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      As unconsciousness gave way to awareness, suddenly adrenaline surged through her body. Panic seized her as she realized flames were licking at her feet. She struggled to pull free, but heavy rope wound around each wrist and secured her tightly. She tried to draw her feet up away from the fire, but they too, would not move.

      How had she gotten to this place? This place of torment and fear? She was suspended on a large cross type structure, sturdy and solid. Surrounding the base of the structure was a circle of fire that was growing more ferocious by the moment.

      The night was black and the only sound she could hear was the crackling of the fire. She screamed for help, but heard no response. There was no one there. There was no one to save her.

      Sweat dripped into her eyes and stung as her body convulsed with wracking sobs. She jerked her hands and feet in an attempt to pull free from the tightly wound rope. Whoever had tied her had taken the time to ensure it securely anchored her to the post. The rope was thick and rough and gouged into her skin.

      I have to think clearly.  I have to calm down. I have to figure a way out of this. She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and mentally offered a prayer of panicked desperation.

      Almost immediately, she felt a soothing calm blanket her, but it was not a calming assurance that she would be rescued, but one resigning her to her fate. She would die here today.
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        Seven days earlier…

      

      

      Monday morning Lainey stood before Carrie with flushed cheeks and a broad smile. She had just jerked her stocking cap off of her dark mane and it danced around her head in dark feathery wisps.

      “Don’t you just love Christmas time?” asked Lainey Tate, Carrie’s partner at the Oklahoma State Bureau of Investigation.

      Carrie was trying not to laugh at her partner and the result was a twisted grin on her face. It was hard not to love everything about Lainey. Her energy and positive attitude encouraged and enlivened everyone she came in contact with, even in the most difficult situations.

      “Yes, Lainey, I’ve always loved Christmas,” said Gerald, a seasoned OSBI agent who was standing nearby.

      Carrie sat silent. She had loved Christmas when she was a child, but when her parents had both died in a fatal car crash while in her twenties, she had lost the will to live. Happy memories, holidays, and friendships had all died along with them.

      Recently though, thanks in part to Lainey, Carrie had laid down toxic emotions and begun to move forward. Lainey had showed her that her parents, who had always been her champions, would want their love and encouragement to continue even though they were gone.

      Carrie realized that wallowing in her pain only produced a destructive lifestyle. One that was rapidly taking her down a dark, emotional hole and bringing dishonor to her parents and the great job they had done raising her. So, she focused on their love which would never die. It had been a slow process, but the heavy burden she had carried for over eight years was nearly gone.

      “I think this year Lainey, I will enjoy it,” said Carrie as her smile widened across her face.

      Lainey noticed Carrie’s attempt to hide amusement and reached up to touch her hair. “It’s sticking up everywhere, isn’t it?” she asked as she attempted to smooth down her floating mane with both hands.

      Carrie burst out laughing. Each attempt Lainey made to corral her hair only resulted in producing more static and therefore a growing black halo.

      Suddenly Lainey stopped trying and was overcome by laughter, realizing her attempts were futile. She plopped down in her desk chair and both she and Carrie laughed until tears rolled down their cheeks.

      Gerald stood and simply looked back and forth between the two. He had a wife and three daughters so this was common behavior to him. Finally, when he thought the worst of the hilarity had stopped, he said, “Okay, so Randy wanted me to talk with you two about this case. He was here earlier but he had to leave, so he asked me to pass it on to you two.”

      A new case caused the ladies to shift gears mentally and focus on the file Gerald held in his hands. That folder represented someone’s pain and suffering, criminals causing destruction, and work for the agents. Both ladies stood and flanked Gerald, one on each side, and peered at the contents of the folder.

      “There has been a series of deaths in the Robbers Cave area down in the southeastern part of the state,” began Gerald.

      Carrie reached up and took the file from Gerald and flipped through the pages. What she saw horrified her. She looked up at Gerald. “These people were all burned alive?”

      “The coroner in Latimer County is inexperienced, but yes, she feels they were,” responded Gerald. “There was smoke inhalation in each one.

      “There have been animal deaths, burnings, in the same area recently. There were no autopsies on those, but they could have been burned alive as well, or not. Maybe the killer began with the animals and then escalated to humans.” Gerald paused to let the gravity of it all sink in.

      Lainey had been standing silently by listening. Her focus had been on Gerald and Carrie as they discussed what was in the file. She had been in law enforcement for several years with the Oklahoma City Police Department before being accepted to the OSBI.

      Immediately upon arrival, she had been inserted into the middle of an ongoing investigation regarding human trafficking and murdered prostitutes. That had been horrific, but this seemed far worse.

      “Randy wants you two down there ASAP. You are to meet with the county sheriff of Latimer County. Her name is Wanda Markum. She’s the one who reached out for our help. Get on the road. I’ll make arrangements for a hotel for you in Wilberton. You may be there a while.”
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        * * *

      

      Carrie kept a go-bag for just such occasions, but she knew for a possible extended stay, she would need to add to it. Lainey hadn’t thought to keep a go-bag, so she needed to prepare one. They agreed to go home and pack, and Carrie would pick Lainey up at her home in exactly one hour.

      Wilburton, Oklahoma was two-and-a-half hours, east and then south, from Oklahoma City, that is with a normal person abiding by the speed limit laws. Carrie always tried to follow the speed limit, since she was in law enforcement, but today her foot was heavy.

      Lainey’s naturally happy demeanor was dampened. She had spent the first part of their journey reading the file Gerald had given them. It was enough to dampen anyone’s spirit.

      There had been three people die from fire. In the file there were notations of at least six animal deaths in the last six months. Whether they had died in a fire or been burned afterwards, they didn’t know.

      Apparently, the animal deaths related to fire come and go depending on the time of year. Local law enforcement had been battling with those for years. But they had never had human deaths by fire until now.

      Reading the text thoroughly was unsettling enough for Lainey, but when she saw the crime scene photos, she felt intense empathy for the victims. She could not imagine the horror of dying in a fire. She was glad she had not eaten breakfast, because it had tied her stomach in knots and she felt nauseous.

      “Have you had to work a fire crime scene before?” Lainey asked.

      “Yes. It was my first case with the OSBI. It was a bad deal. I saw things I never thought I’d see in Oklahoma.”

      “I can’t imagine the horror of being in a fire. There’s just something about it that terrifies me. Of all the ways to die, I think that is the one most horrific,” said Lainey.

      She turned her head and gazed out at the countryside as Carrie drove. Going east on I-40 from Oklahoma City, the landscape quickly changed from rolling hills and prairie to dense wooded areas. Being December though, the trees were gray and brown, hiding out until spring when they would once again come to life.

      As Lainey watched the dreary landscape speed by, she felt a deep sense of foreboding inside. She had only felt that heavy warning once before. When she was only fourteen years old, she had been raped. She had felt that same feeling then, that she felt now.

      “Are you okay?” Carrie asked. Lainey had gotten quiet and the atmosphere in the SUV seemed heavy.

      Lainey turned to look at Carrie and gave her a reassuring smile. “I’m good.” She didn’t want to share her sudden concern with Carrie, after all it might be nothing at all. Sharing this particular feeling might give Carrie pause and cause her to wonder if she could trust Lainey to put her emotions in check in order to focus on the case.

      The sun was trying to peak through the clouds as they pulled into Wilburton. The wind pushed against the SUV in random gusts. Carrie was glad that she would have a chance to pull over and stop fighting the wind. It had fought her the entire trip and was causing her to feel cranky.

      “Lainey, text Sheriff Markum and let her know we’re in town, but will stop and get a bite to eat before we head on over to their station,” said Carrie.

      Lainey sent the Sheriff a text. “Done. Wait, she already texted back and asked where we would eat. She said she would meet us there and have lunch with us.” Lainey looked up at Carrie for instruction.

      “Ask her where she recommends. I’m sure there is a local place that beats the chains.”

      Lainey looked back down at her phone. Her fingers flew, and a response was quickly received. “She said we can meet her at the station and ride with her, or just meet her at Riley’s Eats. It’s on Main Street downtown.”

      “Let’s meet her there,” said Carrie.

      They were just one block from Riley’s, so it only made sense to Carrie to meet there. She also didn’t want to be without her vehicle.

      At eleven thirty on a Monday morning Riley’s was almost empty. The morning breakfast crowd had come and gone and the lunch crowd was just trickling in. Carrie and Lainey located a table where they could watch the front door and out the front windows.

      Sheriff Markum soon arrived. Carrie’s first reaction was, I hope I still look that good at the sheriff’s age; and after life and the job has taken its toll on me. She chided herself for expecting a frumpy middle-aged woman.

      Wanda was lean and attractive, classy even. Her dark hair was pulled neatly into a bun at the nape of her neck. No visible signs of aging made it difficult for Carrie to guess exactly how old she was.

      Carrie stood and shook Sheriff Markum’s outstretched hand and looked her firmly in the eye. “Thank you both so much for coming down here. We appreciate it.”

      Her sincerity was clear and Carrie responded. “We’re happy to help. I’m Carrie Border and this is Lainey Tate.”

      “As you know, I’m the Sheriff of Latimer County. I was elected fifteen years ago after working for the Wilburton Police Department for twenty years. I’ve lived in this area all my life.”

      Carrie quickly did the math. This lady had to be at least fifty-five years old. She was also very well spoken. This part of the state often had a reputation for being backwoods and uneducated, but if the Sheriff was any indication of the rest of the population, those rumors were unfounded.

      “Please call me Wanda. We’re casual around here.”

      “You can address us by either our first or last names. We hear both and answer to most.” Carrie smiled.

      They all ordered lunch and got right down to business while they were waiting for their orders to arrive.

      “As I said, I’ve lived around here most of my life and never in my thirty-five years of law enforcement have I ever witnessed anything so horrific. The coroner has determined that all three were alive when the fire started.”

      Lainey thought she might be ill. As the bubbly waitress sat their meals in front of them, Lainey’s stomach lurched and she shut her eyes. But the smell continued to penetrate her body.

      “I’ll be right back. I need the restroom before I eat.” Lainey stood and quickly left the table.

      “Maybe we should put work aside while we eat,” said the sheriff.

      Carrie nodded as she looked to where Lainey had disappeared behind the restroom door. “I think that would be best. Sometimes I forget that Lainey doesn’t yet have the constitution to discuss the gore of this job while eating.”

      Sheriff Markum nodded as she dipped two French fries in ketchup. “Honestly, this is enough to make me nauseous as well. I don’t think I will ever forget the smell of those crime scenes.”

      Lainey was soon back, and they shifted the conversation to lighter topics. Wanda gave a little history of the area, particularly Robber’s Cave which was in proximity to where the crimes had occurred.

      It was difficult to grow up in Oklahoma and not hear at least some folklore about the cave being the hideout for thieves and outlaws. But Carrie and Lainey still sat transfixed as Wanda told tales of the area and the cave.

      The cave is located in the Sans Bois Mountains. Rugged cliffs and dense woods made the area the perfect spot to hide from law enforcement. Criminals could live inside the many caves which were tucked back into the jagged cliffs for a long time. But usually their greed for more money would draw them back out.

      Soon, after making quick work of their meals, they bundled back up to face the winter wind outside. Upon exiting the diner, the wind slammed hard against the three women. Carrie surveyed the sky. Dark swirling clouds were fighting the sun for control.

      “It looks like we may get a winter storm. Have you heard the latest weather report?” Carrie asked.

      The sheriff was nodding as she zipped her heavy jacket. “This morning they said that we had a winter storm moving in and there was a strong probability of snow. It won’t make our job any easier, but maybe it will slow down the killer.”

      “Fire and ice,” said Lainey. Her voice had been barely audible and the Sheriff and Carrie both looked at her.

      Lainey turned to look at the other two and said, “I said fire and ice,” Lainey repeated. Her brow furrowed.

      Carrie looked at Sheriff Markum and nodded. “Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      “Get your lazy asses up!” Yelled Doc. He kicked the dirt next to Jimmy’s feet. Both Jimmy and Bud had fallen asleep out by the old fire pit. They were supposed to be cooking, not taking a break.

      “Don’t tell me you’re out here smokin’ a joint when you are supposed to be cookin’.” Doc was so mad he wanted to beat the two of them to a pulp, but they were all he had to help him, and after all, they were family.

      Startled, Jimmy jerked and his chair tipped over backwards and landed hard on the ground. “Hey man!” Jimmy cried out. “What did you go and do that for?”

      Bud scurried out of his chair before Doc could grab hold of him. “We’re just takin’ a break. The stuff’s fine,” said Bud.

      “You can’t be smokin’ and cookin’. You have got to keep your heads clear!” Doc stomped off towards the cooking trailer where they continued to produce a steady flow of meth for Latimer and the surrounding counties.

      He was pissed that those two were high as two pot heads could be, and they were not done with the product for the day. He would have to finish it himself to make sure they didn’t all get blown sky high.

      Bud and Jimmy followed at a reasonable distance behind Doc. They both knew Doc was smarter than they were, but he didn’t have to rub it in their faces. Neither Bud nor Jimmy had even graduated from high school, but Doc had gone to college.

      After college, he had even worked in Oklahoma City for several years after getting his degree in chemistry. But when their mother had died, he had come home to check on things and never left again. He resented being pulled back into this cesspool, and he especially resented having to babysit these two morons.

      There was no use for his degree down in these backwoods except to cook meth. It was also the only thing that would provide them a reasonable income. They were so far back in the mountains that it would be hard to locate them and certainly no one would stumble onto them by accident, so their operation was safe in that respect.

      When Doc realized that those two were following him, he whirled around. “Go back to the house. I don’t need your addle brains here to blow us all up. I’ll handle it and finish the job. Go back to the house and clean up that nasty mess of a house.”

      Bud and Jimmy just stood dumfounded at Doc’s tirade, then burst out laughing. They laughed so hard they doubled over and fell to the ground. Soon they were rolling around like two little kids in a pile of dry leaves on the forest floor.

      Doc turned and continued to the cook trailer grinding his teeth. When he got to the trailer, the door was standing wide open and inside was a raccoon scrambling through the cupboards.

      He chased after the varmint, well aware that the raccoon could hit the wrong thing at any moment and blow them both up. He grabbed a broom by the door and whopped the coon as hard as he could on the head. It stopped stunned, just long enough for Doc to grab it and throw it out the trailer door.

      It felt like the top of his head would blow off from fury. Not only had they left the trailer, they had left the door wide open. His blood pressure was enough to put him under.

      He donned his mask and coveralls and proceeded into the cook area. All looked well and appeared that they had at least kept a cool head while cooking. Nothing was packaged though, and Joe was coming in just a couple of hours to get the entire batch. He would have to work quickly to get it all done in time.

      As he packaged the product, he dreamed of going back to a normal life and a normal job. Growing up, he had worked hard to make good grades in school so he could get a scholarship and get out of this hellhole.

      College life was an adjustment at first, but Doc had found a part-time job and worked hard on both his studies and the job. On graduation day there had been no one there to see his accomplishment. Momma was too ill to travel and their daddy had left them all behind a decade or two earlier.

      Jimmy and Bud couldn’t find their way out of a paper bag, much less to the OU campus in Norman. And honestly, Doc hadn’t wanted those two to come, anyway. They would have only embarrassed him.

      A sharp rap on the trailer door startled Doc out of his past, just as he was finishing the last package. He went to answer the door, knowing it would be Joe Billings.

      “Just finished. Let me help you carry it to the truck.” Joe was no nonsense and Doc was relieved that he had gotten it all ready by the time he had arrived.

      Joe was meaner than a rattlesnake. He didn’t suffer fools or anyone that threatened his operation. Doc wasn’t sure he had ever seen Joe smile and that long jagged scar down his cheek added further intimidation.

      He was in it to grow a large and powerful operation. He may have realized that he already had that power since no one in this area would dare challenge him. However, that is the thing about power; if you want it, you never have enough. Not being on time would have been cause for Joe to end their working relationship, and maybe their lives.

      Doc needed the money. He was putting a nice nest egg back, more determined than ever before to get out of there. He would do whatever he had to do to get out of this backwoods pit and he would not let those two idiot brothers of his destroy his plan.

      He watched Joe drive off down the narrow wooded trail that led away from their home. It was just a small clearing deep in the forest and the road was so narrow that few ever ventured down it.

      Doc shivered and pulled his coat tighter. He looked up at the sky with a frown. There was a storm coming and coming soon. He was glad the shipment was out of the way before the storm. He could kick back for a while and not have to worry about getting another shipment to Joe soon.

      He walked the path to the house and looked around. This was such a beautiful area, but his mother had lived on a small disability check which didn’t afford means beyond the bare necessities, and his two brothers were so lazy that they did nothing to keep the place up. Junk lay everywhere disturbing the natural beauty of the forest.

      The thought had crossed his mind several times that his two brothers would not, could not survive without him. But he still had to go. He couldn’t live like this for much longer.

      Icy raindrops fell just as Doc reached the rickety front porch. They felt like shards of glass hitting the back of his neck. Inside, a counter assault of heat met him when he opened the front door.

      Those two idiots had over stoked the wood-burning stove and then fallen asleep. Doc left the front door slightly ajar to vent out the excess heat. As he surveyed the dirty dishes and trash lining the kitchen counter, his resolve to get out of there only increased. He would check his stash as soon as possible. Maybe, just maybe, he could leave sooner than he thought.
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        * * *

      

      Carrie and Lainey pulled up in front of the white stucco building. The clouds were winning the battle in the sky and it was now much darker. Once inside the headquarters for the Latimer County Sheriff’s Department, Carrie and Lainey quickly shed their heavy coats and gloves. Someone had cranked up the heat, and it felt almost tropical inside.

      Sheriff Markum had parked in the rear parking lot and entered from the rear door. She entered the front reception area quickly from the rear of the building and retrieved the agents, leading them to her office.

      “Here are the files we have so far,” she said as she handed Carrie the three files. “Also, here is a file I’ve created with our findings so far on any animal burnings in the last six months. I can always go back further if you need them. We don’t pursue them like crimes perpetrated on humans so the files are thin.

      “There may not even be any connection, but I didn’t want to assume there wasn’t one.”

      Carrie handed the animal file to Lainey while she thumbed through the murder files. Victim number one was Beau Johnson a male age twenty-six, white. They found him on the ground in a clearing on what appeared to have been a pile of brush.

      Victim number two was Corey Stiles a white male age twenty-two. His body had been found in a shed which had burned completely to the ground.

      And victim number three was a female, Amanda Lee age twenty-one. She had been found tied to a cross type structure inside a barn. The front of the barn had been completely burned, but had spared some cross area and the back wall of the barn.

      Carrie frowned as she studied the files. All three victims were white, but two were males and one female. Also, they were all burned, but in different scenarios.

      “Do you have a room set up for us to lay this all out?” Carrie asked.

      “Yes,” Sheriff Markum was moving before Carrie had even finished her sentence. She led them through a maze of hallways. "Sorry this is so far back here, but it is closer to the back door so it will be easy for you to come and go. I’ll get you each a pass card to get in.”

      She opened the door to an almost bare room. There was one long table in the center with two metal folding chairs. One white board stood off to the side.

      “Sorry that it isn’t much. We can get you a computer in here as well.”

      “It will work.” Carrie gave the Sheriff a smile. She was used to the lack of equipment in smaller rural areas. She had brought a laptop from the OSBI should they need it. “What about a large area map?”

      “Yes, anything else you can think of?”

      Carrie shook her head, and the Sheriff left to retrieve the map. Lainey had been quietly studying the file of animal burnings.

      “Anything stand out to you in there?” Carrie asked Lainey.

      “I’m not sure yet.” She looked up at Carrie. “Can I look through this some more?”

      “Sure. But remember our primary focus is on these murders. That is mainly for preliminary information. They may not even be linked.”

      Lainey nodded. “I have a thought, but it could be nothing. I just want to look through them more thoroughly.” Lainey sat down on a cold metal folding chair and laid the open folder on the table. She retrieved her notepad and pen while still focused on the file.

      The door opened and in came the Sheriff unfurling a large map of the area. With Carrie’s help she pinned it to the back wall.

      I’ll put red pins where we found the three murder victims, and if you want, I’ll put blue pins where we found the animals.

      Lainey continued to study the file before her. There was something about these animal burnings that triggered a memory. She just couldn’t quite put her finger on it.

      Soon, the Sheriff had all the pins on the map. Carrie had watched while she had worked. It appeared to her as if there was no pattern.

      “Does there appear to be a pattern to you?” she asked Sheriff Markum.

      The Sheriff stood studying the map, shaking her head. “No. They are so random.”

      “Tell me about the area where these pins are.”

      The sheriff looked at Carrie. “Dense forest and mountainous areas with lots of rocky outcrops. And, of course multiple caves.”

      The task ahead of them settled in with Carrie. Searching in that area could be time consuming and counterproductive. They would have to work smart on this.

      “I’ve got it!” Lainey chimed out. Both the Sheriff and Carrie swiveled around to look where Lainey sat at the table.

      “These are satanic animal sacrifices. Well, most of them are. I did a detailed study on this in college.” She stood up taking the photos and laying them out, side by side on the table. “See here.” Lainey pointed to three of the photos showing faint markings in the ground. They were almost unrecognizable, but when you knew what to look for, you could see what had once been the outline of a pentagram.

      “They tried to obliterate it, but didn’t get it all. Also, the way the animal is laying and the deep cut to the throat of the animal. Even though they were burned, it appeared that there was no hesitation in cutting the line deep into the animal's throat.”

      Lainey paused and looked up at the sheriff and Carrie. Both were looking back with skepticism.

      “Okay, look here,” Lainey proceeded. “There is almost no blood on the ground. They catch the blood and use it in their rituals.” She looked back at the women.

      “You’re right. The ground is almost completely void of blood,” said Carrie. She looked at Sherif Markum with a questioning look.

      Finally, the sheriff slowly nodded her head. "We’ve had reports. Some, well most were just rumors, but there were some very credible reports from people who said they had witnessed these rituals. I don’t think any of us wanted to actually admit this was going on in our county.”

      “Do you think they are related to the murders?” asked Carrie.

      Sheriff Markum stood staring at the photos slowly shaking her head. “I’m not sure. I would like to say no, but then we should probably keep that as a consideration.”

      “What do you think, Lainey?” Sheriff Markum asked.

      “I haven’t studied those photos. Let me see them.” Lainey took the stack of crime scene photos and studied each one. She pushed the animal photos to the center of the table and laid out each of the crime scene photos side by side underneath.

      Lainey was deep in thought and almost forgot that the other two officers were there in the room with her. “I’m not even sure the same persons did them all. If they did, I think they were trying to hide that fact and make it look like multiple perpetrators. I don’t think human sacrifices by a satanic cult would care if we found them or not. They feel they are too powerful to be caught.

      “Also, none of our victims have their throats cut like the animals.” She reached down to pick up one photo in particular. “There is a faint outline of a pentagram here, but that could have been placed there to throw us off.” Lainey handed the photo across the table to the other two.

      “Sheriff which murder was first?” Lainey asked. The Sheriff helped Lainey arrange them by date of execution.

      “The first murder was Beau Johnson. He was found, as I said earlier in a clearing on a pile of brush. There didn’t appear to be any signs of restraint. The fire had curled the body into the fetal position so there was no way to know how he had been laying when the fire started.  He was not dead and not restrained.”

      “He could have been drugged or knocked unconscious.” Carrie flipped through the file to find the coroner’s report. “It says here there were slight skull fractures, but they were at the back of the skull and could have been from a fall.” Carrie continued to look through the file searching for a tox panel, but there was none.

      “I’m sure there is a tox screen being done.” Carrie said.

      “Yes, but we have none of the three back yet,” said Sheriff Markum.

      Carrie walked over to the whiteboard and put the headshot of Beau they had pulled from his driver's license on the board. Underneath, she wrote age and the basic details of the case.

      She then did the same for the next two. “Where did these three live? In Wilberton or in rural areas?” Carrie asked.

      Sheriff Markum pulled out clear pushpins and after looking at their home addresses, she put the pins on the map. All three lived in rural areas, but none lived close to each other. More randomness.

      Lainey was looking over the files for the three human victims. “Sheriff Markum, their throats weren’t cut, but were there any other injuries that could have been used to collect their blood?

      “Cutting a throat is almost instant death. If the killer had wanted to collect their blood, but keep them alive, they might have wounded them to begin a slow collection of blood, then leave them alive enough to experience the horror of the fire. Or maybe they were not quite dead yet, and were still breathing when the fire was started.”

      The sheriff stood looking at Lainey thinking. “I think we need to get with the medical examiner. The bodies were in such a horrific shape from the burning, she may not have seen that type of wound once she saw they had inhaled smoke. They did die from the fire, but there may have been additional wounds prior, which may have been covered up by the fire. I will have her take a second look.”

      “It seems that we have gleaned all we can from these files. I think it is time to go out and visit the crime scenes,” said Carrie.

      Sheriff Markum nodded. “We have them cordoned off to keep them intact as much as possible. Hopefully, the wildlife haven’t destroyed too much. Have you brought your winter gear? We could get caught out there when the storm comes.”

      “We did. Personal clothing, gloves and such, but not much else,” said Carrie. She was chiding herself for not checking the weather before leaving and planning ahead. Winter storms were rare in Oklahoma. They would come and then quickly go. Some winters would get a pass all together, so thinking to plan for such a rare occurrence had skipped Carrie’s mind.

      “We have extra winter kits. I’ll get a couple for your ride and put extra in mine. There are lanterns, sleeping bags, a battery operated mobile charger, meal bars, and several other items.”

      “You expect we’ll get stranded out in the snow?” Lainey asked.

      “You’re in the country now. We have to plan for every contingency here. In some areas out there you could be twenty miles from the nearest town. The mountain roads can become impassable. You’ll be glad you planned ahead,” concluded Sheriff Markum as she led them to their gear and tactical room.

      Just then, a deputy came in and handed Carrie and Lainey each a laminated key card. “These are for entrance into our station. They are visitor passes and only temporary,” he said. They each slid them into their badge wallet behind their official OSBI identification.

      “Ready?” Sheriff Markum asked. Both Carrie and Lainey nodded, so they headed out the door. Lainey had a knot in her stomach as big as Texas. It didn’t help that she hated the cold. She had never even liked the snow as a kid. Now they were tasked with finding a killer in the shadow of a potential winter storm. There was nothing about this that Lainey liked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The little cabin sat deep into the woods on a tiny clearing. The woods were so dense there that had there been any sun, it would have hardly been noticed. Inside sat three young men in their early twenties. The darkness wasn’t only on the outside of the cabin, but also on the inside.

      River Billings sat on an overstuffed old chair and stared into the fire that roared in the stone fireplace. His black hair was cut in an awkward, jagged pattern which left it short in the back, with jagged locks hanging forward in his face. He slowly brushed those locks mindlessly to the side and continued to stare at the fire.

      “River we’ve got a bad storm coming. We need to get out of here and back home before we get trapped here,” said Blaine Barlow. He was standing in the center of the room, half afraid of disturbing River, yet equally concerned about getting snowed in so deep into the forest.

      When River did not respond, Harley Atlee rose from the sofa and stood beside Blaine. “Blaine’s right. We’ve got to get out of here soon.” He shifted nervously from side to side, concerned about River’s reaction to their suggestions to leave.

      River continued to stare at the fire as if neither Blaine nor Harley had said a word. The fire fascinated him. It was fluid and intangible. It could harm you and grow out of control quickly without warning, and yet you needed its warmth to survive. It was a cruel game that the fire played. It had power over you. Power to keep you alive or to kill you.

      Blaine was getting hot in his coat. He had put it on hoping they would leave, but River only sat silent. They had brought one vehicle, and it was River’s.

      “River, we’ve got to go!” Blaine came right up to the side of River’s chair and slightly to the front so he could not be ignored, but River didn’t move.

      River terrified Harley, and he looked at Blaine with pleading eyes full of fear. He shook his head slightly to indicate that Blaine shouldn’t push River too far. He had seen River at his worst and he didn’t want to be on the receiving end of his rage.

      Just then Blaine’s cell phone pinged, and he looked down at it. It was his dad wondering where he was. It surprised him that the text had come through where they were. Calls certainly never made it through, but sometimes a text got lucky.

      He responded that he was okay and would be home by evening. He didn’t think anyone but the three of them knew about the cabin or it’s whereabouts and they wanted to keep it that way.

      When they had stumbled across it a couple of years ago, it was clear that no one had been here, much less lived here in ages. They had claimed it for their own and fixed it up, making a vow to never tell another living soul about it. So far they had kept their word.

      Blaine leaned over and got in River’s face. “We have got to go. There’s a huge winter storm coming and we will be trapped here. We don’t have enough supplies for that. My dad has already sent a message asking where I am.”

      River’s jaw clenched and relaxed. “Then go,” he said looking past Blaine to the fire.

      “Go! How? That’s your ride out there man!” Said Blaine completely exasperated.

      “If you have to go, then walk,” River said with cold quiet nonchalance.

      Blaine stood back up and paced the floor. Harley stood wringing his hands looking back and forth from Blaine to River. After what seemed like hours, but was more like minutes, River swiveled the chair around and looked at his two companions with cold lifeless eyes.

      “I want to stay,” said River.

      “We can’t stay!” Said Blaine. He ran his hand through his sandy blond hair and continued to pace. Suddenly he jerked his coat off and slammed it onto the sofa. At that, River swiveled the chair back around to look at the fire, pleased that he had won.

      A low wavering whine emerged from Harley. The fear he felt was coursing through his entire body. He couldn’t think what to do. Why did he even hang out with these two? He knew better. He wasn’t built for this.

      River stood up and walked straight over to Harley and slapped him hard on the side of his face. “Shut the hell up and grow some, you weak snot.”

      Harley’s head had snapped to the side and his cheek burned like fire where River’s hand had made contact. He covered it with his hand and turned to slip away from River.

      “Hey man, there was no need to do that,” said Blaine. “We need to get home. I need to get home.” Blaine and River had been friends since before kindergarten and they knew everything there was to know about each other. They had endured a lot as friends, but Blaine had seen his friend change through the last several months and it concerned him. He had become somewhat wary of him and his unpredictable behavior.

      River looked at Blaine and repeated himself, “Then.. go.. home..” His voice was cold and deliberate.

      Blaine knew that the harder he pushed, the more obstinate River would get. Do we try to walk out, he wondered. If we leave, will River leave too and catch up to us in the jeep? Maybe we can walk to the road and catch a ride.

      Blaine knew he had to think about Harley too. For whatever reason, River had grown increasingly mean to Harley. He had to make sure Harley got home safe. If they started out and River didn’t follow, they could get caught in the storm.

      “Harley get your coat on. We’re leaving.”  Blaine reached down, grabbed his coat and shoved his arms in it. Harley scrambled to grab his coat off of the hook by the door. He didn’t like the idea of walking out of there, but he didn’t want to be left alone with River.

      River continued to stand in the center of the room and watched them leave. Then he sat back down and swiveled his chair to once again stare at the fire.
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        * * *

      

      It only took about ten minutes to get from the Latimer County Sheriff’s department to the turnoff to Robber’s Cave. The wind had buffeted the sheriff’s SUV the entire trip. There had even been slight fits of rain from time to time as they drove.

      When they turned east and headed further into the forest, they were somewhat sheltered so the wind could no longer rock the SUV with such force. The road became much narrower and winding, and they had to slow down for safety’s sake which prolonged the trip.

      As they drove, Sheriff Markum went over what she knew of each of the three victim’s personal and home lives.

      Corey worked over in McAlester at a chain home improvement store. He had graduated four years earlier and had no interest in college. His supervisor said he worked hard and rarely missed work. He could see Corey getting promoted had he stuck with it.

      Both of Corey’s parents were still alive and lived close to a small town to the east of Wilburton called Red Oak. They had a small ranch about three miles north of there. It barely fed the two, much less Corey and his sister.

      Amanda Lee was a year younger than Corey at twenty-one years of age. She was beautiful and popular in school. She had made good grades at Wilburton High School. She had then gone away to college for a year, but her parents soon realized that Amanda hadn't been able to seriously buckle down and work at getting a degree.

      Extra money was slim, so rather than pay for her to squander it on a half attempt at an education, they made her come home. She had worked at the local drugstore in Wilburton ever since.

      She had a boyfriend named Matthew Bradford, twenty-two. They had dated for the last year. There was talk of getting married but no official engagement. Her father was a coach at the high school, and her mother was a nurse for a home health agency.

      Beau Johnson was twenty-six, a few years older than the other two. He had gone to college and come back after only two years. The classwork had been difficult, and he hadn’t found the discipline to keep up.

      He had floated from job to job for the last three years. His previous employers had said he lacked focus and initiative. There had also been reports that he often hung out with a few local dope heads who sold their drugs around the county. His only parent was a single mom who worked at a chain burger joint in Wilburton.

      Carrie was absorbing the facts of the victims as quickly as Sheriff Markum could generate them. “As far as I can see, the only commonalities are that they are all in their mid to low twenties. They didn’t go to the same high school, two went to college and one didn’t, two male and one female. Can you see any common threads I’m missing?” Carrie asked Sheriff Markum.

      The sheriff shook her head. “They didn’t attend the same church, or have common friends. As far as we can tell, their parents didn’t even know each other.” The sheriff looked over at Carrie and then back to the road ahead.

      Lainey heard the conversation between Carrie and Sheriff Markum in the front seat but her attention was fixed to the forest cowering underneath the dark swirling clouds. Rivulets of water were being pushed vertically on her door window as they drove. Lainey shivered as the foreboding grew.

      “Maybe that’s on purpose,” said Lainey. “Maybe the killer is purposely choosing victims they know aren’t connected.” She remained looking out her side door window as she spoke.

      They all sat and thought about Lainey’s comment as they drove. It could be. The lack of connectivity could be the connection.

      The SUV slowed and turned onto a gravel road that wound further up the mountain. The gravel crunched and shifted from the weight of the vehicle. The pine trees were so close on each side that one could almost touch them through an open window.

      After another five minutes, they came to a spot in the road where a footpath began. They all bundled and Sheriff Markum grabbed her flashlight. The three checked to make sure their weapons were ready. It was unlikely that the killer was anywhere around, but they knew to be ready.

      The footpath only allowed walking single file. As the sheriff led, she pushed aside low-hanging branches which rained down water on them when disturbed.

      Lainey knew that it was only about one in the afternoon, but with the dark cloud cover and the dense forest, it felt more like early evening.

      “Lainey are you okay?” Asked Carrie. “You’ve been awfully quiet.”

      Just then, before Lainey could answer, the sheriff stopped. The clearing they had come to, barely accommodated the three. They all stood and looked where a pile of brush and limbs had been piled to make a large bonfire upon which Beau Johnson had been burned alive.

      Carrie looked around. “There’s nothing out here. No cabins, buildings, roads, nothing. How on earth did you find him out here?”

      “A hunter. He lives about a mile to the north and likes to hunt for deer around here in season. He stumbled upon him. It was quite a shock as you can imagine.”

      Both Carrie and Lainey turned and surveyed their surroundings hoping for anything that could help them learn more about who would do this and why. But there was nothing but dense pines.

      Sheriff Markum watched them and allowed them to look. She hoped, prayed, they might find something she and her team had missed. “Our forensics team combed pretty well, but they are not as practiced as your teams are. They were shocked by what they saw and I’m afraid it made it hard for them to focus.”

      Lainey had her pad and pen out and drew what she saw, which was little. A small clearing with a burned brush pile surrounded by pine trees. Then she noticed the faint outline of what she thought was a pentagram. She walked over and squatted down.

      “Do you see this?” She asked.

      Both Carrie and the sheriff came and squatted down on each side of her. Someone had drawn a thin straight line into the dirt. It might have been unnoticeable, but when you looked around the fire, there were other bits and pieces of lines. Lainey was sure if you connected them they would form a complete pentagram.

      “I see it,” said Carrie, and she looked over at the sheriff.

      Sheriff Markum nodded. “I see it too. Let’s take more pictures with our cell phones. Maybe we will capture something the forensic photographer missed.”

      They all three used their phones to photograph various angles. By the time they were heading back to the SUV, snowflakes were lightly falling.

      There was a sense of urgency as the three got back into the SUV. The weather was growing worse, and they had not seen the other two crime scenes.

      The Sheriff’s radio chirped, and she responded. A short dialog between her and her deputy resolved the issue, and she started the engine. “We have two more crime scenes to see, but the weather doesn’t seem to be blowing over. If we wait until tomorrow, it might be even worse. I’ll leave it up to you. This is a four-wheel drive so I’m not afraid of getting stranded out here.”

      Carrie looked back at Lainey. “I’m fine,” said Lainey. “I would just as soon try to see them today and get that part out of the way.” Carrie nodded and said, “If you are good, then let’s go ahead and try to view the other two today.”

      It was six miles to the next stop, but the difficult gravel roads made the trip seem like twenty more miles. “The next stop is where Corey Stiles was found burned in the shed. There used to be a trailer house there, but the owners had moved it and left the shed.”

      The small dirt road stopped at the edge of a small clearing surrounded by forest. “They moved the trailer several years ago. When they lived here they kept the clearing cleaned out, and it was a much larger area. Since they left, the forest has been steadily creeping back in.”

      The rain and random snowflakes had temporarily stopped. The wind couldn’t penetrate down into the clearing and it felt almost peaceful. Lainey noticed the sounds of birds and something rustling in the brush. She smiled to think the wildlife were keeping an eye on them.

      At the far side of the clearing away from where the sheriff had parked, there was a pile of ash where a small shed had once stood. “I’m surprised that the dilapidated shed hasn’t fallen down long before now,” said the sheriff.

      Carrie gently moved partially burned boards to the side being careful not to disturb potential evidence. She knew the Latimer county crime techs took as much evidence as they had found, but she was hopeful they would find more.

      As Carrie moved rubble, Lainey sketched. “Stop!” Said Lainey suddenly.

      Carrie stopped midway from pulling a board up and looked at Lainey who was walking towards her. “The end of the board is disturbing the dirt. Look.” Lainey pointed and then reached down to lift the end of the board straight up. Underneath lay the faint outline of the point of a pentagram. The end of the board was gouging into it and might have completely obliterated it had Lainey not stopped Carrie.

      As they each sat squatting down looking at the marking, no one said a word. They were each lost in their own personal thoughts and scenarios.

      “So we know from the picture there is a pentagram at the next scene. So, can we relate them to the animal sacrifices?” Asked Sheriff Markum.

      “It would appear so, but are they just making the marks to throw us off?” Carrie asked. “I would like to think this helps us, but we have to find out if this is genuine or something done as a distraction.”

      “Sheriff do you know of anyone we could talk to who would know if this is genuine? Have you interviewed or connected anyone in the area to witchcraft? Anyone who is reliable for us to talk to, that is,” said Lainey.

      Sheriff Markum was deep in thought. There were a lot of crazies in her county and some she knew practiced the dark arts of witchcraft, but they lived deep in the forest and kept to themselves. She was trying to think of one that might talk to them.

      “I think there is one that might talk to us. We don’t just want one that will talk to us, but one that will give us a straight answer willingly.”

      They continued gently moving the remaining debris away, and they could see more faint lines of the outline. Photos were taken and soon they were headed back down the narrow road.

      “Lainey you haven’t been yourself this entire trip. I mentioned it earlier, but you didn’t respond. What’s up?” Carrie had to know and didn’t want to wait any longer. She didn’t care if the sheriff heard her ask.

      Lainey turned her head from the window to look at Carrie. She glanced at the sheriff and then back. “Carrie, I’ll be honest. Since the moment we headed down here and discussed this case, I felt this heaviness fall on me and it won’t go away. I keep trying to readjust my mind, I’ve even prayed about it. But it is like something unnatural. I can’t shake it.”

      Carrie looked over at Sheriff Markum. “Lainey, I know what you’re feeling. Since this whole thing hit our county, I’ve felt the same thing,” said the sheriff.

      Carrie turned to look out the front window again. She pondered what the two had said and did a mental evaluation of what she herself was sensing. “I think I know what you mean. I often get a heaviness when in the middle of a horrific case so I just passed it off as more of that, but this does somehow seem different.”

      Eight miles later, they pulled up to a place on the side of the mountain that looked out to the surrounding valley and mountains beyond. The burned barn sat just ahead of them.

      As the three stood and took in the site's majesty before them, Carrie said, “Oh my, how on earth are we ever going to find a killer in this?” Miles and miles of dense forest lay before them, taunting them.

      Lainey turned and headed towards the barn. It had not burned down completely, but the fire had destroyed what had once been the double door entrance. Someone had removed enough burned out boards and debris to get to the back of the barn that still partially stood.

      Looking up, Lainey clearly saw the outline of a pentagram. Someone had drawn it with chalk on the back wall behind where the cross stood. Her skin rippled with fear as she stood unable to move.
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      Blaine and Harley had hit the road walking fast. They scrunched their heads down into their coat collars and shoved their hands into their pockets. The nearest gravel road was four miles down the small dirt path that was barely wide enough for a vehicle to travel on.

      The wind was brutal. The dense forest gave them some shelter, but then the path would take a turn just right and the wind would cut down straight into them. They didn’t talk. Their focus was entirely on walking hard and fast.

      Harley thought his face was freezing solid. Every so often a few frozen raindrops would fall and hit his face. His cheeks were so numb that he could barely feel them.

      He chided himself for the thousandth time for even continuing in this group, of… friends? Were they friends? Blaine was nice to him, but River terrified him.

      Growing up in the small town of Wilburton had left him out in the cold. He was not athletic and therefore not included in that crowd. He also was not smart, so those who were, had nothing to do with him.  He didn’t do drugs or go to church so those groups didn’t include him either.

      When he had first met Blaine, he had been nice to Harley. He wasn’t sure why, but he didn’t question it. Then he had met River. He saw Blaine’s lack of fear towards River so he had assumed that River was fine. But he soon found out that wasn’t the case.

      If he stopped hanging out with these two, he would be alone again. Blaine was almost always with River. If he left River, then he left Blaine too. But, he had just about decided that it wasn’t worth it.

      It took them two hours to march down the winding dirt path before they reached the narrow gravel road. Blaine had been wrong about River following them in the SUV. He had figured, hoped really, that once they had left, River would follow.

      When they reached the gravel road, Blaine pulled Harley aside into the woods. “I’ve got to stop for a minute. We’re freezing. Let’s build a fire and get warm.”

      They gathered what they could find of small kindling and dry leaves that had been sheltered from the damp. Working together, they were eventually able to get a small fire
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