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CHAPTER 1
I’m dead, for starters—it happens. But I’m still ambulatory, and I can still think, still be a contributing member of society (such as it is, these days). And still solve crimes.
As the detective half of Chambeaux & Deyer Investigations, I’m responsible for our caseload, despite being shot in the head a month ago. My unexpected murder caused a lot of inconvenience to me and to others, but I’m not the sort of guy to leave his partner in the lurch. The cases don’t solve themselves.
My partner, Robin Deyer, and I had built a decent business for ourselves, sharing office space, with several file cabinets full of pending cases, both legal matters and private investigations. Although catching my own killer is always on my mind, paying clients have to take priority.
Which is why I found myself sneaking into a cemetery at night while trying to elude a werewolf hit man who’d been following me since sunset—in order to retrieve a lost painting for a ghost.
Just another day at work for me.
The wrought-iron cemetery gate stood ajar with a Welcome mat on either side. These days, visiting hours are round-the-clock, and the gate needs to stay open so that newly risen undead can wander out. When the gates were locked, neighbors complained about moaning and banging sounds throughout the night, which made it difficult for them to sleep.
When I pulled, the gate glided open on well-oiled hinges. A small sign on the bars read, MAINTAINED BY FRIENDS OF THE GREENLAWN CEMETERY. There were more than a hundred ostentatious crypts to choose from, interspersed with less prominent tombstones. I wished I had purchased a guide pamphlet ahead of time, but the gift shop was open only on weekends. I had to find the Ricketts crypt on my own—before the werewolf hit man caught up with me.
The world’s a crazy place since the Big Uneasy, the event that changed all the rules and allowed a flood of baffled unnaturals to return—zombies, vampires, werewolves, ghouls, succubi, and the usual associated creatures. In the subsequent ten years, the Unnatural Quarter had settled into a community of sorts—one that offered more work than I could handle.
Now the quarter moon rode high in the sky, giving me enough light to see the rest of the cemetery. The unnatural thug, hired by the heirs of Alvin Ricketts, wasn’t one of the monthly full-moon-only lycanthropes: He was a full-time hairy, surly beast, regardless of the time of month. Those are usually the meanest ones.
I moved from one crypt to the next, scrutinizing the blocky stone letters. The place was quiet, spooky . . . part of the ambience. You might think a zombie—even a well-preserved one like myself—would feel perfectly at ease in a graveyard. After all, what do I have to be afraid of? Well, I can still get mangled, for one thing. My body doesn’t heal the way it used to, and we’ve all seen those smelly decomposing shamblers who refuse to take care of themselves, giving zombies everywhere a bad name. And werewolves are experts at mangling.
I wanted to avoid that, if possible.
Even undead, I remain as handsome as ever, with the exception of the holes left by the bullet—the largish exit wound on my forehead and the neat round one at the back of my head, where some bastard came up from behind, pressed the barrel of a .32 caliber pistol against my skull, and popped me before I got a good look at him. Fortunately, a low-slouched fedora covers the big hole. For the most part . . .
In the broader sense, the world hasn’t changed much since the Big Uneasy. Most people go about their daily lives, having families, working jobs. But though a decade has passed, the law—not to mention law enforcement—still hasn’t caught up with the new reality. According to the latest statistics by the DUS, the Department of Unnatural Services, about one out of every seventy-five corpses wakes up as a zombie, with the odds weighted heavily in favor of suicides or murder victims.
Lucky me to be on the interesting side of statistics.
After returning to life, I had shambled back into the office, picked up my caseload, and got to work again. Same as before. . . sort of. Fortunately, my zombie status isn’t a handicap to being a private detective in the Unnatural Quarter. As I said, the cases don’t solve themselves.
Days of investigation had led me to the graveyard. I dug through files, interviewed witnesses and suspects, met with the ghost artist Alvin Ricketts and separately with his indignant still-living family. (Despite Robin’s best mediation efforts in the offices, the ghost and the living family refused to speak to each other.)
Alvin Ricketts was a successful pop-culture painter before his untimely demise, attributable to a month’s worth of sleeping pills washed down with a full bottle of twenty-one-year-old single malt. (No sense letting it go to waste.) The ghost told me he would have taken more pills, but his insurance only authorized a thirty-day supply, and even in the deep gloom of his creative depression, Alvin had (on principle) refused to pay the additional pharmacy charge.
Now, whereas one in seventy-five dead people returns as a zombie, like myself, one in thirty comes back as a ghost (statistics again heavily weighted toward murder victims and suicides). Alvin Ricketts, a pop-art genius, had suffered a long and debilitating creative block, “artistic constipation” he called it. Feeling that he had nothing left to live for, he took his own life.
And then came back.
His ghost, however, found the death experience so inspirational that he found a reawakened and vibrant artistic fervor. Alvin set about painting again, announcing he would soon release his first new work with great fanfare.
His grieving (sic) family was less than enthusiastic about his return to painting, as well as his return from the dead. The artist’s tragic suicide, and the fact that there would never be more Alvin Ricketts paintings, had caused his existing work to skyrocket in value—until the ghost’s announcement of renewed productivity made the bottom fall out of the market. Collectors waited to see what new material Alvin would release, already speculating about how his artistic technique might have changed in his “post-death period.”
The Ricketts family sued him, claiming that since Alvin was dead and they were his heirs, they now owned everything in his estate, including any new or undiscovered works and the profits from subsequent sales.
Alvin contested the claim. He hired Robin Deyer to fight for his rights, and she promptly filed challenges while the ghost happily worked on his new painting. No one had yet seen it, but he claimed the work was his masterpiece.
The Ricketts heirs took the dispute to the next level. “Someone” broke into Alvin’s studio and stole the painting. With the supposed masterpiece gone, the pop artist’s much-anticipated return to the spotlight was put on hold. The family vehemently denied any involvement, of course.
That’s when the ghost hired me, at Robin’s suggestion, to track down and retrieve the painting—by any means necessary. The Ricketts heirs had hired a thug to keep me from succeeding in my investigation.
I heard a faint clang, which I recognized as the wrought-iron cemetery gate banging shut against the frame. The werewolf hit man wasn’t far behind me. On the bright side, the fact that he was breathing down my neck probably meant I was getting close.
The cemetery had plenty of shadows to choose from, and I stayed hidden as I approached another crypt. BENSON. Not the right one. I had to find RICKETTS.
Werewolves are usually good trackers, but the cemetery abounds with odors of dead things, and he must have kept losing my scent. Since I change clothes frequently and maintain high standards of personal hygiene for a zombie, I don’t have much of a smell about me. Unlike most unnaturals, I don’t choose to wear colognes, fancy specialized unnatural deodorants, or perfumes.
I turned the corner in front of another low stone building fronted by stubby Corinthian columns. Much to my delight, I saw the inhabitant’s name: RICKETTS. The flat stone door had been pried open, the caulking seal split apart.
New rules required quick-release latches on the insides of tombs now, so the undead can conveniently get back out. Some people were even buried with their cell phones, though I doubted they’d get good service from inside. Can you hear me now?
Now, if Alvin Ricketts were a zombie, he would have broken the seal when he came back out of the crypt. But since ghosts can pass through solid walls, Alvin would not have needed to break any door seals for his reemergence. So why was the crypt door ajar?
I spotted the silhouette of a large hairy form loping among the graves, sniffing the ground, coming closer. He still hadn’t seen me. I pulled open the stone door just enough to slip through the narrow gap into the crypt, hoping my detective work was right.
During the investigation into the missing masterpiece, the police had obtained search warrants and combed through the homes, properties, and businesses of the Ricketts heirs. Nothing. With my own digging, I discovered a small storage unit that had been rented in the name of Gomez Ricketts, the black sheep of the family—and I was sure they had hidden the painting there.
But when the detectives served their warrant and opened the unit, they found only cases and cases of contraband vampire porn packaged as sick kiddie porn. Because the starlets were actually old-school vampires who had been turned while they were children, they claimed to be well over the legal age—in real years if not in physical maturity. Gomez Ricketts had been arrested for pedophilia/necrophilia, but he was out on bail. Even Robin, in her best legal opinion, couldn’t say which way the verdict might go.
More to the point, we didn’t find the stolen painting in the storage unit.
So I kept working on the case. Not only did I consult with Alvin’s ghost, I also went over the interviews he’d given after his suicide. The ghost had gone into a manic phase, deliriously happy to put death behind him. He talked about awakening to find himself sealed in a crypt, his astral form rising from the cold physical body, his epiphany of throwing those morbid chains behind him. He had vowed never to go back there.
That’s when I figured it out: The last place Alvin would ever think to look for his painting was inside his own crypt, which was property owned by the Ricketts family (though a recent court ruling deemed that a person owned his own grave in perpetuity—a landmark decision that benefitted several vampires who were caught in property-rights disputes).
Tonight, I planned to retrieve the painting from its hiding place.
I slipped into the dank crypt, hoping I could grab Alvin’s masterpiece and slip away before the werewolf figured out what I was doing.
It should have been as quiet as a tomb inside, but it wasn’t. I heard a rustling sound, saw two lamplike yellow eyes blinking at me. A shrill nasal voice called out, “It’s taken—this one’s occupied! Go find your own.”
“Sorry, didn’t mean to disturb you,” I said.
“You can’t stay here.”
Zombies have good night vision, and as my eyes adjusted, I made out a grayish simian creature with scaly skin. I’d heard that trolls sometimes became squatters inside empty crypts whose original owners had returned to an unnatural life.
The troll inched closer. I carried my .38 revolver loaded with silver-jacketed bullets. I would use it if I had to, but a gunshot would surely bring the werewolf hit man running. I had enough silver bullets to take care of the thug, too, but that would open a can of maggots with the law, and I just plain didn’t want the hassle.
The troll rubbed his gnarled hands together. “If you’re interested in a place to stay, we have many viable options. Pre-owned, gently used postmortem dwellings. If you’re undead and homeless, I can help you with all your real estate needs. Edgar Allan, at your service. Here, let me give you a business card.”
“This crypt doesn’t belong to you,” I pointed out. “I happen to know the actual owner. He hired me to retrieve some of his personal property.”
“Then we have a problem.” The troll looked annoyed. “Burt!”
From the gloom emerged a larger and more threatening creature. Trolls come in various sizes, from small and ugly to huge and ugly. At close to seven feet tall with wide and scabby shoulders, this one belonged in the latter category.
“Burt is our evictions specialist,” Edgar Allan explained.
I held up my hands in surrender. “Now, no need for that! I came here for a painting, that’s all. No intention of interfering with your rental business.”
“Painting? You mean this one?” The little troll flicked on a tiny flashlight. Hanging on the stone wall was a painting, unmistakably in the cute pop-culture style of Alvin Ricketts: two large-eyed puppies . . . gaunt zombie puppies. “Somebody left it here. Looks real nice on the wall, brightens up the place.”
A plan began to form in my mind. “I have a suggestion that would benefit both of us.” I glanced back at the door of the crypt, straining to hear the werewolf outside. I doubted I could slip out of the cemetery carrying the Ricketts “art” without the hairy hit man intercepting me. Werewolves can run much faster than zombies, and inflict severe bodily damage—the kind that’s difficult to repair. If he got his paws on the painting, I would never get a second chance to retrieve it.
I also knew that Alvin Ricketts had no interest whatsoever in owning this crypt.
“What kind of suggestion?” the real estate troll said. “I can make a deal. Nobody beats my deals.”
“What if I could get the legal owner of this property to sign over the deed to you, free and clear, completely aboveboard—in exchange for the painting?” (Which was rightfully Alvin’s property anyway, but I didn’t want to tangle up the conversation.)
Edgar Allan seemed interested, but narrowed his big yellow eyes. “If we handed over the painting, we’d never hear from you again.”
“I won’t take it now. You deliver the painting to my office tomorrow,” I said. “Bring Burt for protection if you like.” I nodded toward the huge troll. “I’ll see to it that the crypt owner signs all the right documents. We have an attorney and a notary right there in our offices.” I reached into my jacket and pulled out one of my business cards.
After making sure that I took one of his cards, the troll shone his little flashlight on mine. “Chambeaux and Deyer Investigations. What’s the catch?”
“No catch. Just be careful. That’s a beautiful painting—I’d hate to have it damaged.”
The troll glanced back at the large-eyed zombie puppies. “You think so? I was wondering if it might be too bit kitschy, myself.”
“I’m not an art critic. Tomorrow, in my office at noon.”
“We don’t usually go out at that hour . . . but I’ll make an exception.”
I slipped out of the crypt and back into the shadows, ducking behind a tall stone angel, then moving to a big flat grave marker. I intended to circle around as quietly as I could on my way to the wrought-iron cemetery gate.
Before I made it to the third tombstone, a furry mass of growling energy slammed into me and knocked me to the ground. The werewolf hit man grabbed me by the collar and yanked me back to my feet. He was a smelly, hairy, muscular guy, half-wolf and half-human. His claws dug into the fabric of my sport jacket.
“Careful, this is my only jacket.”
The werewolf pushed his long snout close to my face. “I caught you, Shamble.” I could see he was having trouble forming words with all those teeth in the way.
“Chambeaux,” I corrected him. “Can’t a guy take a peaceful stroll in a cemetery at night?”
He patted me down, poking with his claws. “Where’s the painting?”
“Which painting?” Not the cleverest response, but werewolves aren’t the cleverest of creatures, especially the full-time lycanthropes.
“You know which painting. I’ve been watching you.”
“I know you were hired by the Ricketts heirs,” I admitted, “and I’m sure your employers think they’re very important, but I have plenty of other cases. As a private detective who specializes in unnatural clientele, believe me, I’ve got more than enough reasons to come to a cemetery.”
Growling, the werewolf searched me again, though I don’t know where he suspected I might hide a large rolled-up painting. My chest pocket?
I heard heavy footfalls and looked up to see the scaly form of Burt the troll. “There a problem here?” Burt was sufficiently intimidating that even the werewolf didn’t want to mess with him.
I pulled myself away from the claws and straightened my jacket in an attempt to regain some dignity. “I was just leaving,” I said, and looked pointedly at the werewolf.
“I was escorting him out,” the hairy guy growled. “Name’s Larry.”
Burt loomed there, watching as the two of us left the cemetery.
After we both passed through the gate, I sized up the werewolf. Since Chambeaux & Deyer had accepted the Alvin Ricketts case only a month and a half before my murder, maybe it was connected to my own case somehow. “Say, Larry, you wouldn’t happen to be the guy who shot me, would you?” No harm in asking.
“Yeah, I heard about that.” The hairy hit man growled deep in his throat. “Do I look like the kind of guy who sneaks up behind someone in a dark alley and shoots him in the back of the head?”
“That wouldn’t be my guess.”
“Have you ever seen a werewolf victim? Look at you, Shamble. You could pass for human, if somebody doesn’t look too close.” He flexed his claws. “If I killed you, you’d have been a pile of shredded meat.”
“I’ll count my blessings, then,” I said. “See you around.” I touched a finger to the brim of my fedora in a brief salute and headed away from the cemetery.
CHAPTER 2
Sitting stiffly at my desk—these days I’m usually stiff, no matter what I do; the aftereffects of rigor mortis are a bitch—I pondered the loose threads of investigations under way, figuring out how the evidence tied together. I like the bustle and little distracting noises around the office: the ringing phone, the slam of file-cabinet drawers, the clacking of a keyboard as Sheyenne’s ghost types up reports.
She floated into the office carrying two manila case files. “Caught you daydreaming again, Beaux.” Sheyenne dropped the files on my desktop. “Did you solve my murder yet?”
“I’m working on it, Spooky,” I said, and it was the truth. “Aren’t you the one who tells me to focus on paying cases first?”
“Somebody has to—Robin sure doesn’t.” She shook her head. “You need to have a talk with her. She might as well walk around with the words Ask me about pro-bono work tattooed on her forehead.”
“It’s refreshing to work with someone who still has a heart.”
I’m seven years older than Robin, and throughout our friendship I’ve thought of my partner as a sweet kid sister. Sheyenne, on the other hand, is much more than that. My girlfriend, or former girlfriend—but former in the sense that she’s no longer alive, not former in the sense that I don’t care for her anymore—was the same age as Robin, but I definitely didn’t think of Sheyenne as a kid sister.
I look pretty good for a dead guy, or so I’ve been told: well-trimmed dark hair, striking eyes accentuated by bold eyebrows, just the right amount of “rugged.” I used to wonder how I would deal with turning forty, but now it isn’t an issue. Since I was killed a couple of months shy of my fortieth birthday, I can claim to be thirty-nine for the rest of my existence and not even have to lie about it.
Sheyenne sighed, a conscious gesture since she hadn’t drawn a living breath in almost two months. She was semitransparent as she hovered in front of me, her face a little emaciated, her eyes hollow from her lingering death, but she was still gorgeous with those big blue eyes, great figure (though too ethereal now), full lips, and an easy smile that gave the impression she was just cheesecake—a part she had played well as a cocktail waitress and nightclub singer. But I saw right through that, and I knew she was smarter than me and my imagination put together.
After working ten years at various jobs in the business world, Sheyenne had gone back to college and was in her second year of medical school, working part-time at a nightclub to pay the tuition, when I met her . . . not long before somebody killed her with toadstool poison. Horrible stuff.
As a ghost of the poltergeist variety, Sheyenne can touch inanimate objects when she focuses her attention, so she does just fine as our receptionist, office manager, and paralegal. General office work doesn’t strain her brain too much. So Robin and I let her write her own job description—Sheyenne shows up for work on time and has no intention of moving on.
The biggest drawback is that, although she can touch most physical objects, the screwy supernatural rules prevent her from touching humans. Apparently that definition includes me, a former human. Something about auras that surrounded living, or once-living, beings.
So although Sheyenne and I can see and talk to each other, we can’t have any physical contact. The best we can do is sit around and reminisce about what might have been, remembering the one night we had together while we were both still alive—a hot and steamy lovemaking session that gets better and better with each retelling, and with each week of missing it. Talk about unresolved sexual tension!
I slid the files she had delivered next to the other stacks of paper, including my own autopsy report. Sheyenne still hovered there. “I’ve been combing through your cases just to get myself up to speed.” She tapped a ghostly fingernail on top of the stack. “The answer’s in there somewhere. You pissed somebody off enough to make them kill you.”
“I piss a lot of people off. One of my many talents.” I shrugged. “Half of these cases aren’t even wrapped up yet.” I picked up the files. Revisiting the numerous cases would mean burning the midnight oil, but these days I had all the time in the world.
“You want me to get you some coffee? I just brewed a fresh pot—it makes the offices smell good for prospective clients,” she said. “Alvin Ricketts and the trolls are due to come in soon.”
“Sure, bring me a cup. It’ll make my desk feel more homey.” And a coffee-mug stain left on a file showed that I’d actually been working on the case. You could always tell how much time I spent on a client by the number of coffee stains on the paperwork.
Just before noon, the artist’s ghost manifested himself in our second-floor offices, wearing his preferred form: long ponytail, tie-dyed shirt, and paint-stained jeans. Because he’d died from a sleeping-pill overdose, his eyes always looked droopy, as if he were on the verge of dozing off. But he was wide awake, especially since we were close to resolving the case. Without hesitation, Alvin had agreed to sign over ownership of his crypt, and Robin had spent the morning preparing the deed and supplemental documentation.
Sheyenne greeted him; she particularly appreciated our spectral clients because at least she could shake hands with a ghost. Alvin looked around the offices, a broad smile on his face.
A few minutes later, Edgar Allan and Burt entered the offices, a study in contrasts: the little simian real estate agent and the burly eviction enforcer. Burt carried the rolled-up painting under his arm.
“We’re here to do business,” said the little troll.
Robin, who had been on the phone in her office for the better part of an hour, now hung up and stepped out, her face filled with joy. I knew she must have won whatever she was arguing about—and Robin usually does win, because her sheer optimistic persistence makes her as formidable as any shambling undead legion. Noticing the trolls and the ghost, she brightened even further. “Hello! Thank you for coming.”
Robin’s the kind of person you simply cannot dislike—a spunky thirty-two-year-old African American, slender and pretty, with brown eyes straight out of a classic anime. She was raised in a nice house in the suburbs, with two white-collar, six-figure-salary professionals for parents. A perfectly normal upbringing, good schools, a scholarship. After getting her law degree, she discovered her purpose in life and became a fiery activist determined to help the downtrodden. And the Big Uneasy had created a whole new class of downtrodden that needed help.
Five years ago, when I learned she was hanging out her shingle in the Unnatural Quarter, I decided to watch out for her. Robin is enthusiastic and as determined as a bulldog on a letter carrier’s ankle, but despite all the cases she has studied, she can be a bit tone-deaf to reality, since her worldview is more aligned with Sesame Street than Lord of the Flies.
Quite honestly, that’s one of the things I like best about her. Robin believes in the power of the Law the way a little girl believes in Santa Claus, and I’ve decided to do my damndest to keep her that way, because if she ever loses that sparkle, some key part of her is going to die inside. That would be worse than when I died for real....
Robin is frugal, too. She doesn’t believe in wasting money on fancy cars or jewelry or decorations—not when there are people who need our help. Sheyenne had done her best in the past couple of months to give the offices a more comfortable but still businesslike feel. It had taken most of her powers of persuasion to get Robin to agree to a fresh coat of paint on the walls, but Sheyenne had kept costs down by doing the work herself. I’m not sure if our clients have noticed the clean walls yet.
Getting down to business, Robin took the painting from the big troll enforcer and unrolled it on the nearby desk so we could look at the mournful zombie puppies. Alvin Ricketts let out a long, happy sigh. “Ah, just look at the pathos, the myriad levels! Doesn’t it just speak to you . . . right here?” He touched a fist to his ghostly sternum.
“It’s cute,” Sheyenne said.
Robin spread out the legal forms on the signing table. “I have the property deed to the real estate in Greenlawn Cemetery, the plat marking the location of the crypt, and the ownership-transfer documents for Mr. Ricketts to sign.”
“Can you prove clear title?” asked Edgar Allan.
“Right here.” Robin handed over the title documents, which the troll studied meticulously. “I don’t specialize in real estate law, but the cemetery forwarded the proper paperwork this morning. I’d still advise you to buy title insurance.”
“Seems to be in order.” The little troll looked up at me, blinking his yellow eyes. “Pleasure doing business with you.”
After the signatures were duly notarized, Edgar Allan handed out business cards. “In case you’re ever in the market, I’ve got some underground deals that aren’t in the regular listings.”
Alvin’s ghost rolled up the painting. “Now that I have my masterpiece back, I can start the auction tonight! No more waiting around. I want the world to see my work.”
“Spoken like a true artist,” Sheyenne said, then adopted a brisk tone. “However, we are running a business here. Remember that our contingency fee is one-third of the auction realization, plus expenses.”
“Of course! I can’t thank you enough!” Alvin bobbed out of the office with his treasure.
Robin was happy to see justice done, and I was glad to have another case solved. Now I could get back to investigating my own murder.
Unlike most people in real-world offices with real-world desks, I don’t have vacation photos on the walls or framed certificates of completion from the Acme Detective School or the Crime-Solving Award (Honorable Mention). After Sheyenne painted the office, I just didn’t see the point in putting that stuff back on the walls. That part of my life ended when my life ended. I did keep a novelty coffee mug Robin had given me years ago with The cases don’t solve themselves printed on it.
I sorted through the pending and recently closed case folders. I started to read the first case summary, an investigation of black-market blood sales from Basilisk, the nightclub where Sheyenne had worked.
If Sheyenne was right and something in one of those files had gotten me killed, the pieces would come together if I just had enough time to ponder them. Who had wanted me dead? Sure, I had some unhappy clients—every business does—but dissatisfied customers usually just file a complaint with the Better Business Bureau. And had killing me been enough to satisfy the vengeful person, or was that just the start? It really tied my guts in knots, metaphorically, that Robin might be in danger too. As the token living human in our offices, she’s the only one who still has everything to lose.
I needed to solve this.
The main door burst open, and a terrified-looking man ran in. He whipped his head from side to side. He wore a dark overcoat, gloves, a black floppy-brimmed hat, and oversized wraparound sunglasses like the ones old ladies wear after cataract surgery. He had parchment-pale skin. I didn’t need to see the pointed tips of fangs that extended past his lips to determine that he was a vampire. (I am a detective, you know.)
Once inside the office, he yanked off the big sunglasses, blinking furiously, as jittery as a rabbit trying to climb an electric fence. “You’ve got to help me! I need protection!” He reached into the pocket of his overcoat and hauled out a sharpened wooden stake. “I found this—somebody’s trying to kill me!”
CHAPTER 3
“You’ll be safe here.” I came out of my office and extended my hand to reassure the skittish vampire. “I’m Dan Chambeaux. Come in and tell me more about what happened.”
Humans tend to shrink away from a zombie, but unnaturals aren’t so prejudiced. The vampire clutched my hand and shook it. (The rest of him was already shaking.)
You know the type: bald with black horn-rimmed glasses; intense but not threatening. He looked like the illegitimate love child of a bunny and a hamster, but without the fur. The sort of man who held a long, lit cigarette as an affectation, but never took a drag; he probably practiced the gesture at home with a pack of pristine cigarettes. I could imagine him in a bar ordering martinis—the fruity kind, not the manly kind.
He glanced over his shoulder, stepped farther into the protection of the lobby. I closed the door behind him so he’d feel secure. “I’m sure we can help you, Mr. . . . ?”
“Sheldon Fennerman.” He removed his hat and gloves. “Fennerman with one n. Actually three n’s, but only one at the end. Would you like me to write it down for you?”
“I can figure it out,” Sheyenne said, drifting up to him. “How about some coffee? I’m making a fresh pot.”
Fennerman’s expression melted into one of pure wistfulness. “Ah, I used to love coffee. Caramel macchiato, extra foam . . . sometimes when I was really in need of a pick-me-up I’d add another shot of espresso.” He heaved a deep breath, let it out. “But now it just upsets my stomach.”
“How about some water, then, Sheldon,” she said in a soothing voice. “May we call you Sheldon? We like to consider each of our clients a personal friend.”
He brightened a little. “I knew this was the right place to come. I’ll take sparkling water, no ice, with a twist of lime.” Jittery and restless, the vampire paced around the office, adjusted a potted ficus, straightened our only framed picture on the wall (a sunny scene of whitewashed houses on a Greek island—the landlord had given it to us when we rented the office space). “You have very minimalist offices, might even call them austere. I could help you with that. I’m an interior designer.”
“Maybe after we take care of your emergency, Mr. Fennerman—Sheldon, sorry.” I gestured him across the foyer. “Come into the conference room. What trouble are you in?” My heart went out to the guy. His eyes were red and bloodshot, and not for any demonic reason. “You don’t look like you’re sleeping well.”
“I haven’t slept much at all, and I hate being awake during daylight.” He shuddered. “I was never a night person during my life, and this is still awkward to me. I can’t get used to the shifted sleeping schedule. I’m drowsy as early as four A.M., and I’m wide awake well before sunset. Ever since these threats, I’ve been hiding out at Transfusion, the darkened all-day coffee shop for insomniac vampires . . . and I can’t even drink coffee!” He groaned. “No one should have to live like this.”
Robin came out to greet the new client, and I introduced her. “We work cases jointly,” I said, “from different directions.”
Robin’s a lawyer, and I’m a private investigator—separate specialties, but our work is related more often than not. Since neither of us could afford the rent, we’d joined forces—like the Three Musketeers minus one. All for one and one for all. We share office space to cut down on overhead, though technically we’re two separate business entities, a legal firm and a detective agency (it’s all in the fine print on new client disclosure statements). Because we had set up shop in the Unnatural Quarter, Chambeaux & Deyer got sarcastically corrupted to “Shamble & Die”—though in my case, it should be Die and then Shamble.
Robin already had a yellow legal pad tucked under her arm. “We’re here to help you with your troubles, Mr. Fennerman. Can I join you for the intake meeting?”
“I need all the help I can get.” He hurried into the conference room, and Robin took a seat across from the vampire, while I folded myself down into the chair beside hers.
Sheldon Fennerman laid the stake on the table and pushed it across to me, glad to be rid of the thing. “I found this on my doorstep when I came out at twilight yesterday. It’s meant for me—a clear threat.”
I picked it up, inspecting the sharp tip. “Freshly made, never been used.”
“Do people reuse stakes?” Robin asked.
Sheldon continued, “And someone spray-painted Die Vampire Die! on a boarded-up window across the street.”
I looked at Robin, narrowed my eyes. I had heard about this kind of harassment of unnaturals. “My first guess would be Straight Edge.”
The purist blowhard group wanted all the monsters to go away. Straight Edge made no distinction among vampires, zombies, werewolves, witches, liches, necromancers, sewer dwellers, ghouls, or anything else. Just another group of bigots, the type who can’t feel superior unless they manage to define someone else as less than human. In this case, at least the “less than human” label was accurate.
“If they’ve targeted you, personally,” I asked, “why did they spray-paint on the windows across the street?”
Sheldon fidgeted. “It’s Little Transylvania. A lot of my neighbors are vampires. It’s not hard to find us on the block, especially with the window glass blacked out. The landlord offers good terms, and sometimes he even sublets the rooms during the day when we’re asleep in our coffins. They’re zoned as dual-use properties.”
He rustled in his overcoat pocket and withdrew a rumpled piece of paper. “I found this graffiti in the alley just behind my brownstone.” He pointed to the phrases with a trembling finger. Eat Wood and Feel My Shaft. “More threats against vampires.”
“Well, that’s not the only possible interpretation.” I considered the stake and set it back down on the table, careful to turn the point away from the vampire. “If it’s any consolation, Sheldon, the Straight Edgers are mostly talk. Bullies, but cowards.”
The vampire was still jumpy. “But I know they’ve already succeeded! Six vampires around my neighborhood have vanished without a trace. Six of my friends. I can give you a list of names. We were very close, but they’re all gone now! Someone must have driven a stake through their hearts.”
“Have you seen any of the bodies?” I asked.
“If they turned to dust, who would ever find the bodies? It’s a perfect crime.”
“Not all vampires turn to dust,” Robin pointed out. “Only the ancient ones, from long before the Big Uneasy.”
“But they left their coffins behind!” Sheldon insisted. “Why would any vampire do that? Either my friends left in a hurry, or they’re dead. Those haters are going to kill us all—and I’m next! But why me? I haven’t done anything wrong. I’m just an interior designer. I’m no threat to anyone.”
“Well, you are a vampire,” Robin said.
“Not much of one. I was a vegan before the transformation, and now I only drink soy blood.” His face wrinkled in an expression of disgust. “Nasty stuff . . . then again, so was tofu turkey. But a person with strong convictions is willing to put up with things like that. I don’t drink human blood. The very idea curdles my stomach.”
Even though Sheldon Fennerman may have been a hypochondriac when he was alive, I took his concerns seriously. “Some people have an irrational hatred for what they don’t understand. It’s best to be cautious.”
“You can offer me protection?”
I looked up, raised my voice. “Sheyenne? How is my schedule for the afternoon?”
She appeared at the conference table. “Just your appointment at Bruno and Heinrich’s. I can clear it for you.”
“I’ll still take the appointment,” I said. “Sheldon, why don’t we go to your place, right now? I’ll assess your home security situation, make sure you’re safe for the time being. Then I’ll gather information and try to track down who’s been harassing you.”
Robin said with a smile, “My services are available, too, if you need legal help.”
“I’ll open a new case file,” Sheyenne said. “And we have to work out the financial arrangements.”
I lifted my sport jacket and fedora from the coat rack and tucked my .38 in its holster. “All right, Sheldon. Let’s hit the streets.”
He reached out to pump my hand. “Thank you, thank you!” After applying extra sunscreen from a squeeze bottle in his pocket, he pulled on his gloves and floppy hat, turned up the collar of his overcoat, and adjusted the wraparound sunglasses. “I’ll feel safe with you, Mr. Chambeaux.”
CHAPTER 4
Every unnatural should have a Best Human Friend, someone to rely on, someone to talk to, someone who doesn’t take any crap from you or give you any crap in return.
My BHF is a rough-around-the-edges beat cop, Officer Toby McGoohan. We’ve known each other since college, well before the Big Uneasy, well before I got killed. After only a month, McGoo was still getting used to the changed situation with me. To his credit, he was trying.
Three blocks away from our offices, while Sheldon scampered to keep up with me, I spotted McGoo in his blue uniform, surrounded by a crowd of curious bystanders. Most of them were zombies, mingled with a few human deliverymen, day workers, and just plain curiosity-seekers. They had gathered around a wrecked storefront whose large plate-glass windows were smashed.
Seeing the commotion, Sheldon hunched down in his overcoat. “Maybe we should cross the street. I don’t want to get mixed up in anything.”
“That cop is a friend of mine, don’t worry.” In fact, this was a good chance for me to introduce him to McGoo. “I can call in a favor, ask him to keep an eye on your place.”
“All right, I suppose . . . if you think it’s a good idea.”
In the middle of the gawkers near the vandalized business, Officer McGoohan waved his hands and shouted at the top of his voice. “Back off! Give me room to breathe here—some of us still require oxygen in our lungs!”
When he walked his beat, McGoo tried to be prepared for everything. He carried a service revolver loaded with regular bullets on his left hip, and one with silver-jacketed bullets on the right. He had a spray can of Mace and a spray can of holy water, along with a bandolier with wooden stakes, both blunted and sharpened.
Right then, though, I could tell McGoo needed a little help with crowd control. When too many zombies gather in one place, people tend to get nervous Night of the Living Dead flashbacks. Nobody needs that kind of mob mentality.
I could lend a hand a lot faster than official backup would ever arrive. The police force was stretched thin in the Quarter, and not many of the beat cops wanted to be there; it was a bottom-of-your-career assignment.
McGoo never had a bright future on the force, and he was his own worst enemy. Neither a tactful nor an overly sensitive man, he didn’t know when to keep his mouth shut. His biggest mistake was in thinking that everyone shared his rough sense of humor. Years ago he had told a series of inappropriate, non-politically-correct jokes, pissed off the wrong person, and got himself transferred to the Unnatural Quarter (a “punitive promotion”) not long before Robin and I set up shop.
My BHF may be rough around the edges, but when you boil it down, McGoo is a decent cop who does a good job and actually likes walking the beat. He has no aspirations of becoming a high-and-mighty detective or putting up with the political garbage of the top brass. He considers administrative meetings to be more grueling than a shootout. I’m glad to have him around.
Basic law enforcement is problematic in a city where even the laws of science don’t always hold true. Police work and the justice system don’t function quite the same around here. Worse, the laws themselves aren’t always defined—which is why Robin based her career on solving problems and setting precedents.
Even though the Unnatural Quarter has its rough parts, like any inner city, most citizens, natural and unnatural, try to color within the lines. We don’t have to put up with anarchy just because all Hell has broken loose. The vast majority just wants a normal existence and struggles to live within a shaky framework of laws, abstaining from outrageous behavior and doing their best to get along.
Businesses sprang up that catered to the specialized clientele: Commercial blood drives commissioned fresh supplies for vampire customers; processing plants developed seasonings and treatments to make chicken “taste just like human”; restaurants and bars served the proper food choices.
It’s an odd sort of détente, but in the worldwide uproar after the Big Uneasy, the unnaturals realized that if they didn’t settle down and behave themselves, the rest of humanity would go on a full-blown crusade to wipe them out. The worst characters were arrested, tried, and sentenced, and the real man-eaters were executed (by whatever means appropriate for their type). But daily life, etc., went on.
Even so, not everybody behaves.
While Sheldon kept his distance from the crowd of spectators, I yanked on a few stiff shoulders and pulled the unnatural bystanders back. “Hey, give the officer some space to work! He’s trying to do his job.” I hustled them out of the way. “Move along, nothing to see!” I hadn’t gotten close enough yet to know whether there was anything to see.
Recognizing me, McGoo looked relieved. “Thanks, Shamble.”
When the crowd dispersed, I saw that the wrecked place was the Hope & Salvation Mission, a charity operation run by a kind old woman who wanted to save the undead. The windows were smashed, the door ripped off its hinges, the siding splintered. Even some of the bricks had been crushed to powder. Somebody, or something, had made a mess of things. Something huge.
I groaned. “Who would want to do a thing like this?” Hope Saldana was a sweet, good-intentioned lady, and everybody liked her, both naturals and unnaturals. But not all unnaturals could resist their urges, and I was worried about what might have happened to her. “Was anybody hurt?”
“Mrs. Saldana is shaken up, but not harmed,” McGoo said. “Got her in protective custody until we figure out what happened here. It’s like a tornado hit the place!” He shook his head. “Imagine the strength of the guy who did this.”
“Or woman,” I said.
“If a lady did this, I wouldn’t want to be her blind date.”
I ran my eyes over McGoo’s face, his square jaw, rounded nose, bristly brown hair, and five-o’clock shadow that hit by noon every day. “You’re assuming she’d want to date you.”
“I always assume that, until I learn otherwise.” He put his thumbs in his waistband and regarded the scene. “I responded to a call about a disturbance, but the damage was done by the time I got here. Witnesses saw a huge, hulking monster, all hairy and warty, with glowing eyes, long fangs, and a cranky disposition.” With his foot, McGoo scuffed some of the broken glass on the sidewalk. “Around here, that doesn’t narrow the field of suspects by much.” McGoo looked hard at me. “You’re my inside man now, Shamble. Any clue what the perp might be or where I should start looking?”
By now, the crowd had dispersed like a puff of smoke from an amateur wizard’s spell; Sheldon Fennerman hung back under an awning for shelter. I stepped up to the mission’s broken window, looked inside, and saw minimal damage to the interior of the building. “Can’t imagine why anyone, or anything, would want to do this to a Good Samaritan who’s trying to help down-and-out unnaturals. Could be just a random act of vandalism.”
McGoo gave me the same expression of scorn and skepticism he’d used when I told him I dated a centerfold model once. “Random act of vandalism? Riiight. I’ll put that in my report—case closed. Let’s go have a drink.”
“I’ll see you at the Goblin Tavern later.” I gestured Sheldon forward, and the vampire shuffled toward us with great reluctance, pulling his hat down. I said, “I’ve got a favor to ask—new case.”
McGoo was not impressed. He made a rude sound. “Sure, add more duties to my job description. I’ve got nothing else to do here.”
I ignored his sarcasm. “This is my client Sheldon Fennerman. He’s been receiving death threats, and I’m assisting him with personal security.”
McGoo became more businesslike. “What kind of death threats? Credible ones?” He talked as if Sheldon wasn’t right there listening to every word.
“Mr. Fennerman says other vampires in his neighborhood have disappeared, and he suspects they’ve been murdered. Heard of any troubles down in Little Transylvania? Missing persons reports?”
“Not that I know of. Why does he think he’s a specific target?”
“Inflammatory graffiti on the walls, sharpened wooden stakes left on his doorstep.” I noticed that Sheldon was shivering. “Could be Straight Edgers.”
“Straight Edgers?” McGoo rolled his eyes, made a skeptical assessment of Sheldon, and finally addressed him directly. “So, you’re an undead guy who can turn into a bat, has the strength of ten men . . . and you need Dan Shamble to protect you from a bunch of juvenile delinquents? Can’t you just do the evil eye?” He raised the first two fingers of his left hand, crooked them, and toyed with the air. “Use your Bela Lugosi thing and glamour them?”
“I’m, uh, not very good at that,” Sheldon said. “Never was.”
“I believe Mr. Fennerman has good reason to be nervous, so I’m looking into the matter. I’d consider it a personal favor if you kept your eyes and ears open. For old times’ sake.”
That sparked a smile. “Will do, Shamble. Scout’s honor.” His smile became a sneaky little grin. “And I’ve got something for you—for old times’ sake. What goes ‘Ha-ha-ha . . . plop’?” He didn’t give me time to answer. “A shambler laughing his head off!”
“You’re not funny,” I told him, although that one was better than most of his jokes.
He cinched up his lips. “You don’t appreciate deadpan humor.”
Lately, McGoo had adapted his off-color jokes so that various unnaturals were the butt of the humor. In his early career, he had been reprimanded for his clueless non-PC ethnic jokes; nobody in regular human society took offense if a zombie felt insulted, however. Not so long ago, when I was still human myself, McGoo’s jokes had seemed hilarious. And now I was one of his targets.
Did you hear the one about the zombie PI, dead set on solving his cases?
McGoo read the reticence on my face. “Yeah, I miss the old days, Shamble, when we were just everyday guys, you and me. But now that you’re, you know, dead, it’s awkward talking to you.” He looked serious again. “Did you get the ballistics and autopsy report I sent over? Any clues?”
My own autopsy report. “I read through it, but nothing rang any bells.”
I’m not a squeamish person, but I had a tough time even looking at the crime scene photos: my body sprawled facedown in the alley, blood pooling all around my head. Some bastard had done that to me. . . .
“If I come up with any leads, I’ll let you know.” I stepped closer to my client. “Right now Mr. Fennerman’s my priority.”
Sheldon gave me a thin-lipped smile, and his tiny fangs protruded. We headed off to his place.
CHAPTER 5
It would be hard to say what section qualified as the “seedy” part of the Quarter. Unnaturals have different sensibilities about that sort of thing. Many haunters, underground dwellers, sewer jockeys, and walking dead don’t mind ramshackle appearances, piled garbage, or thick shadows; in fact, some landlords charge a premium for particularly run-down buildings, on the assumption that it “adds atmosphere.”
Whatever the definition, I knew we had found the seedy part of town. Sheldon Fennerman lived there. Definitely an odd location for a decorator.
He led me to an old brownstone, and we went down three steps to his front door, several feet below sidewalk level, as if the underground tunnels were starting to swallow the building. Stout iron bars fronted Sheldon’s door; another set covered each of the two painted-over windows. Looking back and forth, convinced we were being followed, Sheldon told me to stay close. He dug in his overcoat, fished out a crowded key ring. The keys rattled as he held them in his shaky hands. He worked one dead bolt, then the next, then three more until he had unlocked all five of them. I heard a click, and he pushed open the door. “Quick, come inside!”
“Nothing to worry about, Mr. Fennerman. Anyone who comes after you has to get through me first.” I realized that would have sounded more reassuring if I myself hadn’t been gunned down in an alley.
After I followed the vampire into his apartment, he slammed the door, hooked the chains, and threw all five of the dead bolts. “Home, sweet home.” At last, Sheldon let out a huge sigh of relief. “It’s not fair. Hoodlums, vandals, and murderers can just break in wherever they want, but vampires have to be invited into someone’s home.”
I frowned. “I thought the by-invitation rule applies only if the person is actually a homeowner. Vampires can enter rental properties at will.” Robin had done an analysis six months ago for a breaking-and-entering case.
Sheldon groaned. “Now, that’s a nuance I wasn’t aware of. Something else to worry about!”
The vampire’s apartment was a dim place with burnt-orange shag carpeting and blocky dark-stained Mediterranean-style furniture. Although Sheldon was a recent inductee into the ranks of the undead, I got the impression that he wanted people to think he had been turned into a vampire back in the early 1970s. A framed poster on the wall showed a kitten dangling from a branch, with the encouraging words Hang in There! For an interior decorator, he had an unusual sense of style.
“Let’s do a quick security sweep, Mr. Fennerman.”
“Sheldon, please.”
“Of course, Sheldon. Looks like you’ve already taken most of the first-step precautions I’d recommend. How many exits do you have?”
“Just the front entrance and a small back door that leads to an alley.”
“Could be a point of vulnerability. Bad guys would rather break in through a dark alley than the front door in plain view. Let’s check your windows.”
I made a full inspection of the premises and found no obvious weak points. The window bars were secure, and both the front and back doors had durable locks. “You’ve done a good job by yourself, Sheldon. No one’s going to get in here easily.”
“But I still don’t feel safe! What about the sharpened stakes on my doorstep? Once, there was even a wooden mallet! And the disappearing neighbors? Somebody hates vampires, Mr. Chambeaux, but I have no idea who or why. Haven’t they read Twilight?”
“I’ll see if I can get any leads on who’s behind this, and Officer McGoohan will keep an eye out when he walks the beat. I’ll follow up on the Straight Edgers, even do a stakeout—if you’ll excuse the expression—possibly tomorrow, depending on my other cases.”
“Oh, I feel safer already,” Sheldon said, beaming. “So many of my vampire friends—my book club buddies and dinner club companions—they’ve just vanished, one after another. No sign of a scuffle and no bodies. They must have turned to dust. And I’m sure I’m next.”
“You’re not next, Sheldon, because you hired me. I’m going to get to the bottom of this.”
The vampire grew as warm and fuzzy as a werewolf under a heat lamp. “I knew I could count on you, Mr. Chambeaux. And now that you’re here, why not stay for dinner?” On a small kitchenette table he’d set out a red enameled pot, two place mats, red linen napkins, and long forks at each place setting. “I love fondue, don’t you?”
“Fondue?” I was more of a sandwich sort of guy.
“A very civilized dinner for special occasions. Just little bites. Bread and cheese . . . bouillon, or hot oil—I can make whatever you prefer.”
I figured that the best thing I could do for Sheldon right now was to start nosing around. “Thank you, but I’ve got a lot of cases to work on—including yours. I’ve got investigating to do.” And a 3:00 appointment at the embalmer.
He looked crestfallen. “Of course. I should have realized. Everyone’s so busy these days. I started a bridge club for my neighbor vampires, but it was difficult to keep them coming back. I guess they just weren’t that interested in cards. My next idea was a book club to discuss the latest best sellers, but that didn’t go well either. Maybe I should have chosen more literary books?” He let out a wistful sigh. “We had a dinner club, and I even tried to arrange ballroom dancing lessons for everyone. And outings! Did you know that groups can charter a leather-upholstered hearse for a guided tour of the Quarter? Tinted windows, of course. I thought that would be so much fun! But nobody showed up.”
“You did all this for your neighbors?” I began to have my doubts.
“Someone had to act as the vampires’ social director. Otherwise they’d get lonely.”
I asked carefully, “And when did these other vampires begin disappearing?”
“Right after our first book club discussion. Another friend vanished before the next bridge night. Then, when I suggested a French-themed potluck, nobody came over at all! That got me so scared that I went out to each person’s apartment—and no one was home. Some apartments were entirely empty. It’s not natural, I tell you!”
“And how often did you have these get-togethers?”
“Not as often as I’d have liked, but I tried.” His eyes were large. “Only four or five nights a week, but I was open to suggestions. And now my friends are all dead!” He moaned. “I should have done more.”
I tried to reassure him. “When I come back to do the stakeout, I’ll check with the landlord, try to get a look at the empty apartments.” I glanced at my watch. “Don’t worry, Sheldon. I’ll get to the bottom of this, and you’ll be able to sleep easy all day long.”
The sharpened stakes and mallets on his doorstep were a definite sign of mischief, possibly left by a group of teenage vampires with too much angst for their own good. But there was also the possibility that the missing neighbors had slipped away for their own reasons.
If I did find the answers I suspected, I wasn’t sure Sheldon would want to know.
CHAPTER 6
Though it might not seem a manly sort of place for a private detective to frequent, a beauty salon is a great place to pick up information. I’m not obsessed with fashion. I’ve never had a manicure, certainly not a pedicure. I don’t buy my clothes because of photos I see in Vogue: Undead. I’m not too hard on the eyes, and Sheyenne still gives me that look now and then; I hope she does for a long time to come.
But a lot of basic things change after death, and there’s a difference between looking pretty and simply maintaining yourself. Being “well preserved” takes on a whole new meaning, and it’s a constant battle to stop the onset of decay.
In the month since coming back to life, I’d been getting weekly treatments at Bruno & Heinrich’s Embalming Parlor, the zombie equivalent of a beauty salon. The proprietors—emaciated identical twins—were obsessive stylists who realized they had no talent whatsoever for interacting with warm-blooded human beings, so they became morticians by trade. After the Big Uneasy, Bruno and Heinrich had found their true calling in life.
When I arrived for my 3:00 appointment, Bruno—or maybe it was Heinrich—greeted me with a ghastly smile. “Felicitations, Mr. Chambeaux. I’ll be handling you today.” He rubbed his fingertips together; he wore a fresh coat of matte-black nail polish. “The usual, sir? Or do you have special plans this week? We could do something more radical, more edgy.”
“Just the usual,” I said.
Bruno—yes, it was Bruno, I decided—looked disappointed. “Someday we’ll get you out of your rut, sir. We could all do with a bit more flamboyance.”
“Not all of us,” I said. “Just top off the embalming fluid, check the hair and makeup, cover any discolorations.”
“As you wish, sir.”
When the physical body doesn’t regenerate very well, little bits of daily damage begin to add up. Once you start to slide down that slippery slope, there’s no getting back up again.
I had seen far too many people, both naturals and unnaturals, who let themselves go downhill, and I had no intention of turning into one of those decrepit necrotic shamblers who stagger around like drunken sleepwalkers with bad hemorrhoids and can’t carry on an intelligent conversation. I wouldn’t be effective at solving cases if I had pieces falling off me here and there.
Bruno gestured me toward a side room. “We’ve reserved your private chair, sir. I know you don’t like to be disturbed during the process.”
It’s true that I like the private embalming chair, where I can mull over my cases while the embalmer does his work. But because I had just reviewed the files that Sheyenne had dumped on my desk, not to mention Sheldon Fennerman’s predicament, I wanted more interaction. No telling what I might pick up if somebody happened to drop a juicy tidbit. “I’ll be more sociable today, Bruno. Why not put me among the ladies?”
Bruno’s artificially darkened eyebrows rose like ravens taking wing. “I’m sure they’d love that, sir. They talk about you after you’re gone, you know.”
Apparently, zombies can blush when the situation calls for it, because I felt a definite warmth in my cheeks. “Well, why make them wait? Now they can talk about me to my face.”
In the brightly lit main salon, three makeup-plastered undead women reclined in their chairs while Heinrich flitted from one to the next, chatting and smiling while his clients gossiped in raspy cackling voices. The trio had been in their early sixties in human years, after which they’d added a few hard undead years. All three had the sinewy, rough look of heavy smokers, heavy drinkers, and heavy flirters. Heinrich did his very best, though the women still looked as if they had graduated from the Bride of Frankenstein School of Cosmetology.
“Well, look who’s decided to join us today, honey,” said the first, whose name was Victoria (“want to be my Vic-tim?” she had once said in a creaky attempt to be sexy). Zombie cougars on the prowl.
“He looks delicious,” said the next, Cindy. (“Rhymes with sin, heh, heh.” Well, not really.) “It’ll be wonderful to have some masculine company here, instead of just us girls.” She looked up quickly at Heinrich. “No offense, of course.”
“None taken, love. My masculinity’s not in question.”
I eased myself into the chair while Bruno began to gather the tubes and tanks of fluid.
The third woman leaned over in her chair: Sharon (“I don’t need clever wordplay to get a man”). “Got any plans, Dan? I’ll be finished here long before these other ladies are ready for a public viewing. They need a lot more work done than I do.” The other two looked at her with glares like wooden stakes, but Sharon ignored them. “You and I could go out for lunch or cocktails . . . or just someplace for an afternoon delight.”
“Sounds tempting,” I said, feeling no interest whatsoever, “but my caseload is killing me. Mysteries to solve, bad guys to catch.”
“Oh, you’re not still obsessed with your dreary murder, are you?” Cindy-rhymes-with-sin gave a flippant toss of her head.
I wanted to get the bastard who had killed me, but more importantly I needed enough answers to be sure Robin wasn’t in any continuing danger. What if the murderer had other targets on his list? And who had poisoned Sheyenne?
“Tragic,” Victoria said. “I think about you every time the girls and I go to the Basilisk nightclub.”
“My body was found in an alley a block away,” I said. “Not at Basilisk.”
Still, my death might have had some connection with the nightclub and the under-the-table blood-bank sales I had exposed. I’d been avoiding the place . . . because of Sheyenne. “Anyway, I do work on more than one case at a time, ladies. Many clients to satisfy. Have you heard about threats being made against vampires? Wooden stakes left on doorsteps, anything like that?”
Cindy said, “Vampires . . . not my sort of undead.”
“I’ll try anything,” Sharon said. “I may be dead, but I’m not that dead.”
“Any thing is right,” Victoria cackled. “We’ve seen some of the creatures you’ve gone home with.”
Heinrich gave a worried frown. “Vampires are some of our best clients during the night shift. They’re so particular about their hair. And we do a brisk business in fang whitening.”
“Not much for the tanning beds, though,” Bruno said as he hooked up the heavy-gauge trocar to the cannula and started the pump to fill my vessels with fresh embalming fluid. He used a makeup brush to fuss over my face. He flipped my hair back and forth while he tsk-tsked at the entrance and exit wounds in my skull. “This really needs to be repaired, sir. If you will allow me? I can do wonders, both for your appearance and your self-esteem. That bullet hole is a distraction.”
Previously, I had resisted doing much to cover it up other than wearing my hat lower. “Every time I look in the mirror, it reminds me that I still have to find the person who killed me.”
“You don’t need a hole in the head for that, sir. Tell the truth—how often do you look in the mirror?”
“Hardly ever.”
“That settles it, then. Let me do my work. I am a professional.”
Bruno opened jars of makeup and mortician’s putty, then packed the front of my forehead, reconstructing the damage to my skull. I could feel the flow of fresh embalming fluid invigorating me.
“I could help you with your caseload, Dan,” said Cindy, then added in a sultry, rasping voice, “as long as it’s a hard case.” The zombie cougars tittered.
Now, I don’t mind flirting, especially when it helps people relax and answer my questions in an investigation, but that’s where I draw the line. Ghost or not, Sheyenne is my girlfriend, so I smiled and said, “Thanks for the offer, ladies, but my caseload is already spoken for.”
Taking my comment as a rebuff, Sharon said, “I don’t think he can do anything, girls. Talk about dead wood!” They all laughed at that.
This time I didn’t bother blushing. It didn’t matter what they assumed. I was capable enough in the sexual department, but I wasn’t in the market for a ZILF—especially those three.
Heinrich chatted about Alvin Ricketts and the art auction that night, which did interest me, but the ladies were unimpressed. They turned their predatory gazes as the parlor door jangled open.
A boisterous man in a loud plaid sport jacket entered with his dark hair brushed back, a fine gold chain hanging at his neck just above a line of conspicuously woolly chest hair. “Ah, what beautiful ladies!” he said. “Could there be any better job than this?”
Brondon Morris was the representative of Jekyll Lifestyle Products and Necroceuticals, a profuse and avuncular snake-oil salesman who seemed to believe that everyone adored him, though no one did. He circulated among Unnatural Quarter businesses, supermarkets, parlors, and clubs, hawking JLPN products and distributing the toiletries that no unnatural should be without.
The zombie cougars cooed and fawned over the visitor. “Did you bring us any samples this time, Brondon?”
“Of course I did, ladies.” He glanced up, recognized me in the embalming chair, and froze for an uncomfortable fraction of a second. I knew who he was, and he knew me; there was no love lost between us. He pointedly ignored me.
Humming loudly to emphasize how much he enjoyed his work, Brondon opened his case and pulled out tubes, bottles, and spritzers, handing them to the three zombie women. “Now, these samples are just for your personal use, ladies—skin creams, face masks, wrinkle reducers. I can’t make a living if I give away all our products, and Bruno and Heinrich wouldn’t be too pleased with me! I hope you’ll tell all your friends about the quality of our line.”
“We’re dedicated customers,” said Sharon. “You know we are.”
Meanwhile, Bruno continued working on me, and Heinrich came back with a clipboard and a JLPN order form. Brondon continued, “We have a lovely new perfume that we’re test-marketing right now.”
“Is it from the new Zom-Be-Fresh line?” Victoria asked. “Fresh Loam?”
“Those products aren’t ready for market just yet, I’m afraid. Two more weeks until the wide release. They’re still undergoing laboratory testing.”
“I’ll help you test it,” Cindy offered. “In fact, I’ll help test any of your . . . equipment.”
Brondon gave her a wide, sincere smile. “What a beautiful offer! I may take you up on that someday.” He handed out shiny packets of nail cleaner, held up a small curved brush. “This is a useful new item, specially designed to scrub dirt from the fingernails of anyone who’s just clawed her way out of the grave.”
“Brondon, sweetie, do we look like we’re fresh out of the grave?”
Wisely leaving the question unanswered, Brondon put the brush back into his satchel. Heinrich saved him by handing over the completed order form. “We’re all very satisfied with JLPN products, Mr. Morris. And when your new Fresh Loam line comes out, we’ll add it to our order. Your ads are generating a lot of customer interest.”
“We’re very proud of Fresh Loam, a whole new spin on our entire product line. One of the largest marketing campaigns in our company history.”
So far, Brondon had kept his back to me, but now he looked in my direction, bent down to his sample case, and withdrew a small spray can. “It’s a fact of life, Mr. Chambeaux, that zombies need deodorant more than the usual person. You’re relatively new to the condition, but you’ll realize it sooner or later. Our line ranks very high in customer satisfaction.”
He came close and spritzed it in the air, but I flinched back. “No, thank you—I am who I am, and I prefer to smell that way.”
“It’s not about you, my friend. Because of my work among the unnaturals, I’ve gotten used to the smell, but you should be considerate to others who may be standing downwind.”
“I’ll keep that in mind, but I’m not interested.”
“He’s not interested in anything,” Sharon said.
“How about this? You’re going to love emBalm!” He tried to hand me a small tube of lip balm. “No zombie wants chapped lips.”
“No thanks.”
Disappointed, Brondon tugged on the collar of his plaid sport jacket. “Is this just sour grapes for the . . . unpleasantness with JLPN a few years ago? Water under the bridge! We’re a different company now—resurrected, if you will. Our new specialty products are designed to help unnaturals with all their hygiene needs.”
“No sour grapes on my part, Mr. Morris. I stand by my investigative work, and the courts upheld it.”
I had history with Jekyll Lifestyle Products and Necroceuticals. Case history. Personal history.
Four years into our partnership, Robin and I had worked on a class-action lawsuit against JLPN. The parent company had been a successful cosmetics and toiletries manufacturer for decades, but after the Big Uneasy, when much of the public shivered under the bedsheets in fear of monsters, the company’s CEO—Harvard Stanford Jekyll—realized there was an entirely new pool of customers for a line of specialized creams, shampoos, toothpaste, deodorants, perfumes, everything an unnatural needed for a happy and productive unlife.
In a rather embarrassing incident, some customers experienced problems with a conditioning shampoo developed for vampires. Specifically, it made their hair fall out. Vampire Pattern Baldness. And once undead hair fell out, it didn’t grow back. Vampires tend to be vain, banking on their sexual magnetism, imagining careers as cover models for bodice-ripping, jugular-puncturing romance novels. The shampoo users were distraught to watch their suaveness reduced with every stroke of a comb or brush.
So a group of newly bald vampires engaged the services of Chambeaux & Deyer. While Robin filed lawsuits, I did my detective work and discovered that two lots of the JLPN shampoo had “accidentally” been contaminated with garlic oil. After further investigation (impersonating a factory employee and surreptitiously copying confidential records, long after business hours), I found proof that the garlic oil was intentionally added by a disgruntled employee, who was later reprimanded and let go. The company pulled the vampire shampoo from the shelves, paid an undisclosed amount in damages—our cut of the settlement paid the rent for six months—and spent years recovering from the public-relations disaster.
Needless to say, I was persona non grata over there.
Brondon gave me an awkward smile now. “So let’s bury the hatchet. How about trying some of our products? Free samples—in the spirit of goodwill?”
Even though most unnaturals used the stuff, I really had no desire to. “I appreciate the offer, but sometimes I do undercover surveillance. I don’t want people to smell my cologne from a block away.”
Brondon brushed off the insult and turned his attention back to the three zombie cougars, who basked in his presence. Because of his daily sales routine, I could think of few humans who were so entirely at ease among unnaturals. Brondon bent close and said in a stage whisper, as if he imagined that none of us men could overhear him, “I’ll be at the Goblin Tavern later on tonight, ladies, if any of you care to join me for a drink. . . .”
Victoria, Cindy, and Sharon fervently promised that they would see Brondon there, come Hell or high water—and nowadays, floods and the underworld were well within the realm of possibility. Brondon packed up his sample case, gave a flirtatious wave to the cadaverous women, and sauntered out of the embalming parlor.
Bruno unhooked the needle and tube from my arm. “There you are, sir. All topped off. Good as new.”
“A reasonable facsimile, at least,” I said, and I did feel refreshed. I took a quick glance at the mirror, touched a fingertip to the mortician’s putty in my forehead. No sign of a bullet hole. Bruno had done a good job.
I paid him, gathered my hat and jacket, and headed back to the office.
CHAPTER 7
As I walked through the door, Sheyenne was arranging a stack of advertising flyers on the corner of her desk. I glanced down, trying to figure out what they were. “Another client?”
“A very dapper gentleman dropped these off, asking us to pass them out to our clientele. New business start-up in the Quarter. I figured we’d earn some goodwill by supporting our fellow entrepreneurs.”
I picked up one of the flyers. It was for a glassmaker’s shop that specialized in dark window tinting. Black Glass, Inc. Opacity Guaranteed. Blocks out all harmful purifying rays of the sun—UV, infrared, and visible. We also repair mirrors.
“Sure, go ahead and hand them out. I wonder if they install normal windows too.” I thought of the damage that had been done to the Hope & Salvation Mission. “I might have a customer for them.”
A few minutes later, Miranda Jekyll entered the office, cloaked in an aura of pomp and circumstance as if her very presence generated all the fanfare a person could need. She was dressed to the nines (or the tens, or however much she could afford), and she wasn’t afraid to show it. Miranda’s husband Harvey—Harvard Stanford Jekyll—paid for it all and resented every penny, especially now that he had filed for divorce, which only made her spend more extravagantly.
Her smile was as wide and dazzling as a great white shark’s; her red lipstick made blood look pallid by comparison. Her cinnamon-dyed hair was intricately coiffed and cemented into place by more hair spray and styling product than a salon used in a week. A lawn gnome could have jumped through her enormous hoop earrings.
Harvey Jekyll insisted that their prenuptial agreement was null and void because now that she had become a werewolf, Miranda was no longer the same person who had signed the document. Therefore, she was not entitled to half of Jekyll Lifestyle Products and Necroceuticals. Robin had been fighting on Miranda’s behalf for months, and I’d been working behind the scenes to gather leverage to use against Jekyll. After the vampire shampoo incident, Jekyll hadn’t been on my Favorite Persons list to begin with.
Now Miranda swished forward with lupine grace, her back straight, head erect, hands slightly outstretched as if she meant either to embrace or claw whoever came within her grasp. “Sweethearts!” she announced, pronouncing it “sweet-hots,” as if we were some kind of startlingly potent candy. “I’ve been dying to see you. I simply must have an update on my case.”
I extended my hand in a businesslike gesture, but when she took it in her own, it was a caress, not a shake. Her pointed nails traced little patterns on my pale skin. “Mr. Chambeaux, it’s always a pleasure to see you.”
When Sheyenne offered her a beverage, Miranda fluttered her fingers in a quick dismissive movement. “I doubt you carry anything that I’d drink. Not to worry, I can stay only a minute. Considering how long it’s taking your agency to solve my little problem, one might think I’m paying you by the hour. Oh wait, I am! But I don’t resent it a minute, because it’s my husband’s money anyway. However, I simply must impress upon you how desperate I am to get out of this marriage.”
“Come into the conference room, and we’ll go over what we have so far,” Robin said. “Is it all right if Dan sits in?” Technically, I wasn’t supposed to be in a confidential attorney-client meeting.
“I hired you both, sweethearts, and I don’t care whether this is solved in the courts or under the table . . . so long as it’s solved.”
I gestured Miranda into the conference room. “I’m sorry you’re dissatisfied with our progress, ma’am.”
“I didn’t say dissatisfied—just impatient. I long to be free.”
Sheyenne glided into the conference room, bringing the file; she set it in front of me, gave me a private wink, then left.
Robin sat down, serious. “If getting out of the marriage is most important, Mrs. Jekyll, your husband already wants a divorce, and you could sign the papers right now. Granted, you won’t walk away with any of his fortune, but at least you’ll have your self-esteem. You can be free to find true love, if that’s your highest priority.”
Miranda gave poor Robin a withering glare. “That would defeat the entire purpose of all those years I endured him, sweetheart. You simply must find a way to put him over a barrel in the courts. Or you, Mr. Chambeaux—catch him doing something very naughty . . . I’m sure he must be doing something. Aren’t we all? If I can hold a big nasty club over his head, then we’ll reach an amicable settlement.”
Considering how bitter the relationship was, I doubted any settlement short of Miranda’s slow torture and lingering death would feel “amicable” to Harvey Jekyll. Instead of pointing that out, I said, “I conducted intensive surveillance, Mrs. Jekyll, but my recent . . . setback created delays in several of our cases.”
“Yes, yes—your death,” Miranda said with a luxurious and dismissive brush of her clawlike hand. “I’m not an ogre, Mr. Chambeaux. Nobody expects the same sort of progress from a dead detective as from a live one, but that doesn’t make me any less miserable. We’ve got to break the prenup, somehow.”
Robin pulled out the inch-thick document and flipped through the pages. “Your husband’s reason for breaking the agreement is nonsense. It won’t stand up in court, despite his stalling tactics.”
“Harvey’s attorneys claim that the marriage itself has fundamentally changed, due to my transformation.”
And everything had changed for her. Two years earlier, Miranda Jekyll had been scratched, infected, and transformed into a werewolf. Harvey Jekyll subsequently claimed, through his coterie of lawyers, that his wife was no longer human, therefore not the person who had signed the agreement, and therefore and whereas, he was no longer bound to the terms, yadda yadda, and she was entitled to nothing.
Miranda, not surprisingly, held a different point of view.
In the newly changed world, so many legal questions had no precedents for lawyers to fall back on. The courts were clogged, and few judges wanted anything to do with the societal headaches caused by the unnaturals.
Robin scrutinized the document that she had read many times before. “Granted, the original contract you and Mr. Jekyll signed many years ago is quite thorough and ironclad—”
“It should be,” Miranda said. “Each side had seven lawyers at five hundred dollars an hour apiece, combing over every comma, period, semicolon, and exclamation point. Since when does a legal contract have an exclamation point? Well, this one has it.”
“I filed motions for outright dismissal, Mrs. Jekyll, taking the stance that you are still the same individual who signed the contract. How can anyone disagree?”
“Harvey has photos of me as a werewolf. Show those to an all-human jury, and he’ll have a ruling in an hour.”
“You are exactly the same person, except for during that time of the month.”
“Even then, I’m still me, regardless of whether I sprout hair and get more feisty—some men like that.” Miranda tossed her head, and not a single strand of her hair moved. “Throughout history, men have put up with women turning into bitches for a few days every month. Never been cause for breaking a prenup before.”
“Exactly!” Robin said with a grin. “I’m sure we can win this, if we get a sympathetic judge.”
I looked down at the files. “Robin may be confident, but I’d feel better if I could dredge up concrete evidence of something that your husband wouldn’t want displayed in open court.” I pressed my lips hard together. “We always do our best to help our clients, Mrs. Jekyll, but ever since the JLPN class-action suit, I also have my own grudge against the guy.”
She flashed her great-white-shark grin again. “Oh, that’s no surprise at all. It’s why I hired Chambeaux and Deyer in the first place! I was impressed with your work, even if it did cause severe financial losses to the company. Harvey deserved it.”
I took out a stack of my old surveillance photos. Miranda had seen them before, but I decided we could all use a fresh look. “After you engaged our services, I spent weeks following your husband after dark, but I never found any evidence of him having an affair.”
“No surprise. The man’s a sexless little worm. He never wanted to have sex with me—me!” Miranda pointed to herself, accentuating her breasts as if her sheer animal desirability was self-evident. “I can’t imagine him looking elsewhere for companionship, but who knows? In that twisted walnut-sized brain of his, maybe Harvey has needs, too, needs that I can’t meet, though I couldn’t imagine what they might be.”
Now, Miranda was our client, and the client is always innocent, always wronged, and always on the right side of justice. But I’m not naïve, and I assumed that the sultry and vivacious woman was fooling around as well. Undoubtedly, her husband had his own private investigators trying to find dirt on Miranda. I just hoped that she was good at hiding it—and that Harvey wasn’t. In the matter of the prenup, it would all come down to which person had the better mudslinging campaign.
I spread out the photos and tapped them, focusing the conversation on business before Miranda could go into detail about her own sex life. “Here’s a curious one. I followed your husband to the landfill outside the city, after dark. Some kind of off-books delivery or disposal. Shouldn’t a big corporate exec have underlings for jobs like that?”
“Harvey has underlings to do everything, sweetheart. It’s suspicious, but I don’t see how that helps us.”
“I plan to follow up and ask around.” I pulled out more photos. Twice, I had tracked Harvey Jekyll to clandestine nighttime meetings with shadowy figures, once accompanied by his chief sales rep, Brondon Morris. “I have no idea what those meetings were. I could never get close enough.”
“Could it be a sex parlor of some kind?” Robin sounded embarrassed. “Drugs? Gambling?”
“We can only hope,” Miranda said. “You’ll need proof.”
“I will step up the surveillance, Mrs. Jekyll.” As a zombie, I could put in long hours, day and night. “It’s taken me a few weeks to . . . get back on my feet. Don’t worry, I’m on the job now. The cases don’t solve themselves.”
“No, sweetheart, they don’t.” She reached into her handbag, which probably cost as much as a block of real estate in the Unnatural Quarter, and withdrew her checkbook. “I’m going to double your hourly fee this week in hopes that it encourages you.”
She wrote out a check from her husband’s account, blew us an air-kiss, and said her goodbyes.
CHAPTER 8
Seated at my desk, I spent half an hour studying the homicide file McGoo had delivered to me (unofficially) four days after I awakened from the grave. “Here you go, Shamble—do your stuff. The cases don’t solve themselves.”
I was grateful, though intimidated. “It’s not often a person gets a chance to catch his own murderer.”
“Consider this a do-it-yourself project. Besides, it’ll save me the work.”
Fortunately for me, the medical examiner relied on virtual autopsies and high-tech imaging of suspected murder victims. (In my case, there wasn’t much “suspected” about the murder.) My body had been buried intact, relatively speaking.
Now I reread the report, although I already had the words memorized: Classification of Death: Homicide. Cause of Death: Gunshot wound to head. Bullet entered lamboid suture of skull, completely penetrating brain and exiting forehead. Wound is consistent with .32 caliber bullet found at crime scene.
The slug had been embedded in a wooden door in the alley, having lost most of its momentum after passing through my skull. The bullet was damaged by striking the door (not to mention the back and front of my skull, which, according to McGoo, is quite thick). Even so, the lab had gotten good information:
Lead rim-fired bullet, five lands and grooves with a right-hand twist, consistent with a round from an antique Smith & Wesson No. 2 Army .32 caliber revolver. As best we could tell, the weapon was made around the time of the U.S. Civil War. No bullet casing found at the scene, but in that kind of gun, someone would have had to remove the casing manually, and only a stupid murderer would have left it on the ground. Anybody who could have killed me had to be reasonably smart, or lucky. Just for my own reputation, I preferred to imagine him, or her, as fiendishly smart.
A lot of unnaturals had a fondness for antiques. Gun shops specialized in exotic pieces, and in the Unnatural Quarter it was easy enough to get hold of unregistered weapons of all makes and types. I just needed to figure out who owned a hundred-fifty-year-old Smith & Wesson .32 revolver.
Piece of cake.
Chambeaux & Deyer dealt with the usual gamut of cases: missing persons, divorces, civil lawsuits, recovery of stolen objects.
Seven years ago, Robin had won her first legal case dealing with unnaturals—securing a victory for a monster-literacy charity—before the two of us ever joined forces. A prominent werewolf millionaire had died as a result of a tragic silver-letter-opener accident (another story entirely), and the will left his entire fortune to the literacy charity. The jilted family contested the will, alleging that becoming a werewolf each full moon had rendered the old man mentally incompetent; they showed video evidence of his slavering, bestial antics to prove their point.
Robin argued that—notwithstanding the allegation that a werewolf was by definition mentally incompetent—the decedent was indisputably competent during the rest of the month when the moon wasn’t full, and she entered lunar charts into evidence to prove that the moon had been in the gibbous phase at the time he signed the will. Based on her argument, the judge ruled that the monster-literacy charity was entitled to the full inheritance, as stated in the millionaire’s will.
A few years before that, I had put out my shingle offering my services as a detective around what would later become the Unnatural Quarter. After McGoo got himself punitively promoted to this part of town, he threw me a bone and set me up with my first unnatural case.
He put me in touch with a forlorn family who was desperately trying to track down their uncle Mel. I treated it like a regular missing persons case, even though Mel was one of the walking dead. He had died six months before the Big Uneasy, but his corpse was still fresh enough to rise up in the first wave of zombies after all the rules changed. When his family came to deliver flowers to the grave one day, they found the earth churned and a sunken hole left where Mel had battered his way out of the coffin and clawed himself back into the light of day.
They followed the muddy footprints out of the cemetery, but lost his trail on the way to the Quarter. So they hired me to find him. Standard detective work. I remember the blond-haired niece in particular, her lower lip trembling, tears filling her eyes . . . so sad, so sincere, not even twenty years old. “Uncle Mel is lost—I just know he’s homeless somewhere! We’ve got to find him.”
And that’s what I did. I knocked on doors, I asked around the Quarter, I showed Mel’s funeral-notice photo to anyone I met (though the photo wasn’t going to be a very good likeness, since he’d been ripening in the grave for half a year). I finally found the unkempt-looking zombie sleeping in an alley, covered with flattened cardboard boxes and newspapers, little more than a pile of ambulatory detritus getting snuggly with rodents and beetles.
Success. I had done my job.
Mel was perfectly alert, and he must have been a charming guy in life. When I told him that his family had engaged my services to find him, at first he brightened, then became dejected as reality sank in. “They don’t want to see me like this.”
“Oh, yes, they do. Trust me, it’ll be all right.”
I arranged the meeting, and I was as excited as any of them. Since he’d been in the ground for so long, Mel was too putrid for embraces, however, which made for an awkward reunion. With one glance at his rotting form, the young blond niece and her aunts and uncles immediately reconsidered their wishes. Within minutes, they glanced at watches, consulted day planners, pretended they had other things to do.
The niece put her thumb to her ear and pinky to her mouth to mime a telephone and quipped, “We’ll call you, Uncle Mel.”
The others gave him their best wishes. “Take care of yourself, Mel.”
“So glad you’re okay.”
“If there’s anything we can do . . . Well, you’d better call first.”
The family had never made contact with Mel again, and he was left alone, heartbroken. A painfully typical case: Family loses loved one, loved one rises from the grave, loving family wants risen loved one back in their lives, family gets a whiff and changes their mind.
I had taken the forlorn zombie to the Hope & Salvation Mission and asked Mrs. Saldana to give him a helping hand. She gave Mel some self-help books and arranged for him to get a job. He’s actually quite happy now....
With a sigh, I realized I wasn’t getting any more benefit from the autopsy report, no matter how long I stared at it. Dead end. For now.
I delivered a couple of case folders back to Sheyenne. She opened the metal file drawer, sorted through dividers, and slid the folders back in place. “When I was in medical school, I was planning to be a surgeon,” she said. “Now I’m reorganizing office files.”
“I know, Spooky. Life didn’t turn out the way we wanted it to. Come to think of it, death didn’t turn out like we expected either. But at least you get to see me every day now.” As if that would cheer her up.
She made the pfft sound and ruffled some papers, then flashed me a flirtatious smile. “Small consolation, but it’ll do. Anyway, death is what you make of it.”
She retrieved several unsolved case folders from my office and set them on her desk so she could comb through the documents herself. “Meanwhile, I’ll keep doing the real work here—though it goes above and beyond the job description of an executive administrator.”
“You’re a lot more than an administrator. Paralegal too. Sounding board. Customer service rep.”
“Business manager,” she added. “If I didn’t help Robin and you go over the books, you’d never balance the accounts.”
“That’s beyond my detective abilities,” I said.
A week after she died, Sheyenne’s ghost had appeared in our offices and boldly announced that she was my new office manager, Robin’s new paralegal, and yes, thank you, she was going to accept the job, even though we hadn’t offered it. I didn’t have the heart to turn her down, especially after what Sheyenne had been through—after what we’d all been through. And after the promises I’d made to her on her hospital deathbed.
Now she looked up from the files. “Don’t forget, Beaux, you promised to find my murderer in your spare time.”
She’d been killed four full weeks before me, and I’d been diligently trying to solve her murder when I got shot myself. Coincidence? Whoever had given her the toadstool poison could be connected to the bastard who shot me. Or maybe not.
“I won’t forget about it, honest. I just hope you don’t quit your job after the case is solved.”
“You can’t get rid of me that easily—I thought you’d figured that out by now.” She gave me a wink. “Still, could be hazardous.”
“It’s already been hazardous.”
When she gave me that heartwarming-to-the-point-of-incandescence look with those blue eyes, I doubted I could ever forget her if I walked the earth for another two centuries. Nothing would make me happier than to put her killer, and mine, in the electric chair (or whatever form of execution was appropriate for their particular type). I just had to narrow down the suspects until I got the right one.
Alas, there was no shortage of people who wanted me out of the picture.
CHAPTER 9
Sheyenne checked the schedule and let me know about the last client of the day. “An emancipation case.”
“One of Robin’s, then? Am I supposed to be here for it?”
Sheyenne gave me that “Do you even have to ask?” raised eyebrow. “You know she likes to have you there for moral support.”
“I thought she wanted me there for the muscle.”
“Ha!” With a psychokinetic pfft!, Sheyenne fluttered a bunch of the papers on her desk. “That’s what I get for telling you how cute you are. Now you think you’re Adonis.”
Robin poked her head out of her office. “Is our five o’clock here yet?”
As if she had summoned the client, I heard painstaking, shuffling footsteps out in the hall: a long drag, then a footfall, a long drag, then a footfall, followed by slow, ominous rapping at the door.
“I wasn’t expecting so much suspense,” Sheyenne whispered to me. She opened the door.
Standing in front of us was a decrepit, half-unraveled bundle of bandages and rags that swaddled a short brown man. He was so desiccated that he looked like a child’s doll made of beef jerky. As he lurched forward, three moths flew up from among the bandages. I could hear his bones creaking.
The mummy spoke in a crisp businesslike British accent. “So sorry I’m late. My sundial is notoriously unreliable on cloudy days.” With several ancient scrolls tucked under his elbow, he shuffled into our offices, dragging his left foot. He extended a skeletal hand to me. “Ramen Ho-Tep, at your service.”
I took the grip, but didn’t shake too vigorously, afraid I might break something off (which could lead to a lawsuit of our own). “Pleased to meet you, sir.”
Robin greeted him with her dazzling smile. “Thank you for coming, Mr. Ho-Tep. Your case sounds very interesting. Would you mind if my partner sits in?”
The mummy regarded me. “Is he your slave?”
“No, and he’s not an attorney either, but I value his insights.”
“Brilliant,” the mummy said. “By all means. I want many ears to hear the persecution I’ve suffered.”
In the conference room, Ramen Ho-Tep thumped the ancient scrolls down on the table, and dust wafted up, along with tiny flakes of dried papyrus. Robin had already set out six enormous volumes of legal cases and precedents.
She wrapped up a half-eaten tuna sandwich from her late lunch and set it on a credenza next to a can of diet cola. “Sorry for the mess. I was just catching up.”
“No worries,” said the mummy. “You should have seen the state of my tomb when the archaeologists broke in.”
“You speak English extremely well, Mr. Ho-Tep.” I’m accustomed to unnaturals having slurred diction, and the ones with Southern accents are almost impossible to understand.
“I spent nearly a century lying in the British Museum,” the mummy said. “One’s bound to pick up something of the language, even though I wasn’t actually aware. My body was loaned to the Metropolitan Natural History Museum shortly before the event you call the Big Uneasy . . . and then I woke up. That was a most distressing day, let me tell you! For scientific purposes, the archaeologists had unwrapped half of my bandages, and there I was, naked under the bright lights. If I’d still had any blood flow, I would have blushed quite furiously.”
Robin started jotting notes on her legal pad. “So, how can we help you, sir? I have the basics of your story, but I’d like my partner to be completely filled in.”
The mummy rested his elbows on the table and leaned forward. The sinews in his jaw snapped and clacked as he talked. “Due to the woeful state of your public education system, your citizens have little accurate knowledge of ancient Egypt. Most of what they think they know comes from those silly mummy movies, although I must admit that Arnold Vosloo did a creditable job of it. Good special effects.”
I didn’t tell him I was a Karloff man myself. Old school.
His head twitched, as if he were trying to focus on his thoughts again. “I was the pharaoh of all Egypt, but I do not have an inflated sense of my own importance. You’ve probably never heard of Ramen Ho-Tep. I’ve nothing to do with the dried noodles, I assure you—in fact, I’m thousands of years older than prepackaged food.” A sigh rattled out of his dry throat. “And now I’m merely . . .”
He seemed dejected. “I ruled for twenty floodings of the Nile before I succumbed to a fever caused by the bite of a tsetse fly. I was entombed in a lovely pyramid in the desert suburbs. The workers were killed, of course, the records struck, curses laid down—the usual privacy and security measures, but insufficient. Robbers ransacked the tomb within a century or two, and much later a team of British archaeologists removed my body.” Ho-Tep let out an indignant snort. “Apparently, if one calls oneself an ‘archaeologist’ rather than a ‘tomb raider,’ one receives far more respect. But the end result is the same.
“Now, being on display may sound glamorous, but it’s quite dull, I assure you. Once I awakened, it became clear that I needed to explain the true ways of life in ancient Egypt. I am uniquely qualified for the job, but those”—he inserted a guttural string of Egyptian words—“from the museum wouldn’t release me!”
Ramen Ho-Tep became more animated. His shoulders stiffened, his bones squeaked and bandages rustled, and he did look terrible to behold. Previously, I was skeptical about animated mummies who are supposed to be fearsome. I mean, how can anybody be afraid of something that couldn’t outrun a banana slug? But now, as the mummy unleashed his true anger, Robin and I both flinched.
“I wish to be emancipated! I must be freed. I was Pharaoh of all Egypt! I was a god. I am not a slave—I am no one’s property! And I should know, because I had a great many slaves of my own. Nevertheless, the museum insists that they own me.”
Robin, as usual, grew incensed and indignant on behalf of her client. “We have laws against this sort of thing, Mr. Ho-Tep. Slavery has been outlawed for more than a century and a half.” She turned to the law books stacked on the table, opened one of the thickest tomes, and riffled through the pages to where she had used a sticky note to mark a passage. “A wealth of case law has withstood every legal challenge.”
The mummy unrolled his own ancient scrolls to reveal faded hieroglyphics. “I brought my own case law—Egyptian case law. Look at this clause here, under paragraph six, subclause B.” He pointed to drawings that showed a sphinx, a bird, and squiggly lines that might have been water. “Right there, as plain as day: Shall I read it aloud? Bird, foot, round thing, another bird. How can opposing counsel argue? You need only show this to a qualified judge, and I shall be freed from captivity within the week.”
“That might be a tad optimistic, Mr. Ho-Tep,” Robin said. “The Metropolitan Museum will oppose the emancipation petition. They’ll question your status as a human being, or they might claim that you’re not capable of taking care of yourself. Or they could bring in an expert from the Health Department to testify that your moldy old bandages are a public health hazard, and therefore you can’t be allowed to roam free.” She gave him a look of great concern. “They’ll try to humiliate you in front of a jury.”
The mummy was furious. “This is not possible! I was Pharaoh of all Egypt!”
“Yes, you mentioned that,” I interrupted, “but it won’t necessarily impress a judge.” In general, I prefer to give my clients a realistic view of their cases.
Robin chimed in, still optimistic. “Don’t worry, we’ll do everything legally possible to ensure your emancipation.”
“Please hurry,” the mummy said. “I’ve waited thousands of years. I simply can’t bear it anymore.”
After Ramen Ho-Tep shuffled back to the museum, Robin used a small hand vacuum to clean up the dust and debris he had left behind on the conference table, while I pitched in with a carpet sweeper to get rid of the larger pieces on the floor.
“I think I’ll call it a day,” I said. “I’m going to stop by the Goblin Tavern.”
“I’ll put in a few more hours here before I go upstairs,” Robin said. No surprise. We both spent more time working than in our individual apartments above the office.
Sometimes I worried about her. She worked herself to the bone, gave 110 percent to her clients, felt every ounce of their pain, reflected their righteous indignation. She was always optimistic, utterly convinced that Justice would prevail and Truth would win in the end. How could I not love her for it? But I worried about her.
Robin and I—and Sheyenne—were a good team. Most of the cases were satisfying . . . except for the one that had killed me.
CHAPTER 10
Half of a private detective’s job is simply keeping your eyes and ears open and going to places where people are willing to let their guard down and talk. That’s why you see so many PIs frequenting bars and nightclubs. It’s work-related. Really.
The Goblin Tavern is the sort of hangout you’d expect, a homey and dingy place where everybody knows your name, but they don’t hold it against you. A long wooden bar lined with stools, some of them wide and reinforced for the larger customers; a handful of dark tables with splintered wooden chairs; an array of liquor bottles on the top and bottom shelves; three taps for beer; a medical-grade refrigerator for donated blood packs, soy blood, and a special stainless-steel locker for the good stuff.
Cobwebs were carefully cultivated along the rafters and in the corners; one big glass jar held pickled eggs in a murky fluid, right next to a nearly identical jar filled with preserved eyeballs; the two jars had different-colored screw lids, so customers wouldn’t get confused. Shrink-wrapped packets of jerky, made from a wide variety of flesh, filled a cardboard box next to the cash register.
Ilgar, the goblin owner, hated the place and hated the customers. In his lair in the back room, you might catch a glimpse of him, hear the clack and chatter of his adding machine, maybe a muttered curse when the ledgers didn’t add up to his satisfaction. He was rarely seen working the bar.
Because it’s my business to collect information, I knew a secret about Ilgar and his tavern, but I kept it to myself. He was in very serious negotiations with an outside food-and-drink conglomerate, the Smile Syndicate, that wanted to franchise the Goblin Tavern—a great relief for Ilgar, no doubt. The guys-in-ties were exploring the possibility of opening a chain of duplicate Goblin Taverns across the country, catering to curious humans who wanted a safe taste of the Unnatural Quarter, something like the Haunted Mansion in Disneyland, except with plenty of alcohol available.
Many humans are morbidly fascinated by the dark side of the city. Large, secure tour buses drive around the Quarter so that curiosity seekers can watch the monsters in their unnatural habitat. As part of the route, and the experience, the buses drop off the passengers for a drink at the Goblin Tavern, one of the highlights of the tour. Next year, the place was going to be a zoo, when the Worldwide Horror Convention was due to come to town.
Ilgar had a terrible time keeping bartenders and cocktail waitresses; he’d gone through three in one particularly bad week (two had quit, one hadn’t survived). That changed when he found Francine, a fiftyish human woman who’d seen it all, had dealt with tough customers throughout her life, and didn’t put up with any guff from rowdy unnaturals.
“I’ve waited on slobs, pigs, and jerks in human bars too,” she once told me. “Certain people turn into assholes when they’re drunk. Doesn’t matter whether they’re truck drivers or necromancers. I know how to spot ’em, and I know how to deal with ’em.”
And she did. Francine settled right in at the Tavern, got to know the regulars. You might not think a human bartender could relate to the problems of unnaturals, but Francine had been through three marriages, a bankruptcy, a house fire, a drug-addict kid, and persistent plantar warts that made her feet so sore that she hated to stand all day (although she had no choice). As a career bartender, she was well practiced in listening to the customers’ woes. She didn’t try to offer solutions, just poured another drink and knew when to pick up a round.
I entered the tavern as night fell and took my usual seat at the bar. Even before she came over, Francine grabbed a pint glass.
There are stages of being a regular customer at any establishment. First, as the bartender gets to know you, she’ll try to earn points by remembering you and your order. “Tap beer? Large?” Second, she goes to the next stage, asking the coy question, “You want the usual, Dan?” even though she knows what the answer will be. But we were past all that. As soon as Francine saw me, she pulled the beer without asking anything at all.
Yes, I come here that often.
My taste buds aren’t as sharp as before, and I always have a funny aftertaste in my mouth, so the brand of beer no longer matters to me. And liquor doesn’t affect me the same as it used to (Sheyenne might say that my thoughts are often fuzzy anyway). Even back in the old days, I never hung out at bars to get drunk, but for the social benefits. It’s part of my job, although I haven’t yet figured out a way to submit my tab as an expense that the IRS would allow. While death isn’t a sure thing anymore, taxes still are.
Since it wasn’t yet full dark, the Goblin Tavern remained fairly empty: a transition time, like changing shifts in a factory. The night crew began to rise up while the day lovers slunk back to their well-lit homes; others, not caring whether it was night or day, remained up for twenty-four hours.
Francine brought the beer. After only a cursory glance at my face, she said, “Looks like you had some work done.”
“Just a touch-up.” I self-consciously put a finger to the mortician’s putty that filled the hole in my forehead.
“Looks good.”
“I’d feel better if I knew who did it to me.”
Here at the tavern I hoped I might bump into someone or something useful for one or more of my open cases, the Jekyll divorce, the mummy emancipation case, Sheldon Fennerman’s missing vampire neighbors, the Straight Edge hate group, a black-market blood ring I had uncovered over at Basilisk . . . not to mention Sheyenne’s murder, or my own. It was like herding caffeinated cats to move all my active cases toward a resolution.
My mind liked to juggle the various puzzles at the same time. One piece might lead to another clue in a different case, then to another. Running a private investigation agency poses a mental-organization and time-management problem that’s rarely discussed in detective fiction. Life isn’t like a TV show, where the private eye works on one crime exclusively from start to finish, beat after beat after beat, until the whole case is neatly solved by the end of the episode. I have a lot of things going at once, at different paces.
Officer McGoohan came in and swung up onto the stool on my right. “Hey, Shamble.”
“Hey, McGoo. Fancy meeting you here.”
He looked around the tavern. “Nothing fancy about it.”
“Tough day?”
“Isn’t it always?”
Francine pulled McGoo his own beer and set it in front of him. He returned a quick nod of thanks and slurped the foam off the top. He and I have been meeting here regularly for years. The comfortable place is a vortex of normalcy in the chaotic Quarter, so long as you can ignore the more bizarre patrons.
McGoo sniffed, frowned at me, then got up and moved to the stool on my left—his other usual stool. “I love you, man, but I don’t love the aroma. I’m going to sit upwind.”
“Yeah, you’re a breath of fresh air yourself,” I said. He knew I didn’t smell any different from most people. It’s part of his schtick.
“Hey, Francine,” McGoo called across the bar, “how can you tell when you get a letter from a zombie?”
Francine rolled her eyes at him. “I don’t want to know.”
“It has a tongue attached to the stamp!”
We were supposed to groan. I fought back a smile. “Sorry, I’ve been having trouble moving my facial muscles lately.”
“Well, you are a dead guy, and you’re a private detective.” He elbowed me. “So I guess that makes you a stiff dick!”
I know he doesn’t mean anything by his off-color comments. McGoo wants to be the life of the party, but has no idea how to do it. To an outsider, especially a sensitive and politically correct outsider, he comes across as abrasive and insensitive. But even though his jokes are in poor taste, I’ve never seen McGoo treat anybody with less respect because of their gender, ethnicity, or unnatural type. He knows it goes both ways and would have been perfectly open to dumb cop jokes or stupid Irishman jokes. Not many people tell those anymore; to be honest, I think Officer McGoohan misses it.
He and I met in college. We both got degrees in criminal justice. Afterward, I decided to go into private investigating, while McGoo went into the police force. I thought I was going to have it made with a big-ticket freelance job—the potential for lots of money, be my own boss, have all the freedom in the world.
McGoo wanted the prestige of the uniform, the respect of the public, being an important guy who stopped criminals and kept the streets safe. The satisfaction of a job well done was all he needed. Unfortunately, both of us were wrong, but by then we were stuck.
Early on, we each married a woman named Rhonda. We were too young, and both of us still considered the marriage to be one of the worst mistakes of our lives (although there was always room for us to make even bigger mistakes). One Rhonda was a strawberry blonde—mine—and the other a brunette—McGoo’s; both were beautiful, both were bitchy. He and I spent a lot of time commiserating with each other, wondering if we had picked the wrong Rhonda. But either way, we would have ended up just as miserable. Both marriages broke up after less than three years, but our friendship had lasted for decades. Through life and death, you might say.
The door opened, and three cadaverous women shuffled in, dressed in gaudy clothes, their faces painted, their hair done up. I recognized Cindy, Victoria, and Sharon from the embalming parlor. Their body movements did not have the seductive grace they imagined; in fact, they looked like a trio of skeletal marionettes with tangled strings and an inept puppeteer.
“Oh, God, let’s hope I’m never that desperate.” McGoo took a long swallow of his beer. The three women regarded, then dismissed us as prospective prey and took seats at the far end of the bar. Francine went to take their orders.
“Any word on who smashed up the Hope and Salvation Mission?” I asked. “You sure Mrs. Saldana’s all right?”
“She’ll start patching up the place in the morning. No clues. We got some skin scrapings from the broken glass, but there were so many shamblers around—including a couple of ripe ones that dripped all over the crime scene—I doubt any of the tissue samples are uncontaminated.” He looked over at me. “How about you? Your vampire client still afraid for his life?”
“I’m working up a supplemental security plan for him, but I think he may be overreacting. I’ll talk with the landlord about the missing neighbors.”
McGoo grew more serious. “Made any progress on your own case, or Sheyenne’s? I really feel sorry for you, man. Scout’s honor. If I can do anything to help, I will.”
“I’ll take you up on that, as soon as I figure out what to ask. I just gotta poke around. In the meantime, I’m turning up the heat on Harvey Jekyll for the divorce case. His wife is convinced he’s up to something, and if I can find a little leverage . . .”
Back in my younger years, I didn’t think of myself as a nosy person, but I fit in with lots of different people. I kept quiet, but within earshot of gossipy types who dished out juicy stories like rumor-mongering Typhoid Marys. I collected these details, thinking of them as tools for future use, rather than hand grenades to lob indiscriminately. If the information doesn’t help me solve a case, then I do nothing with it. People—whether natural or unnatural—are entitled to their privacy, so long as they don’t hurt anybody.
Being a detective isn’t a fantasy profession like astronaut or pro football player or movie star, not something I had dreamed of doing since I was a kid. But I’m good at investigating, and the only way I can stay good is to maintain my personal social network of contacts, friends, even a few paid informants.
In order to have someone owe you a favor, you have to do them a favor first—earn the goodwill before you can spend it. I pay for McGoo’s drinks most of the time, but that’s just a minor gesture. After all, he’s my Best Human Friend, and it gives him the opportunity to grouse about his minuscule cop’s salary, although my earnings as a private detective, dead or undead, are just as minuscule.
As Francine delivered our second round, the door opened, and I saw the plaid suit jacket coming first, with Brondon Morris arriving half a second later.
The trio of zombie ladies at the bar perked up. “Brondon! We hoped you would come,” cooed Sharon.
“I can help him come more than once,” cackled Victoria.
Cindy patted the empty bar stool at her side.
Without the least bit of embarrassment, Brondon sauntered up to the bar and stood behind the women so he didn’t have to choose one over the others. “Oh, barkeep!” He raised his hand. “I’d like a Scotch and soda, please.”
He acted as if he didn’t know Francine’s name and she didn’t know damn well that he drank Scotch and soda. I’d seen the sales rep in the Goblin Tavern several times, and I found it odd that he treated the human bartender with less respect than he gave the undead clientele. “And another round of drinks for these lovely ladies.” He leaned closer to the cackling cadavers. “What’s your poison? Lemon drops?”
“Margaritas tonight.” Cindy lowered her voice to a raspy whisper that everyone in the bar could hear anyway. “Tequila makes me horny.”
Based on that, I thought it might be best if she steered clear of the tequila, but that wasn’t my call.
“You three look ravishing tonight.” Brondon set his sample case up on the bar and opened it, removing tiny sachets. “I’d like you to try this. A towelette for just a sniff, not enough to give it away, but these are the first samples of our Fresh Loam scent.”
The three women fawned over him. Over the course of the conversation, I watched Brondon “accidentally” trace his fingers over Sharon’s shoulders and give Victoria’s arm a playful touch. He flirtatiously brushed against Cindy’s back.
Next to me, McGoo shuddered and concentrated deeply on his second beer. “Guess the guy likes cold fish. I don’t even want to think about what they might do together.”
“You’re being prejudiced, McGoo. Even unnaturals want love.”
“Well, that guy’s looking for love in all the wrong places, as the song goes. Hey, Shamble, do ghouls eat popcorn with their fingers?”
I was distracted by the interplay at the other side of the bar. “What?”
“No, they eat the fingers separately!”
I doubted Brondon had ever actually slept with any of the ladies, but he treated them as something special. It was all a game, which they seemed to enjoy as much as he did. They went home with perfume and toiletry samples, and he inspired goodwill with the core customers of Jekyll Lifestyle Products and Necroceuticals.
In my earlier surveillance, I’d seen Brondon tagging along with Harvey Jekyll, no doubt feeling special because the boss had invited him to party with the big boys, though I’d never figured out what sort of party Jekyll was attending. Brondon might be an opportunity for me to track down Jekyll tonight.
After he sipped one drink with the zombie cougars and saw no new customers around the bar, Brondon bade them good-bye to a chorus of disappointed pleas. He just laughed and waved, promised he would see them all again soon, then slipped out of the Goblin Tavern.
I decided to follow him. He might be nothing more than a JLPN lapdog, but you never know where things might lead. I finished my beer, put some money on the bar, and said, “Gotta go to work, McGoo.”
“If you say so. I’m going to take my time here. Thanks for the beer.” I left the tavern, turned right, and quietly shadowed the perfume salesman.
CHAPTER 11
For a zombie, it’s hard to move quickly until the dead joints and muscles warm up. Still, it’s not difficult to follow a human through the streets of the Unnatural Quarter, especially when he’s wearing a loud sport jacket and trailing nose-curling fumes from a case full of clashing deodorants, colognes, and body washes.
By the time I left the Goblin Tavern, the city’s night life was hopping. Neon signs glowed, and traditional shops opened up for unnatural clientele. Streetlights flickered ominously in an electric rhythm sure to trigger epileptic seizures; on side streets, many lights were burned out or smashed.
Brondon Morris walked with a jaunty stride, swinging his case, whistling a tune that only he could interpret. Going about his rounds, he certainly didn’t look like a man engaged in nefarious activities. He dropped by an exclusive zombies-only bar, then a gentleman vampires’ club, but when he stopped at a place just outside of Little Transylvania, I had to ponder my next move.
Basilisk: A Place Without Mirrors.
The nightclub had powerful memories for me. I needed to go inside, even if following Brondon was just a pretext. I whispered a personal reminder, “The cases don’t solve themselves.” Whether or not I got any leads in the Jekyll divorce case by following Brondon, maybe I’d learn something about an even more important mystery.
Basilisk was where I had met Sheyenne.
After Brondon entered the nightclub, I waited a few minutes outside so he wouldn’t suspect I’d been following him, then I pulled open the door.
Even my dulled senses were assaulted by the curling fog of cigarette smoke, incense, and scented black candles. Red lights filled the main room with a crimson glow, and the cocktail bar was brushed nickel, cold and unwelcoming, completely unlike the cozy Goblin Tavern. As advertised, there was no mirror behind the bar, no mirrors on the ceilings; even the brushed nickel appointments cast no reflections.
I heard an inane melody played on the piano by, appropriately, a lounge lizard. The microphone on the stage stood ready, but the spotlights were dark. Ivory would be performing tonight—she had no competition now that Sheyenne was gone. (I kept telling Sheyenne that even as a ghost she had a nice set of lungs—and that wasn’t a euphemism for “nice pair of breasts,” although that was true too.) Sheyenne couldn’t get over her bad feelings about Basilisk, sure that she’d been poisoned in this place, though she had no proof.
I walked to one of the tables near the stage. The place was filling up, and the entertainment would start soon. I folded myself down into a chair as the lounge lizard plinked out a peppy tune.
I’d never gone inside Basilisk until a case brought me there. I remembered the night I first heard Sheyenne sing here, when she captivated the audience with a sultry rendition of “Spooky.” I was still alive then, and so was Sheyenne.
I’d been investigating illegal blood-bank sales at the nightclub, fresh packets that had “fallen off the refrigerated truck” on the way to the hospital. I was hired to get to the bottom of it by Harry Talbot, the disgruntled owner of a licensed blood bar, who believed the competing black-market sales were cutting into his business. When I caught Fletcher Knowles, Basilisk’s human bartender and manager, red-handed (so to speak), he was more annoyed than guilty. “Why get your panties in a wad about it, Chambeaux? I sell my stuff for almost the same price as Talbot does, but some customers prefer to be discreet. Would you rather they get back to basics and start feeding on people in dark alleys?”
Fletcher was balding, in his late thirties, with round John Lennon eyeglasses and a full goatee that he bleached very blond. He looked as if he should have been a barista rather than a nightclub manager. Fletcher got along perfectly well with unnaturals; he didn’t care about their species or the color of their skin (white, brown, or gray) or their fur—it was all business to him. Basilisk was one of the more successful nightlife spots in the Quarter, and he lined his pockets with extra income from under-the-table blood sales.
Through word on the street, Fletcher already knew that Talbot had hired me, but he didn’t see the situation as a problem. “Be reasonable. Nobody’s getting hurt.” He bought me a beer and told me to ponder long and hard about what I wanted to do, then made a halfhearted threat to have his goons beat me up if I didn’t cooperate. Since I was still alive back then, the threat was enough to give me pause.
And then, as I was sitting at the table in front of the stage, trying to figure out how to keep both sides of the feud happy and me undamaged, Sheyenne came out to sing.
She was riveting: her eyes, her beautiful face, her gorgeous figure, and her bravery. I couldn’t think of any other human who’d be willing to stand up and sing in front of a room full of stomach-turning, hungry, and potentially murderous unnaturals.
From the stage she hooked her eyes on me, clearly interested (maybe just because I was the only human customer in Basilisk that night). I bought her a drink during break. She sat down and talked with me.
Sheyenne was her stage name, she told me, derived from “shy Anne,” because she’d been nervous when she first auditioned. She started out as a cocktail waitress, then did a short stint as an exotic dancer, but decided that wasn’t for her. After working a few years in business and management, she had changed her mind and become a medical student, working her way through school, and she needed to earn money. I don’t know what compelled her to fill out an application at Basilisk, but she told me the pay was twice what she could earn in any normal nightclub, though the tips were generally awful.
I told her I admired her, and that wasn’t just a pickup line. I told her she was beautiful, and I meant that too. I came back to see her the next night, and the next. After hearing her sing, it seemed only right that I started calling her Spooky, and she asked if it was all right to call me Beaux.
Then I saw her outside of work, and we had dinner. One thing led to another, and after two weeks she invited me back to her apartment.
She was poisoned shortly thereafter, so we never really had a chance, although I like to imagine that our relationship could have grown into a lot more. After she came back as a ghost, she saw no point in continuing medical school—nobody wanted a ghost for a doctor. And not being able to touch her patients would definitely have been a drawback. I was damned glad to have her working for Chambeaux & Deyer. . . .
Brondon Morris took me by surprise when he pulled up a chair and sat next to me at the table in front of the stage. “You’re following me, Mr. Chambeaux.”
I kept my composure, which is easy for a zombie to do. “I enjoy nightclub singing.”
“You were at the Goblin Tavern too.” He sounded more teasing than accusing.
“I believe I was on my second drink before you arrived. If I’m following you, then I’m going about it backward.”
“Ah, you’ve got me there,” he said with a grin.
I looked toward the still-dark stage. “My girlfriend used to perform here.”
“Ah, yes, that human singer. What was her name . . . Wyoming?”
“Sheyenne,” I said.
“Yes, a poor lost young woman. She sneaked one of my Zom-Be-Fresh samples from an undead cocktail waitress, but she broke out in a horrible rash from using it.” He laughed. “Then she got mad at me, even though I pointed out that necroceuticals are intended for unnaturals only, not for human use.” He seemed embarrassed. “I apologized profusely, and JLPN compensated for her pain and suffering. The company is very sensitive about their public image.”
“Tell that to all the bald vampires who used your shampoo.”
The comment clearly annoyed him, but he maintained his pat smile. “I see why you’re the private investigator and I’m just a salesman.” He set his case on the chair and opened it. “I really wish you’d try our products. They’re designed for undead men just like you.” He pulled out a bottle of Zom-Be-Fresh. “Nothing to be embarrassed about.”
“I keep myself clean, and I wear clean clothes.”
“Yes, but to some people you still have a—how do I say it?—a dead smell about you, the way very old people have a certain odor.”
“It’s natural,” I said, then realized the irony in my statement.
“Body odor is natural, but that doesn’t mean we have to put up with it.”
“Doesn’t bother me,” I said, then gave him a hard glance. “Why are you pushing it so hard, Brondon? You’ve got plenty of customers. What do you care about one more?”
“It’s a matter of pride, Mr. Chambeaux. I started out as JLPN’s research chemist, and I helped develop the whole line of necroceuticals, but the hard part is marketing. Even a brilliant idea will sit in a garage unless the public knows about it.
“I realized I’d come up with something remarkable for all unnatural customers, and I could see the need for it, so I decided to pound the streets of the Unnatural Quarter, knock on doors, get the word out. I sniffed out new customers, if you know what I mean. Over the years it’s been my mission to see that these lifestyle products are widely distributed among all the unnaturals.”
He seemed lost in his own story. “And because I was willing to do the legwork and gamble my reputation on this, Mr. Jekyll invested in me, gave me the financial resources. I knew that unnaturals would be skeptical, but I was sure I could win them over. That’s why I provide so many free samples. My service to humanity”—he grinned again—“in all its forms.”
“Thank you for being so inclusive,” I said sarcastically.
I saw an opening and wanted to ask him more about his work with Harvey Jekyll, especially that secret meeting six weeks ago, or Harvey’s furtive nocturnal trip to the dump, but then the piano player reached his crescendo, the stage lights blazed on, and the audience members began to applaud, whistle, and cheer. “Ivory!” A group of werewolves in the back howled.
With unexpected grace, an enormous well-endowed woman glided onto the stage, swaying, jiggling. She had ebony skin, fiery red eyes. Ivory’s grin was wide enough to show her long white fangs to good effect, when she curled her pointed tongue to lick her lips, relishing the adoration of the audience. She wrapped both hands around the shaft of the microphone, grasping it and sliding her face close to it, as if it were a porn movie prop. “Evening, boys.”
The werewolves howled even louder.
Ivory was a big mama with a big voice, a vamp in both senses of the word, and quite the diva. She advertised herself and her “services” in the Unusual Singles classifieds, as a BBV, or big-breasted vampire. I suppose there’s a customer base for that sort of thing.
The words purred out of Ivory’s throat and built in volume and power until she sang in a voice big enough to shatter glass. Maybe that’s the real reason why Basilisk has no mirrors.
Back when Sheyenne had first taken the stage as a young human waitress in an unnatural nightclub, she had ruffled Ivory’s feathers: The big vamp thought she was a star, while Sheyenne was just working her way through med school. But with her sincere delivery, Sheyenne’s waifish crooning stole the show. There was no love lost between the two.
Sheyenne was convinced that Ivory was the one who had slipped toadstool poison into her drink, just to get rid of the competition. Normally, I would have considered that too extreme, but a vampire doesn’t have the same standards about taking a life. I considered her to be a suspect, but the MO didn’t make any sense. If Sheyenne had had her throat ripped out, I might have considered the vamp singer a more likely perpetrator. Surreptitious poison just didn’t seem like Ivory’s style.
I listened to the big vamp’s first two numbers, then glanced to one side, surprised to see that Brondon Morris had taken his sample case up to chat with the bartender. I looked at the two of them, thinking hard.
I was killed only two blocks from this nightclub. Several people had heard the gunshot, but the shooter managed to run away without being seen. Fletcher Knowles himself was the one who had found my body. Convenient.
Sheyenne had worked here, and she’d been poisoned.
Could be a connection. I would definitely have to dig deeper.
From the stage, Ivory fixed me with her hot-ember eyes, one of those scary and seductive glamour gazes that can turn human victims into putty. Even I found it hard to resist, and parts of me began to stir. After all, I wasn’t entirely dead.
After her first set, the vamp singer bowed to resounding applause and told the audience she would be back after her break. Customers shuffled toward the stage, wanting to talk to her but too shy to speak. Ivory glided through the crowds of admirers and stepped directly up to me; she ignored her fans, much to their disappointment. Some glowered at me, and I could sense their jealousy. Most of them couldn’t understand why I wasn’t grinning like a schoolboy from the attention.
Under other circumstances, Ivory would never have noticed me, but when she noticed my brewing relationship with Sheyenne, she decided to get me for herself. But it hadn’t worked. With Sheyenne around, how could I look at anyone else?
“Hey, sugar. I haven’t seen you around in a while.” Ivory leaned closer, and her cleavage reminded me of a Venus flytrap about to swallow my head. She inhaled deeply. “You’re less warm-blooded now than before.”
I tapped my forehead where the mortician’s putty still covered the scar. “Got shot in the head.”
“Sorry to hear that, but I’m glad you came back to hear me sing.”
“I came back for a lot of reasons.”
She frowned. “Yeah, I heard about your poor little girlfriend. Never knew what you saw in that scrawny thing, when you could have had so much more.” She traced her hands from her rib cage to her waist, then her hips.
“Sheyenne and I were happy enough while it lasted,” I said.
Again, that mock sorrowful pout. “I heard she died, poor thing. I hope she’s doing better now?”
“Sheyenne’s just fine. And we’re still seeing each other.”
“Whenever you’re ready to move on, sugar, I can meet you back in my dressing room.”
“I wouldn’t want you to disappoint all these adoring fans.” I glanced at the crowd of men hovering around.
“Who says I don’t have enough to share?” she said. “Stay for the next set—we’ll talk afterward.”
Without saying a word to the other fans, Ivory returned to the stage, and the lounge lizard played her intro. I got up and left quietly. No need to make a long night seem longer.
CHAPTER 12
Despite setback after setback, a determined person won’t stay down for long—and Hope Saldana was a determined lady.
Early next morning, I stopped by the Hope & Salvation Mission just to see how the old woman was dealing with the destruction of her place. Even though McGoo had already told me she wasn’t injured in the attack, I wanted to make sure she was all right.
Over the years, some unnaturals had grumbled about Mrs. Saldana’s goody-two-shoes efforts to help down-and-out unnaturals, but she stuck to her guns and continued her missionary work. Her heart was in the right place, and she considered it her duty to help those who no longer had hearts, beating or otherwise.
When I arrived at the smashed mission, I saw Mrs. Saldana standing on the sidewalk out front, arms crossed over her pink flower-print dress. She guided the efforts of her assistant Jerry, a tall and lanky zombie, who was hanging a rectangle of plywood over one of the destroyed storefront windows.
Jerry was one of the first wayward souls that Mrs. Saldana had helped when she opened her mission. As the story went—and the old woman told the story whenever she delivered her sermons, since it made such a great example—Jerry had shambled up to her during a particularly bad jag, intent on eating her brain. But Mrs. Saldana accepted him, read him verses from her well-worn Bible, offered him hope and comfort, and talked him down from his slobbering hunger.
“God loves all His creatures,” she said.
“Even a wretch like me?” Jerry had answered.
She gave him a sincere nod. “Just like the hymn says.”
Jerry broke down and cried, and he’d been her inseparable helper ever since. His hunger hadn’t abated, but he was working his way through a twelve-step program, and there were plenty of rats in the basement for him to snack on.
Now Mrs. Saldana took a step back to inspect the patch-up job. “That’ll do, Jerry.” She gave a brisk nod. “Bless you. Now we can continue our work.”
The old woman had curly permed hair, gray but not yet old-lady blue. At first glance, she looked like everyone’s favorite schoolteacher. No one I knew had ever heard Mrs. Saldana raise her voice or speak a discouraging word. She was an optimist, a caring person—and it pissed me off that anybody would do this to her place. Was it mere vandalism, or did someone hold a specific grudge?
Seeing the smashed-out windows, I unfolded one of the Black Glass, Inc. flyers I’d taken from our office. “Maybe you should give these people a call. It’s a new company that specializes in repairing and replacing windows in the Quarter. I’m sure they deal with regular transparent glass as well as opaque windowpanes.”
She perused the advertisement. “Thank you, Mr. Chambeaux. I like to use local services if I can.”
Her zombie helper looked at me, and the hammer in his hand slipped out of his rubbery fingers. The tool fell on his foot, but he didn’t feel it.
Mrs. Saldana gave a schoolteacherly tsk. “Jerry, you just dropped a hammer. Pay attention. You wouldn’t want to hurt somebody. You could get damaged too. We wouldn’t want that, would we?” Embarrassed, the zombie bent over and picked up the tool.
“Anything else I can do to help out?” I asked.
Her smile reminded me of a grandmother’s kisses and the smell of apple pie. “It’s not me you should be worried about, Mr. Chambeaux. It’s those poor unnaturals who need my help. What a setback!” Dismay was plain on the old woman’s face. “This damage caused a delay in today’s services. I don’t know how I’ll serve breakfast to the needy . . . although I think we can manage coffee. Jerry?”
“Coffee . . .” he said, and shuffled inside through the gaping hole of the ruined door.
Mrs. Saldana smiled at me. “Come on in. Jerry is going to sweep up some of the mess.”
Inside the front room, the old woman used a thumbtack to put the Black Glass flyer on a corkboard she had mounted on the wall. The rest of the board was crowded with snapshots of unfortunate unnaturals she had helped—a toothless grinning werewolf, two ghouls who wore angelic expressions on their faces, and rotting Mel, my very first case as a PI in the Quarter. A sincere handwritten note in blocky letters, written with thick clumsy lines, as if a child had used a brownish-red crayon: Thank you, Mrs. Saldana! We love you and the Hope & Salvation Mission.
In the main room, ten beige metal folding chairs sat in front of the small lectern where Mrs. Saldana delivered her sermons. Each folding chair held a well-thumbed Bible and a stained hymnal. A rarely used piano had been pushed off to the corner. I remembered that Mrs. Saldana had tried to teach Jerry how to play, but he wasn’t dexterous enough to keep up with any fast melodies. A card table held a tray of cookies as well as a large percolating coffeemaker.
From inside, the old woman turned around and looked out the damaged front of the mission, where plywood now covered one of the two windows like an eye patch. “I’ve got to get that door fixed, or maybe I should leave it off. This is a mission, after all—we’re here to help people. We welcome everyone in need.” She made up her mind. “Yes, indeed, the door to Hope and Salvation should never be locked.”
“A locked door didn’t deter whoever vandalized the place yesterday,” I pointed out. “Do you have any idea who may be responsible?”
“I haven’t the foggiest,” she said automatically, and her lips turned down in a flicker of a frown; I caught the expression before she formed an accepting smile again. “Whoever it is doesn’t know that God loves them. My life’s calling here, Mr. Chambeaux, is to give comfort and assistance to poor unnaturals. They can’t help who they are, but they can control their urges. They can be good people if they stay on the straight and narrow. If I find whoever did this, I shall have to show them love and understanding . . . although I’m inclined to give them a stern lecture as well.”
“Officer McGoohan is working on the case,” I said. I didn’t want her haring off in pursuit of whoever had done the damage. She might get hurt.
“Yes, indeed. Such a nice policeman. Always so helpful. I’ve given him all the information.”
I nodded. “He’s a good man, ma’am, but he is overburdened. He and I help each other out on cases, so maybe I can give him a lead.” I thought about the people harassing Sheldon Fennerman, wondered if they might have something to do with the vandalism here. “Have you had any dealings with a purist group called the Straight Edge, ma’am? I’m starting to wonder if they might be involved somehow.”
Mrs. Saldana’s brow furrowed. “Most unpleasant individuals. Straight Edge claims I shouldn’t think of the unnaturals as God’s children. They came here and talked to me twice, treated Jerry like dirt.”
On the other side of the room, the lanky zombie had picked up a push broom and plodded across the hardwood floor, sweeping aside glass fragments and wood splinters. He looked up when he heard his name and let out a low growling groan at the mention of the Straight Edgers.
Now my interest was piqued. “Were they trying to scare you out of the city?” I couldn’t imagine her closing the doors and giving up on helping the needy.
Her face grew pinched. “Oh, much worse than that, Mr. Chambeaux. They gave me posters to put up here in the mission—here! —proclaiming that unnaturals should just crawl back into the dirt, or wherever they came from, and decompose. How dare they treat my patrons that way!”
“It’s the way they think, ma’am.” I liked these people less and less.
“Not just that. They expected me to join Straight Edge! They assumed that we must be on the same side because I’m human. What they asked me . . .” She swallowed hard—I could see her throat clench. “It was horrible!”
“What did they want you to do?”
“They expected me to set up a trap for my own flock—for the wretches who come in here for hope and comfort, including Jerry!” She gestured to the wall of lovely photographs of her success stories. “I refused to do it, of course. They were quite angry, but I quoted Scripture right to their faces. They weren’t even familiar with the Bible!” She snorted. “No, indeed, I don’t like them—but I pray for them. I sent them back to their little clubhouse headquarters. Did you know they’ve opened a new office, just down the street? Right here in the Quarter! You should go there and talk to them, Mr. Chambeaux. I doubt they’d even deny trashing the mission.”
“A new office?” Some detective I was! “Can you give me the address?” I wasn’t surprised the purist group had a base of operations in the Unnatural Quarter, but I’d never had any face-to-face dealings with them.
“Of course.” She wrote it down on a small notepad printed with pink flowers. “And this attack occurred the very day after I had my little tiff with them. I don’t need to be a detective to connect the dots.”
“That’s a big coincidence, Mrs. Saldana, but there’s one thing I don’t understand: Whatever caused this monster mash was definitely not human. Look at the damage! What sort of unnatural would ally itself with the Straight Edgers? No monster would want anything to do with them.”
Jerry shuffled by with his push broom, sweeping around my feet, then disposed of the dust and debris beneath the unused piano.
“The Lord works in mysterious ways, Mr. Chambeaux,” Mrs. Saldana said with a solemn nod. “And so does Satan.”
CHAPTER 13
When I arrived at the Chambeaux & Deyer offices a short while later, the pig was already there.
She was an enormous white sow the size of a riding lawn mower, with large dark brown spots on her hide. Her flat upturned nose snuffled around the worn carpeting with the sound of an asthmatic vacuum cleaner, rooting under Sheyenne’s desk, snorting the edges of the room as if we kept truffles under the baseboards. Her name was Alma Wannovich.
Fortunately, we’re accustomed to unusual clients. By now we had gotten used to the big sow, as well as her equally large but currently less noticeable sister, a heavyset black-gowned witch who wore a midnight-blue scarf spangled with gold stars and crescent moons. Her wiry black hair stuck out in all directions like a panicked steel-wool pad.
“Good morning, Mavis,” I said to the witch, then to the sow, “Good morning, Alma.”
Mavis Wannovich tangled her fingers together in a gesture of desperation, though she didn’t exactly fit the traditional damsel-in-distress mold. She turned to me without waiting for Robin to explain why the two sisters had come into the offices. “Ms. Deyer just received a letter from the publisher, and they deny everything! They refuse to help at all. They claim we don’t have a case. How can they say that? Just look at Alma!”
The sow blinked her dark eyes at me, then grunted.
I did my best to sound reassuring. “You just let us handle that. Robin will know how to respond.”
Robin stood with a pencil stuck behind her ear, preoccupied with rereading the letter. She looked up at the dejected witch, and I could see the wheels turning in her mind. “Don’t be surprised or disheartened. I told you to be prepared for a blanket denial in response to our demand letter.”
Mavis lovingly patted the sow’s broad head, scratching her behind the ears. She tossed one end of the starry blue scarf over her shoulder. “We’ll try to be strong.”
Robin continued, “This is just standard procedure. Every publishing house has boilerplate letters, and they respond to complaints with categorical and vehement denials. It doesn’t mean you have any less of a case just because they say so, but they hope you’ll give up. We are not going to give up.”
The sow grunted and snorted as if reciting a long paragraph in pig language. Mavis interpreted. “I know we have to pursue this case, Ms. Deyer, but my sister and I are just two witches trying to get by. We don’t have the money for a protracted legal battle.”
“Don’t you worry about that a bit. If necessary, we’ll finish your case pro bono.”
“She means on a contingency fee basis,” Sheyenne interrupted, rising from her desk. “One-third of the monetary award, plus costs, but only if we win.”
“We’ll fight for Justice, “Robin said. “Alma has been wronged, and you have been wronged. The publisher’s mistake caused your suffering, and I won’t stand for that.” Robin put her arm around the witch’s shoulders. “Come and sit down, and we’ll talk about the next step.”
With a wan, stiff-upper-lip smile, Mavis trundled toward the conference room with a swish of her black gown. The door to the room wasn’t wide enough to accommodate the large sow and the large witch at the same time, so Mavis let the pig walk in ahead of her. After they invited me to join them, I moved one of the chairs away from the long table so that the pig would have a place to stand.
Alma was Mavis’s sister, just as largely built, although she’d had blond hair (with occasional black roots, which might be the reason for the dark spots on the sow’s hide now). The two witches had bought a new book of obscure spells released by Howard Phillips Publishing—“We Love Our Craft.” But due to an unfortunate typo in the incantations, one of the spells had gone horribly wrong: Instead of turning the two rather homely witches into svelte Aphrodite look-alikes, the spell backfired and transformed Alma into a fat sow. She’d been that way ever since. All of Mavis’s attempts to reverse the spell had failed.
I remember how distraught the witch was when she first led the large pig into our offices, weeping. This was exactly the type of case that got Robin’s passion. “A spelling error in a book of spells is a clear example of gross negligence,” she said. “Look at the damage it caused! The publisher hasn’t even offered to correct their mistake. We have to stop this before others suffer the same fate.”
“I don’t think the book had a very large printing,” Mavis admitted. “We had to special-order it.”
“They could at least have used a spell check,” Robin said.
I offered, “Let me make some calls, put you in touch with witchcraft troubleshooting organizations that could help you find a reversal of the spell.”
“Sheyenne will get you a list of support groups, too,” Robin added.
Once the Wannovich sisters became our clients, I did some investigating, discovered that Howard Phillips Publishing specializes in collectible editions of arcane works, and they have offices here in the Quarter. So far, their largest seller has been an annotated but abridged edition of the Necronomicon bound in alligator skin (they had announced, but never published, an extremely limited numbered edition bound in human skin). Recently, the company had begun to offer publishing services, for a substantial fee, to print and distribute the memoirs and ruminations of unnaturals. Everybody, it seems, wants to write their life, and death, story. Most of these memoirs were available only in e-book formats and print-on-demand. Despite their fancy logo, Howard Phillips Publishing was little more than a vanity press.
Robin passed me the response letter, which was written in flowery legalese on formal stationery. The publisher’s legal department—probably one guy in a back room somewhere—insisted, “Witchcraft is a dangerous hobby, and every practitioner should use appropriate caution. The spells in our spell books are intended for entertainment purposes only. The publisher accepts no liability for any misuse or inadvertent accidents that may occur as a direct or indirect result of our books. We make no warranties, express or implied, about the accuracy of our content. Any damages are the sole responsibility of the user.”
“Reads like a form letter,” I agreed and handed it back to Robin.
“We’ll file a suit against them,” she said. “In order to protect other users, our first course of action will be to demand that they withdraw all copies of this spell book from the market until the typo is corrected. In fact, I can probably get an ex parte injunction by showing irreparable harm to the user—i.e., being turned into a sow.”
“But how long will all that take?” asked Mavis. The sow let out a squeaking snort, then sat on the carpet.
“I’m afraid it’s going to require some time. First, we have to serve the complaint, and they have thirty days to file an answer. If they don’t agree to take the book off the market, I have to file papers and go through written discovery, after which we take depositions, move for a trial date.” A glint appeared in her deep brown eyes. “As another possibility, we can go directly to the media. Obviously, one interview with you and your poor sister, and our case is won.” Robin leaned over to gaze at the mournful sow, and she put both her hands on the table. “But we are going to win this one. We’re going to win!”
“I believe you, but my sister’s a sow!” Mavis’s lower lip trembled, and I could see she was about ready to unleash a hurricane of tears and sniffles. “I always wanted to work in publishing. I even applied for a job at Howard Phillips, offered to help with proofreading. They never responded. And now . . . my poor sister!”
Alma nuzzled up against Mavis’s dark skirts. The witch straightened her back, and her expression darkened. As she rose from her chair, Mavis’s black gown seemed to grow more voluminous, her hair standing out like a big curly thundercloud. “If we can’t find a way to fix this, then I want to nail that publisher to the wall!”
Robin sounded cheery. “We can help you with that, too, if you like.”
CHAPTER 14
After I ushered the witch and the sow out of the offices, walking them down the hall to the elevator, Sheyenne was opening the day’s mail at her desk. She tore open an envelope and looked at the results with a disbelieving grumble. “You gotta love the post office.” She held up the paper. “This letter to me—important chemical results—took weeks to be delivered, even though I filed all the change-of-address forms as soon as I came back from the dead.”
Sheyenne had experienced a lot of trouble getting her mail forwarded. Since she was a ghost and gainfully employed, she used the Chambeaux & Deyer offices as her new physical address, but glitches still happened.
I plucked the paper from her ghostly hands. It was some kind of lab report, a spectrometer trace, tables of numbers and lists of complex compounds that I didn’t understand. While working on other cases, I had seen blood tests and DNA matches for paternity suits, but these results didn’t look familiar. “What is this?”
“Back at Basilisk I sneaked a bottle of Zom-Be-Fresh perfume that Brondon Morris was showing off around the club, but when I tried the stuff, it gave me a horrible allergic reaction—I had hives all over my skin, and they itched like crazy. I was miserable, and I told Brondon he shouldn’t leave dangerous chemicals lying around.”
“Funny, he just told me about that last night. If you stole the sample, he didn’t exactly leave it lying around. And if you didn’t follow the directions—”
She grimaced. “I know it’s not designed for or marketed to humans, but JLPN is peddling that stuff all over town. I sure was sorry I tried it!”
I let out a wistful sigh. “Your skin looked just fine during our night together.”
Sheyenne laughed. “It was dark, and the rash was mostly gone by then.” We both paused for an awkward moment, reminiscing.
She turned her attention back to the chem analysis. “Brondon was panicked about a PR debacle, slobbered apologies all over me, but I sent the sample off to a lab anyway.” She looked up at me, her eyes bright. “I had connections at the university through the med school.”
I looked down at the sheet again. “These numbers make about as much sense to me as rap music. What does it mean?”
“Nothing.” She frowned. “The perfume is perfectly harmless. No hazardous substances whatsoever.” She drifted behind her desk, and with a poltergeist harrumph scattered some of the other envelopes, letters, and bills that she had placed there.
I wanted to wrap my arms around her waist, let her rest her head on my shoulder and stay that way for about an hour . . . which is tough to do when you can’t touch the other person. “At least now you know there was nothing to worry about.”
“I would have pestered the lab about it, but I was too busy with other things . . . like dying in a hospital bed.” She hung her head.
“Sorry,” I said, not really sure what I was apologizing for, but just generally sorry about everything that had happened. Even though I can see her ghost every day, the pain is still fresh, a sick burning in the center of my chest like the indigestion after eating three chili dogs and two pepperoni pizzas.
“Thanks, Beaux,” she said. “That was a rough time.”
“An understatement.”
After we met at Basilisk, we spent more and more time in each other’s company, growing close, and then we had our one night together. It should have been a lot more than that.
We’d gone back to her apartment. She and I each had that unspoken hunger, the magnetism that almost never happens, where two people click with a spark that both can see but nobody else notices. Pulse increasing, throat dry, accidental touches and then not-so-accidental ones, and a rising heat where you both know that this might not be the smartest thing in the world to do, but it’s best not to ask too many questions.
I’ve had one-nighters before. In my line of work, you bump into a lot of desperate people, and more than half the time they’re women. Sometimes they’re pulling strings to encourage me to work harder on their cases; other times the ladies want to show their gratitude in some way besides just paying the bills.
With Sheyenne, though, it wasn’t like that. Usually, when I hooked up with someone, client or otherwise, I’d have a queasy feeling afterward. Not guilt, really, just a general disappointment in myself. What I had with Sheyenne did feel good afterward—good enough that I didn’t want to ruin it. Something that could have been a real relationship.
And so I did the instinctive thing, the male thing . . . the wrong thing.
I knew that Sheyenne’s parents were killed when she was just a teenager by a man in a business suit talking on a car phone, having an argument about a Chinese to-go order. She’d had to be strong, raise herself. She got a succession of jobs, always learning, never giving up on the chance to make something of herself. She seemed to take her independence as a badge of honor.
When I asked whether there was anyone who could have helped her out, she had said, “Problem is, when somebody helps you, they think you owe them. I wanted to avoid that.”
So I didn’t want to scare her off by being clingy and obsessive, didn’t want her to think I had fallen head over heels for her, because surely that would spook her. So I retreated and kept myself busy, trying not to think of her too much. I stayed away for four days.
How could I not realize that she must have assumed I’d abandoned her, brushed her off—“Slam bam, thank ya, ma’am. Don’t worry about breakfast in the morning.”—when of course I thought about her every moment for four days?
When I thought I had waited long enough, I called her, but I got the unexpected message that her phone had been disconnected. Bad sign. I stopped by Basilisk, and Fletcher Knowles said that Sheyenne hadn’t shown up for work in two days. Ivory insisted she hadn’t seen the girl, suggested that she must have run off somewhere. The big vamp singer didn’t seem terribly disappointed.
Finally, I went back to Sheyenne’s apartment. Though no one answered my knocks, neither the polite one nor the louder one, I thought I heard a groan from inside. Using an old private investigator’s trick, I pulled out the lock-picking tools I always keep in my pocket. I fiddled with the lock, but she had installed heavy dead bolts for additional security (a good idea, considering the part of town), and the reinforcement was too much for me. So I tried another PI trick and threw myself against the door, attempting to break it down. I nearly dislocated my shoulder, but I couldn’t smash the dead bolts.
By now, I was positive I’d heard another groan, a weak cry for help inside the apartment. So I turned to my last and best trick and went down to the manager’s apartment, slipped him a twenty, and talked him into letting me inside. He didn’t seem convinced about any emergency, wasn’t happy with Sheyenne at all. Apparently, she’d been late on her last month’s rent.
I made him get his priorities straight.
After he used his key to unlock her door, I pushed my way inside to see Sheyenne lying on the floor, already on death’s doorstep. Her skin was pale and grayish, her eyes half-open, her breathing heavy and wet, her pulse thready. She had vomited several times. I could see she had tried to crawl across the floor, but couldn’t get anywhere.
“Call an ambulance!” I yelled to the manager, who seemed more worried about the mess on the floor than about the dying young woman. I picked Sheyenne up and carried her down the stairs and out the front door to the sidewalk. The paramedics arrived a few minutes later and rushed her to the hospital.
She’d been poisoned—a high concentration of the alkaloid toxin distilled from the “death cap” toadstool, Amanita phalloides. Even if the poisoning had been caught early, the mortality rate was greater than 50 percent . . . and no one had found Sheyenne in time, because I was stupid and stayed away to give her space. By now the toxin had done its work: severe liver damage, renal failure . . . nothing the doctors could do to save her.
It was long and painful, a horrible, lingering way to die.
I never left her bedside in the hospital. Sheyenne wavered in and out of lucidity, but she always knew who I was. “I thought you wouldn’t call me back, Beaux. Thought I’d . . . scared you off.”
“Never,” I said. “Just waited too long.” Then I let out a long sigh. “I wish I could find some way to help you, Spooky.”
Shadowy hollows surrounded her eyes, but her smile was the same. “You’re doing it, just by being here. I’ve got no one.”
“You’ve got me.”
“I wish I could stay with you, Beaux. But someone wanted me dead. You’re the private detective. Find out who did this to me. For me, please?”
“I promise I’ll solve this case. I’ll find your murderer, if it’s the last thing I do.”
“You’re so sweet,” she said in a breathy voice. “Have a good life.”
She died an hour later, but I never forgot my promise to her.
One of her last acts in the hospital had been to scrawl a note, a holographic will, granting me custody of her meager worldly possessions—nobody really cared, since she didn’t have any living relatives. When her ghost did not appear immediately after her death, I thought she was gone for good.
Weighed down with grief and anger, I went to her apartment to clear out Sheyenne’s stuff and was surprised to discover that her snotty building manager was already intending to sell her possessions in order to recoup his lost rent. I had no intention of letting him do that, and we ended up in a shouting match. As a favor to me, Robin drafted and signed an impressive-looking legal document that intimidated the manager, and I hauled out the boxes myself, put them in the storage unit that we retained for holding old case records.
Feeling lost and alone, I dropped all my other cases to work on hers, to track down who might have poisoned my Sheyenne. But my other cases didn’t forget about me, and I should have paid more attention to the fact that a cocktail waitress/nightclub singer/med student wasn’t the only one with enemies in the Quarter.
Less than a month after she died, there I was late at night, minding my own business—or Sheyenne’s, actually—when one of those cases caught up with me in a dark alley not far from Basilisk. I’d taken the same shortcut back to the office that I always do. Someone came up behind me, put an antique Civil War pistol to the back of my head, and fired a round through my skull.
Unfortunately, it wasn’t one of those cartoon villains who likes to gloat and gab and explain every little bit about his dastardly plan. No, this time it was just the gun, then the bang....
Now, as I stood in front of her desk reminiscing, Sheyenne crumpled the chemical analysis report and tossed it across the room with a swirling breeze of ghostly annoyance. “So much for sticking it to JLPN. I was so sure there’d be some contaminant or hazardous component, something that was a factor in my poisoning. But I know the lab guy, and this is for real.” She looked fiercely determined. “I have half a mind to manifest before Brondon Morris, chew him out, and give him a wedgie in front of his zombie ladyfriends.”
“You’re a ghost,” I said. “He knows you can’t touch him.”
“Oh, I can still make him miserable.”
No doubt she was right. “I really think I could have loved you, Spooky,” I said, startling her.
“Oh, Beaux, under normal circumstances you would have forgotten about me in a few weeks,” she teased.
I didn’t think so at all, but maybe Sheyenne needed to say that just to make the regrets glide down easier, like a $300 bottle of wine. Maybe I’d be smart to do the same thing, but it was damned hard to see that beautiful woman in my office every single day and never be able to touch her....
CHAPTER 15
Lunchtime. I’ve never been, nor do I intend to become, one of those disgusting ambulatory corpses with a sweet tooth for brains. Even though I don’t need to eat as often as before—undead metabolism is all out of whack—lunch isn’t something a man should give up. I liked to do things out of habit just to pretend that my life was normal.
The big sign in the front window of Ghoul’s Diner, my favorite lunch counter, said in bright orange letters: YES, WE SERVE HUMANS! The diner was a warm and cheery place, crowded with unnaturals who liked to sit in the booths or take a stool up at the counter with elbows propped on the speckled Formica.
At the grill in back stood a sweaty grayish creature who looked decidedly unwell. Albert Gould, the proprietor, had skin with the sheen and consistency of sliced ham left too long in the sun. I had talked with him face-to-face a few times. Albert could be an unsettling fellow for anyone with a queasy stomach. Cockroaches scuttled around in his spiky hair, and thin whitish things dripped in and out of his nostrils as he inhaled and exhaled. At first I thought they were boogers; then I realized they were maggots.
Albert concocted variations of the daily special, catering to different types of clientele. Zombie special, vampire special, werewolf special, human special (although the humans who dared to eat there rarely became repeat customers). He served platters of sliced, discolored mystery meat, sometimes on a bun with all the condiments, other times spread out on a blue plate pooled in gelatinous gravy made from a mucus roux.
The smells inside Ghoul’s Diner were rich and ripe. Conversation buzzed among the booths; a cash register rang up sales. From the back, a gush of steam and spray of water rose from where a reptile-skinned dishwasher blasted globs of food off the plates, then stacked them back on the shelves.
Esther, the diner’s lone waitress—a harpy who never provided good service, but always received excellent tips because the customers were afraid to annoy her—chatted with two necromancers in a corner booth. She seemed to have no interest in her other customers.
I took a seat at the counter beside a bespectacled hunchback who was poring over stock listings in the newspaper. The folded front page had a headline story, ELVIS FOUND!
I’d heard the story on the radio: A zombie came back to life, insisting he was Elvis Presley. Over the years, there had been many Elvis sightings, people who claimed the King had never died. This one was different, because the guy was unquestionably dead, and he had submitted flesh scrapings for DNA testing to verify his identity.
“Can I borrow the front section?” I asked.
The hunchback shrugged, a languorous rolling movement that made me a bit seasick. “Help yourself.”
I turned to page two, found a story about the previous night’s art auction, in which the Ricketts zombie puppies painting sold to a private collector for two hundred thousand dollars. Sheyenne had received the call that morning while I was at the Hope & Salvation mission; she calculated that Chambeaux & Deyer’s one-third commission would be enough to pay off my outstanding funeral expenses and also provide ample operating cash for the business.
Below the story, a quarter-page ad gushed about the imminent release of JLPN’s new Fresh Loam product line, posting a toll-free number for a full range of free samples.
Seeing me at the counter, Albert shuffled around the kitchen wall and stepped up to me, swaying on his feet. I could smell the aroma around him, but I wasn’t one to complain.
“What’s the lunch special today, Albert?” I asked.
“Lunch special,” was all he slurred.
“Different from yesterday’s?”
“Lunch special.”
“Sounds good. I’ll have that—the zombie special. And a cup of black coffee.”
Next to me, without a word, the hunchback turned the page of his newspaper and studied the classified ads.
Albert shuffled off without acknowledging me, but I knew my order had lodged somewhere in what was left of his brain. He returned a few minutes later with a mug of coffee that sloshed on the counter when he set it down. Ghouls weren’t known for their social graces or their dexterity. Neither were zombies, but I was glad to be on the high-functioning end of the spectrum. I lifted the cup and took a sip of coffee. It tasted flat and bitter at the same time; maybe it was me, maybe it was the coffee.
Now that Sheyenne had compiled my old cases, I took the time to ponder them while I waited for the food, mulling over what person, event, or bit of data might be connected to my own murder.
Back at the corner booth with the necromancers, Esther the waitress let out a howl of laughter loud enough that two werewolves at another table perked up before returning to their conversation. I glanced over, and one of the bald, sallow wizards looked at me. He could move one eye independently of the other, but when I met his gaze and didn’t flinch, the eyeball drifted back to the harpy waitress.
The necromancers’ guild didn’t like me either. About five years ago, an ambitious rabbi had brought a clay golem to life by placing an Amulet of Animation (where do they get these names?) on the golem’s chest. When a necromancer stole the amulet—thereby rendering the golem lifeless—the rabbi hired me to get it back. Pure detective work.
Robin, meanwhile, got on her legal high horse over the crime and as soon as I identified the perpetrator, she demanded that the DA file murder charges against the necromancer, because by stealing the Amulet of Animation, he had robbed the golem of life. The rabbi added his two cents to the case, insisting that the Amulet itself was an extremely valuable object, and he wanted grand theft added to the charges against the necromancer.
It seemed an open-and-shut case. Everything was going fine until I succeeded in stealing back the Amulet. (Definitely not an evening I would like to repeat; necromancers are abysmal housekeepers.) I retrieved the Amulet, and Robin presented the evidence to Judge Gemma Hawkins, who took one look at the mystical artifact and determined that it was mere cheap costume jewelry made of plastic and tin with gold paint. Worth about ten bucks. Grand theft charges dismissed.
Also, once the Amulet of Animation was restored to the golem’s chest, he came back to life again, good as new. So the judge dropped the murder charge as well: no victim.
But Robin refused to let the case go—Justice had to be served. She submitted a succession of post-trial motions. She filed a suit on behalf of the golem for personal injury and negligent infliction of emotional distress, which the judge dismissed because she could not rule that the golem was a “person.” Next, Robin demanded monetary damages to reimburse the rabbi for the lost value of the golem’s services during the days when he was no longer animated. In exasperation, Judge Hawkins relented; she reprimanded the necromancer and made him pay a small fine, which Robin then appealed for a higher amount.
I had the easy part. All I did was break into a necromancer’s lair in the middle of the night and steal a sacred object....
My blue plate special arrived. Sliced grayish meat swimming in an unappetizing sauce that had already congealed enough to form scabs. When Albert set down the plate, one of the maggots dropped out of his nose and into the gravy.
Not what I had ordered. “I think you gave me the ghoul special, Albert.”
He looked down, focused on the food. “Sorry.” He took it away.
Next to me, the hunchback was reading the sports scores.
“How did Notre Dame do?” I asked.
He slowly turned and looked at me through his round spectacles. “Do you have any idea how many times I’ve heard that joke?”
“Sorry, I’m a detective, not a comedian.”
When Albert brought back the correct plate, I concentrated on my lunch, cutting a chunk of meat and popping it into my mouth, chewing as I considered the cases again. Somehow I couldn’t believe that the rabbi or even the necromancer had any motive to shoot me. One down. Only about ninety-nine more cases to go through.
I finished my lunch in a hurry, paid the tab at the cash register, and returned to the counter to leave a two-dollar tip for Esther, even though she hadn’t spoken a word to me. Maybe that was why I did leave her a tip.
I left the diner and headed out into the streets. I had work to do that afternoon.
CHAPTER 16
That afternoon I turned my attention to investigating Miranda Jekyll’s case, revisiting my previous surveillance of her husband back when I was a living, breathing private eye. I had no doubt the man was scum, but so were a lot of people. It isn’t always illegal. I had to catch him at something else.
The corporate president and CEO hadn’t left his offices in two days, except to be transported in his black limo back and forth from the factory and the Jekyll mansion in a high-rent, guarded area outside the Unnatural Quarter. Earlier in the case, I had shadowed Jekyll for weeks to catch him going out on his extracurricular expeditions. (He was a singularly uninteresting man.)
This time, I wanted to get my ducks in a row before I started shooting.
Robin was preoccupied in her office writing a brief, so I told Sheyenne where I was going, then borrowed the keys to Robin’s car.
Since I live and work in the Quarter, where most of my clients are, I rarely need to drive. However, the municipal dump is on the outskirts of the city, so I drove.
Even though I’m a zombie, my driver’s license remains valid—a landmark case that Robin herself had pushed through the court system. However, I’d been required to reapply and take another driving test shortly after returning from the grave. I memorized the traffic rules and passed the written part of the test, but no one should have to go through an actual driving examination more than once. Parallel parking had always been a challenge for me, even when I was alive.
The Department of Motor Vehicles driving-test administrator was a rotund balding man who perspired profusely and seemed very uncomfortable to have to sit in the front seat with an undead applicant. He rolled down both windows and breathed as if he were either aroused or hyperventilating.
I performed my hand signals by the book, drove properly on one-way streets, executed a perfect Y-turn, and, with a generous amount of open curb, managed to parallel park. I left more than the preferred gap between the tires and the curb, but the DMV test administrator called it good enough and marked on his clipboard. If he failed me, he knew I would just reapply, and he was anxious for the test to be over. I got my renewed license.
Robin owned a rusted-out Ford Maverick two-tone (three tones, if you count the rust as a separate color). The original paint job was a brilliant lime green that had faded to a color more akin to snot. The engine puttered and snickered, but the muffler wasn’t too loud, and at least the car ran. Sheyenne decided to dub the Maverick the “Pro Bono Mobile.”
I drove out of town. The landfill’s euphemistic name—the Metropolitan Pre-Used Resource Depository, according to the sign—was a reflection of some deluded city councilman’s idea of beautifying an eyesore without actually changing anything but the name. Sanitation trucks from all over the city, both the Unnatural Quarter and the natural populated areas, poured their refuse here until high mounds of bagged garbage, loose litter, discarded furniture, and cast-off machinery formed an exotic artificial mountain range. Foul-smelling organic stuff belched and burbled as it rotted. Dried paper and cardboard whispered around in updraft circles as if stirred by a witch’s broom.
For some mysterious, and therefore suspicious, reason, Harvey Jekyll had come out here late at night, alone and secretive, and I’d followed him. He must have delivered something that he didn’t want a sanitation engineer, or even his own henchmen, to know about. And that made it very interesting to me . . . although shady company dealings would not necessarily help Miranda Jekyll get a good divorce settlement.
Nevertheless, I wanted to find out what he’d been doing. Since I had no particular desire to wade through the mounds of piled garbage, I went to the man who might have some idea what Jekyll was up to.
The dump manager lived in his own single-wide house trailer parked in the foothills of the ever-changing debris landscape. The trailer had plywood for windows, sheet metal for an awning, and two old and bent folding lawn chairs so that he could sit outside and watch the rot.
After parking in the dirt clearing in front of the trailer, I climbed out of the Maverick and slammed the creaky car door. Three large flakes of rust broke off the driver’s side door and fell to the ground; rust was basically the only thing holding Robin’s car together. I knew what Sheyenne would have said: If Robin didn’t do so much work for free, Chambeaux & Deyer would be able to afford a decent company car. Maybe our cut from the Ricketts art auction would be enough to upgrade.
I called out, “Hey, Mel, you in there?” I heard movement inside the trailer, and the door swung wide open with a bang because one of the hinges was loose and the air-piston door stop had broken off.
A hulking zombie—one of the putrefying kind—stepped onto the front step, swayed, caught his balance, then got his other foot on solid ground. “Dan Chambeaux! How are you, bud?”
“Just great, Mel.” I don’t know how he could be so cheery with his body falling apart like that. “How’s life treating you?”
“Just as good the second time around as it was the first. Let’s see where karma takes me this time.”
I’ve mentioned Mel before: He was one of my very first cases, when his family hired me to find him, but then decided they didn’t want him back after all. Mrs. Saldana had helped Mel get his job as landfill manager, and he loved the work. I had stopped by to see him often over the years.
Sometimes on my visits he’d invite me inside, and we would sit, holding highball glasses filled with ginger ale—not because Mel couldn’t afford real booze, but because in life he’d been a recovering alcoholic. Even though dead, he didn’t want to fall off the wagon, just on general principles. On a bowed shelf above his sofa, sandwiched between two wooden bookends, was an array of old used paperbacks, self-help books that he read with great interest.
Now that I’d also come back from the grave, Mel and I had more in common. Seeing me, he reached out and pumped my hand. I cringed at his strength. “Careful, Mel! Don’t do any damage—it’s hard to fix.”
“Sorry, bud. I just like to have visitors. We zombies gotta stick together. We’re blood brothers—or we would be, if anything was still pumping.”
“I guess we’re embalming-fluid brothers.” He grinned at that. “I’ve got a few questions to ask you about a case. Maybe you could help me?”
“Feel free to ask anything, bud,” Mel said. “You already helped me out so much. It’s what friends do for each other.”
Before I could inquire about Harvey Jekyll, I heard a loud rustling from the garbage embankment. Bloated black plastic bags were nudged aside, and I saw a huge rodent with bright beady eyes tunneling its way out of the pile like a gigantic mole—a rat the size of a German shepherd.
“Holy crap, Mel! What is that thing?”
Mel whistled to the emerging rat and slapped the thighs of his stained pants. “Here, boy! Come on.” He was grinning. “That one’s Spot, I think. Or it could be Fido. The third one’s Rover. I haven’t named the other ones yet.”
“Other ones? How many are there?”
“It’s a dump, bud. There’s bound to be rats. And it’s a big dump, so why wouldn’t we expect big rats?”
The gargantuan rat waddled forward, enormously fat, no doubt because of all the garbage available to eat. Mel patted the brown bristly fur on its head, scratched behind the pink ears. The rat turned to regard me, snuffling, its whiskers twitching.
Two other enormous rodents followed the first out of the trash tunnel. Mel laughed and patted all three. “No, no treats for you today.”
I didn’t think monstrous mutated rats were an aftereffect of the Big Uneasy, but I couldn’t be sure. “This is . . . unsettling, Mel. Why do they grow so big?” I had never much liked rats.
“Oh, probably because of the toxic waste dumped out there. I try to bury it deep, but sometimes the containers leak.” He shrugged. “And then what are you going to do?”
I sensed there was more to the story, but wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer. Mel lowered his voice, kneeling down so that he could keep scratching the three giant rats that jostled around him for attention like eager puppies. “Every private citizen who comes here pays a dumping fee. I get all sorts of people and all sorts of trash. You never know what you’ll find. Manna from heaven, or just garbage from the city.”
The big zombie picked up a broken pipe from the ground, cocked back his arm, and flung it twirling out into the mounds of garbage. “Fetch!”
The three huge rats bounded after the pipe, scampering up the piled trash bags.
He took a seat in one of the wobbly lawn chairs in front of his trailer. “This is a place where people dispose of things, whatever they want to hide. Including bodies. And if somebody slips me an extra ‘discretionary fee,’ then I’ll make sure no one ever finds whatever they want to get rid of.”
I took a seat in the other bent folding chair. “I’m trying to track down something that was delivered here a little while before I was killed. Do you know Harvey Jekyll? Big corporate exec who runs Jekyll Lifestyle Products and Necroceuticals.”
“Oh, yeah!” Mel beamed, showing crooked brown teeth. “A big shot from the factory in the city. He’s been here. An uptight fellow, doesn’t seem to like being around zombies. Now that I think of it . . .” Mel scratched his head a little too vigorously and a clump of dark hair came off on his fingernail. “I can’t picture him being comfortable around anyone.”
“So you’ve seen him come out here?”
“Sure, bud. It’s just business . . . but none of my business, if you know what I mean.”
I perked up, leaned closer, not sure the rickety lawn chair would support me. “What does he drop off? Can you show me where it is?”
Mel looked very sad. “You know I love you, bud, but he pays me to hide ’em, not share ’em.”
I reached in my pocket, felt around for my wallet. “Maybe I could pay you more.”
“I doubt it, but that wouldn’t be fair or honest anyway. It upsets karma. If I break a trust like that, then who else can trust me?”
I decided to use the guilt card, embalming-fluid brothers and all. “Come on, Mel—who found you sleeping in an alley and brought you back to your family? Who put you in touch with Mrs. Saldana?”
His shoulders slumped. “You did, bud. And I guess I owe you.”
“I can’t even say for sure if this is important,” I said. “But I’ve got to know. I’ll leave your name out of it.”
Mel gazed off into the garbage ridges around the trailer. “Okay, every once in a while Mr. Jekyll delivers a drum or two of toxic chemicals, experimental mixtures from his factory. Needs to get rid of the junk, but doesn’t want to fill out all the paperwork. It all smells like perfume to me.” He sniffed under his arms. “I put on JLPN deodorant every day. He gave me a lifetime supply. Want some?”
“Never use the stuff.” Now I understood why Jekyll would come all the way out here, by himself, late at night. “Thanks for the conversation, Mel. You’ve helped me fill in a few blanks.”
“Anytime, bud. Care to come inside for a non-drink?”
“Not this time. Other things to do.” I wanted to go back to Sheldon Fennerman’s apartment, talk to the landlord about the missing vampires, keep an eye on his place. “I’ve got a stakeout to set up before sunset.”
“Suit yourself. You know where to find me.” He shook my hand, then settled back into the folding chair.
I climbed into the rusty Pro Bono Mobile and started the engine (after two tries). The tires crunched as I executed a perfect three-point Y-turn—the DMV test instructor would have been impressed—and drove away from the dump.
CHAPTER 17
Here in the Unnatural Quarter, the best time for a stakeout (and suspicious human activity) is the lazy middle of an afternoon, in the hours before sunset—when the night dwellers haven’t yet begun to stir and when daytimers are still at their jobs. If Straight Edge was going to do something stupid at Sheldon Fennerman’s place, this was the likeliest time of day for it.
I arrived at the brownstone, knowing the skittish vampire should have been sound asleep inside. I made sure his front door was locked, checked the bars in place over the windows. As I guessed, the place was plugged up tighter than a constipated yak. Safe enough.
I walked around the block with a slow shuffling gait. In this neighborhood, an aimless zombie was by no means unusual, and I wasn’t going to attract any attention. I passed through the garbage-strewn side alley, saw the clumsy spray-painted letters—Eat Wood and Feel My Shaft. I still wasn’t convinced they were meant as threats against vampires.
I exited the alley, turned left on a connecting street, and went back up the block until I came back around to Sheldon’s front door again. Still quiet, nothing happening. Time to talk to the landlord.
I knocked on the door of the adjacent brownstone. A lumpy, troll-like man answered the door, or maybe he was actually a troll; he lived in a shadowy apartment, the closest thing to an underground lair that a one-bedroom flat could be. When I flashed my PI credentials and asked about his previous vampire tenants, he shrugged his knobby shoulders. “Gone. No notice, no forwarding address.”
“Did they actually move away, or did they just disappear?”
“Don’t know.” His yellow eyes shone like flashlights with weak batteries. “The tenants left a few things, not worth much. Nothing I could sell, nothing I could eat.”
“Fly-by-nights? Did they owe you any back rent?”
“No. Vampires are good tenants, always pay on time. They left me their security deposits. Just moved out, I think.”
In the back room of the flat, behind a closed door, I could hear a whimper, muffled screams, the sounds of a struggle. The troll shot an annoyed look over his shoulder. “Gotta go now. I’m fixing dinner.” He tried to close the door in my face, but I got my shoe in the crack first.
I pushed with enough force to knock the troll backward and barged into the apartment. He yelped, “Hey, you can’t come in here unless you’ve got a warrant!”
I swiveled my head down. “Do I look like I’m official law enforcement?” Seeing my expression, the troll scuttled away from me. He looked like a reject from a gargoyle-figurine factory.
The struggles and garbled whimpering came from behind a closed bathroom door. I popped the door open and saw a redheaded beanpole kid, no older than twenty, with duct tape over his mouth and his wrists tied, shoved into the corner. The bathtub was a large, deep whirlpool model, outfitted with extra heaters. It burbled, filled not with bubble bath, but with hot deep-frying oil.
The beanpole kid tried to yell through the duct tape, straining so hard I thought he might burst a blood vessel. He wore a bright red T-shirt with a straight white line down the middle, like a guide mark for a chainsaw murderer to cut him in half. I’d seen the stupid logo before: It meant he was a member of Straight Edge.
“You can’t just go grabbing people for snacks,” I said to the troll.
He stood just outside the bathroom door, sheepish. “A guy’s gotta eat.”
“This one wouldn’t taste good anyway—too bitter.”
I untied the kid’s wrists. Even while I was rescuing him, the redhead seemed terrified of me; he looked as if he’d rather insult me than thank me for saving his life. I decided to keep the duct tape over his mouth for now.
The troll sagged his warty shoulders, sullen. “That processed-chicken stuff doesn’t taste like human, no matter what the ads say.”
“Consider it a restricted diet.” I yanked the duct tape off the redheaded kid’s mouth in one big tear, and he howled in pain; on the bright side, he wouldn’t have to shave for a while.
“I hate you disgusting things!” the kid wailed at both of us and bolted out of the apartment in a gangly gallop of long arms and legs.
The sullen troll made his way to the small kitchen. “I guess I’ll just get something out of the freezer.”
Back on patrol, I shuffled around the block two more times, still not convinced that Sheldon Fennerman had anything to worry about.
In the month since returning from the grave, I had easily fallen back into my regular routine. Nothing much had changed from when I was a living, breathing private investigator—a sad commentary on how bright my life had been before....
After my death, the difficult transition period was probably tougher on Robin than it was on me. Poor kid, she’d been miserable.
I had completely missed the drama of my funeral, being dead at the time. I didn’t have to listen to the graveside service. I didn’t have to deal with undertakers, select the casket or flower arrangements—Robin took care of all that. Later, she told me that just getting through those few days was a harder battle than any legal case she’d ever fought.
My BHF McGoo helped her out, offered her a shoulder to cry on, and by then Sheyenne’s ghost was also there. Without me in the office, Robin threw herself back into her cases, filing more briefs and appeals, appearing in court, speaking with a fiery vehemence on behalf of her clients. I would have loved to see that.
But I slept through it all.
When I finally woke up and clawed my way up through the soft dirt, I pushed aside the newly laid sod and stood there in the graveyard trying to figure out what the hell had happened. I felt like a fraternity pledge who had been given a roofie and been forced to endure some sort of bizarre hazing ritual.
I heard a stirring nearby and saw a grasping hand thrust out from another fresh grave, like in a scene from a classic horror movie. I bent down and started to dig, helping my new friend out of the ground. Together, reanimated and disoriented, we figured out what had happened, brushed each other off, exchanged names in an awkward sort of camaraderie. (I found that I had actually been buried with business cards in the pocket of my funeral suit, so I gave him one.) Then we headed back toward the city and tried to rejoin what we remembered of our former lives.
When I shambled back into the office, Sheyenne’s ghost let out a little squeal of delight. I was a bit surprised to find her still working her job, since she’d come there to be with me. Robin burst out of her office, still puffy-eyed and haggard-looking; one glance at me and, I swear, she fainted dead away. Nobody was expecting me to return from the grave. At one in seventy-five, statistics weren’t in my favor. Then again, as a murder victim, I had a better-than-average chance of getting back on my feet.
Robin recovered herself and shook her head in disbelief. Tears streamed down her face. “I can’t believe you’re back!” She ran toward me, ignored my mud-encrusted suit jacket, clumpy hair, and pale skin, and threw her arms around me anyway in a big enthusiastic hug. She was sniffling.
I wrapped my arms around her. “I’m back, don’t worry. There’s still so much to do, and I couldn’t break up the team, could I?”
“We’re too good together, Beaux,” Sheyenne added. “And now there’s more than one ticked-off unnatural trying to solve a murder case.”
Even though I was disoriented, I wanted to reassure Robin, so I lurched toward my office, leaving a trail of dirt clods on the floor. “How long have I been gone? Any leads? I want to get right back in the saddle.”
Robin kept crying for half an hour. It was only later that I learned she hadn’t really shed any tears before that, too worried about holding it together.
They had buried me in my best formal suit—okay, my only formal suit—and after clawing my way out of the dirt I needed to get it cleaned in order to look respectable. (In fact, it still hung in the closet in its protective plastic bag from the dry cleaner; my sport jacket was all I needed for daily use.) Robin had hired only the very best undertaker for me, and the embalming job was top-notch. Sure, my skin had a waxy tone, and shadows hung under my eyes, but I looked good for the most part, and I intended to stay that way.
Using official company stationery, we sent out a formal notice to all our clients, explaining that “despite my recent setback” I was back on the job and intended to devote the same attention to each one of my prior cases. Even though I was fundamentally different now, I belonged in the Unnatural Quarter. If anything, now that I was one of them, unnaturals would be less reticent to engage the services of Chambeaux & Deyer. I got back to work—business as unusual, you might say....
It was late afternoon now, and Sheldon would soon be stirring from his coffin, if he wasn’t already awake with his off-kilter sleep schedule. On my fourth circuit of the block, I came around the corner and startled two young human men in front of Sheldon’s brownstone. Both wore the same red T-shirts as the troll’s hostage. One kid had descended the steps to the vampire’s barred front door, while the other stood at the front wall wielding a can of black spray paint. He had managed to write Bloodsucker, Suck My when I called out, “Hey, stop!”
The two turned, startled, and I recognized the type. They weren’t burly, muscle-bound skinheads who would bash in your head for so much as thinking a liberal sentiment. No, these were sneering misfits, big heroes when they discussed grand plans in their mothers’ basements, but they rarely had the guts for face-to-face confrontation.
I lurched forward. “That vampire’s under my protection!”
The two young men bolted, and one of them gave me the finger. Hooting like nervous hyenas, they dashed around the corner. I could have run after them, but my main priority was to make sure Sheldon was all right.
I went down the steps to the front door and saw that the would-be bullies had left two fresh oak stakes thrust between the bars. Sure that Sheldon must be awake from the ruckus and probably cowering inside his apartment, I knocked on the door. “Sheldon! It’s Dan Chambeaux. You’re safe now.”
I knew it would take at least an hour to talk him down again.
CHAPTER 18
The red fondue pot was still on the table, and this time I didn’t feel right about declining Sheldon’s invitation. He was a nervous wreck, although vindicated now that I’d caught the vandals in the act, which proved he hadn’t been imagining his peril. (I still wasn’t convinced, however, that the Straight Edgers were capable of true violence, such as successive vampire slayings—and vampires weren’t easy to kill.)
With frenetic movements, Sheldon went through the ritual of making melted cheese for fondue. At first, I thought he was still jittery from the threats, then I realized he was just excited to have company. After he had grated and heated three different cheeses, added kirschwasser and nutmeg to the fondue pot (I wasn’t surprised that he skipped the tradition of rubbing the pot with garlic), he sliced chunks of stale bread and green apples, then sat across from me.
We set about committing fondue.
Sheldon chattered about his life, both before and after becoming a vamp. He talked about books he’d read, Broadway shows he’d seen. Ever the polite host, he asked about my life and hobbies—subjects I rarely discussed with clients. I didn’t have much to say. While Sheldon talked about himself at novel length, my answers were more like short stories or vignettes.
By the time we used up the chunks of bread and wiped clean every smear of melted cheese in the pot, Sheldon had relaxed again. I realized that this was the best meal I’d had since I’d died. I tried to take my leave, but the vampire insisted we play a game of cribbage first. I fidgeted. “I haven’t played since I was a boy, don’t even remember the rules.”
“Don’t worry, I’m a good teacher.” Though I tried to refuse again, he remained persistent, and I did feel sorry for the guy, after all.
One game turned into two, and he kept talking all the while. I thought of his vampire neighbors whom he had coerced into coming over for a dinner party, or to play cards, or to have a book club discussion, just to be polite; then they’d receive another invitation from Sheldon, and another, and another. I was pretty sure I had solved the case of the disappearing neighbors, though I didn’t have the heart to explain it to Sheldon.
After the second game of cribbage, I finally convinced him that I had another appointment. “Remember, Sheldon—I’m an undead private investigator, and I have more people to help, just like you.”
He looked forlorn as he stood at the front door. “You could always send them over here for a game or . . .”
“You’ll be all right, Sheldon,” I assured him. “It’s full dark outside, and the Straight Edgers don’t dare go out in the city at night. Too many unnaturals abroad who don’t appreciate their opinions. You have nothing to worry about.”
Mrs. Saldana had given me the address of the new Straight Edge headquarters here in town, and now that I had seen them harassing Sheldon (not to mention rescued one of them from the troll’s hot-tub deep fryer), I intended to pay them a visit first thing in the morning. But I needed to get something from Robin ahead of time.
I may be undead, but I do try to take care of myself and keep my body in shape. Three times a week I work out at the All-Day /All-Nite Fitness Center, a gym designed for unnaturals of all circadian rhythms. I have a membership and a locker there with worn sweats that smell mustier than my normal clothes.
In the locker room I changed quickly. I’ve never been one for exhibitionism among other naked guys in a gym, the sidelong glances to see whose is bigger and taking smug reassurance that at least yours is average or better.
In the showers behind the lockers, I heard the water running, and steam wafted up like fog on an old English moor. Long strips of cloth had been draped over several of the clothes hooks on the wall, a few frayed ends trailing on the floor. Over the spray, I could hear a cackling old Mayan mummy soaping himself up and singing in the shower. Mummies enjoy the temporary rehydration they get from the water. This one’s name was Ralph, and I’d seen him before sans wrappings—not a sight I wanted to repeat. Many unnaturals are shriveled up and desiccated in plenty of unappetizing ways.
In the bathroom in front of a mirror, a fully transformed werewolf stood with a white towel wrapped around his waist; he was using a blow dryer the size of an aircraft engine to blast the fur all over his body. We nodded to each other in a brusque guy greeting, then I exited into the workout room.
One section of the gym has free weights, resistance machines, pec presses, leg presses, and racks with every possible workout attachment. Treadmills and recumbent bikes line a mirrored wall, with an equal number on the opposite side of the room facing a blank black wall for the vamps, who have no use for mirrors. Though it was still two hours before midnight, I counted fifteen patrons using the equipment, getting in a workout before the night life got into full swing.
In a gym, you become accustomed to the regulars and recognize one another. Sometimes you know names, while other times you just think of the other patrons as “the guy who always hogs the bench press,” or “the one who doesn’t wipe down the recumbent bike after he’s done with it,” or “the chick in pink Spandex,” or, worse, “the chick who should never be seen wearing pink Spandex.”
I intended to work out alone, since Sheldon had given me a week’s worth of conversation, but when I saw an acquaintance using a treadmill on the mirrorless side of the room, I decided to be sociable after all. She might actually have some information I could use.
She was big, buff, and athletic, and would have been intimidating even if she weren’t a vampire. As usual, she had the treadmill set to its maximum incline and speed. If you had to bet, you might have guessed her name was Butch, but you’d be wrong. Her honest-to-goodness birth name was Tiffany, and she was damned proud of it.
I got on the treadmill beside hers, powered it up, and began at warm-up speed to loosen the stiffness in my knees. Tiffany gave me a businesslike nod. “Chambeaux.” She wasn’t even panting. The treadmill’s maximum setting seemed a stroll in the park for her. “Healthy body, healthy mind.”
I was proud of myself for working out three days a week. Tiffany, on the other hand, was one of those exercise addicts who never missed a night; nevertheless . . . I couldn’t argue with the obvious results. I gradually increased my treadmill’s speed as I got warmed up.
Our workout routines coincided often enough that Tiffany and I were cordial, but I didn’t know very much about her. Looking at her physique and her “you want a piece of me?” demeanor, I realized she might be a very good person to have on speed dial. I might need to hire extra muscle if this business with the Straight Edgers got ugly. “Tiffany, have you ever considered doing freelance security work?”
“Me, a security guard? When you mix monsters and security guards, it never ends well. Why do you ask?”
“Just a case I’m working on. A human-supremacist group is harassing a vampire client of mine.”
Tiffany looked as if she’d swallowed a mouthful of gangrene-tainted blood. “Straight Edge jerks.”
“Have they ever bothered you?”
She reacted as if I’d insulted her. “Bunch of pussies. They’re all about juvenile scare tactics, like throwing eggs at windows or toilet-papering houses. Show them a little fang, and they piss their pants and run away.” She chuckled. “They should piss holy water with all their self-righteousness, but it smells just like regular piss. Who’s the client?”
The treadmill program accelerated, and I had to work hard to keep up. “Sheldon Fennerman.”
Tiffany lit up. “I know him. He helped me with the interior design of my place. Sweet guy.” Her expression darkened. “Just the sort of person those bullies would pick on. Assholes . . . but I wouldn’t worry about it too much. The Straight Edgers are about as dangerous as a dog turd on a jogging path.”
“You don’t think they’ll follow through on their threats?”
“Somebody needs to take them out behind the woodshed. If they ever caused real harm, it would be by accident. Don’t lose any sleep over them.”
I continued to run on the treadmill, keeping up a good pace now. “I don’t sleep much anyway.”
CHAPTER 19
The men’s locker room was empty, now that Ralph the Mayan mummy had finished his shower, and the werewolf was gone, although he had left drifts of long brown hairs on the floor, in the sink, and on the countertop. I took a quick rinse-off just to freshen up, dried myself gently so as not to slough off any skin, and dressed in my street clothes.
As a convenience to the All-Day/All-Nite patrons, a variety of JLPN shampoos, cream rinses, and body washes were provided in the showers. By the sinks and mirrors, I found spritzers of deodorant and small bottles of colorful colognes and aftershaves, each with a splashy sticker announcing Coming Soon: New Fresh Loam Scent! I declined to use any of it. Who was I trying to impress, anyway?
I had a long night ahead of me. I considered heading off to Harvey Jekyll’s mansion, where I could crawl into the bushes and keep an eye out for nefarious goings-on, but I doubted Jekyll would be so obvious. Or I could return to Basilisk, talk to the bartender and Ivory to ferret out more information about who had poisoned Sheyenne. Or who had shot me.
When I emerged onto the main thoroughfare in Little Transylvania, I immediately spotted the plaid sport jacket. Since I knew Brondon Morris went about his nightly rounds, it was no surprise to see him out here, but I didn’t expect him to be walking with another man of smaller build in a low-slouched hat and a trench coat with the collar turned up.
Instead of being his usual cheery self, handing out samples and greeting customers, Brondon was definitely sneaking around. The two men scuttled down the street, hugging the night shadows, which were plentiful. When they turned down a side alley, they acted like two lungfish crawling out of the mud, scurrying across dry land, then ducking into a brackish pool on the other side.
Very interesting.
After my workout, I was limbered up, and thanks to the shower and reasonably clean clothes, I had no particular smell about me, so I was able to follow them without being noticed. Halfway down a dark street, Brondon paused, holding up his hand, and his friend froze. I melted into the shadows beside a rusty drainpipe and an overflowing Dumpster. In the pale light of the waxing moon, I caught a glimpse of the mysterious man’s face between the slouched hat and the upturned collar.
Harvey Jekyll! I had struck the jackpot.
Though I prefer to achieve results through sheer detective prowess, I don’t complain when dumb luck takes a hand. This opportunity had fallen right on top of me like a drunken lap dancer in a strip club.
Brondon and Jekyll moved off again, and I followed at a discreet distance. The two men haunted the back streets, going to places I never would have ventured when I was still alive—empty buildings and warehouses, long rows of storage units, a lot filled with old delivery trucks. Other than a few bats flying overhead, nothing stirred out here. The street was like a ghost town, and I had to drop back.
Far from the crowded main avenues, Brondon moved with a jaunty step, and Harvey Jekyll strutted along, anxious to be somewhere. Ahead, I watched the pair of figures approach a large boarded-up warehouse with a flat asphalt roof and painted letters peeling off a cinder-block wall:
CHANEY & SON
BODY SNATCHERS FOR HIRE
At first glance the place looked as if it had gone out of business long before the Big Uneasy, but as I studied it with greater care, noted the precisely arranged old trash along the walls and the weeds that grew up between stones and chinks in the wall, I suspected that this ramshackle look was a cultivated appearance. It looked too pat, too staged.
When I edged closer, I accidentally kicked a dented beer can, making a clatter. (Have you ever seen a graceful zombie?) The two men whirled, and I melted into the shadows. I held my breath, metaphorically speaking. Where was an easily startled alley cat when you needed one? Eventually the men moved on.
Brondon Morris and Harvey Jekyll walked up to a rectangle of plywood hung on hinges, a makeshift door. Jekyll rapped on it with his knuckles, and the hinged plywood swung open, spilling yellow glow into the night. Both men shielded their eyes from the glare.
A large figure loomed in the doorway, a linebacker-sized human wearing a business suit. Behind the door guard, I spotted dozens of men inside the warehouse. I heard a buzz of conversation. A party where no one seemed to be having fun.
The door guard recognized the two new arrivals and stepped aside to let them into the warehouse. Before closing the plywood door, the big suit scanned the darkness, though he couldn’t possibly have seen anything with his eyes accustomed to the bright interior lights. He yanked the door shut.
I crept up to the Chaney & Son warehouse and discovered that the windows weren’t just boarded up: They had been packed with insulation, so that I could hear only faint muffled voices coming from within, no actual words. I approached the plywood door, hoping to discern words through the crack, but again no luck. So I melted back into the dark and waited for hours, watching, just to see what might happen.
Just before dawn, the door opened again and three disguised men emerged, scuttled around the corner, and disappeared down another street. I didn’t recognize them. Two more nondescript men left in a different direction, then another trio, and the rest came out by pairs. I counted twenty attendees at the mysterious meeting, but with all the hats and upturned collars, I had no idea which ones were Brondon and Jekyll when they left. The perfume salesman must have traded his loud plaid sport jacket for a trench coat.
The burly doorman was the last to leave. He turned off the lights, shoved the plywood door shut, then fixed two padlocks in place.
Miranda Jekyll would find this very interesting. I decided to dig into the background of the Chaney & Son building, see if I found any connections to Harvey Jekyll.
Preferably something illegal.
CHAPTER 20
Robin met me as soon as I came into the office next morning, wearing that cockeyed optimist smile of hers, along with a clean gray pantsuit; her dark hair was pulled back in a thick neat braid. She looked fresh and ready to take on the world, full of energy, even though I knew she’d been up most of the night.
In addition to sharing office space and splitting the lease, we each had a small apartment upstairs, a cramped place not much bigger than a coffin; we could have knocked down the adjoining wall to make the combined room as large as a walk-in closet, but the building owner wouldn’t allow it. Robin and I spent most of our time at work anyway; I’d never been much of a homebody, either before or after death, and Robin slept on the client sofa in her office as often as she crashed in her own bed.
In law school, she had been able to pull all-nighters: study, write a term paper, go to class in the morning, take an exam, hang out with friends in the afternoon, and party at night. I remember when I was that young, and that alive. McGoo and I had done it ourselves when we were in college. My “all-nighters” were different now.
Triumphant, Robin held an envelope in her hand. “It took me two hours, but I made Judge Hawkins see the light. You’ve got your restraining order.” She often walked a fine line with the judge. Intent and cheerfully obsessive, she didn’t realize that she could become a downright pest. But she usually got her way.
Sheyenne appeared, floating right through the wall. “I flitted to the courthouse and picked up the order, Beaux. We thought you’d like to deliver it to the Straight Edgers yourself.”
I gave them an impressed nod. “I was going to scare them regardless, but it’s nice to be packing some extra legal ammunition.”
I paused to jot down basics about the Chaney & Son warehouse on a scrap of paper from Sheyenne’s desk. “While I’m gone, pull the county records and see what you can find out about this building—who owns it, how long it’s been empty, anything unusual about recent permits. Harvey Jekyll’s involved in some suspicious activities there.” I patted the envelope from Judge Hawkins. “Meanwhile, I’ve got a restraining order to deliver.”
Normally, I wouldn’t have given a second glance to the Straight Edge headquarters—an unmarked, run-down storefront whose windows bore the remnants of painted letters from a now-defunct political campaign. It was the sort of place used by accountants for a few months during tax season, after which it would remain empty but hopeful for the rest of the year.
The only sign in the window, designed to look like a No Trespassing sign, said, HUMANS ONLY, and below that, UNNATURAL = UNDESIRABLE. What a witty bunch.
I yanked open the door without knocking—what good was a knock going to do me?—and startled four people who were stuffing flyers into envelopes and painting large placards. The panicky group leaped to their feet and whirled around. One scrawny, mean-looking young woman, who clearly needed a boyfriend, and three equally scrawny and awkward young men, who clearly needed girlfriends, stared at me. I recognized the beanpole redheaded kid I had rescued from the troll landlord’s dinner tub and the two punks who had vandalized Sheldon’s brownstone. They all wore red T-shirts with the line down the chest. None of them looked to be older than twenty-one. I wondered if these punks comprised the whole organization, or if they just worked the day shift.
“Is this the zombie massage parlor?” I asked in a bright voice, feeling quite chipper. “My muscles are stiff.”
“I’ll turn you into a stiff,” the beanpole snarled, trying to sound tough. He had red marks around his mouth from where I’d torn off the duct tape.
“Already been there,” I said. “You forgot to thank me for saving you from the deep-fryer hot tub. Didn’t your mother teach you manners?”
The Jane Fonda wannabe spoke. “Get out! You’re not welcome here. Can’t you read the sign? Humans only.”
“The legal definition of ‘human’ is being challenged in the courts. My partner has set some remarkable precedents already. In the meantime, why not be inclusive? Embrace diversity.”
The young man who had sprayed graffiti outside of Sheldon’s home now puffed up his chest. “You can rot in hell!”
“I’d rather not rot anywhere.” I strolled into the main room, and the four Straight Edgers cringed, as if afraid I intended to eat their brains. The posters they were making each had a straight unadorned line on a field of red; not much of a logo design.
With my cell phone I took a quick group shot of the four young activists. “Got your faces, just to verify you were here in the office. Now I need your names.”
“What for?”
“I’m going to enter you into a sweepstakes.”
Graffiti-boy looked ready to blurt out the information, but the scrawny woman snapped, “Don’t tell him anything, Scott.”
“Jeez, Priscilla, I wasn’t going to!”
Then I glanced at the remaining two Straight Edgers and did my best bluff. “You others don’t need to give me your names. We can bring charges against Scott and Priscilla, here.”
The bitter young woman paled, while Scott looked tangled in knots. “It’s Todd and Patrick!” he blurted.
“You bastard!” Todd, the beanpole, snarled at Scott.
“We all stick together,” Priscilla said. “We’re Straight Edge.”
“What do you want?” demanded Patrick, the young man who had planted stakes at Sheldon’s front door.
“You’ve been harassing a client of mine,” I said. “A vampire.”
“And? You unnaturals are all the same to us,” sneered Priscilla. “You should just go . . . away.”
“Go away—or else!” Patrick picked up one of the placards and held it like a shield, as if the sharpened wooden end would scare a zombie. He needed to do better research.
“I’m also here on behalf of the Hope and Salvation Mission, which was recently vandalized—I suspect you had something to do with that as well.”
“You can’t prove it,” said Scott.
“Monster lover!” Todd said.
The young woman made a scoffing sound. “If we wanted to scare that goody-two-shoes old lady out of town, we’d take care of it ourselves, not hire a monster to do it.”
I had to admit, that made sense.
Now that the conversation had stopped being amusing, I pulled the envelope from my pocket. “This restraining order has been duly signed by Judge Hawkins. All Straight Edge members are forbidden from approaching within fifty feet of Mr. Sheldon Fennerman’s residence, Mr. Fennerman himself, or the Hope and Salvation Mission.”
“This is bullshit,” Todd snapped, then looked uncertainly at the young woman. His face flushed so red that his freckles disappeared in the noise. “Isn’t it?”
Priscilla plucked the paper out of my hands, using just her fingertips as if disgusted to touch any object soiled by a zombie. As she read the words, the others peered closer, all four of them pooling their knowledge to understand the legal terminology. The young woman didn’t sound so confident now. “It’s infringing on our rights of free speech.”
“File a complaint. My partner would love to put Mr. Fennerman on the stand, with a full jury of unnaturals, to determine just whose rights are being violated.”
Priscilla spat on the floor in disgust; then, like a series of popcorn kernels popping, her three companions spat on the floor, imitating her. Personally, I thought it was silly. I glanced down at the spittle and phlegm, shaking my head. “And you folks say that zombies are filthy.”
They glowered after me as I walked out the door. I was sure they’d spend the rest of the day fuming, engaging in vociferous imaginary arguments with me once I was out of earshot.
Now that I’d gotten a good look at Priscilla, Todd, Scott, and Patrick, I held them in even lower esteem. I could see why Tiffany at the gym didn’t take Straight Edge seriously. I wondered if other members were more competent.
CHAPTER 21
I left the Straight Edge headquarters feeling good about myself, head held high. When I told Robin every little detail about the confrontation, I knew it would make her day; she’d probably do her victory dance.
When I came out onto the street, however, I sensed an odd tension in the air, one of those silent humming sensations that make you perk up, like all the friendly wild animals detecting a forest fire in a Disney cartoon. This didn’t feel like the thrill of fear, though, but of hunger and keen interest.
Across the street I spotted the black-gowned, bristle-haired Mavis Wannovich walking along painfully on swollen legs, as if her ankles had filed notice that they didn’t intend to support her body much longer. The enormous spotted sow, Alma, trotted alongside the witch. Mavis looked from side to side, glanced over her shoulder, and walked faster. I could see that both of them were on the verge of panic.
Behind the Wannovich sisters, shambling quickly to keep up, came a trio of zombies, their sunken eyes bright, hands outstretched in a grasping gesture. All three were ripe cases, at a stage where no amount of makeup or visits to the embalming parlor would reverse the putrefaction.
Farther along the sidewalk, the door of an office-supply store opened and a tall female vampire emerged, raising her nose to the air and sniffing as if someone had rung the dinner bell. A hairy werewolf grocer in a wifebeater T-shirt sat in a folding chair outside his tiny tienda; he perked up as well, and his gaze fixed on the sow lumbering down the street. Lifting himself off the chair with a smooth motion, he began loping toward the witch and her sister.
Mavis picked up her pace, but I could see her wince with the effort. The zombies, vampire, and werewolf closed in.
I knew what was about to happen, and I had to stop it.
In order to live peacefully together, unnaturals had learned to control their base urges and get along with one another, though they tended to gather in the monster version of ethnic neighborhoods. Werewolves no longer killed human victims each full moon, vampires gave up drinking all but voluntarily donated blood, zombies and ghouls foreswore eating human flesh.
Most unnaturals, though, had not given up pork. The most devout black sorcerer or vampire kingpin might manage to block the urge to quaff virgin blood, but he couldn’t resist the smell of frying bacon. Or fresh pork on the hoof.
Trotting down the sidewalk, Alma sniffed nervously from side to side. She let out an alarmed squeal, which only taunted the ever-growing crowd of hungry followers. Her sister struggled to keep up, but I could see they were in trouble.
I drew the .38 from my shoulder holster. As a private detective, I’d been licensed to carry a concealed weapon for years, and after my death, no one had tried to rescind the permit or request that I turn in my piece (so far). As far as I know, I’m the only undead private investigator who went back to the practice. Robin wasn’t sure the handgun permit was still valid, after my death certificate was on file; she offered to clarify the issue by sending requests to the Bureau for a ruling, or at least a special exemption in my case, but I told her not to bother—in fact, after I saw the fiery glint in her eye, I insisted that she not bother. “Let me apologize later if I get caught,” I’d said.
For my work in the Quarter, I keep the revolver loaded with silver-jacketed bullets, which are effective on a fair number of creatures. And if I have to fire on a regular human, the bullet part works just fine, silver or no silver.
The crowd increased as more unnaturals emerged from their lairs, and when the frightened sow squealed again, I pointed the .38 in the air, fired off a loud shot, then a second. The gunshots brought all movement on the street to a halt. I wove my way through the decrepit shamblers, sternly shook a finger at them, and glared at the vampire and werewolf.
Mavis took one look at me and almost melted with relief. “Mr. Chambeaux, are we glad to see you!”
“Looks like you could use an escort back home.” I swept my gaze around the hungry faces that had poked out of doorways and converged on the sidewalk.
“Yes, please!”
Alma grunted.
I raised my voice to the crowd and coolly pointed the gun in a slow arc. “If anyone lays a hand or claw on either of my clients, you’ll have to deal with me.”
Mavis gathered her courage and shouted to the onlookers. “And if that doesn’t work, I’ve got a spell book back home that’ll turn you all into pigs . . . or something even less pleasant.”
The unnaturals groaned and grumbled, glaring at me because I’d spoiled their snack. The sow snorted loudly, and then, to express her displeasure, she urinated a big puddle on the sidewalk.
Mavis was scandalized. “Shame on you, Alma!” But the pig seemed perfectly content and waddled forward with her sister and me.
“You’d both better go directly home,” I said under my breath.
“I agree,” the witch said, walking close beside me. “Alma and I used to have quite an active social life, but now you see why we rarely go out anymore. My sister isn’t even viewed as human, just a potential smorgasbord of pork loins, ham, bacon, chitlins, and chops. Just look what that spell-book mistake has done! I wish we could make everyone see how terrible Howard Phillips Publishing is.”
“Ms. Deyer filed a ringing complaint,” I said. “Much more stern than the last one. I read it myself. Very powerful stuff. We’ll see some results.” Eventually.
The sow nudged into me with enough force to knock me off balance, but I kept my feet. Mavis let out a little laugh. “Alma’s sweet on you. She told me.”
The pig turned her massive head toward me, blinking her eyes. “She’s a charming person,” I said, “but I have a strict policy of never dating clients.”
Alma sounded disappointed, but Mavis remained undeterred. “With a little encouragement, a love potion perhaps, maybe you’d change your mind.”
“Let’s just get you both safely back home,” I said, politely declining their invitation to come inside for tea. “And next time, don’t go outside without your spell books. I won’t always be there to protect you.”
CHAPTER 22
After walking the Wannovich sisters straight to their door like a gentleman, I was glad to be away from the tantalizing pork smell—I’m not completely immune either.
Heading back to the Chambeaux & Deyer offices, I heard the don’t-mess-with-me voice of Officer McGoohan at the next corner as he chewed someone out. McGoo didn’t have any children, but he would have done a good job bellowing “You kids quit roughhousing and give me some peace so I can watch the game!”
In front of a boarded-up lingerie store that had been empty for years, I saw the unmistakable plaid sport coat that identified Brondon Morris. Four workers clad in dark-blue JLPN company overalls had been busy pasting posters across the storefront.
“You can’t post those here,” McGoo said. “It’s an eyesore.”
In a wheedling but cheerful voice, Brondon responded, “It’s just an advertisement, Officer. You can’t prevent us from trying to sell our products. That’s a restraint of free trade.”
McGoo’s voice rose as he continued to shake his head. “Take it up with a Constitutional lawyer. Meanwhile, let’s pretend I’m a member of the Keep the Unnatural Quarter Beautiful committee. I’m not letting you just plaster that crap wherever you want.”
The broadsheets advertised the upcoming release of the new line of necroceuticals. Poster after poster showed grinning vampires brushing their teeth, zombies spraying their underarms with aerosol deodorant, beautiful witches shampooing their hair with thick suds that foamed an unsettling shade of green, a husky male werewolf holding a bottle of cologne while two female werewolves, clearly in heat, sniffed his fur. Each poster said: Call Our Toll-Free Number for a Free Sample Kit!
“We spent a great deal of money printing these posters for the advertising blitz, Officer,” Brondon insisted. “We’re entitled to our right to publicity.”
I stepped up and caught their attention. “I’ve got a colleague who might listen to your case, Mr. Morris. She’s interested in theoretical and moral issues.” It wasn’t a serious suggestion; I doubted Robin would take Brondon Morris as a client anyway.
McGoo brightened as he saw me. “Dead Man Walking!”
Brondon Morris blinked at me, then scowled. “Thank you, Mr. Chambeaux, but I’d consider it a conflict of interest, in light of your firm’s prior work to destroy the reputation of Jekyll Lifestyle Products and Necroceuticals.”
I shrugged. “Just offering to help.”
McGoo was not going to back down, I could see it in his eyes. “Look, Mr. Morris, I’m not saying that you can’t advertise your products, only that you can’t put these posters on this building. Did you get permission from the owner?”
Brondon was flustered. “The owner of this building has been dead for seven years. I checked.”
“Are you sure he hasn’t come back from the grave? Barring that, find one of his heirs.”
The JLPN workers stood looking bored, holding stacks of posters and waiting for further instructions.
Brondon tried a different tack. “It’ll only be for a few days, Officer. I promise, we’ll take every poster down right after the product line is launched. We’ve already had a great financial setback because our first twenty thousand broadsheets had an unfortunate typo.” He pointed toward the nearest one stapled to the boarded-up window. “A proofreader missed it, and the entire first printing came out offering a Free Sample Kid—which generated entirely the wrong kind of excitement among unnaturals! JLPN didn’t notice until after we had distributed hundreds of the posters. We had to pulp them all and start from scratch.”
McGoo looked sympathetic, but only a little. He turned to me. “What do you think, Shamble?”
“I’m biased. Our paralegal tried a sample of the Zom-Be-Fresh stuff back when she was still alive,” I said. “It gave her a horrible rash.”
“Horrible rash? Hmm, you think JLPN products contain a toxic substance?” McGoo asked. “Maybe I should have the department look into that. If the company is distributing dangerous—”
“We apologized for that!” Brondon said with a sniff. “But we have always made it quite clear that JLPN products are designed for unnaturals only. We’re not responsible for improper use.”
I was having fun, but I decided I had yanked Brondon’s chain enough. “No need, McGoo. We did a chemical analysis from a lab we trust, but it came back negative. Zom-Be-Fresh contains nothing on the list of toxic or prohibited substances. Sheyenne just had an allergic reaction.”
“I’m allergic to a few fragrances in toiletry items too,” McGoo confessed. “That’s why I don’t use deodorant.”
“Oh, that’s why,” I quipped.
McGoo barked orders to the overall-clad workers. “Tear those posters down and keep this plywood clean and beautiful. You’re welcome to get written permission from other storefront owners, Mr. Morris, but don’t just go poaching any blank wall space you find.”
Though fuming, Brondon directed the workers to do as they were told.
As we stepped back to watch the cleanup project, McGoo asked conversationally, “Hey, Shamble, why do zombies pierce their nipples?” From the stupid grin on his face, I knew I didn’t want to hear the answer. “To have a place to hang the air fresheners.”
Instead of laughing, I decided to change the subject. “Any luck catching the big lummox that wrecked Mrs. Saldana’s mission?”
“Not yet. And there’ve been three other incidents since then, major smashup jobs, and another dozen storefront windows shattered—meant to look like the work of our big brute, but I’m not so sure.”
“Why else would somebody be smashing windows? Delinquents?” Maybe the Straight Edgers?
McGoo shrugged. “So far no suspects and no good leads. I don’t know how such a huge creature can hide. You want to go out monster hunting with me late tonight?”
“Not really,” I said.
“Suit yourself. You must have other fun things to do.”
“Just cases, McGoo. Always cases.”
CHAPTER 23
At Chambeaux & Deyer Investigations, we consider taking any case that involves human/unnatural relations, and sometimes we’re hired to take the human side.
Sheyenne ushered in the new clients for their intake meeting. “Dan, Robin, this is Brad and Jackie Dorset, and their children Madison and Joshua.”
Nice-looking human family: urban (or suburban) professionals, mom, dad, and the requisite two kids, probably a golden retriever at home. However, the Norman Rockwell family portrait stopped there: All of the Dorsets looked gaunt and haggard, their eyes bloodshot, as if they hadn’t gotten sleep or a decent meal in ages. Accompanying them was a freelance medium they’d hired, but I wasn’t impressed; if the medium’s efforts had been successful, they wouldn’t be here.
Brad automatically extended his hand, not seeming to realize that I was undead. My cold grip startled him.
Robin stepped up, smiling. “We’re very pleased to meet you, Mr. and Mrs. Dorset.”
“And I’m here in a professional capacity,” said the medium. “Millicent Sanchez.” She was a middle-aged woman with beautiful golden skin, and she wrapped her dark hair in a colorful red-and-green scarf. Silver hoop earrings dangled from her ears, and a crucifix the size of a deck of cards hung at her throat; so many silver bracelets lined each wrist that they looked like Slinkys crawling up her arms.
I realized that I had seen her previously. How can you forget all those silver bracelets? “We met before, Ms. Sanchez, back when I was alive. The ribbon-cutting ceremony for the new wing of the Metropolitan Museum?”
She brightened. “Ah, yes, of course! I was there to summon spectral members from the guest list.”
The two Dorset children, around eight and ten years old, respectively, looked as anxious as their parents. “Could we please get on with it?” Jackie Dorset asked. “We, um, don’t have a lot of time on the parking meter.”
“We validate for the lot across the street,” Sheyenne offered. “Remember that for next time.”
We all took seats at the table in the conference room. When Joshua and Madison looked ready to burst into tears, their mother reached into her purse (which was large enough to double as a rucksack). She withdrew two handheld video games, and the children fell into contented, obsessive silence.
“Now then, what seems to be the problem?” Robin asked.
Millicent Sanchez took the lead. “The Dorsets are being haunted—and it’s not a pleasant haunting, either.”
Brad Dorset locked his fingers together and squeezed his hands, like a pumping heart. “He won’t leave us alone! We can’t get any sleep. He ruins every meal. He disrupts any gathering we have. Jackie and I can’t even go out to a restaurant.”
“We’ll never be able to get a sitter again,” the wife added.
“We don’t need a baby-sitter,” the two children said in perfect unison.
“Do you feel you’re in any physical danger from the ghost?” I interrupted.
Brad and Jackie looked at each other, surprised by the question. Jackie said, “No, of course not—it’s just Uncle Stan.”
“He was something of a pest in life,” Brad added, “and he’s worse now that he’s dead.”
Robin jotted down notes on a yellow legal pad. “Tell me about Stan.”
“We’re his only family.” Jackie sounded more sympathetic than her husband. “He sold used cars, he belonged to the Odd Fellows club. We used to have him over for dinner every Sunday because he didn’t have anyone else.”
“He was a widower, then?” Robin prompted.
“No, a lifelong bachelor,” Jackie said.
“He was gay, I think,” Brad muttered, which earned him a flash of indignation from his wife.
“He was not! He just never found the right person.”
“He certainly found us again, didn’t he?”
I could see this was an argument they’d had before.
“Stan was my mother’s only brother,” Jackie continued, looking at me. “We felt sorry for him.”
“Sunday dinner became Sunday and Wednesday,” Brad said. “Then he joined us on Friday evenings too. And then he died.”
“Was it murder?” I asked. “Anything suspicious?”
Again, Brad and Jackie Dorset blinked at each other, baffled. Brad answered, “No, he slipped on a patch of ice and split his head open on a brick planter. Just like that.”
“And he’s been haunting us ever since!” Jackie cried. “At first he thought he could go on as if nothing had changed. He popped in for Sunday dinner, then Monday and Tuesday, and all week long. After his tragic death, we were glad to see him . . . at first. But he’s, um, not a very good dinner companion.”
“Drank too much,” Brad said. “He always was a little hazy and wobbly.”
Jackie seemed embarrassed. “The coroner said his blood alcohol level was a little high when he slipped and hit his head.”
“Very high,” Brad corrected. “Uncle Stan could get insufferable when he was drunk. Then he died drunk—and now he’s a rambunctious and obnoxious drunk ghost.”
“I’ve tried to communicate,” said the medium. “I summoned his spirit. I spoke with him the last time he appeared uninvited for dinner.”
“I made lasagna,” Jackie said, “an old family recipe, one of Uncle Stan’s favorites.”
“We told him to go away,” Brad said. “But he wouldn’t listen. He insisted that we were his family and that he was going to be with us always.”
The two kids looked up from their video games and groaned. Madison was especially loud. “He’s a creepy old man. I don’t want him popping in and out of our house at night.”
“I can see how that would be very alarming,” Robin assured her. “We’ve found that in family disputes, the best way to solve things is through frank and open discussion. I’ve seen many cases of ghosts who hang on to their old lives and refuse to move on. Sometimes the families can get along well enough, but other times it’s just tragic for all concerned. The adjustment can be pretty painful.”
I remembered that Sheyenne had had a terrible first few days after she returned as a ghost. She tried valiantly to adjust, pretended to go on as if nothing had changed, but the loss never stopped tugging at her.
One day, not long before my own murder, Sheyenne had floated up to me with a troubled expression on her face. “Would you come with me back to my apartment? Just to have another look around, in case we find any clues?”
“I packed everything up and put it in storage,” I said. “Your landlord’s probably cleaned the place by now.”
“I know . . . but it’s something I’d like to do.” Her sad expression pulled at my heartstrings. “Would you go with me? Please?”
“For you, I’d go anywhere,” I said, and it was probably true.
We returned to the apartment building where she had lived while going to med school and working at Basilisk to pay the bills. She drifted beside me up the steps to the entrance.
I had an odd déjà vu of the night we’d strolled here after our date, the two of us in light conversation, occasionally and then more frequently bumping against each other as we walked along, finally holding hands. Every unnatural in town had probably smelled the pheromones we exuded....
“I don’t know if I can convince your landlord to let us in,” I said. I had not made a good impression in my previous encounters with him.
“I had a spare key,” Sheyenne said. “You can use that.”
“What if he’s changed the lock by now?”
“He’s too cheap. Besides, the former tenant is dead—why would he bother?”
We went up the stairs to the second floor. The third step creaked, and I remembered it from before. We had laughed at it then. Odd how little details like that stick in your memory.
Her door was 2B (“Or not 2B?” I remembered my Hamlet joke from that night). The hall floor was covered with weathered peel-and-press carpet squares. Sheyenne bent down and lifted the corner of one with a ghostly hand to reveal her spare key. “I knew it’d still be here.” She handed me the key, and I inserted it into the lock. Sheyenne, being a ghost, simply melted through the door, eager to see what she could find.
As I turned the knob, I heard startled yelps from inside. I pushed the door open, afraid Sheyenne was in trouble—and saw a terrified Korean family seated around a table playing dominoes. Parents, three kids, and an old grandfather.
“What are you doing here?” Sheyenne demanded.
Upon entering the apartment, I experienced a flood of memories, and not the good ones . . . not memories of how Sheyenne and I had started kissing as soon as we passed through the door, not the memory of her low-lit bedroom down the hall. No, what I remembered was when the landlord and I had found her sprawled and dying on the living room floor, already jaundiced and emaciated, too weak to move from the toadstool toxin.
This Korean family playing a game of dominoes did not fit the picture.
The three children screamed—not an unexpected reaction when a ghost floats through the wall and a strange zombie barges through the door. The father and grandfather stood together, ready to defend their home; the mother gathered her children. One young boy grabbed a handful of domino tiles and hurled them at me. “Go away!”
“He’s rented it already, Spooky,” I said. Her landlord had wasted no time. “This isn’t your place anymore.”
“But there’s got to be a clue in here. I know we missed something!”
I apologized to the terrified Korean family. “We’re very sorry. We didn’t mean to intrude. Wrong address.”
Dying had been hard enough for Sheyenne. Then she had to confront the fact that all the everyday details of her life were quickly and completely erased.
Yes, I could understand why Uncle Stan would try to cling to his lost loved ones. But he didn’t have to be obnoxious about it.
Although Brad Dorset looked skeptical about the suggestion, Robin continued, “I’ve had some successes with mediation in cases like this. While I’m not a family-practice lawyer, I am a specialist in unnatural law, and we do have many clients who are ghosts. I presume you brought the medium along so you could summon Uncle Stan?”
“I can go into a trance right here and call him.” Millicent Sanchez extended her forearms across the table so that her silver bracelets rattled. “Whenever you’re ready?”
Robin studied her yellow legal pad and double-checked her notes. “I have enough information for an initial discussion.”
Turning her hands palm up, the medium touched thumb and forefinger together and began to hum deep in her throat, as if practicing some form of Buddhist meditation.
Before she could finish her formal summons, the ghost of a chubby man appeared behind her, put both thumbs at the sides of his mouth, and stretched his lips in an inane clownish gesture. “I’m already here. I come and go when I want to!” He let out an exaggerated huff. “And I’m very offended. Jackie, you were always my favorite niece. This hurts my feelings!”
Jackie Dorset hung her head, her lip trembling as she fought back tears.
“She’s your only niece,” Brad said.
“You were never good enough for her!” The ghost loomed over Brad. “Jackie should have waited for someone better.” Uncle Stan stormed and wove around the room, fluttering papers, rattling the doorknob, setting up a spectral wind. “You’re not getting rid of me—I’m family! You have to keep me around.”
Hearing the ruckus, Sheyenne flitted through the closed door of the conference room and gave Uncle Stan a withering frown. “That’s not acceptable behavior from a ghost.” Stan huffed at her, and she was about to scold him further when the office phone rang and she whisked herself back to the receptionist’s desk.
The medium said in a thready voice, “The family respectfully requests that you leave them in peace, that you move on. Travel toward the Light.”
In response, Uncle Stan jangled her silver bracelets, then yanked off her scarf, flapping it in front of her face like a matador taunting a bull. Millicent Sanchez grabbed at the fabric, trying to snatch it out of the air, but Stan kept taunting her.
Jackie began sobbing. “Uncle Stan, stop it, stop it!”
“Sir, we’d prefer to keep this amicable, but if you persist in this unreasonable behavior, we will be forced to take formal legal action,” Robin said.
“Go ahead and try!” Stan chortled. “What are you going to do, send some charlatan with a Bible and a dowsing rod? Paint the house doors red?” He stuck out his tongue, gave a loud raspberry, and flitted past the kids—who looked up in shock and dismay.
“He deleted our high scores!” wailed Joshua.
“You can’t make me do anything I don’t want to do.” Uncle Stan hiccupped, then farted—mere affectations, since no air traveled in or out of any orifice of a poltergeist. Then his ghost vanished with a popping sound.
The Dorsets looked shaken and hopeless. The medium grabbed her scarf and tied it around her hair again in an attempt to regain her dignity.
“That could have gone better,” I said.
Brad Dorset rose from his chair, upset. He glanced down at his wife. “I know he’s your uncle, but we’ve got to do something.”
She turned to Robin. “Take whatever legal action is necessary, Ms. Deyer. Make him rest in peace, so we can get some peace.”
Robin escorted them out of the conference room and to the office door. “I’m sorry about this. We’ll do everything we can.”
Sheyenne was at her desk, talking on the phone, her expression filled with alarm. She hung up. “Dan, Robin—you’ve got to get to the museum right away—they need you!”
“What’s the matter?” I asked.
“It’s Ramen Ho-Tep—he’s taken hostages!”
CHAPTER 24
The Metropolitan Natural History Museum was a grand, ancient structure that belonged in an even larger museum itself. Strung across giant Corinthian columns, a fabric banner advertised SPECIAL NECRONOMICON EXHIBITION, LIMITED TIME ONLY: THE ORIGINAL BOOK AND ITS INFLUENCE THROUGHOUT THE AGES.
On either side of the stone steps, two immense pedestals held fearsome gargoyle statues. Real gargoyles loved to stand next to the statues, making faces and mugging for the cameras so that their friends could take souvenir photos.
Robin drove recklessly through the streets and pulled up in front of the museum, stopping so abruptly that the old Maverick shed more shards of rust. Her desperation to intervene with Ramen Ho-Tep became even more apparent when she parked the Pro Bono Mobile illegally close to a fire hydrant and didn’t even seem concerned about it. We ran up the steps, swimming upstream against a flood of evacuating patrons. A harried teacher herded an unruly class of fourth graders out of the museum.
The kids looked fascinated. “Why can’t we stay and watch?” cried one little girl. “That was interesting!”
“It’s not supposed to be interesting. This is an educational field trip.” The teacher ushered them along. “Go on, move.”
Robin and I ran through the front door, where an alarmed-looking cashier tried to charge us admission. I took command. “No time. This is a crisis.” I didn’t know if the mummy had threatened anyone; we just knew it was an emergency, something that was life or death . . . or other. “Where’s the Egyptian wing?”
“South hall,” the cashier blurted. “But it’s being evacuated.”
“We know.” Robin pulled out her pocketbook, flashed her bar card from the Board of Professional Responsibility. “I’m the attorney representing Ramen Ho-Tep. I need to see him before the situation gets out of hand.”
“You’re a little late for that,” the cashier said.
Robin and I were already running through the security scanner. Since we hadn’t paid admission—and also because I was carrying my .38—an alarm went off, but the museum guards were otherwise occupied. Robin seemed very upset to be breaking the rules, so I said to her, “Don’t worry, we’ll pay before we leave.”
Oddly enough, that mollified her.
We ran past the arachnid display, then the Sorcery and Alchemy Hall on our way to Ancient Egypt. In the central hall, we encountered the ambitious Necronomicon exhibit. The Metropolitan Museum had pulled strings and fought challenges in court for the right to display the thick tome. Two lawsuits claimed the book posed a danger to the human public, although the time to worry about danger had already passed.
Though we needed to get to Ramen Ho-Tep, I hesitated, feeling an eerie connection to the magical book. This very copy of the Necronomicon, bound in leather made from the cured skin of infants and penned in human blood, was the reason I had come back from the dead—the reason all the unnaturals were now alive and abroad.
More than ten years ago, every rational person would have laughed at the possibility. Not anymore.
The planets had aligned in some sort of pattern that only astrologers considered significant. The original copy of the Necronomicon had inadvertently been left out under the light of a full moon, and a virgin woman (fifty-eight years old but a virgin nevertheless) had cut her finger (a paper cut, but a cut nevertheless) and spilled blood on the pages—which activated some buried spell and caused a fundamental shift in the natural order of things, unleashing ghosts and goblins, vampires and werewolves, zombies, ghouls, and all manner of monsters. Even the previously existing ones had come out of the closet.
The Big Uneasy.
Any further explanation, scientific or otherwise, was above my pay grade. The world had been dealing with the repercussions ever since.
“Dan, quit looking at the exhibits,” Robin called. “Come on—Mr. Ho-Tep needs us!”
We encountered a crowd at the entrance to the Ancient Egypt wing, but Robin pushed past the people. “I’m his attorney. Let me through!”
The large display chamber held papier-mâché replicas of a pyramid and a gaudily painted sphinx, a shelf filled with canopic jars, and a diorama of papyrus marshes with Egyptian mannequins.
And Ramen Ho-Tep, who held them all enthralled.
I heard the mummy’s distinctive British voice. “Not one step closer, you wankers! I’ll do it! I’m warning you—I’ll do it!”
Patrons who had been evacuated—by only ten or fifteen feet—watched in horrified fascination, leaning forward to get a better view. Three uniformed museum guards stood tense, ready to tackle the mummy to the floor; if they did that, he would probably shatter into bone dust and lint.
Ramen Ho-Tep had not, after all, taken hostages, nor had he seized one of the guards’ weapons. It was worse.
In front of the exhibit’s open sarcophagus, the mummy sat cross-legged on the floor. I couldn’t imagine how he’d managed to bend his dried-jerky muscles and petrified bones into such a configuration. He dangled a red can of gasoline in his clawlike hands, threatening to dump it on himself. One of the guards held a long canvas fire hose, ready to open the valve if Ho-Tep should succeed in igniting his bandages; I suspected the high-powered spray would damage the mummy as much as a fire.
One man in a clean dark business suit, a neat tie, and gold wire-rimmed glasses looked highly agitated. Ramen Ho-Tep seemed most upset with him. I recognized the human museum curator, Bram Steffords, who had been so proud to obtain the Necronomicon exhibit after reopening the Metropolitan Natural History Museum “in these exciting, though darker times.” I had shaken the curator’s hand during the ribbon-cutting ceremony, but I doubted he remembered me.
Steffords growled, “If you carry out your threat, Mr. Ho-Tep, I promise we will bring you up on full charges for destroying priceless antiquities. The museum will sue you for damages to yourself and to this exhibit, as well as lost revenue.”
“I don’t give a bloody damn about your revenue, or your antiquities! I am the antiquity! But I’m a person, not property!”
“We have the paperwork to prove otherwise, Mr. Ho-Tep. Now stop this nonsense and put down that gasoline!”
To solidify his threat, Ramen Ho-Tep unscrewed the fuel cap. Fumes wafted up, and the guards backed away.
“I’ve got this,” Robin said to me and pushed forward. “Excuse me, excuse me!”
The mummy turned toward her. Behind the bandages on his face, his chapped lips twitched in what might have been a surprised smile.
In that moment of hesitation, Steffords yelled to the guards, “Now! Jump him!”
But Robin threw herself between them and Ramen Ho-Tep. “You’ll do no such thing! This man is my client!”
Steffords looked at her. “And who the hell are you?”
“Robin Deyer, Esquire, of Chambeaux and Deyer.”
I reached into my jacket pocket, withdrew a business card, and handed it to the curator.
“I shan’t go back on display,” the mummy said. “I’d sooner burn myself and let my ashes join the river of time.”
“He’s been going on like that for an hour,” one of the guards said to me out of the side of his mouth.
“We can resolve this, Mr. Ho-Tep,” Robin said. “Think about the loss to history. Please give me a chance.”
“I’ve waited quite long enough, thank you. I shall no longer endure being a prisoner. I was Pharaoh of all Egypt, and I deserve to be treated with respect!”
“Ask him if he had a girlfriend or something,” the curator said. “Maybe we can dig her up and add her to our museum display if he wants companionship.”
“I wish to be a free man!”
“And I want to be the King of England,” Steffords quipped, imitating the mummy’s British accent. “But that isn’t likely to happen, is it?”
“Bloody hell, don’t you disrespect me, you insignificant grave robber!” Ramen Ho-Tep sloshed the gas can, and a few drops spilled onto his brown gauze bandages. Clutched in his left hand was a disposable butane lighter, but I saw, like everyone else did, that he was holding it upside down. The ancient mummy had no idea how to use a lighter.
Robin said in a plaintive voice, “Mr. Ho-Tep, you’re only hurting our case. We have to make our appeal according to the law. The law is the safety net that holds society together. This is not a solution. If you strike that lighter, no one wins: You lose everything, the world loses your priceless knowledge, and I lose a friend.”
The mummy’s hand wavered.
“I’m going to set up mediation so both parties can discuss this matter as adults.” Robin glared at the curator. “Mr. Steffords, I suggest that you and your legal counsel attend. After airing grievances, we’ll see if we can’t reach some kind of compromise. We all want this to work.”
“The bugger’s going to have to make some damned hefty concessions,” the mummy said.
“And I’m tired of this melodrama,” said Steffords. “Our artifacts are supposed to be on display, not on stage. This is a respectable museum, not vaudeville.”
I relieved the mummy of his gas can, capping it gingerly.
“How about ten A.M. Tuesday?” Robin suggested.
The curator fidgeted. “I’ll have my secretary check my schedule.”
“Clear your schedule,” I said. “Ten o’clock. Tuesday.”
Robin looked at Ramen Ho-Tep. “Are you busy at that time, Mr. Ho-Tep?”
“My calendar’s been open for thousands of years.”
“We look forward to seeing you, then.” She slipped her arm through mine, and we walked out of the south wing and made our way to the museum entrance.
And yes, Robin did insist that we pay admission before we left.
CHAPTER 25
As we drove away from the museum, pleased at having averted a tragedy, Robin suggested we make a surprise visit to Jekyll Lifestyle Products and Necroceuticals. “We might unsettle him.” She gave me an eager smile. “And it’ll give us something to report to Miranda next time she pops in.”
“I like the way you think,” I said. Maybe I would pick up a clue about why Jekyll had been sneaking around with Brondon Morris. “Besides, we’re out together anyway. It’s good for you to get away from the office.”
“Visiting a chemical factory that makes perfumes, deodorants, and toiletries isn’t much of an outing.”
I had been inside the factory before—illicitly—while investigating the garlic-laced shampoo lawsuit. I’d posed as a worker on the chemical mixing lines and then, after hiding out at the tail end of a shift, I crept into the main admin offices after hours and got my hands on proof that the shampoo contamination was a matter of record and that JLPN was culpable. The company complained to the court about the evidence submission and appealed the ruling, but they never managed to pin burglary charges on me, although the judge found it unrealistically convenient that an “anonymous source” would produce the precise documents Robin needed to win the case and secure a large judgment.
When we pulled into the JLPN guest parking lot, Robin’s car was definitely the oldest one there. A limousine sprawled across two spots, both of which were designated “For Harvard Stanford Jekyll.”
Inside the fence, the mammoth industrial building was capped by a tall smokestack spurting purple and green fumes. The sign in front of the entrance said JEKYLL LIFESTYLE PRODUCTS & NECROCEUTICALS—WE BRING FRESH BACK TO A STALE WORLD. Then, in smaller letters, AN EQUAL OPPORTUNITY EMPLOYER. In front, a tan-brick administrative office building sat apart from the factory.
“It smells like a thousand mall candle shops crammed into a trash compactor and left out in the sun,” Robin said as she got out of the rusty Maverick.
I saw a loading dock and many trucks parked in a line, ready to be loaded with the new line of necroceuticals for distribution in the Quarter. A flurry of workers used hand trucks and forklifts to haul crates out of the chemical factory; each box was stenciled with Try Our New Line! The workers rushed around like turbo-charged termites. A few golems would have been great for heavy labor like this, but as far as I could see, all of the JLPN employees were human.
A delivery truck backed up to the big doors, and men hurried forward with pallets of new shampoos, deodorants, liquid soaps, perfumes. As soon as a fully loaded truck drove off, the next empty one backed up to the dock.
A lawyer on a mission, Robin walked briskly to the front door of the admin building, and I pulled it open for her, trying to formulate what I could accomplish by seeing Harvey Jekyll face-to-face. Robin didn’t seem to have a plan.
At the foyer reception desk sat a neckless man with a crew cut, business suit, and honest-to-goodness mirrored sunglasses. He looked as if he’d been rejected by the Secret Service Presidential Protection Detail because he was too large and intimidating. I’d seen him before—standing guard at the Chaney & Son warehouse the previous night.
“How may I help you?” The neckless man looked at Robin, then frowned at me. “He’s not welcome here. Human employees and guests only.” He said it in the same tone that, in another time and place, he might have told Robin she wasn’t welcome because of the color of her skin.
“That hurts my feelings,” I said sarcastically.
Robin was more indignant. “That’s an odd stance for a company that gives unnaturals the opportunity to live normal and happy lives.”
“I don’t make the rules. No zombies allowed. No unnaturals of any kind. Security reasons.”
“My partner and I have business with Mr. Jekyll,” Robin said. “I am the attorney representing Mrs. Jekyll in their divorce, and we have some questions for her husband. His attorney may wish to be present.”
With a flustered sigh, the massive receptionist punched an extension on the phone, spoke gruffly, frowned. He hung up. “Wait here.” A moment later, the locked security door buzzed and clicked, then swung open by itself (on hydraulics—nothing to do with ghosts or haunted houses). “End of the hall. Big office. Can’t miss it.”
As we walked down the hall to Jekyll’s office, I could hear a stereo playing sparkly 1970s pop music, either the Carpenters or the Captain and Tennille. In my experience, most villains prefer dramatic classical music or Wagnerian opera. Maybe Harvey Jekyll liked to be in a happy mood.
As soon as we stepped through the door, Jekyll climbed to his feet. “What’s this about you being Miranda’s attorney?”
He was a small, pale-skinned man with a large head, even larger eyes (which reminded me of the zombie puppies in Alvin’s painting), and no hair. All in all, the type of person who might keep a plain gold ring that he liked to call Precious. His scalp wrinkled like a shriveled apple when he raised his eyebrows. Goblin mothers probably warned their teenaged sons that if they masturbated too much, they would end up looking like Harvey Jekyll.
I was afraid Robin had let the cat out of the bag, but she didn’t seem perturbed. “You filed for divorce, Mr. Jekyll, and your wife has retained my services to protect her interests in the settlement. You have been duly informed. I sent repeated inquiries and notices—at least sixteen—to your counsel by registered mail. I have the delivery confirmations.” She looked around the room. “Are you sure you don’t want your attorney present?”
He snorted. “If my lawyer was worth anything, the divorce would already be final.” Ignoring Robin as if scraping gum off his shoe, Jekyll swung his gaze over to me. He leaned forward, noting the repaired bullet hole in my forehead. “You don’t look much the worse for wear after being shot, Mr. Chambeaux.”
“Amazing what morticians can do these days, but I’m still only fit for the scratch-and-dent sale.” I tapped my brow, feeling the putty that Bruno had so skillfully applied. “Maybe you have an idea who shot me? Some personal involvement perhaps?”
The little man’s face screwed itself into a scowl. “You’ve already cost this company enough money—both of you. I wouldn’t squander the price of a bullet. You were a pain in the backside while alive, Mr. Chambeaux, and now you continue to harass me after you’re dead? I don’t take kindly to anyone slinging mud on my family name.”
I shrugged. “I have nothing against your family name. It’s you I don’t like.”
He had had enough banter. “Now, is there some reason you both came here, or were you just trying to ruffle my feathers?” He scratched his bald scalp. “I assure you, I have none to ruffle. And no secrets to hide.”
Robin said, “Why do you refuse to allow unnaturals into your factory, Mr. Jekyll? Your sign out front claims that you’re an Equal Opportunity Employer. How is an unnatural supposed to apply for a job at JLPN if he’s not allowed on the premises?” I noted the glint in her eyes, sure she was weighing the possibilities of a discrimination lawsuit.
Jekyll pinched his lips together. “The statutes governing nondiscriminatory hiring practices define the acceptable labor pool as human. The rules do not cover unnaturals. I don’t have to let them on my property.”
“And yet your product line caters to unnaturals,” I said. “A strange business choice if you dislike them so much.”
He sniffed. “I have nothing against the unnaturals, but I am concerned about corporate espionage. It’s only a matter of time before some monster entrepreneur decides to get into this highly lucrative market, and I have to protect JLPN trade secrets.”
I realized that Jekyll probably did have good reason to fear the competition. A line of necroceutical products manufactured by an unnatural instead of a human would have an obvious advantage among the customer base.
On the office stereo, the Captain and Tennille finished singing “Muskrat Love,” and now the Carpenters were “On Top of the World.” I had a sneaking suspicion Barry Manilow would be up next.
Next to the stereo sat a strange device that looked like a bullhorn mounted on top of a toaster. Since 1970s easy-listening pop did not require special amplification, I wondered what the gadget did. I fiddled with the controls, mainly because I thought that would annoy Jekyll.
It did. “Don’t touch that!”
“Why not?” I turned another knob. “What is this thing?”
“A prototype.” He scuttled over and snatched the device from me and set it on a shelf behind his desk. “A portable ectoplasmic defibrillator, designed to scramble—and hopefully erase—any trespassing ghosts. Ghosts make the most insidious industrial spies, slipping in where they’re not wanted, snooping around.” He narrowed his eyes. “You can’t be too careful. The prototype is still in the testing phase—I’m having trouble finding ghosts who will volunteer for the trials.”
I was glad Sheyenne hadn’t come along with us.
Since Robin didn’t have a plan for this meeting, I threw a curveball in hopes that it would rattle Jekyll. I liked to see where the red herrings would swim. “For one of my investigations, I’ve been monitoring the activities of Brondon Morris. He may be involved in some unsavory activities, possibly even a conspiracy to overthrow JLPN. Thought you’d want to know.”
Jekyll blinked, then chuckled. “Brondon would never do that! He’s a very important person in this company, one of our most talented chemists, and by far the best regional sales manager.”
I watched his expression carefully. “Are you familiar with a defunct company called Chaney and Son? Mr. Morris has been meeting with a secret group inside their boarded-up warehouse.” I was just testing him, stringing him along.
“I know nothing about that,” he said, but the alarmed look on his face said otherwise. “I’ll speak to Brondon about it. If he’s sneaking around with unsavory types, I wouldn’t want his public actions to adversely affect our company image. This is a crucial time for JLPN with the release of our whole new line of products. We can’t afford any bad press.”
I reminded myself that Miranda was our client. Even if Jekyll and his lapdog were doing something illicit, such activities didn’t necessarily affect the divorce settlement. The two men could have been participating in an illegal cockatrice fighting ring, or smuggling body parts to mad scientist laboratories. What mattered to me was finding a way to break the rigid prenuptial agreement.
Sure enough, after the Carpenters finished mellowing their way through a glycemic coma, Barry Manilow started in with “I Write the Songs.”
“We’d better go, Dan,” Robin said. Clearly, we weren’t going to get any more information from Harvey Jekyll, but I think it was the music that made her anxious to leave.
“Say hello to my wife for me,” Jekyll said. “You probably see her more than I do.”
CHAPTER 26
Late the next morning, a pleading arrived by courier from Howard Phillips Publishing—a service copy sent to us with the original filed in court. Not unexpectedly, the publisher’s legal department refuted Robin’s demand for reparations and declined to remove the defective spell book from bookstore shelves.
As Robin read the letter, I watched her expression fall. Her lips pressed together, and then she got that determined look of hers. When I saw her like that, I always thought she could walk into an oncoming tidal wave and the waters would part just to stay out of her way. She handed me the letter so I could read it for myself.
“We at Howard Phillips Publishing categorically deny any culpability in the strange and unfortunate accident that befell Ms. Alma Wannovich. We contend that the plaintiffs, Alma Wannovich and Mavis Wannovich, failed to use our spell book in accordance with the clearly stated guidelines on the copyright page. We assert that all spells published by Howard Phillips are completely harmless. Although Ms. Wannovich’s situation is unquestionably tragic, our good company bears no blame for the aforementioned misfortune. Any public allegation that attempts to cast Howard Phillips Publishing in an unfavorable light will be met with vigorous legal action. We are committed to defending our good name with all the means and financial resources at our disposal.”
I handed the letter back to Robin. “Not good news.”
“It’s just the next step in the dance.” Her fingers tightened on the stationery, wrinkling the paper. “The more strenuously a defendant denies the charges, the more culpable they tend to be.”
“Should I deliver a copy of the letter to Mavis and Alma?” After the tense situation the sisters had experienced on the streets, I didn’t think it was wise to call them away from the safety of their home unless it was absolutely necessary.
Robin set the letter on her desk and flattened the crinkles. “No, I’ll call them. I think it might be time to try an innovative approach—and I’ve got an idea.”
“All right, but if Mavis and Alma need a shoulder to cry on”—I thought of the large sow—“or to nuzzle against, I’ll do my part.”
While Robin talked with the Wannovich sisters on the phone, I decided to check on Mrs. Saldana down at the mission, as well as Sheldon Fennerman, to let them both know about the restraining order against Straight Edge. I grabbed my hat, took my phone and my gun, told Sheyenne where I was going, and headed out.
At the halfway-repaired Hope & Salvation Mission, patrons had returned to take advantage of Mrs. Saldana’s generosity. She made soup and cookies and passed out blood bags donated to the mission by the blood bank (type B positive packs that were near their expiration date; vampires considered it the least flavorful blood type, but Mrs. Saldana liked to reinforce the subliminal message of “be positive”).
Inside the mission, Jerry the zombie was practicing at the piano but not doing very well. A mangy-looking werewolf snoozed on one of the folding chairs. Two bald vampires looked with disdain at the selection of blood bags, obviously not tempted; I wondered if these two had been victims of the garlic-contaminated JLPN shampoo.
A parked truck sat in front of the mission, with large panels that held sheets of window glass. Black Glass, Inc. was stenciled on the passenger door. Out front, Mrs. Saldana spoke with an exceedingly dapper zombie dressed in a black frock coat, a gray checkered vest, and black silk top hat. His eyes were sunk deep in their sockets; long gray hair extended below the brim of the top hat. He looked like the Crypt Keeper in an old horror television show that was experiencing a resurgence in popularity now that it had been repackaged as a slice-of-life comedy. Rather than the usual smell of death one would expect from a zombie in his state of decay, a haze of pungent cologne hung around him. By now, I recognized the distinctive scent of Zom-Be-Fresh.
I walked up to them. “I just came to make sure you’re all right, Mrs. Saldana. No further harassment?”
The old woman brightened. “None whatsoever, Mr. Chambeaux. We’re getting back on our feet now, and I want to thank you for giving me this gentleman’s contact information. He’s doing a fine job.”
The dapper zombie extended his hand. “Franklin Galworthy, owner of Black Glass. I appreciate you recommending us, sir. We’re just a start-up company and can use the customers.”
“Pleased to meet you.” The cologne smell was so strong my eyes began to water. “How’s business?”
Galworthy took off his top hat and wiped an emaciated hand across his forehead. “Quite busy. The brute that did this”—he gestured to where he had framed the smashed windows with new two-by-fours—“has caused a lot of damage across the Quarter. Smashed glass everywhere.” His grin showed off an array of teeth that would have startled even Mr. Sardonicus. “And all those places need replacement windows. At the moment, I’ve got more work than I can handle.”
“I hope you catch that horribly destructive creature,” Mrs. Saldana said, fluttering her hand in front of her face. “You’re the detective, Mr. Chambeaux. Any leads?”
“Not yet—Officer McGoohan is on it. If I learn anything, I’ll let him know.”
“Give me two days and I’ll have the mission fixed up, good as new,” said Galworthy. “And if the brute attacks again, we’ll fix it again! That’s the best way to defeat vandals, I say—take away their fun.”
With a flourish like a circus showman, he twirled his top hat, plopped it back on the straggly gray strands covering his cranium, and returned to measuring the window before he cut the glass.
I informed Mrs. Saldana that, thanks to the restraining order, she could have the Straight Edgers thrown in jail for contempt if they bothered her again. The old woman blessed me and gave me a sweet grandmotherly pat on my shoulder.
My cell phone rang. It was Sheyenne. “Beaux, you better head over to Howard Phillips Publishing—something’s brewing. Robin wants you there to see what she’s got up her sleeve.”
I didn’t like the sound of that. “I take it the witches weren’t satisfied with the publisher’s response?”
“Robin has a plan, whatever that means.”
“Now I’m curious. Give me the address.”
Leaving the mission, I tried to hail a taxi and, as is typical when you’re in a hurry, I couldn’t find one. It was the middle of the afternoon, with sunlight filling a crystal-clear sky. Since not many unnaturals wanted to be abroad in bright daylight, they had snatched up all the available cabs.
So I set off on foot, stopping at every corner, holding out my hand, trying to catch a taxi. It took me sixteen blocks, and by the time I slid into the backseat of the cab and told the driver where to go, I was only four blocks from my destination. Still, it saved a little time.
When the taxi pulled up in front of the publisher’s building, I paid the driver, tipped him too much, and bounded out of the backseat. I easily spotted Robin looking professional in her business suit; she stood between the black-skirted Mavis and her sow-sister Alma. A TV news van had already arrived, and two men with cameras recorded the small spectacle. Another camera van pulled up just as I arrived.
The headquarters of Howard Phillips Publishing was a modern rectangular structure of stone blocks and steel with re-flectorized windows. In order to afford a stand-alone building in the city, they must have been doing well with their spell-book reprints and annotated editions of the Necronomicon, which they claimed were authorized by Abdul Alhazred himself.
Two medium-height, middle-aged men with prominent lantern jaws pushed their way through the main revolving door. They wore white short-sleeved shirts and neckties that were identically askew. At a glance, I guessed that this was the publisher and his entire legal department, twins apparently. From Robin’s research on the case, we had learned that the brothers were Howard Phillips and Phillip Phillips, respectively.
“What’s all this?” said the one I determined to be Phillip. “Go away—you’re trespassing. Shoo!”
The TV cameras turned toward him, and he quailed. The other brother, Howard, grabbed Phillip’s shoulder and pulled him back toward the revolving door, but Robin seized her moment. She raised her voice and spoke for the cameras. “My clients, Mavis and Alma Wannovich”—she pointed to the witch and the sow—“have suffered grievous harm due to errors in spell books published by Howard Phillips. The results are obvious.”
Reporters began scribbling notes. Others held out recorders to capture her words. The news cameras recorded every moment.
In a scorn-filled voice, Robin continued, “However, according to this letter, the publisher insists their books are completely safe.” She waved the letter in the air. “All right, let’s give them the benefit of the doubt.” She patted Alma’s head and flashed the nervous twins a shrewd glance. “If this spell is indeed harmless, as they claim, then we’ll graciously withdraw our complaint.”
Howard and Phillip attempted to retreat, but only succeeded in jamming themselves into the revolving door. “But it is harmless!” the publisher cried.
“Thank you, gentlemen. We accept your assurances, but now for the proof.” Robin gestured, turned her attention back to the cameras. “Mavis will cast this purportedly innocuous spell on Howard and Phillip Phillips. The truth will be obvious to everyone in a minute.” She seemed completely in her element. This was even better than arguing a case in front of a jury. “Be sure to have your cameras tracking this.”
Mavis opened the spell book, turned it so the news crews could capture the cover and its prominent Howard Phillips logo. The sow shifted back and forth, barely able to restrain a joyful squeal. “Summoning the Fairness of Form,” Mavis said and cleared her throat. She fixed her glare on the twins and began to incant the strange words printed in the book.
The reporters held their breath.
“Stop!” cried Howard. “There’s no need for this!”
“But don’t you want us to vindicate you?” Robin said with an innocent smile. “You do believe the spell is harmless, don’t you?”
The reporters loved it. Mavis chanted louder.
Phillip, the “legal department” brother, was even more agitated. “Wait! We wish to reconsider our position!”
Mavis looked at Robin for guidance as to whether she should continue or not.
“We’re listening,” Robin said.
“My brother and I, uh, need to study the matter further. It’s possible that there might have been a typographical error.”
“The typographical error is indisputable,” Robin countered. “We have copies of the original wording and a side-by-side comparison to the version you published.”
“But it hasn’t been shown the misprint caused any direct harm,” Howard spluttered.
“Then by all means, let’s continue and remove any doubt.” Robin nodded at Mavis, and the witch held up the spell book.
Phillip the Legal Department raised his hands again. “That’s not necessary. Without admitting responsibility, perhaps there are some reparations we could offer? A donation to your favorite charity, a revised edition of the spell book—”
“An office with a window,” Mavis said quite clearly.
Howard and Phillip looked at each other, perplexed.
Robin picked up the conversation. “The Wannovich sisters believe that your company is sorely in need of experts to do spell-checking. They have generously agreed to dismiss the suit if you give Mavis Wannovich her own office and a position in Howard Phillips Publishing, at an appropriate salary.”
“And my sister, too,” Mavis said. “She needs an office of her own.”
“But she’s a sow!” cried Phillip.
“Only because of you,” Mavis snapped. “And part of my job will be to research a reversal spell to restore her.” She held the error-ridden spell book like a hand grenade from which she had pulled the pin.
The sow grunted. The cameras continued to record the scene.
“I think . . . that’s acceptable,” said the publisher.
“I’ll draw up a hiring agreement and a waiver of liability,” said the legal department.
“With my input,” Robin insisted.
“It’s my dream job,” Mavis said. “I’ve always wanted to work in publishing.”
CHAPTER 27
Miranda’s random casual visits occurred so regularly that we could guess when she was going to come in. She disliked being bound by appointments anyway, believing that the rest of the world operated on her schedule, not vice versa.
That afternoon she sashayed into the office in a sparkly amethyst cocktail dress, her bright red lips curved in a smile. A heavy necklace of pearls the size of poodle eyeballs hung at her throat. Not one strand of Miranda’s unnaturally (so to speak) copper hair had moved since the last time we’d seen her.
She threw Sheyenne an air-kiss at her desk. “I don’t mean to be impatient, sweethearts, but . . . well, I’m damned impatient. I simply must be out of this loveless marriage, but I don’t see penniless as preferable to loveless. Please tell me you have news for me.”
“As a matter of fact, we have made some progress, Mrs. Jekyll,” I said. “It’s a good thing you’re here—we need your help filling in some answers so we can plan our next move.”
She flashed a set of dazzling teeth. “I remember when I used to plan my moves with Harvey. Yes, even Harvey.” She looked up, as if expecting us to be shocked that she’d once been attracted to her own husband. “But we haven’t had sex in years. He finds me disgusting now.”
Robin sounded scandalized. “Disgusting? But you . . . you’re”—she couldn’t quite bring herself to say the word beautiful, and instead settled on, “a very classy woman.”
“Ever since the Change, Harvey refuses to touch me. I’m a werewolf. I get hot flashes. I think it scares him. Some people have a furry fetish—they like the animalistic energy. Wouldn’t you?” She looked meaningfully at me, and I found the question too awkward for a response. She let it go, getting down to business. “So tell me what you found. Is he fooling around with another woman? I knew it.”
Robin asked, “What makes you so certain your husband is having an affair?”
She rolled her eyes. “Isn’t it obvious? He’s not getting any from me, and he’s a man.” She gave Robin a pitying smile. “You’re so very innocent, sweetheart. Everyone fools around. It’s not unusual—it’s expected. Harvey knows that I fool around, but he can’t prove it. That’s the important thing.”
“And how does he know that, Mrs. Jekyll?” I asked her.
“Well, I didn’t become a werewolf by accident, and I wasn’t scratched while out doing charity work. I had an affair with a werewolf, a big handsome brute.” She sucked in a long breath, then licked her lips. “Ahh, what a wonderful time! We tried to practice safe sex, but we got carried away. I got infected from one of his little love scratches. No wonder Harvey wants a divorce. He can’t stand unnaturals, and he would never sleep with one.” She clicked her tongue against her teeth. “His loss.”
“If you are committing indiscretions, Mrs. Jekyll, I advise you to be extremely careful. I’m not the only PI in town, and if your husband gets photos that prove your infidelity, our entire case is sunk.”
“Don’t you two worry about me. I’ve had plenty of practice covering my tracks. Besides, I’ve got better investigators than Harvey does, because you’re the best. Am I right?” She pointed to the manila file Robin carried. “Now, are you going to show me what you’ve learned? I have an appointment with my dental hygienist.”
We described our recent meeting at the JLPN factory, and then I explained how I’d followed a disguised and nervous Harvey Jekyll to a secret nighttime gathering at the abandoned Chaney & Son warehouse. By now, Sheyenne had tracked down the information I needed.
“That warehouse is just a front,” I said. “According to records, it’s owned by a dummy corporation called Ramshackle Solutions, and all the names on the paperwork are fake. Despite the warehouse’s run-down appearance, a lot of interior remodeling has been done in the past year—new wiring, light fixtures, plumbing, a sound system.” I paused for effect. “Every one of the contractors turns out to be an employee of JLPN. The work orders were signed with an illegible signature—and Harvey Jekyll has an illegible signature. It’s proof he’s involved with whatever’s going on inside that place.”
Miranda wasn’t as impressed as I had hoped. “Oh, that’s just boys pretending to be important. I wouldn’t be surprised if they wore furry hats with buffalo horns. They even have a secret handshake, a little sign they make when they think no one is looking.” She licked her forefinger and scribed a line in the air, as if making some kind of invisible tally. “They think nobody can figure it out!”
Robin looked puzzled, turned to me, but I didn’t get it either. Miranda let out an exaggerated sigh. “A line, sweetheart. A straight line. Up and down?” She waited. “The Straight Edgers, of course. Harvey joined them a long time ago, probably to get back at me for becoming a werewolf.”
Now I remembered the vertical line on the red T-shirts the four losers had worn in Straight Edge headquarters. “I served a restraining order against the organization just this morning, but I can’t imagine your husband would be involved with amateurs like that. The secret gathering I saw at the warehouse looked much more sophisticated.”
“Oh, only the novices work in public view,” Miranda said. “It’s like a hazing. New recruits with big dreams, tiny brains, and even smaller cojones. The real Straight Edgers are a better organized bunch. Harvey funds a good portion of their activities with JLPN profits—which is very annoying, since currently half of that money belongs to me. He hopes to get promoted to Grand Poobah or whatever.” She shook her head. “But I need something more salacious than a secret clubhouse if we’re going to make him budge on the prenup.”
The little cogs and gears clicked together in my mind. “Not necessarily. If we could come up with concrete evidence that Harvey Jekyll is involved with an anti-unnatural fringe group, think of all the bad press—and right before the release of his new Fresh Loam promotion. The manufacturer of the most popular line of necroceuticals secretly hates his own customers? That might twist his arm.”
Robin looked scandalized that we would stoop to such tactics, but Miranda chuckled again. “I like the way you think, Mr. Chambeaux. If you need evidence, Harvey keeps all of his special little treasures in a locked desk drawer in his study at the house. I’m sure it’s evidence you could use.”
“Could you get access to those items?” I asked. “Slip inside his study, retrieve anything that connects him to the Straight Edgers?”
Miranda glanced at her gold watch. “Of course not, sweetheart. That’s what I pay you for. I haven’t been home to spend the night in more than a year. I’m staying at the Grand Plaza Hotel in the Full Moon Suite, and it’s costing Harvey a pretty penny . . . but he considers it worth the expense not to have me around.” When she smiled, Miranda’s teeth looked more pointed than when she’d entered the offices. “Now, I have to be off to my dental hygienist. Good work so far. I’ll add a little bonus when I pay this week’s invoice.”
Robin seemed flustered. “But how exactly are we going to gain access to the evidence? Shall I file a discovery request to see documents or items in his study? I don’t think we have grounds—”
“If you do that, he’ll make sure that anything interesting is long gone,” Miranda said.
I reassured her. “I’ll come up with something.”
Harvey Jekyll had made a point of how effective a ghost could be in corporate espionage. It might just be time for Sheyenne to do a little legwork.
CHAPTER 28
After Miranda departed, but before I could lay out my plans to dig up dirt on Jekyll, the phone rang. When Sheyenne answered, I could hear a frantic voice on the other end. She said, “Mr. Fennerman? Stay calm, Mr. Fennerman. Yes, he’s right next to me.”
She handed me the phone, and I heard the nervous vampire’s voice warbling over the line. “They’re back, and they’ve ignored the restraining order! Please help!”
I said in the calmest voice possible, “What are they doing, Sheldon? Are you safe?”
“For now. They can’t get in, but they’re pounding on the door. They broke my windows. I can hear them outside! They’re coming to get me.”
“Did you call the police?”
“They put me on hold. Mr. Chambeaux, save me!”
“I’ll be right there, Sheldon. Just hang tight.”
I’d thought the morons would lie low for at least a day or two, but something must have egged them on. I tucked my piece in its shoulder holster and headed out. With the pistol I could scare the Straight Edge dweebs away for now, but they could always harass the vampire again. Since I did not intend to set up a new career as a doorman at Sheldon Fennerman’s brownstone, I needed a more permanent solution, one that would make the Straight Edgers leave my client alone.
As I hit the street, I took out my phone and punched in another number. Time to call in reinforcements.
Splattered raw eggs left gooey starbursts on Sheldon’s front door. Rocks had broken the black glass of his windows. The three young men—Patrick, Scott, and Todd—wearing red T-shirts with the white line down the front, lounged on the street corner as if pretending to be hoodlums, but they didn’t look old enough to smoke. Priscilla, the shrewish young woman, stood beside them waving a new hand-lettered sign:
UNDEAD
UNCLEAN
UNWANTED
I was surprised they had the balls to be so overt; I’d thought they were nothing more than armchair terrorists. Maybe Jekyll himself had coerced them into this underhanded retaliation. It was common knowledge that Fennerman was a Chambeaux & Deyer client, under our protection, and Harvey could well have riled them up just to cause trouble after Robin and I visited him in his factory office. Maybe he’d even promised these kids their own secret decoder rings if they completed their mission.
The Straight Edgers recognized me as I approached. “Did you have trouble reading the restraining order I served you? Too many big words?”
“We’re on a public street,” Priscilla sneered.
“You’re harassing my client. I can see the broken windows.”
“It was an accident,” Todd said. “We’d apologize and offer to pay, but we can’t go within fifty feet of him.”
“And the eggs?”
“We were delivering groceries,” Scott said. “I tripped, and they went flying.”
The Straight Edgers were so full of themselves they didn’t seem to realize where they were. The unnaturals already despised them and their intolerant activities. Priscilla, Scott, Todd, and Patrick were close to being fatally clueless.
Hearing the ruckus, a few monsters had stepped out of their front doors or emerged from their businesses, looking with disdain at the demonstrators. Some of the unnaturals rolled their slitted eyes, viewing the Straight Edgers as ill-behaved children who needed a good scolding and a weekend of public service. Other creatures, though, seemed happy for an excuse to return to their baser natures.
“We have a right to free speech, man,” Patrick said. “Our opinion is our opinion.”
“And everybody has one,” I said, stepping closer, in their faces. “Like assholes.”
This confrontation had the potential to degenerate into one of those interminably stupid “I know you are, but what am I?” debates. The mood of the gathered unnaturals was getting ugly. Claws extended, fangs bared. I had already rescued the beanpole Todd from a troll’s deep fryer; now maybe I’d have to intervene to keep these dweebs from becoming a Straight Edge smorgasbord—and that really annoyed me. I was here to protect Sheldon, not his harassers.
I looked up with relief to see the black-gowned bulk of Mavis Wannovich waddling toward us, accompanied by the huge sow, as if the two were out for an afternoon stroll. Mavis carried her spell book now, confident and unafraid. And thanks to an anti-glamour spell Mavis had worked on her sister, Alma now smelled like sauerkraut rather than delectable pork, which kept her safe from the unnaturals who had considered her a snack a few days ago.
“Ah, Mavis! Thank you for coming down to help.” I raised a hand to greet her.
Both sisters seemed renewed, self-esteem bolstered by their new positions at the publishing house. “Delighted to be of assistance, Mr. Chambeaux. One small way we can repay you for your kindness.”
The Straight Edgers hooted and jeered. “Ooh, he’s brought in a pig as reinforcements. I’m scaaaared!”
“Throw water on the witch and see if she starts melting,” Priscilla suggested.
Mavis glared at them with a gaze that nearly turned them to stone. “Just try it, you little snots, and we’ll see who starts melting. Better watch out, or I’ll turn to page sixty-two!”
While the sow stood guard, Mavis opened her spell book. I slipped down the two steps to Sheldon Fennerman’s front door and rapped with my knuckles. “Open up, Sheldon. It’s Dan Chambeaux.”
“I’m not coming out! It isn’t safe!”
“I’ve got your back, don’t worry. I need you to watch this, trust me. It’ll be the end of all your troubles.”
The door opened a crack, and the vampire poked his face out. “Is it going to bring my friends back? All the other vampires in the neighborhood?”
“I’m afraid they’re not coming back, Sheldon, but at least you’ll be safe.”
Undeterred, Priscilla kept pumping her sign up and down, but she didn’t continue her insults. All four looked queasy, trying to summon nonexistent courage from one another. The angry unnaturals on the street growled, as if they didn’t want to wait for what I intended to do. “Humans, go home!” yelled a man who looked very human, probably an un-transformed werewolf.
“Fresh meat,” a shambler said in a voice that sounded like a rumbling stomach.
A tall, pasty-faced necromancer moaned, “Why can’t we all just get along?”
A potbellied ghost drifted among the angry people, glaring at the scrawny punks. “You’re not better than us!”
I brought Sheldon out into the daylight, and he hunched into his loose bathrobe, keeping to the shadows of his front step. I removed my fedora and placed it on the vampire’s head to shield him from the sun. “Sheldon Fennerman, I’d like you to meet Mavis Wannovich and her sister Alma, two other clients of mine.”
“Very satisfied clients.” Mavis smiled. “Mr. Chambeaux and Ms. Deyer solved our problems in a most satisfactory way, and he’s asked me to help.”
“Thank you,” Sheldon said, “for whatever it is you’re going to do.”
“We’re going to protect you.” Mavis leafed through the spell book, found the correct page, cleared her throat, and glared at the Straight Edgers. “It’s only fair to warn you that this is a very powerful protective spell, although you bullies already deserve whatever you’ve got coming to you.”
“You don’t scare me,” said Todd, looking even more scared than when I’d rescued him from the hot-oil hot tub.
“A pity,” Mavis said. “I’m casting this spell over Mr. Fennerman’s domicile and his person. Anyone who harms him, or even threatens to harm him, will regret it.”
“W-what does the spell do?” Patrick asked.
I said to her, “Be specific, Mavis. They’re slow learners.”
The witch grinned at the cringing Straight Edgers. “Anyone who harms, or threatens to harm, Mr. Fennerman will experience severe gastric distress. This spell will transform your last meal into a clump of live cockroaches inside your stomach—cockroaches that will do their best to burrow their way out.”
Meanwhile, the crowd of monsters had started out ugly and was getting uglier.
“Maybe you should hurry up, Mavis,” I whispered.
The witch began reading the incantation, drawing designs in the air and—more for theatrics than magical efficacy—she threw a pinch of smoke powder and set off a tiny bang. Priscilla dropped her sign with a clatter, and the Straight Edgers scattered like crows startled from an old corpse.
Some of the unnaturals glared after them, as if sniffing blood.
“Are they really gone?” Sheldon had tears in his eyes. “Thank you, Mr. Chambeaux! Thank you, madam, and you . . .” He nodded toward the sow, who grunted amiably.
“They won’t bother you again,” Mavis said. “Or if they do, they’ll catch a stomach bug they won’t soon forget.”
I picked up Priscilla’s discarded sign and brought it to Sheldon. “Keep this as a souvenir.” The vampire was beaming with a smile so wide that I could see the full extent of his very small fangs.
“Would you like to come over for dinner, Mr. Chambeaux? Fondue again? Maybe some games?”
“Not right now. Thank you, Sheldon.” I took my hat back. “I have to keep my other clients happy as well.”
The skittish vampire looked crestfallen, then turned to Mavis and Alma. “Perhaps you ladies?”
“I love fondue!” Mavis said. Alma snuffled, sounding delighted. Sheldon opened his front door and ushered the sow and witch inside.
CHAPTER 29
Now that the Wannovich sisters and Sheldon Fennerman were all satisfied, we’d wrapped up two cases. Cause for celebration.
But I still hadn’t solved my own murder, or Sheyenne’s.
I’d made her a promise on her deathbed that I would find out who poisoned her. Every time I looked at her ghost, that pale image of the vibrant young woman who meant so much to me, I remembered the pain and suffering she’d endured as the deadly toxin destroyed her liver and kidneys, made her sink into a shadow of herself, and then death.
That was one case I didn’t intend to file in the “Unsolved” drawer.
Sheyenne already had copies of her medical report and autopsy, and as a former med student, she was quite interested in the cause of her own demise. Amanita phalloides, the deadliest toadstool in existence. She read up on the toxicology, studied the symptoms, treatment, and prognosis. Back in the office, she was studying the file again.
“I didn’t have a chance, Beaux. Whoever slipped me that poison wanted me dead, but she didn’t care that I would spend days dying. She knew I wouldn’t be able to prove who did it.”
“She?” I asked.
“Ivory. If it was up to me, I’d have you deliver her a special toadstool quiche from me. Just to get even.”
“I don’t think poison works the same on vampires,” I said. “And we need proof before we do anything so rash. Fortunately, thanks to Mavis Wannovich, I’ve got another lead.” I smiled, drawing out the suspense. “She gave me the address of a potion supply shop, the best source for toadstool poison in the city. I’m going to have a chat with the proprietor, see if we can find out who purchased the toxin that killed you. Want to go along? The cases don’t solve themselves.”
I swear I saw a vivid flush of life come back to her cheeks. “Absolutely. I’ll consider it a date.”
“You’re such a romantic.”
Grandma Wong’s Herbal Warehouse, Potion Ingredients, Botanica, Hoodoo Supply, and Other Exotic Items was a dingy hole-in-the-wall shop filled with more clashing odors than Brondon Morris’s sample case. Bunches of dried herbs dangled from the rafters, along with shriveled body parts, both human and animal. Large glass containers held hemlock, deadly nightshade, delicate white flowers of jimsonweed, clumps of graveyard moss. Humanoid mandrake roots were submerged in an oily transparent liquid, twitching as if bored.
Small jars were labeled Eyes of Newt; it looked like caviar. Dark vials in a refrigerated bargain bin were marked Special Today, Virgin’s Blood. Incense smoldered in two small pots, filling the shop with a pungent reek, but a stronger smell of burning weeds came from behind the counter.
The only person inside the shop was definitely not a grandma, and not a Wong, either. The clerk was a young, well-tanned human with a mop of shaggy straw-colored hair, blue eyes, and a vapid smile. His nametag said Jimmy. In an ashtray on the glass countertop smoldered a joint the size of an index finger. Not only did Jimmy sell exotic magical herbs, apparently he wasn’t averse to sampling them either.
He grinned as we entered—me walking, Sheyenne gliding—but made no effort to rise from his chair. “Mellow day, friends.” He drew a long, slow inhalation through his nostrils. “Got everything you need, you know, whatever . . . a revenge spell or a love charm. Even some excellent seasonings if you’re, like, a gourmet cook.”
“We’re interested in toadstools—poisonous ones,” I said. “I understand you’re the best supplier in town.”
Jimmy didn’t exactly recoil (he was far too mellow for that), but he did react with a molasses sort of alarm. “You mean, like death caps?”
“Exactly.”
“Nasty stuff, very negative, friend.” He picked up his joint and savored a slow toke, then exhaled as he centered himself and calmed his thoughts. He saw me eyeing him, then made a good-natured invitation. “Have a hit yourself, if you want.”
“No thanks.”
“Oh, this is more than just pure weed. Plenty of special additives in the supply cases here, and I’ve experimented with a little of everything. Some real magical mystery tours! One even let me see with my eyes shut for a week. Made it really hard to sleep.” He held up the smoldering joint. “But this recipe . . . awesome mix! All in the name of continuing education.”
Sheyenne sounded impatient. “Can we get back to the poisonous toadstools?”
“Yeah, we sell that stuff here. How much do you need?”
“I’m more interested in who else purchased it . . . say, around two months ago.”
“Toadstools are a popular item, sells better than nightshade or hemlock,” Jimmy said. “Lots of negativity in the world, like I said. Customers of all types—warlocks, necromancers, amateur alchemists, even a few bartenders. And I remember these two witch sisters who bought some . . . one of them turned into a pig, I think.”
“I know about them,” I said. “They’re the ones who recommended your shop. Can you tell us specifically who else bought the death cap?”
“We’re trying to solve a murder,” Sheyenne added. “It’s very important.”
Jimmy got that slow-motion shocked look again. “Murder?” He drew another drag from the joint and exhaled. “I have records. Like, you know, a ledger right here.” He moved some papers from the top of the display case and pulled out a three-ring binder. “Death cap toadstools are a controlled substance. I have to keep the supplies behind the counter and write down who buys it, but . . . uh, I only get around to tallying it up once a month or so.”
My pulse would have started pounding, if my heart were still beating. This could be the clue we needed. Excited, Sheyenne drifted closer.
Jimmy opened the binder and flipped through pages and pages, lists of ingredients, customers, dates. He found the toadstool page, but instead of the names, numbers, and columns as on the other pages, we saw only a scrawled, barely legible note: My hand looks funny.
Jimmy gave an embarrassed chuckle. “Sorry, man, that was a day I tried a new recipe. Must have lost track . . .”
Sheyenne looked disappointed, and I was afraid she might go into a poltergeist flurry, creating an herbal storm inside the shop. “You better hope you don’t get audited.”
The comment distressed Jimmy enough that he had to take another hit to calm himself. He extended the joint to me. “Sure you don’t want any, friend?”
Sheyenne and I left.
She was quiet as we walked along the street, each wrapped in our own thoughts. By now it was long after dark. “It’ll be okay, Spooky. Even dead ends are progress in a way,” I said. “Narrowing down possibilities.”
“It’s not a total loss,” Sheyenne said. “At least I got to spend time with you.”
I pulled the phone from my jacket pocket. “I’m going to call Robin and let her know where we are, see if she’s heard anything.” I dialed the number, and Sheyenne drifted ahead, preoccupied.
A dark sedan drove up the empty street, pulling alongside me. The car paused as the passenger window rolled down. Probably some lost tourist asking for directions.
In my ear, I heard Robin answer the phone. “Hello?”
“Hi, just wanted to let you know—”
I saw the barrel of the pistol extend from the open window, then the bright muzzle flash.
They say you don’t hear the one that hits you, but I certainly heard this shot—and five more in rapid succession. The bullets slammed into my chest like a half-dozen linebackers, spinning me around. I tucked my head and tried to roll; my phone went flying.
Sheyenne screamed. “Beaux!”
The dark sedan roared off, tires squealing on the shadowy street.
I sprawled on the sidewalk, broken and tattered, like a rag doll owned by a psychopathic child. Then Sheyenne was hovering over me, yelling for help. It seemed like an odd reversal from when I’d hovered over her hospital bed during her last days.
I groaned. I hadn’t felt this bad since I’d been killed.
CHAPTER 30
After the shooter fled, Sheyenne had the presence of mind to grab my phone from where it had skittered down the sidewalk. She shouted to Robin, explained what had happened, then rushed back to me. “Help is on the way!” She was terrified and distraught; being unable to touch me made the situation much worse for her. “I’ll stay with you—Robin’s coming. We’re going to get you fixed up.”
I lifted a hand, wanting to brush my fingers through her beautiful hair, but that wasn’t going to happen. “I’m fine.” (I’m not good at telling bald-faced lies.) “Did you see who did this? The license plate? The make of the car?”
Sheyenne was crestfallen. “Sorry, I was more worried about you.”
I levered myself onto my elbows. “The good news is, we must’ve stepped on somebody’s toes, or they wouldn’t have bothered to gun me down. That means we’re getting close to something.”
Unfortunately, in the past few days I’d been digging into a lot of old cases, making phone calls, asking questions. Who knew which one had pushed the shooter’s buttons? He, or she, might be my original killer, or Sheyenne’s . . . or it could be a different person entirely.
The Straight Edgers might be infuriated because of the restraining order I delivered or the protective spell we placed over Sheldon Fennerman. I’d been in Basilisk asking questions, and if Ivory was involved in poisoning Sheyenne, she might have gotten nervous, especially after we went into Grandma Wong’s shop. Or, I’d followed Brondon Morris and Harvey Jekyll to their secret meeting in the warehouse. For that matter, the heirs of Alvin Ricketts could have been vindictive now that he’d sold his zombie puppies painting for a large amount at auction.
Sure, I had more enemies than I could shake a stake at, but I had a gut feeling that Jekyll was involved—a conclusion I drew partly from circumstantial evidence and partly because I just plain didn’t like the guy. Even if it turned out he had nothing to do with my murder, I still wouldn’t have minded seeing him screwed in his divorce.
I slowly sat up on the sidewalk. Sheyenne fussed over me and uttered a string of frustrated curses because she couldn’t lend me a hand and help me to my feet. By myself, I managed to stand up again.
I looked at the bullet holes that had torn through my sport jacket. “Son of a bitch, this was my only good jacket.” A private investigator doesn’t require many jackets, but I need at least one without bullet holes.
The six slugs had passed cleanly through my chest. Fortunately, they’d missed my spine, which I really needed in order to keep myself upright. I poked my fingers into the large holes across my torso—it was like Frankenstein’s game of connect-the-dots. Every bit of damage to my body was tough to repair, and I had vowed never to become one of those shamblers who fall apart with each jostle or hiccup.
I heard a puttering muffler and recognized the sound of the Pro Bono Mobile. Sheyenne reappeared down the street in the headlights of the oncoming car. She flitted and bobbed like a will-o’-the-wisp, guiding Robin to where I was standing, then she yanked open the passenger door for me so I could collapse inside onto the musty fabric seats.
“Dan, I heard the gunshots on the phone,” Robin cried. “Sheyenne said—”
“Just get me to the sawbones, and we’ll see how bad the damage really is.”
In the month since crawling out of the grave, I hadn’t had any occasion to visit the Patchup Parlor of Miss Lujean Eccles, but thanks to word on the street, every zombie knows where to go for an emergency bodily repair.
Miss Eccles operated her business out of an old Victorian home. A large dead oak tree stood out front, from which dangled a tire swing for the human and inhuman children in the neighborhood. Sheyenne’s ghost had drifted ahead, passing through the Patchup Parlor’s front door to alert Miss Eccles we were coming. Robin helped me out of the car, slung my right arm over her shoulder, and supported me as I stumbled up the tulip-lined path.
I had a hard time getting my legs to move right, and I felt clumsy and stupid—worse, I was acting like a shambler, and that made me both embarrassed and horrified. Wasn’t death hard enough already? “I’m just disoriented, that’s all,” I said. “I’ll get better.”
“Yes, you will,” Robin said. “Or else.”
Miss Eccles clucked her tongue as she looked me over. “Oh, my, my!” She was a sweet, plump woman in her late fifties, with gray-brown hair piled in a beehive hairdo that looked like an ancient obelisk. “You look much the worse for wear!”
Robin hurried me into the front room, where I slumped onto an old Victorian flower-print sofa. “Can you treat him?” Sheyenne asked. “Somebody shot him because of me.”
“We don’t know why I was shot,” I said. “Not tonight, and not the first time either.”
I ran the ideas over and over in my mind. We’d asked questions of the clerk at Grandma Wong’s, but he hadn’t given us any names of toadstool customers. And how could anyone have had time to set up the shooting? Jimmy the stoner clerk was the only one who knew we’d asked the questions, and I’d been gunned down less than fifteen minutes after that. Unless Jimmy did it himself . . . but I doubted he was in any condition to shoot straight. My hand looks funny.
Though he gave us no names, Jimmy had mentioned that bartenders sometimes purchased the death cap extract, but the only bartenders I knew were Francine at the Goblin Tavern—she certainly had no beef with me—and Fletcher at Basilisk.
Fletcher Knowles.
Less than two months before my death, I had butted heads with him about his black-market blood sales. The nightclub manager had an ongoing feud with my previous client Harry Talbot—maybe I’d gotten in the cross fire somehow.
Sheyenne had worked at Basilisk, and she’d been poisoned with the toadstool extract.
And Fletcher was the one who had found my body not far from the nightclub.
When I came back from the dead, after reading the ballistics and autopsy results, I had pressed Fletcher about antique Civil War–era guns, specifically a .32 caliber revolver. He rolled his eyes, stroked his blond goatee, and insisted he used only garlic spray and holy water to keep patrons in line....
Now, while Miss Eccles pulled off my ruined sport jacket, Robin worked to unbutton my shirt and expose my chest. Hovering nearby, Sheyenne winced to see the wounds. The bullet holes looked nasty, dark craters in my puckered skin, now leaking embalming fluid. Bruno was going to have to top me off sooner than my regular appointment.
Robin had tears running down her face, but she didn’t say a word.
“What’s the prognosis?” Sheyenne asked. “If I weren’t a ghost, I’d try to fix the damage myself.” Her voice hitched at the end.
“Oh, my, my—I won’t pretend this isn’t going to be a challenge, but I’ve seen worse,” Miss Eccles said. “Don’t worry. There’ve been great advances in restorative mending. When I’m done you’ll barely even see the marks.”
Before the Big Uneasy, Lujean Eccles had owned and operated a taxidermy shop. Examples of her best work covered the parlor walls—a stuffed raccoon, a moose head, a leaping rainbow trout, and, for some reason, a rooster. I think taxidermy was still her first love, but she filled a greater need by offering pseudo-medical services for the undead.
She switched on two Tiffany lamps beside the sofa and bent close to my wounds. “Lean forward, please.” She studied the exit holes in my back. “We can use some wire and plastic braces to repair your ribs. The slugs missed your vertebrae, fortunately. I could have replaced part of your spine with a dowel or a broomstick if I needed to, but you wouldn’t have had much flexibility.”
“Are any of the bullets still in me?” I asked.
“No, through and through. Six neat holes in front, six in back—it’s all very clean.”
“What’s the internal damage, though?” Sheyenne asked.
“Mostly soft tissue, it looks like,” Miss Eccles said. “I’ll use a bit of packing material, tight little stitches here and there. I’ll reconnect what needs connecting, and you’ll be as good as . . . as you were. I’ve even got some scab-salve that really minimizes the marks.”
I looked up at Sheyenne, thinking like a PI again. “We need to retrieve at least one of the bullets so we can run ballistics. See if it’s the same gun that shot me the first time around.”
“I’m on it,” she said. “After I make sure you’re all right.”
Robin added, “We’ll get even later.” Her expression was hard and determined, much like Sheyenne’s. “And we will get even.”
Miss Eccles puffed out her rounded cheeks and blew out a tired-sounding breath. She lifted her head and raised her voice. “Oh, Wendy! Wendy, come in here, would you? Bring my kit. We’ll need some of that biofill mixture, the heavy-gauge sutures, and the fine flesh-colored finishing thread.”
From the dim doorway that led into the back rooms, I saw a waifish yet hideous figure, a distorted female form. She hesitated to come out into the bright light, but Miss Eccles clucked her tongue again. “No need to be shy, dear—these are friends. We haven’t got all night. Can’t you see this man needs our help?”
“Yes, miss,” Wendy said in a rattling voice. The young woman lurched into the parlor.
Though I had seen many horrific examples of creatures restored to life, this one would have won numerous prizes, and Wendy wasn’t exactly a testimonial to the quality of Miss Eccles’s work. I could see why the girl didn’t like to go out in public.
“This is my Patchwork Princess. I put her back together when no one else would.”
Sheyenne said nothing, but her eyes held deep pity. Robin, on the other hand, was ashen beneath her dark skin; she looked away and then seemed embarrassed for having done so.
“The poor girl was a wreck when I got to her—literally a wreck,” Miss Eccles said. “She threw herself in front of an oncoming train, and the damage was atrocious.”
“Sorry,” Wendy said.
“The dear thing was miserable, wanted to end her life. She never expected to come back, but then suicides have a greater chance of resurrection. So there she was, even more miserable than she’d been before. I couldn’t let someone suffer like that! So I went back to the train tracks with two empty bushel baskets, picked up every piece I could find, and brought her back here.”
“Thank you, miss,” Wendy said. Her arms weren’t attached right. Her head seemed askew, and she was a crazy quilt of tiny stitches. Triangular pieces of tan Naugahyde had been sewn in places where the skin was gone. “She did the best job she could. I’m grateful.”
“I took her under my wing. The poor dear’s been a great help to me, and now she realizes that life isn’t so bad.”
The Patchwork Princess tottered off into the adjoining room and returned with a carpetbag, which she set on the end table atop a doily. Miss Eccles opened it and withdrew spools of sewing thread, darning needles, a crochet hook, and flesh-colored thread as well as thicker twine.
“I’d like to assist, if I can,” Sheyenne offered as Miss Eccles probed the tears in my skin. The plump woman nodded. “Boar bristle paintbrush.” Sheyenne placed the brush in the taxidermy-surgeon’s outstretched hand. Humming to herself, concentrating on her work, Miss Eccles used the brush to clean the bullet holes. “Knitting needle.” Sheyenne handed her the implement, which Miss Eccles gently eased through the wound and out my back to clean the channel.
Wendy fetched a pot full of gummy packing mixture. While Sheyenne helped Miss Eccles fix my shattered ribs and stitch together the major muscles, the Patchwork Princess hunched in a chair next to the Tiffany lamp. She spread my shirt and sport jacket in her lap, and with clumsy but determined strokes used a needle and thread to sew up the bullet holes.
While Robin watched with fascination, Sheyenne gave her the details about what we’d learned at Grandma Wong’s. “I’m sure this has to do with whoever poisoned me. We were snooping around, trying to find out who bought the death cap extract—and then Dan was shot.”
“I’ll tell Officer McGoohan,” Robin said. “We need the police force working on this too!”
I groaned. “No, let me talk to McGoo. He’s got his hands full as it is. Besides, I’m supposed to be a hotshot private investigator. If I can’t solve this, who can?”
Miss Eccles packed the body cavity with the biofiller, topped it off with cotton, then used almost invisible stitches to close the bullet holes, front and back. Wendy’s stitchery wasn’t nearly as neat or accurate as the other woman’s taxidermy work, but both finished at the same time. Wendy shyly handed me my shirt and jacket.
As I shrugged back into the shirt, my arms seemed to be working well enough. The marks on my chest weren’t unnoticeable by any means, but not nearly as bad as I’d feared. Robin fussed over my buttons (even under the best of circumstances, my fingers didn’t have their previous dexterity). When I put the sport jacket back on, I decided that the stitched-up bullet holes added character, like a badge of honor.
I made a point of acknowledging the Patchwork Princess to boost her self-esteem. “Thank you very much, Wendy. Looks like I won’t need a new jacket after all.”
Her smile was crooked, but as bright as sunshine. Miss Eccles said, “You know where to come for a quick fix when the inevitable happens.” Sheyenne paid the woman and thanked her.
“The inevitable’s not going to happen anytime soon, Dan,” Robin vowed as the two escorted me out of the Patchup Parlor.
Sheyenne added, “And let’s not make a habit of this bullet thing.”
CHAPTER 31
The next day Sheyenne went on the ghostly warpath. She returned to the scene of the shooting before dawn, found three of the six bullets that had gone through my chest, and delivered them straight to Officer McGoohan. Robin had already given him an indignant report of what happened to me the previous night. It was immediately apparent that this latest batch of bullets did not come from the same .32 caliber weapon as the one that had shot me in the head. These bullets were from a .38, like my own gun.
Great—two people were shooting at me, or the same person using two different guns.
First thing in the morning, McGoo submitted the slugs for testing and came to our offices. He tried to act casual, but I could tell by his red face that he had hurried over. “What’s the matter, Shamble—getting shot once wasn’t enough for you?”
“I can tell you, it doesn’t get better with practice.”
He did not manage to hide his concern. “So, you all right? Bullets aren’t such a big deal for you, are they?”
I gave him the “Are you kidding me?” look. “I’m patched up, and you can hardly see the bullet wounds. Cosmetic repairs have come a long way since the Big Uneasy. Want to see?”
“I’ll take your word for it. No need to strip,” McGoo said, then he got serious. “Who the hell did you rile up now?”
“I wish I knew. I’m still trying to figure out who murdered me the first time.”
He snorted. “Some private eye.”
“The suspect list is getting longer by the minute. We were trying to track down the source of the toadstool poison that killed Sheyenne, and Harvey Jekyll knows that I’m breathing down his neck, and I delivered a restraining order to the Straight Edgers, and the Ricketts family is mad because I recovered the stolen painting that just sold at auction. Enough? I’ve also got half a dozen other cases if we want to cast a wider net.”
“If you worked on one case at a time, the suspect pool would be more limited.”
“Great idea, McGoo.”
“After what happened last night, you’d have been safer with me chasing down a giant monster.”
“How did the hunt go?”
He blew a sigh out through his lips. “Didn’t see the big brute, but I checked out all the vandalism sites. A lot of them have broken windows, but not the additional extreme damage we found at the Hope and Salvation Mission. Funny thing . . . most of the smashed windows are being repaired by a new company called Black Glass.”
I remembered the dapper, perfume-drenched zombie with frock coat and top hat. “I’ve met him—Franklin Galworthy. He’s fixing the Hope and Salvation Mission too . . . but Black Glass doesn’t have much competition in the Quarter. Who you gonna call?” Then I understood the implication. “You think he’s taking advantage of the situation, smashing windows to drum up extra business for himself?”
“Could very well be. I don’t think that guy could crush bricks with his bare hands or rip apart door frames . . . but the rest of the damage could have been done by a copycat.”
He shuffled his feet, not sure what else to say. I could see the deep concern on his face, so I let him off the hook. “I’ll take care of myself, McGoo—don’t worry. Let me know if the ballistics lab comes up with any match on the bullets.”
“Scout’s honor.”
Robin was tense and preoccupied, pacing around the office lobby as if rehearsing a closing argument for a jury. Then I remembered that this was the day when she and Ramen Ho-Tep would meet with the Metropolitan Museum staff to negotiate a possible solution. The fact that I’d been gunned down didn’t have any effect on the other appointments on our calendar.
In the conference room, she had spread out her folders and documents next to her yellow legal pad. Piled casebooks formed a small pyramid, and the mummy’s rolled-up hieroglyphic papyrus sat adjacent to the law books. She had set a glass of water at each place, with a pitcher in the middle of the table.
Robin bit her lip, and I could see she needed some encouragement. “You’ll do fine.”
She gave me a hesitant smile. “I’ll bring my A game, Dan. I always do. Will you be in there with me?”
“If both parties allow it. You know I’ve always got your back.”
Ramen Ho-Tep shuffled in early, step-step-draaaag, step-step- draaaag. He had given himself plenty of time to get across town from the museum. The mummy coughed nervously, and a moth came out of his throat.
At precisely 10:00 A.M., the museum curator entered our offices with two members of his legal counsel, the director of the museum board, and a young man whose purpose I couldn’t ascertain, probably an intern. They swooped into our main reception area like a murder of business-suited crows.
Robin greeted them professionally. “Welcome, gentlemen. Our aim today is to reach a satisfactory and mutually beneficial resolution on this matter so that my client and I don’t need to pursue further legal action.”
“We have prepared a lawsuit of our own,” said Bram Steffords, the curator, “and we have the full financial and legal resources of the museum at our disposal.”
Ramen Ho-Tep lurched forward. “And I was Pharaoh of all Egypt! I have the wealth of my entire land, much of which you have on display in your museum. That’s stolen property! I am the rightful owner! I—”
Robin held up a hand. “Shall we sit down and begin our discussions?” She turned to the curator and gave him a hard look. “Just so you know, Chambeaux and Deyer is taking Mr. Ho-Tep’s case on a pro bono basis, and I intend to pursue it vigorously, for as long as necessary. He has no financial concerns in this matter.”
From behind the receptionist’s desk, Sheyenne let out a groan that she almost, but not quite, managed to cover up.
The guys-in-ties from the museum took their places in the conference room, sitting motionless as if they were on exhibit themselves. Sheyenne did not offer them coffee or tea; roomtemperature water would have to do. I sat next to Robin, slightly more limber than Ramen Ho-Tep, who also settled into his seat.
Robin laid out the facts of the case, most of which the museum’s legal representative disputed. Growing impatient, she said, “Should this matter go to trial, I’ll have Mr. Ho-Tep take the stand, and every member of the jury will acknowledge that he is a sentient individual who should be free, while the museum considers him mere property. He can speak for himself very well. And with a British accent.”
Steffords’s legal counsel said, “And we have bills of sale along with exchange agreements with the Egyptian Department of Antiquities, which grant us the right to retain Mr. Ho-Tep and other ancient artifacts for display in the museum. He is a primary draw for our patrons.”
The curator added, “However, the Necronomicon exhibit is our most popular attraction right now.”
“You must let me go!” the mummy insisted. “I will accept nothing less than the freedom that is my due.”
“And where exactly will you go if you leave the museum, Mr. Ho-Tep?” Steffords snapped. “Find a little apartment? Get yourself dry-cleaned?”
Indignant, the mummy balled his fists, his bony fingers crackling like tiny pieces of broken bamboo rolled into a ball. “Beware, lest I unleash the Pharaoh’s Curse upon you!”
The curator chuckled. “There’s no such thing as the Pharaoh’s Curse.”
Leaning across the table, the mummy said, “Can you really be certain about that, since the Big Uneasy? Are you bloody idiots prepared to wager your lives on that assumption? I’ve nothing to lose.”
The entire coterie from the museum blanched.
Robin intervened. “Please, let’s not go down that path. Wouldn’t you rather examine this problem and try to find an amicable solution?”
Ramen Ho-Tep and Bram Steffords made disbelieving sounds in unison, as if they were part of the same choir.
I had seen this type of enmity in custody or divorce cases, when the two sides are so bitter, so filled with animosity toward each other, that they won’t consider any solution unless the opposing party loses entirely. They don’t care whether possessions or children or common decency are thrown under the bus, so long as the other side doesn’t win. It looked as if the mummy and museum representatives were reaching that point. Robin might need to redefine win for each side in order for this to work.
She looked down at the notes on her legal pad and laid out her argument. “Let’s consider for a moment: What exactly does the museum require from Mr. Ho-Tep? And what specifically does Mr. Ho-Tep want out of his situation?”
“We want him on display for all of our museum patrons,” said the curator. “That is nonnegotiable.”
“And I want respect. When I was Pharaoh, the population of the Nile Valley bowed to me. I lived in glorious times, times that have been forgotten, and the world needs to be reeducated! Egyptian society formed the basis of all human civilization.”
Robin’s eyes sparkled. “That settles it, then! The solution is obvious.”
Steffords frowned. “Not to me.”
She said, “Mr. Ho-Tep is your prized Egyptian artifact, but you’re not using him to full advantage.”
The mummy crossed his bandaged arms over his bandaged chest. “I feel quite sufficiently used, thank you.”
“I mean, what better ambassador for teaching museum patrons about daily life in Egypt than Mr. Ho-Tep? Instead of keeping him sealed in a display case and away from the public, wouldn’t it be better to have him act as the docent in your Ancient Egypt wing? You could have story hour. Let him tell all the listeners about his reign and his culture.”
The curator looked at his legal counsel, who shrugged. Steffords said, “He’s never volunteered to do anything like that.”
“You never asked!” the mummy retorted, then looked over at Robin. Because his lips were so desiccated and stiff, I couldn’t tell whether he was smiling or not. (I should have taken the sample of emBalm that Brondon Morris had offered me.) “Yes . . . I could tell museum visitors about Egypt. The real Egypt. In fact, I’d bring it to life, tell them about my home, my family, my mates. ‘Real Housewives of the Nile.’ I could make quite a show of it. Brilliant!”
Robin said encouragingly to the curator, “Mr. Ho-Tep could be the star of your museum, sir, not just part of an exhibit.”
“But only twice a week,” Ramen Ho-Tep interjected. “And I need to be treated with proper respect.”
“What does that mean?” Steffords sounded exasperated.
“He gets a salary,” Robin said, “and an actual job title.”
Ho-Tep piped up. “And a name tag, just like one of yours, to pin right here.” He tapped the bandages on the left side of his chest.
The museum men huddled together, whispering. Steffords said, “Mr. Ho-Tep must cooperate fully with our educational objectives. It goes without saying that he’ll have to follow appropriate standards of behavior.”
“I was Pharaoh of all Egypt!”
Bram Steffords yawned. “Yes, yes, we know.”
“And I will need slaves,” the mummy continued. “Armies of them, like the ones who built my pyramid.”
“We can’t offer that many, but we might find you an assistant or two.”
“We could assign an intern for that purpose,” the museum board member suggested.
When the conversation fell into a lull, and no one made any further demands or protests, Robin closed her folder. She distilled the copious notes on her legal pad into a basic agreement on a clean sheet of paper, which she passed around for signatures. “This will do for now. I’ll have our paralegal type up a more detailed memorandum of understanding to summarize this meeting, and we’ll draft a contract outlining the specific terms to which both the Metropolitan Museum and my client will be bound. I don’t believe we need to pursue any further legal action, if we are agreed on the general principles?”
She looked at the business-suited men, who all nodded slightly, then, seeing their fellows do the same, nodded with more vigor. Ramen Ho-Tep leaned back in his chair, looking pleased. He nodded as well. I had to smile: Robin made it seem so easy.
She ushered the men out, cool and professional, and as soon as they were gone, she threw her arms around the ambulatory mummy, giving him a hug. He squawked, “Do be careful! I just heard something snap!”
She backed away, brushing dust off her business suit. “Sorry, I’m just so pleased.”
Sheyenne drifted close to the mummy. “You understand that when Ms. Deyer told the museum representatives this was a pro bono case, it was merely a bluffing tactic? If you have any spare treasures of ancient Egypt, we still expect to be paid for our services—provided you’re happy with the results of our work.”
Ramen Ho-Tep sounded pleased. “Indeed, I am absolutely delighted! I’ve no doubt I can slip a golden ankh or scarab from a display case to donate to your finances.”
Robin seemed embarrassed that Sheyenne would bring up money at such a celebratory time, but I added, “Our fees allow us to keep our offices open, Mr. Ho-Tep, so we can help other unnaturals in similar situations.” After our cut from the Ricketts art auction, we were definitely going to have a good month, for a change. A solid payment from the emancipated mummy would keep us in business for some time to come.
“I understand completely. I was a benevolent pharaoh. I shall meet my obligation to you.” When the mummy left, I noticed he no longer dragged his foot.
Robin threw her arms around me. Sheyenne said in a longing tone, “I wish I could do the same, Beaux.” I settled for giving her an air-hug instead.
Then a set of metal file drawers rattled open, one after another, and manila case folders scattered out as if they were spring-loaded. Papers flew in the air. With a swirling blur, the ghost of Uncle Stan appeared before us. He stretched his lips in what was intended to be a fearsome grimace. His eyes bugged out. He swirled and did somersaults in the air, dove down into the file cabinets, and unleashed another eruption of papers. He appeared more inebriated than he had during his previous manifestation.
Sheyenne was outraged. “You stop that!” She tumbled into him, poltergeist against poltergeist, knocking Uncle Stan for a loop. They both slammed into the wall, passed through, and reappeared, still tussling.
When Sheyenne released him, Uncle Stan was astonished that anyone would stand up to him. “You’re ruining everything!” His lower lip trembled, and I thought he was going to start blubbering. “Stop trying to turn my own family against me!”
With a final blast of poltergeist power, he scattered the papers of the Dorset file around the office, then vanished into thin air.
I said, “Never a dull moment.”
CHAPTER 32
I helped Sheyenne retrieve the scattered papers and folders in the ghost’s aftermath, but I let her do the organizing (since she understands our filing system better than anyone). Robin retreated into her office to start drafting the contract between Ramen Ho-Tep and the museum.
And I finally told Sheyenne my idea of having her do a little fieldwork on the Jekyll case. “You never know what we might find,” I said. I didn’t even have to twist her arm, metaphorically speaking.
“I’ve been a med student, exotic dancer, cocktail waitress, nightclub singer, paralegal, and administrative assistant, but I’m happy to add a few more titles to my résumé. Besides, Harvey Jekyll or one of his henchmen could have been the shooter last night.”
Miranda had provided a detailed description of the Jekyll mansion’s layout, so we knew where her husband kept his secret materials. Since she would never deign to make a sketch, that afternoon Miranda brought over a pristine copy of the house’s construction blueprints, obtained from the county records office.
With a magnanimous swish of her hand, she unrolled the drawings onto Sheyenne’s desk. “Here you are, sweethearts. Legally speaking, I can’t imagine why you might be interested in the design and arrangement of my home, especially not the location of Harvey’s secure and private study right here.” With a sly smirk, she pointed to the appropriate spot on the blueprints. “I’ll just assume you’re remodeling your offices and wish to study prime architectural examples.”
I began to speak, but Miranda raised one scarlet fingernail. “Not a word! As I said, I don’t want to hear it . . . at least not until you have something.” She flounced out of our offices, leaving Sheyenne and me to study the blueprints.
Robin was uneasy. “I don’t like the precedent, Dan. By law, any evidence you obtain in this manner is tainted and inadmissible.”
I don’t generally keep secrets from my partner, but Robin still didn’t know precisely how I’d gathered the documents that proved JLPN’s involvement in the vampire shampoo scandal. “Think of it this way,” I said. “Miranda Jekyll is still the legal co-owner of that home, and until the divorce case is settled, she’s entitled to fifty percent of the contents. Unless her husband succeeds in nullifying the prenuptial agreement, aren’t we within Miranda’s legal rights, if she asks us to enter on her behalf? And borrow an item that is fifty percent hers?”
Sheyenne added, “It’s not technically breaking and entering if I just walk through a wall or a window, is it?”
Robin remained skeptical. “We’re on very shaky legal ground here. It could jeopardize our case—and get me disbarred, not to mention thrown in jail.”
“On the other hand, unless we secure this evidence, we don’t have a case to jeopardize,” I pointed out.
Not willing either to admit defeat or give us her implicit permission, Robin took a stack of files into her office. “I’m going to prepare a brief. I’ll be unavailable for most of the night.” She closed the door. “And don’t you dare get shot.”
Sheyenne and I glanced at each other and decided it was time to go.
I was no longer limber or athletic enough for the cat-burglar acrobatics I would need to break into Jekyll’s mansion. I’d always solved my own problems and done my own legwork, so it was frustrating to be on the sidelines. Sheyenne had to take part of the risk without me.
As soon as full night fell, I parked the car under a thick overhanging willow two blocks away from Jekyll’s tree-lined mansion, which was surrounded by a red brick wall topped with wrought-iron spikes. During my initial round of surveillance months ago, I had managed to snap a few photos of a man with little social life occupying himself with uninteresting activities at home. It hadn’t been worth the risk.
Now, however, Sheyenne knew where to look, and she was our very best chance for getting what we needed.
Since this was her first covert mission, I needed to see what Sheyenne saw. We settled on a tiny video camera, the kind of thing that would have awed a 1960s-era James Bond, but was now everyday technology. Sheyenne’s spectral presence made the grainy image fade in and out when I received it on my smartphone stream.
The sound from the speaker was fuzzed with static, but I could hear her voice. “Check. Beaux, can you hear me? Check.”
“Loud and clear, but let’s be a little less loud, please.”
“Sorry,” she whispered.
Fidgeting, I waited under the willow, well out of sight of Jekyll’s security guards who patrolled the grounds, while I watched the images on my smartphone. Sheyenne could make herself mostly transparent and could pass through solid walls; however, the camera, while admittedly small, could not pass through walls and might catch the eye of an alert observer as it drifted through the air. She needed to be very careful.
She crossed the grounds and pointed the camera to show me a couple of business-suited Secret Service types standing at strategic points. Two Dobermans trotted the perimeter like angular shadows.
“Stay clear of the dogs,” I whispered. “If they start barking, everyone’ll be on alert.”
“Don’t worry, I’ve never had trouble with dogs.”
Some ghosts drive dogs into a frenzy of growling and barking; other ghosts, like Sheyenne, could have worked at the animal shelter without causing any particular distress. Even so, I didn’t want the Dobermans to chase the small floating camera as if it were a chew toy.
Sheyenne drifted to the east wing of the home, then levitated to a set of windows on the second floor that marked Harvey’s private study. “I can just pop inside and take a look.”
“Bring the camera,” I told her.
“In a minute. I need to make sure the window doesn’t have alarm wires before I open it and bring the object through.”
She set the small camera on the outer windowsill, leaving me with an extreme close-up image of the English ivy that Jekyll’s landscapers had planted along the brick walls. I endured five minutes of nerve-wracking silence, punctuated only by a woolly caterpillar munching its way through a leaf. Finally, the study window swung outward just enough for Sheyenne to slip the camera through and carry it into the study.
“He did have an alarm system,” Sheyenne said into the microphone. “I went to the control box and tickled it, made all the lights go haywire.”
“Be careful.”
“Do you hear any alarms? Don’t worry, I’m inside. Let me get to work.”
She panned the camera for me, and I got my first view of Harvey Jekyll’s study. It looked like a perfectly normal home office with a large desk, cherrywood file cabinets, comfortable executive chair in oxblood leather, Italian designer lighting, and a high-end stereo system beside a marble shelf filled with old CD jewel cases.
It was too much to hope that she would find secret Nazi flags, embarrassing transvestite outfits, or even some of the vampire pedophilia that Gomez Ricketts had been selling out of his storage unit. Sheyenne panned the camera across the CD spines: The Best of Hall and Oates, the Bee Gees, England Dan and John Ford Coley, the Little River Band, and more Barry Manilow.
Yes, this was Harvey Jekyll’s study, all right.
Then I saw one of the bullhorn-on-toaster gadgets he had kept in his corporate office. A portable ectoplasmic defibrillator. “Be careful around that device,” I said. “Jekyll designed it to protect against ghosts.”
“I’m not touching any controls, just having a look around.”
A folded newspaper with a half-finished crossword puzzle lay on the desk next to a calculator and a day planner. Sheyenne flipped through the planner, looking for anything suspicious. He had marked a tiny asterisk on the day when I’d spotted him and Brondon Morris going to their secret club meeting; several other dates also bore asterisks. Other than that, Jekyll had jotted down only a few dinner parties, a dentist’s appointment, and a note to pick up dry cleaning.
“He wouldn’t leave anything incriminating out in the open,” I said. “Can you find the locked drawer that Miranda told us about?”
She pointed the camera down at a heavy secured lock. “It’s pretty obvious. Let me do my poltergeist thing and see if I can jiggle the tumblers.”
“Be careful,” I warned.
“Don’t be a worrywart.” She worked for a few minutes, and finally the bolt popped down so she could slide open the drawer. Inside, she found a floppy purple head covering, like a dunce cap, and a foot-long golden measuring stick, some kind of ceremonial object.
Sheyenne figured out the significance. “It’s a straight edge, Beaux.”
From the bottom of the drawer she took a small velvet case that opened to reveal a thick silver ring. “Well, look at what I found.” Sheyenne pointed the camera close. A straight line had been scribed across the silver surface on the face of the ring, surrounded by the words Grand Wizard.
I felt cold as the realization sank in. Harvey Jekyll wasn’t just dabbling with the Straight Edgers. According to this ring, he was their leader.
“Now, that’s certainly something Harvey wouldn’t want made public,” I said.
Suddenly the camera jerked, and the sound pickup transmitted the door banging open, voices shouting. I heard a man say, “The desk alarm was triggered—somebody must be in here!”
The view from the camera swung wildly back and forth. I glimpsed Harvey Jekyll looking like a gnome in a fur-lined smoking jacket, flanked by two burly security goons. They charged into the room.
“Spooky, get out of there!” I yelled.
The crossword puzzle newspaper and day planner flew up into the air, twirling around as Sheyenne unleashed her inner poltergeist. The desk lamp flicked on and off. File drawers opened and closed, clattering as folders sprayed a geyser of loose documents. The guards shouted, to little effect.
Jekyll, though, staggered into the spectral whirlwind and dove for the credenza. He grabbed the ectoplasmic defibrillator and turned the end of the bullhorn toward Sheyenne.
The image from the camera shot forward as if I were riding a bullet, heading straight toward the widening eyes of Harvey Jekyll. Then the screen went blank, filled with static. The camera feed was gone.
“Spooky!” I called, but got no answer.
Even from two blocks away I could hear the commotion behind the brick walls. I needed to go there and help Sheyenne somehow, but I knew I’d never get past the alerted guards. Bright beams stabbed into the dark as security lights blazed around the mansion perimeter. The Dobermans howled.
Suddenly, with a gusting cold breeze, Sheyenne was there in front of me. “Better get in the car and head out of here, Beaux. They’re bound to do a sweep in just a few seconds.”
“What happened? The camera went dark. I thought . . .”
“I had to distract them, so I threw it in Jekyll’s face. I didn’t want to forget this.” In her ghostly hand she held up the Grand Wizard ring.
“I wish I could kiss you right now,” I said. I settled for giving her a heartfelt wink.
“Ditto,” Sheyenne replied. “But use your imagination and figure out how to thank me later. Let’s get back to the office.”
I started the rusty Pro Bono Mobile with a roar and a sputter, and we raced away.
CHAPTER 33
Though Robin couldn’t fault our results when we gave her the full report, she was less than enthusiastic to learn about the commotion we had caused.
“You couldn’t have been more subtle?” she asked. “Sabotaging his home alarm system, opening a second-story window, tampering with the lock on the desk drawer, stealing private property!” She sounded very discouraged. “Jekyll is going to guess we were involved.”
“I didn’t leave any fingerprints,” Sheyenne objected.
“More importantly, it’ll never go to court,” I said. “If he thinks we’ve got his Grand Wizard ring, I very much doubt he’ll risk us making it public.”
“Maybe he can’t prove we were the ones who broke in,” Robin said, “but we can’t prove the ring belongs to him either. We have a Straight Edge ring—so what? He’ll deny it.”
“We have the running video of me taking the ring from the study,” Sheyenne said.
Robin did not look happy. “And that video proves you broke in. We need to delete it. Besides, just because you found the ring in a drawer doesn’t mean it’s Jekyll’s or what he was doing with it. He might say Miranda planted it there.”
“Even so, we’d better set up a meeting with Mrs. Jekyll—preferably tonight—to discuss how best to leverage this.” I suspected that for once, Miranda might make time for a scheduled appointment. “In the meantime we’d better keep the ring in the safe, locked tight.”
An hour before midnight, I joined McGoo in the Goblin Tavern for a quick beer. It felt good to get back to anything that passed for normal. Sheyenne had managed to set up a meeting with Miranda Jekyll at Basilisk—a public place, for safety, and late enough to accommodate her busy social schedule.
In the meantime, I informed McGoo that Sheldon Fennerman was now under a protection spell, but more importantly I let him know what we’d (unofficially) discovered in Harvey Jekyll’s mansion. The Grand Wizard’s ring was safely locked away, but I wanted McGoo aware of the situation, just in case. No telling what Jekyll or his goons might try to pull, and I had no intention of being gunned down a third time.
To prevent Robin from having legal heartburn, I chose my words carefully. “This is hypothetical, McGoo. I’m not actually saying that Sheyenne did slip into somebody’s private study, or that she did obtain a very interesting and incriminating object.”
“I get it, Shamble. We’re just talking in general terms.” He slurped his beer. “But—also in general terms—you need to be damned careful. You’re playing with fire here.” He looked up. “Say, are zombies afraid of fire, like in Night of the Living Dead?”
“I’m no more afraid of fire than a lot of other things,” I said. “Clowns, though, they give me the creeps.”
“You know what kind of streets zombies like best, Shamble?”
“What?” He had suckered me into another stupid joke.
“Dead ends.”
“That’s not even remotely funny.”
Before we could finish our first beers, the radio crackled at McGoo’s shoulder, and he acknowledged, listening to the squelch of code words. He looked at me. “Another disturbance at the Hope and Salvation Mission. Mrs. Saldana says it’s an emergency.”
I swung off the bar stool and moved as quickly as I could. “The monster’s back?”
“No, this is something else.” He headed off at a jog, and I kept up with him, glad for the hours I put in on the treadmill at All-Day/All-Nite Fitness.
In front of Mrs. Saldana’s mission, by the light of the street lamps, I saw glass shattered on the sidewalk, lots of it, enough for two large windowpanes. The old woman huddled against the brick wall in her ubiquitous flower-print dress, her face filled with revulsion. She pressed her hands together as if praying while she stared at a puddle of red and tan goo that looked like rejected by-products from a cat-food factory. Off to the side, a black silk top hat lay where it had fallen to the ground, next to a frock coat and checkered waistcoat.
From behind her, in the yawning gaps where the windows hadn’t yet been replaced, I saw the equally frightened Jerry, her gaunt right-hand zombie. He shuddered in the shadows, afraid to come outside.
We hurried up to Mrs. Saldana, making sure she was in no danger.
“It’s horrible, horrible! Right before my eyes, he just . . . melted!” The old woman’s teeth chattered together. Through the open window, Jerry handed her one of the worn Bibles, and she clutched it to her chest, rocking back and forth.
“Who melted? What happened?” McGoo pulled out his notebook. “Shamble, can you ID the vic?”
I glanced down at the shapeless goo. Broken window glass. Black top hat. Among the reek of soupy flesh and bone, I smelled the distinctive scent of Zom-Be-Fresh. “My guess is that it’s Franklin Galworthy. He was here replacing glass for Mrs. Saldana.” I nudged the hat with the toe of my shoe. “And he liked to wear a lot of cologne.”
The old woman finally found her voice. “Yes, Mr. Galworthy was here working late installing the new window. He’s been so busy lately with all those smashed windows around town. I had just stepped out to bring him some lemonade.” She glanced down, and I saw a paper cup in a little puddle. “I dropped it. I’m sorry for the mess, Officer.”
“Don’t you worry about it, Mrs. Saldana.”
Her voice hitched as she relived the nightmare. “Poor Mr. Galworthy! He groaned in pain, then squirmed, and dropped the glass pane he was carrying. Shattered all over the sidewalk. I thought he was hurt, and then . . . this happened. The poor man!”
“Nobody came by and doused him with acid?” I asked. “You didn’t see a warlock cast some kind of dissolving spell?”
“No, Mr. Chambeaux. Why would anyone want to hurt a hardworking businessman? He spent all day fixing windows.”
Jerry finally shuffled outside, reassured now that I hadn’t melted in front of Mrs. Saldana. He carried a shovel and a bucket. “I’ll clean this up.”
“Not until the detectives get here. This is evidence.” McGoo wrinkled his nose. “But it is disgusting.” He nudged the collapsed frock coat that lay in the ooze and bent over to inspect it with great reluctance. In the pocket, he found two sample sachets of Zom-Be-Fresh, which he plucked out. “Samples from JLPN’s new line. Looks like Brondon Morris gets around.”
Remembering how Sheyenne had suffered a severe rash from using the necroceuticals, I wondered if this horrible meltdown might be the result of another JLPN glitch, just like the garlic shampoo. “Can I take one of those packets and a sample of the goo? Run a comparative analysis?”
“Help yourself.” McGoo handed me one of the packets. “You’ll probably get to it faster than the department crime lab. All you zombies are buddies, right?”
“You might say I’ve got some skin in the game.”
The police radio squawked again. “Officer McGoohan, what’s your 20?”
“I’m still 10-8 at the mission—what’s up?”
The dispatcher rattled off an address. “Domestic disturbance, possible 10-10 fight in progress. You’re the nearest officer available.”
He grumbled something about the precinct being understaffed. “On my way. That’s just a few blocks from here.”
I turned to McGoo, my interest piqued. “I recognize that address—it’s Straight Edge headquarters.” I recalled the angry crowd around Sheldon Fennerman’s apartment. “Things got ugly on the streets earlier today. The Straight Edgers insulted a lot of unnaturals. Maybe somebody decided to take the law into their own hands.”
McGoo looked as if a hairball had caught in his throat. “Maybe I should let them deal with the problem themselves.” He let out a weary sigh. “My job would be a lot easier if I didn’t have to protect idiots from being idiots.”
After making apologies to Mrs. Saldana, we hurried off to the next emergency. Before we’d gone a block, we could hear the screams—truly bloodcurdling screams—and loud smashing sounds, as if someone were playing Find the Breakable Object with a baseball bat inside a curio shop.
The lights were on but flickering inside Straight Edge headquarters. The front door had been torn off its hinges and hurled across the street, as if someone had tossed a playing card. I could hear nostril-burbling roars.
As we ran closer, McGoo yelled, “Stop! Police!”
In response, the broken body of one of the three Straight Edge boys—Scott, I think—sailed through the smashed window and tumbled into the gutter. His red T-shirt was now saturated with other shades of red.
McGoo yelped, drew his weapon, and charged toward the open door.
“Call for backup!” I shouted.
“What do you think you are, Shamble? You’ve got a gun, come on!” I drew my .38, and we both approached.
The head of another Straight Edger—beanpole Todd, with red marks from the duct tape still prominent around his mouth—rolled out like a bowling ball and stopped in the middle of the street, eyes wide open, as if disappointed that he hadn’t scored any points in the game.
Inside the headquarters, we came upon a scene of further carnage. Priscilla lay dead in two pieces on the floor. Patrick had been dismembered, as if some malicious child had plucked off his arms and legs, like a doll.
A battering sound as loud as a bomb blast came from the back, and McGoo and I charged in pursuit, armed and ready. A huge shape had hammered its own opening through the brick wall, and as soon as we entered, the suspended ceiling collapsed. An explosion of mortar and cement dust flew up in the air, obscuring our view, but I could see the thing was enormous.
McGoo, due to his training, shouted another quick warning; I didn’t bother—I just opened fire. My silver-jacketed bullets did no good; McGoo also fired his weapon. One of the ceiling panels tumbled down and doused him with gypsum dust.
The hulking creature lumbered out into the alley and the darkness, completely ignoring us. I scrambled over the rubble and emerged just in time to see the huge shape scuttle with freakish speed up a drainpipe. It swung over a roof ledge and bounded away.
McGoo stood beside me, eyes wide. His cap had fallen off at some point during the chase, and his hair was mussed and covered with gray gypsum dust.
In the back room, we found the headless body that obviously belonged to Todd’s head, the bowling-ball wannabe. One of the Straight Edge signs—UNNATURAL, UNCLEAN, UNWANTED—mounted on a wooden stick had been thrust entirely through his skinny chest, pinning him to the linoleum floor.
McGoo looked down at the impaled headless body. “What a clusterfart. We’re gonna be out here all night. Why did I ask to be assigned to this precinct again, Shamble?”
“You didn’t,” I said.
“Oh, right.” He got on his radio and called in the crime.
CHAPTER 34
A crowd gathered as the police team decorated the area in crime-scene chic. The medical examiner pronounced the bodies dead on the scene (not an intellectual stretch), and evidence techs took photos from every angle. The body wagon arrived, staffed by three ghouls, who piled out at the blood-spattered Straight Edge headquarters, showing an inappropriate amount of enthusiasm. Under the circumstances, nobody complained.
One of the ghouls retrieved Todd’s severed head, which was still lying in the street. The other two ghouls each carried a clipboard bearing a diagram of a generic human body. As they collected torn body parts and severed limbs, they made checkmarks on the diagram to make sure they had rounded up all of the pieces. In some cases, it wasn’t exactly clear which item belonged to which Straight Edger, but back at the Medical Examiner’s Bureau they would sort it all out, putting the puzzle back together.
A year ago, the ME had been reprimanded for doing exactly that—putting puzzles together out of severed body parts and then trying to reanimate them, in the grand old tradition. He managed to keep his job only after apologizing profusely and promising henceforth to engage in such work only on his own time.
“You want to go down and work with the sketch artist, Shamble?” McGoo asked. “You got a better look than I did.”
“Just a glimpse. Big, hulking, ugly.” I gestured to the blood splattered on the walls and floor, and the bodies that had been torn asunder by the creature’s bare hands. “Find anybody who meets the general description, and I’ll try to pick him out of a lineup.”
While crime scene photographers documented the operation, the ghouls hauled away the last of the disassembled Straight Edgers in plastic bags.
Queasy, McGoo said in a boneheaded attempt at levity, “Got another one for you, Shamble. What’s invisible and smells like brains?”
“You’re making jokes? Now?”
“Defuses the tension. Come on, what.”
I knew the answer this time. “Zombie farts. Got any more?”
“A million of ’em.”
“Then keep them to yourself.” I turned slowly, staring at the smashed door and windows, absorbing the sheer violence inherent in the attacker. This had to be the same thing that had wrecked the Hope & Salvation Mission. I was very thankful Mrs. Saldana had not been killed.
McGoo said, “Solve this one for me, Shamble, and I’ll buy you a beer. Scout’s honor.”
I snorted. “This has to be worth at least two beers.”
“All right. Just remember I’m on a cop’s salary.”
“And I’m on a PI’s salary.”
The body wagon pulled away, weaving from side to side as if the ghoul drivers hoped to increase their nightly business by running over a few pedestrians on the way back to the morgue.
The police radio squawked again. “Officer McGoohan, 10-16 Code 3! Zombie fight, two suspects in the middle of the street. Reporting party says it looks like they’re trying to kill each other—again.”
McGoo rolled his eyes, relieved to answer a less gruesome call. “Now, that’s the kind of disturbance I can deal with. On my way. McGoohan out.” He shook his head and turned to me. “Well, come on—if it’s two shamblers fighting, that’s your people. Maybe you can help.”
“Not exactly how I expected to spend my evening. I do have other plans.” By now, it was nearly time for me to meet Miranda Jekyll over at Basilisk.
“You’re such a social butterfly, Shamble.”
As we ran up the block, we could hear cheering and jeering. A crowd had gathered along the sidewalks on both sides of the street, laughing, making catcalls and suggestions.
Two decrepit male shamblers circled each other like boxers. They were rotted, hideous hulks to start with, not counting the further damage they were inflicting upon each other. They moved in a grueling, drooling slow-motion cage fight. One wore a sky-blue, wide-collared tux like something from a retro prom, but it was smeared with mud from the grave and discolored by leaking bodily fluids. The other zombie wore a too-tight Disneyland hoodie, also splotched with graveyard dirt stains and effluvia. (Who in the world would want to be buried in a Disneyland hoodie? Or a prom tux, for that matter?)
Disney Dude swung his left arm loosely back like a dangling maladjusted catapult and drove it upward until his fist slammed into the side of Prom Boy’s face. The blow made a wet squelching sound and a crack that signified a dislocated jaw. Two teeth sprayed from Prom Boy’s torn mouth like little white Chiclets. His eyeball bulged from the left socket, then popped out.
The audience let out a gasp, followed by more shouts and smattered applause. In retaliation, Prom Boy swung his fist in a vicious right cut that cracked into the side of Disney Dude’s ribs, sinking into the flesh and splurting out a stain that soaked through the hoodie. Another round of cheers.
Disney Dude, with a motion like a pile driver, slammed his other fist into Prom Boy’s face, smashing his nose and caving in his features.
“Go get him!” yelled a vampire from the sidelines. “Take him down, mess him up!” It wasn’t clear which of the zombies he was egging on; the rest of the crowd hooted similar encouragement.
Another blow slammed into the side of Disney Dude’s head, cracking his orbital bone. The eyeball drooped out so that it dangled by the optic nerve and blood vessels, staring down at the Sleeping Beauty Castle on his sweatshirt rather than at his opponent.
With a wordless growl, Disney Dude tried to claw the remaining shreds of flesh from his rival’s cheek, but Prom Boy grabbed the fingers and snapped them back. With a vicious yank he pulled them entirely off his opponent’s hand and tossed the fingers like Mardi Gras trinkets to the audience, much to their glee.
McGoo yelled at both shamblers in his gruff authoritarian voice. “Break it up! Aren’t you two decomposing fast enough?”
Reeling, the brawlers separated, swayed, and let out angry moans from the bottom of their throats. Their words were slurred and incomprehensible, but I think they both said, “He started it!”
We heard a feminine wail from around the corner, and I groaned. Was this night ever going to end? Someone ran toward the scene with a lurching, cockeyed gait—a young woman with long hair, tight dress, and mismatched body parts, her face a mass of scars. I recognized Wendy the Patchwork Princess from Miss Eccles’s Parlor.
“What are you doing? Don’t do this for me—I don’t want it!” Wendy cried. The crowd parted as she tottered up, tears leaking down her cheeks. “You were idiots before, and now it’s even worse!”
The two fighting zombies turned toward her with pleading expressions on their mangled, sagging faces. Each man self-consciously tried to put a loosened eyeball back into the socket so he could focus on her.
When they tried to moan explanations, Wendy jabbed a crooked finger at them. “I don’t want your excuses! If you two don’t get over me and move on with your lives—or whatever—I swear to you, I’ll throw myself in front of a train again. And this time I’ll let you pick up the pieces!” Her shoulders hitched up and down as she wept openly. The spectators muttered.
Running up behind the Patchwork Princess came the stout, matronly Lujean Eccles. “Oh, my, my! Wendy, dear, come with me. Stay away from those louts!” She wrapped an arm around the girl’s shoulder. Like a protective mother bear, she glared at the fighting zombies, ignoring everybody else. “You should be ashamed. You’ve already hurt this poor girl more than she can endure.” Miss Eccles shook her head and made a tsk-tsk sound.
“What’s the problem here?” McGoo said. “I want an explanation from somebody.”
I introduced him to the sawbones. Still holding the Patchwork Princess, rocking back and forth to console her, Miss Eccles spoke. “When she was alive, poor, dear Wendy was torn between two suitors. The men claimed to love her with all their hearts, but they just couldn’t stop competing with each other. They told Wendy to choose between them, but she wasn’t ready to do that.” Miss Eccles shot a sharp glance at the reeling, embarrassed combatants. “She should have dumped them both when she had a chance.”
Wendy continued sobbing, pressing her face against Miss Eccles’s chest.
“These idiots challenged each other to an old-fashioned duel with pistols in the park to determine who got to have Wendy.”
The Patchwork Princess lifted her head. “I never, ever agreed to it!”
Miss Eccles made a raspberry sound. “That didn’t stop them. They shot each other, both died—and Wendy blamed herself. She couldn’t bear the guilt, so she threw herself in front of an oncoming train.” The woman again reprimanded the cringing zombies. “This is your fault. Look what you did to this poor girl!”
In a huff, she turned the Patchwork Princess around. “Come with me, dear. You needn’t bother with them anymore. Sorry for the disturbance, Officer.” She guided the crying, weaving Wendy away and threw a last glare over her shoulder at the mangled zombies. “She doesn’t want anything to do with either of you, ever again!”
The zombies hung their heads in regret—or maybe their necks had simply been damaged.
“All right, that’s it. Show’s over,” McGoo said. The zombies shambled off in opposite directions.
McGoo raised his voice, shooing the crowd away. “Nothing to see here. You all go home.”
The crowd dispersed, and McGoo let out a long sigh of relief. “Some crazy night, eh, Shamble? What is this, a full moon?”
“Full moon is tomorrow night. This is just a warm-up,” I said, then glanced at my watch. Miranda would be waiting for me. “I’ve got an appointment.”
CHAPTER 35
Miranda Jekyll had suggested meeting at Basilisk, claiming it was one of her favorite nightclubs. I doubted any Straight Edgers would set foot inside a place like that, so we’d be safe enough from any of her husband’s goons.
I felt more uneasy about having Sheyenne join me there, but she was adamant. “I’m in this with you, Beaux. I slipped into Jekyll’s study, I got the ring, I was there when you got shot—you obviously need my help.” She had given me a mischievous smile. “I’ll meet you at Basilisk.”
Sheyenne hadn’t been back to the nightclub since her death, and I was afraid the visit would be a traumatic experience, but she insisted she had to face it. She had her own reasons: The meeting with Miranda gave her an excuse to keep an eye on Ivory.
After leaving McGoo and the brawling shamblers, I headed across the Quarter to Little Transylvania, arriving at Basilisk only a few minutes late. I entered the dimly lit lounge and looked around, expecting to find Jekyll’s wife waiting for me, impatient, annoyed.
Miranda wasn’t there yet. Naturally. She hated to be on any schedule at all, and was pathologically, rather than fashionably, late. I should have known.
A semitransparent Sheyenne appeared next to me with an uncertain expression. I could practically see the flood of memories crossing her face as she looked around the nickel-appointed bar and the tables bunched close to the stage where Ivory would sing. I wanted to put my arm around her.
“This place . . .” Sheyenne said, fighting off a shudder. “Right now, I could really use a hug.”
I reached out to air-pat her arm; it was the best I could do. “It’ll be all right—I’m here. I won’t let anything else happen to you.”
“So many memories. How can I not hate this place?”
I forced a smile. “They’re not all bad memories, are they? This is where we met.”
She responded with a wistful expression. “No, not all bad, I guess. But given the choice, I’d rather still be alive.”
“So would I.”
At the bar, Fletcher Knowles gave me a cautious nod, then his eyes widened when he recognized the ghost beside me. “Sheyenne! You’re back—It’s good to see you.” He bustled out from behind the bar. “Really sorry about what happened . . . and then Dan got killed too. What a mess.” Standing awkwardly in front of us, Fletcher shook his head. “Did he tell you I was the one who found his body in the alley? Small world.” He let out a nervous chuckle. “Quite a testimonial to Basilisk, I guess—my customers keep coming back even after they’re dead.” He glanced at the still-empty stage. “Now here’s an idea—I can make it open-mic night, if you like. These people would love to hear you sing again.”
“I don’t know, Fletcher,” she said. “What would Ivory think?”
“I’m the boss. She can move over if I tell her to.”
I wasn’t convinced who would win in a shouting match between Fletcher and the big vamp diva, but Sheyenne wouldn’t change her mind anyway. Eventually, the manager backed off. “Okay, suit yourself. Can I at least buy you a drink?”
Sheyenne looked uncertain, glanced at me, then back at Fletcher. “I haven’t had one in a while. What do ghosts usually drink?”
“Oh, any sort of distilled spirits.”
“I’ll take you up on it—as long as you’re buying for Dan too.”
“No problem.”
Fletcher pulled me a beer, then poured a double bourbon and water for Sheyenne. I said, “Let’s go find a table close to the stage—if you’re ready for that.”
“Oh, I can’t wait. When that bitch starts to sing, I want to be up close, right where she can see me.” Carrying her drink, Sheyenne drifted across the room. We picked an unclaimed table up front. I looked around—still no sign of Miranda. Twenty minutes late now. I thought she would have been anxious to hear what we had found in her husband’s study....
Taking care of business, I handed Sheyenne the Zom-Be-Fresh sachet and the goo specimen from the disintegrating puddle of Franklin Galworthy in front of the mission. After I told her what had happened to the dapper zombie, she looked appalled. “I need you to contact your friend at the chem lab. There’s got to be some clue here as to what made Mr. Galworthy dissolve.”
Sheyenne took the samples, regarded the Fresh Loam sachet. “I’ll call in a few favors again, but I’ll bet it comes up negative.”
The tone of background conversation inside the lounge changed as Ivory emerged from backstage. The big vamp came into the bar area, swaying in an exaggerated half-corkscrew walk to accentuate her assets. Each time she turned, her breasts swayed with the movement about a half turn out of sync, trying to catch up. Her smile was very wide to emphasize her full set of teeth and fangs, which sparkled as if she had recently endured a very expensive tooth-whitening process.
Sheyenne hissed under her breath, ready to claw the diva’s eyes out. “That bitch poisoned me. I just know it.”
“Play it cool for now,” I said. “Can’t prove it—yet.”
Ivory came forward, smiling even wider when she recognized Sheyenne. “Hoping to steal the show again, sugar? Take my place?” The vamp’s friendly tone sounded as cuddly as an iron maiden. “Good luck if you want to try.”
Sheyenne had her spectral hackles up. “I was good at singing, but I didn’t need it—I would have moved on soon enough. I have a lot of talents. You never had anything to worry about.”
Ivory gave a throaty laugh. “I was never worried about a scrawny little waif like you, sugar. With that warbly voice?”
“Then you didn’t need to kill me,” Sheyenne said point-blank.
Now the buxom vampire laughed even louder. “You think I killed you? Why would I bother? The competition helps me keep my edge. I always have the whole audience in the palm of my hand.”
Now the vamp turned to me, working the full glamour of her personality. “I’m so glad you’re here to listen tonight, Dan.” Ivory leaned forward to make sure I got a good view of her cleavage; the chasm was so enormous it could have been seen from two blocks away. “I’ll do a special number for you, make you forget all about that willowy little ghost. It’s not as if you can do anything with her now.”
Sheyenne lifted her glass of bourbon and water and threw it directly in Ivory’s face. The big vamp spluttered. “You little bitch!” Ivory extended her clawlike nails, thrust out her fangs, and the audience gasped in shock. Instinctively, I lurched to my feet to put myself between the two, although a vampire couldn’t touch a ghost anyway.
Just then I heard an edgy, cackling laugh. “I had no idea this was audience participation night, sweethearts.” Miranda Jekyll had arrived and instantly became the center of attention. Ivory stormed off to regain her dignity and clean up.
“Sorry about the drama, Mrs. Jekyll.” I gestured Miranda to the empty chair. “We’ve been waiting for you.”
In a fluid movement, she slithered into the offered seat. “I eagerly await your report, Mr. Chambeaux, but first things first. Isn’t somebody going to buy me a drink?” Though Fletcher was dismayed to watch the retreating diva, he hurried over to our table. Miranda looked up at him. “Ah, there you are at last. I’ll have a gin martini, please, three olives, very large, very dry, and very dirty.”
The conversation in the nightclub grudgingly returned to normal. I noticed that the three zombie cougars—Victoria, Sharon, and Cindy—had also ensconced (or entombed) themselves at the bar, gaunt and skeletal, fully painted. Compared to those three, Miranda Jekyll looked ravishing. The trio of cadaverous women ordered colorful fruity concoctions and sat together, waiting for someone to hit on them.
Before long, Brondon Morris did. He entered Basilisk wearing a different plaid suit this time—I imagined he must have a whole closet full of them—and chatted up the three undead women, paid for their round of drinks.
When Miranda followed my gaze, she emitted a low growl from her throat. Jealous? Another piece clicked into place. She’d been quite open about the fact that she had her own affairs. Was she cheating on Harvey Jekyll with that man?
“Brondon Morris is a loathsome human being,” she said as if reading my mind, not tearing her eyes from him. “A little turd in a bad suit.”
All right, probably not an affair, then.
“Brondon isn’t my favorite person, either,” I said. “I have my own reasons. What do you have against him?”
“He’s an ambitious opportunistic climber who wormed his way into JLPN and wants to be a big fish. He’ll keep looking for ponds until he finds an empty one just his size.”
“So you two don’t have any sort of . . . romantic history?” I asked.
She let out a peal of laughter that caused heads to turn. “Oh, sweetheart, please! I prefer a man with more hair on his chest.” She drew a sharp red-enameled fingernail across the cocktail table, leaving a deep scratch. She gave me an appraising look, then addressed Sheyenne’s ghost. “And someone who has hot blood pumping. You have nothing to worry about, sweetheart. Dan Chambeaux’s not my type.”
At the bar, Brondon drifted away from the three cougars and engaged in an intense conversation with Fletcher. He handed over several samples from his case before shaking the bartender’s hand and turning with a generalized wave of farewell to the clientele in Basilisk, although no one but me was looking at him. Then he scuttled away.
Miranda’s martini arrived, and she drank half of it in a gulp, as if to wash away her thoughts of Brondon Morris, or of garish plaid in general. “Now then, to business. You said you made some progress? What did you find in Harvey’s study?”
I leaned closer, lowering my voice. “Something that might be useful in leveraging a settlement.”
“My, I love leverage,” she chortled. “What is it?”
I told her how Sheyenne had slipped into the study, looking in the locked drawer where Miranda had suggested. “Not only is your husband involved in Straight Edge, he’s very involved. In fact, he’s the Grand Wizard himself.”
Miranda chuckled. “Now, isn’t that an embarrassing little detail about a man who’s launching a new line of products for unnaturals! Harvey, Harvey, you evil little man—Grand Wizard of the Straight Edgers! Threatening to expose that ring will make Harvey squirm, all right. Silly little boys with their silly little prejudices and silly little costumes.”
I added, “Only a few hours ago, someone—something—broke into the Straight Edge offices and slaughtered four human volunteers. That’s going to put the group squarely in the news. Lots of publicity.”
Sheyenne wasn’t so convinced. “Yes, but they were murdered by a monster. What if public sympathy shifts to the poor Straight Edge victims torn apart by intolerant unnaturals?”
Someone chose that moment to let out a piercing scream that turned our attention to the bar. Cougar Sharon reeled back in horror as Cindy’s appletini glass slipped from her grasp and shattered on the floor. The grayish necrotic skin on Cindy’s forearm and hand also slipped off the bone, like a thick floppy rubber glove. She put her other hand to her face and let out a scream, just before her jawbone fell off. Her fingers pressed into her cheek and sank through to the skull. Her other arm fell off. She collapsed onto the bar stool and kept falling to the floor in dripping, dissolving pieces.
Other patrons made sounds of disgust. Many backed away.
Next, Sharon’s head lolled to one side. As she reached up to hold it in place, the head fell completely off. She managed to catch her hair, dangling her detached head for a moment as her face continued to contort and scream. Then the hair ripped off the scalp like a hunk of sod, and Sharon’s head fell face-first to the nightclub floor. Her body slumped forward.
Victoria had an extra five seconds of stunned panic that turned to sad resignation as she also flash-rotted like a time-lapse video and fell into a pile of suppurating goo that mingled with her two companions, pooling together around the three now-empty cocktail dresses.
The zombie patrons of Basilisk were the first to flee. Vampires and werewolves, who were not usually squeamish, looked grossed out.
“We should get out of here, Mrs. Jekyll.” I wasn’t sure what was causing this gooey crisis, but I feared it might spread. First Mr. Galworthy and now the cougars. Could it be some kind of undeadly epidemic? And what if I was vulnerable too.
Miranda finished the rest of her martini in a gulp. “I believe you’re right, Mr. Chambeaux.” With remarkable speed, she flitted out of the nightclub in the crowd of retreating patrons.
Wearing a sour expression, Fletcher Knowles went to the back room and brought out a mop and bucket.
Ivory stepped out onto the stage, freshly made up and ready for her set. In disbelief she watched her admirers stampede for the doors. She grabbed the microphone, but saw it was a lost cause. She shot an angry glance toward Sheyenne, as if the ghost had caused the disaster.
With pure showmanship, Ivory announced, “Thank you for coming. That’s our show for tonight, but I’m here all week!” She ducked back to her dressing room at the rear of the club.
CHAPTER 36
Next morning, Sheyenne hand-delivered the chemical samples for analysis to her friend at the lab, asking for results as soon as possible.
After the uproar of the previous night, a divorce settlement—however bitter—seemed less important than zombies falling apart in the middle of their daily activities. What if the horrific affliction spread across the Unnatural Quarter? It could turn into a real zombie apocalypse.
Nevertheless, I had a responsibility to our clients. I checked to make sure that Jekyll’s Grand Wizard ring remained locked in the office safe. I needed to figure out how to deliver an ultimatum to Harvey Jekyll, let him know the leverage we had, and convince the man it was in his best interests to reach a settlement with Miranda. Robin was far too innocent for that type of work.
My overture (I considered it negotiation rather than blackmail) had to come from an unexpected quarter. Maybe I could recruit Tiffany from the All-Day/All-Nite Fitness Center. Considering how much the tough vamp despised the Straight Edgers, she might do the job just to watch the Grand Wizard squirm.
I spent the morning trying to work out details in my head. Shortly before lunch, the telephone rang, and Sheyenne called for me. “It’s Officer McGoohan. He sounds upset.”
I took the phone. “What is it, McGoo?”
On the other end of the line I could hear his quick breathing, the rasp in his voice. “Shamble . . . that client of yours—Sheldon Fennerman, the vampire?”
“Yes, I was about to close the case.” The vampire’s problems should be over now that the Wannovich sisters had cast their gruesome protection spell . . . and since the Straight Edge kids had all been torn limb from limb, they weren’t going to harass him anymore.
“Don’t close it yet.” I heard him swallow hard. “You’d better get down here right away.”
By the time I reached the vampire’s brownstone, two other police units had arrived and uniformed officers were keeping the crowd back. I saw the trollish landlord chatting with the people on the street. “He complained that his neighbors had been killed, but I didn’t believe him. Now how am I ever going to rent to vampires again?” He lifted his pumpkin-like head, stared around with beady eyes at the people. “I do have apartments for rent, if anybody’s interested? Some of them zoned for dual use, daytime and nighttime. There’s a move-in special this month. I—”
I went directly to the troll landlord. “Where’s Sheldon?”
He flinched back. “I’m just trying to make a living here!”
One of the cops who worked with McGoo called me over. “Dan Chambeaux? Right this way—Officer McGoohan told us to expect you.”
He led me around the corner to the alley behind Sheldon’s brownstone. McGoo was standing there, his face drawn, expression gray. “Shamble,” he said, and shook his head. “Sorry I told you to hurry—not much point. I was just upset. There’s nothing you can do.”
Sheldon Fennerman hung dead, suspended three feet off the ground. A long wooden stake the size of a laundry pole had been shoved through the center of his chest and directly into the crumbling brick wall of the alley. The nervous vampire had been pinned there like a piece of meat stuck on a fondue fork.
I reeled. “Oh, Sheldon . . . I let you down.”
McGoo took off his cap and wiped his forehead, then replaced it. “What could have the strength to do that?”
My throat was as dry as grave dust. “We both know what has the strength.”
“But why go after a nervous little vampire who wasn’t hurting anyone?”
“Why smash Mrs. Saldana’s mission either? Why slaughter a bunch of Straight Edgers? What’s the connection?”
I saw genuine fear in McGoo’s eyes. “Unless it’s just running amok. I’ve got to get that monster off the streets, Shamble—but I wouldn’t want to meet him in a dark alley unless I’m carrying a bazooka.”
I wondered if they made silver-jacketed heavy ordnance against unnaturals. Probably a special order.
I looked down at the ground again. Among the garbage strewn in the alley, I saw dozens of large cockroaches curled up on their backs, legs waving weakly in the air. They were bigger than any roaches I’d ever seen.
McGoo ground one under his heel. “Now, what’s all that about?”
Remembering the special incantation that Mavis Wannovich had cast, I realized that her threat had been literal, not just a scare tactic. “Sheldon Fennerman was shielded by a protection spell: Anyone who harmed him or his apartment would get a stomach full of living cockroaches.”
“Some protection spell,” McGoo said.
“Well, it worked.” I nudged one of the writhing, dying insects with the toe of my shoe. “It just wasn’t strong enough to stop this brute.”
At the other end of the alley, the morgue truck rolled up and the three ghouls bounded out again, ready for a new customer, but I didn’t let them near Sheldon. Once the crime scene techs took all the photos and gathered the evidence they needed, they set about removing Sheldon’s body with all the finesse of baggage handlers testing the durability of various brands of luggage. I shooed them away. Sometimes, you just have to do what’s right. I wrapped my hands around the shaft that pinned the vampire to the wall. “McGoo, help me get him down.”
We had to wiggle the pole up and down until it broke free from the bricks. As gently as possible, we eased Sheldon down to the ground and worked the stake out of his chest.
I bent down next to him. His face had a startled look, more fear and surprise than pain. He probably hadn’t known what was happening when he bumped into the monster in the alley.
It couldn’t have been a random attack. Why would the brute have carried a long wooden pole with him? He must have been coming for the vampire.
“I’m so sorry, Sheldon,” I whispered, and closed his eyes. My heart felt more leaden than usual. I swore that one way or another I was going to get that hulking bastard—not just for Sheldon, but for myself as well.
CHAPTER 37
At Chambeaux & Deyer, we encounter many impossible things, not to mention clients. Even so, it strained credulity that we received the chemical results in a day. Full analysis of the Mr. Galworthy goo and the Zom-Be-Fresh sample found in his coat pocket.
I shook my head in amazement at Sheyenne. “Even the police department can’t manage an emergency turnaround like that! How the hell did you get an analysis so fast?”
Sheyenne gave me a coy smile. “You have to know somebody. And I know somebody.” I saw on the envelope a handwritten “For Anne,” with a little heart drawn next to it. “He was a fellow med student—Andy,” she explained. “And he had a crush on me. Very sweet. Now he works in the analysis lab, so I asked a favor. He’d do anything for me—even now.”
Anne and Andy? I tried my damndest to pretend I didn’t feel a twinge of jealousy.
“Andy found out about my death too late. I should have thought to call him when I was dying in the hospital. He did come to my funeral, though. Spiky brown hair, heavy-rimmed glasses, tends to blush at the drop of a hat.”
I remembered somebody like that at her funeral. Not many had attended, so he stood out. I’d never known who he was until now.
“And no, he’s not a suspect,” Sheyenne said, glancing at my expression. “Just a friend.”
She spread the chem reports on her desk, and we studied the analysis. There had to be some connection, some smoking gun in all of the numbers in the columns. Andy had already typed his conclusions at the bottom.
“Dear Anne, This analysis found nothing on the list of harmful chemicals. A full roster of trace elements and proprietary substances, but I compared them with known toxins, caustic agents, acids. I can’t identify anything that could have caused the cellular breakdown of the victims.”
Andy had gone the extra step—bless him, he must have had one hell of a crush on her (and who could blame the guy?)—of comparing all of these detailed results with the earlier sample of Zom-Be-Fresh she had given him, the one that caused her severe skin reaction. The substance found in the packet of the Galworthy goo was a pre-release sample from JLPN’s new Fresh Loam line. There were slight differences in the list of chemical additives from the earlier sample, as would be expected with a new formulation and fragrance, but nothing that should cause the undead to disintegrate.
“I don’t buy any of this.” I was sure Jekyll Lifestyle Products and Necroceuticals had something to do with it. I’d seen Brondon Morris with Victoria, Cindy, and Sharon more than once, and not long before their unfortunate demise. And dapper Mr. Galworthy of Black Glass, Inc. had used more than his share of JLPN colognes and deodorants.
But the results were right there on the printout. The chemical analysis offered no incriminating red flags, certainly nothing I could take to McGoo. Nothing we could use against Harvey Jekyll, even if he was the Grand Wizard of the Straight Edgers.
Nevertheless, something disastrous was happening out there in the Quarter. News reports were buzzing with ever-increasing alarm. In addition to the four zombies that had dissolved, a vampire and two werewolves had also collapsed to the ground and sloughed into piles of oozing skin, muscle, bones, and internal organs. So the disaster affected more than just zombies. Rumors spread about a horrific new plague infecting the unnatural population, a disease that struck indiscriminately and without warning. No one was safe.
Add to that the increasingly violent depredations of the massive creature that smashed buildings, killed Straight Edgers, and had now staked poor Sheldon Fennerman. The Unnatural Quarter no longer seemed a safe and comfortable place.
The situation is bad when even monsters are afraid.
I didn’t have much chance of sneaking into the JLPN factory, but I could still keep an eye out from the perimeter fence. Zombies are good at lurking.
I borrowed the Pro Bono Mobile and puttered away, nursing the accelerator. Oily curls of blue-gray exhaust wafted up behind me, clearly visible in the rearview mirror. It was long past time for us to get an official Chambeaux & Deyer company vehicle, but Robin was attached to the old bomb she’d owned all through law school.
The large JLPN industrial compound was surrounded by the usual chain-link fence, with the usual No Trespassing signs, and capped by the usual rows of razor wire. The first time I’d infiltrated the factory, I’d been human, which made slipping inside much simpler. I’d dressed in a worker’s uniform, complete with a counterfeit employee ID badge, and pretended to belong there—piece of cake.
However, JLPN’s strict “humans only” employment policy made that approach problematic for a zombie, even a well-preserved one like myself. I gazed up at the tall chain-link fence and the shark’s teeth of razor wire curled around the top. Back when I was alive, and ten years younger, I might have been able to clamber over while wearing thick clothes. But that murderous-looking razor wire would take a few good chunks out of me, and I had no desire to get damaged further. I’d already been shot six times in the past few days—that was enough, thank you.
So I kept watch over the activity from the outside. The day was dark and overcast, and the temperature had dropped enough that if I’d been warm-blooded, I would be shivering. The drizzle wasn’t enough to amount to anything, but it did make the world a clammier place.
The factory seemed much quieter than it had been last week. Apparently, the new-release Fresh Loam products had been shipped and distributed to apothecary outlets and beauty parlors across the Unnatural Quarter. The shift whistle blew, and fifty human workers filed out of the factory, pulling on jackets and carrying lunchboxes as they walked to cars in the parking lot. I stayed put, guessing that the interesting stuff would happen after the normal activities had ceased for the day.
Sure enough, in less than an hour, Harvey Jekyll emerged through a side door of the admin building and scuttled to the motor pool, where he climbed into a blue open-bed pickup truck. He backed up to the loading dock, climbed out, scurried up the stairs, and went back inside. With a clatter, he returned, pushing on a hand truck an unmarked metal drum, which he loaded into the back of the pickup. Wiping sweat from his wrinkled forehead, he brought out a second drum.
I was surprised that the head of the company would do the heavy work himself. Surely Brondon Morris would have been happy to lend a hand, though it might have stained his loud plaid jacket. After securing the pickup’s tailgate, Jekyll swung into the cab and drove off.
I was smiling inside as I whispered, “Gotcha!”
Revealing that Harvey Jekyll was the Grand Wizard of Straight Edge might have been embarrassing for his company, and now I’d have proof of his secret dumping of hazardous chemical waste. That was more leverage than Miranda could possibly need.
As Jekyll’s pickup passed through the automatic sally-port gate and headed off down the road, I ran back to the rusty Maverick, intent on following him.
CHAPTER 38
Robin’s car wouldn’t start.
Knowing Jekyll was getting away, I banged my fists on the dashboard and steering wheel (careful to avoid hitting the horn). I tried the ignition again, and the Pro Bono Mobile’s engine made a valiant attempt, like a little dog trying to jump over a gate but unable to get enough oomph. I flooded the engine.
So I sat back and waited, counting out a full minute, forcing patience upon myself, even though Jekyll was driving farther and farther with every second.
Finally, I tried the key again, listened to the starter whir—and the engine caught. A belch of blue-gray smoke curled up from the exhaust pipe. Now I was on my way, and although Harvey Jekyll had a head start, I was sure I knew where he was going anyway.
Since he might have noticed me following him too closely, the forced delay worked to my advantage. The gloomy drizzle became a full-blown rain as I drove away from the factory, and the puckered old wipers did little more than smear water and smashed bugs across Robin’s windshield. But I managed to see well enough.
I headed out to the Metropolitan Pre-Used Resource Depository, turned into the gate, and rolled forward along the dirt entrance road, where I saw a set of fresh tire tracks in the mud and gravel. Partway in, I pulled over in a small turnaround surrounded by piled garbage. Since I intended to surprise Jekyll in the act, I didn’t want to drive too close. I switched off the car and pocketed the keys, hoping the old Maverick would start again when I needed to leave. Right now I wanted to creep up and use my phone camera to snap images of Jekyll illegally disposing of toxic chemicals. Although I couldn’t prove what the drums contained, I doubted Jekyll had the required municipal permits.
Up ahead, I spotted the blue JLPN pickup truck parked next to Mel’s trailer. The rain had slacked off to a halfhearted miserable mist. Big Mel was unloading the two drums from the back of the pickup while Jekyll supervised. I couldn’t hear what they were saying.
While Jekyll fidgeted, Mel chatted away as usual, waving his hands. His folding lawn chair was out in front of the trailer door, with a book spread open on the seat. He’d been reading outside in the late-afternoon rain. Zombies don’t mind the damp, even though the weather can be hard on books.
When Mel had wrestled the two chemical drums off the pickup bed and onto the ground in front of the trailer, Jekyll pulled out his wallet and extracted a handful of bills, which Mel pocketed—talking all the while. He wrapped his arms around the first drum and began to drag it off to one side.
Taking pictures of everything, I felt like a predator closing in on a long-awaited kill. A thrill ran through me. Illicit chemical drums, an obvious payoff—and not by a JLPN minion, but by the CEO himself! When added to the silver Grand Wizard ring, this was more than enough for us to force a decent divorce settlement. In fact, it might be enough to bring down JLPN, or at least oust Harvey Jekyll from the company. Unfortunately, that would probably put Brondon Morris in charge, which wasn’t necessarily an improvement, and if we destroyed Jekyll Lifestyle Products and Necroceuticals, Miranda’s divorce settlement wouldn’t be worth much. I would have to be careful about this.
Nevertheless, I snapped more images. Mel continued his cheery, constant conversation with Harvey Jekyll as he moved the first big barrel. He paused to pop open one of the caps on the lid and sniff the contents. He gave a big, dumb smile.
Alarmed, Jekyll shouted at him, which startled Mel. The big zombie slipped in the greasy mud, and the drum rocked from side to side, nearly tipping over. Some of the fluid sloshed across Mel’s chest.
While Jekyll looked appalled, Mel laughed it off. He brushed the stain from his shirt . . . and his eyes flew open, as if a hard candy had lodged in his throat. Mel stared curiously at his hand—which drooped like a wilting flower. Then his fingers fell off. His skin ran like melted wax down his arm, and a hole began chewing its way through his shirt where the chemical had soaked in.
Dropping all caution, I stuffed the phone in my pocket and raced toward my friend. I didn’t care about hiding any more. “Mel!”
Jekyll whirled in panic. Mel turned toward me with an odd, abandoned look on his face and collapsed in on himself, flopped to the ground, and disintegrated into a mound of shapeless tissue.
“You bastard, Jekyll! What did you do to him?” I’d already seen other victims melt down and knew it was too late for Mel. But now I had proof positive that Jekyll was behind the epidemic. I grabbed my gun from its holster and ran up to Jekyll.
For a little guy, he was surprisingly strong. He shoved the chemical drum over, dumping the fizzy blue chemical onto my legs, my shirt, my chest. I felt the cold sliminess of the strange fluid, and I knew damn well what it would do to me. I’d just watched Mel collapse and do his best blob imitation. Within seconds, my flesh would drip off, my bones would fall apart, and I would become an un-undead.
Although I didn’t remember anything about being dead the first time, I had no wish to return to the grave. I couldn’t stand the thought of putting Robin and Sheyenne through the grieving process all over again.
Suddenly I realized that I was not, in fact, disintegrating. The fizzy blue chemical might have stained my suit, but my undead body was still functioning as well as a few minutes ago. I was too stunned to be thrilled by the fact.
Jekyll dove into his pickup and started the engine. The tires spun, kicking up mud and gravel as he accelerated. I didn’t have time to wonder why I wasn’t joining Mel in the glop brotherhood—I had to stop Jekyll from getting away.
I placed myself in the middle of the dirt road, but Jekyll didn’t hesitate. He gunned the engine and came straight at me. Being brave, or just stupid, I stood squarely in front of the truck, and the pickup knocked me flat into the mud. The truck roared over me . . . but the tires missed my body. The undercarriage passed mere millimeters above my face, and the truck roared off, slewing back out of the dump and onto the main road.
I lay sprawled on my back in the soft muck, and eventually I pried myself out of the puddle, reminded of the last time I’d crawled out of the grave. I was drenched, muddy, and humiliated, but not overly damaged.
Saddened and angry, I sloshed over to my friend’s shapeless remains that were spreading in all directions like a red-and-yellow amoeba. In my jacket pocket, the camera phone was mud-smeared but still intact. I looked for a clean swatch of fabric so I could wipe off the lens. I was going to nail Jekyll for a hell of a lot more than a divorce settlement.
On Mel’s lawn chair I saw one of his self-help books, soaked by the rain. Mel had always tried to better himself, to do his best despite his circumstances. The book was titled I’m Dead, but I’m OK. He’d made it only to chapter two.
Poor Mel. What remained of my heart went out to him, just as when I’d seen Sheldon Fennerman staked to the brick wall of the alley.
Garbage rustled in the giant mounds surrounding his trailer, and I saw gleaming black eyes, pointed snouts, and spiky brown fur as three gargantuan rats emerged from hiding, whiskers twitching as they quested the air.
They came closer to the pile of ooze and let out plaintive squeaks. Rover, Fido, and Spot—he had named them, befriended them. These oversized rodents were misfits through no fault of their own, just as Mel had been. They looked at me now, as if expecting me to make everything better again, or at least to explain. I had nothing to say, not to giant rats, not to anyone.
I patted each creature on the head, trying to console them. “You’ll do all right here for yourselves. You’ve got all the garbage in the world as your home.”
But that didn’t help Mel.
No matter what, I had enough cold evidence for a long list of criminal charges against Harvey Jekyll. McGoo wouldn’t hesitate to take action, I knew that. He’d be perfectly happy to wrap up the prominent case of the melting unnaturals and get a gold star in his personnel file, although it would take quite a few stars to get him reassigned outside of the Quarter.
The chemical drums were still here just in front of Mel’s trailer, but I wasn’t going to touch them. I had no idea why the dissolving substance had left me intact while it had disintegrated Mel, but I didn’t intend to give the stuff a second chance.
I wasn’t going to give Harvey Jekyll a second chance either.
CHAPTER 39
I had visions of charging into the JLPN chemical factory with McGoo at my side, guns blazing. The two of us would rough up a few of the perpetrators, slap Harvey Jekyll in handcuffs, shut down the whole operation, and emerge as heroes to a crowd of cheering monsters.
But Robin stubbornly insisted that we do everything by the book so we’d wind up with a perfectly clean legal case that would stand up to a long and messy trial. She was a dear kid, but she could be incredibly frustrating.
After I called McGoo with the news, he rushed to our offices, eager to make the arrest. Bursting through the office door, however, he took one look at me and said, “Jeez, Shamble, you look like shit—and you smell bad too.”
“You always say that. This time there’s a reason.” I needed to change out of the chemical-soaked, mud-spattered clothes, but I’d been in too much of a hurry to clean up.
I explained what had happened at the dump. Robin had already downloaded the photos from my phone (after cleaning it as best she could) and displayed them on Sheyenne’s desktop screen.
McGoo scowled. “So Jekyll’s got some chemical that dissolves unnaturals. Then why are you still here if you were doused with the stuff?”
I looked down at the splotchy stains all over me. “Hell if I know.”
“I’m not complaining,” Sheyenne said, floating close.
“There’s enough evidence to warrant Harvey Jekyll’s immediate arrest,” Robin said. “We can get more answers from him during the prosecution.”
McGoo was angry on my behalf. “Damn right he’s going down. You want me to call in the whole force, Shamble? Or should we go in solo, just the two of us?”
“If it’s two of us, then it’s not solo.”
“You know what I mean.”
“We have to be involved,” Robin insisted. “This is our case. We broke it. Chambeaux and Deyer needs to be there during the wrap-up.”
“Miranda’s divorce settlement is our case, Robin,” I pointed out. “This is criminal activity, and the police should handle it.”
“The district attorney has more than enough evidence to get a search warrant for the JLPN factory. I’ve already been on the phone to Judge Hawkins,” Robin said. “After Officer McGoohan serves the warrant and we search the factory, we’ll find all the proof we need to send him to jail.”
“If we’re going out again, I need to change clothes,” I said. “Spooky, is there—?”
“Yes, fresh shirt and pants in your office, shoes under the desk. No jacket, I’m afraid.”
“I’ll survive.” That might not have been the appropriate thing to say. I shrugged out of my sport jacket, touched the clumsily sewn bullet holes, decided I liked them. “But I will need this one dry-cleaned.”
“I’ll take care of it tomorrow,” Sheyenne said. “Let’s get the bad guy tonight.”
I went back into my office and half-closed the door for privacy as I began peeling off mud-encrusted clothes. McGoo brought me a wet towel from the restroom. “Wipe yourself down at least. No telling what that chemical might do to you in the long run.”
“Thanks.” I realized I could have used a shower, too, but I didn’t want to waste the time going upstairs to my apartment. Jekyll probably assumed I had dissolved out at the landfill like Mel (at the very least, he thought he’d run me over with the truck). He was sure to be spooked, although he wouldn’t necessarily think he’d been caught, wouldn’t need to panic. But it was only a matter of time. We had to catch him before it was too late.
I buckled my belt, straightened my slacks; the new shirt was a little tight, so I left the top button open. I looked cleaner, but I still felt soiled by the whole matter. I couldn’t stop thinking of how Mel had collapsed into biological ooze before my eyes.
McGoo was waiting for me in front of Sheyenne’s desk. “So are we rolling? Come on, Shamble, let’s get him.”
Robin fidgeted awkwardly. “To make sure this is done properly, I’m going with you.”
“No, it’s not safe,” I said.
“I’m going.” Again, I saw the determination in her that won so many cases, and I knew I couldn’t stand against that.
“Let’s not argue about it—we’ll all go,” I said.
Before we headed out the door, I made a call from Sheyenne’s desk. “We need to tell Miranda Jekyll what’s happening. Who knows how far-reaching the indictments will go? It is our duty to protect the client.”
When Miranda answered the phone, I could hear loud music in the background. It was just sunset—she couldn’t possibly be at a nightclub already. I heard someone talking and laughing, then the music swelled again. “Oh, hello, sweetheart!”
After I explained what I had discovered, she gave a cool click of her tongue. “That Harvey! I knew there was something wrong with him. I’d love to see the look on his face when you march in and arrest him.” She covered the phone, and I heard her muffled voice, then a sultry giggle before she came back on the line again. “I trust in your abilities, Mr. Chambeaux, and I can’t wait to hear how it all turns out. But I have other plans tonight. Full moon, you know—and some of us werewolves only get to let loose a few days each month.”
I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Mrs. Jekyll, this could win your entire case, bring down Harvey Jekyll. You could end up with everything, or you could lose the whole company—depending on what happens.”
“And I trust you to do what’s best for me, sweetheart. Don’t worry, I have an alibi with plenty of witnesses! I may stop by the factory later, but some friends and I are at a pre-moonrise party.”
The music swelled, and Miranda hung up.
CHAPTER 40
Regardless of how much hard detective work I invest in a case, now and then a major lead miraculously falls into place—as if the cases really do solve themselves. That’s terrific when it happens, but sometimes the timing sucks.
We were heading out the door to go after Harvey Jekyll when the phone rang: Fletcher Knowles from Basilisk—and his voice sounded uncertain. “Hello, Mr. Chambeaux? I found something . . . something you should be aware of.”
“I’m busy right now, Fletcher. We’re just about to close a very large—”
He interrupted me. “I had to call you now, before she wakes up. I think I found the gun that was used to murder you.”
That stopped me in my tracks, just like the original bullet did.
He continued, “A big antique revolver—Smith and Wesson. That’s what the ballistics report said, right?”
My voice was a low growl. “Damn right.”
“I found the gun in Ivory’s dressing room. She’s been hiding it in one of her vanity drawers. But you need to get over here right away. It’s sunset, and she’ll be rising soon—you don’t have much time.”
I swallowed hard, thought about McGoo and the big arrest at JLPN, but I knew the choice I had to make. “I’ll be right there, Fletcher.” I hung up and turned to Sheyenne. “The gun that shot me is at Basilisk. Ivory’s been hiding it.”
“That bitch! If I wasn’t a ghost, I’d rip her fangs out, then move on to other body parts. I was going be a surgeon, you know. Hmmm, maybe if I used pliers . . .”
I looked at Robin and McGoo. “You guys have to take care of Jekyll. I need to do this—it could wrap up my own murder case, and Sheyenne’s.”
“We’ve got it, Shamble,” McGoo said. “Scout’s honor.”
“I’ll be there in spirit,” I said.
“I’ll be there in spirit,” Sheyenne said. “I’m going with you, Beaux. That vamp poisoned me and probably shot you to keep you from snooping around.”
“Happy to have you along.” I wasn’t going to prevent her from joining me anyway.
We all left in a rush. I don’t know which of us was in the greatest hurry.
Basilisk was closed for business until well after full dark; the neon sign was switched off. Dusk thickened into downright gloom as Sheyenne and I arrived, and Fletcher opened the door to hurry us into the dim nightclub. “I wasn’t sure what else to do, Mr. Chambeaux.” Nervous, he locked the door behind us. I gave my .38 a reassuring pat.
Fletcher spoke in a hushed voice as he led us toward Ivory’s dressing room in the back, a place to which I’d been invited many times, though I had studiously avoided it. “Ivory’s my biggest star, the best vamp singer I’ve ever heard, and it’s going to ruin business if we have to get rid of her. But if she did kill you . . .” He shook his head. His face looked as pale as his bleached goatee.
“Why would you help us?” Sheyenne asked.
He shrugged. “It’s one way to get you to come back and sing.”
Her translucent face clouded with anger. “Fletcher, if you help put away the vampire bitch that killed both of us, then I’ll come back and sing every Saturday night for free.”
“I hoped you would say something like that.” The manager led us down the hall behind the stage. “And you did me a good turn, too, Mr. Chambeaux, even though you didn’t mean to.”
“How’s that?”
“Remember Harry Talbot, the blood-bar owner who hired you to shut down my under-the-table blood sales? He’s actually a cool guy. Likes progressive-rock music, same as me. He turned me on to some excellent obscure bands.”
“So you’re not trying to drive each other out of business anymore?” I asked. Talbot had paid his fee to Chambeaux & Deyer and closed the case; I’d never heard anything more from him.
“Just the opposite! We’re in business together, my nightclub, his blood bar. We’re opening up another place or two. There’s certainly a market for it.”
We fell into a hush as we reached the closed door to Ivory’s dressing room. Fletcher turned the knob and the three of us entered. The vamp singer had a small makeup table and a chair, a ring of bright makeup lights, but no mirror (which wouldn’t have done her any good). The table was covered with small jars, brushes, facial primer, foundation, powder, pencils, a rainbow of eye shadows and blushes, and her signature glossy red lipstick. A vase held a dozen long-stemmed red roses. The walls were covered with photographs of Ivory nuzzling famous people.
Her double-wide mahogany coffin rested on a riser on the other side of the room. Ivory had spared no expense: This was the best coffin offered in any funeral parlor catalog, about ten times more expensive than the one Robin had bought for me.
Though the sun had gone down a full hour ago, the big vamp remained in her coffin. Nothing stirred in the dressing room.
Fletcher said in a whisper, “She likes to sleep late. I usually come in here just before dark to help her put on her face. Since she can’t use a mirror, it’s my job to prepare Ivory for her public. It sometimes takes an hour, and I have to tell her a dozen times how beautiful she looks, since she can’t see her reflection.”
“Where’s the gun?” I asked.
Fletcher slid open one of the vanity drawers to reveal a Smith & Wesson revolver, a big gleaming thing that could have been in a vampire’s collection since the Civil War. Ballistics would prove whether or not this was the gun that had shot me, but it was too much of a coincidence to swallow.
Sheyenne nudged the makeup jars and bottles. “And if I find a vial of toadstool poison, that would be the cherry on top of the sundae.”
Hearing the unmistakable sound of a creaking coffin lid, the three of us turned like startled rabbits facing the same rattlesnake. The big-breasted vampire extended her hands into the air, stretching, then sat up, yawning and rubbing the fuzz of sleep from her eyes.
When she saw us standing there, she recoiled as if she were the rabbit and we the rattlesnakes. “What are you all doing here? This is my private dressing room. Get out!” She quickly covered her face. “You can’t see me like this!”
Ivory did look a lot different without her makeup. She turned her gaze on the manager. Vampires are able to manipulate people with a seductive hypnotic glamour, but what she gave Fletcher was exactly the opposite. He shivered under the glare.
“We found the gun, Ivory.” I took a step forward to intervene. “What did I ever do to you? What made you upset enough to kill me?”
The vamp looked baffled. “Kill you, sugar? What are you talking about?”
Sheyenne pulled the Smith & Wesson from the drawer. “I’ve always known you poisoned me, and this is the gun that shot Dan, right here in your dressing room. Did you kill him because he was investigating my murder? Were you worried he’d catch you?”
I pulled my own .38 from the shoulder holster. The silver-jacketed slugs would do the trick.
More annoyed than afraid, the vampire diva climbed out, indignant but embarrassed by her fresh-out-of-the-coffin appearance. “I didn’t even have that gun when Dan was murdered, sugar. I just bought it two weeks ago.”
“What do you need a gun for?” I asked.
“For protection! In case you haven’t noticed, I’m the star here, and I’ve got my share of obsessive fans . . . though not as many as I’d like. Sometimes they don’t take no for an answer, so I decided to get a gun for peace of mind.” She turned her sultry gaze on me. “Although you never learned how to take yes for an answer, sugar.”
I tried to stay on point. “Then where did you get the gun?”
“I wanted something big, sturdy, reliable. It was a private sale. Cash. Very anonymous.”
“Ivory, if that’s the gun that murdered me, I deserve to know who owned it.”
The vamp considered that and agreed. “All right, but don’t tell him I told you. He might cut off my supplies, and I can’t have that.”
“Who?” Sheyenne demanded.
“Brondon Morris. He sold me the gun.”
CHAPTER 41
Leaving Basilisk, we rushed to the factory of Jekyll Lifestyle Products & Necroceuticals. McGoo would already be there with Robin, but he didn’t know that Harvey Jekyll wasn’t acting alone. Brondon Morris did some of Jekyll’s dirty work; apparently, he carried more than product samples in his case.
When we arrived after dark, the company was locked up tight, and a thick chain secured the fence gate and sally port. I was stuck outside.
The separate administrative building was dark and quiet, but I could see lights and hear nighttime generators humming inside the industrial complex. Perfumey vapors wafted from the smokestacks, venting the chemical operations on the process floor.
Sheyenne rattled, tugged, and twisted the padlocks and chain with her poltergeist hands, then drifted back, dismayed. “I can only do so much, Beaux. How did Robin and Officer McGoohan get in? Do you think he called for backup?”
“I’m guessing McGoo won’t want to share credit for the big arrest—he needs every brownie point for his personnel file.” I looked around, but saw no sign of them. I pulled out my phone and called Robin’s number. No answer. Maybe they had gone back to the offices in defeat, so I punched in that number, but the phone rang and rang until the voice mail kicked in. I tried one last call, to McGoo’s private phone. Again, no answer.
“We’ve got to get in there,” I said, very worried now. “Spooky, go scope the place out. Check the offices. I want to know where Robin and McGoo are—and if there’s anybody else inside.”
“Leave you here? I won’t be much good in a fight if I can’t touch Jekyll or Brondon—”
“Right now I’ll settle for recon.” She blew me a kiss, then flitted off through the fence and into the dark compound.
The bright lights from the factory windows told me something was going on in the main building. I regarded the fence, the razor wire on top. If my friends were in trouble, I wasn’t going to stay stuck out here in the cheap seats.
Bracing myself, I grabbed the chain links with stiff fingers, poked the toes of my shoes into the gaps, and hauled myself up. This was not my favorite thing to do. When I lurched over the curled razor wire, the sharp metal barbs tore the fabric of my shirt and pants, and I didn’t want to think what it was doing to my skin. I’d be seeing Miss Lujean Eccles for another patchup as soon as this was over. But if Robin and McGoo were in there and in trouble, I didn’t care how battered I got trying to save them. As I let myself drop, I heard a ripping sound, then I fell free. I got to my feet, brushed myself off, and staggered toward the factory and the open loading dock door.
From my earlier infiltration of JLPN during the garlic-laced shampoo case, I was already familiar with the big chemical vats on the process floor, the tanks of fragrances, base chemicals, active agents, dyes, and fillers. Mammoth horizontal stirrers churned the huge cauldrons, and the mixtures were piped off to bottling lines that filled containers, pasted on labels, sealed caps, and boxed up the necroceuticals for distribution.
During daylight hours, the factory was a synchronized, bustling place, filled with workers. Now most of the machinery was turned off, but I could still hear the sighing, burbling sounds of fermenting mixtures and chemical reactions.
I also heard voices, a man and a woman.
Brondon Morris, wearing a green plaid sport coat, had forced Robin up the metal steps and onto a catwalk on top of a huge vat. I saw no sign of McGoo or Jekyll, and I felt cold inside, fearing that McGoo might already be dead somewhere. What if Brondon had simply shot him in the back of the head, as he’d done to me, then coerced Robin in here?
Her hands were tied behind her back, and that got me angry. Brondon jabbed a gun directly in her face, forcing her to take another step along the catwalk. His broad grin was just like the one he had worn when flirting with the three zombie cougars. He was going to make her jump into the vat.
He brandished his gun, which looked like a .38, the type of weapon that had gunned me down in the street after Sheyenne and I left Grandma Wong’s shop. If that was the same gun, then this guy must really like to shoot me.
I drew my own revolver and lurched to the metal stairs before he could shove Robin over the edge. “I wouldn’t do that, Brondon!”
He swung his head around, startled, and looked down at me from atop the giant cauldron. “Dan Chambeaux!” He let out a mocking laugh to cover his surprise. “You really do keep rising from the grave.”
While he was momentarily distracted, Robin kicked him in the shin. It was the best she could do with her hands tied.
Brondon yelped, hopped on one foot, and swung the pistol back to her. “Stop that!” As fast as I could, I started running up the narrow steps along the side of the vat, although I knew I wouldn’t get there in time. Brondon didn’t know where to point the gun. He swung it back and forth. “I suggest you stop, Chambeaux! I’ve got plenty of bullets, and even if they don’t hurt you, imagine what they’ll do to your pretty little partner.”
I had made it halfway up the stairs, but I stopped, held up my handgun. “Don’t hurt her, Brondon.”
He rolled his eyes. “Of course I’m going to hurt her! Haven’t you been following the program? Toss your weapon across the floor.”
“Why in the world would I do that?” I decided to see how far I could push it. Moving slower now, I climbed two steps higher and kept my gaze fixed on his.
“Because I’ll shoot her right now if you don’t.” He pressed the barrel against her head, pushed hard, and Robin flinched back. “You’ve already seen what a bullet did to your skull. You choose—think fast! Three . . . two . . .”
“All right! Stop, I’ll do it.” I tossed my revolver over the metal stairs and onto the floor. It was the only advantage I’d had, but Brondon could easily kill Robin in an instant. Maybe if I could get him to soliloquize, as movie villains do, I could figure out something. I glared up at him. “I’ve unraveled your plot, Brondon. We know you sold your antique Smith and Wesson to Ivory after you killed me.” I pointed to the pistol in his hand, using that as an excuse to advance another step higher. “Did you use that .38 to shoot me down in the street a few nights ago?”
“It’s my new gun,” he said, admiring the weapon. “I wanted something lighter and more stylish.”
Robin’s dark eyes widened as she put the pieces together. She hadn’t known what Sheyenne and I learned from Ivory. “You’re the one who shot Dan?” She had real, heartwarming murder in her glare. “Why?”
I had been just about to ask the same question.
Brondon looked at Robin, annoyed, but she kept her back straight and refused to be pushed around. “He was closing in on me. I had to cover my tracks before he unraveled JLPN’s overall plan.”
Under other circumstances it might have been funny. “I never liked you, Brondon, but I was never after you—in fact, I had no idea you were involved in anything until tonight. Harvey Jekyll was the one in my sights. I followed him out to the dump with his hazardous chemicals, and we found the silver Straight Edge ring in his study. We know he’s the Grand Wizard.”
Brondon looked like a gorilla with indigestion. “I’m the Grand Wizard. I created Straight Edge. Harvey’s just a second banana, a wannabe with money.”
Now I was even more confused. “What are you talking about?”
Brondon wore a strange expression, then smiled. “Oh yes, I forgot—I never did get a chance to go over all the details before I shot you from behind. I decided it was better not to gloat, not to explain everything.”
“I wish you had. It would have made solving my murder a heck of a lot easier.”
“I didn’t know what you had discovered, but I couldn’t risk having you blow the whistle. Our new line of necroceuticals was being released in the Quarter, and I had to take you out of the picture.”
“Sorry to pee on your parade, Brondon, but I wasn’t looking into the new product line at all. I don’t even use the stuff.”
Brondon blinked. “But you were following me! I saw you.”
“Miranda Jekyll hired me to do covert surveillance on her husband. She wanted to catch Harvey having an affair so she’d have leverage for her divorce settlement. I was following you just to get to him.”
Robin said, “The cat’s out of the bag now, Brondon—you might as well explain it. Isn’t that what villains do?”
“I’m not the villain—I’m trying to save humanity.”
“Strange way of showing it,” I said. “With all those people dissolving horribly in the last couple of days.”
“Do you still have graveyard dirt in your ears? I said I’m saving humanity, not unnaturals. The whole line of necroceuticals was designed for this purpose, and this purpose alone.” Finally, the villain’s soliloquy! I used the distraction of his ranting to advance another two steps toward the catwalk.
“JLPN is the most popular toiletry line for unnaturals. All the monsters use our body washes, shampoos, deodorants, skin creams, perfumes and colognes, toothpaste, hair gel . . . and every single product is impregnated with a seemingly innocuous Compound X.”
“What an original name,” I said. “Compound W and Preparation H were both taken?”
Brondon sneered. “After prolonged use, Compound X saturates unnatural tissue. They don’t even know it. It raises no red flags on any chemical analysis. But now . . .” He spread his arms wide to indicate the factory floor and the bubbling cauldrons. Then he caught himself in the middle of his overly grandiose gesture, looked embarrassed, and trained the gun back on Robin to stop her from kicking him again. “With all of our advertising, the unnaturals will have to try the new and improved Fresh Loam line. And each new product contains a different, very special trace chemical.”
“Let me guess: Compound Y?”
“No! Compound Z! And when that innocuous chemical reacts with its counterpart Compound X, it becomes a deadly dissolvogen! The contaminated unnaturals disintegrate like the filth they are. They’ll drop like a plague of locusts flying through a cloud of insecticide. And because Compound Z is pervasive in the products used by all unnaturals for their personal hygiene needs, the monsters will be virtually extinct before they know what hit them. The streets will run pink with goo!”
I thought his crackpot plan was good enough to go on a website that listed top-ten nefarious schemes. Since I had never used any of his samples, my own body wasn’t affected when I was exposed to Compound Z. But poor Mel . . . and I even felt sorry for the three zombie cougars.
“If thousands of unnaturals melt into puddles on the same day, it won’t be hard to follow the bread crumbs back to JLPN’s product release,” Robin said. “Even if you kill us, someone will figure it out. You’ll go to the electric chair.”
Brondon snorted. “Do you really think the rest of the human race won’t applaud? Wholesome citizens will see this as a second chance, a cleansing after the Big Uneasy. How hard could it be to eradicate the few stragglers and take care of any new unnaturals as they arise? I’m betting that good people would say enough is enough and finish the job.”
Even without asking, I had another reason to be disgusted with the man. “I watched you flirt with Cindy, Sharon, and Victoria, saw you pretend to be their friend—and then you made them all just dissolve. You murdered them.”
Brondon shrugged. “Since when is it a crime to kill dead people?”
“I can make that case,” Robin said.
“Decent people are sick of bleeding hearts like you. Getting all uppity about human rights. Who cares about a few monsters? Harvey Jekyll and I will be celebrated as heroes.”
He tried to push Robin to the edge of the vat, but she held her ground. I wanted to lurch forward and strangle him, but I was still four steps from the top. I could never get to her in time.
Sheyenne’s ghost reappeared, flitting onto the process floor. She saw us, absorbed the tableau in an instant, and swept up in front of Brondon Morris, looking as scary as she could manage. “I’m not going to let you hurt Dan again! You killed him once.”
But Brondon knew a ghost couldn’t touch him. “Go ahead and say boo all you want. I killed you, too, when you got to be a pain in the ass. And you’re both still annoying.”
Sheyenne’s expression was outraged. Brondon looked at her and laughed. “You didn’t know? After you had such a strong allergic reaction to the Compound X in the sample you stole, I tried to do damage control, but you just had to send the sample out for chemical analysis, didn’t you? Then I found out you were Chambeaux’s girlfriend, and I caught him digging into JLPN business, saw him surreptitiously following Harvey. I could put two and two together. I had to get rid of you both.”
“Sheyenne had nothing to do with it!” I said.
“I poisoned Sheyenne’s drink at Basilisk—toadstool toxin. Tasteless, effective, nearly always fatal in a high enough dose. And I had plenty of it here in my chemical labs for research. Toadstools do wonders for certain skin conditions in unnaturals. After I killed you both, that should have been the end of it. Imagine my surprise when you both came back!”
I lurched up three more steps until I was almost at the top—but I was still unarmed. Brondon pushed Robin closer to the edge of the foul-smelling chemical vat. As she struggled to keep her balance, I yelled, “The Compound Z in that vat isn’t going to hurt Robin. She’s human.”
Brondon looked exasperated. “She can still drown!” He cocked the gun. “And that stuff’s caustic in high concentrations. We’ve done hundreds of animal trials on bunnies and puppies just to make sure. All part of JLPN’s dedication to quality control and safety before we go to market.”
He pointed the barrel directly into Robin’s face again. “Now, you’re going in, one way or the other.” He tightened his finger on the trigger.
The gunshot took me completely by surprise.
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I experienced a brief disorienting moment, like in a movie—I thought Brondon Morris had actually shot Robin. Instead, he spun around, grabbed his shoulder, and dropped his pistol on the catwalk.
Huffing and sweaty, McGoo stalked across the factory floor, his service revolver out. He was always a good shot.
Before I’d been killed, the two of us would often spend Saturday afternoons at the gun range, recreationally blowing holes in targets shaped like muggers, terrorists, werewolves, or hunchbacks. He always hit the bull’s-eye—center of chest, center of head. My shots were all over the place—not much finesse, but good enough to take down an opponent, regardless.
Brondon’s eyes bulged as he caught his balance and saw the cop. “You shot me!”
“Just winged you,” McGoo said, marching closer, keeping his revolver pointed up at the green plaid sport jacket. “Got your attention, though, didn’t I?”
Brondon opened and closed his mouth. “But . . . but you’re human!”
“And you’re an asshole.”
Even if McGoo hadn’t heard all the details of the nefarious JLPN plan, he had enough information to conclude that Brondon Morris was, indeed, an asshole.
Despite his bleeding shoulder, Brondon bent over and grabbed for the .38 he had dropped on the catwalk. Robin’s hands were tied, and she couldn’t get the gun herself, but just as his fingers touched the pistol, she pushed him with her hip hard enough to knock him off balance.
He tumbled into the chemical vat.
I wanted to cheer for her. I lurched up the last step and ran across the catwalk as Robin swayed to keep her balance. She teetered on the edge herself, but I grabbed her just in time and pulled her back from the precipice, holding her safe.
Sheyenne flitted close. “Officer McGoohan was handcuffed in Harvey Jekyll’s office in the admin building. I found him and unlocked his handcuffs, but since I can pass directly through walls, I got here faster than he could run.”
In the murky liquid, Brondon squawked and flailed, trying to stay afloat. Robin was appalled at what she had done. “I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to—”
“Yes, you did—and you did a good job,” I said as I worked to untie her hands.
Even though Brondon was human, the caustic chemicals began eating away at the fabric of his green plaid jacket. He sank under, then resurfaced, thrashing and flopping. His hair curled and fell off in clumps, and his skin steamed and bubbled; huge blisters covered his cheeks and forehead.
I should have thought to keep watch on Sheyenne. Although the ghost couldn’t touch people, she floated to the main controls and flicked on the powerful stirring unit. With a loud hum like a jet engine firing up, the beaters began to churn and chop the contents of the vat, creating a whirlpool.
Brondon reached out with swollen, steaming hands—and was sucked under. The beater made a loud thump as the motors strained to break the large chunk into more manageable bits. Then the stirrer continued to spin more smoothly.
Robin was shuddering and sobbing. “What a horrible way to die!”
“Don’t feel too sorry for him,” I said. “He meant to do that to you.”
Sheyenne had a disturbingly calm expression on her face as she returned to us. I said, “I didn’t know you were so ruthless.”
She didn’t look guilty at all; instead, she was indignant. “That man killed me. He put toadstool toxin in my drink! I suffered for days as the poison destroyed my body, one organ at a time. Brondon Morris did that to me—and he shot you too. More than once, in fact.” She sniffed. “Believe me, that might have looked messy, but he got off easy.”
Self-consciously, I touched the bullet hole in the back of my head and the putty-filled one in the front. I couldn’t argue with her logic.
McGoo bounded up the metal stairs to join us all on the catwalk, looking around with wide eyes. “We’re all right, McGoo,” I said.
Still self-righteous, Sheyenne presented herself to him and extended her forearms, wrists together. “Are you going to cuff me, Officer? You saw what I did.”
He peered into the churning, frothing vat as the beater kept working. A large rectangular swatch of green plaid floated to the top of the liquid, then was sucked under again.
After a long pause, McGoo said, “I didn’t see anything. He must have slipped on the catwalk.” He indicated a sign on the cinderblock wall next to a pile of pipes from a dismantled scaffold. WARNING: HAZARDOUS CHEMICALS. “Must be an internal problem at JLPN, insufficient safety precautions for the employees.” He looked over at Robin. “Someone should file a workers’ compensation suit.”
We descended the stairs, glad to be down from the vat. I retrieved my .38 from where I had tossed it. Robin rubbed her wrists, flexed her fingers. She smiled at me. “Thanks, I knew you’d come.”
On the side of the huge tank, a laminated sheet announced, SAFETY FIRST! THIS FACILITY HAS HAD ___ DAYS WITHOUT AN ACCIDENT. The number 121 had been written with a grease pencil that hung by a piece of twine next to the sign. With the side of my hand, I smeared out the 121, picked up the grease pencil, and wrote 0.
McGoo was still red-faced and panting as he looked around the process floor. He touched the back of his head and winced. “Jekyll’s around here somewhere. He’s the one who knocked me out.”
“We’ll have to send an emergency recall notice to all the stores and facilities that were about to release the new JLPN product line,” Robin said. “Get word out on the radio, have the mayor make a speech and warn all unnaturals. They can’t be allowed to use any necroceuticals that contain Compound Z.”
“You’ll do no such thing,” said a nasal voice. “That would destroy all our hopes and dreams.”
Harvey Jekyll walked onto the factory floor. A small bookish man with shrunken shoulders and large eyes, he looked more qualified to be a dungeon librarian than a corporate executive. “I’m afraid I can’t let any of you leave here—even the humans.” Jekyll’s nostrils flared, and the wrinkles on his brow furrowed together. “I’m very sorry that Brondon didn’t live to see our ultimate triumph. Do you know how hard it is to find a good, imaginative chemist who isn’t profit-motivated?”
“You can find him right there in the vat,” I said. “But you’ll have to strain out the pieces.”
Jekyll stepped forward, and I noticed how very small his shoes were; perhaps he bought them in the boys’ department. He had small, feminine hands, too. If clichés about endowment were accurate, that might have been another reason why Miranda was so eager for a divorce.
“Brondon was a crusader for humankind,” Jekyll said. “Under my auspices, he created products to make real human beings safe, to make us stand strong against the unnaturals.” Then, as if a thought had occurred to him, he raised his chin and smiled. “However, his death does now make me the official Grand Wizard of Straight Edge. That’s a silver lining, at least.”
We all just stared at him. Two villain soliloquies in one night?
“Harvey Jekyll, you’re under arrest for murder,” McGoo said. “Turn around and put your hands behind your back. I’m taking you in.”
“Oh, don’t be ridiculous, Officer. Murder of unnaturals? No one will care, and once I eliminate you all, I can pin everything on poor Brondon. That way he can serve a final purpose.” The mousy man strutted forward.
I laughed in disbelief. “You’re delusional, Mr. Jekyll. It’s three of us against you.”
Sheyenne flitted up to the catwalk and drifted down to join us, holding the gun that Brondon had dropped. “Four of us,” she said.
“Oh, that won’t be nearly enough,” Jekyll sneered. “One of Brondon’s greatest achievements was creating a concoction that makes a normal human strong enough to fight even an army of unnaturals.” He reached into his coat pocket and withdrew a capped test tube filled with emerald-green liquid. He yanked off the cork and downed the contents. From the grimace on Jekyll’s face, I assumed the potion was as vile as its creator had been.
Jekyll’s scrawny figure began to change.
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Jekyll’s entire body swelled up as if someone had hooked an air compressor to his nether orifice and inflated him like a Thanksgiving Day parade balloon. His shoulders expanded, his chest puffed out, and his shirt split into frayed tatters. His previously bald head sprouted thick shocks of wiry black hair. His eyes became huge, and his mouth sprouted square crooked teeth.
It didn’t take a private detective to figure out that this was the violent brute that had caused so much mayhem around the city.
Not one to call a committee meeting before making a decision, McGoo pointed his service revolver and shot Jekyll full in the chest. I didn’t blame him—this thing had torn the young Straight Edgers to pieces and staked Sheldon Fennerman to a brick wall.
Despite being shot, Jekyll kept growing and kept coming toward us. McGoo had used the revolver loaded with normal bullets, which he’d just fired at Brondon Morris, but I doubted the silver-jacketed ammo in his other pistol would have had any greater effect.
I drew my own .38 and started shooting. Getting into the spirit of the celebration, Sheyenne joined in with Brondon’s gun.
The bullets didn’t bounce off Jekyll’s hide, but were simply absorbed into his swelling flesh like raindrops in a mud puddle. The monstrous creature’s biceps bulged, and his fingernails turned into thick talons. Warts the size of hard-boiled eggs popped up on his leathery skin.
“That thing is ugly!” McGoo said.
No wonder the witches’ protective spell hadn’t been good enough to save Sheldon; this brute would have gotten over a bit of cockroach-enhanced indigestion without any trouble at all.
I’d caught only a glimpse as this creature had bounded out of the alley behind the Straight Edge headquarters, climbed to the rooftops, and sprinted away into the moonlight. The monster had bashed Hope Saldana’s mission, probably because the old woman aided and comforted unnaturals; he had ripped the four Straight Edgers into little pieces, no doubt because they were incompetent.
Or maybe he had other reasons. I didn’t see the point in psychoanalyzing a loose-cannon monster to figure out logical explanations for his actions.
And he had murdered Sheldon Fennerman.
With Jekyll’s transformation complete and his muscles as hard as braided steel cable, the slugs we had fired into him popped out of his body and pattered onto the factory floor. Sweating bullets, you might say.
The huge creature slammed a meat loaf–sized fist into the churning chemical vat beside him, puncturing it so that noxious fluids spewed across the floor. Then he tore down the metal staircase that ran up the side of the vat, bending the framework and hurling it across the factory floor with a loud clatter.
I kept firing until my pistol was empty. When Sheyenne had also emptied Brondon Morris’s gun, she dropped the weapon, and her ghost swooped into the Jekyll monster and passed entirely through his body, much to her frustration. Backing away, McGoo shot two more times.
His glowing eyes fixed on his first target, the monster came straight toward Robin.
I was not going to let this nightmare juggernaut harm a hair on her head. “Robin, get out of here!” I charged into monster Jekyll like a kid from a peewee football league trying to derail a locomotive—and I was about as successful.
I punched him hard in his cabbage-sized nose, which seemed like a good idea when I thought of it. Jekyll didn’t care which victim he got his huge paws on first. Since I was within reach, the brute grabbed my right arm. I struggled, but couldn’t break free.
With a merciless motion like someone tearing the wing off a roasted chicken, the monster yanked my arm out of its socket, pulled it free, and threw the limb aside like a used toothpick.
Sheyenne screamed.
“Dammit!” I reeled. That wasn’t going to be easy to fix, but at least I’d bought them a second or two. “McGoo, get her out of here!”
McGoo hauled Robin toward the exit next to the dismantled scaffolding and the sign on the wall that politely cautioned JLPN workers about the hazards of chemicals. “Come on!”
For some reason, I heard howling outside the factory.
Yanking my arm off wasn’t good enough for Jekyll. He lifted me bodily and hurled me against the giant chemical vat. I slammed into the curved side, leaving a man-shaped dent like something out of a Looney Tunes cartoon, then sprawled into the gushing Compound Z chemicals that continued to vomit out of the tank. I was drenched and disgusted, but fortunately the dissolvogen had no effect on me.
Leaving me behind, Jekyll bounded after McGoo and Robin. Even if they managed to get outside, this huge beast would catch up with them in only a few steps.
I tried to pick myself up. Lopsided and off balance without my right arm, I slipped in the oozing, steaming liquid and fell on my butt. A severed hand—not mine—plopped out of the punctured vat into the puddle beside me. Well-manicured . . . no doubt Brondon Morris’s.
Across the room, reenacting a scene from a bad horror movie, my detached arm flopped about, the hand clenching and unclenching, trying to finger-walk along the concrete. That’s the thing about being undead: After coming back to life, the pieces are very persistent.
McGoo threw open the door to get Robin outside, but before they could escape into the moonlit night, a Tasmanian Devil flurry of fur, muscles, claws, and fangs bounded into the factory, snarling and thrashing.
McGoo instinctively grabbed his other sidearm, the one loaded with silver bullets, and aimed at the vicious wolf-woman. But I saw the line of pearls that ringed the werewolf’s neck like a very expensive dog collar. “Don’t shoot, McGoo! It’s Miranda—Miranda Jekyll!”
The she-wolf hurled herself upon the bloated monstrosity that had been her husband. Jekyll twisted from side to side and swung at her, but Miranda sank her fangs into the rope-cable muscles of his neck. Her she-wolf body was covered with hair, made out of solid muscle, more sleek and attractive than her normal form.
Jekyll knocked his wife aside with an arm the size of a bent telephone pole and sent her sprawling across the concrete floor. She landed on all fours, and her paws skittered on the sealed surface. She just barely managed to keep herself from tumbling into the Compound Z–laced puddle.
Now we could add spousal abuse to her case against her husband.
Ignoring Miranda, the brute lurched toward my two friends like a poor man’s King Kong. Robin picked up one of the steel pipes from the scaffolding and brandished it to defend herself against the oncoming monster. “I have had a very rough night already!” She swung the pipe back and forth, but didn’t manage to look threatening.
I finally got to my feet and went after Jekyll with weaving footsteps. Armless and off balance, I must have looked like one of those clichéd Walking Dead zombies.
My severed arm crawled toward the door, working its way toward the monster. It was disorienting to try to move a part of my body from ten feet away, but the arm couldn’t wait for me to catch up. It had nearly reached him.
The chorus of howls outside grew louder—a whole pack of werewolves closing in.
Miranda bounded forward to join Robin and McGoo, her lips curled back, fangs bared. She plucked the metal pole out of Robin’s hands and faced Jekyll. The monster would tear them all to pieces in just a few seconds.
“Harvey!” I shouted. “For all your big talk, you’re just as unnatural as the rest of us!”
He turned his head to snarl at me. Jekyll wasn’t expecting my severed arm to grab onto his ankle with a grip like a ferocious poodle. He roared, looked down.
In that instant of distraction, Miranda swung the heavy steel pipe with all her lupine strength, like a golfer trying to make the longest drive on a championship course. She cracked him solidly between the legs. And regardless of how massive and muscular the Jekyll monstrosity was, he did not have testicles of steel.
Six bristling werewolves bounded through the door, letting out angry howls—Miranda’s friends from the full-moon party, I assumed. They loped forward, some walking on two legs, others reverting to a more animal form.
Preoccupied with his own agony, Jekyll didn’t even notice. His groan sounded significantly higher pitched than before. He bent over and seemed to fold down and shrink in upon himself. With a long, miserable whimper, he curled into a ball on the floor.
“That worked better than Kryptonite,” McGoo said, breathing hard.
“Bastard deserved it.” Miranda growled and slavered onto the moaning man on the floor, who reverted to his former mousy physique. “I have wanted to do that for years.”
Her werewolf friends prowled the factory floor, and Sheyenne circled, warning them to stay away from the deadly chemical puddles. I was surprised to see that one of the hairy man-wolves was Larry the lycanthrope hit man the Ricketts heirs had hired to harass me. Panting, Miranda smiled at the whole pack. “Thanks for coming, sweethearts.” She had unlocked the fence gate to let her werewolf friends in.
Finally, in the better-late-than-never department, we heard sirens in the distance. Taking no chances, McGoo slapped handcuffs on Harvey Jekyll’s wrists, although he had some difficulty prying the man’s hands away from his crotch.
Robin looked at the torn sleeve of my shirt and the empty socket where my arm had been ripped away. “Oh, Dan, your arm!” She retrieved the limb from the floor and carried it to me—although I don’t know what she expected me to do with it.
“My souvenir from the case,” I said, taking it from her with my remaining hand. The arm kept twitching in my grip.
Sheyenne was distraught and indignant. “We’ll get you to the Patchup Parlor. Miss Eccles can stitch you back together again. After what she did for Wendy, reattaching a severed arm can’t be beyond her abilities.”
“It’s obviously still functional.” I concentrated on my detached limb to make the fingers curl in the “OK” sign.
The sirens grew louder. McGoo went to stand outside the door, waving for the police. “How did they know to get here? I didn’t call for backup.”
“I did—after I set you loose,” Sheyenne said. “I can use a phone, you know. Wouldn’t be much of a receptionist if I couldn’t.”
By the time the cops rushed into the factory, guns drawn, the crisis was already over.
Miranda Jekyll paced and prowled around the factory floor, a mass of feral energy. “I wish we could plug that vat. Nasty stuff.”
“It’s draining into the floor grates,” Robin said. “What if Compound Z gets into the groundwater?”
Miranda’s snout curled. “The factory has holding tanks before any effluent is released into the sewer system. Environmental requirements.” She growled in frustration. “This is so not how I intended to spend my full moon.”
I held onto my right arm with my left hand. “Not how I expected to spend mine, either.”
Robin, though, was smiling. “We won’t have any further trouble litigating your case, Mrs. Jekyll. In fact, I have no doubt that all JLPN assets will belong entirely to you. Your husband is going to trial for multiple counts of murder, conspiracy, terrorist acts, attempted genocide, assault, felony property damage. Give me a few minutes—I can come up with plenty of other ideas for the district attorney.”
Miranda sniffed, and her fur started to look less ruffled. “Thank you, sweetheart. I feel better already.” Contentedly, she groomed the silky hair on her forepaw. Her werewolf friends let out a chorus of howls.
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I could feel the tug, and my shoulders rocked back and forth, but Lujean Eccles needed to make sure the stitches were tight. With my intact left hand, I gripped the side of her floral-print sofa for stability. Sheyenne passed surgical and taxidermy implements to Miss Eccles as she requested them. The sawbones pulled hard on the artificial sinew, then put her weight behind the effort, pressing on my right humerus until I felt the bone pop back into its shoulder socket.
“There you are, Mr. Chambeaux—as good as new.”
I concentrated on the fingers of my until-recently-detached arm and was relieved to see them curl down to the palm and straighten again. Next, I tried the hand, turning the wrist from side to side. I bent the elbow and finally raised the arm. “Excellent work, Miss Eccles.”
“It’s nice to have a repeat customer.” She began packing up her sewing kit.
“I’m not exactly glad to be a repeat customer.”
Sheyenne hovered above the repaired arm, concerned. “Can you feel your fingers?”
“What can I do to help?” Robin asked. “Does it hurt?”
“Doesn’t hurt . . . much. We’re back in business.” I held up my hand in a high-five gesture. Robin smiled and slapped my palm. Sheyenne did the same, although her spectral hand passed through mine. “I have good people to take care of me.”
Wendy the Patchwork Princess tottered into the sitting room, carrying my old jacket, which was amazingly clean and patched up again. It still looked tattered with the bullet holes sewn up in clumsy stitches, but it smelled fresh, and there was no sign of mud or blue fizziness.
“Sorry it’s not better,” she said.
“It’s just great, Wendy.” I ran my fingers over the black stitches that held the bullet holes together. “It has character, and I plan to wear it every day. From now on, this is my lucky jacket.”
“Lucky?” Robin said. “What kind of luck are you talking about?”
With her help, I shrugged my arms into the sleeves, straightened the collar, smoothed the lapels, and assessed my appearance in Miss Eccles’s parlor mirror. “I may look like I came off the discount rack in the used-body store, but this is who I am.”
“That’s the way we like you, Beaux,” Sheyenne said.
Maybe some flesh-colored upholstery tape would mask the stitches holding my arm back on, and makeup could cover the neatly sutured bullet holes across my torso. I resolved to remain well preserved, keep my regular appointments at Bruno & Heinrich’s Embalming Parlor for a touch-up, and spend more time at the All-Day/All-Nite Fitness Center.
Lujean Eccles placed her hands on her ample hips, pleased with her work. “Don’t feel bad about it, Mr. Chambeaux. Our scars tell stories of who we are and what we did. A person without marks hasn’t done anything.”
It was a good sentiment. “I’ll remember that.” I brushed off the front of my jacket and placed the fedora back on my head.
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After Jekyll’s crimes were exposed, the uproar among unnaturals was so great that all hell was about to break loose. The warning against JLPN’s new line of Compound Z–saturated necroceuticals went out wide. All product stockpiles were impounded, every bottle taken from the shelves; every tube of toothpaste, jar of hair cream, pack of emBalm, or bottle of skin softener was recalled and incinerated, just in case.
Even so, because of accidental glitches or just plain obstinate stupidity, seventeen more unnaturals dissolved into puddles of goo. But it could have been much worse....
The Dorset family returned to our offices, more desperate than ever. The medium, Millicent Sanchez, looked frazzled, her hair in disarray, her eyes bloodshot. The family looked defeated, the children so skittish they could barely concentrate on their video games.
“Breakfast, lunch, and dinner—it’s constant aggravation,” Jackie Dorset said. “Uncle Stan wakes us up at all hours of the night. He heckles the children while they’re doing homework. He chases away any guests we have over. There’s got to be a law against spectral stalking!”
“And law enforcement to go along with it,” Brad said. “Nobody will do anything to remove the nuisance.”
“Changes in the legal system take forever to implement,” Robin said with genuine sympathy.
“I’m just here as a courtesy,” Millicent Sanchez announced, sounding miffed. “This is the first time I have ever abandoned a client, but I can’t take any more.” She handed her notes and records to Robin. “I’ve never endured such persistent harassment from a ghost. It’s completely unprofessional. I have my other clients to worry about.”
Brad Dorset gave a resigned sigh. “Uncle Stan’s been vindictively haunting all of Millicent’s customers, trying to ruin her business.”
The medium pushed herself away from the conference room table. “Best of luck to you. No charge—just don’t ever call me again.”
As she reached the door, the needy ghost of inebriated Uncle Stan appeared with a gush of cold wind that blew the medium’s skirt up past her waist in a very unsatisfactory Marilyn Monroe steam-grate parody. Millicent Sanchez squealed, swatted at the air. Even though the ghost couldn’t touch her, she tripped and fell face-first to the floor in the reception area, much to Uncle Stan’s glee. She scrambled out of our offices on hands and knees.
Robin lurched to her feet and barked like a drill sergeant. “I will not stand for this! There will be standards of decorum in these offices!”
Uncle Stan’s puffy cheeks swelled out so he could let rip a very loud raspberry.
Just then Sheyenne appeared in front of the drunken ghost, cocked back her balled right fist, and punched Uncle Stan squarely in the nose. He reeled in shock, and Sheyenne drew herself up. “There’s more where that came from. If you try to terrorize our clients, you’ll have to come through me.” She raised both fists now. “You’ve done enough harm. You should be ashamed of yourself.”
Uncle Stan started blubbering. “They’re my family, my only family. You can’t keep me away from them! It’s cruel and unusual.”
“You’re the one who’s cruel and unusual,” muttered the boy Joshua, who then tried to concentrate on his game. Uncle Stan disrupted the game’s circuits, and the unit died with an electronic sigh of doom.
But Sheyenne was on a tear of her own. “Ghosts like you give apparitions everywhere a bad name! I’ve had to accept my situation—now do the same. Just because you don’t have a life anymore, it doesn’t give you the right to ruin somebody else’s life.”
“We loved you when you were alive, Uncle Stan,” Jackie said with a sniffle. “But you’re dead now. Please move on.”
“I’m not going anywhere,” the ghost said, then his expression fell. “I’ve got no place to go. I just wanted to be noticed and not forgotten.”
“Well, this isn’t the way to go about it,” Sheyenne scolded. “It’s tough enough for unnaturals to be accepted in this world. We’re fighting for our right to be treated as regular citizens, so we try to get along, be good neighbors, and not eat or attack one another. But you know what you are, with your spectral terrorism? A roadblock for all unnaturals trying to gain acceptance!”
Tears welled up in the ghost’s red-rimmed eyes, and he grew maudlin in the way only a long-term drunk can. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it.”
Jackie Dorset was emotional as well. “It’s not that we don’t love you, Uncle Stan, but we need our own space.”
Brad added, “After all, how can we miss you when you’re always there?”
“But I’m lonely!”
Robin pulled her chair closer to the table, put her elbows on the surface, and assumed her professional mediating-lawyer position. “Now that we’ve finally opened a genuine dialogue, maybe we can find a middle ground? You don’t need to be at opposite ends of the spectrum.”
“We’ve always been willing to talk,” Brad said. “If Uncle Stan would agree to a cease-fire.”
Sheyenne hovered by Uncle Stan like a tough enforcer, ready to punch him in the nose again. She had knocked some sense into him already.
“Maybe . . . we can pick one night a week when we’ll be glad to see you, and we can all be good company to one another,” Jackie said.
“You mean, like Sundays used to be?” Uncle Stan brightened. “And Wednesdays, and—”
“One day a week,” Brad said sternly.
Stan looked crestfallen, then lifted his eyes. “And holidays. How about holidays? Those should be family times.”
“Christmas and Thanksgiving only,” Brad conceded.
“And Easter. We have to get together for Easter.”
Jackie looked at her husband and grudgingly said, “Okay, Easter too.”
“And Arbor Day was always my favorite—”
“No,” Brad said.
Robin added, “Perhaps you’re going too far, sir.”
Uncle Stan let out a long sigh. “All right. Every Sunday, Thanksgiving, Christmas, and Easter.”
“But you have to agree to leave them in peace for the rest of the year,” Robin said.
The ghost blinked mournfully at the Dorsets. “You could still invite me over at other times, if you like. I mean . . . if we get along.”
“Your own behavior will dictate that,” Robin said. “This is a trial period.”
“I’ll change. I promise.”
“I have resources for you,” Robin added. “We can even line up some ghostly counseling services.”
The office was quiet for a few days, which gave us time to wrap up the cases we’d been working on. Sheyenne was happy to close several files: the emancipation of Ramen Ho-Tep, the Wannovich sisters’ lawsuit, the case of poor Sheldon Fennerman, and Miranda Jekyll’s divorce.
Miranda paid us a hefty bonus. In addition, the Chambeaux & Deyer share of the proceeds from the Alvin Ricketts art auction arrived, and Ramen Ho-Tep paid his bill with a golden scarab brooch from his private collection. With the welcome influx of cash, we were able to clear all of our overdue bills and pay off the remainder of my funeral expenses. (They had been weighing on me like a bunch of old student loans.)
We also had more than enough to buy a new company car, though Robin spent the money on getting the Pro Bono Mobile fixed instead. I could have bought a whole wardrobe of expensive tailored suits, but I had already decided to keep my old bullet-scarred jacket. Instead, we put the extra money into the operating expenses account, saving for a rainy day. The Unnatural Quarter had a lot of rainy days.
Sheyenne packed up the finished paperwork and closed case files in a bankers’ box and headed off to our storage unit. When Sheyenne was gone, Robin came in and sat on the corner of my desk. She had that concerned look on her face. “I worry about the risks you take, Dan. I tried to warn you, but you didn’t listen.”
“Oh, I listened. I just wasn’t careful enough.”
She sighed. “You’re dead, and I still worry about you.”
“Even these bullets can’t stop me from getting back up and going to work. But I won’t let it happen again—I promise I learned my lesson.”
“Or maybe you should take up a safer profession?”
I laughed. “Like being a zombie accountant? I’m a private investigator—that’s what I do. I can’t change that any more than you could close your law books and walk away from the legal profession.”
She smiled. “You’re right. You know me, and I know you.”
“That’s why we’re such a good team,” I said. “I’m here for you, no matter what.”
Robin came around the desk and threw her arms around my shoulders in a fierce hug. Fortunately, her fierceness didn’t knock loose any of the stitches Lujean Eccles had used to reattach my arm. She felt warm and smelled good, and I let her just stay there for as long as she wanted.
CHAPTER 45
On the following Saturday, Sheyenne and I went to the Metropolitan Natural History Museum to see Ramen Ho-Tep’s first public presentation. Despite his grudging acquiescence to the terms, the museum curator and his staff got behind the effort and provided substantial publicity. People flocked in to see the ambulatory mummy do his schtick.
“An afternoon at the museum,” Sheyenne said. “When we were still alive, we might have called this a genuine date.”
I grinned at her as we walked into the Ancient Egypt wing. “So why can’t we?”
A smile crept across her beautiful face. “Other than the obvious physical limitations, you mean?” She arched her eyebrows.
If she had ever finished med school, she would definitely have caused an increased pulse rate among her male patients.
“I’m not that kind of guy, Spooky. I don’t do that on a first date.”
She laughed. “Yes, you do. Or did I count wrong?” As if we had rehearsed it, we both took in a deep breath and let out a sigh. That one night would have to do. Dead guys can’t be choosy, and I would rather have a ghost of Sheyenne than any other real woman.
“We could go out for fondue,” I suggested. “In honor of Sheldon.”
“You’d have to invite Robin too. She’s the only one who could really enjoy the food.” Then her pragmatic streak came to the fore. “We could discuss cases, make it a tax-deductible meal.”
“Sounds good to me.”
A crowd of patrons, many of them school-aged children, had gathered around the exhibits and the artificial pyramid that held the ancient treasures. I glanced at my watch—we were just in time.
The museum intern designated as the mummy’s personal assistant (though Ramen Ho-Tep insisted on calling him a slave) hovered around the periphery of the audience, straightening chairs, nervous about this big debut. Recognizing us, the intern pointed to two empty chairs near the front; as guests of the former pharaoh, we had special VIP passes.
Lujean Eccles was also in the audience, accompanied by the Patchwork Princess. The museum had consulted with Miss Eccles on how to spiff up Ramen Ho-Tep for his public-speaking debut. A smile brightened Wendy’s crooked face when she noticed I was wearing the jacket she had stitched up. She waved, and I waved back.
The lights dimmed, and with great theatrical effect, the mummy of Ramen Ho-Tep rose from his sarcophagus and regarded the crowd, who oohed and aahed. The children’s eyes were as big as saucers. The mummy was indeed ready for prime time: His bandages were freshened, the stains removed, the caked dust whisked off him.
Seeing us, he swelled larger with self-confidence. “I was a pharaoh of Ancient Egypt!” His voice boomed, sounding impressive. “I ruled the lands from the Nubian Desert and Kush in Upper Egypt, down to Thebes, and the Nile Delta and Memphis.”
“Memphis?” asked a young boy. “Where Elvis lived?”
“No! I was the King.” Ramen Ho-Tep crossed his arms over his chest. “I had thousands of slaves, and I was worshipped by my people. They gave me gold, lapis lazuli, myrrh, and pretty little paintings on sheets of papyrus. I was a giant among men, worshipped as a god.” He stood barely five feet high, shrunken due to desiccation and dehydration. “My father was Nor-Man Ho-Tep, and before him was—” The mummy rattled off a string of names, none of which meant anything to the listeners.
When the audience started to yawn, the intern/slave scurried to the front and whispered, “Maybe you should skip the rest of the family tree, Mr. Ho-Tep.”
“How did you get to be a mummy?” a girl interrupted.
“Let me tell you, young lady.” Ramen Ho-Tep leaned forward. “When a great pharaoh dies, his body must be carefully preserved for the next life. I was taken to the House of the Dead by my priests and washed in palm wine and rinsed with water from the Nile. All my internal organs were removed—liver, lungs, stomach, intestines—and placed in canopic jars. That’s why I feel hollow inside to this day. The embalmers pushed a hook up my nose to pull out my brain, since I wasn’t using it anymore.”
“Eww,” said a chorus of audience members, mainly the adults.
“Do you need your brain now?” asked a boy.
“I really don’t miss it.”
Ramen Ho-Tep regarded the audience. “I had a beloved cat. As was tradition, and because I was Pharaoh of all Egypt, my cat was also mummified. Everyone needs a pet in the afterlife. His name was”—he uttered another mishmash of odd-sounding syllables, paused, then said, “It translates as Fluffy.”
The kids giggled.
Ramen Ho-Tep reveled in the attention as questions came at him from the audience. Bram Steffords stood at the back of the room, looking haughty, but unmistakably pleased with the presentation.
“This is going to work out just fine,” I whispered to Sheyenne. “Ramen Ho-Tep is in his element.” Glancing down, I saw that her ghostly hand was resting on mine, though I couldn’t feel it. Imagining that we were holding hands did produce a surprising warm swirly sensation in my stomach, though.
After the mummy had finished, and the audience members crowded forward to ask for his autograph on their program booklets, Sheyenne and I left the Ancient Egypt wing.
Now that I had time, I decided to spend a few minutes at the Necronomicon exhibit out in the central hall. I wasn’t a scientist, nor an occultist (the two professions now had more overlap than anyone ever imagined), but this book’s strange magical powers, not to mention a ludicrous set of coincidences and a rare planetary alignment, had changed the world.
If not for the Big Uneasy, I would have stayed dead after Brondon Morris shot me, and the cases wouldn’t have solved themselves. On the other hand, without the Big Uneasy, without JLPN’s scheme to eradicate the unnaturals, I probably wouldn’t have been shot in the first place....
Near the rare books displayed in high-security vitrines, I saw the large black-gowned form of Mavis Wannovich, wearing her pointed black hat and the star-and-moon spangled scarf. She held a thick notebook in her hands, scribbling notations. Well behaved and very clean, her sow-sister Alma rooted around the displays, pressing her dark eyes close to the glass so she could read the information cards.
The witch looked up with a smile on her face. “A pleasure to see you, Mr. Chambeaux. Alma’s here under a special dispensation—I’ve gotten her classified as a service pig.” Then her expression fell. “Oh, I heard about Mr. Fennerman. I’m so sorry our protective spell wasn’t good enough. I feel just terrible. That poor vampire!”
“Your protective spell worked, but it would have taken a howitzer to drive away that monster.” After an awkward moment of silence, I added, “You’re looking good . . . much more relaxed.”
Mavis self-consciously brushed down her frizzy black hair. “Thanks. Alma and I just had the most amazing spa and mud-bath treatment. Sometimes you have to pamper yourself.”
“How are your jobs going?” Sheyenne asked. “Is the publishing house treating you well?”
“Oh, yes. Now that our dispute is resolved, Howard Phillips is a fine company, and they definitely needed someone to organize their records. Alma and I have our work cut out for us. In fact, I’m here taking notes for the special rerelease of our annotated Necronomicon. There were typos in the previous printing, if you can believe that!” She rolled her eyes. Alma let out a loud confirmatory snort.
“Any progress on reversing your sister’s condition?” I asked.
“We’ll get around to that, but we’ve both been incredibly busy. Howard Phillips has an entire room full of slush-pile manuscripts. They’ve fallen far behind, all those aspiring authors just waiting for a response . . . Now it’s my responsibility to go through the shelves, alphabetize the submissions, and begin responding. I give each book a fair assessment, don’t pull any punches. And Alma can smell a bad manuscript from the other side of the room.”
The sow circled, pressed her snout against a display case, and came back to us.
Mavis added with a happy sigh, “This is my dream job, Mr. Chambeaux—working as an editor, dealing with writers, seeing a book through the publication process, typesetting, proofreading, printing. I want to thank you and Ms. Deyer for the opportunity. And yes, we will eventually start testing spells to reverse the effects on my sister, as soon as we institute some solid quality control.”
“If you’re satisfied with our service, would you write us a short testimonial—just a few sentences?” Sheyenne said. “Did you receive our bill, by the way? I can print up another one, if you’d like.”
“Oh, yes, don’t worry—the check is in the mail.” Mavis beamed. “And Alma and I would be honored to write you a glowing recommendation.” After pondering a moment, the witch added, “Now that I think of it, Mr. Chambeaux, you’ve been through such enthralling adventures in the Unnatural Quarter. Have you ever considered writing about some of your more interesting cases, penning a memoir? The world would be fascinated to read it . . . or at least a number of our special-edition subscribers would.”
I frowned. “Never thought about it.”
“Since Alma and I have such fond feelings for you, if you were to submit a manuscript to Howard Phillips Publishing, I would give it my fullest attention.”
Sheyenne hovered beside me. “Not a bad idea, Beaux. You could handwrite a few pages a day, and I’ll type them up. In less than a year, you’d finish a whole book.”
I wasn’t convinced, but seeing Sheyenne’s enthusiasm, I decided not to turn her down right away. “I’ll think about it.”
CHAPTER 46
In rare cases, the wheels of justice turn swiftly, like a steamroller.
The evidence against Harvey Jekyll was incontrovertible, and he did not deny the charges of his toiletry-based attempt at genocide. In fact, he seemed proud of himself, expecting “decent humanity” to rally to his defense. He was disappointed.
Meanwhile, the unnaturals demanded revenge, some incensed enough that they called for Brondon Morris’s identifiable body parts to be strained out of the chemical sludge from the factory vat and also put on trial. Such a demand would have made more sense if the pieces had been reanimated, but no such luck.
Instead, Jekyll had to face the music himself—and the music did not sound like Barry Manilow or the Carpenters.
In his final statement to the court, Jekyll said, “One day, you’ll see I was right. When the last humans are cowering under their beds because the monsters have taken over the world, you’ll all wish they’d used Zom-Be-Fresh.”
Verdict: Guilty.
Sentence: Death.
Knowing the brutish monster that Jekyll could become, the warden and prison guards were terrified to have him in their prison. Worried that he might sprout huge biceps and fangs if some additive in the prison pudding or chipped beef interacted with the trace residue of his transformational potion, they reinforced the cell walls and installed extra bars across the door. And all the while, the prisoner just sat there, a scrawny bald human who looked as if he should have been spending the days stroking a white Persian cat on his lap as he plotted the conquest of the world.
But prison rules didn’t allow him to have a cat.
After the trial wrapped up, Miranda Jekyll came to our offices to thank us profusely. She was lighthearted and aloof, completely free—and, in a way, scarier than ever. She was still dressed to kill, lavishly bedecked with jewelry, wearing a dress that had cost more than her imported automobile.
She was accompanied by a hunk—tall, dark, and handsome, exuding power and animal magnetism. He had long black hair that seemed to flow in a faint breeze every time he turned to show off his profile. His shirt was unbuttoned halfway down his chest. When he greeted us, he spoke in a luscious and exotic foreign accent.
Miranda introduced her male companion. “This is Hirsute, another once-a-month werewolf, my soul mate.”
I shook the man’s powerful hand. “Hirsute?”
“It’s French, I think,” Miranda said. She scratched her fingernails down his bulging sleeve. “He understands me like no one else ever has.” Hirsute raised Miranda’s hand, pressed it to his lips, and gave it a nibbling kiss. Her smile showed pointed teeth, and a purring growl came from the base of her throat.
“I’m just informing you that I won’t be at Harvey’s execution, sweethearts. I’ve got a scheduling conflict. I can’t understand why the judge would pick a date so close to the full moon, and you know I always have other plans. Besides, I don’t need to watch the little worm get fried. Thanks to you, I now control JLPN. I have more wealth than I ever expected to get in the divorce. And I have Hirsute.”
Though Jekyll Lifestyle Products and Necroceuticals took a severe financial hit from the scandal, Miranda had no intention of declaring bankruptcy. Her husband had been a frugal man and had squirreled away substantial liquid assets. If he’d succeeded with his Armageddon of unnatural meltdowns, he would have lost his customer base, so he had established contingency accounts. Miranda announced she would put the money back into JLPN to rehabilitate the company image.
With her new fortune, she had also purchased a large game preserve up in Montana, as well as her own private jet. “Over five hundred acres of pristine wilderness,” she said. “Completely fenced off, plenty of room to roam and hunt. Hirsute and I will fly there every month on the full moon, where we can tear off our clothes and just be free, running naked in the moonlight.”
“Sounds idyllic,” Robin said. “Maybe you should consider opening it for the use of all werewolves?”
“I’ll think about that, sweetheart. After Hirsute and I tire of it.”
Then Miranda and the hunky werewolf strolled off.
Given the furor surrounding the case, the judge put Harvey Jekyll’s execution on the fast track. Since he was a human, there was no need for any convoluted or supernatural means of dispatching him. He would go to the chair, which was affectionately named Sparky, Jr.
Because we were instrumental in solving the case, Robin, Sheyenne, and I received invitations to witness the execution, though it wasn’t exactly a social occasion. For years now, Robin had been a passionate defender of unnaturals, and her compelling speeches were vital in shaping public opinion; she had given brilliant testimony during Jekyll’s trial. Knowing that the mousy corporate head was actually going to die, however, gave her many second thoughts. She wrestled with her conscience and got over it.
So did I. I had only to think about Sheldon Fennerman pinned to the brick wall or Mel dissolving into goo at the dump.... Worst of all, Jekyll had tried to kill my friends.
No, I didn’t have any crisis of conscience.
Although Brondon Morris had actually murdered Sheyenne and me, we were satisfied to let Jekyll take the fall for it in the public eye. Behind the scenes, Jekyll might have been second banana to Brondon in many ways, but now he got to be the star of the show. It was sure to be an electrifying performance.
In the Pro Bono Mobile, we drove to the prison on execution day. Sheyenne rode in the backseat, although she could have drifted along at her own speed.
The main prison complex looked not unlike the JLPN chemical factory—Jekyll probably felt right at home. Outside the gate, a dozen human protesters carried signs in defense of Harvey Jekyll: EXECUTION IS MURDER! HARVEY’S A HERO! and STRAIGHT EDGE CAN SEE IT, WHY CAN’T YOU?
On the opposite side of the entry road, a large group of unnaturals had come for a tailgate party. They howled for Jekyll’s blood, flesh, and bones. (They were willing to settle for any scrap.)
A van for Jekyll Lifestyle Products & Necroceuticals was parked near them, with a huge banner: UNDER NEW MANAGEMENT! Three volunteer workers—lawn gnomes, I think—were handing out free samples to the crowd. The unnaturals were skeptical, but most pocketed the samples for later use.
After we showed our credentials and drove through the prison sally port, we made our way to the warden’s office. McGoo was already there and introduced us to the warden, who somberly shook Robin’s hand, then mine, and gave a polite nod to Sheyenne.
McGoo wore his best uniform, clean and pressed. This was the serious part of his job, and he wouldn’t have missed it for the world. “You ready for this, Shamble?”
“More ready than Harvey is.”
“Right this way,” the warden said. “We’re on a schedule.”
McGoo had brought popcorn, which I thought was in poor taste. He pushed the bag toward me as we turned toward the observation window that framed the medieval-looking electric chair. “Lighten up, Shamble. He’s the bad guy, dead to rights.”
“Dead to rights,” I agreed.
Then he told another one of his stupid jokes. “You know why witches fly on brooms? Because vacuum cleaner cords aren’t long enough.”
We fell into a hush as the prison guards led Harvey Jekyll into the death chamber, where he got to see Sparky, Jr. The little man didn’t resist or beg for mercy as they adjusted the seat to raise him, then secured the leather straps around his thin wrists and ankles. All the while, his owlish eyes looked at me through the observation window.
“I should have put the guy in prison back when he sold that garlic-laced vampire shampoo,” I said.
Robin agreed. “If we’d shut down the company then, he never would have had a chance to plan this whole scheme.”
“Brondon Morris still would have done it,” McGoo said.
“After today, we can all rest easy.” Sheyenne turned to me, suddenly concerned. “Do you think that’s what’ll happen? Is that why I came back as a ghost? Am I supposed to move on after I see justice done to my killers?”
“Do you want to leave?” My heart ached already, just looking at her.
“I’d rather stay with you.”
“I’d like that, Spooky. Death wouldn’t be the same without you.”
Sheyenne looked touched, then gave me a wink. “Besides, you and Robin couldn’t run the agency without me. You’re not going away, are you?”
“Don’t plan to.”
The prison guards washed Harvey’s bald scalp, added conductive cream, put damp sponges inside the metal cap, then tightened it onto his skull.
“Does that feel all right?” one of the guards asked. “Comfortable?”
“It’s just fine.” Jekyll did not take his eyes off me.
Unlike most traditional megalomaniacs, he didn’t deliver a long, eloquent speech, or curse us with his dying breath, or proclaim his innocence. He just waited as the clock ticked.
Because so many unnaturals wanted to see (and preferably participate in) the execution of this toiletries version of Adolf Hitler, the judge had chosen a guest executioner by lottery, rather than using the regular one. One lucky unnatural was allowed into the control room to do the honors. The winner was a simpering, bug-eyed lab assistant with a small hunchback.
When the second hand had swept around the clock to the appointed hour, the warden nodded to him. “Igor, throw the switch!”
I won’t dwell on the gruesome smoking and jittering blast that surged through Harvey Jekyll’s body. It wasn’t any more horrific than what he had done to his victims. The little bastard smoked, but at least he didn’t dissolve.
When it was over, Jekyll sagged into a lifeless mass in the chair. His eyes were screwed shut, his lips pulled back to expose his teeth in a death grimace. After the physician pronounced him dead, guards unstrapped him from Sparky, Jr., lifted him onto a gurney, and covered his body with a sheet.
Igor came out, grinning with delight and full of manic energy. He pulled out a phone camera and asked to have his picture taken with each of us. We obliged, and Sheyenne requested a copy of the photo so we could hang it on the wall of Chambeaux & Deyer Investigations.
The warden shook our hands. “A job well done. Justice isn’t always easy. Well worth the added cost in this month’s electric bill.”
McGoo clapped me on the shoulder, my damaged one, then apologized, thinking he’d hurt me. I let him believe that. I stood with Robin and Sheyenne, relieved, feeling the tension drain away. We had about five minutes of peace, in which we imagined a silly, happily-ever-after future.
Until Harvey Jekyll’s body rose from the gurney. He sat up from beneath the sheet and pulled it away from his burned head. His eyes were bright and focused. “Well, that was unpleasant.”
We all gaped at him. Statistics can really bite you in the ass. One in seventy-five return as zombies, with the odds favoring suicide or murder victims. Harvey Jekyll had been lucky. We hadn’t.
The warden let out an annoyed sigh.
Robin looked frightened. “We’re arguing the precedents, but the law currently states that even the most heinous criminal can be executed only once.”
“That law needs to be updated,” I growled.
The warden stood in front of Harvey Jekyll, extended his finger in a stern warning. “You’re free to go, Mr. Jekyll. But I never want to see you in here again. I hope you’ve learned your lesson.”
The prison guards went back to the lockers and retrieved a clean set of clothes for Jekyll and handed them to the small, newly undead man. Jekyll scowled down at his hands, flexed his fingers. “You’ve made me an unnatural? This qualifies as cruel and unusual. You’ll be hearing from my attorneys, I assure you.”
Trying to gather his dignity, Harvey Jekyll dressed, glaring at us all the while. His expression held more unspoken words than all of Robin’s legal tomes combined. He left the prison, a free unnatural man.
Jekyll didn’t need to threaten us. We got the message.
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CHAPTER 1
I never thought a golem could make me cry, but hearing the big clay guy’s sad story brought a tear to my normally bloodshot eyes. My business partner Robin, a lawyer (but don’t hold it against her), was weeping openly.
“It’s so tragic!” she sniffled.
“I thought so,” the golem said, lowering his sculpted head. “But I guess I’m biased.”
He had lurched into the offices of Chambeaux & Deyer Investigations with the ponderous and inexorable gait that all golems have. “Please—you’ve got to help me!”
Most clients introduce themselves like that, rather than with a “Hello, pleased to meet you.” Then again, nobody engages the services of a private investigator or lawyer unless there’s some kind of trouble brewing.
Then the golem added, “And you’ve got to help my people.”
Now, that was something new.
Golems are man-sized creatures fashioned out of clay, tailor-made for menial labor, brought to life by an animation spell. They serve their masters and don’t complain about minimum wage. Traditionally, the creatures are statuesque and bulky, their features dependent on the skill of the sculptor-magician that created them. I’ve seen do-it-yourself kits on the market, complete with facial molds and detailed instructions.
This golem was in bad shape: dried and flaking, his gray skin fissured with cracks. His features were rounded, generic, and less distinctive than a store mannequin’s. His brow was furrowed, his chapped gray lips pressed down in a frown.
“Please, come in, sir,” Robin said, hurrying out of her office into our lobby area. “We can see you right away.”
Robin Deyer is a young African American woman with anime-worthy brown eyes, a big heart, and a feisty disposition. She and I had formed a loose partnership in the Unnatural Quarter, sharing office space and helping each other on cases. Zombies, vampires, werewolves, witches, ghouls, and the gamut of monsters were underrepresented in the legal system, and unnaturals had problems just like anyone else. For a lawyer and a private investigator, there’s job security, if you can handle the clientele.
Since I was a zombie myself, I fit right in.
I’d been human, albeit jaded, when I first hung out my shingle as a PI, not quite down-and-out, but unsuccessful enough to settle for a nontraditional client base. Robin and I worked together for years in the Quarter before I got shot in the back of the head during a case gone wrong. Fortunately, being killed didn’t end my career. Since the Big Uneasy, staying dead isn’t as common as it used to be. I returned from the grave, cleaned myself up, and got back to work.
Thanks to high-quality embalming and meticulous personal care, I’m well preserved, not one of those rotting shamblers that give the undead such a bad name. My skin’s pallid, but the shadows under my eyes aren’t too bad, and mortician’s putty covers up the bullet’s exit hole in my skull, for the most part.
I stepped toward the golem and extended my hand. When the clay man took my grip, his hand was firm but powdery. “My partner and I would be happy to listen to your case, Mr. . . . ?”
“Sorry, I don’t know my name,” he said. “I’ve always wondered about that, though, and I’d be much obliged if you’d tell me.” He slowly turned around. In standard magical manufacturing, a golem’s name is etched in the soft clay on the back of his neck, where he can never see it for himself. “My fellow golems try to help one another, but none of us can read. We’re budget models.”
There it was, in block letters. “It says your name is Bill.”
“Oh. I like that name.” His frown softened, although the clay face was too stiff to be overly expressive. He stepped forward, disoriented. “Could I have some water, please?”
Sheyenne, the beautiful blond ghost who served as our receptionist, office manager, paralegal, business advisor, and whatever other titles she wanted to come up with, flitted away to the kitchenette and returned with one of the bottles of sparkling water that Robin kept in the office refrigerator. The golem took the bottle from Sheyenne’s translucent hands and unceremoniously poured it all over his skin. “Oh, bubbly! That tingles.”
It wasn’t what I’d expected him to do, but by then we were used to unusual clients.
Bill massaged the moistened clay, smoothing over the cracks and fissures of his skin, and let out a contented sigh. “Ah, that’s better! Little things can improve life in large ways.” As he wiped his face with the last drops of sparkling water, Bill’s expression cleared, became more animated. “Is that so much to ask? Civil treatment? Human decency? It wouldn’t even cost much—and yet my people have to endure the most appalling conditions. It’s a crime, plain and simple.” He swiveled around to include Robin, Sheyenne, and me. “That’s why I’ve come to you. I escaped, but my people remain enslaved. Please help us! This could be the biggest case in the history of the Unnatural Quarter.”
Plenty of clients make promises like that as well.
“Was there anyone in particular who gave us a referral?” Sheyenne asked. “We always like to thank our loyal clients.”
Now that the bottle of sparkling water was empty, she returned with a glass of tap water, which the golem accepted. Sheyenne saw no reason to give him the expensive stuff if he was just going to pour it all over his body.
“I saw your name on a tourist map. Everyone in town knows that Chambeaux and Deyer gives unnaturals a fair shake if there’s trouble.” He held out a rumpled, folded giveaway map carried by many businesses in the Quarter.
Sheyenne grinned at me. “See, Beaux? I told you our ad on the chamber-of-commerce map would be worth the investment.”
Since joining us, Sheyenne had worked tirelessly—not that ghosts got tired—to manage our business and keep Chambeaux & Deyer in the black. I had always been involved in too many cases to pay attention to paperwork, and Robin was inclined to embrace any client in trouble, whether or not he, she, or it could pay. I don’t know what I’d do without Sheyenne, professionally or personally.
Before her death, Sheyenne had been a med student, working her way through school as a cocktail waitress and occasional nightclub singer at one of the Unnatural Quarter’s high-end establishments. She and I had a thing in life, a relationship with real potential . . . that was snuffed out when Sheyenne was murdered, and then me too. Thus, our relationship was an uphill struggle. Live and learn.
While it’s corny to talk about “undying love,” fate gave us a second chance, then thumbed its nose at us and blew a big loud raspberry. Sheyenne and I each came back from the dead, in our respective ways—me as a zombie, and Sheyenne as a ghost—but ghosts can never touch any living, or formerly living, person. So much for the physical side of our relationship, but that doesn’t mean I don’t like having her around. In fact, I like it a lot. . . .
Now that he was moisturized, Bill the golem seemed refreshed, a new person, much more intense. He no longer flaked off clods of mud as he followed Robin into our conference room. She carried a yellow legal pad, ready to take notes for the new client intake meeting. Since it wasn’t yet clear whether Bill needed a detective, an attorney, or both, I joined them. Sheyenne brought more water, a whole pitcher this time. We let Bill have it all.
Golems aren’t the smartest action figures in the toy box—they don’t need to be—but even though Bill was uneducated and lacking in everyday life experience, he wasn’t unintelligent, and he had a very strong sense of right and wrong. When he started talking, his passion and sense of injustice were apparent. I realized he would make a powerful witness. Robin fell for him instantly. He was just her type of client.
“There are a hundred other illegal golems just like me,” Bill said. “Living in miserable conditions, slaves in a sweatshop, animated and put to work.”
“Who created you?” I asked. “Where is this sweatshop, and what work did you do?”
Bill’s clay brain could not hold three questions at a time, so he answered only two of them. “We manufacture Unnatural Quarter souvenirs—vampire ashtrays made with real vampire ash, T-shirts, place mats, paperweights, holders for toothpicks marketed as ‘stakes for itsy-bitsy vampires.’ ”
Recently I had noticed several new gift shops opening up in the Quarter, a chain called Kreepsakes. All those inane souvenirs had to come from somewhere.
More than a decade after the Big Uneasy brought back all the legendary monsters, normal humans were beginning to recover from their shock and horror, and a few brave tourists even ventured into the Quarter. This had never been the best part of town, but now businesses welcomed the increased tourism as an unexpected form of urban renewal.
“Our master is a necromancer who calls himself Maximus Max,” Bill continued. “The golems are mass produced, slapped together from uneven clay, then awakened by using a bootleg animation spell that he runs off on an old smelly mimeograph. Shoddy work, but he doesn’t care. He’s a slave driver.”
Robin grew more incensed every second. “This is outrageous! How can he get away with this right out in the open?”
“We labor hidden in an underground chamber, badly lit, no ventilation, not even an employee break room. We dry out and crumble.” He held up his big blunt fingers, bending them, then straightening them. He dipped his hand into the pitcher of water, leaving a murky residue in it. “We suffer constant aches and pains. As the mimeographed animation spell starts to fade, we can’t move very well, and when the aches get too bad, we fall apart. I’ve seen many of my coworkers, my friends, just crumble on the job, and then other golems have to sweep up the mess, dump it into a bin, while Maximus Max whips up a new batch of clay so he can create more golems. No one lasts very long.”
Robin wrote down detailed notes. She looked up, said in a soft compassionate voice, “And how did you escape, Bill?”
The golem shuddered. “There was an accident on the bottling line. When a batch of our Fires of Hell hot sauce melted the glass bottles and corroded the labeling machine, three of my golem friends had to clean up the mess. But the hot sauce ruined them, too, and they fell apart.
“I was in the second-wave cleanup crew, shoveling the mess into a wheelbarrow. Max commanded me to empty it into a Dumpster in the alley above, but he forgot to command me to come back. So when I was done, I just walked away.” Bill hung his head. “But my people are still there, still enslaved. Can you help me free them? Stop the suffering?”
I turned to the golem. “Why didn’t you go to the police when you escaped?”
The golem blinked his big artificial eyes, now that he was more moisturized. “Would they have listened to me? Legally speaking, I’m the necromancer’s property.”
Robin dabbed her eyes with a tissue and pushed her legal pad aside. “It sounds like a class-action lawsuit in the making, Bill. We can investigate the sweatshop for conformance to workplace safety codes. Armed with that information, I’ll find a sympathetic judge and file an injunction to stop the work line temporarily.”
I could see that Bill was disappointed. “I think he was hoping for something more immediate, Robin. I’ll talk to Officer McGoohan, see if he’ll raid the place, but it might take a day or two.”
The golem’s face showed increasing alarm. “But I can’t stay here—I’m not safe! Max will know where to find me.”
“How?” Robin asked.
“I’m an escaped golem looking for action and legal representation—where else would I go but Chambeaux and Deyer? That’s what the tourist map says.”
“I’ve got an idea,” I said and called for Sheyenne. The ghost appeared immediately. “See if Tiffany will stop by. Promise her I’ll come to her comedy improv in a couple of weeks if she does me a quick favor.”
Sheyenne responded with an impish grin. “Good idea, Beaux.”
As I said, most of the clients who darkened our door were people in trouble, but not Tiffany, the buffest—and butchest—vampire I’d ever met. She had a gruff demeanor and treated her life with the utmost seriousness the second time around.
It turned out the buff vamp had more of a sense of humor than I originally thought. Earlier that afternoon, Tiffany had dropped in wearing a grin that showed her white fangs; she waved a pack of tickets and asked if we’d come see her for open-mic night at the Laughing Skull, a comedy club down in Little Transylvania. I had been noncommittal at the time; maybe now we could trade favors....
“Who is that, Mr. Chambeaux?” Bill asked.
“An acquaintance. You’ll like her.”
I knew Tiffany from the All-Day/All-Nite Fitness Center, where I tried to keep myself in shape. Zombies didn’t have to worry about cholesterol levels or love handles, but it was important to maintain muscle tone and flexibility. The aftereffects of death can substantially impact one’s quality of life. While I worked out regularly, Tiffany was downright obsessive about it. She said she could bench-press a coffin filled with lead bricks (though why she would want to, I couldn’t say).
Like many vampires, Tiffany had invested well and didn’t need a regular job unless she wanted one. Due to her intimidating physique, I kept her in mind in case I ever needed extra muscle.
Sheyenne can be very persuasive, and Tiffany arrived within half an hour. She walked through the door wearing a denim work shirt and jeans. She had narrow hips, square shoulders, no waist, all muscle. She looked as if she were built out of solid concrete blocks; if any foolish vampire slayer had tried to pound a stake through her heart, it would have splintered into toothpicks on the first blow.
Tiffany gave a gruff nod of greeting to Robin and Sheyenne, but focused on me. “So, tell me what you’ve got, Chambeaux.” When Bill emerged from the conference room, Tiffany eyed him up and down. “You’re a big boy.”
“I was made that way. Mr. Chambeaux said you can keep me safe.”
“I’ll give you a place to stay, but you look like you can take care of yourself. Hang out at my house for a few days until this blows over.” Tiffany glanced at me, raised her eyebrows. “A few days—right, Chambeaux?”
Robin answered for me. “That should be all we need to start the legal proceedings.”
Bill’s clay lips rolled upward in a genuine smile now. “My people and I are indebted to you, Miss Tiffany.”
“No debt involved. I’m doing some work at home, installing shelves and a work bench in the garage, a dark-paneled den and wet bar in the basement. I need help putting in a heavy circular saw and a drill press. You could be useful.”
“Thanks for the favor, Tiffany,” I said.
The vampire gave me a brusque nod. “Don’t worry, he’ll be putty in my hands.”
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