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			To Michigan Conservation Officers Dave Painter, Steve Burton,and Grant Emery, who haul me around in their trucks and share their world. While the weather is sometimes lousy and the rides and roads rough, the work and company are always fascinating. Only the swimming conditions leave a bit to be desired.
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			PROLOGUE:
SUMMER HAZE

			Grady Service stood at the aged brick entrance of Monroe’s Custer Memorial Municipal Ice Arena and recalled that the flamboyant George Armstrong Custer had been raised in Monroe and that his life, after some exhilarating highs, had ended badly at the Little Big Horn. Perhaps the naming of the building was aimed at exhorting its teams to find a better outcome than Custer had found. Service wondered if the general’s youth spent only forty miles south of Detroit had inured the youthful Custer with a time-released dose of bad luck. Detroit had that effect on a lot of people.

			It was early August and humidity added to the funk inside, which smelled of generations of fans and players. The lobby was filled with rows of tarnished trophies and aging dusty photographs of players and teams. In the arena itself, scents and the sounds of steel blades scraping and cutting ice brought memories rushing back into Grady Service’s mind, but he tried to will them away. He had walked away from hockey because he had brutally injured and nearly killed another player in his final collegiate game. Had he possessed a thicker skin, he would have had a shot at the NHL out of college, but after the incident his heart had been laden with remorse and was no longer in the game. It was not that he lacked the ability to kill. He had done that in Vietnam. What he feared was killing without purpose or choice. Nearly killing someone in a child’s game had made him walk.

			“You gotta be crazy play a game on ice,” Detroit Metropolitan Police Lieutenant Luticious Treebone grumbled, walking beside Service. “No ice with hoops. Get to keep your size twelves on Mother Earth’s booty.”

			Service smiled at his friend. He and Treebone had finished college the same year, Service at Northern Michigan University and Treebone at Wayne State. Service had been a fair student and a solid hockey player. At six-five and two hundred and sixty pounds, Treebone had lettered in baseball and football and had graduated cum laude. They had both volunteered for the marines and met at Parris Island before serving together for a year in the same long-range recon unit in Vietnam. They had been through hell and rarely spoke of it.

			When they got back to “the world” they had joined the Michigan State Police and two years after completing the academy, there had been an opportunity to jump to DNR law enforcement and both had done so. After a year, Tree had moved to the Detroit Metropolitan Police and had risen to lieutenant in one of the department’s many vice units. The two men had remained close for more than twenty years and when Tree called him and announced, “Get your white booty to Detroit most dinky dau,” Service and Maridly Nantz had flown south in Nantz’s plane with her at the controls. Tree had been vague on the phone, saying only that there was something that Service had to see for himself. It was the end of July and the call had come last night; now it was 11 a.m. and he and Nantz and Tree were inside the ancient arena in the rusting industrial city of Monroe.

			Service ignored his friend and saw a short man with a graying goatee and unmatched dark hair standing beside the boards. He couldn’t be more than five-five, but he had the facial scars, bull neck, and wide upper body of an old-time player. He wore a faded blue corduroy jacket with “Marlies” stitched in white script across the right breast. Marlies was slang for the Toronto Marlboroughs, the Junior A club sponsored by the NHL Maple Leafs.

			“Coach Bernard?” Service said. A half-dozen players were on the ice, moving lethargically, loosening muscles and kinks by halfheartedly slapping pucks against the boards with staccato cracks.

			The man turned and squinted with dark eyes. “You ever have to take a dump and your plumbing don’t work?”

			Service blinked.

			“I get me that problem,” Tree said. “I take the prunes.”

			“Prunes be go to hell,” the coach said, glaring at Tree. “Nothin’ to do but wait ’er out.”

			“Hey Hempsted, get the cement outta your ass!” he screamed at an acne-faced player gliding by, admiring his reflection in pitted plexiglass.

			“Bloody kids all concerned about their mugs, eh? I tell ’em, you want ginch, put a right hook in the mush of the other guy’s goon and the broads’ll come. Some things don’t never change about this game,” he said wistfully. The man suddenly seemed to realize that he had strangers before him. “Banger Service?” he asked. “Yah, you’d be him, eh! I seen you play a lot longer ago than either of us wants to remember. You hit like a bloody bulldozer.”

			Service said, “You called Lt. Treebone.”

			Tree and Bernard nodded perfunctorily, leaving Service to conclude they had met before.

			“Right,” Bernard said. “I got this kid come out from Phoenix. Not invited, see, but he had a note from an old pal, Lig Lemieux, and Lig told me I should give ’im a close look.”

			Everybody who knew anything about hockey knew of Lig Lemieux, who had played for five or six NHL teams over a dozen years and fought his way the whole time. His given name was actually Herve. Lig was an acronym for “Let It Go,” the words referees used to shout at him as they tried to pry him out of fights. After his playing career Lemieux had made a second and far more successful career as a pro talent scout who worked freelance; the highest bidder got his evaluations, which had become legendary in their accuracy. Lig rarely missed on a kid.

			Bernard continued, “The boy’s right on the bottom of junior age eligibility, but old Lig says take a look, I take a look. The kid’s got it,” Bernard added. “Barely sixteen, but he’s six-three, one-ninety-five, three percent body fat—all muscle. Soft hands, good head, quick reactions, and he skates like a bloody five-circle twirly, eh. After three days, I pult ’im back inta da office and I tell him I’m tinkin’ about takin’ ’im, but he’s a young pup and maybe we ought to put him in our midget feeder program. The kid says no fuckin’ midgets, it’s juniors or he’s gonna enlist in the marines. I tell ’im he’s got to have his folks’ permish, one way or t’other. Kid says he’s an orphan and his guardian will sign anything to get rid of him.”

			Service listened patiently.

			“So I calt Lig and ask him what the deal is. The kid’s name is Walter Commando and it turns out the kid’s mother died last September. She was on that plane went down in Pennsylvania, eh? Geez, what shit luck. The kid’s guardian is actually his stepdad, name ’s J. T. Commando, bigshot land developer in Phoenix. Lig says the stepdad and the lad don’t get along so well and all the kid wants is a life in hockey like his real old man. Lig pointed the kid to me and suggested I give you a head’s up. I got a retired cop runs the fat boy leagues here, plays twice a week up in Detroit. Told me he knew a Detroit cop who knew where you were, and that’s how I got to Treebone.” 

			“We’ve come a long way from the U.P.,” Service said, wondering if there was a point to this biography.

			Bernard focused his dark eyes on Service and said, “You got a longer way to go than you think, Banger. Lig says the kid’s father is you.”

			Grady Service didn’t react, but Nantz stepped in. “Which kid is he?”

			Bernard scanned the ice. “He ain’t out there yet.”

			As players streamed through the doors from the locker room to stretch and warm up for practice, Nantz said, “My God.”

			The player wore number fourteen, the same Grady Service had worn. The kid was rangy, with a frame that would fill out to carry a lot more muscle than he was already packing.

			Bernard said, “The stepdad says, I want him, he’s mine, but when I found out he was your kid I thought I’d better talk to you.”

			Service said, “I don’t have a kid.”

			Maridly Nantz poked him in the ribs. “Look at him, Grady.”

			Treebone grinned. “Dawg, that leaf didn’t fall far from the tree.”

			“You want me to get him over here?” Bernard asked.

			Service said, “You got the stepfather’s phone number?”

			“You betcha,” Bernard said, handing him a piece of paper. “My office is second on da right. I don’t got no secretary cause da club owner’s a cheap fuck, so just go on in and dial nine to get the outside line. You really didn’t know?”

			Service left without answering. Nantz followed at his side.

			He punched in the telephone number and nodded at another phone. Nantz sat at a small table by the wall and picked up the extension to listen.

			“Thomas Commando Development,” a woman said, answering the phone. “This is Joanne Baker, may I help you?”

			“I’d like to speak to Mr. Commando.”

			“He’s in a meeting,” the secretary said.

			“This is Grady Service and I am calling about his stepson.”

			“Walter?”

			“Yes.”

			“Do you know where he is?” She sounded concerned.

			“I do.”

			“I’ll get Mr. Commando.”

			“Thomas Commando, is this Service?” The man’s voice was both raspy and smooth, accustomed to giving orders and having them followed.

			“Grady Service,” Service said. 

			“Where’s the boy?” Not his boy, but the boy, Service noted.

			“You already know where he is,” Service said. “You talked to Coach Bernard about him. What happened to Bathsheba?”

			“Sheba died September 11. What’s it to you?”

			Sheba? “She was my wife a long time ago.”

			“Ah, that Service. Now I get the connection. Have you seen the boy?”

			“A few minutes ago.”

			“She said you threw her out when you found out she was pregnant.”

			“Why would I do that?”

			“Because the kid wasn’t yours.”

			Service was confused. “How could I throw her out when I didn’t know she was pregnant?”

			“She said she told you and you took it poorly. Said you had a hot head, had a bad time in ’Nam.”

			“Who did she say is the boy’s father?”

			“I think his name was Parker, but I don’t really remember the details.”

			Parker, Service thought. Bathsheba wouldn’t look at Parker, much less . . . “When did you get married?”

			“After Sheba finished law school at the University of Arizona. Her firm was representing my company and we started going out and you know how it goes.”

			“You told Bernard if he wants the boy, he’s his. What’s that mean?”

			“The kid’s nothing but trouble. Drove Sheba crazy. Me too, but I didn’t take it so personally. She said he was just like his father, only out for himself and a risk-taker.”

			The description didn’t fit Parker, who had nominally been his sergeant for a period of time, and who Service couldn’t tolerate. Parker was a politicking toady and a devout coward. “The boy’s barely sixteen,” Service said.

			“The team can work that out. He’ll bunk with a family out there and then he’s their problem.”

			“Does the boy know how you feel?”

			“We don’t talk. Never have and it’s worse since I lost Sheba. I tried, but he wants no part of me.”

			“What was Bathsheba doing on that plane last fall?”

			“She was back and forth to the East Coast all the time. Hell, I still can’t believe it happened.” 

			“You’re the boy’s legal guardian?”

			“I adopted him when we married, but he doesn’t listen to me. He wants to play that stupid game and get his brains scrambled, let him. The more miles between us, the better for the both of us.”

			“He’s a minor.”

			“I told Bernard, send me the paperwork and I’ll do what has to be done to make it happen.”

			“What if the boy doesn’t make the team?”

			Thomas Commando laughed. “Are you kidding? He can’t miss. His mother and I spent a fortune on him, the right individual skills coaching, the right teams, he’s got it for the game. Too bad he doesn’t have it for real life. After hockey the kid will be a loser.”

			The stepfather did not like the boy and Service sensed the feelings were much stronger than dislike. “But what happens if he doesn’t make the team?”

			“C’mon, there are other teams, lots of ’em. He went out there on his own. He doesn’t make it, let him find another one.”

			“What’s he supposed to live on?”

			Commando cleared his throat. “The boy is not without means. His mother was a very successful attorney. She did all the legal work for Larry Cressman.”

			“The movie producer?”

			“More like the one-man entertainment conglomerate. Who the hell called you into this and what business is it of yours?”

			“Lig Lemieux told Coach Bernard that Walter is my son.”

			“I don’t know where Lig got that idea. His father’s name is Parker.”

			“Lig insists he’s mine, and Coach Bernard says if the boy doesn’t make the team he’s going to enlist in the marines.”

			“Either way, he’s not my problem anymore. He wants to be a jarhead, I’ll sign for him. Not your problem either. You’re not his father.”

			“I’m sorry for your loss,” Service said, hanging up.

			The room was silent. Nantz looked at Service and raised an eyebrow.

			“Severely negative vibes. Charlie Parker is the father?”

			“Parker and I were equals in those days and I didn’t have any use for him right out of the gate.”

			“He the type your ex might go for?”

			“I doubt it. I met her when I was a Troop and she was a student in East Lansing. She didn’t date guys her own age. Troops made good money back then. One thing led to another and we ended up married.” 

			“Did you love her?”

			“I thought I did.”

			“She fool around on you?”

			“Not her speed. She couldn’t handle risk.”

			“But she became a lawyer.”

			“Contract law isn’t criminal work. She couldn’t handle confrontations.”

			“So you don’t buy the Parker story.”

			“Not her type,” he said, shaking his head.

			“What if she was trying her wings with him?”

			“You can’t fly with a dodo bird.”

			Nantz laughed. “DNA tells all,” she said. “If you’re the father, that will be easy enough to find out.”

			“The question is, do we want to find out?” he asked.

			“You don’t?” She looked and sounded surprised.

			“If he’s my son, I haven’t exactly been a force in his life before this. What good would it do now?”

			“Well, his mother is dead for one thing, and more importantly, if his father is alive, that father ought to be with him.”

			“He’s not looking for me,” Service said. “He came here to play hockey.”

			“And if he doesn’t make it, he’s going to join the marines. My gut says this boy knows about you, Grady. I don’t know where from or how, but my intuition says he’s here for a reason. I mean he could go and play anywhere, right?”

			“The Downriver Rattlers play in the best junior hockey league in Canada,” Service explained. “They’ve been to the Memorial Cup three times in the past five years. This is one of the premier Tier I junior clubs in North America. All the top players want into the best programs, because they’re the ones the pro scouts watch most closely.”

			“I doubt this is just about hockey,” Nantz said. “I’ve never pried about your marriage, Grady. I didn’t even know your wife’s name until a few minutes ago. What exactly happened between the two of you?”

			The question caught him by surprise. “I told you.”

			“As much as you tell anybody anything. You’ve never even called herby name. She’s always been the ‘ex.’ I’d really like to know, Grady,” she added crisply.

			“Bathsheba Pope. We got married six months after Troop academy and two years later I transferred to the DNR. She lived in Lansing while I moved around in training assignments and then she came up here with me and lasted six more months. It lasted just short of four years.”

			“What did she look like?” Nantz asked.

			Service glanced at her. “Tall.”

			“Tall? That’s it?”

			He grinned. “She was attractive.”

			“Was she good in bed?”

			He shrugged. “Not as good as you.”

			She granted him a smile of appreciation. “Good looking and good in bed—so what happened?”

			“The marriage was all appearances. We were going our separate ways. She finally announced that I had a death wish and she wanted out.”

			“Did you?”

			“Not any more than you.”

			“Not a death wish, ’tard—did you want out?”

			“I never thought about it. When one party wants out, it’s over.”

			Nantz said, “I happen to know that the name Bathsheba means headstrong, wants to be in charge, and wants the best money can buy. Bathshebas can be overly critical to the point of injuring, quick to fight, and always looking to dominate.”

			“You knew her?” he said, looking at Nantz, who ignored him and kept pressing.

			“Did she live with you at Slippery Creek?”

			“No, we lived near Newberry then. I didn’t get responsibility for the Mosquito Wilderness until a year after we split up. I bought the Slippery Creek parcel long after that.”

			“The divorce cost you big time?”

			“We didn’t have much and she took most of it—with my blessing.”

			“And walked out of your life.”

			“Ran would be more accurate. She never complained, but one night at dinner she said, ‘I’d like another helping of cauliflower and a divorce.’ I looked up at her. She said, ‘You have a death wish and I don’t want to be a young widow.’ She left after she finished her second helping. She was already packed.”

			“You didn’t stay in touch?”

			He shook his head. “She filed in Nevada and I signed the papers. I never heard from or of her again.”

			“Did that make you sad?” 

			He looked over at Nantz. “I was more confused than sad,” he said softly. “I thought everything was going okay; you know, not perfect, but workable.”

			“So you just buried yourself in work, right?”

			“Pretty much.”

			“Which is partly what prompted her to leave in the first place.”

			“I was never around and when I was, she wasn’t. She had a degree in accounting and was a junior trust officer at a bank in Marquette. I think we just wanted different things. I assumed it was my fault.”

			“Which is why there was no second Mrs. Grady Service.”

			“I stopped thinking in those terms.”

			“In those terms, or stopped thinking?”

			“That too.”

			“What I heard is that you did most of your thinking with a certain body part for a long time. Then came Kira Lehto.”

			Kira Lehto was a veterinarian and had been his girlfriend when he met Nantz.

			“Not until years later.”

			“And that was good?”

			“Apparently not for her.”

			“But you lived together.”

			“For about a week. She was pressing for a commitment and I just asked her to move in. She couldn’t handle it.”

			“She’s a classy lady. Maybe you couldn’t handle her.”

			“I was willing to try.”

			“Even marriage?”

			“We never got that far.”

			Nantz laughed. “Service, I don’t see you as afraid of commitment. I see you being afraid of commitments that aren’t significant enough to warrant your full focus. When the right relationship comes along, you’ll go for it in a big way.”

			“I already have,” he said, and since they were having a confessional, he asked, “Why haven’t we ever talked about kids?”

			Nantz sucked in a deep breath. “Part of me wants kids, and another part of me doesn’t want any impediments, but I guess we should talk about this kid now.”

			“He’s here to play hockey,” Service said, “not to find his daddy.”

			“Denial leads nowhere,” she said. “Just look at him. He’s the spitting image of a young Grady Service. The least we can do is make sure he’s settled down here with the team, and then we can get him up to our place when he has breaks.”

			“You leave for the academy in November.”

			She made a face. “There are no problems, Service, just opportunities. We can handle any challenge that comes our way.”

			“Together,” he said.

			“That’s what we means, you big jerk. Let’s go talk to your son.”

			He balked at the door but she pressed the flat of her hand to his back and urged him forward. “Be a good boy and maybe I’ll give you a quickie under the bleachers.”

			Treebone and Bernard were in a detailed discussion about bowel habits when they came back.

			Bernard was saying, “It’s like plumbing. You gotta keep the lines cleaned out—you know, three, four dumps a day.”

			“I hear you,” Luticious Treebone said, nodding solemnly.

			The coach turned his attention to Service and Nantz as they walked up. “You talk to the stepfather?”

			“He says he’ll sign whatever he needs to sign.”

			“You want to talk to the boy now?”

			When Service didn’t answer, Nantz said, “He does.”

			The coach climbed up on the bleachers and yelled across the ice.

			“Commando, get your ass over here!”

			The boy came swooping across the ice with remarkable grace and power and dug in his blade edges to spray the glass with snow.

			“S’up, coach?” He had the body of a man, but the face and voice of a boy.

			“This is Grady Service,” Bernard said with a nod.

			“Hey,” the boy said. He had long dark hair and intense blue eyes. He avoided looking directly at Service.

			Nantz leaned over the plexiglass and said, “Maybe we can talk after practice?”

			The boy shrugged and skated away.

			“That went well,” Service said.

			“He wouldn’t look at you,” Nantz said.

			“I saw,” Service said.

			“Dawg, that kid’s you,” Treebone said.

			“He’s also Bathsheba,” Service said.

			“That ain’t a good thing,” Tree replied. 

			“I gotta get these kids moving,” Bernard said. “We got to the Cup finals last year and fell on our keesters, but I’m gonna get ’em back there again.”

			They watched as he circled to a Zamboni door, let himself onto the ice, and started bellowing. The players reacted immediately.

			Walter skated with powerful strides and a confidence that didn’t betray his age. Most of the other players were seventeen to twenty. He handled the puck with a feathery touch and moved it around effortlessly. The only weakness Service saw was a slight hitch in making moves to his right, but it was hardly noticeable and virtually every player alive always had a weak side.

			After thirty minutes, Bernard called the players together at center ice and talked to them with great animation. Service couldn’t hear what he was saying, but Walter surreptitiously looked in his direction several times before most of the players headed to the bench. Walter stayed on the ice at left wing and lined up against another winger who was obviously older and heavier.

			The opposing center drew the puck back to a winger, who rifled it ahead to the opposite fast-breaking forward, who dumped the puck off the boards. It caromed and skittered loudly behind the net.

			Walter shadowed his winger down the ice, his head up, and when the winger went into the corner, Walter dipped a shoulder and pinched him against the dasher, knocking him off balance, deftly collared the loose puck, fired it out to his curling center, and dug to get back up ice to join the rush. The big winger pursued, but didn’t catch up until they were crossing the far blue line and Walter’s center slid the puck back to him. The opposing winger lifted Walter’s stick and stuck a shoulder into him, knocking the puck loose as he drove him sideways toward the boards. But Walter’s legs were strong and he was able to counter the pressure and spin off the check as the other team recovered the puck and started in the opposite direction.

			Once again Walter shadowed his man down the wing and slammed him hard when the puck came to him, this time knocking him flat on his back. By the time the player was up, Walter was in the neutral zone with the puck back on his stick. He feinted outside and sharply split two defensemen, quickly firing a hard low wrist shot from the top of the slot. The goalie swept at it with his blocker, but missed, and the puck clanged off the metal goalpost and into the net. The goalie slapped the blade of his paddle on the ice in frustration and all the players hooted. 

			Bernard changed lines. On Walter’s bench his teammates were butting his helmet. On the other bench the players were obviously ridiculing the opposing winger.

			The next time Walter’s line came out, they came over the boards on the fly and Walter’s defensive mark got the puck and raced for the middle, but dug in his skate edges, let the puck slide on, and made a ripping backward motion with the butt-end of his stick, catching Walter high in the stomach.

			Walter dropped to his knees, but immediately popped up, shaking off his gloves, and was on top of the other winger immediately, clawing to get his helmet off and punching with bare knuckles against hard plastic.

			“Tell me that ain’t your son,” Treebone said gleefully. “Check it out. He come from the shoulders on that busta.”

			Bernard let the boys wrestle and punch until they were spent, then banished them to the bench. When play restarted, one of Walter’s teammates started shouting and waving at the coach. Walter was nowhere in sight. He was crumpled on the floor by the bench and the team trainer had to hop over the wall between them to get to him.

			Everything stopped and before he could think, Grady Service was pushing the trainer aside and on the floor, cradling the boy’s head. His eyes were closed, his breathing labored, and he was clammy.

			“Call 911!” Service roared.

			Four hours later, they were in a hospital. The doctors diagnosed a seriously damaged spleen, with more than a thousand milliliters of intraperitoneal blood and a rapidly falling hemoglobin concentration. A surgeon explained that he usually took his time with spleen injuries in youngsters in order to try to preserve the organ, but Walter needed immediate surgery. After a quick phone call to Thomas Commando, Walter was wheeled into an operating suite and the rest of them settled in to wait. Coach Bernard was in the hospital the whole time, which impressed Service.

			“He don’t need a spleen,” the coach said.

			“He could’ve been killed,” Service said.

			“Goes with the game, Banger. C’mon, you know that. Kid give ’im the short stick is Fitzhenry. Projected to be a top-ten draft pick this year. Your boy’s been kicking his ass every day since he got here and things just come to a head. You embarrass any player long enough, he’s gonna try to get his pride back.” 

			Service said, “Somebody ought to run a short stick up that kid’s ass.”

			Nantz squeezed his arm.

			Bernard said, “I talked to the doc and he says they’re doing this thing with a laparoscope, same as a knee, eh? He’ll be out of the hospital in a day or two and he’ll feel better in a few days, but he can’t do anything strenuous for two to six weeks. Take a lot longer to get him back to full play. Truth is, I can’t carry an untested kid. He had the team made, but now I can’t take ’im. Next year he’ll have a spot for sure. If he don’t join the marines,” he added sarcastically.

			Service was dumbfounded. The boy had had a future and now he was out. How would he handle it?

			Bernard started to leave. “Where you going?” Service asked.

			“Gotta talk to the stepfather,” he said.

			“His stepfather doesn’t want him back,” Service said.

			“I still gotta call him. He’s legally responsible.”

			After Bernard stepped down the hall with his cell phone, Nantz pulled Service aside.

			“I don’t know the game, Grady, but even I can see that this kid seems born to do this.”

			“Not this season. You heard Bernard.”

			“We can’t let him enlist.”

			“It’s his choice.”

			“Like hell,” she said, her voice hardening. “Sometimes a kid has choices but no brain to use in making them. He goes off to the marines now, well . . .” She didn’t finish her statement.

			“What am I supposed to do?”

			“Tell him who you are, take him home with us.”

			“Are you crazy?”

			“Just like you,” Treebone said, chiming in.

			When Walter Commando came out of the anesthetic he found Grady Service and Maridly Nantz in the recovery room.

			“Thirsty,” was his first word.

			Service gave him a cup filled with cracked ice, which made the boy smile. “Just the way Scotty Bowman likes it,” he said.

			“I guess I’m your father,” Grady Service said.

			“I know,” the boy said, avoiding his father’s eyes.

			“You knew?” Nantz said.

			“Sheba told me a long time ago.”

			“I didn’t know,” Service said. 

			“She said you didn’t deserve to know,” Walter said.

			“Your mother told your stepdad that your father was a man named Parker,” Nantz said.

			The boy shrugged. “My stepdad is a jerk. Sheba gave him a name, knowing he’d check it out. She said the Parker guy was a total loser and that J. T. wouldn’t be threatened.”

			“Why didn’t she tell me about you?” Service asked.

			“I’m just her son,” Walter said. “Sheba Pope did things for her own reasons. She didn’t confide much in me. She gave me what she thought I needed, but that was it. We didn’t exactly sit down for a lot of heart-to-hearts,” the boy added, his voice cracking.

			Service touched his son’s shoulder. “We’d like for you to come home with us.”

			The boy said, “I’ve got hockey.”

			“Not this season. Bernard said you had the team made, but you’ll be out too long to help the club.”

			“That’s not fair,” the boy said, his eyes reddening and tearing.

			“Welcome to life,” his father said. “Next time you go to a new team, try not to humiliate their best player.”

			“What was I supposed to do? I wanted to be noticed.”

			“You got noticed all right,” Service said. “Then you got targeted.”

			“I kicked his ass,” the boy said with a grimace.

			“You won the battle and lost the war.”

			“I didn’t lose the war. I made the team.”

			“You made the team, but you got hurt. That’s hockey.”

			“This sucks. Now I’m supposed to pack up and go with you?”

			“You can always go back to Phoenix.”

			“It would almost be worth it to see Tommy-boy squirm.”

			“It’s your choice,” Service said, immediately earning a sharp knuckle in his kidney from Nantz.

			“What about Northern Michigan?” the boy asked. “They have a pretty good club.”

			Service sighed. “Maybe you ought to think about finishing high school first.”

			The boy rolled his eyes. “I have finished.”

			“At sixteen?” Nantz asked.

			“Sheba talked to somebody who said it didn’t really matter about a grade point if I got a GED and took the ACTs. I got a thirty on the ACT, which means I can pretty much go wherever I want.” 

			Service was trying to process all the bits of information and come to grips with the reality of talking to his son, still not quite believing it. “Okay, we’ll talk to Northern and see what they say.”

			“Northern’s got a new coach, right?”

			“Rick Comley left to take the job at Michigan State.” Comley had been at Northern forever.

			“What about Michigan Tech and Lake Superior State?”

			“Northern’s got the best program up our way right now.”

			“But Tech has the best academics, right?”

			Service nodded.

			“Let’s talk to Tech then, see what they offer.” The boy certainly didn’t want for confidence and clearly was used to getting his own way.

			“Phoenix or the U.P.?” Service asked.

			“I guess I’ll go with you,” Walter said without enthusiasm. “But I want to give Coach Bernard a piece of my mind before we leave.”

			“That’s not a great idea,” Service countered. “In hockey you can’t burn bridges.”

			“Is that supposed to be fatherly advice?” the boy asked with a sneer.

			“It’s common sense,” Service said.

			“Like you haven’t burned any bridges in your life?”

			“My life’s my business,” Service said.

			“You’re my biological father,” Walter said, “not my real dad. That makes my life my business.”

			Nantz’s knuckle was grinding into Service’s kidney again, “If you’re with us, you’ll play by our rules,” Service said.

			“Your rules? Are you two married?”

			“No,” Service said.

			“Great, I get to live with the man who abandoned me and his live-in scromp.”

			“You might want to keep that smart mouth of yours shut some of the time.”

			“Same for you,” the boy said defiantly.

			Nantz again poked Service.

			“You’d better get some sleep,” Service said. “We’ll be back.”

			The boy put a pillow over his face as Service and Nantz backed out of the hospital room.

			“That didn’t go so great,” Service said when they were in the corridor.

			Nantz patted his hand. “He’s sixteen, he’s disappointed, and he’s got a hard head like somebody else I know. But Grady, he’s gone to the trouble of finding out about you and that has to mean something. We can make this work. I know we can.”

			“Maybe we’d better start by getting married.”

			Nantz began to laugh and shake her head. “You embarrassed, living in sin?”

			“No.”

			“He’s a big tough hockey player. He can live with us as we are. When we get married, Service, I want to do it right.”

			“This is not going to be easy,” Service said. If he was to be a father, he had thought it would be with Nantz, having a baby and watching the kid grow over time, not having a fully grown hothead dumped on his doorstep.

			“The roller coaster is king in the land of the merry-go-rounds,” Nantz said.
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			The sight of condominiums flanking Navy Street along the boulder-lined Portage Shipping Canal made Grady Service wince. The Upper Peninsula was Michigan’s last remaining wilderness, and as more downstaters and out-of-staters discovered it and decided to retire here, they were moving north and bringing their flatlander lifestyles and values with them. Condos in the U.P., he grumbled in the late August darkness.

			The entrance to the primitive two-track, which led to the place many locals simply called “the fish house,” was hidden at the end of a low concrete wall behind some condo garages. Gus Turnage had told him it was a little less than a half-mile to the fish house and that the road was often used by kids and miscreants seeking privacy. Above him he could see the blurred lights of the town of Hancock, the so-called Gateway to the Keeweenaw, but the surroundings along the two-track remained wild and untamed. Hancock had once been the epicenter of copper mining in the Upper Peninsula, but the ore had petered out and the mining companies had moved west, leaving ruins and descendants of Finnish miners to fend for themselves. The area had never recovered.

			This should be Gus’s case, Service reminded himself, but Gus Turnage was home in Houghton recovering from gallbladder surgery. Service, Nantz, and Walter Commando had come to Houghton for Walter’s orientation at Michigan Tech. The boy had been accepted, but had not yet decided to enroll. They had been visiting Gus when the call for assistance had come in from the Houghton County dispatcher. Walter had lived with them for nearly a month, and had come to the campus at the invitation of the varsity hockey coach. As an unknown and because of his age, Walter would not have an athletic scholarship, but he had been asked to camp as an invited walk-on. Service had expected his newly found son to reject the invite because a scholarship had not been offered, but Walter had accepted ­graciously, ­leaving Service scratching his head. 

			Service and Nantz had picked Walter up from campus last night for an evening with Gus, who had regaled Walter with outlandish and embellished stories of his father’s exploits. He had wished Gus had shut up or stuck to the facts because his friend was making him seem larger than life. As a boy his own father had been a legend, and he knew how hard it was to grow up in such a large shadow. At fifty, he was still hearing comparisons to his old man.

			If law enforcement staffing had been normal, another CO would have filled in for Gus, but Governor Sam Bozian’s ham-handed budget cutting had left DNR law enforcement short and, in some large counties where four officers should be covering, there was only one.

			Easing his way down the two-track in his unmarked green Yukon, Service shut off his interior and exterior lights. When you were in the dirt at night, you came upon more things running dark than by advertising your presence. With less than a year as a detective in the DNR’s Wildlife Resources Protection Unit, he welcomed any chance to operate the way he had for nearly twenty years as a conservation officer. At night, that meant all lights out except the sneak light that let him see the ground but could be seen only from inside the vehicle.

			After a while the pitted, rocky road ascended a steep hummock and dropped down the west face. To his left he could faintly discern the outline of an old boathouse, one of the landmarks Gus had told him to watch for. The boat garage held three dilapidated 36-foot wooden boats once used for fishing in the area. Like many things in the U.P., whose economy had been in a steady slide for decades, stuff that couldn’t be used or sold quickly usually got left to the whims and ravages of nature.The people of the U.P. didn’t get much better treatment, but you rarely heard them complain. People up here might be trapped by circumstances, but they were stoical and endured what had to be endured, including a crapped-out economy, a three-month growing season for agriculture, and seven-month-long winters.

			Eventually the undulating narrow road led into an open area and Service left his lights off, stopping to peer ahead. It was a fairly large parking lot of dirt and gravel, something clearly not graded or taken care of in years. Puddles of water stood in low areas and the steady rain danced on the surfaces, prickling the water.

			To the left there was a large dark building, perhaps a hundred feet long. This would be the place the locals called the fish house. It had once housed the Superior Coastal Fishery Company, a typical Yooper brainstorm. The owners had been determined to market Lake Superior fish throughout the Midwest—lake trout, whitefish, pickled herring, whitefish roe—but the owners found the actual marketing more difficult than the idea and the business had gone belly-up. Now the building housed the fishing boats and gear of Native Americans who carried tribal IDs and could fish both on commercial and subsistence fishing licenses. COs referred to them most of the time as tribals.

			Beyond the structure, Gus had briefed him, there was an old stone wharf and a series of decaying hundred-year-old pilings that the tribal tugboat tied up to in order to offload catches. It was not clear anymore, Gus said, who actually owned the building—perhaps the tribals, perhaps the state—but the business was called Lake Superior Fisheries, and despite operating from such a pathetic site, seemed to be making it. It periodically fell to Gus to work with a tribal commercial fisheries officer to perform various inspections on the fishing tug and facilities. There had once been fifty commercial fishermen spread from Baraga to the tip of the Keeweenaw. Now there was one Native American commercial fisherman operating out of Hancock, and the waters in the area had been so severely depleted by overfishing and lampreys that tribal netters from Baraga didn’t waste their time or fuel coming up this way anymore.

			Away from the building he saw the flickering gumball of a police vehicle. Beyond the squad car there was another vehicle. Off to the other side there was the silhouette of a pickup truck.

			Service waited until he was less than fifty yards from the police car to announce himself by toggling his blue lights. He was met by an officer wearing a drenched dark slicker, with houghton county sheriff’s department airbrushed in yellow block letters.

			“You guys always seem to pop up outta nowhere,” the officer said as he got out of his Yukon. “There’s a better road down from the hospital,” she added.

			“We prefer the scenic routes,” Service said. It always pleased him to take people by surprise, especially other cops.

			“Limey Pyykkonen,” the officer said, extending her hand.

			“Grady Service.”

			“How’s Gus?”

			“Recovering.”

			“You one of the replacements?” she asked. The state legislature had put the kibosh on the governor’s plan to not authorize replacements for officers who took an early retirement package designed to reduce the state government payroll. As a result, a small number of replacements were in the pipeline, but it would be a year to eighteen months before some areas had coverage again, and even then the force would not be at full strength. 

			“I’m out of Marquette. I was visiting Gus.”

			“Sorry,” she said.

			“What do we have?”

			“Stiff,” Pyykkonen answered, turning on her flashlight, lifting the yellow tape she had strung around the area, and leading him to the vehicle.

			Grady Service stared at the bloated corpse in the blue Saturn. It had been raining off and on for days and the car was mud-spattered. Under the red beam of his MAG-LITE , the corpse looked larger through the windows. The dead man’s arms were raised in front of him, like he had died reaching for something. “Why the DNR?” Service asked. “We don’t investigate dead bodies.”

			“The body’s mine, but it looks to me like an animal took a dump in the backseat,” Detective Limey Pyykkonen said, adjusting the hood of her rain jacket. “The shit’s yours,” she said with a smile.

			Service shone his light and saw the dark pile. “Got an ID on the vick?”

			“Not yet,” she said. “They found him,” she added, nodding at a couple in rain gear standing in front of a Ford pickup away from the Saturn. “The M.E.’s on the way. I got the door open, checked for a pulse, took one sniff, and called for help. I don’t want to soil the scene.”

			Service grunted. She had already cordoned off the dead man’s vehicle and immediate area.

			“No signs of violence,” Pyykkonen said. “Natural causes maybe. Or a suicide. The doors were locked.”

			“Arms in the air,” Service said. “That mean anything?”

			“Possibly,” she said. “He could have died somewhere else and been placed in the vehicle, but let’s not let our imaginations fly until we see what we have.”

			Service stared at the stiff’s distorted features. Native American or Asian—it was hard to tell with the body so swollen. “I guess we wait. You new?” Pyykkonen was a strapping, angular woman with a small round face, close-cropped hair, and worm-thin lips.

			“Larry DeNover retired and I got his job. I was doing school liaison before this.”

			Service knew DeNover. He was Houghton County’s longtime homicide detective, a slow-thinking, deliberate man whose workload fit his style. The county had few homicides. “School liaison?”

			“D.A.R.E., listening to kids caught in hormone hurricanes, that sort of thing. The kids refer to me as Saint Narc.” 

			“Good job?” he said, passing time and trying to decide if Saint Narc was positive or negative. He also considered asking her for insight into the mind of a sixteen-year-old, but said nothing. Walter and he were still trying to work things out, which meant they were polite and answered when spoken to. It was uncomfortable for him, but Nantz seemed to have fared better and Walter yacked away with her. The first night the boy was in Gladstone, Nantz had given Service signals that she wanted to fool around, and he had told her they couldn’t with Walter in the next room. She had only laughed and pressed the issue, whispering, “He’d better get used to it.”

			“The job sucked,” Pyykkonen said, “but I liked the kids. If you take the time to really listen to them, they have a lot to offer,” she added. “I was a patrol officer before the school job, but I kept dinging vehicles. The sheriff put me in the schools to keep me off the roads.”

			“Why’d they send Homicide?”

			“The department didn’t. The kids called me when they found the body. I knew them from my liaison work.”

			“You trained for homicide?”

			“Three years as a Lansing cop, and three years in homicide. I blew it in a case involving the daughter of a city councilman and got the gate.”

			“And you came here?”

			“Followed a boyfriend. He moved on. I stayed.”

			“Must be the weather,” Service said.

			“You bet,” she said, cracking a weak smile. “Especially the driving.”

			“Anybody else around?” he asked, tired of small talk.

			“What we see is what we get,” she said.

			“You talk to the kids?”

			“Yeah, they came down here for a little backseat aerobics. The stiff was already here. They waited for him to leave, but when they saw he wasn’t moving they figured he was a drunk sleeping it off and decided to wake him up. They knocked on the windows and when he didn’t respond, they called me. The boy is Jesse Renard. The girl is Jeannie Miltey.”

			“As in Miltey Boat Company?” The company was located in Chassell, and when fishing was in its heyday, M.B.C. had built many of the tugs used by commercial fishermen. Now the company built a line of aluminum sportfishing boats and some custom wooden jobs. Joe Miltey, who ran the boat company, had been busted more than once for fish and game law violations and was a vocal critic of the DNR. 

			“That’s her father, but her parents are split and she lives with her mom. Mother and daughter are both pips, eh.”

			“Pips?”

			“They don’t walk on the wild side, they sprint it. Enthusiastic pole vaulters.”

			Service looked around. There were no lights nearby. A few twinkled dimly on the Houghton side of the canal, two hundred to three hundred yards across from them. The fish house was isolated, yet no more than ten minutes from downtown Hancock or Houghton. Service walked to the brick building and used his light. The construction was shoddy and a not-so-professional light-colored facade had been affixed to the front of the building; in back and on the ends, the bricks were mottled black and white and falling apart. Brick shards littered the ground. He went to the old wharf and stared down at the pilings in black water. There was a stench of fish. He didn’t know the area and he wasn’t much interested in getting involved. He would do what he could, pass what he had on to Gus, and let him deal with it when he was back on duty. One thing seemed certain. If you wanted privacy, this place had it.

			He wondered if Tech students knew about the place and decided that college kids always knew about such places. He was curious about Walter’s first day of orientation but had not had a chance to get any feedback. Their relationship was forming slowly, but was still difficult to describe. The boy didn’t seem to bear grudges and when Nantz needed something done, he couldn’t do it fast enough. When Service asked, there was always a negotiation. His own old man had issued orders and expected them to be obeyed, but his father had died just after his sixteenth birthday. If the old man had lived, maybe their relationship would have changed. The irony of the situation didn’t escape him: He had unexpectedly lost his father at sixteen, and now all these years later had gained a son who had just turned sixteen. Had he been philosophical or religious he might have tried to make something out of this, but he was neither; mostly, he was concerned about doing things right for the boy. His son. The thought still made him dizzy and the word stuck in his throat. Why the hell had Bathsheba not told him about Walter? There had been no angry outburst when she pulled out; she had seemed more disappointed and tired than pissed, another example of how badly he had misread her.

			“Your name?” Service said. “Limey. That’s a new one.”

			“Finn all the way, eh? I grew up near Jacobsville where the limestone was quarried. That’s where the Limey come from.”

			“I thought they quarried red sandstone there.”

			“The limestone operation wasn’t as well known.”

			Service grunted acknowledgment. A local girl who had been a cop in Lansing, now back in the U.P. Service made the observation, didn’t pursue it.

			The medical examiner arrived in a muddy black Suburban. He looked harried. A vehicle with three technicians followed close behind him.

			“What we got?” The doctor was young, short, and plump, with a slicked-back mullet. A tiny snowflake of toilet paper clung to a razor cut on his left jawline.

			“Oriental male, forty-five to fifty-five, five-six or -seven. Been dead at least twenty-four hours, judging by the smell,” Pyykkonen reported.

			The doctor packed Vicks just below his nostrils, pulled on latex gloves with a snapping sound, and carefully opened the door. “Ripe,” he said without emotion. It struck Service that people who handled human remains handled them with the same detachment that conservation officers handled animals, proof that death leveled all living things. The doctor’s deliberate, efficient movements told Service he was experienced.

			“We need the air temp and humidity both inside and outside the vehicle,” the M.E. said to one of his techs, sniffing. “You smell that?”

			Service had no idea what the man was talking about. The gasses from the body made it impossible for him to smell anything else except the pervading stench of dead fish. “Just the body,” the tech said.

			“I thought I caught a whiff of ammonia,” Pyykkonen interjected. “But I could have been mistaken. This is starting to be a real stinker.”

			“Bitter almonds,” the examiner said.

			“Cyanide?” Pyykkonen said, perking up.

			The doctor leaned into the Saturn and used a Popsicle stick to open the dead man’s mouth, illuminating it with a penlight clamped between his teeth. “I’m guessing HCN or KCN,” the doctor muttered over his shoulder. “Want to take a look here?” he added.

			Pyykkonen leaned forward.

			“Corroded,” the doctor mumbled, holding the mouth open. “See the blistering?”

			The detective nodded.

			The M.E. stepped back and widened the beam of his flashlight. “Skin’s red as cherries,” he said. “Consistent with cyanide and this temperature, but we’ll do the slab-and-lab and let science keep us off Wild-Ass-Guess Boulevard.”

			Service shined his light on the scat pile in the backseat but made no attempt to collect it until Pyykkonen gave him the go-ahead. The site was hers and his job was subsidiary. Over the last year, he had encountered too many stiffs in the course of duty. His boss, U.P. law boss Captain Ware Grant, was constantly reminding him to stay focused on fish and game law—which was what he wanted, too—but sometimes you ended up far afield.

			The homicide detective stood with her hands on her hips, studying the car. “We’ll call this a crime scene until we determine otherwise,” she said. “Death under suspicious circumstances. Rigor is present,” she added. “Which probably means death twelve to thirty-six hours ago. And his arms defying gravity suggest he died somewhere else.”

			The M.E. grunted.

			Service was impressed at the detective’s pragmatism and wondered what had gone wrong in Lansing for her to lose her job there.

			Pyykkonen fetched her camera from her vehicle and began to take photographs of the scene, starting first at the corners of the area she had taped off with long-range shots, and working her way up to mid-range, then close-up shots. She worked silently and methodically, her camera clicking in the dark, the flash illuminating the surrounding area.

			“Don’t forget the shit,” Service said over her shoulder.

			“It’s all shit,” she said back to him.

			After the photographs were taken, another deputy arrived and helped her to lift fingerprints. They then began a long, slow inspection of the interior of the Saturn, using tweezers to collect fibers and hairs and anything else they could find that might help in the investigation.

			Eventually Pyykkonen cleared Service to collect the animal scat, which he placed in a plastic evidence bag in a cooler in the back of his vehicle. He found several long hairs mixed in the feces and several scrapes on the leather seating. Scratches? He wondered.

			“Got a learned opinion?” she asked.

			“Bear shit, I’d say. I’m not sure about the hair. Feels and looks like bear, but the colors are wrong. These are blond, almost white.” He added, “Out West black bears range in color from light to dark, but ours are all deep black.”

			“Maybe this fella found a polar bear shitting in his backseat and his heart stopped,” she said.

			“That would do it for me,” Service said. “If you don’t mind, I’ll ship the samples off to our lab and Gus can give you a bump when we have results.”

			“How long?” she asked.

			“Couple of days,” he said, not sure how much work the Rose Lake Lab had these days. “Maybe a week,” he added, amending the estimate.

			“No prob,” she said. “The shit’s not likely to be crucial here.” Maybe, Service thought, but you didn’t often find bear scat inside a vehicle. On them sometimes, but not in them. The scat might not be critical, but it meant something, his gut told him.

			Pyykkonen went through the man’s wallet. There’s a Tech ID in here,” she said. Michigan Technological University had been founded to produce mining engineers but had since branched out to become one of the country’s premier engineering programs.

			“Pung Juju Kang,” she said, examining a business card, “Professor, Department of Structural Engineering. Probably we ought to get over to his house, notify his next of kin. You want to come along?”

			Nantz would be whipping up a breakfast for Gus and Walter around now. “Sure,” he said with a shrug, cursing himself for letting his curiosity have its head.

			The house was made of cedar logs that glowed a flamboyant orange in the rising summer sun; it was more tall than wide and looked relatively new. There was a detached one-car garage. The severely pitched roof of the house had been built to ward off heavy winter snows and was lined with green ceramic tiles. The lawn was trimmed but there were few flowers or shrubs out front.

			Pyykkonen knocked on the door several times and rang the bell, but got no response.

			Service stood behind her, shifting his weight from one foot to the other, bored with the whole thing, wishing he had gone back to Gus’s.

			“I’ve got a search warrant coming,” the homicide detective said not more than a minute before a beat-up Jeep Eagle clattered up the driveway. A towering man with white hair got out with a paper clenched in his beefy fist. He had a ruddy face and needed a shave.

			“Judge Pavelich. I could have had somebody pick it up, your honor.”

			The judge grunted dismissively. “On my way over to the Hurons to annoy some trout,” he said. “This is right on my way. No sense sending somebody else.”

			“Judge, this is Grady Service,” Pyykkonen said.

			“Otto,” the judge said, extending his hand. “Heard of you, Service. Twinkie Man, right?” 

			“Guilty,” he said with a nod, trying not to grimace. He had arrested a poacher a couple of years ago who tried to claim that sugar had made him temporarily insane, which then led to his violations. The man had lost in what was becoming a legendary court case that Service saw as just another bout with an asshole violet, his term for a violator.

			“You found the guy dead?” the judge asked Pyykkonen.

			“In his car down to the fish house in Hancock, eh,” she said. “The M.E. thinks it could be cyanide.”

			“Poison,” Pavelich said. “The tool of chickenshits.” The judge ran his hand through his thick hair and rolled his shoulders. “Guess I’ll be getting on.”

			He left without further comment.

			Before Pyykkonen could open the door, a Houghton County patrol car pulled into the driveway. command was painted in gold script on the door by the driver’s side. A red Jeep Liberty pulled up behind the squad car.

			“Sheriff Macofome,” the detective said to the approaching officer, who was short, squat, neckless, and hatless, his hair trimmed in a military whitewall.

			“Thought I’d see if I could lend a hand,” Houghton’s new sheriff said. He had been appointed a couple of months before, replacing the chief who had held the job for nearly fifteen years before he died suddenly of a heart attack. The way Macofome looked at Pyykkonen made Service wonder if his helpfulness was something more than professional. Not his business, but she clearly had been rescued from school liaison to get the homicide job.

			The man behind the sheriff looked antsy. “I’m Adams,” he said. He was of medium height and balding, with a shape that suggested he spent too much time behind a desk.

			“Harry Pung works for me. I got a call that I might be needed here. Is something wrong?”

			Service thought of correcting the tense, but kept his mouth shut.

			“Is it doctor or professor?” Pyykkonen asked, impressing Service with her political savvy.

			“This ain’t MIT. Call me Steve.”

			“Steve,” Pyykkonen said tentatively, “I’m sorry to be the one to tell you, but Pung Juju Kang was found dead this morning.” Adams stared disbelieving at the detective. “Is he married?” she asked.

			“Was,” Adams said. “The ex lives downstate somewhere—Detroit, I think.”

			“You called him Harry Pung,” Service said, confused by the name. “His ID says Kang.” 

			“Standard Korean naming convention,” Adams said. “The family name is always listed first. He adopted the American name when he moved to this country. What happened to Harry?”

			“We’re looking into that,” Pyykkonen said, offering nothing specific. “How was his health?”

			“Harry? Fine; ya know, like the rest of us. We could all lose a little weight, eat better.”

			“History of heart problems, anything like that?”

			Adams said, “He hunted and fished and hiked a lot. He was a tad overweight, but he seemed to be in good enough shape.”

			“What was his reputation up to the college?” Pyykkonen asked.

			Adams contemplated the question. “Harry isn’t one to make a good first impression. He’s a bit gruff and direct, but when you get to know him, he’s fine. First week of classes I had students bitching, but then they settled in and his student evaluations were excellent. He worked the kids hard. In Korea, it was tough to get slots in good schools and Harry thought students here ought to be as serious about their work.”

			“His colleagues like him?”

			“Harry pretty much sticks to himself. He serves on department committees and does solid work. People think he’s a bit eccentric, but hell, that’s almost a badge of honor in academia.”

			“What did he hunt?” Service asked. Adams was still in present tense, had not processed the reality of Pung’s death.

			Adams shrugged. “Beats me. Lots of hunters and fishermen on the faculty, but Harry pretty much does his own thing.”

			“You said he was divorced?” Pyykkonen asked.

			“Before he came here,” Adams said.

			“When was that?” Pyykkonen said.

			“A year ago this month.”

			“From where?”

			“Virginia Tech. He was a real catch for us. He has an international reputation in structural materials.”

			“Like cement?” Pyykkonen asked.

			Adams showed a hint of academic superiority. “He’s working on heat-resistant materials to be used for heat-shielding in high-speed aircraft.”

			“Government contracts?”

			“No, but they’re most certainly in the offing. His work is just getting recognized by the Department of Defense. His work to date has been more involved with the chemistry than applications, but he was moving into applications.”

			“Sounds like a smart guy,” Pyykkonen said.

			“He was,” Adams said after a pause.

			“He have kids?”

			Adams again pondered the question. “One son I know of: Tunhow. He was a student here last year, but transferred to U of M this fall.”

			“The son have problems here?” Pyykkonen asked.

			“Not book-wise. The boy made dean’s list both semesters. Came in with great credentials.”

			“Engineering?”

			“Zoology,” Adams said, glancing at his watch.

			Service said, “You said no problems book-wise. Were there other kinds of problems?”

			“Standard stuff—booze in his dorm room, fake ID—nothing major. The kids here hit the books hard and the competition is tough. Some students play hard to offset the pressure. Is there anything else?”

			“No, sir,” Pyykkonen said. “We appreciate your help.”

			“You need anything else, you be sure to give a shout, eh?”

			“Yooper?” Pyykkonen asked.

			Adams looked embarrassed as he turned back to face her. “Slips out, ya know? Yah sure, born and raised over to Rock.”

			Pyykkonen’s question didn’t surprise Service. Yoopers had a tendency to try to identify each other, as if place of birth conferred a certain level of verisimilitude.

			When the professor was gone, Pyykkonen and the sheriff exchanged glances. “Not all that broken up,” Pyykkonen said.

			“Let’s get on inside,” the chief said.

			The foyer was standard western, with a closet and a high ceiling. From the foyer they moved into a long room with a rough-hewn wood floor.

			Pyykkonen said to nobody in particular, “Should we take off our shoes?”

			“Nobody to bitch if we don’t,” Chief Macofome said.

			The first room was huge, perhaps twenty by forty feet, with a squat black enameled table in the center. The table was surrounded by embroidered black satin pillows. There was a huge digital TV in one corner. No books, no flowers. The ceiling was covered with jade green colored paper. There was a sliding glass door at the end of the room, looking out on a garden that seemed to be a collection of small twisted trees, plots of raked sand, and boulders of various sizes, shapes, and colors. The base of the walls on both sides of the room was lined with low chests of drawers. Some of the chests had pillows on them.

			“Not my idea of cozy,” Service said, the barren interior reminding him vaguely of how he had lived in his own place before he had fallen in love with Maridly Nantz and moved in with her. Nantz had brought a distinctly positive change to his life. What effect his son would have remained up for grabs. 

			There was a bedroom that was barren except for a wide low bed with nightstands and bulbous brown lamps on them. The bed was centered on a mat that looked to Service like varnished paper. Behind the bed there was a large, stark painting of a creature that had a lion’s mane and a longish snout, like a combination of a lion and wolf, but it was not so much a wolf as something else, which Service couldn’t place. He studied the painting for a few moments and gave up. As in the main room, there were cumbersome wooden chests along one wall.

			“Homey,” Pyykkonen said, wrinkling her nose.

			Service was disturbed by the place. He’d always prided himself on not accumulating stuff when he lived in his cabin on Slippery Creek, but this looked barren and sterile, and he wondered if this was what people had seen when they came to his cabin. It was not a reassuring thought. There was nothing here but bare necessities—no personality, no decorations, no joy—just that peculiar painting.

			The kitchen was small and equipped with all the conveniences, but it was so clean that it looked hardly used. Like the rest of the house it was virtually empty save a package of chocolate-covered figs and an untouched six-pack of OB Lager Beer in the fridge. Service looked at the bottles with the blue labels: Bottled by Oriental Brewery Co. Ltd. Seoul, Korea. “Never seen this brand before,” he said.

			The figs were in separate compartments like chocolates, and three compartments were empty. The fruits were each wrapped in gold foil.

			She said, “Tough to be overweight when there’s no food.”

			“Maybe he ate out a lot,” Service said. The idea of a steady diet of restaurant food turned his stomach. He might not be adept at much, he told himself, but he knew good food and put a high value on it. Cooking was a way to lose himself in something that didn’t involve work and carried an immediate payoff.

			The other two ground-floor rooms were empty, though one of them had some scrapes on the floor, suggesting recent use; perhaps the son moving out? But hadn’t the dead man’s son lived in the dorm? Not your business, he reminded himself.

			“See anything interesting?” Pyykkonen asked.

			“One thing bugs me,” Service said. “He’s supposed to be an avid hunter and fisherman. Where’s his gear?” Outdoor enthusiasts were rarely far from their equipment.

			The homicide detective shrugged.

			Macofome came up from the basement, shaking his head. “Better take a look.”

			Service and Pyykkonen followed him down the steep steps and found the basement empty except for a large cement statue. It was the same ugly animal as depicted in the bedroom painting.

			“Lion built by committee,” Pyykkonen joked.

			Service nodded, but he had lost interest in the statue and painting as he pondered why there were no guns or fishing tackle in the house.

			Pyykkonen looked over his shoulder. “If he had a bear in here at least it didn’t shit,” she said. Then she sniffed the air. “Ammonia. Somebody did some heavy duty cleaning down here.”

			“The whole place looks too clean,” Macofome said. “Sterile.”

			“Well,” Pyykkonen said, “We’ve had our walk-through. It’s time to go over the place inch by inch and get photos.”

			“Nothing more here for me,” Service said. “If you don’t mind I think I’ll shove off.”

			“Good idea,” Macofome said, breaking a smile. “Thanks for the help.”

			“Gus will give you a call when the lab results are back,” Service told Pyykkonen, who followed him upstairs.

			“Thanks,” Pyykkonen said at the front door.

			Gus Turnage was one of Grady Service’s best friends. An elf of a man with the shoulders and arms of a blacksmith, Turnage had once been voted CO of the Year in Michigan and nationally in the same year, but had shrugged off the honors. He was also the longtime scoutmaster of a troop that won national recognition every year, but you would never hear this from him. Gus’s wife, Pracie, had died in a head-on collision with a logging truck almost ten years ago, and he had raised three sons on his own. All of them were away at college now and Gus was alone. He and Service had become COs the same year, and over the past twenty years their paths had crossed continuously. They’d had a lot of fun together, and both knew they could rely entirely on the other in a tough spot.

			Gus lived east of Houghton, not far from their friend Yalmer “Shark” Wetelainen, who managed the Yooper Court
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