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​Chapter 1: A Stranger in the Office
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Rain pelted the windows of my office, turning the neon lights from the bar across the street into watery smears of color. I'd been staring at the same invoice for twenty minutes when the knock came—three sharp raps that meant business.

"It's open," I called, reaching for my cigarettes.

The door swung in, bringing with it a gust of damp air and a man who looked like he'd stepped out of the society pages. Tall and lean, with silver at his temples that probably cost more to maintain than my monthly rent. His suit was the kind you don't find on department store racks, and his shoes reflected what little light my desk lamp gave off.

"Katherine Bell?" His voice had that polished quality that comes from expensive schools and knowing you'll never have to shout to be heard.

"Katie," I corrected, lighting my cigarette. "Nobody's called me Katherine since my mother died."

He surveyed my office—the filing cabinet with the dent from where I'd thrown a bourbon bottle at an ex-partner, the worn leather couch that doubled as my bed on long nights, the watercolor of Big Sur that was the only decent thing I'd kept from my marriage.

"Victor Langford," he said, not offering his hand. "I find myself in need of your services."

I gestured to the chair across from my desk. "Most people who come through that door do, Mr. Langford."

He sat with the careful precision of a man who never wrinkled his clothes. From an inner pocket, he withdrew an envelope and placed it on my desk, his manicured fingers lingering a moment too long.

"I'm looking for an object of significant value." He slid the envelope toward me. "A family heirloom, you might say."

I opened it and pulled out a photograph. The object looked like a medallion or amulet—a circular piece about two inches in diameter with what appeared to be a twisted figure in the center, surrounded by symbols I didn't recognize. The metal was dark, possibly bronze or copper that had oxidized over time.

"The Anong amulet," he said, watching my face for a reaction. " It was stolen from my collection eight days ago."

"Why come to me instead of the police?" I asked, though I already knew the answer. Men like Langford didn't involve the authorities unless absolutely necessary.

" The LAPD has better things to do these days. With all the bad press from that Dahlia case, the brass doesn’t want another unsolved mystery on their hands. “Besides, I prefer discretion."

"Discretion costs extra."

"Money is not an issue, Ms. Bell."

I took a long drag, exhaling smoke toward the ceiling where it joined the yellowing stains from a thousand previous cigarettes. "Tell me about this amulet."

"It's a rare artifact, approximately three hundred years old, originating from a small island in the South Pacific. The Anong people were said to possess unusual abilities—communion with the dead, precognition, that sort of thing." He waved his hand dismissively, as if embarrassed to be speaking of such superstitions. "Its value is primarily historical, of course."

"Of course," I echoed, not believing him for a second. Men like Langford didn't get worked up over historical value. "Any idea who might have taken it?"

"I have my suspicions." He reached into another pocket and withdrew a small card. "This person was at my home for a gathering the night before the amulet disappeared."

The card read: Madame Lucia Devine, Medium & Spiritual Consultant. An address in Echo Park was printed beneath in flowing script.

"A medium?" I raised an eyebrow. "You don't strike me as the séance type, Mr. Langford."

His jaw tightened slightly. "My late wife had an interest in such things. The gathering was in her memory—a year since her passing."

I noted how he spoke of his wife in terms of ownership, the same way he referred to the amulet. "My condolences," I said, though I didn't much care. "What makes you think this medium took your trinket?"

"She expressed particular interest in it. Asked about its provenance, its history." His fingers drummed once on the arm of the chair. "And she was alone in my study for some time during the evening."

I stubbed out my cigarette and leaned back. "Anything else I should know?"

"Yes," he said after a pause. "You're not the first investigator I've hired."

That got my attention. "What happened to the first?"

"He encountered... difficulties." Langford's tone was careful. "He stopped reporting in three days ago."

"Does this missing investigator have a name?"

"Daniel Mercer. I believe he's a colleague of yours."

I kept my face neutral, though my stomach clenched. Danny Mercer was good—one of the best in the business. We'd worked together on a few cases over the years. If something had happened to him...

"His retainer was substantial," Langford continued, misreading my silence. "Double your usual rate, I'm told. I'm prepared to offer triple."

"Why the generosity?"

"Time is of the essence, Ms. Bell. The amulet must be recovered quickly."

"Why?"

His eyes hardened. "That's not relevant to your investigation."

I let the silence stretch between us, watching him. Most clients crack under the pressure, fill the dead air with useful information. Langford wasn't most clients.

"Three times my daily rate, plus expenses," I finally said. "And I want half up front."

He nodded and reached into his jacket, producing a sleek money clip. He counted out several large bills—more cash than I'd seen in months—and placed them on the desk.

"Find the amulet, Ms. Bell. Nothing else matters."

I didn't touch the money. "What about Danny Mercer?"

"If you encounter him during your investigation, I would appreciate knowing his whereabouts." Langford stood, adjusting his already perfect cuffs. "But the amulet is your priority."

"I decide my priorities, Mr. Langford," I said, rising to match him. "That's what you're paying for."

We stood eye to eye across my desk. Rain lashed against the windows.

"Very well," he conceded with a slight nod. "Do you have any other questions?"

"Just one. What aren't you telling me about this amulet?"

His smile was thin and practiced. "Many things, Ms. Bell. Many things. But nothing that should concern you at this juncture."

"In my experience, what clients don't tell me is usually what gets me into trouble."

"Then consider yourself forewarned." He turned toward the door, then paused. "One piece of advice, if I may. When you find the amulet, don't touch it directly. Use gloves or cloth."

"Why?"

"A precaution. The metal... reacts... to certain people."

Before I could ask what the hell that meant, he was gone, leaving behind only the scent of expensive cologne and a stack of bills that would cover my rent for the next three months.

I sat back down, lit another cigarette, and picked up the photograph of the amulet. The twisted figure in its center seemed to writhe in the dim light, an optical illusion that made my eyes hurt if I stared too long.

Outside, thunder rolled across the city. I had a bad feeling about this case—the kind that settles at the base of your spine and doesn't let go. But the money was good, and Danny Mercer was missing.

I opened my desk drawer and pulled out my .38 revolver, checking it methodically before securing it in my shoulder holster. Whatever this Anong amulet was, whatever had happened to Danny, I was about to find out.

And Victor Langford would get his money's worth, whether he liked what I found or not.
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Chapter 2: The Dead Man's Trail
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The rain had stopped by morning, leaving behind that peculiar Los Angeles clarity that makes everything look like a movie set. Too sharp, too bright, too false. I nursed a lukewarm coffee at my desk while reviewing what little I had on the Langford case.

The photograph of the amulet stared up at me, that twisted figure in the center seeming to shift whenever I looked away. Next to it lay Madame Lucia Devine's card and the stack of cash that Langford had left behind. I'd counted it twice before locking up last night—three thousand dollars, more money than most of my clients saw in months.

My first instinct was to track down the medium, but something about this case felt wrong. Langford's story had too many convenient holes, and his reluctance to discuss why the amulet was so important set off every alarm bell I had. Besides, mediums were a dime a dozen in this town since the war. Too many widows desperate to speak with husbands who never made it back from the Pacific.

No, I needed more information before confronting her. And I needed to find out what had happened to Danny Mercer.

I reached for the Bakelite rotary on my desk and dialed a familiar number. Three rings later, a gruff voice answered.

"Dispatch, Ramirez speaking."

"Morning, Eddie. It's Katie Bell."

"Bell," he grunted, but I could hear the smile in his voice. "What rock you been hiding under? Haven't seen you at Murphy's in weeks."

"Been busy staying alive. Listen, I need a favor."

"You always need a favor."

"And I always make it worth your while."

He chuckled. "What're you looking for?"

"Danny Mercer. Heard from him lately?"

A pause. "Not for about three days. Why?"

"He's working a case I just picked up. Rich client, missing artifact, the usual treasure hunt."

"Hmm." Something in his tone made me sit up straighter. "You might want to check with Robbery-Homicide. Kowalski mentioned something about Mercer the other day."

My stomach tightened. "Kowalski from R-H? What did he say?"

"Just that they were looking for him in connection with something. Didn't catch what."

"Thanks, Eddie. I owe you."

"Yeah, yeah. Bring whiskey next time, not that cheap bourbon."

I hung up and stared at the phone. If Robbery-Homicide was looking for Danny, this case had just gotten a lot more complicated. I could call Kowalski directly, but cops tend to get suspicious when private investigators start asking questions about open cases.

Instead, I pulled out my shorthand notebook and flipped to a clean page. If I wanted to know what Danny had been up to, I needed to retrace his steps. And to do that, I needed to figure out who else might be interested in this amulet.

My first stop was the public library downtown. The reference section had a decent collection on anthropology and ancient artifacts. Three hours and a mild headache later, I'd found exactly two references to the Anong people—both brief mentions in obscure journals from the 1920s. According to the articles, the Anong were a seafaring tribe from a small cluster of islands in the South Pacific. They were believed to have died out sometime in the 19th century, victims of disease brought by European traders.

One article included a grainy sketch of an amulet similar to the one in Langford's photo, describing it as a "talisman of considerable power among the indigenous shamans." The author noted that these artifacts had been crafted approximately three centuries ago by Anong spiritual leaders, and several had been "acquired" by Western collectors in the 1880s, though most had subsequently disappeared. Not exactly front-page news, but it confirmed that the amulet was genuine. Whether it was worth killing for was another question entirely.

My next stop was more productive. Benny Klein ran a pawnshop on Sixth Street and knew more about the stolen property market than anyone in the city. More importantly, he owed me for keeping his son out of jail last summer.

The bell above the door jingled as I entered. The shop smelled of dust and old leather, shelves crammed with everything from cheap watches to antique silverware. Benny glanced up from behind the counter, his rheumy eyes narrowing when he recognized me.

"Katie Bell," he said, voice raspy from decades of hard living. "Trouble follows you like a shadow."

"Nice to see you too, Benny." I approached the counter, keeping my voice low despite the empty shop. "I need
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