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Prologue

THE HUNT



November 13, 2001

The boat didn’t look like much. Aluminum with blue trim. A row of smudged cabin windows. A thick center mast crowded with antennas and loudspeakers. Through moonlight and a light rain, Detective Ed Volz could see a curtain of black rubber cloaking half of the vessel’s deck like a tent. He couldn’t spot the orange glow of a single cigarette and suspected the crew had been ordered not to smoke.

Volz and a partner, Bill Jarmon, were crouched behind Douglas firs and madronas on a wooded bluff overlooking Washington’s Puget Sound. They peered down a sandy cliff, Volz through a spotting scope, Jarmon through binoculars, at the boat idling below. Volz heard little other than the wind and the waves. He knew a pair of aging mattresses stuffed in old cloth sleeping bags had been wrapped around an air compressor, muffling its groan. No one who passed by would suspect the crew fed oxygen through a hose to a diver below.

Volz had never been diving. But he knew what could be found in the region’s murky underwater world. In the Sound’s web of tideflats, channels, marshes, bays, and deltas, life took beguiling forms—particularly in the dimmest depths. Shovel-nosed ratfish patrolled the cobble flats alongside wolf eels with pinched faces that looked chiseled from granite. Anemones glowed in waggling fingers of lavender or in perfect white cauliflower stalks. Ochre sea stars the size of cow heads curled around rocks and mussels, gauging light through the red dots on each arm. Bubble-gum-pink corals camouflaged the porcupine shields of sea urchins.

Rockfish, perch, lingcod, squid. At one time or another, the detectives had found all of these and more in places they did not belong—in nets tied under docks to be retrieved after dark, in aquariums or coolers hidden under tarps in old pickups, on ice in the holding tanks of pirate fishing boats. Thieves hooked, netted, dug, and snatched these creatures and then sold them for food, pets, trophies, even medicine. Some took just a few plants and animals. Others hijacked sea life by the truckload. Volz couldn’t recall all the ways he’d seen people steal.

Volz made his living policing the theft of wild things. In twenty-five years with the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife, he’d chased elk-antler thieves and smugglers exporting bobcat and lynx to collectors. He’d caught poachers who’d hacked off eagle talons for artifact hunters. He carried handcuffs and operated with all the police powers of other lawmen. Here on the western slope of the Cascades, he and his fellow detectives specialized in undercover investigations, mostly involving the region’s billion-dollar fishing industry. They’d tracked permits and bank records and trapped Dungeness crab thieves and snared abalone poachers who pried the fist-size mollusks from rocky crevices. But they’d never pursued anyone quite like this captain.

Volz sprawled on a spongy bed of leaves on the bluff and watched fog roll in through the rain and across the black water and the boat below. He could see the faintest glow through the trees across the channel—lights from the prison on the far side of McNeil Island. This investigation kept expanding, drawing in other officers. Tonight, he and Jarmon were joined by a third detective, Charlie Pudwill, who’d made his way to the pea-gravel beach below. Pudwill stood at the water’s edge, a quarter mile north. He was closer to the action, but if the boat pulled anchor, he’d have to sprint to his truck and wind up through the woods to the road before he could give chase.

Volz was grateful for the help. It was just after midnight, and the detectives already had tailed the suspect for hours, racing across bridges by land as the boat stole south through Puget Sound. Jarmon was an excellent driver, but he could be a cowboy behind the wheel. He’d cornered the Ford Expedition so fast that Volz had pancaked both hands against the dash trying to keep his head from whipping against the window. The captain had mastered these hidden passages, but Volz and Jarmon found the nearby streets less familiar. They’d bombed in and out of subdivisions, seeking secluded spots with views of the water that were free from neighbors, lights, and dogs. New waterfront bungalows rose among the trees, and construction cones lined streets. Bulldozers had carved a corner off a plot near the road, but no one had started building on this tiny patch overlooking the surf.

Volz adjusted and readjusted his scope. Eventually he saw what could have been a harbor seal bobbing above the water’s surface. Then a black-gloved hand emerged, and someone paddled toward the boat. The diver climbed aboard the vessel empty-handed.

Volz was not expecting this. He’d spent hours discussing this very spot with the biologist on his team. Unlike much of Puget Sound, Wyckoff Shoal, just north of Drayton Passage, rarely reached deeper than forty feet. Coarse-grained sand coated the bottom, and tides swept by at two knots. Other than accordion-fanned orange sea pens and twenty-four-armed sunflower stars, little of consequence hung out above the sandy floor. The real riches were buried below. And while each creature would take a small struggle to retrieve, any discerning thief would gather as many as he could carry. Volz had expected the diver would stay underwater for hours. Then the crew would have hauled up a net carrying a load of seafood large enough to stuff a Volkswagen. Instead, the detectives watched the black shadow peel off his neoprene dry suit.

Within minutes the boat rumbled to life. Hugging the shoreline, it jetted toward Devil’s Head point, the last hook on the peninsula before the shoreline looped west and back north.

Volz and Jarmon ran toward the road, clambered into the Expedition, and shot south, trying to keep up. The boat was already out of sight. They drove through the night high above the beach, the truck’s headlights off, unable to spy the boat or raise Pudwill on the radio. They rolled the windows down and strained to hear the ship’s diesel engine growl through the mist.

The detectives had lost the captain several times before; he used top-of-the-line radar and night-vision gear and moved unpredictably, as if he knew he was being watched. They’d finally caught a break two months earlier. An informant had described crew members on the boat forging documents and illegally hauling in several million dollars’ worth of shellfish. If that was true, Volz was watching one of the country’s most profitable wildlife smuggling rings—certainly the strangest and most sophisticated the Pacific Northwest had seen in decades. The tipster told them the captain’s top shipboard rules: Dump everything if you see anyone approaching; jet away at top speed; and don’t stop unless cops thrust guns in your face.

It was good stuff, but nowhere near enough. The detectives had to catch the thieves in the act. Four times in two weeks, they’d tried tailing the boat from land. Each time, they’d followed until 4 A.M. And each time, the boat had returned to the Fox Island marina empty. No one unloaded what the tipster said the crew was hunting: the world’s largest burrowing clam, known as a geoduck (pronounced “gooey duck”), an obscene-looking giant mollusk that embodied a sea change in wildlife smuggling, a creature with which Volz shared a long and complicated history.

Puget Sound’s geoducks had burrowed their way into the Northwest’s mythology. Now, thanks to savvy marketing and good fortune and a lust abroad for obscure delicacies, they also had aroused the palates of Asian eaters. Every day, couriers boxed geoducks with gel packs and placed them on jets. Within seventy-two hours they bobbed in restaurant tanks in Beijing or Shanghai or lay in tubs of shaved ice in Tokyo. No matter where the giant clams went they fetched fistfuls of dollars.
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Geoduck, Panopea generosa

These bivalves were so valuable that they had been traded for narcotics, and that worth helped create a perfect recipe for crime. With geoduck gathering done underwater and out of sight, corrupt fishermen could take thousands more than the law allowed. Geoducks weren’t endangered—they had almost always been plentiful. But Volz knew how fast things in nature could change. Once-abundant sea creatures were declining across the globe, including the Pacific salmon once synonymous with Seattle. The seas were in trouble, thanks in part to overfishing, and Volz had watched geoducks become the region’s most lucrative prize. Now these giant clams drew poachers and smugglers and arsonists and hit men, and one audacious thief trailed by a crew of exhausted cops.

 

Volz and Jarmon drove on through the dark. They pulled over after a few miles, unsure where the boat had gone. They jogged across a clearing to another embankment and peered across the water. They thought they could hear the boat groan in the distance, but the cops could see nothing. A mile or two down the road, the detectives saw a dirt trail that led through the woods. They slid on foot down the slick, winding slope to the water’s edge. The rising tide chewed at the last sliver of beach, but if they worked their way to the peninsula’s tip, Volz figured they would eventually spy the boat.

The weather worsened. Rain sprayed sideways, mixing with a salty mist that erupted from the surging tide. They could barely see with their flashlights off, but they knew any light would spook the boat’s captain. Surf sopped their clothes, and the November waves slopped against the shore. Slippery driftwood as broad as car tires blocked their way.

A mile short of the point, the men stopped beneath a sand-and-clay cliff. Geologists call such cliffs feeder bluffs because their erosion nourishes shorelines with fresh sand. Centuries of tidal pounding had eaten away at the bottom of this wall, undercutting it. Continuing on would be dangerous.


And the men no longer heard the boat. Volz tried raising Pudwill on the radio but got only static. Dark water crashed against the cliff. The beach was gone. The detectives splashed through briny water and foam, which topped their ankles and squished in their shoes. The tide was still rising, and the water this time of year was usually well below fifty degrees. Falling in could lead to hypothermia, unconsciousness, or worse. The detectives had to make a decision.

For much of a decade, Volz had seen his share of mischief. He’d chased lowlifes and hustlers and wannabe gangsters, all of them hunting Puget Sound’s inelegant shellfish. Now his ego was engaged; this might be his best shot at this captain. He wanted to get close enough to see the man’s face, but the way ran beneath this unstable bank. Volz’s watch read 2 A.M., and he and his partner had been working since dawn. Volz was letting the captain mess with his judgment. The men, cold and filthy, stopped. Volz didn’t want either of them getting hurt. Reluctantly, the detectives turned and sprinted back toward their truck, clawing through thick brush and stumbling over snags. Blackberry brambles scratched and bloodied their arms and faces. There had been a time for both men when they lived for this part of the job. But now they felt the thwack of every branch.

Caked in mud, they climbed back into the Expedition and stared out the windshield, drained. Rain pounded the hood. Volz felt deflated. He had wasted a lot of time. He brought the radio to his face. Detective Pudwill answered and told Volz he’d been moving around on the beach but hadn’t seen anything suspicious in two hours. Volz filled Pudwill in on their fruitless jaunt. Volz and Jarmon would come join him for a moment. Then they’d all head home and get to bed.

Moments later the boat tore back by heading north, its running lights blazing. It shot toward shellfish-rich Wyckoff Shoal. Maybe the captain had gotten careless. Maybe he’d convinced himself he wasn’t being followed. The detectives radioed Pudwill one more time. He told them the boat was sputtering into the channel. It cut its engines and its lights as it drifted to the far side. Pudwill radioed Volz that he could see the boat’s outline through the predawn haze. It looked as if the captain was ready to drop anchor and get to work.

Jarmon put the truck in gear.








chapter one

SNITCHES



Seven years earlier, Ed Volz slumped in a car on the Olympic Peninsula and eyed a Chinese noodle shop from the shadows. It was June 17, 1994, a cool Friday evening, and summer breezes blew in off the gray-green waters of the Strait of Juan de Fuca. Patience didn’t come naturally to Volz, but he could summon it when he had to or if something intrigued him, and breaking in a new snitch usually held his attention. Informants are valuable because they’re willing to betray. Tracking their movements was one way to avoid getting played.

From his seat, Volz could see the polished glass of the Port Angeles restaurant’s front door and his informant’s Jeep parked just beyond the glowing streetlights. Volz already knew how this night would go. One officer would record the scene on video from another car. Another would listen from inside the restaurant. And Detective Kevin Harrington would smoke and fidget. Harrington always fidgeted. He hated surveillance.

After ninety minutes Volz saw movement. His informant, Dave Ferguson, popped from the restaurant and jogged down the sidewalk to his maroon Cherokee. Ferguson reached into a cooler packed with dry ice on the backseat and plucked out freezer bags stuffed with shellfish guts. Abalone meat, Volz knew. The palm-size snails live inside barnacle-encrusted shells and are a popular delicacy, especially among Asian foodies. Washington’s species, the pinto abalone, had once been so common on the tideflats that residents called retreating currents “abalone tides,” but so few remained by the early 1990s that even incidental gathering of them was illegal. Volz had pulled these specimens from a government shellfish laboratory and cleaned and packaged them to look as if they’d come from nearby waters. Now he watched Ferguson stuff the Ziplocs in a brown grocery sack. The informant slipped back into the restaurant, where he resumed talking with his contact, a businessman trying to buy stolen shellfish.

The informant and his contact huddled at the bar’s end. Ferguson, stocky and balding, wore jeans and guzzled black coffee. The contact, just shy of 120 pounds and wearing a pinstriped three-piece suit, sipped red wine. He lit the informant’s cigarette and told him to stash the shellfish behind the bar. Ferguson’s abalone was just a sample. If the contact liked it he would make a regular purchase—at least once a week, he said, ideally in hundred-pound lots. He’d already explained that he would ship the seafood south and have it relabeled as legal California abalone. He’d shown Ferguson photographs and business cards from potential buyers in Vietnam, Singapore, Hong Kong, and China.

The men joked, high-fived, and talked about Asia. Ferguson had been a grunt during Vietnam; the other man had lived on a boat there in the 1970s. They refilled their drinks. The businessman brought out a map, which he and Ferguson studied. If things worked out well, he might take Ferguson to Burma. He would make introductions and show his new supplier the seafood business overseas.
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Pinto abalone, Haliotis kamtschatkana

Four seats away, another wildlife detective nursed a drink. He was incognito beneath a ball cap, jeans, and a red-white-and-blue slicker but had been watching through a long mirror behind the bar, trying to keep his eavesdropping discreet. Not even Ferguson knew the man was a plant. Volz had put the detective there as backup, since this was Volz’s first time working closely with the new informant. Volz wanted to make sure Ferguson relayed events honestly. If he did, maybe next time, the guy could work alone.

The detective at the bar continued to listen. He overheard the businessman tell Ferguson that the two of them would make great partners. “You will learn and I will learn and we will learn together,” he said. Then the contact told Ferguson he wanted something else: the big clams with the long necks. The weird ones. The geoducks.

This didn’t surprise the cops. The sheltered marine waters of the Pacific Northwest are the only place on earth where wild geoducks grow in great size and quantity. And the mollusk was riding a tidal wave of globalization. The geoduck’s escalating popularity abroad tracked the rise of a new wildlife underground—and an evolution in mankind’s ability to exploit nature. In the booming international market for fresh seafood the geoduck had become a path to quick profits. And smart smugglers always followed the money.

 

Elephant tusks, wild furs, alligator skins, and exotic birds. That’s what wildlife thieves used to smuggle. But by the close of the twentieth century a new reality was emerging: Almost anything in nature can become contraband. Fish eggs. Baboon noses. Decorative seed plants known as cycads, which have been around since the Jurassic period. Venus flytraps snatched illegally from backwoods bogs in the Carolinas land in stalls at open-air Dutch floral markets. Hundreds of thousands of dollars in illegally caught finger-size glass eels work their way from New England to Japan. Crooks ship stolen monkey blood through Memphis and banned seal oil through Louisville. Illicit fish, plants, and animals of all varieties crisscross the globe to feed black markets.

The transformation came in the last third of the twentieth century, when seismic shifts in the world economy fundamentally altered the nature of global commerce. People used to make purchases through a long chain, buying from local retailers, who bought from wholesalers, who brought goods in from other states or overseas. Then Asian economies ballooned, the Soviet Empire collapsed, and trade barriers fell one after the other. Western-style capitalism washed across continents. Shipping and jet cargo service became routine, along with private package delivery from FedEx and UPS. Industry by industry, technology transformed how everything was bought and sold, increasing the odds that someone bent on selling something could stumble across a buyer somewhere in the world who wanted it. The Internet would only stir things up more, allowing buyers to purchase directly from Thailand on eBay.

All these changes opened avenues for crooks. Suddenly anything from almost anywhere could be purchased outside the law in bulk: pirated Nintendo-game cartridges, fake designer handbags, stolen AK-47s, and plants or animals. Criminal markets and organized corruption went global. Impoverished third-world countries eager for first-world dollars sent poachers to the jungles, and pirates to the seas. By the 1990s, illegal trade accounted for 10 percent of the world economy. The value of black markets as a percentage of the U.S. gross domestic product tripled from 1960 to the mid-1990s. Wildlife trafficking blossomed along with it, becoming, according to the U.S. State Department, one of the largest black markets in the world. The phenomenon would only grow more acute.

Now, every day at U.S. airports and border crossings, wildlife inspectors and customs agents witness inspired displays of duplicity. Bird smugglers stuff stolen live finches in curling irons or squeeze them into socks packed in badminton birdie tubes. Thieves hide tiny golden-throated tropical birds called Cuban grassquits in their under-pants or cram banded iguanas from Fiji Island into hollowed-out prosthetic legs. Women smuggle monkeys in their hair. Men hide primates in their pants. Traffickers ferrying bags of sea horses from Mexico cross into the country and immediately mail their booty overseas. Some mark shipping boxes BOOKS to get cheaper rates.

This trade seamlessly intertwines with conventional markets. Boutique fashion outlets from New York to Oregon peddle illegal blue coral jewelry, belts made from alligators killed by poachers, or watch straps carved from the skin of Argentine lizards. Vials of aphrodisiacs ground from deer and tiger penises and smuggled into the country by airline flight attendants sell in herbal markets in major cities. From the tuna in a favorite sushi joint to the gobies in a friend’s fish tank, stolen creatures, or goods made from them, sell regularly in shopping malls, pet stores, flower shops, and restaurants, even in supermarkets and warehouses specializing in home furnishings.

The bulk of this trade still comes in from abroad, but the thieving isn’t limited to third-world countries. Creatures by the tens of thousands are now being lifted from the forests, deserts, and waterways around America, often not far from major cities such as New York, San Francisco, Miami, Phoenix, and Seattle. Sometimes the criminals prove to be small-time hoods, no different from desperate drug abusers who swipe copper pipes from construction zones. They may take mushrooms from national parks and sell them at farmers’ markets or poach deer for meat in a down economy.

But increasingly this trade draws a craftier breed of thief, one literate enough to comprehend obscure laws and wily enough to find creative ways around them. They steal mosses and rattlesnakes and Grand Canyon butterflies, all with an eye toward international markets. These poachers and smugglers piggyback on legitimate markets. They doctor paperwork and shovel loot into shipping containers. They pack stolen goods on jets or drop them with courier services. They trade this contraband like lawful commodities. It is a nearly recession-proof business: In good times, the wealthy demand new delights; when economies tank, enforcement gets curtailed just as people look to nature to stretch their income.

The state and federal investigators who police these traffickers troll rivers, tromp beaches, and hike deserts, forests, and parks. They struggle to halt the siphoning of the country’s strangest life-forms: Pennsylvania turtles, wild ginseng from Appalachia, black bear innards from Virginia, or the seafood residing beneath the waves.
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Ed Volz shows off salmon caught during a fishing trip with his father.
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Kevin Harrington strums the guitar for family and friends.


For most of their careers, Ed Volz and the other Washington detectives had only thought locally. Like narcotics officers nabbing street dealers who sold cocaine through car windows, they didn’t care—and didn’t need to—about international smuggling. They mostly pinched fish thieves in restaurants and cafés. By law, wild seafood sold commercially has to come from licensed commercial fishermen. Fishermen are supposed to painstakingly record catch volumes and locations, protecting fish from overharvest and consumers from food tainted by pollution or toxins. But cheap, fresh fish caught by local anglers often found its way illegally to local bistros. The detectives camped in dusty boathouses or sprawled in the grass with binoculars, tracking anglers from the shadows. They tailed fishermen to institutions like Seattle’s Pike Place Market. They got warrants for business records and backtracked illegal sales, once uncovering a check with “for under-the-table salmon” written in the memo line. Over the years they caught several of Seattle’s finest white-linen establishments buying fish illegally. One restaurant raked in fifty thousand dollars a month reselling that illegal catch around town.

But local salmon no longer commanded such high prices. Few of the region’s fish did. By 1994, the real money, pound for pound, was often found with marine invertebrates: Dungeness crab, shrimp, crunchy pink sea scallops, pimple-backed cucumbers, spiky sea urchins, and all manner of clams and shellfish. As licensed fishermen sold to an increasingly international clientele, crooks, too, no longer hawked their wares solely to local businesses. Poachers stole by the ton and regularly sold the catch abroad. The detectives were just beginning to grasp the scale of this trafficking and were coming to see that they could use a little help.

 


“He knows the product you are bringing him is illegal?” Volz asked a half hour later.

“Highly illegal,” Ferguson said.

“How is he aware of that?”

“I told him,” Ferguson said.

It was a few minutes before midnight, and they sat in a dusty, spider-filled back room behind a highway-patrol impound lot a few miles from the Chinese restaurant. Ferguson groaned that he needed to get some sleep. He had plans to get out on the water in the morning. But the detectives wanted to record his version of the night’s events while details remained fresh. This was the closest law-enforcement office Volz could commandeer.

The Olympic Peninsula juts like a mitten thumb from Washington’s mainland, with the city of Port Angeles centered on the thumb tip. The city is the timber-rich peninsula’s last gateway: a direct ferry trip across the choppy strait from Victoria, a short drive from the hiking trails and rain forests and granite ridges of Olympic National Park, and a longer journey by road and boat from Seattle. Both a tourist oasis and a working waterfront, it has gift shops and restaurants, a Coast Guard station and a lumber mill. In 1994, it remained small enough that shopkeepers often knew their customers and busy enough that strangers usually went unnoticed. Volz and Harrington counted on that.

The men huddled in the poorly lit building. The buyer had been so skittish, Ferguson told them, that once they strayed beyond mere talk, he insisted that Ferguson speak in code. They agreed that from now on they would call the shellfish “bolognas”—just in case. The buyer kept telling Ferguson to keep his voice down. But he agreed to meet later and buy more stolen shellfish.

Volz was as interested in Ferguson as he was in the buyer. So far the detective had to admit he was impressed; Ferguson had pulled it off. His description matched perfectly what the cop had heard from the bar. The detectives were encouraged by the performance. Despite Volz’s skepticism, Ferguson might prove valuable. The detectives knew they could use the assistance.

An anonymous tip had led Volz to Ferguson, a poacher who’d slipped by unnoticed for years. In March 1994, a caller alerted police to a suspicious diving boat puttering around a tranquil bay along the strait. Police watched from afar, spying on the twenty-six-foot boat until it docked in Port Angeles. The cops saw a squat, balding man with a mustache as thick and brown as a cigar hand a sack to a friend on the boat. The pair unloaded their gear and carried off the sack and a tub covered by a white cloth. Police confronted them and found 188 stolen abalone—not a huge case, but worth prosecuting.

Notified of Ferguson’s arrest, detectives Volz and Harrington headed west from Seattle the next day. They crossed Puget Sound by ferry and motored up Highway 101, which circles the rim of the Olympic Peninsula and parallels the Pacific Ocean all the way to Southern California.

The two detectives had policed small-scale fish thieves together for years, but Volz and Harrington could not have been more different. Volz had grown up in Seattle’s suburbs and liked to hunt and fish. He was a barrel-chested block with a round face and coarse dark hair that gave him the look of a shorter, friendlier Charles Bronson. He had been an animal cop since 1976, and in the fleece-chic Northwest, he concealed his .45-caliber service pistol beneath windbreakers and patterned shirts. He had studied fish biology at the University of Washington, and for a cop had a sophisticated understanding of marine life. He was serious, thorough, and rarely cut corners. But he had a lip and often squabbled with his bosses. Even the drafting of a search warrant could get him grousing about the job’s minutiae.
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Kevin Harrington (standing) and Ed Volz fish while working undercover on an unlicensed charter boat in the early 1990s.

Harrington came from Michigan and considered himself a softy. He laughed often and cried openly at movies, rating them for his wife by degrees of “weepiness.” Once, working undercover alongside fish thieves on an illegal charter boat, Harrington caught some of the biggest fish of his life. In the parking lot he moved to tip one of the poachers twenty bucks until his flabbergasted partner asked: What are you doing? Harrington shrugged: Just being polite. Harrington chain-smoked, played guitar, and hated wearing his gun. His superiors eventually would dress him down because he so often left his sidearm packed away in his trunk.

The two cops irritated each other but worked as a team. Volz did not mind stakeouts but hated sifting through records. Harrington actually enjoyed forensic work; he had the patience Volz lacked and liked smoking while deciphering documents and believed that even the smartest criminals left a paper trail. When interviewing suspects, the two cops found a routine. Volz enjoyed needling hardheads. Harrington established rapport. Volz called him “the counselor” because everyone confided in him. Their tag-team style grew so instinctive that a change of expression by one could inspire the other to shift tactics. They usually found ways to get what they wanted.

Dave Ferguson surprised them both. He had told the arresting officer he would admit guilt and help wildlife cops catch the people who bought his contraband. All he asked was that they free his boating partner, who was unaware that Ferguson had been poaching. Volz and Harrington plucked Ferguson from jail and took him to a nearby office. Once assured their interest was solely in him, Ferguson answered every question without a fight.

Ferguson admitted that he regularly stole abalone, which in Puget Sound mostly live between the surface and waters thirty-five feet deep. Ferguson said he frequently covered up his poaching by scuba diving legally for sea cucumbers. His latest haul had been destined for a Chinese eatery in Port Angeles, but he also sold to a cantina in the port city of Everett, north of Seattle. Workers there kept scales inside the back door and weighed illegal products, paying cash from the till. Ferguson knew some of them resold the shellfish overseas.

Ferguson had a record, but he also had kids. His girlfriend was pregnant, and his bank account was empty. He faced criminal charges and the loss of his fishing license and livelihood. The detectives saw an opportunity. A thief desperate enough to be honest might be desperate enough to be useful. And the loyalty Ferguson had shown his friend gave Volz hope. Unlike the hard cases usually seen on television, the criminals Volz knew would sell out anyone to escape trouble. Ferguson possessed some sort of moral compass, even though he was no minor crook. He had shot at police in California, served as vice president of a prison motorcycle gang, and had faced federal charges for running guns.

Ferguson could be just what they needed. He had confessed to stealing enough abalone over the years to buy his Jeep and pay off his boat, defiantly named the Abalone Made. Biologists later calculated that Ferguson alone may have taken as much as all recreational fishermen combined had in previous years. They suspected he may have swiped twenty-five thousand abalone—nearly all that were left in the waters near Port Angeles.

And no one believed he was Puget Sound’s only major shellfish thief. The cops suspected that there might even be a shellfish kingpin, a seafood broker to whom poachers funneled their stolen loot. The detectives were on a mission to find out. After administering a polygraph, they offered Ferguson work as a paid informant. Given his reputation, Ferguson offered a unique chance to assist them. No one who knew him would suspect he’d cooperate with the police.

 

A month after his discussion about geoducks and “bolognas,” Ferguson returned to the Chinese restaurant, this time with an undercover female patrol officer posing as his wife-to-be. The informant’s discussions with the businessman had continued, but Ferguson and the detectives had begun shifting gears. They’d started gathering intelligence on more established smugglers and had come to realize that this contact was just a minor player. They wanted one more meeting to be sure.


The three spoke over dinner about a party the buyer was throwing for friends and discussed once again how best to ship geoducks overseas. Each time Ferguson suggested they slip out to his Jeep to get the illegal shellfish, the buyer waved him off, suddenly uncomfortable cutting deals in public. Finally the businessman offered an alternative. “We will go up to my house,” he said.

They piled into Ferguson’s Jeep and drove to a split-level home in the hills near Port Angeles. They entered through a sliding door and headed for the basement, where Ferguson and the officer handed over more seafood. When the buyer opened his freezer, Ferguson looked inside. There, still in Ziplocs, he saw the abalone he’d sold in June. The buyer hadn’t eaten or resold any of it.

Volz faced a decision. The businessman may have had international ambitions, but clearly he was still small-time. Volz could pursue minor charges against this buyer, but that would mean Ferguson would have to testify. Volz hated the thought of exposing his informant. Ferguson had been making contacts every week with fishermen and seafood brokers throughout the Northwest. He had gotten so good at digging up information that Volz saw a chance to make cases that were far more sophisticated.

Volz made a pitch that his agency should go big. If his bosses spent a few hundred dollars overhauling Ferguson’s boat, they could send him to work undercover as a geoduck fisherman. Thanks to Ferguson, Volz wrote in a report to his superiors, “the opportunity exists to have a huge impact in the illegal commercial shellfish industry.” The informant could give detectives an inside line on illicit trade in the world’s largest burrowing clam. Volz’s superiors quickly agreed. They bought equipment and paid for Ferguson to get licensed as a geoduck fisherman. Right away, the informant took work with a Canadian shellfish company. He hit the water on September 10, 1994.

The call about the fire came the next day.

 


Ferguson’s girlfriend screamed at Volz through the phone. There had been an explosion on the Abalone Made. Ferguson was being ferried by helicopter to Harborview Medical Center in Seattle. He’d been in the wheelhouse gassing his boat at a fuel bay on the Olympic Peninsula. When he turned the ignition the flash blew out the boat’s windows and hurled Ferguson through the air. Clothes black and tattered, he shuffled zombielike toward the street. Firefighters would describe a charred and hobbling monster. Second-and third-degree burns covered the bottom half of his body.

Doctors found the damage confined mostly to his legs. The informant needed skin grafts and faced weeks of painful recovery. At Ferguson’s insistence, Volz and Harrington visited the burn unit. They fussed over the wounded criminal for weeks like concerned parents. He thanked them profusely, sometimes blubbering like a child. The detectives took shifts at the hospital as Ferguson underwent surgery.

Volz didn’t know what to think. Was the fire an accident or sabotage? Who knew Ferguson was a snitch? He learned through back channels that fire investigators had mixed theories. No one could dismiss the possibility that Ferguson had been targeted. Volz’s superiors had questions, too, but Volz insisted the agency use discretion. If wildlife detectives snooped around the fire, it would only raise questions that could put Ferguson in more danger.

Three weeks later, when Ferguson left the hospital with a hundred square inches of fresh skin attached to his legs, investigators didn’t know much more about what had caused the explosion. Loaded on painkillers, Ferguson walked the remains of his boat with a deputy sheriff. They found a fuel-tank vent hose lying in the bilge; it should have been clamped to a fitting in the hull that vented fuel over the side. Explosive vapors had leaked into the engine room and sparked when Ferguson turned the ignition. Had it jostled loose or been intentionally dismantled? “There is no explanation as to how the vent tube ended up unhooked,” the deputy wrote in his report. The fire’s origins would never be resolved.

Ferguson emerged from the incident grateful for the attention Volz had paid during his hospital stay and begged Volz to let him continue as an informant. He said it gave him a sense of mission. That fall and winter, Ferguson went back undercover, keeping tabs on geoduck fishermen and helping set up small buys of illegal seafood.

There is no accounting for the strange relationships that develop between cops and informants. Ferguson treated Volz like a sibling. He shared petty grievances. He fretted about a friend who landed in the hospital with the bends. He complained about his girlfriend. He whined about the cost of a ruined boat propeller. He confided to Volz that the guys he knew in prison usually cheered for the cops on TV.

Volz listened dutifully and wrote it all down. He could be brusque and combative when he thought Ferguson was out of line, but he developed a grudging respect for the informant. Not that Volz actually trusted him. He made the informant contact him daily. Ferguson had to keep meticulous notes. Not only could he not make illicit transactions without approval, but he also could make few decisions entirely on his own. Every move first had to go through his handler. Ferguson didn’t mind and kept delivering through the end of the year, offering new tidbits that led detectives deeper into the geoduck trade.

 

On a wet January morning six months after his surveillance at the Chinese restaurant, Volz slumped in a vehicle once again, this time behind the darkened windows of an SUV. It was 1995, and Ferguson’s work had led Volz to a highway park and ride south of Seattle where he planned to videotape an illegal sale from a safe distance. But a red and silver Honda CRX screeched into the adjacent spot, and Volz found his suspect working two feet away.


Volz tried not to laugh. The driver struggled to jam several fifty-five-gallon cans of stolen geoducks into a car barely large enough to pack a bag of groceries. Wet shellfish dribbled onto the backseat. Then the driver peeled out with the hatchback propped open. Other detectives fell in behind in unmarked cars.

The man made a stop, transferring his cargo to a white van, which then hit Interstate 5 and headed south. By the time Volz caught up with the crew following the van, it was crossing multiple lanes of traffic and slipping quickly toward exits only to immediately pull back onto the highway. Volz had expected a modest sale of stolen shellfish, but this guy moved like a professional, cutting and weaving as if trying to lose a tail.

Volz and the other fish cops followed for three hours from Washington into Oregon, fearing with each mile that they would run out of gas. When he crossed the border with stolen goods, the driver had committed a federal crime. In Portland, the men watched the driver stop and transfer his load into a midsize seafood warehouse. That suggested to Volz that they had stumbled onto a network. The detectives backed off, not sure of the scope. They already had been communicating with the Feds. This new development confirmed that they were on to something new, but figuring out exactly what might take some time.

The detectives regrouped. Weeks later they confronted the van’s driver, who confessed that he’d bought stolen clams for years. He said he shipped them to the Oregon warehouse, where buyers then shipped them to Brooklyn. This driver told detectives he was not alone. Thousands upon thousands of illegal shellfish—maybe more—were regularly changing hands on the water, then crossing state lines and moving overseas.

There was no telling how big this mess could get, but Ferguson wouldn’t stick around to find out. One day that winter, in 1995, a fellow fisherman accused him of being an informant and rammed his boat. Days later another fisherman accosted him. Ferguson that spring finally called Volz in a panic. Volz always knew this day would come. Anxiety from the explosion was resurfacing. Ferguson made clear that he wanted out. Volz reassured his informant, but he could tell it didn’t take. Working for the cops took time yet paid only a meager stipend, and Ferguson no longer had the same zeal. He wanted to move on and start a new life, and Volz knew he couldn’t really demand much more. Within months, Ferguson quit. He packed up and moved to Alaska. Volz would never see him again.

Volz considered the implications for his investigation. Ferguson had been a great inside player—an outlaw with a reputation who got them close to dirty fishermen. Most of the leads they now had originated with Ferguson. The man had charm, chutzpah, and intelligence. Informants like that didn’t come along often, and Volz couldn’t imagine where he would ever find another.








chapter two

LARGER THAN LIFE




Inside a restaurant on a sunny day five months later, several men packed a table and ate seafood. They were big guys and they anchored the table like sturdy pilings. Doug Tobin, as always, did much of the talking. Tobin had telephoned diving instructor Dennis Lucia asking for help becoming a commercial diver. Lucia had agreed that they should meet here, at Pearls by the Sea, in the southern Puget Sound village of Purdy.

It was a hot August afternoon, between the lunch and dinner rush, and the manager fluttered about while they talked. He readied the pie case and milkshake machine for the coming crush of summer cabin renters. In a few hours the dinner patrons would crowd in, demanding salmon, fried prawns, steak, and crab. For the moment, though, the men had the dining room to themselves.

Doug told Lucia that he and his brother John were Native Americans from Puget Sound’s Squaxin Island Tribe. They made their money catching fish, mostly salmon. The brothers netted chinook in August, chased coho into October, and hunted chum through early winter. Between seasons they often logged in Alaska. Doug had operated heavy equipment at gold mines and construction sites, but mostly the brothers stitched together lives from the sea, seining for perch, hauling halibut and lingcod, or digging manila clams from the beach. Now they wanted to dive for shellfish.

The men talked and ate. The restaurant overlooked the water, and through rows of windows they could watch tides
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