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CHAPTER 1 - A Sea Breeze and a Bourbon
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The fog rolled in as thick as cotton batting, the kind they stuffed inside suit jackets to give men shoulders they didn't earn. Katie Bell squinted through the haze at San Pedro Harbor, the morning sun nothing more than a faded nickel pressed into a gray sky. Her head throbbed in time with the distant foghorn every three seconds on, three seconds off, as dependable as regret.

"Last call for the Island Queen! All aboard for Catalina Island!"

The dockhand's voice carried through the mist, unnecessarily loud for seven in the morning. Katie winced, shifting her leather weekend bag to her other hand and fishing in her jacket pocket for the bottle of aspirin. She dry-swallowed two tablets, grimacing at the chalky taste. Last night's bourbon was still with her, a ghost that wouldn't be exorcised by mere painkillers. She’d left her ’45 DeSoto in the San Pedro lot, hoping it would still be there when she got back.

"Ticket, ma'am?" A baby-faced porter in a crisp white uniform stood at the gangplank.

"Right here." She handed over the embossed card, trying not to notice how the young man's cheeks still held the soft roundness of someone who'd missed the war. Lucky kid.

"Cabin 12, upper deck, port side. Need help with your bag?"

"I've been carrying my own baggage for years," Katie replied, then regretted the edge in her voice when his smile faltered. "But thank you," she added, softer.

The Island Queen wasn't the biggest ferry operating between San Pedro and Catalina, but at 130 feet, she cut an impressive silhouette against the harbor skyline. Fresh white paint gleamed on her hull, though Katie noticed patches where the new coat hadn't quite covered the wartime gray underneath. Like everything else in '49, trying to leave the war behind with a fresh coat of paint.

The gangplank vibrated under her sensible heels as she made her way aboard. Steel rivets lined the walkway, some with rust bleeding through like old wounds refusing to heal. The ferry had clearly done military service before returning to civilian duty as Katie recognized the retrofit design from countless troop carriers she'd seen during her time as a war correspondent.

"Welcome aboard, miss," a steward greeted her, his California smile at odds with his East Coast accent.

Katie nodded and moved past him into the main salon. The space opened before her with polished brass railings catching what little sunlight filtered through the fog, red velvet banquettes lining the walls, and a small bar tucked into the far corner. Even at this hour, a few early risers were nursing drinks, their faces bearing the tight expressions of people determined to call it a vacation.

A jazz record played softly from a phonograph near the bar with Billie Holiday singing about good morning heartache. Katie almost laughed at the appropriateness.

She found the narrow staircase leading to the upper deck cabins and climbed, the boat's gentle rocking making her grip the railing tighter than she might have otherwise. Her cabin wasn't hard to find with a brass number 12 affixed to a varnished door that stuck slightly when she turned the key.

Inside, the space was adequate if not generous. A single berth with crisp white sheets and a navy blanket. A porthole looking out at the slowly receding harbor. A small writing desk bolted to the wall. A washbasin in the corner. Everything secured against the rolling of the sea, a sensible design that reminded her of wartime efficiency.

Katie set her bag on the berth and opened the porthole. Salt air rushed in, carrying the mingled scents of the harbor and diesel fuel, fish, tar, and the indefinable tang of the Pacific. She inhaled deeply, letting the cold bite of morning air clear some of the cobwebs from her brain.

A deep horn blast shook the air, vibrating through the floorboards beneath her feet. The engines rumbled to life, a low thrumming that she felt more than heard. Katie steadied herself against the wall as the ferry began to move.

Katie decided to head back to the main salon. If she was being forced to relax, she might as well do it with a drink in hand. The hair of the dog was an old friend, after all.

The salon was busier now, passengers settling in for the two-hour crossing to Avalon. Katie made her way to the bar, slipping onto a stool and catching the bartender's eye.

"Bourbon. Neat." She laid a dollar bill on the polished bar top.

"Starting early, miss?" The bartender was older, with salt-and-pepper hair and hands that moved with practiced efficiency.

"It's not early if you haven't been to bed yet," Katie replied, though in truth she'd managed three hours of fitful sleep before dragging herself to the harbor.

He smiled knowingly and poured her drink with a generous two fingers in a heavy-bottomed glass. "I'm Sam. I'll be serving you for the crossing."

"Katie." She raised her glass slightly before taking a sip. The bourbon burned pleasantly, cutting through the lingering taste of aspirin.

"First time to Catalina?" Sam wiped down the bar, his motions automatic.

"No. Been a few times." Before the war, with James. The memory surfaced unbidden with James in his swimming trunks, laughing as waves crashed around them at Descanso Beach. Before he shipped out. Before the telegram came. Katie took another, larger sip of bourbon.

"Well, it's changed some. Everything has."

Katie nodded. Hadn't it just.

The ferry pushed further into open water, the gentle rolling becoming more pronounced. Through the large windows of the salon, San Pedro Harbor was fading into the distance, the massive cranes used for loading container ships standing like skeletal sentinels against the skyline.

The fog was beginning to burn off, thin fingers of sunlight stretching across the salon floor. Katie watched as the light caught the amber liquid in her glass, turning it to liquid gold.

A commotion at the entrance to the salon drew her attention. A woman in her late fifties entered, every inch of her exuding careful elegance as her silver-streaked hair swept into a perfect chignon, pearls gleaming at her throat, white gloves spotless. She was followed by a tall, rigid man in a captain's uniform, his gray mustache trimmed with military precision.

"The Catalina run is beneath you, Willard," the woman was saying, her voice low but carrying in that way that only comes from years of garden parties and charity galas.

"Nothing is beneath me when it comes to the sea, Eleanor." The captain's voice was like iron wrapped in velvet. "This is an honest vessel with paying customers. The company has been good to me."

"After what you gave for the Navy? Twenty-seven years, and this is..."

"Eleanor." A warning in the single word.

Eleanor had pressed her lips together, nodded once, and moved toward one of the red velvet banquettes. The captain watched her for a moment, something unreadable passing across his face before he turned and strode away, presumably toward the bridge.

"Captain and Mrs. Finch," Sam said quietly, noticing Katie's gaze. "He's been running the Island Queen since '46. Navy man before that. Pacific theater."

"And she doesn't approve?"

Sam shrugged. "Society lady. Probably expected him to take some cushy harbor master job after the war. But the sea gets in your blood." He gestured toward a framed photograph behind the bar is a younger version of himself in Navy whites. "You serve long enough, you can't just walk away to a desk job."

Katie understood that sentiment all too well. 

"Another?" Sam gestured to her empty glass.

Katie hesitated, then nodded. "One more. Then I'll switch to coffee."

As Sam poured, Katie became aware of someone sliding onto the stool beside her. The scent of expensive perfume a mix of something with jasmine and vanilla and had reached her before she turned to see a striking woman in her late twenties. Dark eyes, red lips, and a beauty mark that might or might not have been natural.

"Bourbon at eight in the morning," the woman said, her voice a practiced throaty purr. "You're either celebrating or forgetting."

"Just part of my balanced breakfast," Katie replied.

The woman laughed, a sound like crystal glasses clinking. "Madeline Lansing." She offered a gloved hand.

"Katie Bell."

"The Private Investigator? I thought you looked familiar. I read an article piece on that councilman, the one who was bringing weapons in the harbor."

Katie raised an eyebrow. "Most people remember the society column I was hired to find an amulet for some rich asshole."

If Madeline was surprised at being recognized, she didn't show it. Instead, her red lips curved in a smile that didn't quite reach her eyes. "Everett's galas are hard to forget. All those important men congratulating themselves on their generosity while their wives compete to see who can appear the most bored."

Sam approached. "What can I get you, Mrs. Lansing?"

"Sea breeze. Heavy on the vodka, light on the pretense that it's anything but a morning cocktail."

As Sam prepared her drink, Katie studied Madeline more carefully. Up close, she could see the careful application of makeup around her left eye as if someone trying to hide a bruise that hadn't quite faded.

"Your husband joining you on this trip?" Katie asked casually.

Something flickered behind Madeline's eyes. "Everett's already aboard. Business calls first, even on a weekend getaway." She touched the high collar of her blouse, adjusting it slightly. "He's meeting with some potential investors. Post-war boom and all that."

Sam set the sea breeze in front of Madeline, who immediately took a deep swallow. Katie noticed how the woman's hand trembled slightly before she set the glass down.

"Well," Madeline said brightly, the forced cheer as obvious as a spotlight, "I should find my cabin. Pleasure meeting you, Miss Bell. Perhaps we'll chat again before Avalon."

She slid off the stool with practiced grace, but as she turned, Katie caught the flash of fear in her eyes. Not the general anxiety of a woman with a controlling husband or something more immediate. Something specific to this boat, this day.

Katie watched her go, with her instincts prickling. How many times had she seen that look during the war? The look of someone who knew something bad was coming and couldn't stop it.

The ferry's horn sounded again, a long, mournful note that seemed to hang in the air. The mainland was now just a smudge on the horizon behind them, and ahead lay only open water, the vast Pacific stretching toward an invisible Catalina.

Katie finished her second bourbon and pushed the glass away. "Coffee now, Sam."

As he poured the coffee very strong and bitter, the kind that stained the cup as Katie found herself scanning the salon. Eleanor Finch sat alone, back straight, reading a slim volume of poetry. A few businessmen huddled around a table, speaking in low voices over what looked like contracts. A tired-looking woman tried to quiet two small children. And at the far end of the room, a man in his thirties sat at an upright piano, though he wasn't playing, just staring at the keys as if they might hold answers.

Normal people. Normal morning. So why couldn't Katie shake the feeling that something was off?

She wrapped her hands around the warm coffee mug, letting the heat seep into her perpetually cold fingers. The aspirin had finally taken effect, dulling her headache to a manageable throb. Through the windows, she could see the sea had taken on a deep blue hue as they moved farther from shore, whitecaps breaking the surface like scattered pieces of lace.

"Ladies and gentlemen," a voice crackled over the ship's PA system, "this is Captain Finch. We're making good time and should arrive in Avalon by 11:30 am. The weather report shows calm seas all the way to Catalina. The upper deck is now open for those wishing to enjoy the crossing in the open air. Thank you for sailing with us today."

Several passengers rose and headed for the stairs leading to the open deck above. Katie stayed put, preferring her coffee and the relative quiet of the thinning crowd in the salon.

The pianist finally began to play, his fingers moving tentatively at first, then with growing confidence. A jazz standard of "Blue Moon", but slowed down, melancholy. Katie watched his face as he played, noting the tension around his eyes, the way he kept glancing toward the salon entrance.

Another one on edge.

Katie pulled her reporter's notebook from her jacket pocket, a habit so ingrained she barely noticed doing it. She jotted a few observations, nothing specific, just the automatic note-taking that had served her well over the years. Names. Impressions. Questions.

The coffee cup emptied, Katie decided to find that open air the captain had mentioned. She needed to clear her head, to convince herself that the tension she felt was just the remnants of last night's bourbon and her own reluctance to relax.

Making her way up the narrow staircase to the upper deck, Katie was hit by a wall of fresh sea air. The wind had picked up, bringing with it the sharp, clean scent of salt and vast open water. Several passengers lined the railings, pointing at a pod of dolphins that played in the ferry's wake, silver bodies arcing through the blue-green water.

Katie found an empty spot along the port side railing, away from the other passengers. The ferry's engines rumbled steadily beneath her feet, a comforting vibration that spoke of well-maintained machinery. The metal railing was cool under her palms, still damp with morning mist.

She took a deep breath, trying to let the open sea work its alleged magic. Rourke would be pleased to know she was at least going through the motions of relaxing. The man had been pestering her to take time off since he was convinced she was running herself into the ground. Maybe he was right.

A seagull swooped low overhead, its harsh cry cutting through the steady rhythm of waves against the hull. Katie followed its flight, watching as it wheeled away toward the horizon.

Just three hours, she told herself. Three hours to Avalon, a quiet weekend at the hotel, and then back to real life. Back to finding missing people and likely getting shot at.

What could possibly go wrong in threehours?

As if in answer, a scream cut through the morning air it was a high pitch, terrified, unmistakably real.

Katie was moving before the sound had even faded, her weekend bag and aspirin forgotten, her instincts driving her toward the source of the scream. Toward a case. Toward trouble.

Same as always. Same shit, new day.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 2 - Dead in Cabin Eight
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The scream came again, sharper this time, slicing through the morning air like a blade. Katie's saddle shoes squeaked against the deck as she raced toward the sound, pushing past startled passengers who had frozen in place, their faces masks of uncertainty.

The screams led her to the middle deck, where a small crowd had already begun to gather outside a cabin door marked with a brass number 8. A steward with the same baby-faced porter who had checked her ticket just stood trembling, one hand still on the doorknob, the other pressed against his mouth.

"Stand back, please!" Katie shouldered her way through the murmuring onlookers. "What happened?"

The young steward's face had gone the color of chalk. He looked at Katie, eyes wide with shock. "I... I was delivering morning papers. He didn't answer, but the door was unlocked, so I thought..." His voice broke. "I thought maybe he was asleep."

Katie peered past him into the cabin. The space was similar to her own very compact but well-appointed, with the same writing desk, porthole, and single berth. But unlike her cabin, this one had an occupant.

A man lay on the berth, fully dressed in an expensive navy suit. His eyes were open, staring at the ceiling, but there was no mistaking the stillness of death. No rise and fall of the chest, no color in his face.

"Did you touch anything?" Katie kept her voice low, her investigator's instincts kicking in automatically.

The steward shook his head. "Just the door. I opened it, saw him, and..." He swallowed hard. "Should I get the captain?"

"Yes." Katie nodded, already crossing the threshold. "And tell him to bring the ship's doctor, if there is one."

As the steward hurried away, Katie glanced back at the growing crowd outside the door. "Everyone stay back. This is now the captain's concern."

She closed the door, shutting out the curious faces and whispers. Alone with the dead man, Katie took a deep breath and approached the berth. The bourbon from earlier sat heavy in her stomach, and she regretted those two morning drinks.

The man appeared to be in his early fifties, with thinning blond hair and a face that, in life, had probably worn a perpetual smirk. His hands lay at his sides, relaxed, no signs of struggle. A diamond pinky ring caught the light streaming through the porthole. His shoes were polished to a military shine.

Everett Lansing, Katie realized with a jolt. Madeline's husband. The man with the "business calls" even on a weekend getaway.

There were no visible wounds, no blood, no signs of violence. Nothing to suggest how a seemingly healthy man had died in a locked cabin on a passenger ferry less than an hour into a two-hour crossing.

Katie scanned the cabin, careful not to disturb anything. A glass of what looked like bourbon sat untouched on the small desk. Two suitcases were neatly stowed under the berth, and a leather briefcase lay open on
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