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      Aura Dagger hurried inside the building to avoid getting dumped on by the coming rainstorm. Shaking off the few errant drops, she climbed the long flight of narrow stairs to the hallway on the second floor. The light bulb illuminating the dim landing flickered on and off as if a drunken sprite was tap-dancing on it. She made a mental note to tell Lucille to contact maintenance to come fix it before it went out and they were made to stumble about in dark. Although that may soon become a moot point if this storm knocked out all power.

      Their office was the first door on the right at the top of the staircase. She paused to stare at the black lettering on the glass upper half.

      
        
        Chase and Dagger

        Detective Agency

      

      

      For a moment she was tempted to press her nose against the sign and take a deep breath. Would it still smell like fresh paint? It was tempting, but as a crack of thunder rolled overhead, she opted not to…this time.

      Taking the key from her pants pocket, she inserted it into the lock, when she heard a rustling noise behind her, alerting her sixth sense. Automatically, she pulled her Browning from her shoulder holster and whirled around, aiming it in the direction where the stairs ascended to the third floor.

      “Who are you? What do you want?” she angrily demanded. “Sneaking up on a girl like that’s going to get you shot!”

      The dark figure rose from where it had been sitting on the bottom step, but stopped just short of standing up. It took her a second to realize the person wasn’t hunched over. He was short. A dwarf maybe?

      She kept her gun trained on the intruder. “Move closer so I can get a good look at you. And do it slowly. No funny stuff, you hear me?”

      The figure obeyed, advancing toward her with an odd side-to-side manner, until she was able to make it out.

      A troll.

      Aura scanned the man’s outward appearance, from his overly-large head to the tree trunk size arms and legs. She estimated him to be middle-aged, perhaps in the two- to three-hundred-year-old vicinity. He was dressed in faded denims, an equally washed out green shirt, and a pair of boots that hadn’t seen the inside of a cobbler’s shop since the day they were bought.

      “State your business,” she said in her best no-nonsense tone.

      “My name’s Estin Ragg. That’s with two Gs. I’m here on account of my brother, Durif.”

      “What about him?” Something about his soft voice tugged at her. This man sounded like he’d been grieving, and still was.

      “I need to speak with Mr. Chase or Mr. Dagger,” the troll continued. “I want to hire them to find out who killed my brother.”

      Her assumption was correct. Lifting the barrel of her gun, she reached out with her other hand and turned the doorknob. Pushing the door open, she fumbled for the light switch. The sudden illumination temporarily blinded her, but she waved for him to enter.

      The troll sauntered inside but stopped in front of the desk in the outer office, rather than sitting down. Closing the door behind her, Aura motioned toward a chair as she holstered her piece.

      “Have a seat, Mr. Ragg. Can I interest you in a cuppa joe? I can honestly say I brew the best pot in this office.” She flashed him a wry grin and took the tea kettle into the lavatory, leaving that door open so she could keep an eye on him via the mirror over the sink. Filling the kettle, she returned to set it on the single electric burner to heat.

      “Yeah. I’d like that, yeah.” The troll dragged his hat off his head and glanced around the office. “When do they normally get here in the morning?”

      A quick check of the clock showed it was little past eight. “They should be here any moment now,” she reassured him, and finished measuring out the right number of scoops, dumping the ground coffee into the basket. That done, she placed the basket on the pot, then the drip-o-lator’s water container on top of that. She could already hear Beldon’s heavy, measured tread on the staircase as her partner made his way to work. The creaking stairs were a dead giveaway every time. Turning around, she crossed her arms over her chest and leaned against the wall to await his arrival. She didn’t have to wait long.

      Beldon Chase entered the office and spotted Aura first. His dark blue eyes flickered over at the unoccupied desk. “Where’s Lucille?”

      “Obviously not here yet,” she answered. “Bel, we got a potential client.”

      Thick eyebrows went up. “Oh?”

      She held out a hand in the troll’s direction. “This is Mr. Estin Ragg. Mr. Ragg, my partner, Beldon Chase.”

      Ragg got to his feet and held out a hand to shake Beldon’s, when what she’d said sank in, and his face took on a reddish hue. “You’re Mister, uhh, Missus Dagger?”

      “Miss Dagger,” she corrected with a warm smile.

      “I’m…I’m sorry. I didn’t expect a doll like you to be—“

      She quickly shushed him with a wave of her hand. “Forget about it. It’s not the first time I’ve been mistaken for the secretary.”

      Beldon enveloped the little man’s hand to shake it. Her partner’s massive furred hand practically swallowed it whole. “Come inside our office, Mr. Ragg, and tell us what’s on your mind,” he invited, closing the door behind him. Removing his fedora, he shrugged out of his coat, placing both on the tree, and tossed Aura a questioning glance. She shrugged to let him know she didn’t know any more than he did at the moment, and got a nod in reply.

      Aura watched as her partner escorted the troll into the inner office. Beldon bent over to avoid having his horns score the transom, as they’d already done countless times. His immense frame almost filled the smaller room, and he barely managed to fit his bulk in his office chair behind his desk. She remained standing and leaned against the file cabinet while Mr. Ragg took the lone chair, across from Beldon.

      “What can we help you with, Mr. Ragg?” He opened the ledger on his desk to take notes. At the same time, the tea kettle started whistling. Aura left the door open to finish preparing the coffee.

      “My brother, Durif, was murdered, and I was kinda hoping you could find out who killed him.”

      “What about the police? Aren’t they investigating this case?” Beldon’s deep, rumbling voice filled the room as much as he did. The man looked as intimidating as he sounded, which was one reason why he made such a damn good private eye. There weren’t that many bad guys willing to take him on after first glance.

      Ragg toyed with the sweat-stained hat in his hands. The guy practically oozed nervousness. “They ain’t doin’ anything about it, Mr. Chase.”

      “What do you mean?” Beldon leaned back in his chair and folded his hands over his stomach. The furniture squealed in protest, making Aura wonder for the hundredth time how long it was going to last before it collapsed under his bulk.

      The troll hitched forward a bit and poked the top of the desk with one thick finger. “Those coppers, they don’t care about us trolls. You know that. Hell, everybody don’t care one fig about those of us who live across the river.”

      “I take it, then, that the police don’t view your brother’s death as a homicide?”

      “No. The coroner ruled it a suicide, but I know better. My brother was killed!”

      “Who do you think killed him?”

      The troll scratched his bulbous nose. Aura recognized hesitancy when she saw it. “Mr. Ragg, everything you say here is considered confidential. It won’t be shared with anyone outside of this office.”

      “Not even with the cops?” Stark fear shone from his black eyes.

      “Not even with the police,” Beldon assured him. “Now, tell us, who do you think is responsible for your brother’s death, assuming it was murder?”

      Ragg’s gaze bounced between the beast sitting behind the desk, and the slender female standing in the doorway. “You realize, if it gets out I’m telling you this, if the Gruff brothers learn I told you about them, they’re gonna melt me and then wipe out my entire family.”

      Aura set a mug of coffee on the desk for Beldon, with five sugars the way he liked it. The other mug she handed to the troll. “How do you like your coffee?”

      “Black’s fine. Thanks.” The man took a noisy sip, then stared at his mug. “You’re right. You make a damn fine cup of coffee.”

      “Mr. Ragg.” Beldon tapped the desk to get the man’s attention. “A few details would help us tremendously.”

      The coffee worked. The man seemed calmer. He took a deep breath. “The Gruff brothers. I think they killed him. No, I know they killed him. Or, at least, one of them did.”

      “What makes you suspect they’re responsible?” Aura questioned.

      Again, that expression of deep sorrow shadowed the troll’s face. “Because they promised him one day that they would. They’ve been tormenting my brother for years, making his life hell. And this time I think they finally came through on that promise.”
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      Aura refreshed their mugs after the client left. Returning to the inner office, she parked herself in the vacated chair in front of the desk, leaned back, and, crossing her feet at the ankles, planted them on top of the metal surface. They sipped their drinks in silence as Beldon reread his notes from the meeting. She took the moment to gaze out the row of windows behind his back.

      The storm had come and gone during the time they’d questioned Mr. Ragg. Now the sun was trying to peek out and dry things up. After another minute of silence, she spoke up. “Well? What’s the verdict? Do we take the case or not?”

      To her surprise, he stared back at her. A tiny amused smile lifted the corners of his mouth. “Tell you what. You tell me what you think,” he countered. “What are your thoughts on this? No, wait.” Lacing his fingers together, he set them on the desk in front of him and leaned forward. “Would you take this case, based on the testimony he just gave?”

      She snorted. “You’ve taught me not to rely solely on what one side tells you.”

      “So, what would you do?” He was challenging her. Seeing if she’d learned anything during the short year she’d been with him.

      “I’d proceed to Step Two. Examine the crime scene while it’s still relatively fresh.”

      “And then?”

      “Step Three, I’d find out what the police know.”

      “Go on.”

      “Step Four, eyeball the coroner’s report.”

      He made a waving motion with his hand. “Don’t stop. You’re on a roll.”

      “Step Five, try to find witnesses. If that falls through, contact friends and family. Scour his neighborhood. See what others knew about him. His habits. His pluses and minuses.”

      “And you’d do all that before deciding whether or not to take his money?”

      “Oh, hell, no! Why do all that work without the pay?” she quickly countered.

      “So…what are you saying?”

      “The guy came to us with what he feels is a legitimate gripe. Enough to where he wants a third party to get involved. If his money’s good, I say we take it here and now.”

      Beldon threw back his head and laughed heartily. She loved hearing it. It was deep and throaty, and reverberated all the way to her bones. “Well, to be honest, Mr. Ragg and I shook hands on it while you were getting some more coffee.”

      She gave him a wide-eyed look, which set him off again. “What’s so funny?”

      Instead of answering her question, he turned the ledger around and shoved it across the desk, toward her. “Here. You’re going to need this.”

      She started to ask why, when she realized she already knew the answer. “You want me to run this investigation?”

      “Why not? It’s time you stopped being my shadow and prove to me you got the chops for this.”

      She couldn’t stop the smile filling her face. “Honest? You’re not funnin’ me, are you?”

      He gave a shake of his massive head. “Nope. I’m dead serious. If you’re going to be my partner, it’s time you started pulling your own weight. Handle your own investigations. ”

      “What, what about you?”

      “I’ll tail you. Make a comment or suggestion here and there when I feel it’s necessary. Stop you from making any really stupid moves if I feel I need to.” He sat back in his chair. “That way, the next time we get more than one case to resolve, we can each work on one.”

      Aura let out a sigh. “Thanks, Bel.”

      He nodded, and she watched the play of light and shadow from the overhead light across his face. There seemed to be extra creases around his eyes. For the first time she noticed how the fur around his face and head appeared greasy and uncombed. A check of what she could see of his arms and hands proved similar. This wasn’t like the usually fastidious beast she knew and loved.

      Scooting closer to the desk, she peered into his face until he looked back at her. She started to make a comment about his appearance, but at the last second decided against it. “I was hoping you’d come by last night,” she softly remarked.

      Beldon gave a single nod. “I’d considered it.”

      There was a “but” left hanging unsaid.

      “But?” she supplied for him. To encourage him further, she reached out as if to take the ledger, and touched his hand instead.

      “It was late.” He avoided her gaze and withdrew his hand, then swiveled around in his chair to look out the window. “Let’s hope the rain hasn’t washed away all the evidence. We need to get over to the bridge to check it out before the next downpour, or before vagrants decide to nest there.”

      “Bel, when was the last time you got a decent night’s sleep?”

      He peered over his shoulder at her. “I’ll be all right. Don’t worry about me.”

      “But I do worry about you,” she countered, trying to keep herself from sounding like a harpy. Or a nagging wife. “You don’t seem to be as energetic as you usually are. Are you feeling well? Maybe you need to see a doctor.”

      “I tell you, I’m fine,” he snapped at her. “I don’t need to see a doctor.” He started to say more, when they caught the sound of feet hopping up the staircase. Beldon rolled his eyes. “I swear the walls of this place are thinner than my Aunt Martha’s biscuits.”

      Aura giggled softly as the outside door opened and shut, and a petite voice called from the outer office. “Sorry I’m late! There was a fire over on Twenty-Second Street, and the fire department had all the streets blocked. And then it started to rain. I mean, it poured. It was a mess. I got here as soon as I could.” Lucille appeared in the doorway to the inner office. On top of water dripping off her coat, and her conical hat looking wilted, the little gnome woman was also flustered. “Whoever fixed coffee, thanks a jillion. Brr! It’s getting chilly out there!”

      “We got a new client,” Aura informed her.

      Lucille’s face brightened. “Oh, goody! Guess you’re going to need me to fix up a folder for it. What do you want me to label it as?”

      Aura tossed a raised eyebrow at Beldon for his input, but the man beast shrugged. “It’s your case,” he reminded her.

      Turning back at the secretary, Aura smiled. “Simply label it with the name Ragg with two Gs, and file it under Potential Homicide, in the Unsolved drawer.”

      The little woman ran the order over her tongue a couple of times, then nodded. “Okey-dokey. I’ll get right on that as soon as I dry off.” She disappeared back out front.

      Aura got to her feet to follow her. “We’re heading over to the Eighty-Second Street Bridge,” she informed her. “I don’t know how long we’ll be.”

      “Gotcha. Not a problem. I’ll be here if you need me.”

      She started to head out the door when Beldon stopped her. “Didn’t you bring a coat?”

      “I forgot,” she admitted.

      “Maybe we should stop at your place so you can run in and get one. There’s going to be another cool front coming in later. No telling how low the temperature will drop, not counting the rain.” Grabbing his coat and hat, he followed her out into the hallway and shut the door behind her.

      “I’ll be fine,” Aura remarked as she proceeded down the stairs, when a huge paw grabbed her shoulder and made her pause to look back at him. In the dim light, he was an imposing figure towering over her.

      “Hey,” he whispered. “You’re not the only one with the right to worry about someone else’s health.”

      Giving his hand a pat, she acquiesced. “All right. But I’m driving.”

      His groan of irritation was enough to make her snicker, and she hurried downstairs to where he’d parked his sedan.
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      Traffic was unusually heavy this time of morning. Normally, the city had a dark and grimy feel to it, due mostly in part to the stuff belching out of the factories across the river. Every so often, like today, the passing storm cleansed enough of the smoke and ash from the buildings to remind people of the original color of their brick façades.

      Beldon tried to watch the passing scenery as Aura drove them to the Eighty-Second Street Bridge. However, in truth, his attention was centered on watching Aura. Admiring her profile. Admiring her character and tenacity even more. It was time she got the chance to prove what she was capable of, and he was more than happy to assist her in that endeavor. Because once he was certain she’d be able to make it on her own…he’d let her be on her own.

      A blaring horn interrupted his thoughts as Aura pounded the steering wheel. “Learn to drive, moron! What are you, blind?” He opened his mouth to comment, when she yelled again. “Move over and quit hogging the road, ya turtle!”

      He tried his best not to laugh, but he’d witnessed her argumentative driving skills too many times not to be amused. Aura herself was very careful when she was behind the wheel, and followed the rules of the road to a T. She just didn’t have the patience for others who didn’t adhere to the same standards.

      He stared down at his hands, remembering how she questioned his appearance. She was right. His nails badly needed trimming, and he was overdue for a good overall brushing. Last night he must have pulled out five clumps of fur when he was grooming himself.

      Last night.

      He looked askance at her again. It had never occurred to him that the young woman he’d helped off the streets would become so important to him. Important mentally and emotionally. In the short year since he’d taken her under his wing and given her a purpose in life, he’d become amazed by her dogged optimism and inner strength, and more surprised by the depth of her intelligence. The fact that she was also incredibly beautiful after she’d cleaned up was secondary to the fact that she continued to enjoy life, even though her own life had been less than perfect before he found her.

      Things had been a bit rocky at first, until she grew accustomed to his ways. He knew his rough exterior and his gruff demeanor took some getting used to. But since then, he found her matching him wit for wit and idea for idea. The first time he took her on a case with him, she became hooked on the adrenaline rush and the mental challenge, making it inevitable she’d join him from there on out on all his subsequent jobs.

      And then…the incredible happened.

      I fell I love with her. Not the kind
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