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SOMETIMES THE PAST is a faint distant glimmer of something you just might remember if you really, really try. Other times it’s a foghorn blasting into your ear while bleaching out your retinas with high-intensity spotlights. This evening, the past chose the more in-your-face method of the two.

I was sitting on the corner stool in the Pork Store Café when memory decided to tromp all over my frontal lobe in hobnail boots. She looked to be about 93 going on 393 but moved as if she still had a good century or two in her. I recognized her right away because she’d been the very first case I ever closed. I’d just paid the first month’s rent on my office, the one I still have for pretty much sentimental reasons. I had no idea at the time that the old lady sitting in the chair across my desk was a full-blown, wand-waving, and broomstick riding, witch.

That had been nearly twenty years ago. The last time I’d seen her she’d given me a collection of vials, each one filled with a potion that had a pretty impressive effect when broken. That was in her shop down in an alley off Folsom near 7th. Don’t bother looking for it, it isn’t there, and I'm talking the alley, not just the shop. I know, I spent a few weeks going back just to check. Twenty years later, and the old witch looked like it hadn’t been longer than yesterday. She even had on the same clothes.

"Good evening, Mister Mandolin," she said, her voice as unchanged as her look.

"Evening?" I asked. It was only a bit after one in the afternoon. The café only does breakfast and lunch.

"Looks more like afternoon to me," I added.

She looked around at my reply and shook her head, "Yes..." she murmured, "It is, isn't it? I need to reset my clock one of these days... Can't tell if it's day or night lately."

I patted the stool next to me, and asked, "Would you like to sit? I mean, it looks like you want to have a chat with me, and well, you may as well be comfy doing it."

She grunted, "Nice to see success hasn't ruined you, boy." And then she climbed onto the stool.

I raised a finger and ordered her a beer. That's the one thing I clearly remembered; she liked her suds.

I got a muttered, "Thanks, boy," And then one of those long, measuring stares Landau Bain, the city's alcoholic wizard, well... on and off again alcoholic, occasionally gives me.

I had just finished my lunch when she walked up to me. I'd been wracking my brain, but the name was not surfacing.

She straightened slightly from her habitual slouch and said, her voice raspy, "You remember much of that first case, boy?"

I answered as honestly as I could. 

The one thing I did remember was this old witch, a description, not an insult, had zero tolerance for even half-truths, "I'm not sure, really. I do remember that alley hasn't been where it was for years and that it's being where I knew an alley wasn't the day before was why I walked down it."

"Good... boy," She murmured, "Good... Being honest is always the best way."

Her eyes narrowed, "What else, child? What else do you remember?"

I thought. So many cases after that one and all of them seemed to be jockeying for position in my head. What did I do when I walked down that alley? Come on, Mandolin, get the gears turning... Maybe it was the irritation at being called boy that was blocking the old synapses. But I also knew that asking her to stop that was slightly more doomed to failure than trying to empty Frisco Bay with a tea strainer.

A memory bubbled up to the surface. That first case, it was the one that put me on the outs with most of the guys and gals in blue. It had introduced me to Detective Rorche and his less than friendly friends. Rorche had been the one who had warned me to stay away, to not put my nose where it didn't belong. Of course, that meant I was then committed to seeing it through, whatever the cost.

The witch cackled softly, nodding, "Ah, the boy sees. Good... good..."

I'd decided to let her comments on me being about a century or more younger than she was slide. I'm Tony Mandolin, a PI in San Francisco, or, as the natives call it, Fog City. I am not a child. I'm right about at that age where the mind still thinks it can do what the body knows it can't. I'm not a child or a boy. But this old woman was not going to hear that.

I said, "I remember you telling me something about a protection racket, and how it was hurting some friends of yours."

Her head nodded like one of those cheap gift shop toys. "Aye, and old Nana remembers you doing what you had to do, at a cost you still bear. I see you used my gifts well, boy."

Nana, so that was the witch's name. I should have remembered that. My grandmother, dad's mom was nicknamed Nanna. The lack of an additional N meant nothing in the hearing.

This Nana, her gifts were those vials, and they had come in handy, especially when dealing with Rorche's buddies in the Shultz mob. A couple of the remaining collection had literally saved my hide just a case or two ago.

I grunted, "I'm alive, where I probably wouldn't have been, a couple of times, at least."

To her knowing grin, I added, "I did try to find your shop afterward, you know."

The girl running the counter walked past, letting me know she was going to be closing up in a minute or two.

Nana replied, "Aye, boy. I know. But old Nana needs to be here and there. She can't be putting down roots like some. You come by tomorrow to where Mister Andrews built his hotel. You'll find my little shop down the alley."

She hopped off the stool and scurried away down Haight toward the park.

I put a twenty onto the counter and headed south. It was an easy walk from the Haight Ashbury intersection to the bus stop that would get me back to my place. 

As I walked, I thought. Mister Andrews' hotel? Where was that? Unless, of course, old Nana was talking about the Andrews Hotel at Post and Taylor, a block or so west of Union Square. That place used to be one of the cheap room and board units back in the seventies and eighties. Before that, it was apartments, but never high-end. I knew a guy who stayed there for a while when he was learning how to be a computer technician. He didn't have a lot of praise for the accommodations outside of its being affordable. Trader Vic's' freight entrance is right behind it. Could that be the alley Nana was talking about?

As for me walking instead of driving? Well, besides being a professional snoop, or Private Investigator, Mama Mandolin's baby boy has a few quirks. I don't own a car or a cell phone. I'm a Fog City native and I've never seen the need to put myself under the thrall of the nanny state any more than necessary. If you want to reach me, call the number on my card or buy a stamp. Yeah, I also don't own a computer, have cable TV, or any of the other leashes most folks seem are life's necessities. That sort of thing is what my housemate and business partner likes.

Me, I'm a fairly average white guy of Italian descent and slightly above average height. My partner, Franklin Amadeus Jackson, or, Frankie, as he prefers, is sized to where he makes some NFL lineman seem puny and is about three times stronger. 

He's also a black man and a former drag queen who has no difficulty bringing that side of his personality back out if the mood hits him. Fortunately for me, he's also a whiz in the kitchen and very handy to have around if the case gets rough.

The bus dropped me off at the intersection where I could hoof the rest of the way to my house. It's an old three-story Victorian with a basement, a nice front, and back yard, with a separate garage out back for the car I don't own, and right across the street from my front porch, a park where my extra-large German shepherd, Greystoke can get in some of the running and bottom-sniffing dogs seem to need.

The best thing about my house? It's mine. I bought it for cash with the proceeds of a case about ten years back where it seemed every power player in the city on both sides of the law were throwing bundles of money my way.

The case involved a type of vampire that fed on the salt and assorted minerals in our blood rather than the red stuff. It also involved making an enemy out of the police commissioner at that time, but that's another story. I have a tendency to upset those folks holding power regardless of the case. I don't go out of my way to do that... much, but it happens.

About one block away from my front door is a place called, The Snug. It's a bar and grill I sometimes consider my third office. The first is the one in my house, and the second is in one of the lesser desirable buildings downtown. That's old downtown, not the glass and steel monstrosity the city fathers like to point to on their marketing endeavors.

The Snug is a place where you can get a good sampling of nature's most perfect food, draft beer. It's also where you can run into one of the Norse gods.

No. Not kidding. The owner of the place, when he isn't Tiny, a guy who's even bigger than the big guy, Frankie, my partner, he's Odin. Kind of a big name around Norway, which, I guess is why he hangs around the city instead. Who knows, Asgaard groupies? But right now, I wanted a beer in my own place, the best spot to sit, sip, and think there is.

My next-door neighbor, Mrs. Podowski was out in her front yard doing nasty things to dandelions. I got a welcoming scowl from her as I walked to my front porch. 

I waved and called out, "Hey, Mrs. Podowski, yeah, they're hanging just fine, thanks."

I figured that would keep her at a nice rolling boiling until the next time. The odd thing was her miniature bark machine thought Greystoke was the epitome of canine wonderment. Who can tell these days?

My dreams of pouring a cold one and putting my feet up vanished in a cloud of outraged high diva.

I was about to tell the big guy, for about the thousandth time that I had no interest in what President Twitterfingers had posted lately, when it became clear to me that this current outrage had nothing to do with politics.

"Oh... Tony!" He cried, wringing his ham-sized hands, "You won't believe what happened, you just won't believe it!"

I got about a full half-minute of estrogen-laced anguish without once being given a hint of what was actually wrong.

I saw Greystoke sitting in the doorway to the kitchen. The big guy more than likely forgot to feed because of whatever the disaster was. If I had to guess, I would have said it was something he heard on The View.

Finally, I saw an opening and jumped in, "Frankie!" I blurted, "What happened?"

His mouth closed and he looked at me, "What? You mean you don't know?"

I replied, "No, big guy. You haven't told me yet."

That got me a pause as the gears began to build up speed.

"I... I didn't?" He asked.

I shook my head, "No," I answered.

There was another pause and then he blushed, "Oh."

"So..." I did the hand twirl indicating we need to get this thing rolling.

"Okay," He muttered, "But Tony, after everything we did... this is just, well frankly," He lisped, putting his hands on his hips, "It's alarming."

"Frankie," I said, in as patient a voice as I could muster, "Read my lips... what is alarming?"

Greystoke wuffed, as if to underline the question.

He chewed at his lower lip and then murmured, "Um... you remember the case where a witch was poisoning the patrons of PEGS?"

I didn't have to try to remember. That case was welded into my brain. The Purveyors of Epicurean Gastronomical Specialties or P.E.G.S. was an association of Michelin Starred restaurants, each with a particular specialty as their hook to bring in the diners. It was also the case where I very nearly became the sacrifice du jour of a witch and her loony apprentice.

I asked the big guy, "Are you telling me that that crap is happening all over again?"

He nodded, mutely.

"And..." I continued in my own version of the rant, "I thought they discontinued the use of any orchids, pansies or other flowers to make sure this crap didn't happen again!? Didn't they?"

That got me another mute nod.

"Then," I said, my boil getting up to speed, "What in the hell is going on!?"

"You don't have to shout," Frankie pouted.

I hadn't realized I was. 

I said, "Sorry, but there's a lot about that case I'd rather not remember."

He grinned, "You mean like how you were spread eagle on the floor, buck naked and had to pee yourself out of the spell?"

"Yeah," I muttered, "Like that."

I said, in a desperate and transparent attempt to change the subject, "Do we have any beer in the fridge?"

"Of course," Was the reply, "I always keep the larder stocked," Frankie finished with his nose in the air.

However, Frankie had learned my tricks, "So..." He asked, "What are we going to do about it?"

I rallied, "I am going to sip and think while you explain what all of that hysteria was about," I answered, "And then we'll see if it's anything we can deal with."

The big guy grinned big and said, "I told them you wouldn't let them down."

I was getting a strong feeling that the Mandolin weather report was going to be periods of weirdness followed by more of the same.

"Yeah," I said, heading toward my office, "How about you give Greystoke his supper while I grab a notepad?"

"Oh!" He exclaimed, "I forgot. Oh, poor Stokie... did Frankie forget his duty?"

My dog's wuff was in the affirmative.


♦ ♦ ♦
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Chapter 2
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I had already scribbled down most of my notes about Nana's visit to the café when the big guy came into my office with the beer. He also had a glass of wine in his other hand.

The big guy likes to assume he's the one in this office with class.

Perched in the chair I had made for him, you try finding a wingback made to take a guy who makes Shaq O'Neil look normal, Frankie said, "Okay... about what Bruce told me..."

I interrupted, asking, "He's the guy with the egg place, right?"

He rolled his eyes, "No, lover, that is Lorrain's restaurant, and Le Ouf Sublime is not an egg place. Pu-lease. Bruce's Bistro is Piacere, remember? Wasn't his primavera to die for?"

"Big guy," I said, sipping some of Anchor's nectar, "When they finally decide to do the right thing and give Bill Bunty's hotdog cart a Michelin Star, then I'll take the time to be impressed with a fancy joint like Piacere. All right?"

For a second there, I thought I was going to get another culture lecture, the one where he points out my couth has yet to show up, but then Frankie thought about the sort of dogs Billie serves up and he nodded, "I see your point," He murmured.

Bill, or rather, Billie Bunty runs a hotdog cart, usually down around Market and Valencia, prime foot traffic territory. But unlike the usual roach coach handcarts, Billie serves up tubes of meat that would make a TV chef sit up and howl for more. He's also one of the few folks I know who has a heart even bigger than the big guy. Billie finds the good in everyone, even if they don't deserve it.

"So," I said, sipping again, "What's this about it's all happening again? Like I said, if they did what they agreed not to do, there shouldn't be any poisonings."

He slumped in the chair, "I... don't... know," he almost cried out the sentence. "I have been wracking my brain trying to see where they might have gone wrong, but Tony, they are doing everything they promised to do!"

A cold front moved through my gut as I thought about the ramifications of that. 

I asked, "Do you think this is a Bain problem?"

"I don't know, Tony," He replied, his eyes widening, "What do you think?"

What I thought was that it would be good to not have Landau Bain involved. The last time he'd gotten mixed up in this kind of affair, he's thought it a good lesson to give me an over-all body tasing using magic.

Yes, magic. See, Bain's a wizard, but not in the fairy tale friendly old man sense. He looks middle-aged, and he's about a nice as a rattlesnake with a fang ache. He's also a drunk.

I said, "Let's wait and see on that one, all right?"

He nodded enthusiastic agreement.

I asked, "What about details, Frankie? Did you get any of those, or do we need to pay a visit to Bruce and the gang?"

He shook his head and said, "No... all I know is that diners are dying at the tables... again. Tony, they are desperate!"

Yeah. It figured. I had to take another trip into the estrogen-heavy atmosphere of a Fog City high-end eatery. So far, with the assorted digressions and side trips Frankie had been taking, I figured I had about twenty percent of the picture.


♦ ♦ ♦
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THE NEXT DAY, THE BIG guy and I headed into the high-end eatery district.

Since it was still an hour or two before the dinner rush, I thought that I'd have an easier time asking questions if the chef was not slammed with orders.

The Piacere sat on Van Ness, one of the major non-highway streets in the city proper. That also meant it was an easy one-transfer bus trip which gave me more time to ponder the problem.

I'd forgotten about how Bruce and his assistant remembered me.

After greeting Frankie with air kisses, the owner of the restaurant turned pitying eyes on me.

"Ah," He purred, "It's Vincent, the worst waiter in the history of the craft."

I attempted to avoid taking the bait, "What's going on here?" I asked, "Frankie tells me patrons are being poisoned... again?"

Bruce was not going to be denied his pound of flesh, "I don't know... Vincent, perhaps they are being killed by the ghost of bad waiter's past."

Frankie came to my rescue, "Oh come on now, Brucie... Tony did find and help catch the killer, remember?"

Both Bruce and the Maître D looked at me with disapproving stares.

Bruce muttered, "Well, there is that..."

I said, "So, why not tell me what's going on. Maybe there's something I can do about it."

It seemed everything up to that point from Bruce had been a front because it suddenly collapsed and I then had an armload of doughy, weepy, Michelin Star chef. Let me tell you, it is not something any normal guy volunteers for.

Bruce sort of sobbed out the story between blubbers, but honestly, I needed a translator. 

Frankie did give it a shot, "Doesn't know what was done wrong... Everything was done according to what was agreed on for security... No ransom notes or blackmail this time... Willing to do anything... Even make Frankie an executive Chef..."

Bruce pulled away and said, "I never said that!"

Frankie shrugged, "It never hurts to try..."

"Frankie..." I said, "We don't take advantage of our clients, you know that."

Bruce sniffed, "Thank you."

"Yeah, I'm a real sweetheart," I replied, "Can we sit down somewhere so you can tell me without the translation, what has actually been going on?"

Wiping his nose, Bruce sniffed again, "Y-yes... I think so. We really are thankful for your help, Tony. Really."

"Yeah, yeah," I said, "Let's see if this can be solved, okay?"

Bruce said there was enough time before he had to begin finishing the entrees that we could sit and talk. He thought his office would be best as it had some privacy.

"This has been a nightmare," He exclaimed as he flopped onto the seat of the chair behind his desk.

Frankie agreed, "We're right there with you, Brucie." He patted his chest, "Compassion."

Bruce turned sad eyes onto the big guy and lisped, "It's good to have friends, especially during the hard times."

"Easy, stomach," I told myself.

"So," I said, interrupting the estrogen session, "You said there have been no demands, no blackmail, no ransom?"

"No," Bruce said, shaking his head, "None at all."

"What about your clientele?" I asked, "Has anyone you did not recognize been around, anybody new in the kitchens or delivering supplies?"

Bruce started to say that he hadn't, but then his face took on a thoughtful look. "Now that you mention it..." He murmured, "There was this fellow involved with a produce delivery..."

Frankie interjected, "There it is!"

"No..." Bruce added, shaking his head, "Renaldo said he was okay. Apparently, he's a nephew of his cousin."

I squeezed out the phrase, "Renaldo's cousin's nephew?" Oh, yeah, that was a solid alibi... not.

I asked, "Would you have a photo of this nephew anywhere?"

Bruce looked confused. "Now why would I have a photo of Renaldo's cousin's nephew?"

"Oh, I don't know..." I said, "Perhaps to prove the relationship? Tell me, did he say he was this nephew, or did someone else vouch for him?"

Frankie murmured, "Oh dear..."

Bruce's face went through a series of emotions and then he looked stricken as realization dawned.

His face blanched and he gasped, "Ohh... my... gawddduh!"

"Look," I said, "It's not that critical. You aren't trained in this sort of thing. Would you expect me to cook a gourmet meal without a recipe?"

Frankie's snort was all that needed to be said on that note.

Bruce scowled and then he nodded, "I see your point, Tony. May I call you Tony? We are in a pickle here. People who have dined with us for years are now canceling long-standing reservations. If this keeps up..."

Frankie reached out and patted Bruce's shoulder, "There... there..."

Bruce started sobbing, "I... don't know what I would do... without... the..." And he collapsed into more sloppy blubbering.

I am not comfortable around crying, especially when the one crying is a guy.

All I could do was wait for the river to stop flowing and then give Bruce an assurance we'd do what we could to stop the poisonings. I did ask him to check the security footage or have it checked to see if there was any kind of photo for this cousin's nephew.

Frankie and I made our escape and had a bit of a talk on the sidewalk while the Northern California version of sunshine made puddles in the gutters.

I asked the big guy, "Well, what do you think?"

"Well..." Frankie looked to the side and then added, "I think Renaldo should be our next stop."

I grunted, nodding, "I agree. We need to see if the cousin is really part of the family, and hopefully, Bruce has some footage we can use."

Frankie looked at his watch, "And... we'll be in time to get a table before the rush. I am feeling rather peckish."

We had to walk a half block to reach the next stop and grab a transfer that would take us to the Fisherman's Wharf spot where Renaldo's Bistro sat on Jefferson near Taylor. Don't believe all the hype. There's plenty of places in the city that aren't famous and don't have political connections and are still very worthy where the kitchen is concerned. You can count Renaldo's bistro among them. The guy bakes his own sourdough and serves up a Dungeness plate only the insane would turn down.

"I'll have the ocean arachnid platter, my good man," Frankie said, as he perused the menu.

I said to the confused look on the waiter's face, "He'll have the crab plate. Make it two and bring a pitcher of draft while we wait, okay? I'll boost the tip by a ten spot if it's here in the next minute."

Frankie frowned, "You have no funny bone, do you know that Tony?"

"No, big guy," I answered, "I have no taste for other people's spit."

He said, his eyes wide, "They wouldn't!"

"They do," I answered back, "And with far more regularity than folks would like to know about. Believe me, it pays to be known as the good customer."

He scowled, "That's disgusting."

I smiled, "That's humanity at its best."

The pitcher of draft arrived still covered in icy condensation and with about fifteen seconds left on my minute. The kid was going to get a twenty, just so I could think about the look on his face.

Renaldo showed up at the table when we were about halfway through the beer.

He had his hands on his hips.

"I hear you spoke to Bruce," He said, not even bothering with the small talk.

I nodded, putting down my glass, "Yes, we did. He's got a lot on his plate, plus a lot of worry. Tell me about this cousin's nephew."

Renaldo's reaction was all I needed for an answer, "Huh?" He said, his black eyebrows doing a climb into his hairline.

Frankie murmured to me, "There isn't a nephew. Is there even a cousin?"

Renaldo snapped, "Bruce knows very well my parents had no siblings!"

Yep. No cousin, so no nephew.

I saw the waiter coming our way with a loaded platter. I said, "Thanks. That confirms a suspicion we had. After we eat, we'll see about tracking down this counterfeit relative."

Renaldo gave us a less than gracious, "Thenk yew," and minced away. But the crab was good.

After running into a semi-blank wall, we decided to head over to Lorrain's place, the ritziest egg restaurant there was, Le Ouf Sublime, or something like that. I never dared to tell Lorrain how I like my eggs. Frankie thinks I'm rather barbaric in that arena. All because I prefer to chew my egg, not drink it.

I was hoping to see Lorraine and ask her about the poisonings. I was not expecting to see Antonio Luccesi chatting away with the witch.

Luccesi looked up, saw us, and then beckoned.

I muttered, "May as well..." And got up.

Nana smiled and watched as we approached the table.

Luccesi is a crime lord, no, that's inaccurate, he is THE crime lord for the west coast. The man controls more illicit money-making enterprises than most governments. The fact that he also controls about as many legal businesses is not lost on anyone.

"Mister Mandolin," Luccesi said, in his very urbane way, "Have you decided to sample some of the finer cuisines in this fair city?"

Luccesi knew I preferred Billy Bunty's dog cart to most sit-down cafes. 

"I replied, "No thanks, Luccesi, we've eaten. This is about someone adding unhealthy changes to the recipes in the restaurant association... again."

"A poisoner?" The crime lord's perfectly matched eyebrows rose.

That surprised me. I would have thought Luccesi already knew and was taking steps. He had investments in nearly every ritzy food spot in town.

The witch cackled softly, "Old Nana could have told you that, Ducks."

Ducks? I could not picture Luccesi having that nickname.

I said, "So, Nana, what's this about? Or do I need to wait to meet with you tomorrow like we planned?"

Luccesi’s left brow twitched this time, but he said nothing.

Nana murmured a soft laugh and then fixed me with one eye, "Ah, the boy thinks. Yes, tomorrow is when we'll talk, Tony Mandolin. Not today. Today is for this one," She pointed at Luccesi.

Frankie murmured, "I think our work here is done."

Fate had other things in mind. Our work, as the big guy put it was far from done. We got onto our bus and took a ride right into hell. Well... not literally, but close enough.

I think we were crossing Taylor when the folks on the bus began screaming. Frankie was one of them.

"What? What?" I know I was shouting, but with the amount of vocal volume in the passenger area of the bus, I don’t think using a bullhorn would have helped.

And then the bus tipped over.

There was the feel of the bus abruptly stopping and then it flipped onto its side. Bodies tumbled everywhere and the screams and cries converted to abrupt shrieks of pain and then moaning. It was pure luck I only collected a couple of bruises and nothing more. The kid next to me looked like he'd need a cast or two. 

I heard glass breaking and then there came the tortured sound of tearing sheet metal.

"Tony!" Frankie cried, "What is going on?!"

I did a quick inventory of body parts and internal organs. It seemed I was in one piece. I checked my coat pockets and the shoulder holster. For a brief panicked second, I thought I'd lost the gun in the tumble, but then I felt the butt where the mags went.

I answered the big guy, "I don't know what the hell is going on, Frankie, but I do know I'm getting the frick out of this bus. You coming?"

And then I thought, and asked, "Can you move?"

He was kind of twisted into a giant chocolate pretzel shape, partially tangled in with a middle-aged Hispanic lady and a fat kid who looked like he could be her grandchild. Neither of them was happy, nor quiet.

He looked at me from beneath his armpit, "Uh... yes..., yes, I think so. I don't want to hurt anyone doing it, though."

We didn't get to decide, as the next thing I knew, the side of the bus we were in was torn away and flung down the street.


♦ ♦ ♦
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Chapter 3
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Everything spun around me. It was like being on the inside of a blender, riding the blade. I could hear Frankie's high-pitched wails and shrieks as we skidded and skipped down the pavement, clinging to the bus seats still bolted to the steel.

"What is going on??" Frankie cried as our ersatz sled began to slow.

"I—don't—know!" I shouted.

I was past being scared and moving into full-on pissed. Whatever was going on wasn't just endangering me, but it was also putting civilians in danger. No, I'm not a cop or in the military, but a real PI isn't a civilian, not by one hell of a long shot.

I pulled out the gun and tried to focus. The bit of bus we were riding on was still turning, slowly, but it kept me from getting a good look at where the rest of the bus sat. 

I called, "Frankie, can you get hold of something and get this E-ticket ride to stop?"

He answered, "I'll see..." He didn't sound all that positive.

And then I saw it, a sea lion the size of a triple XL elephant. The thing made Jumbo look like the small economy size pachyderm. 

When you watch the things down off the piers, they look lazy, almost cuddly, but this one wasn't that way. No... it seemed more... irked than anything else.

Frankie nailed it, "Tony," He said, "I think we're going to need a bigger fish."

I replied. "Oh yeah..." Seriously, the sea lion was bigger than the bus.

It was looking around the wreckage as if searching for something and getting madder by the second because it wasn't finding what it wanted. I saw bodies on the blacktop, some moving, some not. This was bad, very, very, bad. 

One of a few awful scenarios had happened, some mad scientist was playing around, again. Or... this thing was natural, maybe some seal with a thyroid problem, or magic was involved. I was betting on the third option.

No, I'm not nuts, and I don’t do drugs. Well, alcohol, aspirin, the odd cigar... but that's pretty much it. Most of the unhealthy stuff in my life is either forced on me or part of a really tasty meal. Magic has, unfortunately, been hanging around my life for the past decade or so. Hell, my girlfriend is a witch. Of course, she's also a world-renown botanist, but I'm digressing here. You get ripped out of a city bus by a giant sea lion and let's see how smoothly your brain works.

The sea lion stopped sniffing around the bus and began looking in various directions until it spotted us. Then it roared, cracking most of the windows on either side of the street, and began flopping our way.

Frankie said, "Oh, hell no," and began legging it toward the narrow alley kitty-corner from where we'd landed.

I decided that Frankie was a genius and followed his lead.

I ran full out, head down, arms pumping, middle-aged lungs gasping, you know, just like the athlete I am... not.

The bus had been headed uphill, toward the Post/Taylor intersection. There were two alleys in that block of Post, both led through to the parking lot of Trader Vic's off Cosmo. It was the closer of the two alleys we ran into, and straight into Landau Bain.

I saw the big guy stopped as I brought my head up to make sure I didn't impact one of the brick walls lining the alley. Then I saw Bain, and Bain was not smiling.

Well, to be honest, he almost never is. See Bain's an angry drunk. He's also a wizard who could be as old as Moses, nobody knows. What everyone who knows him is agreed on, he's scary as hell. He's also a friend... of sorts. I think he tolerates me, but where Landau Bain is concerned, that's a really good thing.

"Mandolin," He greeted me, "Get out of the way, you idiot."

I saw small arcs of bluish-green energy sparking and snapping around the wizard's clenched fists. I got out of his way.

Bain raised his hands and the energy crackling around them reached out and connected with the sea lion. The beast froze into place and began to shrink.

Frankie blurted, "Oh, migawd... I will never get used to seeing that."

The sea lion continued to get smaller, and smaller, and smaller... until all Bain had to do was reach down and pick it up between a thumb and forefinger.

"That looked easy," I said.

"Oh?" Bain turned his head to glare at me, "Is it now? Would you like me to reverse the spell and see if you can do it?"

I backed away, waving my palms, "Uh... No, no, I'm fine. Just talking out of my hat due to stress and all, y'know?"

Bain grunted, still scowling, "Right..." He muttered, "Come with me. We'll talk while I take this little fellow back to where he belongs."

It was a good fifteen-minute hike from Vic's alley to the piers. Fortunately, downhill all the way. As we walked, Bain asked questions and offered very few answers. What I did catch was that Bain knew about Nana and there was something else. I wasn't sure if it was respect or fear, and coming from Bain, either one of those was significant. Kind of like where the countdown clock on a nuclear device hitting 2 is significant.

We came to the end of the pier. Off to the left was that restaurant that serves guinea pig. No, they don't call it that on the menu, but that's what it is, the Peruvian chicken, so to speak.

Bain held out his hand, palm up. The toy-sized sea lion sat there, looking up at the Wizard. It squeaked.

Bain murmured, "No, I don't know who did it to you, but you can be sure I'll find out."

"You can talk to the animals?" Frankie blurted.

Bain said, "Yes, and if I hear you even humming a Doolittle tune, I will turn you into one, Jackson."

I looked at the big guy and held my finger to my lips.

He nodded back enthusiastically.

Bain flipped the sea lion over the edge of the pier, and it grew as it flew, hitting normal size as it hit the water.

"Wow..." Frankie breathed out, "I will never get used to seeing that sort of thing. Bain, Alcina..."

The wizard growled something about the eternal tourist being a pain in the ass and turned, heading back toward the Embarcadero.

As we waited to cross the street, I asked, "Do you know a witch named Nana?"

Bain's head whipped around as he fixed me with a stare that was a good percentage glare. "Where did you get that name?" He demanded.

I replied, working at keeping the shiver out of my voice, "Uh... she gave it to me?"

The stare continued through the light change.

"Mandolin..." Bain ground out, eventually, "Weren't you told, after all of the dust settled from that fiasco with Lucifer, that you had been declared off-limits as far as he and his fellow circus freaks were concerned?"

I had no idea how the wizard knew that, as he wasn't there when I got the message. It's all in my notes on the case I called Get Stuffed.

I did the smart thing and answered honestly, "Yes."

Rubbing the side of his right temple, Bain then said, "And were you aware that if you decided to go ahead and twist the tail of that penned beast, you, in essence, tell everyone that you're back to being fair game?"

"Umm..." I did not like at all where this was headed, "No?" I said.

"Not even a hint, or a glimmer?" Bain pressed.

I thought about that. Frankie was watching the exchange, his face in a firm neutral.

I answered, "Yeah, I guess that sounds pretty reasonable."

Bain jumped on my answer with, "Then why for pity's sake did you get mixed up with one of that creep's chief players in the city!?"

Frankie, his eyes showing white all around, gasped, "Are you serious?"

Bain growled, "As a heart attack, Jackson."

I answered Bain, feeling a bit of the burn that meant I was getting angry myself, "Because she approached me. It turns out, Bain, that she's the witch I helped on my first case. She's the one who gave me those vials that have probably saved my life as many times as you have. I was already mixed up with her before any of that fiasco ever started."

I got another stare, but this one had no glare added to the recipe.

Finally, Bain murmured, "Really? Now, this is interesting. I wonder if I'd been misled, and if so, why? And if that, who do I turn inside out as a thank you?"

"We have another question also," Frankie rumbled.

"What's that, big guy?" I asked.

He pointed behind us, "How did that sea lion become the size of a city bus?"

I looked back to Bain and remarked, "Good question."

He muttered as he began crossing the street, "Yes, it is, isn't it?"

It wasn't that Bain didn't know who was behind the sea lion's growth spurt that bothered me as much as it was his seeming disinterest in finding out. Look at it from my point of view, that beast came after me, not the rest of the passengers. A very wise man once said it isn't paranoia if they really are out to get you.

We walked along in silence for a while, and then Bain asked, "What about this witch, Nana. When are you going to see her again?"

I hadn't told Bain I had any plans to do that. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Frankie mugging his I told you so face.

I answered, "Tomorrow. She said she'd be seeing me then."

He replied, "Good. I'll be there."

I said, "You know where I'll be going?"

Bain smiled then as he said, "I was there about an hour ago, Mandolin."

♦ ♦ ♦
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Chapter 4
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I didn't bother trying to figure out or even ask how Bain knew about my plans to meet up with the witch. The main reason was, I'd be wasting my time, and probably get a painful zap during the process. Bain can be... prickly.

Nana said to come by the alley tomorrow. It would do me no good to go there and wait. Like a watched pot, you know. So, I decided to head home, get some decent food and some decent rest if that particular delicacy was available. As for the food, the big guy did a better job in the kitchen than most superstar chefs.

As I walked up the steps to my front door, it hit me. I'd forgotten entirely to see what Bain knew about the poisonings cropping back up again.

The only greeting Frankie and I got was Greystoke. You know you have a big dog when he can rear up and put his paws on the shoulder of a man too close to being seven feet tall for it to matter.

Frankie beamed at me as Greystoke panted doggie breath into his face, and remarked, "Now that is a greeting."

I grunted and headed back to the kitchen. I wanted a beer and some food.

Seemed the big guy had similar notions and pretty soon the kitchen sang with the sound of clanging pots and pans.

The phone rang, and this time it was news I really needed to hear. Alcina was getting out of her lab early and would be coming over for food and other enjoyments. By the time I hung up the phone I was actually humming, something I do not do.

The doorbell dinged as I was headed back to the kitchen.

"Can you get that lover?" Frankie called, "I'm in the middle of a béchamel."

Yeah, yeah. Never let it be said I am the sort of a guy who comes between a man and his white sauce. I pivoted on my heel and headed toward the door.

As usual, the stained glass inset into the door distorted any possibility of telling who was on the other side, but I could tell it was likely female and also rather short.

The bell rang again just as I reached the door.

I opened the thing and said, "Couldn't wait that extra five seconds, eh?"

She was short, all right. Probably under five feet, in my estimation, but everything was there in abundance.

She looked up at me and said, "Well? Are you going to invite me in, or not?"

You have to know something about the world I live in to know why that question set off my internal alarms. Unlike most of humanity, there are those who have access to the sort of power the masses call magic. Part of being able to use that power is that it binds them to the rules of use. One of those rules is the law of the threshold.

Every place where a person works or lives has a threshold, even a hermit's cave. It what you cross when you enter the factory, the shop, the tent, or the house. With that threshold comes a sort of a force field, but Bain would sneer at the use of the word. What it means, is if the house has been lived in enough, and loved enough, and if, like mine, the threshold has been given extra oomph in its wards, a magic-user stepping across without an invitation could become a crispy critter in the blink of an eye.

I was just about to make a decision when I saw Alcina coming up the walk behind my uninvited guest. I also noticed the slight frown as she looked at the backside of the woman standing in front of me.

I said, "As a matter of fact, no I am not. There's something about you that raises the hair on the back of my neck, and I think I'd rather apologize later than be the victim, thank you."

It is amazing how quickly some women can change from sweetness and light to viper toxin in an instant. Stepping back a way, the woman pointed a finger at me and hissed, "Beware, Tony Mandolin. The geas is on you and it will be collected!"

And then she was enveloped in a rising, swirling cloud of greenish-black, and foul-smelling smoke. When it blew away, the stoop was empty.

Alcina reached the door and asked, "Did I miss something?"

Still looking at the spot where it appeared another witch had entered my life, I murmured, "Yeah... I think you did, actually."

♦ ♦ ♦
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Chapter 5
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As usual, Frankie made more than enough so that there was plenty for three, not just two.

As we ate, Alcina asked me about my unwelcome visitor. I wasn't a font of information because, what she saw, I saw, just from the other angle. I did tell her what I was told, and that wrinkled her nose, just a bit.

"The geas is on you?" She asked.

"Yep," I said, spearing the last bit of gourmet delight on my plate, "Whatever that means. I'm thinking it may have something to do with Bruce's problem."

Frankie murmured, "Ooo, you could be right."

Alcina asked, "What in the world is a geas?"

Frankie's eyes went ceiling-ward and he intoned, "A geas, as in Irish mythology is a form of a taboo or an obligation or prohibition. If it is violated, the one doing it is cursed."

"Thanks, big guy," I said, meaning none of it, "I really needed that."

He mugged a grin and said, "Thenk yew."

Alcina's chuckle did not help the short hairs on the back of my neck.

I asked her, "You proved you are the equal of any of these witches, probably even Bain, if it came down to it. Do you think you can see, if that's the word, the geas that woman said was on me?"

Frankie made an interested sound, and then leaned forward, murmuring, "Ooo..."

Alcina didn't answer, but her eyes did go blank for a moment and then she said, "There's something, but what it is... I couldn't say, other than I didn't like the look of it. I can try to remove it if you want."

I knew, for a very solid fact that Alcina would never do anything she thought would hurt me, so I nodded, saying, "Go for it."

I really need to make better decisions. Whatever it was that my girlfriend did, it hurt, a hell of a lot. I think it was me curled into a fetal position while whimpering that got to her.

I could hear her crying, "Tony! Tony!" But that was all background. The foreground was filled with a screaming, bellowing, overall body toothache of epic proportions, and all I could do was wait it out.

I think I sobbed out, "Make it stop," at least a half dozen times.

There was a moment when I actually was hoping for death when I heard Alcina wail, "I can't stop it! Frankie, what can I do?"

Falling back on his years of experience with situations like this, the big guy threw back his head and began bellowing for help. He had to be really serious because I think I heard Greystoke howling in time with Frankie's bellows.

I have no idea how long the pain went on. To me, it seemed endless, my own personal hell, and then, like a switch, it turned off. The relief was like an afterglow turned up to twelve on a ten-scale.

I heard Alcina telling someone thank you and then the sound of a loud kiss being delivered. And then I heard Bain's voice.

He said, "Jackson, if you ever do that do me again, I will make it my personal agenda to keep you subsisting on a diet of flies from the vantage point of a lily pad, do you get me?"

Frankie's answer was a tiny, and very meek, "But..."

Bain snapped, "Shut up, Jackson. Mandolin," He said to me, "Can you stand?"

I wasn't even sure I could open my eyes, but I nodded and gave it a shot.

I stood, swaying slightly, and then I asked the question, "What in the hell happened?"

Bain threw a long-suffering glance Alcina's way and then grunted, "Your girlfriend tried to pull a geas off of you without unlocking it first. She was ripping you apart at the atomic level."

"I was... what!?" Alcina cried.

"Easy, Miss Crowley," Bain murmured, "There's no permanent damage. He'll feel like he has a headache in every limb for a bit, but a couple of aspirin will see to that. It's best we do not subject Mandolin to any more magic, at least for the near future, all right?"

She nodded.

Bain nodded back, saying, "Good. Now, I'm headed back to my place. Mandolin," He added, fixing his eyes onto me, "You get to bed and then make that appointment. Something is going on, and you need to find out what it is."

Then he turned around and stepped into a room that hadn't been there a second before.

Alcina muttered, "I sure wish I could figure out how he does that."

"Right now," I said, a feeling of extreme fatigue washing over me, "I couldn't care less, and I don't even care to try. I'm taking Bain's advice and headed to bed."

It was one of those where I didn't remember hitting the pillow.

Something biting my chest woke me up.

I was lying on my back. Greystoke was taking his usual three-quarters of the mattress those evenings when Alcina was elsewhere. I looked where the pain was coming from. My pendant was glowing. Someone or thing was trying to attack me with magic.

The pendant was given to me by Bain back when we first met. He made it out of the iron in my own blood for protection from this sort of attack. I didn't know it at the time, but that case also involved a witch. Well... actually, a coven, if I'm being accurate. From the way the thing was glowing, and the intensity of the hot/cold it was giving off, whatever the attack was, it was intended to be a doozy.

Greystoke woke up and turned his head to look at me.

He wuffed softly and put his nose an inch away from the pendant. Then he growled, low, deep in his chest.

I said, "Yeah, boy. I agree. As Pat would say, something is really hinky here."

He snorted an agreement and then laid his huge head back down onto the quilt. In a matter of a few seconds, he was snoring. 

I could almost see the caption hovering in the air, Tony's not hurt, so what's the big deal?

Alcina wasn't in the house when I got up and headed down to the kitchen. The big guy was still imitating a diesel downshifting, and I don't cook, nor do I drink the coffee I try to make, not since Frankie showed me the difference, so I grabbed my coat, stuffed it full of highly illegal toys, and headed out to first, find breakfast, and secondly, to see what was up with Nana.

I glanced at the clock, finally, as I headed to the front door. No wonder Frankie was still vibrating the air, it was barely past six in the AM. That seriously narrowed down my breakfast and brew choices to one, and that was down near to where I needed to go. Lucky me.

The last time I'd been in the joint, and I use that term for a reason, was back when I was still working out of my old downtown office, and having folks wearing stained tee shirts and equally stained aprons doing my cooking for me.

I knew where the place was, and that it would be open. It was one of the last remaining round the clock diners left as most had pulled out after the brain cases that run the city decided the insane had more rights than the shop owners. One idiot even proposed that it was racist to pressure-wash the poop off the sidewalks because doing so reminded him of the fire hoses used in the riots of the sixties. Like I said, idiot.

The place was where I remembered it, unlike Nana's, and it was open. The counter was already nearly full. There was a guy with one of those stupid-looking man-buns, a blousy blonde a couple decades past her prime, but still dressing like she was in it, and a couple other folks so basically street that it didn't matter.
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