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	"...and to all a good night!"

	C.

	 

	 

	¡Próspero Año Nuevo y Felicidades!

	B.

	 


Hey Kiddies,

	Kyon's back.

	Been keeping track.

	Stories to tell 

	Of our girls' highway to hell.

	We're still six months away

	From the Greystone melee.

	Where the road goes,

	Only Kyon Knows.
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	K-Day

	18 months ago

	It is a time of fragile peace.

	Lucy Lowell and Xochitl Magaña's

	 Were rescue, rehabilitation (and removal) road trip

	 up and down California has turned them into a badass, gettin'

	shit done, slammin' team of Were wranglers. Skills honed, fame

	licking at their boots, the women have no idea that in the City by the Bay 

	things are about

	to get hairy...

	 


Lucy Lowell's gaze wandered across the sprawling San Francisco skyline. The iconic silhouettes on the horizon were currently locked in a losing battle with the low clouds rolling off the bay. As El Gallo crawled up the steep slope of the tony Nob Hill neighborhood, all Lucy could admire was a giant wall of fog. Disappointed, she glanced at her friend and business partner Xochitl Magaña.

	As "The Werewolf Whisperer" and "La Güera" they had been on the road for over a year since K-Day, helping the Afflicted in some of the most remote California towns. So when their boss and Lucy's only remaining family, Hanna Khani, had booked The Werewolf Whisperer for an all day workshop in Golden Gate Park, Lucy had teemed with excitement. She'd never visited the City and couldn't wait to train Hounds among the park's majestic redwoods.

	"They have bison, Xoch. Bison!" she'd howled while perusing her dog-eared Frommer's Guide over pancakes and coffee at a roadside greasy spoon a few days ago.

	Even Xochi had seemed upbeat about the prospect of exploring San Francisco's world-renowned sights and sampling its diverse ethnic foods. She'd gone as far as to map out a plan of action.

	After the workshop, they were going to visit the various landmarks according to the cuisine each area had to offer.

	"Coit Tower for Italian," Xochi, revved up on gut-rot caffeine, had gushed — her hands flailing in the air enthusiastically. "The Embarcadero for seafood. And Chinatown for...obvious reasons. A savory safari!"

	Guess that's not gonna happen now.

	"Pinche hills!" Xochitl hissed.

	"Thought you wanted to experience San Francisco," Lucy said with an exhausted sigh.

	"Experience it on a trolley, not rolling backward down a giant pinche mountain!"

	Lucy slumped in her seat and leaned her head against the window, barely managing to appreciate the stunning Edwardian row houses that lined the street.

	"How do people drive in this town?" Xochitl slammed on the brakes when the traffic ahead stopped on the steepest grade of the street. "It's like a pinche roller coaster ride around here."

	Lucy's stomach flip-flopped, and her head pounded.

	"…It's savory! It's sweet! It's tasty! It's meat!" the annoyingly cheery commercial wailed out of the radio and into Lucy's ears like an ambulance siren, "It's Hound Chow! New and improved formula, only from Puri—"

	Lucy cut the radio. "I don't wanna do this."

	"Got no choice, chica," Xochitl grimaced. "Especially after yesterday."

	El Gallo rolled back a little, then inched slowly forward once more.

	"It's either get that signed." She pointed to the balled up piece of paper in the hanging cup holder. "Or back to the pokey you go." She nudged Lucy's leg.

	Lucy knew her friend was just trying to make her feel better, but Lucy felt skittish and nauseated all at the same time — like a trapped animal. She hadn't felt like this since — Folsom.

	"¡Híjole! Nice parking, pendejo." Xochi maneuvered El Gallo around a double-parked, bubblegum pink minivan with little black paw prints painted on its side panel and a huge vent on the roof.

	"Perfect Paws," she read aloud. "Rich people. Can't even wash their own pets."

	The bright orange Toronado eased alongside the curb at the crest of the hill.

	"Where the hell is this place?" Xochi threw the car into park, depressing the emergency brake with a little more force than Lucy thought necessary.

	In the side view mirror, Lucy eyed a white Edwardian walk-up trimmed in black, two houses down the hill. "I think you just passed it."

	"¡Jódame!" Xochitl craned her neck around to look out the back window. "Swanky. Well, out you go." She shooed at Lucy.

	Crap. Better get this over with.

	Lucy rubbed her forehead, blew out an exasperated sigh and slid out of the car.

	"And play nice with the loca shrink." Xochi chuckled. Lucy shut the door on her.

	The wet chilly air seeped into Lucy's bones, and she tugged her sherpa-lined jacket tighter. Hunching over, she stumbled toward the house, gravity pulling her down the street.

	She limped up to the stairs leading to the Friel home. Her calf stung where she'd burned it the day before. She sucked in a breath and pulled at the material of her cargo pants. Bracing herself, she climbed gingerly up the stairs.

	Out of the corner of her eye, she glimpsed the pet grooming van rocking slightly and heard a woman screech, "Get back here!"

	Someone doesn't like being washed.

	Lucy smirked, then turned and faced the black front door. She froze — torn between knocking and bolting.

	The door flung open.

	Dr. Imogen Friel stood in the doorway and gaped at Lucy. Dressed in a billowy blouse and silk lounge pants, the shrink looked as if she were about to have cocktails at the spa with the girls instead of treating her court appointed patient.

	"You're here!" she chirped. "You really came."

	"Had no choice," Lucy grumbled.

	"Yes, yes." Imogen flicked her hand dismissively. "Come in. Come in." She stepped aside so Lucy could enter. "Welcome to my humble abode."

	Lucy crossed the threshold and into an elegant foyer.

	Humble my ass.

	The three-story mansion was exceedingly opulent. Lucy stopped short at the foot of a massive oak staircase, which wound up into the house like an ancient grape vine. An enormous crystal chandelier cascaded down from the ceiling like a diamond waterfall, and strategically placed Persian rugs protected the Carrera marble floors. Adorning the walls, a gallery of expensive-looking paintings finished off the décor.

	The Friel home screamed "old money."

	Lucy felt overwhelmed and decidedly outclassed.

	"Nice place," she whispered.

	"Oh, thank you," Imogen cooed. "Chez Friel has been in the family for generations. Mother just loves 'The City.' We have a wonderful view of the Golden Gate Bridge upstairs in the residence rooms."

	I wanted to see the Golden Gate.

	"I was born here," Imogen rambled on. "Well, not here, here. San Francisco here. Mother and Father are wintering in Montecito this year." She floated toward a pair of French pocket doors that were slightly parted. Through the crack, Lucy could make out a sitting room.

	"Usually they'd be in Mykonos right now. But you know…with all this KV business…Anyhoo, it's nice to have the house all to myself."

	Lucy detected a slight quaver in Imogen's voice.

	Uh, huh.

	"My office is in here." Imogen slid the doors all the way open easily and walked inside. "This way, Lucy. Can I take your coat?"

	"No, thanks."

	Not gonna be staying long.

	Lucy plodded into Imogen's office, which was actually the family library with floor to ceiling bookcases. A stately, executive desk of rich mahogany was stationed in front of a bay window draped in dark velvet. The drapes were open, letting in what little sunlight was strong enough to poke through the misty fog. Behind the desk on the windowsill, masterfully arranged, framed photographs of the rich and famous stared mockingly out at any admirer as if saying, "We're important, powerful people. And you're not."

	Lucy spotted Imogen's degree off to the side.

	PhD Psychotherapy and Electro Magnet Homeopathy...What?

	Imogen sauntered across the room toward a large leather couch and two matching chairs that were arranged around a grand, yet artfully carved, wooden hearth.

	Brandy snifters and a box of cigars were displayed inside a glassed-in liquor cabinet next to the fireplace.

	I feel like a bull in a china shop.

	Imogen sat daintily on the edge of one of the overstuffed chairs, pulling a pad and pen from some unknown hidden pocket. She gestured for Lucy to sit on the couch across from her.

	Lucy rolled her eyes.

	I am not lying down on that thing.

	She plopped down on the couch and folded her arms across her chest.

	Imogen stared at Lucy for a long time. Lucy stared back, saying nothing. Imogen squirmed in her seat. Lucy continued to stare at her shrink.

	I can do this all day.

	"Um…" Imogen cleared her voice. "Yes, well…How are you, Lucy?"

	Lucy remained unresponsive.

	"Still having those recurring night terrors?"

	"Do it!" I just pulled the trigger. I didn't think.

	The memory screamed at Lucy. Her nails dug into her leather cuffs.

	Imogen scribbled in her notebook.

	"And food, exercise?"

	Lucy glared at the woman. "I eat. I exercise."

	The shrink jotted another note down on her pad.

	"And things are good on the road with…uh…Xochitl, is it?" Imogen raised an eyebrow and bit pensively on her pen. "Xochitl Magaña. Partner." Her words sounded garbled.

	"The road's fine."

	"I do so admire your special relationship," Imogen continued, oblivious.

	Lucy coughed.

	"Oh, dear." Imogen reached over to a serving tray next to her chair and poured a glass of water. She handed it to Lucy. "You must be parched."

	Lucy gulped down the cool liquid. It was the best tasting water she'd ever had.

	Bet they have their own natural spring out back. Probably have Little People bottling it for them in the basement.

	Lucy chuckled to herself.

	"It's so nice you have someone to confide in," Imogen prattled on, her words no more meaningful than the incessant honking of a gaggle of geese. "Someone to laugh with."

	Lucy set the glass on the coffee table, the intricate carvings along its edge catching her eye. She reached out to touch the fine artistry.

	"Someone to travel through life with," Imogen prodded.

	Lucy ran her hand over the raised ridges, entranced by the savage wooden relief of wolves clashing over a slain stag.

	Imogen clicked her pen repeatedly. "Someone so pretty."

	Pretty.

	"So, I hear you made a video."

	"Excuse me." Lucy's head snapped up.

	"Performing will boost your self confidence," Imogen pontificated.

	Lucy flinched.

	"I always thought I'd be an actress myself." Imogen sat up straight and shook out her hands. She sucked in a deep breath through flared nostrils, contorted her face and brayed like a donkey.

	Lucy winced. "Are you okay?"

	Imogen continued her freakish gesticulations, moaning out alternating guttural and high-pitched nasal noises.

	"O, pardon me, thou bleeding piece of earth," Imogen's voice suddenly rose in volume as her tone dropped an octave. "That I am meek and gentle with these butchers! Thou art the ruins of the noblest man…"

	Is that Shakespeare?

	Lost in her own little world, the shrink spewed out the speech as if standing on stage in front of a packed house at the Old Globe.

	"…Over thy wounds now do I prophesy…" Imogen stared glassy-eyed past Lucy.

	And they say I need therapy.

	"…A curse shall light upon the limbs of men."

	Claws and teeth will slice them. Bring them to their knees.

	A shiver vibrated down Lucy's spine.

	She shuddered and leaned back — her gaze fixed on a single sunbeam radiating through the window. Imogen's voice buzzed like static in the background of her mind.

	 


24 hours earlier

	Lucy squirmed out of the fitted jacket of her white crepe suit. Her snowy white blouse gaped open between the buttons, annoying Lucy and forcing her to stand still while the wardrobe supervisor re-taped the shirt's slippery silk front.

	"Now don't you move a muscle, Ms. Werewolf Whisperer," the young man spoke with sassy humor. "This'll just take two shakes of a lamb's tail."

	"Okay, Peaches." Lucy attempted to hold still for him.

	I feel like a dog in a sweater.

	She shot a long-suffering look across the room to Xochitl who, also dressed in head-to-toe white, was seated facing a light bulb-hedged makeup mirror. A heavyset woman in a black artist smock and red clogs fogged a final cloud of aerosol over Xochi's blond head. Lucy tried to will Xochitl to turn around, but Xochi's eyes were locked on her smartphone, thumbs hammering down on the tiny keys.

	Lucy straightened her back in an effort to loosen her rigid muscles. The obnoxious gap in her blouse popped open again, tiny pearl buttons straining to hold the material together.

	"You could just wear a white cami underneath, and keep the shirt unbuttoned," Peaches suggested politely. "It's just going to keep happening. It's your shoulders. Not your boobs." He nudged his chin toward Lucy's chest. "Obviously."

	A delighted squeal rang from Xochitl's side of the room. "You're stunning, Miss Satchee!" The makeup artist complimented Xochi exuberantly and stepped away from the spinning chair. The woman held up a rectangular mirror so Xochitl could study the back of her coif.

	"So-chee," Xochi corrected, not looking up, spun the chair around and walked away, still engrossed in her text messaging.

	Lucy watched Peaches dejectedly riffle through a stack of flimsy tops. "Go on, honey," he said, absently shooing her away. "Let Karla Bee over there pretty you up a bit."

	Lucy cautiously approached the spinning chair in front of the lighted mirror.

	My turn. Ugh.

	The black-smocked hair-and-makeup artist Karla Bee, who'd just finished turning Xochitl into a bewitching mirage of golden curls and flawless complexion, studied Lucy's face closely and let out a beleaguered sigh. "What am I supposed to do with this?" She picked up a strand of Lucy's spaghetti-straight, brick red hair in her sausage fingers and then let it fall limply back onto Lucy's collarbone.

	"Your hair looks like it’s been trimmed with a buzz saw." Karla Bee set her unnaturally bright orange lips in an artificial pout, disapproval spraying from beneath her massive false eyelashes. She scratched her scalp, digging under her platinum beehive with the handle of a white plastic spoon she had used to stir her coffee a moment before.

	"Hunting knife, actually," Lucy said, ill at ease. "It got caught in a fence when—"

	"And your black eye!" Karla Bee interrupted and started giving Lucy's hair the roughest brushing it had ever received. "That shiner's the circumference of a saucer! There's no concealer in the world that'll cover up a thing like that." She set down the metal bristle hairbrush and frowned over at her large aluminum cosmetics case. "Let's try this cover stick." She uncapped a cylinder that looked like a beige lipstick and spread a thin layer of the concealer on Lucy's bruised skin.

	"Now for Queen Karla Bee's magic maquillage," Karla Bee said, pronouncing the French deliberately, like a cat licks butter.

	She took out a square Tupperware brimming with small containers of varying shapes. "We'll go with the matte," she said and fished out a few round pots from the clutter. "Basic color theory. Yellow will cancel out the purple. Green the red. Orange the blue. Your bruise is mostly purple, so..." She swirled a wide brush in a circle of compressed yellow dust and then applied little strokes to the area around Lucy's eye. "Your eyes are actually quite a striking blue. You could spend a little more time taking care of your appearance, you know."

	Lucy sat up straight.

	"I don't wanna do this," Xochitl flared from behind Lucy and flipped her smartphone on the messy makeup counter. "Why do we have to do this?"

	"Because we agreed to help with promotion." Lucy happily removed her attention from the mean-girl makeup lady. "We promised Hanna we'd film this thing in time for Christmas." She gave Xochi a weak smile. "You like Christmas, don't you?"

	"Yeah, I like Christmas." Xochitl started pacing. "But it's not Christmas. It's September." She twisted the wide silver ring on her left thumb. "I hate Christmas in September."

	"But look, we're in town for the Golden Gate workshop anyway." Lucy met Xochitl's grumpy stare in the mirror and searched for something motivational to say. "Let's just get in there, do this and forget it ever happened."

	"Right," Xochi said, voice dripping with disgust. "You know damn well this pinche commercial is just some sort of logistical warm up. Now that the book is getting published, Hanna's just looking for something else for us to do so she can squeeze money outta people."

	Lucy felt her stomach sour. "Do you think Hounds, and Ferals, and Werebeasts! Oh, My! was just about money? I thought it could help people." Lucy ran her hands through her freshly combed hair. "I just want to help people."

	Karla Bee tsked.

	"I know, chica," Xochi said gently. "And you do." She wiped Karla Bee's streetwalker red lipstick off her mouth with a Kleenex.

	"But what about the people we can't get to? Not everyone can afford to come to our workshops." Lucy's thoughts turned to the long waiting lists Hanna managed for them. "Even when Hound Chow sponsors, even driving up and down California at this insane pace, we can't be everywhere."

	"Well, Hanna sets the rates at the R'n'R." Xochi twisted her mouth as she coated her lips with her favorite pink, cinnamon-flavored lip gloss. "I'm sure it's occurred to her that she hasn't tapped the whole market yet. Before you know it, Hanna'll have us doing training DVDs. Mark my word."

	"Never happen," Lucy said and scrunched up her face. "This is a one-off."

	"Well, that is about as good as that is ever going to get," Karla Bee said and sniffed primly. "I'll stick around to do touch ups." She started cleaning off her area. Lucy could have sworn she heard the woman grumble, "Like it's going to matter."

	Lucy made a face at herself in the mirror.

	Yeah, I look like something the cat threw up.

	"Hey, you look nice," Xochitl said and smiled brightly. "The white goes great with your red hair. Shiner makes you look like a badass."

	"You look great," Lucy said, admiring the pristine lines of Xochi's pure white designer suit. "I like the vest. Classy."

	"Are you ladies ready?" A tall girl with a walkie-talkie and a clipboard strode up to them with purpose. "I'm Michelle. I'm the production assistant assigned to wrangle you two."

	Lucy's mouth went dry. It finally hit her. She was expected to perform. In front of a camera.

	"I don't know if I can do this," Lucy's voice squeaked out before she could stop it. Xochi's head turned to her so fast, Lucy thought it might spin off and fly through the air.

	"¡Híjole!" Xochi clamped her teeth together and hissed. "Get yourself together, Werewolf Whisperer!"

	Lucy felt a rush of performance anxiety spike off her like a heat signature.

	I'm not built for this.

	Every instinct in her body told Lucy to run. She could feel cold sweat patches forming under her arms. Xochi seemed jittery and cast a haggard glance toward the exit.

	Michelle regarded both of them with compassion, pity even. "You're going to love Noel. He's the best, nicest, kindest director you'll ever meet. He'll make you feel really comfortable, and he works really fast. He'll make it fun. I promise."

	Lucy and Xochitl's eyes locked. "I'm here for you," the look said. They each gave a quick nod.

	Ready!

	As they warily followed Michelle to the sound stage, Lucy was distracted by a myriad of delicious smells.

	Candy. Coffee. Pastries. Citrus. Yogurt. Chocolate. Granola.

	"I smell food," Lucy said, hoping she smelled food meant for them.

	"Oh, that's just craft service setting up," Michelle said indifferently. "Crafty is nice, but you want to save your appetite for breakfast. They're bringing in vegan burritos."

	Xochitl looked appalled.

	They arrived at a hangar-sized room buzzing with activity. The set itself had been transformed into a traditional Santa's workshop, complete with an eight-foot, fully trimmed Douglas Fir Christmas tree, a real-looking fake fireplace that gave off actual warmth and a long wooden work table surrounded by Little People extras dressed in red and green elf outfits. The extras seemed to be establishing a pecking order for their pretend toy making assembly line.

	"Looks like the Keebler elves threw up in here," Xochi scoffed.

	"Grinch," Lucy said. "Better watch out, or you'll get a lump of coal."

	"¿Qué?" Xochi wiggled her pinkie in her ear. "I can't hear you over this shitty music."

	The muffled sounds of symphonic holiday pop ricocheted from wall to wall. The sounds evoked memories of opulent, perfume-infused department stores and warm, chocolate chip bread pudding.

	Melancholy blindsided Lucy.

	Mama.

	"This is fun, isn't it?" A young man in sloppy canvas pants and a wrinkled button up shirt bounced up to them. "Gets you right in the spirit, doesn't it?" He smiled, and his eyes twinkled with intelligence and humor. "This is going to be great!"

	He stuck out his hand. "I'm Noel." Then he laughed. "Almost like the Christmas song. So appropriate!"

	Abruptly pulled out of her reminiscence and put at ease all at once by the young director's amiable charm, Lucy shook his hand with vigor.

	The traitorous buttons of her blouse popped open again under the strain.

	Oh crap!

	Lucy's arms flew up to cover her chest.

	Noel turned away. "Peaches!"

	"At least you're wearing a bra," Xochitl murmured and stepped forward to shield Lucy.

	The wardrobe supervisor appeared almost instantly, carrying both Lucy's discarded jacket and a plain, white T-shirt. "Oh dear me," Peaches said and ushered Lucy off set.

	"Maybe the jacket won't bunch up so much if you take those leather bracers off your wrists." Peaches painstakingly undid the stubborn buttons of Lucy's shirt cuffs.

	"No," Lucy said without inflection.

	"Suit yourself, but they make you look like a steampunk biker chick. Not fem, you know."

	They'd sequestered themselves behind a secluded flat. Lucy could hear the crew going about their business of pulling gear for the first shot. She wriggled Peaches' scoop neck tee over her head while listening to the conversations on set.

	"Xochitl, you look fantastic!" Noel commented avidly, getting Xochitl's name right.

	He did his homework.

	"So, this is what we've got," Noel spoke in a hushed, almost revered tone. "We're not just shooting an infomercial. We're going to make some art...Christmas art!"

	He laughed again. "In a minute, we'll have a bunch of real dogs and real Hounds and our very own Santa join us."

	"Real Hounds?" Xochitl's voice rang over the clamor of excited barks and whines.

	Lucy buttoned her jacket quickly.

	Peaches slapped at her fingers before she could close the last button. "Always, sometimes, never!" He pointed at each jacket button as he spoke. "No bottom button. I will not have you looking like a doofus on my watch."

	"Thanks," Lucy murmured and rejoined the group.

	"...Real Hounds. From the shelter. Not Craig's list," Noel got through explaining to Xochi. "We 'rent' them for the day and then return them. It's not ideal, but it doesn't hurt anyone. And the shelter gets some dough. Wish I could adopt them all, but me and my fiancée already have two and our place is small."

	Lucy ran her eyes over the pack of six Hounds. They were all young, in their early twenties perhaps, not Puppies. Noel's casting person — or would it have been the prop person? — had selected attractive, healthy specimens. Two boys and four girls. Each Hound was dressed in pleasing colors coordinated to the greens, reds and whites of the Christmas set. A group of PAs stood by, keeping the little pack corralled on the side of the set.

	"Those Hounds sure are spirited. Have they been outside yet?" Lucy asked, concerned.

	"Right on, dude," a PA with a short blond beard and a bit of a lazy drawl spoke up first. "We just brought them back in. Did a five mile walk, up and down the hills." He gave a tired smile. "They like to run."

	Lucy thought she smelled pot.

	"Noel told us to do everything by the book. Your book," a PA girl in black jeans said and flipped a dried pumpkin treat to a patiently waiting Hound. "I'm actually taking three. My parents have a place in Mill Valley. Big yard. My mom says you can't ever have enough guard Hounds."

	"That's cool. I guess." Xochi sounded wary. "They get harder to place as they get older. Everyone wants Puppies."

	"There you've said a mouthful." A frail, grandmotherly woman wearing a purple jogging suit that set off the purple tinge in her white curls hobbled up next to the camera. She leaned on a shiny cane with a sturdy round base made up of three black rubber feet. "Well, aren’t we all ready then?"

	Canines of the traditional, four-legged variety trotted beside her — a large, cotton white poodle, a grey and black husky, a reddish golden retriever and a silky collie that looked every inch like a big boy Lassie.

	I miss my dogs.

	"Dogs are ready," the old lady said and gestured to the large wingback armchair in front of the faux fireplace. Her four dogs padded to their designated area and plunked their rumps on the floor, looking at her expectantly, ignoring everyone else. The old woman shifted the straps of her compact, bulging "I heart Marin County" backpack.

	They're not even bothered by the Hounds!

	"Wow!" Lucy tried to stop herself from running over to the woman. "Those are some really well-trained dogs. You barely gestured! How did you—"

	"These dogs are my dogs many generations back." The old woman spoke with great confidence despite the shaking in her age-ravaged voice. Her wrinkled skin looked thin up close and was marred by age spots and blue veins. Lucy noticed cataracts beneath thick, large-framed glasses.

	"I turn eighty-three next month and have been training dogs since I was knee-high to a grasshopper." She looked Lucy up and down. "You'll be like me one day. Folks call me Granny."

	"That'll work," Noel jumped into the conversation, clearly eager to get started. "Stellar!" Pleased, his intense stare roamed from Granny's dogs to Xochi and then to Lucy.

	"Good look, Lucy. I like the hair. Sort of messy, sexy."

	Huh?

	"Okay...This though." Noel studied Lucy's face skeptically. "That black eye is pretty massive. Are you feeling okay?"

	The question startled Lucy. "Me? Uh...yeah...fine. Bruises and scrapes come with the territory." Her attempt at nonchalance didn't seem to put him at ease.

	"There was this Werebeast in San Simeon..." Lucy trailed off, not wanting to worry Granny, whose concern was palpable. "But running through that castle was super awesome." Lucy forced a wide smile that hurt her cheeks and furrowed her forehead.

	"We even took the Grand Room Tour afterwards," Xochitl jumped in. "California history. Pretty sweet." She undid the bottom button of her vest.

	"We'll fix that shiner in post," Noel said with considered lightheartedness, an obvious attempt to dismiss his own misgivings. "It's not...that bad."

	Liar, liar.

	A big Santa in traditional red velvet and white faux fur trim made his way across to the set. His fluffy beard reached past his belt.

	Bowl full of jelly. Check.

	Santa shuffled by in Birkenstocks. He carried a script with pink pages.

	"Xoch," Lucy whispered. "Jerry Garcia Santa."

	"Why is Santa's script a different color?" Xochitl asked, suspicious.

	"Oh, those are just the rewrites," Michelle sounded chipper. "No big. Not much of your stuff changed. Just some cuts." She took a small stack of pink pages from her clipboard and handed them to Xochitl. "See. All of Lucy's lines stay the same."

	Lines. Shit! I was supposed to look at those.

	"Drew!" Noel shook Santa's hand enthusiastically and put one arm around the large man's shoulder. "This is the Bay Area's premier Santa. Drew Olander. Drew is the senior-most Union Square Santa. Been doing it for decades. Isn't that right?"

	"All the big stores," Santa boomed. "Seriously, thanks for having me, man," he added more quietly. "Things have been a little...since last year's SantaCon pub crawl."

	"Hi, Mr. Olander." Lucy went to shake the large man's huge black-gloved hand.

	"I like to be called Santa." His eyes twinkled on cue.

	"Santa." Xochi kept her greeting short as she flipped back and forth through the pink script pages. "Where are my pinche lines?"

	"You're ready. I'm ready. Let's run through this thing." Noel clapped his hands together, startling the Hounds.

	"Better watch it with the loud noises and sudden movements," Lucy said and snapped her fingers. She pointed to the ground, and the pack of Hounds settled.

	Granny's dogs, already settled, lay on the ground as if they were at home. Calm, relaxed, unconcerned.

	Granny fished a handful of chewy lamb treats from the small zipper pocket of her backpack and threw one to each dog. 

	Oh, that's not a good idea.

	As Lucy expected, the Hounds attention snapped in Granny's direction.

	"Awesome!" Noel had a wide grin on his face, unaware of the sudden shift in the Hounds' focus. "This is going to go so smooth."

	The PAs grouped the Hounds close. Lucy felt the pack's restlessness growing.

	Wonder if they're all Hounds.

	Xochitl held her pink pages rolled up in her hand and looked ready to swat someone.

	"Okay troops!" Noel stood in the center of the set, gathering everybody with a large scooping gesture. The Christmas tree shimmered behind him like an unearthly beacon.

	"We're gonna totally rock this thing," Noel started out with glee, deliberately slipping into a more casual cadence. "We're gonna have lots of coverage so we can really capture all the bad doggie, houndy, wolfy business with Santa." He waved his hand over to Drew Olander, who sank into his big chair, close to the dogs but not reaching out to pet them.

	"We'll do the master first with the crane to capture everything top to bottom." Noel's energy was infectious, and Lucy felt herself listening closely, even though she couldn't make heads or tails out of the technical terms the director was throwing around.

	"Then we're gonna have our tracking shot," Noel continued, "where we're gonna start out on Santa and the houndy frolics, and then the dolly'll move to pick up Lucy's entrance." His hands flew through the air as he described the shots in a delighted frenzy.

	He sure likes his job.

	Noel looked distracted for a moment, as if a thousand thoughts all clamored for his attention at once. "Michelle, that hearth heater is giving off way too much heat." The girl made a note on her clipboard.

	Back on track, Noel swooped across the set to the wooden worktable. "We'll punch in for some tighter coverage, and we'll get some handheld footage of the elven folks. All documentary style." Noel took a quick few hops to present the Little People extras, arms spread wide. "Glad to see you. Good to have you here."

	Lucy grinned at Xochi, succumbing to the siren song of holiday cheer. Xochitl rolled her eyes. "Bah, humbug." She turned, walked away and positioned herself next to the monitor.

	Noel hastened past the long table, high-fiving extras as he continued, "For starters, let's do a run through. Just for fun. And see what this thing looks like." He clapped his hands. "Let's do it!"

	Lucy felt like she should applaud his performance.

	Hope his crew got all that.

	"Just running it. Lucy, you're still offstage." Noel waved at Xochi. "Be a dear and pull Lucy out of frame."

	"I'm gonna kill Hanna," Xochitl mumbled and dragged Lucy to her mark.

	"Santa, stand in front of the chair. Hounds! Dogs. Go!" Noel instructed.

	Michelle handed Santa a little baggy. Lucy thought she smelled bacon. Santa stuffed the baggy of bacon into his glove.

	"Old trick of the trade." He placed his finger alongside of his nose and gave a nod. "Bacon never fails."

	Hmm.

	"Go, dance." Granny commanded in a no-nonsense tone and pointed her dogs toward Santa. The poodle, the husky, the golden and the massive collie sprang from their resting place and merrily jumped all over Santa, yipping and whining for all they were worth.

	Impressive.

	Not well trained — or even trained at all — the Hounds, once let off-leash, wasted no time and followed their noses to the bacon's source, Santa.

	Lucy noticed a Hound boy with golden curls push in front of the pack, establishing his dominance. He had been outfitted in a red holiday T-shirt and dark green jeans but had ripped off his white scarf and slouchy knit cap. Hard muscles showed through the golden fur of his arms, and he moved with the edgy grace of a kickboxer.

	"That one's a handful," Michelle said, following Lucy's line of sight. "But he looks like a Christmas angel, all golden curls and sky blue eyes. Noel said we have to keep that one happy. Keep him smiling that big ol' smile."

	"I'm thinking Feral," Xochi threw in. "He's got that look in his eyes."

	 "Could be," Lucy agreed. "He is rowdy. And strong."

	"And...Action," Noel yelled before they could discuss the possible Feral further.

	Overrun with dogs and Hounds begging for the latent bacon, Santa rose to his feet and gave an exaggerated shrug, like he had no idea how in the world to deal with the rambunctious rout of Hounds and dogs jumping on him.

	"Oh, dear me, what ever shall I do?" Lucy bugged her eyes out at Xochi. 

	"I know," Xochi played along, "you should get The Werewolf Whisperer."

	"Shh!" A stout woman standing off to the side, holding a giant black binder, scowled in their direction.

	"I'm just going to do the voice over," Noel called out brightly. "Keep an eye on the lines for me, would ya Peggy?" He nodded to the shushing woman.

	He launched into the copy with gusto. "Are your pets ruining your holidays?"

	There was a pause. Hounds and dogs still scrambled at Santa's feet. But the action had stalled.

	Lucy looked around. All sets of human eyes were fixed on her. Michelle held her breath, her salientian eyeballs almost bugging out of her head.

	"That's you," Xochitl hissed and poked Lucy's back. Lucy stumbled onto the Christmas set next to Santa and the Hounds. The dogs were still dancing all around, making a racket.

	"Your line is, 'Sit,'" Peggy prompted.

	"Sit!" Lucy repeated awkwardly.

	No response. Hell.

	"Sit!" Lucy commanded with intent. The Hounds and dogs sat instantly and directed their attention to Lucy. All sets of canine and Were eyes were fixed on her.

	"There's a girl," Granny said. Her words sounded like praise and made Lucy smile.

	"Can’t tell the difference between a Hound and a Feral?" Noel quoted the script. He leaned toward the man behind the camera. "This is where we have to get the Christmas angel looking Hound one to jump on the chair. We'll work that out with Michelle later. Maybe get hot dogs."

	Lost, Lucy looked to Xochitl, who had her nose stuck in the script.

	"You say 'come,'" Peggy said with pointed impatience, "and get the one with the curls to come to you."

	"Come!" Lucy directed the command to her suspected Feral, Christmas Angel. The golden boy rolled his head and then moseyed over to her.

	"We'll take care of that," Noel broke in, reading the scripted line with ringing pride.

	He's really getting into this.

	Shoulders nearly up to her ears with tension, Xochitl stepped next to Lucy, snapped a brown leather leash on Christmas Angel and walked him off set quickly.

	Didn't she have a line there?

	Lucy watched Christmas Angel saunter after Xochi without fuss.

	Making a big production out of it with throat clearing and shoulder rolling, Santa reached for Lucy's hand and limped it with a dead trout shake.

	That's not how he shook hands before.

	Santa's eyes looked glassy, as if he were far away.

	What's he doing? Is he acting?

	Santa looked at the camera as if he was about to kiss it and delivered his final line in a brilliant, sincere baritone. "Thank you, Hanna's Rescue and Rehabilitation!" He laughed the deep, iconic Santa laugh.

	"Wait," Xochitl bursts out from where she stood. "Shouldn't it be, 'Thank you Werewolf Whisperer?"'

	"No, that's right," Peggy spoke up first. "It's the new copy. Don't you have the pink pages?"

	"Yeah, I got your pinche pink pages. And I still think it should be 'Thank you, Werewolf Whisperer."' Xochi returned Christmas Angel to his pack and stomped over to Noel. "It's who we are. It's what people know."

	"The client sent this revision this morning." Peggy blocked Noel physically, protecting him like a lioness would her cub. "We have to go with what the client wants."

	"Aren't we the client?" Lucy asked, confused.

	"That's not what it says on the down payment check." Peggy crossed her arms in front of her ample chest.

	"¡Híjole!" Xochitl fumed. "Hanna! That pinche bitch! ¡Estoy hasta la madre!"

	"What does it matter, Xoch?" Lucy tried to keep her friend from escalating. "It's still us. People know us. They know we're The Werewolf Whisperer."

	The crew, the elf extras, Granny and the Hounds all stared at them with curiosity. Lucy caught sight of some of the PAs slyly fumbling for their smartphones. Noel, she noticed, had left the set. Embarrassed, Lucy wanted to crawl under Santa's overstuffed chair.

	"Hanna just wants to make the R'n'R top of mind for people with Were problems," Lucy continued quietly. "It's a win win. Isn't it?"

	"Fine, whatever," Xochi huffed and threw her hair over her shoulder. "But I don't like it."

	"Breakfast!" the bearded PA announced obliviously, breaking the tension. "Noel said we'd pick it up after everyone eats."

	"I'm not eating your hippie vegan burritos," Xochitl said, still in a dark mood. "I hate vegan crap!"

	"Don't worry, dear," Granny said kindly while shuffling along at a snail's pace. "I special ordered bacon and eggs." She snapped her fingers, and her four dogs scooted to her side. "My kids need good protein and good fat. Makes for shiny coats."

	"Why don't you walk with me?" Granny took Xochitl's arm. "I have a little something I want your help with anyway..."

	Lucy watched Granny and Xochi walk away. Granny shrugged her backpack off her stooped shoulders and handed it to Xochi. "Look inside the middle section. I think it's a beaut."

	"That's the Dirty Harry gun!" Lucy heard Xochitl shout on the way to the craft service table. "¡Jódame! That's my favorite Smith & Wesson!"

	Granny's packing? Xochi gets to have all the fun.

	"Could you hang on for just a sec." Michelle scurried up to Lucy, keeping her from following. "Noel wants to run the bit with the gifts."

	Gifts? There's gifts?

	"Hey, Lucy." Noel had returned to set as inconspicuously as he had left. "If you don't mind, let's just work through the last little bit of Santa giving out treats."

	"Treats?" Lucy felt hairs on the back of her neck stand on end. "Can we talk about that—"

	 "I want to figure out the coverage." Noel peered through the pretend window made by his hands, sweeping them across the set in large airy arcs. "We don't need the dogs for that. Hounds are enough."

	"But—" Lucy tried again.

	Noel snapped his fingers. "Santa!"

	Lucy watched Santa scoot his extra large Santa rump into the upholstered wingback chair. He started to pass out Hound treats from a red bag the size of a potato sack.

	Lucy held her breath.

	Maybe it'll be okay. They're professionals.

	The eager Hounds happily took what was offered — rawhide bones, elk antlers, tennis balls and various hard chew toys.

	Santa thrust his gloved hand deep into the endless seeming sack of toys and pulled out a yellow plush duck. It gave a high-pitched squeak as he closed his fist around it.

	The likely Feral, Christmas Angel, who had one by one taken every toy away from the other Hounds, jerked forward.

	Lucy clenched her fists at her side, battling every instinct screaming at her to intervene.

	Santa raised the duck up high and gave it another good squeeze.

	"Squeak!" The irritating tone detonated again, cutting through Lucy's eardrums like hot stickpins through Crisco.

	Argh!

	Fired up by the duck's grating squeal, Christmas Angel lurched up aggressively and yanked the toy from Santa's black-gloved hand with his teeth. Before anyone could react, he'd wrapped both hands around the duck and squeaked it what seemed like a hundred times in seconds.

	Santa tilted his head to the side slowly. Lucy saw his eyes glint with amber lightning. Shocked, Noel backed away. "Oh, shit!"

	Santa launched himself from his big chair like a rocket and threw himself at Christmas Angel.

	Christmas Angel's true Feral nature cracked his pretend "good Hound" façade into a million pieces instantly. He snarled like a wild beast and went for Santa's throat. Santa threw both arms at the Feral's head; they connected like twin sledgehammers. Christmas Angel went down like a felled tree.

	The Hound pack whimpered and backpedaled in frenzied fear.

	Santa let out a deep guttural bray and slowly rose to his full height. Twice the size they'd been moments before, Santa's muscles bulged and ripped through the red velvet, exposing the thick, snow-white fur of his arms and calves. His head, no longer topped by the Santa cap, shifted from the round, double-chinned visage of Drew Olander to a squared-off, lupine-jawed predator skull layered with fur the color and texture of Santa's beard. Slowly he bent down and picked the squeaky duck out of Christmas Angel's slackened jaw. Santa raised his prize in the air.

	"Squeak!" the duck sounded its high, appalling cry once more. Then Santa lost interest. He dropped the plush toy to the ground like discarded garbage and brought his focus from the fallen Feral to the defenseless humans crowded around the camera.

	Having stood frozen for what seemed like a century, Lucy shook off her initial torpor and screamed at the advancing Santa Were. "OFF! OFF! OFF!"

	He didn't so much as flinch.

	Why isn't this working?

	He sniffed the air and bared his teeth.

	"Everyone, back away slowly," she addressed the crew but kept her eyes on Santa.

	The Santa Were quickened his step, ready to spring.

	"Look at me!" Lucy screamed. Santa Were ignored her and advanced on Noel and Peggy.

	Lucy, desperate for something to hit Santa with, launched herself at the fireplace tools tottering precariously next to the overturned armchair. She grabbed for the long iron poker with one hand and the ash shovel with the other.

	"Bad Santa! Bad Santa!" Lucy bellowed and bashed the shovel against Santa Were's furry head from behind. He spun faster than she'd been prepared for and came at her with razor-sharp claws and jagged teeth.

	"Run!" she yelled at the crew and rammed the poker at his gut. Santa Were deflected and drove her into the faux fireplace. She flailed and lost her grip on both makeshift weapons as she crashed down on the cheap electric hearth and burned her calf. Instinctually, Lucy drew her legs in, her hands finding the burn in a useless gesture.

	Santa Were rolled over her like a cloud of blood and synthetic fiber, his ear torn from the impact of the shovel. Moving fast, he fell on her for a fatal bite.

	"No!" Her scream was garbled. She kicked her tucked-in feet out at Santa Were's face. He swayed back momentarily, only startled — not hurt.

	This is how it ends.

	Several shots boomed through the empty space. In surreal slow motion, Santa Were's face contorted as if it were being sucked forward by a gigantic vacuum cleaner. The white fur parted in a crack of blood and bone. A drench of blood and brain matter splattered the walls and covered Lucy in sanguine carnage. She rolled to the side as Santa Were fell forward.

	Xochitl and Granny stood on the set behind toppled Santa Were's grisly remains, his bloody gore spreading on the hardwood laminate like gloppy strawberry jam covering burnt toast. Xochitl held Granny's Smith & Wesson with both hands. Her grip shook ever so slightly. Xochi lowered the gun.

	Lucy stood. She felt something wet running down her face.

	 


24 hours and about thirty-one lines of iambic pentameter later

	"…And Ceasar's spirit, ranging for revenge…" Imogen jumped to her feet, jolting Lucy back to the present.

	She touched her face and unconsciously wiped a drop of perspiration off her chin.

	"With Ate by his side come hot from hell, Shall in these confines with a monarch’s voice, Cry 'Havoc!' and let slip the dogs of war—"

	"Low…ri…der!" trumpeted from Lucy's pocket in Casio-phonic sound, cutting off Imogen's soliloquy.

	Lucy quickly dug her phone from her jacket and flipped it open. She read Xochitl's text.

	You done? Meet me outside.

	"Well," Imogen sounded breathless, "yes. Where was I?" She smoothed a hand over her blunt demi-bobbed hair and crumpled silk blouse in an effort to compose herself before sitting lady-like once more.

	"You were saying something about dogs of war," Lucy offered and texted back a short message.

	Yes.

	She shut the cell and pushed herself up off the couch.

	"So," Imogen looked over her notes.

	Lucy groaned and flopped back down in her seat.

	"How's work?"

	"Busy."

	"Really?" Imogen glanced up from her steno pad with muddy-colored Marty Feldman eyes. "Could you elaborate?"

	Lucy played with a few strands of her coppery red hair, concentrating on twisting them into a tight knot around her finger.

	"Oh, you know, here a wolf. There a wolf. Everywhere a werewolf." Lucy hummed E-I-E-I-O.

	Xoch'll like that one.

	She chuckled to herself.

	Imogen scowled. "You really shouldn't use that term, Lucy. It's offensive."

	"But I'm The Werewolf Whisperer." Lucy feigned distress.

	"That's different," Imogen replied. "Governor Hollis said we should—"

	"Yeah, yeah. Can I go now?"

	"You know, Holly, the governor that is, is a very good friend of the family. You should really listen to her. She is very wise."

	"Yeah, wise enough to spout her wisdom from where exactly?" Lucy leaned forward. "Oh, that's right." She mock-quoted with her fingers. "An 'undisclosed location.'"

	Lucy felt heat rise from her feet all the way to the tip of her head.

	Why am I still here? Xochi would've left by now. Shrink okay or no shrink okay.

	Imogen, a saccharine smile plastered on her face, scribbled furiously on her notepad. "Uses sarcasm for shield. Means of deflection." Imogen's pen scratched loudly against the paper like a steel wool Brillo scrubbing out a greasy stain as she underlined her last words.

	"Hey!" Lucy reached for the shrink's notes. "That's—"

	"Lucy," Imogen crooned as she shifted away from her patient's grasp, "you know I have to sign off or you'll be put on psychiatric hold. You wouldn't want me to call the authorities?"

	"But I need…" Lucy slumped, dejected.

	Shit. I'm gonna be fifty-one-fiftied.

	A polite but insistent knock interrupted Imogen's interrogation.

	"Dr. Friel?" A woman's voice filtered through a small crack in the pocket doors.

	Imogen ignored the woman, training her pseudo sympathetic stare on Lucy. "I feel like you are still holding on to a lot."

	I'm trapped by Dr. Dingbat and Mrs. Fried.

	"Dr. Friel!" This time, the woman banged on the door. "I know you in there! I hear you!" A harsh, grating squawk assaulted Lucy's ears.

	Imogen's face scrunched up. She fidgeted with her pen, tapping it on her knee.

	"Maybe you should get that," Lucy said.

	"Why don't we talk about your—"

	"DR. FRIEL!"

	The skittish shrink darted to the doors and slid them open only wide enough for her head to poke through.

	"Not, now," she hissed. "I'm with a patient."

	Hostage is more like it.

	"Yes, now!" With a mighty thrust, a tiny Asian woman burst through the French doors and past Imogen into the office. Dressed in a Pepto-pink smock and covered head-to-toe in fuzzy black fur, the woman had bloody scratches up and down her arms and a nasty gash across her cheek. "This last time! You understand? You want Furminator that thing? You do!"

	Lucy jumped to her feet. "You hired a dog groomer for the—"

	"Please!" Imogen shrieked at the groomer, her hands raised up. The shrink looked to Lucy. "There's just so much hair."

	Lucy shook her head in disbelief.

	"No more! I done!" The groomer displayed her clawed up limbs. "Done!"

	"But, I can't possibly…Oh, my." Imogen bit her thumbnail, suddenly fascinated. She reached out to touch the groomer's wounds.

	"Don't!" The groomer sucked in a breath and cradled her marred arms protectively.

	"Hey!" Lucy pulled the shrink away from the groomer.

	For a moment Imogen's eyes glazed over, and she stood frozen as if stuck in a time warp.

	"For crying out loud, Imogen!" Lucy slapped her hands together in front of the shrink's face.

	"Oh, oh my." Imogen's voice was breathy. Her eyes fluttered.

	"Just give the woman a little something already," Lucy said, matter-of-fact. "While you're at it, sign off on this." She uncrumpled her mental health evaluation form and handed it to her shrink.

	Imogen's head ping-ponged between Lucy and the wrinkled sheet of paper.

	"Or," Lucy threatened with a magnanimous smile, "I could call the authorities and tell them you stole a—"

	"Of course!" Imogen hastily scratched her name on the form and handed it back to Lucy. "We've got to get The Werewolf Whisperer back on the road," she chirped.

	"Thanks, doc," Lucy said brightly, then leaned toward Imogen and whispered. "I don't want to hear from you for at least six months." She stepped toward the door and smiled glibly. "Well, then, I'm off. Don't forget to pay the lady, Imogen."

	 "Yes, yes." Lucy's psychiatrist rushed to the mahogany desk and pulled out a large binder. "I was just about to do that." She mumbled to herself, "I'll make this right."

	Not sure you can, doc.

	"How much pay?" Lucy heard the groomer ask Imogen as she headed for the front door and her freedom.

	That's the capitalist spirit!

	Lucy strolled out of the Friels' Edwardian home and down the stairs, a lightness to her step. Even her calf didn't sting so much anymore. The hazy morning fog had burned off. She tilted her head to the sky and soaked in the warmth of the sun.

	"What a beautiful day!" She breathed in the salty seawater air and scented a hint of Fisherman's Wharf wafting from the bay. She opened her eyes and searched for El Gallo, thinking Xochi had parked across the street.

	Didn't she say to meet her outside?

	Lucy heard Xochi's quick double-tapped honk from down the steep hill. Flaring in the midday rays like a mammoth orange sunburst, El Gallo's nose poked out from around the corner.

	Xochi stuck her head out the passenger window. "¡Vámanos!" She gave Lucy a terse "hurry up" wave.

	Would it kill you to pick me up out front?

	Lucy groaned and jog-walked toward the Toronado, the steep incline of the last few feet nearly running her into El Gallo's door.

	"Thanks," she said, sliding in next to her friend. "My burned leg needed the exercise."

	"…outside Stockton. That makes the fourth animal shelter bombing in the past ten months and the closest to the state capital. Governor Hollis has characterized it as an act of domestic terrorism—"

	Xochitl shut off the radio. "Sorry, but from now on, it's only downhill for us." She handed Lucy a Venti-sized coffee. "Here."

	Lucy wrapped greedy hands around the drink and inhaled deeply. "Okay, you're forgiven."

	"So, how'd it go?" Xochi cocked a suspicious eyebrow.

	"Fine." Lucy sipped her steaming hot brew.

	"Good." Xochitl set her smartphone on Lucy's leg. "Because this happened."

	Lucy eyed the device warily. It was paused on a video — the image a mix of bright blurred colors. She fumbled it between her fingers. "So?"

	"Just tap on the little arrow right there." Xochi spoke each word slowly and deliberately and pointed to play.

	Lucy glared at her partner but did as she was instructed.

	Immediately the halo of Christmas Angel's golden locks and his red T-shirt came into focus as he leapt at Santa Were, wrapping his arms and legs around the Beast and thrusting his canine-like fangs at its throat. With no more thought or effort than it takes to squash a fly, Santa Were pulverized Christmas Angel's skull between his massive claws. The Feral's body crumpled to the ground, his brains splattered all over Santa Were's Santa suit and the fake wood floor of Santa's workshop.

	Santa Were roared. A toy squeaked.

	Lucy cringed as she heard her voice repeatedly screaming "OFF!" off-camera.

	"Holy Shit!" a male voice screeched, the video turning into a shaky-cam action flick.

	"Everyone, back away slowly." Lucy barely heard the muffled command she'd given as people everywhere screamed and scrambled over one another to get out of the studio.

	Lucy tightened her grip on Xochi's cell, her own struggle with Santa Were the surreal background to the frenzied fray unfolding on-screen.

	A blur of black fur in a candy cane striped turtleneck howled and zoomed past the camera after the terrorized crew.

	The Hound — no another Feral — swiped at a woman in a black smock, catching her leg and sending her sliding into the fake brick wall of Santa's workshop.

	Oh, no! Karla Bee.

	Candy Cane Were clamped his vice-like jaws onto her inner thigh. She screamed. Blood squirted into the Feral's muzzle as if from a broken fountain spout. The Were howled again, delighted in catching its prey.

	"Bad Santa! Bad Santa!" Lucy's desperate cry bellowed through the phone.

	From out of nowhere, Peaches lunged at the Feral with a pair of sewing scissors, tackling the Were to the ground. The costumer plunged the shears into Candy Cane Were's side. Skewered, it yelped and scurried under the black table skirt of craft service. Thick crimson fluid seeped out into a pool on the concrete floor.

	"Run!" Lucy yelled.

	"Get out!" Peaches shouted at his co-workers, who cowed in a huddle over Karla Bee.

	As the crew dragged Karla Bee toward the studio exit, barking and howling blasted through the cell phone speakers.

	The camera aimed at the cement studio floor, Lucy couldn't see the source of the commotion. As if she could magically draw the action onto the display screen, Lucy tilted the camera from side to side like an Etch A Sketch.

	¡Jódame! Xochi's cry pierced through the melee.

	Damn it! Where's the picture?

	"How is this still happening?" Granny screamed. "I thought people stopped turning a year ago!"

	"Guess not!" Xochitl replied. "Go!"

	A sharp whistle followed.

	Then the video switched to a wardrobe rack filled with elf tights, elf hats with elf ears poking out of the sides, crimson-colored jeans and shiny black boots. The video tunneled through the Yuletide apparel and panned around the Christmas holiday massacre.

	Clad head-to-toe in green lamé and looking like a furry fairy, a red-maned, Hound girl barreled over the Douglas Fir Christmas tree, half of Granny's pack nipping at the Were's heels.

	Red-maned Hound Girl, Granny's snow white poodle and the grey and black husky passed two other female Hounds, outfitted like Mrs. Santa Weres in matching red and white fur-trimmed dresses. The Mrs. Santa Weres batted around one of Santa Were's tiny helpers between them as if they were playing a twisted Were version of soccer. The Little Person looked like a ball of bloodied, green felt fabric.

	"Cool. I'm totally gonna call this 'A Nightmare on Elf Street'," the male voice droned through the phone with a drug-induced drawl.

	If I ever see that pothead PA again…

	From somewhere off set, Xochitl yelled, "That's not a squeaky chew toy! Leave it!" She ran up behind one of the Mrs. Santa Weres and clubbed her over the head with the boom mic, knocking the Hound girl out cold.

	Sensing her playmate was in danger, the other Mrs. Santa Were kicked the elf into the toppled Christmas tree and reared on Xochitl.

	Her fangs and razor sharp claws bared, the second Mrs. Santa Were vaulted at Xochitl. All at once, Xochi dropped on her back, lifted her legs in the air, grabbed the Were by its furry collar and, using the Were's momentum, flung it over her and into the North Pole backdrop.

	Were any of these Weres Hounds?

	"Look at me!" Lucy's voice roared at Santa Were, drawing Lucy back to the video just in time to see herself crash into the faux fireplace. Video Lucy yelped in pain, Santa Were barreling toward her.

	"Granny!" Xochi's voice screamed. "Get Clint!"

	Following Xochitl as she hurtled over Santa's downed chair and across the wooden worktable, the video panned across the room in a blinding fury to where Granny stood guard over the two remaining Hounds leashed to the dolly crane. Surrounded by her pack and the giant collie at her side, Granny — with Annie Oakley-like speed — unholstered the Smith & Wesson and tossed it to Xochitl.

	"No!" Lucy's voice wailed.

	Without missing a beat, Xochi cocked the .44 Magnum with both hands and fired. Then fired again. And again.

	Blood splattered onto Xochitl's face and across her ripped white suit. Her hands shook, but she kept Clint pointed at the back of Santa Were's now headless body for a few more seconds before lowering the gun.

	Lucy rolled to her side and stood, blood and Were brains running down her face.

	Xochitl walked to Santa Were and kicked at his side as if double-checking that the Beast wouldn't rise to become Zombie Santa Were.

	The two women locked eyes for a moment.

	Drenched in Santa Were's bits and pieces, Lucy and Xochitl looked straight out of a Stephen King novel.

	Shame King turned Werebeast. I really liked his books.

	Xochitl picked a slimy, congealed piece of Santa brain out of Lucy's hair and flicked it on the floor. A slow, low, rumbling chuckle took ahold of both women.

	"Ho! Ho! Ho!" they said in unison, their slightly hysterical looks shifting into twisted smirks.

	The video ended — freeze-framed on a grinning, blood-soaked Lucy and Xochitl.

	"Great." Lucy slumped back in her seat.

	"Yep." Xochitl hit the gas and cranked the wheel. El Gallo spun one hundred and eighty degrees in the opposite direction.

	"So what now?" Lucy asked.

	"Now, we go to Marin. We got a job to do."

	"Granny?"

	"Maybe she'll let you play with her gun."

	Lucy gazed out the window.

	The Golden Gate Bridge blazed balefully on the horizon.
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	"It all ends not with a whimper but a howl!"

	Discover the origin story of Lucy and Xochitl in

	The Werewolf Whisperer (Book 1)

	The adventure continues in

	The Alpha & Omega (Book 2)

	And coming soon:

	Blood & Bones (Book 3)
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	For more fun facts and Were nibblets check out: www.werewolfwhisperer.com

	Remember to give positive reinforcement. Reward your authors with gold stars at Amazon, and Goodreads.

	 

	 

	More treats to come.
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