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PART ONE

The Grove





1

STILWELL COULD HEAR the plane but couldn’t see it. The moon and stars were behind cloud cover, and the plane was no doubt running without lights as it circled above the island. The radio crackled and Quigley’s voice came through.

“Boss, you hear that?”

Stilwell brought his rover up to his mouth and keyed his two-way.

“Affirmative,” he said. “Hold your position. Be ready.”

He stopped looking up at the sky and used the binoculars to look down from his position toward Airport Road. He picked up an approaching vehicle, also running without lights, as it ascended to the mountaintop airstrip. He keyed the two-way again.

“Ground vehicle on approach,” he said. “No lights.”

“Copy,” Quigley said.

It was an ATV. It entered through the open gate and drove directly out to the airstrip. It sped down to the runway’s threshold, turned around, and backed into the brush. Then its lights came on—high beams from the front of the ATV and a powerful set of halogens across the top of its roll bar. The first third of the eighteen-hundred-foot runway was sufficiently lit for the plane circling above. Stilwell went back to the radio.

“Okay, we go as planned,” he said. “Move on my call.”

“Copy that,” Quigley said.

This would be Alton Quigley’s first test. He was two months new to the island, and Stilwell didn’t know what he had in him yet. But he believed that pairing him with Ilsa Ramirez was the right move. She was Stilwell’s most dependable deputy, something he could not have said a year ago. But now, after almost two years under Stilwell’s command, Ramirez had turned into a solid member of the Catalina substation’s team.

The drone of the plane’s single engine grew louder and Stilwell knew the pilot was bringing it down. He felt his pulse quicken with anticipation and the electric sense of possible danger.

Quigley and Ramirez were in an SUV parked in the shadows at the rear of an open hangar, out of sight from the air. Stilwell was in an unmarked hardtop ATV parked next to an equipment shed. There was nobody else. There hadn’t been time. The tip came in too late to recruit backup from the mainland. He had to make do with what he had while also keeping one deputy on post in Avalon should the tip be an effort to draw all law enforcement away from the town.

The plane’s engine throttled back as it floated down out of the dark sky to the partially lit runway. It landed softly, a testament to the pilot’s skill, and coasted toward the southern terminus of the airfield. The ATV pulled out of the brush behind it and followed it down the strip, its lights still blazing.

“Should we go?” Quigley said over the radio.

Stilwell shook his head in annoyance. Quigley was so hyped on adrenaline that he had either forgotten or was ignoring the plan.

“No,” Stilwell radioed back. “Stick to the plan, Deputy. We need to see the drop first.”

Stilwell had the binoculars to his eyes, watching what played out in the lights of the ATV on the airstrip. The plane had turned around at the terminus and was now in position to take off again. The pilot did not kill the engine; the plan was obviously to spend as little time on the ground as possible.

The cockpit door opened and an orange duffel bag was dropped to the tarmac. Someone wearing a black safety helmet with a smoked face shield got out of the ATV and approached the plane, staying clear of the still-spinning prop.

The man in the helmet came in under the overhead wing and grabbed the duffel bag. Stilwell keyed the mic.

“Okay, go,” he said. “Block that plane!”

Stilwell pinned the pedal down, and the electric ATV leaped from its position by the shed blind, and soon he was racing toward the lights on the airstrip. He could see the deputies’ SUV break from the hangar with its lights flashing. It moved down the center of the runway, making it impossible for the plane to take off.

Stilwell saw the man in the helmet drop the duffel bag and sprint back to his ATV. He then did something Stilwell had not expected when he had hastily drawn up plans for the surveillance. He drove the ATV off the airstrip and into the brush that ran down the side of the mountain.

As the ATV plowed through the manzanita bushes that lined the airstrip, its lights went out and it disappeared into the darkness.

“Shit!” Stilwell said.

He followed, keeping his vehicle’s lights on. As soon as he was in the brush, the terrain dropped off and he went bouncing down the mountain at a forty-five-degree angle. He followed the sound of the fleeing ATV and the dust kicked up into his lights. He almost lost control on a sharp left turn when his front right wheel caught a rut. He overcompensated by jerking the wheel right, and the back end swung around in a 180 skid before coming to a hard stop. He started up again, and his lights came upon the runaway ATV now on its side next to the thick trunk of a live oak. Stilwell slammed down the brake pedal, skidded to another stop, and jumped out, pulling his weapon and flashlight from his belt holsters as he moved.

Gun up and wrist braced over the hand holding the flashlight, Stilwell approached the back of the upturned ATV.

“Sheriff’s department,” he called out. “Put your weapons down and your hands in the air!”

There was no response. He kept moving. Realizing that the flashlight made him an easy target, he flicked it off as he came around the end of the ATV and then turned it back on and focused the beam on the two seats. The driver was gone.

Stilwell swept the light across the thick brush but saw no sign of the man in the safety helmet. He knew it would be impossible for him to adequately search the mountainside for a runner on his own. As he stood there, annoyed with himself for not catching the man, he heard the rising sound of a plane’s engine and instinctively knew it was running down the airstrip to take off. He ran back to his ATV and grabbed the two-way out of the charging mount.

“Quigley, what is—”

His voice was drowned out as the plane flew about seventy-five feet overhead.

There was no response on the radio.

“Quigley, Ramirez, copy me on your status.”

He waited. Nothing.

Stilwell jumped behind the wheel of the ATV and pointed it up the mountain. But the angle was steep and its wheels spun on the loose soil. It slowly made its way up, then popped out of the brush onto the tarmac. He saw the SUV with its doors open and lights on. In the beams of its headlights he saw two bodies on the tarmac. Neither was moving.
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STILWELL KNEW THE fastest rescue would be from the US Coast Guard out of the Port of Los Angeles. Their chopper crossed the bay and got to the airstrip twenty-two minutes after Stilwell made the call. Quigley was dead, the back of his head blown off, but Ramirez was hanging on despite massive blood loss from a bullet that had clipped the top of her vest and gone into her neck. Stilwell was holding a dressing from the SUV’s first aid kit to the wound when the red-and-white chopper landed and the medical team came rushing across the tarmac.

It took them less than six minutes to stabilize Ramirez and get her on the chopper. Stilwell watched it take off and bank toward the mainland, then looked at Quigley’s body. He’d been taken down by a shot that entered through his left eye.

Stilwell felt nauseated. Quigley had a family. They would never see him again.

His thoughts were interrupted by a call on his cell phone. It was Captain Corum. He said that he and a homicide crew were heading to the sheriff’s air base and would be arriving by helicopter within the hour.

“Stil, you okay?” he asked.

“I’m okay,” Stilwell said.

“What the fuck happened out there?”

“Captain, I don’t know.”
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AS SOON AS the homicide team took control of the crime scene, Stilwell was brought down to the substation and sequestered in the interview room until one of the detectives could get away and begin the first of what would be several debriefings. Stilwell spent the time reviewing as many details of the surveillance operation as he could remember and writing them down on a legal pad. Because a deputy had died and another had been seriously wounded, Stilwell knew he would be on the hook for every decision, good and bad, made at the airstrip. Though still reeling from the loss of life that had occurred, he had to consider his own situation. He had the option to request a representative from the union to advise him and sit in on any interviews, but he’d decided not to go that route and told Captain Corum upon his arrival that he would fully cooperate with the investigation.

After he had written down every salient fact of the past six hours on the yellow pages, he got up and started stacking the boxes that cluttered the interview room. Because the space was so infrequently used for interviews, it had become the unofficial lost-and-found area for the island. There were boxes of lost cell phones, backpacks, purses, and cameras, three full suitcases, fishing rods and reels, camping and diving equipment, and other detritus left behind by tourists. Every three months Stilwell ordered a deputy to sort through the accumulation and either find the owners of the left-behinds or donate the items to St. Catherine’s, which held a quarterly rummage sale to raise money for the island’s struggling families. Organizing things in the room helped Stilwell burn off nervous energy.

He had the room neat and orderly by the time the first investigator came from the crime scene. His name was Ernie Simon. Stilwell knew him from his previous posting in the homicide squad. He knew that Simon was a capable and fair investigator who was methodical in his approach to his work and thus was known as a tortoise—as opposed to a hare—among his colleagues.

“What’s the status on Ramirez?” Stilwell asked as soon as Simon entered.

“Still kicking, at last report,” Simon said. “What’s all this?”

He gestured at the boxes stacked against the wall.

“Lost-and-found stuff,” Stilwell said. “I turned the storage room we used to use for that into a bunk room. It’s made the rest of the sub kind of cramped, but we needed a place for people to sleep.”

Simon took a seat at the table across from Stilwell. He had shaggy white hair and a paunch that came from too much fast food and a fondness for vodka after work. He held a clipboard with a blank sheet of paper on it.

“The captain says you’re okay talking to me,” he said. “That right?”

“Right,” Stilwell said. “Whatever you need.”

“What I like to do is have you tell your story and then we’ll turn on the recorder and you tell it again, the same thing. Seems to work best that way.”

“You can record the whole thing as far as I’m concerned. The story’s not going to change.”

“Let’s do it my way, see how we go.”

“Sure.”

Simon pulled a mini-recorder out of his pocket and put it on the table but did not turn it on.

“The room’s wired too,” Stilwell said. “I can turn that on if you want.”

Simon ignored the suggestion and dove into the interview.

“Let’s start at the start,” he said. “How did tonight’s operation begin?”

“It began with Quigley getting a tip from one of his mainland CIs,” Stilwell said. “The guy knew Quigley was working out here now and he said that there was a plane coming in tonight. Coming up from Mexicali. They make the drop out here where nobody’s watching and in the morning it’s on the first ferry to overtown.”

“Overtown?”

“What they call the mainland over here.”

“This confidential informant, did Quigley give you a name?”

“Wouldn’t be confidential if he did. He did say the guy was a one-hundred-percenter. All his tips were money.”

“And this was a guy he knew when he worked the narco unit?”

“That’s what he said. You guys make the notification to his family yet?”

“They’re handling that from … overtown.”

“He had a wife and kids.”

“So I hear. When did Deputy Quigley get the transfer out here?”

“A little over two months ago.”

“And this CI calls him out of the blue and says a plane’s coming in and it happens to be landing on the island where Quigley now works. That sound a little convenient to you?”

“Maybe.”

“Do you know why Quigley was transferred out here?”

“I only know what he told me. I’m allowed access to basic personnel records on the people they move out here, but I don’t see the disciplinary files.”

What Stilwell knew but didn’t need to say was that the Catalina substation was a transfer destination for deputies who had somehow run afoul of the department’s command staff. This could be due to anything from a political misstep to an improper show of force to accepting a free meal to getting your shirts pressed for free. It was a form of punishment and everyone in the LASD knew it. If you were transferred to Catalina, you had fucked up. That was how Stilwell got here.

“What did he tell you?” Simon asked.

“He said it was because he was working a nightclub in West Hollywood and busted a guy selling coke in the restroom who turned out to be the sheriff’s nephew. Whether that was a true story or not, I don’t know.”

“The story might be true but it wasn’t the reason he was transferred out of narcotics.”

Stilwell didn’t respond. He hoped his silence would lead Simon to reveal more, but it didn’t.

“So, you get this tip,” Simon said. “It’s short notice and not enough time to get anybody from narcotics out to handle it, so that leaves you, Quigley, and Ramirez.”

“Correct,” Stilwell said. “Quigley said his CI was a hundredpercenter but what’s that mean to me? Nothing. So I also left a deputy in the sub to handle calls in case this whole thing was a decoy op.”

“You mean to draw you up the mountain to the airstrip while they hit a target down here?”

“Exactly.”

“Very smart.”

“SOP.”

“Maybe, but still a good move. When did this tip come in?”

“Deputies out here work twelves, changing on the sixes. Quigley worked three days on, four off. He stayed in the bunk room because he thought he’d be a short-timer out here and his family was embedded with schools and a house and all of that in Gardena. He had clocked out but was hanging around the sub because I guess he had nowhere else to go. His CI called him and he came to me at seven twenty with it—I wrote it down. His guy didn’t have an ETA but said the plane was already in the air.”

“From Mexicali, that’s, what, about three hours?”

“Depends on the plane and the flight path, I guess. I don’t know planes but it was a single prop with an overhead wing and a blue stripe down its side. No tail number. And judging by the sound, it came in from the west, probably flying outside the twelve-mile limit till it got up here.”

“Did you call the narco unit after this tip came in?”

“I did. They were running an op in Compton last night. They said they couldn’t get anybody out here but they’d follow up on it in the morning. But by then it would be too late, so I told Quigley to suit up and I took Ramirez off the second shift to make three of us.”

“What happened up there?”

Referring to his legal pad, Stilwell began to give a detailed account of the events up at the airstrip.
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STILWELL SPENT FOUR hours in the interview room repeating his story to Simon and then two other investigators on the team. The windowless room was rank with bad breath and body odor by the time Captain Corum came in. He left the door open.

“Let’s air this place out,” he said. “What’s all this?”

Like Simon, he was looking at the collection of stacked boxes and other belongings lining the wall. The captain was tall and thin. He always dressed in a sharp black suit to match his unnaturally black hair. He completed the ensemble with a white shirt and a colorful tie. He was in his mid-fifties and had a two-tone face—deeply tanned from his eyes down, his forehead a hat-protected pearl white. He spent much of his weekends on a golf course.

“Lost-and-found,” Stilwell said.

“You sure there isn’t something dead in there someplace?” Corum said.

“Maybe. Am I clear?”

“You’re clear. For now. But you’re grounded until we see how this shakes out. I want you staying in the sub.”

“Twiddling my thumbs?”

“You know how it works. Give us a few days to put the package together and send it up to the boss.”

Stilwell knew that the elected sheriff would need to sign off on any after-action discipline.

“Am I getting thrown under the bus, Cap?” Stilwell asked.

“You, no,” Corum said. “As far as we can tell, they probably didn’t clear the plane properly. There was somebody besides the pilot hiding on board and he got the drop on them.”

Stilwell did not nod, though he was thinking the same thing.

“You really didn’t hear any gunshots?” Corum asked.

Stilwell paused for a moment. Was Corum suggesting he needed to change his story?

“No, I didn’t,” he finally answered. “But like I told everybody, I was chasing a gas-powered ATV and was down the side of the mountain. Not sure I would’ve heard the shots.”

“It’s just that if a suppressor was used …”

“Why would a guy have a suppressor on an airdrop?”

Corum didn’t answer. Stilwell changed the subject.

“What about the guy I chased?” he asked. “He’s probably still on the island. I should be out there looking for him.”

“That’s not happening, Stil,” Corum said. “You’re on the bench.”

“So nobody is looking for him?”

“We’re looking for him. We’re just a little short on manpower at the moment. But in the morning we’ll have people at the docks in Long Beach and San Pedro checking everybody who gets off the boats from here.”

Stilwell thought about that and decided not to criticize the plan. He changed the subject again.

“Did you talk to Quigley’s wife?” he asked.

“I did not,” Corum said. “Notification of the family was handled by Ahearn and Sampedro over there.”

“Great. They’re on this?”

“They’re not. I just needed somebody to make the notification. I know enough now to keep your orbits separate.”

“Thank you.”

There was long-standing enmity between Stilwell and Ahearn, going back to Stilwell’s prior posting in the homicide unit. It was their dislike of each other that had led to Stilwell’s transfer to Catalina. And things had only gotten worse last year when they both worked a murder case on the island.

“They trace the ATV yet?” Stilwell asked.

“They did,” Corum said. “It was reported stolen last night before the shit hit the fan.”

“I didn’t get any report on that.”

“It came in while you were up there on the stakeout. The owner called it in, and the deputy you left down here—who was that?”

“O’Connor.”

“O’Connor went up and took the report.”

Stilwell just nodded. He knew he could get that report and talk to O’Connor for further details. Corum seemed to be able to read him.

“I know what you’re thinking, Stil,” he said. “But you’re staying away from this. You’re a witness, not an investigator. Clear?”

“Yes,” Stilwell said. “Clear.”

“Good. So, let’s talk about media. Same thing. You are not part of this. Direct all inquiries to me or the media unit. I don’t want to see your name in any paper, including that little rag they publish out here. Comprende?”

“Comprendo. What about reporters from the mainland coming out here and poking around?”

“Let them do what they do but don’t help them and don’t talk to them. Like I said, refer all media requests to the mainland.”

“Roger that.”

“Last thing—you have space in your bunk room for Simon? We’re taking the chopper back but he’s going to stay here so he can check out the crime scene when the sun comes up.” Corum looked at his watch. “Which won’t be for a few hours,” he said. “If there’s room, I’ll tell him he can catch some sleep until then.”

“There’s room,” Stilwell said.

“Good. The rest of us are leaving and you’re clear to go home.”

“Okay.”

Corum raised his chin toward the lost-and-found wall.

“And I would use some of your downtime in the sub to clean all this up,” he said. “Make things more professional around here.”

“Good idea,” Stilwell said.
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AFTER CORUM AND everybody but Simon left to fly back to the mainland, Stilwell showed Simon the bunk room and the locker where clean sheets, blankets, and pillows were kept. The bunk room was a make-your-own-bed facility. He went to the desk shared by the on-duty deputies and found a copy of O’Connor’s report on the theft of the ATV used the night before in the airdrop.

The ATV was reported stolen by a man named Art Sellers who told O’Connor the vehicle had been taken from the driveway of his home on Clarissa. Coming up on two years since his transfer to the island, Stilwell was familiar with many of the residents, particularly those who lived in Avalon. More than a million people visited the island every year, but there were fewer than six thousand residents, and Stilwell, the lone detective on the island, had done his best to get to know as many of the locals as possible. Art Sellers was not a familiar name to him, but he knew that Clarissa was a street where a lot of long-term and multigenerational families lived in century-old row houses built as close together as teeth in a smile. It seemed to Stilwell that someone on that street would have heard a gas-powered ATV being taken from a driveway.

Sellers told O’Connor that he had had the ATV for two years and usually left the key in it because he had never been worried about it getting stolen. This was the practice of many residents on the island as they tried to cling to the idea of Catalina as a crime-free atoll cleanly separated from the ills of society by twenty-two miles of ocean. There would be a rude awakening for Sellers and others when word of the murder of a deputy spread in the days ahead.

The ATV in question was still lying on its side up on the mountain by the airstrip. Though it had been processed by the criminalist who came with the homicide team, extricating it would have to wait until daylight. The vehicle was clean as far as fingerprints and other evidence went. The driver in the full helmet had apparently worn gloves.

Before going home, Stilwell pulled a radio from the wall-mounted charging station and called Deputy O’Connor, who was out on patrol, and told him he was leaving the sub and that there was an overtown detective sleeping in the bunk room.

“Roger that,” O’Connor said.

Stilwell left the sub, made sure the door was locked, and drove his ATV up the hill to his home. Tash had left the front door of the house unlocked despite his repeated requests over the year they had lived together to lock up at night. He entered quietly and found her asleep and snoring in the bedroom. Though it was a mid-range snore, he knew it would keep him up. He grabbed his pillow and retreated to the living-room couch. It was just past four and he had to get back to the sub early. He set a timer on his phone for two hours and was asleep within minutes of putting his head down on the pillow. He was too tired to dream.

In the morning he was up before Tash and managed to shower, shave, and get dressed without waking her. Before leaving, he watched her sleep for a little while. Stilwell had hated everything about his transfer to the island until he met her. Now he knew he had stumbled into the right place at the right time and didn’t think he’d ever want to leave. But that did not stop a sense of foreboding that had descended on him in recent months, a feeling that something bad was coming to his island idyll. He didn’t know what it was, but he had taken to calling it “the dread” in the once-a-month therapy sessions he secretly attended on the mainland. It was why he insisted that Tash lock the door at night.

His first stop was the sub to pick up a fully charged two-way and look in on Simon, but he found the bunk room empty. Stilwell assumed he had already gone up to the airstrip to view the crime scene in daylight. He checked the vehicle log and saw that Simon had signed out the SUV.

Stilwell walked from the sub to the ferry dock, where people were lined up to board the 7:50 boat to Long Beach. It was the first of the day, and the second did not leave until 10:00. Stilwell thought that if the man in the black helmet was trying to get off the island, he might go for the first boat out.

Stilwell was wearing green cargo pants and a black polo shirt with lasd printed on the breast pocket. The gun and badge on his belt further announced him as law enforcement. He walked along the line of travelers, checking for any sign of nervousness caused by his presence.

But no one flinched or took off running as Stilwell walked by. He also didn’t see anyone carrying a black motorcycle helmet with a full windscreen. That would have been too easy.

He moved on to the ticket window of the Catalina Express office and saw a familiar face behind the glass. Lindsey Fordham was a source he had started cultivating soon after he arrived on the island. He asked her for the 7:50 boat’s manifest and she pushed a clipboard through the window slot.

“We’re sold out and I have a waiting list if you want to see that too,” Fordham said.

“Got it,” Stilwell said. “Let me look at this first.”

He stepped away from the window and looked at the clipboard. It held a printout with the names of customers who had purchased advance tickets for the 7:50 ferry. The morning trips to the mainland regularly sold out and it was best to buy tickets ahead of time. He ran his finger down the list of buyers. None of the names were familiar.

Stilwell slid the clipboard back to Fordham and asked to see the waiting list. There were seven names and cell numbers on it. These were likely new visitors to the island who hadn’t known the early boats sold out and now were scrambling to get a ride home. After each name there was a plus sign and a number, indicating how many seats were needed. Only one of the names was a solo passenger: Kalas.

Stilwell slid the list back to Fordham.

“Lindsey, the solo guy on there, Kalas?” he said. “Is that a first or last name?”

“I don’t really know, Stil,” Fordham said. “Sorry.”

“Not a problem. Do you remember if he was a white guy, Black guy, any accent?”

“Definitely Latino. He had an accent.”

“Do you know where he is?”

Fordham leaned over the counter toward the glass to get a better look at the outdoor waiting area. There were several people sitting on benches or milling about near the last-chance souvenir stands as they opened for the day.

“I don’t see him,” Fordham said. “You want me to call him?”

Stilwell had to think about that for a moment. He had nothing other than his instincts to confront the man called Kalas with.

“He’s fourth on that list,” he said. “Do you think he’ll get on the boat?”

“Probably,” Fordham said. “We usually have ten or fifteen no-shows.”

“Is the ten o’clock boat sold out?”

“Not yet.”

“What if I told you I don’t want Kalas to leave on the first boat?”

“Not a problem, Stil. I’m sure you have your reasons.”

“Okay, so call him and ask him to come back to the window. When he gets here, don’t mention me, but tell him he’s not going to get on the early boat. I’ll take it from there.”

“But why wouldn’t I just tell him by phone instead of making him come back to the window?”

“Say that the ten o’clock is going to sell out and he needs to buy a ticket before it does.”

“Good. I’ll do that.”

“Okay, and when he gets here, tell him you need his full name for the manifest or you can’t sell him the seat.”

“Will do. That’s actually the rule anyway.”

“Good.”

Stilwell walked away from the window and used a souvenir kiosk as a blind. He kept his eye on the ticket window, and when a call came in on his cell, he answered without checking the screen. It was Tash.

“Thank God!” she exclaimed when she heard his voice. “You didn’t come home last night, and I just saw the news. You’re all right?”

“I’m fine. It was Quigley.”

He guessed that the name of the fallen deputy had not been put out to the media yet, giving rise to Tash’s panic.

“Oh, no,” Tash said. “What happened?”

“Well, we don’t really know yet,” Stilwell said. “I was chasing a runner down the side of the mountain and didn’t see what happened on the landing strip. But Quigley and Ramirez both got shot.”

“Ilsa? Is she okay?”

“I haven’t gotten an update yet today. The Coast Guard flew her to the hospital and she was stable when she got there. But that’s the last I heard.”

“When I saw you hadn’t come home, I thought it was you.”

She was trying to control her relief and worry. Stilwell could hear it in her voice. Maybe some anger too.

“I’m all right, Tash. Really. And I’m sorry, I should have called you. But I actually did come home for a couple hours. I slept out on the couch so I wouldn’t wake you.”

“You mean so you could get away from my snoring.”

“Not really. You weren’t bad last night.”

“You’re a terrible liar, Stil.”

Stilwell watched a man walk up to the ticket window. He wore sunglasses and a wide-brimmed hat. Stilwell saw that he was Hispanic and thinly built. Stilwell thought about the man who’d jumped out of the ATV to retrieve the duffel bag last night. The body size seemed close. So did the black jeans and the dusty boots he was wearing.

The man carried only a backpack, no suitcase. This told Stilwell that he was a short-timer on the island. The backpack bulged and sagged off the man’s shoulder like it contained something heavy and bulky.

Stilwell watched as the man slid cash through the slot. He was buying a ticket.

“Maybe,” Stilwell said to Tash. “But listen, I’m in the middle of something and I need to go. Can we talk later when I know more?”

“Of course,” Tash said. “I’m about to head in.”

Tash Dano was interim Avalon harbormaster, elevated from the assistant position when the longtime harbormaster resigned. Tash was hoping that the city council would give the job to her permanently, but she had competition from applicants in overtown yachting centers.

They said their goodbyes and Stilwell watched as the man at the ticket window turned and started walking back toward town. He had a slight limp, maybe from an injury he had gotten when he dumped the ATV on its side last night.

Stilwell hurried back to the ticket window.

“Was that Kalas?” he asked.

“Yes,” Fordham said.

“You get his full name?”

“Yes, Gonzalo Kalas.”

She slid the clipboard with the manifest to the window and put her finger on the handwritten name.

“Got it,” Stilwell said. “Thanks.”

“I’m glad you’re okay, Stil,” Fordham said. “I heard what happened up at the airstrip. Terrible thing.”

“It was. Thanks.”

Stilwell stepped away from the window, got a bead on Kalas, and started following. He was aware that he was advertising that he was a cop with his exposed gun and badge. He hung back even though the docking area was now crowded with travelers who had just gotten off the first ferry in. He stayed a hundred feet away and watched as Kalas left the pier and turned onto Crescent Avenue. Many of the shops and restaurants were not open this early. Kalas raised a cell phone to his ear but it was not clear if he had called someone or received a call.

Kalas turned abruptly onto Catalina Avenue. Stilwell got to the corner and glimpsed him slipping through the door of Original Jack’s Country Kitchen, which was open for breakfast.

Stilwell crossed the street and stepped into the entry alcove of a closed shop. He pulled the two-way off his belt and called the substation.

“Avalon One to base.”

“Go ahead, One.” It was Mercy, the office manager. The sub had its own radio channel and she had a stand-up microphone on her desk.

“Is our visitor from overtown there?”

“No, haven’t seen him.”

“Copy.”

Stilwell pulled out his phone. He had Simon’s number in his contacts from when they both worked homicide. Simon answered, and Stilwell could tell he was driving.

“You left the airport?” Stilwell asked.

“Just did,” Simon said.

“Where to now?”

“I was going to interview the owner of the stolen ATV. You want to come with me?”

Stilwell wondered if Simon knew that he was supposed to be on the bench.

“Yeah, I’ll go with you,” Stilwell said. “But before we go, I have eyes on a guy who might have been the one driving that ATV last night.”

“What makes you think that? You never saw his face.”

“True, but this guy has the right size and the right boots. Plus he’s trying to get off the island.”

“I’ll meet you. Where?”
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WHILE STILWELL WAITED for Simon, he called Mercy back and asked her to run the name Gonzalo Kalas through the computer. She did so and learned that there was an ICE hold on a Gonzalo Kalas, age thirty-four. Stilwell guessed that he was looking at the wanted man and asked if there was an ICE contact listed on the hold.

“Agent Jerry Gordon,” Mercy said. “Santa Ana office.”

“Got it,” Stilwell said. “Is there a contact number?”

Mercy gave it to him but with reluctance in her voice, and Stilwell knew why.

“I’m not crazy about calling ICE,” he said. “But I need some intel on who this guy is.”

“I get it,” she said, though the reluctant tone was still there.

He hung up and called the number she’d given him. The phone was answered right away.

“Agent Gordon. How can I help you?”

Stilwell identified himself and said he had eyes on a man he believed Gordon was looking for.

“I’m looking for a lot of people,” Gordon said. “Which one are we talking about?”

“Gonzalo Kalas,” Stilwell said.

Gordon responded quickly, apparently without having to check the name in his files. “You have him in custody?” he asked.

“No, I said I have eyes on him,” Stilwell said.

“Where?”

“Catalina.”

“The island? No shit. Not where I expected to get him. Thing is, I’m not going to be able to get out there for a bit. Can your gang take him down?”

“I’m waiting on backup. Can you tell me anything about this guy?”

“Yeah, he’s a dirtbag and we want to send him back where he came from.”

“Which is where?”

“Sinaloa, Mexico. He’s a courier for the cartel. Maybe even a sicario.”

“A hitter? If we have the right guy, he was involved in a drug drop at the airport over here last night. Two deputies got shot.”

“Oh, man, I just saw that on the news. And this guy was the shooter?”

“Not the shooter. But he was there. Can you send me a picture so I can make sure we’re talking about the same guy?”

“We don’t really have a good shot of him but I’ll dig up what we have and send it. Text it to this number?”

“Yes, that would be good. Thanks.”

“And you’ll let me know when you have him in custody? We’ll come take him off your hands.”

“Uh, we’ll stay in contact, but he’s going to face charges here. We have a dead deputy.”

“Right, yeah, there’s that. Just keep me in the loop, then. And if we can be of service, you know where to find me.”

“I do.”

After disconnecting from Gordon, Stilwell looked at his watch and wondered where Simon was. He checked the restaurant and saw Kalas sitting in a booth by the front window. It looked like there were two glasses of water on the table.

“Where’s the guy?”

Stilwell turned and saw Simon coming from Crescent. Stilwell nodded toward Original Jack’s. “Front table by the window,” he said. “I think he might be waiting for someone.”

“What makes you think that?”

“He either made or got a phone call while walking over from the ferry dock. And there are two glasses of water on the table.”

Simon checked the restaurant to confirm Stilwell’s report, then nodded.

“What boat did he buy a ticket for?” he asked.

“The ten o’clock,” Stilwell said.

“Then maybe we watch and wait. Did we get a name on this guy?”

“Gonzalo Kalas. I ran the name and there’s an ICE hold on him. He’s a courier and suspected hitter.”

“Surprise, surprise.”

“He’s carrying a backpack that might contain a weapon.”

“We’ll need some backup. Who do you have that won’t fuck it up?”

Stilwell took that as a slight aimed at Quigley and Ramirez and maybe even himself. He ignored it—for the moment.

“I’ve got two deputies on,” he said. “I can pull them over here.”

“Do it,” Simon said. “But if they’re in uniform, tell them to hang back till we need ’em.”

“They’re in island uniform—like me.”

“Then tell them not to wander into our surveillance.”

Stilwell used his two-way to call Deputies De Giorgio and Mason and direct them to stage at Crescent and Catalina until needed. When he turned back he saw that Kalas was still sitting by himself in the booth at Original Jack’s.

“I think it’s bullshit,” Simon said. “I think he just said it would be two so he could get the booth.”

“Maybe,” Stilwell said. “He did have a call.”

“That could have been anything. Maybe he was arranging his pickup on the other side.”

“So what do you want to do?”

“I want to see what he’s got in that backpack you mentioned.”

“Then as soon as we have backup, we go in.”

Ten minutes later Stilwell and Simon crossed the street and approached the door to Original Jack’s from an angle to Kalas’s back. They entered the restaurant with Simon in the lead. He slid into Kalas’s booth opposite him, and Stilwell slid in next to Kalas.

“Keep your hands on the table,” Simon said.

“What is this?” Kalas said.

Stilwell shifted his position so he could put his hand on his holstered weapon.

“Are you armed?” he asked.

“No, I’m not armed,” Kalas said. “What is going on here?”

He spoke with a heavy accent.

“We just wanted to speak with you,” Simon said. “And—oh, I’m sorry, did I just kick your leg?”

Simon leaned back to look under the table.

“Oh, your backpack,” he said. “Let me get that out of the way.”

“It’s not mine,” Kalas said quickly. “It was already there.”

“Really?” Simon said.

He reached down and pulled the backpack up onto the bench next to him. Stilwell wondered if Kalas understood the mistake he had made by denying ownership of it.

“You sure it’s not yours?” Simon asked. “It’s a nice backpack.”

“It’s not mine, and I must go now,” Kalas said. “I am on the next boat.”

“Then you’ve got plenty of time,” Simon said. “Doesn’t he, Stil?”

“At least an hour till boarding,” Stilwell said.

“You must really want to get off the island,” Simon said.

“I have business,” Kalas said.

“Tell you what,” Simon said. “If this isn’t yours, then we’re going to have to open it up to see if we can figure out whose it is.”

Simon unzipped the main compartment of the backpack and spread it open. It revealed the shiny black crown of a safety helmet with a full wind visor. He looked at Stilwell, who nodded, confirming it matched the helmet worn by the runner the night before.

At that moment Kalas threw his shoulder into Stilwell and knocked him out of the booth onto the floor. Kalas climbed out of the booth to run, but Stilwell recovered enough to grab his leg. Kalas tripped and fell into a table where a family of four were sitting. Water glasses and mugs of coffee crashed to the floor.

Both Stilwell and Simon were on him then; they pulled him off the table and took him down.

“Help!” Kalas yelled. “I’m a citizen and they’re taking
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