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The marine layer was as thick as cotton and had formed a thousand-foot wall that shrouded the entrance to the harbor. The Adjourned was late and Stilwell waited for it in his John Deere Gator by the fuel dock behind the Casino. The harbor was almost empty, the red-and-orange mooring balls floating free in lines across the glass surface. Stilwell knew that as soon as the layer burned off, the weekenders would start arriving. The harbormaster’s office had reported that it would be at full capacity for the first big weekend of summer. Stilwell was ready for it.


He heard another cart pull up behind his. An electric. Soon the seat next to Stilwell was taken by Lionel McKey.


“Good morning, Sergeant,” he said. “I thought I might find you here. Waiting for the Adjourned?”


“What can I do for you, Lionel?” Stilwell asked.


“Anything new to say about the mutilations up at the preserve? I’ve got about four hours till my deadline.”


“Mutilation, not mutilations. One mutilation. It’s still under investigation and I’ve got nothing new to report at this time. When I do, you’ll be the first to know.”


“Is that a promise?”


“It’s a promise.”


His answer was punctuated by a foghorn from somewhere inside the layer. Stilwell knew by the tone that it was the Catalina Express about to come through the shroud. He wanted to be over there to watch the arrivals as he did most free mornings, counting the number of tourists who came believing that the Casino was a gambling house only to learn that it was a grand ballroom and movie theater. But meeting the Adjourned was more important this morning than counting fools.


“So what are you putting in the paper about it?” he asked.


“Well, not much,” McKey said. “I don’t want to look like an idiot, you know.”


“I think that’s wise.”


“Why, because you know something?”


“No, but I mean, use your common sense, Lionel. You really think it was a close encounter of the green kind?”


“No, not really.”


“Well, there you go. What time’s your deadline?”


“Two.”


“If anything changes before then, I’ll be sure to let you know.”


“Okay, thanks. I’ll be at the Call.”


“And I’ve got your numbers.”


“Have a good weekend.”


“If I can. It’ll be busy.”


“For sure.”


McKey hopped out of the Gator and went back to his cart. As he drove off, Stilwell saw the Catalina Call logo of linked Cs painted on the side panel.


A few seconds later the prow of the Express poked through the fog layer and headed toward the ferry landing on the other side of the harbor.


Following in its wake fifty yards behind was the Adjourned. It had been a smart move using the bigger vessel as a lead through the layer instead of coming in blind. The Express had the most modern navigational tools at the fingertips of its captain and crew.


The Adjourned was a forty-year-old Viking 35. Judge Harrell kept it clean and well maintained. It was white with distinctive blue trim and matching canvas over the salon’s windows. Stilwell watched it cut down the first mooring lane, past the floating dock behind the Black Marlin Club, and come to the last orange ball. Harrell cut the engines and used a gaff to hook the line under the ball. He was wearing a wet suit, which told Stilwell he would not need a dinghy pickup. The judge quickly moored the boat, then climbed over the stern to the fantail and jumped into the cold water.


Stilwell got out of the cart and went to the storage box on the back. He unlocked it and got two green-and-white-striped towels out and draped one of them over the passenger seat. By the time he had it in place, Harrell was climbing up the ladder onto the fuel dock.


Stilwell threw him the other towel.


“Looked like some thick stuff out there, Judge,” he said.


“Trojan-horsed on the tail of the Express,” Harrell said.


Before getting into the Gator, he toweled off the wet suit and draped the towel over his head.


“I saw that,” Stilwell said. “Smooth move.”


“Anyway, sorry to be late,” Harrell said. “I called Mercy and she’s cued everything up.”


Harrell took a seat in the cart on the towel Stilwell had spread.


“Yes, sir,” Stilwell said. “Just a few D-and-Ds and a wobbler.”


“Tell me about the wobbler,” the judge said.


Stilwell circled the Casino and headed toward the justice center in town.


“Well, technically, it’s a burglary of an occupied dwelling with a firearm enhancement,” Stilwell said. “But the dwelling is occupied by the suspect’s ex-girlfriend, and he claims he was stealing back his Glock because he was afraid of leaving it with her, like she might harm herself with it.”


“How noble,” Harrell said. “You know this man?”


“Kermit Henderson, born and raised here. Works up at the golf course running mowers and doing general maintenance. The girlfriend is Becki Trower, another local. I was thinking maybe you work a deal like you did with Sean Quinlan and we get some maintenance done around the sub. Especially since Sean is coming off his time.”


“Okay, we’ll hear him out. If that’s all you’ve got, I might get some fishing in later.”


“There’s also this.”


Stilwell leaned forward, reached into his back pocket, and pulled out the document he had printed earlier that morning and folded lengthwise to fit. He handed it to the judge, who unfolded it and started to read.


“Search warrant,” Harrell said.


He got quiet as he read the summary and probable cause statement. Then he shook his head, not because he disagreed with anything he had read but because it made him angry.


“You got a pen?” he said.


Stilwell took the pen out of his shirt pocket and handed it to Harrell. The judge scribbled his signature on the appropriate line and handed the pen and the warrant back to Stilwell.


“I gave up a long time ago trying to understand why people do what they do to each other,” Harrell said. “But cruelty to animals still gets to me. If this guy did what you suspect, then he better find a good lawyer and hope I don’t get the case.”


“I hear you,” Stilwell said. “I’m the same.”


A few minutes later they were at the justice complex on Sumner Avenue. Stilwell and Harrell went into the sheriff’s substation, where the judge kept his clothes and black robe in a locker. 
Stilwell unlocked the holding facility so that Harrell could use the shower and get dressed for court. Kermit Henderson, unable to make bail, was in one of the cells. He watched the judge go by, leaving wet footprints on the gray linoleum.


Stilwell saw no sign of Sean Quinlan. He texted him to tell him to mop the jail after the judge was finished showering and getting dressed. It would be Quinlan’s final duty, as the judge was set to release him from probation.


Stilwell went into the courtroom and saw that Monika Juarez was already in place at the prosecution table. Mercy Chapa was at the clerk’s desk for her one-morning-a-week gig. The rest of the time she was manager, dispatcher, and general overseer of the sheriff’s substation, and Stilwell’s right hand.


Juarez was a small woman with brown skin. Her hair was in black ringlets that framed her thin face but did not fully hide the whitish scar that ran along the left side of her jaw. Stilwell had never asked her about it but thought that however she got it, it probably had something to do with why she’d become a prosecutor. She was about thirty and assigned to the superior court in Long Beach. Like Judge Harrell, she came to Catalina once a week to handle the island’s cases, but she preferred to come over the night before on the Express, stay at the Zane Grey at county expense, and then go directly to court in the morning.


“The judge is getting ready,” Stilwell told her. “He’ll probably start with Henderson. After that, it’s the misdemeanors. Will you need me for those?”


“No, they look pretty routine,” Juarez said.


“I picked up the judge and talked to him about Henderson. I think he’s going to offer him probation if he’ll take over maintenance around here for a few months.”


“He’s got a gun charge.”


“Technically, yeah. But he was stealing the gun. His own gun. He didn’t bring it with him.”


“And you believe that?”


“I do because the victim — his ex — acknowledged in an interview I conducted that she had his gun and wouldn’t give it back after she kicked him out. Her statement is in there.”


“I didn’t see that yet. I just started looking at the file.”


That told Stilwell she hadn’t done her homework the night before at the ZG. “Well, you’ll get to it. I’ll let you read and I’ll see how the judge is doing.”


What Stilwell really wanted to do was execute the search warrant Harrell had signed. He went back over to the sheriff’s side of the building and saw Ralph Lampley in the bullpen, eating a blueberry muffin at the desk he shared with the other deputies. Lampley had the longest-running assignment to the Catalina substation. This was because the sheriff’s department had deemed him a liability in high-crime districts on the mainland. Though only twenty-eight years old, he had already been involved in two shooting deaths while on patrol in mainland Los Angeles County. Both had drawn wrongful-death lawsuits, currently being litigated, in which tens of millions of dollars were at stake. The department had cleared him in internal investigations because to do otherwise would make the lawsuits indefensible, so Lampley was allowed to keep his badge but was transferred to the Catalina Island unit, where it was thought he’d likely keep his weapon holstered. The rumor was that as soon as the lawsuits were adjudicated or settled, he would be fired.


“Lamp, why aren’t you out and about?” Stilwell asked.


“Because frickin’ Fernando didn’t bother charging my wheels,” Lampley said. “So I’m waiting for at least a half a charge before I hit the street.”


He was talking about the electric UTV cart he shared with the night-shift deputy. Normally, Stilwell would have been annoyed with Angel Fernando for failing to charge the cart when he’d finished his shift that morning. It was the third time this month. Fernando was the newest import from the mainland, where they didn’t patrol in electric golf carts, and he had a habit of forgetting to charge at the end of shift. Instead of dwelling on Fernando’s lack of attention to the routines of his job, Stilwell saw an opportunity to get himself out of the station.


“Okay, then, can you finish up there and handle court this morning?” he asked Lampley. “I’ve got to go serve a search warrant, and I need someone to take Kermit into court once the judge is on the bench.”


Lampley spoke with his mouth full of muffin. “Yeah, I can do that,” he said. “Is that warrant for the mutilation case?”


“Yes,” Stilwell said. “But keep it to yourself.”


“Cool. You go, Sarge. I can handle court.”


“Shouldn’t take long. Once you get a decent charge, check with the judge and see if he wants a ride back to his boat after court.”


“Will do.”


Stilwell left the sub, making a mental note to remind Fernando once again to leave the patrol cart charging at the end of shift. As the detective sergeant assigned to the Avalon substation, Stilwell was the commanding officer on the island. With that distinction came a host of administrative and scheduling duties he reluctantly accepted. Having to remind a veteran deputy to plug in his golf cart at the end of his shift was not one of his favorites.
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Stilwell drove out to the industrial district south of town. Next to the desalination plant was a warren of warehouses, among them the cart barn used by Island Mystery Tours. The main garage door was open and Stilwell parked the Gator in front of it so no vehicle could leave. A man in a greasy blue jumpsuit stepped out of the shadows of one of the cart bays, and Stilwell guessed he had probably been sleeping back there. His hair was matted on one side. He looked as though he had not shaved in a week, and the bloodshot eyes behind his glasses indicated he was hungover.


“Hey, what’s up?” he asked.


“I’m Sergeant Stilwell with the sheriff’s office,” Stilwell said. “I have a search warrant for these premises.”


“Search warrant? What the fuck?”


“What’s your name, sir?”


The man pointed to an oval patch on the left side of his jumpsuit. “Henry.”


“Henry what?”


“Gaston.”


“Well, Henry, here is the warrant, and I’m going to need you to step aside and let me enter the premises.”


Stilwell handed him the document signed earlier by the judge. Gaston held the paper at arm’s length to read it, even though he was wearing glasses.


“Says you’re looking for animal blood,” he said. “That’s crazy. Ain’t no blood here.”


“Either way, I’m going to search,” Stilwell said. “The judge signed and authorized it this morning.”


“You’re that new guy they put in charge at the substation, huh?”


“If by ‘new,’ you mean a year ago, then, yeah, that would be me.”


“You know I’m going to have to call Baby Head about this.”


Stilwell moved to the back of the Gator and unlocked the storage compartment. He took out a set of disposable gloves, a flashlight, and the bottle of Bluespray he kept in the kit he’d put together when he’d worked homicide on the mainland.


“You can call anybody you want,” he said to Gaston as he was gathering it all. “But I’m going to conduct the court-ordered search now.”


He closed the compartment and walked directly toward Gaston even though there was plenty of room in the garage entry to go around him. Intimidated by the move, Gaston stepped back and out of the way. He pulled a cell phone from his pocket and started making a call.


Stilwell entered the garage and saw that the left side was lined with empty charging bays. All the tour carts were presumably in use or at least down at the harbor ready for the arrival of tourists coming in off the boats. The right side of the garage was where carts were repaired or cannibalized for parts. There were two six-seaters in various stages of disassembly. One was on a lift because it had no wheels. The other was in need of bodywork, as its fiberglass front was splintered — it appeared to have been driven into something.


In the rear right corner of the garage was an L-shaped workbench with tools hanging on a pegboard behind it. This drew Stilwell’s attention and he walked around the two broken carts to take a look. Gaston had followed him into the barn and was standing in the center, talking to somebody on his phone.


“He’s got a warrant to search the place,” he said. “I couldn’t stop him.”


Stilwell scanned the pegboard until his eyes came to a handsaw with a long blade and a blue plastic handle.


“Uh, right now he’s in the back by the tools,” Gaston said. “You going to come over?”


Stilwell pulled out his phone and took a photo of the handsaw where it was hanging on the board. He then put on his gloves and took down the saw. Under the beam of the flashlight, he studied the blade carefully. It did not take him long to determine that it was new. There were no scratches on its stainless-steel surface and no corrosion from the salt air, and its teeth were pristine, showing no sign that they had ever cut even a stick of butter.


The saw’s plastic handle, however, was old and marked by time and use. It was only the blade that was new.


“That’s a pipe saw,” Gaston said. “We use it mostly on fiberglass and PVC.”


He had come up behind Stilwell. He was no longer on the phone.


“You cut anything else with it?” Stilwell asked.


“Just stuff with the carts,” Gaston said. “We customize. Sometimes we cut ’em clean in half and make two four-seaters into an eight-seater or a six-pack. Like that.”


“Doesn’t look like anybody’s been cutting with this one lately. Blade looks brand-new. You change it recently, Henry?”


“Uh, no.”


“You sure?”


“Course I’m sure.”


“Do me a favor and close the garage and turn off the overhead lights.”


“How come?”


“Because if you don’t, I will, and I might hit the wrong switch.”


“All right.”


Gaston went to do as he was told. Stilwell looked again at the saw. The blade was about eighteen inches long and had very small teeth — right for a smooth cut through fiberglass and PVC pipes. It was secured to the handle by two wing nuts. He used his thumb and forefinger to turn the nuts and detach the blade. Gaston pulled down on a chain attached to a pulley at the top of the garage door and it started to descend.


Once Stilwell had the blade separated, he put the handle on the workbench and studied one side and then the other in his flashlight’s beam. The overhead lights went out and the garage dropped into darkness save for Stilwell’s flashlight and some daylight that leaked in under the corrugated roof’s eaves.


Stilwell sprayed one side of the saw handle with the chemical in the bottle, a compound that emitted a whitish-blue glow in the presence of hemoglobin. He then turned off the flashlight and waited and watched.


“What’s going on?” Gaston called from the darkness.


“I’m conducting a presumptive test for blood,” Stilwell said.


That brought only silence from the space where Gaston stood.


A minute went by and nothing happened. Stilwell flicked on the flashlight, turned the saw handle over, and sprayed the new side with the chemical. While he had the light on, he swept the beam across the garage to locate Gaston. He had moved away from the garage door and was now standing ten feet behind Stilwell, trying to see what he was doing.


“Stay right there for me, Henry,” he said.


“How come?” Gaston said. “I work here. I’m entitled to be anywhere I want.”


“I need to know where you are when the lights are off. Don’t fuck with me. You won’t want that.”


“Fine. I’m staying right here. Whatever makes you happy.”


“Thank you.”


Stilwell turned the light off and looked at the workbench. The holes in the saw handle where the blade had been attached were filled with a pale blue phosphorescent glow. It meant that blood had most likely seeped into the holes and so had not been washed away during cleaning.


“You can turn the lights on, Henry,” Stilwell said.


Gaston went back to the switch and the overhead lights came on. Stilwell approached the garage door holding the saw handle in a gloved hand.


“Open it,” he said.


Gaston pulled down on the chain, and the garage door began to rise.


“What’s that mean, presumpive?” he asked.


“Presumptive,” Stilwell corrected. “It means it looks like there was blood but the lab will have to confirm.”


“So you’re taking that?”


“Under the authority of the search warrant, yes. Who were you talking to on the phone, Henry?”


“I called Baby Head at the booth. He’s on his way.”


“Not going to make a difference. I’m still taking it.”


Stilwell walked out to the UTV and took an evidence bag from the storage compartment. He placed the saw handle in it, sealed it, and used a red marker to write the date, time, and search warrant number on it. He put the bag in the storage compartment and locked it with a key.


He moved to the cart’s seat and grabbed the clipboard from the shelf below the dashboard. Gaston was standing in the garage doorway, watching.


“I’m writing you a receipt for the handle I’m taking,” he said.


“What’s that do?” Gaston said.


“Documents chain of evidence.”


“ ‘Chain of evidence’?”


“A record of who has handled evidence and where it’s gone.”


“Evidence of what?”


“You know what, Henry? It’s not like Baby Head went out there and cut up the buffalo himself. He’s too clever for that. I’m guessing he had someone do it. I’ll be sending this saw handle to the lab in overtown. If the blood on it matches that mutilated buffalo’s, I’ll be back. Those are protected animals, and killing one — that’s a felony. We’re going to have a big weekend, and I’ll probably be running my ass off with drunk-and-disorderlies. I’m thinking about taking Tuesday off to recoup and then I’ll get this to the lab Wednesday or Thursday. I figure from there, it will take a few weeks for the lab to get to it. Homicides of humans take priority. But once I deliver it, there’s no turning back. So what I’ll do is give you till then — Wednesday — to come in, talk to me, and work something out. After that, it will be out of my hands.”


He took the receipt from the clipboard, pulled off the yellow copy, and got out of the cart. He walked over and handed it to Gaston.


“Wednesday, Henry,” he said.


The whole thing was a bluff. Stilwell knew that the lab would apply negative priority to his DNA request. He’d be lucky to get results before the end of the year.


“Baby Head ain’t going to allow this shit,” Gaston said. “He knows people.”


“Yeah, so do I,” Stilwell said.


Stilwell got in the John Deere, turned the key, and backed away from the barn. In the street, he put it in forward but was blocked when another cart pulled in front of him. It was a six-seater from Island Mystery Tours, the green papier-mâché alien lying chest-down on the roof, its three-fingered hands grasping the sides as if holding on for dear life.


Oscar “Baby Head” Terranova, the owner-manager of the franchise, jumped out and approached him.


“What the hell are you doing, Stilwell?” he asked angrily.


“I’m pretty sure Henry already told you on the phone,” Stilwell said. “He’s got a copy of the search warrant and the receipt. You can figure it out from there.”


There was a line of sweat forming on Baby Head’s smoothly shaved scalp. He had a tattoo of a diamond ring on his neck below his left ear and a full sleeve of tats on his right arm depicting skulls, flowers, and a three-digit number Stilwell didn’t recognize but guessed was the area code of his place of origin.


“You’re barking up the wrong tree, man,” he said.


“Maybe so,” Stilwell said. “It wouldn’t be the first time and it won’t be the last.”


“I know about you, man. We all know about you. You were on thin ice when you got here, and now you’re about to drop right through. Hope you got your water wings on.”


“Can you move your cart now, sir? I need to get back to the station.”


“Fuck you.”


Terranova jumped back in his cart and pinned the pedal. The cart drove up and into the cart barn, forcing Gaston to move quickly to get out of the way.


Stilwell headed back to town, stopping briefly atop Mount Ada to take in the beauty of the mountains and the crescent-shaped harbor below. The Casino looked like a cupcake with red icing. Several boats had already come in since he’d picked up the judge earlier.


Arriving back at the sub, Stilwell saw Lampley about to head out in his freshly charged patrol cart. He pulled up next to him.


“How’d it go?” Lampley asked.


“I found blood on a saw handle,” Stilwell said. “I’ll get it to the lab and see what happens.”


“Don’t hold your breath on that.”


“I won’t. You handle court?”


“Yeah, it went quick.”


“What happened with Kermit?”


“Harrell gave him three months’ community service. Told him to work it off in the sub.”


“Perfect. I’ll make a to-do list and put it on the board. Everybody can add to it.”


“Okay.”


“Where are you going now?”


“Just doing the circuit. No calls yet. The calm before the storm.”


“Copy that.”


Stilwell threw him a mock salute and pulled his cart into its assigned parking space. Before he got to the door of the substation, he took a call from the harbormaster’s office.


“It’s Tash. We need you over here on the skiff dock right away.”


Tash Dano was the assistant harbormaster. Stilwell had met her on his rounds when he was first assigned to the island. He had met with everybody in any position of power or authority in the small community, from the mayor of Avalon down to the assistant harbormaster. Most were standoffish because deputies assigned to Catalina seemed to come and go quickly; they left as soon as they were rehabilitated in the eyes of the mainland command staff. The island was known as a way station for the department’s freaks and fuckups and therefore it was not worth the residents’ investment of time to get to know any of its personnel. Tash was different. She had invited Stilwell to lunch and even gave him her own tour of the island. She had lived there her entire life and had no plans to leave. Stilwell immediately liked her.


“What’s up over there?” he asked.


“You know Abbott, the scraper?” she asked.


“I know who he is. First name is Denzel, right?”


“Right. He just called and said there’s a body down there under the Aurora. He said it’s got an anchor chain wrapped around it. A human body. He couldn’t tell male or female.”


It took Stilwell a few moments to understand what Tash was saying. He got regular updates on what boats were moored in the harbor. He remembered that the Aurora was a seagoing yacht registered out of Venezuela. It had entered the harbor two days earlier and moored on the fourth line of buoys, where the big boats were staged.


“Okay, I’m on my way,” Stilwell said. “Tell Abbott to meet me at the skiff dock.”


“Will do,” Tash said.


“And Tash, when’s the Aurora staying till?”


“Today. They’re leaving today.”


“What time?”


“Anytime. They have the ball till sixteen hundred but can shove off whenever they want.”


“We might have to do something about that. I’ll probably want to hold them in port if what Abbott says he saw is true.”


“You want me to call the Coast Guard in? They could stop them.”


“I want to confirm the body before we start calling in the troops.”


“Gotcha. How you going to do that?”


“I’m going to have Abbott take me down.”


“Oh.”


“Problem?”


“No. Just be careful.”


“Copy that. I will.”


Stilwell went into the sub to get his wet suit.
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The water was cold. It felt like ice poking into his ears as he descended. Most of his body was insulated by the wet suit he’d kept from his days on the sheriff’s dive team, but his feet, his scalp, and his ears were exposed to the chill.


Stilwell felt a sense of déjà vu as he went down. The cold. The sound of his own measured breathing in the mask. The slow motion and silence of things underwater.


He followed Denzel Abbott down, both tethered by the hookahs connected to the compressor up on the hull scraper’s skiff. The air piped through the hose was foul, stale, and oily in Stilwell’s mouth and lungs. He fought back nausea as he sank with the help of the weight belt borrowed from Abbott.


The sun had burned away the marine layer by the time Stilwell got back to the harbor after Tash Dano’s call. Abbott told him that he had been scraping barnacles off the Aurora when the glint of shiny metal caught his eye from twenty-five yards away. He went farther down to investigate and was repelled by what he saw. He was pretty sure it was a body wrapped in something black and anchored, but he did not go closer to determine further details.


They went into the water about thirty feet off the Aurora’s stern. Rays of light shot through the tall branches of the kelp forest rising from the bottom, otherworldly strands of green leaves languidly reaching for sunlight and swaying in the current like a line of dancers in sync. Stilwell could now see a reflection off a polished metal anchor.


They moved through the shadow of the Aurora’s hull as they dropped farther into the depths of the harbor. The body — if it was a body — was thirty feet down. It was as Abbott had described: A human figure bloated and bursting from an opening in what looked like a large black bag that was wrapped in braided anchor line and a heavy galvanized chain. The chain extended three feet down to an anchor snagged on a coral outcropping. Long dark hair had come through the opening in the black plastic and floated free in the current. Stilwell could see that it was attached to a white scalp. As he approached, he realized that it looked like a macabre balloon arrangement buffeted by the bottom current of the harbor.


Stilwell wore diving gloves he had retrieved with his wet suit from his locker at the sub. He used a finger to spread the drawstring opening in the black bag until he could see a face. It was waxy and misshapen from bloating caused by decomp gases. It was almost unrecognizable as human, but he knew from his experiences in the blue world that it was indeed a person.


He noticed a streak of purple dye in the dark hair and guessed he was looking at the remains of a woman. There were fissure lines in the face that could have been caused by decomposition, postmortem sea-life predation, or injury sustained prior to death. The image brought back memories of victims he had seen as a body-recovery diver — horrors he’d thought he’d put behind him. In the vernacular, they were called floaters or sinkers, depending on the circumstances — words used to dehumanize and compartmentalize what was seen in the murky depths. But Stilwell couldn’t forget them. The girl at the bottom of Lake Piru, with eyes cast up toward the light and a god that hadn’t saved her. The man in the suit and tie, his sunglasses still in place, with concrete blocks tied to his feet at the Bouquet Reservoir. The baby in the back seat of the car driven intentionally down the boat ramp at Castaic Lake. All found in the depths of a blue world that was calm and quiet and yet so deadly.


He could tell that this one had been in the water a while. Four days, at least. His eyes left the blanched eyes of the dead woman and moved down the chain to the anchor that had kept the body from floating to the surface. It was a plow anchor that had caught snugly on the coral ledge.


Stilwell knew the stages of decomposition in cold water. The body had been weighted and submerged. It had been anchored to the bottom until microorganisms in the intestines began creating gases, leading to bloat and buoyancy that started to lift the body despite the weight of the anchor and chain. Whoever had dropped the woman into the water had not anticipated these changes.


The body and the anchor chain would become buoyant enough to move easily with the currents, skipping across the coral and kelp beds until it finally rose to the surface or was snagged by something on the bottom. Stilwell had once recovered a body from Apollo Lake that had gotten entangled with an old washing machine that had been dumped off a boat. This anchor’s snag on the coral ledge was only temporary. Stilwell knew it could loosen and break free with the change of current in the next outgoing tide.


He noted that the anchor wasn’t from a large boat like the Aurora. He guessed its weight at twelve pounds. The stainless steel that had initially caught Abbott’s eye was for show. It wasn’t an anchor galvanized against corrosion and stored in a boat compartment. It most likely sat on rubber rollers on the prow, shining clean and on display, attached to a windlass that would drop and raise it at the push of a button from the boat’s helm. The anchor hadn’t come from a working boat. It was from a pleasure boat, maybe a sailboat. The kinds of vessels that filled the harbor every weekend.


He had seen enough. He needed to move to the surface to get the gas fumes out of his lungs and to call out the dive team as well as the homicide unit and coroner’s investigators. This would not be his case and he was glad for that.


He turned and saw Abbott standing on the bottom several feet away from the body. His eyes were wide and scared behind his dive mask. Stilwell unsnapped his weight belt and turned back to the body. He wrapped the belt around the anchor, hoping to keep the body from wandering with the current should its mooring break loose from the ledge. He had not checked the tide chart that morning and wasn’t sure when the current would change direction. He wanted to make sure the body did not surface in the harbor on the first day of Memorial Day weekend.


Stilwell’s lungs were now burning from fuel-contaminated air. He pointed to the surface and Abbott nodded and started up. Stilwell followed, and they broke surface on either side of Abbott’s skiff. Stilwell threw an arm over the side and yanked his mask off. He gulped in clean air and looked across the boat at Abbott, who held on to the other side.


“You’ve got a leak in your compressor,” he said.


“I know,” Abbott said. “I didn’t think it was that bad.”


“No, it’s bad. I’m going to get a seven-point-oh headache out of it.”


“Sorry, man. I guess I’m just used to it.”


“Don’t worry about it.”


“So, what happens now? You going to just leave it where it is?”


“For now. I’ll call out the recovery team as soon as I get to my phone. You’ll get your weight belt back once they recover the body.”


“I’m not worried about it.”


Abbott hoisted himself over the side and into the skiff, causing it to rock violently. Stilwell was almost clipped on the chin when the rail rose. He waited until the boat calmed and then pulled himself up and over the side as well.


“Look who we got waitin’ on us,” Abbott said.


Stilwell turned to look back at the skiff dock and saw Tash Dano standing next to Lionel McKey. With them was Doug Allen, the four-term mayor of Avalon.


“News travels fast,” Abbott said.


Stilwell nodded.


“Here we go,” he whispered to himself.
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The mayor had his hands on his hips as he stood at the skiff dock and waited for them. Tash and Lionel stood slightly apart from Allen. Abbott ran the bow up on the landing, and Stilwell stepped off, a green-and-white towel draped over his shoulders.


“You need me anymore?” Abbott asked.


Stilwell turned to him. “The detectives from the mainland will probably want a statement,” he said. “We can call you. Are you going home or back under?”


“Home,” Abbott said. “No work after seeing that.”


Stilwell nodded. He understood. He turned back, and Tash came forward and away from the reporter.


“Do we hold the Aurora?” she asked quietly. “They want to go.”


“They can go,” Stilwell said. “What’s down there’s been in the water longer than they’ve been here. Remind them to stay at idle speed till they’re out of the harbor. I don’t want to churn up the bottom.”


“Will do,” Tash said.


McKey came over to him next. “Is there a body?” he asked.


Before Stilwell could answer, the mayor spoke.


“Wait a minute,” Allen said. “Wait just a minute. We’re not saying anything for publication yet. Sergeant Stilwell, I need to speak with you privately before any public statement is made.”


“Okay,” Stilwell said. “For now.”


“You need to go back up to the pier,” Allen said to McKey.


“This is a public dock, Mayor,” McKey said. “I have just as much right to be here as you do.”


“Whatever,” Allen said. “Sergeant, can you step over here?”


The two men walked to the opposite side of the floating dock, where they would not be overheard.


“Did you confirm a body is down there?” Allen whispered urgently.


“I did,” Stilwell whispered back.


“So what happens now? I don’t want that thing bobbing up on the surface in front of the Express. What are you going to do?”


“I’m going to call out the homicide unit and dive team. It’s not going to come to the surface until we bring it up.”


“Homicide … are you saying this is a murder?”


“The body’s in some kind of a drawstring bag and weighted with an anchor and chain. That says homicide to me.”


Allen took a step closer to Stilwell and raised his whisper to an urgent tone: “Look, you need to understand something here. The ferries are full, and every ball in the harbor is reserved. This is our second-biggest weekend of the year, after July Fourth, and I don’t want this harbor turned into a crime scene circus.”


“I get it, Mr. Mayor. But we’re going to conduct the investigation that is warranted. We’ll do our best to shield the body recovery from the public. There are ways to do that. But if you’re suggesting we leave it down there till this place clears out Monday, you are — ”


“Of course I’m not suggesting that. What I’m saying is that murder is bad for business. Be discreet. And don’t tell that reporter anything until he’s past deadline. He can put it in next week’s edition for all I care. Not tomorrow’s.”


“I’ll do what I can. Now I have to go make those calls.”


Stilwell stepped away and headed toward the gangway to the pier.


“And Sergeant?”


He turned.


“Yes?” he asked impatiently.


“I received a complaint about you this morning,” Allen said. “From one of our business owners. Oscar Terranova.”


“Really? That was fast.”


“You searched his business?”


“I had a warrant signed by Judge Harrell. It was all perfectly legal.”


“He said you were heavy-handed.”


“I don’t know what that means. I had a search warrant for the place. I searched it. Baby Head showed up afterward and he wasn’t happy. But that was it.”


“Okay, understood. Can I ask what it was about?”


“No, you can’t, Mayor. It’s an open investigation. I can’t talk about it.”


“I was born and raised on this island, Sergeant. I’ve been mayor for sixteen years. You’ll probably come and go like all the deputies assigned here before you. But I’ll be here. I love this place and I want to protect it. I don’t like surprises, especially when they may negatively affect the reputation of this beautiful island.”


He gestured toward the water in the direction of where the body was anchored.


“I understand that,” Stilwell said.


“Good,” Allen said. “We’re on the same page, then.”


Stilwell nodded and turned rather than arguing with the mayor’s conclusion. He saw that McKey remained on the dock, but Tash was up on the pier and heading back to the harbormaster’s office.


“I can’t talk to you yet,” Stilwell said as he attempted to pass the reporter.


“What do you mean?” McKey said. “Is there a body down there or not?”


“I can’t say anything yet. Talk to Abbott. He can tell you what he saw. I can’t.”


“You’re letting the mayor tell you what to do?”


“No. That’s how it would be whether he was here or not. I’m following sheriff’s department procedure, and you know it.”


He left McKey there and went up the gangway to the pier. Several people were watching from the railing. Stilwell recognized most of them as locals who worked in the souvenir stalls on the pier. Word had spread quickly that there was something in the water.


He crossed Crescent and walked up Sumner to the sub. He went directly into the locker room, peeled off the wet suit, took a quick shower, and then put his work clothes and sidearm back on. His windowless office, the size of a walk-in closet, was off the bullpen, and from there he made the calls, starting with the homicide unit. It was a number he knew by heart. He didn’t recognize the voice that answered and asked to speak to the captain.


“Corum.”


“Cap, it’s Stil. We’ve got a homicide out here. A body in the harbor. Looks like a female.”


“A floater?”


“She’s thirty feet under, held down by an anchor.”


“And this is confirmed?”


“I went down, saw it myself. It’s probably been in the water four days or so, judging by the decomp. Hard to tell, though, with the water temps in the low sixties. You need the divers and one of your teams out here.”


“Jesus Christ — on a Friday.”


“Yeah, I already got the mayor on my ass because this place is going to fill to the brim today. Murder is bad for business.”


“Okay, listen, Ahearn and Sampedro have the up. I’ve gotta send them. Are you going to play nice with them?”


“Do I have a choice?”


“No, you don’t.”


“Then send ’em. I can hold their hands if I have to.”


That brought a long silence from Corum. Stilwell thought about the last time he had encountered Rex Ahearn. It was when he had gone into the homicide unit on a Sunday morning to clean out his desk. He was surprised to find Ahearn there and it had gotten ugly pretty quickly. And physical.


“You know, Stil, I don’t think I want you holding their hands,” Corum said. “Just point ’em in the right direction and let them do their job.”


“Well, their job is to solve the case, Cap. So good luck getting them to do that.”


“I’m not going to get into that with you, Detective Sergeant.”


Corum’s invoking his full and formal rank made Stilwell realize that he had gone a step too far. He tried to recover.


“Captain, will your people set up the recovery team and the coroner’s, or you want me to handle that?”


“No, we’ll handle it. Your job now is to protect the crime scene as best you can. We’ll take it from there.”


“Copy that.”


Corum disconnected without another word. Stilwell wished he had not brought up his grievances with Ahearn and Sampedro. He put the thought aside and stepped out of his office. Mercy Chapa was now at her desk in the substation. She was in her early fifties, with gray hair she didn’t bother dyeing. It fit with her role as the unofficial mother hen of the substation. She handled all duties not related to direct law enforcement.


“Mercy, can you get Lampley up on the radio and tell him to meet me at the skiff dock?”


“Sure. I think he just drove Kermit up to the golf course.”


“Well, tell him to get over to the dock. I’ll meet him there.”


“Right away, Sergeant.”


Stilwell pulled a fresh radio out of the charger station on the wall next to Mercy’s desk.


“Have there been any missing person reports that I wasn’t told about?” he asked. “Any at all?”


“No,” Mercy said. “You get all the reports.”


“Right. Do you happen to know of anybody in town who has long dark hair with a purple streak? You know, like a purple dye?”


“Um, no. Is there really a body out there in the water?”


“There is. But I don’t want you talking to anybody about it.”


“I don’t tell anybody about work. Is it a girl?”


“A female, yes, I’m pretty sure. You haven’t heard about anybody not showing up for work or school or anything like that? Maybe somebody who supposedly went to overtown but didn’t come back on schedule?”


Mercy was third generation on the island and Stilwell had learned early in his assignment to the Catalina sub that she had vast connections in the community.


“No, nothing.”


“Okay. Well, let me know if you hear anything.”


“Of course.”


“I’ll be out at the harbor waiting for the homicide team.”
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The recovery team had come by boat and brought a coroner’s investigator with them. The divers were in the water by the time the sheriff’s helicopter flew in from the mainland, circled the harbor, and put down next to the Casino. Stilwell sent Lampley 
to pick up Ahearn and Sampedro, electing to spend as little time with them as possible.


It was late in the day and the harbor was now almost at capacity with vessels of various sizes moored side by side along three lines of buoys. Tash Dano had managed to keep the fourth line of balls open. She had called Stilwell and told him she was keeping the final boats with reservations out in the bay until he gave the all-clear. He told her that the investigation would move on from the harbor by dusk.


Stilwell was surprised to see only Ahearn walking down the pier with Lampley to the skiff dock gangway. Sampedro had apparently stayed behind on the mainland. Ahearn turned and started plodding down the gangway. He was in a suit and tie and therefore drew the attention of many of the tourists on the pier.


The tide was running out of the harbor now and the water level had dropped four feet since that morning. The gangway and skiff dock floated freely with the tide, and the four-foot drop put the gangway at a sharp downward angle. Ahearn was a large white man with wide shoulders and a thick neck supporting a round head. He picked up dangerous momentum as he came down. Stilwell stepped back, not wanting to get in the way.


The gangway had ribbed rubber matting to guard against slippage, but the deck of the skiff dock had recently been replaced with fiberboard and was slick with moisture from the lapping of harbor waters. The moment Ahearn’s hard-soled dress shoes hit the deck, he went into a full skid. His feet shot out from under him, his arms pinwheeled, and he landed on his back. His silky suit greased his slide across the six feet of remaining deck, and he went into the water between two Zodiac inflatables.


“Shit!” Lampley yelled as he came down the gangway behind him.


Stilwell moved quickly to the edge of the deck, ready to rescue Ahearn, but he popped up between the two boats, immediately reacting to the cold Pacific water.


“Motherfuck!”


Stilwell leaned down and offered his hand and Lampley did the same, but Ahearn was too angry and embarrassed to accept help. He slapped their hands away.


“Get the fuck away!”


Stilwell and Lampley stepped back, raising their hands in surrender, and watched as the big man hoisted his upper body up over the edge of the deck. His dark suit and slicked-back hair made him look like one of the seals that often sunned on the deck in the mornings. He dragged himself out of the water and rolled onto his back, seemingly exhausted by the effort.


“Goddamn it!” he yelled. “I bet you loved that, Stillborn.”


“Actually, no,” Stilwell said. “Because now we have to worry about you getting dry clothes instead of working the case.”


“Fuck off.”


“Sure.”


Stilwell turned to Lampley, whose eyes were wide with what he had just witnessed.


“When he’s up, take him to the sub,” he said. “Get him a hot shower and some clothes out of the court closet — if anything fits. I’ll stay here. Call me when he’s ready and I’ll come over if the recovery team is finished.”


Ahearn was pulling a wet wallet out of his back pocket.


“Jesus Christ,” he said. “You could have warned me, Stillborn.”


“You mean about wearing your Men’s Wearhouse oxfords on a boat dock?” Stilwell said. “Yeah, I guess I could have.”


Ahearn slowly started to get up, dripping water from every thread of his suit. He immediately slipped again and went down to one knee.


“Goddamn it, help me up!”


Lampley offered him a hand and Ahearn grabbed it and intentionally tried to pull him down, but the young deputy was able to hold his ground. Ahearn let go and got up on his own. He looked up at the pier and saw several tourists aiming their phones at the skiff dock.


“Great,” he said. “All I need. I want every one of those phones collected and the videos deleted.”


“That’s not going to happen,” Stilwell said. “Just go to the substation, get a shower, and put warm clothes on. We’ll talk then.” He looked at Lampley and nodded toward the gangway. “Take him,” he said.


Lampley held out his hand to help Ahearn get to the gangway, but the detective slapped it away and crossed the deck with tiny steps, looking like someone on a pair of ice skates for the first time. Once he got to the rubber matting of the gangway, he was safe. He turned and looked back at Stilwell as if to say something but then thought better of it and headed up the ramp. He kept one hand on the railing but held the other up, offering his middle finger to anyone still videoing his embarrassment.


Stilwell watched them go until his phone started to buzz with a call from Tash Dano. She had seen Ahearn’s deck slide from the harbor control tower.


“Wow, that was embarrassing,” she said. “Was that the man from homicide?”


“It was,” Stilwell said. “Couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy. What’s up, Tash?”


“Does that guy’s splash delay things? How long until I can bring the last boats in from the bay? It’ll be dark soon and they’re getting a little pissed off sitting out there.”


“Hold on.”


Stilwell put the phone in his shirt pocket and then took the radio off his belt. It was set to the dive team’s frequency, so there was no need for him to speak in code to the topside deputy, Gary Saunders, whom Stilwell had known for years.


“Gary, how long we talking now?”


He waited for a return voice on the radio.


“Uh, yeah, they’re bringing her up. They already bagged her and we have the curtain up, so no worry on the lookie-loos. We’ll get her on here and then we’re done. Chuck already did a floor search. There’s nothing. She was dropped somewhere else, probably in the bay, and the tide brought her in here.”


“Roger that. What I thought.”


“The weight belt is yours?”


“I borrowed it.”


“Okay, we’ll bring it to you.”


“Thank you.”


“Hey, was that A-Hole I saw slide into the water?”


That was one of the popular nicknames for Rex Ahearn. The other was a play on both his names: King A-Hole.


“It was,” Stilwell said.


“I guess it couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy,” Saunders said.


“What I said.”


“That’s sure to go viral. A lot of people with phones up on the pier.”


“I saw.”


“Okay, we’ll finish up here and drop by your twenty.”
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