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      An evil brew muddied the Upper Normandy sky, even before the sun surrendered to the cityscape’s shadows off to their west. Locals claimed this was a cursed ship. Sailors were a superstitious lot. Hooglie Maisé didn’t buy into any of that nonsense. Not really.

      In the bustling port of LeHavre, the water reeked of long-dead fish floating on its oily surface. The seven mooring lines of his beloved ship—each as big around as his forearms—creaked and strained.

      Hooglie planned to take a monumental risk on this voyage—to be his fourth aboard the Grand Francaise. He knew his way around. Le Capitaine paid well—too well for their enterprise to be entirely legal. Besides, scuttlebutt held that they’d carry more special cargo than ever this trip.

      As for earlier voyages, this special cargo had made its way to LeHavre from the Gostan Valley in Afghanistan. Word had spread within a tight circle. Only one cargo from that region was worth the expense and secrecy. Now it was his turn. Hooglie was among le capitaine’s most trusted. He’d leverage that trust after he helped load those crates. He even knew about their false bottoms. Yes, it was his turn. If he survived.
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        * * *

      

      The stout breeze stunk like wet death. Appropriate, Capitaine Jacques Laurent mused. He’d likely lose one or two of his crew before reaching Halifax, 3,000 miles to their west across a violent North Atlantic. Perhaps we’ll lose one crew member in particular as soon as we clear port. The price of doing business, yes? He often paid a high price in human lives, the highest in the fleet. He shrugged. His vessel required a 22-man crew, but they’d get by with fewer than 20.

      The captain contemplated yet another routine crossing. Each had become a dreary affair. Lost in thought, the pudgy man with pock-marked cheeks listened to the clanging, grinding, and whining of heavy cargo-handling equipment between the wharf and this old tub. His men worked like dogs alongside the wharf rats. Soon they’d finish loading and securing cargo for this trip, except for the last of it—the trio of crates destined for his refrigerated hold halfway toward the bow—the front of the ship.

      The huge hatches to his forward cargo holds nearest the bow still lay rolled open—maws that swallowed three large crates, his specials for this trip. He displayed his typical intense expression as a single crane hoisted them up, over, and down into his possession. Great rewards demand ever greater risks, yes?

      Midnight approached. He peered toward the soon-to-be-deserted wharf 20-odd feet below his bridge wing. His sausage fingers clutched the rust-flaked railing. Forklifts and loadmasters scurried for the safety of their lairs—like cockroaches to their hides—now that they’d finished loading his precious cargo.

      His 30-foot-square hatches clanked as they slid shut under the force of deck motors the size of small automobiles. That clanking prompted him to task his mechanical crew with lubricating those motors and tracks, likely encrusted with salt crystals from sea spray. How many more voyages will this old rust bucket endure before costing Sur-Rapide more to maintain than she’s worth?
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        * * *

      

      Commandant Javier LeCompteau, second-in-command aboard the Grand Francaise, stood tall and attentive to the little man’s right on the starboard bridge wing. Addressing LeCompteau, Capitaine Laurent barked, “Watch that loader down there, Numéro Deux. His nose grows ever more itchy, yes?”

      “Sir, Hooglie is one of our most trusted crew members. This will be his fourth crossing with us. But I’ve noticed, too. Should he disappear?”

      “Take on a couple extra hands as insurance. We’ll decide later whether the sea claims another of her own. Visit our friend at the Cork ’n Bottle. There’s still time before our departure. He’s a talented recruiter, and a fair hand at keeping rats off our ships.”

      “Oui, Capitaine. And I will ensure any new recruits remain sober once they’re aboard. Sir.”

      “For as long as they survive, anyway. Correct, Numéro Deux?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      The newly minted Sergeant Sam Travis was first up and out of the house, with Kate in the shower and Brian loading up his backpack for school. “Don’t forget your lunch in the fridge, Bri’!”

      Sam’s almost-fourteen-year-old son from his first wife hated school-provided lunches and made it a point to bring his own. Besides, he loves my sandwiches. After his first wife died from breast cancer three years earlier, learning to cook was a matter of survival. Turned out he enjoyed preparing a fine meal ever since.

      

      A day like this, cloudy with winds out of the southwest, often meant warm temps were about to turn chilly. Winds threatened to shift—to come from the northwest. And that predicted a visit from Canada’s coldest air of the season.

      Sam jumped into his official cruiser and headed to the cleaners in the village to pick up his uniforms. He enjoyed the short drive out of the Berkshire Hills down to Tyringham in the Hop Brook Valley. Needed to retrieve his entire collection of uniform shirts, both of his dress uniforms, as well as his four BDUs. He smiled at the old Marine term Battle Dress Uniforms for daily use. Every one of them needed his new sergeant stripes sewn on.

      He also received his new gold badge from Lt. Paul O’Neill, his immediate supervisor, with congratulations and a firm handshake. That was it. No ceremony. The department did send a memo announcing his promotion to sergeant. LT informed Sam that in his occasional absence, Sam would supervise Paul’s entire region, too. He had not considered this added responsibility. He’d take it seriously enough, though.

      Sam had surrendered his silver badge with a bit of reluctance and sadness. Badges were personal. His boss said, “As a new sergeant, you’ll still be in charge of your district. That means several towns and their surrounding countryside are still under your watch as a Western Massachusetts State Environmental Police Officer.” Everyone called them EPOs. “Plus, when an officer of an adjacent district is on leave or sick, you’ll still also be responsible for both your and the absent EPO’s districts, Sam.”

      Other officers pitched in whenever it got hectic, which was most of the time. Lieutenants managed even more territory—six or seven districts. This meant covering a huge chunk of real estate within the Commonwealth. And that came with managing more people, civilian complaints, cases to be worked… a shit-load more work. And we are forever under-staffed. But this is the gig, eh, soldier?

      

      That’s how he still thought of himself—a soldier who pushed through the pain—physical, emotional, whatever. Somehow, he slogged through any fresh dung heap threatened to suffocate him. But he did love his job. What else am I even qualified for, except another law enforcement job I’d care less about?

      Sam enjoyed  spending time in the kitchen, listening to Chris Isaak rockabilly tunes, working on new recipes. But outside of his home,  he didn’t talk about his penchant for the culinary arts. He didn’t want his officers to picture him wearing an apron. He fancied himself a pretty damn good cook, unlike most cops, he figured. I guess I’m not entirely predictable!

      

      Sam hated living in the past, especially his own. His mother was an alcoholic, and dear old dad was a state trooper who was never around. Like me? But he’d also not deny what got him here. Three recent cases had fast-tracked his promotion to sergeant.

      First, he and his team closed down and prosecuted twenty-nine wildlife slaughterers in a multi-state and international bear-poaching operation. That case splashed all over the national news, Time, Newsweek, a bunch of other publications, and became the subject of a National Geographic feature documentary.

      Second, working with the FBI, Sam had arrested two monsters who murdered and raped four women in three states along the Appalachian Trail.

      And third, working with the FBI again, Sam’s efforts helped to thwart a major domestic terrorism attack in Boston Harbor.

      He almost died in each of those cases. One of them got his son kidnapped and his new wife—then girlfriend—beaten to a pulp. After all that, his high score on the sergeant’s exam finally cinched his trio of stripes and a gold shield. So, was it worth what it cost ya, Sam? Even after work invaded my home?

      

      Awards from the FBI adorned his home office wall, too. As two of the principles on the Appalachian case, both he and Captain Larry Jamison, his boss’s boss who nearly died alongside him, received the FBI Star. That was a big deal, they said. Whatever.

      In a private ceremony at FBI Headquarters, they also awarded Behavioral Analyst Agent Letty Mather the Medal of Meritorious Service and the Medal of Valor. She’d helped Sam on the Appalachian case. But God forbid the feebs should ever include everyone involved that contributed to that award, not that Sam gave a shit about awards. But he stood on principle, and that’s the way the feebs ran their show. Another reason for the distrust of feds by local and state law enforcement. Not that he was a Boy Scout, especially when fraying ethical boundaries on an undercover gig.

      

      Despite the rough miles already behind him, Sam was proud as he walked out of the cleaners with his plastic bag of updated uniforms now slung over his left shoulder. Some local folks in the know even showed their appreciation and acknowledged his bravery and sacrifice with a nod or a faux salute. Small town. The local papers had displayed pictures of the award ceremony. So much for undercover work—around here, anyway.

      He brought his uniforms home, slid into one of the short-sleeved shirts, and buttoned it. Stared at the stripes in the mirror and pinned on the gold badge with unabashed pride. But not without a pang of guilt, knowing the price he and his family had already paid. But he had work to do. Enough of this self-indulgent BS.

      His new bride Kate, a newspaper reporter, sometimes an investigative journalist, stood in the doorway. Without uttering a word, Sam sensed her watching him with her own obvious pride. Her dazzling smile, capable of melting glaciers, was on full display. Has she forgiven me yet for almost getting all of us killed last year?
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        * * *

      

      Kate swelled with pride. She said, “Well, well, a brand-new sergeant.” The stripes wouldn’t change the man she loved. At least, that was her fervent hope; although she couldn’t guarantee she would ever be her same old self. Still, she posted up a genuine smile of pride. “Well deserved, and now we look forward to the next promotion, right, Sarge?”

      Sam looked a little embarrassed, but he smiled too, turned, closed the distance between them, and hugged her. Both quivered… in… what? Recovery? “Thanks, hon. But that’s a long way off. I gotta run and you do too!”

      A little love pat landed on her solid tush. She whooped. After a brief kiss, they both hustled their separate ways. Just as if all was right with the world.
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      The special cargo aboard the French freighter Grand Francaise had arrived by truck from a faraway land, various private agencies having bribed the usual border patrol agents through multiple countries.

      Three-inch black letters stenciled three rough-hewn wooden crates, each the size of a large commercial refrigerator, identifying their contents as BAIT. More specifically, they had labeled one crate SQUID, one SARDINES, and one HERRING. No one asked questions. Each box featured a false bottom. That’s what made them special.

      Only six trusted souls, including veteran loader Hooglie Maisé, had off-loaded the truck and navigated those special crates into one of the refrigerated holds aboard the Francaise. Red signs and a high-security lock warned people to stay out:

      
        
        RESTRICTED AREA

        NO ENTRY BEYOND THIS POINT

      

      

      On this special hold’s steel door that stood nine feet tall, only the captain and the commandant knew the five-number combination of its lock. Or so they thought. They’d both felt this was overkill, and said so, even with the extraordinary value of this portion of their cargo. But knowing the severe consequences of losing or exposing their product, this notion of overkill flew by as a fleeting notion.

      They kept the other sixteen crew members quarantined on the wharf until the trusted had secured this trio of large crates. They’d completed the final loading in darkness at 0300 hours. Only the harsh mercury-vapor lights on the wharf cut through the night. Looked like pools of hope to be left behind—abandoned.
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      Massachusetts EPOs needed to be jacks of all trades and masters of every one. Great satisfaction came with those high expectations. That also meant practice. Sam planned to meet another EPO for an off-the-books training exercise. He met John Comeaux, who had earned his excellent record. He was also one of Sam’s trusted friends who ran an adjoining district.

      Sam created this shot chasing exercise to hone their skills. They’d often receive complaints about gunshots in remote areas with little or no additional information. That made it difficult to determine where the shots originated. Especially with only the sketchiest location and direction information from untrained civilians, or law enforcement, for that matter.

      For example, when an EPO on foot patrol in a wooded area heard a shot, it was always tough to track. Considering echoes in a mountainous area, it was damn near impossible to pinpoint a single shot. But multiple shots significantly improved the odds of locating the shooter.

      That’s why smart wildlife poachers didn’t like to shoot more than once. Many resorted to using bows and arrows, and crossbows. In their illicit business, silence was golden. The range and accuracy of these deadly weapons using the latest bow-and-arrow technology had improved by orders of magnitude in recent years.

      If a poacher wounded an animal, they’d be reluctant to fire again unless they had no choice. They’d rather track a wounded deer or bear and finish the job with a knife. Another common but nasty technique? They’d shove the barrel of their gun deep into the ear of a downed animal and fire a round into the brain to finish it. The animal’s skull acts like a silencer. Yeah, stealth is a poacher’s best friend. And information is an EPO’s best friend.

      Sam positioned himself midway up a ridge with EPO Comeaux about a half-mile distant on the opposite side of a valley. Comeaux was to fire a single .308 caliber round into the ground. For this shot-chasing exercise, Sam needed to determine where that shot came from by using not only auditory skills to locate Comeaux, but also his tracking acumen. Practice.

      Both officers carried portable radios. The exercise began. Comeaux fired a round. Sam heard it. Did it originate from the other side of the valley? He thought so. He started hiking in that direction.
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        * * *

      

      Comeaux picked up his brass, like an experienced poacher. Ballistic evidence was rock solid. No one with any poaching brains left a spent round on the ground. Comeaux walked a hundred yards from where he’d fired his shot. Found a suitable dead log on which to plant his hungry ass where he wolfed down a sandwich and a bottle of water he retrieved from his backpack. An hour drifted away.
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        * * *

      

      As Sam walked, he took in the lay of the land. Aided by his binoculars, he identified a logical place to narrow down his search area. He climbed up the mountain slope. After another half hour, with no luck, he admitted defeat.

      Sam radioed Comeaux and asked for his location. A quarter mile off. Shit! But this is why we practice. Round two. Comeaux changed location, as did Sam, and they repeated the exercise. Shot fired, and the search was on.

      This time, Sam was deep in concentration when Comeaux fired the shot. He followed his ears and his instincts. The goal was for that to be second nature to both men. 45 minutes later, Sam resorted to leveraging his tracking skills. He spotted heel marks and leaf scuffs by getting his eyes right down on the ground. He determined Comeaux’s stride and his vector. This was exacting work.

      Sam returned to the last known confirmed track, where he re-evaluated Comeaux’s heading. Track, backtrack, re-evaluate every assumption and earlier observations. At last, he found where Comeaux had slipped on some wet leaves, scraped ‘em off his boot on a large boulder. Got him. He found his friend and colleague leaning up against a tree.

      Now, Sam’s objective was surprise. No, he wanted to scare the shit out of his quarry. As silent as a ghost, he walked up behind Comeaux to within ten feet and shouted, “Freeze!” It became rather self-evident that Comeaux damn-near soiled his britches. But he recovered and said too casually to be credible, “Took you long enough, Sarge.”

      This was the first time anyone other than Kate had called him that, and he didn’t know how to react. He smiled and said, “Okay, your turn.”

      As the day passed, both men grew weary, but also more confident in locating shots fired. They both admitted to feeling pleased about improving a seldom-used and seldom-practiced skill set.
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      Harried hands and machines on the expansive wharf had hustled non-stop for the last nine hours. This bee-hive of activity to load the Grande Francaise with 50,000 tons of iron ore destined this cargo for the Port of Halifax, Nova Scotia. She also conveyed washers, dryers, refrigerators, and hundreds of crates listed as “miscellaneous supplies” on her manifest.

      Dozens of port employees had slaved for non-union wages to load the Francaise and the other two ships like her on this mammoth wharf. Stevedores had driven lift trucks or wrestled smaller crates into place for transfer to the ship with nets and cranes. Operators had manipulated the massive cranes overhead, and port trucks fed their payloads to conveyors below.

      Now, however, the constant din on the wharf had subsided. With their tasks for the day complete, most headed for one of several all-night watering holes nearby. These rowdy rat traps catered to thirsty second- and third-shift longshoremen—the wharf rats who worked hard and played hard. They called themselves wharfies. The cheap booze offered little more than short-term oblivion.

      Of course, the port manager had met with le capitaine of the Francaise. He’d received a generous gift. In return, the port boss not only looked the other way, he’d manage the expectations of fussy customs inspectors within his domain. This had cleared the way for a certain trio of large crates containing commercial bait to make their way into the cavernous interior of the Francaise’s select refrigerated hold without more than a cursory inspection. It was understood. This entire operation hummed along like a well-oiled machine. No, it was more like the well-practiced performance of a larcenous ballet.

      

      With a 65-foot beam and over 400 feet long—half the length of a small aircraft carrier—the Francaise needed at least 22 feet of water when she was empty, more when loaded. That width, length, and her voluminous cargo-carrying capacity defined her as a queen of mid-sized cargo ships.

      The load master ensured the vessel’s balance—an even keel—to prevent later problems in severe weather, or especially when heavily loaded and at top speed. If some cargo were to shift during a violent North Atlantic storm, she’d remain stable. Probably.

      Her top speed was a respectable 15 knots, more with favorable wind and sea conditions. Not only was she big and capable, she was fast, despite her age and deteriorating condition.

      Capitaine Laurent, a 22-year veteran of the open sea, had made a hundred or more Atlantic crossings. He’d lost count. That’s what log books were for, which were little more than necessary evils. The crew rarely spotted him anywhere except at the helm station on his huge bridge. They’d sometimes see him on deck. They’d greet him as Capitaine or Sir. No pleasantries. He neither expected nor sought any.
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        * * *

      

      Maritime law mandated that while at sea, the captain was judge and jury. No one questioned his reasons for throwing anyone into the brig for any violation without recourse. Or when he denied rations, perhaps nothing but bread and water. With this captain, those whom he deemed a danger to his operation often met their end. Perhaps by a rogue wave or they’d consumed too much rum with an accidental slip over the side. Or so the official reports reflected.

      Of course they’d report such unfortunate tragedies to Les Garde-cotes Francais—the French Coast Guard. The crew would offer a moment of silence on deck upon hearing a monotone announcement of such accidents over the tinny ship-wide speakers. They’d shed no tears, nor make any inquiries. Then it was back to work 20 seconds later. Or else. A lucrative salary made their hazardous existence tolerable.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, at 0500, an ill wind and an ebbing tide tugged at the Grand Francaise’s rust-encrusted hull. The huge mooring lines twisted and creaked as they stretched and sighed to remind anyone listening they performed their job, too. The long fore-and-aft spring lines protested the loudest as the tidal surge of the Seine’s estuary teased them. Even Mother Nature seemed to draw this ship, her crew, and her special cargo, closer to an ignominious fate.

      Some along the wharf whispered the Francaise carried a curse as part of her freight, or maybe they just carried cargos that demanded a steep price to be paid in lives throughout the years. Sailors were a superstitious lot. The captain had heard such tawdry scuttlebutt in the waterfront watering holes he frequented. Some said too frequently. He thought, Anyone who utters such gibberish aboard my ship will deal with lungs full of water, and perhaps a bullet or two for good measure.
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      A hiker on the Appalachian Trail—the A.T.—where it passed through Western Massachusetts, relayed a “shot fired” complaint. This was just a day after EPOs Travis and Comeaux practiced shot chasing. The EPO communications center in Boston relayed the message. Coincidence? The complainant reported he’d heard the shot in Beartown State Forest. He was wrong.

      The hiker received a cell call from Sergeant Travis, who asked him several questions to clarify his location when the shot rang out. The hiker did his best, but it wasn’t much to go on. He reported a single shot—no doubt a poacher’s shot.

      After quizzing the caller on what landmarks he’d seen, Sam started out near Round Mountain. He checked the area on foot. From there, he looked for signs of vehicles, human tracks, or any evidence of recent human activity. The rather small mountain, especially compared to the surrounding Berkshire Hills, was so named because of the mile-long circular trail around it.

      Logging roads crisscrossed Round Mountain, which was covered in red oaks, white birches, and swamp maples with a sizable track of swampland near its base. Part way up one slope, beavers dammed up the stream that fed a small swampy area. That allowed water to remain in that wetland up here year-round. Moose fed in this area because they favored underwater plants and vegetation.
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        * * *

      

      Sam froze as he spotted a large cow, a female moose, wading thigh-deep in the rich weeds. He kneeled behind a blackberry thicket. The cow’s ears flinched. Has she heard me? She scanned her world with sharp eyes and a sensitive nose. Satisfied there was no immediate danger, she continued to munch away.

      Time passed as Sam indulged in simply watching her. By far and away, he loved this part of his job the most—the peaceful communing with Mother Nature. And catching the bad guys that violated her. The magnificent cow finished eating and sloshed onto dry land. She shook off the chilled water and scanned her surroundings again, just in case. A cautious one, alright.

      A light breeze fanned the vast white birch tree overhead. The fragrant leaves whispered to Sam. The round mountain’s dimness had hovered over him, but now yielded to the rising sun’s warmth and light. Sam smiled. He wondered, Just how many shades of green are possible?

      At about 8:40 am, another shot rang out. The shot came from a rifle. And it was close. Leveraging yesterday’s shot-chasing exercise with John Comeaux, Sam hiked to the top of the mountain, a thirty-minute climb, for a better perspective. This time of year, hunting regulations banned rifles for certain animals.

      Sam was familiar with every logging road off Round Mountain, and there were only a couple of places where a poacher might stash his vehicle from prying eyes in the general direction of that second shot. A quick-time hustle to each of those places revealed a mid-sized green pickup at the third one off to the side of an old logging header—little more than a trail—with camouflaged netting over the truck. The owner did not want his truck discovered. Sam’s poacher’s truck, for sure. He concealed himself 75 feet away.

      With his trusty old Pentax 8x35 binoculars, he spotted and called in the plate on his portable radio in a hushed tone. He listened over the earpiece so only he’d hear the radio’s squawk. Is the poacher nearby? The comm center reported the plate came back to a local man named Richard Cellini, who lived on Field Street in Lee.

      Sam figured he had some time, so he jogged back to retrieve his cruiser, a quarter-mile away. Kicked his ride into four-wheel-drive-low—he needed it—to block this poacher’s truck and to prevent his escape. This guy was a local Sam had seen around. He ran Cellini’s name through various law enforcement databases. This guy popped for previous trouble with New York’s EnCon—their Environmental Conservation Police—and with other EPOs here in Mass, but not with Sam. He was good, lucky, or both.

      Sam then approached the trail that surrounded the mountain uphill from the vehicles. A severe incline provided a perfect blind side to anyone approaching. Mr. Poacher would soon find out. Now, beginning his quick but silent descent back down to the most likely trail that led back to the trucks, he chose his steps with care. The percussive crack of a dry twig snapping carried a long way, especially with no wind to mask it. Sam chose his spot, then stood, and waited in a concealed position between where he figured the poacher would descend the trail and his pickup.
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        * * *

      

      On his way back to his truck, Dick Cellini squinted his eyes. He peered down the trail and spotted the dark green four-wheel-drive SUV with a state seal on its doors. Shit! And they’d parked it on a forty-five-degree angle to the trail. Blocked his only exit.

      With few options, Cellini continued towards his truck. Yup, this is gonna cost me!
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      Game time. Sam slipped out from behind a large oak to the middle of the trail behind the poacher like a ghost. It was obvious the perp had killed an animal. He’d have taken the best parts and made a beeline back to his truck. Like he was doing right now. A light breeze now fanned the forest and foretold of an inevitable confrontation. The sun dappled the uneven ground under the surrounding oaks and hemlocks as it peeked in and out of cotton candy clouds.

      Experienced poachers knew the loins and hindquarters of their prey were the choice parts. They’d leave the rest to the bears and coyotes, or to rot. They called the loins backstraps. And they’d be in this guy’s huge backpack.

      Sam’s right hand rested on the butt of his trusty Smith and Wesson .357 revolver. Many found his right-side holster peculiar, given that he was left-handed and left-eye dominant. He shot well with either hand, like one percent of the entire planet’s population. This was part of his training, which he’d found helpful in countless situations. He practiced this skill with regularity. Strapping his piece on his right side kept that mindset front and center—at the bullseye of his consciousness. Not that I’m obsessive-compulsive or anything. Yeah, keep telling yourself that, soldier.
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        * * *

      

      Dick Cellini had slung his rifle—a Remington Model 700—over his right shoulder. This thirty-ought-six was his favorite rifle. He owned many. Dick wore head-to-toe green camouflaged clothing, no hat. Hats are for sissies. Carried a large backpack over his left shoulder that contained a couple of large backstraps from the moose he’d killed less than two hours earlier. It had taken a second shot after almost an hour of tracking her.

      Cellini was a large man with broad shoulders. He felt he was in good shape for 40, the graying hair sprouting at his temples notwithstanding. He hiked with ease, even carrying a few extra pounds of his own, plus the moose meat in his pack. The choice hindquarters of his large moose, however, were too large and heavy to portage out. He’d return at twilight with a meat saw to haul them out one at a time. And that’s when an unexpected sound behind him scared the bajeezus out of him.
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        * * *

      

      It was obvious to Sam the guy’s pack was heavy. A baseball sized red stain in the bottom right corner looked like blood. As he stood in the middle of the trail, now fifteen paces behind this big-boned poacher, he cleared his throat. Cellini stopped, jerked in surprise. He wheeled a one-eighty, froze, and stared at Sam in full uniform, minus a hat. Sam hated hats.

      He growled a command to this poacher. It was not a request. “Mr. Cellini, slowly remove your rifle from your shoulder and place it on the ground.” Sam didn’t like what he saw in this guy’s eyes. With his right hand resting atop his unsnapped holster, Sam said, “Don’t even think about it. You’d be signing your death warrant.”

      After the initial shock and Sam’s warning, Cellini’s eyes still darted around as his brain weighed his options, calculating cause and effect. Sam continued, louder now, “You have only one smart choice here.” His hand shifted from resting on the butt of his revolver to gripping it. But he stopped short of drawing it. For the moment.

      A deep exhale from Cellini signaled he now resigned himself to his fate. He laid his rifle down on the bed of leaves at his feet. “Now turn around and get on your knees, ankles crossed. Right now.” He complied while issuing grunts of disgust. Sam approached with caution, knowing from hard-earned experience this was the sweet spot for fight or flight.

      Still three healthy paces back, Sam unsnapped his cuffs from his equipment belt. Most don’t realize that cuffs carry a certain heft. They’re a decent fallback weapon if you grip one cuff and sling the dangler with force toward the side of a perp’s head. Like a cop’s martial arts nun-chucks. Looked like this one was complying, though. Not as stupid as he looks.

      “Sir, remove your backpack and place it to your right. Then put your hands behind your back. Do nothing other than what you are told. You are under arrest for several hunting violations which I will explain to you in a moment.”

      Sam cuffed him. Recited the Miranda notification. Then, nudged his boot in the center of this poacher’s back where his butt rested on his haunches. Now confident he was in control, Sam recovered the backpack. Opened the zipper. As he suspected, he spotted the tops of two bloody moose loins. Backstraps.

      He slung the hefty pack over his own left shoulder. He’d take samples from each of the loins and send them to the State Lab for testing to ensure they were, in fact, moose meat. Some EPOs assumed their testimony was evidence enough. He’d not make that mistake. Even with a moose carcass a short distance from where they stood, minus its loins, he’d need DNA testing to match those loins to that carcass. A good EPO left nothing to chance between arrest and conviction. Protocol existed for a reason.

      Sam hoisted his big prisoner to his feet with little effort. At 37, he was in his prime. Besides, it was important to show physical superiority, even to a cuffed offender. Less chance of a surprise head butt or leg sweep from a detainee. This was an attitude instilled by his training in the military as well as at the EPO and State Police academies. “Sir, you are under arrest for the illegal possession of moose meat, closed season, firearms violations, and more.”

      Cellini remained silent. A fifth amendment exercise. No problem. No need for conversation right then and there, anyway. They completed the walk back to the vehicles in silence. Cellini chuffed several times, sounding pissed at himself. Sam guessed not from guilt, but from getting caught.

      He opened the rear door of his cruiser and pushed Cellini’s head down as he dropped into the caged rear seat. With his prisoner secure, he retrieved his camera and retraced Cellini’s footsteps back up the trail. Within ten minutes, he came upon the dead female moose. The carcass lay near the expanse of a large six-foot-deep swamp surrounded by higher ground. Probably spring-fed this high up. An experienced knife had indeed removed its loins. This guy had done so many times. Sam took copious photos and notes.

      

      He returned to his cruiser. Slipped into the driver’s seat to call it in now that he had a solid case… with evidence—photographic and eyewitness. “Unit 21 with one in custody. Call Harris’s tow company to retrieve a pickup truck belonging to one Richard Cellini.” He reported the plate number and location as precisely as possible.

      “Also, please ten-three John Leahey.” That was code for make a phone call to the president of the local rod and gun club who’d retrieve the carcass with help from club members. They’d process the cow and deliver the meat to a local food bank—minus a steak or two. “Have John call me if he’s unable to locate the female moose carcass, please.”

      Roxie, the new dispatcher, replied with her angelic voice, “Roger that, Sergeant. ” Sam wondered what she looked like. He walked back to scour the crime scene one more time to search for spent cartridges. Looked like two shots had indeed taken down the moose. Two spent cartridges would tie Cellini’s gun to the moose. He did not find them. Cellini had done this before. No rookie, this one. He’d either tossed them or tucked them into one of his pockets. Sam bet on the latter. Cellini also looked like the type who re-loaded his own ammo. Need the cartridges for that.

      They departed the scene without a single word between officer and offender.
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      Sur-Rapide Exports owned the French freighter Grand Francaise, a member of their small fleet of trans-Atlantic ships. They cared about ore and appliances, but the “miscellaneous supplies” such as shipments of commercial bait, grew vital to their profitability, especially from this voyage. Margins had been diminishing, and these bait shipments meant producing financials that avoided awkward discussions with their ruthless investors who were… demanding. That called for risky rapid expansion into marginal markets.

      And of late, Capitaine Laurent’s specific financials had been shrinking. He claimed adverse weather events took their toll. So, Sur-Rapide’s watchdogs had kept him under scrutiny, and he did not appreciate that one bit.

      Of dubious reputation in its own right, Sur-Rapide, whose name translated to “safe and fast” in English, possessed expertise in concealing illicit profits in numerous foreign accounts. Each advance in surveillance technology, however, along with increased cooperation among international law enforcement agencies, threatened to expose their less-public ventures. Their board of directors now re-evaluated their entire business model. That analysis focused less on profit versus loss, and more on risk versus reward.

      Pivotal decisions loomed on their horizon.
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        * * *

      

      Capitaine Laurent’s first mate aboard the Francaise, his second in command, Javier LeCompteau, oversaw the day-to-day operation of the ship. Everyone called him Commandant, or just Javier. The crew viewed him as approachable even though he was also Capitaine Laurent’s enforcer while underway. They need not be entirely aware of how profoundly I affect their lives on behalf of le capitaine. If they had any idea….

      For example, Javier levied unequivocal wrath on any crew member caught in the restricted area of the hold. Everyone knew that. Nobody uttered a word if an offender disappeared. Nobody dared ask questions. The understanding? Keep your eyes, ears and mouth shut. The commandant often said, “God gave you two ears and one mouth. Listen more, talk less.” Any issues? You took them to Javier, not to the captain. Everyone said you did not bother le capitaine with menial shit. Or with anything, for that matter.

      However, neither did Commandant LeCompteau suffer fools. He was a capable man who’d once put down three men—with ease—the stuff of Francaise shipboard legend. He was not a large man at five-foot-ten and 190 pounds, but he was solid and muscular and clever like a demon. In short sleeves and shorts, crewcut hair, with dark penetrating eyes, the commandant fostered well-deserved respect and fear. He carried himself like a military man. The crew heard rumors he was a former French Legionnaire. No one to fuck with. Kill you as easily as look at you. The reason didn’t matter. Was he 35 or 55? No one dared or cared to ask.
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      When they searched moose poacher Richard Cellini at the Mass State Police barracks, they discovered two spent shells in his right front pocket. He hadn’t figured on getting caught. No one ever does. They placed him in a cell without a word where he’d await the Clerk Magistrate for bail. Sam double-checked he’d had Cellini remove his shoelaces. Protocol.

      Then, “What do you have to say for yourself, Mr. Cellini?”

      Cellini responded, “Phone call. Lawyer.”

      Sam said, “Sure thing, as soon as I button up a few things.”

      Trooper Ronnie Jackson worked the desk and commented to Sam, “Got a quiet one this time, huh?”

      Sam said, “Better than a combative screamer or a spitter, Ronnie.”

      Cellini had been through the system before. Sam then tagged and photographed the rifle and placed the guy’s belongings in an evidence bag. The loins needed refrigeration. Sam had his own refrigerator/freezer in the garage at the barracks. He’d found it at a tag sale for 50 bucks.

      Yeah, Sam had done this before, too. Trooper Jackson asked him if he wanted to run Cellini for wants, warrants, NCIC—the National Crime Information Center—and other databases. Sam said, “Yes, please. I had our dispatcher run him, but check PACER, too.” That was the database called Public Access to Court Electronic Records database. Sam chuckled to himself. I wonder who names these databases? Somebody dug deep for that one.

      Turns out Cellini had accumulated a decent jacket with law enforcement in neighboring New York state for fish and wildlife violations, and now in Massachusetts, too. Nothing heavy, but an obvious asshole. His priors included neighborhood disputes, traffic violations, possession of stolen goods, and disorderly conduct. Plus, several game violations rounded out his dance card. Yup, an asshole. Sam left him there at the barracks after securing the evidence against this moose poacher.

      To Ronnie, he said, “Hey, you’re bored and looking to get on the log for activity besides pet cats in a tree, Ronnie. I get it.” Yeah, ever the wise-ass. But he and the troopers with whom he worked shared a shit-ton of mutual respect. Same with the local PDs.

      He was the brunt of razzing, too. He’d retaliated last week with a road-killed skunk planted behind one of the state cruisers down for repairs. It took ‘em two days to find it. And so, the playfulness continued. The barracks commander, Lt. Bobby Silverman, approached Sam and asked for a word.

      Sam thought, Uh oh! The skunk is gonna be an issue. Its stench still hung in the air. “Have a seat, Sergeant, and congratulations on the well-deserved promotion.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Sam always respected the rank, but not necessarily the person.

      The lieutenant sat down behind his desk. Formal, not friendly-like. “It appears our mutual playfulness has reached a point where we need to put the brakes on it for a while. The captain visited yesterday. We used the excuse that a trooper ran over a skunk and its sac burst open, sprayed the undercarriage. It’s parked outside to be de-fumigated, and pressure washed.”

      Sam never admitted to doing the deed, but everyone got it. Almost brought a smile to his face, but he dared not let the lieutenant see that. He added, “I am declaring a temporary truce to the fun and games. You good with that, Sergeant?”

      “Yessir, I am. Sure stinks in here, even with your windows open.”

      The lieutenant smiled a little and said, “Dismissed.” They shook hands, and Sam smiled all the way out once he’d turned his back.

      

      After leaving the barracks, about ten minutes down the road, he noticed a terrible odor that got worse by the minute. What the hell?  30 minutes later, he stopped. No choice. It was that bad. He pulled over, shut off his cruiser’s engine and popped the hood, and hopped out. As he rounded the grill guarded by his brush guard, it was impossible to miss the two-foot-long catfish, half-cooked, on the almost-red-hot exhaust manifold. He smiled and said to himself, Revenge is a dish best served cold, unlike this catfish.

      No one at the barracks said a word about grilled catfish on his two subsequent visits. Neither did he. This transcended words. On his way out after that second visit, he spotted State Police cruiser #774 at the gas pump. Sam knew who drove 774 whenever possible, not that it mattered, but this was Karma at its best. His unofficial investigation revealed Trooper Rackner had planted that fish under Sam’s hood. And now, a golden opportunity. But cameras monitored that pump. He knew if the lieutenant found out what he was about to perpetrate, he’d be in for a seriously healthy ass-chewing, especially after agreeing to a ceasefire, half-cooked catfish or not.

      Naturally, Sam planted just a small spike-horn buck’s antler under the Billy Rackner’s driver’s seat so it protruded upward through that seat three inches right where Billy would plop his butt. Sam knew how to avoid cameras, even though it would require getting his BDU laundered. So worth it. He skedaddled, but didn’t go far.

      Sam turned off a side street where he surveilled 774. Trooper Rackner came out, still talking with someone as he dropped into the cruiser’s driver seat. He howled and leaped back out, massaging his right butt cheek. Then, he bent over into the cruiser head-first and ripped the antler out of the driver’s seat by accessing its underside from the rear door. He flung it aside in frustration. Scanned his surroundings for the guilty party. He knew who’d done it, and was lookin’ for blood. Mischief managed. Score 4-3 in Sam’s favor.
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        * * *

      

      He took the short drive up Pixley Mountain to his home office. Wrote up the case report for the assistant district attorney and his direct boss, Lt. O’Neill. They’d set a court date for Richard Cellini’s arraignment, then a pre-trial conference, followed by a plea or continuance for a trial date. He felt comfortable they’d find Cellini guilty and hit him with a hefty fine. Sam requested the man’s Remington 700 be remanded to the Commonwealth for disposition.
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