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      It was the crispness of the air that allowed the smoke from the end of the barrel to be visible as it wafted up and away. His shot was true, deadly. The man, the recipient of the bullet, had been a nuisance. With him no longer around to impede the project, they should be on schedule, the money deposited with regularity into the bank account. He slowly lowered the rifle from his shoulder, resting the polished wood of the stock under his arm. Glancing at the sky, he grunted at the fast-moving storm clouds. The weather experts predicted a late snow in the Central Rockies. Not much at this latitude. Too bad. Several inches of snow would hide his tracks and hinder the recovery of Bear’s body.

      Turning to retrace his steps down the hill to where he had parked the truck, his mind spun with the next step of the plan. Samantha wouldn’t be an issue, tucked away as she was on the ranch in Colorado. Shaun would conduct an investigation, as was his responsibility as the town sheriff. The only obstacle left that might keep the plan from completion was Carli, and she was somewhere in Africa, not scheduled to return to the States for another three weeks. Perhaps the one who controlled the flow of finances would be able to push the case through court in Laramie before she returned. And if they couldn’t do that, then she may have to meet with an accident.

      That thought was followed by a misstep, his left foot sliding forward on the loose gravel covered with dead pine needles, bringing him down on his right side as the rifle was held up in his left hand.

      “Goddamn it!” he cursed, looking at the scrapes on his right palm, feeling the soreness in his hip.

      Carefully bringing his knee under him in order to leverage himself from the ground, he peered through the branches of the trees next to the trail, and stared at the eight-point buck who had yet to shed his antlers. Liquid brown eyes gazed at him, unblinking. There was knowing, a wisdom that the human failed to possess. The strong, sleek body, partially hidden in the dappled sunlight, paused in his search for forage. Moving slowly, the man brought the stock to his shoulder, and peered through the see-through mounts of the scope at the iron sites. The buck turned his head toward the northwest and sniffed the air. The crack of a rifle spooked the deer, and it bounded off into the woods.

      Glancing in the direction of the sound of the report, he climbed to his feet and continued toward the trailhead and his vehicle. Perhaps the customer of Tanner’s Outdoor Adventures was more successful at bringing down a trophy than he had been. An hour later, he strode to the driver’s side of the truck, placed the rifle inside a case, and set the case behind the seat. As he bumped down the service road back toward the highway, he visualized the custom homes that would soon be built on Medicine Bow Preserve, a privately owned big game hunting area within the boundaries of the Medicine Bow National Forest.
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      One hand held the camera, the other, the lens that protruded nearly twelve inches from her face. The only movement, besides her breath, was the slight depression of her index finger releasing the shutter. Frame after frame was taken of the black-and-white striped beasts under the Jacaranda tree. Their trek through the knee-high brown grasses had taken them to the disappearing watering hole fifty yards from the closest shade. Like clockwork, the giraffes were next, the zebras moving a short distance away as a family of African elephants brought their young to play in the water and use the mud in an attempt to protect themselves from the ever-present insects. Onyx and gazelles milled around, becoming nervous as the hungry hyenas began to show interest in the fawns.

      Tim lowered the binoculars and kept his gaze on the slight movement of the grass as it parted, alerting those who were watching to the approach of the lioness.

      “Uh, Carli … we have a visitor that will very soon disrupt your setting.”

      As soon as Tim announced her presence, those who were often the sustenance for the predator raised their heads and began to move quickly away from the water. She continued to document their reaction, and even caught the lioness as she darted from the cover of the foliage, her two hunting partners to her left and right, and the near miss of claws to the hindquarters of a gazelle that proved to be quicker and more agile than the huntress thought. Carli’s final shot, before lowering her camera, was of the lioness panting, her burst of energy expended, and those who escaped as they scattered into the distance.

      Carli sighed, then rose gracefully from her crouched position to stand next to Tim.

      “They should have lunch prepared by the time we return to the tents. Are you hungry?” he asked.

      She nodded. “But not nearly as what she is,” she said and indicated the lioness and her two partners as they wandered back towards the area their pride marked as their own.

      “They’ll have another opportunity at dusk,” he said as he turned to cover the short distance to the safari vehicle and their guides.

      Tim had been her traveling partner since Carli was awarded the position of Lead Photojournalist at International Views, a monthly magazine that featured various environments around the world and those who inhabited them. Tim Moore was assistant extraordinaire. He handled the travel plans, most of the cases that contained her equipment, was fluent in French, German, and Spanish, and knew enough of a dozen other languages to get directions to their hotel, the airport, or a decent restaurant. He was a couple of years older than Carli, attractive and fit and homosexual. She loved him like a brother, and he often threatened to marry her. They were as opposite as two people could be, with Tim’s roots in a rented apartment in Greenwich Village in New York City. While Carli spent her formative years on the wildlife Preserve her father owned outside Laramie, Wyoming, Tim had been surrounded by various artists, rich culture, and international traveling.

      Carli was raised mainly by her father, her mother deciding that six months a year with freezing temperatures and snow was more than she wanted, so she returned to her native California. Hiking, fishing, hunting, tracking, and wilderness survival were Carli’s curriculum before and during her formal school years. She left Wyoming to attend art school, landed a handful of jobs at various news sources and magazines, then she found her permanent home at International Views. She generally returned home between assignments, but not this time. They got the shots they needed, so after lunch they would head to the city where their next flight would take them to Venezuela, via New Zealand.

      Disassembling her camera and lens, and withdrawing the roll of film, she had it all packed away before they arrived at the tent. They ate a hearty meal, loaded the remainder of their gear into the largest van used to transport tourists from town to the safari, and left behind the savannah of Kenya.

      Passing few vehicles on their way to the city, one moved slightly off to the side of the dirt road, which was the width of a single vehicle, as the van passed. The small truck continued toward the tents and the safari company that was assisting Carli Tanner, the photographer from the big American magazine that came to document the animals. Inside the pocket of the driver from the city was a telegram for Ms. Tanner. Once the truck arrived at the tents, the driver was informed that Carli and Tim had left early, and that he had probably passed the van on his way there. The one in charge of the safari and the driver conversed in their native language, attempting to decide what they should do about the message. The driver opened the envelope and read the telegram:

      Come home.
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      Fortunately, Carli didn’t need her own pillow, or even a bed, to rejuvenate. In chairs at busy airports, in vehicles traveling from a bustling city to a remote village, a tent, under the stars, in the rain, or an airplane seat, if her body told her it needed to rest, she would close her eyes and within minutes drop into the abyss of sleep. She slept soundly, and on the rare occasions that Tim wasn’t close, she would set the alarm on her watch. The cell phone she carried wasn’t always practical if her assignment took her far from a cell tower and the electricity needed to recharge it. She had one because it was convenient, when she was in a location that it worked.

      With Tim beside her, a gentle elbow in the ribs brought her out of her slumber as they made their final descent to Caracas, Venezuela. She rubbed her neck, yawned, and stretched before she opened her eyes and looked out the small window of the commercial airplane. Numerous skyscrapers lined the horizon, then gave way to the green of lush vegetation and steep mountains that surrounded the city. She glanced at her wrist, knowing she would need to reset her watch to local time once they were inside the terminal.

      “You must be hungry. The meal served while we were in the air was several hours ago,” Tim said as he unbuckled his seatbelt and looked down the aisle as the flight attendant stood to take the microphone and welcome them to South America.

      “Maybe they’ll have a restaurant inside the airport. It’s our last chance at American food before we spend the next two weeks in the bush,” Carli suggested.

      She followed Tim out of the row to the aisle, then stretched her 5’10” frame, reached her arms overhead, then twisted to the left and right to loosen her stiff spine. He removed her soft-sided case from the overhead bin and held it for her. She pulled her backpack from under the front of Tim’s seat and slipped her arms through the straps, then took the case from Tim and, placing the strap diagonally across her torso, rested one of her cameras and several undeveloped rolls of film against her hip. Her partner took his own pack and slung it over one shoulder, then placed the other case in the opposite hand. Loaded down like the burros they would likely be riding into the jungle, they made their way to the front of the plane, thanked the flight attendant, and stepped into the jet way where they felt the humid heaviness despite the air conditioning being pumped from the terminal.

      Customs had an unusually short line. The officer raised his brow at Carli as he stamped the last page in her U.S. passport. She smiled back and handed over documentation identifying her as a journalist, which earned her pursed lips beneath his full, black mustache. He placed them on the counter, marked them with a red X on the upper-right corner, then passed them back to her. She stepped forward, then turned to wait for Tim.

      Long red hair gathered at his neck, goatee, and blue eyes that flashed at the dark-skinned man in the black uniform, temporarily distracted the employee from checking Tim’s paperwork. Usually not displaying his feminine side, he leaned his elbow on the counter, rested his chin in his palm, and smiled flirtatiously at the obviously straight customs officer. The Venezuelan native couldn’t return the documents quick enough. She stifled a chuckle as Tim blew the officer a kiss, gathered his papers, and joined her as they left customs in search of an American fast food chain.

      “Mm,” Carli sighed and closed her eyes as the hamburger filled her mouth.

      “These fries have nothing on llama eyeball soup,” Tim commented, shoving four of them, dripping with ketchup, between his lips.

      “That was in the Andes, in Chile,” she said. “I think we’re in for a treat of deep fried guinea pigs.”

      “Oh! Please! Let’s not ruin this fine cuisine.” Tim scrunched up his face at the thought of the little critters perched on the end of a stick.

      Finishing their meal, they moved to the front of the terminal to locate their connection that would take them, and all their crates, to the village they would work out of for the next two weeks. Apparently, the magazine was able to contract with a well-connected company this time, as it was very easy to spy the sign held by the driver. After introductions were made and all their cases were loaded, some in the Hummer, the rest in a nondescript van, Carli climbed into the backseat of the Hummer, and Tim sat in the front passenger seat since he was prone to carsickness. Always wanting to be prepared, by the time they exited the airport she had unpacked and loaded film in her camera so it was ready to catch the sights.

      Several pictures were taken of structures, both old and recent, new vehicles, and burned-out remains that marked attacks from guerrilla factions that ventured in from their camps in the trees. Brown faces of children from six to sixteen suspended their football game in the street to allow the Hummer and van to pass. The shutter caught everything from their sandaled or bare feet, to colorful striped shirts, to the chipped stucco walls that denoted the economic status of the neighborhood. She leaned back against the seat and rested her camera in her lap as the tires of their vehicle started down the rutted, poorly paved road into the jungle.
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      Shaun leaned against the open front driver’s side door, pushed his hat back from his forehead, and rubbed his eyes with his thumb and middle finger. A minute. All he needed was a minute to get his emotions under control, to stop the wetness he felt on his fingers from falling unchecked. The flashing red and blue lights, the squawk of the radio from the dispatcher, all disrupted the serene beauty of the Preserve. He could hear Alyssa, born and raised in town, sobbing into Zach’s shirt, one of the seasonal employees of Tanner’s Outdoor Adventures who had endeared himself to Bear, and therefore became a permanent fixture of the Preserve. The clients who were at the lodge were seated on the veranda and being questioned by Vince Bogard, one of his deputies. Vince was nearly twice Shaun’s age, but had no aspirations to be sheriff and was content to take his orders from the one who had been elected to the position.

      The back doors to the ambulance slammed shut, securing Bear’s body inside. Shaun took a steadying breath, forced the grief and confusion to a dark corner in his mind where he would peer into later, when he was alone. Now, his job was to discover who murdered his father on Wolf’s Ridge, and why. Readjusting his hat, he turned to Stan, the driver of the emergency vehicle that would take Bear Tanner to the hospital in Laramie, where the Medical Examiner would tell Shaun what he already knew regarding the cause of death, which was lodged somewhere in the torso of the victim. He hoped the coroner would give more information, something that would lead to answers instead of the jumble of questions that filled his mind. Perhaps if the incident had taken place closer to the lodge, then the ambulance would deliver to the hospital a man fighting for his life instead of one that lost that life in a pool on the Ridge, and in the saddle and on the horse… An employee retrieved the body that was now zipped inside a bag.

      Stan extended his hand and gave Shaun the clipboard with forms on it to sign. “Real sorry about your dad, Shaun,” he said, then took the papers and pen from the sheriff.

      “Thanks, Stan. Give me a call when you’re back in town.”

      “Will do.” Stan turned and crossed the now-crowded driveway to the bus, climbed in, and drove slowly toward Highway 130 and Laramie, Wyoming.

      Shaun readjusted his hat and wound his way through cars and people, both employees and clients, some deciding to cut their vacation short. Placing his hands on his hips, he sighed again and looked at Alyssa.

      “Do you think you’re able to help me out, Lys?” he asked.

      She nodded, sniffed, then eased away from Zach.

      “I need you to contact International Views. Find out where Carli is, and get a message to her about what happened today.” Shaun paused as it looked as if she might start crying again.

      When it seemed she would hold it together, she asked, “Do you want me to call Samantha?”

      He shook his head. “I’ll take care of that. I need you to stay here. Call home, explain that I requested for you to put in extra hours with some clients leaving early and others not being able to go out on planned excursions.”

      Alyssa nodded, grateful for a job to do to give her a reprieve from crying. She climbed the steps to the lodge, then disappeared inside.

      “Zach, get a count of how many rooms were occupied and pull the files on those clients.”

      “Yes, sir,” Zach said and followed Alyssa into the lodge and Bear’s office.

      Shaun glanced at the darkening sky overhead. It had taken most of the day to bring his father down from the Ridge, and he didn’t know how long it would be before he could piece together the evidence, and the story, of the demise of Bear Tanner. He would call Samantha, his younger sister, and she would come as soon as she could. What he needed to know was where the hell was Carli?
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      “Thank you, Agent Brooks. You may step down,” Judge Carmen instructed.

      Ethan left the witness stand and rejoined his boss, Micah Sloane, Special Agent in Charge of the FBI Field Office in Baltimore, Maryland. Folding his 6’2” height onto the narrow wooden bench and placing the yellow legal pad in his lap, he gazed at the defendant. The pencil flipped around his fingers, then eventually gave in to the impulse. As the defense began their closing arguments, the faces of Judge Judith Carmen, defense attorney George Hackman, and those sitting at the prosecutor’s table began to appear on the yellow paper. He had no need to depict the defendant, Richard Glassier, as the man’s face would never be forgotten as the kidnapper and murderer of seventeen children between the ages of five and eleven abducted from Virginia to Vermont over a three-year period. The jurors would remain anonymous, as would Tommy Mason, the last child stolen, and the only one returned alive to his family.

      Ethan had filled three pages with his sketches, his boss received twenty messages on his cell phone by the time final arguments were completed, and Judge Carmen called all to rise as the jury left their box, escorted by the bailiff, for their room to begin deliberations. He flipped down the front page to cover what he sketched, placed his pencil in his jacket pocket, and made his way, Micah behind him, out of the courtroom to the elevators at the end of the hall. The media had been denied access to the courtroom during the proceedings due to the nature of the crime and the presentation of photos of the recovered remains of the victims. However, once Micah Sloan was outside the building, there would be the flash of cameras and hovering microphones belonging to news stations along the East Coast demanding comments and knowledge of the outcome of the case. Micah would give the press his attention, allowing Ethan to escape unnoticed, ensuring his face remained out of the papers, and thus protecting his anonymity.

      Taking an extra moment to pull on his coat and sunglasses before he left the relative protection of the courthouse lobby, Ethan slipped away from the mass of media standing at the front of the structure, and into the clear, but brisk, March afternoon. He rounded the corner, hailed a cab, and returned to the field office. With the closing of this case, he could turn his attention to the other dozen unsolved files. Staring at the snow piled alongside the road from a spring storm, he wondered if he would be the recipient of six hours of uninterrupted sleep that night, or if nightmares would have him searching the web at two in the morning. He paid the cab driver, mounted the steps to the building, then removed his sunglasses and the objects from his pockets before walking through the metal detector.

      “How was court, Agent Brooks?” the security guard asked as Ethan gathered his belongings on the other side of the machine.

      “I believe we’ll have a favorable outcome,” Ethan replied.

      The guard nodded. “Have a good afternoon, Agent Brooks.”

      He smiled slightly, then walked past the elevators to the stairwell. Loosening his tie as he climbed the first couple of steps, when he reached the second flight, he took them two at a time, the top button of his shirt undone. Emerging at the eighth floor, he regained his breath as he strode down the carpeted hallway to his desk, partially partitioned off from the other FBI agent nearest him. Sitting heavily in his chair, he opened the bottom desk drawer, withdrew the lockbox that housed his weapon, and tossed in the legal pad where it landed on top of the growing stack, all containing sketches of defendants, judges, and attorneys. He retrieved his keys from the front pocket of his suit pants, unlocked the box, placed his gun and holster from his waist inside, replaced the box and closed that drawer, only to open the one above it. Taking the file folders that contained his twelve unsolved cases, he closed the drawer, dropped his keys back in his pocket, the files in his case, and turned to leave when he saw Micah blocking his way.

      “Three days?” his boss asked.

      “As requested.”

      “And mine is for you to check in with the company shrink,” Micah said and watched his agent closely for signs of denial.

      Glancing away and readjusting his coat, Ethan said, “I’ll see if Dr. Dyne has an opening tomorrow.”

      Micah nodded. “I’ll let you know when the jury returns.” He stepped aside and allowed Ethan to move past him and down the hall.

      Ethan Brooks had been with the Bureau for ten years and had pulled some of the hardest, and heartbreaking, cases. He followed procedure, but often danced close to the line. His uncanny ability to get inside the suspect’s head was aided by his degrees in psychology, sociology, and his training with the Profiling Unit. Though he had the leadership skills to manage a team, Ethan preferred to work alone. The senior partner the Bureau paired him with when he was first hired was shot while apprehending a suspect. Mac Waise died of complications encountered during surgery to remove the bullet. Ethan insisted he be the one to inform Suzanne, Mac’s wife of twenty-three years. He then told Micah that he either worked alone, or would walk. Good agents were plenty, but few had Ethan’s ability. Micah usually allowed Ethan the room he needed to work a case. This one, involving Tommy Mason, was especially tough. Perhaps three days of vacation wouldn’t be enough.

      He sighed and returned to his office in an effort to answer the numerous messages already sent to his cell, and those awaiting him on his desk phone. Three hours later, he had either deferred or handled all that could be dealt with at that time. Night had come to Baltimore and found Micah staring out the eighth-floor window, not recognizing the patterns of traffic below. The final message he had yet to deal with was a request from the Regional Director. As a “personal favor,” could Micah send a field agent to Laramie, Wyoming, to assist in the investigation of the suspected murder of Bear Tanner, owner of the outfit where the Regional Director had spent his last vacation. It wasn’t a request.

      Perhaps that is what Agent Brooks needed. A change of scenery, a different kind of case, an opportunity to work with local law enforcement. Micah snorted. Ethan Brooks specialized in serial cases, had never lived or worked outside of a major metropolis, and didn’t want the responsibility of working with, and protecting, another officer. The shadows had crowded into his agent’s countenance. Pleased or not, Ethan Brooks would be headed to the wild west of Wyoming in three days.
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      “It’s been raining since we got here. If it doesn’t stop, not only will we be washed off this mountain, but this will be a wasted trip.” He stood behind Carli and peered past her into the deluge.

      “No destination is ever wasted, Tim. What one does when they arrive determines the sense of loss or achievement.”

      “Well, maybe I’m feeling so damn depressed because I can’t do anything with all this rain!”

      She lowered the camera, shifted her gaze to her partner, and raised a brow. “You can fill the generator with gas so we have lights later tonight. The new software program is installed on the laptops, ready for the signal from the portable satellite dish that needs to be erected. There are half a dozen memory cards that can be downloaded. And if none of that interests you, it would be nice if our breakfast dishes were cleaned before dinner.”

      He scowled, crossed his arms, then gestured outside their tent with a tipping of his head. “Yeah, well, what are you doing? Taking shots of mating inchworms?”

      She brought the viewfinder to the space a centimeter from her eyelash. “Already have those cataloged on my flash drive. What we have here, Timmy, is something much more… exotic. It appears our visit has gained the attention of a few Pemons.”

      He stepped next to her and peered out into the curtain of rain. “Cannibals? Really?” Squinting, he could detect nothing except how the precipitation muted and obscured the vegetation around them. “Huh. Where did you say those memory cards were?”

      She smiled and watched as the shutter flickered, capturing the brown face decorated with white stripes before it disappeared behind a rubber plant.
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      The sheriff tried six ways to Sunday to make sense of the filing system in the office. Bear had his own thoughts on organization, and the only one who was ever able to decipher it was Carli. Alyssa entered some stuff in the books, but the licenses, deeds, Bear’s will, and other documents that his father was in possession of before the digital age were temporarily misplaced. Tossing down a file folder elicited a cloud of dust. Apparently, Bear didn’t spend much time in his office, or hadn’t recently.

      Dragging his hand through the dark blonde locks on top of his head, he sighed and looked around, hoping what he was searching for would jump out at him. He left the private office in search of the only other person who had intimate knowledge of Tanner’s Outdoor Adventures. Closing the door quietly behind him, he turned the deadbolt and took two steps before pausing in the partially lit hallway.

      “Of course they’ll pay me for overtime. I promise I’ll be home after breakfast. No, I’ll stay in an empty cabin. Alone. I know, Daddy.”

      Shaun cocked his head to the side as he listened to Alyssa. He knew she didn’t spend much time at home. Her father was an unemployed ranch hand, handyman, and miner. Jim Lockhart had an unhealthy relationship with alcohol, and as a result, was rarely found to have earned a paycheck. Alyssa’s mother had died a few years earlier. She was a sickly woman whose hard life with Lockhart sapped what strength she had. Alyssa was the youngest of three. The oldest brother was serving in the military and currently stationed overseas. Her middle brother was an artist of some recognition in New York. Carli had helped him gain entrance to an art school there, and Shaun was the only one who knew she also paid his tuition.

      “Such talent should not be wasted simply because there are no funds for an education,” was Carli’s explanation.

      Alyssa had worked for Bear since she started high school, as much for the needed income as to spend time away from her father and the ramshackle house in which they lived. As he listened to her hang up the phone, he wondered what she would do when she graduated in a couple of months. It was one more topic to speak with Carli about, if his gypsy sister ever found her way home. He counted to five, then continued down the hallway, not wanting Alyssa to suspect he had overheard her conversation.

      “You wouldn’t happen to know about Dad’s unique filing system, would you?” he asked.

      Alyssa shook her head. “He didn’t even want me in his office to clean. Said there wasn’t much worth keeping the dust mites from eating.”

      When it looked as if she might start crying again, he pressed on, “Were you able to reach International Views and get Carli’s location?”

      “Yes. When I informed them that she needed to return home, that Bear had… well… they said they would contact her. She’s in South America.”

      He nodded. “It’s late. Those who have decided to remain and finish their vacation should be turned in by now.”

      “There are two who are going out with Ray tomorrow morning.”

      “Hunting?”

      “Fishing. Trout. They were tying new flies yesterday. The three staying in the big cabin are hiking with Donna. The other two plan to check out by noon so they can reach Laramie in time for their flight.”

      “And you’ll stay for breakfast?”

      She nodded. “Zach will be here to run the desk. Ray said he had work to do and that he would be around in the afternoon.”

      “Call me if you hear from Carli. She’s likely to contact someone here first. Are you alright getting to the cabin?”

      Alyssa had turned off the computer and the lights in the lodge, enhancing the glow of the coals from the fire that had burned earlier in the hearth. She moved to the other side of the check-in counter and stood in front of the sheriff. The door opened and Zach paused in the doorway.

      She glanced at him, then back at Shaun. “I have an escort, thanks,” she said and smiled weakly.

      He began to move towards the door, but Alyssa’s hand on his forearm stayed him. “Shaun, who would do this? Why would they kill Bear?”

      He gathered her in a hug. They had known each other long enough, and since they were only eight years apart, he thought of her as a younger sister. “I don’t know, Lys. But we’re going to find out.”

      She stepped away, and when her gaze met his, tears again were shining in their depths.

      “Come on, Alyssa. I’ll walk you to the cabin,” Zach said from the doorway, Shaun was sure, in an effort to keep the tears from falling.

      Pulling the lodge door shut behind him, Shaun turned to watch them stroll in the direction of the first cabin. Zach’s arm was around Alyssa’s shoulders, her head was tipped towards him.

      Shaun glanced up at the clear night sky, then descended the steps of the veranda. Dropping the spare set of keys in one pocket while he fished his personal keys from the other, he thought about the night ahead. Climbing into the four-wheel-drive sheriff’s vehicle, one of the perks of his position, he drove down the gravel entrance to the highway. Six miles later, a left turn and another half-mile down a graded dirt road, now rutted and muddy due to the last storm, brought him to his own home.

      Turning off the headlights, he sat a moment longer. He purchased the land himself but had taken a loan from his father to build. The two of them had worked on much of it themselves. The outside was finished, as was most of the interior. There was some cabinetry that needed to be installed and a guest room that required sanding and sealant on the walls and floor. After that, it was a matter of decorating, which he didn’t have much interest in besides the basics.

      Sighing, he made his way to the dark porch, and even darker foyer, as he pushed open the unlocked front door. Flicking on the dimmer switch, he didn’t bother taking off his coat as he took two glasses from the open cupboard and a bottle of whiskey from the counter, then returned to the veranda and the two chairs that rested there.

      Sitting, exhaling an exhausted sigh, he placed both glasses on the railing. Unscrewing the cap on the bottle, he poured two fingers worth in each glass. Setting the bottle by his feet with one hand, he picked up a glass with the other.

      “To the best damn father,” he said, raising the glass to the stars and black silhouettes of trees, then brought it to his lips and swallowed the aged, amber liquid. He welcomed the burn.

      Retrieving the bottle from the wooden planks, he filled the glass again. “Wyoming… hell, the world, just lost one of the good ones,” he toasted to the wilderness, then tossed back the contents.

      Glass clinked on glass as he tipped the bottle a third time. The whiskey didn’t touch the constriction in his chest, nor did it keep the wetness from gathering in his eyes.

      “I’ll find the bastard, Dad,” Shaun promised, acknowledging the pungent flavor as it hit his throat and settled in a near-empty stomach.

      For a moment, he closed his eyes, and countless memories flashed like a photo album that had been recorded on a DVD, then set to fast-forward. His sisters, Carli and Samantha, birthdays and holidays, graduations, additions to the lodge… his father at his most joyous, giving people what they could get nowhere else, the experience of a lifetime. Opening his eyes, he swiped at the tears with the back of his hand. Placing his empty glass on the railing next to the other one, and retaining the bottle, he took himself to his bedroom.

      Knowing he would get very little sleep, he traded the chair on the veranda for the one on the balcony off the loft upstairs.

      Placing the bottle to his lips, he gazed at the stars and the mountains to the north that couldn’t be seen in the darkness. Samantha wanted to fly out immediately from the stock show in Austin, but he convinced her there was nothing she could do for the investigation. Instead, he insisted she take care of ranch business in Durango, and he would pick her up when she arrived at the Laramie Airport. He hoped Carli would make it home for the funeral, then shook his head at his globe-trotting sister. Bringing the bottle up for another swallow, then resting it and his arm on the side of the chair, he gazed at the heavens, willing a message to Carli. A belated thought arose that if someone was determined to rid Wyoming of the Tanners, having them all gather for a funeral was a perfect opportunity. He would increase the security at the lodge. It wasn’t as if they were helpless. They were, after all, Bear Tanner’s children.
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      Five days. They had been in the green of the South American jungle for five days, and three of those were soaked with rain. They had finally been able to venture out of the village to photograph some of the surrounding area and nearby settlements. So far, most of her rolls of film contained human beings conducting what most would consider mundane jobs. Out of the industrialized world, survival was based on these tasks. Predator and Prey was the title of the issue she was here to cover, and they had yet to locate a jaguar, tapir, or anaconda. This day had proved to be just as unproductive as the rainy ones, but only when it came to fulfilling the requirements for the feature. Carli never tired of photography or mingling with the natives, whether observing and recording their daily lives, or engaging in the work and celebrations along with families and tribes.

      Climbing down from the vehicle that had taken them on a journey further into the jungle, she noticed an unusual amount of excitement in the village for their return. She turned a puzzled look to Tim, who had stepped around the back of the vehicle to unload their gear. He shrugged and lowered the tailgate.

      “Glad we’re back for the day? I know my feet are…” his voice trailed off as an official-looking man strode up to Carli.

      “Señorita Tanner?”

      Carli nodded.

      He stretched out his hand, in which he held a white envelope. She glanced from the paper to his face, then took in the uniform. Whether he worked for the Postmaster General or the local law enforcement, he had found her, and the only one who knew where she and Tim were, exactly, was her boss, the editor of International Views, Scott Banding. And Scott would only contact her in the case of an extreme emergency.

      Eyes flicking back to the brown ones of the officer, she felt the sweat trickle down her back, heard the buzz of myriad insects, felt the steamy heat from the sun, and her breath as it hesitated in her chest. She took the envelope from the man and, instead of leaving, he remained. Swallowing, and with a slight shaking of her hands, she opened the flap of the envelope. Sliding the slip of paper partially out, she glanced at the heading, which named the communications company, complete with their contact information printed in blue and red. The three words typed in the middle of the paper had the air rushing out of her lungs, her knees buckling, and her mind whirling in confusion.

      Tim, who was looking over her shoulder, caught her and held her to him as his eyes read, again, the message that would get them out of this goddamn wetness.

      Bear is dead.
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      Resting his head back against the seat, Ethan’s eyes gazed out the window. Sitting in front of the wing, he had an unobstructed view of a few white clouds and the central plains of the U.S. as he flew thirty thousand feet above future wheat and corn fields just recently uncovered from the snow. He attempted to stretch his long legs into the space under the seat in front of him and frowned at being cooped up for so long. They would land at the Denver airport in an hour. From there, he would take a puddle jumper to Laramie, where he would find a rental car, and the promised GPS, in order to arrive at the outfitter’s lodge before sundown.

      Shifting his gaze to the file folder he stuck in the pocket in front of him, his scowl deepened. There wasn’t much information from the autopsy report. A .243 caliber bullet to the heart, between a six and fifteen degree downward trajectory. That meant the shooter aimed high, as he was too far away to keep the target in the crosshairs. Obviously an expert marksman, but then anyone with the funds to afford a stay at the outfitters wouldn’t waste their time unless their skill was above average. Well above.

      “Mr. Brooks?”

      Ethan followed the voice and smiled at the flight attendant, which set off his dimples. She returned the gesture.

      “Can I get you anything?” Her raised, single brow and her lower lip drawn seductively between her teeth alluded that she placed herself on the list of complimentary refreshments available in Business Class.

      “A gracious offer, but no, thanks. I’m fine,” he glanced at her name badge, “Jennifer.”

      The pretty brunette continued her trek down the aisle, collecting requests for drinks, pillows, and headphones. He looked again out the small window. Already a Mile-High Club member, sweetheart, he thought, briefly remembering the rather flexible blonde on an international flight. Before his mind traveled too far down the road of past adventures, he removed the folder from the pocket of the seat back in front of him.

      Keeping the front of the file folder vertical so it acted as a shield from the person in the aisle seat, he shuffled the pictures of the Tanner family. The local sheriff was Shaun, the youngest, age twenty-six, degree in Criminal Justice. Samantha was in the middle, age twenty-eight, and her winnings in college rodeo helped pay for her business degree that she used to run the ranch in Colorado. The oldest, Carli, at age thirty, was the only one to attend a school on the East Coast. Art. What did one do with an art degree? If one was as sought after as Ms. Tanner, one worked as a premier photojournalist for the most prestigious magazine in the world. Just by viewing the photos, anyone could tell all three were obviously closely related. Different shades of hazel irises stared back at him. Their hair coloring appeared to get progressively lighter with each sibling. Carli’s was a shiny, dark blonde-medium brown with red highlights, Samantha’s was a dirty blonde, and Shaun’s was lighter, but still had shades of red.

      All were single, so that ruled out greedy in-laws and probably serious relationships with someone looking to cash in on the family fortune. That was only a guesstimate. The land and business in Wyoming, coupled with the ranch in Colorado, allotted the family almost thirty thousand acres. Both the ranch and the outfitters were prosperous endeavors. Perhaps one of the siblings became desperate. If they were in personal debt and asked Daddy for a loan, and then were denied, it could be a motive. None of their faces resembled what people thought of as criminals. But he knew looks were deceiving. Often criminals used their physical appearance to lure victims. Especially if those victims were children.

      He shifted in his seat and settled Carli’s picture on top. Recounting her information, he clicked off facts. Her employer, bank account balance, frequent flyer mileage, address of a sub-let apartment in Manhattan. Her hair, slightly longer than shoulder-length, held soft curls and framed a face that, if the parts were taken separately, would not be wanted by any fashion magazine. But, when put together in a way that uniquely created her, they somehow worked. Natural eyebrows that managed to accent large, hazel eyes, a straight nose that ended above a cupid’s bow upper lip and full lower lip, that when spread in a smile were slightly too wide and a little lopsided. It could have been her expression, as there seemed to be a hint of impatience in her gaze at the picture taker. Wispy bangs shadowed her forehead, and the curls accented her cheeks and rounded chin. The collared shirt she wore left her throat open, and he found himself slightly disappointed that the bottom edge of the photograph was above her bust line.

      He closed the file and placed it again in the pocket. Resting his head back on the seat, he shut his eyes. Passing the Rorschach's, what he had come to call the visits to the Department Psychologist, had become rote. Routine. He told them what they wanted to hear, what they needed to list in his file and allow him to continue to do his job. The nightmares, sleepless nights, the few wasted days when he thought binge drinking would wipe away the images, would never come to light. Without his job, what would he do? He was damn good at finding the bad guys and saving the victims. Except for the ones who were casualties, the lives that led him to the perpetrator. It was an old argument he had with himself. His guilt for not stopping the crimes sooner, or somehow preventing them to begin with, and using—needing—the victims to piece together a storyline and find the bastards.

      Shifting again in his seat, then crossing his arms over his chest, he listened as Jennifer delivered the desired items to others in Business Class, and thought about the request of the Regional Director. He had vacationed with Tanner’s Outdoor Adventures and developed a bond with Bear Tanner. When word reached the Director that Bear had been killed, he pulled a few strings to have one of his own sent out to assist in the local investigation. And for whatever reason, Micah decided Ethan was the agent. Maybe he had been doing too well on the Rorschach and Micah figured he would need a little extra time after this last case.

      “Think of it as a company vacation,” Micah had suggested on the day after Ethan appeared in court at the trial of the kidnapping of Tommy Mason.

      Ethan had argued that he didn’t need an extended vacation beyond his requested three days, but Micah had smiled and tossed the plane ticket on his desk.

      “Your other dozen cold cases can wait. It will do you some good to break away from the usual pedophile and kidnapper and serial killer. This is an old-fashioned, single murder. The ME’s Office hasn’t declared it, only the cause of death. I suppose hunting accidents do happen. The Director wants a personal touch, so take your time.”

      He sighed and shifted again, realizing he was becoming agitated at this forced ‘working vacation’, the seemingly smaller airline seats, and that his destination was one with which he had little experience. Wide open places.

      “Good afternoon, Folks. Due to a weather front that has developed over the Central Rockies, we’ve been asked to land in Billings, Montana. You will receive a complimentary connecting flight to get you to Denver, if you wish to wait at least a day, or however long the Denver Airport authorities believe it will take to reopen the runway. The alternative is the variety of car rental companies available at Logan International Airport. We’re sorry for the inconvenience and the delay in arriving at your destination. Any questions can be answered by the ticket agents in Billings. We’ll be on the ground in about thirty minutes.”

      Ethan’s mood lightened that he could exit from this cramped space. He sat up in his seat and placed the file inside his carryon that doubled as a briefcase. Deciding that arriving at the Medicine Bow Preserve as soon as possible was important, it meant extra miles in a rental car if he couldn’t get a flight into Laramie. Perhaps scenery other than concrete and metal might silence, however temporarily, the ghosts that lived in his mind. He looked out the window and watched the Rocky Mountains grow larger.
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      It wouldn’t do any good to speculate with Tim because, as he had told her twice already, they had no information, and it was a waste of energy to guess about the circumstances around her father’s death. Carli had stared moodily out the window of their transportation back to the city where, hopefully, Tim would work his magic and procure two tickets on the next flight to the U.S. Anywhere in the U.S. The connecting flights would come later. They had no cell reception in the village. The airport, however, afforded them access to the web, so she sent a short e-mail to the lodge, knowing Alyssa, who was usually there and able to communicate with everyone, would open it.

      I received the telegram. I’m on my way home.

      It was an off day for planes leaving Venezuela, and the partially filled flight manifest had two seats of their choice available. She felt as if she was surrounded by oil. All physical movements seemed to require a great amount of effort. Her mind was spinning with thoughts, none of which she could latch on to. She had questions and no information. Was it too soon for any of them to be answered at the Preserve? Unsure what to say if one of the employees, or even Shaun, answered the international call, she opted to send an e-mail. The hours that would pass before they arrived in Wyoming would be spent gathering her frayed emotions.

      She stared at the screen that dropped down from the overhead bin. The first of two movies was playing. It was a romantic comedy with a couple of popular actors, and though she didn’t have headphones, it was obvious that they were in a lover’s quarrel. Sighing, she turned her gaze to the colorful cover of the magazine that rested on her lap. Remembering all the arguments that her parents had before her mother called it quits and left them, she wondered if her mother would regret it now that Bear was… gone. Would Shaun contact their mother? Did any of them even know where Ms. Tanner called home?

      Wiggling in her seat, she rolled up the magazine and shifted her gaze back to the movie. The woman was left outside a house, as the man got into a car and drove away. The close-up of the woman’s face showed tears of disbelief and regret. Carli crossed her legs and shifted to the other hip, a scowl beginning between her brows. It deepened when the next shot showed the man’s expression, his eyes reflecting sorrow in the rearview mirror, gazing at what he had left behind. Stupid, Carli thought. If you love her, why leave? And if she loves you, how difficult it must be to watch you disappear.

      Snorting at her analysis, she uncrossed her legs, moved to the other hip, then crossed her ankles. What did she know of love? Her parents had it at one time, or must have to create three children, but it wasn’t enough to keep her mother in Wyoming, or to have her father leave the wilderness. She’d had a few relationships, but they didn’t last. It tended to be that way when she was out of the country, or New York, three-fourths of the year. She hadn’t given much thought to marriage and a family. Instead, she relied on her deeply satisfying relationship with her work. And Tim.

      Uncrossing her ankles, she turned onto the other hip and drew her legs up under her. Raising her gaze to Tim’s, she found a scowl that mirrored her own.

      “Did you manage to load your pockets with South American Fire Ants? You haven’t remained in the same position for more than a minute since we boarded the plane.”

      “Sorry. My mind is—”

      “I know. I’m sorry. Look, there’s no one else in our row. Why don’t you lift up the arms between the seats, stretch out, and catch some Zs? We have about eight hours before we land in L.A.”

      “I don’t think I can sleep,” she said and shook her head, but he had pressed the call button overhead alerting the flight attendant.

      “Yes? What can I get for you?” the petite blonde asked, smiling prettily at Tim. She obviously didn’t pick up that he wasn’t interested in her type, as she tipped her head to the side and flipped her hair behind her shoulder.

      “My friend would like a blanket and pillow,” Tim said, gesturing to Carli.

      “Sure. I’ll be right back.”

      He smiled at her, then reached around Carli to flip up the arm. She sighed, then lifted the other three on the row. Rearranging her legs toward the aisle, her head next to Tim’s thigh, she grinned mischievously when the blonde returned. The flight attendant’s smile not as bright as she noticed the familiarity between the two passengers as Carli shifted her head onto Tim’s thigh. He glanced down at her, then took the pillow and blanket.

      Carli shifted her gaze to Tim. “Thanks, sweetie,” she said and earned herself an eye roll.

      “You just blew my chance at a free drink before we land,” he spoke in a harsh whisper.

      “I’ll buy a bottle of Kentucky’s finest, and we can drink ourselves silly in Wyoming.”

      Spreading the blanket over her, she placed the pillow under her head next to Tim’s thigh, then turned on her side. She stared at the seat back in front of her as he gently stroked her hair.

      “We’ll drink to your father,” he whispered, and Carli squeezed her eyes shut to keep the tears from forming.
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      “Are you sure you’re going to be alright?” Zach’s eyes searched her face and, looking for the evidence, he found it. A slightly crooked nose, a small scar on the outer edge of her left eyebrow, another on her forehead, right at the hairline. She tried to hide the healing of the marks left by the stitches, but the redness remained.

      Gritting his teeth, not wanting to upset Alyssa, he gently took her hand in his. If he moved slowly, it gave her time to realize what he was doing, and she wouldn’t flinch. He hated when she did that. He kissed her knuckles, and that elicited a smile.

      “I’ll be fine. There are chores to finish before I can work on my research paper.”

      “Need any help with that? I could meet you at the library later,” he offered with just the beginnings of excitement at seeing her again.

      She shook her head. “I need to be at home. I can type on the laptop Ms. Pylner loaned me. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      He offered her a half-smile, his excitement not completely deflated, and watched as Alyssa climbed into her antique Honda and disappeared down the long gravel drive.

      Placing his hands in the pockets of his jacket, he turned toward cabin 3 and the leaky shower, which was the first on his own list of jobs to complete. After that, he would prepare lunch, then meet the farrier in the barn. Most of the tracking and hunting were done on foot, but there were some clients who preferred horseback, so Bear kept a dozen horses on the property. There were extra precautions when a group headed out on horseback. The guides kept the clients in a particular area, lest another hunter mistake a horse for an elk, which has been known to happen, but never on the Preserve.

      Stopping at the supply room, a ten-by-fifteen foot alcove behind a locked door on the north veranda to retrieve the tools he would need to repair the shower, his thoughts wandered to Alyssa. She would be eighteen two weeks before prom, which was about six weeks before her graduation. He had graduated two years earlier from a school in Colorado and answered an ad in the local paper about a handyman and guide. All the experience he had gained on his uncle’s farm in Colorado Springs impressed Bear enough that he gave Zach the job, despite his age. What he didn’t know, he learned from Bear and Ray, the lead guide and Bear’s best friend.

      Since he arrived at the Preserve, and met Alyssa, he had been in love with her. At first, he was convinced it was a crush. Alyssa, with her blonde hair and blue eyes, was tall and shapely. Who wouldn’t look twice? But she was only sixteen when he came to work for Tanner’s Outdoor Adventures, and to touch her would earn him twenty inside Wyoming’s finest accommodations. Instead, he set out to be her friend and realized how much she needed one. He would help her occasionally on an assignment, then he realized how smart she was, and that she was just trying to get him to like her in a more-than-friendly way. Finally giving in to his emotions, he took her out on dates on Wednesday nights, as Fridays and the weekends were busy at the lodge. He was careful to not be too friendly in an area where the clients might see them together. About two months ago, Bear had requested that Zach meet him in his office. Since that was where Zach was hired, his first thought was that he would be fired.

      “Sit down, Zach,” Bear said and gestured towards the only other chair in the crowded and dusty office.

      Bear Tanner resembled his nickname, standing tall at 6’6” and weighing in at almost three hundred pounds. His hair was thick, and he wore it long enough to keep his neck warm. The full beard matched the deep red color of his hair. The sleeves of his flannel shirt were rolled up, due to the space heater in the small office.

      “Do you like your job here?” he asked.

      “Yes, I do,” Zach replied, barely resisting the urge to wipe his palms on his jeans.

      “And you’re a fine employee. I didn’t ask you in here to fire you.” His keen eyes had detected the younger man’s nervousness, then he heard the sigh of relief. “I just wanted to offer you some advice.”

      “Advice about what?”

      It was Bear’s turn to give an audible sigh. “Women. Now, before you get all ruffled,” and he held his palm out toward Zach to halt any stammering, “I may have made a mess of my own marriage, but I’ve raised two incredible daughters. They not only graced me with the liberal gray you see in my hair, but with considerable understanding. A blind man could see you’re in love with Alyssa.”

      He watched as Zach looked everywhere except at him, then he leaned back in his chair and waited for the ranch hand to meet his gaze.

      “She’s not eighteen, and I would never do anything to get her in trouble, or to hurt her,” Zach said, his convictions growing stronger with each voiced realization.

      “I wouldn’t expect that from you, else I wouldn’t have hired you. You’re a good man, Zach. I’ve seen the way you care for Alyssa, but no matter how hard you try, you’ll eventually do something stupid, at least in her eyes, and you’ll hurt her. It’s just the way of things between men and women. The fact that the two of you are friends and get along well will help you out in the long run.” He paused, then leaned forward, placing his forearms on the desk. “Give her the opportunity to choose what she wants to do with her life. If she wants to attend school, encourage her. E-mail. Text. Keep in touch, but let her see what a big world it is out there. Alyssa was born and raised here. Never experienced anything further than Cheyenne. If she wants to travel, offer to fill up her gas tank.” He shook his head. “You don’t, and you tie her down with babies, she’ll resent you.”

      Leaning back in his chair, he interlaced his fingers and rested them across his belly. Maybe it was Zach’s age, which put him six years younger than Shaun and in the realm that he could be a younger brother, or the fact that he liked him and didn’t want to see him heartbroken. His next words offered a cautious warning.

      “You’ve a lot to offer a woman. Level head. Hard worker. You steer clear of trouble—”

      “I’m not one of the horses in the barn, Bear. You don’t need to—”

      “Yes, I do. You work for me, so does Alyssa, and I care a great deal for the both of you.” He sat up taller in his chair and noticed a slight flush on Zach’s cheeks. “If you want Alyssa for good, give her choices, and remain the steady man you are. That son of a bitch she has for a father will find any excuse to fuel his temper, and that includes your relationship with her.”

      “As soon as Alyssa turns eighteen, she can do as she wants,” Zach said, adjusting his straw cowboy hat.

      “In the eyes of the law, but not according to Jim Lockhart. Don’t cross him, Zach, and don’t put Alyssa in the middle.”

      “I wouldn’t—” Zach began, but halted his words at the raised brows of his employer and friend. Shaking his head, he smiled sheepishly, realizing Bear had brought him full circle.

      “Understand?” Bear asked.

      “Yes, sir,” Zach answered.

      Zach wiped the back of his hand across his eyes, grateful he was alone in the supply room. Having thought a lot about that conversation with Bear, he felt he was balancing on a double- edged sword. By bringing up the possibility of Alyssa attending college or traveling or moving out of her father’s house, she might begin to consider those options that would take her, in his opinion, away from him. The immense respect he had for Bear forced him to follow the man’s advice. He didn’t know the whole story as to what had become of Mrs. Tanner, but he knew that his life wouldn’t be what he wanted if Alyssa left him, her heart full of resentment.

      Determined that he would assure Alyssa that she had plenty of time to apply for college, and if she went, he would send her e- mails and text her. If she wanted to see California or Texas, he would tell her he had been saving money each week to get her where she wanted to go. When she was ready to settle into a home, he would be there. Is this what Bear wished he had done with his wife? He shook his head, grabbed a pipe wrench and plumber’s tape, then left the supply room for cabin 3.
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      “Don’t airlines give special consideration to those trying to attend a funeral?” Carli asked, exhausted from her international flight and frustrated that Tim had been unable to procure their tickets to Denver.

      “Yes, we do, but the storm in Colorado has the Denver Airport shut down.”

      “By the time we take off and fly the two and a half hours, the storm will have passed,” she argued.

      “One would think,” the ticket agent smiled with little humor. “But no one leaves any airport heading for Denver until the storm and runway are cleared. I have you on the list, and I’ll page you as soon as we get the go-ahead to board the flight.”

      Carli sighed loudly. “Are there any flights to—”

      “Really, Carli, it’s a couple of hours. It would take longer to reroute us than it would to just wait it out.” Tim held her gaze, unwilling to be badgered into attempting to connect five other flights in the hopes of arriving in Laramie before tomorrow. “Come on, sweetie, I’ll buy you a drink. Then you can cuss at the weathermen. It will make you feel better,” he suggested, taking her carryon in one hand, the other slinging companionably around her shoulders.

      “Thank you,” he smiled politely over his shoulder at the ticket agent.

      A short time later, Tim raised a brow as Carli downed her third shot of tequila, lining the glasses up on the bar as if she had something to prove.

      “If you don’t slow down, I’m leaving your grieving ass here when the rest of us board the plane to Denver.”

      “Denver? It might as well be Cairo. Look at the storm, Tim,” she gestured with her hand to the colorful screen, which showed a huge pink swirling mass where Denver used to be.

      “As you can see, Denver and the surrounding Rockies, especially to the south, are really getting pounded by this spring storm. We don’t expect the clouds and precipitation to move off towards the east until day after tomorrow. The good news is that behind this front, the skies are clear and sunny, with temperatures ranging from the low seventies in inland California to the fifties in Montana and Wyoming. We should have beautiful weather the rest of the week here in the West. Back to you, Carol,” and the grinning, balding, weatherman disappeared to be replaced by a blonde in a yellow pants suit.

      She stared a moment longer at the television, then patted her cargo shorts for her phone. International Views sent her into the bush with the best of equipment, but the gadgets didn’t usually work. However, now they were sitting in LAX, and Carli’s smile showed her network was up.

      Grateful for the few minutes of peace as Carli busied herself with her cell, Tim stared broodingly into his short glass of gin and tonic. Hot, humid places were his least favorite to visit. He was glad to have their trip cut short, but certainly not for this reason. They had been gone for almost a month. He was looking forward to returning to his apartment in the Village in New York, but it would have to wait until their side trip to Laramie was completed. A week, ten days tops, and they would leave the wilderness of the Western U.S. for their civilized East Coast. He hoped Scott would give them at least a week at home before the next assignment came through. There was film to develop, friends to reconnect with, parties to attend. His plans were interrupted by Carli jostling his arm, directing him to pay their tab.

      “Come on. We have forty-five minutes to make the station,” she spoke as she grabbed her cases, backpack, and jacket and left the Tail Wind Cantina.

      “What? What are you talking about?” he tossed a couple of twenties on the bar, not waiting for a receipt.

      He caught up to Carli just as she flagged one of the chauffeured carts that took the elderly or infirm from one terminal to another. Sitting next to her, he grabbed for the seat’s edge as the cart lurched forward.

      “Where are we going?” he demanded.

      “Laramie. By way of train and rental car and plane,” she smiled at him. At Tim’s incredulous look, she continued, “Union Station is a short taxi drive from LAX. I’ve booked us tickets on the portion of the Starlight from L.A. to Sacramento. A rental car takes us to Reno, where a charter airline will fly us to Salt Lake City, then we change planes and take the last flight of the day from Salt Lake to Laramie.”

      “You forgot something,” he said.

      “What?” she asked, then glanced at the Internet connection on her phone.

      “Where’s the boat, camel, or rickshaw?”

      She shook her head and rewarded him with a half-smile.

      “Seriously, Carli, if we waited here, we would probably get there at the same time as your convoluted travel plans.”

      She shrugged, her smile slipping away. “This way I feel like I’m doing something. I can’t just sit and wait. Not this time, Tim.”

      “Alright,” he agreed quietly and patted her hand that held onto her case.

      The cart pulled up alongside the security station, then stopped as they stepped off the conveyance. Tim tipped the driver, then followed the tall, blonde-haired woman in cargo shorts and hiking boots past the luggage carousels and outside where she had found the line to wait in as taxis were called into the airport from a lot not far from the property. Less than five minutes later, they

      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-dinkus-palatino-screen.png





OEBPS/images/aa_frontcover-kindle-new.jpg
o] TR

Book One of
The Tanner Trilogy

Michele Venné





