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Cammie couldn't believe her shitty luck. First, she got in a fight with Tim and drove off into the night with her bags packed and not looking back. She knew the fight was a stupid one, and she should stay instead of storming off as she did. They could talk it out once they both calmed down, as they always did. Perhaps some good old fashioned make-up sex, like they usually did. But with her emotions up, the last thing Cammie wanted to deal with his shit for another moment. Even the make-up sex didn't prove tempting; after all, the sex had gotten them into the fight in the first place.

She needed to break loose from him and clear her head. Tim was an honest guy at heart. Never abusive or anything. However, when his temper got going, he could raise hell like the best of them. Cammie was amazed their shouting matches didn't cause someone to call the cops; perhaps the fact nothing ever turned violent helped. He never laid a finger on her in all their years together, and Cammie knew he never would. The short temper she inherited from her dad didn't help, and she admitted she was grateful fights never got physical. As hard-nosed and tomboyish as Cammie had grown up, and with three brothers to toughen her up, the winner of a true fist-fight would not be her.

She called Sarah on her way and planned on staying with her; either until things cooled down with Tim, or possibly permanently. Maybe she would leave and start over. Her hand drifted to her stomach. Cammie didn't know if that was such a great idea; honestly, she did need him. At the moment, she had to get away to think. And Sarah's place was far enough for a start.

In hindsight, she should have called a friend who lived closer. The town of Iguana rested twenty miles east of El Paso. It was a sleepy little town, one of those places you only stopped in to get gas before getting the hell out of Dodge as fast as your car could take you. A small town with one main street and a single stoplight; some people found it nostalgic for a better time. To Cammie, it reminded her of limited options and an urge to leave. Between the two towns, not much but a lot of empty deserts. 

That was part of the problem, too, Cammie thought. Did she want to be stuck in her piss-ant town for the rest of her life, stuck with Tim and a baby? She didn't want to be a walking baby factory while Tim worked at the crappy body shop for the rest of their lives. That had been part of the fight. She recently quit her cashier's job because her boss was a perverted pig. She was almost positive he put the spy camera in the ladies’ room. Nobody could prove it, though, but on top of his unwanted advances to her and some of the other girls. That was enough. Tim supported her choice and offered to straighten the manager up, but she stopped him. Without real proof, the last thing she wanted was Tim to get in a fight and end up in jail or, worse yet, sued by the little piece of shit. Cammie believed in karma and told Tim he would get his soon enough. She assured him she would start looking for a new job as quickly as possible.

Then she started feeling nauseous in the morning, and thinking it was a stomach bug, she went to the doctor. Much to her surprise, she was two months pregnant. She used the type of birth control that she only got a period every three months, so she had no clue. To say Tim was shocked would be an understatement. He went from disbelief to anger as he asked how they would raise a kid with just his job; she mentioned government assistance. That made him madder; Tim's pride would never allow him to ask for a handout. The arguing escalated, and Tim decided he needed to grab a beer and some air to cool off. Cammie packed a bag and left him a note stating she was going to El Paso for a few days. She had at least four missed calls from him. She let them go to voicemail. Instead, she rolled the windows down and blasted the radio to take her mind off of everything.

Her luck, her piece of shit car would breakdown with ten miles to go before El Paso. Now she found herself in the middle of nowhere with a dying cell phone and no signal. Evening approached, and the last thing she needed was to spend the night in the back of her car in the middle of nowhere. The night would get cold too, and she could already fill a slight chill in the air. That was one thing Cammie's family from back East would always complain about when they visited her parents, how cold it got at night. Cammie laughed an unamused laugh at the thought. When she was younger, Cammieloved coming out to the desert with her parents. They would camp out, and her mother would point out the constellations in the vast desert sky as dad cooked hot dogs over the fire. Ever since, she always loved the quiet of vast emptiness; it gave her a sense of peace. Now the far-off howl of a coyote sent additional chills down her spine, and she dreaded the coming night. She knew she would be safe in her car if it came to that, but it was not a pleasant option.

Then she saw headlights coming. She felt her heart leap; she may be in luck after all. She also found a tightening in her stomach as the car approached. She'd heard stories of crazy people driving around and killing hitchhikers. She read something once about how the theory at any given time dozens of serial killers traveled across the country, often using their trucks as an easy cover to keep moving. They would pick up hitchhikers, kill them, and dump them miles away. Cammie knew hitchhiking wasn't a brilliant idea, but her options and daylight were running out. She now wished she made a better decision not to wear the Daisy Dukes shorts and boots, but Sarah mentioned hitting one of the dance clubs when she got into town. Nothing like giving a stranger the wrong signals at this exact moment. She took some small comfort when a car instead of a semi-truck came into view.

Hopefully, the driver is a girl, she hoped. Or gay. The last thing she needed was some old pervert thinking mistaking her for a hooker. She'd also heard stories of girls having to give a dude a blowjob or more if they didn't have money to get a few miles up the road; she refused to do that. Or worse, he could be a crazy rapist or serial killer. Cammie shook the thought from her mind. She decided to take her chances.

She began waving her hands as the car came closer. It turned out to be an older model Toyota Camry that had seen better days. Rust splotched the silver paint, but it appeared to be running okay. Desert dust gave it a grayish tan coating as he pulled to a stop. She leaned into the passenger side window as the driver pulled over.

The driver proved to be handsome enough. He appeared about thirty with blonde hair and grey eyes. The eyes peered deep into her, and she felt a chill. She didn't know why, but something was unsettling but at the same time attractive about him. She described as a mouse when a snake has it cornered; startled, but mesmerized and unsure what to do next. Then he gave her a white-toothed smile. "Looks like you got some car trouble," he said with an accent she couldn't quite place. It possessed a twang to it, she guessed somewhere from the Southeast. The action put her at ease for some reason she couldn't explain. He wasn't bad looking at all, Cammie thought to herself.

He exited the driver's side of the car and walked to the steaming hood of Cammie's car.  Cammie propped the hood open, even though she had no idea what she was looking at. It seemed the instinct that most do when their car breaks down; pop the hood and take a look. Then cuss yourself because you have no idea what any of the stuff is.

Cammie brushed a loose strand of hair from the white scarf she used to hold her hair back in the desert heat. "Yeah, I think it overheated. I'm meeting a friend about ten miles up the road in El Paso. Think you can give me a lift into town? Or if you got a phone, we can call a tow truck."

"Not a problem. I don't carry a cell phone. Too much of a distraction these days. But you're in luck, Lil lady. Headin' that way myself. Hop on in." The driver turned back to his car and opened the passenger side door lock. Cammie slid in, taking a quick survey around the interior before shutting the door. Nothing appeared too psycho-ish, though she detected a smell she couldn't quite place. It was a mixture of kerosene, air freshener, and something else. Something rotten. Something dead.

"Sorry about the smell," the driver said as if reading her mind as he came back around the driver's side and started the car up. "A jackrabbit snuck through the back door and got in the trunk. Got himself good and stuck under the spare tire. The little bastard was dead back there for three days before I found it. The smell still hasn't gotten out. I hoped the air freshener would mask it a little."

"Oh, that's okay. I'll just keep my window down," Cammie replied, smiling. She looked at him as they began driving. There was something about the way his face was in a natural smile that put her at ease.  This is fine. Just strike up some conversation, and I'll be having shots with  Sarah by happy hour.  No, not shots. Not tonight.  I won’t be able to do that for a while.  Her hand again, absently touched her stomach. "My name's Cammie, by the way."

The driver glanced over at her, possibly checking her out. Cammie smiled again. Just what she needed after her blowup with Tim, a man was noticing her. And not a bad looking one at that. So what if he wouldn't be getting anything out of it but her thanks? It made her feel confident to know that some guys still would find her attractive. Just in case Tim decided he didn't want to find courage, she could probably find somebody after a while. He stuck out his right hand, barely taking his eyes off the road as they began moving. "My name is Max. So what is a pretty young lady like you doing driving in the desert by yourself?"

Cammie shook his hand, then put her hands back in her lap. His hand was rough, she noticed, which meant he did some kind of manual labor. She also saw some half-healed cuts and scrapes on his knuckles, a working man, as her dad would have said.

"I got into a big fight with my boyfriend. We got to yelling, and I told him I was leaving. I decided to visit my friend in El Paso and blow off some steam, you know? Explore some other options." She smiled at Max again.  He is kind of cute.

"So you live with this boyfriend?" Max seemed to become much more severe. His brow only slightly furrowed, almost unnoticeable, but enough to show a slight change in his mood. Cammie wondered if she had said something wrong. What if he was expecting something for his charitable deed? What if he doesn't take no for an answer? What if he kicks her out for wasting his time? Max glanced at her from the corner of his eye as he concentrated on the road. She nodded and answered him.

"We rent an apartment in this little town called Iguana. It's barely a town, not much to see, but everyone knows everybody. It also means there aren't many options for work or dating, but Tim and I just clicked. We liked a lot of the same things; football, horror movies, stuff like that. We liked being around each other. We've been together for a couple of years, since high school. Things seemed to be going pretty serious. I thought we'd spend the rest of our lives together in that piss ant town. Until today, now I'm not so sure."

"What was your fight? If you don't mind me asking." Again, something became odder about Max as he drove. His voice became flatter, harsher, it seemed. His smile now appeared to be a forced grin, stopping below his eyes. Cammie could feel the tension building and noticed Max's grip on the wheel slightly tighten as he drove on. Cammie made a mental note of it to keep her guard up; she didn't feel scared yet, and for all, she knew he was pissed at Tim for being a jerk. Who knows, she could have a new friend by the time they got to El Paso.

"Well, I went to the doctor today. I'd been feeling ill for a few days and thought I caught that stomach flu that's been going around. It turned out not to be the flu. I found out I'm pregnant." She gazed down at her stomach and placed a hand on it. "He doesn't know if he's ready to be a father. Honestly, I'm not sure if I'mpreparedy to be a mother. We got to arguing about the cost of raising a kid. I just quit my job, so now he's the one supporting us. Our parents will want us to get married, and we both are still in college. I told him I could find a job, and maybe he could ask his boss at the body shop for a raise. Even pick up a second job. We just kept yelling and yelling. It was one of those fights where two people love each other, but they only got to let the tension out, you know what I mean? 

“He went to go to the bar, more than likely to break the news to his friends and cool down. I didn't know what else to do, so I left. I got one of my girlfriends in El Paso, so I figured I stay the night with her, you know; give us both a chance to cool off. Hopefully, talk in the morning and figure out what we're going to do."

She peered up at Max. His face seemed to soften back. "So, do you love each other? And you're thinking about keeping it no matter what?"

"Yes, I think so. My parents raised me to believe abortion is wrong. I couldn't imagine punishing this potential new life for my mistake. Not a mistake, you know, because I do love him. I'd marry him in a heartbeat if he asked me to. It's just crazy, you know? We talked about having kids, eventually, but this wasn't the best time to get this news, for sure. Our lives are about to change, for better or worse. And what do I do? I run away like some scared little kid." 

Her eyes began to water, and she turned her head to stare out the window. No point in having some stranger see her crying. She ran away from her problems. Tim never yelled at her like that, and neither had she. Not anger, she realized that. It was more fear and uncertainty. She knew she would keep this child no matter what, and she knew deep down, Tim would do the right thing when it came to be a father, whether they stayed together or not.

Then she felt a hand on her shoulder. She looked up at Max, and his grey eyes possessed a strange quality in them. An icy appearance she noticed when she first got in. And the grin he gave her made him appear like the cat that caught the canary. It immediately made her uneasy. It seemed to be a mixture of anger and sympathy. 

"It's not too late to go back, you know. I felt that baby is going to need its mama and daddy both to take care of it. I think you should go back and do that instead of going out and possibly making a bad mistake. Trust me, even if your intentions are somewhat pure in going out with your friend, a man's mind can be his worst enemy. He could get it in his mind that you got some bad intentions tonight, especially if you're ignoring him since you left. You could be making life a lot more difficult for you."

Max's grin stopped at his eyes. Still with the hard look in them, piercing into her. It made her scared, but in the way her dad would when she was in trouble. It was more of concern and disappointment like she knew she was about to get whopping. Much like she would do in those times, Cammie simply nodded. She didn't have to ask what Max meant by mistake; the way she felt if just one of those El Paso boys paid her enough attention and was cute enough.

They rode in silence for a little bit further. Max kept his eyes on the road for the most part, but she saw him glance over at her. She noticed a small cross on the console of the car. She smiled at it as it reminded her of Sunday school as a child. She used to love church as a child, but once she and Tim started living together and the tongues started wagging, she found herself not feeling welcome. Not that she ever lost faith in God, just some of His people. Cammie also saw it as an ideal opportunity to change the subject; she didn't want an uncomfortable silence for the rest of the ride. She nodded at it and looked at Max. "I see you're the religious type. Catholic?"

Max touched the cross and gave a genuine smile, which allowed Cammie to relax more. "Born and raised Southern Baptist. My daddy was a preacher, one of those old school fire and brimstone types. He could spit hellfire for an hour and then be reduced to tears speaking of the redemptive power of the Lord, and there'd be a line almost out the door of people wanting to be saved. He was very popular on the revival circuit, and he would take the whole family with him. That was our summer vacation, and I loved it. Going all across the states of Tennessee, the Carolinas, Virginia, and sometimes down to Louisiana. He loved to preach on Bourbon Street on a Sunday morning. He was something to see, my daddy. It's what inspired me to do the work I do now."

Cammie cocked her head, questioning. She looked at his rough hands again. "What kind of work is that?"

Max smiled at her. "I'm a traveling missionary. I go wherever the Lord leads me to spread the good word. There are a lot of souls out in this world that need cleansing, you know. A lot of troubled people who just need to see the light."

Cammie gave a slight chuckle as she nodded. "Amen to that, Max. That's a very noble calling. Who knows, maybe fate meant to cross paths tonight."

"Cammie, are you a believer?" Max's eyes danced with exciting light. While not as uncomforting as before, Cammie sensed something not quite right about it; an almost giddy quality entered his smile.

"Yes, I got saved at sixteen. But honestly, I'm not living life the best. I mean, I still pray and read the Bible but not set foot in a church in years. Some of the people at the church in town didn't practice what they preached; you know what I mean?"

Max gave a genuine laugh. "Don't I know it? Sometimes the Lord's house gets turned into a den of vipers and hypocrites. But who knows, maybe there is another congregation you can join. It's not too late to start over, you know?"

Cammie placed her hand on her stomach. "You may just be right. There is another church a couple of towns over that is supposed to be pretty nice; one of those contemporary, non-denominational ones. Maybe this baby will be a fresh start all the way around."

She saw a gas station up ahead, the old convenience store with its chipping paint that showed its age. Cammie considered having Max stop and let her out. She should call Tim and ask him to come to get her and work things out, or she could call Sarah to her pick her up. She could still let Tim know where she was, and they could talk in the morning.

Either way, Cammie didn't want to take the chance of having another conversation that could turn awkward. After all, Max didn't seem like a bad guy, and she tried to leave on a positive note. Also, he had a look in his eyes that made her uneasy this whole time.

Again, as if Max was some kind of mind reader, he spoke up. "I'll tell you what, Cammie. Why don't I drop you off here, and you have that boyfriend of yours pick you up. I think you deserve a second chance to do the right thing. I think you're right too. The Lord made our paths cross for a reason; so I could show you the light." His eyes danced with a gleam in them as if he were looking through her to space beyond.

Max pulled the car up and put it in the park. Cammie stepped out and shut the door. She leaned against the window again, "Thanks for the lift, Max. And the advice too. I hope you have a safe trip wherever you're heading."

Max gave her that toothy smile again. "Don't worry about me, Cammie from Iguana. I got miles and miles to go, but I got the Lord with me. You just do right by yourself and that baby of yours. I'll make you a deal; I'll keep you in my prayers, and you keep me in yours." 

Cammie smiled and nodded again. "That sounds like a heck of a deal. And I got a feeling we may need all the prayers we can get for a bit. Good luck again."

Max nodded and gave her a nervous smile again as he backed out of the parking lot. With that, he pulled away in a gray cloud of dust.

As he drove away, her phone rang. She finally had a signal, and still, some battery left. It was from Tim. She immediately picked up, knowing what she wanted to say. "Baby, I'm sorry for running off. We can talk everything over and figure something out. I want to keep this baby, and I want you to be there with me. I'll start looking for another job first thing tomorrow."

Tim's voice shook, "I was going to say the same thing. I was so worried about you when I got back, and you weren't here. Where are you?"

"I'm at a gas station outside of El Paso. That damn car overheated. We'll have to call AAA  to come to get it. I got a lift to the gas station, and I can hang out in the store until they get here."

Cammie began telling Tim about her ordeal as she watched Max's car drive off. She smiled at the sight. Sure he seemed a bit odd, maybe a little too judgy. But he had given her a lot to think about. And here she was now, making up with Tim. On the way back home, they would talk and work things out. 

Something hanging from the trunk of Max's car as it drove down the road caught her eye. It appeared to be part of a shirt hanging out the lip of the trunk.  A white shirt with a pink Playboy bunny on it. And something red splattered on the corner.
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Bruce Janson arrived at the scene early the next morning. The sun was just coming over the hills, and the desert almost quiet. The silence was disturbed by the abundance of police and emergency workers milling around a square of yellow police tape. Bruce hated mornings like this. Nothing worse than having to investigate a murder scene in the middle of nowhere. Not only did it mean having to get up earlier, but he couldn't even go to his favorite coffee shop. It wouldn't be open for another two hours; instead, he settled for the battery acid. The gas station passes off as coffee. Why some killers couldn't simply dump the bodies in the city and make his job a little easier was beyond him. Being a county sheriff never had its dull moments.

The just rising sun painted the sky in hues of pink, blue, and gold. Bruce smiled a bit at that. One thing about living out here; the scenery was beautiful. Juxtaposed to the scene that he walked up to, it seemed unfair. What he saw seemed straight out of a bad horror movie.

Bruce walked up to Deputy Dave Lumis, who waved towards him. "This is a real mess this morning, boss," Dave said with an ashen look on his face. Lumis was a dark-complexioned man, but now as pale as Bruce had ever seen him. His face looked almost grey in the early dawn light. The smell of smoke and something burnt filled his nostrils as the wind shifted. He recognized it as the smell of burnt meat, and he was glad that he skipped breakfast that morning. Bruce had a feeling it may not stay down as he felt the slightest hint of nausea hit his stomach. He willed it away, something he practiced at more than he liked to admit.

"What we got," Bruce asked as he walked towards the caution tape. A wooden pole was sticking from a pile of ashes. A decent-sized pole, at least seven feet. The type that would be used to build a deck support beam from what Bruce could guess. The ground around the pole had been cleared of grasses, so only bare earth surrounded it and the pole’s burnt perimeter. Bruce noticed something tied to the bar. He now knew the source of the smell and cursed under his breath. 

The fire had burnt for a few hours, it seemed. The smoke drew the attention of some motorists who called it in, thinking it as just a brushfire. When they had approached the scene, it was much worse than a simple brushfire. 

"It appears to be a young woman. Whoever did this piled her clothes up over here”, Lumis said, pointing to the pile near the scene. “We found a purse next to the fire with a driver's license. The name was Vanessa Porter from Santa Fe. We also got a call several hours ago from a woman reporting a car heading this direction with something suspicious hanging from the trunk, a white shirt with a pink Playboy bunny on it, just like the one with the purse. This guy gave her a ride and acted weird. Then she saw- oh, fuck!"

Lumis turned around and puked. The emergency workers had finally cut what was left of the body from the stake. Her skin charred, and as she slipped from the grip of one of the EMTs, part of her side ripped off. The smell of cooked meat filled the area. Bruce couldn't blame him. Lumis hadn't been around as long as Jansen. He hadn't gotten used to seeing the horrors that men can do. But even Jansen admitted this was pretty bad. One of the worse cases he had ever seen.

Her face was almost unrecognizable; the contortions on what remained of her face showed the killer kept her alive through the burning. There also appeared to be a fracture to her skull, possibly struck by a blunt object. Near the body, he also saw the victim's clothing. The little pink bunny stared at him. It looked as if it was the same guy from the call. 

Bruce walked over and knelt beside the body and examined the remains of the wood, "Son of a bitch."

"What is it, Bruce," one of the coroners asked.

"I smelt the kerosene and figured he doused her with it. The handfuls of burnings I've seen do that. They pour gas on the victim, make them burn better—and coincidentally quicker. It gives them a bit of mercy; if they don't die from the shock first. That sick fuck soaked the wood, but not her. He made it long and painful for her. He wanted her to suffer."

"The driver that called in the fire mentioned seeing a car off in the distance driving off. The guy maybe had a half-hour or so before anyone noticed. Out here, it's amazing that anyone saw it. She could have been here for days."

Bruce frowned as he examined her. "No, he wanted her to be found. Why set her on fire if he didn't? He could have as easily just killed her and dumped her body, and let the animals at her. Someone would have seen the smoke from miles off. We're not too far off from the highway, and there are always some commuters at some point. And I'm sure if there had been anyone near sooner, they would have heard her."

"In all likelihood, she died of shock before too long," the EMT stated. "Out in the middle of nowhere, with fire licking at her and no help in sight. It set off sensory overload. We'll get a toxicology report, too, see if she had been drugged. For her sake, I hope so. She was out before it happened."

Bruce nodded. He had his doubts. Whoever did this didn't want this girl going easy. That was plain to see.  Lumis walked up beside him and shook his head. "Who would do something like this? I mean, you have to hate someone to let them suffer like this."

"I don't know if it was hate, Dave. Some people kill for hate, some people just because they like it. This doesn't seem like a hate crime; we may not know for sure until we catch whoever did this. It could be something new with the cartels from Mexico, too. Those bastards are always coming up with clever ways to scare and torture people. We're not too far from the border, and they have connections in the area, so it is within the realm of possibility. But I do know this. We are dealing with one sick individual." 

With that, Bruce turned to return to his truck, giving the coroner instructions to let him know as soon as the autopsy was done. He also told Lumis to check on the girl that made the 911 call about the driver and see if she could give him any more details. They also would need a composite sketch of the guy to run through their database. If this guy had a record, they'd find him.

He was just pulling out when the first news van pulled up to the scene. He saw Dan Wallace of Channel Six emerging and waved over to Bruce. Dan, a young man in his late twenties with a lot of ambition. His natural charm and likability made him one of the few reporters that Bruce didn't hate seeing at a crime scene. He put his truck in neutral as the reporter approached. "I see you're the first to arrive, Dan."

Dan gave him a wide grin as he shook Bruce's outstretched hand. "This spot is a little hard to find. We kept watching for lights and then finding a path to drive up. I'm sure my esteemed colleges won't be too far behind. So what are we looking at? I heard you found a body tied to a pole. And do I smell cooked meat?"

Bruce pushed the image of the girl from his mind as he gave Wallace a grim reply. "That smell would be our victim. The killer burned her, possibly alive. If you got a weak stomach or want a good night's sleep, I'd keep my distance for now."

Dan paled and nodded his head, but recovered to keep his professionalism. "I'll keep that in mind. Would you be willing to comment on the air? Any early suspicions or the identity of the victim?"

"All I can tell you right now is that whoever did this is a sick individual, and we plan on hunting him or her down. As far as the victim, we want to notify the family before releasing their identity. That's all I got for you, right. Everything else is speculation right now."

"I can understand that. I won't hound you, but if you could let me know any updates out of professional courtesy, I'd appreciate it." Dan gave Bruce his card, which he instantly pocketed. "Good luck with your investigation."

As Bruce made his way back towards El Paso, something kept gnawing at his brain. Why would anybody burn someone at stake? He'd seen some brutal deaths in his day. Drownings, hangings, gunshots, and the more gruesome things the cartels from Mexico would bring across the border. Just about how someone could kill a body, Bruce had either seen it or heard about it. But something about this just seemed off.

This was probably just some poor girl going to enjoy her weekend. Why would anyone want to do that to another person? What did she do to deserve that? Whoever did this didn't just want that girl dead. He wanted her to suffer. And suffer a lot. It was within the possibility that this was related to some criminal organization, meant to be a message. Maybe there were some related crimes to tie it to. A background check on Miss Porter wouldn't be a bad idea either. Bruce picked up his phone and started dialing.

"El Paso County Sherriff's Department. How may I help you?" Lauri, the perky little receptionist, answered. No matter what time of day, the girl always seemed in a good mood. Bruce was convinced she was on something, but she passed a drug test. Some people are just high on life, he guessed.
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