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  Thanks to Nick Mamatas for connecting the dots, Kate Marshall for her vigilant eye, Jeremy Lassen and Cory Allyn at Night Shade Books for taking the chance, and to all y’all reading this right now. Cheers!


  This novel is dedicated to Inta Mezgailis Ridler (1938-2013).


  From a black and white TV in the laundry room, she’d feed my heart and brain doses of Star Trek, Rockford Files, Kolchak, Mike Hammer, and the Twilight Zone while she chain-smoked Viscounts and folded clothes.


  When I started writing, she sent me a bunch of second-hand Mickey Spillane novels. She’d enjoyed them more than the acclaimed work of Hammett and Chandler. When I asked why, she laughed. “Oh, way more sex and violence! Good stuff!”


  Thanks for the inspiration, Mum. Here’s to the good stuff.


  “In this city a person can hide from God for a long time.”

  —Steven Erickson, Zeroville


  “The so-called glamour queens are short lived. Where are they now? Take out your old movie magazines and trace the queens of yesterday. There are a lot of yesterdays for them but no tomorrows …”

  —Ed Wood, Jr., The Hollywood Rat Race
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  CHAPTER 1


  I RAN A CROOKED PATH THROUGH THE HEADSTONES AS IF CHASED BY A drunk minotaur, my ancient oxblood wingtips kicking up forgotten trinkets left for long-departed souls. As I was leaping over a burial mound, my shoe slipped on something round.


  I smacked a tombstone with my shoulder, spun like a top, then crashed back down to earth chest-first, just a bee’s wing away from a foundation stone that would have cut my head open.


  “OW!”


  If Edgar could see me, late to his funeral, he’d be furious.


  At eye level was the dirty culprit: a fat 8-ball, twice the size of the kind you’d find in any billiard hall. A stray parting gift for a lost loved one.


  I couldn’t resist. Running late and elbows in grave dirt, I picked it up, shook it twice and asked, “All right, Magic 8-Ball, will today’s adventure turn out in my favor?”


  I turned it over. The murky glass bottom swirled with a blue liquid before a white message rose to the top. “Outlook not so good.”


  I smirked. “Everyone’s a critic.”


  I tossed the toy to the ground and sprang back to life, on down the dusty green alley of the cemetery until I saw the two members of the work crew I’d met yesterday. They pointed to my left, and I ran through the stones to find the small funeral procession gathered around a fresh grave.


  I hit the brakes to avoid crashing into anyone, and dusted the dirt off of my freshly rented duds. I coughed, but all eyes were on me like white on rice. “Very sorry, everyone.” I switched to a wary smile and heavy eyes. “Had car trouble en route. I guess the only funeral you should be late for is your own.” I mimicked a “rim-shot” in the air, complete with sound effects a la Buddy Rich. The half-truth-and-joke combo usually worked to charm folks out of distress.


  Here? The crowd in black glared. Not at me, or my patter, but at my outfit. A baby-blue tuxedo, last year’s prom sensation, was all I could afford on my own dime. This funeral had sucked my reserves down to the marrow. The lapels flared as sharp and wide as the bellbottom trousers, which hugged me a little too snug for such a somber occasion. Grave-dirt skids no doubt made the whole ensemble filthy in the eyes of my social betters. The small gathering’s disdain was cold for July in L.A., but the funeral was my responsibility, and they held their tongues. They could release their nastiness beyond my earshot. Though I reckoned they’d be of familiar vintages:


  “Can you believe James Brimstone came to a funeral dressed for a high school prom?”


  “He must be forty and he’s showing off his … you-know-what?”


  “Smudges? On his funeral outfit? Edgar would be disgusted.”


  I nodded at Father Creedy, who began his sermon while I squirmed in the sun. What I wouldn’t do for a Dubonnet on the rocks and the darkness of my office, but there was work to do, parts to play, and promises to keep.


  The cemetery grunts had done a fine job of digging a hole for Edgar’s funeral, a deep, tight six-by-three frame. Above the hole, a cherry wood coffin was mounted, wrapped in chains and padlocks upon Edgar’s wishes and courtesy of my bone-dry checkbook. My mentor was many things, but generous with lucre wasn’t even last on the list. On tour with the Electric Magic Circus, I once joked with Jane Tarzan, our unbeatable wrestling angel, that Edgar’s nickname ought to be “Frugal the Ungenerous,” whose change purse could only be opened by Hercules himself. When Edgar found out about the gag, as he always did, he had me cleaning outhouses and digging holes for elephant dung instead of learning how to execute a Paris drop, escape from a locked safe, or use a deck of cards like a weapon. It was worth it to make Jane laugh, though I suspect she only laughed because she knew that no one but the first god of lies could keep a secret from my mentor.


  L.A.’s merciless three o’clock sun scorched Inglewood Park Cemetery as it sidled up close to watch the Amazing Edgar Vance’s very last public appearance. Proving to an intimate audience that even he could not escape the grave. My tux baked the sweat out of me like a rotisserie chicken, inking the powder blue into ugly sweat spots, as if my tux hid leaking bullet wounds.


  Father Creedy moaned on.


  My smile was at half-mast, but I wanted them to look at me, the cheap, lousy fellow who’d done such a crap job. I was human flash for their scorn. Not the casket and its locks and chains … which I could taste. One of the worst things about being Edgar’s whipping boy was this delicious side-effect of his training in the actual arcane, the disturbing and nightmarish world of sorcery, magic, and dark arts older than the blood of dead gods. I could taste real magic. And it never tasted good. Just a thousand different flavors of awful. Those chains and locks had enough mojo on them that my mouth felt like it had been sucking dirt for the past hour, but I kept it shut.


  Promises to keep, and all that jazz.


  Father Creedy’s whistling voice cut through the heat. “… and so we consecrate Edgar William Vance to the ground, so that he may find his place in eternity at the righteous side of God.” Across the hole, his sad eyes perked without joy.


  My half-smile froze. I’d told Creedy, whose real name was Chip Toledo, if that was a real name anywhere but L.A., to cut the “righteous” out of his sermon. Actors always make big words sound threatening. Bad actors give them menace. And Chip was no Olivier.


  I twisted the plastic ring on my left pinky, a faded green toy I’d held onto from the very first dint I’d made in the world of crime: stealing from a vending machine with a penny I’d gimmicked with a kite string. It also served as a signal to “Father” Creedy to shut his piehole because he was making an ass of himself, and that further attempts would result in his commission being cut another fifteen percent.


  “And now,” Father Creedy said, “is there anyone who would like to say a few final words?”


  Smoothly, my hands dropped in front of my privates because the sweat stain was starting to leak downward. But just as I opened my mouth—


  “I’d like to speak.” Mick Fletcher walked close to the grave, dressed in a dire combo of tie, jacket, shirt and pants, a human black hole. His vulture neck protruded from his collar, and his stare cut across the casket’s surface, aimed straight for my heart, fuzzy eyebrows set on “arch.” My balls itched.


  “Edgar was the greatest performer I ever saw.” Everyone nodded, dutifully, myself included, but that didn’t break Mick’s glare. “Greatest escape artist since Houdini. Better magician than Blackstone. And he cared, you know? He cared about magic and those that loved it.” More nods. More glare. “Even if some of us didn’t love it as much as we should.”


  Mick stepped back, and I enjoyed the image of him surrounded by headstones. He was Edgar’s greatest fan, and a royal pain in the ass. Edgar did love magic. It was all he loved. Mick would try and impress Edgar with a new card trick or pigeon gimmick. Edgar would study him seriously, give him backhanded advice that would have been an insult if Mick hadn’t been so enamored, and after the poor guy was led out of Vance Mansion, I’d have to endure Edgar’s cackles and snide shots about “Poor old Mick the Mark.” Edgar held him beneath contempt, but enjoyed using him for free labor at shows, the devoted disciple who never knew he was, in fact, the master’s pet rube.


  But it took one to know one, so I couldn’t hate Mick as much as Edgar. Hell, I’d been just like Mick, just the professional variety. At least until I quit Edgar’s schemes. This funeral was the last.


  A stunning, bottle-blonde thirty-year-old in horn-rimmed glasses and baby-doll good looks approached next, the kind of beauty that worked in B films until she was old enough to play a mother and had to find a different vocation for beauty and presence. She wore a starched plaid skirt, pink blouse and mascara melted into her blush. Good old Debbie Faye.


  “On behalf of Mayor Yorty,” Debbie said with the commanding tone of stage performances from yesteryear, “I would like to thank the late Edgar Vance for his charity work with the city, especially at the Children’s Hospital of Los Angeles.” Debbie stopped there, since she knew the truth and kept it quiet: Edgar’s charity work had largely been doing balloon animals for publicity shots. Then his “trusted manservant KipKip,” me dressed in banana leaves and a mask like some stray character from The Jungle Book, would spend all day doing “Pick for Me” and “Is this Your Card?” for a dozen bald-headed kids and burned teens while Edgar and Suitcase Sam Yorty had afternoon delights at The Hairy Tarantula. I missed those kids.


  The mayor’s klaxon stepped back, and Father Creedy coughed. “Anyone else?” His New York accent had begun to creep through his faux-Irish brogue, so I nodded and stepped to the edge of the grave.


  “I’m glad you’re all here,” I said, and there were a handful of snorts and more daggered silences. “I’m James Brimstone, and I worked with Edgar back when I was eye level to a slug. I apologize for my tardiness, but my Dodge Dart doesn’t run on magic. If it did, I’d have stray coin for a better suit. As I’m sure you know, Edgar Vance was among the greatest magicians of his age. He performed around the world and entertained millions of people for over forty years.” Gentle nods. “I could regale you with stories and legends of Edgar’s past, but I’d be breaking the magician’s code of honor, and the last thing we need is for Edgar’s ghost coming back to harass anyone.” One lady sniffled, then laughed. “Now, about the chains and locks.”


  Their attention was mine.


  “I’m sure I don’t have to tell you they come from Edgar’s own private collection. The locks were crafted by Theo Fabergé, of the famous eggs, and Edgar spent his life trying to pick them. The chains are the very same worn by Houdini during his very last and near-fatal performance. They were the only restrictions he never bested. Edgar thought such gear would be fitting on his final day above the soil. Should you ever see Edgar, in dreams or passing on the street, you will know that he not only beat death, but outdid the great Houdini, too.”


  Mild laughter. Time for the hammer to fall.


  I cranked my smile to 1000 watts. “You’ll also notice the cherry wood coffin, also part of Edgar’s instructions. Now, Edgar had no family except his millions of fans. And his estate is now property of the good folks at the Magic Castle … but I was made executor of his will.”


  No one breathed.


  “You can imagine that the cemetery would like to be paid for all their hard work.”


  The crowd squirmed.


  “Don’t worry, I’m not asking for donations at a funeral. That would be crass. But I wanted to let you know that I recently opened up my own business. As of today, James Brimstone is a fully licensed private investigator in the state of California, and sole proprietor of the Odd Job Squad Investigative Services. I’m sure you saw the ad in this month’s Los Angeles Free Press?”


  Their glares would have melted tombstones.


  “Having trouble with a neighbor’s dog? Ex-husband being a dope with alimony? The Odd Job Squad can handle it. That’s the James Brimstone guarantee!”


  Muttered curses swelled while angry grievers tossed flowers into the grave. “You’re a no good, dirty shill, James Brimstone!” one of them said. I didn’t look up to verify who, since whoever it was spoke for all. “But wait, there’s more! Today you get the Friends of Edgar Vance discount!”


  Hisses and swears hit me like rotten tomatoes. Shamefaced, I just stared at the coffin as they walked away from the horrible man who would ruin a funeral with a sales pitch. “Damn you, Brimstone!” some old lady cried. My eyes were down in full hangdog routine.


  In short, everything was coming up aces. That Magic 8-Ball could suck a lemon.


  Then it was just me and Father Creedy, AKA Chip Toledo.


  “That was some pitch, man,” Chip said. “You really want those squares to hate you.”


  No, I just need them to leave thinking I’m a rotten son of a bitch and Edgar is dead. “I had to distract them from your amazing acting, Chip,” I said. “You were stealing the show from a dead man.”


  “Really?” he said, full Bronx accent now assaulting my ears. Now he was just Chip Toledo, out-of-work actor on his hour off from slinging coffee at the Starlight Diner. “Could you put that in writing, man? See, there’s an audition for this musical called Godsweet, and they need a priest who’s kinda groovy and—”


  The crowd shuffled away through the stones, past the gravediggers. “I’ll make sure to send it with your last payment.” A dusty taste in my mouth, sour and bright and strong … a taste of magic.


  Chip clapped his hands. “Out of sight. Acting is my freak, you know, James?”


  No one was looking back, but I needed to be sure. “Chip, please keep up the act a little longer—”


  “Hey, I didn’t mean no disrespect.”


  “Just stand here and be still until we can say one last goodbye.”


  Still was not Chip’s strong suit. While sweat trickled, seeking new crevasses in my neck and groin, he fussed with his collar, cracked his knuckles, and scratched the back of his head like a stray mutt with ticks. “You got a cigarette?”


  The sourness came from no direction I could sense. It was a presence, like the coming of a storm before the first raindrop. Then it was gone.


  I exhaled. “Does this look like the venue for a smoke break?”


  “Hell, sorry, James. But I could really use one.”


  “You may find it hard to believe, ‘Father Creedy,’ but I never enjoyed the taste of my lungs being barbecued.”


  “Just asking.”


  I could hear the 405 hum in the distance like a second pulse.


  The rest of the day loomed. It would be nice to stay in a cemetery. I always found them peaceful. Even been known to take a date to them when there wasn’t a horror film on at the local theater. But Edgar’s funeral soured me on the idea that they were sanctuaries. Edgar had that effect on people.


  I waved over the graveyard crew.


  Then the flavor of magic filled my mouth like a fist.


  When they moved, I saw her, a witch in black and white, wild silver hair sparkling like the Pacific at noon, a cane she didn’t need in one well-manicured talon of a hand, sunglasses too big for her head, giving her the countenance of an aristocratic bug. Alicia Price walked toward us, and I steeled myself for a contest of wills no one had ever won.


  “Hello, James,” she said, voice as clear as spring water and hard as a concrete bunker. “I think you know why I’m here.”


  I did.


  But she was not going to leave this cemetery with the skull of Edgar Vance.


  CHAPTER 2


  ALICIA PRICE’S BUG STARE CUT MY ABILITY TO SPEAK, AND THE TASTE of her sour magic presence was like a mouthful of dusty prunes.


  “James,” Alicia said, “you look … the same as always.” She paused. “Terrible.”


  My smile firmed as I wet my lips, the grave crew muttering to each other in courtly Spanish. “Well, we independent men of action can’t spend our precious coin on finery like those born of vintage pedigree. Maybe if my family line traced back to Alexander of Macedon—or is that just a rumor?”


  She raised her chin and for a split second you could see the razor beauty she must have been between eighteen and fifty, the kind of pretty that cuts you to the quick and leaves you dripping. “They’re always true when they’re about me.”


  I nodded. “Glad you could make it to Edgar’s funeral.” I turned to Chip, who was back in the Father Creedy role, his expression confused but austere, as if the last page of his sermon had vanished. Goddamn modern actors can’t improv a thing to save their lives, or mine. “Father Creedy, your work is done. Best you run along home.”


  “No,” Alicia said. “Please stay.” She turned to the grave crew and spoke low in their mother tongue. “Gentlemen, I apologize for the delay, but I am an old lady and every step is a hard one, especially in a place I don’t wish to visit too soon.” They laughed. The old gal was charming as ever.


  Her cane tapped the coffin. “Hello, Edgar. About time you gave up, you old crow.” She perked an eyebrow at me. “Is it true? He actually—”


  “—Slipped on a bar of soap in the shower.” I crossed my heart. “Scout’s honor.” Not that I’d ever set foot in the Scouts. By the time I was old enough to join, I’d been with the Electric Magic Circus for four years and would have had badges in knife throwing, fire eating, and playing doctor with a bearded lady.


  Her face rumpled. “Landed on his head?”


  “On the edge of the grand Belgian tub in Vance Manor. Might as well have been hit with an anvil.”


  “You don’t sound despondent, James.”


  “There is no one path through grief, Alicia, though we meet at the same destination.”


  Her lips pursed. “The Lost Passage of Virgil? Well, I’m almost impressed, coming from a commoner.”


  I chuckled. “I have a great local library.”


  She voided the breath from her nose so curtly I half-expected the grass to blacken at her sandaled feet. “I am already tired of you, James. I will take what’s my due. You will bear witness, and we will all walk away thinking this was a wonderful time.” Her rictus made Father Creedy grunt.


  “No,” I said. “You won’t.”


  “Spare me the empty heroics. They fit you worse than this ridiculous outfit.”


  “Not heroics, Alicia. Just facts. Go ahead. Take your due. If you can.” I cupped my hands in front of my balls. “I’ll wait.”


  She grimaced, tapped her cane once, and a shudder ran through the desiccated grass.


  I coughed. “Did you pass gas? I thought people of your uncommon heritage were classier than that.”


  She sneered. “So, Edgar wasn’t bragging. He managed to train a stray from the common heap to resist being charmed.”


  “By magic, anyway,” I said. “Now, if you want to grab dinner and try buttering me up with kind words and stories, I might be moved.” My smiled dropped. “But even you don’t have the goods to make me move.”


  She sighed as Father Creedy and the two grave diggers stiffened and their eyes went white. Alicia spoke in the tongue of ancient Macedon, and all three men walked with determination to the casket. They rattled and shook and tried to crack open Edgar’s coffin.


  “That’s a hell of a racket for a sanctuary,” I said.


  Alicia shushed me. “Unless you wish to join him.”


  “Not at all,” I said, hands still across my balls. “It’s just that there’s a four o’clock funeral and the procession is heading toward us. And Edgar’s locks and chains are charmed to be stronger than a cooler in a casino. He knew you’d be coming, Alicia. Because once Edgar’s in the hole, covered in sacred ground, even you don’t have the mojo to rip out his skull.”


  Creedy’s hand clasped my throat, cutting off my soliloquy.


  “Silence, dilettante,” Alicia said, cane across her shoulder, about to slug my head into left field. As the marionette formerly known as Father Creedy lifted me off the ground, I pointed to the distance. In a cul-de-sac, a procession of limos were circling the parking area.


  My knees hit grass, adding another stain to my already tortured suit, and I sucked in air. The rattling of chains stopped. All three marionettes went on standby. The handle of the cane caught my chin and dragged up until I stood. She stared me down. The black shades had fallen down her nose, and there were the wild black eyes of Alicia Price, one of the most dangerous sorcerers still living on the Coast. “You were always a pretender in our world, James. Low trash brought into the Louvre because Edgar had a sense of humor. But I must admit a grudging sense of pride that you tendered your master this well. And that you could resist my charms.”


  Her backhanded compliment didn’t register, but one word did.


  Master.


  My short-and-curlies bristled at the word. “He’s not my master. Not anymore. I quit of my own volition. I’m just doing a dead man a favor. My life is mine, all mine, and no one else’s.”


  “Of course it is, dearie.” She laughed, then lifted my chin higher. “I heard about your new occupation. Rooting through trash, solving tiny problems for tiny people. It would be adorable if you weren’t so pathetic.”


  “I’ll take that as a compliment.”


  “And I know Edgar left you nothing. Which is exactly how he found you. A pure piece of American nothing.”


  I smiled. “I’d be happy to waive my retainer if you’d like me to help you hunt for your lost sense of decency.”


  The cane jabbed my sternum hard enough to shut my yap. “You’re a hack, James Brimstone. I’m glad to know you’ll die in obscurity, a failed heir to a grand magician.” She tapped the cane again. There was the same “whoosh” of power, and the three men stood by me, eyes back to normal as they watched me fall on my ass. She turned her back on me and strutted off through the headstones. “Next time we meet, it will take more than sacred ground to stop me from sending you into Oblivion.”


  I rubbed my chin. The coffin’s padlocks at eye level were black as a dead witch’s heart.


  The grave hands spoke in worried Spanish.


  “Whoa, man,” Chip said, all pretense of Irishness gone, rubbing his right wrist. “Whoa, man, I think I just had a déjà vu or something.”


  “Probably sunstroke, Chip. Might as well scram. I’ll drop off your cut next time I’m at the diner.”


  Chip thanked me, reminded me of his need for a rec letter, and started stripping out of his priest uniform even as he walked away. Actors, heads, and freaks might as well come from the same tribe.


  Chip out of sight, I nodded to the grave crew. They lowered the casket into the hole, filled and packed it hard enough that it would take the act of an Elder God to drag that casket from the ground.


  To the world, Edgar Vance was dead.


  Just as Edgar wanted it to be.


  I waited, relieved and terrified that he’d be watching, ready to give me notes and correct my awful failures and mistakes. But Edgar wasn’t under the L.A. sun. He wasn’t in the ground. And if he stuck to his promise, in exchange for this sting, I would never, ever see him again. The price of freedom from his backhand, his temper, his abuse, his nightmare tutelage, was this last lie. I’d done my part. I was free.


  When they were done patting the earth over that mannequin-filled coffin, I said ciao and headed for the parking lot.


  Lilith, my electric-blue Dodge Dart Sedan, my pride and joy for a decade, had carted me through thick and thin. An ex-girlfriend had named her Lilith because I apparently enjoyed that car more than her company.


  When I saw her, my heart sank.


  Lilith had been punched in the face.


  Two cracks in the windshield looked like an orgy of swastikas drawn by speed freaks with a switchblade. A parting gift from Alicia Price.


  I slinked into the front seat, closed the door, and rolled down the window. The ghostly aroma of old Chesterfields made my lungs hunger for something I’d quit, so I hit the ignition and revved her up.


  “Don’t worry,” I said to Lilith, “I’ll get you fixed up good as new, just as soon as I get a case … to pay off this funeral … and rent … and …” I took one look in the rearview mirror at my powder blue tuxedo, stained brown, green and wet. “And it looks like this one’s a keeper.”


  I stuck my head out the window, drove onto the main drag, and headed home, afternoon air running through my hair and cooling off my mind. My smile grew.


  After all, things could always be worse.


  Thirty minutes later, I drove down Alameda Street and proved myself right. Queen Bee was waiting for me outside the Thump & Grind Burlesque Club, dressed up like a debutante stepping out at fifty-five, mighty arms crossed across her moderate bosom, every ounce of her looking like well-manicured trouble.


  She scowled at the state of Lilith, then one fingernail curled her intent.


  We were having a landlord/tenant meeting in the parking lot, it seemed. That gave me hope. A public space meant she wouldn’t kill me.


  CHAPTER 3


  “LATE, BRIMSTONE.”


  Bee’s accent is what we call a Mid-Atlantic, a phony regional cadence that American actors and actresses affected to sound like an affluent and well-read Yankee from Connecticut that had gone to boarding school in Oxford. It was meant to convey authority, but it reminded me of Vaudeville barkers who joined the Electric Magic Circus. Both had the timbre of immediacy, but nine out of ten folks used it with all the authenticity of a three-dollar-bill.


  Bee was not one of them.


  I closed Lilith’s door and kept my head low in deference to the woman who controlled my living affairs. “Now, Bee, you know I had a funeral to arrange.”


  “Then why are you dressed like some longhair kid about to lose his innocence in the back of his daddy’s Ford?”


  “Best I could afford, under the duress of circumstance.”


  “The plight of the cheap bastard again?”


  Behind Bee, the Thump & Grind Burlesque Club appeared a giant square bunker of sin, decked out in circus colors and a thousand blinking lights that created the art deco outline of two ample burlesque dancers bumping their grinds alone and with each other. Or at least that would be the scene once the sun dropped and provided a canvas of darkness. “Thanks, Bee.” I walked on as if exchanging pleasantries with a neighbor.


  She sidestepped until she blocked my way and poked my chest, and I realized just how much residual pain Alicia and her marionettes had delivered. “OW!”


  “You know the deal, Brimstone. Rent for space. No rent. No space. I’m not running some communist charity center.”


  My dirty fingers massaged knots in my chest. “God, Bee, I just buried a friend today. Any chance for a respite on account of grief?”


  She laughed, hard and sharp. “You want mercy, Brimstone, find a church. You said weekly payments would be forthcoming for the office and cot.”


  “I did.”


  “That was four weeks ago, without a single payment—”


  “How about complimentary bouncer services for tonight?” She snickered. “You look about as threatening as a deserter from the Salvation Army.”


  “How about tomorrow?”


  “How about you pay me.”


  Down the trash-filled gutters of Alameda, a thin shadow walked toward us, then turned hard to the right, heading towards the back entrance of the Thump & Grind. I watched it from the periphery of my vision, with dead-set eyes on Bee. I sighed. “You’re right, Bee. Tonight is fair. Let me just scrounge what I can from my couch.”


  She crossed her arms and tilted her head, one pink heel stabbing the concrete. “Two dollars.”


  “You went in without my permission?”


  “My house, my rules. You need real money, and it ain’t there. Unless you got collateral?”


  The shadowy figure reached the edge of the building, then vanished.


  Shoot.


  I angled around her, an angel’s hair of distance between my neck and her reach. I tossed Lilith’s keys in the air and Bee caught them like a bullet. “Of course I do. I just need to talk to my new client.”


  “Client?”


  “Just you wait here with Lilith a minute.” I pivoted on my heels like a dancing fool, just to be out of her reach. “I will be back before you can blink.”


  “Good luck, Brimstone,” she said as I ran toward some stranger and prayed to God that it was, in fact, a client. More than likely it was more trouble. Maybe Alicia Price, back to take my brain, or one of her henchmen, or any number of freaked-out kids on a bad trip, wandering away from the strip and into Huntington Park. I just hoped they weren’t black, for their own sake. The worst of L.A. was on display lately. Since the Watts Riots five years ago, the segregation lines of Alameda Street and Slauson Avenue were defended angrily by the residents of this mostly white working class ‘hood. I’d found myself in two fights in the last two months, pulling some hicks or freaked out white trash off a black kid who had done nothing wrong. Each time, the victim ran, not knowing if I was friend or foe, and good God I couldn’t blame him. Didn’t we fight a war against Aryan shithooks? Sometimes this country’s love of self-delusion and double-standards was enough to make me spit.


  Whoever it was, they were heading for my office door. I hustled faster, hoping Lilith wouldn’t be sold for parts before I was done, each step making me wish I could tear off this blue nightmare suit and have Levis or chinos or anything else on that didn’t stink of grave dirt and desperation.


  I turned the corner. Two dancers, Lace and Magenta, were in their street clothes, hair long and straight down their backs, beautiful without the lashes and curls, each hugging books to their bosom.


  “You’re not listening. I’m telling you, the Vietnam War isn’t meant to end. It’s just meant to distract us,” Magenta said, tapping her cigarette ash. “Keep us glued to the TV screen so we don’t see that the fix is in.”


  Lace laughed, then pushed her auburn locks behind one ear. “You think everything is a conspiracy, Genta. What’s next, the Pyramids were built by aliens?”


  “Don’t laugh! There’s a great book on it—Hey, James.”


  I tipped an imaginary hat, then looked around. The stranger who was buying me time was nowhere. “Ladies, did you see somebody back here?”


  “You’re the detective,” Lace said, cocking her head to the side. “You tell us.”


  I smiled. “Thin, possibly ninety pounds of fast-moving darkness, hood on despite the burning sun. The kind of hustle you find with the desperate and the damned.”


  Lace gave me a golf clap. “Bravo. Look out, Hollywood, a new private dick is in town.”


  Tension eased from the neck muscles I hadn’t noticed were flexed. Alicia Price would have used these two to rip out my ribs, if she was here. “Where’d our shadow go?”


  Magenta took a drag, pointed at the rear service door, a battleship gray stain on the back of baked red bricks. “She’s a slip of a thing, some scrawny runaway who probably dreams of being the next Raquel Welch.”


  “Or maybe your first client, Sherlock,” Lace said.


  Bidding the two adieu, I strode to the back door.


  Inside, the hi-fi at the front of the Thump & Grind was blasting loud enough that I could hear Merle Haggard singing about a prisoner wanting one last song before he sat on old Sparky. The cooking crew had already started the deep fryers bubbling, and the sticky air was dusted with the powdery aroma of facial makeup and artificial flowers that made the lady’s dressing room springtime fresh all year long.


  The shadow sat on the floor, back to my office door, hugging knees no bigger than a McIntosh. The door closed behind me and my night eyes snapped on quicker than a hiccup. In the dark of the hall, I saw her.


  Rail-thin designer jeans, new sandals with manicured toes. No wafting stink of sleeping in filthy shacks or groovy quarters. No Indian beads or headband. Just the faux-floral bouquet of ladies’ shampoo. This was no wayward Merry Prankster abandoned by her guru, needing to be deprogrammed from life on the commune. The hood was so low I couldn’t make out her face, a well-worn jersey from someone three-times her size, the kind Midwest kids wear to college football games. So she wasn’t local. Nor was whoever had either accompanied or dragged her to L.A.


  “Ma’am?”


  She didn’t dart down the hall, which is just as well. Bee always wiped the floors to collect the loose change people drop as they were handing over their wages for a private dance. She’d skid herself into a coma.


  “Ma’am? Can I help you?”


  She gripped herself tighter, then a voice sang out that was honey and broken glass. “I’m looking for a place.”


  There’s a difference between walking slow, and walking safe. I walked on my heels, approaching her until I tapped that invisible line created by our old ape ancestors to demarcate a safe distance to run. She shivered, and I stepped back, slid my body down the opposite side of the wall so that I was eye level with the darkness of her hood. “Well, this is certainly a place.”


  She unclenched the grip she had on her thin, tanned wrist. Tremors caused her fingers to dance as she reached into the kangaroo pocket of her sweatshirt. My ape brain screamed to get dis tance, but if she’d come armed and dangerous, at least I’d go out demonstrating I truly could do Edgar’s greatest feat: catching a bullet. She drew her hand back into the darkness of the corridor. Something rumpled, like a hastily made Christmas gift, sat in her lap.


  She held the crumpled newspaper before her like a shield. The L.A. Free Press shook as if she were hit with polio. Her voice was soft and scared. “Is this the Odd Job Squad?”


  Behind her was the door to my office, a plain brown number with no identifying marks to let you know the former janitor’s closet and shower was the headquarters for L.A.’s new detective, the fresh smell of ammonia provided for free.


  A padlock clutched the knob. Thanks, Bee.


  I needed a shower, a shave, a shine, a shit, and a better set of clothes … but that required a client.


  “Indeed it is.” I sat with my legs crossed and on the floor. She shuddered a little at the closeness of my wingtips, but didn’t recoil. Good. Bad trips are hard to deal with, and for all I knew she was a Laguna princess who’d taken some Grateful Dead acid and was convinced red ants were in her bloodstream, or that her mouth was made of silver and she could only drink mercury. “I take it you need a hand?”


  She gripped herself and the paper. “The police won’t believe me.”


  Well, that was a bit of good luck. L.A.’s finest had never been friends of mine, and among my few policies was not dealing with cases that brought them out of their Crown Vics or doughnut shops. “That’s just fine by me. Do you have a name?”


  “Nico.” The name fell from the darkness just as soft as flower petals. Given her accent, I bet her real name was Betsy or Amy or Linda, probably Minneapolis by way of Chicago, the “oh” sound having softened some in her transition to L.A., where accents are either dead or ridiculous.


  “Nico, I’m James. How can I help you?”


  Slowly, her hands unclasped her knees and rose to the edge of her hood. Spidery fingers pulled back the fabric as she leaned her head forward.


  I killed my wince before it could reach my face.


  Scars crisscrossed her face, as if she’d tried to kiss a rabid wolverine. Wild patterns. Not by a knife, nails, or talon. A beautiful face curtained by long dirty blond hair, marred with an attack of something not of this world. I tasted the dirty magic like a bad allergy, then swallowed the itchy flavor.


  “Find who did this to me.”


  CHAPTER 4


  SHE WAS TROUBLE, AND NOT THE FUN KIND.


  My interest in Nico evaporated the second I thought past her woe and considered my own. Alicia Price had nearly tanned my hide, and my survival depended on staying out of anything that tasted like magic. Because the more you start dipping back into the world of the strange, the unnatural, and the realm between reality and mystery, the more you’re playing with napalm and pretending it’s silly putty.


  And yet that face …


  “You said the police weren’t interested,” I said, playing with the little green ring on my left pinky. “Did you call them?”


  Nico’s knees locked. “Found one in a car. He said … I had it coming.” She sniffed, and I could hear the wetness of her cheeks grow as the tears fled down her face and tapped on her lip. “Just because I’m an actress.”


  Now, everyone in L.A. is an actress. Or an actor. Or former actor. Or a deluded soul who can’t understand why the studios haven’t found them yet, despite going to “The Julliard.” I’m the rarest of birds around Hollywood, since I did my performing on the road after I ran away from home to literally join the circus. Having seen the Carney side of success, tasted the spotlight of the three-ring and ten-in-one, I was never pulled into the black hole of the movie business like others in this town. My dream was just to get the hell away from my father and make enough money to return to Oakland bigger and badder, but I ran into the infinite labyrinth of the arcane. I knew everyone in the City of Angels said they were one thing, but were actually another.


  Worse, Nico and her face full of feral scars had me curious. Which was an invitation to danger. “What kind of actress, if I might ask?”


  “One with a dead career!” she cried.


  Indeed. In L.A., beauty was the first requirement of just about any job, and the most important quality. Crimson-tinged tears dripped off her chin. God, I just wanted to have that Dubonnet on ice, locked in my office like a Pharaoh’s treasure. I drove my fingers through my sweat-soaked hair, hoping to regain a modicum of composure. “I’m sorry, Nico.”


  Her voice was hollow and reedy, the cadence one of desperation. “No one believes me!”


  Her cry was the subtext of my ad. I wanted what cops wouldn’t touch. Now my first client was crying at my door, Bee was waiting outside for rent, and the one thing I swore I’d never do once I was free of Edgar was to get anywhere near spitting distance of the world of magic …


  … But the scars … like slashes. Grooves in rows of two. Not claws. No tiny weasel had ripped her flesh. Too wild to be a weapon in the hand of a junkie or head or drunk with the DTs. The attacker had gotten close. Already had her trust. My words fell gentle. “A friend did this to you.”


  Her hands shook in front of her face, quiet blue eyes holding on to the delicate connection I’d made. “Yes.”


  “Someone intimate.”


  Her hands dropped to cover her mouth, her wounded beauty a relief map of suffering. “Yes.”


  The scars didn’t retreat from my mind, but I’d always had an expansive view of beauty and found blemishes to be nature’s way of instilling charm. Without the scars, Nico was what my mother would call “a hell of a specimen.” Gorgeous. The looks to hang a career on before the crow’s feet and lifelines attacked. Thin, sharp nose; thick, soft lips in a gasping pout; bright blue eyes with angled eyebrows so that she looks either game or scared; and rich blond hair that had started to curl in the day’s heat and sweat. She’d fallen out of the pretty tree and hit every branch on the way down, a kid who’d just grown into svelte but buxom curves that would make her twenties the happiest time of her life.


  A life ruined in a day of violence.


  “How did it happen?”


  Her lips pursed into a sour puss. “You won’t believe it.”


  She was my only client and if she walked away, Bee would be driving Lilith to bingo as collateral until I had a dime. “Try me.”


  Nico pulled her knees to her perfect bosom, then inhaled hard. “We were on set. Today was the final day of shooting. And everyone was so good to us, made us feel so comfortable.” She blinked as if re-calculating her thoughts, then looked at me hard, the kind of stare that doesn’t want judgment but whose tone is so thin it can’t help but demand it. “It’s an art film.” Then the normal look of a kid at someone who’s seen more than forty winters. “It’s like Andy Warhol. You wouldn’t get it.”


  I smiled. “I’m familiar with Mr. Soup Can.”


  She exhaled a dismissive sigh. Her painted toes flexed in and out of her sandals. “Octavia wanted us to shoot at dawn, because of the light, but it was so cold it reminded me of Kansas.”


  “Hometown?” Nico nodded. Which meant her real name sure as hell wasn’t Nico, not in real life. “And Octavia was the director?”


  “No, producer.”


  I nodded as if this was normal. But producers in this town never go on set unless there’s a fire, a starlet locked in her trailer, or as a PR stunt because the media is coming. And they sure as shit don’t touch “art” films. “Nico, you were shooting in the San Fernando valley this morning.”


  Weak tears plied down her face. “It’s an art film.”


  “Easy, Nico. I don’t care if you make space movies with Ed Wood, but I need to know the truth. You were in the Valley. The producer was there, and she wanted the dawn’s early light.”


  She nodded. “It was going to be Maxine’s big moment.”


  “Maxine …”


  “Maxine Graham.”


  “She was your co-star.”


  Nico looked at me as if I’d said the ocean was in the sky. “She is the star.”


  If Nico wasn’t the star before these scars, it made me wonder what kind of specimen Maxine was … And the thought dropped from my mind when I saw the horror blooming like tiny mushroom clouds in Nico’s deep blue eyes.


  And part of me screamed Run, you idiot! Who cares about your tom-fool detective agency? You know what you taste here. A whiff of the dark stuff. You wanted lame duck cases, guys cheating on their wives, insurance scams, petty junk you could outthink in a heartbeat and make spare coin and a nice bottle of Dubonnet at the end of the night … This kid … this case … everything says “Danger, James Brimstone!” and you don’t want to be dragged down again into Edgar’s world of true magic and charms and hexes and demons and nightmares. You owe no one anything now. You’re a free man. Don’t go back to prison for some lost girl from Kansas—


  I ground my teeth. Nico’s eyes spelled ruin, and I knew it. The next thing uttered from my mush would either sink me or save me. Releasing the lock from my jaw, the words fell out.


  “What happened to Maxine?”


  Enjoy being late to your own funeral, idiot.


  She buried her head in her hands. “She … she did this to me.”


  The backdoor opened and sunlight turned our shadows into long stalks. As Nico drew her hood, Lace and Magenta strode down the hall, platform shoes thudding, Virginia tobacco and something sweeter in the air. Bee didn’t allow reefer in the club, but Lace wasn’t much for rules and Magenta thought they were safer than cigarettes controlled by a vast conspiracy of power that traced its roots to Atlantis.


  I didn’t have the heart to tell her how right she was.


  “Hard times, James?” Lace said. “Didn’t realize the hallway was your office.”


  “Temporary arrangements. Now, ladies, if you don’t mind, I’d like a little privacy.”


  “You don’t control the hallways,” Magenta said. “Hey, girl, what are you trying to hide?”


  Nico winced at the hint of conflict. This was a fight or flight moment.


  “Easy,” I said, sliding my back up the wall to standing position and taking their soft and stoned eyes off of Nico. “I just want a quiet moment—”


  “You won’t keep me quiet,” Magenta said, then poked my already sore chest. “I’m so tired of your voice around here, sounding sweet and doing nothing. You don’t think I know this whole detective thing is a front?” Nico’s hood faced Magenta. “That you’re probably spying on us for the FBI, or CIA, or the monsters at the RAND corporation down in Santa Monica.” Lace was no help, laughing at Magenta’s tirade. “I take orders from nobody, especially not some covert freak!”


  Before I could utter a word, Nico was on her feet, running down the hall into the main showroom of the Thump & Grind. She ran with the speed of the terrified, past the dressing rooms, the kitchen, and private bathroom, straight for a beaded door.


  Behind that door was the three-hundred-pound monster known as Jonah, so big you would have thought he’d been the one who swallowed a whale. But the last thing I wanted was Nico grabbed and subdued by our resident monster.


  “Nico!” I said, dashing after her. “Stop!”


  The screen of beads jangled as she drove through into the freshly polished dance floor, though she turned halfway too late. She was in the main room. Where I wasn’t to bring clients. Ever.


  I cut through the curtain and found Nico in Jonah’s arms, mouth covered. Merle Haggard still blasted from the stereo about how “Momma Tried.”

OEBPS/Images/title1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
“Deliciously uncomfortable, wonderfully gritty, and a worthy successor
to the occult detectives of old.” —Brian Keene, author of 7be Complex
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