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When Marquez saw the forested ridge at the end of the canyon he knew he was close. He rounded the last curve and lowered the drivers window, smelling pine pitch and dry grass as afternoon heat swept the truck cab. As he slowed to a stop near the steel posts at the campground entrance, Davies stepped out onto the road and started toward him, a smile on his sweat-streaked face as though they shared some joke played on the dead men.

Guess they werent as smart as they thought, Lieutenant, Davies said.

Guess not. Where are they?

About half a mile up the creek trail.

Marquez drove over the entry chain and the quarantine sign attached to it. He parked near a rusted iron barbecue at one of the campsite slots and sat on a picnic table, his fingers tracing initials carved in the top as he phoned the sheriffs office in Mendocino. He identified himself as the patrol lieutenant of California Fish and Games covert SOU, the Special Operations Unit, telling the detective he was with a Mark Davies, whod found the bodies of two men along the canyon wall northeast of the Guyanno Creek campground, south of Fort Bragg. The detective drew a breath and Marquez heard a pen scratch paper.

And when did this Davies call you? the detective asked.

Roughly three hours ago.

Why did you wait so long to call?

He said if I didnt come alone hed leave.

Who is he?

An urchin diver. He works out of Noyo Harbor in Fort Bragg. Hes helped my team a couple of times.

An informant?

More like a concerned citizen.

Right. Your name again, officer?

John Marquez.

Hold for a second, Marquez.

When the detective got back on the line he wanted to confirm it was the campground that had been closed by a bubonic plague outbreak and then said they were on their way and not to leave, not to touch anything. Marquez hung up guessing it would be more than an hour before detectives arrived, at least twenty min-utes before a county cruiser. He folded his phone and walked up to where Davies stood cleaning his sunglasses with his T-shirt, near a car parked at one of the campsites, an 80s model with faded black paint, a salt-rusted body, a beater with a set of new tires that were probably worth more than the vehicle. He saw dive weights and flippers in the passenger foot well, a yellowed newspaper on the back seat, a sweatshirt turned inside out.

The owner of this got the shady side of the tree, Davies said. Somebody really did a number on them.

You knew him?

I recognize him, but I didnt know him that well. Knew his dive partner better.

Marquez decided hed run the license plate of the Supra after Davies showed him what hed found. They started up the creek trail, skirting waist-high greasewood and taller poison oak with red leaves curled and drying. He smelled creek mud and the dry oaks, and for a third of a mile the trail shadowed the water and then climbed into sunlight where a yellow two-man tent was pitched on a patch of grass and thistle, its flap open, two sleeping bags visible, rumpled clothes, a battery-powered lantern with a shattered light. No blood, no sign of violence.

Did you toss their campsite?

Yeah.

Why?

Messing with them, letting them know they werent alone up here like they thought.

Marquez nodded as though that made sense, but it didnt. Why tip the poachers off that you were here? He felt Davies study-ing him as he looked over at the campsite. Bottlenose flies rested on the tent sides. A cooler lay in the dry grass nearby with an open package of hotdogs spilling out. A jar of mayonnaise had its lid off and the ants had found it. He pictured Davies tearing up this campsite in the early morning.

They didnt cook up here, Davies said, as if somehow that was important. They probably cooked down at the barbecues or ate in town.

He knew Davies easily could have left without making any calls. He could have burned everything hed touched in a barbecue pit, left it smoldering and taken off, and with the campground closed there was no saying when these bodies would have been found.

How did you know to look further up the trail?

I figured they were shucking it up here somewhere. I looked all around down at the main campsite before I ever came up here. You ready to take a look?

Marquez picked a couple of bay leaves as they passed through a stand of trees. He folded the leaves, bringing the pungent smell close to his nose before letting them fall to the trail. Nervous antic-ipation started in him. Something didnt feel right in Daviess story, not that he was lying, but leaving something out. When they came out of the trees he studied the terrain ahead, remembering how the canyon narrowed as it funneled toward the mountains, the country steep and thick with brush. The path didnt go much farther and you had your choice of a deer trail or staying in the rocky creek bed. He heard a faraway police siren like an animal calling from down the canyon and turned his back on the sound, looked upstream through the brush and trees, trying to spot the poachers setup. He saw a flat table of dark rock and a flash of orange in the brush. He pointed at it.

There?

Davies nodded but didnt move, blocking the trail instead, the long muscles of his arms rippling as he folded them over his chest. His face carried white streaks of dried sweat and he was unshaven, his whiskers black, eyes bright with urgency.

I know youre wondering about me, Lieutenant, but I didnt kill them. I was done with anything to do with killing when I left the navy, but I did get in a fight a couple weeks ago with one of these guys and thats going to fuck things up. It was a bar fight; he got a lawyer to sue me. Supposedly, I fucked up his eye with a chair leg.

What else havent you told me?

I was going to tell you that.

They started moving again, working their way down to the creek. He left his shoes on, but rolled up his pants and the water felt cool and smooth against his calves. Rocks turned and slid under-foot as he walked up the stream bed with the light current pulling against him. When they reached the work area the poachers had built he put a hand on a flat boulder and stepped out of the creek.

A wood plank had been laid across two aluminum sawhorses to make a table to shuck on, and a pile of abalone shells was at one end, hundreds of them spilling under the brush and into the creek, their silvery green and pink interiors iridescent and reflect-ing underwater. Flies buzzed around the pile and as he flipped one of the bigger shells with his foot they swarmed around his ankle. White, green, red, pink, threaded, and black abalone had once been plentiful up and down the coast, but only the red were left in any quantity, and Fish and Game was fighting poachers for those, losing a quarter million a year to the black market and to divers who ignored the state limit of twenty-four. Thered been twenty grand in abalone here. He slapped at a fly on his neck and decided hed get his camcorder and notebook from the truck and come back up here alone.

Theres someone with cash to burn who wants it all, Lieu-tenant. Hes paying fifty, sixty dollars an ab. Youve got to be hearing the same thing.

Marquez stared at the shell pile knowing the truth in that. It was the main reason hed driven up here before calling the county. The global black market in animal parts was second only to drug run-ning, but until now California had dodged the commercial poachers. That they were up against one he didnt doubt at all. They hadnt been able to touch him and biologists and recreational divers were reporting abalone beds that looked like theyd been vacuumed. Bars and docks were boiling with rumors of big money. He pictured the pair here lugging their catch up the creek trail, then carrying shucked abalone back out to the parking lot packed on ice in coolers. Deals going down in the campground, the chain dropped, coolers of abalone transferred under headlights, and then sitting around after-wards near their tent, drinking and smoking under the long arc of the stars, feeling like they had it all figured out.

When they got back to the creek trail the siren was much closer. They climbed and Marquez saw a clearing ahead. His eye followed the trampled grass and thistle to a mans body on the far side of the clearing, sitting against a large oak, head tilted slightly up, as though hed been resting in the shade waiting for them to arrive. As they got closer and he saw the wound in the mans abdomen a buzzing started in his head. Daviess voice floated in the distance.

Thats Ray Stocker, Davies said. He was a grade-A asshole.

Marquez looked at the knife buried in the tree above Stockers head and an image from another killing rose in his memory, one from his DEA years.

What else do you know about Stocker?

He hung with a guy named Danny Huega youll want to talk to. I dont know for sure Huega was working with them, but theres a pretty good chance. Hes another urchin diver.

Does he have a boat?

The Coney Island.

Marquez knew the boat and had an idea who Huega was, pic-tured a brown-haired diver with a coffee-colored birthmark on one side of his neck. Theyd find him and talk to him, if not today, then tomorrow.

Davies pointed. See the tattoo on Stockers right arm? The bluish blur was hard to make out at this distance. Thats the con-stellation Orion. Stocker called himself Orion. Thats the kind of bullshit he was. The guy around back of the tree is the one who owned the Supra. Name is Peter Han. He showed up in Bragg about seven or eight months ago and was probably selling dope with Stocker. No one is making a real living off the water or anything else around here anymore. Thats why theres more poaching. Theyre closing the Georgia-Pacific plant in October so theres not going to be shit left of Fort Bragg. They talk about tourism but whos going to stay in Bragg when they can stay in places like Mendocino.

Even with the heat, decomp had barely started and Marquez guessed theyd died last night. The second man sat with his legs splayed, right arm falling to the side, but Marquez couldnt get a good look at his face without getting closer, and didnt see a way to do that without contaminating the crime scene. He could make out abrasions on Hans face and wondered if hed had answers beaten out of him. Was this a robbery, torturing them to find out where money was hidden? Why take it to this degree? He took in the broader scene again, Stocker facing out toward the clearing, Han toward the brush and steep canyon wall. A heavy link chain had been wrapped around the tree and their necks, then ratcheted tight with a rusty come-along that looked like an old coyote trap. Wrists and ankles bound with wire.

Stockers intestines had sagged onto his groin and Marquez looked again at the knife stuck in the tree above his head, a military blade or a knockoff of one. Hed been a big man, heavy-boned, tall, about two hundred-fifty pounds. Both wore boxer shorts, so maybe theyd been asleep in the tent. That would be the time to take a man Stockers size. Hold a gun to his head and tell him to get up very slowly. Bind his wrists before backing him out and walking him up here.

The siren closed in now and then shut down abruptly. Marquez guessed the county cop was just reaching the campground entrance and looking for him, probably thinking about the quarantine, the young girl whod contracted plague here a month ago in August. The girl had survived but the media had played it up and the cop was probably wishing he hadnt caught this call.

When they hiked back down there were three county patrol cars parked in the lot with their lights still spinning. Marquez showed his badge. He could tell the uniforms had been told to sequester Davies and after they sat him in the back of a patrol car, Marquez got his video camera from the truck and walked back up to film the shucking table and shells. Hed wait for the detectives to clear him before removing any evidence, but he documented and made a rough count. He wrote his notes and made a sketch of the setup, putting the creek in his drawing, the brush and the flat rock, reasoning that the poachers had carried the abalone up here in case anyone visited the campground, though theyd also cut the entry lock and put on their own.

Two detectives had arrived while he was filming and had gone up to look at the bodies. They had put an end to the sightseeing, confining the county cops to the paved area, ordering crime tape strung across the upper end of the campground as though they could close the canyon off. When he returned from the shell pile, Marquez sat on the table near his truck and finished his notes as the cops running the yellow tape behind him agreed that this had been a drug hit and that it was no surprise. One cop said the last case of plague had been in Ukiah, you never saw it this close to the coast and that probably it was because of global warming. He said last winters rains were proof, and then their conversation went sideways into the poor quality of tires on county cruisers nowadays.

Marquez watched the two county detectives come down off the trail and start toward him. Detectives Ruter and Streatfield. They shook his hand, listened, and took notes, their eyes offering neither acceptance nor judgment, their smiles a formality. The taller one, Streatfield, had a tired brown mustache and eyes that looked like they wanted to sit in a porch chair and get out of this heat. The other, Ruter, was clearly in charge. He exchanged cards with Marquez and wanted to know about the Fish and Game covert team, but Marquez said little by way of explanation, which was his habit because they were often working small towns where word traveled fast and cops gossiped as much as anybody, maybe more.

They took his statement, working it chronologically, moving slowly up the timeline from Daviess first phone call this morning, an edge creeping into their voices as he admitted not following protocol by delaying his call to them. They wanted him to say he was a friend of Davies and kept coming back to it.

Hes helped you before, Ruter said. Isnt that right?

It is.

Poaching tips were the rainwater that nourished the Fish and Game system and Davies had helped his team without ever asking for CalTip money, the fund used to pay tipsters. Marquez had a lot of respect for that, but this was something else and he wasnt sure what he thought yet and wasnt going to speculate with the detectives.

And he was here for you today. He hiked up the creek last night on a mission for Fish and Game.

We dont run missions.

He talks like hes on a mission and hes an ex navy SEAL, did you know that?

Yeah, he told me once.

He reported in to you and maybe you said youd handle us. Youre fighting a war to save the abalone and hes on the front lines.

I think I already saw that movie, Ruter. Why dont you cut to the chase?

All right, I will. You ought to be full of apologies for giving the killer or killers an extra three hours to get away, but youre not and Davies talks like what he did was the right thing to do, calling you first. So Ill be calling your chief this afternoon and asking him when shellfish became a higher priority than murder.

Ill give you his phone number and my cell. Thats the best way to get ahold of me.

Youre not leaving yet. You stick with your picnic table a little longer.

Marquez made phone calls. He picked up his voice mail and listened to a message from Jimmy Bailey, a ponytailed informant out of Pillar Point, near Half Moon Bay, thirty miles south of San Francisco, a man his team had nicknamed Docktalk. Next, he called Fish and Game dispatch and ran the Supra, got the name Peter Han and a Bay Area address, Daly City. He asked dispatch to check Stockers and Hans names for boat registration and they came up negative. It was another hour before Ruter came back to him.

What kind of money is in abalone?

Roughly fifty dollars a pound.

What do poachers take a year? Give me a dollar value.

Ten million.

And what do these divers make on urchin?

A dollar fifty a pound.

Fifty a pound for abalone, a dollar fifty for urchin, Ruter repeated. Marquez nodded. Ruter continued, I guess you do need help if you cant keep a lowlife like Stocker from pulling that many abalone. Youre not covering the base and youre worried about it? Is that it? Davies called and you jumped in your truck without thinking about procedure.

Marquez let it slide and Ruter pointed at the camcorder lying on the picnic table.

Did you take pictures of the victims?

No.

You dont mind if I look at the tape, do you?

Go ahead.

Ruter talked as he watched the video playback. I wish we had equipment like this, but we had to fight just to get cell phones. Thats our big victory this year.

Marquez knew what tight budgets were about. The SOU budget had been halved this year. His team had been cut to six. He watched Ruter run through the video, then lay the camcorder down.

Thank you, Ruter said, hitched his pants, and walked down to his partner.

Marquez waited a few minutes then drove down to where they had Davies. Both rear doors of a county car were wide open and Ruter sat next to Davies with one arm up on the seat back. He was a short, bullet-headed man, salt-and-pepper hair parted on the left side, red in the face from walking up the slope repeatedly in the heat. He sat with his trousers hiked up, one foot out the door, left hand covering his inside holster.

Im taking off, Marquez told him.

Stay available, Ruter said. Dont get too far undercover.

Marquez touched Daviess shoulder, said, Give me a call, I want to talk to you more about this.

Where are you going to be tonight? Ruter asked.

In Fort Bragg.

If I want to talk to you, where do I find you?

Use the number I gave you.

Ruter turned back to Davies. Is that the number you called this morning? he asked, and Marquez never heard the reply.

A couple of hours later, he was driving between Mendocino and Fort Bragg. The sun was low on the horizon, its last light streaking the water. His phone burred softly and he looked at the number showing on the screen, then matched it to Ruters card.

Your friend killed them, Ruter said, his voice hoarse now. And this isnt about abalone. Stocker was suing him and Davies saw a way to use the poaching as a cover and take care of the problem. Ruter paused, waiting for a response, but Marquez had gone as far as he was going to go with the detective today. Davies went berserk in that bar and Stocker was going to win the lawsuit. Stockers lawyer says the case was a no-brainer and Davies was going to lose his boat.

Everything is a no-brainer for a lawyer.

Davies told me this afternoon that someone should have turned Ray Stockers lights off a long time ago.

I dont think Davies is your man.

Youve got a lot of opinions for a game warden.

And you solve cases faster than any detective Ive ever met. He heard Ruters hard exhale. Look, Ruter, Im sorry I didnt call you sooner.

So now youre sorry? Ill tell your chief that for you. If I was your superior officer, Id

Marquez pulled out his earpiece and clicked the phone off. He drove slowly north looking out over the darkening water as DEA memories invaded him again.
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Marquez got into Fort Bragg after dusk and met Sue Petersen at a pizza parlor in the old part of town. A red neon sign arched over the entry of Carlenes and she was standing in the softer shadows to the side, wearing jeans, a white T-shirt, and brown leather loafers. Her black hair was cut short, her face animated as she smiled. Theyd worked together for eight years and she was the only warden left of those hed started with in the SOU.

You ironed your T-shirt, he said, as he walked up.

I figured you were buying dinner, so I went all out.

Before Davies called this morning, Marquez had bought yellow onions, garlic, basil, canned tomatoes, and spaghetti. His truck smelled like wilted basil. It had been his night to cook at the SOU cold house in Fort Bragg, but after leaving Guyanno he didnt have it in him and called Petersen suggesting Carlenes. He dropped the basil in a trash receptacle on the sidewalk before they walked inside.

In the back was the cedar-paneled room Carlenes called the party room, and they asked for a table there because it was empty. A waitress took their order of salad, pepperoni pizza, and a pitcher of beer almost as soon as they sat down.

No beer for me tonight, John.

The waitress was still there, but he didnt change the order, and after she left, he asked about Tran Li, the Vietnamese immi-grant they were building an abalone poaching case against. They had more than enough to take him down, but so far, Li hadnt led them to anyone else. Li had either outsmarted them or not sold any of what hed brought home. He had a big freezer in his garage, they had a search warrant in place, but Marquez had been holding off because he figured Li was the best lead they had to the buyer working the coast. Li was diving every day, taking as much as he could, and it was Marquezs gut feeling that Li was connected to their bigger buyer. He knew Petersen didnt agree with the decision to wait. She thought Li would plea-bargain and give up the buyer and that they should have taken him down today.

But she gave him the day without comment. Li had gotten into Fort Bragg near dawn and dove with his older son for six and a half hours. The SOU had videotaped them in coves and rock gardens and then later in Noyo Harbor as they unloaded the Zodiac and loaded their car. The rest of the team was camped outside Lis house tonight in Oakland.

Li and son got gas at the Chevron and stopped at the Sea-Lite Motel on the way out, she said. We went in after and I talked to the manager. They ate in the little restaurant there. She remem-bered Lis kid having a hamburger and she found the ticket and showed me.

Li had stayed in the motel twice since starting this poaching spree and Marquez was sure the motel was a meeting place.

The kid must have wolfed the burger because they werent there twenty minutes, Petersen said.

Li was wearing the team out running, sometimes twice a day, between Fort Bragg and his house in Oakland, a three-and-a-half-hour drive. Hed get in the fast lane and sit on eighty miles an hour. He was a compact, hardworking diver whod argued his own case in front of a Santa Rosa jury when theyd busted him three years ago. The jury had been barely interested in abalone poaching and the judge sympathetic to Lis immigrant roots and his desire to better his family. Hed been lectured by the judge, given a suspended sentence and reduced fine. Marquez had hoped hed never poach again.

A week and a half ago theyd recognized him at Noyo Harbor, like a bad bear coming back, Petersen had said. Theyd tracked him eight out of the last nine days. Committing the same offense within three years would make him much more likely to get a prison sentence this time around. It would add to the leverage theyd bargain with.

The waitress arrived with a plastic pitcher and slid it onto the table, beer sloshing over the sides. She put down two salad bowls, wiped her fingers, and walked away. Marquez offered beer to Peter-sen again and when she shook her head he filled his glass. As he tipped his head back and drank he saw an image of Ray Stockers head and heard Davies drawling comment that Stocker was look-ing up at the sky for his home planet in the constellation of Orion. Theyd run Daviess name through NCIC, the National Crime Infor-mation Center, and had come up with two minor arrests, nothing significant. The drawl was Georgia. Theyd have to find out more about him now.

Tell me more about these killings, she said. You said on the phone Davies hiked up the creek canyon from the beach lot. Thats a long walk.

Thats what he claims he did. Parked his van at the beach and walked through the culvert under the highway and used night vision goggles to get up the canyon.

Why does that creep me out? Petersen asked.

Marquez reached for his beer and knew what was coming. Davies had made Petersens permanent list when hed surprised her and another warden during a surveillance in Eureka five years ago. Hed thought they were planning to steal from a boat and had bumped the van they were hiding in with his truck. Petersen ended up with a bloody nose and wounded pride and had never forgiven him. She still claimed it had given her a chronic sinus problem.

Hes a loner, John, he lives on that boat to avoid people. Ill bet part of him misses military life. Not so much that he wants to go back, but enough to like the connection with you. He needs that action with purpose and wants your respect because it vali-dates him. To keep you talking to him he has to produce informa-tion. No information, no contact with you.

Marquez scratched the poison oak rash on his left arm and ate a couple forkfuls of oily lettuce. Though he couldnt generate a real appetite, it was nice to be with Petersen and to hear the voices of people out in the front room. Good to be near normal things after the killing scene.

He gets a rush out of making a problem for poachers, which is not the same as protecting abalone, she said.

Leave it that we dont really know that much about him, he replied. The waitress slid the pizza and their check onto the table. He watched Petersen lift a piece of pizza, the strands of cheese stretching before she tore it with her fingers.

Are you going to eat, she asked, or just drink beer?

He drained the rest of his glass thinking about what came next. Tomorrow, you and I will try to find this Danny Huega. Well go up the canyon first and Ill show you where they were and what they had going.

They left the pizza parlor and drove back to the cold house at the outskirts of town, a nondescript brown-painted house with a sizable back garden that had long gone to seed. The department rented the house from a relative of a warden and Marquez was careful how many wardens he had here at one time. Before the last round of budget cuts, when his team had still been ten wardens, it was harder to control the flow. Now, with the SOU down to six, including himself, it wasnt as hard to keep the neighbors from being suspicious, although theyd already had to decline a request from a schoolteacher neighbor whod asked that one of them come to her third grade class and talk about the food chain because their story was that they were government biologists studying kelp beds. Lately that had become the joke. When you were late getting somewhere it was because you were teaching class.

Tonight was the first time in years hed been here alone with Petersen. She made tea and walked into a bedroom, talking on her cell with her husband, Stuart. She was a long time on the phone and Marquez checked Shawn Cairo and Carol Shauf, two of the SOU wardens staked out down the street from Lis house. Li was done for the night, had backed into his garage and lowered the door, but given the way hed been at it, they assumed hed dive again tomor-row. When he hung up, Petersen sat down across from him on the couch. She cradled her tea mug, leaning forward, her eyes on his, ready to say something but still hesitating.

This is really hard for me.

Something happen at home?

In a way. She smiled then looked down at the coffee table. Stuart wants me to resign tomorrow.

Lets catch this guy first.

John, Im pregnant.

He reacted slowly, then it began to hit him, and he smiled and felt genuine happiness for her. Thats great. Congratulations. Thats really great. How much pregnant? Whens the baby due?

I know it messes everything up.

It doesnt mess anything up.

The timing couldnt be worse, could it?

Theres no good timing for having a kid.You just do it, I think.

What do you know about that?

He remembered a conversation shed had with him years ago, telling him she wanted to have two kids someday. That was before either had married and in the weeks when theyd slept together, and briefly imagined having those kids together. Hed never told anyone and doubted she had either. It had all come and gone one fall and what came after was a familiar banter and theyd avoided situations where they were alone together for a year or more. He tried to remember Petersens exact age. Thirty-two, he thought, and could see the emotion crossing her face. She didnt need to explain. He knew how much her job meant to her and he knew already how much hed miss her.

Im only ten weeks, but Stuart has been waiting five years, John. This life has been really hard on him and Ive kept putting it off. Hes never liked me being away so much, never has liked the whole SOU thing. She reached over and punched him on the arm. Can you believe it, me, a mom?

He could see the happiness in the back of her eyes and it touched him. It pushed the killings back. It held the DEA memo-ries at bay.

And Stuarts big case settled, she said.

The railroad thing?

She nodded and he remembered her husband, whose self-employed existence as a lawyer had made their finances sometimes rocky. Stuart had confided to Marquez at a Christmas party that he had a case that was going to make them rich.

Did it work out like he thought?

Better even. It totally changes everything.

He started to ask again what the lawsuit had been about, then stopped himself because it didnt matter. The railroad lost and Stuarts client won. What mattered was she wanted to tell him it was time for her to move on and that she was pregnant and going to raise a family.

Youll have to name those kids after the railroad. He looked at her hands. Shed had to put the tea down and press her palms flat on her thighs because she couldnt stop the shaking. Yeah, how am I going to make this work without you? he asked.

Like you make everything work.

Nothing was working lately, and he was waking at night having trouble breathing. Except for the case against Li, everything was run-ning hard the other way, and by now, they should have something. They should have a lead to this big buyer and they had nothing.

I want to stay on another month and you need me to, Petersen said.

He studied her face. They both knew that the department required a shift to light-duty status with pregnancy and keeping her on meant not telling anyone and assuming the liability him-self. As her direct supervisor it was his responsibility.

A month from now its over for me. Im not coming back as a uniform, she said. He nodded but hadnt answered her request, though they both knew hed do it. I dont need light duty, at least not yet.

Then, as if she had to because they were here alone or to even things up, she asked about his marriage, how it was going, were Katherine and he getting it worked out.

Were talking. Tomorrow, it would be exactly five months since he and Katherine had separated.

She waited for him to say more and when he couldnt find an easy way, she said, I dont mean to pry, John.

After Petersen called it a night, Marquez put on a coat and took a walk. The murder scene had left him more emotional than hed expected and he played it back in his head, the creek trail and clearing. He walked several miles and after getting back to the house wrote out details of the case that seemed too familiar to him. He read for a while trying to lose the uneasy feeling and went to sleep around one.

Before first light the next morning he headed down Highway 1 with Petersen. They bought coffee at the Chevron station in Fort Bragg and she was lighthearted and easy as though talking last night had lifted a weight from her. When they took the Guyanno Canyon cutoff the sky was streaked pink with dawn, the road empty and pale in the early light. A new lock secured the chain across the entrance. They stepped over it and over crime tape that had either been taken down or had fallen in the night. He walked up the creek trail with her and his chest tightened as they walked out the trampled grass across the clearing to the oak tree. He had to say something about what he was feeling, to Petersen, at least.

This is going to sound hard to believe, but Ive seen killings like this before, a lot like this, so much its kicking up memories.

Where?

In Mexico in the 80s when I was undercover with the DEA.

What do we do with that?

Nothing, right now.

But youre telling me for a reason.

The man behind those killings was named Eugene Kline, a contract killer working for the cartels. As far as I know, hes still operating and he used to run dope from Humboldt County up here.

Hes a dope smuggler, too?

He had an organization of his own. Ive got some stuff at home Ill show you.

They drove back to Fort Bragg and into town, stopping at the convenience store first, asking for the clerk Davies had named as Stockers doper friend. He got a blank face from the woman behind the counter until they pressed her, then made it clear theyd keep coming back. At the surf shop, the owner and his friend standing near him had heard that Ray Stocker and Peter Han had been chained to a tree and gut slit. Marquez identified himself as Fish and Game and asked what they knew about Stocker diving. They didnt know anything. They thought he dove occasionally. Or maybe he didnt dive at all anymore. They werent sure. If he did dive, he might poach a little ab, but he didnt surf anymore and looking at each other, passing some signal about law enforcement, they remembered hed given up diving and werent sure about him selling dope. Did they know what he did for a living? No, because they didnt hang with him. In fact, they hardly knew him, but if there was any possible way they could help theyd like to because they were pro-environment.

After the surf shop they split up and worked the town. Marquez walked into the bar, Hadrians, where Davies had fought with Stocker. The bartender was a heavy-bellied bald man missing two fingers on his left hand who wanted to see ID before hed say any-thing. Marquez flashed his badge, pocketed it.

Sure, I knew Ray Stocker. I didnt know his friend, but Stocker practically lived here. He drank and smoked every dime he made.

Were you working the night he fought with Mark Davies?

I called the police when Davies went nuts. He added, Its mostly losers that come in here.

Is Davies a loser?

Whats he doing with his life?

What are you doing with yours, Marquez wondered. He looked around the dingy room, a couple of salmon lacquered on planks on the walls.

There are hundreds of abalone shells up at the Guyanno Creek campsite, Marquez said, watching the bartenders eyes. Were trying to figure out what boat Stocker was working off of.

Id like to get those shells. My girlfriend makes jewelry.

See what you can do for me and Ill see if I can get her some shells. Call the number on the back of the card.

Marquez hooked up with Petersen again and they checked Noyo Harbor, walked the dock, and met with the harbormaster, who told them the Coney Island had pulled out early that morning. Hed heard that Stocker and Huega had both been staying down at Albion River Campground.

They dropped down the road to the campground and looked at the campers of the more permanent residents, an American flag flying from one, the river bridge holding the highway with its gal-vanized steel and concrete supports towering overhead. Scanning the field Marquez saw few temporary campers. He checked with the office and the young woman told him Danny Huega had stayed there until yesterday. She didnt know where hed gone and didnt know who Ray Stocker was. As Marquez left the office he saw Ruters sedan dropping down from the highway.

Called you twice this morning, Ruter said.

I havent had a chance to call you back yet.

Busy morning checking fishing licenses?

Something like that.

Both detectives got out. Streatfield engaged Petersen, saying I understand youve got a poaching problem along the coast. Marquez heard Petersen take him up on it, and Ruter motioned him to walk over and talk privately.

Ive got that report I was going to fax you.

Marquez took the copy of the police report and leaned back against the detectives hood. There were statements from Davies and Stocker and several from witnesses. He read a statement from a woman.

My husband and I were at the bar seated three stools down from the man who started the fight. One minute he was sitting there and then he kind of jumped up and went straight over to a table where there were I think four men. He flipped the table over and hit one of them in the throat. I was watching because of the way he got up from the bar. It was very weird. I thought it was some kind of martial art or something the way he jabbed at his throat. Then he hit him in the eye with the leg of a chair. It was very fast and one of the other men tried to stop him and he started attacking that man. It was so out of control it was scary, but I couldnt tell what was happening after that because my view got blocked. We just wanted to get out of there.

Thats your friend, Ruter said.

Marquez glanced at the detectives eyes, saw his pleasure in the reaction hed gotten. Then he read the rest of the report.

Does that sound like the man you know? Davies was sitting at the bar talking to someone about the Middle East. Theres a statement from that man, too, Ruter said.

I just read it.

He might have killed Stocker that night if hed been allowed to. Ruter paused. This morning, when he came down to meet us we put him in an interview box and he talked for an hour just as calm as could be. He didnt have a problem with anything, said he understood we had to do our jobs and agreed it didnt look good, and by the way he said he was sorry he involved you. Then he wanted a bathroom break, but instead of going down to the bath-room he hauled ass out of there. That blue Econoline is parked down at Noyo. Must have driven there and got on his boat. Not charged with anything, but hes the hell out of Dodge. What do you think about that? Wheres he headed, Marquez?

As far from you as he can get.

You havent talked to him?

No.

We need some of your time this morning.

Lets get a cup of coffee and talk.

Not here. Wed like you to come in to the sheriffs office. If you want, your warden can take your truck and you can ride with us and well drop you afterwards.

Well follow you.

Your partner could be sitting around for a while.

Why are you doing this, Ruter?

Because like your friend, youre not telling me everything you know and Im going to be with you until you do. Ruter smiled. Does that make it clear enough?
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There was something you wanted to find before we got there, Ruter repeated.

Marquez was past being angry. He was over it. Hed brought most of the problem on himself anyway. He glanced at Ruter scratch-ing his nose, then at the door swinging open, Ruters partner coming back in carrying three coffees in small Styrofoam cups, dropping one on the floor and swearing as it splattered across the wall. Neither Ruter nor Marquez watched him clean it up.

Two men had been murdered and you needed to see a shell pile before calling us?

Give it a rest, Ruter. Marquez opened his notebook, found the name of a fisherman whod been attacked by two men in a pool hall bathroom last week in Eureka. Theyd blinded him in one eye with a fork because hed told them he planned to report them to Fish and Game. He flipped the notebook around and slid it at Ruter. Read that. He was in the hospital when I tried to talk to him and his phone number is there. Maybe youll have better luck. Hes a little sensitive toward Fish and Game, right now. But I think he brushed up against the same people were looking for and maybe Stocker and Han did, too. He leaned forward, chest touch-ing the table, eyes on Ruter. Wouldnt it be very hard for Davies to pull that off alone? Or are you going to tell me I helped him?

Streatfield interrupted, coming in as the middle guy again, the amiable peacemaker, explaining the scenario they must have been kicking around.

Davies rousts them at gunpoint sometime after they went to sleep, and maybe hes disguised and they dont know who he is, but he reassures them nothing will happen as long as they cooperate. Lets say they think theyre going to get robbed and then every-thing will be okay. Maybe that story is believable, maybe its not, but he has a flashlight shining in their faces and a gun and he has Han bind Stockers wrists before he lets him stand up. Neither Han nor Stocker know theyre taking a walk yet, but now he starts them up the trail. He keeps the flashlight on their backs and hes got the gun. Han had some serious facial bruising so lets say hes had to be convinced before hell start walking, but they both go up the trail. Davies walks them out across the field to the tree and they dont have a clue because hes stashed everything up there ahead of time, the chain, the knife, everything hes going to use in addition to the gun in his hand. When they get to the tree he has Stocker sit down with his back against it and Stocker does it because hes scared and Davies keeps telling them everything will work out okay if they cooperate. Okay, so then Han ties Stockers ankles, but Han is real scared and he knows theyve got to do something soon, so he decides hes going to run for it and when he does Davies shoots him twice, once in the lower back and once in the left leg. He drops him about twenty feet from the tree.

Han was shot?

Yeah, he was shot. His left knee was shattered and he bled heavily. He was still alive but didnt have much blood left when he got the final knife wound. Weve got bloodstains off the grass being analyzed. We think we know where he was shot. Anyway, he goes down and Davies pounces on him and runs the wire around his ankle, twists it tight, then drags him back over to the tree. You with me?

Marquez nodded, though he didnt buy it.

Okay, now Davies retrieves the chain hes hidden nearby and runs it around their necks. Now, its question-and-answer time, except maybe Han is moaning because he hurts, so Davies starts with him, starts asking where the money is hidden. Maybe he gets an answer or maybe he makes an example out of Han, since Han is fading anyway. He rips up through Hans gut with the knife and Stocker can hear it all, hes just a couple feet away. Probably had to stand over him and use two hands to bring it up through his gut like that. Streatfield raised a hand as though Marquez was going to interrupt him. Han died as much as four hours ahead of Stocker and Stocker may have died within eight hours of when you got there. Stockers knife wounds occurred while he was in a sitting position, but you can bet it wasnt until he gave up the loca-tion of the money. When Davies came for him it looks like he struggled and tried to twist to one side. The body was probably repositioned afterwards. He paused a beat. No more lawsuit and he gets some money out of the deal. Streatfield stroked his mus-tache, adding, An irony.

You know anything about rigor mortis or body temp? Ruter asked Marquez.

Yes.

Pretty good chance only his head had locked when you got there. You werent that far behind the killer, and Davies was either holding the knife or right on their heels. Real close, too close in my book. That put more perspective on it for you? Ruter pushed his chair back and stood up with Marquezs notebook. Okay, if I make copies?

Go ahead.

Streatfield unfolded a California map, then asked him to identify harbors where hed met with Davies in the past. Marquez marked Noyo, Crescent City, Half Moon Bay, Pillar Point. They talked about urchin diving, Daviess habits, and Ruter came back in. Hed copied most of the notebook and wanted to go through the pages, reading as he did. Ninety-foot black pickup boat. Anecdotal threats of violence. Possible Hispanic suspect and a description. Possible caucasian suspect and description. Rumors of abalone transfers from one boat to another done out on the open ocean. When he finished he stacked up the papers, handed back Marquezs note-book, and slid his chair back, arms folded over his chest.

I tried to learn something about you this morning, Lieutenant. I talked to your deputy-chief, Ed Keeler, and he was unwilling to give us any records on you, but he did say youd been DEA before Fish and Game, so I called a friend at DEA. Did you ever know a Bob Cook at DEA?

No.

Well, hes high up and works out of D.C. He did some research and told me you left the DEA in 1989 after your team went down in Mexico. Everybody except you in one night and then you quit and went looking for the killers. You were obsessed with finding a man named Eugene Kline and at some point he came after you, or maybe he was already looking for you. Is that correct?

In a loose way.

You didnt find him but you had a close call that put you in the hospital. It scared you and you came home.

Is scared his word or yours?

Probably mine, and if its the wrong word, no offense.

The only reason Marquez could think of for Ruter to have made the call was that they considered him a possible suspect.

What Im getting at is you went after this Kline on your own and it cost you your job at DEA. They warned you off him several times. Cook read your file to me. He also said and I quote, you had a habitual disregard for procedure. His words.

My first thought when I saw those two chained to the tree was Kline.

Ruter smiled at his partner. So now hes here? From Mexico to Mendocino, huh. Is he following you?

We got close to him up in Humboldt once. You could check that with your new friend and hell probably tell you Kline is more diversified now.

Oh, I see, you still keep tabs. Do you do that through Fish and Game?

I havent talked to anybody about him in a couple of years.

Until today.

Until yesterday, Ruter.

It would have been better to have said nothing about Kline. He waited them out now, regretting having said a word. He pictured Klines long pale head, the deep-set eyes, and returned Ruters stare. Abruptly, Ruter pressed his palms onto the table and stood.

All right, Lieutenant, were done here today.

Marquez left the detectives sitting there and when he got out-side Petersen was arranging stuff in the back of her truck. Shed been in touch with the team, but nothing had changed with Li. He hadnt moved today. They picked up lunch and Marquez told her hed head south now to hook up with the Li surveillance. Petersen would watch Noyo and check further up the coast for Huegas boat.

After hed left Petersen and was driving back to the Bay Area, coming through slow traffic in Santa Rosa, Marquez took a call from Italy.

I tried you earlier, Katherine said, her voice low and husky.

I was in a meeting.

Separated after seven years of marriage, he didnt go two hours of any day without thinking about her and his stepdaughter, Maria. Theyd been apart now long enough to have some distance. Katherines friend, the marriage counselor whod suggested it, had insisted that separation helped couples talk things through and break patterns of conflict. Katherine and Maria had moved back into the house shed owned since before theyd married. Every other weekend or so, theyd come up to his house and stay the night as though they were guests. Sometimes theyd come for dinner during the week and then leave, and all of it felt completely unnat-ural and ate at him. It didnt seem to him that the separation had allowed them to get any nearer to sorting their problems out, and if anything, it had created a new distance in him. Hurt pride, perhaps. The counselors idea that they talk on the phone or meet for coffee seemed more a slow breaking away than anything else.

He knew Katherine was throwing herself at expanding her business. She had a coffee bar on Filbert Street in San Francisco that both the tourist magazines and the locals liked. She was close to opening another one in a little space south of Market on Spear Street. He still hadnt seen the new place. An Italian manufacturer of espresso machines had paid for a hotel stay in Rome and she was over there for five days. He didnt doubt what the manufacturer wanted, all shed had to come up with was the airline ticket. And he knew Katherine was trying to build a life that was financially secure and gave Maria a fair shot at a good college. Fish and Game paid one of the lowest salaries in law enforcement. You had to do a lot of interviewing and work hard to find a lower salary. You could do it, but only if you found a small enough city or went to work for one of the bankrupt Sierra counties and though Kath might say all day long that money never figured in, it did. It affected quality of life and it affected Marias chances.

He glanced at the dashboard clock, realized it was after midnight for her. She was in her hotel room with the windows wide open looking out over a piazza on a warm night.

Ive got this big bed, but no you, she said.

He didnt know how to answer, unsure whether she even meant it. They hadnt slept together in three months. He changed lanes without commenting. It looked like a fender-bender slowing traffic, two young guys scuffling on the highway shoulder.

Hows my Maria? she asked. Have you seen her?

No, weve been talking on the phone. She had a sleepover with Alice last night.

Is she eating?

She says she is. He added, Shes going to a movie tonight with her friends.

She shouldnt be doing that on a school night.

One night wont kill her grades.

Have you been home at all?

No.

Call waiting interrupted her response and then she wanted to hang up, telling him first that Maria was losing too much weight, that there was a problem that needed to be dealt with, now. He rolled to the incoming call. The reception was poor, the connection crackling with static, Daviess voice fading in and out.

That fat fuck of a detective is trying to figure out how to charge me with murder.

Then come back and defend yourself.

In the navy they taught us to be ready for anything.

Did they teach you to run away?

You can be pretty cold, Lieutenant.

Youre starting to look like a man hiding something.

You were in the service, werent you?

Marquez stared out through the windshield, still thinking about Katherine. He figured he was about to get Daviess justification for taking off.

I was in the marines getting ready to ship out of Oakland to Nam when the war ended, Marquez said.

You stayed in the world?

Thats right.

Lucky, man.

But there wasnt much about that year that was lucky. He remembered having a shaved head and getting spit on for wearing the uniform.

I was a SEAL until I hit a kid on a bike when I was driving home one night, Davies said.

Where was that?

Georgia. Whered you go when the marines let go of you.

Africa.

Africa?

You need to come back and keep talking to these detectives.

I didnt kill Stocker.

Then what are you afraid of?

Im out here getting answers.

Yeah, what answers? Where are you?

North of Shelter Cove up off the Lost Coast with that diver I told you about, Danny Huega. Im going to drop him on the beach up here when Im done with him.

Whats he doing on your boat?

Hes helping me put it together.

Put him on the phone.

He cant talk right now, Lieutenant.

Dont make another mistake.

Hey, its his mistake. He lied to the detectives.

Why would he lie?

Those detectives offered him a deal. See, hes got some old beefs with the county they can help him on, but were just getting to those details. After I get some answers hell be humping it down the beach toward Gitchell Creek. I think he can help you out, but Id get to him before that fat fuck and his sidekick.

Dont hang up.

Marquez tried to keep him on the line. He was pulling over onto the shoulder when the line went dead.
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Marquez called Ruter and related the Davies conversation, said it sounded to him like Huega would be dumped somewhere south of Punta Gorda, beyond the abandoned lighthouse, maybe between Sea Lion Gulch and Randall Creek. There were stretches where the cliffs were on top of you and the beach was a white ribbon that sleeper waves could cover completely. You had to keep your eye on the ocean, but there was no fog tonight and Huega would see a big wave well before it happened. Hed see a black hump rise and roll toward him with moonlight glistening off its shoulder.

You might ask the Coast Guard to take a run up there and see if they spot him on the beach, Marquez told Ruter.

Is he hurt?

He may be.

Thanks for the call.

Let me know what happens.

Ruter never answered. Marquez was in Oakland, a block and a half from Lis house, parked alongside an empty house for sale. A half-eaten burrito, two chicken tacos, and a thermos of coffee were on the passenger seat. The food would carry him until another SOU warden, Cairo, took over after midnight. Lately, hed been liv-ing off Mexican food; fish tacos, burritos, tostaditos, guacamole, and chips. Since Katherine and Maria had moved out hed barely been to the store, other than for the most basic staples and for din-ner on the nights they came over. He had tomatoes growing on the deck, wrapped in chicken wire to keep the deer off. Hed make a dinner out of bread, tomatoes, peanut butter, and rum or beer.

He had all his gear with him tonight, two guns, the takedown vest, all the cameras and night vision equipment, everything he needed if Li rolled, though the team reported that Li hadnt left the house all day. He thought more about Davies as he sat in the darkness. Davies had gone over some edge and the question was whether it was before hed called from Guyanno or after. He reached over and closed up the bag with the tacos, lowered his window, and leaned back in his seat. Another hour went by and then his phone rang.

Daviess voice was remorseful, slowed, and thick. He slid against a knife, Lieutenant, but hes fine. Hes onshore. I dropped him. He got cut when the boat pitched, but it was no big deal, maybe a couple inches long, a quarter-inch deep. Hes walking out to Gitchell Creek. Youll want to pick him up there. Thats going to be a good time to lean on him.

How much farther do you want to cross over the line?

But Davies didnt seem to hear him.

I got some information from him and he got on the phone for me. We made some calls to his friends. You sit Danny down, Lieu-tenant, and hell talk to you. Put his feet to the fire, though. Thats the way to get results.

Bring your boat in, Mark. He hoped this Huega was okay, figured he probably was, and felt a quiet regret for Davies, whod be looking at prison time for this. Youre blowing it; theyve got an all-points bulletin out on you.

If I come in Ill be sitting in a cell with some dweeb-ass county defender trying to tell me to plead guilty because hes never won a case in his life. You dont have to tell me I fucked up today, Lieu-tenant. He hung up.

Marquez stared at Lis house after Davies clicked off. He phoned Ruter, left a message, and was surprised by a call back two hours later.

We got him, Ruter said, and were looking for Huega. You ready to admit you were wrong about Davies? Maybe you ought to check out your informants more carefully.

Do you have anything tying him to the killings? Marquez asked.

No one is going to teach you anything about denial, Marquez. You could write the goddamned book. Ill call you after we sit down with him.
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