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  ALIENS AND COWBOYS MEET RACHEL AND HER RIFLE.




  Rachel Masterson, an aggressive investigative reporter from the city who's interested only in facts, takes a temporary mission to track down Neville Peterson, a colleague who failed to return from the same assignment and seems somehow to be involved with mysterious explosions at a remote Wyoming ranch. At the ranch, she finds that Neville has become obsessed with fighting aliens and UFOs that he insists are terrorizing the place. She steadfastly holds on to her skepticism after seeing strange artifacts, lights in the sky, threats from ominous government agents in black SUVs and even after seeing a mysterious craft fly across the ranch. But after meeting a traumatized neighbor and discovering that her own body has been violated, Rachel joins Neville’s crusade for revenge against the extraterrestrials.




   




  “What do you do when you are attacked by aliens? You fight back! A fresh take on one mankind’s greatest mysteries, Andrews' novel is a gripping page-turner with characters you love to root for. The fast-paced suspense keeps readers guessing until a final showdown goes up in flames. SKY FISHING is a must for sci-fi buffs, and those who aren’t quite sure what’s out there.”—Steve Brigman, author of THE ORPHAN TRAIN.




   




  “SKY FISHING is fast-paced, the dialogue is crisp, the characters are believable, and the plot keeps you guessing — such are the essential ingredients for any good story. Rachel Masterson, a hardnosed journalist who cares only about facts, is suddenly propelled into a situation where the line between fact and fiction is blurred and survival is questionable. Craig Andrews has written a sci-fi tale that will capture your imagination and keep you turning the page. A book best not read if you're trying to go to sleep!” — Preston Holtry, author of the Morgan Westphal Mystery Series.




   




  “Against the backdrop of Wyoming ranches, Craig Andrews combines elements of mystery and adventure with science fiction for his tale of SKY FISHING. A probable and improbable assortment of characters mix comfortably in Craig’s unique tale of common sense ranchers fighting all that does not make sense. You’ll be hooked early with Sky Fishing and won’t let go until the end.” — Bob Zeanah, author of No Anchor.




   




  "SKY FISHING'S crisp, intimate dialogue and colorful characters, the great phrases like 'put the day in its wrapper,' and perfect pacing make it an enjoyable and easy read. This is a book whose intrigue will carry you along from the hint of trouble on page four to the fiery climactic scene at the end. And the mourning doves are a nice touch." — Claudia J. Taller, author of Daffodils and Fireflies.
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  Sky Fishing




 

  Chapter 1




  Hal Aslett and his wife Darcy sat in their wicker rocking chairs on their porch, gazing up at the stars. The porch faced the north just like Darcy had wanted when they refurbished their Wyoming ranch house, back some twenty years. The ten o’clock evening news had ended an hour ago and as usual when the weather would allow they went out to stargaze and, as Hal called it, put the day in its wrapper.




  “You know, I still miss puffing on my pipe out here.”




  Darcy puckered her mouth disgustedly at him and shook her head. “Your lungs don’t, and your blood pressure is probably happier, too. We’ve had this talk before and I don’t want you getting any ideas.”




  “I know, I know. But it was pleasant.” Hal tapped his fingers on the arm of the chair and ran his gaze from the North Star to the horizon. “There are those turtle doves. You hear ‘em? Probably over in that oak tree.”




  “I love that sound in the evening.” Darcy rocked for a moment. “Your sixty-fifth birthday is coming next week. What would you like for your birthday?”




  “Oh, I don’t know. I could use a good gun cleaning kit.” The inner edges of his eyebrows pushed together as he looked up. “There goes one of those funny lights, cutting across the horizon to the north.”




  “I saw it. Nothing new. Probably a big passenger jet from Boise.”




  Hal leaned forward and scratched his back down by his belt and sat back. “For this time of the summer, the herd is doing pretty well. We’ve got plenty of hay stored and the pasture has held up pretty well. If the light winter comes that they’re talking about maybe we won’t have to use as much hay this winter.”




  Darcy craned her neck, looking off to the west. “Ever see anything more of that dark colored wolf? That big loner guy.”




  “Not since I clipped him with my Winchester. And I know I hit him, because I saw him limp for a few steps. I didn’t kill him though. I’m pretty certain of that.”




  A guttural explosion shattered the night.




  Hal jerked, bursting out of his rocker as fast as his stiff joints would allow, and looking toward the north. “What the hell was that?”




  Darcy, getting out of her chair, clasped her mouth. “Did one of those jets crash?”




  Hal shook his head. “Dammit, I’ll bet it was those assholes up there on the Spring Well Ranch again. I’ve had just about enough of their messing around. How many has it been? I’m not going to sit quiet about this ground-shaker.”




  Darcy stood next to her chair, staring in the direction of the explosion. “It seems there have been at least three and they’ve all been during the night. I know that for certain.”




  “If they would do it during the day it wouldn’t bother me. But at night, a person would like to relax a little.”




  “You know, Hal, there seems to be a pattern to it. First we see that plane go over and then we hear an explosion.”




  “Did we see a plane go over on the last one?”




  “You know I have a better memory than you. Of course we did.”




  “Whatever they’re using for blasting, it’s not small and it’s echoing right down the valley. I’m damn tired of it. I’m calling the sheriff again and this time they’re going to know that I’m seriously pissed.”




  * * *




  Carl sat on a tall stool behind his scarred and worn bar. A cigarette rested in an ashtray in front of him, its smoke rising in slender gray threads toward the ceiling. He pulled a black phone over, placed the handset to his ear, and pushed the grimy numbered buttons. A few moments passed as he listened to the noises on the phone and it ringing at the other end. Why was it his job to make these calls?




  “Hello, Mr. Bedrosian, this is Carl Blake at the Lucky Spur Saloon in Spring Creek, Wyoming. We’re just north of Laramie on Route 287.”




  “Who?”




  “I’m the guy who called you when your man Roger Hanes sort of went loco a year or so ago. That was after Adam Freemont deeded his cattle ranch to Roger—which none of us folks out here could figure out, but what the hell.”




  “Oh, yes. What can I do for you?”




  “Well, the man you sent out here from Chicago, three or four months ago, that Neville Peterson fella . . . yeah, he’s doing the same stuff as the Hanes guy. Come to think of it I haven’t seen the Hanes fella for several months. They used to come into town together on a regular basis, come in my place, and have a few cold ones. I’m not a fan of that light beer, but I still make money and everyone’s different. Anyway, when Peterson first got here he even came in the bar with a woman. Hanes came too, but by himself.”




  “What do you mean?”




  “For some reason Hanes and Peterson have started blowing shit all to hell up there on that ranch, and it wouldn’t be so bad but it’s at night. Explain that one, will you? I seriously doubt if there are that many tree stumps that need blown on that ranch and I doubt if they need a pond for another water source. The rancher south of the Spring Well Ranch, Hal Aslett, says that he hears echoes over at his place and that the noise just seems to roll down the valley to him. Hal drove over to the Spring Well Ranch a few weeks back and Neville told him they were blowing tree stumps and some big rocks. I know for a fact Peterson’s bought some dynamite across the street at Bud’s Complete Supply. Bud told me. But something else is going on. You don’t blow trees at night, unless you’re a little off bubble. If you know what I mean. A few weeks back the UPS man asked me how to get to the Spring Well Ranch and told me he had some strange boxes to deliver. Their ranch manager, Dan Ross, came in here one day and he wouldn’t say diddley about the place.”




  “What are you beating your jaw about? Is there a problem? I was going to call Neville and see how he was coming on his assignment. In fact, he’s taking way too long. I should have fired his ass, although the last time I called he hung up on me.”




  “If it’s not being too nosey, what was the assignment?”




  “He’s supposed to be checking on Hanes, who used to work for me. He’s supposed to be writing a magazine story on cattle ranch operation in modern times. Did you say you saw Roger Hanes out there?”




  “Ain’t seen him for a long time, Mr. Bedrosian.”




  “So repeating my question, what seems to be the problem?”




  “I guess the problem is noise. And folks don’t like strange stuff going on. People have heard some extremely large explosions and are damn tired of it. Not to mention the lights.”




  “Lights? Mr. Blake, what lights?”




  “Never mind that. Folks don’t like to talk about it.” Blake sucked on the end of his cigarette.




  “Mr. Blake, how long ago did you talk to Neville?”




  Carl scratched his head as he exhaled cigarette smoke. “Let me see. Today is Wednesday. I guess I talked to him briefly about two weeks ago after he picked up a long range rifle over at Bud’s. It was a damn nice rifle too . . . a twenty-six inch barrel .308 caliber Remington. He didn’t really say much, just that he was worried about a troublesome grizzly that had snooped around too often and had mauled a steer. I don’t think he knows the .308 caliber might be a bit weak for a grizzly. He talked sort of strange, distant like, as if he was thinking of something else while he was looking you in the eye. You know what I mean?”




  “I guess,” Bedrosian said. “One of our people called him several times two weeks ago after I tried and couldn’t catch him. I’ll give him a call, myself. If I don’t get him, I’ll send someone to check on him, and check on this explosion stuff. Maybe there’s a story for the magazine.”




  “If you send someone they had better be a little tougher than Neville. By the way there’s a new rumor that the Hanes guy deeded the ranch to Neville Peterson. Bart Wilson, who runs the barbershop and general store, saw them at the Albany Country courthouse several weeks back or maybe it’s been months. I can’t remember.”




  * * *




  Rachel Masterson figured something was amiss when Paula, her boss’s secretary, appeared at the opening of her cubicle and told her that Mr. Bedrosian wanted to talk to her. The only time Bedrosian wanted to talk one-on-one with a member of the investigative journalist staff was to assign blame caustically for some failure, to pass out a stinky assignment, or to distribute a pink slip, which was known as the short story of the unemployment office. Rachel knew she hadn’t messed up. She hadn’t written any stories that Bedrosian didn’t like. She tackled the small assignments as aggressively as she did the juicy ones and since the business was making profits, she doubted she needed to worry about the unemployment short story. That left one possibility. It had to be something grubby.




  As soon as she appeared in Bedrosian’s door, he motioned for her to come in. His manner seemed curiously pleasant, not what she expected. When he told her to close the door her warning antenna went up. Nevertheless, she liked the idea of having the door closed. That way the rest of the office wouldn’t hear her cuss when Bedrosian dropped the stink bomb on her.




  “Please sit down, Rachel. Relax. Nothing is wrong. On the contrary you are one of my best people. I think you know it, too. However, I need you to break off what you’re doing for a day or so. I have an assignment for you. It isn’t a stinker and it won’t be worthy of an award, but I think it’s necessary since it has to do with my people. Believe it or not I value my people.”




  Rachel eased herself onto the edge of a chair, trying to avoid giving the impression she was conceding. Sitting back in the chair would have given him the idea she wanted a friendly little chitchat. She felt defiant. “Mr. Bedrosian, I am currently working on a meaty corruption story, which requires persistence.”




  “I know and I’m sorry. With luck you will be back in a day or two, and back on that investigation.”




  A voice in her head told her to object, to not show compliance, and to tell him she wasn’t about to give up her current project. Rachel shook her head as anxiousness seeped into her eyes. “What is it? This sounds ominous and unmistakably sounds like a stinker.”




  “I want you to go out to Wyoming and find out what happened to Neville Peterson. I got a call from the bar owner, Carl Blake, at the Lucky Spur Saloon in Spring Creek. He said Peterson is causing explosions that are disrupting the nearby ranches and pissing off people.”




  “Nerdy Neville is causing trouble with firecrackers?” Rachel grinned. “Really . . . please I’m not a babysitter.”




  Bedrosian cracked a smile and arched his brow. “Interesting juxtaposition isn’t it. But regardless, an odd bunch of incidents have taken place and created a problem. I need someone with a detailed acidic eye to make sense of it . . . to get in and get out. I have already stopped Neville’s paychecks since I haven’t heard a word from him in months. I’ve left messages and have gotten no replies. I want you to go out there and sort this thing out. If you take a day or you need two weeks, I don’t give a damn, just nail it. Okay? If Neville wants back in the company he needs to call me and beg forgiveness, and appear before me in this office and kiss my ass. Normally, I wouldn’t bother but he’s a good journalist and I want to know what the hell happened to Roger Hanes.”




  Rachel stood, dropped her eyes to the floor, and let out a long audible sigh.




  “It’s not that bad,” Bedrosian said.




  “Fair enough. The next crap assignment goes to someone else. In fact you promise to never give me one again.”




  “Okay, okay. But, Rachel, be careful. Something strange is going on. Neville was supposed to find out what happened to Hanes, and he became part of the mystery or problem.” He laughed. “Maybe it’s the water.”




  * * *




  Sheriff Stockworth slowed his cruiser to a crawl as he approached the back of what appeared a silver Jeep stopped in the right hand lane of the road with its lights on. He parked his cruiser back far enough that his headlights washed the Jeep in light, trying to avoid a dangerous situation where he’d take a bullet in the chest as he tried talking to the driver. Stockworth had been sheriff for going on fifteen years, enough time that it had probably given him his gray hair and his weight problem. The various ways folks got their fannies in a ringer never stopped amazing him. Why did this stuff have to happen on a Saturday night? Why couldn’t he have a slow weekend?




  “Dispatch, I think I found it,” Stockworth reported into his cruiser radio. “Sure as the dickens it’s parked out here on Route 34 right near Iron Wheel Ranch Road, just as Garrett Boughton said. Add to the record that I’m on site at ten-thirty. I haven’t checked inside the vehicle yet.”




  “You watch yourself, Sheriff.”




  “Copy that. There’s no moon. It’s darker than the inside of a possum’s backside out here, except for my headlights. Getting out now. I’m going off the radio.”




  Sheriff Stockworth turned on his flashlight and placed his right hand on his handgun holster. He flipped open the tab covering his weapon as he crept toward the Jeep, holding his flashlight on the driver’s door. “Anyone in there? Are you hurt?” At the back of the vehicle he tapped his knuckles against the fender to give a little notice he was approaching.




  At the driver’s door the sheriff directed his flashlight at the person behind the wheel and peeked in the window. A woman slumped on the steering wheel. Stockworth tapped on the window. “Hello, Miss. Are you all right?”




  The woman didn’t move. Stockworth tried the door handle. He opened the driver’s door and raised the woman back against the seat. Normally he might have used more caution but this lady was pretty easy on the eyes, honey-blonde short hair, dainty nose, and rose petal lips. She smelled good, too. If only he was thirty years younger and single.




  “Uh . . . what . . . what happened?” the woman groaned, rubbing her head, fighting to open her eyes.




  “You tell me, miss. You been drinking?”




  “No, sir,” she said groggily. She opened her eyes. “A big light came at me. I couldn’t see. I had to stop. That’s the last of what I remember.”




  “A light out here on this road?”




  “Yes, sir. Must have been a big truck.”




  “How long ago?”




  The woman studied her car’s clock. “That can’t be right. It had to have been around nine-thirty. And now it’s . . .”




  “You didn’t imagine this light or didn’t have a sudden headache did you?”




  “No. I rarely get a headache.”




  “You have any numbness like maybe from a stroke?”




  The woman moved her hands and arms, and then her neck. “I feel okay, just tired.”




  “What’s your name?”




  “Rachel Masterson,” she said, swallowing hard as if from a dry throat. “I work for Global Eyewitness Press in Chicago.”




  An authoritarian quality seemed to awaken in her face and voice. She didn’t appear to be your average ranch owner or hired help. Sheriff Stockworth sighed disgustedly. “Rachel, can you drive?”




  “I think so.”




  “I want you to follow me back to Laramie and get checked out. After you’ve had a chance to rest we’ll let you go. You driving out here all alone is a little curious if you’re from Chicago. Where you bound for anyway?”




  “Spring Well Ranch. I’m looking for Neville Peterson and Roger Hanes.”




  The sheriff leaned on the car. “Tell you what, you spend the night in a motel down the street from my office and I’ll escort you up there Sunday morning. I know Neville fairly well.”




  “Really?”




  “Yes, ma’am.” Stockworth wondered what this honey wanted with Neville and the ranch. He kind of remembered that Neville mentioned working for global something one time.




  “I guess that’s okay.”




  Stockworth walked back to his car thinking he had to file this incident in the strange folder. His money was on the young lady having a medical problem. There weren’t any eighteen wheel haulers rolling down the roads out here at this time of night.




  * * *




  The next morning Sheriff Stockworth drove his cruiser in front of the silver Jeep, guiding Rachel up the two mile long gravel road to the Spring Well Ranch located north of Laramie. The sheriff stopped behind a black pickup truck at the end of the drive and Rachel pulled her Jeep up alongside the sheriff’s car. The sheriff climbed from his car, standing and stretching for a moment, and then closed the car door. He removed his hat, ran a hand back over his gray hair, and replaced his hat with the brim slightly raised in the front.




  Rachel climbed out of the Jeep and stood next to the door, feeling a little uncertain on her approach to reacquaint herself with Neville.




  The sheriff waved to a man sitting in a rocking chair on the large porch on the west side of the ranch house. “Got something for ya, Neville.” The sheriff walked to the rear of his cruiser where he opened his trunk and took out a cardboard box big enough to hold a twenty-five pound turkey. He carried it against his chest, grunting as he walked toward the porch and up the three steps to the floor where he sat the box down.




  Rachel closed her car door and looked off across the landscape toward the east, at sun reflecting off the waves of moving pasture grass. She took in a breath, smelling the air. Its freshness reminded her of her youth on the family ranch within an hour or two’s travel from here. It washed away her memory of recent city air and the artificially massaged air of her office building.




  The log ranch house was modest in size. She guessed it might have two bedrooms on the second story. The house’s delicious porch wrapped around the west and south sides of the house, with steps on the west toward the driveway and on the south side toward the pasture and outbuildings. The house seemed a comfortable jewel the way it was nestled within a clutch of five trees that stretched just slightly above the roof. If Rachel had dreamed of her own ranch house this would have come close. The house was perched on a gentle grade, a slope that extended a hundred yards on the north side of the house. The slope climbed a good thirty feet as it rose to the north.




  Out away from the bottom of the slope where Rachel stood regarding the property, a wooden fence with a gate cut across the grounds east to west. A corral with four horses stood to the east side, south of the bisecting fence. Farther away to the south she saw a fenced-in area holding a large number of cattle. Two trees and some tall bushes lined the driveway just before it reached the area of the lawn and where they had parked the cars to the west of the house.




  Out toward the pasture, just south of the fence and gate separating the lawn from the working area of the ranch, stood what Rachel guessed were equipment outbuildings and the building for feed storage. The large one contained hay. Although not shaped like a traditional barn it appeared to function well as a place for storing hay for winter feeding. One of the other large outbuildings, the one with its doors open, revealed a tractor, bulldozer, a backhoe and two all-terrain-vehicles. Two more ATVs sat next to one of the smaller buildings. This reminds me of my home.




  “All right, Miss, we might as well get these introductions out of the way so I can get back home for my usual cold meal,” the sheriff said.




  Rachel walked slowly toward the porch with her western boots clacking a little on the slabs of limestone used for a walkway.




  “How you doing, Neville?” Stockworth asked.




  “Okay, I guess, Vernon. It’s been a long while since you been out here.” Neville got up, rested his rifle against the house, and stood resting one hand on the top of the rocking chair. He hooked the other hand into a pocket of his jeans.




  Vernon frowned and glanced around. “Not long enough if you get my drift.” Vernon stared at Neville. “Where’s Roger?”




  Neville shook his head as he dropped his eyes toward the porch floor.




  “They came?” Vernon asked hesitantly.




  “Four months ago.”




  Rachel studied the sheriff and Neville, gathering an impression of the communication between the two men, and its significance. It appeared Bedrosian was right about something going on, but it was going to take her a little time to make the connections. She knew she would.




  Neville continued, “Yeah and we thought we had the bastards. It was too bad he didn’t get to try his new idea. I tried again a week or so ago, but just made a loud noise.”




  “They, uh,” the sheriff started, glanced at Rachel, and stopped. The sheriff’s voice came heavy. “He didn’t have family did he?”




  “No.” Neville sighed.




  The sheriff’s eyes went skyward as he puckered his mouth for a moment, and then he nodded. “God give his soul some rest.” The sheriff paused. “By the way I got another call from Hal Aslett. Lost track how long ago . . . maybe two weeks. Must have been a loud one.”




  Neville nodded with a smirk at the corner of his mouth.




  “Were you talking about Roger Hanes a moment ago?” Rachel asked. She stepped closer.




  “Oh, I’m sorry, Neville, I didn’t introduce Rachel Masterson.”




  “Hi, Rachel,” Neville said with an amused expression.




  Rachel smirked a little. “Hey, Neville.” Even though it hadn’t been terribly long since she’d seen him at the office, she didn’t remember him being as tall as six feet. Considering the fact that she never paid him much attention at the office, she took a moment to register his appearance in her brain, his dark brown hair and his stern gray eyes in a long face with a square chin. She almost felt ashamed for not seeing him as a person at the office. And there was the issue of misinterpreted man-woman communication. Office contact had to be in the full light of the sun. Also she had scrupulously tried to avoid the appearance of seeking any gender related favors. Admittedly, she had driven focus in an office environment populated mostly by men. Had she been guilty of being a stereotyping bully?




  “Hey, Rachel,” Neville replied, with a tongue in cheek smile.




  Rachel stepped toward the porch. “How you doing, Neville? Sheriff, Neville and I know each other. So, Neville, what in the hell you doing sitting in a rocking chair with what appears a Remington .308 caliber rifle across your lap on a Sunday morning?” Rachel gave Neville a cynical glance. She asked herself what she was doing playing nursemaid to the nerd journalist of the Global Eyewitness Press. He was an adult in perfectly good condition, good enough to take care of himself. Oh well, regardless, she had agreed to the job, so that was that. A bit of a mystery existed about why he had discarded a good job and she found the question curious enough to do her job as requested, but she wasn’t kissing anyone’s backside. And she was driving back to Chicago as soon as she sorted out this mess.




  “Critters. Uh . . . and would you mind telling me how you happened to get the sheriff to bring you out here? Why are you even here?”




  Rachel laughed to herself at his phony sounding indignation. “For your information, I was coming out here last night and had something strange happen. I had a car or a big truck come at me with its bright lights. It was probably some good old boy that was drunker than a skunk. I stopped dead in the road. I couldn’t see a thing and then I must have somehow fallen asleep. I was pretty tired.”




  Neville sent a stormy stare at Stockworth, and then nodded sympathetically at Rachel.




  Rachel pursed her lips disgustedly and continued, “I had been driving for nine or ten hours from Des Moines, but I’ve done that before. The sheriff came along and talked me into getting some sleep in Laramie before starting out again. By the way Bedrosian was a little alarmed by a story told to him by a saloon owner in Spring Creek, complaints from a nearby rancher . . . something about explosions on this ranch.” Just then, Rachel noticed an odd expression coming from Sheriff Stockworth, as if he knew something. A voice in her head told her she had hit a nerve. It seemed she might need to use some of her investigative subtleties to discover what had happened.




  “Sheriff, did you have any luck checking on anyone driving around drunk with their bright lights blinding people?” Neville asked casually.




  “Come on, Neville, how would the sheriff do that?” Rachel said, thinking she was the target of male gamesmanship.”




  “Truthfully, we didn’t have any complaints phoned in to the dispatch desk. Although, lights were reported in another area.” Vernon shrugged and pulled on his chin while his eyes lingered on Neville.




  “What?” Rachel asked. She bit her lower lip, sensing curious nonverbal communication between Vernon and Neville.




  “By the way, Neville, here’s your supply,” Vernon said as he pushed the box with his foot across the floor to Neville. “It’s twenty pounds. I know it has been a while, but it’s a little tricky. Things have gotten tighter. Use it wisely.”




  “Thanks, Vernon, this will come in handy. Any problems?”




  “I know it will come in handy. Uh . . . yeah, no real problems.”




  Neville frowned a little. “Spring Creek is too small for what I need. I get questions every time I buy stuff down there. What do I owe you?”




  “Nothing. I never charged old Freemont and I’m not starting now. I just hope you do us proud with it.” He glanced at Rachel. “Now that I’ve escorted this young lady to your doorstep I have to be hitting the road. The two of you be safe. Maybe I’ll take a pass through Spring Creek on the way back.” Vernon started down the porch steps.




  Rachel met the sheriff part way up the steps and shook hands. “Thanks for everything, sheriff . . . and last night.”




  He winked. “You are most welcome. And you be careful driving around here alone at night.”




  “I will.”




  Vernon walked out to his car, grabbed the car door handle and paused. He looked up at the sky and then gave Neville a momentary eye as he got into his car. The sheriff and Neville exchanged waves.




  “Thanks sheriff,” Rachel said.




  Vernon backed his cruiser around and drove back toward the main road.




  Rachel washed her gaze over the front of the house. “I love log homes.”




  “It’s not a big house but it’s nice,” Neville said offhandedly. “So Rachel, you are Bedrosian’s latest investigator into missing persons?” He held a plain face. “I think you changed your hair from what I remember back in Chicago. Didn’t you have dark hair? Ah ha, and I see you still bite your lower lip.” He stopped and looked down at Rachel’s boots. “I guess I’m going to sound like a testosterone loaded Neanderthal but I remember you wearing Chicago downtown short skirts.” He flashed his eyebrows. “I’m sorry, but you were hot in the office. Now, you come here in boots, jeans, and a plaid western shirt.”




  Rachel smirked. “It’s called a blouse and I never thought you noticed me.”




  “I was operating in stealth mode. Honey, men don’t miss a slim figure like yours.”




  Rachel nodded. “Okay, thanks. I’ll take that. So, you are a typical ogling male after all. And I see, since you brought up one of my mannerisms, you still employ that deadpan face of yours.”




  “I can hold my own against the best.” Neville plopped down in his rocker.




  “That’s reassuring.” She sat down in the second rocking chair and began rocking. “Don’t get any ideas about me being a fragile female. My job is to find out what in the hell is going on out here on this ranch that keeps eating Bedrosian’s investigative journalists. That’s my job and I plan on doing it.” She studied Neville’s reaction. She had decided on her drive to the ranch that she would pounce on him like a mountain cougar. She was determined to sort out the mess and get back to Chicago in a short time, and she was off and running.




  “I can fill you in a little right now. First off, this ranch is mine. Roger Hanes deeded it to me, just like it was deeded to him by its longtime owner, Adam Freemont, whose ancestors were in the west for a damn long time.”




  Rachel scoffed. “For your information the Mastersons were around here too. So let’s end this male appendage measurement contest. I can probably out shoot you, too. I grew up out here. I dug my rifle out of its Chicago closet, cleaned off the dust, and packed it for the trip.”




  “I’m glad to hear that. We may need your shooting talent.”




  “Now, what happened to Roger?”




  “By the way Roger never came here to write about ranching.” Neville’s forehead wrinkled with an angry stare. “Freemont called him and asked him to come, promising he could leave the same day, if he wanted. Freemont had read something Roger wrote and liked it. Freemont trusted Roger and wanted to share information with Roger. So that’s how Roger got here. I guess Roger’s honesty struck Freemont.”




  “How did you get this ranch deeded to you? This spread must be a thousand acres.” She had no idea but she knew most ranches in Wyoming were large.




  “This ranch is four thousand acres by deed and two hundred acres leased from the Bureau of Land Management, possibly more correctly the bureau of government robbery. We operate this place a little differently than most. For several months we have only had ranch staff here during the day, two managers and anywhere from three to six or seven work-hands. The work-hands don’t work fulltime. The managers do a good job of moving the cattle from one grazing section to another. And part of the reason we’ve been able to get by with so few people is that we’ve cut way back on the herd.”




  Rachel frowned. “You never have any animal problems at night, like births or bloated animals.”




  “Yes, we have animal problems but . . . uh, not now.”




  Rachel stood and leaned against a post that supported the porch roof. “On August nights like we’ll probably have tonight with a clear sky, you won’t worry about predators?”




  “Yes, we have predators from time to time and they are large. We have losses with our animals.”




  Rachel turned to Neville, evaluating his face. “One more time. What happened to Roger Hanes?”




  “One night he disappeared.”




  “What the hell!” She glared at him. “What do you mean he disappeared? A predator?”




  “Yes.”




  “Well, maybe I can help with the predators. Besides bringing my laptop computer to work on my report about you and Hanes, I can unpack my little baby. Like I said, I have my rifle. It can handle a grizzly.”




  Neville grinned. “Your baby?”




  Rachel saw the usual male skepticism on his face. She started down the steps. “I might as well unpack. I’ll get my duffel bag and show you my baby. I assume you do have at least two bedrooms in this ranch house. It seems that large.”




  “I’ll help,” Neville said, jumping up and following.




  At the Jeep, Rachel handed Neville a small suitcase and then she slung a military type duffel bag over her shoulder. With a free hand she grabbed a rifle case. “This is my baby. Maybe I’ll let you shoot it.”




  “Okay, I look forward to being introduced. You know, Rachel, it seems strange for a woman to use a duffle for her clothes.”




  “They aren’t anything to wear for a martini at a restaurant. I was in a hurry to get here and get back, so I didn’t pack neatly. It makes no difference if you have a few wrinkles when you’re walking around on a ranch.”




  Rachel followed Neville into the house. Inside, past the heavy wood front door, which seemed thick enough to stop a bear, Rachel paused and took in the layout. It was a massive area under a vaulted pine beam ceiling. Off to the left was the kitchen with an island and a large wood dining table setting just outside the island. “I love this room. It’s a rich homey space.”




  To the right sat a leather sofa, a table, and two large cushioned chairs. The pine plank floor gleamed except where Navaho inspired designed area rugs embraced the sofa and walking paths. Up on the far back wall, above four doors the head of a mountain ram hung on guard duty. Next to the doors a stairs led to a second floor and next to it a short hall led to a door appearing like it exited the back of the house.




  “I love the log beams overhead. Do you have three bedrooms on this floor?”




  Neville frowned. “No. Only two bedrooms and a bath. The fourth door goes to the basement. There are two small bedrooms on the second floor and a small bathroom.”




  “You have a basement?” Rachel asked. Her dad had told her the ground was so rocky in many areas that basements were problematic.




  “It was something Freemont added after the house was already built. It’s not a true basement.”




  “Was he a survivalist?”




  “Nah, he was too old for that from what Roger told me. We have two freezers, a gun safe, and a work area down there. That reminds me, we need to get you a handgun that you can carry. It’s ranch safety policy.”




  “Okay,” she replied with confusion in her tone.




  Neville led Rachel toward the back of the room. As they passed the sofa Rachel dropped off her rifle case. Neville opened one of the downstairs bedrooms and stepped aside for Rachel to check over the bedroom. She walked straight to the closet and opened the door, wondering how much space she had for her things. On the floor of the closet sat a soft-sided suitcase with a paisley covering and a luggage tag. She couldn’t see the name, but it definitely belonged to a woman. She closed the door and followed Neville to the living room.




  At the sofa Rachel removed her rifle from its case. “Her she is,” she said holding it up. “Browning .338 caliber X-bolt with my wonderful scope.”




  “Wow. I like it. Someone must have raised you proper. Can you hit anything?”




  She grinned. “Believe it or not I was raised out here in Wyoming. I could hit a three-inch group at five hundred yards. I could probably do better with some practice.”




  “Okay, I’m sold.” Neville raised his eyebrows. “You might get a chance to brush up on your accuracy.”




  “Trust me, this thing will take down a grizzly. No woman should leave home without it.”




  Neville checked his watch. It’s not quite lunchtime. We could go for a walk or for a ride to the north pasture . . . give you a chance to see the lay of the land.”
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