
 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter One 

Oddity Loves Company 

 

 

Nobody spoke while the boss ate breakfast.  That was the first rule of business, when you 

worked for the Company.  Twenty-five minutes for him to finish his ham, eggs, a two and a half slices 

of toast with coconut oil instead of butter, a cup of coffee, and a quarter glass of water, all in perfect 

silence.  His lieutenants got to eat with him, but even they had to chew quietly.  

The boss read his paper while he ate, scanning and pondering every bit of information it 

contained.  The whole Company revolved around that quiet twenty-five minutes a day; the boss had a 

knack for reading between the lines.  If it wasn’t actually in the news, he could sniff it out, piecing it 

together from all the little bits in the editorials and articles.  He’d built the Company that way and he’d 

been doing it that way for twenty years.  Even on the bad days, he didn’t vary from the schedule.   

Of course, he didn’t waste any time, either.  Not a second after the twenty-five minute mark, his 

paper dropped and a deceptively sleepy glare swept around the table. 

“Remind me who I put in charge of solving this problem?” 

Four heads swiveled to stare pointedly at the fifth lieutenant, who just shrugged. 

“It’sa bigger problem’n we expected, boss.  The lawyer turned out to be an honest one; we 

couldn’t buy ‘im off.” 

The boss leveled another glare at the man. 

“You mean he wanted more than we could afford, right?” 

A half-grin spread across the lieutenant’s face. 

“It works out d’same, either way, right?” 

For a moment, the glare persisted, then vanished.  The boss nodded thoughtfully and smoothed 

out a crease in his paper. 

“I guess it does.  If we can’t afford him, we can’t afford him.  We’ll have to do something about 

that; one lawyer starts getting ideas, they’ll all start getting ideas, and that’d kill business.  Ideas, 

people?” 

Nobody answered and the boss sighed. 

“If this guy doesn’t throw the case, we’ll have problems, boys.  Or to put it differently...” His 

voice went cold.  “I’ll have problems.” 

Nobody answered and nobody needed to.  None of them were dumb.  The boss picked up his 



paper again and began scanning the last page.  It wasn’t anything interesting, just a few ads and an 

editorial on the city water supply.  Then, something caught his attention and his eyes narrowed.  After a 

moment, he tossed the paper to the middle of the table and sat back, arms crossed. 

“What the blazes is that?” 

The lieutenants leaned forward and stared at it.  Eyebrows rose and their stares shifted to the 

boss.  He cocked his head expectantly, but they all shrugged. 

“Get me a phone.” 

 The one on his right fished in a coat pocket and pulled out a scratched smartphone and handed it 

to him. 

“Read me that number.” 

Obediently, the same man picked up the paper and read off the phone number on the ad.  After 

a false start and a curse, the boss tapped in the number and waited for the ring.  It buzzed twice, then 

cut off, the buzz replaced by an automated message.  He scowled and thumbed the phone off, tossing it 

back to its owner. 

“Find out whose phone number that is.” 

Heads bobbed as he paused and took a bite of toast.  In an after-thought, he frowned and wiped 

his lips. 

“And if it’s nobody important, shoot him.” 

He took another thoughtful bite. 

“And if it’s somebody important, ask me before shooting him.” 

He finished the toast, but nobody replied.  They weren’t sure whether ad or the dead phone 

number had put the boss in a bad mood, but it didn’t matter.  He was in one and that was that.  

Then, the phone rang, startling everyone.  The lieutenant fished it back out of his pocket and 

squinted at the screen.  

“Same number, boss.  Whoever it is, they’re calling back…” 

The boss held out a hand for the phone, then tapped the screen, setting it to speaker mode. 

“Who’s this?” 

The reply was quick. 

“This would be me.  I put the ad in the paper for you.” 

With a glare at the phone, the boss steepled his fingers and leaned forward.  His lieutenants 

winced; he looked even less than unhappy. 

“Who the heck is ‘me’, jerk?” 

“Now, now, don’t get rude, sir.  ‘Me’ is all you need to know for now.  After all, if I wanted 



you to know my name, I’d have simply walked up and introduced myself.” 

The boss stared at the phone in disbelief, his face darkening fast.  

“Look, you…” 

“Look?  Certainly; take a look outside your window.” 

With a puzzled frown, the boss glanced out the neatly polished window.  Everyone else 

followed his gaze.   

“What the…” 

“Now, now, Mr. Mathis, no expletives, please.  I’m a sensitive fellow and that sort of thing 

makes my rates go up.  Very bad for business.” 

The boss, five lieutenants, and the scattering of privileged underlings in the dining room stared 

out the window, surprise paralyzing them for the moment.  Just outside, peering in through the lowest 

pane, stood a little man holding a phone to one ear.  He was watching them, a cheerful smile on his 

face. 

“Now, you’ve seen me and I’ve seen you, so let’s get down to business, shall we?  Oh… oh, 

dear, now that’s just unfriendly!” 

Five guns had come out and were aimed – with varying degrees of accuracy – at the little man’s 

head.  He shook his head and an expression of infinite sadness crossed his face.  

“Killing me at this juncture would be useless, Mr. Mathis.  You still don’t know who I am, so 

shooting me would just salve your annoyance.  After the initial fun was over, you’d still have no idea 

who I am.” 

The guns didn’t drop.   

“Come now, Mr. Mathis.  What sort of businessman has strangers shot just because they put his 

name in the paper?  After all, I might have a proposition to discuss with you.” 

The boss glanced down at the phone in surprise, then back out at the little man.  

“Do you?” 

With an expansive smile, the little man shrugged.   

“It’s possible.  Of course, my memory is very spotty, a condition aggravated by stress.  And all 

these guns create a very stressful environment, I’m afraid.” 

With a thoughtful frown, the boss studied him for a moment.  Then, he raised a hand and waved 

down the weaponry trained the stranger.   

“I’m listening.” 

The little man cocked his head hopefully. 

“It’s quite possible that my poor memory would be aided by a sip of tea and some toast...” 



The lieutenants stared at him, but the boss nodded as if it were only to be expected.  He glanced 

at the man standing guard at the dining room door and nodded.  The guard vanished, then they saw the 

little man glance toward the corner of the house, nod, and disappear.  A moment later, the guard 

reappeared in the dining room, the little man in tow. 

He dropped his phone into one pocket, a soft click from the other cell phone announcing he’d 

hung up. 

“Now, about that tea?”
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