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INTRODUCTION

 


Although Edgar Allen Poe did not create the
short horror story, there’s not much argument that he did invent
the short detective tale. Given his unquestioned mastery of the
former and his initiation of the latter as a literary genre, it’s
only natural that later authors have so often combined the two
forms. As well, there’s something inherently mysterious about
supernatural horrors, and something horrible about the crimes at
the heart of most mysteries. Gruesome death is common in both
genres, and the plots of each concern how the protagonist deals
with the fact and the grotesque quality of the death. His primary
task is the bringing to bay of the perpetrator, be he Professor
Moriarty or Count Dracula. Abraham Van Helsing is as much a
detective as Sherlock Holmes, in function if not in method.

Be that as it may, genre
is more a matter of marketing than content. Although a few of
Sherlock Holmes’ cases flirted with the supernatural, they all
turned out to have a mundane explanation once fully explicated, and
were therefore properly marketing as mysteries. By the same token,
I am unaware of any book retailer who shelves Stoker’s
Dracula in with the
detective fiction. Each may skirt the territory of the other, but
they remain firmly in their respective camps.

In the years following the
publication of Dracula, several fictional detectives wrestled with the occult, most
notably E. and H. Heron’s Flaxman Low, William Hope Hodgson’s
Thomas Carnacki and Algernon Blackwood’s John Silence, but these
were in the tradition of the gentleman detective rather than the
professional private eye. Sax Rohmer, A. Merritt, Dennis Wheatley,
John Dickson Carr and Manly Wade Wellman toiled in the same mine
over the following decades.

Seabury Quinn’s Jules de
Grandin was the most successful, or at least long-lasting exemplar
of this genre, being a virtual Hercule Poirot transplanted into the
realm of the supernatural, complete with his own version of
Hastings by the name of Trowbridge. De Grandin’s adventures
appeared more regularly in Weird
Tales than the horror stories of H.P.
Lovecraft or the fantasy yarns of Robert E. Howard, and composed
the most popular series of the magazine’s original run.

In the same years that de
Grandin ruled Weird
Tales, the hard-boiled detective was being
born in the pages of another pulp magazine, Black Mask. The hallmark of the
hard-boiled detective tale is fast action and snappy dialogue
lifted from the very city streets where the crimes occurred.
Hard-boiled detectives never got invited to country houses to
investigate bodies left about in libraries and parlors; they solved
their crimes in pool halls and back alleys. Raymond Chandler, in
his essay, "The Simple Art of Murder", credited Dashiell Hammett
with making the hard-boiled school the first truly realistic
detective genre.

 


"Hammett gave murder back
to the kind of people that commit it for reasons, not just to
provide a corpse; and with the means at hand, not with hand-wrought
dueling pistols, curare, and tropical fish. He put these people
down on paper as they are, and he made them talk and think in the
language they customarily used for these purposes."

 


More than that, Hammett
refined the character of the hard-boiled detective that he
inherited from the earlier practitioners of the sub-genre,
particularly its founder, Carroll John Daly. Hammett's heroes were
not necessarily scrupulous, but they adhered to a definite if rough
code of ethics and personal morality. Ned Beaumont and Sam Spade
might not have played by society's rules, but they never wavered
from their own. Within that narrow definition, they were above all
men of honor, even if only they themselves recognized that to be
the case. Chandler carried that convention to its ultimate
resolution in his creation of Philip Marlowe. Subsequent writers
have emulated Chandler with varying degrees of success since his
first novel, The Big
Sleep, was published in 1939.

If it would seem that the realism Chandler
touted as the central theme of the sub-genre precluded the
hard-boiled detective delving into the occult, the penny-a-word
writers of the hero pulps of the 1930s belie that impression.
Operator 5, the Phantom Detective and the Spider faced whatever
menace, mundane or supernatural, the overworked and underpaid
scribes of the Depression-era pulps could come up with, using the
tools if not the themes of the hard-boiled school. The emphasis was
not, however, on the solution of the mystery in the context of
gritty realism, but on action and adventure of the most sensational
sort. The outlandish plots of the hero pulps led to an evolutionary
dead end in the development of the supernatural hard-boiled
mystery. The pulp magazines’ younger half-sibling, the comic books,
carry the tradition to this day with varying degrees of success,
but are a side show to the main attraction of super-heroic caped
and costumed avengers.

It’s only been in the last two decades or so
that the supernatural detective has truly escaped the conventions
of the traditional or ‘cozy’ mystery, and the excesses of the pulp
magazines and comic books, and walked down those literary mean
streets Chandler wrote so eloquently of. He doesn’t always wear a
trench coat and fedora, but the hard-boiled attitude and sardonic
repartee remains a constant, even when his prey is the living dead
rather than the mob boss of yore. Or even a mob boss who is one of
the living dead.

Here are a baker’s dozen plus one of my own
explorations into the hard-boiled world of the supernatural,
conceived, written and occasionally published over the past decade.
I have tried to remain true to the tropes of both halves of my
chosen mixture of genres. Each mystery is, to the best of my
ability, presented with the clues fairly placed and the
interpretation of those clues consistent with the nature of each
individual protagonist. In each case, there is a supernatural
element necessary to the solution of the crime involved, whether
inherent in the commission itself, as a faculty of the detective or
by means of an artifact endowed with paranormal aspects. One of
these three facets must be of occult origin for the story to be a
true supernatural or paranormal mystery. Further, the hero must
retain the ruthlessly honest and grittily sardonic demeanor of the
hard-boiled detectives Hammett and Chandler exemplified to qualify
these tales as being what I call ParaNoirmal stories.


 


 


 


I

 


HACK NORRIS

 


 


The Old West may seem a strange starting
point for a collection of hard-boiled horror tales, but Sam Spade
and Mike Hammer have their roots firmly planted in the literature
of the American frontier. The strong, silent cowboy or town marshal
of western lore might not feel at home in Twentieth or Twenty-First
Century New York or San Francisco, but he would empathize with
Philip Marlowe’s struggle to make sense of the cruel underbelly of
the modern city. Owen Wister’s Virginian hanged his best friend for
cattle rustling; how much more hard-boiled can a man be? Paladin
and Matt Dillon (at least the radio version) were just as
hard-boiled in every aspect of their characters as Travis McGee or
Archie Goodwin.

Hack Norris was born to accomplish a
specific goal, one that will not become apparent until near the end
of this volume. Once that goal was attained, his adventures became
vehicles for investigating crimes revolving around the historical
events of his lifetime. The most recently written of these four
tales returns Hack to his generic western roots, but is still
pinned to a specific historical occurrence.

These tales are arranged here not in the
order in which they were written, but by the years in which they
are set.


 


 


 


HARD JUSTICE

 


 


"Hard Justice" was written
for a reason connected to the larger world of my imagination. Hack
began as a conventional western character, conjured up to
facilitate an end unrelated to his own history. I grew to like him
in the process of writing this tale, and as certain historical
events caught my attention due to the possibilities they presented,
I found myself calling on him to work the cases. "Hard Justice"
first appeared in The Ghostbreakers: New
Horrors, an anthology first published by
CyberPulp, and later by RAGE Machine, edited by G.W.
Thomas.

 


* * *

 


It was a Methodist circuit rider who told me
Jim Rand hanged himself.

"Doesn't that strike you
as a little odd, Brother Micah?" I asked as we talked over the
fence surrounding Rand's ranch. "Three suicides by hanging in these
parts in as many weeks?"

"Very odd, Mr. Norris. And
very tragic."

"Suicide is a sure way to
keep out of heaven, isn't it? That should concern you most of
all."

Brother Micah Jones
shifted in the worn saddle atop his mule and reached down to
unlatch the gate. "It's in Roman Catholic theology that suicide is
indeed considered a mortal sin. John Wesley is not quite that clear
on it being so, as far as I can discern."

"Mighty nice of him." I
twitched spurs at Gunpowder's flanks. The big stallion stepped
through and onto the drive that led to the big house. We trotted up
to the adobe brick building in silence, ignoring the gaze of idle
cowboys around us.

A handsome older woman in a gingham dress
stepped out onto the porch. Mrs. Rand was nearing sixty years of
age but there was a plentiful supply remaining of the beauty that
bushwacked Jim Rand forty years before, back when Texas was a
republic. She cradled a Winchester under her arm and watched us
ride up.

"Are you Hack Norris?" she
asked.

"I am."

"You're too late,
detective man. I thought Hiram Landers was trying to compete with
the Pinkertons, not eat their dust."

"Pinkerton couldn't have
had anybody here any quicker, Mrs. Rand," I lied as I dismounted.
One of the ranch hands took Gunpowder's reins and led him and the
circuit rider's mule off to the barn.

Mrs. Rand snorted. "Reckon
you're a good enough detective to figure out who I am. Well, you're
here. Might as well come on in."

Inside I found all the amenities a wealthy
rancher could get delivered to West Texas in 1881. The chairs were
sturdy yet comfortable, the wallpaper French, the rugs Oriental. We
sat on a divan that wouldn't look out of place in a London drawing
room. A Mexican girl brought coffee. Mrs. Rand stared at me,
waiting for me to say something. I sipped the coffee and waited her
out.

"I asked Hiram Landers to
look into what had my Jim so spooked," she said, "since he wouldn't
tell me. Maybe find out why our cattle been sickening, along with
half the herds in this valley. Now my Jim's dead. So, what're you
thinking of doing, detective man?"

"Nothing, until I hear
what happened."

"Same thing that happened
to Leckie Grant and Moss Harley. My husband went out to Amy
Marten's ranch and hanged himself from the old live oak in her east
pasture."

She looked sad, but more
than that, she looked mad. "My Jim was a hard man, Mr. Norris. He
had to be, to build this ranch out of nothing but scrub and dust.
Maybe he wasn't always a good man, but I never knew of anything he
ever did to earn a hanging."

I set the china cup on the
oak slab table between us and reached into my coat for my notebook.
"I'm sure you're right, Ma'am." I cleared my throat and plowed on.
"I knew about Grant before I left Sacramento, and I heard about
Harley in Santa Fe. Mr. Landers wired the train station there and I
got the message when I arrived. Are their herds ailing,
too?"

"Yep. Theirs and ours and
a couple others. No disease I ever seen. Ain't hoof and mouth, and
it ain't anthrax. It's like they're too scared to eat or
something."

I jotted down a few
squiggles. I didn't know what I could do about the cows. "Who's
this Amy Marten?" I asked.

"Strumpet who used to own
a spread over by Coonhead Creek. She disappeared in April and
nobody knows where she's got to. Word is, the local law found out
she was rustling cattle and chased her off, but they ain't telling
if they did."

"Who owns the land
now?"

"Bank took it. Right after
they cut down Leckie Grant, the note came due and there weren't
nobody to pay it. You want it, it's for sale."

"No, thanks. I'm not in
the market for land right now. Didn't your husband want it? Or
anyone else around here?"

She snorted again. "Only
thing my husband wanted outta that land was the gal who owned it.
Once she was gone, he shied away like he'd rather sit on a cactus
than cross her range."

"Why was that?"

"That's what I sent the
wire to your boss for, to find out why. My poor Jim got real
skittish after Grant killed himself. He kept saying that land was
cursed, and the others agreed. They'd talk and talk about what
ought to be done with it, but shut up whenever they thought I was
in earshot."

"Who are the others?" I
held the pencil over the notebook.

"Well, this all started
the morning after they found Leckie. Harley's dead now, and my Jim.
That leaves Fusty Patton and Jerry Moore. You thinking of talking
with them?"

"I might. You said you
wanted to get to the bottom of why your husband was acting so odd.
I expect the only way to find out now is to have a meet with his
surviving friends."

"I thought old Hiram might
come out his own self, but I reckon you'll have to do in his stead,
young man."

"Thank you, Ma'am. Where
can I find these other gentlemen?"

"I can show you, Mr.
Norris." Brother Micah stood. His coffee cup was full of cold black
liquid, and his face was awful pale for a man who rides the circuit
all day long.

"I appreciate that,
Brother," the old lady said. "Think you'll pass by this way again
soon?"

"No, Mrs. Rand. I'm bound
out Laredo way after I take care of a few things."

"Well, mighty glad you
were here. Nice burying you gave my Jim yesterday."

"I was only too happy to
render what service it was within my power to provide." We tipped
our hats and stepped outside. Gunpowder and the mule were tied
to the hitching post, waiting for us. We mounted and lit out
for the Patton spread.

"I take it there's been a
bit of rustling going on in these parts?" I asked the
preacher.

"More than a bit. I doubt
Patton has more than a few head left, and those are
sickly."

"What about
Moore?"

Brother Micah rolled that
around on his tongue a moment. "He didn't seem to have gone missing
many cattle, before Miss Marten disappeared," he said. "But now his
are suffering worse than the others. I'd be surprised if he's got
very many left."

"You think he might've
been in on it?"

"In on the rustling
operation, you mean? Could be. If Miss Marten was involved, it's
quite possible. She and Jerry were very companionable."

I grinned. "Nice way to
put it. How companionable? Marrying companionable?"

He shook his head. "I
don't think Amy Marten would ever have allowed herself to be tied
down to one man."

"Wildcat, huh?"

"You could say that." He
glanced over at me. "Mrs. Rand said you came all the way from
Sacramento."

"That's right."

"That would be quite a
trip, I'd imagine."

I nodded. "That's what
took me so long. Old Man Landers wouldn't spring for a train ticket
all the way here.  Gunpowder and I rode the rails as far as
Santa Fe, then hopped the trail here. The old man's just getting
started in the detecting business, said he couldn't afford for us
to take the train the whole way."

He studied on that a
while. "I thought," he said, "That
Mrs. Rand wired a goodly sum of money for your
services."

I shrugged. "Maybe. I
don't know. Landers gave me just enough money to get me here, stay
a while, then go back. "

"Perhaps Mrs. Rand was
correct in her assessment that the Pinkertons could have sent
someone sooner."

"I expect they
could've."

"I doubt it would have
made any difference."

"Maybe not." I eyed him.
"You got something on your mind, Brother Micah?"

"Could be. I'd just as
soon wait to say anything until we see Fusty Patton."

"All right. I can wait on
that. But I wonder if you can tell me something else?"

"Why Mrs. Rand hired Hiram
Landers, instead of a Pinkerton man?"

I nodded.

"This is all hearsay, you
know. I'm just in these parts a month or so out of the year,
servicing the Methodist churches in this county, then moving on.
You'd be amazed the things people will tell a preacher. I've paid
for many a chicken dinner by being obliged to listen to tales saved
up for years, just waiting to be trotted out for any ear that's not
already sick unto death of hearing them."

"I understand."

"So, the story of Hiram
Landers and Jim Rand's feud over Virginia Simmons may or may not be
true."

"Virginia Simmons being
the recently widowed Mrs. Rand?"

Brother Micah nodded. "Jim
Rand won that fight. Rather, she picked him instead of Hiram
Landers. Landers headed west for California, and Rand built the
cattle empire we're now riding across."

"Haven't seen many cows,
yet."

"No. There is a plague on
this valley, Mr. Norris. There should be so many head of livestock
you'd have a hard time forcing your way through. But ever since Amy
Marten vanished, so have the cattle."

"What sort of feud was it?
Blood feud? Am I apt to find out my boss is wanted for murder in
Texas?"

"That I couldn't say.
After forty years, the memories of those days have worn ruts in the
minds of those who were present, and to travel down that road is a
treacherous journey, rife with falsehoods and exaggerations. Still,
it might explain your employer's rather odd behavior."

"How so?"

"Might he have
deliberately delayed you, to give whatever was bothering Mr. Rand
time to complete its work? If he had any idea of how dire the
situation was, that could be his brand of revenge."

"I doubt it." I wasn't
quite as sure of that as I tried to make it sound.

"Perhaps. Or, perhaps you
should consider how the human heart is capable of almost anything,
especially when a hurt is as old and deep as the one that drove Mr.
Landers from this country."

I let it go, and after a while we arrived at
a much smaller ranch than the one we'd just left.

The house was adobe brick as well, but there
weren't the signs of life as had been in evidence at the Rand's
place. The front door of the ranch house hung open, allowing the
dust devils to spin in and around the main room. Brother Micah
waited astride his mule while I poked my head inside and called out
for Patton. There was no response. When I told the preacher so, he
sighed.

"I was afraid he'd be
gone."

"Where to, do you reckon?"
I asked as I mounted my horse.

He turned the mule's head
and called over his thin shoulder, "Amy Marten's place."

I spurred Gunpowder up to
his side. "You figure he's dangling from that live oak, like the
others?"

The corners of his mouth
headed for the bristly chin. "I feel almost certain of
it."

Brother Micah was right. We found Fusty
Patton with his neck stretched and his contorted face blackened by
the noose cinched tight around his windpipe. His horse grazed
nearby. Brother Micah said a quick prayer while I cut him down. He
was still stiff, so I figured he'd been there since early morning,
not long before sunup.

We covered him with a
bedroll we took from his own saddle. "I reckon one of us needs to
take care the body."

"I'll go into Hogan Wells
and have the town marshal send out a wagon," Brother Micah said.
"No way poor Fusty will drape over my mule's back, not stiff like
that."

"I'll need directions to
the Moore place."

He nodded towards the
west. "Keep on this trail until you get to Coonhead Creek. You'll
see the rock formation it's named for. Cross the creek at the rock,
then turn north and go about five miles. Hurry."

I swung up onto
Gunpowder's back. "Hurry? Why?"

He glanced at the sun.
"It'll be dark soon. These deaths are coming closer together.
Tomorrow might be too late."

"You know something you're
not telling me, Preacher?"

"I'll catch up with you at
Moore's place. You hurry and get there as quick as you can. Maybe
we can put a stop to this."

"All right. You come on
out as soon as you can. Then you and me have some talking to
do."

He nodded. "God help you,
Mr. Norris. God help us all." He headed off for town, pelting that
old mule for all it would go. I turned Gunpowder west and headed
for the creek.

I found the rock, a big striped stone that
jutted out over the trickle of water. It had a pointy snout and a
layer of darker rock in the sandstone, right across where a
raccoon's eyes would be. I headed north and found a small ranch
just after the sun slunk beneath the horizon. I stopped in front of
a weathered wood shack and called out.

"Jerry Moore! You in
there?"

Leather hinges squealed as
the door opened just enough for the barrel of a Winchester to poke
out at me. "Ride on. Nothing here for you. Nothing here for
nobody."

I acted cool, ignoring the sweat that sprang
up on the back of my neck. It was dark out where I was, but the
black hole in the end of that barrel looked like a huge crow's eye
staring right into mine. I wasn't sure the darkness would save me
if Patton opened fire.

"Mr. Patton, my name is
Hack Norris. I represent the Landers Detective Agency, out of
Sacramento. Mrs. Rand has asked our agency to investigate the
events that led up to the suicide of her husband, James
Rand."

There was a long pause
before Patton called out, "What's that to me?"

"I have reason to believe
that you may have some information that might be useful in my
inquiries. May I come in and talk?" Last thing I wanted to do was
go inside to palaver with a scared, half crazy man with a rifle,
but a job's a job.

There was a crack, and a tug at my
shirtsleeve. Apparently, Moore could see me better than I thought.
I slipped backwards over Gunpowder's rump and dove behind a horse
trough. Gunpowder bolted for the far side of the barn as I drew my
Colt.

"You don't want to do it
this way, Moore. I mean to have some answers before I leave
here."

"Here's your answer,
Pinkerton man!" The bullet thudded into the ground in front of the
trough.

"I'm not a damn Pinkerton
man, Moore! I'm a Landers man. Same job, different boss. Why the
hell everyone's so danged intent on throwing the Pinkerton name at
me, I cannot understand. Now, cut out this foolishness and lets
have a talk."

"Pinkerton man, Landers
man, Wells Fargo man, it's all the same. Not a damn thing any one
of you can do for me."

"Maybe I can, Moore. Why
not let me come in and try?" His answer almost creased the top of
my hat.

A tumbleweed rustled behind me. I spun in a
crouch and saw Brother Micah sneaking through the night towards me
just as the full moon cleared the top of the barn.

"You got here quick," I
said.

"I met Marshal Drummond on
the way to town. He was coming out to the Marten place to see about
some squatters he'd heard were staying there. The bank doesn't like
people living on their property for free."

"Typical bankers, never
give a damn thing away for free if they can charge for it. You
still made good time, to be riding a mule."

"I switched mounts with
the marshal. He took Jenny back to town to get help, I rode his
mare here. She's tied up in the arroyo beyond that clump of jimson
weed over there."

"Right. You know this
rannie? He's wasting an awful lot of lead tonight."

He shook his head. "Never
had the pleasure. Mr. Moore does not seem too concerned with
keeping any of the Ten Commandments, particularly the
third."

"Or the fifth." We ducked
as another bullet went overhead.

I raised my eyes above the
edge of the trough again and noticed something odd, a faint light
dancing about in the middle of cluster of post oaks near the empty
corral. "Is that something the moon's reflecting on?" I asked the
preacher.

I heard him swallow hard.
"I don't think so, Mr. Norris."

The hair on the nape of my
neck stood upright. "I don't think so, either."

The luminescent figure of a young woman
stepped out of the copse, long nightgown trailing in the dust
without stirring a mote of it. A breeze that touched nothing else
whipped the satin sheathing around the lushest figure I've ever
seen. A bushel of thick black hair fanned out behind her as she
went.

Brother Micah grabbed my
arm. "My Lord. That's Amy Marten!"



The gun barrel in the
doorway swung away from us and towards her. "You go away, Amy!
We're finished, you and me!"

She raised her arms
towards the house. Her skin shone like mother-of-pearl in the
moonlight, her lips were wide and full and red, her large eyes the
deep brown of hot cocoa. She was so beautiful it set me back on my
haunches. Amy Marten made Lilly Langtry look like Brother Micah's
mule.

"We're not done yet,
Jerry," she said in a deep, rich, husky voice that didn't echo,
just soaked into the buildings around us. "There's just one more
thing I want you to do for me."

Brother Micah squeezed my
arm again. "Look at her throat, Mr. Norris. Look and see what they
did to her."

The wind that surrounded her pushed back the
lustrous mane, showing the alabaster column of her neck. The
bruised indentation of a rope burn crossed it like a smudge of
charcoal on a china plate.

"My Lord, indeed," I
agreed. Lynching cattle rustlers was an old and well-respected
custom in Texas, but it had to take a hard man indeed to put a rope
around that neck.

The Winchester cracked again and again.
Moore fired at her as fast as he could work the lever. She never
wavered, stalking steadily towards the house.

"Get away from me, Amy!
I'm sorry, I had to do it! Rand and the others made me!"

"You betrayed me, Jerry."
The tiny feet had somehow left the ground. The extended arms swung
around until her hands were locked behind her back. "You came to me
and kissed me, and while you held me in your arms, they came
in."

"No, Amy! It wasn't like
that!"

"You held me while they
had their way with me, Jerry. And when they were done, when they
took me out to that tree, it was you who put the noose on
me."

"Not me, Amy!" There was
no more shooting. Either he was out of bullets, or too scared and
sad to bother anymore.

"You looped the other end
of that rope around the pommel of your saddle, and you walked your
horse away."

"I'm so sorry, Amy." Moore
was crying now, sucking in deep gasps between words and
sobs.

"You wouldn't watch me
that night, Jerry. Watch me now."

She jerked her head up and to one side, her
lovely face reddening and twisting as her feet pawed at the ground
just out of reach. Inside the house, Moore wailed as he watched Amy
Marten's last dance.

I've seen a lot of men
hanged, before and since, but never anything like that. It's
usually over in a few seconds, or at most a couple of minutes. This
seemed to last for hours. I couldn't tear my eyes away, not even
when I heard Brother Micah retching beside me, not even when the
rancid stench of his last meal hit my nostrils. There was nothing
in the world as far as I knew, except the hideous event unfolding
before me.

She was still struggling when we heard one
last shot from inside the house. Guess he hadn't been out of
bullets after all. The writhing body before us grew still and Amy
Marten slowly settled to the ground. She turned those well-deep
eyes on us as we stood from behind the trough. Tears gleamed like
little lightning bugs as they coursed down her cheeks.

Brother Micah stepped over
to her. "Your work on this Earth is done, my child. You can go to
your rest now."

Brave man, I thought. She ignored him and
walked up onto the porch, then through the doorway. We followed,
although every part of my body wanted to run the other way. I stood
in the opening as she looked down at the sprawled figure on the
floor and the splash of blood and brains decorating the hearth.

"I wanted him to go like
the others," she said in that same cold, otherworldly voice.
"Hanged from the same tree I died on. I drove the others to their
deaths, but Jerry wouldn't be driven." She glanced at us. "Your
being here changed that, gave him time to think of another way
out."

"Perhaps, Miss Marten,"
Brother Micah had his Bible out. "Please, let me say a prayer for
you, to speed you on your way to the next world. I only wish I
could do more."

"You can, Brother Micah.
My body lies under Coonhead Rock. I'll be wanting a decent,
Christian burial."

"Of course, my child. And
then, you'll be well rid of this world."

She shook her head, the
black hair flying around like a cloud of coal dust. "I'm not
interested in passing on to my just reward. I died too young. I've
barely tasted of this world. It's too soon. It's not
fair."

"It's the will of God, my
child. You have to go."

She rounded on him and he
staggered back out onto the porch. "Never! There's too much left
undone, too many places unseen, too many lovers unloved. I'll stalk
this world your God made until I'm satisfied I've wrung every
experience out of it I can find." And in a whirl of light, she was
gone.

We found her body under Coonhead Rock, in a
small cave dug into the side of the creek. Amy Marten was buried in
the little cemetery in Hogan Wells, Texas. As far as I know, she
lies there to this day.

I was sure Mrs. Rand would
throw a conniption when we told her what happened, but she took it
well. "Almost wish I'd been there," she said as she paid me a $500
bonus. "Never seen a real ghost before. Thought I did, once, but it
was just shadows cast by moonbeams passing through a stand of cedar
trees."

The old lady really was made of tough
material. I never heard a sob from her until we'd cleared the front
porch.

Brother Micah and I never did have that long
talk. After what we’d seen, I reckon we both figured enough had
been said. A few years later, I heard he took the dysentery and
died in El Paso.

I thought a lot about the Rand case in the
years since. It had a profound effect on my career, you might say.
Steered me into sort of specializing in strange cases no other sane
man would touch. I traveled throughout the world in my chosen
profession, and had some successes, and some failures, but no case
ever stuck with me the way that one has.

Every now and again, I'd
be walking down a busy street in Paris or San Francisco or London,
and far ahead in the middle of a crowd I'd spot a halo of rich,
night-black hair crowning a perfect female form. I wondered, as I
watched that form recede in the distance, that were I to catch her
up and rip aside the high collar I knew she'd be wearing, just what
I'd have find there. The long ago scar of a hanging, maybe? Or the
smooth skin of someone I've never seen before?

I always walked away, curiosity unsatisfied.
No sense starting a riot over a dimly-recalled memory. Amy Marten
made her choice, and I wish her well. I hope she enjoys her
extended time on this Earth. I think, given what she went through
in 1881, maybe she's earned it. Besides, no one ever hired me to do
anything about it. No sense working for free.

 


The End


 


 


 


THE PHOENIX

 


 


The 1893 World Columbian
Exposition has fascinated me since I read about it in
The Education of Henry Adams when I was earning my Bachelor's Degree in History at the
University of Tennessee. Some years later, I received the fair's
souvenir guidebook as a Christmas present, and more recently I
enjoyed Erik Larson's Devil in the White
City. The fair marked the end of the
frontier phase of American history and ushered in a great deal of
the modern age of what became known as the American Century. With
the Great Fire only two decades in the past, the horrors of
America's first serial killer occurring concurrently and the long,
violent history yet to come, Chicago in the Gilded Age seemed an
ideal spot for one of Hack's special cases.

In one respect, 'The
Phoenix' is closer to the more typical mystery style of the period
in which it is set. Hack opens the yarn with a reference to his
previous case, as Dr. Watson was often in the habit of doing in the
Sherlock Holmes stories. The brief recounting of his prior
adventure is my nod to such Holmsian untold tales as the giant rat
of Sumatra, for which the world was not prepared at the time.
Perhaps, it will someday be ready to hear of how Hack finally
solved the greatest mystery of all, the true identity of Jack the
Ripper. Notice that Hack does not claim that Maybrick was the
Ripper, only that his activities were related somehow both to that
case, and to the cause célèbre that surrounded his own
untimely end.

A shorter version of "The
Phoenix" was originally published The
Ghostbreakers: Sinister Sleuths, also
edited by G.W. Thomas.

 


* * *

 


I was on my way home from London with my
tail tucked so far between my legs it made my voice squeak.

That's not altogether true. My trip hadn't
been a complete bust. My exertions saved Florie Maybrick from
hanging for the murder of her husband, but Scotland Yard's
gratitude didn't extend far enough to keep her from serving a life
sentence in an English calaboose. Likely they weren't sure they
believed what the late Annie Chapman told me about the late James
Maybrick's activities in Whitechapel a few years before, but at
least they gave enough credence to the tale that my client would
remain alive. I reckon that's something.

The train headed for Sacramento stopped at
Chicago, so I thought I'd lift my spirits a mite by taking in the
World Columbian Exposition. I changed trains at the central station
and soon found myself deposited before the fairgrounds. It was an
impressive sight, that 1893 World's Fair. The art and music and
food and commercial goods of the world were gathered in that one
place, and all a body had to do to journey to a new land was walk
down the boulevard to the next exhibition hall.

The whole thing was erected on landfill from
the debris of the Great Chicago Fire of twenty-two years before. It
was sobering to consider that underneath one's boots lay the ashes
of lives lost and ruined by an act as mundane as a cow kicking over
a lantern.

I was ruminating on just that subject when I
found myself before the Illinois Building. I wondered if there was
an exhibit within relating to the fire, although I doubted so
unpleasant a topic would find much favor in those latter days. The
good people of Chicago had done a fine job rebuilding it, and I
felt sure no one wanted to dredge up that particular civic
nightmare during so festive an occasion.

Still, my curiosity was piqued, so I ambled
in the direction of the domed Cathedral of Illinois Commerce to see
just how much the event impinged upon the current thinking of the
citizenry. I gave in to a benign sense of impending disappointment
and passed through the doors.

It was a vast building, the largest of the
state exhibit halls. The guidebook said it cost all of a quarter
million dollars, which was still a powerful lot of cash in those
days. For most folks, I reckon it always will be. There was plenty
to see, but I searched in vain for some time after that which had
turned the toes of my boots towards the great building. I asked if
there wasn't some memorial or the like to the victims of the Great
Fire. An employee sniffed and looked me up and down as if I were a
particularly loathsome flying insect taking a sunbath upon his
Delmonico steak before shaking his pomade-encrusted head.

I thanked him with more graciousness than I
felt and wandered off. There was plenty to see without dwelling on
that ancient tragedy, so I forgot about it. Until, that is, an
arthritic hand twitched at my sleeve.

I turned and stared down
at a bent old codger. He had about as much hair on his head as I
have on my left wrist, and one of the splotchy lids drooped down
over a clouded eye. I asked him his business and he said, "You were
interested in the Great Fire?"

"Maybe so,
Old-timer."

He laughed, showing teeth
that could have used some attention. "There's nothing to see here,
not about that. If you'd like to look at my collection, I'd be
honored to show it to you."

"Whereabouts? Here on the
fairgrounds?"

"No." He waved back
towards Michigan Avenue. "My home is a few blocks away. I've been
working on a sort of museum of artifacts from the fire. Not many
people here care to see it, but if you're truly
interested...?"

I allowed as how I might
be. He led me outside and pointed to a reasonably nice carriage.
Not exactly new, but not as shabby as its owner. "Thomas," he said
to the driver, "We'll be going home now."

The driver gave me the
eye. "You gonna show him the clock, Mr. Sebastien?"

The old man looked at me.
"Yes, I thought I might. Would you care to see my clock,
Mr...?"

"Norris. Hack Norris. That
would be fine, sir." I hadn't any idea what went on, but they'd got
my curiosity stirred wide awake.

"Well, then," Sebastien
said as he climbed in. "I suppose we should get going, then." He
smiled. "This is going to be a real treat, Mr. Norris. For both of
us."

"I’m sure it will be,
sir." I settled back against the padded seat, Sebastien opposite
me. Thomas cracked the whip and the carriage lurched out into the
street.

We made our way through
the crowds, across Michigan Avenue and a few blocks west. "Are you
staying long in Chicago, Mr. Norris?" he asked.

"No, sir," I replied.
"Just stopped off on my way home to see the fair."

"A pity. We've really
built ourselves a wonderful city out of those ashes. You should
take some time to look around."

"Wish I could, Mr.
Sebastien. I've got business to tend to out west, so I don't reckon
I'll be able to."

"Pity. What sort of
business are you in?"

"I’m a sort of
detective."

"A sort of detective? What
sort would that be, Mr. Norris?"

I smiled. It was tempting
to tell him the type of cases I specialized in, but I didn’t want
to frighten him off until I could get a gander at whatever it was
he had to show. "Let’s just say, I tend to look at rather peculiar
situations. Ones that require a bit of creative
thinking."

"That’s rather vague, Mr.
Norris. However, I do understand that there are some things that
are difficult to explain. Oh, yes, I certainly do understand
that.

"Ah, here we are. Welcome
to my home, Mr. Norris." The carriage pulled up in front of one of
those new row houses the Chicagoans put up after the fire. Right
gaudy, I thought, all covered in bric-a-brac, carved wood and
chiseled stone. I didn't much cotton to it. I prefer square windows
and flat fronts to all those frills and arches. More European than
American, I've always thought, but if that's what folks in Chicago
like, who am I to bellyache about it? I don't have to live in
it.

We went inside. A butler took my hat and
stick. The old man led me into the parlor and offered me some
brandy, to which I do cotton. We enjoyed a glass while he told me
about his collection.

"Everything I want to show
you came straight out of the debris left behind by the fire. It's
quite amazing what will survive even so horrible a conflagration as
we experienced then."

I nodded as I wrapped my
windpipe around the brandy. "I once saw a prairie fire take out an
entire town, and leave an outhouse standing behind what used to be
a livery stable."

"Exactly, Mr. Norris.
Exactly. In the months after the Great Chicago Fire, I and my
friends and servants combed through the rubble before it was pushed
out into Lake Michigan. It made me feel like Schliemann at Ilium."
He paused and gave me a look that made me think he thought he'd
just lost me.

I set him right. "You
mean, Troy. All that stuff that German dug up in the Ottoman Empire
back about the time of the fire." I didn’t mention that I’d met
Schliemann not long before he passed on a few years before. I spent
a goodly time in a German hospital, healing up from the wounds that
particular adventure brought me.

He bobbed his head. "Yes,
yes. Just the year before. Schliemann excavated burned and pillaged
Troy, and I excavated burned and unpillaged Chicago." He chuckled
and stepped back out into the foyer. "Come, my collection is down
here." He headed into the rear of the house. "I used to keep it in
the front room up there, but I have a friend who seems to have
taken a dislike to my little treasure trove."

"Why's that?" I asked as
he ushered me into a small room across from the kitchen.

"You shall see in just a
moment. Well, here it is, Mr. Norris. The remnants of
catastrophe."

It was the sorriest collection of junk I’d
ever seen. There were singed books, singed bricks, singed clothes.
Everything was edged in charcoal and ash, including the grandfather
clock leaning against the far wall. I hoped when I was his age I
had more than this to show for a life’s work.

The clock was leaning because the whole
right side was burned away to about a third of the way up its
height. The glass was busted out from the windows over the pendulum
and face, with little black shards around the rims. The face was
curled and streaked with soot where the hands used to be. The
weights were missing. The pendulum stood atilt in the bottom of the
clock’s waist, a suspicious-looking dent on one side. A large bird,
an eagle, was carved into the scorched wood over the dial, its
wings stretched out along the top of the frame.

Sebastien chuckled.
"Amazing, isn’t it? See how well it survived the fire? Isn’t it
magnificent?"

"Uh-huh." It must have
been a mighty nice clock before Mrs. O’Leary’s cow ruined it and
damn near everything else in town, but it wasn’t anything anymore
but the dregs of a disaster.

Sebastien pointed at the
wooden eagle. "I like to think of that as a phoenix, rather than an
eagle. More appropriate than what the maker originally intended,
don’t you think?"

"I reckon so."

"You’d think it was long
past ever tolling the hour again, wouldn’t you?"

"You ask that like you
were thinking of telling me I’d be wrong to think that."

He laughed. "You are a
very perceptive young man, Mr. Norris. Yes, you would be wrong."
His voice sunk low and he jabbed at my watch pocket with a gnarly
finger. "That is what upsets my friend so."

"You don’t say. That's why
you've got it tucked away back here where he won’t have to look at
it."

"Exactly."

"How do you mean, upset?
What sets him off?"

The eyelid over the
cataract drooped even lower. "I suspect," he almost whispered,
"that it’s the fact that it only chimes the hour in his
presence."

I’m afraid he was a little
disappointed when I appeared to be neither shocked nor skeptical.
I’d heard stranger things in over a dozen years in my chosen
profession. "Do you know who it belonged to?"

"I’m afraid not. The
entire block where I found it was so obliterated by the fire that
it was impossible to discern from which house it came."

"Sad. Who’s this party who
makes the chimes go off?"

"Lawrence Gooding. A
highly respected attorney here in town. He lost his own house in
the fire, as well as his wife. Fortunately, he was away from home
when the flames consumed it."

"And her," I
added.

"Quite so. And her. Poor
woman."

I got to thinking about
what I would do were I in Gooding’s position. "Tell me, Mr.
Sebastien. Has this Mr. Gooding ever offered to buy the clock from
you?"

The droopy lid almost
uncovered the white eyeball. "Why, yes. He has on many occasions
asked how much I would take to let him carry it away and smash it.
However did you know that?"

"A hunch." I hitched up my
lower pants legs and squatted in front of the thing. I pulled my
Colt and shoved the pendulum over with the gun's barrel. As bad as
the right side was damaged, the left was almost intact, especially
the back. The only scar was a round hole in the thick wood. I stuck
the end of my little finger in it until I ran into something cold
and hard.

"Have you found something,
Mr. Norris?"

"Could be, Mr. Sebastien.
Very well could be. It looks to me like somebody used this poor old
clock for target practice."

"I can't imagine why. I'm
sure it was quite an expensive piece. Why treat something so
valuable in such a cavalier fashion?"

"I'd like to know the
answer to that question myself." I stirred the ash on the bottom
with the gun. Metal clicked against the steel. I dug out a piece of
bent brass, maybe three inches wide and two tall. I wiped the soot
away and tried to read the still legend upon it. I put it in a
pocket to examine later and pulled out my penknife. "You think Mr.
Gooding could join us this evening?" I asked.

"I believe so. We have a
telephone, as does he. I could call and arrange for him to visit.
But, why? And what about your train?"

"There’ll be later
trains," I said. I set to digging about in the hole I found. "I
expect Sacramento will still be right where I left it, regardless
of when I get home. If it’s okay by you, Mr. Sebastien, I’d like to
try my hand at working your telephone. There's a local businessman
I'd like to have a word or two with."

 


* * *

 


Gooding sat back and blew
out cigar smoke. "How do you like what we’ve done with the old
town, Mr. Norris?"

"Mighty impressive, Mr.
Gooding. It’s hard to realize that it was burned to the ground
twenty years ago."

"Yes, it is." He stared
through the smoke like he was recalling a bad dream. "Very hard to
realize."

"Mr. Sebastien showed me
his collection earlier," I said.

"Somewhat less impressive,
I think."

I shrugged and sipped at
my brandy. "That clock sure is a piece of work, though."

He drained his glass and
scowled. "That clock is an abomination before God. I would pay a
dear price to see it reduced to splinters."

"Why in the world would
you want to do a thing like that?" I asked, all innocent
like.

Gooding gave me a look
from the side of his eyes. "It tasks me, Mr. Norris. It haunts me."
He glared at Sebastien. "You told him?"

The bald head jerked up
and down. "I’m afraid I did, Lawrence."

"I wish you hadn’t. Well,
too late now."

"Yep, I know all about how
it comes back to life whenever you’re near it," I said. "I wouldn’t
mind seeing that, if you weren’t to object, Mr.
Gooding."

I might’ve been a
rattlesnake hiding in his boot for all the warmth in his eyes as he
gawped at me. "I’ll be damned to hell before I ever set foot in the
same room as that clock."

"Why, Lawrence?" our host
asked. "Surely it’s merely a coincidence, or some perfectly
explicable scientific phenomenon."

"Maybe Mr. Gooding knew
who it belonged to," I said with ice in my words.

He went white. "How do you
mean that, sir?"

"Wonderful things,
telephones. Don’t know how men in my profession ever got along
without them. All a body need do is tell some gal to hook you up
with a party who knows what you need to find out about whatever
subject you've got on your mind, and she does just that." I slipped
the twisted bit of brass from my vest pocket. "For example, I found
this inside that clock. The maker’s name is on this little plaque.
It was originally tucked inside the body just above where the
flames reached. The heat from the fire melted the little screws
holding it in place, but it survived. It was warped a bit. I had to
hammer it more or less flat, but once I did that all I had to do to
find out its significance was to call the fellow at the factory and
give him the serial number on it. Not three minutes later, he told
who the original owner was."

"How could he tell you
that?" Gooding asked. "Surely, the fire destroyed all those
records."

"One of those miracles you
hear about now and again," I said. "He told me the flames just
seemed to pass around his building, the way a swollen river passes
around a big rock in the middle of the stream."

I nodded at Sebastien. He tugged on the bell
rope beside him. The parlor door swung open. Thomas and the butler
wheeled the ruined clock in on a hand truck. I slipped my watch out
and consulted the dial.

"If what Mr. Sebastien
says is so, that thing ought to start chiming about
now."

It did. Six deep bongs gave us the hour,
despite the lack of hands or pendulum or intact workings.

"Yep." I closed the watch
and tucked it back into the pocket. "Keeps good time to be in such
awful condition."

Gooding sat with his hands
over his face. Sebastien looked around with his one good eye. "I
don’t understand this."

"According to the fellow
at the clock factory, Mr. Gooding’s wife bought it a couple months
before the fire. It was delivered to the home of a gentleman named
Oskar Markheim. Does that name ring a bell, Mr.
Gooding?"

He didn’t answer. The clock did. It chimed
one more time, louder than before.

Somehow, I wasn’t that
surprised. "Didn’t you used to have a partner name of Oskar
Markheim, Mr. Gooding?"

No response from Gooding. The clock chimed
again.

"Now, the next question I
have is this. Why would your wife buy such an expensive present for
your partner?"

Gooding said nothing, but the clock rang
twice more.

"I reckon I’m on the right
trail then. You stop me anytime I veer off track, sir. Let’s us
say, just for the sake of argument, that Mr. Gooding here found out
what his wife did. Let’s say that he further thought she and his
partner were a mite too friendly."

Gooding melted into the velvet backing of
his chair as the clock tolled over and over again.

I stood, one hand on the pistol in my coat
pocket, just in case he still had the gun that left the hole in the
back of the clock case. Sebastien’s good eye stared in horror at
his shattered friend.

"And let’s us say that Mr.
Gooding went to Markheim’s house the night of the fire, maybe even
after it had started. Let’s say he found Mrs. Gooding there. Let’s
say he did something a little impulsive, like murder. He knew the
fire was coming and there’d be no way his crime would ever be
discovered."

The clock dinged and donged so loud and fast
it was hard to make my words heard. I took one last item from a
pocket and held it before Gooding’s face. He didn’t pull his hands
away to look at it.

"I dug this bullet from
the back panel of the clock. Looks like it was one of your shots
that knocked the pendulum loose."

Sebastien crept up close
to Gooding’s chair. "Lawrence?"

Gooding nodded behind his
hands. "Yes, it’s all true. I was working late. I left the office
when it became clear that the fire was out of control. I was
planning on going home to get Mary and take her to safety. I
stopped by Oskar’s house on the way to warn him. I found them
there. They were preparing to leave together. Not just to get away
from the fire, though. They were running away from me."

"Do you normally carry a
gun with you when you visit friends, Mr. Gooding?" I
asked.

He shook his head. "It was
Oskar’s. I took it from his desk. I’ve never even fired a gun,
except that once."

"Not just once, Mr.
Gooding. Three times at least, I’d say. Once at Markheim, once at
your wife, once into the clock. Or did it take more than
that?"

Nothing from Gooding, just more cacophony
from that damned clock. It was getting on my nerves. Haunted
objects will do that sometimes, even when they’re helping a body
catch a killer. That's one of the hazards of my trade.

I took my hand off my own
gun. "What did you do with the gun?"

"I threw it into the
Chicago River, then left town until the fire was out."

Sebastien glanced up at
me. "I believe I comprehend what type of cases you deal with in
your practice, Mr. Norris. A very interesting specialty,
indeed."

"I have found it to be a
stimulating career, Mr. Sebastien." I looked back at the cringing
murderer. "Now that we have the truth, Mr. Gooding, I reckon I’ll
make one more telephone call. Unless you have anything to
add?"

He didn’t. Slowly the fingers fell away from
his eyes as he glared at the clock, which kept up its din right up
until the Chicago police took him off to jail half an hour
later.

 


 


The End


 


 


 


THE PEARL-HANDLED TOMBSTONE

 


 


As one thinks about and
writes about a character, he reveals to the author bits and pieces
of his biography. There was no particular reason to set this tale
in 1898, except that I knew by the time I sat down to write it that
Hack served in the Spanish-American War. The fourth tale written
about him (but third, chronologically) was as good a place as any
to move him along towards that portion of his life story. Beyond
that, apart from the supernatural element, it is as typical a
western tale as was 'Hard Justice', and therefore closer to the
conventions of that genre than either of the other two Norris
stories presented in the present volume. My intention was that it
would sit firmly in a western saddle as it rode through realms of
fantasy and horror.

"The Pearl-Handled
Tombstone" is published here for the first time.

 


* * *

 


I was bringing Jeke Perling in to the
federal marshal in Reno when the U.S.S. Maine blew up in Havana
Harbor. Jeke wasn't a bad sort, but he'd had some awful luck with
the suckers lined up to buy pieces of his silver mine. Two ended up
dead, half eaten by some varmint nobody including me could figure
out how to describe in anything as clumsy as words on a page,
except to say it wasn't like any animal made by God or known to
man. I knew from being in on the finale of the disaster that Jeke
did try to save his investors, and even lost a chunk of his left
arm to the thing, but he oughtn't to have had those greenhorns out
there on such a fool's errand to begin with. Jeke's mine played out
years before Buffalo Bill saddled his first Pony Express mount, and
the law frowns on separating fools from their money under those
conditions. Salting mines is bad enough, never mind getting
tenderfoots devoured by critters not yet discovered and catalogued
by legitimate scientific minds.

Once Jeke was safe in the Reno jail, I
turned one of his uneaten marks over to the spinster who hired me
to rescue her gullible nephew, and accepted my fee. I had plenty of
time for a steak and some contemplation about my future, both of
which luxuries I indulged in at a local café. I was a free agent
for the first time in seventeen years, with all that implied, and
there were decisions to make.

My boss, Hiram Landers, was less than a week
in his grave. I was without regular employment for the first time
in my adult life. I had made something of a name for myself as a
detective whose specialty was what you might call unusual types of
cases, but it was Hiram who always dug up the clients for me.
That’s what he was good at. I didn’t have the first idea of how to
go about that. He put me on to Miss Arabella Grabibble practically
from his deathbed. Now that her kinfolk had been rescued from his
own folly, prospects did not exactly loom large on my horizon.

I finished the steak without coming to any
firm decision about what to do next. Lucky for me, the telegraph
wires all over the country hummed with news from Cuba, which
reached me at the café while I was loitering over my coffee. Elmott
Drundle came tearing in with single sheets still wet from his
presses, charging the patrons a whole penny apiece for the latest
on the atrocity and hollering about how the damned Spaniards were
going to get their beards trimmed to their eyebrows for blowing up
one of Uncle Sam’s battleships as soon as Uncle Sam got around to
declaring war. Furthermore, this special edition was the last one
for a while, as he was going to melt down his lead type for
bullets, close his newspaper and take care of the job on his
own.

Being as how I was at loose odds myself, I
decided I might as well offer my services to the Army for the
duration, if there turned out to be one. The nearest recruiting
station was in Carson City, so right after lunch I climbed up onto
Gunpowder’s back and pointed his nose south. I figured on reaching
the state capital in a couple of days, or maybe a little more. I
didn't reckon on getting sidetracked by one last detecting job, in
a dusty parcel of nowhere called Glimmer.

To this day I couldn’t tell you how to get
there. I’ve tried to locate it again every time I’ve found myself
in that part of Nevada, but it was like the town was eat up by
desert right after I shook its dust off my heels. I rode into it in
a freak sandstorm, and left it the same way. Maybe it only exists
in between dust devils, sort of like that place the Scotch call
Brigadoon.

Gunpowder and I rode into that sudden
windstorm right after breakfast the second day on the trail. We
were both occupied with coughing grit out of our craws when we
wandered into Glimmer. The air had cleared enough by then we could
make out the workmen arguing over the half-built gallows in the
town square. I’ve seen more than my share of men hanged, not to
mention a handful of women and even a couple of animals. I never
developed the keen appreciation of a well done execution that some
folks seem to be born with, so I steered a wide path around the
gibbet and pulled up in front of what looked like it might be a
saloon. I had Gunpowder’s lead looped over the hitching rail and
one boot on the plank step when something one of the men behind me
said froze me.

"What’s the point of
hanging a man who’s too dead to appreciate it? He’ll only come back
again, anyhow."

I didn’t need seventeen years worth of
experience as a detective to figure out there was a puzzle back of
that statement, one that might just play to my own peculiar
strengths. No reason to turn down a prospective client just because
I was on my way to join the Army. Congress hadn't even declared war
yet, anyhow, so there didn't seem to be much of a rush. I spun
around and moseyed over to the construction site.

"Excuse me," I said to the
most recent speaker. "What you just said was one of the strangest
things I’ve heard this year. Just who is it you were referring
to?"

"Velvet Joe DeLacey," he
replied. "Who wants to know?"

I tipped my hat, real
polite like my Mama taught me to be. "Hack Norris, lately of
Sacramento, now on my way to Cuba to shoot me some Spaniards. So,
this is where Velvet Joe’s been hiding for the last ten
years."

"Yep, he’s been a resident
of Glimmer just about that long. Ever since the Palomino Kid put
three bullets into his heart back in 1888."

"From behind," one of the
other men said. "Palomino was the last man we hanged here, until
now."

"Until forever, maybe,
unless we can come to some agreement about whether or not it makes
sense to hold a necktie party for a corpse."

"I don’t suppose you gents
are having a josh at my expense," I said.

"Nope, not at all." The
leader of the do-not-bother-to-build faction pointed down the
town’s one street, past the church and up a hill to the small
cemetery. "Velvet Joe swore as he lay dying right about where I
stand now that no piss-ant town’s Boot Hill could hold the likes of
him, and gol-dangit if he wasn’t right."

"Even though I made him
the finest tombstone in these parts," one of the
pro-constructionists said. "You must forgive our terrible manners,
Mr. Norris. I am Timson Greel, town physician, coroner and
undertaker. This gentleman," he indicated the man whose remark drew
me into the conversation, "is our mayor, Martel O’Phelan." The man
standing next to Greel was Purlie Broom, the town marshal. He
pronounced a few more names, some of which stuck, some of which
didn’t. I shook hands around.

"So, Mr. Norris," Greel
said. "What is it you do out there in Sacramento, when you aren’t
on your way to slaughter the Spanish?"

"I’m a detective, Mr.
Greel. And, no, I am not with the Pinkertons. I’m my own man, and
your situation here interests me. Professionally."

"Not much of a mystery
here, Mr. Norris," Broom said. "We know who done it. Velvet Joe
shot Homer Taplin as sure as we’re standing here."

"But where did he get the
bullets, Purlie?" O’Phelan asked. "After ten years of gunfights
without a single casualty among the living, how did Velvet Joe come
into loaded guns?"

I held up both hands.
"Gentlemen, I have to admit to being thoroughly bamboozled by your
dilemma. May we please begin at the start?"

"Maybe we’d best show
you," O’Phelan said.

"Yes, Mart." Greel smiled
and nodded. "You take Mr. Norris up to Boot Hill. Show him that
special tombstone I made for Velvet Joe and tell him all about his
nightly visits. We’ll just finish this little job while you’re up
there."

The mayor sighed and waved
me to follow. "Might’s well argue with a stump post as with you,
Tim. Come on, Mr. Norris. I’ll show you what’s been putting Glimmer
on the map this last decade."

I wasn’t sure what map he had in mind, since
I’d never even heard of Glimmer, Nevada, before that day. My
curiosity was aroused, though, not to mention my hunger for one
last paying case, so I trailed along. After all, this wasn’t the
first spectral gunfighter I’d dealt with in my career.
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