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1
South Branch, Paint River, West Iron County


SATURDAY, APRIL 29, 2006

The last Saturday in April was Michigan’s traditional trout-opener, and Grady Service began his day mesmerized by the reflection of a battered face, looking down into a mirror of black frogwater. For the first time in a quarter-century he had the time off to actually fish for fish, rather than chase cheating trout fishermen.

What he saw was a man nearing double nickel, loser of the woman he desperately loved and should have married, a widower in concept (albeit, not legally), loser of his only son (by the ex-wife he’d married and shouldn’t have), a son he knew only for a short time but loved, an individual with three decades in government service in various branches of law enforcement—including almost twenty-five years as a game warden, a man who had lost count of his broken bones and stitches, had had his face rebuilt, lost all his teeth to trauma on the Garden Peninsula, had been shot and stabbed, had inherited an unconscionable fortune from the woman who had not been his wife. He saw a man who once again lived alone in an unfurnished cabin near the Mosquito Wilderness, slept on thin mattresses placed on army footlockers set end to end, had a giant dog, a foul-tempered cat, and a granddaughter by blood, sixteen months old. In his mind he was a total failure, a sad excuse for a human being. Worse, how could such a fuckup be responsible for enforcing laws that determined right and wrong? Pathetic, he thought. Piece of shit.

When he thought about it, he had spent his life fighting—as an athlete, as a marine in Vietnam, and as a woods cop—and what had all the strife brought? More violence. He was by some accounts an alpha shit magnet, the sort of rare individual in law enforcement who seemed to naturally attract trouble, and in one way or another always seemed to overcome it. Others in law enforcement called it a gift. He thought of it as a curse.

Best of all, his best friend was with him. Luticious Treebone and Grady Service had finished college the same year, Service at Northern Michigan University in Marquette and Tree at Wayne State in Detroit. Treebone had played football and baseball in college and graduated cum laude. Service had played college hockey and had been only a fair student. Both had volunteered for the marines, met at Parris Island, and served together in the same unit in Vietnam. They had been through hell and had rarely spoken of the war since. After their discharge from the marines they had joined the Michigan State Police and graduated from the academy with honors. When the opportunity came to transfer to the Department of Natural Resources (DNR) law enforcement division as conservation officers, they had both made the move, but within a year, at the urging of his wife, Kalina, Treebone had left the DNR for the Detroit Metropolitan Police, where last year he had retired as a much-decorated lieutenant in charge of vice. The two men had been best friends since the crucible of boot camp; each considered the other his brother.

The two men lost count of fish caught and released, but each kept four eleven-inch brook trout for dinner, gutting them as soon as they were unhooked and stuffing them into creels lined with damp bank grass, all in all the near-perfect day Grady Service had dreamed of for years. When he began to choke up thinking about what it would be like to have Maridly Nantz and his son with him, he quickly banished the thought and focused on fishing.

They set up a pair of two-man tents on the north bank of the river; made a small fire; pan-fried their trout with brown sugar, shallots, and capers; and sipped Jack Daniel’s and Diet Pepsi from tin cups while smoke curled lazily into the sky, blending with their exhalations as the night temperature dropped. Service noticed that the dew was coming early; there could be a hard freeze tonight. The area was without frost only two months a year.

When Newf brought something to the fire, Treebone grimaced and rolled his huge eyes. “That’s nasty, dog!”

Service stared at the object, a human skull. He rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands, dropped his cigar into the fire, and tried to will himself to act when all he wanted to do was crawl into his sleeping bag and sleep without dreams.

A second skull fetched by the dog made the two men glance at each other and roll their eyes in unison. “I’m retired,” Treebone said. “Not no cop no mo.”

“Lucky you,” Service said.

“Your mistake,” his friend concluded. “You goin’ bone-huntin’ in the dark, you be on your own,” Tree mumbled, picking up one of the skulls. “No skin, no hair, no stink—it’s old. This’ll wait till morning, Grady.”

Service got a flashlight out of his pack and stuck it in his jacket pocket. He didn’t really need a light in the darkness, but carried one as a precaution. He patted the drooling dog’s head. “Show me, girl.”

Treebone grumbled and swore, but followed behind them, muttering. Newf led them to a low rocky outcrop, two hundred yards north of their camp. There were bones protruding from the rocks, the bones and rocks both white. A few bones lay on the ground. “Cave-in,” Treebone announced.

“You retire to a second career as a medical examiner?”

“Handled more stiffs than a lot of them smock-boys. You see the broke finger bones?”

“Yeah.”

“I’m thinkin’ cave-in—fingers got broke tryin’ ta claw their way out. Found a ho one time, Sweet Quim Polinka, she run girls Flint to Toledo, but King Luther Martin, aka Batshit, the downriver pussy boss, he offer to buy her out, set her up in West Palm, retire her with honor, bank account, and pussy intact. She send word, ‘Fuck off, nigger!’ Batshit, he tell his boys, ‘Bury that ho-bitch.’ Sweet Quim’s hands look just like that when we found her.”

“Very instructive,” Service said. “Vice handled homicides in Detroit?”

Treebone audibly winced. “Man, don’t you know Vice is the carrier of homicide. You gonna babysit bones all night?”

“It’s a crime scene until forensics determines otherwise.”

Treebone grunted, shook his head, and squatted while Service used his cell phone to call conservation officer Simon del Olmo.

“Thought you and Tree were fishing?” the Cuban-born officer asked. “My dog found two skeletons. You want to call Iron County, get the Troop specialist and deps rolling?”

“Roger that , jeffe.”

Service gave his colleague GPS coordinates.

“North bank of the South Branch?” del Olmo queried.

“That’s affirm, just off the Rec Trail.”

“See you there.”

“No need for you to come out tonight.”

“Elza’s on her four-wheeler up that way. Skeletons in the woods? We both gotta see that.”

Elza Grinda covered west Iron County, del Olmo the east. The two officers lived together in a house near the village of Alpha. The highly competent Grinda was known throughout the DNR as Sheena. She was beautiful, with long, thick hair and intense blue eyes. She had wanted to become a detective and Service had gotten the job she had wanted, which had for a brief time caused hard feelings on her part. Now they were friends.

“We’re just at the Rec Trail where it makes a ninety to the east.”

“Cool. You got your 800 with you?”

“Affirmative.”

“Bump you later,” del Olmo said, hanging up.

Treebone looked at Newf. “See what you gone and done?”

A gray wolf howled from a ridge to the north. “One a yo boyfriends?” Tree asked the dog, which ignored him. Last year she had mated with a wolf and produced a dozen pups, all later shipped to a licensed sanctuary in Wisconsin.

Service looked at his friend. “Sweet Quim Polinka?” The names of Tree-bone’s criminals and his stories had been a source of amusement for years.

“Swear to Jesus. ’Fore she run her own show as mama-san, johns fly from other continents root-hog that ho, I’m talkin’ Saudi princes, Barranquilla blow-kings, Jap business dudes … She world-class, had more twistyass moves than a dyin’ snake, street say. And clean. Busted her once in company of Tripod Kennedy.”

Tripod Kennedy had been a longtime, very popular Detroit Pistons bench player in the glory years of Isiah Thomas and Joe Dumars, his nickname reflecting the enormity of a certain appendage.

“Tripod, he made the bail for her. Nice boy, polite, smart, a lawyer in Austin now. I say, ‘Tripod, what you thinkin’, bailin’ that ho?’”

Treebone’s stories had long been one of Service’s great pleasures, and he let his friend finish with the punch line. With Tree, there was always a punch line.

“He say, ‘Real talk—weren’t my brain made that decision, say?’

” Service laughed.

Treebone sighed. “This surely will ruin our fishin’ tomorrow.”

“Not necessarily.”

“Bull.”

“Like you said, they’re just bones, probably old.”

“You be the shit magnet of shit magnets,” Treebone said. “You and that stinky old dog. You gone sit there in the dark all night or head back to the nice warm campfire?”

“Better hang here. Newf carried away bones. Other critters could do the same.”

“Ever the po-fessional,” his friend said mockingly as he trundled back toward the river. “Be coffee waitin’.”

“Send Grinda and the deps to me when they get here.”

“I look like your tour director?”

Grady Service sat beside the bones in the dark, remembering boneyards of the past: a cedar swamp in spring littered with desiccated deer carcasses, and in the crotch of a broken tree, the leg bones of a deer that got stuck as wolves or coyotes stripped its meat, the bones left in place, wedged too tight to be moved, a grisly monument to the sort of violent death that marked life in the wild. Out here Walt Disney was a sick joke.

In Vietnam a Korean unit set up base camp in a Vietnamese graveyard and the monsoon washed out the graves, scattering bones; the Koreans then used the bones to construct their fence perimeter and added fresh heads of enemy soldiers on stakes. Combat shorthand: Stay the fuck away!

The temperature was dropping. Service put on his gloves and slapped his hands together. Why bones here? Lost hunters or fishermen? Not likely. They got reported. Something else then: Trapper, logger, prospector, something old, not new. He reviewed the area map in his mind. They were about two miles east of an old rail junction called Elmwood in West Iron County. The U.P. was filled with names and no histories. Elmwood: a name, a blank, not a town. The bones didn’t even have names.

Sheena Grinda came in through the dark, moving quietly, but not quietly enough to elude his hearing. She was a pro, self-contained, thorough, fearless, and showed up with blood caked in her hair and a bloody ear.

“Your four-wheeler buck you?”

“LF Two,” she said, rubbing her jaw.

“LF Two?”

“Our Mother Earth offshoot—Let Fish Live Free, technically—but Omears to the core.”

Service had heard of Omear—Our Mother Earth—an all-female eco-group labeled eco-terrorists by the FBI. LF Two drew a blank.

“There was information that the greenie weenies were planning something for the second day of trout season, and I got a tip that strangers were seen hanging around a camp near the Tamarack River. So, I went to look. They had battery-powered motion sensors, which I completely missed. I walked into an ambush, a big dry stick, not fresh-cut. The stick broke, they ran, and I started tracking.”

“Simon know?”

She shook her head. “He’ll just worry.”

“He’s en route.”

“I know. My patrol’s done. The trail petered out. Amateurs with sticks, but they know how to hide their tracks and sign.”

“How many?”

“Hard to read. I’m thinking four, maybe five.”

“Women?”

“Chromosomally,” Grinda said. “Little feet.”

“I’ve got ice packs in my fishing pack at the camp,” Service told her. “Disposables.”

“What have you got here?” she asked.

“Bones.” He shone his flashlight against the boulders. “Two skulls at our camp.”

She said, “Simon called the county. The deps and a Troop forensics specialist are rolling. He’ll lead them down the Rec Trail.”

Service nodded.

“The medical examiner in this county doesn’t like being called out until the Troop specialist deems it necessary,” Grinda added.

“Problem?”

“Tough to get a doctor to take the ME job up here. You’ll hear more about it, I’m sure.”

The recreational trail was the old Chicago and Northwestern railroad bed, long ago stripped of tracks and ties, and converted to a narrow high-berm roadway for pickups, snowmobiles, and four-wheelers—the so-called Iron County Recreational Trail, or the Rec.

“Make anything out of the bones?” she asked. “I just find. Others interpret.”

“You guys catch any fish today?”

“Until our arms hurt.”

“Newf brought the skulls to you?”

He nodded. “The county have any active MISPERS reports?”

“No major open jackets I’m aware of. The usual runaway teens and stray spouses, but no old cases anybody talks about. You know how that goes.”

He knew. The U.P. had two kinds of history. The first was the public history, that recorded by government records, the media, etc. The second was largely secret, buried in the memories of individuals and families, and rarely talked about outside the circles of the designated tribe—those who also knew. Grady Service was Yooper-born, had lived most of his life in the harsh realities above the Straits of Mackinac. His father had been a CO before him, killed in the line of duty, this the first level of history; the old man died because he was drunk on duty, the second history said—but nobody talked about this history, Service included.

Grinda sat quietly in the night chill. Clouds were scudding overhead, which would help keep any freeze at bay.

“Got a fisher,” he said. “Thirty feet, your three o’clock.”

“Male or female?” she cracked.

His night vision was legendary, implausible, and medically inexplicable. He had first discovered it one night in Vietnam, along the banks of the Babyshit River, named by grunts for its color and odiferous stench. He, Tree, and a Kit Carson scout had tracked a North Vietnamese agent named Nguyen Tran Nang, who lived as a farmer and fed intelligence to his comrades. They had followed him half of a night and watched him meet a man and a woman. Despite total darkness Service said, “Marlene Bao.” The woman was French and Vietnamese, and worked as a translator at the Rat Mountain Helo Base. She was thirty meters away but he clearly saw her face and identified her, and it had been like that at night ever since.

Later Tree asked, “How you see her face in the dark?”

“Dunno. Just happened. You?”

“Nobody see like you at night, man. X-ray vision shit. Gives me the spooky crawlies. You got bat blood, owl?”

Service couldn’t explain it.

Ten years into his career, his night-shooting scores had caught the attention of Lansing, which ordered him to an ophthalmologist at the University of Michigan for a battery of tests to determine if his night vision was physiologically that much better than his colleagues, or if he had developed some sort of unconscious techniques that enabled him to see and shoot better in the darkness. They had checked his eyes and made him shoot under laboratory conditions. As long as there was some ambient light he was good, but others were as good or better. But in absolute darkness he shot perfect scores, and the doctors were at a loss to explain it. For most of his career it had been this way, though in recent years it seemed to him his night acuity was not what it once had been. A decade back a tribal warden from the Soo Tribe had named him Tibik Gississ, Night Sun, a nickname his DNR colleagues did not know about, and never would—at least not from him.

“Superman,” Elza Grinda said, interrupting his thoughts.

“Knock off that shit.”

“I’m not talking about your night vision,” she said. “Where are you and Tree headed?”

“We planned to yank the yaks at the second Gold Mine Road bridge.”

“Good float,” she said. “Some real good holes down around the old Uno Dam. It was a nineteenth-century logging structure built to hold logs for branding. Most of it’s gone now, but there are some old pilings and ruins in the river,” she said, and switched subjects. “You and Candi still scromp-mates?”

“Subject off limits,” he said.

“Nothing’s off limits among the green and gray. There’re no secrets among woods cops. How’s your granddaughter?”

“Too young to tell.”

“Have we got us the crankies tonight?”

“I don’t get cranky.”

“Right—and your dog doesn’t scromp with wolves. What’s with the shit rolling around Lansing?”

Under ordinary circumstances this was a rhetorical question, but not nowadays. Leadership in Lansing was in turmoil.

“You going to promote up?” she asked, out of the blue.

“No,” he said, quickly and firmly.

“A lot of us would like to see that.”

“Am I that big a pain in the ass?”

“I’m serious,” she said.

“Me too.” He had no desire to talk about his career; in fact, he was rarely comfortable talking about himself. He immediately changed the subject: “Is this state land?”

“Probably. Want me to check? The plat books are in my four-wheeler.” Officers rarely worked a single county and carried plat books for their own turf and all surrounding counties—just in case.

Service uprooted a hunk of reindeer moss from the ground, poured water on it, and handed it to her. “Put that on your head.”

“Magic poultice?”

“Something like that.”

Grinda came back several minutes later with del Olmo in tow and an Iron County plat book in hand. She set the book on the ground and lit it with her flashlight. “Art Lake,” she said. “Huh.”

“Why the huh?”

“You’ve heard of Art Lake?”

“Local guy?”

“Not a person. It’s a small lake in Baragastan, west of Ned Lake. A foundation owns a couple of sections and has the whole thing fenced shut. No uninviteds get in, and I mean nobody.”

“Supposed to be some sort of big-shot artist retreat, by invite only,” Simon del Olmo interjected. “We’ve never met anyone from this county, who has been inside. It’s close to the headwaters of the Perch River, the epicenter of Baragastan.”

Baragastan was what Upper Peninsula COs called the southern reaches of Baraga County, a sparsely populated area that over time had become the site of some nasty confrontations between conservation officers and various violators. “Hazzard hasn’t been inside?”

“Never asked Speedboy about it,” Grinda said.

Speedboy was CO Nick Hazzard, who had grown up in Bessemer, about ninety miles east of Iron River. He had been an Upper Peninsula sprint champion in high school and was now the CO responsible for Baragastan.

“Speedboy’s transferring south,” del Olmo said. “Kalamazoo County, I think. Maybe Calhoun. Not sure which. His wife just got a job at a hospital down there.”

“Replacement named?”

“Just rumors,” del Olmo said as a man approached, his flashlight dancing in the darkness. “We’d better move out of the way.”

Each state police post in the state had at least one officer trained as a forensics investigator, and the F-Trooper was often called out before the local ME or the Troop lab team out of Marquette. The Iron County F-Trooper was Cory “No Sweat” Smalt, an almost serene man in his late forties. Smalt arrived with two Iron County deputies who began setting up lights while other deps began cordoning off the site.

Service studied the rock outcrop. If it had been a cave-in, what exactly had caved in, and how? Not your problem, he cautioned himself.

Treebone fetched coffee. “We gone fish tomorrow?”

“Don’t see why not,” Service said.

Two deputies remained at the site during the night, and Treebone kept them supplied with coffee while Grady Service sat by the fire and tried to focus his thoughts. Art Lake? Why the hell had he never heard of it? Eventually F-Trooper Smalt announced that he had summoned lab people from Marquette, and the county ME.

At one point after the Marquette personnel arrived, Service walked up to the site and watched them set up a screen to sift bones from dirt. He’d found the bodies, but dead bodies weren’t the DNR’s business unless there was a clear and compelling natural resource angle. Tree was probably right; the victims had been caught in a collapse and suffocated. Such things happened, especially in the old days.

When he finally dozed off, his mind was focused on the white bones and the white rocks they protruded from. It seemed to him there was something significant he was missing, but it was not his problem. He tried to turn his mind to something more pleasant, like his granddaughter Maridly. At sixteen months she was already a live wire, and whenever he and Newf showed up, the kid went ballistic with glee. Thinking of his granddaughter made him warm. Life is good, he told himself.
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South Branch, Paint River, West Iron County


SUNDAY, APRIL 30, 2006

Grady Service had gotten less than three hours’ sleep, and was glad to be back on the river and thinking about brook trout instead of human bones. Grinda and del Olmo had gone home before first light to catch some sleep before today’s patrols. The state forensics team from Marquette had done its work and departed. Trooper Smalt, the forensics specialist from the Iron River post, made a point of telling him the skeletons were old, and therefore came under a different set of regs and procedures for forensics than more recent remains. Not my problem, he told himself.

They inhaled instant oatmeal from foil packets, hurriedly had coffee, and pushed their canoes into the river just as the day’s first light began to top the eastern trees. It was still dark on the river, the water purple-black. Larger trout would feed until more light began to touch the water, which meant the fishing from now until then could be pretty good.

Always in a hurry, Treebone was floating just ahead of him when Grady Service thought he detected a tiny flash in the middle of the river. It was at eye level and just ahead of his friend. He yelled for Treebone to stop and the big man immediately curled a hard 180 to wait for him.

“S’up?” his friend asked. “You see a fish risin’?”

“Not sure. You see lightning bugs?”

“Man, no fireflies in April. What’s your problem?”

“I saw a flash downstream.”

“Mornin’ sun comin’ up—there’s always flashes.”

“This was different,” Service said.

Treebone shrugged and shook his head. “You lead. I know how you get when the paranoia starts crawlin’ up your butt.”

Newf was sitting on a rock at the edge of the river, watching the discussion. “Stay, girl,” Service told his dog, and began inching the kayak downstream, his eyes up and locked at head level. When he saw it he first thought it might be the single strand of a river spiderweb, but as he stopped the kayak and gingerly reached up, he felt wire.

“What you got?” Treebone asked from behind him.

“There’s a damn wire strung across the river.”

Service dug in his pack for his Leatherman tool and cut the wire, which snapped with a twang. Not just any wire, but a twist of razor wire, cured black. Razor wire was designed to be as much of a deterrent as anything else and was made of stainless steel so it would reflect light. But this wire was black and of a design he’d never seen before. He scratched at the metal with his fingernail and some of the black came off. Dyed, he told himself. Black wire wasn’t just a deterrent. It was a potential killer, and he knew they were lucky he’d seen it.

Treebone pulled up beside him and wedged his kayak between a couple of small boulders. “Wicked-lookin’ shit,” Tree said.

“You ever see this type before?” Service asked.

“Sure didn’t come off no power line,” his friend said, shaking his head. “Somebody put it here.”

“Lop off somebody’s head,” Treebone said. “Or take out an eye.”

“You got any strike indicators?” Service asked. Some fly fishermen used small pieces of yarn to fish nymphs and help them see gentle strikes, which were difficult to feel or see without help. The yarn amounted to a bobber, a term that made purist fly fishermen cringe.

“Somewhere.”

Service said, “I’m gonna curl up the wire on shore. Let’s mark the spot.”

“Drop a marker on your GPS while I get this out of the way.”

Treebone handed Service a plastic bag filled with orange yarn indicators, got out his GPS unit, and electronically marked the spot.

“There’s a ford just downstream of us,” Treebone announced, reading his GPS unit.

Service crossed the river, snipped the other end of the wire, and brought it all to the north shore where he carefully curled it into a coil in the tag alders and tied yarn on the riverside to mark the location. At the time he was thinking that whoever strung the wire had done it with evil intent, and might well have a background as a trapper because the stainless steel was dyed black the way trappers blackened their traps by boiling them in red oak bark or sumac berries. He scraped the wire again with his fingernail. Definitely and deliberately blackened to make it hard to see, designed to injure, not to warn people away.

“Eyes in the game,” Service said tersely. “Let’s walk our kayaks downriver.” Treebone grunted, got out, and took hold of the bow handle.

Less than one hundred yards downriver Service saw something else strung over the river, and small wakes in the current below. The thing above had other things dangling from it, and as he reached up to it, he saw that the line across the river was braided fishing line with large black treble hooks suspended a foot apart all the way across the river. A weight had been tied below each hook so that they hung straight down into the water, the weights holding them in position, the hooks set at different heights. Like the wire before, this rig was designed to injure, not to warn.

“What’s with this shit?” Treebone asked, looking at the treacherous assembly.

Service undid the rig, put it on the bank in tag alders, and marked the spot with orange yarn while Treebone turned on his GPS and marked the location.

There were two more obstacles before they got to the ford—another strand of wire, and another clothesline of hooks. As before, they took down the obstacles, put them on shore, and used the GPS to mark locations.

The knee-deep ford had a four-wheeler trail down to the river on both sides. The two men stood west of the crossing in a rocky riffle, studying the water ahead.

“See anything?” Service asked. The sun was over the trees now and directly in their eyes.

“Can’t see shit,” Treebone grumbled. “Let’s park the yaks on shore, grab a smoke, wait for the sun to get up some.”

Service watched as his friend slid over to the north bank, and just as he pulled his kayak toward the opening made by four-wheelers, Treebone yelped a startled “Fuck!” and dropped straight down into the water as a loud thump and blast shredded the tag alders beside him. Service also dropped down into the water, the cold not taking his breath because his adrenaline was pumping.

“You okay?” he yelled at his friend.

“Fuckin’ eh!” Tree said. “I felt the trip wire against my shin.”

The blast had shredded the tag alders and bank bushes behind his friend.

“Eyes on a swivel,” Service said, looking around. Trip wire? Jesus. What the hell is going on?

“Damn, this water’s freezing,” Tree carped.

“Hang tough.”

Service had a snub-nosed .38 in his gear, as did all off-duty COs, but he didn’t dare reach into the kayak and raise his profile until they could assess the situation.

“Sure it was a trip wire?” he asked his friend.

“I guess we saw enough of them back in the shit.”

“The blast came from the south?”

“Yep, from our right.”

With the pressure of the river, up with runoff and pressing against his waders, it was a miracle his friend had felt the wire that allowed him to duck the blast. “I’m gonna slide right, see what we’ve got.”

Treebone was in combat mode, suddenly still and quiet.

Service eased over to the south bank and pressed slowly along the tag alders until he saw an opening. Making his way to the bank through the rocks and easing along the damp ground on his belly, he worked his way east toward the four-wheeler trail. The blast had to have come from that general vicinity.

He found the 12-gauge shotgun rigged to a tree with the wire still attached. It was an ancient single-shot, what he and other officers called a spring gun, a weapon that could be tripped by game when poachers were far away.

“Spring gun,” he announced as he got to his feet beside the weapon and looked at it. “Single-shot, sawed-off, rigged to a tree.” The barrel was about twenty inches long. He looked across the river and saw where an entire swath of trees had been stripped away by the pellets. Tree had been damn lucky.

He checked to make sure the weapon was unloaded, left it in place, and waded into the river. Treebone was on his feet and Service saw blood dripping down the top of his friend’s fist into the water. “You hit?”

“Maybe barked my knuckles on the rocks.”

Service looked at his friend’s jacket and saw that it was torn. “You’re hit,” he said. “Let’s get out of the water and take a look.”

His friend had been hit twice. “Double-ought buck,” Treebone announced without emotion as his friend looked at his beefy arm and blotted the blood with a sterile gauze pad from the first aid supplies in his ruck.

“Need to get you to an emergency room, get the pellets out of there,” Service said.

“Told you our fishin’ was fucked.”

If his friend had not felt the wire he probably would have been done fishing forever. A full load of buckshot at that angle and range would have cut him to ribbons.

Service dug his 800-megahertz radio out of the kayak and called CO Elza Grinda. “Three One Twenty, Twenty Five Fourteen. Where are you?”

“USFS 3470 at the first bridge crossing. Where are you?”

“Section Twenty, T 44 North, R 36 West.”

“The ford to the old county quarry,” she said. “You guys catching fish?”

“No, we’ve got a situation here. Can you break loose?” Professional radio protocol. Not a problem—a situation.

“Negative. I’m waiting for EMS, but Three One Twenty Three is here. He’ll be at your location in about twenty minutes. Three One Twenty clear.”

Three One Twenty Three was del Olmo, and he arrived in less than twenty minutes. Service and Treebone had by then walked up the four-wheeler trail, over the berm to a two-track that paralleled the river. They could hear del Olmo’s truck tires crunching gravel before they saw it fishtail around a bend into sight.

Simon looked at Treebone and narrowed his eyes. “Booby trap?”

“Why’d you say booby trap?” Service shot back. “It was a single-shot, sawed-off, trip-wired,” Service added. “How’d you know?”

“Elza’s got the same thing downriver. Couple of Chicago guys parked their truck by the bridge. One guy cut east through the woods to get around the rapids. The other guy went in at the bridge to go wade upstream. He went through the shallows, and as he cut around a boulder, boom. Blew out his crotch and belly. His partner heard the shot, came back to see what had happened, found the guy in the water. He’d floated down about thirty feet, jammed into a sweeper on the bank, right above the bridge. Shotgun, sawed-off single-shot, double-ought buck, spring gun. Troops and deps are there with the ME.”

“Dead?” Service asked. A spring gun was usually discardable, a lethal favorite of the worst poachers.

“Still alive when his partner found him, bled out by the time Elza got there, and she’s feeling bad. I was ten minutes behind her.”

“There’s more,” Service said. “We found razor wire strung across the river upstream in two locations, and then some braided line with suspended treble hooks, also two locations. We took them down and marked the locations with orange yarn. Did Elza or you look upstream or down from where her vic got hit? Tree’s got all our lokes on GPS.”

“She was too busy squaring away the vick and the shooting site.”

“I’m guessing there’s more stuff,” Service said. “How the hell do we close a river?”

“Gotta check with our sarge.” Del Olmo looked at Treebone. “You okay?”

“It don’t mean nothin’,” the retired Detroit cop said with a wince.

“EMS is at the bridge by now. Let’s load your kayaks, get Tree to the EMS people so they can look at his arm.”

Service and del Olmo loaded the two kayaks.

Simon del Olmo used his cell phone to call Sergeant Corky Schneider, who had been a CO in Chippewa County before being promoted to the western U.P.

“Sarn’t? Simon. You hear about the bridge deal? Good. I’ve got Grady Service and Treebone with me. Treebone tripped another booby trap upstream. Yeah, same deal. They also found some other booby traps and wires strung across the river. Grady thinks we should close the river. What? Okay. There in fifteen minutes.”

“The sergeant says he’ll call the Troops, get an announcement on the radio that we are temporarily closing the South Branch to all fishing and watercraft,” del Olmo said. “We’ll call in officers from other counties, put kayaks in the river, find out what we’re dealing with.”

“Head west,” Service told del Olmo.

“The way out is north and east, then south.”

“I told Newf to wait. She’ll sit there forever unless we go get her.”

With the dog in the truck, they headed for Iron River. By late afternoon, eight conservation officers and six Iron County deputies were on the river. They found various booby traps and wires spread out over almost twenty miles of river, but no more spring guns.

Treebone was at the Iron River Community Hospital, in outpatient surgery, having three pellets removed from his bicep. Service telephoned Treebone’s wife, Kalina, who listened quietly and responded with uncharacteristic reserve. “He’ll be okay, Kalina,” he said, trying to reassure her.

“It’s you and that damn Upper Peninsula,” she said. “You’re both magnets for crazy people, Grady Service.”

Service cringed, but couldn’t disagree.

That night the officers all met at the DNR district office in Crystal Falls. Booby traps were cataloged and placed in the evidence locker.

“Good thing we got us a detective here,” Sergeant Schneider announced. “You want everybody to stick around?”

With the Law Enforcement Division’s manpower down due to retirements, and no budget for replacements, most sergeants were all too happy to quickly pass complex cases to detectives in the Wildlife Resource Protection Unit. Regular officers were covering a lot more ground than usual, and often without reasonably close backup.

“No need for everyone to stay,” Service said, but he motioned for Elza Grinda to stay behind when the rest of the officers departed to head for their homes or to resume patrols.

“The group you tangled with last night,” Service began. “You think this is their work?”

“As far as I know, they’ve never seriously hurt anyone, so if this is theirs, their agenda’s drastically changed.”

“You want to take me out to where you were last night, walk me through what happened?”

“Sure.”

They drove both trucks fifteen miles west to Iron River and stopped at the hospital. Treebone was asleep in post-op; his doctors wanted to keep him overnight to make sure everything was all right.

“Could have been two dead today,” Grinda said as they walked toward their trucks with Newf barking anxiously.

“Not your fault the victim died,” he said. “A wound like that’s a death sentence.”

His mind was on the situation. If this was the same group, allegedly nonviolent, and if they had been clever enough to use battery-powered motion sensors last night, why were all the booby traps so crudely rigged, and where did a bunch of nonviolent fish-lovers learn to set spring guns and cure metal with the sort of knowledge only old-timer trappers tended to have? Evidence said this was one thing, but his gut said it was something else, and definitely not a slam-dunk.
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Tamarack River, West Iron County


MONDAY, MAY 1, 2006

Service followed Grinda into the far west county where she veered off USFS Highway 147 onto the Rec, which stretched all the way from Ironwood to the Wisconsin border, south of Crystal Falls. They made their way a mile or so before coming to a gated crossroad. Grinda parked and came back to Service’s truck.

“Camp’s to the right.”

“This where you had the run-in?”

“No, west of the camp, by the river. I never got this far.”

“You saw the motion sensors?”

“No, but what else could it be? Afterwards I was too loopy and pissed to go searching for them.”

Service didn’t ask her if the gate had been closed last night. Officers had the constitutional right to enter private property if they had probable cause. “What exactly did your informant tell you?”

“She said there were strangers around the camp, and she knows the owners live in Texas and are only up here June through September. They’ve also got a son from Flushing who comes up only for deer season. She called her son and he said he hadn’t given permission to anyone.”

“Previous tips from this person?”

“Several. Her son’s a longtime Gogebic dep. She lives on Tamarack Lake and walks over here.”

Which suggested the complainant herself might have been trespassing, Service noted.

“Let’s just walk right in there,” he said, “introduce ourselves to anyone we find.”

Grinda shrugged, smiled, and rubbed the knot on the side of her head. They found the camp empty, with no fresh tire marks in the dirt or grass lane that led back through scrub oaks and jack pines. Service looked at the cabin, but it was dark, and without probable cause they couldn’t enter; even if they’d had cause he knew he’d ask for a search warrant first—just to be safe and legal. “How close were you to the cabin when you got jumped?”

“I couldn’t see the camp, but I think I can find the spot.”

“Lead on,” he said.

They wended through young tamaracks, and old-growth white pine loggers somehow had missed in the last century. They descended into tag alders and Service could hear moving water. “The Tamarack?”

“Hundred yards,” she said. “There’s a high bridge on the Rec Trail, and I came across a bend about a hundred yards below the bridge where the river swings west. I was trying to climb up the bank to higher ground when I got jumped.”

He didn’t ask why she had taken such a circuitous route; good conservation officers rarely went directly to their destinations. When possible, it was better to ease your way into position and get a preview of what you were going to deal with. “Why the hell would they have sensors down in the tags?” he asked.

Grinda shook her head.

“Boots,” Service said, his command to Newf to stay by his side and not range ahead.

When Grinda finally located the place, Service found a blurry footprint and the broken aspen stick she’d been struck with. The stick was old, not freshly cut, meaning it probably had been grabbed up in a hurry; the attacker had not been carrying it as a weapon.

He said, “Female?”

Grinda nodded.

“Okay, let’s see if we can find any more sign and take it from there. How much of this is private?” he asked.

“Just the forty with the camp. Everything else here is federal.”

“Tamarack Lake is southwest,” he said. “What’s north?”

“Johnson’s Lake.”

“Anything notable there?”

“Might have some brook trout. There’s an outlet feeder down into the Tamarack.”

“You ever been back there?”

“Couple times, when I first got up here. It’s roughly shaped like a Z. Got a creek running in from the north. Mostly cranberry bogs in the area, but Forest Road 4130 runs in above the creek source, about a third of a mile northeast of the lake. Whole area is a whole lot of nasty walking—sphagnum mats.”

Walking on sphagnum was like walking on a trampoline, except that sphagnum sometimes gave way and dropped you into the deep, liquefied, frigid peat Yoopers called loon shit. “You up to this?” he asked her.

“What do you think?”

“Let’s get it done.” He touched the dog’s head and said, “Okay, find,” and she started ahead of them, her head down, tail sweeping.

It took thirty minutes to find broken tag alders and a rough trail meandering north. At first it looked like a game trail, but Service found another blurred footprint of about the same size as the first one, and they stayed with that, the two of them flanking the trail on either side. Newf sniffed the print and began following.

Two hours later the trail, which skirted the lake briefly before angling due north, led them to the forest service two-track Grinda had talked about earlier. The area was a sprawling black spruce bog with low trees and soft ground. The two of them were tired when they reached the USFS road, and they were running out of daylight. Service said, “We’ll come back in our trucks from the east, walk the road in, see what we can find.”

He walked around for a few minutes and came back. “Four-wheelers.”

“How many?” she asked.

“Two, maybe three.”

“First light?” she asked.

He laughed out loud. “We’ll be lucky to get back to our trucks by first light, unless you know a shortcut.”

“No shortcuts out here,” Elza Grinda said.

“A warden’s fate,” he said, touching Newf’s head. “Truck, girl.” The dog took off at a trot.

“Does she expect us to keep up with her?” Grinda asked.

“Only if we want to find our way out.”

“I thought you had X-ray vision,” she said, trotting along near him. “X-rated, not X-ray,” he said. Elza Grinda stopped running and began laughing out loud.
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Johnson’s Lake, West Iron County


TUESDAY, MAY 2, 2006

Grinda had tried to get him to come home and spend the night with del Olmo and her, but Service was distracted, his sixth sense making his soul taut with anticipation that this case was going to fly off in a strange and even more deadly direction.

After convincing Grinda he’d be fine on his own, he and Newf made their way through the maze of Forest Service roads to the one that dead-ended north of Johnson’s Lake. He used a small propane stove to heat a can of Dinty Moore stew and fed the dog from a bag of stinky dry food he carried for her. Having eaten, he was restless. There was no point in looking for tracks in the dark because there was a good chance he might spoil them, so he took off on foot, avoiding the two-track, and made his way cross-country, back to the Tamarack River where Grinda had been attacked. Why here? There had to be a reason for the intruders to be here, and the fact that they’d jumped Grinda, and deployed motion sensors—if they had—suggested less-than-righteous reasons.

Even with the night temperature falling, the physical effort of fumbling around in the tag alders was sweaty, unproductive work. Eventually he slid into the river and waded downstream to where the river bent westward. The bottom was greasy loose cobble the locals called snot rocks, and the wading was tricky, but after a while he found a place where something had been crossing from south to north, and on the north bank, a body’s length in, he found more: a huge coil of industrial-weight two-inch garden hose. His first thought: dope.

Working uphill from the hose, he made his way north into the cranberry bogs and waited for first light. Once the sun began to peek over the trees, it didn’t take long to find where someone had stashed two dozen large plastic pots. Usually dope growers grew their weed in small forest clearings, but these pots were covered with black canvas, and he guessed they would put them in clusters around groves of black spruce so that spotting them from the air would be difficult. Dope, he told himself, almost smiling. Not a damn thing to do with animal rights. Coincidence.

He got back to his truck minutes before Grinda and Simon arrived and had just enough time to brew coffee on his portable stove.

“You sleep at all last night?” del Olmo asked.

“More or less,” Service said.

“I’ll put five on less,” his younger colleague said.

“Simon brought a casting kit,” Elza Grinda said.

“May not be that complex,” Service said. “Easier if we call UPSET and let them take it.”

Grinda stared at him. “Drugs?” UPSET was the Upper Peninsula Substance Enforcement Team, which covered most of the western U.P. and comprised personnel from the Troops and county sheriffs’ departments.

Service explained. “I found hoses hidden down by the river, and they’ve got empty pots up in the peat bogs above the lake. Probably just one of multiple sites. Maybe they have the plants growing inside right now, waiting for the last frost to be done. Who knows? The logic of druggies doesn’t register with the rest of us. You know anybody on the team?”

“Julie Jenks. She’s a dep with the county.”

Service could see fire in Grinda’s eyes and hear it in her voice, and tried to calm her. “I know they jumped you, but if you give it to UPSET and they make the bust, they can bring the assault into the case.”

“She’s genetically wired for payback,” Simon said, taking a step away from his girlfriend.

Grinda smirked. “It’s a woman thing.”

Service took them to see the pots and the hose, and by mid-morning they had taken photos and casts of four-wheeler tracks and eased their way out of the area. Was it normal for eco-nuts to be growing dope? He didn’t know, but he knew someone who might. Chances were the dope farmers had nothing to do with what had happened on the South Branch, or any eco-groups.

“Why LF Two?” he asked Grinda.

“FBI Bulletin,” Grinda said. “You don’t read yours?”

“I prefer my fiction to be labeled as such.”

“They believe LF Two is up to something this year, specifically day two of the fishing season. They figured there’d be too many of us lurking about on opening day.”

“Day two? They must have had something specific,” he said. “Did your complainant mention the group by name?”

“No. She just said that there were some skulkers.”

“And you added two and two.”

“Better to expect four and get nothing than vice versa. Assume the worst, right?”

He couldn’t disagree, and they had assaulted her. “Probably just dopers, but there’s something I can’t dislodge from my thick skull: If this outfit wants to make a dramatic splash and get coverage, why the hell do it up here? They’d get a helluva lot more attention on the Au Sable or one of the famous rivers downstate where there’s more activity. If your mission is to sabotage fishing and get attention from the media, why bury yourself in the boondocks?”

Grinda considered the question. “Maybe because there aren’t many people there, which means body count would be low, but the point still would be made.”

He hadn’t considered this angle and wasn’t sure he bought it, but she had a point, and he acknowledged the possibility with an accepting grunt.

“You going to take the case?” del Olmo asked.

“Have to check with my el-tee,” Service said. “But probably it will be mine.”

“You seeing much of Captain Grant these days?” Grinda asked.

Now one of only two captains in DNR law enforcement, Grant was on the road almost all the time. “Nope.” The captain was in Lansing most days of the week and living in a motel somewhere down there.

“The department’s in a state of flux,” Grinda said.

“Bloody flux,” Service answered. DNR law enforcement had not undergone a major reorganization in years, but he suspected the captain would work to change that and try to create a department streamlined to deal with realities on the ground.

“We’re bleeding personnel,” del Olmo pointed out.

Grinda said, “Maybe they’ll try to outsource law enforcement to the private sector.”

Service couldn’t help laughing. “Good—we’ll all quit and create our own organization to bid on the contract. We’ll call it Swampwater USA. What private security firm would be so stupid as to want a contract with a sinking ship of state? The feds can print money. Lansing can’t. Besides, they’d have to pay us so much more, the state couldn’t afford our service.”

The conversation and the events of the past two days had left him with a sour stomach. “Catch you later. I’m headed home to get myself organized.”

“What about Tree?” del Olmo asked.

“I’ll spring him from the hospital on my way back to Slippery Creek. He won’t head for home until Kalina raises hell with him. He’ll spend the summer at his camp or my place, chasing brook trout. She makes him come home about once a month just to make sure her mojo still has juice.”
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