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PART I THE UPPER PECULIAR





  

    Singularity is almost invariably a clue. The more featureless and commonplace a crime is, the more difficult it is to bring it home.




    —Sherlock Holmes, “The Boscombe Valley Mystery”
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  Monday, October 4, 2004




  CARP RIVER, MACKINAC COUNTY, MICHIGAN




  Grady Service had found a vantage point under the canopy of a cluster of white cedars, and sat on a low bluff watching the dark riffle through his thermal imager. Four individuals on the far bank were using long spinning rods, methodically arcing long casts across the gravel: They would cast, reef and reel, reef and reel, the classic Yooper salmon-snagger’s twitch. Testosteronal splashes told him they were using not lures but spiders, large treble hooks with one-ounce chunks of lead soldered to them, a jury-rigged grapple used to foul-hook the Chinook salmon trying to spawn on the gravel beds below.




  It was cool, first light, clouds rolling over, a hint of rain in the air, and he had watched at least six fish snagged, hauled to shore, and stashed. As it began to grow lighter, the snaggers gave indications of calling it quits before anyone could see them at work. They had come in at 4 a.m., two hours ago, and had worked quietly and efficiently the whole while.




  While they collected their gear, Service moved west, hopped and slid down a century-old log slide, and made his way across flat boulders to the far side of the river. He cut east, climbed up into the woods, and searched until he found the carcasses of kings, gutted, eggs stripped out, meat tossed aside. Odd, he thought. They took only the eggs. Most snaggers took the whole fish.




  The snaggers were walking ahead of him, hiking east in silence toward the campground. The group’s aural discipline and demeanor suggested they were professional violets, not amateurs. Violet was Service’s term for violators of fish and game laws.




  The campground was nearly empty. In years past during this season it was usually overflowing, but two-dollar-a-gallon gas and a stone-dead economy were keeping downstate fishermen closer to home this fall, and mostly he was encountering homegrown outlaws. The four people went to a pale blue recreational vehicle and carried their gear inside. They had worked and departed in silence, good discipline, all signs of a veteran crew.




  Service gave them a few minutes to settle in, approached the living-quarters door, and knocked. It opened immediately and a light came on. The man before him had matted gray hair, more salt than pepper. He had bright blue eyes, an almost cherubic face, wisps of whiskers on a receding chin.




  “What?” the man asked, squinting like he had just been awakened.




  “Sir, would you please bring out the fishing gear and the salmon roe you just took inside?”




  The man studied him, started blinking wildly, and broke into a huge grin. “Hooy na ny!” he said. “No fucking way! I can’t believe this!” he said. “It’s you!”




  “Sir, please step outside.”




  “Okay, okay,” the man said, stepping down to the ground. He looked to be early forties, gaunt, leather-skinned, spry. “You don’t remember Benny?”




  The man was stalling. “Get the others out here with their gear—all of it. Right now! I’m not going to repeat myself.”




  The man yelled something in Russian and there was muffled scrambling inside. Three teenage girls emerged, carrying rods. Service looked at the man. Russian? He probed his memory. He had once threatened to ticket a sixteen-year-old Ukrainian immigrant. Had to be more than twenty years ago. The boy had been serving as the lookout for a shining crew, his job to blink a red light if he saw a game warden coming. He had failed. Service had wrenched the light away from the startled boy and put him on the ground in almost the same motion. The crew had hired the kid in Macomb County, offered him fifty dollars in cash, some cheap booze, and cigarettes for the weekend. The kid had been petrified and Service had let him off with a warning if he would agree to testify against the others, which he had. But the others had pleaded guilty and paid their tickets without protest. The kid had been spared court and a ticket.




  “Baranov,” Service said.




  “You got good memory,” the man said happily.




  “They called you Blinky.”




  “Da, I work light for slovachy—bastards!”




  Service studied the girls, who sat down at a picnic table. All under eighteen, he guessed, but these days it wasn’t easy to judge.




  Some professional crew, he thought. “Where are the eggs?”




  “What eggs?” one of the girls challenged with a shrill bark and started talking to the others.




  “Konchaj bazar,” Service said menacingly in Russian. “Stop talking.” He had studied the language in college, retained smatterings, enough to operate rudimentarily.




  The man turned to the girls and nodded at the RV. One of them went inside and came out with a sagging clear plastic bag, which she handed to Baranov, who held it out to the conservation officer.




  Service set the bag by his boot. “A lot of charges here, Blinky. You’ve got possession of illegal equipment, taking fish by illegal means, improper disposal of litter. The fine on the fish alone is ten bucks an inch or ten bucks a pound, whichever I decide. I cut you a break that first time, and hoped you saw the light, but apparently you didn’t figure it out.”




  “Many people do this thing,” the Ukrainian whined. “Many,” he added.




  “And many get caught. It’s against the law,” Service answered. There was a silver spider attached to each line. “You got more spiders?”




  “Inside,” the man said.




  “Get all of them—and your mold, too.”




  He had not seen silver spiders in almost ten years. The new generation of snaggers poured tubular molds that vaguely resembled lures and hung oversized hooks a couple of inches behind them. Some tried to skirt the law by using legal one-ounce rigs, but it was the way they used them that gave them away. They could always claim they were fishing legitimately, but a game warden only had to watch the retrieve to know what they were up to. Legal-weight torpedoes were a halfhearted subterfuge; spiders were blatant, in your face.




  The same two girls went back inside and came out with a plastic tackle box and a cardboard box. “Open them,” Service said.




  The tackle box held a dozen shiny spiders; the cardboard box contained a mold and coils of pencil lead to be melted down.




  “What’s the deal with the eggs, Blinky?”




  “We Ukrainians believe the eggs cleanse our blood. Was, for long time, you know, food of serfs and peasants before food of czars and fucking Kremlin bosses.”




  Service had the group follow him back to the fish carcasses. The girls scooped the gutted fish into the clear plastic bags and they all trooped back to the campground, where Service measured each of the six fish and took down names. The girls were Alexandra, Alla, and Anina. They gave their ages: twelve, fourteen, and sixteen. The eldest had challenged him. The others were quiet, calm, showed no nervousness. They were either used to this, or not aware of the trouble they were facing.




  Service looked at them. “No school today, girls? It’s Monday.”




  “Leaks in school roof,” Baranov said disgustedly. “Will open again Wednesday. The schools have no money. The people have no money. How much this will cost?” he asked.




  “Six fish at thirty-four inches each, give or take, round it off to two hundred inches, times ten bucks, let’s say two grand in restitution—just for the fish. Additional fines and costs I can’t cite because each county has its own scale, but we’re talking illegal gear, illegal taking, and illegal disposal. I could write you for over-limit, but that’s moot because everything you’re doing is illegal. It won’t be cheap, Benny. I’m also taking the spiders, the mold, and your rods.”




  “You leave us nothing to fish with,” the man protested.




  “You weren’t fishing, you were snagging,” Service barked back.




  “Okay, is mistake. Give us break, yes? Life is not so easy.”




  Something in the man’s voice intrigued Grady Service. He was right about life being tough. Michigan’s economy was in the crapper, its unemployment among the highest in the country. “Why would I give you a break?” he asked.




  The man shrugged.




  “You had one chance from me already,” Service said.




  “Yes, of course,” the man said disconsolately. “Benny does not forget.”




  “Your English has improved,” Service said.




  “My girls,” the man said. “I am citizen now. My girls, they insist I must speak good American.”




  Grady Service had lost his son and girlfriend last spring and the wounds were still raw. Baranov’s girls were underfed, dressed shabbily, dull-eyed, and looked hungry. The thought of his soon-to-be-born grandchild living this way made his stomach turn.




  “Things tough, Blinky?”




  “Michigan,” was all the man mumbled, and Service understood. He had recently seen college students in Houghton wearing T-shirts that said MICHIGAN IS DYING.




  “You got a job?”




  “No more. Fifteen years I was in GM plant, Novi, UAW, union card, everything. Then job was gone, pfft. Union, bah! Three years now, I have no work.”




  “You’re a citizen?”




  “Yes, of course. But with ticket, maybe now they change minds, deport me to Ukraine, give my darling girls to foster homes. They are all born here, all real Americans—same as you.”




  “Any arrests or tickets since I gave you your warning?”




  “No, honest to God. Benny Baranov is honorable man.”




  “Honorable, but snagging. There’s a major disconnect.”




  “For food, sir,” the man said in a pleading tone. “For my family. You must understand.”




  Sir? “Bullshit. You threw the meat away.” Violets who knew they were in trouble always adopted an obsequious, oddly formal tone.




  “You would eat such rotting shit?” the man countered.




  “No way,” Service said. “The fish are full of contaminants, the eggs too.”




  The man shrugged and looked downcast, but mumbled, “But legal to eat, yes?”




  Service asked for the man’s driver’s license, and sat down at the picnic table.




  “You moved out of Detroit?” Service said, holding up the license.




  “Capitalism: No work, no money; no money, no rent, no food. In Soviet Union they pretended to pay workers and workers pretended to work. In United States there is no faking. No job, you starve democratically.”




  The license listed an address in Onaway, which had a long reputation for hard-core DNR violators. “More work up this way?” The northern part of Michigan was even more depressed than southern regions of the state.




  “More natural food north,” the man mumbled. “In the taiga.”




  “You poaching your food?” Service asked.




  “Sometimes,” the man admitted. “Girls must eat.”




  There was resignation in the man’s eyes as Service wrote the ticket, tore off Baranov’s copy, and held it out. “You can call the court to find out the amount of the fine, and what to do. You have to pay it within ten days, but you can do it by mail. If you don’t pay, a warrant will be issued for your arrest, and when we find you, we will take you to jail.”




  The man took the ticket, folded it without looking at it, rammed it into his trouser pocket.




  Service’s gut was churning. Was the guy hurting or was this a line of bullshit? He made his decision quickly. “Okay,” Service said. “Keep the rods, but fish legally with them. I catch you again, there will be no mercy.”




  “Spasibo,” the man said, raised his arms, herded the girls inside, and closed the door. Service heard sobbing through the thin walls, cut spiders off the lines of the rods, took out one of his business cards, left it under a reel, collected the spare spiders, mold, fish, and eggs, and headed for his truck, which was more than a mile away, on the other side of the river. Poor bastard, he told himself as he hiked. But he had not made the choice for the man and there had to be consequences, or what was the point of the job?




  The salmon would die after spawning, but someone had to ensure they would have the chance to reproduce. Your job, your responsibility, he lectured himself. Nature had a way of balancing things; only man could permanently skew the balance, which made him wonder what man’s purpose was in the big picture. Having had the thought, he said “Bah!” out loud and kept hiking.




  How did an out-of-work autoworker afford an RV that had to have set him back at least a hundred grand off a lot?




  This past summer he had learned that his late son’s girlfriend Karylanne Pengelly was pregnant and due in late December. She was a junior at Michigan Tech in Houghton. He thought about the baby, and the prospects of being a grandfather, and told himself, no way was his grandchild going to end up like Baranov’s daughters.




  Almost four years earlier he had met DNR fire officer Maridly Nantz and they had fallen in love. She was a wild spirit, who also had wanted to become a conservation officer. Less than two years ago they learned that he had a son by his previous marriage. Now Nantz and his son Walter were dead, murdered. And she had left him an unimaginable fortune he didn’t want, without consulting him. Whatever else lay ahead, he was resolved to take care of his grandchild with what she had left behind. He had a lot of regrets in his life, but this grandchild was not going to be one of them.
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  Monday, October 4, 2004




  ST. IGNACE, MACKINAC COUNTY




  Sergeant Milo Miars was in civvies. He was short and fit and had intense eyes, like steely-gray BBs, and sported a clean shave and a fresh whitewall haircut. They met outside Lehto’s pasty shop on US 2. The sergeant had called while Service was driving away from the Carp River, asking for an immediate meeting with a demanding tone of voice. Until this fall, Grady Service had reported directly to Captain Ware Grant, the senior officer in the Upper and Northern Lower Peninsulas. Though he had been a detective in Wildlife Resource Protection—the DNR’s special investigations unit—for a couple of years, he had not had to deal with the organization other than to forward case reports. This was about to change.




  “You did a helluva job last summer,” Miars said.




  Service had helped solve a case in which a pair of killers had been ambushing and murdering game wardens all around the country. Ironically it had been Limpy Allerdyce who had stepped in and eliminated one of the killers. Though it could never be proven in a court, Service knew the truth, and it perplexed him. Did he owe the old poacher now? Allerdyce, a felon, was one of the most notorious and successful poachers in the U.P., and possibly the state. Service had already sent him to Jackson Prison once. He decided the best thing to do was ignore that it had happened. “It was an experience I could have done without,” Service told his new supervisor.




  “You working any cases now?”




  “The usual stuff. I’m pretty clear.”




  “Good. We’re going to send you down to Vanderbilt, undercover. We’ve got a dirty elk guide down there, but we can’t seem to get anything on him.”




  Service shrugged. He had never handled an elk case before and found the proposition mildly interesting. He wasn’t sure how he felt about performing undercover, but having worked with federal undercover agents, he had some definite feelings about protocol and procedure. “If I work UC, I’ll be the one to serve the warrant when the time comes.”




  “We don’t work that way,” the sergeant said.




  “I won’t do it any other way. If I’m going to go inside, I want to be able to look a man in the eye and tell him why when the cuffs go on.”




  “I’ll have to take that up the line,” Miars said.




  “You do that. When do you want me in Vanderbilt?”




  “For the December hunt. We’ll brief you about six weeks ahead and make sure you have a tag. You’ll stay in a camp near there, hunt deer, and hang out in the bars so you can get to know the local personalities.”




  “I don’t do the barfly thing,” Service said.




  “The pasties here any good?” Miars asked, eyeing the shop and ignoring Service’s comment.




  “Best in the eastern U.P.,” Service said.




  “Shall we order?”




  “Not hungry,” Service said. He rarely ate pasties. His first impressions of Miars were ambivalent. Did he want to work for the man, or was it time to hang it up? He had more than enough time in and money to retire.




  “Call me once a week and check in to let me know what you have going. I’ll make arrangements for the place in Vanderbilt, and we’ll put you in there a few days before the gun-opener.”




  “What’re the dates?” Service asked.




  “Late elk is December seventh through the fourteenth. More than forty thousand applications, and only a hundred and twenty-four got drawn in the lottery. This year there’ll be a lot of angst out there. There’s a lot of meat on an elk and a lot of trophy-only hunters.”




  The timing should be okay, Service decided. The baby was due December 28. Service nodded, and started to walk away, but the sergeant caught his arm and turned him around. “You’ve got the reputation of a cowboy. You’ve had some unreal successes, but in this unit we play it by the book, and we talk straight, no bullshit. That work for you?”




  “Yippie-kay-ay,” Service said, earning a sarcastic chuckle from his new sergeant.




  He got into his truck and drove back toward the Carp River. There would be other violators out on a day like this, and he wasn’t going to miss them. As he drove he called Information and got the number for Onaway Public Schools. A woman answered. “This is the DNR,” he said. “Are you open today?”




  “Closed until Wednesday morning,” she said. “The roof is leaking all over our classrooms.”




  Service thanked her. Baranov hadn’t lied about that. He then ran computer checks to see if Baranov had been in trouble with the law, including DNR tickets. The man’s record was clean. He had told the truth about the kids not being in school. And he’d said he’d had no tickets, another truth. He was glad he had given the fishing gear back to the man. Anyone could make a mistake.
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  Tuesday, October 12, 2004




  MORAN, MACKINAC COUNTY




  It had been eight days since he had worked the Carp River and today was to be a pass day, what civilians called a day off. He had been sitting on his porch in the morning sun when his cell phone began to vibrate.




  “Service here.”




  “Benny Baranov. I call court just as you tell me. They say it is fortune to pay tickets, but I am thinking maybe you and I can make trade, yes?”




  “You’ve got something to trade with?”




  “You know bank boys?”




  “A family named Bank?”




  “Nyet, nyet, bank boys, bank boys—okay?” Desperation palpable in the man’s voice.




  “You’d better have something. Where and when?”




  “You know scenic overlooking place west of St. Ignace?”




  Service knew it. “Yep, on US Two.”




  “Da, good. Three o’clock?”




  “I’ll be there.”




  “Look for RV.”




  Was this Baranov’s sole vehicle, and if so, how did he afford the gas? Something in this didn’t add up. A deal in the offing? He reminded himself that the Ukrainian had not lied during the initial contact. Keep an open mind, he told himself as he got dressed and headed east.




  Service found Baranov sitting on a ten-gallon plastic bucket in front of his RV, staring out over the spartan-green spans of Big Mac Bridge and the gunmetal-gray slick of the Straits of Mackinac.




  “Beautiful view,” Service said when he got out of his unmarked Tahoe.




  “I think it is easier for a rich man to appreciate beauty than a poor man.”




  Service said, “You want to philosophize? I didn’t drive all the way over here to gawk at scenery.”




  Baranov invited him inside. The interior of the RV was clean and neat.




  “Where are the girls?” Service asked.




  “In school,” the man said.




  “I guess they got the leaks fixed. I called the school and they verified your story.”




  Baranov looked hurt. “I would not lie. My children are important. They will finish school.”




  “You mentioned a trade.”




  The man took a deep breath. “Vodka?”




  “No, thanks,” Service said. Drinking on duty had contributed to his father’s death. It would not happen to him.




  The man reached into a huge cooler and pulled out a bottle. “Okay?”




  “Knock yourself out.”




  The man got a loaf of dark rye bread and a jar of pickles out of the small refrigerator and set them out with a brick of jalapeno cheese and a plate of sliced sweet onions. He poured himself a full glass and drained it. It was a cool fall day, but the man was sweating.




  “You nervous?”




  “I have no money,” the man said, his voice cracking.




  “If you don’t pay the ticket, they’ll issue a warrant and it will just get worse.”




  “What is Benny to pay with?” the man shot back. He thumped his chest. “I have nothing.”




  “It must cost a fortune to operate this rig.”




  “From time to time I have a little money. Until two weeks ago, we live out of this. Now I have a dacha until end December. Then is back to RV, home on wheels.”




  “Life can be tough.”




  “You have good heart,” Baranov said through a squint. “You give me break long time ago. This time, you give rods back. You are not prick.”




  “Yeah, I’m a regular bleeding heart.”




  “I have no money to pay tickets now!” Baranov keened.




  Service heard panic in the man’s voice. “You can work something out with the court.”




  “I don’t know when I will have money again.”




  “I’m not a bank.”




  “I ask from heart—you drop ticket, please.”




  “Why would I do that?”




  “Bank boys.”




  “Never heard of them.”




  “Not family. Is term. Means boys on bank of river—collectors.”




  “Collectors of what?”




  “Salmon eggs.”




  “For what?”




  “Caviar. The company gives bank boys money for eggs.”




  “What company?”




  “Piscova.”




  Service felt himself flinch. “The outfit that contracts with the DNR to operate weirs and harvest eggs, for the Fisheries division?”




  “Yes, Piscova.”




  “Why would they be buying eggs on the side?” It was illegal to sell or buy eggs, or any wild game or game parts.




  “I hear things.”




  “This sounds like bullshit. . . . What do you think you’ve heard?”




  Baranov poured another glass of vodka, took a bite of bread, a bite of cheese, and drained the glass. “It is said they bring eggs from New York factory to Elk Rapids.”




  “So?”




  “New York eggs come in containers that say ‘Not for Humans to Eat—Bait Only.’ ”




  “You’ve heard this?”




  “Yes, of course.”




  “From whom?”




  “Bank boys. Some do other jobs for company.”




  “The bank boys collect eggs for Piscova?”




  “They take to company. They are like prick foremen in auto plant, yes?”




  “How do you know this?”




  “I am egg boy. Egg boys give eggs to bank boys. Bank boys take eggs to company.”




  “They’ve paid you for eggs?”




  “Every fall since I am losing job.”




  “How much do they pay?”




  “Two dollars, one pound, this year three dollar, thirty cent. Not many fish, eggs worth more, da? Supply, demand—law of capitalists.”




  Service took out a cigarette and lit it. “That seems like a pretty decent price.”




  “Is hard work to harvest eggs.”




  “And risky with game wardens out and about.”




  “Yes, of course, this is true.”




  “Who does Piscova deal with in New York?”




  “Company has a plant there.”




  “You’re telling me that Piscova ships bait eggs from its plant in New York to its plant in Michigan?”




  “That is what is said.”




  “Why?”




  The man pursed his lips and hunched his shoulders. “I don’t know.”




  Grady Service felt something stir deep inside his gut. He had always had hunches and often played to them. “This is what you want to trade in exchange for making your ticket go away?”




  “Da.”




  “Not enough, Blinky.”




  The Ukrainian looked past him, sucked in a deep breath, and sat up straight. “I take you to see this thing happen, okay?”




  “Explain.”




  “You see them buy eggs from Benny.”




  “One of them is here?”




  “They are all over state—is big network.”




  A statewide network? Was Baranov bullshitting him? “When?” Service tried to keep excitement from overwhelming his skepticism.




  “Bank boy is tonight in bar in Moran. I bring eggs to him, he weighs eggs, pays cash, deal is done”




  “The eggs I took from you. You were going to sell them?”




  “Yes, of course.”




  “But now you have no eggs to sell.”




  Baranov paused a long time before speaking. “I have eggs.”




  “From when?”




  Baranov looked past Service at a wall, took a deep breath, and said, “Today, yesterday, day before. I meet bank boy tonight. I need money to pay fines.”




  Which meant Baranov had gone back to snagging despite his promise to stop. “How much do you have?”




  “Eighteen kilos, maybe more. Maybe one hundred twenty dollars.”




  He tried to do a quick mental calculation. Eighteen kilograms was about forty pounds. “That’s a lot of dead hen salmon.”




  “Yes, of course.”




  “I should cuff your sorry ass and take you to jail right now. You promised me, no more snagging.”




  “You have no evidence. There are no eggs here.”




  “You promised to go straight.”




  “I have three darling girls depend on papa,” the man said. “What would you do?”




  They were not exactly little, but Service understood the point.




  “You are not interested?” the man asked.




  “I’m thinking on it.” Officers faced difficult decisions: Make an immediate arrest, or trade for something larger down the line. This felt like one of those times to look to the future.




  “Okay, if this is real. Otherwise, no deal.”




  “No bullshit. I take you to get eggs and you watch me sell. I keep money and you see how bank boys work.”




  “I said okay.” Was he making a mistake? “Where are the eggs?”




  “Not far. We take RV.”




  Baranov drove the RV west to Epoufette and parked behind a store fronting US 2, which was boarded up and padlocked in front. A prominent hand-lettered sign said out of business. The Ukrainian opened a padlock on the back door, went to a freezer, took out clear plastic bags filled with red eggs and two bags of ice, carried them out to the RV, and put them in the cooler. Service made a mental note to find out who owned the out-of-business building and follow up. He was tempted to probe Baranov for why and how he was using the place, but his gut said to stay focused on the eggs in the cooler for now.




  They arrived on the outskirts of the village of Moran around 5 p.m. and parked down the road from a bar called So Soo Me, the name in blinking neon. Stupid name, Service thought. It seemed that some bars in the U.P. tried to outdo each other with their insipid names.




  “You take the eggs inside?”




  “No; first I go in, have drink, make small talk. After some time, we come outside, I give eggs, he weighs, he pays, and then we leave.”




  “You expect me to walk in with you?”




  “No, I go first, you follow later. I must be alone to do this thing. It is rule.”




  “If you’re lying to me . . .” Service said, not finishing the sentence.




  “Baranov is man of honor.”




  “Yeah, right.”




  Service got out of the RV and watched Baranov drive away. He half expected the man to rabbit, but he watched him pull into the parking lot in front of the bar and get out. Service popped out his false teeth, put them in a plastic container in his pocket, and followed the Ukrainian inside.




  The bar was quiet and dark, with the usual garish beer brand and Green Bay Packer signs, a few for the Red Wings, no colleges. An orange-and-black sign behind the bar said WELCOME TO BULLDOG COUNTRY. There was the face of a cartoon bulldog staring out, its teeth bared. Who the hell were the Bulldogs? Baranov was at the bar with a clean-shaven man with short white hair, and a black chook on the bar in front of him. He watched the two men down shots, get up, and stroll out.




  After a decent interval, Service put on his coat and followed, cracking the door before stepping out and going to the corner of the building. Service watched the man wearing the chook come out of the RV with the egg bags, take them to a red truck, open the cap, take out a scale, weigh the bags, put the scale and eggs inside, close the cap, and lock it. Baranov stood beside the man, watching. The man took out his wallet, handed cash to the Ukrainian, and went back into the bar. Service wrote down the plate number and vehicle description.




  Baranov went back to his RV.




  Service walked down the road and waited for Baranov, who soon pulled up and showed him the cash from the sale.




  “Who was that?”




  “Big cheese.”




  “Your usual contact?”




  “No, this one is called Vandeal.”




  “Where’s your usual contact?”




  “No longer employed,” Baranov said.




  “They fire people?”




  “Capitalism,” Baranov replied, as if the one word explained all the peculiarities of America.




  “How do you know this Vandeal is a big cheese?”




  “I have heard his name more than once.”




  “Who is he?”




  “Big cheese,” the Ukrainian repeated.




  When they got back to Service’s Tahoe at the scenic pullout on US 2, Baranov poured another shot of vodka for himself.




  Service got into his Tahoe and ran the plate through the state computer. The 2004 red Ford pickup was registered to one Willem Vandeal, with an address in Elk Rapids. Service stared at the computer for a long time. He ran Vandeal for warrants and wants. Nothing. He called Station 20 in Lansing and asked them to run Van-deal through RSS, the Retail Sales System, to check for any licenses, hunting or fishing, and to run another check for any DNR violations in the past. Again nothing. On paper Vandeal was squeaky clean, but he had seen the man buy the eggs and he knew such practices didn’t start overnight. His gut was telling him to go with this.




  Decision made, he went back to Baranov’s RV. “Okay, we almost have a deal,” Service said.




  “What is almost?” the man asked. He looked pale. “You tell Benny we have deal.”




  “I’m not reneging. Just tell me what rumors you’ve heard about why the eggs are shipped from New York to Michigan.”




  The man looked into Service’s eyes. “The best vodka is pure. The cheapest is mixed, you understand? But even the cheapest in cost can make very high price when demand is high.”




  The company was mixing eggs fit only for bait with those cleared for human consumption? New York’s eggs were contaminated. Service was pretty sure Michigan’s salmon were also filled with crud, but they had not yet been banned by the FDA or EPA for food. Was this possible? Was it possible that such a case could fall into his lap so easily?




  “You have my number. You hear anything more, you call.”




  “There is reward for this?”




  “Your reward will be in heaven.”




  “I am atheist. God is dead.”




  “Your ticket will be erased—that’s reward enough. Tell me honestly, how much can you make selling eggs?”




  “Last fall, seven thousand dollars.”




  Service did a quick mental calculation. He had no doubt the money was undeclared and therefore tax-free. “That’s about three and a half tons of roe.”




  “Of course, I move from river to river and it costs much to keep this American pig on road.”




  “Typical business type,” Service said. “Always complaining about operating costs and the bite into profit.” Service had more questions. “Piscova’s the only one who buys eggs?”




  “Now,” the Ukrainian said. “Years ago, I hear many paid for eggs and meat, mom-and-pop, you understand? But these Piscova guys, they convince them to find other business.”




  “Convinced them how?”




  “You be careful,” Baranov said as Service opened the door.




  “How’s that?”




  “Benny hears Piscova has powerful friends in Lansing.”




  “You’ve heard that?”




  “Many times.”




  “Names?”




  “No names, just fact.”
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  Tuesday, October 12, 2004




  NEWBERRY, LUCE COUNTY




  Lieutenant Lisette McKower’s Tahoe was in the parking lot of the Newberry district DNR building. Grady Service found her in her cubicle, hunched over a computer, scowling.




  “Ain’t being an el-tee just grand?” he quipped as he plopped down in a chair.




  She lobbed a pencil end over end at him. McKower had been his sergeant before her promotion to lieutenant. At one time they had both been COs and had worked closely together. Too closely: There had been a brief affair, the only time he had ever gotten involved with a married woman. After a period of sore feelings, they remained close friends, and he suspected she had played a role in his promotion to detective, something she adamantly denied.




  “How are you doing?” she asked. Out of respect for his privacy most officers no longer asked about the loss of his girlfriend and son, which had happened April 28—one hundred and sixty-eight days ago today. That he knew the precise number of days disturbed him, but he was not sure why.




  “Good days and bad,” he said. “I keep turning around to tell her something, only she’s not there to hear me.”




  “I think she hears you, Grady.”




  He had never married Maridly Nantz and had loved her in a way he never thought himself capable of. Now she was gone, murdered in her pickup truck, and his son with her. The memory choked him.




  “It will get better over time,” McKower said.




  “Sounds like herpes,” he said.




  She rolled her eyes. “You are hopeless.”




  “Put it on my headstone.”




  “What did you put on Maridly’s?”




  This was a sore point that continued to irritate some of his friends and colleagues. He had delayed a memorial for Nantz and Walter. After the memorial he and Luticious Treebone, his best friend of more than twenty years, had taken the ashes to a camp in west Chippewa County and dumped some of them in a creek filled with spawning brook trout. He and Maridly had talked only once about death and she had made him promise to dump her ashes in the most beautiful place he saw. He decided to put some of their ashes in each beautiful or meaningful place he encountered and now carried them in the truck at all times. Only Treebone knew what he had done. “I didn’t come here for a goddamn lecture,” he said sharply.




  “Point taken. Why are you here?”




  “I need a landline.”




  “Help yourself,” she said. “I’m the only one home today.”




  “What do you know about Miars?” he asked.




  She raised an eyebrow, sat back in her chair. “Milo? Solid, quiet, thorough—a good guy, but a little cautious. Be glad Zins hung it up.”




  Until retiring at the first of the month, Zins had been the lieutenant in charge of Wildlife Resource Protection.




  “What about Zins?”




  “He’s a self-serving prick with the common sense of a slab of slate. He only spent two years in the field as a CO and two as a sergeant before his first lieutenant’s job. Very smart, very glib, very political. Wouldn’t take a shit if he thought it was a bad political move. You and Miars get off on the wrong foot?”




  “Just curious,” he said. He was weighing whether to tell Miars about Piscova, and what he had learned. Was Baranov bullshitting about the company having powerful friends in Lansing? He knew Piscova had a longtime contract with the DNR to harvest eggs for brood stock in hatcheries and for research purposes, and this required friendly intermediaries. The almost throwaway comment from the Ukrainian had set him on edge.




  “Put your teeth in before you get on the phone,” McKower said.




  “Thanks, Mom.”




  “You never had a mom. You hatched from a dinosaur egg.”




  He smiled at the word egg and left her to her computer.




  His first call was to Miars. “This is Service. Can we meet?”




  “Why?”




  “I have something I’d rather not talk about over the telephone.”




  “I’m heading to the RAM Center to meet the chief and your captain.”




  The Ralph A. McMullen Conference Center, or RAM, was used by the DNR for meetings. The site had once housed a Civilian Conservation Corps unit but had been taken over by the DNR around the time of Pearl Harbor. It was located on Higgins Lake, about ninety minutes south of the Mackinac Bridge.




  “When’s the meeting?”




  “Tomorrow, zero eight hundred.”




  “I’ll drive down.”




  “You’re not invited.”




  “I’m inviting myself.”




  “Cowboy,” Miars muttered. “The subject of the meeting is you.”




  “Good,” Service shot back. “All the more reason for me to be there.” A meeting about him? He felt a knot in his stomach. He hated political shit. And despite having some successes as a detective, he still preferred being a conservation officer with his own territory. He was born to be outside, not sitting in damn offices developing cases and plans and filing goddamn reports.




  “I don’t like this,” his sergeant said.




  “Piscova,” Service said.




  “What was that?”




  “You heard me.”




  “What about them?”




  “Something I heard,” Service said. “I don’t want to talk about it on the phone.”




  “Whatever it is, stay away from them. Piscova is out of bounds for you.”




  “We’ll see about that,” Service said, and hung up.




  What had Baranov said about the company having powerful friends in Lansing? Did that include the DNR, and, if so, was Miars included? Zins? The chief? The director? This case had started on a hunch and had seemed full of promise. Was it about to turn to shit already? Or was there no case at all? Be cool and keep it together, he cautioned himself.




  Service walked down the hall to the office of the irascible fish biologist, Harvey Ghent, who had been with the department forever and was nearing retirement. “Hey, Harv, you ever work with Piscova?”




  “Back when I was handling salmon. Now I’m a warm-water maven. Why?”




  “You know the name Vandeal?”




  Ghent smiled. “Sure. Willem Vandeal’s the plant manager for the company down in Elk Rapids. Why?”




  “Just one of those somebody-knows-somebody-who-knows-somebody deals.”




  “Gotcha,” the biologist said and went back to scribbling on a yellow legal pad.




  Service asked, “Is the company private?”




  Ghent looked up at him. “Yeah. Guy named Quintan Fagan owns it.”




  “Okay, thanks. I won’t bother you anymore.”




  Vandeal was indeed a big cheese. Had Baranov known how big and played it cagey with him? Impossible to tell.




  He called CO Candace McCants. “It’s me,” he began, “checking in.” Recently she had been taking care of his dog and cat when he was away.




  “They’re fine, Grady. They like attention.”




  “I don’t know how long I’ll be gone this time.”




  “Not to worry. They’re fine. Really.”




  It bothered him that his animals would be happy with someone else, but he had enough to worry about and tried to put it out of his mind. “Okay. I’ll call when I get back.”




  “Be careful. You’re not Superman.”




  “Right,” he said. Why the hell had she said that?




  RAM Center tomorrow; tonight he needed to think and prepare. Why was Piscova off limits to him? He would grab something to eat at Brown’s Hotel, and hole up for the night in the district office conference room. Newberry was an hour from the bridge and the RAM Center ninety minutes below the bridge. Michigan conservation officers rarely thought in terms of miles, and always measured distances by time.
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  Wednesday, October 13, 2004




  RALPH A. MCMULLEN CONFERENCE CENTER, NORTH HIGGINS LAKE, ROSCOMMON COUNTY




  The RAM Center was one of those places you could drive by and not think much about. The buildings were set back under a canopy of leaning cedars and fragrant pines, and the whole complex didn’t look like much to casual passersby, but more DNR business got done at the so-called Campus-in-the-Woods than in Lansing, and senior DNR officials yo-yoed back and forth from Lansing so often that some of them swore they’d worn permanent tire tracks into the interstate.




  It had been here years ago that former longtime Republican governor Sam Bozian, aka Clearcut, had angrily confronted him. Service had been working as the governor’s son’s field training officer and had seen the boy fall apart in a semi-tense situation with a biker group. It had not been the boy’s fault; he had simply been unsuited for law enforcement work and cripping him along only would have increased risk for the boy and the officers he would have to work with. Recognizing his own shortcomings, the boy had made the decision to withdraw from training. Bozian had taken it as a personal affront and become Grady Service’s enemy. Bozian was now gone from the state, out of politics, and working in the private sector at some fat-cat Washington job. The state was still paying for the damage Bozian had done as governor.




  Service parked his truck, locked it, and strolled through the packed parking lot toward the administration building, which had a stone facade against dark wood; a faded official seal of the state hung over the entrance. No money in the state budget to even spruce up their signs and symbols.




  A woman was standing outside and smiled when she saw him. “Grady Service, ghost of the north woods,” she greeted him. “Make your skin crawl to be in this place?”




  “I just think of it as a cedar swamp,” he said.




  Angie Lemieux was in her mid-seventies, and had worked in the center’s kitchen for at least thirty years. “It can be a swamp all right,” she said.




  “Have you seen the chief, Angie?”




  “He was at breakfast with Captain Grant. They’ve got the Whitetail Room for the morning.”




  The Whitetail Room was small, with a fireplace and a conference table. Usually the chief worked in a larger space with larger groups.




  Service got to the building and looked through the frosted window. Chief Lorne O’Driscoll and Captain Grant were sitting on one side of the conference table, and Sergeant Milo Miars and Lieutenant Zins were sitting opposite them. Zins was in civvies, the others in uniform. What the fuck was Zins doing here? He’d retired two weeks ago. Service immediately regretted not having a change of clothes or a uniform with him. At least he had his teeth in. He had gotten injured last Easter, had all his teeth pulled, and was still not used to his dentures.




  He tapped his knuckles on the window and the chief waved him in. “Sorry to intrude,” he greeted the chief.




  “Is it important?”




  “Possibly.”




  “Take a seat. There’s coffee.”




  Service poured a cup and sat down, wishing he could smoke. The other four men stared at him and said nothing.




  Service looked at Miars. “You tell them this was about Piscova?”




  The sergeant nodded. Zins immediately glared.




  Service asked, “Does the company pay the DNR to run the weirs and collect eggs?”




  Chief O’Driscoll said, “They provide all the services our hatchery people and biologists need, and they pay for the eggs they collect to use for themselves. Why?”




  Service walked them through what had happened, including witnessing Vandeal collecting and paying the Ukrainian immigrant for his eggs.




  “Why didn’t you confront Vandeal right there?” Zins asked imperiously.




  “I think there’s something bigger going on,” Grady Service said. “How many eggs does the Fisheries division need? It seems to me that the company’s collecting a helluva lot more than we need, so what’re they doing with the surplus? The eggs belong to the people of the state, right?”




  “How big a harvest?” the chief asked.




  “I don’t know yet, but if my informant is correct, they’re collecting all over the state every year. My guy’s been doing it for at least three years. Sergeant Miars said Piscova was off limits to me,” he added.




  Zins glared at Service. “Loose cannon. Piscova pays the state for the eggs and meat it sells.”




  Service glanced at the retired lieutenant. He was tall and distinguished-looking, too damn slick for a game warden. He thought about pushing some buttons to see how Zins would react, but the chief said, “Could you use a smoke?”




  Service nodded.




  “Let’s step outside.”




  The two men walked onto the wet grass. Dead leaves were already stacked up and crisping, turning the lawn to gold and red. The chief said, “The Wildlife Resource Protection Unit has been quietly investigating Piscova. There are rumors that perhaps some Fisheries employees are a little too cozy with them. It’s strictly an internal matter. We’re not aware of any law or contract violations, only potential ethical concerns.”




  “Meaning I should leave this alone?”




  “No,” the chief said. “Every investigator can choose to take a case in any number of different directions. Miars and Zins chose to look internally. What do you propose to do with what you’ve got?”




  “I thought I’d call New York, see what they know, if anything, and decide the next step from there.”




  “All right—but no action beyond inquiries with New York unless I give you the green light.”




  “What about Miars?”




  “He has his own work. With Zins gone, he’s running the unit now.”




  “Did he and Zins get anywhere with their investigtion?”




  “Not really.”




  “How long were they at it?”




  “Eighteen months.”




  “What if my work leads me back inside?”




  “We’ll cross that bridge if you get to it.”




  “I report to Miars. Do I tell him what’s going on in my case?”




  “Not for the moment. Let’s keep it between us.”




  “Miars isn’t going to like it.”




  “Nobody likes being kept in the dark,” the chief said, “but sometimes it’s necessary. You want to sit in on the rest of meeting?”




  “Miars said it’s about me.”




  The chief smirked. “It’s not. Zins is just handing over the reins. It’s a good opportunity for Ware and me to get up to speed on details of the special investigations unit.” Ware was Captain Ware Grant, his previous boss.




  Which meant he had the investigation all to himself, and he had a pretty good idea what that meant. “I’m expendable,” he told the chief, who answered with raised eyebrows.




  Why had Miars told him the meeting was about him? To threaten him and keep him away? “I think I’ll get back to work.”




  “Suit yourself,” the chief said, and went back inside. Before parting the chief stopped and looked at him. “We’re all expendable in this profession, Grady. The key is to know what’s important and what’s not.”




  Service wandered over to the garage area to find Billy “Fuzz” Fazzari, who had worked at the center for at least forty years as a maintenance mechanic. From time to time Fazzari had driven up to the Mosquito Wilderness to fish with him. Service considered him a friend.




  Fazzari was puttering with a leaf blower and smoking a cigar that reeked enough to gag a vulture.




  “How they hanging, Fuzz?”




  Fazzari was short, a little overweight, and balding. “Geez, the Great Grady Service. You lost?”




  “Had a meeting.”




  “I remember the time you and Clearcut went nose to nose out in the parking lot. Boy, you pissed him off. What can I do you for?”




  “You ever hear of a company called Piscova?”




  “Sure. Their head guy Fagan is here all the time with Fisheries people.”




  “What’s he like?”




  “Glad-hander to all who can help him, a dickhead to those who can’t. He can’t do enough for them Fisheries folks.”




  “Enough what?”




  Fazzari shrugged. “I don’t know. I just hear talk. You know, maybe trips to Florida and to his hunting camps, lots of free booze, maybe some broads from time to time. I figure it’s just talk, eh.”




  “Anyone from Law Enforcement ever ask you about him?”




  “Nobody asks a grease monkey shit.”




  “Thanks, Fuzz.”




  “Sorry to hear about your lady and your son, Grady. I met Nantz when she was up here for some kind of training. She was a pistol. We all liked her.”




  Maridly Nantz, a former fire officer, had started at the DNR law enforcement academy in Lansing a couple of years ago, but had been attacked by a dirtbag, seriously injured, and forced to drop out before graduation. Nantz had spent some of her recuperation time living with Chief O’Driscoll and his wife in East Lansing. She was scheduled to begin the academy again this fall, but that wasn’t going to happen now. The thought made his stomach flip.




  “Thanks, Billy.” He did not want to think about Nantz and Walter right now, but the more he pushed thoughts of them away, the more they seemed to intrude.




  Cripes, even the RAM Center’s mechanic had an opinion about Fagan and Piscova. Why had Zins and Miars gotten no place in eighteen months? Rhetorical question, he told himself. The answer was politics, which meant a minefield for which few people had an accurate map.
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  Wednesday, October 13, 2004




  CEDARVILLE, MACKINAC COUNTY




  Instead of heading for home, Grady Service drove north up I-75 past St. Ignace and turned east on M-34, toward Cedarville. He needed some computer advice, and Joe Colyard was the man to help him. Colyard, nearing fifty and still charging, was a CO who had just transferred into the area from downstate last year. Service had known Colyard for years and had always considered him a solid officer. He was also one of the most knowledgeable when it came to computers. Colyard was six-foot-six with a teenager’s waistline and a voice that bowled people over, even when he was happy, which was most of the time. Throughout the force he was known as Growler.




  Cedarville was located at the head of the Les Cheneaux Islands archipelago, a string of islands that had been home to some of America’s neufiest families for more than a century. Marquette Island, the largest in the chain, had its own private airport. Lots of locals worked as caretakers for absentee estate owners, and were often rich and reliable sources of information to game wardens.




  Service called Colyard at home and got his wife, Pam, whose volume equaled her husband’s. “How’s it feel to be mingling with the rich?” he asked.




  “Give it a break, Service!” she shot back.




  “Growler around?”




  “He said he was going to patrol the Pine River today. Has reports of snaggers over there.”




  Service thanked her, looked up Colyard’s cell-phone number, and buzzed him.




  The voice that answered made Service move the phone away from his ear.




  “What?!”




  “Service.”




  “Call me back in five, okay?”




  “Where are you?”




  “Join the twenty-first century and look at your frigging AVL!” Colyard shouted before hanging up.




  Service flipped up the computer screen and touched it several times to take him into Mackinac County via the automatic vehicle locator. He saw Colyard’s icon about five miles up a two-track that dead-ended at the river.




  Service arrived at the site to find Colyard with six men around him, all of them yelling and trying to talk and Colyard drowning them out. “I don’t give a shit how the last frigging officer interpreted the frigging rules. You gotta frigging one-ounce torpedo and you’re jerking it like a frigging bird dog won’t get in the water, and that’s the action of snagging. I don’t give a shit whether you’ve got a frigging fish on the end or not. You’re attempting to take by unlawful means. That’s the frigging law, asswipe!”




  “Discussion group?” Service said to announce his presence.




  “Ain’t no discussion here,” Colyard said. “These wads claim the last CO said they have to have a fish in possession for it to be a violation.”




  “Only if you’re fishing legit methods,” Service said. Heads immediately dropped.




  “Don’t run!” Colyard bellowed as Service saw one of the group bolt. He reacted immediately, took one step, felt a sharp pain in his upper calf, and went down on all fours with searing pain. Colyard glanced at Service, flew after the fleeing man, took out his baton, and struck the runner on the outside of the knee, sending him sprawling. He immediately rolled him on his face, pulled his hands behind him and cuffed him, while the man started screaming, “They’re too tight, they’re too tight!”




  Colyard dragged the man over to Service and looked at his colleague. “Does the detective got him a boo-boo?”




  “Something popped in my calf.”




  “Ice, elevate, heat,” the other officer said.




  “I’ll try to remember that,” Service said. He struggled to his feet, but when he tried to take a step, pain shot through his leg again. He wavered and Colyard caught him by the arm. At that moment the other five snaggers all fled like cockroaches under a sudden light.




  The one on the ground moaned, “My leg is killing me.”




  Colyard laughed out loud. “Your stupidity is killing you. Where the hell do your buddies think they’re going? I’ve got all their frigging drivers’ licenses.”




  Service said, “I guess this isn’t working out the way they’d planned.”




  Colyard said, “I love it when they run!”




  Service limped to his truck and got in.




  Colyard said, “I’ve got ice in the cooler in my truck,” and went to retrieve it. Service took a blue latex glove from the box of them he carried, filled a glove with ice, and used duct tape to secure the makeshift ice bag to the back of his leg.




  “Stylin’!” Colyard said with a deep laugh. “We’ll wait for the jerkwads to come back, stroke them, and send ’em on their way.” He looked down at the man on the ground. “Any of your crew got outstanding warrants?”




  “My leg!” the man keened.




  “Don’t be a baby. They don’t write warrants on frigging body parts, bug-brain.”




  “Let me have some more ice,” Service said. “I’m gonna take off. I’ll stop along the way and get more.”




  “Bullshit. After I get done with this mob, we’ll head over to my place and let Pam play doctor with us.”




  “Us?”




  “I’ll think of something for me,” Growler said. “I love sympathy sex! What the hell are you doing over this way?”




  “I need computer advice.”




  “For what?”




  “Questions for New York wardens.”




  “What kind of questions?”




  “Salmon egg processing.”




  “Hmm. Talk to their environmental branch law enforcement people.”




  “I’m cold,” the man on the ground said.




  “Yeah,” Colyard said. “Guess you didn’t run long enough to frigging heat up.”




  “You hit my leg,” the man protested.




  “Don’t remind me, jerkwad. I was aiming at your frigging skull,” Growler said. “My aim ain’t what it used to be.”




  “I’ll get a lawyer,” the man said.




  “Good—you’ll need one: resisting arrest, attempting to flee, fishing with illegal methods . . . he’ll have plenty of work to do. Just lay there and shut your piehole.”




  “Interesting bedside manner,” Service said from the truck.




  “Took years to develop,” Growler said. “Can you believe they actually pay us to have all this fun?”




  Joe Colyard was a happy man, up to his neck in the job in the woods and relishing every minute of it. Service envied him.
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  Wednesday, October 13, 2004




  ST. IGNACE, MACKINAC COUNTY




  Miars called as Service started to cut west just north of St. Ignace. “Where are you?”
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