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IT DIDN'T LOOK LIKE a troll at first. But since this is San Francisco, all sorts of varieties of the weird, the wild, the wonderful and the far-from-wonderful can be found here, and I can assure you that I've seen plenty of city folk who could pass for troll. Well, ok...troll-ish; sure, they didn't have the tusks or the olive-green knobby skin, but they certainly had the personality, the facial hair and the size, and some of them were men. This one...troll, absolutely sure.

I had just left a bar I frequented, the Summersault, and was heading towards the corner where Polk intersects with Eddy, when this long arm reached out of an alley and dragged me into the shadows. 

Trolls have two outstanding weaknesses—sunlight and magic. Unfortunately, I don't usually carry a copy of the compendium de migkal with me into bars. As for sunlight, there is a reason why trolls love the city by the bay; a nice thick layer of high fog tends to cut sunlight down to a tolerable level, especially if you're a troll.

With strength capable of ripping a solid-core door right off its hinges, the troll heaved me further into the alley.

I tried to roll as I hit, but it's kind of hard to do that when you're bouncing off an old rusty dumpster.

It's funny how the mind works in times of stress. Mine decided to go for gallows humor, the phrase, that's going to leave a mark, popped into my head as I slammed into the pavement.

Trolls, unlike vampires, are thankfully slow even if they are, excuse the pun, monstrously strong. Any human with even a bit of coordination can dodge a troll's attack.

That is, if that human wasn't covered in brand new bumps, bruises and contusions. I think I sensed, more than anything else, the descending foot and rolled out of the way just in time. The troll's heel thudded into the blacktop and continued on for several inches. I got lucky and the foot got stuck.

Unlike concrete, blacktop is flexible and under pressure it can become gooey. The troll being trapped gave me the time I needed to collect my thoughts and scrabble out of range.

With a final grunting heave the troll pulled its foot free, along with a good-sized chunk of blacktop, but by that time I was at the alley mouth and accelerating. Sure, there was a danger of it chasing after me, but its best run was my jogging speed. And then there were the pedestrians. San Francisco's sidewalks almost always have crowds during the day, and Trolls don't do crowds. Lucky me.

My name is Tony Mandolin and up until last year I was an ordinary, run of the mill private investigator with a penchant for being able to find things for my clients. I have no super powers, extrasensory perception, magic or special fighting ability. What I do have is a very annoying stubborn streak and a tendency to cheat when backed into a corner. Nothing stops an aggressor faster than a quick knee to the tender moments. I don't hit girls.

Some people would consider me tall, but on the not too odd occasion my 6'3" has looked pretty puny in comparison to the other guy...like a certain troll for example. In my younger days I was tending toward blonde with a reddish beard, when I forgot to shave. Now the temples are turning gray, the beard is more white now than red and the eyes have an ever growing set of carry-on's. I do keep in shape, but it takes more these days to get the same result. The ladies don't run screaming when they see me, but the current crop of Tom Sellecks are in no danger.

About a year ago I was thrust into a world I had no idea existed. According to a certain alcoholic pixie I know, my human eyes were opened when I decided to take on a case that eventually involved a vampire with ties to the police commissioner's office. How my eyes were opened is still unclear, but now I can see the world of faerie. That's right; the world of the Brothers Grimm, Hans Christian Anderson and all the other writers of bedtime stories intended to give little boys and girls bad dreams.

Faeries aren't nice. In fact, in most cases they aren't even cordial. Most of them tend to think of humanity as an irritant at best and a food source at worst. Some, such as my booze-loving pixie, can be bargained with, as long as you understand that the penalties for violating the terms of a faerie contract are far more severe than those imposed by, say, the IRS. At least the government doesn't turn you inside out to think about how badly you screwed up.

The other thing about faeries is that they can't lie, but that just means they have had millennia to figure out ways of twisting the truth. They make used car salesmen, stock brokers and lawyers look like rank amateurs. That makes bargaining with them about as safe as step dancing on quicksand.

The one good thing about the vampire case was it earned me enough green to buy myself a house. It was no mansion, but it was certainly better than a third floor walk-up overlooking an alley. Not to mention that, being paid off and all, the monthly breakdown of taxes made my house a lot cheaper than rent. I didn't have a Pacific Heights address by any means, but my front porch did look out on a nice neighborhood park right across the street and it even came with a garage, a rarity in the city. Now all I needed was enough scratch to afford a car and some driving lessons.

I still kept my office. There was a nice comfortable feeling about having a spot in one of the seedier parts of the city with a glass door that had my name on it. It felt like tradition, and ever since last year, for me, tradition had become rather important.

I'd also picked up a partner, of sorts. One Franklin Amadeus Jackson, Frankie to everyone else except the police and a certain billionaire and crime lord we'd helped out.

Frankie, besides being a black man, was the size of one of your average draft horses, incredibly strong and a raging cross-dressing diva...when the mood took him. Imagine a Cher impersonator wearing size 16 pumps and you get the picture.

Ever since the vampire case, Frankie had taken to dressing more like Sam Spade rather than Samantha. I have to say, his Bogart was a better impersonation than his Shatner.

Even though I was able to see all the assorted dwellers in the world of faerie, that didn't mean I had an automatic ticket to the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. It does exist, you know, but that gold belongs to the Leprechauns, and Leps tend to get rather possessive about their gilt. You know that series of horror movies about a certain Irish fae? They are closer to the truth than is comfortable.

The last big case I'd had brought in enough of a payday to buy the house, but it had also been the last big payday. It seems the police commissioner never forgave me for being partially responsible for the capture of her meal ticket, even if that meal ticket happened to be an electrolyte-sucking vampire responsible for the deaths of literally hundreds of innocent humans. Since then the lovely Ms. Commissioner had managed to scare off every whale in the ocean. Sure, I still got the occasional cheating husband/wife case, and finding lost poodles kept the utilities paid, but I was getting damned tired of subsisting on pot noodles and coffee.

Ex-police Lieutenant Rorche, a mustachioed, blonde, slightly overweight mass of corruption who had tried to kill me...twice... continued to cool his heels in an orange jumpsuit while reflecting on his various sins. I was almost becoming used to the idea of not having to look over my shoulder. But...Rorche wasn't the reason for my problem with the commissioner. Neither were Randal Driver, the wealthiest man in the state, nor Antonio Luccesi, the top crime boss in the city, even though they were mostly responsible for forcing the commissioner to back off when she tried to put a wedge in the investigation I had involving her favorite vampire. Driver's twin daughters were killed by the vampire and, through no little effort on the part of yours truly said vampire was delivered into Mr. Driver's loving hands. However, the world of politics being what it is, my two favorite whales were occupied with protecting their own assets; pun intended.

So, Tony Mandolin, private eye with one foot into the world of faerie, is forced to pay his bills finding lost fidos and proving whether or not so and so is cheating on so and so.

I made it back to my office with no further interruptions. Opening the door revealed the pile of mail that had been shoved through the slot while I was out. Sorting through it showed me several offers I couldn't refuse, a couple of pleas from Nigerian royalty for me to share their wealth...as long as I was willing to launder it for them, and, of course, the usual bills.

A glance at the phone told me no new messages had come in, and another glance at the clock told me I had a couple of hours to go before I could honestly turn the open sign around to read closed. And my stomach was already starting to growl.

I used to chuckle at the portrayal of private eyes on television, especially the movies done in the old days. Gorgeous woman walks through the door and bam, the PI's world suddenly becomes exciting. I used to laugh, until just exactly that happened last year. Now I was getting used to experiencing the other part I used to chuckle about, playing solitaire.

Frankie came into the office while I was trying to find the red jack I needed. He had on his Bogart trench coat and fedora, plus a suspicious-looking bulge under the coat. Well, suspicious only if you didn't know the bulge was caused by a squirt gun filled with white vinegar. The last big case, remember? Contrary to popular opinion, vampires do not drink blood and they actually like the taste of garlic. Their food of choice is actually the body's electrolytes, which makes their physiology very sensitive to acid, hence the vinegar.

"Hello, lover." Try as he may, Frankie has a real problem keeping the diva out of his voice. He may look like an NFL lineman posing as a PI, but scratch the surface and you get a full on Judy Garland. "My, don't we look busy today. Has Tony finally succumbed to ennui?" 

"Don't start, Frankie," I growled, "or I may tell the next client that you just love looking for lost kittens." Frankie is terribly allergic to cat dander, swelling and itching allergic. 

"Heaven forbid." He held up both hands in a warding gesture. "Never let it be said that Franklin Jackson, PI can't take a hint. Besides, I just may have landed a case that will ease that bruised ego of yours."

"I told you before, Frankie, I don't take same-sex cheating cases, regardless of the size of the deposit."

"Au contraire, lover, this case has nothing at all to do with your typical fare. This little jewel involves blackmail and quite possibly...murder." He phrased the last word using two long drawn out syllables. 

I put my cards down and leaned back in my chair. "Tell me more."

He perched on the corner of my desk but backed off when I gave him the stink eye. "Well," he lisped, sulking, "this friend of mine is a Michelin three-star chef. Her specialty is quiche..."

"Let me guess," I interrupted, "her name is Loraine." 

His eyes widened. "Clutch the pearls. How did you know?"

Loraine was the executive chef and owner of Le Oeuf Sublime, an eatery far too pricey for this PI. Her bistro -, at the prices she charged calling it a restaurant just did not apply - sat square in the mission district and competed very nicely with the dozen or more eateries within walking distance. The Bistro's public face began with a half-round green awning, the logo and name in white on its front. Inside it was your typical high-end bistro; tile floor, softly textured walls with good quality work hung by local artists and personable small round tables for intimate dining. 

The maitre d' met me and Frankie at the door. Frankie was greeted as if an old friend, which he probably was. The kinds of people my unlooked–for-partner knew never ceased to amaze. Me, I got the usual supercilious sneer that door-wardens of places ritzier than the crab shack at the wharf keep in reserve for the working class. Being the dinner hour, the dining room was full. Waiters moved smoothly from table to table, taking orders, checking on the guests and delivering the meals.

Loraine came out of the back and greeted Frankie with the same enthusiasm he got from the maitre d', plus air kisses. I received a cool appraisal and then an offer to sit down and talk.

"Frankie tells me that you are the best detective in the city, Mr. Mandolin."

Chef Loraine was a looker, if a bit short for my tastes. Her eyes were a cool gray with touches of green. She had pale skin and thick straight black hair that she wore pulled back and fixed with a clip. Over what appeared to be expensive black slacks, she wore an ordinary chef's coat.

We were seated at a table situated between the corner of the bar, a futuristic-looking layout with lots of glass block lit by blue and pink neon, and the entrance to the kitchen.

I toyed with the glass of water a waiter had set before me. "Frankie tends to exaggerate, Miss..."

"DeMoran, Mr. Mandolin, but please, call me Loraine."

"Not in a professional relationship, Miss DeMoran," I temporized. "As I was saying, Frankie tends to exaggerate, and if you know him you are already aware of that. I am, however, a very good detective and I just happen to succeed where a lot of others don't."

"Put him on the bad side of that bitchy police commissioner, that did," Frankie interjected. Catty would be an understatement where his tone was concerned, but it did get a smile out of Loraine.

"I see, and brave as well," she breathed. "Perhaps you are the one to talk to after all."

"What do you mean?" I asked.

She looked down at her hands. It was then I noticed they were shaking. "I am being blackmailed, Mr. Mandolin. Well, me and a number of members of the restaurant association, the Purveyors of Epicurean Gastronomical Specialties."

"P.E.G.S.?" I asked, a smile twitching at my mouth.

"It reads better than P.I.G.S., Mr. Mandolin," she said wryly. "We are a group within a group. The restaurant association is made up of owners of practically every type of establishment, from bistros even more exclusive than mine to that horrid little crab shack down on the wharf." Her lip curled at the mention of one of my favorite eateries.

I held back my defense of sourdough and Dungeness, opting instead for earning a paycheck. "Right. So, what form is this blackmail taking?" 

"People are dying, Tony," Frankie broke in.

Loraine nodded in agreement. "Three, so far," she said. "Each of them poisoned and each death followed by a letter demanding payment and each payment more than the last."

I considered what I'd been told. Then I asked, "These deaths, they all happened in a gourmet bistro, right?"

Unlike Frankie, Loraine did not seem surprised at my insight. She pursed her lips and replied, "The first was at Steak Au Pam. We thought it was from choking until the letter arrived. The second happened two weeks ago at François. It also looked like a choking, but the diner was eating flan at the time."

"And the third?" I prompted.

Her voice held that dead quality you hear when fatalism is setting in. "A week later, in Mon Ami Toulouse. The demand letter was twice what the first asked for. The police have been no help at all. They keep asking the same questions."

I nodded. It was a good bet that this one also was made to look like a choking victim. Poisoners tend to stick to a one note symphony, just like government investigators. I opened my mouth to say as much when a scream, the sound of china hitting the tiles and cries of alarm came from behind me.

Loraine was out of her chair like a shot, crying, "Oh, God, no!"

Frankie and I were right behind her.

The disturbance came from a table near the foyer. A crowd had already gathered and Loraine pushed her way through. A chef's coat does give you authority in a restaurant.

That snooty maître d' moved to prevent me getting to the diner until he saw my expression. I can scowl with the best of them when I have to. He sniffed, "Some people," and stepped to the side.

This victim was a woman. She lay on the floor, convulsing. A thick white foam flecked her lips. Her date, or husband, knelt next her crying for someone to help. Around the floor lay scattered the remains of what looked to be a salad and the broken shards of a plate. Loraine had her cell phone out, and from the side of the conversation I could hear, she'd called 911.

Frankie stood to his full 6'8" and bellowed out, "Everyone, stand back!"

The crowd moved back. Like everything else about him, Frankie's voice is big.

I moved to stand next to Loraine. "People don't usually choke on green salad and foam at the mouth. This woman was poisoned," I whispered.

She replied in a choked whisper, "This is the fourth victim. Oh, God." She covered her mouth with a hand.

Frankie put a hand on my shoulder. "Tony..."

"Yeah, yeah, I'll take the case," I muttered. "Miss DeMoran, I will need to interview the staff, especially whoever made the salad and bought the produce." All of a sudden I wasn't hungry any more.

She nodded, numbly. "Yes, of course."

I could hear sirens approaching. If everything moved according to form the first arrival would be paramedics. San Francisco's finest tended to like it that way. The ambulance crews could deal with the messy stuff while they asked questions and looked important. Once the PMs had things in hand, Loraine led me into the kitchen and told everyone there to cooperate with me. From the looks some of them gave me I was pretty sure I'd have to spend some time convincing them, through an interpreter mind you, that I wasn't the immigration man come to take them away.

I was just getting ready to talk to the Sous Chef when the door to the kitchen slammed open and in came the police departments own version of Napoleon. 

Five foot six, when he wore lifts, police lieutenant Denny Knowlen compensated for his lack of height by inflating his personal self-esteem to aggressive atmospheric levels. As a consequence, any man taller, and especially damning, more competent than he, was immediately filed under the category of potential enemy. I had the unique misfortune of being both, but my most unforgivable sin was that Knowlen happened to be an old friend of Walter Rorche, the disgraced police detective yours truly exposed. 

Knowlen saw me and, as his face turned a lovely shade of puce, beckoned to the door with a thumb. "Get out of here, Mandolin. This is police business. If I see you nosing around my case I'll have you cited for interfering with a police investigation."

I shrugged. "Happy to oblige, Detective. The last thing I want to do is mess up your unblemished record."

He scowled. "What's that supposed to mean? Is that a cut?"

I shook my head, smiling. "Not at all. I would never enter into a battle of wits with one of the city's finest. I'll let myself out."
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"I

can't answer that

question, Tony. I shouldn't even be talking to you. If you thought your name was mud around the department before..." Pat Monahan, now Captain Monahan (it seems that even in the worst bureaucracies the cream occasionally rises), pretty much the only friend I had in the San Francisco Police Department, sounded like he was whispering to me from under his desk.

"What?" I said, allowing a trace of scorn to creep into my voice. "Are you afraid of catching something your wife will be suspicious of?"

Rather than hanging up, Monahan let go with a long-suffering sigh. "Mandolin, the first rule of politics is that being embarrassed is far worse than being caught in corruption. You embarrassed a whole bunch of powerful folk when you solved the serial killer case. The second law, almost as important as the first, is that you don't let anyone below you force the issue. If you'd let the commissioner have her way she'd have been satisfied to let us do our job. That way she could have taken the credit for what you did. But you had your ‘friends’ put pressure on her and now your name isn't just mud, its toxic waste."

I released my own sigh. "Pat, I know you hate politics. You have to hold your nose just to vote."

"Tell that to my kids' orthodontist," he replied. He sounded tired. "Look, Mandolin, the best thing for you to do is to keep your head down, make as few waves as possible, preferably none, and let things smooth over. Administrations change, and in a few years you just might be able to show your face around here again."

I pictured myself enduring about 3 years more of pot noodle dinners. I'm certainly no gourmand, but even a hot dog lover has his limits. The call I'd made to Captain Monahan had been an act of desperation and he was probably right about my staying off the radar for a while...but 3 more years of pot noodles? Wasn't that a violation of the Geneva Convention?

"Pat," I tried again, "I'm afraid I can't do that. I've been retained to find out who's poisoning these people at those fancy restaurants."

"And I'm telling you to back off, Mandolin." Monahan still sounded tired.

I was starting to miss his usual bellow.

"Do you have any idea who's heading up that investigation?"

"A little twerp by the name of Denny Knowlen."

"Who just also happens to be the nephew of one Madam Police Commissioner." Monahan's voice was creeping back up to normal levels. "Gods, Mandolin, you sure know how to put your foot into the biggest hornets' nest possible, don't you? If you're so determined to commit suicide, why don't you just stick your finger into the nearest 220 outlet? It would be safer, faster, and certainly more comfortable."

I thought about it. Monahan was right; bucking the system tended to give the bucker a very short, uncomfortable career. I was in the middle of experiencing said un-comfort. Sure, I was making the call from the very comfortable living room in my very own paid-for house, but somehow having more room to rattle around in didn't make the tedium of having next to nothing to do feel any better.

If I told Monahan I was backing off, word would get back to madam commissar and possibly the pressure would back off as well...possibly. I could tell him that and continue to work the case anyway, but my experience with lying was that the end did not at all justify the means. If Monahan caught me in a lie, especially a lie to him, he might even pull out his gun. As a consequence, I was stubbornly honest, even if that honesty cost me money. The problem with all of that was...the truth would be a painful truth, meaning years and years of pot noodles. Oh, joy.

I went with the truth. "Pat, the restaurant association has asked me to look into who's blackmailing them. There is nothing wrong with this case being pursued from two fronts - me and the police. I have no problem with keeping you in the loop and I have no problem with the police doing the arrest, if and when it comes to that."

His side of the phone was silent long enough that I was beginning to think the line had gone dead and then, "Mandolin, you have a death wish, do you know that?" The tired voice was back. I was pretty sure that Monahan had already figured on my not backing out, but he was determined to try to save me regardless.

"I've got two words for you, Pat," I said in the same tired voice.

"What are they?"

"Pot noodles."

The conversation with Monahan went downhill from there with both of us deciding to agree to not agree. After hanging up, I picked up the phone again and called Paul Verona.

Paul worked over in Berkeley at one of the private labs dotting the hills above the University. Some time ago, I had managed to dig up some evidence contrary to the interests of a company wanting to profit off Paul's research into black mold without paying him. I solved his problem and ever since then he's been one of my more faithful friends. Since the case with the vampire, Paul has been even more willing to do me a favor or two since he and his girlfriend Ursula hooked up. Paul credits me with that, but it just happened, really.

Doctor Ignatova runs the city morgue and is every bit as socially inept as Paul. Both of them are short, myopic and gifted with an IQ that's right off the charts. In other words, they were made for each other. In addition to that, Paul was my link to information the police would rather I didn't have, such as autopsy results. All I had to do was keep my access to that information to myself. Not a difficult task, really, since no one at Metro wanted to talk to me anyway.

Paul wasn't answering his phone, which was not unusual. The list of reasons was longer than the list of worries. More than likely he was buried in some experiment involving mold or mildew; either that or he was out stocking up on junk food. That was another thing Paul and Ignatova had in common. Both of them put enough of the stuff away to support a mini mart all by themselves, but none of it showed where the weight was concerned. Perhaps they burnt it all up by thinking. I'd had yet to see Paul do one sit up.

I put the phone down and considered my options. It was closing in on 10:00 at night. I could heat up a Styrofoam container or wander on down to the bar and grill around the corner from my house. The more I thought about it the more I detested the idea of twirling up another mouthful of re-hydrated noodles. Besides, the advance Loraine had slipped me while Knowlen's back was turned would pay for something considerably more appetizing. 

The sign over the door said the name of the place was The Snug. After pushing through the door I decided it fit. An old bar, straight out of the 1800's with a huge beveled mirror backing it, filled the left wall. Next to the bar, and tucked into the corner between the back wall and the bar, was a tiny raised stage. A soft jazz trio was struggling through a Goodman tune while attempting to avoid bumping into each other. 

Keeping with the theme of the name, the place was crowded. I saw only one waitress working the crowd in addition to the bartender and he was huge, even bigger than Frankie. 

No one greeted me as I entered except for a friendly wink from the bartender, but it didn't look like the lack of a maître de was hurting business. This was your typical work-a-day bar and grill and the grill portion had my mouth watering. I didn't see the kitchen but I sure could smell it. Somewhere behind the door next to the bar someone was grilling a steak to perfection.

As I was looking around, a place opened up at the bar and I grabbed it. The bartender saw me sit and nodded as he pulled a pint and slid it toward the other end of the bar.

On my right, a drag queen was putting away what looked like a whiskey sour with singular determination. To my left, an older guy in a Pendleton plaid shirt with the sleeves rolled up his forearms was cutting into a lovely porterhouse. The skin of his arm showed a marine tattoo. A 22-ounce schooner held a nice-looking golden ale with a creamy head. My stomach growled, but with the jazz and the background chatter going on I felt it rather than heard it.

"So, what's yer pleasure?"

I turned at the question and saw the bartender looking at me. "That looks good," I said, pointing at the porterhouse. "And so does that." My finger moved to center on the ale.

"Gotcha," he said. This was obviously not this guy's first time behind the bar. His hair was turning white from its obvious redder days and he looked comfortable with the additional pounds late middle age brought on. He wore a light blue chambray shirt tucked into a pair of old fashioned khakis and handled the draft taps with the ease of long practice.

My ale slid into place before me and I glugged down about half the brew in one go.

"Steak'll be out in a few," the bartender remarked. "Medium rare, right?" His accent sounded like he'd just come over from the Jersey shore.

I nodded, my mouth being full of surprisingly good ale at the time. Oh, yeah, I was going to like this place. Of course, the Summersault still held fond memories. Hey, a guy can like more than one bar, can't he?

Signaling for a refill I turned to watch the crowd since my neighbors seemed disinclined to talk.

Three absolutely gorgeous girls occupied the table right across from my stool. They had the look and the dress of women who worked in a high rise office. The jobs must be good because their laughter sounded unforced and natural. One of them, the blonde, caught me looking and went right back to her conversation. No joy or even potential joy there.

The table next to the ladies held a mixed quartet, guys and gals. They looked to be about a decade older than the three girls and their actions matched their apparent age. The main difference between them and their neighbors was the slightly more sedate mannerism. Oh, the meal and the company were obviously being enjoyed, but at a much lower volume. I've noticed that tendency in my own life. As I get older I tend to prefer more quiet atmospheres.

Next to them, moving towards the back of the pub was a couple deep in conversation; their heads practically touching. At first glance, they looked vaguely familiar, at second...Paul and Ursula. No wonder the little guy wasn't answering his phone, he was on a date and I got an idea.

I raised a finger to get the bartender's attention.

"Yeah?" He slid another draft along the bar as he spoke.

Grabbing the glass, I jerked a thumb toward the table occupied by the nerds in love. "I'm going to join my friends over there."

"Gotcha." Obviously a man of few words.

Paul and Ursula both looked up at the same time as I reached their table. Neither of them recognized me at first and then Paul smiled. "Tony! What are you doing here?"

"I live around the corner. Remember? I moved after that vampire case." 

Ignatova smiled then. "Oh, yes, how did that turn out? I didn't get to see any of the bodies afterward."

As I said, Paul's girlfriend worked at the morgue as a medical examiner. She also liked to snack while she worked. I wondered how many burials included doughnut crumbs sewn into the deceased with no extras charge. 

I answered, "Turned out great. The bad guy lost and I lived."

Ursula nodded enthusiastically. "Good, good."

Paul waved at the table. "Would you like to join us?" He didn't notice the look his girlfriend gave him.

I ignored the look and sat down. It was time to try my idea. "I have a steak coming. Have you two eaten?"

Paul nodded and Ursula's smile came back. 

"A snack would be nice." Ignatova looked at Paul.

"Yes," he replied. "Say, some chili fries and hamburgers?" That received deep approval.

One time Paul told me a story about where Ursula, on a trip to Texas, went to one of those restaurants with a steak challenge. That's where the place puts what is more properly a grilled roast sized to feed a family of four in front of you with all the trimmings and if you eat it all you don't pay. According to Paul, Ursula was so thrilled about the idea she went back...each day of her trip. The restaurant wouldn't let her take the challenge after the third time.

My steak arrived along with another refill of the ale. It tasted like one of the Anchor products and went down as smoothly as silk. As I ate, with Paul and Ursula's permission, I asked questions about what I'd seen and heard at the restaurant. When I was finishing the last of my tale their chili fries and burgers arrived.

Through alternating bites of burger and fry, Ursula updated me. "Umm, yes...an intriguing set of cases. Each one poisoned with a toxin showing highly unnatural properties..."

"I had a look at some of the slides," Paul added, a fry slowly disappearing into the corner of his mouth. "There were some molecular combinations there I would have thought impossible without an explosive reaction. I haven't had a chance to run the material through a mass spec."

"Rules of evidence." Ursula shrugged, wiping up the last smear of ketchup with another fry. "Who knew?"

I started to get that feeling of impending weirdness. The hairs on the back of my neck prickled as if getting ready to leave for more stable surroundings. We spoke some more over the remaining bits of supper but I didn't learn anything else about the poisonings.

The bartender grunted at me as I left, dropping my money into the till. I'd left a decent tip. In my business, it pays to have people who get talked to as part of their job be on the friendly side, and they are much friendlier if they remember you fondly on the way to the bank.
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Chapter 3 
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STANDING ON THE SIDEWALK outside the Snug, I watched a city bus go by. The ad on the bus's side reminded me; I hadn't left my monthly offering of scotch for the pixies. Yes, scotch. I had a deal with a pixie named Willit to place a bottle of scotch in a certain spot on Union Square each month. In exchange, Willit and his folk help me out on the intelligence front. Fortunately the bargain I'd worked out with the little guy specified that I got to choose the brand and the quality of said spirit. Also fortunately, pixies don't seem to be all that particular where a decent bender is concerned. It turned out that that bargain was one of the few wise decisions I'd made over the years. I'd been pretty flush then and a good quality scotch wasn't much of a hardship, but now paying a sawbuck per bottle was a lot less painful than plopping down a c-note for aged McCallan.

Union Square was an easy hop eastward on the bus from where I stood, so I grabbed the next one and took a ride. One thing about the city, you can find a liquor store on just about any corner and if cheap booze is the focus of the search, there's no problem with choice.

I left the bus near Taylor and grabbed a bottle at the market where it intersected Post Street. Union Square was only a couple of blocks further east so I walked the rest of the way.

During the day the square was a bustling park, quite a change from the empty expanse encountered in the wee hours. 

I put the bottle in the usual spot and stepped back to see if it could be easily spotted by casual passersby. 

Satisfied with my job of concealment, I started back across the park to catch a bus home. The steps leading to the Powell crossing were just a couple of yards away when I heard, "Whatcha in such a hurry for Highpockets?"

I looked around and saw no one, but based on my own twisted experiences lately, that meant nothing.

"All right, Willit, where are you?" I said that to the night air as someone slightly less than 6" tall with dragonfly wings could literally be anywhere, especially at night with high fog cutting off any moonlight. The pixie didn't answer, but I did hear some background high-pitched giggling. It sounded like hamsters masquerading as teenage girls. "And bring your cousins with you."

There was a whirring sound as if several large bumblebees were on approach. I turned to see Willit and three very striking miniature lady pixies hovering before me, a blonde, a brunette and a redhead. One of the girls, the blonde, spotted the bottle and squealed, "Ooo, he brought booze!" 

The others followed the point and zipped in close to the bag. Several exclamations erupted all at once. "What did you bring?" "A whole bottle?" "Lemee see!" "Lovely, lovely booze!"

"Whoa, hold on there." I held up both hands, but the one with the bag had all the pixie's attention. The little folk did like their hangover juice. "Nobody gets a taste if you don't settle down."

I may have raised my voice a bit, but I'm pretty sure it was the threat of a dry spell that quieted things down. Willit and his cousins settled to land on the lip of a planter next to the steps and watched eagerly as I pulled the bottle out of the bag.

One of the girls, the redhead grumped, "Oh, poo, it's not gin."

Willit shot her a sharp glance and muttered, "Beggers and choosers, Triksie. You know the rules."

She made a face and then her shoulders slumped. "Yes, I know the rules," she murmured in a small voice. But, typical with pixies her mood switched back almost immediately. "Can we open it? Can we?"

Willit shook his head, looking up at me. "Not now, Triksie, Highpockets here has something on his mind."

"Yeah, Bit," the blonde piped. "Can't you see it? His aura simply shouts, 'help me'."

Bitsie squinted up at me and said, "Oooo, yeah..."

I sighed and sat onto the planter's edge. Scratching the back of my head I turned to look at my diminutive audience. They stared back at me, their entire attitude one of anticipation.

I looked away and then back, thinking, Oh...what the hell.

"All right," I said. "Here it is, someone has been poisoning diners at several fancy restaurants. People I know tell me that the poison is one that cannot exist, not even through science. I've been hired to find out who's been doing this. So far I don't have any ideas."

The little brunette sniffed. "Someone's poisoning bigguns, so what?"

Willit tch'd his tongue. "Mitsie, our friend here is a biggun."

She winked at me and twitched her hips in a suggestive manner. "Could have fooled me."

It was a good thing this was going on at night. I'm sure my flush could have been used to roast a turkey. "Umm, moving on," I said to a chorus of tiny giggles. "Do any of your folk know who could help me with this case? It smells of something from your section of the world, not mine."

Willit's eyes narrowed as he muttered, "What do you mean by, smells?" His hands clenched into fists.

I held up both hands again. Pixies can be very temperamental. "Easy there, Willit. Smells is nothing more than a figure of speech, kind of like saying I've got a funny feeling about something, or my gut tells me that...see?" He looked a bit mollified, but only just so I tried once more. "What I need is some help. I figure if anyone can find me some information about this case, or someone who knows about strange poisons, it's my favorite family of pixies."

The scowl left Willit's face and was replaced by a look of proud smugness. His little chest puffed out and he practically strutted as he walked across the planter seat. Mitsie, Bitsie and Triksie graced me with blinding smiles. Flattery will get you anywhere if you're dealing with 6" high Fae.

After strutting back and forth, Willit took on a speculative stance. I'm sure if he had the props he'd attempt a Sherlock Holmes impersonation. He hemmed, hawed, and chewed his lip, doing his best to portray deep thought.

After the third turn and pace with accompanying sounds of thinking, I'd had enough. "Well, if you can't think of anything, I'll just take my bottle and go."

I don't think I smiled at the cries of alarm; at least I'd like to assume I didn't. Sitting back down onto the planter's ledge, I held out a palm to Willit. "Well, can you help me?"

Willit spun on one heel and struck a dramatic pose. "There is one type of human who should know all about poisons and other potions - a wizard."

"A what?"

My exclamation bought me a look of disgust. "Short on memory, aren't you, Highpockets? Don't you remember our previous conversation regarding the world of magic, where we talked about Elves, bogies, the Unseelie Court...and wizards?

One of the girl cousins flew up and gave me a sharp slap on the back of my head. To my surprise it hurt.

Rubbing the sore spot, I answered Willit. "I remember. You mentioned a few, but they were all in other cities. I’m not able to pay for travel expenses... and besides, wasn't one of them already dead?”

"Him? Pfft," Willit sneered. "Naw, no need to travel," he said with a shrug. "Most of ‘em ain’t worth paying, not even the Brits. London has a whole bunch of magic users, including a rather disreputable extended family... No, you need one closer to home, one here."

"I take it you've someone in mind?" I shot a glare at the redhead pixie, the one who gave me the idiot slap. She smirked back. Cheeky little bitch.

Willit nodded vigorously. "Yeah, yeah. This city's lousy with wizards, sorcerers, warlocks and witches, but only one we know is hard up enough to help you."

The term, hard up enough bounced back and forth in my brain like a demented ping pong ball. I laughed at the idiocy of my situation. I was a private detective who consorted with pixies and fought trolls. My partner was a raging drag queen with delusions of sleuth-hood so having a dead wizard as a consultant seemed to fit right into the current level of absurdity. "Are you sure I can't use the dead guy?"

"Naw." Willit stuck his hands into his pockets and shrugged. "Like I said, he's got his own problems. Besides, there's this whole council of wizards to deal with on that side of the big river." He took out a hand and waved it dismissively toward the east. "More trouble than it's worth; best to stick with those close to home."

"Right." I put my hands into my pockets and nodded, "Okay, where do I find this hard up wizard?" 

It turned out that, just like the time I asked for directions to where Simon the vampire was holed up, Willit and his people were no better with addresses concerning wizards, hard up or not. They had to show me.

After a trip, which included three bus transfers, I wound up on the corner of Fillmore and Duboce, a neighborhood near the southern border of the lower Haight. Not quite into the Tenderloin, but close enough as made no difference. My band of pixies led me to an apartment building on Duboce and then pointed to a window on the second floor. Old, rather rickety iron work wound its way upwards from the window in the form of a halfhearted fire escape, but at least it wasn't held together with tape.

The door to the stairwell was unlocked so I went in. To my surprise, the place was relatively clean and someone had kept the old wallpaper in shape. Also, I'd made the trip without being hit up for a bit of negotiable affection or spare change. These days it's almost impossible to walk around the T's borders without tripping over at least a couple of crack whores, several junkies and a used syringe or two. Of course, not everyone travels with their own buzzing tribe of pixies, and it was nearly a quarter after two so even the really desperate degenerates were most likely bedding down by now.

A cockroach scuttled up the wall to my left, and for some reason it made me feel more at home. I really am a sick bastard at heart sometimes. The little blonde zipped after it like a tiny zaftig hummingbird until Willit called her back. She returned, wearing a suspiciously phony look of repentance.

I took the stairs, being watchful for the odd aforementioned syringe. Some really nasty bugs ride those things. Willit and his cousins followed me.

On the second floor landing all I saw was more familiarity. The hall stretched away from me straight to the back wall. A faded, but mostly clean runner ran the length of the hall with a border of oak flooring on either side. Eight doors, equidistant from each other, were set into shallow recesses within the walls. Since the window I looked at faced the street that meant my wizard had to be in the door just to the right of the stairwell.

"Go ahead, knock," Willit said, pointing at the door.

I shook my head. "I should wait a while. It's nearly three in the morning. The last thing I want to do is wake up a grumpy wizard."

"Oh, he's already awake," Willit replied. "Look."

I followed the direction of his point and saw the light coming from under the door.

"Try knocking," the pixie advised.

I nodded and rapped on the door twice with a knuckle. From inside I heard the clink of a glass and then, "Go 'way!" The voice was coarse, raspy and, for lack of a better word, grumpy.

My pixie escort vanished, along with the bottle of cheap scotch. I had the feeling they had made the wiser decision.

I rapped again. In for a penny...

"Go 'way!" The voice didn't change at all, not in volume or timbre. Glass clinked again.

I rapped a third time thinking, this is a waste of time, but what the hell...

The door swung open, interrupting my train of thought. The first thing to hit me was the breath. Overwhelmed, I stepped back while at the same time trying desperately not to gag. The second thing was the face. I'd interviewed derelicts with better grooming and those guys had addresses attached to appliance boxes.

The hair was predominately gray with a mixed bag of white, brown and possible reddish strands added to break up the monotony. Beneath the hair, dark blue eyes stared out at me from within twin hollows, shadowed, haunted and rimmed with the redness of alcoholism.

The wizard's face wore a too-pale skin that sagged with white stubble that showed a half-hearted attempt at the occasional shave. One hand held a mostly empty bottle of bourbon. He tilted his head and regarded me blearily. "I don't know you..."

I tried to smile and project a bit of kindness into my expression, but the breath made that impossible. "No, you don't, but..."

The door slammed shut. "Go 'way!"

I've never taken well to rudeness. Next to hypocrisy it's my least favorite personal sin. It also has the tendency to make me do stupid, ill-advised things, such as hammering onto the door of a cranky, hung-over wizard.

This time the door was yanked open so hard the hinges complained.

You know that old cartoon where thunderclouds hang over an upset person's head? Well, when a wizard is pissed they are really there.

He stood there, swaying slightly and glared at me. Small lightning bolts crackled through the miniature storm clouds. "Right," he growled. "So you wanna be a frog."

Raising the hand not holding the bottle, he spread his fingers and muttered a word that couldn't have contained a single vowel. Sparks danced between his fingers and sudden pain shot through me. I started falling into an ever deeper well of darkness and then...nothing.

My head hurt, my feet hurt and everything in between hurt. I couldn't see. I checked and it wasn't because my lids were closed. Checking further, I discovered I was sitting in an easy chair so someone had moved me. An easy chair meant it wasn't a hospital, that would have a seat far less comfortable, but I couldn't remember much beyond a distant recollection of pain.

"The blindness will pass." The voice sounded familiar, but not familiar enough for memory.

"Who's there?" I looked right, up and left, unable to center on the voice's source.

"Your memory will come back as well. That's the problem. Memory always returns."

"Who are you? Where am I?" It looked like some of the edges of my vision were turning gray. That was a good sign, I hoped.

My answer was a sigh and then, "I am...Landau Bain. You are in my living room."
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Chapter 4
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s my vision cleared

further I could see the beginnings of a man's face coming into focus. It wasn't pretty.

The man spoke. "Yes, memory will return, it always does." He lifted a bottle of bourbon to his mouth and took a long pull. "That's the problem." 

I raised a hand to my forehead and rubbed with my fingertips, trying massage out the throbbing. "Head...hurts."

"Of course it does," the man, for some reason I began to think of him as something other than a man, said. "That's the point."

"The point?" I was slowly beginning to feel better. The term 'wizard' rose up, hanging over the man like a label in my imagination.

He drank again and exhaled. It was the breath that opened memory's floodgates. "Wizard, you're the wizard, Landau Bain. You attacked me." I said it with little or no rancor. I didn't have the energy.

"You violated my privacy," he replied, drinking again. "Who told you where I lived?"

"Pixies," I answered the question without hesitation. Something told me I had better cooperate.

The bottle was tossed aside. I followed its path and saw others scattered around the room. This wizard was really putting the sauce away. No wonder his breath could stun an ox. It was a miracle the guy wasn't in an alcoholic coma.

Looking around the room, I saw more evidence of his dissolution. A thick layer of debris and rubbish lay across the floor, most of it made up of empty pizza boxes and fast food wrappers along with fuzz, dirt and something unidentifiable as a binding agent. In addition to the trash, I saw several books, thick, old-looking and obviously hardback, stacked here and there around the room. I saw no bookcase.

The room had three pieces of furniture, the chair I was sitting in, the one the wizard had and a couch. The couch looked like it spent a lot of time as an ersatz bed. Varying shades of dirt appeared to be the overall color scheme. Dim light came through the window shade. That meant I'd been sitting in the chair for...I had no idea.

Bain must have known what I was thinking. He said, "It's nearly nine o'clock in the morning. I must have been angrier than I thought. My apologies. What pixies?"

"Huh?" Things were continuing to clear up, but I was still fuzzy around the edges.

"You said pixies showed you where I live. I require knowing who to thank for this interruption in my life."

Bain said that in a flat tone that sounded more menacing than anything I'd ever heard before. Having been on the receiving end of...whatever it was he did, I couldn't let him know anything about Willit or his buxom little cousins.

I asked, in as unthreatening manner as I could, "What do you intend to do to them?"

He reached down, rummaging through the trash scattered around his chair and came up with a partially empty bottle of gin. Sloshing it from side to side, he examined the contents and then tossed it aside with a grimace. "What do you care?" he asked back.

"I owe them," I replied.

Bain snorted a sharp laugh. "No one owes pixies a damn thing. They are pests at best, and nuisances at worst. They only time they..." He stopped short and looked at me, his eyes narrowing. "Who are you?" The question was asked in a low, considering tone of voice, boarding on the threatening.

I must have been a lot more scared than I thought because my voice caught in my throat. Bain apparently thought I was stalling because he raised a hand and spread his fingers.

"Mandolin, Tony Mandolin. I'm a private detective and right now that's all I know. Please, don't do that...thing again." It all came out in a rush, the words piling on top of each other.

The hand came down, and to my eternal shame, I sighed in relief.

"Mandolin." He chewed my name over, repeating it twice. "I know that name. You did something I approved of...what was it...?”

"I find things for clients," I offered. "Mostly. Sometimes I solve crimes. There was this ring of art thieves..."

The raised hand stopped me, but this time the gesture wasn't threatening. He just wanted quiet so he could think. "Mandolin...Mandolin," he murmured, over and over again. "Yes," he said, raising a finger, "I remember. You were involved in the arrest of that despicable vampire last year. I enjoyed that. Those salt suckers give me the gip."

I smiled weakly. "Well, you know..."

Bain leaned forward in his chair and scowled at me. "So why were you pounding on my door and using pixies to find me? Being a drunk isn't a crime!" This time his voice grew louder.

I think my fear of the man dropped me over the edge. I shouted back, "No, but poisoning innocent people is!"

He smiled, leaning back in his chair. "Ah, so that is the reason. You need the services of a wizard to solve your little crime." The smile vanished, replaced by a scowl. "Either that or I am accused of being the poisoner."

"The other one," I said hastily. "I was told that a wizard would be the only person capable of telling me what sort of poison was used, and who might have made it. It isn't anything the lab can figure out. It isn't supposed to be possible."

"Probably isn't, probably someone or something from my neck of the woods using magic or sorcery to concoct the potion." He grimaced. "Pixies, damned nuisances."

"Can you help me?" I asked.

He shook his head. "I can't even help myself. I certainly can't help you."

"But..." I began and then stopped at the upraised hand with the spread fingers. Standing out of the chair, I swallowed and said, "Right. I'll be going now."

He didn't look up. "Probably for the best."

I made it back to my office's building before noon. Due to the unofficial blacklist the commissioner officially had me on, I'd gotten used to opening the door and enjoying a day of marathon solitaire. Occasionally Frankie would be waiting, wanting to play at being the city's diva PI. But the usual day meant waiting by the phone and drinking my own attempts at making coffee. This time was different; providence had placed an angel at my door.

She was no taller than my collarbone, with one of those shapes you only come across in dreams. Everything looked like original equipment and everything looked in proportion. She must have heard my footsteps because she turned to face me.

Mister Libido woke up and started panting. Her hair was thick, long and had that deep ebony color only found on models with Hispanic last names, but the eyes...they were green, not that olive color ordinary redheads have, but a vivid emerald only found in suspicious romance novels, and something told me she wasn't wearing contacts. 

She wore clothes of a conservative cut that somehow made her even more desirable. Hey, one of the best parts of Christmas morning is the unwrapping of the presents.
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