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Chapter 1
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Over the years I’ve been on the receiving end of a variety of unique beat-downs. I have been hammered at by trolls, ghouls, bad cops, even worse thugs, dwarves, assorted things not remotely human and in one memorable instance, the elves who worked for Krampus, Santa’s less congenial twin brother. Not once, in all those times had I ever thought I’d be the punching bag for an animated giant plush toy with a punch that made the best the MMA could do look like yesterday’s lo mein. I’m talking serious non-noodle here.

I had been taking an alley, useful as a shortcut from a small shop where I’d been collecting another puzzle piece in the latest case to the closest bus stop on the way home when this... paw dragged me into one of the narrow alcoves a lot of San Francisco’s alleyways have hidden away.

I bounced off one wall, was picked up and then bounced off another. I was pretty sure if I hadn’t been wearing my coat, the one with the Kevlar lining, I’d have been a collection of broken bones by now.

The teddy bear reached down and grabbed me by the collar and picked me up in one paw. Its toy eyes narrowed and it growled, “You done pissed off da wrong folk, Mandolin.”

What? I dated the toymaker’s daughter or something? Insulted Ken?

As I was trying to get a reply pieced together in my fumbling brain, the other paw connected with my jaw. Stars exploded all around me. This bear should have been in the ring as a heavyweight. He’d have made champ easy.

I fumbled onto the pocket where I kept my nasty surprises. I held one up as the bear reached again. It stopped, the eyes crossing.

“Dat’s magic,” It muttered. “Dey never said nothing about you havin’ magic.”

I snarled, pulling out what I had in my other hand, “Did they say anything about this?” I pulled the trigger. 

Pop-pop-pop! The three tap of my Wizard-enhanced ammunition took the teddy bear right in the middle of its round belly and threw it back a couple of yards.

It landed and then skidded back a few more feet, and then looked down. The late afternoon fog-filtered light showed through the hole in its middle

“Now why’d you go an’ do that?” It moaned, “You know how much good repairs cost these days?”

I grated, “Deal with it. Now, you either tell me what this is all about, or I ruin the rest of your day... permanently.” I leveled the gun, a highly-illegal modified FN five-seven with ammo spelled by Landau Bain, the city’s own part-time alcoholic Wizard, and by the big guy. No, I mean the really big guy upstairs. By themselves, the Teflon-coated tactical rounds were bad news for anyone wearing a so-called bullet-proof vest, but after Bain and God got done with them, I’d stack the thing against an Abrams tank any day.

“You is a real hard-ass, you know dat?” The teddy bear complained.

“Yeah,” I muttered, “I make my momma proud. Now, talk, or I remove your head and all its stuffing.”

The bear muttered, mostly to itself, “Real hard-ass. Dey shoulda warned me.”

Then it got up and took off, running out of the alcove and into the alley.

I think what I said afterward would not have made my mom proud, but I meant every single four-letter word.

You’d think an eight-foot-tall teddy bear running down the sidewalk would cause a stir. Yeah, well, in New York or London it might, but this is San Francisco. Considering what the average city dweller has seen before their thirtieth birthday, a walking giant teddy bear might get a look, but not a second one.

It hurt, having to stand, but somehow I managed it. For obvious reasons, my gun being one of many, I couldn’t stumble into the closest ER, which was a shame, it was literally a block away. I also couldn’t go see the only friend I had on the SFPD for much the same assorted reasons. Pat Monahan was an old friend, but he was also a Police Captain, which meant he’d have to arrest me. And, that meant I had to find a certain bar and grill.

No, I’m not kidding. In San Francisco, there is an incredibly eclectic assortment of boozers. Anything from the ultra-fancy where they charge you a thousand bucks for overpriced snooty hooch, to dives so rough even the gangsters are afraid to belly up. However, I’m talking about a place where the owner is not only the bartender and head cook, but he also has a punch that can deck a troll. I know, I saw it happen. His name is Tiny, he’s also the king of the Norse Gods, Odin, and his place is called The Snug.

It took two bus transfers to get from where I was, Valencia in the Mission District, up to my neighborhood, a quiet spot off the southeast corner of the park and in the shadow of Mount Sutro. 

Yeah, I said bus transfer. I don’t drive, and the only license I have is my Private Investigator’s license. I could drive... if I wanted to go through the hassle of buying a car in California and dealing with every state, county, and municipal agency dedicated to the hassling of those who do drive. No thanks. I’d rather put up with the irritation of those who have to deal with me and the fact that I will get there when I can, and not when they want me. 

For that matter, I have two offices, both basically enlarged closets. One in the older downtown section of town and the other in my home, where the parking is hell of a lot safer. I’m just a phone call away... if I’m not on a case, which means you couldn’t reach me regardless, you see I also don’t own a leash, what most people call cell phones.

My partner in my agency, Frankie, says I’m an unrepentant Luddite. I disagree, I’m unrepentantly independent. I don’t see why I should hand over the management of any aspect of my life to a faceless bureaucracy or corporation. Frankly, I have a hard time understanding why so many do, as the conclusion by any intelligent observer would be that those folks who are handed the responsibility have no idea at all how to run things.

Regarding Frankie, Franklin Amadeus Jackson to the folks at the license bureau, he is not your typical PI. Hell, he isn’t even your typical homo sapiens. The big guy, an apt nickname, stands close enough to seven-foot as to make no difference. He’s large, but what hides under his flannel PJ’s isn’t fat, and he’s about as strong as the entire defensive line of the Niners. He’s also a gourmet cook, an extreme pop culture fanboy geek sponge, and when the mood hits him, a raging cross-dressing diva who could give Cher lessons in attitude. But, even with the attitude, the big guy has saved my hide too many times for me to ignore it. As Pat Monahan puts it, “Jackson’s a pain in the ass, Mandolin, but thank God he’s our pain in the ass.”

Yeah, Mandolin is my name, like the bear said. Tony Mandolin, Private Investigator at your service. I find things, all sorts of things. I don’t do cheating spouse spying and I don’t handle gay or lesbian domestic spats. I do however succeed where nearly everyone else fails. So far, my record stands at zero strikeouts. Don’t believe me? Look it up. Even Antonio Luccesi, chief crime lord of the Western U.S. said so. And if you can’t believe organized crime, who can you believe?

About ten years ago, I got involved in a case where a serial killer was taking out redheads. I didn’t know it at the time, but the killer was a vampire named Simon, and I also didn’t know that my involvement in that case would kick me across the veil between the world of human reality and the world of the weird. As a certain booze-loving pixie put it, my eyes were opened. In some ways that isn’t a problem, but it also got me noticed by that side of the tracks and that, folks is a real problem.

Before the case was over, I was on the serious boom-boom list of the police administration and had nearly every crime lord in the city throwing money my way, not to mention a six-figure pittance from one Randall Driver, a man who commanded a fortune the UN would love to have. 

That enabled me to leave my sagging upper floor walkup apartment in the section of town where I still keep my office and buy a nice little Victorian with a tiny park right across the street. It also threw me into another case I’ve never talked about, one dealing with what the Wiccans claim isn’t there, their evil cousins, or as Frankie put it, the dark side of witchcraft. That case also got me a sack full of potions in vials. It was one of those I was holding that distracted the bear from his Mandolin beat-down.

Somehow, I managed to make it to the bus stop without looking too much like the invalid I was. In that part of town, you do not want to appear to be an easy victim.

As I sat on the bench, keeping a wary eye out, and one hand on my gun, I thought about the case I was working. On the surface it was just a simple disappearance, possibly involving a runaway. But, runaway just didn’t fit the notes. The kid, just about to graduate, was a four-sport star and had an entire string of colleges bidding for his signature. Identification was a no-brainer, I had a notebook full of photos, including newspaper clippings. What I didn’t have was a corner piece for the puzzle.

So far the trail had led me from the school to the gym, to about four, so far, sports agents with dreams of landing the next superstar for their bank accounts, to a bookie. That last bit was what took me down into the outskirts of the Tenderloin, and a couple of dive bars where a decent amount of action, not approved by the authorities, could be had. It seemed the kid was hot property even before he was signed. From there I got whacked by a giant stuffed toy.

After getting onto the bus, I made my painful way to the bench seat at the very back. I wanted to be able to see if any unfriendlies stuck their heads in. I got lucky and made it to the first transfer unmolested. It was the same with the second transfer. For that, I was extremely thankful, as I was thinking I just might make it to the door of the Snug before planting a new facial impression into the sidewalk.

I managed to remain upright all the way through the door. I woke up with a view of the ceiling along with Tiny’s broad, whiskered face.

He said, “Tony, you okay? What happened? You look like yesterday’s crap.”

I groaned, “I feel like last week’s.”

Tiny’s eyes narrowed and he reached down, moving his hand past my field of vision. “What’s this?” He murmured, pulling the hand back and sniffing what looked like a bit of bear stuffing.

Then he reached down with the other hand and picked me up by the armpit, saying, “Tony, you and me, we need to talk.”

It was a tribute to Tiny that the patrons in the bar made way without being asked as he mostly carried me over to a chair at a back corner table. 

After plopping my behind onto the chair he looked at me again, grunted and then placed a hand, roughly the size of my chest, onto my right shoulder. Cold, icy, numbing cold washed through me, followed by a delicious muscle-soothing warmth. Then he grunted again, as if satisfied and turned to walk away, saying, “You stay right there. I’ll be back shortly.”

I could feel every eye on the bar burning holes in me. I knew most of those eyes, this was my local after all. I shrugged, and said to the room, “Rough day.”

They all nodded, and then went back to their drinks and conversation. Like I said, this is the city. Where street theater is concerned here, it has a tough audience.

Heavenly smells came wafting my way, and then Tiny pushed through the door flaps leading to the kitchen, carrying a platter in one hand and a pitcher of beer in the other.

He said as he put the platter down before me, “You know what to do when you’ve been healed, so do it.”

The steak was really more of a family feast. It had to be about four pounds of prime beef surrounded by roasted baby potatoes with a generous helping of asparagus drizzled in what smelled like garlic butter on the side.

Setting the platter and the beer down, he rumbled, “Get through this and then we’ll talk.”

My stomach had begun demanding attention as he talked and so I dove in.

I came up for air three times, once, to wash down the previous bites with beer, and twice to burp. Before I realized it, I was looking at an empty platter and a nearly empty pitcher of beer.

A few of the patrons were staring at me, gaping. A couple two tables over politely applauded. 

Tiny came back to the table and, chuckling, pulled out a chair. “That’s what I like to see,” He said, “A nice healthy appetite.”

I asked, “Am I going to have to eat like this for the next week like I did last time?”

On one of my earlier, and deadlier cases. I’d been burned to nearly a literal crisp by a fire elemental. Tiny visited me in the hospital and he’d done his healing bit right there in the room. I think I just about emptied the city of steak during that week. Because that sort of healing forces the body to use its reserves to rebuild tissue at speeds it was never designed to do, if you don’t eat like an entire sports team, you die from lack of fuel. And most of that fuel has to be red meat.

I'd always wondered what would be the result of Tiny healing a vegan.

Tiny waved the question away, grunting, “Naw. Just for a couple of days. You were injured, Tony, not dying. But I sure would like to know how come you were messing with a Tsukumogami.”

It was my turn to gape, “A... su-ku... a what?”

Tiny pronounced the name again. I still didn’t catch it. It sounded like Japanese, but just because I’m native-born Friscan, doesn’t mean I’m fluent in all of the thirty-odd languages used here. Yeah, I know several very insulting terms and phrases in Japanese as well as Cantonese and Mandarin, but so do most school kids these days. I had no idea what this Su-Ku thingie was.

Sighing, Tiny leaned back in his chair. It creaked in vain protest. “What attacked you, Tony, was a Japanese spirit, the kind that inhabits household things such as tools, clothing and other stuff commonly used around the home. There was some of its essence on that fluff I picked off your coat.”

“Japanese?” I blurted, “But the thing sounded like it came off of the New Jersey docks!”

Tiny shrugged, “Probably owned at one time by a sailor then. These things are flexible that way.” His eyes narrowed, “So why was it going after you?”

“Hell if I know,” I muttered, pouring off the last of the beer.

Tiny got up, “I’ll get you a refill. Have an answer for me when I get back.”

When he got back, I’d managed to pull something out of my racked brain. I said, “I remember it said I’d pissed off the wrong people.”

Tiny scowled, “That don’t narrow it down much Tony. You do that pretty regular. Maybe we best bring the Wizard in on this.”

As I drank the beer, I thought, “Oh... goodie.”


♦ ♦ ♦
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Chapter 2
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Tiny must have noticed my expression because he frowned and murmured, “What, “You don’t like the idea of Bain figuring out what’s going on?”

The Wizard Bain, or Landau Bain was a fixture in my life I often would rather not be there. Yes, he has saved my hide far too many times to count, even more times than Frankie has if I’m honest about it. But, and it is a but twice the size of Rosie O’Donnel’s, Bain also scares the crap out of me. It isn’t just the fact that the guy carries enough power to cause the Devil himself to back down, and it isn’t because he’s an on and off again alcoholic with a temper that should be measured on the Fujita scale, no... it’s because, if the mood takes him, and it has, he can blithely turn every nerve in my body to an active Taser discharge. You think I’m being a bit obsessive about it? Go play with a live 220 line and then we’ll talk.

I said, “No, to be honest, Tiny, I don’t like it, but I really don’t have much of a choice here, do I?”

He nodded, and replied, “No, Tony, you don’t.”

Then he got up, saying, “You head on home. Get some rest and we’ll talk some more about it in the morning. Okay?”

I nodded back, “Yeah, okay.”

As my house was less than three short blocks right down the street, I figured it’d be a good thing to just walk it. I was anticipating the comfort of my lovely Victorian bed when the limo pulled up alongside of me. I decided to keep walking. Not once in my life have the words limo and happiness ever been a package.

The back window on the passenger side rolled down. “Mister Mandolin.”

The cultured, Ivy League voice caught my attention. The last time I’d heard it...

I stopped walking and the limo stopped rolling. I turned and looked into the face of Randall Driver, the multiple-multibillionaire who’d lost both of his twin daughters to a vampire named Simon. 

I said, “Mister Driver. It’s been a while.”

He replied, “It has indeed, Mister Mandolin. As for the unasked question as to why I am... slumming in your neighborhood, the reason is very simple. I once again find myself in need of obtaining your services.”

I thought about that, and then said, “I see... You are aware, Mister Driver that I do not discuss business on the sidewalk?”

He smiled, it had no humor in it, and said, “I hold to the same policy, Mister Mandolin. I will be waiting at your home.”

The window rolled up, hiding Driver behind its mirror finish and then the car rolled on.

A few minutes later I was passing Mrs. Podowski’s lawn and listening to her animated floor polisher tell the neighborhood that I was there. I still couldn’t figure out what Greystoke saw in that miniature long-haired bark factory, but for some reason, my extra-large edition German shepherd liked the thing.

Driver’s limousine was parked, centered onto the walk leading to my front door. Frankie, my quadruple XL partner was on the porch, staring at the car with this odd expression on his milk chocolate face.

Driver stepped out of the car as I reached the intersection of the walk and the sidewalk.

I said to him, “I don’t know what’s with the big guy, but I think it would be best if you stayed here for a bit.”

He nodded, saying, “I concur, Mister Mandolin.”

About six feet from the first step, I said, “Hey, Frankie. What’s going on? Why the face?”

He blinked and then said, his eyes still on the limo, “My... father works for this man, Tony. Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve talked to him?”

I didn’t know, but I said, “Well, at least you can ask Driver how your old man’s doing, can’t you?”

Frankie’s face pursed into a look of pondering, then he nodded, and said, “Yes, I can, can’t I? Thank you, Tony. I appreciate that I really do. Oh, Mister Driver,” He called, waving, “May I borrow a soupçon of your time?”

I thought, “Well, there goes that commission.”

Driver, to his credit, didn’t break his cool one iota. All he did was nod and say, as he came up the walk, “Of course, Mister Jackson. What is it that I can help you with?”

It was then I noticed what was wrong with this picture. I asked, “Where are your bodyguards?”

Driver looked at me, and for an instant, I saw a crack in the armor. He replied, “That is part of what I wish to speak to you about, Mister Mandolin, but first perhaps I should honor Mister Jackson’s request?”

I saw no reason to push it, so I said, “Of course. How about we go into the house?”

Greystoke was there to sniff the new biped as he came into the hallway. Apparently, Driver passed the test as he was allowed to remain vertical. I motioned for them to go into my sitting room, the one across from my smaller office while I saw to Greystoke’s needs.

When I got back to the room, Driver was saying, “... and as far as I can tell, Francis is doing quite well, Mister Jackson.”

Frankie breathed out a sigh and leaned back in his wingback chair, “Thank you, Mister Driver. I appreciate hearing that. Even though father and I are not that close, I do worry, you know?”

Clearing my throat, I entered the room, heading straight for my favorite chair, an antique red leather wingback that came with the house. It may have been over a century old, but it felt like it was made for me.

Once settled in, I looked at Driver and asked the question, “All right, Mister Driver, why are you here? The last time we locked eyes, I got the impression that you’d had your fill of me.”

Honestly, I didn’t blame the man. I was the PI his daughter Roxanne had come to in order to find her missing twin, Randi. Both of them wound up as a vampire’s entrée. Most reasonable people would not have been able to separate me from their daughter’s fate. It seemed Driver was either not most people, or he was desperate, or...

I asked, holding up my hand to stop his incoming answer to the first question, “Forget that. I think I know why. Tell me, are your daughters involved in this visit?”

Frankie gaped, “Tony!” He blurted, “What a question. Those girls are both dead.”

I remembered, the big guy had been around when Bain told us about how Simon had taken over the necromancer, Godswine during the ceremony to revive Driver’s dead twins, but in a lot a ways, there had been more going on during that case to take Frankie’s attention away from little things like the leftovers of a necromancer’s bungled spell.

I said to the big guy, “No, Frankie. Possibly not. Bain indicated something could have happened when Simon took over Godswine.”

I turned my attention to Driver, “Something happened, right?” I asked, “Something you hadn’t planned on?”

This time the veneer cracked, “Yes...” The word came out of him as a sob. “My... babies... are monsters, Mister Mandolin. They almost killed me, if it hadn’t been for my bodyguards...”

Frankie got up saying, “Oh, the poor man. I’ll get him something.”

I said to Driver, “It’ll likely be brandy or sherry.”

He nodded, saying nothing.

Frankie came back with a snifter. In it was a double portion of what looked like the good stuff I had left over from the job with the castle owned by a vampire. Irony, don’t you just love it?

Driver threw back the snifter and then his eyes widened as he realized what he’d just treated like bottom shelf supermarket hooch.

Holding up the glass, he asked, “How...?”

“A gift from a grateful client,” I replied.

Looking around, Driver said, “And this home. You did remarkably well with my retainer, Mister Mandolin. That shows wisdom. Most would have simply squandered it away.”

I mentally filled in the unspoken, people of your sort, and then inclined my head in acknowledgment of the attempted compliment.

I replied, “I like the old Vickies.”

Driver smiled, “As do I. I own several. Shall we get back to my reason for being here, Mister Mandolin?”

It seemed the brandy had done its job. Driver was back to being the cool, urbane master of his domain.

I shrugged, and settled a bit further into my chair, “Sure. Why not? You say that your twins are now monsters. Why come to me? Why not go to Bain?”

Driver looked at me with narrowed eyes and stated, “I would still prefer to find a way to save my daughters, Mister Mandolin, not have them destroyed outright.”

He had a point.

I said, “Yeah, you may be right about that. Bain tends to have a certain lack of patience with that sort of thing. You said they would have killed you if not for your bodyguards?”

He nodded, finishing the brandy, “Yes,” he said, “Of that I am certain. Their eyes, at that time, held no human intelligence at all. They acted with the speed and ferocity of an attacking beast. I was only able to make my escape from Godswine’s basement because my men...” His voice trailed off.

“They didn’t make it?” I asked.

He shook his head.

I nodded as Frankie made compassionate sounds. Then I asked one of the more important questions, “Have you heard from them since? Do you have any knowledge as to where they might be now?”

“Yes and no, Mister Mandolin,” was the answer. “Yes, I have heard from them. They apologized for attacking me, claiming it was a reaction to the shock of transition, but they refuse to come home. It seems they do not trust me. I have no knowledge at all as to where they might be.”

“They don’t trust you?” I repeated, “But you’re their father.”

“Yes, I am,” he said, his mouth thinning, “But it seems they have developed certain abilities, one of which is the ability to sense emotions, even from across the expanse of a mall second-floor opening. They knew I was lying when I said they would not be turned into the authorities, Mister Mandolin. I do not want them killed, but I also know they are a danger to anyone they encounter. None of my bodyguards were inadequate men.”

Frankie murmured, “Da-amn!”

I arched an eyebrow and asked, “You got something, big guy?”

He said, more to the room than to us, “I remember what they looked like, from the photos, I mean. We never moved in the same circles, but from what I saw, if they still look that way, wouldn’t they be attracting a whole lot of attention? Attention that could be dangerous to those involved? I mean, what if some twenty-something on a hormone rush decides to try having his way?”

"He would die, Mister Jackson,” Driver answered as if he was stating the day's Dow-Jones average. "I heard the shots when they attacked. My men must have emptied each of their magazines to no avail.”

“Oh dear...” Frankie murmured.

I wondered if the ammo for my gun, an extremely illegal Belgium model set up to fire European military tactical rounds, rounds enhanced by both Bain and a certain Catholic Priest, Father Frank who actually does have a relationship with the really big guy, would have made a difference.

I asked, “Did you see or hear from them after that time at the Mall?”

He shook his head, once, slowly and murmured, “No, Mister Mandolin. That was, before you ask, three days ago. However, what motivated me to come to see you was this,” He reached into his suit coat and pulled something out of the inner pocket. It was a small envelope. The kind usually used to send birthday and holiday cards.

Driver added, “Read the card, Mister Mandolin,” as he leaned forward to hand it to me.

“All right,” I replied, “Let’s see what type of love notes Randi and Roxanne send out.”

I opened the card, looked at what was in it, and then looked at the envelope. There was no return address.

I asked Driver, “How did you get this?”

He said, the left side of his mouth twitching in a grimace, “By the most clichéd manner possible, Mister Mandolin. It was slipped underneath my front door.”

Frankie asked, “May I see it?”

I said, “Big guy, you really don’t want to.”

He put on his stubborn face, “Then I will have to insist.” He held out his hand.

I sighed and passed him the card, saying, “I warned you.”

Frankie nodded at me and then looked at the card. His eyes widened and he breathed out, “Oh... my...”

I said to him, “Look at the guy.” My tone was as dead as the fellow in the photo.

He looked closer and said again, “Oh... my... Is that our...?”

I finished for him, “Client's son. Yes, it is.” 

Then I said, “Big guy, look a bit closer.”

He moved the card closer to his eyes and then gasped, “Is he—?”

“Dead,” I added. “Yes.”

“But— How—?”

I shook my head as I took back the card, and said, “Big guy, I have no idea.”

“As I said, Mister Mandolin,’ Driver murmured, “Monsters.”

Frankie said to Driver, “Were you aware that the... young man in that photo is...”

“Dead,” Driver finished for him, “Yes, I was. It was apparent immediately to me. And as far as my experts can tell when that was taken he had been dead for at least a day.”

“Ohhh...” Frankie groaned, holding his head, “TMI...TMI, way too much TMI. This is TTMI to the max. I may need counseling all over again.”

I said to Driver, “I’ll have to keep this photo, you know.” Driver inclined his head as he replied, “I understand. A copy has already been made, but I was informed that you may have uses for the original.”

I nodded. Driver was anything but an idiot. Then I asked, “What do you want me to do, Mister Driver, specifically? Also, this will not be an inexpensive case, not where this could lead,” I tapped the card.

Driver pulled out a manila envelope. It was one of those that shows up in almost every movie scene where a clandestine payoff is made.

Driver said, “My sources say money is really no longer a source of concern for you, Mister Mandolin, but a workman is still worthy of his hire, and as you are the best to deal with this sort of matter, I have made the amount of my retainer fit accordingly.”

I took the envelope and handed it over to Frankie. The big guy, for all of his flamboyance, was a far better accountant than I could ever hope to be. 

As I handed the envelope over, I wondered just how far into the DNA of San Francisco Driver’s information probes delved. I had been under the impression that the payment I’d gotten in the case where my client was the original Dracula himself, yes that Dracula, go read the case notes, was pretty hush-hush. I mean, Tiny was the one guarding the chests. 

That’s right, chests, as in more than one and as in containing a mind-boggling fortune in antique gold coins. Momma Mandolin’s baby boy didn’t have to work ever again if he didn’t want to. Hell, his grandchildren, if he ever had any, wouldn’t have to, but not working gets real boring, real fast, and I hate being bored.

I said to Driver, “I still need an answer, Mister Driver, about the specifics of the case. What, specifically, do I need to do to fulfill this contract?”

“It is quite simple, Mister Mandolin,” Driver replied, “I want you to locate and somehow, at a method of your own choosing, confine them without injury until I can retrieve them.”

I didn’t bother bringing up the fact that the twins had torn apart highly skilled and armed bodyguards without, apparently breaking a sweat. Driver already knew that.

Frankie whistled softly, “Pfwewww, now that’s a lot of money!”

“For you, maybe, Mister Jackson, not for me,” Driver answered. “As I told Mister Mandolin the first time I paid him, I will never miss an amount that small. I have no doubt both of you will earn that and more in this endeavor.”

Frankie looked at me, mouthing the word “small”, his eyebrows going up at the same time.

The doorbell rang. Greystoke went past the hush-hush leading into the main hall, his ears on alert.

I said to Frankie, “Could you get that, big guy? I have to finish here with Mister Driver.”

He got up, saying, “Gotcha, boss.”

Driver’s small smile did not help Frankie’s snarkiness. 

Frankie called from the hallway, “Oh Toneee!”

I called back, “What is it?”

He replied, “You know that old saying when it rains...?”

I shook my head and got up, “Excuse me, Mister Driver.”

He also rose, “No apologies necessary, Mister Mandolin. I do believe our business is complete, so I will be on my way.”

“Hello, Mister Mandolin, Randall.”

Antonio Luccesi stood in the doorway of the room, behind him stood Violet Thurgood, and behind her, grinning big, Frankie.

Violet looked nervous. She waved, “Hi Tony.”

Frankie chuckled, “It’s pouring...”


♦ ♦ ♦
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Chapter 3
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Driver didn’t seem overjoyed to see Luccesi, but all he did was give the crime lord a bow of his chin and an “Antonio.” I guess being in roughly the same potential tax bracket, potential being the operative word here, qualifies for a first name basis.

Then, as if mentally removing Luccesi from his personal world, Driver said to me, “Thank you for seeing me, Mister Mandolin. I will wait to hear from you regarding my little problem.” And then he left without another word or even a look backward.

Maintaining his unbreakable urbanity, Luccesi didn’t say a word as Driver exited stage left.

Violet, on the other hand, was gaping. She looked at me and then at the exiting Randall Driver and asked, “Was that—?”

“A client,” I said. Then I stepped out of the doorway and said, “Come on in. This ought to be interesting.”

Luccesi murmured, “Appreciated, Mister Mandolin. Yes, based on Miss Thurgood’s reaction, I do believe you will find this... interesting.”

I heard Frankie saying, “Bye...” To Driver, and then I looked at Violet and asked, “How did you and he hook up?” I nodded at Luccesi.

Luccesi coughed and said, “That is my doing, Mister Mandolin. I heard of Miss Thurgood’s rather impressive efforts during that case where you and she worked together thwarting the takeover attempt by Miss Williams. As you were not available when I needed some information gathered, I gave her a call.”

Nodding again, “I asked Violet, “So, why are you here?”

She looked embarrassed. It was then I noticed the small shiner on her right eye. The hat had hidden it with shadows as she came in, but up close, it was a doozy.

I asked, this time pretty harshly, “What in the hell happened, Luccesi?”

The crime lord held up both hands, “Now, Mister Mandolin. This was not my doing. In fact, I helped drive off the attack.”

Violet said, “He’s telling the truth, Tony. In fact, if it wasn’t for Luccesi, I’d be a statistic right about now.”

I grunted, and then barked out, “Frankie, bring in some of the good stuff.” Then I beckoned to the chairs, “Sit, and tell me why Violet looks like she just finished an MMA match.”

I liked Violet. She was, for want of a better word, me with a different chromosome pair. She had already proven she was smart, tough, and about as fearless as they came. She was even willing to tackle a damned wyvern in his nest, for God’s sake. I knew far too many guys who would have emptied their bowels while running the opposite direction in that fight. Hell, I was almost one of them.

As they walked past me, I noticed Luccesi was limping. 

I knew the crime lord well enough to know he wasn’t the type to fake an injury for any reason. Yes, it seemed answers were definitely on the menu for the afternoon. I figured I’d wait until the big guy returned with the drinks. It looked like a little fortification was needed here.

As he sat, Luccesi said, “Your home is looking very lovely, Mister Mandolin.”

I shrugged, saying, “Don’t blame me, I couldn’t decorate a Christmas tree. All the credit goes to the big guy.”

Luccesi smiled, “Regardless...” He winced as he shifted in the chair

I gave him my best fisheye, “You got tagged too, didn’t you?”

He nodded, “I see you are still an excellent observer, Mister Mandolin. Yes, it appears I was not quite as adroit as I believed. One of them did manage to... tag me, as you say.” His expression hardened, “It will not happen again.”

I looked at Violet.

She smiled, wanly, “I’d rather not discuss that bit, okay?”

I nodded. Yes, this was going to be interesting.

Luccesi asked, “What business did Randall have, Mister Mandolin?”

“You know better than to ask that, Luccesi,” I replied, “Client privilege, etcetera, and so on.”

“Yes,” He said, “Of course.”

Frankie broke in on the awkwardness and offered drinks. The tray held one of the few remaining bottles of the Napoleon Brandy the Vampire Viscount had given me, and a half-full bottle of the McCallan Cask Strength.

Violet took the scotch and Luccesi opted for the brandy.

After they had both sampled their drink, I said, “Okay, kiddies, its storytime.”

Luccesi looked at Violet over the rim of his snifter and murmured, “Miss Thurgood, I believe this floor is yours.”

I shifted in my place to look at Violet, giving her my very best, well? face.

She flushed and looked even more embarrassed, “It was a simple missing person’s case, Tony. I was sure I could handle it.”

“Well, Violet,” I said, taking in a breath, “That all depends on what the other guy looks like.”

“Guys,” She corrected.

“Guys?” I asked, both eyebrows rising to the occasion.

“Guys?” Frankie repeated, “Ooo, this is going to be good.”

Violet glanced at the big guy and then back to me. She said, “Like I said, guys, three of them. Each one of them nearly as big as Frankie.”

Luccesi broke it, “What Miss Thurgood isn’t telling you, Mister Mandolin, is that these three... guys... were once my men. I have no idea how it occurred, but they acted more like things than men. There was no humanity in their eyes, none at all. They attacked, making no sound and—“

Violet took over, “A kick in the soft spot did nothing, Tony, and I can kick.”

I said, “I know. So... how did you get away?”

“Bullets and speed, Mister Mandolin,” Luccesi said, wincing again. “Actually, a lot of bullets and then some speed. Any normal man, even one of my employees would not have survived the first fusillade, much less the second.”

I nodded and then asked, “How many?”

“How many... what, Mister Mandolin?” Luccesi asked, with a slight smile.

I didn’t smile back. Instead, I turned and looked at Violet, “How many?”

“Four,” She replied, grimacing, “Four freaking reloads. The last took way too many headshots." She shook her head.

Frankie released a soft, "Ewww.”

I pointed at Luccesi’s side, “Was that a hit or a near miss?”

“A near miss, thankfully. I imagine a direct hit would have been the last.” He grimaced, “This is why we are here, Mister Mandolin. It appears that whatever is going on requires your unique abilities to do... whatever it is you do.”

I arched an eyebrow, “What is that, a compliment?”

He sighed, “Of sorts, Mister Mandolin. I must confess, I spent a few years attempting to decipher how you managed to be so outwardly inept and clumsy, but so completely successful in results. In the end, I came to the conclusion that you had to put on the buffoon act as a form of subterfuge, to throw the opponent off guard, but beyond that...” he shook his head.

It was a compliment, as Luccesi put it, of sorts. I guess.

I glanced at Frankie who had his I-am-enjoying-this-immensely expression on and then asked Luccesi, “Right. Well, that brings me to this conclusion, what do you want me to do? I work best on specifics, Luccesi, and you know that.

Luccesi looked embarrassed now. He glanced at Violet and then looked at me. Taking in a breath he said, “I am under attack, Mister Mandolin, or at least my corporation is. And, it appears, I am not alone. At first, we thought it was Miss Williams making a reappearance, but no, that is not the case. I have lost over two dozen male employees, many of them men I will not be able to replace at all easily.”

I nodded, and said, “You’re talking about managers, possibly higher?”

He nodded back.

“This, not alone you mentioned,” I said, “Are the other organizations also losing people?”

He nodded.

“Just men?”

“Correct again, Mister Mandolin,” Luccesi replied.

“Right,” I said, my mind spinning up to almost hamster speed. 

Then I said, “Violet, just how far did you get before you and your client here were jumped?”

“You mean,” Violet asked me, “How far into the case?”

“That’s right,” I said, nodding. “How far?”

“Almost nowhere,” She replied, “It was the first real clue I’d gotten. One of my snitches just happened to see two of Mister Luccesi’s associates from the photos I’d been given go into this old office building over near Vincente just back from the beach. It was one of those with the offices over the garages and a courtyard in the center.”

I knew the type. I also knew the area. Some people think that San Francisco is like Malibu where only the richest can live on the beach. This is Northern California. You do not swim in those waters, and no one is going to invest millions in a property that may be knocked down tomorrow by an earthquake. Vincente was down south near the armory and pretty rough as neighborhoods go.

Luccesi took over, “Miss Thurgood notified me of what she had discovered through her contacts and I decided to meet her there, bringing with me a couple of good men. We left their bodies in the courtyard of that building,” He finished, a touch of... something in his voice, sadness or repressed rage, I couldn’t tell.

“Luccesi,” I murmured, “Like you said, other organizations were also losing members. Are you sure this isn’t another William’s type play to take over?” 

I, for one, knew it wasn’t Williams at all since she had long ago gone back to her own faerie world as the demigoddess Cloithfin. Go check my notes on that Krampus Klaus case, you’ll learn more than you wanted to.

“I am sure, Mandolin,” Luccesi replied, eliminating the Mister to match my own familiarity. “If it was, I would know. This... not knowing is far more concerning than any power play could ever be.”

He paused, and then caught my eye. “Mister Mandolin, I need your help in this matter. If you can solve this issue, I will owe you a debt beyond what money can pay. This is a matter of honor. Those men were not just my employees, they were family, and my family is being attacked.”

What Luccesi said bit deep. I wasn’t involved in his world. Well... no more than I absolutely had to be, but looking into his eyes, I saw a man who was at the point of desperation. I didn’t want to be thought of as one of the crime lord’s made men, or whatever the term was for a member of his family, but a commission is a commission, and owning a house in the city, even one that’s paid for, was not cheap and getting not-cheaper by the season. Yeah, I could use the Dracula money to pay my expenses, but something in me didn't want to do that. This... was a job.

Looking at Violet, I gave her my question face. She nodded, and then I said to Luccesi, “All right. I’ll take it on. As usual, no guarantees and the typical rate plus expenses. Okay?”

“That is all I ask for, Mister Mandolin,” Luccesi answered, smiling. “In reality, I feel better about this already, as if a weight has lifted.”

He turned to Violet, “Miss Thurgood, I ask that you continue to be involved if you so choose.”

She replied, “Hell, wild horses and all that. I’m in.”

Frankie’s grin was wide enough I was worried he might strain something.

Luccesi smiled again, nodded and then, wincing, stood up as he said, “I will then be on my way, Mister Mandolin, Mister Jackson. I believe I need to pay a visit to my personal physician.”

“So, do you need help to your car, Mister Luccesi?” Frankie offered.

Luccesi gave the big guy a look and then shook his head, “No thank you, Mister Jackson. I do appreciate the kindness, but I am capable of walking to my car. Gentlemen, Miss Thurgood.” And then he turned and walked out.

I said to Violet, “Young lady, you got some splainin’ to do.”

She smirked, “I do not want to hear you try Babaloo.”

Frankie laughed, “Ha! I love it when the tropes fly.”

I said, “Big guy, I think I’m going to need some of that scotch.”

Violet held up her glass for a refill, “Ditto.”

With fresh hooch in our glasses, I asked Violet, “Right, now tell me the whole story. I know Luccesi left things out, that’s the way he operates. What really happened?”

She shrugged and then sipped some scotch. After lowering the glass, she said, “Mostly the way he told it, Tony. You were out of town on something, and I got the call. Luccesi told me someone was either poaching his men or waylaying them one and two at a time. He asked me to see if I could find out either who was behind it or where the men were going. I got the photos from him so I could recognize any of the missing associates if I caught sight of them, and, after memorizing the faces, I began looking.”

She sipped again and then went on, “It was like the earth had just swallowed them up. Nearly thirty guys, all of them in supposedly prime shape and not one of them spotted near any of their usual hangouts. I was just about to tell Luccesi to stop wasting his money when I got the phone call from Nancy.”

I asked, “Nancy?”

Violet held out a hand about four feet off the floor and said, “About yea tall, mousy brown frizzy hair, little girl voice and an attitude like an enraged Yorkie?”

“Ah,” I said, “Nancy, got it. Go on.”

She did. “She was working part-time for one of those low-level temp agencies on the Great Highway. Mostly it's janitorial, cleaning bathrooms for offices and the like, but it keeps her off the street. She was headed to the bus stop when she caught sight of one of Luccesi’s men going into that office building on Vincente. You heard the rest.”

I nodded and said, “Yeah, but did I hear it all?”

“Pretty much,” Violet answered. I’ll bet there is more we can learn in that building, but honestly, Tony, I don’t know if we’d survive the trip.”

I didn’t bother telling her about the giant teddy bear with violent tendencies.


♦ ♦ ♦
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Chapter 4
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Violet finished her drink and then headed home to her apartment. Frankie was already in the kitchen making noise with the pots and pans when she went out the door. What the big guy can do with leftovers... I was going to have to start paying attention to how much I ate, Momma Mandolin’s baby boy wasn’t getting any younger and my brand of slacks didn’t stretch.

In the morning, after a breakfast guaranteed to send any vegans into paroxysms of horror, Frankie and I grabbed the bus that would get us over to The Great Highway. It's actually old highway 1, but that didn't seem to have enough oomph for the developers back then wanting to turn Frisco beachfront property into their own version of a gold mine. The problem was, the 1906 quake was the only "big one" and folks with money just stayed away. Add lowering incomes, rising rents, mix with a few decades of desperation and depravity, and now, the Great Highway goes past neighborhoods that aren't so great.

"Oh, my," Frankie said as the bus passed over one of the hills on Judah heading west, "Looks like we'll be in fog today."

I looked and, yep, the big guy nailed it. Moving in, like the world's biggest thickest wool blanket was the northern pacific fog bank. It was early today as it usually moved in from the ocean in the afternoon. That meant collars got turned up and hands went into pockets. However, it wasn't all bad news as far as we were concerned. Fog also sent the usual street toughs, muggers and the like inside. It made for a less interesting but far easier reconnoiter in those kinds of neighborhoods.

The world around us was a uniform soft greyish-white when we got off the bus and walked across Great Highway to catch the transfer. The salt air dominated nearly everything when the fog rolled in, bringing with it the scents of the sea, the beach, and...

"Oh, God," Frankie exclaimed, slapping a hand, complete with kerchief, over his face, "What is that odor?"

I sniffed and then decided holding my breath was the best thing in the world right now. A stench, kind of like rotting body, teenage locker room, and terminal B.O. blended with nuclear foot odor came drifting in with the fog to stomp all over our sinuses. And then I heard it.

"Mummffuggergwanagetme adogg. Buddaspradimm? Mumfugga dangitalgonaway..."

That was a smell out of the past, all right, along with the scintillating syntax.

Frankie recognized it too, "Mumbling John? Is he still alive?"

"I don't know, big guy. Maybe the germs are afraid to get that close." I decided my own hankie needed to come into play, John had added a whole new dimension to his olfactory shielding.

Frankie blew out a breath and tightened his hold on his hankie, "Oh my dear lord, but that is foul. If I was a germ I'd commit suicide."

Mumbling John came into view and, for the most part, he looked the same as always, kind of like a walking mulch and trash heap with a matted beard and red-rimmed eyes. There was a hat, I think, of sorts, jammed down onto his head, but only close examination could prove it was a hat, and I had no idea who was brave enough to get that close. In many ways, he looked like COusin It's evil twin if Adams worked from his nightmares rather than dreams.

John saw me and he shuffled a little faster.

"Mumfudder gwanna gitya dontchknowtherbud? Sparechngeforabro, gottagitouttaheredontchaknow?" He held out a hand about the same color as the rest of him.

Frankie said, "He wants something, Tony."

I nodded, "Yep. Here ya go, John." I held out a ten-dollar bill.

John's hand snicked the bill out of mine with a surprising amount of speed and dexterity. Then as he made it disappear into the mulch pile, he pointed down and across the highway.

He ground out, "Badmumfuggergoneanshotim. Goneanshotiminnhead dontochaknow. Gttagetawayfumbadmuderfuggr."

"Uh... Tony," Frankie said, from behind his hankie, "Is he saying what I think he is saying?"

"It's a common curse word these days, big guy," I replied, "No one teaches their kids manners anymore. Doing that's called abuse."

"No, no, no, no," He waved the other hand, "I mean about the body."

I asked, "Body? What body?"

"The one some bad... umm, person shot," Frankie added.

"Bigdudegotta headonashoulder. Badmumfuggerdunshotadiude. Gottagetawaygetaway." Mumbling John was sounding more nervous if that was what his faster speech indicated. He jabbed his finger down and across the highway once more and then shuffled off into the fog, still mumbling away.

"Oh," I said, "That body. Maybe we should put in a call to Monahan, before the fact this time."

Frankie reached out and felt my forehead, "Are you sure you're not coming down with something, lover? That sounded almost reasonable."

"You know," I said, in my most reasonable fashion. "I could still call in a designer and see what my house would look like in late 50's modern. You know, lots of pale green, chrome and white... Maybe some pale yellow as an accent... Toss out all those old antiques..."

He gasped, "You wouldn't!"

I looked at him and said, "Do we understand each other?"

He pouted and nodded, "We do."

I said, "Good. Now let's go see if we do need to call in Pat or not."

Staying just a bit behind me as we crossed the highway, I could hear Frankie muttering to himself, "It was funny. I know it was..."

We were near the spot where LaPlaya and Great Highway merged into one street. About half a block away was where Kirkwood intersected Great Highway. Right off Kirkwood was one of those buildings with a central courtyard. Even with the fog, I could see the garage door on the left was open.

I said to Frankie, who had much better vision under the conditions we were in than I did, "See if you can spot a phone booth, big guy. I'm going to call Pat. Something about this really doesn't feel right."

"Mumbling John get to you, Tony?" Frankie asked.

I nodded, saying, "You bet he did. Look, John may have a psychotic aversion to soap and water, but he has never, ever steered me wrong. Every tip I've received has turned out to be dead on. If John says there's a body with a hole in its head around here, there is. And honestly, I don't want to be found by the police standing over it."

Frankie pushed out his lower lip and nodded, "Good point. But... we don't need to find a phone booth."

"Why not," I asked, and then the big guy pulled out one of Satan's own toys, a cell phone.

I growled, "How long have you had that thing?"

"Oh for years, lover, years," He chuckled, "I just never needed to use it in front of you until now." He put the evil thing to his ear.

He held up a finger, "It's ringing... Hello, police? Oh, hi. This is Franklin Amadeus Jackson speaking... Yes, I am that Mister Jackson... Now, there's no need for that sort of language. Really, do you kiss your momma with that mouth? Now, I need to speak with Captain Monahan ... well then, take a memo, please. Yes, you are, in a way my secretary, sir. I am a taxpayer and you are a public servant. Perhaps you should look up the word servant sometime... Oh, really? Well then, I guess the good Captain will have no interest in the dead body with the hole in its head down near Great Highway and LaPlaya will he?"

He pulled the phone away from his ear and smirked at me, "I'm being transferred."

I could hear Pat's shouts coming through the phone's speaker, and the big guy was a good six feet away. Monahan was still turning the air blue when Frankie handed me the phone, holding it with his thumb and forefinger.

I held up both hands, shaking my head, "Uh, uh," I said, "I am not touching one of those things, ever. I have enough trouble with the government as it is."

Frankie said, "Huh?"

Shaking my head over how dense some folks can be about our nanny state, I said, "Just hold the thing so I can hear as well as you, and I'll tell him what's going on, okay?"

"I'll put it on speaker," The big guy said, touching the phone screen.

"And, furthermore, Jackson..." Pat's gravel-throated tones blared forth out of the speaker, "If you and Mandolin think you can lie your way into conning me into one of your Mandolin Madness nightmares, you have another think coming, you hear me?"

We didn't answer.

"Jackson?" Pat muttered, "Did that oversize creampuff hang up on me? Jackson?"

I said, "Pat, it's Tony. We are down here, and there is a very good possibility there is also a body."

"Mandolin?" Monahan said, "When did you start using cellphones? Are you drunk at this time of day?"

"I'm sober as your mother, Pat," I replied. "We're working a case and we ran across Mumbling John."

"Hope you didn't get too close," Monahan replied, his volume down below seven.

I continued talking, "John's always been straight with me Pat. Well... as straight as he's capable. Remember, it was his tip that told us where to find that victim of Simon's; we'd have been far too late without it."

"Yeah," Pat sighed, "I hear you, Mandolin. Where are you now?"

I said, "Great Highway and LaPlaya."

"You see the body? You touch anything?"

I knew where he was headed and thanked God for my being cautious. "No, and no," I replied. "All we have is the tip and a general direction."

"Lovely," Was Monahan's answer.

I was unrepentant, "Better that than me being accused of doing something I could prove I didn't do and the department being embarrassed all over again."

"Yeah, yeah," Pat replied. "Answer me this, do you have a general idea of the whereabouts of the body?"

I said, "How about bringing along a corpse dog?"

Pat's voice brightened, "Yeah, why not? It oughta save time and get me a bit of a head's up on Fawcett in the case count."

I had no idea who or what Fawcett was and didn't care. I said, "We'll be here, waiting."

"Yeah," Pat replied, and he clicked off.

Tony..." Frankie said in his, we-have-to-have-a-talk voice, "Why did you say that using a cell phone would cause you more trouble with the government?"

I sighed, "Frankie," Do you remember what I went through with the Police Commissioner and the city right after I bought my house?"

He nodded.

I said, "That was a problem with the government. It doesn't matter the size, people like me, we bug them. We don't blindly follow their orders, we check out the law and make sure they are obeying it, just like they expect us to. When we find out they aren't we dare them to bring their crime out into the daylight, or back off. They really don't like that. Believe me, they really don't.

"When it comes to the Feds, you have a cancerous growth so huge, the patient will die if you successfully kill the cancer. Things like that," I pointed at the phone he still held in his hand, "They are the windows the feds use to look into your private world. Tell me, do you take that thing with you into the john?"

"Well..." He said, "It's always turned off and in my pocket..."

"How do you know it's really off, Frankie?" I asked, "How do you know the folks watching haven't still got a connection, and their watching through the camera and listening through the microphone to everything you do and say?"

He blanched, "What a horrible thing to say! They wouldn't do that!"

He paused, and then asked, "Would they? Can you be absolutely sure?"

I shook my head, "Look, big guy... Do you really trust the government? Have they ever done anything to guarantee that trust?"

He thought for a moment, "Well... no... but..."

"The Russians have a saying, Frankie," I said, holding up a finger, "Doveryay, no proveryay. It means, trust, but verify. The first half of the word meaning verify comes out as prove. What has been the reaction from the government types when we asked them to prove their assertions?"

He said, "I know, but..."

I then asked, "Remember Agent Radlum?"

"Oh, come on now Tony," He exclaimed, "That guy was an actual demon straight from the actual hell!"

I replied, quietly, "What does that say about the rest of Washington, hmm?"

"Oh, my God..."

I heard sirens. Pat must have had the K9 unit on speed dial.

Frankie asked, rather plaintively, "Tony... do I really have to get rid of my cell phone?

I said, "I wouldn't worry about it, big guy. We have someone on our side a hell of a lot more powerful than the CIA." I glanced upward as I said it.

He paused and then said, "Oh. Oh... I forgot about Him. Thanks, Tony."

Don't mention it big guy," I replied.  "Get ready, here come the police. Let's see if we can find out what had John all atwitter."

A whole squadron of flashing lights was speeding our way north up the Great Highway. Then I heard the sound of a police chopper coming down through the fog. It landed behind us and below us, on the beach.

The half-shouted growls told me that Monahan was the passenger, "Where is he? If this turns out to be some sort of half-assed joke I'll— Up there? Fine, now get out of my way."

I called out, "We're over here, Pat, and it's no joke."

He grumbled as he mounted the steps leading up to the bike path that paralleled the road, "Better not be, that's all I can say. By the way..." He asked as he came up to where we were standing, "What did you say to the Desk Sergeant, Jackson? The man was spitting fire when he called me. Something about you calling him your servant?"

Frankie sniffed, "The man obviously has issues, Captain. I suggest you have him examined by your department's psychologist."

Monahan grunted, "Yeah, we'll get right on that. Talk to me, Mandolin, what in the hell's going on here?"

I replied, "Like I said on the phone, Pat, we ran across Mumbling John. John was freaked out over a body he saw in one of the buildings across the street. I'm figuring it's one of the abandoned properties." 

That's what happens when a neighborhood loses its attractiveness. Investors leave the area alone, landlords can't collect enough rent to pay the mortgage, and the properties go into receivership. The banks refuse to pay for upkeep, figuring having a tax deduction on the books is better than trying to get whatever small profit a livable property would bring them.

"As good a spot as any to begin the search," Pat said. 

He pulled out one of those city-issued walkie-talkies and barked into it, "Bring up the corpse dog."

You know how most people call the German Shepherd police dogs? Well, most people don't pay a hell of a lot of attention. The police use whatever dog there is to get the job done. In this case, the corpse dog wasn't even a shepherd type, it was a golden retriever, and based on the action of her tail, damned pleased to be out and about.

The retriever, named Daisy, was taken across the street by her handler and released.

Monahan murmured to me, "Best dog the department has. She could find a dead cockroach in the sewer and separate it out from the thousands of others."

I chuckled, "Nice exaggeration there, Pat, but I catch the meaning. You're saying, if there's something to find, Daisy'll find it."

Monahan grunted, "Damn straight."

We stood there, watching the uniforms work across the street for a few minutes and then I asked, "By the way, Pat, what's the word on Denny Knowlen? How's he doing?"

Monahan turned his head and glared at me. "You sure like to pick at the scabs, don't you, Mandolin? You know perfectly well, how well the former Lieutenant is doing, and the last time you asked you had that same stupid grin on your face."

I grinned again and said back, "I know, I just like hearing it." 

Lieutenant "Little" Denny Knowlen had been a thorn in my side for years. His mother was the former Police Commissioner and he used that position to become a thorn in just about everyone's side. He also was good friends with an even more former police Lieutenant, Walter Rorche, who, thankfully, is using his own drool to paint pretty pictures on the padded walls of his room at the asylum. 

Knowlen, bless his little black heart, managed to get himself busted down to parking patrol in his last attempt at exacting revenge on yours truly. 

Me? Naw, I never hold a grudge, I embrace it.

Frankie interrupted my enjoying the mental images of Little Denny marking tires with chalk with, "Oh, look! I think they found something."

The big guy was right. One of the uniforms was calling to us and waving. He looked excited.

"Come on, Mandolin," Pat growled, "You started this adventure, you may as well be in on the reveal."

"Actually, Pat," I said, as I kept up with his fast walk across the street, "Mumbling John started it..."

Without looking at me, Monahan grated, "If you find a way to bring that ambulatory trash heap in on this investigation, Mandolin, I will find the appropriate environmental crime and stick you with it, understand?"

On this, Pat and I were in full agreement.

♦ ♦ ♦
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Chapter 5
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The uniforms pointed us toward the house just one building back from the corner with one of those imitation garages that is actually a driveway into the central courtyard. Yep, it had a body in it, and the body had no forehead.

Monahan looked down at the corpse and grunted, "This was a hit. Guaranteed, he was shot in the back of the head. Look at the knees. He was kneeling at the time."

Frankie put his hand over his mouth as he gasped, "Oh, my dear Lord."

"I don't think he's involved, Jackson," Pat muttered.

He motioned to one of the uniforms, "Turn him over, use gloves."

They did, and sure enough, there was a nice neat hole in the back of the poor sap's head.

I asked Monahan, "Did you recognize him?" 

"With half his face missing?" Pat looked at me as he shook his head, "No, and even if he was all there, I'm pretty sure his face isn't on any of our hot sheets. Looks like you've got yourself another one of those weird ones, Mandolin."

"Captain! Captain!"

I think I said, "What is it?" at the same time Pat did. The reason? The uniform sounded hysterical.

Monahan growled, "Don't be giving yourself a promotion, Mandolin."

Frankie's giggles followed us all the way up the stairs and then they turned into a gasp.

"Is that—?"

I said to Monahan, "Yes... yes, it is."

On the floor of the empty office was a guy, totally naked, totally aroused, and totally dead. You don't get that sheetrock gray coloration by having blood pumping through your veins.

Frankie was moaning again about way too much TMI. I suggested he step outside to compose himself.

Monahan said as I came back into the office, "Mandolin... I think I know this one."

I said back, "You do? From where?"

"Not where," he replied, "From what. This guy's face is in a few of our hot sheets. He's a known associate of Luccesi, one of his enforcers, in fact."

"Ah," I said, "Well... I had something to report to Luccesi. I wasn't sure how he'd take it. Hell, I wasn't sure how I was handling it. Most guys won't admit it, but we aren't really all that comfortable seeing another male at attention. When the other guy is stone-cold dead... that just adds to the discomfort, in a big way. Pun not intended.

Monahan went on, "Well, this is going to be one for the books. I really just have two questions."

"Yeah?" I asked.

"One," Pat raised a finger, "How is Luccesi going to take the news one of his top enforcers was found dead on the floor of an abandoned office off the Great Highway, and two," he raised a second finger, "What's Ignatova going to say when I hand her this stiff?"

From outside the door, Frankie groaned theatrically, "Oh, Captain!"

Ignatova was so excited about seeing Luccesi's lieutenant, she nearly dropped her sandwich. Ursula Ignatova, the senior ME at San Francisco's morgue was about five foot nothing and probably weighed less than a hundred pounds, but she could put away food at a Sumo Wrestler pace. Every time I saw her, she was munching on something. Nervous energy, I guess.
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