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​A mountaintop mystery leads two conservationists to dangerous obsessions and violent passions.
Natural resources student June Brandt climbs Longworth Mountain for some alone time. But when Conservation Officer Alex Weaver arrives to look into the death of a grizzly bear, June is caught up in the investigation—and fascinated by Alex. 

Alex is attracted by June's competence and coolness under fire—as well as her lithe body and honey-blonde hair. Although their mutual interest in protecting the natural wonders of the area brings them together, they soon realize they view love from very different angles. He offers passion and pleasure, but June wants more.

When one of Alex’s colleagues is murdered, June and Alex must work together to find the poacher before other lives are lost. And Alex must look deep inside to discover if he can give June what she deserves.
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WANT  MORE SAVVY, SLOW burn contemporary romances? Join Brenda’s newsletter and you’ll immediately receive three sexy bonus reads. You’ll also be able to tag along with her dog-walking adventures, find out what she’s reading when she should be working, and other randomness...along with all her writing news, of course! Just click here.
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TO MY HUSBAND, MIKE, for believing I could do this. You are my Happy Ever After.
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CHAPTER ONE
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THE MASSIVE, HUMPBACKED grizzly threw its black snout in the air and snuffled. It rocked on its powerful forelegs, pushed itself up to a menacing two-legged stance, and raised its huge head. 

June Brandt cowered, breathless, flat on her stomach, doing her best to be invisible. 

The bear’s maw gaped open. Saliva dripped off lips hanging loosely from sharp-edged teeth. Its head swung back and forth, small, thick-lashed eyes half shut, glistening black nose twitching and moist nostrils flaring as it searched the air.

Less than ten feet away, June held her position. The whisper of a breeze poked a long strand of hair into her eye. She didn’t dare move to brush it out. A bead of sweat trailed down between her breasts.

The wild silence stretched out intolerably.

Another breath of air raced through the long grasses of the alpine meadow, bringing relief from the heat. The grizzly’s distinct scent—an acrid, wildly woolly cologne, salty and dusty—wafted to her. Above the trees edging this high-altitude pasture, a hawk wheeled in the currents. Two smaller forms shot out of the tip of a pine, harried the larger bird until it soared out of their space, then returned to their watchtower. 

The grizzly dropped to all fours, lowered its head and shook like a dog climbing out of a pond, the thick pelt moving loosely over taut muscles. It was early May, and this large male still had a long way to go to replenish the stores of fat used up surviving last winter. Finally satisfied that what had alarmed him was no threat, he returned to munching dandelions and clover, casually moving away with every scything bite.

When she’d first seen the grizzly in the high mountain field, she’d crept on top of a tumbled pile of boulders at the edge of the trees to get a better look. Her refuge was barely four feet high and the scrubby bush surrounding it provided only an illusion of protection. She’d laid there for ages, taking photo after photo, unaware, as she peered through the lens, at just how close the majestic animal had come.

After a couple of cleansing breaths to settle her pulse, she waited until the huge beast shuffled a safe—well, safer—distance away, then slipped down the far side of the rocky outcrop, bent at the waist and scuttled deeper into the cover of the forest. Without stopping, she tucked her camera into her backpack and continued through the thinning forest as she slung the straps over her shoulders. She pumped uphill, following a narrow track with fewer roots and loose rocks on which to twist an ankle. A couple of minutes later, she broke through the tree line. Several metres further up, she stopped and sat down on a sun-warmed rock.

The spiky tips of the trees through which she had hiked spread out below her. Uncountable shades and hues of green rolled up and down into the distance, blending to purple at the farthest reaches before fading into a soft indigo edge against the sky. Rising away from the curve of the earth, violet lightened to a true sky-blue in which the globe of the sun burned. The air was so clear she could count individual needles on the pines and spruce. Far away, sunlight sparked off water as it struck the silt-laden, swift-flowing Fraser River and glittered off the aluminium roof of a house in the tiny village of Longworth, nestled at the foot of the mountain.

After quenching her thirst from her canteen, she rose and began toiling uphill once more.

Her feet, cushioned by thick socks inside hiking boots, ached, as did her calves and thighs. Frequent runs while in town kept her in good shape, but nothing prepared muscles for this kind of hike. By the time she reached the relatively flat top of the mountain she was puffing.

Bald mountaintops jutting up above the tree line pierced the green coniferous blanket covering much of the northern half of British Columbia. On strategically chosen peaks, thinly scattered across this enormous landmass, were lookouts where men and women, unafraid of isolation and possessed of great stamina, had stood guard during fire seasons of the past, using eyes and experience to discover and track potentially devastating wildfires. Modern technology had all but superseded this vital service, and over the years, many of the structures had been abandoned, now inhabited only by squirrels, birds and other resourceful creatures. She planned to spend a few nights at one of these deserted structures, but before heading that way was intent on rediscovering the area surrounding her.

She strode across the flattened peak, the morning sun on her left. The trails leading from Longworth climbed up the steep but relatively accessible south side, while the north side had a more gradual slope. The track she now followed descended at a shallow angle, dodging around large boulders and switching back on itself, leading into a deep but wide valley. In the distance, more mountainous peaks pressed against the sky, and at her feet tenacious wildflowers clung to thin soil scattered between the rocks. The silence enveloped her, soaking into her soul as she strode along. 

The birds alerted her first. Only a few minutes after she’d dropped into the valley, she noted three or four black figures flapping lazily against the polished sky, drawing her attention to a deep crack in the valley wall. Their rusty, raucous calling drifted on the warming air. 

The stench came second. She was still metres away when the scent of decomposition hit her—rancid, rotting meat that brought bile to the back of her throat.

She slowed her steps and narrowed her eyes against the sunshine, studying the crevasse. Slowly, hesitantly, she approached and peered in.

A large object lay there, covered in a moving sheet of glossy black flies, thousands upon thousands of them. Hundreds more hung like fog. Soon they were swarming around her, drawn by salty sweat.

Backing rapidly away from the buzzing, foul-smelling hell, she waved her arms about her head, scattering the insects, and turned reluctantly back to the opening.

The creature that lay there was beyond all help, obviously dead for days. From the size and shape, she was guessing a bear, and while hunting black bear was legal at this time of year, she doubted a responsible hunter had left these remains.

She swallowed, tasting acid bitterness, but knew she couldn’t simply walk away. She needed to discover exactly what lay there, then alert the correct authorities if necessary.

Her hands trembled as she dug a small blade from one of the many pockets on her shorts, and hacked off a few of the leafiest branches from a nearby willow. Thus armed, she headed back into the rocky cleft.

Flies blundered drunkenly about, a ferocious cloud of tiny, black hailstones. After a few minutes of determined flailing, the worst of the insects were gone, and she could see the remains. 

What had once been a grizzly, as magnificent as the one she’d just seen in the meadow, sprawled before her, desolate in death. The unutterable waste brought her to her knees beside the carcass.

Tears swam in her vision as she forced herself to study the body. The glossy dark brown fur had dulled and dimmed in death. The head was missing, leaving a gory stump on which a few persistent flies still gorged. All four paws had been roughly amputated. And it had been disemboweled.

Her stomach heaved and she held a hand to her mouth in a pathetic gesture to hold back her nausea. Unable to bear the pitiful sight any longer, she raced out of the fissure and bent forward, hands on knees, sucking in deep breaths, quelling the urge to vomit.

Poachers, she thought with hatred and horror. There could be no other explanation for the desecration behind her.

And how ironic that she had stumbled upon this find. As a student in the Natural Resources program at the University of Northern British Columbia, she had come to this lonely mountain to rejuvenate after a busy year at school. Now this tragedy, so deeply against her own beliefs and principles, needed to be dealt with. And dealt with as quickly as possible. Catching poachers in the act was practically impossible, and convictions were precisely and painstakingly constructed by the careful gathering of evidence. The sooner she told someone of the death, the sooner investigations could begin.

With some vague thoughts of recording evidence, she took a few photos, even though most of the flies had returned to their feast. Using a GPS app on her phone, she registered the coordinates of the kill site. There was no cell service available, but satellite positioning still worked. Then, with one last look at the resting place of the grizzly, she headed off toward the lookout, almost an hour away by her reckoning.

The beauty of the alpine wilderness was lost on her as her thoughts tumbled about. She’d left her truck at the base of Longworth Mountain, but she’d taken a meandering route upward. It would take longer to retrace her steps than to go directly to the lookout from here and head down on the main, more direct trail. Going to the lookout first would also give her a chance to drop off her equipment. Unencumbered by the heavier items she could do the round trip before nightfall. If she hurried.

Urgency had her walking briskly, and as the sun rose higher the air warmed. By the time she rounded a slight bend in the valley wall and spotted the lookout she was damp with sweat, her canteen nearly empty.

Squatting on a rounded peak bare of vegetation other than hardy moss and scrubby shrubs, the lookout faintly resembled the top layers of a decrepit wedding cake. The bottom level was sided with vertical wooden planks weathered to a dull grey. The slightly smaller upper level where the equipment would have been mounted during fire spotting days was open to the elements on the sides but sheltered by a steeply pitched shingle roof. 

With a relieved sigh, she trekked up the final grade and pushed open the warped and battered door, propping it open with a stick jammed into the gap on the hinge side. Swinging her pack off her shoulders, she laid it on the floor, unclipped her canteen and poured the last of the warm and faintly dusty water down her dry throat. She would take a short rest, maybe have a quick bite, before making the descent.

The building appeared dry and clean, other than the mice and squirrel droppings she suspected she’d find if she opened the empty cabinets. A small wood stove squatted a few feet from the wall, opposite the door, and a trap in the ceiling gave access to the lookout on the roof. Just outside, a simple gutter system led to an old wooden cask, three-quarters full of rainwater. She filled her water bottle and dropped a purification tablet in. Then she rinsed her hands in the cool water, soaking the bandanna she wore around her forehead and using it to wipe the sweat of fear, disgust, and exertion from her face, neck, and arms.

In today’s world, finding a place free of mankind’s sounds was difficult, if not impossible. Even high on a mountain, she sometimes heard voices from the few homes below, floating up on mysterious drafts of air. The rail line was still in regular use, and the whistles of trains as they glided past Longworth echoed eerily many times throughout the day and night. 

But the chuka-chuka-chuka now disturbing the silence was not so common. A faint dot in the distance grew larger, revealing a tiny helicopter. Expecting it to pass by, she watched in surprise as the pilot delicately positioned the small machine a safe distance from the tower. Waiting as the rotor blades whirled slower and slower, she shielded her eyes from the sun and approached. All she could see was the outline of the pilot silhouetted inside. He pulled off his headset, reached up to open the door, and slid out, turning back to lean into the cockpit.

“Hello!” she called over the ticking of the engine and the humming of the blades.

He spun on his heel, ducking adroitly to avoid banging his head on the door frame. “Good lord!” he choked. “Where’d you come from?” 

“I hiked up.” She pointed with her chin at the helicopter. “Not quite as snazzy as your way.”

He smiled and a faint curl of attraction tickled her belly. The skin crinkling around his rich brown eyes was a shade lighter than the rest of his face, probably caused by wearing the dark sunglasses now tucked into the open neck of his light green shirt. “Yeah, well, I’m here on business. I needed to get here fast.” She noticed the emblem on the chest pocket as he fished in it with two fingers, pulled out a leather wallet and handed it to her. “Alex Weaver. Conservation officer, Ministry of the Environment—Fish and Wildlife.”

She studied the formal government identification in mingled disbelief and relief. “I can’t believe it. You’ve just saved me a long hike.” She offered her hand and shook his firmly. “June Brandt. I discovered a dead grizzly earlier and was on my way back down the mountain to call it in.”

His clasp was warm and dry. It tightened at her announcement, his gaze sharp. “You did? Where? I’m here because we had a report of a kill site in the area. When did you see it?”

“About an hour ago, about an hour’s hike away, and it’s definitely not fresh.” The memory of the marauding flies raised goosebumps on her neck. “When was the tip called in? I parked down below early this morning, and just got to the lookout a little while ago. I haven’t seen anyone else all day.” He released her hand and she tucked it into her pocket, just as she tucked away her awareness to the simple contact in one corner of her mind. She needed to focus on the more important issue of the dead grizzly.

Reaching into the helicopter he pulled out a large pack similar to hers. “A couple of hikers phoned the 24-Hour Hotline last night. They’d seen a bear carcass, maybe a grizzly, somewhere on the north slope. Trouble is they were here last Saturday, but one thought the other had called and turned out no one had, so we only found out.” He shook his head at the delay. Dark brown, almost black, hair fell into his eyes, and he flicked it away with the back of his wrist. “Plus, their directions are vague. They followed the main trail up here, and then went over the crest to the other side. Do you think it’s the same kill?”

“I hope so, because the thought of two such deaths—” She sucked in a breath, steadied her voice before it could break. “Anyway.” She gestured toward the lookout, and they went inside. “I planned to drop most of my gear here, then head down to Longworth to call, then come back up.”

“That would have been quite the trek in one day.” Two shaky chairs were tucked under an equally battered table. Alex pulled them out and gestured for June to sit as he took the other.

She shrugged. “I wanted to let someone know as soon as I could. Glad it’s not necessary now, though.”

Alex leaned his pack against his knee and stretched out his legs one at a time, as if working out the kinks from the cramped cockpit. “You say you didn’t see any other people. Did anything strike you as unusual or out of the ordinary?”

“Can’t say I did. Other than another grizzly, of course, though that one was alive and well.”

One dark eyebrow rose. “How close were you? See any cubs?”

“Close enough. No cubs. I’m fairly sure it was a male, based on the size of him. Here, I’ve got photos.”

While she dug her camera out of her pack, Alex pulled out a water bottle and tilted his head back to take a drink. She snuck a look as she scanned through the photos. His neck was darkly tanned, with a hint of paler skin showing at the collar, the muscles flexing as he swallowed.

A wash of heat swept over her skin. Shaking off her distraction, she handed him the camera. “There he is,” she said.

He studied the shots closely, agreed with her assessment of the bear being male, then looked at her, head tilted. “This camera doesn’t have much of a zoom on it.” It was a tiny point-and-shoot she found handier to bring camping than the larger, fancier DSLR she also owned.

“It doesn’t,” she said cheerfully.

His eyes narrowed. “Exactly how close were you?”

“I stayed out of sight, and did nothing that would attract him.” Nothing on purpose she thought, remembering her spurt of fear when the tumbling gravel had alerted the bear. Not wanting to have him question her further about her actions, she continued, “If you click through, you’ll see a couple shots of the other bear.”

She knew the instant he saw the first picture of the murdered grizzly. His lips tightened and a muscle flexed in his temple. 

“I’m sorry they don’t show much,” she said. “I couldn’t keep the flies off it for long.”

He stared at the images for a moment more. Then, in an odd yet poignant gesture, he touched the screen of the camera before handing it back to her.

“I need to get there,” he said, eyes hard and grim. “Can you take me?”
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ALEX WEAVER CERTAINLY hadn’t expected to see anyone else on top of the mountain when he’d fired up the ’copter for the trip. But looking at the woman sitting on the other side of the table, he couldn’t say he was bothered by the company. June Brandt’s knowledgeable air appealed to him, and she seemed well-prepared for a few days away from civilization. He’d been involved in too many search and rescue operations to be lenient toward anyone who didn’t take the wilderness seriously. 

Even though he was here to do a job, quickly and efficiently, that didn’t stop him from enjoying the sight of her profile as she studied the camera he’d returned to her: nose a hint too long, sharp chin. Scandinavian, maybe German, heritage, he speculated, especially with all that gorgeous fair hair.

She laid the camera down, pulled a bag of granola out of her pack from where it lay near the table, and gave him a direct look from amazing blue eyes. “I’ve marked the GPS coordinates, but you’re right, it’s simpler for me to show you.” She took a handful of the trail mix and offered the open bag to him.

He took some and pointed to his own pack. “As soon as you’re ready, let’s go. I’ve got an evidence kit in there: bags, tags, camera. I need to get as much information as I can from the site. Anything might lead us to the people responsible.” He popped an almond into his mouth. “How well do you know this area?”

“Pretty well.” She made a back and forth motion with her hand. “I have an aunt and uncle with a cabin down below, and we used to hike up when we came to visit. I haven’t been here by myself for a couple of years, though.”

Any woman assured enough to spend time alone on a remote mountaintop was obviously resourceful and intrepid. He remembered her calm demeanor as she told of her encounter with the grizzly, as well as the anger and heartbreak in her eyes when she’d recounted her other discovery. He found his interest in her growing. 

They closed the cabin door, blocking it shut to keep out pests. June set a brisk pace as they trudged down the north side of the mountain. Alex hitched his pack into a more comfortable position on his shoulders and lengthened his stride to keep up with her.

On this side of the mountain, it was easy to believe they were the only people for thousands of kilometres. The ever-present breeze sang through the grasses, underscoring the intermittent melody of bird calls, a subtle chorus to the crunch of boots on rocks and the rustle of swinging arms. This was what had drawn him into conservation work in the first place—the chance to experience true wilderness, the opportunity to explore places seen by few people. Raised in urban Vancouver, he’d longed for the serenity of crystal mountain air and wide, wild vistas. Despite the seriousness of their mission, he couldn’t help but marvel and enjoy.

After about forty-five minutes they were deep in the valley, a brilliant sun beaming down on them. June halted, slung her backpack to the ground, unclipped a water bottle and took a long drink. “We’re getting close. Look.”

He copied her actions, perching on a rock, and followed her gaze further down the valley. From her photos, he recognized a distinctive dark slash in the valley wall.

She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. The skin around her eyes was pinched and tight, and she kept darting glances at their destination.

“You don’t have to come with me,” he said. “I can find it from here no problem.” He wouldn’t blame her if she backed out now. If the kill was this old, it must have been a truly awful sight.

She gave a small smile. “I’m not exactly looking forward to seeing it again, but it has to be done. Let’s go.”

The trail was relatively straight and level, and it wasn’t long before the fresh scent of wildflowers, dust and leaves was tainted with the stench of death. A low, growling buzz raised the hair on his neck. 

She halted in front of a narrow cleft in the valley wall and gestured him forward. He stepped past her and peered in the opening, choking when the full force of the decomposing body struck him, forcing him to cover his nose and mouth with the crook of his elbow. 

Thank God, he didn’t see death this awful too often. He’d seen plenty of corpses—elk, moose, cougar, bear—and yet each one brought new horrors. The carcass was hidden under a blanket of swarming flies, and that alone told him how bad it would be.

He backed away, lowering his arm. “You know how ugly it’s going to be,” he said. “But if you can stand it, I could certainly use your help.”

Her face paled under the light tan of early summer, but she regarded him steadily, her voice matter of fact. “What do we do?”

He pulled out his camera. “Get some pictures,” he said. “First, with the flies.” He snapped a few shots of the fissure’s entrance, then advanced through the jagged break in the rock wall, getting various angles of the body in the cramped space. 

“Now we need to get rid of them.” He spoke from behind his hand, the flies so numerous could barely draw breath. Before he could direct her, she appeared with a fistful of leafy willow branches. “Perfect. Hand me some of those.”

Together they beat the air, disturbing the insects and driving them from their gory meal. When only a few remained, he gave her the switches and said, “If you can stand staying with me, keep moving those branches, I’ll be as quick as I can.”

While she waved the willow boughs to keep most of the flies from returning, he took more pictures. It was as bad as he had thought—no head, no paws, and a pile of entrails spilling from the hacked open abdomen. Slipping on thin, latex gloves, he searched meticulously around the carcass, including the pile of organs and intestines. Despite June’s efforts, dozens of insects droned about him, irresistibly drawn to the carnage. The tiny beasts crawled in his hair, on the back of his neck, up the cuffs of his sleeves, but he ignored them and continued his inspection.

His search spread in ever widening circles, until he finally nodded and motioned to the exit. June backed out, relief evident on her face. 

He stripped off the bloody gloves. “Thanks.” He scrubbed his hands through his hair, scattering flies.

She swished off a few insects lingering on his shoulders and back. “Are they usually this bad?” she asked as they retreated farther away from the crevasse.

“The flies? It depends when you find the body, and where. It didn’t help, tucking the carcass into that narrow space.”

“Tucking it? You mean the bear wasn’t shot there?”

“Dirt was piled up against the shoulders, as if it had been pushed or pulled in. Which means more than one poacher for sure. There’s no way a single person shifted that bear. It had to be close to three hundred pounds.”

He wanted to punch something at the waste, the loss of something so wild and wonderful. He settled for repacking his kit with restrained force. It didn’t matter how many kills like these he’d seen. Each one ate at him, gnawing away until the perpetrators could be caught. 

And some never were.

“Did you discover anything else?” He looked at June, squatting on her haunches beside him, hearing the hesitancy in her voice. She watched him, head tilted to one side, eyes soft and warm. 

Afraid she could sense his grief, and needing to keep a sense of professionalism and distance, he replied brusquely. “You saw the obvious bits. And the gall bladder was missing. Other than that, not a damn thing.” 

“Will you catch them?”

There was the rub. “We’ll do our best, but to be honest, it’s not very likely.” He puffed out a breath in frustration. It probably wouldn’t have made any difference, but the nearly one-week delay getting to the site infuriated him. 

Now they were at a distance from the remains of the bear, fresh, alive scents like warm dust and peppery wildflowers filled the air. A movement on the far side of the valley caught his eye—a rabbit, loppeting out from under a bush to nibble on succulent new grass. As soon as it came to rest, he lost sight of it, expertly camouflaged in its mottled brown coat.

“Is it really worth it?” she wondered. “For the poachers, I mean? Or is it just for the thrill?”

He laughed shortly. “Worth it? Almost no risk, and extremely high returns. Do you know why they take the gallbladder?”

“It’s used in traditional Chinese medicine.”

“They believe bear bile is a cure-all. It’s been used for thousands of years. And do you know how much buyers will pay?” 

She shook her head. 

“Each gall bladder can net a poacher up to ten thousand dollars. Ten thousand! Per gram, that’s more lucrative than cocaine. The paws are used for soup. It’s supposed to cure respiratory and gastrointestinal problems. In Asian restaurants in the US, you can buy a bowl of bear paw soup for about sixty dollars. Overseas, a bowl can cost as much as one thousand dollars US.”

She stared at him. “I knew bear parts were valuable, but I had no idea that much money was involved.”

“Most people don’t. Poaching rarely makes the big city newscasts, and even when we do manage to catch someone, the fines are so small they don’t even warrant coverage. It is possible for poachers to be sentenced jail time, but...” His shoulders jerked. “Canada has the largest wild black bear population remaining in the world. China has topped one billion people, and that doesn’t include the rest of the Asian world, where traditional Chinese medicine is just as popular. You figure it out.” He stood abruptly, slipped his arms through the straps of his pack and jiggled it into position. “We should head back. Ready?”

She tilted her head, eyes thoughtful, and they began their return.

They were scrambling up a particularly steep section of the path when the shot rang out. Alex, a few feet below June on the slope, snagged her wrist and jerked her to the ground. “Where the hell did that come from?” he asked in a harsh whisper.

Another shot boomed through the still, mountain air. “There. Close to that big crack in the far wall.” June pointed to a bright flash on the opposite side of the valley, the glint of sunlight reflecting off a recoiling rifle barrel. 

Without another thought, he raced down the slope. He heard footsteps and risked a glance behind. June hustled after him, a determined look on her face. He opened his mouth to shout at her to get back, but she yelled, “Don’t even bother,” as she dodged a low thicket.

They dashed across the valley floor, weaving around boulders and brush shoulder to shoulder. The fissure in the mountain wall grew as they neared it. Dropping to a walk, he scanned the wall, checking left and right. “Nothing. Maybe he went in.” He forged into the gully. The floor was strewn with large rocks, hummocks of grass, and small, wiry shrubs, and just wide enough for the two of them to walk side by side.

“What are we doing?” she hissed.

“Seeing what we can see.” He kept moving, picking his way carefully forward.

“There’s no one here.”

“Keep searching. There can’t be too many places to hide.”

They followed the ravine deep into the mountain, until the sky was only a bright blue gash in the air high above them and they reached a vertical wall a mountain goat would have trouble scaling. 

Nothing.

She slung off her pack, slumped against the rock wall and slid to the ground. Sweat beaded her forehead and ran from her temples. He followed suit, feeling the dampness of his own shirt against his back as he leaned against the sun-heated stone.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I guess whoever it was didn’t come in here.” She took a long drink from her bottle, the muscles in her slender throat flexing.

“It was only a chance. And a slim one at that.” His own water was stale and tasteless, but a welcome relief. “Chasing them was probably a lost cause, but we might have caught them if they ducked in here. Maybe they knew it was a dead end.”

He dribbled a small amount of water over his head, letting it run down the back of his neck, then poured the tepid liquid into June’s cupped hands. She splashed her face and used the hem of her T-shirt as a towel. He caught a glimpse of flat stomach muscles and a small, round dark mole beside her navel. Not wanting to be caught staring, he relaxed back and gazed up into the narrow slice of cloudless sky framed above the gully’s edge.

She propped her elbows on her bent knees. “Do you think that was the poacher? And was he aiming at us?”

He took another sip from his flask. “I don’t know. But poachers aren’t murderers. They certainly wouldn’t want to draw attention to themselves by attacking a human near a recent kill. And unless they’ve been watching us for a long time, they’d have no reason to suspect we’re anyone other than casual hikers.” He lifted his shoulder in a frustrated gesture. “This place is perfect for poachers—accessible yet remote, and teeming with both blacks and grizzlies. If the hunter that killed our bear is feeling lucky, he might have come back, seen something we didn’t, and taken a shot.”

They sat for a few minutes more. He didn’t know what June was thinking, but he couldn’t help reliving the sight of the pathetic beast they’d left behind. Running towards a gunman hadn’t been the smartest thing he’d ever done, but his fury at June’s discovery had short-circuited his common sense. If they had caught up with the shooter, and it had been the person responsible for killing the grizzly, he wondered what he would have done. Meting out his own personal brand of justice would have been satisfying, but a career limiting move to say the least.

June rose, hefted her pack to her shoulders and reached out. He gripped her hand, feeling the slight roughness that spoke of outdoor work, and let her help him to his feet. 

“Let’s try this again,” she said, “and see if we make it all the way back this time.”
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