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The United States Attorney paused for dramatic effect. “Detective Wagner, what happened next?”

“I smelled wood smoke and knew we were close.” Tony Wagner made eye contact with the members of the jury. “After calling a halt to be sure the FBI agents with me understood that, I followed the tracks with more caution. I spotted the defendant through the trees. We spread out. Agent Malone identified herself and arrested the defendant.”

“And what did you ascertain after Mr. Donaldson was in custody?”

“The boots he was wearing matched the tracks I had been following.”

“Thank you, Detective. I have no further questions for the witness at this time.” He returned to his seat.

“Mr. Revere, your witness,” the judge told the defense attorney.

He stood, straightening his jacket. Tony had the impression the man had an ego to match his six-and-a-half foot stature.

“Detective, we have heard witnesses testify that my client had told people he planned to go camping. Also, no one had seen him in four days. Is it entirely possible you were following a four-day-old trail, putting Mr. Donaldson at the campsite at the time his ex-wife was murdered?”

“No, sir.”

“Are you trying to convince this court that you can tell the difference between a two-day-old trail and a four-day-old trail?” Revere looked at the jury with raised eyebrows.

“Yes, sir. It’s my job to know.”

“You must be the greatest tracker who ever lived. No further questions,” he said before the prosecutor could raise an objection.

Tony noticed his FBI boss, Supervisory Special Agent Dimaggio, check his silenced phone. What could be so important that somebody’s interrupting him while he’s in court?

“Redirect, Your Honor,” the USA said.

She nodded. “Go ahead.”

“Detective Wagner, we have already established your twenty-five years of tracking experience, fifteen of those working with the FBI. Please, tell the jury how you knew that the trail you were following was made after Mrs. Donaldson’s murder.”

“There were four-day-old tracks to the campsite left by the defendant. Another set of tracks on top of those told me he had left the campsite again.”

“And how do you know that he hadn’t simply forgotten something in his vehicle?”

“Because he climbed into his vehicle and drove it away. There were tire tracks on top of some of his footprints. When he returned, he parked in almost the same spot, but not quite.”

“Your honor, I would like to present state’s exhibit J, photos of the tire impressions beside Mr. Donalson’s vehicle.”

“So noted.”

“Detective, were the tracks you followed that day on top of the ones from four days earlier?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And why should we take your word that they were left after Mrs. Donaldson’s murder?”

“I have been called as an expert witness in multiple cases to testify to the age of tracks. In real life situations, my estimation of the age of tracks has been proven correct again and again. The tracks I followed that day were made at least twelve hours after Mrs. Donaldson’s murder.”

“No further questions.”

The judge dismissed Tony. As he stepped down, a bailiff handed her a note. She spoke before Tony reached his seat. “Detective Wagner, SSA Dimaggio, there is a developing situation in southern Colorado requiring your attention. You are both excused.”

Tony waited until they were outside the courtroom. “What is it?”

“Department of Corrections bus on its way to Super Max crashed in the wilderness along the US50.” He led the way toward the parking garage. “Thirteen inmates escaped. The Marshals are in charge, but it’s all hands on deck. There’s a chopper waiting for us.”

Tony pulled a baseball cap over his blond hair. “And they especially need anyone who can track.”

“Yeah. They could care less about me. I’d send Daisy if she wasn’t scheduled to testify. You know how useful I am in the wilderness.”

“Even with a helicopter, it’ll be too late to start tracking by the time we get there. Maybe she can make it by morning?”

“I doubt it. Between the investigation and the arrest, she’ll still be on the stand tomorrow.”

“Hopefully, the Marshals pair me with somebody who knows their way around the wilderness.”
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On the drive to Creede Airpark, Tony called his wife Kelly at park headquarters in Spruce Lake to tell her the reason he would be delayed. If any of the escaped inmates found transportation, they could reach Spruce Lake within an hour.

“Tell Christina not to ride into the mountains until these guys are caught—or at least until we know they’re headed in another direction.”

“Right. I’ll call the daycare and tell them not to take the kids for a hike. And I’ll have my rangers spread the news to people in the park. We’ll probably be getting an official notification within the hour. I expect Garret will send out a text alert to everyone in the county. Stay safe out there.”

“You know I’m always cautious. I’m calling Brett next. Pueblo is a lot farther from the crash site, but I’m not taking chances with our granddaughter.” 

“Good idea. I love you.”

“Love you too. See you when I get home.”

When he and Dimaggio boarded the helicopter, they received a report by radio. The Department of Corrections bus had hit an elk, sending it over an embankment, killing the driver. Inmates had murdered the guards, then scattered into the wilderness in ones and twos.

Approaching the landing zone on the closed highway, Tony saw the command center set up on a scenic overlook not far from the crash site. Law enforcement vehicles of every description cluttered the space.

He pointed. “That’s Garret’s unit.”

“I’m not surprised. He learned a lot following you on the trail all those years. There are a couple of units from other sheriff’s offices too.”

“I wonder how many tracking dogs they have. They’re faster than I am.”

The helicopter touched down, they removed their headphones, and jogged toward the command center in a crouch to avoid the rotor wash.

Sheriff Wyatt Garret, retired FBI agent, met them by the nearest vehicle. “The Marshals are waiting for you.”

Tony nodded and followed Garret, his other boss, to the mobile command center.

The sherrif made introductions. “Marshal Collins, this is Tony Wagner.”

“Good.” Collins extended his hand. “Detective, I’m glad you could get here before dark. I want you to figure out how many trails we have to follow.”

Tony shook hands. “How badly trampled is the area?”

“It’s only bad around the bus. We removed the bodies of the DOC officers and taped off the area. I told everyone to stay inside the tape.”

“Are all the inmates wearing the standard issue slippers?”

“No. The officers’ boots and uniforms were taken.”

“So at least three of them are wearing boots. Let’s take a look. I’ll use crime scene tape to mark the trails.”

***
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With Garret and Collins shadowing, Tony found nine separate trails before sunset. Back at the command center, tents and canopies had been set up, one provided a dining hall. While they ate, Collins gave his briefing. A contour map hung behind him.

“Thank you all for being here. What we know about the escape is based on information provided by the prisoner who turned himself in, Ortiz. He’s a Type 1 diabetic and knew that he wouldn’t survive twenty-four hours without his insulin. As soon as he got away from the other prisoners, he climbed back to the highway and sat on the shoulder, waiting for one of us to arrive.

“Some of the prisoners were injured in the crash, but none so seriously that they couldn’t walk. He told us that Mark Margolin killed a guard, then took command of the situation. He ordered them all to scatter into the wilderness by ones and twos.

“If you aren’t familiar with the name, Margolin is a hit man, convicted on six counts of first degree murder and suspected of committing many others. He has a guard’s gun. He told the other inmates he would put a bullet in the head of anyone who didn’t want to flee.

“Ortiz also said that Margolin took a man with him, Oscar Fuentes. Fuentes was convicted of murdering a rival gang leader along with his entire family.

“Most of you are familiar with Detective Wagner. He has eliminated the trail belonging to Ortiz. Detective Wagner, tell us what you’ve learned.”

Tony walked to the map. “Three inmates crossed the highway and headed north—one alone, wearing a guard’s boots—and a pair, both in prison issue footwear. The rest scattered to the south. One of the lone prisoners has a noticable limp. There’s wilderness for miles in every direction. If they stay off the highway, they can’t get supplies unless they stumble on an isolated cabin or one of two ranger stations, both miles from here. The cabins are marked on your maps. Marshal, do any of the inmates have wilderness skills?”

“Three are known to have hiking or hunting experience.”

“So we know that at least three pairs of prisoners could have knowledge to live off the land. And others could have skills that we aren’t aware of. In two or three days, anyone who doesn’t know how to survive in the wilderness could be ready to turn themselves in because they are either starving or they’ve eaten the wrong thing.

“If they aren’t that desperate, they could try to get back to the highway to hijack a car. Alert the command center if the inmates you’re following turn in that direction.

“We’re going to have a problem tomorrow. A low pressure system is moving into the area tonight. They’re forecasting twenty-plus mile per hour winds over the next two days. Fortunately, no rain and it’s too warm for snow, but you won’t be able to hear. Keep your heads on a swivel. If these prisoners decide to ambush you, you’ll have to see them coming.

“The footing should be good. This area hasn’t had substantial rain in more than a month. The creeks are in their banks, but be careful crossing. Plan to be out at least one night. No fires. No smoking. There’s a real risk of wildfires and, besides, you don’t want the escapees to smell you coming. Any questions?”

The somber-faced assembly remained silent. Tony returned to his seat.

“You heard the man,” Collins said. “All of these inmates have left bodies in their wake. They wouldn’t have been on their way to ADX Florence if they weren’t extremely dangerous. We have four dogs. You’ll be going out in groups of three—a marshal, a dog handler or tracker, and one person from another agency. I’ll have your assignments in the morning. Get some rest. Roll call is at six. Don’t sleep in.”

Garret tapped Tony on the arm and they approached Collins.

“Marshal, I’d like to go with Tony.”

“I understand, Sheriff. You’ve worked together for years. But that’s why I’d like you on a different team. One of our other trackers has years of experience. He’s even found lost hikers, but this is the first time he’s been deputized and he’s really nervous. I’d like a couple of seasoned law enforcement professionals with him.”

Garret’s bushy eyebrows nearly met, a sure sign of his displeasure. “Tony, what do you think?”

“As much as I’d like you watching my back, he has a point. That guy needs you more than I do.”

“Okay. But don’t go getting yourself killed or Kelly will never forgive me.”

***
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Tony woke to the sound of the tent’s walls rattling. That takes a pretty strong wind. He checked his watch. After four. Might as well get up. He swung his legs over the side of the cot and pulled on his boots.

Stepping outside, he felt a noticeable difference in temperature. The tent had done a fair job trapping the heat radiating from the asphalt parking area. He zipped the flap and hurried to the mess tent, finding it warm from cooking activity. A dozen others had already gathered there.

He poured coffee and checked the posted duty roster. Corrections Officer Craig Newton and Marshal Lincoln Wilson. He had never worked with either.

Collins joined him, answering his unasked question. “Wilson has been with the Marshals Service for less than a year, but he’s an avid hiker. I can’t tell you much about Newton. He’s been with DOC for over a decade and he’s a lifelong Colorado resident, if that means anything.”

“It does. They wouldn’t have sent him if he wasn’t up to the task.”

“Which trail do you want?”

“I’ll take one of the pairs headed south, just because they’re going towards my home. Are you planning to put Garret’s tracker on a single inmate?”

“Yeah. I’m thinking exactly what you are. Make it as easy as possible for the new guy.”

“Garret will take care of him. How many people will you have at the command center?”

“Me, Dimaggio, and the support staff, plus the state troopers will be coming and going. We have a twenty mile stretch of highway closed. They’ll be looking for any prisoners who decide to get back to the road or vehicles that might come on from side roads.”

Tony nodded. “Helicopters?”

“The wind swirling around these peaks and canyons makes it too dangerous. Besides with the dense forest, they’d need to use infrared. Go on, get some breakfast before the rest wake up. You’ll be heading out as soon as it’s light.”

***
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Tony had finished eating his French toast and started on the scrambled eggs when an African-American man wearing a ballistic vest with “Federal Agent” emblazoned on it approached.

“Marshal Wilson?”

“Right. Can I join you, Detective Wagner?”

“Please. We have a few minutes to get acquainted. Call me Tony.”

“I’m Linc.” He took the seat across the table. “I understand my job is to watch your back.”

“Not just my back. I need to concentrate on the ground. You and Officer Newton have to pay attention to all of our surroundings. Marshal Collins said you do a lot of hiking.”

Linc chuckled. “That’s one way to put it. I do extreme hiking and endurance races. I won’t slow you down.”

“Good to know.”

A Department of Corrections officer with the same blond hair and blue eyes as Tony joined them. “I’m Newton.”

“Have a seat, Officer. I’m Tony. This is Linc. What can I call you?”

“Newt. It’s a pleasure to be working with you, Tony. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“Thanks. Since you’ve spent your life in Colorado, can I assume you know how to handle yourself in the mountains?”

“I go hunting around Twin Lakes every year. I think that qualifies me.”

“I’d have to agree. We need to travel light, but we don’t know how long we’ll be out. Take plenty of food and water. There are several streams in the area, so we may be able to refill. No sleeping bags, just an emergency blanket. Gloves, cap, maybe an extra pair of socks.”

“I’m guessing Collins is sending you after a two inmates.”

“You guessed right. I’ve picked two who are both wearing prison slippers. I wouldn’t want to be wearing those in these mountains, but they’re definitely harder to track. They have about an eighteen hour head start on us. On the other hand, they haven’t had a decent meal since yesterday morning and the slippers will slow them down. We have advantages and disadvantages. It’s possible we could catch up to them today. We shouldn’t count on it.”

“What about a first aid kit?”

“You two take the standard issue ones. I’ll pack one with bigger bandages and wraps. Take matches for after we catch the inmates. We’ll probably be more than a day’s hike from transportation. I’ll have a satellite phone and I’ll be checking in every hour. Make sure your radios are silenced. Leave your cell phones here. Newt, are you carrying a rifle?”

“Yep.”

“Okay. I’ll stick to my sidearm. Any questions?”

Linc chuckled. “I should be insulted because Collins issued you the satellite phone instead of me. However, the fact that he had a deputy address the search team tells me the kind of respect he has for you.”

“If either of you need to confirm this with your superiors before we leave, do it. When I’m tracking, I give the orders. My sheriff, the FBI agents I’ve worked with, they all take orders from me until the prisoner is in cuffs.”

“Collins made that clear when I asked about it this morning. I suspect it’s why he isn’t sending one of the senior marshals with you. It might be a tough order for one or two of them to follow.”

Newt chuckled. “I’m just along for the ride. I knew I wouldn’t be giving orders.”
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Because Tony had marked the trail, he left at the same time as the teams led by a dog handler. The others would wait for better light.

Their two inmates had tried to run at first, soon discovering the prison slippers were not designed for this terrain. At the other side of a narrow valley, the pair had found a game trail and began climbing.

The wind howling through the trees made it impossible to hear each other more than ten feet apart without shouting. He called in their one hour security check without stopping. At the two hour point, he took a break, standing close to his companions.

“Whichever of these two is in charge knows enough to take countermeasures. He walks on solid rock wherever he can. They weren’t moving very fast, so we’re gaining ground.”

Newt shook his head. “I can’t believe you tracked them across some of those stretches.”

“I didn’t. Those slippers don’t leave tracks on a hard surface. I assumed they intended to stay on the elk trail. Both times I was right. If I hadn’t found their tracks again, I would have had to check around the border of the rock. I’ll report that we’re secure, then we’d better get moving.”

The morning continued without incident—following tracks, making hourly check-ins. Linc walked behind Tony and Newt took up the rear. Their quarry had turned left when a cliff loomed ahead. Centuries of animal traffic had made a passable trail through the rock debris at the cliff’s base.

Tony felt moisture hitting his face, though only scattered clouds dotted the sky. Is there a waterfall around here? I didn’t see a creek on the map. If the wind wasn’t blowing so hard, I could hear it. The mist continued for the next twenty yards, until falls came into view.

The cascade—no more than a rivulet—dropped almost an eighth of a mile from the top of the cliff. Today, the wind caught most of it, leaving little to reach the shallow pond in front of them. The pool drained into an area of lush vegetation. That explains why there’s no creek on the map. This must be spring fed.

Linc tapped his shoulder and pointed. “There’s a cave on the other side.”

Tony nodded and pulled his gun. All three eased close enough to see the shallow cave contained no occupants.

He holstered his weapon and checked inside. “They spent the night here. They managed to get a fire started by rubbing sticks together, but they couldn’t keep it going. There’s a lot of unburned material here. Let’s get back on the trail.”

“We still gaining on them?”

“Yes. How much depends on how early they started this morning. But they can’t travel as fast as we can because they still haven’t eaten.”

When Tony next checked in, he reported finding the camp. They left the cliff behind, returning to the forest. The trail continued to follow the slope of the mountain, rather than climbing. It took them through small meadows, providing spectacular views of the valley below.

He held up his fist. Boot tracks. A third set of footprints had joined the two they followed. “Newt, let me look at the sole of your boot.”

Newt showed him. “Those tracks are the same as mine, aren’t they?”

“Yeah. I think when they turned because of the cliff, it put them on an intercept course with another inmate. There should be a team following him. Use your binoculars. See if you can spot them.”

While Newt searched, Tony studied the spot where the inmates had milled around.

“I don’t see anyone. You’re sure this was an inmate?”

“There’s no sign of a struggle. That team is just farther behind than we are. I’ll call Collins.” He turned away from the wind in order to hear the conversation better.

“You’re checking in early,” Collins said. “Have you made a capture?”

“No. It looks like another inmate wearing boots joined these two. When they moved on from here, he was in the lead, making me think he’s one of the convicts with wilderness skills. You should be able to figure out from GPS readings which team is following him. Tell them to double-time it to catch up to us. We’ll keep moving.”

“You’re sure the other team isn’t ahead of you?”

Tony smiled. “I would’ve seen their tracks.”

“Of course you would have. My bad. We’ve captured two inmates. One is on his way to Florence and Garret’s team is coming in with another.”

“Good to know. I’ll check back in an hour.”

***
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“Look here,” Tony pointed. “They stopped to forage. These are dried rose hips. The guy wearing boots knows something about edible plants.”

“Those don’t look very filling,” Linc said.

“They have more vitamins than calories. Foraging will slow them down. And I don’t think we’re more than a couple of hours behind them.”

“Shouldn’t we wait for the others to catch up to us? It’s three-on-three now.”

“No. As long as the inmates keep moving, we’ll keep moving. When we get really close, or if we spot them, I’ll slow down until the other team joins us. Then we can get these prisoners in custody before dark. No more talking. We use only hand signals from now on.”

Tony moved out. Tracking is a lot easier when one of the guys is wearing boots. They continued to gain ground until he estimated that they trailed the inmates by no more than an hour. He held up a fist and indicated that they should take a break. While he drank, he checked the long stretch visible behind them, seeing no sign of the other team.

We’ll have to stop soon to let them catch up. The guy in boots must have taken evasive action to put his team this far behind. He continued tracking, slowing each time the trail curved to block their view. I don’t want to come around a corner and run into them. I really hate this wind. The only good thing about it is they can’t hear us any better than we can hear them.

Movement—fast, big, and orange—jerked his attention from the tracks. He threw up his arm to try to defend himself. Too late. Pain shot through his head and everything disappeared in flashes of light, then blackness.

***
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Voices Tony did not recognize penetrated the pounding in his head, though they sounded far away.

“You didn’t kill him, did you? We need him to lead us out of here.”

Fingers touched his neck. “Naw. His pulse is strong. He’s just out cold.” He felt the backpack pulled off his shoulders. “Get the packs from the other two. They had to bring food along.”

A third voice, “I don’t care what it is. I’m starving.”

“As soon as you got something in your belly, see if their boots will fit you. Uniforms too.” The voice rolled Tony on his side and removed his gun belt before flopping him face down again. It moved away. “If anybody spots us, they’ll just think we’re cops on a manhunt.”

“We should put one of these jumpsuits on him.”

“After he wakes up. Why go to the extra work when he can do it himself?”

A different voice spoke, clearer, closer, almost like it came from inside Tony’s head. Don’t move. Don’t groan, no matter how much it hurts. They’re ignoring you. You’ll have one chance to escape. Wait till you’re ready.

Tony lay still, letting his head clear.

That’s good. Open your eyes. You’re facing away from them. They won’t be able to see.

He obeyed. Everything in front of him seemed to spin at first, before resuming its normal shape. He could see tree trunks with blue sky behind, meaning he faced the downhill slope.

It’s almost time, the voice said. You have to run downhill. You don’t have the strength to climb. Your arms are out to your sides. You’ll push yourself to your feet and over the edge. Get ready. Now!

Tony vaulted up and launched himself downhill, ignoring the pain in his head and the shouts behind him. Flashes of white light almost blinded him. He could only see well enough to avoid trees. He skidded as much as he ran.

He began tumbling, unable to use his arms for anything except protecting his head. The fall ended in a semi-conscious heap. He rolled on his side and threw up.

Shouts from above brought him fully alert. He pushed himself to his feet and ran again. Each time he fell, he forced himself to get up and move.

His head pounded. His lungs and limbs burned.

Tony saw the creek ahead. He splashed into the cold current past his boot tops and scooped water, rinsing his mouth. He listened. When he could not hear his pursuers above the wind, he drank his fill.

The voice in his head came again. Stay in the water so they lose your trail. Go!

Tony splashed upstream, fighting to keep his footing on the rocky creek bed. He made it around the first bend before exhaustion hit him.

“I can’t keep going. I have to rest.”

Climb up on that rock jutting into the water. You won’t leave tracks and it will dry off fast in this wind. You can hide behind those trees.

Once again, he obeyed the voice which seemed to know what it was talking about. He crawled under the low-hanging branches on a thick carpet of pine needles. When boulders blocked his path, he scraped the needles into something resembling a mattress and piled more on his wet legs before passing out.
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Garret turned his prisoner over to corrections officers, then slouched toward the command tent, looking forward to a hot meal. The inmate had surrendered before they spotted him. One night in the wilderness had been enough to make him ready for the familiar confines of a cell.

Stepping inside, the bustle of activity felt wrong. Something happened. Garret strode toward Collins, fatigue forgotten. The marshal’s eyes left no doubt.

“What’s going on?”

“Wagner is missing, Officer Newton is dead, and Wilson might not make it.”

Garret’s stomach knotted. “Was Tony taken?”

“Uncertain. Wagner called in to report another inmate joined the two they were trailing. I ordered the team following that inmate to catch up to them. When they did, they found that Wagner’s team had been ambushed. We have a chopper on the way to airlift Wilson, but with this wind, it might be impossible. He has head injuries. Newton was bashed in the head too. Looks like what killed him.”

“Let me talk to the other tracker.”

“I was about to make the call. You might know better what to ask.” He punched in the number, then asked his marshal to put the tracker on. “Fremont, I’m here with Sheriff Garret, Wagner’s boss. Did Wagner get away, or was he taken?”

“Somebody left here at a run. If he was taken, I don’t think they’d be running. I’d like to get on the trail as soon as the chopper
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