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      Chapter One

      
      
      
      He’d won.
      

      
      She’d lost.

      
      She really, really hated losing. Losing pissed her off more than just about anything else.

      
      The very idea made her grind her teeth, made her think twice about what she was about to do, which essentially was to throw
         in the towel. Okay, not exactly throw in the towel, but she was definitely retrenching, and she needed to act now. Stubbornness
         was one of her main faults, something she was well aware of, so before it could trip her up and make her change her mind,
         Angie Powell quickly scrawled her name on the contract with the only Realtor in the area, Harlan Forbes, then leaned back
         in her chair and tried to control her breathing.
      

      
      There, it was done. Her place was officially up for sale. Her stomach was so knotted she felt as if she’d stepped off a cliff
         and was cartwheeling toward the ground, but there was no going back. Well, there probably was; Harlan had known her most of
         her life, and would probably tear up the contract right now if she asked him to. Not only that, the contract wasn’t open-ended. If her home didn’t sell in the allotted time, she’d either extend the
         contract or … what? What other option did she have? None, that’s what. This was do or die, sink or swim, and any number of
         other back-against-the-wall clichés. She was damned if she’d just give up, though. Moving operations wasn’t the same as giving
         up.
      

      
      “I’ll get this posted online right away,” Harlan said, swiveling around to lay the contract beside his sleek, all-in-one computer
         and monitor combined, a surprisingly up-to-date piece of electronics in a shabby, crowded two-room office on the second floor
         above the hardware store. “That’s how most of my contacts are being made these days.” He gave her a quick glance, concern
         written large on his florid face. “Don’t get your hopes up on having a firm offer right away, though. The listings around
         here are on the market for six months, average, which isn’t bad in this economy.”
      

      
      “Thanks,” she said to Harlan, who’d been one of her father’s best friends. She supposed he needed to make the sale as much
         as she needed to sell. The downturn in the economy had hit everyone. Six months. God, could she hold on for six more months?
         The answer was: If she had to. She could do anything if she had to.
      

      
      She got to her feet. “Believe me, I’m not hoping for anything right away.”

      
      But she was; she couldn’t help it. She wished the place would sell this very minute, before she could think about it too much.
         At the same time, she dreaded the thought of leaving, and the two emotions pulled and fought inside her until she wanted to
         scream, for all the good that would do, which was none.
      

      
      She shrugged into her coat and picked up her big tote bag, settled her hat on her head. She needed both the coat and the hat.
         November had come in cold and brisk, already dusting the valleys with a few light snows. The mountain peaks surrounding the
         valley were white, the wind blowing off them carrying the scent of winter, evergreen mixed with fresh snow. A warm front was
         coming in that should melt the snow back some, but everyone, human and animal, knew the warmth would be temporary; soon the cold would settle in for months.
      

      
      She had to plan on being here through another winter. It would be nice if her place sold immediately, but if she was anything,
         Angie was realistic. Pie in the sky had never appealed to her, not when there was a plain old apple on the ground. Right now,
         however, she couldn’t see either apple or pie. All she could do was try to eke out a living and stay on top of her bills enough
         to hold off foreclosure, until her place sold and she could relocate.
      

      
      If. Now there was a word. If her dad hadn’t borrowed a bunch of money five years ago to expand the business, buying more horses, four-wheelers, building
         three small guest houses, the place wouldn’t even have a mortgage, and she’d be okay even with the downturn in her income.
         But he had, and she wasn’t. Yes, she’d sold the four-wheelers and most of the horses, and used the money to pay down the principal
         on the loan, but even if she refinanced, the payment would be more than she could handle, and that was assuming the bank would
         let her refinance, as tight as credit was right now.
      

      
      At least she hadn’t waited until she was in real trouble. No, that big, wide streak of realism had read the writing on the
         wall and recognized that, within a year at the absolute most, she was going to be out of money and out of business, unless
         she took action. But a year was optimistic; the six months Harlan had mentioned for selling her house and property was far
         more like it. By then, she might not even be breaking even, and one thing she didn’t want to do was dip into her savings.
         For one thing, she didn’t have that much; for another, throwing good money after bad was a good way to lose everything.
      

      
      Harlan heaved his bulk out of his squeaky office chair and walked with her to the door. “I’ll be out tomorrow to take some
         pictures,” he said.
      

      
      “I’ll be there. I have a guide trip day after tomorrow, so I’ll be getting everything ready.” Right now, that one guide trip,
         with a repeat client, was the only thing on her books. Three years ago, before Dare Callahan had returned home and begun carving
         huge holes in her business, she had gone weeks with just enough time between guide trips to replenish supplies. Even two years
         ago, with him set up in competition, she’d done okay, and had actually been glad to have a little time to rest between trips.
         Last year had been slow. This year had been disastrous.
      

      
      Harlan patted her arm as he opened the door for her. “I hate to see you leave, but you know best.”

      
      “I hope so. I’ve done some research, and I think I’ve found a good location, up past Missoula.” She wasn’t getting her heart
         set on any particular place, though; she’d isolate sections where hunting guides were thin on the ground, and work from there.
         Moving wouldn’t accomplish much if she put herself back into a situation with steep competition.
      

      
      He glanced out the door, at the mountainous scenery he’d seen thousands of times, and a faintly sad expression crept over
         his face. “I’m thinking about leaving, too.”
      

      
      “What?” The unexpected confession jerked Angie out of herself and her own problems; she stared at him in shock. He’d always
         been here, been in these parts, and a fixture in her life from the time she and her dad had moved to the area. She had moved away a couple of times, once to college and then afterward to Billings, but Harlan had always been here, as reliable
         as the sun rising in the east. She couldn’t imagine this place without him. “Why?”
      

      
      There was a faraway look in his eyes, as if he’d turned inward. “Because the older I get, the closer I am to the people who’ve
         already gone on, and the harder it is to relate to the ones still here,” he said softly. “Some days all I can think about
         are the dead ones. I catch myself talking to Glory all the time.” Gloria was his dead wife; Angie had never heard him call
         her anything other than Glory. “And your dad … I still talk to him as if he were standing right here. And there are more,
         too many more.”
      

      
      He sighed. “I don’t have an unlimited number of years left, you know, and I’m spending too much of my time alone. I need to
         move closer to Noah and the grandkids, connect more with them while I still can.”
      

      
      “You’re talking as if you have one foot in the grave. You aren’t old!” She was still too shocked to be diplomatic, but then
         diplomacy had never been her strong point. Afterward she could always think of what she should have said, but in the moment she tended to blurt out whatever she was thinking. Besides, Harlan wasn’t old; he was probably in his mid-sixties, close to her dad in age.
      

      
      But her dad was gone, and suddenly Angie thought she knew what Harlan meant. He was hearing the call of the beyond; sometimes
         she caught the echo of it herself, in the stillness around her that would suddenly be filled with memories. Maybe it was nature’s
         way of transitioning from life to death, or life to another life. He knew he was probably in the last quarter of his life,
         and he wanted to make the most of it with the people who meant the most to him.
      

      
      “Old enough,” he said, and looked again at the looming mountains. “If I don’t make the move now, I might run out of time.”

      
      And that was it in a nutshell. She was doing exactly the same thing, though for a different reason. She was running out of
         time.
      

      
      “Yeah,” she said gently. “I know.”

      
      Abruptly he hugged her, a one-armed, rib-crushing hug that was over before she could do more than gasp. “I’ll miss you, Angie,
         but we won’t lose touch. I promise you that.”
      

      
      “Back at you,” she said awkwardly. The emotion of the moment left her flailing way out of her depth, as usual, but she managed
         a smile for him as she stepped out onto the landing. Some people instinctively knew the right thing to say, the right thing
         to do, but she wasn’t one of them. The best she could do was, well, the best she could do, and hope she didn’t screw up too
         much.
      

      
      As soon as the door closed behind her, though, her smile turned sad. She didn’t want to leave. She’d grown up in her house, she liked the small community here even though God knows
         there was absolutely nothing that would qualify as a nightlife, unless you counted frogs. But so what? She’d enjoyed living
         in Billings, and she enjoyed living here. After a while, wherever she moved to would become home. She was who she was, no
         matter where she lived. Fiercely she shrugged off her sadness. She’d better get over her pity party or risk turning into what
         she disliked most: a whiner.

      
      She took the flight of stairs down the outside of the building at a brisk pace, then strode across the cracked parking lot
         to her seven-year-old dark blue Ford pickup, keeping her head high with an effort. She wasn’t beaten, not yet, but she’d definitely
         lost this battle, and the taste of defeat was bitter as gall in her mouth. The worst thing was, Dare Callahan probably didn’t
         even know—and wouldn’t care if he had known—that she’d been in a fight for her survival, and that as she’d been going under for the third time he had effectively
         put his boot on top of her head and held her underwater.
      

      
      God, she hated him. No, not hate, not exactly, but she sure as hell didn’t like him. To think that when he’d asked her out, two years ago, she’d actually been
         tempted to accept, that she’d even gotten butterflies in her stomach, but that was before she realized what he was doing.
         She knew better now. She didn’t like anything about him, not the way he looked or the truck he drove, or even his damn name.
         Dare. What kind of name was that? Like he thought he was some supercool urban daredevil, able to leap small Yuppies with a single
         bound—except he was too cool to make the effort.
      

      
      If she had to be fair about it—and she didn’t feel like being fair—she supposed she had to blame his parents for his name,
         but that didn’t mean he was completely innocent, because he could have changed his name to Jim or Charlie, something like
         that. But on a website, Dare Callahan, Wilderness Guide, looked a whole lot cooler than, for instance, a plain old Charlie Callahan; people probably subconsciously felt as if they were hiring Indiana
         Jones.
      

      
      And when she compared her own website to his, Powell Guide Trips was so lackluster she had to admit she probably wouldn’t
         hire herself, either. That was a hard thing to face, but there was no getting around it. She didn’t have the extra money to
         hire someone to jazz-up her website, so in her spare time she’d been trying to figure out how to do it herself, though she
         was painfully aware that generally one got what one paid for. Her site had been set up so she could update it, but it was
         inspiration that failed her. She had no idea what to do to make herself sound more capable than Dare Callahan, Wilderness
         Guide. Change her name to Ace, maybe?
      

      
      The idea struck her and she stopped in her tracks, wondering if she might have actually come up with a workable idea, something
         that would buy her a little more time if nothing else. Her income had been falling for the past two years. Part of it was
         the economy, sure, but it didn’t help that she was a woman. Even though some of the big-game hunters who came to Montana every
         year were women, and an even larger percentage of the photographers on photo shoots were women, most people seemed to think
         that a male guide was a safer bet than a female one.
      

      
      If there was trouble, a man was stronger, supposedly tougher, yada yada. She knew the drill. She wanted to fault it, but she
         couldn’t, even though she knew she was good at what she did. She was five-seven, a little above average height for a woman,
         with a lean, rangy build that disguised how strong she was. Even given that, there was no way she came anywhere close to being
         as strong as most of the men around here, especially a muscle-bound jerk like Dare Callahan. But if she changed her website
         and, say, used her initials instead of her name so people didn’t know right away that she was a woman … Yeah, she might lose
         repeat business, but that was practically nil anyway, so any new business could only be a plus.
      

      
      And maybe she should concentrate more on photography trips and wilderness camping, things like that, rather than on hunting
         trips, which naturally leaned more toward men, as if a set of nuts was a requirement for competent guiding. From what she
         could tell, not having testicles was a big check mark on the plus side. Not only did she not have testosterone blinding her with ego and
         competition problems, she didn’t have to worry about whether to put them on the left or right, and she didn’t fall down and
         vomit if anyone punched her in the groin.
      

      
      Talk about selling points: lifelong experience, no testicles. She could see it now, blazing from her website in brilliant
         red letters. She enjoyed the vision for a moment, then jerked her thoughts back to repositioning herself as more of a guide
         for photography trips and family outings.
      

      
      Except this was something she should have done back in the spring, to pull in business during the height of the hunting season.
         Winter was coming fast, and with it came the end of hunting trips until next year. No, she had to face it: She was up against
         the wall. It galled her that she couldn’t turn her situation around—at least not here, not now. Her only chance at turning
         this around was to move somewhere else, where she wouldn’t have to deal with the competition of a jackass superstar. But she
         hated being a failure, at anything, anywhere, and under any circumstances. She hadn’t failed just herself, but her dad and
         his faith in her. Why else would he have left the property and business to her if he hadn’t thought she could make a go of
         it?
      

      
      “Because there wasn’t anyone else,” she muttered, then, despite everything, she had to give a little laugh. Not that her dad
         hadn’t loved her; he had. But whether or not he’d loved her hadn’t factored into the decision to leave everything to her,
         because she was his only child and there literally hadn’t been anyone else. Maybe if he’d had any inkling of having heart
         trouble before literally dropping dead, he’d have put the place up for sale and taken up a line of work that wasn’t so physically
         demanding, but all in all Angie was glad that, if he had to die, at least he’d died doing what he loved. He’d been riding the range, not
         cooped up in a store or an office.
      

      
      She’d been living and working in Billings at the time; her job had been just an ordinary one, in the administrative office
         of a hospital, but it had paid her rent and she’d liked it okay. The thing was, she’d never had a great ambition to do anything
         in particular. All she wanted at the time was to support herself. So when her dad died, the logical thing had been to move
         back home and take over his guide business. After all, she’d often helped him before she moved away, so it wasn’t as if she
         was a novice and didn’t know how to conduct a guide trip. She was a decent tracker, and a decent shot. At the time, she hadn’t
         seen any reason why she couldn’t make a go of it, and she was kind of ready for a change anyway, so why not?
      

      
      And then she’d found something she hadn’t expected to find: She loved it. She loved being out on the mountains, she loved
         being in charge of her own destiny. There was something special about stepping out of a tent into the pristine early morning
         and being overwhelmed by the solitude and beauty around her. How could she have gone so many years without realizing this
         was exactly what she wanted to do? Maybe she’d had to go away for a while in order to see how suited she was for this life. Not that
         she hadn’t enjoyed living in a city; she had. She’d liked the variety, the people, the friends she made; she’d even taken
         some cooking classes and thought about maybe doing some catering on the side. But she loved being a guide, and enjoyed living here way more now than she had when she’d been growing up.
      

      
      She did wish she’d made some different decisions, such as selling the horses and keeping the four-wheelers, instead of doing
         the exact opposite. Hindsight was great, except it was so damn slow in coming. She hadn’t anticipated that the economy would
         bottom out and discretionary spending would almost disappear. She hadn’t known Dare Callahan would move back home and siphon
         away most of her business. Why couldn’t he have stayed in the military where he belonged, safely away from her little patch of
         Montana?
      

      
      If only—

      
      No. No if onlies. Never mind that she was thirty-two and he’d given her butterflies. She didn’t trust butterflies, didn’t let herself get carried
         away by emotions and hormones. Once had been enough. She’d made such a fool of herself that whenever she thought of her abbreviated
         marriage her stomach still curdled from an almost overwhelming sense of embarrassment. A strong desire to leave Billings,
         the scene of the debacle, had made her that much more eager to take over her dad’s guide business when he died.
      

      
      No doubt about it, if she’d been happily married at the time she’d have sold off the business and stayed in Billings, simply
         because she’d built a life there. When her personal life fell apart, though, she’d withdrawn so much that her friends had
         almost given up on her in exasperation. After moving back here and getting her feet under her again she’d mended those relationships—
         a woman always needed other women—but by then she’d fallen so in love with her way of life that dynamite couldn’t have blown
         her back into an office setting.
      

      
      Thinking that she needed to send some e-mails when she got home, just to keep in touch, she opened the truck door and was
         about to climb into the cab when she abruptly remembered that she needed some nails and staples to repair fencing, which she
         might as well get now while she was right here at the hardware store and save herself a trip later. She also wanted to catch
         up on the community gossip, such as it was, with Evelyn French, the chatty half of the husband and wife team who owned the
         hardware store. Their son, Patrick, had been the only other kid her age in their little community, and all during their school
         years the Frenches and her dad had swapped out driving them to school in the nearest real town, forty miles away. Patrick
         was a cop now, in Spokane, married, with two ankle-biters of his own. Evelyn was crazy about her grandchildren, two little boys ages four and two, and always had time to relate the latest tales of what they’d
         said and done. She seemed to relish their mischief, as if she thought Patrick deserved everything they did. Remembering some
         of the things Patrick had gotten up to when they were growing up, Angie had to agree.
      

      
      She closed the door she’d opened and trudged across the parking lot, watching her step as she went around a deep pothole—and
         when she lifted her head she saw him, the big man, the devil, Dare Callahan himself, coming straight at her from the parking area on the other side of the store,
         where his big black truck loomed like a shining, sinister metal monster.
      

      
      Seeing him was too much. Angie’s heart gave a sudden hard thump, and the bottom dropped out of her stomach. Her reaction was
         completely automatic. She didn’t stop to think, didn’t give herself a pep talk, didn’t consider how it looked; she simply
         turned around and headed back to her own truck, muttering under her breath. She’d pick up the nails and staples when she got
         back from the guide trip; she wouldn’t have any time to work on the fencing until then, anyway. Running was cowardly, but
         at the same time she couldn’t nod at him and be polite, couldn’t pretend she hadn’t just up-ended her world because of him.
         Damn it, figures she’d run into him at the hardware store immediately after putting her place up for sale, an action he’d forced her into taking. Sometimes coincidence really sucked.
      

      
      “Hey!”

      
      The deep bark, laden with anger, rolled across the space between them. Angie didn’t look back. She didn’t think he’d be talking
         to her—after all, for over two years she’d gone out of her way to avoid him if possible and barely grunt a hello if forced
         to acknowledge him—so she glanced around to see who he was talking to, because she hadn’t noticed anyone else nearby.
      

      
      With a jolt she realized there wasn’t anyone else. He was talking to her.

   
      
      Chapter Two

      
     
      
      The fine gravel littering the pavement crunched under his boots as he strode toward her. Like his truck, his hat was black,
         and he wore it pulled low so the brim shadowed most of his face. Black hat equaled bad guy, right? She was good with that,
         because as far as she was concerned he was definitely the bad guy in her life—the bad guy who was coming at her like a steam
         locomotive. She grabbed for the door handle, then stopped, fighting her own impulses. She wasn’t afraid of him. She was uneasy
         around men, but it was her own faulty judgment she didn’t trust. Besides, just how cowardly could she let herself be before
         she lost all self-respect?
      

      
      Evidently she’d just reached her own stopping point. Jumping in her truck and driving away was the best thing she could think
         of to do, especially if she flattened him on her way out of the parking lot, but, okay, she’d let him have his say about whatever
         had his shorts on fire. She might have lost their battle—hell, maybe even the whole damn war—but she could face him this one
         time, and afterward she’d never have to speak to him again, not even to be polite. Squaring her shoulders and lifting her
         chin, she released the handle and stepped away from the truck, her insides like Jell-O but her outside revealing nothing of that, her whole posture
         that of a gunfighter facing an enemy in the middle of the street.
      

      
      He bulled right into her space, stopping only when he was so close that the brim of his hat knocked against hers as he glared
         down at her; so close that, when she looked up, she could see the white striations in his deep blue eyes. Angie took a quick,
         automatic breath, then wished she hadn’t because the very air she drew in seemed to be filled with him, the scents of leather
         and coffee and denim, heated by his skin. A primitive sense of danger made the back of her neck prickle, sent chills running
         down her spine. Instinct screamed at her to back away, get out of touching distance, reclaim her sense of inviolate self that his nearness somehow threatened, but backing away now was one retreat too many on this day of all days, when her pride
         had already taken too much of a beating because of him.
      

      
      She clenched her teeth, straightened her spine, and held her ground. “What do you want?” she asked curtly, and, by God, even
         if nothing else about her was steady, her voice was.
      

      
      “I want to know what the hell’s the matter with you,” he growled, his voice so rough she had to fight to keep from flinching,
         as if it had actually scratched her. The words were even more guttural than she remembered. Before she could help herself
         she glanced at his throat, at the pale scar that slashed at a slight diagonal across the muscled column. Was his voice deteriorating,
         or did he sound as if he’d eaten ground glass simply because he was so pissed about something? She hoped he was pissed, hoped
         she’d inadvertently done something to make him so angry he could barely speak; if she could find out what it was she’d done,
         she’d go out of her way to do it again.
      

      
      “Nothing’s the matter with me,” she said, her teeth clenched so tightly her jaw ached. Now that she’d looked at the scar on
         his throat, she found herself staring at the other scars on his face: the gouge high on his right cheekbone, another beside
         his mouth that actually looked like a dimple if you didn’t know the scars were from shrapnel, and another sort of arrow-shaped scar
         on the bridge of his nose. None of the scars was disfiguring; they didn’t seem to bother him and they shouldn’t bother her,
         except seeing them made her chest hurt from something that felt inexplicably like sorrow.
      

      
      She pushed that thought away; she couldn’t afford to feel personal sympathy for him. So he’d been hit by shrapnel in Iraq;
         he was alive, he wasn’t disfigured or disabled, and she could feel sympathy for him in the abstract, as a service member,
         without letting him elicit any other emotion from her.
      

      
      She wished his breath stank, instead of smelling pleasantly like coffee … wished there was something, anything, about him
         that was physically distasteful. What kind of idiot was she that in some weak moments she’d find herself wistfully thinking
         about what might have happened if she’d actually gone out with him when he’d first returned to the area and asked her out,
         if anything would have come of it? Then doubts would set in, and she’d wonder if maybe he’d set out to deliberately destroy
         her business because she’d turned him down; if so, that made him a major jerk, and no good could have come from dating him.
         What gave her emotional whiplash was that she simply didn’t know, which meant she kept worrying at the different scenarios
         without any way of knowing which one was true. All she knew for sure was that she wasn’t good with men, and that Dare Callahan
         had ruined her business. She was rock solid on those two things.
      

      
      With him standing so close and the truck right behind her she felt hemmed in, trapped. Damn it, enough was enough; she couldn’t
         stand it, not for another second. She edged sideways, farther from the truck, though her damn stubborn pride wouldn’t let
         her actually step back from him.
      

      
      He adjusted his position, too, turning with her so they remained face-to-face.

      
      “Then what makes you act as if you have a stick shoved up your ass every time I’m around?” he snapped. “Just now you turned
         and ran as soon as you saw me. I’m tired of it, damn it. If you have a beef with me, then tell me to my face what it is.”
      

      
      “I didn’t run,” she snapped right back. Instinctively she slid another few inches to the side. “Maybe I thought of somewhere else I need
         to go.” She didn’t bother even trying to put any sincerity into her tone. Instead, her good sense seemed to have taken a hike,
         because she sounded as if she was taunting him. She didn’t want to wave a red flag at the bull, she didn’t want to escalate
         things into an all-out argument, she just wanted to get into her truck and leave. That was what she wanted, but instead she
         kept standing there, and things she hadn’t meant to say kept coming out of her mouth. “Maybe seeing you or speaking to you
         doesn’t rate very high on my list of things to do.”
      

      
      Again he moved, keeping his position squared off with hers, and this time they both seemed to be caught in an unconscious
         momentum that kept them moving, slowly circling each other like angry combatants, each looking for the other’s weakness. She
         was vaguely aware that they looked like fools dancing a hostile tango in the parking lot, and hoped no one else saw them;
         everyone knew everyone else’s business around here, and she didn’t want to field any questions about what was going on between
         her and Dare Callahan. Lord, please don’t let Harlan look out his window right now, because he’d feel duty bound to come out
         and make sure everything was okay.
      

      
      “Stand still,” he said, still growling, though with the damage to his larynx he’d sound growly even if he was trying to sing
         lullabies.
      

      
      “Why should I? You’re the one who’s crowding me, not the other way around. If you want me to stand still, then back off.”
         She punctuated the last two words by putting the tip of one finger squarely in the middle of his chest and applying pressure;
         it was like pushing on a rock—a living, breathing rock, but still a rock. She wasn’t certain how easy it was to communicate with a rock, so just to make sure he understood, she repeated herself. “Back.
         Off.”
      

      
      Under the brim of his hat, his brilliant blue eyes were narrow and angry. His head cocked a little, an arrogant, combative
         tilt of his chin, then he put his right forefinger in the middle of her chest, on her breastbone, duplicating her movement.
         “Make. Me.”
      

      
      Furious heat surged under her skin. Make him? God, how she wished she could! Frustration and fury filled her chest, almost smothering her. She couldn’t budge him an inch,
         and they both knew it. Failing that, what she would most like to do was punch him in the jaw, but she wasn’t stupid. The best
         thing that could come of that would be that he’d have her arrested for assault, but she doubted that solution would even occur
         to him. No, he’d hand out the consequences himself, and even though she didn’t know what form that would take she was absolutely
         certain she wouldn’t like the result at all. Sometimes you just knew things about people, and she knew Dare Callahan was a
         stubborn jackass who would blow right past good manners if he had a point he wanted to make.
      

      
      She also should have known he’d dig in his heels. Maybe he’d been a more even-tempered, congenial person when he was growing
         up, but since leaving the military and coming home he was known to be surly at best, and most times downright ill-tempered.
         Maybe he had reason to be a sorehead now, maybe he’d always been one. Either way, she had to deal with him as he was now,
         which was right in her face.
      

      
      For a split second she weighed her choices as she stared up at him, torn between all those conflicting emotions, then abruptly
         something inside her heaved a tiny sigh and gave up. She could hold on to her pride and pretend she was leaving because she
         wanted to, but why try to put a good face on it? He’d won. Let him enjoy it.
      

      
      She ground her teeth together, trying to get the words out. Damn, this was hard. She took a couple of breaths, digging deep for self-control, and finally was able to say, “It isn’t any
         of your business, but I just put my place up for sale.” She kept her voice low so if it wobbled, maybe he wouldn’t notice.
         “I’m sorry it hurts your feelings that I don’t feel like dealing with you right now, but I don’t feel like dealing with you right now. Got it?”
      

      
      His expression went blank. He glanced up at Harlan’s office, then back at her. “You’re selling out?”

      
      And there they went again, her back teeth locking together. Couldn’t he have used any term other than selling out? She did some more deep breathing, blowing air out through her nose like an angry bull. “I don’t have a choice. My business
         has gone downhill since you moved back and went into competition with me. I can either sell or go bankrupt.” There, that was
         bald enough. She hadn’t tried to protect her pride, but neither had she accused him of deliberately running her out of business.
         Maybe he had, maybe he hadn’t. He was definitely the cause, whether deliberate or not, and that was all the credit and a lot
         less of the blame she was inclined to give him. At this point, it didn’t matter, because the end result was the same.
      

      
      His expression shifted, hardened. “And you blame me.”

      
      “I don’t see anyone else around here starting up a guide business.”

      
      He stared down at her, eyes narrowed, his mouth a grim line. “For the record, I didn’t go after any of your customers. If
         any of them were yours first, they came to me, not the other way around. And I’ll be damned if I’ll apologize because they
         preferred me.”
      

      
      “I don’t believe I’ve asked you to apologize. In fact, I don’t believe I’ve asked a damn thing of you.” And she wouldn’t,
         not one tiny thing. “You asked what my beef is, I’ve told you, now get your nose out of my business and leave me alone.” She
         broke away, stepping out of their little hostile circle, and once again reached for the truck’s door handle.
      

      
      His hand shot out and he gripped her arm, holding her in place. “Wait.” Angie froze, her heartbeat abruptly thundering like a runaway horse as she looked down at the tanned, powerful
         hand that completely encircled her forearm. It was a lean, long-fingered hand, callused, and the back of it was marked by
         a two-inch-long white scar. His touch radiated a heat that burned through the thick double fabrics of her shirt and coat.
         “How much are you asking for your business?”
      

      
      For a minute she couldn’t believe he was actually asking her that, then she went white with anger and jerked her arm away
         from his grip. “I’m not selling my business,” she snapped. “I’m selling my place, and getting the hell away from here, and away from you!”
      

      
      She pulled the truck door open, tossed her tote bag inside, and climbed into the driver’s seat. She wanted to do something
         violent, hit him, kick him, but contented herself with slamming the door and shoving the key into the ignition as hard as
         she could. The motor turned over as soon as she turned the key, and roared to life. If she’d had a clutch, she’d have popped
         it, but she had to be satisfied with floor-boarding the gas pedal and fishtailing out of the parking lot, though it would
         have been a lot more satisfying if the lot had been gravel instead of asphalt and the wheels had thrown rocks against his
         legs.
      

      
      Immediately she pictured the scars on his face, his hand, and her imagination violently rejected the very idea of peppering
         him with gravel. That was too much like shrapnel, and she couldn’t … well, she just couldn’t. She’d put this part of her life
         in the past and move on. The future had to be better; she’d made some miscalculations, some bad decisions, but she’d learn
         from her mistakes and things would get better. They would. They had to.
      

      
      Dare Callahan stood in the empty parking lot and glared after the blue Ford as Angie Powell barreled down the road as if she
         were escaping from Satan himself. “Fuck!” he said violently, both his fists clenching. A good, old-fashioned bar brawl would suit him right now, but the nearest bar was over thirty miles away
         and this time of day there likely wouldn’t be anyone available to brawl with anyway. His next best choice was a punching bag,
         and he did have one of those hanging in the barn back at his spread, but he wanted to knock the shit out of something right
         now, not an hour from now. He was out of luck unless he wanted to shatter the bones in his hands beating on the weathered
         brick building.
      

      
      That was the effect she had on him. Ten seconds in her vicinity, and he was ready to fight something, anything. She was goat-stubborn,
         hostile, infuriating, and made him feel like a fool. Good riddance. He’d be glad when she was gone.
      

      
      Except, even though she always looked at him as if he was a pile of steaming fresh cow manure that she’d just stepped in,
         there was nothing he wanted more than to fuck her blind. It had been that way from the day he’d first seen her. He’d even
         asked her out—twice—and been slapped down twice, and her attitude made it pretty damn plain she wasn’t the least bit interested
         in him, but his dick was too stupid to get the message. All he had to do was see that high, round ass of hers, or that dark
         ponytail swinging down her back, and the damn thing perked up and all but begged to be petted.
      

      
      Life would be a lot calmer with her gone. Hell, it wasn’t even as if she was especially pretty. Dark hair, dark eyes, the
         kind of strong, carved bone structure that hinted at some Native American blood a few generations back, but nothing extra.
         Attractive, yeah, but that was it. Except for her ass. Her ass was jaw-dropping, eye-popping, slobber-dripping prime.

      
      Maybe when she was gone his dick would give up the insane hope that some day it would have a shot at having her. And maybe
         then he himself would get serious about looking for another woman, someone who could stand to spend a few minutes in his company,
         which Angie Powell obviously couldn’t. He didn’t spend his time crying into his beer over her; he’d been rejected before,
         and sometimes it sucked, but he didn’t curl up in a whiny, whimpering ball because of it. Still, for some reason, having her
         there kind of blunted the desire to go out looking for someone else. Even though he hadn’t asked her out again after the second
         rejection, he knew his own competitive nature well enough to realize that part of him—like his dick—had stayed focused on
         her and refused to give up.
      

      
      With her gone, his clientele list would grow even more. He might have to start turning people down—

      
      An idea streaked across his brain like a flash of lightning, freezing him in place. It was so obvious, yet so outlandish,
         that he automatically tried to discard it. She wouldn’t go for it in a million years … would she? No. Maybe.
      

      
      Maybe?

      
      Damn. It just might work.
      

      
      He looked up at Harlan’s real estate office, then down the road to where the blue truck was just a dark speck.

      
      “What the fuck,” he said aloud, “why not give it a shot?” He strode across the parking lot and climbed the stairs to Harlan’s
         office. Harlan heard him coming, of course; his boots thumped on the steps and the planks of the upstairs landing. When he
         opened the door, Harlan had already swiveled his chair around and was waiting with an expectant look on his florid face.
      

      
      “Dare,” he said in mild surprise. “I thought you might be Angie coming back. Sit down and have some coffee with me.”

      
      “Thanks,” Dare said, because on principle he never turned down coffee. He never knew when he might get another cup, and he’d
         been deprived often enough that he never took coffee for granted. Going over to the coffeepot, he poured a cup for himself,
         then one for Harlan. “Black, white, sweet?”
      

      
      “Black and sweet.”

      
      “How many?”

      
      “Two.”

      
      Dare dumped in a couple spoonfuls of sugar, gave the coffee a quick stir, then handed the cup over to Harlan. He dropped his tall frame into one of the four client chairs Harlan had
         optimistically put in the office. “Angie just told me she put her place up for sale,” he said brusquely, in his mind the ritual
         of coffee having taken care of whatever social niceties there were. “What’s the asking price?”
      

   
      
      Chapter Three

      
      
      
      Angie stared straight ahead through the windshield, her hands clamped around the steering wheel. Her eyes burned, but she
         refused to cry. She wasn’t a crier, anyway; the only time in her life she could remember having a complete meltdown was when
         she’d made a fool of herself at her wedding. If she hadn’t had the meltdown she wouldn’t have been so embarrassed, so in her
         book crying was not only a waste of time but also opened the door to all sorts of bad results.
      

      
      She wouldn’t cry over Dare Callahan, anyway. There was nothing there to cry over. They had no history, no connection other
         than being in competition with each other, and that wasn’t going to endear him to her. No, if she was emotional about anything,
         it was about selling her place. She’d grown up in that house. Her dad had loved it here in western Montana, loved the people
         and what he did; his grave was here. Leaving here felt as if she’d be leaving him.
      

      
      No way. She was moving, she had to, but she swore to herself right then that she’d come back at least once a year, more often
         if she could manage it, to tend to his grave, to leave flowers, even to talk to him as if he could hear her. Love didn’t go away
         when someone died, and she would make a point to honor him for the rest of her life. He’d been a good man, and he’d devoted
         himself to raising her after her mother deserted both of them for some sleazy guy when Angie was almost two.
      

      
      Her dad had been enough for her. She didn’t know where her mother was, if she was even still alive, and frankly didn’t care.
         She had never done an Internet search on her mother’s name, and certainly never bothered to hire a professional to search.
         Angie’s dad had stepped up and supported her, raised her, loved her, and given her nothing but understanding and comfort when
         her wedding had blown up in her face. She couldn’t do anything for him now except honor him in death, so for as long as she
         lived and was physically able, she’d take care of his grave.
      

      
      “So help me God,” she said aloud, and felt a little better, because saying it aloud somehow solemnized it, as if she had signed
         a contract. She wasn’t severing all ties. She’d be living elsewhere, and eventually that new place would become home the same
         way her apartment in Billings had become home after she’d lived there a while. Being adaptable didn’t mean she was deserting
         her dad’s memory.
      

      
      Thinking of her dad made her realize she should be concentrating on the two clients who would be coming in day after tomorrow.
         One of them, Chad Krugman, was a repeat client, but he almost could have been someone new because she couldn’t remember a
         lot about him other than, as a whole, he was pretty forgettable. Thank God she had a copy of the photograph she’d taken of
         him and his client after the client had shot a deer, otherwise she’d have had no clue what he looked like. He was just one
         of those people who never made much of an impression: on the short side, but not short enough to be memorable because of it;
         a little balding, a little soft around the middle. Not ugly, not attractive. Just … kind of invisible.
      

      
      Even though she’d looked at the photograph, she had a hard time holding his image in her mind. The one thing she remembered
         very clearly was that he wasn’t an experienced outdoors-man, or a very good shot. When he’d booked her before, last year,
         she’d even gotten the impression he hadn’t enjoyed himself very much and hadn’t really wanted to be there, so she didn’t have
         any idea why he’d rebooked for this year. Bottom line, though, she didn’t care why, just that he had; she needed the income.
         Hunting season would soon be over, and unless a professional photographer wanted some snow shots of the mountains for a nature
         magazine or something, she wouldn’t have anything else for the winter.
      

      
      Maybe, against all odds, Harlan would get a quick offer on her place. She’d have to scramble to find somewhere else to live,
         but sooner rather than later. Now that the difficult first step was behind her, she was anxious to move on. It was that streak
         of realism again: Once she decided her course of action, she was ready to act.
      

      
      For now, though, she had to take care of business, and get everything organized for the trip. She’d e-mailed Chad Krugman
         asking for some specifics on the client, Mitchell Davis, whom he was bringing as a guest. Had he ever hunted before, what
         kind of experience did he have, what was he looking for, licenses needed—that kind of thing. Mr. Davis was evidently more
         experienced than Chad, and he wanted to bag a black bear.
      

      
      That alone raised her stress level. She didn’t specialize in bear hunts, so she’d been a little surprised when Krugman had
         made the booking with her. Her normal MO on a hunt was to avoid bear, because she was a little afraid of them. Okay, more
         than a little. She worked hard to keep anyone from realizing just how uneasy she really was on a bear hunt, because no one
         wanted a guide who was anything other than confident. She was confident in her skill at finding bear, but that wasn’t a comfort,
         because deep down she didn’t want to find a bear—any bear, brown or black, big or little. Why couldn’t Krugman’s client want to hunt elk? An elk didn’t present the same problems; it wasn’t likely to chase
         her down and eat her. Bears, well, bears were predators, and powerful ones at that.
      

      
      Angie did what she could to both mitigate her fear and keep herself and her clients as safe as possible; she employed all
         the bear safety rules regarding food and trash, plus she always carried two big cans of bear repellent and made certain each
         member of her party did the same. Still, she was well aware that pepper spray worked on bears about the same way it worked
         on humans, meaning sometimes the sprayed kept coming after the sprayer. She didn’t intend to take any shots herself, but she’d
         be damn certain her ammunition was powerful enough to do the job if shooting became necessary.
      

      
      She had already made certain the camp she’d leased was stocked with some basic, nonfood supplies, but there was still a lot
         to do; the campsite was fairly primitive, consisting of a few tents, air mattresses, and a portable toilet. The rest of their
         supplies would have to be packed in: food and water for three people, enough food for the horses. Krugman and Davis were bringing
         their own weapons and ammunition, so that was something she didn’t have to handle, but a week in the mountains wasn’t something
         that could be casually planned. She’d try her best to get her client in position to have his shot, but her main objective
         was to get them and herself back alive and in one piece.
      

      
      Thirty-seven miles to the west, and four miles north of the campsite Angie had leased, an enormous black bear stopped his
         slow, shuffling pace and swung his head from side to side as the wind brought a tantalizing scent to him, unerringly identifying
         both the smell and the location. Satisfied with what his senses told him, he began working his way through the trees and underbrush
         until he could look through a break in the brush, and he went still as he processed what he saw. He wasn’t hungry, he’d fed well
         that morning, having brought down an old elk cow, but the unaware, meandering herd of sheep on the slope below him riveted
         his interest, especially the half-grown lamb that had settled down for a nap while its mother grazed farther down the slope.
      

      
      Competition for food wasn’t as intense as it had been; some of the sows had already settled into dens and older bears past
         their prime weren’t moving around as much as the days shortened and the cold season loomed closer and closer. But for now
         the weather was still relatively mild, and the bear had continued to hunt instead of looking for his own den. He’d crossed
         through the territory of two other bears in the past few days, and two days ago had fought with one, a cinnamon-colored male
         that hadn’t survived the battle.
      

      
      The bear was three years old, big and healthy, over five hundred pounds. In the summer that was just past, he’d bred for the
         first time. Also in the summer, he’d killed and eaten his first human. It had been easy prey, unable to run as fast as goats
         or sheep, without claws or fangs or antlers to defend itself, the meat furless and sweeter than most. The man had been a transient,
         unnoticed and missed by no one, something the bear had no concept of and wouldn’t have cared about even if he had; all he
         knew, all his ursine survival instincts had noted, was that this was easy food. If he crossed paths with this particular prey
         again, he would hunt it.
      

      
      He also had no concept of fun, but he did of enjoyment, and he enjoyed killing. Whenever he saw or smelled something that
         signaled “prey” to him, he went after it, something deep inside spurring him on and reveling in the explosion of energy, the
         hot taste of fresh blood and flesh, the destruction, even the fear he could smell as he bore down on his chosen victim. Nature
         had equipped him well to be the predator he was, giving him aggres-siveness and cunning, as well as unusual size and strength and speed.
      

      
      He studied the sheep. He was downwind of the herd, the cold mountain air bringing the scent sharp and clear to his nostrils
         and whetting his appetite for the kill. He moved slowly through the trees, stopping whenever one of the wary sheep raised
         its head and surveyed its surroundings for a moment before returning to grazing. A big ram turned and looked right at the
         underbrush where the bear lurked; whether or not the ram had seen him move and would have given an alarm was something the
         bear would never know, because he didn’t wait to find out. He didn’t know caution; he knew only the finely honed killing instinct
         in him that said the moment for attack was now, and he exploded out of the underbrush with all the raw power he possessed, muscles bunching, claws digging.
      

      
      The herd of sheep scattered; bleating in panic, the lamb scrambled to its feet and bounded for its mother. The bear swiped
         its huge paw at the lamb’s hindquarters, claws drawing blood, but the lamb wasn’t a newborn and it gave a tremendous leap
         that took it out of the bear’s reach. Within thirty yards, the bear realized its prey was gone as the sheep bounded up the
         mountain into the rockiest terrain they could find.
      

      
      He went into a frenzy of destruction, bellowing his rage and frustration as he took out his killing fury on the vegetation
         around him, tearing saplings up by the roots, shredding bushes, sending rocks as big as his head rolling down the mountain.
         Eventually he wore himself out and stopped where he stood, huffing and snorting. The sheep were gone. He sniffed the wind,
         but no other smells took his interest. He pawed through the vegetation for almost an hour, looking for some nuts or insects,
         but the season was late and most of the nuts were gone. After a while he lifted his head to test the wind again; his temper
         tantrum had left him thirsty, and this time his acute sense of smell was attuned to the fresh scent of water. He found what he was looking for, as well as something even more interesting, and he began moving purposefully
         down the mountain.
      

      
      The hiker’s name was Daniel Warnicki. He was twenty-three; last spring he had graduated from the University of California,
         Berkeley, but he hadn’t yet found the right job, so he was making do with a drudge job during the day and at night waiting
         tables part-time at a popular bar. It said something that his tips almost equaled his pay at the drudge job. Sometimes the
         hours were tough, but he was young and the extra money meant he could occasionally afford to get away like this.
      

      
      He stopped on a high curve of the narrow trail and leaned on his thick, heavy walking stick as he looked out over the breathtaking
         scenery that opened up before him: a huge, natural V of landscape, starting with a curling, dancing creek at the bottom, splashing
         white as the water flowed over jutting rocks, widening to the narrow strip of sandy gravel beside the creek, the steep rise
         of meadow that had lost all its autumn color but gained a different stark perspective now that the lines of the land were
         clearly seen, then the rugged, majestic mountains lifting up to the crystal clear blue sky.
      

      
      He sucked in a deep breath of air. God, being out here like this was awesome. The air was fresher than anything he could ever
         inhale in the city, the scenery was amazing, and the quiet was so deep he could hear his own breathing. He loved to be lost
         in the trees—not lost lost, as in he didn’t know where he was, but lost in the sense that he was the only person for miles around. There were no exhaust
         fumes, no cell phones ringing, no texting, no constant hum of people and machinery filling the air. There was just him, the
         mountains, and the sky.
      

      
      This was fun. His idea of fun didn’t always jibe with that of his friends—or his girlfriend—but this was pretty much perfection
         to him. He liked to rough it, while their idea of camping included large amounts of booze, inflatable mattresses, and they never
         wanted to be too far from a McDonald’s. Danny liked a party as much as any of them did, but when he was camping he wanted
         to stay clearheaded. He even preferred a sleeping bag to an inflatable mattress. It was kind of silly, but it made him feel
         as if he had something in common with the settlers who, a hundred and fifty years ago, had made do with wrapping themselves
         in a blanket.
      

      
      As for food, he was happy with trail mix and water for a couple of days. Roughing it made him appreciate the soft mattress
         on his own bed and a hot meal a lot more when he got home.
      

      
      His girlfriend, Heather, sometimes got a little annoyed when he took off on a camping trip for two or three days at a time,
         but she didn’t offer to come along—not anymore; once had been enough for her. If he was being honest, that once had been enough
         for him, too. Heather didn’t appreciate quiet the way he did. She’d talked and talked and talked, scaring all the wildlife
         away, and most of her talking had been complaints. The going was too rough, it was too hot, or too cold, or she was thirsty,
         or she was hungry, or her feet hurt, or the mosquitos were eating her alive. She just wasn’t an outdoorsy person—and that
         was the understatement of the year. They’d been living together for eight months, and while he was pretty sure he loved her,
         he wasn’t sure he could actually marry a woman who cared more about her fingernails and her shoes than she did about … this.
      

      
      Come to think of it, maybe she had the same reservations, but in reverse, about him. Would
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