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            1. MIRROR IN HER HAND

          

        

      

    

    
      I slow my pace as Chanel No. 5 wafts along the dingy corridor and hear a high heel tap-tap-tapping on the floor. Mrs Jennifer Carr is impatient.

      I scratch the stubble on my chin. If I’d thought she’d come to my shabby office instead of telephoning, I would have shaved. I want to think she’s dying to see me again, but I’m not that vain or naïve. She’s desperate to discover what I’d done with her stepdaughter.

      Otis Miller, Private Investigator is scrawled in chipped, white paint on the front door of my office. I push it open. The first room has a bare desk, a chair, and a brown couch where I sleep more often than not. This is where a secretary would be if I could afford one. It only takes me a few steps to cross to the inner room.

      The loveliest dame I ever saw is waiting for me inside. She sits in a chair in front of my battered desk, legs crossed to display their shapeliness. Golden waves cascade to her shoulders. Unforgettable blue eyes with long lashes survey me. Dark lipstick outlines her luscious mouth. A pale blue dress with a white scatter of polka dots hugs her curves. Her left shoe stops its tapping. I take off my fedora and toss it at the hat stand. I grin at my success when it stays on the hook. It’s been a while since I managed that. I shrug out of my trench coat and sling it over another hook. As I sit down in the chair opposite Jennifer, she leans forward. Her chair creaks.

      ‘Where have you been?’ she asks, almost a whine.

      ‘At an all-night diner. Getting an alibi.’

      ‘And?’ She pouts a little.

      I smile at her. ‘All A-OK.’

      She holds out her hand. ‘Show me.’

      She’s still wearing her white cotton gloves, although she’s placed her straw hat on the desk. I pull a handkerchief from my jacket pocket and unwrap it before placing it on the desk. Inside is a lock of black hair. Jennifer picks it up and examines it, holding it close to her eyes and smelling it. Does she need glasses?

      ‘It’s hers,’ I say.

      ‘I know. She always used that lemon shampoo.’

      Thoughtful of Audrey.

      ‘Black as night, white as snow, red as blood,’ she murmurs.

      ‘What’s that?’

      ‘Just a bargain someone else made,’ she says, a faraway look in her eyes. She nods and puts it back on the desk. ‘Any problems?’

      I reach over and pull the bottom drawer open. A whisky bottle nestles inside. I pick it up and hold the bottle up to the light. About three inches of amber liquid left. Well, I’d be able to afford a fresh one now – hell, as many bottles as I want.

      ‘Nah. Easy, like you said. Let’s celebrate.’

      ‘She didn’t put up a fight?’

      I give an incredulous laugh. ‘Her? She’s only a kid.’

      ‘She’s sixteen.’

      I ignore that. ‘And those midgets weren’t a problem either.’

      Jennifer raises one delicate arch of an eyebrow. ‘Midgets?’

      ‘Yeah, she was shacked up with a bunch of midget musicians at a freak show. They call themselves the Zambini Brothers.’

      ‘So, she’s dead?’

      I allow myself to sound cranky. ‘I said so, didn’t I?’

      She snaps open her black pocketbook and draws out a gold compact. The morning sunlight hits a diamond in the centre, and I blink away the sudden brilliance. It seems like an odd time to powder her nose, but what do I know?

      She clicks it open, then raises it to eye level and says, ‘Mirror, mirror, in my hand, who is the fairest in La La Land?’

      I’m gaping at her when I hear a tinny voice reply, ‘You are fair, beyond compare. Few can challenge you, it’s true, but soon Audrey will outshine you.’

      I drop the bottle. It bangs onto the desk. The amber liquid sloshes about but doesn’t leak out, to my relief. The compact clicks shut. When I look up, Jennifer’s pointing a tiny pearl-handled pistol at me, the latest Ruger LCP 300. It even has a silencer. Nice.

      ‘What the…’

      ‘The mirror never lies,’ she interjects, then milks the pause. ‘Unlike men.’ She licks her lips. ‘It’s too bad, Otis. I had fun with you. We could’ve had a lot more.’

      ‘Like the chauffeur?’ I ask.

      Jennifer’s face blanks for a moment, then she smiles and says, ‘Audrey has been telling tales.’ She shakes her head.

      ‘Did you have a lot of fun with him, too?’ To my surprise, I spit the words out. The thought of some other man kissing and caressing her is painful.

      I grab my Remington.

      But she’s faster. She shoots me twice, once in the chest and once in the shoulder. Even a bad shot couldn’t miss at that range. The shots push me back, but I still manage to fire. Burning white hot pain kicks in, and blackness swallows me.
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      I’d tracked Audrey to a travelling carnival. It was their last night in town, so I was lucky to find her. Candy floss and diesel overwhelmed my nostrils. Delighted screams filled the air. Several robots clanked around serving beverages. I bet the crowds gawping at them didn’t realise just how many humans were losing their jobs to the mechanical marvels in factories.

      Audrey was collecting tickets outside a canvas tent when I showed up. She was even prettier than the colour photo Jennifer had given me. The act was a troupe of seven midget acrobats called the Zambini Brothers. Although if I were Papa Zambini, I’d have some questions for Mama Zambini; one of them was an albino, one a redhead, and another was a negro.

      A helpful bearded lady told me the way to their caravan. I used my lock-picking skills to break in. The Zambini acrobats had given me pause; small or not, seven bodies would be a lot to contend with. Luckily, I’d brought along my Remington Model 9500. This wonder could shoot nerve gas pellets as well as bullets. I made myself as comfortable as I could on one of the small bunks and waited for them.

      It didn’t take long when they came back. The pellets came in real handy. Soon, the battered and bruised midgets were all trussed up like tiny turkeys, courtesy of the rope in my pockets. Pays to be prepared. I’d gagged them. Seven little men can make a lot of noise. I didn’t want anyone else joining our get-together. Conscious of their glares, I flicked open my pocket knife. I bent over her head, and the sweet-sharp scent of citrus disoriented me for a second. I lifted a handful of her glossy, black hair, exposing her slender neck. She shuddered. I marvelled at the smoothness and whiteness of her skin; it was even paler than her stepmother’s. I cut a lock, some of the hairs drifting to the dirt floor. Putting the lock into a handkerchief, I placed it in my jacket pocket. Now I had the evidence I needed to prove I’d carried out my task.

      Transparent pearls ran down her porcelain cheeks. Her slender shoulders shook with emotion while she cried. Jennifer’d told me that Audrey was a selfish, spoilt brat who treated everyone like dirt. But could I kill a young woman who’d done nothing to hurt me? My hand trembled a little as I replaced the pocket knife in my coat.

      ‘My stepmother sent you to murder me, didn’t she?’ she asked, her voice young and breathless.

      I shook my head. ‘Maybe I’m a tramp looking for some quick cash.’

      ‘Then why cut my hair? You want proof. For her.’ Her voice was thick with loathing. ‘I bet she hasn’t told you the truth about herself. She was my father’s second wife, only married him for his money. She encouraged him to order one of those prototypes from his factory, the new rocket cars, a Carr Dynamo?’

      I nodded. I knew those beauties, all chrome and curved fins. Way out of my league.

      ‘Then she said he needed a specialist mechanic for it, so he hired a new chauffeur, Joe. He was young and good looking. She started flirting with him.’ Audrey’s mouth twisted, and I wondered if there was some rivalry there. ‘But never when my father was around. I tried to warn him, but he wouldn’t listen. Next thing, my father’s dead in a car accident, and she looks like the cat that’s got the cream. Joe started acting cocky, and then he’s gone all of a sudden, disappeared. Nobody knows where he went.’

      I paced around the caravan. ‘What was his full name?’ I asked.

      ‘Joe Mercurelli.’

      I was tempted to untie her, but I resisted the impulse. Instead, I gagged her.

      ‘I’ll be back real soon. Stay nice and quiet, boys and girls.’

      Half an hour later, I returned from the nearest telephone box. My contact down at police headquarters confirmed the murder of a Joe Mercurelli.

      ‘Spill the beans. How did you know his body turned up two days ago?’

      ‘Pure luck, O’Malley. Cause of death?’

      ‘A bullet in the back.’

      Looked like Mrs Carr was fond of playing with the hired help. For a while.

      I released Audrey. At her insistence, I also untied the midgets. They weren’t happy. Only Audrey stopped them from launching themselves at me like human cannonballs. Then we had a nice long talk.
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      When I wake up, I’m lying on the floor, my chair toppled over on me. My sneezes reverberate around the office. Nobody’s cleaned the floor in a long time. The pain in my chest and shoulder is mostly gone. I push the chair away and sit up. My shirt has a bloodstain on the front and I know there will be a mass of dried blood on the back. I curse. Now, I’ve lost the one good white shirt to my name. I pull myself up, steady myself on the edge of the desk. I open the bottle of whisky and take a good slug. And another one. Only then do I look over.

      A woman is sprawled on the faded rug. The kickback from her pistol and my shot has thrown her almost to the door. I've shot her in the chest. Unlike me, she hasn’t survived. A small bloodstain on her dress and a pool of blood underneath her. The rug is ruined for sure. Damn, that was a present from my Aunt Bessie. Something else to replace.

      Steel grey waves frame her lined face. The blue eyes looking up at me are no longer large and lustrous with long black lashes, but small and deep set with scanty lashes. Her thin lips are drawn back in a snarl. Her wrinkled neck looks like a turkey’s. She’s a skinny old woman.

      My eyes widen and my mouth drops open in horror. I retch, and my throat burns. I stare at her, trying to understand. Is this the true Jennifer Carr?

      I take another slug of whisky.

      The pistol is lying near her right hand, but the gold compact has fallen open some distance away. I pick it up. Metal and crystal mechanisms show through the cracks in the glass.

      I whistle. We had shared our bodies, but not our secrets. If we had, she’d have known to load her gun with silver bullets. I try not to howl at the full moon, and I shave three times a day. Audrey hadn’t warned me her stepmother was a witch. Maybe she hadn’t known. I’m inclined to give her the benefit of the doubt.

      This makes things awkward. The plan was to dump Jennifer’s body somewhere public so they would soon find her. That would speed up Audrey being able to claim her whole inheritance. But no one would ever believe this husk was the beautiful widow even if the truth was spelled out in neon.

      So, her stepmother needs to disappear without a trace.

      Now, the unpleasant task of stripping the corpse. Nothing to link it to Mrs Jennifer Carr. I find myself apologising out loud to Jennifer for the indignity. I hope no one ever finds the body, for her sake as much as mine. Fingering the gold compact with the diamond, I half consider keeping it to pawn. It’s an expensive bauble. But it’s too risky. I wipe the fingerprints off the gun and plan to toss it into a garbage can in Skid Row. I try to stop myself swigging the rest of whisky before nightfall.

      When night finally arrives, I dash down to the street to make sure my car is unlocked. As I suspected; no shovel in the trunk. Then I carry Jennifer down to the first floor, her naked body wrapped up in the rug. Her blue-veined feet peeking out from under the rug are oddly touching. I check that the street is deserted and hurry out to my battered old automobile – no Carr Dynamo for me – I open the trunk and throw her in. A car rumbles by and I tense for a moment. I return for her empty pocketbook.

      There’s a small hardware store on the edge of town. I use some cash Jennifer gave me to buy a shovel, not a fancy electric model, just the basic one. Anyway, you can’t use an electric shovel in the desert. The old proprietor raises his bushy eyebrows but remains silent as he rings up my purchase. I’m not stupid enough to make up some excuse for why I’m buying a shovel at this time of night. Nothing to make me more memorable.
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      A moonlit drive into the Mojave Desert sounds romantic. It isn’t, not when you have a corpse in your trunk. I keep my speed steady along the highway, not too fast, not too slow, nothing to attract the cops’ attention. This far from the city, the black sky is blazing with stars. To my relief, it’s a few days from the full moon. Changing into a wolf is the last thing I need at the moment.

      The chill air hits me as I step out of the car. Not that it bothers me, my kind don’t feel the cold. I’ll be working up a sweat soon digging the grave anyway.

      I walk a long way – werewolf strength stands me in good stead – until I reach a cactus towering into the sky, and I start digging. It takes me a while. I don’t recommend digging a grave in sand, although it’s great for the muscles. The grave may not be deep enough to keep out the coyotes and vultures, but my back aches, and I’m ready to crawl into that new bottle of whisky I’d promised myself.

      I tip the rug and its contents into the grave and throw in her empty pocketbook. I open the gold compact and stare at the cracked glass. Will it work for me?

      ‘Mirror, mirror, in my hand, Who’s the fairest in La La Land?’

      The sound is so faint I have to put it to my ear to hear it.

      ‘You are not the one to ask, I have finished now my task.’

      I close it and hesitate; I’d like to keep a memento of Jennifer. But it’s too dicey. I shrug my shoulders and toss it in the grave before filling it in.

      That’s all that Jennifer’s scheming and murders got her – an unmarked grave in a desert and a bloodstained rug for a shroud.

      She must have thought she had it made, so full of beauty and vitality. Maybe it wasn’t just the money that had made me agree to her plan. Hell, after our first night together, I probably would have offered to do it for free. Jennifer was right, we could have had a whole lot of fun. We might have spent the rest of our lives together. So what if she was an evil crone? Nobody’s perfect.

      The memory of her luscious curves touching my body and her face close to mine, eyes closed in ecstasy, those cherry lips, makes me fling my head back and howl at the white orb above. The sound ripples out across the desert, and in the distance, my cousins the coyotes howl with me.

      Why hadn’t I chosen her? Maybe it could have turned out differently with me than her other boyfriends. I was wise to her games. We would have been a good match. Life with her would certainly never have been boring.

      And now Audrey has to wait five years until she’s twenty-one to get her full inheritance. Then two more for her stepmother to be officially declared dead. My payment will be a long time coming.

      I stand, looking at the grave. My life could have been so different.

      A breeze whispers past my ear as if it has a message for me.

      You couldn’t trust her. She would have double-crossed you and killed you in the end. You’d have murdered an innocent girl.

      I’d forgotten my principles for a while there, all for a beautiful dame. I’ve done some bad things, but I’ve killed no one who didn’t have it coming.

      I square my shoulders, turn away, and walk back to the car.

      Audrey can hock a few of those fancy ornaments in that mansion to pay me now. After all, she’s got her happy ending. The Zambini Brothers will look after her until she gets her inheritance. I’ve lost the dame, but money makes up for a lot.

      And no dame plays me for a patsy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2. TULLY AND THE GHOST

          

        

      

    

    
      Tully’s back was propped against the rough stone wall of the cell, his shaking legs stretched out on the packed earth. His sandaled feet narrowly avoided the head of the prisoner huddled opposite him. Only the murmuring crowd could be heard from the arena. The slaves must be raking sand over the blood and guts after the latest gladiatorial bout. He wasn’t sure what time the wild beasts would be paraded in the arena, never having been to the circuses himself but it was after noon so surely it must be soon.

      After exhausting all the gods of every pantheon to pray to, Tully was playing The Six Steps To Jupiter game to distract himself from his imminent and agonising death. He counted on his trembling fingers.

      ‘One, a dormouse, two, a cat hunts dormice – cats with their sharp teeth and claws – three, Bast is the cat-headed Jyptian goddess…’

      The gate to the cell rattled as it was unlocked. It creaked open as the bald arena overseer came in with four slaves, whose arms were piled high with sheepskins.

      ‘We needed those last night,’ said a middle-aged man with a thick mop of greying hair.

      The overseer smirked. ‘These aren’t for your comfort, you’re to put them on. See.’

      He demonstrated, dragging up an old Verminii woman and placing the sheepskin on her back. He pulled the attached sheep’s skull over her head before tying strings around her neck and around her middle to fasten
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