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Dedication


  
  
    To my faithful readers. I am not sure I will ever be able to find the words to tell you how much your continued support means to me.
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Chapter One


  
  
    Dee Hightower put her pen down, closed her test booklet and sat back in her seat. She felt good about the test, and it showed in the huge smile that now crossed her face. It had been six long years of online, night and weekend school at Fort Lewis College in Durango, Colorado, but with the completion of this final test, she could now relax. In two weeks, she would receive her diploma and then she would start the job search effort to put her new psychology degree to use. She hoped to land a job working for the Bureau of Indian Affairs so she could use her new degree to help her friends and neighbors on the Ute Mountain Reservation, where she had lived her entire life.

    More importantly, she could quit working at the grocery store in Cortez. It wasn’t like she hated the job—after all, it helped put food on the table and a roof over the heads of her husband, Ronnie, and their three children—but it wasn’t part of her dream. Dee Hightower was going places, and no one was going to stop her. She was the first member of her family to go to college, and she planned to make them proud.

    Dee gathered up her test booklet, grabbed her backpack and dropped the booklet on the professor’s desk. She had completed most of her classwork over the last six years on the internet, but tonight she’d had to drive the sixty miles from Towaoc to Durango so she could take the test in a classroom setting. She shook hands with the professor, thanked him for being her mentor all these years and headed for her car. It was late, and she hoped to get home before the kids went to bed.

    She called her husband to let him know she felt good about the test and to tell him she was leaving. Anytime over the last six years she’d had to make the drive, she would check in before leaving campus, so Ronnie wouldn’t worry. He never liked her making the drive alone, especially at night, but he understood that this was important to Dee, and he wasn’t going to stand in her way.

    Dee said goodbye to some of the classmates she had become acquainted with over the years, thanked them for the invitation to head to a pub downtown for a few celebratory drinks and headed for her car.

    She started the car, sat back for a minute and took a deep breath. She had finally done it. She was now a college graduate, but instead of feeling happy, a shiver went up her spine, and she felt uneasy. She felt like she was being watched. She looked around the mostly empty parking lot but didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary.

    “Geez, Dee. Get a grip. You just graduated college. Take a break and feel good about what you’ve accomplished,” she said to herself.

    She shook off the odd feeling and pulled out of the lot, never noticing the van that pulled out of the dark space at the far end of the lot. Dee drove through downtown Durango, jumped onto Highway 160 and headed west. She checked her watch. She should make it home just as her husband was getting the kids settled into bed. Focused on the road ahead, she never looked back as she climbed out of the valley.

    As was her routine, when she reached the small town of Mancos, she sent Ronnie a text to let him know where she was. She still had a half tank of gas, so she didn’t need to stop at the convenience store just inside the town limits. She cruised through town and headed for Cortez, the next town, and then home. She was making great time.

                                                                      * * *

    Ronnie Hightower woke with a start and wiped the sleep out of his eyes. He had gotten the kids settled down early tonight and had a couple of beers while he waited for Dee to get home. He must have fallen asleep on the couch. He checked his watch and saw that it was a little after one a.m. He looked around the living room and didn’t see Dee’s backpack anywhere. He stood up and headed towards the bedroom. Maybe she came in, saw him sleeping and headed for bed so as not to disturb him. He pushed open the bedroom door, and the bed was still made.

    He pulled out his phone and checked for messages. The last text he had was from nine p.m., which was the one Dee sent from Mancos. She should have been home hours ago. He stepped outside and saw his truck in the gravel driveway, but not Dee’s old Subaru. He dialed her number and listened as it rang and went to voice mail. It wasn’t like Dee to miss saying good night to the kids.

    Ronnie called his sister-in-law, Jessie, who lived two blocks over, told her that Dee hadn’t come home and asked if she could come over and keep an eye on the kids, so he could head towards Mancos and see if he could find her car. Though the Subaru was old, he kept it running in tip-top shape, but anything could have happened. Within fifteen minutes, Jessie, followed by five pickup trucks, pulled into the driveway and parked next to Ronnie’s truck. Ronnie’s brother Sam and several of his friends parked their trucks along the street. They got out of their trucks and formed a circle at the end of the driveway. Ronnie could always count on Jessie to be ahead of the curve, and she was this morning. She had started calling around, and soon they had a search party formed. By the time they left the house, six more cars and trucks had joined the group.

    Ronnie told them what he knew; his neighbor and best friend, Scott Sage, a Montezuma County sheriff’s deputy, gave everyone their assignments, and the search for Dee Hightower began. Scott called the sheriff’s office and asked them to put out a BOLO on Dee’s car and to ask the La Plata County sheriff’s office to check the highway between Durango and Mancos.

    By eight a.m., the searchers started arriving back at the Hightower home, and the news wasn’t good. There was no sign of Dee’s car anywhere. Jessie fed everyone a breakfast of eggs and bacon, with plenty of coffee, and those who could stay gathered around the kitchen table and pulled out their maps. Scott Sage called the sheriff’s office and spoke with the sheriff, who promised to get every deputy and reserve deputy in the county working on the search.

    Ronnie tried to remain calm as he got his kids ready for school, but he broke down when he called his boss at the Montezuma County Public Works Department. His boss promised to get Dee’s information to all the county road crews and told Ronnie to take the day off and to call if he needed anything.

    After breakfast and some strategizing, the remaining searchers, augmented by several new additions, headed out again and began working the back roads. The biggest hurdle was that there were a lot of back roads, forest service roads and trails throughout the county, and Dee could be anywhere. Everyone started with positive thoughts, but as the day wore on, those thoughts diminished, and by nightfall, everyone feared the worst. Dee Hightower had vanished off the face of the earth and now joined a long list of missing Native American women.

    

  

  




  
  





Chapter Two


  
  
    Professor Dale Carmichael turned off Highway 160 at the sign for Big Meadows Reservoir State Wildlife Area and followed the gravel road to the parking area and boat ramp, where he pulled to the side and parked. Carmichael and his students had left Denver earlier that morning, and they were thrilled to get out of the van and stretch. It had been a long drive, and the students walked around the parking lot trying to work the kinks out of their legs and backs. Unkinked for the most part, and ready to get on the trail while they still had a few hours of daylight left, they started to unload their gear from the back of the van.

    It was a beautiful early spring day, warm with just a bit of a chill in the air, and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. A perfect Colorado bluebird day and a great time of year to set out on a two-week adventure in the Weminuche Wilderness Area, but this wasn’t a vacation. The professor and his team of PhD candidates were here as part of a wildlife survey jointly commissioned by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and Colorado Parks and Wildlife. Their assignment was to prove or disprove the existence of “ghost grizzlies” in the wilderness area.

    Grizzly bears were thought to have been extirpated from the state of Colorado in the 1950s. The last one had been spotted and killed in 1952, until a lone female grizzly attacked an elk hunter and outfitter in the San Juan National Forest, near the Colorado–New Mexico border, on September 23, 1979. The hunter, using an arrow to stab the bear in the throat and the heart, survived the attack with quite a tale to tell, but it reopened the possibility that grizzlies still lived in the Colorado mountains. The official government response was that grizzlies no longer lived in Colorado. Over the years, there had been scattered reports by hunters and hikers of grizzly sightings in the Weminuche Wilderness. Those reports were unconfirmed, but the number of sightings had increased of late, and the agencies were concerned that perhaps a stray grizzly had slipped into the state and was now making itself at home in the area.

    It would not be too much of a stretch to believe this could happen. Just recently, while state agencies, conservation groups and ranch and farm organizations were debating the possibility of reintroducing wolves into the state, a pack of six or seven wolves was spotted in northern Colorado. It seems they reintroduced themselves into the state while no one was looking. This gave conservation groups a boost and started more people talking about reintroducing other animals, including grizzlies, into the state. The debate was heated on both sides, so finding the truth about grizzlies in Colorado was high on the agencies’ priority lists.

    The locals referred to the bears as “ghost grizzlies,” and they were listed as “officially unconfirmed.” The recent rash of sightings led the two government agencies to join forces and quietly arrange for Professor Carmichael to set up a study to try to put an end to the speculation. With the increased use of the Continental Divide Trail through the Weminuche Wilderness, the government decided to err on the side of caution. The last thing they needed was for an encounter between a grizzly and a hiker to end in the death of a hiker. That would be bad for the tourist industry. The agencies were hoping that the survey would give them a clearer picture of the status of grizzlies in the area, and hopefully confirm that there were none around.

    Professor Carmichael placed a placard on the van’s dashboard, noting that the van was there on official United States Forest Service business and indicating they would be returning to this location in fourteen days. As any good hiker should, he also gave his itinerary and hiking route to his assistant at the University of Colorado in Boulder, and to Bill Wagner, his contact at the USFS. He gathered his students together, had everyone check one another to make sure nothing was falling out of their backpacks, checked his weather app one more time and headed south along the reservoir towards trail 843. They intended to connect with trail 839, which would lead them to the Continental Divide Trail at Archuleta Lake. If all went well, they would make camp for the night at the lake.

    Professor Carmichael did not doubt that his team could make the five-mile hike and reach their first night’s destination at Archuleta Lake without any difficulties. He had chosen each student carefully, and strength and endurance were two of the most important attributes he looked for. They were going to be hiking on mostly improved trails, but the terrain in the Weminuche was as rugged as it gets, and they would spend several days off the trail and roughing it. All of his students, like himself, were seasoned backpackers and were members of the campus hiking club. They were all physically fit and emotionally mature, but this was not going to be an easy hike in the woods. They were going to have to go where the grizzlies would possibly be, and that was going to use every skill they had.

    His team was made up of four students from the animal behavior department at the university. Kendra Jackson was tall and dark skinned with a shaved head. She was smart, with an IQ bordering on genius, and she played point guard for the university basketball team, the Lady Buffs. Her biggest asset was that she had already completed the one-hundred-mile-long segment of the Continental Divide Trail from Pagosa Springs to Silverton, Colorado. The very same segment they would be hiking over the next fourteen days. Her knowledge of the trail and the area should prove to be invaluable.

    Robert Meyers, average height with dark curly hair, and Sandra Moore, short and stocky with short blond hair, spent their summers working as interns in the bear habitat area of the Denver Zoo. Their familiarity with bear behavior was valuable. Grizzlies were only a possibility in the area. However, black bears were a sure thing, and it was still early enough in the season that many of the bears were just emerging from hibernation and encounters with humans could prove problematic.

    James Tulley was built like a football player but had never played. Growing up, he grew tired of being picked on for being the smart kid, so he made a promise to bulk up, which he did, almost to excess. He was also an expert in the use of trail cameras and would be handling the majority of the electronic surveillance for the survey.

    The fifth member of the team was Dom Rivera. He had black hair that he wore high and tight, and he had a weightlifter’s build. He looked like he would be more at home on a military base than on a college campus. He didn’t talk about himself on the ride down from Denver and stayed a ways back from the group as they passed the southern end of the reservoir. He had been a late addition to the group, and the only thing Professor Carmichael knew about him was that he was a handyman at the university, and he was on a mission.

    The last member of the group was Lum Gladstone, a local guide and outfitter. He’d left the reservoir three days before on horseback, with two pack mules, to set up their first base camp at Goose Lake. Lum would act as guide, camp cook and security for the group. He also carried all their cameras and electronic gear as well as their food supply. He was forty years old, tanned and weathered and had been guiding in the area since he was in his teens. Lum didn’t believe they would find any grizzlies in the area, as he’d never seen one, but the survey sounded interesting, and the money was good this early in the season, so he was happy to sign on.

    The team, tired and ready for a good night’s sleep, reached Archuleta Lake just as the sun was setting. They set up camp, used their camp stoves to cook their meals and settled in for the night. Tomorrow was going to be a long, hard trek.

    

  

  




  
  





Chapter Three


  
  
    Buck Taylor sat on the bank of the Gunnison River, about a half mile south of the new footbridge that led to the Lucy Taylor Memorial Riverwalk, and watched his grandson, also named Buck, practice casting his fly into the wind. It was a skill they had been working on for the last hour or so and a skill that would come in handy on days like today when the wind was more than just a light breeze.

    They had spent the better part of the morning cutting up broken tree limbs in Buck’s backyard. The late spring snowstorm that hit the state a week ago had dumped a foot of heavy wet snow on trees that were just beginning to leaf out, which led to a lot of broken branches in the area. Since Buck had some time between cases, he had asked his grandson to help him cut and stack the limbs and branches in exchange for some time on the river working on different casting techniques. Besides his family, there were only two things that got Buck fired up: a good investigation, and time on a river, any river, fly-fishing. Buck’s fishing gear was never out of reach and had a special place in the back of his state-issued Jeep Grand Cherokee.

    Buck finished tying a small bead head nymph to his tippet and sat back to admire the newest and final addition to the Riverwalk. The new open-air gazebo was large enough for family gatherings and also was slated to host concerts and plays for the folks of Gunnison. The gazebo and the Riverwalk itself were a gift to the city from Hardy Braxton and his wife, Rachel. It was their way to pay tribute to Buck’s late wife, Lucy, who had died after a five-year battle with metastatic breast cancer.

    Buck and Hardy had grown up together in Gunnison and had been on-again, off-again friends their entire lives. They played football for the Gunnison High School Cowboys, and in their senior year, they broke every defensive record the state kept track of. Many of those records still stood today. They were known as the “wrecking crew,” and their skills earned Hardy a college scholarship and a position in the National Football League until a knee injury ended his career. Hardy was now one of the richest men in the state after taking his father’s small rodeo stock business and turning it into one of the largest stock suppliers in the world. A rodeo or western show didn’t happen anywhere in the world that didn’t include bulls and horses from Braxton Bucking Stock. That small business led to multiple other businesses, including energy exploration, retail and hotel development. He was also Buck’s brother-in-law, having married Lucy’s younger sister the year after Buck and Lucy were married.

    Buck was grateful for the gesture, and the Riverwalk was a big hit with the people of Gunnison as well as the tourists and fishermen, who got to try their luck in the gold medal waters where Buck and his grandson now stood. Buck’s youngest son, Jason, had been the architect of record and construction manager on the project, and part of the plan included the river improvements that took this from a great fishing area to an incredible fishing area.

    Buck’s thoughts were interrupted by the loud splashing as his grandson hooked into another decent-sized rainbow trout. Buck could see the huge smile on his face as he scooped the fish up in his net and held it up for Buck to see.

    Buck nodded his approval, stood up and waded into the middle of the river. Even though he loved to fish here, it made him sad. He wished Lucy could be here with him, sitting in her wheelchair on the small handicapped dock, watching him fish. He thought back to that Sunday morning when the family had gathered for a private ceremony at the little dock to scatter Lucy’s ashes in the river. When they finished and turned to go, they were stunned to see several hundred of their neighbors and friends standing silently behind them in the park. Word had gotten out about their private service, and everyone turned out to pay tribute to Lucy. The affair turned into a huge party, with plenty of food and drinks. Lucy never wanted any kind of service, but Buck figured she would have loved this spontaneous outpouring of love. He wiped the tears from his eyes, cast his fly into a small spot behind a boulder and hooked a nice trout.

    The afternoon flew by quickly, and as the sun was setting, they called it quits and headed for Buck’s Jeep. They were in the process of stowing their fishing gear when Buck’s phone buzzed. He checked the number, looked at his grandson and shrugged his shoulders.

    “Yes, sir,” he said.

    “Hey, Buck. Hope I didn’t catch you in the middle of anything?” said Kevin Jackson.

    Kevin Jackson was the director of the Colorado Bureau of Investigation and Buck’s boss. He had been the youngest person ever appointed to head up the CBI when he was tapped by Governor Richard J. Kennedy to run the agency. He’d spent the early part of his career on the administrative side of the Colorado Springs Police Department and was highly regarded by the law enforcement community. He was not only an effective manager but a seasoned investigator in his own right. Buck held the man in high regard.

    “No, sir. Just wrapping up an afternoon of fishing with my grandson.”

    “Well, hope the fishing was good, but I’m gonna have to tear you away for a while.”

    “No problem, sir. What’s up?”

    “The governor got a call from the sheriff in Montezuma County. He has a missing Native American woman, and he has asked for our help, specifically your help. She’s been missing little over a week with no trace. You know the governor has been concerned about the rash of missing Native American women around the country, but this one hits too close to home. This is the tenth woman to disappear in Colorado in the past four years, and this makes the third one in Montezuma County. The governor wants some answers. He told the sheriff you and Bax would be there tomorrow afternoon.”

    “No problem. I’ll head out first thing in the morning. Have you already called Bax?”

    “Yeah, she’ll meet you at the sheriff’s office tomorrow as soon as you can get there. Knowing her, she’s probably halfway there already. I emailed you a couple of files. Look through them and use what you need.”

    “You are right about Bax. She has been aching to get involved in this situation since it first came to her attention a few years back. With a little luck, maybe we can get to the bottom of this.”

    “Great. Keep me posted on progress and yell if you need anything. This is now at the top of the governor’s priority list.”

    The director hung up, and Buck hooked his phone to his belt. He looked at his grandson.

    “Thanks for today. You were a huge help, but now it’s time for me to go to work. Let’s finish loading up the gear, and I’ll run you home.”

    In response, he got a huge hug from his grandson. They hopped in the car, and Buck pulled out of the parking lot. A quick five minutes later, Buck pulled into the driveway and parked behind the Gunnison Police Department SUV that was parked there. His oldest son, David, stepped out onto the front porch and waved them in.

    David was a police officer with the Gunnison Police Department. He looked a lot like his dad when his dad was his age. Slightly taller than Buck and slightly heavier, but the resemblance was striking. Unlike his father, David still moved with the ease of a young man.

    David was a sergeant and the night shift supervisor. He liked working the night shift and had been a patrolman on that shift for many years. He enjoyed the calm and quiet of the small mountain town in the early morning hours.

    Buck could smell the barbecue ribs cooking on the grill as he walked around the house and into the backyard. Judy, David’s wife, was just setting them on the picnic table, and she waved for Buck to grab a seat. She put a cold Coke on the table in front of him. Little Buck, excited about spending the day with his grandfather, talked through most of the dinner. Mostly about the fish he had caught. He finally ran out of steam when he finished his slice of homemade apple pie, and he raced off to watch television.

    Buck sat back, contented, and took a long swallow of Coke. Buck’s Coke consumption was legendary, and everyone who knew him kept him well supplied. Finished with his meal, he told Judy and David about the missing woman in Montezuma County and that he would be gone for a couple of days. Judy, as always, promised to check in on the house, and he stood, stretched and bid them a good night. He walked through the house, gave each of his grandkids a kiss and hug and headed for his car. He had a long drive ahead of him in the morning, and he wanted to get an early start.

    Once he got home, he spent an hour looking over the files the director had emailed him, packed his go bag for a couple of days’ stay and headed for bed. He thanked the river spirits for allowing him to spend time with his grandson and for allowing them to catch a bunch of fish, and he fell asleep, thinking about Lucy.

    

  

  




  
  





Chapter Four


  
  
    If you asked Buck, he would tell you that he fell in love with Lucinda Torres the first day of their senior year in high school. Lucy, on the other hand, would always tell people that Buck stalked her all senior year before she gave in, mostly to shut her friends up, and agreed to go to the movies with him. She had always considered him just another jock, another football player who was too full of himself. What she found on that first date was a shy, unassuming gentleman, for lack of a better word, who, it seemed, cared more about pleasing her than bragging about his prowess on the football field. She would tell people it was love at first sight that had taken a year to accomplish. From that day forward, they were inseparable.

    During senior year Buck had been approached by several college football scouts who wanted to sign him to play for their schools. Gunnison High School was a pretty small school back in 1978, and Buck and his family were amazed at how many schools had recruited him, but for Buck, college just wasn’t in the cards. Buck hated school and spent a lot of time getting himself out of trouble instead of getting an education. When he found something that interested him, he had no problem learning all he could about the subject, but regular schoolwork just bored him. After several long heartfelt discussions, first with Lucy and then with his parents, he had decided to join the army after graduation. Surprisingly, no one was surprised.

    Buck spent four years after high school in the army, and by the time his enlistment was up, he had been promoted to First Sergeant. He spent three years of his enlistment in the military police and really took to police work. That was when he decided to apply for a position with the Gunnison County Sheriff’s Office. Since he was already well known in the county, he had no trouble getting a job as a deputy. He proposed to Lucy on the night he received the call that he had gotten the position. His life and career were set, and he made the most of his time with the Gunnison County Sheriff’s Office, eventually becoming the undersheriff in charge of the Investigation Division and coming to the attention of the Colorado Bureau of Investigation.

    Buck had worked with the Colorado Bureau of Investigation on several cases inside the county and had earned the respect of the investigators he had worked with. As twilight started to fall on Buck’s career, he knew that unless he wanted to go into politics and run for sheriff, he had reached the highest position in the sheriff’s office that he could obtain. He loved his job, but when the offer came in from CBI, he sat down with Lucy and had a long heart-to-heart talk. He’d spent seventeen years in the sheriff’s office and always figured he would retire from that job. They had three children, two in high school and one not too far behind, and he was a well-respected member of the community. Did he have the right to disrupt all their lives and pick up and move someplace else and start all over? The kids had friends, Lucy owned a small deli/ice cream parlor, and they had a good life. He could stick it out for another ten years and retire, and they could travel and see the world like they had always planned. Twice he turned down the offer from CBI, although more and more, he felt like he was trapped behind a desk instead of doing what he loved, which was investigating crime.

    The final offer came directly from Tom Cole, then-director of the Colorado Bureau of Investigation. Buck always remembered that day. The Denver Broncos had just lost another game, the third one in a row, and his friends had all packed up and headed home, when there was a knock at the front door. Now, anyone who lives in a small community knows that no one ever uses the front door, and no one ever knocks. Who could this possibly be this late on a Sunday evening?

    Buck answered the door and was surprised to see the director of the Colorado Bureau of Investigation standing on his front porch. The director smiled and said, “Before you close the door in my face, please listen to my offer.”

    Buck invited him in, and he and Lucy sat on the couch and listened as the director laid out his plan. He was opening a new branch office in Grand Junction, Colorado, that would house five agents and a small forensic unit. Buck could continue to live in Gunnison but would have to report to the office in Grand Junction twice a month. Otherwise, he would be free to work out of his house. There would be no disruption in his life other than having to spend some time on the road as his investigations warranted. He would work alone, but he would have the resources of all the branch offices at his disposal.

    Before Buck could say a word, Lucy said, “Buck, this is what you have been waiting for, a chance to be a real investigator again. You have to take this.” That was one of the things that made him love Lucy every day. She always knew what he was thinking, and she always understood what drove him. She had nailed it this time. Buck looked at the director and replied, “Well, I guess it’s settled, looks like you have a new investigator on your team.”

    That was nineteen years ago, and Buck never looked back.

    

  

  




  
  





Chapter Five


  
  
    Buck made the drive from Gunnison to Cortez, Colorado, the county seat of Montezuma County, in a little under four hours. Luckily, most of the recent snow had melted, so the drive was uneventful. He turned right off Highway 160, drove north on North Mildred Road for a couple of blocks, turned left onto East Driscoll Street and pulled into the parking lot for the Montezuma County Sheriff’s Office. The first thing he spotted was Bax’s gray Jeep Cherokee, so he pulled into the space next to it, got out, grabbed his backpack and headed for the front door.

    Buck wasn’t an imposing figure, but when he was on a crime scene, or running an investigation, there was little doubt to anyone around 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, was still alive. Today he wore a short Carhartt ranch jacket over a T-shirt and jeans. He had the jacket zipped up two-thirds of the way to hold off the chill from the cool north wind. Even though the calendar said it was spring, winter hadn’t completely let go yet, and with memories of the snowstorm the week before, Buck knew the weather could change for the worst at any time.

    He presented his credentials to the deputy at the front desk and was buzzed through the office door. He passed through the back office area and found Bax sitting in a small conference room with Sheriff Reuben Garcia and a young deputy Buck didn’t know. Sheriff Garcia stood up and, with his hand extended, met Buck at the door.

    “Hey, Buck. It’s been a long time. Thanks for making the drive down.”

    Reuben Garcia had been sheriff of Montezuma County for as long as anyone could remember. Buck had first met him almost twenty years ago, and he still looked the same as he did the last time Buck saw him. Sheriff Garcia was five feet ten with a decent build, a full head of white hair and a gray mustache. His handshake was firm.

    “No problem, Reuben. What’s it been, about five years since we had that murder in Dolores? You look good.”

    “Good memory, Buck.” He pointed to the young deputy, who rose and reached out his hand. “This is Scott Sage. He was the first deputy involved in the disappearance. I thought he might be able to help.”

    Buck shook hands with the deputy and then walked over and set his backpack on the table next to Bax. CBI agent Ashley Baxter worked with Buck on a lot of interesting cases, in between working on her own cases. At thirty years old, she was one of the youngest agents in the Grand Junction Field Office, and she valued the time she got to spend with Buck because she learned so much about running an investigation. Bax was also a whiz at doing deep background searches, a talent Buck did not share, so he relied on Bax to help him out. They worked well as a team and had found themselves collaborating more and more as the years rolled by.

    “When did you get here?” asked Buck.

    “I came down last night. The sheriff was kind enough to let me sit here and go through the files of the missing women.”

    The sheriff and Deputy Sage sat down, and Buck pulled his laptop out of his backpack and fired it up. While he waited, he said, “Reuben, why now? These disappearances have been going on for a long time. I understand the urgency with these cases, but why bring this one to the governor?”

    The sheriff got a sad look in his eyes. “This one’s personal, Buck. Dee Hightower is my goddaughter.”

    Buck looked at Bax and then back to the sheriff. “Okay, Reuben, then we’d better get started.”

    Bax clicked on an email, and Buck’s computer chimed with an incoming message. Bax had created the digital case file and sent the link to Buck. He smiled. He was known around the CBI office in Grand Junction as a technological dinosaur and considered himself lucky that his grandkids could help out when he screwed up the TV remote. He always appreciated it when Bax took care of the computer work.

    CBI had gone digital a couple of years back, so instead of having a blue binder for each case, Buck just had to open a program on his laptop. The new case was automatically assigned a case number, and Buck would list everyone who needed access to the file and send them email invites. All evidence, lab reports, photos, etc. that were part of the case would be uploaded into the file, and anyone who needed access just had to open the file. That was a lot better than the old system where everything was placed in the binder by hand, and Buck would spend half his time trying to track down who had the binder.

    For a tech dinosaur like Buck, this made his life so much easier, and he had ready access to anything he needed. He opened the chronology page, which was the first page in the file. Nothing was ever entered into the file without a note being entered in the chronology first. The chronology kept track of everything that happened in the investigation. Buck was meticulous about his case files and had never lost a case in court, in all his years in law enforcement, because something was missing from his files. He noted that Bax had already uploaded the three missing person files into the case file. He would read through those later at the hotel, but now he wanted to hear it firsthand.

    “Reuben,” he said. “Can you give me the rundown on this most recent disappearance?”

    The sheriff took a sip of water from his glass and sat a little taller in the seat. “Eight days ago, Scott here called me to let me know that Dee hadn’t come home from school. She has been taking classes at Fort Lewis College, mostly online, but this was a final exam, so she had to take it on campus. She left the campus at close to nine p.m., texted her husband, Ronnie, when she reached Mancos and said she would be home before he put the kids to sleep. Ronnie must have dozed off, and when he woke up about one, Dee wasn’t home. He called his sister-in-law to come watch the kids so he could go look for her, and Jessie—that’s the sister-in-law—called a bunch of people, Scott included, and organized a search party.” The sheriff looked at Scott, who continued.

    “That morning, we covered all the main roads between Durango and Towaoc, but by sunrise, there was no sign of her or the car. We went back out after breakfast and started working on the side roads, but still nothing. I called the sheriff and asked him to put out a BOLO for her car, and Ronnie called his boss at the county road department, and he promised to let all the road crews know to keep an eye out for her. Since then, we’ve continued to search, but so far, nothing.”

    “We’ve hit a dead end, Buck,” said the sheriff. “That’s when I called the governor and requested your help. I don’t know what else to do.”

    “Tell me about Dee.”

    Sheriff Garcia sat back and thought for a minute. “I’ve known Dee all her life. Her father was a deputy here for years. Died of a heart attack when he was thirty-five years old. Dee was twelve at the time. She took it hard. Had some problems in school, growing up, but she graduated, got a decent job at the grocery store and married Ronnie. They have three kids, and it looked like she was putting her old life behind her. She spent the past six years attending classes online and at the campus on weekends. She took her final exam the night she disappeared. She will get her diploma next Saturday. We are all looking forward to a big party.”

    “Reuben, is there any chance she got tired of it all and just called it quits and headed for parts unknown? Maybe a boyfriend someplace, drugs or a desire to get free of the reservation?”

    “Nah, Buck. She’s not that kind of girl. She worked too hard to get her degree, and she loves Ronnie and those kids. Nah. No way she ran.”

    “Okay,” said Buck. “What about the husband. Any chance he’s not telling you the whole story?”

    Scott answered before the sheriff. “No way. He loves Dee. Sure, they had their ups and downs, but who doesn’t? I grew up with Ronnie. There’s no way he would hurt her or the kids. Just can’t see it.”

    Buck looked at Bax. “Why don’t you head over to the grocery store with Scott and talk to her coworkers? Also, talk to some of her friends in town here. I’m sure the sheriff has a list in the file of everyone they’ve talked to. Let’s see if anyone remembers anything more. I don’t want to talk to the people in Towaoc until we’ve ruled out everyone here. I’m going to head over to Fort Lewis College and talk to her teachers and see if I can get a line on any friends she might have there. Let’s meet back here at around five, and we can go have a chat with her husband and some of the neighbors.

    “Reuben, can you get me a list of all motor vehicle stops that your guys and the Cortez Police made that night? Also have someone check all the businesses that front Highway 160, and let’s see if anyone has any video of that night. Check banks, ATMs, gas stations. You know the drill.”

    Buck closed his laptop and stood up. “Reuben, we will do our best to locate Dee. She’s our priority, but I don’t want to forget about the other missing women. We are way behind on this, and we need to move fast.”

    Bax closed her laptop and grabbed her backpack while the sheriff and Scott stood. They shook hands with Buck and Bax, and everyone headed out.

    Once outside in the parking lot, Buck turned to Bax. “You went through the files on the missing women. Other than the fact they were all Native American, anything stand out?”

    “Nothing that jumps out initially—different ages, different educational backgrounds, different family lives. I’ll call Paul and have him start running deep background on them and see if anything pops. This is not going to be easy, Buck. Native American women have been disappearing for years, and no one gives a shit. We need to figure this out.”

    “We’ll do our best. Have Paul run deep background on Dee and her husband, Ronnie. Have him get a warrant for their phones and tear apart their social media lives. Let’s make sure there’s nothing hiding. Also, be careful what you share with Scott. We don’t know much about him, but I want to make sure he’s not too close to this thing and gets in the way. Call if you need me.”

    They each stowed their backpacks in the backs of their Jeeps and headed out of the parking lot. They had a lot to do, and none of it was going to be easy.

    

  

  




  
  





Chapter Six


  
  
    Dee Hightower was tired, cold and hungry. She was also sore in all the wrong places. The repeated rapes were taking their toll, and the cold floor was sapping what little strength she had left. She had no idea where she was or how long she had been here. All she knew was that she missed her husband and children, and she hoped this nightmare would end soon, one way or another. The idea that her family had no idea where she was drove her crazy, but she knew if she was going to get out of this, she needed to stay strong. One day this would end, and when it did, she would kill the people who did this to her. She wasn’t a violent woman, but she remembered the things her grandfather had taught her about hunting and skinning animals, and she hoped one day she would be able to use that knowledge to gut these bastards.

    She pulled the old horse blanket tighter around her shoulders. She wanted to be grateful to the shorter guy for getting her the blanket, but she also wanted to keep the fire burning in her soul. She was not going to give in to these guys for the cost of a shitty, old blanket that smelled like it had never been washed. A chill ran up her spine, and she pulled her naked legs up under the blanket.

    Dee flashed back to that night after class. She remembered shrugging off
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