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Dedicated to the men and women who scour crime scenes to find the smallest pieces of evidence.
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Chapter One
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The noise is almost too much to bear. It’s the same thing day and night, day after day, and it makes you want to do crazy things. The noise is worse today than it ever has been, and there’s only one thing that will make it better. But I hesitate. The memories that accompany the noise are too painful.

I remember when the noise started. It was the laughter that made it worse. My parents owned a bar downtown. I was alone most nights while they worked, but Saturday nights were the worst. On Saturday night, they hosted vaudeville night. It was very popular, and even people in the audience would sometimes dress up. There were clowns and comics and singers and dancers. There were men who dressed up as women and women who dressed as men. 

The worst part came after the show was over. My parents would bring home several of the male entertainers, and they would drink, and then they would have sex with my mother. Two, sometimes three men at a time, and all the while, my father would be sitting in his chair drinking and cheering them on. I would be in my room and would wake up to the moans of the men and my mother, men in dresses, or garter belts, all with painted faces. They would never even close my door, so I would sit next to the door and watch the vulgar acts, and sometimes my mother would look over at the door, see me there, and smile. 

That was the first time I heard the noise in my head, but I was too young to understand it. It was something that made my head hurt, and I would have to close my eyes and hide my head under the pillow to make the noise go away, but it never completely went away. It was always in the background. As I grew older, it would take an act of savagery to calm the noise.

On Sundays, following the night of debauchery, my mother would drag me to church. My father was always too drunk to go. She would scream at me the entire time to hurry, or we would be late. Unlike the night before, in the morning, she would have on her high heels, her hose, a pretty skirt or dress, and her white pearl necklace. All the way to church, she would tell me I was bad, or I was evil and that God would punish me for the things I did. The things that quieted the noise. 

We were members of the Evangelical Church of the Risen something or other. All I can remember about that time was sitting there in a jacket and tie and listening to the Reverend Max Turner telling us for two hours or longer that we were all going to hell if we didn’t put more money in the collection plate. It was terrible and made me feel like a worthless piece of humanity, but the noise grew louder each Sunday.

I don’t remember when I realized that the Reverend Max Turner was one of the regulars who would show up at my house on Saturday night and take part in banging my mother. It just sort of happened one day as my brain started to go to sleep during the service. I was looking at the reverend with his arms raised towards the almighty, and I suddenly pictured him with a clown face and a big . . . red nose.

After that, it made going to church easier because I would picture him and the other men. I would sit and look around the congregation and wonder how many of the other men in the audience had been with my mother. It helped me to pass the time. After the service, my mother would take me to meet the reverend behind the church, and she would tell him about all the bad things I had done during the week. He would yell at me and tell me that I was so bad that even the devil had no place for me in hell, then he would pull off his belt or pick up a thin stick and beat me. He said it was to drive out the evil spirit. Sometimes I wondered if he just liked to see my bare behind all red and bleeding. Then he would drop his pants and rub himself against my bare ass. What a sick fuck. My mother always stood in front of me and cried, like she was sad that it was happening. I think she enjoyed it.

It wasn’t until that one summer day that I was able to rid myself of some of the noise. I was riding my bike and spotted the reverend down by the river fishing. He was so focused on what he was doing that he never saw me come up behind him. He sure knew I was there when I hit him in the back of the head with that rock. He dropped his pole in the water, fell to his knees, and grabbed his bloody head. He looked up at me, and I hit him again and again. It was incredible. The noise had disappeared, and for a few minutes, I was free. 

Because of my age, the judge sentenced me to a juvenile detention home, where I would remain until I was eighteen. Dr. Oliver Martin thought he could cure me of the noise in my head, but he made things worse. He believed in the power of corporal punishment, and he made sure to use me as an example for the other boys at the facility. 

The pills he forced me to take didn’t help. It didn’t make the noise disappear, but it made me groggy and dopey. I realized that Dr. Oliver Martin wasn’t making me any better, so I stopped taking the pills and planned my escape. The night came when I found out that the youngest kid in our room was being abused by staff members. We found him sitting in a corner in our room, crying, and I decided that now was the time. 

After lights out, I got dressed and put everything I needed in a plastic bag I found in the trash. I snuck out of my room and entered Dr. Oliver Martin’s room. He was sleeping soundly, but the noise in my head prevented me from hearing his snoring. I had stolen the hammer from the big toolbox the maintenance man kept in the basement. I stepped up to his bed and slammed the hammer into his head. I never heard him scream. When I was finished, I left the hammer next to his pulverized head, and, using his ring of keys, I unlocked the outer door, ran across the yard to the woods, and disappeared for good. I changed my name and never looked back.

I didn’t think I could live with the noise, and then one day, while clicking through the internet, I discovered my salvation. It came in the persona of Donny Truex and his This Is What’s Wrong with America podcast. I listened for hours that first night, soaking up all his messages about the evil trying to ruin our country. I felt like he spoke directly to me.

He had spent hours talking about the evils of drag queens and how they were all pedophiles and they were trying to seduce our children and sell them to rich Asians and Europeans who would turn them into sex slaves. They were vile and disgusting people and needed to be dealt with. Then he mentioned that a new drag club was opening just outside town and that the grand opening was at the end of the week. He said someone should stop them, and then the noise in my head got louder and louder. I could hear my mother moaning along with the men dressed in women’s clothes, and I knew what needed to be done.

And here I sit in my car outside this fancy new club as I watch hundreds of people—perverts and pedophiles—congregate to celebrate their vile actions. I can’t believe how many cars are in the parking lot. The phone on the seat next to me rings again. I look at the number. This is the eighth time the nursing home has tried to reach me. I know what they are calling about. They want to tell me that my mother has been murdered. Funny. I already knew that.

Now the noise is getting worse, and I hear my mother yelling and the Reverend Max Turner and Dr. Oliver Martin yelling at me and hitting me, and I can’t make the noise stop. I put on my headphones and open the latest podcast from Donny Truex, and he’s telling me what I need to do. I want to scream, but Donny needs me. The world needs me. I have to save all those kids from becoming sex slaves. And the noise gets worse through the headphones. 

I exit the car and open the trunk. Everything I need to accomplish my mission for Donny Truex and the children is in the black duffel bag. I pull out the pistols and screw on the suppressors, and I load up my ballistic vest with magazine after magazine. I do a quick count in my head, and I figure I have enough ammo for everyone in the place. I run through my mental checklist. I have barricaded the door behind the club so no one can leave that way. I have loaded both pistols with extended magazines and have many more to replace those. 

The noise has gotten intense, and I turn up the volume on my phone, but it does little good. The noise has taken over, and it is time to do what I came to do. I close the trunk and head for the door. I have a pistol in each hand as I approach the large man with the beard who is guarding the door. From twenty feet away, I fire three shots into his body, and blood sprays all over the wall. The big man falls to the floor. I push his legs out of the way and open the door.

The laughing and the bright lights confuse me. It sounds like people are having fun, but how can that be? These are perverts and pedophiles, and the laughter reminds me of the men having sex with my mother. The noise is made more intense by the flashing lights, and the laughter makes my head hurt, and I rub my temples. I can’t lose focus now. The children need me.

I step up to the double doors and stop to catch my breath. I pull open the doors and step into the room. I walk past the bartender and down the hall to the dressing room. I push open the door, step inside, and the first three people die. I know where to go because I helped build the building. The fancy lighting and sound system are all mine, and I will use them to my advantage. I walk back to the bar and shoot the bartender. He’s a nice young man, but he works for the perverts. It’s a shame he had to die. I step to the front of the bar and fire into the crowd enjoying all the debauchery.

The screaming begins.
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Chapter Two
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Buck Taylor sat in his lounge chair reading the latest national crime report from the FBI. He had the TV tuned to 9NEWS out of Denver and had the volume turned low so it was acting as background noise.

He had reached for the last of the Coke in the bottle sitting on the table next to him when something flashed in the corner of his eye. He grabbed the remote instead, pointed it towards the TV and turned up the volume. 

Across the bottom of the screen was a crawler that said BREAKING NEWS. He put down the report and listened to the news anchor.

“We are just getting word of breaking news out of Mesa County. We are hearing reports of an active shooter situation at a brand-new drag club located outside of Grand Junction. Early reports are multiple dead and several hundred injured. We have teams en route and will update you as soon as we get more information. Please stay tuned to Nine News for additional information.”

Buck’s phone, sitting on the table next to his Coke, chimed. He picked it up, looked at the number and answered. 

“Yes, sir,” said Buck.

“Hope I didn’t wake you,” said Director Kevin Jackson. “Turn on the news.”

Kevin Jackson, the director of the Colorado Bureau of Investigation, had been the youngest person to run the bureau when he was appointed by Governor Richard J. Kennedy. He’d had a stellar career with the Colorado Springs Police Department before being tapped for the top post at CBI. He was more bureaucrat than cop, having spent most of his career on the administrative side at CSPD, but he was well respected in the law enforcement community, and Buck was impressed with him.

“Already on, sir. A mass shooting in Mesa County,” said Buck.

“Yeah. The governor wants us all over it. This one’s bad, Buck, not that any of them are good. I just spoke with the sheriff. He’s calling for ambulances and doctors from all over the state. I need you out there right away.”

“No problem, sir. I’ll leave now. Can you text me the address? Will you call Bax and Paul and get them rolling and also call Franklin and have him call out the forensic team?”

“Anything else?” asked Director Jackson.

“Yes, sir. You may want to put out a call for additional forensic pathologists. Sounds like Sima is going to be up to her elbows in dead bodies. She could use the help.”

“Good idea, Buck. Once you get there, let me know what else you’ll need.”

Buck disconnected the call and dialed his son David. He knew David was working, and he didn’t want to call and wake up his daughter-in-law Judy since she was probably already in bed. David was the oldest of Buck’s three children and the only one to follow in his footsteps and enter the law enforcement field. He was a patrol sergeant with the Gunnison Police Department and worked as the night shift supervisor. 

Cassandra was Buck’s middle child, and she was every bit a middle child. In high school, she’d played soccer, ran track and played volleyball. She lettered in all three sports. She was also the one who got in trouble for violating curfew, drinking and whatever other mischief she could find to get into. Buck was surprised when she was accepted to the University of Arizona with a full scholarship for volleyball. He was even more surprised when she was accepted into law school. Cassie was never much for regimented education.

Two years ago, she’d dropped out of law school and her career path took a different track. She joined the Forest Service and was now working as a wildland firefighter with the Helena Hotshots. The Helena Hotshots were one of the elite firefighting teams based out of Helena, Montana. Buck was not surprised. He never saw her sitting behind a desk as a lawyer. She loved the outdoors, and she was as tough as they came. Lucy wasn’t pleased that she’d quit school without any discussion, and she worried whenever Cassie was called out on a fire, but she also knew her daughter, and if this was where she was happy, then so was her mom.  

Jason, his youngest son, was an architect, and he lived in Boulder with his wife, Kate, and their three children. Of all of Buck’s kids, Jason was the most sensitive, always worried about Buck’s job. He was also the one who had continued to follow Catholicism, just like his mom, and seemed to get more involved in his church after Lucy died.

David answered on the first ring. “Hey, Dad. You heading to Grand Junction?”

“Yeah, I didn’t want to wake Judy. There’re some steaks in the fridge that need to get eaten. Since I’m not sure when I’ll be back home, have her pick them up and you guys eat them. I’ll call and let you know what’s happening.”

“Be careful, Dad. The latest report is that the shooter hasn’t been found yet.”

“Thanks, David. Stay safe, and I’ll call when I can,” said Buck.

He hung up, grabbed his pistol and badge and clipped them to his belt. He walked into the bedroom and stuffed some additional clothes into his go bag. He went out the back door, locked it, climbed into his state-issued Jeep Grand Cherokee and pulled out of the driveway.

Grand Junction, Colorado, was about two hours from Buck’s home in Gunnison. Highway 50 was a two-lane road for the entire distance and was not built for speed, but Buck was familiar with every section of it. He turned west onto the highway, and once clear of the town limits, he flipped on his flashers and hit the gas.

Buck’s phone chimed, and he looked at the message. The director had sent him the address of the club, which was south of Grand Junction at the intersection of Highway 50 and County Road 141. Buck made the drive in a shade over an hour. 

Highway 50 was closed a mile south and north of the club. Buck pulled up to the roadblock and held up his badge and CBI ID, and the deputy logged him in on his laptop. He told Buck to park wherever he could find a space. Flashing red, white, and blue lights lit up the night sky, and he found a spot and pulled in behind a couple of ambulances. He grabbed his backpack and slid out of the Jeep.

The western slope of Colorado had been having some of the hottest weather on record, and even this late at night, the air was uncomfortably warm. Buck noticed that the firefighters and paramedics weren’t wearing their turnout gear but were wearing uniform pants and T-shirts with the Grand Junction Fire Department logo emblazoned on the shirt. They looked uncomfortable, even dressed like they were, and Buck felt bad for them. 

Buck made his way to the Mesa County mobile command center parked down the street from the club. He climbed up the steps and pulled open the door. The cold air hit him like he was walking into a refrigerator. It was almost too cold. He stepped inside and closed the door.

Sheriff Jackson Foley looked up from the plan table, stepped around the table and reached out his hand. 

“Buck, good to see ya. Director Jackson said you were on the way. You made good time.”

“Jack,” said Buck. “Good to see you.” 

He put his backpack on the floor next to the plan table and shook hands with the people gathered around the table. Jackson Foley was in his second term as sheriff. He was six feet tall and had a slim build. His hair was still brown with little gray, and he had a brown mustache. Tonight, he wore jeans and a sheriff’s department polo shirt. Standing next to the sheriff was Ellen Thompkins, one of the three county commissioners. She was a thin woman with angular features and wore jeans and a Mesa County Emergency Services polo shirt. The third person in the room was Commander Raul Martinez. The SWAT commander was five foot nine and had a muscular build. He had jet-black hair cut short, and he was dressed in his call-out gear.

“Sorry I’m late to the party, but do you want to give me a rundown of where we are?” asked Buck.

“Yeah,” said Sheriff Foley. “We are deep in the shit. We have a mess of dead and wounded, and we can’t find the shooter.”
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This was fun. It was wild and insane and exhilarating and dangerous as hell, and I loved every minute of it. The voice is almost silent. I guess enough blood, death and destruction can satisfy anything. 

As soon as I started shooting, their world turned upside down. I learned from reading about other mass shooters that the secret is to not let anyone get too close. And believe it or not, it worked. The screaming started after the first shots rang out. Most people headed for the back exit, but they couldn’t open the door since the old pickup truck was parked against it.

They started running for the front doors, and I mowed them down. One of the first people I killed was the bartender, and then some people in the dressing room. The bartender was a sweet young man named Jeremy, and I hated to do it, but the voice was relentless. Once he went down, I stood near the bar and shot people as they ran past. Because of the suppressors and the noise in the club, it took some time before people realized what was happening. A lot of people died in those first few minutes.

Anyone who tried to get to me was shot immediately because they were all in front of me. That one asshole in the three-piece suit tried. He had a gun, and I guess he figured he was the good guy with the gun and was going to save the crowd. Boy, was he mistaken. The first shot destroyed his right kneecap, and the second shot destroyed that stupid mustache he wore. What the hell was he even doing here in his three-piece suit? He looked so out of place. Maybe he was looking for a date.

It was hard to kill the entertainers. They were just doing what they loved. Funny how, in the end, they tried to be real men. Someone threw a chair at me, and I emptied what was left of both magazines into him. I dumped both magazines and reloaded. Having thirty rounds in each magazine sure helped. I could kill a lot of people without reloading.

I was on my fourth and fifth magazines when the light stopped flashing. Someone tried to run behind the bar and hit the wall switches to turn on the house lights. I blew him away before he had a chance. I liked the effect and the atmosphere. Flashing lights, loud music, people screaming. It was calming in a weird way. My therapist would have had a field day with that image. 

Three young men with muscles and spandex tried to rush me. They went down in a pile. I stepped from in front of the bar and shot each one in the head. What a rush. I ejected the eleventh and twelfth magazines, reloaded and moved towards the crowds trying to get out the front door.

By now, people had managed to get out the front doors, and I could hear the sirens in the distance, although the music kind of drowned them out. I looked at my watch and counted down three, two, one. Bingo. There was a loud pop from behind the stage, and the lights and the music died together. It was suddenly eerie, with all the people moaning and screaming in the pitch blackness.

Someday someone will ask me why I did it. Did I feel any remorse for causing so much death and destruction? I’ll have to think about that, but right now, I am enjoying myself too much to stop.

I made my way past the bar and towards the area behind the stage. I found a couple more entertainers hiding in the dark, lit them up with a flashlight and shot them dead. The busboy, Ramone, tried to throw a bus tub full of glasses at me. He died for his efforts. He was kind of cute. I might have saved him, but he got stupid.

I worked my way towards the dressing room, shooting anyone I encountered. The floor was slick with what was probably blood, but it was hard to tell in the dark. Good thing I knew where I was going.

I stepped into the dressing room, where I had killed the two entertainers and the guy wearing workout clothes who was hiding behind the clothing rack. I remember him begging for mercy, so I gave it to him. In this one place, at this one time, mercy was mine to give or not to give, and it came out of the end of my gun. 

The screaming had subsided in the main show area, but I heard some people in the hall. I opened the door a crack and spotted three Hispanic women trying to make their way in the dark behind the dim light of a cell phone. I slid the pistol through the crack in the door and fired three times. The women dropped like they had been hit with a hammer. One of them started to crawl away, leaving a trail of blood. That’s why it took four bullets to kill the three. She died without ever looking up at me.

The voice in my head was calm, and with the music off, I could hear sirens coming from all directions. I took one of the pistols and threw it into the kitchen. I heard it hit metal objects and then some plates or cups breaking. The second pistol I threw down the hall towards the bar area. 

I stepped back into the dressing room and stripped out of my clothes, hanging each piece amongst the entertainers’ clothes on the racks. Under my clothes, I had worn a women’s bra, panties and hose. Using the flashlight app on my phone, I checked the clothes rack and found a dress in my size. It was a pretty floral number that stopped just above my knees. I pulled a pair of shoes off one of the dead entertainers and slid them on. They weren’t a perfect fit, but they would do.

I used my flashlight to put on some lipstick and foundation and then pulled a big red-haired wig off a wig stand and put it on. I put some mascara around my eyes, then took some water from a bottle on the counter and dripped it onto my face, making everything run.

I moved to my hiding space, a janitor’s closet behind the dressing area, and settled in, waiting to be rescued. It took the cops longer than I expected, and I sat there for almost two hours before someone yanked open the door and shined a flashlight in my eyes, blinding me. When I could see again, two cops were standing there with guns pointed at me. I acted like I was never so glad to see anyone in my life after the ordeal that I had been through. 

They helped me up, asked if anyone else was hiding in the closet and then led me through the dressing room. Someone had thrown a couple of old blankets over Chastain (Billy) and Rosebud (Tommy). The guy behind the rack was just lying there. They checked me for weapons, then led me past the rest of the bodies and the injured and turned me over to a detective. They were amazed I had survived. They didn’t know the half of it.
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Buck Taylor was six feet tall and weighed in at 185 pounds—very little of it flab for a sixty-two-year-old man. Buck’s hair was salt-and-pepper, with what seemed like a lot more salt than pepper, and he wore it longer than was typically the fashion of the day. Buck was always pleased when he looked in the mirror since, other than getting older, he was in as good a shape as he had been when he played defensive linebacker for the Gunnison High School Cowboys, what seemed like a long time ago. He still tried to jog five miles every day when he could, and he tried to ride his mountain bike every weekend, weather permitting. Except for a couple of sore knees coming from age, Buck was in good shape, which was important in his line of work.

Buck Taylor was an investigative agent for the Colorado Bureau of Investigation. He was assigned to the CBI field office in Grand Junction, Colorado, but he hadn’t been in the office much during the past year. Somehow, he had become the favorite “go-to” guy for the governor of Colorado, Richard J. Kennedy, who was one of “those” Kennedys. The governor was in his second term in office, and Buck had been instrumental in closing several high-profile investigations during that period, which made the governor look good. As a result, when a situation came up that might get a little hairy, the governor always asked to have Buck assigned.

Buck had been married for thirty-four years before breast cancer stole the one person he cared about most in the world. He missed Lucy every day, even after all this time. 

If you asked Buck, he would tell you that he fell in love with Lucinda Torres on the first day of their senior year in high school. On the other hand, Lucy always told people that Buck stalked her the entire senior year before she gave in to shut her friends up and agreed to go to the movies with him. She had always considered him just another jock, another football player who was too full of himself. 

What she found on that first date was a shy, unassuming gentleman, for lack of a better word, who, it seemed, cared more about pleasing her than bragging about his prowess on the football field. She would tell people it was love at first sight that had taken a year to accomplish. From that day forward, they were inseparable.

During senior year, Buck had been approached by several college football scouts who wanted to sign him to play for their schools. Gunnison High School was a small school back in 1978, and Buck and his family were amazed at how many schools had recruited him, but for Buck, college wasn’t in the cards. 

Buck and Hardy Braxton had been on-again, off-again friends since kindergarten. They’d played football together for the Gunnison High School Cowboys. They were the team's defensive backfield and were called the “Wrecking Crew” during senior year. Between them, they broke every defensive high school football record in the state, many of which stood to this day. 

Buck hated school and spent a lot of time getting himself out of trouble instead of getting an education. When he found something that interested him, he had no problem learning all he could about the subject, but regular schoolwork just bored him. After several long heartfelt discussions, first with Lucy and then with his parents, he decided to join the army after graduation. Surprisingly, no one was surprised.

Buck spent four years after high school in the army, and by the time his enlistment was up, he had been promoted to first sergeant. He spent three years of his enlistment in the military police and took to police work. That was when he decided to apply for a position with the Gunnison County Sheriff’s Office. 

Since he was already well known in the county, he had no trouble getting a job as a deputy. He proposed to Lucy the night he received the call that he had gotten the position. His life and career were set. He made the most of his time with the Gunnison County Sheriff’s Office, becoming the undersheriff in charge of the Investigation Division and coming to the attention of the Colorado Bureau of Investigation. 

Buck had worked with the Colorado Bureau of Investigation on several cases inside the county and had earned the respect of the investigators he had worked with. 

As twilight started to fall on Buck’s career, he knew that unless he wanted to go into politics and run for sheriff, he had reached the highest position in the sheriff’s office that he could obtain. He loved his job, but when the first offer came in from CBI, he sat down with Lucy and had a long heart-to-heart talk. 

He’d spent seventeen years in the sheriff’s office and had always figured he would retire from that job. They had three children, two in high school and one not far behind, and he was a well-respected member of the community. Did he have the right to disrupt their lives, pick up, move someplace else and start all over? The kids had friends. Lucy owned a small deli/ice cream parlor, and they had a nice life. 

He could stick it out for another ten years and retire, and they could travel and see the world as they had always planned. Twice he turned down the offer from CBI, although more and more, he felt like he was trapped behind a desk instead of doing what he loved, which was investigating crime.

The final offer came from Tom Cole, then-director of the Colorado Bureau of Investigation. Buck always remembered that day. The Denver Broncos had just lost another game, the third one in a row, and his friends had all packed up and headed home when there was a knock at the front door. 

Now, anyone who lives in a small community knows that no one ever uses the front door, and no one ever knocks. So, who could this be this late on a Sunday evening?

Buck answered the door and was surprised to see the director of the Colorado Bureau of Investigation standing on his front porch. The director smiled and said, “Before you close the door in my face, please listen to my offer.” 

Buck invited him in, and he and Lucy sat on the couch and listened as the director laid out his plan. He was opening a new branch office in Grand Junction, Colorado, that would house five agents and a small forensic unit. Buck could continue to live in Gunnison but would have to report to the office in Grand Junction twice a month. Otherwise, he would be free to work from his house. There would be no disruption in his life other than spending time on the road as his investigations warranted. He would work alone, but he would have all the branch office’s resources at his disposal. 

Before Buck could say a word, Lucy said, “Buck, this is what you have been waiting for, a chance to be a real investigator again. You have to take this.” That was one of the things that made him love Lucy every day. She always knew what he was thinking and understood what drove him. She had nailed it this time. Buck looked at the director and replied, “Well, I guess it’s settled; looks like you have a new investigator on your team.” 

That was twenty-three years ago, and Buck had never looked back. He had made the most of those years and was one of the most respected and feared investigators in the state, but all that work couldn’t make up for the loss he suffered.

Lucy was diagnosed with metastatic breast cancer following a routine mammogram, and they set off together on their next adventure: the quest to beat the dreaded disease. After a double mastectomy and five years of chemo, they knew their time was drawing to a close when the cancer returned several times to her brain and was no longer controlled by the radiation. 

Together, they decided to stop all treatment, even though they had always told the family that the decision was Lucy’s alone to make. Lucy spent the last couple of months of her life taking care of her small business and spending as much time as she could with her children and grandchildren.

The end came quietly one spring night. Lucy had been sleeping on and off for twenty or so hours a day in the end. The night she died, Buck had been lying in bed next to her, reading a report, when she snuggled into his arms and rested her head on his shoulder. Sometime during the night, Buck had fallen asleep. When he woke up, Lucy was gone, and his world was shattered. 

They say that time heals all wounds, but Buck wasn’t sure that was the case when you lost your closest friend. And even now, all these years later, he missed her more and more each day.

Buck always thought back to that Sunday morning when the family had gathered for a private ceremony at the little dock along the Gunnison River to scatter Lucy’s ashes. Each family member got to say a few words about Lucy, and when they finished and turned to go, they were stunned to see several hundred of their neighbors and friends standing silently behind them in the park. Word had gotten out about their private service, and everyone turned out to pay tribute to Lucy. The affair turned into a huge party, with plenty of food and drinks. Lucy never wanted any kind of service, but Buck figured she would have loved this spontaneous outpouring of love. 
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Chapter Five
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Buck looked at the floor plan of the building, which the sheriff had spread out on the table. Since it was a new building and had completed its final inspections the week before, the building department had the plans readily available. 

“Can we get in the building yet?” asked Buck.

“We’ve cleared the building,” said Commander Martinez. “The forensic pathologists are inside trying to sort things out. We are still finding injured amongst the dead.”

“Do you have a count?” asked Ellen Thompkins.

“Not final,” said Sheriff Foley. “So far, we have seventy-five dead and two hundred and forty injured, some serious. It’s hard to believe one person could cause this much damage.”

“Are you certain there was one shooter?” asked Buck.

“That’s what the witnesses are telling us. One shooter with multiple handguns and extended magazines,” said the sheriff.

“Have my people arrived yet?” asked Buck.

“Yeah,” said Sheriff Foley. “Your forensic team is standing by until we can get into the building. I have Bax and Paul covering a section of the search area.”

The door to the trailer opened, and a deputy stepped in. “Sir,” said the deputy. “Dr. Kalishe asked me to let you know you can enter the building now. She has a ton of work to do, but she doesn’t want to hold us up.”

“Thanks, Deputy,” said the sheriff.

The sheriff opened a drawer behind him and pulled out two Tyvek suits, booties and face masks. He handed a set to Buck and looked at Ellen Thompkins.

“Sorry, Ellen. You’ll have to stay here if you want to hang out.”

Ellen Thompkins nodded and pulled out her phone. She sat in one of the chairs and opened her news app. Buck and Sheriff Foley pulled on the Tyvek suits, slipped on the booties and pulled up the hoods. Commander Martinez opened the door and led the way to the building. He wasn’t dressed in Tyvek since he was coordinating the search for the killer. 

They approached a big man dressed in Tyvek, who was speaking with the forensic teams from the county, the city of Grand Junction and the Colorado Bureau of Investigation. They waited until he was finished.

“Okay, folks. You have your sections; let’s see what you can find, and remember, all eyes are on this, so we need everything by the book.”

The teams finished suiting up, grabbed their gear and headed into the building. The big man walked over to where Buck and the sheriff were standing. He stepped up to Buck and reached out his hand.

“Buck, good to see you. Wish it was under better circumstances,” he said.

Buck shook his hand. “Duke. You the lead on this?”

Detective Sergeant Duke Morgan stood six foot four and had a football player’s physique. He had blue eyes, dirty blond hair, and a warm and comforting smile. He had been with the Mesa County Sheriff’s Office for fifteen years and
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