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Glenn swung the rifle from his shoulder. Easy now. No abrupt movement to startle the bull moose glaring straight at Mattie from just yards away. Its massive head low to the ground, it appeared ready to charge. He knew how to handle the large caliber Marlin, but had never been in a life-or-death situation. Like this was. He and Mattie, walking single file some five paces apart, must have crossed right in front of the animal half concealed by willows. If only he had paid more attention to his father’s attempts to initiate him into the art of hunting big game. What did his father say, aim for the head? The chest? If the shot missed, the bull would surely charge. If merely wounded, both he and Mattie could wind up dead.

A soft but firm no came from Mattie. He nodded and eased his finger off the trigger. Moose have poor eyesight. That played into the humans’ favor. With a barely perceptible crook of her finger, Mattie beckoned to Glenn. And he, with the tiniest of movements, closed the gap between him and Mattie. The agitated moose continued snorting and pawing the ground. What was Mattie up to? Glenn wasn’t sold on the idea of them both being in the direct path of the moose. Should he shoot and run? Fast?

Somewhere inside him a sense of trust began to germinate. Mattie was an environmental and wildlife biologist and possessed an innate awareness of the wilderness that came from being in the field in all seasons.

After several tense moments of remaining still, Mattie edged them both sideways out of the line of sight of the moose. Glenn slid his feet over the springy sphagnum moss that oozed icy water around his boots. Still keeping the rifle trained on the moose, he placed himself in front of Mattie. The animal lifted a head resplendent with velvety antlers. It sniffed the air. Glenn knew moose compensated for their weak eyesight with a heightened sense of hearing and smell. 

Mattie and Glenn kept up their shuffling sideways dance through the slushy snow, all the while praying their weight wouldn’t snap a dead branch. They dared not turn their backs on the moose. A little farther on and they came to a patch of snow-free muskeg. Under an inch of meltwater, it was still frozen solid. Here they were able to advance faster without noise until they reached a large boulder. From this position of relative safety, they watched as the massive animal grunted several times before it ambled away in the opposite direction.

Glenn and Mattie looked at each other and both let out a deep breath.

He gave a weak grin. “That was a close shave.”

“Yes, not something I want to repeat anytime soon. Let’s get back to camp.”

Sometime later, they reached their camp on the windswept moraine that dominated Tawcha Lake.

Mattie dropped her backpack.

Glenn unloaded the rifle and propped it against the door of the helicopter. “I must admit, I was a tad scared back there.”

Amazement spread across her face. “Scared? You’re joking, surely?”

“You were in its direct path. If it had moved, I’d have fired, but an animal that big takes some stopping. That’s why I was scared.”

A step brought her closer to him. The intensity in his gaze reflected hers. He lifted a hand toward her. She swayed. His arms went around her. It was only a hug. She closed her eyes, wanting... she didn’t know what, except that she didn’t want to end the sensation. No one had held her in such a long time. More, she needed more. 

She couldn’t let herself weaken, and eased herself from his arms.

Mattie pointed to the rifle. “That’s one serious-looking firearm. Do all chopper pilots carry them?”

“My dad drilled it into me that if you go into the backcountry, you go equipped. That’s his old Marlin guide-model carbine. He handed it down to me along with Apiganaw Lodge when he retired, after my mother’s death. It’s got a short barrel, which makes it handy for stowing in the chopper. At point four-five caliber, it’s a no-nonsense piece of equipment.”

“Yet you weren’t sure it would take down that bull moose.”

“I have a confession to make. I’ve never hunted big game. Back there, I walked right under the nose of that moose without knowing. If you hadn’t given that bird whistle...”

“I just don’t get it. You say you own the hunting lodge. What kind of hunts do you take your clients on, Easter egg hunts?”

Glenn grinned. “When I took over the lodge, I wasn’t interested in running it hands-on, like my father. For one thing, I didn’t have his wilderness skills. So, I hired a really competent manager. My passion in life has always been flying. That’s not to say I didn’t accompany dad on some of his trips. I’m such a klutz. I always messed up my shots. More often than not, I spooked the game. Not very good when you have clients hoping to get a prize game.” 

“Well, if you say you were scared, faced with that ornery moose, I admit I was frightened out of my skin.”

“No way, you were the picture of calm.”

“Outwardly, maybe. Inside, I was trembling. I’ve been taught that if you come face to face with a wild animal, you must squelch your fear so that the animal doesn’t smell it.”

“Smell, like in pheromones?”

“Right. When two animals meet, fear triggers an aggressive reaction in the stronger animal and flight in the weaker. In human to wildlife encounters, the weakest is always the human.”

Glenn laughed. “Not always. You should see me stare down a marmot.”

Mattie joined in his laughter. A much-needed relief. “We’re talking seriously big animals.”

“Yes, I know. Sorry, go on.”

“You did the right thing by freezing on the spot, then moving slowly. When I saw you hadn’t spotted the moose, I had to whistle like a robin and hope you’d realize song birds haven’t yet arrived this far north in Canada.”

“I’m not an expert birder, but I did spend my childhood at my parents’ lodge. The noises and smells of nature must be imprinted somewhere on my brain.”

“You know, I’m really glad you didn’t shoot. There was no need to.”

“I’ve never been in a tight situation like that before.”

“It ended well. That’s the main thing.” Mattie slowly turned to inspect the bush nearby. A deep breath shook her body.

“I can tell you don’t like hunting. How about people who live off the land? They hunt.”

Mattie lapsed into thoughtful silence. After a few moments, she looked up. “I see hunting animals differently to the way you do. Back at the time of settlement, native people and the newcomers didn’t have supermarkets for their food. Yet people have to eat. In the old days, animals were the only food available when snow covered the land half the year or more up in the Arctic. Because animals move in search of their food, native people followed them. Sometimes, they didn’t find them. If that happened, there was starvation. When they did find animals, they were grateful. They respected the animals and practiced sustainable hunting for thousands of years.”

“Unlike the settlers who killed every single bison on the prairies for no other reason than blood lust.”

“Aboriginal people understand nature because for generations they’ve lived by and with it.”

“You mean white people don’t understand nature?”

“Some do. You have to recognize that for the majority, their only thought is to dominate it.”

Glenn shrugged. “One has to in order to develop agriculture.”

“We think we can manage nature. On the plains, we prevented the grass fires that renew the plant cover. We fight to stop forest fires that rejuvenate the forests.”

“We have to protect homes.”

“Should we build homes right in the forest? We clear the land of trees, plants and animals to build houses. The marshes are drained for cultivation. Nothing is left to hold back the water and release it slowly. That’s why there are severe floods and erosion which in mountainous parts cause landslides and avalanches.”

“There are more and more people needing food. It’s necessary to sacrifice something.”

A strong breeze lifted Mattie’s hair. “Which people are we talking about? Those who waste more than half the food they buy, whether in a store, a restaurant or at home? What about the starving people in countries where corporations plunder the resources and give little or nothing in return?”

“Surely people in those countries you’re thinking of have to help themselves and grow their own food.”

“How can they when the rain forests are being cleared to grow feed crops for beef production that’ll be exported to the rich countries?” 

Glenn was being backed into a corner. He wished he hadn’t started this line of discussion. Annoyance spread through him. “It’s a commercial proposition. They get money for that.”

“The big companies do. The people, especially the indigenous people, get next to nothing.”

“They’re employed.”

“Then they have to spend that money to buy food which was processed in the rich countries and sent back to them. Whereas they could have provided their own food without destroying the environment.”

Glenn brushed a hand over his forehead. The heat of the discussion was getting to him. “We live in a world of globalization. That’s the way the economy works now.”

“Maybe the world should take heed of the garbage heaps.”

They lapsed into silence. Glenn scratched his head. 

“You make a good argument, Mattie. I no longer know what’s right.”

A long breath escaped her. “I don’t either. My great-great-grandfather came to this country to help sick people get better. A doctor was rare, yet much needed. He married and his wife learned to be his nurse. They traveled to help the sick before coming back to the city in old age. So did my great-grandfather, but he didn’t care for the city. He moved to the settlement of Otter Lake and traveled the countryside, like his father before him. He also learned from the native people, a culture that’s been eroded and damaged as much as the land has. My father followed in their footsteps.”

“You’re raising questions I’ve not thought much about before.” He heaved a deep sigh and looked out over the endless landscape, the sparse spruce trees and areas of muskeg, typical of the northern edge of the boreal forest. A brooding silence threatened to envelop them in gloom. “I don’t know whether to say this was a good start to your project or not, but it’s been quite an afternoon.”

“It has. How about I cook us something?”

“Okay. I’ll collect wood for a fire. You’ll find eggs, tomatoes and canned stuff in the box marked food in the back of the chopper.”

“Fresh food out here? What a luxury!”

“Ken Brenzi, my trusted manager, threw in a two-man, I mean a two-person, tent and enough food for two to last at least seven days, just to be on the safe side. He always plans for the worst possible scenario.”

“Good man. I’m more used to dehydrated meals in packages.”

“We’ve got those too. It’s amazing how, with imagination, they can be turned into gourmet dishes.”

Mattie smiled. “Tell me about it! On one field trip, we were preparing supper in the dark because our flashlight batteries had frozen. We just threw the contents of a bunch of random dehydrated packages in a pot and heated it up. I highly recommend the lamb curry-caramel pudding mixture. It makes for an interesting taste experience.”

“I’ll do my best not to repeat that.” Glenn chuckled and went off in search of sticks.
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Mattie watched him go. The man was a puzzle. He didn’t know it, but she had overheard his conversation that morning with his manager, Ken. “Boss, I advise you to watch your p’s and q’s with that lady. I’ve dealt with her before. She eats men for breakfast.”

“Thanks, pal. She’s a firebrand, then?”

“She’s flown out of here a few times. You should see the way she gets her minions jumping. Always a smile on her cute lips, but, boy oh boy, she’s as tough as steel!”

“I’ll try to take care of myself.”

So, that was her reputation, “tough as steel”? She didn’t know whether to be flattered or angry. She shrugged it off. What did it matter, anyway? She rummaged in the cooler and found a block of tofu. Had Ken also remembered she didn’t eat meat? He did mention she had flown with Weaver Flight Services before. A good manager remembers important details about regular clients. Somewhat perplexed, she was standing with the food in her hands when Glenn returned with a load of dead branches.

“Something wrong?”

“Huh...no.”

He grinned. “Would you prefer I cook? I’m quite the backwoods chef.”

“Okay. I’ll deal with the fire.”

The speed with which she spoke and dumped the food on the rock drew a hearty laugh from him. In no time, she had dry moss and twigs in a peak between two flat-topped stones. The strike of a single match ignited the moss. Flames danced up, fanned by the light breeze. Her mind kept whirling three words around, tough as steel. She fed the fire with small sticks until it was burning well. 

Glenn set the skillet on the stones. He added ingredients to the pan. Mattie broke pieces of dead wood and slid them under the pan to keep the fire at an even heat. True to his word, Glenn produced a simple meal worthy of a gourmet cook. That was a lot more than she might have done. 

“Hey, just a minute. That smells like bacon.”

“It may smell like bacon, but what we have here is tofu steeped in soy sauce and liquid smoke. You’ll love it. The dish comes with tomatoes and baked beans. Does that meet your approval?”

Mattie broke out laughing. “You really know how to cater to a client, don’t you? No wonder your lodge business is a success.”

He served up the sizzling food on enamel plates. “There’s coffee left in the thermos. Not very warm, I’m afraid.”

“Still, it’s most welcome.”

“I’ll wash the dishes if you want to go over your notes.”

With the onset of darkness, a chill wind picked up. Glenn lit the lantern. They threw the last of the wood on the campfire and sat by it for a while in companionable silence.

“You know, Glenn, you don’t have to stay with me. I’m used to be dropped into a survey site and picked up several days later. You must be neglecting your business.”

“That’s my privilege. I’m the boss.”

A wave of anxiety settled over her. Being out in the wilds with a stranger was not part of her plan. In fact, she no longer had a plan.

“But—”

“I know, if your assistant, what’s his name, Kyle something, and Conservation officer Carlson hadn’t been in that car crash, they’d be with you right now. But they’re not, so I’m staying.”

“Bruce Carlson was going to fly the Natural Resources helicopter.”

“He intended to borrow one of ours. His doesn’t have the range.”

“If there had been one of your pilots available, he’d have gone straight back.”

He shook his head. “Don’t think so. We do not,” he emphasized the not, “leave our clients in a perilous position in the bush.”

“I didn’t think the boss would fly himself.”

He chuckled. “I’m not a sit-behind-the-desk type of owner. That’s why I employ Ken to manage things and staff, plus an accountant and a marketing man. They do their jobs better than I could.”

A nod was her only reply. Because of unforeseen events, she was alone in the wilderness with him. She tried to convince herself that he had every appearance of an honorable man, but how could she tell? He was a man. From a woman’s viewpoint, guys often spelled trouble. She may hold advanced college degrees and be the head of her university scientific project, but how could she know if in his eyes she wasn’t just a woman ready to pluck? How genuine was this determination of his to help her? When he looked at her, was it friendly concern or lust?

“I really can manage without any help, you know. I have done this job countless times before.”

“Mattie, I have the impression you’re scared, not scared of the wilds, but of me. How can I reassure you that things are going to be okay? I’m not going to jump your bones, if that’s what you think. You’ve got to realize how remote this is. Take a look east. Nothing between here and Hudson Bay but forest and muskeg. If you were to walk in the other direction, the first thing you’d come to would be the Rockies. And they’re a long way off. All there is due north are the Barren lands, and after that, you splash into the Arctic Ocean. That’s an awful lot of empty nothing. If you think I can just chopper back home and leave you here on your own, you’ve sadly underestimated Glenn Weaver.”

She shot back with a fiery look. “I have—”

“Done this many times before. Yeah, yeah, don’t tell me. I know. I recognize you were brought up by enlightened parents, camping in all seasons, driving dog teams in the Arctic and more, but you would always have been with someone. In your professional life, you work with assistants. On your own in the wilderness, a twisted ankle can spell disaster, especially in winter, though, officially it’s spring now.”

The last part of the comment drew a smile from her. “I’ve got a satellite phone.”

“And you should know sometimes sat phones can work brilliantly. The next minute they don’t and become just an expensive piece of junk.”

Mattie lowered her eyes. Her rational brain told her he made a lot of sense. When, back in the airport, she learned of her colleagues’ accident, she’d followed her impulse. Stubbornness had beaten out her better judgement. 

Glenn cleared his throat and, in a calm voice, said, “For one thing, your supplies don’t include enough food and essentials to last five days. Whereas my chopper is fully equipped.”

Her head jerked up. “You’re right. Kyle and Bruce were bringing the bigger tents, the stove, the bulk of the food and the bivy bags. At least I had my tube tent in my pack. I’m sorry I acted impulsively. It’s not something I normally do.”

After a long pause, Glenn said, “A tube tent is only an emergency shelter. Not much you can do with it except sleep. If you have no objection to me staying, in any case, I wouldn’t fly at night. I’ll take over responsibility for the camp. You’ve tasted only a sampling of my haute cuisine.”

Mattie looked at the earnest expression on his tanned face and burst out laughing. “Humility isn’t your strong suit, is it? I admit that in my haste, I did overlook a few essentials.”

“Was there no one else from your project team to fill in for the guys in the hospital?”

She shrugged. “There’s Robert Schinke, my deputy. The rat didn’t even bother to answer his phone.”

“Sounds a real nice guy. Tell me what this caribou project is all about. Pretty important, I guess, to make you head off into the bush alone.”

“I’m the lead scientist for the Recovery Project of the Boreal Woodland Caribou. My partners and I were planning to count the pregnant cows in one representative herd and make an estimate of the total population. This particular species is on the endangered list. We have only a narrow window to complete the work. In a short while, the females will leave the herd and scatter to find isolated places to calve.”

“Couldn’t you have flown out to the herd at some other time?”

She smiled across at him. “Caribou cows carry their young high under the rib cage until shortly before birth. That makes it difficult to be certain that a female is pregnant until just a short while before they’re due to calve in April.”

“How big is the herd?”

“That’s what I was hoping to determine. The herd we’ve selected for study is perhaps the largest, though a lot smaller than it was even ten years ago. We’ve done a fixed-wing reconnaissance, though you can’t really do an accurate count that way.”

“That’s why you need a ’copter. We can hover in the sky for as long as it takes for you to finish your arithmetic.”

“You think highly of yourself, don’t you?”

He grinned again. “Nobody’s going to dispute that. Roughly, how many do you think there are in that herd?”

“About five hundred or so. That’s only an estimate. I reckon there can be no more than three thousand animals in total in the boreal forest north of the central plains.”

Glenn’s face registered incomprehension. “Isn’t that enough?”

“No. Unlike white-tail deer, they don’t reproduce very fast.”

“Do they range far? I ought to know about caribou. I fly hunters to their destination, but I know little about what they’re up to so long as they respect the law.”

“From the Rockies to northern Quebec, it’s the same story everywhere. Loss and encroachment of habitat.”

The last embers of the fire had long gone out. Mattie got to her feet. “It’s getting chilly. I think I’ll turn in.” She stopped in her tracks. “Won’t your manager expect you back at base?”

“Nope. It’s standard procedure never to leave a client on his or her own in the bush. No matter what.”

“Isn’t that going beyond the call of duty?”

“We abide by stringent safety rules. At least in my company.”

“Amazing.”

The air temperature had dropped below freezing. Mattie shouldered the pack she had been sitting on. Flashlight in hand, she bade Glenn goodnight and went to her tube tent. Her down-filled sleeping bag was a luxury waiting for her, but it was not as warm as her arctic bedroll, which had been in the wrecked car. She shrugged. Too late now to regret the lapse of organization. She dived fully clothed into the bag. With one hand, she dragged her parka over her. She kept thinking about Glenn. 

Had things been different, she would have been out here with Kyle and Bruce. Sometimes it would be Robert. They had worked together before. She thought of them as colleagues, that was all. Funny, she was unable to do that with Glenn. Was it just the novelty? Or was there something more? He wasn’t just a colleague. He was gentle and respectful. When she had said no, he hadn’t shot the moose as she had no doubt her colleagues would have done. On his own admittance, he had never hunted big game, yet she knew with certainty that had the moose charged, he’d have fired. She liked his sense of humor. She liked him, too. A deep sigh lifted her chest. After her former fiancé’s sudden departure for warmer climes to escape justice, she had pledged never to look at another man. But she did like this one. Trust began to appease her turbulent emotions. With that on her mind, she drifted off to sleep.
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Crouched over the now cold fire, Glenn lifted his eyes and contemplated the immense heavens studded with millions of stars. An eerie band of aurora borealis pierced the darkness, a moving curtain of green light that played hide and seek, folding, unfolding, swelling, disappearing, reappearing, taunting. The dark emptiness stretched in front of him to merge with the sky into infinity. Faced with such natural splendor, it dawned on him he was but an insignificant speck of life in the grand scheme of things. Awed by nature’s mysteries and numb with cold, he retired to his tent.

Moments later, he re-emerged and scurried over to the chopper. From a tote bag, he pulled out a catalytic heater, aptly named Little Buddy. He pressed the on switch. When he was satisfied it was working properly, he crossed to Mattie’s tent.

“Mattie, are you asleep?”

She answered with a dry laugh and a dash of anxiety. “If I was, I’m not now.”

“I brought you a tent heater. I noticed you just had a sleeping bag.”

“My bedroll didn’t quite make it to the airport.” She opened the door zipper and took the heater. “You’re very thoughtful.”

“It’s safe to use. My advice is to use it to warm up the tent, then switch it off. Especially in such a small space.”

“Okay, thanks. I’ll put it on again when I wake up frozen.”

He laughed. “It’s safe enough for all night, but the butane would only last for a couple of nights. You might need it again.”

“I’ve used one before. Thanks again, Glenn.”

“Really, I could give you my bedroll. I’ve got a spare sleeping bag.”

“I’m just fine. Goodnight.”

He returned to his tent, asking himself just why he should be so concerned. Of course, he was always concerned about the welfare of his clients. Mattie was different. Beautiful with eyes of pure green, a color only found in glacial lakes, lithe and fit, she had strength, yet he detected a vulnerability that made him want to protect her.
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After not the most comfortable night spent on the rocky ground, Mattie crawled out of her tent. Pre-dawn bands of pink and turquoise-green, as if brushed on the gray canvas of sky by an invisible hand, stretched across the horizon. Glenn was already at the edge of the ridge watching the dawn awaken the earth. The ruddy disk of sun crept above the tips of scrawny pines before changing to pure gold and replacing the early colors with an intense blue that almost hurt the eyes. 

They ate a simple breakfast in silence. Mattie gathered up her equipment.

Glenn held out his hand. “How about I help with the counting? I figured out how it works. I watched you yesterday.”

She thought over his offer for a few seconds. “It’d help for sure.” From her pack, she pulled a notepad and pencil as well as a camera wrapped in a bulky, padded casing. 

“Why the fancy camera jacket?”

“It keeps the battery alive longer in the cold and muffles any whirring noise.” She looked up in dismay. “Uh-oh, no good. I only have one GPS.”

“No problem. I have a couple in the chopper.”

She let out a long breath. “That’s a lifesaver.” For the next few minutes, she went over the observation procedure with him.

The orientation session over, they set out toward the herd. As they got closer, they took care to minimize the noise. They stopped when they were close enough to get a good view of the caribou.

In a whisper Glenn said, “Look, this is your show and I sure don’t want to tell you how to do it.”

“But what?”

“We’re counting the pregnant females, right?”

“Right.”

“The animals are always on the move. How do we know we’re not counting the same animal more than once? You counted yesterday afternoon. What makes you sure you won’t be adding those same animals to today’s tally?”

“Counting wild animals in a herd this size is by no means an exact science. It gets worse when we try to make a tally of the combined herds.”

“Is that it? We just accept a huge margin of error?”

“We are taking photos. They’ll be pored over back in the lab to try to refine the numbers. Originally, there were going to be three of us on the ground, all trained in this work. That meant we could have counted the females quickly before they mingled. Your point is well taken, though. That’s why I accepted your offer of help. I didn’t have enough time yesterday to count properly, so I’ll cancel that data. Since now it’s the two of us, it’d be more efficient if you would swing around to the west side while I’ll do the same from the east. If we agree to stay with it until we’re confident we’ve recorded every female, it should increase the accuracy of the count. Photograph them and make notes about any distinguishing features, like different shaped antlers, markings, that sort of thing. At first glance, the herd looks like a bunch of clones, but the longer you’re with them, the more you realize each one is a unique individual, just like humans.”

“Maybe we ought to give them names. What a pity I didn’t bring my baby naming book with me.”

A grin animated her face. “Try not to be too dopey, Mr. Weaver.” 

By approaching in a wide arc, they were able to get to within thirty feet of the outlying animals. Glenn was amazed they did so without as much as stepping on a dry twig. He was fast developing a new appreciation for this kind of work.

Mattie crouched to lower her profile. Glenn did likewise.

She pointed to a small group of caribou. “I love to see that red velvet on the male antlers when they are growing back.”

Glenn frowned and squinted at the animals. “The females' antlers don’t have velvet.”

“They haven’t shed yet. They will after calving.” She began to take notes on her tablet until, reacting to the slight pinging noise the device made, several caribou broke away and ran off. In a fit of exasperation, she tossed the offending item aside.

Glenn watched her. “Something’s up?”

In the same hushed tone as his, she replied, “The tablet doesn’t run fast enough and it makes a pinging noise. Also, I can’t balance it to type.” She rummaged in her pack and pulled out another notepad and a pencil. “Sometimes, the very basic tools work better than the fancy gadgetry.”

She and Glenn remained watching the caribou, which had settled down again. Twenty minutes later, gray clouds obscured the sun.

Mattie nudged his elbow. “Okay, time for you to scoot round to the far side. Let’s GPS our position. We’ll stop at the half mark and reconnect.”

“Aye, aye, cap’n.” Glenn tapped his pockets to make sure he had everything he needed. Before setting off, he handed her the Marlin carbine. “Here, take this. It’s loaded. Safety catch is on.”

“I don’t need it.”

A pained look crossed his face. “Mattie. I thought we had agreed on being prepared.”

“If I meet trouble, I’ll give you a holler.”

“Now, who’s being dopey? A fat lot of good it’ll do with me on the other side of this herd of caribou if you come face to face with a sourpuss bear that’s just woken up hungry.”

“I have a survival knife in my backpack.”

“How nice! A folding knife stashed in your pack. What are you going to do, say hang on, Mr. Bear, I’m not quite ready for you yet? Don’t tell me you work in the bush without some form of protection?”

“I guess Bruce Carlson, being a conservation officer, would have been armed. Somehow, I never paid much attention to things other than the work.”

“Take the rifle. I have a pistol.”

For a long moment she looked straight into his brown, almost amber, eyes fringed with thick lashes. He didn’t flinch. 

“It’s just that firearms make me nervous.” Mattie took the Marlin from him. “Ugh, it’s heavy!”

“You’re a strong lady.”

“Just asking, you do have the proper permits for all this firepower, don’t you?”

“I’m a professional bush pilot. All my papers are in order. Count on that.”

“This is Canada. People aren’t allowed to carry guns.”

“This isn’t downtown Toronto, Mattie. We’re a long way from anything and there are lots of mean critters all around. Like it or not, we’re in survival mode.”

“Okay. I hadn’t seen it that way.”

Glenn chuckled. “That’s because you’re a hundred percent focused on your work.”

Without another word, Mattie shouldered the rifle and marked her GPS location. Glenn walked a short distance and turned to watch her blend into her surroundings. A few feet away, a black-backed woodpecker stopped drilling a hole in a slender pine to throw her an inquisitive look. Unconcerned, the bird resumed his hammering. Glenn guessed she, too, was aware of the woodpecker and was sure she’d have had a smile on her lips.

On the west side of the herd, he stopped close to a group of about a dozen caribou. He was amazed, watching the big animals graze. He loved the land, even though he mainly saw it from above. One of his great pleasures in life was being at Apiganaw Lodge and watching nature. He was curious to learn more about how Mattie’s connection to nature differed from his.

Concentrate! You have a job to do. The herd was feeding, undisturbed, and he settled down to counting, note-taking and photographing. From time to time, he caught himself, pen poised, thinking of Mattie. Back home in the city, among his wide circle of friends, were many attractive young women. For reasons he couldn’t fathom, none of them troubled his peace of mind the way Mattie did.

His pride ensured he applied himself to the task at hand. He lost all track of time. Before he knew it, he was taking what he figured had to be his last photo and recording the last of the required data. With a new respect for the work of wildlife biologists, he looked up. His eyes widened in disbelief. Walking toward him, so gracefully that the caribou simply raised their heads and stared as though witnessing a phantom in their midst, was Mattie. Minutes later, she stood in front of him, a radiant smile on her lips.

“Coming to check on how your volunteer helper is doing?”

“No, I finished on my side and I thought we could walk back to the camp from here.”

Glenn grinned. “You’ve made my day. It was fascinating. Here, I’ll take the rifle. I didn’t hear any shots so I guess nothing scary happened.”

“You guessed right.”

Glenn glanced at the sky. “It seems to be graying over again.”

“Maybe we’re heading for a change in the weather. Let’s go.”

Mattie led the way. She had not gone more than ten paces when Glenn tapped her on the shoulder.

“You’re heading the wrong way. Camp is north of here.”

“I’m heading toward the camp.”

“No, you’re not. We’re on the other side of the herd. You’re going south.”

“Of course I’m not. You think you know better?”

The strength of her denial made Glenn blink. “I’ve got a good head for direction.”

“You think I haven’t? I’ve spent my whole life in the outdoors!”

Glenn placed an arm around her shoulder and physically turned her in the opposite direction. She flinched. He dropped his hands.

“I hate to hurt your feelings, but you see that extra clear patch through the trees? That’s where the lake is.” He pulled out the GPS and tapped the keys. He then showed it to Mattie. “A good sense of orientation is essential when you fly.”

Mattie heaved a sigh. “I guess one can’t argue with technology.”

With the tact of a born diplomat, Glenn said, “Okay, now that we’re of one mind on the matter, we should hike directly toward camp.”

She took two steps backward. “Right, smarty pants, you lead.”

A while later, they reached the rocky outcrop. Despite the diminished daylight, they were able to spot the dark silhouette of the chopper a short distance away. 

“Glenn.”

He stopped and waited.

“I apologize for losing my cool back there.”

“It was nothing.”

“I was being pig-headed.”

“I must say, I’ve never seen a pig with such a lovely head.” He grinned and resumed walking.

“Turn it into a joke if you like. You have no idea how hard it is for me to apologize.”

He stopped in his tracks and turned. “Let me guess. Being a strong-willed, independent woman, you have an understandable need to be right. I imagine in your profession you’re constantly fighting off idiots vying for your job.”

“I wouldn’t put it exactly in those terms, but you pretty much hit the nail on the head.” She gave a laugh. “What does that say about me?”

“It says you’re an incredibly smart and good-looking woman navigating a tank full of sharks.”

She gestured to her mud-splattered parka and the grass clinging to her jeans. “Any self-respecting shark would have to be blind to think good looking.”

“Real beauty is inside a person.”

“Flatterer!”

He shrugged and pursed his lips in a half grin. “I tell the truth as I see it.”

She sank down on a flat boulder. With her head in her hands, she said, “Yes, I’ve spent my life outdoors. That’s only partly true. My job takes me to places like this, but I live in the city. The urban surroundings have robbed me of my wilderness skills, my sense of the wild. I rely too much on instruments to get around. What a loser!”

Glenn crouched beside her, close but not touching, although he wanted to put his arm around her shoulders to comfort her. “Don’t be hard on yourself. You must have sacrificed lots to get where you are, holding down an important position. Those early skills, your sixth sense, you never lose that. Stay a while in the wilderness and everything will come flooding back.” He held out his hand. “There’s only a short distance left. Let’s make it to camp before we do get lost and end up looking like a real pair of chumps.”

Her hand fitted neatly into his gloved hand. When she was upright, he kept her hand a moment longer. Their eyes held. A current of awareness passed between them.

“Thanks for the pep talk, Glenn. You’re good for the soul.”

Again, she noticed a brief trace of sadness in his smile. It was quickly erased.

After eating, they didn’t linger long around the campfire. Fatigue took its toll.
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Next morning, they headed down to finish the tally of the caribou by counting the males. The herd had bunched closer together. 

Glenn motioned to the animals. “Why are they so close now when yesterday they were spread out over such a large area?”

Mattie looked through her high-powered binoculars. “I don’t see anything unusual, only the wind, which has picked up a lot.”

“They don’t like the wind?”

“Not if it signals a storm.”

“The sky is overcast, but I see nothing special.”

Mattie sighed. “Me, neither. Yesterday, with all that cloud moving in, I was sure a change was coming. But today there is a cloud cover but calm. My father could tell when bad weather was coming just by turning his face to the wind. I should have learned from him, but before I had time to learn enough, he insisted on my getting an education. I graduated from our little town’s high school and left to study in the city.”

“Standing here won’t advance the job. Am I right in thinking that since we’re counting the males separately, we’ll be able to compare numbers with your earlier data to check if our female count is correct?”

“Absolutely. You’re a fast learner. We’ll go around in opposite directions again until we meet up.”

Mattie took the rifle, this time without protest. When they joined up again and returned to camp, the light was fading to dusk. Glenn looked after the dinner preparations.

Mattie looked over his shoulder. “Whatever you have in that pan smells delicious.”

“Nothing like fresh tomatoes and eggs with a few spices to make cans or dehydrated food taste like home cooking.”

“Maybe I could hire you as camp cook on our next survey trip.”

“That would be okay by me.”

In the gathering gloom, Mattie laughed and went back to collating the data with the aid of a flashlight. Glenn threw covert glances in her direction. It never occurred to him before that he’d spend time with a woman scientist and enjoy it. A female academic leading a major project was something he had difficulty getting his head around. There had to be plenty of men with doctorates who could do the job. She said so herself, since she had assistants, every one of them with an eye on her position.

He speculated on why she had been chosen. Perhaps through affirmative action, quotas or labels that sometimes resulted in lackluster performance, which was tolerated because the candidate’s tag needed to be represented. But seeing how she went about her fieldwork deepened his respect for her. No one would question that she had been promoted on merit, not because she was a woman. He doubted that any of her assistants could have moved so silently and efficiently over this unforgiving terrain without scaring off the animals, or noticed a bull moose lurking in the bushes. She admitted being afraid, but that didn’t prevent her from taking the appropriate action.  

What did his buddy Ken say about her? Made of steel or something like that. Yes, as tough as steel. Yet he’d seen her vulnerable side. The need to protect her surged again through his veins. 

He forced his attention back to the pan in which his tomatoes were merrily sizzling. He recalled the feel of her touch on his arm. It had been a gesture of friendship, not a come on, like it might have been with some other women he knew. The hug he gave her was just the sort two friends might share after surviving some dramatic escapade. 

He made a mental note to ask about her decision to stop eating meat. Was it out of respect for the animal world she obviously loved? He, too, loved the natural world but liked nothing better than a juicy steak. No steak tonight, though. Just fried eggs, hothouse tomatoes and whatever vegetables were in that dehydrated food package.

“Dinner’s ready.”

The fire crackled and took the chill off the surrounding air. But only just. Glenn and Mattie had to sit close together to benefit from the meager heat. And to escape the smoke. No one spoke for a long while until Glenn broke the silence.

“I quite enjoyed the work today. How did I do? Do I get a rating?”

“Your data looks correct, similar to mine. I’d say you did well.” She gave him a nod of approval.

“Thank you, boss.” Without thinking, he pulled her into a happy hug. She stiffened slightly but made no protest. They laughed and retired to their respective tents.

***
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A strong wind buffeted the tent. For a while, Mattie remained cocooned in her sleeping bag. The catalytic heater had taken the edge off the cold, but the warmth was rapidly deserting the small space. Already fully dressed, she added a sweater and extra wool socks. She stuck her head outside the tent. The morning wind carried the scent of damp vegetation and the promise of snow.

“Hello, sleepyhead!”

Mattie pulled herself out of the tent and zipped it shut behind her. “I don’t like the look of the weather.”

“Me neither. A storm’s brewing. Would you agree?”

“I reckon so. But I need to get back down to the herd.”

“Why? We’ve counted males and females. You’ve already added them up. We need to take off before the storm blows.”

“Yesterday, I noticed some of the animals appear to have a neurological disorder. I suspected it earlier, but couldn’t be sure while they were grazing peacefully. As you saw yesterday, they were restless and kept turning around. That’s when I spotted the problem.”

“Aren’t animals always restless before a storm?”

“True, but I saw a couple of them were not moving quite like the others.”

“So, what’s wrong?”

“What comes to my mind is the meningeal worm parasite called Paralaphostrong tenuis, commonly called the brain worm. It’s a nematode worm which affects the nervous system.”

“Don’t most wildlife carry parasites but survive okay?”

“They do until they are infected by a parasite they are not used to, like one from a different species. If it’s the meningeal worm, they likely contracted it from white-tail deer.”

“There’s no deer around here.”

“Not right here. Farther south, the woodland caribou range overlaps that of the white-tail deer. To put it another way, the white-tail has been encroaching northward into the boreal forest.”

His eyebrows shot up. “Why should they do that?”

“Logging. Whenever loggers push a road through the muskeg, they cut up the forest. Deer move north to find new habitat.”

“Then habitat destruction doesn’t just happen in the rain forests.”

“That’s correct. That was a good breakfast, by the way. Thank you. Shall we head out?”

“Let me grab some supplies. I still don’t like the look of that sky. I’d prefer if we’d stayed put or leave, even, but we’re probably okay for a few hours.”

“If we get a storm, the herd will move off.”

“Good enough. Put on all your sweaters, hoodies, whatever, and throw a flashlight in your pack.”

“Okay, boss.”

They exchanged a quick laugh before concentrating on the task at hand.

Sheltered from the worst of the wind by scattered spruce, Glenn relaxed. “We should be all right, but it would be best if we stayed together, just in case. I’ve seen snow squalls blow up real fast.”

“Agreed. You take the pictures and video when I tell you, so we have a record of the extent of the disability.”

Less than three hours later, a fierce wind shrieked across the land. The caribou bunched together. As if out of nowhere, both caribou and humans became enveloped in a swirling white cloud. Glenn took Mattie by the hand and led her to the lee of a stand of trees. Amid howling wind and snow, they stowed their equipment in their backpacks. Very soon, the weather approached whiteout conditions.

“We’ll have to make a camp here,” Glenn said.

“I’m sorry I dragged you into this.”

“It’s fun! I always love getting half-frozen to death in the wilds. In late April, yet!” 

“Let’s put up a shelter.”

“Yes, why not? I’ve got a ton of survival gear and never had an occasion to use it.” 

Her laugh was a tiny bit nervous. “You’re going to now. Got a rope?”

“Right here.” He pulled a hank of light rope and a folding saw from his pack. 

“Tie the rope end into your belt. I’ll pay it out while you go to cut some saplings. Like that, there’s no danger you’ll wander off and get lost.”

“We can’t make a fire in this weather.”

“We’ll make a shelter.”

“Brilliant idea.” He staggered off, bent almost double against the wind, toward some stunted spruce trees. Mattie watched the cord slide through her fingers until she was left with just the last couple of feet. The line reached its limit. All she could see was the rope leading into a swirl of blowing snow. 

Minutes ticked by. Worry began to gnaw at her mind. There was a jerk on the slack rope. Relief brought a smile to her lips. He was coming back. Like a white specter, he loomed into view. Under his arm, he dragged a bundle of spindly jack pines and bared aspen.

Mattie had to yell to make herself heard. “Welcome back. When I was a kid and we stayed at Lone Eagle reservation for the medical clinic, my brother and I played with our friends there and we  built forts from small trees. Too bad there’s not enough snow for a quinze. They’re the best.”

Glenn repeated the operation until Mattie said they had enough. She had already erected half a circle with them, interlacing the tops. She instructed Glenn how to weave small branches from the aspen and spruce to form a moderately tight shelter. 

“It looks like a tipi,” Glenn said.

“Not as high or as fancy, but resistant to strong winds.”

To save their energy, they worked in silence. They laid spruce boughs on the floor space. When the makeshift shelter was finished, they crawled inside. By breaking off the inward-pointing twigs, they made enough sitting room. Glenn piled up the twigs near
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