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        Praise for

        Death Canyon

        “Fans of C. J. Box and Nevada Barr will relish this new sleuth of
        the great outdoors. Adding to the appeal of this fresh series is
        Bertsch’s skillful depiction of the allure of the wide-open spaces
        of the West and its regenerative powers for his characters. Adventure,
        current environmental issues, and love are all a part of the
        package.”

        —Library Journal (starred review)

        “David Riley Bertsch’s first novel, Death Canyon, offers evocative
        Rocky Mountain themes, a spot-on sense of place, brilliant flyfishing
        scenes, and characters you just want to root for. Welcome
        aboard, Dave Bertsch.”

        —C. J. Box, New York Times bestselling author of Breaking Point and The Highway

        “Set in the beautiful Wyoming high country, Death Canyon introduces
        Jake Trent, a smart and savvy protagonist, in a twisting,
        turning, murderous tale that thriller readers will love.”

        —Michael McGarrity, New York Times bestselling author of Hard Country

        “This book is the start of a series, but this story is so good, I’m not
        sure how Bertsch is going to top it. . . . What starts small blows up
        to world-ending proportions. . . . There is a long career ahead for
        this new writer.”

        —Clay Stafford, Killer Nashville

        “All the elements of a successful thriller . . . Bertsch has developed
        strong characters in Jake, Noelle, and Police Chief Roger Terrell.”

        —Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

        “Death Canyon shoots straight at the heart of America’s love affair
        with our national parks—and reminds us that beyond the tourist
        attractions lies true wilderness: vast, remote, and full of dangerous
        animals—especially the kind that walk on two legs. This is a harrowing
        journey into that world, written by an insider who knows
        where the tracks lead.”

        —Neil McMahon, coauthor with James Patterson of the #1 New York Times bestseller Toys

        “Izaak Walton called fly-fishing a contemplative man’s recreation,
        and some of the same can be said of David Riley Bertsch’s Death
        Canyon, except that this debut thriller series featuring fishing
        guide Jake Trent stacks up bodies faster than cordwood and deftly
        threads together an investigation like a premium hand-tied fly.”

        —Craig Johnson, New York Times bestselling author of the Walt Longmire Mysteries, the basis for the hit A&E television series Longmire

        “A true thrill ride. Readers will definitely look forward to the next
        book in this series. From this first tale, it looks like Jake Trent will
        be the next in line for suspense/thriller readers to adore!”

        —Suspense Magazine

        “Bertsch’s debut, the first in a planned series, features an interesting
        premise, a stunning location, [and] a protagonist with plenty
        of room for future growth.”

        —Kirkus Reviews

        “Bertsch is a talented writer who creates tangible, likable characters
        in Jake and Noelle; a steady stream of action; and lush descriptions
        of the Jackson Hole area, including Yellowstone and Grand
        Teton National Parks.”

        —Booklist
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This book is dedicated to my lovely and supportive wife, Katie, and to my family. Without you, I would never have had the courage to try.





JACKSON HOLE, WYOMING



One early summer evening, the valley was filled with a hushed rumbling. At first only the wildlife and household pets took notice. It was something almost magnetic, an ethereal reverberation that didn’t easily fit into any one sensory category. The elk and bison perceived it at the base of their skulls where their spinal cords met their brains. Their ears perked up in unspoken unison as they looked at the other animals in their herds. A threat, but what kind of threat? Their oversized binocular eyes scanned the tree lines and hillsides for predators. Nothing.


When the earth moved beneath them again, the shiver was no longer a delicate static. It morphed toward the realm of the physical, corporeal. Pebbles jumped about on the earth like dry corn dumped into a scorching-hot pan.


Its intensity increased rapidly. Almost exponentially. The mammals stamped their feet, their eyes still wandering to find the source of the tumult. The tremors amplified so that humans could detect them, too, and people in town stopped what they were doing, alarmed. They braced themselves for a full-blown quake, eyeing doorjambs and safe spots.


Then, it stopped. The valley was still again. The herds resumed their evening grazing. The townspeople resumed their shopping, headed out to dinner, or went back to work.


But the phenomenon repeated itself the next morning and again a few days later, over and over until the frequency of small tremors called the regional newspapers to attention. The headline in the Daily read, “Quakes Felt from Bend, Oregon, to Cedar Breaks, Utah.”


Taproom and restaurant conversation convulsed with speculation. Could this really be it? Quakes weren’t unheard of here, but not like this. Everyone, even regional scientists and universities, began taking notice. Twenty-three occurrences in nine days.


Are we due for the big one?


SNAKE RIVER CANYON, JACKSON HOLE. ONE MONTH LATER.


“What the hell was that?” the first man asked.


His companion shook his head. “ ’Nother quake maybe.”


Once the men were sure their friend was dead, they rigged a ratty climbing rope loose around his ankles so they could pull it off him when they were done. They had no choice but to burn the rope—if someone found it near the body, their plan would fail.


Straining in the dark, they lowered the corpse from the cliff top down to the rapids below. It wasn’t easy detecting when the lifeless body hit; they couldn’t see more than a few feet ahead, and the force of the current pulled at the rope just as gravity had when they lowered him headfirst down the cliff.


With just a few feet of rope left, they hesitated. Peering over the edge, they stared into an empty, black chasm. One of the men shrugged in the direction of his partner. They shook the rope and no longer felt the weight of the corpse. The man called Ryder turned back toward the car, trembling from the strain. The other man, cloaked in black, pulled up the remainder of the rope.


They made their way back to the car without a word. The man called the Shaman took the driver’s seat and stashed the rope under it.


In the passenger seat, a feeling of dense blackness consumed Ryder as the gravity of what he had just done set in. Their task hadn’t been easy. Killing a person, no matter the circumstances or the extent of the justification, was a horribly disturbing undertaking.


As the Shaman eased the car onto the dirt road, Ryder started to formulate a thought. The Shaman had doubted Ryder’s commitment to the cause not because he didn’t trust him but because the Shaman himself appreciated the gravity of the act.


So much was lost in yourself when you took another man’s life. Ryder understood that now. A sense of calm washed over him. He looked at the Shaman, whose expression exposed nothing. The man in black had surely done this before.


They drove another mile and pulled over into a clearing to burn the rope. As he watched the embers ascend into the night, Ryder said a prayer to himself. He didn’t dare say it aloud.


When they arrived back at their camp, men and women—some fully nude—were already dancing around the fire. With tears in their eyes, they looked up toward the moon with a look of mourning. Their attempt at a chant was cacophonous and incoherent. Very few of them properly spoke the Lakota Sioux language. The chant was called “Mitakuye Oyasin,” which means “all my relations.”


Its words gave thanks to the animals, plants, earth, and winds one by one. Swaying in the moonlight, the assembled sang:


You are all my relations,


my relatives without whom I would not live.


We are in the circle of life together,


coexisting, codependent, cocreating our destiny.


One not more important than the other.
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WEST BANK, SNAKE RIVER. TWO DAYS LATER.


The day that would begin the darkest epoch in Jackson Hole’s history saw Jake Trent having a personal crisis of his own. He woke up that June morning without any of the rejuvenating energy that should result from a good night’s sleep. The previous day’s troubles hadn’t gone away. Coffee didn’t help. It only made him more anxious.


The cause of Jake’s irritation was the same issue that had troubled him for months—the increasingly spineless nature of the Jackson Town Council. Whatever happened to standing up for what you believe in?


Of course, Jake admitted cooperation and compromise were central to the concepts of democracy, but he ardently felt that such cooperation should take place in a setting free from the temptation of personal gain. Compromise wasn’t compromise when there was a reward involved. That was called a bribe.


The issue was land—a very special piece of it. At some point during the council’s recent debate, the political forum had become polluted. Poorly disguised buy offs. Misinformation. Jake needed the council members to hear him out. His recommendations were essential if they were to hold on to any hope for a just result. He wasn’t so sure they had any such hope. Ears stuffed shut with money, the voting members weren’t listening anymore. They were happy to cash in and shut up. Quietly and without remark, Jake’s soapbox had been eroded out from under him.


This was Jake’s fourth year on the five-member Environmental Review subcommittee of the Jackson Town Council, and he was beginning to think it might be his last. The role was as a citizen appointee, and the job wasn’t exactly thrilling—recycling policy, park usage, land impact review—but he liked it. As an ex-lawyer, Jake wasn’t afraid of details and fine print, and the gig made him feel connected to his adopted city. He and his fellow committee members could advise and cajole the council, but when it came down to hard decisions, they had to stand back and watch. For years Jake had awaited the dreadful scenario unfolding in front of his eyes now: the greedy overdevelopment of protected land and everyone grabbing for the biggest piece.


The old ranch was beautiful and expansive. Classic Jackson Hole. An eight-hundred-foot-tall butte with magnificent views of the Tetons. Below the hill, a gentle slope continued toward the river. It drained two gin-clear spring creeks, the perfect habitat for spawning trout. Hummocks of cottonwoods provided shade near the creeks and river bottom. Unfortunately, these were all attributes that developers coveted, including the wildlife, fish, and flora. Two hundred and twenty lots were planned.


Two hundred and twenty. They called the proposed neighborhood the Old Teton Dairy Ranch, which to anyone with some knowledge of French meant roughly the Old Breast Milk Ranch. Below that asinine name on the entrance sign, whimsical cursive letters enthusiastically proclaimed: “Taste the Tetons!”


There was no doubt the development would affect the natural environment. Every study showed that. That was what the conservation easement was intended to protect. The easement now in question.


It was a shame. If the protected lands—national parks and forests, riverbanks and mountainsides—were crudely partitioned and sold to the highest bidder, the town would come to regret it.


The United States is still a young nation, Jake thought. We have the opportunity to learn from the mistakes of the more mature nations, he had always told others, a distinct advantage. In Jake’s mind, the United States was the fortunate youngest sibling of the developed world’s family. By ignoring the repercussions of our historical actions, we’ll only destroy ourselves.


Jake’s inability to sway his audience stymied him. He felt, perhaps foolishly, that because of his past accomplishments, his arguments should be afforded some extra consideration. He’d woken up half-seriously asking himself, Doesn’t anybody in this damn town know who I am?


Jake stood up and paced through his house. He was six feet, six one, maybe. Hair dark and short, with ever more gray around his temples. His body was lean but muscular, evidence of years of aerobic exercise: hiking, trail running, and biking. The push-up/sit-up routine he did every morning kept his upper body defined. His skin was dark now, but this wasn’t genetics. He had spent nearly a decade in the high-country sun.


Except for the land issue, Jake was rarely incensed about anything. For the most part, since his move west, he had lived a carefree and happy life. He reminded himself of this fact, and rather than spending all morning wrestling with these questions, he decided to go fishing. He’d had plans to do so anyway—an old acquaintance from back East had asked Jake to take him out while he was in town. But the man had unexpectedly canceled, having been called back home for a pressing work matter. The real world. That was okay. Jake needed some time alone anyway.


The conditions wouldn’t be ideal, of course; the water was still high and cold from the melting snow that flushed down the mountainsides each spring. But it was better than spending a sunny Saturday stewing over a righteous cause that was probably doomed anyway.


Jake knew that once he got downstream from the Bald Eagle Creek Bridge, he wasn’t likely to encounter any humans for more than twenty-two miles. That suited him just fine. Moose, likely; bald eagles, certainly; bear, possibly—but not humans. Even though the water was moving quickly with spring runoff, which would speed up the boat and shorten the trip, the stretch necessitated an overnight stay. He prepared quickly, packing his hiker/biker two-man tent and a twenty-degree synthetic sleeping bag. A sweatshirt wrapped around an old life vest would serve as a makeshift pillow.


When he was finished gathering what he needed from the house, Jake walked outside and down the worn path, parallel to the stand of lodgepole pines, and through the tall grass and occasional sagebrush.


A pair of eerie eyes, a strikingly mismatched sky-blue and chestnut-brown duo of orbs, watched him from the tree line. Oblivious to his hidden onlooker, Jake strolled to his boat trailer and stashed his bag in the dry box.


With his target distracted, the animal moved closer, carefully padding through the dry pine needles. Pausing there for a moment, he observed his subject. Clueless. Jake was bent over the gunwale of the boat, shuffling things around. It was the perfect moment for an ambush. The assailant picked up his pace and headed for Jake in an all-out sprint. In seconds, he was within thirty feet.


The footfall startled Jake and he turned to face his attacker.


“Hey! Stop! No!” Jake shouted, but it was too late. Wham! The muddy stray leaped up at him, planting his front paws firmly on Jake’s groin, tail wagging furiously. Jake stumbled backward, groaning in pain.


The dog skittered away, frightened by the man’s outburst.


Jake regained his composure. “Sorry. Shit. It’s okay, Chayote, er, whatever the hell your name is.” He brushed the mud off his pants and tried to pat the animal on the head. Chayote bounced backward nimbly, avoiding his touch.


The animal slinked away into the woods, his stub tail trying to tuck itself between its legs in embarrassment. Jake shook his head.


The little cattle dog had been hanging around for weeks now, and he was getting friendlier by the day, to Jake’s chagrin. At first he would watch Jake from afar and flee the second Jake acknowledged his presence. But by now, the pup was regularly approaching Jake, although he still wouldn’t allow Jake to handle him.


He wore no collar, so Jake had started making up names for him: Munson, Sampson, Cutty, but he finally settled on Chayote. Jake didn’t know where he’d heard the name; he just liked how it sounded. Plus, the little mottled dog looked and acted like a coyote—athletic and curious and devious. He chuckled to himself at the dog’s contrary whims of moxie and reticence.


Approaching his skiff, a sixteen-foot-long flat-bottomed vessel, Jake shook his head again, this time at the craft’s grimy floor—evidence of his inability to care for a possession that not only held significant sentimental value but also had provided him with a meager income and purpose during the first years after his relocation to Wyoming.


The boat hadn’t been used in months. Checking the tension on the strap, Jake wasn’t satisfied that it held the boat securely to the trailer. He removed it and fastened it again, tighter. Then he checked the trailer wheels. A bit wobbly—the trailer was due for two new hubs—but it would be fine for a few more miles.


Jake arrived at the popular put-in across from Charlie’s convenience store at 9:15 a.m. Although there weren’t many guides launching boats this early in the season, he felt unusually self-conscious to be heading out alone. A solo trip was a bit unusual. He figured that it wouldn’t go unrecognized, especially with his one-of-a-kind sky-blue skiff and his reputation as a bit of a loner—a reputation he felt unfairly assigned.


Jake couldn’t blame the other guides and local fishermen for thinking it strange to float the canyon alone. It was impossible to control the boat and fish at the same time. It was practically a piscine tragedy that he would be back rowing and positioning his skiff simply for his own enjoyment with no anglers standing ready to cast to the trout’s likely lies.


Oh well; hopefully nobody is out there today.


As he stepped out to ready the boat, a familiar silver Suburban approached with a drift boat in tow.


So much for solitude.


“Jake, how are you, man? How’d winter treat ya?” Even in June, winter was a not-so-distant memory in the mountains of Wyoming. The driver was shouting over to Jake as he opened the doors for his clients, two well-dressed, portly men who immediately walked off to the Porta Johns. “Hold your breath while you’re in there, boys. It’s no Four Seasons.”


“Not bad, Caddy. Yours?” Jake and the man walked toward each other and shook hands. “Good to see you.” Caddy was already tan and leather-skinned despite the early season. Jake thought it must be his permanent skin tone after so many summers.


“Fuckin’ Wall Street guys. They’ll be a blast. Real exciting folks.” The sarcasm was thick. He was pointing toward the toilets and rolling his eyes. “Winter? Shit, too long, man. I need this damn river to clear up so I can make some consistent money.” He looked over to see how close his clients were and then spoke in a hushed tone, like what he’d just said wasn’t offensive. “We’re not gonna catch shit today. Fuckin’ first-timers, man! Gonna be a long day!” Caddy put in a bubblegum-sized charge of oily, reddish-black tobacco.


“Well, I have faith in you.” Jake gave him a friendly pat on the back.


“What you got going today?” Caddy looked around for Jake’s clients. “They in the can?”


“Nada. Just gonna enjoy the day. Going out alone.” Jake held eye contact to see how the man would react.


He almost spit out his chew laughing. “Shit, only Jake Trent would come out here in these conditions to ‘enjoy the day.’ ” Caddy collected himself and then let drool what looked like a mugful of tobacco juice into the dust. “Well, you have fun out there. Don’t catch ’em all.” Caddy rolled his eyes again.


“Will do. Good luck.”


Jake tried to let Caddy put in first, but the guide insisted. Jake knew he was trying to kill time—fishing guides sometimes found ways to do this when the fishing was no good.


“Let the water warm up a bit,” he was probably telling them. “They ain’t been biting till ’bout noon.” Probably true, but also convenient for Caddy.


When the boat was launched, Jake headed for a side channel branching away from the main river. He loved to fish the side channels. Dozens of drift boats might float by on the main river, but they were out of sight and mind amid the thick cottonwoods and willows lining the channels. Besides, with this volume of water in the river, the trout wouldn’t fight the main river’s strong current just to consume the few morsels of food they would make out through the muddy, churning water. Somehow, they always knew the perfect balance between expending energy in the hunt and gaining energy from its spoils. Jake supposed that this idiom applied to all animals, including humans—wasn’t it true that no one did anything unless they expected to be rewarded for their work? Maybe that explained the council’s behavior.


The fishing in the side channels proved worthwhile. He caught plenty of twelve- to sixteen-inch cutthroats and one large rainbow trout, a nonnative species of West Coast origin that he would keep for the frying pan. While fun to catch, rainbows competed for food and river space with the cutthroats, which were completely unique to the region. Conservationists encouraged the harvest of rainbow trout.


When evening began to settle into the canyon, Jake passed the halfway point of the float and looked for a good campsite. He backed his skiff into a stout and powerful eddy that had formed at the head of an island, and he was reminded again of the force of this river during spring runoff as he struggled to keep the boat parallel to the current lines. If he crossed at the wrong angle, he could capsize.


Jake anchored the boat and tied the bowline to a dead cottonwood where the eddy’s current peeled away from the bank. This slack water was littered with debris from the spring runoff—sticks, leaves, and the occasional piece of litter. More interesting to Jake, it also harbored several large shadows, clever fish taking advantage of insects that had been flushed toward them from the main current.


The perfect ratio; little work, big payoff.


When he was sure the skiff was secure, Jake got back into the boat, pulled the fly rod from its sleeve in the gunwale, and stood at the bow’s fishing station. He decided to spend just a few moments working the eddy before quitting for the day.


The pale morning duns, a mayfly of the Ephemerella genus, had begun their annual emergence early, and the resident fish had taken notice. Jake tied on a #16 comparadun, a close imitation of the frail body silhouette of the mayfly. He worked a chemical into the fly that would allow it to float longer and higher. Fly-agra. Always got a laugh from clients. With one false cast, Jake placed the dry fly three feet above the largest of the feeding fish, leaving just enough slack in the leader to allow the fly to float unimpeded into the trout’s feeding lane.


The fly drifted toward the fish, which tipped upward and inhaled the fly. Jake laughed with delight. Early season fish are too easy. The fish surged, but Jake was able to keep the battle within the boundaries of the eddy, preventing the fish from using the strong current in the middle of the river to free itself from his line. When the trout was within reach, he slid his hand down the transparent leader and into the water, plucking the fly from the fish’s mouth. It was a nice fish. Seventeen inches with beautiful deep-red slashes streaking its throat.


It would prove to be Jake’s last moment of unhampered happiness for a long time.


After he finished setting up his sleeping quarters, Jake pulled the fire pan from the skiff and walked a short way down the island to prepare dinner, not daring to attract bears or other curious predators to his sleeping area with the scent of food. He seasoned the trout with a mixture of salt, pepper, garlic powder, and dill that he kept with his fishing equipment. He opened the bottle of beer he had brought along, and as evening settled further into the river canyon, the dusky ambiance and alcohol lightened Jake’s mood. He smiled when he thought of his earlier frustration with the council. Things moved slowly here, and he needed to be patient and persistent. Besides, he thought, I moved here to escape external pressures. I’m hard enough on myself.


In reality, the reasons for Jake’s relocation to Wyoming changed with his mood. Sometimes it was the noise of the city or the bad air that he said had finally convinced him, and sometimes it was the fast-paced lifestyle.


Eight years ago, Jake was a successful and well-known trial lawyer at Brown and Tallow, a large law firm in Philadelphia. Prior to that he had worked as a prosecutor for the United States Department of Justice in the Office of Special Investigations and then briefly in the City of Philadelphia Special Investigations Office. Jake had been the youngest head of the city’s special investigation unit in its history, a fact that once filled him with pride. He eventually left the unit to pursue better pay and security in private practice, but the new job never satisfied him. After a couple of years, he moved west.


The second layer of truth was that he had come to Jackson for a woman. That is to say, he came to live out what he thought was a shared dream with a certain woman. That woman had changed her mind.


Elspet, or Elle, as mostly everyone called her, was a defense attorney like Jake. They had met during a bar association golf outing. Neither hit the ball very well, and this commonality was the first of many that sparked a romance. As with Jake, the stresses of Elle’s occupation led her to desire a different life. Childhood visits to the Rockies had planted the seeds in their minds that this region would be an ideal solace from the death, maiming, lying, arguing, and posturing that was inherent to their industry. They dated for only a few months before making plans.


Over late-night glasses of wine in the spring of 2002, the details were ironed out. Jake would make the move first, while Elle wound down her employment. He headed to Jackson in the early summer to look for houses and scout jobs. On impulse and without Elle’s knowledge, Jake committed to purchasing an ever-so-slightly run-down bed-and-breakfast on the West Bank of the Snake River, not far from the Idaho border. He figured the property would speak to her the same way it had spoken to him.


Two buildings on the property were in good order, the main house and a smaller guesthouse. Brightly colored wildflowers reached for the sun, complementing the darker cedar structures and patchy snow left in the shadows. The day he first saw it was perfect. Deep-blue skies were broken up only occasionally by pure white puffs of cloud. Walking along the creek frontage, Jake shed his jacket, persuaded by the midday warmth. He wandered the property for over an hour, watching trout sip blue-winged olive mayflies from the glassy surface of the spring.


When Jake returned and told Elle the news, he was met with disbelief. The Jackson Hole dream was a tangible aspiration only to him. To Elle, the notion of “leaving it all behind” was a fantasy, a mental escape.


How would we make enough money? How could we raise kids there, alone in the middle of nowhere? How would we make friends? Why would you do this without asking me?


Before Jake knew it, he was driving across the dusty Midwest alone, turning the stereo up too loud and smoking the cigarettes he hadn’t touched since law school.


For the first few months in Jackson, Jake did not operate the bed-and-breakfast. He didn’t work at all, for that matter. He was in a slump and surviving only on savings.


Fishing every day, he spent his nights alone in the guesthouse. The hobby kept him content—entertained, perhaps, if not blissful. After all, fly-fishing was ingrained in him. Ever since he’d learned the sport in the halcyon limestone creeks of central Pennsylvania. It was something he took for granted to some extent, yet relied on with an equal or greater weight. It was the most unchanging part of him.


Jake had aspired to become a guide for many years, and his now uncertain future provided the ideal opportunity for a man to chase his dreams. As he familiarized himself with the area’s rivers, he began to feel better with each passing day.


Although part of him was recovering quickly from heartbreak, Jake remained in the guesthouse. Optimistically speaking, he felt that sleeping in the main house should wait until Elle joined him—if she ever did. They talked from time to time; she was always in a halfhearted relationship, yearning for something more exciting. Even worse, she would tease Jake with the possibility of a reunion. Eventually he stopped taking her calls.


Fortunately there were distractions. The busy years of his legal career had left Jake comparatively rusty, unfamiliar with the vagaries that allowed an accomplished angler to outproduce the average angler. Trout Run, the creek on his property, reestablished his prowess and, perhaps more important, kept Jake from sitting alone and thinking too much about the past. In a few short months, Jake became a fish bum.


Jake’s ambition and his finances necessitated a change. He started working on the river. A small white-water outfit in town had decided to expand and its owner was willing to hire inexperienced guides, if only for their affordability. Jake took the owner, Steve, and retail shop manager, Brent, out on a float trip, and luckily the fishing had been excellent. He was hired halfway through the trip. He knew it was the hungry fish as much as it was his skills at the oars, but no matter.


Jake learned quickly. Within three seasons, he was one of the most sought-after guides in the valley, not only because of his unnatural ability to get his clients onto fish but also because of his growing knowledge of the area.


Whereas many guides gave little thought to anything beyond fishing, Jake became a student of geology, biology, and philosophy. During the slow times in the midafternoon or at lunch, he shared the little-known details of how the volcano that constituted Yellowstone National Park had smeared below the Snake River Valley—or, more accurately, how the tectonic plate on which the Snake River Valley rested had slid above the volcanic hot spot that now sat beneath Yellowstone. In some incomprehensible length of time, the geothermic features that composed Yellowstone would sit somewhere to the north in Canada. That is, if the world’s largest volcano had not already erupted and destroyed the entire continent. Jake often left out the latter part, particularly if there were children in the boat.


Jake liked to say his new career had saved his life. During his second season, he grew more ambitious and hired a new friend, J.P., to polish up and operate the old bed-and-breakfast. A consummate Renaissance man, J.P. was an experienced chef and handyman, if a bit rough around the edges. Most important, Jake could afford him. As the majority of his compensation package, J.P. rested his pop-up camper near the firewood pile on the property’s southern boundary. He slept in the camper on all but the coldest winter nights, when he would borrow an unoccupied guest room or crash on Jake’s small couch in the rare event that the main house was full of guests. He never slept in the beds of the guest rooms because he was too lazy to refresh the linens. He simply brought in his sleeping bag and pad and lay down next to the bed.


The arrangement worked. Jake could afford the mortgage and J.P.’s wages. The business stayed afloat. Jake’s accountant handled the financials and doled out a check when there was profit, but it was never much.


In addition to starting up a new business, he’d become involved in conservation causes around town. To that end, he began his modest foray into politics by way of the town council.


Before he knew it, eight years had passed.


*  *  *


Jake finished his beer, extinguished the fire, and cleaned up his camp kitchen. The air was getting chilly, so he changed his clothes quickly and stuffed himself inside the thick sleeping bag. Sleep came more easily for Jake when he was in the wilderness. There was no television, radio, or other distractions to keep him up. Going to bed early meant waking up early and that made him feel healthy and productive. Yep, Jake thought as he drifted off to sleep, a simple life is a better life. The escape to the river was just what he needed to cope with the headache of taking on the Jackson Town Council.


At some point during the night Jake awoke to a large mammal huffing and bustling in the willows outside the tent. He instinctively grabbed the small knife that he kept on his belt, but as his brain cleared away the fog of slumber, he realized that this was a useless defense. In the event that a bear had become interested in him, his one-and-a-half-inch blade would irritate the beast about as much as acupuncture therapy. He breathed a sigh of relief when the animal revealed itself by moonlight silhouette as a bull moose. A moment later, the animal moved off into the night.
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JACKSON. THE SAME EVENING.


Twenty miles upriver, an unusual mix of chaos and grief had settled into the valley. Rumors had been circulating all day that two people had died in the wilderness. A third was in critical condition at St. John’s hospital. By midafternoon, the chief of police had confirmed the deaths to the media. One victim dead from an avalanche, one dead and one in critical condition from a bear attack. The news spread like wildfire.


Both incidents took place in the Teton mountains, a rugged and beautiful range that attracted tourists and adventurers from all corners of the world. Like many sites of extreme natural beauty, the range could be deadly. Its rocky cliffs, cold water, predators, and ever-changing weather had claimed dozens of lives since the national park was established there in 1929. And this was just when the park started keeping formal records. Prior to 1929, the massif was said to have claimed the lives of scores of settlers and frontiersmen.


Stories of old accidents still circulated in local folklore. Some were verifiable; some not. Signal Mountain, a popular tourist outlook in the central part of the park, took its name from one such incident. According to the tale, in 1887 a hunting party had split up and searched for the body—dead or alive—of a compatriot. Before they set out, the group agreed to start a fire on the peak when the missing person was found so that the remaining members of the search party would know their search had been completed. The signal fire was eventually lit when a lifeless body was discovered pinned against a deadfall in the Snake River, his appearance nearly unrecognizable from the wear of the water. The mountain was his only lasting monument.


*  *  *


On this June day, Park Ranger Noelle Klimpton had found the body. Hours later, she was driving her green government-issued pickup down highway 89 toward Jackson to give a statement to the police on her grim discovery. The National Park Service had already taken her statement. Now it was the cops’ turn. Her mind skipped through her jumbled recollections, and when it settled on the most ghastly images from that morning, she shuddered. It was warm outside, but she had to close the windows to keep from getting the chills.


Noelle would’ve liked to stop thinking about it, but she knew it was important to be able to recount the details to the authorities. Keep it fresh. To that end, she recited the known facts: a bear, most likely a black bear, had attacked a couple just below the receding snow line up near Gosling Lake. There was blood, and lots of it. That part was easy to remember. The time her watch showed when she found the body wouldn’t be so easy. Maybe 10:23 a.m.? Nor would it be easy to recall the description of the men who led her to the scene. These were the sorts of things that she figured the police would want to know. Medium build, both with down vests. Young. No, I didn’t get their contact information. It was stupid, I know.


Noelle, an athletic and slender five foot six, didn’t have a hint of excess weight to be found. Her body and her dark eyes and hair complemented a wide, white smile. The contrast was striking in the summer when her skin was bronzed by the sun.


But Noelle’s stunning physique belied a solitary nature. She spent much of her time alone. Her routines were solitary: solo skiing in the winter and trail running in the summer. At thirty-four, she had all but given up on the pretty notion of sharing her life with someone. Instead, she filled her time with work and sport, two things that had never let her down. She was good at both—well respected within the park service and known throughout the valley as an accomplished athlete. Noelle’s social separation was not a result of any personal shortcoming. People loved to be around her, and men found her irresistible. Her isolation was pure preference.


What appeared to some as standoffishness wasn’t motivated by arrogance or ego. Her trouble was trusting others: Who can you truly rely on but yourself?


She knew it was a stark, maybe cliché, take on the world, but she couldn’t deny its truth. In the past, when she had dedicated herself to a man—changing her own life, compromising for his happiness—she found that she only lost herself and gained little in return. With female friends it was the same.


Five years back, she’d been engaged to a banker from New York, but Noelle just couldn’t go through with it. She’d felt imprisoned, tied down by his expectations. To him she was a wild western filly waiting to be broken. Rather than spend her life as a suburban housewife, she left. There was still too much to explore, both within her and in the outside world. So she joined the National Park Service.


That morning Noelle had felt as she always did, at ease, content, but not particularly energized. She walked to work out of habit, and barely took notice when she arrived, as she had the previous day, and the day before. She had fallen into a comfortable but mundane routine.


Now she was sitting anxiously in her truck, wondering what she was going to tell the cops and picturing the disturbing scene of attack. She felt a new brand of excitement, like adventure was coming her way. The attack had taken at least one innocent life, and this was a tragedy, Noelle knew, but she felt more alive than she had in years. She hoped these feelings weren’t overly disrespectful to the dead.


Noelle focused again on how to tell her story to the police.


“I woke up and the sun started to heat the chilly, dry mountain air.”


This doesn’t have to be literary.


“I was led to the scene shortly after I started work this morning, and no, I didn’t get the name or card of the person who led me there, thank you for asking.”


Noelle’s morning patrol had been interrupted when two young men waved her down as she swung her vehicle in a three-point turn in the Death Canyon parking lot—a popular trailhead in the southwestern part of the park. Putting the truck into park, she went out to see what the fuss was about.


The men were out of breath, and from their faces Noelle knew immediately they had seen something grim. This was not a twisted ankle. She stayed calm. The men motioned for her to follow them to a corner of the parking lot and up the hill.


As they hurried up the trail toward the overlook, the younger of the two, gasping, explained the situation as best he could. He and his friend had been day hiking when they encountered the injured couple. He didn’t speak in any real detail. He said they immediately turned and ran to get help before they could assess the gravity of the injuries. But it was bad. Both men looked as if they’d seen a ghost.


Wilderness first aid guidelines dictated that one of the men should have stayed behind to tend to the victims, but Noelle decided it wasn’t the time to chide the hikers. Instead, she radioed the park paramedics and told them to send an ambulance to the trailhead and to be on standby for a Life Flight.


When Noelle arrived at the overlook, she gasped and cupped her hand over her mouth. One man and one woman lay facedown on the ground, motionless.


Christ.


Noelle suddenly felt overwhelmed and alone. Like she was lost at sea. Desperate. A feeling of vertigo washed over her. The woods were quiet but she felt the lodgepole pines watching her, taunting. She’s gonna puke! She can’t handle it!


The hikers were still with her, but they only looked on silently as if to say, “Do something! Hurry!” Her hands were going numb and her mouth was dry.


What if the bear is still here?


Blood covered the victims’ bodies, and sticks and leaves adhered to their skin. Their congealed blood acted like craft glue, decorating them with the forest floor’s detritus.


Was that a noise behind me?


Noelle wiped her hand down her face trying to regain focus. Get to it! Adrenaline started to kick in and her training finally took over. She hurried toward the bodies. As she got closer, she saw that each body was riddled with puncture wounds, concentrated around the chest. The hikers asked if they could help, but Noelle waved them off.


First, she checked for the female victim’s pulse. A faint but steady rhythm. Noelle wrapped a sweatshirt around the woman’s upper torso, pressuring the wounds to mitigate her blood loss. Then she moved to the other victim. No pulse. A goner. His head and face looked like a boxer after rounds of brutal fighting.


Somewhere behind the bruises and cuts was the still vivid face of a horror-struck man. Noelle forced herself to look away. She pressed the button on the handset of her radio clipped to her jacket and asked for the status of the paramedics. Dispatch assured Noelle it wouldn’t be more than an hour. Two hours total to St. John’s? That’s too long! She pressed the button again and told them no, a helicopter would be necessary for transport. The woman wouldn’t last two more hours. She would bleed out in the ambulance, if she even made it that far.


Noelle sent the hikers back down the trailhead; there was nothing they could do here. She checked again on the woman, who seemed to be more or less stable though still losing blood. Her breaths were shallow and raspy. With nothing else to do, Noelle packed the man’s sweatshirt around his wounds to curtail the bleeding. Then she performed chest compressions for thirty-five minutes, hoping he might revive. When the rescue team finally arrived, the paramedics took over and quickly pronounced him dead. There had been no saving him, they said.


Just as Noelle feared, the female victim was at serious risk of bleeding to death. The paramedics asked Noelle to radio the chopper and explain their location to the pilot.


Death Canyon, up by Gosling Lake. A hundred yards above the clearing with the wildflowers.


A few moments later, dispatch radioed back, saying that the pilot intended to land on any flat area of land he could find in the large, sloping meadow that lay west and uphill of Gosling Lake. The thick forests on the lower slopes of the trail made landing impossible. Noelle looked toward the area the chopper was targeting. Getting the surviving victim to the meadow required a hike of nearly a half mile on windy, steep switchbacks.


Rather than assist the paramedics, Noelle was ordered to return to the trailhead and inform hikers that the Death Canyon trail network, including the Gosling Lake loop, was closed due to a dangerous animal in the area. It was not very likely that any more hikers would be in danger from the bear, but keeping park visitors away from pools of blood and pieces of shredded clothing seemed wise.


*  *  *


As Noelle pulled into police headquarters, she expected a sad scene. This close-knit community was always deeply affected by tragedy. Inside, it was worse than she imagined. A distraught family was being consoled in the waiting area. Behind the reception desk, officers buzzed around the cubicles, looking sweaty and exhausted. The station looked like a war room.


“Ms. Klimpton?” The question brought Noelle back to reality. She nodded. “Could you follow me?”


Here goes.


The young man sitting at the reception desk shoved his stool under the counter and moved briskly through the crowd, guiding her toward the back of the station. She knew she’d met the man before, but she couldn’t recall when.


“You can have a seat in here,” he said, showing her into what appeared to be a small interrogation room. “Terrell will be with you shortly to take your report.” He hurried back to the chaos.


“Wait! What’s going on?” Noelle yelled after him. He turned.


“You haven’t heard? Maelstrom Couloir slid this afternoon.”


“What? Was anyone on it?” Noelle asked.


“Two skiers. One guy is all right. A little bruised up and in shock, that’s all. They just found the other. Eight feet under. Didn’t have a chance.”


Before Noelle could say another word, the officer turned around and left. The door swung shut behind him.


An avalanche on Maelstrom in June?


Sure, it was possible—it was always possible. But by early summer the snowpack in the mountains was consolidated and bonded by freeze-thaw cycles and unlikely to fail. This time of year, backcountry skiers generally enjoyed safe snow conditions and bright sunshine.


Maelstrom Couloir was a popular out-of-bounds run beyond the south boundary of the Jackson Hole Mountain Resort. It was nonetheless easily accessible from the top of the resort’s tram. In the spring and early summer, dedicated skiers took the 9 a.m. tram to the summit and boot-packed the mile or so to the top of Tomahawk Peak, where they accessed the couloir—a narrow, rock-lined, and steep chute of snow. Dropping precipitously off the side of Tomahawk Peak, Maelstrom ended above a wide-open alpine bowl. Although the temperatures were rising into the low sixties during the day, the high elevation and substantial snowpack kept skiers busy into early July.


These two hadn’t been so lucky.


There was a knock on the door and the chief of police, Roger Terrell, rushed inside. He stood five foot ten with a solid build and big forearms. Noelle knew him rather well. When she moved to the area years ago, she initially pursued a job with the department but she didn’t make it past the second interview.


She couldn’t blame Terrell. He was well liked and considered fair and honest around town. It was her own past that had come back and haunted her. She had disclosed to the police department that she had once been arrested at a protest. The arrest had only resulted in a charge of breaching the peace, but the department was not impressed. Dismissed from consideration for any job at the department, Noelle had managed to form a friendly relationship with Roger Terrell. In a town so small, holding grudges doesn’t get you far. He was the one who suggested Noelle take the park service job she now believed to be much better than working for the police department.


“Been a while.” Terrell didn’t make eye contact. He was too preoccupied. “Nice to see you, despite the circumstances.”


“What the hell happened today?” Noelle blurted out.


“Today,” Terrell recited as if he was also reminding himself, “a European couple was attacked by a bear while hiking in Death Canyon. Man died in the attack and the woman is still alive. Sometime after this attack, an avalanche near the ski area killed one skier and it injured another—”


She cut him off. “Stop talking like a robot! I mean, an avalanche in June . . .”


“Sure. Wet slide. Snow was soaked with moisture from the heat of the day and simply became too dense to support itself. I mean, hell, you know better than I do. All that ‘extreme’ stuff you do.”


She ignored the compliment. Or was it a dig?


She said, “Wouldn’t these guys know that too? Besides, it wasn’t that warm today. Doesn’t make sense.” The last sentiment was made to herself.


The chief finally made solid eye contact. “Doesn’t need to make sense to you. They made a bad decision, Noelle, I don’t know. Nature’s a bitch. Maybe it was a cool day for a slide to occur, but it did happen. Family won’t take any comfort in that. Not to mention the victim.”


“Is that who was in the waiting area when I came in, the family?” Noelle asked. “Why are they here?”


“No. That’s the survivor’s family. The DOA is from Colorado and we’re still trying to contact his family. Other family is here because his mother says she can’t enter a hospital without having an anxiety attack. She says they have nowhere else to go but my police station.” Terrell’s voice dripped with sarcasm.


“Which one caused the slide?” She sensed she was pushing the chief with this question.


“Are you taking my statement, or am I taking yours?” Noelle didn’t respond, so the chief continued. “It looks like the second skier, the survivor, did. He must’ve broken it free a few turns into the top of the couloir. The first skier was found at the bottom of the chute, approaching the run-out.”


Noelle interrupted again. “Why wouldn’t the first skier have caused the avalanche?”


“Just luck,” Roger answered. “The first guy apparently didn’t hit the trigger spot. That’s what Max tells me.”


Max was the valley’s avalanche forecaster.


The concept of a trigger point was a new demon to the avalanche scene. In the past, it was assumed that if a slope was going to slide, it would probably do so wherever a person went on the slope. But now, avalanche experts suspected that snow stability varied drastically from point to point, even on one slope. This idea had called into question the reliability of shovel tests and the Rutschblock test, which used a sample cross section of one small area of snow to predict the stability of the snow slope-wide. The uncomfortable truth was that no current tests did an adequate job of predicting snow stability. Unless the skier dug a snow pit to test every point on her planned line, she could never be sure.


The chief moved farther into the small room and took a seat. “I understand your curiosity, Noelle, but let’s get going. I’ve got a busy night ahead of me.”


Noelle wanted more information, but gave in. She didn’t envy his position on this night. “What do you want to know?”


“Just a brief summary. When you’re finished I’ll have you write a more detailed report and leave it at the desk.”


“Okay. First off, you should know that I’ve never witnessed the aftermath of an animal attack like this before. I’ve only done nonvenomous snakebites before today. To be honest, I was a little overwhelmed. My memory might not be as detailed as you’d like, but I’ll do my best.”


“I know you will.” The chief was urging her along.


She continued. “Well, I was patrolling the southern end of the park for general reasons—wildlife traffic jams, sick animals, traffic violations, whatever. I drove up the road to the summer parking for the Death Canyon trailhead. As I started to turn my truck around, a couple of men waved me down.”


“Did you get their names?” Terrell looked up from his notepad.


“Sorry. The paramedics probably did.”


Good recovery, Noelle thought. It seemed to placate the chief.


Noelle related the remainder of the story as best she could. She wasn’t a trained detective after all.


“Okay. Fill this out.” He handed her a one-page report with carbon copies in pink and yellow attached to the back. Chief Terrell went back to the war room.


Noelle had trouble concentrating on her statement with the distraught family so nearby. Trying her best to ignore the noise, she went to task. She knew the chief was interested in the details of the injuries, and she was curious about these things as well. Though Noelle had never witnessed a bear attack, what she saw that morning suggested something unthinkably brutal. One detail stuck in her mind—the deep puncture wounds. It appeared as if the bear had decided unequivocally to kill.


*  *  *


Noelle drove out of town toward the small 1940s cabin that the park service provided as part of her compensation. She pulled into the gravel drive and looked at her diminutive home standing there in the pines. It looked more lonesome than usual.


I really need to spruce this place up.


On the way home from the station, the excitement of the day had almost led her to stop at a bar that she hadn’t been to in years. See some old friends, be social. Maybe meet a guy. Instead, she convinced herself that she needed sleep and passed the tavern with only slight hesitation.


Noelle’s cabin was on a slope at the western end of the “hole” that gave the area its name. A hole, unlike a valley or a canyon, is bordered by mountains on all sides. A valley features two low-elevation “ends,” while the mountains define its sides.


Jackson Hole wasn’t so convenient. On the western edge rose the famous Teton Range and to the east the Gros Ventres. Up north, just above Jackson Lake, sat the Yellowstone Plateau. Down south, where water drains from the hole by way of the Snake River, was the path of least resistance out of the depression, but several parallel mountain ranges still ensured that the region remained isolated. Jackson “Hole” was virtually cut off from the outside world.


As means of transportation improved, Jackson Hole became more accessible, both by high mountain passes that allowed automobiles to travel into the valley and more recently by air.


Its geography helped maintain Jackson Hole’s reputation as the last of the old west. Visitors are alerted to this unique designation by a campy wooden sign as they enter from the west via Teton Pass. In recent years, more access meant more people. More second homes. More businesses. A change that many locals resented.


Though Noelle enjoyed the isolation that the hole provided, she could have used some company tonight. She picked up her cell phone and flipped through her contacts, but there was nobody to call. Instead, she put a pot of tea on the small double-burner gas stove that rested in the corner of the cabin. Someone had long ago designated this crook as the kitchen, and Noelle had no reason to argue.


Putting water on the stove reminded Noelle how hungry she was. During the busy day, she had somehow forgotten to eat.


She rummaged through the cupboards. There wasn’t much—a few boxes of rice and some macaroni and cheese. She didn’t have any butter, so the rice was her only choice. She put it on the stove, added water and some spices. It wasn’t much, but at least it smelled good.


While the rice cooked, Noelle grabbed her laptop and headed for the front porch. Her curiosity about the attack had not subsided. After checking her park service email, where two emails from well-meaning coworkers offered company if she needed to “talk” about her day, she went to Google and entered “bear attacks.” Wireless Internet access was one of the few amenities that her cabin provided.


The teapot whistled as the search results began to populate the screen. Noelle set the computer on the wooden porch floor and dashed inside. She turned off the burner and bent down below the sink for a mug. Her dorm-style refrigerator sat next to the sink. She opened it and grabbed a beer. Tea could wait.


Sipping the beer, Noelle walked back to the porch and her laptop. It was getting chilly. Although it was June, Noelle knew that summer was a month away in this part of northwestern Wyoming. There were goose bumps on her suntanned arms.


The search results came back just as she expected. At the top of her screen, links for amateur videos purporting to depict bears attacking humans. “Real,” “crazy,” and “vicious” exclaimed the descriptions. She took a long pull of beer and clicked on one of them, but closed it out almost immediately. Disgusting.


She had witnessed only the aftermath of a bear attack today and it had sickened her. Although she was curious, the footage was too much. Who the hell would put up videos of killing and maiming just for entertainment? What a strange, cannibalistic world.


Below the videos were links explaining the causes of bear attacks and techniques to protect oneself in the event of an attack. Noelle had bear training, but a refresher never hurt. The articles Noelle opened explained that grizzlies are most likely to attack when they feel that their young are at risk. Bears will often charge their victims to scare them off rather than to injure them. This tactic is known as a “false” or “bluff” charge and usually serves the bear’s purposes effectively, causing the intruder to retreat.


In the case that the bear perceived a continuing threat, she would follow through with her attack. The sources confirmed what Noelle suspected, that an attack meant to deter a human from harming a cub usually led to scratching injuries. In the event that the bear did bite, it was most likely to bite at the head and neck of the victim. In most cases, the bear left the victim alone once the victim was unconscious or playing dead. There was no mention of bite wounds to the chest. She clicked back to the search results.


One headline stuck out from the other results.


“Killer Canadian Black Bears.”


Noelle clicked the link. The article was old—from the mid-nineties. She skimmed it and then read it more thoroughly. The article described a phenomenon in eastern Canada where black bears stalked and killed humans. In most cases the bears consumed the humans entirely, but there were occurrences where a body, or remnants thereof, were found. In these cases, the victims, whether dead or alive, were often catastrophically injured. Bite wounds. This behavior seemed just like what happened to the victims today. The article said that black bear attacks were more likely to be of a predatory nature than defensive, in contrast to grizzly attacks.
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