
BLOOD IN THE CEDAR HILLS

By Otis Griffin


Table of Contents

Title Page

A Novel

Copyright © 2025 Otis Griffin | All rights reserved. | No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means without prior written permission from the publisher. | This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. | Published by Black Lantern Publishing.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

A Novel


[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Copyright © 2025 Otis Griffin

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means without prior written permission from the publisher.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Published by Black Lantern Publishing.





[image: ]


[image: ]

## AUTHOR'S NOTE

This book is a work of fiction. Cedar Hills does not exist on any map. The specific people, the specific crimes, and the specific events in this story are invented.

The conditions that made them possible are not.

The Pacific Northwest timber industry left behind a complicated legacy  -  economic vitality for some communities and environmental damage, documented and undocumented, across portions of the region. The use of industrial solvents in logging and milling operations, and the improper disposal of those chemicals in the years before EPA enforcement tightened, produced real contamination events in real places. Many of those sites took decades to be properly assessed. Some were actively suppressed by people who understood what they were doing.
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## CHAPTER ONE: THE COLLAPSE

The trail had been a trail three days ago. Now it was a problem.

Marcus Vail picked his way along what remained of the marked path, pressing his boot into the mud with each step and listening to the seal break when he lifted it free. The sound was close and wet, like something tearing. He had been hiking this ridge for eleven years  -  first with his wife, then after the divorce alone, then after retirement with a frequency that probably said something about him he'd rather not examine. He knew the upper cedar trail the way you know the floorplan of your childhood home: not from thinking about it, but from walking it until it lived in the body.

The rain had come in Thursday night and not really stopped. Two days of steady Pacific drizzle turning to hard rain in the small hours of Sunday morning, water sheeting off the canopy and finding every low point, every seam in the hillside. The forest smelled like the inside of a river  -  cold and dark and particular, a smell that was mostly cedar and decomposing bark and wet iron, the kind of smell that could almost be beautiful if you weren't also trying to keep your footing on a ridge path that had turned into a slide.

He had set out from the lower trailhead at seven in the morning, later than he liked, because the truck's back tire needed air and the compressor at the gas station on Route 12 was coin-operated and he'd had to go back to the cab twice for quarters. Small delays. The kind that, in hindsight, arrange themselves into a story you tell people later. He was wearing his old Gore-Tex shell, the orange one that was more orange thirty years ago, and waterproof pants he'd bought at the Army surplus in Eugene and never fully trusted. His pack had the usual: two liters of water, a thermos of coffee, a rain-damp map he didn't need, a first-aid kit he'd never opened, and a peanut butter sandwich cut in half and wrapped in wax paper the way his mother had done it, a habit he'd kept without thinking about it for fifty-odd years.

The trail wound up through second-growth fir in the lower sections, then opened into the taller, older cedar as the ridge steepened. The cedars here were substantial  -  four, five feet across at the base, dark and furrowed, their roots knuckling out of the hillside in elaborate systems you had to step over and around. In dry weather the root systems were interesting. In this weather they were ankle hazards. He moved carefully, using his poles, watching his feet.

Somewhere above him, water was running. Not a creek  -  the sound was dispersed, underground, moving through the rock in channels he couldn't see. The whole hillside was saturated. He could feel it underfoot, a faint give that shouldn't be there on solid ground, the land breathing out.

The trail switchbacked twice and then ran along the base of a long limestone ridge shelf  -  a geological feature he'd always liked, maybe thirty feet of exposed pale rock rising above the path on his left, cedar and sword fern growing in the cracks above it. After heavy rain the shelf face dripped from a dozen points, thin curtains of water braiding and separating. He had a photo of it from maybe 2008, taken on a film camera, the waterfall effect in autumn light. He had never been able to take another one that matched it.

He noted, as he walked along the shelf base, that the ground to either side of the trail had been disturbed recently. Churned up. Not by weather  -  the impressions were too deliberate, wide and rutted. Heavy equipment, or something wheeled and large. Logging machinery, probably. There was active timber operation on the far side of this ridge, had been for years; sometimes the equipment came closer to the trail corridor than was technically supposed to happen, and sometimes it happened quietly, when nobody was filing complaints. He didn't love it. He'd noted it in the trail users' association log twice, for whatever that was worth.

He stopped and looked at the ruts more carefully. They came from the west, from the direction of the logging roads, and cut across the slope above the trail before disappearing into the brush uphill of the limestone shelf. Recent  -  the mud in the tire channels hadn't filled with standing water yet, which meant within the last day or two. During or just after the rain.

He moved on. A hundred yards further the shelf curved slightly, following the ridge line, and the trail dipped to cross a seep where he always got his boots wet no matter the season. He was picking his way across it when he heard the sound.

It began as a low, structural noise  -  less a crack than a settling, like a house shifting on its foundation but larger, the scale of it wrong, geological rather than architectural. He stopped. The sound continued, deepened, and then something in the hillside gave.
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The shelf to his left didn't collapse so much as exhale.

A section of the hillside below the limestone ridge, maybe twenty feet long and ten feet deep, simply came down. Not an explosion of rock and debris but a slow, sick subsidence, a groan that traveled up through his boots into his legs, the hillside dropping into itself in one continuous shuddering motion. Cedar root-mass and soil and shelf rock and whatever was underneath it  -  void, apparently, beneath the surface  -  dropped maybe four feet, taking the ferns and small trees above with it.

He had backpedaled without thinking and hit the far side of the trail, his poles out for balance, one foot in the seep. He stood there while the sound finished. Debris dust  -  or maybe spore cloud, something pale and organic  -  hung briefly in the wet air and dissipated. A section of root-mat the size of a dining table had folded in half like a book, its underside showing pale clay and rock. The smell that came out of the opened earth was old and mineral and wrong in a way he couldn't name but his body registered immediately.

He waited. Nothing else moved. The rain resumed its standard weight, tapping the canopy above him.

He moved forward.

The collapse had opened a void in the ridge face. A low opening in the limestone, maybe five feet high and six feet wide at its largest, formerly sealed by the overburden that had just come down. The interior was dark. The smell was stronger here: minerals, closed air, something underneath it that his brain kept snagging on but his conscious mind wasn't ready to name.

He turned on his flashlight  -  a small but bright headlamp he kept on a carabiner clip on his pack strap  -  and crouched at the opening.

The cave was low-ceilinged and went back perhaps twelve feet before the light gave out. The floor was the same pale clay as the exposed underside of the collapse, jumbled now with displaced soil and root tangles that had fallen through from above. Old timber bracing showed along the walls  -  rough-cut boards, grey with age, one of them snapped by the collapse, the end of it splintered pale. Not a natural cave, then. Or not entirely. Someone had been in here. Someone had reinforced it.

For what, he couldn't immediately say.

He moved the light slowly across the floor. Debris, displaced soil, roots trailing down from above, a collapsed section of the side wall where water had been working for years. And in the far left corner, partly covered by what had come in when the roof section gave, a shape.

He thought: animal. Large dog, maybe, or a deer that had come in seeking shelter and died here. It happened. He'd found a deer skeleton under a log fall once, years ago. Nature was not sentimental about its dead.

He moved the light and looked at the shape more carefully.

The word that arrived in his mind was not animal. The word was not one he wanted to have arrived.

He did not enter the cave. He crouched at the opening for what was probably thirty seconds, the light steady on the far corner, and breathed carefully, and looked at what he was looking at, and understood what he was looking at, and felt the understanding move through him like cold water.

Then he straightened up and took six steps back from the opening and stood in the rain with his flashlight still on, pointing at nothing, and reached for his phone.
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One bar. The signal out here had always been marginal; the ridge blocked most of what the tower in town could reach. He turned slowly, watching the indicator, and found two bars when he faced west, away from the ridge face. He dialed 911.

The dispatcher's voice was the most ordinary thing he had heard in the last five minutes and he was disproportionately grateful for it.

"Nine-one-one, what is your emergency?"

"I need  -  I'm on the upper cedar trail. The Hendricks Ridge trail, off Forest Road 14. There's been a collapse." He paused. "A landslide. Part of the hillside."

"Are you injured, sir?"

"No. I'm fine. I need  -  " He stopped. Organized. "There are remains. Human remains. In a cave that the collapse opened up. I'm looking at them right now."

A brief pause. The dispatcher had clearly been trained for things that were not this and was recalibrating.

"Can you confirm, sir  -  are you describing human remains, skeletal?"

"Yes. Skeletal. In what looks like a cave or an alcove in the limestone ridge. The collapse opened it. I'm standing about thirty feet from the opening."

"Okay. I'm dispatching units to your location. Can you stay where you are?"

"Yes."

"Can you give me a better location reference? Do you have GPS coordinates?"

He checked his phone's location app. Read her the coordinates. She confirmed them.

"Units are on their way. Please stay on the line with me."

He stayed on the line. He sat down on a wet log on the far side of the trail, facing away from the cave opening, his pack still on his back. His hands were unsteady in a way he found slightly interesting  -  he had been a high school biology teacher for twenty-nine years; he was not easily shaken by mortality or its physical residue. But there was something about the cave, the old timber bracing, the deliberateness of the sealed space, that worked on him in a way a finding in the open air would not have.

He did not take a photograph. He had his phone in his hand and the impulse was there, instinctive, the way you reached for a phone now before you reached for any other response. But it felt wrong in a way he trusted. Whoever was in that cave had been there a long time. They could wait a few more minutes in private.

The rain came steadier for a while, drumming the canopy and running off the brim of his hood. The forest was very quiet. He had hiked this trail hundreds of times and never noticed the quiet as a specific quality, but he noticed it now  -  an absence of birds, of the small movements that were usually constant in cedar forest: no thrush, no kinglet, no squirrel scatter. Just the rain and the underground water sound and his own breathing.

He looked at the tree line.

Nothing looked back. But he had the feeling, which he recognized as irrational and which did not go away, that something in the landscape had changed key.
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Caleb Rourke heard the call come over the radio when he was already on Forest Road 14, which was not a coincidence, or not entirely. He made a habit of running the logging roads on Sunday mornings  -  partly because they saw traffic during the week and were effectively unpatrolled on weekends, partly because the drive itself settled him. The forest roads were the circulatory system of this county, the routes everything moved through, and a sheriff who didn't know them was a sheriff working from a map instead of a place.

He had been sheriff for eight months. The word "sheriff" still landed in his interior ear with a slight unreality, like a foreign phrase he'd learned to pronounce correctly but hadn't yet absorbed. He'd spent twelve years with the Oregon State Police, the last six as a criminal investigator working out of Salem. He'd been good at the work. The marriage had been good for the first three years and then increasingly not, and by the time it ended officially it had already been over for a long time, the way a building can be structurally failed for years before anything visibly collapses. He'd come back to Cedar Hills because his father was sick  -  and then his father had died before Caleb could make the transition from visiting son to present one, which was its own kind of failure, the kind you could reconstruct a hundred different ways but couldn't undo. He stayed because it seemed like the sensible thing. He ran for sheriff because Ray Stills, who'd been running the department since Cuttler retired, had done three terms of managed mediocrity that the county had apparently finally tired of. Caleb won by 340 votes, a margin that felt both significant and fragile.

He was forty-one years old. He drove a county patrol truck with a broken heater vent that leaked cold air onto his left ankle. The radio kept good company.

The dispatch call came in clear: hiker on upper Hendricks Ridge trail reporting human remains, possible cave exposure after trail collapse. He turned the truck around before the dispatcher had finished relaying the coordinates.

Ian Mercer was at the trailhead when Caleb arrived, which meant either Ian had been close by or he drove fast. Probably the latter. Ian was twenty-nine, dark-haired, solidly built, and had the quality Caleb associated with men who had grown up in outdoor environments  -  a physical ease in the terrain, an unconscious calibration to the ground and weather that city-raised people had to work for and never quite achieved the same way. He'd grown up in Cedar Hills. He knew these trails personally.

"Hiker's up the path," Ian said, as Caleb got out of the truck. "Name Marcus Vail. He's stable, a little shaken. The collapse site is maybe half a mile in."

"State forensics?"

"Called. Response time from Salem is three to four hours."

"Good. Nobody goes in or near that cave until they arrive." Caleb pulled his rain jacket tighter and started up the trail.

The path up was everything the radio call had suggested: saturated, compromised, the recent ruts of heavy equipment cutting across it in a way that was going to become a secondary inquiry if the main one turned into what he suspected it would. He noted the ruts and kept moving.

Marcus Vail was sitting where he'd said, on a log across the trail from the collapse site. He stood when Caleb approached  -  the instinct of a responsible person, a man who wanted to be helpful and wasn't sure yet how to do that. He walked Caleb through what happened in clear, organized terms. The sounds, the subsidence, what he'd seen in the cave. He was a biology teacher, he mentioned, as if it explained why he was handling this as well as he was. Caleb thought that was probably right.

He stood at the mouth of the cave and looked in.

The remains were clearly human. Even at this distance and in this light, the curve of a cranium, the length of what had been a femur, the specific topology of a human hand  -  these things were unmistakable once you knew what you were looking at. He had looked at enough of them to know.

He did not enter. He kept his light on the space from the threshold and cataloged what he could see: the old timber bracing on the walls, two courses high, rough-cut and grey. The corroded edge of something metal near the far wall  -  container ring, possibly, or a bracket of some kind. The soil disturbed by the collapse mixing with what had been undisturbed for a long time. The particular way the remains were positioned  -  not scattered, not tumbled randomly. Placed. That was the word that came to him. These were placed remains.

He straightened up and stepped back. The rain was coming harder again.

He thought: someone used this cave. Someone built it out, put lumber up to keep the walls, kept things here. And someone put a person in it, and they stayed in it for a long time.

He called Tessa Morgan's office directly  -  he had the number in his contacts because he'd worked with her twice during his state service, and her work was the kind that stayed with you. She picked up on the third ring. He gave her what he had in two minutes. She said she'd be on the road in thirty.

He went back to where Ian was managing the small cluster of people who had come up from the trailhead when the news moved the way news did in small places  -  not by broadcast but by the sight of vehicles and the inference that vehicles implied. Two men with a dog. An older woman in hiking poles. A man Caleb recognized as a county road crew foreman, who had no business being here but whose presence Caleb logged without comment.

"Push the perimeter back fifty meters," Caleb told Ian. "Tape the trail."

Ian nodded and went to work. He had a good instinct for the mechanics of a scene. Caleb had to give him that.

He walked back to the cave mouth and stood there in the rain, keeping the space company, which was not a thing he would have said he did but which was what he was doing.

The cave looked back. The dark of it, and what the dark contained.

He had spent twelve years with the state working cases that began exactly this way  -  with a finding, and a silence, and the long process of making the silence speak. He was good at that work. He had thought coming back to Cedar Hills meant leaving it behind, or at least leaving the weight of it, the specific exhaustion of violence and its residue.

He had been wrong about that. Or the county had corrected him.

He stood in the rain and waited for Tessa Morgan.
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## CHAPTER TWO: THE NAME

The state forensics team arrived at eleven-fourteen in the morning: two vehicles, a white panel van and Tessa Morgan's grey state-issue sedan, which she drove with the focused efficiency of someone who considered the driving an inconvenience between where she was and where she needed to be. She pulled onto the grass verge of the logging road access without being directed to, which told Caleb she'd worked rural sites before and knew how the parking logistics worked.

He watched her get out.

He remembered Tessa Morgan as precise and unhurried, and those qualities had apparently been stable over the years. She was thirty-seven now, he knew from the state directory  -  though she looked younger except around the eyes, where the work showed the way it did on everyone who did this work long enough. Medium height, practical gear, dark hair pulled back and already covered by the hood of her rain shell. She was carrying a case in each hand and did not appear to need help with them and did not offer the kind of eye contact that invited offering.

"Rourke," she said, which was how she'd addressed him when they'd worked together before. Not unfriendly. Efficient.

"Morgan. Thanks for the quick turnaround."

"What do you have?"

He walked her through it as they went up the trail. She listened without interrupting, which was a quality Caleb found increasingly rare and correspondingly valuable. She asked two questions: how deep into the ridge did the cave appear to extend, and had anything besides the hiker approached the opening. He answered both. She nodded once and then was quiet for the last hundred meters, which he read as her beginning to work, the intake processing turning inward.

At the site, she walked the perimeter of the collapse first before approaching the opening. Caleb watched her catalog it  -  the extent of the subsidence, the timber bracing profile, the overburden composition, the soil types. Her assistant, a young man named Carter who moved with careful deliberateness and spoke about four words the entire morning, set up the equipment case near the treeline and waited.

She crouched at the opening. She had a better headlamp than Marcus Vail's. She was in the threshold for perhaps two minutes, not moving, just looking. Then she came back out.

"Female," she said. "Subadult or young adult. I'll need to get in there properly before I give you more." She looked at the timber bracing visible from the entrance. "This space was maintained."

"That's what I saw. Rough cut lumber, at least two courses. Old. The end grain has no color left."

She looked back at the hillside above the opening. "The collapse was rain-triggered?"

"Most likely. The hillside was already showing saturation. The ground ruts from the equipment upslope probably contributed  -  channels the water into the subsurface."

"The equipment from the logging road."

"Yes."

She considered this. "So the cover of the site was incidental. Not deliberate removal."

"No evidence it was deliberate. But I'll want to trace the equipment movement."

She nodded and went to get Carter and the gear.

Caleb stood to the side and let them work.

—-
[image: ]


The forensic documentation of a site is not a quick operation, and Tessa Morgan was not the type to be hurried. Caleb used the time. He walked the logging road ruts where they crossed the trail and photographed them, measured the tire width with a tape measure from his kit, and compared the tread impression to the mental catalog he carried of commercial vehicles common to this area. Wide commercial tires, dual at the rear. Something heavy  -  not a standard pickup. A timber truck or a large agricultural vehicle.

He walked back to where Ian had the perimeter. A few people had drifted away. A few had arrived to replace them. Small towns ran on information the way bodies ran on blood  -  not a crisis, just a constant movement of it. The fact of law enforcement activity on a trail on a Sunday had already, he knew, moved from phone to phone and mouth to mouth down into Cedar Hills, four miles south. By the time he got back to the office there would be three messages from people who knew nothing useful but felt the civic obligation to call.

Ian was doing the job correctly  -  holding the tape, answering questions with non-answers, staying focused. He'd grown up here, went to school here, played high school football on the same field Caleb had. There were kids in Cedar Hills who left for college and took root somewhere else, and kids who left and came back, and kids who never seriously considered leaving. Ian was the third kind, and Caleb couldn't decide yet whether that was a quality or a complication. Probably both.

"You know most of these people?" Caleb asked him.

"Most of them, yeah."

"Anyone asking specific questions?"

Ian thought. "That guy over there  -  " a nod toward the county road foreman, still present  -  "asked me if it was connected to the construction project."

Caleb looked at the man. "What construction project?"

"The eco-resort. Cascade development. It's on the far side of the ridge. He said the equipment that made those ruts was part of their survey team."

Caleb looked up at the ruts crossing the trail slope. Then back at the foreman. "I'll want to talk to him."

He did: brief, formal, taking the man's information, confirming that yes, a contracted surveying team had run equipment through the access corridor two days ago, yes, he knew it was technically within the trail protection zone, no, he didn't have the specific contractor's information on him. Caleb took his number and let him go.

The survey equipment timing sat with him. The collapse happened within forty-eight hours of heavy equipment crossing the slope above the cave. The equipment channeling water, or shifting the surface load, accelerating the subsidence by some unknowable amount. Not deliberate. Almost certainly not deliberate. But it meant that whatever was in that cave would have stayed sealed for another decade or more, probably, if not for the surveying run.

The irony of that  -  that the resort project had inadvertently opened the thing someone had tried to bury  -  was not lost on him. He filed it.
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Tessa came out of the cave at two in the afternoon, having spent three hours in a space that required her to crouch the entire time. She straightened slowly, pressing a hand to her lower back, and walked to where Caleb was sitting on a camp stool he'd retrieved from the truck.

"I'm going to need two more days here," she said.

"You have whatever you need."

She sat on the slope beside the opening and took off her gloves and replaced them with clean ones from her kit. "Female, as I said. Growth plates suggest she was in her mid to upper teenage years  -  sixteen to nineteen is my initial range. I'll refine it. The skeletal indicators are consistent with somebody who didn't have significant nutritional deficiency or major health events in childhood. A normally developed young woman."

Caleb waited.

"Perimortem fracture  -  occipital region. Rear of the skull, just above the nuchal line. Single impact, significant force. There are no other perimortem skeletal injuries I can see at this point. No defensive fractures to the forearms. No healed injuries from prior trauma."

"Hit from behind."

"Consistent with that. I'll be more specific when I have everything out and laid out properly." She looked at her notes. "The body was placed. Not dropped, not buried hastily. She was put here and then covered with displaced soil and debris. There's a small amount of personal effect material I need to process  -  some textile fiber, a metal object near the right wrist, possibly jewelry hardware. I'm treating everything as potentially significant."

"Time frame?"

"The bone condition, the textile decay rate, the soil accumulation above the remains  -  " she paused, organizing  -  "I'm looking at somewhere between fifteen and twenty-five years. The cave's microclimate would have preserved certain things and accelerated others, so I want to be careful about narrowing too fast. But you're not looking at recent. You're looking at a long time ago."

Caleb did the arithmetic. Fifteen to twenty-five years ago put the death sometime between 1999 and 2009. Cedar Hills in that period  -  he had been gone, mostly, in Salem, working state cases. He'd come back for holidays, for his father's illness. He had not paid close attention.

"Dental records," he said.

"That's going to be your fastest route to an ID. I'll pull the dentition tomorrow when I have better access to the full skull. If she was local, you may have a match on file."

Caleb nodded. He thought about the missing persons database. He thought about teenage girls who disappeared from small Pacific Northwest towns and became statistics and sometimes stayed that way for a long time.

"I'll start the records search tonight," he said.
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The dental records match came back in forty-one hours.

Caleb was at his desk at seven in the morning when the email from the state forensic odontology database arrived. He read it twice before he let himself understand it fully. Then he opened the original file  -  the one the database had found its match in  -  and read that.

The match: Lily Jennings. Date of birth: March 3, 1988. Reported missing: September 14, 2005. She was seventeen years old when she disappeared.

The dental records had been entered into the database by a family dentist on Record Street in Cedar
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