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Ricky Clooney was traveling south on Palos Verdes Drive late on Sunday night after long hours working at the peninsula’s premier country club. As he steered his 2007 Toyota Tundra truck along the winding coastal road near Portuguese Point, his headlights picked out a shape in the middle of the two-lane blacktop...a strangely familiar form. Slamming on the brakes, he activated the four-way flashers and climbed down from the cab.

“Dear Lord, what’s a porpoise doing here?” he said.

His thoughts returned to his first paying job, assisting a trainer of orcas and dolphins at Marineland of the Pacific. Those ten years before the facility was abruptly closed in 1987 had been the happiest days of his life. Since that sad day when the marine mammals were carted away to San Diego’s SeaWorld, he’d worked as a groundskeeper at the golf club.

He recognized the creature–gray with a white belly–as a harbor porpoise, about six feet long, probably weighing over 150 pounds. It had a rounded head with a short beak and a fused neck, unlike a dolphin, which wasn’t as rotund and had a longer, unfused neck so that it could turn its head this way and that. Clooney gently laid a hand on the dorsal fin while speaking softly to the animal. It was alive.

Not seeing any traffic heading towards the spot, he went back to his truck, grabbed a liter bottle of water, a flashlight and his cell phone. While sprinkling water on the porpoise he called 911, requesting a police and animal control response. As to the nature of the emergency, he declined to be more specific than an injured animal was in the road, fearing the full truth would be considered a prank. With his truck blocking the southbound lane he knelt beside the porpoise, stroking it while shining his flashlight down the road.

Although he hadn’t studied zoology in college, Ricky had eagerly absorbed all the knowledge he could glean from the trainers at Marineland. He knew that a porpoise could live up to 20 years and could, potentially, survive for many hours out of water. With specialized lungs, the marine mammal possessed the ability to remain underwater for several minutes. The porpoise could dive deep into the ocean, though typically the breed hunted for fish close to the surface. What he didn’t know was how long the animal had been out of the ocean. It couldn’t have been at this place for very long, he decided, or a vehicle driven by a less attentive driver would’ve hit it by now.

While the police would certainly direct traffic around the porpoise, animal control wouldn’t initially reach the scene with the kind of truck or van needed to take it to a veterinary hospital equipped to evaluate a sea mammal. Still, it was his duty to help in any way possible and, though maybe far-fetched, he’d offer to haul the porpoise in his truck bed if necessary. His ears picked up sirens from the direction of Los Angeles Harbor.

As that drama played out, a member of the night security detail at Disneyland in Anaheim, about 20 miles east of the Palos Verdes Peninsula dropped to his knees and crossed himself. Hector Garcia had worked as a night watchman at the historic theme park since he graduated from high school in East Los Angeles thirty years ago. The scene caught in the broad beam of his heavy, four-battery flashlight shocked even an old hand like him. He reached for his radio.

“Garcia here in the parking lot, Boss. I’ve got a...a male wearing only boxer shorts, fastened to an old VW Beetle.” 

The man’s eyes were closed, the head slumped down, the chin touching a sunken chest. Since he didn’t move, Hector got up and, with a leather-gloved hand, touched the man on the left shoulder. No response, so Hector looked at the man’s back, then down at the legs and noticed the feet were off the surface of the parking lot. Hector jumped sideways.

His radio squawked. “Clarify. Is the man in need of medical attention? And what do you mean ‘fastened’?”

Hector Garcia had seen death before, during the 1991 Persian Gulf war. Taking a deep breath, he took off a glove and reached out and felt for a pulse. The man was dead.

“Boss, the guy’s got no pulse and, get this...he’s glued to the car.”

“Glued? Did I hear that right?”

“Yes, sir. Probably construction-strength adhesive. And boss–”

“Garcia, just spit it out!”

“His body...it’s all shriveled up, like a mummy.”

“I’ve worked with you over twenty years, Garcia. Otherwise, I’d say you’ve gone crazy. Hang on, I’m notifying the police.”

“Want me to wait here? I mean, this guy ain’t going nowhere.”

“Maintain your position and keep people away. Any publicity won’t be good for a family-oriented park.”

As if that wasn’t enough for one night in the Los Angeles area, another strange event was taking place over 25 miles northwest of Anaheim near the San Fernando Valley. Pinned to the gates of Universal Studios Hollywood, directly under the tall arched entrance, a woman clad only in a bikini hung limply. A park employee cleaning up the parking lot spotted the victim and promptly lost her dinner on the pavement. After she’d recovered her composure sufficiently, she pulled out her phone and reported to her supervisor.

“Jade, you sure the lady isn’t some homeless person, an addict leaning on the gate?” 

“Her bare feet ain’t touching the ground,” Jade said, and moved in for a closer look. “There’re cords, leather, I think, binding her arms and legs to the gate. And...”

“Speak up, Jade. Come on, I’ve gotta call the cops on this!”

“She looks all dried out, like a prune.”

“What? Repeat that. And for once, try to be professional.”

“Sir, I pick up trash. You know, litter? What’s so professional about that?”

“Okay, okay. The lady looks deceased. Did I get that right?”

“She looks dead!” Jade stared at the victim for a full minute. “Before I dropped outta school, I learned the body is made up mostly of water–’’

“Do I need to hear this? I gotta call 911.”

“I’m sayin’ she looks drained of fluids. You know, like she’s been dead 200 years!”

One more unusual incident marked the midnight hour in L.A. and it occurred in the Grotto at Holy Cross Cemetery in Culver City, a few miles south of Hollywood. According to the caretaker, a swarm of bats circled for over an hour around the grave of Bela Lugosi, who had played the leading role in the film Dracula, released in 1931. The Hungarian-American actor became immortalized as the Transylvanian vampire, Count Dracula. While the caretaker ran for his maintenance van, the incessant flapping and rustling of wings terrified him, in addition to the thought of the night stalker’s fangs piercing his flesh and, maybe, infecting him with rabies. He’d heard that not all of the these creatures of the night were vampire bats, but that was little consolation. Finally, at the stroke of midnight, the bats flew away. In the morning, he reported the unusual activity to the police.
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The L.A. county sheriff’s detective met me at LAX. To be honest, I hate flying. It’s not a fear of falling out of the sky from 20,000 feet in an aluminum tomb. It’s the whole airport experience: the traffic, the crowds, long lines at the security checkpoint and being treated like a suspected terrorist. I’d served my country in the Army, hunting down the Taliban in Afghanistan and didn’t take kindly to X-rays and pat downs by civilians who had never been shot at or wounded in action. While I appreciated the TSA’s efforts after the horrific events of September 11, 2001, I didn’t like the bureaucratic routine that passed for safety in the air. As far as I was concerned, the greatest danger lay in drunk or careless pilots and the Boeing 737-Max, which had gone down with full loads of passengers in Indonesia and Ethiopia.

“I’m Sergeant Elena Lopez.”  The youngish policewoman in plainclothes opened her ID wallet. “You’re Josh Savage?”

She wore khaki pants with a sharp crease, a red cotton turtleneck and a beige sport coat that partially hid her shoulder holster. I figured her for early thirties, no wedding band...so married to the job. Her black hair was cut in a bob style, her face clear of makeup and she had on a pair of black plastic-frame glasses. A serious, professional appearance. Then again, she was certainly pretty, with an attractive figure. Time to keep my mind on the work at hand and remember my beautiful wife tutoring students in the Puget Sound region.

I was dressed casually. A pair of well-worn jeans, a forest-green long sleeve T-shirt and my Harris tweed sport coat were good enough for travel, along with a pair of leather light hiking boots. I didn’t own a three-piece suit or any of the clothing suitable for ambitious city-based detectives, not even a London Fog Columbo-style raincoat. Fact is, the Seattle police department had essentially canned me on a questionable drug bust, where the perp’s lawyer claimed I’d taken money. Despite support from the police union, I’d resigned rather than see my career permanently tarnished by a drug dealer’s lie. Such was policing in a progressive city like Seattle.

Nowadays I lived with Huei Fun in a trailer park in Kent, south of the big city and worked with Seattle’s famous (or infamous, depending on one’s point of view) private eyes, Harry Lee and Toby Israel. Their practice specialized in the paranormal and their services were sought around the world. So here I was, a 29 year-old former soldier and ex-cop chasing down ghosts to pay the bills. I lifted my carry-on bag–I always felt kinda stupid rolling it along the concourse on its tiny wheels–and walked beside Sgt. Lopez. Outside the terminal she pointed to a plain sedan, a dinosaur my old partner in combat and on the police force, Doc Marshall, would admire above the motor pool’s array of new SUVs. 

Once in the vehicle she said, “We’re putting you up at the La Quinta Inn on Century. It’s close by the airport. Since your visit is expected to only last a couple of days, the Sheriff decided against using one of our safe houses or apartments.”

“Okay by me, Sergeant.”

“Please, call me Elena. I am your liaison in L.A.”

I nodded. “It’s Monday evening. The odd events all happened last night?”

“Can I call you Josh?”

“Yes, let’s keep it informal.”

“The bodies of a man and a woman, as well as incidents involving bats and a big fish–’’

“Excuse me for interrupting, but I understand the fish you mentioned is actually a porpoise. That means it’s not a fish. Fish lay eggs, marine mammals give birth.”

She glanced at me, then started the engine and pulled away from the terminal. “You are correct. Porpoises and dolphins are highly intelligent. I was merely repeating what I heard this morning at the formation of a special task force. Since the victims were found at Disneyland and Universal Studios late on a Sunday night, the newspapers couldn’t report it yet. But some sketchy details have already appeared on local TV stations’ morning news and at internet sites. Social media is buzzing with speculation and rumors.”

“Let me guess,” I said, “this task force is both to coordinate a law enforcement response and to try to contain any political and economic damage.”

She shrugged. “What do I know? The top brass and the politician’s tell us what they want us to know. We’re just the foot soldiers, so to speak.”

“I don’t have to follow orders.”

“Lucky you, Josh. Word is, you helped out a homicide detective clear up a case of the supernatural in San Francisco. Care to elaborate?”

“Nope.”

She signaled and pulled to the curb. “If we’re going to work together, I need to know what I’m getting into.”

“Information is a two-way street. I haven’t been filled in on the situation here. Isn’t that part of your job?”

“Fair enough.” She took off her tinted glasses, revealing green eyes. “There was the marine mammal on the Palos Verdes Peninsula, near the old site of the Marineland of the Pacific. The Disneyland victim is in the county morgue. No identification was found on him or in the car. The coroner is trying to determine if the victim is Asian or Hispanic. Probably the former.”

“Why’s that?”

“An amulet was on a thin chain around an ankle. Image of the Buddha.”

“Yeah, not popular among Mexican Catholics,” I agreed. “So the vic was probably a Thai or from another SE Asian country. Anyone reported missing in that community?”

“Not yet. Then the lady hanging from the gate at Universal, a blonde, wore a small cylinder around her neck. Inside it was a tiny piece of paper with words in Sanskrit and wrapped in silk.”

“The coroner can read Sanskrit?” I asked.

“A pathologist at the Medical Examiner’s office is from India.”

“So a white lady...Look, we live in a land obsessed with skin color. I wish we could dispense with all the talk of ‘communities’ and think of ourselves and others as American citizens. Life was somehow simpler in Afghanistan, in spite of the war.”

“Maybe because of the war,” she suggested.

“You served?”

“Semper Fi.”

“No kidding? A lady marine?”

“With four brothers. Two in the Corps, one in the Navy. The oldest is a priest, Father Miguel Lopez. In our family, service to God and country is a family tradition.”

“Can I ask a personal question?”

“Permission granted.”

“As female and Hispanic, has that helped your career?”

“A degree in sociology from UCLA and eight years with the Sheriff’s department with a recent promotion to Detective Sergeant has resulted in this assignment. I mean, how lucky can a cop get, partnering with a paranormal investigator!” She put her glasses back on, signaled and merged into traffic. “One way or the other, my future is assured.”

“Yeah, I get it.” After unfastening the seatbelt I arched my back and tried to work out the tightness inflicted on it by the crummy seat in the plane. “If my role here ends up on the front page of the Los Angeles Times and the 6 o’clock news, the mayor and the tourism big shots will blame any failures on me...and on you, an unnamed sheriff’s detective. On the other hand, if we succeed in tracking down the perpetrators, the case will be buried, citing the usual ‘can’t speak about an ongoing investigation’ line.”

“You went to college, Josh?”

I shook my head. “I’m a reader.”

Just when she’d reached the I-405 overpass there was a loud thump on the roof of the car. Braking hard, she headed for the shoulder under the interstate as a large bird slid down the windshield and onto the hood.  She gripped the steering wheel tightly and took deep breaths.

I climbed out of the car and drew the bird toward me. “It’s dead.”

Elena got out, moved around the front of the car and stood beside me. “It’s a pelican, one of the greatest of seabirds. What is it doing inland?”

“We’re not very far from the ocean,” I pointed out. Then my hands went to the bird’s strong, stubby legs and felt the sharp tips of barbed wire. “This wasn’t an accident.”

“No,” she said. “Plastic bottle and can holders, fishing nets...those are the threats to marine birds. Barbed wire isn’t floating around in the Pacific.”

“Another attack on normal life, like the bats in the cemetery. At least that target was long dead and nothing was hurt.”

Elena went misty-eyed, took off her glasses again and polished them on a handkerchief. “A white pelican with a long, orange-colored beak and throat pouch.” She ran her long fingers over the bird’s broken wings. “White feathers fore, black feathers aft. Imagine the wings extended. This’d be 7-8 feet long.” She touched the webbed feet. “It could fly over 90 miles to a feeding spot in the ocean, soar up to 10,000 feet high and come down to glide over the waves, searching for a meal of fish.”

“You know so much about it.”

“My parents are birdwatchers. They used to take me along on trips to the cliffs along parts of the southern California coast that overlooked the shoreline. My high school graduation gift was a pair of Nikon 8x42 binoculars. Nowadays I observe bad guys through them.” She patted the pelican. “I’m going to find out who did this.”

“It was thrown off the freeway, like kids toss chunks of concrete on vehicles passing below. Unless someone witnessed the act and reports it...?”

She stared at me for a long minute. “What are you thinking, Josh?”

“The porpoise in the road, bats circling a grave, and now this.” I carried the seabird to the trunk of her car, cradling it while she opened the lid. “The warlock from Thailand is in L.A. Besides being a bomoh with a variety of amulets and charms, including a death charm, he is a shapeshifter. You understand what I’m saying?”

“He can assume the form of an animal?”

“Either he takes over the will of an animal or changes into their shape, I don’t know which. It doesn’t really matter.” I lowered the Pelican into the trunk. “The main thing is, there’s a connection between him and these crimes against nature.”

“And the bird was dropped onto my car with you riding along.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2


[image: ]




At the hotel’s registration desk I found out my room was on the fourth floor and asked for a change to the top floor. The night clerk asked why, so I told him I’d never put up with a “stomper” above me again; that is, a few inconsiderate guests seemingly make an effort to stomp their feet as they cross their motel room during the night, heedless of the noise projected to guests on the floor below. When the clerk hesitated, claiming that all the top floor rooms were occupied or reserved, I told her, politely, that if she was unable to accommodate my request, I’d cancel the reservation and take my business–the sheriff’s actually–elsewhere. The sight of Sgt. Lopez’ badge did the trick. Finally, since La Quinta allows pets in some of the rooms, I asked for one next to a dog owner. That demand obviously puzzled the clerk, but she made the switch.

It was 7 p.m. by the time I used the card to unlock the door and inspect the room. A bed, a couch, the obligatory coffee-maker and microwave and flat screen TV, just enough for the usual business travelers who frequented this airport hotel. The bathroom was clean, the clock radio by the bed giving the time. 

“Elena, give me a couple hours to wash up and make some calls. I want to visit that cemetery where the bats appeared. For our purpose, it has to be completely dark.”

“It already is.”

“Really, really dark.”

“I’ll take the pelican to the Humane Society.”

“They’re open at this hour?”

“Someone is always on duty to care for the animals. In the morning, their veterinarian can examine the seabird and, maybe, discover the cause of death.”
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