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DEDICATION

For the ones who were forgotten,

the ones who kept searching,

and the ones who turned silence into truth.

You were never alone.

Not then.

Not now.

Not ever.

​Author’s Note

While this book is a work of fiction, it includes references to real institutions such as the University of Arkansas. Though inspired by the academic setting and the region’s deep history, all characters, plotlines, academic departments, faculty, and events involving the university are entirely fictional. No actual individuals, staff, or departments are depicted.

In addition, Willow Hollow, the Reznik Vineyard, and all individuals and investigations featured in the book are the product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons or events is purely coincidental.

Portions of this story also take place in Eureka Springs, a real and beloved town nestled in the Ozark Mountains. Locations such as the Crescent Hotel, the overlook, and regional landmarks are based on real places. However, businesses like the cross shop and antique store are fictional creations, crafted to serve the story’s needs.

The final chapters are set in and around the Little Portion Hermitage and Monastery in Berryville, Arkansas. This is a real, peaceful retreat and place of prayer founded by followers of St. Francis of Assisi. While the monastery is a genuine location, its involvement in this story is entirely fictional, and no connection to actual people or events is intended.

I hope readers enjoy this blend of the real and the imagined as the characters uncover secrets hidden in the hills of Arkansas.
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ECHOES IN THE BLOOD
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​​Prologue
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What She Knew

Serena stared at her phone, waiting. Nothing. No missed calls. No replies.

She’d left the voicemail hours ago, and now the silence pressed in like a second warning.

“I—I think someone’s following me,” she had said, her voice shaky. “He was outside the café again today. Just standing there. He knows my name. I didn’t tell anyone where I was going. Please...please call me back.”

She shivered. Her apartment above the bookstore was small, but tonight it felt cavernous. Every creak of the floorboards, every gust of wind against the windows, sounded too close.

He knew who she was.

Not just a face anymore. Not just a suspicion.

She double-checked the locks. Then the curtains.

One call to Addison had gone unanswered. Another to Calvin. Both had gone straight to voicemail.

Serena didn’t wait for permission.

She packed a weekend bag, grabbed her notes, and walked out the back door without turning off the lights. Without knowing it, Serena followed the same instinct Clara once had—vanish quietly and completely—disappear like smoke.
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Three hours later, she stepped off a quiet train platform and into the arms of her father.

They didn’t speak during the drive home. The porch light was a steady beacon. When Serena walked into her mother’s arms the welcoming aroma of rosemary and old wood and safety greeted her.

“You’re staying with us now,” her mother said firmly. “No arguments.”

Serena let out a breath and nodded.

She kept her phone on her, muted but close at hand, just in case Addison or Calvin called back.

Upstairs, with the bedroom door locked behind her, Serena opened her laptop and pulled up the archive files she hadn’t shown anyone—not yet.

It had started at the vineyard with Addison’s collection of soil samples.

She hadn’t planned to dig deeper than a few property records and old grant filings. But the name Viktor Reznik kept surfacing—in academic footnotes, preservation disputes, a handful of quietly buried complaints that never quite disappeared.

Accusations. Rumors. Whispers that the Reznik land had been quietly flagged more than once.

Serena scrolled, her unease growing with each document. Missing reports. Redacted memos. A pattern of concern that stopped just short of proof.

There was more.

Much more.

She paused, fingers hovering over the keyboard. If she’d known about the bodies beneath the vineyard soil, Serena might have hesitated in pursuing her digging.

After a long moment, she opened a new message window and began to type.

To: Calvin

I’m safe. Will be in contact when I can. S

Then she turned off the laptop and lay back against the pillows, listening to the old house breathe around her.

The instinct rose up without warning.

Sometimes, the only way to survive...

Was to vanish.
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Trail of Ashes

Addison’s grip on the door handle finally loosened as Calvin turned off Highway 23—the infamous Pig Trail Scenic Byway—and followed signs toward Eureka Springs.

“Between Highway 12 and 23, I’m not sure which one terrified me more,” she muttered, easing back into her seat with a long breath.

Calvin chuckled. “What, you didn’t enjoy the winding two-lane roads and the scenic views?”

Addison shot him a look. “In your truck? Which felt like it might roll off the mountain every other turn? Steep grades, hairpin curves marked 10 mph, and don’t get me started on how I could see three switchbacks below us—a mile straight down.”

He laughed again. “But you have to admit, the foliage was incredible.”

She sighed. “Okay, it was beautiful. But petrifying.”

A pause settled between them.

“By the way,” Calvin said, his tone softening, “Serena sent a message this morning. She’s safe. Said not to worry.”

Addison looked out at the trees. “I still do.”

He reached over and gave her hand a quick squeeze. “Can you pull up the directions to our place?”

Addison unlocked her phone and tapped in the name. “Eureka Uptown Garden Cottage,” she read aloud. “Turn right onto North Main in two blocks. Sixty-three North Main. Oh—listen to this. We’re close to the Main Street Trolley Depot. We could ride an actual trolley while we’re here.”

“What if the brakes fail?” Calvin teased.

Addison rolled her eyes.

Calvin rolled down his window and inhaled. “Smell that? Mountain air. Makes you want to hike a trail.”

“Ah, no,” Addison said with a laugh. “After that harrowing ride, I just need to sit somewhere stable. But yeah...the air is amazing.”

“You loved it,” he teased.

She winked at him.
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They packed light—one overnight bag each.

A cheerful woman behind the check-in counter greeted them.

“Welcome to Eureka Uptown Garden Cottage,” she said, smiling. Her name tag read Beth.

“Reservation under Addison Lane,” Addison said.

Beth scanned her computer screen. “Double beds, shower only, kitchen and sitting area. You’re all set.”

She handed them keys and a brochure packet. “Some great spots to see around town. There’s Basin Spring downtown, and if you have time, a 75-minute cruise on the Belle of the Ozarks on Beaver Lake.”

“We’re actually hoping to visit Thorncrown Chapel,” Calvin said.

“Oh, sure.” Beth turned to a rack of flyers. “It’s a popular spot.”

“My mother lived here a few years back,” Addison said. “Her name was Clara Lane. Maybe someone remembers her?”

Beth’s brow creased. “I’ve only worked here a few years,” she said, glancing toward a hallway. “Let me check with the owner.”

A moment later, an older woman appeared in the doorway—her black hair streaked with silver at the temples, her eyes sharp but kind. She studied Addison for a long moment before speaking.

“You look just like her,” the woman said softly. “But... we didn’t know her as Clara Lane.”

Addison’s breath caught.

“We knew her as Claire Bennett,” the woman continued. “She worked here part-time—cleaning rooms, mostly. She was quiet, kind. The sort of person who folded towels like art and brought in cookies for the staff on Fridays.”

She gave a faint smile, touched with memory.

“She volunteered at Thorncrown Chapel. Every Sunday morning like clockwork.”

Addison’s pulse quickened, a hundred questions surging at once—but only one escaped her lips.

“How long ago?”

“Oh...the years kind of blur together—maybe five or seven years now,” the woman said. “But the minister’s been there forever. If anyone remembers her, it will be him.”

As Addison reached for her receipt, her eyes landed on the woman’s necklace—a cross. Her breath caught.

“That cross you’re wearing—it’s beautiful.”

The woman touched it gently. “You can buy one just like it. There’s a gift shop down the street. Don’t let the building fool you—it looks like a church. Has a towering stone cross out front.”

As they stepped outside, Addison turned to Calvin. “That necklace. It looked exactly like the one we found with the remains of Jane Doe #3.”

“I noticed,” Calvin said. “Let’s drop off our bags and head over there.”

“I was hoping you’d say that.”
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They walked down North Main, and before long, the spire of a massive stone cross rose above the tree line.

Addison stopped. “She was right. If she hadn’t said it was a shop, I’d think it was a church.”

Calvin pushed open the door. A bell jingled as they entered.

The shop was lined with vitrines of delicate cross necklaces in every shape and size. Display stands atop the cases, each held yet another variation.

An old man shuffled in from the back, wire-rimmed glasses perched on his nose.

“Can I help you?”

Addison pointed to a necklace behind the glass. “That one. May I see it?”

He opened the case. “Ah, our most popular style. It’s a Latin cross—represents the crucifixion.” He laid it on the counter.

Addison picked up the necklace and rubbed her thumb over the cross. Just holding it made her feel closer to her mother. “I’ll take it,” Addison said, digging the cash from her purse. A nearby sign read: Donations Welcome.

“Keep the change,” she said.

“All the proceeds used to go to the Children’s Home before it closed,” the old man smiled sadly.

Addison handed the necklace to Calvin, turned, and let him clasp it around her neck. As she touched the cool metal, a strange warmth bloomed in her chest—like a thin thread of connection to Clara had been restored.

“Thank you,” she said.

As they turned to leave, the old man added, almost absently, “Your mother, Claire—she bought one just like that.”

Addison froze and spun around. “Wait—what?”

But the man had already shuffled back into the rear room.

“That was freaky,” Calvin murmured.

“Clara really was here,” Addison whispered. “But how did he recognize me?”

Calvin shrugged. “The cottage owner said you looked just like her. I guess she was right.”

––––––––
[image: ]


They passed an antique shop on the way to Thorncrown Chapel. Calvin stopped, staring at something in the window.

“Addison. Look.”

She turned—and gasped.

Inside the display sat a faculty service pin, nearly identical to the one they’d found at the last dig site.

Inside, a sweet older woman greeted them.

“See something you can’t live without?” she asked cheerfully.

“That pin,” Calvin said.

“Oh, I remember that,” she said, leaning over the counter. “Young lady brought it in. Solid gold, real diamond. I paid top dollar.”

She paused, squinting. “But I’ll give you a deal on it.”

Calvin purchased the pin and turned it over. His face paled.

Addison took it from him. Engraved on the back were the initials: L.K. “How can there be two of them?” she asked as they exited the antique store.

“These are service pins. The university awards service pins to all employees. For every five years worked.”

“The pin buried in dig three had a ruby stone,” Addison said.

“Yeah. And this one has a diamond.” Calvin said.

“Clara bought a cross,” Addison said softly. “And she sold Kettering’s faculty service pin. Why?”

Calvin shrugged. “We may never know. My bets are that Kettering followed your mother here,” he said
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