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Chapter 1
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Franklin Amadeus Jackson, part-time drag queen, full time oversize black man, with an affinity for feather boas and Village People playlists stopped and stared. The city of San Francisco is known as the melting pots of melting pots. Whatever race, whatever species you’re looking for and whatever flavor it comes in you will most likely find it right there in Fog City, even if it sometimes wears size 16 red Christian Louboutin pumps. What you do not expect to see is two of Frankie, as he prefers to be called, but there it was, his double standing not fifty feet from him chatting with Billy Bunty, the hotdog vendor.

Frankie raised a hand and called, “Yoo-hoo! I say, Mister Good Looking! What are you doing here with my face?”

Frankie stands bare inches shy of seven-foot something, and at a mass closer to that of livestock than humanity he has the built-in volume of a bullhorn. Let’s just say his voice carried.

Said Mister Good Looking looked up, half a polish sausage in his hand, and the other half in his mouth. He saw Frankie waving, widened his eyes as he saw himself calling to himself, and took off through the Market Street crowd. When a semi-tractor decides to plow through a traffic jam the sedans give way...or else. This was essentially the effect of the double’s charge. The last Frankie saw of his double was the flapping tail of a trench coat vanishing around the corner of the art supply shop.

He pulled up adjacent to Billy’s cart, puffing.

Some overweight folks—no, who am I kidding?  Billy Bunty is obese on a Guinness Records scale, but he makes up for it in being one heck of a nice guy. He could find good in anyone, so it was with acknowledged genuine concern that he peered up at the big guy. 

“Frankie, what’s wrong?" He asked, "Was the polish too spicy? And how did you change so quickly? That red dress looks pretty good, though. What is it? Are you and Tony on another case?”

Frankie, catching his breath, looked down at Billy with probably the same expression most folks use, confused affection. You just can’t dislike the guy, not even when he’s taken a firm hold on the wrong end of the stick.

I didn’t mention it earlier. As Billy said, the red dress; Frankie was in full drag, blonde wig and all. He’d won himself another starring gig at the drag queen theater down in the Castro. His current getup included a form-fitting spandex gown with a UK stars and bars motif, a wavy blonde wig that hung down to the small of his back, and a feather boa long enough to be worthy of the fourth Doctor.

He huffed and puffed a couple more times and then said to Billy, “Umm, I’ll have another of what I just had. Okay?”

♦ ♦ ♦
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“AND THEN HE HANDED me a Jackson Special,” Frankie said, flopping back into his chair and staring at me, eyes wide.

“A what?” I asked. 

Knowing the big guy and his sometimes off the beaten path ideas of what cuisine should be, a Billy Bunty Jackson Special could involve any number of weird ingredients.  

“I said,” Frankie leaned forward, working his mouth, “A Jackson Special. Tony,” he added, in his little boy voice, “I don’t have a Jackson Special. I never heard of one, and besides that, everyone knows I abhor sauerkraut.” He shook his head, “I think we’re getting pulled into another one of those weird deals... again.”

I checked my watch. It had been about two months or more since the big guy and I had been involved in one of those “weird deals”. The last one involved a bunch of pirate ghosts, zombies, illicit gambling and the fate of the universe, and, to top it off, Frankie being killed. Yeah, you heard me, the big guy was snuffed, iced, axed, and whatever pulp novel term you choose to use in being shot and left to die in your partner’s arms.

I hear you, and I know the next question; if Frankie was killed, what was he doing telling me about his conversation with Billy? If you’ve been made aware of my other cases, you should already know the answer. 

If you’re a newbie, let me just say this, San Francisco has some rather unique qualities, one of them, it’s lousy with the supernatural... from both temperatures. One of the players in that realm, a whale, a major player, and a whole host of other descriptives that simply don’t do the job, decided I needed the big guy to remain in my life, and so it was. 

I was in the middle of finding, and ending the existence of the crud who'd shot the big guy, on a floating illegal Russian casino, mind you, and Frankie showed up at the foot of the gangplank, bearing doughnuts. Like I said, supernatural. 

I was getting pretty fed up with the supernatural, almost to the point where I was thinking about taking on divorce cases. Yeah, and the Niners were going to move back to Candlestick, win the Super Bowl and then retire as the next incarnation of the Village People.

I said to Frankie, “I wouldn’t worry about it, Jackson is about as common among the darker-skinned demographic as Smith is in Utah. The guy probably looks a bit like you and, face it big guy, people are growing...still. You may no longer be unique.”

Frankie sniffed, “I am so. I will always be unique, and that imposter is going to be brought to heel, Tony. I swear it!”

I gave him my best gimlet stare, all 90 proof of it, “Frankie, if you start quoting Wrath of Khan in the original Klingon, I’m eating at The Snug.”

He opened his mouth for a comeback and the doorbell started singing. I had to smile, literally, saved by the bell.


♦ ♦ ♦
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Chapter 2
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I STARTED TO RETHINK my opinion on being saved when I opened the door. Facing me was one of my few, if not my only friend in the SFPD, Pat Monahan, Captain Monahan to his friends. Behind him stood a couple of uniforms and none of them looked friendly.

“Mandolin,” Pat said, in that tone I’d come to recognize as his don’t be a wise-ass or else tone.

“Pat,” I replied, keeping my voice as even as possible. I’d noticed both uniforms had their hands on the butts of their Metro-issue Glocks. “I take it this isn’t a social call?”

He sighed, “Just let us in, Mandolin and I’ll explain everything.” As he passed me in the doorway, he asked, “Where’s Jackson?”

It was my turn to sigh, “Frankie”, I called, “What in the hell did you do now?”

Pat looked at me, “I’ll handle this Tony. You sit down.”

Uh, oh. The big guy must’ve really blown it this time. Pat used my first name. 

I glanced at the uniforms, they were still ready to draw. I nodded and said, “Um, yeah, I’ll go sit down.”

Frankie strolled into the hallway, saw Pat and said, “Oh, Hi Captain, how’re—“

Both uniforms drew their weapons and leveled them at the big guy.

“Stay right where you are, Jackson,” Pat ordered, his hand held up, palm out. “We have some questions and we don’t want a repetition of what went down earlier.”

“Pat?’

“Stay out of this Mandolin.”

“All I’m doing is trying to keep you from being embarrassed in the press.”

“Mandolin, if I hear one more... what?”

I smiled, and then asked, “When did this supposed Frankie incident happen?”

He gave me his best cop glare and then said, “Two hours ago. Three of my best men are still in the ER getting patched up.” He then sent leftover glare Frankie’s way, “One of them has two broken arms.”

I then asked, “And where did this happen?”

He paused and looked a little less certain. “Um, at the Studmuffin.”

I said, “What was that? You mumbled a bit.”

“I said, at the Studmuffin, all right?” Pat shouted back.

“Yeah,” I said, I know of the place, “Down there on 3rd, right on the border of Hunters Point. Not really Frankie’s sort of place, right?”

He kept his glare going, “So? What of it, everyone slips” he looked at the big guy, “Or has secrets.”

I nodded, “Agreed, “But not even Frankie can be in two places at one time.”

“What?” He turned to the uniforms, “You said it was Jackson.”

“It was, Captain. We saw him. No mistake.” The guns remained leveled.

I asked, “Then how is it, at the time you say he was in the worst dive in the city, he was also ordering a polish from Billy Bunty at Market and Van Ness, about six miles to the north?”

Monahan gave me a face, “You have proof of this I take?”

“Frankie?” I asked. 

He reached into his pocket and pulled out one of Billy’s handwritten receipts and held it out for Monahan. One thing about the big guy, he always saves the receipts.

Pat growled, “Take it, Officer Palen.”

The uniform with dark hair snatched the receipt and handed it to Monahan. Pat studied the receipt, frowning as he did the middle-aged back and forth focus maneuver. He looked at me and then Frankie, “Really? What in the hell is a Jackson Special?”

Frankie sniffed, “A horrid combination of yellow mustard, mayo, and, of all things, sauerkraut on a spicy polish.” He shuddered and made a face, “Euughh! Everyone knows I cannot stand pickled cabbage!"

I saw the two uniforms glance at each other and give a brief nod. The Jackson Special may be more popular with the boys in blue than the big guy liked. I figured it was time to find out what was going on. “All right Pat, time to answer some questions. You know you can’t bring armed uniforms into a private home without telling the homeowner why. SFPD isn’t the CIA.”

Monahan opened his mouth, frowned, closed his mouth and then muttered, “Yeah, you’re right. You know I hate it when you’re right.”

I knew. I also took the wise route of a non-gloat expression. I said, in my most reasonable and least wise-ass tone, “What was Frankie supposed to have done?”

Frankie said, hands on hips, “I’d like to know as well, thank you very much.”

Monahan turned to the uniforms, “You can go. Thanks.”

They paused, just long enough to let Pat know they weren't quite convinced and then saluted, “Cap’n. Captain.”

We watched the uniforms walk out the door and down the walk. Greystoke, my very large German shepherd let them know he was around with a couple of deep-voiced barks from the back yard.

Monahan cleared his throat and said, “Right, sit down and I’ll tell you what I know.”

“Finally,” Frankie said as he chose his favorite oversized chair. It took a while to find the thing. There aren’t too many fellows the big guy’s size, even in Frisco. When I sat in it, I felt like a kid again.

“Don’t get too cute, Jackson,” Pat growled, “You almost got fitted for an orange jumpsuit.”

Frankie’s eyes widened, “What did I do?” He blurted, and then said, “Not me... I mean, but—“

“Forget it,” Monahan barked, “I know what you meant. Word is, this guy who is the spitting image of Jackson here slams into the Studmuffin and challenges the best man there to a shot contest, barbarian style. Last one upright, wins.”

I had to stop Pat right there, “Wait a minute, that’s what you heard and you immediately thought of Frankie? I mean, Frankie?”

Monahan grimaced and shook his head, “I know, I know, but you didn’t see the chest camera footage. The guy might as well be his twin.” He pointed at the said subject of the discussion.

“Anyway, the whole bar gets involved and they send the biggest regular they got in the place and the contest goes down full tilt, shots poured and slammed until the regular drops backward as stiff as a board. That wouldn’t have been so bad, but... Frankie number 2 decides to start rubbing it in the nose of everyone there.

“The call came in after the second body got tossed through the wall.”

I had to ask, “The wall?”

Monahan nodded, “The wall. Not the door, not the window. The poor saps got used as wrecking balls. When the units arrived, the brawl was in full roar, the front door was lying in the street and the perp was in no mood to settle down.”

“Ooo,” Frankie said, leaning forward, “This is getting good. What happened next?”

Monahan scowled at the big guy, shook his head and then said, “He waded into the officers with at least four sets of taser needles dangling from him and tossed them about like they were kids from a nursery school. Like I said, one had both legs broken. We’ve also got a couple of concussions and over a dozen assorted sets of bruises, broken ribs, and noses.”

“Wow,” Frankie breathed, “Just... wow.”

Monahan gave Frankie a level stare, “Yeah, Jackson, that’s what I’ll be putting on all those get well cards I have to sign... wow.”

I hadn’t said anything during Monahan’s story, and I didn’t say anything now. Pat was right, and I wanted to see if Frankie knew he’d overstepped. The big guy had a tendency to be a bit too over the top on occasion.

The big guy didn’t disappoint, “Sorry,” he rumbled, “I just got caught up in the story. I didn’t mean to be insensitive.”

Monahan grunted, “Forget it. The last anyone saw of the perp was his heels as he ran off. He was laughing.”

“And so you decided to check the one place where you were sure to find... the wrong man?” I asked. Yeah, I knew I was rubbing Pat’s nose in it, but come on, Frankie in a 3rd Street dive?

“Yeah, yeah,” Monahan grumbled, “But you didn’t see the footage. I tell you, the resemblance was uncanny, and you have to admit, your... er, partner is rather unique, even for the city.”

Frankie grinned, preening, “Yes, I am, aren’t I?”

Monahan made another face and stood, “I’m taking off,” he said, and then pointed a finger at both of us, “If there is a double out there, and it sure seems certain, I’d be careful to make sure you have witnesses around you at all times. This fellow is trouble, and he seems to be looking for more of the same. Some folks in this city aren’t as reasonable as we are.”

I managed to keep my mouth shut again on that one. I was on a roll.

Frankie waited until Monahan was almost to the end of the walk before he spoke, “See, I told you, one of those weird deals.”


♦ ♦ ♦
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THE WEIRD DECIDED TO stay away, at least for the next few days. The phone also kept its noise level to a minimum. I got a couple of calls for relatively easy cases, find this and sniff out that so the accounts kept an inch or so away from that rosy tone of impending financial disaster.

Frankie is no economic genius so regardless of his receipts I had no help in that quarter. And, it was probably best I didn’t let him know things were getting tight... again. 

I was almost to a point where I was considering putting my past cases down into a sort of autobiography, but as I thought about what went down in them, no one would believe it and I just couldn’t bring myself to be a writer of urban fantasy. I doubt I’ll ever get that desperate. So I continued on with the routine, feeling rather content, for that matter. I’d finally gotten over Alcina dumping me and was actually considering the possibility of seeing if the fairer sex, the ones who weren’t bloodsuckers, might be interested in a slightly tattered around the edges Private Investigator. Yes, I’m aware of the less formal nickname for the profession, but I’m avoiding innuendo for Lent.

The problem with contentment is it tends to be short-lived. Something always comes barreling around the corner to mess it up, and my brief soiree into rainbows and unicorns was no exception. This time something came in the person of the last woman I would ever consider dating, Heidi Longenpeltzer.

For those of you who don’t recognize the name, consider yourselves fortunate. Heidi Longenpeltzer, once major psychobitch head of the Shultz criminal organization, read, old-time mob, now revealed to yours truly as Hela the daughter of Hel, and yes, that Hel, was the scariest piece of female anatomy in all the known worlds, and possibly even further. I mean, I once saw her shrug off a near nuclear blast of magic from Landau Bain, the ex-alcoholic wizard who also happened to be even scarier than the lovely Miss Longenpeltzer.

I was walking down the street toward The Snug, my first choice in all things liquid, amber, and foamy, when I saw her coming the other way. I was hoping to ignore her, sidestep and go on my merry way but she had other ideas.

“Mandolin,” She said, and I could tell from the sound of desperation in her voice something was up.

“Hela,” I replied, hoping my not packing the five-seven with its magical bullets wasn’t a fatal oversight.

“No longer,” She said, her voice sounded different, rougher and without any of the crackle I remembered. 

She also looked, I don’t know... weaker, more human, and then her words hit me... that, “no more” bit. Something bad had happened, something bad on an exponential level.

I should have nodded and moved on. The woman had only ever brought me pain. She made the Dentist in Little Shop of Horrors look nice on the Mister Rogers scale. I should have taken the opportunity to say something snarky and completely in the character I’d so carefully cultivated, but no, I didn’t. I surrendered to my white knight complex, damn it all anyhow.

“What happened?” I asked. I could see the sign for The Snug over the sidewalk just a half block away, but we stood there, an island of misery in the flow of pedestrian traffic. 

The city always has people on the streets, but they’re usually so wrapped up in their own troubles you may as well be alone.

She looked up at me. In all those times I’d faced her, I’d never realized how small she really was. I’m no midget, standing a good 6’3” in my socks, but Heidi was small for your average woman, she couldn’t be more than an inch past the five-foot mark, and she wore boots with heels. I guess it was all presence earlier. When she was backhanding me across the room, she looked a lot taller.

“Not on the street, Mandolin, I still have some dignity,” she paused and then locked me in with, “Please.”

Damn, damn, damn. I nodded in the direction of my personal nirvana, “The Snug’s right there.”

She turned and shuddered, “Odin.”

Heidi had a right to be scared. The Snug was a bar that did the occasional grilling of steaks a Texan would envy, but it also had an owner and a bartender, not even a troll would argue with.

Most folks and his friends called him Tiny, but his real Name was Odin, the one with the formal address in Valhalla, home of the Norse Gods.  With her other personality being that of Hel’s daughter, Longenpeltzer wasn’t one of those on Tiny’s greeting card list. Depending on the mood he was in, and I’d see Tiny lay out a troll with one punch, Heidi could wind up a smear on the floorboards being sopped up by the peanut shells.

I made another potentially disastrous decision. Pointing at the sign, I said, “That’s my office away from home. If I take you on, you’re a client and under my protection.”

She looked at me with a mixture of confusion and hope, “I don’t understand...”

“Neither do I,” I said, “But that’s the way it is. Come on, I’m thirsty.”

I walked past her and headed to The Snug’s door. Part of me hoped she didn’t have what it took to follow, the other part of me knew I’d drag her if she didn’t. Like I said, damn, damn, and damn.

Pushing through the door I saw only a couple of faces I recognized, and a few I didn’t. The place was rather quiet. Not so good for Tiny’s take, but preferable for meeting a client.

He looked up from his mixing something behind the bar and said, “Afternoon Tony. What’s— what in the nine hels is that woman doing in my pub?”

“She’s a client Tiny,” I hoped that was all I needed to say. I looked around. His shout had cleared the tables, as no one in the know wanted to be within the range of flying debris if this got physical.

I glanced at Heidi. She was scared, but to give her credit, she hadn’t moved like the rest of the patrons, and she’d been the one who was the subject of the bellow.

You have to get the picture. Tiny is just about the only person I know who makes Frankie look normal size. People tagged him with that nickname because he is anything but. But, he’s also the head Norse God in disguise, so I guess it takes an extra-large skin to fit it all in.

He looked at me, frowning, “Client? Hela?” 

I shrugged, “She says Hela’s gone, and it’s just her now.”

“What?” He moved from behind the bar and came over to sniff Heidi. He went around her like a father checking his teenage daughter for suspicious aftershave.

“Hmm,” Tiny murmured, stepping back, “What’s this?”

He stopped, put both hands on his hips and asked Heidi, “What happened?”

I interrupted, “Tiny, I’m thirsty and I think this is going be more of a novel than a short story. How about we take a table, get comfortable and talk without standing in the middle of the floor?”

He grunted and went back behind the bar.

I said to Heidi, “Let’s sit, and then you can tell me what it’s like to have a goddess inside you.”

She nodded, still miserable and still acting like she’d almost rather be dead.

I pointed to the table I preferred. It occupied a corner that gave me a view of the door while not being near the door. It looked like it should have a plant next to it, maybe a fern or something with big leaves. It was that kind of spot.

Longenpeltzer took the offered chair without comment. She looked so pitiful I almost felt sorry for her. Almost, she had treated me like a speed bag a while back. I don’t have a tendency to nurse grudges, but there are always exceptions.

Tiny came back with three pints of his best. I started to stand, but he waved me back into the chair, “Sit, sit.” 

He put the drinks down and took the remaining chair. Then he leaned forward and stared at Heidi. He did that long enough that I began to fidget. I was just about to ask a stupid question when Tiny straightened, grunted and then said, still keeping his eyes on Longenpeltzer, “Impossible. Can’t be done, and yet there it is.”

She nodded, still miserable. She looked like she’d watched her dog being killed in front of her.

Tiny leaned both forearms onto the table, it creaked in understandable protest. “Answer me, woman, how was Hela taken from you? Who, or what did this?”

She was no help at all, “I don’t know. That memory was taken as well.”

“Umm,” I said, raising a hand, “Anyone want to let me in on the secret?”

Tiny was no slouch in the uptake department, “My kind,” he said, and then nodding in Heidi’s direction, “And... hers comes to this world with certain rules in place. Those rules are or were unbreakable. One of the most stringent is that we have to be joined with a human. The part that makes us, us becomes one with the soul of the human.”

“Then how can you...” I moved my cupped hands in a random circle.

He smiled, “We can reveal ourselves for short periods.”

“So here’s the question,” I asked, “What was impossible?”

Tiny pointed at Longenpeltzer, “Her. She’s impossible. She shouldn’t be here. If the Æsirdottr is gone, the Embladottr dies.”

I saw Heidi sort of shrink in on herself. I had to ask, “Ass daughter?”

Tiny looked at me and sighed, “A-sir daughter, a woman-child of the Æsir. Embla daughter, a woman-child of Embla, the first woman.”

“I thought that was Lilith.”

He gave me a stare and then said, “Really, Tony? No, Eve, not Lilith, would be the same, just a different pantheon. This woman,” he pointed at Heidi, “Cannot be sitting here with what happened, she shouldn’t be able to exist.”

A thought came to me, “How about Bain, would he know how it was done?”

Tiny dropped his chin to his chest and said, “Hmm.” Then he nodded, rumbling, “Possible... yes, that one might know how it was done, but he wouldn’t have anywhere near the power to do it.”

I looked at Longenpeltzer and then back at Tiny. “Who would?” I asked.

That got me another stare, and Longenpeltzer actually woke up enough to glance at Tiny.

He worked his mouth and then said, “That would take...a frightening amount of power, and control, the control of a... a god.”

I pointed upwards, “You mean...?”

He shook his head, and I saw Heidi blanch nearly white, “No,” Tiny replied, “This isn’t something He would do, but I do have to wonder why He allowed it.”

“You could ask,” I suggested, with just a touch of snark.

Tiny ignored the snark and answered as if the question was valid, “Not my place.”

I nodded and turned to face Longenpeltzer. “Okay, Heidi, why’d you track me down? We aren’t exactly on each other’s’ friends list.”

She mumbled something under her breath.

I think I saw thunderclouds gathering over Tiny’s head, but the room was dim, as it always is, so I could have been mistaken. There was no mistaking the scowl on his face.

“You need to speak up, Heidi,” I said.

She nodded and then said, “I need to be whole. I’m dying, I can feel it, and I think she is also.”

Tiny leaned back and stared at her. Then he asked, “Truly?”

She nodded, “Truly. I can feel it. It is as if she is held captive... somewhere, and in pain, and dying. Along with me.”

“Makes sense, makes sense,” Tiny said. Then he picked up his drink and drained it in one go.

Tiny pours British pints, that’s 20 ounces of beer, not the wimpy 16 we call a pint in the states. However, even a 22-ounce glass, in his mitts, still kind of looks like a shot glass. 

I picked up mine and took a normal sip. Anyone, including Frankie, attempting to match Tiny drink for drink is doomed to wind up under the table. I’ve seen the DA, Raibeart Mac an tSaoir, for those of us who are Gallic-challenged that’s Robert McIntosh, come close, but that’s only because the Odin part of Tiny is the daddy to the Thor part of Robbie.

“Aaah!” Tiny put the empty pint on the table and then said, “You have a client, Tony.”

I looked at Longenpeltzer. Was that a faint glimmer of hope in her eyes? “Yeah,” I said, with a complete lack of enthusiasm, “I kind of figured that.”

Tiny grunted, “Not her, you dolt. Me.”


♦ ♦ ♦
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THE PHONE WAS RINGING off the hook when I got home. Greystoke was also barking up a storm in the backyard and Frankie was nowhere to be found, so I can be forgiven a touch of asperity when I picked up the receiver.

“Who the hell is this?!”

There was a brief pause and then Monahan came back with, “All right Mandolin, you’ve got my attention, what’s going on?”

It was my turn to pause. Pat didn’t deserve a heaping helping of my temper. How in the world would I explain to him I’d picked up the Norse God Odin as a client? I was fairly certain he had an idea weird stuff orbited me like the asteroid belt, but I think not even he would be able to swallow that one, not even with one of Tiny’s pints.

“I tried again with, “I ran into Longenpeltzer.”

He whistled, “Heidi Longenpeltzer? Head of the Shultz Mob, that Heidi Longenpeltzer?”

I gave my natural response the day off and replied, “Only one I know of, Pat. She wanted to hire me as an investigator.”

He whistled again, “Damn. What’d she say when you turned her down.”

My silence spoke volumes.

“Mandolin,” Pat’s voice took on a sour note, “You did turn her down, right?”

“Not exactly”, I said, bracing for the explosion.

I wasn’t disappointed. I don’t think he repeated himself once in the names he called me. When he finally settled enough to be coherent, he said, “Did you learn nothing at all during the time you had every criminal organization in the city thinking you were working for Luccesi? Are you aware that little bit of business cost the department about a thousand man-hours because you decided to go after that particular hornets’ nest with your usual brand of finesse?”

“Pat... I—“

“Oh no, Mandolin,” he thundered, “Not this time. I’ve got enough troubles with your fancy dress partner’s twins running around town. I’m not going to let you pile on with another one of your delightful headaches. Not this time. Uh, uh.”

“Did you say, twins?” I asked, “As in, more than one?”

Monahan coughed, and then said, in a much more reasonable tone, “Umm, no one told you?”

“Told me what, Pat?” It felt weird, having the upper hand. Actually, it felt wrong, like a violation of one of nature’s laws.

“Uh, last night we got conflicting calls. On one your housemate was seen spraying satanic graffiti on a church, and the other had Jackson mugging transvestites in the Castro. Just to be sure, where was he last night?”

“Sawing logs in his usual volume,” I replied. Then I asked, “Couldn’t it be the same guy who tore up the bar earlier?”

I could feel Monahan shaking his head. “Not possible. I wish it was. The church was the one down on Jones and Golden Gate, a few miles from the Castro.”

I heard that. Sometimes it’s easy to forget just how large the city is. “What’s going on, Pat? Is some mad scientist somewhere in the city cloning Frankies?”

“How the hell would I know?” Monahan answered, “That isn’t my responsibility. As far as I know, we don’t have a Crazy-Ass Situation Department.”

In San Francisco? I would have assumed they had one, complete with its own brass nameplate. “Yeah, well, I’m pretty tired, Pat. I’m thinking about calling it a night,” I hoped he didn’t have more to say about Longenpeltzer because I had no answers. 

I got lucky. “I hear you,” Monahan said, with about as much enthusiasm as I felt, “Get some sleep.” He hung up.

I fed Greystoke, who was happy enough to be let in that he didn’t try interrupting while Pat and I talked. Then I trudged upstairs calling, “I’m heading to bed Frankie. Keep it down, will you?” I figured he was deep into another one of his audiobooks or CDs since he hadn’t noticed the dog barking. Those headphones looked thick enough to dampen gunfire.

He didn’t answer so I went to his door and listened, putting my ear to the wood. I heard nothing, which didn’t mean a thing. The Victorians like solid, thick doors. I knocked, “Frankie, hey, Frankie! Take off the ‘phones.”

Still nothing. I checked my watch, it was closer to 6 than 5. I wondered if I was getting to the age where I considered sunset to be bedtime. I knocked again, “Come on Frankie! I don’t want to have you wake me up when you decide to start singing along with your tunes.”

We have a rule in the house; if the door’s shut, it’s shut for a reason, no trespassing allowed. It saves having to remember to leave a sock on the doorknob. I listened again. Nothing, and I started getting a bit concerned. It was time to break the hard and fast rule.

I checked the knob. It was unlocked, not that unusual as Frankie had no reason to think I’d come barging in. So, I barged in, “Frankie, I— what the hell...”

The bedroom was empty of Frankie. I checked the room. I found his phone, but nothing else to tell me where he went or where he was.

With our history, the first thing I did was search the house, basement to attic. Greystoke helped, his nose poking into every spare hole, crevice, and corner. We found the odd mouse and one rat. No surprise there. If you live in one of the city’s old Vickies and you don’t have a mouse or two, you are either the crazy cat lady or you use waaay too much poison. 

There was a distinct lack of Frankie in the house. The next thing I did was check for any sign of abduction. Believe me, with my life, it was warranted. The house was clean. Frankie was not at home, no note, no sign of abduction, and no way to reach him. It looked like this was going to be a long night.

When an adult goes missing and there’s no real sign of abduction the first thing you’re supposed to do is think of where he or she might be based on their known habits. In plain street-speak, you check out their favorite hangouts. With Frankie, that’s an eclectic mix of wine bars, fabric stores, theaters, and shopping malls. One does not look for the big guy at a football game. The problem with it all was, Frankie’s hangouts were spread all over the peninsula. This was a time when I could really use the help of Landau Bain, the bay area’s wizard. Sure, he may scare the average person into a lifetime of wearing adult diapers, but he can also do his thing and literally take a ten-mile step. Me, I have to take a ten-mile bus ride and then hoof it for several blocks.

My first stop was the fabric store, Britex, off Union Square. It was still open and what Frankie calls four floors of fun. I don’t know about that. Fun for me isn’t a store that looks like high-end laundry ready for folding. Yeah, well, each to his own. I’ll take a Giants game and a beer, thank you. 

The one thing I didn’t mind was that, regardless of the hangout, Frankie would be easy to spot. I mean, the big guy stands out. Except he didn’t stand out on any of the store’s four floors. There are a couple of other shops around the square he frequents, so I checked them out just in case. The one thing you don’t do in a missing person search is leave a stone unturned. None of the other places I looked in had any stones to look under. They were all closed. So I took a stroll over to the Geary stop headed west.

I grabbed a copy of one of those tourist maps from the kiosk next to the bus stop. If I could, I wanted to figure out a route that would allow me to make a big circle, even with loops and side trips, bringing me back to the house at the end.

“First time in the city, Ace?”

I turned at the voice and saw one of the typical street folks the city seems to grow, indeterminate race, hairy face, assorted things growing in the beard, slouchy hat and a couple of coats about three or four years past their last cleaning. He also had the requisite paper bag wrapped around a bottle of cheap high test wine.

“No,” I said, “Been here a while.”

He wasn’t listening, “Yeah, I hear ya, Ace. I just rolled into town myself.” Then he belched and let loose a ripper guaranteed to clear a room. He ignored that too,”Y’know," He slurred, "we oughta team-up. I got class, you got cash...”

I don’t know if it was lucky for me or him that the bus pulled up. I was leaning towards him.

My next stop was the corner of Fell and Divisadero and I knew this place would be open. It was a wine and art bar in the Western Addition, more than highbrow foofie enough for Frankie.

The ride was quiet, which was nice. Sometimes there’s a benefit to being up after midnight. The typical two or three street folk were taking advantage of the muni policy of not evicting indigent riders to grab their 40 winks. The rest of the sparse passenger load was made up of kids too jazzed to shut their eyes and people like me, going someplace because they have to, not because they want to.

I got off at the corner of Geary and Divisadero and walked south. The bar was on this side of the street, but only rookies make the mistake of just checking inside the doors. What if the mark is walking away or coming to while you’re inside? You could miss seeing them by literal seconds and never know it.

Being late night/early morning, the fog had moved in along with its mist-like dampen-everything-in-sight quality. I pulled my collar up, my hat down, stuck my hands into my pockets and mooched on down the nearly empty street. I'd been looking for hours now, and my hopes were getting as damp as the weather.

The lamps were still on and they added a certain spookiness to the whole atmosphere. I could almost hear a somber sax solo from Harlem Nocturne going on in the back of my head. Divisadero, like most of the main streets in the city, was moderately busy. You can’t live in a city with a population as dense as Frisco’s without some traffic being around at any hour of the day. The sidewalk was empty of everything but me, but that also meant I’d see whoever was coming toward me or showing me their back.

I made it to the corner and walked into the Art Bar. A sign next to the door read, “Open 24 Hours”. It was handmade of painted cardboard, but that was pretty much the ambiance of the place; wood floors, slightly scuffed, menus written in chalk on blackboards, an upright piano being hammered at by an old guy in an Irish knit sweater and a... plaid AK-47 on a plaque high on the wall behind the bar? Yep, that’s what it was. An automatic weapon right smack dab in the heart of gun-hating Fog City. I felt better already.

Stepping into the bar was like stepping from a world of silent fog into another of lights and noise. I’d never spent much time in the Western Addition, so I had no idea of the neighborhoods it drew from, but whatever they were, they liked to party into the wee hours.

“What’ll you have?”

I turned at the voice. A dyke with a crewcut and a dog collar encircling a neck thicker than mine leaned on the bar and grinned at me.

I shrugged. It never hurt to buy first and ask questions later. If a barkeep thinks you’re a deadbeat the only thing you’ll get out of them is grief. “How about a beer?”

The dyke looked me up and down. “Um-hmm, you’re no light beer drinker, that’s for sure. Bottle or draft?”

I saw her eyes shift over to the draft handles, and figured this as a sort of test. “Draft. I’ll go for an IPA.”

She smiled a little and pulled the handle. “Never seen you here before,” she said, tilting the pint glass as she pulled.

“Yeah,” I said, “I’m new. A friend of mine said I should try this place sometime.”

She glanced at me, “Oh?”

I nodded, “Frankie,” and held my hand up approximating the big guy’s height, “About yea tall, a black man with a taste for the finer dresses.” The best lies always have a good helping of truth in the mix.

She handed me the pint, shaking her head. “Never heard of him.” Then she straightened, “But you look familiar. You got a name?”

In for a penny, and so on... “The name’s Tony, Tony Mandolin. I’m a private investigator and Frankie’s my partner.”

She smiled, big, wide and white. “Well, why didn’t ya say so in the first place?” She held out a hand, “I’m Butch. Yeah, I know Frankie, and he’s talked you up a lot. Where is the big lug?”

Seems I passed the test. I sipped. The ale was okay, a bit too hoppy for my taste, but I’d take it as long as it came with a lead or two. I said, “I don’t know. That’s why I’m here. I’m hoping I can find him at one of his favorite spots.”

She leaned on the bar, considering me. Then she shook her head, “Can’t help ya, Tony. Frankie ain’t been here for several days. Sorry.”

I thanked her and left. I didn’t finish the ale.

The next spot on the map was the Bayshore Mall, a million square feet of yuppie shopping heaven and nowhere near the beach. It occupied nearly the entire city block between 4th and 5th streets on Market and went up nine stories. Yes, it was somewhat of a double back on my route, but it got me to where I had the best chance of finding Frankie as well as the shortest distance to the bus I needed to get further west. Because of the hour, most of the stores would have their gates down and the lights out, but even in yuppie central there existed a few 24-hour shops, and if it came to it, I could ask the rent-a-cops if they saw anything. 

On occasion, you get one who thinks they’re the owner of the place, but most of them are okay. They usually understand how things work in the real world and the police can only do so much, especially in cities where the politicians consider crooks, thugs, and worse to be misunderstood victims of society. The best were the retired cops with 30 or more years of experience behind them. Those guys had done it all and knew how to avoid the pitfalls.

I entered through the main doors on Market and headed over to the security desk. I figured I might as well save time if I could. You could complete an entire week’s cardio by walking the place top to bottom.

The guard looked up as I approached and immediately stiffened. I couldn’t blame him, my face wasn’t really one to inspire thoughts of security, the years weren’t all that bad but the mileage had been a bit rough. Besides that, I had on the full kit, fedora, oilskin trench coat with a cape, and pockets full of assorted illegal helpers if things got tough. He couldn’t see that last part, but any guard worth his salt has developed an extra sense. I decided to start with open honesty, not my strongest suit, but there it is.

I pulled out my ID and did the flipping thing, “I’m Tony Mandolin, Private Investigator.”

The guard relaxed. He had the look of a retired police officer and was probably supplementing an inadequate retirement. “Gumshoe, eh? You the guy they brought in for the robberies?”

Okay, time to shade the truth. I said, “I’m working on a description of a fugitive. Mind if I run it by you?”

Bingo! The guard’s eyes lit up and he leaned forward. Give a retired cop a sense he’s involved in the case and you’ve got an instant friend. 

I described Frankie in as much detail as I could without giving away the friend and housemate factor, and then waited for the information to percolate.

He held up a finger, saying, “Gimme a minute.” Then he nodded and said, “Yeah... I know that guy, a real funny one. Comes in here sometimes dressed like a raging queen. Even called me ‘dearie’ once when asking for directions.” He looked at me, “You think he’s the perp?”

I shrugged, “Gotta follow where the evidence leads me.” Notice how I never actually lied there?

He nodded, “I hear that.”

I asked, “Can you tell me if anyone resembling this guy was in or around this evening?”

He replied, “Gee, I dunno. Lemme think on it.”

I waited.

Finally, he said, “I been here since six this evening. I can’t say for sure if this is your guy, but there was a fellow in a coat something like what you got on, but about twice your size. He took the elevator,” he pointed off to my left, “I ain’t seen him since. Of course, he could’ve gone out any one of the exits.”

“And there’s about a dozen or so of those,” I added.

He nodded, “You got that right. Makes it damn difficult catching a shoplifter before they’re on the sidewalk.”

I looked at the elevators and got an idea. I asked, “Do you remember, did you see which floor that elevator stopped at? I know it’s a long shot...”

He glanced in the direction of the elevators. “I dunno... it’s been a while...” He sat there and I waited. They say patience is a virtue. I think it’s more of a developed skill, one I’m still working on. I was just about to say forget it when the guard spoke up, “Yeah, I think I do. Something about that guy made me watch...”

“Good,” I said, interrupting, “Good.”

He continued after his pause, “Anyway, I’m pretty sure it stopped at the penthouse.”

“The what?”

He smiled, shrugging, “That’s what we call the top floor. Most people can’t afford what they sell up there.”

I thought, Yep, that’s Frankie’s niche all right. I said, “Thanks. Mind if I check it out?”

He did something under the counter and then said, “Floor’s unlocked. Good luck.”

I touched the brim of my hat and said, “Much obliged,” getting the expected chuckle and wave off in return. Like I said, most are pretty decent fellows.

I don’t know what it is with elevators, but whoever has the job of picking the background music must also be the one who chooses hold music for phone companies and corporations. I’m not sure if they simply have no taste, or if they make their selections while rubbing their hands and chortling in an evil cackle. Jake and Elwood may have endured the instrumental version of Ipanema with stoic patience, but I don’t have that quality of character. I do believe if I’d seen an easy listening cd display on the floor when the doors opened I might have started shooting right there and then.

You ever see those photo galleries of the playgrounds of the rich and famous? Well, that’s pretty much what I stepped into, imported marble floors polished to a true mirror finish, exotic wood trim along with arches and all the additional etceteras. I’m fairly certain that if I walked out of that elevator during the height of the business day that there’d be a maître de making sure who was worthy and who was not. Now it was just me and a couple of dozen shuttered high-end shops. I would not have been at all surprised to see a window with a Faberge Egg display standing next to a hypercar sales agency. It’s that kind of place.

Above me arced the dome, the standout architectural note of the mall. Through its glass, I could see stars. Then I caught movement out of the corner of my eye. I turned and saw what looked like a trench coat going around the corner.

I called out, “Frankie, wait!”

No reply. Well, that didn’t mean anything. If the big guy was on one of his missions he might be protecting me, or not wanting me to spoil his fun. That one I’d heard more than a few times.

There was nothing for it, I had to chase him down, fun or no fun.

He must have known I was there because regardless of how fast I walked, he stayed just out of sight. All I caught were glimpses of coat and shoes. The size of the shoes told the story; it had to be Frankie.

“Hey, big guy! It’s me. You know, your partner?” I picked up my feet and began running.

The chase took us around the circumference of the floor and to the curved stair that led down to the next floor. This time I caught a lot more than just a corner of the coat. It sure looked like the big guy, coat, hat, and so on. He had on his Sam Spade outfit, a costume he used when he was on one of his so-called missions. I yelled out again, “Frankie, damn it. I’m trying to help you!”

He turned to look up at me. I should have asked the guard about color. Frankie’s is dark café ole, not rotting olive green. Whatever this was, it wasn’t Frankie. It wasn’t even human.

The thing hissed at me, showing a mouth full of very sharp, pointed teeth, and way too many of them for any sort of comfort.

“All right”, I thought, “What are you doing with Frankie’s clothes, and what is that smell?”

I did the only thing I could do under the circumstances, I pulled out my gun and ratcheted in a shell. “Okay, chompers,” I snarled, “Let’s talk.”

It didn’t think that was such a good idea, it turned and, hissing like an angry snake, bolted.

“Damn it!” I thumbed on the safety and followed, taking the stairs at a full run. Not a bright thing to do, but that thing had info on Frankie... maybe.

I had to give it its chops, the thing could hoof it. I lost ground at every turn. By the time I hit the main foyer where the escalators met it was about twice as far from me as when we started our little race.

It paused at the top of one of the escalators, turned, gave me another hiss, and then leaped down the opening. One thing I now knew, it couldn’t read. The sign said up, not down. When I reached the top of the escalator I’d closed in considerably. It was about halfway down the up escalator, rather frustrated and still making progress... kind of. I muttered, “Gotcha.”

Nope, I didn’t. It must’ve had the hearing of a bat. Letting loose a steam whistle hiss it jumped, hitting the lower floor a good couple of yards past the bottom of the stair. That gave me a choice, continue the chase by attempting to duplicate a feat even Bob Beamon couldn’t or give up, go home and open a couple of beers and get some sleep, or use my noggin. Sliding down the railing wouldn’t get it done, they were scrolling upward just like the stairs. All I’d get out of the exercise is terminal rug burn. What I could do is try my best imitation of a track star and run around to the down escalator and try going that way at speed. Let’s face facts, I’m no track star, and the years included some pretty hard mileage. By the time I reached the other side the thing was out of sight.

Ah, hell. Might as well keep on with the chase.

I took the down escalator several steps at a time. It was kind of like running on one of those airport slideways, only with the added push of gravity. 

Each landing included one heck of a large foyer about the size of your average food court, but on each, I saw nothing, not even a shuffling ancient security guard, just acre upon acre of polished floor.

When I reached the ground floor the retired cop was there. This time he was just a little bit excited.

“That’s the guy! That’s the guy! He ran off that way!” He pointed toward the grand stair that led down to the subway shops. “And, umm...” he paused.

“What?” I asked, perhaps just a bit too gruffly. I was huffing and puffing, and in no mood for complications.

The guard held up his hands, “Whoa, buddy. I ain’t the enemy, he went that way,” he pointed once more toward the stair to the lower level. “And... he don’t sound... human, if that’s a thing.”

Bud, I thought, You have no idea.

I nodded my thanks and took off again, heel and toeing it like I was twelve again. In retrospect, that was a really stupid thing to do.

When I reached the sub-level about the only thing I could do was huff, puff and stumble forward. I thought I saw a corner of coat flap from behind a support pillar. Gotcha now, I thought, feeling for the semi-auto in my pocket. As I got closer to the pillar, I thought I could hear hissing. Of course, it could have been me still trying to get at least a little wind back.

I pulled the gun from my pocket. It was a rather illegal toy I inherited from a vampire Viscount while trying to save his life. It’s a long story, suffice it to say the gun has proved it's worth many times over. 

It’s an FN 5.7, altered to use tactical ammo with the kick of a pellet gun and the impact of a sniper round. If Pat knew I had the thing he’d blow a gasket and find me a nice secure cell in the sewers.

Holding the gun ready, I eased my way around the pillar. The hissing was fainter, but it was still there. I had a brief glimpse of white teeth in a sea of rotten olive and then all I saw was stars.

I woke up looking at a smiling face right in front of my nose. The butt attached to the face was sitting on my nose.

“Hiya, high pockets.”

“Willit,” I groaned, “What have you been drinking?”

“Smells good, huh? Here, have some more,” The pixie opened his mouth and breathed on my nose.

“Waugg!” I rolled over and emptied what little was in my stomach. 

“Whoops, big fella,” Willit laughed as he hovered nearby, “Oh, there he goes again.”

Damn alcoholic pixie. Where’s a bug zapper when you need one? I got to my feet by using the pillar as some much-needed support. “Why are you here Willit?” My mouth felt like a toilet after eating bad chicken.

He mugged a face, “Why wouldn’t I be? I mean, some human goes chasing after a bandlsnatch? Now, that’s a show you can’t miss.”

“Bandlsnatch?”

He buzzed closer. “Yeah, bandlsnatch. Big green rubbery thing with lots of teeth and breath that’ll stun a moose.”

“I thought that last bit was your gig,” I groaned.

The insult didn’t take. “Yeah,” he said, nodding, “You’d think so, right? Naw, bandlsnatch’s got us beat all to hell in that department. Why you chasing it?”

“Frankie’s missing,” I said. My head was starting to clear, “I think it was wearing his coat.”

Willit continued to nod, humming, “Um-hmm, um-hmm. Yea, a bandlsnatch’ll do that, sure ‘nuff.” He turned in the air and pointed, “You gotta head that way if you wanna get the coat back.”

I looked down the hall. Willit was pointing toward an unmarked door that could lead anywhere. “How much?” I asked.

That question got a pause, then, “Huh?”

I sighed and shook my head, trying to clear the last cobwebs, “How much to act as a guide?”

The pixie settled to the ground and then crossed his arms, “To track a bandlsnatch? Highpockets, that’ll cost ya.”

I looked him in the eye, “I don’t have 3 years to ferment dandelion wine, Willit. I’ll make it half a case of decent scotch, blended.”

He almost begged, “You sure you don’t have a bottle of the good stuff hidden away somewhere?” He was talking about the dandelion brew. For some reason, pixies find it irresistible. No accounting for taste, etc, and so on.

“A third of a case,” I said, heading toward the door. I didn’t run, I didn’t even jog. It felt like if I did, I’d collapse right there.

“Whoa, hey, hey, we were talking about a half case,” Willit protested, scampering around to stand in front of me.

I kept walking. “We were,” I said, “Now we’re talking about a quarter case.”

“A quarter case?” The pixie’s voice shrieked into the upper register.

I stopped and gave him my best phony smile. “Agreed,” I said, “Three bottles of Black Label after you help me find Frankie.”

“Willit shook his head and grunted sourly, “Agreed. You know, you biggun’s can be real hard asses, you know?”

“You’re repeating yourself,” I growled. “Now, how about helping me find that bandlsnatch?”

“Yeah, yeah,” He snarled and turned to hover before the unmarked door.

The door led to a large maintenance room with rows of shelves holding cleaning supplies. Willit flew right past them, sniffing the air.

We got to the end of the shelves and he stopped, turning his head left and right, still sniffing. He looked at me and pointed, jabbing his finger to the right, “This way, I think.”

“You think?”

He nodded, “It’s these chemicals you bigguns use. Messes with my nose.” Then he turned and kept on walking, muttering something about cheapass bigguns with no sense of smell.

The room was about the size of a warehouse. At least it felt that way. Willit grew to his human size and led me to another door, sniffed it, nodded and tried the handle. It was locked. “Well, biggun,” he said, a little too breezily if you ask me, “Looks like that’s it. End of the road.”

I stared at him for a few seconds and then said, “The trail goes through that door, right?”

He looked at the door, then at me. “Yeah...”

I crossed my arms, “Then we go through the door.”

“But it’s locked.”

“So?”

“It’s— locked.”

“Then un— lock it. Use some of that pixie magic I know you have,” I said, pointing at the doorknob.

He stared at me. “How do you—? We don’t—, ah... damn.” He shrank down to pixie size and hovered in front of the knob for a few seconds. I didn’t see anything happen. I didn’t even hear a click, but he looked up at me and said, “All right, there you go. It’s open.” Then he buzzed off doing some more muttering.

I kept my skepticism to myself, but it was hard, believe me. “All right,” I said,” as I reached for the knob. It turned.

The other side of the door had a stairwell. It went down. It was also as dark as hell.

“Who wants to go down the creepy tunnel inside the tomb first?” Willit asked next to my ear.

I turned my head and looked at him, giving him the eyebrow treatment, “Really? Are you channeling Frankie now?”

He mugged a smile at me, “Hey, Riley Poole, National Treasure? What’s not to love?”

The stairs led down to what must be a sub-basement. I had no idea where the light switch was, but I did see something glowing off in the distance. I asked, “What’s that?” And pointed towards the patch of faint light.

“What? You think I’ve been here before?” Willit swooped back and forth behind me. “You thinking of sending the pixie into the trap?”

Better you than me. I didn’t say that out loud. Instead, I said, “I was hoping you’d smell something.”

He snuffed, and buzzed ahead, saying, “Well... why didn’t you say so in the first place?”

We got to the bottom of the stairs and the first thing I noticed was, I heard water dripping. Right after that, I smelled mildew and then figured it wasn’t so bad not being able to find the light switch.
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