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      “Hey, mon, you need to help me.”

      I’d just taken a booth full of orders when my buddy Winston appeared behind me dressed in his usual outfit of pot covered sweat pants and a Hawaiian shirt. His hat proclaiming the Rastafarians Ruled.  “Dude, I’m working here.”

      Winston and I went to school together back in the day. That was before I went to the FBI Academy and screwed my life all up.

      “You have skills that I need mon. Please…” Winston trailed off as I edged around him heading towards the kitchen.

      Looking over my shoulder, I could see him just standing there, moping. Shaking my head, I wrote up the new table's order and passed it off to my dad in the kitchen.

      “Son, tell your wackado friend to sit and order or get the hell out,” Dad’s voice resounded from behind the tall kitchen counter. “This is a place of business not a bus station.”

      Giving Winston the high sign I pointed him toward the last booth in the corner. It was where I did my studying and business meetings. “Sit. Stay. Let me finish up my job here.”

      Writing up a quick order I handed it to Dad even as he gave me the food for paying customers, “If he doesn’t eat it, I will. Don’t worry about it dad.”

      “You’re paying for it, regardless.” He growled at me.

      “Sure,” I felt a bit like pounding my head against the wall. I worked here because I was family and didn’t have a choice. Especially if I wanted to eat and have a place to sleep. Very little was free in my life. Just part of Dad’s lessons as he liked to say. It was bad enough that the only money I earned here was tips.

      Passing out the food I thanked my customers and then slid into the booth across from Winston. “What is it?”

      “You’ve got to help me find it, mon. Hina’s going to kill me if you don’t!” Winston blurted out his usually strong accent slipping a bit. “I can’t believe I wasn’t paying attention to things.”

      “Dude you’re going to have to fill in some things here…” I started to say even as Dad hit the pick-up bell.

      Ding

      “Hold that thought for a moment,” I said as I slid out of the booth. Checking on my paying customers first I refilled several drinks.

      Several moments later I slid a basket of Jamaican jerk chicken fingers into the middle of the table. “Help yourself I got plenty.”

      Winston squinted at the basket and then at me with a look of disgust on his face. Opening his mouth, he spoke the first truly American words I’d ever heard from him in more than ten years with no discernible accent. “Ugh. Who eats that stuff?”

      Raising one eyebrow I could only stare at my supposed friend, “All this time? You’ve been faking it all this time?”

      Winston looked away from me, “Not completely.”

      “Spill,” I ordered.

      “It’s like this. Do you remember the first day of Junior high?” Winston asked, looking me in the eyes.

      I closed one eye and sort of smiled at him. “Vaguely. It was a long time ago dude.”

      Winston spread his hands wide. “Just listen. I was the new guy. Fresh off the road from Pittsburgh. Dad was working out at the Redstone Arsenal and I knew nobody in this fresh hell called Madison, Alabama. Back home, I was the go-to guy for all things weed and fun. My connections were gone and so were all my homies. But, my best boy back home was Jamaican, and he’d been talking the talk with me for years. You hicks down here didn’t know the difference between Pot life and actual Jamaican threads, so I took a chance and put on a show. I just didn’t plan for it to go on this long.”

      “Is that why we never, ever went to your house? You told me your mom had a skin condition and your dad hated white people! Dude, you are in so much trouble with me now,” I half laughed half shouted at him.

      Winston chuckled, “It really surprised me that everyone fell for it. I kept my grades up so the ‘rents never had to visit the school and any sort of PTA or other nonsense I tore up. Having to listen to Reggae all the time sort of sucked, but it all worked out.”

      Now I was laughing.“You dragged all of us to that concert in Atlanta that summer. Do you remember? I wondered why that vendor looked at you like you were from Mars. You didn’t understand him at all did you?”

      “No, I didn’t. Isaac, the dude back home, told me later that while everyone understands English they speak something called patois, a mix of West-African and Creole. There are some English words in it, but for the most part it’s another language,” he explained.

      Looking over my shoulder, I spotted by table of customers looking around. “Hold that though. I’ll be right back.”

      Even as I thanked the table and cashed them out I thought about Winston and the whole high school experience. I could understand not fitting in, but to actually fake a whole persona for more than ten years? That was sheer insanity. We’d moved here from Russia when I was a kid. Dad worked his ass off slinging hash and making sandwiches until he could afford to start up his own place. Huntsville is a huge military town. This was where NASA got its start and where they built the majority of the International Space Station. People around here, rednecks included, were used to strange folks from foreign lands. That didn’t even include the fact that we were WerePolarBears. How many kids went to school with bright white dreadlocks?

      Dropping the dishes off at my station, I went back to the booth. The lunch rush was over for the most part here at Bear Naked BBQ. Dad usually took this time to check the smoker and dive into making up more sides and things. Sometimes my mom would come down and make up large trays of her semi-famous peach cobbler.

      “You didn’t have to put on an act. Our class was pretty out there to begin with. It’s pretty crazy when the white-haired kid isn’t the strange one,” I exclaimed.

      “I realized that after the first week, but by then I was too scared to fess up. You remember how kids were in those days. Everyone would’ve laughed at me,” Winston stated. “It was far easier to just keep it up.”

      “You had me mostly fooled, so what’s the big thing you need now?” I asked him.

      “Someone stole Hina’s tiki from us,” he said.

      Cocking my head to one side I smiled. “Is that something sexual, because it sounds like it.”

      “No way mon! Hina’s my girl and the tiki is a sacred family heirloom her dad gave her,” Winston snapped at me. “... the hells the matter with you, anyway?”

      I just looked at him and smiled. “You’re still doing it.”

      Winston rolled his eyes and looked skyward as if speaking to the heavens. Not something all that unusual around here or anywhere in the south. “It takes me time is all. Switching from one to the other is a pain.”

      “Does Hina and your folks know about it? The accent not the tiki.” I asked him.

      “Yes. They all give me three kinds of hell for it but after so long it’s really hard to stop. I’ve gotten some pretty cool ethnic holidays out of it at work too,” Winston explained with a frown.

      “Wally World didn’t catch on? A company that big has to have actual Jamaicans working for them. You’d think they would know you were yanking their chain.”

      If I remember correctly, he was a sales manager for their tire store. Tires were a big deal in this area. Just about everyone drove some kind of truck.

      “I’ve got excellent Jamaican karma when it comes to that,” he replied.

      “Be careful bragging like that though. That sort of luck can bite you in the ass. So, the tiki. What is it and how did you lose it?” I asked him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hina’s Hawaiian and her dad, Hanalei, is a bit of a traditionalist,” Winston started. Grabbing the soda in front of him he took a sip. “I wasn’t on his hit parade when we first hooked up. Hina loves me, her family not so much. At least in the beginning. She was supposed to marry this big shot Hakka performer, but he’s a douche and she hates him.”

      Looking at him a bit cross-eyed I could only nod.

      “So, she dumped him and we got friendly. She hates the accent but loves me anyway. Her dad warmed up to me a bit after he saw I had a job and really wanted to support Hina.” Winston looked down at the table for a moment. “None of that matters though. He entrusted us with the tiki and we lost it. Being cursed is the least of our problems now!”

      “Cursed? This tiki thing is cursed?”

      “That’s what Hina’s dad told us. He said if it were to leave the family then woe be to the one who lost it,” Winston replied with a frown.

      “What about the one who stole it or even say just picked it up? What happens to them? If I’m going to search for the thing I need to know the dangers here. Is it radioactive or something?” That’s all I needed was finding literally hot merchandise.

      “As far as I know, if you have good intentions you’re safe from the Gods’ wrath. Hina’s parents are the ones you really need to ask about this stuff, but because I lost it, I can’t. You see where I’m coming from man?” Winston whined at me. He was almost in tears.

      “Dude this chick… You’re this serious about her?” In school he’d been a major player not wanting to be tied down at all by women.

      “This is the one. She’s all I live for now Mongo,” Winston answered.

      “Wow. Good for you man. I’ll do it, but not for free,” I held up my hands to try to slow down his protests. “Let me tell you something before we start dickering here. All this around us? Dad doesn’t pay me squat to work here. I get room and board at home and maybe a snack here. That chicken you don’t like right there,” I pointed to the cold basket in front of us. “I paid full price for that.”

      Winston squinted at me. “Seriously? Dude I’ve been to your house, and it’s pretty nice. Room and board would be cool. Your mom’s a great cook!”

      I shook my head. “No. They turned my room into a craft room the day after I went to the FBI Academy. Dad put in special shelves and cabinets to hold all of mom’s yarn, cloth, paper, and other supplies. She joined all these crafter groups that come over and spend all day in there now. I’m out in the garage with the cars.”

      “That’s a pretty big space too. I could see you making it into a cool pad,” Winston exclaimed.

      Bending forward, I touched the table with my forehead. My chuckles made everything vibrate. Still laughing, I looked up at my friend. “He left the cars in the place. I’ve got a cot and a basket for clothes between the Buick and the El Camino. My cot’s just low enough so the door doesn’t clip me in the morning. The only reason he doesn’t charge me for food is my mom. She won’t allow him to punish me more than that.”

      “For real? What did you do that was so bad?” Winston asked me. He’d met my parents before after all and normally they were two of the nicest being on the planet.

      “Screw up my life for one. I quit the FBI just before they could fire me. It was bad, so very bad, and I did it all to myself. I couldn’t, or wouldn’t, listen to my friends or my family. It was that bad,” I started to explain. It was so very hard to tell my story to others. Since I’d come home, this was the first time I’d even tried to tell the whole unaltered truth to anyone. It might as well be Winston.

      “Where to start… Junior high graduation. Remember all the big plans we made for that summer? Our little gang of hoodlums were going to make our mark in Huntsville. For me that got shot to shit when I got busted hot-wiring a car one night behind that barbecue place off highway seventy-two. I thought I was so smart to steal a car from one of my dad’s competitor’s customers. Something is wrong with kids at that age, we think we’re invincible or something. This time he didn’t help me. Dad let it go all the way to the judge.” I paused. Winston might not have noticed it but the noise from the kitchen had stopped completely. “It was rough. I was faced with actual jail time or something else much worse. If I’d been older, they would have shipped me off to the Army’s Bear battalion in a heartbeat. To the local mundanes, it didn’t matter I was a polar bear. I was big for my age, but still only fourteen. My option was five years of government service or the FBI Academy. The paranormal one in Virginia, not California.”

      “That sounds a bit harsh. We all thought you got sent to military school, that’s what your dad told everyone!” Winston remarked.

      “As if. I can see him saying that though. They were ashamed of me, I’d betrayed their trust. Of the two choices I took the FBI one. Virginia didn’t sound all that bad.” I blinked a few times remembering my first year and all the terror of a new place. The trip my family took from Russia across the Sea of Japan in a small boat wasn’t as scary as the Academy was to me. I was far too young to remember all the details of the boat ride. But being alone, in a strange place surrounded by those I thought were the enemy was frightening to me.

      Winston snorted. “I can’t see you as a cop much less an FBI Agent.”

      “The Academy wasn’t what I was expecting. Five years was the commitment I signed on for. Four years of training with at least a year of work was the standard. After that there were supposed to be options. But I’m getting ahead of myself. First years at the Academy don’t have a lot of freedom. It’s only in your second year they let you go into town. Kind of like that Wizard War movie. Trust me when I say there isn’t a candy store in Quantico and kids aren’t allowed in any bars. We’re supposed to complete the entire high school curriculum in two years or less. The last two years are all law enforcement coursework. Or at least it’s supposed to be,” pausing I looked my old friend in the eyes. “I’m a bear. The FBI doesn’t get too many of my kind, so I had just a bit more leeway than some of the others. You know me, getting into trouble was sort of my specialty back then.”

      “What did you do?” Winston asked me.

      “Find the same sort of connections I had here. Drugs, drink, banned material, anything and everything anyone might need I found for them. It was a game and one that I was really good at. Finding the lost for those that needed it. At least until I met Chuck and his gang. They straightened me out a bit,” I replied.

      “They beat YOU up? Were they giants or something?” Winston looked shocked.

      I laughed at his expression and shook my head. “Nothing like that. Chuck was a bit like me someone with very few choices in life. His dad wasn’t high enough up in his Pack to fight off challengers which reduced any standing Chuck could expect to have. Those of us, Weres that is, that chose government or military careers are allowed to ignore most Pack rules. It means abandoning your family, but it keeps you and them safe. When he got to school, he’d gone the dominance route. Fighting is a way of life for most Were males especially if you’re a big guy. Like Chuck. He’s a WereCat by birth. I wanted to just serve my ‘time’ and be done with it. Chuck wanted an actual career. He was techie and forensics was his deal.”

      Winston gave me a funny look. “Like CSI? He wanted to work in a lab somewhere? How does a geek beat you up?”

      “He didn’t beat me at least not that way. In the dorms he was my roommate, but I didn’t socialize with him. We both went our separate ways during the day. Picking fights was what he did when he wasn’t studying. Until he picked the wrong person and got his ass handed to him. By a girl even. She whipped him good. Then she and her roommate turned him somehow,” I explained.

      “Turned?”

      “Yeah, he went from fighting all the time, to driving the girls all over the place in this old car he’d bought. They formed a sort of clique on campus. Catherine and Agatha dragged him back on track academically and me along with him. Why avoid them when I could join them.” I smiled at the thought of those three and the unicorn. Mustn’t forget the unicorn. “One of the girls is the only Witch the FBI ever recruited. I owe my life to her.”

      “Your life, how so?”

      The restaurant was dead silent. I knew dad was listening now. When I’d come home having quit the FBI and didn’t get a job in law enforcement he’d known something was up. My secrets my life is what I’d said. That was the reason I lived in the garage and did all this work for free. I wasn’t man enough to tell them the truth. Bowing my head, I stared at the table top. Tracing one of the scratches I remembered when I’d helped dad drag these things in and how proud we’d been to have actual tables in here rather than just crates and barrels.

      “Drugs. Alcohol. Stupid shit. I didn’t take the Academy serious. I thought I wanted the party, and the party was what I tried to make it. Agatha changed all of that. Her and Catherine, Cat. Here in Madison I don’t exactly belong to a Pack. The primary one here is out at Redstone and it’s mostly military and wolves. At school there were several but none official. Strength was what was important there. The FBI was to be your Pack not something local. Small groups were formed all over the place and battles were fought for who would rule them. I mentioned that Chuck was a fighter? He fought Cat to see who was tougher. That was a fight to see. This itty-bitty little girl against big beefy Chuck. We all figured he’d pound her into the ground in a heartbeat, but it was him that got pounded. Cat is what’s known in Pack circles as a throwback. Her other form is the stuff of nightmares. A sabretooth tiger as big a grizzly bear and twice as mean. With a single fight she proclaimed her dominance and scared half the school. Can you imagine it? Two small girls, a WereCat and a Witch, ruling the whole damn school. But they didn’t want it and kept to themselves. Them and Chuck, my roommate. Slowly they sucked me into their world and I was better for it. My party ways slowed, and school actually became interesting. Agatha, the Witch, had her own place to work and study at. Add in Chuck’s car and we were our own small Pack. They kept me out of trouble for three whole years,” I explained with a chuckle. “Agatha has a Witch Familiar that’s a tiny talking Unicorn. The first time I saw him I thought he was a hallucination.”
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      “What the hell are you supposed to be?” The voice sounded in my ear. Opening my eyes just a crack I could see a white blob on my face. Swinging my hand up I slapped my face.

      “Is that the best you can do? I can fly like a bubble bee and sting like a bear!” The voice said right next to me.

      My face still stinging from the slap, I rolled over the side of the bed and onto the floor with a loud thump. “Ow!”

      “Are you sure you’re a Were? My grandmother is more nimble than you,” the white blob on the edge of the bed said. Looking up, I could see a tiny horse looking down at me.

      Rubbing my eyes, I cursed, “Damn Mad Dog. When will I learn to not drink the whole bottle?”

      “You drank dog pee? Eeew! What sort of place did Agatha leave me?” The voice continued.

      Focusing I could see that the white blob wasn’t a horse. It was a tiny Unicorn with a blue mane. “You’re just a fig-newton of my imagination. If I got back to sleep, you’ll be gone.”

      Closing my eyes, I rolled over on the hard tiled floor and willed myself to sleep. Staying up to three a.m. drinking shots with the wolf boys did not a happy Mongo make.

      “Not so fast Polar Bear boy, you’re supposed to feed me. I like big salads and pizza. Start ordering,” the Unicorn replied.

      “What…” I blurted out reopening my eyes. The small creature was standing in front of my face looking at me. Even as I tried to speak another word, it shook its head threatening me with a shiny horn.

      “If you don’t make with the food soon, I’m going to stick you. It’s all about the horn with Unicorns you know? Pizza, now!” The Unicorn threatened.

      Burp!

      I couldn’t hold it in and a really loud and smelly beer laden burp left my body suddenly, followed by a barrage from the other end as well. “Gas attack! You better watch yourself dude.”

      “By Epona it’s in my eyes and my mouth! What kind of monster are you to harm innocent Unicorns like this? Phta… Phta…” The Unicorn started spitting like a llama with a mouth full of hay.

      My mouth still tasted of stale beer and last night’s chili, so I wiped my tongue on the sleeve of my shirt. “Are you really real?”

      “Are you really an idiot?” The Unicorn asked me.

      At that moment the door to my room opened up. Bending over to one side I watched as Chuck walked in balancing several pizza boxes and things on one hand. Taking one look at my predicament he barked out a laugh. “Oh good, you’ve met Fergus.”

      “This is who you left me with? This... this thing? He smells funny!” Fergus the Unicorn yelled out.

      “Dude, am I in a Disney movie or something? Tell me I’m still drunk,” I asked Chuck.

      “Nope no movies. Agatha hit you with a wake up spell when she dropped off the Unicorn. She told me you were her new project,” Chuck replied as he laid out the pizzas and other things on our one and only table. “Basically, you’re screwed.”

      Sitting up I stared at him and the tiny unicorn that was now eating a pizza. “Screwed in a good way?”

      Chuck laughed. “Yeah, right. Remind me to tell that one to Agatha. You realize she’s a really powerful Witch, right?”

      Climbing to my feet I approached the table, “I still haven’t figured out why you want to hang out with her.”

      The large pepperoni pizza was down one slice already and the unicorn was halfway through another. “Where does it all go?”

      “Magick. That’s what the girls say whenever I ask the same thing. Agatha tried to tell me it was this wacko time space differential where the insides of Fergus’s stomach were actually full sized as they’d be on a normal unicorn. But the spell that made him short rewired that completely. Think Tardis crossed with a horse that never shuts up,” Chuck explained.

      “Slacker,” Fergus muttered as he finished the last bite of his second slice. “Where’s my salad?”

      Chuck held up his hand palm out. “Talk to the hand buddy. If you’d bothered to look you would see it right there. And before you ask, yes, they added the olives and anchovies. How does a horse eat fish anyway?”

      “I’m not a horse,” Fergus replied with a mouth full of salad. “Anchovies are just little bits of salty goodness.”

      “And that explains the Ferg,” Chuck waved at the bottomless pit with tiny feet.

      “Interesting folks you hang out with, why inflict them on me?” I asked him.

      Chuck blinked and simply stared at me for a long moment. Shaking his head slightly he explained, “You need help. I get this whole freedom-hippy-vibe you’ve got going, but this isn’t really a college. It’s the FBI Academy and not just that it’s the one specifically for our people. We’re the ones proving to the world that we matter, that paranormals aren’t just freaks of nature. Whether you like it or not, they are going to clean up your act.”

      “No choice?” I asked him.

      “Not even a little one. Agatha might be a Witch, but Cat is an Alpha. The power the two of them casually wield will change the world as we know it,” Chuck explained to me. “Suck it up and enjoy the ride.”

      And what a ride it was.
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      Opening my eyes, I looked at the reason for my deep thoughts. Winston. “What happened to the tiki?”

      “It was there, then it wasn’t. Because it came from the family, Hina wanted it in a prominent spot in the house so all could see it. I picked dead center on top of the entertainment center,” Winston explained.

      Whipping out his phone he called up a series of pictures of the ugly little thing.  And man was it ugly. Small, about the size of a soda can, it depicted a short, squat, little man with a big tongue. And it was angry, very angry.

      “That’s an heirloom?” It looked more like something you’d give an enemy instead of a friend.

      “It’s supposed to depict one of the aspects of the God Ku. Ku-waha-ilo to be specific,” Winston answered thumbing through several pictures of the little monster on his phone. “We had a big house party the other day and someone took him.”

      “And you didn’t notice it?” I asked.

      “Nope. Hina sat down to eat last night and noticed it was gone. With all the cleanup and everything we just missed it. There weren’t any strangers at the party and all of our other valuables are there, we checked. Just the tiki is gone,” Winston replied.

      I sighed. “Do you have a list of who was there?”

      “Of course, but why would any of our friends do this?” Winston asked with a puzzled look on his face.
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      Skuzzy. That was the name one of Winston’s oldest friends went by. The Scuzmaster was one of six people at the most recent house party. Or condo party as it should really be called. I actually knew the man but not by that name. In school he’d been Gabriel Zolman. A brief search on a website I wasn’t exactly supposed to still have access to gave me his whole sordid story. Sex, drugs, and rock-and-roll were involved.

      A failed government program called CURE, once associated with subtle assassinations and other more direct forms of law enforcement, deeded the FBI a unique search engine that held more information about normal citizens than it should. As an FBI analyst I had access to this information. Before quitting I may have installed a backdoor to it. Just for curiosity's sake of course.

      Gabriel was a geek in high school. At least until his junior year. Trying to fit in, he got involved with a Goth group. These Goths weren’t drug addicts or dangerous people. They liked Emo music and liked to wear black all the time. It was the music that interested Gabe not the culture. That came later. He transitioned from Emo to Metal, from Metal to Black Metal, and from there to experimental music. He became a walking, talking, fountain of music history and lore. So much so he was able to land a nice job at one of the mega music stores that littered the suburban retail landscape. It was there he met a girl.

      I knew from painful experience how easy it was to be taken advantage of by the fairer sex. As a bear I had little choice when biology took hold, but Gabe was human and humans can be frail creatures. His downfall was a woman named Ruth. She chased him only so far as to make him her own. It didn’t help that she was technically his supervisor at work. Immersing himself in the music was his job, but it was her job to rein him in and keep his mind on work. With tacit approval Gabe began to dress and look the part of metal fan. Gone was the straight clean-cut employee. Long hair, dark clothing, and eye makeup became his new work uniform. Backstage passes and partying with the band was the new norm for him. Need a ticket, need some swag, need a hit was his new mantra. The bands got him up and Ruth brought him down. Until upper management became involved that is.

      When a company is going through budget cuts and remodeling they look for the easy target and Gabe fell into that category. Looking like a short, chunky version of the singer Rob Zombie in full stage makeup with a bone through his nose doesn’t scream corporate in any version of the word. Gabe and his boss slash girlfriend soon found themselves out on the street. Keeping both the monkey on his back and the woman in his life happy proved too much for him. Hence his fall from grace (not her name) and his move back to Madison.

      “Gabriel?” I asked as the door opened.

      “Mongo! Dude I haven’t seen you in years. How’d you find me?” Gabriel cried recognizing me. Gone was the garish makeup and tribal accents. Dressed similar to me he looked almost normal.

      “Winston. I got back in town a year or so ago and opened up my own PI business. Winston hired me recently. Can we talk?” I asked him.

      “Sure sure, come on in,” Gabe waved me inside.

      Like a cop I focused in on everything in the room. I was trained to take everything in at a single glance. Spotting illegal weapons, drugs, and other paraphernalia was an art most in law enforcement excelled at. It was the primary reason civilians shouldn’t ever just let us in without a warrant. You never know what we might see!

      Gabe’s apartment was practically empty. A couple of lawn chairs surrounded what appeared to be a large wooden spool. The kind the power company used for new wires. Milk carton shelving completed the picture.

      “Nice bachelor pad you’ve got here,” I pointed to the ‘table.’

      “Eh, it’s what I can afford. After Ruth left, I didn’t have all that much, just chairs and an old mattress. I got lucky with the table. The power guys were just gonna abandon it out by the highway,” Gabe explained in a low voice.

      “Ruth left? I’d heard you two were pretty hot and heavy at the store,” I asked him.

      Gabe groaned. “Don’t remind me about that. Did you know she was a quarter Succubus? Total news to me. I suppose the three kids with different fathers might’ve been a tip off, but I was too blind to see it. Who knew I had a drug habit?”

      I raised my hand and waved at him. “Schools should really teach us about moderation. I’ve been there buddy. I took stuff to make the FBI Academy more interesting and fun. Succubus… sounds like fun. She sure didn’t demonstrate that when we were in school.”

      “Oh it was there, you left before she really went wild. Not even the mailman was safe from her lust. She got into trouble at work for over-affectionate hugging. I think…” Gabe paused looking around the room. “I think I shouldn’t have allowed her to move in or to take major advantage of me. On our fourth or fifth ‘date’ she took me out to her parent’s house. We weren’t really dating more hooking up than anything. They lived way, way, way out in the boonies. For a moment I thought I heard banjos. If her parents had said squeal like a pig I would’ve hit the road right then and there, but I didn’t. What they did say was one of those signposts that every confirmed bachelor should be watching for.”

      Scooting forward in my lawn chair I leaned down a bit to meet his eyes, “What did they say?”

      Gabe almost giggled before speaking three words. “No more children.”

      I felt my jaw drop open for a moment, “Say what?”

      Pointing at my face Gabe nodded. “That was my look right there. Not hello. Not who are you? Not even nice to meet you. No, I got no more children. If I’d been in my right mind instead of high as a kite I should’ve taken that as a clue to hightail it out of the county! But I didn’t. Her dad was an Incubus, well a half. Her mom was human, I think. Still not totally sure. They were both extremely dirty and looked as though they’d climbed out of a pit somewhere. Turns out he was a combine repairman, working for one of the big cotton companies and his wife one of the brooders out at the chicken ranch. We’d caught them just as they got home. None of that stopped me from letting her and her hellions move in me. That was just days before the store dropped the hammer on me and my world fell apart. Did Winston tell you about that?”

      “Sort of,” I gave the apartment another look. “She leave?”

      “Pretty much. Took the kids, the car, the furniture, and all the rent money. I had to sell whatever stash I had put up to cover things so I could get a job.” Gabe’s eyes got wide all of a sudden as he realized what he’d just said. “You’re… You’re not still a cop are you?”

      For a split second I thought about screwing with him and saying yes, but he seemed to be down to his last nickel and to be truthful I’m not a nasty minded person. It takes a Unicorn to be that way. “I’m a private investigator not a narc.”

      Looking relieved, Gabe let out the breath he’d been holding in, “Thank the Gods. A possession rap is all I need now that I’m getting on track again. Last week KVMP FM 107 hired me to be their late-night jock. It’s a win-win with all the stuff I know about music and things. Scuzzies Dark Box is what I’m calling it. You should tune in.”

      “I might just. Dude, before I forget, Winston wanted me to ask you something. Did you notice anything funky at the party? Someone took that really stupid looking Hawaiian statue of Hina’s. According to him, you were sitting where you could see the thing the whole time. He said you never got off the couch once,” I asked him.

      Gabe twisted his lips into a frown as he looked down at the wooden spool table in front of him. “Small ugly little thing on top of the entertainment center? I remember telling Winston I thought it was watching me. A couple of beers is all I do these days but, to be honest, I wasn’t paying all that much attention. Abbie and the leather girls were sitting right across from me and every time she leaned forward I got to see what the mountains of Mordor really looked like. If you get my meaning.”

      Flipping past several barbecue stained pages, I found the list I’d been given. “Abigail Jungle, Jen Edwardo, and Crystal Mac, are they the ones you’re talking about?”

      “Yup. They’ve got Goth names as well, but I can never remember them,” Gabe made quote marks with his hands. “They all share an apartment over near the college. All three of them are big time movers and shakers in the LGBT crowd around here so watch yourself. They’re pretty kinky.”
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      The Sisters of Leather were new to me. I’d gone to Quantico before they burst onto the scene in Huntsville. The house they supposedly shared was right on the edge of Redstone Arsenal near the highway. At first glance, it made me wonder what the girls did for a living it was so nice.

      “Yeah, we were at that party,” Abigail replied when I explained who I was. “We all used to work with Hina at the Shoppes Mall. Those were the days I’ll tell you. Chicks everywhere.” Looking both left then right she elicited laughs from the two leather clad girls next to her. “What’d we do that brings you to us?”

      All three girls glared at me from across the room. Glancing around the room I took in the fine furnishings and high-class art. Nothing here screamed common theft or scam. Looking across the small table we sat around I smiled. “Nothing. Yesterday after the party Hina and Winston noticed that their tiki idol wasn’t where it used to be. Since both you three and Gabe were on or near the couch all night, we figured you might’ve seen who moved it.”

      Surprised, the girls all looked at each other for a moment before Abigail spoke. “I didn’t see anyone, but we played Monopoly most of the night. Gabe might be a loser but he’s a good gamer.” She looked to her right. “Jen what about you?”

      Resembling a short haired Kate Beckinsale, Jen Edwardo was dressed in skin-tight leathers complete with chain accents. Her ‘sister’ Crystal Mac wore a matching outfit but in red instead of black. Both girls had vacant eyes and stiff sullen expressions making me wonder about what it was they did for a living.

      “It could have been Giuseppe. Remember? He mentioned how ugly the thing was and spent half the night digging through Winston’s DVD collection. Like Abigail we had our backs to the tv most of the night,” Jen explained.

      “Giuseppe? Would that be Joe Napoli?” I asked as I whipped out my battered notebook.

      “That’s the guy,” Crystal answered, her eyes never moving. “Short and hairy. He told everyone to call him Joe after everyone started calling him Geppetto. His dad runs a pizza parlor just up the road near the front gate. Good place.”

      Giving them my best Spock impression, I raised one eyebrow. Managing to do it the first time took literally months of practice and weeks of crap from my dad over me making funny faces at him. “Do you remember when you last saw the tiki?”

      “Just when Joe pointed it out,” Abigail replied.

      “That,” both Jen and Crystal added at once. Their smiles and somewhat vacant eyes reminding me of a movie I once saw.

      “What about the other guest, Shirley? Did you see what she was doing?” I asked them.

      “Mmm, the neighbor. She was too old to interest us,” Abigail answered. “Not tech savvy enough. When we mentioned Cam-life she just looked at us like we were crazy. Some people have no sense of fun or adventure.”
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      Orlando’s Pizza, family owned and operated. Good location, lots of foot traffic, good food smells. Smells that even my busted down sniffer can detect. If dad saw this place he’d approve, I think.

      Stepping inside I had flashbacks of my own family’s place.

      “Have a seat wherever you like I’ll be with you in a moment,” a young looking short hairy man in red and white striped clothing yelled as he slid past me carrying a pizza.

      Like outside the air was filled with the smell of pepperoni and cheese. Both of which were my favorite and a huge break from my steady diet of barbecue and ramen noodles.

      The hairy man who I assumed was Joe, was super busy. Like my dad’s place the tables were very limited in Orlando’s and Joe looked to be the only waiter. When he rushed up to my table, I only asked for a Coke and a menu. As Joe set them down, I asked my question. “When you find time, I’d like to ask you a few questions if I may. Winston and Hina sent me.”

      His eyes a bit wide he nodded before speaking. “I’m super busy right now. Did you want food?”

      Glancing at the menu I ordered almost blindly, “Sicilian special, breadsticks, and a salad. I don’t care what the dressing is.”

      “Large, medium, or personal on that pizza?” Joe asked me.

      “Got anything bigger than a large?” I asked with a smile.

      “Not really,” Joe looked up from his order pad. “I could ask dad if he’d do a special price for two larges but don’t count on it.”

      Thinking about my own father and his reluctance to adjust the prices I shook my head, “I’ll pay the price for two, don’t bother him he looks really busy.”

      Joe made a notation, “When a man makes the best pizza in town he needs to keep busy. It’ll be thirty, forty minutes or so. Thanks.”

      Gazing out the front window I watched cars and people go by. The military dominated the whole area, and it wasn’t unusual to see servicemen and women walking around in full uniform. Considering how narrowly I’d avoided military service myself I took careful not of those who served the country. Pack mentality. Never ever, ever, cross members of a large cohesive brotherhood like the military. They will ruin your whole year.

      Blowing out a deep breath I cast my gaze around the restaurant. Half the seated tables were either eating or on their phones. All the kids were doing both. Money was tighter than it should be for me and while I had a phone, it was of the flip variety. At times I felt like Captain Kirk but looked like a grandpa with my white hair and antique phone. Comparing the pizzeria to dad’s place I could see the love and compassion the Napoli’s had put into it. Hard work showed.

      I was concentrating so hard I completely missed my food arriving! A man resembling Joe but much older slid first one then two large pizzas in front of me. “Two specials and your breadsticks,” the man stated. Turning to one side he took a large salad from Joe. “House salad with Italian dressing. Please enjoy.”

      The man I assumed was the elder Napoli stepped away with Joe behind him. Half the others eating in the small place eyed my table in shock. I was a big guy, but they’d just placed enough food for a little league in front of me. It was all I could do to not smile too much.

      “Yum,” I said to myself as I dug in. I’d have to remember to tell my mom about this place. She was always looking for good take-away. Hungry bears eat a lot.

      For the next half hour all I could do was eat. Between the melted cheese and the homemade sausage, I was in pizza heaven. Even the salad tasted good. As a Southern raised bear, I’d grown to expect everyone’s House dressing to be Ranch. This part of Alabama even had a Ranch based barbecue sauce that folks put on just about everything. Whatever was in the dressing beat that out completely. More information for mom to research.

      Slurping down the last piece of pizza I then used the sticks to wipe clean the salad bowl. Cleaning your plate was a mantra in my house. Way too many years without made you respect what you got. Looking up from the now empty plates and bowls I found Joe staring at me from across the room. I was completely alone in the restaurant. All the other patrons had left without me noticing. Some PI I was.

      “You’re the Polar Bear, aren’t you?” He asked me.

      Chugging my Coke, I nodded.

      “Winston’s mentioned you a few times,” Joe commented.

      Nodding again I gave him my best smile, “It’s all lies.”

      “Uh huh. What do you want?” He asked me.

      “I’m trying to find something and Hina told me to talk to you. At some point during or after the party the other day her family tiki disappeared. She and Winston aren’t accusing you or any of the others of taking it. They brought me in to see if you remember seeing it and when you think it might’ve disappeared,” I held up my hand palm out. “No one has accused you of anything. I’m just trying to get a picture in my head of the party, who was there, and when it may have left. Do you have time to talk to me?”

      Joe slid out of the booth he was in and stood up. Glancing at his father behind the counter he smiled. “Settle your tab and we can talk as I clean up.”

      Laying a handwritten bill in front of me I pulled out my wallet and paid cash. “Your family has a nice place here. It reminds me a bit of my family’s barbecue place in Madison.”

      “Family owned and operated?” Joe asked as he cleared away all my dishes.

      “For the past twenty years or so. We came here from Russia by way of Japan,” I replied. I was very proud of my family. They’d given up a lot to get safely out of Russia and into a place without restrictions.

      “We’re Sicilians. My great-great-great-grandfather Giuseppi settled here in the late 1800s. He helped found our original location just after the Great War. Been going strong ever since,” Joe explained as he started sweeping up. “I can remember looking at the ugly little thing, especially when Gabe pointed it out. But I don’t remember seeing it after that. I was playing games with the girls and let me tell you,” Joe looked over his shoulder towards the kitchen. “Let me tell you… those three as some smoking hot chicks. If I wasn’t Catholic and in an arranged marriage, I’d be all over them like cheese on toast.”

      My eyebrows popped right up, “Arranged marriage? They still do that?”

      Joe nodded. “Sure they do. How do you think pure Sicilians keep our blood pure? Many of the old traditions are the best ways.”

      Stuttering at the words ‘Pure Blood’ all I could think about was a conversation I had with Agatha Blackmore about family traditions and where the Witch Clans came from originally. According to her, it was both Eastern and Western Europe. Magick folk tend to cluster together seeking like minds and power. Communities are formed and bloodlines preserved. If a group grew too big, they might hive off and move away to start a new beginning group. It was how the Blackmores ended up in Maine to begin with. I knew I wasn’t the only paranormal in Huntsville, but had I just found a group of Witches?

      “Dude there’s a lot of fish in the sea to only be restricted to just one. Especially at such a young age. We bears mate for life but only after our fiftieth year or so. The Pack will always allow us to spread our seeds into the wind first,” I explained trying not to sound dirty. If the leather girls were into what I thought they might be, Joe would’ve gotten a rude surprise trying to hook up with them. I was pretty sure they didn’t swing in his direction and if they did have him over, he might’ve ended up on BlueTube or worse. An arranged marriage would be safer for him.

      Joe laughed, “what makes you think I haven’t done that as well? If I’d met the leather girls last year instead of last week things might be a bit different. No. I’ve talked to my new wife over the phone and the internet. She’s perfect. Fit, trim, the right amount of powe… I mean she completes me in ways not seen.”

      I didn’t miss his slip of the tongue at all. Thinking for a moment I tried to come up with a way to tell him I understood without actually saying it. Agatha had often said that there were quite a few Covens hiding out in the United States.

      “A friend of mine, Agatha Blackmore, told me a bit about arranged marriages. She lives in a rural part of Maine and was raised by her grandmother to lead the family in all things. Her group doesn’t follow the old-world, traditions,but she understands them. Intimately,” when I stressed the word traditions I’d gotten a bit of a rise out of Joe.

      “Was she someone you were at the FBI Academy with?” Joe asked me.

      Seeing as how I didn’t mention the FBI or my connection to it I knew he knew who I was speaking of. “Yes. She has her own team now.”

      “Then we understand each other. You might ask Shirley about the Ku. She almost never took her eyes off the thing the whole time she was there. Didn’t even stay for charades and only someone up to something would miss Winston’s turn at them. Trust me when I say it’s the funniest thing you’ll ever see,” Joe responded. By using the name of the thing, he confirmed my theory of him.

      “I guess that’s it then. Tell your dad that was the best meal I’ve had in years and he’s my new take out place. No more Pizza Shack for me!” I explained.

      “You better not, that stuffs like cardboard compared to our pies,” Joe yelled as I stepped out the door.

      Rubbing my full belly, I tapped out instructions for the rideshare company. I might take a nap.
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      It was seven o’clock but still light out. Shirley Penrod was Winston’s next-door neighbor. I’d saved her for last because according to the happy couple she’d only popped in to the party for a moment. The much older lady had been an enormous help with getting them settled in and all.

      Mrs. Penrod lived directly next door. The concrete paths to each door were at sharp right angles to each other allowing for small front gardens with a modicum of privacy. Where Winston’s door was bright red, Shirley’s was dark green.

      Checking my watch first I rang the bell.

      The door opened a crack as a medium build older woman peeked out, “Hello? May I help you?”

      I smiled. “Mrs. Penrod? My name is Mongo. I’m a friend of Winston and Hina. Sometime during the party the other night they had a family heirloom turn up missing. They wanted me to ask you if you remember seeing anything funny during the party. Anything at all would help.”

      Opening the door wide, the older woman stepped outside joining my on the stoop. As I’d seen earlier, she was of medium height for a human, only coming up to my chin. Her blond to whitish hair was cut into a short bob with a small curl that ran down her neck. It was unusual enough for me to take notice. Something about her was familiar though. It might’ve been the extremely garish late 1970s clothes she had on though. I was suddenly having late night television flashbacks of the Mod Squad.

      “I was only at the party for a few minutes while I returned Hina’s lovely casserole dish. Did you know she watered my plants and picked up all my mail for me? The day I returned from my trip she and Winston brought me dinner so I wouldn’t have to go back out. They are the loveliest couple,” Shirley gushed. Cocking her head to one side she tapped a finger against her lips. “I remember there were six or seven others there and one weird guy on the couch. What was stolen?”

      “Something Hina’s father gave her. We’re not completely sure it was stolen yet though. They just wanted me to look into it since finding things is what I do. What did you go out of town for?” I asked her.

      Shirley glared at me for a moment. “That sir is none of your business. If you must know though I was at a collectable trade show. Buying and selling historical items is how I earn my living.”

      “That’s cool. You mean like furniture and things, my mom loves those funky colored dishes… Carnival glass is what it’s called. She’s got a ton of the stuff on shelves all over the house,” I explained.

      Shirley nodded, “I remember that stuff. No what I specialize in is movie and television props from the golden days of tv and all the kitsch associated with it. Stuff like lunchboxes and cereal box giveaways.”

      “You can make money off that stuff?” I had visions of all the yard sales and flea markets I got dragged to as a kid. Maybe I was in the wrong business.

      “If you know what you’re looking at, you can.” Shirley smiled up at me. “Check the local library and start reading the collectible books. They have them for dishes. Your mom’s collection might be worth money. If you can get online, there’s tons of videos on what is what and what is not.” Laying her hand on my arm Shirley motioned to me.

      I leaned down just a bit, so I was eye level.

      “Lots of fakes in this business. Learn to spot the fakes and get a good poker face. Even fakes can bring in good money,” she whispered to me. Letting go of my arm she winked at me. “Get the books and check out your mom’s stuff.”

      “I will. Thanks,” I told her.

      “Check out those three girls, they looked guilty to me. Clothing too tight and bouncing their bits all over the place. In my day, you could be arrested for prostitution for doing that,” Shirley replied as she stepped back into the house carefully closing the door.

      I stared at the door for what seemed like five minutes but was only thirty seconds or so. There was something… off about that old broad. I needed to talk to Winston. Fortunately for me he was right next door.
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      Who did it? That was the question I was faced with now. Talking with Winston only made it worse. Neither one of them could remember exactly the last time they saw the tiki or how long Shirley had been there.

      “How often does she come over?” I asked them.

      Winston looked to Hina for the answer, “what do you think hon, every other week? She was over a lot when we first moved in.”

      “About that,” Hina replied. “She did the good neighbor thing, brought us cookies, helped us find curtains, stuff like that. As we settled into our lives, we pretty much only waved at the mailbox. Other than the party I don’t think she’s been over since mom and dad visited.”

      I perked up, “oh, when was that?”

      “Two, three weeks ago maybe? I can check. It was when dad gave us the tiki along with a bunch of pictures and things from home. They’d never been here before and wanted to remind me of home,” Hina explained with a smile. She hugged Winston to her and gave him a kiss. “This is the first time they’ve approved!”

      Giving Winston a look I kidded him a bit, “you do drop the funny accent for them?”

      Winston looked skyward and frowned, “I should never have told you that. Yes, yes. They know I’m not Jamaican. Just about all my close friends know. No idea how I’ll break it to work though.”

      Not being able to help myself I giggled just a bit, “you could pretend it was all a promotional thing. Scuzzy did mention he wanted you to start up a band or something.”

      Hina elbowed Winston in the ribs, “you didn’t tell me that!”

      “I was waiting for the right moment, hon I swear,” he protested. Rubbing his side for a moment he looked between the two of us. “It’s a good idea but my guitar skills aren’t all that great past Guitar Hero. I’m a better singer.”

      “Then do that, lots of big-time musicians never learned to play until later. Lessons are easy. You gotta reach for the brass ring sometimes buddy,” I exclaimed.

      Hina pointed at me, “listen to the Bear if you won’t listen to me. You should do it.”

      “But we don’t even know what to call ourselves that doesn’t sound stupid. We’ve tried The Churchills, Madison Furies, The Clay Pot, and a bunch of other goofy names. Nothing zings to us. If we can come up with the right name, it will pull us all together I just know it,” Winston whined. Looking a bit shamefaced he looked at Hina with puppy dog eyes. “We’ve been practicing on my ‘poker’ nights.”

      Making a fist, Hina popped him in the shoulder.

      “Ouch!” Winston exclaimed.

      “Did it hurt,” she asked.

      “Yeah,” he said as he rubbed his shoulder.

      “Want another one?” Hina asked.

      Winston shook his head and moved over just a bit causing Hina to start laughing.

      “You two are already like an old married couple. I’ve got two questions and we can wrap this up. One, have you ever been inside Shirley’s place and two, did you check behind the entertainment center?” I asked them.

      “I’ve been in her kitchen. You’ve seen ours, it opens up to the back slab and yard. Her’s is the mirror of ours but she had her place redone at some point. It was right after we’d moved in and she wanted to show me something. All I remember was the whole place was really retro. For a moment I thought I was in my granny’s house with her lime green countertops and 1970s appliances. No idea why anyone would want that stuff these days,” Hina said.

      “She told me she collected stuff. That might be it,” I explained.

      “Weird. Can you help us look behind the cabinet?” Winston motioned to the entertainment center along the wall.

      “Dude, I can do better than that. All you need to do it look, I’ve got this!” Reaching down I clutched the bottom of the console with both hands and lifted. It might weight a couple hundred pounds but to a Bear, that was child’s play.

      Both Winston and Hina checked under and around the thing before I set it down, “thanks. I just wanted to be sure before I gave you a name.”

      “Do you know who yet?” Winston asked.

      I shook my head, “I need to research a couple of things and re-interview one of the guests, but it won’t be much longer. Trust me.”

      “Thanks buddy. Hina’s parents will be devastated if we lose the thing,” Winston replied.

      “Jamaican Karma,” I said with a smile.

      Winston gave me a funny look, “what?”

      “The band. You should call it Jamaican Karma. It’s what happens when you fake it for so long and a Polar Bear catches you,” I explained even as I stepped out of the house. “I’ll call you.”
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      Getting back home early, I sat down with my family for dinner. While Mom might be more modern and adaptive to American foods and traditions, Dad was a traditionalist. He wanted something from the ‘old country’ at least twice a week and insisted on hot fat to drink instead of tea or soda.

      “Ugh, how can you drink that stuff,” the steaming glass of hot seal oil sat on the ceramic tile I’d made in elementary school. I can still remember painting the old Russian flag on the tile instead of the stars and stripes like the other kids. As a family we didn’t have a stitch of loyalty to the old world, but dad treasured his own childhood memories and I wanted to help him even then.

      “It’s tradition. Look it up. Natural bears gorge themselves on seal fat all the time. I’m connecting with our past,” my dad explained. It was all I could do to not throw up as he tossed back the big glass of goo.

      Looking to my mom I complained. “Why do you encourage him like this? I have looked it up. They eat that stuff to stay warm in the freezing cold. This is Alabama. It doesn’t get that cold here. When was the last time we swam in the ocean?”

      “Mongo, let your father be. He is how he is. Eat your dinner, it’s getting cold,” my mom placed a plate in front of me, rubbing my shoulder as she stepped away.

      “You should partake as I do. It’ll put hair on chest. Umka, fix the boy some fat,” my dad yelled at me mom.

      Spinning in my chair I motioned to no, waving my hands like a construction worker trying to stop a bulldozer. Please no. He’d tried this before when I was a child. I still can’t have milkshakes because of it. Visions of the thick mucus like material sliding down my throat gives me nightmares.

      “Leave the boy be Beorn. He’s old enough to make his own choices in life,” my mom retorted. She sat a plate down for dad and took her chair across from me. “Eat your food, the both of you.”

      Dad grumbled a bit but did as she asked. Tonight, it was fried fish with beans and greens. Living in a barbecue world got old after a while and my mom liked to mix things up by feeding us stuff dad didn’t sell. I’d tried to get them to change the menu at the restaurant more than once. “Don’t fix it if it isn’t broken,” is what both of them always said.

      “How’s your case going,” my mother asked me.

      Looking up from my dinner I glanced at my father then her, “it’s ok. I looked into all the suspects, ran some interviews, and checked out their houses. I still need to look back into one of them though. If I lay everything out and compare it all, I should be able to see what happened.”

      My mother nodded, “that sounds complete. Is this something criminal, could they go to jail over it?”

      I cocked my head and considered that bit. “Maybe? The item is a family heirloom but more of a religious nature. To value it, I’d have to take its historical value into question. I doubt the local PD would care. Petty crime most likely.”

      Dad grunted laying his fork down, “give us the details. Paint a picture for us.”

      “Ok… So, there was this party,” I explained the whole crazy thing to my parents laying out the who and the where for them. After a couple of minutes, they had questions.

      “Why don’t you suspect these... leather girls? Is that right?” Mom asked me.

      “Abbie, Jen, and Crystal, I called them that because of what they wear all the time. They all share an apartment over near the base. I suspect they’re all in a relationship together and have a sort of streaming service they run out of the house,” I explained. “While I haven’t seen the actual cameras, I do know how to disguise them and as far as I can tell none of them have traditional jobs.”

      “So, no jobs and they dress provocatively, and you go straight to tawdry? Mongo I raised you better than that!” My mom exclaimed.

      Holding up my hands in protest I explained, “I ran background checks on all of them using some of my FBI contacts. All three girls haven’t been employed in any sort of traditional job for over five years but are still reporting income earned in the mid five figure rang to the IRS. And before you say it, I checked to see if they were independently wealthy or had family money of some kind. The camera-based job idea comes from a purchasing record I found on Crystal’s credit card. She bought enough camera equipment to outfit a small school just last year. Jen and Abigail both are recent graduates in tech careers and have the know how to set something up like this. As to their relationship, I’m just going off something Hina said to me once. That the girls were tight knit and really didn’t date outside their trio.”

      “Hmmpt! You still shouldn’t be thinking such thoughts about innocent girls,” my mom stated as she stood up. Grabbing our plates, she quickly cleared the table off.

      My dad looked over his shoulder watching as mom went into the kitchen. Looking back at me and keeping his voice low he spoke, “there are a lot of Packs like that. Loose structure, lots of hot women, if I was thirty years younger and your mother was in a coma… you get the picture son.”

      I shook my head, “ugh. Now I need mind bleach. Thanks dad.”

      Mom stepped back into the room popping my dad on the back of his head in a classic Gibbs maneuver, “I heard that you old goat!”

      Sitting down she glared at me father until he said “I love you” to her. My parents were a hoot sometimes.

      “Moving on, I still need to re-interview Mrs. Penrod and if possible get a look into her house,” I explained.

      “Why,” my dad asked.

      “Why what?” I responded.

      “Get into her house, what does that help with,” dad asked me.

      I waggled my hand, “economics and a bit of psychology. Take Gabriel as an example. A few years ago, he’d have been my number one suspect with his job loss and drug issues. But he obviously is trying to clean himself up. Yes, his apartment leaves something to be desired but by talking to him I can see that is more is exes issue than his. He’s trying, and that’s all that matters. Getting into theft now would exile him from the only support group he has, his friends. It’s just not his style. The girls are the same. They have nice things. Doing something to have it all taken away and exposing whatever quasi-legal income stream that they may have isn’t in the cards for them. They like Gabe need good friends.”

      Dad nodded. “So that leaves the pizza kid and the only lady.”

      “Just the old lady. Joe never came out and said it, but I suspect his family is like my friend Agatha’s. Just the fact they’re keeping it secret tells me he doesn’t want any sort of legal trouble. His family wouldn’t be pleased with him,” I explained. “It has to be Mrs. Penrod. She’s the only one with prior knowledge of the item and lots of experience with the layout of the condo. Hers is a mirror opposite of it after all.”

      “And she’s the one that told you about Carnival glass?” Mom asked me.

      “She was. According to Hina, Shirley knows her antiques. I guess that should have been a clue right there since the tiki is supposed to be a family heirloom after all,” I replied.

      “Well don’t scare her too much, she is an old woman after all,” my dad stated. “She might call the police on you.”

      I frowned. “Yeah, I’m trying to avoid that bit. My license will hold up, but the locals don’t care for me all that much. If she’s got it, I think I can get it back without involving them. Winston’s got pictures after all.”
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      I had a whole conversation laid out in my head as I knocked on the door. What she would say, what I would say back. It was like theatre in my mind. All of that went right out the window as she opened the door.

      “Oh, Mr. Mongo you’re back. Did you catch your thief?” Shirley asked. Her hair was still the same, but the outfit was much different, more modern.

      “I did. What you told me helped, thanks,” I replied to her.

      Shirley’s eyes widened just a bit, “which one of the kids was it?”

      “None, you know perfectly well who took the tiki. Now we can do this a couple of ways. I can call the local cops and lay it all out for them or you can give it back to me along with an explanation. I doubt Winston and Hina will press charges. Which do you prefer it to be?” I asked her. I was taking a chance here. She could clam up and force me to call the cops.

      The old woman froze in the doorway her jaw dropping open, “what? What?” She repeated herself a few times more.

      “It was pretty obvious you were lying. May I come in now?” I asked her.

      “Fine, whatever. Just take it,” Shirley cried. Opening the door, she ushered me inside.

      The first thing I saw as I entered the house was a blue grid with nine faces staring at me. Five women and four men. As I looked a bit closer, I recognized them. Every kid on the planet should recognize them. “Uh, I guess you like the Brady Bunch.”

      Posters, pictures, cardboard cutout people, lunchboxes, and toys were everywhere. And not just the Brady’s. I saw things related to half my childhood of television. Unlike most kids I didn’t have time for afternoon or morning tv. Most of my waking hours were spent inside the restaurant. There was always something for me to do even if it meant I had to do my homework in dad’s tiny office. The only television we owned at that time was the one up high in the corner of the dining room. Dad had bought it when he figured out he could get the World Cup on satellite.

      “I told you I collected antiques. This is just part of my collection. I’ve written books about all this,” Shirley explained. “If you’d gone to the library like I told you to you might already know this.”

      Carefully following her into the condo I had to dodge around more than one large store display for television merchandise. Scratching my head, I wondered why someone would buy a Brady Bunch dollhouse or action figure. Centered in the room was a sort of shrine with Hina’s family tiki at the center of it all. On one side stood an orange shirted Alice cardboard cutout, the other Greg on a surfboard.

      As I reached for the tiny idol, I heard a click behind me. If my sniffer had worked the way it was supposed to, I might’ve smelled the gun oil. As it was, she’d gotten the drop on me.

      “Bobby should never have picked up that thing to begin with. It was pure dumb luck that he gave it to Greg. He could’ve been killed during that surfing contest. That little thing has a curse on it! I took it to protect Hina and Winston. Poor Alice, she threw her back out because of that thing. And on vacation too!” Shirley stepped around me slowly. “You may be big, but this baby will take you down. It belonged to my poor Sam. That hussy Alice tried to seduce him you know. Stupid movie whore.”

      Making a calming motion with my hands I pitched my voice low like I’d been trained at the Academy, “why don’t you put the gun down Shirley. Please?”

      “The moment I saw it I knew. It was a danger to those kids just like last time. Did you know they don’t make spider traps like they do for ants? That man at the hardware story said I was crazy when I showed him the pictures of Peter and the tarantula. Those things could hurt a child!” Shirley waved the gun as she motioned at the shrine.

      Remembering long lost television episodes wasn’t really my thing. I did know a tiny unicorn that could answer just about any tv trivia, but he wasn’t here. I vaguely remember something about a curse but in typical Brady fashion they survived it without a scratch or a visit to the bathroom. Taking a gun from an old woman should be pretty easy. I was much bigger than she was. But speed was the issue. In my human form I might be stronger but faster wasn’t there. Only my warrior or natural form had that skill.

      “You know too much now Mongo. I have to get rid of you now,” Shirley pointed the gun at me.

      All my worries of flew out the window the moment the gun barrel came up. Never ever point a gun at someone unless you mean to kill them. There’s no crying in baseball and there’s no playing games with cops. Instantly I transformed from a chunky human seeming person to a five hundred pound Polar Bear Warrior. My roar shook the entire building as I launched myself at her!

      With a scream the old woman pulled the trigger even as my paws connected with her. Falling backwards she fired not once but twice. The first bullet whizzed past me hitting the opposite wall, taking out a row of restaurant commemorative glasses. Round two burned its way down my flank embedding itself in my hip. At first the pain was like a bad sunburn.

      Standing over her prone body I battered the gun from her hands with a single swipe of my paw, “do it again and I’ll kill you.”

      In this form I could speak but every word was tinged with growls.

      Triggering the shift, I could feel my body roll back into itself. Still mostly dressed I blessed my mother’s foresight in getting me stretch pants and shirts with a bit of elastic to them. Blowing out of your clothing was very embarrassing for a Were.

      “Here’s how this is going to work. I’m calling the police and reporting the gunshot. As far as they know it will be accidental. Firing as you picked it up to show me. Alabama is an open carry state, so it’s not illegal. Neither of us will mention the tiki. Understand me?” I growled at her.

      Shirley, still on the floor nodded. “Why?”

      Ignoring her question, I continued, “I’ll be filling Winston and Hina in on this. All of it. It’s only a suggestion but I think you should take your collections and move. Go somewhere else.”

      Still lying down Shirley whimpered but nodded again.
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      “It was her all along?” Winston asked me as I laid out all my findings and the missing tiki.

      Laying my hand on his arm I stopped him from standing up, “she tried to kill me at one point. Leave her be. I haven’t involved the local PD yet, but the threat is there. Just let it go for now.”

      Hina picked up the tiki and gave it a rub, “did she say why?”

      “You’re going to laugh. She was under the impression it was cursed,” I started to explain before Hina cut me off.

      “Cursed! My family does not deal in stolen things,” Hina glared at me with fire in her eyes.

      “Whoa, dudette, you need to chill just a bit. I’m not accusing you one bit,” I said making a stop motion with my hands. “That chick next door was nuts. She somehow got it into her head that the Brady Bunch show was real, and your tiki is the one that Peter found at the construction site. In her mind she was saving the both of you from tarantulas, crazy surf boards, and Vincent Price. The very moment she saw it she intended to steal from you.”

      “That bitch! I don’t even watch that stupid show. I’m calling my parents right now,” Hina yelled. Grabbing her phone, she ran into the kitchen.

      “You see what I have to deal with sometimes? I can’t believe I didn’t see the crazy next door. We spent a lot of time with her. She was in our house more than once too,” Winston protested.

      “You didn’t know. The funniest things set people off sometimes. For Shirley it was seeing your soon to be father-in-law in a Hawaiian shirt that looked like one from the episode and when you add in the statue? She went right over the edge and thought she had to save you,” I explained to Winston.

      Suddenly my phone started buzzing and Perry Gripp’s song Space Unicorn started blaring out. Both Winston and I could only stare at it for a moment before I grabbed it. “I need to get that.”

      Picking up the phone I hit answer. “Yo Agatha. How’s life on the road this week?”

      The Witch on the other end was all business for a change. “Busy. So, I’ve got a question for you, a private eye question.”

      Agatha and her team were some of my best friends in the world. Catherine, Chuck, and Agatha had formed a mini-Pack at the Academy and had accepted me a trial member. I didn’t get the perks they shared, but I did get the acceptance and the legal powers it came with. Weres without a Pack were considered rogue by most. My parents possessed a waiver from the local area leaders, but they still had to notify someone if they needed to travel. My being in the FBI gave me a pass nationwide but not after I quit.

      “Then I’m the guy you need to talk to. What’s the question?” I asked.

      “If you were a Vampire on the run from the FBI, where would you hide?” Agatha asked me.

      “What sort of resources do I have?” I replied.

      “Unknown. Assume unlimited,” Agatha stated.

      “May I ask who this poor creature is that is on the run? Most of the Vamps I’ve encountered have been, for the most part, law-abiding. They don’t want another purge, you know.”

      Agatha grunted. “Be serious, Mongo. You know as well as I do that was a complete accident on the part of the Allied magicians.”

      “You may say that, but we weren’t there. We both know that history is written by the victors. It might have been a whole lot different if America had entered the war,” I replied.

      “Not this argument again. Mongo, I’m serious here. History just happens. Ask my grandmother. She’s pushing two hundred and can tell you stories that will curl your hair. And it’s all true! Now please answer the question.”

      “I will when you tell me who this is. Come on, Agatha. I’m trustworthy. Who would I tell here in Madison?” Mongo I looked away from the phone and gave Winston the high sign that everything was ok.

      “Anastasia,” Agatha replied.

      “Is she helping you? That’s who you should ask about this. It would take a Vamp to understand a Vamp. So, who are you chasing?”

      Agatha sighed, “No, Mongo. It’s Ana we’re hunting.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      Agatha was completely silent on the phone.

      “You’re not kidding. OK. You do know she’s been with the FBI since the 1940s and knows every technique they use. Hell, she probably wrote the manual! What did she do?” I asked.

      Agatha sighed, “It’s complicated. It concerns the World Species Council.”

      “Whoa! Agatha are you crazy? This is an open line!” I practically yelled at her.

      “Mongo, it’s fine. I’m a Witch, remember? Plus, my grandmother is the leader of that group. I doubt they will come after me.”

      “If you say so. My parents told me to never, ever, mention THEM to anyone. Especially a mundane. They are the major leagues in our world,” I Explained.

      “Trust me. It’s safe.”

      “So, what did she do to THEM?” I asked. There were some people and things in this world you just didn’t mess with.

      “The Vampire representative demanded that she present herself to them. They have questions as to her lineage and history. According to them, she doesn’t exist.” Agatha sighed again.

      “She ran.”

      “Yes, she ran. I know a tiny bit of her history. She told me once upon a time that she didn’t want to be found. But now the Council has involved my bosses at the FBI and even higher than that. My team was supposed to be investigating a Wendigo sighting in the Pacific Northwest, but now we’ve been told to drop everything and find her.”

      “Dude, I feel for you. Like I said before, she wrote some of the FBI manuals. You’re screwed!” I laughed.

      “Just tell me where she would go. Please?” Agatha almost growled.

      “That’s an easy one. She will go to the one place no one would expect a Vampire to be. Once you figure that part out, the rest should be easy. Do you know if she has a human familiar?” I asked her

      “ are you still there?”

      “Sorry, Mongo. I was thinking. I’ve never heard her speak about a familiar or an assistant. How would we find out if she has one?” Agatha asked.

      “Her boss at the FBI might know. Or her official record might have it.” When I’d gone on assignment, it was to a different branch of the Bureau. My understanding of the big picture was a bit more complete than my friends.

      “Nope. I’ve got a copy of her record, and it’s nearly empty. She’s the head of her branch of the FBI. She apparently took the spot on my team because she loved it. Besides, she hinted to me that she has possession of some of J. Edgar Hoover's lost files. She really does know where all the bodies are buried.” Agatha sighed and sounded lost to me. I knew that she and the Vamp were really close.

      “You’ve got a real job ahead of you then. Sorry I can’t be of more help, Agatha.”

      “It’s all good, Mongo. You’ve given me some things to think about. Good luck with your detective agency. Call Chuck or me if you have any more ideas. I’ve got to get the team moving.” Agatha hung up her end of the call.

      “Whoa, that was a bit intense,” I said to Winston. “My friends in the FBI have a serious new case.”

      “And they still call you for help? Mongo, why’d you even leave?” Hina said from the kitchen.

      I glanced at Winston a questioning look on my face.

      “Dude, I did what you asked and kept my mouth shut,” he replied.

      “It’s like this Hina…” launching into the whole sordid story I explained the trap I put myself into and how I was paying for it.

      Hina came over and rubbed my shoulders, “you don’t have to pretend around us. We know you and trust you.”

      “Thanks. So, what did your dad say?” I asked her.

      She snorted and then laughed. “You’ll love this. If you think your parents are strange, you should meet mine.”

      “What did they do now?” Winston asked.

      Reaching past me, Hina picked up the tiki from the center of the table and help it up. “This thing? Not an heirloom. Dad wanted to see if we could be trusted with family materials. He claims he picked it up at a junk shop in Waimea. That it was intended for Haoles and only idiots would fall for the idea of a curse on it.”

      “He pulled another on us, did he?” Winston asked.

      “Yes, he did,” Hina replied with a smile.

      “Dude,” I said with a laugh. Reaching into my pocket I pulled out a folded piece of paper. “It really is Jamaican Karma. You need to start that band for real. And by the way? Here’s my bill.”
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      **The conversation between Mongo and Agatha came from the start of the book Invisible Elder, book six of the Federal Witch series of books.

      Mongo has been a long time coming. I conceived the character in 2016 when I first wrote the Federal Witch series of books. Creating an entire universe was so much fun. There are rich characters who all interact in the main series while having lives of their own elsewhere. Mongo is such a person.

      He’s been the one I go too when I need a laugh or someone to do the one job none of my main characters will do. Who doesn’t like a big, beefy, Polar Bear delivering you barbecue?

      Beyond this most recent book the big lovable bear has popped up in several stories: Serpent Con, Lost in Alabama, and Cat’s Night Out. He is the creator of the Jack and Cheese sandwich and puts his father’s culinary knowledge to the test.

      In writing these books I intend to give him a background and his own life beyond the FBI. He is important to me and to the future timeline I have set up in my head.

      As always you can find me at www.tspaulbooks.com or on either the Author TS Paul Facebook page or Fans of the Federal Witch. My publishing company has its own Etsy page and Mongo stickers are now available. https://www.etsy.com/shop/GreatGodPanStore

      Keep it magical.  Scott.
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