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ONE OF THE THINGS I really enjoy about being a PI is getting to be my own boss. As bosses go, I'm a peach. I don't fuss and grump if I get up later, or if I think I'd rather work from home instead of punching in at the office. And that's another perk, no time clock.

If I want an extra cup of coffee, no office spy is making notes on how many trips out of the cubicle I've made that day. Yep, working for me is a hell of a job.

Sometimes I even feel generous enough to pat myself on the back and say, "Good job, Tony. Great job."

Of course, every silver lining has its bit of tarnish here and there.

"Oh, Tonneee... I'm ho-omm..."

And that was mine, Franklin Amadeus Jackson, my housemate and business partner. Also, housekeeper, cook, and occasional nag.

I say nag because Frankie, as he preferred to be called did not like the idea of me sitting around the house when there was plenty of work going to waste. And as for the nagging, it wasn't the type used as comic routines in late-night 1950's sitcom reruns. No, it was more subtle, and considerably more irritating when applied liberally throughout the day. Especially coming from the package it's delivered in.

You see, besides being my housemate and business partner, Frankie is a reformed drag queen who can still fling the diva with the best of them... if the mood takes him, and you can toss that filthy thought right back where it came from. I'm very happily a guy who likes girls.

Frankie is also the entire catalog of contradictions all wrapped up in a nearly seven-foot-tall bundle of chocolate delight. He's a black man who could walk on and into a starting position on the Niner’s front line any time he desires. He's faster than their quickest wide receiver and stronger than their entire defensive line combined. I've seen him run down a former Olympic sprinter who jumped a bail bond and was witness to him humiliating an old west gunslinger. Get me drunk sometimes and I'll tell you the story. He can also cook just about any Iron Chef under the table. My waistline is testimony to that. I used to be able to chase a bad guy up the hill From the Embarcadero to Coit Tower and still have enough wind to tell him why he's wasting the air we could use for other things. Now I have to keep up with the jogging or, with the big guy's cooking, begin shopping at the big portion of the big and tall store. Like I said, contradictions.

Frankie's also a pop culture sponge, and me, I tend to think the Luddites are too liberal. I don't own a car or a driver's license. I also don't own a computer, flat-screen TV, or even a cell phone. Mine is black, made out of Bakelite, is close to a century old, and still works perfectly every time I need it. If I want the news, I read the paper. If I want some entertainment, I'll grab one of the books from my library. Believe me, there's a reason almost all timeless classic movies were based on even more classic books. And then there's the purveyor of nature's most perfect food not too far away, the Anchor Brewing Company, the creators of that golden foaming elixir called beer.

By the way, I'm Tony Mandolin. As the yellow pages' ad says, I find things, all kinds of things. If your pooch has been doggie napped, I bring it home and in one piece. If your grandpa's gold watch went missing, I get it back and leave the one who took it without asking a nice matching set of lumps as a thank you. If there's a dragon to be slain or a damsel in distress, I'm the knight you want on the job. I don't do marital relations though, I may be able to tell the average wet-work boys to stand down without flinching, but I'm no fool.

About fifteen years ago my life went from the mundane to the ridiculous. I took on a case to find a missing twin sister and wound up finding a vampire serial killer. Something clicked and my eyes were opened to the world of the weird that exists all around every one of us. Pixies, fairies, elves, trolls, goblins... they all exist and are in far greater numbers than even the Disney Corporation would be comfortable with.

Most of them are reasonably okay. If you don't bother them, they won't bug you, but some are just plain nasty, rude, and incredibly annoying. A few are dangerous, even when being nice and then there are the ones who think you'd be pretty tasty with a side of beans and a nice chianti.

A few, like the Winter Queen of the fae court, are downright scary, especially when she's considering having Momma Mandolin's baby boy on a leash. And all of them seem to wind up on my doorstep in one fashion or another. That's where the gnomes come in.

My house, bought from the fees collected during that case with the vampire because every mob boss in the city decided to toss money my way, not to mention the father of the twins who had more money than the feds, sits in a quiet southwestern facing neighborhood a few blocks south of the Haight. It's a small neighborhood, consisting of four Victorian homes that survived the 1906 big one. Across the street is a park, mainly a space with grass on it for the dogs to run, bark and do their business. That’s the park where Greystoke gets his walkies and socializes with the other pooches, exchanging doggie gossip and doing the dog equivalent of shaking hands, nose to bottom.

Because the house has a nice front yard and a decent view, I will sometimes sit in one of the two chairs I had put into the yard near the azalea bushes fronting the house. I say put into because that’s what I mean. They're wrought iron with redwood slats and mounted into concrete plugs that go four feet down into the topsoil. One night I was woken up when a couple of kids who thought it'd be cool to cart off my chairs tried to lift them. I think they still have to make regular visits to the chiropractor.

"My, my, my, my, but the garden sure looks like it could use some tender loving care," Frankie murmured from the porch.

"Like I said, earlier, big guy," I said, continuing to enjoy the view, "I'll take on a new case when I feel like it. Consider me to be on vacation."

"But... it's been nearly six months!" Frankie exclaimed, exasperation dripping from every syllable.

I leaned back so I could look up at him, and asked, "Am I running out of money?"

"Oh, good god, no," He replied, "The way you don't spend money, you'd have to outlive Bain to go through it all."

Bain was Landau Bain's last name. He's a wizard which also explains why he can talk about William Shakespeare from personal experience. He's also a moody alcoholic and sometimes scarier than any of the fae because of it. The money, on the other hand, came from Dracula, yes, that Dracula, who's actually a pretty nice guy. It was during that case where I was tasked with having to help Bain kill a dragon.

The vampire paid me for helping find his nephew in gold. Lots and lots of gold, but not the new and shiny American Eagles or British Sovereigns. No, pirate gold from the days of the Spanish Empire, which added a zero to the total value if I sold them as collector's pieces than just for the metal. Momma Mandolin's boy was rolling in it.

Frankie then sniffed, "Well... I think an agent of heaven would be out there righting wrongs and slaying demons."

Yeah, that's the other thing. After the last case where I was actually involved in killing a demon... okay so now it's two. I still say I had help, so why do I have to be tagged with the idiotic title, Demon Slayer?

Anyway, Michael, the angel. That's the guy, flaming sword, wings, impressive as hell...umm, anything, told me that I'd passed some kind of test and would be called upon when the need arose, yadda, yadda, yadda. I guess, so far, need had not woken up and I was enjoying the time off.

Then the big guy asked, "What about Captain Monahan? I haven't seen or heard from him in weeks! Maybe he has a case or three needing solving."

I was beginning to think this was boredom talking and not Frankie's inner nag.

I said, "Pat's a busy man, Frankie. And face it, being a PI, I'm way down there on the urgent call list where the police are concerned."

Pat Monahan was, for all intents and purposes my only real friend on the police force. In fact, our friendship goes back to the days we were still living with our parents. We went to high school together. After some college, he went one way and I went the other, but we still remained friends. Umm, mostly. Pat tends to take his work a lot more seriously than I do, especially the stuff with paperwork and policies attached.

Back when I was just beginning as a Private Investigator, Pat was a Police Lieutenant, and just about the only honest one in that department at the time. The leads in the case led right into the heart of that department and then headed upstairs.

There's a saying about a certain scatological river that flows downhill. My investigation exploded the dam supplying it, putting many of the top cops over Pat into prison, forcibly retiring most of the ones heading the police department, and making me an instant pariah, but I did manage to put enough evidence under the judges' noses proving Monahan was innocent of any corruption. That saved his job, but it also didn't make him many friends.

That was then. This is now. Pat's no longer one of the lieutenants, he's the Captain and, because of a little help from me and mine, he's got more closed cases than the rest of the departments combined. That makes him too visible and too necessary to replace, not that a few of the elites haven't tried. But that's for another day.

Let me tell you about the gnomes.


♦ ♦ ♦
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Gnomes, television commercials and kids cartoons aside, are not cute little fellows in red peaked caps wearing white beards. No, Gnomes are from one of those dimensions where humanity is neither wanted nor welcome. They stand about three to four feet in height and tend to wear leathers more than cotton or wool and the food they enjoy is not what you'd find in the bay area's better bistros. Well, maybe, if you waited a week and checked the dumpster in the back...

Don't get me wrong, some gnomes have beards, and some of those reach the ground, but rather than being jolly and roly-poly, those guys are as tough as rawhide. A few of them are what are called earth mages. I've seen a bit of that stuff in action. There's an old Chicago word, hinkey. It is as good a description as I can think of for earth magery. To put it bluntly, Gnomes are not nice people.

That brings me to my neighbor, Mrs. Podowski.

When I bought my house, Mrs. Podowski was kind of the assumed headmistress of the neighborhood. She also assumed I would toe the line just like everyone else simply on her say so. When I didn't, that put me right up there on the to-be-watched list. She had her binoculars stowed away after the first time I went from the shower to the kitchen sans towel, or anything else. That stunt got me a phone call from Pat asking me to please not annoy the angry woman any more than was necessary.

I guess she was one of those who knew the desk sergeant's number by heart.

So, I toned it down and kept my head down as well.

Things were pretty quiet after that and I didn't have to worry about a nosy neighbor going through my trash, and then Frankie showed up on the doorstep.

Mrs. Podowski fired up the rumor mill and began cranking the things out by the dozens. It was the big guy who put a stop to that nonsense.

He made her pies. Then he added cakes.

When he found out she was old-world Polish, he began baking her bread from the homeland.

Mrs. Podowski put on weight, and I got some space.

From there things went umm... fairly well, aside from the occasional war being fought on the front lawn, the rampaging giants, trolls, broken windows, and an insurant agent who looked seriously in need of a vacation whenever Mrs. Podowski came around. As long as the repair bills were taken care of... and Frankie kept baking, peace reigned in our time.

So, I wasn't all that shocked when Mrs. Podowski came across her lawn onto mine and stood there, on my grass, looking down at me through her 1950's secretary-style eyeglasses.

"Mister Mandolin," her upper east coast accent could have been used as a roofing material.

I put my book down and looked up at her, "Mrs. Podowski," I replied.

She didn't beat around the bush or any shrub, "I don't want you putting your troubles onto my shoulders."

"Huh?" I think I was rather clear there.

"You heard me, Mister Mandolin," She said, leaning forward and pointing behind her, "You keep your gawdamned clients off my front porch!"

"Huh?"

She pointed again, saying, "Get those little people off of my property!"

I had to partially stand to see behind her as my azaleas were really liking whatever the gardener was doing.

I saw the red peaked caps and muttered, "No fricking way..."

My neighbor had it right. Peaking at me from behind the azalea bush were six of the little garden gnomes, straight out of that travel agency commercial.

They were smaller than I thought they'd be. The tallest, cap included, couldn't have stood more than eighteen inches.

Mrs. Podowski wasn't giving an inch, "I don't care which way you do it, Mister Mandolin. I don't hold with this sort of thing going on, on my property. You keep your goings-on in your yard."

She gave me one last disapproving sniff and turned to stalk away, leaving me staring at the travel website commercial green room contingent that had immigrated to the bottom step of my porch.

I looked down at the little guys and asked, "Clients?"

I had odder ones before... I think.

They stood there, looking up at me, and every single one of the damn little things had mastered the art of the puppyeye. Yes, that's a word.

I was just thinking what the big guy would be saying at this moment when he came out onto the front porch, saying, "Tony, Captain Monahan just called. He couldn't wait on the... Oh my dear Aunt Petunia, what do we have here?"

"Big guy," I said, my eyes still on the gnomes, "I haven't the faintest idea."

"Are... are you Mister Anthony Mandolin?"

One of the little guys had asked that, but I couldn't tell which one. They were huddled together like sheep.

Typically, a collection of fairy creatures has a leader, so I asked, "Which one of you is the leader?"

That started a debate. It was like watching a Saturday morning cartoon in live action.

"Me! That's me!"

"No, I'm the leader."

Don't listen to them, I'm the leader."

"Me, me. It's me!"

And around, and around it went.

Frankie was smiling brightly enough to power every solar cell in the city. Me, I was getting my fill of the high-pitched squabble rapidly.

Finally, I'd had enough. I got out of my comfortable chair and walked over to where I could glare down at the red-capped pipsqueaks.

I said, just loudly enough to override the squabble, "Will you shut the hell up?"

They shut the hell up.

Every single one of those little bearded mouths clamped tight like a switch had been thrown.

"You," I pointed at the smallest of the... I guess gnomes, but they looked like nothing I saw in that weird side trip I once took with Bain, "Why are you looking for me?"

The others looked at the one I'd pointed to.

The one closest to him, nudged him forward, saying, "Go ahead Tripty, he's talking to you."

The one called Tripty cleared his throat and said, "Umm... we need your help. We can pay!" He added brightly as he held out his palm.

Nestled on it were three rubies the size of golf balls. They covered the palm.

I'd had a case where I had to learn how to judge and price various gems. Crystalline aluminum, well, actually, aluminum oxide, also called corundum. Good stones from the region of what used to be Burma can bring up to $1600 per caret. These looked to be in excess of a hundred carets each, so add a zero to that due to size. The little guy was holding out a fortune in anybody's credit range as if it was gum drops.

I said, nodding, "I can see that. Where did you get those?"

The little gnome glanced at his hand and said, still smiling, "We have lots of sparklies. We've had them for centuries. My granda gave me these. He says humans like them."

I murmured, "Yeah, your granda got that right. Big guy," I said to Frankie, "What do you make of these stones?"

Frankie's the only guy I know who keeps a jeweler's loop handy.

He bent down and held out his hand, it was about the size of the gnome holding the rubies.

He asked, "May I?"

"Certainly," The little gnome dropped the millions of dollars of red crystal into Frankie's palm.

Pulling out his loop, Frankie examined each of the stones, and then repeated the examination a second time.

"Tony," He said, a bit stunned, "I think we should take our new clients into the house."

So, we ended up in my front room. I was more than a bit surprised when the little guys accepted Greystoke's presence with something near to joy. My pony-sized German Shepherd accepted the acclaim and rubs as his due.

After a few minutes, Greystoke simply pulled away and padded out of the room.

"Beautiful dog," One of the gnomes said.

"Yes," Another agreed, "Would make a superb steed."

I decided it was time to change the subject before the little guys thought they could bargain for my dog.

"I'm going to ask one more time," I said, "Why are you looking for me, and if you don't give me a straight answer, you get those rubies back and you go back to where you came from, understood?"

"But..." One of the group said plaintively, "We did answer. Tripty said we needed your help... and we do!"

I grunted, "True, but that's also not an answer. It's too vague, too... fae. I deal in details guys and giving me details, no matter how uncomfortable doing so makes you, is the only way to get me to agree to help you."

The gnomes lost their smiles and then huddled, red pointy hats bobbing as their chatter went up an octave and doubled in speed.

Frankie tch'd his tongue, "Tony..." He said, "Don't you think you're being a bit hard on the little fellows?

"Not in the least, Frankie" I replied, "Don't you remember what happened the last time I agreed to a case from a nonhuman without getting all the facts?"

"Oh yes..." he replied, "Wasn't that the one where you wound up—"

"I remember well enough to not want to go back there, big guy," I interrupted, holding up a hand, "Let's not dwell on it."

He rumbled, "Gottcha."

Turning back to the gnomes I said, "Last chance. Going once... going twice..."

"Okay, okay!" Two of them said it at once.

After one nodded to the other, the chosen spokesgnome said, "At first we were afraid to approach the demonslayer..."

"Hold it right there," I snapped, "It was only one, and I had help, a hell of a lot of help."

"Umm... Tony?"

"Yeah, big guy?" I asked.

"It's two," Frankie said, holding up the correct number of fingers.

"Two what?" I asked.

He said, with the best poker face I'd ever seen, "Two demons. You've killed two. Remember the crone and the portal into the heart of the sun?"

As one, the gnomes fell to their knees crying, "Please don't kill us demonslayer! Please don't send us into the sun!"

In disgust I barked out, "That wasn't me, it was Bain, the wizard who opened the portal."

I shouldn't have mentioned Bain. The little guys lost all color in their faces and half of them fainted right there on the spot.

Those still upright and conscious were shivering where they stood.

One stammered, "B-B-B-Bain? Oh, Odin, we are doomed. Doomed..."

Frankie asked, "Did they just invoke Odin?"

I nodded, "Um-hmm. Seems it may be time to go grab a beer or two, don't you think?"

Frankie, still focused on the gnomes replied, "Um-hmmm."

We had to wait for the gnomes who had fainted before we could head over to the Snug. Even then there was the issue of getting there without attracting too much notice, and then I remembered where I lived. This was San Francisco, the City. Two guys walking down the sidewalk on one of the few nice days in Frisco accompanied by a covey of garden gnomes wouldn't raise an eyebrow. Not to mention the fact that most humans simply do not notice the fae about them.

Tiny, the owner, and operator of the Snug and also the human guise of Odin, the Norse All Father on the other hand raised both eyebrows.

"Tony, Frankie, why are you bringing six Tonttu into my bar?"

I said, "You know these little guys?"

Tiny looked at the gnomes and said, with a shrug, "Sure they're a family of Nisse Tomte Tomtenisse, or Tonttu for short. Good luck for a farmer, if the farmer knows how to respect the feelings of the Tonttu."

"Oh, really!" Frankie said, selecting a stool and sitting.

It was one of those rare quiet hours in the Snug, we and the gnomes were the only customers, so I felt comfortable talking to Tiny about what could be a rather lucrative case.

Tiny picked up a spotless stein and began polishing it as he talked, " Despite his small size, the Tonttu have a tremendous amount of strength, enough to carry off a cow if need be. The little folk are easily offended, whether it be by a lack of proper respect, lazy farmers, or merely the improper management of the farm.

"The farmer is almost always the target of tonttu retribution. As the protector of the farm and caretaker of livestock, his punishment for behaving badly in the eyes of the tonttu can be anything from a kick to the knee, or up to and including the killing off the livestock or the destruction of the farm itself. It does not pay to upset the little folk."

I glanced at the gnomes. They were all standing there watching the conversation looking more like bearded kindergartners than what Tiny had described.

"You've got to be pulling my leg, Tiny," I said, "These little guys act more as if they're scared of their own shadows. When they came into my yard, I'm sure if I shouted boo, every one of them would have fainted."

Frankie nodded in agreement, "Um-hmm, truth."

Tiny chuckled, well, there's something both of you forgot. Neither of you is a farmer, and Tony has a certain reputation among the fae, remember?"

Frankie, the ingrate murmured, "Oh yes... How could you forget that, Tony? You are known as the demonslayer. They said so."

"I know," I growled, "I was there."

Tiny's head slowly swiveled in my direction, "That's still going around?"

I said, "From what I hear, it's even worse since that thing with the crone and Bain."

"Bain!!" The gnomes shrieked, "Oh, Odin preserve us."

I muttered, "At least I'm not thought of as the biggest baddie on the block."

Tiny leaned forward onto the bar and asked, "What is it you need, friend Nisse? My humble establishment is here for sustenance and comfort."

I noticed he left off the aide part.

The gnomes all spoke up at once. The general consensus was beer and food.

Tiny pulled a pint for each of the gnomes. In their hands it looked like the equivalent of a five-gallon bucket to someone my size. Then he went into the back to whip up some eats.

As the door to the kitchen swung closed, I asked the gnomes, "All right, now's the time for clear, straight answers. Why were you looking for me? I know about the needed help, now I need to hear about the why."

"Umm..."

I imitated one of the TV judges, the one I hated out of all of them, "Umm is not an answer."

"We are afraid," The largest of the group, this meant he stood almost two feet high, cap included, said.

The smallest, the one called Tripty swiveled around on his stool after putting his empty stein down and belched.

"P'aron," He murmured, and then added, "We lost our pet."


♦ ♦ ♦
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I think I stared a bit longer than would be considered polite, but the little fellows just took it. I had to wonder, based on what Tiny said, was it my rep keeping them from taking offense?


Then I asked, "Did you say...pet?"



"Yes, pet," The little guy replied, nodding, "We need to find it before..." The rest died away as mumbles.

"Before what, hon?" Frankie asked.


"Umm..." Tripty said, "Before it gets hungry?"



Tiny, who’s returned to the bar, rubbed his forehead with his thumb and forefinger and asked, "What did you gnomes take on as a pet?"

All of the little guys looked at Tiny. Not one of them answered.

In an instant it wasn't Tiny looking down at the Gnomes, it was Odin, and he was not pleased.


"Answer the question," The Norse All-Father grated.



"Odin!" All of the gnomes squeaked, and then they were on their knees, "Forgive us, All-Father, we didn't know what it was when we took it in. It was so cute, so loving and so cuddly..."


"What—was—it?" Odin demanded, biting off each word.



"A... brugiti?" The gnomes made the statement a question.

"A brugiti?" Odin repeated, shaking his head, and then he was Tiny again, "And you brought that creature here, into this world? What were you thinking?"


"What's a brugiti?" I asked.

Shifting back to Tiny, he sighed, poured himself a beer, and drank it down in one.



"A brugiti is a creature not often mentioned in the mythology of either the Norse or their Celtic cousins," Tiny said.

He added, "It isn't often mentioned because most think it too horrible to include in the stories," He glared at the huddled gnomes.

"Umm..." Frankie said, "How come?"

Tiny gave the big guy a look packed full of foreboding, "Because when the brugiti becomes hungry and it is not fed in time, it changes, changes into a beast whose hunger cannot be satisfied."

Looking at the gnomes, he said in a menacing monotone, "And that is why it is against the laws of Asgaard to ever remove one from its sanctuary dimension where there is always more than enough food."

"But..." One of the mid-sized gnomes said, "It was so cuddly, and it purred."

"Of course, it did," Tiny retorted, "It was happy... at the time."

He glared at the gnomes a bit longer and then asked in a low growl, "How long has it been since your... pet was fed?"

More silence was the answer.

Tiny roared, the sound of the words echoing back and forth like the bar was a cathedral, "How Long?!"

The gnomes would have fainted again, right there on the floor, except I think a bit of Odin was put into the mix, so all that happened was a spreading stain on Tiny's polished oak.

Tiny muttered, "I'll clean that up later."

He fixed his glare upon the quaking gnomes, "How long?" He asked.

Frankie murmured to me, "I don't think this is going to be one of the easy ones, Tony."

One of the gnomes, from somewhere in the middle of the huddle squeaked, "A week?"

"Frig," Tiny muttered, "There already have to be deaths..."

He turned to look at me and asked, "Have you been contacted by the police recently?"

"Oh, my dear Lord," Frankie groaned, "Captain Monahan called, but he was in a rush. He said for you to get back to him ASAP. I'm sorry, Tony. I forgot."

I had a sick feeling I already knew what Monahan wanted to talk to me about.

I asked Tiny, "Can you tell me anything about this brugiti? Is there any way to capture or kill it?"

Tiny shook his head, "It's a shapeshifter, as so many of the Norse fae are. It could be anything from someone's dog to a beautiful woman or a movie star... until it begins to feed."

"Lovely," I grumped.

"It's not all bad, Tony," Tiny said, pulling another beer and sliding it to me, "There is a way to tell the brugiti, if one learns how, regardless of its chosen shape."

I drank and then asked, "Yeah? How?"

The brugiti has a distinct scent. Not unpleasant, but very distinct, unlike anything else there is."

I asked, "Can you describe it?"

"Like I said, Tony," Tiny said with a smile, "It's very distinctive and unlike anything else there is. You'll know it when you smell the brugiti."

The door opened and a group of hungry and thirsty folks came in.

Tiny sighed, "Back to work."

I said, "Same here. Can the little guys stay here? I need to go look up Monahan, and gnomes and the police..."

He nodded, "Sure, sure. Go do your job. They'll be safe here."

Frankie and I left and grabbed the bus that would take us down to where we could get a transfer to the one that stopped at City Hall. Pat had earned that promotion and now he worked at a station where I wasn't quite so well known, and as a consequence, not considered as something beneath doggie doody. In fact, a few of the boys in blue actually acted as if they respected me. It was kind of tough getting used to that.

Both rides were smooth and uneventful, and so was the walk through the metal detectors into the City Hall foyer. Oh, I had my not-so-legal Tony's Little Helpers, but I had them in a pocket that didn't allow the sensors to pick anything up. It's kind of nice having a wizard as an associate sometimes.

Come to think of it, they were a hell of a lot nicer to me than Monahan was.

"Where in the blazing blue blazes have you been?"

That was the family version of what I was greeted with when I walked into Pat's office.   This one had a secretary at a desk outside the door. She had let me in with a warning look, so I was somewhat prepared. The big guy stayed to chat fashion with the secretary.

"I was talking to a client, Pat," I replied, "That's what I do, remember? Not having a cell phone prevents me from being interrupted."

"I notice you didn't bring up the savings, Mandolin," Monahan growled, "You could buy the goddamned company."

He was right there. That Dracula case wound up putting my payment in the Bill Gates arena. I tended to ignore it, a lot... unless I needed to get something for the house or pay a bill if the month had been slow. Pat considered that attitude to be almost un-American.

I answered, "I'm here, so what's going on?"

Pat grabbed a folder and tossed it at me.

I was glad I hadn't eaten while I was at the Snug, the photos inside were of the stomach-turning variety.

I said, "It's a good thing the big guy stayed outside your office."

I pushed the photos away.

Pat just grunted.

Then he said, "Look at them all."

I did, horrific as they were, and then went back and looked again. There was something there...

"How many?" I asked.

Pat sighed and leaned back in his chair as he answered me, "So far an even half dozen, but that's not the worst part."

I asked as I closed the folder and put it back on Monahan's desk, "What is the worst part?"

"They were eaten."

I'd noticed the slightly different background in each photo, even though the mess of what used to be a body looked sickeningly similar.

Pat must have seen my grimace.

"I agree," He murmured, "Ignatova was quite specific in her description of the type of teeth marks and what they indicated."

Then he added, "In between bites of doughnut."

I replied, "She does seem to love her work."

Pat grunted again and then said, "You're on the case. Usual retainer and usual compensation. Try to keep the expenses down, Tony. I do have to watch the budget."

Monahan was assuming I'd take the case. I almost began to put up an objection, just for form's sake, and then it hit me, I was looking at brugiti leftovers. The killing had already begun, just as Tiny said.

Instead of turning Pat down, I asked, "Where were these pictures taken? I kind of need to know if I'm going to look at the crime scenes."

He slid another sheet of paper my way, saying, "There's the list of addresses, now get the hell out of here, the Chief's on his way down for yet another very important meeting."

The way he said it told me that Monahan thought the only one interested in this very important meeting was the Police Chief.

"Tony," Frankie gushed as I came out the door to Pat's office, "Sandy here is taking fashion classes at the new Chanel Institute, can you believe it? And she says I may be able to sit in on occasion as a guest!"

"Nice, big guy," I said, "Real nice. Come on, we've got to go."

I touched the brim of my hat and said, "Nice seeing you, Sandy."

She smiled and we left.

Frankie asked, "So... where to now, Tony?"

"Ignatova," I replied, "Seems she's got some info we need."

Pat’s promotion moved him to a separate building than the one holding the Medical Examiner’s office. The way the various metro offices are laid out, it took another transfer to get from city hall to the morgue, so it was getting near the end of the business day by the time we reached Ignatova's digs in the basement.

Ursula Ignatova is a tiny blonde thing with a significant Russian accent and an even more significant case of the munchies. Just about every time I see her, she's snacking. There's no telling how many burials were done in this city where the guest of the cemetery had assorted crumbs sewn into them after the examination.

I first met her over a decade ago when I was dealing with the vampire Simon, a salt sucker who had a taste for redheads. She was also Paul Verona's, not to ride the term to death, significant other, and both of the nerds, yes nerds, a term of respect from this quarter, had been the literal lifesavers of one tattered PI ever since.

There was this one time when Paul stuffed a batch of rapidly mixed chemicals down this troll's throat, and... well that was an earlier case, and I was here to see Ignatova.

We pushed through the flappy doors and saw an unusual sight, Ursula working on a stiff with no snack in either hand.

She glanced up as the bell tinkled.

"Tony, Frankie!" She exclaimed, "Come over here, you will find this fascinating!"

Nerds always think everyone else has the same interests as they do.

Frankie said, "Umm, I'll stay here and guard the door, okay?"

I'd noticed the amount of blood on the sheet under the corpse, and said, nodding, "Gotcha, big guy."

To Ursula, I said, "Be right there."

Frankie glanced around and brightened immediately, "She has Bon Appetit? You kids go play; I'll be just fine right here."

As I headed over to Ignatova and her current guest, I heard Frankie coo, "Ooo... truffled game hen... with port. Hmm..."

It looked like I was going to be having game hen for dinner. To me they were just pigmy chickens, but what the hell...

Ursula pointed with a bloody pair of forceps, "See there? Those are toothmarks! Exciting, right?"

I looked, but I didn't see. At least not what Ignatova saw. What I saw looked like someone had gone after the poor guy with a handheld woodchipper. Yeah, the face was still there and so were the hands and feet, but most of the middle was gone, right down to the spine.

"At first it looked as though some sort of power tool was used..." Ignatova was talking, "But then as I examined closer, I saw what appeared to be feeding activity. This person, just like all the others was not so much killed as eaten to death."

She seemed absolutely gleeful about it.

I tried changing the subject, just a bit, "How's Paul?" I asked.

Her hands still deep into the remains of John Doe, Ursula said brightly, "Oh, he is just fine. He is up in the Redwoods in Humboldt County. There are reports of a mutation in certain newts that have caused their secretions to become a narcotic. He is collecting samples for examination."

"Narcotic newts?" I asked.

She looked at me through her glasses, "Yes, narcotic. It seems the food source of the newts has been ingesting the leaves of the cannabis plants that grow there. Just like the ants of the Brazilian Rain Forest who give the arrow frogs their poison."

"Ah," I said, thinking I needed to catch up on my National Geographic reading list.

Coming back to the case at hand, I asked, "Teeth marks, eh? Do you see anything about them I might be able to use?"

She straightened and looked at me, smiling, "Oh, this is a Mandolin Madness case, yes?"

Mandolin Madness or MM is what Pat and most of the SF Police Department call any of the cases that are far enough out of the mainstream that the authorities feel they have no other option but to give me a call. This one? Yeah, no doubt at all.

I nodded, and Ursula pointed, "If you look closely at these marks on the spinal column, especially in the thoracic region, you will see something missing."

I muttered, "Yeah, most of whoever this poor guy was."

She chuckled and said, "Nyet, Tony. I am talking about the type of markings left by the teeth, they are all canine, no incisor. There was no chiseling away of material, it was all tearing. Whatever creature did this, its teeth are all pointed, and based on the damage, at least three to four inches long."

Oh... joy. Why was that awful movie about those critters coming to mind?

I asked, "Anything else you can tell me?"

She shrugged, "Whatever did this damage has jaws more powerful than any dog, perhaps as powerful as a large bear."

"Yeah..." I said, "Thanks, Ursula. I appreciate it. Tell Paul hi when you see him."

She nodded, smiling, and went back to digging around John's insides as she pulled out a candy bar from her lab coat.

Frankie was writing something down into his notebook as I pushed back out through the doors.

The big guy looked up at me and beamed, saying, "Oh you are going to love this recipe, Tony."

I really did not want to talk or even think about food right then, so I said, "Yeah, big guy, I'm sure I will. Come on, we've got to check back with Monahan."

"Oh?" He asked, "You got some clues?"

"More than I wanted, Frankie," I said, "More than I wanted."


♦ ♦ ♦
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Chapter 4
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It was a couple of blocks to the bus stop that would get us back to City Hall's neighborhood.

We were on Brannon, walking toward 3rd when a voice said, "Mandolin! Hands up, and back into this alley."

The voice was familiar, but I wasn't placing it.

"I said...” it repeated, “hands up, or I shoot you right now!"

"Tony..." Frankie murmured.

The street was nearly empty. Brannon is a commercial neighborhood, mostly small businesses catering to industry and contractors. There's almost no foot traffic, not like the Market District.

"Shut up, pervert!" The voice snapped, "Last time, back into the alley, hands up or I plug you both, here and now."

I knew that voice. I was sure I knew it. I tried sifting through the old attic for clues.

"I-is this a robbery?" Frankie asked, his voice up into his higher registers, "We have some money. I can pull it out—"

I said... shut up!" our unwelcome acquaintance snapped, "Now, both of you, hands on the wall. Mandolin," he continued, "You don't know how long I've been waiting for this."

"When did you get out Rorche?" I asked.

The attic had delivered its clue.

Walter Rorche, a bent cop. A former police Lieutenant Detective who thought he could play two competing crime families off the other while pocketing profits from both. Rorche was the best friend of the cop I'd brought down with my investigation into the corruption racket that was trying to pin the blame for its crimes on then Lieutenant Patrick Monahan. The fact that the corrupt cop was also sending bribe monies Walter’s way only added to the hatred Rorche felt for me when everything collapsed, sending quite a few of his drinking buddies into orange jumpsuits. Seems a working stiff like a brand-new PI wasn't supposed to be able to win against City Hall.

"Rorche?" Frankie squeaked, "Walter Rorche? Oh, my dear sweet Jesus."

Rorche snarled, "I said... shaddap!" as he lashed out at Frankie with the butt of his gun.

I'd reached into my coat at the moment he'd ordered us into the alley, and I had one of the witch’s vials in my hand. I'd seen the color. It was yellow.

I whispered, "Frankie, you okay to run?"

He nodded.

I shifted my grip on the vial and said, "Hold your breath and run," and tossed the vial at the ground near my feet.

"What?"

Rorche's bellow echoed in the alley, and then I heard, "Mandolin! Where the hell are you, you crud. I'm gonna kill you! I swear it! I'm gonna... ohhh... dizzy. Can't think..."

Frankie and I didn't stop running until we turned the corner onto 3rd.

He asked, "How long do you think that vial will last, Tony?"

I shrugged, "No idea, but I'm hoping it's long enough for us to get on the bus. Rorche is crazy enough to try shooting us right out in the open, onlookers or no."

"Do you think Captain Monahan knows about Rorche?" Frankie asked.

"I don't know big guy," I answered, "But I sure as hell am going to make sure he does."

We made it onto the bus without seeing Rorche's ugly face, but I did catch sight of him as we pulled into traffic. He was shouting something and waving that gun, a snub-nosed revolver. Yep, he was still insane. Lovely.

Frankie was watching as well.

The big guy murmured, "I don't think we'll ever be friends."

We were in the back seat. I like it there because I can see everyone else on the bus. Believe me, it’s a survival trait.

From that vantage point, it was easy to watch Rorche as we pulled away. Then I saw him dart back down Brannon. Why? And then I saw the reason, a certain black limo I knew only too well was coming through traffic to slot in right behind our bus.

It seemed Luccesi had an interest in what was going on.

I said to Frankie, "We're getting off on the next stop."

"But..." He replied, "We have about five more to go before we're at City Hall."

"I know," I said, "But it seems Luccesi will be driving us there."

I pointed down at the limo.

"Oh," Was the response.

We got off the bus and waited for the limo while the passengers got off and on. Then the bus pulled away and the limo took its place at the stop.

The back door opened, and the muzzle of a Desert Eagle greeted me.

"Please get in, Mister Mandolin, we have a certain matter to discuss."

That was Luccesi's voice, but not Luccesi's gun.

As we hesitated, Luccesi spoke, "Please, Mister Mandolin, I would rather Bartholomew did not shoot you needlessly. Mister Jackson, your presence is also requested."

This was the most well-mannered kidnapping I'd ever been involved in.

I said, "You don't need the gun Luccesi, we'll get in."

Luccesi grunted and then said, as the big guy and I climbed into the Limo's extravagant back seat, facing the crime lord, "Perhaps, perhaps not Mister Mandolin. I have received very disturbing information with very disturbing evidence accompanying it. Your weapons, please."

He held out his hand, palm up.

I said, "Might as well go along with him, big guy," as I pulled out my gun and my weighted baton.

Frankie said, "But it was a gift."

"And it will be returned to you, Mister Jackson," Luccesi said, still holding out his hand, "If the accusations prove untrue."

Frankie sighed, "Oh, very well, here," and handed Luccesi his ax.

The thing looked and was sharper than a straight razor. It had twin moon blades and was made by a guy who likely wasn't human in a dimension I had no wish to revisit. I had no idea how the big guy managed to carry it without it being obvious.

Luccesi's eyebrows went up as he saw the ax. I saw Bartholomew's eyes widen, but both men were far too disciplined to say anything.

Putting the ax aside, Luccesi said, "Thank you, Mister Mandolin. Your acquiescence already adds weight to the notion that the accusations, regardless of proof may be false. A guilty man would likely have not been so accommodating."

"Guilty," I asked, "Of what?"

Luccesi replied as calmly and formally as the rest of the conversation had been going, "Murder, assassination, perhaps a movement to shift the balance of power?"

I glanced at Frankie, he seemed as baffled as I felt.

I said, "I have no idea in hell what you're talking about, Luccesi. When was I supposed to be doing all of this... power playing?"

"According to our informant," Luccesi said, "For the past week beginning on Monday morning. A memory card with the corroborating video was supplied as proof."

I nodded and then asked, "And where was I supposed to be at the time? Does the evidence show that?"

"Yes, Mister Mandolin," Luccesi replied, "It does. Are you familiar with a little-known part of the southern waterfront known as Opera Alley?"

Hell, who wasn't? That was one of the places even the gangs weren't all that willing to go. As the gap between rich and poor widened, the numbers of the poor grew to where there developed wage gaps in the lower classes of the city. The lowest of the low lived, if you could call it that, in a three-block square section of abandoned tenements and warehouses called Opera Alley. Some wag's idea of a joke, I think. Nobody ever sang there.

If you wanted to hire help for a job so hinky that most of the criminal class would sneer at it, Opera Alley was your feeding ground. You just had to make sure you went in heavily armed and looked like you were willing to shoot first, regardless of circumstances. I never, repeat, underling in bold italics, never went there, and Luccesi was well aware of that.

I said, "Opera Alley. Me, doesn't that seem just a bit out of character?"

"Admitted, Mister Mandolin," Luccesi replied, "It does, which is why we are talking."

I heard the unspoken alternative.

Frankie was muttering to himself, "Last Tuesday... Last Tuesday..."

I nodded and said, "As the big guy is saying, last Tuesday I was nowhere near Opera Alley, I wasn't even in the city. I was over at Paul Verona's lab, and you can check it yourself."

"Yes," Frankie added, "And now that I remember, I was in Berkeley myself attending a function."

Luccesi's eyebrow went up, "A... function?" He asked.

"Yes, a function at the Food Institute if you must know. Were you aware that this area has some of the finest Zinfandel orchards in the world? Imagine a Bœuf Bourgignon with the added depth that grape would give. Imagine—"

"Enough," Luccesi interrupted the big guy's full-on sprint into foodie geekdom "I believe you. Bartholomew, please verify Mister Mandolin's claim regarding last Tuesday."

"Yes, Mister Luccesi," Bartholomew's light tenor contrasted with his prize steer size.

He pulled out a cell phone.

Luccesi asked me, "What were you doing at Professor Verona's lab, Mister Mandolin?"

His voice had a dangerous edge to it.

I opted for the whole truth and nothing but the truth, "If you must know, I couldn't reach him by phone and I have been trying to organize a surprise birthday party for Alcina. I was going to be finalizing that when this case with the travel gnomes came up. Them and that stupid brugiti pet of theirs."

Luccesi said, "Bartholomew, put your weapon away. Mister Mandolin is, it appears, as much a victim of this subterfuge as we are."

"Yes, Mister Luccesi."

I noted that neither one of them asked about the brugiti or the gnomes.

I asked, "What in the hell is going on here?"

"You are angry, Mister Mandolin," Luccesi murmured, "And you have every right to be.   “It seems," he breathed out, "That we share a common reason for anger. I was led to believe that you were behind the deaths of several of my men, men who died in a strikingly gruesome way. At least two of them I was rather fond of. I was shown a recording of you paying a person, man, or woman we could not tell with gold coins to arrange for the deaths. Your appearance and voice were unmistakable, by the way, but there was something there. Something not quite Mandolin-like. You just affirmed that for me."

I thought back to the various cases where something similar had been going on. There had to be a fae involved, those folk never varied from their template, ever.

I muttered, "Great. Just fricking great."

I agree, Mister Mandolin. Now tell me about this... brugiti," Luccesi said.

I asked, "What do you know about horror movies of the past thirty years?"

"As little as possible," He replied.

“Well, it seems we're living a blend of a few of them in this one," I answered, "These gnomes had a pet, some creature called a brugiti. Apparently, the thing is pretty harmless when kept fed and out of the human dimensions, but for whatever reason, the gnomes came here and lost their pet, and now it's hungry."

Luccesi nodded and said, "Let me guess, it changes when it is feeling peckish."

"Just a bit," I replied, "Think shapeshifter with a mouth full of three-inch kitchen knife sharp canines and a bear’s bite. Ignatova's morgue has several John Does on her slabs right now with most of their torso gone, eaten back to the spine, and the bone had teeth marks on it."

"Good God!" Bartholomew choked.

Luccesi looked at his man and nodded. At least he was a boss with an ounce of compassion. Not bad for a person more cold-blooded than a cobra.

Then he turned back to me, "That explains a few of the many questions I have, then."

"Explains not a damn thing to me," I muttered.

"Perhaps I may be able to offer some illumination then, Mister Mandolin,” Luccesi said, "But first, am I assuming correctly that you were on your way to see Captain Monahan when we... sidetracked you?"

"Damn straight," Frankie huffed.

"I do admit to the inconvenience, Mister Jackson," Luccesi said, "I will make amends."

"Mister Mandolin," He added, "As you are on your way to the police department, perhaps it would behoove you to check with him on the timing and the placement of each attack."

He held up a hand, "And that is all I have on the matter. I will leave the rest within your very capable hands."

He looked over his shoulder and then said, "I do believe we have reached your destination. Good day, Mister Mandolin. If and when you make headway in this case, do let me know. Again, it appears I am in your debt, this time in more ways than one."

"I'll do that, Luccesi, and you’ll return the courtesy" I replied, holding out my hand, "Is it a deal?"

Luccesi looked at my hand, his eyebrow again elevated and then he smiled and took it, "Agreed, Mister Mandolin. It appears we have a deal."

Frankie was silent on our walk up to the City Hall steps.

When we reached the doors he said, "Mister Luccesi... he's an odd duck, isn't he?"

I answered, as I pushed the door, "Yep, big guy, just about as odd as they come."

And then, in an even greater display of oddness, Frankie began humming Be Kind to you Web-footed Friends.

As before, we were directed, not led to the office section of the police department. It was kind of strange seeing how the job had changed. You just don't expect to see cubicles in an office space where police officers are working.

Monahan's personal kingdom and his throne room was the spot on the far wall with windows and a glass door.

I asked the female office passing us, "Is the Captain in?"

She smiled, "Based on the shouting I just heard, likely."

"He's in all right," Frankie murmured.

The female officer laughed, "You know the captain. Hi, I'm called Adriene."

Her skin had the same milk chocolate tone as the big guy's, but she was literally half his size.

It was a completely new experience watching the play of emotions and reactions flit through Frankie's face.

He stammered, "P-pleased to meet you, Adriene. I am Franklin Jackson, Private Detective. Tony and I are working on a case for Captain Monahan."

"Ah," She replied, still grinning, "You are one of the guys who deal with the MM stuff."

I said, "You two kids get acquainted, I'll go see what Pat's shouting about."

"Uh... Tony...?" Frankie was decidedly out of his element.

I said, "Don't worry, big guy, I'll take notes."

There were sounds coming through Pat's office door, but the shades were down so I couldn't see if he was on the phone or had someone there.

I knocked, something I almost never do. It's a thing Pat and I have.

"Come in," Pat's familiar growl had an edge to it.

I opened the door and walked in to see Ignatova standing in front of Monahan's desk. She didn't look all that pleased, of course neither did Pat.

Monahan glanced at me and said, “Just great."

"Well, I love you too, Patrick. Have you told your parents about us yet?" I snarked as I took one of the two chairs facing the desk.

"Mandolin... I'm warning you..." He began to rise from behind the desk.

I caught Ignatova's slight smile out of the corner of my eye, and said, "Then how about acting like a Police Captain and not a bureaucrat? I'll just bet Ursula, here has given you bad news, she's gotten a positive ID on the bodies and every damn one of them is linked to the mob, right?"

If Pat had been smoking a cigar, it would be burning into the papers on his desk right then.

"How...?" He began, and then, "What...? Oh, hell, sit down, Ignatova, Mandolin's right. I have no business blaming you for what the fat asses upstairs are going to be upset about."

"As apologies go, this one needs work," Ignatova's accent was thick showing her temper was still up there, "But I'll accept it."

"Yeah," Monahan grumped, "My wife tells me the same thing now and then."

He looked at me, "How in the hell did you figure that out, Mandolin? Ignatova tells me your visit was short and you didn't discuss much more than the tooth marks on the skeleton."

"Luccesi told me he was missing several of his men," I said, "I put two and two together and solved the quadratic equation."

Ignatova snickered, "Quad... four... funny..."

Not so tough a crowd this time.

Pat murmured, "Luccesi's been off the radar for a while. Where did you see him?"

It was time to lay out all the cards, "He and his redwood tree-sized bodyguard picked Frankie and me off the sidewalk at the bus stop headed here. It seems Mister L was given some video evidence of me down in Opera Alley paying for some hitmen to... how did he put it? Oh, yeah, shift the balance of power."

"Good God!" Monahan exclaimed, "And you're still alive?"

"Only because Luccesi always thinks before he acts," I answered.

"It seems you were able to convince him of the opposite," Ursula said.

"As much as I hate what the man has done to become as powerful as he is," I said, "I have to admit he's probably one of the smartest people I ever met, present company excepted, Ursula."

She bowed her head in thanks.

I went on, "It seems he's studied me and there were enough subtle differences in what he was given and what he knows about me that it swung the scales to my side... enough so that he's onboard in this thing and not ordering my body to be buried at sea."

I added, “By the way, he thinks knowing when and where these bodies were eaten is significant to the case.”

"Gods, Mandolin..." Pat murmured, "What in the world have you gotten into now?"

I shrugged and replied, "Hey, it's a living."


♦ ♦ ♦
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AFTER GRACING ME WITH one of his patented Monahan glowers, Pat said, "All right, tell me everything that went down with Luccesi, everything."

So, I went back over the deal where Frankie and I were running from Roche and saw Luccesi's limo following the bus.

Pat interrupted me with, "Rorche? Rorche? When were you going to let me in on that bit of information, Mandolin?

I said, "The Desert Eagle Luccesi's man had centered on my forehead kind of drove it into the background."

Pat leaned back and nodded, "Understandable, but Rorche? How in the hell did that rat bastard get out?"

I did a theatrical glance upward and Pat nodded, "Probably right. The old police commissioner still has pull, and she would still love to turn you into link sausage, using your own guts as the casings."

"I don't understand," Ursula said, "A disgraced political official can exercise such power?"

I said, "Yep."

Pat nodded in agreement.

Ignatova muttered something in Russian.

I asked, "What was that?"

Pat surprised me again, "She said some of the ways of the old Soviet Union were better than what we have here."

"You speak Russian?" I gaped.

"Enough to get me slapped," He replied, "Also Mandarin, Cantonese, Spanish, and some Vietnamese."

To my look, he said, "Mandolin, "I Captain a police force in the most culturally diverse city in the world. Learning what the people we need to talk to are really saying is a survival mechanism."

"Makes sense," I murmured, but damn, Pat, five languages?"

He sniffed, "It gets easier the more of them you learn."

Ignatova nodded, saying, “True.”

Pat then tapped his desk, "Back to Luccesi. What in the hell is going on here, Tony? The last thing this city needs is another gang war. The last one nearly tore the entire area apart."

When Pat uses my first name, I know he is really worried.

I said, "I don't know, Pat, but I am damn sure going to find out, you can bet the farm on that one."

He grunted, "Okay. You be sure to let me know the instant you find something. And I’ll see what I can find about when and where those killings took place,"

"All right," I said, "The big guy's got a cell phone. I'll make sure he calls you when and if."

To his sour look, I said, "I'm not going to be leashed, Pat. Not ever."

"Yeah," He muttered, "Just try to get me that info as soon as possible, okay?"

I nodded, "Okay."

Then I got up, but asked as I did so, "I could also use a favor."

"Why am I not surprised," Monahan replied, "What is it?"

"Rorche," I said, "It would help me a lot if I knew how he got out and why."

"You and me both, Mandolin," Pat muttered, "Don't worry about that. I'm making that my top priority when I'm not trying to soothe upset city officials with the story that the police will protect their interests."

The main difference between me and Monahan was he was a cynic with a badge.

I left the office with Ursula asking Monahan a question about some piece of equipment she had her eyes on. Pat seemed to be running defense on this one.

Frankie was back up against one of the cubical walls lining the corridor to Monahan's office. Officer Adriene was still there, almost within kissing range if she stood about a foot and a half taller. She was talking but I couldn't make it out with all of the background noise typical in a busy squad room.

Frankie must have seen me approach out of the corner of his eye because he turned and said, "Oh, look! It's Tony. Tony, this is Adriene, Adriene... Tony. What did the Captain say? Do we have a case? I'm pretty sure we have a case that we have to get right onto, right, Tony?"

His eyes said, "Pu-leeese get me out of here."

If I hadn't been so involved with Rorche and what Luccesi said, I'd have probably seriously thought about letting the big guy dangle there for a bit. But I didn't, I didn't even really notice the desperate plea in his eyes and in his voice, so all I said was, "Hi Adriene, nice to meet you. The big guy's right, we do have to get going. Here's my card, you can reach either of us at that number."

She said, "Thanks, Tony. I'll do that."

"Tonee..." Frankie hissed as we walked away, "Why did you do that? She was all over me."

"What's bothering you. She seemed nice," I replied.

"I..." He started and then stopped and then started again, "I don't know how to handle that sort of situation. It's not something I ever studied for."

I patted his shoulder and said, "Believe me, big guy, I understand."

I hummed, "Frankie's got a girlfriend" in that childish sing-song taunt, but I did so only in my head. The rest of my mind’s eye was preoccupied with the memory of that Desert Eagle, but instead of Bartholomew, I saw Rorche's ugly puss.

Back out onto the street, my stomach decided to make its needs known.

I said, "Hey big guy, you hungry?"

He said, "I could eat."

Not far from city hall is a small place, one of those businesses that almost looks like it was built into the old stairwell of the building that was there before. It's called Brenda's and it sits on the corner of Polk and Eddy. They offer up what is best described as New Orleans French Soul Food. Cajun or Creole street food would be another way to say it, but regardless, it's good stuff, especially if you want a change from the overwhelming amount of Italian and Chinese grub offered in the city.

Frankie grabbed a bag of Beignets along with a Muffaletta Sandwich. I ordered a Po-Boy and, since it was a pleasant day for a change, we grabbed one of the empty sidewalk tables.

I knew the big guy had a weakness for Italian deli meats so that sandwich pretty much covered the spread. Brenda's po-boy was a sourdough hoagie bun stuffed with breaded bay oysters and a sauce worthy of being knighted.

Some folks wonder how people like me could eat an oyster. I wonder how they can consider tofu a meat.

An oyster Po-Boy is like a softer form of a Dungeness and sourdough spread. Add a frosty mug of Anchor Steam and you have a meal.

After biting into a small bit of heaven in a bun, I said to the big guy, "So, Frankie, what do you know about this case so far?"

He shrugged, "Not much, really. I mean you were in the office and in the morgue while I was just chilling my heels, so to speak."

I nodded, downing a good slug of suds, "And then you were occupied with Adriene while I talked to Monahan the second time."

To the look of panic that crossed Frankie's face, I added, "She seems like a nice girl."

He leaned forward and hissed, the remnants of his sandwich clutched between thumb and forefinger, "Tony... I think she has her sights set on my... virtue... if you get my meaning."

I finished the beer, signaled for a refill, and said, "Yeah, that could present a problem, for sure."

"Well," Frankie replied, leaning back, and grabbing his own drink, a good-sized 20-ounce English pint of porter, "I'm glad to see we're on the same page here."

"Oh, I understand completely, big guy," I said, waving the last of my own sandwich, "Just look at her. There's no way you could ever borrow any of her outfits."

Instead of throwing his bit of sandwich at me as he had every right to do, Frankie took the high road and said, "Tony, be serious here. This is a real issue. I've never had this happen before, not once."

I hadn't known that. Well... not for sure. Despite his size, Frankie had a ton of factors on his side. He was a good-looking man, without the makeup he used to slather on. He moved well, in spite of his size, could converse intelligently on a myriad of topics, and could hold his own against just about any chef I was aware of, including the celebrities.

On the other hand, he had it right, when it came to the opposite sex, he was... a true stranger in a very strange land. Hell, as far as I was concerned, I was just a rookie.

I asked, "What do you think has changed?"

"Huh?" Was the reply.

I spread out my hand, "Look, big guy, you and I have been partners for how many years now?"

I didn't wait for an answer. It was pretty moot anyway, and went on, "You have established a reputation for being far more than a cross-dressing stage diva, Frankie. You've battled demigods for Heaven's sake. You don't think that sort of thing isn't going to get around, especially in a police department?"

He stared at the tabletop as his finger traced a pattern in the condensation from the beer glass, "Well..." He murmured.

"Yeah," I said, not unsympathetically, "Things have changed over the years, Frankie. You have changed, and this is simply one result."

He stared at me in horror, "You mean... there could be more?"

I said, "Big guy, in a city where the available men are a rarity? Almost certain."

Holding his head in his hands he moaned, "Omigawddd..."

"You'll survive, Frankie," I said, "We all do in one way or another. On another subject, what do you think brugiti or Rorche? Which way do we go?"

He thought for a moment and then said, "I... don't know... Rorche is probably more of an immediate problem. He did shoot me once, you know."

"Yeah, big guy," I replied, "I know."

For all intents etc., Rorche had killed Frankie, shooting him in the back and then laughing about it. Josh King got involved and Frankie showed up at the foot of the gangplank leading to the Russian mob's floating casino, with doughnuts. Rorche couldn't handle it and had a mental breakdown. For all I had known, he was still painting pictures in his padded room with his own drool.

Why, is the question. Why is the rat bastard back out on the street?

"But then..." Frankie continued, "We do have an active case with the gnome's pet, even though the victims seem to be only mobsters..."

Frankie's train of thought dredged up an old story I'd once read. A vampire had a deal with the police in an unnamed large American city. The vampire only fed on bad guys. The worry the police had was, what happened when the food source ran out?

The City may have more than its fair share of villains, both large and small, but still, that's a finite number.

I said, "I think, big guy, we're going to have to put one Walter Rorche on the back burner, but with one proviso."

"What's that?" He asked.

I finished my beer and then said, "That if we see him, we take him down... hard."

Frankie grunted, "True dat," and finished his own drink.

We were headed south to Market when Luccesi's limo pulled alongside us, the back-passenger window scrolled down. Luccesi sat there, looking up at us.

"Gentlemen," He said, "Have you made any progress in our respective case?"

"Just one added bit, Luccesi," I replied, continuing to walk, "It looks as if whatever is killing your men is limiting their diet to that particular career path. Monahan’s going to dig up the answer to your other question."

"An interesting discovery, Mister Mandolin," Luccesi said back, "That brings up a pertinent question."

"And what is that Luccesi?" I asked.

He said, "Where would these creatures be finding their prey then? Good hunting, Mister Mandolin."

"Yeah," I said, "You too, Luccesi."

The window scrolled back up and the limo pulled ahead into the always busy city traffic.

"What did he mean by that?" Frankie asked.

I shrugged, "Heck if I know, but it meant something, big guy. Luccesi never says something like that without it having a meaning."

He looked thoughtful and said, "Hmm..."

"Yeah, big guy," I replied, "Hmm..."

The sky was starting to darken from its standard medium grey as we rode back toward our side of town. I glanced at my watch; it was still a couple of hours before sunset, so it looked like the evening was going to be a wet one.

Sometimes, hell, what am I saying, often is more accurate, old man weather decides to take a dump onto my Fog City. I've seen it rain so heavily that Lombard street more closely resembles the Colorado River rapids than a tourist attraction. It's just the fact that the city consists of hills leading either to the bay or the ocean that the notion of a flood is almost unheard of.

It was already beginning to come down when we got off at the stop closest to home. It was, however, even closer to a far better proposition.

I said to Frankie, "Let's hoof it to the Snug. I'm thinking that's better than drowning."

He grunted, "I'm wittcha."

We pushed through the bar's front door into a packed house. I saw a number of acquaintances and a few friends.

Doc Lamoureux, the only Cajun zombie I knew was in the process of hammering some poor sap who thought they knew the game in chess. It was Tiny's set, but anyone willing was welcome to use it. The board was inlaid into the table as marquetry, so if you wanted to play, that was where you sat.

A small crowd was watching.

Doc saw the big guy and I come in, and he waved.

"Tony, Frankie," He called, "how you two boys doin'? Care for a game?"

"Maybe later Doc," I said, "I'm more thirsty and damp than anything else."

"Anytime, Cher," He replied, "Any time."

Off in a corner, I saw, with a slight surprise, Paul Verona and Ignatova at one of the back tables digging into a couple of steaks that would have usually been more than enough for anyone twice their size. I still had no idea where they put it. Nervous energy, maybe?

I figured it might not be bad to pay them a visit after I made it to the bar.

Tiny saw us coming and said something to a couple of folks I didn't recognize. Room was made and Frankie and I each got a spot.

"Tony, Frankie," Tiny greeted us, "What'll you have?"

"Anchor draft, and have the second one ready," I said.

Frankie grunted, "Sounds good. Same for me, thanks."

As Tiny pulled the beer, I asked Frankie, "All right, big guy, you were there the same as me, what did you get out of Luccesi's statement?"

He thought and then said, mostly to himself, "I wonder if it had something to do with where that type of person congregates...?"

I slapped the bar, "That's it! Frankie, you are a genius."

He preened, "Well... I don't like to brag..."

I murmured, "We got enough for a beginning already big guy. Now, all we have to do is find out what sort of clubs the city's made men frequent."

"You don't know?" He asked, surprised.

Believe it or not, Frankie, "I said, I'm not all that acquainted with the high-end leg breaker hangouts."

"I couldn't help overhearing," A British man's voice said, "Perhaps I may be able to help."


♦ ♦ ♦
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Chapter 6
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I TURNED AND FOUND myself looking at a guy who could be the poster boy for MI6. He wasn't wearing a tux, but that dark suit had to be worth the price of admission all by itself.

I couldn't help it. I glanced.

Yep. He had the expensive-looking cufflinks.

This guy should have been at the Top of the Mark, not the Snug.

I said, "And you are...?"

He held out a hand, "Alexander Windsor, on leave from Interpol, at your service."

Frankie rumbled, "I almost expected you to say, Windsor, Alexander Windsor."

Windsor looked up at the big guy and murmured, "Good lord... you are huge. How do you find clothes? You make the Scots look small."

Frankie chuckled, "I like him, Tony. Can I keep him?"

Tiny came back with the beers and asked Windsor, "How about you? What's your pleasure?"

He was leaning on the bar, so the brit didn't get the whole effect. Being between Tony and the big guy was kind of like being in an alley between two imposing buildings. I know, I've been there, way too many times. Windsor was spared that feeling.

Windsor said, "A scotch, please, neat."

Tiny nodded and turned to grab the bottle.

I said, "Well, On Leave From Interpol, you've got my attention. What did you overhear?"

He smiled and said, "Please excuse my ignorance of American tavern protocol. This is my second day in your country. Was my hearing your conversation a breach of etiquette?"

Frankie said, "I can make up the bedroom on the third floor for him Tony. I promise, he'll fit right in."

Windsor's face took on a slightly alarmed look, and he asked me, "Is that large gentleman attempting to keep me... as a pet?"

I shrugged, "You have to give Frankie some allowance, Alexander, it is Alexander, right?"

He nodded.

I went on, "His mannerisms take a bit of getting used to, he's only saying how much of a favorable impact you've had on him."

Frankie grinned big and said, "Bingo."

I said, "Back to my question."

"Ah, yes," Windsor replied, "That. You were discussing the type of establishment that caters to those of a more criminal than law-abiding nature, I believe."

I nodded, and grunted, "Something like that."

"Then," he said, lifting a hand, "We have an area of mutual interest."

"Oh?" Frankie asked, giving Windsor his best Spock eyebrow.

A cut crystal glass slid into place next to where the Interpol Agent stood.

He looked down at it and then performed a perfect double-take.

"That is a Waterford glass!" He exclaimed.

"Lismore Connoisseur," Tiny supplied, "I don't allow this scotch to be sampled in anything else."

The fluid in the glass had a deep enough mahogany color that I thought Tiny had opened up one of his cask-strength McCallan’s. But then it hit me, he allowed that nectar to be drunk in an ordinary glass. What was this sauce?

"In a local pub?" Windsor asked, mostly himself, "How?"

"Try the drink," Tiny said, "And then let's see what you and Tony have in common."

"Very well," Windsor said, taking in a breath as he murmured, "Most extraordinary..."

He picked up the glass and then held it to the light. Then he sniffed the air in the glass.

Giving Tiny a glance, he sipped, and his eyes flew open.

"...how?" he asked.

"It pays to keep up with the news," Tiny replied, "I heard about the bottling and made sure I got a few cases sent my way."

Windsor goggled. His mouth worked but nothing came out and when it did, he squeaked, "A few cases? This has to be the Mortlach, and it goes for six thousand pounds a bottle. Good god, man, it's over a half of a century old!"

Tiny grunted and shrugged. If the Brit only knew. I had a couple of those bottles in the safe portion of my liquor cabinet.

I said, "Tiny has resources most bar owners can only dream about. Before we go any further, I have to ask, this is, as your folk put it, my local. How did you wind up coming here?"
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