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It is joy to the just

to do judgment;

but destruction shall be

to the workers of iniquity

 


—Proverbs 21:15

The Holy Bible

King James Version


Chapter One

Johnnie Lancaster stared down and thought, “Damn,
this is fucked up.” At least the thought stayed in her head and
didn’t come rolling out of her mouth. No need to prove to everyone
what a potty mouth she possessed. She and her partner,
human-remains-detection K9, Cougar, were professionals after all.
Professionals didn’t utter words like fuck
at what turned out to be a crime scene. No, they did not, and her
mouth stayed shut.

Bless his heart, Cougar had done his job like a true
champion, and for that fact alone she should be grateful. In all
the ways that mattered, she was. It was more that no one expected
this. It wasn’t the first time they’d worked with law enforcement
on an active criminal investigation. It was the first time she’d
seen anything like this.

“Houston, we have a problem.” Deputy Sheriff Rick
Tellarude stood with his hands in his pockets, his expression
grim.

“No, duh.” See, she could keep it clean.

Rick blew out a long breath. “Can you say serial
killer?”

“No. Not here and not again.” Not another damn
serial killer. Johnnie didn’t intend to let the words cross her
lips, yet they came out anyway, colored with the dismay that filled
her. It had happened too many times in this area of Eastern
Washington State, where agriculture and mountains co-existed in
stunning harmony. Despite the natural beauty that surrounded those
who lived here, there had to be something in the water. No other
explanation for the killers that decided to make this place their
home and their killing grounds—for the wheatfields stained by blood
and the wilderness violated by graves.

Rick looked at her and raised an eyebrow. His
expression seemed to question her ability to comprehend the
obvious. “Who else but a serial killer would bury bodies like
this?”

Regardless of how she might wish things to be
different, the proof rested in the reality of Cougar’s discovery.
At their feet, what the forensic-unit folks carefully excavated
silently testified to the truth of Rick’s words. Cougar had pointed
them to the location of human remains in the past. Nothing new in
that. The three-and-a-half-year-old was an exceptionally talented
HRD dog. However, he’d never pointed them to multiple sets in the
same day, and not just buried bodies either. These were
disarticulated and piled together like creepy hidden treasures
someone went to great trouble to keep hidden. The ME would need to
spend some serious time putting the bodies back into place so
perhaps their identities could be ascertained. Sooner, rather than
later, she hoped.

“When I got into the HRD business, nobody told me
about anything like this. I thought we’d just find people and bring
them home.” She spoke out loud, even though she knew, as did all
the handlers she worked with, that the reality of their work never
played out that simple.

“Sister, nobody told any of us about shit like this
before we signed up. Welcome to my world.”

Johnnie agreed. She’d become involved with search
and recovery when an elderly neighbor with manifesting dementia
walked away and lost his life in the bargain. It took two weeks
before a recovery team found him. While he’d been missing, she
couldn’t think about anything except that he was out there cold and
alone, his chances of survival in freezing weather diminishing
every passing hour. Her heart had hurt, and she’d vowed then to do
whatever she could to bring the lost home. Training with a local
team began the day after his body was recovered, and she got her
first dog a year later.

“I’m heading out,” she said as she tapped Rick’s
arm. The day had already been long, and the team excavating the
remains had work to complete that didn’t require her presence. Her
part in this matter concluded when she handed over the coordinates
to Rick. Despite the clean, fresh air that washed over her, she
wanted to put distance between her and what the team was in the
process of uncovering.

“Sign out, and if you would, send me your field
report by tonight.” He squeezed her arm lightly, and she
appreciated the gesture.

“You got it.” She headed back to her truck, where
Cougar waited, the window down partway, his seatbelt hooked into
his harness. He knew the drill and never fussed once back in the
truck after a mission. Besides, after a long and emotional day, he
could rest easy in the quiet the truck afforded him. Dogs
internalized the stress of a search as much as the humans did,
maybe even more. He needed, and deserved, the downtime.

Johnnie reached in and rubbed the top of the big
head of her partner, a stunning bi-color German shepherd. She’d
fallen in love with him at first sight. His all-black head and
body, along with his tan feet, made him unique and gorgeous, though
picking out a search dog based on appearance—a definite no-no. Such
dogs needed drive and persistence and, of course, an excellent
nose. Fortunately for her, he came with it all.

“All right, buddy. Let’s go home.” With Cougar in
the backseat of the truck, she could talk to him, and thus he rode
in a harness and seatbelt versus a crate. The highly rated harness
set-up kept him safe.

She negotiated her way through and around the myriad
law-enforcement vehicles that crowded the area around the parking
lot. A popular location, the trailhead wasn’t designed for the
number of cars, trucks, and vans there now. When she’d gotten here
early in the morning, parking had been a breeze, given the search
party consisted of her, her navigator Stan Silver, and Rick. After
the first positive from Cougar, they’d called in the forensic unit
and, by the time it arrived, had identified a second location. The
unit would be working out here for hours.

The drive home turned out to be the easy part of the
day. Often, they were called out to remote locations far away from
where she lived. Her poor truck registered over a hundred thousand
miles, the vast majority logged from training and missions. Once
she pulled onto the Pullman Highway, as the locals liked to call
it, she made it to the Hatch Road turnoff within a few minutes.
Traffic got a little heavy at 57th because of rush hour. Still, it
didn’t take long to make it to the Palouse Highway and, from there,
a straight shot to the farm.

As she turned onto Stoughton, she hit the remote for
the driveway gate. When her father built the place some forty-odd
years ago, he’d never envisioned the technology she now employed.
No need for the security of a gate then. Everyone knew everyone and
looked out for each other, even though acres of land separated
their houses. Things had changed since those early years when
nothing but bare fields dotted by stands of pine trees surrounded
the place.

From the outside, the house and outbuildings
appeared much as they had when she moved in after her father passed
away. Her mother decided to relocate to Arizona shortly after
losing Dad, and her brother, living in Seattle for years, never
considered a return to Eastern Washington. It all came down to her.
She could either take it over or sell it, and since the latter
didn’t set well with her, she opted for the former. She didn’t need
this much house or acreage. Thankfully her neighbors leased and
tended most of the land. The farm became her refuge and remained as
beautiful and well-tended as her father intended without becoming
an overwhelming burden. Dad would be very pleased.

In the backseat, Cougar started to whine, and she
smiled. He could be sound asleep, which he usually was after a full
day of searching, but the minute she turned onto their road, his
head popped up. He did love his farm.

As she drove up the driveway, the gate automatically
began to close—another nifty piece of technology that made her life
easier and safer. She pulled into the garage, put the car in park,
and swung her legs out. Her cell phone rang before she could even
stand up.

 


* * *

 


“NO!” Dr. Shantel Kind didn’t mean to yell, and she
did anyway. How many times did she have to tell Daniel the same
thing before it penetrated his thick skull? She would have thought
the divorce papers made her decision crystal clear. They were done.
Period. End of story. Any reasonable person would have gotten the
message.

Not Daniel. Tenacity was his middle name. Yes. He
had encouraged her to apply to the anthropology department here at
Eastern Washington University. Yes. It had been a good idea. The
job granted her the treasured tenure that fulfilled her long-time
dream, and after living here for a few years, she could find no
fault with his hometown. Spokane was beautiful, and the small town
of Cheney, just a few miles west of Spokane and the home of the
university, equally as lovely. Did it save their marriage? Not even
close. In fact, the move made it easier for her to finally break
away from a relationship that had her gasping for breath.

To get through to him, she’d been brutally honest,
even as hurtful as she knew it would be. Nobody wanted to hear that
their spouse of almost ten years wasn’t attracted to them. She’d
tried. God knows she’d tried to be what everyone expected of her—a
good daughter, a good wife, a good straight woman. She’d only truly
succeeded at being a damn good forensic anthropologist. Her
students loved her, and local law enforcement began calling on her
about five minutes after she arrived. As for the rest, she wouldn’t
exactly equate it with success.

Coming out had been easier than she envisioned,
despite the vocal disappointment of her family and the outright
denial that Daniel still clung to. She’d thought it would be hard
to at last declare what she’d known in her heart for a long time.
Enormous relief came when she put voice to those four words: “I am
a lesbian.”

Daniel, incredibly handsome, tall, and with a body
made for the movies, never understood. For most women, he would be
the guy to die for. Unfortunately, she wasn’t most women, and she
really did hate that she’d hurt him. He’d treated her well in all
their years together, despite his controlling tendencies that made
him perhaps a little clingy. A lot clingy, in fact, but it beat
indifference.

In her defense of all the years of pretending, she
always wanted to fit in with her family and friends. She’d made
herself believe that her attraction to other women would pass if
she ignored it. That all women had those secret moments of desire
and longing. For a really smart woman, sometimes she could be
clueless.

Not anymore. She stood tall and owned it all without
even a glimmer of guilt or shame. No more living her life for
others, not in that way, at least. The time had arrived to become
the person she needed to be in order to make it through this life.
Now if she could just get her ex-husband to move on, her world
would be pretty good. So many women out there would love to have
his attention, and she tried time and again to channel his energy
toward them. The flowers and card she found on her desk when she
came back to her office after class told her he wasn’t even close
to moving on. If she’d been here when they arrived, she’d have made
the delivery person take them back. Erin, her graduate assistant,
had accepted the flowers and put them on her desk. She probably
thought them from an innocent admirer rather than a stalker-like
ex-husband.

“Dr. Kind?” In her doorway, Erin, her student
assistant, stood holding a slip of paper as if summoned by
Shantel’s mere thought of her.

She pushed aside her irritation with Daniel and
concentrated on Erin. “What’s up?”

“Deputy Rick has been trying to get in touch with
you. I told him I’d track you down.”

Shantel smiled and took the slip of paper that Erin
handed her. Rick’s office and cell numbers were printed in tidy,
legible black ink. Her more-than-able assistant’s efficiency came
in very handy for the profession she was currently training for.
“Thanks. I’ll give him a call.”

“Does he have another case for you?” Excitement
radiated in Erin’s voice. Occasionally, she needed assistance and
would take along a student, several times in Erin’s case, and with
her keen eye, she would soon be a most excellent forensic
anthropologist.

“It’s possible.”

“I’m available.” Hope bloomed on her face.

“Good to know. I’ll keep you posted.” No promises,
as she didn’t have the details yet on what Rick needed from
her.

Erin left Shantel’s office, pulling the door closed.
She didn’t call the sheriff’s department with her office door open,
an invitation to any student who wanted to stop by. Her students
were aware that her posted office hours included drop-in meetings
when her schedule allowed. The enthusiasm of many of them
invigorated her and thus her open-door policy. Not right now,
however. This conversation required privacy.

“What’s up?” she asked when Rick answered. She’d
called his cell because, in her experience, chances he’d be in his
office were slim.

“Bodies.” Not wrong about him being out in the
field.

“Bodies?”

“Yep. Four at the moment.”

“What’s Dr. Skelton say?”

“He’s working on them as we speak and asked me to
bring you in.”

“Why?”

“It would be better for you to just come take a
look.”

All thoughts of Daniel and his unwanted delivery
vanished. “A hint? You have me mighty curious now.”

“Nope. You’re not getting a thing out of me at this
point. I’m interested in a cold read.”

Her curiosity skyrocketed, and she reached for her
bag. “On my way.”

 


* * *

 


All the signs were there for a perfect day. Whenever
he had a chance to mess with Shantel’s head, Daniel considered it a
win. She thought he didn’t want to move on, and her belief held a
grain of truth. Except that rationale simplified it by quite a lot.
He didn’t refuse to move on. He couldn’t, for a very good reason.
But he’d never shared that particular detail with her.

The whole commitment thing, the for-better-or-worse
part, seemed to have slipped out of her grasp. When they’d married,
he’d been one-hundred-percent serious about his vows.
Until-death-do-them-part wasn’t an empty pledge for him. In his
family of choice, death represented the only way out. He could kill
her. Then, the move-on piece would no longer be a problem. He
wouldn’t exercise that option now or ever. She’d been, and still
remained, a perfect match for him, and together, their progeny
would draw out the best in both of them.

Granted, she possessed one flaw his family found
unpalatable. He’d assured his mentor, during numerous trips to see
him, that before any children were conceived, he would remove that
flaw from the mix. Easy enough to do, and he’d been waiting for the
right time. Honestly, she should have caught on by now about what
made him far better than any man she’d ever met. That she didn’t
made him even more determined to put everything right.

His office, in the converted Browne’s Addition
mansion, was large and boasted a massive view of Coeur d’Alene
Park. Most days he enjoyed standing with a cup of coffee and
staring out those windows at the park, despite the rising number of
the homeless there. Some would call it uncomfortable. He liked to
think of it as encouraging. Those were the nameless, faceless
people that most in the community turned away from when they passed
them on the street. Few took the time to see them as the people
they were, and for him, that fact became important. No one would
miss them if they disappeared. And they did. On a regular
basis.

Like the park he watched now, the city had changed
in the years he’d been away. His family still called the massive
house and grounds on Rockwood Boulevard home. They’d lived there
for generations, and everyone in the city knew their name.
Buildings and parks were named after his forefathers. His public
face presented an upstanding man of wealth and accomplishment. No
one knew his secrets, and his family of birth didn’t care to delve
into his private activities. Unless, of course, he did something to
tarnish their golden name.

He could have returned to the family home and lived
in his own wing, just as other dutiful sons before him. Not his
style. He required freedom from the prying eyes of his mother and
father. He loved the city and the thrill of the hunt on urban
streets. He loved being a lawyer and the excitement of defense
work. His instincts were spot-on, and he hadn’t lost a case since
he passed the bar, one of the reasons his father had pushed him to
return to the family business. Everyone knew that what Senior
wanted, Senior got, and thus, home he’d come.

He turned away from the windows, holding a glass of
scotch. Coffee didn’t cut it for him. Besides, it wasn’t the time
of day for coffee, and while drinking alcohol in the office might
be frowned on these days, no one dared question the golden boy.
Local news on the flat-screen mounted on the west wall of his
office provided an easy way to keep an eye out for potential
clients. It wasn’t quite ambulance chasing, given the clients who
came to him needed to meet a certain level of liquidity.
Nonetheless, for every twenty-five criminal events reported upon,
perhaps one would rise to his level of representation. Today it
wasn’t the prospect of a client that made him lean in and turn up
the volume.

“No, no, no.” He slammed the glass down on the top
of his desk, and golden liquid splashed onto the spotless surface.
This shouldn’t be possible. He’d been very careful, both as a young
man who’d returned home from exploring the world and as a maturing
man excelling in law school. Since the move back, he’d been equally
careful. The hunt was too important to not execute things to
perfection.

He stood in front of the screen, watching as the
news crew filmed from a distance. The familiar yellow tape strung
between trees, lots of police vehicles with flashing lights,
uniformed and plains-clothes cops standing around, and in the
background, a large white canopy erected over a piece of ground he
knew intimately.

His jaw ached as he ground his teeth. Any lingering
thoughts about Shantel or the flowers he’d sent her
disappeared.


Chapter Two

Johnnie groaned at the name displayed on her phone.
She’d met Kay in the third grade at Orchard Center Elementary, and
their friendship had endured the decades since, at least for the
most part. When Kay became a reporter at the top local news
channel, it regularly tested their bond. No doubt she’d glimpsed
Johnnie at the scene and figured she could get the inside scoop. It
happened every time she discovered Johnnie’s involvement with a
newsworthy case. Every. Single. Time. She did not pick up. Instead,
she hit the ignore button and slipped the phone into her pocket.
She reached around and opened the door to let Cougar jump out.
She’d deal with Kay’s drama later, and it would come. Kay never
freaking gave up.

Anyone who watched Cougar run the acres of green
fields dotted with apple trees and a seasonal stream on the east
border would never guess how many hours he’d spent searching.
Johnnie sent up a silent thanks. Cougar had been a true
blessing.

The moment his paws touched the ground, he ran and
jumped, his obsession with birds obviously making him believe he
could leap high enough to catch them. Fortunately for the birds, he
couldn’t. She left him to his game and went inside.

Since Falco crossed the Rainbow Bridge almost a year
ago, the silence hit her hard every time she walked through the
door. Like Cougar, he’d been a great search dog and an exceptional
companion. Cancer took him right before he would have turned ten
and only six months after he’d retired from the field. He should
have had more time.

She ignored the green plaid bed with the flannel top
she’d been unable to take out of the corner of the kitchen.
Instead, she stopped at the sink and stared out the window. For at
least a week, Cougar had laid next to that bed—never on it—waiting.
Someday she’d be able to pick it up and put it away. Today wasn’t
that day. She wiped away the tear sliding down her cheek.

Espresso, that’s what she needed. Good coffee fixed
everything.

Half an hour later, she still wasn’t able to relax.
Today’s finds went beyond anything she’d come across to date, and
she’d been doing this for a long time. After enough cases it wasn’t
hard to get jaded. Or so she’d thought. Jaded didn’t hit the mark
right now. Nope, more like immensely sad.

Emotions tended to overwhelm after the fact. When
she and her first dog found a man’s body, instinct and training
kicked in and left no room for anything else. Only after she left
the scene and disconnected did her reactions roll in. The first
time the tears came, she’d been driving along a scenic stretch of
the Spokane River. Forced to stop by blurring vision, she’d sat
there in the small gravel pull-out for a good fifteen minutes, her
shoulders shaking. Thankfully, the other handlers and the sheriff’s
department were a great support network, a resource she’d tapped
more than once.

The multiple remains today shook her with the same
force. No amount of training could prepare any handler for such a
sight. More than the visual proof of unnatural death, something
felt off, and she couldn’t quite figure out what. Maybe her
over-active imagination and the shock of discovering a burial
ground versus a single recovery had her mind whirling. Or, maybe
not.

The soothing effects of the shower she banked on
didn’t last much longer than the time it took to dry off. While she
might be a lot cleaner and smell a lot better, that was about it.
Even her expensive lavender soap failed in its touted calming
properties. She’d be having a little heart-to-heart with her
essential-oils buddy who swore lavender could work magic.

If warm water, lavender, and a rich, dark roast
bombed, one other potential existed. She walked to the kitchen and
opened the pantry door. “Hello, my pretties.”

Johnnie studied the wine rack, deciding what lovely
red would fill the relaxation bill for the evening. More than one
way to coax relaxation into existence. Whoever said alcohol was a
lazy way to handle stress never imbibed anything in her collection.
A California deep-red blend won, and she pulled the bottle from the
rack.

By the time she uncorked the bottle, Cougar
scratched at the back door, and she let him in and smiled. Dinner
time. Pretty sure he wore a watch under all that fur. She might
want to relax with her glass of wine. He had his own priorities,
and number one on the list was what she referred to as doggy
meatloaf. Once a week, she prepared a big batch of ground meat,
vegetables, and blueberries. Try to give him regular dog food, and
she’d receive a withering look before he put his nose in the air
and walked away. Her dogs were not spoiled at all. Considering
their work, they deserved only the best.

Dinner dished up and delivered in his sparkling
clean stainless-steel dish, she stood with her glass and watched
him devour his sustenance. How could he eat so fast and not get
sick? Tonight, she wouldn’t tell him to slow down. In fact, after
he finished, she opened the refrigerator and pulled out a bone. If
any night called for something special, this was the one. She
handed it to him, and as he opened his mouth to take it, she froze.
“Oh, shit.”

 


* * *

 


Shantel put her hands on her hips and shook her
head. “This is pretty strange.” She stared down at the first set of
remains, then walked to the second, the third, and the fourth. She
studied them as well as the graves the bones remained in for the
moment, her mind whirling.

“You want to explain?”

Dr. Skelton stood back watching her, his hands
behind his back. “Do I need to?”

“No.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Good. Now humor me and
explain the ‘strange.’”

Shantel cocked her head and studied the doctor. He
was an interesting man who often made her feel like she was back in
school. She also couldn’t argue that the guy was good and wanted to
hear her thoughts. “Okay, Fred. Here’s what I’ve got. Four separate
victims.”

Fred nodded. “So far. So good.”

“Are you grading me?”

He smiled. “Why do you ask? You need the
continuing-ed credits?”

“Funny guy.”

“I try. Continue.” He waved a hand toward the
remains.

“Four victims buried at different times.”

He nodded. “Agreed.”

“Teeth marks on all the long bones.”

“Definitely teeth marks.”

“What’s your initial thought, Fred?” She hesitated
before she tossed out the question on her mind. “Cannibalism?”

“I don’t know, at this point, and am not inclined to
speculate. It’ll get dark soon, so let’s get these folks out of the
ground and back to the lab. Then we’ll figure out what’s going on
and if we have a Dahmer on our hands.”

“God, I hope not.”

“That makes two of us.”

She stepped back and put her hands in her pockets.
The techs were doing an excellent job in their excavation. The grid
lines were set, and they were slowly and systematically uncovering
the remains. The forensic team had exposed the bodies carefully
while maintaining the integrity of the crime scene. A crew set up
lights, anticipating sunset and the continuing work.

At least now she understood why Fred asked her to
come. If she’d been first on scene, she’d also have wanted a second
opinion. Even in the face of the many buried bodies she’d seen in
the past, the site was unique. A little thrill tickled all the way
to the tips of her fingers, followed by the heaviness of guilt.

Four people had died, and her firm religious
upbringing told her that being excited wasn’t an appropriate
response. However, the scientist in her couldn’t help it,
upbringing be damned. Besides, she’d left that all behind. The
moment she’d told her parents why she filed for divorce, the bridge
home went up in mile-high flames.

The move here put a thousand miles of distance
between her and the family that wanted nothing more to do with her.
Even her twin sister turned away, which hurt the most. Not the
time. She returned her attention to Fred and far less emotional
ground, murders aside.

“Call me?”

Fred patted her shoulder and gave her a nod. “Of
course.”

 


* * *

 


Daniel’s practice had never been better. His
family’s name carried a great deal of weight in this part of
Washington state, and to his own credit, he was an excellent
attorney. Of course, he doubled down on the family skills after his
backpacking trip between college and law school. Born with high
intelligence, he came home from that trip with all his natural
abilities amplified.

His last client, the son of one of the city’s
richest families who got his dick in a ringer after a tryst with an
underage girl, just left. The case didn’t require a whole lot of
thought. The family possessed enough money to pay for the kind of
defense only he could provide. The charges would be dropped within
a month.

Daniel paced his quiet office, then turned the
television back on so he could watch as the five o’clock news
began. The lead story remained the discovery of multiple bodies in
the Cheney area. Every channel he clicked to ran the same
thing.

He’d always been very careful. How had they
discovered his personal burial grounds? Surely, they’d stop with
the bodies they’d found and call it a day. If they continued to
search? He wouldn’t go there. Not right. His secret.

The more he thought about it, the angrier he grew.
It was all her fault. Everything had been fine until she decided to
change sides and dump him. Nothing about that worked for him, and
now this?

In all the years since that fateful trip, no one
caught a clue as to his true nature. Not even his pretty wife who
didn’t lack for brains. She’d had some questions, and he’d had an
explanation she bought every single time. No one knew and never
would. He was simply that good.

For years, he’d been able to indulge in his favorite
game without a problem. Wild game might be fine for most like him.
Someone as powerful and alpha as he’d turned out to be required
more. Nothing rivaled hunting humans, especially the thrill of the
hunt and the taste of the flesh in his teeth. His bloodlust
satisfied, he’d covered his deeds right from the start in order to
remain under the radar of law enforcement.

And not just law enforcement. Some people took it
upon themselves to hunt the preternatural, though most of society
wrote them off as crackpots. That perception of the masses worked
to his advantage, and he joined in the chorus to discredit them.
Few grasped that those folks weren’t wrong. Preternatural creatures
existed and had for centuries. They lived in the shadows, where
their secrets remained safe. They avoided the hunters or, if
possible, took them out themselves. One less hunter, one less
threat. Another game he enjoyed.

A couple of those annoying hunters rested six feet
under near Fish Lake, and that’s where they would stay. Those
particular hunts turned out to be both enjoyable and utilitarian.
Now to figure out how to throw off Shantel and her cronies. When he
did that, no more of his prizes would be revealed.

After they finished covering the Cheney discovery
and his beloved walked out of the frame, he clicked off the
television. The eager, young reporters wouldn’t tell him anything
he didn’t already know. Shantel, on the other hand, would be able
to fill in a lot of blanks. How to coax it out of her remained the
only unknown. She’d gotten testy lately, or at least whenever she
talked with him. Her drivel about the finality of the divorce and
getting on with their separate lives annoyed him, but if he planned
to make any ground with her, he’d mask his true feelings. Her
insider info about the investigation could make all the difference.
In fact, with it, he could turn this whole unfortunate incident to
his advantage.

There it was again, his innate brilliance combined
with the preternatural enhancements that put him far ahead of
everyone else. He’d never been sorry about what befell him in
Tibet. Rather than diminish him, it made him better, and he’d
always be grateful for that.

A buzzing inside him started as he stared out the
office window at the waning light. He should take this time to be
careful and keep his house in order. He never liked the word
should.


Chapter Three

Her glass of wine set down and forgotten, Johnnie
picked up her cell phone. Not quite five. Rick would still have his
phone on. His schedule wasn’t even close to a set nine-to-five, and
given what they’d found, he could be there half the night. She hit
“call” and waited. He picked up on the first ring.

“You must be psychic. I was just going to phone
you.”

“What?” She momentarily forgot why she’d contacted
him. Typically, she didn’t hear from Rick after a search unless he
needed a report faster than the normal twenty-four-hour window.

“Need you and Cougar tomorrow again, if you can make
it.”

Her mind whirled, and for a few seconds she said
nothing. “Ah, yeah. I can make it work.” Her hours were totally
flexible. It didn’t matter when she got her work done, as long as
she made her contract deadlines. Right now, her middle-school
history textbook neared completion. Another few days of tweaking,
and it would be ready to go. Some might think her job writing
textbooks a boring task. She didn’t see it that way at all. The
effort it took to pull together a work like that made her happy. To
walk into a school and see one of her books helping young minds see
the world gave her a high nothing else could match.

“Great. Meet me at the office at eight.”

“Okay. We’ll be there.”

“See you then.”

“Wait!” She caught him before he punched off the
call. “I called you, remember.”

“Huh. I guess you did. What’s up?”

“Teeth marks.”

“Say what?”

“On the bones. That’s what caught my attention
earlier. I didn’t figure out why until I started to give Cougar a
bone. It hit me then. The marks of his teeth on his bone were just
like what I saw on the remains out there. Clear striations.”

“Interesting.” She could almost see Rick thinking it
through. His eyes would narrow and his forehead furrow.

“I thought so too. Why would someone bury remains
after some animal chewed on them? Doesn’t make a whole lot of
sense.”

“Like this kind of killer makes any sense at
all.”

“True.”

“Look. We got the new doc out here studying them.
She’ll work with Fred, and they’ll figure it out. Pretty smart in
that arena.”

“Dr. Kind?”

“That’s her. Know her?”

She’d heard about Dr. Kind, though she’d never seen
her. Her arrival at EWU was a real coup, given her reputation, and
Rick gave her kudos on bones discovered at a construction site some
months back. The lady knew her stuff. “Haven’t met her yet. Her
reputation precedes.”

“That it does.”

“I just wanted to give you the heads-up when it hit
me.”

“Appreciate it. I’ll pass it along. See you in the
a.m.”

She clicked off the phone, set it on the counter,
and then picked up the wineglass once more, turning it in her hands
as she studied it. Without taking even a sip, she put it back down.
Instead of relaxing, she went back out to her truck and began to
organize her gear for tomorrow’s search.

 


* * *

 


Fred, or Doc, as Shantel liked to call him, went
back to his work, which equated to ignoring her. His actions didn’t
offend because she understood he and the forensic techs focused
totally on the critical excavation, laying out a precise grid,
taking careful measurements, and photographing the site a second
time.

Her fingers twitched as the techs brushed away the
dirt, revealing more and more bone. A mystery unfolded in front of
her, and she wanted to solve it.

Not her role today and she left the scene to return
to her car, mentally making a list of what to do first thing in the
morning. They wouldn’t finish here before midnight. Might as well
go home, grade a few papers, and email her students. No classes for
her tomorrow. She’d be in downtown Spokane all day. Hopefully, Erin
could do the instructing while Shantel focused on the
sleuthing.

Once home, she put on the kettle and then walked
over to the tropical fish tank while waiting for the water to boil.
“Hello, Stephen King. Hello, Anne Rice. Hello, John Carpenter. How
are my beauties today?” She smiled as she sprinkled food into the
water. The tank and the colorful fish that called it their ocean
always brightened her mood. With her schedule, a dog or a cat
wouldn’t be the best pets. Companionship of the much more
independent kind suited her lifestyle.

The kettle’s whistle returned her attention to the
cup of tea she desperately needed. It helped her focus. Now to get
her thoughts down before she met Fred tomorrow. Her go-to Earl Grey
smelled heavenly and tasted as good. No sugar, no cream, just
straight up. Some folks liked a cocktail to relax, but a beautiful
loose-leaf tea ordered direct did it for her. Used to drive Daniel
batty that she refused to drink the prepackaged version sold in the
local grocery stores with their paper filters and little strings.
Some weren’t bad and, in a pinch, would do. No pinch here.

The fragrant tea in hand, she sat at the table and
frowned, thinking of her ex-husband and the sugary-sweet card
delivered to her office earlier. He refused to give it up, and her
brutal honesty didn’t seem to penetrate his armor of denial. She’d
been teaching a long time and had encountered denial in all its
various forms. By rights, she should be an expert at dealing with
people who didn’t want to face reality, but nothing had prepared
her for the battle when she left Daniel.

No doubt, she could have handled it all better. She
usually tried to be strong and honest, except when it came to her
closely held desires. She’d denied her true feelings for most of
her life, until she couldn’t anymore. She simply didn’t love him
and probably never had.

Good girls always did what was expected, and what a
good girl she’d been. Until that night. The next day, she found an
attorney and, five days later, filed for divorce. He’d ignored her
then. He ignored her now, and her patience ran its course.

Better to ignore the unwanted tokens left in her
office and focus on the job she’d face tomorrow. It’s what she had
trained for. More than that, it represented her passion since the
seventh grade and Mrs. Hadron’s science class. Her teacher would be
proud of the doctor who’d found her calling in that classroom with
the hard plastic chairs and vintage chalkboard. Did the school
still stand, the chalkboard still a canvas for wanna-be taggers?
She hoped so.

Her tea gone and her notes made, she went into her
bedroom and sat on the edges of the bed. Intending to take a
shower, she laid her cell on the nightstand and stared at the
voice-mail icon. She knew who left it and that it would be smart to
erase it. She touched play anyway. Morbid curiosity.

“Hey, baby. Saw you on the news tonight. We’ll talk
later and you can fill me in…” So much for curiosity. She deleted
the message before it finished.

 


* * *

 


Daniel didn’t even try to resist. No point. No one
would catch on. They were too narrow-minded and unimaginative, and
way too convinced the rational world was the only reality.

He’d thought that way too when he’d taken off on
that fateful journey. Like many young people, he had worlds to
explore and oats to sow. So many oats. He’d thought it would be a
routine college-grad, backpacking trip to Europe, an opportunity to
see the world before he returned to real life and law school. It
started that way and ended with his mind blown. Unlike many who
undertook the coming-of-age adventure, he hadn’t been satisfied
with London or Madrid or Paris. He’d needed more, and thus his
journey had taken him east to Asia. To Tibet.

Tonight wasn’t a lot different from all those years
ago. Older, of course, no getting around that. Still as full of it
as he had been back then. Maybe even more because he’d learned much
over the years. He’d grown wiser and more powerful. He’d always
loved to learn, which was why law school beckoned him. Besides,
most in his family ended up going, even if they’d set their sights
on something else. For a brief time, he thought about becoming a
doctor like little bro ended up doing. Then he decided that he
would prefer the less touchy-feely profession of law. One where
ruthlessness was viewed as an asset.

He got up close and personal with people on
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