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For my Maman


 


Thanks for filling the house with a world of books . . .


and the music of Fats Domino.










Chapter 1


High above the verdant valleys of the Ariège-Pyrénées, in the very corner of France where it snuggles up to the borders of Spain and Andorra, a man sat waiting at the edge of a small clearing, his long limbs folded uncomfortably, his breath swirling in white clouds around the brilliantly coloured foliage that concealed him.


To his right, rising out of the mist far below, a range of magnificent peaks serrated the morning sky, Mont Valier king of them all, snow-capped and glistening. The vista, which had tempted many a visitor to Fogas, was not enough to seduce this man. Indifferent to the best that the region had to offer, he was concentrating solely on the surrounding woods. 


The sound, when it came, would have been inaudible to most men. But he wasn’t most men. Recognising the snap of dry twigs under immense feet, he raised his weapon. He’d only get one chance and after three days he wasn’t prepared to miss. Leaves rustled underfoot as she approached and he forced himself to be still. Totally silent.         


He felt a tremor of excitement when she emerged from the dark mass of trees, an expanse of tufted grass and rocks between them. Young, no more than four years old, her body was compact, ready for the coming hibernation, hindquarters powerful. The early morning sun rippled across the dense brown fur of her coat. She was beautiful. 


And if he wasn’t mistaken, she was pregnant.


He eased out from his cover, feet placed instinctively where they would make no sound, body arched ready for flight. He was the best at this. That’s why he’d been given the job. Held his job despite his unorthodox methods. He took one more step, gun pressed tight against his shoulder, and then he pulled the trigger. 


 


‘I’m telling you, it’s a wild boar print!’


‘You wouldn’t know a wild boar from a goat when it comes to tracking!’ René puffed up the hill after his brother-in-law Claude, leaving the more substantial figure of Bernard lagging further behind. ‘What makes you so sure?’


‘It had dewclaws. And look, Serge is definitely on to something.’ Claude pointed at the beagle which was racing ahead of them, bell jangling on his collar. He stopped, nose to the ground, circled a couple of times and then took off again. 


‘That dog is about as useful as its master,’ scoffed René, glancing back to see if Bernard was still there. ‘Come on, slowcoach. Your Serge seems to have found a trail.’


Bernard halted, hands on his ample hips, rifle hanging from his shoulder, face puce under his orange beret and chest heaving. ‘You . . . carry . . . on. I’ll . . . catch . . . you.’


‘Catch a cold more like,’ muttered René as he turned back into the hillside, wishing not for the first time that he’d been born down on the plains around Toulouse where hunting was so much easier than on the steep slopes of the Pyrenees in the commune of Fogas.


The sharp yap of the dog pulled his attention back to the chase. Perhaps Claude was right? Maybe they were on to something? What a change it would make if the three of them actually caught a boar! For once, they wouldn’t have to endure endless ribbing back at the lodge from the merciless Henri Dedieu, club president and ruthless hunter, and there’d be civet de sanglier aplenty, washed down with a hearty wine from the neighbouring Languedoc region. René licked his lips, a rumble of hungry anticipation rolling through his stomach, and started tackling the arduous path once more. 


 


Back in the safety of the hide, the man heard the bark carry clear across the autumnal air. She heard it too. She tensed and raised herself onto her hind legs, tottering slightly. 


It had been a perfect shot. The shoulder. Just behind the thick mass of neck muscle. She’d twitched, as though stung by a bee, the dart hanging from her. Looked like it had penetrated far enough. In five minutes he’d be able to tell. 


But now this.


Hunters. It was Saturday. He should have known. But the signs were supposed to be up, marking out this territory as a no-entry zone. Should have been up for the last week. So what on earth were they doing here?


They would kill her if she made any move towards them. It was a tailor-made excuse for a group of people predisposed to hate her. And she was in no position to defend herself, the strong drug already in her system, shutting down reflexes, sending her to sleep. 


He reached for another dart. He only had one left but it might be enough. Failing that . . . He laid a hand on the rifle lying beside him, loaded with live ammunition as a precaution the authorities insisted upon. No fan of hunters, he wouldn’t think twice about resorting to it if necessary. 


The dog was the first to appear, dashing into the open space, whipping round to chase its tail a few times, totally oblivious. Then it froze, fixated on the looming shape before it, and its ears flattened. He expected a growl. An attack. But the dog merely whimpered and lowered its belly to the floor.


‘Serge? Here Serge. Where’s that bloody dog got to?’        


‘There, he’s through there.’


The bushes parted and they were in the open. Two men. Both typical of the region, short legs and barrel chests, the older of the two panting as he leaned against the trunk of an oak, head down, eyes closed and face scrunched in pain. 


‘Christ, Claude. Think my heart’s about to give up.’


But Claude wasn’t listening. He was staring at the mass of fur and muscle that reared above him.


‘René . . .’


‘Just a sec. Let me catch my breath.’


‘René . . .’


‘Not sure all this is worth it, you know. Tromping up and down the mountain, nigh on killing myself and for what? To see Bernard’s daft beagle writhe around on the floor. I mean, for goodness sake, what’s with this dog—’


‘René!?’


It was a whisper laden with fear, enough to make him look up from where Serge was lying prone on the ground. To look up over the stout frame of his brother-in-law and beyond to . . . what was that? Silhouetted against the sun it looked like . . .


‘A bear?’


Claude nodded. And gulped, the sound unnaturally loud in the tension of the clearing.


‘It’s a bear?’


‘Yes!’ hissed Claude.


René’s mouth dropped open and his legs started to tremble as he beheld a sight that was at once terrifying and magnificent. In a patch of forest he knew better than his own garden was the biggest beast he had ever set eyes on. Standing tall on its hind legs, it was watching them intently. And it looked like it was developing an appetite.


‘What do we do?’ the younger man demanded.


‘St-t-t-tay c-c-c-calm,’ stuttered René. ‘And whatever happens, don’t run!’ 


Seconds passed with animal and hunters locked in a pastoral tableau that could have graced many a château’s hallway. For René, less than twenty-four hours into yet another bid to give up smoking, it felt like an eternity as his petrified brain tried to formulate a plan of action but failed to produce anything more concrete than an overwhelming desire for a cigarette.


And then he noticed something. The bear’s focus had shifted, its gaze had become less threatening, body less rigid. In fact, if he didn’t know better . . .


‘It’s falling asleep!’ he hissed. ‘Look!’


Sure enough, the bear seemed to be going into a trance, eyelids drooping, head starting to loll. Exploiting this sudden drowsiness, René took a couple of steps backwards, provoking no reaction in the somnolent animal. 


‘Slowly does it.’ He beckoned Claude to follow him. ‘No sudden moves and we should be okay.’


 As the two men began easing towards safety, it would have been beneficial if René had shared even a fraction of the innate abilities of the man hiding just metres away. Then he might have heard the approach of something from behind. But as it was, every fibre of his body was concentrating on the imminent danger in front of him. So naturally, when a fat paw landed on his left shoulder he did what any other red-blooded Ariégeois hunter would have done.


He screamed.


And Bernard Mirouze, finally having caught up with his friends and not knowing why his casual greeting had been met with such terror, screamed too. Then he saw what was in the clearing and screamed a second time.


The shrill notes shattered the quiet truce, jolting the bear out of her slumber and she staggered, stretched up on her hind legs and then crashed towards them, mouth wide open. It was too much for the hunters, who promptly ignored everything they’d been taught about surviving an encounter with a wild beast.


‘RUN!’ René shouted, turning tail. Claude scampered after him, leaving Bernard and Serge the beagle to bring up the rear. 


From his refuge, the man watched their hasty departure as the bear finally crumpled to the ground, oblivious to the crash and thump of the escaping hunters who were making their way down the hill a lot faster than they’d made it up. Swapping the airgun for the rifle, he approached the now sleeping animal with caution. With twenty minutes to complete his work before she started to come round, hopefully he’d have no more interruptions. 


 


On a hillside across the valley, a narrow track, largely forgotten by the present inhabitants of this forested region, afforded an excellent view of the tiny settlement of Picarets where houses clung to the mountainside in stubborn resistance to the ever-encroaching woods. But the two men standing on the gravel path were not concerned with the spirals of smoke from early-morning fires drifting out of a scattering of chimneys. Nor with the small blue car winding its way through the hamlet, descending towards the main road. 


Instead, one of them had his binoculars fixed high above the stones and slates of the Pyrenean homes, up beyond the old quarry which had been closed longer than most could remember. There, at about the point where the unmade road ended abruptly in a circle of forest, he was focused on three figures who were loading equipment into a four-wheel drive, their activity punctuated by frequent rests and the odd dash into the trees.


‘They’re breaking camp,’ he noted. ‘They look pretty sick.’


‘You haven’t killed them?’ The fear in the second man’s voice prompted a derisory laugh. 


‘Just incapacitated them. They’ll recover.’


‘And the fourth one?’


‘No sign of him. Damn it! He must have slipped the net!’


He lowered the binoculars, revealing a steel blue stare, the pupils pinpoints of darkness. 


His comrade shivered. It was nothing to do with the temperature, which was mild for the time of year. And he was suitably clothed for the outdoors, even if his combat trousers still bore the creases of the packet and his Le Chameau boots were straight out of the box.


The trill of a mobile sounded loudly.


‘Yes?’ the first man barked. He listened intently and then smiled. ‘Excellent. See you at the lodge.’ He shoved the phone back in his pocket. ‘Good news. We have a positive sighting of the bear. That clown René and his mates.’


‘They saw it?’


‘Stumbled across it in a clearing apparently.’ He rubbed his hands in anticipation. ‘It’s about to begin.’


‘And the fourth member of the team? The tracker? Won’t he get in the way?’


‘I’ll take care of him.’


‘You won’t harm him?’


The cold gaze swept over the man who would never be a hunter, no matter his attire and came to rest on the pristine boots with a sneer. 


‘Having doubts are you, Pascal? Thought you wanted to be part of this?’


‘I do . . . I’m not . . . I mean . . .’ He was out of his depth. His wife had warned him. This man was dangerous. But it was too late now.


‘Well grow a backbone. This is the perfect time for us to make our move. And that bear is the key.’


‘It’s just . . . I didn’t think . . .’


‘You didn’t think you’d have to get your hands dirty?’


Pascal had no reply.


The other man raised the binoculars once more, the sunlight shining on the boar’s-head signet ring that graced his left hand, and he watched the four-wheel drive, government logo emblazoned on the door, bounce down the dirt track and off into the distance.


‘I’ll be in touch,’ he said, once the vehicle was out of sight. ‘And if you don’t lose your nerve, six months from now you’ll be Mayor of Fogas.’










Chapter 2


‘It was a bear!’ René Piquemal reached for his beer, still trembling. ‘Enormous. Came at us. Thought we were done for.’


He took a long sip, and wiped his moustache with the back of a hand covered in scratches from the unconventional route the three hunters had taken down the mountain. With René leading, they had fallen through bushes and over rocks, stumbling and lurching in their desperation to get away. At one point René had been overtaken by Bernard whose forward momentum, greatly abetted by his hefty paunch, had caused him to lose control and he’d tumbled head over heels to the track below.


Once back at the safety of their cars, Bernard and Claude had decided to go home, overcome by their adventure. René however, in need of company and an audience, had driven straight down to the bar in La Rivière. 


Unlike the villages of Picarets and Fogas, with which it had been bound in a triumvirate of political discord since Napoleonic times, La Rivière was situated on the valley floor, thus forming the midpoint of the geographically challenged commune of Fogas. Hence it was a natural meeting place – some would even say ‘neutral’ given the rivalry between the other two villages, arising out of the sense of superiority Fogas had retained purely because it had given its name to the district – and on a Saturday the modest bar was crowded with regulars partaking of a pre-lunch drink after a long morning at the market.


‘You didn’t think to shoot it?’ asked Philippe Galy, sitting at the large table which dominated the room. Around him the usual hum of conversation had fallen quiet as the locals absorbed this latest news.


‘Shoot it?’ Plumber by trade, woodsman only by hobby, the idea hadn’t even crossed René’s mind. He didn’t analyse what kind of hunter that made him. ‘Didn’t have time. It moved like lightning. Covered the ground in colossal strides. We were lucky to escape.’


‘You couldn’t shoot something like that!’ exclaimed Josette, busy drying glasses behind the counter. ‘Not a bear. They’re too majestic. And anyway, they’re protected. You can’t just go round killing them.’


‘But if it was attacking someone?’


A derisory snort came from the only other woman present. ‘Probably wasn’t even a bear. Probably just a wild boar with long legs!’


The plumber scowled as the place erupted into laughter. ‘Joke all you like, Véronique! But when it comes down here and runs amok you won’t be laughing. And it will. Mark my words. There are already rumours that the bins at the Sarrat bridge have been raided. Most likely the same beast.’


A rumble of consternation greeted his news about the bigger, more affluent commune that lay across the river, its sloping fields basking in sunlight. Then he indicated the archway behind him which opened up into an épicerie, shelves stocked with croissants, bread and fresh vegetables, the pervasive scent of saucisson filtering through. 


‘Wouldn’t be surprised if you go through there someday, Josette, and find one rummaging around in the shop. They’re a menace. And you’ve got more to lose than all of us, Christian. Know how many sheep were taken last year alone by rogue bears?’


Christian Dupuy, the large man with the mop of blond curls who’d been sitting quietly, enjoying the mayhem, shrugged. It was a complaint he heard all too often at the Farmers’ Union meetings. And one he was sorely tired of.


‘Over one hundred and fifty, that’s how many,’ René continued. ‘It’s wrong is what it is. Releasing them up in the mountains on some conservationist whim and expecting farmers and hunters to shoulder the costs.’


‘But they’re not shouldering the costs,’ cut in Véronique. ‘Farmers get compensated for any stock killed by bears.’


‘And even some that isn’t!’ added Christian with a cynical smile. As someone who took livestock up to the mountain pastures every summer, he was expected to disapprove of the government policy; to take part in the regular protests, many of them violent, which were organised by his fellow farmers who were outraged at the danger posed to their untended animals. But in fact, he didn’t understand why they couldn’t live side by side, the way they had for centuries before the bears were hunted out of existence. 


‘I know of a few who’ve had the benefit of the doubt when it comes to claiming compensation,’ he said. ‘Paid in full for a ewe that was probably killed by a stray dog. And bought new fencing and a couple of Pyrenean mountain dogs courtesy of the grants available.’


‘Pah!’ René thumped his fist on the bar. ‘Those grants are just a sop to make us swallow yet another piece of legislation thought up by some Parisian intellectual who knows nothing about life in these mountains.’


‘And even with a patou in place, sheep still get taken,’ added an elderly shepherd from the back, using the affectionate term for the dogs the government was promoting as a suitable bear repellent. Traditionally bred to be a guard dog rather than a sheepdog, the patou lived its life amongst the flock, its shaggy white coat and tail making it resemble the very animals it was designed to protect. As a result, there’d been many a tourist over the years who’d claimed to have been chased down a hill by a barking ‘sheep’.


‘What galls me the most,’ continued René, ‘is that there was no local consultation. None!’


‘They held talks up in Toulouse,’ Christian said. 


‘Since when was Toulouse in the Pyrenees? Bloody Paris bureaucrats! The lot of them should be made to face what I had to this morning. See how they’d like to stumble upon a bear in their back garden!’


A murmur of support reverberated through those listening and Philippe Galy’s voice surfaced from it.


‘René’s right! My hives are up in those hills and I’ve lost enough bees this year without them being attacked. And while I can make use of the electric fencing the government provides, a patou is no good to me!’


‘Don’t let Maman hear you say that!’ Véronique Estaque laughed, thinking of the two massive Pyrenean mountain dogs that were the centre of her mother’s life. ‘She’s been inundated with calls to breed hers since the reintroduction programme started.’


‘She should take them up on it. About time someone benefited from this travesty,’ grumbled René.


‘So, going back to your encounter,’ said Véronique with a mischievous twinkle, used to his mercurial temper and knowing he wouldn’t be able to resist resuming the tale. ‘How did you get away?’


‘With difficulty! It was up on its hind legs, towering over us, jaws open wide.’ The plumber slid off his stool and assumed the position of the threatening animal, short arms raised in the air, teeth bared, even his moustache looking vaguely menacing.


‘Was it wearing a beret?’ asked Christian to smothered giggles.


René glared at him, whipped off his orange hunting beret and continued.


‘Claude was next to me. Terrified, he was. Shaking so much I was afraid his gun would go off! So I calmly told him to take a step back.’ He eased himself away from the bar in the manner of the besieged hunters, facing his audience, back to the entrance to the shop. ‘So now there’s a distance of a few metres between us, and this beast is still snarling.’


‘You must have been petrified!’ said Josette, tea towel abandoned as she got caught up in the excitement. 


‘Claude was. I just had this wave of calm wash over me. Like Jean-Claude Van Damme before he goes on the rampage. It was as if every sense was razor sharp, every reflex ready to fire.’


A stifled snort came from the back of the room.


‘So then what?’ asked Philippe.


‘I persuaded Claude to take another step.’ René edged back again, totally in the moment now and carrying his audience with him. ‘It was like trying to get marble to move. Frozen solid with fear, he was. And all around, this eerie silence, as if nature was holding its breath.’


Tension permeated the bar, every eye on the fearless plumber who stood crouched in the doorway.


‘We’d almost made it. We were right at the edge of the clearing. But then . . .’ he paused dramatically. ‘. . . Then Claude made a noise. And just like that the bear roared and lunged towards us. We didn’t have time to think. It was a matter of life and death. I threw myself in front of Claude and I—’ 


But the dramatic conclusion was never reached. For the second time that day René’s ‘highly honed’ senses betrayed him as, without warning, a large hand descended heavily onto his shoulder from behind, scaring the living daylights out of him.


 And for the second time that day, he screamed.


 


‘Christ, René!’ Christian mopped up the beer that was swilling around the table, the result of René’s high-pitched yelp, which had jolted more than one member of the audience into spilling their drinks. ‘What happened to the Van Damme reflexes?’


‘I can’t help it if people keep creeping up on me,’ René groused, as he glared at the cause of the commotion. 


He was huge. A mountain of a man, taller even than Christian, easily as broad across the chest but with a panther-like quality that the awkward farmer would never possess. And that hair! It was as black as a night sky on a new moon and flowed over his collar in thick, luxuriant waves. No need for special shampoos in that house, thought the plumber as he ran a hand over his own balding pate. 


‘Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you.’ The stranger’s voice was deep and had the rough edge of disuse and although there was nothing explicitly offensive in his words, René got the sense he was being mocked.


 ‘You can’t scare him,’ said Véronique with a laugh. ‘He’s just confronted a bear.’


‘Has he now?’ The man directed a warm smile at her and then focused on the plumber. ‘Around here?’


‘Up above Picarets. We came on it in a clearing and it went for us,’ explained René, returning to his place at the bar and noticing, as he got closer, the musky scent of the forest emanating from the man. He hadn’t been near a shower for a while.


‘Sounds like you had a lucky escape.’  The man paid for the beer Josette had placed in front of him but his gaze never left René’s face, causing him to feel like a butterfly pinned to a mounting board. 


‘He was just telling us about it when you came in,’ said Véronique. ‘So what happened next, René?’


‘Nothing. It doesn’t matter.’ The unrelenting scrutiny had dampened René’s enthusiasm for his exaggerated tale and no longer wanting to be the centre of attention, he took his drink and made his way to a seat next to the elderly shepherd who immediately started reminiscing about how much better things had been in his day. 


‘So what brings you to these parts?’ asked Josette and the man dragged his eyes off the retreating figure of René and turned to face her.


‘I’m working here.’


‘What kind of work?’


‘Research.’


His reply was met with scepticism. It wasn’t a common profession in the area and for those present who’d never met a researcher before, which was the majority, the newcomer’s grubby clothing and mud-streaked face weren’t quite what they’d expected from a man of science. 


‘Into what?’ asked Véronique.


But the man mustn’t have heard, as he responded with a query of his own. ‘Can anyone tell me where I can find the mayor?’


Philippe Galy let out a dry laugh. ‘Now there’s a question.’


‘He’s not always around these days,’ said Véronique. ‘Perhaps we could help?’


The man graced her with another smile and a blush stole up her cheeks. ‘I’m sure you could. The town hall is supposed to have arranged accommodation for me.’


As one, everyone turned to the big farmer who had shown no inclination to join in with the conversation. Now, however, Christian stepped forward and Josette noticed he was standing straighter than normal, as though making an effort to appear even taller.


‘Accommodation? Are you sure?’ 


The man reached into his pocket and pulled out a bundle of papers. He separated a page from them and passed it over, the town hall crest visible on the top. The farmer read quickly, heart sinking. It seemed there had been yet another administrative glitch in the commune of Fogas.


‘When was this arranged?’ 


‘A few weeks ago.’


‘Well, it wasn’t mentioned at the council meeting last week. And there are four of you?’


‘There were. But things have changed. It’s just me now.’


‘At least that’s something.’ Christian ran a hand though his curls in exasperation.


‘What is it?’ demanded Josette, leaning across the counter and pushing her glasses up her nose as she peered at the letter. 


‘This man, Monsieur . . .’


‘Petit,’ the man volunteered, a hand held out to the farmer. ‘Arnaud Petit.’


Christian grasped it and felt the strength of a fellow outdoorsman. And calluses. Not the soft hands of a researcher. 


‘Christian Dupuy, deputy mayor of Fogas.’ He turned back to his audience. ‘Monsieur Petit has been promised community housing for the duration of his . . . research.’


‘That wasn’t approved by the council,’ barked René.


‘Serge must have forgotten to raise it.’


‘Huh. That’s becoming a regular occurrence,’ muttered Philippe. ‘He forgot to submit my new building plans and I had to take them down to the office in St Girons myself.’


‘He has just lost his wife. We must remember that.’ Josette’s tone held more than a hint of reproach.


‘It’s nearly a year ago, Josette,’ countered Véronique. ‘And while we should make some allowances, the commune still needs to be run. I’m having the same problem trying to get him to contact La Poste to demand a meeting. Every time I ask I feel bad for pestering him but it’s ten months since the fire and we still don’t have a post office.’


‘Going to ruin, this place is,’ grumbled René. ‘Maybe we ought to be thinking about voting in a new mayor!’


‘Now, now.’ Christian held up his hands to silence the growing discontent. ‘Serge is doing his best at a difficult time. It’s our place to support him, not criticise him.’


‘Serge?’ Arnaud Petit was looking confused, having last heard the name applied to a beagle on the hillside above Picarets. And not a very bright beagle at that.


‘Serge Papon,’ explained Christian. ‘He’s the mayor of Fogas.’


‘A bloody useless one,’ came a mutter from the back.


‘Well, at the moment he’s all we have so we’ll just have to make do and sort this mess out.’


‘Sort what mess out?’


The voice came from the same doorway that had already yielded one surprise that morning. But for those residents of Fogas who had been born and bred in the sleepy commune, it was a far cry from the booming sound that used to echo around the hills. Much quieter, almost tentative, it was still enough to startle them into silence.


‘I said, what mess?’ Serge Papon stepped forward into the crowded bar, face markedly thinner than a year ago, clothes baggy on his once stocky figure.


‘Serge,’ Christian said awkwardly. ‘Bonjour!’ 


How long had he been there? wondered the farmer. Had he heard?


‘Bonjour.’ Serge flicked a dismissive finger at the letter. ‘What’s this all about?’ 


‘Apparently we’re supposed to be housing Monsieur Petit while he carries out research.’ 


‘Monsieur who?’


‘Monsieur Petit,’ said Arnaud, stepping forward, hand outstretched, his huge frame making the older man seem even frailer. 


‘Serge Papon.’ The reply held something of the resonance of times gone by and was accompanied by an expansion of his chest like a proud rooster. ‘Mayor of Fogas.’


‘An honour to meet you. My department spoke to you a fortnight ago.’


‘They did? I mean, they did. Yes.’ Serge glanced back down at the paper, still looking unsure, and then he seemed to dredge something up from the inky depths that had become his memory. ‘Of course! I remember now. You’re the man from the bear reintroduction programme!’


Shock rippled through the bar, closely followed by a wave of dark mutterings as the residents of Fogas reassessed the newcomer. Little wonder, thought Christian, that he had been coy about the nature of his research. It was such a volatile topic and for the likes of René and the old shepherd, Arnaud Petit represented the very government that was forcing them to adapt the way they lived for a reason they just couldn’t accept. He was the enemy.


Aware of how easily their open curiosity could turn into hostility, Christian moved to put himself between Arnaud and the now restless natives, noting with irritation that Véronique was regarding the man with a look of awe.


‘You’ve agreed to put up a bear researcher in the commune?’ René was the first to find his voice.


‘Technically, I’m not a researcher. I’m a tracker. If that makes any difference.’ 


Arnaud Petit’s droll interjection did nothing to alleviate the escalating discord. But Serge, normally fine-tuned to the shifting moods of his electorate, seemed not to notice the growing rumble of discontent and continued blithely on.


‘Yes. Just for a few months.’


‘A few months? Are you mad?’


‘Far from it,’ Serge replied curtly. ‘We’re getting handsomely paid in rent and the bears are good for tourism.’


The elderly shepherd had heard enough. Getting to his feet, he shook his walking stick in the general direction of the tracker. ‘Since when was tourism the only concern? What about our livelihoods? Those bears and the likes of him are ruining our way of life.’ 


His outburst was met with a roar of approval which couldn’t fail to register on Serge’s political Richter scale and he stepped forward to smooth the ruffled feathers. 


‘I think we’re all getting a little overexcited,’ he said, the authority from years of uncontested power bringing order to the bar. ‘It’s only a temporary measure until the monitoring project is finished. Then Monsieur Petit will be on his way.’


‘What monitoring project?’ René’s voice was laden with suspicion.


‘They’re tagging some of the bears to find out which one is causing the problems.’ 


‘What problems?’ 


‘Oh, I don’t know. Something to do with a bear being seen down by the Sarrat bridge. Probably wasn’t even a bear but you know how it is. Ever one to pander to his electorate, Henri Dedieu was immediately on the phone, squealing to the relevant agency.’ Serge shook his head in disgust. ‘So, thanks to the mayor of Sarrat, we have a team of researchers in the area for the next few months.’


It was vintage Serge Papon: a skilful shift of responsibility onto the neighbouring commune which was held in universal contempt by the people of Fogas. But the side-step, worthy of all his years in power, had come too late.


‘I told you!’ exclaimed René, stomping to the front to wag a finger at Christian and Véronique. ‘I told you that animal would create havoc.’


‘There’s no evidence that the bear you saw is the culprit.’ Arnaud had moved past Christian to face the room, the combination of his deep voice and his immense stature quelling the opposition. ‘Once I have the results of her DNA sample we’ll be able to tell.’


‘And how do you propose to take her DNA?’ asked Christian.


‘I already have. Took it this morning.’


‘This morning?’ René queried. ‘Is that why it attacked us, because you’d provoked it?’ 


Arnaud chose not to notice that René was getting more and more puffed up, fists clenched, inching closer to the tracker with every word.


‘No,’ Arnaud said, as Christian put a restraining hand on his friend’s shoulder. ‘I took the sample just after you left. When the drug I’d injected into it before you arrived had taken effect and the bear was fully asleep.’


It was said so quietly. With such understatement. But it had the desired impact. René’s bravado collapsed like a popped balloon and the room erupted into hilarity, the burgeoning friction dissipating as the truth of the epic adventure was disclosed. 


‘And that final roar, by the way,’ concluded Arnaud, driving the definitive nail into René’s bear-shaped coffin. ‘That was a yawn.’


René shook off Christian’s hand and stormed out of the bar with laughter ringing in his ears. He was barely two steps away before he lit a cigarette. Today was not the right day to be giving up.


 


‘But that doesn’t solve the problem,’ Christian pointed out once the noise in the bar had abated and the figure of the furiously smoking plumber had disappeared from view. ‘Where are we going to house Monsieur Petit?’


Serge stared at his deputy mayor, his composure of moments before replaced by confusion. ‘We discussed this, didn’t we?’


It was pitiful. Almost pleading. 


He’s an old man, thought Christian with a wave of unexpected sympathy for this behemoth of local politics who had ruled Fogas for a quarter of a century, so often an adversary rather than a friend. And Christian, not having a duplicitous bone in his body, had no relief to offer him.


‘Er . . .’


‘Yes, you did.’ 


Christian turned to Véronique, eyebrows raised. 


‘You told me about it,’ she continued, staring at the farmer and willing him to play along.


‘I must have forgotten. Remind me what we decided again?’


Véronique smiled. ‘You suggested Monsieur Petit stay in the flat next to mine. It’s vacant for the foreseeable future.’


‘Excellent idea!’ Serge Papon slapped Christian on the back before he had a chance to protest. ‘Let’s take Monsieur Petit over there right away.’


‘Arnaud, please call me Arnaud,’ insisted the tracker as Serge Papon threw an arm around his waist, not being anywhere near tall enough to reach the man’s shoulders, and ushered him out of the bar before the locals turned again.


‘I’ll go too,’ Véronique said, bustling after them.


‘Probably for the best.’ Christian addressed her with rather more bite than he'd intended. ‘Seeing as it’s your plan after all!’


‘This doesn’t bode well,’ said Josette as the bar door slammed shut and they watched the three figures head down the road to the old school building that now housed two flats owned by the commune. ‘I can see the farmers and hunters being up in arms over this. And the man who’s going to be at the centre of their protests is staying right here in La Rivière!’


‘You’re right. Look what they did in the village of Arbas when the mayor signed up to the reintroduction programme,’ said Philippe Galy. ‘Group of anti-bear protesters damn near ruined the place. Wrecked the town hall, threatened to kill the mayor too. Last thing we need is trouble like that. Serge should never have agreed to accommodate this man. We need to call a council meeting, Christian.’


‘Sorry?’ Christian pulled his attention away from the sight of Véronique smiling at something Arnaud Petit was saying to her. 


‘I said we need to call a meeting. This situation could be a real problem.’


‘I agree,’ said Christian, not quite understanding why he was so vexed at the arrival of the big man in his town. ‘This could be a problem indeed.’










Chapter 3


It didn’t take long to settle Arnaud Petit into his flat. Serge could tell he was a man used to living without luxuries, which was fortunate given the condition of his new abode. Somehow, the routine clean organised by the town hall at the end of each tenancy had been overlooked and there were tracks of rodent activity punctuating the scratched wooden worktop in the kitchen, while a strong smell of damp was corroborated by the fungus blossoming in the shower. 


The tracker hadn’t seemed perturbed. He’d brought in his rucksack and declared himself at home. Serge had offered the services of Bernard Mirouze, the cantonnier for Fogas who took on all the odd jobs in the commune, but Arnaud had said that he was happy to get the place into shape himself. Which was probably just as well as Bernard was a bit of a liability when it came to anything more taxing than changing a light bulb. And even then, he’d been known to stick a finger in a live socket. Not that it seemed to give him any more spark!


 Serge chuckled as he walked back towards the épicerie. But his flicker of good humour was extinguished as he approached the building and heard the lively sound of voices inside. They were all still in the bar. Probably talking about him again.


He threw a wave as he passed the window but didn’t stop for his customary pastis. He had no desire to walk in there. Plus, his favourite tipple no longer tasted the same, the sharp anise tang almost indiscernible to him of late, rendering the opaque drink as tempting as a glass of cloudy water. So where now? He couldn’t face the thought of going home. Their house, or rather, his house, felt so alien without Thérèse.


Across the road, the entrance to the garden centre was ablaze with colour; reds and purples and yellows were spilling out of the pots lined up in tiered rows outside. Weren’t they chrysanthemums? They only appeared once a year in these parts. He checked his watch for the date and slapped his forehead.


‘Toussaint!’ he muttered. How could he have forgotten? Tomorrow was All Saints’ Day. Thérèse had followed tradition every year, visiting the graves of her ancestors with bunches of chrysanthemums and bringing extra to place on the tombstones of his family to make up for his neglect. But this year it was up to him to observe the ritual. And he really ought to take some flowers to his wife.


He crossed over, trying to decide which colour Thérèse would have chosen. Something delicate. A pink, perhaps? He’d got within touching distance of the first rank of flowers when he saw a flash of flame-red hair through the crowd of people inside the gates.


Stephanie Morvan. His heart sank. He couldn’t face her today. She’d been hassling him for months about providing more parking in the village to accommodate the growing number of people visiting her garden centre and he hadn’t got around to it. He watched her dealing briskly with the long queue of customers and then he turned and walked empty-handed back to his car. Despite his reluctance, he decided to head for home, hoping that the drive would shake off the feeling of being lost that was always with him these days.


Depression, the doctor had said when Serge had gone in to get his blood pressure checked. Normal given the circumstances, apparently. He’d sounded so blasé about it, had tried to give Serge a prescription for some pills that would supposedly make everything all right again. But Serge had refused to take it and had bought himself some vitamin tablets instead, confident they would do the trick and give him back his energy. The container remained on the table in the bag from the chemist’s. He’d not even had the enthusiasm to open it.


He put the car in gear and took the narrow road which twisted around the back of the village towards the Romanesque church that marked the beginning of the meandering climb up to Fogas. As he passed the burnt out ruins of the post office, he felt another twinge of stress. He still hadn’t chased up plans to reopen a branch in the commune following the fire last New Year’s Eve. Véronique Estaque had asked him several times about the situation, desperate to resume her duties as postmistress. But he’d got no further than thinking about it. He’d meant to do it but lately . . .


For twenty-five years he’d ruled the commune as head of the Conseil Municipal, the local council made up of eleven elected councillors that was in charge of Fogas, and for several before that, he’d been deputy mayor. The political heartbeat of the place had been his life. Nothing had happened in the three villages that constituted his fiefdom without his knowledge. He liked to think that he’d governed with a paternal care – and that included doing some things without the knowledge of the very people he was leading. But he’d always had their interests at heart, even when it came to his more scheming side. 


Recently, though, he found it difficult to raise enthusiasm for anything. He no longer fussed over what he ate, consuming mass-produced rubbish that Thérèse would have been mortified to have grace her table, and had to really summon an effort to have a shave of a morning. He, who’d once taken such pride in his appearance and had been rewarded with the attention of many a young lady from the surrounding valleys. Which shamed him now. The way he’d let some of those women turn his head. More, even. He couldn’t shake off the belief that his infidelities had driven Thérèse to an early grave.


Ironically, it was a lack of the very passion that had caused him to behave that way which was now afflicting him. And others were starting to notice. They’d been complaining about him when he walked into the bar, saying he wasn’t up to the job of mayor. And he’d heard René suggest that they ought to get rid of him.


He knew René well enough to know that the stocky plumber was all bluster. He’d been on the council for several years and had always voted with his conscience, even if he was sometimes a bit hot-headed. So Serge didn’t really perceive him to be a threat. But there were plenty of his fellow councillors who wouldn’t hesitate to get their knives out if they knew that Mayor Papon was vulnerable. And the good-hearted Christian Dupuy would only be able to protect him for so long.


What a valuable deputy he’d turned out to be. Serge had fought the farmer’s election onto the council as ruthlessly as he could and done plenty over the intervening time to limit Christian’s power, simply because he knew the man was incorruptible and therefore a threat to the position that Serge didn’t want to give up. In the last twelve months though, he’d grown to respect his young rival. Would have been proud to have him as a son if God had thought to grace him with one. 


But God had chosen to ignore Thérèse’s frequent pleas for children, her countless novenas to St Gerard, patron saint of motherhood. A cynic when it came to religion, Serge hadn’t even attempted to pray, knowing that if there was a deity looking over them, there was no way it would listen to a rogue like him. And so he was on his own now. He’d thought he could cope with that. Thought his obsession with Fogas politics would be enough to sustain him.


That, however, didn’t seem to be the case. He just didn’t care anymore.


He’d had to bluff earlier when reading the letter that he’d sent to Arnaud Petit. If he hadn’t been staring at his own signature scribbled across the bottom of the page, he wouldn’t have believed that he had been in contact with the man’s department. He had no recollection of it until he made the connection with the bears. Then it had come flooding back. But too late. 


Perhaps most galling of all was Véronique Estaque stepping in for him like that. He wasn’t a man to take sympathy from anyone, but provoking it in her was even harder to bear. Known for her caustic tongue and straight-talking attitude, Véronique didn’t suffer fools and he respected her for that. But he didn’t want her charity.


Still, it had been quick thinking by the postmistress. And part of him had been amused to see Christian struggling to play along, guile not being an inherent part of his nature. Didn’t make Serge any less embarrassed though. Having younger members of the community come to his rescue.


He crunched the gears down into second as he approached a particularly steep section of road, taking the turn to the left on automatic pilot after years of negotiating his way up and down the sides of the mountain that was home to Fogas, largest of the three villages in the commune. But today, as he turned the bend, veering too far over on the narrow strip of unmarked tarmac, he came face to face with a cattle truck.


There was a squeal of brakes on both sides and they came to rest millimetres apart, the other driver issuing a stream of expletives accompanied by subtitles in the form of gestures. Serge put up a shaking hand in apology and reversed the car into a small patch of verge that served as a passing place. He raised a hand again as the lorry started off, the driver still ranting, and waited a few moments before pulling back onto the road. And as he did so, he came to a decision.


He would serve out the end of the year but in January he would resign from his post as Mayor of Fogas and step down from the council. It was time.


 


The bar in La Rivière was quieter now, the midday rush of people returning from St Girons having decreased to a trickle. Christian Dupuy, however, was making no move to go home for lunch as he reasoned that no one could be expected to endure his mother’s cooking twice a day. René had once quipped that Madame Dupuy was the only cook in the world who had misunderstood the concept of ‘fusion’ and had opted for the nuclear version. It was a fair enough comment seeing as the majority of dishes that emerged from her oven were reduced to black, smouldering lumps.


‘He’s slipping,’ he said, referring to the events of the morning. ‘Letting things slide.’


‘It’s to be expected.’ Josette placed three coffees on the table and took a seat, glad of the chance to rest her legs. Her business had recently undergone a major expansion and while the new layout of the épicerie and bar was proving a success, sometimes Saturdays were almost too much for her to cope with. She was really beginning to feel her age. And, although she was loath to admit it, she was missing the company of her nephew, Fabian, who now spent every weekend across the road helping Stephanie get her fledgling garden centre off the ground. 


Young love, she mused. She could remember it well. Which was why she had sympathy for the mayor of Fogas, despite their past history. 


‘Serge has suffered a huge loss. He’s bound to feel adrift.’


‘But you weren’t like this when Jacques died! I mean, you kept this place going all on your own.’


Josette took a sip of coffee to avoid answering. If only people knew, she thought. She’d been just as racked with grief when her husband had suddenly dropped dead of a heart attack the year before. The difference was, she’d only had a few days in which to mourn him. Because on the day of his funeral, he’d reappeared. Not in a Christlike rose-again kind of way. More in a ghost-sitting-in-the-fireplace kind of way.


She cast a glance over to the inglenook where the spectral presence of Jacques was inclined to spend his time, watching life in the commune pass by. His white hair was vibrant against the soot of the chimney and the outline of his slender body was indistinct, as though someone hadn’t coloured him in right up to the edges. He was listening intently to their conversation and no doubt fretting that he couldn’t contribute, his after-life existence not coming equipped with the ability to talk. 


‘Everyone’s different,’ she said, with massive understatement.


‘I’ll have to take your word for it,’ Christian continued. ‘I can’t imagine what it’s like to spend your life with someone special and then lose them. Especially as I’ve reached the grand age of forty-one without finding anyone who remotely fits that description!’


Annie Estaque, the third person at the table, emitted a gruff sound that locals knew was her version of laughter, imbued with the broad accent of the Ariège region.


‘Norrr will you,’ she said. ‘Not stuck up a mountain farrrming all yourrr life. Takes someone special indeed to want to take that on.’


‘Touché!’ Not wanting, or needing, yet another lecture from a well-meaning soul on his disastrous love life, Christian steered the conversation back to Serge Papon. ‘But not everyone will be so understanding of our mayor’s plight. It was clear he had no idea this Arnaud Petit was arriving and even less of an idea as to where to accommodate him. But for Véronique’s quick thinking, Serge would have been left looking like a fool.’


‘She gets her wits from you, Annie!’ 


‘I wouldn’t bet on it,’ Annie muttered enigmatically into her coffee.


‘Talk of the devil.’ Josette tipped her head towards the door where Véronique was just coming in. ‘Coffee, love?’


‘I’ll get it.’ Véronique put a gentle hand on Josette’s shoulder to prevent her getting up. ‘Anyone else want a refill?’


Annie held out her cup with an unapologetic grin.


‘Might have known you would, Maman!’ Véronique dropped a kiss on the weathered cheek of her mother as she passed.


‘You know which blend to use,’ cautioned Josette. ‘Don’t want her climbing the walls this afternoon.’


‘So what’s he like, then?’ Christian asked, deliberately focusing his eyes on the black and white photos of Fogas in times gone by that lined the wall behind the bar as Véronique bent over to deposit the old coffee grounds in the bin. He’d noticed a tendency of late for his gaze to linger over the contours of her backside whenever the opportunity presented itself and it was a habit he was determined to conquer. In the last twelve months she had become a good friend and she deserved better than this uncharacteristically lecherous behaviour. 


‘Arnaud? He’s lovely.’


‘Arnaud? On first-name terms already are you?’ 


Immediately regretting the words, Christian wondered what it was about the newcomer that made him feel thirteen all over again. But if Véronique sensed the petulance in his question, she chose to ignore it.


‘The flat was a bit of a mess though. Turns out Serge didn’t get round to organising a clean-up after the last tenant left. Yet another thing he’s let slip.’ She raised an eyebrow in Christian’s direction as she approached the table with the drinks. ‘It’s not good enough.’


‘I hearrr you werrre standing up forrr him earrrlierrr. Why so harrrd on him now?’


‘I don’t know. He was so defenceless and confused this morning. It felt like attacking a lame rabbit.’


Annie snorted. ‘Now that’s one descrrription of Serrrge Papon I neverrr thought I’d hearrr!’


‘I think we’re overreacting.’ Josette pushed her glasses up her nose and rounded her shoulders as though expecting to be shouted down. ‘After all, apart from forgetting that Monsieur Petit was coming today, what has he done that’s so dreadful?’


‘Well, he failed to tell everyone about the problem with the bears in the first place,’ Christian began. ‘Even if the sighting was in Sarrat, he should have mentioned it at a council meeting. Otherwise he infuriates the likes of René.’


‘And he’s made no move to sort out the mess with La Poste,’ said Véronique. ‘People are getting really frustrated about it. But what can I tell them? It’s ridiculous. I’m still getting paid to be the commune postmistress but I have no post office to run!’


‘Have you trrried contacting them yourrrself?’


Véronique shot her mother a glance that would have disconcerted many a woman. But Annie Estaque was made of sterner stuff.


‘Yes, Maman, I have. And much good it’s done me. I was on the phone to them this morning but they pass me from pillar to post, then tell me I need to send copies of any documentation they can think of. In triplicate. If I didn’t know better, I’d say they were stalling. But I can’t think why.’


‘I’ll try to have a word with them next week,’ offered Christian. ‘See if my position on the council pulls any strings.’


‘That’d be great. I’ve asked Pascal several times but he’s always so dismissive. I come away feeling like I’ve been patted on the head from a great height!’


Christian nodded, well acquainted with the arrogant ways of his fellow deputy mayor. But Josette wasn’t convinced. 


‘It still seems like we’re making a drama out of nothing. I mean, it’s rather harsh to be judging the man on these trivial matters when he’s given us twenty-five years of good service. Even if we aren’t all fans of his methods.’ She looked towards her husband with her final words. Jacques had long disapproved of Serge Papon’s machinations – a disapproval he’d managed to carry over into the hereafter, as his scowl now testified.


‘Actually, something else came up when I was at the flat. I was opening shutters to air the place while Arnaud sorted out his rucksack and I heard him talking to Serge. I didn’t mean to eavesdrop—’ 


Annie snorted for the second time and even Christian and Josette had to laugh, Véronique’s reputation as the fount of all Fogas gossip not having been gained through an aversion to listening where she shouldn’t.


‘Okay! Guilty as charged.’ Véronique grinned good-naturedly. ‘So, I heard Arnaud ask why there hadn’t been any signs up in the forest to warn hunters away from the area where he was conducting his research. Serge didn’t seem to know what he was talking about. Then when Arnaud produced a copy of the letter his department had sent explaining that it was the responsibility of the town hall to mark out the area, Serge reacted as if he’d never seen it before.’


Christian let out a low whistle. ‘So that’s how René and his colleagues stumbled upon the bear! It’s a wonder no one was hurt.’


Véronique nodded. ‘And guess who’d be responsible if someone had been? From what I can gather, the town hall would have been liable.’


‘So we’d all end up footing the bill.’ Christian turned to Josette. ‘Still think we’re being unfair?’


‘No, I suppose not. But what are our options? Getting a new mayor isn’t that easy. We’d have to apply to have Serge removed and that would be a lengthy and acrimonious procedure. As a member of the Conseil Municipal, I don’t want to go down that route.’


Christian put an arm around her frail shoulders. ‘Neither do I. But after today, there will be some on the council who are prepared to. Word will get back to Pascal and he’ll be sure to make the most of this.’


‘Huh! You mean his vixen of a wife, Fatima, will.’ Annie drank the last of her coffee, its acrid undertones no match for the bitter taste that was already in her mouth. This was a business she had no stomach for, her long-standing enmity towards Serge Papon having mellowed in recent months.


‘Maybe one of us ought to have a word with him,’ Josette volunteered.


‘And say what? “We think you’re past it. Resign as mayor”?’ Christian ran his hand through his hair, leaving curls sticking out in all directions. ‘Sorry. I just don’t need this at the moment. But you’re right, Josette. One of us should talk to him. Give him a chance.’


‘So, who’s going to put the bell on the cat?’ Véronique turned to the other women and then, as one, they all looked at Christian.


‘Oh no! Not me. No way. You set me against him not long ago and that was bad enough.’


‘You can’t ask Maman and Josette to take this on. Not at their age.’


‘Thanks!’ The two older women spoke in disgruntled unison.


‘That still leaves you, Véronique,’ Christian countered. ‘You’ve got more reason to push him than the rest of us.’


Josette added her voice to his argument. ‘And perhaps it would be better coming from a woman. Given his history!’


‘You think so? Well, I could try—’


‘No!’ Annie’s strident tones cut Véronique short. ‘Not Vérrronique.’


‘Why ever not?’ asked Christian.


‘Because she’s—’ Annie swallowed the words that had been on the tip of her tongue. ‘—She’s not on the council.’


‘Good point, Maman. Things like that count with Serge.’ Véronique turned back to Christian and he felt the full force of her gaze, her hand warm on his bare arm. His resolve evaporated.


‘Okay, okay. I’ll do it. But if it backfires . . .’


‘It won’t,’ Josette said adamantly. ‘It’ll turn out to be a fuss over nothing. You wait and see.’


‘Bonjour, anyone serving?’ A farmer from Sarrat poked his head through the archway and, spotting the deputy mayor, crossed the bar to shake hands. ‘Christian! Haven’t seen you in ages.’


‘Bonjour!’ Christian greeted him warmly. ‘Moving your cattle already?’ He indicated the truck parked outside, the soft noses of cows protruding through the slats.


‘Yeah. The forecast isn’t looking great so I’m bringing them over from Fogas. Damn near came a cropper on the road down, though.’


‘Some young lad going too fast?’


‘Just the opposite. Your mayor driving in a daydream. Came round the corner on the wrong side and nearly took both of us into the gorge. Seriously, he’s not fit to be on the road. You ought to tell him to quit before he kills someone.’


Christian turned to Josette. ‘See now why we’re worried?’


‘All the more reason why you should talk to him!’


 


‘It wasn’t appropriate.’


‘What do you mean it wasn’t appropriate? What can be more appropriate than carrying out orders—’


Arnaud Petit held the phone away from his ear, reducing his ranting boss to a squawk, and stared out of the window at sleepy La Rivière. It was pretty, he had to admit. The road winding down parallel to the river, the stone houses with their slate roofs, the épicerie and bar with the lovely terrace, and the statuesque church at the back of the village, its simple belfry more Spanish than French. 


It had been a stroke of luck finding the flat. The department had tried plenty of other villages in the area, none of which had been willing to take in four researchers from the bear programme, afraid of the protests it could unleash. And the violence. Although he got the impression that Mayor Serge Papon wouldn’t have been swayed by such fears, even if he couldn’t remember signing the letter of consent in the first place.


Of course, in the wake of today’s events, the other researchers wouldn’t be coming. Arnaud had got a text earlier to say they’d broken camp and were heading back to headquarters, all three of them struck down by a bout of sickness which they’d attributed to something they’d eaten. Possible, given they’d been camping rough for a week. But the bottle of eau de vie which a local had given them the night before was more likely to be the cause. The tracker had resisted the temptation of the homemade hooch, opting instead for a walk in the forest. And considering how things had turned out, he was grateful. Not only had his colleagues been obliged to leave prematurely, after what he’d done this morning they would have no need to return as had been planned. At least not until the spring. 


The bells tolled the hour and he let his eyes follow the sides of the mountains which rose up from behind the church, trees in hues of red and gold covering the slopes. She was up there somewhere. Hopefully none the worse for her enforced sleep. 


‘—Arnaud? Arnaud? Can you hear me?’


‘Sorry . . . poor reception . . . line . . . cut . . . off.’ Arnaud ended the call and placed the phone on the table. It rang again almost immediately but he ignored it. His boss needed time to see that the right decision had been made, even if it went against regulations. But then Arnaud Petit had never been a man for abiding by the rules. Which was why he was so good at his job.


Tracking was his life. He’d acquired his skills living among an Iroquois tribe in Quebec, stalking caribou, learning to blend into a forest, to live for weeks on only that provided by Mother Nature and to move as imperceptibly as the wind. He’d become so adept they’d given him the name Silent Bear, in acknowledgement of both his ability and his size. 


Returning to Europe, he set up as a freelance, employed by wildlife agencies across the continent, tracking wolves in Sweden, wildcats in Scotland. He’d even been enlisted to help find missing people. And then he got the call from France. 


He’d debated not taking the position, not being in any hurry to return to the land of his birth. But the job interested him. Overseen by the government agency which had been given the unenviable task of reintroducing brown bears to the Pyrenees, he was to work alongside researchers, using his skills to find the bears they wanted to study and to interpret evidence at the sites of alleged bear attacks. 


His new colleagues were wary at first. Resentful of his presence and the implication that they were inferior trackers, they were also outraged at his lack of a scientific background, his lack of a formal education. It was only as they worked with him that they began to appreciate his talents. And when they heard that he’d even been known to find his prey in the dark, they demanded to put the claim to the test. 


They’d blindfolded him and dropped him in the woods to track another man. Not wanting to appear too arrogant, he’d had to make it look harder than it was. He’d spent a long time running his fingers over the compressions left in the man’s tracks. Made a big show of finding the man’s trail through broken branches. They’d been amazed when, still blindfolded, he walked up to the man and placed a hand on his shoulder in what they considered record time. What he never told them was that they’d made a fatal error. They’d forgotten to tell the prey not to wear aftershave. With a sense of smell more developed than the best sommelier, for Arnaud it had been like following an arc lamp through the trees. But his reputation in the unit had been established.


They wouldn’t be so impressed with him today. Not when word got round about his actions. 


Earlier that month, his department had dispatched a team to the Ariège to investigate claims of a rogue bear in a couple of neighbouring communities. When efforts to locate the animal had proved futile, Arnaud had been sent for.


His orders had been clear: find the bear that was causing all the problems. Once found, it was to be tagged with a radio collar and then monitored from the flat in La Rivière. After that, it would decide its own fate. If it continued to enter villages and attack sheep, then the bear would be exterminated.


Arnaud had arrived in the Fogas valley a week ago and things had started off well. Down at the Sarrat bridge, about a mile out of La Rivière on the road to St Girons, he’d discovered a rear left footprint in a soft patch of mud next to the bins. It had been trampled on by several people, the heel portion rendered almost indistinct, but even so, from the length of it and the size of the pads, he was certain it was the print of an adult male bear.
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