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Pi1zzA NOIR

THREE COLD ONES

I’M GOING ABOUT MY BUSINESS ON THIS
GIVEN MORNING. FOUR IN THE MORNING.
COFFEE IN THE STREET, AND IT’S FOGGY, WET,
AND RELATIVELY QUIET DURING THESE
PRECIOUS FLEETING MOMENTS OF MUNICIPAL
TRANRUILITY. STATIC AS IT MAY BE NOW, THE
AIR’S PREGNANT WITH ANTICIPATION OF
BUSTLE, IT IS ALREADY CONDUCTING THE
COMING VIBRATIONS OF CAR AND PEOPLE
TRAFFIC.

“YOu KNOW, THIS WEATHER MAKES IT
EASIER TO APPRECIATE YER SHITTY COFFEE,
JOEY,” | REMARKED TO THE VENDOR AT THE
KIOSK.

JOEY HAS BEEN SELLING ME
NEWSPAPERS AT STATE AND MAIN FOR
EIGHTEEN MONTHS. IN MY CASE, THIS MAN IS
SELFLESS WITH HIS CHEAP, HOT, BROWN
WATER. HE LOOKED UP INTO THE FOG AND
TAPPED OUT A SHORT, FILTERLESS MORNING
SRUARE.

“WHAT A MESS. NO LEADS BUT THE
DEAD,” HE OBSERVED, PICKING UP ON OUR
PREVIOUS CONVERSATION.

“MESS IS RIGHT,” | SAID, BUT IT’S THE
KIND OF MESS THAT GIVES ME A CHALLENGE,
AND THAT IS AN UPSHOT. A DEAD PIZZA
DELIVERY MAN, AMONG A DISTRIBUTION OF
CORPSES WITHOUT ANY OBVIOUS CORRELATION
BUT FOR THE ONE, OBVIOUS ONE CONNECTION
BEYOND HAPPENSTANCE. THE GIRL, AGE 19,
IS A CLICHE-IN-STATE; A SUBURBAN DAUGHTER
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-COME-CALL GIRL, WHO’D GONE TO THE BIG
CITY AND BECOME FOREVER LOST. 'TIL BY
DEATH DID SHE PART AS A VICTIM FROM SO
MANY PERSPECTIVES.

WHEN FOUND, HER THROAT WAS SLIT
AND SHE LAY DEAD A’FLOOR NEXT TO TwO
OTHERS. AND THE PIZZA MAN, AN ASIAN MALE
MELTED FROM THE NECK WITH SOME RAZOR-
SHARP EDGE, WAS LAYING BETWEEN THE GIRL
AND A MYSTERIOUS, PICTURE-PERFECT EURO
IN A NEW SUIT WHO WAS LIKEWISE FINELY
SPLAYED. THE PIEMAN’S NAME WAS STEPHEN
WANG. HIS MEAT CAKE REMAINED ON THE
GROUND OF THE SCENE UNTOUCHED AND
STILL WARM IN THE BOX THAT TOOK ONE GOOD
HOP WHEN ITS BEREAVED DROPPED IT.

THE SUITED MAN WAS EVIDENTLY 19’s
CUSTOMER; MAYBE SHE AND THE DELIVERYMAN
WERE JUST ON THE WRONG WHERE-WHEN. BuT
| DOUBT IT. ALL OF IT A SAD TRANSACTION,
BUT NOT OF THE SORT THAT wOULD TYPICALLY
MARSHAL THIS PARTICULAR BRAND OF INSTANT
KHARMA.

A FACT MOST LIKELY USELESS FOR
NOTHING MORE THAN FORENSIC TRIVIA, IS
THAT THE PIZZA MAN HAD FORGOTTEN THE
SODAS IN HIS CAR, ACCORDING TO THE
BLOODY BILL OF GOODS FOR THE FOOD
DELIVERY.

| LOOKED UP AT THE BOTTOMLESS FOG.
IT’S NOT DAWN, BUT IT wOULD BE HARD TO
SEE THE SUN THROUGH THE CITY’S sOuP
EVEN IF IT WERE. | ADMIT THAT | LOVE THIS
WEATHER, MUDDY AS IT IS. | PASSED MY
POLYSTYRENE FOAM CUP, SOMEWHAT BIGGER
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THAN A SHOT GLASS, BACK TO CAPTAIN
COFFEE FOR A REFILL.

I’M LOOKING AT MY WATCH. | GLANCE
OUT THE WINDOW, THEN BACK TO MY DESK.
IT°’S TEN PAST ONE. | SPENT ALL MORNING
PANNING FOR INVESTIGATIVE GOLD AMONG THE
DENIZENS OF THE DOWN-TOWN. THE BEST
LEAD THAT ISN’T A DEAD PERSON IS A
TANGENT FROM THE GIRL, THE ONLY SURFACE
TO SCRATCH SO FAR. LUcCKILY, | MAKE MY OWN
HOURS.

THESE SEEDY CASES INVOLVE PEOPLE
WHO DWELL IN A PERPETUAL PURGATORY
WHERE LIES ARE THE BEST FACTS AVAILABLE,
THE WAGES OF SIN ARE HIGHLY COMPETITIVE,
AND EVERYTHING’S PRETTY FUZZY. A SORT OF
NON-LINEAR REALITY UNDERNEATH THE
TYPICAL LANDSCAPE OF THE DAY WALKERS
AMONG US. TO MAKE SENSE OF IT, YOU HAVE
TO BLEND IN AND CAST OFF MORAL CRUTCHES
AND LIFELINES IN ORDER TO WALK ON YOUR
OWN IN THIS VERY BIG GRAY AREA. YET FOR
ALL OF THAT, IN SOME WAYS, PEOPLE, OR
PERHAPS JUST THE HUMAN CONDITION, SEEM
TO BE THE ONLY NON-VARIABLE.

SO | “PUT THE MACHINE ON IT.” THE
INVESTIGATOR’S SHOVEL, SO TO SPEAK. |
SUPPOSE EVERY PROFESSION HAS ITS NOTED
DOMAIN AND IMPLEMENTS. IT’S BRACING, EVEN
EXCITING, TO SEE WHAT HOLDS UP TO
EVALUATION AND WHAT DOES NOT.
SURPRISING TOO, SOMETIMES, BECAUSE YOU
COME TO REALIZE THAT EVERYBODY YOU DEAL
WITH IS “IN CHARACTER,” AND THEN YOU’RE
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THE ONLY ONE WHO’S HOLDING UP THE WALLS.
SOME EVEN SHARE THE DESIRE TO REMAIN
ALIVE AND ABOVE ROOM TEMPERATURE, BUT
THAT’S ABOUT THE END OF THE COMMON
GROUND.

REVERSE-ENGINEERING THE ASIAN PIZZA
MAN CAME WITHOUT THE BENEFIT OF A
LIQUORED-UP LITTLE LEAGUE COACH, BUT THE
DEAD GIRL DIDN’T, AS HER SWEET DADDY WAS
LEFT ALONE ON THIS GREEN EARTH TO
DISCUSS HIS DAUGHTER’S DARK AND RUEFUL
DEMISE WITH ME. SO MEANWHILE, RIGHT IN
FRONT OF ME, HE DIED SOME MORE ON HIS
INSIDES, SUFFERING THROUGH FRANTIC DENIAL
REGARDING THE FATE OF HIS ESTRANGED
LITTLE GIRL.

THE PIZZA MAN LEFT BEHIND A WOMAN
WHO ARGUED THAT SHE, NOT THE DROPPED
PIZZA WAS HIS BEREAVED. HIS GIRLFRIEND |
SAY, SHE IDENTIFIED HERSELF AS HIS FIANCE,
BUT WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE. SHE WAS
WITHOUT AN OUNCE OF SHAME ALTHOUGH SHE
DID HAVE PLENTY OF COCAINE ALL OVER HER
FACE UPON ANSWERING THE DOOR.

THE PIE-MAN’S LOVER’S VOICE SOUNDED
LIKE A HELIUM-ADDLED POODLE DOG HIGH ON
CRACK WITH CHEAP, LIGHTED FIRECRACKERS IN
ITS ASS IN A CORRUGATED-METAL BARN WITH
INTENTIONALLY CACOPHONOUS ACOUSTIC
DESIGN DURING A NIGHTTIME HELTER-SKELTOR-
NADO. | wOuUuLD SPECULATE THAT THE PIZZA
MAN’S BETTER OFF DEAD THAN WITH THIS GAL,
IF IN FACT HE REALLY WAS LOCKED INTO
ANYTHING PERMANENT WITH HER. THEY SAY
FAMILY IS FOREVER.
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ANYWAY, THE WOMAN HIT ON ME WHEN
SHE OPENED THE DOOR. KERI ANDERS. SHE
HAD LIAR AND GRIFTER TATTOOED ON HER
FOREHEAD IN BIG BLACK GLOWING BRIGHT
PAISLEY SPADES. SHE HAD AN UNUSUALLY
CLEAR HEAD FOR A TWEAKER.

(HEARTLAND LAW ENFORCEMENT
PROFESSIONALS WILL TELL YOU STORIES
ABOUT FINDING EXTREMELY LARGE, AMAZING
COLLECTIONS OF ARROWHEADS IN BUSTED-UP
METH DENS, COLLECTIONS GATHERED BY
SLEEPLESS TWEAKERS WITH CRANK-INDUCED,
EAGLE-EYE TUNNEL VISION AND ENDURING
INSOMNIA. THEY WALK THEIR LOCAL HILLS
SPOTTING THESE OTHERWISE WELL
CAMOUFLAGED NATIVE AMERICAN IMPLEMENTS
WITH GREAT EASE.)

BuT HER TIME wOULD COME, AND A
TWEAKER SHE CLEARLY WAS, OF THE HIGHEST
AND MOST CHECKERED AND SUNDRY STRIPE.
SUPERHUMAN UNTIL SHE EVENTUALLY BURNS
UP FROM THE INSIDE OUT LIKE A BALE OF
SPEED-ADDLED HAY. | SOFTSHOED IT, LEFT
HER MY CARD. THE PHARMACGEUTICAL PLUME
HANGING INSIDE ANDERS’ APARTMENT MADE
ME JITTERY, ELEVATED MY HEART RATE, AND
MADE ME NEED TO TAKE A SHIT. IT cOMES
WITH THE TERRITORY.

THIRDLY; SO FAR, THAT SUIT REMAINS AN
ANONYMOUS POCKETFUL OF CASH-SANS-
IDENTIFICATION. AMONG TRAILS LIKE THIS, |
BUMP INTO SIMILAR VERSIONS OF COUNTLESS
OTHERS LIKE HIM, ANONYMOUSLY DARKENING
DOORS OF THE TYPES OF PLACES WHERE THIS
NAMELESS MAN’S LAST ACT HAPPENED.
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OK. NACHOS, THE LAST THING TO PACK,
CHECK. FLASK OF ‘SKEY, CHECK. CANNISTER
OF COFFEE, CHECK. SHORT SRUARES, CHECK.
EXTRA CLIPS, CHECK. PETROL, FULL, READY. A
NICE (AGAIN) MOIST, UNASSUMING EVENING.
PERFECT. THE USUAL, NOT COLD, NOT HOT;
JUST SOUPY, JUST RIGHT, A SLIGHTLY
OBSCURELY BACK-LIT DRIZZLE. MY VERSION OF
INLAND ATLANTIS. | WATCHED THE PIZZA
WIDOW CATCH A LIFT IN A LATE-MODEL,
PRIMER-PAINTED SPORTS SEDAN WITH T-TOFS
ABOUT 10. THE VEHICLE MADE DIRECTLY TO A
NIGHTCLUB IN THE CENTRAL DISTRICT.

| WROTE DOWN THE PLATES AND
FOLLOWED THEM TO A SUSHI BAR ABOUT TEN
MINUTES AWAY. SHORTLY, THIS LITTLE
CARAVAN RETURNED TO THE CLUB. THE
DRIVER REVERSED INTO THE BACK PARKING
LOT AND WALKED IN THE DOOR WITH AN
ARMLOAD OF ORIENTAL TAKEOUT.
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CLEAN LIVING AND RUBBER GLOVES

| DROVE BACK AROUND AND PARKED BY
THE FRONT ENTRANCE, AND DID PARKING LOT
DUTY FOR ABOUT NINETY MINUTES, MAKING
NOTE OF ALL THE FACES | SAW COME AND GO.
| JOTTED DOWN LICENSE PLATE NUMBERS BY
THE DASHBOARD LIGHT. TO SEE AND BE SEEN,
EVERY THIRTY MINUTES OR SO | STROLLED
AROUND THE LOT AND HAD A SMOKE. BuT |
CAN’T JUST HANG OUT IN PARKING LOTS ALL
NIGHT. IT’S NOT SOCIABLE.

ON THE SIDE OF THE BUILDING, A
DOORMAN SAT ON A BAR STOOL UNDER THE
EAVE NEAR THE STRUCTURE'S NORTHWEST
CORNER. HE WAS NOT MUCH MORE THAN A LIT
CIGAR, SQUARED-AWAY WITH A CREW CUT AND
A BOXY BROWN COAT, AND THE COVER CHARGE
WAS A JACKSON NOTE. THE PLACE WAS A SKIN
JOINT CALLED THE DIDDLER ON THE ROOF,
AND IT WAS CROWDED. SATURDAY.

IT SEEMED LESS HUMID, OR AT LEAST
DIFFERENT HUMID ON THE INSIDE; THE THICK
SMOKE DRIED THE AIR OUT, AND THE HVALC
DID SOMETHING INTERESTING WITH THE
BUILDING’S DEW POINT AND TEMPERATURE. IT
MIGHT ALSO HAVE TO DO WITH THE SOURCE OF
THE HUMIDITY, AS FROM WITHIN, THERE WAS A
LOT MORE EVAPORATING SWEAT, ALCOHOL,
AND OTHER DESIGNER ODORS. AHHH, SUMMER
NIGHTS.

THERE WAS AN ELABORATE STRIPPER
PIER OCCUPYING THE RELATIVE CENTER OF THE
MAIN ROOM, WITH A TRAP-DOOR EGRESS
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WHENCE THE DANCERS WOULD EMERGE, AND
HENCE PERFORMING THEIR NUMBERS,
WITHDRAW WHITHER AGAIN. THERE WAS A
LONG, LONG, LONG BAR ACROSS THE NORTH
WALL OF THE BIG ROOM, OCCUPIED BY A BUSY
AND ACCORDINGLY SIZABLE BAR STAFF. MY
COAT AND SHOES WERE BLACK SO MY LIGHTLY
WORN BABY FACE DIDN’T STICK OUT IN THE
YOUNGER, HIPPER MARTINI CROWD.

| KNEW THERE WAS PROBABLY SOME
WHISKEY BACK THERE TO ABIDE, SOMEWHERE;
TIME WAS PUSHING THE WITCHING HOUR, AND
| HAILED ONE OF THE BARKEEPING STAFF,
ORDERED A NEAT GLASS, AND HAD HER
PROVIDE ME WITH SOME PETTY CASH ON A BAR
TAB. THE ENTIRE CEILING WAS MIRRORED. THE
GIRLS DANCING ON THE STAGE, INCLUDING
THE PIE MAN’S WIDOW ANDERS, ROTATED
THROUGH AS THE NIGHT PROCEEDED. HER JIG
HAD TEARS, MELODRAMA, ALLEGORICAL
PROJECTION, AND ALL THE FIXINS TO GO
ALONG WITH IT. THOUGH VERY DARK, IT REALLY
MADE FOR AN EVOCATIVE ARTISTIC EXPERIENCE
THAT WAS MISUNDERSTOOD BY HER AUDIENCE
AND HER.

AN ISLAND, A BEACON, SHE; WHAT A
ROCK. SOME OF THE DANCERS, AS HAD Ms.
ANDERS WHEN SHE ANSWERED MY KNOCK AT
HER APARTMENT, HAD FAILED TO COMPLETELY
GET ALL OF THE COCAINE OFF OF THEIR FACES
AND BODIES BEFORE THEY EMERGED FROM THE
STAGE FLOOR’S TRAP DOOR. FURTHERMORE,
DESPITE THE MIRRORS ON THE CEILING AND
THE CRIMINAL CODIFICATION OF THE
SUBSTANCE, HONKING IT RIGHT OUT LOUD WAS
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AN UBIQUITOUS ACT AMONG THE DIDDLER’S
PATRONS AND STAFF.

NOT THAT I’M ONE TO CRITICIZE OR
JUDGE; AND | STOPPED PAYING ATTENTION TO
POLITICS YEARS AGO WHEN | QUIT THE
WORKING PRESS, BUT | wOUuLD PREFER
SWINGING DOORS, A JUKEBOX, WOBBLY AND
GRAFFITIED TABLES, AND MORE NOSTALGIC
AROMAS WHICH DO NOT CONTAIN SECOND
HAND CRACK COCAINE SMOKE. IN MY
CONVALESCENCE, | AM INCLINED TOWARD
MORE PASTORAL THINGS FROM SIMPLER TIMES
PASSED. YOU KNOW IT WHEN YOU SEE IT, BUT
IN RETROSPECT, IT’S ALL THE SAME ANYWAY.

GRANTED, TONIGHT IS THESE PEOPLE’S
NIGHT OFF, NOT MINE. BUT ALL THE YEO IN
THE AIR GAVE ME THE JITTERS AND MADE ME
HAVE TO TAKE ANOTHER SHIT. AGAIN, THE
USUAL WORKPLACE HAZARDS. | PUT A COUPLE
JACKSONS IN HER HOLSTER, AND GAVE HER A
SMILE. SHE GAVE ME THE CROCODILE EYE.

By NOW, IT WAS ABOUT 2:30 AND THE
PLACE WAS ABOUT TO CLOSE FOR BUSINESS
WHEN A CROWDED BANG EMERGED FROM THE
WEST SIDE OF THE ROOM, CHASED BY
SHATTERING GLASS AND A BAWLING, BRAWLING
BALL OF ABOUT 20 PEOPLE KICKING THE SHIT
OUT OF WHOEVER HAD LET LOOSE INTO THE
CEILING MIRROR WITH THEIR ROscOE. | TooOk
THIS OPPORTUNITY TO MOSEY AROUND PAST
THAT PARTICULAR CLUSTERFUCK AND BACK
OUT TO MY CAR. | IDLED ’ROUND TO THE BACK
AGAIN, TURNED ON SOME INSTANT-CLASSIC
AMPLITUDE MODULATION SIGNALS, AND
WATCHED THE FOOT TRAFFIC COMING OUT OF
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THE BACKDOOR.

Ms. ANDERS LEFT WITH THE DUDE WHO
HAD BROUGHT THE TAKEOUT DINNER BACK-
STAGE EARLIER THAT EVENING, BUT THEY ONLY
DROVE SO FAR AS TO THE INN ABOUT A HALF
BLOCK AWAY.

IT LOOKED LIKE MOST OF THE STAFF AND
MANY OF THE CLUB PATRONS WERE HEADED
TO THE SAME DESTINATION, AND MANY OF
THEM JUST WALKED THAT SHORT DISTANCE
FROM THE CLUB. IT MUST BE A REGULAR
AFTER-HOURS RITUAL IN THIS NEIGHBORHOOD,
|l THOUGHT. THE LOBBY OF THE RODADHOUSE
NEXT DOOR WAS CROWDED WITH BLINKING
PATRONS WHOSE EYES WERE ADJUSTING TO
THE RELATIVE LIGHT AND RQUIET COMPARED TO
THAT OF THE HEAVILY BLACK-LIT NIGHTCLUB
SCENE.

THERE WAS A LOUNGE ON THE NORTH
SIDE OF THE GROUND FLOOR, WITH A FULLY
ACTIVE BAR OFFERING ADDITIONAL DARKNESS
AND HUMIDITY, INTO WHICH THE CROWD WAS
MAKING ITS WAY. THERE WAS A LOUNGE-JAZZ
BAND PLAYING STEADILY AHEAD INTO THE WEE
THREE DO’CLOCK HOUR. ANDERS SAT AT A
BOOTH ON THE SOUTH SIDE OF THE LOUNGE,
ALONG WITH HER INCUMBENT DRIVER (AN
ASIAN CHINESE TAKEOUT MAN) AND FOUR
OTHER DUDES | HADN’T SEEN BEFORE.

ONE OF THOSE DUDES BROKE OUT A BIG
BALL OF ANDES MOUNTAINS MARCHING DUST,
AND THEY ALL WENT TO TOWN WITH IT RIGHT
THERE AT THEIR BOOTH TABLE.

THE SMOOTH LOUNGE JAZZ HEATED UP
SLIGHTLY. I’M SURE THE HOTEL BAR HAD
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WHISKEY, BUT | ORDERED A STOUT INSTEAD. |
HAD A SMOKE WITH THE SAX PLAYER WHEN
THE BAND TOOK FIVE, AND | WAS PLEASED
AND REFRESHED TO ENCOUNTER A
SAXOPHONISTA.

SHE SAID THIS NIGHTCLUB MIGRATION
WAS A REGULAR NIGHTLY PHENOMENON HERE,
AND THAT IT TRANSLATED INTO A VERY SOLID
AND STEADY GIG FOR THE BAND AND SEEMED
TO PLEASE ALL OTHER PARTIES CONCERNED.
THAT IS, GOOD BUSINESS FOR THE CLUB’S
WORKING GIRLS, SHE SAID, AS WELL AS THE
HOTEL’S SHAREHOLDERS AND THE PATRONS,
ET AL. SOME WERE ONE IN THE SAME. THE
SCENE THROBBED AND PULSED LIKE A BLACK
HOLE. | TOOK HER CARD, AND TOLD HER I’'D
LIKE TO GET A COFFEE WITH HER SOMETIME
WHEN | WASN’T WORKING.

THE BAND WENT BACK TO THEIR WORK,
AND | MINE, IN FOLLOWING MS. ANDERS AND
HER FIVE DATES UP THE CROWDED STAIRS.
SHE HAD NOTICED ME IN THE LOUNGE, AND
WHEN SHE SAW ME ON THE STAIRS SHE
INVITED ME TO JOIN FOR AN AFTER-HOURS
DRINK. THE GREEN-SHAG-CARPETED SUITE
WAS, ITSELF, ALSO CROWDED. ANDERS
SEEMED THE LADY OF THE HOUR. | EXCUSED
MYSELF FROM THE DEN AND WALKED TO THE
RESTROOM TO LIBERATE FLUIDS DISPLACED BY
THE STOUT ALE, ALL THE WHILE MAKING NOTE
OF THE FACES | WAS ENCOUNTERING IN THE
SUITE.

AS | EMERGED FROM THE TOILET, |
LOOKED OVER AT THE PLUSH SOFA AND
BEHELD ANDERS ON HER BACK WITH TwO OF
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HER DATES UNDERNEATH HER, AND TWO MORE
GUYS ON TOP OF HER, AND SEVERAL MORE
FUCKING HER HEAD. SHE LOOKED LIKE A
SPIDER WITH EACH ARM HOLDING A DIFFERENT
INSECT. FROM HER CROWDED MOUTH CAME A
SOUND LIKE A BOBCAT IN A WOOD CHIPPER.
WHILE | WAS IN THE CAN, THEY HAD
ENGINEERED AND BUILT A FLESHY, CLOSED-
LOOP AIRLOCK SYSTEM WITH SPARE PLUGS
ORBITING IN THE WAIT.

WHEN | HAD WALKED OUT OF MY DOOR
THAT MORNING, | HADN’T EXPECTED TO SEE
THAT MANY TATTOOS DURING THE COURSE OF
MY REGULAR BUSINESS. ESPECIALLY NOT ALL
AT THE SAME TIME.

IT WAS GETTING PRETTY EARLY ANYWAY.
IT LOOKED LIKE I’D HAVE TO WAIT UNTIL
TOMORROW FOR ANY FURTHER VERBAL
CONVERSATION WITH KERI ANDERS. | ZIPPED
MY COAT AND MADE FOR JOE’S COFFEE STAND.

4] GUESS THE TWO MAIN RQUESTIONS GO
LIKE THIS: NUMBER ONE, WHAT’S HER DEAL
WITH CHINESE CULINARY PROFESSIONALS) AND
TWO, WHEN ARE YOU GOING TO ARREST HER?”
JOE COMMENTED.

THE AIR THIS 4 A.M. IS MUCH THE SAME
AS YESTERDAY AND EVERY MORNING, WITH
OUR PROXIMITY TO THE OCEAN TO THANK FOR
THE STEADINESS OF THIS YEAR-ROUND PEA
SOUP, AND | CONSIDERED THIS, AS WELL AS
THE ALSO-WELCOME PERENNIALS OF JOE’S
DRY WIT AND COFFEE. TRUTH BE TOLD, HE WAS
PROBABLY RIGHT.

“NO SHIT THAT, JOE. NO SHIT,” | SAID.
“THE LIEUTENANT AND | WILL TALK TO HER
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TOMORROW. PLAYING DEVIL’'S ADVOCATE, IT
COULD’VE BEEN A RANDOM END-USER BURN
ON A DRUG DEAL. OR IT COULD HAVE BEEN
HER NEW-NEW ASIAN DELIVERY BEAU, WITH
ANDERS AS AN ACCESSORY. IS THE MOTIVE
JEALOUSY, OR DOPE, OR A COMBINATION OF
THOSE. WRAP UP THE INVESTIGATION FROM
THERE. THEN A JUDGE FOR A WARRANT.
PROBABLY WIND UP IN A PLEA BARGAIN. WE
MIGHT NEED EXTRA POPCORN IF IT GOES TO
TRIAL, BUT | DOUBT THAT.”

“YEP. PROBABLY A BIG OL’ POT OF ALL-
OF-THE-ABOVE GUMBO. AIRLOCK, HUH. WE
USED TO CALL THAT A CLUSTERFUCK. MUST
BE GOOD PUSSY OR GOOD DOPE TO DRIVE
THOSE KIDS TO BLOOD LIKE THAT,” JOE
EDITORIALIZED OVER THE COFFEE POT. HE
POURED US EACH ANOTHER POLYSTYRENE
CUPFUL.

“]I’LL STICK TO MY COFFEE AND
CIGARETTES. NOBODY’S EVER TRIED TO FILLET
ME OVER EITHER ONE,” HE GRINNED. “YET.”

THIS FROM A GUY WHO POURS WHISKEY
IN HIS COFFEE BEFORE THE SUN’S EVEN COME
uP.

“YEH, JOE, JUST LODOK AT YA. WELL,
EVERYDAY IS HALLOWEEN FOR SOME PEOPLE,”
| OFFERED. | FINISHED MY HOT BROWN
BREAKFAST DU JOE, AND HEADED TO MY
APARTMENT, HITTING THE RACK AT THE DAY’S
FIRST LIGHT.



DENVER DAY
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ON WHOSE WATCH?

| WOKE UP SUNDAY MORNING AND
HEADED TO THE STATION ABOUT 9 O’cLOCK
WHERE, AS USUAL, LIEUTENANT MACKINNEY
WAS ALREADY HOURS AND HOURS AND HOURS
INTO HIS DAILY RIGMAROLE.

DIFFERENT SHIFTS STRUNG TOGETHER
BY THE EVER-FLOWING COFFEE POT. FLOw MY
COFFEE, MR. DICK’S POLICEMAN OTHERWISE
MIGHT HAVE SAID. | BRIEFED HIM REGARDING
THE NIGHT BEFORE, WARTS AND ALL.

“PEOPLE LIVING THAT HELLBENT TRAIN
OF A LIFESTYLE TEND NOT TO GET
HANGOVERS. THAT ISN’T THE HAIR OF THE
DOG, THEY JUST WAKE UP AND EAT THE
WHOLE BLOODY OX ALLOVER AGAIN,’” HE SAID.
“So | IMAGINE, SHE WON’T RISE AND SHINE
UNTIL NOON, AT BEST. LET’S GO AROUND
LUNCHTIME TO CATCH HER AT BREAKFAST.”

KNOCK KNOCck. SOME cOMMOTION FROM
WITHIN AND SOME DELAY, SOME HAGGLING
WITH SEVERAL LOCKS FROM BEHIND THE
APARTMENT DOOR. CHINESE TAKEOUT MAN
EMERGED IN HIS UNDERWEAR. “SHE NEVER
CAME HOME LAST NIGHT,” HE SAID.

“WHEN’S SHE DUE BACK?” THE
LIEUTENANT ASKED.

“WELL, SHE’S WORKING TONIGHT AT 10,
AND SHE’LL PROBABLY STOP BY HERE AT
LEAST TO CLEAN UP BEFORE SHE GOES IN.”

“ANY IDEA WHERE WE MIGHT FIND HER
UNTIL THEN?” NOPE, HE SAID HE DIDN’T.
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“THANKS ANYWAY, AND TELL HER |
CALLED IF YOU HAPPEN TO RUN INTO HER.” |
GAVE HIM ONE OF MY CARDS. “CALL ME IF YOU
NEED ME.”

WE HEADED TO THE HOTEL WHERE LAST
NIGHT’S END-RUN TOOK PLACE. | MENTIONED
ON THE WAY THAT | MET A LADY SAX PLAYER.

“DON’T SHIT WHERE YOU EAT, RICKY,”
THE LIEUTENANT ANSWERED.

WE PULLED INTO THE HOTEL PARKING
LOT, WALKED INTO THE LOBBY, AND OF
COURSE THE WHOLE SCENE WAS NIGHT-AND-
DAY DIFFERENT FROM LAST NIGHT’S
BROUHAHA. WE NODDED TO THE FRONT DESK
STAFFER, WHO WAS YAKKING AWAY ON THE
PHONE, AND RODE THE ELEVATOR UP.

KNOCK KNOCK. SOME DELAY, SOME
SHUFFLING ABOUT FROM INSIDE, THE LOCK
CLICKED, AND THEN CAME A WOMAN’S VOICE
THROUGH THE DOOR, “wWHO IS IT?”

“DETECTIVE RICKY THOMPSON WITH THE
STATE POLICE, HERE TO TALK WITH Ms. KERI
ANDERS.”

ANOTHER MOMENT.

“CoMING, RICKY. BE RIGHT THERE,
HANG ON.”

IT WAS HER. MACKINNEY GRIMACED AND
MUTTERED SOMETHING ABOUT HANDCUFFS
AND A BODY CONDOM. SHE OPENED THE DOOR
IN NAVY SWEATPANTS, FLIP-FLOPS, AND A
GRAY TANK-TOP. SHE WAS SMOKING A
MENTHOL CIGARETTE, AND THE ROOM WAS
THICK WITH CRISPY MENTHOL FOG. SHE
LOOKED RELATIVELY NO MORE WORSE FOR THE
MILES SHE’D PUT ON IN THE LAST TwO DAYS
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OR EVEN THE PAST 12 HOURS. SHE SEEMED
TO BE THE ONLY ONE LEFT IN THE SUITE.

“SOME PARTY LAST NIGHT,” | SAID.
“THOUGHT WE MIGHT FIND YOU HERE; WE
ALREADY TRIED YOUR APARTMENT.”

“0OH YEAH THAT’S RIGHT!” SHE
SCREECHED. “l REMEMBER SEEING YOU LAST
NIGHT. AND THANKS FOR THE BIG TIP, THAT
GOES A LONG WAY.”

WHAT RESILIENCE! SHE WASN’T EVEN
LIMPING.

THE LIEUTENANT NODDED AND TIPPED
HIS HAT: “MISS, WE NEED TO ASK YOU SOME
MORE RUESTIONS ABOUT THE DEATH OF YOUR
FIANCE, STEPHEN WANG, AND THE TwO
OTHERS. WE WANT TO GET TO THE BOTTOM OF
THIS AS MUCH AS YOU MUST DO. MAY WE
COME IN?”

IT WAS PRETTY ITCHY IN THERE, BUT THE
MENTHOL CLOUD MITIGATED IT SOMEWHAT, |
GUESS. SHE SAT ON THE COUCH WHERE SHE
HAD LAST NIGHT BEEN SO HEAVILY OCCUPIED
HERSELF.

“FIRST, WE WANT YOU TO KNOW, THAT
WE’RE NOT SO MUCH WORRIED ABOUT ALL
THIS DRUG USE AS A CRIME, PER SE. WE KNOW
THAT THIS SORT OF ACTIVITY IS,
UNFORTUNATELY, IRREDUCIBLE FROM YOUR
UNFORTUNATE CAREER CHOICE AND
WORKPLACE SETTING,” MACKINNEY TOLD HER.

“WITH ALL THAT, IT’S ONLY RELEVANT
INSOFAR AS ITS RELATIONSHIP AS EVIDENCE
WITH RESPECT TO THE MURDER OF THE GIRL,
AND MR. WANG, AND THE THIRD, YET
UNIDENTIFIED VICTIM. SO, AGAIN PLEASE
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KNOW, IT’S NOT WHAT WE’RE INVESTIGATING.
THIS IS A HOMICIDE INVESTIGATION.”

SHE CONSIDERED HIS WORDS, AND THEY
MIGHT HAVE MADE SENSE TO HER. WITH
STRIPPERS LIKE HER AND THOSE OF SIMILAR
STRIPES, THE DYNAMIC IS OFTEN MUCH LIKE
INTERVIEWING A CHILD, HOWEVER. VERY EARLY
IN MY CAREER, A COUNTY PROSECUTOR
RELATED TO ME THE GENERAL INVESTIGATIVE
WATERMARK KNOWN AS THE “SANTA CLAUS
RULE.”

WHEN INTERVIEWING JUVENILE
WITNESSES FOR CRIMINAL INVESTIGATIONS,
THE APPROXIMATE BENCHMARK FOR
EXPECTING CREDIBLE STATEMENTS FROM
CHILDREN FALLS APPROXIMATELY ALONG THE
SAME THRESHOLD OF WHETHER OR NOT THEY
STILL BELIEVE IN SANTA CLAUS.

TO WIT, AS A GENERAL GUIDELINE, IF
THEY STILL BELIEVE IN SANTA CLAUS, THEY
SHOULDN’T BE RELIED UPON TO GIVE USEFUL,
DEPENDABLE COURT TESTIMONY OR WITNESS
STATEMENTS. REASON BEING IS, THAT SUCH A
FANTASTIC BELIEF INDICATES A CHILD’S
INABILITY TO DEPENDABLY MAKE OBJECTIVE
DETERMINATIONS ABOUT THE WORLD.

WHEN A CHILD SUFFERS A TRAUMATIC
INCIDENT OR IS SEVERELY VICTIMIZED, AND
THE IMPACT ISN’T PSYCHOLOGICALLY STOP-
LOSSED AND RESOLVED WITH AN EXPERIENCE
OF AFFIRMATIVE CLOSURE, THEN IMPORTANT
PARTS OF THEIR DEVELOPMENT TEND TO STOP
RIGHT THERE AT THE MOMENT OF THE TRAUMA,
FOREVER.

THIS SEEMED GCLEARLY THE CASE WITH
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MS. ANDERS, AS HAVING ANY SORT OF
CONVERSATION WITH HER MADE CLEAR THAT
SOMETHING IN HER HAD STOPPED GROWING AT
AROUND THE AGE OF 8. AND REGARDING
CERTAIN OTHER REALMS, HER PSYCHOLOGICAL
MATURITY WAS SHUNTED IN THE EARLY
TEENAGED YEARS. AND EVERYTHING ELSE
UPSTAIRS HAD STOPPED PROGRESSING BY THE
TIME SHE WAS 20, AT THE OLDEST.

ANYWAY, IT’S HARD TO KNOW IF
INDIVIDUALS LIKE THIS ARE FOLLOWING YOUR
FORENSIC LOGIC. MORE BROADLY, IT’S
IMPOSSIBLE TO KNOW IF COKED-UP STRIPPERS
ARE LYING OR NOT, BEYOND THE
CONSERVATIVE APPROACH OF SIMPLY
ASSUMING THAT EVERYTHING THEY SAY IS A
LIE, BECAUSE MINDFULNESS OF THE INTEGRITY
OF HIS OR HER GOOD WORD IS NOT TYPICALLY
ON THE TOP OF A STRUNG-OUT PERSON’S
LIST.

“lIT’S MY ESTIMATION THAT YOUR FIANCE,
AND THE OTHER TWO, WERE KILLED WHEN
YOUR MR. WANG WAS RIPPED OFF DURING A
DRUG DEAL. | wWOULD SAY IT’S A SITUATION
THAT YOUR NEW FRIEND, THE MAN WHO’S AT
YOUR APARTMENT RIGHT NOW, SHOULD TAKE
CARE TO AVOID, AND A SITUATION OF WHICH
ALSO YOU SHOULD BE VERY CAUTIOUS. AFTER
ALL, YOU MAY BE OUR ONLY WITNESS. ARE vyOu
ABLE NOW TO TELL ME WHO DID IT?”

NOw, SHE MIGHT OFFER UP A PETTY
RIVAL. SHE MIGHT CLAIM NOT TO REMEMBER,
WHICH WOULD BE PLAUSIBLE ALSO. SHE
MIGHT EVEN IDENTIFY ADDITIONAL
ACCESSORIES.
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| LOOKED OVER AT THE LIEUTENANT.
SHE CONSIDERED THE QUESTION FOR SEVERAL
MOMENTS. LOOKING BACK AT ME, SHE
TORCHED ANOTHER MENTHOL.

“WE WERE IN THE BACKSTAGE AREA OF
THE SQUEEZE BoOX CLUB. |IT WAS LAST CALL
FOR THE BAR, AND THE GIRLS WERE STILL
ROTATING THROUGH THE STAGE. BUuT | wAs
DONE FOR THE NIGHT AND | WAS TIPPING OUT
TO THE BARBACKS, ABOUT TO HEAD OUT TO
AN AFTER-HOURS PARTY. STEVIE SHOWED UP
WITH MY DINNER, AND WITH SOME OTHER
STUFF FOR SOME OF THE BARBACGKS AND
OTHER GIRLS. THAT’S WHEN | HEARD A
SCREAM, IT CAME FROM THAT GIRL.”

“WHEN | TURNED AROUND SHE WAS IN
THE FLOOR ON TOP OF A HUGE, DARK-RED
PUDDLE OF BLOOD. THE PIZZA STEVIE HAD
BROUGHT FOR US WAS ON THE GROUND, AND
HE AND THE OTHER GUY WERE BOTH
WRESTLING WITH THIS, LIKE, HUGE LATINO GUY
COVERED IN TATTOOS.”

“BUT THE HUGE GUY MUST’VE KNOWN
KARATE, OR SOMETHING, BECAUSE STEVIE HAD
JUMPED ON HIS BACK AND WAS STRANGLING
HIM AND KICKING HIM WITH HIS HEAVY BOOTS,
BUT THE GUY JUST STARTED RAMMING HIM
INTO THE CINDER-BLOCK BACKSTAGE WALL
LIKE SOME KIND OF WILD ANIMAL, UNTIL
STEVIE FINALLY LET GO AND FELL OFF.”

“THEN THE GUY GRABBED THE OTHER
GIRL’S DATE BY THE ARM AND PULLED HIM
CLOSE, AND, LIKE, BEAR-HUGGED HIM. HE
MADE A FUNNY SOUND AND THERE WAS A BIG
BLOOD PUDDLE WHERE HE FELL. | THOUGHT
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THAT | WAS GOING TO BE NEXT ON HIS LIST AT
THAT POINT, SO | JUST FREAKED OUT AND RAN
OUT THE BACK DOOR AND CAUGHT A RIDE TO
THE PARTY. | CAME HERE.”

SHE GESTURED TOWARD THE COUCH.

“] KEPT WAITING FOR STEVIE TO SHOW
UP, BUT HE NEVER DID. OBVIOUSLY.”

SHE SAID SHE VAGUELY RECOGNIZED
THE LARGE LATINO MAN, HAVING SEEN HIM
AROUND THE CLUBS BEFORE, BUT THAT SHE
DIDN’T KNOW HIS NAME, AND HADN’T SEEN
HIM SINCE.

WE GOT OFF THE ELEVATOR, AGAIN
NODDED TO THE RECEPTIONIST, WHO WAS
STILL IN THE THROES OF A GALE-FORCE PHONE
CONVERSATION, AND WE WALKED OUT INTO
THE DAY.

“MAY GOD HAVE MERCY ON HER SOUL,
RICKY,” THE LIEUTENANT SAID. “SHE SMELLS
LIKE BUGSPRAY.”

HE MADE A QUICK CALL IN TO THE
CAPTAIN, THEN WE HEADED DIRECTLY BACK TO
ANDERS’ APARTMENT, TO SPEAK AGAIN WITH
HER NEWEST COHABITANT, THE SUBLIMELY
COMBATIVE MR. LOuis Ho. WHY HE CHOSE
CHINESE FOOD RATHER THAN ITALIAN-
AMERICAN, AS HIS PREFERRED COKE TRAFFIC
VECTOR, MAY REMAIN A MYSTERY FOR ALL
FUTURE AGES.

“BUT LIKE | SAID, PLEASE UNDERSTAND,
THIS IS NOT THAT KIND OF INVESTIGATION,”
MACKINNEY REPEATED HIMSELF TO THE
PAINTED LADY’S NEWEST THING. “WERE vyOu
AT THE AFTER-PARTY WITH MS. ANDERS EARLY
SATURDAY MORNING?”
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“YEAH. WHEN SHE GOT THERE SHE WAS
CRYING, AND TOLD US ABOUT THE BAD SCENE
AT THE SRUEEZE BOX. SHE KEPT WATCHING
THE DOOR AND ASKING WHAT TIME IT WAS.
SHE KEPT TALKING ABOUT HOW STEVIE
SHOULD BE THERE ANY MINUTE. SHE WAS
UPSET, AND | WAS THERE FOR HER. | cOULD
SORT OF RELATE, BECAUSE | KNEW STEVIE. |
USED TO WORK WITH HIM.”

“STEVIE’S BEEN DEAD LESS THAN 48
HOURS. THE TWO OF YOU’VE GOTTEN PRETTY
HEAVILY INVOLVED, PRETTY QUICKLY,” |
PRODDED.

“SHE’S A BIG GIRL DICK. AND SHE HAS
A BIG APPETITE LIKE THAT WAY. WHAT vyOu
SAW LAST NIGHT IS THE WAY WE DO THINGS,
YEAH, AND STEVIE WOULD’VE ANSWERED YOUR
RUESTION THE SAME WAY,” HE STRUTTED.
“THAT’S JUST HOW WE ROLL. YEAH YEAH.”

“] UNDERSTAND. JUST THOUGHT I'D PUT
THE QUESTION. WHAT ABOUT THE PERSON
WHO DID IT. SEEN HIM? HAS ANYBODY? WHO
IS HE?”

“A MEXICAN, | THINK HIS NAME’S
ALVAREZ, FROM DOWN IN THE BAY AREA. NOT
A LOCAL. HIS FACE HAS ONLY POFPED UP
EVERY ONCE IN A WHILE, GOING BACK. |
WOULDN’T KNOW WHERE TO TELL YOU TO
LOOK. DaON’T KNOW HIS NAME. BUuT YEAH KERI
SAYS HE RIPPED OFF STEVIE AND FUCKED HIM,
AND THAT GIRL, AND HER DATE. UH HUH.”

THE LIEUTENANT AND | WENT TO THE
DINER NEXT TO THE OFFICE FOR MY LUNCH
AND HIS SUPPER. BY MID-AFTERNOON, THE
HUMIDITY HAD WORKED ITSELF UP INTO A
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SERUALL IN BETWEEN DINNER RUSHES. |
ORDERED A BLT wiTH BROWN MUSTARD AND
ICED TEA. THE LIEUTENANT GOT THE PESTO
SPAGHETTI WITH A COFFEE CHASER. THROUGH
THE DINER’S GLASS WINDOWS, WE WATCHED
SOME GUY WALK BY WHO LOOKED LIKE HE’D
HAD NOTHING BUT GASOLINE TO DRINK THAT
DAY.

“RICKY, YOU KNOW | CGAN SMELL
THROUGH WALLS,” MACKINNEY SAID, TURNING
BACK TO FACE ME. “l DON’T KNOW IF | BELIEVE

THE LARGE-AND-CONVENIENTLY-MURDEROUS-
OUT-OF-TOWNER-MEXICAN STORY, OR IN THE
TOOTH FAIRY EITHER,” HE GRUMBLED,
STIRRING THE BASIL-BASED SAUCE WITH HIS
FORK. “S0O GOOD LUCK. LET ME KNOW WHAT
YOU FIND OQUuT.”

/ e . L
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OBJECTS IN MOTION

A HUGE GLOSSY FAIR-SKINNED
BRUNETTE WITH A PROMINENT, GLISTENING,
BLOOD-RED, HEART-SHAPED TATTOO ON HER
STAGE-RIGHT CLEAVAGE; ON TOP OF A FRESH
COAT OF GLOSSY BLACK; ON TOP OF MANY
PREVIOUS PAINT LAYERS, ON THE CINDER
BLOCK EXTERIOR OF MC’s ALE HOUSE.

SOURCES TOLD ME IT WAS A GOOD
PLACE TO LOOK FOR MARTIN ALVAREZ,
BECAUSE OF THE INTRACOASTALLY TRANSIENT
NATURE OF ITS MANY TWO-WHEELED
REGULARS. EVEN ON A SUNDAY AFTERNOON.

HE WASN’T HIDING. SITTING CASUALLY,
AT THE BAR, HE STILL LOOKED PHYSICALLY
BOWED-UP. HIS BODY MASS DWARFED HIS BAR
STOOL AND THE DOUBLE ROCKS GLASS IN HIS
HAND. HE WAS WATCHING THE SPORTS NEWS
ON ONE OF THE RAFTER-MOUNTED T.V.S. IT
WAS PRETTY EARLY YET AND IT WAS
PLEASANTLY EMPTY HERE, STILL COOL AND
ROOMY. BARKEEP ASKED IF I’D WANTED
ANYTHING, SO | ORDERED A STOUT ALE
BEFORE | INTRODUCED MYSELF.

“You PROBABLY DON’T WANT TO HEAR
THIS, BUT A LOCAL STRIPPER AND HER COKED-
uP CHINESE GAY BLADE OF A BOYFRIEND SAY
YOU KILLED THREE PEOPLE EARLY YESTERDAY
MORNING.”

| HANDED HIM MY CARD. HE LOOKED AT
IT, TOOK A FEW NOTES, AND GAVE IT BACK.

“WELL, AS YOU’RE PROBABLY GUESSING,
IT WASN’T ME. YOU WANT TO TALK TO MY
LAWYER?” HE ANSWERED.
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“WON’T BE NECESSARY TODAY. BUuT IT’S
MY JOB TO HAUL SOMEBODY IN, ULTIMATELY.
SO FAR THE BEST CANDIDATE | HAVE IS THE
HAPPY COUPLE. WHY DO YOU THINK THEY
WOULD SEE FIT TO HANG THIS BUSINESS ON
THE LIKES OF YOU?” | ASKED.

IT WAS OBVIOUS THAT HE WAS
PHYSICALLY AND MENTALLY CAPABLE OF DOING
WHAT THEY ACCUSED HIM OF DOING. BUT IT
WAS ALSO CLEAR THAT HE WAS PROBABLY WAY
TOO REASONABLE AND INTELLIGENT TO
GREASE THREE ZITES AT A TITTY BAR. HE
DRAINED HIS GLASS. THE BARKEEP PICKED IT
UP, ADDING IGCE.

“I’D SAY YOU’VE GOT A STRIPPER AND
HER BOYFRIEND, RIPPING OFF HER OTHER
BOYFRIEND. BLOW AND A JILTED LOVER, IN
HER OFFICE, AT CLOSING TIME, NO MORE NO
LESS,” HE ANSWERED.

“AND WHY PAINT ME A DAISY? | HAVE A
THEORY: | LIKE TO FUCK HOOKERS, AND |
USED TO FUCK HER ALL THE TIME BEFORE SHE
GOT USED UP. AND HER MORONS NEVER LIKED
IT.”

A FAIR ASSESSMENT FROM MARTIN
ALVAREZ. THE BARMAN SET A NEW POUR IN
FRONT OF HIM.

“THANK YOU THEN, MR. ALVAREZ. |
APPRECIATE YOUR TIME.”

SOME OF IT IS PRODUCED LOCALLY, AND
SOME STUFF COMES THROUGH REGIONAL
DOMESTIC TRANSPORTATION RIGHTS-OF-WAY,
BUT MUCH OF THE GEAR, THE GOOD STUFF,
AND THE LIKE, WITH WHICH ESSENTIALLY ALL
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OF MY SUSPECTS AND THEIR ASSOCIATES
FULLY GIRD THEMSELVES IN TO FUCK-OFF AND
DIE, COMES UP THE CALIFORNIA COAST INTO
THE NORTHWEST FROM MEXICO, ALTHOUGH
THE GREAT WHITE NORTH IS A COMPETING
BLACK MARKET SOURCE, PARTICULARLY FOR
HEROIN, PRESCRIPTION DRUGS, AND OTHER
BLUES.

BECAUSE OF THE CRIMINAL
RQUALIFICATION OF SUCH IMPORTS, IT HAS
ALWAYS BEEN A HOT BLACK MARKET OUT
HERE, AS THE DOMESTIC MARKET FOR THESE
PRODUCTS IS EXTREMELY AND INCREASINGLY
LUCRATIVE FOR THEIR IMPORT.

THE ONLY WAY TO BEAT IT IS TO QUELL
THE SOURCE, WHICH REQUIRES TOTAL SYSTEM
DODRGANIZATION AND DIVINE INTERVENTION, AND
SO IS THE SUBJECT OF A SEPARATE
DISSERTATION ABOUT CRIME INTERDICTION
AND EDUCATION OF THE CITIZENRY.

ANYWAY, OUR DATABASE PAINTS THE
VARIOUS LOGISTICS IN OUR NECK OF THE
woobDS, WITH RESPECT TO WHAT GROUPS ARE
INVOLVED, AND BY APPROXIMATE ANNUAL
WEIGHT OF TRAFFIC, FOR EXAMPLE. THE
DOMESTIC MOTORCYCLE CLUBS HAVE
HISTORICAL PRECEDENT HEREWITH, BUT AS
THE CARTELS FROM SOUTH OF THE BORDER
HAVE GROWN TO LEVIATHAN LEVELS OF
POWER, SCOPE, AND INFLUENCE IN THE
DECADES BEFORE AND AFTER THE TURN OF
THE 21ST CENTURY, THE FOREIGN LOGISTICAL
DODPERATIONS ARE MORE COMPETITIVE AMONG
THE LEGACY DOMESTIC ROUTES AND TRAFFIC.

POLITICAL DECISIONS THEREWITH ARE
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POLICED AND REGULATED INTERNALLY BY THE
RESPECTIVE BLACK MARKET SYNDICATES.
VARIOUS STATES, BECAUSE OF THEIR OWN
ARM’S-LENGTH LAWS, ARE OFTEN
INSTITUTIONALLY DISENFRANCHISED FROM THE
INTERVENTION OF SAID BLACK MARKETS.
STEADILY AS ALWAYS, BOTH PRODUCTION AND
DEMAND CONTINUE THEIR INCLINE, AND NOT
JUST ON THE WEST CDAST.

STILL, IT SEEMED LIKE ALVAREZ WAS
PROBABLY NOT MY GUY, REGARDLESS OF WHAT
HE DID FOR A DAY JOB. MOREOVER, IT SEEMED
TO ME THAT THIS CASE WAS THOROUGHLY
DOWNSTREAM OF ANY AND ALL POLITICAL
INTERACTIVITY AMONG MAJOR NARCOTICS
SYNDICATES. FURTHERMORE, AND MOST
IMPORTANTLY HERE, WHERE THE PIZZA MAN’S
COKE CAME FROM WAS PROBABLY IRRELEVANT
ANYWAY.

FROM MOC’s, | DROVE TO THE OFFICE OF
THE COUNTY CORONER DIXIE THOMPSON, WHO
ALSO HAPPENS TO BE MY EX WIFE. SHE SAID
NOBODY YET HAD CLAIMED THE CADAVER IN
THE SUIT. HE HAD NO IDENTIFICATION NOR
PAPERWORK EXCEPT FOR A SMALL WAD
AMOUNTING TO $900 IN FIFTY- AND
HUNDRED-DOLLAR BILLS, A FULL PACK OF
CIGARETTES, AND HALF A DOZEN EIGHT BALLS.
HE WORE A VERY NICE EUROPEAN SUIT WITH A
TAILOR’S SIGNATURE STITCHED IN CYRILLIC
LETTERING WITH GOLD THREAD: “B. KOHbHy.”

“THE GIRL’S FAMILY’S BEEN RINGING THE
PHONE OFF THE HDODOK. AS FOR MR. WANG, HIS
PEOPLE JUST SAID CALL ’EM WHEN WE’RE
READY TO LET HIM GO. OF COURSE, THE SUIT
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DOESN’T HAVE A DATE FOR THE PROM YET,”
SHE SAID. “BUT THEY’RE ALL THREE PACKED
UP AND READY TO SHIP, WHENEVER YOU GIVE
US THE WORD. YOU WANT TO HAVE ANDTHER
LOOK, Rick?”

“YEP. ROLL ’EM OUT FOR ME.” SHE
HANDED ME A YARDWORK-SLASH-BIRD FLU
MASK, AND PULLED THE COVERS OFF THE
THREE BODIES PARKED TOGETHER, SIDE BY
SIDE, BACK IN THE BACK.

THE GIRL HAD CHANGED OUT OF HER
DANCING GEAR AND INTO CLING-FIT DENIM
PANTS AND A WHITE BELLY SHIRT WHICH READ
“NAUGHTY FOR NICE” IN BIG SCREEN-PRINTED
PINK LETTERS. SHE HAD THE REQUISITE
TATTOOS, BUTTERFLIES ON BOTH ANKLES, AN
IVY TRAMP STAMP ON HER LOWER BACK, A
BANGLE ON THE RIGHT WRIST, AND A SMALL
BAR CODE ON THE NAPE OF HER NECK.

SHE HAD LONG FINGERNAILS, WITH THE
EARTHY YET PHARMACEUTICAL MUD COMPOSED
OF COCAINE AND BELOOD UNDERNEATH THE
ONES ON HER PINKIES. STEVIE WANG’S
WHIFFER NAILS WERE ALSO MANICURED TO
DELIVER SIMILAR PAYLOADS, BUT HE HAD NO
TATTOOS. DIXIE HAD PUT WANG’S 1980s-
STYLE WINDBREAKER BACK ON HIM AFTER THE
AUTOPSY, BUT HIS AND THE GIRL’S JEWELRY
REMAINED IN METAL BOWLS ON A NEARBY
TABLE.

THE MAN IN THE SUIT WAS NOT
DANCING. ALL DRESSED UP WITH NOWHERE TO
GO. HE WAS PROBABLY IN HIS EARLY THIRTIES
OR SO, AND HAD A SHAVED HEAD. UNLIKE
WANG, WHO WAS PRETTY SKINNY, THIS GUY
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WAS FIT AND BEEFY, PROTEIN SHAKES FOR
CERTAIN AND PROBABLY ANABOLIC STEROIDS
AS WELL. HE WAS WITHOUT TATTOOS, BUT HIS
BALLSACK AND DICKHEAD HAD LARGE GAUGED
PIERCINGS, DIXIE DUTIFULLY REFORTED.

“AND ALL THREE OF THEM WERE PRETTY
WELL TOTALLY SHAVED,” SHE SAID. “SAVED
ME A LITTLE TIME IN THE POST-MORTEM.”

“DIXIE, THAT’S YOUR DEPARTMENT. I’'LL
FOCUS ON THE LIVE ONES,” | SAID. IS THERE
ANYTHING ELSE BESIDES THIS GUY’S TACKLE
THAT YOU FEEL TO BE WORTH MENTIONING?”

“NoO. THERE’S A BIG PALM-SIZED
BIRTHMARK ON THE SIDE OF HIS TORSO,” SHE
SAID. “NOT UNCOMMON AMONG EASTERN
BLOcK HONKIES. COFFEE?” SHE ASKED.

“SURE.” | THOUGHT | HAD THE CASE
ALL SRUARED AWAY FOR MY MONDAY-MORNING
BRIEFING WITH THE LIEUTENANT. HE LET ME
TALK FOR A WHILE BEFORE HE BURST MY
BUBBLE.

“] PRESUME STEVIE WANG’S AND LOuis
HO’S COCAINE SALADS AMOUNT TO SMALL-
RUANTITY END-USER SALES FROM A MUCH
LONGER RIDE UP THE COAST, THE HISTORY OF
WHICH IS ANOTHER INVESTIGATION FOR
ANDTHER GUY ON SOME OTHER DAY,” | SAID.

“UP THROUGH THE BAY AREA ON TWO
CHROME WHEELS. MORE TO THE POINT HERE,
THOUGH, I’'D SAY HO TOOK WANG’S POSITION
AS ANDERS’ BLOW SUPPLIER AND MANAGER OF
HER END-USER ‘“HOMESTEAD” SALES. AND I’'D
SAY, THAT DURING THE CHANGING OF THE
GUARD, WANG MET HIS MAKER. I’'D PIN THE
ACTUAL ACT ON HO, OR SOME GOON EVEN
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STUPIDER THAN HE IS, WITH ANDERS AS AN
ACCESSORY AND PROBABLY THE INSTIGATOR.
IN LIGHT OF THE STRONG SUPPORTING
CIRCUMSTANTIAL EVIDENCE, AND BECAUSE SHE
ADMITTED TO BEING AT THE CRIME SCENE
WHEN IT HAPPENED, WE CAN GO AHEAD AND
DRAW UP SOME CHARGES ON ANDERS,” |
SAID. “IF IT WASN’T HER, SHE PROBABLY
KNOWS WHO IT WAS, AND SHE’LL TELL US IF
WE SRUEEZE HER.”

BuT MACKINNEY HAD A LOOK ABOUT
HIM, AND FOR GOOD CAUSE, IT TURNED OUT.

“UH, RICK, THERE’S SOMETHING ELSE.
AND BIG, SO HOLD ON TO YOUR HAT,” THE
LIEUTENANT SAID. “YES, WE CAN TALK ABOUT
BRINGING THEM IN, YOU’RE RIGHT, BUT YOUu
NEED TO LOOK AT THIS WEIRDNESS FIRST. IT’S
NEW INFORMATION AND IT DRASTICALLY
CHANGES THINGS.”

HE HANDED ME A STACK OF REPORTS
FROM THE PRINTER ON HIS DESK. MULTIPLE
AGENCIES. MURDER INVESTIGATIONS. ALL
STRIPPERS. FROM AS FAR SOUTH AS SAN
DIEGO AND ONE SO CLOSE AS KING COUNTY.

“SAN DIEGO TO SEATTLE, AND POINTS
IN BETWEEN, RICK, AND LOOK AT THE DATE ON
THEM ALL. | WAS TELEPHONING COLLEAGUES
UP AND DOWN HIGHWAY 101, SAYING HEY, WE
GOT A DEAD STRIPPER, MAYBE DUE TO A
LOCAL MARKET TURF ISSUE, YOU KNOW,
ASKING THEM IF THEY’RE NOTICING ANY MAJOR
NARCO-TRAFFIC SEA CHANGE AT HAND THAT
MAY CORRELATE. JUST TYPICAL BACKGROUND
OVERSIGHT. BUT ON THE FIRST CALL | MADE,
SACRAMENTO ASKS ME WHEN WE BLACK-
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BAGGED OUR THREE. TURNS OUT THEY HAD
THE SAME THING ON THE SAME NIGHT, EARLY
SATURDAY MORNING, AND SO FORTH.”

“RICKY, | WAS LOOKING FOR SOME
RELATED TREND IN THE BLACK MARKET. NOT
ON THE GODDAMNED CUD CIRCUIT,” HE
VENTED HEAT. “THIS IS BLOODY NOT GOOD.”

DEAD STRIPPERS IN A DOZEN-ODD
CITIES ON THE SAME NIGHT. STRANGLED,
SHOT, BLUDGEONED, OR SEVERAL LIKE OURS
WITH THEIR THROATS CUT. AND HE WAS
RIGHT, THIS WAS A HAIRPIN TURN IN THE
INVESTIGATION. FROM ISOLATED STREET-LEVEL
VIOLENGCE AMONG THE UNWASHED, TO AN
ORGANIZED, FULL-BLOWN, PSYCHOPATHIC
INTERSTATE BLOOD BATH.

YOU CAN’T REALLY CATEGORIZE IT AS A
SERIAL KILLING IF THE CRIMES ALL HAPPENED
AT THE SAME TIME AT WIDELY SEPARATED
LOCATIONS. NOT YET; IT WOULD HAVE TO
HAPPEN AGAIN TO QUALIFY. FOR NOW, IT’S
MORE OF A WAVE EVENT THAN A SERIES. BuT
IT DOES BECOME MULTI-JURISDICTIONAL, AND
THE GANG AND NARCOTICS AGENCIES GET OUT
THEIR VERY OWN BIGS AND SHINIES.

SINCE IT IS NOW AN INTERSTATE CASE,
THE POSTIES WILL BE SPRINKLING THEIR
DONUTS ALL OVER THE PLACE. AND WHEN THE
6 O’CLOCK NEWS CREWS DIP THEIR TAINT INTO
IT, THERE MIGHT NOT BE ENOUGH POPCORN
TO SATE THE SIDESHOW.
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UH OH

“BROWN STRIPPERS, BLACK STRIPPERS,
YELLOW STRIPPERS, RED STRIPPERS,”
MACKINNEY SAID. “IF IT WERE NARCOTICS
RELATED, WE COULD ESTABLISH MOXY. I’'M
STARTING TO WISH IT WERE, BUT | DON’T
THINK IT IS. YOU GOT LEGACY MO CIRCUIT
GIRLS, LATINAS, STREET-LEVEL DOPE
DEALERS, FREELANCE DANCERS. IT’s A
HODGEPODGE, RICK. AND THIS IS HAPPENING
IRRESPECTIVE OF WHOSE DOPE IT IS AND
WHOM GETS IT FROM wWHO.”

SO | TELEPHONED THE SAX PLAYER.
TINA. TINA TINA. “HEYA TINA. IT’S RICK
THOMPSON HERE. COFFEE?” | ASKED HER.

“LUNCH,” SHE COUNTERED.

IT WAS ABOUT THAT TIME ANYWAY. SHE
MET ME AT THE DINER NEXT TO MY OFFICE,
AND WE DINED. SHE WAS A HAND SHORTER
THAN ME, WITH THICK, NECK-LENGTH, ALMOST-
BLACK, STRAIGHT HAIR. SHE ORDERED A MID-
RARE STEAK AND A COKE. SO ME ToOO. THIS
PLEASED ME, AS | HADN’T HAD A STEAK IN A
LONG TIME. (I NO LONGER EAT STEAK, BUT
THAT'S A STORY FOR LATER.)

“YOuU SOLVE THE MURDER YET?” SHE
ASKED ME.

“WELL. NO. THOUGHT | WAS ABOUT TO,
BUT A TWIST IN THE PLOT AND IT TURNS OUT
TO BE A LITTLE MORE COMPLICATED,” |
ANSWERED.

“How sO07?” SHE QUERIED.

“ABOUT TWDO DOZEN OTHER MURDERED

42



Pi1zzA NOIR

STRIPPERS, ALL IN THE SAME SMALL HOURS
EARLY SATURDAY, ALL UP AND DOWN THE
WEST COAST,” | TOLD HER.

“NoOoD0O0O0O0O SHIT,” SHE SAID. SHE
LOOKED DOWN AT HER STEAK. “WELL. THAT’S
WHAT | CALL ORGANIZED CRIME,” SHE LOOKED
BACK UP FROM HER PLATE AND SMILED. “IT
WASN’T ME!”

TINA SAID SHE RECOGNIZED ALL THREE
OF OUR VICTIMS FROM THE NIGHTLY ANON AT
THE AFTER-HOURS LOUNGE BUT THAT SHE
COULDN’T RECALL ANY NOTABLE PERSONAL
RUN-INS WITH THEM.

“WE’RE LISTENING TO EVERY RUMOR,
ANY RANDOM OBSERVATION AT ALL FROM
ANYBODY ON THIS CASE BECAUSE IT’S
DIFFERENT. IT’S NOT LINEAR, IT WAS MORE
LIKE A BURST, AND AT THIS POINT WE’RE
GUESSING,” | CONTINUED. “SOME PEOPLE ARE
STARTING TO SUSPECT NO LESS THAN
SCIENCE FICTION.”

“lI’LL ASK THE BAND IF THEY’VE SEEN
ANYTHING, AND IF | SEE YOU AGAIN, I’LL LET
YOU KNOW WHAT THEY HAD TO SAY,” SHE
SMILED.

“GREAT,” | ANSWERED, MOVING THE
SUBJECT AWAY FROM THE TOPIC OF MY WORK.
“HOw LONG HAVE YOU BEEN PLAYING THAT
HORN??”

“ABOUT 25 YEARS. BuT I’VE BEEN
DOING IT FOR A LIVING FOR ONLY ABOUT FIVE.
| USED TO WORK FOR THE FOREST SERVICE,
BUT | GOT FIRED AFTER SOME TAX COLLECTOR
FOUND ROACHES IN THE ASHTRAY OF ONE OF
OUR TRUCKS. IT HAD TO BE EITHER ME OR THE
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WHOLE UNIT TO WALK THE PLANK FOR IT. SO
AS THE SRUAD LEADER | TOOK THE BLACK
BALL,” SHE EXPLAINED. ‘|l MISS THE
OUTDOORS, BUT THIS IS BETTER THAN
SELLING INSURANCE.”

SHE GRABBED HER PURSE AND EXCUSED
HERSELF TO THE RESTROOM. | PAYED THE
CHECK WHILE SHE WAS IN THERE. SHE TOLD
ME TO TELEPHONE ANYTIME, WHENEVER | GOT
MY NEXT BREAK FROM WORK. | WALKED HER
OUT TO HER CAR. | HEADED BACK TO THE
OFFICE TO SEE HOW THE LIEUTENANT WAS
GETTING ALONG WITH HIS LUNCH DATE.

ANDERS WAS IN CHARACTER, SITTING
AROUND WEARING SWEATPANTS, FLIP-FLOPS
AND A TANK TOP, SMOKING MENTHOLS. LOuis
HO, YEAH, HE WAS SITTING AROUND LOOKING
NERVOUS.

“SHE HAD THOUGHT SHE WAS
PREGNANT, BUT HER PERIOD CAME FRIDAY, SO
SHE WAS CELEBRATING THAT NIGHT. SHE HAD
A GOOD NIGHT FOR TIPS, AND MET THAT
OTHER GUY AT THE CLUB THAT NIGHT TOO,
THE STOCKY BALD GUY IN THE SUIT,” ANDERS
SAID. “WE WERE ALL ROLLING OVER TO THE
HOTEL FOR AN AFTER-HOURS DRINK.”

“WHO WAS THE POSSIBLE FATHER?” |
ASKED ANDERS. SHE SAID SHE DIDN’T KNOW,
AND THAT MAYBE THE GIRL HERSELF HADN’T
KNOWN. ¢l MEAN, SHE WAS A WORKING GIRL,
AND SHE WORKED HARD, SO IT CAN GET KIND
OF COMPLICATED WITH STUFF LIKE THAT. |
MEAN, SHE EVEN DATED A LOT OF THE SAME
PEOPLE | DO.”

OH, BROTHER, AYE. HO SAID HE WAS
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PRETTY SURE HE WASN’T THE FATHER, UH-
HUH. MACKINNEY PULLED ME INTO HIS OFFICE.

“THEY WERE UNDOUBTEDLY SPOOKED AT
THE SIGHT OF THREE BODIES. THEY HAD TO
EXPLAIN IT SOMEHOW, JUST LIKE WE’RE
TRYING TO. | BELIEVE THEY ARRIVED AT THEIR
STORY ABOUT ALVAREZ BECAUSE IT WAS
PLAUSIBLE, AND THEY DIDN’T WANT TO GET
ROPED INTO WHAT APFEARED TO BE A DRUG
DEAL GONE SOUTH. ALVAREZ’S ASSOCIATIONS
ARE SPECIFICALLY UNRELATED TO STEVIE
WANG’S OR LOuUIS HO’S COKE SOURCES, SO
HANGING IT ON HIM MAKES A GOOD RED
HERRING, EVEN BY TWEAKER LOGIC,” HE SAID.

“] THINK THAT’S THE LONG AND THE
SHORT OF WHY THEY NAMED HIM, AND THERE
IS SOME OLD JEALOUSY STILL THERE,
PERHAPS, AND ALVAREZ MIGHT HAVE BEEN AT
THE BOX THAT NIGHT. ONE MINUTE IT WAS
BUSINESS AS USUAL, AND THEN SOMEONE
HAFPPENS TO WALK BACK THERE AND FIND
THREE FRESH ONES IN THE FLOOR.”

“] DON’T KNOW WHO OR WHAT SHE SAW,
BUT | DON’T THINK SHE SAW ALVAREZ DO IT,
LIKE SHE SAID SHE DID, BECAUSE | DON’T
THINK HE DID IT. NOT IN LIGHT OF THESE NEW,
MORE WIDESPREAD DEVELOPMENTS.”

“AND THE GENERAL STORYLINE
EVERYWHERE ELSE IS SIMILAR. THIS SEEMS TO
HAVE GONE DOWN RIGHT UNDER BROAD
NIGHTLIGHT, AND FOR ALL 21 HOMICIDES AT
UMPTEEN LOCATIONS THE TOTAL NUMBER OF
SURVIVING WITNESSES IS ONE. ANYWAY,
WHAT’D YOU HAVE FOR LUNCH?”

“BLOODY STEAK,” | ANSWERED. “TINA
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SAID SHE’D ASK THE BAND IF THEY HAD ANY
OBSERVATIONS ABOUT OUR VICTIMS OR
WITNESSES OR CHARACTERS OF INTEREST
OTHERWISE.”

“SHE SEEN ANYTHING?” HE ASKED.

“SHE’D SEEN THE RUSSIAN SUIT AND
THE ASIAN PIZZA MAN BEFORE, BUT NEVER
HAD ANY CONVERSATIONS WITH EITHER OF
THEM. SHE RECOGNIZED THE GIRL’S FACE TOO,
REGULAR WORKING-GIRL-SLASH-DANCER, LIKE
ANDERS,” | SAID. “BUT NO SMOKING GUN, EH.
ANYTHING FROM THE OTHER AGENCIES?”

“NOT AS SUCH. MUCH LIKE OUR OWN,
JUST DEAD STRIPPERS COATED WITH COKE
AND JAZZ. ALL THE VICTIM’S PURSES HAD
TAMPONS IN THEM, AND ALL GOOD BEARS SHIT
IN THE WDOODS,” HE SAID. “I’M CALLING RICH
HAYS AT THE SEATTLE BUREAU, HE USED TO
WORK FOR THE STATE POLICE UP THERE FOR A
LOT OF YEARS. HE CAN PUT SOME GOOD
ENGLISH ON IT WHEN HE NOTIFIES HIS
PEOPLE, SO WE CAN ALL MOVE ALONG WITH
THE INVESTIGATION IN AN ORDERLY WAY.”

HE PICKED UP THE PHONE AND
PUNCHED UP 10 DIGITS. “HowDY RICH,
DANNY MACKINNEY . ... NOT BAD . . . OH,
YEAH. YES, SHE’S FAT AND HAPPY . . . YEP . . .
YEP. NO, THIS IS BUSINESS. HEY IT LOOKS
LIKE WE HAVE A THING DOWN HERE.”

| RANG UP OUR LADY THE CORONER.

“DIXIE, | NEED YOU TO MAKE SOME
PHONE CALLS TO SOME OF YOUR
COLLEAGUES.” | GAVE HER THE VARIOUS
JURISDICTIONS INVOLVED IN THE CASE.

“TURNS OUT ABOUT 21 PEOPLE WERE
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KILLED, ABOUT THE SAME TIME AS OUR THREE,
ALL ALONG THE I-5. THE ONLY TwWO OF THE
WHOLE LOT WHO WEREN’T STRIPPERS WERE
OUR RUSSIAN SUIT AND THE PIZzzA MAN. DO
PLEASE FEEL FREE TO SCRUPULOUSLY
NETWORK THIS NEW DEVELOPMENT AS YOU
SEE FIT AMONG YOUR CIRCLES. ANYTHING NEW
OTHERWISE??”

“NOPE. JUST THAT DADDY WANTS HIS
LITTLE GIRL BACK TO PLANT HER. HE CALLED
AGAIN THIS AFTERNOON. THE OTHER GUY
STILL HAS NO TAKERS. I’LL CATCH UP WITH
YOU AFTER | PONDER THE DAY'S NEW SET OF
FACTS,” SHE SAID.

| WENT AHEAD WORKING THE PHONES IN
EARNEST. VANCOUVER’S FREEZE-BLOCK-SLASH-
CRICKET-BAT ORDEAL WAS THE BIGGEST QQUAZI-
INDOCANADIAN SPORTS-THEMED MESS I’VE
EVER BEEN PRIVY TO, WITH TWO GIRLS AGED
20 AND 21 ON THE BUSINESS END OF IT.

AGE AND GENDER DEMOGRAPHICS OF
THE VICTIMS WERE ABOUT THE SAME AT EVERY
CRIME SCENE, TYPICALLY 18-TO-22-YEAR-OLD
FEMALE NIGHTCLUB DANCERS, YOUNG AND
BLOODY, EITHER IN THE PARKING LOTS OR
DRESSING ROOMS, AT THEIR SHIFTS’ ENDS
(OUR CASE WAS THE ONLY PLACE INVOLVING
ANY MALE VICTIMS).

ANYWAY, VANCOUVER DETECTIVES THERE
DID RECOVER THE FREEZE BLOCK DUCT TAPED
TO A CRICKET BAT, A SPANKING PADDLE THAT
HAD BEEN INTENTIONALLY DRILL-PERFORATED
IN SOME FORMER AND LESS MACABRE OF ITS
INCARNATIONS. BUuT IT WAS NOT GOOD FOR
FINGERPRINTS, AND WHAT MIGHT HAVE BEEN
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THE VICTIM’S FOOTPRINTS WERE QUITE
INDISTINGUISHABLE FROM WHAT MIGHT HAVE
BEEN THE PERPETRATOR’S, OR THOSE OF THE
MONKEY NEXT DOOR; IT HAD BEEN RAINING
LIKE AN MF UP THERE ALL WEEK. IT MIGHT AS
WELL HAVE HAPPENED THREE DECADES AGO
AS FAR AS THE VANCOUVER WEATHER WAS
CONCERNED. AND IN A STRIP CLUB PARKING
LOT FULL OF HIGH PEOPLE OF QUESTIONABLE
MEANS THERE WERE NO WITNESSES EITHER.

LONGVIEW LOOKED LIKE A .357 HOLLOW
POINT OR BETTER. THE VICTIM WAS THE LAST
PERSON OUT OF THE BUILDING, A STRIPPER
AND KEY-HOLDING EMPLOYEE, AND SHE GOT IT
IN THE DRESSING ROOM. NOBODY FOUND HER
UNTIL THEY CAME TO OPEN UP AROUND NOON
THE NEXT DAY. NO APPARENT WITNESSES.

A SIMILAR CALIBER WAS USED IN SALEM,
THE STATEMENTS INDICATED THE GIRLS WERE
FILTERING OUT, WRAPPING UP THEIR SHIFTS,
AND SUDDENLY ONE OF THEM COMES AROUND
THE CORNER TO SEE ANOTHER OF THEM SHOT
DEAD. BUT IT WAS LOUD AS HELL IN THERE
AND NOBODY EVEN COULD RECALL HEARING
ANY SHOTS FIRED.

SEATTLE INVOLVED A SINGLE 12-GAUGE
SHOTGUN BLAST TO THE FACE AT CLOSE
RANGE, WHICH TOTALLY DISINTEGRATED THE
HEAD OF ITS TARGET. THERE WAS SOME LEAD
FIELD LOAD AND ONE ANONYMOUS, SPENT,
HIGH VELOCITY SHELL FOUND AT THE SCENE IN
THE PARKING LOT. LIKE MOST OF THE OTHER
LOCATIONS, THERE WERE NO EYEWITNESSES
FORTHCOMING, JUST PEOPLE SURPRISED BY A
BODY. A PATTERN WAS CLEARLY EMERGING
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THAT THE PERPETRATORS OF THESE
HOMICIDES WERE USING CROWDS, AND
DARKNESS, AND GENERAL DRUG-ADDLED
SHIFT-CHANGE ENTROPY AS COVER FOR THEIR
RUICK WORK.

PORTLAND WAS A SHOTGUN ALSO, TO
THE CHEST AT CLOSE RANGE, AND ALSO IN
THE PARKING LOT, BLOWING A SIX-INCH HOLE
RIGHT THROUGH THE VICTIM. NONE OF HER
PEERS SAW THAT HAPPEN EITHER. A HIGH
VELOCITY FIELD LOAD OF SOME SORT; THIS
WAS PROBABLY A 20 GAUGE, ALTHOUGH
THERE WAS NO SPENT SHELL FOUND AT THAT
SCENE.

BEAVERTON, LIKE OUR MESS, INVOLVED
AN EDGED INSTRUMENT, A BOX-CUTTER RAZOR,
WHICH WAS LEFT IN THE VICTIM, WHO WAS
FOUND IN HER VEHICLE THE NEXT MORNING
WHEN THE CLUB’S CLEAN-UP AND DAY CREW
ARRIVED.

IN EUGENE, THE VICTIM WAS RUN-
THROUGH WITH A CHEAP, PLASTIC-HANDLED
MACHETE, WHICH WAS ALSO LEFT LODGED IN
THE VICTIM, WHO WAS FOUND IN A LOCKED
RESTROOM STALL; SHE WAS ACCIDENTALLY
DISCOVERED BY SOMEONE OF THE CLUB’S
PATRONS. AND NOBODY SAW SHIT THERE
EITHER, BUT THERE WAS AN ANONYMOUS
SWISH OF BLOOD ON THE FLOOR WHERE
SOMEONE HAD ROLLED OUT FROM UNDER THE
WALL OF THE LOCKED TOILET STALL.

MEDFORD’S PERPETRATOR WAS A THIRD-
REICH-LIKE .22-CALIBER ROUND RIGHT INTO
THE EAR; A SMALL PISTOL OF RELATIVELY
LITTLE NOISE; THE VICTIM WAS SLUMPED OVER
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A COKE MIRROR, AT A BOOTH IN A LOUD AND
CROWDED STRIP CLUB, WITH SEVERAL OTHER
PEOPLE SITTING WITH HER AT THE SAME
BOOTH DOING THE SAME STUFF OFF OF THE
SAME SURFACE. BUT NOBODY COULD NAME
SEEING ANYTHING THERE EITHER. ONE MINUTE
SHE’S RIGHT THERE, AND THE NEXT SHE’S
SLUMPED OVER DEAD. AT FIRST THEY
THOUGHT IT WAS AN OVERDOSE, AND HAD
SUPPOSED THE BLOOD FROM THE BULLET
WOUND WAS COMING FROM HER NOSE, NOT
HER EAR. ANYWAY, SOMEONE HOPPED OVER
THE WALL OF AN ABUTTING BOOTH, OR
SOMEONE CRAWLED UNDER THE TABLES, THE
LOCAL INVESTIGATORS FIGURED.

IN THESE CROWDED DARK SPOTS, ALL
THESE KILLERS HAD TO DO WAS BLINK OR
TURN THEIR BODIES SLIGHTLY TO COVER
THEMSELVES WITH THE CLOAK AND COVER OF
NIGHT AND THICKLY ANONYMOUS CROWDS.

GOING SOUTH, CALIFORNIA’S CASES
WERE QUITE THE SAME AS THOSE IN THE
GREAT NORTHWEST. IN SANTA CRUZ, A .22
INTO THE EAR ALSO, AND, SURPRISINGLY, THE
BARTENDER SAW THE WHOLE THING, YET TO
NO AVAIL. SOME DUDE IN AN OVERCOAT WALKS
IN, ORDERS A BEER, DRINKS IT, GETS UP,
WALKS OVER TO A STRIFPPER SITTING AT THE
BAR, PUTS ONE IN HER EAR, AND IS OUT THE
DOOR BEFORE THE GUY CAN EVEN GET HIS
ASS HOPPED OVER THE BAR. HE DIDN’T EVEN
HAVE A GOOD GUESS AT THE HEIGHT OR RACE
OF THE ASSAILANT. NOTHING.

AND IN SUNNYVALE, A .22 IN THE EAR
OF A GIRL SITTING IN A DRESSING ROOM
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STALL, IN THE BACK OF THE HOUSE. DabD
KALM, NOBODY SAW OR HEARD ANYTHING.

IN BOTH OXNARD AND SAN JOSE, A
DANCER WAS PICKED OFF THE STRIPPER STAGE
WITH A PERFECTLY SNIPED HEAD SHOT, WITH
NO NET SUSPECTS. FOUND IN THE FLOOR OF
THE CLUB IN SAN JOSE WAS THE BRASS FROM
A SPENT .44-CALIBER SHELL.

SAN FRANCISCO WAS A BUCK KNIFE IN
THE ROOM OF AN HOTEL NEXT DOOR TO THE
VICTIM’S NIGHTCLUB. THE ROOM HAD BEEN
BOOKED IN HER NAME USING HER CREDIT
CARD. THE FRONT DESK REPORTED ONLY
SEEING HER WHEN SHE CHECKED IN.

IN LOs GATOS, AN ALL NUDE DANCER
FOUND HER FRIEND IN THE PARKING LOT,
HAVING FOLLOWED TO INVESTIGATE AFTER HER
BUDDY HAD GONE TO THE PARKING LOT TO
FETCH SMOKES FROM HER CAR, BUT DIDN’T
RETURN. BLUNT-FORCE TRAUMA WITH A METAL
BASEBALL BAT.

SANTA ANA WAS A SAWED-OFF 12-
GAUGE SHOTGUN, WHICH WAS LEFT RIGHT
THERE AT THE SCENE, STILL LOADED, IN THE
SHORT-ORDER KITCHEN OF AN ALL-NUDE BAR.
WHEN HE NEARLY TRIPPED OVER IT, THE COOK
BACK THERE WAS AS SURPRISED AT THE BODY
AS THE REST OF THE COOK STAFF.

IN LONG BEACH A GIRL FELL DEAD ON
STAGE, AND THE AUTOPSY SHOWED RECENT
INGESTION OF A SIGNIFICANT AMOUNT OF RAT
POISON WITH HER LAST MEAL OF FAST FOOD.

LOS ANGELES WAS A PRE-AFTER-HOURS-
PARTY SPEED-BALL OVERDOSE IN THE
DRESSING ROOM.
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AND IN SAN DIEGO, TWO TOPLESS GIRLS
JUST DISAPPEARED AT SOME POINT IN THE
NIGHT. AND THEY'RE STILL GONE.

SO OURS WAS THE ONLY ONE THAT
INVOLVED MEN DOWN; SANTA CRUZ WAS THE
ONLY PLACE WHERE ANYBODY ACTUALLY
CLAIMED TO HAVE SEEN IT HAPPEN, AND SAN
DIEGO WAS THE ONLY PLACE WITH NO BODY IN
HAND. SAN DEIGO WAS ALSO THE ONLY
AGENCY THAT CLAIMED TO HAVE A SOLID LEAD,
THE LIEUTENANT SAID. SO | CALLED THEM
FIRST.
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CATCH AS CATCH CAN

DETECTIVE JOSEPH LOPEZ, OF THE SAN
DIEGO CITY FORCE:

“0OUR CHIEF TELLS ME THIS IS PART OF A
GREATER INCIDENT. NOwW, AS A POINT OF
INFORMATION, YOU KNOW VERY WELL THAT
STRIPPERS DO, IN FACT, JUST DISAPPEAR
FROM TIME TO TIME. IN SAN DIEGO IT’S NOT
LIKE THE ONGOING SHIT STORM DOWN THE
ROAD IN T.d., BUT IT HAPPENS. ANYWAY,
HERE’S WHAT WE’VE GOT: TWO WEEKS AGO WE
HAD A CONFRONTATION BETWEEN A WOMENS
ROLLER DERBY SRUAD AND SOME OF THE
PEOPLE WORKING AT A CLUB DOWN HERE. ONE
OF THE DERBY GIRLS ENDED UP IN A BOX.
YOU’RE FAMILIAR WITH WOMENS DERBY.”

“ANYWAY, MORE OR LESS, THE SCENE AT
THE BAR SEEMED TO BE BUSINESS AS USUAL
TO US AT FIRST, BUT | HAVE STARTED
RESEARCHING THAT DERBY GEOGRAPHY
FURTHER BECAUSE OF THE POSSIBLE
CONNECTION TO SATURDAY MORNING’S
KILLINGS. THE GIRL KILLED WAS A MEMBER OF
THE BLOODY ROLLERS OUTFIT OUT OF
PHOENIX, AND THERE WAS A DERBY-CIRCUIT
GATHERING DOWN HERE THAT WEEKEND, AND
AMONG MANY OTHER SRUADS THE BLooDY
ROLLERS WERE IN FROM OUT OF TOWN.”

“THE BLOODY ROLLERS COMPRISE A
DECENT COLLECTIVE FELONY RAP. STILL, MANY
ON THEIR ROSTER ARE LADY KNIGHTS LILY-
WHITE. ANYWAY, THEY’RE ALL PRETTY TOUGH
GALS AND THERE’S A LOT OF ALLEGIANCE AND
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RIVALRIES AND TRYSTS AND GENERAL DRAMA
TO BE EXPECTED AMONG THE TEAMS AND THE
CIRCUIT AT LARGE. THE NIGHT THAT GIRL WAS
KILLED DOWN HERE, SHE AND/OR MEMBERS OF
HER PARTY HAD GOTTEN CROSSWAYS WITH
SOME OR ANOTHER GROUP OF STRIPPERS AND
THEIR PEOPLE, AND THE SHARK SOUP BOILED
OVER FAST.”

“BUT, FOR ME TO SAY THIS SET OFF
SOME MASS REVENGE KILLING OF 21
UNRELATED VICTIMS ALL THE WAY FROM HERE
TO WASHINGTON STATE IS ASKING TOO MUCH
OF THE IMAGINATION, FOR NOW. ANYWAY,
RATHER THAN STRICT REVENGE, IT’'S MORE
LIKELY THAT SOME YET-UNNAMED GROUP
MIGHT HAVE JUST USED IT AS AN EXCUSE TO
GO TOTALLY NANNERS.”

“THANKS LOPEZ. | APPRECIATE YOUR
INPUT ON THIS, MOVING FORWARD,” | SAID.
“MY LIEUTENANT IS CONTACTING THE SEATTLE
BUREAU, WHAT SO THE POSTIES DON’T SHIT
ROLLING DONUTS ON US FOR FAILURE TO
NOTIFY THEM ABOUT AN INTERSTATE
DEVELOPMENT. SO | GIVE YOU FAIR WARNING
NOW, THAT THEY'LL BE IN TOUCH WITH YOUR
OFFICE IN THE MORNING. BECAUSE NOBODY
ELSE HAS SRUAT, ASIDE FROM THE LEAD THAT
YOU GUYS HAVE DOWN THERE. IN THE
MEANTIME, I’'D LOVE TO SEE THE FILE ON THE
SKATER GIRL HOMICIDE.”

“ALL RIGHT. I'’LL FAX YOU SOME STUFF.
I’VE STARTED DIGGING AROUND ON THE
BLOODY ROLLERS AND THE DERBY CIRCUIT IN
GENERAL, AND I’VE GOT A CALL IN TO
MARICOFPA COUNTY REGARDING THEIR
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HOMETOWN GIRLS. I'’LL GIVE EVERYBODY A
TELECONFERENCE FOR BRIEFING AND
DEBRIEFING OF ALL THE AGENCIES INVOLVED
SO FAR, A.S.A.P.,” HE SAID. “SPREAD THE
WORD ON THAT FOR ME, AS YOU MAY. AND IF
YOU DON’T HEAR FROM ME BY TOMORROW
AFTERNOON, CALL ME BACK. WHAT ABOUT THE
MEDIA?”

“THE BEANS ARE STILL IN THE POT FOR
NOW. | GUESS THE CASES ARE GEOGRAPHICG-
ALLY FAR ENOUGH APART FOR LOCAL MEDIA
OUTLETS NOT TO HAVE NOTICED THE PATTERN
YET. SOONER OR LATER THEY MIGHT WILL,
THOUGH. AS FOR THE POSTIES, IT WOULD BE
THE GENERAL EXCEPTION TO THEIR GENERAL
GUIDELINES FOR THEM TO CONTACT THE MEDIA
DIRECTLY,” | SAID. “ANYWAY, JUST BE
PREPARED. | PHONED YOU FIRST, SINCE
YOU’VE GOT THE ONLY LEAD. | MEAN, WE ONLY
FOUND OUT YESTERDAY THAT THIS WHOLE
DEAL WAS BAD AS WELL AS NATIONWIDE.”

NEXT, | CALLED SANTA CRUZ, WHERE
THE INVESTIGATOR SAID HE’D INTERVIEWED
THE BARKEEP THE DAY BEFORE, AND
SURPRISE, SURPRISE, SURPRISE, IT HAD
HAPPENED IN A DARK BAR, LOUD BAR,
CROWDED BAR, SMOKEY BAR FULL OF DARK,
LOUD, CROWDED, SMOKEY BAR PEOPLE. THEIR
WITNESS COULDN’T CONFIRM GENDER, RACE,
AGE, SIZE, WEIGHT, HEIGHT, NOR WIND AND
RAIN. THE PERSON WORKING THE DOOR WAS
ALSO UNFAMILIAR WITH ANYONE BY THE NAME
OF JACK-DIDDLEY.

SOMEONE BLENDED IN AND MOVED
RUICKLY, MIXED WITH A LITTLE ELEMENT OF
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SURPRISE AND A LOT OF BACKGROUND NOISE.
SNAKE EYES AT THE ONLY LOCATION WITH A
WITNESS. MCS0O AND PHOENIX P.D. GOT
BACK TO LOPEZ, TO REPORT THAT THE SKATER
GIRL WHO WAS KILLED IN SAN DIEGO, JESSICA
ROLLER, HAD NO CRIMINAL HISTORY AT ALL,
NOT OUT OF ARIZONA OR CALIFORNIA OR
ANYWHERE ELSE.

SHE’'D SHARED AN ADDRESS WITH TwO
OF HER TEAMMATES, BECCA ROLLER, ALSO 31
(FORMERLY BECCA REAUGH), AND VERONICA
ROLLER, 42, FORMERLY VERONICA MARTINEZ
AND ALSO FORMERLY A NAVAJO NATION
HIGHWAY PATROL OFFICER.

BECCA REAUGH HAD SPENT THREE
YEARS WITH THE ARIZONA DEPARTMENT OF
CORRECTIONS, FOLLOWING A DV INCIDENT ON
HER 22ND BIRTHDAY THAT RESULTED IN HER
SHOOTING AND KILLING HER BOYFRIEND IN
THEIR APARTMENT IN SCOTTSDALE. THAT
AFTERNOON, BOTH BECCA AND VERONICA
WERE BACK AND ACCOUNTED FOR IN PHOENIX,
GOING ABOUT THE CLOSING ACTS IN THE
BURIAL OF JESSICA.

BoTH VERONICA AND BECCA WERE
PRESENT WHEN JESSICA DIED, AND BOTH
GAVE WITNESS STATEMENTS TO POLICE THAT
WERE VAGUE AND SHORT. BECCA ATTESTED
THAT SHE WAS IN THE RESTROOM WHEN IT
WENT DOWN, AND VERONICA SAID SHE WAS
BEATING ON SOME GUY, WHO HAD CALLED
JESSICA A HOOKER, WITH A POOL CUE WHEN
HER FRIEND RECEIVED HER DEATH BLOWS, SHE
SAID SHE TURNED AROUND FROM HER BUSY
WORK TO SEE JESSICA’S HEAD ALREADY
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HAVING BEEN CAVED INTO THE FLOOR.

IT’S NOT UNUSUAL TO HAVE THIS SORT
OF GENERAL FORENSIC DISARRAY WHEN
THERE’S A BARROOM BRAWL GONE TOO FAR
SOUTH. THE FACSIMILE FROM LOPEZ IN SAN
DIEGO INCLUDED SEVERAL OTHER WITNESS
STATEMENTS; FROM SOME OF THE GIRLS’
FRIENDS AND TEAMMATES, THE BAR STAFF,
AND ONLOOKERS WHO WERE AT HAND. THEY’D
MADE NO ARRESTS NOR OFFICIALLY NAMED
ANY SUSPECTS. |IT WAS JUST A BRAWL AT A
SHARP-EDGED ROADHOUSE OUT ON THE
HIGHWAY, AND ONE OF THOSE LADY SKATERS
GOT HER SKULL SRQWUSHED, THAT'S ALL.

NOBODY SAW ANYTHING SPECIFIC
BEFORE OR AFTER THE DUST CLEARED. R.I.P.
JESSICA ROLLER, AGE 31, FORMERLY JESSICA
HOLLANDER, OF PHOENIX. SEVERAL OF HER
TEAMMATES, SEVERAL SKATERS FROM OTHER
TEAMS, AND SEVERAL OF THE GIRLS AND BOYS
WORKING AT THE PLACE WERE BLOODY, BLACK,
AND BLUE, AND THEIR STATEMENTS WERE ALL
PRETTY MUDDY TOO. LOPEZ ALSO SENT ME A
BLOODY ROLLERS ROSTER; HE NOTED THAT
ANY LIST OF STAFF AT THE ROADHOUSE DIDN’T
REALLY EXIST BECAUSE THE STAFF WERE ALL
FREELANGCERS.

THE BARKEEP, DANCERS, AND WAITSTAFF
WERE ALL COMPENSATED STRICTLY ON A TIPS-
ORIENTED, ON-THE-FLY, CASH-ONLY BASIS. THE
GENERAL CONSENSUS WAS OF A QUICKLY
ESCALATING DUST-UP, FOLLOWED BY GENERAL
CONFUSION AMONG A CROWD, FOLLOWED BY
THE FAST FLIGHT OF EVERYBODY INVOLVED
EXCEPT JESSICA AND HER ANSWERABLE
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TEAMMATES.

ILLUSTRATING FURTHER FORENSIC
ENTROPY AND ADDITIONALLY DILUTING OUR
ONLY INVESTIGATIVE BREAK TO DATE, THE TwO
DANCERS WHO WENT MISSING OUT OF THE
SAN DIEGO cLUB ON OcToBER 11
DISAPPEARED FROM A DIFFERENT BAR IN A
DIFFERENT PART OF TOWN.

| DISSEMINATED A MEMORANDUM TO THE
OTHER AGENCIES INVOLVED, ADVISING OF THE
TELECONFERENCE SET FOR THE FOLLOWING
DAY. LOPEZ SPENT MUCH OF HIS MONDAY
EVENING RESEARCHING THE TRAVEL LOGISTICS
AMONG THE SKATE CIRCUIT AND ITS
JUXTAPOSITION AMONG THE GEOGRAPHY OF
THE 11 OCTOBER KILLINGS.

IF THOSE KILLINGS WERE SOME SORT OF
RETRIBUTION FOR THE ROLLER HOMICIDE, IT
WAS NEVERTHELESS A RATHER OBTUSE FORM
OF BLOWBACK, TO TARGET A GROUP OF
PEOPLE WHO SHARED NOTHING MORE THAN A
CERTAIN LOOSE DEMOGRAPHIC AFFILIATION
WITH WHOEVER MIGHT HAVE KILLED MS.
ROLLER THE WEEK BEFORE.

| BRIEFED MACKINNEY REGARDING MY
CONVO WITH DETECTIVE LOPEZ:

“HE SENT ME A CASE FILE SUMMARY FOR
THE JESSICA ROLLER HOMICIDE. NOBODY SAW
ANYTHING. HE’S COMMUNICATING WITH THE
BLOODY ROLLERS SRUAD’S HOMETOWN
HANDLERS IN MARICOPA COUNTY. ALSO, THE
TWO GIRLS MISSING OUT OF SAN DIEGO
DISAPPEARED FROM A DIFFERENT BAR, AND AS
FAR AS ANYONE KNOWS THEY WEREN’T AT THE
ROADHOUSE WHEN THE SKATER WAS KILLED,
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OR EVER. LOPEZ SUGGESTS A TELECON-
FERENCE TOMORROW AMONG THE AGENCIES
INVOLVED FROM ARIZONA AND ALONG THE
WEST COAST,” | SAID. “WHAT DID THE
SEATTLE BUREAU HAVE TO SAY?”

“TOLD US TO KEEP THEM ABREAST OF
HOW THINGS GO, AND OF ANY BREAKS IN THE
CASE. | LET THEM KNOW ABOUT THE SAN
DIEGO LEAD, SO THEY CAN RUERY THEIR OWN
DATABASES BEFORE TOMORROW’S PHONER,”
THE LIEUTENANT SAID. “WOULD YOU MIND
GETTING ANOTHER BAROMETER READING OUT
OF THE LOCAL JUNGLE TONIGHT?”

ABOUT 6 DO’CLOCK, THE CORONER’S
OFFICE PHONED. THE CONSENSUS, DIXIE SAID,
INCLUDED JUST SOME GENERAL CIRCUMSTAN-
TIAL STUFF IN ADDITION TO THE COMMON
LOCATIONS AND DEMOGRAPHICS THAT WERE
ALREADY APPARENT. MAINLY, THAT ALL OF THE
DEATH BLOWS, WHETHER BY GUNSHOT WOUND
OR BLUNT FORCE OR BLADE OR POISON, WERE
ALL QUITE PROFESSIONALLY DONE, AS FAR AS
CAN DEALS LIKE THAT GO. BEYOND THAT,
THERE WAS NOTHING MUCH NEW, SHE SAID.

“]T WOULD SEEM THAT THERE ARE, AT
THIS VERY MOMENT, A GREAT MANY EXTREMELY
EFFECTIVE PERPETRATORS ON THE LOOSE.
How ABOUT YOU MIGHT WATCH OUT FOR A
REPEAT THERE, RICKY,” SHE SAID.

IT WAS DUSKY AND DRIZZLING WHEN |
LEFT THE OFFICE. SUCH A POSSIBILITY OF A
SECOND ACT WAS DARK, BECAUSE OF THE
APPARENT EASE AND STEALTH ASSOCIATED
WITH THE DARKNESS OF SATURDAY MORNING’S
AFFAIR. FOR NOW A REPEAT SEEMED THE BEST
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CHANCE FOR ANY INVESTIGATIVE BREAK,
THOUGH, AND THAT’S ADMITTEDLY PRETTY
DARK THINKING AS WELL, | THOUGHT TO
MYSELF.

WHEN | WALKED INTO THE DINER NEXT
DOOR FOR A BITE, JOE WAS IN THERE
CHEATING ON HIMSELF, DRINKING THE
SLIGHTLY THICKER AND SLIGHTLY HOTTER
COFFEE, COMPARED TO THAT OF HIS OWN HOT
POT, THAT THE DINER PROVIDES.

| JOINED HIM AT THE BAR AND ORDERED
SCRAMBLED EGGS AND ICED TEA AND WE SHOT
THE SHIT ABOUT WORK AND WEATHER. THERE
WAS MORE RAIN IN THE FORECAST. THE
WAITRESS BROUGHT MY EGGS AND TEA, AND
REFILLED JOE’S CcUP. SHE SMILED AT Us. |
WATCHED HER TURN AND HANG AN ORDER
TICKET WITH A CLICK ON A STAINLESS STEEL
WHEEL IN THE EXPEDITER’S WINDOW.

OUTSIDE AN AMBULANGE SIREN CAME
AND WENT. THE FRONT PAGE OF THE
NEWSPAPER WAS FILLED WITH ELECTION
CLUTTER, AND THE SPORTS PAGE DISCUSSED
THE NEARING AND UNAVOIDABLE END OF
BASEBALL SEASON. JOE WORKED THE
CROSSWORD.

AFTER ABOUT AN HOUR’S DOWN TIME, |
HEADED FOR MOC’s ALE HOUSE. IT WAS
GETTING TO BE ABOUT HALF PAST EIGHT. THE
FLESHY AND GLOSSY BRUNETTE ON THE FRONT
OF THE BUILDING WINKED AT ME THROUGH THE
AMBIENT MOISTURE UNDER THE GLOWING
NEONS AND BLACGCK LIGHTS. THE PARKING LOT
CONTAINED MOSTLY CHROME TWO-WHEELERS,
AS USUAL. | NODDED AT ALVAREZ, WHO WAS
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HOLDING COURT AT THE END OF THE BAR. THE
POOL TABLES WERE ALL OCCUPIED. THE
HOUSE MUSIC WAS POTTED UP MUCH LOUDER
THAN | HAD EXPERIENCED DURING MY DAYTIME
VISIT.

THE PLACE WASN’T JAM PACKED, BUT IT
WAS BUSTLING. THE WAITRESSES ALL WORE
UNIFORMS SIMILAR TO THE ONE PAINTED ON
THE GIRL WHO WAS PAINTED ON THE FRONT OF
THE BUILDING; MASCARA MOLES, POLKA-
DOTTED BOWS, BLACK FISHNET STOCKINGS,
AND PLAITED SKIRTS.

| SAT DOWN AND ORDERED AN ALE. THE
GIRLS HERE WERE WORKING AS WAITRESSES,
NOT DANCERS. THIS WASN’T EVEN SO MUCH
AS A TOPLESS CLUB, THE GIRLS DIDN’T REEK
OF DOOM OR FOREBODING, AND THEY ALL
SEEMED TO BE THERE OF THEIR OWN ACCORD.
THE AIR OF THE CLUB WAS BREATHABLE,
NEARLY CRISP.

THE WAITRESSES WERE CLEAR EYED,
AND THE PATRONS WERE MORE INTERESTED IN
THEIR CONVERSATIONS AND POOL GAMES
INSTEAD OF JUST CONSTANTLY SNORKELING
UP TRAIN POWDER. THE BARKEEP DREW ME A
STOUT. | ASKED HIM IF HE’D NOTICED
ANYTHING UNUSUAL SINCE SATURDAY
MORNING’S INCIDENT OVER AT THE SQUEEZE
Box CLuB.

NO, BUT ANYBODY OF OR RELATED TO
THE LOCAL STRIPPING RACKET HAD TO BE
CONCERNED, HE OPINED. | INFORMED HIM
THAT THERE WERE OTHER STRIPPERS/DANCERS
KILLED ON THE SAME NIGHT IN CITIES ALL
ALONG THE WEST COAST FROM VANCOUVER
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DOWN TO SAN DIEGO.

| WATCHED THE SPORTS NEWS PLAYING
ON THE BIG SCREEN HANGING BEHIND THE
BAR FOR A WHILE. | STOOD UP, LEFT CASH ON
THE BAR AND HEADED FOR THE DOOR,
ANGLING NEXT TO THE SRUEEZE BoOX.
ALVAREZ NODDED AGAIN AS | MADE MY WAY
ouT.

IT WAS FLAT-OUT RAINING HARD WHEN |
GOT BACK OUTSIDE. AT ABOUT 9:45 | PULLED
INTO THE PARKING LOT OF THE SQUEEZE BoOX.
UNLIKE MEC’s, IT WAS NOT BUSTLING. THE
BARTENDER WAS WORKING BY HERSELF, WITH
ONLY ONE BAR BACK ON HAND, WHO WAS
STACKING BOTTLE BOXES ABOUT IN THE BACK
OF THE HOUSE. THERE WERE NO PATRONS
NEAR THE STAGE, AND NO ONE ON THE STAGE,
AND THE HOUSE MUSIC WAS HUSHED.

A SMALL GROUP HUDDLED AROUND
DRINKS AT THE END OF THE BAR, ALSO
OCCASIONALLY GANDERING UP AT THE SPORTS
NEWS ON THE HANGING T.V. SHE EXPLAINED
THAT, ON MONDAY NIGHTS, THE CLUB WAS
BASICALLY JUST A DIMLY LIT SWINGING DOOR
TAVERN WITH NOT ENOUGH CROWD OR
DEMAND FOR THE FULL-FLEDGED BABYLON
THAT CAN BE EXPECTED ON THE BoOX's BUSIER
NIGHTS OF THE WEEK.

TIME WAS, SHE SAID, THEY WEREN’T
OPEN ON MONDAYS WHATSOEVER. | ASKED IF
SHE’D HEARD ANYTHING INTERESTING ABOUT
SATURDAY MORNING’S KILLINGS.

“WELL, | AM ONE OF THE MANAGERS,
AND IT HAS BEEN BUSINESS AS USUAL FOR
THE PAST THREE DAYS, DETECTIVE,” SHE SAID.
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“BuT KERI ANDERS PHONED ME TODAY, TELLS
ME YOU’RE INVESTIGATING SOME OTHER
ONES.”

| GAVE HER MY CARD. | WATCHED HER
EYES WHEN SHE TALKED, LOOKED AT HER
FACE. SHE WAS SHARP, WARY, WRY,
ATTRACTIVE THOUGH SLIGHTLY WEATHERED,
BUT NOT IN A BAD WAY, AND GENERALLY WISE
WITH RESPECT TO HER STATION.

“D0O YOU HAVE ANY CONTACTS WITH OR
HAVE YOU HEARD FROM ANY OF THE OTHER
INCIDENT LOCATIONS ALONG THE COAST?” |
TRAWLED.

“WELL, IT’S BEEN THREE DAYS. WORD
DOES TRAVEL THROUGH THE GRAPEVINE. BuT |
DON’T GET OUT MUCH, AND | DON’T HAVE ANY
SISTER-WIVES IN ANY OF THOSE CITIES, OR
HERE IN TACOMA EITHER, AS FAR AS THAT
GOES,” SHE SAID.

“WHAT DO YOU THINK ABOUT ANDERS?”
| ASKED HER.

“WELL YOU KNOW, SHE’S NOT UP ON
THAT STAGE SPLITTING ATOMS. SHE'S AN
ADDICT AND A STRIPPER AND PROBABLY NOT
LONG FOR THIS WORLD. MOST OF THEM
AREN’T,” SHE SAID. “BuUT | REALLY DON’T
THINK SHE’S MADE OF THE STUFF REQUIRED
TO CHOP PEOPLE UP. SHE’S PROBABLY TOO
MENTALLY ADRIFT TO EXECUTE ANYTHING LIKE
THAT. BUT, IT IS TRUE THAT SHE DOESN’T
KNOW ANY BETTER THAN TO HANG OUT WITH
LOSERS.”

“0OK. | HEAR YOU. KEEP YOUR EYE ON
THE DOORS AROUND HERE. NOBODY’S MADE
ANY ARRESTS YET,” | SAID, STANDING. |
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TIPPED MY HAT AND LOOKED TOWARD THE
GROUP AT THE FAR END OF THE BAR, NOT
RECOGNIZING ANY OF THEM. THE RAIN HAD
LET UP SOMEWHAT, ONLY TEMPORARILY, AS |
WALKED TO THE CAR. THERE WERE JUST A FEW
VEHICLES, AND NOBODY BUT ME IN THE
PARKING LOT.

| PULLED OUT OF THE LOT AND HEADED
TOWARD MY NEXT STOP, DROVE PAST THE
AIRLOCK MOTEL ON MY WAY TO THE DIDDLER
ON THE ROOF, WHICH WAS NOT SLUMBERING
LIKE THE SQUEEZE BoOX. IT WAS A DIFFERENT
DOORMAN THAN MY LAST VISIT HERE, | THINK,
BUT THE GUY HAD A SIMILAR STYLE AND
ASKED A SIMILAR COVER CHARGE.

THIS CLUB WAS WORKING DANCERS ON A
MONDAY ALTHOUGH IT WAS NOT THE JAM-
PACKED COKE DEN I’'D ENCOUNTERED
SATURDAY NIGHT, AND THE ACTS WEREN’'T
ROTATING THROUGH THE STRIPPER PIER AS
RAPIDLY. |IT WAS MORE OF AN AFTER-WORK
BUSINESS CROWD THAN A FULL-BARRELED
SATURDAY-NIGHT SHIT SHOW.

ANYWAY, | ENJUOYED ANOTHER PINT AND
WATCHED ONE OF THE GIRL’S ACTS, A
REDHEAD WEARING BABY BLUE. | DIDN’T
RECOGNIZE HER. | STRUCK UP A
CONVERSATION WITH THE BARTENDER, NOTING
THAT IT SEEMED LIKE A DECENT CROWD FOR A
MaONDAY.

“THE SHOW MUST GO ON, DETECTIVE.
YOU GUYS ARREST ANYBODY YET?” HE
ANSWERED.

“NOPE. YOU HEARING ANY SCUTTLE-
BUTT?” | ASKED.
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“0ONLY THAT IT DIDN’T JUST HAPPEN IN
TACOMA,” HE SAID. “WE’VE GOT OUR HEAVY-
LIFTING STAFF WORKING EXTRA HOURS AND
MORE CLOSELY WATCHING THE GIRLS, AND
KEEPING AN EYE ON THE DOORS YOU KNOW.”

FROM THERE, | WENT ACROSS THE
STREET TO THE MOTEL FOR SOME JAZZ. IT
WAS ABOUT 1 1.

| ORDERED A SODA AND WHATEVER THE
LADY WITH THE SAX WANTED. | WAVED TO THE
BAND WHO WERE RIDING OUT A HARRIED
FUSION PIECE. THE HORNS WERE GOOD, AND
THEY CIRCULATED A WARM WIND THROUGHOUT
THE ROOM AT ABOUT HIP LEVEL. SHE CAME
OVER WHEN THE NUMBER ENDED, HOLDING
THE DRINK THAT I’'D SENT HER.

“YOu THINK THEY COULD DO WITHOUT
YOU FOR THE REST OF THE NIGHT?” | SMILED.

“THEY MIGHT,” SHE SMILED BACK. “YOU
HUNGRY?”

WE WORKED ON OUR DRINKS. THIS
HOTEL LOUNGE ALSO DIDN’T CONTAIN THE
MAYHEM THAT IT HAD DURING MY PREVIOUS
VISIT. WE DRANK UP, SHE PACKED UP HER
HORN, AND WE WENT TO A NEARBY DRIVE-
THROUGH BURGER PLACE. A SLIGHTLY-RAINED-
ON GIRL HUNG OUR SLIGHTLY-RAINED-ON
BEANBURGERS AND SODAS FROM MY DRIVER-
SIDE WINDOW.

WE SAT THERE AND LISTENED TO THE
DRIZZLE AND TRAFFIC, EATING OUR
MIDNIGHTERS. SHE SAID THE BAND HAD
NOTHING TO REPORT. | TOLD HER ABOUT THE
LEAD OUT OF SAN DIEGO, AND SUGGESTED
SHE MIGHT ASK HER BAND MATES IF THEY’D
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SEEN ANY DERBY GIRLS HANGING ABOUT
LOOKING FISHY. WILL DO, SHE SAID.

WE FINISHED OUR LATE DINNER, | DROVE
HER TO HER APARTMENT, AND SHE ASKED ME
UP FOR A NIGHTCAP. WE LISTENED TO THE
RAIN AND THE RADIO WHILE WE SHARED A
BOTTLE OF PINOT GRIGIO. WE SCREWED ON
HER COUCH AND FELL ASLEEP SHARING THE

WET SPOT.
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ANCIENT HISTORY

| GOT TO THE OFFICE ABOUT 7:30 ON
TUESDAY MORNING. THE LIEUTENANT HAD
BEEN THERE SINCE ABOUT FIVE. | CALLED
DOWN TO SAN DIEGO, AND LOPEZ SAID HE
WAS PRETTY MUCH READY TO GO AHEAD WITH
THE PHONER AND SUGGESTED 10 o’cLOCK. |
SENT OUT ANOTHER INTER-AGENCY MEMO
SCHEDULING IT.

“YOU’RE EARLY RICK,” MACKINNEY SAID.

| WENT INTO MY OFFICE TO PREP SOME
MEETING NOTES. AT TEN, THE LIEUTENANT
AND MYSELF, AND STAFF FROM VANCOUVER,
PORTLAND, SALEM, SEATTLE PD, THE
SEATTLE BUREAU, BEAVERTON, EUGENE,
MEDFORD, LOos GATOS, SANTA ANA, LONG
BEACH, L.A., OXNARD, SAN JOSE, SANTA
CRUZ, SUNNYVALE, SAN FRANCISCO, AND
LONGVIEW, ALL GOT ON THE HORN. AMONG
OTHERS.

HAYS FROM THE BUREAU OPENED UP
AND SAID HELLO WITH SOME DATA HE’D
RUERIED UP OVERNIGHT, ON FEMALE HOMICIDE
STATS AMONG THE WEST COAST’S NIGHTLIFE
FOR THE PAST FIVE YEARS. IT DIDN'T HELP.

SAN DIEGO STILL HAD THE ONLY JUMP
BUT IT WAS COOLING OFF.

“BASICALLY, KEEP YOUR EYES PEELED
FOR DERBY GIRLS WITH CRAZY EYES,” LOPEZ
SAID. “l MIGHT GIVE THE SAME ADVICE TO
NEARLY ANYBODY ANYWHERE, BUT UNLESS
SOMEBODY HAS NEW INFO, IT’S ALL WE HAVE.
WE’RE DOING AS MUCH AS WE CAN TO FIND
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THE GIRLS, SINCE WE’RE THE ONLY PLACE
WITHOUT CORONER’S EVIDENCE. I’LL KEEP
EVERYONE POSTED ON THAT. AND MR. HAYS,
IF YOU BGUYS AT THE BUREAU HAVE ANYTHING
TO OFFER TOWARD THAT END, PLEASE BRING
IT ON DOWN.”

LOPEZ CONTINUED, DEBRIEFING THE
PARTY LINE ABOUT THE JESSICA ROLLER
CASE. HIS, OURS AND SEVERAL OTHER
AGENCIES, HAD ALL COME UP WITH VARIOUS
LISTS OF DERBY TEAMS AND THEIR ROSTERS
AMONG OTHER POTENTIALLY RELATED
CONNECTION NETWORKS, AND HAD BEEN
KEEPING VARIOUS DATABASE SERVERS WARM
FOR THE PAST DAY IN SEARCHING AND
CORRELATING CRIMINAL HISTORIES. WITH
THAT, THE MEETING STARTED TO SOUND LIKE
AN APOCALYPTIC SPORTS DESK.

“FOR WHATEVER REASON, OURS WAS
THE ONLY PLACE WITH ANY MALE VICTIMS. AN
UNIDENTIFIED THUG IN A RUSSIAN TAILOR-
MADE SUIT, AND A LOCAL PIZZA-SLASH-
COCAINE DELIVERYMAN,” | PUT IN MY TwO
CENTS. “S0O IF ANYONE FINDS ORGANIZED
RUSSIAN FINGERPRINTS ALONG THE TRAIL,
PLEASE MAKE A NOTE OF IT. AND ALSO ASIAN
FOOD DELIVERERS; AS WE HAVE ENCOUNTERED
MORE THAN ONE ON THIS CASE.”

AFTER THE TELECONFERENCE, | PHONED
IN A MESSAGE TO THE NAVAJO NATION
HIGHWAY PATROL, AND CONTINUED SIFTING
THROUGH THE ROSTERS.

LOGISTICALLY, IF THE GIRLS HAD
WANTED TO MOBILIZE SOME SORT OF FULL-
COASTAL KILLING TIRADE, IT WOULD HAVE
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BEEN FAIRLY EASY, IN TERMS OF NETWORKED
BOOTS ON THE GROUND, BECAUSE THE TEAMS
ARE PRETTY MUCH EVERYWHERE THESE DAYS,
WITH A HUGE UNDERGROUND FOLLOWING.

THE NEAREST TO HERE WERE OUR OWN
LOCAL LOVELIES, THE DAVEY JONES LICKERS.
| HEARD TELL THAT THEY REGULARLY
PRACTICED IN A WAREHOUSE AREA OFF I-5
DOWN IN SOUTH TAGCOMA, AND | DETERMINED
THAT THERE WAS NO TIME LIKE THE PRESENT
TO GET DOWN THERE AND SEE IF ANYONE HAD
ANY SUSPICIOUS TATTOOS.

FOR LUNCH | HAD FUELED UP MY
CANISTER WITH COFFEE FROM THE OFFICE POT
AND SET OUT TO WATCH THE LICKERS AT
PRACTICE. THE RAIN CONTINUED WITH THE
ONSET OF WINTER, AND THE COFFEE FOUGHT A
LOSING BATTLE WITH THE SOPPY CHILL. | WAS
SURPRISED AT HOW MANY PEOPLE WERE
GATHERED IN THE BLEACHERS JUST FOR A
TEAM PRACTICE. THE PRACTICE SCENE AND
THE GIRLS’ GROUPIES CONCOCTED QUITE A
HELL OF A CIRCUS. THE AIR WAS ELECTRIC IN
THE WAREHOUSE WITH VIBRATION FROM SLICK
HARD RUBBER WHEELS ON THE BANK-BOARDS.

| cOoUuLD SEE THE WHY OF THE CROWD;
WATCHING A PRACTICE WAS PROBABLY NEARLY
AS HOT AS WATCHING AN ACTUAL CONTEST.
THOSE WOMEN WERE LIKE STOUT, CORPOREAL
VERSIONS OF THE LADY PAINTED ON THE
FRONT WALL OF MEBG’s. THEY WERE OBVIOUSLY
TOUGH, AND RIGHT CAPABLE OF BEING AS
MEAN AS THEY NEEDED TO BE. | SAT DOWN
ABOUT THREE QUARTERS OF THE WAY UP THE
BLEACHERS, AND SIPPED FROM MY CYLINDER
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OF COFFEE. THE DUDES NEXT TO ME WERE
MAKING BETTING BOOKS. | HANDED THEM A
FRANKLIN AND ASKED THEM FOR AN ODDS
SHEET, WHICH THEY OBLIGED.

THE LADIES BROKE UP THEIR SESSION
AT ABOUT 2 O’CLOCK, AND | WALKED DOWN TO
GET A CONVO WITH THE SQUAD CAPTAIN. SHE
WAS AS TALL AS ME WITH HER SKATES ON AND
WAS PROBABLY A BAREFOOT FIVE-FEET-EIGHT-
INCHES. SHE HAD HOCKEY LEGS AND NICE
OVERALL MUSCLE MASS, AND SHE WAS GOOD
LOOKING, SWEATY AND RED-HEADED AS SHE
WAS. | GREETED HER AS SHE SAT AND
STARTED UNDOING HER SKATES.

“DETECTIVE RICK THOMPSON OF THE
STATE POLICE HOMICIDE UNIT. YOU LOOK
GREAT OUT THERE!” | SAID.

“THANK YOU,” SHE PANTED. “WHO’RE
YOU LOOKING FOR?”

| TOLD HER THERE WAS A DEADLY BAR
FIGHT DOWN IN SAN DIEGO ABOUT 10 DAYS
AGO, WHICH INVOLVED SOME OF HER CIRCUIT
PEERS, AND THAT | WAS RUNNING DOWN
LEADS ON THAT.

“DID YOU ALL GO DOWN TO SAN DIEGDO
FOR THAT CONFAB?” | ASKED.

“] DIDN’T BUT SOME OF OUR GIRLS
MIGHT HAVE. | DID HEAR ABOUT THAT GIRL
GETTING HER HEAD SMUSHED AND | HEAR
TELL THAT IT WAS A JILTED LOVER THING, A
HEAVY HEAVY HEAVY LESBIAN-LOVER-
CRIME-OF-PASSION-AND-JEALOUSY ACT, OUT OF
NOWHERE, AT SOME BAR. IN LIFE, RICKY,
THINGS BOIL OVER LIKE THAT SOMETIMES. AND
THERE’S JUST NOTHING ANYBODY CAN DO
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ABOUT IT,” SHE SAID.

SHE PAWED MY COAT. “IT’S NICE TO
MEET YOU DETECTIVE. MY NAME’S SANDY.”

IT WAS NICE TO MEET SANDY, TOO. AND
SHE WAS OF COURSE RIGHT. BACK IN MY
NEWSPAPER DAYS, FOR EXAMPLE, |I’D COVERED
AN INCIDENT INVOLVING A HEAD-ON MOTOR-
CYCLE COLLISION; IT WAS A MAJOR ANNUAL
POKER RUN UP IN NEVADA, AND TWO RIDERS
FROM TWO CLUBS MEETING AT SOME POINT ON
SOME OLD MINER’S FREEWAY BOTH SAW THE
SAME SHADE OF CRIMSON AT THE SAME TIME,
AND THEY DIALED EACH OTHER OVER AND
OuUT. THEY HAD RECOGNIZED DEATH'S MOST
BECOMING GESTURE IN EACH OTHERS' EYES
AND CLICK JUST LIKE THAT, THEY DELIVERED
THEMSELVES BY WAY OF THE STRAIGHTEST
LINE BETWEEN POINT A AND POINT B.

AND WHAT WAS THE REASON, HERE IN
ON EARTH IN THE FLESH? LOVE? REVENGE? IT
DOESN’T REALLY MATTER NOW INASMUCH AS
WHERE THEY WERE HEADED. SANDY WAS
RIGHT, SOMETIMES PEOPLE JUST GET REAPED
AND SHIT IS TO BE EXPECTED TO HAPPEN AT
ANY TIME, AS A GENERAL RULE. STUFF GOES
DOWN THAT’S JUST PLAIN BLOODY AND
SPOOKY FOR NO GOOD REASON WITH NO
STRAIGHT EXPLANATION AND IT OCCURS
OFTEN ENOUGH THAT ONE IS WISE TO GET
USED TO IT. | THINK THE PROPER JINGOISM IS
“GET SMART.”

“] KNOW WHAT YOU MEAN,” | ANSWERED.
“YOu WANNA GO SOMEWHERE AND CHAT
ABOUT IT?”

“0OK, LET ME GRAB MY GYM BAG,” SHE
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SAID. “lI’LL DRIVE.”

| WALKED WITH HER TO THE LOCKER
ROOM, THEN WE HEADED OUT TO THE PARKING
LOT, WHERE SHE KEYED THE DOOR TO AN
ORANGE BUG, AND WAVED ME INTO THE
PASSENGER SEAT. |IT WAS A DIESEL, AND
WHILE WE WAITED FOR COMPRESSION SHE
OFENED ME A COLD CAN OF BEER FROM A
COOLER BEHIND HER SEAT, AND SHE PRIED
ONE OPEN FOR HERSELF. THEN SANDY LICKER
PUT THAT BUG IN GEAR, SWITCHED ON THE
HEADLIGHTS, AND PULLED OUT OF THE
PARKING LOT.

“BASICALLY, JESSICA ROLLER WAS THE
WIFE OF HER ROOMMATE AND TEAMMATE,
VERONICA ROLLER,” SHE SAID. “IT wOULD BE
MY OBSERVATION THAT VERONICA ROLLER HAD
SOME UNSETTLED BUSINESS FROM HER DAYS
AS A POLICE OFFICER, AND IT ENDED UP
GETTING HER WIFE KILLED ALL THESE YEARS
LATER. THAT COULD HAVE BEEN IT, BUT |
WASN’T THERE, SO | wWON'T SAY FIRM. How
DOES THAT SOUND TO YOU?”

“WHAT WAS THE GRUDGE AND WHO
HELD IT?” | ASKED HER.

“] IMAGINE, THAT SPECIFICALLY WHO
HOLDS A GRUDGE IS A CAPITAL FACTOR IN
WHAT THEY DO, DON’T DO, OR MIGHT STILL DO
ABOUT IT. | DON’T KNOW WHO IT IS IN THIS
CASE, IF ANYONE, SO | DON’T KNOW WHY IF AT
ALL. AND | DIDN’T KNOW JESSICA PERSONALLY
AND | DON’T KNOW VERONICA,” SANDY SAID.
“JUsST SOMETHING OR SOMEBODY FROM THEIR
PAST. IN A VERY REAL SENSE, THERE’S
NOTHING ANYBODY CAN DO ABOUT IT NOW.”
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“Do vyOou THINK IT WAS ALL PUT TO BED
WITH JESSICA’S DEATH, OR IS SOMETHING
STILL UNRESOLVED?” | ASKED HER.

“] GUESS THAT DEPENDS ON WHETHER
ANYONE STILL HOLDS A GRUDGE,” SHE SAID.
DURING OUR CONVERSATION WE HAD
TRAVELED UP TO |I-5, DROVE SOUTH FOR A
FEW RAMPS, MADE A U-TURN AND RETURNED
AGAIN NORTHWARD BACK TO THE INDUSTRIAL
DISTRICT WHERE MY CAR WAS PARKED AT THE
LICKERS’ WAREHOUSE. SHE PULLED BACK
INTO THE PARKING LOT AND DROPPED ME OFF.

“COME SEE ME ANYTIME,” SHE SAID. |
WALKED TO MY CAR AS SHE DROVE OFF. IT
WAS AROUND FIVE O’CLOCK, IT WAS STILL
RAINING, AND IT WAS ALREADY GETTING
PRETTY DARK IN THE PACIFIC NORTHWEST. |
DROVE BACK TO THE DINER BY THE OFFICE TO
STUDY THE ODDS SHEET WHILE | ATE MY
DINNER. | PHONED TINA ON THE WAY, TO SEE
WHETHER SHE WANTED TO STOP BY FOR A
BITE BEFORE WORK.

THE DAVEY JONES LICKERS WERE
CLEARLY SMILED UPON BY THE ODDS MAKERS.
IT WAS A GOOD WAY TO STUDY UP AND FISH
AROUND THE CIRCUIT. | wOuUuLD NEED TO
REQUEST PIN MONEY FROM THE DEPARTMENT
IN ORDER TO PLACE BETS, THOUGH, HAVING
ALREADY SPENT A HUNDRED BUCKS FOR THIS
ODDS BILL. MY TOFU SCRAMBLE CAME ABOUT
THE SAME TIME THAT TINA SHOWED UP,
SOAKING WET.

“]T’S REALLY COMING DOWN OUT THERE,
EH?” SHE SAID AS SHE SAT. SHE ORDERED
THE SPAGHETTI. | SHOWED HER MY SHEET.
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“YOu WANT TO GET IN ON THIS? OUR LOCAL
LICKERS ARE IN THE GOOD GRACES OF THE
BOOKMAKERS,” | TOLD HER.

“] TALKED TO THE BAND, AND WE’VE
COUNTED OUR FAIR SHARE OF SKATE DERBY
GIRLS IN AND OUT OF THE CLUB. BUT THAT’S
NOT PARTICULARLY ODD FOR ANY AFTER-
HOURS CLUB, OR ANYWHERE ELSE FOR THAT
MATTER, YOU KNOW?” SHE SAID.

“NOBODY REMEMBERS SEEING ANYTHING
WEIRD OR PARTICULARLY MEMORABLE ALONG
THOSE LINES, REALLY. IT’S DARK IN THERE
RICK, IT IS A JAZZ LOUNGE YOU KNOW, AND
DON’T FORGET THAT WE’RE ALL MUSICIANS SO
WE DO OUR BEST TO GET OVER MOST ANY
REASONABLE WEIRDNESS.”

THE LIEUTENANT HAD ALREADY LEFT FOR
THE DAY WHEN | GOT BACK TO THE OFFICE, AT
ABOUT SEVEN. | FILLED OUT REIMBURSEMENT
PAPERWORK FOR FUNDS TO BET ON THE
SKATER GIRLS AS PART OF MY INVESTIGATION.
MACKINNEY WOULD GET A KICK OUT OF THAT.
THERE WAS A MESSAGE ON MY DESK
INDICATING THAT THE NAVAJO DPS SERGEANT
OF DETECTIVES HAD RETURNED MY CALL.

BiLL MORENO. | DIALED THAT NUMBER
BACK UP, AND GOT HIM ON THE LINE. AS TOD
BE EXPECTED, MORENDO SAID HE’D ALREADY
FIELDED SEVERAL RECENT CALLS FROM
VARIOUS HATS ASKING SIMILAR QUESTIONS.

“VERONICA GREW UP OUT HERE, HER
PARENTS WERE SCHOOL TEACHERS AT THE
NAVAJO NATION. SHE LEFT OUR FORCE ABOUT
10 YEARS AGO, AND WE HATED TO LOSE HER.
SHE MADE A VERY COMPETENT OFFICER AND A
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GOOD WOMAN,” MORENO SAID. “BUT, AFTER
SHE HAD TO HOOK UP A CLOSE FAMILY FRIEND
FOR RAPE AND MURDER, IT RUINED THE
APPEAL OF THE WORK FOR HER, FOR GOOD.
SHE WAS READY TO MOVE AWAY FROM HERE,
AND SHE GOT OUT OF SECULAR CRIMINAL
JUSTICE ALTOGETHER.”

“] HAD A GIRL UP HERE TODAY FROM
WITHIN THE RANKS OF THE SAME DERBY
LEAGUE, SPECULATING TO ME THAT THE
HOMICIDE OF VERONICA’S GIRLFRIEND LAST
WEEK COULD BE GROUNDED TO SOME ASPECT
OF HER HISTORY AT YOUR AGENCY,” | TOLD
HIM.

“I’'D SAY NOTHING SPECIFICALLY
RELATED TO HER POLICE WORK. OF COURSE
YOU UNDERSTAND THAT SOME PEDOPLE TAKE IT
PERSONALLY WHEN THEY GET ARRESTED,
DETECTIVE. AMONG OUR MANY OTHER DUTIES
AND OBLIGATIONS, THAT’S PART OF YOUR JOB,
THAT’S PART OF MY JOB, AND THAT WAS PART
OF HER JOB HERE. LIKE | SAID, SHE WAS A
GREAT PERSON TO WORK WITH. GOOD, FAIR,
AND HONEST IN HER DUTIES,” MORENO SAID.

“THAT PARTICULAR CASE TURNED HER
TASTE FOR POLICE WORK;} IT WAS TOUGH ON
EVERYBODY. BUT THERE WAS NOTHING OCCULT
ABOUT IT. NO DOUBLE-CROSS, NO UNRESOLV-
ED EVIDENCE, NO SECOND GUESSING OR
WHAT-IFS. |IT WAS CLEAR-CUT. JUST ONE OF
THOSE UNFORTUNATE, HORRIFIC CASES AND IT
HIT HER TOO CLOSE TO HOME. THAT WAS IT
FOR HER. IT WAS JUST ONE OF THOSE THINGS.
IT HAPPENS. BUT | DON’T THINK THERE ARE
ANY HOT SPOTS REMAINING.”
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SERGEANT MORENO’S WAS A RATIONAL
PERSPECTIVE AND HE MADE HIS POINT WELL.

ON WEDNESDAY MORNING, | ARRIVED AT
WORK EARLY AGAIN, AND PHONED LOPEZ FIRST
THING.

“SOMEBODY NEEDS TO GO TO ARIZONA
FOR AN AUDIENCE WITH VERONICA ROLLER. |
TALKED TO THE AGENCY WHERE SHE WAS
FORMERLY EMPLOYED, AND ALSO TALKED TO
SOME OF OUR LOCAL SKATE GIRLS AND ONE OF
THEM SUGGESTED THAT JESSICA’S HOMICIDE
MIGHT HAVE ROOTS SOMEWHERE IN
VERONICA’S PAST AS A POLICE OFFICER,” |
BRIEFED LOPEZ.

“A SERGEANT OF DETECTIVES AT THE
NAVAJO NATION SAID VERONICA HAD TO LOCK
UP A FAMILY FRIEND, AND THAT TURNED HER
OFF OF POLICE WORK FOREVER. BUuT, HE
BELIEVES THAT OLD STORY BELONGS IN THE
PAST, AND THAT IT HAS NO CORRELATION WITH
THE JESSICA ROLLER HOMICIDE. MOREOVER, |
STILL HAVEN’T SEEN ANYTHING CONNECTING
ROLLER’S HOMICIDE WITH ANY OF
SATURDAY’S.”

LOPEZ: “l TALKED TO MORENO TOO, AND
GOT PRETTY MUCH THE SAME VERSION AS
YOuU. BUT ALONG THOSE LINES, VERONICA’S
PERP IN THAT CASE, WHO EVEN TODAY
REMAINS LOCKED UP IN THE ADC, WELL, HIS
BROTHER WAS THE GUY WHO BECCA ROLLER,
WHEN SHE WAS BECCA REAUGH, SHOT AND
KILLED IN SCOTTSDALE NINE YEARS AGO. SO
THERE IS A CONNECTION GOING BACK
BETWEEN BECCA AND VERONICA IN THAT WAY.
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THAT’S PRESUMABLY HOW VERONICA AND
BEccA MET. SO A DEAD BROTHER AND A LIFE
SENTENCE FOR YOURSELF wOULD BE REASON
ENOUGH FOR SOME PEOPLE TO HOLD A
GRUDGE FOREVER, AGAINST THE HOUSEHOLD
FULL OF WOMEN WHO HAD BEEN INSTRUMEN-
TAL IN BRINGING THOSE CIRCUMSTANCES
ABOUT.”

HE MADE A GOOD POINT, TOO. LOPEZ
SAID THE POSTIES HAD ALSO URGED HIM TO
HEAD OUT THERE TO PHOENIX, AND THAT HE’D
BOOKED A FLIGHT.
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BREAKING NEwS

WHEN | GOT OFF THE PHONE WITH
LOPEZ, IT WAS ABOUT OHH-SIX-HUNDRED. |
WALKED INTO THE BREAK ROOM, RELOADED
THE COFFEE POT AND SWITCHED ON THE TELLY
TO THE MORNING NEWS. A REPORTER WAS
STANDING ON THE SHOULDER OF HARBOR BAY
PARKWAY IN FRONT OF POLICE TAPE, FLASHING
LIGHTS, SEARCH AND RESCUE VEHICLES, A
MEDIA GANG-BANG, AND THE SAN FRANCISCO
BAY. IT WAS STILL DARK AND THE LIGHTS
FROM ALL THE FUZZ AT THE SCENE JUMPED
FROM THE T.V. SCREEN INTO OUR BREAK
ROOM.

“1I’M STANDING HERE ABOUT A MILE
NORTH OF OAKLAND INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT,
NEAR THE TRAGIC SCENE WHERE 20 WOMEN
WERE FOUND DROWNED ABOUT AN HOUR AGO,
IN AN AMBULANCE SUBMERGED IN THE SAN
FRANCISCO BAY. THE VEHICLE APPARENTLY
WENT IN SOMETIME LATE LAST NIGHT OR EARLY
THIS MORNING. EYEWITNESSES REPORTED THE
SITUATION TO AUTHORITIES,” THE REPORTER
SAID. “THEN CAME THE SEARCH RESPONSE.”

“WHAT SORT OF STATEMENTS HAVE
BEEN ISSUED REGARDING THE IDENTITY OF
THOSE IN THE SUNKEN VEHICLE? HAS ANYONE
COMMENTED REGARDING WHY SO MANY
PEOPLE WERE IN AN AMBULANCE?” THE
STUDIO ANCHOR QUESTIONED THE ON-SCENE
REPORTER.

“THE BODIES HAVE NOT ALL BEEN
POSITIVELY IDENTIFIED, BUT THEY WERE
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REPORTEDLY ALL WEARING THE INDIVIDUALLY
CUSTOMIZED UNIFORMS, TO INCLUDE ROLLER
SKATES, OF CHINDO, CALIFORNIA’S WHEELED
BEAVERS ROLLER DERBY SQUAD WHEN THEY
WERE PULLED FROM THE WATER. POLICE
STATED THAT THE TEAM’S ENTIRE ROSTER MAY
HAVE BEEN KILLED,” THE REPORTER REPLIED.

“HOWEVER, AUTHORITIES HAVE NOT
COMMENTED AS TO WHY THE WOMEN WERE IN
AN AMBULANCE IN THE FIRST PLACE, OR
REGARDING WHAT THEY THINK MAY HAVE
CAUSED THE CRASH. BUT FROM THE
APPROXIMATE LOCATION OF THE AMBULANCE
WITH RESPECT TO THE NEAREST ROAD IT WAS
LIKELY SOUTHBEOUND ON HARBOR BAY
PARKWAY WHEN, FOR WHATEVER REASON, THE
DRIVER FAILED TO CONTROL THE VEHICLE.”

HOLY HELL, | THOUGHT TO MYSELF, THE
GALS ARE REALLY PILING UP OUT WEST THIS
FALL. | STOOD THERE FOR A MINUTE, AND GOT
INTO THE COFFEE. ABOUT THAT TIME, IN CAME
THE LIEUTENANT.

“ACCORDING TO THIS TALKING BOX, A
WHOLE SRUAD OF SKATER GIRLS DROWNED IN
A CRASHED AMBULANCE LAST NIGHT IN THE
SAN FRANCISCO BAY,” | TOLD HIM. “YOUR
THOUGHTS?”

“lT WASN’T ME,” HE SAID. “NOBODY’S
BEEN ABLE TO LINK ANY DERBY GIRLS TO ANY
DEAD STRIPPERS YET, ANYWAY. WE COULD
JUST DISREGARD CAUSALITY IN TIME AND
SPACE ENTIRELY, AND JUST PLAN ON HAVING A
STRIPPER BLOOD BATH ONE WEEK, AND A
MASS DERBY GIRL KILLING THE NEXT, AND
THEN ALTERNATING AND REPEATING INTO
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FOREVER FOR NO GOOD REASON. BUT THAT IS
A CYNICAL THING FOR ME TO SAY, AND IT ALSO
WOULD LOOK RIDICULOUS IN A POLICE REPORT,
AND IT DOESN’T DO MUCH TO KEEP THE PEACE
OR SERVE AND PROTECT STRIPPERS OR DERBY
GIRLS OR HIPSTERS OR ANY OTHER MEMBERS
OF THE GENERAL PUBLIC.”

ALTHOUGH HE DIDN’T SEEM TO NEED IT,
HE WENT FOR THE COFFEE TOO.

“LOPEZ OUT OF SAN DIEGO IS FLYING
INTO PHOENIX TODAY, TO GET A FACE-TO-FACE
WITH VERONICA AND BEcCcA ROLLER. |
SHOULD CALL DOWN RIGHT NOW TO MAKE
SURE HE HAS A HEADS UP FOR THE PEOPLE
DEALING WITH THIS DROWNED AMBULANCE
FULL OF SKATER GIRLS. AND |I’LL HEAD TO
OUR LOCAL LICKERS WAREHOUSE TODAY, TO
MAYBE SEE IF ANYONE MISSES THE NOW SUNK
CHINDO TEAM OR HAS ANYTHING TO SAY ABOUT
IT. AND TO PLACE A FEW BETS, YOU WANT IN
ON THIS?” | SMILED, WAVING THE ODDS SHEET
AT HIM.

“THAT’S YOUR DEPARTMENT, wWOOL
RAKE,” HE SAID. “MEANTIME, I’LL CHAT UP
THE POSTIES TO THE AMBULANCE IN THE
DRINK.”

| RANG UP THE ALAMEDA COUNTY
SHERIFF’S OFFICE, AND BROUGHT THEIR ON-
CALL DUTY OFFICER AND SHIFT SERGEANT UP
TO DATE ON THE 11 DOCTOBER HOMICIDES,
THE PRECEDING JESSICA ROLLER HOMICIDE IN
SAN DIEGO, AND ALL THE MAJOR RELEVANT
LEADS AND DARK FORENSIC ALLEYS
THEREWITH. | LISTED FOR THEM THE AGENCIES
SO FAR INVOLVED, NAMED THE POSTIES’
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LIAISON FOR THE CASE, AND SENT THEM THE
CUMULATIVE INTER-AGENCY REPORTS ON THE
CASES INVOLVING THE STRIPPERS, AS WELL AS
ALL THE BACKGROUND INFORMATION AND
ROSTERS WE HAD ON THE DERBY CIRCUIT.
THEY SAID THEY’D BE IN TOUCH ALONG THE
WAY.

DESPITE THE WEIRDNESS OF THEIR
TRUCK FULL OF DROWNED SKATER LADIES, THE
BOYS IN OAKLAND WERE PROBABLY EVEN
MORE BAFFLED AFTER THE CONVERSATION
THEY JUST HAD WITH ME. TODAY HAD STARTED
OUT WEIRD ENOUGH THAT THE LIEUTENANT
HAD ALREADY LOCKED HIMSELF IN HIS OFFICE.
| SENT OUT A GROUP MEMO TO THE INVOLVED
AGENCIES ABOUT THE LATEST FIASCO IN
OAKLAND.

THE GUY WHO BECGCCA ROLLER KILLED
SOME DECADE AGO WAS WILLIAM ROBERT
CRIMSON, WHO WAS 23 WHEN HE WAS sSHOT
TO DEATH DURING A DOMESTIC DISPUTE WITH
BEccA (REAUGH) ROLLER. CRIMSON’S OLDER
BROTHER, WHO IS STILL ON THE STATE FARM
IN ARIZONA, IS WILLIAM ALLAN CRIMSON, NOW
48. HE wAS CONVICTED FOR RAPE AND
MURDER OF A 16-YEAR-OLD GIRL ON THE
NAvVvAJO NATION.

GROWING UP, BOTH THE CRIMSON
FAMILY AND THE VICTIM’S FAMILY WERE
NEIGHBORS AND FRIENDS OF VERONICA
(MARTINEZ) ROLLER’S FAMILY. VERONICA’S
MOTHER TAUGHT ALL THE CRIMSON CHILDREN
IN SCHOOL AS WELL AS ALL THE KIDS FROM
THE VICTIM’S FAMILY. THE TRIAL WAS TRAGIC
ENOUGH, EVEN BEFORE IT WAS MADE
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FURTHERMORE DISASTROUS BY THE NATIONAL
MEDIA. BASICALLY, BECCA AND VERONICA AND
JESSICA DIDN’T MEET ONE ANOTHER UNTIL
AFTER ALL OF THAT HAD HAPPENED. IN FACT,
THE UNFORTUNATE SITUATION MUST HAVE
FUNCTIONED AS THEIR INTRODUCGCTION.

GRANTED, IT WAS A LITTLE ODD THAT
THE FORMER VERONICA MARTINEZ ENDED UP
AS THE COMMON LAW WIFE OF THE WOMAN
WHO KILLED THE OTHER CRIMSON BROTHER.
ANYWAY, IT SEEMS LIKE JESSICA JUST GOT
ROLLED UP IN THE MIDDLE OF IT, AND FROM
THE PICTURES I’VE SEEN OF HER, SHE WAS
THE PRETTIEST ONE OF THEM ALL. THEY
PROBABLY MET AT THE TRIAL, LEADING TO
BEDFELLOWS, THEN TO ENDURING
COHABITATION, THEN DEATH AND DISASTER,
EVENTUALLY.

AS WEDNESDAY MORNING WRAFPED UP, |
HEADED BACK TO THE WAREHOUSE TO PLACE
MY BETS AND TO COMMIT THE ORIGINAL SIN OF
SUCCUMBING TO THE DESIRE TO SPEND MORE
TIME WITH SANDY LICKER. | GOT THERE ABOUT
12:30. THERE WAS A BIT OF A CROWD AS
APPARENTLY WAS TO BE EXPECTED, JUDGING
BY THE LOOKS OF THE SCENE. THE SQUAD
WAS RUNNING LINE-ON-LINE SCRIMMAGES.
TWO-MINUTE RUNS EACH, WHICH REFLECTS
THE RULES OF THE SPORT; TWO MINUTES PER
LINE SHIFT AND SCORING OPPORTUNITY, WITH
TWO THIRTY MINUTE ROUNDS COMPRISING A
MATCH.

| SAW THE GUYS WHO HAD GIVEN ME
THE ODDS SHEET THE DAY BEFORE, SITTING IN
THE SAME HUDDLE, WATCHING THE GIRLS GO
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AROUND. | PUT FIFTY BUCKS ON THE LICKERS
FOR SATURDAY’S MATCH, AND ANOTHER FIFTY
ON THEM TO WIN AGAIN THE FOLLOWING WEEK.

SANDY WAS A DEFENSIVE PLAYER, A
BLOCKER. TWO OF THE GUYS MAKING BOOKS
SPOKE A RUSSIAN ACCENT, WHICH SEEMS LIKE
NOT A TOTALLY UNUSUAL ACCENT FOR
BOOKMAKERS. | THOUGHT IT WAS PRETTY
AUSPICIOUS IN LIGHT OF OUR UNIDENTIFIED
DEAD GUY IN THE RUSSIAN SUIT, ALTHOUGH
FOR ALL WE MAY EVER KNOW, THAT DUDE WAS
AS AMERICAN AS APPLE PIE AND HAD SIMPLY
COME ACROSS A GOOD BARGAIN ON A FOREIGN
SUIT. | EMBOLDENED THE MENTAL NOTE JUST
IN CASE: ADD RUSSIAN BOOKMAKERS TO THIS
BUBBLING ROCK-AND-ROLL STEW OF
STRIPPERS, PIZZA MEN, AND SKATERS.

AT ABOUT 2 O’CLOCK, THEY BROKE UP
THE SCRIMMAGE. | WHEELED MYSELF DOWN
THERE AND GREETED SANDY. | TOLD HER THE
NEWS ABOUT THE CHINO TEAM.

“WEIRD. YOU KNOW, THAT WAS THEIR
OWN AMBULANCE. | BELIEVE THEY GOT A
PRETTY GOOD DEAL ON IT, AND IT WAS BIG
ENOUGH TO FIT THEIR WHOLE SQUAD INTO,”
SHE SAID.

“BESIDES THE OBVIOUS GENERAL
TRAGEDY OF IT, IT’S TOUGH FOR THE CIRCUIT
TO LOSE A WHOLE SRUAD. YOU GET TO KNOW
THE SMELL AND THE SMILES AND THE GLARES
AND THE SNARLS OF YOUR COMPETITORS. IT’S
LIKE PUPPY LOVE, AND THERE’S GREAT
RESPECT AMONG ATHLETES. CHIVALRY TRULY.”
SHE POUTED AND WIPED AWAY A TEAR.

“WANNA GO FOR ANDOTHER RIDE?” SHE
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ASKED ME.

“ABSOLUTELY,” | REPLIED.

SHE UNSTRAPPED HER SKATES, LACED
UP HER HIGH TOPS, GRABBED HER BAG, AND
WE HEADED OUT TO THE PARKING LOT. “l’LL
DRIVE AGAIN,” SHE SAID.

AGAIN SHE GRABBED US BEVERAGES
FROM THE COOLER IN THE BACKSEAT AND WE
PULLED OUT OF THE PARKING LOT. ABOUT TEN
MINUTES LATER WE ARRIVED AT HER
APARTMENT. HER QUARTERS WERE LIKE A TINY
MUSEUM AND A CUSTOMIZED TREE HOUSE ALL
ROLLED INTO ONE. THERE WAS A BICYCLE
STRUNG UP FROM THE CEILING, AND A FEW
HAMMOCKS AND SOME HANGING CHAIRS ON
CHAINS.

THE WALLS WERE FULLY COATED WITH A
MOSAIC OF ARTICLES, PAINTINGS, COLLAGES,
DRAWINGS, PHOTOGRAPHS, AND THE SHELVES
WERE FILLED WITH BOOKS, THIS-AND-THAT
ORIGAMI EVERYTHING, KNICKKNACKS, BOWLS
AND VASES, FIGURINES, FISHBOWLS, ROCKS,
INCENSE, AND CRYSTALS. THE PLACE WAS
VERILY ALIVE WITH STUFF CRAMMED FROM
CORNER TO CORNER TO CORNER TO CORNER
TO CORNER TO CORNER. THERE WAS A
KITCHENETTE TO THE LEFT OF THE DOOR AND
A PILLOW-FILLED NICHE BEHIND A CURTAIN OF
BEADS TO THE RIGHT.

WE WALKED THROUGH THE WALL OF
BEADS AND SHE SWITCHED OFF THE LIGHT,
AND THE ROOM BECAME ALMOST PITCH BLACK.
THERE WAS NOT MUGCH FOR SUNLIGHT OUTSIDE
ANYWAY, EVEN IF THE WINDOWS HADN’T BEEN
SHROWDED WITH DARK, THICK, IRIDESCENT
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CURTAINS. SHE KISSED ME, ORDERED ME
BARE, REMOVED HER UNIFORM AND BLEW MY
MIND. ABOUT AN HOUR LATER SHE DROPPED
ME BACK OFF AT MY CAR AS IF COUGHING UP A
HAIRBALL.

LOPEZ GOT OFF THE PLANE AT PHOENIX
SKY HARBOR INTERNATIONAL, RENTED A
SEDAN, AND BOOKED A ROOM AT AN HOTEL
NEAR THE AIRPORT. HE DROPPED OFF HIS
CARRY-ON BAG IN HIS ROOM, AND LOOKED AT
THE NORTH PHOENIX ADDRESS HE’D BEEN
GIVEN BY THE MCS0O. HE DROVE TO THE
SHERIFF’S OFFICE AND MET WITH SOME OF THE
DETECTIVES THERE FOR ABOUT THIRTY
MINUTES, THEN HEADED NORTH ON I-17 FOR
ABOUT TEN MORE.

IT WAS ABOUT 2:45 P.M. WHEN HE
KNOCKED ON THE ROLLERS’ APARTMENT
DOOR. HE’D TOLD THEM TO EXPECT HIM
ABOUT 3 O’cLOCK. BECCA ANSWERED THE
DOOR WEARING THE ROLLERS’ BABY BLUE
STANDARD. SHE AND VERONICA HAD JUST
RETURNED FROM A SCRIMMAGE. SHE INVITED
HIM IN. VERONICA MADE TEA. BECCcA WAS
MUSCULAR AND NOT VERY TALL, BUT SHE WAS
ATTRACTIVE.

VERONICA HAD ALREADY CHANGED OUT
OF HER UNIFORM INTO JEANS AND A PLAIN
COTTON T-SHIRT. SHE WAS TALL WITH STEELY
BLUE EYES, ALTHOUGH SHE HAD A SUBTLE
AND DISARMING SMILE. THEY SAT HIM DOWN
AT THE KITCHEN TABLE.

LOPEZ LOOKED AT THE STAINLESS STEEL
TEAPOT. BECCA DUCKED OUT AND CAME BACK
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RUICKLY SHOWERED, AND CHANGED INTO
PLAINCLOTHES. THE THREE SAT AND TALKED
FOR ABOUT AN HOUR.

“] LOVED JESSICA, WE BOTH DID. SHE
WAS OUR PARTNER. UNDERSTAND THAT
YOU’RE TALKING WITH HER TWO GRIEVING AND
RECENTLY BEREFT SISTERS, DETECTIVE,”
VERONICA SAID. HE NODDED.

“BECCA AND | MET DURING THE
CRIMSON MURDER TRIAL. A SHORT TIME
LATER, SHE SHOT BoBBY CRIMSON DURING
SOME HEAVILY INTOXICATED ARGUMENT, AND
THEN WENT TO ADC FOR 18 MONTHS,”
VERONICA SAID. “IN THE MEANTIME, | QuIT
THE NAVAJO FORCE AND MOVED OUT HERE TO
PHOENIX. WHEN BECCA WAS PAROLED SHE
MOVED IN WITH ME AND A FEW YEARS LATER
WE MET JESSICA THROUGH THE DERBY
CIRCUIT. WE FELL IN LOVE WITH HER. SHE
MOVED IN WITH US FIVE YEARS AGO.”

SHE CONTINUED: “BUT | KEEP IN TOUCGCH
WITH ALLAN CRIMSON. IN THE LAST DECADE,
THE CRIMSON AND MARTINEZ FAMILIES HAVE
REMAINED IN CONTACT AND WE VISIT ON
HOLIDAYS. ONE MUST HOLD ON TO THE GOOD
OF WHAT YOU HAD AND STILL HAVE OR ELSE
YOU HAVE NOTHING LEFT AT ALL. SO, ALLAN
CRIMSON DIDN’T HAVE, HE WOULD NEVER
HAVE, ANYTHING TO DO WITH THIS. NOBODY
CONJURED THIS UP, JESSICA’S DEATH CAME
BY A RANDOM BAR FIGHT DUST-UP, A CRIME OF
DULL PASSION IN A MEANINGLESS JACKASS
HASH. IN ONE SLIP. | WAS THERE, IT WAS ONE
OF THOSE THINGS TOO PERFECTLY STUPID AND
SEUIRRELLY TO END RIGHT.”
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A SIMPLE TASK

| SAT THERE IN MY CAR, SMOKING.

| HAD ASKED SANDY ABOUT THE
RUSSIAN BOOKMAKERS. SHE SAID THEY WERE
JUST PART OF THE SCENERY, AND, THAT
ANYWAY, IT WAS ONLY NATURAL FOR PEOPLE
TO ENJOY BETTING ON FAST-ROUND-AND-
ROUND-ROLLING PRETTIES.

I’'D TOLD HER THAT ONE OF OUR TwO 11
OCTOBER DEAD DUDES HAD A TAILOR-MADE
RUSSIAN SUIT ON, CARRIED NO
IDENTIFICATION, AND NO ONE HAD YET
CLAIMED HIS BODY. AND, | MENTIONED THAT,
MAYBE, SHE’D BRING IT UP TO SOME OF THE
RUSSIAN WALLFLOWERS HANGING ABOUT THE
LICKERS’ WAREHOUSE, AS THAT MIGHT INSPIRE
SOMEBODY TO MOSEY IN TO THE MORGUE AND
CLAIM A COMRADE. |IT WAS ABOUT 4 WHEN |
GOT BACK TO THE OFFICE.

“YOou HAVE A CERTAIN AIR ABOUT YOU,
RICKY,” MACKINNEY SOLICITED. “BY THE WAY,
DIXIE CALLED. AND OAKLAND WANTS YOU TO
RING THEM BACK, TOO, THEY SAID JUST
WHENEVER YOU GET A MOMENT.”

SO, | DIALED UP DIXIE FIRST.

“] FINALLY HAD A CALL ABOUT AN HOUR
AGO, ON THE DUDE IN THE SUIT. AND THE
PERSON ON THE LINE DID HAVE AN ENGLISH-
AS-A-SECOND-LANGUAGE, EUROPEAN-
SOUNDING ACCENT. A MAN. HE SAID HE’D BE
AROUND IN THE NEXT COUPLE OF DAYS TO
ATTEMPT TO IDENTIFY AND POSSIBLY CLAIM
OUR EURDO. HE DIDN’T SAY ANY NAMES OR
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STATE ANY RELATIONSHIP TO THE DECEASED.
HE DIDN’T SAY WHEN EXACTLY HE’D COME,
AND HE HASN’T BEEN HERE YET,” SHE SAID.

“I’LL STAY NEARBY. CALL ME THE
INSTANT ANYONE SHOWS UP,” | SAID.

| TOLD HER THE BOOKMAKERS FOR OUR
TOWN’S DAVEY JONES LICKERS WERE
RUSSIANS, AND BY-THE-WAY A WHOLE TEAM OF
DERBY GIRLS HAD CRASHED THEIR AMBULANCE
INTO, AND SUBSERUENTLY DROWNED IN THE
SAN FRANCISCO BAY LAST NIGHT.

“KEEP ALL THAT IN MIND, FOR WHAT IT’S
WORTH,” | SAID.

“YEAH RIGHT RICK,” DIXIE ANSWERED.

| RANG UP OAKLAND NEXT, AND THOSE
BOYS HAD A FUCKING DOOZEY. | DON’T KNOW
WHAT ELSE TO CALL IT.

CHIEF DETECTIVE SAM WILSON OF THE
OAKLAND PD: | REALLY DON’T KNOW HOW TO
EXPLAIN. | FEEL FUNNY PUTTING IT INTO
WORDS, DETECTIVE, SO I’LL JUST SAY IT: YOU
KNOW WE PULLED ALL THOSE DEAD GIRLS OUT
OF THE DRINK THIS MORNING, AND, WELL, ONE
OF THEM, THE ONE IN THE DRIVER SEAT, WAS
ALL FURRY. ALLOVER.”

WHAT DID HE MEAN “ALL FURRY,” |
WONDERED.

“WHAT DO YOU MEAN 'ALL FURRY'?2” |
ASKED.

“] MEAN ALL FIVE-FOOT-FOUR OF HER IS
FUCKING FURRY WITH FURRY FUR. AND WITH
DOG’S TEETH, PAWS, AND EIGHT NIPPLES.
POINTY EARS. THE WHOLE SCHMEER,” WILSON
SAID. “SHE WAS WEARING THE CHINO
BEAVERS UNIFORM WITH THE NICKNAME
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FIREPIE STITCHED PROFUSELY INTO HER
SKIRTS, BUT | CAN THINK OF MORE
APPROPRIATE NICKNAMES FOR HER AFTER
SEEING WHAT | SAW THIS MORNING. OUR
CORONER, QUITE FRANKLY, IS COMPLETELY
MYSTIFIED.”

| COULD CERTAINLY UNDERSTAND HIS
FRUSTRATION. IT WAS QUITE A STORY.

SEVERAL ALAMEDA COUNTY CORONERS
OFFICE STAFF, SEVERAL DEPUTIES, THE
MEDICS, AND THE CITY POLICE WHO CAME IN
WITH THE DROWNED WOMEN ALL STARED AT
THE FURRY ODDITY ON THE AUTOPSY TABLE IN
FRONT OF THEM WITH GREAT CURIOSITY,
PROLONGED DISBELIEF, AND GENERAL
ASTONISHMENT. THE HAIR LOOKED COARSE,
BUT IT WAS SOFT TO THE TOUCH.

THEY HAD REMOVED THE UNIFORM SHE’D
DROWNED IN, A BLACK AND PINK MINISKIRT
AND A BLACK AND WHITE PLAID SPORTS-
SUPPORT TANK TOP. HER MATCHING CANVAS
HIGH TOPS SAT ON THE LAB TABLE NEXT TO
HER UNIFORM. HER 19 TEAMMATES WERE
BAGGED UP IN THERE ALSO, BUT THIS
SURPRISE FROM NATURE WAS, NOT
SURPRISINGLY, GETTING ALL THE ATTENTION.

LIKE A FELLED MOOSE, HER TONGUE
LOLLED OUT OF HER MOUTH, AND TRAILS OF
SALTWATER AND SALIVA DARKENED THE FUR
ON HER CHEEKS.

“SHE’S BEAUTIFUL,” THE ASSISTANT
CORONER MOONED. “LOOK AT THOSE NATIVE
FEMALE FEATURES. THAT SOFT, SHINY COAT.”

STANDING NEXT TO THE ASSISTANT
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CORONER, ONE OF HIS COLLEAGUES WAS
CHOMPING AT THE BIT TO GET THE AUTOPSY
UNDERWAY, CURIOUS OF HER INNARDS. EYES
WIDE, THEY ALL LOOKED ON.

BuUuT WHEN THEIR GUY PUT A SCALPEL TO
HER TORS0O, THE CORPSE SUDDENLY
SHUDDERED. THE INSTINCTIVE RESPONSE OF
ALL WHO WERE STANDING AROUND THE TABLE
WAS TO JUMP BACKWARDS SEVERAL FEET.
EXCEPT FOR THE CORONER’S STAFFER WHO
HAD MADE THE INCISION.

HIS INSTINCT WAS TO BLEED TO DEATH.
HE COULDN’T JUMP, BECAUSE HIS NECK WAS
IN HER MOUTH AND SHE WAS FANNING HER
HEAD BACK AND FORTH WITH GURGLING,
BLOODY HYDRAULIC VIOLENCE. A FINE MISTY
SPRAY OF BLOOD BEGAN DARKENING, AND
DARKENING, AND FURTHER DARKENING THE
WALLS AND THE SURFACES OF PRETTY MUCH
EVERYTHING IN THE ROOM LIKE A COAT OF
SPRAY PAINT, AS SHE RIGOROUSLY AND
RHYTHMICALLY SHOOK HER MOUTHFUL BACK
AND FORTH.

SHE WAS ALSO SUCKING AS SHE SHOOK
HER HEAD, AND THE FOAMY SRUELCH OF THAT
ACT WAS VERY AUDIBLE TO THE OTHERS IN
THE ROOM ABOVE THE MONSTER’S FREAKY
GROWLS FROM ITS OWN ROTTEN BOWELS,
DRINKING HIS BLOOD STRAIGHT FROM THE TAP
AS SHE MURDERED HIM UP. WHEN HER
BREAKFAST WAS FINALLY ALL SPAZZED 0OUT,
AND ALL HIS JUICES WERE MOSTLY EVERY
WHERE BUT INSIDE OF HIM, SHE DROPPED THE
BODY, MOVED TOWARD THE BLOODIED DOOR,
AND WALKED 0OUT.
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THE MEN IN THE ROOM STOOD THERE
FOR SEVERAL LONG MOMENTS, COVERED IN
THE BLOOD OF THEIR LATE ASSOCIATE, AND
ALL LOOKING RATHER BLANKLY AT THE DOOR
THROUGH WHICH HAD JUST EXITED THE
PORTENT OBJECT OF HER VICTIM’S FORENSIC
EXAM WHICH HAD ARGUABLY GOTTEN MORE
OUT OF HAND THAN ANY OTHER THROUGHOUT
THE HISTORY OF ALL AUTOPSIES.

WHEN LOPEZ CAME AWAY FROM HIS
AFTERNOON WITH VERONICA AND BECCA
ROLLER, HE HAD A CLEAR INTUITION THAT THE
WOMEN WERE TELLING THE FRANK TRUTH AS
THEY UNDERSTOOD IT. HE FOUND THEIR
JUDGMENTS ABOUT THE CRIMSON ISSUE TO
BE WELL-CORROBORATED BY FACT AND BY
NATURE AS HE UNDERSTOOD IT. ABOUT THE
TIME HE GOT BACK TO HIS HOTEL, HE TOOK A
CALL FROM ME.

“THESE GIRLS ODUT HERE ARE PRETTY
MUCH BIG TEDDY BEARS. IN ALL LIKELIHOOD,
THERE’S MORE TO THEM THAN WOULD BE A FIT
TO PIN AS SUSPECTS IN THE OCTOBER 11
HOMICIDES. AND VERONICA ROLLER’S
HISTORICAL ACCOUNT OF THE RELATIONSHIP
BETWEEN HERS AND THE CRIMSON FAMILY
ALSO SHOWS A COOL FORENSIC TRAIL,” LOPEZ
SAID. “INSTITUTIONALLY, | THINK WE CAN
STILL LOOK AT THE DERBY CIRCUIT, BUT
INDIVIDUALLY, THEY’RE PROBABLY CLEAN.”

“DID THEY LOOK WOLFY AT ALL?” |
ASKED HIM,

“]I’M SORRY DID YOU SAY WOLFY?” HE
ASKED BACK.
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“LOPEZ, SOMETHING OF INTEREST
HAPPENED LAST NIGHT IN DAKLAND. TO SAY
THE LEAST. THEN, LATER THIS AFTERNDOON,
SOMETHING TOTALLY APESHIT HAS
OCCURRED DOWN THERE FOR THE FOLLOW-UP
ACT. ALTHOUGH HOW THIS PERTAINS TO THE
PRICE OF TEA IN CHINA OR TO THE OCTOBER
11 HOMICIDES STILL ISN’T CLEAR,” | SAID.

“Spo GO AHEAD,” LOPEZ SAID.

“0OPD FISHED THE ENTIRE CHIND
BEAVERS DERBY SRUAD OUT OF THE DRINK IN
THE SAN FRANCISCO BAY. THEY CRASHED
THEIR AMBULANGCE IN THERE SOMETIME LAST
NIGHT AND ALL DROWNED,” | SAID.

“HMMM,” HE SAID.

“YES HMMM. BUT APPARENTLY THE
DRIVER HAD SOME ANOMALOUS
CHARACTERISTICS,” | SAID.

“0OH? LIKE WHAT?” HE ASKED.

“SHE WAS A WOMAN-SIZED CANINE-LIKE
CREATURE IN A CHINOD WHEELED BEAVERS
UNIFORM,” | SAID. “NDO SHIT, SO THEY TELL
ME. A WEREWOLF LADY, BUT THAT’S NOT ALL.
WHEN THEY PUT THE BLADE TO HER IN A
FORENSIC EXAM, OR RATHER WHEN THEY TRIED
TO, SHE SHOT UP OFF THE TABLE AND ATE
ONE OF THE ALAMEDA COUNTY CORONER’S
STAFF. AND THEN SHE, IT, WHATEVER, SIMPLY
HOT-FOOTED RIGHT ON OUT THE DOOR.”

“WELL, | CAN TELL YOU THAT THESE
PHOENIX GIRLS APPEARED TO BE SLICK
BODIED CREATURES, RICK. THEY DID NOT
COME ACROSS AS NASCENT WEREWOLVES.
THEN AGAIN, | DON’T KNOW WHAT THE EARLY
WARNING SIGNS FOR THAT SORT OF THING
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WOULD BE, OR WHAT'S THE DIFFERENCE.
ANYWAY, | WASN’T LOOKING FOR B-MOVIE
MONSTERS,” HE SAID. “DID ANYONE SHOOT AT
HER WHEN SHE RAN OFF?”

“GoOoD RUESTION. PROBABLY. | DON’T
KNOW. BUT SHE LIVED THROUGH DROWNING,
SO WE DON’T KNOW HOW MANY LIVES THESE
THINGS HAVE, BUT IT’S CLEARLY MORE THAN
JUST ONE,” | SAID. “AND, APPARENTLY, THERE
IS ONE ON THE LOOSE IN OAKLAND, FOR
WHATEVER THAT FACT MAY BE WORTH TO THE
LIKES OF Us IN TACOMA OR IN SAN DIEGO.”

THE AFTERMATH OF WEDNESDAY
AFTERNOON’S OAKLAND INCIDENT INVOLVED A
GOOD NUMBER OF PEOPLE STANDING AROUND
LOOKING CONFUSED. AND, IN FACT, EVERYONE
WITH A FIREARM HAD UNLOADED INTO THE
FREAK AS SHE WAS HEADED FOR THE DOOR, IF
NOT WHILE SHE WAS STILL EATING THE
CORONER’S ASSISTANT. SO THAT MADE IT
EASIER TO TRACK HER BECAUSE SHE WAS
PRETTY DRIPPY.

THEY TRAILED HER ABOUT A HALF MILE
SOUTH OF THE CORONERS OFFICE, WHERE IT
LOOKED AS IF SHE’D JUMPED INTO OAKLAND
INNER HARBOR WATERWAY. AUTHORITIES
DOWN THERE DIVED AND DRAGGED ALL THAT
NIGHT, FRUITLESSLY. THEY DID THEIR BEST TO
MOP UP ALL THE GORE FROM THEIR MORGUE,
AND PRESERVE THE PEACE WHILE IT MIGHT
LAST, IF POSSIBLE.

BuT | COULD UNDERSTAND THEIR
PLIGHT. IT’S DIFFICULT TO WRITE OR SAY
“WEREWOLF” OR “MOON DOG” AND EXPECT IT
TO SATISFY BEREAVED FAMILY MEMBERS OR
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ANYONE ELSE, EVEN IF IT’S NOT IN AN
OFFICIAL REPORT. BYy NOw, OAKLAND WAS
GLAD TO HAVE THE POSTIES COME OUT TO
LIFT A LEG ON THEIR FIREPLUGS, SINGCE THE
ONLY STORY OPD HAD, AND THE FACTS AS
THEY UNDERSTOOD THEM WERE NOT WHATSO-
EVER BELIEVABLE.

HOWEVER, LET IT BE SAID AND LET IT BE
KNOWN THAT TIMING RELATED TO SUSPENSION
OF DISBELIEF IS A CRITICAL FORENSIC
PARAMETER. UP HERE IN TACOMA, THE SUN
WENT DOWN AND THE RAIN CONTINUED. AT
THE DINER, | SAT WITH HOT COFFEE, DOODLED
ON MY NAPKIN, AND GLANCED AROUND THE
ROOM FROM TIME TO TIME. | MADE SMALL TALK
WITH THE WAITRESS WHEN SHE CAME AND
WENT BY. AFTER GETTING THAT WEIRD-ASSED
STORY FROM OAKLAND, THE LIEUTENANT AND
| HAD JUST CALLED IT A DAY. IT WAS
TECHNICALLY QUITTING TIME ANYWAY,

PEOPLE SEEM TO BE REPEATING THIS
OFTEN, BUT I’LL SAY IT AGAIN. SOMETIMES
GOOFY ODD STUFF HAPPENS AND ALL POLICE,
MEDICS, AND FIRST RESPONDERS, AMONG
OTHERS, AS A GENERAL GROUP WILL AGREE.
STUFF THAT JUST DOESN’T MAKE SENSE AND
MAY NOT EVER UN-KINK. OFTEN YOU SENSE IT
RIGHT WHEN YOU STEP IN IT, AS IT WERE, IN
WHATEVER FORM IT ARRIVES IN.

STILL, JUST LIKE THINGS THAT ARE
IMMEDIATELY EXPLAINABLE, THE CONFUSING
STUFF STILL BURNS AN IMAGE, A MEMORY IN
THE MIND’S EYE. SO YOU GET INTO A SORT OF
HABIT OF TAKING EVERYTHING IN STRIDE SO
YOU CAN STILL WORK, REGARDLESS OF
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CIRCUMSTANCE OR SENSORY INPUT, WHETHER
IT’S EXPLAINABLE OR NOT.

FREQUENTLY, WE’RE THRUST INTO
SITUATIONS THAT ARE UNDEFINED, AT LEAST
TEMPORARILY, BUT THEY MUST NEVERTHELESS
BE NAVIGATED REGARDLESS OF HOW
INCONVENIENT AND QUEER THEY ARE OR SEEM
TO BE. THE WAITRESS NAVIGATED OVER TO ME
AND TOPPED OFF MY COFFEE, SMILED, AND |
SMILED BACK.

| DIDN’T KNOW WHAT WE WERE
EXPECTED TO DO ABOUT THE WEIRD STORY
FROM OAKLAND. HELL, THEY HAD NO IDEA
WHAT TO THINK EITHER. | FELT SORRY FOR
THOSE BOYS DOWN THERE HAVING TO DEAL
WITH NO LESS THAN THE SUPERNATURAL.

MOREOVER, NOBODY HAD DRAWN ANY
HARD CONNECTION BETWEEN THE DERBY
CIRCUIT AND THE OcToOBER 11 KILLINGS. SO,
SUPERNATURAL OR NOT, AS FAR AS ANYONE
KNEW, OAKLAND’S NEW ODDITY WAS AS
IRRELEVANT TO OUR INVESTIGATION AS IT WAS
FISHY. THE IMPORTANT CORRELATION AMONG
ALL THE EVENTS WAS THEIR ILLOGIC, AND
NOBODY HAD EXPLAINED ANY OF IT. RANDOM.
UNRELATED BUT FOR NON-LINEAR,
CIRCUMSTANTIAL INTER-RELATIONSHIPS.

AT ABOUT EIGHT, | WENT HOME TO TAKE
IT EASY MORE. | SAT AROUND THE APARTMENT
IN MY BOXERS, CLICKING ONE OF MY
REVOLVERS AT THE SCREEN WHILE | WATCHED
OLD BLACK AND WHITE CRIME DRAMA. | GREW
BORED OF THAT AND SWITCHED IT OVER TO
NEWER IN-COLOR CRIME DRAMA. | WROTE IN MY
JOURNAL, ABOUT THE EVENTS OF THE DAY
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AND THE DEVELOPMENTS IN OUR CASELDOAD.
GETTING THOUGHTS OUT ON PAPER
SOMETIMES HELPS ME FIND NEW PERSPECTIVE

FOR THE LOOSE ENDS, MYSTERIES, AND
CLOUDED ISSUES OF THE WEEK. SOMEWHERE
ALONG THE WAY, | DOZED OFF ON THE COUCH.
ABOUT 1:30 IN THE MORNING, THE PHONE
RANG. IT WAS DIXIE.

“GET YOUR NARROW ASS DOWN TO THE
MORGUE. A.S.A.P.,” SHE DEMANDED.

“0OK. PUT ON SOME COFFEE, I’LL BE
THERE DIRECTLY,” | ANSWERED. | GRABBED A
CLEAN WHITE SHIRT, REPLACED MY PANTS AND
COAT, AND STRUCK OUT INTO THE RAIN TO
MEET THE EARLY THURSDAY MORNING.
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OuT THROUGH THE IN DOooOR

WHEN | GOT THERE, A FEW PIERCE
COUNTY SHERIFF’S OFFICE VEHICLES WERE IN
THE CORONER’S OFFICE PARKING LOT.
DEPUTIES WERE DUSTING ABOUT THE DOORS
AND CREATING PAPERWORK.

“WE ARE MISSING SEVERAL PIECES OF
YOUR EVIDENCE,” SHE SAID.

| DIDN’T LIKE WHAT | THOUGHT SHE WAS
ABOUT TO SAY, BUT SHE SAID IT ANYWAY.

“Sp0. ALL THREE OF YOUR OCTOBER 11
BODIES ARE GONE. THE BUILDING’S SECURITY
ALARMS WENT OFF ABOUT D0100. | poON’T
KNOW WHAT ELSE THE DEPUTIES HAVE FOUND
SO FAR, BUT ONE OF THE DOCKS IN THE BACK
WAS WIDE OPEN.”

“WERE THE SECURITY CAMERAS
ROLLING?” | ASKED.

“YEP. THE BOYS ARE IN THERE LOOKING
AT THE TAPE RIGHT NOW,” SHE SAID.

DIXIE AND | WALKED AROUND BACK,
WHERE ON THE EAST SIDE OF THE BUILDING
THERE ARE TWO VERTICAL-DOOR VEHICLE
DOCKS. THE NORTH DOOR WAS ALL THE WAY
OFEN. MORE RAIN FELL. WE WENT BACK
INSIDE. IN ONE OF THE SUPPLY CLOSETS WAS
THE DIGITAL SURVEILLANCE SYSTEM MONITOR,
AND ONE OF THE COUNTY INVESTIGATORS WAS
EYEBALLING THE TAPE. HE BACKED UP THE
GRAINY BLACK-AND-WHITE RECORDING FOR US.

“YOu CAN SEE THE GLOW OF HEAD-
LIGHTS HERE, IN THE PARKING LOT TO THE
EAST. THEY’RE APPROACHING FROM THE
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NORTH, AT ABOUT TIME-STAMP O058. A
SEDAN OF SOME KIND, AS YOU CAN SEE HERE
WHERE THE VEHICLE’S CAB DOESN’T
PROTRUDE ABOVE THE HEDGES AND
LANDSCAPING BETWEEN THIS LOT AND THE
LOT AND THE ONE BEHIND US TO THE EAST.”

“THE VEHICLE PULLS AROUND 180
DEGREES AND STOP, BUT THE HEADLIGHTS
STAY ON. THERE’S NO AUDIO ON THE TAPE,
BUT THE ASSUMPTION IS THAT THE VEHIGCLE
WAS LEFT RUNNING. THEN, FROM THROUGH
THE HEDGE COMES THIS INDIVIDUAL, JOGGING
ACROSS THE PARKING LOT, IN A LONG COAT.”

“YOu CAN’T MAKE OUT FACIAL FEATURES
BECAUSE OF THE SHADOWS AND RAIN, BUT HE
OR SHE HERE GIVES ONE YANK ON THE
GARAGE DOOR AND THROWS IT OPEN. IT
COMES RIGHT UP. THERE ARE NO CAMERAS
INSIDE THE OFFICE, SO THE NEXT TIME WE SEE
THIS PERSON IS AT TIME-STAMP 0101,
COMING BACK THROUGH THE OPEN GARAGE
DOOR, CARRYING WHAT APPEARS TO BE YOUR
THREE BODIES, THE BIGGEST ON THE BOTTOM,
AND LOOKS LIKE PROBABLY THE GIRL ON TOP.
LIKE PANCAKES.”

THROUGH THE HEDGE AND QUICKLY YOUu
SEE THE GLOW OF VEHICLE LIGHTS AS THE
CAR’S PUT BACK INTO GEAR AND STARTS BACK
NORTH,” THE DEPUTY SAID.

“LO0OKS LIKE THEY JUST WALKED IN,
PICKED UFP WHO THEY NEEDED FROM THE BODY
LOCKER, AND MOSEYED RIGHT OUT. WHY WAS
THE DOOR UNLOCKED?”

“SHOULDN’T HAVE BEEN, AND IT WASN’T
WHEN | LEFT,” DIXIE ANSWERED. “THOSE
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DOCKS ARE WHERE WE TAKE IN SHIPMENTS
FROM MEDICAL TRUCKS AND SLOW-ROLLING
AMBULANGCES, AND WE LOAD UP THE OUT-
BOUND FUNERAL WAGONS THROUGH THOSE
DOORS ALSO. THOSE BACK DOORS WERE LAST
USED LATE YESTERDAY AFTERNOON, AND |
DOUBLE-CHEGCKED THEM MYSELF BEFORE |
CLEARED OUT OF HERE FOR THE DAY AT ABOUT
SEVEN.”

“WHEN ANY OF THE FAMILY MEMBERS
ASK, I’LL JUST TELL THEM THAT THEY HAVE TO
KEEP WAITING BECAUSE THE CASE REMAINS
OPEN AND SENSITIVE. BUT THAT STORY WON’T
LAST FOREVER. EVENTUALLY, | THINK THE
GIRL’S FAMILY WOULD LITIGATE IF WE DIDN’T
HAND HER OVER. MAYBE NOT THE OTHERS.”

“BUT IT’S A FACT THAT RIGHT NOW THE
BODIES ARE GONE, AND PROBABLY GONE
FOREVER, AND BECAUSE | DON’T KNOW WHAT
PARTICULAR USE OR POTENTIAL DESTINATION
MIGHT BE SPECIFIC TO THESE THREE CORPSES,
| DON’T KNOW HOW TO SUGGEST THAT YOU GO
ABOUT TRACKING THEM DOWN.”

SHE MADE A GOOD POINT. WHERE TO
LOOK. THE NEAREST SAUSAGE FACTORY? A
TAXIDERMIST?

“DIXIE | SPECULATE THAT THIS WAS THE
VISIT, YESTERDAY PROMISED TO YOU,” | SAID,
“BY THE GUY WITH THE RUSSIAN ACCENT ON
THE PHONE, IN WHICH CASE, HE’S REALLY
GONE THE EXTRA MILE.”

SINCE | WAS ALREADY UP AND ABOUT, |

DROVE THROUGH THE RAIN DOWN THE I-5, TO
THE LICKERS’ WAREHOUSE. | FIGURED | cOuULD
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TAKE A LOOK AT THE PARKING LOT IN THE
HOURS AFTER THE BODY SNATCHINGS, TO
MAKE NOTE OF THE VEHICLES IN THE LOT. AND
WHATEVER AND WHOMEVER ELSE WAS VISIBLE
DOWN THERE. BUT THE PLACE WAS BARREN.
NOT TONIGHT, HONEY. | PULLED INTO THE LOT
AND CIRCLED THE WAREHOUSE, GOT BACK
ONTO THE FREEWAY, AND HEADED NORTH.

ABOUT 10 MINUTES LATER |
APPROACHED SANDY’S APARTMENT COMPLEX,
WHICH WAS GLOWING LIKE THE CENTER OF THE
SUN WITH THE AROMA OF SMOKY CONTRABAND
AND THE AMBIANCE OF LOUD MUSIC. BUuT IT
WAS THEIR CROWD, NOT COLLEGE KIDS. | KIND
OF FELT LIKE AN ASSHOLE BECAUSE SHE KNEW
| WAS A cOP, AND A CONNECTION BY
ASSOCIATION THROUGH HER WAS THE ONLY
LEAD ANYBODY HAD, SO FAR, ON THE
DISAPPEARED BODIES. AND HELL, FOR ALL |
KNEW, SHE WAS A WEREWOLF TOO, AND IF
THAT, THEN WHY NOT THE WHOLE LOT OF
THEM?

| AM GETTING TOO OLD FOR THIS, |
MUMBLED TO MYSELF. ANYWAY, WHATEVER.
HERE | wAS. | COULD GET A GOOD LOOK AT
THE NIGHTLIFE, HAVE A BEER, AND FIND OUT
WHAT THE GOOD WORD WAS THIS MORNING
AMONG THE DERBY PACK.

THERE WAS A COVERED OPEN-AIR
COMMON COURTYARD AREA WITH A RUNNING
WET BAR AND SEVERAL KEGS TAPPED, BUT
WHOEVER HAD BEEN STAFFING THAT DRINK
SERVICE, IF ANYONE, HAD WANDERED OFF.
SOME PEOPLE CHATTED HERE AND THERE IN
THE CORNERS, BUT | DIDN’T IMMEDIATELY SEE
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SANDY. SEEMED LIKE MOST EVERYBODY HAD
RECEDED FROM THE WET OUTDOOR AIR TO THE
TABLES, LIVING ROOMS, AND KITCHENS OF THE
TOWN HOMES, MANY OF WHOSE DOORS WERE
CRACKED, FROM WHICH VARIOUS QUESTION-
ABLE AROMAS AND MUSIC DRIFTED. | WALKED
BEHIND THE BAR AND GRABBED A YELLOW CAN
OF LAGER FROM THE ICE WELL. | CRACKED IT
OFPEN AND LEANED ON THE BAR.

THERE WAS A KIND OF NOSTALGIC
FEELING THAT WAFTED UP FROM MY YOUNGER
DAYS, WHEN | KEPT THIS SORT OF HOURS AND
RAN IN CIRCLES LIKE THIS. THE COLD LAGER
WARMED THE CLAMMY AUTUMN AIR RUITE A
BIT. ONE OF THE WOMEN WALKED UP AND DUG
A BEER OUT OF THE SAME ICE CHEST.

“HELLD DETECTIVE,” SHE BROODED.
“SANDY’S AROUND, SHE’S PROBABLY OVER AT
HER PLACE.”

“THANK YOU. YOU GUYS CELEBRATING
SOMETHING?” | ASKED HER.

“SAMHAIN. A LITTLE EARLY THIS YEAR,
BUT THE NEW MOON’S TONIGHT,” SHE SAID.

SHE ASKED FOR A CIGARETTE WHICH |
RENDERED. SHE PUT IT TO HER LIPS AND |
PUT A MATCH TO IT. | ASKED WHAT HER
POSITION WAS.

“A JAMMER. MY NAME’S KITTY LICKER
AND IT’S NICE TO MEET YOU, DETECTIVE,”
KITTY CURTSIED. “WE’VE GOT A HOME MATCH
SATURDAY. YOU COMING?”

“] WOULDN’T MISS IT,” | SAID.

SHE SMILED. WE CHATTED;} SHE GAVE ME
A PARTIAL TOUR OF HER TATTOOS. WE
FINISHED OUR BEERS, AND WALKED TOGETHER
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TOWARD SANDY’S FLAT. SANDY AND A HALF
DOZEN OTHERS WERE SITTING AROUND IN HER
DWARVISH, ONTOLOGICAL-MUSEUM-LIKE
DWELLING; PLAYING CARDS, SMOKING, AND
JOKING. A TWANGY RECORD ORBITED THE
TURNTABLE PIN. SANDY STOOD AND GREETED
ME WITH A HUG AND KISS ON BOTH CHEEKS.

THE LICKER’S JAMMER WHO HAD WALKED
ME IN SAT DOWN NEXT TO A GUY WHO HANDED
HER THE UNPLUGGED STRATOCASTER HE’D
BEEN TINKERING WITH. SANDY TURNED OVER
THE RECORD AND SHE AND | sTOOD
TOGETHER IN THE KITCHENETTE AREA. | ASKED
HER TO ELABORATE TO ME ABOUT THE BOOK-
MAKERS I’D MET AT THE LICKERS’
WAREHOUSE.

“KINDA SHADY EUROPEAN DUDES, AND
THEY ROTATE IN AND OUT ON THEIR OWN DIME.
THEY DON’T REALLY SOCIALIZE WITH US AS
SUCH, AND | DON’T GAMBLE ON THE CIRCUIT
OR ON ANYTHING, SO | AND THE GIRLS DON’T
INTERACT MUCH WITH THEM. BUT PEOPLE LIKE
THEM DO SERVE A PURPOSE, OSTENSIBLY, NOT
THE LEAST OF WHICH IS TO MAKE BOOKS ON
OUR DERBY CIRCUIT,” SHE SAID.

“AS YOU SUGGESTED TODAY, |
MENTIONED TO ONE OF THEM THAT THE COPS
HAD AN UNCLAIMED RUSSIAN GUY AT THE
COUNTY MORGUE. HE JUST HANDED ME A
COMPLIMENTARY ODDS SHEET, AND WENT
ABOUT HIS BUSINESS SCRIBBLING ON A
NOTEBOOK AND YAKKING WITH HIS
ASSOCIATES.”

“GENERALLY, THOSE BOYS ADD TO THE
CARNIVAL FLAVOR OF THE CIRGCUIT, AND THEY
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DON’T SEEM TO BOTHER ANYONE, ANYWAY.
THERE ARE A LOT OF INTERESTING
CHARACTERS WHO HANG AROUND BESIDES
THEM.”

“0OH, IT’S FLAVORFUL,” | SAID.
“SPEAKING OF WHICH, THANK YOU FOR THE
RIDE TODAY.”

SHE SMILED. “ANYTIME, BABY. HOw’s
THE CASE COMING, OTHERWISE?”

| TOLD HER WE’D HAD OUR FIRST
CONTACT OF ANY SORT REGARDING THE
UNIDENTIFIED GUY IN THE SUIT, ON THE
PREVIOUS AFTERNOON, AND THAT SOMETHING
ABOUT THAT HAD LED ME TO BELIEVE THERE
MIGHT BE A CONNECTION BETWEEN LOCAL
BOOK-MAKERS AND LOCAL DRUG DEALERS,
RELEVANT AS IT MAY OR MAY NOT BE TO THE
KILLINGS.

“WELL, YOU GOTTA ADMIT THAT ISN’T
MUCH OF A SHOCKER,” SHE SAID.

“WHAT’S MORE, THOUGH, IS THAT THE
UNIDENTIFIED BODY AND THE OTHER TwO
VICTIMS IN THE CASE WERE ALL THREE STOLEN
FROM THE MORGUE A COUPLE OF HOURS
AGO,” | EXPLAINED. “l DIDN’T KNOW WHAT
ELSE TO DO, BUT FOR COME OUT HERE AND
CLEAR MY HEAD.”

| WATCHED HER THINKING ABOUT HER
RESPONSE, AS RAISING THE TOPIC OF STOLEN
DEAD PEOPLE SHOULD BRING ABOUT
COMPELLING LOOKS ON ANY LISTENER’S FACE.

“Wow. BODY SNATCHERS, EH? WASN’T
ME,” SHE WINKED. “BUT | CAN SEE WHY YOUu
DRAW A POSSIBLE CONNECTION WITH THE
BOOKMAKERS.”
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“ALSDO, SOMETHING WEIRD AS A
CHINESE SANDWICH HAS COME UP OUT OF
OAKLAND, ABOUT THE DEMISE OF THE CHINDO
BEAVERS,” | ADDED.

“0OH FRIEND, PRAY DO TELL?” SHE
ASKED.

“THE DRIVER, BY THE DERBY NAME OF
FIREPIE BEAVER, IN HER DEATH HAD
APPARENTLY TURNED INTO SOME SORT OF
WOLF LADY, THEY DISCOVERED UPON FISHING
HER FROM THE BAY,” | EXPLAINED.

“THEN, WHEN THEY PUT THE BLADE TO
HER AT THE CORONER’S OFFICE, SHE
RUICKENED, DEVOURED THE MAN WITH THE
SCALPEL, AND RAN OFF. THEY ALL UNLOADED
ON HER, BUT SHE KEPT RIGHT ON RUNNING,
JUMPED INTO THE OAKLAND INNER HARBOR
ABOUT A MILE AWAY, AND DISAPPEARED. THIS
WAS YESTERDAY AFTERNOON. AS |
MENTIONED, OUR THREE BODIES DISAPPEARED
OUT OF THE MORGUE THIS MORNING.”

SHE RESPONDED WITH A FLASH OF
DISBELIEF, THEN CHANGED TO A STEELY,
RUIET, SORT OF NORTHEASTERLY-BOUND
COUNTENANCE.

“I’VE SAID THIS TO YOU BEFORE.
SOMETIMES THINGS HAPPEN RICK THAT DON’T
SEEM TO MAKE SENSE. | WOULD RUALIFY THIS
CASE OF YOURS AS SUCH A THING,” SHE SAID.
“ESPECIALLY NOW, AND YOU HAD BETTER
START GETTING USED TO IT. AND | DON’T
HAVE YOUR BODIES; BUT YOU MAY AGAIN HAVE
MINE NOW.”

SHE GAVE A WAVE TO HER BUDDIES,
WHO CLEARED OUT OF THE APARTMENT AND
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SHUT THE DOOR BEHIND THEM. | WOKE UP
ABOUT 5 O’CLOCK AT SANDY’S, PROBABLY
ABOUT THIRTY MINUTES OR AN HOUR AFTER
I’D FALLEN ASLEEP, TO THE SOUND OF THE
TINNY, HIGH-PITCHED ALARM ON MY DIGITAL
WRISTWATCH. SANDY WAS ALREADY NOT
THERE. | COULD HEAR RAIN OUTSIDE. | USED
HER RESTROOM AND, FOR THE SECOND TIME
THAT MORNING | REPLACED MY TROUSERS,
SHIRT, SHOES, AND COAT.

| LET MYSELF OUT. THE PARTY WAS
OVER, THE COURTYARD WAS DARK, THE
COMPLEX HAD FINALLY GONE TO SLEEP. NOT A
PEEP AND NOT A PERSON BUT FOR THE WHO'S
WHO THAT ALWAYS IS THE RAIN. THE BAR
STILL STOOD OFEN, VACANT, AND DARK,
THOUGH IT WAS STILL ICED AND STOCKED. IT
WAS DRIZZLING HEAVILY AND IT WAS
NATURALLY PITCH WITH THE NEW MOON’S
ABSENCE OF LIGHT. | WALKED TO THE LOT,
AND KEYED MY CAR DOOR, SAT DOWN INSIDE,
CRANKED THE MOTOR, AND STEERED THE
VEHICLE TOWARD THE STREET.

AS | PULLED ONTO THE THOROUGHFARE
AND BEGAN TO ACCELERATE, | GLANCED INTO
THE REAR VIEW MIRROR AND SAW TwO
FIGURES STANDING AT THE CORNER OF THE
PARKING LOT EGRESS THAT I'D JUST EXITED. |
RUICKLY LOOKED AGAIN, AND BRAKED TO
LIGHT UP THE PATH BEHIND ME. BUT THEN
THERE WAS NOTHING. JUST RAIN. THE
TEMPERATURE OF MY HAIR, SKIN, AND TEETH
PLUMMETED.

| KNEW | COULD LOCK THE BRAKES,
TURN AROUND RIGHT BLOODY THEN, AND
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TROLL THAT PARKING LOT UNTIL THE SUN
CAME UP AND THE RAIN STOPPED, YET |
woOuLD NOT SEE A SOUL. THE APPARITION

EVENT MADE FOR A PRETTY DRAFTY RIDE TO
BREAKFAST.
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A DESERT OF ANSWERS

| WAS A LITTLE WET, DIZZY, AND
RUMPLED, SO | MADE DIRECTLY FOR JOE’S
KIDSK TO ADDRESS MY IMPROVING CONDITION.
HE WAS STANDING UNDER THE AWNING OF HIS
VENDOR’S STAND, PEERING INTO THE
PRECIPITATION, THOUGH VISIBILITY SEEMED
ONLY ABOUT TWO FEET, NO MATTER WHO YOU
WERE OR IN WHAT DIRECTION YOU LOOKED.

THE WEATHER WAS GOING A LONG WAY
TOWARD GIVING EVERYTHING A NICE, COZY,
SELF-EFFACING COAT THIS WEEK. A NATURAL
AID TO FORGETTING ONE’S TROUBLES. WE
STOOD THERE TOGETHER, LOOKING INTO THE
SOUP, HAVING SOME NICE HOT BROWN WATER.

“Boy HOW, YOU DO LOOK LIKE HELL,”
HE SAID.

ONE OF THE NEWSPAPERS AT JOE's
STAND HAD A BELOW-THE-FOLD HEADLINE
ABOUT THE CHINO BEAVER’S WATERY DEMISE,
BUT THE COPY DIDN’T INCLUDE ANY MENTION
OF THE MYSTERY SURROUNDING THEIR DRIVER,
THE LATE AND FORMER FIREPIE BEAVER NOR
OF HER FIASCO OF AN AUTOPSY.

OAKLAND, CALIF. (AP)—THE ENTIRE CHINO
WHEELED BEAVERS ROLLER DERBY SRUAD
DROWNED IN THE SAN FRANCISCO BAY EARLY
WEDNESDAY.

THE TEAM USED AN AMBULANCE FOR
TRANSPORTATION TO COMPETITIONS, AND ITS
DRIVER APPARENTLY LOST CONTROL OF THE
VEHICLE AS IT TRAVELED SOUTH ON HARBOR
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BAYy PARKWAY. IT CRASHED INTO THE WATER
ABOUT A MILE NORTH OF THE OAKLAND
INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT . . .

“THIS, JOE,” | SAID, “ISN’T THE HALF
OF IT.” | TOLD HIM THE TALL TALE PARLAYED
TO US BY THE OAKLAND POLICE ON THE
PREVIOUS AFTERNOON. BUT HE SHOWED NO
PITY. “WATER, WATER EVERYWHERE,” HE
TAUNTED.

“THERE’S MORE, COFFEE MAN,” | SAID,
HAVING A SLURP OF MY OWN. “0OUR THREE,
THEY DISAPPEARED FROM THE MORGUE VERY
EARLY THIS MORNING, AND THE ONLY
CONNECTING LEAD WE HAVE, TENUOUS AS IT
IS, POSSIBLY LINKS THAT MORGUE ROBBERY,
AND IN PARTICULAR THE UNIDENTIFIED
RUSSIAN DEAD GUY, WITH SOME FOREIGN
NATIONAL FREELANCERS WHO RUN NUMBERS
ON THE LOCAL DERBY SRUAD, TO WIT, OUR
OWN LOVELY AND LOCAL DAVEY JONES
LICKERS.”

HE LAUGHED AT ME AND MY
RELATIONSHIP TO THE NATURAL IRONY OF THE
SITUATION. LOW-HANGING FRUIT.

“WATER, WATER, EVERYWHERE, AND
MONSTERS ATE YOUR ONLY EVIDENCE,” HE
CHIMED.

HIS SINGING DIDN’T STOP THE RAIN, BUT
IT DID LIGHTEN ME UP A LITTLE, FOR WHAT
HAD ALREADY BEEN A VERY, VERY, VERY LONG
THURSDAY MORNING. AND, BECAUSE OF THE
WEATHER CONDITIONS, IT WAS STILL PRE-DAWN
ACTUALLY.

ABOUT THE SAME TIME DOWN IN
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OAKLAND, ALAMEDA COUNTY CORONER’S
OFFICE STAFF ARRIVED TO FIND THE REST OF
THE CHINO GIRLS DISAPPEARED FROM THEIR
DEEP FREEZE.

LOCAL SEARCH AND RESCUE
RESPONDERS HAD BEEN DRAGGING AND
DIVING THE OAKLAND INNER HARBOR SINCE
THE WOLVERIZED FIREPIE BEAVER JUMPED IN
IT THURSDAY. THEY KEPT IT UP ALL DAY, BUT
WITHOUT ANY LUCK AT ALL. NOT A STITCH.

UNLIKE THE INCIDENT UP HERE IN
PIERCE COUNTY, THE ALAMEDA COUNTY
CORONER DIDN’T HAVE SURVEILLANCGE
FOOTAGE, BECAUSE THEIR CLOSED CIRCUIT
CAMERA SYSTEM HAD BEEN DAMAGED DURING
THE AUTOPSY INCIDENT WEDNESDAY, AND THE
SYSTEM WAS STILL DOWN WHEN THE REST OF
THE CHINO GIRLS DISAPPEARED FROM THE
MORGUE. COMMUNIQUES CIRCULATED AMONG
POLICE AGENCIES, PARTICULARLY THOSE
INVOLVED IN THE OcCTOBER 11 HOMICIDE
INVESTIGATIONS, URGING RATCHETED-UP
SECURITY AT THE RESPECTIVE CORONERS’
FACILITIES. LOCK UP YOUR DEAD.

FOR ONCE HE WAS GLAD TO SEE THE
POSTIES, CHIEF DETECTIVE SAM WILSON OF
THE OAKLAND PD THOUGHT TO HIMSELF, AS
HE READ THROUGH THE BRAVE ATTEMPTS AT
LOGICAL REPORTS WHICH HAD BEEN
SUBMITTED BY THOSE PRESENT DURING
FIREPIE’S AUTOPSY AND ITS AFTERMATH.

USuALLY, WHEN THE NATIONAL POLIGE
HELP, THERE IS A CARRDOT AND A STICK. THE
CARROT IS TOYS FOR LOCAL AGENCIES, AND
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THE STICK IS A PERCEIVED RISK TO AUTONOMY
IN A GIVEN LOCAL JURISDICTION.

IN THIS CASE IT DID NOT MATTER,
WILSON THOUGHT, AND HE WELCOMED ANY
INVESTIGATIVE INSIGHT. GOD KNOWS WHAT
MIGHT BE COMING NEXT; WE’RE PEACE
OFFICERS, NOT INTERSTELLAR MUTANT
BOUNTY HUNTERS, WILSON THOUGHT. IN THIS
CASE, HE NEEDED A THIRD PARTY WITNESS TO
HELP DOCUMENT EVENTS, TO BRING HIS
DEPARTMENT ABOVE ANY SUSPICION OF
HAVING MADE THE WHOLE GDF’N THING UP.

MEANWHILE, FROM NEARLY 6 IN THE
MORNING ON, NOBODY HAD SEEN YESTERDAY’S
MORGUE ESCAPEE, AND NOBODY HAD SEEN
LAST NIGHT’S MORGUE “DISAPPEAREES,”
EITHER.

THERE WERE NO SIGNS OF FORCED
ENTRY. ONLY THE FRONT DOOR LEFT QUAINTLY
UNLOCKED FOR THE FIRST SHIFT TO DISCOVER
WHEN THEY ARRIVED, APPARENTLY HAVING
BEEN THE EGRESS USED FOR THE CHINDO
BEAVERS’ UNEXPECTED EMANCIPATION.

THE BODY OF THE COUNTY EMPLOYEE
KILLED BY FIREPIE WAS ALSO GONE FROM THE
MORGUE, FOR BETTER OR FOR WORSE.

THE PRESS HAD NOT CAUGHT WIND OF
THE SEEMINGLY SUPERNATURAL ASPECTS OF
THE CASE, AND AS FAR AS WILSON OR
ANYBODY ELSE WAS CONCERNED, THEY DIDN’T
NEED TO.

WHEN LOPEZ’S RETURNING RED EYE

ARRIVED AT SAN DIEGO INTERNATIONAL, HE
SWITCHED ON HIS MOBILE PHONE TO FIND A
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MESSAGE FROM VERONICA ROLLER: “HEY
LOPEZ, VERONICA HERE. CALL ME WHEN YOU
GET THIS.” HE PROMPTLY DID SO.

“YES MA’AM?” HE ASKED WHEN SHE
PICKED UP.

“] UNDERSTAND THERE WAS A MORE OR
LESS UNEXPLAINABLE THING THAT HAPPENED
IN OAKLAND YESTERDAY,” VERONICA SAID. |
JUST WANTED TO TELL YOU, THAT WORD GOT
OUT HERE, ABOUT WHAT HAPPENED WITH
FIREPIE BEAVER YESTERDAY AFTERNOON OUT
WEST. AND | WANT TO TELL YOU THAT, BACK
HOME AT THE NAVAJO NATION, THERE ARE
LEGENDS OR HISTORICAL FOLKLORE ABOUT
THINGS LIKE THIS.”

“WHAT HAPPENED IN OAKLAND IS NOT
BASED ON READING, WRITING, OR ARITHMETIC.
IT HAS TO DO WITH THE NEVER-ENDING
RELATIONSHIPS AMONG THE EARTH AND
THOSE WHO WALK UPON HIM, AND THE CYCLES
OF BIRTH, LIFE, AND DEATH, AND THE MOON
AND STARS. ANYWAY, HOPE THAT HELFS.
WE’LL BE LISTENING AND LEARNING WHAT WE
CAN FROM OUR POSITION, AND WE ARE
THINKING ABOUT PAYING YOU A VISIT
SOMETIME IN THE NEAR FUTURE.”

LOPEZ BEGGED THE RUESTION, NEARING
FRUSTRATION! “VERONICA, THERE’S THE
GENERAL SUPPOSITION THAT YESTERDAY’S
INCIDENTS UP IN DAKLAND ARE SOMEHOW
CONNECTED TO THE OCTOBER 11 KILLINGS
BECAUSE OF THE INTER-RELATIONSHIPS,
VAGUE AS THE ARE, BETWEEN THE DERBY
CIRCUIT AND THE BOOK-MAKERS FOR TACOMA’S
DAVEY JONES LICKERS DERBY. EVEN MORE
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NEBULOUS ARE THE CONNECTIONS BETWEEN
THE BURGLARY OF THE PIERCE COUNTY
MORGUE AND THE METASTASIZING MESS DOWN
AT THE CORONER IN ALAMEDA COUNTY. AND
IF THIS WAS AT ALL SOMEHOW LOOPED BACK
INTO THE BAR FIGHT YOU GUYS WERE
INVOLVED WITH, IN THE WEEK BEFORE ALL THIS
STARTED, IT WOULD SEEM TO BE CONNECTED
IN NAME OR STYLE ONLY, SO TO SPEAK.
BECAUSE NOT ONLY IS THAT CONNECTION
STRICTLY CIRCUMSTANTIAL, IT REALLY ISN’T
EVEN CONSERUENTIALLY LINEAR.”

“ARE YOU TELLING ME THAT YOU’VE
ACTUALLY SEEN INSTANCES OF THIS SORT OF
HUMAN-CANINE THING? OR ARE YOU JUST
SAYING THESE CASES CAN’T BE RESOLVED
WITH SECULAR POLICE WORK? WE HAVE ZERO
ARRESTS. ZERO SUSPECTS. EVEN IF ANYONE
HAD A CLUE, HOW IN THE HELL IS ANYBODY
SUPPOSED TO PROSECUTE REAL, LIVE, LITERAL
MONSTERS? OR THE DEAD? OR DEAD
MONSTERS? WHAT THE FUCK, MOM.”

“EXACTLY, JOE. AND I’M JUST SAYING,
THAT THERE ARE ANCIENT FOLKWAYS AND
REALITIES THAT MAY BE UNEXPLAINABLE AT
ANY COURT OR GRAND JURY. YET THEY EXIST.
THEY REMAIN. THEY’RE OUT THERE, AND
SOMETIMES THE RIGHT FATES CROSS, AND THE
CIRCUMSTANCES ALLOW FOR THEM TO
MANIFEST, AFTER A FASHION THAT MAKES
THEM AS REAL AS THEY ARE OLD,” VERONICA
ANSWERED.

“Spo, YOU’RE RIGHT. THERE’S A CERTAIN
THRESHOLD BEYOND WHICH POLICE
JURISDICTION AS YOU KNOW IT IS IRRELEVANT.
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BuT | cAN HELP. KEEP IN TOUCH. AND KNOW
THAT THIS TOO SHALL PASS.”

WHEN | SHINED INTO THE OFFICE,
SLIGHTLY REVITALIZED BY THE EFFECTS OF
JOE’S COFFEE, IT WAS STILL DARK, BUT MY
MESSAGE BOARD WAS GLOWING LIKE A YULE
LOG.

FIRST A MESSAGE FROM MACKINNEY,
WHO SAID HE HAD SEVERAL MESSAGES FROM
THE SEATTLE BUREAU CHIEF HAYS; wWHO
REPORTED HAVING SEVERAL URGENT
REQUESTS FROM THE D.C. BUREAU,
REGARDING A NEWFOUND INTEREST IN OUR
CASE BY OTHER POSTIES. BECAUSE OF THE
POTENTIAL INTERNATIONAL NATURE OF THE
CASE NOW STEMMING FROM THE POTENTIAL
INVOLVEMENT OF EUROPEAN BOOKMAKERS
THEREFORE BEARING POTENTIAL FOR CRIME ON
AN INTERNATIONAL SCALE, THEN ADDITIONAL
ALPHABET SOUP WAS NOW UPON US. THAT IS
HOW THAT WORKS.

GOoOD LUCK, | THOUGHT, AND PFROBABLY
CHANNELED A LITTLE OF DETECTIVE WILSON’S
SENTIMENT UP FROM OAKLAND. INASMUCH AS
THEY COULD EXPLAIN AWAY WEREWOLVES (AND
THEY MIGHT, YOU NEVER KNOW), THE POSTIES
COULD BE OF PIVOTAL RELEVANCE. THE
DEVELOPMENT WOULD CERTAINLY HELP IN
ORGANIZATIONAL OVERSIGHT, AND PROVIDING
GENERAL SUNLIGHT FOR THE INCREASINGLY
FAR-REACHING INVESTIGATION.

| DEBRIEFED SOME ALPHABET MAN AT
THE D.C. BUREAU BY PHONE; REGARDING THE
BOOKIES AND THEIR ACCENTS, AND THE DEAD
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GUY IN THE B. KoHbHY SUIT, AND THE
SUSPICIOUS PHONE CALL TO DIXIE AFTER I’D
MENTIONED THE UNCLAIMED BODY TO THE
LICKERS’ SRQUAD CAPTAIN; AND THE
SUBSERUENT DISAPPEARANCE FROM OUR
MORGUE OF SAID DEAD GUY AND TWO OTHERS,
THE THREE OF WHOSE ORIGINAL DEMISE WAS
CIRCUMSTANTIALLY CONNECTED TO ALL OF THE
11 OCTOBER HOMICIDES; AND THE POSSIBLE
ORIGINAL LINK TO A DEADLY SAN DIEGO BAR
FIGHT INVOLVING THE PHOENIX BLOODY
ROLLERS DERBY TWO WEEKS BEFORE IT ALL
STARTED; AND | EXPLAINED ABOUT THE CHIND
BEAVERS’ WATERY DEMISE AND THE LATE
EVENTS IN DAKLAND INCLUDING THEIR FREAKY
AUTOPSY.

“BUT ON THAT TOPIC, | COULDN’T TELL
YOU ANYMORE,” | SAID. “AND | DON’T THINK
DOAKLAND COULD TELL YOU MUCH MORE THAN
THAT EITHER, AT THIS POINT.”

“YOu LOOK LIKE HELL RICK, DAMN. GO
BACK HOME AND GO TO BED,” MACKINNEY
DECLARED WHEN HE ARRIVED AT THE OFFICE.

“WELL, | TRIED TO TURN IN EARLY LAST
NIGHT, BUT THE FATES HAD SOMETHING ELSE
IN MIND FOR ME,” | REPLIED. ANYWAY, | TOOK
HIS SUGGESTION TO HEART.

“THANKS MAC. I’LL BE BACK THIS
AFTERNOON.” OUT THE DOOR | WENT, DAY
SLEEPER FOR THE DAY.
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EYE OF THE STAGRM

WHEN | GOT BACK TO THE OFFICE ABOUT
4 O’cLOCK THAT AFTERNOON, THERE WERE
YET MORE MESSAGES, AS WELL AS AN
ATTRACTIVE ALPHABET POSTIE WAITING FOR
ME. SHE HAD A QUALITATIVE LECTURE FOR ME
ABOUT WHO DID AND WHO DIDN’T, BY HER
STANDARDS, QUALIFY AS A MEMBER OF THE
RUSSIAN MAFIA.

“BASICALLY, YOUR GUYS RUNNING
BOOKS FOR THE DERBY TEAM ARE YOUNG,
SECOND-GENERATION, FORMER-EASTERN-BLOC
EX-PATS. IN THE SENSE THAT THEY ARE
RUSSIAN, AND THAT THEIR RACKET IS
ORGANIZED, AND PAPER RELATED, WELL, THEN
WHAT THEY’RE DOING CAN BE CATEGORIZED AS
ANCILLARY TO AN ORGANIZED, WHITE-COLLAR,
ETHNIC-RUSSIAN SYNDICATE.”

“BuUT. IT’S DECENTRALIZED. THEY’RE
NOT TIPPING OUT UPWARD THROUGH ANY
COMMAND CHAIN, BECAUSE THEY DON’T HAVE
ONE, INASMUCH AS THEY DON’T ANSWER TO
ANY PERSON OR GROUP OVERSEAS OR
ANYWHERE ELSE.”

“SO THEY'RE TRULY LOCAL. BASICALLY
JUST AMERICAN DUDES RUNNING BOOKS.
MORE SPECIFICALLY, THEY’RE CITIZENS OF THE
GREAT STATE OF WASHINGTON, AND AS FAR AS
| KNOW THERE AREN’T ANY RULES UP HERE TO
PROHIBIT REASONABLE GAMBLING IN GOOD
FAITH. OR ARE THERE?”

“ANYWAY, THEY’RE ALL YOURS,
DETECTIVE,” SHE SAID. “BUT I’LL SAY THAT
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BODY THEFT, AS FROM AT YOUR MORGUE
YESTERDAY AND FROM ALAMEDA COUNTY’S
LAST NIGHT, IS SOMETHING THAT WE CAN’T
PIN TO ANY ORGANIZED CRIME TREND OR ANY
TREND OTHERWISE. AS YOU WOULD PRESUME,
THAT TYPE OF CRIME CONNOTES TYPICALLY
NOT A GROUP DYNAMIC PROFILE; BUT RATHER
INDIVIDUAL OPERATORS. LIKE MORTICIANS, FOR
EXAMPLE. AS FAR AS | KNOW, FOR THE
COMMON CRIMINAL, CADAVERS ARE ONLY
USEFUL FOR SEX, OR AS LUGGAGE, OR
SCIENCE. USUALLY.”

A LOVELY LADY ALPHABET SOUP WITH A
SENSE OF HUMOR.

“HOWEVER,” SHE PRESSED, RETURNING
TO HER SERIOUS FACE. “REGARDING THIS
BUSINESS DOWN IN DAKLAND WITH WHAT THEY
DRAGGED OUT OF THE BAY? WE DON’T
SUGGEST SILVER BULLETS, BUT HIGH CALIBER-
HIGH VELOCITY AMMUNITION IS
RECOMMENDED,” SHE LAUGHED AGAIN.

“HoLLOW POINTS, BABE. SERIOUSLY BE
CAREFUL. YOU GUYS OUT HERE MIGHT, AS
PRECAUTIONARY MEASURES, RAMP UP YOUR
PRESENCE AND YOUR FIRE-POWER AT PLACES
LIKE NAKED-LADY BARS, ROLLER DERBY
EVENTS, AND YOUR MORGUES. AND | SUGGEST
YOU SEND OUT A GROUP ADVISORY TO ALL OF
THE AGENCIES INVOLVED, SAYING JUST AS
MUCH. ALL JUST IN CASE. PRECAUTIONARY
MEASURES.”

“AND YOU MIGHT CHECK WITH YOUR
WARDENS AND JAILERS AND RUARTER-
MASTERS, ASKING AFTER ODD BEHAVIOR
AMONG INMATES AND ANIMALS. SOMETIMES A
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LITTLE WEIRDNESS AMONG CERTAIN
POPULATIONS COINCIDES WITH INCREASED
TRENDS IN SUPERNATURAL ACTIVITIES. YOU
KNOW.”

S0 THERE | HAD IT RIGHT FROM THE
HORSE'S MOUTH. EVEN THOUGH OUR MORGUE
AND ALAMEDA COUNTY'S WERE ALREADY
EMPTIED OUT, THE IDEA OF PUTTING UNITS
ARMED FOR BEAR GUARDING THE DOORS
AROUND THE CLOCK SEEMED TO BE SAGE
ADVICE WHICH | PROMPTLY FORWARDED TO
THE RELEVANT AGENCIES.

IT MAY HAVE BEEN FUTILE, BUT IT GAVE
SOME SENSE OF COMFORT. THROUGH THE
REST OF THE AFTERNOON, AS THE RAIN
OUTSIDE KEPT UP; | REMAINED AT THE OFFICE
HAVING PHONE CONVERSATIONS WITH MY
COLLEAGUES UP AND DOWN THE COAST, AS
WE UPDATED EACH OTHER AND COMPARED
NOTES.

LOPEZ ALSO SPENT MUCH OF HIS DAY
ON THE PHONE AND WAS MET WITH SEVERAL
MEMOS, ONE OF WHICH BY WAY OF ME FROM
THE POSTIES STRONGLY SUGGESTED THAT HE
PUT BIGGER GUNS AT IMPORTANT DOORS. HE
HAD SLEPT A LITTLE ON THE PLANE, AND HAD
COME INTO HIS OFFICE THAT MORNING RIGHT
AFTER HE DROPPED OFF HIS BAGS AT HIS
APARTMENT AND SHOWERED, AND SHAVED.

HE PUT IN A CALL BACK TO MARICOPA
COUNTY AND THE PHOENIX PD, SINCE HE WAS
THE ONE PRIMARILY COMMUNICATING WITH THE
ARIZONA CONTACTS, IN ORDER TO DELIVER
THE NEWEST INTER-AGENCY ADVISORIES.
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BEFORE HE LEFT THE OFFICE FOR THE
AFTERNOON, HE CALLED BACK TO THE
HOUSEHOLD OF VERONICA AND BECCA ROLLER
FOR ANOTHER CONVO, BUT THIS TIME NOBODY
PICKED UP, AS THOSE GIRLS HAD SLIPPED OFF
THE MAP FOR A WHILE.

| CLEARED OUT OF MY OFFICE AT ABOUT
SEVEN, ATE DINNER AT THE DINER, AND DROVE
OVER TO MOCSsS TO SEE WHO | MIGHT SEE. IT
WAS A WARM RELIEF TO BE AMONG THE
THURSDAY EVENING CROWD AND OUT OF THE
RAIN. | DIDN’T SEE ALVAREZ IN THERE, BUT |
RECOGNIZED A COUPLE OF THE WAITRESSES
AS OFF-DUTY TACOMA LICKERS, PARTICULARLY
MY NEW FRIEND KITTY LICKER, WHOSE MCs
ALE HOUSE UNIFORM LOOKED A LOT THE
SAME AS HER DERBY RIGGING, BUT FOR THIS
GIG SHE WORE BLACK CANVAS HIGH TOPS
INSTEAD OF SKATES.

NOTE TO SELF, | THOUGHT} GOTTA KEEP
AN EYE OUT FOR EASTERN BLOCK SUITS AND
BOOKMAKERS IN HERE TOO. | SAT AT THE BAR,
BUT KITTY DIVERTED MY BUSINESS FROM THE
BARKEEP. SHE BROUGHT ME A NEAT SINGLE
MALT AND ONE FOR HERSELF WHICH SHE
SIPPED, THEN PLACED NEXT TO MINE.

“I’LL BE RIGHT BACK,” SHE SAID. THE
WHISKEY WAS WARM IN MY BELLY, AND THERE
WAS GOOD HOCKEY ON THE TELLY. SOON
RETURNED KITTY, WHO FINISHED OFF HER
GLASS AND ASKED FOR MY CARD, WHICH |
GAVE HER. THEN SHE ASKED ME TO WRITE THE
ADDRESS OF MY APARTMENT ON THE BACK,
WHICH | DID.
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“1’LL BE OVER THIS MORNING ABOUT
ONE. YOUR DRINK’S ON THE HOUSE.” SHE
TURNED ON HER HEEL AND WALKED OFF.

| DIDN’T RECOGNIZE TONIGHT’S
BARTENDER OR ANY OF THE PATRONS. |
FINISHED MY GLASS AND HEADED OUT. |
DROVE OVER TO THE DIDDLER, AND AS THE
CLOCK CROWDED EIGHT IT, TOO, WAS
DEVELOPING A HEALTHY THURSDAY EVENING
CROWD. THE STRIPPER PIER WAS LIT UP AND
THE MUSIC WAS CRANKED.

A BLONDE WEARING A PINK THONG AND
FEATHERED, HIGH-LACED STRAPPY SANDALS
SPUN AROUND ON ONE OF THE POLES UNTIL
SHE JUST DAMN NEARLY FUCKED IT. SHE HAD
THE SAME IVY TRAMP STAMP AS THE LADY
MISSING FROM OUR MORGUE. IN FACT, SHE
APPEARED SIMILARLY TATTOOED IN ALL THE
SAME PLACES, FROM WHERE | SAT. SHE
FINISHED HER ACT, AND DISAPPEARED INTO
THE TRAP DOOR IN THE STRIPPER PIER.

NEXT CAME A DOUBLE ACT, A GOTHIC
BIT WITH BOTH GIRLS IN BLACK LACE AND
RAVEN HAIR, BLACK VINYL COLLARS, POINTY
BLACK BOOTS, BLACK LIPSTICK, AND BLACK
EYES. THEY ALSO HAD A GO AT THE POLES,
THEN AT EACH OTHER, WHICH VERY MUCH
PLEASED THE CROWD.

ToO BOTH THE PREVIOUS BLONDE AND
THE GOTHIC bDuOg, | HANDED A HANDFUL OF MY
BUSINESS CARDS ALONG WITH TIPS, AS A
SORT OF FISHING EXPEDITION. THE GIRLS
KNEW WHO | WAS BY NOW; SO IF THEY WERE
TEMPTED TO GIVE THE POLICE ANY COLOR
ANALYSIS ON THE EVER-COOLING 11 OCTOBER
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CASES, THEY’'D HAVE THE RIGHT CONTACT
INFORMATION AT HAND.

| WENT FROM THERE TO THE SQUEEZE
BoOX, AS IT WAS GETTING ABOUT 10 o’cLOCK.
IT WAS A PRETTY LIVELY SCENE, TOO. THE
REDHEADED ACT WHO HAD BEEN WEARING
BABY BLUE HERE DURING A RECENT VISIT WAS
UP THERE AGAIN. THIS TIME SHE WAS WEARING
A VERY FEW GREEN SEQRUINS, POSSIBLY AS
FEW AS FIVE OR TEN. OR MAYBE THE STAGE
LIGHTS WERE JUST GREEN, AND SHE WAS
NAKED EXCEPT FOR SOME GLITTER AND A HAT.

| TIPPED HER A WAD OF BUSINESS
CARDS WRAPPED IN TWO JACKSONS, AND SAT
DOWN AT THE BAR. | LOOKED DOWN TO THE
END OF IT, AND THERE WAS KERI ANDERS AND
Louis Ho. | WAVED. THEY SENT ME A PINT OF
STOUT, THEN MOVED DOWN TO JOIN ME.

“THANKS FOR THE BEER,” | SAID. “YOu
KIDS DOING OK?”

HoO NODDED AND GRUNTED IN THE
AFFIRMATIVE, YEAH.

“|I’M DOING BETTER RICKY. I’VE BEEN
BORN AGAIN,” KERI ANSWERED.

SHE LOOKED NORMAL FOR HER,
ALTHOUGH SHE DID HAVE A NEW FEVER
BLISTER. SHE TOOK A DRAG ON HER MENTHOL,
TOOK A PULL FROM HER HIGHBALL, AND BLEW
SMOKE TOWARD MY EAR. MOVING AHEAD WITH
MY FISHING EXPEDITION, | TOLD THEM THAT
THE THREE BODIES HAD ALL BEEN STOLEN
FROM THE MORGUE, AND THAT THERE HAD
BEEN A PILFERING DOWN IN OAKLAND ALSO.

“Nooooooo sSHIT. | TOLD YOu THIS
WHOLE DEAL WAS HAUNTED. | SUSPECTED
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VAMPIRES, BUT HEARING THIS? NOow | sAY
ZOMBIES. WE’LL LET YOU KNOW IF WE SEE
THEM, RICKY,” SHE DUTIFULLY ANSWERED.
“0OH SHIT, I’'M DUE BACKSTAGE.”

WITH THAT, THEY BOTH STOOD UpP, HO
HEADED OUT THE FRONT DOOR, UH-HUH, AND
ANDERS HEADED TOWARD THE BACK OF THE
HOUSE. | WATCHED A COUPLE MORE ACTS,
TIPPED MY RERUISITE CARDS AND CASH TO
EACH, INCLUDING ANDERS. EN ROUTE HOME, |
STOPPED BACK THROUGH THE DINER FOR
COFFEES AND CAUGHT UP WITH THE PAST
SEVERAL DAYS’ WORTH OF NEWSPAPERS.

ABOUT FIFTEEN MINUTES AFTER | GOT
HOME, KITTY WALKED IN WITH A SIX PACK,
WHICH ENDED IN A 3-3 TIE AFTER A GIGGLY
HOUR OF CIGARETTES AND LATE NIGHT T.V.
UNLIKE HER TEAMMATE, KITTY DIDN’T
DISAPPEAR FROM THE BED IN THE NIGHT, SO
SHE WAS STILL THERE WHEN MY PHONE WOKE
UsS UP AT ABOUT 6. IT WAS WILSON OUT OF
OAKLAND AGAIN.

“AHH, THOMPSON??”

“SPEAKING,” | ANSWERED.

“SAM WILSON AGAIN, DOWN IN
DOAKLAND. ALL AGENCIES ARE IN AS OF ABOUT
TEN MINUTES AGO. ALL THE OcTOBER 11
BODIES ARE GONE NOW. EVERY TOWN, EVERY
DAMN ONE OF THEM,” HE SAID. “AND
NATURALLY NOBODY SAW NOTHING.”

“0OK. THANKS FOR THE HEADS UP. LET
ME CATCH UP WITH YOU LATER THIS
MORNING,” | REPLIED. | HUNG UP THE PHONE,
AND ROLLED BACK ONTO MY KITTY.
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THE MAGIC NUMBER

WE WOKE UP AGAIN ABOUT 8. | FIGURED
THERE WAS NO RUSH TO CHASE DEAD PEOPLE,
AT LEAST NOT BEFORE | GOT A LITTLE MORE
MUCH-NEEDED SLEEP. KITTY PUT ON A PAIR OF
MY SWEATPANTS AND AN OLD SHIRT, AND LEFT
WHEN | GOT OUT OF THE SHOWER ABOUT
8:30.

“I’'LL SAY HI TO SANDY FOR YOU. SEE
YOU SATURDAY NIGHT.”

| TELEPHONED MACKINNEY. “HEARD
FROM OAKLAND ABOUT TWO AND HALF HOURS
AGO. YOU GOT ANYTHING?”

“JUST THAT ALL THE OcTOBER 11
BODIES ARE GONE FROM EVERYWHERE. EVERY
AGENCY INVOLVED, UNIFORMLY NO WITNESSES,
AND A COMPLETE LACK OF GOOD SURVEIL-
LANCE FOOTAGE EITHER DUE TO INCIDENTAL
SYSTEM MALFUNCTION OR BLOCKED CAMERAS.
THAT ANY EXTRA MEN POSTED LAST NIGHT
WERE CIRCUMVENTED, WHETHER ON A COFFEE
BREAK, OR OFF TAKING A PISS, OR WERE JUST
FLAT-OUT CAT BURGLED WHILE STANDING FLAT
FOOTED. AND NO SIGNS OF FORCED ENTRY
ANYWHERE EITHER, RICK. IT’S LIKE THOSE
GALS JUST GOT UFP AND HOOFED IT.”

“WHAT’S YOUR GAME PLAN?” | ASKED.

“STICK WITH THE LICKERS AND KEEP AN
EYE ON THEIR BOOKIES,” HE SAID. “AND MIND
YOUR OTHER CASE WORK. CHANCES ARE THAT
ALL THIS FREAKY SHIT WILL EVENTUALLY JUST
STOP HAPPENING, AND LEAVE US WITH A COLD
CASE, ALL DRESSED UP WITH NO PLACE TO GO.

125



DENVER DAY

| HOPE TO GOD. GET ANYTHING INTERESTING
LAST NIGHT?”

“] BUMPED INTO ANDERS AND HO AT
THE SRUEEZE BoX, AND | RAN INTO ONE OF
THE LICKERS AT MCS,” | SAID. “THEIR NEXT
MATCH IS SATURDAY NIGHT, I’VE GOT A FEW
BILLS DOWN ON THE LICKERS TO WIN, YOU
SHOULD JOIN ME.”

“UH, YEAH. REMIND ME TO ASK MY
WIFE,” HE GRUMBLED.

ABOUT 11 A.M., LOPEZ PHONED MY
DESK. THE MARICOPA COUNTY SHERIFF'S
OFFICE HAD CONTACTED HIM EARLIER THAT
MORNING TO REPORT THAT THE WHOLE
PHOENIX BLOODY ROLLERS SQUAD AS WELL
AS THE TEAM WHICH THEY WERE HOSTING OUT
OF FLAGSTAFF HAD GONE MISSING.

“APPARENTLY, FLAGSTAFF DERBY WAS
DUE BACK HOME EARLY THIS MORNING,
ACCORDING TO AD HOC ASSOCIATES WHO
REPORTED THE TEAM'S NON-RETURN TO
POLICE. THEY REMAIN UNACCOUNTED FOR,”
LOPEZ SAID. “THE PEOPLE IN PHOENIX HAVE
TRIED TO CHECK UP ON THEM THROUGH THE
ROLLERS, BUT THEY CAN’T RAISE ANYBODY ON
THE ROLLER ROSTER EITHER. AND | HAVEN’T
HEARD FROM VERONICA OR BECCA, BUT I’VE
LEFT THEM A COUPLE OF MESSAGES IN THE
PAST 24 HOURS.”

“THEY COULD ALL JUST BE OUT
PARTYING THROUGH A BLUE MONDAY THOUGH,
SO IT’S HARD TO SAY FOR SURE WHAT THE
DEAL I1S. | WOULDN’T RULE ANYTHING OUT,
BUT IF WE NEVER HEARD FROM ANY OF THEM
EVER AGAIN, | WOULDN’T BE SURPRISED.
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SOMETHING ELSE A LITTLE WEIRD, TOO,”
LOPEZ WENT ON.

“INVESTIGATORS OUT THERE IN THE
VALLEY OF THE SUN SAID SOME OF THE DERBY
CIRCUIT PEOPLE THEY’VE BEEN FOLLOWING UP
WITH THIS MORNING ARE REPORTING THAT
LAST NIGHT WAS A NO-SHOW ON THE PART OF
BOTH SRQUADS, IN DUE COURSE. THAT THE
FANS SHOWED UP TO WATCH THE PHOENIX-
FLAGSTAFF MATCH, BUT NEITHER TEAM EVER
ARRIVED TO PLAY. BUT ON THE OTHER HAND,
SOME PEOPLE REPORTED THAT THE TEAMS DID
SHOW UP IN FACT, THAT THE GIG WENT OFF
JUST FINE, THAT THEY TALKED TO THE GIRLS
LIKE BUSINESS AS USUAL AND CAN REPORT
THE EVENTS OF A MATCH IN DETAIL.”

WONDERFUL. SCHRODINGER’S CAT ON
WHEELS. ABOUT LUNCHTIME, MACKINNEY
WALKED OVER TO MY DESK.

“DISPATCH JUST CALLED UP HERE, THEY
HAVE A BLACK-BAG CALL THAT JUST CAME IN
FOR THIS RESIDENCE,” HE SAID, SHOWING ME
AN ADDRESS ON HIS NOTEPAD. ANDERS’
APARTMENT.

WHILE | GATHERED MY JACKET AND HAT,
THE LIEUTENANT SENT WORD THROUGH
DISPATCH FOR THE MEDICS TO STANDBY UFON
ARRIVAL AND, BECAUSE OF THE SENSITIVITY
OF THE INVESTIGATION, TO DISTURB THE
SCENE AS LITTLE AS POSSIBLE. WE ROLLED ON
THE CALL.

THE EMTS WERE EASILY ABLE TO GRANT

OUR RERUEST NOT TO TOUCH ANYTHING OR
ANYBODY, WITHOUT VIOLATING ANY
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OBLIGATION OF THEIRS TO RENDER FIRST AID,
BECAUSE EVERYONE IN ANDERS’ APARTMENT
WAS QUITE STONE DEAD. IT WAS OBVIOUS AT
FIRST GLANCE. ANDERS’ BODY WAS
COMPLETELY BARE, BENT OVER THE WOODEN
COFFEE TABLE. HO WAS DEAD AS A MACKEREL
TOO, SEATED ON THE COUCH IN FRONT OF THE
COFFEE TABLE. BETWEEN HIS AND ANDERS’
BODIES WAS A THIRD NUDE CORPSE, A
FEMALE, BUT DIFFERENT INASMUCH AS THE
GIRL IN THE MIDDLE WAS FURRY ALLOVER.
FURRY WITH FUR.

NOT ONLY WAS HO’S cOCK STILL INSIDE
THE WOLF LADY, BUT THE BLADE THAT HE’D
STABBED HER WITH SOME INNUMERABLE TIMES
WAS STICKING OUT OF HER. SHE'D BLED ALL
OVER HIM, ALL OVER THE COUCH, AND ALL
OVER ANDERS WHO APPEARED TO HAVE BEEN
KILLED BY THE VERY SHARP TEETH OF THE
wOLF WOMAN. THE MOON DOG HAD BITTEN BIG
FLESHY CHUNKS OUT OF ANDERS, WHOSE
BODY HAD DEEP PUNCTURES, GOUGES, AND
BITE WOUNDS FROM THE MONSTER’S CLAWS
AND TEETH ALL OVER WHAT WAS LEFT OF HER
ASS, LEGS, AND BACK. SHE HAD BLED OUT
ALLOVER THE COFFEE TABLE AND FLOOR.

A FEW OF HO’S ERRANT BLADE SWINGS
AT THE WEREWOLF LOOKED TO HAVE MISSED
ITS TARGET AND SNAGGED ANDERS’ LOWER
BODY A COUPLE OF TIMES AS WELL. HO’s
DEATH BLOWS APPEARED TO BE THE SEVERE
AND DEEP CUTS AND GASHES ON HIS NECK,
MADE BY THE EVIDENTLY VERY POWERFUL BACK
CLAWS OF THE HIRTUSE LADY-IN-THE-MIDDLE.

THERE WAS A PAP OF COCGAINE AND
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BLOOD COATING EVERYTHING IN THE
APARTMENT. THE LIEUTENANT LIT A STOGIE,
AND LUCKILY IT DIDN’T TOUCH OFF THE
ROOM'S FUNKY PLUME. THE TOBAGCCO SMOKE
WORKED TO BUFFER OUR OLFACTORIES FROM
THE SHIMMERING MADNESS AND MAYBE HAD
THE EFFECT OF NORMALIZING THE AIR.

“TAKE A LOOK AT THIS, RICK,”
MACKINNEY SAID. HE LIFTED THE WOLFLADY’S
ANKLES WITH HIS PEN, RAISING BACK THE FUR,
UNDER WHICH BUTTERFLIES WERE TATTOOED
ON THE SKIN OF EACH ANKLE. UNDER THE
LOWER BACK FUR THERE WAS AN IVY TRAMP
STAMP, ON THE RIGHT WRIST A BANGLE, AND
UNDER THE FUR ON THE NAPE OF ITS NECK
WAS A SMALL BARCODE TATTOO.

“LO0OKS LIKE WE’VE GOT ONE OF OUR
MORGUE FUGITIVES BACK. MORE OR LESS,” HE
SAID.

“GUESS THAT’S OUR GIRL,” | SAID.
“FIFTY BUCKS SHE GETS OUT AGAIN.”

HE SHOOK HIS HEAD, UNWILLING TO
ACCEPT THE ODDS. “DIXIE’S GONNA LOVE
THIS. BAG ’EM UP GENTLEMEN.”

WE HEADED TO THE DINER FOR A LATE
LUNCH, WE BOTH ORDERED SPAGHETTI AND
ICED TEA. WE TALKED ABOUT THINGS
PREFERRED AND RUANTIFIABLE, SUCH AS
FIELD SPORTS AND WEATHER INSTEAD OF
WEREWOLVES. AFTER | TOLD HIM ABOUT
LOPEZ’S CALL THAT MORNING, THE LIEU-
TENANT UNAPOLOGETICALLY STEERED THE
CONVERSATION BACK TO HOCGCKEY BUT |
RESISTED.
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¢“S0 WHERE ARE THE WEREWOLVES IN
ARIZONA7? ARE THEY THE GIRLS WHO PLAYED
THE MATCH AND THEN DISAPPEARED? OR ARE
THEY THE ONES WHO NEVER SHOWED UP TO
PLAY IN THE FIRST PLACE? OR, ARE THERE
NOW TwWO OF EACH TEAM, ONE WOLFY AND THE
OTHER ONE NOT SO? MAYBE THERE HAS TO
BE DOUBLING UP OF REALITY BEFORE THERE
CAN BE WEREWOLVES IN THE FIRST PLACGE.” |
MUSED. “IF THAT WERE THE CASE, THEN |
WONDER WHAT THE ALTERNATE HISTORIES
ARE, THAT LEAD UP TO THE CHINO WOLFLADY
AND TO DIXIE'S FIRST REPEAT CUSTOMER.”

“] bDuNND RICK. COULD BE THAT WE’VE
GOT SOME DERELICT STRAIN OF THE LILY~-
WHITE QUEEN OF ENGLAND WHO, SOMEWHERE
IN TIME, IS AS PURE AS DRIVEN SNOW. BuT
FOR OUR PURPOSES, THE QUEEN IS ICED
DOWN IN THE PIERCE COUNTY MORGUE,
COVERED IN Ji1ZZ, FUR, TATTOOS, AND | DON’T
KNOW WHAT ELSE.”
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BETTER THAN GOING BLIND

FRIDAY EVENING ARRIVED. | WORKED THE
PHONES THROUGH DUSK PICKING AT THE
VARIOUS INVOLVED WEST COAST AGENCIES,
DEBRIEFING THEM ON THE ARIZONA
SITUATION, AND TELLING OF OUR
DEVELOPMENT WITH ANDERS, HOo, AND FuUR
LADY No. 3. NO ONE ELSE (YET) HAD
TRACKED DOWN ANY OF THEIR MORGUE SKIPS,
NEITHER FURRILY REANIMATED ONES NOR
OTHERWISE. YET, THE WEEKEND WAS YOUNG.

MY DESK PHONE RANG ABOUT 8:30. IT
WAS LOPEZ AGAIN, THIS TIME WITH JUST A
MILDER DOOZEY. THE TWO SAN DIEGO GIRLS
WHO DISAPPEARED DURING THE OCTOBER 11
MURDER WAVE, THE ONLY ONES WHOSE BODIES
WEREN’T FOUND RIGHT THERE AT THE SCENE,
HAD JUST SHOWED UP TO WORK AT THE ROAD
HOUSE FROM WHICH THEY’D DISAPPEARED
AFTER THEIR SHIFT THE WEEK BEFORE.

“THE WEIRD THING THOUGH, RICK, IS
THAT THEY’VE LOST A WEEK,” LOPEZ SAID.
“THEY THOUGHT THEY WERE SHOWING UP FOR
THEIR DcTOBER 10 SHIFT, THE ONE THEY
DISAPPEARED AFTER. THEIR MANAGER LET
THEM START THEIR SHIFT, HE DIDN’T KNOW
HOW ELSE TO REACT. IN FACT, HE SAYS
THEY’RE BOTH THERE NOW ON COCKTAIL DUTY.
SO0, HE PHONED ME ABOUT THIRTY MINUTES
AGO. I’'M ON MY WAY NOW TO SEE WHAT KIND
OF REPORT | CAN GET FROM THEM.”

“GoO0OD LUCK WITH THAT, LOPEZ. LET’S
CATCH UP IN THE MORNING,” | SAID. WHEN |
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HUNG UP THE PHONE, THE LINE RANG AGAIN
BEFORE | REMOVED MY HAND. IT WAS DIXIE
ON THE OTHER END.

“lT’s HER, RICKY. | DID QUITE A BIT OF
POKING AROUND. HER LATENT CANINE
EVOLUTIONARY TRAITS HAVE BEEN HYPER-
ACCENTUATED, LIKE SHE WENT THROUGH SOME
INSTANTANEOUS EVOLUTIONARY RETROFITTING
THAT SOMEHOW EMPHASIZED CERTAIN GENES
AND TRAITS. BUT, IT IS HER. OR WAS. THERE
IS NO DOUBT ABOUT IT. A FASCINATING
SPECIMEN AND ONE UNIQUE TO MY
EXPERIENCE.”

“SHE HAS AN ELONGATED JAW, FLOPPY
EARS, POINTY TEETH, AND A SHINY COAT BUT
SHE IS, MORE OR LESS, STILL BIOLOGICALLY
VERY HUMAN INSOFAR AS HER BLOOD WORK,
PH, BONE STRUCTURE, AND THE LIKE. MY
PREVIOUS FORENSIC MARKS ARE STILL
VISIBLE. HOWEVER, THERE’S NO EVIDENGE OF
ANY OF THE EMBALMING CHEMICALS | SHDOVED
HER WITH AFTER HER PREVIOUS POST MORTEM
EXAM. AND THAT’S ONE OF THE THINGS |
CAN’T EXPLAIN TO YOU IN SCIENTIFIC TERMS.
BuUT ANYWAY, I’VE EMBALMED HER FOR A
SECOND TIME.”

“A COUPLE MORE THINGS,” SHE PAUSED,
RUSTLING PAPERS. “THIS TIME, HER LAST
SUPPER WAS THE SPUNKY HIND FLESH OF KERI
ANDERS; THOUGH HER PENULTIMATE MEAL
SEEMS TO HAVE BEEN A BURGER AND FRIES,
SAME AS HO AND ANDERS. MAYBE SHE
WOLFERIZED DURING INTERCOURSE, | REALLY
COULDN’T SAY. AND AS TO ANY QUESTIONS OF
THE WHEN-WHERE-HOW-WHY-AND-WHAT-THE-
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FUCK OF HER BEING BACK FROM THE DEAD AS
A WOLFLADY,” SHE PAUSED AGAIN, MID-
SENTENCE, AND SHIFTED THE PHONE TO HER
OTHER EAR, “YOU’RE JUST GOING TO HAVE TO
CALL A VICAR OR SOMETHING. IT AIN’T MY
DEPARTMENT. ANYWAY, SHE AND THE OTHER
TWO ARE ICED DOWN BACK THERE. WHENEVER
YOU HAVE TIME, YOU CAN COME HAVE A LOOK
IF YOU WANT.”

“] APPRECIATE IT DIXIE,” | SAID.

“NO PROBLEM,” SHE ANSWERED, AND
WE HUNG UP.

LOPEZ DROVE HIS UNMARKED SEDAN
DOWN TO THE TOPLESS BAR TO TAKE
STATEMENTS FROM THE TWO GIRLS WHO HAD
LOST A WEEK. DOWN I-5 A FEW MILES, TO A
NAUTICALLY THEMED PLACE CALLED KAT
SHAKERS. THE TWO GIRLS AND HE SAT AT A
LONG, WOODEN TABLE IN THE MANAGER’S
OFFICE.

THEY WERE TWO VERY CUTE, VERY
GIGGLY YOUNG LATINAS, WHO REPORTED
KNOWING ABSOLUTELY NOTHING ABOUT THEIR
RECENT STATUSES AS MISSING PERSONS. THE
FIRST THEY’'D HEARD OF THE WHOLE STORY
WAS WHEN THEY GOT TO WORK AN HOUR AGO,
UNDER THE UNASSUMING IMPRESSION THAT IT
WAS STILL FRIDAY, OcTOBER 10.

THERE WAS VERY LITTLE ELSE FOR
LOPEZ TO INCLUDE IN HIS REPORT. THE GIRLS
WERE GENUINELY STARTLED AT THE STORY
THEY WERE HEARING, BUT THEY SEEMED TO
LOOK AND FEEL FINE. HE ASKED WHAT THEY
REMEMBERED ABOUT THEIR LAST 24 HOURS,
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AND THEY BOTH RECOUNTED THE DAY PER
THEIR RECOLLECTION, WHICH CONSISTED OF
THE NIGHT OF OCTOBER 9 TO THE EARLY
EVENING OF OcTOBER 10. THEY RELATED A
SEAMLESS AND RELATIVELY UNEVENTFUL RUN-
DOWN OF EVENTS.

LOPEZ TRIED TO EXPLAIN TO THEM, TO
THE BEST OF HIS ABILITY, THAT THEY HAD IN
FACT BOTH DISAPPEARED UNDER FOREBODING
CIRCUMSTANCES, IN THE EARLY MORNING
NEARLY A WEEK AGO AMONG THE WEE HOURS
OF OcCTOBER 11, AFTER FINISHING THEIR
SHIFT AT KAT SHAKERS, AND THAT IT HAD
BEEN THE SAME MORNING WHERE DOZENS OF
THEIR INDUSTRY PEERS WERE MURDERED ALL
ALONG THE WEST COAST. HE ITERATED TO
THEM THAT THEY HAD BEEN GONE JUST A FEW
HOURS SHORT OF A FULL CALENDAR WEEK.

“BUT WE JUST GOT HERE,” ONE OF
THEM SAID. THEY BOTH GIGGLED, SIPPING
SODAS. SILLY SOUNDING OR NOT, THE
CURRENT DATE WAS OCTOBER 17, AND LOPEZ
SUGGESTED FOR THEM TO CALL THEIR FRIENDS
AND FAMILY, WHO MUST BE MOST ASSUREDLY
CONCERNED.

LOPEZ UNDERSTOOD THAT THIS WHOLE
THING WAS PRETTY FRUITY SOUNDING TO
THESE WOMEN. |IT WAS SOUNDING MORE AND
MORE RIDICULOUS TO HIM ALSO. THE EVENTS
HE HAD RECENTLY BEEN EXPERIENCING WHILE
INVESTIGATING THIS CASE AND HAVING TO
DOCUMENT IN THE CASE FILE, TRYING NOT
ONLY TO PUT IT ALL IN ORDER, BUT TO
EXPLAIN IT, TO SOLVE IT, TO CLOSE THE CASE,
WERE MAKING HAY WITH HIS UNDERSTANDING
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OF REALITY, TEMPTING A MOCKERY OF HIS
ETHICAL FOUNDATIONS, AND TURNING HIS
WORK INTO SOME KIND OF PLAYTHING OF THE
FATES.

AND TO THESE TwWO GIRLS, IT WAS JUST
A STORY; AND AN INCORRECT ONE AS FAR AS
THEY UNDERSTOOD, AS THEY IN FACT WERE
SITTING RIGHT HERE, LIVING, BREATHING, AND
CUTE, AND VISIBLY ANTSY TO GET ON TO
THEIR SHIFTS AS COCKTAIL WAITRESSES. IT
WAS PLAIN TO THEM. IT ALSO WAS OBvVIOUS
TO THEM THAT IT WAS 0OBVIOUS TO THE
DETECTIVE THAT HIS STORY SOUNDED LIKE
THE FUNNY ONE.

LOPEZ PERSISTED, INSISTING RIGHT
BACK AT THEM THAT THEY HAD BEEN GONE
FOR A WEEK. THERE WAS NO REAL EVIDENCE
FROM THE GIRLS’ PERSPECTIVE EXCEPT FOR
WORDS THAT DIDN’T JIVE WITH WHAT THEY
HAD EXPERIENCED. BASICALLY, THEIR EARS
WERE HEARING A WEIRD STORY, YES, BUT THEY
WERE FINE. FOR ALL THEY KNEW, THE POLICE
AND THE BAR MANAGER WERE MAKING ALL OF
THIS SHIT UP FOR SOME REASON.

THE GIRLS WERE RIGHT, INASMUCH AS
THEIR PERSPECTIVE WAS THE ONE THAT
ACTUALLY MADE SENSE TO THEM, AND NOT
OURS. HE TOLD THEM TO LET HIM KNOW IF
AND WHENEVER THEY REMEMBERED ANYTHING.

BEING A WEEK SINCE MOST OF THIS
ODDITY BEGAN IN EARNEST, | DECIDED TO
HAUNT THE CHAPEL A LITTLE. | WENT
THROUGH THE SQUEEZE BOX, WHICH WAS
FULL OF BLUE SMOKE AND PERFUMED TAINT OF
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ALL STRIPES. THERE WAS NOTHING OF NOTE
AND | DIDN’T STAY TOO LONG, ALTHOUGH |
WAS ALMOST HALF SURPRISED NOT TO SEE
ANDERS AND HO PRESENT IN FUR. THE
DIDDLER WAS ALSO DOING A BRISK BUSINESS,
ALTHOUGH IT FELT LIKE THERE WAS
SOMETHING MISSING IN THE AIR IN THERE,
TOO. | DIDN’T STAY LONG.

MCEC’s was OK AGAIN. | SAT AND HAD
SOME NACHOS THERE, BUT THERE WAS NO
ALVAREZ, AND THERE WAS NO KITTY, NOR
WERE THERE ANY OF MY OTHER NEW WEIRDO
FRIENDS. | WENT BY THE HOTEL WHERE TINA’S
BAND PLAYED, BUT THE BAND WAS OFF THAT
NIGHT, FOR SOME REASON. THE RELATIVELY
RUIET JUKEBOX REPLACED THE MUSIC SOURCE
IN THERE FOR NOW, AND THE PLACE WAS
PRETTY DEAD.

| DROVE DOWN TO THE LICKERS’
WAREHOUSE, WHERE THE TEAM WAS
SCRIMMAGING AND A GOOD GATHERING OF
THEIR GROUPIES WERE HANGING OUT. IT WAS
A TYPICAL LICKERS’ FRIDAY NIGHT, AND | sAw
SANDY AND KITTY AND WAVED. THEY WAVED
BACK BUT DIDN’T BREAK FORMATION. NONE OF
THE BOOKIES WERE THERE. | WENT BACK TO
THE CAR, GOT BACK ON THE ROAD. IT WAS
RAINING AGAIN.

| DROVE TO THE CORONERS OFFICE, AND
KEYED THE FRONT DOOR. | WALKED BACK TO
THE BODY LOCKERS AND PULLED OUT ANDERS.
THERE SHE WAS, WHITE AS A SHEET, HARD AS
A ROCK, STONE DEAD, AND AS NAKED AS THE
DAY SHE DIED. DIXIE HAD CLEANED UP THE
BLOOD FROM THE WOUNDS ON HER RUNNING
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GEAR. | COULD SEE CLEARLY THE DEEP AND
WIDE CANINE-INFLICTED GOUGES.

NEXT | PULLED OUT HO, WHOSE
WOUNDS DIXIE HAD ALSO CLEANED, ALTHOUGH
UNLIKE THE TEETH WOUNDS ON ANDERS’ HIND
END, HO’S FLESH WOUNDS HAD MORE OF A
BUNCHED, SHREDDED LETTUCE LOOK, SINCE
THEY WERE INFLICTED BY SHARP CLAWS, NOT
SHARP TEETH.

NEXT | PULLED OUT THE OTHER GIRL.
THE FURRY ONE. SHE KIND OF LOOKED LIKE A
BIGGER VERSION OF A PUPPET ALIEN
CHARACTER FROM SOME OLD TELEVISION
SITUATION COMEDY. BUT THIS WAS NO
PUPPET. SHE WAS NAKED TOO, BUT FOR HER
SHINY COAT, WHICH WAS A LITTLE SPATTERED
AND MATTED WITH DRIED BLOOD AND OTHER
FLUIDS IN VARIOUS PLACES. THE FUR ON HER
UNDERSIDE, HER BELLY AND THE LIKE, WHERE
HER EIGHT SMALL BREASTS WERE, FOR
EXAMPLE, WAS MUCH SHORTER AND SLICKER
THAN THE REST OF HER COAT, THOUGH STILL
RQUITE HAIRY. A WONDER OF NATURE, TO BE
SURE.

| RETURNED THE THREE BACK TO THEIR
RUIET SILOS, WALKED BACK OUTSIDE AND
LOCKED THE DOOR BEHIND ME. | DROVE TO
THE DINER AND READ THE LAST FEW DAYS’
NEWSPAPERS OVER A COUPLE OF NICE
TABASCO OMELETTES AND A POT OF DECAF.
THE WAITRESS WAS CHATTY AND WARM,
SOMEWHAT CONTRASTING THE WEATHER. | WAS
THERE FOR A FEW HOURS, THROUGHOUT THE
DURATION OF WHICH THE MINDFUL WAITRESS
EMPTIED MY ASHTRAY SEVERAL TIMES. MR.
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JOE COFFEE ARRIVED ABOUT 11:30, AND
JOINED ME AT THE DINER BAR. HE ORDERED
EGGS. DEAR WAITRESS KEPT THE COFFEE
COMING. | FILLED IN JOE ABOUT THE
REINVIGORATED-COME-DEAD-AGAIN FURRY GIRL,
AND OF THE SIMULTANEOUS DEMISE OF
ANDERS AND HO.

“AS OF ABOUT AN HOUR-AND-A-HALF
AGO, THEY WERE ALL STILL AT ROOM
TEMPERATURE IN THE MORGUE,” | SAID. “BuUT,
REALITY’S LATELY PROVEN FULLY CAPAEBLE OF
TURNING ITSELF UPSIDE DOWN, IN WAY SHORT
OF NINETY MINUTES.” | ALSO TOLD HIM ABOUT
THE OTHER MORGUE DISAPPEARANCES UP AND
DOWN THE INTERSTATE.

“YOU’RE WAY MORE INTERESTING THAN
ANY NEWSPAPER,” JOE LAUGHED. HE PULLED
HIS FLASK OUT OF HIS COAT, AND
GENEROUSLY DASHED SOME OF ITS CONTENTS
INTO MY COFFEE, THEN HIS. COFFEESKY.

HAVING FINISHED HIS OWN NIGHT
BREAKFAST, HE REMOVED A RUMPLED PACK OF
SMOKES OUT OF HIS SHIRT POCKET AND LIT A
CIGARETTE OF HIS OWN.

“RICKY, THIS TOO WILL PASS,” HE SAID.
“CHEERS.”

“YEAH. LIKE A KIDNEY STONE,” | SAID.
“BUT YES, CHEERS.”
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THE AXES HAVE IT

IT WAS NOW PAST ZERO HOUR. | SAID MY
GOOD-NIGHTS TO JOE AND DEAR WAITRESS,
DISEMBARKED FROM THE BAR STOOL, AND
WALKED OUT TO MY CAR. IT WAS STILL
FAITHFULLY DRIZZLING, WASHING CLEAN THE
SMALL, NEW HOURS OF THAT EARLY WEEKEND.

THE RADIALS OF THE INTERMITTENT
TRAFFIC MADE A BLUISH, SLICKLY LUBRICATED
GLISTENING SOUND ON THE WET STREETS. |
STARTED MY CAR, PUT ON THE A.M. TALK VERY
VERY LOW, AND LET THE DEFROST GO TO
WORK BEFORE | PUT THE ENGINE IN GEAR. THE
RADIO PLAYED MUFFLED OLDIES AS | MOTORED
TO MY APARTMENT. | STEPPED OUT OF THE
CAR, AND GLANCED UP TO MY FRONT DOOR ON
THE SECOND FLOOR, AND THERE WAS KITTY,
LEANING ON MY APARTMENT DOOR. WHEN |
TOPPED THE STAIRS SHE TOOK ONE LOOK AT
ME, AND SAID “I’M TIRED TOO. LET’S GO TO
BED.”

“AMEN SISTER,” | SAID. AND WE DID.
SATURDAY MORNING FOUND US GENTLY
AWAKENED BY NATURAL TIDES. THE MORNING
WAS UNCHARACTERISTICALLY UNINTERRUPTED
BY PHONE CALLS FROM MY EX-WIFE, OR
TEAMMATES, BAND MATES, BEER BASHES, OR
A LOVER’S STEALTHY FLIGHT IN THE NIGHT.
YET. WE WENT AT IT FOR ABOUT AN HOUR,
THEN EACH HAD TWO BOWLS OF GENERIC
RAISIN BRAN AND COLD NUT MILK FOR
BREAKFAST IN BED. |IT WAS STILL RAINING. WE
HAD ANOTHER GO AT EACH OTHER. THEN WE
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SHARED A SMOKE, AND | ASKED HER WHO
wOuULD BE TONIGHT’S LUCKY TEAM.

“0ONE OF THE SEATTLE OUTFITS. THE
PLAIDEN SWITCHES,” KITTY SAID. “THEY HAVE
AWESOME UNIFORMS, YOU’LL LOVE IT.”

WE BOTH SHOWERED UP, WATCHED
CARTOONS FOR ABOUT ANOTHER HOUR, THEN
DROVE TO LUNCH FOR PIZZA. ALONG WITH THE
MEAL, THE EATERY OFFERED A LIVE
BROADCAST OF A MINOR LEAGUE HOCKEY
GAME.

“] LOVE I1T,” | SAID.

“ME TODO. A CLOSE SECOND TO MY
BELOVED DERBY,” SHE SAID.

MY PHONE RANG. DIXIE AGAIN.

“YOu WANT THE GOOD NEWS OR THE
BAD NEWS FIRST?” SHE ASKED.

“Go WITH THE GOOD,” | INSTRUCTED.

“GoOD NEWS IS YOUR THREE-WAY
VICTIMS LASTED THROUGH THE NIGHT.
THEY’RE STILL HERE, NO FUNNY STUFF, STILL
DEAD AS FAR AS | CAN TELL, AND TWO-THIRDS
OF THEM ARE NOT YET FUR MONSTERS,” SHE
SAID. “NO MORPHING, NO NOTHING.”

“FANTASTIC, THANK YOU. GOOD SELL.
AND THE BACKSIDE?” | ASKED.

“YOUR SAX PLAYER’S IN HERE TOO. I'M
SORRY,” SHE SAID. “COME ON DOWN. AND
MACKINNEY SAID HE’S HEARING SOME SHIT
FROM THE OTHER MORGUES DEALING WITH
OTHER OF THE OCTOBER 11 CASES. | HAVE
TO ADMIT, I'M STARTING TO TUNE IT OUT. OR
RATHER, SHIT ABOUT THE PEOPLE WHO ARE
SUPPOSED TO BE HANGING MEAT, BUT AREN’T.
WE DIDN’T WANT TO BOTHER YOU THIS
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MORNING, FIGURED YOU DESERVED TO SLEEP
IN FOR ONCE.”

“GRACIAS DIXIAS. | KNEW IT SEEMED
TOO QUIET. I’LL BE THERE DIRECTLY,” |
RESPONDED DUTIFULLY.

KITTY SMILED AT ME. “YOU WANT TO
COME WITH ME TO THE MORGUE?” | ASKED.

“ALLRIGHTY AND WHY NOT,” SHE
ANSWERED PERTLY.

WE FINISHED OUR PIE AND WENT DOWN
To DIXIE’S cOOL, DRY REALM. IT STILL
RAINED, BUT IT WASN’T UNSEASONALLY COLD,
AND WE SHOOK OFF THE DAMP AT THE DOOR.
DIXIE AND KITTY EXCHANGED GREETINGS, AND
WE ALL WALKED BACK TO THE BODY LOCKER.

“NEW INTERN?” DIXIE SMILED. SHE
ROLLED TINA OUT, AND PULLED BACK HER
TARP.

“MACKINNEY’S GOT THE PAPERWORK ON
THIS DEAL. HER BANDMATES SAY THEY HAD
THE NIGHT OFF LAST NIGHT. ONE OF THEM
SHOWED UP AT HER PLACE, WALKED IN AND
FOUND HER,” DIXIE SAID. “LO0OKS LIKE THE
TOOL OF RECORD WAS AN AX.”

THE BLOW WAS TOP DOWN. IT LOOKED
LIKE A SINGLE, WELL-DIRECTED, POWERFUL HIT
THAT SPLIT THROUGH HER PAN DOWN INTO
HER NECK LIKE A LOG LONGWAYS.

“NO SEX ASSAULT OR OTHER SUCH
VIOLATION. NOTHING BUT THE AX. SEEMS TO
HAVE BEEN JUST THE ONE SWING.”

“WELL, THERE YOU GO KITTY.

FORENSICS IN ALL ITS GLAMOUR,” | SAID.
“JEEZ,” SHE PURRED. “WHAT A MESS.”
“THANK YOU DIXIE,” | SAID.
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“AND THANK YOU RICKY,” SHE
ANSWERED.

| DROPPED KITTY OFF AT SANDY’S
APARTMENT, AND SANDY PLIED ME WITH WET,
OPEN-MOUTHED KISSES ON TOP OF KITTY’S
MANY RECENT ONES, THROUGH MY DRIVER
SIDE WINDOW. SHE CHATTED ME UP FOR A
RUICK FEW MOMENTS.

“YOU’VE BEEN CHEATIN’ ON ME, RICKY,
AND | PLAN TO STRAIGHTEN YOUR ASS OUT,”
SHE BUBBLED. “YOU’RE DUE AT MY
APARTMENT AFTER TONIGHT’S BROUHAHA. DO
YOU READ ME, DETECTIVE?”

THE WOMEN GRINNED AT EACH OTHER
GOOFILY.

“YES, LOUD AND CLEAR. SOUNDS LIKE A
DATE. GOOD LUCK AMONG THE PLAIDEN,” |
SAID.

THEY WAVED ME OFF, AND | MADE MY
WAY TO THE OFFICE, WHERE | FOUND
MACKINNEY AT HIS DESK WITH A FEW STORIES
FOR ME ABOUT THE NIGHT BEFORE.

“] TOOK A STATEMENT FROM THE GUY
WHO FOUND YOUR LATE GIRLFRIEND. THE BASS
PLAYER. HE WAS PRETTY BROKEN UP,” THE
LIEUTENANT SAID. “HE REALLY WASN’T ABLE
TO GIVE ME ANY GOOD LEADS, NAMES, OR
SUSPECTS, THOUGH OF COURSE HE DID
MENTION YOU. BY BOTH HIS ACCOUNT AND
YOURS, SHE WAS A SOLID GAL. A FORMER
FIREFIGHTER, A JAZZ SAXOPHONIST AND
sucH. THE MODEL OF A STRONG WOMAN AND
A GENUINE LADY.”

“YEAH. | DON’T LIKE THIS AT ALL,” |
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REPLIED. “AND NO, SHE DOESN’T FIT THE
VICTIM PROFILE FOR THIS.”

“S0O THERE’S VERY LITTLE ELSE YET,
FOUND AT THE SCENE AND WHAT NOT. |
ASSIGNED THE CASE TO SMITH, SINCE vyOU
WERE SO RECENTLY INTIMATE WITH THIS
WOMAN. BUT BRIEF THE DETECTIVE, AND WORK
WITH HIM AS NEEDED. HE’S BEEN OUT
POUNDING THE PAVEMENT TODAY, AND YOU
PROBABLY WON’T SEE HIM UNTIL MONDAY. YOU
OK?” HE ASKED.

“I’M FINE. I’VE BEEN KINDA SWEPT UP
WITH THESE SKATER GIRLS IN THE PAST FEW
DAYS, AND THE CASE TOO, AND | HADN’T
TALKED TO TINA. BUT IT’S HARD TO SAY WE
“DRIFTED APART” BECAUSE IT’S BEEN LESS
THAN A WEEK. THERE’S BEEN BARELY TIME TO
LIST, MUCH LESS DRIFT.”

“FAIR ENOUGH,” THE LIEUTENANT SAID.
“IN OTHER NEWS, I’VE HEARD TODAY FROM
SOME OF THE BOYS UP AND DOWN I-5, ABOUT
THE OCTOBER 11 KILLINGS IN THEIR
RESPECTIVE JURISDICTIONS. |T SEEMS THERE
WERE LOTS OF BAR FIGHTS LAST NIGHT, AT
THE SCENES OF LAST WEEK’S VARIOUS
CRIMES. RATHER A BIT OF A BLOOD BATH.
VARIOUS SIGHTINGS, BASHFUL DRUNKEN
PATRONS SLIGHTLY UNWILLING TO EXPLAIN TO
POLICE WHAT THEY SAW. BUT IT SOUNDS LIKE
THE GIRLS WERE OUT LAST NIGHT, HAUNTING
THE CHAPEL. FURRY GIRLS. THERE'S A STORM
COMING, DUDE.”

“AHHH, THE FURRIES,” | GRUMBLED.

“YES, THE FURRIES. ROUSTING ABOUT
THE BARS OF THEIR INITIAL DEMISE, WORKING
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ON PEOPLE WITH THE VERY INSTRUMENTS
THAT WERE USED TOWARD THEIR OWN ENDS.
OR, AT BEST, JUST CAUSING NEAR RIOTS
BECAUSE OF THE HAIRY BITCH-LIKE UNDEAD
CONDITION THEIR CONDITIONS ARE IN,” THE
LIEUTENANT WENT ON.

“FOR EXAMPLE, THE UNDEAD FUZZIES IN
VANCOUVER MADE HELL WITH THE CRICKET-
BAT-FREEZE-BLOCK DEATH STICK,
MYSTERIOUSLY PROCURED FROM THE EVIDENCE
LOCKER WITHOUT A HITCH. THE BOYS IN
SEATTLE AND PORTLAND, AS YOU WOULD
CORRECTLY ESTIMATE, HAVE BEEN DEALING
WITH BUCKSHOT-FILLED TITTY BARS AND
BARFLIES, ALL MORNING. LONGVIEW’S BLOODY
HANGOVER TODAY, YOU GUESSED IT, INVOLVES
FURRIES LOOSE IN NIGHTCLUBS WEARING
ITCHY-HOT .357S. BEAVERTON’S DEALING
WITH THE AFTERMATH OF A BOX-CUTTER
MELEE, AND OUR LOVELY NEIGHBOR EUGENE
THIS MORNING IS MORE OR LESS ONE BIG
GAPING MACHETE WOUND. AND SO ON.”

“FANTASTIC. THE RECIDIVISM SHOULD
MAKE IT EASIER TO FIND ANSWERS,” |
ARGUED, OPTIMISTICALLY. “RELATIVELY QUIET
HERE, THOUGH?”

“WELL, THAT DEFPENDS ON WHAT YOUu
MEAN BY RUIET. | wOULD SAY NO, IN LIGHT OF
THE AX MURDER AND THE INTER-SPECIES
DEATH TRYST INVOLVING OUR SUSPECTS,” HE
ANSWERED.
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Goobp CLEAN FUN

LOPEZ PHONED WITH A SOMEWHAT MORE
BENIGN AND SLIGHTLY FUNNIER ACCOUNT OF
APESHIT FROM SAN DIEGO. HE SAID THE
GIRLS WHO’D REAPPEARED LAST NIGHT HAD
RE-DISAPPEARED AS THEY WERE WRAPPING UP
THEIR SHIFT EARLIER THAT MORNING. “THEIR
MANAGER SAID HE’D LET ME KNOW IF THEY
SHOW UP AGAIN NEXT FRIDAY, OR AT ALL,” HE
SAID.

“OTHERWISE,” HE CONTINUED, “I’M
HEARING REPORTS OF LAST NIGHT'’S
BANANARA-MORONITY FROM THE OTHER
TOWNS. BUT LET THE RECORD SHOW THAT WE
HAVEN’T HAD ANY OF THE FURRIES DOWN
HERE. NOT YET ANYWAY. IT MAY BE
BORROWING TROUBLE LIKE RUBBERNECKING AT
A TRAFFIC ACCIDENT, BUT I’'D SURE BE
CURIOUS TO SEE ONE OF THEM. ALL TOLD, IT
WAS RELATIVELY QUIET HERE LAST NIGHT,
COMPARED WITH THE OTHER TOWNS
INVOLVED.”

“YES, IT’S QUITE A SIGHT, LOPEZ, AND
CAUSES A FUNNY KIND OF FEELING IN YOUR
INSIDES,” | GLOWERED. “AND |’LL BE
INTERESTED TO SEE IF IT’S OcTOBER 10 YET
AGAIN, COME NEXT FRIDAY DOWN AT KAT
SHAKERS IN SAN DIEGO.”

“YEH, NO KIDDING. AT LEAST THEY’RE
NOT GETTING MURDERED OVER AND OVER
AGAIN, WELL AT LEAST AS FAR AS WE KNOW,
ANYWAY. CALL ME IF YOU GET ANYTHING
INTERESTING,” HE SAID, AND WE HUNG UP.
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AS THE AFTERNOON CAME AND WENT
WEST, THE DRIZZLE VERY TEMPORARILY
PAUSED. | TELEPHONED DETECTIVE SMITH.
WE’D PICKED HIM UP FROM THE TACOMA CITY
FORCE ABOUT A YEAR PRIOR, FOR SLIGHTLY
BETTER PAY AND AN OPPORTUNITY TO GET OUT
FROM UNDER THE TRAFFIC HAT, THOUGH EVEN
THE LIEUTENANT, NOT INFREQUENTLY, FINDS
HIMSELF STANDING AT INTERSECTIONS
POINTING AT AUTOMOBILES IN THE SLEET. TO
PROTECT AND SERVE. KEEP THE PEACE.
STAND IN THE RAIN. JUMPSTART MINIVANS.
You TAG ’EM, YOU BAG ’EM. PISs ON
SPARKPLUGS. SO MANY IMPORTANT DUTIES.

“HEYA SMITH, THOMPSON HERE. HOw’s
THAT COMING,” | ASKED.

“lT WAS HER OWN AX THAT SENT HER
ON HER WAY, OF COURSE. |I’VE BEEN TALKING
TO THE BAND MEMBERS ALL AFTERNOON. TINA
SANTOS’ MOST RECENT PARTY OF INTEREST IS
YyOu. BUT SHE HAD PLENTY OF ONGOING
BOYFRIENDS. HER BAND MATES HAVE GIVEN
ME A FEW LEADS ON EX-BOYFRIENDS, AND I’VE
DONE SOME BACKGROUND ON THEM. A
COUPLE OF ART STUDENTS MOST RECENTLY, A
GUY AND A GIRL. AND SOME OF THE BAND
MEMBERS, OVER THE YEARS, BUT THOSE
OCCURRENCES HAVE BEEN RARER, ONE-NIGHT
DEALS, BECAUSE THEY’VE WANTED TO KEEP
THE BAND INTACT AND FUNCTIONAL. I’M
PAYING A VISIT TO THE ART STUDENTS NEXT
UP. ANY SUGGESTIONS?”

“WELL, SHE USED TO WORK FOR THE
FOREST SERVICE, BUT YOU PROBABLY HEARD
THAT FROM MACKINNEY. BEYOND THAT, SHE
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CARRIED HERSELF WELL AND KNEW HOW TO
KEEP HER NOSE CLEAN. MY GUESSES wOULD
BE THAT THE KILLER IS SOME FREAKAZOID
WHO SAW HER BAND PLAYING AT THE HOTEL,
AND WAS THERE FRERUENTLY ENOUGH TO
FIXATE ON HER,” | SPECULATED. “WHICH MAY
ONLY BE ONCE, DEPENDING ON THE
FREAKAZOID. IF NOTHING ELSE, I’'D SAY GO
THERE AND WATCH THE JUGS, FOR STARTERS.”

“ALL RIGHT THEN,” HE SAID.

“ALL RIGHT YOURSELF, SEE YOU
MONDAY,” AND WE HUNG UP.

ABOUT THAT TIME, THE LIEUTENANT
WENT OUT THE DOOR WITH HIS BRIEFCASE,
OFF TO BE WITH HIS WIFE, AND PROMISED ME
HE wWOULD NOT BE AROUND THE OFFICE ON
SUNDAY COME HELL OR HIGH WATER. THIS
HAD BEEN WELL ENOUGH OF THE OFFICE, FOR
A SATURDAY, TO SUIT MY TASTE AS WELL. IF
I’M GONNA WORK ON THE WEEKENDS, IT’S
PREFERABLY FIELD WORK, EVEN IF IT ALL
SEEMS TO BLEND TOGETHER IN THE END.

| WALKED OVER TO THE DINER FOR
REFRESHMENTS AND A QUICK REST, BEFORE
THE SUN WENT DOWN AND THE LICKERS WENT
UP. | FOUGHT OFF THE URGE TO CALL DIXIE,
TO SEE IF OUR PEOPLE IN THE MORGUE WERE
STILL THERE. BUT SHE WASN’T DOWN THERE
THIS AFTERNOON, ANYWAY, AND WHENEVER
SHE HAS SOMETHING, SHE ALWAYS GETS IN
TOUCH.

AFTER | ATE, | DROVE AROUND THE CITY
FOR A WHILE. | WENT BY THE DIDDLER, AND
PAST TINA’S BAND’S HOTEL THAT WAS
TRAGICALLY FRESH OUT OF SAX PLAYERS. |
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PASSED BY THE SRUEEZE Box. BOTH THE
DIDDLER’S AND THE BOX’S PARKING LOTS
WERE FILLING UP AS THE EVENING HEATED UP.

THE DAVEY JONES LICKERS AND THE
PLAIDEN SWITCHES WERE SET TO HAVE AT
ONE ANOTHER AT 10 O’cLOCK, THOUGH WHEN
| GOT THERE ABOUT 9, THE PLACE WAS
ALREADY A ROILING CARNIVAL. | SHUFFLED IN
AND BOUGHT SOME POPCORN, GRABBING A
SEAT IN THE BLEACHERS, HIGH ENOUGH TO
GET A GOOD, WIDE PERSPECTIVE ALL AROUND
THE TRACK, BUT LOW ENOUGH TO HEAR SOME
OF THE HISSING AND FILTHY MOUTHS OF THE
SKATERS.

THE PLACE WAS CROWDED WITH HEAVILY
TATTOOED PEOPLE. THE MOTORCYCLE CLUB
DEMOGRAPHIC HAD AN IMPRESSIVE SHOWING,
FOR EXAMPLE, AS DID THE DARK COLLEGE
BOHEMES AND THE CHAIN-SMOKING HIGH
SCHOOL KIDS, AND A FAIR DISTRIBUTION OF
DIRT-TRACK SHIT-KICKERS. THERE WAS A GOOD
COUNT OF FAMILY-NIGHT-OUT EXAMPLES ALSO.

THE CONCESSIONS WERE BRISKLY
SELLING, BUT | DID NOT SEE ANY OF THE
BOOKMAKERS AT THE MOMENT. | DIDN’T CARE
ABOUT THE ACTUAL RESULTS OF MY BET, BUT
THOSE BOOKMAKERS WERE RELEVANT TO THE
CASE, WHETHER THEY SHOWED UP OR NOT. |
COULD SEE SOME OF THE LICKERS OUT
THROUGH THE BACK DOORS NEAR WHERE
THEIR DRESSING ROOM WAS SITUATED. |
COULD SEE SOME OF THE OUT-OF-TOWN TEAM
TOO, IN BLACK AND WHITE PLAID KILTS AND
BROWN SHIRTS.

THE WAY THE OLD WAREHOUSE WAS
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RETROFITTED, BOTH TEAMS HAD TO USE THE
SAME LOCKER ROOM FACILITIES. | CONFESSED
AGAIN TO MYSELF THAT THE DERBY CIRCUIT
WAS NOW RIGHT UP THERE IN MY BOOK WITH
ICE HOCKEY.

BY THE TIME THE MATCH BEGAN, THE
PLAGCE WAS A COMPLETE Z0OO AND IT SEEMED
TO BE ALREADY ABOUT HIP-DEEP IN SPILLED
BEER. THE SEATTLE TEAM’S FANS DIDN’T HAVE
TOO FAR TO TRAVEL FOR THIS ONE AND THEIR
SHOWING WAS AS STRONG AS THE LOCAL
FANS. THE AIR WAS SHIMMERY WITH THE
EVENT’S ELEGCTRICITY, AND WHEN THE
COMPOSITE RUBBER WHEELS HIT THAT BIG
LACQUERED RIGHT OF WAY, IT SPARKED THE
ROOM’S ENERGY, WHICH ARCED THROUGHOUT
THE CROWD. THE NOISE WAS LOUD AS HELL
AND DEAFENINGLY CONSTANT. THERE WEREN’T
ANY COMBUSTION ENGINES IN THE VENUE BUT
IT WAS JUST AS IMPRESSIVE.

FIRST ROLLED THE PLAIDEN, SHOUTED
OUT BY SOME WOMAN ON THE P.A. NEXT CAME
THE LICKERS IN BLUE AND GRAY MOTLEY AND
LACE. BOTH TEAMS WERE ON DECK AND BOTH
FAN SETS WERE SWINGING. I T WAS BEYOND
CACOPHONY.

I saw KITTY AND SANDY, AND THEY
LOOKED HOT. HELL, ALL OF THEM LOOKED HOT
AND IT MADE THE WHOLE PLACE HOT, AND
EVERYBODY KNEW IT. THE EVENT WAS A GIANT,
NASCENT ORGASM, AND MY MOUTH WATERED
AT ALL THOSE LEGS AND PLAID. MANY PEOPLE
DID DROOL IF NOT FOAM, AND THE SPILLED
BEER IN THERE WENT FROM HIPS-DEEP TO
TITS-DEEP IN A FLASH.
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TAKE IT OUTSIDE

WHEN THE PACK GOT UNDERWAY, THE
RUBBER-ON-TRACKS THUNDER REMAINED A
STEADY HIGH-DECIBEL MINIMUM THRESHOLD
FOR THE ROOM. THIS WAS A SCENE FOR
SCREAMING AND BULLHORNS AND NO KIND OF
CANDLE-LIT CONVERSATION. THE SKATERS
MOVED WITH FINESSE, LIKE ROAD-WISE
TRUCKERS SIMULTANEOUSLY THEIR
TRANSMISSIONS AND THE SURROUNDING
TRAFFIC. | REALIZED RUICKLY THE REAL
POWERFUL CALIBER AND POTENTIAL OF THESE
WOMEN ALL BALLED UP AND TRAVELING WITH
NO FEAR AT HIGH VELOCITY. EACH OF THEM
WERE DANGEROUS PROJECTILES.

RIGHT AFTER A WHISTLE MARKED THE
START OF THE FIRST JAM, ONE OF THE
PLAIDEN TOOK SOME SORT OF BLOW TO THE
MUZZLE BUT SHE JUST TOWELED OFF AND GOT
BACK ON THE TRACK, EVEN THOUGH SHE WAS
STILL DRIPPING A BIT. THE FIRST BLOODIED
PLAIDEN DIDN’T DELIVER HER OWN
RETRIBUTION ALTHOUGH A COUPLE OF HER
TEAMMATES SUBSEQUENTLY HEMMED UP
SANDY, GIVING HER AN ELBOW TO THE FACE.
AS SANDY TOWELED OFF HER MUG, SO AS NOT
TO OVERLUBE THE TRACK WITH VISCOUS
BLOOD, ANOTHER LICKER TOOK OVER AS THE
LEAD JAMMER.

AFTER THIS INITIAL QUID PRO QUO
ACTIVITY, THE TEAMS’ TERRITORY SEEMED
PROPERLY MARKED AND ALL OFF-THE-BOOKS
MESSAGES SENT, FOR THE TIME BEING. THE
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OPENING ELBOWS HAD CERTAINLY GINNED UP
THE CROWD. THERE WERE A FEW INCIDENTAL
TUMBLES DURING THE REST OF THE FIRST
PERIOD, BUT | SAW NO MORE HEAD SHOTS
CONNECTED, AT LEAST NOT UNTIL WHAT
HAPPENED AFTERWARD IN THE PARKING LOT.

| WAS PRETTY JAZZED UP AFTER ALL THE
FUN OF WATCHING THE GAME, LIKE THE REST
OF THE CROWD. IT WAS A LIGHT, POST-COITAL
SORT OF MILD SUMMER-NIGHT ELATION, WHICH
MADE WHAT HAPPENED NEXT OUT IN THE
PARKING LOT ALL THE MORE SURREAL AND
BAT-SHITTY. EVERYONE WAS WIDE AWAKE, BUT
RELAXED, AND SLOWLY MAKING THEIR WAY 0OUT
OF THE WAREHOUSE, FINISHING THEIR BEERS
AND CHATTING. TAILGATING.

AS SOON AS THE LICKERS AND THE
PLAIDENS WERE ABLE TO GET OUT OF THEIR
SKATES, THEY WERE ALSO TRICKLING OUT INTO
THE LOT AND MOVING ON WITH THEIR OWN
EVENINGS. OF COURSE | WAS MORE OR LESS
HELLBENT TO GET OVER TO SANDY’S. | DIDN’T
SEE HER OR KITTY, BUT SEVERAL OF THE
OTHER SKATERS HAD ALREADY MADE THEIR
WAY OUTSIDE.

THERE CAME A CcOMMOTION AT THE FAR
SIDE OF THE PARKING LOT, THE END CLOSEST
TO THE INTERSTATE. | JUST FIGURED IT WAS A
GENERIC PARKING LOT BRAWL OF SOME SORT
OR ANOTHER, SO AT FIRST | DIDN’T BOTHER.
BUT THE DISTURBANCE CONTINUED, AND
SPREAD, AND GOT LOUDER, AND IT BECAME
PRETTY CLEAR, PRETTY QUICKLY, THAT IT WAS
SOME KIND OF ORGANIZED PACK ATTACK, BY
THE WAY THE CROWD WAS MOVING AND
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RESPONDING TO ACTION IN SEVERAL
LOCATIONS AT ONCE. AND THEN IT BECAME
CLEAR WHAT EXACTLY COMPRISED THE PACK.

THE CHINO WHEELED BEAVERS WERE
THERE, ARMED WITH OBJECTS OF ALL KINDS,
SHARP AND BLUNT. AND BECAUSE OF THEIR
FURRIFIED WEREWOLF FORM, THEY ALSO HAD
SHARP CLAWS AND FANGS TO WIELD. PEOPLE
WERE FIGHTING BACK; SOME WERE HAVING
SUCCESS, AND SOME WERE NOT. | REALIZED
THE SITUATION HAD BECOME ONE IN WHICH |
WAS ABOUT TO START TRYING TO PICK OFF
DROWNED-ZOMBIE WOLFLADIES WITH MY
SERVICE WEAPON.

| HAD 17 ROUNDS ON MY HIP, A COUPLE
OF EXTRA CLIPS IN MY COAT, AND A BACK-UP
ROLLER ON MY ANKLE JUST IN CASE
CIRCUMSTANCES GOT UNEXPECTEDLY DEEP.
FIRST | QUICKLY CALLED INTO DISPATCH, AND
TOLD THEM TO ROLL ANY AVAILABLE ASSETS
TOWARD MY LOCATION.

“Ricky THOMPSON HERE, UP OFF OF I-5
AT THE DAVEY JONES LICKERS’ WAREHOUSE.
WE’VE GOT A YARD BRAWL UNDER WAY OUT
HERE IN THE PARKING LOT, AND I’M ABOUT TO
HAVE TO START PICKING OFF MEMBERS OF AN
ARMED PACK OF CRAZY MONSTERS UP HERE,
ATTACKING THE POST-MATCH CROWD IN THE
PARKING LOT,” | SAID.

| REFRAINED FROM SAYING “WOLF
LADIES” OR “WEREWOLVES” OVER THE AIR.
DURING THE FEW SECONDS | WAS ON THE
PHONE, ONE OF THE THINGS HAD EVIDENTLY
TRIED TO BUGGER THE WRONG TAILGATER, AND
| HEARD A SHOTGUN BLAST THAT PUNCTUATED
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THE URGENCY OF THE SITUATION TO THE
DISPATCHER AT THE OTHER END OF THE LINE.

“0OK THoMPSON. ON OUR WAY, GIVE US
A FEW MINUTES.” | HEARD THE EMERGENCY
TONE-OUT BEGIN OVER THE LINE BEFORE |
HUNG UP. AT THAT POINT, | HEARD MORE
SHOTGUN, AND LOOKED UP TO SEE ITS
HANDLER. THE MAN WAS STANDING ON THE
CAB OF HIS PICKUP TRUCK WHICH WAS PARKED
RIGHT NEXT TO A FADED AND SOMEWHAT
WATERLOGGED AMBULANCE, WHICH | REALIZED
WAS THE BEAVERS’ DROWNED, UNDEAD
VEHICLE.

SOMEHOW THESE CHINO FURRIES HAD
GOTTEN THAT THING RUNNING AGAIN, AFTER
FREEING THEMSELVES FROM THE MORGUE AND
STEALING IT BACK FROM THE ALAMEDA
COUNTY BOYS WHO HAD FISHED IT (AND THE
WHEELED BEAVERS) OUT OF THE SAN
FRANCISCO BAY. NOW IT WAS FULL OF
BUCKSHOT HOLES, AND THE FURRY ZOMBIE
BITCH WHDO THE GUY HAD UNLOADED UPON,
NO LONGER HAD A HEAD. BUT, HER HAIRY
BODY WAS STILL RUNNING AROUND, BUMPING
INTO CARS AND PEOPLE. BLINDED AS IT WAS,
THE THING WAS NOT MAKING OUT WELL. A
CROWD OF DERBY FANS EASILY DESCENDED ON
HER RUICKLY AND VIOLENTLY, DRAGGING HER
AWAY.

| TROTTED OVER TO THE AMBULANCE
AND LOOKED INSIDE. | SAW NO HUMANOIDS IN
THERE. | SCURRIED UP ONTO THE TOP OF THE
VEHICLE, PULLED OUT MY SIDEARM, AND GAVE
A NOD TO THE DUDE WITH THE SHOTGUN AT
MY SIDE. HE WAS FACING ONE WAY, AND I
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FACED THE OTHER WAY. HE POINTED OFF TO
MY RIGHT, AND | SAW A FURRY JUMPING UP
AND DOWN ON SOMETHING, OR MORE LIKELY
ON SOMEBODY. THEN | HEARD SOMEONE ELSE
UNLOADING BEHIND ME, FROM SOMEWHERE
OUT IN FRONT OF THE SHOTGUN GUY.

| DREW A BEAD ON THE JUMPING FURRY
TO MY RIGHT. IT LOOKED LIKE THE ROUND
STRUCK HER SQUARE IN THE BACK, KNOCKING
HER FORWARD AND DOWN, BUT SHE sSsTOOD
BACK UP IMMEDIATELY AND TURNED AROUND
TO LOOK UP AT ME. SHE STARTED IN MY
DIRECTION WITH ALL DELIBERATE SPEED. | PUT
ANOTHER ROUND IN HER FRONT SIDE AND IT
KNOCKED HER ON HER BACK, BUT AGAIN SHE
GOT UP.

THIS TIME SHE BEGAN TO CHARGE ME,
CLOSING THE DISTANCE QUICKLY. SHE JUMPED
UP ONTO THE TOP OF THE AMBULANCE, sO |
JUMPED OFF. THE GUY BEHIND ME REMOVED
HER HEAD WITH A SHOTGUN. SHE FELL
BACKWARDS OFF THE AMBULANCE, BUT STOOD
YET AGAIN, HEADLESS, BUT WAS QUICKLY
COVERED UP AND HAULED OFF BY A
VENGEFUL, LUSTY MASS OF THE LIVING DERBY
FANS.

A GOOD STREAM OF VEHICLES WERE
LEAVING, BUT NOT AT THE LAZY DAISY PACE AT
WHICH THEY HAD ORIGINALLY BEEN EXITING
THE EVENT. NEVERTHELESS, QUITE A FEW HAD
REMAINED TO FIGHT, WHILE MANY
UNABASHEDLY AND RAPIDLY FLED THE WICKED
WHEELS-OFF WACKY-ASS PARKING-COME-
NIGHTMARE SCENE. GLORIOUS PANDEMONIUM.

| SCANNED THE CROWD, TRYING TO FIND
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TARGETS, IN ORDER TO MITIGATE ANY OF THE
MOST SERIOUS OF THINGS THAT | cOULD FIND
GOING ON AT THE MOMENT. THE GUY WITH THE
SHOTGUN HAD LEFT THE TOP OF HIS PICK-UP
TRUCK AND HEADED INTO THE CROWD
PRESUMABLY TO DO THE SAME THING. IT WAS
HELPFUL THAT THE PARKING LOT HAD THINNED
OUT A LITTLE, BUT THE AREA WAS STILL A
CROWDED AND CONFUSED MESS.

| cOULD STILL HEAR ALL SORTS OF
MAYHEM, PEOPLE SCREAMING, HORRIFYING
SCREAMS, AND SURELY FOR LEGITIMATELY
HORRIFYING REASONS. | KNEW THAT THERE
wOuLD PROBABLY TO BE A SIZABLE HANDFUL
OF WOLVERIZED CIVILIANS IN ADDITION TO A
FEW DEAD WOLF LADIES WHEN THE SMOKE
CLEARED.

ABOUT THAT TIME, THE FIRST SIRENS
ARRIVED AT THE PARKING LOT, AND | WALKED
UP TO ONE OF THE UNITS AND BORROWED HIS
RADIO, SO THAT ALL PERSONNEL WHO WERE
ON THE CHANNEL COULD BENEFIT FROM THE
INFORMATION | WAS GIVING: “THERE’S A GUY
HERE WITH A SHOTGUN, HE BLEW THE HEADS
OFF OF TWO OF THE FURRY THINGS, AND ONE
OF THEM I’'D ALREADY SHOT THREE OF TIMES.
SO WATCH OUT FOR THAT, SIDEARMS WON’T
LAY THEM DOWN, AT A MINIMUM IT TAKES A
HEAD SHOT WITH A SHOTGUN.

“BESIDES MYSELF AND THE GUY WITH
THE BLUNDERBUSS, THERE’S AT LEAST ONE
OTHER PERSON IN THIS CROWD WHO’S
DISCHARGED A WEAPON, THOUGH | DIDN’T SEE
WHO IT WAS. BASICALLY THERE ARE TwO
CONFIRMED FURRIES DOWN, HEADLESS, AND
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THE CROWD DRAGGED OFF THEIR BODIES. |
DON’T HAVE A CIVILIAN CASUALTY COUNT, BUT
| HAVE HEARD THE SOUNDS OF IT.”

THE INCIDENT COMMANDER AFFIRMED MY
TRAFFIC, AND THE OFFICER WHOSE RADIO |
BORROWED NODDED AND WENT TO THE TRUNK
OF HIS VEHICLE TO GRAB HIS SHOTGUN. EMTs
WHO HAD JUST ARRIVED HAD BEGUN GINGERLY
COMBING THE CROWD FOR THE INJURED.

IT wAsS ABOUT 11:45. THE SCENE HAD
THINNED OUT A LITTLE FURTHER, AS A STEADY
STREAM OF PEOPLE CLEARED THE SCENE.
FEWER AND FEWER REMAINED. THERE WERE A
COUPLE MORE SKIRMISHES, AND BY JUST
AFTER MIDNIGHT, WHEN THE SMOKE CLEARED,
ANY AND ALL SURVIVING FURRIES WERE GONE.

THERE WERE FOUR FURRY BODIES IN THE
PARKING LOT (TWO OF THEM HEADLESS, AND
THE HEADS OF THE OTHER TWO WERE SIMPLY
FULLY BASHED IN); THERE MAY HAVE BEEN
MORE DEAD FURRIES, BUT IF THERE WERE,
THEY WERE GONE NOW. ABOUT TwWO DOZEN
SUPERFICIALLY INJURED PEOPLE WERE BEING
TENDED BY MEDICS, AND THERE WERE THREE
PEOPLE WHO HAD TO BE TRANSPORTED FOR
MORE CRITICAL MEDICAL ATTENTION.

WE COUNTED SEVEN DEAD CIVILIANS ON
SCENE, AND IT WAS UNKNOWN IF ANYONE
ELSE, CITIZEN-WISE, HAD BEEN DRAGGED OFF
AND WAS NOW MISSING.
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ONE MORE SATURDAY NIGHT

WE WERE AT THE WAREHOUSE LOCATION
UNTIL ABOUT THREE IN THE MORNING, UNTIL
ALL THE MEDICAL TRANSPORTS CLEARED THE
SCENE, GATHERING REPORTS OR CONTACT
INFORMATION FROM EVERYONE WHO HAD NOT
FLED OR BEEN KILLED, AND PUTTING A TOW ON
VEHICLES ORPHANED BY THE INCIDENT.

THIS INCLUDED THE BEAVERS’
AMBULANCE, OUR POSSESSION OF WHICH |
CONSIDERED TO BE NO LESS THAN AN INVITE
FOR MONSTERS TO BURGLE OUR TOW LOT.
BUT WE HAD TO DO SOMETHING WITH IT, AND
IT’S NOT VERY PROTECT-AND-SERVEY TO DUMP
IT IN THE LAKE. POSSIBLY THE WORST THING
TO DO WOULD HAVE BEEN TO LEAVE IT HERE.

OF THE FOUR RE-DEAD FURRIES KNOWN
TO HAVE NOT WALKED AWAY FROM THE
PARKING LOT SCENE, DIXIE LATER SAID THAT
ALL OF THEM HAD BEEN SPONTANEOUSLY
GANG RAPED BY MEMBERS OF THE CROWD
DURING THE MELEE, SUGGESTING I’M NOT
SURE WHAT ALL POTENTIALLY VAST sOciO-
LOGICAL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL IMPLICATIONS
REGARDING THE HUMAN CONDITION AND PACK
MENTALITY WHEN BESIEGED BY RABID
WEREWOLFWOMEN.

WE BAGGED UP THE FOUR FALLEN
FURRIES AND SENT THEM DIXIE’S WAY, ALONG
WITH THE SEVEN SLAIN NON-WEREWOLVES
(ALSO AN ACT OF BORROWING TROUBLE IN MY
OFINION), ALONG WITH THE WICKED
AMBULANCE. ON MY WAY TO SANDY’S, | PUT
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IN A COURTESY CALL TO DIXIE.

“FOUR NEW HORIZONTAL FURRIES
COMING INTO YOUR OFFICE TONIGHT. AND
SEVEN NEW REGULAR CORPSES. WE ARE
PLACING A COUPLE OF DEPUTIES AT THE
CORONER’S OFFICE THROUGH THE NIGHT, AND
PROBABLY INDEFINITELY, UNTIL WE GET CLEAR
OF ALL OF ’EM. ALSO DIXIE, | SUGGEST
BINDING THE DEAD FURRIES WITH ROPE. |
DON’T WANT THEM LOOSE, TWO OF THEM STILL
HAVE HEADS,” | REFORTED.

“0OK. I'LL GET MY BOOTS AND BE DOWN
TO THE CORONER'S OFFICE IN ABOUT AN
HOUR,” SHE ANSWERED. “SHALL | EXPECT
Yyou?”

“I’LL BE IN WITH THE SUNRISE,” |
ANSWERED. “BUT YOU BE CAREFUL. THERE
ARE STILL MORE UNDEAD CHINO BEAVER
FURRIES ON THE LOOSE OUT THERE, THEY’RE
AT LEAST SMART ENOUGH TO ORGANIZE AND
ATTACK, AND THEY KNOW THEIR WAY AROUND
A MORGUE.”

“0OK. SEE YyOU IN A FEW HOURS,” SHE
SAID. “YOU BE CAREFUL TOO, BIG BOY. | KNOW
WHERE YOU’RE GOIN’.”

WE HUNG UP AND | SET THE PHONE
DOWN IN MY EMPTY PASSENGER SEAT. THE
EVENTS OF THE EVENING HAD PROVIDED ME
WITH A SORT OF PLATEAU MOMENT. THE NIGHT
HAD INITIATED SOME FUNDAMENTAL,
PERMANENT DISSOLUTION OF REALITY AS I'D
ONCE THOUGHT I’D UNDERSTOOD IT.

THIS BROUGHT TO MY MIND TWO POINTS
OF ORDER. ONE, IT WAS MORE OF A
PUNCTUATION EVENT THAN SOME SHOCKING
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REVELATION, BECAUSE THE “WAY THINGS WERE
SUPPOSED TO BE” HAD ALREADY LONG SINCE
STOPPED BEING “HOW THINGS ARE.”

AND, TWO, WHILE, YES, THIS WAS WEIRD,
AND, YES, IT WAS UNFORTUNATE THAT THERE
WAS A SIGNIFICANT AND HEIGHTENING BODY
COUNT, IT WAS ODDLY LIBERATING. IN FACT, IT
WAS GOOD NEWS THAT AS MY PREVIOUS
PERSPECTIVE AND ESTIMATION OF THE WORLD
AND HOW IT WORKS HAD BEEN IDENTIFIED AS
INCORRECT, THE RESULT WAS NOW THAT MY
PERCEPTION AND UNDERSTANDING OF THE
WORLD WAS NOW LESS INCORRECT, EVEN IF
ONLY SLIGHTLY. EVEN IF IT WAS BECAUSE |
KNEW | COULD BE SURE ABOUT LESS AND WAS
WRONG ABOUT MORE.

| PULLED INTO SANDY’S APARTMENT
LOT. IT WAS IMMEDIATELY CLEAR THAT THERE
WAS A PARTY GOING ON, AND IT WAS A BIG
CHANGE IN SETTING AND ATMOSPHERE. THE
AIR WAS AMBER WITH THE AMBIENT LIGHT OF
TIKI TORCHES, AND THE WHOLE PROPERTY HAD
A FESTIVE, BEERY ATMOSPHERE. IT WAS A FAR
CRY FROM THE BLUESY, MACABRE, CARNIVAL-
LIKE DEATH PALL THAT I’'D LEFT HANGING
OVER THE WAREHOUSE LOT.

THE USUAL CROWD WAS AROUND THE
PATIO BAR AND COURTYARD. | MOSEYED OVER
AND A GIRL BACK THERE HANDED ME A
YELLOW CAN OF LAGER, LIT MY CIGARETTE,
AND GESTURED TOWARD SANDY’S APARTMENT.
| THANKED HER, AND HEADED THAT WAY.

SANDY HAD A BIT OF A SHINER, FROM
THE ELBOW SHE TOOK DURING THE MATCH
WITH THE PLAIDENS, MANY IF NOT ALL OF
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WHOM WERE HERE NOW, DRINKING BEER AND
SCRUMMING WITH THE LICKERS AND THEIR
CROWD. IT LOOKED LIKE THE HATCHET WAS
FULLY BURIED FOR THIS NIGHT.

OcCCASIONALLY, SANDY PUT HER COLD
BEER ONTO HER BRUISED EYE AND CHEEK.
SHE SMILED AT ME. KITTY SMILED TOO. A
COUPLE OF THE PLAIDENS SMILED. THAT ONE
DUDE WHO SITS IN SANDY’S FLAT DURING
PARTIES AND PLAYS HER ELECTRIC GUITAR,
SAT AGAIN ON THE SMOKY COUCH WITH SOME
OTHER DUDE AND SEVERAL OTHER PLAIDENS.
AS USUAL, THE RECORD PLAYER SPUN A
TWANGY B-SIDE DEEP CUT.

“WHAT’S THE BIG IDEA BRINGING
WEREWOLVES TO OUR WAREHOUSE!” SANDY
RIBBED ME. STANDING IN THE KITCHEN, SHE
WAS ARM IN ARM WITH ONE OF THE PLAIDENS,
AND THEY GIGGLED AND NUZZLED EACH
OTHER. | REALIZED SHE WAS TIPSY, AND IT
WAS THE FIRST TIME I’'D EVER SEEN HER THAT
WAY. BOTH SHE AND HER ARM CANDY WERE
DRUNK LIKE LITTLE SAILORS.

“BuUuT SERIOUSLY. THOSE GIRLS ARE
FOLLOWING YOU RICcKY. NOT us. WATCH YOUR
BACK.”

| DON’T KNOW EXACTLY WHAT MY
REASONING WAS, BUT ANYWAY THIS SEEMED
LIKE THE WRONG SETTING AND WRONG CROWD
FOR ME TO EXPLAIN THAT |I’D BEEN INVOLVED
IN KILLING AT LEAST ONE OF HER ZOMBIEFIED,
FURRIEFIED CIRCUIT PEERS IN THE WAREHOUSE
LOT, REGARDLESS OF WHETHER THEY WERE
STALKING ME THEN, OR STALKING ME NOW, OR
WHATEVER.
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KITTY, WHO WAS NOT DRUNK, CHIMED IN
THEN, “SANDY BABY, JEEZ, HE’S HAD A
ROUGH NIGHT TOoO. DON’T GIVE HIM A HARD
TIME. WE THOUGHT YOU WEREN’T COMING,
SINCE YOU HAD TO STAY AND WORK OVERTIME
MOPPING UP OUR PARKING LOT. GLAD vyOou
FINALLY MADE IT. |IF YOU’VE GOT BLOOD ON
YOUR HANDS, GO WASH IT OFF. MEANWHILE,
THIS IS OUR FRIEND PATCHY PLAIDEN. SHE’S
BECOME OUR OPPOSITION FAVORITE. BUT ONLY
SINCE THE MATCH ENDED.”

PATCHY PLAIDEN WAS THE TIPSY GIRL
WHO KEPT MUGGING WITH SANDY. KITTY AND
SANDY ORDERED ME AND PATCHY THROUGH
THE BEADED WALL, INTO SANDY’S HUMID,
DARK, PILLOWY SLEEPING RQUARTERS. “WE’LL
BE IN TO JOIN Y’ALL FOR NAPTIME AFTER WE
SHUT DOWN THE PARTY,” SANDY SAID. PATCHY
YANKED AT MY COAT. | FIGURED WHAT THE
HELL, IT’S BEEN A LONG NIGHT. LIVE A LITTLE.

SUNDAY, OCTOBER 19. THE SOUND OF
TRAFFIC WOKE ME, THOUGH IT WAS STILL DARK
IN SANDY’S SLEEPER. IT WAS ABOUT 9 IN THE
MORNING. | FELT AROUND, AND THERE NEXT
TO ME PURRED PATCHY PLAIDEN, STILL
SLEEPING LIKE A FOXY LITTLE LOG.

NATURALLY, SANDY WAS GONE.
UNUSUALLY, KITTY WAS GONE TOO. | sSTOOD
AND PEEFPED INTO THE LIVING AND
KITCHENETTE AREAS, AND THERE WAS NOBODY
IN THERE EITHER. IT WAS KIND OF NICE, IT
HAD BEEN A CROWDED BEDROOM LAST NIGHT,
ALTHOUGH | AND PATCHY HAD GOTTEN THE
MOST OF EACH OTHER, AND KITTY AND SANDY
HAD MOSTLY SOAKED IN ME AND PATCHY
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WHILE WORKING ON EACH OTHER. EVERYONE
HAD BEEN EXHAUSTED AND/OR DRUNK, AND IT
HAD BEEN LATE, SO NOTHING LASTED LONG
BUT IT WAS NICE. HOT, FAST, THEN A NICE,
RELAXING, CUDDLY, MUCH-NEEDED MID-
AUTUMN NAP. PATCHY POPPED UP, AND
PULLED ME BACK DOWN.

“THE GIRLS MUST’VE ALREADY HEADED
TO THEIR DAY JOBS,” SHE SAID. “YOU MIND
DRIVING ME UP TO RENTON, DETECTIVE?”

“NO PROBLEM, PATCHY. AND PLEASE,
CALL ME RICKY,” | ANSWERED.

“0OK RICKY. BUT FIRST YOU NEED TO
DRIVE ME HOME, AGAIN, RIGHT IN HERE,” SHE
SAID. SHE GRABBED ME WITH ONE OF HER
LEGS, LIKE A SKATE-FED PYTHON. PATCHY WAS
AWESOME.
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COSTUMES

| WAS TARDY FOR DIXIE, BUT SHE’D
UNDERSTAND. DIFFERENT SHIFTS ARE
DIFFERENT SHIFTS AND NO ONE CAN WORK ALL
THREE CEASELESSLY. | DROVE THE YAWNING,
KILTED PATCHY UP TO RENTON, TRAFFIC
WASN’T BAD, BEING THAT IT WAS SUNDAY
MORNING. | DROPPED HER OFF AT HER
APARTMENT. SHE WROTE HER NUMBER DOWN
ON THE NOTEBOOK IN MY GLOVE BOX AND
GAVE ME A NICE KISS.

| GAVE HER A CARD, AND WATCHED HER
WALK UP AND KEY HER DOOR BEFORE |
PULLED AWAY. | GOT TO THE OFFICE OF MY EX-
WIFE CORONER-COME-TAXIDERMIST ABOUT
10:30. DIXIE HAD BEEN THERE SINCE ABOUT
FOUR, AND SHE HAD THE FOUR CHINO WOLF
WOMEN SPREAD OUT ON TABLES IN THE
COOLER, WITH THEIR HANDS TIED JUST IN
CASE. THE SEVEN REGULAR DEAD WERE BACK
THERE TOO, IN VARIOUS STATES OF MOOT
DISARRAY. SHE POURED ME SOME COFFEE.

“I’™M ABOUT DONE. GONNA LEAVE THOSE
TWO DEPUTIES HERE AND GO HOME TO WHAT’S
LEFT OF MY WEEKEND. QUITE A SHIT SHOW
YOU BOYS COOKED UP ON LAST NIGHT. WHAT
THE HELL, RICK?”

“WELL, BASICALLY DIXIE, YES THERE IS
SUCH A THING AS WEREWOLVES,” | SAID,
LOOKING BACK AT HER. BUT IT WASN’T LIKE |
HAD TO SELL THAT TO THE WOMAN WHO’D
BEEN EMBALMING THEM ALL WEEK. | THINK
WE’RE ALL GONNA HAVE TO COME UP WITH
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NEW REASONS FOR WHY WE EVER EVEN
BOTHER. ALL THIS SHIT CHANGES THINGS,
AND PARTICULARLY SO IF IT DOESN’T STOP.
EVEN IF IT DOES STOP, THE DAMAGE TO THE
REALITY THAT WE ONCE KNEW IS WELL DONE,
SO IT DOESN’T REALLY MATTER IF IT
CONTINUES OR NOT. LIFE AS | KNEW IT IS
OVER.”

“] FULLY TAKE YOUR POINT. AND IF THE
WEREWOLF-TO-SLICKBODIED-CORPSE RATIO
REMAINS A RICH REALITY AT MY OFFICE, IT
BEGS THE RUESTION OF WHY | SHOULD EVEN
BOTHER COMING TO WORK ANYMORE EITHER.
IT CERTAINLY CHANGES THE DEFINITION AND
SCOPE OF IT, AT THE VERY LEAST,” SHE SAID.
“EVEN IF IT DOESN’T STOP. DO YOU THINK IT
wWILL?”

“lT MIGHT. EVEN IF IT DOES, THOUGH, |
THINK SOMETHING ELSE FUNKY WILL TAKE ITS
PLACE, IN SOME FORM OR ANOTHER,” |
ANSWERED HER. “NORMAL AS WE KNEW IT IS A
THING OF THE PAST, MY DEAR AND FORMER
WIFE.”

| LOOKED AT THE FOUR FURRY BODIES
WITH THEIR HANDS BOUND BY SHERIFF’S
OFFICE ROPE. | LOOKED AT THE OTHER SEVEN
REGULAR STIFFS FROM LAST NIGHT, SOME OF
WHOSE FACES | MET WITH VAGUE
RECOGNITION, HAVING SEEN THEM IN THE
AUDIENCE DURING THE MATCH. | WALKED DIXIE
TO HER CAR.

ON OUR WAY OUT WE PASSED THE TwO
DEPUTIES WITH SHOTGUNS. THEY WERE
WATCHING THE TELEVISION IN THE FRONT OF
THE OFFICE, BUT YOU COULD TELL THEY ALSO
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WERE RUITE AWARE OF WHAT THEY WERE
GUARDING, OR GUARDING AGAINST. ALL IN A
DAY’S WORK.

FOR SOME REASON, THE DRIZZLE HAD
STOPPED AND A FOGGY BLURRY SUN COOKED
THROUGH THE DAMP AIR. |T WAS ABOUT
NOON. | DROVE TO THE OFFICE, THE
ADMINISTRATIVE WING OF WHICH SEEMED TO
BE EMPTY BUT FOR ME. | PHONED WILSON AT
THE DAKLAND P.D. TO LET HIM KNOW THAT WE
HAD FOUR OF HIS MORGUE ESCAPEES
ACCOUNTED FOR IN OUR DEEP FREEZE. | LEFT
A MESSAGE WITH HIS DISPATCH, AND HE
PHONED BACK WITHIN A FEW MINUTES.

“BLACK-AND-PINK MINISKIRTS, BLACK-
AND-WHITE PLAID SPORTS SUPPORT TANK
TOPS, AND TOP-TO-BOTTOM FURRY,” | SAID.
“YOUR GIRLS. ATTACKED THE CROWD IN THE
PARKING LOT AFTER A DERBY MATCH HERE
BETWEEN TACOMA’S DAVEY JONES LICKERS
AND SEATTLE’S PLAIDEN SWITCHES.”

“WE RE-KILLED FOUR OF THEM, TwWO OF
THEM HAD THEIR HEADS REMOVED BY THE
SHOTGUN OF A VIGILANT DERBY FAN. SEVEN
CIVILIANS WERE KILLED. THIS COLD CROWD IS
UP HERE AT THE PIERCE COUNTY CORONER’S
OFFICE, WITH THEIR DEAD HANDS BOUND,
UNDER 24-HOUR ARMED GUARD, UNTIL
FURTHER NOTICE.”

| TOLD WILSON THAT THE REST OF THE
WHEELED BEAVERS TEAM WERE STILL
PRESUMED TO BE AT LARGE.

“WELL, WE’RE GLAD TO BE RID OF THEM,
BUT OF COURSE | WOULDN’T WISH SUGCH A
THING ON YOU ALL UP THERE. ANYWAY, |
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DON’T THINK WE’RE TRULY RID OF THEM,”
WILSON ANSWERED.

“NOwW WE KNOW THEY CAN REANIMATE
NOT JUST ONCE BUT MULTIPLE TIMES. MIND
YOU, THE LAST TIME WE SAW THEM, THEY
WEREN’T WOLFY. ONLY FIREPIE BEAVER HAD
THE SHINY NEW COAT. THE REST WERE JUST
DEAD GIRLS. OF COURSE THEY ALL
DISAPPEARED FROM OUR LOCKER DAYS AGO,
AS YOU KNOW. BY THE WAY, DO YOU KNOW IF
FIREPIE IS ONE OF THE ONES YOU BAGGED?”

“] DON’T THINK S0,” | SAID. “GOING BY
THE UNIFORMS, WE APPARENTLY NAILED
ROLLING PINNY, LIGHTNING PELT, PLASMA
HAT, AND THE MILKMAID. LET US KNOW IF YOU
WANT THEM BACK. SERIOUSLY.”

“] DOUBT IT. | RECOMMEND TAKING THEM
TO YOUR TOW LOT, DOUSING ’EM WITH PETROL,
AND HAVING A WEREWOLF BARBECUE. THAT
MIGHT BE YOUR BEST BET FOR PREVENTING
ADDITIONAL SERQUELS,” HE SAID.

HE MADE A REAL GOOD POINT, AND THE
LIEUTENANT, DIXIE, AND | MADE IT A REALITY
THAT EVENING.

“WELL, WE ALSO ENDED UP WITH THEIR
UNDEAD FREAK-SHOW AMBULANCE. | THINK
WE’LL TORCH IT TOO,” | SAID.

“THAT WOULD BE FINE WITH ME,”
WILSON ANSWERED.

| SCRIBBLED OUT A NOTE FOR
DETECTIVE SMITH, PROMPTING HIM TO UPDATE
ME ABOUT THE INVESTIGATION OF TINA
SANTOS' MURDER COME MONDAY, AND THEN |
HEADED TO THE DINER FOR DECAF AND
NEWSPAPERS. THE SUN HID ITSELF AGAIN AS |
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MADE MY WAY.

| PARKED, PULLED A STOOL UP TO THE
BAR, AND ORDERED COFFEE AND EGGS. IT WAS
A USUAL SUNDAY AFTERNOON BUSTLE IN
THERE. THERE WAS A STACK OF NEWSPAPERS
ON THE BAR, AND | SCOOTED IT TOWARD ME,
FIGHTING OFF MY USUAL URGE TO AvVOID
LOOKING AT THE FRONT PAGE.

BELOW THE FOLD, A HEADLINE READ:
“ELEVEN DEAD IN DAVEY JONES LICKERS
PARKING LOT BRAWL,” UNDER WHICH WAS A
COLOR PHOTOGRAPH OF THE CHINO WHEELED
BEAVERS' BUCKSHOT-DUSTED AMBULANCE.
THE COPY BEGAN AS FOLLOWS:

TAcOMA, WASH. (AP)—A RIVAL WOMEN’S
ROLLER DERBY SRUAD FROM CHINO, CALIF.,
VIOLENTLY ATTACKED FANS LEAVING A MATCH
BETWEEN THE SEATTLE PLAIDEN SWITCHES
AND THE LOCAL DAVEY JONES LICKERS,
SATURDAY NIGHT IN SOUTH TACOMA.

FOUR OF THE ATTACKING TEAM MEMBERS
AND SEVEN BYSTANDERS WERE KILLED DURING
THE INCIDENT. THE CHINO SQUAD WERE
DRESSED IN WEREWOLF COSTUMES,
ACCORDING TO THE PIERCE COUNTY
SHERIFF’S OFFICE . . .

“COSTUMES MY ASS,” | GRUMBLED,
PUTTING THE PAPER ASIDE. IN CAME JOE. THE
WAITRESS BROUGHT HIM A CUP, AND WE SAT
AND CHATTED WITH HER.

“YOuU GET CALLED OUT TO THAT DERBY
FIGHT LAST NIGHT, RICKY?” SHE ASKED.

“YES AND WHAT A MESS, MA’AM,” |
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ANSWERED HER. JOE CHIMED IN: “COSTUMES,
HUH RICK?” HE SMILED. OF COURSE HE KNEW
DIFFERENTLY. DEAR WAITRESS SMILED AND
TOPPED OFF OUR COFFEES.

“WHAT ARE YOU GOING TO DO, RICK?”
JOE ASKED ME.

“] WAS TALKING TO DIXIE ABOUT THAT
JUST TODAY. FOR NOW, | GUESS, THE PLAN IS
JUST TO PLOW AHEAD, KEEP SHOWING UP TO
WORK, AND KEEP TRYING TO DO MY PART IN
THE WORLD, WHATEVER MAY BECOME OF IT. WE
ARE WISE TO REMEMBER, THOUGH, THAT THE
WORLD DOES SPIN ON ITS OWN,” | ANSWERED
HIM. “AND SPIN IT DOES.”

IT WAS GETTING DARK. DEAR WAITRESS
TOPPED OFF OUR COFFEE AGAIN. JOE WHIPPED
OUT HIS FLASK, AND DASHED WHISKEY INTO
OUR CUPS.

“To COSTUMES,” HE SMILED.

FIN COMME DU GROS SEL
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