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	PART ONE

	 

	 

	“If all the winged creatures were taken from the earth, there could be no life. If all our relatives who crawl and swim and live within the earth were taken away, there could be no life. But if all the human beings were taken away, life on Earth would flourish. That is how insignificant we are.”

	~ Russell Means, Oglala Lakota Nation

	“Earth provides enough to satisfy every man's needs, but not every man's greed.”

	~Mahatma Gandhi

	 

	 

	 

	Ch. 1

	“Gorgeous, absolutely drop-dead gorgeous.” 

	Todd Fischer stood near the edge of a snowy precipice and slapped his chest like a primate surveying his kingdom. He pulled in a lungful of air, his new Filson hiking vest tight against his broad chest. He was winded, more than he cared to admit, and cold. Even at the end of April, the temperatures on this trail lingered in the low thirties. A late-season snowfall added to the discomfort, not to mention the threatening gusts of frigid air. 

	“You know,” he continued, turning to his companion, “people would pay plenty to live here.”

	“I don’t think you can just put up housing in a national park,” she replied.

	He smiled at his new spouse’s naivete. Every problem had a solution, every obstacle a workaround. If you were successful, you could marry a beautiful, much younger woman and not some bimbo, but someone educated, exotic, well-connected, well-dressed, and endlessly patient. If you had money, you could buy and build wherever you chose.  

	“Anything can be bought and tamed, Elena,” he declared. “Even the Rockies.”

	“I believe you, Todd. Now, could you come down off that ledge? Remember the warnings we received about the missing railings and the danger of microbursts? I do not want my husband to be blown away like a character in The Wizard of Oz.”

	Fischer laughed. “I’m not about to be knocked over by a blast of air. I think you should worry more about the kids. Can you see what’s happened to them?” 

	As soon as she’d moved out of sight, he bent over, suddenly dizzy.  Crap, getting old was not for sissies. He needed more exercise, more hydration, more time, more of everything.

	Elena turned back to the trail, shaking her head. The “kids” were young adults and, as far as she was concerned, freeloaders. Pampered and privileged, lacking in focus and discipline, their upbringing was as far from hers as possible. She was the “wicked” stepmother, just ten years older than Rowan, who seemed to be perpetually seeking various academic degrees. At least she was studying. Her younger brother Paulie treated school as one long excuse to party.

	Elena heard the siblings even before she saw them. They were bickering, as usual. 

	“Could you maybe stop complaining?” Rowan was saying.

	“Not a chance,” Paulie griped. “We are tramping in the mountains, just past dawn, in the cold and the wind. In late April. I left a warm bed and a warm body so I could freeze my backside off with distant dad and wife number three.”

	“Maybe the warm body should have helped you dress for a hike in the Rockies, little brother.” 

	“You’re just jealous.” 

	Elena sighed. She felt as if she were girding for battle. 

	Rowan appeared first, dressed perfectly for a mountain trek. She pulled her hat off and let her natural blond hair tumble around her makeup-free face. The girl was either unaware of her beauty or indifferent to it. Paulie, on the other hand, looked like he’d come from a night of clubbing, right down to his overpriced sneakers and his curated day-old beard. 

	“There you are,” Elena said, forcing a smile she didn’t feel. “We stepped off the trail and went up to the ledge for a better view.”

	“The one with the ‘danger’ sign?” Paulie asked. “Oh, right. Dad likes to go where he’s not supposed to. I guess you could call it his specialty.”

	Elena reminded herself that she could handle two brats for one morning. Before long, she would get herself pregnant and make them both irrelevant. She put her thoughts aside.

	“Let’s step up and take a look,” she said. “It’s quite lovely.”

	“It is,” Paulie deadpanned, eyeballing his stepmother. 

	“Paulie, ew, tasteless.” Rowan punched her brother in the arm. He grabbed her wrist. 

	“Do not touch me!” he yelled. And they were at it, ripping into each other like territorial animals. Until an unexpected gust of wind interrupted their high-volume discourse, strong enough to send a few rocks scuttling down into the valley.

	“What was that?” Paulie asked. 

	“Nature, dummy,” Rowan retorted.  

	“Something happened up on the ledge,” Elena said with a shiver. “Let’s get your father down from there.” 

	“Sure.” Rowan climbed up to the overlook, then called back, “I don’t see him.”

	“What do you mean?” Elena joined her step-daughter at the now-empty spot where her husband had been standing. “Todd?” she called out. “Honey?” She looked down and noticed the edge of the precipice had broken away. Just a small piece, yet somehow enough. 

	Paulie huffed his way up to stand with them. “Maybe Dad decided he was done with the great outdoors and headed back down,” he said. 

	“Stop it, Paulie,” Elena commanded. “This is not amusing.”

	Paulie cupped his hands and yelled, “Attention, Todd Fischer. We’re officially concerned. Show yourself.” 

	Rowan looked over the edge and swallowed hard. “I’m just going to check the little path over here. It’s another way down, I think.” She took off, only to reappear a minute or so later, shaking her head. And looking grim.  

	“We’re not going to panic,” Elena said. “I have the number for the ranger’s station. I will call them now.”

	Paulie’s smirk disappeared. “You don’t think he went over, do you?” he asked.

	Rowan glared at her brother. 

	“I think you need to shut up.”

	 

	Ch. 2

	Sam charged through the doors of UCHealth University of Colorado Hospital at 6:30 a.m., fumbling for the badge she no longer had. She’d grabbed a cap that read, “Ridgway Marshal’s Office.” A hat from a job she no longer held. Maybe the appearance of authority would work as well as the real thing.

	Work for what, though? She wasn’t sure what she was walking into.  

	She fought the urge to pivot and exit. Hospitals brought back bad memories with their gurneys, crash carts, and wheelchairs, their antiseptic smells that barely covered the odor of disease and despair, the ambient noise that ricocheted off the corridor walls, hushed murmurs and cries of pain, the incessant beeps, buzzers, alarms, announcements, and running feet. Lives ended here.

	“May I help you?”

	The kindly voice belonged to a young woman at the front desk who’d probably seen her share of shell-shocked people walk through the front doors. 

	“Sam Tate,” she told the woman. “I’m here to see FBI Special Supervisory Agent Dakota Williams. I received a text that she’d been brought to this hospital.” 

	“Are you a relative?”

	“No, I’m—” Sam struggled to formulate a reply. Former detective, former sheriff, former lieutenant, former FBI consultant, former deputy marshal. Currently co-partner in a private investigative firm, along with another woman with money, experience, connections, and her own list of former occupations. 

	“I’m a colleague. The text was from J. Reyes. Is that the name of a staff member here?”

	The clerk typed on her keyboard. “I’m not seeing either of those names. Let me try something else.” Several clicks later, she reported, “Special Agent Williams arrived at Anschutz Outpatient Pavilion’s emergency room about ninety minutes ago. Looks like an ankle injury. Anschutz is within walking distance. Do you want a digital map?” 

	“I can find my way, thanks.”

	Sam set off, her emotions ping-ponging between relief and irritation. At the clinic, she strode up to a ginger-haired receptionist and announced, “Sam Tate for FBI Special Agent Dakota Williams.” 

	“Yes, hi,” the chipper receptionist greeted her. “SSA Williams and Dr. Reyes are in bay three. We’re just waiting on a pair of crutches, and she’ll be on her way.”

	Sam pushed back the curtain. A cheery Dakota Williams sat propped up by pillows, her blue-black hair caught up in a barrette, her mocha skin makeup-free and glowing. She had one long leg crossed yoga-style over the other, which was encased in a cast. She could have been posing for a healthy lifestyles magazine. Even the faint smudges under her upturned eyes carried an air of exotica. 

	Sam strode over to the bed, hugged her friend, then stood back with a critical gaze. “You look awfully good for someone I assumed had been critically injured,” she growled. 

	“I’m sorry, Sam. We didn’t mean to scare you.” 

	“Blame me,” came a light voice from the corner. “I should have considered what that message might mean to people in dangerous professions.”

	The speaker walked forward, hand outstretched. “Dr. Jillian Reyes,” she announced. “I was with Dakota when she took a header outside a coffee shop very early this morning.”

	The woman was small, almost petite, although she radiated the kind of confidence that took up space. With her warm gray eyes, small nose, smooth skin, and long braid, she resembled nothing so much as an eager student. 

	“You’re her doctor?” Sam asked incredulously.

	“Strictly academic,” the young woman laughed. “Please, call me Jillian.” 

	“What happened?”

	“I fractured my ankle,” Dakota volunteered. “So awkward.”

	Yes, it is, Sam thought.

	“Hey, anyone want coffee?” Jillian headed to the door.  

	“I’m fine, Jillian,” Dakota said. “Sam?

	“Coffee would be great.” 

	As soon as the younger woman left, Sam let out the breath she’d been holding. “So,” she said to Dakota. “Anything you want to share?”

	“What? No.”

	“I could swear I’m picking up a vibe between you two.”

	“Stop,” Dakota shot back. “I just met the woman last night at the home of a mutual friend. She’s a professor of ethical environmentalism at Colorado School of Mines.”

	“Um, wow.”

	“We went for coffee after the party and stayed out all night. Alcohol was not involved.” 

	“Good, because I’m not sure she’s old enough.” Sam regretted the words the second they came out. Dakota was a fast-rising FBI agent running the Bureau’s Denver office. As far as Sam knew, she had few friends and hadn’t dated in years. Whatever this might turn out to be was none of Sam’s concern.

	“She’s almost thirty, Sam. That makes her eight years my junior and thirteen years younger than you, if anyone’s counting, and apparently someone is. Did I also mention that she’s funny, intelligent, and interesting? Not to mention someone responsible enough to help me get to the hospital and stay while I was being examined.” 

	“I appreciate that. I’m also a little confused. You’re not in danger. You seem to be in good hands. Why am I here?” 

	Dakota sighed. “To my previous point, I don’t really know her.”

	“So, you’re not prepared to have her in your home.” Sam chuckled. “You’re such a cop. Maybe we can run a quick background check.”  

	“Seriously, Sam. I trust you can ferry me back to my condo and get me inside, after which my assistant will take over, and you can return to your adorable dogs.  Besides, I have something to discuss with you.”

	“Well, now you’ve piqued my curiosity.”  

	Jillian appeared with two cups of coffee. “I think it’s drinkable,” she reported. 

	“Thanks, Jillian,” Sam smiled. 

	“Looks as if we’re all set,” Dakota announced. “Sam’s going to drive me home. Just in time,” she added as a nurse entered the room. “The crutches are here, along with two prescriptions.”

	Sam couldn’t help but notice the disappointment on Jillian’s face. “Let me hit the ladies’ room,” she said and stepped out of the room, returning a few minutes later. Both Jillian and the nurse were assisting Dakota, who gamely hid any trace of exasperation. 

	“Guess I’ll be heading home,” Jillian said. “Nice to meet you, Sam.” She stepped in to hug Dakota, smiled at Sam, and walked out with a small wave. 

	“Don’t start,” Dakota warned with an exaggerated glare. 

	Sam tried to look innocent. “Not me. I’m just your ride.”

	Ch. 3

	Dakota gave her pitch in the car on the way back to her apartment.  

	“I want to give you a heads-up on a potential client, Sam. A developer named Todd Fischer disappeared in Rocky Mountain National Park several days ago while he was hiking with his family. You probably recognize the name.”

	“Hard not to, given the billboards he has plastered everywhere, not to mention the less-than-flattering articles I skim online. I get the impression he’s not exactly popular.”

	“Correct. He’s also a, shall we say, person of interest in a case the Bureau is putting together.”

	“He’s also disappeared inside a federal park. Who’s investigating what?”

	Dakota laughed. “There’s the question. The Investigative Services Branch of the National Park Service. Rocky Mountain National Park is their turf. We’re on standby in case they determine he left or was taken from the park by persons unknown.”

	“And if Fischer is found dead in the park?” 

	“Our agencies will cooperate. I will tell you that it’s possible Todd Fischer got mixed up with the wrong business associates. It’s also possible one of his many enemies might have decided to take care of him.”

	“Or maybe a member of his hiking party.” Sam took her eyes off the road to give her friend a suspicious side-eye. “What does this have to do with me?”

	“The ISB agent, smart woman named Juliette Knowles, tells me Fischer’s family isn’t fond of the various agencies handling the case. Too bureaucratic, in their words. They asked about a private investigator. I may have made a recommendation.” 

	“I may not want to take the case.”

	“I think you will.”

	“They may not want to hire me.”

	“I know they will.” 

	After delivering Dakota into the capable custody of her assistant and accepting a slim folder, Sam settled herself on the back deck of her Washington Park rental. Her new home couldn’t have been more different than the place she’d owned in Ridgway, a bare-bones structure on several gorgeous mountain acres. This house was smaller but also updated, almost upscale, nestled between two similar structures. Plenty of greenery but no view to speak of. The neighborhood was quiet but close-in, her neighbors welcoming but curious. A few had recognized her name. At least no one had made a huge deal about it.

	Her two rescues, Jax and Zazu, frolicked in the small backyard. Normally, they’d all head to the nearby park. Fatigue kept her close to home, though. She couldn’t entirely blame the cryptic text Jillian sent. A new version of an old nightmare had interrupted her sleep earlier that evening. 

	The dreams were a by-product of the whirlwind six months she’d gone through. First, her old friends and colleagues, Suzanne Foster and Dakota Williams, showed up in the small town of Ridgway, Colorado. Then Suzanne dropped a life-changing proposal at her feet, inviting Sam to join a fully funded private investigative firm headquartered in Denver as a named partner.

	Sam wondered if her two friends had concocted a scheme to pull her out of her self-imposed exile. They’d clearly bonded after Sam, devastated over the unexpected death of her fiancé, Terry Sloan, disappeared to a small mountain town in Colorado. Then they waited three years to track her down.

	As it turned out, Special Agent Dakota Williams had been promoted to lead the FBI’s Denver office. Suzanne had recently sold the cybersecurity firm she ran with her son for millions. The widow had also begun a romance with the just-retired Colorado senator. Serendipity, then.

	New career, new city, new path forward, she supposed. Yet she often felt as if she hadn’t quite caught up with her life’s new trajectory. It might be time to reconnect with her one-time shrink.

	At home, she replaced the hospital coffee with an excellent cup of home brew and added a fresh muffin, which helped both her headache and her mood. She opened the slim folder Dakota had handed her and began to read. 

	Todd Fischer, born Theodore Alan Fischer. Sixty-one years old, born and raised in tony Short Hills, New Jersey, to a developer and an independently wealthy stay-at-home mom. Moved to Denver right out of college and started a small residential real estate company with family money. He soon moved into development and grew an impressively active firm specializing in expensive, if generic, condominiums. 

	Fischer’s business structure was as lean as possible. Fischer was listed as founder, CEO, and COO for Fischer Development. No other officers, named partners, or board of directors. The firm rented space in Belcaro, a prestigious Denver neighborhood. The rental agent, Acme Real Estate (Sam almost laughed out loud), had a Las Vegas address. The office itself was occupied by a part-time accountant and a full-time, all-purpose office manager/receptionist. Everything else, from project management to legal matters, was subcontracted. 

	Travel records acquired by the Bureau indicated that Fischer made several trips to Las Vegas to meet with investors, who were also persons of interest to the FBI. 

	Sam had read that Mexican financiers provide the third-largest source of investment in the U.S. residential market, behind only China and Canada. Investing in foreign businesses was not illegal, of course, but Mexican cartels were known to look for legitimate businesses through which they might launder money. 

	Fischer’s finances were suspect enough to bring about a possible RICO investigation in which Fischer played a part. The file also noted Fischer’s involvement in two lawsuits and various other clashes over broken contracts, disputed land acquisitions, and even accusations of attempted bribery. Fischer always seemed to land on the right side of the law, but that didn’t do much to shorten the list of potential enemies. 

	Now he was missing. 

	Sam considered her options. If the family decided to hire her to look into any issues Fischer may have had, that would be fine. She would work with them as best she could. He might not be dead. He might have gone into hiding. He might have been kidnapped. He might have slipped over the edge. And if it was foul play? She’d willingly take a back seat to whichever law enforcement agency headed up the investigation.  

	She wasn’t a homicide detective anymore, nor a sheriff, a lieutenant, a marshal, or any kind of police officer. From time to time, that realization left her feeling displaced, as if she’d landed in someone else’s life, someone who owned a company with a wealthy, well-connected woman who brought in wealthy, well-connected clients. She had to remind herself that she remained an investigator, but with better pay and without the bureaucracy. She might find herself working a case in which someone dies or is killed. She could deal with that. At least she didn’t have a job that revolved around death. She’d had enough to last her a lifetime. Let someone else chase murderers for a change.

	 

	 

	Ch. 4 

	Tina Hatch, a slim woman with immaculately styled hair and a well-tailored indigo suit, stood at the door to Sam’s office at 7:45 the next morning with a fragrant cup of coffee. Though it wasn’t part of the office manager’s job (As Suzanne had explained, “We’re not hiring someone with a business degree and twenty-three years at City Hall to type or bring coffee.”), Tina had insisted on making and refreshing the pot. “I know the secret,” she assured her employers, “and it won’t interfere with my running the place.”

	“By the way,” Tina now reported, “I picked up five calls from the service, all about the same issue.”

	“All from one of our clients?” Sam asked. 

	“Not a client, a would-be client. Or clients. One family, three different callers.” She rolled her gray-green eyes.

	“Let me guess. Members of the Fischer family.”

	“I won’t ask how you know that, but yes. Three were from the daughter, Rowan, who wants an appointment this very morning for her and her brother, but not her stepmother. She needed multiple calls to convey those instructions. One came from Lynn Pressman Fischer, ex-wife and devoted mother. She has no plans to accompany her grown children but firmly requests that we treat them with respect. The current wife, Elena Fischer, also called once to ask for a meeting to discuss her husband’s disappearance. No discernible attitude, no preconditions. No mention of the stepchildren, either. Do you want to hear the messages?”

	“Absolutely not. What’s my schedule look like?”

	“You’re clear until just after lunch, then you have a depo at the lawyer’s office related to the embezzlement case. It’s close by. Should be a fairly quick in and out.”

	“Famous last words,” Sam snorted. “So, here’s the plan. I’ll see the Fischer clan this morning.”

	“All three at once?”

	“You bet. I’m not about to get in the middle of a stepmother/stepchildren feud. The first meeting may be free, but time is money. What’s this?” She pointed to a folder that appeared on her screen.

	“Syd sent you information on the kids and the current wife, along with a copy of the statements they made to the agent from the Park Service.” 

	Syd Baranski, the firm’s cybersecurity wizard and resident genius recommended by the head of the FBI’s Cyber Division, had talent that extended far beyond research. Software that could reverse and retrieve AI-altered voices? The latest in tracking devices? A powerful digital antidote to scrubbed accounts? Check, check, and check.

	“What would I do without any of you?” Sam asked. 

	“I can’t even imagine,” the office manager replied. “Let me get those appointments set up.”

	Sam already knew Fischer had been married three times. His two children, Rowan and Paul (a.k.a. Paulie), were 23 and 21 and lived at home. Rowan was described as a graduate student, while Paulie was an unenthusiastic college student more inclined to party. Nothing unusual there. 

	Lynn Pressman Fischer, wife number two, seemed only tangentially involved in her children’s lives. The contentious divorce netted her an impressive payout. That appeared to be the extent of her interest. 

	The latest spouse, Elena Cortés, was born in Mexico City to a wealthy businessman and a teacher. Three years at UCLA before she dropped out to pursue a relatively successful career as a high-fashion model. Just past her thirty-second birthday, she met Todd Fischer on a ski trip to Aspen and married him three months later.

	Interesting, Sam thought. 

	She closed the folder, took a minute to digest what she’d read, then spent the next hour preparing for her deposition, lost in paperwork until Tina buzzed at 9:15.

	“They’re all here. The siblings came ten minutes ago. Stepmom just arrived. I feel a storm brewing.” 

	“Would you ask Madison to join us?” 

	Madison Dawson was initially hired as a favor to a client. Sam had intended to use her as a research assistant. It wasn’t long before both senior partners realized their new hire was far more than a privileged background and a pretty face.  

	She appeared, her ashy brown hair pulled back into a ponytail, her skirt, white t-shirt, blazer, and flats the perfect ensemble for a dedicated assistant. She even carried a smart leather notebook. Tomorrow, she might look like a harried mother in her thirties or a hard-partying high school senior. Just one of her many talents. 

	“Ready when you are,” she announced, taking her place to Sam’s left.

	“Let the games begin,” Sam replied.

	 

	 

	Ch. 5

	Rowan Fischer entered first in an “I mean business” black pantsuit, white shirt, and dark-framed eyeglasses. She’d pulled her blond hair into a severe bun. Paulie Fischer followed. His jeans and jacket looked lived-in but expensive.  

	“Excuse me, weren’t my brother and I scheduled for a private meeting?” Rowan stage-whispered as her stepmother entered the room.

	Elena Fischer was, no other word for it, stunning. A beautiful camel suit complemented her dark skin tone and wavy brown hair. Her heels added nearly six inches to her height. The body and face appeared to owe a great debt to genetics. Rowan Fischer was pretty, but her stepmother was in another category altogether.

	“Thank you all for coming on such short notice,” Sam began. “I’m Sam Tate. To my left is my associate, Madison Dawson. Please sit.” She indicated a group of chairs in front of the desk. 

	“Now, to answer your earlier question, Ms. Fischer, your stepmother has also requested a meeting. I saw no reason to duplicate, unless you have privacy concerns.”

	The three of them shifted uncomfortably but made no reply.

	“You’re all considered primary witnesses as you were present on the day Mr. Fischer vanished. I’ve read the statements you made to the Park Service investigators. Now that a week has passed, perhaps I can get into a few specifics. Mrs. Fisher, let me begin with you.” 

	Rowan sat back in her seat with a huff. 

	“Can you tell me how you came to be off the main trail?” 

	“Our map had suggested a beautiful lookout on a small path several yards up and away from the primary trail,” Elena began. “However, we came upon a sign that said the area was closed due to high winds. This compelled Todd to head up despite the possible danger.” She blinked back tears.  

	“You followed him?” Sam asked.

	“I stood behind him. Breathtaking vista, very exposed. The guardrail was missing. Then I heard voices and descended to the main trail.”

	“Whose idea was the hike?” 

	“Todd’s,” Elena replied. “He thought it might be a positive family experience.” 

	Sam looked at the siblings. “How do you two feel about your new stepmom?” 

	“How is that relevant?” Rowan demanded. 

	Paulie half-rose out of his chair. “If you’re implying that either of us had anything to do with—”

	Elena cut in smoothly. “Paulie, sit please. Ms. Tate might want to know that I signed a prenup before I married your father, and that you two are aware of that. Any other awkwardness between us is to be expected, yes?” She beamed at the siblings.

	“Your stepmother came down the trail to greet you,” Sam continued. “Did either of you go up to the lookout?” 

	“Only after my father disappeared,” Paulie said. 

	“So neither of you saw him. Did you hear anything?”

	“We were talking,” Paulie recalled. “Then the temperature dropped, and the wind picked up. Maybe the ground moved.” 

	“You’re making that up,” Rowan scolded.

	“Am not.”

	“Stop.” Sam’s voice cut through the impending quarrel. “Whatever took place with your father happened while you three were preoccupied.”

	“I guess,” Rowan admitted.

	“What can any of you tell me about his business?”

	Paulie scoffed. “Not much. He played it close to the vest. No traditional business structure, meaning no board of directors, no partners, no company officers. Plenty of lawyers, though, and plenty of people hated the way he did business. My dad could be a real SOB. Land grabs, disrespect for public property. He may have stiffed more than one customer or investor. Wouldn’t put it past him.”

	“Anything else?” 

	“Nope. He never discussed business at home. His place of business was a little office with a receptionist named Ms. Bailey. I guessed my dad had investors because he made some big deals that required lots of upfront cash. I figured they were in Vegas because he traveled there a lot, even though—again, as far as I know—he didn’t have any projects in Nevada. In high school, I’d look for news about the firm on business websites. Once I realized he was never going to bring me into the business, I stopped looking at those.” He made a show of indifference, but Sam saw the hurt.

	Sam looked at the other two. “Anything to add?”

	“Did my father get into some sort of financial trouble?” Rowan asked.

	“I don’t know what the investigation will uncover,” Sam said. “Tell me, why a private investigator?”

	Rowan answered. “We need an extra set of eyes and ears on this investigation. Someone who can pivot should something come up. Someone we trust. Someone who will work specifically for us and not for some vague notion of justice.” 

	“Someone who didn’t know him,” Paulie added.

	“Fair enough.” Sam stood as Tina appeared at the door. “Ms. Hatch will go over our standard documents, including agreements and fees. Look them over or have them reviewed by your lawyer. If you decide to sign with us, we’ll set up another meeting to discuss the best way forward.”

	Rowan and her younger brother followed Tina out the door, engrossed in whispered conversation. Elena, however, hung back. 

	Round two, Sam thought. She closed the door and returned to her desk.

	 

	Ch. 6

	“How can I help, Mrs. Fischer?”

	“I was not completely forthcoming about my knowledge of my husband’s business.” Elena uncrossed and recrossed her long legs. “I don’t know much more than Paulie, but I may have met some investors.” 

	“Go on.”

	“Todd was, how do you say it, mercurial. Up one day, down the next. Same with his business.  Two weeks after we married, he brought me to Las Vegas for a gathering with people he called potential backers. I hoped I might prove useful to his business. When we arrived, he let me know he would be in meetings all day. I was to enjoy the resort, then accompany him to an evening social event so I could keep an ear out.”

	“He wanted you to eavesdrop,” Sam suggested. 

	“Yes. He was concerned some of these people might talk about him in Spanish. Only then did I learn they were Mexican with names like Lopez, Garcia, and Hernández. Understand, these names are as common as Smith is here. I listened as I could. The men were careful around me, I think, and I found myself most of the time with the wives and girlfriends.” 

	“Did you know the FBI was investigating your husband?”  

	“Not until someone from the local office called me and asked to meet with them to help with their inquiries.” She shook her head. “I told them I will go when I am finished mourning, and I will go with my lawyer. They will no doubt ask me about this single trip to Las Vegas. They will press me on my ties to my native country. I will tell you what I plan to tell them. These men were not known to me. They weren’t related to or connected to my family in any way. We never borrowed money. When my father died suddenly, I dropped out of school to work in support of my family. I succeeded. I have not returned to Mexico since my mother’s funeral ten years ago.”

	She leaned forward. “I hate this, Ms. Tate. I don’t want my husband in danger or afraid. I certainly don’t want him dead. He can be difficult, even crude. He may bend the rules on occasion. He loves me, though. I care for him as well.” 

	“The Park Service has an experienced team looking for him. If he’s in the park, the search team will find him.”

	“That’s exactly what they should do. Just as the FBI should look outside the park, even in Vegas, if they need to do so. I don’t need you to find my husband. I need you to find out what happened to my husband.” She locked eyes with Sam. 

	Sam nodded slowly. “I understand.”

	[image: Image]

	Later that afternoon, Sam returned from her deposition to a message from Special Agent Juliette Knowles with the National Park Service. She returned the call immediately.

	“Thanks for getting back to me, Ms. Tate. I guess you know who I am?”

	“I do, Special Agent Knowles. Please call me Sam.”

	“I’m Juliette. Are the Fischers officially your clients?”

	Sam decided to hedge her response. “Likely. We have a few details to work out.”

	“Assuming your involvement, I want to let you know the Park Service search team found Fischer’s body a few hours ago. He was wedged in a crevice, so they had to work some to free him. His neck appears to be broken, along with other bones. That’s all I can say for now. It’s been a week. With the snowfall and subsequent melting, we can’t draw conclusions just yet.” 

	“Of course not.”

	“The body’s being transported by helicopter to the Larimer County Coroner’s Office,” Knowles continued. Elena Fischer has been contacted. We offered to bring her in tomorrow to ID the body, but she insisted on coming up today. It’s up to her to contact his children. I get the feeling there’s no love lost between them.”

	“She’ll do the right thing,” Sam said. “When’s the autopsy?”

	“In the next few days, I hope. Meanwhile, we’ll work our way back up the cliff, create a couple of models based on any findings that will help us establish the body’s likely trajectory.” 

	“You want to figure out if Fischer tripped, slipped, jumped, or was pushed.” 

	“Something like that.” Knowles cleared her throat. “I’m aware that Fischer is a person of interest to the FBI. How this impacts our investigation, I don’t yet know. If there’s anything we discover that I can share with you, I will share it.” She let a second or two pass. “It’s probably strange tackling this kind of case as a PI, given your background in law enforcement. If it helps, I’m not territorial, and I’m not shy about seeking input.”

	“Appreciate that,” Sam said.

	“Besides, who doesn’t want to say they got to work with the infamous Sam Tate, am I right?” 

	“So I’ve heard,” Sam replied.

	 

	 

	Ch. 7

	“It’s been a while, Sam.”

	Sam peered at the woman on the screen. Joyce Putnam hadn’t changed much since the funeral. Still the same warm brown eyes, the same neatly coifed dark chocolate hair with perhaps a couple of new strands of silver. Still trim, still stylish, at least from what Sam could see. As always, she projected both tranquility and safety. 

	Sam felt neither tranquil nor safe, though.

	“Yes, it has, Dr. Putnam,” she replied. Did that sound too abrupt? Ever since she’d moved into this new version of her life five months earlier, she’d been picking her way back to the people she’d hurt years earlier. 

	“How do you like Denver?”

	Sam marginally relaxed, thankful for the effortless way the therapist navigated past any awkwardness.

	“It’s a pretty city. A comfortable size. I like it more than I expected to. Plenty going on, but not so much as to be overwhelming. Good food, nice people, great access to the outdoors. Not that I’ve had a lot of time to explore.”

	“Hit the ground running, did you?”

	“You could say that. My dogs have adjusted more quickly than I have.”

	“They’re not running a private investigative firm,” Putnam noted. “With exclusive clientele, from what I’ve read.” 

	Sam winced. “We’ve made the news.” 

	“Just an article here and there when you first opened for business. Nothing lately.” 

	“Fine by me,” Sam said. “Honestly, we haven’t set out to grab headlines, notwithstanding that Suzanne and I have, um, high profiles. It seems to work in our favor. The firm has taken on some challenging cases. White-collar crime, a missing persons investigation, and a drug ring at a private high school, if you can believe it. Our clients have money, but we’re also taking on pro bono work. And by ‘we’ I mean our fully
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