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			For those who choose the lens of a camera 

			over the crosshairs of a gunsight 

			when shooting wildlife. 

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter 1

			The last thing Valeria Cortez’s mother ever said to her was, “Everything will be okay. They just want to keep me overnight in the hospital and run a few tests. Stay here with Abuela and be good. Don’t give her any trouble. I’ll be back to pick you up in the morning.” 

			It was nightfall in East Los Angeles. 

			Valeria got out of the car and quietly walked off without acknowledging anything her mother said. She went up and knocked on the door to her grandmother’s apartment, heard it being unlocked from the other side, and let herself in. 

			Abuela, preparing for bed, was dressed in a bathrobe. “How’s your mom?” she asked. 

			“I have no idea.” Valeria made her way to the sofa in the living room, lay down, and resumed texting one of her friends. “You know I don’t talk to her.” She grabbed the remote control from the coffee table. 

			“You’re still not upset with her about those rings, are you?” 

			“Yes,” said Valeria. “And I’m not going to get over it or forget. What she did wasn’t right.” 

			“You’re as stubborn as an old mule.” Abuela went into her bedroom and returned with a blanket and pillow, which she handed to Valeria. “Those rings weren’t yours. They belonged to your mom, and what’s done is done. It’s in the past now.” 

			Valeria pretended not to hear her. “Can I watch TV?”   

			“Sure,” answered Abuela. “Go ahead, but keep it down. I’m tired.” She went into the bathroom, turned on the faucet, and started brushing her teeth. “If you’re hungry, there’s some leftover pasta in the fridge,” she mumbled through a mouthful of toothpaste. “Heat it up if you want.” 

			-------

			Valeria’s mother, Rosa, had complained of a stiff neck and throbbing headache earlier in the day. By late afternoon, she felt sick to her stomach and went to a nearby walk-in clinic. There, they found she had a low-grade fever and advised her to take some ibuprofen when she got back home to help ease the discomfort. 

			“More than likely, you’ve caught the flu,” said the doctor who saw her. “A bad strain of influenza is going around. Just about everyone’s coming down with it.” 

			That night at the hospital, Rosa Cortez slipped into a coma, was put on a ventilator, and died the next day. The bacterial meningitis that had infected the tissues around her brain and took her life was discovered too late. She was thirty-five years old.   

			-------

			Valeria sat next to her grandmother in the first pew, dabbing her eyes now and then with tissues, while a clean-shaven young priest, who’d never met or knew Rosa, oversaw her funeral Mass.  

			The priest stood at the church podium before a modest gathering of mostly coworkers and longtime neighbors and spoke glowingly about Rosa but in a forced and colorless monotone voice, void of emotion, which irritated Valeria greatly. She especially disliked how he had chosen to add his own little embellishments about her mother’s life and personality that she knew weren’t true. Toward the end, the priest snuck a peek at his watch and made sure Rosa’s Mass finished on time. Everyone was out the door in less than an hour. 

			Later, at the gravesite, a parade of well-wishers took turns putting their arms around Valeria, holding her hands, and offering their condolences. Although she knew they meant well and were only trying to ease her suffering, she began to despise the same easy-to-remember sentiments, which were repeated too many times again and again. “I’m sorry for your loss” was polite enough and sounded nice, but “God must have wanted your mother for a reason” made her head explode. A few also added  the one cliché, which Valeria came to dislike the most: “Your mother is in a better place.”   

			Dolores, owner of Sparkle Visions hair salon, where Rosa worked as a nail technician, reached for a lock of Valeria’s hair. “Who did your hair, dear?” she asked.

			“My mom,” Valeria answered, “…before she…” 

			“Oh, my. How sad. I can do better,” said Dolores. “I know what all the young girls like these days. You’re how old…? Fourteen? Yes? Do come by this next week, and I’ll make you beautiful. No charge.” She paused, then added, “There’s no reason to cry. I know it’s hard, but you should be happy. Your mother is in a better place.” 

			Valeria smiled weakly and thanked her. 

			A small wake, lasting no more than an hour, was held in the community center at her grandmother’s retirement complex. Except for a few of Rosa’s closest friends, not many people bothered to make the twenty-minute drive from the cemetery to the center. Some of Abuela’s elderly neighbors came by to pay their respects. Valeria had seen several of them in passing before but otherwise had no idea who they were.  

			“Is this your granddaughter?” asked one of the neighbors, a heavy-set elderly man with a gruff voice. 

			“Yes.” Abuela stepped to one side and introduced her. “This is Val.” 

			The man stared at Valeria for a moment with a wooden expression. “Oh, okay,” he said. “I thought I’d seen her being dropped off by someone occasionally in front of your building, but I wasn’t sure who she was.” He then turned abruptly and made his way to the buffet table.  

			On the ride back to Rosa and Valeria’s apartment, Abuela broke down and became inconsolable. “No parent should ever have to bury their child,” she moaned bitterly. “It’s not right! And that old dress your mother’s going to be buried in…is that really the best she owned? I should’ve had the funeral home put her in something more elegant; a long white satin gown would’ve been perfect, but I couldn’t afford it. I live on a fixed income and don’t have much money.”

			“It’s okay, Grandma,” said Valeria. “Mom looked nice.” 

			“Rags.” Abuela sighed. “How can my sweet girl, and only child, enter the kingdom of heaven if all she’s wearing before God is everyday rags?” 

			Back at Rosa and Valeria’s small two-bedroom apartment, Abuela’s outbursts continued. “Who in this country can afford to bury a loved one?” she groaned. “I had to sign up for a loan at the funeral home to pay for Rosa’s casket and grave. Later, when you feel up to it, Val, you can help me choose a nice headstone for your mom. It can’t be anything too extravagant, just something simple that doesn’t cost a lot.” 

			Abuela went into Rosa’s bedroom and went through her dresser and closet, straightening and organizing things as she went. 

			“Come in here, Val,” she said. “Look at all this. Tell me, how in the world can one person accumulate so much junk?” 

			“She liked to shop,” said Valeria. 

			“I can see that.” 

			Valeria stood in the doorway and watched Abuela pull some of Rosa’s belongings out of a dresser drawer and lay them on her mother’s bed, including her old beat-up jewelry box, which played Johann Pachelbel’s Canon in D when it was opened. Rosa had found the discarded box at a thrift store shortly after she had divorced Valeria’s father, Ray. 

			When she was very young, Valeria would sneak the box into her bedroom so she could try on her mother’s jewelry, open the wooden lid over and over, and listen. The song was the most beautiful she’d ever heard, and at various times, it had the power to soothe her, make her smile, or move her to tears. She also adored her mother’s miscellaneous pieces of jewelry, and especially two rings, which she came to secretly love and cherish for what they represented.   

			While Abuela rooted through the closet, muttering to herself, Valeria walked over to the bed and opened the box. Canon in D began to play. Everything was there just as she remembered, except  for the two rings, which were missing. She closed the lid.

			“We’ll need to sort through your mother’s clothes and see which things, if any, you want to keep,” said Abuela. “The rest, if it’s in decent shape, we’ll donate to a homeless shelter or some other charity.” 

			With a nod, Valeria left the room to find somewhere else to cry. 

			-------

			For three days and nights, she stayed in her bedroom, shutting out the rest of the world. Gradually, the initial shock of losing her mother was replaced by intense feelings of guilt. She couldn’t stop sobbing and regretted not telling her mother she loved her one last time. Why did she let her mom drive off without at least giving her a hug? She’d never even said goodbye. 

			A few of Valeria’s classmates and friends texted to say they’d heard the news and were sorry for her loss, but not one called or came to the funeral. So, she stopped texting them back. 

			In the afternoon of the fourth day, Abuela knocked on her door. “It’s time to come out,” she said. “I have something for you.” 

			Reluctantly, Valeria emerged and sat across from her grandmother at the small dining room table near the kitchen. Abuela was sifting through a stack of mail.

			“What are you doing?” asked Valeria. 

			Abuela looked up. “There are bills here that need to be paid; they keep coming, and some of these are sympathy cards from relatives and other friends of your mom, offering their condolences.” She paused before continuing. “But there’s also an envelope here addressed to you. It’s from your dad.” She handed it to Valeria. 

			“Why is he writing to me?” asked Valeria, her voice tense and angry. “He hasn’t come to visit or see me for five years! What does he want?” 

			“I contacted him.”  

			Valeria opened the envelope, and a printed ticket of some kind dropped out onto her lap. There was also a folded note inside, handwritten on yellow lined paper. 

			She pulled out the note and read it aloud: 

			Dear Val, 

			I know how much your mother meant to you. No one will ever replace her in your heart. She was a good person, kind and caring. I want you to know I’m here for you. It’s you and me now. 

			Love, Dad. 

			p.s. I’ve enclosed an airline ticket for you. I’ll be waiting at the airport to pick you up.  

			Abuela took the ticket from Valeria and inspected it. “This is for a one-way flight to Jackson Hole Airport in Wyoming. It leaves from LAX on Monday, less than a week from today.” 

			“What does this mean?” asked Valeria. 

			Abuela stood up and paced the floor. She took a few moments before answering. “You have to understand… I live in a retirement center for seniors where they don’t allow children or young adults to stay as residents, and even if they did make an exception, it would only be temporary. They’d never let you live with me for more than a few months.” She set the ticket on the table. “Most of my life savings went into buying the place, and I don’t want to move.”

			She sat back down and sighed. “When you were little, Val, your mother was granted custody of you as part of the divorce settlement, but now that your mom is gone, those legal rights over who you live with will be given back to your father.” Abuela paused to wipe her eyes with a tissue. “There’s nothing you or I can do about it. But maybe it’s for the best.” 

			Valeria groaned and darted back into her bedroom, slamming the door behind her. “I’m not going!” she shouted. “I want to stay with you and be near my friends.” She lay down on her bed and stared up at the ceiling. “I don’t even know where Wyoming is.” 

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter 2 

			Two hours or so into the flight, the earth outside Valeria’s window turned white. As she looked westward beyond the plane’s extended wing, all the way to the horizon, the midmorning sky was a deep, rich blue. A fast-moving snowstorm had swept through western Wyoming the day before, and it had been a harsh, cold winter. And though it was now the middle of March and the start of spring, according to the calendar, the ground below was blanketed with snow. 

			“Wow,” said Valeria.

			The middle-aged lady in the aisle seat next to her had her tray table down and was busy sipping a mixed drink and nibbling on crackers. She leaned over. “Have you ever seen snow before?” asked the lady. 

			“No,” answered Valeria. “This is my first time.” 

			“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” 

			“Yes. The snow looks amazing. I’ve only seen it on TV and in pictures.” 

			A stewardess came down the aisle with a tall plastic bag, asking to take people’s empty cups and trash. The lady next to Valeria took a last sip, gathered up everything in front of her, and handed it all to the stewardess. She folded up her tray and leaned her head over a bit to peer out again. “There’s something magical about snow,” she told Valeria. “Everyone loves it, but if you live or work where it snows a lot, you can grow tired of having to shovel it constantly.” 

			Valeria didn’t respond as she continued to take in the breathtaking landscape unfolding in the distance. The ground had begun to undulate; soon thereafter, a few small mountains came into view. 

			“You look like you’re from Southern California,” said the lady. She leaned back in her seat. “Am I right?”

			“I was born near Los Angeles. I’ve never been anywhere else,” answered Valeria. “Why do you ask?” She really didn’t want to get into a conversation with the woman. Until now, they hadn’t spoken more than two words to each other during the entire flight.  

			“You’re not dressed warm enough, my dear. When you walk off this plane at the Jackson Hole airport, you’re going to freeze to death. That light jacket you put in the overhead bin won’t protect you from the cold. I hope whoever’s picking you up has a heavy coat for you to wear. Who’s coming to get you?” 

			“My dad.” Valeria looked away. More mountains were beginning to appear outside.  

			“Men! They can be such dummies. Before you got on the plane, your dad should have prepared you better for what you’re in for,” said the lady. She reached into an oversized leather satchel by her feet, pulled out a chocolate brown cardigan sweater, and handed it to Valeria. “Here. Take this. I don’t want you to catch pneumonia.” 

			“Thank you, but I can’t. It’s too nice.” 

			“Keep it. I have a ton of wool sweaters at home. It might be a little big on you, but it should keep you much warmer until you get where you’re going. You can wear your light jacket over it.”  

			Valeria leaned forward and put the cardigan on. “Thank you,” she said. 

			A few minutes later, the seat belt light came on, and the captain made a brief announcement saying they would soon be arriving at their destination and for everyone to return to their seats. He told the flight attendants to prepare for the landing.  

			The plane began its descent. Valeria felt her ears pop from the change in pressure. Then suddenly, on the left, a huge, magnificent mountain range came into view. It rose skyward from the edge of a wide valley. For the second time, Valeria said, “Wow!” Everything–the valley, mountains, trees, all she could see–was all covered in snow. 

			
			

			The lady next to her again leaned over. “Those are the Teton Mountains. The highest peak you see there in the middle is called Grand Teton. The entire mountain range extends for about forty miles. No matter how many times I see these mountains, they still take my breath away. They’re unbelievable, aren’t they?” 

			“Yes.” Just like with snow, Valeria had never seen such rugged mountains as these. Except for the beaches, her mother had seldom taken her anywhere beyond the neighborhood where she had grown up. 

			They touched down. The majestic mountains Valeria had seen from the sky continued to loom nearby. The snowbound world outside her window was varying shades of white and gray. With just one runway, the airport at Jackson Hole looked tiny compared to the one in Los Angeles. The passengers stirred as the plane made its way to a small terminal. After they came to a stop, a metal ramp on wheels was rolled up next to the plane to let everyone off. Valeria again thanked the lady for the sweater, grabbed her carry-on, and made her way off the plane. The lady was right–it was much colder than she’d expected. She could see her breath, and her hands and face felt frozen. 

			-------

			Valeria wasn’t sure she’d be able to recognize her father. It had been more than five years since she’d last seen him. He and her mother had divorced shortly after she was born, and his numerous jobs tended to take him far away. Eventually, he moved out of state. For a while, he worked as a long-distance truck driver. That job led him to Alaska, where he quit to work on an offshore crab fishing boat in the North Pacific. He later took a job as a roughneck on an oil rig in the Gulf of Mexico. From there, her father, Ray, disappeared for long stretches of time. Seemingly oblivious to cell phones and the Internet, he’d send her a postcard or short letter now and then, hastily written, from little-known places throughout the country. Valeria never understood why, but he rarely spoke to her directly, and months would often go by where she didn’t hear from him at all. The one exception was her birthday. He never forgot it. Every year, he’d send Valeria a nice card along with a little money. She had no idea what he was doing in Wyoming. 

			Inside the terminal, Valeria glanced around for her father as she made her way to the baggage carousel, but she didn’t see him. A moment or so later, she heard someone behind her call out her name, “Val! Are you Val?” 

			Valeria turned to see who it was. Before she could answer, a slim, attractive woman wearing a parka was throwing her arms around her and giving her a tight, enthusiastic hug. “It’s good to finally meet you, Val. I’ve heard so much about you!” The woman paused and took a step back. “So, tell me. Did you have a good flight? How are you feeling? You poor dear. You must be mentally drained from what happened. I know you loved your mom. I lost my mother years ago, and it killed me for a long time. I still think about her. You never really get over it.”  

			Finally, the smiling woman took a breath and stopped talking.   

			“Who are you?” asked Valeria. 

			“I’m Lauren, a friend of your dad’s. He had to help out with an elk feeding. So, he asked me to come fetch you. How are you, dear? You’re growing taller, I see. Are you hungry? I’m going to take you out to see your dad. But first, why don’t we get something to eat?”  

			An elk feeding? thought Valeria. Before she could ask any questions, her suitcases were gathered off the carousel, and she was being whisked away in Lauren’s four-wheel-drive Jeep. A small magnetic sign attached to the passenger side door read TETON PASS VETERINARY CENTER. Inside, on the armrest between them, was also a small stack of papers attached to a clipboard. Typed at the bottom of the top sheet was the name “Lauren Ross, DVM.”  

			“What does ‘DVM’ stand for?” asked Valeria. 

			“Doctor of veterinary medicine. I own an animal clinic and hospital here in Jackson,” answered Lauren with an amused expression. “You need to buckle up, Val. In case some moose or bison wanders out onto the highway in front of us, I don’t want to lose you. I might have to brake fast. You just never know. The snowplows cleared the road to the airport, but the drifts are piled so high on either side, it’s  sometimes impossible to see what’s coming around the bend.” 

			Valeria sat back and looked out. Beneath the vivid blue sky was an incredible world. As they made their way, the vast snow and its whiteness extended as far as she could see. The snow drifts were indeed high, but no wild animals jumped in front of them. Soon, the buildings of a small town appeared. This was Jackson. Lauren drove past an attractive archway made of elk antlers, down several side streets, and parked the Jeep in front of a rustic-looking building. A wooden sign in the window of the Silver Beaver Eatery said, HOWDY STRANGER. 

			They went inside and sat at a table. Several people who were eating nearby looked up and greeted Lauren warmly when they saw her. “Hi, Doc,” said one. “How’s it going, Doc?” asked another. An older man wearing boots and a rust-colored cowboy hat rose to leave. On his way out the door, he tipped his hat to Lauren and said, “Later, Doc.” To each, she responded with a pleasant hello. 

			Across the dining room, mounted high on a wall, were the large head and shoulders of a real buffalo. The animal’s resolute but gentle expression seemed to say, All is well. I feel fine. Its watchful eyes looked very much alive. Valeria couldn’t stop staring at its face. 

			“His name is George the buffalo,” said Lauren. “He’s been in this place for as long as I can remember. Everyone around here knows him.” 

			A stout middle-aged woman wearing an apron approached the table with menus, a pot of coffee, and a cup. Without asking, she set the cup in front of Lauren and poured. “I see you have a friend with you today,” she said politely. “What can I get you to drink, dear?” 

			“I’d like a large orange juice if you have any,” answered Valeria. She hadn’t thought about food the entire morning, but the delightful smell of freshly baked muffins, bacon, pancakes, and whatever else was permeating the room was suddenly making her feel hungry. 

			“This is Val,” interjected Lauren. “You remember, don’t you? I told you about her. She’s Ray’s daughter. She’s come all the way from California. Val, I’d like you to meet Hazel. She owns the Silver Beaver and a few other businesses around town.” 

			“Nice to meet you,” said Valeria.

			“Oh, yes. You too, dear,” said Hazel. “You know, I’ve always wanted to visit California. I’ve heard it’s nice.” She left for a moment and returned with two glasses of ice water and an orange juice. “I’m dying to ask you. Did you ever see or get to meet any famous movie or TV actors around where you lived? How close did you live to Hollywood?”  

			“Not anyone too famous,” answered Valeria. “I lived maybe thirty minutes from Hollywood Boulevard and all that stuff, but my mom never took me there. Where I’m from, almost nothing exciting ever happens, but I liked it. I miss my friends already.” She took a sip of water then added, “Sometimes you might spot a real fancy car or stretch limo driving by, and you’ll maybe think there’s someone famous inside, but the windows are always tinted black to protect their privacy, so you can’t see who it is.” 

			“Did you hear about the mountain lions?” Hazel asked Lauren. 

			“No,” answered Lauren. “What happened?” 

			“A mama mountain lion with her four cubs were seen strolling through the Taylors’ backyard outside of town. It happened the day before yesterday. They were able to catch them on video with their home security cameras.”  

			“That’s good news. Hopefully, they’ll find enough to eat to survive till spring,” said Lauren. She then turned to Valeria. “There are a lot of local hunters and other people around here who refuse to understand just how important the large predators are. The mountain lions and wolves are at the top of nature’s food chain. They help keep the entire ecosystem in balance.” 

			For some reason, talk of the mountain lion sighting suddenly made Valeria think about her mom. Her eyes welled up, and she began to cry. She plucked a tissue from her pocket and blew her nose. “Excuse me,” she said. 

			A few people in the room looked up. Others paid no attention. “There, there,” said Lauren. “It’s okay. Let it out if you need to.” 

			
			

			“Was it something I said?” asked Hazel, confused. “Can I bring you something, dear?”

			“No,” said Lauren under her breath. “The poor girl lost her mother recently. She’s still in mourning. We just need to let her work through the grief on her own. It’ll take time.” 

			After a minute, Valeria composed herself. “Can we go see my dad?” she asked, sniffling. “I’m not sure I want anything to eat right now.” 

			Lauren leaned forward and took Valeria’s hands. “You’ve been through a lot. I can tell you haven’t been eating. You look thin. Let’s get some food in you and build up your strength a little before we journey out. It’s kind of a long drive.” She turned to Hazel. “We’ll go ahead and order. Maybe she’d like some of your special homemade pie to start off with. And when we’re done, we’ll order some carry-out and bring it to Ray. How does that sound?” 

			Valeria nodded. 

			Hazel took their order, smiled, and disappeared into the kitchen. 

			The buffalo on the wall was still staring at everyone, seemingly at peace with his fate. “George doesn’t have much to say, does he?” said Valeria.

			“No, he doesn’t,” answered Lauren. “But sometimes I think he has a secret he keeps to himself.” 

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter 3

			The snow-lined road to the elk feed ground ran north, then eastward. It began on paved, level ground and eventually ran beside a long, winding river. There were countless rolling hills and rocky mountain peaks, smaller than the Tetons, as well as sweeping valley vistas that gave way to more hills and summits through a remote backcountry seemingly void of humans. An hour or so later, the paved road ended, turning into what appeared to be no more than a narrow dirt lane. The Jeep bounced and shuddered abruptly as Lauren, at times, slowed to dodge loose rocks and downed tree limbs that had somehow made their way onto the path. Between the evergreens, Valeria spotted a lone moose, the first she’d ever seen, but they continued without stopping.  

			Finally, they reached an expansive snow-covered valley and followed a line of tire tracks to the south until they came to an end. Before them were more than a thousand elk. They were clustered along a quarter mile arc behind a horse-drawn sleigh loaded with hay bales. Many had their heads down as they ate the rationed hay, while others walked beside the sleigh, waiting for more fresh hay to be laid out. Two large black horses were pulling the sleigh, driven by one man, while three other men were busy cutting the bales and distributing the hay behind them in a long, continuous line. 

			Lauren parked the Jeep but left its engine on so the heater would continue to run. “Let’s stay in here a little bit where it’s warm,” she said. “Do you see your dad?” 

			Valeria wasn’t sure which of the men was her dad. All four were dressed in winter caps and heavy jackets and were too far away. “No,” she answered. “I can’t tell them apart.”

			“He’s right there in the middle, the one on the back of the sleigh helping with the bales.” 

			From where they were, it was hard to make out his face, but Valeria nodded. After a moment or two, she said, “It’s been so long… He’s like someone I don’t even know. I stopped wondering and thinking about my dad a long time ago.” 

			“I understand,” said Lauren. “But you should know your father talks about you all the time. He’s very proud of you.” 

			Not wanting to interrupt the men just yet, the two remained in the Jeep and watched the elk following the sleigh and eating the hay being laid out for them. “Why are they feeding these animals?” asked Valeria. 

			“The state has been feeding the elk in Western Wyoming every winter for well over a hundred years. They do it to keep the elk from wandering onto local cattle ranches and eating the haystacks meant for private livestock.” 

			“That sounds kind of smart,” said Valeria. She’d never seen an elk before. “There are so many of them!”  

			“Actually, the elk numbers are way down from previous years. It has some people concerned,” said Lauren. She paused, then added, “I’ll tell you the truth. Feeding them is mostly about hunting. During bad winters, the elk die by the thousands because the grass they eat gets buried under too much snow. The locals are afraid that if they stopped feeding the elk, too many of the animals would die. Fewer elk would mean having to put restrictions on hunters during hunting season. And more hunters means more money for the local economy. So, they help keep the elk alive during the winter with these feedings so they can hunt and kill more of them the rest of the year.”

			Valeria couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to shoot an elk. The herd looked like something you’d see on a Christmas card, and they certainly weren’t hurting anyone.

			“It’s time,” said Lauren. “Let’s go reintroduce you to your dad.” She turned off the engine, and the two stepped out. 

			The bitter subfreezing wind passing down the surrounding mountains and hillsides and through  the valley, hit Valeria hard. She crossed her arms and shivered. “Oh, wow! It’s really, really cold.” 

			“Your body will get used to it soon,” said Lauren. She reached back into the truck and honked the horn. She also pulled out a heavy jacket and wool scarf from behind her seat. “Here. Put this warmer jacket on, and take this and wrap it around your neck.” 

			Halfway across the valley, the men looked up. Valeria saw her father say something to the others and leap off the back of the sleigh. He waved and jogged toward them.

			Valeria went to run to meet him, but Lauren grabbed her shoulder and stopped her. “Don’t go out there,” said Lauren. “Elk might not look dangerous, but they can be aggressive, especially the males. They can attack you without warning.” 

			“Val!” yelled her father as he ran. “Hey, Val!” 

			When he was closer to them and a good distance from the herd, Valeria broke free from Lauren and ran to him. Soon, they embraced. Her father lifted her off the ground and spun her around and around. There were no tears, just smiles and laughter. Eventually, he put her back down. “Oh my God, Val!” he said excitedly. “Look at you! You’re so much more grown up now.” 

			Lauren stood nearby and quietly watched. Ray let go of Valeria. He turned serious. “I’m so sorry,” he told his daughter. “Your mother was a good person. She didn’t deserve what happened to her. I feel terrible. I know I haven’t been around, but I want to make it up to you.” 

			Valeria thought about crying but didn’t. She was genuinely glad to see him. “What are you doing here, Dad?” were the first words she could think of to say. 

			Ray pointed to a shiny metal badge pinned to his jacket. Around an engraving of a leaping pronghorn antelope, it read, “Wyoming Game & Fish Department.” “I’m a game warden,” he answered. “There’s no cell service in these remote areas, and I needed to make sure these men were okay. They got trapped out here by a blizzard yesterday and last night. When the weather cleared this morning, I came to check on things.”   

			“No, Dad,” said Valeria. “I mean, why are you in Wyoming? Why would you want to live here?” 

			He wore a slightly puzzled look, as if he were thinking, and didn’t answer her immediately. Then he said, “I used to occasionally travel through this part of the country doing other work, and I never wanted to leave. Whenever I was somewhere else, I found myself wanting to return. The great people and this amazing Wyoming land lured me back again and again. Eventually, I came and stayed.” 

			Ray turned to Lauren. “Thank you for bringing her. She can tag along with me for the rest of the day. Do you have all her clothes and stuff?” 

			“You’re very welcome. It was my pleasure,” said Lauren. “I do need to go and check on several of my sick four-legged patients at the center. I’ll take Val’s things back to my place for now. You can come over and pick them up this evening.”  

			All three turned and walked back to the Jeep. Ray’s game warden pickup and two other trucks were parked nearby. Ray had his arm around his daughter’s waist. “It’s been a long time, hasn’t it?” he said. “I’ve missed you so much.” 

			“I’ve missed you too, Dad.” 

			Lauren got in and rolled down her window. “I’ll see you both later,” she said. She quickly rolled it back up, waved, and drove away.  

			Ray led Valeria to his dark green double-cab pickup. The same department logo that appeared on his badge was on the front doors. “I’m sure you’re a little tired from the flight and the change in altitude. It’ll take a few days for you to adjust,” he said. “I’ll drive you home in a bit so you can get some rest, but first, while we’re out this far, I need to go by Goshawk Pass Ranch and talk to the owner. He says a good-size wolf pack has been killing his cows.” 

			“This place has wolves? Seriously?” said Valeria. “I’d like to see one. Are they dangerous?” 

			“Yes. Wolves can be very dangerous. Thankfully, they tend to avoid humans. If you ever cross paths with a wolf or spot signs of one, be sure to steer clear of the area and keep your distance. They’re skilled predators and not like dogs. You can’t domestic them. These are wild wolves, and they kill to eat and survive.” 

			
			

			-------

			Ray turned right at the unpaved road and drove east, farther into the wilderness. Not much was said during the ride except for a few quick observations about the scenery and cold weather. More snow-covered valleys and hills came and went. Much higher rock cliffs soon emerged to the south. In places, the road narrowed greatly along steep ascents. It followed a nearby river and the natural landscape, rising and falling as it went. They crossed a creek, and eventually, the road ended, but they didn’t stop. They turned onto a tight path, barely the width of the truck, and drove through a stand of aspens until they reached yet another beautiful open valley, enclosed on all sides by old wooden buck rail fences. 

			They stopped in front of a wrought iron entry gate with stone pillars on either side and a huge decorative wooden arch above it. A welded metal sign hanging just below the archway read, GOSHAWK PASS RANCH. Ray got out and moved aside the gate, drove through, and then closed it behind them. 

			A large herd of cattle could be seen on the property, mostly clustered together in two pen areas located near a few buildings and a barn. Several men wearing dark cowboy hats were moving about inside and outside the pens. Ray pulled up close to a ranch house and parked the truck. “You can come with me,” he said. Valeria got out and followed him to the house.

			Before they could knock, a tall, burly man with bushy gray hair and a wide mustache stepped out to greet them. Like the other men nearby, he wore a weathered cowboy hat, a winter jacket, blue jeans, and boots. From somewhere inside, Valeria heard an older woman call out, “Who is it?”  

			“It’s Ray, the game warden,” the man answered. He had a deep, booming voice that matched his size. 

			“How’s your mom?” asked Ray. 

			The man rubbed his chin and sighed. “Mom’s eighty-two now. Can’t hardly see and walks with a cane, but she’s tough as old boots. She hasn’t slowed a bit.” He paused, then added, “Good to see you, Ray. Who’s this with you?” 

			“This is my daughter,” Ray answered. “She’s come all the way from California. Val, I’d like you to meet Mr. Hardin. His family owns this ranch.” 

			Mr. Hardin bowed slightly and tipped his hat. “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” he said.  

			Valeria smiled. It was the first time anyone had ever tipped their hat to her, and she liked it. “You too, Mr. Hardin.” 

			“There’s no need for formalities, dear. You can call me Butch.” He stepped past her and walked toward the pens. Ray and Valeria followed him. On the way there, he momentarily stopped and looked around. “We’ve been cattle ranching here for more than a hundred and twenty years,” he said. “My son, Jesse, will be the next generation to work it. He’s like his grandma. There’s no slowing that boy down.” 

			When they reached the pens, Butch spoke to one of the cowboys, “Sam, where’s Jesse? Have you seen him?”

			“He’s around here somewhere,” said Sam. 

			“Well, go fetch him,” barked Butch. “And tell one of the guys to saddle up three horses and a pony.” Sam nodded, then disappeared into one of the buildings adjacent to the pen.   

			“Where’s the carcass?” asked Ray. 

			“Jesse’s the one who found the kill. He has a natural gift for tracking. He said the cow’s remains are a half-hour ride from here, somewhere east of Crystal Peak in the direction of Grizzly Basin. If the weather stays clear, we shouldn’t have too much trouble locating it,” Butch answered. “Damn wolves! I hate them. This is the fourth head we’ve lost this winter.” 

			“How did the cow get loose? There’s no way a wolf pack could have dragged it that far.” 

			“We found several rails missing from a section of fence on the far side of the property. I assume that’s where it got out.” Suddenly agitated, Butch raised his voice. “Listen, Ray. If I find the pack responsible, I’ll shoot every last one of them.” 

			Ray walked up to Butch and looked him in the eyes. “You know, it’s one thing if a gray wolf  wanders onto your property to hunt,” he said calmly. “You certainly have the right to defend your livestock, but if one of your cows gets loose due to your own negligence and strays onto federal land…well, that’s
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