
under Lucy's arms, causing Kai to whine. "Help me get her into the house."


Xochitl
found it curious that Hanna didn't seem alarmed at Lucy's high fever. "Don't
you think we should take her to a hospital?" She patted Kai on the back,
moving around him to grab Lucy's legs.


"Not
a hospital for miles, and the doc's a drunk. Wouldn't let him near my girl if
her life depended on it," Hanna said, matter-of-fact. She must have
noticed Xochitl's concern because she added, "Which it does not. No. I'll
call Doctor Howard. He'll sort her out."


Hanna
lifted Lucy up by the armpits with amazing ease as Xochitl struggled to get a
proper hold on Lucy's limp legs, her body heavy in her unconscious state.


"Kai,
help Lucy." Xochitl grunted and nodded for Kai to move toward the porch. "Doctor
Howard?"


Kai
smiled and bounded up the stairs to the front door.


"Does
that Feral ever stop moving?" Hanna looked over her shoulder toward the
kennels. "Our other boarders are going to have a problem with him."


Xochitl
gazed up from Lucy's legs to see Kai literally bouncing off the walls doing
back flips as he waited for the women to reach him. "So far, he only stops
when he sleeps. Out cold."


"The
vet," Hanna said, walking backward up the stairs of the wrap-around porch.


"Huh?"
Xochitl struggled to hold onto Lucy.


Shudda had Kai carry her.


"Doc
Howard's a vet," Hanna replied as she eased Lucy up onto the stoop.


"What?"
Xochitl almost dropped Lucy's legs. "You're going to call a vet?"


"Of
course." Hanna seemed at ease with the idea of an animal doctor treating a
human. "He's known Lucy all her life," Hanna continued. "And who
better to cure Cat Scratch Fever, than a vet?" Hanna chuckled.


Xochitl
shook her head.


Now I know who Lucy gets her bad jokes
from.


"What?"
Hanna asked as she waited for Kai to stop bouncing around and open the door.


"Nothing."
Xochitl yelled up to Kai. "Hey, Hound Chow!"


Kai
stopped and tilted his head to the side as if confused.


"Door!"
Xochi nodded toward the wrought iron screen door. "Open."


Kai
smiled, bounced to the door and threw it open.


"Easy,
stray. That's hand-crafted," Hanna grumbled.


"He's
a bit hyper." Xochitl tried to sound conciliatory.


"No
kidding." Hanna stepped over the threshold into the house. "A real
special breed," Hanna muttered with contempt.


"He's
good at a lot of things." Xochitl hoped to cast a good light on the
squirrely boy. Somewhere between fighting off the Vigi Boys and listening to
the Were's nonstop snoring, she'd grown attached to the kid.


I
seem to be doing that a lot lately.


Lucy
mumbled incoherently as Xochitl and Hanna hoisted her into her childhood home. Off
the foyer was a large living room, eclectically decorated with a mix of
comfortable stylish furniture and old world pieces. Beyond the living room,
through the dining room was the kitchen, and around the corner and to the
right, was a long hallway, its walls covered with framed photographs of Lucy in
various stages of her life.


Huh. No Dad.


One
photo in particular caught Xochitl's attention. It was of a beautiful, petite
young woman — Lucy's mom?
— smiling as she held a little redheaded girl.


Lucy doesn't look like her mom at all.


They
passed another door and stopped at the end of the hall. 


Oh thank God.


Xochitl's
arms felt like they were about to fall off. Every muscle screamed, and her body
threatened to collapse at any moment.


Hanna
seemed anxious as she watched Kai sniff his surroundings and pick up various
items for closer inspection.


"Kai
put that down," Xochitl hissed. "Open door."


With
deliberated care, Kai placed a vase back on a decorative side table, skipped
over to Hanna and opened the door — gently this time.


"Kid
catches on quick," Xochitl said, overselling the teen Were to Hanna like a
used car salesman.


They
followed Kai into the room and eased Lucy onto the bed, resting her head on a
down pillow. Hanna walked to the adjacent Jack and Jill bathroom.


Xochitl
sat on the end of the bed and watched Hanna wet a washcloth before returning to
the bedroom. She dabbed at Lucy's forehead with the cloth, continuing down her
arm and stopping at the leather cuff around her wrist.


Xochitl
held her breath as Hanna unbuckled the cuff and slid it off Lucy's arm,
exposing the jagged scars hidden underneath.


As
if they were her own, a flood of emotions rocked Xochitl. Shock turned to
horror, which turned into to what Xochi perceived as anger. Then, as a tear
slid down the side of Hanna's face, Xochitl felt overwhelming sadness.
Lightheaded and dizzy, she placed a hand on the bed to steady herself.


"She
doesn't talk about it," Xochitl whispered, trying to catch her breath. "I
think she's ashamed."


Hanna
turned, her dark curls skimming over her brow, and for the briefest of moments,
Xochitl thought she saw Hanna's chocolate colored eyes glow amber, but then it
was gone and all that remained was pain.


I'm
so tired I'm losing it.


Hanna
placed Lucy's cuff on the side table and lovingly brushed the hair off her
face. "I'll go call the doc." She patted Lucy lightly and left the
room.


Xochitl
remained seated at the foot of Lucy's bed as Kai, curled up on an overstuffed
chair in the corner of the room sound asleep, snored. Going on less than fumes,
her body was beyond aching. It was numb.


Wish I could conk out whenever I wanted.


On
the nightstand next to the cuff, Xochitl noticed a picture of Lucy as a little
girl. She picked it up and studied it.


Lucy can't be more than six or seven
here.


The
old black and white photo looked as if it had been hand-painted to add color. On
a pier over a lake, Lucy cradled a golden puppy in her arms, the sun shining
down on her long copper hair. In the background, out of focus, a woman stood on
the porch of a small log cabin.


Wonder where this was taken?


Lucy,
the cabin and the innocence depicted in the picture reminded Xochitl of her own
small moment of happiness when her parents would picnic and fish by the lake at
Camp Pendleton. Xochi's heart ached.


"Get
a grip, Xoch," she mumbled, shaking off her melancholy as she placed the
picture back on the nightstand.


She
glanced around the cozy room, and it dawned on her that everything in it, all
the knickknacks, the figurines of puppies and horses, the wall art of beautiful
show dogs and wildlife, belonged to a young girl. Even Lucy's bed, with its
white eyelet comforter was a twin, not a double or a queen or any size
befitting a grown woman. The room was a snapshot of Lucy's childhood. Her refuge.
The place that made her the happiest.


"Tau!
Thandiwe!" Hanna's voice bellowed down the hall into Lucy's room. "Come!"


Xochitl
stood as two large puppies the color of rust loped into Lucy's room and jumped
up, placing their massive paws onto Xochi's chest.


"Um,
hi!" Xochitl said, tilting her head back from the dogs' relentless
attempts to lick her face.


"Off!"
Hanna boomed as she raced into the room, stopping at the doorway. "Sit!"
Her hand pointed to the ground.


Tau
and Thandi dropped their rumps to the floor and sat looking expectantly up at
Xochitl.


"Damn
twin puppies." Hanna sounded out of breath. "Always getting out of
their kennel." She looked down at the pups. "Too damn smart for your
own good."


"Puppies?"
Xochitl looked at the twins and put her arms up in the air. "I got nothin'
for ya."


Tau
and Thandi's tails slapped at the hardwood floor in response.


"Doc's
on his way," Hanna said and nodded to the bathroom. "Your room's on
the other side. You can share the washroom with Lucy. Towel's underneath the
sink." She looked at Kai. "Not sure what to do with him."


"I
think he's good there." Xochitl walked toward the bathroom with Tau and
Thandi on her heels. "Not you two." She put her hand up. "Stay."


The
puppies stopped.


"Good."
Xochitl smiled at the dogs, then looked at Hanna. "Thanks, by the
way...for taking care of her." Xochitl glanced at Lucy.


"That's
what I was put on this Earth to do." Hanna smiled. "I'll see about
getting some clean clothes for your mutt."


"That'd
be great."


Hanna
left the room. Tau and Thandi stayed.


"Great."
Xochit groaned and glowered at the dogs.


The
twin pups followed her through the bathroom into the adjoining bedroom. She
flicked on the light.


Clearly
the guest bedroom, it was identical to Lucy's except for the plain furnishings.
Only a mirror and a store-bought landscape adorned the walls. The nicest
accessory in the room was a handmade quilt of reds and yellows draped over the
bed.


At
least the bed's a double.


Beyond
exhausted, Xochitl staggered to the bed, plopped down and yanked off her boots.


"Fine,"
she said to Tau and Thandi who stood in front of her, patiently waiting. "I'm
too tired to argue with dogs."


Her
eyelids drooping, Xochi sprawled out on the bed. The clicking of claws as the
pups circled each other for the best napping place lulled her to sleep.
















Chapter 20




Major
General Ronald M. Davidson — Recorded Personal Log


I have assumed
command today as of zero-six-hundred hours. The initial skirmish was first reported this morning at zero-three-hundred
hours by Corporal Saunders who witnessed several Marines housed in his barracks
change into what he referred to as "werewolves." Sigh


Brigadier
General Andrew T. Milton...Andy...USMC Camp Pendleton CO was killed after being
afflicted by what I assume can only be the, as of yet, unidentified virus
originating in Los Angeles. We lost thirty-four more Marines to the Affliction.
All were killed during the three-hour battle. As of now, fifty-two Marines are
confirmed dead in defense of the base with approximately another one hundred
and sixty-seven base personnel wounded. Several are still in critical
condition.


I will expedite
my report of the conflict to General Paul H. Hicks Commandant of the Marine
Corps to ensure that all killed today be granted full honors and, along with
their fellow injured Marines, be awarded the Purple Heart in recognition of
their sacrifice. Sigh 


Today
is a sad day for the Corps...and for me.


21 months ago


Three
hours and Grande iced coffees later, Xochitl turned off the I-5 Freeway onto
Harbor Drive toward Camp Pendleton — the first home she had ever known.


The
Marine base was immediately off the exit, and Xochitl was surprised at how much
the Main Gate entrance had changed. The original two-lane drive was now four
lanes and the old "guard shack," as it was affectionately called, had
been replaced by four guard booths. Huge cement barriers flanked either side of
her car, funneling her and all traffic to the third booth. Judging by the squad
of Marines stationed at the gate and the enormously high fence that appeared to
run the perimeter of the base, security had clearly been beefed up.


¡Híjole!
It's DEFCON 1 around here.


An
oversized yellow and black sign read CAUTION
100,000 VOLTS.


That's new...I think.


Xochi
pulled up to the guard booth, and the MP motioned for her to roll down her
window. She complied, the salty air feeling good on her face.


"Hi.
I'm here to see Colonel Jones. My name is Xochitl Magaña." Xochitl gave
the Marine the sweetest smile she could muster.


"ID,
ma'am." The stoic Marine held out his hand.


Okaaay.
I remember these guys being friendlier. Of course, I was five.


Xochitl
reached for her bag and pulled out her wallet. The only identification she had
left was an expired driver's license and an old MCX ID from when she was
little. She had lost everything else in the fire that had burned down her bar.


I
hope he'll be okay with these.


With
a wide grin, Xochitl handed the cards over to the guard.


The
Marine meticulously inspected her IDs.


Xochitl
felt the nervous grin plastered on her face and forced herself to look away
from the guard.


"You
know, this license is expired," the Marine said.


"It
is?" Xochitl gazed back at the guard, feigning disbelief.


"By
a year."


She
knew the man wasn't buying her act.


"I
know. I'm sorry. I recently lost everything in a fire and I'm just trying to see
my Uncle Vernon Jones. He really is waiting for me. If you could just call
the—"


The
Marine threw up his hand, halting her tirade. "Colonel Jones is your
uncle?"


"Well,
not my actual uncle. He was my father's best friend. He was stationed here. I
actually lived here until I was six. See." Xochi pointed to the MCX ID. "That's
me."


The
guard looked at the little girl on the card and smiled. "Cute. But I still
can't let you in."


"Please.
If you could just call up to HQ."


Xochitl's
cell phone buzzed in her pocket. This time she put up her hand to interrupt the
guard. "Just a sec."


The
Marine grunted, annoyed. Xochitl knew she was pushing her luck. She pressed her
back into the seat, pried the phone out of her skinny jeans and flipped it
open. Her uncle's office number was displayed on the Caller ID screen.


"Hi."
Xochitl paused to listen to her Uncle Vern on the other end of the call. "No.
The MP won't let me in...My ID is expired...I know...Okay." She handed her
phone to the guard. "Here, he wants to talk to you."


"Hello?"
The Marine stood at attention when he heard the colonel on the other end.


Even
from where she was sitting, Xochitl could hear the deep baritone of her uncle's
commanding voice. She leaned her head back against her seat and smiled knowing the
meaning behind that tone. Vern had a way of calmly letting you know you've
screwed up and to not do it again. He was never mean, but he was still scary.


"Sir...Yes,
sir...I will, sir," the MP said, his anxious tenor signaling to Xochi that
Vern had made his instructions abundantly clear.


She
tilted her head toward the guard and grinned.


He looks like he's either gonna salute
the phone or crap his pants.


She
knew the man was just doing his job, but she still found herself having to
stifle a giggle.


The
guard hung up the phone and handed it and the IDs back to Xochi. "You can
go on ahead."


"Great.
Thanks so much." Xochitl gave the MP an "I feel your pain —
been there myself" look.


Not that it'll do much good.


Without
another word, the Marine stepped back from her car and waved her through the
gate. Xochitl gave the MP a slight nod and drove onto the base for the first
time in twenty-two years.


Xochitl
gazed out the window of the Toronado, amazed as she drove along Vandergrift
Boulevard toward headquarters. The dry, desert-like terrain was about the only
thing on base that looked the same as when she was little. By the Main Gate she
passed a new hospital under construction — though the project seemed to
have been abandoned.


Guess defense against KV took priority.


Many
more housing communities had been erected on base since Xochi had lived there
— newer, Spanish-style homes that reminded her more of mini suburbs than
military lodging. O'Neal Heights, set in the hills behind the old hospital, had
been her home until her papa had moved her to Los Angeles.


Xochitl
had loved living on base as a child. She'd felt safe. There had been lots of
kids to play with, and on really warm days her parents had taken her boating on
Lake O'Neal.


Xochi
had loved being on the water with her papa.


He taught me how to fish on that lake. Well, he'd do the fishing while I tried to
the save the worms from his hook.


"¡Ay!
Mija, you're wasting the bait," her papa would chide.


"But
Papa, I'm saving them," she would reply.


Her
father would just chuckle, pat her head and eventually give up on fishing.


Papa liked the idea of fishing more than
the actual fishing.


Xochi's
mom would always have a Kentucky Fried Chicken picnic waiting for them on shore.


Huh.
Haven't been on the water since living here. Haven't had KFC either.
Mmmm...KFC...


Xochitl's
stomach rumbled.


As
she approached the Mainside Center — the hub for base activity —
her mind moved away from thoughts of food and filled with memories of her
mother.


Alice
Magaña had the brightest blue eyes that would instantly light up at the sight
of Xochi's papa, Carlos. To Xochitl her mom was the prettiest lady on base,
especially when she smiled. She had flaxen hair and fair skin that complemented
Xochi's father's black hair and brown skin. They had been the most striking
couple.


Like movie stars.


And
when she and her mom would go shopping at the MCX or the commissary, people
would often comment how much Xochi resembled her mother. Her mom would reply, "Oh,
she does. But she's more like her papa. Wise and strong. Five going on thirty."
Then she'd laugh.


Xochi
loved her mother's laugh and how, when her papa really got her going, it would
start at the center of her belly and crescendo in an explosion of sound that
increased until no sound came out. Only the shaking of her body revealed she
was still laughing.


Her
parents had entertained often when the men were home. Her papa and Uncle Vern would
light up the barbecue, and all the families in the neighborhood would come over
for hot dogs and hamburgers. The celebrations got so big that they would spill
out onto the streets, transforming into block parties that would last well into
the night.


As
the beer flowed, the moms would gather to gossip or talk about base life. Xochi
liked to sit on her mom's lap and listen as she spoke about how glad she was to
finally be in a real home that didn't share walls with anyone else. The other moms
always had nodded in agreement — like they were bonding over the shared
experience. The women would exchange decorating tips and laugh about how their
husbands complained that they had bought another pillow or throw blanket.
Xochitl recalled how her mother would spend hours rearranging the furniture or
painting walls. Looking back on those days, it occurred to Xochi that her papa
had always been away when her mom went into "fix-up" mode, as he'd
called it.


She was just filling her days. Keeping
her mind off Papa and whatever danger he was in.


Xochitl's
mother had been a brave woman — brave and loving until her end.


Xochi
shuddered at the memory of her mom in the hospital, lying on a bed with tubes
running in and out of her. Xochitl had been six and too young to stay with her.
Instead she'd spent most of her time with Vern or next-door with her mom's
friend, Janis.


Alice
Magaña had passed during the night, succumbing to breast cancer without Xochitl
ever having gotten to say a real goodbye.


Tears
flowed down Xochi's face. She looked into the rearview mirror. Her eyes were
bloodshot, and her nose was runny.


Great.
Enough Xochitl.


She
wiped her face with the sleeve of her jacket and sat up straight.


A
few minutes later, she pulled up in front of Marine Corps Base Headquarters.
She thought it odd, since Vern usually worked for the Major General in the 1st
Marine Division Headquarters. She chalked it up — like most things now
— to Werebeasts.


Xochitl
stepped out of El Gallo as a tall, bald African-American man, dressed in tan
fatigues with his cap tucked under his arm, exited the HQ building. She smiled
and waved to her Uncle Vern.


"Hey,
baby girl." Vern strode across the street and threw his arms around
Xochitl, squeezing her tight to his chest.


"Ow."
She sucked in a breath, wincing in her uncle's bear hug.


"Oh,
sorry." Vern pulled away from Xochi, holding her at arm's length. "Did
I hurt you?"


"No.
I'm okay. Just a bit beat up still."


At
only five feet five inches in height to Vern's six feet two inches, Xochi had
to stretch her neck back to look up at him. She felt incredibly tiny next to
her uncle.


Vern
eyed her up and down, stopping on the bandage still protecting her healing
right shoulder. Uncomfortable, Xochi shifted her weight from foot to foot and
waited for the inspection to end.


"You
look good, considering a Werebeast bit you."


"Yeah,
Were bites are becoming all the rage now in L.A." She brushed her hand
over the raised pink scar on her forearm.


How do I tell him it was Miguel?


"Uh
huh." Vern raised an eyebrow.


Xochitl
opened the car door. "At least we know the whole getting bit and turning
into a werewolf during the full moon is bull. I haven't had the slightest urge
to go furry."


"Good
to know." Vern walked around the Toronado to the passenger side. "Nice
ride, by the way."


"You
like?" À la Vanna White, Xochi waved the back of her hand across the top
of the car. "I'm going old school these days."


She
slid in behind the wheel, leaned across the front seat and unlocked the
passenger door. Vern ducked in and settled beside her.


"So,
where are you livin' these days?" Xochitl revved El Gallo.


"We're
not going to the barracks. We're off base for this one."


"Okay."
Xochitl gave her Uncle Vern a sideways glance and pulled onto the road headed
for the San Luis Rey Gate.
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Hey little Kiddies,


Kyon is back


It's been a while


And that's a fact


Had to move


Was being tracked


Beasties huffin' puffin'


Wanna blow my house down


But I won't give in


I'll stand my ground


So, here's today's lesson


Better listen up well


They've hacked the code


Rewritten the cell


The Monsters are here


They're under your bed


Don't step in the lava


Or you'll be dead


So run little Kiddies


You've failed the test


Tell all your friends


I'll tell all the rest


And always remember


Kyon Knows best


The
familiar scent of night blooming jasmine drifted in through the open window. Lucy
knew she was home, in her own bed. Her jersey cotton sheets felt cool against
her hot skin. In the darkness, she couldn't make out the color of the bedding,
but remembered that Mama had always purchased white sheets.


"They
bleach better, Lucy," Mama had said when little Lucy had begged for sheets
with colors or patterns. "Little girls who sleep with dogs need sheets
that can be bleached." Lucy could still hear her Mama's voice. She smiled
as exhaustion lured her deeper into transient sleep.


Lucy looks up at the blazing stars
overhead. She feels warm. The heat of the stars burns like a thousand suns. She
looks down at the scorched earth at her feet. Brown and black dirt, a river of
dried mud below her. She takes a step and sinks into the sand dunes all the way
to her hips. Her eyes see the ocean. Almost sunrise, the darkness takes on a
blue shimmer. It won't be long now. A big hole gapes in her heart. Dirt on
form. Dirt on face. Sorrow overwhelms time and space. She closes her eyes and
sees flames.


*


"Are
you sure about Travis?" Vern's voice crackled through Xochi's earbuds as
she reclined on the overstuffed living room sofa, sandwiched between Tau and
Thandi. A perfect napping spot, the deep in-set couch had become her —
and subsequently the pups' — favorite place in the house.


Four
days had passed since she, battered and bruised, and Lucy, delirious with
fever, had arrived on Hanna's doorstep — Kai in tow. Lucy's Empyrean home
was tranquil, idyllic even. Nonetheless, Xochitl was growing increasingly uncomfortable
hanging around the unfamiliar surroundings with a woman who was neither fond of
her nor the stray she and Lucy had adopted.


"Yeah,"
Xochi replied and lightly rubbed the purplish-black welt on her arm, which
matched her now less-swollen black eye.


"Travis
never changed back. Vern, I'm frightened."


"For
Miguel?"


"Yes,"
Xochi said, mindlessly stroking the female ridgeback's head, as had become
their habit. "This Werefighting business...if he keeps changing..."
Xochitl's throat constricted, and she coughed to clear it.


What if Miguel stays a Werebeast forever?


"What
happened to Travis doesn't have to happen to Miguel," Vern said.


"But
we can't know that for sure." Xochitl gazed out the window and watched the
shadows form on the gravel.


It'll
be evening soon.


"We
do know the Kyon Virus doesn't affect everyone the same way," Vern
replied. "We've seen it."


"This
Kyon Knows guy seems to think the Wereflu isn't a virus at all. Bob's lab geeks
came up with a similar conclusion." Xochitl needed to grasp at any theory,
even one by a kook like Kyon Knows. She needed to make sense of the world again.


"Bob
said he told you what he found out before Ames took it all."


"I
read what he gave me." Vern sounded guarded.


"And?"


"And,
I didn't give him everything I had the night we sprung Miguel. Now, before you
say anything, hear me out, Xochitl."


"Fine."
Xochitl pinched the bridge of her nose.


"I
gave Bob most of the intel, but I sensed he had another agenda, and I couldn't
risk Miguel or you to whatever that might be. So I held onto a few things.
Asked some connections to run what I gave Bob and what I kept from him."


"What
did your connections find out?"


"Similar
to what Bob's people concluded, but there is a viral element. I'm still waiting
to hear what that's all about." Vern paused.


"Xochitl,
this thing is big. But no one knows who's behind it or what the agenda is. We
know Ames took the laptop, which means Washington has it. From the chatter I'm
hearing, they want to figure out a way to use it."


Xochitl
felt a wave of nausea hit her. "So what now?"


"Keep
working with Lucy!" Vern yelled over the thwapping of helicopter blades.
"How's she doing?"


"In
and out, but mainly still unconscious," Xochitl whisper-shouted, trying to
speak loud enough for Vern without disturbing Hanna and Doctor Howard. "Doc's
checking on her right now."


Best not tell Vern the "doctor"
is a veterinarian.


"Don't
worry!" Vern shouted. Xochitl hissed, momentarily tugging the headphones
away from her ear.


"She'll
be fine! You two will be back in business in no time! I'll keep poking around
on my end, maybe we'll figure a way out of this mess!"


Xochitl
heard loud popping noises like gunfire in the background. "Where are you?"


"On
The..." Vern's voice started to break up. "Great Wall of Mexico!...Coyotes
running...Werebe...through un...groun...pi...line!...Amazing thin...the
wall...up so fast!"


"Well,
my people did build pyramids. A little wall's nothing!"


"Ha!
Good...n...Got t...go...Head...back...on our side!"


"Okay.
Watch your six!"


"Al...ays do...aby...gir—"
Vern's voice cut off.


*


Lucy
kneels on the forest floor. Her hands on the bark of the tallest tree. It is
time, she knows. Lowering her body to the ground, she crawls on her belly over
hard earth and sharp stones. Her hands and arms ache; cuts draw blood, but she
creeps ever forward. The call drives her on and on. She rolls behind a tree,
looking into the vale below. She smells a campfire. Mama and the sweet golden retriever
puppy Lucy loves. Biscuits. They are sitting by the fire. Lucy smells the
melting sugar of the marshmallows. Mama makes the best s'mores. Biscuits chews
on a bone bigger than his head. The happy little blond pup settles next to
Mama. Lucy wants to run to them, but a jagged hand reaches out and grabs her
ankle, wounding her again. She can't run. She can't scream.
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to do list:


1.recruit
Morales (remember to send cigarettes)


2.make
contact with Vern Jones


3.requisition
computer at Langley


4.meet the
girlfriend


5.buy milk


21 months ago


About
thirty-five miles north of Oceanside, on the El Camino Real, sat Jasper's — a run-down watering
hole. As Xochitl and Vern parked El Gallo, she eyed the chipped blue and brown
paint of the salt-weathered building. The small bar reminded her of a scuttled
skiff.


Other
than the Toronado, only a couple of Harleys and a four-by-four truck were stationed
along the dust-laden strip of road.


"Nice
place," Xochi said.


"Yeah,
it's a fine establishment," Vern uttered sarcastically.


The
crunching sound of gravel scratching beneath her shoes, like bone scraping
against bone, sent a shudder through Xochitl's body. The memory of being
stuffed in the trunk of a car and nearly beaten to death flashed in her mind.


"You
okay, baby girl?" Vern placed a hand on her back and escorted her up the path
toward Jasper's.


"Yeah,
fine," Xochitl's stomach churned. "There food in this joint?"


"Not
sure you'd call it food, but you can eat here."


"So
long as it's fried, I'm good." Xochitl brushed a stray hair away from her
face. "Your buddies meeting us here?"


"Yeah,
just passed their truck."


"So,
not a hot spot, then?"


"That's
the point."


"Uh
huh." Xochitl followed Vern up the steps and into the bar.


The
inside of Jasper's was about what Xochitl had expected — bar counter on
the right with taps of Coors, Bud, Miller, the basics and booze on the shelves
behind it. The barkeep, an average size man with a paunch, wiped the counter
with a towel. Upon seeing Vern, he slung the rag over his shoulder, leaned
against the bar and nodded toward the back where floor to ceiling sliding glass
doors opened up to a breathtaking view of blue ocean. The orange sunset spilled
through the transparent wall, adding warmth and expanse to what otherwise would
have been a cramped, dingy space.


The
aroma of stale beer and fried food wafted through the air. Wooden tables and
chairs were placed haphazardly about the center of the bar, and two booths
lined a section of the back wall.


The
doors led out to a deck which looked as weathered as the rest of the exterior. Along
the low railing three men sat around two tables that had been pulled together
to create one large one. The youngest man turned his head toward them and
smiled, raising his beer bottle in a salute.


Vern
acknowledged the men with a slight nod. "Jasper, two of the usual."
He walked out to the deck with Xochitl on his heels.


"I
hope the 'usual' involves food," Xochi mumbled as they approached the men.


"Bob!"
Vern slapped one of the men on the back and shook the youngest man's hand.


Oh, that guy's only got one arm.


 "Lefty. How the hell are ya?"


"Vern!"
Xochitl yelled, surprised by her uncle's insensitivity.


All
four men turned to Xochi and began laughing.


"Good
to see you, sir." The man called "Lefty" stood, still chuckling.


"What
the hell's so funny?" Xochitl put her hands on her hips.


"Xoch."
Vern threw an arm around Lefty's shoulders. "This is Private First Class
Pedro Delgado."


"Lefty,"
PFC Delgado interrupted, "on account I'm a south paw. Good thing too,
because..." He gestured to his missing right arm and burst out laughing
again.


The
men were in hysterics.


Marines.


Xochitl
rolled her eyes and pulled up a seat. The man her uncle had called "Bob"
jumped up and offered her his chair.


"Ma'am."
Bob smiled at Xochitl.


"I'm
not your grandma. Name's Xochitl."


"I
like her Vern," Bob said.


"She's
one of a kind, for sure," Vern replied and sat down next to Lefty.


Xochitl
leaned back in her chair, crossed her arms and inspected Vern's recruits.


Average
in height and well-muscled, Bob appeared to be close to his mid-sixties. With a
buzz cut and clean shaved face, Bob was impeccably dressed in Armani.


Fancy suit. Ex-military. Probably a merc.


Pedro
"Lefty" Delgado was another story. He wore a faded, desert camo jacket,
two sizes too big for him — the right sleeve pinned up. A lanky Mexican
kid, Lefty had a distant look in his eyes despite his smile.


Xochitl
knew that look. It was the look she'd seen in the mirror — the look of
someone who'd been through hell and had come out the other end.


Lefty
caught Xochi staring at him. She quickly shifted her gaze to the man sitting
directly across from Vern. The man hadn't said a word. And if he hadn't been
sitting right in front of her, Xochitl wouldn't have noticed him.


"So,
Vern, I know Bob here and Lefty. Who's this gentleman?" She nodded to the
third man.


"Right.
Introductions." Vern sat back in his chair. "As you said, Xoch, this
is Robert Tanner."


"Bob."
Bob Tanner smiled at Xochitl.


"And
Lefty, of course," Vern continued. "And this is John Ames. Jack and I
go back a ways."


John
Ames was an average looking, mid-to-late forties white male. There was nothing
distinctive about him. He just was — and that made Xochitl uneasy.


He's
either a serial killer or CIA...probably both.


Xochitl
noticed a subtle exchange between her uncle Vern and Ames. She had the feeling
that the word "classified" defined the relationship between the two
men.


She
thought it odd that men so varied in age could have worked so closely together.
She was about to ask when Jasper came out with a tray of burgers, fries and
beers. Without ceremony, he set the tray on the end of the table and left.


The
smell of grilled meat was heaven to Xochitl, and she took in a deep breath and
sighed with happiness.


"Dig
in." Vern motioned to the group to serve themselves.


Xochi
grabbed a burger from the tray and sunk her teeth into the warm bun.


Holy
Crap!


"Oh,
my God, this is amazing!" her words mushed between bites of burger.


Once
again, Xochitl had Bob and Lefty rolling with laughter. This time, she didn't
care. All she wanted was food.


"Slow
down, girl." Vern laughed and tried to grab her burger.


Xochitl
swatted Vern's hand, turning her burger protectively away from him. "Get
your own, old man!"


"Old
man? She's sure got your number, Vern," Bob said and grabbed his own
burger.


"Here."
Lefty passed Xochi a beer.


"Thanks."
Not looking up from her food, she took the beer and set it aside to finish the
last couple of bites.


When
she was done, Xochitl raised her head up from the empty burger tray and saw
four pairs of eyes staring at her in astonishment.


"What?
I'm hungry."


"We
gathered," Bob replied. "Vern, don't you feed this girl?"


"She
could eat us all under the table," Vern teased.


On
cue, Xochitl reached across the table, grabbed a fry from Vern's tray, stuffed
it in her mouth and smiled. She took a sip of her beer and leaned back in her
chair, content.


"So
Vern," John Ames broke in, "I've got the information you wanted. Why
don't you tell everyone what we're here for, besides the great
hamburgers."


Xochitl
stiffened. She wanted to know Vern's plan, but she didn't like the way Ames
spoke to him.


Something's up with this guy. I don't
like him knowing about Miguel.


She
caught Vern's eye before he answered. By the look he gave her, Xochitl knew
Vern was all business now.


"Right,
let's get down to it." Vern pulled himself up straight and moved the empty
trays off to the side. "As you all know, I asked you here as a personal
favor. Bob, you served with Xochitl's father and me during our later days in
Nam."


Bob
gave a terse nod.


"You
did?" Xochi leaned in.


I though I knew all of Papa's friends.


"Yep,"
Bob said. "On his second tour and the toughest Marine I'd ever met. I was
sorry to hear of his passing. Too young. What was it he used to call you, Vern?"


"El
Novato," Vern and Xochi replied in unison. They looked at each other
— the memory of her papa both fond and melancholy.


"That's
it." Bob chuckled.


"You
let him get away with that, sir?" Lefty asked, almost choking on his drink.


"I
didn't know what he meant." Vern pointed his bottle at Bob. "And it
sounded cooler than 'cherry,' which I know you called me behind my back."


"Ha!"
Bob cackled.


"Hell,
I was." Vern laughed. "But Carlito could've called me anything. Saved
my skin more than once back in those days."


Bob
gazed down at his beer, seemingly lost in thought.


"To
Carlito." Vern raised his beer in salute.


"To
Carlito." Bob clinked his beer to Vern's and took a long swig.


Xochitl
couldn't believe she was sitting next to another one of her father's Vietnam
buddies. Until five minutes ago, Vern had been the only man she still knew from
her papa's service days. Her papa had never spoken of his time in combat but had
talked often about the men who'd served with him.


He never mentioned Bob.


Her
papa had been drafted at eighteen. He had served under Vern, his LT, and had returned
home with a Bronze Star she'd seen only once.


Never knew why he got it.


By
the time Xochitl had come along, her father was a Gunnery Sergeant — "Gunny"
to his men. Then her mother had died, and Xochi's father had left the Marines,
moving her to Los Angeles. Uncle Vern had been reassigned to D.C. sometime
later. When Vern returned, he was a Colonel, stationed at Camp Pendleton, and her
father was dying.


Xochitl
felt something nudge her side and looked down to see Lefty's elbow at her ribs.


"Xoch?"
Vern asked.


"Huh?"
Xochitl saw Vern looking expectantly at her.


"I
was asking you to tell Ames about the black trucks and what the neighborhood
people told you," Vern prompted.


Ames
sat in his chair, hands folded over a file that rested on the table. Xochitl
did not like this man and didn't want to tell him any more than necessary.


Wary
of Ames, Xochitl looked to Vern. He smiled the smile he always gave her when
she was unsure or frightened. Vern wanted her to trust his judgment.


I do. I just don't trust Ames.


"How
about if I start, Ms. Magaña?" Ames asked curtly. "Xochi, right?"


His
patronizing tone startled Xochitl and reminded her of Memo. She glared at the
man, trying to figure out his angle.


Just
stay cool, Xoch. Don't give him any ammunition.


"You
were having an affair with gun trafficker Guillermo Morales. Is that correct?" Ames asked, an
arrogant smirk on his face.


He's trying to goad you. Don't bite, Xochi.


She
bit her tongue instead and nodded.


"And
he was...unbeknownst to you...expanding his operation by stealing kids from the
neighborhood?" Ames didn't wait for Xochitl to answer.


¡Hijo
de puta!


"He
used your brother. That's how you got that little souvenir." Ames pointed to the bandage on Xochitl's
shoulder. His smile broadened.


Vern's
head snapped around, and he stared at her with angry disbelief. Rapid murmurs
skirted her consciousness. But all Xochitl heard was Memo's rabid command
— ¡Mátela! — as it clawed
its way through her brain, shredding her control.


"Don't
you fucking talk about my brother, pendejo!" Xochitl shot out of her seat.
Her chair crashed on the deck.


Fucking
great Xochitl!


"That's
why we're here, isn't it?" Ames leaned in,
looking pleased with himself. "You want to find your little lost Werebeast
brother, and I know where he is."


"Jack.
That's enough!" Vern pounded his fist on the wooded table.


"What
did you tell him?" Xochitl reared on Vern. She felt betrayed.


"What
he needed to know to get us the information we need," Vern spat out
between clenched teeth. "You should try it some time."


"Vern."
Bob tried to pacify his friend. "Go easy on her."


Tears
welled in Xochi's eyes, and she looked away.


I should've told him.


Vern
sunk back in his seat, deflated.


Xochi
clamped down on her shame. She didn't want to give Ames the satisfaction of
seeing her cry.


He'd like it. Just like Memo liked it.


She
placed her hand hesitantly atop Vern's. After a moment, he laced his fingers
through hers.


She
leaned in and whispered, "I don't need him or his information. I'll find
Miguel myself."


"Xochitl,
we have no choice." Vern's grip tightened. "You want Miguel?" The
look in his eyes gave away his mistrust of Ames.


"Yes."


"Then
this is how we do it." Vern cupped her face. "Mija, for Miguel."


Xochi
nodded and leaned down to pick up the chair, but Lefty beat her to it, setting
it upright.


She
sat down and took a deep breath. Exhaling, she looked directly at Ames.


"Mr.
Ames, listen to me very clearly. I will tell you what I know from the
neighborhood. But if I ever find out you screwed me or my family over, in any
way, I will hunt you down and kill you. You understand?"


Ames
just smiled smugly.


"Man,
I love this girl." Bob chuckled.


Out
of the corner of her eye, Xochitl saw Vern shake his head slightly at Bob as if
to say "not now."


"Memo."
She corrected herself. "Guillermo, that is, took the Afflicted from the
neighborhood, yes. He would get their families to consent because military
types were hauling them off in trucks. The people were scared. They didn't know
Memo was using them for his own end. He was slowly taking over not just the
neighborhood, but all of East Los Angeles." Xochitl paused. She remembered
the warehouse room. The smell of urine and vomit. The cage she'd been locked in
for days.


"Go
on," Ames said.


"All
I know is," she continued, "Memo's operation was growing until
Officer Lowell saved me and arrested him. And the Catchers are military run and
no one knows where they take the Weres." Xochitl sat back in her chair, exhausted.


She
watched Ames mull over her story.


"This
is what I have so far." Ames picked up the file and handed it to Vern.


Xochitl
sat up as Vern took the file and studied it for what felt like an eternity.


Vern's
brow furrowed.


What? You're killing me, Vern.


"Well,
damn it." Bob slammed his beer down, breaking the silence. "What the
hell's going on?


Vern
looked to Xochi then to Bob. "It seems there are former animal
shelters—"


"Pounds,"
Ames interjected.


"Yes,
'pounds.'" Vern shot Ames a cold look that sent shivers down Xochitl's
spine.


Miguel.


"These
facilities house anywhere from ten to fifty Werebeasts," Vern continued.


"They've
been retrofitted to handle larger animals," Ames added.


"They're
not animals, you dick. They're people." Xochitl stuck out her hand for the
file.


"We
have intel," Ames said, "that some facilities are not sanctioned by
the government and might be privately funded and operated."


"If
'we' is who I think 'we' is, then why didn't 'we' know about these privately
funded pounds?" Bob asked Ames.


"Because
'we' didn't even know about the government pounds or what the government was
doing with these people," Vern stated.


"Wait.
What?" Xochitl's head shot up. "How could you not know?"


Vern
zeroed in on Ames. "You're here gathering information. Seeing what to make
of the situation and how to best utilize it. You're using us."


"Colonel
Jones. You might want to think about what you say next," Ames said.


Xochitl
watched their exchange intently. She couldn't make out what was going on
between the two men, but she knew if Vern didn't do what Ames wanted, she'd
never see Miguel again.


"It
says here," Xochitl said, trying to get the group back on track, "that
my brother is in one of these places. But it doesn't say which one." She
handed the file back to Vern.


"No.
It doesn't." Ames eyed Vern. "Do we have a deal?"


Deal?


"Vern?"
Xochitl stared at her uncle.


"We
have a deal." Vern's focus never wavered from Ames. "Now, where is he?"


"He's
in a pound in Fontana." Ames pulled a piece of paper from inside his
jacket and handed it to Vern. "Here's the address."


Vern
glanced at the paper and passed it to Bob.


"I'll
send this to my guys." Bob pulled out his cell phone and began texting the
address.


Vern
gulped his beer.


"What
guys?" Xochi twisted hard on her rings.


They made plans without me? I hate that!


"I've
got a couple of my men in on the job. Thought we'd need some backup," Bob
replied.


"Appreciated."
Vern patted Xochi's hand.


"One
more thing." Ames held up a small case. "This the kid?" He
nodded to Lefty and handed it to Vern.


"Yes."
Vern tucked the case under his arm. "We're done here."


Vern
and Ames scooted their chairs away from the table and got up. Xochitl sat,
dumbfounded.


What
did I just miss?


Lefty
and Bob also looked confused. Neither man got up.


"Wait.
That's it?" Xochi asked. "He's just gonna leave?"


"We
got what we needed, Xochitl." Vern's tone told her he'd explain later.


"Fine,"
Xochitl mumbled.


I
wonder what Ames is getting out of this?


Outside of
Jasper's Xochitl, Lefty and Bob watched her uncle Vern and John Ames walk down
the road away from the bar. The men were discussing something she knew had to
do with her and Miguel. A myriad of questions swarmed in her mind.


This
doesn't feel right. What does Ames really want? What's the government up to?
What deal did Vern make with Ames?


"Fucking
spooks!" Bob spat out under his breath.


Xochi
stared bug-eyed at Bob.


"What?"
Bob asked. "No good assholes. Fucked us real good in Nam." He threw
an arm around Xochi, giving her a little squeeze. "Don't you worry, kiddo.
We got your six."


"Damn
right." Lefty grabbed Xochitl's hand, holding it tight.


Standing
there, between Bob and Lefty, Xochitl understood, for the first time, why her
papa had called the men in the Corps his brothers.
















Chapter 23




ORACLE: Spotted
unidentified pack. Sniffing around.


OMEGA: take care of them


ORACLE:
Roger that. Think they r scouts. More coming.


Lucy dances with abandon. She twirls in
skirts made of the skins of deer. The hunt has been good. But then, calamity.
The loss. The fire. The devotional. Praise the sky and the earth. Sorrow in the
heart. She dances because she doesn't know how to cry. The flames of the pyre
lick high into the night. Ritual. They will bury him this night. The sadness
makes her stomp her feet harder, wave her hands higher. The drums beat like her
heart. The whole world mourns this night. Lilting chants flow through the
night. Cracks of lightning. Then they come with their terrible rage. The legs
buckle. A thousand knives cut the flesh. Pain is all.


*


Xochitl
shut off her phone and rested her head back on the couch. Vern's words jumbled
in her thoughts, giving her a headache, and she groaned.


Tau
whimpered and inched his head a little higher up on her lap. She stroked his
fur. After constantly shooing the twin puppies away, Xochitl had finally given
up. She'd been beaten, tortured and mauled, not to mention had her arm almost
broken by a Mohawk-helmeted pendejo wielding a pipe, but it was a pair of
six-month-old dogs that had broken her will.


"Well,
at least you're cute." She patted Tau on the head.


"You
need to tell her," Doc Howard said from down the hall. Xochi peeked over
the back of the couch.


"It's
not time." Hanna sounded irritated as she and Howard came into view of the
living room.


Tau
whined as Xochitl pushed the pups away and scooted off the couch. "Is Lucy
okay?"


"Oh,"
Hanna stopped short. "It's you."


"It's
me." Xochitl gave Hanna and Doc a little wave.


"Everything's
fine." Doc Howard smiled. "Fever broke. She should be up in another
day or two."


"Great."
Xochitl felt relieved by the news. Even though she and Hanna seemed to have
some sort of an unspoken détente, Xochitl couldn't help feeling like an
intruder in Hanna's presence.


"I
was just showing Steven out." Hanna held open the screen door as Doc
Howard nodded to Xochitl and walked out.


"Okay,
well, bye Doc," she called after the vet.


When
Dr. Steven Howard had first arrived at the ranch, Xochi had instantly liked the
generous, sweet-natured man. He'd lavished the family dogs, who'd clamored for
his attention, with affection, giving them their favorite lamb and cookie
treats. He had even brought Kai a red ball, which the boy had not stopped
kicking against the wall next to Lucy's bedroom window.


Kid better cut it out, or Hanna'll kick
him against the wall.


Through
the screen door, Xochitl watched Doc Howard and Hanna walk to his truck. The
vet was close to sixty and a little taller than Hanna, with greying brown
shoulder length hair that he wore in a tight ponytail at the nape of his neck,
and a thin mustache grazing the top of his upper lip. He wore a polo shirt and
khakis, and like Hanna, trotted around in cowboy boots.


Not my type, even if I were sixty. But
handsome.


The
doc had olive skin and high cheekbones.


Wonder if he's a mutt like me.


Howard
halted abruptly at his beat-up, metallic gold four-by-four and pointed
emphatically at Hanna. Clearly agitated, he rattled off several choice words,
though Xochitl — never really good at reading lips — only
understood the word "or."


Did he just give Hanna an ultimatum?
Shit, she looks pissed. Doc's sure got cojones.


Hanna
waved him off with an indignant flick of her wrist. Uncharacteristically, the
doc slammed his door, backed out and tore down the road — gravel flying
out from underneath his truck.


"What
was that all about?" Xochitl mumbled to herself.


Hanna
paced back and forth across the graveled lot. Against her better judgment,
Xochitl decided to get closer.


"What
are you not supposed to do, poke a sleeping lion? Bear? Rabid dog?" She shrugged,
opened the door and stepped outside.


Hanna
fished her phone out of her jeans and read a text. She slapped her thigh.


So bad news then.


Hanna
began texting feverishly.


You
promised Lucy you'd give Hanna a chance.


Xochitl
decided to make a quick escape.


"How
long have you been there?" Hanna growled. Xochitl froze by the door.


Stealth
is not your strong suit, Xoch.


Xochitl
smiled sheepishly and waved at Hanna.


At
the end of the porch, Xochi spotted her laptop sitting, where she'd left it, on
a table between two robin egg blue Adirondack chairs.


"Just
getting my laptop," she hollered back, pointing to the sitting area.


Xochitl
made a beeline to the chairs and grabbed her computer. She turned to leave but
was startled by Hanna who blocked her way and stared down at her. Xochitl felt
a little dizzy, as if her senses were being assaulted. She tried to shake off
the heebie-jeebies she always felt around Hanna.


Definitely
rabid dog.


"Lucy's
gonna be fine, right?" Xochitl asked.


At
the mention of Lucy's name, Hanna's eyes softened and her body relaxed. Xochitl
relaxed a bit too.


"Yes.
Steven knows what he's doing." Hanna crammed her cell back in her pocket. "Lucy'll
be up soon."


"Good...And
you're okay?" Xochitl tried to sound cheery yet concerned.


"Yes,
I'm fine." Hanna turned to walk back toward the front door. "Just
having a problem with a rescue facility up north. I'm gonna start dinner. Do me
a favor and see what your pet is up to."


Hanna
disappeared into the house before Xochitl could answer.


"Yeah, sure!" she called after
the strange and intimidating woman.


*


Lucy stands up to her chest in a river of
blood. The warmth of it oozes all around her. Small waves of crimson muck slop
up to her shoulders. This is his blood. Their blood. Witness. It isn't enough.
She is alone. The sky turns to stone. The flinty darkness invades her pores, makes
her stone. An island of stone in a sea of blood. Drink the wine. Eat cakes. Mother
said. Abomination. She bends the knees, going down, sinking down into the
clotting ocean. She closes her eyes and opens her mouth to scream. Tepid liquid
rushes down her throat, the taste like metal and coal. She swallows it down and
drinks deep, deep, deep until the earth turns to a brittle, dry ball, and the
sun shatters in the sky.


*


Laptop
in hand, Xochitl bounded down the front porch stairs and around the side of the
house where she knew Kai would be. Sure enough, the teen Were was kicking the
red ball against the siding. Ever since Hanna had banned "that filthy
Feral" from Lucy's bedroom, saying she needed rest not a "spastic dog"
bouncing off the walls, Kai had stationed himself underneath Lucy's window. It
was clear he couldn't bring himself to leave her side, but Kai seemed to know
better than to cross Hanna, and he made sure to keep his distance from her.
Xochitl didn't blame him, and she wished she could do the same.


The kid reminded Xochi of a jolly version
of her brother Miguel — lanky, energetic and handsome. It was undeniable
that Kai, now all cleaned up, was a good-looking boy. He had beautiful almond
shaped eyes that were a yellow-green naturally in the daylight but glowed gold
in the dark. His shoulder length jet black hair glistened in the sunlight, and
his skin, which at first had seemed pale, was now, after he'd fed and rested, a
rich golden brown.


*


Lucy
woke, her vision hazy and her head pounding. The sheets were warm and damp from
sweat. She tried to roll over but found she couldn't so much as wiggle. Someone
placed a cool hand on her forehead. Lucy blinked her eyes, and Hanna swam into
view. Like Mama, Hanna smiled gently, brushing Lucy's hair out of her face and
padding her arms with a soft washcloth. Lucy smelled faint rosemary and
lavender notes.


"Shhh,
my sweet," Hanna said. "It'll all be better soon. You're home."


Lucy
forced her lips to smile a little. Her lids felt so heavy she had to close them
— for only a second. When she opened her eyes again, Hanna was gone.


Lucy
woke alone in her room.


No, not alone.


She turned her head to see a pile of dogs
curled up on the rug next to her bed. She tapped the comforter weakly. Poppy
raised her little rust colored head, gave an enormous yawn and padded over
quietly. The thin dog stood like a miniature Greyhound. Poppy bumped her head
against the side of Lucy's bed, then placed her front paws on top of the
sheets, avoiding Lucy's arm by a hair. Lucy had spent all of her energy
beckoning her to come over, and now her arm was too weak to raise up again, her
hand too numb to pet Poppy's outstretched snout. Poppy snaked her head forward
and licked Lucy's elbow. Lucy smiled easily and drifted back to sleep.


*


As
Xochitl approached Kai, she was amazed by the control he had over the ball. The
deftness the boy displayed as he juggled the toy between his feet like a pro
soccer player was incredible.


He
could give Beckham a run for his money.


What
also surprised Xochitl was Kai's focus. Nothing seemed to matter to the kid but
the simple act of kicking the ball. It was peaceful, calming to Xochitl.
Perhaps to Lucy too, because the noise never woke her.


"¡Oye,
Hound Chow!" she called to Kai. The teen Were swiveled around, swatting
the ball between his feet. "You'd better stop or Hanna's gonna stick you
in the kennel."


Kai,
though not understanding the words, seemed to understand her meaning, and he
immediately abandoned his activity, opting to sit on his haunches beneath Lucy's
window.


"Don't
worry, kid," Xochitl said, standing in front of the boy. "Lucy's
fine. Doc said she'll be up in no time."


Kai
perked up at the news and gave Xochitl a wide smile.


She
patted him on the head. "Dinner's soon. I'll come get you when it's time."


As
she turned the corner, she saw Kai tossing the red ball in the air, playing
catch with himself.


She
made her way to the screened-in back porch leading into the kitchen and was met
by Brisco and Maggie, the chocolate labs, lying on the stoop.


"Hola,
perros." Xochitl scratched Maggie behind the ears. The dogs wagged their
tails in greeting. Unlike Tau and Thandi, these dogs were older and contented
to relax in the evening sun. Xochitl liked that about them.


She
crossed the porch, which acted as an outdoor living area complete with Rattan
sofa, two matching chairs and a beautiful coffee table made of whitewashed
reclaimed wood. Orange and blue pillows added pops of color, lending vibrancy
to the space.


One
thing's for sure, Hanna's got taste.


Xochitl
entered the kitchen through a pair of French doors. Hanna stood over a
six-burner stove, heating up oil in a large cast iron skillet. Another pot
steamed, filling the air with the wonderful aroma of chiles. The prevalent
smell of garlic and fresh paint made Xochitl wonder if the kitchen had been
remodeled recently.


"Need
some help?" She crossed to the kitchen island and set her laptop on the
quartz countertop.


"No,
that's okay," Hanna said. Always graceful, she flowed from one counter to
the other, dicing vegetables and slicing strips of steak on a stone cutting
board. 


A cross between ninja and master chef.


The
clattering of paws on the hardwood floors echoed down the hall. Xochi braced
herself as Tau and Thandi barreled into the kitchen, rounded the island and
threw their paws onto her chest, knocking her into the counter.


"¡Ay,
perritos! Off!" Xochitl pushed them away, trying to regain her balance. "Sit."


The
puppies obeyed and sat staring up at her, their happy tails swooshing from side
to side.


Xochitl
took two cookies out of her pocket, pointed to the ground and commanded "Lie
down." The ridgebacks complied, and she held out one treat for each of
them.


"I'm
surprised," Hanna said, staring at her and the pups. "Lucy told me
you're not much of a dog person."


"Yeah,"
Xochi pulled out a bar stool from under the island and sat down. "Well, I'm
of the mind that people come first. But with these two, I don't think I have
much of a say."


"It's
like that when a dog picks you to be its person." Hanna chuckled. She slid
a wood chopping board topped with red and green peppers toward Xochi and handed
her a knife.


"So
I gather," she said, slicing into a crisp pepper.


"Then
why do you do it?" Hanna asked. "Is it because of your brother?"


Xochitl
stopped, taken aback by the question. She eyed Hanna for a moment. To Xochi's
surprise, the woman seemed utterly sincere.


Xochitl
wiped her brow with her arm and returned to cutting the vegetables. "At
first, I guess. But then...I don't know...I'm good at it." She searched
for the words to explain to Hanna something that Xochi didn't quite understand
herself. "And Lucy's really good at it," she added. "I guess she
takes care of the animal side and I take care of the human side...and
together...we help the whole person."


"So,
you think Lucy's really good at her job?" Hanna asked, sliding the chopped
meat off the stone board and into the pan. The steak sizzled, and oil spat out
from the impact.


"I
wouldn't call it a job." Xochitl grabbed a red pepper and began slicing it
into long thin strips. "For Lucy, it's a calling. I mean you should have
seen her the other night." She put down the knife, too caught up in the
recollection of the Vigi Boys fight to cut peppers.


"She
was like a wild thing. Wailing away on this guy that outweighed her by fifty
pounds. It was incredible. I think she even howled at one point..." Xochitl
picked up the knife again. "Or maybe that was Kai...or both of them. I don't
know." She fell into the chopping rhythm of the knife. "I was so
caught up." She stopped in mid cut. "I do remember Lucy took command
of the situation. Not like when she was a cop. This was different."


"How
so?" Hanna asked.


"Oh,
uh..." Xochitl, lost in her own thoughts, had almost forgotten the woman
was there. "I guess it was just her presence...no, power...that's what it
was. She had power...Huh." Xochitl shook her head, amazed by her
discovery.


"You
two make quite a team," Hanna said and took the chopped peppers from
Xochitl.


"Yeah.
Just a couple of strays that found each other, driving up and down California,
fighting El Lobo Feroz!"


Xochitl's
laughter was cut off by a loud clank from a pan Hanna had dropped on the floor.
"You okay?" she asked, leaning over the island to see Hanna on all
fours scooping up the chopped peppers.


"I
think we need more peppers," Hanna grumbled.


"I'm
on it." Xochitl opened the refrigerator and selected two ripe peppers from
the crisper drawer. "So, what are we making?" She dropped the new
peppers onto the cutting board.


"Carne
asada." Hanna set the soiled pan in the sink and grabbed a clean one from
under the island.


"Really!"
Xochitl said, impressed. She loved carne asada. "I thought I smelled
chiles."


"Yep."
Hanna smiled, pointing to the steaming pot. "Y arroz." She pointed to
another pot. "Y carne." She pointed to the sizzling iron pan. "Tortillas
are store bought, though."


"No
worries." Xochitl breathed in the smell of frying steak and chiles.


"My
mom and I used to make tortillas every Sunday. I'd help roll out the masa. It
took all morning, but it was my favorite time of the week. And when they were
cooked, hell, even when they weren't cooked, they were the best things you'd
ever tasted. They'd melt in your mouth."


A
swell of emotion rose at the memory of her mother. "My papa would brag to
his buddies that his Polish wife cooked the best Mexican food any Mexican ever
tasted."


"What
was your mother's name?" Hanna seemed caught up in Xochitl's memory.


"Alice."
Xochitl handed the second batch of cut peppers to Hanna. "Alice Deka
Magaña." She said a silent prayer to her mother.


Enough of that.


Xochitl
shook off the emotion, plopped back down in her seat and watched Hanna prepare
the rest of their meal.


Hanna
wasn't entirely what Xochitl had expected. Though she looked like an updated
sixties hippie straight out of Haight Ashbury, she was more Princeton than
Berkeley — more Microsoft than Apple. But there was a softer side to her
personality. She had eclectic tastes as was evident in how she decorated her
home, making it feel old and new, comfortable and chic. And she loved to cook
fried, greasy, yummy comfort foods, not wheat grass, oats or some other
tree-hugger meal, as one would expect judging from her appearance.


"How
do you stay so thin?" Xochitl asked. "Eating the way you do?"


"Good
genes, I guess." Hanna let out a huge bellowing laugh, startling Xochitl,
who had hardly even seen the woman crack a smile let alone howl with delight.


Maybe
I've been too hard on Hanna.


*


Lucy
woke, hearing laughter. The savory scents of home cooking wafted through her
room, sending Poppy and Chasselas to scratch at the bedroom door. Lucy watched
as Bonn trotted up to them. The other dogs gave way to the German shepherd as
if he were a celebrity on the red carpet. Bonn easily floated onto his hind
legs, reached out with one paw and fluidly pushed down on the door handle,
hooking it slightly as he returned to his natural four-paws-on-the-ground
state. He scooted through the open door, and without missing a beat, the pack
followed behind. Lucy suspected getting out of the bedroom herself would take
far more effort, but for a chance at Hanna's carne asada, Lucy was willing to
try a little heavy lifting.
















Chapter 24




Dr.
Lynn Weisman — Audio Notes


Day
forty-five of KV Stabilizing Serum Testing. Lost five more — Unsure of
the cause. However, subject HCXY151 responding well to beta tests. Control is
increasing though not stable.


Hypothesis:
Subject has developed additional DNA pathways and generated one or more
additional base pairs from initial exposure to KV. Provided HCXY151 survives
next round of tests, I will extract more DNA to be certain.


21 months ago


We're
gonna have some fun now, little güera! ¡Mátela! No! Miguel! Oh, God! Help me!


Xochitl
shot out of bed, short rough breaths coming fast. She felt dizzy. Her heart
raced. She sat down on the edge of the bed, closed her eyes and inhaled deeply.


After
a few minutes, she opened her eyes again and reoriented herself to her
surroundings. The room was almost completely dark except for the red glow of
the digital clock on the nightstand.


2:58
A.M.


Xochitl
groaned and flopped back on the mattress.


Almost
time.


Shortly
after Bob had texted the location, Xochi and Vern had arrived at the Fontana
fleabag motel. It had been late and the ride over had been quiet. Xochi had
wanted to ask questions. She wanted answers about Ames. About the plan. About
the deal. But she'd held her tongue, afraid she might ruin her one chance of
getting Miguel back.


Vern
hadn't been forthcoming either. He'd spent the few hours of the trip going over
the specs of the "pound" they were about to infiltrate.


After
dumping what little they'd brought in their rooms, she and Vern had met up with
Bob and Lefty, and two of Bob's men, Mick and Prez, at a greasy spoon next
door. Amidst half-eaten pancakes and cups of bitter coffee, Vern had laid out
their plan.


They
were going in under the cover of darkness when personnel and security were
minimal. The plan was to get in, find Miguel and get out without drawing
attention.


"Operation
Wham Bam Thank You Ma'am is in effect!" Prez had joked, instantly
endearing himself to Xochi.


Where
Prez was boisterous and outgoing, his counterpart, Mick, seemed stoic and
deadpan.


Opposite sides of the same coin. And I
bet lethal.


"Xoch."
Vern knocked on her door. "Thirty minutes."


"Okay,"
she said, her voice sounding raspy.


She
sat up and grabbed the plastic cup she'd filled hours earlier. The liquid
tasted warm and stale, but it did the trick. She switched on the table lamp.


The
room was nothing special. Just a bed, two nightstands and a chair by the door.
A small television chained to the dresser added to the rent-by-the-hour
ambiance. She was glad she'd decided to remain dressed and had lain on top of
the covers instead of under them.


"Great
place you found, Bob," Xochitl mumbled and crossed the room to a black
duffel bag sitting on the chair.


In
addition to Mick and Prez, Bob had brought her and Vern their own "go bags,"
as he'd put it. Xochi unzipped the duffel. Inside was a plastic sandwich bag
with toothpaste, toothbrush and a comb. She tossed it on the dresser. She
pulled out a black, long sleeve crew neck, black cargo pants, black socks and a
black beanie cap, which she spread out on the bed. Combat boots completed the
ensemble.


Not
quite my style, but it'll do.


"I
feel like ass," Xochi said out loud and stripped off her tank top, flats
and jeans. She walked into the bathroom.


¡Híjole! I'm not getting into that
fungus-infested shower.


She
snatched a dingy washcloth from the towel rack and sniffed it before wetting it
under the faucet and pressing it to her face. The cool terry cloth felt good on
her nearly healed scars. Her shoulder wound was another story, and she gingerly
wiped behind her neck and under her armpits, mindful not to get her bandage
wet. She brushed her teeth and combed out the knots in her hair.


Satisfied
with her appearance, she gathered up the various sundries, placed them in the
baggie and walked back into the room to dress in the all black outfit. She
twisted her blond hair up into a bun, securing it under the cap, and was
shocked to find the clothes a decent fit.


"Not
bad, Bob." Xochi scrutinized herself in the mirror.


She
gathered up her few possessions and stuffed them into the duffel. Taking a last
look around the room, she picked up her go bag and headed out the door.


Vern
and the other men were congregated around Bob's black Humvee.


Bob
must be loaded.


Vern
handed her a cup a coffee. She took it eagerly.


"You
are a god." Xochi breathed in the aroma of French Roast.


"Another
slave to the caffeine." Mick smirked.


"Another
pendejo." Xochi blew on the hot brew and squeezed between Bob and Prez,
who shook with laughter.


"Sweet!"
Lefty whooped as he busily typed away on a small computer resting on the
Humvee's dash.


So
that's what was inside Ames' case.


"New
toy?" Xochitl looked over to Vern.


"Lefty's
good with tech stuff," Bob answered.


"So
what now?" She took a sip of coffee.


"Now,
you need some war paint." Prez approached Xochitl with a fat tube that
looked like black lipstick.


She
took a step back and gazed up at Prez.


An
African-American man of indeterminate age, Prez was six five and two hundred
thirty pounds of pure muscle. The massive man dwarfed Xochi, the top of her
head barely reaching his chest.


"You've
not been blessed with natural night camouflage like me," Prez said,
popping the cap off the stick.


"Please,
all you'd have to do is smile and I could hit you from three hundred
yards," Mick jibed.


"You're
just jealous your lily white ass ain't mocha choca lata like mine," Prez
hit back over his shoulder and brought the stick to Xochi's face.


She
stopped his hand.


"Let
me do it. Scars still healing." Xochitl took the paint.


"Oh,
right. Sorry."


"No
problema." Xochi leaned toward the Humvee's side mirror and applied the
paint in strips, spreading it over her forehead, nose, chin and cheeks.


I look dirty, not camouflaged.


"So
much for washing my face." Xochitl turned to Prez for inspection.


"No,
that's good." Prez dropped the stick into his utility belt pouch.


"Everyone
over here," Vern called.


Xochitl
and the men gathered at the front of the vehicle. Lefty rested the computer on
the hood and began enthusiastically demonstrating the equipment.


"This
thing is like next gen's next gen," Lefty said, looking like he's was
about to jump out of his skin. "She's a thing of beauty. I mean just look
at the screen display. It's beyond XD! It's a gamer's wet dream!"


"Private."
Vern scowled. "Get on with it."


"Sorry,
sir." Lefty picked up a small camera device no bigger than half an inch
long sitting next to the computer. "I'll be able to monitor you and the
guys remotely with the mini cams."


He
handed the device to Vern. "I can hack into their feed and block any
security cameras at the same time as running their facility systems,"
Lefty continued. "The decryption code on this baby could get me into the
Pentagon."


"I
want you to record everything," Vern interrupted.


"No
problem."


"Good."
Vern turned his attention to Xochitl and the men. "Ames' intel notes light
security at this hour. The morning rotation starts at zero-five-thirty."
Vern checked his wristwatch. "That's approximately two hours and twelve
minutes from now."


Simultaneously,
the men each checked their watches and marked the time.


"As
you can see," Vern pointed to the specs, "we've got a large cinderblock
building fenced in by chain-link. Shouldn't be too much of a problem getting in
if Lefty's right about being able to control their systems."


"Shoot,
I could control their shits with this thing," Lefty blurted.


Vern
glared at Lefty. Bob's men burst out laughing.


"Boys
and their toys." Xochitl rolled her eyes.


"We're
OR so let's get our heads in the game," Vern commanded.


"Yes,
sir!" All four men replied in unison.


Xochitl
swelled with pride, watching her uncle in action. She'd never seen him
operational before, and he was impressive. He could muster these men —
men he'd not worked with in a long time or even at all — and form them
into a unit.


She
studied the team assembled around the Humvee. Save for her and her uncle, the
group was comprised entirely of ex-military — mercenaries — with no
personal reason to volunteer for a dangerous mission and risk their lives other
than being dedicated, honorable men.


Papa would be proud.


For
the first time since her world collapsed, a little spark of hope kindled inside
Xochitl.


She'd get her Miguel back.


Xochitl rolled
El Gallo up behind Lefty's truck and parked along the side of the animal
shelter. She squinted as the bright lights of Bob's Humvee flashed in her rearview
mirror.


"Thought
we were approaching from the front once Lefty takes out the cameras?"
Xochitl asked Vern, cutting the engine.


"Yes.
But Xoch," Vern patted her shoulder, "I need you to stay with Lefty."


"The
hell I am." Xochitl flicked the door lock. Vern grabbed her arm.


"Xochitl,
please."


"Is
this about your deal with Ames? I don't trust that cabrón."


"Neither
do I. That's why I want you to stay with Lefty."


Vern
reached for Xochi, but she shied away and turned her head toward the window.
From the side-view mirror she watched Bob, Mick and Prez pull several large
duffels out of the Humvee.


"Xoch,
I don't know what we're getting into here. And I can't risk you getting
hurt...or worse," Vern continued.


"I
can take care of myself."


"I
know you can. But I can't worry about you and Miguel and—"


"Do
what you have to do for Ames," Xochitl finished for Vern. "Es mi
familia, Vern."


"And
you and Miguel are my family. ¿Entiendes?...¿Verdad?"


Xochitl
canvassed the contours of her uncle's face. Even in the dim light, she could
see the deep worry lines creasing his brow.


She
sighed.


"Sí."


"Good."
Vern stroked Xochitl's hair and left.


Watching
her uncle gather Bob and the other men, Xochi's emotions fought her reason.


I barely know these guys. Can I trust
them? Ames is a snake. But the others…Lefty…No. They're good men. But what if
something goes wrong? What if Miguel…I don't know if I can do this.


"I
hate being left behind." She slapped the steering wheel.


Xochitl
released a long slow breath, put on her game face and strode to the Humvee.


Bob
was issuing firearms to the team.


"High
powered modified 9mm tranq guns, as requested." Bob handed a gun to Vern. "Strong
enough to drop a lion."


"You're
not using live ammo?" Xochi asked as she watched Prez and Mick load darts
into their weapons.


"Not
if we don't have to," Vern replied.


"But
just in case..." Mick rested his hand on a holstered gun strapped to his
right thigh.


"No
lethal action unless necessary." Vern eyed each of the men individually. "Oorah!"


"Oorah!"
Vern's team echoed.


"Good.
Now, Xochitl and Lefty will stay here and monitor the extraction," Vern
continued. "Bob, you and Prez are Bravo Team. Mick, you're with me."


"You
okay with this?" Lefty whispered to Xochitl.


She
gave him a quick thumbs up.


Lefty
offered a sympathetic smile and finished syncing his monitoring equipment to
the team's cameras.


"Okay,
cameras are up," Lefty said. "Systems are coming on-line."


"Bravo
Leader, you copy?" Vern checked his radio one last time.


"Copy,
Alpha Leader," Bob replied.


"This
is it. Let's move out." Vern waved his hand forward, and the men fell in
behind him.


"Here."
Lefty passed Xochitl an earpiece.


Xochitl
placed the small radio device in her ear as she watched the team round the
corner of the building and disappear from sight. She leaned over Lefty's
shoulder and tracked the action on the computer screen.


The
extreme definition monitor split the screen into four saturated color quadrants
like a video game. At the bottom of each square the numbers one through four
indicated which camera belonged to which man. The video feed shook as the team double-timed
it to the front of the building.


Xochi
blinked away her motion sickness.


"Base,
this is Alpha Leader, over."


"Go
ahead, Alpha Leader," Lefty responded.


"We're
in position."


"Copy
that. Fence coming down."


With
amazing dexterity, Lefty's hand flew over the keyboard, rapidly typing in a
series of cryptic numbers and symbols. A few moments later, the security gate
deactivated.


The
kid's good.


"Alpha
Leader, fence is clear," Lefty announced.


"Roger
that. Bravo Team, this is Alpha Leader. Move out."


Xochitl
watched the cameras intently. Vern and Mick were first through the fence,
followed by Bravo Team. Several cars were parked in the lot between the fence
and the pound entrance. Vern stopped halfway to the front of the building and
knelt behind an SUV. Vern looked over to Bob and Prez, his hand motioning in
front of the camera for Bravo Team to hold.


"Alpha
Leader, west side clear," Bob's voice came over the mic.


"Hold,"
Vern responded. "Base, how's it looking on the inside?" Vern asked
Lefty.


Lefty
hit a key, switching the view on the computer screen to show long corridors
with doors leading into various rooms. Even with Ames' information about light
security, the interior of the building appeared strangely deserted.


This
doesn't feel right. Where
is everyone?


The
computer screen switched again to show a large, bright room. In the center of
the room, a woman, half-dressed in a yellow biohazard suit, fiddled with the
straps of a gas mask. Two men in lab coats hunched over a computer stationed on
a stainless steel table crowded with laboratory equipment.


"Corridor's
clear. But there are three civilians in lab room five," Lefty said into
his mic.


"I
thought there'd be more security," Xochitl whispered.


Lefty
switched the computer screen once more, displaying a room with television
monitors along the wall and two men sitting in front of them.


Security headquarters.


The
men were laughing and drinking coffee, oblivious to the four silhouettes
crouched behind cars in the parking lot.


Xochitl
sucked in a nervous breath.


"No
hay pedo. Mira." Lefty typed away on his new toy.


If
Xochitl hadn't been so focused on the screen, she would have missed the slight
waver of the television monitors in the room. Where once they had shown Alpha
and Bravo Teams outside the facility, now all they showed were cars in the
parking lot.


"Compliments
of Ames," Lefty muttered to her before speaking into his mic. "Loop
feed initiated. You're good to go, Alpha Leader."


"Roger
that," Vern responded.


Once
again, Alpha and Bravo Teams' cameras were on screen. Vern's hand motioned for
Bravo Team to move forward.


Their
tranq guns aimed, Bob and Prez scurried toward the front doors.


Reaching
the entrance first, Prez looked through a side window and immediately turned
his view to Bob, throwing up a fist to halt him. "Base, Tango heading this
way."


"Copy
that." Lefty switched the screen to Bravo Team's cameras and the foyer of
the building. "Stand by."


A
rotund man dressed in a security uniform waddled toward the main entrance. Stopping
at the door, he unclipped his cell, dialed and pushed on the lever.


"Tango
coming out," Lefty whispered into his mic.


Xochitl's
heart raced as she watched the security guard open the door, his profile coming
into view on Prez's camera.


"Hi
babe, call me when you—"


In
one swift motion, Prez raised his gun, shot the dart and pulled the incapacitated
guard away from the door — with barely a sound.


Bob
moved in, snatched the dropped cell phone from the pavement and hoisted the
guard's legs. "Oof," he grunted.


"Why
do we always get the flab asses?" Prez complained.


Bravo
Team hauled the guard behind a dark colored sedan and dropped him on the
ground. They checked their surroundings once more before moving back into
position by the front door.


"Tango
down. Bravo Team in position," Bob said.


"Copy
that, Bravo Leader," Vern replied. "We're moving to you." Vern
motioned to Mick, and the two men bolted for the building entrance.


"¡Híjole!"
Xochitl mumbled.


"Todo
bien." Lefty smiled.


"Hey!"
Prez's voice came over his mic. "I snagged the guy's access card."
His hand came into view as he passed the card to Vern.


"You
doing my job now, Prez?" Lefty asked.


"Someone's
got to," Prez shot back.


"Quiet,"
Vern said and swiped the key card on the security panel.


Xochitl
heard a click and saw Vern jerk the door open. Gun raised, Vern pivoted his
body left then right, checking the area. He motioned for his men to follow.


"Base,
where to?" Vern asked. "Over."


Lefty
pulled up the building schematics. Xochitl noticed a large area that reminded
her of the warehouse where Memo had imprisoned her.


That's gotta be where they're keeping
Miguel.


"There."
She pointed to the spot. Lefty nodded.


"Alpha
Leader," Lefty relayed. "There's a large room on the left at the end
of the corridor. Looks good for housing fifty Weres."


"Copy,
Base," Vern said. "Locate the main office."


Main
office? What about Miguel?


As
Lefty searched for an office, Xochitl scanned the computer screen, looking for
any sign of her brother. Nothing but bright laboratories equipped with
state-of-the-art scientific machinery flashed by.


Who's
running this joint? Frankenstein?


Lefty
stopped the slide show of rooms on a door designated with the placard Dr.
Lynn Weisman.


"Alpha
Leader. I've got the office of a Doctor Lynn Weisman. Might be the person in
charge. It's to the east of the main corridor. Last door on the right,"
Lefty said.


"Copy
that," Vern replied. "Bravo Team, you check out the west room. We're
on the right. Base unlock the door when we arrive."


"Roger,
Alpha Leader," Lefty and Bravo Team replied.


The
two teams made their way down the long hallway with rapid efficiency. Dizzy
once again, Xochi wasn't sure if the cause was the jarring camera motions or
the computer split screen.


Or maybe it's because I've been sidelined
while someone else does my job.


Xochi
leaned over the Humvee, rested her forehead on the hood and clasped her hands
behind her neck.


"You
okay?" Lefty asked.


Xochitl
nodded. "Anything yet?"


"Just
a lot of numbered doors...Hold on a sec. What's that? That's not on the
schematic."


Xochitl
popped up her head. Vern and Mick were moving down the hall, methodically
checking each door before proceeding forward.


"What?"
She searched the screen, trying to see what Lefty was seeing.


"There."
Lefty switched to a camera angle at the farthest point from Alpha Team's
position and zoomed in. "See it?"


"The
wall?" Xochi asked.


"Not
a wall. A door," Lefty said. "Look on the floor."


Xochitl
focused on the floor in front of the not wall.


"See."
Lefty pointed to the screen. "The light changed direction, reflected off
something. That's a shadow. Someone's moving behind that 'wall.' I'm sure of
it."


Xochitl
waited a moment. The light flickered. Something moved, casting a fragmented
shadow across the floor.


"It'd
have to be several inches thick, right?" She turned to Lefty.


"Yeah.
Probably reinforced steel too."


"What
do they got behind that thing?" she asked. "King Kong?"


"Come
again?" Vern's voice broke in.


"Sorry,
Alpha Leader." Lefty brought Vern's camera back on screen.


Alpha
Team was approaching Weisman's office.


"Found
some kind of façade at the end of the corridor," Lefty continued. "It's
not on the original plans for the building."


"Know
what's behind it?" Vern asked.


"Not
sure. But someone or something's there."


"Copy."


Xochi
followed Vern's sightline as his camera rotated bringing Mick into view. Across
the corridor from Vern, Mick rose from a crouched position to look through a
small window near the top of the door.


Mick's
camera panned the inside of a stark, white room. Void of people, only large
glass cabinets, stocked with vials of liquid, lined the back wall.


"Last
room. All clear," Mick said.


"Copy.
Go check out Lefty's fake wall," Vern said.


Xochitl
glanced at Vern's camera as he motioned for Mick to move forward down the hall.


"Roger
that," Mick replied.


"Base,
I'm at Weisman's office," Vern said.


"Copy,
Alpha Leader." Lefty hit the command key, and a buzz came over the coms.


Vern
entered Weisman's office. The spill of light from the hall lent minimal
visibility to the room. As Vern moved about the space, Xochitl could only make
out two chairs positioned in front of a large wooden desk.


Her
uncle eased behind the desk and switched on a lamp. "That's better."


Vern's
hand came into view. He held a small digital camera. He sifted through papers
and files and rummaged through drawers, taking pictures of every document and
letter he could find. Off to the side, Weisman's laptop dinged and the screen
flashed. Lefty had started his hack.


They
were working so fast, Xochitl couldn't discern much from the various documents.
Virus, bioengineering and chip were the only terms she
recognized.


"Base,
we're at the west door," Bob's voice came over his mic. "How we
lookin'?"


Lefty
brought Bravo Team's cameras back up.


"Stand
by," Lefty replied, as he tried to find the security feed.


"Well?"
Prez pressed.


Xochitl
glanced at Lefty. His face was screwed up with concern as he focused on his
computer.


"Shit,"
Lefty mumbled.


"What?"
Bob, Prez and Xochi said in unison.


"Bravo
Leader, we have a problem." Lefty's voice rose in pitch.


That's not good.


"Go
ahead Base," Bob said.


"Seems
there are no security cameras in that area. You're going in blind." Lefty
wiped the perspiration from his brow with his sleeve.


"Fuck!"
Prez spat. "So much for controlling their shits, Lefty."


"Enough,"
Vern's voice broke in. "Bravo Leader, proceed with caution. We'll head
your way in a minute. Almost done here."


"Roger
that, Alpha Leader," Bob replied.


"Stay
frosty, boys," Mick added.


Xochitl
chewed on her fingernail as she waited for Bob and Prez to enter the
westernmost room. Prez swiped the key card, and a muted buzz sounded indicating
it was unlocked. Gun raised, Prez leaned into the door and pushed it ajar. He
moved through the doorway, turning right then left to check his surroundings.


"Clear,"
Prez whispered.


Bob,
his gun at the ready, slid in behind Prez and began looking around.


In
stark contrast to the bright fluorescents in the corridor, soft illumination cast
down on the men from above. The room's vastness was obvious, despite the dim
lighting.


Lefty
whistled. "It's gotta span half a football field."


"And
almost as wide." Xochi chewed on her lip.


Just like Memo's warehouse, only bigger.


The
men slowly made their way through the room, their cameras panning about the
space.


"Are
you getting this, Base?" Prez asked.


"Sure
am," Lefty responded. "What the…?"


On
Prez's camera feed, two continuous rows of enormous glass enclosures lined
either side of the room and ascended nearly to the building rafters.


Prez's
hand moved to touch a cage. "Thick plexiglass. Got to go in ten feet by
the look of this one." He continued to scan the container. At its base was
a rectangular sliding door large enough for a food tray to pass through. Prez
shone his mag light into the enclosure. "Empty."


"Not
mine," Bob's voice came over his mic.


Xochitl
switched back to Bob's feed as Lefty tried to zoom in for a clearer look.


"Do
you see that?" Bob's flashlight lit up the glass cage.


"Holy
shit!" Prez added his light to Bob's.


"¡Híjole!" Xochi's eyes grew wide.


Huddled
in the corner, dressed in a hospital gown, was a small creature.


Is that a woman?


Xochitl
couldn't tell. The person had soft features like a female, but her ears were
longer than normal and flopped at either side of her head. A layer of coarse, shaggy
hair covered her arms and bare legs.


Bob's
light followed the contours of her face, and as it passed her eyes, they glowed
amber. "Whoa."


Xochitl
had seen this before with Lucy Lowell's partner. But where Officer Gabe was like
a massive beast, this woman seemed more like a small dog.


The
dog woman tilted her head to the side as if she were trying to make out what
kind of thing Bob and Prez were.


Right
back at ya, sister.


"What's
that?" Prez turned his head, bringing into view the long warehouse corridor.


No, not a warehouse. A prison.


At
the far end of the aisle, a bright light illuminated two male figures standing
in front of another cell, deep in conversation.


"Can
you make out what they're doing?" Xochitl spoke into her mic.


"No,
they're too far." Bob's hand motioned to Prez to press forward. "We'll
take a closer look."


As
Bob and Prez crept down the hallway, Xochitl searched each plexiglass kennel they
passed for her brother. She gasped as she witnessed cell after cell occupied
with dog-like people, but no Miguel.


A
few "people" were neither puppyish like the dog woman nor Werebeast
like Gabe. Still afflicted with canine-like features, these anxious creatures
paced in their cages like agitated, wild wolves.


Hyper, aggressive and potentially dangerous.


Bob's
camera feed showed Prez on point, crouched by one of the last cages near the security
guards. Prez raised a fist, signaling Bob to stop.


"Tango
fifteen feet ahead," Prez said. "Sounds like they're arguing about
whatever's in that cage."


"Copy,"
Bob replied. "Can you make out what they're saying?"


"Just
a minute."


Prez
scooted forward a few feet. Xochi held her breath.


They're gonna make him.


A
short nervous giggle burst from Xochitl. She quickly clasped her hands over her
mouth. The guards remained unaware of Prez.


Xochi
exhaled slowly into a tiny grin.


Big as a house. Quiet as a mouse.


"You
do it." An unfamiliar, pre-pubescent treble pierced through Xochitl's
earpiece.


From
Prez's camera angle, she couldn't ascertain which guard had spoken or determine
what they looked like except that one man was tall and spindly and the other
was shorter and average size.


"I'm
not going in there," a loutish voice replied. "You saw what it did to
Jacobs."


"Gas
it. Then go in."


"Fuck
you. You gas it."


"Weisman
wants this one prepped by shift's end. You know how she is when things don't
get done."


"Shit...Fine."


The
spindly guard pulled a canister out of a pouch attached to his belt and bent
down at the base of the cage. His hand jerked back, then thrust forward.


The
cell filled with fog. An ear-shattering howl bellowed into their mics.


"Ahhh!"
Xochitl and Lefty shrieked. She yanked her earpiece away from her ear.


A
loud thud brought Xochitl's attention back to the computer screen. Something
was throwing itself against the plexiglass of the cell only to ricochet off it
like a rubber ball. Desperate to break free, it growled and bellowed — whipping
its fellow captives into a frenzy.


The
cacophony of barks and howls amplified as they bounced off the walls. The room
was in chaos.


"Shit's
getting crazy back here," Bob hissed over the ruckus.


"Coming
back to you," Prez said.


But
before Prez could move out, the shorter guard spun around and faced him. "Shut
the fuck—"


Without
hesitation, Prez shot tranq darts into both guards, dropping them where they
stood.


"Nice,"
Lefty said.


Prez
advanced on the downed guards, cleared their weapons and approached the
fogged-in kennel.


"Something's
huddled in the corner," Prez said. "Hard to tell but I think it's one
of those Werebeasts."


"The
Were things seem to be calming down back there," Bob said, moving to Prez.


Both
camera feeds were trained on the creature veiled in gaseous smoke and pressed
against the back corner of the wall.


Can't see a pinche thing. Damn pinche
fog.


"Holy
shit!" Bob yelled as the Beast leapt through the air, slammed itself into
the glass and knocked itself out cold.


The
Beast splayed motionless on the floor, and Xochitl could finally see its face.


"Miguel!"


"That's
Miguel?" Lefty asked.


"Get
in there! Get him!" Xochitl shouted at Bob and Prez.


"We
can't." Bob squatted by Were Miguel, analyzing the situation. "We
have to wait for the gas to dissipate."


"I
don't care!" Xochitl shot back.


"Xochi."
Lefty grabbed her arm, but she yanked it away. "Let them do their job.
They'll get him."


Xochitl
gripped the sides of the computer and pleaded into her mic, "Please!"


"We
will, kiddo." Bob's voice was soft. "The fog's already clearing."


Xochi
eased up on the computer, her hands flush with blood and aching. Lefty slumped
against the Humvee.


"Bravo
Team, give me a second to get that door open." Lefty slid the computer
away from Xochitl.


"No
need," Prez came back. "Got this guard's keycard too." Prez put
the card in front of his camera.


"I'm
starting to feel obsolete here," Lefty joked half-heartedly.


"Don't
worry about it, kid. Happens to the best of us," Prez said.


"Hey,
pendejos!" Xochitl yelled. "Could you please get my brother out of
that fucking cage?"


"Sorry,
Xoch." Prez moved to the flat, digital lock embedded in the side of the
cell.


Where's the pinche door?


The
wall looked solid and there were no seams to indicate an entrance existed. But
as Prez swiped the keycard on the lock, half of the front panel of the glass
enclosure slid into the other half, creating a pocket door.


"Cool,"
Lefty said, clearly impressed by the creativity of the design.


Cool, maybe. But the same cabrones that
snatched my brother, doing God knows what to him, created this prison. I just
wanna blow the place up.


"Moving
in." Bob's voice brought Xochi's attention back to Miguel.


Despite
the warm night air, her body shivered and her teeth chattered uncontrollably.
She clenched her jaw and waited as Bob and Prez entered the cell and knelt beside
Miguel. Prez leaned over the boy, and for the first time in nearly three
months, Xochitl looked upon her baby brother. Tears flowed down her face.


¡Madre de Dios!


Miguel
rested peacefully on the ground — once again Xochi's sweet, little
brother. His handsome face and golden skin were smooth and unscarred. Except
for hard, well-developed muscles, which despite his youth made him appear
older, there were no evident Werebeast characteristics.


Lefty
squeezed Xochi's hand as Bob and Prez tended to Miguel.


"Looks
good," Prez said, checking his pulse and pupil dilation.


"Okay.
Let's move," Bob said. The two men grabbed Miguel by the shoulders and
legs. "On three. One...Two...Three."


"Holy
shit. This kid's heavier than he looks." Prez grunted as he and Bob lifted
Miguel's limp body and shuffled him through the opening.


Immediately
sirens blared.


"What
the fuck!" Prez shouted.


"Base,
what's happening?" Vern's voice came over the coms.


"I
don't know, sir. Bob and Prez must have triggered a backup alarm system when
they moved Miguel," Lefty answered.


"The
hell we did!" Prez yelled over the blaring sound and crazed howls of the
pound captives.


"Shut
up and move, Prez!" Bob shouted, throwing Miguel's arm over his shoulder.


Bravo
Team's cameras were shaking like an earthquake as the two men ran side by side
as fast as they could, dragging Miguel down the hall.


"Bravo
Team, we're moving to you," Vern said.


"I
can't take this any more," Xochitl hissed and raced to El Gallo.


"Xochi!"
Lefty called out.


Ignoring
him, Xochitl popped open the trunk, pushed through the interior backing and
pulled out a rolled up red and green striped serape Memo had stashed in a hidden
compartment.


She
unspooled the wool blanket, revealing a Remington 12 gauge shotgun. Although
she knew it would be, Xochi checked to see if the weapon was loaded. She
reached into the cubbyhole again and grabbed a coffee can filled with shells.


"You're
nothing if not predictable, Memo."


"Xochitl,
what are you doing?" Lefty scowled at the shotgun.


"Getting
my brother." Xochitl shoved several extra shells in her cargo pocket.


"Please
stay here." Lefty's eyes darted from her to his computer.


"Just
open the pinche door." Xochitl took off toward the pound.


Through
her earpiece she heard Lefty say, "Shit!"


Xochitl
was fast and made good time getting to the entrance.


The
door flung wide, almost smashing her in the face as the two lab-coated men and
the woman in the biohazard suit ran past her and disappeared into the night.


She
jerked back against the cinder block wall, shaken.


Shit.
That was close.


She
took a few deep breaths, readied her gun and moved quickly down the corridor,
periodically checking her flanks.


"Don't
move," a gruff male voice said.


Xochitl
heard a click and immediately knew a semi-automatic was pointed at the back of
her skull.


She
froze.


"Turn
around slowly," the man instructed. "Hand me that gun."


Scenarios
of how to take her assailant down sped through Xochi's mind.


If
he grabs the gun, kick him in the groin. Or break his arm. Or hit him with it.


She
raised her hands in surrender and turned to her captor — a pimply-faced
man-boy. The scrawny guard's mouth twisted into a half-smirk, and then he dropped
like a rock to the floor. Replacing him was Lefty, his tranq gun aimed straight
ahead.


"Thought
you'd need back up." Lefty holstered his weapon.


"Thanks."
Xochitl grabbed Man Boy's gun, tucking it behind her belt. "Let's go."


Xochitl
and Lefty had just made it to the end of the hall when Bob and Prez staggered
through the west room doors, their bodies sagging under Miguel's weight.


"Little
help here!" Bob grunted out the words.


"Go!
Go! Go!" Vern scrambled down the east corridor, dragging his left leg.


Her
uncle stumbled to the side but recovered quickly. Behind him, Mick sprinted
from a huge, grey Werebeast wearing a shredded blue blouse and black pants, hot
on his heels. The Beast caught Mick by the leg and slammed him to the side of
the wall, knocking him out cold. Mick slid to the floor.


Vern
tripped and fell on his back.


"Shit!"
Lefty yelled.


"Go
help Bob," Xochi said and tore after her uncle.


"Vern!
Get up!" she yelled.


The
grey Beast halted its pursuit and crouched down ready to spring on its prey.


Xochitl's
grip tightened around the Remington.


This
is gonna hurt like a mother.


The
Werebeast leapt into the air. Xochi cocked the shotgun, shouldered it and
fired. The strength of the blast propelled the Were in the opposite direction.
It yelped in agony and slammed to the ground. Xochitl aimed at its head,
silencing it for good.


"Fuck!"


She
dropped the gun. Her arm felt like it was on fire.


"I'm
okay. Vern?"


"I'm
okay." Vern raised his hand. "We need to get Mick."


"I
think he's coming to." Xochitl heard Mick groaning over the coms and ran to
him.


"What
happened?" Mick shook his head and winced in pain, his arm dangling by his
side. "I think my arm's dislocated."


"Can
you get up?" Xochitl asked.


Mick
grimaced but nodded. Xochitl tucked under his good arm and heaved him up.


"Vern
we gotta bug out of here," Bob's voice broke in. "Who knows what
these alarms will bring next."


"Roger
that," Vern replied, getting to his feet.


Snatching
her Remington, Xochitl limp-jogged beside Mick.


They
passed the last downed guard, face-planted half in and half out of the security
room doorway.


Outside,
the tranquilized lab techs littered the parking lot.


Lefty's handiwork.


As
the team reached their vehicles, the first glimmer of dawn cut through the
darkness.


We took too long. Everyone's at risk.


Xochitl
watched Bob and Prez steady Miguel between them.


Miguel's safe.


She
smiled.


He's worth it.


"Shit!"
Lefty scurried in and out of Bob's Humvee like a mouse in search of cheese.


"What?"
Xochi locked El Gallo's trunk.


Lefty
poked his head out of the driver side window. "Did one of you guys see the
computer?"


No
one responded.


"Lefty?"
Vern rubbed the back of his neck.


"I'm
sorry, sir." Lefty's brow furrowed. "I left it here on the front seat
before I came into the building." He pointed repeatedly at the spot as if
his finger were a magic wand that could instantly make the computer reappear.


Xochitl
hung her head.


It's
all my fault.


"Vern,
don't blame Lefty. I took off. He saved my life. I shouldn't have—"


Vern
held up his hand.


Okaaay.


Her
uncle swiftly scanned the area.


"It's
fine." He handed Lefty the small digital camera. "I think we've got
what we need."


"Sir?"
Lefty's eyebrows arched. Vern patted the young Marine on the back.


"Let's
pack up and move out."


Like
a well-oiled machine, the group moved into action, stowing their gear and
prepping for departure.


Within
a few minutes, Xochi and Lefty had his truck loaded. Mick reclined in the front
seat, his arm in a makeshift sling. His eyes drooping and his head flopping
lazily, Mick looked as if his pain meds had kicked in.


"You
okay riding with Lefty?" Vern asked, poking his head into the cab.


"Yeah,"
Mick slurred. "Together we make one whole person." He chuckled.


Lefty
rolled his eyes. "He's high."


"Good."
Vern tapped the hood of the truck.


"Don't
worry about us," Prez grunted as he and Bob struggled to hoist Miguel into
the rear of the Humvee. "It's not like this kid weighs a ton or anything."


"We
won't!" Mick cackled.


Xochitl
ignored their banter, her gaze never leaving her little brother.


"I
figured you'd want to ride with Miguel." Vern put his arm around her. "I'll
have Prez drive your car to the cabin."


"Thanks."
She handed him the rooster key chain. "Do they have to zip tie him?"


"Xoch,
it's for his and our safety." Vern gave her a gentle squeeze. "We don't
know what these people did to him. It's just a precaution. It won't be forever."


Vern
sucked in a sharp breath and reached for his calf.


"¡Tío!"
Xochitl gasped at the gash above his ankle.


Vern
waved her off. "Nothing some iodine and a few stitches can't fix."


"You
sure?" Xochi folded her arms over her chest.


"I'm
fine. Really."


Xochitl
sighed and smiled weakly. "I'm gonna go to him now, okay?"


"Sure,
baby girl."


Xochitl
scooted into the Humvee and leaned over the back seat. Miguel was curled up on
his side, his face peaceful.


Like when he was a baby.


Xochi
quaked with quiet sobs as she stroked Miguel's soft black hair.


"Lo
siento, mijo. Lo siento."

















 

Chapter 25




In the
Beforetime Brother Wolf threw the obsidian knife at the Night and cut a hole in
the darkness to let a little of Sky look down at the Earth. The Animal People
gathered together to see the glorious light. Sky and Earth saw not the Animal People
but only each other. They sang to each other and fell in love. But Old Man of
the Mountain didn't like the song. In a rage he grabbed Sky by the throat and
flung Sky high up into the heavens. He stomped down onto Earth, driving Earth
far down. Wherever his boot fell, Earth reached around him to touch Sky,
creating the Foothills. The Animal People scattered in fear. When darkness fell
again, Brother Wolf climbed the highest of the new hills and sang his song,
calling Sky back to the hole in the Night. At Dawn, Sky peeked through the hole
in the darkness and caressed Earth. High up on Skylark Hill, Sky and Earth
kissed, promising to meet early each day as long as Brother Wolf sings his
song.


-Tehachapi Mountain legend


Ranch
life had treated them well. Hanna and Xochitl's initial difficulties seemed a
distant memory to Lucy. She was happy to be home and, once recovered from the
infection, eager to meet the challenges of the new, cutting edge "Hanna's
Rescue and Rehabilitation."


Lucy
and Xochitl had had quite a time of it, getting used to the best-practices
regiment of the ranch, no longer a kennel for dogs but a state-of-the-art
training camp for newly turned Hounds with good families and a refuge for
Ferals deemed "troubled."


Lucy
fell into the routine instantly, doing what she'd always done to help out
around the ranch. She agreed with Hanna's training fundamentals and was able to
build on them through experimentation. Lucy's skill with Weres grew daily, and
she enjoyed taking on more and more groups of Hounds and packs of Ferals for
specific training classes. Kai was her constant companion, and Xochitl helped
keep her charges in line, the classes filling up quickly with students and
boarders from all over California. Gerri was put in charge of keeping the long
waiting lists organized. Hanna took Ronna on many rescue runs up and down the
state, but Lucy and Xochi stayed busy at the ranch from morning until night and
did not notice how fast the month slipped by.


One
early morning Lucy left the house at sunrise and climbed Skylark Hill, where
Hanna had placed Mama's memorial.


Lucy
stopped at the crest of the hill and steadied herself against a massive pine
tree. Golden light brushed over the Empyrean Valley, making the early morning
landscape look vibrant and otherworldly. Lucy pulled the front of her old
shearling ranch coat closed against the morning chill.


"Hi,
Mama."


Lucy
didn't know how to start. Mama's ashes had been scattered nearly two years ago,
when Lucy was newly incarcerated. Hanna hadn't told her the exact day of the
service because Hanna hadn't spoken to Lucy for months after that terrible day,
not until Lucy was already out of prison and on the road. And Hanna's first
words had been, "You're not wanted here."


Lucy
understood how Hanna had had to battle her conflicting feelings of love and
hatred. Lucy herself had been in shock for a long time. She knew Hanna had
forgiven her more than she ever could forgive herself, but that initial
rejection still hurt.


Lucy
looked at the small white wildflowers blanketing the hill.


Mama
had chosen this lovely spot ages ago. She'd said that when it was her time, she
wanted her ashes scattered on this hill, by this tree because it was the one
place on the ranch where the sky and the earth kissed.


"It's
pretty here, Mama. Just like you wanted." Tears flowed down Lucy's face.
She didn't bother to wipe them away.


Lucy
studied Mama's memorial. It rested in front of the pine tree and consisted of a
carved stone heart with Ellie engraved in the center. The stone was not
very big.


Kneeling
down beside it, Lucy spread out both hands, locking her thumbs, and curved her
fingers around its edges. The stone felt cold. She brought her forehead down
between her hands and rested it on the cool surface, bowing her body before the
tree.


"Mama,
I came to say..." Lucy closed her eyes, picturing Mama's face. "I
came to this place to say goodbye. And to say, I'm sorry. I will be sorry until
the day I die, Mama." She sobbed quietly, her shoulders shaking. She
kissed her mother's name on the stone heart.


Lucy
sat back on her heels and watched the dark skies slowly welcome the new day.


"You
are beyond needing anything now. You don't need me," she said to the
sky and ran her fingers through her hair. "But it's so hard for me to move
on."


"I've
helped so many people. But I couldn't help you, Mama. Because I panicked. I
didn't think. I didn't try. I just heard 'Do it' and I pulled the trigger."
She felt at a loss, but continued anyway.


"Everything
is changing. People don't see it. Xochi and I are treading water, helping where
we can. But it's never enough. I just want to go back. Before any of this
happened. We were happy."


"I
am sorry I ever left, Mama. You were everything to me, and I took for granted
that this peaceful place and you would always be here. I was a fool and a
child." She took a deep breath. The next part was hard to admit.


"I
thought I could help in L.A., but I wasn't enough. The horrible stuff never
gets better. You arrest one bad guy, and another one pops up, worse than the first
one usually. Being a cop wasn't what I thought it would be."


"And
now...Mama. This Were plague...It's chaos and mayhem, but folks try to go on
living their lives like nothing happened. Like they think they can adjust...I
feel like I'm losing my mind." The words started spilling from Lucy's
mouth.


"I
have these dreams all the time now. You're in them. And then there's someone
else, trying to get me." Lucy surprised herself. She wasn't ready to talk
about those dreams, out loud.


She
looked back at the stone heart. She kissed the tips of two fingers and ran them
over the smooth rock.


"I
miss you so much. There are so many times I pick up the phone to call you and
tell you about something in my day. I dial your number sometimes before I
remember. And then I just hang up."


Lucy stopped short, sensing she was no
longer alone. These thoughts were too private to share, so she locked them up
tight and clamped down on her emotions. She rolled her shoulders back, and came
up into a crouch.


*


Xochitl was folding Lucy's clothes in the laundry room. Just as
Doc Howard had predicted, Lucy had woken from her semi-comatose state
completely recovered. Three scars of varying lengths marked the spot on Lucy's
leg where Travis had mauled her. Lucy's wound never slowed her down, and they'd
kept unbelievably busy training Hounds and Ferals. So when, out of the blue,
Lefty called from L.A. it came as a complete shock.


"What do you mean it took him twelve hours to change back!"
Xochitl, carrying a full basket of folded laundry on her hip, dashed into Lucy's
room. "It takes him time to change back?"


"He didn't want me to call you," Lefty said. "Or
The Werewolf Whisperer. But I promised I'd watch out for him...Xoch, this's
never happened before."


Xochitl felt her stomach tie in knots, and her knees go weak.
Thoughts of Travis, of sending him off to his certain death on a run-down ship,
flashed through her mind, and she dropped onto the overstuffed chair across
from Lucy's bed. She cradled the laundry basket on her lap, and stared out the
window.


Kai was tossing his red ball up in the air, while Tau and Thandi
took turns catching it. Xochitl watched as one puppy's body came into view of
the window and then the other. It was strangely soothing — peaceful, and she
understood why Lucy loved it here so much.


"Xoch?" Lefty's voice brought her back to reality.


"How long does it usually take, Lefty?" Xochitl
brushed her hand through her long hair, her fingers working through the knots
that mimicked the ones in her stomach.


"Usually an hour. Three tops."


"Three hours!" Xochitl leapt up from her chair, the
laundry dropping upside down onto the floor.


Great. I hate laundry.


"Just listen, please." Irritation mixed with alarm
shaped the tenor of Lefty's voice, and Xochitl remained silent, waiting for the
other shoe to drop. "Two nights ago, Miguel fought a really hard match..."


And there it is...Pinche Werefights.


"There was a lot riding on this fight," Lefty
continued. "Our shot at the pro circuit. He won, Xoch! Made our business
legit."


"Sorry, if I can't celebrate your success." Xochitl
loved Lefty, but right now she wanted to smack him.


"Don't be like that, Xo." Lefty sounded hurt. "Miguel's...we've...worked
really hard for this. And he was doing really well. His focus. His control were
never a problem...until—"


"Until now," Xochitl finished for him.


"Yeah."


"Do you have any idea why?"


"I don't know. Maybe it was the stress...You know, because
the fight was so important," Lefty replied.


He's grasping at straws.


"Xoch?" Lefty sounded like a lost little boy.


"Yeah."


"Could you...maybe...ask your friend if she would know what
might be happening?"


"Fuck that. I'm coming down!" Xochitl hung up on Lefty.


She scooped up the pile of laundry and tossed it on the bed. She
dropped to her knees and grabbed Bob's black duffel bag from underneath it.
Xochitl swept Lucy's clothes into the bag and raced to the bathroom. She slid
Lucy's toiletries haphazardly into the duffel and rushed back into the room to
her closet. Flinging the door open, Xochitl yanked Lucy's hanging clothes off
the rack and crammed them inside the bag.


Xochitl scanned the room one last time, making sure she'd gotten
everything Lucy might need. Her eyes fell on the photograph of little Lucy
holding the golden puppy. She snatched the picture off the nightstand and
tucked it safely between Lucy's clothes.


Xochitl always knew the sheltered cocoon that was Lucy's
childhood home — the serenity it brought to both women — was
fleeting, and the day they'd need to leave was inevitable. She just hadn't
expected it to be under these circumstances. There would be a part of her that
would miss this place — miss Tau and Thandi — but this wasn't her
home. Xochitl had had both her and Kai's things
packed to leave since day one.


She rushed into the adjoining guest bedroom, opened the closet
door and pulled out her go bag. She left, never looking back.
















Chapter 26




"Lucille
Elizabeth Lowell, how do you plead?"


"Guilty."


21 months ago


Lucy is at Snowflower with Mama and her
first-ever puppy Biscuits. The campground feels peaceful and idyllic —
another happy summer day. She finds herself on a raft in the middle of the
lake, unsure of how she got there. Mama waves to her from the shore. Biscuits
dances in clumsy puppy circles, his fluffy golden fur gleaming in the afternoon
sun.


Lucy jumps into the lake, but instead of
swimming to shore she sinks helplessly down into the murk. She feels cold, and
above her stars blaze in a black sky. As the darkness folds around her, she
struggles to take a breath. Terror shakes her.


"Do it." Hanna's voice rings in
her head like a gong.


Lucy
woke shivering and covered in cold sweat. Tears were streaming from her closed
eyes. Her heart beat fast and hard. The sharp scent of antiseptic made her gag,
yet she felt staggering relief as if she'd barely escaped something
unspeakable. She felt dazed and unable to lift her head. Her eyes were caked
shut, and a searing pain made her aware of her arms. Sluggish, as if submerged
in mud, Lucy tried to move her left arm, but found that she couldn't. Flicking
her eyes open the tiniest bit, she saw that she was strapped to a hospital bed.
Her forearms wrapped in heavy gauze, dried blood told the story of the cuts
underneath. Since she couldn't wiggle her feet either, she gathered her legs
were strapped down as well. She felt the heaviness of a belt around her
midsection. The fruitless effort to get up made her tired, and she closed her
eyes again, shutting out the sting of the bright fluorescents.


I'm
in the prison infirmary. Can't get anything right.


Shame
and deep exhaustion tormented her equally. Confusion whiplashed her awareness
as her senses snapped into high alert at the sound of faint, disembodied
voices.


"She's
starting to come out of it." Lucy recognized the mellow resonance of the
woman's voice.


Myra,
nurse or inmate orderly or candy striper. Definitely Myra.


She'd
said, "I'm Myra and everything is gonna be okay now, honey." And Lucy
had believed her.


Myra,
Myra, angel of mercy.


"We've
been weaning her off the Valium," Myra continued. "She's been in
dreamland for days."


That
explains why I'm so dizzy.


She'd
been drugged. Nausea coursed through Lucy like an ocean current; she'd
experienced this feeling once before. Her thoughts shot back to that morning on
the ranch with Mama...


Lucy
labored to steady her breathing. Soon she felt like she was floating, the
unfamiliar sensation causing a deep-rooted knot of panic to form in her gut.


"She
may continue to need anti-anxiety medication. Or maybe valerian root and lemon
balm will do...Warden Bucknell said she took the glasses from that poor
pregnant girl," a high-pitched voice cooed with what Lucy took for studied
concern.


"Dr.
Friel, you talkin' 'bout Celia, that axe murderer? She's not even showin',"
Myra interrupted.


"Celia
said it was an accident...the murder not the pregnancy. Well, maybe the
pregnancy was an accident too. Regardless, it's not for us to judge." The
tone of the second woman's voice reminded Lucy of crotchety old Mrs. Brennan, her
neighbor.


"Lucy
Lowell, did you let my chickies out of their cage?" Lucy heard Mrs.
Brennan's voice as if she were standing on her pillow.


Some
accusations just stick with you. Even if they are true.


"Celia
cut off her boyfriend's head with an axe. Then stabbed him forty-eight times
with a butcher knife. Got any idea what that would look like? She's in for
life. Somebody judged."


"Let
he who is without sin cast the first stone, Myra."


"I'm
innocent. You know that Dr. Friel. My husband dared me to shoot him..."
Myra's voice faded into silence.


Myra,
Myra, angel of death.


"Anyway,
Lucy Lowell swiped Celia's glasses and cut herself with the plastic shards
during lights out. It's a miracle Doctor Cormier-Renault was able to save her."
The voice trailed off into a squeaky but rhythmical hum.


"I
was there when they brought her in. I helped with that Code Blue. Frenchy had a
hell of a time stitching up the mess Lowell made," Myra came back strong.


"Well,
you're a treasure, Myra. The warden knows how valuable you've been." Dr.
Friel's voice paused, searching. "I can't imagine the pain that poor girl
had to be in. If the guard hadn't walked into the women's dorm right then for bed
check—"


"More
like beaver check. I say, Peklar wasn't even supposed be in the women's dorm.
He's a pig, always tries to catch the women naked or having a private moment,
Dr. Friel."


"Call
me Imogen."


Lucy
forced her eyes open once more, but the glare hurt so much she shut them again
tightly.


She
remembered sawing away at her left arm with the jagged piece of plastic lens
and then changing sides to work on the right until she saw blood. She felt
mortified and sick all at once.


What
was I thinking?


Through
her eyelids, she saw colors blurring and spiking. The voices were coming
closer, and she battled to stay sharp but felt herself spinning and being
dragged under by the incontestable return of slow-wave sleep.
















Chapter 27




The Regents of the


International New Age University


have conferred on


Imogen Agnes Friel


the Degree of


Doctor of Psychology


with special concentration in


Psychodynamic Therapy


and


Electro Magnet
Homeopathy


with all the rights and privileges
thereunto appertaining


Bags in hand, Xochitl bounded down the porch stairs toward El
Gallo. Parked in his usual spot on the small patch of gravel off the driveway,
the flaming orange Toronado gleamed in the morning sun. Xochitl felt a surge of
adrenalin pulse through her body at the prospect of revving his engines and
tearing down the highway again. It had been too long for either of them, and
they needed to stretch their legs.


Rounding the back of her muscle car, Xochitl almost tripped over
her own feet as she gazed upon the most beautiful thing she'd ever seen —
a brand new cherry red Tesla Roadster parked next to El Gallo. She dropped the
bags on the ground. As if she were a piece of metal and the Roadster a giant
magnet, Xochitl was uncontrollably drawn to the supercharged electric car. She ogled
the exquisite convertible, running her hand down the two-seater's sleek body
and over its velvety black leather interior, which strangely had a child safety
seat strapped to it.


Who in Empyrean owns a
hundred thousand dollar Tesla? And why would the pendejo have a car seat
inside?


Xochi took one last longing look and sighed before tossing her
bags in El Gallo's trunk.


"Don't worry, baby," she patted her own sweet ride, "Mama'll
never leave you."


"Hi," a high-pitched voice shrilled from behind Xochitl.


"¡Híjole!" Xochitl spun around.


A forty-something woman with dark, thick-rimmed glasses and
streaked hair, concealed under a floppy hat, wiggled her fingers in a prissy
wave. A cross between schoolmarm and flower child, she looked like a confused mess.


Please God, don't let her
be the Tesla's owner!


"Kennels are in the back." Xochitl pointed toward the
rear of the ranch house.


"You must be Xochitl," the woman cooed and offered
Xochi a limp hand.


Am I supposed to shake it
or kiss it?


She did neither.


"Do I know you?"


"Of course!" The woman's hand lingered in the air for
another moment before dropping to her side. "It's me. Imogen."


Stunned by the realization that Lucy's psycho psychiatrist had
somehow found them, Xochi threw her hands up in disgust.


"¡Híjole! I don't have time for this!" She stepped
around Imogen and headed back to the house. "Kai! ¡Vámonos!" she
yelled over her shoulder as she took the stairs two at a time.


"Quite an interesting Aztec name." Imogen matched her
stride to Xochitl.


"Uh, huh." Xochitl flung open the screen door and
entered the ranch foyer. The scent of freshly baked cookies filled the living
room.


"Gerri," she called out. "We gotta leave. Will
you pack us up some food?" She grabbed Lefty's military jacket off the
coat rack.


"Sure thing, Xoch," Gerri replied from the kitchen. "I'll
throw in some chocolate chip and lemon bars."


"I myself went the traditional route," Imogen
continued, oblivious to the exchange, "picking a name more befitting a
person of Hispanic heritage...So, this is Lucy's home."


Xochitl reared on the crazy woman invading Lucy's haven. "Out!"
Xochitl shooed Imogen, who nearly tripped over her sandals, outside and down
the stairs, backing her up until they'd reached the side of the house.


"Kai, now!"


Just then, a pretty little girl with raven ringlets, dressed
like a doll, ran around the corner of the house, Kai, Tau and Thandi following
behind.


Kai threw his red ball high in the air as the life-sized doll
leapt up five feet off the ground and caught it square in her mouth.


"Hands!" Imogen cried. "Lupe not with your mouth!"


Lupe spit the ball out and ran to Imogen's side.


"Mommy!
Mommy!" Lupe
howled, her voice, though high in pitch like Imogen's, was more pleasing to the
ear. "Did you see? Did you see how high I jumped?"


"Yes." Imogen doted, taking Lupe by the hand. "What
a special little girl."


"¡Híjole!" Xochitl rolled her eyes.


"Kai's been playing with me, Mommy." Lupe squirmed out
of her mother's grip and raced over to Kai, who patted the child on her head.


Tau and Thandi circled the two Were kids, and a chase game was
on. Kai dashed toward the kennels with Lupe close on his heels as the ridgeback
puppies loped alongside.


"No running, Lupe!" Imogen called after her daughter. "I
really must see Lucy."


"Well, she's busy right now." Xochitl threw Lefty's
jacket on. "I know. Why don't you email her whatever it is you need to
ask, and she'll get back to you."


"I got the impression Lucy wasn't much for emailing,"
Imogen said, not realizing Xochitl was mocking her.


"Exactly." Xochitl cupped her hands to her mouth. "Kai,
we have to go!"


Kai instantly came to a halt and headed back to Xochitl and
Imogen. Lupe stayed right where she was with her head drooped and her arms
crossed.


"Lupe Rosita Agnes Friel!" Imogen yelled. "You
come here this instant."


Lupe stood her ground and stomped her feet.


How adorable.


"Excuse me a moment." Imogen put up an apologetic hand.


"Take all the time you want." Xochitl waved Imogen on,
and was about to turn back toward El Gallo when she saw Lupe's head fly up, her
nose sniffing the air. She stood still for a moment, then darted up the hill
where Lucy was saying goodbye to her mother.


"Bubala, stop!" Imogen yelled.


"Crap!" Xochitl pointed to Kai. "Stay here. Get
ready to leave." Then she sprinted after Imogen.


Tau and Thandi howled as
they ran past Xochitl.


*


Bewildered,
Lucy watched Imogen Friel hike clumsily up Skylark Hill. The bedeviled woman
looked like a refugee from the Renaissance Faire, costumed as she was in a billowy
blouse, a patchwork skirt, leather sandals and a ridiculous hat. This was a far
cry from the professional pantsuits she had worn at Folsom Prison. Imogen had
also grown her chin length bob out into a mess of long hippie hair streaked
with shades of cotton candy pink, fuchsia and cerise.


A
little girl with perfect sable ringlets, outfitted in a velvet dress complete
with matching blue cloak and shiny black patent leather Mary Janes ran in
circles around the out-of-breath Imogen.


The
girl pointed at Lucy and yelled, "See, see. I found her Mommy. I found
her. I'm a good girl!"


Imogen
smiled indulgently at the child and cooed, "Who is just the best little
girl in the world?"


The
child preened. "I bet it's me."


"Yes,
my little Lupe. You are the best little girl in the world." Imogen sounded
serious.


Lucy
protectively stood in front of her mother's stone heart. "What are you
doing here, Imogen?" She felt antagonistic toward the shrink for
intruding.


"Oh,
you know, the mountain comes to Muhammad and all that." Imogen paused to
take in the panoramic view of the Empyrean Valley. "This place is
fantastic. Taking up permanent residence will look very good on your report,
Lucy."


"Nothing
is permanent," Lucy started but thought better than to give Imogen a hook.
"I can't leave California, so here I am. For now."


"Oh,
but this is beautiful," Imogen said and took a long look around. "Fresh
air, biodynamic farming. Which reminds me, the solstice is coming. Paradise.
Well, Empyrean was the highest heaven to the ancient Greeks after all. You
deserve this, Lucy. And it's so wonderful you still get to work with the
animals."


Lucy
looked at the woman, then at the child. "Is this the—"


"Lupe!"
Imogen jumped in. "Lupe, this is your Aunt Lucy. She was there the day you
were born."


A
wave of nausea coursed through Lucy at the uninvited memory of Imogen standing
over the ripped-open body of a woman in a pink jumpsuit.


"Did
you know my real Mommy?" Lupe asked shyly and batted her preternaturally
long black eyelashes.


Imogen
looked hurt by the child's casual cruelty but recovered quickly and put a
possessive hand on Lupe's shoulder.


"Not
well." Lucy dismissed the little girl. "Excuse me." She started
back down the path.


Xochitl
arrived at the crest with Tau and Thandi behind her. Xochi wasn't out of
breath, though she had clearly been running.


"The
pups took a side trip," Xochitl explained her late arrival. "Sorry I
couldn't stop that bitch." She gestured toward Imogen. "And the little
kid has a nose like a bloodhound. Can't even guess where she knows your scent
from." Xochi looked at the little girl with annoyance.


"I
see you've met the Werebaby," Lucy said.


"Baby,
my ass! Kid looks like she's five." Xochitl stopped and took another
measure of the child.


"Oh,
thank you. Lupe is growing like a weed," Imogen squawked. "It's the
good organic, gluten-free diet I think. People poison themselves with
preservatives and don't even know it. Have you tried chia seeds, Xochitl?"


Xochitl
sharply turned her back on the woman and the child and caught up to Lucy.


"I
had a call. Miguel's in trouble. We have to go," Xochitl said, dread in
her voice.


"Tell
me in the car," Lucy agreed without needing to hear more. She knew Miguel
was Xochitl's Achilles heel. Lucy didn't want to return to L.A., but she would
walk through fire for her friend. And if Xochitl needed to help Miguel in L.A.,
they'd go to L.A. to help Miguel — no matter what.


A
little yelp escaped Tau, who had stayed behind at the tree, sniffing Lupe's
hand. The pup and his sister started racing back down the path toward the
house. Long ears flopping, the dogs hurried past Lucy and Xochitl.


"I
didn't do anything!" Lupe yell preemptively. She was running after Tau and
Thandi unnaturally fast and dodged to the side easily when Xochitl tried to
grab her. Lupe let out a shrill titter and left a cloud of dust behind.


"What's
with your kid?" Xochitl asked Imogen who had awkwardly jogged up behind
them. The three women watched Lupe disappear behind a cluster of flowering
dogwood trees — apparently trying to cut the puppies off before they
reached the bottom of the hill.


"Oh,
she's a special little girl." Again Imogen sounded proud. Lucy thought
Imogen did not have healthy parenting skills. But Lucy didn't care.


That'll teach you to steal
a baby during a prison riot. You just bought yourself a crapload of trouble.


As
far as Lucy was concerned Imogen's hideous choice was punishment enough.


"Kid
or not. If she hurts my dogs, I'll kick her ass," Xochitl said, surprising
Lucy.


"Your
dogs?" Lucy asked, baffled.


"Yeah,
you know. Sometimes dogs just pick you, Lucy, whether you're ready or not."
Xochitl shrugged.


Xochi
likes dogs now. Awesome!


"Let's
run," Xochitl said, taking action to cover her concern like she always
did. "The car's already packed."


Lucy
and Xochitl kept a solid pace with one another, leaving Imogen to follow as
well as she could.


Lucy
felt good. Running down the mountain path kicked her energy level into high
gear and left her alert and excited to take on whatever challenge Miguel would
present.


Without
warning the little girl came sprinting back up the path alone, meeting them not
far from the house. She'd fallen a few times; Lucy could tell by the skinned
knees. Lupe's air of precocious superiority was gone, and she looked terrified.


"The
people took Kaaaaiiiii!" she wailed.


Lucy
dropped to one knee and put her hands on Lupe's shoulders. The child seemed
traumatized and ready to shut down.


"Lupe."
Lucy tried to stay very calm to help the Were child hang on. Lupe's violet eyes
sparkled and odd sounds belched forth from the back of her throat.


"What
happened to Kai!" Xochitl blew up at the girl.


Lupe
shrank back, but words quickly spilled forth without her pausing for breath. "A
blond lady in a chair and big men, they shot Kai with a loud boom and they put
him in a big black car."


"They
shot him?" Lucy panicked. "Was there blood?"


"No."
The little girl pointed to her neck. "There was a little thing with
feathers." She started to cry and hiccup. "Don't let the blond lady
get me."


"Someone
tranqed him?" Xochi looked over at Lucy.


At
that moment Imogen emerged from around the bend. Instantly crazed by the scene
in front of her, she flung herself at Lucy's back. "Leave my daughter
alone. Don't touch her, you lunatic sociopath!" Imogen grabbed fistfuls of
Lucy's hair and yanked her head back.


"Ow!"
Lucy threw her shoulders back, trying to dislodge Imogen. Lupe let out a
heartbreaking howl.


Xochitl
dragged Imogen off of Lucy and threw the screeching woman in the dirt.


"Imogen,
I don't have time for you," Lucy said quietly and got to her feet. "Take
your kid, and get out of here."


Lucy
looked at Lupe and pointed to Imogen. "Lupe, listen to me. Imogen is your
mommy. Your only mommy. Now go with your mommy."


Lupe
stopped crying and ran into Imogen's waiting arms. The woman had scrambled to
her feet, blouse disheveled and hat askew. Dirt and tears streaked Imogen's
face. She threw her arms around Lupe, and the two held each other tight.


Lucy
and Xochitl left mother and daughter to sort themselves out and returned to the
ranch without further incident.


They
saw Gerri and Ronna by El Gallo in an apparent argument. The house dogs circled
them, making a nuisance of themselves. Gerri held a cooler she was trying to
load into the backseat of the car. Ronna barricaded the car door with her body.


When
the women spotted them, Ronna waved and hurried toward Lucy. The chocolate labs
trotted to meet Lucy too, but the pups Tau and Thandi ran straight to Xochitl.


"Gerri
said you guys were heading back to L.A., but Hanna isn't back yet. Can you
wait?" Ronna asked, looking upset.


"Did
you see Kai get taken?" Lucy cut the conversation short.


Ronna
looked befuddled. "He was playing by the apple trees when I brought the
boarding Hounds in for breakfast."


"Look
after Hanna and the ranch," Lucy said en route to the car, not even
glancing at Ronna.


"Don't
just leave, Lucy." Ronna swept her straw cowboy hat from her head and pugnaciously
slapped it against her leg. She made no move to stop Lucy and Xochitl, nor did
she follow to the car to say goodbye.


Gerri,
on the other hand, hugged Lucy before she could climb into El Gallo.


"Hey,
just come back when you can," Gerri gently told them. She handed Xochitl a
thermos. "Coffee for the road, lady. You take care of our Lucy."


Lucy
felt tears shoot into her eyes as she saw Xochitl bend down to feed the little
ridgebacks a couple treats. The dogs hurried into a perfect "sit"
position; their eyes were glued to Xochitl. Xochitl patted Tau's flank and
placed a soft kiss on Thandi's head. "Don't worry, perritos. I'll be back."


Lucy
hoped that would be the case, but her chest felt tight with apprehension as she
slid into the driver's seat and brought El Gallo to life.


Xochitl
pulled the passenger door closed a little harder than necessary and stared out
the window. "It's a nice place. Miguel would like it here." She
sighed.


"Werebeast
Rescue and Rehabilitation. I like the sound of that," Lucy replied
wistfully, wondering if Miguel could still be helped.


"Hey
Xoch, make sure all seven dogs stay with Gerri. No running down the driveway."
Lucy didn't look back herself but gave a quick honk, which solicited barks and
howls from the pack of house dogs and the boarded Weres in the kennel.


So
much for post breakfast naps.


"There's
just the one road. It starts here and leads straight back to town." Lucy
looked at the dirt road ahead. "Whoever took Kai had to go this way."


"Hey
Lucy," Xochitl said. "Imogen is following us in her badass sports
car."


"That's
Imogen's ride?" Lucy glanced in the rearview mirror.


"Yeah,
I can't believe Loca drives that beautiful machine." Xochi put her hand on
El Gallo's dash lovingly. "Don't worry, baby. I still love you. But I
think you might need a girlfriend."


"Hope
the tight suspension gives her hemorrhoids." Lucy stepped on the gas and
forced El Gallo on a reckless descent toward town.
















Chapter 28




Castle:
"Huntsman. Operation Coal Miner is a go. I repeat Coal Miner is a go."


Huntsman:
"Copy Castle. And may I say you're
still the fairest of them all."


Castle:
"Ha. Ha. Now get to work."


Huntsman:
"Roger that. Heigh-ho. Heigh-ho. Huntsman moving out."


Castle:
"Huntsman you have five hostiles moving in from the East."


Huntsman:
"Copy."


(sporadic gunfire,
unintelligible screams, latrant animal noises at chaotic intervals)


Huntsman:
"Anders, on your left. What the...Castle we're coming under heavy attack...Fall back!
Fall back!"


Castle:
"Huntsman, do you copy? Over...Do you copy?...Commander Green, do you
copy?"


Huntsman:
"Oh my God!"


Castle:
"Brian!"


(transmission ended)


-transcript Special Operations Group debrief


Agent Cassandra Green


Operation
"Coal Miner"


CLASSIFIED


21 months ago


The
air conditioning piped gusts of frigid air through the prison infirmary. Lucy
could see the caged thermostat on the opposite wall holding at a steady
sixty-eight degrees. The straps on her bed gone, she once again had a full
range of motion.


Lucy
sat up and swung her legs over the side of the bed. The pink scrubs she now
wore were an improvement over the hospital gown she'd been wrapped in the last
time she'd woken up. She looked around for shoes or at least slippers. Her head
still buzzed, but the drugs and painkillers had worn off as her throbbing
forearms could attest. Judging by the light streaming in the window it was
daytime.


Probably early afternoon.


She
was alone in the room, no other patients, no orderlies, no nurses, no doctors,
no one.


An
earsplitting scream cut through the silence. Lucy vaulted out of bed and threw
open the infirmary door.


Shouldn't
that be locked?


Shouts
for help and the sounds of running feet rushed toward her. Before Lucy could
duck back into the room, she spotted two women, one in patterned nurses' scrubs
and one in a colorful pantsuit, running down the hall and screaming for help. A
giant fur-covered wolf monster sprang from wall to wall, chasing them for
sport.


Lucy
barreled toward the Beast, waving her arms to draw its attention away from the
women. "Hey fuzz butt, over here!"


Covered
in black fur head to toe, this Beast was tall and lanky. It had scrawny arms
and toothpick legs. Long teeth didn't fit properly into the giant lupine jaw,
giving it an asymmetrical appearance. Deep-set, amber eyes glimmered with
bloodlust. The ripped remains of an orange jumpsuit marked it as one of the
regular inmates.


"Stop!
Sit! Stay!" Lucy had been prepared to fight to give the women a chance to
get away, but to her immense relief the triple command stopped the Werebeast in
its tracks. It crouched down and eyed her like a cat eyes a goldfish.


The
creature yowled and gargled bizarre high-pitched noises in the back of its
throat, but it didn't move from its spot on the floor.


"You
tamed it," the woman in the pantsuit said with awe. Instead of getting to
safety, she stepped closer, her kitten heels click-clacking softly. She tucked
her chin length hair behind her ears and adjusted her glasses primly.


"That's
the same damn noise my cat used to make when it stalked birds through the
window." The woman in the nurses' uniform came up behind Lucy and
cautiously snuck a quick look at the Beast. Lucy noticed the duckies on her
scrubs matched the yellow beads woven through her shoulder length cornrows.


"That
is a predatory instinct common in house cats but also found in many of the
Feliformia, mongoose, hyena, civet. But not the lupine so much. They
quasi-ritualize the killing bite by making these sounds. Tasting the blood
already, so to speak." The woman in the bright teal pantsuit looked at the
Were through her thick glasses, studying the Beast with rapt curiosity.


"Gross!"
The nurse's terror had turned to no-nonsense disgust. "That's Dr. Friel."
She waggled her thick fingers toward the pantsuited woman who had pulled a
notepad from some pocket and scribbled furiously. "I'm Myra," the
nurse said. "I saved your bacon that night you came in all cut up and now
you're gonna save mine. And hers."


"I
don't..." Lucy started to say.


"Lordy,
did you ever make that puppy sit and stay." Myra stepped closer. "Now
get my brown sugar outta here, boo."


"...have
shoes," Lucy finished. Myra angled her lips into an unconcerned moue.


The
Werebeast ululated in frustration. A harrowing profusion of urgent wolf howls resonated
through the halls in response.


"Myra,
quick, what's down that way?" Lucy took a few steps toward the sound.


"The
women's dorm." Myra's face had gone ashen.


"Open
the infirmary door for me," Lucy called to Dr. Friel, snapping her out of
her reverie.


Lucy
looked into the Werebeast's face and pointed toward the open door.


Please
let this work!


"On
your bed!" She snapped her fingers when it didn't move right away. "On...your...bed!"
Lucy repeated firmly and advanced on the creature.


The
Werebeast sprang up, raced through the open door and jumped onto Lucy's
hospital bed. Curling itself into a ball, it kept both eyes on Lucy.


"Dr.
Friel, can you lock this?" Lucy shut the infirmary door and watched the
Beast through the wire mesh of the security window.


"Call
me Imogen." The woman offered her hand as if they were meeting at a cocktail
party. Lucy just stared at her.


"I
have a code for these new doors. I just can't remember..." Imogen deliberated.


"1-2-3-4,"
Myra threw in. "She uses 1-2-3-4 for all her passwords." Myra rolled
her eyes.


The
faraway screams grew more frantic, and Lucy couldn't wait any longer. Barefoot
and unarmed, she ran toward the noise.


Turning
the corner, she thought the hall looked familiar.


I
went this way the day of my intake. I remember the women's dorm was to the
left.


"This
ain' the way out." Myra huffed behind her.


Ahead,
Lucy saw a guard standing in front of the dorm door. He fumbled with a set of
keys. Like most of Folsom's cells, the temporary women's dorm had an
old-fashioned lock.


Lucy
stopped just out of his reach.


"There's
something crazy in there." The guard sweated profusely.


"There
are people in there, Officer Peklar!" Imogen's scold turned plea.


Peklar
snorted. "All murderers. Serves them right."


Without
a thought, Lucy hopped past Peklar and yanked open the door, smashing it into
his face hard. As the man stumbled back, Lucy planted a firm kick into his
stomach, ensuring his downward trajectory.


"Grab
his keys!" Lucy shouted to Myra and ducked into the room.


The
women's dorm was a medium sized space packed with ten freestanding double
bunks. Normally cramped but orderly, the room looked like a tornado had touched
down. Most of the bunks were upside down on the ground or pushed all the way to
the far wall. Sheets, blankets and clothing were strewn about helter-skelter.


Three
Werebeasts hunkered on top of the overturned bunks. Their backs turned to Lucy,
they plagued a huddle of nearly twenty prisoners and a few guards. In an
instant Lucy made out the faces of her former dorm mates, all pressing against
each other to protect pregnant Celia, the most vulnerable of them all.


Two
female guards looked determined as they put their bodies between the creatures
and the prisoners. A fourth Beast writhed on the ground, clutching at its face.
The stout guard Lucy remembered as Officer Rivers stood over her transformed
colleague, looking almost smug. The Beast ripped at its already shredded guard
uniform and whimpered in pain. Lucy noticed a faint smell of onion and felt the
telltale burn of discharged pepper spray in her eyes. The human guards had
stopped the attack for the moment, but the Werebeasts were regrouping.


The
fluorescents flickered wildly above Lucy.


Shit, power's going out.


"Pssst!"
She felt like a fool, baiting the predators.


"Get
the women out," Lucy called to the guards. "I'll keep our furry friends
busy."


The
three Beasts were all very large and flabby rather than muscular. The pink
big-girl prison uniforms hung in tatters off each grey furred body.


"Down!"
Lucy pointed to the floor, hoping they would just do her the favor.


No
movement.


She
stepped closer, unwavering but darting her eyes from one to the next.


"Staaaaay."
Lucy cleared the path with her naked feet, almost tripping over the contents of
an overturned plastic bin. A black and red pillow, an abstract sort of ladybug,
caught her eye.


The
Werebeasts watched her with great interest, fortunately ignoring the group of
women slowly creeping along the wall toward the door.


Lucy
slowly inched closer to the pack of three, hands spread wide. While they still
hadn't moved against her, they did not look ready to comply. Her only chance
was redirection.


In
a flash, she scooped up the contraband ladybug pillow, pitched it to the far
side of the room and yelled out brightly, "Go get it!"


On
her call, several things happened all at the same time. The three grey
Werebeasts dashed for the makeshift toy — pushing at each other and
snarling; the group of women made a break for the door; and the formerly pepper
sprayed Were guard leaped up and sank its huge claws and teeth into the slowest
of the inmates. The wounded girl shrieked in pain and went down on her knees.


"Off!"
Lucy commanded the Beast. It reeled back, leaving its prey draped across a tipped
over bunk. Lucy saw the back of the woman's neck torn out and huge gashes in
her shoulders. The Werebeast had killed her instantly.


Lucy
ground her teeth together, embittered.


The
sound of prey dying and the smell of blood overrode the grey Weres' shaky
obedience, and they dashed to the Were guard's side.


Pack
one. Lucy zero.


"'Ey!
Get out the friggin' door," a male voice shouted from the direction of the
exit. Lucy heard the subtle click of a gas gun being chambered. Moving faster
than ever, she dove past the doorframe as the male guard shot a tear gas round
into the dorm room. Lucy slammed the door behind her, and Officer Rivers locked
it with her key.


The
Beasts' enraged snarling quickly turned into coughing and choking. The ragged
crew of officers and inmates gathered in the hall, ignored the pitiful sounds
and looked to the Asian officer with the gas gun; some of the women were
crying. Fortunately, Lucy didn't see Peklar among the group.


If
I survive this, they're gonna to drop me in a hole and never let me out.


The
guard with the riot gun looked incredibly young to Lucy — a perimeter
guard she guessed. They had quicker access to the armory than the regular
guards, who typically didn't carry guns.


"'Ey,
stick together everyone," the young guard said, taking charge. "Rivers!
Diaz! We'll take stairwell three to the yard."


Lucy
spotted Myra and Imogen helping Celia hobble along after everyone. Lucy still
felt bad for taking the pregnant girl's glasses.


"I
got you," Lucy said, grabbing her arm. Celia let out an enormous scream as
fluid gushed down her leg. She clutched Lucy's elbow as if she wanted to mash
the bone to meal.


"You
fucking, fucking bitch! I'm gonna to cut you. I'm gonna rip out all your ugly
red hair. Help me! Owwwwww!" Celia struggled and lost control of her
bladder.


"She's
in labor," Imogen supplied helpfully, making Lucy want to punch her just once.


The
guard in charge looked back at Lucy for a second but continued to herd the
larger group toward the stairway.


"I'm
sorry. I can't carry you." Lucy dragged Celia toward the stairs, ignoring
the woman's curses. "You have to help me here."


"I'd
'a take her feet, but she's kickin' up a storm," Myra said and ran ahead
to hold open the door.


"Celia,
I'm going to throw you down the damn stairs if you don't stop thrashing around."
Lucy was breathless as she wrestled the half-crazed woman into the stairwell.
The permed strands of Celia's bleach blond hair whipped Lucy's face.


"I
don't think she should be in that much pain yet," Imogen said softly. Lucy
slipped on the fresh blood at her feet, nearly taking them all down the stairs
together.


Celia
went rigid. Her head dropped forward, revealing a thick swath of dark brown
roots, and Lucy felt the woman's skin go clammy and cold from one second to the
next.


Lucy
expected Celia to turn into a Werebeast at any moment, but instead the woman
crumpled in on herself, eyes rolling back in her head.


Imogen,
Myra and Lucy barely managed to get the nearly catatonic Celia down the stairs
and through the outer doors. While the others had abandoned them, they had
thankfully left the security doors to the outside propped open.


The
larger group hadn't gotten far. They stood in the middle of the grass area of
the main yard, unable to move forward or cross back. A number of regular male
inmates in orange jumpsuits — at
least a dozen — circled them while letting out threatening hoots and
hollers.


Rivers
thrust out her baton to ward them off. Quick as lightning, three aggressive
attackers dove for the guard with the riot gun.


The
men looked almost human but for the razor-sharp claws on their hands and
elongated feet.


His
teargas cartridges spent, the Asian guard swung the gun and connected with the
head of one of the feral men. The two others rushed the guard, threw him on the
ground and bit into his face and body savagely.


They
fight like dogs not men.


Lucy's
fingers went numb, and her knees felt watery.


Officer
Diaz screamed at the pack to get away. A few of the women prisoners broke from
the circle and ran to the far fence.


Before
Lucy could react, Celia heaved, slipping from her grip, and hit the ground with
all fours. She vomited violently, and her body lurched forward. Myra grabbed
Celia's back and held her without hesitation.


"We've
got her!" Imogen yelled to Lucy. "Go!"


Lucy
sprinted toward the fight in progress. People and Beasts now ran from all
directions. Ear-shattering sirens sounded with overlapping double and triple
blasts. Lucy ran at the pack ripping at the downed guard. She couldn't tell if
he was still alive.


"OFF!"
she yelled, throwing herself at his assailants. To her complete shock, they
backed away immediately and looked at her with inhuman eyes.


Before
Lucy had time to adjust, chilling howls from the side of the yard spun her
around. Four Werebeasts of the gargantuan variety came across the grass at a
dead run.


"Get
'em!" Lucy called out, taking a chance. Most of the jump-suited men
surrounding her took off to meet the four Beasts head on. Far outclassed in
size and strength by the Beasts, the man-creatures nevertheless fought with the
fierceness and intelligence of pack predators.


Still
working against shock, Lucy snapped her head to check on the small group of
women left in the middle of the field. Officer Rivers kneeled on a woman
prisoner in mid-transformation, smashing her baton down into the contorted Beast
face.


"The
chapel!" Officer Diaz shouted out. She shepherded her remaining prisoners
in the direction of the grey granite chapel behind the fenced workout area.


Lucy
returned her gaze to the downed guard, noticing the blood splattered grass all
around him. She bent down to help him, but as she had feared, the guard was
dead. Only now did she see the nameplate dangling from his shredded uniform
shirt — Chu.


She
picked up his riot gun.


Lucy
looked back for Imogen and Myra, but the main yard had filled up — bodies
running every which way — and she couldn't spot either woman. She had
turned around again when a powerful blow to the back of the head sent her
flying forward, knocking Chu's gun to the ground and almost laying her out.


"Bitch!"
Peklar spat.


The
surprise attack didn't slow Lucy down. She jerked to the side, barely avoiding
the man crashing into her.


"No
cunt prisoner kicks me and gets away with it!" Peklar seemed crazed, his
face beet red and spit flying from his mouth.


Lucy
squared her shoulders, ready to take the man on, when a robust Werebeast in a
pink jumpsuit flew at him. The creature dug sharp claws into his thigh and
threw open her jaw for a fatal bite. A shot rang out and then another. The
female Were dropped, the second shot having ripped through her head. Peklar
sunk to the ground, groaning in pain — not from a gunshot but from her
bites.


Lucy
caught sight of the shooter in the guard tower just as an ungainly shape fell
on him as well. Not waiting any longer, Lucy broke into a desperate run toward
Greystone Chapel.


The
gate separating the chapel from the workout area with its colorful exercise
apparatus swung wide open, nearly ripped off its hinges. Lucy saw Rivers and
Diaz run between the granite pillars and duck through the chapel doors.


The
yard had transformed into one giant Blood Alley between raging Werebeasts,
crazed feral men-not-men, shooters on the guard towers and regular prisoners
taking advantage of the chaos. Lucy heard the airship above before she could
see it and knew the riot would be contained soon.


If I can survive that long.


The
first thing Lucy saw when she came to a halt in the church was a giant
weathered mural above the altar.


The
Last Supper.


Lucy
had heard about the magnificent replica painted by an inmate long ago, but she
hadn't seen it before.


She
scanned the room. Women and men crowded into the pews, either sitting in chairs
or on the floor. Rivers and Diaz had stationed themselves at the doors, whether
to keep prisoners in or creatures out Lucy couldn't guess. An eerie hush filled
the room, as if every person — on an instinctual level — had
acquiesced to paralyzed silence.


Good. Silence means survival.


A
heart-stopping scream shattered the illusion of safety and pulled Lucy's attention
to the back corner. Imogen and Myra kneeled over Celia who lay with her back
flat on the cold ground, her mouth wide open. Celia screamed and screamed and
screamed. Her belly had grown enormous since the morning. She was covered in
blood and grime. Myra tried to hold Celia's shoulders to keep her from smashing
the back of her head on the stone floor as seizures jolted through the pregnant
girl. Imogen straightened the corner of a white sheet she likely had ripped
from the altar to cover the woman's lower body and legs. Clorox white material
contrasted Celia's bright blood and the dark chunks of fetid gore.


"She
isn't dilated," Imogen said. "I need something sharp."


This can't get any worse.


The
chapel doors flew open and a slew of Werebeasts flooded in.


Crap!


A
colossal reddish creature indiscriminately tore through Rivers with mighty
claws while the rest of the Were pack rampaged towards the pews. People ran,
screamed or tried to fight, but the Werebeasts were faster, stronger and far,
far more motivated.


Desperate
for a weapon, having lost Chu's gun on the yard, Lucy dove toward Rivers'
fallen body and snatched up her baton.


"OFF!"
she yelled and faced the red Werebeast. The creature towered over her by a
foot. It was beyond muscular, making Gabe's Werebeast form seem slight. It took
a step back, but she thought it was only to get a better vantage. Keen predator
calculation flashed through its eyes, seemingly assessing the risks and rewards
of killing Lucy.


The
instant it lunged for her, Lucy pivoted to the side and smashed her baton into
the back of its knee. It faltered momentarily, allowing Lucy full access to its
back. She grabbed a handful of its thick shoulder fur, pulled herself close and
brought her baton down on the back of its head. The Werebeast screamed, its
rage hitting a peak, and threw Lucy off like a rag doll. She crashed into a
wall, dropping her baton, the breath knocked out of her. Out of the corner of her
eye, she saw a blur of wild dog-men tear through the chapel doors.


Ferals!


The
red Werebeast reared on her, slavering and growling in the back of its throat.


"To
me!" Lucy yelled, completely panicked. The Werebeast moved closer. She
could feel its breath on her face.


"Get
it!" She screamed and jabbed both fists into the creature's eyes.


The
Ferals turned from the chaos in the chapel and rushed the red Were as one,
covering it in a cascade of punches and bites. The Ferals fought the Were like
a pack of dogs would fight a bear. The group gripped its legs and arms, while
one dashed straight at its throat and held on with iron jaws.


Lucy
pulled herself to her feet and grabbed the baton. She lunged for the red Beast,
but the sound of shots fired stopped her short. Everyone in the chapel turned
to the entrance, which was now lined with officers in riot gear. More shots
rang out, and Lucy saw one of her Feral protectors go down.


"No!"
Lucy threw her body in front of the pack still engaged in taking down the red
Were. "Don't shoot. They're helping."


Her
words were useless in the mayhem.


A
rubber projectile smashed into her side; pain spread like fire and she
stumbled, her bare feet scraping on the stone floor.


Abruptly
a knee came up into her face, connecting with her jaw. It would have floored
her, if a hand hadn't viciously grabbed her by the hair and yanked her up,
almost off the ground.


"Where
is Dr. Friel?" A guard in full riot gear bellowed into her bruised face.
He grabbed both of her shoulders and shook, leaving Lucy dazed and seeing
bright flashes. Weakly she lifted her hand and pointed to the corner. He turned
his head to look. Instantaneously, she shot her other hand up under his
protective mask and then drove her palm into his nose. The awkward blow brought
pain, and he let her go abruptly. Scrambling on her hands and feet, Lucy
scurried in the direction of Celia. She didn't get far when vice-like arms
clamped around her waist and pulled her up.


Ahead
she saw Imogen standing still against the granite wall, the bloody white sheet
bundled in her arms. Guards encircled Imogen, protecting her. Lucy struggled in
the painful grip, kicking her feet high in the air for leverage. Pain shot
through her body, enraging her further.


"To
me!" she roared, sensing the rush of Ferals struggling to come to her aid.
The guard let go when the first Feral crashed into him, and she bolted toward
Imogen. Lucy didn't care what happened in her wake.


On
the stone ground — a disquietingly serene look on her face — lay
Celia in a virtual lake of blood, dead. Her body looked as if it had been
shredded, flaps of flesh dangled from within. Myra knelt beside her, rigid. A
guard held out his hand to help the nurse to her feet.


Imogen
put a conspiratorial finger to her lips, urging Lucy to keep silent. Confused
Lucy stumbled forward, but a team of six guards headed her off. In
rapid-response-team-style, they grabbed her arms, her legs and her head. Lucy felt
all fight leaving her. Going quiet, she surveyed the aftermath in the chapel.


Her
Ferals had been beaten down and cowered by the door. The guard they had
attacked on her command lay on the ground. The Werebeasts were strewn around
the chapel, all dead — shot or bludgeoned. As the team carried Lucy out
of the chapel, her eyes went again to Imogen holding the bundle.


The
white sheet moved. Black fur dropped into sight. Imogen carefully hid it away.


Lucy's
body jerked involuntarily. Hysterical laughter took hold of her. She shook and
cried manic tears. A baton cracked down on her head.
















Chapter 29




ORACLE: Grabbed
him but got away. Cornered him in
the high school.


OMEGA: withdraw immediately


ORACLE:
Situation escalating. Going in.


OMEGA: NO!


Empyrean
was just waking up, the good folk either heading to work or dropping their
children off at school.


Lucy
accelerated down Main Street past the venerable used bookstore, when she
spotted Hanna's truck in the parking lot of Molly's Diner.


"Let's
stop here and get Hanna." Lucy turned into the lot and parked close to the
building. "She can help us find Kai."


"I
don't want to waste any time." Xochitl jumped out of the car. "If
Hanna won't help right away, then fuck her."


"Fine."
Lucy locked El Gallo. "We'll file a police report."


Xochitl
snorted. "As if la chota's gonna help find a Hound boy."


"Hey,
this isn't L.A." Lucy pulled open the door to Molly's Diner. "People
are nice here."


Molly's
Diner hadn't changed since Lucy was a kid. They'd never eaten out much when
Lucy was growing up, but as a special treat Mama would let Lucy have a piece of
Molly's famous blueberry pie.


Molly's
was a cozy country restaurant with wood paneling and comfortable booths. Pretty
flowered curtains framed the large windows.


A
small breakfast crowd went about their morning business of guzzling coffee,
munching on bacon and waffles, reading the Empyrean Post and gossiping.


As
Lucy and Xochitl walked through the door, all activity and conversation ceased.
The handful of seniors, teenagers late for homeroom, farmhands and soccer moms
all stared at them in utter silence. A very uncomfortable moment passed,
leaving Lucy wanting to joke, "As you were."


Xochitl
elbowed Lucy. "Friendly you say?"


The
activity resumed, but Lucy still felt eyes on her. When she looked to catch
someone glancing at them, they quickly looked away.


Hanna
sat in the booth by the one open window that looked out to the parking lot. The
curtains had been pushed all the way to the side, letting in the cool morning
breeze.


Hanna,
dressed in nothing but a tank top and jeans, was obviously enjoying the cool
air. She fussed with her phone while shoveling a massive breakfast burrito down
her throat. A nearly empty pot of coffee sat on the wood table next to a brown
mug and beside that, pushed slightly out of the way, rested a pancake easily
the size of a manhole cover. The giant pancake was covered in syrup and topped
with a mound of whipped cream.


Hanna
clicked off her phone, picked up her fork and speared a piece of the gooey
pancake.


Lucy
slid into the booth across from Hanna, followed by Xochitl who only paused to
swipe another mug from the bar.


Hanna
didn't seem surprised to see them and scooted her pancake out of the way before
Lucy could stick her fingers in the whipped cream.


"It's
a reflex," Lucy muttered. "We don't have time for food."


Xochitl
snatched up the coffee pot and poured some into her mug. "This is
sustenance, not food," she answered Hanna's raised eyebrow.


"Somebody
took Kai." Lucy didn't hold back. "Help us find him."


"Are
you sure he didn't just run off." Hanna didn't seem impressed. "Ferals
are like that. No loyalty." She gave Xochitl a wry smile.


"Lupe
saw—" Lucy started, but the clatter of a coffee mug being slammed
down in front of her stopped her from continuing.


"You
wanna order?" The waitress stared at Lucy, completely ignoring Xochitl.
Lucy heard giggling from the booth behind her.


"Sherry?"
Lucy asked, recognizing the heavy-set teenage waitress as Molly's daughter. "Blueberry
pie would actually be great."


"So,
you have time for pie?" Hanna quipped.


The
girl scoffed and folded her arms in front of her chest. Lucy remembered the
stubborn gesture, usually accompanied by foot stomping, from when Sherry was
little.


Lucy
and her mama had been Sherry's favorite babysitters many nights when Molly was
busy running the diner on her own. The ranch had been a second home to so many
of Empyrean's children and adults. Ellie welcomed everyone. And everyone had
been their friend.


"I
don't think your mom would be happy to see you being rude to customers,"
Lucy remarked as gently as she could.


"Yeah,
and I guess your mom isn't too happy you killed her, you murdering slut!"
The girl spun and fled before Xochitl could grab her arm. Xochi rose to go
after her.


"Leave
it," Lucy said, in shock.


"And
this is why I asked you not to go into town," Hanna hissed. "These
folks loved Ellie," she explained to Xochitl who looked outraged.


Hanna's
phone buzzed with a text. She glanced at it and slammed the phone on the table
facedown.


"What's
going on?" Lucy asked, but before Hanna could respond an older woman
strode up to the table, followed by a grey haired man in a matching Hawaiian
shirt.


"Lucy
Lowell. How dare you?" The woman looked familiar, though her blue-tinged,
old lady Q-tip hairdo was new.


"Janice?"
Lucy greeted the woman who had been on the town council with her mama.


"Mayor
Welks," Janice's husband Gary corrected.


"Lucy
Lowell, I never thought you'd have the nerve to show your face in town again
after what you did," Janice said, looking prepared to spit in Lucy's face.
Lucy shifted her body forward. More giggles came from the other booth.


Backing
up, the mayor waggled her finger at Lucy and Xochitl. "The Werewolf
Whisperer doesn't belong here!" She turned to her husband. "Tell
them, Gary!"


Gary
put both hands squarely on the table, flexing fairly impressive old man
muscles. His arms, exposed by the short sleeves of his shirt, were exceedingly
hairy. He looked right at Lucy, but spoke to Hanna.


"Hanna,
do you need this jailbird trash removed from your place?" He pushed down
on the table, making the coffee mugs jump.


Lucy
was starting to find humor in this grotesque situation.


"Is
this ancient pendejo threatening us?" Xochitl sounded truly puzzled.


Again,
a response was impossible as a shrill, but familiar wail cut through Molly's
Diner. Every head turned to the front door.


Screaming
at the top of her lungs, little Lupe stood next to the entrance, her hand
trapped in the chute of a vintage gumball machine. Imogen, now swathed in an
elaborate Renaissance cloak, leaned into Lupe and spoke to the child in short
syllables.


"Just...let...go."
Imogen tried to appease the girl, but Lupe only screamed louder. "Honey, I
don't have change. The machine wants a quarter. I don't have a quarter. Let go.
I'll buy you all the gumballs."


Imogen
waved to Sherry who sulked behind the bar. "Hi, excuse me. I need change
for a hundred."


"You
don't belong here, Lucy Lowell." A trim woman with a bleach blond pixie
cut leaned in to their booth on Hanna's side.


Hanna
placed her hand on the woman's arm. "Why don't you go open up the library,
Nina? I got this."


"Let
go, Lupita!" Imogen's voice shrilled in the background.


"Self-defense!
It's just not right, Hanna," the librarian argued. "Ellie would never
have hurt anyone."


"Right
on, Mrs. Schlabach!" a young man's voice shouted from behind them. Lucy
spotted a blond teen in an Empyrean High football jersey duck back down in his
booth.


"You
weren't there, Nina," Hanna insisted. "None of you were there. Now,
leave it!"


Gary
straightened up. "If I'd been there, well, things would have been
different," he grumbled uncertainly but backed away.


Janice,
apparently unable to help herself, turned to Lucy who sank down in her seat.


"T...raaaaa...sh!"
Janice dragged the word out into three slow syllables, making each carry as
much venom as possible.


"That's
it!" Xochitl lurched out of the booth and grabbed Janice by the blue
cotton ball hair. The mayor shrieked as her wig came off her head. Xochitl
shrieked in surprise, and Gary shrieked as he tried to ram Xochitl into the
bar.


Lucy
shot up out of her seat, but several pairs of hands grabbed her from behind and
dragged her over the back of the booth.


"Son
of a motherfucker!" Lucy spat as her head hit the edge of a table.


Two
young men in football jerseys started raining blows down on her. She curled
herself into a ball and dropped under the table. One of her teen assailants
grabbed for her legs, looking to drag her into the aisle.


Lucy
kicked him square in the face. She rolled to the side and weaseled her body up
between the table and the booth.


She
heard a familiar howl of delight. Scrabbling to her feet, Lucy saw Kai fly
through the open window and land on Hanna's table. Long fangs protruded from
the boy's mouth. He howled again and flung himself at the stunned football
players.


Letting
Kai distract the football bullies, Lucy oriented herself for a second. No other
threats advanced; instead, most of the patrons sat in their chairs quietly and
watched the melee with utter fascination. No one stepped in to help or hinder.


Lucy
clocked Hanna engaged in a cell phone contest with the blond librarian.
Apparently both women had 911 on the line, Hanna screaming loudly about how her
daughter was being attacked. Lucy reeled when she heard Hanna shout the word "Lynching!"


Lucy
heard the crash of dishes and pivoted to see Xochitl whirling around on the top
of the bar. Xochitl kicked and flung another plate, avoiding the grabby hands
of Gary and the antics of Sherry who was preposterously swiping at her with a
broom. Lucy heard Xochitl laugh and egg them on with filthy Spanish expressions.


Out
of the corner of her eye, Lucy spotted Imogen chasing after Lupe, who streaked
through the diner with Janice's pale blue wig held aloft.


Janice
sat slumped in a chair by the restroom and pointed. "My hair. The child is
getting away with my hair!" Janice groused weakly.


"Time
to go!" Lucy shouted to her companions and turned to Molly's customers. "Unless
anyone wants to see my Werebeast go full throttle." She pointed at Kai,
who had shoved one of the football players into the pie display and was
circling the other, delivering calculated kicks and punches to his vulnerable
areas. The teenage bully sank to his knees, protecting his face and begging Kai
to stop.


As
suddenly as it had begun, the brawl stopped. The diners looked transfixed. Xochitl
jumped off the bar and walked to meet Lucy and Kai at the front door.


"I'll
take care of the cops," Hanna called across the room, while clutching Nina
by the wrist. Nina's cell clattered to the floor. "Just go!"


Gary
hobbled over to Janice, a red boot print on his left cheek. Sherry hid behind
the bar, phone in hand. Lucy could hear her start, "Mom..."


Imogen
carried Lupe in her arms, the child yanking the individual strands out of
Janice's rumpled wig.


Lucy
started to walk out, Kai holding the door for her, but Xochitl hesitated by the
gumball machine. She knocked it over deliberately, breaking the round glass top
into pieces and sending the candies rolling across the hardwood floor.


"Have
at it, kid." She winked at little Lupe.


Xochitl
reached into to her jacket pocket, drew out a wad of cash and threw it on the
floor.


"Hasta luego, bitches!"


Lucy pulled El
Gallo out of the lot and turned toward the highway.


"What
the hell, Kai?" Xochitl swatted the back of the boy's head. Lucy glanced
over to see Kai cramming himself into a tiny ball on the floor by Xochitl's
feet. He pointed to the back window and made low whining sounds.


"There's
a black van following us!" Xochitl exclaimed, having glanced out the back
herself. "¡Ay carajo! Looks like Lupe's blond lady is driving."


From
a distance, Lucy could hear police sirens. She squinted in the rearview mirror
to see the black van pull down a side street.


"Not
the local Catcher unit then. Or ICE," Lucy wondered out loud. "Keep
an eye, Xoch. I think the weather report said something about a shit storm
coming our way."


"Let's
just get to L.A." Xochitl checked Kai for injuries. "He's fine."
She ruffled his hair, and sent him to scramble into the backseat. "But if any other pendejo tries to
snatch him, I'm gonna shoot first and forget to ask questions later."


As
they continued down Main Street, they were neither stopped nor followed. Lucy
started breathing a little easier when she saw the YOU ARE NOW LEAVING
EMPYREAN sign.


Xochitl
pulled out her phone and started searching something on the screen. She turned
the phone toward Lucy. "Look!"


"Driving!"
Lucy reminded her. "What is it?"


"Miguel."


"Read
it to me." Lucy adjusted the mirror and looked back toward Kai. "How's
about you send up the sandwiches Gerri packed?"


Kai
started digging through the cooler as if looking for buried treasure.


"Los
Lobos Luchadores," Xochitl read out loud.


"The
wolf...mmm...?" Lucy tried to piece together the Spanish.


"The
Fighting Wolves." Xochitl took two sandwiches from Kai, handing her phone
to Lucy as she undid the wax paper wrappers. "Address look familiar?"


Lucy's
eyes went to the prominent banner of Miguel's Werewolf Fight Club site. "Shit,
that place! Are you okay going back?" Lucy asked, exchanging Xochitl's
phone for the unwrapped bacon and avocado sandwich.


"Oh
sure. You know, hell sweet home." Xochitl grimaced.


As
they hit the open road, Lucy realized she'd never gotten her piece of blueberry
pie.
















Chapter 30




The Federal
Werebeast Defense Mandate (FWDM) recognizes today's unique challenges as
regarding the defense of citizens in a post Kyon Virus (KV) world. In an effort
to improve the quality and length of life for all, the FWDM establishes federal
policy to provide best available measures based on current science and,
utilizing an holistic approach, allows individual states the ability to
strengthen citizen enforcement up to and including termination with extreme
prejudice on a case by case basis. Guidelines should be regularly updated to
focus on the identification and reduction of the greatest risks. The federal
mandate holds state and local law enforcement accountable for accurate
processing and execution.


-excerpt from The Federal Werebeast Defense Mandate


20 months ago


The
crisp night air felt good on Xochitl's skin as she sat on the steps and leaned
against the wood railing of her uncle Vern's cabin. Stars filled the sky like
diamonds, and Xochitl couldn't remember ever seeing so many in all her life
— surely not in Los Angeles where the always-illuminated city lights
overpowered even the brightest of constellations. It had been three weeks since
the team had brought Miguel to Lake Arrowhead, and she felt like she'd barely
spent three minutes with him.


The
first few days Xochitl had hardly slept, keeping a constant vigil by Miguel's
side. Vern had run an IV through Miguel's arm to keep him hydrated, and Xochitl
had wiped him down with a wet cloth to keep him from getting bedsores. Miguel
had tossed and turned and groaned most of the time, but the chemicals — or
whatever those pinche pound scientists dosed him with — had kept him
sedated.


Then
Miguel had woken up, and all hell had broken loose. He had ripped off his
restraints, his IV dragging behind him as he'd clawed his way past Xochitl when
she had tried to calm him. It had taken Bob, Vern and Prez to hold him down
before Mick had been able to safely shoot morphine into Miguel's IV. Each time
Miguel had come to, Xochitl had seen the terror in his eyes. He'd fly into a
rage, almost transforming until Vern or Bob would sedate him again. Xochi didn't
know what Miguel saw when he looked at her, but she knew he was in agony. And
she didn't know how to help him.


Xochitl
sighed and grabbed the beer she'd rested on the stoop behind her. She took a
long swig of the Belgian ale. The cool beverage tasted slightly bitter but was
nonetheless smooth and satisfying.


"Ah."
Xochitl wiped her mouth with her sleeve. Through the screen door, she could see
Vern and Bob in the dining room going over the pictures Vern had taken at the
pound.


Despite
losing the computer, Vern had collected a great deal of intel from Dr. Weisman's
office. Among the data found were formulas for a serum the pound scientists had
been administering to their captives. Neither Vern nor Bob could make heads or
tails of the experiments. Bob had decided he was going to take the information
to some of his people later in the week when he returned to "civilization,"
as he'd called it.


Bob
had made a fortune in the "private sector" of security — a
merc, but a good merc. Not at all the outdoorsy type, Bob preferred running
his very successful security firm from a lofty office in Beverly Hills and letting
his men do the dirty work.


"What
can I say, I'm a Four Seasons kind of guy," Bob had confessed one night
after several scotches. Xochitl agreed. She liked the cabin and didn't mind
fishing on occasion, but she was a city girl at heart.


The
most helpful information they had gleaned from Weisman's files was the chip she
and her cohorts had embedded just under the left scapula of each of their "subjects."
That was the word that had stuck with Xochitl.


Subject.
That's all Miguel was to these monsters.


Xochi
had nearly gone out of her mind the night they'd removed Miguel's chip. Mick
hadn't given Miguel enough morphine to keep him sedated, and he had come to
just as Bob had been prying the chip out. Miguel, lying on his stomach, arms
and legs strapped to the legs of the table, had reared his head up and roared
in pain, nearly knocking the dining room table over. In what had seemed like a
brief moment of clarity, he'd stared at Xochitl and asked, "Why?"
then passed out again.


Lefty
had been studying the chip since that night. He'd learned it was the secondary
trigger that had tripped the alarm at the pound. Each chip had been encoded
with an alphanumeric designation and held detailed biological information down
to DNA sequencing specific to the subject. In her notations, Dr. Weisman had
called these subjects "Homo-Canis." All the chips had been linked
directly to an unknown auxiliary server.


This
new information had troubled Vern. When Xochitl had asked why the second server
mattered, Lefty had explained that the server could be anywhere. Without Ames'
missing computer and the information he'd downloaded to it from Weisman's
laptop, Lefty had no way of tracking the secondary server's location. Any
additional data on Weisman and the purpose for her experiments on Miguel would
remain unknown to them.


Miguel's
chip was engraved with the designation HCXY151.


Xochitl
downed the rest of her beer.


Out
of the corner of her eye, she saw Lefty round the side of the cabin with Prez
and Mick following close behind. She turned toward the men as they approached
the base of the stairs.


"¡Vamos,
chica!" Lefty threw a denim jacket up to Xochitl who caught it just before
it landed at her feet.


"What's
up?" Xochitl eyed them suspiciously.


"We
are taking you out for some sur-vaay-saass," Mick drawled. His arm nearly
healed, the normally laconic man was in better spirits.


"It's
cer...ve...za, gringo." Xochitl raised her empty beer bottle. "And I'm
good."


"That's
swill," Prez chimed in. "Plus we need to get the hell out of here
before we all go crazy."


Prez
and Mick turned and headed for the parked vehicles at the end of Vern's
driveway.


"Come
on." Lefty trotted up the steps, took the jacket from her and deftly placed
it around her shoulders.


Not bad for a one-armed man.


"Your
chariot awaits, my lady." He bowed low and with a grand gesture, threw out
his hand.


"Pendejo."
Xochitl grinned, shoving Lefty lightly.


"Hey,
loverboy, let's go!" Prez shouted from El Gallo.


"Wait,
we're taking my car?" Xochi asked.


"¡Órale!
That ride's badass!" Lefty dangled the giant rooster key chain in front of
Xochitl before jogging off toward Mick and Prez.


"Fine. But only I drive El Gallo!"
Xochitl hurried to catch up to her new drinking buddies.


Xochitl, Prez
and Mick stood at the counter of a particularly divey bar Prez had somehow
found while driving around the Arrowhead area — lost.


The
tension was palpable — a lot was riding on this moment. Xochitl eyed her opposition.
Her heart thumped in her chest, and her hand tapped nervously on the counter.
She pulsated like a stallion waiting to be let out of the gate.


"One.
Two. Three. Go." Lefty pounded his hand on the bar.


With
lightning speed, Xochitl downed the shot glass of tequila, slammed it on the
bar counter, licked the salt on her hand and then picked up the slice of lime,
squeezing it between her teeth. "Done!" She yelled, tossing the
juiced lime on the bar and raising her hands in the air victoriously.


"Damn,
girl." Prez winced at the tartness of the lime. "You can pound 'em
back."


"That's
because she's Mexican," Mick chimed in as he finished off his lime and
signaled the tattooed bartender for another round.


"And
Polish," Xochitl added. "It's in the genes."


"A
Polish Mexican? Never heard of such a thing," Prez joked. "You're
Molish."


"Or
Plexican," Mick said, sliding three tequila shooters toward them.


Xochi
shook her head at Mick. "So what are you? Besides the white boy in a sling,
buying the drinks?"


"Gunnar
Mickelson, descendent of the great Viking people." Mick beat his chest
with his good fist.


Prez,
Lefty and Xochitl burst out laughing.


"What
are you laughing at, Thomas Jefferson?" Mick shot back at Prez.


"No
way!" Xochitl looked at Prez.


"What?
He was a great president." Prez grabbed his shot.


"Oh,
Prez." Lefty looked as if a lightbulb just went on over his head. "I
get it."


"Sweet
kid." Xochitl slapped Lefty on the back. "To President Thomas
Jefferson." She raised her shot glass in salute.


"To
Thomas Jefferson." Prez, Mick and Lefty raised their shot glasses in
reply.


All
four downed their tequila shots and slammed the empty glasses on the counter.


"Whoo!
That's good!" Prez hollered.


"Hey!"
The barkeep, whose elaborately painted arms took the place of shirtsleeves,


 gave them a disapproving look.


"I
like your ink." Xochi winked at the drink slinger.


Xochitl
turned away from the bar counter. "Well, Viking Mick, don't forget the
beers." She felt the tequila buzz hit her. "I need to sit down."


She
collapsed in a chair at nearest table. Her fingers found Styx '89 crudely
carved into the wood.


¡Híjole!
That's old school.


"How
the hell do you find these places?" Xochitl yelled over her shoulder to
Prez.


"It's
a gift," Prez replied.


Her
gaze followed the three men as they took their seats. Prez and Mick, each
carrying four bottles of beer, set them awkwardly on the table. But amazingly
using only his left arm, Lefty adroitly balanced a serving tray with four beers
and a bowl of pretzels. With ease, he placed the tray on the tabletop.


"You're
pretty good at that for a one armed man." Xochitl took a swig from her
bottle.


"You
have no idea." Lefty suavely raised his eyebrow in Xochi's direction,
causing her to spit up some beer.


"No
he didn't," Prez said.


"Nice,
kid," Mick added.


Lefty
sat in his chair, looking very pleased with himself.


Xochitl
grabbed a handful of pretzels and popped one in her mouth. The taste of stale
hard bread coated her tongue. With nothing to spit mushed pretzel out in, she
had no choice but to wash the salty glob down with more beer. "Yuck."
She tossed the remaining snacks in her hand back into the bowl.


Relaxing
into her chair, she smiled fondly at her companions as they drank and joked
with each other. Over the past couple of weeks, she'd gotten to know these guys
well. They worked together. Trained together. Ate together. The men had seen
her at her worst and had stood by her. They were cocky smartasses. But they
were also fine men, good soldiers — real brothers to one another.


"So
you all served with Bob?" Xochitl asked.


"Prez
did," Mick replied, tossing a stale pretzel in his gob. "I was a
sharpshooter in Iraq. Did my tours. Rotated out. Bob's security firm recruited
me. Been working for him ever since."


"He
was my CO in Desert Storm," Prez said.


"Wait.
That'd make you around forty." Xochitl was shocked. She thought Prez didn't
look a day over thirty.


"Forty-two
actually," Prez said with pride. "Black don't crack."


"And
brown don't frown," Lefty chimed in, looking a bit glassy-eyed. He raised
his bottle to Prez before taking another drink.


The
group howled with laughter.


¡Híjole! I'm drunk.


"What
about you, Lefty?" Xochitl slurred and propped her chin on her hand. "Were
you recruited by Bob too?"


"Sort
of." Lefty cast his eyes to his beer.


"Xochi,
you are looking at the 2008 Junior Golden Gloves runner up," Prez proudly
announced and slapped Lefty on the shoulder. "Bob was his coach."


"Your
coach?" Xochitl asked.


Lefty shrugged but didn't elaborate.


"See," Prez continued. "Pedro
here was on his way to the Big Time."


"Could have made it too, if the fool
kid didn't go and enlist," Mick added.


"Is
that true?" Xochitl put her hand on Lefty's. "You gave up boxing for
the Marines?"


Lefty
pulled his hand away and grabbed another beer. "Bob saved my life. He used
to volunteer. Trained kids to box at the local Y. I was a street kid and he
trained me. I didn't win the title. I thought I'd let him down. So I enlisted.
I thought I could fight for the Marines and make him proud. I boxed a bit for
the Corps before..." Lefty's hand seemed to involuntarily go to his
non-existent right arm before he pulled it back.


Xochitl
fought the urge to reach out to Lefty and cradle him like a mother would her
child.


He's a Marine. Don't embarrass him.


"Anyway,"
Lefty continued, a smile once again on his face. "IED hit our convoy, took
my arm. I was stateside with nothing to do and Bob asked if I wanted a job. So
here I am."


"If
you don't mind me asking, how come you don't have one of those prosthetic arms?"
Xochitl grabbed for another beer.


"On
a waiting list," Lefty replied. "VA's backed up. Lots of us make do
until our names come up."


Pinche
government.


"Man,
why didn't you say anything?" Prez asked. "Bob would hook you up."


"Nah."
Lefty took the last remaining pretzel. "I do just fine with one hand."
He nudged Xochitl with his elbow. "If you know what I mean."


"¡Híjole!
You wouldn't know what to do with this." Xochitl waved her hand down her
figure.


"Ay
mamí, you could teach me." Lefty made a kissy face at Xochitl. She smacked
his arm.


Once again Xochi and her newfound
brothers roared with laughter and clinked their beer bottles in salute to one
another.


"Good
morning! Time for the bottom of the hour weather forecast. It's gonna be a nice
one folks! Seventy-three degrees will be the daytime high—"


Xochitl
slammed her hand down on the clock radio by her bed, shutting up the obnoxious weatherman.
"Ugh." She rolled over and squinted at the clock display.


8:30
A.M.? Who the hell set the alarm?


Next
to the clock, she noticed a glass of water with a post-it note sticking to it.


Morning. You're going to need this.
— V.


"Ugh,
Vern." Xochitl groaned and rolled over on her back.


She
rested her arm over her eyes to block out the sun's rays. Soft material brushed
against her cheek.


That's
weird.


A
sudden searing pain stabbed her arm, and she shot up in bed. Directly over the
scars on her right forearm was an over-sized, rectangular gauze bandage.


Holy
Crap! What happened to my arm!


Xochitl's
stomach twisted in a tight knot, making her feel like she'd vomit any second.


"Madre
de Dios. Please make the world stop spinning." Xochitl grabbed the edge of
the bed.


Gently
she pulled the bandage away from her skin, wincing as it ripped the tiny hairs
off. Underneath, the words La Güera were drawn in calligraphy —
the style akin to Felix's graffiti art.


"¡Ay
carajo!" Xochitl swung her legs over the edge of the bed, her head
pounding in her skull like a drum. "Where the hell are my pants?"


She
tried to focus as she scanned the room for her jeans. They had been neatly
folded on top of the chest of drawers. She staggered across the room, tripped
over her own feet and slammed into the rustic piece of furniture.


"¡Jódame!
Get a hold of yourself, Xoch," she mumbled. She snatched her jeans.
Wobbling, she tugged them on and zipped them up.


Cottonmouth
in full effect, Xochi licked her lips and downed the glass of water in one
gulp. Her stomach immediately flip-flopped.


Maybe
I should have sipped it.


Clutching
her middle, she walked gingerly to the door and out into the hallway. She leaned
against the wall, using it as a crutch, and made her way to the kitchen.


A
heated debate echoed loudly down the hall.


"Well,
don't you think it's a little premature to pass such a controversial bill?"
a male voice asked. "The ACLU has already filed motions with the Supreme Court
on grounds that it's discriminatory."


"No,
it's not. People are getting hurt. Killed," a female voice responded. "I
say it's about damn time. They should all be rounded up and disposed of."


"That's
a little extreme," a different male said, clearly trying to keep his voice
under control. "What you're calling for are concentration camps."


"I'm
just saying what others are too squeamish to say," the female stated as
Xochitl leaned against the door jam.


Prez
was standing at the kitchen counter in front of a blender. Next to him, a small
television tuned to a political talk show featured pundits sitting around a
table. Xochi recognized the blond woman but couldn't remember her name. She did
remember not liking the woman.


"On
that note," the host interrupted, "we'll take a commercial break."


"Shut
that off." Mick flipped his newspaper over to read the next page.


There
was a time when college radical activist Xochitl would have been glued to the
television set, watching the "experts" expound on the political
discourse of the day. Saving the downtrodden and disenfranchised was her
passion back then. But those days were well past, and she agreed with Mick.


Turn
that pinche government crap off.


Now
all she wanted was coffee.


"Which
one of you pendejos is responsible for this?" Xochitl raised her arm
showing off her new body art.


"That
would be you, love," Mick said as he snapped his paper straighter,
bringing the front-page headline into view.


SENATE PASSES FEDERAL WEREBEAST DEFENSE
MANDATE!


That
was quick. Add a little fear as fuel to the fire and Washington goes to work.


"You're
one crazy chick." Prez turned to her, a glass of some kind of green
concoction in his hand.


"What
the hell are you talking about?" Xochitl sat down at the table across from
Mick, trying to read the front of the paper. "Last thing I remember, I bet
you guys that I could beat you at pool."


"Girl,
you did more than that," Prez said, crossing to her with the glass of
green goop.


On
the front page of Mick's paper, Xochitl noticed a small picture of a woman in
police dress blues to the right of the main article.


Holy
crap! Lucy Lowell!


"Can I borrow that real quick?" Xochi
snatched the paper from Mick.


"Hey."
Mick threw up his hand.


Hero Cop Released Under
The Federal Werebeast Defense Mandate


Officer
Lucille Lowell of the former ACTF Division of the LAPD will be released
tomorrow morning under the Federal Werebeast Defense Mandate. Officer Lowell
was incarcerated three months ago for killing her mother, Elizabeth Geneva
Lowell, who had turned into a Werebeast during the initial outbreak of the Kyon
Virus. As no precedent for the murder of an Afflicted was in existence at the
time of Elizabeth Lowell’s death, it has been determined that Lucy Lowell was
accused and convicted of second-degree murder with unwarranted haste. At
today’s White House briefing, Press Secretary Raul Schwatzwutz stated, “Now
that the decree legalizing the killing of dangerous Weres has been passed by
Congress and signed into law by the President, the immediate release of the
unjustly convicted has been made mandatory.” However, unofficial sources
suggest the national attention garnered by the Folsom Prison Werebeast Riot
“forced the hand of the Oval Office.” Corroborating reports of Officer Lucy
Lowell saving hundreds of lives, both prison staff and inmates, drove the
momentum and “Congress had no choice but to pass a law that would grant her
freedom.” Myra Brown, an inmate at the prison, was quoted as saying, "If
Lowell didn't hand those Beasts their furry behinds and make those other dog
boys sit up and beg, they'd've found our dead bodies in that chapel."


"Hey."
Prez snapped his fingers in front of Xochi's face, drawing her attention away
from the article.


"Huh?"
Xochitl looked up at Prez.


"Good
article?" Mick snatched his paper back.


"Here
drink this." Prez thrust the green drink in front of her.


Xochitl
sniffed the glass. Repulsed, she jerked her head back. "Ugh, smells like
ass." She held the glass at arm's length and set it on the table away from
her.


"It'll
help." Prez slid the glass back in front of her. "Trust me. Just hold
your nose and drink it."


Xochitl
eyed the glass and whimpered. She pinched her nose and downed the green guck.


"Ack!"
She gagged and handed the glass back to Prez. "That's disgusting."
She scraped her tongue with her teeth, attempting to rid herself of the taste. "Coffee.
Please for the love of God, coffee."


Prez
rolled his eyes but returned with the coffee pot and a mug, setting them in
front of her. She eagerly poured the brown nectar into the mug and took a quick
sip to test her stomach. She felt fine.


Huh.
Prez's hangover potion worked.


"So,
you were saying." Xochitl leaned back in her chair, clutching the warm
mug.


"You
went to get us some beers," Prez said. 


"You
were very chummy with the bartender. Kept commenting on how you loved his
tattoos." Mick smirked at Xochitl over his newspaper.


"The
next thing we know," Prez continued, "you come back to the pool table
wanting to make a bet. You beat us at pool, we get tattoos. And if we beat
you—"


"So
I lost." Xochi guessed.


"No.
You kicked our asses," Mick grumbled.


"Yeah,
were you raised in a bar or something?" Prez asked. 


"Yes,"
Xochitl said, not elaborating. "So?" 


"So,
we got our tatts." Mick put down his paper and pulled up his shirtsleeve.


Leaning
in, Xochitl saw a small two-inch X Man tattoo inked on Mick's right
shoulder.


"Holy
shit!" Xochitl burst out laughing but stopped abruptly, her head
throbbing. "Agh." She put her head down on the table.


"Serves
you right." Mick sneered. "We're all scarred for life. Kept saying 'I
own your asses now.'"


"Lefty
got one too?" Xochi asked, knowing she was in the doghouse.


"Yeah,
the brainiac came up with the design." Prez leaned back against the
counter, holding his own glass of green goop. "Kid's got a thang for you."


Xochitl
would have protested but her head hurt too much. "So if I won, why this?"
She lifted her arm in the air.


"Said
you wanted to take back your identity, or some shit," Mick huffed. "What
does goo...er...ra mean anyway?"


"It's
pronounced weh-da," Xochitl replied. "The kids in my neighborhood
called me that. It's what you call a light skinned Mexican. Only they meant, white
girl, you don't belong."


Xochitl
looked up to see both Prez and Mick staring at her with sympathy. Embarrassed,
she shrugged them off.


"So,
where's Bob?" Xochitl asked, changing the subject. "And Lefty? I want
to thank him for marking you for me."


"Bob
left early this morning. Said something about needing to get home." Mick
folded his paper and took a sip of his coffee.


"Oh,
I'm sorry I missed him." Xochitl yawned.


"Lefty's
outside by the lake with Vern and Miguel." Prez nodded toward the kitchen
window.


"Miguel's
up?" Xochitl darted to the mudroom.


The
cabin's backyard sloped toward the lake, and through the screen door Xochi
watched as Miguel, wrapped in a blanket, stood at its edge, talking with Vern
and Lefty. Even from her vantage she could see Miguel looked better, calmer
— more like her baby brother.


"Miguel!"
Xochi shouted and waved, trying to get their attention. The men looked at her, then
turned around. Miguel whispered something to Vern before walking further up the
lake.


"Miguel!"
Xochitl called after him again and trotted down the hill toward Vern and Lefty.
"Where's he going?"


"He
just needs some time alone," Vern replied.


"Time
alone? He's been alone." Xochitl took off after her brother.


"Xochi!"
Vern called out, but she didn't look back.


I'm not letting Miguel out of my sight. Not
again.


"Miguel,
wait." She grabbed his arm.


"Leave
me alone." Miguel shrugged her off and kept walking.


"¿Qué
pasa, mijo?" Xochitl jogged around her brother and stopped in front of him.
"Dígame."


"I
need to be alone." Miguel cast his eyes to the ground.


"Alone?"
Fear gripped Xochi, and she hesitated. "Or away from me?"


"Just
alone." Miguel glanced at her.


"You're
lying." Xochitl looked into her brother eyes. "I can always tell when
you lie."


"Like
when I told you I didn't work for Memo?" Miguel shot back. "I was
working in his chop shop for months and you didn't know shit!" he spat.


"Miguel,
I'm—"


"You're
what? Sorry?" Miguel turned and headed for the cabin.


Xochitl
spun him around to face her. "Yes, I'm sorry. But I'm also trying to help
you."


"Help
me! How can you help me? I don't need your help!"


"I
helped you back at that pound!"


Xochitl
regretted the words immediately.


"You
don't know a fucking thing about it!" Miguel growled, then doubled over.


He's losing control.


She
staggered back a step.


Out
of the corner of her eye, she saw Vern send Lefty up to the cabin before
running in their direction.


"Cálmate,
mijo." Xochitl raised her hands.


"I'M...NOT...YOUR
SON!" Miguel panted. "GO!"


"Please,
mi...Miguel." Xochitl reached for her brother, but he waved her off.


"I
don't want you here!" Miguel's voice cracked. Terror filled his amber colored
eyes. "Please...go."


Xochitl
stood frozen in front of her brother.


Miguel
shook uncontrollably. He gripped himself as if he'd fall to pieces if he didn't
hang on tight enough.


"Xochitl,
go." Vern wrapped his arm around Miguel.


Why
can he touch him and I can't?


"Xochitl!"
Vern yelled and pointed to the cabin. "Go. Now. I've got this!"


It's
me! Miguel can't be around me!


Tears
streaming down her face, Xochi ran back to the cabin, leaving her brother
behind.


Without
stopping, she passed Mick, Prez and Lefty — their tranq guns at the
ready. She slammed her bedroom door and released the scream she'd been holding
inside.


Xochitl
dropped to the floor, sobbing until she had exhausted all her tears.


It
was mid-afternoon when she woke. Her neck was stiff from the hard surface, and
her eyes burned. She felt rejected and empty.


Miguel doesn't want me. Miguel doesn't
need me. But what does Miguel know?


What
Xochitl knew was that her whole world had been turned upside down by the Kyon
Virus, her little brother was a furry monster and the only person who could
control any of it was being released from prison tomorrow.


Lucy Lowell.


"Are you
sure you have to go today?" Lefty asked. He had insisted on carrying her
duffel bag.


"Yeah.
It's for the best." Xochi gave him her most reassuring smile. "Besides,
I've got some business I need to handle." She clutched the page she'd
ripped from Mick's morning paper tighter.


"I'm
gonna stick around for a bit. Keep an eye on Miguel for you," Lefty said,
as they continued down the long driveway toward Xochi's Toronado.


"Wait
up!" Mick called as he and Prez jogged toward them. Prez gripped the
handle of a medium-sized black leather case.


"Hey...girl,"
he panted, bending over out of breath. "You weren't...about to
leave...without saying goodbye...were you?"


"You
okay there, Prez?" Xochitl hid the paper in her pocket. "You know
what I said about working on your cardio."


"I'll
get on that." Prez continued to breathe deeply.


"We
couldn't find you back up at the house," Mick said. "Thought we'd
missed our chance to give you a little going away present." He nudged Prez
and nodded to the case.


"Here."
Prez held out the gift. "Just a little something to remember us by."


Xochitl
examined the present. It had two levers on the front, locking it like a
briefcase.


"Thanks?"
She was confused. "I guess a girl can't have too many bags."


"Open
it, Blondie," Mick mocked.


Xochi
hesitated. She didn't know why. She'd always liked receiving presents.


Maybe
because it's been a long time since anyone's given you anything without
expecting something in return.


"Here."
Mick grabbed the case and held it on its side.


Stop
being a pendeja and open the damn case.


Xochitl
flicked up the latches and slowly opened her gift.


"No
way!" Her mouth dropped open at the sight of three shiny, silver blades
gleaming up at her. "You guys, this is too much."


"See,
that's a Bowie knife with a serrated edge." Prez pointed at the largest of
the three weapons with glee. "The other two are—"


"Filipino
Karambit knives!" Xochitl interrupted.


"Girl
knows her weapons." Mick chuckled.


"You
guys." Xochi choked up. "I don't know what to say."


"No
need. Just think of us the next time you're beating the crap out of someone,"
Mick said as he locked up the case and handed it back to her.


"I
will." Xochitl threw her arms around Prez and Mick. "Thank you."
She reached out to Lefty who joined in on the bear hug.


"Okay,
enough of this sentimental crap." Mick pulled away, breaking up the
lovefest. "Times a wastin'." He nudged her.


"Thanks
guys, really." Xochitl smiled as Prez wiped a tear from his face. "I'm
going to miss you." She squeezed Prez's hand, waved to Mick and turned toward
her car.


Vern
paced next to El Gallo. Her uncle spoke in a hushed agitated tone on the cell
Ames had given him.


"I
gave you what I had," Vern said. "...Don't give me that crap. We both
know you got what you needed...I have no idea what she knows about her."


Who's
he talking about?


"If
I find out more, I'll let you know." Vern shut the burner phone.


"What's
up?" Xochitl asked.


"Oh,
hey." Vern looked surprised. "Didn't see you there."


"Everything
okay?" Lefty nodded to Vern's phone and dropped Xochi's bag on the ground.


"Yeah."
Vern stuffed the cell in his pocket. "Nothing I can't handle." He
grabbed the small case from Xochi and picked up the duffel bag.


"Sure
you should be lifting heavy things?" Xochi pursed her lips.


"Leg's
fine. Ten stiches is nothing," he huffed. "You about ready to go?"


Xochitl
nodded and turned to Lefty. "Guess this is it."


"I've
got something for you too." Lefty took off his desert camo jacket and
handed it to Xochitl. "Here."


"No."
She shook her head. "I can't take that."


"Please.
I want you to have it." Lefty stepped behind Xochi and placed the jacket
over her shoulders. He slowly walked around her as if he were a CO inspecting
his troops, tugging at the shoulders to adjust the fit. "There. It looks
better on you anyway."


Xochitl
pulled the jacket tighter and glanced down at the slanted name patch affixed above the front pocket
— Delgado. Overwhelmed, she reached for Lefty and hugged him
tight. "Thanks for watching over Miguel," she whispered. "Vaya
con Dios, kid." Then she kissed him on the cheek.


Lefty
remained quiet, and Xochi pulled away to look at him. His face had turned
bright pink. She shook her head and chuckled. "Pendejo. Go on, get out of
here."


She
watched as Lefty walked up the driveway toward the cabin. He never looked back,
but Xochitl knew how he felt.


We're family now. And you never say
goodbye to family.


Xochi
blinked back her tears.


"Well,
baby girl, this is it." Vern placed her gear on top of El Gallo's trunk.


Xochitl
tossed Vern the rooster key chain. She knew, as she leaned against the car and
watched her uncle inspect the contents of the trunk, he was making sure she had
all the necessary safety items a girl traveling by herself would need.


First-Aid
Kit. Check. Spare tire. Check. Flares. Check. Knives. Check. Oh, and shotgun.
Check.


Xochitl
giggled to herself.


"What?"
Vern asked and tossed the keys back to her.


"Nothing.
You're just such a dad sometimes." She opened the driver side door.


"Xoch?"
Vern asked. "How well do you know Officer Lucy Lowell?"


"Why?"
Xochitl asked defensively. "Does this have to do with your phone call?"


"Look.
I don't know what Ames wants. But he's asking about her."


"Well,
I was just her CI," Xochi replied. "That's it." She felt bad
keeping Vern in the dark about Lowell. But she couldn't risk the information
getting back to Ames. She needed to find a way to help Miguel. And she knew,
somehow, Lucy was the key.


"Just
watch your six, okay." Vern wrapped Xochitl in his arms and kissed her on
her forehead. "Take care, baby girl."


"I
will." Xochi squeezed Vern tight. "I love you."


She
slipped in behind El Gallo's wheel, and Vern shut the door. She rolled down her
window.


"No
matter what, I'm not going to stop trying to help Miguel. You know that right?"


"I
know. And so does he." Vern knocked on the roof of the car. "Now go
on."


Xochitl
turned the rooster key chain over, and El Gallo revved to life. She waved to
Vern one last time and pulled out onto the road. In her rearview mirror, she
saw Vern standing in the driveway. Then, he was out of sight.


Folsom,
here I come.

















Chapter 31




"The
person you are trying to reach is unavailable. Please leave your name and
number after the beep."


Beep


"Pick
up your fucking phone! We have a major problem up here. I'm up to my ass in Ferals and that fucking
Appalachian mongrel just showed the fuck up. You need to get up here. Right the
fuck now!"


El
Gallo slowly made the right turn off Vineland and into the graveled parking lot
of the North Hollywood warehouse row. The crunch of dirt and sand beneath the
car's wheels made Xochitl's hair stand on end. The memory of having been
stuffed in the trunk of Tuti's car and choking on exhaust fumes flooded back.
She'd hoped she would have been over the feeling by now. But there it was —
nausea.


Her
eyes fixed on the steel grey building ahead — her tomb, or so she'd
thought two years ago. The tension in the car was thick, almost tangible. Xochi
stole a quick glance at Lucy. She stared straight ahead, knuckles white from
gripping the steering wheel too tight. The only thing that seemed to tether the
two women to the present was Kai's constant bouncing in the back seat. The boy
had grown more hyper as they approached the warehouse.


Lucy
pulled the car into a space at the farthest end of the jammed parking lot. "Busy
for a late afternoon."


"Hmm."
Xochitl pulled off Lefty's jacket and tossed it past Kai's head. She took a
deep breath and scooted out of the Toronado.


Kai
leapt over the backseat, practically shoving Xochitl into the car parked next
to them. He zoomed down the aisle before Lucy shouted, "Kai, stop! Wait!"


The
teen Were whined but stayed glued to his spot, still bouncing with
anticipation.


"Come."
Lucy grabbed Kai's arm and led him toward the warehouse.


Every
muscle in Xochi's body revolted against entering the building. She forced her
legs to move.


"Huh,"
Xochitl grunted.


"What?"
Lucy glanced at her.


"I
don't remember bougainvillea." Xochi pointed to a vine of red flowers
growing up the left side of the building. "Or a glass front door."


"Yeah,
flowers were here before," Lucy said, her voice sounding distant. "Door's
new. We kicked down the old one. Miguel must have replaced it," she added
in what sounded like an afterthought.


Lucy
pulled open the glass door and waited for Xochitl.


Xochitl
took another deep breath and entered into a whole new world.


Gone
was the wide-open space of the warehouse. In its place stood a false wall,
spanning three-quarters the length of the room, separating lobby from main
interior. The words L & M Gym Los Lobos Luchadores had been spray-painted
across it in black and red graffiti lettering.


Felix's signature script. Guess the kid's still around.


The
face of a giant black wolf with glowing amber eyes, the likeness of Miguel, was
painted underneath. Both beautiful and dangerous, the mural depicted her
brother perfectly.


At
the far end of the lobby, a black leather sofa, two metal chairs and a round
glass coffee table with magazines displayed on top made up the seating area.


"Tickets
are twenty each," a husky male voice said.


The
two women turned their attention to the reception counter. Behind it stood a
hulk of a man, at least six foot five with a tattooed bald head. He wore a
tight black workout shirt with the same wolf face outlined in red.


Kai
lunged at the reception desk so fast the hulking man nearly flung himself into
the back wall.


"Whoa!"
The man threw his hands up to his chest.


"Kai,"
Lucy hissed. "Back."


Kai
took a step back but continued his playful lunge attack, feigning
aggressiveness like Xochitl had seen Tau and Thandi do before they began to
wrestle. The thought of her puppies made her heart ache a little.


She
shook off the feeling and approached the desk.


"I'm
just here to see Miguel," Xochitl stated matter-of-factly and headed to
the gym entrance at the end of the false wall. She didn't get too far. The
hulking receptionist caught her by the arm. Kai growled deep in his throat.


"What
the fu—" Xochi spun out of Hulk Man's grip, grabbed his wrist and
twisted. He sucked in a quick breath.


"I
wouldn't do that if I were you." Lucy stepped in and patted Xochitl's
shoulder, stopping the lock before she cranked too hard. Xochi let go. The
oversized receptionist blew out the breath he'd been holding.


"My
friends don't like to be touched." Lucy nodded to Xochitl and Kai.


Hulk
Man rubbed his wrist. His brow furrowed, and he looked from Lucy to Xochitl, his
gaze falling on her La Güera tattoo. She could practically see a light
bulb switch on over his head.


"Oh,
my gosh!" Hulk Man lisped and clapped enthusiastically. "You're her.
Them! This is so exciting!"


Okay. Not what I expected.


Lucy
muffled a chuckle.


Kai,
back to his good-natured self, bounced around the room.


"I'm
Reggie." Reggie put out his hand. "It's an honor to meet La Güera!"


"Uh,
thanks." Xochitl shook Reggie's hand. "So, we're good then, Reggie?"


"Oh,
sure. Go right on back." Reggie dug out his cell phone.


"Sorry
about that." Xochi nodded to Reggie's wrist.


"Nah!"
He waved off her apology.


"La
Güera and The Werewolf Whisperer here. Marcus's gonna kick himself for calling
in sick," Reggie muttered excitedly to himself as Xochitl and her friends
walked into the gym.


The
warehouse main interior was as Xochitl remembered — expansive. Concrete
floors, metal walls, and on the left, a steel framed double door.


Miguel came through that door. Chained like a dog.


"Little
brother's been busy," Lucy said.


"Yeah."
Xochitl stared at a giant cube-shaped cage centered in the middle of the
thousand square foot room. The cage had two entrances opposite each other and a
thick taut square mat for a floor. Rowdy spectators of varying ethnicities and
species packed the perimeter of the cage on all four sides, screaming and
shouting and exchanging money back and forth as they made their fighter picks.


Miguel
— still in human form — sat in his corner, across the cube from another
Werebeast, while Lefty toweled him off and barked instructions.


Two
stunning beauties wearing red bikinis walked the perimeter of the cage. They
looked identical with long white blond hair that grazed their tanned skin,
except one girl was human and the other Feral with wolf-like ears, sharp
claw-like hands and a shiny white blond tail. As the twins glided around the
fighters, they held large cards with a 2 painted on them high in the
air.


"Are
those the Cruz sisters?" Xochitl elbowed Lucy.


"I
don't know," Lucy said. "Don't follow entertainment much."


Xochitl
rolled her eyes but knew the women were the Cruz sisters. Pre-Wereflu, Alondra
and Andresa Cruz had been moderately successful Colombian swimsuit models working
out of L.A. Post-Wereflu was a different story. Now stuck in California, the
identical twins, one an Afflicted and the other not, had emerged as the most
sought after models in the world. Their fame skyrocketed as they graced the
online pages of Vogue, Elle and Maxim's Were Edition.


"What
the hell are they doing here?" Xochitl wondered out loud.


Lucy
yawned.


The
bell rang, and Miguel, fast and nimble off his corner, used the cage as an
extension of himself, hanging like a bat from the ceiling before pouncing on
the back of the much larger tan colored Were.


"He's
impressive," Lucy said.


"Yeah,
not bad for a little pendejo," Xochitl grumbled.


Damn. He's good.


Moving
their way through the crowd, they passed two vatos aggressively thrashing their
arms about and shouting profanities at the cage. The crowd roared. Kai looked
like he was about to jump out of his skin.


"Kai,
with me!" Lucy clicked her tongue and pulled the boy to her.


Kai
hung his head and shuffled to Lucy.


Maybe
bringing the kid was a bad idea. Oh well, too late now.


They
weaved through the throng of spectators — whispers of "La Güera"
and "Is that The Werewolf Whisperer?" buzzing around the arena. By
the time they'd reached the edge of the metal cube, the place had gone silent.
Only Miguel, his opponent and their coaches, who continued shouting
instructions, seemed unaware of their presence.


"Well,
we sure do know how to make an entrance," Xochitl mumbled.


"Get
your hooks into him, Miguel!" Lefty shouted.


Miguel
clinched his legs around the gigantic Werebeast, hooking his arm under the Beast's
chin.


"That's
it!" Lefty cupped his mouth. "Now squeeze, kid! SQUEEEEEZE!"


Xochitl
sidled up to Lefty and nudged him with her shoulder. "¿Qué pasa, ese?"


Lefty
jumped. "Shit."


"Told
you I was coming." Xochitl stared at her brother as he struggled to keep
his hold on the Werebeast.


"Seen
enough?" Lucy asked.


Miguel's
rear naked choke had begun to take its desired effect on the Beast. Xochi's brother glanced to his corner and
spotted her — his confusion altering into irritation.


"You
mind?" Xochitl asked her friend.


"Nope,"
Lucy replied.


"No.
Wait," Lefty pleaded.


Xochitl
put her hand up for Lucy to wait.


"Is
this a big match?" Xochi asked.


"Well,
no," Lefty replied. "But it's how we make money."


"Well,
then..." She nodded the go ahead to Lucy.


Lucy
bounded up the steps to cage side and yelled at Miguel, "OFF!"


Immediately
Miguel let go of the Werebeast and backed away. With lightning speed, the Beast
ran up the opposite side of the cage, jumped to the ceiling and behind Miguel.
Xochi's brother only had a second to turn around before the Beast's massive
claw swiped at Miguel's head, knocking him to the mat.


"Ooh,
that's got to hurt." Xochi winced.


The
crowd suddenly came to life with boos and hisses.


"Thanks,
Xoch." Lefty pushed past Xochitl.


"What
the fuck!" Glued to his spot, Miguel pounded his fist on the mat. "That's
a foul, Ref!" he shouted to a stocky fellow dressed in black, standing at
the opposite side of the cage.


The
referee waved off Miguel's complaint. The okay given to commence fighting,
Miguel's opponent crouched low ready to pounce.


"Uh,
Lucy?" Xochi pointed to the Werebeast.


"STAY!"
Lucy raised her hand at the Beast and entered the arena. Xochitl followed.


The
Beast sat on his haunches, tilted his head and whined.


Kai
scurried up the corner of the cubed enclosure, flipped upside down and hung by
his legs, swinging back and forth like a monkey.


Great. The kid's got his
own personal jungle gym.


Lefty
stood in the center of the ring. The spectators hooted and hollered, throwing
their plastic cups at the cage.


"Please
folks." Lefty raised his arm up. "We're going to have a temporary
time out."


More
boos roared from the crowd until Lucy and Xochitl walked to the center of the
ring. Once again, a hush fell over the warehouse.


Miguel
arched his head backward and gave Xochitl a crooked smile.


"Hey,
Sis."


Xochi's
heart melted.


I've waited two years to
see that smile again.


"You
mind?" Lefty hissed at Xochitl. "You're fucking with our business."


"Let
him up," she said to Lucy. "But not that one." Xochitl nodded to the tan Beast whining
by his angry coach.


"Okay,
come," Lucy said to Miguel, but put her hand up to the other Were. "Stay."


The
Werebeast's coach ground his fist into his palm, clearly desperate to punch
Lucy but afraid to make a move on The Werewolf Whisperer or La Güera. Xochitl
smiled.


Lefty
helped Miguel to his feet, and the four of them walked to their side of the
ring.


"¡Híjole,
Miguel!" Xochitl said through half-gritted teeth. "You're still
fighting? After what happened?" She pointed at the arena. "What's
Anita think of all this?"


"Nothing,"
Miguel growled. "So long as I keep her in the dinero and liquored up."


Lefty
stepped between Xochitl and her brother. "We got to make a living, Xoch."


"Do
not get me started with you." Xochitl pointed her finger at Lefty. "He's
your responsibility now, remember?"


"Hey,"
Miguel stepped in front of Lefty. "I'm no one's responsibility. Remember?"


The
memory of Miguel hunched over, pleading for Xochitl to leave flashed through
her mind.


"Yeah,
I remember," Xochi spat. "But I didn't come to this place..."
She felt her throat seize up. "This shit hole...not to tell you that if
you keep turning, you might be fucking furry for the rest of your life.
¿Comprendes?"


"Then
I'm fucking furry!" Miguel took an aggressive step toward Xochitl.


Kai
dropped from the cage ceiling into a low crouch by Lucy and growled at Miguel.


"Up,
Kai." Lucy patted the teen's head. "It's okay."


"I
see you got another little mutt to boss around." Miguel pushed past
Xochitl. "I got shit to attend to." He stormed out of the cage to
another round of boos.


"Miguel!"
Lefty called after his fighter.


Xochitl
started after her brother. Lefty grabbed her arm.


"Just
let him go, Xoch. Don't do this again."


But
Xochitl wasn't finished. She pulled away from Lefty and marched out. Miguel
headed for the steel double doors — now marked PRIVATE NO ADMITTANCE.


"What?
You fucking live here now?" She grabbed Miguel, spinning him toward her.


"What
of it?" He pulled away.


"After
Memo?" Hot tears spilled from Xochi's eyes. "After what happened to
me?"


Hurried
steps approached from behind. Cheers roared from the crowd. But Xochitl never
took her eyes off her brother.


Miguel's
body tensed under her grip, his rage-filled eyes burning a brilliant
orange-gold amber.


"This
place is mine. MINE!" He roared. "LEAVE ME ALONE!"


"Uh,
Xoch?" Lefty whispered. "Maybe you should come back later."


"That
sounds like a good idea," Lucy said, tugging at Xochitl's arm.


"Fine."
Xochitl dropped her grip and backed away. "Attend to your 'shit' Miguel.
But watch your six, or you'll answer to me." Xochitl stared square in her
brother's eyes. "And mijo, you don't want that."


Miguel's
face softened, his rage replaced by sheer pain. Xochitl immediately wished she
could take back the implication of her words.


Too
late...again.


"Let's
go." Xochitl looked at Lucy. "Where's Kai?"


Another
roar filled the warehouse, bringing Xochitl and Lucy's attention back to the
giant metal cube. At that moment, Kai blindsided the tan Werebeast with a
roundhouse kick to the head.


"You
released the Werebeast?" Xochi asked Lucy.


"I
thought we were done." Lucy threw up her hands.


Working
into a frenzy, the blood-thirsty mob shouted, "ground and pound... ground
and pound." Kai jumped onto the Beast, tackling him and pummeling him
mercilessly.


"Crap!"
Xochitl and Lucy said in unison.


"Kid's
got mad skills!" Lefty sounded awestruck as the referee stopped the fight and
raised Kai's arm in the air.


Kai howled, and the crowd went wild.


The evening
chill nipped at Xochitl, and she wrapped Lefty's military jacket tighter around
her. The sweet scent of the pan dulce she'd bought at a nearby Mexican bakery
wafted from the bag she carried. She hoped Miguel's favorite pastries would
suffice as a peace offering.


"Sure
bringing that's not too pretentious?" Xochitl nodded to the copy of Hounds,
and Ferals, and Werebeasts! Oh, My! Lucy had grabbed out of El Gallo's
trunk and hastily signed.


"You
always say I need to work on my public relations skills." Lucy walked into
the lobby of Miguel's gym.


Loud
metal music blasted from behind the false wall. An unfamiliar male voice yelled,
"That's it. A little closer, Lonnie. Get in tighter, Andie."


"Hey,
Reggie!" Lucy greeted the receptionist who was closing up for the night.


Reggie
popped his head up from the T-shirt merchandise counter.


"Catch!"
Lucy deftly tossed the book across the room and into Reggie's grasp.


His
face lit up when he realized what he was holding. He opened the front cover and
read the inscription aloud, "To Reggie, keep living La Vida Loba! Lucy
Lowell."


"You
stole my line!" Xochitl swatted Lucy's arm.


Reggie
closed the book and held it to his chest. "Oh Miss Lowell," Reggie's
voice cracked. "You don't know what this means to me."


"It's
just Lucy." Lucy rubbed her triceps, looking pleased with herself.


Once
again, Reggie squealed that his friend Marcus was "gonna kick himself."


After
tonight, Marcus is gonna be pretty black and blue.


Lucy
raised an eyebrow at Xochitl. "So?"


"Fine.
I stand corrected," she grumbled and walked past Lucy toward the main gym.


Xochitl
halted in her tracks, her eyes bugging out from their sockets.


Standing
in the center of the cube-shaped arena amidst the deafening music was her
brother in tight black leather pants and a tight black wolf-face T-shirt. His
muscled arms were folded across his chest, and the Cruz twins were suggestively
wrapped around his legs.


He
looks taller.


A
photographer was shouting out instructions to "smile," "don't
smile," "look sexy," "look angry" while his flash kept
going off. It was all too surreal for Xochi, seeing her baby brother looking
like a man.


"Your
brother looks hot." Lucy sounded shocked.


"Shut
up." Xochitl elbowed her friend but mumbled to herself, "When did that
happen?"


As
if he'd heard their exchange, Miguel, a cocky grin plastered on his face,
turned toward Xochitl and Lucy.


Lefty
waved them over. He signaled the photographer's assistant to cut the music. The
hipster kid dropped his light reflector and hit a switch. The music died.


"Oh,
thank God." Xochitl sighed.


"What
the hell, Brad!" The photographer spun on the kid. "I'm in the middle
of my process!"


"Sorry,
Dominic." Lefty stepped up to the edge of the ring. "We need to call
it a night."


The
Were twin Alondra's head shot up. She sniffed the air and darted out of the
cage. Her sister Andresa followed close behind, shouting, "Kai! Kai!"
The models sped toward the teen Were, nearly tackling him to the ground. They
showered him with kisses. Kai looked intrigued.


Xochi
cringed. "That's just wrong."


"Um,
Lefty?" Lucy wrinkled her nose.


"Girls!
Girls!" Lefty clapped his hands at the giggling pair. "Let the boy up
for air."


Alondra
whined and looked to her sister.


"But
he's so...um, how you say... yummy!" Andresa purred as the girls continued
to pet Kai.


"Okay,"
Lucy pulled Kai to her, "that's enough." She pushed the teen toward
Lefty.


"Come
on, kid," Lefty said, messing Kai's hair. "You wanna check out the
gym equipment in back?  You're gonna
dig the hanging rings, homes."


Kai
bounced after Lefty.


"Good
thing the kid's easily distracted," Xochi said. "I'm not ready for that
just yet."


"Hey."
Lucy tipped her head slightly toward the steel double doors. "Miguel's
leaving."


"Miguel,
wait!" Xochitl called out.


Miguel
glanced at her but didn't stop. He pushed through the doors. They shut behind
him with a bang.


Xochitl
slapped her thigh. "That's it! I'm done with this bullshit!"


"Take
it easy," Lucy said.


Xochitl
gave a curt wave to her friend and stormed off.


As
soon as she reached the private entrance, Xochi was wracked with anxiety, her
hands clammy and trembling. A wave of nausea rose from the pit of her stomach
into the back of her throat. The darkness. The smell of urine. The taste of
blood. All fresh in her mind.


None of that matters. I gotta make this
right.


Xochi
inhaled and exhaled long and slow. She pushed the doors open and walked into —
a fully renovated stylish apartment.


Miguel
stood in the middle of the room, his back to Xochitl, staring at a glass wall behind
an L-shaped couch. Beyond the wall was a mini gym — complete with hanging
heavy bag, speed bag and wooden martial art training dummy.


"Why
can't you just stay away?" Miguel's voice was flat.


"What's
your problem?" Xochitl tossed the bag of pastries on a marble kitchen
island. "I've done nothing but try and help you!"


"Help
me?" A dark laugh bellowed from her brother. "No one can help me."


"What
do you think I've been doing for the past two years? Taking road trips for the
hell of it?" Xochi took a step toward him. "Everything I've done, I've
done for you. I've been busting my ass trying to find a way to save you!"


"Save
me!" Miguel spun on Xochi, his eyes glowing amber. He raised his hands
— sharp protracted claws turned toward her like a sacrificial offering. "Look
at me. I'm not human. I'm a shitty, horrible thing. A monster. I can't be
saved!"


Xochitl
ran to Miguel and threw her arms around him. He tried to push her away. She
hung on tighter. "You're my brother...I love you."


"You
should hate me!" Miguel tugged at his hair violently. "I hate me!...For…For
killing those kids...For what I did to you!"


As
if a wrecking ball had slammed into his gut, he doubled over and dropped to his
knees. "Why don't you hate me?" He rocked back and forth, weeping.


Xochi
took her brother's face in her hands and looked him in the eye.


"You
didn't do anything to me. You hear me? You didn't do this." She touched
the scars on her neck. "Memo did. Memo did all of this to you…To me…To
those kids. Not you."


Miguel
wrapped his powerful arms around Xochitl and folded her into him.


She
felt as if her soul had been wrenched from the Inferno. Reprieved from eternal
judgment.


Xochitl
unleashed a guttural moan.


Two
years of anguish, torment — emptiness
— flowed down her cheeks. Her body shivered uncontrollably. She flashed
on snapshots of her life. Her bar burning down. Memo torturing her. Miguel
missing. The pound. The road. With each memory she released, her body relaxed. With
each tear she shed, her pain drained away.


She
had her Miguel back.


"I'm
so sorry for what I said earlier." Xochi dabbed at her eyes with her
sleeve. "I would never—"


"Xo,"
Miguel clasped her hand, "you'd do what you had to. And if it came down to
it, I'd want you to."


"It'll
never come to that!" The words rushed from Xochi's mouth.


Please God, don't let it come to that.


"Okay."
Miguel smiled weakly and averted his eyes.


"What?"
She searched her brother's face. "Dígame."


"Xochitl."
Miguel pulled away. "I didn't want Lefty to call you because I didn't want
you to know Memo's out." He blinked away tears.


Xochitl
sat back, stunned.


Memo's
free?


"Out?
How?"


"I
don't know." Miguel's voice cracked. "He was ringside...you know...at
the fight that got me my pro gig. Xochi, he smiled at me!"


Oh,
God! Memo's free!


Xochitl's
jaw clenched, and her hands balled into tight fists — the nails digging
deep into her skin.


Oh
God. He knows Miguel lives here.


"I
wanted to rip his head off," Miguel growled. "But he was too well
guarded. Like he was some sort of big shot."


If
Memo hurts Miguel, I'll kill him.


"Mijo,"
Xochi whispered. "I'm glad you didn't go after Memo. Don't worry. When the
time's right, we'll get him and make him pay."


Miguel's
eyes blazed fiery amber, and his lip turned up into a fang-filled grin.


I could get used to that smile.


Xochitl
pulled Miguel into a tight hug. She felt the hole in her heart fill.


"I'm
proud of you," she said, nestling her head under his chin.


"You
are?" Miguel sounded surprised.


"Of
course!" Xochi chuckled. "You sure turned things around for yourself.
Your own gym. A pro fighter." She scanned the apartment. "And look at
this place. Not what you'd expect for a Were and a Marine…But it's nice."


"Yeah."
Miguel waved his hand around the room. "Bob's people did it when he
invested in the business."


"Oh."
Xochitl smiled up at her baby brother. "Well, I like it."


Miguel
sniffed the air. "What's that?" He hopped up and darted to the
pastries.


"Just
like a Magaña." Xochitl giggled, rising to her feet. "Always thinking
with his stomach."


Like
a kid on Christmas morning, Miguel's face lit up as he dug into the paper bag.


"Your
favorite."


"With the baked-in sugar sprinkles?"
He pulled out one pink pan dulce.


"Of course."


In
a flash, Kai rushed into the apartment, threw his arms around Miguel and
Xochitl and bent down, snatching the pastry from Miguel's hand with his mouth.


"Who
wants pizza?" Lefty shouted as he and Lucy entered the kitchen.


All four of them raised their hands in
the air.


Xochitl's belly
was bloated from the half pepperoni she'd devoured, and she felt at any moment
a pizza monster would burst forth from her stomach cavity like in one of the
horror films she and Miguel loved to watch when they were kids.


How'd we eat almost seven
pizzas?


She
moaned and glared at her laptop on the coffee table next to a box of leftover
slices. Lefty, the so-called computer wiz, had abandoned her, having given up
after an hour of searching the net about permanent Werebeast transformations. She'd
found a few random accounts of someone's husband or wife not returning to human
form, but nothing detailing why or when these Beasts stopped changing.


Bet those pinche Choteros
squashed the information.


As
a last resort, Xochitl had once again clicked on the bizarre Kyon Knows website.
In between training Hounds and Ferals at the ranch, she'd scoured the internet
for any data that would shed light on the Were apocalypse and the new world
order. But to Xochi's dismay, only Kyon Knows seemed to have any concrete
information — usually in the form of mathematical equations that she'd email
to Vern.


For
the past half hour, she'd stared glassy-eyed at her computer screen as the Kyon
Knows site alternated between tiny dots of blue and gyroscope-like swirls of
purple. Although Kyon Knows was never quite straightforward with how he/she
administered his/her information, Xochitl could at least glean some piece of
the KV puzzle from him/her. But as of late, he/she had taken to transforming
his/her site into both a study of Neo-impressionistic design, the likes of
which would make Seurat and Lichtenstein jealous, and cryptic messages. "They
are corrupted where the soul begins." "Only the worthy can see."
And today's doozy, "It all ends not with a whimper but a howl!"


Xochitl
slid her computer away and sighed. "Well that was useful."


Her
gaze wandered to her brother and Kai wrestling on the mat floor of the glassed-in
mini gym. Newly energized with a pizza buzz, the boys had been going at it for
over an hour. Xochitl shook her head still shocked to see in place of her baby
brother, a man.


He'll be twenty soon...¡Híjole!
I'm gonna be thirty-one!


The
thought made Xochi's head spin.


Where'd
the time go? Oh right, chasing down Werebeasts and getting into diner fights.


Xochitl's
abuelita had said it was a good omen to have one child born of the summer
solstice and the other of the winter — that the children would balance
each other, and bring peace to the family. Her grandmother Magaña, for whom
Xochitl had been named, was a staunch believer in the spiritual and tethered to
what Xochitl's father used to call "the old Indian ways." And up
until this moment, Xochitl had thought her grandmother's wisdom was slightly
askew. But as she looked around the room at Miguel, Kai, Lefty and Lucy, she
realized her abuelita was right. Balance and peace were only found within the
family.


Not on a ranch or in a bar.


Shortly
after Miguel was born, her grandmother had passed away peacefully in her sleep
at the wonderful age of ninety-three.


"No
joy?" Lefty nodded, his hand tucked behind his back.


"Nada,"
she said, noticing the cat-who-ate-the-canary-grin on his face. "What did
you do?"


"Me?"
Lefty feigned innocence.


"¡Dáme!"
Xochitl snapped her fingers then held out her hand for whatever Lefty was
hiding.


Lefty
twisted his arm from around his back, presenting a serving tray with several
bottles of beer, four small shot glasses, a fifth of tequila and a bank deposit
bag.


His
one-armed dexterity never ceased to amaze Xochitl.


"You
know what happened the last time I drank tequila." She raised her right
arm and displayed her La Güera tattoo.


"Looks
good on you though." He expertly set the tray down on the coffee table and
sat on the end of the couch.


"Kid's
a beast!" Miguel plopped next to Xochitl.


Kai
stopped short in the middle of the room. His head darted back and forth,
seemingly torn between bouncing over to the kitchen where Lucy was locked in a
phone call with Hanna or devouring the last of the pizza. He opted for the
latter.


"¡Te
chilla la ardilla!" Xochi pinched her nose and scooted away from Miguel. "You
stink!"


"Smell
my manliness!" Miguel exposed his armpit and waved his scent toward
Xochitl.


"Gross!"
She pushed Miguel away.


"Oh,
that reminds me," Lefty said.


"Why
would that," Xochi pointed toward her brother, "remind you of
anything?"


Miguel
shoved Xochitl playfully.


"Ow!"
She rubbed her arm. "Did you see what your boy just did?"


Lefty
rolled his eyes and pulled a rubber-banded wad of bills from the moneybag. "Here
you go, kid." He tossed the cash to Kai who was glued to Xochitl's laptop.


With
a piece of pizza sticking out of his mouth, Kai caught the money mid-flight and
stuffed it in the pocket of his new Los Lobos Luchadores hoodie —
all without ever looking up from the computer screen.


"How
much is that?" Xochi asked.


"About
a grand." Lefty grabbed a bottle of beer, twisted off the cap and handed
it to Xochitl.


"¡Híjole!"
Xochitl took a sip of beer.


"Kid
earned it." Lefty pointed a bottle at Xochitl. "After your little
family spat," he handed the beer to Miguel, "turned out to be a
pretty good night."


Xochi
snapped her fingers in Kai's face. The boy remained unfazed, determined to play
his computer game. Shrugging, she swigged her beer and contemplated grabbing
the last piece of pizza from the box. Her pizza monster reminded her to think
better of it.


"So
what's a good night?" Xochitl gulped down the last of her drink.


"Thirty
K." Lefty smiled and reached his bottle across the table, meeting Miguel's
in the middle with a clink.


"Holy
crap!" Xochi choked. "Lucy, we're in the wrong business!"


Miguel
and Lefty nodded smugly to each other.


"What's
that?" Lucy tossed her new smartphone on the coffee table.


That's
not a good sign.


She
slapped the last piece of pepperoni pizza onto a napkin, grabbed a beer and
plopped down in an oversized club chair.


"So
what's with the Cruz twins?" Xochi asked her brother, not wanting to kill
her beer buzz by asking Lucy what Hanna had said.


"They're
on loan." Miguel took another beer.


"Yeah,"
Lefty chimed in. "From Señor Neves. He wants to promote Miguel as the
newest rising star of the World Were Mixed Martial Arts Federation."


The
boys clinked their bottles together again.


Lucy
folded the pizza in half and chomped down. "Neves.
Why do I know that name?" she asked, her words muffled and mushed
together. She chased the pizza with a sip of beer.


"Maybe
because he's the richest man in Colombia?" Miguel offered.


"Right."
Lucy rubbed her forehead.


Yep,
definitely not a good sign.


"He's
also on the narcotics watch list," Lucy said, matter-of-fact.


"What?"
Xochitl turned to Miguel.


"Hey!"
Miguel put his hands up in surrender. "It's no secret he's not a saint.
But he happens to run the pro circuit and owns the WWMMAF. The fastest growing
sport—"


"In
the nation," Xochi interrupted. "Yeah, yeah."


"Relax,
Xoch." Lefty patted her hand. "You know I'm looking out for our boy."


She
slumped back into the couch. "I know."


Miguel
cocked an eyebrow.


"I
knoooowwwww. Anyway, who am I to tell you what you can and cannot do with your
life?"


"Wait.
What?" Miguel cupped his hand to his ear. "Could you repeat that? I
didn't quite hear you."


"¡Cállate!"
Xochitl punched her brother's shoulder. 


"Ow!"
Miguel pinched her arm.


"I
can still put you over my lap and spank the sass out of you!" she squeaked
out the words rapidly, their roughhousing devolving into slap-fighting.


Lucy
sighed. "So, that was Hanna."


"And?"
Xochi giggled, fending off Miguel's tickle-attack. She quickly glanced at Lucy.


"Hanna
said things are too hot in Empyrean right now. We can't go back there."
Lucy crossed her legs Indian-style and rested her head on her hand.


She looks tired.


Xochitl's
cell vibrated inside her vest pocket. She ignored it and pushed Miguel off her.


"She
also said," Lucy continued, "we should lie low with some friends of
hers up north."


"Why
not stay here?" Miguel asked. "We have plenty of room, right?"
Miguel looked to Lefty.


"Yeah!"
Lefty flashed a bright smile.


"Can
we stay? Huh? Huh? Can we? Can we? Pahleeeezzzzzz?" Xochi eagerly clapped
her hands together. She loved the idea of spending more time with her brother.


Lucy
shrugged her shoulders. "I guess it doesn't matter where we lie low—"


"YAY!"
Xochitl and the boys shouted just as another buzz vibrated against her side. "Jeez."
She pulled her phone out of her pocket and read a Twitter push notice on the
home screen.


@KyonKnows751k has mentioned you in a
tweet.


So
what? Punk Girl Megan does that all the time.


Xochitl
slapped her phone down on the coffee table.


Kai
whooped. His face lit up, and his eyes glowed gold. He feverishly typed away on
the laptop.


A
wolf howl bellowed from the computer speakers.


"What
the hell?" Lefty turned the computer toward him. "He hacked the Kyon
Knows site! How did he do that?"


"That's
just Kai." Xochitl tossed a balled up napkin at the teen Were.


Without
missing a beat, Kai hurled the wad back at Xochi and yanked the laptop away
from Lefty. "Leave it!"


Lucy
smirked. She leaned over Kai's shoulder, her eyes growing wide.


"What?"
Xochi grabbed the laptop from Kai.


Somehow
Kai had managed to connect the dots and swirls to create an image — like
an elaborate multi-dimensional digital puzzle — mimicking Da Vinci's
Vitruvian Man. As in the original pen and ink sketch, a human figure with its
arms stretched wide was centered in a circle within a square. However this
drawing depicted two werewolf-like creatures morphing from the man, one image
overlapping the other as if evolving from human to Beast.


Werebeast.


Xochitl
couldn't take her eyes off the Vitruvian Wolf with its lithe musculature, thick
mane of fur, and elongated snout. But it was the Beast's keen-edged fangs and
razor-sharp claws that sent shivers down her spine.


"Holy
shit!" Miguel said, leaning across the couch. "What do you think it
means?" 


"Not
sure," Lucy mumbled, her stupefied look giving way to grave concern.


"What?"
Xochitl passed the computer back to Lucy.


As
per usual, Lucy didn't answer Xochitl's question right away, but instead,
stared at the drawing.


"So,
feel like sharing?" Xochi pressed.


"Well,
Da Vinici's purpose for drawing the Vitruvian Man was to illustrate man's
perfection both mathematically and philosophically."


"Okaaay,"
Xochitl said, a little taken aback by Lucy's scholarly oration. "Are you
saying Kyon Knows thinks the Werebeast is more perfect in design?"


"Maybe."
Lucy brushed her hand through her hair. "Or, maybe whoever began this
epidemic believes that."


 "Láng jiějie." Kai reached
over Lucy's arm and pushed a button on the keyboard. "¡Mira!"


"Whoa!"
Lucy said and pivoted the screen around to Xochitl.


The
Vitruvian Wolf had transformed into a black and white drawing — like a
lithograph from an antique children's fairytale book — of Little Red
Riding Hood and the Big Bad Wolf.


Not
sure how Lucille Lowell figures into the equation, or how she is able to do the
things she can do, but it is clear that Kyon Knows she is the missing piece of
the puzzle.


The
words Kyon Knows wrote just a month ago clawed their way up from the recesses
of Xochitl's mind.


"Crap!" She sunk into the couch,
closed her eyes — her mind swimming with images of Werebeasts and
children's rhymes — and listened to Lucy read from Kyon Knows.


Listen to Mother


Don't stray from the path


Red relinquished


Do the math


Mother sent Red with cakes and wine


It was said upon a time


Grandma gave Red the little red hood


Now Grandma's sick — that's no good


Get in from the heat without losing the
way


And don't forget to "Have a good day"


The cakes and wine make Grandma strong


The wolf in the dark woods stifles the
song


Flatters the girl, says look at your life


Hear the birds


Watch the strife


It's more fun in the woods


The bad wolf cries.


Don't gather the flowers


Shut your ears to the lies


Grandmother alone


He swallows her whole


Can't be stopped


He eats her soul


Now the world ends in a sneer and a howl


Until the wolf sleeps


Our future is foul


By chance a hunter can slit the beast


Put rocks down the body


And end the blood feast


Weigh him down


Watch him fall


Dead must he be


Once and for all


Then take the skin and drink the wine


Mother says now is the time


To run


To hide


To slink


To wait


Listen to Mother


Don't stray from the path


The End is here


The choice is near


Gather your forces


We'll meet in the West


And don't forget


Kyon Knows best


"I
hate poetry," Xochi groaned.


Xochitl's
head snapped up as her cell once again vibrated loudly. She snatched the phone
and was shocked by the countless Twitter notifications filling up her home
screen. She tapped on the app and discovered Punk Girl Megan's earlier tweet
about her re-tweeted over a thousand times in the past five minutes.


"What
the hell's going on?" She clicked on Punk Girl Megan's tweet.


@NoFConLaGuera is all over the news!


Xochitl
had to read the tweet two more times before the words "all over the news"
sunk in.


"Quick!
Turn on the news!" Xochi shouted.


Miguel
grabbed the remote and switched on the television.


Xochitl's
mouth dropped open as random pictures of her and Lucy were plastered all over
local evening news.


"Wanted
for questioning are The Werewolf Whisperer and her companion," Enrique
Baldwin said, as Xochitl and Lucy's faces were replaced by the now news anchor's
slimy smile.


"¡Ay
carajo!" Miguel's mouth went slack.


"I'm
not her companion!" Xochitl shouted at the TV.


"Xoch."
Lucy sounded scary calm. "I think that's the least of our worries."


The
newscast switched once more to a shaky cell phone video of Kai running out of
Empyrean High School followed by two huge men clad head to toe in black
military fatigues.


"Hound
Chow! What did you do? "Xochitl reached for the boy but he ducked under
the table, whimpering, before she could nab him.


"...in
yet another video linked to the now infamous Werewolf Whisperer," Enrique's
smug voiceover not so subtly indicted. "An eyewitness shot this film of a
Werebeast, allegedly thought to be in the company of said Werewolf Whisperer,
running out of the local Empyrean high school."


A petite blond woman in a wheelchair rolled
into view of the amateur video.


"Hey!
That's the chick that was driving the black SUV at Molly's today!" Xochitl
snagged the remote from her brother and paused on the image of the mystery
woman, cutting off Enrique Baldwin's report.


"Looks
like we're going north after all." Lucy dropped down onto her chair.


Xochitl
handed the remote back to her brother.


"I
need a drink." She poured four shots of tequila.


Xochitl,
Lucy, Miguel and Lefty each lifted their glasses in the air.


"To
being wanted!" Xochi downed her drink.
















Chapter 32




TROIKA: She is safe
where she is.


OMEGA: i want her out of there


TROIKA: When WE are ready.


OMEGA: make it happen


TROIKA: You have your orders. See they are
carried out.


20 months ago


Warden
Bucknell's office was smaller than Lucy had expected and more utilitarian than
she had imagined. The walls were stark white, and only a few framed photos of
Folsom Prison over the last century broke the severity.


Warden
Harold Bucknell sat behind an oak desk, his full attention on a file marked
with The Great Seal of the State of California. He didn't look up when Lucy
arrived with her court-appointed representation.


A
little man she'd never seen before, Kent Wortham, had shown up in a cheap suit,
with a briefcase full of documents and had forced her release from solitary
before sunrise. Lucy didn't understand many of the convoluted details Wortham had
explained about the re-opening of her case.


Both
Bucknell and Wortham looked exhausted, apparently conserving their energy as if
they still had a long day ahead.


Lucy
hadn't eaten much since the day of the riot; she felt weak. The air conditioner
blew alternating freezing or sweltering blasts directly on her, making her
shaved hair stand up on the back of her neck. She held herself up very
straight, but small tremors shook her body, and the glare of the bright sun
coming in through the windowpane spiked a migraine she hadn't anticipated.


Warden
Bucknell examined the file again, shrugged and signed the last form on the
bottom. He pushed himself away from his desk and looked up.


Wow, he's young.


Square
jaw, bright blue eyes and curly brown hair gave him the air of a high school
football star. His speech was slow and clear, so deliberate in fact Lucy felt
slightly offended.


"According
to the California Penal Code, Section two hundred." He looked at Wortham
and then quoted directly from the papers. "The
willful extermination of a Werebeast that has been determined to threaten human
lives is not, has not, nor will ever be considered a punishable offense."


Kent
Wortham picked up in a monotonous drone, "Elizabeth Geneva Lowell, mother
of Lucille Elizabeth Lowell, was in a transformational Werebeast state at the
time in question. Final witness testimony signed by one Hanna Khani..."


"Hanna?"
Lucy gasped, and her thoughts drifted to the last time she'd heard Hanna's
voice.


Hello?
Hanna's Rescue and Rehabilitation.


This
is a collect call from Folsom State Prison from *Lucy Lowell* Do you accept the
charges?


No.


Wortham
rambled on "...declares that without a doubt, Lucille Lowell was acting in
self-defense and the defense of others when she shot and killed...her mother."


Lucy
felt like she had been kicked in the head. Mama was dead; she'd shot her mama,
and these men were going to let her out of prison.


"The
State of California has ruled that the previously categorized homicide was
justifiable and excusable in light of the Federal Werebeast Defense Mandate."
Warden Bucknell continued the proceedings efficiently. "No crime was
committed. Further, the State of California formally apologizes for your
incarceration and discharges you as of this moment, with the provisos of
psychiatric evaluations and quarterly reviews conducted by a licensed therapist
appointed by the court. You are free to go. May I just add on a personal note,
keep up the good work, Officer Lowell."


"Just
Lucy," Lucy replied in the barest whisper.


How
am I ever gonna to make this right?


She stared past Bucknell through the
window up at the open sky.


*


Sacramento
county summer heat scorched the air as Xochitl parked in front of Folsom Prison's
East Gate. Having passed the media circus at the front gate, she was taking a
chance on the warden releasing Lucy more discretely.


Huh, no one else here to meet her.


Leaning
across to the passenger side, she looked through the open window at the
temporary home of Lucy Lowell. Any moment, Lucy would step through the gates
— free for the first time in three months.


 Wonder
how she'll react to seeing me.


Correctional
facilities were not foreign to Xochitl, having picked up more than one of Memo's
Locos from the joint. The prisons in L.A. were modern, cold structures made of
concrete and steel, but Folsom was an entirely different beast. Massive
thirty-foot grey granite walls, thick and impenetrable, stretched into the sky.
Stone spires topped the guard towers on either side of the spiked iron gate,
reminding Xochi of a medieval castle.


Kinda beautiful...well except for the
whole prison thing.


She
turned her attention back to the gate. She didn't see Lucy, but she was a
little early, and the release procedures sometimes took a while.


Too
hot to wait in the car, Xochi decided to get out and stretch her legs a bit.
Her drive up from Lake Arrowhead had been long, and her legs felt stiff. She
pulled the rooster key chain from the ignition. It was hot to the touch. Xochitl
sucked in a breath.


"¡Híjole!"
She quickly crammed the keys in Lefty's military jacket and shook out her hand.


The
heat was even more stifling outside the Toronado. Xochi began removing the tan
camo jacket. She felt a jab at her side. The serrated edge Bowie knife strapped
to her hip reminded her that it and the Filipino Karambit knives hooked on her
jeans needed concealing. She pulled the coat back on, adjusting it to assure
her weapons didn't show.


Xochitl
groaned at the heat the added layer created. She leaned back on El Gallo,
crossed her arms and legs in front of her and waited.


She didn't have to wait long. A few
minutes later, Lucy Lowell approached the gate.


*


"This
ain't the Receiving and Release Gate, Lowell. No reporters back here for the
'hero cop,' bitch." The exit guard grinned, hatred and jealousy in his
eyes. "I'll save a spot for you when the new women's facility opens."


"You
better pray I don't ever come back, Peklar." Lucy held his gaze and
accepted the small paper bag holding her belongings.


Remember
that kick I gave you, you stupid, cowardly son of a bitch?


Officer
Peklar swallowed and involuntarily shuffled backward.


Lucy
pushed away the memories and silently headed for the road. She had expected to
see Hanna waiting, annoyed but happy to have her back. Ready to mourn together,
ready to plan their next step, ready to forgive Lucy.


She'd
also counted on the change of clothes she thought Hanna would bring. The grey
sweatshirt and ill-fitting jeans provided by the prison upon her release reeked
of mothballs. The odd low-cut tennis shoes pinched her toes.


At
least I'm outta that suffocating pink jumpsuit.


After
a mere two steps, Lucy found herself staring at the bright orange gleam of
a ridiculously large 1960s American muscle car. Against the glare Lucy shoved
dark sunglasses on her face, having fished them from her paper bag in a hurry.
As she made out the person who casually leaned against the behemoth, her knees
buckled. Not Hanna. No forgiveness. No reunion.


"Hola."
Draped in turquoise jewelry and encased in tight leathers, a familiar young
woman flashed a broad smile. She straightened up slowly and ran her fingers
through the tangle of her long blond hair.


Xochitl
had changed. Gone were the trendy, girly fashions Lucy's former confidential
informant had favored not so long ago. The camouflage jacket she wore now
easily concealed a sidearm or large knife; Lucy couldn't be sure at a distance.
It was Xochi's manner, however, her stance, the unblinking stare that made her
a striking contrast to the bleeding victim Lucy had peeled off of Memo Morales'
warehouse floor just a few months before.


"Xochi..." Lucy nearly bolted
back through the prison gates.


*


Lucy
stiffened. She brushed her hand through her short, spiky hair.


Last
person you expected.


"Just
me chica."


Not
surprising, Lucy was dressed in typical Goodwill release garb. In the sunlight,
her hair glistened a brighter shade of red than Xochi remembered.


Other than that, she looks the same.


It
wasn't until Lucy reached the car that Xochitl caught a glimpse of the scars
running up from her wrist and disappearing under her grey prison sweatshirt.


Oh.


Xochitl
forced her stare away from the obviously self-inflicted wounds back to Lucy's
face.


Lucy
took a few small steps backward.


"No worries. You're not the first
person I've picked up from the joint. Day one's always weird." Xochi
winked, clicking her tongue.


She crossed to the driver side door,
swung it open and for added effect, jangled the audacious rooster key chain in
front of her.


"You took Memo's car?" Lucy
sounded impressed.


"El Gallo's El Gallo is all mine...as
it should be."


Xochitl laughed and slid in behind the
wheel. She turned the ignition, revving the Toronado's engine. She patted the
dashboard.


"See. She likes you, baby."


For a brief moment, Lucy looked back at
the prison.


What
happened to her in there?


The thought vanished as the door squeaked
open. Lucy scooted in beside her.


Lucy reclined into the leather seats,
looking comfortable. Xochi smiled and punched the gas. El Gallo's engines
roared as he tore down the road — Folsom State Prison in their rearview
mirror.
















Chapter
33




OMEGA: they r coming ur way make sure she's not harmed


ORACLE: The other 2?


OMEGA: disposable


ORACLE: When will u b here?


OMEGA: soon


"Thanks,
Hanna." Lucy slid her new smartphone onto El Gallo's dash and put both
hands back on the wheel.


"Good
news, Molly's isn't filing charges. Hanna said she's trying to straighten
things out with the local PD," Lucy said and looked over to Xochitl who
slumped in the middle of the bench seat, Miguel's Luchadores cap pulled
down over her face. Kai snored loudly, his face pressed up against the
passenger window, his warm breath fogging up the glass.


"Hey
Xochi," Lucy teased. "You and Lefty were up drinking pretty late last
night. Any confessions to make?"


"Yuck!
It's Lefty." Xochitl made a sound like a cat coughing up a fur ball. She
groaned. "Bad things happen to people who drink tequila. Last time this..."
Xochitl said with difficulty and lifted her left arm, reconsidered, then lifted
her right arm instead and pointed to the La Güera tattoo. "This
time..." She searched. "Lefty gave me something...Something he
shouldn't have."


Lucy
whooped and shook with suppressed laughter. Her eyes watered with the effort. "Digging
yourself deeper," Lucy sang out.


"¡Cállate!"
Xochi said and air-paddled both hands in Lucy's direction.


Xochitl
settled back into her slumped sleeping position, apparently unable to get
comfortable. She grumbled about needing coffee and mushed her face up against
Kai's shoulder, desperate to hide from the sunrays beaming into the car.


Kai,
who'd slept through the entire conversation, woke up, yawned wide and
vigorously bounced up and down in his seat.


"Wake
up, Xochitl! We gotta figure this out." Lucy swatted at Xochitl's
shoulder. "We have to steer clear of Empyrean. Only use cash," Lucy
said, laying out their options again. "Any major cities are off limits. L.A.,
San Diego, San Francisco. Anywhere we've been recently. The law has a raging
hard-on for us."


Lucy
continued, "Hanna said her friends in Tolinka Hills are cool with us
staying until everything blows over."


"And
if it doesn't blow over?" Xochitl made a production of sitting up and
rummaging through her bag for aspirin.


"We'll
burn that bridge when we get to it." Lucy reached one hand over the seat
and grabbed a sealed water bottle from a grocery bag balancing precariously on
the backseat.


Xochitl
snatched the bottle from her, popped two aspirin and took a deep gulp of water.


A
few moments passed in silent contemplation, allowing Lucy the chance to notice
the abundance of orange poppies lining the road on both sides. Spring was
making its presence known, and Lucy loved California springs almost as much as
California summers. The weather and the phenomenal landscape almost erased
their problems for a moment.


Almost.


"Are
we there yet?" Xochitl whined, breaking Lucy's reverie. Xochitl stuffed
the water bottle in the hanging cup holder and started digging through her bag
again, flipping her hair brush, some lip gloss and a switchblade on the seat
next to her. Kai picked the items up one at a time, studying them closely until
Xochitl noticed and slapped his hands away from her things.


"We
just passed Angels Camp. Can't be much longer now," Lucy said and turned
on the car radio. Xochitl played with the volume control.


"And
now the KNUZ 88.3 FM news..." The radio announcer's words fell and rose in
volume as Xochitl turned the knob back and forth. "It's been two days
since the Werebeast incident at Empyrean High School and still no leads on the
teenage Were who sent a local teacher to the hospital." The words, though
delivered in a pleasant announcer's timbre, hit Lucy in the gut like a gunshot.
Xochitl flinched her hand away from the radio control as if it had burned her.


"Teacher?
Hospital?" Lucy snapped her head and looked at Kai.


"The
young assailant, known to travel in the company of The Werewolf Whisperer, went
on to maul two teenagers at a local diner." The announcer came up against
a hard break. "After we come back, we will be speaking to Revered Dr.
David Barns, Co-Founder of the Anti-Werebeast Commission. Please stay tuned for
these important messages."


"Kai,
what teacher?" Lucy pressed.


"Spill,
Hound Chow!" Xochitl said and shoved the boy's shoulder to get his
attention.


Last
night, they'd seen the news footage of Kai running from Empyrean High School,
but the boy hadn't volunteered any information about attacking a teacher.


Kai
turned his face to look at the passing trees, ignoring Xochitl's prodding. "No
English," he pronounced each word perfectly and without an accent.


"Hound
Chow. Hound Chow," the radio commercial sang. "It's all your Hound—"


"Turn
it off." Xochitl gave up on Kai and fumbled with her sunglasses.


"Did
you hear—" Lucy fumed, but Xochitl cut her off.


"Coffee.
Not until after coffee. I want coffee. We can talk about how screwed we are,
after coffee." Xochitl leaned over Kai and rolled down the window.


The
crisp mountain air flowed through the car. "This Tolinka Hills place
another one of your backwoods shit kickin' towns?" Xochitl asked and
pulled her jacket closed.


"Old
mining town, I think. Never been there, but they'll have coffee." Lucy
snapped her fingers in the direction of Kai, who'd stuck his head out the
window up to his shoulders.


"Is
his tongue lolling out?" She laughed despite herself. "I can't stand
it. Pull him back in and roll up the window, Xoch."


"I
need air," Xochitl said, fishing a pack of gum out of the glove box.


"Just
roll it up halfway. I don't want him jumping out." Lucy clicked her tongue
to get Kai's attention.


Xochitl
glanced at the speedometer. "We're going sixty-five miles an hour. He's
not gonna jump out. He's not an idiot," Xochitl said and crammed a green
stick of gum into her mouth. She flicked the crumpled up foil at Lucy's ear.


Without
warning, Kai launched himself out of the window of the speeding car, rolled to
his feet on the grass and darted into the woods.


Lucy
jammed on the brakes so hard, she made the tires squeal and El Gallo spin one
hundred and eighty degrees. The smell of burning rubber hit her
instantaneously, and she watched as little clouds wafted around them.


"¡Jódame!"
Xochitl yelled, suddenly wide-awake. "¿Estás loca?"


Lucy,
already out of the car, called out. "Kai! Kai! Come back Kai!" Panic
took her breath.


Did
Kai bolt because he thinks I'm mad at him over the teacher? What if he hurt
himself?


Lucy
ran both hands through her hair and stood still, looking at the dense sequoia
forest.


Xochitl
slid over to the driver's side, muttering to herself in Spanish, and pulled the
car over to the shoulder.


"Yo!
You just lost your driving privileges, chica," Xochitl said.


"But
Kai—" Lucy shouted back.


"Kai's
made outta rubber. He's fine." Xochitl gave Lucy a wry smile and looked
around.


"Hey,
Luce. Sign there says Tolinka Hills is the next exit," Xochitl said and
pointed ahead. "Maybe our boy is taking a shortcut."


"After
all we've been through, he runs off just like that," Lucy said, feeling
dismayed.


"Yeah,
hell. If you love someone, let him go and all that shit. Probably just saw a
rabbit." Xochitl hit the blinker and paused with uncharacteristic caution
before pulling the car back onto the empty road.


Maybe she wants to coddle El Gallo a
little to make up for my rough handling. Maybe the hangover still has her a
little wobbly.


"Should
you be driving?" Lucy started to cross back to the driver's side.


"Get
in!" Xochitl shouted. "It's shotgun for you from now on!" She
shook her blond mane vigorously, seemingly back to her usual self with no trace
of tequila aftereffects. "We'll find him later. I can track him with my
GPS app."


"You
put a tracker on Kai?" Lucy snapped her seatbelt in place, uncertain
Xochitl wasn't planning revenge for the half doughnut.


"Of
course not." Xochitl considered for a moment and then smirked, all at
once in a better mood. "Last night is still a bit fuzzy, but I remember
Lefty giving me a phone with a tracker on it." She smacked her forehead. "That's
what he gave me. He said it's all government issue. Super secret spy shit...And
I gave it to Kai. Because no teenage boy should be without a phone...with a
tracker." Xochitl adjusted the mirrors. "So, make of that what you
will."


"Aren't you the clever girl,"
Lucy said, impressed and very relieved. "I'll get you a gallon of coffee
when we get to Tolinka Hills."


The tiny town of
Tolinka Hills looked like a relic from the later days of the California Gold
Rush. The town sign boasted Population 450, but looking at the silent
street, Lucy was sure that number had dwindled.


The
two-lane Main Street took them past less than a dozen one-story frontier-style
buildings and a few meticulously restored Victorians. Set back from the raised
sidewalk, the storefronts seemed to be in various states of disrepair. Not one
door stood open.


The
Old Mercantile, easily the largest single building, advertised Coyote
Festival Sale on a colorful banner attached to the overhang.


"Wonder
what a coyote festival looks like," Xochitl pondered out loud.


They
drove past several antique stores; all displayed similar mining paraphernalia
replicas and kitschy pseudo Victorian knickknacks. The ubiquitous vintage
clothing store flaunted a fussy display complete with various dress forms
draped in crinoline ball gowns and outfitted in fancy period menswear.


"Think
I might need that powder blue parasol," Lucy said, trying to lighten her
increasingly black mood. "Perchance I shall swoon onto one of those
daaaarling wooden benches." She pointed ahead to the chainsaw carved
monstrosities situated on either side of the entrance of the old-fashioned
candy store.


"Fiddle-dee-dee!"
Xochitl affected her best Scarlett. "Personally, I'd like some of that
saltwater taffy those cabrones are falsely advertising on their pinche froufrou
sign." She stretched her neck and looked at both sides of the street.


"Why
isn't anyone open?" Xochitl whined. "Need coffee. If I don't get
coffee soon the hangover headache is gonna slide right into the caffeine
withdrawal headache."


Xochitl
pulled alongside a promising restaurant. The tall building looked well cared
for with a friendly western façade and pretty flowers in boxes at the second
story windows. Xochitl took one of the many empty parking spots in front.


"The
Old Firehouse," Xochitl read the sign. "Looks like they remodeled the
real thing. Cute."


Lucy
nodded. "Flowers upstairs are fake though," she said. "I can see
a price tag attached to one of the stems."


"Spoil
sport." Xochitl climbed out of the car, stretching her arms in the air. "As
long as they have coffee and make waffles, I don't care."


Lucy
stared at the other side of the street. All the shops were closed as far as she
could see. A prominent whitewashed building perched on a little rise across the
street.


"Hmmmm."
Lucy pointed to the words painted in an arch over the large building's second
story balcony.


"The
Sodality of Beneficence." She raised an eyebrow. "These old towns
have weird history sometimes."


"That's
probably just some Old West lodge." Xochitl glanced at the shuttered
windows. "Probably long gone."


Lucy
looked up and down the road. A few cars sat parked along Main Street. She
spotted thick layers of dust on the closest ones.


More
disquieting was the fact that they had yet to see one person in the town. No
one walked the streets, strolled on the sidewalk or jostled in and out of
stores.


"This
doesn't look good," Lucy said, but Xochitl walked right up to the "Old
Firehouse" and pulled on the front door. It refused to budge.


"Closed?
It's closed," she said, incredulous. "You said they'd have coffee!"
She knocked against the glass.


"Looks
like they haven't even got a they," Lucy said.


Suddenly
Kai appeared at the end of the empty street. He yipped and ran toward Lucy.


"We
didn't even miss you!" Xochitl shouted to the boy.


"Come
on Kai. Let's go. Come here," Lucy called and patted the front of her
thighs.


Kai
shot toward her like a rocket, three yapping Ferals in hot pursuit.


"¡Híjole!"
Lucy and Xochitl said in unison.


Kai
turned at the Trading Post and flew out of sight. The Ferals spread out and
chased after him without taking notice of Lucy and Xochitl.


"Get
'em!" Lucy took off after the Weres without hesitation.


Pursuing
the Ferals at a good clip, Lucy and Xochitl followed the side street up a hill
and out of town. They quickly came to a narrow bridge traversing a small
rushing creek. The water wound its way into the forest, and Lucy saw the Ferals
splash along the stony banks and disappear among the trees. The road stopped on
the other side of the bridge, turning into a narrow dirt path. Lucy and Xochitl
abandoned the path and angled toward where they thought the Ferals would
emerge.


The
spring sun had gently warmed them while in town, but the temperature dropped
several degrees as soon as they entered the shadowed thicket. Lucy shivered.


The
fragrance of earth and sequoias filled Lucy's nostrils, and the damp air
caressed her skin.


They
couldn't continue their all-out run amidst the trees but hurried along with
caution. Lucy's senses awoke, and she felt very in tune with her surroundings
— colors were a little brighter, sounds clearer, scents sharper.


"This
way," Lucy whispered. "They aren't far."


Xochitl
gave Lucy a look that said, "I'm not going to ask," and pulled her
Bowie knife from its sheath.


They
hadn't gone more than a dozen steps, careful of their footing through the
raised roots and soft dips of the forest floor, when howls and whines intercut
with a volley of high-speed Mandarin echoed through the trees.


In
the clearing ahead stood a tall, muscular man — white male, mid-to-late twenties, approximately six foot three, dark blond
buzz cut, green field jacket, washed out jeans.


The
tall man casually held Kai by the nape of the neck, dangling him three feet
above the ground like a helpless puppy. The boy kicked and flailed, but the man
didn't budge.


"No
phones, dawgie," he said and tucked Kai's cell phone into one of the cargo
pockets of his jacket. "Don't fuss." His words had a soft lilting
drawl Lucy couldn't place.


Kai
shook himself and yelled, "Fàng wǒ xìa lái! ¡Cabrón!" He flexed
his entire body and swung himself forward with gravitational impossibility. "Gǒu
níang yǎng de! I'm gonna bite your face off."


The
man laughed out loud but held tight. "Well, aintcha just a regular Tower o'
Babel."


Catching
Xochitl's eye, Lucy pointed to Kai and described a half circle with her index
finger. Then she pointed to Xochitl and flicked her fingers toward the man.


Xochitl
nodded, understanding. She stepped into the clearing.


"Hey
pendejo, put him down!" Xochitl shouted and flourished the long knife.


Lucy
picked up a thick branch and held it with both hands like a cudgel. She circled
around the man, hiding herself behind the trees until she stood nearly behind
him.


"Aitcha
cute as a punkin'," the man called out to Xochitl. His voice was warm and
deep. "Why don't ya put down the knife so we can discuss this, darlin'."


"Kiss
my ass!" Xochitl sounded insulted. "Let go of Kai, cabrón!"


Lucy
took a chance and dashed into the clearing, ready to bash the man on the head
with her makeshift cudgel. A low growl stopped her. She skidded to a stop to
see the three large Ferals who had chased Kai stalk toward her from behind a
boulder.


Wait! Those can’t be Ferals. They're too
big.


They
were all adult males, dressed in similar denim and flannels. They had sharp,
angular features and long wild hair. Their lean bodies reminded her of hungry
desert wolves. Their eyes gleamed.


Not Werebeasts either.


They
slinked toward her, sharp teeth bared. Their hands slowly and deliberately shifted
into claws.


Lucy
took a step back.


Holy shit! They're controlling their
transformation. How?


"Looks
like we got us another critter," the tall man said. "Git it!" he
commanded, and they charged.


"Off!"
Lucy shouted.


The
creatures stopped in their tracks. Lucy heard Kai drop to the ground and swear.
She looked over to see Xochitl leaping forward to retrieve the boy.


"Down.
Stay!" Lucy called out.


The
trio crouched and whined, turning their heads to the man. He stood still,
having let go of Kai and not moving toward Xochitl. Anger flashed in his bright
green eyes, his calm broken. 


"Fuck
me!" he rasped.


Kai
sat on the ground, head tilted and awaiting Lucy's next command.


"Kai,
go with Xochi!" Lucy ordered him away from the man. "Xochitl, go get
the gun and the cuffs."


"You
'got' him?" Xochitl's eyes were big and round. "Is he a Werebeast?"


"No."
Lucy felt short of breath. "Something else."


"Be right back." Xochitl
grabbed Kai by the hand, and they disappeared into the forest.


*


"I
hate the woods," Xochitl mumbled and motioned for Kai to take point. They
headed out of the woods and back over the small bridge that linked the town to
the forest. She grasped her Bowie knife tight, her adrenaline pumping in her
veins making her both jittery and acutely aware of her surroundings. Kai seemed
on edge too. Not since they'd rescued him in San Pedro had Xochitl seen the kid
so vulnerable, and she wondered if his encounter with the Alpha Dog and his
pack had been too much for the teen Were.


Driven
by urgency, Xochitl picked up the pace. They sprinted onto Main Street and past
The Trading Post where the sight of El Gallo made Xochitl feel a little more
centered.


 Everything'll
be okay. I'll get the Remi, get Lucy and get the hell outta Dodge.


*


Lucy
and the man stared at each other. His face was narrow, high cheekbones and a
fine straight nose giving his features a chiseled appearance. His eyes glowed a
preternatural green, and his lips pressed together in frustration. He struggled
to break free from her command; she could see him straining his neck.


His
companions settled comfortably on the ground, gazing at Lucy in adoration. Lucy
almost snickered. The man looked like he wanted to kick his Betas.


"Who
are you?" Lucy finally said and stepped closer to him.


He's
taller than Gabe. Clean-shaven. And he smells familiar.


"Name's
Rylan." He'd recovered his cocky attitude.


"Lucy
Lowell."


"I
know. I've been looking for ya," Rylan answered. His eyes bored into her
as if he were trying to read her mind.


"Did
Hanna send you?" It occurred to her that this Rylan could be the friend
Hanna asked her to seek out in Tolinka Hills. It could all still be a huge
misunderstanding.


"You're
makin' a mistake, Lucy Lowell. Trustin' all the wrong people," Rylan said
quietly. He seemed to have more to say, but a piercing whistle from the woods
cut him off, and he turned his head sharply to the side.


Lucy
took her eyes off of Rylan, spun in the direction of the whistle and raised her
cudgel.


Lightning
fast, a team of five figures in black tactical gear closed in around them. A
shot rang out before Lucy could release Rylan from her command. A red
tranquilizer dart appeared on his chest, and he crumpled to the ground.


Lucy
charged the man who'd shot Rylan and brought her cudgel down on his shoulder.
The branch cracked, the man's collarbone shattered, and he let go of his rifle.


Lucy
felt two painful bites in her side. An agonizing electric current shot through
her and dropped her to her knees. All was pain, and she writhed for what seemed
like an eternity. Lucy knew that she was surrounded and tried to scream for
Xochitl. The pain let up as suddenly as it had come. Lucy sat up as fast as she
could only to see the butt of a rifle come toward her face. She felt her jaw
crack, and she fell back down. Her head bounced on a hard surface and
everything went black.


*


Xochitl
adjusted the Karambit knife harness. She'd felt much better with her weapons
sheathed in their proper places and her Remington 12 gauge gripped in her hand.
She shut El Gallo's trunk and turned to Kai.


Kai's
head darted back and forth. His body tensed, anxiety pouring off of him.


"You
okay, kid?" Xochitl touched Kai's arm. Kai swung around, his eye's glowed
gold, and he bared his razor-sharp teeth. "Kai?" She backed off.


Kai
cocked his head, and from the direction of the forest, Xochitl heard the echo
of gunfire.


"Láng
jiějie!" Kai barked and took off down Main Street toward the edge of
town.


"Kai!"
Xochitl bolted after the teen Were, who had already passed the Trading Post and
was almost to the edge of town when he suddenly stopped.


Xochitl
slowed her pace as she caught up to Kai. "What the hell, kid?"


Kai
threw up his hand as if to say "quiet."


¡Híjole! He's a carbon copy
of Lucy.


"What?"
she whispered.


"Pendejos."
Kai crouched down and pointed to an alley between a deserted barbershop and a
dilapidated pink Victorian house trimmed in purple.


"Shit!"
Xochitl spat, thinking she'd have to fight off a pack of Weres. She flanked Kai
as they scurried up to the edge of the barbershop and peeked down the alley.


Three
well-armed men in black were loading Kai's mystery assailant and two of his
pack into a black military Humvee. Another man in tactical gear was grasping at
his left shoulder while his buddy dragged an unconscious Lucy toward the same
vehicle.


"LUCY!"
Xochi and Kai shouted at the same time.


Kai
darted from behind their hiding place and sprinted down the alley. Xochitl
racked her shotgun and rushed after him.


Kai
leapt into the air and landed on the man with the broken arm. He pounded on the
man's face, clawing and ripping at his vested chest. The man desperately tried
to push Kai off, but the Were continued slamming his fists down on the bleeding
and broken man. With a roar Kai ripped into the man's neck with his razor-sharp
teeth. The man choked, his body convulsed and squirmed, then stopped.


"Drop
her!" Xochitl yelled, pointing the shotgun at the man dragging Lucy. He
froze in horror at the bloody evisceration of his comrade.


Lucy's
kidnapper dropped her to the ground with a thud and then turned to Xochitl. He
grabbed at his sidearm but was too slow.


Xochitl
fired. The man flew back into the barbershop's brick wall and collapsed
lifelessly on the ground.


"Get
him in here!" a female's voice shouted.


Xochitl
saw the same petite blonde behind the wheel.


Another
black-clad commando reached from inside the Humvee and pulled the Alpha Dog
from the woods the rest of the way in before slamming the door.


Xochitl raced after the vehicle, firing
her shotgun as it sped away.


*


Lucy
lies still, in silence, in darkness. She feels squirming things around her,
wiggling, squishy things press against her so lightly, like they are nothing.
Bubbling of liquids on her inside, pieces of her that should remain solid drip
downward. Under her body the sap pools, and she feels herself sink down
evermore. She can't see, but in the sockets of her eyes, in her mouth, in her
nose she feels a tickle of movement. Something slithers through the seat of her
consciousness, and she knows that here in the darkness she is not alone. A
primal scream rises in her, but she has no voice, no release. The scream dies
as madness comes.


Lucy
felt her body shaking and bumping as two sets of hands carried her. She could
feel pressure on her shoulders and her feet, but she was unable to see. Xochitl's
voice sounded from a distance.


"Who's
the blond puta I'm seeing everywhere? Who's the Alpha Dog? Why did he grab Kai?
Why did those pendejos grab him? Why did Hanna send us here?"


Hanna.


Lucy's
entire body seized, and she tasted blood in her mouth. She heard Hanna's words
blast through her brain. 


"Do
it!"


The
command. She pulled the trigger.


"Do
it!"


The
bullet ripped Mama open, bone cracked, blood flowed. And life was gone.


"Do
it!"


HANNA!


Lucy's
eyes flew open as Xochitl shoved her into El Gallo, and Kai pulled her arm from
the other side of the car.


"Stop!"
Lucy roared, shaking them off. She regretted the move instantly. "I might
have a concussion," she slurred, her jaw on fire.


"Fuckin'
A, hermana loba!" Kai yelled in her face. "We go now!" The boy
looked terrified. He crammed himself onto the bench seat next to Lucy and
slammed the car door.


"Luce,
those black van assholes almost got you!" Xochitl screamed. "They got
the guy from the woods and his Ferals!" She shoved the Beretta in Lucy's
shaking hands and cranked the ignition. "We gotta scram, chica!"


Xochitl
floored it, and El Gallo screamed down Tolinka Hills' empty Main Street.


"We
can't run!" Lucy sat up and stared straight ahead. She felt like ice water
was running through her veins. Her body tense and numb, she felt no pain.
Everything went very very quiet and very very calm. She turned and looked at
her friend.


"¡Híjole!
Your eyes!" Xochitl panicked and swerved El Gallo along the road in a
snake pattern.


Lucy's
vision delineated the world around her into sharp shades of black and grey.
Xochitl's blond hair gleamed white. El Gallo's sunburst orange closed around
her in light taupe. But the grey road before her exploded into a vivid red
trail.


My
prey is getting away.


Short
breaths pushed through Lucy's lungs and released through her nose. Her heart
pounded powerfully in her ears. Down to her bones, she felt the hunt begin.


Lucy
Lowell let out an ear-shattering howl.
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