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Stephen Jay Gould…says that we humans are neotenized apes—that is, we are apes that have maintained juvenile characteristics into adulthood, both physical and mental characteristics, and it is these juvenile characteristics that have been responsible for our success as a species. In selectively breeding dogs as we have, there is no doubt that we have neotenized them too. Both morphologically and mentally, dogs have been bred to maintain the juvenile characteristics of play, exploration, and subservience to the leader.




BRUCE FOYLE, The Dog’s Mind




Let thy child’s first lesson be obedience, and the second will be what thou wilt.




BENJAMIN FRANKLIN
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THE JANGLER STARTED ringing as soon as I nudged open the door. But it was already past ten p.m. and I’d been on my legs for over twelve hours. I only wanted to flop.


I went to the kitchen cupboard and got out a can of Chump’s. I peeled it open with a fancy electric gizmo—something I’d snared in a squad raffle—so I could eat straight from the can without jagging my tongue. I splashed some water into a bowl. I went to the sofa and hunted for the remote control, but it was buried so deep under soiled blankets and biscuit crumbs I couldn’t even smell it.


The jangler was still hammering. Probably my ex, wanting to whine. Maybe Spike wanting to play ball. Maybe some prevention-of-cruelty charity begging for cash. But I was too sapped to care.


Sinking between cushions I felt the remote dig into my flank. I flipped it out, pawed at the controls, and the buzzscreen blinked on. Johnny Wag, famous quiz show host, was tossing the big-biscuit question to reigning champion Professor Thomas Schrödinger. But I had no appetite for brain-bait. I flicked the channel.


An electoral debate between President Brewster Goodboy and Buster Drinkwater. Goodboy was a cat’s-paw, everyone knew it, but he’d win easily—I’d probably vote for him myself. Drinkwater used way too many big words.




The jangler just wouldn’t shut up. I flicked the channel again.


Swinger Cat, a new sitcom from the other side of the river. Everybody said it was real funny—the laugh track sure said so—but I was in no mood for ribtickles.


A fawning documentary on the CIA.


A doomsday report on the Persians.


A horror movie, The Unfamiliar, so old I think it was in black-and-white.


A public service announcement warning us not to get scared by the fireworks on Democracy Day.


And finally something I could settle on—a ball game. The Bulldogs were eight runs up on the Hellhounds in the sixth inning. Not exactly tight, but something I could watch without needing to think. I could pick a team—the Bulldogs—and cheer them on. I could bark at the ump. I could gobble my Chump’s. I could slurp my water and slowly drift into snoozeville.


The jangler stopped—finally.


But then it started hammering again.


Now I was really getting my tail up. I’d spent half the morning in court, giving evidence against the Airedale Ripper—a whitecoat who’d carved up his victims with a medical saw and buried the remains in his backyard. Then, before I’d even had time to wolf down my lunch, I’d been called out on a new case—bits and pieces of bone found in the sewer under Chuckside. A whole afternoon poking through doodah, and all we found were a couple of chalky knucklebones—not even good enough to chew on. When I got back to the station the chief ordered me to have a wash—my first in two months—and now I was feeling so clean I almost gagged. I reckoned I could hear fleas in the corner, wondering who I was.


The Bulldogs whacked one over the fence and the jangler was still clanging.




I considered ripping the cord out with my teeth. But all of a sudden the buzzscreen was showing an ad for Friday’s prizefight—a double bill of Leroy Spitz vs Deefa Dingo and Rocky Cerberus vs new sensation Zeus Katsopoulos. If Cerberus KO’d Katsopoulos in the first round, like everyone expected, it would make him the greatest southpaw since Butch Brindle. Everyone in San Bernardo was drooling at the prospect.


But here was the problem. The Reynard Cable Network had won exclusive rights to all UBF matches. And I didn’t have RCN. So all of a sudden I started wondering if it was my old buddy Spike on the line, inviting me around to watch.


I fumbled the squawker off its cradle.


“Max McNash.”


“Crusher—it’s me, Bud.”


Bud Borzoi was my fetch-dog at the Slaughter Unit.


I sighed. “What’s up, Bud?”


“Coupla stiffs, Crusher. In Fly’s Picnic.”


“You can handle it.”


“But you’re gonna want to see this, Crusher.”


“Why?”


“You’re just gonna want to see it.”


I sighed again. “Know what sorta day I’ve had so far?”


“Sorry, Crusher—I wouldn’t be barking if it wasn’t serious.”


Fang it, the pup could make me feel guilty. “Okay,” I huffed, “but lemme get my bearings first. Where in Fly’s Picnic are you?”


“Slinky Joe’s Sardine Cannery.”


“That’s right next to Wharf Twelve, ain’t it?”


“You got it in one. See you down here in, say, twenty small ones?”


“Make it thirty. And Bud?”


“Yeah?”




“Do I need to bring a barf bag?”


Bud sniggered. “Make it a doggie bag, Crusher, case there’s something you want a second nibble at.”


It didn’t seem long since Bud had been a wide-eyed rookie, hungry for cheap thrills. Now he was making all the quips.


“Sniff you later,” I said. I tossed the squawker back in place and returned the half-eaten can of Chump’s to the fridge next to the gravy pot. When I switched off the buzzscreen a brawl had broken out between the Bulldogs and the Hellhounds: teeth flashing, hackles bristling—the crowd was lapping it up.















 






IF YOU LOOK at a map of San Bernardo, Fly’s Picnic is that rough chunk of the Kennels, about four sprints long and two and a half sprints wide, stretching from the mouth of the Old Yeller River along the shoreline of Belvedere Bay to the newly gentrified suburb of Staffordshire. It’s a mixture of low-down industrial and rag-end residential, crumbling waterfront tenements, sagging storehouses, chemical storage facilities, smoke-belching factories, even an old boneyard.


But most famously there’s the stink. Oily water, ash, refuse, fish heads, rotting timber, slaughterhouse blood, dead rats, raw sewage—half an hour in Fly’s Picnic is enough to make anyone swoon. They say the flies get so drunk on germs in the Picnic they drop off walls.


When I pulled up at Slinky Joe’s it was fifteen minutes shy of midnight. Flanked by factories, the wharf jutted fifty yards into the scummy water: Twice a week fishing trawlers docked here and dumped their loads directly onto the swollen wood. At night the whole area was a den of powder smuggling, offshore immigrants, sometimes carcass dumping.


I nodded to the guard-spaniels and ducked under the check-ertape, rubbing my aching eyes. Ahead were a couple of police cars, red and blue lights spinning. Another car—a black-and-chrome Lupus, a gangster favorite—was in the middle of the wharf with its doors flung wide. And some crumpled forms on the ground. Two of them, in cheap black suits. At least it didn’t look like I’d uprooted myself for nothing.


“What’ve you got for me?”


Bud Borzoi, gangly as a hat rack, was chewing on a toothpick and smelled eager.


“Two ’weilers, Crusher—recognize ’em?”


I surveyed the bodies. “Hard to recognize anything, way they are. Looks like they’ve been through a grinder.”


Bud gave a chuckle. “The Ripper?”


“I spent the morning in court with the Ripper. Far as I know he’s still in the clanger. Get someone to check anyway.”


“Roger.”


“But this don’t look like the Ripper’s MO.” I did a slow circuit of the bodies, trying to find something still in one piece. “Any ID found?”


“None.”


“Nothing embedded?”


“Nothing we can find.”


“Figures.” The previous year compulsory microchip embedding had been championed by some hard-nosed sections of the government and media. It was at times like this that I wished the law had actually passed.


“We did find weapons.” Bud nodded to an officer holding up a couple of snaptooth bags—looked like Schnauzer .44s inside.


I grunted. “They won’t be licensed, like the ’weilers. What about the tooter?”


“The plates were muddied, but we’re checking the numbers right now.”


“Registered to a dummy corporation is my bet.”


“Gangsters?”


“All ’weilers are. Any witnesses?”




“Closest we got is a worker from Slinky Joe’s.”


“Where is he?”


Bud led me off to the side, where a mangy-looking mutt, a whippet by the look of him, was puffing furiously on a smokestick.


“Detective Max McNash,” I barked at him. “Got a minute?”


“Sure.” He was quivering, whippet-style, and stank of sardines.


“Got a name?”


“Flasha Lightning.”


“Parents had a sense of humor?”


The whippet didn’t know what to say.


“Okay, Flasha, what’s the meat?”


“I don’t want no trouble.”


“Just get your snapper working if you don’t want trouble.”


The whippet glanced at Bud. “Like I said to the officer here, it didn’t have nothing to do with me, nothing at all.”


“Been in the pound before, Flasha?”


He looked wasp-stung. “M-m-maybe.”


“How long’ve you worked here?”


“At Slinky Joe’s? Nearly a year.”


“Night shift?”


“M-m-ost times.”


“Seen some interesting stuff ’round here, I bet?”


His tongue was sweating. “I guess so.”


“Okay, let’s have it. What happened here tonight?”


He swallowed. “It was break time, see—”


“What time?”


“Nine o’clock.”


“Go on.”


“And I came out here to suck some tar.”


“No smokesticks in the cannery?”




“Uh-huh. So I came out here, see, like I always do, and I heard some guns woofing—”


“How many shots?”


“Two. And a splash…and a gut-clawing squeal…like I don’t know what.”


“Use your imagination.”


“Like, I don’t know…like something from a horror movie.” His eyes were wide and yellow, like he watched too many horror movies.


“You’re not much help to me, are you, Flasha? See anything?”


“I was too scared to look.”


“You’re telling me you saw nothing at all?”


“Just, I don’t know…a whirl.”


“An impression of movement?” That’s what we called it in court.


“Uh-huh.”


“Then what?”


“I waited awhile, then I crept out across the wharf for a look-see…and…”


His eyes had glazed and his withers were trembling.


“You saw the carcasses?”


“Yeah…”


“You called the police?”


He gulped. “I headed inside. The night boss jangled.”


“You can’t jangle yourself?”


“I was too…scared.” He kept glancing at the bodies, like he half-expected them to rise up and attack him.


“No one else saw anything?”


“I was first out when the break sounded.”


“Always first out, I s’pose?”


“I like my tar.”




I made a show of thinking about it, then nodded. “Time to clock off, Flasha. You’re heading down to the station with Officer Borzoi here.”


The whippet whined like a creaking door. “I’m not gonna get my pay docked, am I?”


“Dock your pay or dock your tail—makes no difference to me, pal.”


I was too dog-tired for this.















 






I WAS HEADING back across the wharf when I heard a yelp from behind the police cordon. It was Nipper Sweeney, sparkly-eyed newshound for one of the Reynard Media’s info-rags. Nipper could be like an undigested bone at times—he’d been doing the crime beat for as long as I’d been in the force—but he could also be useful. I ambled over and cocked an ear. “What’s on your mind, Nip?”


“You owe me, Crusher.”


“What for?”


“For the tip on the poisoned Podengo. Who’s dead?”


“I just got here. When I find out I’ll let you know.”


“Photo opportunity?” He nudged his photographer, who held up a flash-and-clink.


“Nothing you can use on a front page.”


“You’d be amazed what we get on the front page these days. How about letting me through for a scope?”


“No deal, Nip. You know the run-through. Procedure first. Then happy snaps.”


“Hoodlums?” Nipper nodded at the bodies.


“Maybe.”


“Then who’s gonna care?”


“Even hoodlums got mothers, Nip.”


But I didn’t wait for any more niggles. I headed back across the wharf with Bud at my heels.




“Reckon it might be him, Crusher?”


“Who?”


“The killer? Reckon it might be him?”


“Nipper Sweeney?”


“The whippet.” Bud jerked his head. “Flasha.”


Sometimes it surprised me how raw Bud was. “The whippet couldn’t put a scratch in an egg yolk.”


“He might be an accomplice or sumthin’. He smells nervous.”


“‘Coz I gave him the jeebies. ’Coz he’s taking more than smokesticks out here, is my guess. But he’s no killer. Bull terriers trust their guts.”


A meat wagon was already arriving to load up the carcasses. Bud pointed out some bloodstains on the wharf, separate from the ’weilers.


“Have a sniff, Crusher.”


“You’ve already taken a scent?”


“Yeah.” He was giggling again.


I got down on all fours and took a deep draft over the blood. And almost immediately I gagged. “Fang it,” I breathed, rising.


“Matches the scent in the Lupus, Crusher.”


“Fang it,” I said again, and shook myself. I went over to the tooter and stuck my muzzle through the open door, careful to let not a whisker touch the upholstery. I sucked in a good sample. And it was the same.


“Cat,” I whispered, like a curse.


“A cat was in the car,” Bud said, grinning.


I shook my head, not wanting to believe it. “It needs to be verified first.”


“Course.”


“Probably an alley cat—a stray.”


“Hope so, Crusher.”




“Just another rat-licking alley cat dragged down to the docks to get a bullet in the brainpot. Bang! The ’weilers toss him in the soup. And then they get killed themselves.”


“That’s the way I figured it.”


I looked at Bud, staring at me like I was a hero. I looked at the whitecoats scooping the bodies onto stretchers. The police cordon. Nipper Sweeney and a few droopy-tongued onlookers, Flasha Lightning among them. And I felt it, for the first time—the gut sense, the animal instinct, that this case was going to be something different. And not in a good way.


“Gimme two shakes,” I said. “I need time to think about it.”


“Sure thing, Crusher.”


So I mushed over to the end of the wharf, hearing the water lap beneath me, the roosting flies, the rustling rubbish. I looked north, past the hulking factories of Fly’s Picnic, past the wharves and Amity Bridge with its sweeping searchlights, to the great skyscratchers of Kathattan, the glittering salmon-shaped island where the fat-cats lived—the stockbrokers and bond traders, the hedge-fund managers, merchant bankers, fashion designers, psychiatrists, lawyers, advertising executives, yoga instructors, architects, jewelers, feng-shui experts, toy designers, opera singers, and trapeze artists—the whole cream-lapping, wool-juggling, pajama-wearing, fence-sitting, bird-torturing, furball-coughing lot of them.


I prayed to Our Master that the alley cat wasn’t from there. And I prayed even harder that the ’weiler killer had nothing to do with them.


I thumped my chest, dislodging something caught sideways—a wishbone from yesterday’s lunch. I spat a blob of saliva into the greasy water—plop!—and scratched a flea out of my ruff. I broke wind. I blinked my stinging eyes. And suddenly I just couldn’t buy it; I just couldn’t accept that it was anything complicated. It couldn’t be anything to do with the fat-cats. It just couldn’t. My brainpot was too overheated for anything else.


I turned back up the wharf toward Bud.


“Get the bodies to the bone house,” I ordered. “Have the tooter towed to forensics. Call Amity Bridge—I want a report on all Lupuses that crossed from Kathattan today. Just in case.”


“Sure thing, Crusher.”


“And get the water dogs in. I want the harbor trawled. I want a carcass. I wanna see a dead alley cat.”


“Where ya gonna be?”


“Not much I can do till I see those reports, is there? And then I won’t be getting any shut-eye for a long time. So guess where I’m going?”


“Back to your blankets?”


I smirked on the way past. “You’re sharper than your snout, Bud.”


“What if the reports come in early?” he called out.


But I didn’t even turn. “Let sleeping dogs lie, Bud, let sleeping dogs lie.”















 






BUT I DIDN’T snooze well. I couldn’t get the stench of cat out of my nostrils. There was something about this particular stink that wasn’t right. I’m no expert, but I’d sniffed cat blood before, plenty of it. And apart from little things it’s all basically the same: You can smell the fish, you can smell the cream, you can smell the superiority. But what was lingering in my muzzle was rawer than that. It was what a tiger might smell like.


I lived in the Tenderloin district, a few sprints from the Dog Force HQ in Dishlick. Across the road, on the site of an old sewage treatment plant, the government was building a massive stadium, Peace Park, future home of the Globe Games. But construction had fallen way behind and work packs were hammering and drilling right through the night. The biggest, half-finished grandstand oozed right across the street, throwing my tenement into permanent shade. Sometimes bolts and nails rained down on the roof and some idiot would jolt awake and start barking. Then someone else would join in. Before long the whole block would be yapping. Even worse, the activity attracted packs of hoondogs like moths, swirling around the construction site, snarling and snapping, trying to snatch tools, trying to sneak inside, trying to get caught—anything to beat the boredom of youth.


I rolled out of bed just before dawn. I was still in my shirt and tie. I did my usual 150 push-ups and sprayed some flea powder down my back. I went outside, puffing clouds of steam, and drained myself against a sapling. There were new scratch marks on my Rover, I saw, and the tires looked nipped. I told myself I’d get a new tooter, but I told myself that every week. I’d do a lot of things next week. When my pups grew up. When vet care was free. When things got better.


I stopped at an all-night pump. Gas prices had skyrocketed because of the looming Afghan-Persian war. I dribbled less into the tank than I’d sprinkled across the tree, counting on costs to drop a little overnight. Optimism, my pappy used to say, is like a rawhide bone—good to have around when you’ve got nothing else.


I took breakfast in a little muncheonette three doors down from the cophouse. The place was packed like an egg carton. I plucked the Daily Growl off the rag rack and settled into a smoky corner with a meatball and a coffee. The headline howled BLOODY SLAYINGS SCARE CITY. There was a grainy snap of me bent over the wharf, sniffing blood. Nipper Sweeney had put me in yap-marks: “Probably hoodlums.” Not that I remembered saying that.


Chester White, an old buddy from academy days, greased past with a quip: “Look good in the scrapbook, Crusher.”


“Gave up scrapbooks years go, Chesty. The glue was making me dizzy.”


In the cophouse, still working his toothpick round his snapper, Bud Borzoi was waiting with a couple of folders and a shirt-eating grin. “Get a good snooze, Crusher?”


“Better than you is my bet. What’ve you got for me?”


“Registration check on the Lupus. Bogus plates. Got ID on the bodies, too. And we fished a victim out of the soup, just like you said we would.”


“Settle down, boy.” I dragged him into my office and shut the venetians. “First things first. Did you check with Amity Bridge?”


“Uh-huh. No Lupuses fitting the description passed from the island in the past twenty-four hours.”


“Good start.”


“Then there’s the cat carcass we hooked out of the bay, not far from the wharf. Smells like a real trashmuncher.”


“ID?”


“None on him,”


“From the Cradles?”


“Could be, Crusher. The body’s in forensics.”


“What about the ’weilers?”


“In there too. Dr. Barnabus is having a sniff.”


“Barnabus? This early?”


“I called him out of bed. Figured you’d want the best.”


I grumbled inwardly. Barnabus was the best, sure—problem was he knew it. “Anything turn up so far?”


“Tongue prints.” Bud looked pleased with himself. “Sixty-percent match.”


“Just sixty?”


“The tongues were sandpapered, gangster-style, but it was enough for a trace.”


He handed over the files and I flipped immediately to the photos.


“Hell,” I said, “this is Savage Brown and Lucifer Thorn. They used to do bite-and-grind work for Cujo Potenza.”


“Cujo’s dead, ain’t he?”


“Run over by a car, well before your time. Ever since then Savage and Lucifer have been doing contract work in the Kennels. Anything for a cookie.”


Bud sniggered. “No more cookies where they are now.”


I snapped the folders shut and shoved them back at Bud. “Two known hoodlums, a dead alley cat, and plenty of crime-scene blood—now all we need is a killer.” I yawned and headed for the door. “I’m off to see Barnabus.”


“Did I do good, Crusher?”


I looked back at Bud’s dinner-table face. “You’ll know you’ve done good when you don’t need to ask, Bud. Go home and have a flop—it’s your turn now.”


“Sure you don’t need me?”


“Can’t see why. This is looking easier than I thought.”


But in my ears, even as I said it, the sentence sounded hollow as a tennis ball.















 






I WASN’T HALFWAY across the squad room when the chief whistled me into his office. I scored an eye roll from Chesty White that said “the chief ain’t happy.” But I wasn’t panicking. The chief and I went back to our airport days, when he was in luggage inspection and I patrolled the fences. We knew each other’s dirty secrets.


“Close the swinger, McNash.”


“Something wrong, Chief?”


“Call it an itch on my rump.”


“Something I can scratch?”


“I sure hope so, McNash, for your sake.”


When he got promoted the chief stopped calling me Crusher. He also stopped eating doodah in the local park. He got braid on his collar and a fancy spread in Baskerville with a backyard big enough to herd sheep in. He took a shampoo every week, had a coat trim every month, and got his nails filed every quarter. He got so much respectability that I even stopped calling him by his first name, Kaiser. But I never forgot what he was—a contraband-sniffing Kraut with a permanent ten o’clock shadow, a rheumy right eye, and breath that would kill a yak.


“Busy night down in Fly’s Picnic, I hear.” The chief had that show-day stiffness about him.


“It ain’t over yet,” I said. “I’m on my way to Barnabus right now.”




“I’ve spoken to Barnabus. He told me Bud Borzoi had called him out of bed.”


“That’s right.”


“Barnabus was surprised. And he has every right to be. Summoned to an autopsy by a junior detective?”


“Barnabus should get with the times.” Inwardly, I cursed the old basset for stirring trouble.


“Really?” The chief was giving me his German Shepherd killstare. “A double murder? Possibly triple? And the detective-in-charge sends himself home for a snooze?”


“It was the best thing to do.”


“Never heard of pouncing on a lead, McNash? While the trail’s still fresh?”


“It was me who needed to be fresh, Chief. I hadn’t flopped in hours.”


“So you were happy to leave the case in the care of a toothpick chewer, is that it?”


“I trust the pup like a son.”


The chief made a growling sound. “Well, did your pup happen to tell you about your choice-cut witness?”


“Flasha Lightning?” I made sure I didn’t look surprised. “What about him?”


“Seems Borzoi didn’t put a leash on him quick enough. Soon as heads were turned the whippet bolted out the swinger like his tail was on fire.”


“No big deal,” I said, quick as a flash myself. “He’d said all he was gonna say. And I figured the cophouse would give him the squirts, anyway.”


“No kidding?” The chief grunted. “You should check his file—it’s long as a dragline. Snatch-and-run work. Powder-dealing. Even tunnel work for Cujo Potenza.”


“That a fact?” Some years ago Potenza had tried digging a hole under the Old Yeller to Kathattan from an abandoned storehouse in Ribeye. All sorts of bony mongrels had worked day and night on the operation, only to have the river collapse on the tunnel, washing half of them away. “I figured he was a lowlife.”


“Point is,” said the chief, “you’ve got a prime witness who’s gone to ground. You’ve got a case that’s already growing mold—it’s in the Growl, for Bacon’s sake—and no leads.”


I shook my head. “What you got is a dead Tom Doe in the slice-and-dice rooms. You got two ’weilers beside him who aren’t getting any notices in the lost-and-found columns. And a detective with a fresh brainpot who’s gonna get to the bottom of this or he never snoozes again.”


The chief’s eyes narrowed. “Sound pretty sure of yourself, McNash.”


“With a clear head I’ll back myself at any odds, Chief. With a furry one…”


But I didn’t need to say anymore. In one of my first cases as a ranking detective I’d blown a crucial case by flopping asleep on a stakeout. A murderer had jumped clean over the back fence without me even noticing. But what could I do? I hadn’t slept for three days. Not even smelling salts—not even six spoonfuls of coffee—could stop my eyelids dropping. But the fallout stuck to my shoes like you-know-what. The stink never really left the room. I still wasn’t betting on any surprise promotions.


“All right.” The chief’s leaky right eye had flickered at the memory. “But don’t count on any slack, McNash—not now. We’ve got elections coming up, case you hadn’t noticed. Maybe a new law enforcement commissioner. Whatever. Word in the park is that the SU is in for a shake-up, maybe just for the fun of it. Know what that means? No more naps. No more oversights. Or we both could be back at the airport, sniffing for nitro.”




“We always did make a dynamite team,” I said, flashing my crocodile smile.


“On your way, McNash.” The chief jerked a nail. “And don’t show your fat snout until you’ve got some answers. I’m in no mood for jawback.”


When I left him he was reaching for his rubber worry-bone. The thing was half the size it used to be.















 






MY DISLIKE OF Dr. Barnabus didn’t make me any lone wolf. His droopy features matched his personality. His fully flared nose, which made him look constantly in the presence of a bad smell, put even close colleagues on edge. His wrinkly brow, his weary voice, his habit of peering over his half-moon spectacles—his whole air of superiority—gave everyone the feeling he was looking down on them. In short, he was a caustic old fleabag who’d spent far too much time sniffing at dead meat without taking a bite—the sort of discipline that’d send any breed ’round the bend.


“Teeth marks of 1000 psi in lower sternum…evidence of talon lacerations to esophagus and pylorus…”


When I entered he was hunched over the bodies, drawling into a hanging microphone. His assistant—a good-smelling Labrador bitch—was taking notes.


“Multiple fractures of the scapula…scoring of the humerus…”


I took a look over a huge chrome table where the ’weiler parts were pieced together like a jigsaw puzzle.


“Bit neater than when I last saw ’em,” I said.


Barnabus didn’t stop making notes, didn’t even look up. “Observe the number of tooth incisions,” he said to his assistant. “Thirty exactly. Notice the number of premolars—ten. Notice the radius of the bite marks, the character of the scratch marks…”


“Got a fix on the killer?” I asked, tired of being ignored.


Barnabus finally raised his wrinkly bobble and stared at me. Ranks of fluorescent tubes glinted in his glasses. “Detective,” he sniffed, “I’ve been here for three hours.” Like it explained everything.


“And?” I shrugged. “Any theories on the killer?”


He took off his spectacles and folded them into his top pocket. “Perhaps,” he said, “the detective-in-charge would care to avail us of his own theories?”


I could tell he was setting me up. “I got no theories. That’s why I’m here.”


Barnabus frowned like he couldn’t believe it. “The Rottweilers were murdered at approximately nine o’clock last night.” He glanced at a wall ticker. “That’s over ten hours ago. And you mean to tell me the Slaughter Unit’s prime detective has yet to formulate a theory?”


I didn’t need to field any lip from a carrion-sniffer, but I didn’t need to make trouble for myself either. “You want a theory?” I said. “Okay, cop this. Two ’weiler hoodlums take an alley cat down to the docks. They plug him. Then they get whacked before they get away. Probably an ambush. Any objections so far?”


“Who?”


“Who what?”


“Who killed the Rottweilers?”


“How would I know? That’s what you do, ain’t it? Sniff out clues?”


“But you must have some idea by now?”


I couldn’t work out his game. “A rival gangster. A mad powder dealer. Someone with a serious beef. How would I know?”




“But a dog—you’re definitely saying it was a dog?”


“So what?”


A smirk crept from under Barnabus’s droopy basset jowls. “Detective McNash…these Rottweilers were killed by a cat.”


I looked at the jigsawed bodies. I looked back at Barnabus. I glanced at the smug-looking Lab assistant. And I snorted. “Gumrot,” I said.


Barnabus looked extra-waggy now. “The evidence is undeniable. The tooth incisions. The claw marks. The musk.”


“Musk.” I tried to detect something, but all I could smell was the nasty stink from my nightmares. “You’re telling me this was done by a cat.”


“Undoubtedly.”


“A panther…a lynx…a wildcat?”


Barnabus shook his head. “A house cat.”


“No…”


“Blood and saliva samples have already been dispatched to pathology. If you don’t believe me perhaps the official reports will convince you. The killer you’re looking for is a cat—a particularly large and powerful specimen, admittedly, possibly twice the usual dimensions.”


“No…” I thought of the “gut-clawing squeal” Flasha Lightning had heard on the wharf…but I just couldn’t swallow it. A worthless alley-cat victim was one thing. But a killer cat, on top of that, meant a major scandal. It meant a detective from Kathattan. It meant the FBI.


I shook myself. “What about the victim?” I tried. “The Tom Doe hauled out of the harbor?”


The gleam hadn’t left Barnabus’s eyes. “Ah yes, the fishing haul.”


He waddled to a second chrome table, where a bloated cat carcass—a common tabby, by the look of him—lay in tattered alley-cat threads.


“I’m afraid,” said Barnabus, “that you’re going to have to throw your nets a little wider, Detective.”


“I don’t get you.”


“I mean my preliminary examination suggests that this cat here was not murdered at all.”


“Drowned?”


“A stomach full of catnip and toxoplasma medications. I’d suggest suicide.”


“No bullet holes?”


“Nothing that killed him.”


“Contusions? Abrasions?”


“Nothing fresh.”


“So you’re telling me this cat has no connection to the ’weilers?”


“I hate to disappoint you, Detective.”


But he didn’t look disappointed at all. He looked as happy as a butcher. I felt like taking a bite out of his floppy ear, just for irritating me. But I reminded myself that my fighting days were over. So I could only steam, feeling my hackles stiffen.


“Seems like there’s a lotta work to do,” I said between my teeth.


“And I’d hate to hold you up,” said Barnabus, already slipping his spectacles back onto his snout.


“Sure thing,” I gnashed, “I got no time to yap with dry-nosed bassets anyway.”


When I left the room I heard the old fleabag in the background, returning to his autopsy: “Massive trauma to the lower intestine…detached coccygeal vertebrae…deep fissures in the poststernum…hand me the buzzsaw, Blondie.”















 






I SLUNK PAST the chief’s office like I’d just wet the welcome mat. I stopped at my desk long enough to order a new search of Belvedere Bay. Then I called the beagles in Sensory Investigation, telling them to meet me at Fly’s Picnic in thirty small ones. I thumped my chest—that wishbone still hadn’t passed through—and was about to sneak off again when the jangler sounded.


“McNash.”


“Crusher, it’s me!” It was Spike, my beta-buddy, and he sounded waggy.


I kept my voice low. “I told you never to call me on duty.”


“But it’s about tomorrow’s prizefight!”


“Listen, Spike, things have—”


“I got tickets—two tickets!”


“Tickets?” I lowered my voice again. “To Solidarity Stadium?”


“Twenty-second row! So close we might get some blood sprayed on us!”


“Sheesh!” I couldn’t believe it. “Two tickets? How’d you get your fangs on them?”


“My number came up, Crusher, just like I knew it would!”


“A raffle?”


“The hiss and squawk. The Dusty Dingus Happy Hour.”


“You won a radio competition?”




“A sports quiz, Crusher! I knew all my study would pay off! You comin’ or what?”


For a moment I pictured myself sitting high and mighty in Solidarity Stadium, chugging on a tingle-water, chomping on a chicken wing, cheering Rocky Cerberus. This was going to be the biggest fight of the year, the night when the doggies showed the kitty cats a thing or two. Every mutt in the Kennels would kill to be there; every cop in the force had applied for arena duty. And here was my best pal, telling me he had top-grade tickets. It seemed too good to be true.


But then, in a horrible flashback, I remembered the mixmastered bodies on the chrome slabs. The stink of cat in my dreams. The killstare of the chief. And I knew I couldn’t commit myself to anything.


“Fang it,” I said. “You know what I’d do to be there, Spike, but at the moment…”


“At the moment?”


“I don’t know…there’s something going on here, I can’t say too much.”


A chuckle from Spike, like he didn’t swallow it. “You’re kidding, ain’t you?”


“I wish I was, pal. But there’s a new case here, as curly as they come.”


A hollow pause. “You really saying you can’t make it?”


“I reckon not. I’m all tied up. So count me out.”


Silence for a few seconds, then: “I can wait till—”


“Nah, don’t wait for me, pal. I ain’t gonna be there. That’s all there is to it.”


“Gee…if you say so.”


“You go by yourself. Have a good time.”


A pause, then a flattened voice. “I guess I’ll see what happens, Crusher.”




I felt like I’d swiped his blanket. Spike and I went way back. We’d been to the same obedience school. We hunted wild pigs. We chased bitches in heat. We even (not something I cared to remember) were prisoners of war together. But where I’d found something in the heat of the battle—pride, defiance, something—Spike had lost it. Even now he lived in a doghouse ringed with razor wire, jagged glass, and sentry lights, like he couldn’t get his bobble out of the prison camp. The war had stir-fried his brainpot.


I got out of the building without the chief sniffing me and took a squad tooter down to the wharf. The air was clouded with flies: blowflies, green-and-blue flashers, bloodsuckers, maggot factories. The wharf was still sealed off with tape. A nervous young spaniel was doing sentry duty. The wetnoses from SI, the floppy-eared lot of them, were waiting for me obediently. I found my full barrel-chested voice:


“Listen up, doggies. Whatever you’ve heard about this case I want you to flush it from your bobbles right now. We got a murder scene here. We got a few pools of stale blood from the victims—two ’weilers and a cat, an alley cat most likely. Most important, we got a killer off the chain. And it’s this killer I need you to track now. I want a scent trail, doggies, and I want it fast.”


“Any idea of the killer’s ID?” one of the beagles chirped.


“Make a difference?”


“There’s gonna be a lot of trails here—it’d sure help.”


“Okay,” I sighed. “Word from the S and D rooms is that we’re looking for a cat.”


“A cat?” the beagle said.


“That’s what Dr. Barnabus tells me.”


There were grumbles—the beagles didn’t like Barnabus any more than I did.




“All right, put a muzzle on it. At least you know what you’re sniffing for. So give me a hard-target search. The whole district. Every doghouse, fleahouse, cathouse, and stinkhouse. And snap to it!”


As they went to work I headed into Slinky Joe’s Sardine Cannery to ask about Flasha Lightning. But no one had heard from the whippet all day—he hadn’t jangled in sick; he hadn’t jangled in at all. But he was a scumlicker, and no one expected any better. I got his last-known flopdown and headed outside. To my surprise, the beagles were already waiting for me.


“What’s the meat?” I asked.


“Nothing,” one said.


“What do you mean, nothing?”


“No trail.”


I looked down the fly-blown wharf. “You couldn’t pick up the scent, through all this stink?”


“We picked up everything there was to pick up. Two ’weilers—”


“The heavies.”


“—and a cat. The victim you were talking about. There’s cat blood on the wharf, with traces of gunpowder, all the way to the edge. But nothing else. No trail of any other cat.”


I frowned. “What’re you talking about?”


“From the street to the murder scene is nothing but vehicle scent: styrene-butadiene tires and engine oil. Spots of diesel. Minute traces of saliva, urine, and scurf. A lot of loose hair. Most of it matches the files.”


I knew the beagles kept detailed sniff-records of every cop and registered newshound. “Nothing else at all?” I asked. “No cats?”


“Only the one that went into the water.”


“What about other dogs?”




“Fish packers, salty seadog scents—too many to count.”


I tried to think it through. Did that mean that the murderer was a dog after all? One of the local workers maybe? His trace lost amid all the colliding stench? Or did it mean that the killer, cat or not, had escaped the scene by some other means?


I looked up. Even now a thwucker was heading out of town. When they needed to get from Kathattan to their resorts down-state, the pussies usually took a thwucker, a light plane, the high-speed monorail, or a luxury yacht—anything to avoid having to put a paw in the Kennels. But could one of them really drop out of the sky, dice the ’weilers up, and then vanish back into the clouds?


“Barnabus is getting old,” the beagles said to me, and I could feel them—all the wetnoses—begging me to cast a slur on the old basset.


But I only growled. “All right, pack it up. I want a report on my desk by two. And speak to no one about this, that clear?”


As they headed back to their dogcart I took another look around the wharf, remembering Flasha Lightning’s sweating tongue, his spluttering witness report. Clearly the whippet wasn’t telling us everything. Because he’d seen the killer? Because he’d seen a thwucker?


When I reached the tooter the barkbox was hissing. I picked up the mike. “McNash.”


A squeaky voice. “Detective? Forensic Pathology here. I was told to jangle you.”


“Go ahead.”


“The saliva samples on the dog carcasses show traces of FIV.”


“FIV?”


“Feline Immunodeficiency Virus.”


“A cat disease?”




“Uh-huh. Also evidence of endo-and ectoparasitical infections in the blood samples.”


“Meaning?”


“The subject had fleas, Detective.”


“A lowlife?” Nothing from Kathattan had fleas.


“Traces of flea medication are extremely minimal. I’d say very lowlife.”


“Okay,” I said. “I’ll check in later. Over and out.”


A lowlife cat. I sat for a long time in the tooter, thinking about it. Could Barnabus really be wrong after all? Was it possible there was only one cat all along—the victim, the trash-munching alley cat already in the S and D rooms? That he’d sprayed some blood on his killers before getting drowned? And could it be, like I always said, that the ’weilers themselves had been ambushed by a dog? Or dogs?
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