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Bullets & Brimstone
The day couldn’t have been worse. It was bright and sunny,
which was going to ruin everything. How do you get the proper noir
atmosphere to impress clients and publishers without bad weather
and mood lighting?
As luck would have it, and Lady Luck is one dame who gets her
way pretty much all the time, I was good at improvisation. True there
was that one time where things went horribly wrong at the Comedy
Bungalow in Backwoods, Alabama, but it was an honest mistake on
my part. I thought they said act out a scene pretending about them
being inbred, when what they really said was do it with them in a
truck bed. Who knew that the guy who ran the town – as mayor,
judge, and police chief – and his wife were really brother and sister?
And their last name actually was Inbred? I’d been booed off the stage
before, but never lead away in handcuffs,
I made tracks. That was what Inbred actually sentenced me to.
Apparently one section of the railroad in their town had been washed
away by a flood. It was not an easy task, I’ll tell you. Although it beat
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any other workout program I’ve ever been on. When I finished,
Inbred wasn’t too happy. Turns out that there were two lines in the
town, not one like I figured. And it seems I mixed up them. One was
used by the town for train tourism and wholesome family rides,
probably so some of Inbred’s family could get to know their future
spouses. The other line was from their days as a railroad town and
led to the red light district. Luckily by the time he found out, I had
run out of town on a rail. Literally. I rigged up something using some
wooden ties, old train wheels and a chainsaw. Good thing too as
Inbred had just started forming a lynch mob. Apparently, it didn’t do
over well when a dozen church groups and the state convention of
Big Cousins/ Little Cousins ended up at Wild Tracey ’s Brothel and
All You Can Eat BBQ Buffet. I think they over reacted. The food was
great and the kids had a great time playing in the jungle room. They
thought the ladies in the costumes were part of a theme park. In fact
I suggested to Wild Tracey the idea of opening a kid themed play
center in the building she owned next door. She did and it’s made
her a fortune. It provides the kids with games, rides and tickets they
can trade in for prizes. As an added bonus, they provide kidsitting so
the guardians get to slip off for a little R&R of their own.
Now it seems there is a small bounty on my head should I ever
return to Backwoods. In addition to the Wild Tracey ’s incident,
Mayor Inbred took great offense to my dating his other sister while
incarcerated. Not exactly my fault. She was the jail guard and he was
the one who wrote the policy on guards strip searching prisoners.
Apparently he used the rule on all the female prisoners, but passed
on me. Although it was his sister’s call to do it everyday after my
work detail.
It seems my guard and his wife were identical twins and the
second twin was his mistress. He was especially upset that the two of
them comforted me in my cell one night together. Seems they never
would with him – they felt it was too freaky with him being their
brother and all. And he never would have found out about it if they
both hadn’t accidentally called out my name instead of his at an
extremely inopportune time about two days after I got out of town. I’d
like to say it was in the throes of passion, but they both apparently
sighed my name while cleaning out my cell and started a fight over
who got to keep one of my orange jumpsuits.
On the plus side, the song “I’ve Been Working on the Railroad”
brings back some interesting memories and I have a huge line of
credit at Wild Tracey’s and a percentage of future franchises. Of
course, that happened back was I was a bachelor. These days as a
married man, I’d have to stick to using the credit on the food court.
Neal “DQ” Levin knew none of this when he walked in, trying not
to look nervous and only succeeding somewhat. It always bodes well
when they’re nervous. They’re more willing to negotiate. For some
reason, Levin always seemed nervous when he came to see me. And
no, the DQ wasn’t because he was a huge blizzard junkie, at least
not as far as I knew. The thought did make me look at his eyes and
check his fingernails for cookie or candy tracks. He was clean. He got
the moniker DQ because he was the publisher of Dark Quest Books.
“Why is it always so dark in here?” Levin asked. It was because I
cared enough to take the time to find enough paper and masking
tape to block up all the windows for that noir lighting. I smiled and
flicked on a single light over my desk to complete the effect. I
managed to find a gray bulb to put in it, which I hoped gave the
office the glow of an old black and white film. “And some idiot rigged
up a hose to spray outside the door,” he added, wiping the water
from his face and hair. It may not have been a dark and stormy
night, but not for lack of trying on my part.
I admit I took umbrage at the idiot comment, but Levin didn’t
notice. Probably had so much umbrage he’d never miss it. It took a
lot of effort to break into the upstairs office and rig a garden hose to
work off the connection in their sink. It was even harder than
breaking in here again. Borrowing this PI office was easy. I had made
a copy of the keys last time around. The hard part was making sure
the office would be empty.
Levin stepped further inside, glancing nervously at the floor. It
wasn’t so much the floor itself as the outline of a body on it.
“What the heck is that?”
“All that remains of a guy who made the wrong decision,” I said.
Okay, I had arranged for a guy to lay there pretending he was dead
with some makeup to enhance the effect. I kind of won him in a card
game. He didn’t want to pay me the twenty bucks he owed me, so I
gave him another option. Unfortunately after about ten minutes he
got bored and left. Said he’d be back with my twenty bucks. I wasn’t
holding my breath.
“It’s leftover from my last case.” Yeah, the case of the
disappearing poker welcher fake corpse guy.
Levin glanced at me like he’d seen a ghost. Or was worried about
something more than books, like maybe he was just realizing he was
alone in a dark office with a guy in a fedora who may have been a few
bullets short of a full clip.
“When did you actually get a PI license?”
“It’s been a while,” I said. Of course, he asked the wrong
question. Questions are important in this business. The right
question would have been what small Caribbean country gave me a
license for $29.95 and a promise to vacation there sometime in the
next ten years.
Levin stared at the outline. “Is that blood?”
There was a red stain that to the untrained eye did indeed
resemble blood. But my eyes were trained – they could roll and play
dead. They also saw what had made the stain so I knew it was
strawberry syrup from the sundae my corpse guy had been eating
and spilled while he was waiting.
“I’m not really comfortable talking about active investigations,” I
bluffed. “When you called, you said you wanted to talk. I’m
listening.”
Levin stepped around the stain and moved toward the desk. He
had a big grin as his hand reached inside his coat pocket. “It’s a hit.”
I dropped behind my desk. I may have whimpered a bit, but
think I hid it well. Levin laughed until he saw the gun I had pointed
between his elbows.
“A hit? Who hired you? Inbred?” It had been a long time, but
some things a guy just doesn’t forget. Like maybe when I made my
break from Inbred’s jail while he was asleep from the bottle of Nyquil
I poured in his coffee, I might have accidentally shaved his head and
drew a handlebar moustache and a monocle in permanent marker
on his face. I won’t even mention what I wrote on the rest of his
body, but even the crowd at the Comedy Bungalow would have found
it hilarious. And waking up in that pink tutu lingerie in the middle of
the town square couldn’t have helped his mood much.
Levin reached for the sky, a piece of paper now sticking to his
soggy sleeves.
“No, Mystic Investigators is a hit. These are the book numbers.
The critics love it, sales are soaring, and somehow the book is part of
the props department at the television show CSI. I still don’t know
how you managed that.”
I smiled. I wasn’t exactly sure either, but that happens a lot with
me and it’s not the sort of thing I admitted out loud. When the
number one show on TV told me they wanted to use my Murphy’s
Lore series and the first Mystic Investigator book, I wasn’t going to
say no. The fact that they have a running request for any new books
is very cool too. I watch every week to see where they’ll pop up.
“I want more books.”
“You’re the publisher. You have more copies than I do.” I said,
pointing out the obvious.
“No, I want more books in the series. I’d also appreciate you to
pointing that thing somewhere else.”
I obliged, putting the gun back in my trenchcoat pocket. Not that
Levin had anything to worry about. It wasn’t so much a gun as a
lighter in the shape of a gun. I had been looking for the kind that a
flag popped out with the word bang on it when you pulled the trigger.
Sadly the novelty store was out so I had to make do with the
extremely mini flamethrower.
“I want to hire you to do more books in the series.”
“I’m a busy man,” I said, trying to regain some dignity as I
climbed off the floor and back into my chair. Might have worked too
if the chair hadn’t rolled back, landing my keister back on the
floorboards. I leaned back as if I had planned the whole thing and
made like the floor was comfortable. Levin didn’t look like he was
buying it.
“I’m willing to pay.”
Those were the magic words to get any author’s attention. I was
back in the chair with my feet on the desk before Levin could change
his mind. “I have partners now. You hire me, you hire them.”
“Partners?” I nodded. “Let’s take it one at a time. Who’s the first
one?”
“John L. French.”
Levin’s jaw dropped. “You’re working with John French? How’d
you manage that?”
I smiled. “I have my ways.” Truth is John lost a bet. He said there
was no way I could possibly know the rail schedule for Backwoods,
Alabama. I learned it the hard way – dodging trains. Inbred wasn’t
kind enough to stop them just because I was working on the tracks.
Unlike some imitation corpses, John honors his debts. That and
we’ve both been fans of each other’s work for a long time.
“He’s the real deal. John French helps catch criminals in real life
as a crime scene supervisor for Baltimore. And I love his Bianca
Jones series.”
“Then you’re in luck. The book we have in mind is Bullets &
Brimstone and it crosses over Bianca Jones with Negral, Hell’s
Detective.”
Levin practically jumped for joy. Too bad his wife’s name is Tina.
I’ve meet her. Great dame. Tough too. Levin best watch himself. If it
came down to a grudge match between the pair, my money was on
the missus.
“I like it. The only thing better would be to have both the team up
book and a Bianca Jones solo book to put out.”
“You’re in luck. John’s shopping a Bianca Jones project.”
“Excellent. So, do we have a deal on Bullets and Brimstone?”
I nodded. “Same terms?”
“No, I need to change one thing. The hula dancers feeding you
peeled M&M’s at conventions has got to come out. I’m not even sure
how that got in the contract or how I initialed that page.”
I smiled. He had been a good sport about me switching out the
pages last time, but it was his own fault for not double checking
things before signing them. Besides, my wife wasn’t happy about
that part either. I’m not sure which of them got the bright idea after
the first few cons to make the dancers male. Pretty smart on their
part. I foolishly didn’t specify female, but I fixed them. I still made
the guys feed me the chocolate and dance. None of them lasted a
day. Then again, neither did any of the female dancers. Still, at least
I got to keep the chocolate.
Levin handed me the papers. “John and I will read these and get
back to you.”
I got handed a second contract. “Please give this to John. It’s my
offer on the Bianca Jones book. I’ll put it out right after Bullets &
Brimstone.”
Just then, my imitation corpse walked back in. Guy hadn’t
bothered to wipe off the make up. He came up to the desk, grunted
at Levin and threw a twenty at me. He paused at the strawberry
syrup stain, stuck his finger in it, then licked the digit clean and
walked out.
“Did a zombie just walk in and pay you money? And then eat
blood off the floor?”
“Yes,” I said with a straight face. “You want to hear about my
other partner?”
“Is it the zombie?”
“Nope.”
“Then tell me next time,” said Levin, as he headed out the door
shaking his head. I got out the floor cleaner. I had to be out of here
before the guy who owned this office got back. Unlike mine, his gun
shot bullets and I doubted the offer of a signed book would get me
out of that mess.
Dysclaimer
———————————.———————————
A Bianca Jones/Hell’s Detective Adventure
I was born of fire and through it I can come into the mortal
world. In ancient days, I could be summoned through a sacrificial
blaze. Still could I suppose, but nobody bothers these days. Doesn’t
stop me from flame jumping. A lot easier than spending my own
power to leave the Pit.
As I stepped from Hell into the burning house, I felt mortals
dying around me. They weren’t part of my case so I made no move to
help them. Wouldn’t have mattered if I did. I see burning souls all
the time, but this was different than damnation. The humans were
past my help. Three were already bound for the Host and the other
destined for a hotter place than this. Without even any effort other
than a glance around, I knew that the fire had been deliberately set
with no purpose other than the joy of the moment.
Time was, eons ago, the arsonist might have been one of my
worshipers and this conflagration dedicated to me, set in my honor
and kept alive to seek my favor. The heat and flames made me
pause, remembering the good old days which always made the
present that much bleaker. Nothing mortal could survive this blaze
but for me it felt soothing. There was nowhere in Hell like this, the
purity of natural burning. In the Pit there was nothing pure.
Having drawn as much strength as I could from the blaze, it was
time to go to work. So fixing the brim of my fedora and tightening the
belt of my trench coat, this former and long-forgotten god stepped
out into the street.
‡‡‡
The building was lost. So were those within. Those fighting the
fire had been called back. Their mission now was to contain the blaze
and make sure it did not spread to the surrounding buildings.
There was mourning for the ones lost inside, both by the
neighbors who knew them and by the would-be rescuers who had
had no chance to save them. Right now all anyone could do was to
watch the flames. Recovery of the remains and the investigation of
the crime would have to wait.
There was one in the crowd who watched with excitement, his
hand fondling himself through an open pocket of his loose pants. He
watched the fire dance and committed its performance to memory.
Later, he promised himself, later he would recall the dance that he
himself had begun and, once satisfied, sleep soundly.
It was he who first saw the man step from the burning house, the
man who had no reason being there, no business surviving the
inferno. He saw the man for who he really was and in that instant
knew that, finally, there was a god for him. And he followed him.
‡‡‡
Police officer Tim Blake was himself watching the fire and waiting
for his tour of duty to end. He hoped his relief would not be long in
coming. He’d pulled OT three shifts running and all he wanted
tonight was to go home and be with his wife and kids. He had just
checked his watch for the third time in ten minutes when there came
the sound of a building coming down.
Looking up, Blake was amazed to see a man walk from the
cascade of falling brick and lumber. He thought at first it was a
firefighter or detective who had gotten just a bit too close, but no, he
decided, the man had come from inside the house.
No freaking way, the logical part of his mind told him.
Way, argued that part that believed what he’d just seen. And
that’s when Blake noticed something else.
The guy looked like Bogart. No so much in the normal way. His
face was different, but it took effort to realize that. He was Bogart in
how he moved, dressed. The cut of his jib as they used to say. In
much the same way an overweight, short woman could still be an
effective Elvis impersonator, this guy aped Bogie. In fact, watching
him the tough guy bit didn’t seem like it was an act.
Amidst the flames and the water and the organized commotion
that followed the collapse Blake realized that no one else seemed to
have seen the man. Knowing it was his duty, Blake moved to
confront the stranger.
“Good evening, Officer,” the man said as Blake approached him
(Rick in Casablanca, that’s who he sounds like, the cop thought,
even as he prepared to take the guy into custody) “My name is
Negral. I’d like to talk to Detective Bianca Jones, please.”
‡‡‡
Sergeant Bianca Jones was not a happy cop. She had been thirty
minutes ago. It was close to the end of her shift, she had the
weekend off and she and her husband had made plans to spend it in
Ocean City. Then she got word from the fire scene.
Bianca knew about the arson fires that had been plaguing
Baltimore’s Southern District. Five so far, three of them resulting in
death. Besides the fact that all the fires had been carefully set, none
had any connection with the other. Special Investigations had been
called in to help.
Bianca had not expected this help to include her special
assignment for the BPD.
Some time ago, purely by accident, Bianca had become involved
with the supernatural. After that she became the Department’s
unofficial expert on all things occult and extra-normal. She had
faced – and beaten – monsters, zombies, vampires and, most
recently, Satan himself.
Her status being an open secret in the Department, she was
notified of anything spooky, scary or just plain weird. So when a man
who acted like he belonged in an old black and white movie walked
from a burning building and asked for her, the man was immediately
brought to her office. She stopped only to make a quick phone call.
“Of the cities in all the world,” Bianca thought when her visitor
was described to her, “why did he have to come into mine?” Aloud
she said, “Send him in.”
‡‡‡
While cooling my heels outside her office, I had a growing
curiosity about a dame who could not only scare my boss, but kick
his ass three times running. When I was finally admitted whatever
image I had conjured flew out of my mind as I just stood and stared
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