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  Grady Service got out of bed, tugged on his ratty gray sweatpants, and went down to the kitchen where he made coffee, set the table for one, poured orange juice, boiled water for instant oatmeal, and heated a cinnamon roll in the microwave.


  Maridly Nantz padded to the table with hair wet from her shower and warily eyed the breakfast he had laid out for her. Newf came down behind Nantz and sat beside her chair. The dog was a female Canary Island mastiff, a breed developed in Spain to protect cattle and known there as Presa Canario. Newf was 130 pounds and all muscle. Her color was brindle, an ugly mix of brown, gray, and ochre all slopped together like cake mix in a bowl. She had alert light brown eyes and a wide black snout.


  Nantz nodded at his empty chair. “You’re not eating?”


  “Breakfast with the captain,” he said, placing her vitamins by her juice, and went back to the counter to pour boiling water in the instant oatmeal. He brought the hot cereal and cinnamon roll back to the table.


  She nodded. “It slipped my mind.”


  “You okay?” he asked. Nothing ever slipped her mind.


  “Sure,” she said without conviction.


  “Anything I can do?”


  She stared across the room and shook her head. “Go see your captain.”


  Newf sat beside Nantz, watching her closely. Outside the house, Newf stuck to Service; inside the house, Nantz got most of her attention.


  After showering and dressing, Service came downstairs and kissed Nantz on the top of her head as he passed through the kitchen. She didn’t bother to look up at him. This was not at all like Maridly Nantz, the ultimate morning person and eternal optimist. Whatever it was, he reassured himself, she’d tell him when she was ready.


 

  

  Newf followed him to the door. Cat was already there, waiting to be let out. Until Newf came into his life, courtesy of his former girlfriend Kira Lehto, he had been afraid of dogs—all sizes, all breeds, all temperaments. Newf had begun to change this, but he still respected and admired Cat’s independent and ferocious ways. He had found the animal in a cloth bag of eight kittens that somebody had drowned in Slippery Creek. Why this one survived was beyond him, but she had lived and turned into a feline misanthrope that he had never gotten around to naming, which made her an animal he could relate to.


  For most of his time in the Department of Natural Resources, Grady Service had lived in a 1953 Airstream trailer that he moved from campground to campground. Fifteen years into his career he had finally bought twenty acres on Slippery Creek, not far from the Mosquito Wilderness Tract. Others called his place a shack and worse, but the opinions of others rarely concerned him. It was two stories with one large, open space on each level. The upper level was for expansion and remained empty, a place where Cat dismembered lesser creatures and held sway in nature’s violent chain. On the ground floor he had a kitchen area, a bathroom behind unpainted doors he had propped up to provide privacy, his communications equipment, and a dozen O.D.-green military-surplus footlockers. He slept on a thin mattress on three of the footlockers stretched end to end to accommodate his six-foot-four height.


  Kira Lehto, a woman he had dated for a couple of years, had begun to change his lifestyle, and for a time he had actually slept in a real bed with her. But Lehto, like all the women in his life before Nantz, couldn’t deal with the risk and demands of his work. The fact was that he’d never had a relationship with a woman that endured, much less felt right, including his ex-wife—until Nantz. Since last summer it had been a new world for him. He still had his place at Slippery Creek, but most of the time he lived with Nantz in her sprawling house on the Bluff in Gladstone. The screened porch of the house overlooked Little Bay de Noc, and at night they often sat on the porch sipping martinis and watching the sun sink in the west toward Green Bay.


  He cracked the door and Cat shot outside with an acknowledging whirp while he rubbed Newf’s chin. “If you learn anything, call me.” The huge dog wagged her tail. He watched Cat sprint across the yard, either happy to be outside or intent on killing something. With Cat you never knew.


  It had been quite a summer, he thought as he slid into his truck and radioed the district office and county dispatcher to report that he was on duty. Actually, he’d only just returned to duty the week earlier Afer a sixty-day suspension. He and Nantz had spent countless hours over the summer wandering the Mosquito, harvesting wild strawberries and blueberries. Come spring there would be morel mushrooms, and he couldn’t wait to show Nantz his secret spots, some that his father had revealed to him, more that he had discovered on his own and never shared with anyone. This fall chinook salmon would come up the Mosquito River to spawn and die, and he would show Nantz a gathering of eagles and bears she could not imagine. His wilderness had, to his way of thinking, only one deficiency. Wolves, which had started coming back into the state in 1989, had yet to move into the tract, and he wondered why. He had been with his friends Gus Turnage and Shark Wetelainen last summer and seen wolves in the Misery Bay area and had been moved to tears by the sight. Someday they would come to the Mosquito, he told himself. Someday.


  His suspension had turned out better than he expected. Last summer he had arrested a man who had murdered two people and in doing so spoiled a scam among diamond explorers that threatened the Mosquito. His actions had pissed off the ardently pro-development Governor Samuel Adams Bozian, who had retaliated by ordering the suspension. The Michigan Conservation Officers Association and state employees union had wanted to fight it, but he had accepted it, and when he came back to duty on Labor Day he had been promoted to detective, the DNR’s way of telling the governor that while he had the clout to order the suspension, the department had its own ways of countering. His position was new, an extension of a concept already established in the Lower Peninsula. He was the first detective in the newly created Wildlife Resource Protection Unit for the Upper Peninsula. He wasn’t sure he was cut out to be a detective, but he had few regrets about how it had all turned out. Most of all, he was pleased that he had been able to keep the Mosquito from being ravaged by diamond miners.


  This had been his second scrape with the governor, whose critics called him “Clearcut.” Bozian was not a man who liked to be opposed. Service knew the next time might be his third strike, though with Michigan’s term-limits law, Bozian was in his final term. Whoever got the job next could hardly be worse than Bozian when it came to caring about, much less protecting the state’s natural resources.


  Michigan was a huge state comprised of two peninsulas. The lower half of the state held most of the population. The Upper Peninsula was the size of Vermont and New Hampshire combined, with less of a population than greater Grand Rapids. But the U.P. contained most of the state’s remaining wild places. Some of the areas were well known and popular with tourists, but others, like the Mosquito, were virtually unknown and little used, which was exactly as Service thought it should be. In his more than twenty years as a conservation officer he had done all in his power to protect the tract. Poachers and violators were not treated gently and he pressed every charge he could, making sure the word went out loud and clear to violators: Screw with the Mosquito Wilderness and you are fucked.


  Grady Service constantly reminded himself that if he had loved the women in his life with half the ardor he had lavished on his wilderness, his life might have turned out differently. He had never had a great deal of luck in relationships with women, but he was certain that this reflected his deficiencies, not theirs.


  The Mosquito had a river cutting more or less through its center and a population of native brook trout with a beauty that often left him speechless. Most of the tract had never been logged and was filled with old-growth white pines and cedars hundreds of years old, bears and coyotes, deer and moose, bobcats, martens, fishers, skunks, coons, and uncountable varieties of birds.


  Failures of his love life aside, he knew with certainty that he loved the Mosquito Wilderness. His father had guarded it before him, and it had fallen to him to be its steward for future generations. Like most conservation officers, Grady Service took his responsibilities seriously and passionately. It was not so much about doing a good job as it was upholding a sacred trust.


  Nantz’s mood had gotten his day off to a shaky start, and breakfast with Captain Ware Grant had only added to his uneasiness. Grant was the DNR law boss of the Upper Peninsula, an often unruly region filled with individualists and fringe livers. A taciturn man with white hair and a carefully groomed beard, always polite and proper, the captain had grilled him about progress on his first case as a detective in the DNR’s Wildlife Resources Protection Unit.


  Service still couldn’t believe he was a detective. What bothered him most about the promotion was that Afer more than twenty years of playing doting mother to the Mosquito, it was no longer his responsibility. Because of his unexpected promotion, defense of the Mosquito had passed to Candace McCants, his fellow CO and friend. Relinquishing the Mosquito to someone he respected didn’t make the change any easier to stomach. If there was a downside to what had happened over the summer it was that he felt less connected to the area he loved so deeply, a place whose moods and currents he felt as keenly as his own.


  Sixty days without pay was unprecedented, and had it not been for Nantz he would have resented the punishment more. In fact it had turned out to be a badly needed break, which Nantz referred to as his sabbatical. He could not recall ever having taken a legitimate vacation. Afer graduation from Northern Michigan University he had enlisted in the marines, and Afer serving in Vietnam and satisfying his military obligations he had attended the Michigan State Police Academy in Lansing. Then there was a two-year stint as a road cop. He had hated patrolling the interstates. When openings developed for conservation officers in the Department of Natural Resources he had applied for a transfer and been quickly accepted. Afer a year on probationary status when he worked all around the state, he had been assigned to the same territory that his father had covered and he was so intent on doing his job that he rarely thought about vacations. If anything, he resented rules that prevented officers from working seven days a week. Poachers and violators didn’t watch clocks; why should woods cops?


  He had expected to find himself unhinged by the lack of work, but with Nantz’s gentle urging he had taken advantage of his newfound freedom to get to know her and help her with her duties as a fire officer.


  It had been a wet and rainy summer with the fire threat remaining low, and he and Nantz had spent a great deal of time fly fishing in the Mosquito and Slippery Creek. But summer was behind them now, his enforced break over, and he was back at work.


  Captain Grant had been raised in south Louisiana; though most of his accent had faded, a hint of it persisted. “Where are we in the investigation?” he asked when they were seated in the rear of Elliott’s Lake Trout Café in Marquette, where the captain, a widower, ate breakfast every morning at the same table.


  “I’m still getting organized,” Service said. He’d been at his new job only nine days. There was no investigation yet in the case, which had been transferred to him from the Wildlife Resource Protection Unit in down-state Mio. They had heard rumors and gossip about a gang of poachers killing trophy bucks for big dollars, but had no substantial evidence. There was a potential source in the Kent County Jail, but he wasn’t talking. The man had been arrested last fall near Grand Rapids with three trophy buck heads in his vehicle. The man, Kaylin Joquist, refused to answer questions, a sure indicator that he had had previous encounters with law enforcement. But Joquist’s past had nothing to do with fish and game violations. His lawyer had gotten the trial delayed several times over the year, and the client had shown no great interest in getting back on the street, which suggested he had reasons for wanting to stay inside.


  Sometime soon Service planned to drive down to Grand Rapids, talk to Joquist, and see what he could nudge loose. In all probability the man had nothing to do with his case, but Service’s gut told him it was possible. There was no doubt about a commercial poaching operation; rumors and gossip in the Upper Peninsula were invariably based on shreds of truth.


  “What’s your plan?” the captain asked.


  Service started to roll out the usual evasive bullshit COs reserved for their superiors, but stopped himself. “Captain, we don’t have diddly-squat. We need something concrete. I’m talking to informants and trying to work them. Eventually I’ll get something and then we’ll see where it points.”


  The captain nodded. “Thank you for being straight with me.”


  “I’ve got a meeting this morning with a fella named Griff Stinson.”


  “The bear guide in McMillan,” Grant said.


  In the short time he had worked with the captain, Service was continually amazed by his superior’s memory for names and details. “Yessir, Griff’s a bait-and-wait man, no dogs.” And every year Griff’s clients took a couple of five-hundred-pounders because he was a consummate woodsman, knew the animals’ behaviors, habits, and their likely locations. “Griff hates cheaters,” Service added. “He says he’s found a dead bear he wants me to see. He found it last night and he’s camped on it to preserve the site.”


  “What about the animal?” Grant asked.


  “He wouldn’t say. I’m meeting him at noon north of McMillan.”


  “A bear isn’t a deer,” the captain reminded him.


  “Things can link together in peculiar ways,” Service said. “I like to keep all options open.”


  “Keep me informed,” Grant said with a forceful nod. “A major poaching ring sends out ripples and upsets the balance. It’s one thing for one person to poach to feed his family or because he can’t resist temptation, but it is another thing entirely for someone to organize the endeavor for profit.”


 

  

  In the world of fish and game law, most sins were relative.


  Service promised to keep his superior in the loop and headed for McMillan with plenty of time to get there. At 9:20 a.m. he was just east of Munising when his cell phone squawked.


  It was Nantz, her voice tight and cracking like thin ice. “Have you heard?!”


  “Heard what? Are you okay?”


  “I felt it this morning,” she said. “In my bones.” He heard her sob, catch herself, trying hard to check her emotions.


  “Felt what?”


  “Grady, about fifteen minutes ago an airliner struck the north tower of the World Trade Center in New York City and a couple of minutes ago another airliner hit the south tower. I saw the second plane hit on the TV, Grady! It was horrible, honey. Terrible, like some sort of movie special effect, only this was real. The talking heads on TV are calling it a possible terrorist attack.”


  He tried to get his mind around her words. Terrorist attack, New York City? “Are you all right?”


  “No,” Nantz said. “I’m sick. I felt something coming, honey. I felt it. I had the heebie-jeebies all night.”


  Service let her talk. He understood the power of instinct and intuition. It had taken all of his nearly fifty years to learn to trust his own gut.


  “If terrorists did this . . .” she said, not finishing her thought. “I’m going to keep watching,” she said. “I love you.”


  When she was off the line he tried to call the captain, but got a busy signal. Instead he checked his voice mail and found a message from Lorne O’Driscoll, the DNR’s law enforcement chief in Lansing. The chief’s message informed all law enforcement personnel that in the wake of the morning’s tragic events, they should go about their business; if they were needed for special duty they would be contacted directly by the Michigan State Police Emergency Management Division.


 

 

  Terrorist attacks on the United States. How did you go about your business in the wake of that?


  The phone rang again. It was Nantz, sobbing. “There are going to be thousands of dead, Grady, thousands! Another plane has crashed into the Pentagon, Grady. My God!”


  She hung up before he could speak.


 

 2


  Commercial radio stations had abandoned their computer-fed formats for call-in chaos. Jocks were yapping about Pearl Harbor, pounding the war drums and talking to anyone who would add a shrill voice to the hype and hysteria, all without a single shred of evidence of a crime, much less a suspect.


  Service fiddled with his tuner and switched to the National Public Radio station out of Marquette, and listened carefully to a retired defense intelligence analyst, now a professor at the University of Michigan, discuss the possible involvement of Muslim extremists. The professor ended his report by warning listeners not to jump to conclusions, reminding them that the Oklahoma City bombing was reason enough for such prudence. That disaster had been spawned by homegrown terrorists, whom he described as fundamentalists in their own right, there being zealots and extremists in all cultures and religious faiths.


  Then NPR had opened its phone banks and even the station’s liberal callers were expressing a desire for justice and payback for the perfidy in New York, though only if the government could clearly identify the perpetrators.


  Service heard shock in callers’ voices. He could feel it himself and in Nantz’s calls. Surely something being seen as Pearl Harbor would demand national political action, and he had no doubt that given what George Bush Senior’s administration had done to mobilize public opinion in favor of liberating Kuwait, President Bush Junior’s crowd would do no less in pulling public opinion into their corner, for whatever lay ahead. You couldn’t use military options without public support.


  There had been no such mobilization of public opinion by Washington during Vietnam, and by the time politicians understood the need, it had been too late. But this was different from Vietnam. If this truly was terrorism, America had been attacked and citizens would demand both justice and revenge. Without a draft, war now would fall only on the shoulders of a few, all of them volunteers.


  In McMillan, at the intersection where he intended to turn north, he saw a silver Lexus SUV nosed against a telephone pole, which looked ready to topple. A battered gray Ford pickup was jammed into the trunk of the Lexus, and a white Luce County sheriff’s cruiser was hanging over the curb of the parking lot of the Shanty Bar. The bar’s sign was in bright red letters several feet tall. Underneath there was a motto: WHERE GOOD TIMES AND OLD FRIENDS MEET. A crowd of people milled around, looking agitated, not exactly the atmosphere advertised on the sign over their heads. Service thought about driving past to get to his meeting, but instinct and a sense of duty to a fellow officer told him otherwise. He pulled over and got out of his truck.


  A deputy stood with three men in suits. Another man hung back from the fringe of the four. One of them had a sleeve ripped off and was holding a handkerchief to a bloody nose. The other two looked equally disheveled.


  Service looked at the deputy and nodded. “Got a problem here?”


  The deputy was unfamiliar, a short emaciated man with thinning hair. His black baseball cap was on the ground, his bony face flushed.


  “Idiots,” the deputy said. His metal nameplate read TELEMANSKY.


  “This is patently unfair,” the man with the bloody nose grumbled in pain. He was of average height, with a dark complexion, silvering black hair, and scraggly beard. “We were passing through and trying to stop to get coffee when that animal rammed my vehicle and drove us into the pole.” He pointed to a man in a faded and threadbare green plaid wool jacket.


  “Fucking terrorists!” Green Jacket shouted, surging forward, but Deputy Telemansky blocked his way and pushed him back. “You’re the animals, towel head!” Green Jacket screamed in rage.


 

  

  “I am American,” Bloody Nose said forcefully.


  Service saw more vehicles arriving, people drifting into the parking lot, a gawking crowd growing restless.


  “Camel-fucker!” Green Jacket shouted, shaking his fists. “We liberated fucking Kuwait and this is the shit we get in return? How many Americans did you murder this morning?”


  Bloody Nose turned to Service and fumbled, trying to reach into his suit coat, and Deputy Telemansky tried to stop him, but Service blocked the deputy’s hand. The man brought out a crumpled business card and handed it to Service. It read judge samir baaz. The address was Dearborn, a suburb of Detroit. “My friends and I are going to Marquette for a meeting. That man,” he continued, pointing at Green Jacket, “rammed us.”


  Service passed the card to Telemansky, who looked at it and raised an eyebrow.


  “Are you all right, Your Honor?” Service asked.


  “My nose isn’t broken.”


  “Did that happen in the vehicle?”


  “No,” the judge said. “After the collision I got out to see what this fool was doing and he attacked me.”


  “I’ll do worse, you don’t get the fuck out of America,” Green Jacket said with a snarl.


  Service stared down the loudmouth. “Did you ram this man?”


  “Fucking eh,” Green Jacket said proudly. “Pieces of shit like this don’t belong in our country.”


  “I was born in Marquette,” Baaz said, his voice breaking. The judge’s companions remained quiet and looked frightened.


  “Your blood ain’t ours,” Green Jacket snapped back.


  “Telemansky?” Service said.


  “Yah, I got ’er.” He turned to Green Jacket. “Verlin, you asshole, you can’t be trying to kill people.”


  “I didn’t want to kill him, just run his sorry Arab ass out of town.”


 

 

  Telemansky took out his handcuffs. “You’re under arrest, Verlin.”


  “Fuck off, Deputy Dawg,” Green Jacket said, earning a laugh from a few of the onlookers.


  Service reached over to the man called Verlin and pinched a nerve in his neck. The man’s knees buckled. “Stick out your hands, Verlin.” The man tried to resist, but Service tightened the hold until the man relented and stuck out his hands so that Telemansky could cuff him.


  “This ain’t over,” Green Jacket said.


  “It is for you, Verlin,” Telemansky said.


  “Break it up,” Service said to the onlookers. “This show’s over.”


  The crowd began to disperse, and several people came forward and put blankets over the shoulders of the judge’s companions. “Don’t judge our country by the actions of a few,” an elderly woman said.


  “I am American,” the judge growled in exasperation.


  Service stayed until Verlin was in the back of Telemansky’s county cruiser and a tow truck summoned from Newberry to haul the damaged SUV there for repairs.


  The judge’s nose had stopped bleeding by the time arrangements were made. The owner of the bakery across the street from the bar escorted the men inside and gave them coffee and cinnamon rolls, the Yooper equivalent of chicken soup.


  Service told the judge and his companions that their vehicle would be towed, another Luce County deputy would drive them to Newberry, and a room would be arranged until their vehicle was repaired.


  “Or,” he continued, “we can get someone to take you on to Marquette so you can make your meeting.”


  Judge Baaz looked at Service. “The meeting can be rescheduled to tomorrow,” he said, adding, “I never expected to be rescued by a game warden. Thank you.”


  “You were in good hands with Telemansky,” Service said. The deputy had been bewildered by Verlin’s attack, and though Service didn’t know the man, he wasn’t certain he would have reacted any better or faster than Telemansky in quelling the situation.


  “All I know is that the situation was not getting resolved until you arrived,” the judge said. “This tragedy in New York . . .” He didn’t finish the thought. “Thank you.”


  Service nodded.


  “This is the start of a terrible chain reaction,” the judge said.


  Service nodded again, and thought the judge was right.


  “I never felt like a foreigner until today,” Baaz said with sadness in his voice. “Never.”


  Service patted the judge’s arm. When their escort arrived he made his good-byes and headed for his meeting with Griff Stinson.


  The old hunting guide was sitting in his truck at the end of a two-track, listening to the radio when Service pulled up behind him.


  “Have you heard?” Stinson asked with a nod at the radio.


  “Yah.”


  “Sometimes it seems like this bloody world wants to pull itself apart,” Stinson said.


  He took Service to a green tarp. When he lifted it, Service saw a large black bear with coarse, matted fur. Griff got down on one knee and lifted the animal’s front left leg to show its chest cavity. “One round put her down. All they took was the gallbladder,” he said.


  They both knew what it meant. There were several cases a year of the same thing. The gallbladders were shipped to agents on the West Coast for sale to Asian customers who believed that powders from the organs had aphrodisiac powers.


  Griff poked at the entry wound and rolled the bear over. The bullet had torn a massive exit hole. Stinson had fought in Korea and been decorated. “I’d say a fifty-caliber. Not your usual poaching weapon.”


  Not just unusual, Service thought, but unprecedented. Still, he reminded himself, people up here loved their guns, so no doubt there were some strange and illegal weapons floating around, or somebody had bought himself a single-shot fifty-caliber from one of the many specialty manufacturers who played to male fantasies about being mercenaries or soldiers of fortune. One kill didn’t amount to anything, but it was something to file in his memory. Something related might pop up down the road. First thing tomorrow he’d put the word out to U.P. COs and tell them to keep a watch for a fifty-caliber weapon.


  “Thanks, Griff.”


  The old guide touched the bill of his faded Red Wings hat and took out his pipe. “You think this world will ever get to the point where there are no more wars?”


  Service didn’t answer.


  “I guess a cop has to think that way,” Stinson said. “Thanks for coming over.”


  When Service called Nantz, she was sobbing. “Come home, honey,” she said. “Please.” It was a one-word order disguised as a plea.


  Just east of Seney there was a portable marquee propped on a flatbed trailer in front of a church. The sign said pray: GOD ANSWERS KNEE-MAIL.


  Grady Service doubted God answered anything. He probably sat in heaven shaking his head at the shit he saw back on earth. All the way home he noticed that American flags were sprouting in front of homes. They hadn’t been there on the way to McMillan. If the intent of the people who’d attacked New York City and Washington, D.C., had been to arouse American emotions, they had succeeded. Maybe this was another Pearl Harbor, he thought, shuddering at the implications.
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  Nantz had awakened him before daylight, her soft lips trailing butterfly kisses across his chest. After a long embrace, flesh against flesh, Maridly had straddled him the way she liked, holding her hands gently against the sides of his head, making love to him slowly, relishing the sensations and the buildup, lingering with each movement, sliding downward almost lazily, and when they came together she lay her head next to his ear and whispered, “I love you Grady. Just you, in all ways, always.”


  Later they had gotten into the shower together and she was as relaxed as he had seen her in the almost three weeks since September 11.


  In the shower she held him tight as water cascaded over them. “You are a great fuck, Service. For an old guy.” She punctuated the punch line by tickling him. He retaliated until she squealed for mercy, and they ended up outside the shower with Nantz sitting on the counter, her legs wrapped around him, raptly watching them in the mirror.


  “I thought it was men who’re visually stimulated,” he said as they moved together.


  “I’m New Woman,” she said, her breath coming in bursts. “And I am close. You there?” she asked, her words clipped. “Grady, there?”


  “When you are,” he said, keeping cadence with her hips.


  “Yep,” she said. “Yes, there she is, there she is . . . God!”


  All the while Newf was scratching on the bathroom door trying to tell them to hurry up, that she had her own needs to tend to.


  After they had finished Nantz began to run water in the tub. “I’m gonna take a long soak, hon. I hear they don’t give you time for real baths at the academy.”


  They both laughed.


 

 

  Tomorrow Nantz would depart for downstate to attend the nine-month DNR Law Enforcement Academy in Tustin, a town south of Cadillac. By next spring she would be in her probationary year as a new CO. They had been living together since July, and Service had enjoyed their routine and closeness. Now they would be apart for much of the coming twenty-one months.


  Maridly had a good idea of what lay ahead. She had talked at length with Kate Nordquist, who had graduated from the academy the previous spring and was now field-training with Eddie Moody, the CO in Manistique. Moody had a nose for finding illegally killed animals and was known in the force as Gutpile. He was an immense officer who could charm people one moment and petrify them with fear an instant later. Nearing forty, Gut-pile still attacked his job like a new officer. Kate Nordquist, twenty-three, told Nantz that he was “way cool.”


  Nordquist had been to the house in Gladstone several times, and she and Nantz had become friends. The new CO was tall and lean, an attractive woman with a good mind and a model’s face, an attribute that could work for or against her, depending on circumstances. Gutpile told Service that Nordquist was “solid,” high praise coming from him.


  “Kate says the school’s tough,” Nantz said as she tested the water with her toe and slid into the tub. “They make you stand at attention and spray Mace in your face.”


  Service had heard. The DNR Law Enforcement Academy had been created three years before under their state training officer Captain Chamber-lin, who looked faintly like a sleeping owl but was a raptor in his work; he was called Blood Hawk behind his back. Chamberlin was a longtimer who had made it clear to all who would listen that he intended to make the academy far more demanding than Troop School—the vaunted Michigan State Police Academy. The DNR academy would be longer and tougher.


  In Service’s day new recruits could graduate from any police academy program where they learned basic law enforcement, then join the DNR for specialized fish and game training. Blood Hawk had put together a program that combined basic police work with fish and game law enforcement, and so far it seemed as tough as advertised. The idea was to put new officers into the field with a much stronger preparation for the job and to test them early and often in order to weed out those who didn’t belong. Service and Gus Turnage had been asked to serve as instructors for the tracking module. And Service would also teach the search and rescue section—if his new job would allow it, and if his suspension had not turned Chamberlin off to him. Chamberlin was fanatical about appearances.


  He had heard about the Mace-in-the-face drill and wasn’t happy that Maridly would have no choice in undergoing this. In his Troop School class it had been strictly voluntary; not undergoing it had not been held against trainees.


  But he felt like he knew Nantz well, and he knew she could handle it. He had seen her in action as a fire officer. Despite all the wealth inherited from her late father, she had shown an incredible devotion to the resource and her work.


  But Blood Hawk had a different notion of how the world was, and Nantz would have to endure it.


  “Did you get Maced at Troop School?”


  He nodded.


  “Was it awful?”


  “Yah.”


  “If you can do it, I can do it,” she said.


  While Maridly lolled in the tub he took Newf downstairs and let her out, made Nantz’s favorite almond-flavored coffee, and started the batter for lemon-raspberry muffins.


  There would be no work today. He had one mission and that was to heap his attention on Maridly and help her to pack. She would depart tomorrow after lunch and drive to Cadillac, where she and several other recruits would spend the night at Jerry Openlander’s Cast-and-Blast Inn. Jerry was a longtime officer who had retired with a medical disability after a nasty snowmobile crash near Mesick. He had moved smoothly from law enforcement officer to hotelier and his business seemed to be working out. Monday morning all recruits were to report to Tustin to begin their ordeal.


  This would be their last full day and night together, perhaps for months, and Service planned to shower Nantz with affection, good food, and good wine. Only sex took priority over food in Maridly’s scheme of life. She would say, “Great sex, great food, and humor make for great love, and a couple with great love and challenging work make for a great life.” She never talked about children or motherhood, which he found curious, but he didn’t press her on it. They had not discussed marriage, and if this was how she wanted it, then he did too. She was thirty-two and he was nearly fifty, an eighteen-year difference. He wondered if there would soon come a time when she began to feel her biological clock running out.


  He set the oven to 425 degrees, took frozen raspberries out of the freezer, dumped them in a bowl, and strained away the syrup. After dolloping the muffin mixture into a pan, he slid it into the oven, set the timer for nineteen minutes, poured a cup of coffee, and started preparing the crabmeat egg casserole. When the buzzer sounded, he took the muffins out, reset the oven temperature, and put the casserole in.


  By the time Nantz came into the kitchen wearing only underpants, Newf was back in the house and Cat was bumping against his legs to irritate him. Nantz nuzzled his shoulder and sat down.


  Nantz seldom wore clothes around the house. “You’re almost fully clothed,” he said teasingly.


  “Practicing for the academy,” she said with a smirk.


  It still wasn’t clear to him why she wanted to be a CO, only that she seemed determined, and in their three months as a couple he had learned that when she set her mind on something, she would not be swayed. Earlier in the week he had asked her how she wanted to spend her last day of freedom and she had said, “Eating like a pig and fucking like a nympho.”


 

  

  “Nymphomaniacs can’t get off,” he said.


  “Okay, so I’ll be a pseudonympho,” she shot back.


  She sat in the chair nursing her coffee and sniffing the air like an animal.


  “It smells so good in here!” He had never met a woman so attuned to scents and aromas.


  When the two-quart casserole was ready, he removed it from the oven and let it stand five minutes before scooping out wedges.


  “Oh God,” she said with her mouth full. “You think they’ll have food like this at the academy?”


  He laughed. “Overcooked meat, soupy taters, frozen veggies, and semi-fresh fruit.”


  “Savages,” she said. “I guess I can lower my standards.”


  They ate in silence for a while. “You and Gus will be teaching, right?”


  “I hope,” he said. She eyed him curiously. “The suspension sort of tarnishes me. Cap’n Chamberlin may decide he doesn’t want all you academy virgins soiled by my presence.”


  “Well, the captain better not mess up my plans,” she said. “I’m going to be first in my class to fuck an instructor,” she added with a leer.


  “I don’t know if that will be possible.”


  She rolled her eyes. “Don’t you worry, Detective. I’ll handle the logistics.”


  He opened a bottle of 1971 Cuvée Dom Perignon and filled two flutes. He put small shot glasses of orange juice beside them.


  “Bubbly for breakie. My favorite.” She held the bottle in front of her and studied the label. “You must’ve dipped deep into your piggy bank,” she said approvingly.


  He grinned.


  Her tone turned serious. “You know champers makes me horny.”


  Now he rolled his eyes and grinned. “You are terminally horny.”


  Lifting her glass for a toast, she said, “To us.”


 

 

  “To you,” he said, their glasses clinking a delicate musical note. “You’ll do great downstate, Mar.”


  She closed her eyes when she sipped the champagne. “Definitely the good stuff.”


  Nantz ate like she was starved.


  At one point she suddenly put her fork on her plate and looked at him. “Grady, I have something very important to ask you.”


  He put down his fork and looked at her. He had no idea what was coming. With Maridly, it could be anything.


  “When I’m on my deathbed, will you pull the plug for me?”


  “You’ll outlive me,” he said, grimacing.


  “I’m serious, Grady. Will you pull the plug or won’t you?”


  “If that’s what you want.”


  “Right answer. Next question, will you fuck me in the hospital bed before you pull the plug?”


  He started laughing and couldn’t stop.


  They skipped lunch and loaded her truck with her gear and clothes. As always, she was organized in every way; his only job was to mule her gear down to the truck and store it under the cap.


  It was a warm afternoon for fall, in the upper fifties, and they took his truck to the Mosquito Wilderness, parked, and walked down to the Mosquito River. Brook trout were wearing their spawning orange and were gathered on the gravel runs, the females in front of several males that jockeyed and pushed each other around, trying to be first to spew milt on the eggs.


  “Gawd,” she whispered. “There’s sex everywhere we turn!”


  He spread his jacket on the grassy bank and they sat together to drink in the sounds and smells of the forest. “I’ll miss this place,” she said.


  On their way back out of the tract three hours later, they found Candace McCants parked behind his truck, sitting in her state vehicle. McCants was in her fifth year as a CO. She was Korean-born, a muscular five-six, afraid of nothing, and had inordinate common sense. Unlike other young officers she wasn’t a health freak. They found her puffing on a cigarette.


  “Hi Candi,” Nantz greeted her.


  “Hey,” McCants said with a sly grin and a stare at Service. “Afraid I’m not taking care of the Mosquito?”


  Nantz intervened. “I leave for the academy tomorrow,” she said. “Not that it’s the state’s business, but if you insist on being nosy, we were fornicating like animals beside the river. He does it really good,” she added.


  McCants coughed, grinned, and shook her head. “You two are made for each other.”


  Service turned red.


  Nantz laughed. “Philosophically and physiologically, I can assure you that everything fits.”


  Service felt his blush deepen. Both of the women saw his embarrassment and began to laugh together at his discomfort, the sisterhood at work.


  “Why’d you tell her that?” he said when they were in the truck.


  “We did it in my mind,” she said. “Doesn’t that count?”


  Nantz pottered outside the house while Service made dinner. He had put a lot of thought into the meal and began preparations while Newf followed Nantz around outside. Through the kitchen window he watched Maridly throwing sticks, which Newf retrieved, barking for more. Cat sat on the porch looking disgusted at the dog’s suck-up behaviors. Things seemed so perfect at the moment that Service began to wonder if it would last. It never had for him. Maybe life was not meant to be perfect. He certainly didn’t deserve Maridly Nantz, but now that they’d found each other, he wasn’t going to let her go.


  The challenge of a big meal was similar to an investigation. You had to bring several things along on parallel tracks so that they all finished at the same time. He baked a mushroom and Stilton galette, which he would reheat before serving, then made a harvest fruit salad, and started on an oven-braised venison ragout. Once the prelims were done, it would be in the stewpot in the oven for ninety minutes.


 

 

  Dessert would be baked apples with Calvados custard sauce, which he would make later in the evening before they went to bed.


  When things were coming together he decanted two bottles of the Armagh, Jim Barry 1998 Shiraz, to breathe and set the table, using Nantz’s china. He mused over the fact that only a few months earlier he’d been using a G.I. mess kit to eat from. When he had moved in with Nantz he had brought virtually nothing but Cat and Newf and some of his gear. He was nearly half a century old and a man without possessions because he had liked it that way. But he also had to admit to himself that he was enjoying Maridly’s things, her comfortable bed, dishes that matched, furniture that fit the contours of their bodies, a lawn, and hot water that never ran out. It occurred to him that he was getting soft and losing his edge, which at the moment seemed irrelevant. Nantz and Newf came in while he was checking the venison, which fell apart under his fork.


  “Mmm, it smells good in here!” she said, grabbing him and kissing him hard. “Will you always be my chef?”


  He put on a disk, The Best of Miss Peggy Lee, and turned up the sound.


  “Is that woman’s voice pure sex or what?” Nantz said. Peggy Lee was one of her favorites.


  When she tasted the wine, her eyes rolled back. “Oh, man,” was all she said. She picked up one of the bottles. “The Armagh. Honey, your piggy bank’s gotta be getting empty. How much?”


  “It’s not important.”


  “Grady.”


  “One-oh-one.”


  She thought for a minute, then circled the table and threw her arms around him. “Ten-one, the date I start the academy. God, you are such a romantic, baby. Don’t ever change and don’t let the rest of the world know who you really are.”


  They began with the galette, had small portions of acorn squash soup with toasted walnut butter, small harvest fruit salads, and the braised venison. Not much wine remained when they were done.


 

  

  After dinner they sat on the couch while Nantz went through her paperwork for the academy for the umpteenth time. “I can’t believe I’m really going,” she said.


  “You’re ready.” He had tried to give her an edge by starting her training as soon as she announced that she had been accepted for the academy. She’d been running and lifting free weights every day. She was a short woman, five-three on her tiptoes, but with large hands, well-developed upper arms and back, and she was powerful. She had the thighs of an athlete and endurance that was remarkable. More important, she was quick.


  He had used a game his father had used with him to develop his hand– eye coordination, tossing colored BBs into the air and yelling a color when he released them. It was her job to grab all of that color that she could, an exercise that most people could never come close to mastering, but she had. In basic defensive tactics, her speed and quick response time served her well.


  Only in her firearms training had he found potential weakness. She handled a shotgun all right, but the forty-caliber SIG Sauer handgun seemed to freeze her. She stuck with it, though, and now she could shoot respectable scores and would be able to avoid rubber gun school, the remedial firearms training that seemed to be the destination of a proportion of female officers. She would face challenges and surprises, but she was ready.


  “I’m going to do my best,” she said. “For us. It would be awful for Grady Service’s woman to disgrace him.”


  “It’s your program, honey. You couldn’t disgrace me if you tried. I seem to do that just fine on my own.”


  She kissed him gently on the cheek. “Are we going to have dessert?”


  He went to prepare the apples and rejoined her while the dessert baked.


  “I’ve got a buzz on,” she said as she started to undress with a gleam in her eye. They finished making love just as the timer buzzed.


  Nantz tasted her apple and sighed. “Almost as good as sex. Almost.”


 

 

  In the shower in the morning she said seductively, “Wanna go again?”


  He put both hands up in surrender. “I can’t,” he said, shaking his head.


  “Thank God!” she said, laughing. “If I have to have a pelvic as part of my medical tomorrow I don’t know what the doctors will think! What’s for breakie?”


  “Fried eggs and asparagus, orange juice, and Trenary toast.”


  “No champers?”


  “You have to drive today.”


  “Ever the cop,” she said.


  For lunch he made shrimp and feta cheese pasta and filled a thermos with coffee for her five-hour drive to Tustin. She had been pensive all morning and when he walked her to her truck, she clung to him for a long time. When he looked down he saw tears in her eyes.


  “You can do this,” he said. “You’re ready.”


  She blotted at her tears with the back of her hand and laughed. “Not the academy, you dolt. Us. I can’t stand being apart, I really can’t, Grady. I feel like we’re halves of one person now, joined at the hip.”


  “Wrong location,” he said.


  She punched him lovingly in the arm. “You.”


  “Us,” he said, turning serious. “Us.” No other words would come out.


  She said, “I adore you, Service.” They kissed and hugged tenderly for a long time while Newf sat watching them.


  He stood beside her truck as she started the engine.


  She rolled down the window.


  He said, “I’m proud of you.”


  She looked at him, tears cascading from her eyes, nodded and pulled away, but stopped after a few feet, jumped out and ran back to him, hugging him with such power he almost fell.


  When she got back into the truck again, she stared at him with her focused look and said, “I’m going to drive down to that academy and knock their dicks off.”
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  It was his fiftieth birthday and Grady Service was alone, missing Nantz and feeling down. She had been gone nineteen days and it seemed like forever.


  It had been a typical morning in his new job. An e-mail from the director of the Ralph MacMillan Center at Higgins Lake reminded DNR personnel of the meeting facility. Service didn’t blame the guy for trying to keep the center full. Under Bozian, budgets were always at risk. At one time the RAM had been earmarked almost exclusively for DNR use, but DNR budgets had been chopped and the RAM had been forced to look elsewhere for users. Now on rare occasions when DNR personnel needed to use the place, there wasn’t space.


  A half dozen e-mails came in from headquarters in Lansing pointing out deadlines for various reports.


  He had another e-mail from Glen Sheppard, editor of The North Woods Call, asking for the name of a man at Wakely Lake who was developing a new form of bluegill popper.


  An e-mail from Parks and Recreation provided a preliminary report on summer state campground use and explained that the new advance reservation system for camping permits was a success in its first season.


  There had been eight phone calls. He passed a question about deer hunting in the Mosquito to McCants after fighting the temptation to take care of it himself. A woman from Gwinn called to complain about illegal trash dumping on state property. A magistrate from Escanaba called for clarification of a ticket Service had written last spring. Lansing called to say they were forwarding a pile of computer reports of nonresidents who had used false IDs to buy resident hunting and fishing licenses.


  Pure scut work, the whole lot.


  Too damn much time talking on telephones, he told himself. Twenty years on the job and he had been reduced to this. A recent talk with Hoagy Chalk still lingered in his mind. Chalk, the commercial fish specialist assigned to Naubinway on Lake Michigan, had stopped by for a beer a few days after Nantz left for Tustin.


  Having spent many years in open boats on the Great Lakes, Hoagy was always tan. He was a short man, built like a miniature sumo wrestler. He had been in Vietnam as a Navy river rat, been wounded twice, and came home with a Silver Star.


  “You hear about Laurie Aho?” Chalk asked.


  Aho was a retired CO who had covered the Keweenaw for years, a dour Finn who did his job and never had much to say. Aho’s wife claimed they would sometimes go months without passing a word.


  “The cancer got him,” Chalk said. “Another horseblanket into the ground.”


  The little fish specialist didn’t wait for a response. “Guess we’re both getting to that age,” Chalk continued. “I see these old horseblankets going and I think I’ve gotta get out of this shit so I can live a little before I become worm chow.” He took a slug of beer and burped. “I’ve put in my papers, Grady. When I go, you’ll be about the last of the Vietnam guys left,” he announced. “When are you going to hang it up and get a life?”


  Service grinned. “They’ll have to carry me out in a box,” he said.


  Chalk didn’t laugh. “It’s getting tougher out there, Grady. It’s a game for the young officers, not old dinosaurs like us. Hell, those kids look at us like we’re horseblankets.”


  Service had never thought of himself as a dinosaur or a horseblanket. Horseblankets, what the real old-timers were called, worked 24/7 and never stopped chasing a poacher until they had him in court. In those days juries often decided the outcomes and more often than not they let the worst poachers off, fearing retribution if they brought in guilty verdicts, but that didn’t stop the horseblankets from hauling the same perps in over and over. Some of these contests raged on for years and took on legendary status. The real dinosaurs were his father’s contemporaries, the generation of COs who had been through the Second World War and did their jobs without complaint or expectation of better pay, much less promotions.


  “You learn to work smarter,” Service countered.


  “Maybe,” Chalk said. “Right now hanging it up seems the smart thing to do.”


  It had been an unsettling conversation. He had called Maridly that night and talked to her about it.


  “You should hear the way they talk about you down here,” she’d said.


  “I can imagine.” He’d been in and out of hot water throughout his career.


  “The instructors believe in you, Grady. They tell trainees about you, how Grady Service does things.”


  “How will I know when it’s time to retire?” he asked her. He couldn’t imagine it being an arbitrary date on a calendar.


  “You’ll know, honey.”


  He wondered if he would. Was he really the last of the Vietnam guys? It was a disconcerting thought.


  Captain Grant had called Service at the house while he was lifting weights at 6 a.m. and told him he wanted him to move his office to Marquette to be nearer to him. Rationally the decision made sense. His office was a cubicle in the District 4 office in Newberry and he was seldom there. Another change, he thought. Everything was changing around him, people retiring, retirees dying.


  Later Lieutenant Lisette McKower called to wish him happy birthday, saying nothing about his office move, which left him wondering if she knew. McKower was the senior officer in Newberry. Then Candace McCants dropped by unexpectedly with fresh cinnamon rolls from Gerties in Kipling and they drank a pot of coffee.


  “Missing Nantz, eh?”


  He nodded.


 

 

  “Ain’t love grand,” she said.


  “Why don’t you get your ass out in the dirt where working wardens are supposed to be,” Service said with a playful growl.


  She laughed and gave him an upside-down left-handed salute. “On my way, Your Surly Detectiveness.”


  Moving his office would be a pain in the ass. He would have to drive two and a half hours to Newberry, load his truck with his files, and backtrack to Marquette to new digs. He didn’t want to move, but the captain’s tone was serious and there was no point in delaying things, he told himself. Some birthday this was turning out to be.


  When he got into his truck, the cell phone sounded. He picked it up, flipping open the lid to activate it.


  “Goddamn motherfuckers!” Nantz screamed. He held the phone away from his ear.


  “Maridly?”


  “Cocksuckers!” she said with a hiss, barely containing her temper.


  He had never heard her so angry. “Calm down, honey. What is it?”


  “I’m out,” she said.


  “Out?”


  “Like out of the fucking academy!”


  He wasn’t sure what to say or even what question to ask next. What could she have done? “Out of the academy?”


  “Yes,” she said. “Blood Hawk pulled me aside this morning after our run and told me that I am being transferred to Lansing.”


  This made no sense at all. “They don’t transfer trainees.”


  “They’re transferring me to something called Task Force 2001. It’s part of the state Emergency Management Division.”


  “What exactly did Chamberlin say?”


  “He said that upon reevaluation of the state’s emergency preparedness in the wake of September eleventh, a determination has been made that EMD needs to be beefed up. Because I am a state employee and because of my past experience I’ve been tapped for the duty. I’m supposed to report there this afternoon.”


  Reevaluation of emergency preparedness? Service’s gut began to rumble. “Reporting to whom?”


  “No name, just a fucking address. I am pissed, Grady, really, really pissed.”


  And hurt, too.


  “I do not understand this, honey,” she said. “I do not understand this. Somebody is fucking with my life and I am pissed.”


  “Calm down, baby. We’ll get it figured out.”


  “I’m ready to march over to the captain’s office and tell him to shove EMD up his tight ass.”


  “Don’t do that,” he said.


  “Why not?”


  “Because I’m asking you not to.”


  She sputtered momentarily. “I would do this only for you, Grady.”


  “I know.”


  “So I just pack up and go to Lansing?”


  “No choice if you’re under orders.”


  “Fucking assholes,” she said.


  “Do you want me to drive down?”


  “No, I’m a big girl and if I’m going to be a CO I need to deal with this shit. I’ll call you after I get to Lansing. Now I’d better get moving. You seen Kate yet?”


  “Kate Nordquist?”


  “Yeah, Kate. She’s got your birthday present. I love you, Grady, and I’m sorry to be such a bitch.”


  “You’re not.”


  “I’ll call you tonight, honey. I love you, Service.”


 

 

  He didn’t tell her about his office move because it suddenly seemed irrelevant. His move was no more than an irritating detail. Hers was serious. What the hell was happening to her?


  Service telephoned Captain Grant.


  “I just talked to Nantz. She’s been yanked out of the academy and is being transferred to something called Task Force 2001 in Lansing. What’s going on, Cap’n?”


  “Are you moving today?”


  “I was just about to leave for Newberry. I’ll be back this afternoon.”


  “See me when you get to Marquette.”


  Did the captain know? There was no way to read his boss. He usually knew everything that went on in the DNR throughout the state.


  He was in a dark mood when he got to Newberry.


  His office was a tiny cubicle filled with boxes and stained paper cups. The walls were gray, there was no nameplate, and there were no mementos or decorations. He loathed offices, hated every minute he had to sit in a chair.


  Lieutenant Lisette McKower came in as he angrily threw the last of his files into a cardboard box.


  “Hey birthday boy, you planning to do some homework?”


  “No, I’ve been ordered to move my office to Marquette.”


  Her mouth hung open, but she recovered quickly. “Well, it will give you faster access to the west side and you won’t have to drive so far.”


  Service glared at her. “I don’t like being jerked around,” he said, picking up the
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  We have about 160 COs working the woods and waters of Michigan’s eighty-three counties, and our shores and shares of four Great Lakes. In my view our DNR Law Enforcement Division has too few people out there in the woods and dirt, and far too much to cover. I find it ironic that gray wolves are still listed as endangered in Michigan, yet they far outnumber our “working wardens.” As we learned in the wake of the disasters of September 11, 2001, technology is a tool that can never replace the human element essential to gathering intelligence or enforcing the laws of civilized society.


  Knock on wood, our gray wolf packs will continue to increase and prosper, but it’s up to our government to do something about law enforcement numbers. We need more conservation officers with their boots in the dirt and we need them now.
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  Portage, Michigan
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