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CHAPTER ONE
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It was a quiet morning in Shelby, Montana. Joanna had just stopped for her daily coffee at her favorite place, Lucky Joe’s. She gripped her coffee firmly in both hands, held it close to her face, and took a deep breath of its aroma.

“Ahh, nothing like a good coffee to start the day,” Joanna said to herself.

Little did she know her life was about to change forever.

As she walked down the street, she greeted everyone she passed. “Good morning, Larry!”

“Mornin’, Sheriff,” Larry responded.

She kept walking back to her patrol car. “Morning, Olivia! How are you this morning?” Joanna asked little Olivia.

“Fine, Sheriff! How are you?” Olivia replied.

“I’m good, sweetheart! Thank you for asking. Have a great day!” Joanna said as she walked away.

“Beep. Hey, uh, Sheriff Dawson? You got your ears on? Beep,” Carl, the dispatcher, asked Joanna over the radio.

“Yeah, Carl, what’s up?” Joanna replied while getting into her car.

“Beep. You need to get to Summer Lake Road, about two miles off the pavement, down the dirt road. Beep,” Carl replied with a catch in his voice.

“Carl, want to key me in on what I’m about to walk up on?” Joanna replied over the radio, nervous about what the call could be.

“Beep. Umm, Sheriff, it’s a boy. Get there quick. Beep,” Carl said, choking back tears.

Joanna had an idea of what the call could be about, but she didn’t know for sure. She put her car in drive, flipped on the lights and siren, and took off for the pasture.

While she was driving, she thought back to her time in Billings, Montana. Joanna had grown up in Billings, and she had dreamed about being a police officer since she was a little girl. As soon as she turned twenty-one, she joined the police academy and graduated at the top of her class.

Everyone told her she was not strong enough to make it as a police officer. Hearing that only made Joanna work harder.

After graduation, her friends took her to a local bar to celebrate. It was a small, quiet bar owned by some of their friends. At the bar stood a tall man. Joanna made eye contact with him but quickly looked away. After a few drinks, she finally worked up enough courage to go over and talk to him.

“Hi,” Joanna said shyly.

“Well, hi there! What’s your name, cutie?” the stranger said. He had obviously had a few drinks.

“Joanna. You?” she replied.

“Mikey,” he replied.

Joanna chuckled. “That has to be a nickname!”

“It is. The guys at the firehouse gave me that. It’s better than Big Mike, but my real name is Michael,” he replied with a smile.

“Oh, so you’re a firefighter,” she replied flirtatiously.

“Yep. A year now. I just finished my last shift as a candidate! What about you?” he replied joyfully.

“I just graduated from the police academy earlier today!” she replied with a huge smile on her face.

As Joanna thought about that day, she turned the final corner onto the dirt road. She was trying to remember happier times, as she often did back in Billings when she was called to crime scenes, trying to block out the way Carl’s voice had cracked over the radio.

She pulled up at the scene, got out of her car, and walked hastily toward it. Mike stepped in her way.

“Babe, baby! Look at me! It’s not him. It’s not Jake!”

Mike was the chief at Firehouse Twenty-Four in Shelby.

“Wait, what? Oh, thank God! But, Mike, who is it, then?” Joanna said, looking up at her husband with slight relief.

Jake was their fifteen-year-old son.

“It’s Holden, sweetheart.”

When Michael spoke, he was short, sweet, and to the point.

Joanna dropped her head into her hands and began to cry. “Mike, who could hurt that sweet boy?”

“Sweetheart, Holden is dead,” Mike said solemnly.

Joanna began to cry harder. Mike wrapped her in his arms, trying to console her. She accepted his embrace and buried her head in his chest. She cried for a minute. Her crying began to slow, and she lifted her head, wiping her eyes.

“Hey, there’s my big, strong girl. We have to be strong for Holden,” Mike said with a slight smile.

Joanna smiled faintly. “Yeah, honey, you’re right.”

She walked to her car, sniffling, and opened the back hatch of her SUV. She opened one of the compartments and grabbed her crime-scene gloves.

As she walked toward the scene, she thought, I moved away from Billings so I wouldn’t have to deal with dead-kid cases.

She felt herself tearing up. She took a deep breath and composed herself.

Lifting the tape, she ducked under it and asked, “Has CSU been called, Deputy Blake?”

“Yes, about forty minutes ago, Sheriff,” the deputy responded.

“Good,” Joanna replied.

She walked over to Holden’s body, making sure not to contaminate the scene, squatted down, and said, “Don’t you worry, sweetheart. I’m gonna catch whoever did this to you. That’s a promise.”

She stood, looked over his body, and saw a note sticking out of the pocket of his shirt. She knew not to touch anything until the Crime Scene Unit arrived and processed the scene.

As she examined Holden’s body further, she noticed there were no holes in his clothes. She began to wonder how all the blood had gotten there. As time passed, she found drag marks leading from the road to where Holden now lay.

She walked over to Mike, once again lifting the tape and ducking under it.

“Hey, did any of your guys move Holden?” she asked.

“No, sweetie. The only people who touched Holden were the paramedics. They just checked for a pulse and said he was cold. There was nothing they could do,” he replied.

Joanna nodded and walked over to the cowboys who had called it in.

“Mornin’, gentlemen. Did any of you move the boy’s body or touch him when you found him?”

“No, ma’am. We saw the boy and all the blood and called 911 right away,” the head cowboy answered.

“Okay, thank you. Please make sure we can find you all if we have any more questions,” Joanna told the group of cowboys standing beside their horses.

“Yes, ma’am,” they replied in unison.

Joanna walked back to the scene, lifted the tape once again, and ducked under it. She took out her phone and began photographing the drag marks to make sure they were documented in case they were disturbed.

After taking the pictures, she walked back over to Holden and began noticing more and more things that were odd about the crime scene. He was very well groomed, and his arms were crossed over his chest as though he were lying in a casket.

Was he ashamed of what he had done?

Finally, the Crime Scene Unit arrived. Joanna walked over to the tape and waited for them. She lifted it as they approached.

“Hey there. I’m Sheriff Joanna Dawson.”

“How goes it? I’m Alex, and this is my assistant, Mia,” Alex replied.

“Shame it’s under these circumstances,” Mia said.

“Yes, such a shame. Holden was only a year older than my son. They were friends, and he sat at my dinner table,” Joanna replied, her voice breaking.

Mia placed a hand on her shoulder. “We will find this SOB.”

Joanna nodded. “I did want to let you know that I observed drag marks from the road to where the boy is now. I’ve already spoken to the firefighters and the cowboys who called it in and asked whether they had moved him. They all said no. I also took pictures for evidence, just in case the marks got messed up by all the foot traffic.”

“Well, you sure know your way around a crime scene!” Alex replied, surprised.

“Unfortunately, yes. I was a detective in Billings for four years and a street cop for six,” Joanna replied.

They all moved toward Holden’s body.

Joanna was curious about where all the blood had come from. How is Holden missing all this blood? There has to be more than three gallons here. He was never reported missing. No surprise there, since his parents are always strung out. But I don’t see any wounds on him. Maybe his wounds are on his back, and I can’t see them.

After Mia and Alex finished taking pictures of the scene, they walked over to Holden’s body. Using tweezers, Alex pulled a piece of paper from the pocket of Holden’s jeans. He opened it and placed it in a clear evidence bag.

Then the medical examiner’s van came up the road and stopped ten feet from the crime-scene tape.

“Did you need to take your sweet-ass time, Tom?” Joanna said sarcastically.

“Well, Joanna, I don’t move as fast as I used to!” Tom said with a chuckle.

Tom had been the medical examiner in Shelby for the last forty years. He always tried to make hard situations a little less painful and sickening.

“Alrighty, boys, where is the poor soul?” Tom asked the firefighters who were still at the scene.

They all looked toward Holden’s body.

Tom walked over with the assistance of his cane. Once he reached Holden, he knelt beside the boy, opened his bag, and took out his liver thermometer. He inserted it into Holden’s stomach and pushed it down to the liver.

“Ninety point four degrees. I’d say he has been deceased for about six hours,” Tom said, looking up at Joanna.

“I think it’s time to show Holden some respect and get him out of this field. Don’t you think, Tom?” Joanna asked.

“Ah, yes. Let’s get Holden to his new home for now,” Tom replied.

Tom unrolled the black canvas body bag on the stretcher and asked two firefighters to help him place Holden’s body on it. The two firefighters nodded, put on crime-scene gloves, and walked over to Holden. They lifted his body and placed him on the stretcher.

Tom zipped the bag and rolled the stretcher to his van. He said his goodbyes, got into the van, and headed back down the dirt road.

Alex finished collecting the last few samples and stood. Mia was holding the plastic evidence bag and looking down at it. She looked as though she had seen a ghost.

Alex placed the swab containing the blood sample into a container, looked up at Mia, and said, “Mia...what’s wrong?”

“Alex, did you read the note?” Mia asked.

“No, I didn’t,” Alex replied, walking toward her.

She reached out and handed him the note. He took it and read it. Afterward, Alex looked at Joanna.

“Joanna, we need to call the FBI...”

“But why? Isn’t this something we can handle in-house? It was probably the rancher who thought it was a wolf. I don’t want to bother the FBI with little ol’ Shelby.”

“Ma’am, I believe it’s the I-15 Killer,” Alex said fearfully.

Joanna gasped. “Why do you think that?”

Alex handed her the note. It read:

“I don’t like the name the media has given me. I’m no killer. I am more than that. I am the only one who is brave enough to rid this country of the impure. I will not stop until I fulfill my duty of banishing the demons.

—The Exorcist”

Joanna’s hands began to tremble. She quickly handed the note back to Alex and took off toward her car. Fumbling for her phone as she got in, she called the station. She pressed the station’s contact and tapped the call button.

Ring...ring...

“Hey, Joanna, what’s up?”
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