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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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            9:50 Am

          

        

      

    

    
      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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            10:38 Am

          

        

      

    

    
      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 of love a parent feels for his child. Not the kind a brother has for his sister. But the kind a man has for a woman he knows is his equal. The one made to complete him.

      Time and time again, he’d run that litany through his head. The love a man has for a woman who completes him. It was a love he knew could never be, and should never be.

      The worse part of it was, he believed Aura was developing the same feelings for him. If she was, it would devastate him.

      That’s why I don’t come over to your place whenever you ask me to. Whenever you invite me to dinner, or to listen to the latest record you bought at the phonograph store, I fear losing myself in you. I fear my resistance will crumble, and you’ll breach my defenses before I can get away. That’s why I don’t ever accept your invitations, my beloved Aura.

      “Hey, buddy! Give a turn signal next time before you cut in front of a lady!”

      Pressing a hand to his mouth to keep from laughing, Beldon continued to stare out the window. He was letting her have full rein of this investigation. He was looking forward to seeing what she discovered. He was even more curious to watch and listen to how her mind worked in putting all the puzzle pieces together.

      Despite the traffic, they made good time to the bridge. Aura parked the sedan on a stretch of grass not far from the area where Ragg told them the incident took place. As they got out of the car, a brisk wind blew around them, sending dried leaves and other debris swirling past them.

      Beldon drew in a deep lungful of air. “Smell that?”

      “Smell what? You know your sniffer’s far more sensitive than mine,” she countered, and promptly sneezed. Pulling a kerchief from her pocket, she blew her nose. “Oh, jeez willikers. Thanks for reminding me about my allergies, autumn! Smell what again?”

      He cast her a crooked grin. “Autumn’s in full bloom. I can even catch of hint of snow.”

      They left the vehicle and carefully walked to the edge of the Karl River, which separated the north side from the south end of the city. Across the waters, the tall, belching smokestacks from the factories created the skyline for what most people considered to be the seedier part of town.

      He paused at the water’s edge and watched as she approached the pylons, keeping her head down as she checked the ground before stepping there. She was nearly at the concrete abutments when she stopped and dropped into a crouch. He began walking toward her when she lifted a hand and signaled for him to approach.

      “What do you have?”

      She pointed to the sod. “Tracks. Look.”

      He did, then followed the direction where she indicated off to their left.

      “Someone was dragged from the river,” she noted.

      “How do you know it was a someone and not a something?” he queried.

      Aura bowed her head, shaking it as she made a disparaging sound. “You’re going to test me every step of the way, aren’t you?”

      “If you’re ever pulled into court, you have to be prepared to back everything you say,” he countered. “You’ve witnessed for yourself how ugly the cross-examination can get whenever I had to take the stand.”

      He saw her square her shoulder as she took a deep breath. “Okay. You’re right. Time to switch from being the sidekick to being an independent investigator. All right.” She pointed once more at the tracks. “There are two furrows in the dirt. They’re close together, indicating a person was dragged. Those would be left from his feet. It also tells me the person most likely was unconscious or semi-conscious, as a conscious person would either fight their way out of situation, or at least walk on his own.”

      “Good call. Now what makes you think the direction was from the river to here, and not the other way around?”

      She flashed him a quick smile and stood up. “Because we know from Ragg that his brother’s body was found underneath one of those pylons, not dragged out of the river. Also…” She pointed to something less distinct but noticeable once brought to his attention. “There are two sets of footprints on either side of the drag marks. Most of them appear to have been erased by that rainstorm, but there are still a few visible.”

      “That would mean more than one person may be responsible for Ragg’s death,” he noted.

      “Yeah. And if that’s true, we could be opening up a whole different can of worms,” she added.

      They followed the trail up underneath the bridge itself. Beldon held back to give her room to think and examine. After a moment, she glanced over at him and gestured. “Come here.”

      He joined her where she was scrunched down and studying the grassy embankment, when she was hit with a bout of sneezing. He handed her his handkerchief to blow her nose. She started to hand it back to him, when he declined. “Keep it. You may need it again.”

      She stuffed it into her pants pocket, then indicated the ground around them. “Does this area look torn up to you?”

      Narrowing his eyes, he allowed himself to slip into his old cop persona. “Yeah, it does. Do you think this is where he was killed?”

      “I’m sure of it,” she replied flatly. “Look at this. The ground’s all torn up. There was a struggle here.” She crab-crawled further underneath the buttresses to inspect them. “Damn, it’s too dark under here to get a good look. Bel, do you still carry that box of matches in your pocket?”

      He hesitated for a second, which earned him a scowl.

      “I know you still sneak a smoke every now and then when I’m not around. Come on. Hand it over.”

      Pulling the box from deep within the depths of his pants, he tossed it to her. She lit one and held it up where she could get a clearer view.

      “Oh, yeah. There are blood smatters here. Lots of them.”

      “They could be old,” he suggested.

      “I beg to differ.” She swiped one with her middle finger and held it out to where he could see the dark red smear. “These haven’t had the chance to dry yet, especially in this damp weather.”

      She continued to study the area. At one point she sneezed again, then gave a noncommittal grunt.

      “What?”

      “Nothing,” she replied. “It’s obvious vagrants use this place to hole up at night.” Coming out from underneath the structure, Aura straightened and perched her hands on her hips as she took another look around. “A man committing suicide doesn’t repeatedly try to off himself and leave all that blood behind. He wants to get it over with as quickly and as painlessly as possible. One and done, boom! And usually with a gun or a rope.” She stomped a foot in aggravation. “Damn it, I wish we had a camera to take pictures of this.”

      “Hopefully the police will share what they took.”

      “If they took any.”

      “So you think the authorities are being complacent about this, too?”

      She waved at the area behind her. “Nothing about what I see under there corroborates the suicide theory. Not one little bit. I have to agree with Mr. Ragg when he said there’s a deep bias against trolls in the community. And not just trolls, but also goblins, ogres, and their ilk. You know it, too.”

      “I agree. So what’s next on your agenda?”

      “I’m swapping Step Three with Step Four. I want to see the official autopsy report on Mr. Ragg. From the pattern made by those blood droplets, I’m betting he met his demise at the end of a knife, or, unless there were multiple killers, stabbed him multiple times, with two or three knives.”

      “And you don’t believe a man can commit suicide with a knife?” Beldon halfway teased.

      She shot him a hard look. She knew he was joshing with her, but she was determined to stand her ground. “Let’s wait until we see what the ME has to say before I draw any more conclusions, all right?”

      He nodded in agreement, and they headed back to the car.
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      The medical examiner’s office was a couple of blocks from police headquarters, and one block over from City Hall. Aura parked in the lot adjacent to City Hall, and they crossed the street to the basement entry which took them directly to the morgue.

      The place had a sickly smell she detested. Whatever was used to embalm the bodies sometimes made her gag. Worse, it would take days before she could get the stench from her clothes, her body, and her hair. It took a lot of effort not to hold her nose as they strode down the hallway. Aura checked her partner and noticed how his face was crinkled up, disgust written all over his furred countenance. If the smell was bad for her, it had to be a thousand times worse for him. He noticed her looking at him. “Breathe through your mouth,” he reminded her.

      “Oh, yeah.” And it did help…a little.

      An elf answered their knock on the door leading into the morgue. He peered up at them through pop-bottle glasses. “Yes?”

      Aura flashed her badge that identified her as being a private eye. “We’re here investigating the death of Durif Ragg. Is Dr. Hollow here?”

      “He was called out to another scene. I’m Moisan Deering, his assistant.”

      “May we come in?” Beldon moved from behind Aura to where the little man could see him. It had the effect he was hoping for, and the pale-faced elf moved back, opening the door for them to enter.

      There were four tables in the narrow room. Two of them held shroud-covered bodies. Aura got straight to the point. “We need to see the autopsy report on Mr. Ragg.”

      “Umm…” The elf hurried over to a desk located in a far corner and pawed through a pile of clipboards. Finding the one he was looking for, he picked it up, flipping a page over. “Durif Ragg, you said?”

      “Yes.”

      “Nope.” Deering shook his head. “He hasn’t been examined yet.”

      “Can we view the body?” Aura inquired.

      Deering narrowed his eyes at her. “Do you have the required paperwork?”

      Irritation stabbed her, and she opened her mouth to retort, when she felt a hand on her shoulder. She held back and watched to see what Beldon had up his sleeve.

      “Mr. Deering, is it still policy to autopsy a body in the order in which they arrive?” He casually strolled through the room, gazing about as if offhandedly observing the various tools and other implements lying about. Aura smiled to herself. She’d seen him do this kind of thing before. He had the act down to a science—radiating a calm, almost curious demeanor, like a tourist seeing things for the first time. When in reality he was making mental notes and bullet points.

      “Are you asking me if we take them according to the time they’re delivered?”

      “Yes.”

      “Of course, unless we get a direct command from Captain Charming to put someone at the head of the queue.”

      Beldon slowly nodded as he neared one sheeted figure. He seemed to express surprise, and bent over to examine the toe tag more closely. Straightening, he looked at the assistant as he pointed to the body. “Is this really Hagatha Wimplegood?” Without waiting for a reply, he moved to the head and pulled back the cloth.

      “Yes. That’s her,” Deering admitted.

      Beldon made a face. “Jeez Louise. What does this make in her total number of deaths? Seven? Eight?”

      “Umm, I believe it’s her eleventh.”

      “Eleventh? What did she die of this time?”

      “Electrocution. She flew her broom into some power lines.”

      Beldon tsked and shook his head. “That woman has more lives than a roomful of cats. So, explain something to me, Deering.” Dropping the sheet, he returned to the end of the table and fingered the toe tag. “Why is this dated today?”

      “Because we received her body today,” the elf answered, then immediately realized what he’d said.

      Beldon gave him a crooked smile, enough to where his bottom canines extended beyond his lips, making him appear more beastial than human. “Ragg died yesterday, and his body was transported here the same day. Are you telling me this witch got preferential treatment? Or do you normally disregard protocol and work on who you want to when you feel like it?”

      The assistant immediately went on the defensive. His ears stiffened until they stood almost straight up, and his face went dark. “I think you need to leave.”

      “Now, now, fellas! No need to get your feathers all ruffled.” Aura held out her arms, a hand facing each man, as if breaking up a potential fight. Assuming a sweet smile and adding a little swivel of her hips to her walk, she approached the elf. When she got close to him, she bent over and lightly ran the tip of her finger down the bridge of his nose, all the while giving him her most seductive look. “We don’t want any problems,” she softly purred. “We just want to look at the body. We won’t mention the oversight, if it was an oversight, right? Just a…little mistake?” She pouted prettily. “Five minutes? Just give us five minutes, and we’ll be out of your hair, and no one will be the wiser. Huh? Whaddaya say, you handsome devil, you? Give yourself a little break to go catch a quick smoke, and we’ll be gone before you get back.”

      Deering wilted. His pointed ears drooped slightly as she lightly stroked the underside of his chin, but he cast a wary eye at Beldon. “Five minutes?”

      “Promise,” she murmured.

      “All right. But I’ll be back in six!” the little man announced. Wagging a finger at Beldon, he added, “I better not see a thing out of place when I return! The guy you’re looking for’s in the freezer.”

      Beldon threw up his hands in surrender and gave him a wide-eyed, innocent look.

      They watched the assistant grab his jacket and stride stiff-legged out of the room before Beldon made his way over to the adjacent room where the bodies were kept on ice. Opening it, he and Aura ventured inside where they discovered four more bodies. She immediately wrapped her arms around herself. “It’s a good thing I told him we’d be just five minutes. I don’t think I could take staying any longer in here.”

      Her partner quickly went from corpse to corpse, checking the toe tags until he found their target, and jerked the sheet away. Hearing his gasp of surprise, she hurried over to the other side of the gurney.

      “Holy…” She gasped. Ragg’s body had been stripped and washed down, but that was the extent of his preparation so far. However, it was enough for them to see what had to be the cause of the troll’s death. “Bel, those wounds weren’t caused by a knife.”

      “No, they weren’t.” He tentatively poked one of the gaping holes in the dead man’s chest with the tip of his little finger. “These aren’t bullet wounds, either. They’re too big.”

      “What do you think made them?”

      He shrugged. “Right now, I haven’t a clue.” Pulling the sheet all the way off, they checked off the number of puncture marks. “I got eighteen. How about you?”

      “Yeah. I got eighteen, too.”

      “Let’s roll him over and check his back.”

      With a little effort, they managed to get a glimpse of the dead man’s back and buttocks. “There’s more of them,” Aura remarked, unable to hide her disgust. “Ragg was right. This is a homicide, pure and simple. Even my blind grandmother could see that!”

      Beldon laid the body back down. “Well, we’ve established that much. What we need to find out now is what weapon was used to commit this atrocity, who did it, and why was he targeted?”

      “Bel?” She pointed to the troll’s hands. “Look. Defensive wounds. He fought back.” She looked up at her partner. “Trolls are strong. Very strong. They’re some of the toughest people I know. That’s why they’re in such high demand over at the factories. I can name on one hand who can single-handedly take on a troll and win.”

      He agreed with her. “I agree with you that it had to be more than one person. If we can figure out the weapon used on this guy, it might give us a clue as to who’s responsible.”

      She nodded as he covered the body back up. When they exited the cooler, they noticed the assistant had yet to return, and hurried out of the morgue.

      They remained silent as they walked down the hallway, toward the double doors opening to the street. She knew they would discuss further what they’d discovered once they got inside the car, and she could jot down notes in the ledger they kept there for that purpose.

      Once outside, the chilly air smelled delicious. Aura stood at the top of the brief flight of steps for several seconds, breathing it in to clear her lungs of the cloying odors from the morgue. Beside her, she heard Beldon doing the same.

      “I’m ready to go over to the police station and see what’s on their report,” she stated. “Or should we go back to the car first and take notes?”

      He gave her the side eye. “What do you think we should do?”

      Smiling, Aura nodded. “Write it down while it’s still fresh on our minds. Gotcha.”

      She started toward the street, when a black sedan came squealing around the corner. She felt Beldon’s hand on her arm to prevent her from crossing the street in front of it, when shots rang out. The concrete at their feet exploded from impact, and immediately her partner threw his bulk on top of her, pinning her to the sidewalk as bullets continued to rain around them.

      Beldon pulled his Magnum revolver from his shoulder holster and fired back, emptying his weapon at the speeding vehicle. Unable to reach her own Browning, Aura watched in fear as the sedan sped past them, then disappeared at the end of the block when it turned the corner.

      “Aura! Are you all right?” He rolled off of her, enabling her to get to her knees. “Were you hit?”

      “No. I don’t think so.” She felt a tickling on her forehead, and reached up to swipe at it. She stared in horror at the smear of red on her fingertips, knowing it hadn’t come from her. “Bel!”

      He grimaced as another drop of blood rolled down from inside his sleeve and landed on the cement. “I’ve been hit,” he managed to say, and clutched his right arm with a groan.
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      Aura reached for him as Beldon wavered on his feet. “We gotta get you to a hospital!”

      He nodded once in agreement. “Go get the car, and hurry, in case those jackasses try to make a second go-round.”

      She turned to make a run for the vehicle, when she caught sight of several policemen running toward them, and waved at them. “He’s been shot!”

      As soon as the first officer reached them, she shoved Beldon toward him. “Make sure he doesn’t fall. I’m going to get the car to take him to the hospital!” She took off as the officer was asking Beldon the specifics about the drive-by attack. By the time she made it over to where two more cops had joined them, her partner was looking pale. Worse, his entire right sleeve was soaked in blood. Fortunately, one of the officers had applied a quick tourniquet to staunch the flow until he received medical attention.

      They helped Beldon into the passenger seat, and one cop leaned into the car before they closed the door. “Someone will be by to take your statement.”

      Aura gave a nod, and peeled out to head for the nearest hospital.

      St. Jacob’s was less than a mile away. Apparently the police must have phoned them ahead of time, as a couple of nurses were waiting with a gurney as she pulled into the emergency entrance. She barely acknowledged the smear of blood left on the upholstery as they closed the door, and quickly sped off to park in the first available spot she found.

      Hurrying into the building, she was led by a third nurse down a short corridor to the room where a doctor was examining him. She briefly glanced at the bloodied overcoat someone had dumped on the floor. Someone handed her his shoulder holster and gun where she hovered in the background, watching as Beldon’s shirt sleeve was cut away from his arm. With the doctor’s next words, she finally allowed herself to breathe again.

      “You were lucky. It appears the bullet went straight through. Can you move your arm?”

      “Somewhat.” He slowly bent his elbow, flexing his fingers. Aura focused on his face, knowing it was a better indicator of what he was feeling. The paleness was still there, but she didn’t see much pain in his deep blue eyes. Beldon must have sensed her scrutiny, and gave her a lopsided grin.

      The physician ordered one of the nurses to notify x-ray. The other nurse was instructed to fetch what sounded like a pain killer. After they left, the doctor addressed Beldon.

      “We need to get a better look at that arm. Make sure the bone wasn’t hit, and there aren’t any bullet fragments still embedded in it. If everything looks good, we’ll place the arm in a sling. You should be right as rain in a week or so, Mr. Chase.”

      “Thanks, Doc,” Beldon replied, and the man left.

      For the moment, it was just her and him. Aura didn’t hesitate to go over and throw her arms around his neck. Neither of them spoke a word as Beldon hugged her closely one-handedly. The past few minutes could have spelled death for one or both of them, and the nearness of that tragedy made this moment more precious. They remained in a close embrace until they heard someone hit the door to enter. She quickly took a step back before the orderly came in.

      “Lie down, sir. I’m taking you down to x-ray.” The man looked at Aura, and she noticed the slitted irises. The guy was a non-Static. She briefly wondered what creature he was when he wasn’t human. “We should be gone for the better part of an hour,” he informed her. “When we’re finished, we’ll bring him back to this room.”

      She thanked him and followed them out into the hallway, where she remained as they continued down the corridor until they turned a corner and were gone from sight.

      “Miss Dagger?”

      Whirling around, she recognized the cop who’d come to Beldon’s aid at the morgue. With him was a man she didn’t recognize, but she had a suspicion of who he was, given his dark brown suit and stone-cold countenance. “Yes?”

      He pulled out his wallet and flashed her his shield. “I’m Detective Wilhelm. I need to ask you a few questions.”

      She pushed open the door to the room that had been vacated. “Let’s go in here.” She didn’t explain why. She didn’t need to.

      There was no chair for her to sit on. No furniture except for a small table with a metal tray that held several blood-soaked bandages and the scissors used to cut through Beldon’s shirt. With the adrenaline that had sustained her after the attack now ebbing, she needed to sit down. She briefly considered getting down on the floor, dismissed the idea, and leaned against the far wall, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “First things first.” Wilhelm gestured to her. “I need to confiscate your gun.”

      Aura instantly gave him a dirty look. “What for?”

      “Standard procedure.”

      “Standard procedure for what?” she persisted, but withdrew her weapon and handed it to the officer who had his hand out. The cop sniffed the barrel, checked the clip, then signaled to the detective with a shake of his head before handing the Browning back to her.

      “Now, Mr. Chase’s gun. Where is it?”

      She pointed to the overcoat laying on the floor nearby. The holster and gun were on top of it, in plain sight. This time, when the cop checked it, he nodded.

      “We’re going to have to confiscate his weapon until after we finish the inquiry,” Wilhelm stated.

      Aura didn’t respond. She was waiting for the guy to ask her about the attack on her and Beldon’s lives, but his next question took her completely by surprise.

      “We were notified that you were at the morgue, demanding to see Durif Ragg’s body.”

      She knew her mouth dropped open, but quickly recovered and shut it with a click of her teeth. Instead of answering him, she countered with her own question. “A couple of jackasses just tried to gun down me and my partner almost on front steps of the police station! Why don’t you ask me the details about that?”

      “We’re already investigating that incident,” Wilhelm told her. His tone made it clear nothing of the sort was going on, and Aura felt her hackles rise.

      “Why the sudden interest in what Beldon and I are doing?”

      “So you did break into the morgue.”

      “We did no such thing! And you know damn well you have no right to question my or Beldon’s motives. We’ve done nothing illegal.” She cocked her head at him. “Unless you think we have. In that case, I have the right to know.”

      “I’m simply checking to see what you were doing at the morgue.”

      “And I’m telling you it’s none of your damn business.” If there was one thing Beldon had ingrained in her from the beginning, it was that the police had no say-so about whatever investigations he and she were carrying out. Private dicks had the same obligation to protect their clients like doctors and priests did.

      Wilhelm sighed. “I take it you’re going to be as much of a hard-ass as your boss.”

      “He’s not my boss. We’re partners. Now, do you want to hear about the jackasses that tried to gun us down or not?” She shot a look at the uniformed officer, the same man who’d promised earlier that someone would be by to take her testimony.

      “All right, Miss Dagger. What can you tell us about the assailants?”

      “I just did. They were jackasses. How many times do I have to repeat it?”

      “I know you’re upset⁠—”

      “They were jack…asses. At least, their faces were. Their hands were human so they could drive a black sedan and fire their weapons.”

      The detective raised an eyebrow. “You’re saying they were non-Statics?”

      “That’s right. I didn’t get a chance to fire my weapon. You already know that. But Bel managed to pump six slugs into their car. He may have hit the one shooting at us, but don’t quote me on that.”

      The man checked around the room. When he looked back at her, she met him stare for stare. Him in his perfectly tailored suit, not a hair out of place, and his two-dollar shoe shine. She wondered how long it had been since he’d walked a beat. Some detectives never forgot their roots, but some did as soon as they received their gold badge.

      “All right, Miss Dagger. Thank you for your…cooperation, but don’t be surprised if we call on you again.”

      “Don’t worry. I won’t.”

      They left the room, and Aura allowed herself to sag. She rubbed her face, then realized she still had Beldon’s blood on her hands. After hiding his holster under his bloody overcoat, she made her way down the corridor where she eventually found a woman’s lavatory. Quickly, she washed her hands and threw some water on her face. Feeling somewhat better, she drank a few handfuls of water, then wiped her face and hands on the towel dispenser.

      Leaving the restroom, she snagged a passing orderly and asked for directions to the nearest pay phone. She needed to call Lucille and let the woman know what had happened, and to see if there was anything the secretary needed to tell her.

      Lucille picked up before the second ring. “Chase and Dagger Detective Agency. What crime can we solve for you?”

      Aura snorted. “Don’t you ever answer the phone with the phrase we suggested to you?” she queried half-teasingly.

      “Oh, you mean ‘How may we help you?’ That’s too mundane. That first impression is important, ya know. So I decided to give it some punch. Hey, I’m glad you called. You got a phone call from a Mr. Estin Ragg.”

      “Oh? What did he want?”

      “He was wanting to let you know he’d been arrested, and he was using his one allowed phone call to get in contact with you.”

      Aura blinked in disbelief at the rotary dial. “What was he arrested for? Did he say?”

      “Yes. He said he’s being charged for the murder of his brother, and he really needs your help. How soon can you and Mr. Chase get over to the police station?”

      Closing her eyes, Aura leaned wearily against the wall in the narrow cubbyhole. “I’ll let you know. Bel and I have…hit a snag. I’ll check in with you again later.”

      “Okey-doke. I’m heading out to grab something for lunch.”

      Lunch. It had a nice ring to it.

      “Enjoy your lunch,” she told the woman, and hung up the receiver.

      Lunch. Her stomach reacted at the thought, reminding her it had been a while since she’d had her breakfast of a single slice of toast with grape jam.

      “No lunch for me until Bel gets back, and then we’ll see,” she murmured. Hanging up, she sighed heavilly and returned to the examination room to await her partner’s return.
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      She took the opportunity while waiting for Beldon’s return to take a quick nap. Sitting in the corner of the tiny examination room, she was uninterrupted until she heard the soft bump against the door before it was opened by the orderly. The man entered backwards, pulling the gurney with Beldon on it, then straightening it out once they were both inside.

      “Here you go, Mr. Chase. Dr. Carl will be in shortly.”

      Beldon grunted, and the man left. Getting up from her spot, she went to sit on the gurney next to him.

      “How ya doin’?”

      “I need a drink.”

      She smiled sympathetically. “If the doctor gives his okay, wanna go get a bite to eat? I’m buying.”

      “What time is it?”

      “I think it’s almost two.” She yawned and scratched the back of her scalp. Feeling the loose hairs behind her head, she yanked out the ribbon, combed the locks with her fingers, regathered her hair, and retied it. She was about to tell him about the cops coming to interrogate her, and her phone call to the office, when the doctor came in.

      “Good news, Mr. Chase. We didn’t see any metal fragments in your arm, so you’re good to go. I want to see you again in two weeks, unless you develop a fever or any other complications.”

      “Are you going to prescribe me any painkillers?” Beldon asked.

      “Buy a bottle of aspirin.” Smiling, the doctor wrote something on a pad, tore off the page, and handed it over. “Here. As soon as the nurse puts that arm in a sling, you can go.” Beldon took the prescription and stuffed it into his shirt front pocket without looking at it. Giving them a final nod, the physician left just as said nurse came in. Aura felt Beldon tense up during the man’s departure, and realized he would have gotten up and walked out of the hospital without the sling if he could. Instead, he growled silently as the woman tied it behind his neck and adjusted it around his elbow.

      “There. How does that feel?”

      “It hurts like hell,” he rumbled.

      “That’s understandable. All right, Mr. Chase. We’re done here.”

      Sliding off the table, it took him a second to steady himself on his feet before striding out of the room. Aura grabbed his overcoat and hurried to catch up with his long strides.

      Once they were outside, Aura took command of the situation. “You stay here and I’ll bring the car around.”

      “No, I’m gonna⁠—”

      “Do what I say,” she snapped back. Placing a hand on his chest, she stared up into his face until he locked eyes with her. “When was the last time you had something to eat?” The thought came to her from out of nowhere, but it hit the mark. Beldon’s face took on a slight reddish hue. She grinned. “Uh-huh. Just what I figured. First things first, we’re going to go get lunch. I’m hungry, and I know how much you can eat at one sitting. Putting some food in that bottomless pit of yours will help your attitude tremendously.”

      “I don’t need no pansy-ass sandwich. I need a stiff drink,” he argued.

      Aura tut-tutted. “Bitch all you want. We’re going to get something to eat. Then we can talk about what we’re going to do next.” She retrieved his holster and overcoat, and handed them to him.

      Beldon held up the empty holster with an accusing expression. “Where’s my piece?”

      “The police have it. You fired it at that car, remember?”

      “Son of a⁠—”

      “Can it, Bel. We’ll talk about it later, after we get something to eat.”

      She drove them to Nellie’s. The place was a hole in the wall, but it served decent food at a decent price, and it had been some time since they’d last been there. They were given a booth at the end of the row and next to the front window, where they could look out at the people and vehicles passing by.

      Aura kept her coat on as she sat down. Beldon shrugged out of his overcoat but kept his empty shoulder holster on, laying his hat beside him on the seat. Normally they didn’t like to expose that they were packing, but hopefully no one would have a problem this time around, especially since his was empty and hers was hidden under her coat. Luckily, the waitresses at Nellie’s knew who they were and what kind of business they were in.

      Sally flitted over to their table to take their order and noticed his sling. “Oh my goodness! What did you do, Mr. Chase?”

      “I sprained my elbow patting myself on the back,” he drily replied, never taking his eyes off of Aura, forcing her to bite her lower lip to keep from bursting out laughing.

      “Aww, that’s the shame,” the gum-chewing young fairy said noncommittedly, and lifted her pad and pencil. “What’ll ya have?”

      Aura held up two fingers. “Two of today’s blue plate specials, Sal.”

      “To drink?”

      “Root beer.”

      “Awwrighty. Gotcha.” The woman darted away, leaving them in peace.

      “I’d rather have a scotch on the rocks,” Beldon groused.

      “We’ll stop by a liquor store on the way home and get you a bottle,” she promised, and patted the table for his attention when he glanced out the window. “I need to tell you what happened while you were in x-ray.” His gaze shifted back to her, but he didn’t say anything. Sally brought their drinks, and Aura waited for the woman to leave before continuing.

      “Some detective I’ve never met showed up to ask me questions.”

      He took a noisy sip of his drink. “Who was it?”

      “He said his name was Wilhelm. Are you familiar with the guy?”

      Beldon stared at her for a couple of seconds. “Real spit and polish appearance? Not a wrinkle in sight? Acts like he’s got a poker shoved up his ass?”

      “Right down to shoes so glossy, I bet I could see myself in them.”

      He took another drink. “Yeah. That’s the bigwig who canned me.”

      Aura gasped. “Wait. I thought Captain Charming let you go?”

      “He did, but it was on Wilhelm’s say-so. He’s the schlub who got me kicked off the police force, and I believe he was also behind those who railroaded me.” Beldon narrowed his eyes at her. “What did you tell him? Is he the one who took my piece?”

      “Yes.” She lowered her voice. “Bel, he didn’t show up to ask about the attack on us. He wanted to know why we’d been at the morgue to see Ragg’s body.”

      The man beast sat up straighter in his seat. “Go on.”

      “He kept demanding to know why we were there.” She shook her head. “I told him it was none of his business.”

      “Then what did he say?”

      “Nothing much. He wasn’t happy I wasn’t playing along.”

      “But he took my piece.”

      “Yeah. He had both our guns checked, but he took yours, saying it was SOP.”

      Beldon drummed his fingers on the table. His thick claws made sharp, tapping noises. “Yes, it’s standard operating procedure to keep it until the case is resolved, but I still don’t like it. Is my Ruger still in the safe?”

      “As far as I know,” she assured him. They both had backup weapons stashed away in the event one got lost, destroyed, or in this case, confiscated. “I also told him about the two non-Statics who were in the sedan.”

      “You know as well as I do nothing’s going to be done about that drive-by,” Beldon told her. “There’s not enough evidence for them to go on.”

      “But there’s a black sedan running around out there with at least six bullet holes in it,” she persisted.

      “And it’s probably sitting in somebody’s barn or a hock shop somewhere right now, where it’ll never again see the light of day.”

      Their meal was delivered. Aura noticed how her partner dug into his food like he hadn’t eaten in a week. And knowing him as well as she did, she wouldn’t have been surprised to find out it was the first square meal he’d had in that many days. It wasn’t until they were finished, and Beldon ordered a slice of pie for dessert, that they picked up their conversation where they’d left off.

      “Okay. Give it to me,” Beldon asked.

      She relayed the brief meeting she’d had with the detective. He listened without interrupting. “But that’s not the kicker. I called the office to let Lucille know what had happened, and she told me we’d gotten a call from Estin Ragg. Bel, the cops have arrested him for the murder of his brother. They think he killed his brother.”

      Beldon looked deep into her eyes. “Do you believe he did?”

      Aura was quick to shake her head. “No.”

      “You think it’s a set-up?”

      “Yes. And I’m willing to bet this week’s pay that drive-by is also connected somehow to Ragg’s death.”

      At the mention of money, their check magically appeared on their table. Aura dug out a dollar bill from her pants pocket and slapped it on top of the piece of paper, which made Beldon chuckle.

      “You’re the only dame I know who doesn’t carry a purse.”

      “You know as well as I do a purse would only get in the way in this business. So what do you say? Do you agree with me that Ragg’s death and the attempt on our lives have something in common?”

      Her partner grimaced. “Definitely. We just have to prove it. What do you think we should do next?”

      Aura grinned without humor. “It’s time for Step Three. I want to know what the police know. Or what the police know that they don’t want us to know. Do you feel up to paying them a visit with me?”

      He began crawling out of the booth before she finished the question.
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      Aura parked along the curb in front of the police station. Turning off the ignition, she rotated around in her seat to face Beldon. “So what’s our game plan? You still want me to take the lead?”

      “Go ahead. I’ll run interference for you.”

      “I’ll take it.”

      They got out the car and walked into police headquarters. Aura went directly to the front desk to address the Officer of the Day. Flashing her credentials, she got straight to the point. “I need to see Captain Charming.”

      “Captain’s busy,” the man automatically remarked. She saw the nictitating membrane flick across his eyes, which indicated he was a non-Static. Probably of the amphibious variety.

      “Then can you point me in the direction of the guy in charge of the Ragg investigation? I have a few questions I need answered.” She used her best no-nonsense voice, knowing there was no use in trying to use her feminine wiles on this guy. At least, not here in the police station. It was best she play it straight this time.

      The officer got on the horn. “This is Skrilling at the front desk. Who’s handling the Ragg case? Uh-huh. I got a private eye broad asking to speak to the person in charge. Okay. I’ll let her know.” He hung up. “That would be Detective Wilhelm, and he ain’t here, either.”

      Aura sensed Beldon coming up behind her before he spoke. “We need to see Mr. Ragg.”

      “Prisoners are off limits,” the man again shot back in that dull monotone people often used when they’ve repeated the same response countless times.

      “He’s our client,” Aura checkmated him. “Are you going to deny Mr. Ragg his rights to see us?”

      “You aren’t lawyers.”

      “No, but he hired us prior to you arresting him. That still gives him client privileges,” she pointed out.

      The officer scowled at her but didn’t argue the issue, and pointed instead to the set of double doors on the other side of the room. “Take a left and go down the hallway until you reach the interrogation rooms. Turn right. Holding is through the next set of double doors. Tell them what you told me, and they’ll set up a meeting.”

      She flashed him a pretty smile anyway, and they proceeded toward Holding.

      They passed the line of interrogation rooms, when the corridor ended in a T. Beldon stopped her, throwing a thumb over his shoulder, to their left. “Wilhelm’s office is back that way. Or it was, the last time I was there,” he whispered. As far as they could tell, they were alone in that section of the building, but there was no sense taking any chances of someone overhearing them.

      “What are you going to do?” she asked.

      “I’m going to confront him. See if I can glean any information from him. You go ahead and talk to Ragg. See if he has anything more to tell you.”

      She nodded and went right. Beldon remained standing there until she disappeared behind another set of swinging double doors. Pivoting on his heel, he strode directly to the detective’s office, halfway prepared for a verbal argument, if not a battle of wits with the man.

      To his surprise, there was no answer to his knock on the closed door. Neither was the door locked when he turned the knob. Beldon slipped inside the dark little inner office and paused to allow his bestial eyesight to become accustomed to the nonexistent light. Where humans would be totally lost in the darkness, his unique nature allowed him to see things in shades of gray. Enough to where he could read the labels on the man’s filing cabinet, and on the manila folders inside.

      There was a RABNEY and a RAINES, but not Ragg. Which means the folder has to be elsewhere. Best guess? The desk.

      But the desk was cleared off, pristine and dust-free. Other than the telephone, a pen stand, and a leather pad, there was nothing to look at. The man didn’t even have an In box.

      “So where do you keep your paperwork?” Beldon muttered.

      He hooked a claw in the handle of the top center drawer. It slid open to reveal the usual pencils, erasers, staples, and paper clips, all neatly compartmentalized. “Bet the guy even keeps a running inventory on how many he’s used and has left.” Closing it, he
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