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Chapter 1
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I looked across my desk at the little guy sitting in the only other chair in my office. He looked about as dangerous as a gerbil and half as fierce.

He spent most of the time examining his hands, which he kept in his lap. “I can’t even keep pets, Mister Mandolin. This isn’t due to any clause in my rental contract, they either run away or die on me.”

He called himself Hugo Dahl. From what I could gather, he was some sort of scientist or researcher. He worked at Stanford in an area I’m not going to try to re-pronounce. The term had a whole lot of syllables and most of them Latin, I think.

He kept talking, all of it in the same quiet monotone, “I’ve got to have the worst luck in the world, the universe. Why do I keep betting on them, every time, they lose, every time!”

He started to become excited so I held up a hand. My office isn’t big enough to pace in. “It’s all right, Mister Dahl, I’m here to help, if I can.”

“Hugo, please.”

“All right, Hugo. Who loses?”

“Huh?”

Some clients are like that. They head off onto tangents and need to be guided back to find whatever point they were aiming for. “You were talking about luck and betting,” I said, hinting broadly.

He nodded and said, “Rather than being hyperbole, Mister Mandolin, I have never won a bet in my life. In fact, I have never won anything. Anything in the realm of chance as far as being favorable in the remotest has stayed far from me. 

“I keep trying. I can’t help it. One year, a few seasons ago, I chose the NFL team that, the previous season had breezed into the playoffs and won the Super Bowl by a record number of touchdowns. After I placed my bets they became the first team ever to be shut out for the entire season. The team owner committed suicide on the fifty-yard line and the head coach, when last heard from, was managing a McDonald’s in Portland.”

I’d read about that. I seriously doubted Hugo was responsible. He didn’t look like he’d purposely jaywalk, much less put a whammy on a football team. I grunted, nodding for him to continue.

He did, “I decided to enter into a study of Heisenberg’s laws of probability. Some might consider it crackpot, but I began working on a theory concerning the existence of probability waves consisting of particles similar to Quarks. I was able to get ahold of a small projector and modified it to where I could fire a stream of what I called Heisendahl particles at a charged plate.”

I nodded and asked, “Did you?”

He answered my nod with one of his own, “Well, the math appeared to be correct so all I needed to do, in theory, was push the fire button on the gun.”

“What happened?” In spite of myself, I was becoming interested.

He swallowed and said, in a slightly more engaged tone, “A stream of extremely over agitated electrons impacted the plate. They produced an ever-expanding rainbow such as one might see under a fountain on a clear summer’s day. I set up a control program on my laptop and through it, I could see that, even when the voltage was diminished to a level below that of a phone line the rainbow effect remained constant.”

“What did that mean?” I asked.

Well,” he said, “according to Murphy’s corollaries there should be two polarities to the probability spectrum. If these were in fact probability waves...if Murphy was right in saying (1) that if anything could go wrong it would, and (2) that if anything could go right it would, then there could possibly be a way to force the condition. Sort of a lucky force field, I suppose. All I needed to do was test it.

“Considering my track record in that area, I assumed even one winning roll of a pair of dice would tell me in a control test. I also weighted the dice to come up with craps when outside of the control field. If the field could affect probability so that it affected dice weighted in favor of my bad luck, I thought I would have something.”

I nodded again. Even in the number of weird cases I’d been handed over the years, this fellow was out there. Fortunately, he didn’t seem prone to violence.

Hugo continued, “The polarity control consisted of a simple toggle switch to the side of my laptop. Up selected one polarity, and down selected the other. When I began, the switch was up. I tossed the loaded dice into the field and they bounced, coming up with a five and a two. I repeated that test four more times. Every time I threw either a seven or an eleven.

“For the final test, I had a pair of legal dice. With the polarity set to positive every throw was a winner, and when set to negative, a loser. I also checked with the loaded dice and received the same result.” 

I leaned back in my chair and said, “Sounds like you’ve got something there.”

“That’s the problem, Mister Mandolin,” Hugo said, looking me in the eye for the first time, “I don’t. There was a break-in and the projector has been stolen.”

“Hmmm, that could be interesting,” I thought, “Where would a thief go with something like that? The casinos would be my first choice.” Then another thought hit me and I asked, “Can you describe this projector? How big is it? Breadbox, shoebox, or refrigerator box?”

Hugo smiled sort of a nervous twitch on one side of his mouth. He said, “I work in micro-circuitry, Mister Mandolin. The breadboard was only for preliminary testing. My final prototype was designed to fit in my pocket.” He smiled again, “I don’t know if it was for ease of use or a way of rubbing it into my fate’s face, but the projector looks like an old silver dollar. Heads is the positive side and tails is negative. All you have to do is press either side with your thumb.”

I groaned, “A lucky coin.” “Nice.”

Hugo nodded, “Exactly.”

Another question came to mind, “You said something about a charged plate earlier. Does that mean your lucky coin only has so much area where it works?”

“Well, yes and no,” Hugo said, hedging his bet.

“Come again?”

He spread his hands, “I’m sorry, I’m not telling this very well. Losing my prototype has been very upsetting. When I was just beginning my experiments, I used the charged plate to test my hypothesis. After that, especially after perfecting the microcircuitry I discovered the field affected an area covering a sphere of exactly eight feet, no less, no more.”

I nodded, wondering what the results of thumbing the wrong side of the coin would be, then I asked, “What does that mean? Does it only work in that area? Like that story about the football team, it wouldn’t have helped?”

He seemed to be thinking for a bit and then he said, “No...no, I think it would have. I wanted them to win, and if I was in the field they would have. Yes, I’m sure of it.”

“How about anyone else in that field?” I asked, “Would it affect them as well, and is there a tradeoff?” 

He looked puzzled again, “I don’t understand the question.”

I shook my head, “Maybe I’ve watched too much science fiction, but it seems to me if you’re forcing good luck to go your way, then doesn’t it follow that someone else has to pay for it? You win and they lose?”

He hummed to himself for a bit and then nodded, “Yes, I suppose the question of balance would come into play...”

I shuffled a couple of the papers on my desk. I was only in the office to pick up the mail and was ready to head back home when the little fellow showed up. For some reason what he was telling me scared me just shy of the point of wetting my pants.

For those of you snickering at my attitude right now, let me introduce myself. My name is Tony Mandolin and I’m a Private Investigator, not a private eye. I don’t do snoop work such as peeking through bedroom windows to catch assorted types of infidelity, not even for serious money. Some of us still have a little bit of pride left. At least I’m not personal injury hack.

Anyway, a few years back I discovered that nearly every fairy tale had a certain level of truth to it, like about past your eyebrow level. Pixies, vampires, goblins, werewolves, gods, goddesses, elves and faeries, all real, all true and most of them scary as hell. Toss in a former alcoholic wizard and we have the whole chef’s salad of weird that my life has become.

Ever since then the word has gotten around, and if you’ve got yourself into a pickle, and if it’s the sort that if you told the authorities about, your next sleepover would be in in a padded room, well that’s where I come in. I deal with the weird stuff.

Yeah, I said weird stuff. There was this vampire whose taste ran to redheads, a witch poisoning the diners in high-end restaurants, an evil-not-so-evil faerie queen, and that alcoholic wizard I mentioned, plus a pregnant werewolf. And, that just a sampler. What Hugo was talking about added a completely new level of weird to the possibilities.

Well, turning down jobs that didn’t insult my integrity never paid the bills. I shook my head and asked the next question, “There’s the matter of my retainer, Mister Dahl.”

“Oh, yes,” he said, fumbling in his jacket. He pulled out a checkbook, “What was the amount again?”

“I haven’t mentioned it yet,” I said, leaning back in my chair. “My usual rate is $200 a day in addition to expenses. Those expenses include state and federal taxes. And I can’t guarantee I’ll find anything,” I smiled, “Sorry about that, but all you’re paying for is the effort.”

“Oh, no matter, no matter,” Hugo babbled, “Is the first week in advance all right?”

I didn’t tell him that a nice round thousand dollars retainer was very welcome news. Nodding, I said, “That will do.”

Hugo left the check on my desk and took one of my cards, along with my promise to keep him informed on how the case progressed.

After the door closed, I picked up one of the papers from my desk. It was a bill, and so were the others, coming to a total of about $650.00. I glanced at the check and breathed out a sigh. It wasn’t all that long ago a bundle like that would have been considered small change. The last case though hadn’t turned out all that well. My client wasn’t pleased that most of his family died, even though it wasn’t my fault or doing, and he didn’t pay. Of course, that could have been because of his castle being torn down about him by an enraged giant snake. I wasn’t going to judge.

I put the check and the bills into my pocket and stood up to grab my coat and hat. The phone rang just as I was reaching for the doorknob. Whoever ran the circumstances surrounding my life, they had far too much of a sense of the idiotically dramatic.

I picked up the receiver and said, “Mandolin.” 

“What are you doing there? Why aren’t you at home?”

I recognized the voice. It belonged to Patrick Monahan, my friend, and a Captain for the San Francisco Police department. Pat tended to be rather short and gruff when the city leaders had a bee in their bonnet.

“Hi Pat,” I answered, “I’m just doing a mail run. What’s up?”

He grunted, “Why haven’t you let that flea trap’s lease lapse? If anything the neighborhood is worse than it was when you first moved in.”

He was right there. When I took out the lease on my office the elevator actually worked and most of the businesses in the building were, for the most part, legitimate. Now, outside of the attorney down the hall, the average office housed businesses devoted to selling, or at the very least renting assorted forms of affection. I’d been toying with the notion for a while, but it was my office, damn it. Working from home all the time seemed like giving up.

I answered, “I know, I know. Sentimental, I guess. Why the call? You got a case for me?” I figured I might as well do some sales work while I’m at it. Pat sometimes sent cases my way, especially if they had an ingredient the police called Mandolin Madness in it.

He paused and I knew it was going to be one of those MM cases. “Well, we’ve got something down in the morgue I want you to see...”

I sighed, the city won’t release the count, but a huge number of bodies go through the San Francisco morgue every year. So far, in my career as an investigator, the number of times I’ve been asked to go down there and check something out, comes out to a nice round three. One of those times was without Pat’s knowledge, but every time I got the call, it meant I was in for a case loaded with things nightmares are made of. 

“When do you want me?” I asked.

“Take your time,” Pat said, “You don’t have to be downtown until 8 am tomorrow morning. You’re going to love meeting patient zero.” He hung up.


♦ ♦ ♦
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Chapter 2
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I don’t drive. I don’t drive for several reasons. The first one was cost, and even when I had the money, I still couldn’t bring myself to plop down enough green for a car when my parents paid a fourth of that for their house back when I was in high school. Then there’s the cost of fuel and maintenance. No thanks. And then, add to that the taxes, fees, insurance, and the amount of time the government demands of you in the sadistic system they set up to license and register both you and your vehicle... forget it. 

Some say all of these costs are as high as they are because the folks running the government are trying to dissuade people from driving in their cities. I am more than happy to accommodate them. I’m also convinced that being happy is the last thing they want people like me to be, but I’m cynical that way.

If I wanted to go home from my office, I took the bus. San Francisco has a public transport system that almost reaches Japanese levels for efficiency, and it costs a hell of a lot less than having a car, not to mention not having to drive during the trip.

After two transfers, I got off at the stop closest to my house. It is a nice house, a three-story Victorian right across the street from a neighborhood park. The whole neighborhood is Vickie's. Our doors face south so the house acts as a windbreak and the sun warms the living rooms in the morning. My favorite bar and several good restaurants within walking distance add to Monahan’s point about me just working from home, but there’s another factor that keeps the office open.

That factor met me at the door wearing an apron and the rest of his Donna Reed costume.

Franklin Amadeus Jackson, Frankie to his friends stood about seven feet tall, had an ebon complexion and wasn’t at all skinny. When he wasn’t wearing women’s clothing, he looked like he could have been an outstanding NFL lineman. Right now, he looked like Shaq’s mom’s worst nightmare, and he was in high dudgeon.

“And just where have you been? Dinner’s ruined you know, just ruined.” He held a casserole in his oven-mitted hands.

I acquired Frankie as a housemate right after my first weird case involving the redhead-loving vampire. There was little point in me trying to say no, that and the fact that the big guy had saved my life more than once during that case, even when I was considering him as a suspect. It's complicated.

Over the past several cases, he has also proven himself a capable, even necessary partner. The problem is, he tends to also consider himself the housewife. That can get aggravating, as in right now.

“I had work to do Frankie, and you didn’t tell me you were planning anything,” I brushed past him and entered the house. Greystoke, my very large German shepherd met me with his tail wagging.

“Well,” he sniffed, “You should have called or something, to check up on us.”

Sometimes I have to wonder if Frankie got cranky once a month. I walked all the way back to the kitchen and grabbed a chair after taking off my hat and coat.

Frankie grumbled, “Sure, just put them anywhere, I don’t mind.”

I refused to take the bait. An argument wasn’t on my to-do list. “I got a couple of new cases, Frankie,” I said, leaning back in the chair, “and both of them look like they fit the category for more of the weird stuff.”

That took his attention away from the sin I had supposedly committed, and onto a favorite subject. “Money?” He asked, “Oh goodie, I can go shopping. We’ve needed a few things.”

Thanking whatever angel was hovering over my house, I said, “That smells good, shall we eat?”

His mind occupied with visions of shopping, Frankie served up dinner without further complaint about my assumed thoughtlessness. I have to admit it, the big guy can cook.

With most of the food eaten, Frankie said, “So, tell me about these jobs.”

“Well,” I washed down the last of my helping, “the first one concerns a lucky coin that was stolen from this little scientist named Hugo Dahl.”

Dahl?” Frankie looked up from chasing the last bit of casserole across his plate. “Is he from the Hampton Dahls?”

“No idea,” I answered, “What I do know is he claims to have invented the world’s first truly lucky coin.”

“Huh?” The big guy asked a very valid question that was still rattling around my brain. That huh had extensions that could fill a library.

I nodded, “I know. I’m having trouble wrapping my head around it too. He says that anyone controlling the coin can cause probability to work in their favor a hundred percent of the time, for good or bad.”

“Wow.” Frankie said, chewing and then swallowing, “What’s that mean?”

“I have no idea,” I replied, “My best guess is that the holder of the coin could clean out Las Vegas with no one the wiser.”

“Wow,” he repeated.

“That is,” I added, “Unless someone else got wind of what’s going on.”

Frankie thought for a moment and then said, “Oh, my dear lord.”

I nodded and said, “Right along with ya, big guy.”


♦ ♦ ♦
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NEXT MORNING, THE BUS dropped me off in front of the police department around seven o’clock. The last time I was late to one of Pat’s suggested arrival times I heard about it for a week and he shorted me on my payment. Lesson learned.

One of the first cases I ever had after getting my license, involved a member of the police administration. By the time it was all wrapped up, a couple of bad cops were exposed and that administrator was embarrassed to the point of having to resign. It made me a friend in Pat and enemies of just about everybody else on the force. Seemed the corrupt cops were also leaders in the union. Let’s just say I was about as popular as a jammed elevator after burrito night.

Mostly, all I got was the usual assortment of glowers, sneers, and stares as I waded through the desks toward Monahan’s office. Some of the uniforms waved hi, but really, only one finger isn’t much of a greeting. 

All of them gave me the silent treatment, even Denny Knowlen, and he usually had at least one retread insult for me. It all added up to a general sense of unease. What in the world had Pat lined up for me?

He didn’t give me his usual growl when I walked through his open door. All he did was stand, beckon, and say, “Come with me.”

So I did.

We took the elevator to the basement and headed to the morgue. I glanced at Monahan a couple of times but he kept his mouth shut. Pat’s face is pretty expressive and he makes poker night more a source of income rather than a gamble. This time his expression read expectation, not concern, and that concerned me.

SanFrancisco’s city morgue is large, industrial and cold, which makes sense; you don’t want to keep corpses at room temperature.

The Medical Examiner, Ursula Ignatova greeted us just inside the flappy doors. Ursula was rather petite with blonde hair pulled back into a short ponytail. Her thick glasses sat on the end of her nose and she squinted at us through them with a broad smile.

“Captain Monahan, Tony, come see this.” A lot of the Ukraine was still in her voice.

She turned and walked rapidly into the depths of the morgue, and we followed.

The exam room was crowded with a sea of white coats. The staff seemed to be congregated around one of the tables, which added to the intrigue because I saw two bodies on other slabs in what looked like unfinished exams.

Ignatova tapped one of the coats on the shoulder and said, “Move aside, please.”

The crowd parted and Monahan and I were staring at a corpse, complete with the typical Y incision. That wasn’t all that unusual, especially in the surroundings. What made this moment one for the books was that this corpse was sitting up and talking.

Pat turned to me and pointed at the zombie, “Go ahead, explain that.”

“Huh?” I didn’t move. “Pat, I have a difficult enough time explaining my housemate. If you want explanations, call Stanford, or even Bain. Me, I’m just a private investigator.”

“Which means you look for answers, right?” Monahan replied, his voice rising in pitch, “Tony,” he added, the pitch softening into one of desperation while he waved at the subject of our conversation, “I need answers.”

I sighed and nodded, “The usual rate?” I asked.

He nodded his attention on the zombie.

“Right,” I muttered and walked over to the table.

The zombie looked up as I approached and held out a gray hand, “Hi, I’m Joseph, Joseph Heck. You can call me Joe. Can you tell me where I am? Is this a hospital?”

I looked at the staff gathered around the table and asked, “Can you folks give us a minute?”

Typical, they all looked to Ignatova. She nodded, and they cleared off.

I asked Joe, “What’s the last thing you remember?”

He looked at me and said, “You and that other guy walking through the door.”

Joe must have been a comic in his previous life. I shook my head and said, “That isn’t what I meant. What is the last memory you have before waking up here?”

“Ah,” he said, nodding, and then he thought for a moment and then said, “I’m not sure. I was driving and then something happened...but that’s all I can remember.”

I looked at Ignatova.

She had a folder in her hand and read, “Cause of death, blunt force trauma while involved in an auto collision. His heart was ruptured. Death had to be almost instantaneous.”

Joe stared at her, “Well that’s all wrong, isn’t it? I mean, I’m sitting right here.”

I looked at Ursula.

She shrugged.

Monahan growled, “You kids hash it out. I’m going back upstairs.”

“Umm,” Ignatova said, “More MM, huh?”

I muttered, “Mandolin Madness. Why don’t you guys make it an official acronym?” If you couldn’t guess, it wasn’t my favorite term.

She smiled, “We already have.”

I shook my head in dismay and turned back to the zombie. “There’s not an easy way to say this Joe, but you are dead. That stapled incision there,” I pointed at the big Y running from his collarbones all the way down to his navel, “Is a post mortem scar. For whatever reason, your spirit decided to stick around instead of heading whichever way it was supposed to go.”

He shook his head, “Nope, can’t believe it. Those things don’t happen.”

“Dude,” I said, “You are a zombie.”

“Zombies don’t exist.”

My further attempts to get Joe to accept reality were interrupted by one of the non-police suits coming into the room.

“I’m here to pick up the file for number 479362, last name Heck,” he read from a clipboard without looking up.

“That’s me,” Joe said.

The bureaucrat lowered the clipboard and stared at Joe. “This can’t be happening,” he muttered.

“Well it is, chuckles,” I said, thoroughly enjoying the moment. One of life’s greatest pleasures is watching bureaucracy being confronted with a reality that doesn’t fit the regulations.

Chuckles tapped the clipboard, perhaps a bit too emphatically,  “Body number 479362, last name of Heck has been logged in as deceased by reason of BFT, and therefore he can’t be alive.” He stated it as an unmovable fact. 

“This,” he waved at Joe, “is a direct violation of policy.”

Joe stood up and walked over to Chuckles and took the clipboard, turning it so he could read it.

“You can’t do that!” Chuckles shrieked, “That data is not to be seen by the public.”

Joe ignored him and read anyway. I was almost wishing I’d brought popcorn. “This is all wrong. Whoever typed this crap; they didn’t even spell my first name right.”

I took the clipboard and scanned it. Joe was right, I’d never seen Joseph spelled with a ‘u’ before. Holding up the clipboard, I said, “He’s right, you got his name wrong.”

Chuckles sniffed, managing to look offended and haughty at the same time, “We don’t do typos. He has to be lying, just like he’s lying about being alive.”

“The dead don’t talk,” I said.

“Doesn’t mean anything,” Chuckles replied, refusing to look at Joe. “Policy is policy.”

Another law school graduate. I shook my head and said to Ignatova, “I think Doc needs to talk to Joe. Do you still need him here?”

She pursed her lips and then said, “Umm, no. The autopsy’s already done. We could use the empty table really.”

I said, "Fine. Come on Joe, we're getting out of here.

“You can’t do that!” Chuckles acted as if I was suggesting something incredibly obscene be done to his most precious belonging.

“Why not?” I asked, looking for something to wrap around Joe. Corpses in the morgue don’t wear clothes.

Chuckles pointed a shaking finger at Joe, “Because that is city property and taking it out of here without proper authorization is theft!”

“But I’m not taking him out of here,” I said, in my most reasonable tone of voice, “He’s walking on his own.”

“He can’t do that!” Chuckles shrieked. I began to think it was his usual way of dealing with the unexpected.

I smiled, “Why not?”

“Because ..., “Chuckles paused as he stared at body number 479362 looking back at him, in apparent violation of the policy of corpses not remaining still. He stiffened, “Because the proper forms have not been filled out, stamped and filed, that’s why.”

I had to laugh, and I did. It didn’t look like Chuckles appreciated the humor in the moment. Maybe no one had ever laughed after a policy pronouncement before. His face clouded up and he began to sputter.

I asked Ursula, “Are there any more lab coats around?”

She nodded, pointing at a cabinet off to the other side of the lab.

I beckoned to Joe and pointed at the cabinet, “Come on, Joe, let’s get you dressed.”

He smiled and, as Chuckles continued to sputter picked out a coat and put it on.

Chuckles was still sputtering and complaining about policy as we left the morgue and headed back up to street level.

Joe looked around and up at the sky as we stepped out onto the sidewalk. It was one of those rare sunny days in the city.

There’s a thing about zombies, besides the smell and the gray skin, they don’t blink. Joe looked up at the sun and seemed to study it for a few seconds. If any living person had done that they’d have burnt out their retinas.

Joe got a few stares from folks passing by, but not too many and none of any actual interest. This is San Francisco. A person hanging around outside the justice center office with gray skin, a lab coat, and no shoes wouldn’t even rate on the list of runner ups for strange sightings.

I said, “Tell you what, Joe, why don’t we see about getting you some real clothes to go with that lab coat.”

He took his attention away from the sun, looked at me and then down at the coat. ”Oh,” he said, “Yes ... I do feel a little underdressed ...” He turned back to me and asked, “Why can’t I remember?”

“That’s something you need to talk to an expert about,” I replied. “First, let’s see about those clothes, okay?”

“Okay.”

Good-sized cities usually have a decent selection of places where you can get used clothes cheaply and without any fuss. San Francisco is no exception. I managed to get Joe dressed without putting too much of a dent into my budget and then we took the bus back to my neck of the woods.

Dressed in a plaid shirt, blue jeans, sneakers, and a baseball cap, Joe didn’t even rate a raised eyebrow as we made it through the transfers to my neighborhood.

It was heading toward ten in the morning when we walked up to the door. Frankie didn’t answer the bell so I used my key.

Joe walked in, looking around and making appreciative noises, “Nice place.”

“It keeps me warm at night,” I replied with the proper amount of fake humility.

“I’ll bet it does,” he answered. “Is that a dog?”

Greystoke was letting me know he wanted in from the backyard. 

I nodded, “My German shepherd. No worries, he’s used to the unusual.”

“I love dogs,” Joe said, looking toward the kitchen.

“Yeah,” I said, going to the back door, “Well, we’ll see.”

Joe did love dogs. He thought Greystoke was a gorgeous example of doghood. Greystoke, for his part, wasn’t all that impressed. He’d known Doc for a few years now. Doc Lamoreaux headed B.O.N.E.R. and only zombies can be members. As far as he was concerned, Joe was just another animated stiff.

I asked my guest to wait a few minutes while I put the mail on the desk in my study and collected a few odds and ends I like to have on me when I’m working a case. Over the past few years, I’d learned it’s better to have more than I need rather than not enough, especially when the bad guys are several degrees away from human. My coat is an old-style trench type but with lots of pockets added to its lining. You never know when a vial of silver nitrate or a snack baggie of salt may be all the separates you from this life and the next. I also clipped the gun I’d acquired in my last case onto my belt and slid it around until it was at the small of my back. I used to have a short-barreled .38, small, easy to carry and hide and with reasonable stopping power. It only had a couple of shortcomings; it held just five slugs and was lousy against most of the non-human baddies I tended to run into. I'd replaced it with an old .45 auto, but to tell the truth, the thing had the weight of a brick.

The new gun was a gift from the vampire Viscount whose castle I was, umm, somewhat involved in destroying. Manufactured by Fabrique Nationale d’Armes de Guerre-Herstal in Belgium, the Five-Seven, as it’s called was designed to replace the less than effective 9mm weapons and ammo being used in Europe. They wanted something that would be easy for both men and women to use but still have knockdown power. What they got exceeded everyone’s dreams and upset a whole bunch of gun control nuts in the US. 

The ammo the gun uses is about the same size as a .22, but the way the cartridge is designed, the tactical load can punch through military-grade body armor. It does a pretty good number on demons and ghouls as well. The only drawback is the gun itself. The way I have it, it is illegal as hell. The authorities have no problem with the assorted gangs, cartels, and whatnot hauling around old Russian AK’s, Uzi's and whatnot, but you put a handgun capable of giving back as good as you get into hands of citizens and they consider that a serious no-no. 

I promised myself I’d only use it under life or death circumstances, and if it came to that, I’d rather face hefty fines in place of the alternative.

Once I had everything I could think of stuck away, I grabbed Joe and said, “Come on, let’s take a walk.”


♦ ♦ ♦
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THE SNUG IS A SMALL bar and grill about a block and a half east of my house and around the corner. It’s in one of the buildings that survived the 1906 earthquake and other than lights and plumbing, not much had been done to update it. The owner is named Tiny, and yes, the name is the ultimate cynicism. Tiny is one of the few folks who can look down on Frankie, but he pulls a great pint and grills a fantastic steak. Plus, he also happens to be the Norse god Odin. I’ve never found out why he’s slumming in Frisco and if he isn’t telling I ain’t asking.

As with the rest of the city, the Snug is host to an incredibly eclectic mix of clientele. On any given day, you can run into drag queens, kings, lumberjacks and stockbrokers, and all of them bellied up to the bar. During football season, they’d be discussing the merits of the Niners versus the Raiders and during the summer the main topic of discussion centers on the A’s versus the Giants. Occasionally some would-be community organizer tries to bring politics into the mix, with mixed results. The last one wound up walking home with a triple atomic wedgie. That’s where the underpants are split and knotted around your neck.

There’s a small triangular stage set into the far left-hand corner opposite the restroom. On most weekends and sometimes during the middle of the week Tiny will have live music, just as long as they don’t attempt to play the hard stuff or Wagner. For some reason, Tiny can’t stand Wagner. He calls it Nazi punk music.

When Joe and I pushed through the front door, the place was mostly empty. Tiny stood behind the bar wiping out a pint glass and I got a nod and a wink in greeting. He looked at Joe for a couple of seconds and then said, “He’s over there,” pointing to a table off to his left.

He was Doc, and over there was the chess table where Doc typically held court. He always asked me if I was interested in playing a game but some outcomes are just too predictable to bother taking the time to see.

Today he had some poor sap cornered and, by the looks on the fellow’s face, about ready to concede.

Doc looked up as I approached, “Ah,” he said, “Tony, cher, you drop by for a game?” Doc had a whole lot of New Orleans in his voice. He looked at Joe and said, thoughtfully, “Or did you have something different in mind?”

His victim pushed over his king and stood, saying, “I don’t know how you do it, Doc. You don’t even seem to be paying attention half the time.”

Doc chuckled, a dry sound considering he didn’t have much more than a drop of moisture in him, “Heh, you be playing as long as me, Cher, and we be talking again.”

The victim left and I pulled Joe over to my side. “Doc, this fellow is Joe Heck, a new zombie. I understand he woke up on one of the tables in the city morgue.”

Doc looked up at Joe and nodded, “I be knowing that, Cher. My kind, we have our way, you know." 

He gestured for Joe to sit. It looked like B.O.N.E.R. was going to be adding a new member to its ranks.

I figured Doc would be quick on the uptake. I also had something else on my mind and was relieved to be shucked of Joe.

During the day, Tiny keeps a pot of coffee going and it’s free for the taking, as long as you have your own cup. If you don’t, you can rent one for a buck and refills are free. I tossed a dollar onto the bar and grabbed a cup. I needed to sip and think, and sometimes a dimly lit pub is better for the process than a home office.

Because of the time of day, the Snug was lightly populated and quiet, perfect for rummaging through my dusty mental attic. One die-hard drinker was at the bar nursing something in a whiskey glass and an aging pro sat at his side. From the look on her face, he was more interested in the booze than anything she had to offer, but hey, points for persistence.

A younger couple occupied one of the tables near the door. Their late breakfast was mostly remnants and crumbs, and they were busy on their smartphones. I shook my head. When I was that age dates consisted of talking to each other. The rest of the place was empty except for the table closest to the stage, and I didn’t like what I saw seated there.

Back when I was still living and working out of the building where my office is, I had that case I mentioned earlier, the one that put me on the outs with about half of the cops in town. Most of the boys and girls in blue are fairly honest and reasonably ethical, but they vote their union and what the bosses tell them regardless of the letter of the law. For the most part, I can’t blame them, they have families to feed and roofs to keep intact, but there’s a limit and one Lieutenant Rorche had a habit of exceeding that limit by light-years. Rorche had been a moderately successful vice cop and mole for the Luccesi organization until I decided that I preferred to be able to look at myself in the mirror while making a living instead of being on the good side of bad cops.

While I was working on the case with the vampire and the redheads, Rorche and I had a couple of run-ins and he lost. Because I lived through that, a few of Rorche’s buddies from the bad old days took that rather personal, and one of the worst was sitting at that table, with his back to the door and the glint in his eyes facing me.

Charles “Chuck” Muth was an opinionated s.o.b with about half the amount of smarts he claimed to have and even less of a personality. His ugly puss was permanently painted with a self-assured sneer that made even the most reasonable of people want to wipe it off and then go take a hot shower to clean off any contaminants. 

Muth was a political whore and one of Rorche’s best friends, mostly because Rorche and others like him used Muth’s political connections to their advantage while kicking back a good portion of the ill-gotten gains. I was never able to pin down where Muth stood on the political landscape, probably because I didn’t do any gardening there, but from what I saw it seemed his bank account was the primary agenda, regardless of any possible party benefit. The fact that he personally didn’t break any overt laws just made stomaching his breathing the same air as the rest of humanity all that much worse. 

One of the things I knew about Muth was that he didn’t live anywhere near my neighborhood, and that added to my suspicions. So I approached the table.

Muth straightened and, much to my enjoyment, his sneer slipped, “You try anything Mandolin and I’ll see you behind bars.”

“What are you doing in my neighborhood, Charlie?” The tightening of his eyes told me he still hated that use of his name, “If you want to visit Rorche he’s a few hundred miles to the southeast.” Rorche was currently getting three hots and a cot courtesy of the State at Corcoran.

He dropped back into his usual slump, the sneer coming back home. “Where I choose to be is my business, Mandolin. A crud like you can’t do anything about it.”

I called over to Tiny, “Hey Tiny. Do you have any problem with me showing this fellow the door? He’s an old friend of dirty cops.”

Tiny didn’t even have to grunt. Muth stuck up and hand and set a world record in the hundred yard backpedal, “Hold on, Mandolin, no need to get rough. I got a reason to be here.”

“So spill it and get,” I growled. I really did not like the guy. Tiny did finally grunt and went back to doing whatever he was doing behind the bar.

Muth ran a fingertip along the top of the table. I then noticed he had no drink, not even a cup of coffee. “Word on the street is you got a case going involving a lucky coin.”

The only method of communication faster than fiber optic is the rumor mill. But unless Frankie blabbed, and this time I knew he hadn’t, there was something else going on with Hugo’s case.

I put my palms on the table and leaned forward, growling, “You’ve got one chance, Charley, talk straight, and then walk. Try to evade or lie and you’re crawling out of here if you can even crawl.”

Even in the dim light, I could see him pale. Muth was devious, but he was also a born coward. “All right, Mandolin, have it your way. The way I hear it is you’re helping some braincase find his luck device. Certain parties don’t want it found and they’re willing to pay big bucks to keep it that way. You back off and you’re rich.”

“And little Charlie doesn’t get anything out of that arrangement?” I asked, just as nice as you please.

He squirmed, just a little, “There’s a finder’s fee, so what. I do the work I should get paid.”

“Who wants this Charlie?” I asked, my voice lower and my face closer.

He smiled as he edged back, “I gotta keep my confidence, you know that Mandolin. Look,” he opened both hands, palm up on the table, “Just take the money. Nobody needs to know. You don’t want to cross these people.”

I shook my head and straightened, “No dice, Charlie. You know my rep, I don’t drop a client just because it upsets some people. Now get out of here before I do something I’ll enjoy.”

Muth looked past me to Tiny, who was calmly leaning against the back of the bar. He cried, “Are you going to let him threaten me?”

Tiny grunted and shook his head, “Didn’t hear a threat.”

“He said he’d do something he’d enjoy!”

Tiny shrugged and went back to examining his glassware for spots.

“You touch me, Mandolin and I’ll sue,” Muth snarled, keeping both of his hands on the table. I knew he carried a small ladylike automatic. Charlie was very vocal about his Constitutional rights, but he wasn’t about to do anything face to face.

“I’ll touch you all I want, Charlie, and you’re lucky I’m not interested in catching whatever disease of the day you happen to be carrying.” I turned away and said, “Like I said, no dice.”

Muth called after me, “You’re gonna regret that Mandolin. People who turn down these guys don’t live long.”

I stopped, turned my head, and said, “You shouldn’t have done that, Charlie.”

Tiny sighed and put down the glass he was polishing.

Muth stood and backed away from the table, holding up his hands, saying, “What do you mean?”

“Remember what Tiny said? He didn’t hear me threaten you?” I stepped to the side as Tiny came around the bar, “He just heard you threaten me. That’s a no-no in this place.”

Tiny advanced on Muth like a glacier coming down on a dinghy. “Out,” he said, “And don’t come back.”

“Bud,” I said, “I’d get out now while you can do it standing up.”

Tiny was about a foot or so taller than me and considerably wider. Muth took the smart route; he scatted.

As the door closed, Tiny cleared his throat to get my attention. Doc and Joe were deep in conversation, paying me and my troubles no mind.

“Yeah, Tiny?” I asked.

He caught my eye, “You be careful.”

I nodded, “Yep,” and left.

What Charlie Muth said had me thinking. If word of Hugo’s dingus had gotten out it’d be considered a real threat to any industry based on fleecing the sort of people who believed in luck.

San Francisco had resisted the wave of tribal casinos cropping up all over the country like neon mushrooms, but that didn’t mean gambling left with the gold rush. Any time a sucker wanted to place a bet on just about everything all he had to do was take a trip to Chinatown.

San Francisco’s Chinatown is just about as old a continuous neighborhood as the city has.

Stuck up in the Northeast quadrant of the city, in the shadow of Telegraph Hill, Chinatown fits between Broadway on the north, Bush on the south, Kearny on the east and Powell on the west. It’s roughly 24 square block area is just about the most tightly packed section of real estate in the entire country. It also houses one of the few gangs that have been able to keep itself separate from the Luccesi organization, The Jackson Street Boys.

Comprised of a mix of Chinese, Japanese and Vietnamese members, the Jackson Street Boys started out as your basic violent street gang in Chinatown. They used the typical methods of income most gangs start out with, protection rackets, drugs, and petty crimes. As time passed their numbers increased as did their endeavors. Now, if you had a hankering to lose some money and you were in the city, Chinatown was your answer. Sure, some of the more respectable organizations such as Luccesi’s or Shultz’s still ran a few games, but they had found a while back that the real profit was in corporate criminality. The old ways of prostitution, backroom casinos and speakeasy’s had largely been abandoned in favor of stock market manipulation, real estate racketeering, and war profiteering.

I could picture Heidi Longenpeltzer, the psycho dyke running the Shultz organization being interested in Hugo’s coin, but she wouldn’t send a wimp like Muth to call me off. No, she’d trank me and then beat the location out of me. Luccesi would also be interested, not because he needed the additional power the coin would bring him but because he’d be interested in seeing how it worked, then he’d stick it away somewhere where no one else could get to it. My money, sorry, was on the Jackson Street Boys. It felt like something that’d be right down their aisle.

There was a bus stop on Jackson just a block or so from the Snug. I grabbed the next bus that took me all the way, to where Jackson intersected Powell. I could have ridden it all the way into Chinatown, but I wanted to walk in and see if I could get a feel for enemy territory if you catch my meaning. Believe me; a six-foot-three Caucasian in a trench coat stands out, especially in a crowd of Orientals.

San Francisco is a busy city at the best of times. Chinatown considers all of the other neighborhoods lightweights. I waded through the crowds, working my way to Madam Lu’s on Waverly between Clay and Washington. The signs on the street say it’s a manicure shop, and, if that’s all you want, the girl’s will trim your cuticles for you, while they insult the round-eye in pigeon mandarin. You’ll pay about twice the going rate for the service but the insults are free. For a whole lot more money you can go downstairs for assorted games of chance or upstairs to chance an entire menu of STDs.

I pushed through the door, dingling the bell. A couple of girls were actually doing some nail work. The other stations were empty, probably a busy morning upstairs.

“Mister Mandolin.”

I recognized the voice. Only a few people honestly sounded like they came right out of a chop sake movie. Putting my best smile on my face, I turned and said, “Miss Lu, just the person I was looking for.” She also looked the part, about five foot nothing with one of those middle-aged Chinese faces some get where the apple of youth has begun to move toward the persimmon of age.

“What do you want, Mandolin?” I noticed the absence of the “mister” right away. Lu wasn’t feeling friendly today. Maybe the profits were down.

I shrugged, “You know me, Lu, I’m looking for information.”

She held out a tiny, perfectly manicured hand, palm up, and said, “And you know me, Mandolin.” She smiled.

Yeah, I knew her. Not even an entire station full of Monahans with rubber hoses would get a word out of her, not before dropping a healthy load of green into that little palm. I sighed, pulled out my wallet, and put a couple of twenties into her hand.

She closed her fingers over the money and her smile broadened, “What do you want to know, Mister Mandolin?”

“Like I said, Lu, information,” I took a breath and went for it, “Has there been anyone around the city really, really lucky?”

She stared at me, saying nothing.

I continued, “I mean scary, freakishly lucky.”

Lu glanced away from me and then said, “I’ve been hearing something from the folks in China Basin.”

“And...” I prompted.

She sneered, “Everybody knows the Russians fix their games. They aren’t one bit shy about it, but this fellow walks into the place and wins big, real big.”

“They ever see him before?” I asked.

She nodded, “Oh yeah, big time sucker. I hear he even paid for one of the Russians new sports cars—and he never caught on to being cheated.”

I knew the type, an addict, always sure that the next time would be his lucky day; looked like this fellow, (with some help from Hugo’s coin maybe?), was right.

I nodded and asked, “Anything else you can tell me?”

She shook her head and smiled, running the bills along her cheek. 

Sticking my hands into my pockets, I smiled back, “Do you want folks to know your girls aren’t all that healthy?”

“That is a damn lie!” She yelled, sticking a finger in my face. “You say anything like that and I’ll sue!”

“Sue?” I asked, “For what?”

She stared at me, her eyes wide, and her mouth working. I could see the wheels turning. What would a judge say about the madam of an illegal brothel bringing before the court a lawsuit for slander? 

Finally, some words came out, “Damn you, Mandolin, you’re a real bastard, you know that?”

I nodded, “It’s one of my best qualities. What else you got, or is that all I’m getting for my two beans?”

Lu calmed herself with an effort and then she said, “No, Mandolin, that’s all I got, you lousy bastard.” She finished in a mutter.

I figured as much. With this type of case, the clues tended to come in bit and pieces, dribs and drabs and never as easy as having any of it drop into my lap. “Yeah, you called it Lu. Thanks anyway.”

I left her shop and headed over to Powell to catch the trolley to Market. From there it was an easy bus on down 4th to China Basin and the jolly fellows of the Russian mob.


♦ ♦ ♦
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EVERYONE KNEW THE RUSSIANS ran their business out of the warehouses lining the docks. The city spent a lot of money renovating the area, especially since the Giants stadium sat right across the waters of McCovey Cove. The problem was that most of it was lipstick on a pig. In many ways, all of the fancy new real estate just gave the thugs a better-paid class of victim.

Pier 50 extended out into the bay with warehouses lining both sides of the street. Some of them were the result of conversion to shops with apartment lofts on their top floors and the loading docks into parking slots, most, though, were still warehouses with shipping containers sitting on trailers parked along their sides.

They didn’t advertise. Hell, none of the crime organizations advertised, they didn’t need to. Well, not until they incorporated and had public stock offerings. Most folks drove past the casino without even knowing it was there. In the age of mega-resorts and miles of flashing neon, a faded sign advertising fresh fish and crab just wasn’t an attention grabber. Political parties...well, that’s a different sort of crime.

I didn’t like being around the Russians, they tended to be abrupt, humorless and brutal, and their idea of personal hygiene bordered on the distressing. I just hoped they were more interested in solving the problem of their losses at the tables than taking their frustrations out on a slightly battered PI. I felt around the small of my back, checking to make sure the five-seven was still there and walked up to the door.

There was a doorbell, but it was a derelict of indeterminate age. To get in you had to know the knock. Fortunately, I knew the knock, and no, you don’t need to know how I got it.

The door opened and a guy with a good start on an overall three-day beard, and breath bad enough to be considered a biohazard said, “Show monyay.”

The clichéd accent told me I was doubly glad Frankie wasn’t here. He’d have dwelled on it for days.

I didn’t react in a gentlemanly manner, “No monyay, Ivan, PI.” I straightened and put my hands behind my back, feeling the bump of the five-seen. “Tell Vyacheslav that Mandolin is here. I may be able to help.”

Bringing up the name of the man who headed the Russian Mob in the bay area as an acquaintance, if not a friend brought some confusion to “Ivan’s” bulldog face. He grimaced, probably his main fallback expression and said, “Jaba, not Ivan. I go Vyacheslav.”

Putting my hands into my pockets, I breathed a sigh of relief as Jaba vanished back into the warehouse. With an organization reputed to be even nastier than what Longenpeltzer was doing to Old Man Shultz’s gang, I would have preferred not playing the hard-fisted private dick card. Some beginnings just don’t have that bright of a future. Vyacheslav Ivankov was said to have an ex-SVR wetwork specialist on the payroll with a body count in the hundreds. To put that into perspective, a World War 2 flying ace got his designation with only five. The top military sniper didn’t even break 200.

I had a bit of a wait. Ivankov liked to make sure anyone dealing with him knew who the big dog on the block was. The important thing was to not get impatient, not one of my strongest personality traits.

The door opened again and Jaba stood there. “You—come,” he beckoned with two fingers and turned. I followed, keeping my hands in my pockets.

Lo and behold, the warehouse was just that, a warehouse. I know what you’re thinking. No, I hadn’t been inside before. Just because you know someone, it doesn’t mean you’ve been in their house. I’m not a gambler, and the only dealings I had with Ivankov had been at a mutually agreed neutral territory. In the Russian mobster’s case, it was the Coffee Bean on Drumm near Justin Herman Plaza. It’s smack in the middle of the Financial District. I think Ivankov considers himself a financier. Well, maybe ... perhaps. Loansharking is a sort of banking enterprise, isn’t it?

This time I was on the mobster’s home turf. Right out of the toilet into the stinking sewer. Except what I was seeing wasn’t what I expected to lay my baby blues on. Jaba, lumbering along in a very hutt-like manner, led me past stacks and stacks of crates; everyday, ordinary wooden crates. If this was a casino, it was a whole lot more on the understated side than what they’ve got in Vegas.

“Syuda, syuda,” Jaba repeated the word as if saying it over and over again would serve as a translation, I got the gist, but only because he waved his hand in the universal sign for, this way, sucker. 

He led me right through the warehouse and onto the dock, beyond that sat the bay and one very large ship. Its prow had the name Vasilisa painted on it, and the paint looked fresh. A door, large enough to drive a loaded semi-trailer-tractor through, was open, and a ramp leading to it extended to the dock. A line of four limos was parked across from the door along the wall of the warehouse. It looked like the Russians had themselves a floating casino. At the top of the ramp stood a couple of mob enforcers, they were built on the usual lines of the type, slabs of bone and muscle, more obelisk than man. People, obviously from the limos, were being checked and then admitted by the two enforcers. 

Jaba pointed to a gangplank set further along toward the front of the ship and said, “Vee go here.”

I could see Ivankov standing on the deck at the top of the plank. No wonder it took Jaba forever to deliver the message and return.

From the looks of it, the Vasilisa was built along the lines of the larger ocean-going container ships. Some of those things are the size of Enterprise-class aircraft carriers and a few on the great lakes are so large they can’t pass into the Saint Lawrence River. You could fit a fair-sized casino into one of those things.
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