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Chapter 1
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Tony Wagner backed his Benson County Sheriff’s Office pickup into the spot labeled “Detective Wagner,” and cut the engine. He collected his laptop case and crossed the parking lot to the back of the two-story building, enjoying the cool spring day.

On the short drive to work he had noticed a few piles of dirty snow left over from the long winter. Tulips, daffodils, and irises poked through the ground on the south sides of many buildings in Spruce Lake, Colorado. Grass had started to turn sunny slopes green.

Now the scents of damp earth and growing plants wafted to him on a slight breeze. I love this time of year. Hope I can finish my paperwork and get out on patrol.

He swiped his keycard to unlock the door and entered the hallway while pulling the baseball cap off his blond hair. Dumping that and the computer on his desk, he continued to the next office, finding it occupied by Sheriff Wyatt Garret, retired FBI agent.

“Morning.”

Garret looked up from a stack of files. “About time you got here. You must have had to get up just as early as we did. Mikey went on the same field trip as Chuck.”

“Yes. But I had two other kids to get ready for school.”

“Excuses, excuses.” Garret smiled. “With Emily going along as a chaperone, I saw no reason not to start on the cold cases I’ve wanted to look at since I took this job.”

Tony settled into a chair. “I’ve wanted to do that too. But working for the FBI half the time, I never get the chance.”

“I’ll forgive you.” He patted the files. “There hasn’t been an unsolved Class 1 felony since you joined the force.”

“I can’t take credit for all of those. Ryan was a pretty good investigator.”

“True. But there is one unsolved murder from his tenure as sheriff, before you.”

Tony nodded. “I remember. It was my first summer working in the park. That would make it twenty years ago. June, right?”

“That’s the one. A Jane Doe found along the county road bordering Evergreen.”

“The murderer was smart enough to dump her body outside the park. If it had been inside, the FBI would have gotten involved.”

“I don’t think it would have made any difference. I’m hoping with the advances in DNA testing, we might finally be able to identify her. Maybe that will be the break we need to close this case.”

“Hard to find suspects when you don’t know where to look. That case still haunts Ryan. He looked at it again before he retired.” Tony stood. “As much as I’d like to join your search, I have paperwork on fresh cases that I need to finish. Then I’d better patrol to make up for the time I was off on my last FBI case.”

“Who are you trying to kid? You just want to get outside to enjoy the weather.”

“Guilty.”
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Later that day, Tony drove his pickup along the road they had discussed. He thought back to stories in the local paper about the sensational crime. At first, the case had even attracted reporters from the Denver television stations. With no progress, the rest of the media departed, leaving only Spruce Lake’s weekly to keep the story alive.

By the time he returned from Wisconsin for his second summer at the park, even that had stopped. Other than a rehashing of the original story each year on the anniversary of Jane Doe’s discovery, no more was written.

That ended fourteen years ago, when the national park serial killer struck in Evergreen. That changed all of our lives.

He pulled off the road at an overlook with a great view of the park and reached into his cooler for the chocolate chip cookies his daughter Christina had baked. He finished one. While trying to decide if he should eat the other, his phone rang.

Tony punched the button on his steering wheel without looking at caller ID. “Detective Wagner.”

“Hi, Dad,” the adult female voice said. His former foster daughter, Christi Fischer.

“Hi, there. Aren’t you working?”

“I’m on my break.”

“Me too. You sound upset. Is something wrong with Jill?”

“No. She’s in school.” Christi sighed. “No. This is work related. One of my clients from the shelter has disappeared.”

Tony put the cookie away. “What do the cops say?”

“They found a note printed from the computer at her new place. It says that she needs to get away and make a fresh start. Her car, a suitcase, and some clothes are gone.”

“You don’t believe it.”

“She has two kids living with her parents until she can get on her feet. Miranda loves her kids. Her parents and I agree that she would never leave without telling them and staying in touch.”

“How long has she been gone?”

“Almost two weeks. For the first week, her parents held out hope that she would call.” She drew a ragged breath. “Now they’re sure she didn’t leave willingly. So am I. She was dealing with a really bad situation.”

“I trust your judgment. What do you want me to do?”

“I ... I just know if anyone can find her, you can. You found me and Terri.”

“I was able to track you. Miranda didn’t disappear into the mountains.”

“I know.” Christi hesitated. “I just have to do something. Can you help me?”

“I’ll make some calls. What’s the investigating agency?”

“The Pueblo County Sheriff’s Office.”

“Do you know the name of the detective in charge?”

“Busca.”

“And what’s Miranda’s last name?”

“Carrington.”

“I’ll call you after I talk to Detective Busca. Either this evening or tomorrow evening. I won’t interrupt you at work.”

“Thanks, Tony. I didn’t know what else to do.”

“That’s what family is for. Love you.”

“Love you. Talk to you soon.”

Tony disconnected and gazed at the valley. The willow trees along Elk Creek had just begun to turn green. Hopefully, no spring storms would bring back winter.

Like the year Christi and Terri were kidnapped. That changed all of our lives too. Especially mine. He shook his head. The experience had made Christi a social worker fully able to understand abused women. It had equipped him to empathize with kidnap and rape victims.

We wouldn’t be the people we are without that experience.

Christi’s younger sister, Terri, had managed to recover better. Her longtime marriage included two kids. They lived on the East Coast where she worked as an accountant.

Christi had never been able to get past a first date. She could not even accept hugs from any man except Tony, his son, Brett, or her uncle. Some scars never healed.
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When Tony returned to the office he greeted the dispatcher and receptionist. He did not expect to see Garret, who was at the high school speaking to juniors about law enforcement careers. After checking messages and dealing with business, he looked up numbers for the Pueblo County Sheriff’s Office.

The person who took his call transferred him to Detective Busca.

“Busca.” Her greeting sounded gruff.

“Detective, this is Tony Wagner from the Benson County Sheriff’s Office.”

“Wagner?” Every cop in Colorado knew his name. Most respected him, but a few resented his reputation. Busca proved to be the former. “How can I help you, Detective?”

“My daughter asked me to talk to you about a case you investigated. Like you, I don’t appreciate other agencies poking their noses into my cases. But it’s family.”

“I understand. Which case?”

“A missing person, Miranda Carrington.”

“Oh. Who’s your daughter?”

“Carrington’s social worker, Christi Fischer.”

“Makes sense. She was adamant that Miranda didn’t leave of her own free will. But we had to follow the evidence. We found nothing to indicate foul play.”

“What does your gut tell you?”

Silence. Busca took a deep breath. “Somebody should investigate further. It just can’t be PCSO.”

“I understand. Can I expect cooperation from PCSO?”

“When a cop like Tony Wagner takes interest in a case, any agency in the state will bend over backward to give you whatever you need, unofficially. Are you in town now?”

“No. She called earlier today. I have to free up my schedule.”

“I’ll e-mail you the file.”

“I’d appreciate that. Thanks.”
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Chapter 2

[image: ]


Tony texted Christi to tell her about this development. By the time he finished, Busca’s e-mail arrived. He opened it and read more about Miranda Carrington’s background.

The thirty-two-year-old Pueblo native had lived her whole life in the county. After graduation, she had worked as a waitress while attending Pueblo Community College in paramedic training.

During her second semester, she met Roland Carrington, eleven years her senior. He became a regular customer at the restaurant where she worked. By the end of the semester, he convinced her to skip summer school in favor of some time off. She never finished her degree.

They were married that fall and lived in rural Pueblo County. She had a son before their first anniversary and a daughter shortly after their second.

Miranda’s trips to the doctor’s office or emergency room began a few months later. Falls or encounters with farm animals were usually listed as the cause of her injuries.

Tony ground his teeth. At times like these, most cops would have called Roland Carrington some very colorful names. His faith and seminary training prevented that.

Lord, help me to punish this guy before he dies. He suppressed a smile. Catching some criminals gave him more satisfaction than others. He’s not caught yet. And I don’t know if Miranda is dead or alive. Focus.

Doctors had called law enforcement three times. Twice, Miranda insisted that the injuries were accidental. She and her husband had even provided detailed descriptions of the “accidents.” He read the account of the third call.

Miranda had remained quiet. The deputies reported that she appeared downcast. After her husband offered his fabricated story of how she was injured, one of them asked her if it was true. She blurted out “no.” Like floodgates opening, the story of his abuse spilled out.

Roland had called her names and told her to shut up. When she kept talking, he raised a fist to hit her, giving the deputies the excuse they needed. The report said that they, “subdued and handcuffed the suspect.”

Tony had no doubt that Carrington had a few bruises of his own before they shoved him into the backseat of their unit.

Miranda had followed through, pressing charges and obtaining an order of protection against her husband. He hired an attorney, who showed that Carrington had title to the property. A judge agreed that if she wanted the order to stand, she needed to leave her home.

She moved to the women’s shelter with her children. She left everything behind except clothes, toys, and the family dog. Unable to have a pet at the shelter, she placed it with her parents. After a week, she sent her children there too.

The case had proceeded past the preliminary hearing and a court date had been set. Next week. And the prosecution’s key witness has disappeared. That’s not suspicious at all. Miranda had also filed for divorce.

If she’s still alive, she won’t be for long.

He heard the back door open.

Garret stopped in his doorway. “Anything I need to know?”

“I need a couple days off.”

“What’s up?” Garret picked a chair and sat.

“Christi called from Pueblo. One of her clients has disappeared. Evidence says that she left of her own free will. The detective who investigated encouraged me to keep looking.” He held up the printed pages. “History of abuse. She’s probably already dead, but if she isn’t . . .”

“Time isn’t on her side. Go. We’ll muddle through without you.”

“Thanks.”

“Now. The clock is ticking for this woman. Let me know if you need anything. And don’t hesitate to call the FBI if you need their resources. They owe you a few favors.”

Tony pushed his chair back. “Thanks.”

***
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Tony texted Christi that he would get there about sunset and would need a place to stay. After driving to his National Park Service house, he walked around it and across the lot to park headquarters.

His wife Kelly, behind the front desk, looked up when he entered. “Where does the FBI need you now?”

“For a change, it’s not the FBI. Christi called. One of her clients is missing. The investigating detective encouraged me to ignore the evidence and take a closer look.”

She hugged him. “I assume you’re taking off right away.”

“As soon as I pack a few things. I may need more than what’s in my go-bag. I asked Garret for a couple days, but it may turn into more.”

“Take the time you need. Christi is good at her job. If she suspects foul play, something bad happened. Give her and Jill hugs for me.”

“I will. Apologize to the kids for me.”

“I will. Hey, it’s just Pueblo. If this drags on too long, we can run over for the day and visit. We haven’t seen Christi and Jill since Easter.”

“That’s not a bad idea. I’d better go.” He kissed her for a moment. “Love you.”

“Love you. Be safe.”

Tony hurried home. After changing from his uniform, he packed, including a BCSO polo shirt in the overnight bag. Who knows? I might need to look official. He deposited it in the backseat of his pickup next to the go-bag he kept there, then logged the milage. The pickup served as both a work unit and personal vehicle. He needed to keep track of when he used it for the latter.

He left Spruce Lake, heading east toward Pueblo.

***
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Seven-year-old Jill flung the apartment door open. “Papa!” She wrapped her arms around Tony’s waist, gun and all.

“Let me put down my stuff so I can give you a hug.”

She released him. “Mommy says you’re staying with us while you’re working here.”

“Yes, I am.” He dropped his bags and picked her up. “I think you’ve grown just since the last time I saw you.”

“I have. Mommy had to make my pants longer.”

Christi smiled from the kitchen. “Let your papa in the door. Take his stuff to the guest bedroom while I finish getting supper ready.”

“Okay.”

Tony put Jill down, then hugged Christi. “That’s from Kelly too.”

“Thanks for coming so fast. We can talk to Miranda’s parents as soon as I get Jill off to school tomorrow.”

He stood back. “They’re letting you take time off from work for this?”

“A little. My boss agrees that something bad happened to Miranda. She’s thrilled that I called you. So she agreed to let me take you out there and introduce you before I go to work tomorrow. Then you’re on your own.”

“Good idea. Her parents will be able to tell me almost everything I need to know. I assume that your confidentiality agreement is still in effect.”

“Unfortunately.” She cracked the oven door for a quick look. “There are probably things she told me that she spared her parents. I can’t tell you more unless this becomes an official investigation.”

“Whatever you’re making smells good. There’s still no sign of her car?”

“No. Her parents can give you all the details on that. It belongs to them.”

“Did the sheriff’s office issue a BOLO on it?”

“Yes.”

He checked the hallway for Jill before speaking. “A car is harder to hide. That helps.”

“Harder than a body, you mean?”

“Unfortunately, yes. You know the statistics.”

“I do.” She sighed. “We can talk more about it after Jill’s in bed.”

***
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Christi led Tony to an acreage several miles outside of Pueblo. Horses and goats grazed in the pasture. Chickens and cats scattered when dogs ran from the barn, barking.

He parked behind Christi as Miranda’s parents left the house. Both had dark circles under their hopeless eyes.

Christi introduced him. “Mr. and Mrs. Quincy, this is my dad, Tony Wagner. He will find out what happened to Miranda.”

Tony shook their hands. “I’ll do my best.”

“Please,” Mr. Quincy said. “We’re Marilyn and Richard. Thank you so much for coming. Christi, I know you need to get to work, but thank you. You’re doing so much more than your job requires.”

She forced a smile. “I had no choice.” She kissed Tony’s cheek. “Let me know if I can help, Dad.”

“I will.” He waited until she drove away. “Marilyn and Richard, I don’t want to give you false hope.”

“We know that our daughter is probably dead.” Marilyn took a ragged breath. “You’re the only one willing to consider the possibility that she didn’t just take off. We want justice for her and she can’t get that if no one is investigating.”

“If Christi doesn’t believe that Miranda just took off, that’s good enough for me. I’ve read the investigating officer’s report. It said that she was living in a house on a ten acre lot. It seems like an apartment would have been safer for her. Can I ask why she made that choice?”

“Miranda’s a country girl. She knew from living at the shelter that sharing a wall with somebody wasn’t for her. The cottage is owned by friends of ours. It’s ... it’s only a mile from here. We thought she would be safe.”

“Before I do anything else, I need to search that property.”

“The deputies already did that.”

“I know. And the fact that they stomped around will make it harder for me. But, ma’am, this is what I do. If I can’t find anything, there’s nothing to find. You have my word on that.”

Richard wrapped his arm around her. “Will you be okay here by yourself?”

“I’ll stay busy. Go.”

“Detective Wagner, do you want me to drive you?”

“No. Why don’t you ride with me. I’ll have questions for both of you when I’m done. And it’s Tony.”
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Chapter 3
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After Tony pulled out of the driveway, Richard blurted, “Miranda told us that Christi has never been married, so I was curious why she had a different name than her father. When I did a search for both of you, I found the story.” He hesitated. “It’s pretty horrific.”

“Yes, it is. I’m Christi’s foster father. She didn’t start calling me dad till a couple of years ago. I never have asked her about that, but I don’t mind. Our experience makes us especially empathetic for abuse victims. Christi said she had no choice but to help. Neither did I.”

“Regardless, it means so much to us. Here we are.”

Tony turned into the driveway, parking just out of the path of any traffic that might pass by. Trees screened the house from the road, except at this spot. He killed the engine. “You can wait here or stay with me. But don’t wander off. I need to know that I’m not looking at your tracks.”

“I’ll stay with you.”

“Be careful not to drop anything.” Tony grabbed a pack with crime scene supplies and walked into the trees on the right side of the driveway. “How far to the nearest neighbor on this side?”

“Miles. This is public land. All of the neighbors are between our place and here.”

“Lots of privacy.” He advanced scanning the ground from side to side. “Did you get rain two nights ago like we did in Spruce Lake?”

“Yes. Just a half-inch, but it came down hard for a while. Did that wash away all the evidence?”

“It didn’t help.” That wasn’t a good answer. “It probably washed away any trace evidence like hairs and fibers. If whoever took her dropped a cigarette butt, we could still find that.”

Twenty minutes later, he reached a sagging barbed-wire fence marking the property line. He followed it until coming to a place where the wires stood no more than eighteen inches high. Deer and elk had worn a trail, crossing there. He pulled a camera from his pack and took a picture before crouching for a closer look at the wires.

“Is this the way he came?”

“It’s a good possibility. The deputies searched the driveway for tire tracks. The only ones they found belonged to you, Miranda, and the landlord. Since her car is gone, he probably took her away in that. We’re going to follow this trail toward the house, but we’re not walking on it.”

Tony continued scanning either side of the trail, glancing up to check for when the house came in sight. Before it did, he found what he was searching for, ten feet to his left. He took pictures of the packed spot beside a large tree, then raised the camera and took one of the house, in clear view.

“How long had she lived here?”

“Just over a month. He watched her from here?”

“I’d bet on it. Stay back. If I’m going to find trace evidence, I’ll find it here.”

“What are you seeing? It looks like a place in the grass where a rabbit or fox spent the night.”

“Both a rabbit and a fox would have picked a spot with thicker cover. The underbrush was cut back for fire protection around the house, taking away the cover. No. Someone stood here leaning against the tree for several hours everyday for at least a week to make that impression.”

“I don’t see any tracks.”

“Neither do I. Let’s see if the rain left us any trace.”

After checking the ground near the spot he searched the tree trunk from the top of his head down. Waist high, he snapped a picture, then rummaged for an evidence bag and tweezers.

“You found something.”

“A thread. Almost white.” He dropped the thread into the bag, sealed and labeled it. “I don’t know if this is enough to get the sheriff’s office back on the case, but I’m calling Detective Busca.”

“Are you convinced that someone took her?”

Tony met Richard’s gaze. “Yes, I am.” Busca had given him her cell number. He punched it in.

“Busca.”

“Detective, this is Tony Wagner. I’m at Miranda Carrington’s house.”

“You found something.” It was a statement, not a question.

“A spot with a view of the house where someone spent a lot of time. I collected a thread from a tree that person would have leaned against.”

“Keep looking. I’ll tell my boss. See if that’s enough to get me back on the case.”

“Roger that. Talk to you soon.” He disconnected and glanced at Richard. “She’ll try to get herself reassigned to the case.”

“Thank you. Now what?”

“I keep looking. Whoever stood here eventually had to go to the house. I would use the back door. Less chance of being seen. The elk trail runs through the backyard, so we’ll use that route.”

Richard followed him onto the lawn. “The deputies looked for signs of forced entry. They didn’t find any.”

“Good to know. Would Miranda have been likely to keep a spare key outside, in case she locked herself out?”

Richard gasped so audibly that Tony jerked his head around. The pained expression told him before the grieving father spoke.

“She locked herself out the first week. I helped her hide the spare key.”

“Where?” When Richard started forward, he held up a hand. “Just point.”

“That tree by the clothesline. See the little hollow just above your head?”

“Yeah.” Tony advanced toward it, checking the ground all the way. He examined the trunk before reaching into the hole to pull out an old pill bottle. “It’s empty.” He dropped the bottle into another evidence bag.

“He was watching us when we put the key there.”

“It’s possible. It’s also possible that Miranda needed to use it and forgot to put it back. I can search the house for it.”

“If that was true, wouldn’t she have taken the bottle with her when she took it to the house?”

“That’s what most people would do. I’m just trying to consider any argument we might encounter.”

“Playing devil’s advocate.”

“Right. But this explains why investigators didn’t see any signs of forced entry. Let’s keep going.” He searched between the clothesline and the back door, finding nothing that did not belong.

“Do you want to go in now?”

“Not yet. Outside is where I can do the most good. You’re welcome to wait here if you need to rest.”

He could see that Richard wanted to say no. The man sagged into an Adirondack chair. “Let me know when you need me.”

Tony spent another hour scouring the yard, finding nothing. He returned to the back door. “We’ll go in the front.”

***
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The cottage smelled of stale air. Tony stopped inside the doorway and surveyed the combination living/dining/kitchen area. To his right, three doors stood open—a bathroom, bedroom, and second, empty bedroom.

On the side where her stalker was watching. He could see when she turned out the lights. “Follow me or wait here.”

“I’ll just wait,” Richard said. “Do you think they did a thorough job?”

Tony pointed at the doorframe. “Fingerprint powder. I assume they got elimination prints from you and your wife.”

“Yes.”

“They took this seriously.”

He advanced into the room with little hope of finding anything new. Detectives and forensics techs collected evidence inside buildings every day. The chances that they had missed something were slim.

An assortment of mail on the table caught his attention. “This has your address listed.”

“We did that as a precaution when she moved to the shelter.” He took a ragged breath. “We thought it would make her harder to find.”

“It was a smart move.”

“Lot of good it did.”

Tony did not reply. Nothing I can say will help. He walked to a two drawer filing cabinet. The top seemed to be a catchall. He examined the items in a chipped coffee mug. “What color is the spare key?”

“Pink.”

Tony snapped pictures with his phone, then pulled out the key. “Is this it?”

“Yes. She wouldn’t have brought it in without the pill bottle. Would she?”

“I doubt it.” Tony dropped it into an evidence bag, then re-dialed Busca’s number.

The detective did not bother with hello. “Tell me you found more.”

“A little. Miranda’s spare key was kept in a pill bottle hidden in a tree. The bottle was there, but I found the key in the house. I collected both.”

“Why would she take in the key but leave the bottle? Doesn’t sound right to me. My boss nixed putting me back on the case. But as a professional courtesy, he agreed to have the lab examine anything you find, provided we maintain the chain of evidence.”

“Appreciate it. I’ll bring it in when I’m done here.” He disconnected and turned to an expectant Richard. “PCSO will examine any evidence I bring in. That’s important. I have one more thing to look at, then I need to take it in.”

“What’s that?”

“The stalker followed that game trail to get here. I need to find where he parked. He might have dropped something there.”

“Right behind you.”

Tony left the house the same way he had come. He stepped across the sagging fence and stayed on the well-worn trail until it veered to the left, away from the road. Crouching, he examined the grass, then stood and continued straight ahead.

“What did you see?” Richard asked.

“A faint path of matted grass. Someone or something went this way often enough that the grass hasn’t recovered. In a month, it will be gone.”

Richard’s voice sounded strained. “God wants us to find Miranda . . . It’s just too much of a coincidence that her social worker happens to be your daughter.”

“I don’t believe in coincidence. Everything is part of God’s plan. Whether he put me here to find Miranda or not, I don’t know.”

They came out into a noticeable gap in the forest and accompanying dip in the ground. Another wildlife trail followed the gap.

“This leads to a ranch that was abandoned before World War II,” Richard said.

“It looks like no one uses it, not even people on all-terrain vehicles.” He turned right toward the modern road. “Here it is.”

“Even I can see that. Someone parked here.”

“More than once and for hours at a time. Too much grass and rain to get tire impressions. But we should be able to get a wheelbase.” He shrugged off his backpack and dug out a tape measure. “Take the end of this.”

Tony wrote the distance between the front and back tire impressions and took pictures of the spot. He searched the ground for anything the stalker might have dropped, all the way back to the road.

“Let’s go. I’ll take you home before I go to the sheriff’s office.”

“Just drop me at the end of my driveway. It will be quicker.”

“I’ll come back later to talk to you and Marilyn.”

“We aren’t going anywhere.”
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