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You Get Dandruff

Tony Mandolin Mysteries Book 8

By Robert Lee Beers














There’s an old saying:

When you hang out with flakes...

You get dandruff

And to be sure, the city has more than its share of flakes.
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Prologue
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THWAKKK!!

“Hit ‘im again.”

Whapp!

“Harder”

Grumpfhh!

I felt that one. That’s not saying I hadn’t felt the others, but I’d been hit harder. I mean, I’m the guy who’s been punched out by the daughter of Hel herself. Yeah, it hurt... a lot, and I think that last punch had broken a rib. But, what really bothered me was I had no idea why this was happening. All I’d done was save an old man from being run down. That’s all.

Whunkk!! The lights went out. As I fell into the black, I thought I heard laughter, familiar laughter. What I heard when I woke up wasn’t familiar, or encouraging.

“Pick him up lads, let’s try this again.”

Hands grabbed me and lifted. Some of those doing the lifting giggled. Yeah, everyone was having a grand time abusing the PI. The whole scene would have been surreal if it wasn’t for one thing, the pain.

“You’ve been a bad boy, Tony.”

I tried to focus, but both eyes were pretty well swollen shut. I managed to crack one lid open a bit, but mostly all I saw was a red blur.

A gloved hand reached out and lifted my chin, “Bad. Very, very bad. What do we do with bad children, children?”

I got to listen to more giggling. The really confusing part of the whole thing was, why was Santa telling his elves to beat me to a bloody pulp?


♦ ♦ ♦
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Chapter 1
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The whole insane mess started when I was helping Violet Thurgood, the new PI in town with a case. I’d heard something coming from one of the narrow old town alleys and there was good old Agent Radlum, my very own evil Mulder working over an old man. It wasn’t until I’d chased the slug off that I noticed who his victim was, Santa Claus.

Now, I know what you’re thinking, but you’d be wrong... again. Remember who’s telling this story and what past history has shown, not to mention what city it’s happening in. Actually, coming across old Saint Nick being mugged in an alley is rather far down on the weird-crap-o-meter.

Violet asked me a question as I stood there trying to wrap my head around what I’d just seen. First, I’d been kind of hoping Radlum was so much dragon poo by now. No, not a metaphor. Check out my notes on the case labeled Stake and Eggs.

The Federal slug tried to tell me something as if there was more behind what I’d come across than what I’d seen. Maybe, maybe not. But based on my experiences with the Feds and with one agent, in particular, I was betting on less rather than more.

“Tony. Earth calling Tony, come in Tony.”

“Huh?” I glanced over at Violet. She was standing next to Santa and looking at me with this amused expression.

She said, “Care to take me along on your journey, or is it a private excursion?”

“What?”

Santa chuckled and then winced, “Ooo. I shouldn’t have done that. I think the missus’ll be nursing me for a while.”

He held up a hand, “Would you be so kind, Miss Thurgood to give an old man a hand?”

Wait for it.

“Sure,” she said, “I’d be happy to— Wait a minute,” She backed away, “How do you know my name?”

I said as I reached out to help Santa get upright, “He knows everyone’s name. Don’t you remember the song?”

It was her turn. “Huh?” She asked.

I recited, “He sees you when you’re sleeping. He knows when you’re awake. He knows when you’ve been bad or good...”

Santa finished with, “So be good for goodness sake.” Then he muttered, “Little Milton has gotten himself securely onto the naughty list.”

Violet breathed out, “Oh... my... god...”

Santa smiled and shook his head, “Different guy,” he murmured.

“No,” Violet said, then she shook her head, “I mean that’s not what I meant. I mean...”

“Welcome to my world,” I muttered. “Come on, help me get him back to his place.”

I asked Santa, “What was that all about? Why was that jerk roughing you up?”

“I don’t know Tony,” he answered, “There’s something he’s looking for and somehow he got the idea I know where that something he’s looking for is, but I have no idea what it is.”

Sounded like a good portion of my life. I asked, “Did he say what it was he was looking for?”

“I’m sorry Tony,” Santa sighed, “All he did was ask me where it was.”

That rang some distant alarm bells. I asked, “It?”

Santa nodded.

“Mandolin,” Violet whispered, “I am seriously doubting you can go for more than a day without something odd happening.”

I grunted, Santa was no lightweight, “That’s an outrageous slander. I can go for two, maybe three days easy.”

Santa offered to have us come in while Mrs. Claus and a couple of the elves drew him into the doorway to his apartment. Violet kept giving me several good doses of the hairy eyeball while this was going on, but some things really need to be absorbed as they come. The reality just doesn’t stick any other way.

I made my own offer of buying lunch but she begged off claiming another case that only she could be involved in. I saw no reason to disbelieve her so I headed on over to grab a dog and a beer from Billy’s cart.

For those who have not bothered to do their homework, Billy‘s full name is Billy Bunty, five foot ten in both directions of brotherly love and the best purveyor of gourmet tube steak on the planet. The man loves people and he loves his food. Every time I see him his chins have added babies.

As I walked, chewed and glugged; I thought. This it, whatever it was, could be several different things or one specific thing that several baddies were looking for. When Frankie was being used as the genetic material for an army of extremely bad mannered clones, I was given the idea the big guy was it because of the time he’d been merged with this Nordic bear spirit, Otso. The trouble with that theory, there was too much evidence proving this unknown it was not Frankie.

There’s an intersection in Frisco where three major streets meet, Market, Kearny, and Geary. Some folks will say other intersections in the city are busier, other intersections more dangerous and they’ll pull up data to back the claim. That’s not the point.

The point is, the old man was trying to cross from Geary to Kearny and the car swerved off Market and headed right for him. The only thing I could think to do was fling the half-empty bottle.

The bottle hit the windshield, spraying glass and beer right about the same time I reached the old man and, snagging his collar, dragged him to the side, out of the path of the car.

“Wha—?”

The car didn’t stop but rather left burnt rubber behind as it sped up, narrowly avoiding a couple of sedans and a bus as it tore on down Market.

“Y-you just saved my life!”

I looked down at the old man. He was still hanging in his jacket, dangling by my hand. For a second there I thought I was looking at Santa for the second time today, but by the next second, I saw it was just a passing resemblance.

I finished helping the old guy to his feet and shrugged, saying, “It’s all right. I just happened to be in a spot close enough to help, that’s all.”

He shook his head, “No, you did more than most would,” he said, “I won’t forget that. Thanks, Tony.”

I was a block and a half away when it hit me. I’d never introduced myself, but that old guy had called me Tony. Santa dejavu began tripping through my synapses.

I was almost to the next stop when something else hit me. It smacked wetly and dribbled down the front of my coat, and it left words as it dribbled; STAY AWAY FROM THE OLD MAN, OR ELSE...

Now when you get water balloons flung at you that can somehow mysteriously leave threatening messages behind it’s time to do something contrary to one’s nature. For me, that meant going to the cops. 

It wasn’t just the water balloon, I was also wondering if Pat had any connections with the local FBI office that would give me a lead on how to track down Radlum’s whereabouts. Yes, I did have other ways of getting that information, about three different ways actually, but one meant using friends, one meant dipping my toes even deeper into owing a favor to the city’s biggest organized crime kingpin and the third was... well, the third was seeing if a certain alcoholic and cranky Wizard was sober enough to help without turning me into the metaphorical equivalent of a bug hitting a high tension wire. 

A hungover Landau Bain had a tendency to use what amounted to nuclear weapons where paintballs would do.

Market and Geary were only about a couple of blocks from the San Francisco Police Headquarters building where Monahan held court, so I wiped what I could of the message off my coat and began walking.

I got my first pleasant surprise of the day as I pushed through the doors into Police Headquarters.

“What brings you by, Mister Mandolin?”

“Pops!”

Pops was one of the very few uniformed officers in the city past the age of pimples who’d speak to me in any form other than an insult. The first time I’d met him was that case where the mad professor Steinenfrank attempted to restore the lost scion of a dwarf tribe by cloning Frankie. Yeah, I know, and it is as crazy as it sounds.

He was standing behind the public access counter the police department typically calls The Desk. I glanced at Pops’ arm.

“Sergeant?” I asked. The last time I’d seen him he was just a patrol officer, one rank above cadet. Typically it took a few years for a patrol officer to make sergeant. The time span here had been months.

He shrugged, “Seems my age and my academy scores rated an early try at the test. I passed.”

Pops was on the outer edges of middle age, a retiree, and a widower but a bit more fit than the average police cadet. He graduated at the top of his academy class.

I asked, “And...?”

“It was the Captain,” he said, “He made me take the exam. He said it was ridiculous a man of my age and experience wasn’t at least a sergeant, and it would also be better for morale if the other officers had a reason the could point to in the regulations to ask my advice. If I didn’t take the exam I’d be patrolling the sewers for the rest of my career.”

That sounded like Pat all right.

“It was a good decision,” I said and meant it. “Would you please check to see if he’s got time for a question or two? It’s about a case he and I both worked on.”

Pops nodded, “Sure,” he said, “Let me check.” He reached down and picked up the phone.

To make sure I didn’t look like a nosy putz, I backed up a bit. The wink from Pops told me I’d made the right decision.

I noticed the looks I was getting from a few of the plainclothes and uniforms as they came in and out of the foyer. They were the kind that held the unspoken message of my eating certain excretory material and then dying. That, I was used to. The couple of looks of respect mixed into the stew were unusual, if a bit unsettling, but hey, I’ll take what I can get.

Pops put the phone down and reached to push the buzzer that released the lock so I could get onto the official side of the building.  I didn’t see any approving glances once there.

Grabbing the open elevator, which was thankfully empty, I pushed the button for Monahan’s floor.

It was the usual as I made my way to the door that shielded Pat’s office from the lower orders. There were the assorted disapproving looks, the occasional turning away so my presence wouldn’t foul their air and also the odd comment on what I was, not who.

I reached the door and raised my knuckles. 

I couldn’t see if Pat was in because the shades were drawn closed, and the background noise of the bullpen was enough that I couldn’t tell by listening if he was in or not.

After I knocked, I could tell. “Gawddamnit! I said I wasn’t to be— Oh, Mandolin. Yeah... you’d better come in.”

There was someone else in the office. A man with an expensive haircut and an even more expensive suit. I could feel my alarms all clanging at once.

Antonio Luccesi, possibly the most powerful organized crime boss on the West Coast, if not the entire nation, turn in his chair and said, “Ah, Mister Mandolin. We were just mentioning you.”

I glanced from Luccesi to Monahan and asked, “Pat, what the hell is going on?”

Monahan gave Luccesi a brief glare before growling, “Siddown Mandolin,” as he waved at the one empty chair remaining in the office.

I sat and asked again, “What is going on?” and indicated the crime lord with a nod of my head.

Luccesi chuckled softly, “Thank you Mister Mandolin. I am continuously appreciative of your simplistic view of the world.”

“Don’t insult the man, Luccesi,” Monahan barked. “There’s no call for that.”

“Oh, there was no insult intended, Captain,” Luccesi turned in his seat so he was facing Monahan. “I was actually offering Mister Mandolin a compliment.”

“You were?” I asked as the realization of what Luccesi had said began trickling in.

As various expressions of confusion passed through Monahan’s face, Luccesi explained, “Of course I was, Tony. To you, the world is made up of good and evil, bad guys and good guys. You are not encumbered with all of the assorted shadings the political world invests into its meanings of those two terms. To you, a serial killer remains a serial killer, even if a particular voting demographic claims he is really a hero to his people. A homeowner protecting his home from an intruder, in your eyes, does no wrong in killing the intruder even though the politics of the day may say otherwise. Your morality does not sway with the winds of popular culture.”

Monahan said, “Huh?”

I answered for Luccesi, “I think he means I’m stubborn, Pat.”

Monahan nodded, and muttered, “Now that I can agree to,” which caused another chuckle to escape Luccesi.

Ruffling the papers on his desk, Monahan said, “Mister Luccesi is here because he’s become aware of... a problem.”

I nodded, “Well now. That certainly clears everything up.”

“Try to not be an ass, Mandolin,” Monahan growled, “Just for once, okay?”

I shrugged and then nodded. “All right,” I said, “What’s going on? And what is this problem? And most of all, why does it suddenly make that spot in the middle of my back itch?”

Monahan glanced at Luccesi with one of those knowing looks you usually only see between couples who’ve been married for a few decades or more.

“I’m going to hate this, aren’t I?” I muttered.

Monahan nodded, smiling a nasty smile, “You are.”

I looked at Luccesi and said, “Well?”

The crime lord nodded, “Becoming involved in this matter could very well cost you your livelihood, if not your freedom, Mister Mandolin.”

I gave him a blank look. “So, the usual, huh?” I snarked.

“Very droll, Mister Mandolin,” Luccesi retorted, “But it so happens that this involves one of the most powerful families in politics, and even though they do not currently hold high office, they control those who do, not only at the federal level but also city and state.”

“Which means this city’s government as well, Mandolin,” Monahan muttered.

That itch turned to ice. I’d been there. It damn well almost bankrupted me. I asked, looking at Pat, “Involved? How?”

He made a face, “This family has a son, actually a nephew to the current head. A bad seed, really. The kid’s been trouble since puberty and the rap sheet, unofficially, since it doesn’t officially exist, shows steady progress from misdemeanor to felony as the years passed.”

I thought about that for a second and then asked, “Uh... Pat? If the juvenile records were sealed, records from another jurisdiction mind you, how did you get them?”

That brought forth another mob boss chuckle and after giving me one more sour expression, Monahan said, “I’ve got a friend in the FBI, all right? I hear about this kid swinging into my city and now I need ammunition if he starts hurting people and throwing his uncle’s weight around.”

I asked the pertinent question, “What will your bosses say to that?”

Luccesi held up a hand, “Allow me to answer that, will you Captain?”

This was odd as all get out. Luccesi working with the police? How bad was this going to get?

Luccesi turned to look at me. Whenever he did, I got the feeling I was like being studied by an intelligent highly poisonous reptile. Finally, he said, “I understand you came into a windfall of sorts. Am I correct Mister Mandolin?”

He had to be talking about that payment from my last case, several chests of antique gold coins. I still hadn’t decided what to do with them and in the meantime, they were being looked over by Tiny, the bartender of my local pub and part-time King of the Norse Gods. Better protection than any bank, including Fort Knox. I didn’t bother asking how Luccesi knew about that. The crime lord had better intelligence capabilities than the CIA. He probably knew the exact count of the coins and the shape of the hinges on the chests they came in. He probably saw me give that bribe... uh, donation to Father Frank's church.

I glanced at Pat and then nodded to Luccesi. “Sort of,” I replied. “It’ll help me pay the bills.”

“Yes,” Luccesi chuckled, “I suppose it will.”

“Um,” I murmured, “Can I ask how you heard about this bad seed?”

“From one of your kind,” Monahan muttered, reluctantly. 

I thought about the competition. Most of the other PI’s working the city were bottom feeders who’d stay about as far away from the heat of this type of case as possible. Sneaking murky photos of cheating spouses was more their speed. I came up empty. “Who?” I asked.

Monahan rustled the papers on his desk again, “Uh...let’s see... One of the women PI’s...”

One of? As far as I knew there was only one, and I’d just worked a case with her. “Violet?” I asked, "She never said a thing to me."

“No...” Monahan shook his head, “A different name, starts with an H...Ah! Here we are.” He pulled a business card out of the pile. “Heather Johnson, Private Investigator.”

I said, “Who?”

Pat held up the card and recited, “Heather Johnson, Private Investigator. It says so on the card.”

I held out a hand, “May I take it with me?”

“Ah, very good,” Luccesi murmured, “Then I take it you have accepted the commission.”

“Huh?” I said, again revealing my rapier wit.

Ignoring me, Luccesi said to Monahan, “You win the wager, Captain. I, of course, will cover the expenses as agreed.”

“Huh?” I repeated.

“Try and keep up Mandolin,” Pat gloated, enjoying my confusion. He nodded at Luccesi, “Go on, tell him all of it.”

♦ ♦ ♦
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Chapter 2
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Antonio Luccesi, billionaire entrepreneur and crime lord, leaned back and sighed, “Mister Mandolin, if you had not shown up here today, at this time, I would have probably been found on your doorstep asking you to take me on as a client.”

I almost displayed my lightning-fast synapses in action again but managed to just nod. I was still caught in the rapids and had no idea where they were taking me.

Luccesi continued, “As you are well aware, Mister Mandolin, I still feel I owe you a debt. If you do this, it will likely increase that obligation. I also am aware as to how you feel about this, but I simply do not trust any of the others in your profession. The lovely Miss Thurgood notwithstanding.”

I just nodded again, still wondering where in the hell this was going. 

Monahan grunted. 

Luccesi glanced at Monahan and then went on, “My officially going to the police under these circumstances was obviously out of the question, and the only reason I am sitting here is because I wished to see what the Captain had to say in regard to the information I was brought and because he is the only man in the department who would not automatically react adversely to my request.”

“And this Heather Johnson confirmed what he said?” I asked Pat.

Monahan nodded.

“I see,” I said, still totally blind. “Now, will either one of you mind letting me know what I supposedly have taken on as a commission and apparently another favor? Perhaps you can start by telling me what Miss Johnson told you.”

Monahan gave Luccesi his very own hairy eyeball.

Luccesi sighed, “As you are most likely aware, the economy upon which I built my empire exists within a delicate framework of diplomacy. You may say it is much like the United Nations with each family and organization having its own form of representation. No entity may encroach upon another’s borders without due leave, and so on. Those that have done so have found the consequences to be swift, sure and fatal. Frankly, it has been years since any real hostilities have occurred. Everyone has the odd bad apple and individual... slip-ups are understandable and dealt with accordingly.”

He paused, looked down and then looked at me. It was the first time I’d ever seen the man troubled, really troubled. “Mister Mandolin, a shark has entered our waters, and for whatever reason, this individual seems to be untouchable. Nearly every family, nearly every organization has lost territory and those sent out to deal with the problem have never been heard from since. We haven’t even found bodies, and I can assure you, we looked.”

I nodded. I could also see why Luccesi coming to the police for official help in this would have been a waste of time. One bad guy beating up on the other bad guys? Yeah, go ahead, pull the other one and so on... I had a feeling the politicians in City Hall would ask Luccesi why he was bothering them. 

Seeing I wasn’t ready to break in, Luccesi continued, “Miss Johnson surfaced about two weeks ago as a person of interest when one of my associates...” He coughed softly, “A-hem, attempted to question her regarding her investigations into the late Mister Shultz’s business interests.”

“Attempted?” See that? I was catching up.

Monahan grunted, “She broke his arm during the, ah... discussion.”

Luccesi added, “He has been instructed to refrain from attempting similar forceful tactics in the future.”

“Probably one of those lessons that included chains, cement and deep water as the consequences for not passing,” I thought. 

“So where’s this Miss Johnson now?” I asked.

Monahan chuckled, reaching into his desk for one of his cigars, “Ask my guest,” he said, still laughing quietly.

Luccesi made a face and then said, very casually, almost too casually, “After dropping my... ah, associate off at my offices, she informed the receptionist that she would be less gentle if we needed any further instruction in manners.”

“I see,” I said, still lying. “And what about this shark? And where in the hell do I come in?”

Monahan glanced at Luccesi.

Luccesi, in turn, glanced toward the ceiling. 

"I’ve done that as well, Mister Mandolin. There’s nothing worth studying up there," He murmured, mostly to himself, “Fear, Mister Mandolin is a great equalizer. Fear of the unknown with the added spice of impending and certain death tears away all social, racial and gender-related barriers. I am not the only one with an interest in obtaining your services. I am merely the representative of a collective.”

“Representative?” I asked.

Monahan smiled at me from around his cigar, “Congratulations, Mandolin, every mob boss in the city wants you to save their hides.”

“Huh?” I said, and then cruel irony drew back the curtains on the whole ridiculous scene. I added, mostly to myself. “I may as well drag Radlum into this mess and make the whole crap cake complete with him as the cherry on top.”

“Radlum?” Monahan’s eyebrows rose, “What’s that Fed got to do with this?”

That brought back to me why I’d wanted to talk to Monahan in the first place. I said, “I came across him roughing up San— an old guy in an alley down in Old Town. Violet and I’d just finished a case.”  

“Violet?” Monahan asked, confused.

Luccesi raised a finger, “Is that Miss Thurgood you’re referencing?”

I nodded.

“Violet Thurgood, PI,” Luccesi intoned, “A recently arrived Female Private Investigator of seemingly considerable aptitude, Captain. She was apparently of invaluable aid in helping Mister Mandolin and the Wizard Bain in dealing with that dragon’s egg.”

“The— what did you just say?” Monahan pulled the cigar from his mouth.

“Never mind, Pat,” I said hurriedly. “Violet is a real investigator and seems to be damn good at it. She also packs a pretty mean knee, if you know what I mean.”

Replacing his cigar, Pat growled, “You think she’d be willing to help you find this Heather Johnson? We really do need to find out what she knows.”

I smiled and asked, “Why can’t you have someone like Detective Knowlen search her out?”

“For the same reason he can’t ask the DA for help, Mandolin,” Pat snarled, drumming his fingers on his desk after jabbing one of them at Luccesi.

I figured that. The political types at City Hall wouldn’t be all that interested in being officially involved in anything their opponents could possibly use in the next campaign. If the DA was told PI Johnson had broken the leg of one of Antonio Luccesi’s lieutenants the general response would be something along the lines of, “So? What is that to us?”

Something came to me from a phone conversation Pat and I had after the case involving the dragon’s egg was wrapped. There was a name attached to it, Amy Williams. I’d bet anything this shark was a lady. I said, as if mentioning something of vague interest, “Amy Williams, I believe...”

“What?”

I smiled with gleeful malice, “That’s the name you gave me a couple of weeks ago when you mentioned a new player mucking around in the south of Market gang territories, Amy Williams. I’ll bet you she’s your shark.”

Monahan’s face darkened and he uttered one of those words Frankie refuses to ever consider.

Luccesi turned his head, looked at me and winked. “Very good, Mister Mandolin,” he murmured.

“Now that we have that cleared up,” I mentioned, “I could use some help myself.”

“Huh? What?” Monahan’s head jerked up and he stared at me.

“About Radlum,” I added, “I was wondering if you had a contact in the FBI I could talk to. You know, someone willing to be middling honest?”

Monahan shook his head, “Mandolin... I don’t know... well... yeah, maybe... I’ll let you know.”

“Good,” I replied, “Now, what about this bad seed? Is whoever this brat is connected with Williams?”

Luccesi shook his head, “I honestly do not know.”

Monahan growled, “Because of the mess it would cause, I’d almost bet my life on it.”

I nodded. In my experience, I’d have to side with Monahan. “What about a name? Where did this sprout spring from?”

Monahan and Luccesi shared a look. Pat muttered, “We don’t know, not yet. Those who do aren’t talking. It’s almost as if they’re afraid to talk about it. That means it probably has Washington roots, maybe even UN.”

A thought occurred and I asked, “What would be the reaction if I used some of my contacts to dig up the name?”

Monahan snorted a sour laugh, “Ever accidentally kick a hornets’ nest?”

I shook my head, “What is it with people like this? Why can’t they just let things happen the way they should?”

“Scandal,” Luccesi murmured.

Pat nodded, “Tell me about it. The one thing that’ll bring the crapstorm down on a copper’s head faster than anything else is the stink of scandal. The gods living on the mount of City Hall will tolerate almost anything except that which may affect their pensions. Now take that and amplify it a thousandfold and you have the reaction of these families that control not just national but international politics. A rumor in a paper, the offhand comment by a radio talk show host and they can be looking at the eventual loss of billions of dollars, pounds, or rubles, just because they lost a seat at the head table.

“If that scandal came about because of something they could trace down to this department, just imagine the kind of pressure that could be brought to bear against this city. I don’t think there’s a single one of those fat-asses that would stand firm for the right thing, much less the expensive thing.”

Luccesi added, “Sometimes what is right is the most expensive path of all.”

Monahan glared at him, “What do you mean... sometimes?”

I thought, “How much is a reputation worth, or for that matter, the respect of your family?” And, knowing what I did about where we humans went after all of that was done with, I also thought, “What price is your soul, much less your reputation?” It seemed to be there were some things just too expensive to risk.

All of that went zipping through my mind in an instant. I murmured, “You know... it just might be fun to see how big the explosion is. How will the hoi polloi react if their dirty little secret is exposed to the air...?”

Monahan perked up, “That almost sounds like a threat,” he said, uneasily.

Luccesi murmured, “Um-hmm, I do believe it was.”

“We can’t be associated with this Mandolin,” Monahan growled, “And you know that... not unless whatever it is has reached the point to where City Hall can’t afford to ignore it.”

I shook my head, “I know that” I growled back, “I just can’t help wondering how many innocents have to go through pain, loss and possibly mourning to satisfy expediency. You should ask folks like the DA this question, will your kid respect you if he found out what you did? How much will it take to wipe away the feelings of betrayal, the hurt and the pain you will cause by obeying orders?” I mugged a face and added, “Yeah, I think that about says it.”

Luccesi looked at Monahan.

Monahan stared at me and then muttered, “You know, Mandolin, you are one incredible bastard.”

I heard an entirely different word hiding behind the word incredible. I shrugged and answered, “Yeah, I know. But I usually sleep well.”

Luccesi chuckled again, “Mister Mandolin,” he said, “You are indeed a refreshing change. May I offer you a ride back to your home? I could use the time to give some details regarding my commission.”

I said it without thinking, “Yeah, okay.” It was only by the time I was in the foyer that I realized what I’d done.

“My driver is parked over this way, Mister Mandolin,” Luccesi said, waving off to the right.

I looked and saw the two-tone Rolls I’d ridden in after that case with the family of vampires in Redwood City. I couldn’t tell for sure, but it looked like the same driver as well.

Once the car was in motion, Luccesi nodded to me and said, “I suppose you have questions, eh, Mister Mandolin?”

“Yeah,” I sighed, “I suppose I do.”

“Well then,” Luccesi offered, “Ask them.”

“How much?” I asked.

Luccesi blinked, “Uh... what?”

“It's the first question,” I said, “We may as well get the nasty bit out of the way to begin with. How much is this commission worth? I don’t work for free, you know.”

Luccesi pursed his lips and nodded, once. “Yes, of course. Your usual daily rate along with expenses, then?”

I usually find out I shouldn’t have taken on a case where the client caves too quickly on the price tag. This one would probably wind up being one of those. 

“All right,” I replied, figuring that indefinable extra benefit of Luccesi feeling he owed me a favor might be useful after all. “Now how about some of these details you promised me? We can start with why you are so thoroughly frightened of this Williams woman.”

Luccesi’s eyes became brittle, beyond hard. He said, his lips barely parting or moving, “Men have died slowly, Mister Mandolin after accusing me of far less.”

I shrugged, “Perhaps, but I’d guess they were also wrong. In this, I’d bet a matching set of concrete slippers I was right and it would also apply to Monahan as well. Something about Amy Williams scares both of you and if you want me to do what you just hired me to do, you’ll tell me why.”

I leaned back and said in a louder voice, “Deiter, right?”

“You wish something, Mister Mandolin?” The driver asked.

“No,” I answered, “Just checking.”

“Very good sir.”

Luccesi sighed, “Are you quite through marking your territory, Mister Mandolin?”

I smiled, “Yeah, thanks. Now, what is going on Luccesi? You faced down monsters. I know, I was there. What has Williams done to deserve this reaction?”

After staring into nothingness for a bit, Luccesi said, “She has... survived, and not just survived but thrived against most of the gangs and organizations covering the entire bay area south of Market Street.” 

He looked at me, and for a brief second I saw the fear there, “I told you men were sent and never returned, correct?”

I nodded.

“What I did not tell you was it wasn’t just me sending men, but it was also the Chinese, the Russians and the entire stew of Hispanic Cartels. All told, over a hundred soldiers of various organizations. Not one of those soldiers returned. We didn’t even find out where the bodies went.”

I thought about that, and then another thought ambled in and shoved it aside, “and they want me to figure this out?”

“Where did this start, and when?” I asked. I remembered Monahan telling me something about Old Man Shultz’s outfit, the one Heidi Longenpeltzer took over before she went to hell. I seriously wish I was using a metaphor there.

“In Hunter’s Point,” he murmured, adding, “Where do all this city’s nightmares start?”

I didn’t answer the question as it was obviously rhetorical. I did, however, ask, “When did it start?”

Luccesi stared straight at me. “That is the truly chilling part, Mister Mandolin. All of this, the incursions, the threats, the demands, and the missing men all began at precisely the day you destroyed that dragon’s egg. 

"Mister Mandolin,” he leaned forward and looked right into my eyes, “This woman has ignored every one of the old rules, the restrictions that kept the various organizations from going to war against each other. It is almost as if she wants that war to happen.”

All of a sudden I understood why Luccesi was terrified because I was rapidly headed there myself.

♦ ♦ ♦
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Chapter 3
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I had Luccesi drop me off outside of the Snug, my neighborhood watering hole. I wanted to wind down and also run a thing or two past Tiny, the owner, chief cook and bottle washer, and part-time Norse God Odin.

Tiny is one of the few folks I know who can look my friend and business partner Franklin Amadeus Jackson, or as he prefers, Frankie in the eye. Both men are a hell of a lot closer to 7 feet than 6, and neither man could ever be considered a lightweight. Not even on the moon. But that's where all resemblance comes to a screeching halt.

Tiny is not even near the same color as espresso coffee and neither does he have an affinity for South of Market drag shows. As one acquaintance of mine said it, Frankie was sudden death in a feather boa. Tiny was strictly sudden death, if the need arose. Frankie wasn’t in the Snug. Tiny was and there was a beer sliding my way as I reached the bar.

“Thanks, Tiny,” I said and tossed about half the pint down my gasping throat.

Tiny said something to the patron at the other end of the bar and then came down to my end. “That looked a bit desperate,” He murmured, pointing at my glass.

I finished the beer and held out the glass, “Yeah, it was.”

He nodded, took the glass and replied, “Tell me about it when I get back.”

After tipping back the top third of my second beer, I set the glass down and told Tiny about what Monahan and Luccesi had told me. It took a bit to get it all out since the Snug was busy and the patrons needed seeing to. When I finally finished, Tiny nodded and grunted thoughtfully.

“Well?” I asked, “What do you think?”

“I think, Tony,” he said carefully, after a pause, “That the fact this is all news to me is a reason for concern.”

I thought about that and then a sick feeling washed over me. In his non-human guise as Odin, Tiny was supposed to be aware of just about everything. According to Norse lore, Odin was supposed to be all-seeing, but in actuality, he just had a whole lot of eyes and ears about.

Wherever there was a raven, he saw and heard what was going on. In San Francisco that was a hell of a lot of eyes and ears. This meant that at least some part of what went down should have been seen... and heard by at least one of the ravens. That meant that this mysterious Miss Williams had the ability to shield her activities from Odin, an entity even Landau Bain, the city’s most powerful, and often drunk, Wizard had come to respect.

If Tiny was just now hearing about it, and it had been going on since I destroyed that damned dragon egg... that meant... crap. And I was in that crap right past my eyeballs. All of a sudden I was no longer thirsty.

“Tony.”

I looked up. Tiny was leaning on the bar, looking down at me with a slightly worried expression. “You okay Tony?” He asked.

I shook my head, “No, Tiny. Actually, I’m not. I think I’m going to go home and grab some rest.”

“You want to take any coins with you?”

Part of my last case included rescuing the nephew of Count Dracula. Yeah, that Count. Actually, the Count is a very nice guy, once you get past the fangs and the, erm... transformation. You really do not want to be watching when the middle of that is going on. At the very least, not after eating. My payment for services rendered was six moderately-sized antique round-top chests, each one of them filled to the brim with gold coins, old gold coins. They were ancient Spanish Doubloons. In just precious metal value it was millions of dollars, in collectors’ value, if sold in bits and pieces it could be billions. My banker, as the king of the Norse pantheon, was much better security than any vault.

I shook my head. “No thanks Tiny,” I said, “The household account is still pretty flush.” 

He grunted, nodding. Then he said, “Let me know... you know...”

“Thanks,” I said, and meant it. Tiny’s help had saved my skin, and Frankie’s often enough to make the offer one I wouldn’t turn away.

A light rain started up as I walked down the sidewalk about two blocks away from my house. By the time I put the key into the lock I was soaked. There is a reason the Northern California West Coast has never been considered a desert.

Frankie greeted me at the door, “Oh you poor dear, you are wet clear through. Here. Let me help you out of that coat and you get yourself upstairs and into a nice hot tub. I’ve dinner in the oven and I’ll have some lovely hot tea for you when you come down.”

What I didn’t tell you about my partner is that he’s also masquerading as my mother.

I didn’t argue. The turn in the weather had decided to hook up with my unease over this latest case to give me a nice solid case of the funks. I trudged up the stairs and ran the bath as ordered. My house is a pre-1906 Victorian three-story in one of the smaller and less gilded neighborhoods down near the southeastern tip of Golden Gate Park. There are four other vickies on the block and we all have southward facing front doors, which is what you want on this side of the continent. A small park which doubles as a very large doggie commode sits across the street from our row and that gives us an incredible view when the weather’s clear. My front porch may sit close to a mile or two inland, but I can still see the ocean and the horizon from my front door.

Dinner was hot and good and it helped a lot. Frankie shooed me out of the kitchen so he could clean up without having my size 13’s underfoot, so I settled down in what I call my study. It’s really an upholstered closet just behind the front room, but there are shelves for books, room for a chair and a reading lamp and it’s relatively quiet.

Greystoke, my German shepherd came snuffing into the room to check me out, so I gave him a good rubbing and ruffling before settling back to think. I really could not tell you why, but for some reason that rat bastard Radlum figured into this deal that had both Monahan and Luccesi’s undies in a twist.

Frankie poked his head into the study and asked, “Feeling better now?”

“Yeah.” I said, “Thanks, big guy. Got a minute?”

He nodded and said, “I do, actually.” And then he leaned against the doorjamb and asked, “What’s this about, lover?”

“I got a new case,” I sighed, “I think. And unless my gut’s a hundred percent wrong, our old friend Agent Radlum is involved up to his eyebrows.”

Frankie’s face clouded, “I really, really hate that man. Why couldn’t he have done the world a favor and died when he should have?”

Partially lost in my own thoughts, I looked up a bit sharply, “Huh? When was that?”

Frankie smiled, “Before conception.”

Then he blinked, remembering, “What case?”

“Someone, possibly a woman, named Amy Williams is removing the leadership of the various gangs south of Market. To complicate things there’s some brat from a very politically-connected family messing around the area and the powers that be are pressuring the police to not upset the political pork applecart by arresting him for his crimes.” I shook my head, “And what’s even worse, Tiny says my telling him about the gang issue is the first he heard about it.”

“But...” Frankie said, “He’s... Odin. I mean, he’s got those ravens and...”

I finished the thought, “And he said he’d heard and seen nothing.”

Frankie’s mouth opened but nothing came out.

I nodded, “Exactly, big guy. Exactly. I’m going to bed.”

I felt a bit better after breakfast and told Frankie of my plans for the day.

“The FBI?” Frankie exclaimed, “The freaking feds?”

“Think about it Frankie,” I said, waving my last piece of toast at him, “Who else would have information on Radlum but the feds? And besides, if he’s tied into what is going on with this Williams person and if this well-connected brat is involved, I’m going to need some heavy-duty political back up.”

He seemed to think about it and then asked, “How about Bain?”

It was a good notion. The Wizard had been a no-show since the last case. Yeah, I’d been the one to destroy the egg, but he was the one who killed the dragon, and something like that had to weigh on a man, even if that man was Landau Bain.

I said, “Not a bad idea, big guy. Why don’t you see if you can track him down while I deal with the feds?”

Frankie’s expression said that was not what he was expecting. “Umm...” he stammered, “I-I really need to get some shopping done, and then the front room curtains are a disaster...”

“Bain, big guy,” I said, unmoved, “We need Bain, especially if this person has the capability to shield herself from gods,”

He crossed his arms and stared down at his toes, muttering, “Oh... poo!”

I said, “It might be a good idea if you got Willit and his tribe to help you out. If anyone can find where Bain’s got himself hidden, it’s those pixies.”

He hmphed and said, “All right, if I must. What brand of scotch do they prefer again?”

Way back when I started getting involved in the particular oddness that is the bay area’s world of the supernatural, I found out, quite by accident that pixies not only exist, but they can be bribed with high test alcohol. Scotch is their preferred poison and based on the bottom shelf hooch I usually offered as my bribe, poison is the word of the day.

I answered, “The cheapest they’ve got, and just one bottle. Pixies are only six inches high, you know.”

He sniffed, “I am well aware of that, thank you.”

I added, “I usually take the bus on down to that shop on Post and Taylor, buy the booze there and then hike on down to the square from there.”

He nodded, taking notes in his pocket pad.

“Oh, because of the crackdown on winos, it pays to keep the bottle wrapped and unopened,” I said, more to myself than him. “There’s no crime in carrying scotch through Union Square as long as it’s sealed. The cops might check. Fair warning.”

“How will I get Willit to show up?” He asked.

I waved a hand and replied, “Just say his name and mention scotch. He’ll probably be there before you sit down. Oh,” I held up a hand, stopping him from turning away, “Do not, under any circumstances turn your back on them, the bottle and any info you might get will be gone before you can blink.”

“Ooo,” he said, “Sneaky little buggers, eh?”

I grunted, “You don’t know the half of it. See you later.”

After Frankie took off, I headed upstairs and got dressed for business, but since most of my business would be in the Philip Burton Building down near Turk and Polk streets, and since that meant I’d be surrounded by Feds of all shapes and sizes, I thought it best to keep most of my toys home, especially the shooting, smashing and cutting kind. Then I headed out to grab the bus that would get me to the one headed south on Van Ness. From the stop at Turk, it was a short walk to the glass and steel canyon created by two opposing forces, the Feds, and the State. It may have just been me, but it seemed the two office towers were glaring at each other suspiciously from opposite sides of the street.

Checking the time I saw it was about an hour past opening. Good, one thing that always set my teeth on edge was waiting for a government door to be unlocked. It never happened on time. I think there’s a law against doing so.

The foyer was much the same as government office tower foyers anywhere else, a vast expanse of polished tile, ceilings roughly twice as high as they needed to be, a recessed spot for the elevators and off to the side in the far distance, a tiny elevated desk for the guard/receptionist. I headed straight for the desk. The foyer was almost deserted.

“May I help you, sir?” The offer of help came from the guard. He was built on the same lines as just about every other guard I’d seen in every other government office building. It almost made me want to ask if he knew which vat he’d been cloned in. I was pretty sure he wouldn’t get the joke.

I said, “I need to speak to someone in the FBI about an agent with the last name of Radlum.” I said it that way because the building also housed the US Marshall’s Office, the US Attorney, Justice Department and so on. Not being specific could lead to getting nowhere.

“FBI, huh?” The guard said, and then asked, “Who’s Agent Radlum?”

I shrugged, “That’s something I hope to find out.”

The guard grunted and then picked up his phone. After a few seconds of waiting he nodded and said, “Got a fellow down here, wants to talk to someone about an Agent Radlum.” There was a pause and then he looked at me, “Your name, young fellow?”

“Tony Mandolin,” I replied.

He repeated my name into the phone and then said, “Yes sir. I’ll send him up.”

After putting the phone down, the guard looked at me and then pointed to the elevators. He said, “Third floor. Someone’ll be there to escort you.”

I said thanks and walked over to the elevators. A few more people had wandered in as I was talking to the guard. Most of them had those little ID badges the bureaucracy uses to tell the shepherds from the sheep. As is typical, conversation was kept to a minimum and the background music was a bad instrumental version of a 1960’s pop song.

No one got out on the 2nd floor so the crowd in the elevator all watched as the doors opened onto the third floor and a guy held out his hand, saying, “Tony Mandolin? I’m Agent Palmer.”

I took his hand, shook it and said, “Agent Palmer. What can you tell me about an agent named Radlum?”

He glanced to either side and said, quietly, “Let’s discuss this in my office, all right?”

I nodded, figuring it was best if I followed his lead. If you can do it, if you’re looking to get something from the government, especially in the way of information on a case, it is always best to let any government employee think you’re doing things their way, even if you aren’t.

Agent Palmer led me into the maze of offices and cubicles that the city called FBI Land. I didn’t try to memorize the journey since I had no plans to repeat it, if possible. We came to a tiny suite of glassed-in offices that were more of a roofed cubicle with windows and a door than anything else. The agent stopped at the one with his name on the window and opened the door, “Mister Mandolin?”

I accepted the invitation and walked in. Then I stood, waiting for the agent to close the door and get to his own chair behind his desk.

He surprised me and took the other guest chair, saying, “Please, Mister Mandolin, have a seat.”

“Okay”, I thought, “This is different.”

I sat and then he leaned toward me and asked, “Where do you know Agent Radlum from?”

His grammar aside, he asked a good question, and in all honesty, I didn’t know if I knew Radlum. I’d been harassed and attacked by the man, but outside of that... nothing.

I said so, “I don’t know Radlum. All I’ve ever done is try to avoid him, even when he was trying to kill me.”

Agent Palmer leaned back and sighed, “Well, you’ve confirmed one thing, and honestly, Mister Mandolin, I have no idea where Dave got this obsession about you. From what I’ve been able to find out you’ve done a pretty good job of cleaning up several messes. That Hunter’s Point fire for example. In one happy accident, you managed to not only destroy a decade’s worth of illegal drugs but force the city to address what was a potential liability disaster in dilapidated structures.”

I looked at him. Was this guy serious? I said, “I don’t know... ask around City Hall and you’ll get an entirely different perspective.”

He snorted, “Figures. The worst thing that can happen to an entrenched politician is embarrassment. Even worse, the embarrassment of having their own words revealed as a lie. I’ve been reading through your cases, Mister Mandolin. You seem to have an uncanny ability to not only pick cases that save ordinary citizens’ lives but do so at the expense of less than ethical power players. Even more intriguing is the fact that you have done so for over a decade and still live.”

I shrugged, “And yet, here I am. What does this have to do with Agent Radlum? Is he on the FBI payroll?”

Agent Palmer smiled, but it held no humor, “As far as we can tell, Agent David Radlum has never worked for the FBI or any other agency that will answer our queries.”

It was my turn to lean forward, “Then how in the hell was he able to pull together an entire CIA-level tactical strike team to try to take me and my associates out?”

Palmer blinked and reached for a recorder, “Would you mind repeating that question?”

I leaned back and suddenly felt in control. That is a distinctly weird feeling when dealing with the Feds, “Would you mind telling me why you don’t know about that?”

Agent Palmer clicked off the recorder and put it away. He took in a breath and let it out, slowly. “What I’m about to tell you, Mister Mandolin cannot leave this room.”

I replied, “Does the FBI offer a degree in clichés. Or is it simply a requirement on being selected?”

Agent Palmer’s face went blank for a second and then he frowned and shook his head, “I’m not kidding, Mister Mandolin. If it becomes known that you spread classified information you not only could be prosecuted, you would be prosecuted.”

I nodded and then said, “Perhaps you would like to see if you can find any of those tactical team members Radlum had along with him when they ran into the... ah... security while they were attacking.”

He froze, and then whispered, “Are you telling me you killed active Federal field agents?”

“No,” I replied, shaking my head, “I’m telling you those active field agents were led into a death trap and neither I nor any of my associates were aware of it. We were lucky, those men were not.” I grunted, “That seems to be the normal way of people like Radlum. He escapes after ruining several lives just so he can repeat the process. Ruin, rinse, repeat.”

“About that, Mister Mandolin,” Agent Palmer said, after a nearly nine-months pregnant moment of silence, “David Radlum, as far as I can tell has never been an FBI Agent, but it is obvious he does work for someone. He has managed to have senior agents and supervisors removed from investigations, including those involving non-specific surveillance. In some corners, he’s called, The Fox.”

I shook my head and muttered, “Radlum the Fox? Weasel, Rat maybe...”

Agent Palmer shrugged.

Then I grunted, “Non-specific surveillance? You mean like warrantless wiretaps, delivery vans with hidden antennas, and so on?” 

Agent Palmer said, completely deadpan, “Such activities are in direct violation of the law, Mister Mandolin.”

“Which is why any knowledge I may have of such activities could pose problems for Uncle Sugar, right?” I replied, equally deadpan.

He studied me for a moment, and then said, “What specifically would you like this agency to do for you, Mister Mandolin?”

I asked in reply, “Is this conversation being recorded?”

He shrugged.

I nodded and then said, “I’d like to be ignored.”

“Huh?”

I do love it when I step outside of the accepted patterns the bureaucracy has established as normal and one of the minions is stumped. 

I said, “Just what I said. The FBI can best help me by getting out of the way. Whatever I do, whenever I do it and however I do it, I want no interference from the Federal side, okay?”

Agent Palmer looked troubled, “I can’t authorize something like that Mister Mandolin, not even if I really wanted to. Frankly, I don’t know who could outside of the White House.”

I’d figured that which is why I had my follow-up already loaded, “How about creating a block in the pipeline?”

“I’m afraid you’ve lost me, Mister Mandolin... again,” He replied.

I leaned back and gestured with my right hand, “It’s simple, really. Requests for information are misplaced. Allocations of resources and teams to stop whatever that interfering Mandolin is doing go to the bottom of the stack... accidentally. No regulation is violated, no law is broken, but all in all, it gets me the room I need to do what it seems no one else is willing to do.”

He shook his head and muttered, “I don’t know...”

I asked, “Is there anyone in this office who benefitted from my little warehouse fire?”

Agent Palmer gave me a flat stare, “That’s a bit unfair, Mister Mandolin.”

“Hey,” I replied, “Whatever it takes. Radlum has been far worse than a thorn in my side, and if my removing him upsets anyone in those alphabet agencies dedicated to using the little guy whenever they can in order to placate some overseas villain so much the better.”

Again, Agent Palmer surprised me by saying, “In that, Mister Mandolin, I and a good portion of the men and women in this office are in complete agreement with you. Let me say this, I will do what I can. Unfortunately, we have little we can do to prevent any of the retribution that comes your way from non-federal sources.”

Then he stood up and held out his hand, “Thank you for coming by, Mister Mandolin.”

I stood and shook hands, “Thank you for seeing me, Agent Palmer. I’ll try to not be too much trouble.”

“I would appreciate that,” he said, and then he added, “Goodbye.”

♦ ♦ ♦
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Chapter 4
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My stomach was grumbling when I stepped out and back onto the sidewalk. Most of the eateries surrounding the area catered to the Indo-Chinese population and frankly, I wasn’t in the mood for noodles or the looks a guy my size and racial makeup usually got in those places. A while back I made the mistake of learning a bit of Mandarin and Cantonese figuring it would make handling some of the cases I was getting at that time easier by breaking down the language barrier. What I did learn was the Orientals in the city think even less of us round-eyes then our redneck country cousins think of them. It’s rather difficult to enjoy a bowl of hot sour soup when the people in the booth next to you are busy calling you every insult in the book and laughing about it.

Luck, however, was on my taste buds’ side because about a block away, on the corner of Polk and Eddy was a lovely little slice of the Big Easy, a New Orleans-style soul food place. I pushed through the door and was immediately greeted with, “Come on in and enjoy. Red beans and rice are just about done.”

The girl who greeted me was a lovely well-fed black woman with a smile full of blindingly white teeth and one of those personalities that just envelopes everyone.

I said, “Thanks. That sounds good. Add some hot coffee to that and I’m in heaven.”

“Comin’ right atcha hon,” was the answer.

The place is built in the typical SF eatery fashion; a deep narrow space with just enough room for a line of tables and the space to walk past them. I grabbed the empty table near the back, close enough to watch what was going on in the kitchen.

Unfortunately, I’d also chosen a spot right next to a political debate. This one was basically a rehash of one that started about a couple hundred years ago and I seriously doubted would ever be resolved. You all know it. One side says the rich have all the money and it’s the duty of the twerps in power to redistribute it to those who don’t have it. The other side says that those who don’t have the money are just lazy and if they’d do what it takes they’d be rich too. Me, I’d been in both spots and my conclusion was it didn’t matter a hill of beans whether or not you had money. If you were a jerk when you were poor, you’d still be a jerk when you got some coin. A man once said that every system of law there was, was wrapped up in a simple golden rule that said you had to love God and your neighbor as yourself. Believe me, if you’d had a few of the neighbors I had, you’d know that law is nowhere as simple as it reads, but he had a point. I seriously doubted either of the jerks befouling my air with politics would get it. Their noise was becoming really annoying.
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