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To wildland and structure firefighters who battle the monster every day.
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Chapter One
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The hike through the valley had been long and arduous, especially since they were carrying four five-gallon jerry cans full of gas. They had stopped earlier in the day at the local twenty-four-hour convenience store and filled the four cans. The trailer they were towing held two four-wheel ATVs, so no one at the store gave them a second look when they filled the cans up with gas. They filled them with the cheapest gas—no sense using high test gas and paying more just to burn it up.

They started down the trail just after full dark. They’d chosen this night because there was no moon, and they almost missed the old game trail they had spotted a couple of weeks before, but after doubling back a couple of times, they finally located the trail. Access to where they were heading was limited. 

When the wealthy developer had traded the parcel he owned on the back side of the new Elk Mountain Ski Resort, with the Forest Service for this piece of isolated land, the property did not have any access easements. There was so much controversy when the land swap was made public that, due to the enormous amount of local pressure, the Forest Service agreed as part of the deal not to allow an access easement through the remaining public land.

The opposition figured that would be the end of the lodge project, but the developer was not going to be deterred so easily. He fought through the courts and was faced with countersuits all along the way by local outdoor associations, fishing groups, and conservation groups. In the end, none of this mattered. The fishing lodge the wealthy developer intended to build would be exclusive. A play place for his rich and famous friends, so the less access, the better. All of these wealthy snobs would be flown in by helicopter, so they would never have to deal with the local riffraff.

There was an old fire road that led to the property line, so as part of the compromise, the court allowed the developer to use this for construction access only. Once construction was completed, the developer would be required to close the road at the edge of his property. Local law enforcement and the local fire department were allowed access to the road.

This part of the compromise didn’t make anyone happy. In the end, the locals blockaded the road, and no one had access. The developer chose to fly in all his labor and materials. He wasn’t going to let a bunch of local yokels stand in his way.

As the two guys carried their gas cans down the old game trail, they believed that tonight, this would all end. They would take care of the problem when the courts and the locals could not. The environment would once again rule the day.

The game trail skirted the security shack that had been built inside the property line along the old forest service road. They’d spotted six armed security guards on their last excursion, and they had no interest in messing with them. Stealth was the name of their game, and they were good at what they did. 

On their last trip, they scouted out a great hiding spot on the edge of the forest, and they were now sitting quietly and observing the guards as they made their rounds. Almost all the construction workers had been airlifted off the site over the past couple of days. The lodge was finished, and soon the staff would arrive to make sure it was clean for the first group of guests. If all went according to plan, there should be no collateral damage.

They worked their way to the service door at the rear of the kitchen and prepared to pick the lock. Phase one of their plan would happen once they were inside the lodge: essentially, pouring out the contents of their gas cans. They had little doubt that all this wood would burn like a bonfire. Once they were satisfied they had covered everything with the gas, they would pull a couple of cellular igniters out of their backpacks and position them in the middle of piles of rags they would have taken from the supply closet and doused with gas.

Phase two of their plan involved opening all the valves for the propane equipment in the kitchen. They also had to access the mechanical room and shut the valve that controlled the water for the fire sprinkler system. The mechanical room was in a large closet behind the kitchen. The door was kept unlocked, but they knew there was a chain and padlock around the sprinkler system valve, which was there to prevent someone from closing the valve and preventing the water from reaching the sprinklers in the event of a fire. They would make quick work of the lock with the bolt cutters they brought with them.

They had gone over the plan several times over the last couple of days, and each man knew his part. They had used this same plan several times in multiple locations, and it had always worked as planned. They had been working together long enough; they could almost read each other’s thoughts. Tonight would be no different. The issue that concerned them the most, at this point, was the weather. The winds were always unpredictable, and the last thing they wanted was to find themselves amid a sudden wind shift and set more than the lodge on fire. So far, the weather report—when they’d last checked, as they started their hike through the woods—was on their side. The front wasn’t expected for several hours yet.

They knew from experience something wasn’t right as soon as they pushed open the kitchen door. There was a sudden rush of air into the building, and they heard the unmistakable sound of the back draft as the inrush of fresh air fed the unseen fire smoldering somewhere in the building.

They both looked at each other and simultaneously yelled, “FUCK, RUN!”

They made it a couple of steps before the explosion from inside the lodge blew out all the windows, and the concussive blast sent them flying head over heels. They picked themselves up off the ground and made a mad dash to the forest, leaving the gas cans where they landed near the back door. When they looked back, the entire lodge was engulfed in flames, and the heat was intense.

They both knew it was time to leave. They had no idea what had happened, but they wanted to get as far away as possible from the fire before the authorities arrived. Whatever happened was not part of their plan, and they needed to get the hell out of there. Someone had gotten there ahead of them and set a smoldering fire, but who could that be? And why?   
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Buck Taylor stood behind the fire command center that had been set up in the parking lot of the Vaughan Lake campground just off Rio Blanco Route 8.

Buck was six feet tall and weighed in at 185 pounds, very little of it flab for a fifty-eight-year-old man. Buck’s hair was salt-and-pepper, with what seemed like a lot more salt than pepper, and he wore it slightly longer than was typically the fashion of the day. He was always pleased when he looked in the mirror, since other than getting older, he was in as good a shape as he had been when he played defensive linebacker for the Gunnison High School Cowboys, a long time ago. He still tried to jog five miles every day when he could, and he tried to ride his mountain bike every weekend, weather permitting. The bike was always hanging off the back of his state-provided Jeep Grand Cherokee. Except for a couple of sore knees, coming mostly from age, Buck was in good shape, which was necessary in his line of work.

Buck was an investigative agent with 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 year. Somehow, he’d 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 eight months, and Buck had been instrumental in closing several high-profile investigations during that period that made the governor look good. As a result, when a situation came up that might get a little hairy, the governor always asked to have Buck assigned. 

The sun was still a few hours away from rising over the mountains to the east, but the glow from the fire a few miles away lit up the sky. Buck stood there almost mesmerized by the flames he could see in the distance. 

The Williams Fork fire, as it was being called, started a week before and had consumed nearly a thousand acres of some of the most pristine forest in Colorado. The Forest Service brought in a Level One incident commander and several hotshot teams from around the region. The air and ground battle had been relentless, and once the winds died down, the air tankers and hotshot crews had been able to achieve 25 percent containment.

The fire may have been 25 percent contained, but there was still a lot of fire out there, and Buck wasn’t sure if he would be able to get to the crime scene anytime soon. He took a sip from the bottle of Coke he had brought with him.

The call came while Buck was in the middle of cleaning out the closet in his home in Gunnison. Buck’s wife, Lucy, had been diagnosed with metastatic breast cancer five years earlier and lost her battle a couple of months back. It had been a valiant fight, and Buck missed his wife of thirty-five years every day. The pain of the loss had lessened, and he knew it was time to face the task of clearing out the memories. That started with donating all of Lucy’s clothes to her church. Some volunteers would be by the next day to pick up all the donated clothes, so Buck had set his mind to finally getting it done.

He soon realized this was going to be one of the hardest jobs he had ever taken on. Each piece of clothing brought a memory, and Buck felt like he spent most of the day fighting back the tears. He was not winning the fight. His daughter-in-law Judy, who was married to his oldest son, David, had already cleaned out a lot of the house, with the help of Buck’s grandchildren, but Buck wanted to tackle their room and closet by himself.

He decided that going through each piece of clothing was going to make the process even more difficult, so he started pulling everything off the hangers and putting it all in big black contractor trash bags. He then carried the bags out to the living room and piled them up in the front corner.

He was cleaning out all her personal items—toothbrush, combs, and medicines—when his phone rang. He looked at the number on the screen and considered not answering it. He was back at work following Lucy’s death, but his bosses kept his schedule reasonably light. It looked like it was time to get back in the game.
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“Yes, sir.” 

“Hi, Buck. Hope I didn’t catch you at a bad time. You doing okay?” asked Kevin Jackson.

Kevin Jackson was the director of the Colorado Bureau of Investigation. 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 of things, but he was well respected in law enforcement, and so far, Buck was impressed with him. He was also the youngest person ever to be picked for the director’s position.

“Doing good, sir. Ready to get back into the trenches. What have you got?”

“Got a call from the governor this morning. There is a wildland fire underway in Rio Blanco County that started with the destruction of a huge, controversial fishing lodge. The lodge belongs to a couple of big opposition donors, and they are making a big stink about the governor not being able to handle the issue. There have been several fires over the last couple of years, and a group calling itself the National Environmental Task Force is claiming responsibility for this fire as well as several others.”

“Excuse me for interrupting, sir, but did you say that a group that is at the forefront of fighting for the environment set fire to a forest while burning down a fishing lodge? I’ve heard about these guys over the years, and this seems like kind of a rookie mistake. Are we sure the group claiming credit is legit? Seems a little odd, sir.”

“You picked up on that, huh?” 

“Yes, sir.”

The director continued. “We don’t know for sure; that’s where you come in. It appears they set this brand-new lodge on fire and didn’t pay attention to the latest weather report, because a front blew through and the winds jumped up to thirty-five miles an hour with gusts up to seventy. Anyway, the governor wants us to get all over this, and he asked for you, personally. But before you start to feel flattered, one of the guys making the most noise is Hardy Braxton. He is even threatening to run against the governor when he comes up for reelection in a couple of years. You got any kind of conflict you can’t work through with that?”

Buck didn’t hesitate. “No conflict, sir. I can deal with Hardy and his friends.” 

The director went on to fill Buck in on the rest of the crimes the NETF had taken responsibility for. Over the years, there had been several mysterious fires involving controversial projects around the state, including the destruction of a new lodge and restaurant at the top of Vail Mountain. The NETF was considered, by many in law enforcement, to be the special forces unit in the war to protect the environment. They were fearless and deadly, and no one had been able to get close to this group.   

He told Buck to use whatever resources he needed and to check in with the Rio Blanco County sheriff. The sheriff had already been briefed, and he knew Buck was coming. The director told Buck to be careful and stay in touch.

Even though the Colorado Bureau of Investigation had the authority to work anywhere in the state, it had always been customary to wait to be invited into an investigation by the local authorities, be it police or sheriff’s office. This time would be a little different since this investigation would cover several locations throughout the state, and it was at the request of the governor. Buck would have full authority to handle the investigation as he saw fit.

Buck hung up the phone, walked into his home office and sat down at his laptop. True to his word, the director had sent Buck several files on the various crimes connected to the NETF. There wasn’t much information in the files, and there was a severe lack of any cohesive investigation into their activities. Buck vowed he would fix that.

Buck pulled out his phone and dialed a number. The phone rang three times, and Bax answered.

“Hey, Buck. What’s up?” asked Bax.

“Hey, Bax. You working on anything that can’t wait?”

Bax was CBI Agent Ashley Baxter. Bax was five foot six with long blond hair she usually wore in a ponytail. She’d joined CBI four years before, right out of the University of Wisconsin. A Denver native, she had no issues moving to Grand Junction and thrived in her new environment. She was also one of the best internet and social media researchers Buck had ever worked with.

Buck went on to explain the conversation he had with the director. He asked Bax if she could pull together everything she could find on the National Environmental Task Force and any environmental groups that might be associated with it. He told her he was looking for a really deep dive. As he’d expected, Bax told him not to worry, and she was all over it.

Buck hung up, jumped in the shower, toweled off, got dressed and packed a bag with a couple of days of clean clothes. He clipped his gun and badge to his belt, grabbed his CBI windbreaker out of the front closet and headed for his car. Once in the car, he dialed his daughter-in-law Judy and let her know where he was headed. She promised to keep an eye on the house and make sure the church volunteers picked up all the donated clothes from the living room. 

Buck started the car and pulled out of the driveway. He felt good about getting back in the game. He headed for Meeker, Colorado, and the Rio Blanco County sheriff.
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There is no easy way to get from Gunnison to Meeker. No matter which of the two options you take, it still takes almost four hours to make the drive. Buck left Gunnison on Highway 50 and headed west. Knowing he had a while to kill, he decided to call his daughter.

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

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

The director had mentioned that several hotshot teams had been called in to fight the Williams Fork fire, and he wanted to see if her team was one of those called in. Her phone went straight to voice mail, which Buck knew meant she was in the field. He left a message that he was heading for Meeker and to call when she got in from the field. 

The rest of the drive was quiet, and Buck spent a lot of the time thinking about all the family drives he and Lucy used to take when the kids were younger. Those memories brought tears to his eyes, knowing there would no longer be road trips with Lucy at his side. Several times he had to pass through songs on his iPod that brought back memories of their time together until he turned it off and drove along in silence. He missed Lucy so much. She had always been there for him, and he worried about going through life without his constant companion. 

Buck arrived in Meeker just before dark, and as he turned off Highway 13 onto Fourth Street, he let the memories clear from his mind as he focused on the job at hand. He crossed Main Street and pulled into the parking lot behind the Rio Blanco County Sheriff’s Office.

Buck walked through the front door of the sheriff’s office, presented his ID to the deputy on duty at the front desk and was buzzed into the back. Sheriff Caleb McCabe was sitting at his desk reading a report when Buck walked in.

“Buck Taylor, as I live and breathe. It’s great to see you.” The sheriff stood up, walked around his desk and gave Buck’s hand a hearty shake.

Rio Blanco County was named for the White River, which flows through the county. The county borders the state of Utah on its western edge and is predominantly an agricultural area. Covering more than 3,200 square miles, the county had a population of around 6,600 people, of which 95 percent were white, and it was a Republican stronghold. In 1936, Rio Blanco County, along with two other counties west of the Mississippi River, had voted for Alf Landon over Franklin Delano Roosevelt for president. 

Meeker, Colorado, is the county seat and was founded in 1880. With a population of just over 2,500 people, the city sat in the east-central portion of the county and, although largely agricultural, was also a mecca for outdoorsmen and women. The county was named for Nathan Meeker, an Indian agent, and was rich with the history of the Old West. Nathan Meeker was killed with eleven other people during the Meeker Massacre of 1879. The massacre eventually led to the expulsion of the White River Utes from the area. 

“Sheriff, good to see you. It’s been a long time,” replied Buck. “Sounds like we have a problem we need to deal with.”

“Yeah. I spoke with Director Jackson this morning, and he said he was sending you up here at the request of the governor. You know the governor is not well thought of around these parts, so you may want to downplay that part a little.”

“Thanks for the advice. You want to fill me in on what’s going on?”

The sheriff pointed to the empty visitor’s chair in the corner and walked back around his desk and sat down. Buck sat down and took the file the sheriff handed him.

Caleb McCabe had just started his second term as sheriff. Born and raised on a hardscrabble ranch near Rangely, he had served in the military for four years and had seen action in both Afghanistan and Iraq. With a Silver Star and Purple Heart, Caleb was a shoo-in for the sheriff’s job when the former sheriff, Clint Powell, was arrested in Craig, Colorado, on sexual assault charges stemming from a drunken party. 

Caleb stood five foot eight, but he was 155 pounds of pure muscle. Being a local who was well respected gave him an advantage, which came in handy in such a large county, where most of the residents would rather solve any problem themselves instead of calling in the authorities. Life was hard in this windswept county, and the people were even harder.
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The sheriff gave Buck the Reader’s Digest version of the events leading up to the fire at the lodge.

“By the way. Sorry to hear about your loss. My condolences. Your wife was one tough lady.”

Buck nodded and choked back a tear.

“No one was happy when Mark Richards, the hedge fund guy, and his buddies decided to build their lodge. Anywhere else in the county would have been fine. You know we have a bunch of private lodges here, but this one was on a piece of pristine forest, and no one liked the idea of the Forest Service doing a land swap with this guy for a chunk of land at a ski resort.”

Buck looked at the pictures of the property in the file the sheriff handed him. The sheriff continued. “Worst part was they closed almost a mile of both rivers for their private use. That was some of the best fishing on the river. I will say they did a nice job improving the trout habitat along that stretch, and I’ve heard tales of some huge fish coming out of there now, but the locals were not happy.”

The sheriff and Buck discussed the terms of the land swap and the access issues that had been the catalyst for a bunch of local rallies against the project. Buck sat back and looked through the thin file.

“How do we know the National Environmental Task Force was responsible for the fire?” Buck asked.

The sheriff handed Buck a separate piece of paper. “Bastards sent a press release to the local paper. Can you believe that?”

Buck read the press release. It was full of environmental buzzwords, vague accusations and innuendos, which Buck would need to follow up on. There was a lot of legalese that hinted at corruption and payoffs on a broad scale. It did not paint a nice picture of Mark Richards or his partners, but it stopped short of making any specific accusations towards them. 

“Mark Richards and his friends are not happy, and they are making serious threats towards the county, the federal government and the governor. I bet I get three or four calls a day looking for a progress report, and I keep telling them we can’t even get to the crime scene until the fire is out. They don’t want to hear it. They even sent a private investigator by yesterday. Not a very pleasant fellow, so watch your ass.”

The press release was signed by NETF, but that alone was not an admission of responsibility. The sheriff noted the look of uncertainty in Buck’s eyes.

“I know, Buck. This could have been written by anyone. Truth is we won’t know who set the fire until we can get in there and take a look. The incident commander says we might be able to get into what’s left of the building sometime tomorrow.”

“Okay,” replied Buck. “I spoke with Jack Spencer, the state fire investigator, on my way up here, and he will be here sometime tomorrow morning along with a couple of forensic techs from the State Crime Lab. In the meantime, I am going to check into a hotel and crash. I will see you on-site tomorrow morning.”

Buck and the sheriff both stood and shook hands, and Buck walked out of the sheriff’s office and headed for his car. Once in his car, he realized he hadn’t eaten in a while, and he needed nourishment. He left his car in the parking lot and walked across the street to the Cozy Up Bar and Grill.

Buck hadn’t been in the Cozy Up in years, but he knew nothing had changed since the last time he was there as soon as he opened the door. The bar had operated under several names over the previous hundred years and was listed on the National Register of Historic Places as one of the oldest continually operating bars in the country.

The original building had been a log cabin, and parts of it were still visible, although the low light made it hard to see anything. As Buck’s eyes adjusted to the lack of light, he saw that the old vinyl chairs and laminate tables were still in place. A few old ranchers were sitting at the massive wood bar having a heated discussion about something that had them all riled up. They stopped their debate as Buck stepped up to the bar, and they all looked at him and nodded before going back to their discussion.

Buck grabbed a seat at the end of the bar and looked around. Nope, nothing had changed since the last time he was there, including the bartender, who made her way down the bar towards Buck with a big smile on her face.

“Oh my god. Buck Taylor. It’s been a long time,” said Sam. She grabbed a can of Coke out of the cooler as she passed.

Samantha Reynolds set the Coke on the bar, walked through the opening at the end of the bar and gave Buck a huge hug. Buck thought she might have held on a little too long, but he didn’t mind, and he felt his pulse quicken. Sam did that to people.

Sam had grown up on a working horse ranch outside Meeker and had taken over the bar when her mom decided to retire about ten years back. Now somewhere in her mid-fifties, Sam had gone through three husbands and raised four kids. She was also drop-dead gorgeous. At five foot eight, 130 pounds with long red hair pulled back in a ponytail and incredible hazel eyes, Sam stopped the conversation in any room she walked into. It might also have been that there was no way she would ever be able to close the top three buttons of any shirt she wore. Sam was what most men would have commonly called “stacked,” and she was proud of it.

Sam let go, walked back around the bar, grabbed a clean glass off the huge Montana backbar and poured the Coke into the glass before sliding it over to Buck.

“I heard your wife passed away a couple of months back. I was sorry to hear that. You doin’ okay?” she asked.

Buck thanked her for the Coke and filled her in on the last couple of months. Sam listened, only stepping away to fill a couple of beers down the bar. He told her about how the chemo and radiation had stopped working on the brain tumors, and they made the decision, as hard as it was, to stop treatment. 

He also mentioned how the family had all gathered at a small handicapped fishing dock in a park along the Gunnison River, in Gunnison, one Sunday morning to scatter Lucy’s ashes. It was supposed to be a quiet family affair, but somehow, word had gotten out, and three hundred people had quietly gathered behind them on the grass. The private affair turned into a huge picnic in Lucy’s honor. Even though Lucy didn’t want any kind of service, Buck thought she would have loved the idea of a spontaneous party.

When Buck was finished, Sam handed him a stack of napkins and wiped the tears from her own eyes. She handed Buck a menu, and he ordered the cowboy rib eye steak and a baked potato.

After calling Buck’s order to the cook, she leaned across the bar, which required Buck to force himself to look into her eyes, and she whispered, “Don’t take this the wrong way, but if you need anything while you’re in town, and I do mean anything, give me a call.” 

She smiled and walked back down the bar. Buck knew Sam was sincere since she flirted with him every time he walked into the bar. He hadn’t thought about dating yet, but if he did, she would be his first call.
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Buck finished his steak, kissed Sam on the cheek and stepped through the front door into the cool night air. He was going to head to his hotel when he looked to the east and could see the fire lighting up the night sky. He climbed into his car and headed back out to the highway, turned left and headed for Route 8. After turning onto County Route 8, it took a little more than an hour to get to the Vaughan Lake Campground parking lot, where the Forest Service had set up their incident command center.

Buck pulled into the parking lot and parked his car next to the huge white tent that was serving as the command center. He climbed out and zipped up his CBI windbreaker against the chill in the air. Stepping into the tent, he was amazed there was hardly anyone on duty. Except for a couple of young folks looking at weather patterns on their computer screens, the only other person stood in front of a large topographic map of the area.

Buck stepped up to the map. “Lookin’ for the incident commander.”

Without turning, the tall guy in the yellow firefighter shirt responded, “That’d be me. Can I help you?”

“Buck Taylor, with the Colorado Bureau of Investigation.”

The tall firefighter turned and extended his hand. “Pat Sutton. I was told to expect you. Nice to meet you.” They shook hands.

“Can I ask you how it’s going?” Buck asked.

“Well, the good news is the winds have died down, and tonight the humidity has started climbing, which is helping lay down the fire. Right now, I’ve got four hotshot teams working the front edge, and with any luck, by tomorrow morning, we should have this beast about sixty percent contained.”

Buck looked at the map on the wall. “How about the area around the lodge? Can we get in there tomorrow to start looking around?”

“Probably, as long as the weather holds. We knocked down all the remaining hotspots this morning, and I have a mop-up crew working that area tonight to make sure nothing flares back up.”

He looked at Buck, and Buck could see the seriousness in his eyes. “I know you have an investigation to get started, but I need you to understand that this is a very erratic fire, and once you get in that area, I cannot guarantee your safety. If the winds whip up again as they did three days ago, that fire could run over you in a heartbeat. Understand?”

Buck nodded. “Got it. We won’t move unless you tell us we are good. I would like to have one of your radios if you can spare one, and if you tell us to get out of there, we are gone. Fair enough?”

Pat nodded. “I’ll do better than that. If I can break away, I will escort you up there myself. When they told me I was gonna be babysitting a state cop, I expected you to come in here and start ordering everyone around. Thanks for not doing that. This job’s hard enough as it is.”

“No problem. You’ll find I’m pretty easy to work with. By the way, have you got the Helena Hotshots working this fire?”

Pat pointed to a spot at the center of the fire line on the map. “They are working this point. Pretty tough terrain. You know them?”

“My daughter, Cassie Taylor, is on that team. Wasn’t sure they were out here.”

“Your daughter is Cassie? She is one tough girl. Damn good at reading the fire, and she works harder than most of the guys on her team. I’m always glad to have someone like her around.”

Buck thanked Pat and told him the team would assemble sometime late morning. They shook hands, and Buck walked out through the tent flap. He stepped around behind the tent, found a spot at the edge of the parking lot and watched the flames.

Hardy Braxton walked through the lot and stood next to Buck, who didn’t seem to react at all to his presence, but Hardy knew better. He knew Buck heard him coming, and even though Buck didn’t acknowledge him, he was well aware that Buck had his hand on the backstrap of his pistol and had unsnapped the thumb break.

Hardy stood there for a few minutes in silence and watched the flames. From behind, they could have been twins, except Hardy had gained a few pounds since high school and now wore a wide-brimmed Stetson to cover his receding hairline. Buck and Hardy played football for Gunnison High School. They were the team's defensive backfield and were called the “Wrecking Crew” during senior year. Between them, they broke every defensive high school football record in the state, many of which stood to this day. They had also been friends, on and off, since first grade. 

Buck passed up several full-ride scholarships and instead joined the army and later the Gunnison County Sheriff’s Department. Hardy, on the other hand, accepted a full-ride scholarship to Stanford and spent the next four years as an All-American football player and later went on to play in the National Football League until a knee injury sidelined him for good.

Hardy left the NFL and took over the reins of his father’s small livestock company. Over the years, he turned that small company, based out of Gunnison County, into the premier bucking stock and livestock company in the world. A rodeo didn’t happen anywhere that didn’t have numerous animals from Braxton Bucking Stock in its corrals. He also invested heavily in energy exploration companies and owned the largest private fracking company in the country. By all measures, Hardy Braxton was hugely successful. He was also Buck’s brother-in-law. 

Hardy married Lucy’s younger sister, Rachel, the year after Lucy and Buck got married. Their marriage was blessed with four children, all of whom were now involved in the numerous family businesses. Businesses that now numbered at least a dozen and stretched from Gunnison to California and even dipped down into South America. Hardy was the big dog in Gunnison County, and he was not afraid to use that power to his family’s advantage.

Buck knew Hardy was somehow involved with the controversial fishing lodge project, but he didn’t know to what extent. He knew one thing about Hardy Braxton. He never walked away from a fight, and he wasn’t afraid of a little controversy. 
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Chapter Seven



[image: ]


Buck took a sideways glance and went back to looking at the fire. After a few minutes of silence, he said, “Hardy.”

“Buck,” replied Hardy.

They both stood looking at the flames for a few more minutes until Hardy broke the silence.

“Rachel and I wanted to be at Lucy’s service. We were on a livestock buying trip through South America and couldn’t get back. Rachel was devastated.”

“Not a problem,” replied Buck. “We knew you were tied up.”

“I want you to know,” Hardy continued, “we are working with the county to buy a one-mile strip of land on the west side of the river where you scattered Lucy’s ashes. We want to turn it into a riverwalk in honor of Lucy. She meant a lot to us. I asked Jason if he had a landscape architect at his firm that could do the design work.”

Jason was Buck’s youngest son, and he worked as an architect in Boulder. Buck was surprised to hear Jason was involved in the riverwalk project. He’d seen Jason and the family a couple of weeks back, and he never mentioned it. He figured they must have been trying to keep it a secret, which wouldn’t have lasted long. Little happened in the county that Buck wasn’t aware of.

Buck turned and looked at Hardy. “Thanks. You don’t have to do that.”

Hardy started to explain, but Buck cut him off. “What’s your interest in this lodge? Heard you were making a lot of noise. Got a bunch of people fired up.”

“Mark Richards and I are partners in this venture and several others, and you are damn right I raised a stink. This is the third fire in the past year that has impacted a project like this, and we are getting tired of it. I have also had four fracking sites vandalized. Two last month alone, and that weasel of a governor doesn’t have a damn bit of interest in figuring out who is doing this. So yeah, if I have to make a little noise and threaten to run against him, then so be it. It got you here, didn’t it?”

Buck was silent for a minute while he continued to watch the fire. He turned and looked at Hardy.

“Okay, Hardy. I will figure out who's doing this, and I will shut them down, but I need you to back off and let me do my job.”

“You just make sure you do,” replied Hardy. “Because if you don’t, we will take care of those fucking environmentalists ourselves.” 

Buck knew it wasn’t worth fighting with Hardy when he got all riled up. He would talk to Hardy when he calmed down. He turned back to the fire.

“By the way,” said Hardy. “Your son designed this lodge. He was very proud of it.” 

Buck had had no idea his son Jason was the architect for the lodge
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