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This book is dedicated to the men and women, both professionals and volunteers, who conceived, built, maintain and hike the Continental Divide Trail.
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Chapter One
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Pine County Sheriff Jimmy Wechsler stepped into the media room and tried to focus on what he saw in front of him. He wasn’t sure what was going on, but he felt dizzy as the flashing lights and the screaming coming from the video game on the eighty-four-inch TV at the front of the room penetrated his brain. At first, he didn’t see anyone, and he yelled above the noise. 

“Jenny, Rachel, what the hell is going on?”

As his eyes and brain focused through the sensory blitz, he spotted two bloody lumps in the middle of the floor, and standing over them were two blood-covered people dressed in black, and they were hitting the lumps with what looked like axes.

Jimmy couldn’t comprehend what he was seeing, but he knew it wasn’t good.

An hour earlier, Jimmy Wechsler had finished his daily report, shut down his computer, and grabbed the keys to his SUV. As he locked the door to the sheriff’s office, he knew he was late for dinner, but he had one stop to make before heading home. 

Jimmy Wechsler had only been the sheriff of Pine County, Colorado, for a couple of months. The twenty-six-year-old had been swept into office as part of a wave of ultra-right-wing election victories that changed the political makeup of rural Colorado. 

The son of a local rancher, Jimmy Wechsler had been a probationary police officer with the Grand Junction Police Department when he was approached by one of the county commissioners and asked to run against the long-term sheriff, Bob Trowbridge.

The second-longest-serving sheriff in Colorado, Trowbridge had fallen out of favor with the commissioners. It didn’t matter what he had done wrong. In their eyes, they felt he just wasn’t conservative enough. So, Bob Trowbridge had to go.

Pine County is the second smallest county in Colorado and the fourth smallest by population. Located between Mineral and Saguache Counties, with a population of just a shade over 1,200, it had 824 registered voters. 

The election was tight, and Bob Trowbridge was pissed when he lost the election by twelve votes. After all those years of serving the people of Pine County, he did not feel he could complete his term in office and effectively protect the people who voted against him. So, before the local newspaper had published the election results, Bob Trowbridge had slipped his letter of resignation under the county clerk’s office door, packed his wife and two dogs into his RV, and headed for Arizona. He didn’t even bother to lock the front door of the county-provided sheriff’s residence. He was finished with Pine County.

Jimmy Wechsler was sworn in as the new sheriff the morning after the election and set about making the changes the county commissioners wanted.

The first thing he did was fire both long-term deputies for fear they would still be loyal to the old sheriff. He hired two friends he had made while attending the police academy. The second thing he did was move his wife and two daughters out of their apartment in Grand Junction and into the sheriff’s residence. Jimmy Wechsler was now the man in charge, and he was scared to death. The one good thing was that there was very little crime in Pine County.

Jimmy had given his two deputies the weekend off as a reward for all the hours they had put in since they had been hired. He wasn’t concerned about being the only person on duty, and he was looking forward to a little quiet.  

On most days, they locked up the office at seven p.m. All calls to the office were rerouted to the on-call deputy’s phone. This weekend, the sheriff would cover all those calls. So far, the weekend had been quiet, and Jimmy had spent most of his day sitting in his office reviewing resumes for an undersheriff. 

The commissioners had authorized him to hire an experienced law enforcement officer to help run the department. By hiring his two friends as deputies at less money than the county had been paying the previous deputies, he had saved a significant amount of money from his budget, money he could now use to get some help.

Jimmy Wechsler slid his thin six-foot-five-inch frame into his SUV, pulled out of the parking lot, and did a tour of Silver City. Most people who met him thought he reminded them of Ichabod Crane from the various Sleepy Hollow movies. He had a long, narrow face with angular features, and he had grown a mustache after he was approached to run for sheriff to make himself look older.

With a population of 800, Silver City was the county seat and the only incorporated municipality in Pine County. Located on Highway 114 and with a history of mining and forestry, the city had seen a resurgence over the last decade as a stopover on the Continental Divide Trail. Tourism had been good for Silver City.

There were still several mines operating in the area, although most of those were hobby mines. Many had played out a long time ago, but there were still reports of weekend hobbyists finding small veins of gold and making some decent money for a few hours’ work. Even with gold prices up around $1,800 an ounce, most of the mines were not commercially viable, so the big investors and operators had kept their distance. Some of the mine owners had started offering tours to hikers and visitors on the Continental Divide Trail. 

With the trail passing just three miles west of the city and as an easy entry and exit point, it had become a mecca for both section and thru-hikers. It offered guide services, supplies and a place to grab a hot shower and rest their weary feet. 

With easy access from the trailhead and much of the trail in the area below the tree line, many novice CDT hikers started their journey from Silver City to get acclimated before climbing to the higher elevations in the next section. There was also access to several off-trail hikes that led to some small mountain lakes and one hike that led to a small waterfall with an incredible view of the valley below and the snowcapped mountain peaks in the distance.

Driving down Main Street, Jimmy waved at several shopkeepers as they were locking up for the night. He pulled into the gas station/convenience store at the edge of town, gassed up the SUV, and spent a few minutes chatting with Missy Halloran, the store owner. 

Bidding Missy a good night, he pulled out of the lot and headed north on Highway 114. A mile out of town, he turned onto County Route 7 and headed deeper into the forest. His destination was the home of County Commissioner Lenny Carrollton.

Carrollton and his wife, Marla, had traveled back to Michigan for a wedding, and he had asked Jimmy Wechsler to check on his two daughters, who were home from college and didn’t want to make the trip back east to attend the wedding. Both his daughters were capable of staying home, but he told Jimmy he would feel safer if Jimmy could do a drive-by once in a while just to make sure everything was fine. 

The house sat at the end of a long dirt road, the nearest neighbor about a half mile away. There were no lights along the road, and without a moon, it was as dark as a cave. Many people came to the area to stargaze because of the almost total darkness that could be found in and around Silver City. Tonight, with no moon, the sky was brilliant, and it looked like you could reach up and touch the Milky Way.

The county was full of long, dark roads like this, and it made Jimmy uncomfortable driving them at night. He was glad he was armed, despite never having any trouble. It was a comfort just knowing his pistol was there.

Jimmy came around a slight bend and spotted the house sitting back fifty yards off the road. He knew as soon as he spotted it that something was wrong. He could see flashing blue, red, and green lights through the front window, and even though he wasn’t close, he could hear the sounds. It was like someone was playing a movie or a video game and had the volume turned up all the way. 

Jimmy pulled his SUV into the driveway, grabbed his flashlight off the front seat and headed for the front door. The front curtains were partially closed, but the lights flashing through the opening between the drapes hurt his eyes, and the vibration from the deep bass went right up his spine.

He reached for the front knob, found it unlocked and opened the door. The noise and flashing lights inside were several times worse than they were outside, and he called the girls’ names. This was totally unlike the sisters. 

When he knew them growing up, they had been studious and never got into trouble. Rachel could get a little crazy sometimes, but Jenny, the oldest, always managed to reel her back in. The noise and the flashing lights were so out of character that he wondered what the hell was happening. He made his way through the living room towards the noise coming from the back of the house.

Passing through the kitchen, he saw the half-open door that he knew led to the media room. He walked over and pushed the door open. 

“Jenny, Rachel, what the hell is going on?” he yelled above the noise.

He recognized the video game Viking Warrior playing on the big screen. The noise was the Vikings sacking the city and killing the people as they ran from the streets. The people on the screen were screaming and dying. It was a bloody, violent game, but not as bloody or violent as the scene that played out before him.

Lying on the floor in the middle of the room were two blood-covered lumps of he didn’t know what, and leaning over them were two people dressed in black, hitting the lumps with what looked like hand axes. The two figures with the axes ignored him and slammed away at the lumps. Blood and things Jimmy didn’t want to think about were flying all over the room, and the floor was covered in blood.

Jimmy was stunned and unable to comprehend what he was seeing. He had never seen that much blood in his life, and with the flashing lights and loud noises, his brain wanted to shut down. He started to feel faint and nauseous, and he leaned back and pushed against the wall. He knew he needed to do something, but he wasn’t sure what. 

“Sheriff,” he yelled. 

Knowing before he yelled it that they wouldn’t be able to hear him, he was surprised when the two figures stopped, stood up with bloody axes in their hands and looked at him. Blood was dripping off their clothes and hair, and it was hard to see what color their skin was or anything distinctive about them. They looked like foul creatures from someone’s worst nightmare.

Shaking off the dizziness, Jimmy placed his hand on his holster and drew his pistol. With shaking hands, he raised it toward the two attackers.

Something hard slammed into his chest and penetrated his ballistic vest, and he fell back against the wall. He looked down and spotted a shaft sticking out of his chest, and he slid down the wall. The pain was intense. His pistol fell from his hands, and he stared in disbelief as blood dripped off the shaft.

He couldn’t figure out who had shot him since the two attackers were still standing over the bodies, looking at him. Then he spotted a shadow to the right of the two attackers that walked towards him. The person was dressed in black and wore a black balaclava. Jimmy spotted the crossbow. That was the last thing he would ever see as the two attackers left the lumps and approached him, shrieking as they came. 

The first ax blow hit Jimmy in the shoulder, and he screamed. The next blow hit him in the chest, and his final thought was that he would never see his daughters grow up. Then everything went black.
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Chapter Two
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In her run for freedom, she crashed through the scrub oak, the closely spaced branches tearing at her bare limbs. Even though she couldn’t see in the inky blackness, she could feel the blood running down her arms and legs, but she knew she couldn’t stop. If she stopped, she would die. She prayed she wouldn’t bleed to death before she reached safety. 

She hit her bare foot on a low branch and tumbled headfirst into more tangled branches. Blood dripped into her eyes. One of the boots she carried flew into the mass of trees, and fear set in as she tried to locate it. There was no moon tonight, and the darkness on the mountain made finding it difficult, but she was desperate.

Her hand touched the laces, and she pulled the boot through the branches. And then she heard them. Her pursuers were not even trying to be silent as they crashed through the trees. She couldn’t tell how close they were, but she knew she needed to keep moving.

Mustering her last bit of strength, she pushed through the edge of the scrub oak and saw nothing but black emptiness in front of her. Not knowing what direction, she was heading, she could only hope that her journey would take her to civilization. She started running, ignoring the pain as sharp stones slashed her feet.

She had no idea how far she’d run when she saw a small rock outcropping a short distance away. If she could make it to the rocks, it might give her enough protection that she could, at least, put on her boots and wipe the blood from her face. 

She tripped over a large rock, slammed hard onto the rocks of the scree field and smacked her head on the ground. She knew she was hurt badly as she tried to lift herself off the ground. Fighting back nausea and dizziness, she convinced her legs that they needed to get moving. She shrugged off the dizziness and limped to the rock outcropping. 

It seemed like she had been running for hours. She sat down on the ground, laid her head back to catch her breath and sleep grabbed her from behind, and she dozed off.

* * * 
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THE DAY HAD STARTED beautifully as McKenzie crawled out of her sleeping bag to the smell of bacon cooking. Mark knew it was her one indulgence in an otherwise healthy lifestyle, and he loved the joy he could see in her face every time he cooked it up. 

The second morning of their honeymoon dawned clear and bright, with just a hint of a chill in the air. The wedding, three days before, had been picture-perfect, and the thought of them spending the rest of their lives together made her blush. 

Their friends and families could not believe it when they told everyone that they would spend a wonderful week together hiking a section of the Continental Divide Trail. Her father was willing to send them anywhere in the world, as money was no object, but they insisted that this was the first item on the dream list together. 

They had parked their rental car at the trailhead the morning before and had double-checked all their equipment and supplies. They were traveling light and would be eating an assortment of freeze-dried food, their only indulgences being the fresh bacon and a small bottle of champagne.

They had hiked farther than they planned on the first day, and when they set up camp, it was along a small stream below the tree line. They had sent the family a message on the GPS tracker, the one thing her father insisted they bring along, and spent the night watching the stars. That night’s lovemaking had been incredible, and they both fell into a blissful sleep. 

They spent time on a leisurely breakfast of freeze-dried scrambled eggs, coffee and the bacon, which Mark had cooked to perfection. 

Mark, a junior vice president in her father’s development company, wasn’t much of an outdoorsman, but he made every effort, knowing how much McKenzie loved the mountains. As a fitness trainer, she was in fantastic shape, and she could often be found trail running near their town house in Grosse Pointe, Michigan, after a hard day of working the fat off people who wanted to look like her. 

Mark was content to sit in his office and review financial documents and blueprints all day. When they first started talking about their honeymoon, he hoped they would be going to some exotic location in Europe where they could spend time walking through art museums and eating in five-star restaurants. But McKenzie had other ideas, and she convinced him that a hike in the mountains would be perfect. Just the two of them communing with nature. An entire week with no family or friends wishing them the best, or having to attend the multitude of congratulatory parties her mother had planned with all her socialite friends.

Mark gave in, and here they were, standing on a slight rise above the tree line, looking at their next destination: a small lake hidden away in a forested valley below them.

After finishing breakfast and breaking camp, they had checked their next destination on the trail app Mark had installed on his phone and headed out. The first part of the trail was relatively easy compared to what was to come in the following days, so they trudged along, hoping to make camp earlier than they had the first night. 

They were surprised at how many people they met on the trail. It was still early in the season, but the weather had been incredible for the past couple of weeks, and they expected the trail would be busy. They had encountered another couple, a scraggly-looking team, who had started out the month before in New Mexico and hoped to reach Montana in the next week or two. They had lunched together on water and trail mix, exchanged their stories and then said their goodbyes. 

McKenzie loved the trail names of many of the hikers they had met, and she was thinking about what their trail names could be. The couple they’d had lunch with were Snowflake and Dirt Crusher, and McKenzie wanted cool names too. She decided to work on that while they hiked to the next camp.

The small lake at the bottom of the steep trail was stunning, and Mark took some time to wade into the frigid water and take a quick bath. They made camp, cooked up some freeze-dried spaghetti and meatballs and had ice cream pellets for dessert. The day had been perfect, and they were both exhausted by the time they crawled into their sleeping bags, sent off a message through their GPS tracker and shut down for the night.
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Chapter Three
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McKenzie knew something was wrong when they were dragged from the tent, still wrapped in their sleeping bags. She tried to focus and called out for Mark, trying to wipe the sleep from her eyes. She sat up, and that’s when she saw the two dark shapes dragging Mark and his sleeping bag towards the fire. Her first thought was bears until they started yelling like crazy people.

Mark was trying to get out of the sleeping bag and was screaming for them to stop, but the two shapes kicked at him from both sides. Then one of the shapes held something up in front of his face and screeched. The light from the dying fire glinted off an object in his hand as he jumped on Mark and started raising his hand up and down. 

McKenzie couldn’t see what was happening, but she knew whatever was going on was not good. She also realized that she no longer heard Mark screaming. Her flight response kicked in, and she started crawling from the sleeping bag when the hand of another unseen being grabbed her hair and shoved her to the ground. 

The two shadows that had taken turns sitting on Mark added some wood to the fire, and when the embers caught and exploded into a huge blaze, she saw that they were two young men. She also saw that Mark wasn’t moving. The young men approached, and she shivered as she saw the liquid dripping from the axes they carried. She tried to scream, but the unseen hand punched her in the side of the head, and she blacked out. When she regained consciousness, she found one young man on top of her, penetrating her, and it took her a moment to realize she was being raped. She tried to fight but was punched again as the second young man took over.

She was raped for what seemed like several hours. How long, she had no idea, but when they were finished, they slid off her and threw the sleeping bag over her naked body. She was sore, and she could tell she was bleeding. She found her T-shirt and panties lying next to the sleeping bag, put them on, and curled up into a little ball. She had no idea when this would end, but she prayed for morning to arrive.

She must have dozed off because when she opened her eyes, she could see the two young men sleeping next to the fire. She had no idea where the third person was, but she knew she needed to get away. She slid out of the sleeping bag, making as little noise as she could, found her boots near the entrance to the tent and moved towards Mark, who still hadn’t moved.

She reached for the sleeping bag to shake Mark to see if he was awake, but her hand came back covered in a sticky liquid. She recoiled and fell backward. She used her clean hand to stifle a scream. One man started to stretch, so she picked up her boots and ran into the woods.

McKenzie knew if she headed back the way they came, she should be able to run to the car, but she heard movement coming from the camp and decided the best thing she could do was to seek help. She knew they were about twelve miles from a resupply resort, but when she reached the main trail, she was unsure what direction she needed to go. Without a moon to give her some light, the forest was one large black void. She sat on a downed tree to put on her boots when she saw an even darker shadow cross the path. She grabbed the boots by the laces and took off down the trail.

She knew her pursuers were following her. She could hear them moving in the trees behind her, so she decided the best thing she could do was to get off the main trail and bushwhack through the trees. She needed to put some distance between her and her attackers. 

After what seemed like miles of running, she ran out of the forest into the scrub oak. The low-growing twisted shrubs were as thick as fleas, and they fought her every step of the way, but she knew that her attackers would also be slowed by the trees. That gave her hope until she realized they were not far behind her. 

Falling several times, she gave it everything she had. She stopped several times to wipe the tears from her eyes. There would be time to grieve Mark later. Right now, she had to focus on surviving until she could get to the authorities.


* * *
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SHE WOKE WITH A START and tried to remember where she was. She knew she had been running and was being chased, and she realized that she must have made it to the safety of a rock outcropping. Her entire body hurt, and she was covered in blood. She was exhausted.

For a minute, she broke down as tears filled her eyes. Her body shook, but she wasn’t sure if it was from the events or the chill of the night. She wore a T-shirt and panties, which did not offer much protection in the cool night air. She held back screams as she put her boots on over her swollen and bloody feet. Once she had them tied, she fell back against the rocks, exhausted. It had taken everything she had not to let out a scream. She wondered if her feet would ever recover and then thought about how stupid a thought that was since she was still in mortal danger. 

She pulled herself together as best she could and then listened for any sound that might tell her where her attackers were. She had no way of knowing if they had passed her by in the night or if they had stopped to wait for first light. 

The sky in the east was starting to lighten, so she knew the morning was coming, and she also knew that she was headed in the right direction to get to the rest and resupply resort. That helped improve her mood, but she knew she needed to move. She would soon be better able to see her path, but that also meant that her attackers could see her as well.

Not hearing anything, she stood up and looked for any shadow that seemed out of place. Seeing nothing, she stepped from behind the rocks and stretched to relieve some of the stiffness. She took her first tentative steps to stretch her stiff muscles and was about to start running when something hard slammed into her left thigh, and she screamed. 

She tumbled down the slope for five or six yards and lay flat on the ground. The pain was incredible as she pulled herself up and looked at her thigh. She couldn’t believe what she saw. Sticking out of her leg by two or three inches was a shaft with a metal point. She reached down to touch it, screamed and fell back to the ground. 

McKenzie could hear footsteps on the loose rocks, and she closed her eyes. When she reopened them, three people were looking down at her. Her mind hoped that they were rescuers until she saw the black crossbow in one person’s hand. She knew what it was as soon as she saw it. Her younger brother had been into crossbows and had even shown her how to shoot one. She realized that the memory of her brother was the last memory she would have, and she started to cry.

The two younger men reached into their blood-spattered coats, and one of them pulled out a long knife. The other pulled out a bloody ax. They pulled back their hoods and smiled at her. She thought they looked very young. The two young men kneeled next to her and looked up and down her body. One of them took the knife, slipped it under her T-shirt, and slit the shirt from top to bottom, exposing her breast. 

She forgot, for a moment, the pain in her leg and wondered if they were going to rape her again. The answer revealed itself as the man on the left slammed a gilded ax into her chest just below her breast. Then the frenzy began, and at some point, her world went black.
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Chapter Four
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Buck Taylor stood in the dark, pushed back as far as he could against the wall. He could hear his pursuer looking for him, and he hoped the spot he had chosen to hide would be enough to buy him some time to come up with a better plan. 

He wasn’t sure how he’d gotten into this situation. Unarmed and without his cell phone, he found himself in a position he had never been in before, and he was conflicted about what to do next. Evasion and escape were foremost on his mind, but first, he had to get past his pursuer. 

This situation was completely foreign to him. Most of the time, he was the one pursuing someone into a dark building or, in several cases, into a cave or an old mine. He was never comfortable working in dark, tight spaces, but he did whatever the job required.

Now, the shoe was on the other foot, and he was the one being tracked. His nemesis was close. He could feel it more than he knew it. His senses were on high alert as he tried to stay as still as possible. He wondered if his pursuer could hear his heart beating. 

He heard his pursuer stop at the door to the space where he was hiding. He heard the doorknob rattle, and then, by some stroke of luck, his pursuer moved on. Buck breathed a sigh of relief and thanked the gods for protecting him. For the moment, he was safe.

Buck heard a ringtone in the distance and moved closer to the door to see if he could hear what was being said. He cracked the door and listened.

“Grandpa Buck’s phone, Rose speaking,” said a soft voice. There was a pause while someone on the other end of the call spoke.

“We were playing hide and count, but I’ll go find him. Hold on, please,” said Rose.

She turned and saw Buck standing in the doorway, laughing. She was so adorable, and Buck loved her. 

“Grandpa, Mr. Jackson wants to talk to you,” she said, holding out the phone.

“Thanks, Rosie,” said Buck as he took his phone from her, leaned over and kissed her on the top of her head.

“She sounds so grown-up, Buck. How old is she now?” asked Kevin Jackson as Buck put the phone to his ear.

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

“She turned five a couple of weeks ago,” said Buck. “She’ll be going to kindergarten in the fall. What’s up, sir?”

“I hate to take you away from your granddaughter, but we have a situation I need your help with. The sheriff of Pine County hasn’t been seen in two days. He hasn’t spoken to his wife or his deputies, and they can’t locate his phone or his SUV. Neither were GPS enabled. It’s like he fell off the face of the earth. I need you to head to Silver City and see if you can lend a hand.”

“That’s the young fella who replaced Bob Trowbridge. No problem, sir,” said Buck. “Let me make arrangements for Rosie, and I’ll head straight over there.”

“Thanks, Buck. Keep me posted and call if you need anything.”

The director hung up, and Buck looked up a number on his phone and hit the call button.

“Hi, Buck,” said Rosalie Torres. “What can I do for you?”

Rosalie Torres was one of the elders of the community. She was also Buck’s mother-in-law. Pushing eighty and five foot two, she was a force to be reckoned with. What she lacked in stature this still-active Latina more than made up for with drive. She was still on the organizing committee for the Labor Day picnic, and she served on almost every volunteer committee that functioned within the county. Nothing went on in Gunnison County that Rosalie was not a part of. 

Rosalie and her husband, Fernando, had run a small horse ranch just outside the Gunnison city limits. Fernando had also been an outfitter and hunting guide. His love of the outdoors was something he was proud to have passed on to their two daughters, Lucinda, Buck’s late wife, and Rachel, and their son, Michael. Life was not always easy for Fernando and Rosalie, but they did the best they could and made sure that their children never wanted for anything. 

It was a sad day six years ago when Fernando suffered a heart attack while guiding a couple of hunters near Monarch Pass. Although the hunters had made a valiant effort to revive him and had succeeded several times, by the time search and rescue reached them, Fernando was gone. The family still missed Fernando every day, but it was okay. His daughter Lucy was with him.

“Hey, Rose. I just got called away, and I’m watching Rosie until her brother gets home from school. Any chance you could fill in for me?”

“To get to spend the day with my bisnieta. I’m on my way.”

Buck disconnected the call, sat next to Rosie and explained that he had to leave. He told her someone was missing, and they needed his help, and that her bisabuela was going to watch her until her brother got home from school.

Rosalie was excited that her great-grandmother would be taking over from Buck. That meant an afternoon of shopping and lunch. She couldn’t wait.

Buck walked over to the gun safe that was mounted to the wall inside the hall coat closet, entered the combination, pulled out his badge and holster and clipped them to his belt. 

The gun safe was his gift to his son David and daughter-in-law Judith when they first moved into the house around the corner from Buck and Lucy. An odd choice for a housewarming gift until you realized how many guns were in the house. 

David was Buck’s oldest son and was a sergeant and night shift supervisor with the Gunnison Police Department. He looked just like his dad when Buck was his age, slightly taller at six foot two and a little heavier, but the resemblance was almost scary. He also played guitar in a local bluegrass/country band. 

Since neither of them wore their guns when they were in David’s house, Buck thought the gun safe would be a good idea.

Buck heard a low rumble and watched as Rosalie Torres pulled her fifteen-year-old Ford F-150 into the driveway and parked next to his state-issued Jeep Grand Cherokee. A minute later, Rosalie came in through the kitchen door, gave Buck and Rosie a hug and dropped her sweater and purse on the kitchen table.

They spent a few minutes catching up, and then Buck gave Rosie a big hug and headed out the door. He called David and Judith and let them know what was going on and that he wasn’t sure when he would be back, but he would call them later and fill them in.

He slid into his car, pulled up the directions to Silver City on his GPS and pulled out of the driveway. He drove through the neighborhood, pulled onto Highway 50 eastbound and headed for Highway 114. The GPS told him the drive would take about forty-five minutes.

He sat back and thought about the missing sheriff, and he hoped the next couple of days wouldn’t end badly. He always dreaded situations that involved law enforcement officers. In his experience, most of them did not end well. He took a drink from the ever-present bottle of Coke in his center console and focused on the drive. He hoped today would be a good day, but he didn’t realize how wrong he would be.
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Chapter Five
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Buck was almost to Silver City when his phone rang. He saw the caller’s name on the entertainment screen in the dashboard and answered. “Yes, sir?”

“Buck,” said Director Jackson. “I just got a call from the coroner in Silver City. They found the sheriff, and it doesn’t sound good. I’m sending you the address of the scene.”

“Can you call and roll the forensic team from Grand Junction?” asked Buck.

“Already done. They’re about an hour and a half behind you. I also called Bax and told her to meet you there. Anything else?”

“Not right now, sir. I’ll fill you in once I get there.”

Buck hung up and wondered why the county coroner had been the one who called the director. Colorado was one of about a dozen states that still used the coroner system instead of the medical examiner system. The coroner for each jurisdiction was an elected official, and that person did not have to have any experience or even be a medical professional. Anyone could run for coroner. 

The system was evolving so that the coroner was required to complete a formal training program in death investigations, but it was a slow legislative process. Unlike in the medical examiner system, and since the coroner did not have to be a doctor, coroners would contract with a licensed forensic pathologist to handle any investigations that required an autopsy. 

These forensic pathologists were highly trained doctors who, in some cases, split their time among several jurisdictions to keep costs down. Almost all the forensic pathologists were current or former medical examiners, and several were retired, working part time to keep their hands in the game.

The GPS alerted Buck to an upcoming turn, and the arrow pointed to the left. Buck turned onto County Route 7, about three miles from his destination, and he steeled himself for what he might find when he got there. 

The GPS indicated a right turn onto a dirt road, and as he drove around a slight bend in the road, he spotted a sheriff’s patrol SUV blocking the road. The young deputy leaning against the vehicle stood up, hiked up his gun belt and held up his hand for Buck to stop. Buck came to a stop and rolled down the window.

“Sorry, sir. Can’t go any further; you’ll need to turn around and head back the way you came.”

Buck had been prepared, and he pulled his credentials out of the extra cupholder in the center console and held them up for the deputy.

“Buck Taylor, Colorado Bureau of Investigation.”

The deputy reached for the credentials, and Buck pulled them back, just out of his reach. “I’m looking for Marvin Willets.” He put his credentials back in the cupholder.

“You’ll find Mr. Willets in the house at the end of the road. Can’t miss it.” 

He stepped back and waved him forward. Buck noticed the slight sneer and how he emphasized the word Mr. He wondered what that was all about. He spotted another SUV along with two civilian cars. He pulled down the driveway, parked and slid out of his Jeep.

Buck wasn’t an imposing figure, but when he was on a crime scene or running an investigation, there was little doubt about who was in charge. At six feet tall and one hundred eighty-five pounds, Buck was in the best shape of his life. He looked like he could still play football for the Gunnison High School Cowboys.

He wore his salt-and-pepper hair, which had a lot more salt than pepper in it, longer than the style of the day, and considerably longer than when his wife of thirty-four years, Lucy, had still been alive. Today he wore a T-shirt and jeans. His Carhartt vest was unzipped, and his gun and CBI badge were clipped to his belt.

Buck was an investigative agent for the Colorado Bureau of Investigation. He was currently assigned to the CBI field office in Grand Junction, Colorado, but he hadn’t been in the office much during the past couple of years. Somehow, he had become the favorite “go-to” guy for the governor of Colorado, Richard J. Kennedy, who was, in fact, one of “those” Kennedys. The governor had been in office about three years, and Buck had been instrumental in closing several high-profile investigations during that period; that made the governor look good, and as a result, when a situation
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