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PART ONE

JANE RUNNING DOES
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Sunday, August 3, 2008


DIMONDALE, EATON COUNTY

Chief Eddie Waco stared at the stiff cloth stripes Grady Service had dropped on his home office desk. New to Michigan, Waco was the recently appointed chief of law enforcement for the Michigan Department of Natural Resources. Last summer he had promoted Grady Service from detective to senior master sergeant—a new rank, which had made Service top NCO for the entire state.

Waco’s home sat on the west bank of the Grand River, three miles southeast of Dimondale, the chief’s property sitting on the borders of both Eaton and Ingham Counties.

“Retiring?” Chief Waco asked.

“Self-demoting,” Service said. “The Mosquito Wilderness is open, and I want it back. I started there and I want to finish there, with my boots in the dirt. I’m sure you can understand.”

The chief dangled the stiff cloth stripes between his fingers. “Sure, I can understand. But you haven’t given the new job much of a chance—and what exactly do I do with these?”

“Bearnard Quinn’s your man. Let him recommend his own replacement. It should have been him with the top job first time around. Not me. I’m not cut out for that committee and diplomatic crap.”

“You haven’t exactly worn out an office chair.”

“Committee work would kill me. I can’t stand not being in the woods.”

“From what I’ve seen, you h’ain’t been a whole lot behind a desk. Listen, Grady, you’re the kind of man who stands up and says he’s gonna do such and such, and the dang line behind you gets so dern long, nobody can see the end of it. You’re a leader.”

“I want my Mosquito back, Chief.”

“It’s not your Mosquito.” The chief rubbed his eyes, looking weary. Years before, the two men had worked together on a difficult case in Missouri and had become friends. The chief had been recruited to Michigan to take the top job and infuse new thinking into the organization. Service knew Waco was a damn good man.

“Probably do you some good to put your boots in the dirt, too,” Service said.

“Wun’t take exception to thet,” the chief said with a tired, flat voice. He looked tired, too.

The chief’s home office was over his two-car garage. Service was surprised by piles of books, mostly nonfiction, not yet placed in what looked to be newly built floor-to-ceiling bookcases.

The chief studied him. “You work with that author yet?”

Months ago, the chief had gently ordered him to work with a man who wrote books about the department, but Service wanted no part of writers or journalists or anyone with anything to do with the damn media, unless they could be of use to him. “He was supposed to call me,” Service said.

The chief sat back in his chair. “The man tried repeatedly, but apparently you don’t make call-backs.”

Busted. Service kept his mouth shut.

“Call the man and make it happen,” Waco said.

“Just one day, right?”

“Several days, a week or two—whatever he wants. He’s an ally, not a foe.”

“I don’t like civilians,” Service said.

Waco sighed. “Just call him, Grady.”

An old fart with hearing aids, a stutter, a cane, the writer was alleged to be painfully slow-moving and overly nosy. “Yessir,” he said, with no intention of ever following through.

“The man’s a vet,” Chief Waco said. “If that softens the blow.”

“Which war? Between the States?”

“Try to show some grace once in a while. It can work wonders.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Service said.

The chief shook his head and tossed the stripes to him. “Put them in your scrapbook. I’ll call Quinn. And don’t be taking that writer feller on some death march through one of your dang cedar swamps. He might just have to rescue yore big butt.” Waco held a PhD, but he could talk pure and convincing backwoods when he wanted.

Service looked at the chief. “Thanks, Eddie.”

“Git,” Chief Waco said. “Some of us have paperwork to tend to.”

“You could always do what I’m doing,” Service said.

The chief glared at him. “Don’t think I h’ain’t considered it.”
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Wednesday, August 6


SLIPPERY CREEK CAMP

Lousy humid night to sleep, sheets sticking to him. Central Dispatch called him at 0330, night calls rarely presaging anything but bad news.

“Grady, it’s Lamb Jones.”

“Not a social call, eh, Lamb?”

There was none of the usual perkiness in Lamb’s voice. She was terse, all business; this was unprecedented. Jones was the most proficient dispatcher Service had ever worked with: smart, spunky, determined, optimistic, in her late thirties, and not bad on the eyes. Lamb always insisted she was looking for a better job, which never seemed to materialize. Good thing. Her departure would leave a gaping hole in a critical function of the county’s law enforcement chain.

“Two gorks at Twenty Point Pond,” Lamb said. “CO Denninger is on-site with Sergeant Linsenman. She’s freaking out and demanding that you join them ASAP.”

Not good. “Out my door in four minutes, on scene in forty. Tell her I’m rolling,” Service said, pulling on his pants.

He knew he needed a shave, but gorks wouldn’t give a shit. God, listen to yourself: Gorks! Gorks? People deserved dignity even in the ugliness of death, didn’t they? What kid of a demeaning cop word is that? It doesn’t even conjure an image, only creates a shudder of revulsion on sound alone.

“Troops alerted, Central?”

“Sergeant Linsenman’s there; asked me to call Detective Friday. She’ll rendezvous with you at US 41 and the old Peshekee Grade Road. Central clear.”

Detective Tuesday Friday was his girlfriend of two years, a Troop homicide dick out of the Negaunee post. They lived (separately) together. Divorced, she had a son, Shigun, and a house in Harvey, outside Marquette. They split time between their homes. Often when he was on extended duty, Service’s 160-pound presa canario, Newf, and Cat, the cantankerous stray who had adopted him many years ago, bunked with Tuesday and her son. Service had lost the love of his life, Maridly Nantz, in 2004. His teenage son had died with her, but left a pregnant girlfriend. Service loved his toddler granddaughter, Little Maridly, named for his murdered girlfriend. He supposed he also loved Friday, and she him, but neither had so far used the word marriage.

He started the truck, reported into service with Lansing and Lamb Jones, his mind in high gear. If it’s red, it’s dead: This was August, venison meat at its tastiest. July 4 was when serious U.P. violators began to work in earnest. Even on still nights with swarms of mosquitoes and deerflies, Service could imagine them out there in his woods—poaching the people’s animals, his animals, his granddaughter’s, and the knowing cut deep.

He’d never wanted to be a detective in the Wildlife Services Protection Unit, and until a few days ago he’d had another job he’d not wanted, not just as a sergeant, but as the state’s top NCO. Damn joke. All he’d ever wanted was to take care of the Mosquito Wilderness and eventually to retire. But life dealt shitty hands, and you had to play the cards you caught. Choice played but a small role in real life and seemed to serve largely as an illusion for pathological optimists and overreaching mouth-breathers.

From a selfish point of view, there was some good news in this call: Gorks and homicides were not the DNR’s responsibility. Linsenman, it seemed, already had decided to push the case over to the State, which meant his girlfriend Tuesday Friday would catch it, in which case—Dammit—it would affect both their lives. The point now was that Denninger was demanding his presence, which is why Lamb Jones had bumped him. He wondered why Dani had asked for him instead of her sergeant, Willie Celt. Denninger was a relatively new CO, a competent, spunky woman who loved her work. She didn’t rattle easily, and knowing this, he kept the accelerator to the floor.

Friday bumped him on the cell phone.

“You know where this place is?”

“Just beyond the butt crack of Bumfuck, Egypt. Technically it’s just inside the Marquette border next to the Baraga County line, far northwest corner of the Hurons, south and a hair west of Mount Baldy.”

“Sounds like Backwoods Valhalla.”

“Definition of.”

“Fastest route?”

“North up the Peshekee Grade Road, just past the river mouth west of Van Riper State Park.”

“See you at the turnoff?” she said.

“Who’ll be on top?” he asked.

“What a silly, shallow, and insecure man you are,” she teased. “Move, Bucko. And hold that thought.”
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Wednesday, August 6


TWENTY POINT POND, MARQUETTE COUNTY

Five miles out of his camp Service drove past a mother raccoon and five babies flattened on the road, their blood black and glistening in his headlights, death by blind obedience to an obviously flawed maternal instinct—proof that mama did not always know best. She had made a gamble and all of them had died. Did animals think of family as refuge, the way some people did? Here was proof contrary. His own family experience further attested to that. What good was something that could be taken away as soon as it gained currency in your life?

He found Friday at the turnoff to the grade, and let her swing her unmarked black Tahoe in behind his unmarked Tahoe before he put the hammer down. They flew into the labrynthian maze of gravelly mountain two-tracks, Friday glued to his six, both vehicles spitting tombstone-gray summer rock bits in their wakes, raising clouds, and skittering dust devils into the night.

It was a half-mile hike from a small parking area to the pond. Formally called Rockgap Lake, it had been known locally as Twenty Point Pond since the head and antlers of a twenty-point whitetail buck had been found near the primitive campground back in the late 1950s. A hue and cry had gone up from the locals, demanding that the DNR find and punish the guilty! Who but an asshole would kill such a magnificent beast and not even bother to take the trophy horns? A kid then, Service had asked his father about the buck, which was being talked about everywhere. His old man had been a CO before him, a famous one, and not so popular with his son.

“You going after that guy?” Grady had asked his old man.

“What guy?”

“The one who poached the deer.”

“What deer?” his father asked, half in the bag—as usual.

“The twenty-point.”

“Chrissakes, who the hell says it was poached?” his old man grumbled.

Grady Service remembered being at a total loss for words until he managed to say, “But somebody just threw away the rack.”

His old man shrugged. “You can’t eat goddamn horns, kid. Obviously someone wanted meat and didn’t give a shit about the trophy. Use your fucking head, and think before you talk.”

“That sounds crazy,” Grady mumbled weakly.

“Are you some kind of hunting-ethics guru now?” his old man challenged.

“It just seems wrong—you know, wasteful,” Grady argued, trying not to feel like he’d been written off by his father.

The old man sighed deeply and took a deep breath. “For the sake of discussion, how about we say that theoretically there’s a near-starving family up on the Northwest Road, and that buck dressed out at close to three hundred pounds, meaning a good hundred and fifty pounds of meat, and said theoretical starving family can’t eat no fucking horns. How about we say that, ya know, for purposes of a so-called fucking learned discussion?”

Grady knew then that his old man had killed the animal and given it to a family in need. He wanted to run away, but knew he couldn’t back down.

“Was the deer shot at the lake?”

“Theoretically, but I’d guess it just might’ve been shot miles away and the head was dumped at the camp—you know, to theoretically keep assholes from swarming to the area where there actually might be other big bucks—theoretically speaking.”

“But now hunters will swarm Rockgap Lake.”

His father grinned. “There’s a lot of dumb clucks running around the woods, kid. Most of the slobs don’t hunt more than a hundred yards from their damn trucks on account they’re afraid some bogeyman will eat their incompetent asses.”

Before his old man died, Grady learned exactly where the old man had found the monster deer, and he had gone there himself, looked, and seen other trophy animals. This information he’d kept to himself since, not even telling other COs. It wasn’t the sort of place hundred-yard hunters would stumble on, so why help them?

Meanwhile, Rockgap Lake morphed inexorably into the legendary Twenty Point Pond, and over the years COs had written countless tickets to cheaters and idiots looking for phantom giant bucks there. That was the thing about hunters, Service reminded himself: You could kick them into action with no more than a half-assed rumor of a trophy of any kind. Some hunters just couldn’t restrain themselves, like it was some kind of weird damn disease, this drooling over antlers and Boone and Crockett scores.

Marquette County sergeant Weasel Linsenman was standing off to the side of a small tent, which Grady Service noted had been placed by someone who knew a thing or two about camping, situating it behind a rocky ledge to help shelter the structure from prevailing winds.

“Unfuckingbelievable,” the Marquette County sergeant greeted Friday and Service.

“Where’s Denninger?” Service asked.

“Tromboning her guts over in the woods, eh, and before you start trash-talking that girl, let me tell you, I had my turn hurling, too.”

Service squatted at the fire pit by the tent, touched the ashes. No embers, ashes cold. But he could smell bacon or something fat in the dregs. A fire in this weather? Weird.

Friday turned on a flashlight, tugged on blue latex gloves, eased back the tent flap, and shone her light inside.

Service stood behind her. “Okay to lean over your shoulder?”

“Go for it,” she said.

Flies were buzzing, the fetid smell of death and decay pressing. An air mattress covered the entire floor area of the two-person shelter. Remains of two unclothed bodies were side by side on their backs, their legs and thighs pulled up and back in gross exaggeration, synchronized death, something reminiscent of a Hollywood slasher movie. Females, both of their chests open, hearts gone, heads and hands removed, upper-arm muscles ripped down to stark white bone, pinked under the flashlight beam.

Friday shone her light on a corpse, calmly said, “No buttocks, either vick. And not much blood, considering the extent and nature of the wounds.”

Her composure amazed him.

“Dump site?” Service remarked, his first thought having been that wolves or coyotes had gotten to the remains. “Wolves been here, maybe?” he said out loud to Friday. “Some kind of animal.”

“Based on?” she said.

“Guts, butts … that’s where wolves usually start. Other muscles come last. Don’t know why, just is.”

She said, “There should be hair, DNA, something left inside the tent, tracks outside. I thought wolves didn’t attack humans.”

“Not saying an animal attacked, but it might have fed off the meat available,” he said. Animals might have fed here, but no wolf did this—at least not one that fit his predator/scavenger profile or experience.

“Look around for animal evidence?” she said over her shoulder.

He stepped outside and began looking around, careful to stand in one place and let his eyes move, rather than risk ruining evidence.

“You call your homicide people?” Friday asked Linsenman as she backed out of the tent.

“I did, and I told them I was calling you, too, because it was my guess you’d prolly end up catching the case. They said to call them if you need their help, but it’s your call from here on, far as they’re concerned. I thought it best to keep this as straightforward and uncomplicated as possible.”

Service’s friend Linsenman was a great cop, the kind of man you could always depend on, even when he didn’t relish being depended on.

“Thanks for that,” Friday said. “Dani found them?”

“Yeah.”

Service went looking for the young CO, found her sitting with her back against a mossy stump, clumsily smoking a cigarette, coughing.

“They tell you about crap like this at the academy?” Service asked.

“I’m not in the mood for half-baked philosophy. There’s nothing funny about this sicko shit,” she said.

“Sorry. Friday’s here. She wants to talk at you.”

“Not a problem. I’ll be right there,” Denninger said.

Service watched Friday and Linsenman use a roll of yellow plastic tape to cordon off the crime area.

“Call the ME?” Friday asked Linsenman.

“She’s en route, I expect.”

“She?” Friday asked. “What happened to Myslewski?”

“Today’s the deputy ME’s first day. Myslewski announced that he’ll retire in September, and she’s gonna work with him until he leaves. None of this has been announced to the public.”

“Her name?”

“Dr. Kristy Tork.”

“Never heard of her.”

“Hired out of Mount Clemens or some McMansionless scum pit between Flintucky and Detwat. Word is she works great with cops, and she’s swum through a bunch of hi-viz cases downstate.”

Service could see cop-think asserting itself and Friday immersing herself in professional mode. Her duty hat was snugged down tight: Preserve the site, get the medical examiner to the scene, summon the State Police crime scene team to collect forensic evidence. At this stage, you had to block out the horrifics and run your crime scene checklist. This was still early in the what-how-and-when stage. Motive wouldn’t become an issue for a while—not until other essential questions were settled. He knew the missing heads and hands were problematic to the case, but Friday said nothing about them. As a good cop, she would focus on what she had, not what she didn’t have. Amend that: Not just a good cop, a great cop.

Service had seen more than his share of dead people, but murder wasn’t a DNR concern, much less his job. Thank God. Even so, he and other conservation officers encountered enough baffling and strange human behavior and corpses to understand that almost any and all things were possible. Nothing was too extreme or unimaginable.

The possibilities spanned human diversity. Satan whispered “Why don’tcha?” to an imaginary dog who, in turn, whispered the same thing to a nutcase, and kabang, psychic shit overflowed from an inner cesspool with severely negative karma for fuel. There were lots of folks in the world and woods, oddly bent and hearing voices, most just trying to hang on, but a few inevitably losing their grip. Friday was good at her job—logical, orderly, unflappable, and even-tempered. Hell, she was good even in her postcoital Jell-O mode, which was a wholly altered state of being (and which, he reminded himself, there’d not been much of recently). She’d been gone for a long week to a seminar in Lansing.

“Hey,” Linsenman said. “Loan me a ciggie.”

“Loan? You don’t smoke.”

“Until tonight. You know why most rural homicides aren’t solved?”

“Enlighten me,” Service said.

“No dental records, and all the DNA’s identical.”

Service felt himself smiling. “Is that profiling? If it is, I remind you it is against the current laws of the land, Sergeant. And it’s downright sick.”

“Hey, it’s also nearly universally true. Where’s that cig?”

Service handed him the pack, and Linsenman lit up. Friday walked over to them.

“We’ll wait for the ME,” Friday told the two men. “When I told my mother I wanted to be a cop, she screamed ‘Why?!’ I told her I liked the notion of helping people. Then, she yelled ‘People?! Most creatures you meet won’t want your help, and most of them are incapable of being helped.’ This was the central precept of my mother’s family—that there are two distinct classes of people in the world: those few who might reasonably be defined as human, and the greater part by far who were born hopeless, and not worth thinking or caring about.”

“You’re not like your mother,” Service said.

“Sometimes I wonder if she’s the one who understood reality, and it’s me who doesn’t get it.”

“Relax,” he whispered.

“This doesn’t turn your stomach?”

“I’ve seen a lot that has turned my stomach, and this is as bad as it gets. Everyone dies; only the timing and method are up for grabs. At least there aren’t any little kids.”

She nodded solemnly. “What about guilt?” she asked.

Weasel Linsenman said, “As flies to wanton boys are we to the gods; they kill us for their sport. Weird dude named Shakespeare wrote that shit, like, five hundred years ago.”

Service grinned. Weasel’s depth sometimes astonished him.

Friday said, “When my mom and stepdad died, it occurred to me that somehow I was responsible—that my words, said in anger years before, had drawn death to them, like a bad-luck magnet. It’s taken a long time to understand and accept that I bore no responsibility. They were killed by a Northwest L-1011 that had been improperly deiced. It lumbered off the runway from Detroit Metro into a thick, freezing mist and promptly crashed on I-94, killing everyone on board and eleven more luckless people on the ground, including my schizoid mother Eve and her latest husband, Luke. They were in her new red Mercedes.

“‘Drinking’ Eve used to ask other drunks how they would characterize a tornado picking up an eighteen-wheeler filled with pigs and dropping it on a synagogue; when no answer came, ‘Anti-semitic’ Eve would cackle and say, ‘Intelligent design.’ I asked her once, what if God was last in his drafting class? That cost me a four-week grounding one summer, but it was worth it. I still wonder if it was God’s intelligent design to drop an L-1011 on all those poor folks. It seems to me that God and Mother Nature together kill a helluva lot of innocent people in ice-cold blood.”

Service was almost relieved when Denninger joined them.

“When did you find them?” Friday asked.

Denninger looked at her watch. “Three hours ago.”

“You looked inside the tent?”

“The smell told me I had to.”

“What brought you out here?”

“There’s a little brook trout stream near here. It’s a magnet for both visiting and local assholes. This time of year the water never gets above forty-eight degrees. I’m not sure where the trout migrate from.”

Service smiled. They were a long way from anywhere, but it was no surprise that Denninger would be out, about, and poking around, searching for miscreants in remote locations.

The Upper Peninsula was as much a state of mind as a piece of geography. Usually you knew the troublemakers in your area, or the people you regularly contacted in the line of duty. Or at least you’d heard of them. Below the Bridge, or BTB, as they say, everyone was a stranger, even your neighbors, and every encounter was potentially lethal. If your mind wandered, you could be quick-dead. In some ways, that was less true up here.

Outsiders thought of Yoopers as antisocial loners, but they weren’t. They could be gloriously gregarious when the mood or need struck. Mostly they were private people; they didn’t want to be alone, they wanted to be left alone, a fine line between the two. Collectively they had no use for rules and laws written by gasbag political flatlanders five hundred miles away in Lansing. Service understood the draw of the lifestyle, and his job. Unlike others, this work wasn’t a stopover en route to something bigger and more lucrative. This was what he wanted, all he had ever wanted, and he was glad to have it back.

The bodies were removed by 10 a.m., overseen by new Marquette County medical examiner, Dr. Kristy Tork, six feet tall, with the build of a ballerina, the voice of a truck driver, and the vocabulary of a sailor on Hong Kong liberty.

“Fricking gorks, even up here,” Tork said, shaking her head. “Who knew?”

Jen Maki, the lead forensics technician for the Michigan State Police, was with the doctor, blotting perspiration from her forehead with a yellow Cub Scout bandanna.

Tork said, “Lopped off their heads and hands, dug out their hearts. I’m guessing we’ll find semen in their cisterns.”

“This wasn’t about sex,” Friday asserted.

The doctor responded calmly and in a measured voice. “I don’t mean to imply it was, Detective. But when men get to doing this sort of shit to women, it seems their dickie-doos are invariably involved in some way. Standard operating procedure to look for pecker tracks. Obviously the perp doesn’t want the remains easily identified, yet I’m asking myself—if I’m trying to prevent identification, why would I take heads and hands and leave a leg with a tattoo? What’s that all about? I mean, Jesus-on-a-Popsicle-stick. My guess is that our Jane Does are Native Americans, and the perp may be a major candidate for the rubber-room short bus.” She banged the heel of her hand against her forehead. “Forgot the tat! Duh!”

“Evidence for Native Americans?” Friday asked.

“Skin tone, hunch—can’t say for sure. I might could be wrong, but blood will tell. Tattoo on the one might eventually help. Stylized bear or a dog, not sure which, but I guess prolly a bear. Has a back hump.”

“How often are you wrong?” Friday asked.

“Me? Lots of times, but mitochondrial DNA sequencing is never wrong. It doesn’t lie or get confused the way we animated carbon units do.”

Service didn’t really understand the science or its nuances, but he’d noticed more and more young officers using animal DNA as a tool in making various cases. He told himself repeatedly that he needed to get up to speed with younger officers, especially in his detective role, but there had never seemed to be time, and now his detective days were over and he could immerse himself in the Mosquito Wilderness. You were smart to turn down the top sergeant job. You aren’t qualified.

“Native Americans are problematic,” Service announced to Tork.

“Meaning?”

“They live in a closed society and move around a lot. There are more Indians in Detroit than in the rest of the state combined. They’re hard to trace, and they’re basically uncooperative with white cops. A daughter visits her mother in Bay Mills or Hannahville for six months, then one night she books it to Detroit or the Dakotas, Southern Ontario, or the planet Neptune for a year or two without a damn word, and nobody even inquires, because that’s just how it is. It’s noble to be so free and to move around on whims, but for cops with cases, it’s a pain in the ass. No offense, but I hope you’re wrong on this,” Service concluded.

“Ditto,” Jen Maki added.

“I’m just the messenger,” Dr. Tork said, noisily peeling off her gloves.

Service looked at Denninger. “Is there a vehicle?”

“Not that we’ve found.”

“Somebody drop them?”

“Or whacked them and ganked their wheels,” the young CO suggested.
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Thursday, August 7


MARQUETTE, MARQUETTE COUNTY

The morgue and medical examiner’s office were in the Marquette Regional Medical Center’s emergency department complex, between College and Magnetic Avenues. Service said good-bye to Denninger and followed Friday only as far as the complex. He knew she wanted to attend the autopsy, as did Linsenman.

“How was your seminar?” he asked Friday before they entered the morgue.

“You coming in for the autopsy?” she asked, dismissing his question.

“Not a chance,” he said. “See you at your place later?”

“Yep,” she said distractedly. Her head’s buried in the case already. Service drove to Friday’s place, relieved her sister of kid-care duties, and checked to make sure Friday’s son, Shigun, was asleep.

When Friday got home, Service handed her a glass of white wine. They sat on the bed, undressing, and performing nightly rituals.

“Feebs think they have all the answers,” she said with a derisive snort. “They don’t even have all the damn questions yet. I picked up some good tidbits on DNA, though. The feds want to set up a national DNA bank similar to AFIS.”

“Must be nice to be able to print money,” Service said with a snort. The State of Michigan was broke and sucking fiscal carbon monoxide. AFIS, the Automated Fingerprint Identification System, had been pioneered by the FBI; major city cop houses had adapted the system to create local crime data banks, which helped to catch some criminals, but missed most, and cost taxpayers a bundle to maintain. The cost of a national DNA bank, he guessed, would make the AFIS look like chump change.

“So damn young,” Friday said suddenly. “Eighteen and twenty. Jesus! Messy work on their necks, done in a hurry, machete or a hatchet. Hacked off heads and hands. The heart deal is really weird. I mean, what’s that all about? I think he knew what he wanted, but I don’t see any finesse at work. We may have us a power boy, a real grank-and-crank. I’m thinking we should do a statement for the media, the usual drill. Found two bodies of unidentified young women, approximately eighteen to thirty years of age, discovered yesterday in a remote location in Marquette County. Cause of death not yet determined, but foul play is suspected, and the investigation is under way, yada yada. Do I mention animals might have gotten at the remains?”

Service considered the critter what-if and rejected it. No real evidence. Wolves or coyotes were possible, but not likely. He could tell that her mind was absorbed in the case. Granks were killers who tore apart victims. “Leave out the animal part. No proof.”

“I’m keeping everything on the table with me for the moment.”

“No task force?”

“Not unless forced,” she said. “It’s a sad world when people begin to verbigate nouns,” she added.

What the hell was she talking about?

“Linsenman checked between toes, and what was left of the arms. No tracks.”

“They could be play-for-pay girls,” Service offered.

“A possibility lacking evidence.”

“The lab will mine all the cavities.”

“Meaning vaginas, not teeth?” she challenged, clearly not pleased with his word choice.

“I hope Forensics can match the hatch,” Service said. “Unsubs complicate everybody’s life.”

“Ya think?” Friday yowped at him with a half-growl.

“We’re not going to fool around tonight, right?” Service said.

She tilted her head and looked over at him with blank eyes. “What did you say?”
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Friday, August 8


TWENTY POINT POND

Denninger called on his personal cell phone at 0400. “Can you get loose?” she asked.

“Shouldn’t you be back in your own house by now,” he said, “getting—what’s it called—oh yeah, sleep?”

“I found something you should see.”

“Tomorrow?”

“Now,” she said. “Please?”

He heard the pleading in the young CO’s voice, pushed down the covers, said, “Soon as I can get there,” got out of bed, and began to dress.

“Who was that?” Friday asked.

“Denninger.”

“This case?”

“Don’t know yet.”

He kissed the top of Friday’s head and went out to his Tahoe, wishing he’d gotten real sleep. Two 0400 wake-ups in a row was a decidedly crappy trend. He’d once challenged Friday on how obsessed she became by her cases, and she had looked him in the eye and said, “Pretty much like looking in a mirror, ain’t it?” Right now was a case in point.

Denninger was parked in the lot with the trail that led north to Twenty Point Pond. She was standing behind her truck, tailgate down, a coffeepot on a small burner.

“You can’t work twenty-four, seven,” he said.

“Sure I can, and do, same as you. They just don’t pay us for it.”

“What have you got?”

“Coffee first, then we’ll take a walk.”

Walk, to a conservation officer, could amount to anything from a few hundred yards to several miles.

“South, I bet,” Service said.

“You know your geography.”

“Fields to the south, good grasses to attract bait.”

Bait was a CO term for deer feeding in a field, where they served as magnets for violators. “Been lots of busts up here,” Service added.

After coffee, they hiked to the crime scene and Denninger led him beyond the camp, taking him in a giant loop back to the south. She shone her flashlight in the dirt, showed him three huge canid tracks.

“Seen anything like that before?” she asked.

Service knelt, measured with his hand. The tracks were a good seven inches long, five wide. “If that’s a wolf, it’s the biggest sonuvabitch I’ve ever heard of,” he told her.

“C’mon,” she said, striding off to the south across a field of basalt, the smoothest he had ever seen. Strange geography: Basalt was rarely exposed to this extent, at least in this area.

“Laurentian Plateau, Canadian Shield, whatever,” she said. “We’re on the very eastern edge of it here. Keweenaw’s part of it, too. The animal crossed this rock field, stayed on the hard surface maybe to hide its tracks,” she said, and started moving down the sloping rock until she got to a gigantic white pine that had blown over, exposing its massive root-ball. Denninger pointed. “More tracks.”

Service looked. Geez. What does she want? Wolves are stealthy and cautious but don’t hide their tracks. “Okay, you found tracks; what about them?”

“They’re the sideshow,” the CO said, and lit the bottom of the root-ball with her light. Service saw something smooth and shiny, reflecting light. “Plastic?” he said.

“Look closer,” she said. “I think they’re gun cases.”

He looked at her. “Did you look?”

“Didn’t want to until I got you here to witness it, so we can keep the chain of custody untainted.”

Serviced asked, “What’s this got to do with the gorks? Anything?”

Denninger said, “Something, nothing—who the hell knows? Crime scene techs found an empty box of .308 ammo down by the parking lot—presumably the victims’ or the perp’s, or maybe it fell out of a vehicle. I don’t know. Boot tracks from the parking lot led me to the cache. Let’s see what we have before we jaw more.”

“Fair enough,” said Service.

Denninger handed him her digital camera and snapped on latex gloves. “I’ll be the talent, which in TV lingo means the body in front of a camera.”

“Whatever,” he said. He couldn’t help liking the live-wire Denninger, who had nearly lost a leg to a deadly wolf trap early in her career.

She pulled the package out from under the root-ball and undid the shiny cloth, revealing a hardback weapon case, locked, of course. It took her less than ten seconds to spring it with a tool from her pocket.

Grady Service stared at the two weapons. “Serial numbers?” he asked.

She gave the rifles a thorough examination. “Erased,” she said. “Acid.”

“That ain’t good,” he said.

“More here,” she added, pulling out another package, smaller, unwrapping it and quickly picking another lock.

Service stared and lit a cigarette. “Night scopes. You know what we’ve got here?”

“Trouble?” she said.

“Those rifles used to be called M40s by the Marine Corps. Remington manufactured them only for gyrene snipers. They made fewer than twenty-five hundred of them, and outside military custody, you’d have an easier time getting rough sex from the Virgin Mary than laying your mitts on one of those jobbies.”

“Scopes come with them?”

He looked and declared, “I’m not familiar with these optics. We’ll check into it.”

“You ever seen one of these in the hands of a violator?”

“These are relics, but they’re the real deal, and I’m betting they’re worth a small fortune to collectors.” He failed to mention that he had on occasion been a sniper in Vietnam and had used the same weapon.

“If the rifles belong to the victims?”

He had no answer for her. Just shook his head.

She said, “Maybe it pulls us into it as well. Could be they were making a delivery or something?”

“Don’t speculate,” he said. “Not our business.”

“Or someone came to get the rifles, and the deal turned bad?”

“You don’t know that, and absent prints, you can’t link the weapons to the vicks.”

“Grady,” she said, “that wolf approached the camp, circled, came to this spot, and moved on. Curious how the animal’s trail mirrors our route to this spot. Maybe the victims stashed the weapons. It sure wasn’t the wolf. This is freshly disturbed soil.”

“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “We’ll get Friday out here. This is not our business. More likely it’ll be ATF or FBI—if the weapons are involved.”

Denninger stared at him. “What if I told you there’s some talk of a dogman being seen in far western Baraga County. Bar talk says there’s even a bar bounty out on the damn thing.”

Dogman? This was the Michigan version of what the French called a loup garou—a werewolf. From what he remembered, the dogman was the fictional creation of some downstate radio disc jockey. “We don’t need this kind of shit,” he told her. “You’re pulling my leg, right?”

“No joke, Grady.”

“Shit.”

By training, conservation officers could deal with just about anything, but if you really wanted to get them talking, all you had to do was ask about UFOs and other semimystical supernatural phenomena they’d encountered in the woods. Real or not, the dogman was one of those things that made some COs cringe while fascinating them at the same time. Service was certain all such fantasies were just so much crap.

“Do we take the weapons to Friday?” Denninger asked.

“We don’t do homicides. If the weapons belong to her vicks, and her case, she can take them, and if not, she can pass them to whoever catches the weapons case.”

“My gut says this is all in the same stewpot,” Denninger said.

Grady Service shuddered. “You don’t have a gut,” he told her.

In fact, Denninger was a hard body who slaved to maintain it. His own scarred gut was suggesting the same connected mess. It was not something he cared to think about. Not that he believed such junk, but a lot of nut-job civilians would, and if this became public, all hell would break loose as every self-appointed monster-hunter in the state (and the country) would probably arrive in Michigan, trying to bag the alleged beast. Especially if there was a bounty on it.

“You need to find out for sure about that bounty: who, how much, when, why, everything.”

“You?”

“I’ll call Tuesday and wait here for her.”

• • •

An hour later he was feeling dozy when he sensed he was being watched. Instinctively he remained perfectly still and began to scan the surrounding areas with his eyes, but nothing looked suspicious. After fifteen minutes, the strange feeling passed. Not a wolf.

Shakespearean lines filled his mind: “Or in the night / imagining some fear / How easy is a bush supposed a bear!”

The lines made him laugh. Yeah, probably a bear prowling around.

Where the heck was Friday? He stepped past the root-ball to urinate, looked down, and saw more of the giant wolf tracks. “Geez,” he said out loud.

Friday arrived, took photographs of the weapons cache, and they carried and loaded the rifles and scopes into the patrol unit.

“Any theories to share?” she asked.

“Nothing supported by evidence,” Service said. He decided to tell her nothing about the wolf man until Denninger got more information on the so-called bounty.

Friday wore latex gloves and hefted one of the rifles. “This thing’s heavy, and would be even heavier with one of these scopes. Our vicks don’t look strong enough to handle them.”

“Could be irrelevant,” he said. “May have nothing to do with Twenty Point Pond.”

“Then what?”

He held out his hands and rolled his eyes. “It’s the U.P., eh?”

Friday looked at him. “I bet you’re glad you’re not on this case.”

“Like, totally,” Grady Service said, grinning.
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Saturday, October 18


NEGAUNEE, MARQUETTE COUNTY

Yint’s Eat Healthy Eh-Café was poorly named, the emporium’s fare so fattening you could clog arteries just by reading the menu. Service ordered a cinnamon roll and Friday curled a lip in revulsion.

“At my age sugar goes straight to my hips,” she complained.

The waitress, a part-time college student at Northern, and a granddaughter of the owner, Helmi Yint, said, “Try the pan kaka. They’re, like, Swedish, hey? You put your maple syrup on top of her.”

Service and Friday both laughed. “Just coffee,” Friday said.

Service loved his fellow Yoopers. “Put your syrup on top of her?” he mimicked.

“Good plan. File that for future consideration,” Friday said in a low voice. There had not been much closeness lately, and it sometimes felt like they were slowly drifting apart, largely because they were both so busy—Service reestablishing his presence in the Mosquito, and Friday with the two-gork case. COs were reporting an influx of road hunters, and there was a major jump in tickets for loaded weapons in vehicles, but most of the dopes so far were locals. Dogman-related? He hoped not.

The two Marine sniper weapons had landed back on his desk after being turned down by the FBI, ATF, and the US Marine Corps, all of whom said they had more important things to deal with. With no serial numbers, there wasn’t much he could do, although he had called an old Marine buddy by the name of Prince.

Prince had been his platoon sergeant in Vietnam, a straight-backed, foul-mouthed, born leader out of the Blue Ridge Mountains in northeast Georgia. Prince was calm and patient, a born teacher with unerring judgment of men and situations. The Gunny had given Service’s black platoon mate, Treebone, the nickname “Chocolate Bunny,” and the first time Service heard this, he had expected a fight, but Tree had only laughed. Service respected and trusted Prince, the kind of NCO who was the bedrock of the Marine Corps, and all uniformed services.

Service and Treebone left Vietnam and the Corps, but Prince had stayed in and retired at an exalted super-senior gunnery sergeant rank. He now lived in southern California, not far from Camp Pendleton.

“Gunny Prince,” said Service.

“Bet you never thought you’d be addressing me that way,” Prince shot back.

“Standards slide; Semper fi.”

“Semper fi. What the hell do you want?”

Service explained the situation—the rifles and scopes, ammo, all of it, along with the lack of leads.

“Well,” Prince said after listening, “them’s some real primo weps y’all’s got, and in the long-gun market, you might could trade a brace for a heap of pussy, money, or both.”

“There’s a market for such?”

“There’s a market for everything, Service. What the hell kind of a cop are you?”

“The serial numbers are gone. How do you trace something like this?”

“Rumor mill, old jarhead under-radar bullshit streams, and such, and like that, and so forth, and like that. You know the Suck.”

“Pig in a poke?”

“The polar opposite of the odds of contracting the black clap in Saigon. You want me to make some inquiries?”

“Affirmative. I’m sort of at a dead end here.”

“No promises.”

“Anything might help.”

He had already related this to Friday, and she had just shaken her head and said, “I think you invented networking, Service.” She had asked for the meeting at Yint’s this afternoon, and he had no idea why. Tomorrow he intended to drive to Houghton to see his granddaughter and her mom, whom he considered his daughter-in-law, even though she and his son Walter had never married. It had been sleeting for three days and this morning had turned to a heavy, slippery wet snow. He hoped roads would be drivable the next day.

Friday seemed pensive.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Yes and no,” she said, lost in thought. “Almost three months, Grady, and we have bupkis for evidence, nothing on the vicks. The DNA finally came back: maybe Indians, maybe not. Tork’s taking another look, new samples. There’s not a damn thing we can use to point us now or later, assuming there is a later.”

“There’s always a later,” he told her.

“My boss told me with state budgets as they are, MSP may be cutting some detective positions, and I’m low dick on the totem pole. I talked to my union rep, who said I should just suck it up and be glad I have a job. Let’s hear it for moral support and brotherly love,” she said bitterly.

“You’re too good to chop.”

“Seniority isn’t about performance,” she said. “There’s no semen in the vaginas and stomachs of the vicks. That’s not good for down-the-road use. No evidence of a struggle, no traces of intoxicants or drugs. Makes me wonder if they weren’t willingly tied together. This one is weird.”

She’s venting, rhetorical mutterings. Service knew to keep his mouth shut while Tuesday tried to shape her thoughts. She liked to think out loud. He didn’t.

“Outrage is waning,” she went on. “Newspapers are folding left and right, and nobody gives enough of a shit to track something like this and keep the anger alive.” Service knew that an intense emotional response often kept public interest high in certain crimes, and sometimes brought leads that led to case breaks, but the same so-called outrage could also interfere with cases, depending on how circumstances manifested themselves.

“Maybe details should be released to renew public interest?” she asked. “It’s only been three months,” he said, trying to reassure her.

“It feels like three years,” Friday grumbled, rubbing her eyes with the back of her right hand.

“Ask me, releasing details is a mistake,” Service said. “Details can make people flip out. It’s a small miracle we’ve held all this so tight this long.”

Helmi Yint stood before them, interrupting their conversation. “Sixty-seven was the worst,” she said. “My brother drove snowplow for the county. Snow up to the bloody eaves by mid-December. We had to tunnel out to the bloody roads just to put the kiddies on the school bus. Stayed like that ’til well after April Fool’s. Sixty-seven, she was a beast, eh.”

Service looked up. Yint was sixty, a stout matron who had buried three husbands, all loggers, and, through it all, had somehow kept the small restaurant alive and raised seven children, all good kids.

“You hear ’bout Martine Lecair?” Helmi Yint casually asked Friday.

Friday shook her head.

“She just packed it in last week, took her twins out of school and skedaddled. Nobody knows where she went off to, or why. Good job like that—in the U.P.’s best school system, too. Makes no bloody sense. Why would she call her principal and tell him she was resigning for personal reasons? Just like that, done deal. I can’t even imagine it. Had it too good, maybe, too easy—state insurance, union protecting your butt, summers off, all that good guv’mint candy. Not hard living like the rest of us up here, that’s for sure.”

White prejudice against tribals was a given, and Service knew there also was a certain degree of envy and jealousy for teachers in parts of the U.P., and statewide. The same held true for state employees, who some citizens considered overpaid, underworked, and unduly pampered. Citizen assholes.

Service vaguely knew Martine Lecair—a pretty, vivacious woman about Friday’s age.

“Guess that’s how Indians are,” Yint said. “State paid for her education with our tax money, and this is how she repays us?”

“I doubt it’s personal,” Friday said, her voice edged.

“Well, I take it personal,” the restaurant owner said.

When they got up to leave the owner added, “Better put youse’s chains on. When she gets this deep and wet early, youse’ll need chains to move around. That’s how it was in ’67. Youse could hear chains on the roads in the middle of the day—like bloody ghosts in some cheap movie. It got spooky, I can tell youse. And here it is snowing again, and it ain’t yet Halloween.”

In the entryway they bumped into Trooper Harry Yawkey, a longtime road patrol officer.

“Road conditions?” Friday asked him.

“Salt and sand down, and not too bad yet, but getting there, eh. She’s been pretty quiet. Last night there was a helluva fight at Tooley’s, no permanent damage, human or property, but Kline had to taze and gas some jerkbait from Traverse City.”

Felton Kline was a Negaunee city cop in his early sixties, an amiable man who could usually small-talk troublemakers out of bad intentions.

“Guy was playing grab-ass with one of the local ladies and her old man took exception and the scrap was on. I backed him up,” Yawkey said with a laugh. “Hey, who knew the human head could hold that much snot.”

“Sunny days and cloudy days,” Friday said, “and they’ve each got their points.”

“True that. You hearing they might cut some Troop detective positions?” Yawkey asked bluntly.

“Nah, they’ll go for road cops first, especially in low-crime areas, Harry. Like here.”

It was sometimes argued privately in Lansing and around Michigan that state troopers in the U.P. had much smaller workloads than their counterparts below the bridge in major population areas.

The Troop started to say something, but Friday stopped him. “Go home, Harry. You old road toads need all the sleep you can get.”

“You develop anything yet on them girls you found skinned?” he asked.

“Nobody got skinned,” Friday said forcefully.

“You know how rumor runs,” the Troop said, unsympathetically. “Hell, given that Halloween’s coming, I figured you’d do something to try to preempt the annual shitstorm.”

Outside in the snow Friday looked at Grady Service. “Annual shitstorm? Do you know what he’s alluding to?”

“Probably nothing,” Service said. So far the dogman thing had not crept into the public light, and Denninger had gotten nowhere in her investigation of the bounty rumor. He still had not mentioned any of that stuff to Friday, or anything except the large wolf tracks near the crime scene.

“The transverse of ‘probably nothing’ is, inferentially, ‘possibly something, ’” she said. “You want to spill?”

“Nothing to share.”

“Do I detect an implied yet?”

“If and when there’s something of substance, you’ll know right away.”

“You promise?”

“Hell, yes.”

“Snow’s bad. You want to bunk with Shigun and me tonight?”

“Nobody to take care of Newf and Cat,” he said.

“Dog, cat, kid, us—we need to tie us a damn knot of some kind and stop living like a coupla half-ass Hipsy-Gyps. You love me or not?”

“You know I do.”

“Say it out loud like a big boy.”

“When you’re forced to say it, it doesn’t mean as much.”

“Humor me and say it anyway.”

“I love you.”

“And you want to jump my bones.”

“That’s a fact.”

She patted his face. “Another time. It’s not safe to fool around and drive when it’s snowing.”

“I never heard that before.”

“Well, you can’t say that anymore. How about we get together this weekend?”

“Another meeting?”

“Not the kind we just had,” she said. “I suggest you rest up, Bucko. We are way overdue.”

He started to ask her about Martine Lecair, but she’d shown no real interest. By contrast, he heard alarm bells in his head, though he had no idea why.

Knot. She means damn marriage? He suddenly felt light-headed, wondered why his legs felt shaky.
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Tuesday, October 21


MANITU RIDGE, BARAGA COUNTY

The Lanse Indian Reservation was near L’Anse, the Baraga County seat. Some tribal members lived near Zeba on the east side of the bay, but most were on the west side, near Assinins, north of Baraga. A small, largely unknown concentration lived southwest of Baraga near a place called Manitu Ridge, which some locals called Old Indiantown, though, as Service understood it, the name lacked any current official (or historical) standing. Ramshackle houses were spread out along the rim of a steep canyon with the Blood River meandering below toward Lake Superior. Little or no Keweenaw Bay tribal casino money reached Ridge residents, and from what Service had heard, this was a bone of contention among some.

Sergeant Willie Celt had called that morning. “You know that thing Denninger’s been trying to run down for you?” the sergeant asked Grady Service.

“Yeah.”

“Word is you might want to talk to Kelly Johnstone up to Manitu Ridge.”

“That can’t be good,” Service said.

“Is what it is, man. Denninger says she’ll go with you, if you want.”

“I’ll give her a bump. Thanks.”

“Who pinpointed Johnstone?” he asked Denninger when he reached her cell phone.

“Willie heard it from his cousin in Ontonagon County.”

“The bounty thing is spreading?”

“Until Willie called me, I hadn’t heard anything but the talk back in August and September, which I couldn’t pin down. Willie said he heard Johnstone knows something about Martine Lecair cutting out.”

Service had been troubled by Helmi Yint’s odd news about the teacher, Martine Lecair, and had let all Upper Peninsula COs know they should listen for any information on the Indian woman, or the dogman bounty.

“I hate rumors up here,” he said. “They either turn into a goddamn crown fire, or smolder underground for months, waiting to blow up.”

“Don’t whine,” Denninger said. “Rumor is an integral part of the human condition.”

“You sound like a bluehair know-it-all,” he said.

“Whatever,” she said.

“You know Johnstone?”

“Yeah. I don’t think our souls meshed.”

“Welcome to a big club,” Service replied. “She’s not overly friendly. I’ve sort of known her for a long time, but last time I dealt with her was five or six years back, and she was downright nasty.” Kelly Johnstone served as the unofficial leader of the descendants of an alleged band who insisted their ancestors had lived since eternity on the Manitu Ridge property, separate from the Keweenaw Bay people, therefore constituting their own separate and distinct tribe, culturally, historically, and genetically. As far as Service knew, history didn’t support such a claim, but Johnstone and her followers resolutely continued to press their right to separate federal recognition, presumably to make way for their own casino and its dedicated profit stream. Assuming there would be profit. From what Service had heard from various feds, only about one in twelve Indian casinos made money.

“What’s the Lecair woman got to do with the gork case?” Service asked.

“Dunno,” Denninger said.

One look at the Ridge made most people shake their heads. Why anyone ever gathered to live up here made no sense. How they eked out a living was even more difficult to discern. The Ridge, as it was known, was a distinctly depressing place, as bad in some ways as the Cass Corridor in Detroit.

Johnstone lived in two house trailers joined together by a jury-rigged communal room with a huge woodstove.

Ridge people heated with wood they cut for themselves, which is why huge forest areas near the community were long gone, which led to bank erosion and an inordinate number of fires in dwellings. Fresh snow covering the abundant flotsam and jetsam made the area look almost pristine and pure, which was an illusion.

Service knocked on the door and waited with Denninger. There was a small leather bag on the door knocker, the bag decorated with dyed porcupine quills and some black feathers. What the hell is that about, he wondered; some kind of weird symbol?

Although Johnstone lacked any formal education, she always struck Service as wise, practical, tough, and street-smart. She definitely seemed to have the respect of the people she led. Her age was impossible to guess.

This high on the rim of the Ridge, the snow was heavier than it was two hundred feet lower; window and door screens were still up, and snow and wind had combined to create odd-shaped sculptures on them.

“We’ve got our own tribal game wardens,” Johnstone greeted him when she pulled open the door. “You got no jurisdiction here.”

Great start, Service thought. Why does she come out swinging?

“Dial it down, Johnstone. You don’t have federal recognition, and this area isn’t even part of the Keweenaw Bay property that does, so you’re subject to state law and peace officers here.”

“You’ll address me as Chairman.”

“Okay, Chairman Johnstone,” Service said, “we’ll play it your way.” For now.

“What the hell do you want?” the woman asked, ignoring Denninger.

“Mind if we come in?”

“No, I got the flu,” she countered.

“You want us to call a doctor?” Denninger asked in a saccharine voice.

“I want you to mind your own damn business, girlie. I can take care of myself.” Johnstone started to close the door, but Service boot-blocked her.

“The air out there is cold,” Johnstone complained.

“This won’t take long,” Service said. “We heard Martine Lecair packed up her kids, quit her job in Negaunee, and left the area. Any idea why, or where she went?” Later he would be asking himself why he had thrown Lecair into the mix right away. He would never find a satisfactory answer other than some weird instinctive thing that pushed the words past his inner filter before he could think them through.

“That ain’t the business of no white woods cop.”

Still in my face. “We’re curious—and a little concerned.”

“I guess you heard what curiosity killed.”

He could hardly believe what he was hearing. “Are you threatening us, Chairman Johnstone?”

“Just stating facts,” she said. “Private people’s business is private. This ain’t your business.”

“Her job and all … I just wondered about the suddenness, you know—if she’s all right? She’s not in some kind of trouble, is she?”

“No more’n anybody else,” Johnstone said, flashing a crooked eye.

Fear? Anger? He couldn’t read her with any precision. “We’re not butting in. Just wondering if we can help.”

“Can’t help you,” the woman said.

Can’t or won’t? No idea where she went?”

“She don’t live here,” Johnstone said. “People are free to choose, run their own lives how they see fit.”

More attitude. When disaster struck, Indian survivors sometimes claimed that events had “overwhelmed” them, a Native American version of “Shit happens.” The inference seemed clear: So much in life was beyond one’s control; why even think about the future? Live for now, not tomorrow. It was an alien way of thinking for some whites, and a reminder that dealing with tribals was often complicated, and almost always frustrating. Hell, he could even sympathize with them.

“Heard rumors the tribal council’s wanting to hire you when you retire from the state,” Johnstone said.

“I heard that, too. But you know how rumors are.”

“Rumors that stay around usually have some truth to them,” Johnstone said. “Good you keep that in mind.”

“What about the rumor of a bounty on a dogman? You hear that one?”

“Go away,” the woman said, and stepped back.

Getting nowhere, being stonewalled, and she just tried to bribe me in a very subtle way. “All right, we’ll be getting along. Thanks for your time. Hope you feel better.”

“Will or won’t,” Johnstone said. “Have to deal with what is, not how we want things to be. Hope don’t help nobody.”

He sensed that perhaps she was trying to tell him something without saying it, and this seemed out of character for the uber self-contained Kelly Johnstone. Or did I imagine it?

As they walked toward their trucks, Service asked Denninger for her impressions.

“A prickly, rude bitch.”

“You get the sense she was trying to tell us something?”

“You mean, like, we should go fuck a rolling donut? That sort of thing?”

“Not quite,” he said. “When we pull out, I’m going just beyond the county road. I’ll pull down a two-track and walk back so I can see her trailer. You want to pull off further east and wait for me to bump you?”
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