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				“Storm Waters is a pitch-perfect killer noir—punched up with magic, and keenly imagined by a master of the form.”   

				—Cherie Priest, author of Flight Risk

				 

				“I fully expected Humphrey Bogart to rise from his grave and volunteer to narrate Storm Waters. Kat Richardson has managed to capture that gritty noir feel of post-prohibition Hollywood. Marty Storm is tortured—physically and also just really messed up emotionally—and the mystery takes twists I wasn’t expecting. It’s a noir and stormy ride.”     

				—Mary Robinette Kowal, author of The Calculating Stars 

				 

				“Kat Richardson delivers a weird fantasy mystery that will delight fans of Philip Marlowe and Jim Butcher! Wild twists, devious plotting, sparkling dialogue, and a lot of bone-deep chills. Highly recommended!”  

				—Jonathan Maberry, author of NecroTek 

				 

				“For those of you who have been missing Kat Richardson's super smart and sassy style, pre-order now . . . If you know Kat’s writing, you know a couple of things. I wasn’t kidding about the smart. In every book, each and every one this one not excepted, I have to look up the definition of a word. Now that may not be a plus for you, but I taught English for a decade, and I love love love learning new words. But in this case, since Storm Waters is set in 1934 post-Prohibition Los Angeles, what I learned were a lot of slang words from the era. Filled with 30’s jargon and
the same rapid-fire writing you’d expect out of Hammett and Chandler, make no mistake; there’s a solid story going on, well thought out, plotted and executed in the tight and taut manner you expect of all Kat Richardson books. There is sharp, biting humor, and there is violence. It ain’t always pretty. This is going to be one helluva series, and you want in from the beginning. November’s not as far away as you think it is, and you want to be in the know at the beginning.”    
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				CHAPTER ONE

				

				

				Los Angeles, Thursday, February 8 1934

				I  reached for the door to my private office and a wet chill ran up my arm. Unwanted guest. And judging by the way the hair on the back of my neck was standing, it wasn’t the cops, as I’d half-expected.

				I turned back, crossed through the front office, and joined Ophelia in the alcove that connected to the supply cupboard and the file room. “Phil, where’s the Morton’s?” I asked.

				My insistence on keeping a carton of salt in the office puzzled everyone, and, after a few incidents of salty java, Phil had removed it from the supply cupboard. After a while, everyone forgot about it, but me and her. Now she scowled, pushed a mug of coffee into my hand, and took her gorgeous self back to her desk to fetch the salt box from a drawer. She shook it at me. “The fifty-dollar question is: what do you want it for?”

				“Pests,” I said. I gave her back the coffee and took the box with me to my office door. I poured a solid line of salt across the threshold and turned to find Phil hovering at my shoulder with a funny expression.

				I know I’m more trouble than a bag of bedbugs—I smoke, and swear, and screw, drink, drug, drive like the devil, run with lowlifes from my bootlegging days, and have a knack for making problems . . . disappear. If I weren’t stinking rich, nobody decent’d have anything to do with me. I’d ambled into Storm & Durang Shipping’s downtown office late in the morning, hoping I looked innocent of all my excesses the night before.

				At the front desk, Ophelia had raised her gaze from the latest export restriction and tariff lists. “Marty! Well, speak of the Devil,” she’d said, cocking her head and giving me a bemused look. “Where’d you come from?”

				I’d winked at her. “Where’d you think, Phil?”

				Phil had bitten her lip, which did wicked things to my temperature. “Well, you don’t smell like brimstone, so I’m stumped.” She was a knockout: green eyes, chestnut hair, a shape to make Aphrodite jealous . . . and married to Peter Durang, the son of my Boston partner—the “Durang” of S&D. I’d always had a bit of a yen for Ophelia. She generally fired back in kind when I cracked wise or flirted, but I kept my flirting casual, figuring it was wiser to let my fingers do their wandering on someone else’s wife. 

				“I thought I saw you go into your office earlier,” she’d continued, “but now here you come through the front door like the proverbial ill wind.”

				“Now, that is cold—I’ve been known to blow pretty good. Maybe it was Pete.” I’d said, hanging up my coat and hat.

				“He’s having a natter with the Harbor Commission, Doreen’s at lunch, and Jasper’s running paperwork.”

				None of whom would pass for me in a month of Sundays: I was darker than Pete, and both taller and older than Jasper; if anyone mistook me for Doreen, they needed their head examined as badly as their eyes.

				“I made some coffee . . .” Phil had said.

				“Phil—”

				“You think I make it for you? Au contraire, boss.”

				“Don’t call me boss,” I’d said, without thinking. 

				She’d stood and pulled a face at me. “Ooo . . . not the devil; just a bear. Go to your den, Teddy. I’ll get you a mug o’ joe—just this once.”

				 I’d rubbed my aching temples, trying to soothe the two-pronged hangover from too much scotch after too much magic.

				Our office suite was one of three on that floor and the sun shining down the central skylight sometimes cast shadows on the door glass. But the clouds from yesterday’s rain hadn’t cleared off yet and that wasn’t the only thing that hinted my visitor was of an uncanny nature. So: the salt.

				Having laid my barrier, I handed the Morton’s back to Phil and took the full coffee mug, stepping over the salt and shutting the door carefully behind me.

				I could hear her outside saying, “Is that what that’s for? I didn’t know you were going to eat them.”

				I had no urge to dine on ghosts, but I did know how to make one leave. The guy in the peacoat looked pretty solid for a specter. He was a big, dark-haired bird, sitting in one of the visitor chairs, facing my desk, and he didn’t look around when I walked into the room. With Phil right outside, I’d have to be a bit more subtle than usual, but damn, I was tired and delicacy took a steady hand.

				I put my coffee cup on the desk and closed the blinds, just in case things went to hell. A little fog had formed on the top of the coffee from the ghost’s cold presence. I sat down and sipped some of the blackness in my cup. Tasted just like damnation.

				“Name?” I asked, figuring I could move on to the rough stuff if the easy way bore no fruit.

				My dead visitor’s hair and beard dripped salt water that never hit the floor, and the smell of beach wrack and old tarred timbers drifted around like smoke. He raised eyes that gleamed from black pits under his brow and I’d have sworn he stared into my soul. I didn’t try to suppress my shiver.

				“Davies.” His whisper came from stiff blue lips that barely moved, yet I heard it clear. “Hugh. Merchant captain.” The name echoed in my head, as if I ought to know it, but I was sure I’d never heard of him. A chilly strand of panic tightened my lungs, then broke.

				I took a long breath as I reached toward the little silver tray on the desk where I kept my fountain pens and ink. He wanted me to know something and as long as he was being reasonable, I’d play along. “Captain Hugh Davies,” I repeated as I wrote. “Fine. Name of vessel?”

				“Nightingale.” Davies made it sound portentous, but I expected that out of ghosts.

				“Disposition?” I asked, all business on the surface as my brain spun, trying to pick out his connection to me.

				“Wrecked in shoal water off Bermuda.” He had an accent I didn’t recognize—kind of a lilt—but it wasn’t from the Islands.

				“Cargo and crew?”

				“Cargo lost, crew all ashore but one.”

				“That would be you—the one,” I said, looking up. Men dead in saltwater have an urge to return, but of the people I’d killed, only a few had died in water, and I was pretty sure I remembered them all.

				“Aye, that would be me.” Davies got to his feet and wafted through the desk toward me, his big hands rising toward my neck. 

				I stood and backed up, groping along the credenza for my silver letter opener—not because it was sharp, but because it had been my grandfather’s and it went through ghosts like a hot blade through butter. “You know it’s not me who left you to twist, don’t you?”

				“Aye, but I’ll have revenge upon his blood, and you’re the last, Martingale Storm.”

				“Ah, shit,” I muttered. Dead Man’s Curse. His was a righteous beef if he could say my true name, and it gave him power most ghosts never had, but I didn’t have time to wonder about it. His icy fists closed on my throat as mine closed on the letter opener. I choked and swung the dull blade up, ripping Captain Davies open from groin to sternum.

				He stumbled back, shocked and gaping as his ghostly guts tumbled out of the breach I’d carved in him. It was gruesome, but it was only an illusion he’d soon forget. I couldn’t have a vengeful spirit hanging around my neck, and I refused to pay with my life for crimes I’d never committed.

				While Davies was distracted, I snatched the tray from under my pens and ink bottle and threw myself past the desk. I shoved the rectangle of metal flat against the dead sea captain’s chest, pushing hard.  

				The silver held him and the wraith staggered back against the door. The heavy wooden panel thumped and rattled, but Davies couldn’t pass over the salt on the threshold. I stabbed him in the throat with the paperknife, pinning him like an insect on a card. He struggled and gurgled, as if he still needed his voice box to speak.

				I backed off, rubbing my sore neck, and tossed the tray back onto my desk—papers scattered, pens flown like birds, ink spattered everywhere. I ignored the mess, and slumped into my chair, coughing a little. “Hell of a grip for a dead guy,” I said. “You’re not the first to come after me, you know.” There’d been a fucking parade of them a while back, but it hadn’t been that bad in a long time.

				Davies glowered.

				I drank some coffee to soothe my throat—and my hangover. “I understand, Davies. I do. The ghosts of murdered sailors sent to watery graves return for vengeance, as implacable as the Furies, and all that jazz. My grandfather was a vicious bastard, yet he died in his own bed, and my father—well, he’s long dead now, too. I swear to you on the soul of my mother that I’ve tried to make good for all Dad and Grand did—and Great-granddad and all the rest. When is it enough?”

				Davies growled around the knife in his throat. “Vengeance is driven before the wind and I can no more turn it aside than you can.”

				I sighed. “I was afraid you’d say that.” The answer was always the same. I got salt and a proper knife from my bottom desk drawer and stood up. “Sorry, Davies. Tell me why, and I promise I’ll make it right.”

				I gathered salt in my left hand and held the knife in my right as I waited for him to answer. I couldn’t give him much time. . . .

				“Your name was in their mouths.”

				I’d started muttering the incantation, but that jolted me to a stop. Davies tore at the letter opener and surged like storm water around its pinioning blade.

				I jumped out of the way, reciting as fast as I could. The air went cold and my words left ripples that gleamed and washed over Davies, stripping the semblance of life. Stripping him to rotted, weed-wrapped bone, flesh and hair all picked clean by scavengers. I drew symbols in the fog of his form, above the heart, the head, the hands, and they bled, though he had no blood or flesh to bleed from. I stabbed the knife into his ghost of a heart and threw the salt at him.

				Davies sighed himself into a mist of seawater. I breathed easier—I always half expected that banishing to fail—and though he wasn’t gone for good, it would be a long while before he’d come around again.

				I plucked both knives from the panel, then opened my door and kicked the salt aside. The last of Davies gusted away. I tossed the blades onto my desk and stepped into the doorway.

				Phil was standing a couple of yards away, staring at me with an open mouth. I wanted to sit down and tell her everything, wanted warmth against my cold skin. Don’t be a sap, I thought. 

				I called up the memory of blood and gore running across delicate Chinese silk. I couldn’t afford the distraction of lust.

				“Umm . . .” she started, raising a finger. “What—?”

				I shook my head. “Tough nut. I should have used a mallet instead,” I stated, hoping to distract her.

				“But the man—”

				I spread my arms. “I’m the only man in the room—and I’ll prove it if you want,” I added.

				She laughed at me. “Oh, I’ve got all the proof I want—you’ve certainly got the housekeeping habits of a man. And you guys think God made you first.”

				“Nah. He broke the mold after me. And that reminds me: could you find the file on a vessel named Nightingale, wrecked off Bermuda? And her crew.” I had to lean my shoulder against the doorframe to keep from wobbling.

				Phil wasn’t quite buying my act, but she asked, “Year?”

				Davies hadn’t said, but he’d left a few clues. In my lifetime, and probably while Dad was still alive. “Not certain, but sometime around the war, give or take a decade.”

				“All right, I’ll look. And don’t expect me to clean that up.”

				I frowned at her before I figured out that she meant the salt scattered outside my door. “Oh. No, it’s jake. Just throw the dust broom my way. I’ll do it.”

				“As you should,” she said with a decisive nod, and turned away to fetch the broom.

				I called after her, “Did Pete come in while I was busy?”

				“No.”

				“Good,” I said. I didn’t need Peter strolling over to ask what I’d been up to. Hell, I wished I didn’t need him or his wife around at all, but I did. And I liked them, which was part of the reason I stayed away from the office most of the time; I was trouble even when there weren’t vengeful ghosts knocking on my door. I was capable of running the company—I’d saved it from the Crash—and throwing my weight around when things went bad, but I wasn’t the right guy for the day-to-day: Peter Durang was. He was decent, well-spoken, well-educated, and well-liked. My problems had to remain mine, alone.

				Dropped on top of unresolved questions from the night before, I now had another: Who had Davies been, and why had he turned up now to haunt me? As I’d told him, he wasn’t the first dead guy to show up looking for revenge, but Benita Ganset had taught me well and I’d dealt with most of that. Or so I’d thought. Now Benita was dead, the ghosts seemed to be roaring back, and with them more trouble was surely coming.

				I shoved those thoughts aside for later, and crouched down to sweep up the salt.

				





				CHAPTER TWO

				

				

				

				The glass in the front door rattled as it opened. “Damn, if this ain’t swank up here—even the help wears hundred dollar suits.”

				Christssake . . . Lt. Hank Contorini—with his attack-dog, Detective Ambrell, at heel. Contorini was a stocky guy with a head like an anvil, and the fact he’d never made a charge stick to me had crawled up his craw long ago, then dug in, and rotted inside, leaving him with the expression of a pissed-off mastiff. His late boss at the Detective Bureau had wanted me in a cell as much as Hank did, but he’d had integrity and wanted actual evidence of my guilt, first. The Lieutenant just had a general hate on for everything about me. I returned the favor.

				I finished sweeping up the salt, dumped it into the nearest waste basket, and rose to my feet. “Didn’t know the circus was in town,” I said.

				Contorini glowered. “What . . .?”

				“Isn’t that where clowns with big, flat feet and vicious animals usually come from?” 

				His confusion melted into a snarl. “I liked you better on your knees.”

				I chuckled. “I’m sure you do.” I cut my gaze to Ambrell—taller, younger, and chilly where Contorini burned hot. “He tell you that, too?”

				Ambrell narrowed his eyes and started forward. I put my hands in my trouser pockets, touching the spring knife I always kept there. I shifted my attention back to Contorini and starting figuring my angles. Gutting the pair of them would be messy . . .

				Phil walked in from the file room and stopped dead-still, clutching a stack of folders to her chest and staring at us. Contorini glanced at Phil, and restrained his sidekick with one outthrust arm. He straightened his shoulders, giving Ambrell a slight push back. His loyal dog took the hint, but scowled as he did.

				Another quick flick of the eye at Phil, and Contorini asked, “What were you doing down there, boy?”

				Disreputable Acadian French ancestors on Maman’s side had gifted me with a broad nose and a headful of black curls, while daily swims under the stare of the California sun kept my skin a perpetual light brown; I’d heard every possible speculation and slur, but I still wasn’t anyone’s “boy.” I kept my gaze steady on him and said nothing.

				“You gonna answer, or do I have to take you in?”

				“If you had cause, you’d be doing it. But, if you just dropped by to sling insults . . .” I shrugged without taking my hands from my pockets.

				Contorini’s face went red and he balled his fists, but he didn’t swing. He might have chanced it if we were alone, but not with Phil looking on. He ground his teeth so hard they squeaked. “What were you doing down there, Mr. Storm?”

				 “I clean up my own messes,” I said.

				“You call that a ‘mess,’ do you, what happened down there?” He looked smug and hateful.

				I glanced down, scuffing my toe in the last of the salt, then raised an eyebrow at him. “Since when is breaking a sugar bowl a crime, Lieutenant?”

				He lurched a step forward, and Phil closed the distance to her desk before he caught himself. “I don’t give a crap about your floor, Storm. I want to know what you were doing out in Solano Canyon last night. Cleaning up another ‘mess’?”

				I leaned against Phil’s desk, shaking my head. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

				“Talking about a hooker named Benita Ganset who—” Phil gasped and recoiled. Contorini grinned at her like a shark. “Strike a bell with you, sister? This piece of trash ever mention that name?”

				Phil narrowed her eyes at him and put one hand on the phone. 

				“It’s all right, Ophelia.” I kept my gaze on Contorini. “Your crass language is upsetting Mrs. Durang.”

				“Sure it is. Couldn’t be you don’t want her knowing what you get up to with your women.”

				What I got up to with Benita . . . A chill went through me, and I let it harden my face. “Maybe you’d better tell me what you think I’ve done, Lieutenant—without the blue words, thanks.”

				“Maybe we should go into your office, so we don’t offend the pretty lady.”

				The state of my office was likely to prick up Contorini’s ears more than I’d like. “No,” I said. “I think I’d rather have a witness to whatever you have to say.” Much as I’d have loved to kill one of them in self-defense, Contorini’d have less chance to sic Ambrell on me in the foyer. And I wanted to know what he knew more than I wanted to spill blood. So I smiled and stayed where I was.

				Frustration always shortened Contorini’s temper. “Where were you last night, Storm?” he snapped, taking a step toward me.

				“Why do you want to know—moonlighting for the gossip columns?”

				“Yeah, keep cutting up foxy, wiseass. Someone did for this Ganset twist last night. Poured acid on her face. Stabbed her a couple times, too.” He got closer and jabbed a finger at me. “And you were seen fleeing the scene.”

				Phil drew a startled breath, and for her and Benita’s sakes I didn’t laugh right in Contorini’s ugly mug. “Who says they saw me?”

				“None of your goddamned business, Storm.”

				“Your witness is a filthy liar. I wasn’t there.”

				Contorini shoved his purpling face up to mine. “Bullshit! I saw you myself.”

				“Then your eyes are as bad as your breath,” I said. “I was over at the Ambassador Hotel last night.”

				“Sure you were. Tripping the light fantastic with Jean Harlow at the Cocoanut Grove.”

				“Harlow wasn’t in. But I did go to see a friend.”

				“Who?”

				“I don’t think her husband would want me to say. Anyhow, she wasn’t in the mood and, frankly, I got a little tight and made a fool of myself.”

				“Prove it.”

				I used my handkerchief to wipe his spray of spittle off my cheek, then dropped it in the trash. I started leaning into his face, and he stepped back. “I’ll tell you what: you can ask the concierge, the doorman, the couple-dozen guests who watched me take a swim in the fountain if you like . . . Or that double-dipper who pulls night shift over there. What’s his name . . . ? Dick Johnson? John Thomas . . . ?” I leaned against the desk again and shrugged. “Well, anyway, something that sounds like a prick.”

				Contorini looked on the verge of taking a swing at me until Ambrell sidled up on his left and whispered in his ear. The Lieutenant smiled, leaned away, and gave me the up-and-down like he was trying to decide how I’d look stretched by the neck. “If you didn’t know this quiff, how come your fingerprints are all over her place?”

				“I didn’t say I didn’t know her. I said I wasn’t there last night.” Phil shot me a frown, which I ignored while I watched Contorini’s grin go sour.

				“What?” It took him a second to make the turn. “This kitten had a yen for your brand of lowlife, or did you pay her enough to take it?”

				I tried to temper my disgust, but it showed anyhow and my voice was cold. “Miss Ganset and I were friendly and I’d see her a couple of times a month, maybe.”

				“For what? Game of pinochle? The canyon ain’t exactly your neighborhood.” 

				“Not exactly the moon, either. Only fifteen minutes from here by motor, and I don’t pick my company by color—of their skin or their money. Whether I dropped in to shake Benita’s bed posts, or to have a cup of tea doesn’t amount to a hill of beans. Her neighbors’ll tell you I visited a few weeks ago—that’s no secret. But I wasn’t there last night and I sure as hell didn’t kill her.”

				“You don’t seem broken up. But then, you never are. I remember you being pretty dry-eyed when your old man got it.”

				I didn’t grimace any more than I grinned. “Ancient history,” I said. The world was a better place without him, or my grandfather.

				Contorini narrowed his eyes at me. “No statute on murder, Storm.”

				“Yeah. So why don’t you show yourself the gate and find out who killed Benita, instead of standing here bumping your gums.”

				He ground his teeth in silence a moment, then glanced at Ambrell and jerked his thumb toward the door. He raised an accusing finger and gave me a glare fit to chill the Mojave in midsummer. “Someday you’re gonna trip up and I’m gonna put you in a box. Boy.”

				I waited for him to get most of the way to the door before I called out, “Wait! I have to fess up.”

				Contorini and Ambrell turned around and stared at me. Phil gave me the eye as well.

				“I misplaced a very nice navy blue fedora a couple of weeks ago. If you run across it at Benita’s I’d like it back. And don’t let Fido, here, chew on it, will you?” I added, pointing at Ambrell.

				The pair of them slammed the door on the way out. 

				I let out a long breath and eased my shoulders.

				“You think that was wise?” Phil asked.

				For all my faults, she’d always liked me. I wasn’t sure how much longer that would last, though: she’d seen a ghost, seen me lay down the salt, and had a good look into my disarrayed office after I’d gotten rid of Davies. She’d probably eavesdropped on the action, too. God only knew what she thought.

				I rubbed a hand over my eyes. “Nah. I’ll probably never see that hat again, now.” On top of everything else, my hangover was definitely coming into its second bloom.

				She served me a long, penetrating stare. Then she shook her head and sighed. “I mean baiting him like that. Telling him you left a hat at your mistress’s place. . . .”

				“She wasn’t my mistress. She was just—”

				“Right,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Some woman you drove over to Solano Canyon to see once in a while. For tea.”

				“Yeah.”

				Phil snorted and put her armload of files down on her desk like punctuation.

				I shook off my annoyance. “You find anything on Nightingale, or Davies?”

				“Not yet. I’m not going to ask why you want it, but I’ll look through the old crew lists for him. I’d like to check with the insurance registries for the ship—”

				“No. It’s got to be one of ours.”

				“Well, if it was, it wasn’t under that name. We’ve never had a Nightingale.”

				“Jesus Christ . . .” Why would Davies come after me if the ship he’d gone down with hadn’t been one of ours?

				“I can send a wire to London.”

				“To Lloyd’s? I—Sure. Whatever it takes.” I could feel the lashing cold of the storm and the sea closing over him, see the dim memory of the ship tearing itself to pieces between rocks and wind. The nightmare would keep on playing until I did something about it: a private screening of Davies’ end, with a double-bill of Benita’s final moments. I shuddered.

				





				CHAPTER THREE

				

				

				

				Straightening up my office didn’t provide any answers about Benita’s death or why Contorini and Ambrell had come after me so fast, but it made me wonder for a the rest of my time in the office.

				The phone rang about two o’clock as I came out to get my coat and hat. Phil answered the call. Then she looked alarmed and put the mouthpiece to her chest to muffle it as she waved me over. “Peter says it’s urgent.”

				I left my coat on the rack and took the phone from her. “What’s stirring, Pete?”

				He talked fast—which wasn’t like him. “Harbor Commission is levying a fine on us for damage to the secure warehouse.” Peter Durang wasn’t the sort to be flustered. “I tried your place earlier, but your housekeeper said you’d gone—”

				“Never mind that. What do they say we did? And how much are they hitting us for?”

				“Five hundred dollars.”

				I whistled through my teeth; that would pay the dock workers for a month.

				“That damned crate Carson was messing with started leaking.” I curse every third time I open my mouth, but Pete usually talked like a seminary student. “It’s all over the place.”

				“What is?” I asked, trying to be the calm to Pete’s unusual agitation.

				“I don’t know. I rushed straight down here to look at it and some . . . stuff was oozing from the crate. I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s . . . black, but it’s not oil, and it stinks something awful. We opened it up and it’s full of rats—”

				“What?” My own cool was evaporating.

				“The crate’s packing is full of dead rats and things I couldn’t make out in the mess. Honestly, it smells like death in a distillery. Commission’s threatening to bar us from moving anything else in or out of any of the secure or bonded warehouses until this is settled. If we can’t get shipments in and out, we can’t afford to pay the fine, or make good for any damage to other cargo.”

				“It was shipped to us by mistake—”

				“The Commission doesn’t care. Your name was on it, so they’re calling it our responsibility.” 

				“Shit.”

				“Look, Martin, I can’t—”

				“I’m on my way. You get back here and figure what we’re going to need to get back on schedule, and what it’s going to cost to pay everybody off. I’ll deal with the damned crate.” Yet again.

				

				*

				

				The road was pretty straight and the landscape was pretty empty, so I pushed the Cadillac Sixteen roadster to its limit most of the way down to the docks and made the twenty miles in less than twenty minutes. The cold air had cleared my head a little, and I thought I might be able to get rid of the troublesome crate before anyone could stop me. 

				Someone had beaten me to the punch.

				The warehouseman gave me a puzzled frown when I asked to be shown the crate. “Didn’t you just take that?”

				“Would I be asking if I had?”

				“I mean . . . after the Harbor guys showed it to Mr. Durang, Mr. Carson come along with some paperwork—”

				“Alfred Carson?”

				The guy nodded like a sleepy cow. “Yeah. Order for destruction of harmful cargo. Had your signature on it and all, just like it shoulda.”

				I hadn’t signed anything for Carson since he’d turned up in the dock office spifflicated and mumbling. “We fired him in January for being drunk on the job.” He’d been a good worker and a straight arrow—until he’d started drinking—but after what had happened at Christmastime, we hadn’t had much choice.

				“Why would he want that crate?” I asked.

				The warehouseman shrugged. “Order to destroy, and I was glad to see the stinking thing go.” I had to believe him: he’d been on the docks for years and, with things as bad as they were, taking a bribe wouldn’t have been worth losing his job over. And what could Carson have bribed him with anyway?

				“Can’t be taking it too far, though,” he continued. “If you told me that old flatbed we loaded it onto made it ten miles, I’d call you a liar to your face.”

				He was taking care of a problem that had dogged me for months, so I shouldn’t have minded that he’d finally got hold of the damned thing he’d been so obsessed with; it was convenient to stick the blame on Carson, but not knowing why he’d do it bothered me. 

				 I got back into the Caddy, spun it around, and headed up Harbor Boulevard.

				Just north of the port lay the Union Oil refinery and Dominguez oil field. If Carson was really going to destroy the crate, setting it on fire in the acres of scrub and small farms between the port and the oil fields would be safe enough after the previous night’s rain. It’s what I’d been planning.

				I spotted smoke as soon as I had a clear view past the port buildings. I and raced north until I hit a dirt road running across an unplowed bit of scrub land toward the river and the Pacific Electric Rail yard. The Cadillac was sweet, but catching up to Carson was worth more to me than the car’s paint job, so I turned onto the muddy track and opened up the throttle.

				I could see the crate burning like Hell on the bed of the rattletrap truck ahead of me, not more than a hundred feet from the river. A long, skinny figure staggered around, waving its arms as it went back and forth on the far side of the flames. A smaller figure chased along behind it.

				The fire rippled the air. When I could feel the heat coming off the blaze, I skidded the roadster to a halt and tumbled out to run toward the flames and the people on the far side. The stench of it was sickening and hot air pushed down on me like a suffocating hand. I yelled for Carson, but couldn’t be heard above the roar of flames and my own coughing as the fumes hit me. 

				I stumbled back, peering through the smoke and fire, and tried yelling again, “Carson!”

				The reeking smoke wavered and drew black shapes on the air—animal faces and tentacles that turned to the sound of my voice and spun slowly toward me. 

				Sweet Christ! Something had escaped from the burning crate. I might have been able to outrun it on my own, but Carson and whoever was with him wouldn’t stand a chance against whatever was gathering in that conflagration. I may have killed a few people, but I’d never left one to burn to death, whether it was his own fault or not. 

				I ran toward the burning truck and its weird cargo.

				The fire rose up in a spire for a moment, as if it were looking around. Then it cast itself down as an arc of murderous flame sweeping down at Carson and his friend first. I charged past the truck, reaching for the feel of water and shouting, “Get down!”

				Carson collapsed to the ground and the smaller person bolted toward the river. The ground between us was barely wet where the heat had hit it and, despite my knack for water-magic, I couldn’t pull up more than a weak mist that immediately puffed away.

				Beyond Carson, the Los Angeles River ran high between rough banks. It wasn’t seawater and it wasn’t mine, but reaching for it was a damned sight better than going down without trying. I ran harder, shortening the distance to the water, and dredging my brain for any useful spell. I couldn’t waste time worrying about the niceties.

				With every step toward it, I could feel the river pressing against the land, calling to the water in the ground, chewing at the earth. I could also feel the fire-heated fingers of the vast, spreading thing that flowed from the burning crate, snatching at my hair and clothes as it turned on the breeze. It caught and tugged—

				I dove for the ground, digging my fingers into a patch of mud. I muttered under my breath in a bastard hash of languages. The words mattered less than my intent—water’s old stuff and I couldn’t command the river, so I’d have to persuade it—but first I had to get its attention.

				Searing heat licked my back and I smelled singeing hair. Then the water lifted under my hands, spreading into a low fog that boiled out of the ground between me and Carson and hissed as it met the heat of the fire-thing. I scrambled onto my knees, urging the river toward me, but there was no channel for it to flow through. Cocooned in fast-evaporating fog, I stood up and argued with the river. We weren’t friends, but the Los Angeles has always flowed to the sea—my own great source. “C’mon, old girl,” I begged. “Better me than this thing. This is our country—our place—not the domain of this . . . ragtag freebooter. Get up! Rise to me. Help me fight!”

				 Waves cut across the current and splashed over the embankment, knocking the other person out of the bushes and flat onto the ground. Small—a kid—and in between me and the river. The water seemed to hesitate in its flow, as if the river were as confused as I was.

				I dodged to the side again as I edged toward Carson, keeping my eye on the kid scrabbling in the mud. Then a hump of foam-capped, brown water rose in the center of the river’s channel.

				The heat burned through the last of my protective mist and I winced at a sharp lash of sparks. The river flinched and dropped back below its banks. I shot a glance over my shoulder. Carson wasn’t moving. 

				Looked like Carson and I were going to get a little crisped before I could break the thing of flame and menace that was coiling around me.

				But I’d underestimated the Los Angeles. A thin column of water sprang over the bank and whirled toward me. I reached desperately for it, and felt it leap to me with fierce swiftness.

				I was soaked in an instant, and the fire couldn’t touch me. I rallied the water, drew it together, and flung it toward the burning crate with force enough that I fell to my knees. Then I started crawling for Carson, pushing trickles of water toward him that rose as veils of mist.

				For a moment, the smoke, steam, fire, and water swirled together in the air above the empty field, clashing, feinting and stabbing like Olympic fencers. Then the water broke past the smoke and lunged into the heart of the fire, pouring onto the burning crate. The blaze went out with a gush of stinking steam. Strange wailing and laughter tore the black smoke into dozens of shreds that flickered into silver vapor. Faceless eyes stared at me from the mist before the breeze flung them all away.

				I stood up, brushed off mud, and pushed my dripping hair out of my face. The curls at the back of my head were singed and brittle. I probably look like hell, and I felt wrecked, but I wasn’t as used up as I’d been last night. I stumbled toward Carson and dropped down again beside him.

				He was breathing and not as fire-struck as I was. In fact, he was pale under the mud and smoke smudges. I’d have to do something for the screwy bastard, but first I turned my head toward the river, and whispered, “Thanks, old girl.”

				The Los Angeles chuckled and rolled on, as if nothing had happened.

				The kid got up from the bank and stared at me. I stared back and it shifted its weight, the small movement making its clothes—its dress—sway from the weight of mud. A skinny little girl, maybe . . . six or seven?

				“Are you . . .” I started, but I didn’t know how to finish.

				She pointed at Carson. “Is my daddy all right?”

				“Still in the land of the living.” The river’s touch withdrew and I got up a little unsteadily. “But we should get him to a doctor.”

				“No doctor.” She shook her head. “Momma’d be real mad.”

				She didn’t seem to care that the river had jumped its banks to battle with a monster of fire from a crate her old man had set alight, or that her dad must have been crazy as a bedbug to do it.

				“I’ll pay—” I started.

				Her muddy face creased in distress. “Nooo! No. We gotta take him home! Please? Oh, pretty-please?”

				I gave in with a sigh. “All right,” I said, and levered her old man upright.

				Carson sagged and stumbled, but he tried to walk along with me after the first few seconds. With his slight weight resting on my shoulders, I didn’t smell any alcohol on him, but there was illness, and another smell I couldn’t put a finger on below the stink of the burned crate. He coughed as we staggered to the Cadillac. The girl dashed ahead to open the doors, then dashed back. Her gaze shifted quickly between us, over and over. Maybe she wasn’t as cool with what she’d seen as I’d first thought . . .

				A few Pacific Electric workers in the Red Car yard stared at us from across the river, but I ignored them: the tale would stay in the rail yard and the barroom, because anybody who says they see ghosts or believe in magic gets called a crackpot, whether they’re useless  playboys, hardboiled railmen, or muddy tomboys.

				I left Carson and his kid by the car for a minute so I could look at the charred rubble. Bones big and small, an alligator’s skull, wads of burned fiber that didn’t look or smell like anything I recognized, cracked jugs, and lots of trash was all I could make out. I figured it for black magic—though not the sort my dad and grandfather had practiced—and the screwed up address with my name on it had made sure the crate would end up in my hands with no way to send it back. 

				Someone had set a curse on me. And if the rest of my problems were a coincidence, it would snow on Easter Sunday.

				





				CHAPTER FOUR

				
				
				
				I  got Carson and his daughter wrapped in my coat and into the roadster’s passenger seat for the drive into Long Beach. Following the kid’s pointing fingers and last-second instructions, we reached their apartment building shaky, but all right. The reception wasn’t a warm one: Mrs. Carson and the older daughter all but chased me away with brooms once Alfie was indoors. Maybe I should have tried harder to help, but I was too tired to argue or ask why the wife was so hot under the collar. The best I could do was slip my card to the little one—who was called Lulu—as she shadowed me to the curb, and tell her I’d come back.

				She gave me a wavering smile before her sister bullied her back inside.

				I was cold, mud-crusted, singed, tired, and put out by it all—and the smell of the soup kitchen on the corner got my hunger in on the act, as well. To hell with it, I thought, and drove home without learning any more about Alfie and the Family Carson. But I would.

				
				*

				
				I needed to talk to the Durangs, but what I wanted was a drink—or something stronger—a bath, a meal, and a bed. I wasn’t sure when I’d get them.

				I was knee deep in something I couldn’t shake off for more than an hour or two. I’d drunk myself to sleep the night before; I’d stumbled into the office at lunchtime, dealt with Davies, Contorini, the mess, and Peter’s worry; then I’d chased after the crate, and played Good Samaritan to Carson and his kid. I’d buried everything I felt about Benita and her death, and that was was finally catching up to me, too.

				I wasn’t hitting on all eight, but any breakdown would have to wait until I’d sent Mrs. Dosrobles—my housekeeper—home. I’d kept the spooky side of my life mostly hidden from the help so far, but I’d occasionally lost control of the magic when I was enraged, or deep down in blue. Now I was feeling the pull, and I’d be damned if’d let anyone else get sucked into my whirlpool of trouble today.

				My house was a looming pile of stone and glass my Grandfather had built, and hung with the name “Storm Bluff.” It glowering down from a clifftop at Long Beach harbor on one side and the Catalina channel on the other. Haunted, as ever, by the sea that fumed and muttered below. Mrs. D fought the mood in winter by lighting fires nightly in the big living room hearth, and turning on electric lights all around the ground floor and up the grand staircase, but nothing could burn off the darkness that always clung stubbornly in corners. My father, grandmother, grandfather, and a few other people had died here, leaving more than just ghosts behind, but it was my retreat nonetheless.

				Walking in should have made everything jake, but I tripped over the sill as I entered and banged my shoulder into the thick, iron-bound oak door as I caught my balance. The noise brought Mrs. D thundering out to the foyer from the kitchen. She was wiping her hands on a dish towel made from a colorful flour sack, but she tucked it into her apron waist as I slipped on the dry tile floor.

				She caught my elbow and kept me upright—which wasn’t so tricky, since Mrs. D may have been short, but she was built like an armored car. “All right, Mr. Storm?”

				“Fine,” I replied, a little sharper than she deserved. The room felt far too cold and there was a wet shadow on the tiles where I’d crossed the threshold. I was suddenly exhausted to the point of weakness.

				She scoffed. “You look like shit.” 

				Attagirl. “Thank you, Mrs. D. I’ll be sure to submit your name for the diplomatic corps.” I handed her my muddied overcoat and flung my hat at the Grecian bust on the heavy hall table. I missed.

				Mrs. D looked at me sideways, seeing the filth clinging to my clothes. She knew me well enough to guess I was running low. “You gonna want dinner tonight? Or you goin’ out?”

				The unnatural cold was a warning of worse to come, and I needed her to leave before it arrived. “I’m all in. It was a rough day.”

				“You never have rough days, Mr. Storm—only rough nights.”

				“Well, I plan to stay home and recover from the rough day I didn’t have after the rough night I did.” I’d have sworn someone was turning off the lights one by one. Seemed I wasn’t the only spooky bastard in the room. “I’m going to bed. You go home.” A quarter-mile walk to the gatehouse.

				She snatched up my hat and stepped aside, giving me a hard study. “I got some cutlets I was gonna fry up.” 

				I turned and gave her a narrow glare. “I said screw, Mrs. D.”

				Her stare sharpened and she grunted. “Fifteen minutes. I leave ’em for you. You don’t eat my cutlets, I tear your ears off and feed you those next time.” She turned away, muttering, “Braguillas engreído.”

				“Mamá mandona,” I replied.

				She laughed at me and swaggered back to the kitchen. I rushed for the study as the lights in the living room went out. The only illumination came from the fire and fingers of sunset reaching through the big French doors and reflecting from the sea below. I nearly fell over a chair that should have been standing against the wall but wasn’t, and dodged through the study doorway. I kicked the door shut behind me, but only to keep Mrs. D out, since whatever had followed me home wasn’t stopping. To put paid to it, I needed a more confined space than the living room, and the right tools: knives, salt, and silver.

				I wore a silver St. Gerard’s medal around my neck and a silver signet ring on the index finger of my left hand. I always carried a knife in my pocket, and had others throughout my house. There was a decorative shell full of salt in every room. Some were real shells, some were silver, or china, or glass, but they all served the same purpose—keeping that necessary element of my spells at hand. I swept up a fistful as I passed and stumbled across the room to snatch a silver dagger off a plaque mounted by the bookshelves.

				Steadying myself against the wall, I turned back to face the moving darkness that had slunk into the room behind me. I spat out a word and threw the knife. It passed through the shape that flickered like a shadow in a fire-lit room, and pinned it to the door. Some of it, at least.

				The rest broke into three shards that began drifting around the study. Faces took form as the shards became distinct. Shit. They were going to box me in if I didn’t move, but none of us could leave. The windows were sealed with charms, and the silver dagger in the door would hold only as long as the door stayed closed. I flung my handful of salt in an arc toward the phantasms.

				The salt flew and the ghost pinned to the door dissolved into a pile of smaller, writhing shadows—rats with red eyes and yellow teeth. The rest closed in. “Jesus fucking Christ! I’m not even the one you want! Why follow me?” I demanded.

				They were in my house and they should have answered, but the larger shades said nothing while the rotting rodents leapt at me, squealing and biting like rabid things still alive. Their teeth ripped into my flesh, drawing blood as they swarmed up my legs. I swiped at them blindly and lunged for the rest of the salt.

				I squeezed my eyes shut and ducked, suddenly dizzy. My hand slammed against the rippled edge of the shell, flinging the salt into the air all around me. It rained down, snuffing out the smaller shadow-things and breaking the larger ones into squirming piles. I went to my knees, scooped handfuls of salt from the floor and flung it, again and again until the grains were spread too far and too thin.

				But there were still packs of ghostly rats leaping and climbing onto me from the floor and the furniture, scrabbling, biting, scratching, squealing. I yanked the saint’s medal from around my neck and wrapped its silver chain around my left hand, scattering the shadowy monsters for a moment with every swipe as I hauled myself to the door and up. I wrenched the dagger out of the wood. Then I got down to slaughtering them, one by one.

				My strength was burning out, but I still stabbed and slashed, sliding down to sit with my back against the door, until no more of the little horrors darted forward. I drove the point of the knife into the carpet two, three, four times before I noticed.

				I stared around the room, breathing hard while I waited for the next wave.

				There was nothing but the salt strewn far and wide, the shell upside down on the floor beside a toppled lamp. I looked down at my hands, my clothes. They were whole. No cuts or wounds but those I’d made with my own wild slashes. I closed my eyes and rested my head back against the door, letting my hands go limp. The silver dagger thumped onto the carpet beside me. 

				The usual Storm specters came solo, like Captain Davies had, or as a crew with their captain or spokesman at the head. Not these: They’d been a wolf pack and I’d had no chance to discover what they’d wanted—aside from my blood. 

				The door thumped against my back as someone knocked. I jolted out of my exhausted slump, but had to hold onto the nearest object to keep from falling back down.

				“Mr. Storm!” Mrs. Dosrobles shouted outside the thick oak door.

				“What?” I shouted back.

				“I’m going, now. You eat those cutlets, or I’m gonna put vinegar in all your scotch.”

				I laughed shakily and flicked an eye
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