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Dedication

 

To my wife, Barbara, who believes in me, my children and grandchildren who tolerate my quirks, and the Freelancers Workshop for their critiquing. A special thanks to my beta reader Leia who marks up the first drafts and my editor, who has the unfortunate job of making sense out of the manuscript.


One

“My hot chocolate’s cold.”

“What do you expect me to do about it?”

“You could cast one of your night school spells. Heat things up. Make some use of the smudged diploma dangling on the wall behind your desk.”

“Do you know what your problem is?”

“I don’t have a problem. Have you seen this morning’s issue of Daily Mooned yet?”

“You’re bored. You haven’t seen a client in weeks. Why don’t you get off your fat butt, get out of the office, and dig us up some business. You know enough undesirables.”

“That’s no way to talk to your boss. And my butt is not fat. It’s often been commented on favorably.”

“Only by the blind.”

I allowed a deep mournful sigh to escape from my inner office. Ever since Bertha’s back pay had been caught up to date, the level of abuse and insubordination from the desk of my executive assistant had risen to almost mutinous volumes. Such back-chatter would not be tolerated in the Service. But of course, this wasn’t the Service; this particular establishment was the slightly shabby offices of Randolf C. Aloysius, Private Eyeball extra ordinary.

Bertha Wildwater moved to lean against the doorframe of my inner office; thin arms crossed, and stared down her narrow nose at me. Long gold bangles peeped out from beneath shoulder-length walnut hair, multicolored patchwork skirt swished just above her sandals. Bare toes, painted puce, tapped. Bertha, my lanky, half-banshee assistant, narrowed her big brown eyes and appeared as though she’d appreciate a good murder to liven up the place.

I must admit current events in town were pretty dull. The serious local gangsters were all recently departed, or lying low. Husbands seemed to be behaving, and most children were walking sidewalks straight and narrow with hands in their own pockets. I wouldn’t even mind a simple case of a missing boyfriend or a lost puppy right about now.

“Have you spoken to Charity lately?”

“No, and it’s none of your business anyway. May I remind you, you’re not my mother.”

“She would be disappointed in you. Charity’s a nice girl. She doesn’t deserve a bum like you.”

“Can’t we talk about something else? Is the paper here yet?”

“I don’t know what she sees in you.”

“Who, my mother? She thought I was a cute little thing at birth.”

“You’ve changed. When are you going to ask Charity to marry you?”

“I’m not the marrying kind. Charity’s a high-powered business tycoon. Our business is none of your business. My personal business is private. That’s why I’m a private eye. One more uncalled for question and you’re fired, young lady.”

“You couldn’t afford to fire me. I know too many of your secrets. Besides, I’d quit first.”

The dull silence was getting through to both of us. We’d been going at each other like this for the last week. “Why don’t you do some filing?” I helpfully held up my cold cup. “I’m getting a headache, heating this might help.”

“I filed everything last week, twice.” She ignored the cup.

“You could sweep out the office.”

She looked at her fingernails. The colors matched her toes. “I don’t sweep offices. You can afford to hire a gremlin.”

“Want to go to a ball game? The Central City Carp are playing this afternoon. We could close the office and go throw peanuts at the players.”

“They haven’t won a game all year. Don’t like peanuts.” She held up the strand of bright wooden beads hanging around her neck, as though to inspect and count them, for the umpteenth time.

“I suspect that’s a no? Maybe we should simply shut down the office at noon. Take the rest of the day off. Declare a national holiday.”

The outer door to the office creaked open. Bertha whirled in a cyclone of color and beads and swept away to intercept. A moment later she ushered two individuals into my inner sanctum.

“Someone here to see you, boss.” She raised both eyebrows and rolled her big browns. “Please have a seat.” The door almost closed behind her.

“A goblin, dressed in a dull, shabby, and shapeless coat, lowered herself gently, and perched on the edge of the well-worn chair. The plaid shawl hid most of her face, but I took her to be on the youngish matronly side. With goblins it’s often hard to tell. More dark circles than usual ringed her eyes. Someone had tried plastering makeup on her face to brighten things. Unfortunately, they’d done a bad paint job.

A scrawny youth, probably only half-grown and wearing a patched flowered shirt three sizes too large, balanced on the chair beside her. He stared at me, unblinking. No one spoke.

“How may I help you?” Might as well get things rolling. I suspected we’d be out of here by noon at the latest and I could spend the rest of the day at the Bear and Gill with a tall cool pitcher of La Bat’s Breath and some battered parsnips. Maybe even find another bored sucker and toss some runes.

“I got a cousin works at the High Dive. Does dishes. She said Mae said I should come see you. You’d know what to do.” My visitor had a pleasant voice, for a goblin. She kept twisting the long handle of the purse in her hands until it was a mass of knots.

Things must have changed. I didn’t think they ever bothered with the dishes at the High Dive. Thought the staff licked them sort of clean and started fresh. But of course, the Dive was now under new management. “Interesting, and what seems to be the problem?”

The prospective client didn’t seem like she could afford to buy a used copy of the Daily Mooned, let alone hire a detective, but the casual mention of Mae made my ears prick up. The new owner of the Dive was one potent female I would pay money to stay on the good side of. I pretended mild interest, took out the only pencil with a modicum of lead, and a used scrap of paper. My coin would be on a missing puppy, if wagers were being taken. The kid beside her looked like he’d lost his only friend.

She took a deep breath and licked her lips.

“How about we start and open the file with your name?” I could see Bertha making faces at me through the glass. She made motions of collecting coin. I frowned at her and shook my head.

The goblin cleared her throat and took another deep breath. “My name is Mrs. Madge Troad.” She glanced almost shyly at her frowning, half-sized accomplice. “This is my son, Theophilus.”

Goblins do tend to get carried away on naming occasions. Drunken polka parties, I’m given to understand.

“You can call me Ted,” the greenish miniature said, “and she’s a widow.”

The dam burst, a flood of tears flowed, and Bertha came to the rescue with a mop and a towel. It took a few minutes to get everything sorted out and Madge Troad settled down. Of course, Bertha made her a nice cup of hot chicory, and provided a glass of lemon juice for the sprat. She ignored the helpful maneuvering of my cup toward the edge of the desk.

“Sorry,” Mrs. Troad blubbered. “I’m so sorry.”

“Think nothing of it.” I took the sopping towel from her and dropped it on the floor beside my chair. I was beginning to almost wish for the return of boredom. “What seems to be the problem?” Might as well get right to the heart of the matter; get this epic over with and out the door.

“My husband, Mr. Troad, he’s…he’s…been murdered.”

“Ah…that’s more of a matter for the Committee of Public Safety. You should report his death to them. I’m afraid there’s nothing I can do.” I don’t need any more involvement with the mailed iron fist of the CPS in this lifetime.

“We did. We did. They investigated. Case is closed.” She verged on the precipice of more tears.

“They called his death a suicide.” Ted looked me up and down. “Spent a whole hour on the case and closed the file. Didn’t even investigate proper. Said they was too busy.”

“They’d use Trace Dust and could probably tell what actually happened,” I said in my most professional voice.

Ted snorted. “I read the rags. I know the process. It was a locked room. Didn’t find him for three days. Too long for Dust. They was too busy with more important stuff, they said.”

“She said Mae promised you could help.” Madge Troad’s voice reached a new wavering height.

“Look,” I said, “tell you what I’ll do. I’ll poke around some; see if I can find out what’s going on. All right?”

“I can’t afford to pay much,” she sobbed. “He left us without so much as a chewed up copper. I have to work all night in a basement factory making boots for streetcar conductors. Landlord keeps threatening to put us out on the street, if I don’t…” A large red handkerchief appeared from the depths of a coat pocket. She blew her nose and blotted at the dampest portions of her face. The black beneath her eyes moved down to her cheeks. Her mouth quivered.

“Maybe you could threaten him with violence if we pay extra,” the kid squeaked. “I can help.”

“Theophilus is such a comfort in these trying times.” She sniffed, reaching over and patting him on the top of his head. “He’s all I have left.”

“Ted.” He squirmed in his chair.

“Violence doesn’t solve any problems.” Usually. Well, maybe just a little. On occasion. “I’m sure rough stuff won’t be necessary.” I attempted a smile. The smile didn’t seem to help.

Some folks listen to far too many of those soggy afternoon adult plays. I suspected if Mrs. Troad worked a night shift, she was one of those. Time to shut this down. “Don’t worry about the cost. Depending on what I can find out, there may not be any charge.” Besides, any friends of Mae’s, et cetera.

She dabbed at her eyes with a corner of her shawl. “I could come in here before I go to work; clean your office as part payment for your fee. I’d do a good job.”

“We’re a long way from that,” I said, rising to point them toward the door. “Leave this with me. What’s your late husband’s name?”

“Mr. Troad.”

“Does he have a first name?” Central City may not be Muddy Hogland, but it’s still a big place.

“Theophilus Senior.”

“I’ll be in touch. Leave your address with my assistant on the way out.”

“You could come over for supper.” Ted peered up at me, blinking. “She’s a great cook. You might have to bring all the fixings, though.”

“I’m sure that won’t be necessary.” I held the door open and waved at Bertha.

“You married?” the brat asked, hesitating in the doorway as Bertha guided Madge to the executive assistant desk.

“Against my religion.” I gave him a gentle shove.

~ * ~

“Well, that was certainly fun,” Bertha said, prodding the damp towel lying on the floor beside my desk with her bare toe. “Made my day. Just what we need, a good old-fashioned murder case. Don’t suppose she can afford to pay anything?”

“No, but she was willing to do your job in here for free until we’re even.”

Bertha sniffed and crossed her arms. “What happens next?”

“Well…I suspect by what they said the CPS already opened and shut the file, case closed. Not our line of work anyway. We’re more of the lost love and missing jewelry sort of office.”

“You have to do something, the poor creature was desperate.”

“I don’t have to do anything. Unusual violent death is a job for the CPS, and according to her they’re finished with the investigation. Besides, even if his death was murder, finding who done the deed won’t fix their money problems.”

“Well, if you caught the murderer you could make him pay for his crime, beat something out of him.”

“I wouldn’t do that, it’s illegal.”

“Hasn’t stopped you before.”

Bertha has a strange impression of what I do for a living, and she’s even been directly involved in a couple of our cases. Still, I should do something I can pass along to Mae. “Tell you what. I’ll call Charlie down at the CPS. Ask him to tell me what’s in the file. Find out why, if this looks like murder, it’s already closed.”

“Do you think the little twerp will give you the straight goods?”

The little twerp is a cherub who thinks his magnetic charm and an ear-to-ear smile will get him anyplace he wants, including a few he shouldn’t go.

“Probably, if I ask him nice.” I reached for the phone and turned the crank three times. “Sixth precinct, give me Lieutenant Charlie. Okay, so he’s been promoted. Tell him it’s his best friend calling and send me upstairs.” I winked at Bertha. “He’s a captain now.”

“Somebody must have died.”

“Charlie always talked nice about you, kid. Thought you were a real looker. Kept telling me he was coming down here and going to take you out for dinner.”

“Tell him to keep away if he doesn’t want any broken bones.” She smiled and drifted back to her desk.

“Charlie, you little rascal. Do you need oxygen up in your new office? How many floors up? Oh, sorry, too busy to talk to an old friend, eh? Listen, I need a favor. Yes, I know it’s my turn. I’ll buy you lunch.” Actually, after what happened to me the last time we met, I’d rather drown the little…. “Okay, you’re back. I want to ask you about a case. A Theophilus Troad. A possible homicide.”

His absence took a few minutes, then he was back on the line.

“A suicide? You certain? How did he do it? Interesting, bashed his own head against a wall several times. Could you tell me…? The nerve, he hung up on me.”

“How did you make out?” Bertha filled the doorway into my office again.

My hot chocolate was steaming.

“If I was guessing, I’d say the ladies and gentlefolk of the CPS were probably too busy to bother looking into the death of an impoverished goblin, and simply closed the case. Maybe I’ll take a quick peek to be certain everything’s on the up.”

“There is someone else waiting in reception to see you.”

“Have them take a number.”

“Seriously?”

I sighed. “Okay, send them in. I’m not sure if I can stand this sudden crowd, it’s almost my lunch time.”

“Mr. Aloysius will see you now.”

Bertha ushered in a stout, reasonably well-dressed elderly gnome, displaying a gold chain suspended across his red velvet vest and attached to a suspended ancient pocket watch. Gold-rimmed eye glasses perched precariously on the tip of his wrinkled nose. The rings on his chubby fingers looked like antiques, gold with a smattering of precious stones. A small silver bear’s head, with red gem eyes, made up the knob on the top of his walnut walking cane. He lowered himself into a chair, ignoring my outstretched hand. The cane leaned against the desk, staring at me.

“Mr. Aloysius, I understand you are very discreet.”

I sat back down and folded my fingers together in a serious, professional manner and plastered on a frown. “I am.”

“I have need of your services.”

“May I inquire who recommended me to you?” I don’t have that many friends. It would be nice to know.

“You may not.”

Okay, now my I am curious antenna just went up a notch. “I have to know what the case is about
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