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Chapter 1
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Harry reached into his coat and pulled out the envelope. Plastic was far more convenient, but since banks had developed a disturbing tendency to notify the feds every time someone moved any amount over 10K, he preferred the security of cash.

Chuckling to himself at his own pun, Harry lifted the flap of the envelope and counted the money. A cool 25K, he smiled to himself. The mark never knew what hit him. He should’ve gotten into the insurance racket a long time ago. He tossed the envelope onto his desk where it joined its many friends.

Harry Reed, of the Michigan Reeds, was a thin-framed little man with a receding hairline and watery blue eyes. After moving west, he started out as a runner for assorted white gangs in the bay area, working his way up the racketeering ladder until he was able to take his place at the top of his own organization. The fact that he had managed that feat through betrayal and blackmail meant nothing to him, but it spoke volumes to those who considered and then rejected the idea of deposing the bantam crime boss. The San Francisco bay’s bottom was littered with a number of skeletons chained to concrete weights as a testament to the ferocity of Harry’s intention to remain in power.

As he moved through the ranks of corruption, Harry tried his hand at nearly every one of the marketable vices: gambling, drugs, prostitution, unlicensed tobacco and alcohol, and so on. It was at the turn of the millennia that he noticed the really big money was at the corporate level. His assorted businesses netted him about a million a year—nowhere near as much as Schultz's organization and not even close to Luccesi—but it wasn’t chicken feed either. Then one day he decided to pick up a copy of the city’s business magazine along with his usual Chronicle. The man on the cover was Randall Driver, and when Harry saw the estimated yearly income, he nearly lost his teeth. He was no longer a small fish in a big pond; he wasn’t even in the pond. The man had other people doing all the work for him and he was raking in billions.  Through a few of his political channels, along with several thousand in bribes, Harry managed to acquire himself a corporation. From there he searched around and located those industries which allowed the greatest degree of theft built into their business models, time-share sales, insurance, and stock management. Because of the almost unlimited greed of the bankers, he grew quite fond of hedge funds.

Even though the greatest amount of graft came in through the stock markets, Harry felt the strongest sense of satisfaction in cheating people out of their insurance settlements. Sure, there were companies stupid enough to hand out awards like they were candy, but to Harry that seemed almost blasphemous, like giving away food and shelter, or treating everyone equally regardless of race, creed or color. That way lay madness.

His latest acquisition had been particularly satisfying; an old man who had been the victim of a theft lost several old paintings claimed to be nearly priceless works of an American master; supposedly an ancestor of the homeowner. Harry, through his ‘investigators’, managed to prove to the underwriters that the supposed American Masters were little more than worthless attempts by a forger. Of course, the owner protested the decision, but Harry also had a couple of judges on retainer. His reward for a few minutes of work on the phone was the rather thick envelope sitting on the pile in the middle of his desk.

On impulse, he reached across the desk and picked up the envelope. This last one, he mused, was special. He’d had the unique pleasure of watching the old man realize he'd been scammed and then be able to do nothing about it. 

Harry stuck the envelope into his pocket and patted it. He was going to go shopping as a celebration, and the old man’s tears would pay the bills.

The heat began as Harry drew near to his door. He first thought that someone had been messing with the air conditioner. 

By the time he reached out for the doorknob he was sweating. As he pulled the door open, the fabric of his coat began to smoke and then it burst into flames. 

Harry screamed out in both fright and pain, but ripping off his coat did nothing as the fire erupted from his shirt, pants, and underwear. 

Several of the people working in his office rushed to try to help, but the heat had increased to the point that none of his employees could even get close enough to try to staunch the flames. 

When the fire finally died out Harry was reduced to a charred skeleton and a few scorch marks indicating where he had died.

♦ ♦ ♦
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I PUT THE PAPER DOWN with a profound sense of ambivalence. The lead story in the Chronicle was about the sudden immolation of old Harry Reed. No great loss there, the man was a notorious cheat, except using the term with Reed was doing a serious disservice to cheats.

I’m Tony Mandolin. I live and work in San Francisco—Fog City, as it’s lovingly known to the locals, and if you weren’t born here, you ain’t local. 

When I first got my Private Investigator’s license I was about as green as green can be and the only thing that kept starvation away from the door was my friendship with then police sergeant, Pat Monahan. Pat funneled the odd job and consulting gig my way until I made the mistake of being right when the big boys insisted I was wrong. A city bigwig’s kid was indicted, a councilman was embarrassed, crooked cops were exposed, and my ass was suddenly grass and every badge in the city, except for Pat, had an extreme case of Mandolinitis. 

It was right about then I discovered my talent for finding things. Do you know how some people can lose their reading glasses right on their nose? Well, I’m the guy who can find them. Lost kids, cats, dogs, and wallets, it doesn’t matter. If you lost it, I’ll be able to find it. The problem is, an awful lot of the time there’s some folks even more interested in what was lost staying that way. And they tend to get pretty rumpled when someone like me comes along and stirs the pot.

A few years ago, that pot boiled over and sent me into the world of the weird. Someone had begun killing redheads, one of my favorite flavors, but my tastes don’t lead to leaving behind a corpse. In addition, to bring me to the attention of the city’s mob bosses, it also put me under the microscope of the people at the tip-top of the San Francisco food pyramid. 

When all was said and done Mama Mandolin’s baby boy had a stack of cash, a dead vampire, a house of my own, and an NFL-sized housemate with a penchant for size 16 Louboutin pumps. 

I got up to pour myself another cup of coffee and had to veer to the right to answer the phone. I am a Luddite and proud of it. I don’t have a computer and my phone is one of the old connected-to-the-wall-with-a cord types. Unlike the new smartphones, this one does one thing and it never breaks.

I picked up the receiver, “Mandolin.”

“You read today’s paper?” The gruff voice at the other end of the line belonged to Pat Monahan, now a Metro Captain.

“Harry Reed, right?”

I heard Pat take a sip of coffee. He’s the only guy in the city who likes it stronger than me. If it doesn’t dissolve his spoon, he sends it back. “Right,” he sipped again, “You notice anything about how they say he died?”

I have to admit, I pretty much skimmed the story. Today’s journalists, in my opinion, don’t know the first thing about writing. All they do is jot down a few facts, run it past the editor to make sure it meets with that paper’s agenda and then collect their check. The idea of making it interesting for the reader, factually accurate, or honest never occurs to them. 

“Burned to death, I believe. I thought Harry stopped smoking a few years back.”

Monahan sighed, “At least you’ve grown up enough to not turn that into a sick joke. No, this one has you written all over it. Come to my office after lunch.”

He didn’t wait for me to agree, he just hung up.

Greystoke, my German Shepherd, padded into the room, his tail wagging in that way that means either take me for a walk or call for maid service. Breakfast was over with and Frankie was off auditioning for a part in the latest SoMo theatrical spectacle, so I grabbed his leash and we hit the sidewalk.

In my part of the city, an older neighborhood with some of the Vickie's that survived the 1906 quake, most folks have some form of family pet. Over the past year or so Greystoke had made friends with a couple of poodles, an English bulldog, a few indistinguishable mutts and a Great Dane. Of course, he’s had his share of stare-downs as well. So far, the only one he hasn’t been able to back down is a Tibetan Mastiff by the name of Fluffy. The dog is roughly the size of a black bear. I have no proof, but I think the owner just leaves it out in the yard and lets it feed on burglars.

After that first meeting, I decided to make sure our walks took us on a route away from Fluffy’s house. That dog’s bark could break windows.

Like my dog, I was also looking forward to getting out of the house a bit. Last year I had a case that finished up with a full-blown shooting war between the mob and a demigod right on my front lawn. It had only been a couple of weeks since the neighbors had decided I wasn’t going to be bringing the apocalypse down on their heads. I kept the shades drawn for good reason. 

Building up to that little war, I'd been involved with a hunt for the, not a key to the universe, or counterweight, the jury's out on that one. Not to mention that I’d wound up gotten myself bitten by a baby werewolf. Don’t ask.

There’s a small park across the street from my house with the appropriate doggie doo station next to the sidewalk. I collected the necessaries and after checking to make sure no rivals were in sight, let the boy loose to run.

Greystoke took off at a full run, barked, and made a cut to the right that would have made Jerry Rice green with envy. He made another cut to the left and then ran a high-speed circle that covered the entire diameter of the grass. A couple of his mutt friends ran across the park to join him and soon a happily barking game of chase was in play.

As I watched Greystoke romp with his buddies, I heard a growl behind me. I turned, with assorted exclamations bouncing through my head, none of them appropriate for publication.

I should have used stronger language. It was the mastiff, and Fluffy did not seem to be in the same jovial mood as the other dogs.

If you’ve ever seen one of those documentaries on the wolf’s domesticated cousin, and if you paid attention, you probably learned about the body language of man’s best friend. A dog that’s feeling good and wants to play with you usually crouches and wags his tail held high. A dog interested in bumming a snack or a petting more often than not will sit down and look up expectantly with his mouth either closed or panting. Teeth never really come into the picture.

This dog was not wagging, or sitting, or panting. No, this one was decked in a more growly, toothy motif. Not something you really want to see up close and personal, especially if said dog is about twice your size. 

I raised both of my hands ready to give a try at calming Fluffy down. Being eaten by the neighbor’s dog wasn’t high on my bucket list. 

To my surprise, Fluffy flinched and backed away as I moved. This time the doggie body language said nothing about attacking and a whole lot about getting away from the bad man. 

I took a step and Fluffy spun about and took off as if a nightmare was after him.

There wasn’t a lot of time to stop and consider what had happened because right about then, Greystoke led his buddies over to me. 

Whatever had gone on with Fluffy was going on with them as well. Every dog there except for Greystoke acted as if I was about to use them in assorted Chinese dishes, and even he was looking at me in a funny manner as his buddies took to the hills.

I looked down at him, “What?”

He didn’t seem to be interested in elaborating, so I grabbed the leash and took him home. On the way, Greystoke kept sniffing at me, and mustting, that thing where cats and dogs make a face as they work out a particularly intriguing smell. I’m pretty sure the neighborhood would be all abuzz with gossip for days after this spectacle.

We headed back to the house with Greystoking giving me sniffs all the way.

The phone rang as I unlocked the door. The mantle clock told me why it was ringing as I entered the room. I’d messed around long enough that I missed the appointment with Monahan.

He wasn’t at all understanding, and he dismissed my comment about the weird behavior of Fluffy and the other dogs with a comment of his own about my general personality that was entirely uncalled for. 

I locked up and made my way down to the Metro building where I received more of the police bonhomie from the desk sergeant as he buzzed me in. Geez, solve a couple of cases the Commissioner has deemed unsolvable and they treat a guy like he’s a hitman for internal affairs.

I caught sight of my most favorite person in the whole world, little Denny Knowlen; the midget Detective Lieutenant from Hell.

Knowlen, for some reason, hated me at first sight. Whether it was because I could actually reach the top shelf in the fridge and he couldn’t, or because I had proven Private Investigators were not all voyeurs with an expense account, I had no idea. Boiled down, it didn’t matter. It may have simply been the fact that I had a direct hand in getting his best bud, Ex-Lieutenant Rorche, a vice cop who made bad vice cops look like one of the disciples kicked off the force. 

Rorche was all too cozy with some very nasty elements in San Francisco’s underworld. He was also stupid enough to try to play both sides of that particular field. I spent some time kicking that anthill and then Rorche spent some time trying to whack Mrs. Mandolin’s baby boy.

I was lucky there. If Frankie hadn’t got it into his head to follow me around I’d be staking out my own personal cloud right now.

Knowlen noticed me, started, and then that familiar sneer I knew so well took up housekeeping on his pinched face. “Mandolin,” he sniffed, “That explains the smell. I thought the sewers had backed up again.”

I pasted the cheesiest grin I could onto my puss and stuck my hands deep into my pockets, “Not me, short stuff. Look around, I’m sure you got your fan on reverse again.”

Knowlen snarled and started to stand, “Why you crud...”

“Don’t have to time to dance, Lil’ Denny,” I said, waving, as I continued on past his desk and pointed at Pat’s office, “The Captain has summoned me.” I finished with a royal wave and walked into Monahan’s office without knocking.

He looked up from the report he was reading and noticed who it was, “Mandolin! What have I told you about knocking?”

I started to turn around, saying, “Oh, then you don’t want to talk to me.”

“Get your ass in here!”

Sometimes Pat is way too easy to wind up. I really do need to find myself another hobby. I closed the door and grabbed the chair in the corner; I didn’t feel like taking the one in front of his desk, as it brought back too many memories from high school.

I crossed my legs, leaned back, and asked, “Okay, so what’s this about?”

Monahan sighed, “Come on, Mandolin. I don’t have time to play games. I’ve got a citizen—a politically connected citizen, in spite of what the news says about him—turning into a bonfire in the middle of his office and the only other thing showing damage is the scorched spot on his rug. If you ask me, this falls right smack dab into the middle of that bailiwick we in the Bay Area Law Enforcement Community like to call Mandolin Madness.”

I nodded, “So? The guy probably experienced a bout of spontaneous human combustion. It’s rare but I’ve read where it does happen. The stuff I’ve had to deal with goes way past rare.”

“Stop reading the tabloids, Mandolin, they do nothing for your questionable intellect,” Pat sniffed, “SHC’s a myth. So to answer your question, the big boys want to know what happened and they don’t want to have to wait for answers.”

“Lovely,” I snorted, crossing my arms, “And just to be clear, whatever is sent your way will roll downhill in my direction?”

Monahan almost cracked a smile, “That stuff does run downhill, Mandolin. Always has, always will and we're near the bottom. Welcome to my world.”


♦ ♦ ♦
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I left the police station feeling massively put upon, even with the felonious retainer I squeezed out of Pat’s budget. Back when I was battling it out with the Police Commissioner, a woman so filled with self-interest I doubt she needs a boyfriend or a girlfriend, it was more than a little satisfying to not only come out of the war a winner but with my reputation intact. Now Pat was telling me that my juiced rep had decided to become a millstone around my neck. 

I had way too much experience in what the big boys did when they felt disappointed. I had to find answers and I had to find them yesterday. That meant going to a source that was squatted in the last place I wanted to go; the city’s resident alcoholic Wizard.

Landau Bain is the city’s resident wizard. As wizard’s go, he’s pretty hot stuff. I saw him face down the queen of the Unseelie Court—the faeries of the dark side if you want a reference.

Because of what Hollywood has been doing with movies over the past decade or so, a whole lot of people seem to think they have a good handle on what faeries are. Boy, are they wrong. Disney and Tolkien, as much as they deserve the highest praise for imagination; that’s all it was, imagination. The reality is something else altogether and most of that world would just as soon as turn you into a nice rug as talk to you. If you were lucky, you'd likely be the entrée for dinner.

My feelings about talking to Bain were not mixed. I knew I was scared to the point where I should have put on a pair of Depends, and I knew why. Granted, the man had saved my life...more than once, but he’d also shown a distressing tendency to turn me into the human equivalent of a fly impacting a bug zapper...more than once.

A note about the neighborhood Bain lives in: cops don’t go there, and wouldn’t, not even if a Crispy Crème opened with Dollar a Dozen Night promotions. The trip takes a couple of transfers by bus so I had more than enough time to arrange my thoughts. I also brought along enough cash to pick up a couple of gifts from the liquor store across the street from the apartment building. The trick in doing that was in getting into the store and back across the street before the natives stripped you to your skin. Last time I tried that, I only made it halfway before the local hard cases had me surrounded. Bain arrived, saw the booze soaking into the blacktop, and...responded.

If it had been me on the receiving end of the wizard’s drunken displeasure I would have made it a point to be nowhere near his neighborhood ever again, and if I had to be, I’d have added an additional bottle of whatever he was getting just make sure I stayed on his good side. The problem is, far too many people do not learn after the first pain-filled lesson and a sadly large percentage of those simply do not learn from that type of lesson at all.

The plan was to pick up a couple of mid-range whiskeys—Bain has gotten so used to bottom shelf that anything better tasted like 50-year McCallan. I figured that After downing half of one he’d be mellow enough to listen to my spiel. 

There’s a character from one of my favorite authors, this fellow is supposed to be normally so sober that it takes a few shots just to keep him on an even keel, preventing him from getting a sort of negative buzz that makes reality far too horribly clear. I think Bain must be like that in real life.

To complicate matters, as far as anyone knew, Medb, the Unseelie Faerie Queen, was dead. Killed by an FBI Agent, Radlum, who seemed to consider himself the incarnation of the X Files. That was when we found out who Bain’s love interest was. 

Later on, I learned from the faerie known as Puck that Faerie Queens are seriously hard to kill and both she and Bain were well. I also got the distinct feeling that exploring that part of reality was a definite no-no.

The bus dropped me off about a block from the wizard’s building. Not much had changed since the last time I’d had to visit; it still looked like a war zone and a landfill competing for the upper hand against gangs of graffiti artists. 

I didn’t see any obvious threats so I mooched along as innocently as I could to the liquor store. The pockets of my coat held the usual assortment of rather illegal equalizers along with one of those surprises I didn’t have the opportunity to use in the battle royal on my front lawn.

The clerk in the shop filled my order with all of the enthusiasm of a minimum wage employee who would rather be anywhere else doing anything else.

I handed over the bills and scooped up the bottles. I didn’t expect change nor did I get any. Chances are the clerk couldn’t do the math for that complex of an equation.

Much to my surprise and relief, I didn’t run into any of the neighborhood brunos as I crossed the street. Either they had learned their lesson from the last time or it was too early in the day for them to be up and about. Having met some of them, I was betting on the latter.

Bain opened the door to his apartment as I was pulling my hand back to knock. I received my second, third, and fourth surprises of the morning. He’d shaved, and he was wearing clean clothes, and he didn’t stink. He glanced down at the bag in my hand and nodded, “That isn’t necessary.”

I shrugged, “I like to cover my bases. May I come in?”

He returned my shrug and stepped to the side.

I looked down at the floor, ready to step around the empty bottle minefield and received my fifth surprise, no pun intended; the floor was clean, and the old linoleum had actually been mopped and polished.

“What’s wrong?” He asked as I passed him.

I turned to face him. “What makes you ask that? Maybe I’m just looking for advice.”

He gave me one of those looks I usually reserve for Frankie. Except when coming from Bain, it had a lot more impact.

He kept on staring at me, so I sighed, “All right, you got me.”

He sniffed, “I knew it.”

I looked around the apartment, “What’s going on? Where’s the usual mess?”

“None of your business,” he muttered as he held up his hand, fingers spread.

Okay, I admit it; I flinched. Every other time Bain spread his fingers I wound up on the receiving end of a very painful jolt. This time, however, he just examined his fingernails.

He cocked his head and looked at me with a raised eyebrow, “You nervous about something, kid?”

I nodded, “With good reason, don’t you think?”

He didn’t have the grace to look apologetic. All he did was ask me, “What’s the question?”

There was nothing else to do but ask, so I did, “What do you know about a guy burning to death from the inside out?”

He gave me a sort of arch look, shook his head, and walked over to the one chair in the room and sat down. “Spontaneous human combustion is a fable. It’s good for telling stories and putting into stupid TV shows but it doesn’t exist.”

“Well,” I said, taking a spot on the couch. Bain had been busy. Empty of the trash, I could see he had pretty Spartan tastes in furnishings, there was one chair, a couch, an end table, and another table that served as the dining room, no other chairs, no other anything. “There’s a charred corpse sitting in the morgue who begs to differ with you. I’m thinking that maybe you—“

Bain surged up out of his chair and glared at me, white showing all around his eyes, “Watch who you accuse, boy! I’m perfectly willing to teach you a rather painful lesson.”

It was my turn to hold up my hands, but I also examined whether or not I needed Pampers, “Whoa! No! No, I’m not accusing. A guy by the name of Harry Reed just burst into flame for no reason, at least not a reason the police can think of. I’ve been...asked...to find out why. I thought you could help. Really. That's it.”

Bain relaxed and sneered, “The police couldn’t find their manhood in their own baths. Harry Reed...that name sounds familiar...”

“He made a lot of money by cheating people out of insurance claims, foreclosing on the elderly and other scams; had some powerful political connections.”

“I remember now,” Bain said, “Burnt to death, hmm? From what I heard, it couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy. I still don’t see why you came to me. I can’t help you. More than likely it was an accident and some nut is screaming about the supernatural where there isn’t any.”

“Whatever,” I growled, “The problem is that, because of how things have gone for me lately, I’m on the hook for finding out what happened...or else.”

Bain smiled one of his extremely rare smiles, “It seems I said something about that happening a while back, didn't I? Now you’re playing around in a sandbox you have no business being in; demigods, faeries queens, and other assorted nasties.”

I remembered. He’d warned me about getting mixed up in this sort of thing right after we’d first met. I seem to recall being lightly fried by him a couple of times as well. I grabbed at a potential lifesaver, “Could you at least check out the corpse? I happen to know the coroner.”

He shook his head, and then got me again, he chuckled, “I’m not surprised.” Glancing once more at the shopping bag, he said, “Well, since you came bearing gifts, I might as well return the favor.”

“Good,” I said, standing, “Let’s get going. It takes a while getting there from here. We have to take a couple of transfers to get to that part of the city.”

Bain shrugged, “Yeah, or we could go this way.”

He turned, faced the wall away from the windows, and waved his right hand in a large slow circle. Just as if it was happening in a low budget sci-fi flick, the wall shimmered, and then a door appeared right in the middle of the expanse. Bain walked over to the door and turned the knob, opening it. On the other side, I could see Ursula, a sandwich in one hand, and a bone saw in the other. Behind her stretched the stainless steel territory of the city morgue.

She looked up and then looked again, peering at us over the top of her 1980’s style glasses. “Umm,” she said, “I don’t remember a door being there.”

“Sorry Ursula,” I said, “It’s me, Tony. Do you have that body from the burning yesterday?”

She stared at the new doorway for a second, and then shrugged and pointed. “It’s over there,” she said, indicating the wall of refrigeration cabinets. “Umm...how did you...?”

Bain ignored the question and instead stood before the fridges. “Which one is it?” he asked.

“Bottom left,” Ursula replied, “Just came in last night. From the looks of him, he must have been in one heck of a fire.”

“Monahan said I need to find out what happened or else,” I said,  acting as if repetition was the soul of eloquence, and then added what Pat had said about the crime scene; the lack of scorch marks and so on.

She nodded, humming, and then murmured, “Ah, some more MM.”

“MM?” I said.

Ursula took a bite of her sandwich, and then mumbled from around the crumbs, “Mandolin Madness.” Then she sniggered, “This could be fun.”

Bain turned his head to look at me and said, “Describe what the police found one more time.”

“They said the body was charred, but there was little to no damage to the office and just a few scorch marks on the rug.”

“Hmm,” he said, “Show me the body.”

Ursula came over, saying, “Umm, unless you’re with the police or the family I really can’t—“

“He’s helping me with the case,” I interrupted, hoping to spare her the experience of the wizard’s temper.

“Oh,” she said, “That’s different.”

Ursula pulled out a key and unlocked the door to the cabinet. Opening the door, she slid out the drawer with its covered contents. Taking hold of the covering she said, “This isn’t very pleasant. Are you sure—?”

“Show me,” Bain commanded.

She pulled back the sheet and I nearly lost the undigested portion of my breakfast. Harry—or rather, what remained of Harry—was little more than overcooked jerky baked onto blackened bones. I think it was the skull and the position of the hands that got me. He had that expression the horror movies use when they lift the lid to reveal the poor sap who got entombed alive in the coffin next to his pharaoh, empty eye sockets, teeth bared in a rictus, and hands locked into claws. 

Ursula shrugged, taking another bite of her sandwich and saying, “Could be worse.”

“How,” I asked, “Could it be worse?”

She smiled, “Could still be juicy.”

Bain murmured, “There is something here...”

“Of course there’s something,” I exclaimed, waving both hands at what remained of Harry, “One corpse, extra crispy.”

“No,” Bain snapped, “Stop being obtuse. Now let me concentrate.”

I watched as the wizard bent over the corpse, examining every inch of Harry’s charred remains. The feeling that a very large hole of Mandolin Madness was opening up in front of me became overpowering. 

“What does he do?” Ursula asked, shoving the last of her sandwich into her mouth, “For the police, I mean.”

“He’s a consultant,” I answered.

“Oh,” she said. Then she looked up at me, “Isn’t that what you do?”

Dealing with very intelligent people can be rather irritating at the best of times. I ran over a collection of responses and tossed every one of them. It seemed the truth was the best way to go.

“He’s a wizard,” I said.

Ursula surprised me, “Ah,” she said, “Makes sense.”

“Huh?”

She smiled up at me as she started in with the bone saw, “MM.”

It’s pretty tough keeping in long-suffering sighs, even when those giving you the reason for the sigh are vital sources of information. It’s almost as tough as having to put up with the knowing looks and chuckles when those sources of the information notice the sigh.

Bain’s barking command wrenched me out of my musings, “Mandolin! Get over here!”

I blinked, turned, and saw him glaring at me. For some reason, it felt better when he looked at me that way. It seemed...normal.

I skirted the exam tables from where I’d been talking with Ursula and worked my way over to Bain. He was still looking closely at Harry’s corpse; the sheet was pulled completely away. Revealed in all his charred glory, Harry was not a sight you wanted to take home with you.

“What is it,” I asked, trying to sound respectful and interested.

Bain glowered at me and then nodded at the corpse, “Take a sniff. What do you smell?”

When an ex-alcoholic wizard with power that rivals even that of the Dark Faerie Queen asks you to smell a burnt human corpse, you swallow whatever trepidation you have and smell. I sniffed, drawing in as much as I could through my nose.

Bain said, just as I finished sniffing, “Now, what do you smell. Don’t think about it, just react. Keep your mind out of it.”

I said, “It’s more of what I don’t smell.”

“Explain.”

I shrugged, “I don’t how many meals you’ve burnt in your day, but there is always that certain smell you get from burnt meat, especially with pork; it’s unmistakable. Also, it isn’t here.”

Bain stared at me for a moment and then nodded, “Very good,” he said, “There may be hope for you after all.”

Hope for me? I’d battled vampires, trolls and practically every other assorted nasty there was out there, plus I found the gawddamned, grimblescrunching key to the blankety-blank universe, which enabled him to save his hidden-from-everybody-else love interest, Medb, the Queen of gawddamned Unseelie Court, and he says there’s hope for me?

Notice how I kept every one of those outraged thoughts to myself? I may have my pride, but my skin takes priority. 

Out loud, I said, “I do smell something else, but it’s weird.”

“Weird is valid here, Mandolin. What is it?” Bain asked, with this unnerving sense of thoughtfulness.

“Cardamom, I’d swear I’d smelled cardamom.” 

“One of the most expensive spices, by weight,’ he murmured. “Used in the orient as a medicine for kidney stones, and as an antidote for scorpion venom. Also used by certain practitioners of a vile form of projected magic. It originated in Africa and its users, the strong ones, can curse a victim to death. The very strong ones, those with ties to the nether realm, can even use hellfire. Its use carries with it the smell of cardamom.”

I really did not like where this was going.

Bain stepped away from Harry and shook his head. “I have to think about this.” He turned and walked back through his doorway. It vanished after he closed the door.

Ursula glanced up from her autopsy, said, “Hmm,” with a myopic tilt of her head and went back to work.

She and her boyfriend Paul are like that. Nothing fazes them—either that, or they are so wrapped up in whatever thoughts are exploding through their super genius minds, that such mundane things as shock and surprise simply cannot find a place to lodge.

I excused myself and, since I was roughly in that part of the city, made my way over to my long-neglected office. It occupied a second-floor back corner in one of the city’s less desirable office buildings. I shared the floor with an escort service, an unenthusiastic insurance agent, and assorted business school graduate startups. Out of all of us, I think the madam was getting the lion’s share of the clientele.

Nothing seemed to have changed since the last time I’d been there. I have to admit, it had been a while, but with the home office being so convenient and my work ethic being...well, being what it is...not taking the time to head downtown had a considerable attraction.

I kicked aside the assorted circulars littering the staircase and made my way up to the second floor. The floorboards still showed a desperate need for a mop and a shine, but at least they were solid.

A phone was ringing. As I headed toward the back corner where my enlarged closet of an office sat, it got louder. It couldn’t be my phone; all the calls were routed to the house. 

Well, it turned out it was. I could hear the thing blaring its obnoxious clang right through the clouded glass on my office door. The sign still needed fixing. That missing N was kind of embarrassing. It made the sign say To y Mandolin Private Detective. The only positive thing about it was hardly anybody knocked on the door.

I was a bit intrigued as to who was on the other line, so it was with a bit of satisfaction that I picked up the handset and said, “Tony Mandolin, Private Detective.”

“Mister Mandolin, my name is Dieter. I represent his Excellency Viscount Eretich Drutsk-Upyr.”

I worked at digesting the name as he continued, “His Excellency would appreciate the honor of your presence at his residence this evening.”

Huh? I replied, “Is that you, Pat? Great phony German accent there. By the way, it looks as if you’ve got an old African Witch Doctor or something making trouble. Bye.” I hung up.

The phone rang again as I was picking up all of the junk mail collecting dust at the base of my door. Twice in one day? This was getting to be one for the books.

I grabbed the handset, “Mandolin.”

“Mister Mandolin, this is Dieter, please do not hang up.”

“All right. So you’re telling me this is not a joke?”

Dieter made a noise of agreement and said, “Most assuredly, Mister Mandolin. My employer, the Viscount Eretich Drutsk-Upyr, does indeed wish for you to pay a visit to his home this evening.”

Okay, not a joke, but with a name like Eretich Drutsk-Upyr, it should be. “All right,” I said, drawing out the words. “The next thing that comes to mind is this, why? The closest I’ve ever been connected to royalty is a certain hamburger chain.”

On the other end of the line, Dieter graced me with a dry eh heh and said, “Droll, sir. As to why, the Viscount has not given me a reason, only that he has a need to speak with you and is offering the hospitality of his home as a location.”

“I have an office,” I said, “I usually see clients there.”

“Uh, yes,” Dieter’s tone told me he was well aware of my office and that someone like his boss would not be caught dead anywhere near it.

“Okay...” I said, working at keeping the miff out of my voice, “Where is this place? I’ll need an address and also the time.”

Dieter’s attitude became brisk and businesslike, the perfect manservant, “A car will be sent to your home at 5:00 this evening. A suit will be provided for you. Good day.” He hung up.

I stood there for quite a while, dumbfounded and intrigued. What sort of place would a Viscount have as a home in the city? And, why would I be asked to put on a suit I didn’t own?

Those questions continued to bug me as I made my way back to the house. 

Waiting for me was that roommate I mentioned; picture the actor in the Green Mile with a lisp and you have Franklin Amadeus Jackson, or Frankie, as he prefers; sudden death in a feather boa.

I did not invite Frankie to move in with me, he just sort of happened, but if I’m honest, and I’m not, well... not all that often...it sort of goes with the territory. Him being around has been a whole lot better than not. I, quite literally, owe the big guy my life.

When I told Frankie about it, he reacted as expected.

“A Viscount? A for-real royal Viscount? Oh, Tony, this is your very first Royal Commission!” He capitalized the last two words.

“I don’t know what it is, Frankie,” I said, waving a hand, “All I know is what I told you. For all we know, this guy could be some jerk pulling a prank. Who’s named Eretich Drutsk-Upyr, for goodness sakes?”

“For dogs, we Kings should have lions, and for cats, tigers. The great benefits a crown.” Frankie said in his theatrical voice.

“What?”

Frankie looked down at me from beneath a raised eyebrow, “Victor Hugo, from The Hunchback of Notre Dame. Really, Tony, you should expand your horizons.”

I looked at Frankie and shook my head. “You’re going to get all obsessive about this, aren’t you.”

He smiled, showing all of his teeth. “Oh yes,” he boomed, “Every second of it.”

I stared at the view coming through my living room window and murmured, “I wonder where European Royalty beds down in the Bay Area?”

According to Frankie, royalty lived in the heights of Woodside, a ritzy section of tree-filled ridge an hour’s drive south on the 280 where the more exclusive properties had 360-degree views and even the postal workers were well-dressed. When I brought up the possibility of a penthouse or one of the mansions on Pacific Heights, Frankie dismissed both with a sniff worthy of Cher in high dudgeon.

“Oh, pu-lease! Not even an Earl would live there. Where are the grounds? An estate has to have grounds, and I’m not talking coffee here,” he exclaimed. “And,” he continued, “a downtown penthouse or even a Pacific Heights address both have a serious downside.” He nodded at me as if I’d know exactly what he was talking about.

I disappointed him.

He stood there smiling at me, a black 7 foot Nathan Lane, and I had nothing.

After several seconds, the realization hit, “Tony...” he said, culture shock written all over his face, “are you seriously telling me you have no idea at all what I’m talking about?”

I nodded unashamedly, “That’s what I’m telling you.”

“I don’t believe what I’m hearing!” Frankie threw his hands up into the air and began to pace. “I’m the partner of a caveman, that’s what it is. In a city of wine connoisseurs, I’m drinking with someone who crushes beer cans on his forehead!”

That was a gross slander. I’d never once crushed a beer can on my forehead.

I couldn’t help myself. I laughed, adding to Frankie’s outrage. 

It was a long wait for the car.


♦ ♦ ♦
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Over the years, I’d gotten used to being approached by, shown to, and driven in the various styles of limousine the rich and famous favor. Out of all of them, I’d never been picked up in an honest-to-goodness supercar.

As the driver got out of the car with a suit bag in his hand, Frankie, standing at the front window, gushed, “Tony, that is a Bugatti Veyron Super Sport; the 16.4 World Record Edition! It is the fastest road-legal production car in the world. It has been clocked at 268 miles per hour. And you are going to be driven to the Viscount’s castle in that?!”

I decided to play it cool, aggravatingly cool and didn’t rush out to look. The driver showed up in the window walking up the concrete to the front door. I sat down and said, “Go ahead, let him in.”

Frankie bent over and mugged a grotesque face. “Of course, marthter, of course,” he lisped, spraying spittle, “I go at once.” Then he shuffled off in gross imitation of Lon Chaney’s hunchback.

I decided to stay in my study. The view was good, with a low hanging fog bank just wisping into the sky above the park. I figured that the sort of people who worked as servants for other folks wouldn’t be all that impressed by a guy who answered his own door.

Frankie had the good sense to not answer the door in his Igor persona, for which I was eternally grateful. The first time he did that to Monahan, I didn’t hear the end of it for a month.

Based on the phone call, I was expecting someone working for a man with a name like Drutsk-Upyr to sound like one of the baddies from a Bond film, but the voice I heard after Frankie opened the door could have come from any street corner in the city.

“Hello, is Mister Mandolin in?” There wasn’t a trace of accent to be heard.

Frankie was still Frankie, “May I say who is calling, sir?”

“My name is Dieter. I represent the Viscount Eretich Drutsk-Upyr. I am to drive Mister Mandolin to the Viscount’s estate and to deliver this suit.” Seems Dieter could turn off the flavor of the old country at will. On the phone, he was straight out of the old country.

“Ah, Dieter,” Frankie said in his best Jeeves voice, “Please, follow me.”

They came into the study, and Dieter gave me a once over. From the expression on his face, he was told to expect one thing and found another that was slightly disappointing. I could have done without the barely muttered, “Oh,” that went with the look.

I decided to act the adult in the room and stood as he approached. “I’m Tony Mandolin,” I said. I didn’t hold out my hand.

Apparently, Dieter wasn’t about to offer his. He did hold out the suit bag, and said, “The Viscount requires you to be dressed properly for the audience.”

Behind Dieter’s back, Frankie made a la-Te-da sign with his fingers.

Arrogance at any level rubs me the wrong way. A lot of the time, especially when it’s coming from entities powerful enough to squash me like a bug, I ignore it as best I can. When it comes from a servant working for someone who may or may not be royalty I can revert pretty quickly to the utter bastard side of my personality. This time I kept it in check, thinking it best to not let them think they were getting to me. The other reason was that I really wanted to ride in that Bugatti. Toys can cover a multitude of social sins.

I took the suit bag and headed upstairs. Zipping open the bag, the first thing that I noticed was the quality of the material. I had no idea what the fabric was made of, but whoever wove the pinstripe had a pretty good supplier. It almost felt alive.

I laid the suit out on my bed and opened it. The lining looked like real silk and the label said Henry Herbert of Saville Row. Whoever this Viscount Eretich Drutsk-Upyr was, he had the enviable combination of both wealth and good taste.

Frankie gave me his best wolf whistle when I came down the stairs. Greystoke barked from the back yard.

“Be sure to give him his dinner, will you Frankie?” I asked as I adjusted the French cuffs on the Thomas Pink shirt that came with the suit. I noted with some satisfaction Dieter’s raised eyebrows. Hey, I have always looked good in a suit, even if I hadn’t had a new one for about twenty years.

The Viscount had provided everything; suit, shirt, tie, cuff links, socks, and shoes. The shoes alone had to cost well over a thousand a pair. The cuff links were top-grade moonstones set in high carat gold. They made the shoes look cheap. I had no idea how to price the suit, but I remember reading that the better Saville Row tailors can command upwards of ten grand for creations similar to what I was wearing.

Frankie nodded and said, “He’ll get a good supper. Now run along and be a good boy and remember; I want details, you hear, details.” He called out the last word as I was closing the front door.

Dieter didn’t say a word as we made our way down the walkway to the Bugatti. When we reached the sidewalk, he pulled out a remote key and thumbed it. A beep sounded and both doors clicked open. He gestured to the passenger door and said, “Please, get in.”

You really had to be there. I’m standing on my neighborhood’s sidewalk wearing a suit most Presidents couldn’t buy, standing in front of a car that cost at least five or six million dollars to build. Me, the guy who just the day before was scaring the neighbors’ dogs. Can you imagine the comments going on behind the window shades? I sure could and—I couldn’t help it, I turned, faced the neighbors’ direction and bowed. I think Dieter smiled at that. I could be mistaken; it could have been a sneer or a smirk, or even gas, but I think it was a smile.

I finished my bow and then shrugged at Dieter. “How about we both get in,” I suggested.

He bowed his head in one aristocratic servant-type nod and we both got in.

If you’ve never sat in a supercar, let me tell you, there is nothing...nothing like it. I’ve been in limos and town cars that cost as much as people’s houses, and I’m talking houses in the city here, but compared to the Veyron they were like flying coach. Dieter pulled away from the curb and the sheer sense of power was almost overwhelming. 

The leather seat wasn’t just a source of support, it felt like it was enveloping me as a lover. From behind us, the sound of the engine filled the background with a soft muted roar, a twelve-cylinder beast barely held at bay, waiting for its chance to show the world who was boss. It wasn’t too difficult to imagine myself being the copilot of a starfighter. Dieter’s obvious aversion to anything smacking of playtime was the only thing keeping me from putting voice to my imaginings.

He navigated through the neighborhood streets and then took the on-ramp to Highway 1 until it merged with the 280 south.

The San Francisco peninsula has four major roads running north and south; the original highway 1, the 280, the 82 known as El Camino Real, and good old 101. Highway 1 follows the coast, 101 serves as the Bayshore freeway, and the 280 runs through the middle. The 82, or El Camino Real, serves as a sort of ‘B’ road running through what used to be the business districts of the separate towns before they merged into one general metropolis.

We followed the 280 all the way down to the Edgewood cutoff, west of Redwood City, and headed up into the hills, taking Phleger Road through the parkland until we reached Skyline. Inside the Veyron, I was goggling. The folks who lived in this section of the peninsula either had been grandfathered in had connections or they banked fortunes worthy of the Driver family. 

I’d been driven out to Driver’s estate during that vampire case involving a certain monster known as Simon. That place dwarfed some malls I’d seen.

Dieter turned the Bugatti into a dirt road framed by twin rows of Pacific Coast Pines. I saw no sign, not even a mailbox, just more and more trees as the road curved in its steady upward climb. About a minute or so into that part of the drive, we hit a sharp incline, and as the car crossed the apex, I looked onto the castle. Yeah, you read correctly, the Viscount lived in a real, for sure, freaking castle. It had elements straight out of either Bavaria or Disney, and I would not have been surprised if an architect told me it was a mixture of both.

We drove across the drawbridge, yes...drawbridge. For some reason, I was actually feeling a bit reassured about this. If my life was going to be firmly centered into weirdness, there had to be a drawbridge, right? 

Inside the castle’s courtyard, Dieter steered the Bugatti into a hard right hand swerve, and then swung around to the left, pulling up in front of the main entrance, where a doorman waited, ready to take hold of my door.

It went as smoothly as a practiced dance. The door opened, I stepped out, and the doorman stepped to the side, gesturing for me to head right up the steps to the open twin doors.

Speaking of the doors; if you’ve ever watched any knights in shining armor films, you’ve seen these doors. They had to be at least twelve feet in height and each of them formed a massive half to one giant iron, brass, and steel-studded arch.

The entry porch did not look as deep as it turned out to be. Probably because of the sheer size of everything involved. As it was, there should have been a guide waiting at the top of the steps to lead me across that expanse to the doors.

I heard the Bugatti start up and turned to watch that incredible car drive off. When I faced the doors again, that guide I was hoping for was standing in front of me.

Ever watch old reruns of The Sound of Music with Julie Andrews? The young man waiting patiently for me to say something was a dead ringer for the kid who turned out to be a Nazi at the end of the film. As I approached, he—I kid you not—clicked his heels and bowed his head in one of those Austrian salutes.

“Herr Mandolin,” he said, “Velcome to Upyrhaus, za Viscount is expecting you.”  The hills were alive with the kid’s accent.

I gave him a nod back. Mama Mandolin’s baby boy clicks no heels. “Well then, let’s not keep the good Viscount waiting.”

The kid turned smartly on one of those heels and led me into the castle. I don’t know why I expected to see modern furnishings within the medieval walls but I did. I shouldn’t have. Drutsk-Upyr had pulled out all the stops. 

That’s an old reference, by the way, dating back to the days of pipe organs. Each pipe was connected to a valve control called a stop. The further out the stop was pulled, the louder the pipe’s sound. If all the stops were pulled out, the sound could be deafening. 

That was the visual assault Drutsk-Upyr’s hallway gave my eyeballs. Suits of armor lined the walls, standing in front of a collection of paintings and tapestries the Smithsonian would probably kill to acquire. The runner under my feet more than likely appraised at a price in the seven figures. And, I couldn’t be sure, but I thought a few of the busts and knickknacks looked more gold than brass.

Several assorted hallways, both long and short, branched off of the one we took. I caught glimpses of a few staff members as we passed. Every one of them looked as young as the Rolf clone acting as my guide.

We took a couple of turns and went up a couple of flights of stairs; every inch of the way its own literal museum. Rolf stopped in front of another set of double doors, arched like those of the main entrance, but on a slightly smaller scale.

He pivoted so he was perpendicular to the doors, and took hold of one of the oversized decorative handles. “The Viscount Eretich Drutsk-Upyr,” he declared, pulling open the door and bowing at the waist.

Yep, it was a throne room. It had the vast checkerboard floor, polished to the point that it was like walking on a gridded mirror. It had all of the buntings and banners, and it had the throne. I almost found myself looking around for Tim Van Patten as he yelled, “Action!”

The throne had an occupant. I had to assume that it was the Viscount. He didn’t get up as I entered the room. What he did do almost caused me to turn around and head back to find the car. He beckoned for me to come forward as if I was a family pet. I remained standing where I was.

Viscount Drutsk-Upyr was a pretty boy; trite, yes, but also descriptive of the reality. He looked like a younger, more handsome Fabio, but with better abs. His perfect brow creased in a slight frown and he beckoned again, this time with a bit more emphasis. 

I know I shouldn’t have, but my inner bastard was dying to get out and play. I shook my head and returned the beckon, and then pointed to the floor at my feet.
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