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Prologue
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The funeral procession left the Cathedral Basilica of the Immaculate Conception, turned onto South Broadway and continued towards South Santa Fe. Once at South Santa Fe, it headed south until it reached South Sheridan, and then it turned into the Fort Logan National Cemetery. The mile-long procession of law enforcement vehicles from the federal government, state and local jurisdictions and a military honor guard filled the streets that wove through the cemetery. The mourners walked past thousands of simple white marble headstones that marked the final resting place of America’s honored dead.

A Marine Corps honor guard led the way as six FBI agents bore the casket holding Hank Clancy. The mourners, most dressed in dark clothing and bundled up against the frigid morning, followed behind the casket as they made their way to the outdoor service area. 

The morning had dawned bright and clear, but the temperature hovered around ten degrees. Buck Taylor, with a bandage covering the side of his head, followed the crowd. He had spent the night in a hotel in Denver. He left the crutches in Bax’s Jeep and was helped along the walk to the cathedral and now to the service by his daughter, Cassie, and CBI Agent Ashley Baxter. 

Cassie held the middle child position in Buck and Lucy’s family; she fully exemplified that role. 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.

Several years ago, she’d dropped out of law school, and her career path took a different track. She joined the Forest Service and now worked 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 come. 

Buck had been out of the hospital less than a week and shouldn’t have been at the funeral at all, but he owed it to his dear friend Hank to be there, to honor his sacrifice and the life he’d led. He was also there for Hank’s wife and family.

Hank Clancy had been a deputy director of the FBI and the deputy director in charge of the Denver Field Office. Hank had been with the FBI for almost thirty years, following a four-year hitch in the United States Marine Corps. He had been involved in many of the most famous cases in the FBI’s history during his tenure and was an exceptional investigator. He was also one of Buck’s oldest friends.

Their relationship hadn’t always been that way, as both Hank and Buck were headstrong and driven, but that drive to solve crimes led to their long and enduring friendship. Many times over the years, they clashed over policies and procedures, but when you looked at their records of accomplishments, it was easy to see that these two men were among the best criminal investigators in the country, and even though one was a federal agent and one was an agent for the state of Colorado, they always put their differences aside and worked together. Buck was proud to have Hank as a member of his extended team, and Hank appreciated being the first person Buck called when outside help was needed. 

Buck had been asked by the director of the FBI, on behalf of Hank’s wife, to be one of the pallbearers, but Buck’s doctor told him that was out of the question. Buck had been seriously injured when a criminal he and his team were pursuing set off an explosive device in the car she was driving. Buck, too close to the vehicle, suffered a serious head wound that tore open his scalp, a concussion, several other lacerations and soft tissue injuries from the force of the explosion. He spent a week in the ICU at the hospital in Glenwood Springs and then another week in recovery before being released. Now, a week later, he stood, leaning on his daughter, and listened as the director of the FBI spoke about Hank’s impressive career.

The priest blessed the casket, the family and those in attendance: close to a thousand law enforcement officers, family and friends. The Marine Corps honor guard folded the American flag and presented it to his widow while “Taps” played.

Buck wiped the tears from his eyes and thought about how senseless the whole thing was. Hank hadn’t died in a gunfight or investigating some heinous crime. He had been stopped at a convenience store on his way home from work and was filling up his gas tank when he heard a commotion. He looked across the parking lot and saw a man and a woman having a heated argument. He watched but hadn’t attempted to intervene until the man punched his wife and then punched his five-year-old son. Hank walked towards the man, who pulled out a pistol and shot his wife and son. He turned and spotted Hank, who was reaching for his own pistol, and shot him in the chest and then put the barrel in his mouth and shot himself.

The store owner, who was on the phone with the police, later said that Hank never stood a chance. It all happened so fast. Hank and the wife died at the scene, and the little boy died a day later in the hospital. It was a tragic event and took the life of an incredible man, a young woman with a future and a little boy who would never get the chance to achieve greatness.

Buck snapped out of his melancholy as the marine honor guard fired their twenty-one-gun salute. The crowd broke up and headed back to their vehicles. There was an open house at a local American Legion Hall, but Buck did not feel up to going.

“Buck,” said a voice from behind him. He turned. FBI Director J. Michael Ferranti pushed through the crowd, stepped up and shook Buck’s hand. “It’s good to see you up and around, Buck,” he said. “Last time we spoke, you were just out of recovery. How are you healing?”

Buck smiled. “Nice to see you, sir. I’m healing up as well as I guess I can. Wish I was back on the job.”

Buck introduced the FBI director to his daughter and Bax, and Cassie shook the director’s hand.

“Listen, Buck. You take care, and if you need anything, don’t hesitate to reach out.” They shook hands, and the director turned and walked away.

Buck ran into Colorado Governor Richard J. Kennedy and his boss, CBI director Kevin Jackson, and they spoke for a few minutes before Cassie looked at Buck.

“Dad, we need to get you back to the car. You’re looking a little pale.”

Buck nodded, and Cassie and Bax led him back to Bax’s Jeep. They slid in, and Bax pulled out of the cemetery and headed for Gunnison. They had a long drive ahead of them, but Buck didn’t want to spend another night in a hotel. He wanted the comfort of his bed. Cassie handed him a bottle of water and two pain pills, and Buck settled in for the drive. He was asleep before they left Denver.
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Billy Claymore had done it. After six years of trying, he was going to be on the first ski lift chair of the season. He knew it didn’t mean much. No prize or anything, maybe his picture in the local paper, but that wasn’t the point. This was his year.

As soon as Billy saw the long-range weather forecast, he knew he had a shot. For the past six years, he had been beaten out by three old retired guys: Shredder Jim, Snowflake, and Mr. Snowman. He never understood how they did it, but he knew one thing. He would beat them one of these years, and this year was it.

The forecast called for up to four feet of fresh powder, and Billy made a decision. He called his friends Tim Hawthorne and Jake Woodman, and then he called his boss at the convenience store and asked for the week off. His boss hemmed and hawed but agreed, and Billy raced down to the basement and dug out his winter gear. 

Arriving at the ski resort, he didn’t see any of his three adversaries, so he raced over to the lift area and pitched his winter tent right at the front of the line. Tim and Jake arrived right behind him. Now they had to wait for the official opening day announcement from the resort, and he’d be all set to be on the first chair when the lift started. 

The week was like a party, and even though it was cold at night, his camp stove and ultra-warm sleeping bag kept him warm. His girlfriend, Eva, brought him food every day, and at night the three would build a small campfire and sit around enjoying the evening. Tim brought his acoustic guitar, and they would sit around drinking beer and singing.

The announcement had come the night before last that the resort would open at 9 a.m. Billy and his friends were stoked. They spent some time talking to Snowflake and Mr. Snowman. It turned out that Shredder Jim had passed away during the summer. Billy almost felt bad taking this victory away from them, but not that bad. 

The Grassy Mountain Ski Resort was the second highest all-natural-snow ski resort in the continental United States. Grassy Mountain Resort sat in a gorgeous tree-filled valley, nine miles southwest of the small town of Lake City, Colorado. Lake City was the sole municipality in Hinsdale County.

Hinsdale County, with an average year-round population of 788 people, was the second-least-populated county in Colorado. Except in the winter, when the resort was open. Then, the population could swell as high as ten thousand, and it put a strain on the local infrastructure.

The ski resort, on the west slope of Grassy Mountain, had started out as a local ski resort and had remained as such for years until it was discovered by resort developer Clive Bechtel. Bechtel was a billionaire industrialist and hedge fund owner, and the first time he skied the mountain, he fell in love with the place. Natural-powder ski resorts had all but disappeared in Colorado starting in the late seventies and early eighties, after a winter drought left resorts scrambling to open and stay open. Because of its location, Grassy Mountain and the valley below it never had a year with less than two hundred inches of snow, and this year would be no exception.

Bechtel invested heavily, and within twenty years, the beautiful valley was home to a plethora of multimillion-dollar homes, restaurants and shopping that would make Rodeo Drive jealous. The rich had discovered Grassy Mountain, and they had staked their claim. The money was great for the economy of the tiny county, but it left them with a problem. Where to house all the workers?

Lake City was hard to get to, especially in the winter. It sat midway between Gunnison and Pagosa Springs along U.S. Highway 149, which was treacherous in the winter, closing multiple times a year because of avalanches and accidents. Some days, it was a challenge to get there at all. Bechtel worked with the Colorado Department of Transportation, and over the past twenty years, he had invested heavily in making massive improvements to the road. He also built an airport just south of Lake City that could handle small commuter planes. 

His most ambitious project was halfway completed. He had convinced the powers that be to let him build a new four-lane road from the city of Ouray to the west to the base of the mountain. This was an ambitious plan, and most people in the area didn’t believe that it would ever be completed, but Bechtel was determined, and over twenty years no one had ever bet against him. He was driven, and he could be ruthless if needed.

When Billy woke up, the first thing he did was brush away the foot of fresh powder that had fallen on his tent during the night. He cleaned up his camp, put all his gear in a safe place and then enjoyed a hot breakfast and coffee that Eva had bought for him and his friends. While they ate, they watched the workers grooming the trails and the slopes. It was like a well-rehearsed dance. Billy knew a lot of the workers, and he was always amazed that they showed no fear when grooming the slopes on some of the steepest parts of the mountain. They finished their breakfast and got their snowboards ready. The lift operators arrived and shoveled off the lift area, and they set up a yellow ribbon across the lift area in front of the first chair.

When Billy saw the photographer and reporter from the local newspaper, he knew he had achieved his dream. The resort manager, Guy Pembroke, a former Olympic downhill ski racer, made a speech welcoming everyone, then he introduced the riders of the first three chairs, and they stood together and had their pictures taken. Billy was interviewed by the reporter.

At 8:55, the lift motor revved up, and at 9 a.m. on the dot, Billy took his place on the first chair. Tim was twenty feet behind him, and Jake was twenty feet behind Tim. The lift took off, the crowd cheered and Billy waved to his audience. The ride to the top would take ten minutes, and as Billy climbed away from the base area, the silence overtook him. It was a beautiful Colorado bluebird day with lots of sunshine, and there wasn’t a lick of wind. It was a perfect day to be skiing.

Billy settled in for the ride and relaxed. He looked around as he climbed higher. The air was thin, but since he’d lived here all his life, acclimating to the elevation was never a problem, and Billy was fit. He looked ahead as the lift reached the top of a small knob. From this point, it would dip, then rise to the off-loading area.

The bullet struck Billy below his left shoulder, tearing through his heart and exiting ahead of him, lost somewhere in the trees beyond. Billy slumped forward and leaned into the lift gate. He would never get to experience being the first skier on the slope.

Tim, from his vantage point in the second chair, saw Billy slump forward, and he wondered what was going on. 

“Hey, Billy,” he yelled. He didn’t get a response. He looked around. The second bullet hit Tim in the same spot, and Tim died. Jake was lost in the scenery when he thought he heard a rumble of thunder echo across the mountain. He thought it was odd, since the sky was clear. The third bullet struck Jake, pierced his neck and exited out the front.

As the lift approached the off-loading area, the ski lift operator, Jane McBride, thought Billy looked odd the way he was slumped forward. It wasn’t until the chair got closer that Jane noticed the front of Billy’s snow pants had a large red spot. She spotted blood dripping from his chest onto the seat, and she screamed.

Doug Blanchard, the senior member of the ski patrol, was standing ten feet away, sipping his coffee, when he heard Jane scream.

Doug dropped his coffee and ran to her side. All she could do was point. The seat passed over the disembarking line, and Doug ran to the control panel and hit the emergency shutdown switch. He ran back to Jane.

Jane was frozen, and all she could do was stare. Doug looked over Billy’s shoulder and noticed that the next two riders were not moving. It was hard to see because of the distance, but it looked like both men were bleeding.

“Oh, fuck,” said Doug. 

Doug had completed two tours in Afghanistan with the marines before going to work for the National Ski Patrol, and he had seen bullet wounds before. He also watched a lot of cop shows on TV, and he knew better than to touch the bodies, but he needed to see if they were alive. 

He advanced the lift so the first chair was over flat ground and stopped it. He pulled out his camera and took a picture of Billy as he sat in the seat, then handed his camera to Jane to hold. He raised the guardrail, lowered Billy Claymore to the ground and checked for a pulse. There was none. He slid Billy’s body to the side and advanced the lift until the second chair arrived. He repeated the same process for Tim Hawthorne and then for Jake Woodman. The results were the same. No pulse, and significant damage to each victim. He looked past the third chair to make sure no one behind them had been shot. The people in the fourth and fifth chairs had their cameras out.

He pulled the radio off his belt.

“Doug to Base.”

“This is Base. Go ahead, Doug. Why is the lift shut down?”

“Base, we have a problem. We need to call the sheriff.”
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The plaza in the resort village was designed as a safe gathering place for the residents and guests of the Grassy Mountain Resort. Designed to look like a Bavarian village in Germany, the plaza had enough room to hold several thousand people who would come to watch concerts or fireworks or just grab a coffee, sit and enjoy the company of friends and strangers. The shops, bars and restaurants covered the first floor of the building surrounding the plaza, and above on three sides were three floors of condos, town houses and apartments. The west end was open and had a great view of the mountains beyond the valley. It was the kind of place families and lone travelers could feel safe. 

There were always three security guards on duty in the plaza, and today was no exception. With the arrival of opening day on the mountain, the village had filled up fast. The richest of the valley’s part-time residents arrived in their own private planes or on the small commercial flights available. The planes were parked in neat rows waiting for their owners to complete their week or two of fun. 

Security was tight on opening day, even though no one got into the village without a security pass. The village was exclusive, and people paid a lot of money for that exclusivity. At the end of the plaza was a bus stop where shuttle buses came and went on the hour from sunup to sundown to ferry guests to the mountain. 

As the sun rose over the mountains to the east, maintenance workers with shovels and snow throwers worked to clear the foot of snow that had fallen on the plaza overnight. Residents hated to be inconvenienced on their ski mountain by remnants of snowstorms. Snow was pushed into huge piles in alleys that were designed to accumulate snow; the drains in the concrete led to the river. A solar heating system was built into the floor of the alleys to keep the piles of snow melting. 

At the same time that the ski mountain welcomed its first opening day visitors, the store owners were opening their doors to the first of many customers. Residents and guests in thousand-dollar ski outfits strolled the plaza, window shopping, sipping expensive coffee and eating pastries similar to those found in expensive shops in Europe. Even those who had never skied a day in their lives wore expensive outfits and looked the part.

An hour after the plaza shops opened, and with several hundred people strolling, sitting and sipping their coffee, the first incident occurred.

Everett Holmes, CEO of Holmes International, an international mergers and acquisitions company, and part-time resident of the village, walked out of his twelve-thousand-square-foot house, strolled along the river and entered the plaza at the west end. Everett, tall and overweight with a full head of dyed brown hair, wore expensive snow pants and an even more expensive ski jacket, even though he had never skied. He had bought the place for his four children, who had spent most of their winters growing up skiing the mountain and were now teaching their children how to ski and snowboard. He stopped and spoke with several residents, bid them a good day and made his way to the coffee shop. The bullet entered the back of his head and blew out a large piece of his face as it exited.

As he fell to the ground, Maggie Hefner, a grandmother on vacation with her family and working hard to get over the death of her husband of forty-five years a month before, stepped out of the Creamery Coffee Shop, and a bullet struck her in the chest just to the left of her sternum. She fell to the ground. Several people ran to the aid of both victims, thinking they had slipped on the concrete pavers, not realizing at first that they had both been shot.

In the center of the plaza, Steven McCormick and his ten-year-old grandson, Eddie, were walking towards the bus stop. They had just left the rental condo and were looking forward to spending some quality time on the mountain. Steven was a roughed looking man, over six feet tall and overweight. His face was lined, and he had a full gray beard. His longish hair was pulled back in a small ponytail, and it hung out under his watch cap. He was an expert skier and was looking forward to teaching his grandson how to ski the black diamond runs. 

Eddie was in fifth grade back in Columbus, Ohio, and was looking forward to time with his grandparents after finishing a massive science project that won him second place at the state science fair. The ski trip was his reward. They intended to spend the entire day on the mountain while Steven’s wife recovered from a migraine. Eddie’s parents would arrive at the end of the week, but in the meantime, it was Eddie and his grandparents.

The bullet hit Eddie in the chest, which spun his body around, and he landed on top of his snowboard. The bullet that struck Steven entered just below his nose and severed his spinal cord as it exited the body. Steven died next to his grandson.

By this time, the people in the plaza knew something was wrong, and while some people pulled out their phones and filmed the carnage, others started screaming and running for cover. Two of the security guards ran into the plaza and yelled for people to seek shelter. They scanned the area, looking for the shooter, and one of them pulled out his radio and called for backup.

“Dispatch, Mobile Three. We need backup and emergency medical personnel to the plaza. Multiple shooting victims. I repeat. Multiple shooting victims. We do not have eyes on the shooter. Call the sheriff.”

“Mobile Three, Dispatch. We are alerting all parties. Stand by.”

John Finch arrived within minutes and couldn’t believe what he was looking at. The paramedics and the doctor from the urgent care had arrived a few minutes before him and were running from patient to patient to see if there was anything they could do. It was obvious to the doctor that all four victims were dead, and he walked over to the hotel lobby and asked them to get him four sheets that he could use to cover the bodies.

John looked at each body and shook his head. It had been a long time since he had seen this many dead bodies in one location. He stood and was walking towards the coffee shop when his radio crackled.

“This is Dispatch. We just received a call from the mountain. They have multiple shooting victims at the top of the mountain, and they are closing the lift. Sheriff’s deputy has arrived on the scene, as have paramedics.”

“What the fuck?” he said to himself. John looked at his watch. Was it possible they had two shooters? The timeline didn’t work in his head. He called the base lift operator.

“Kenny, this is John Finch. Tell me what’s going on?”

“Hey, John. Sorry we didn’t call you first. Our dispatcher called the sheriff, and then things got crazy.”

“What time did the shootings take place? Dispatch said three victims?”

“Yeah, the three victims were in the first three chairs. We had just started the lift. The senior ski patroller at the top of the mountain shut down the lift and told Dispatch to call the sheriff. The deputy was already at the resort, so he responded right away. Doug is up there with him, and we are evacuating the rest of the lift riders.”

“Thanks, Kenny, have Doug call me when he gets a minute.”

He stood for a minute. “That makes sense.” He looked at the mountains to the west.

“Hell of a shot, whoever did the shooting,” said one of his security guards.

John looked at him and nodded.

“Yeah. Listen, run back to the office, and in my lower desk drawer is a roll of yellow crime scene tape. Bring it here.”

The security guard nodded and raced towards his ATV. John walked around the plaza. The security guard returned, and they taped off the plaza. The crime scene was huge.

The sheriff arrived and, after looking at the bodies, stepped away and pulled out his phone.

“I’m gonna need some help,” he said as he walked away, his phone to his ear.

John pulled out his phone, dialed a number and waited. The phone was answered.

“Sir, we have several problems you need to be aware of.” 
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Deputy Toby Werthman, twenty-six years old, five foot ten and thin, was the first responder to arrive at the lift. Toby had been with the Hinsdale County Sheriff’s Office for three years; he had joined right after completing his associate’s degree in law enforcement from Red Rocks Community College, near Denver. He loved the mountains and was thrilled when a position opened up because of the retirement of John Mills, a thirty-year veteran of the department. The sheriff had taken a chance on the unproven young man and had not been disappointed.

Toby had been patrolling the lift parking lot when he got the call. He swung around the corner and pulled up to the lift. Guy Pembroke was waiting at the lift line, trying to avoid the crowds who were shouting questions at him. He shook hands with Toby.

“Deputy, glad you’re here. I need to get you to the top of the mountain. Have you ever driven a snowmobile?”

Toby nodded. “Yes, sir.” He looked at the crowd that was now screaming questions at him. “Want to tell me what’s going on?”

“Not here,” said Guy. “I’ll explain up top.” 

Guy handed Toby a helmet and directed him towards two snowmobiles that were idling under the lift overhang. Toby climbed on one, Guy climbed on the other and they headed up the slope, leaving a rooster tail of snow billowing behind them.

Toby and Guy crested a knob and rode down to the lift area. Toby spotted the three bodies lying in the snow and stopped the machine. He climbed off, shook hands with Doug and kneeled next to the first body. He unzipped Billy’s coat and examined the wound in his chest. The blood had congealed from the cold, so the image wasn’t as bad as it could have been.

He moved to the other two bodies and did the same thing, then he walked over to Doug and Jane.

“Doug. What the hell happened?” he asked. Doug was one of the first people Toby met when he first arrived in Lake City; he was renting a room in Doug’s parents’ basement.

Doug took off his sunglasses and placed them on his head. “Not sure, man. Jane screamed, and I ran over and saw the first dead guy. The other two were behind him in the second and third chairs. I know I shouldn’t have moved the bodies, but I had to check to see if they were still alive. They weren’t.”

Toby looked at Jane, who stood nearby, shaking. He introduced himself, and they shook hands. Her hands were as cold as ice, and he suggested she put her gloves on. She smiled and put them on.

“Jane, did you see or hear anything? A gunshot or loud noise of any kind?”

Jane snapped out of it when she realized he was talking to her. She stuttered, “No, I saw the first body, and I guess I screamed. Doug ran over. Everything after that is a blur. I never saw the other two until Doug pulled them out of the chairs. Oh my god. I’m gonna be sick.”

Jane ran towards the warming shed and vomited.

Toby pulled his radio off his belt just as it crackled. “All units. Assistance needed in Grassy Mountain Village. Several people have been shot.”

“Dispatch, this is the sheriff. Say again.”

“Sheriff, I got a call from the security office in Grassy Mountain Village. Report is that four people have been shot.”

“Sheriff to Toby. What’s your situation?”

Toby keyed the mic on his radio. “Sheriff, I’m on top of the mountain. I’ve got three dead bodies up here. All have been shot. I also have a lift full of people. I need some help.”

“Toby, did you say three people shot? Do you have the shooter in custody?”

“No, sir. It looks like they were shot while they were on the lift.”

“Damn. Okay, son, stay there and secure the scene. I’ll head to the village and see what’s what. Mary Jo, call in Walt and Kevin and call the reserve deputies. Have them report to me in the village.”

“Will do, Sheriff,” said the dispatcher. “I’ll also send paramedics.”

Hinsdale County Sheriff Mike Drucker pulled his SUV through the security gate and fell in behind the Grassy Mountain Village security department ATV. The security officer led him through the main parking lot and parked near the plaza. The plaza was a large, open area surrounded by gift shops, bars, restaurants and high-end retail stores. The area was a gathering place for the residents and their guests, but at this moment four security guards stood outside the yellow emergency tape that had been strung between light poles and were keeping people out of the crime scene.

Sheriff Drucker had been the sheriff of Hinsdale County for seven years. He was six feet tall with a good build. He had a ruddy complexion from years in the high mountains, and his blond hair was turning gray. He had moved his family to Lake City after he accepted the job, and they had blended into the tight-knit community.

The sheriff slipped out of his SUV and walked up to John Finch, the director of security for the village and the resort. They shook hands. The sheriff noted the lack of bystanders, but lots of people were looking out of the guest room and residence windows that surrounded the plaza.

“What have you got, John?”

John Finch was a tall Black man with a bald head and gray mustache. He had taken the job as security director ten years before, after retiring from the United States Air Force. His brown uniform pants held a tight crease, and he tucked up his jacket to fend off the biting wind that had arrived a few minutes before.

“Four dead folks, Mike. No one saw the shooter. It all happened so fast. One of them is just a kid.”

“Okay, John. Let’s go take a look.”

John led the sheriff under the crime scene tape, and they approached the first body, which had been covered with a sheet from the hotel. Paramedics from the village urgent care were standing by, having declared the victims deceased. Sheriff Drucker kneeled next to the body and pulled the sheet back. The victim had been shot in the back of the head. The sheriff looked around. He wondered where the shot had come from. He replaced the sheet, and they stepped over to the next body. From the position of the body, this woman had walked out of one of the coffee shops and been hit. She had been shot in the neck. There was a large pool of blood under her head.

The sheriff moved to the next body, and from the size of the form under the sheet, he was reluctant to look at this one. The young boy, maybe twelve or thirteen, was lying on top of his snowboard. He had been shot in the chest. The body next to him was an older man who had been shot in the forehead, the bullet blowing an enormous hole in the back of his head. He replaced the sheets, stood and looked around the plaza.

“Any idea where the shots came from?” asked the sheriff.

John shook his head. “We talked to a couple of people before we cleared the plaza, and no one reported hearing any gunshots. One fella—I have his name if you want to talk to him—said he heard something in the distance that he thought might have been thunder, but he said it was very low and kind of echoed through the valley. Most of the folks we talked to said that the shots happened one right after the other. I gotta tell ya, Mike. Whoever did this is one damn skilled shooter.”

The sheriff nodded and pulled out his radio. Sirens could be heard in the distance as two ambulances with paramedics arrived from Gunnison. They parked behind the sheriff’s SUV and threw open the doors. The sheriff walked up to them.

“No rush, fellas. They’re all dead. I need to get some pictures before you move anybody, so give me a few minutes to get organized.”

They nodded and pushed their med kits back into the ambulance.

The sheriff keyed the mic attached to the shoulder of his jacket.

“Sheriff to Toby.”

“Go ahead, Sheriff.”

“Toby, we need to shut down the lift. Take pictures of the bodies, cover them with whatever you have available and tell the lift operators to start the lift and take everyone on it back to the start at the base. No one gets off the lift up top. Got it?”

“Yes, sir. Got it. Toby out.”

He keyed the mic a second time. “Mary Jo, radio Kevin and have him go to the lift and help Toby. Also, call French over at the paper and tell him I need him ASAP to take some crime scene photos here at the plaza.”

“Roger, Sheriff.”

He looked at John Finch. “I’m gonna need some help. Keep this area closed and keep everyone away until the photographer gets here.”

The hair on the back of his neck bristled, and he had the weirdest feeling that he was being watched. He looked around the plaza and then at the mountains that surrounded the valley. None of the mountains were close, and he wondered if this was it or if the sniper was just getting started.

He looked around the plaza and tried to figure out how this all went down.
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Chapter Four
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The sun had just broken over the trees, but I had been up for hours getting ready. Three days ago, I slipped into the forest and found the perfect spot. It had a great view of the ski slope, and with just a slight turn, I had an exceptional view of the plaza. These would be my kill zones.

The nights had been cold and snowy, but the old mummy sleeping bag I’d gotten from my dad was made for just such conditions. Yeah, it was heavier than the featherlight materials available today, but this old bag never let me down.

The temps overnight had dropped into single digits as I waited in the comfort of the bag to hear that the resort had announced opening day. That announcement came the night before last So, I snugged into the bag, covered up with a plastic tarp and woke up this morning to eight inches of fresh snow. I was cold, but the small propane camping stove was perfect for making scrambled eggs and coffee. Of course, the eggs came out of a bag, but they still hit the spot. I wasn’t worried about anyone smelling the coffee cooking, because I was almost a mile and a half from the slope and farther from the plaza.

After finishing breakfast, I slid out of the warm bag. I didn’t sweep the snow off the plastic tarp I had placed over the bag, because it was good camouflage. Anyone looking from the plaza or the slope would never see my nest.

I had chosen this spot because I could see both kill zones without having to move. The location gave me great cover. There was a small rock outcropping that was in the trees and a small downed tree lying right across it, which gave me the perfect angle for what I intended to do.

I opened the hard side case and pulled out the rifle. It was a gift from my father. My dad is one of the best gunsmiths I have ever known, and he has built custom rifles for some very famous people. I’m not famous and don’t intend to be. I just have a score to settle. 

The custom-built rifle and imported optics made this one of the best sniper rifles I had ever used. It was light and chambered for .338 Lapua Magnum (LM) cartridges. It’s a powerful weapon, and in the right hands, it’s deadly. Those hands are mine.

I’d learned to shoot from a very early age, and by the time I graduated high school, I had won more long-range shooting competitions than the rest of the family combined. That was quite an accomplishment considering that my three brothers and two sisters were some of the best shooters I knew.

My dad had been a marine sniper, and after surviving two tours in Vietnam, he came back to the States and used the GI Bill to study gunsmithing. His specialty was building small, lightweight, concealable rifles and pistols, and his clientele included many people with sketchy pasts. He built specialty weapons for the military and some other alphabet soup agencies, but he rarely talked about them. Growing up, I was his bench tester. 

Not that long ago, at a national long-range shooting competition, I was approached by a government recruiter and offered a job. I had beaten the entire field, which included some of the best military and DOE snipers in the country. I wasn’t interested. I was comfortable teaching shooting skills to kids and leading hunting expeditions from our home in Wyoming. We had the longest range in the state, and our range was in high demand, which kept the family busy running the range and the gun shop. It was a good life until that day, but I’m not going to get into that now. I need to focus on the job at hand.   

I moved to the spot in my nest I had set up over the past couple of days and sighted in the rifle for the sixth time. Each time, I recorded the measurements in my logbook. I sighted the scope crosshairs on the small wind flag at the top of the lift tower. I used my spotting scope and range finder to check the measurement: 2,025 meters. Just about a mile and a quarter. I checked the wind with my handheld anemometer and clicked two clicks left. No adjustment needed for elevation.
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