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Chapter One

Boone squatted near the opening in the rocky outcrop and took off his sunglasses. He was hot and tired and had just about given up finding this place. He wasn’t looking forward to this since the inside of the opening was dark and uninviting. But Boone knew he had to go in there. The small hole in the side of the cliff was barely big enough for a child to scramble into let alone a full size man, but he knew he didn’t have a choice.  

God, I hate small places, he thought as he crawled inside. 

The hole was narrow and cramped, so he had to bend over to get through. I really hate small places. He struggled to get through the cramped opening. The hole in the cliff had been harder to find than he’d expected. The directions given to him by two young boys hadn’t been all that clear. 

The boys said the opening was straight up from the dam below and a little left of the big oak tree. What they failed to tell him was which big oak tree. The whole hill was littered with oak trees right up to the base of the cliff. 

It had taken him the better part of an hour just to find the opening. There had been a lot of hillside to look over. The boys had told him they left an old t-shirt to mark the spot of the hill at the opening, but Boone hadn’t found the t-shirt. Some small animal or the wind must have carried it away. He just hoped he had the right entrance this time. 

He’d found a couple of other openings in the rock face that had led him nowhere. This opening looked like the one the boys had described. According to the boys, this small cave led to a cavern with the treasure. Boone hoped it led somewhere.

His hands and face were all scratched up from pushing brambles and brush out of his way. The thought had also occurred to him that the seldom visited, rocky part of the side of a cliff just a little ways north of the town Boone was sheriff of, might be just the spot to run into a snoozing wolf or worse yet a rattlesnake. He heard something scramble out of his way a couple of times but he hadn’t heard the symbolic rattle of the snake so whatever remained hidden from his sight wasn’t a snake. He’d tried to make enough noise to ward off unexpected company and hoped he hadn’t sounded like a complete idiot in the process. If anyone had spotted him, they would have thought he was drunk in the middle of the morning and that would never do for a sheriff. 

The flashlight he held in his hand did little to penetrate the utter darkness that surrounded him. The cave walls and floor were slimy with what Boone didn’t even want to hazard a guess at and it smelled even worse. It smelled like something crawled in this narrow opening and died. The boys that found the cave might think this little venture was “neat” but Boone didn’t. He’d lost his sense of adventure for little games like this a long time ago. 

He couldn’t believe he was even here now.

The boys had been in this cave a couple of days before and had found what they thought was an Indian burial place. They had been reluctant at first to tell anyone of their find, but eventually told their dads. As a result, Richard Trehearn had brought his son, Mikey, to see him. Boone could tell that Mikey hadn’t wanted to tell anyone about his secret place and honestly, he hadn’t been all that interested in the boy’s tale. Most of it was just the imagination of a ten year old. It wasn’t until Mikey mentioned the skeletons that Boone became interested.

Boone knew enough about the local tribes in Wisconsin to know that they didn’t bury their dead above ground in forgotten caves. The boys told him that they hadn’t seen or found any other Indian artifacts and Mikey was positive that someone else had robbed the cave of all its treasure. Boone felt bound to check out their story. If there were skeletons in there, he had to find out.

He braced his hand on the cave wall but it slipped and he almost fell on his face. Swearing, he crawled through the last few feet of the small crawl space. The boys told him that the small crawl space opened up into a much bigger cavern...at least he hoped it did. When he reached the larger cavern, he was able to stand up. He took a moment to stretch his back and he took a good look around. He had worked up quite a sweat and he could feel the salty sting on each and every little scratch on his hands and arms. 

When he stood up, Boone noticed something nasty hanging from the brim of his hat. He brushed it aside and looked around. Standing his full height of over six feet tall, he could see that the ceiling of the cavern was at least a couple of feet higher than his head.

The cavern he was in now was just as dark and damp as the crawl space had been but at least he could move around a little better. 

As he moved his flashlight around, he could hear the sound of scampering rodents. Rats, he should have expected that.

Boone closed his eyes. He hated rats. They made his skin crawl and ever since that time in high school when a bully locked him in the janitor’s closet and dumped in a box of rats, he’d hated them. The fact that the cave had rats only made it worse, but at least this place was bigger than a janitor’s closet. He supposed rats wouldn’t be the worst thing he could have encountered in here. He tried not to think about the fact that the cave could also have bats. Bats, in his opinion were nothing more than rats with wings.

Opening his eyes again, he shined his light on the floor of the cave. At last, he found what he was looking for. In the dust were the boy’s footprints. He could tell by the sheer number of prints that the boys had been here more than just the one time. 

They must have played here a number of times before they found the bones. He began following the prints to a number of different areas of the cavern. He followed one set of prints to a separate room off the main cavern. 

There he found what looked like a failed attempt at a fire the boys had started. The sticks they had used were too green to light and all they would have gotten was a lot of smoke. 

Boone couldn’t help but grin. Little boys shouldn’t play with matches anyway. The boys would have gotten smoked out of the cave. He kept following the tracks. He found a box of crackers the boys had forgotten and a flashlight. He kept following the prints into yet another room of the cavern and finally found what they had found earlier. Squatting down, he surveyed the scene before him. He tipped his hat to the back of his head. 

“Well fuck...”

Human skeletons, in varying degrees of decomposition littered the cave floor. The light from his flashlight cast an eerie shadow as it danced across the bones. The scene gave Boone a heavy feeling in the pit of his stomach. It was a feeling he’d hoped he’d never have again. Some of the skeletons still had fragments of clothing draped around their bones and from where he was, he could see insects and rats crawling through the menagerie of bones. 

The sight and smell of decomposing human flesh was worse than the crawl-through cave. He took his hat off his head and wiped the bead of sweat from his brow. It was all he could do not to vomit. He swallowed the bile in his throat and tried to steel himself against the overwhelming need to run away from the horror in front of him. He had a job to do. He could understand why the boys found this fascinating. Their imaginations would have been blown away by the sheer number of possibilities of what this place could be. He doubted they even realized that these bones were once human beings. He hoped they wouldn’t realize that this place was not a treasure trove but a cavern of horrors.

Boone knew this was not an Indian burial site or a holy place. The Indians took the time to honor their dead by wrapping the bodies in ceremonial blankets. They also left the dead food and objects they might need in the afterlife as their way of honoring the dead. There was no honor associated with what was left of these bodies. These bodies hadn’t even been laid out straight, let alone wrapped in anything. Some of these bones had been in the cave a long time but not nearly long enough to be of any historical value. This was something a little more modern.

Dammit, he’d come here to get way from this sort of nightmare. Now here it was, obviously a killing field.

He’d only seen this sort of carnage back in Dallas when he was with the FBI. He’d been a rookie in police work back then but that case had been similar to this one. Twenty years ago in Dallas, they found a number of skeletons in an out-of-the-way place such as this. There again, some kids had been playing near an abandoned house and had stumbled onto a dump site. In that particular case, the killer had used the condemned house as his own private cemetery. The sheer number of bodies recovered told the police that the killer knew no one had been in the house for a very long time.

By the time they were finished collecting and cataloging the bones, they had recovered seventeen bodies from that old house. Some of the bodies remained unidentified yet today. When they eventually apprehended the man responsible for the murders, he told the police that he didn’t even know most of his victims. He would pick up hitchhikers and kill them just for the fun of it. He said something would just trigger an overwhelming need to kill. 

He never knew what it would be but when it happened he would go out and find someone to murder. Most of the time it wouldn’t matter who it was or how he murdered them. He also said that he’d been killing for a number of years and he bragged that he’d gotten rather good at killing people. The house he used as his dumping ground at one time belonged to his grandmother. He told the police that because he hated the old lady, he used her house to keep his victims in. It was his way of putting her memory down. He knew that would be the one thing she would hate the most. Boone asked him why she would hate it and the killer told him that she would’ve hated the mess he left. Not the bodies so much, but the mess!  

Boone still had nightmares from that case. He had a hard time accepting that some people killed just for sport. Now, looking at the scene in front of him, he knew this wasn’t an Indian grave site; it was a crime scene. 

The handiwork of a serial killer. 

Chapter Two

He reached for his walkie–talkie but when he pressed the button, he got a burst of static. The sound echoed in the chamber and the screech made Boone wince. He knew the device would be useless inside the cave. He really didn’t want to have to crawl through the small cave again; that meant he had to find another way out. The killer would never have brought any of these bodies through the crawl-though cave so there had to be another way in and out. All Boone had to do was find it.

Stepping carefully around the very edge of the bodies so as not to contaminate the evidence any more than it already was, he began looking for another way out. After searching the walls of the cavern, he found what he was looking for on the far side of the cave. A tunnel. He only followed the tunnel for a few minutes before he began to see varying degrees of grey ahead.

The darkness in the tunnel slowly faded and before long, he saw daylight peeking through the shadows. Finally, he stepped through an opening that led him outside. Clearing away some of the overgrown brush that hid the opening, he headed down the hillside and got his bearings. He was facing the lake on the southern tip of town. The lumber mill was to his right and the docks were straight ahead of him. He tried his walkie-talkie again and this time, got through to his office. He told his secretary Dolly to send his deputy, Hunter out to the service road by the lake. 

While he waited for the other man to show, Boone glanced back at the tunnel entrance. If he hadn’t known it was there, he never would have found it.

He peered down at his pants and noticed that the crawl through the tunnel had left them stained with god only knew what. The scratches on his hands and arms burned, so Boone stepped over to the lake. He cleaned up the best he could and waited for Hunter to get there.

Within minutes, Hunter’s patrol car slid to a stop in front of him and he got out. Hunter had the makings of a very good police officer but was young and eager, sometimes a little too eager. He had to learn to weigh the situation first then proceed with caution. Living in a small town, Boone thought the less people who knew about the findings in the cave the better chance they had of catching the killer.

“Well, was there anything to the boys’ story? Did you find the bones?” Hunter asked Boone with an amused twinkle in his gaze. When he first heard the story, Hunter like everyone else thought it was just part of a ten year old’s imagination. Everyone who knew young Mikey Trehearn knew he liked to make up stories.

Boone nodded. “Yes, I did. There’s only one problem. The bones aren’t old enough to be Indian and it’s a crime scene not a burial site.”

Hunter looked stunned. “The bones were really there? I thought Mikey was making up another story.” He turned to look at the side of the bluff. He couldn’t see any kind of cave or opening anywhere. He frowned at Boone. “What cave are you talking about?”

Boone motioned for him to follow and led him up the slope to the opening of the tunnel. 

After moving the brush aside, Hunter was amazed to find that there was indeed a tunnel. Boone led the way. When Hunter saw the field of bones, he turned a funny shade of pale as he stared at the skeletons in front of him. Hunter almost gagged as he turned and stumbled back through the tunnel and out of the cave. 

By the time Boone followed him out into the daylight, Hunter had regained his composure but still looked a little pale. His reddish blonde hair seemed a little washed out and his pale green eyes weren’t their normal snappy color. “My god, how many do you think are in there?”

“I counted seven or eight, we probably won’t know until they are in the lab.” Boone told him. “We’re going to have to tread carefully if we hope to catch our killer.” Boone pointed out. “Only someone that had grown up in this area would know about the cave and how to get in and out of it.”

Hunter swore. Things like this just didn’t happen in small river towns like Twelve Bluffs, Wisconsin. “Are you sure? I mean about the killer being from around here? I can’t imagine anyone like that living here.”

Boone nodded. “Unfortunately, I am. Somebody has been killing and dumping bodies in this cave for a long time. You know serial killers look just like everyone else. They’re only monsters on the inside.”

Hunter just stared at Boone as if he still couldn’t believe what was happening. “So how do you want to handle this? We’re not equipped for this sort of thing.” 

Boone nodded. “I know, but I don’t want word to get out too quickly as the killer might be someone we know. Until I know more about the bones inside the cave, I don’t want anyone else to know what we found here today.”

Hunter nodded and looked back toward the cave. It gave him the creeps just thinking about it. “So how are we going to get the bones out of the cave without anyone knowing?” he asked.

Boone smiled. “You are taking the rest of the day off and going fishing.” 

Hunter frowned in confusion. “And why would I be doing that?”

Boone looked out on the lake. “Because with you standing not too far from where we are right now, no one can come or go from the cave until we can get the bones out, without being seen.”

“How are you going to get them out without being seen yourself? I mean around here, something like that is going to cause a stir. You could have a problem.” Hunter could just imagine the town’s reaction when they found out about the skeletons.

“I’ll take them out after dark and transport them to a friend of mine. She’ll know what to do with them,” Boone explained.

“Okay boss.” Hunter nodded, still not sure what Boone had in mind. “I’ll go fishing. I just hope you know what you’re doing.”

“Do you still have the camera in the car?” Boone asked.

The camera was a police issue digital camera with a memory card that took over 250 pictures. Hunter was the crime scene photographer at most of the crime scenes in the area, although Boone had done it as well on occasion. This was one of those occasions when Boone wanted the photos done right. 

It wasn’t that he didn’t trust Hunter with the camera it was just that Boone had more experience taking these kind of pictures. He wasn’t sure that Hunter would be able to stomach what had to be done anyway. 

“Sure, do you need it?” 

Boone nodded. “I want to record what I found earlier, before anything gets disturbed. I don’t want my case going nowhere because of sloppy police work.”

~*  *  *  *~
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Hunter went to his car and got the camera. He watched as Boone disappeared into the bluff and when he emerged about a half hour later, Boone told him to leave. Hunter reached for the camera again but Boone kept it. Hunter gave him a funny look but left. 

When he returned an hour or so later, with his fishing gear, it was Boone’s turn to leave. 

Boone returned an hour later with Shelley Turner, the county coroner. Each of them carried a large case and neither of them looked Hunter’s way as they made their way into the cave.

As the afternoon progressed, Hunter waited patiently for Boone and Shelley to finish up. Just about the time Hunter was gathering his things together, another vehicle drove up the service road. 

A young woman got out of the station wagon and walked over to him. She smiled. “Hi, my name is Joey Harrington and I’ll bet your name is Hunter James.”

Hunter frowned. “How did you know that? Have we met somewhere?”

Joey smiled and shook her head. Her long blonde hair lifted in the slight breeze and her blue eyes danced with mischief as she answered his question, “Boone Reardon called me earlier and told me to meet him here. He also told me that you would be out here fishing.”

“How do you know Boone?” .

Joey laughed. “I’ve known Boone a very long time. He and my Dad were rookie FBI partners in Dallas.”

Hunter was surprised. He had heard rumors about Boone’s FBI days but thought they had been only that, rumors. “That doesn’t explain what you’re doing here, especially now.”

“Boone called me earlier to come and see his bones,” Joey told him as she tilted her head at him.

Hunter stared at the young woman in front of him with doubt. She didn’t really look old enough to be out of college and hold a degree in anthropology. He decided to stall until Boone and Shelley came out of the cave. “Now how do I know that for sure? After all, you could be telling me anything and I wouldn’t be much of a police officer if I took everything you said as gospel.”

Joey gave him a funny look and went back to her car. Reaching into her purse, she grabbed her wallet and opened it up. Her driver’s license was on top. As she took it out, Hunter noticed the gun in her bag. When she handed him her license and state identification, he also asked for her gun permit.

Joey rolled her eyes at his pushing but she dug back into her wallet for her permit to carry a concealed weapon. 

Hunter barely looked at any of it before he handed it all back to her. From the corner of his eye, he’d seen Boone exit the cave and now he was walking toward them.

Joey heard the footsteps behind her and whirled around to see Boone standing there with a big grin on his face. He opened his arms
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