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  Prologue


  When the ground bleeds crimson red


  And the wheat nearly touches the sky


  When the little ones are gone


  And the wind screams out who must die


  Who can stop the murderous beast?


  What can stop its reign?


  The blood of the shaman will rise again


  In the one who will end the pain…


  Kwanti parable, circa 1870


  Chapter 1


  The devil smiled, and in Jasper’s Corners, Kansas, the wind whispered in Kent Ephings’ ear. He looked across the moonlit prairie at the farmhouse on the rise. Darkness embraced it; there were no lights on in any of the windows. He knew what he had to do. Fox-like, he crept out of the wheat field to the side of the house. The wind whipped his dark hair around his head as he slithered along, following a scent a dog would not recognize. Using a ladder propped against the side of the clapboard house, Kent made his way up to the second floor. Pressing against a window, he saw the sleeping figure of a young girl. He tried the window. As expected, there was no lock. The girl slept a preternatural sleep and did not stir as he wrapped the bed sheet around her and lowered her out of the window. No normal man could have accomplished this but he was beyond normal, buoyed by an ancient darkness, an unspeakable thing that hid in the shadows of the earth.


  Through the night, he tramped with his precious human parcel until it was time to stop. A slave to the will of the wind, he did as it commanded and placed the still unconscious girl on the ground. He was at the edge of a wheat field, whose he did not know. Another farmhouse stood in the distance. Although it looked familiar, his mind was so clouded that he could not identify it any more than he could identify the raven-haired child he held in his arms. He knew that this is where it would be done. Kent felt for the sickle that hung from his belt, a vicious tool, the blade honed to razor sharpness. He hefted its balanced handle and knelt on the dew-covered ground. A genuflection was only fitting. Shadows tilted in the night air as stars twinkled in the sky. Orion watched with timeless indifference as he cocked his arm. Kent drew a ragged breath, squeezed his eyes shut and swung the sickle around.


  A second. An eternity. He opened his eyes and looked down. There was something in his hand. He stared, unable to comprehend what he was holding until the wind swirling through his mind became still. And then he knew. Kent Ephings, easygoing farmhand, former Boy Scout and amateur gemologist, not to mention member of Jasper’s Corners First Reformed Mennonite Church, was holding the severed head of a little girl. Blood spurted out of her slashed aorta, splashing all over the child’s petal pink lips and freckled little nose. Kent screamed and vomited almost simultaneously. He hurled the head across the field. It sailed through the air, a hideous parody of a beach ball, and rolled into an opening in the ground. Still screaming, Kent turned and ran.


  Deep in the earth, below what Kent Ephings thought of as the cave, was a subterranean chamber where the Skull Feeder dwelled. It swirled around its prize, taking it with soft, wet sucking sounds. It had been there for decades, trapped. Waiting to be free once more. Delighting in the recent earth tremors, which had released it. It sensed that there were others like it scattered throughout the world, yet it did not know the details any more than a human infant possesses such knowledge. While it did not know its age or genesis, it remembered its previous incarnations well. Holding grudges. Keeping score. The pattern was always the same: waking in some dark, hidden place, hungry and weak. Then it would find the procurer, its very own “Renfield,” the person on the outside who would bring it its food. As the weeks passed, it would grow stronger and more complete, until it was rejuvenated and free to walk the earth. Wreaking havoc. Creating pain. Slaughtering at will, a gelatinous miasma with sentience and will. Once free, it possessed the ability to influence man and nature.


  The wind was its breath, whispering first into the ears of its procurer, and then others. Frightening and dividing them. It blew through the rustling fields of wheat, making it grow higher and higher. A distraction. A game. The shadows were its eyes, showing them things to drive them apart. To make them crazed and turn them against one another. Creating fear and discord. Does a vampire know why it needs to drink blood? Does the shape shifter comprehend the reason for its transformation and the subsequent hunt for humans and four-leggeds? Indeed, it could be said that man himself does not know the reason for his existence and for many millennium was unaware of why fruits, meats and vegetables were necessary sustenance. It is simply the way of things, in the manner of all species. What is needed is taken by instinct to survive. The Skull Feeder needed the essence of the young and those bearing their young, and it would obtain what it needed through the help of one of their own. Only then could it live in the light of day, merging its hideous exoskeleton form to present an acceptable appearance. When whole it would enjoy a reign of debauchery, growing stronger and stronger for as long as possible. Stopping only when forced. Resting. Waiting to walk again in the light of day.


  Chapter 2


  Eric Blair wiped away the dirt on his forehead, bent over, and resumed scraping away the dirt of the shallow grave he was excavating. The effort was painstaking. He switched between trowel, brush, and a dental pick. Several graves had already been excavated. A story was beginning to emerge, a tragic story, a story of a massacre. This was the last plot. He looked forward to finishing up and then starting the real work: putting together the story of what happened here at the North Bend of the Republican River.


  This is exciting, Eric thought; it wasn’t Indiana Jones exciting, but it was exciting nonetheless. As an archeologist for the University of Kansas’ Museum of Anthropology, Eric had worked on digs as far flung as Israel and the Yucatan Peninsula. Mostly he worked on digs of the settlers who had come to the Midwest and Southwest areas early in the history of Europeans in the Americas. His true love, though, what really got his juices flowing, was Native American culture and trying to piece together their society before the settlers showed up. This was never an easy task in Kansas. The Army, the government, white settlers, and brigands had driven the Native Americans out of the area with a wily fierceness that left little for anyone to study. Occasionally a ceremonial mound or gravesite would turn up, alas, that was unusual. This site was rare.


  With infinite care, Eric exposed portions of a rib cage. This brought the total of skeletons uncovered at the site to three. It was apparent from the clothing and artifacts accompanying the remains that these bones were those of Native Americans. They had known their share of tragedy in Kansas. Usually the dead were not left in shallow graves—that made this site of particular interest to Eric.


  As he uncovered more of the skeleton, his heart rate quickened. All too often, time and the elements conspired to obliterate evidence at an archeological site. Not here, not this time. With the practiced patience of a Buddhist monk, Eric revealed a tattered and decaying headdress. The feathers were gone, the leather was aged, cracked and bug-eaten, but some of the beadwork remained intact. Unbelievable!


  After another hour of picking and brushing, a buffalo-hide medicine bag appeared next to the skeleton’s pelvis. Eric couldn’t believe his luck; these were most likely the remains of a shaman, or a medicine man. Suddenly, the site took on added importance; each tribe usually had only one shaman or medicine man. Eric’s emotions overrode his scientific training. Unable to restrain his excitement, he broke the cardinal rule of archeology; he picked up the small medicine bag before documenting and plotting its location. The leather was stiff with age. It was empty but there was a pattern scorched into the bag. Eric brushed away the dirt. The pattern was a circle with a cross in the center of the circle. Eric couldn’t recall ever seeing the symbol before.


  He sat back, taking a moment to collect himself. Here, along the Republican River, with cottonwoods and willows crowding the banks and beginning to bud in the cool spring weather, he studied the leather bag and imagined what secrets it may have once held. Probably just some shiny stones and animal teeth. It didn’t matter, this was a big deal. Not often is a skeleton so well preserved along with the accoutrements of life. A big deal indeed.


  Overhead, a soft breeze rustled the branches of the cottonwoods. Eric looked towards the river. A sound, a whisper, just at the edge of hearing seemed to drift towards him from the river; was it a voice? Just the wind, he told himself.


  “Hey you.”


  Startled from his concentration, Eric turned. Penny Neufield, his research assistant, was coming up the path. Dressed for warmer weather in her khaki shorts and work boots, she was always a welcome sight. Her jean blouse, worn over top of her Jayhawk t-shirt, was tied in a bow at her waist. She had on a St. Louis Cardinals’ baseball cap and her dirty blond ponytail stuck out the back of the cap. Penny was tough, durable and untroubled by the elements. Whenever Eric saw her dressed like that, an image of Laura Dern’s character in Jurassic Park materialized in his mind. It was a whimsical thought and nothing more, their relationship was strictly professional; Eric never saw her as anything other than a working colleague.


  “Hey to you,” he said, turning back towards the grave. He carefully replaced the medicine bag beside the skeleton and then stood up. He took off his latex gloves, stretched and rubbed his back. Bending over an old grave for nearly two hours tended to stiffen the bones, and forty years of living—fifteen spent digging through the dirt of Kansas—had taken a toll. He wiped his hands on his jeans.


  Penny stopped a few feet from the grave. “Just about done here?”


  Eric looked around. A couple of his students were lingering around the site finishing their tasks. Only this last plot needed catalogued and photographed, the remains and artifacts carted back to the university. “Yeah, I think we’re nearly done.”


  “That’s good. Some sheriff wants you to call him.”


  Eric blinked. “A sheriff? What sheriff? Did he say what he wanted?” Penny’s nonchalant delivery had caught him completely off guard.


  She regarded Eric with a mischievous smirk. “No, and what makes you think it was a man? You’re so chauvinistic, Eric.”


  “Ah, touché my feminist friend, you found me out.” Having regained his composure, Eric smiled.


  “Well, it was a he, but it could have been a she.” Penny pulled a piece of folded paper from her shirt pocket and handed it to Eric.


  “Absolutely,” Eric agreed.


  “His name is Jeb Hawkins. He’s the sheriff in Jasper’s Corners.”


  “Jasper’s Corners? That sounds familiar.” He took the paper and unfolded it. He studied Penny’s neat handwriting.


  “It does sound familiar. It’s not too far from here off Route 36. I’ve never been there.”


  Eric folded the paper and put it in his pocket. “I’ll call him tomorrow.”


  “I think he wanted to talk to you today, he said it was important that he speak to you as soon as possible.”


  “Really? He didn’t say why?”


  “Nope. Just that he wanted to talk to you A.S.A.P.”


  “Hmmm.” Eric looked back down at the grave he’d spent the last two hours excavating. The skeleton stared up, its eye sockets empty. He turned back to Penny. “Can I use your phone?”


  Penny made a show of patting her pockets. “Whaddya’ know; looks like I forgot it.” She smiled. “Pretty sure I saw yours on the counter back at the trailer.” The trailer set up for Eric’s dig was a few hundred yards. “It was just sitting there beside a sandwich and some pretzels; can you imagine?”


  “You’re too much, Penny. What would I do without you?”


  “Not receive your messages and never eat would be my guess.”


  “Probably.” Eric grinned. He looked back down at the grave and then back to Penny. He hated to ask but the excavation needed to be completed, the plot documented, bagged and photographed. “Would you mind finishing?”


  “Really, Eric, do you think I’d dress like this just to deliver a message?” She snickered. “I’ve been stuck in that trailer all day cataloging bone fragments. I’m ready to get down and dirty.”


  Eric smiled, missing the innuendo. “Come here; let’s look at this before I go.”


  Penny stepped closer to the grave. “Wow, is that part of a headdress?”


  “A shaman’s. Look.” Eric pointed to the medicine bag. “There’s a design on it. I’m aching to know what it is, but it’s been here a long time, it can wait. There’s probably nothing to it; but who knows?” His words hung in the air. “Jim has the camera, he’s around here somewhere. You know what to do.”


  Penny nodded.


  And she did, of that Eric had no doubt. In Penny’s hands the site would be handled as if he’d done it himself. Penny was every bit as meticulous as he was, if not more so. As for research, she was second to none. It wouldn’t be long before she’d move on to lead her own team. Once she finished her dissertation, she’d be gone. He knew she was going to do great things, but he’d miss her.


  “Okay, I’ll head up to the trailer and call this guy. He didn’t say what he wanted?”


  “Nope.” Penny bent down and picked up Eric’s dental pick. “Maybe he has a warrant for your arrest or something. Have you been leading a secret life of crime?”


  “Oh, that’s me, mister criminal mastermind.” He turned away and started up the path. What did the police want with him? He was puzzled and annoyed at the same time. He didn’t think he’d done anything wrong. The only time he’d spoken to the police, in an official capacity, was when some artifacts had been stolen from the museum.


  What the hell was going on?


  Chapter 3


  Cassie Hawkins drove over the rain-slicked streets. It had been a brutal few weeks. Weeks of seeing her husband’s ashen, drawn face. Weeks of trying to comfort and reassure frightened parents and children. As the town’s Middle School Guidance Counselor, Cassie had always thought child abuse was the most awful thing she would encounter in her job. Never in her worst nightmares had she imagined that not one but two students would be murdered.


  Except for her college years in Colorado, Cassie had spent her entire life in Jasper’s Corners. She and Jeb had grown up together; they’d been high school sweethearts. When she’d gone to college, some folks said that she and Jeb would break up. Cassie and Jeb had known better. First and foremost, Jeb Hawkins was the love of her life. Her love for him and her hometown was fierce, her loyalty ran deep. Like all small towns, Jasper’s Corners had its limits and provincialities. But it was her town, she was part of it, as they all were. Now it was under attack. She’d known Boyd Fraley since he was a boy riding his bicycle up and down Main Street. She’d babysat April Milner. That they’d been murdered, that such a thing had happened here terrified and enraged her. Each time she thought of their savaged bodies, her heart ached as if it had actually been broken.


  Now another child was missing, twelve-year-old Michelle Holmes. Cassie’s hand moved to her belly, cradling the baby within. Five months had passed. She was out of the woods. The three miscarriages she’d suffered had all occurred in the first trimester. Both she and Jeb had held their breaths this time, trying not to obsess and count the days. When last week’s ultrasound showed the baby to be healthy and strong, they’d laughed and cried, elated. That joy was eclipsed by the killings. “You’re safe,” she whispered to the life inside of her. Her throat tightened. For a second she thought she would cry. Get it together, she told herself, hormones be damned. You have to be strong for the kids, and for the grieving families. Tomorrow a town meeting would be held. Jeb, the town sheriff, would be speaking, as would the school principal. Then Cassie would speak. Somehow, she had to try and comfort them. To reassure them that the school was safe, that they would all get through this.


  Grief pricked her spine. How she missed her grandmother, especially now. Nana Dietz had been gone for five years yet Cassie still mourned her. Cassie’s mother, a cynical, distant woman, had moved to Florida years ago. Although it pained her to admit it, Cassie really didn’t miss her mother that much. Her father was out west. Mike Crow had been in and out of Cassie’s life since she was born, given to bouts of drinking and traveling, popping in when it struck his fancy. He became an iconic figure in Cassie’s young mind, a handsome knight sweeping in on a motorcycle instead of a horse. With his flashing eyes, long dark hair and smile, Mike Crow came bearing gifts, flowers and more charm than George Clooney and Brad Pitt combined. A few years ago he’d called to make amends and they’d stayed in touch, for which Cassie was grateful.


  “He can charm the birds out of the trees,” Nana had always said. “That’s how he sweet-talked your mother into getting married, that’s how he got her to take him back so many times.”


  Finally, though, he ran out of chances. Edie Dietz Crow got sick of his drop-in, dropout routine and divorced him. Shortly after that, Cassie and her mother moved in with Nana.


  Cassie knew that in his own self-centered fashion, her father loved her. She knew her mother loved her, too. Unfortunately, bitterness and regret had hardened Edie, poisoning her ability to love and trust. Cassie grew up hearing how rotten and useless men were. When she began to date Jeb, Edie had been unbearably critical. Only Nana had encouraged the relationship. “He’s a good guy, honey. They do exist, you know, your granddad was a fine man. I wish he’d lived to see you all grown up. He’d be so proud.” Despite being widowed at an early age, Nana had held a loving heart her entire life, giving Cassie a more optimistic outlook. Nana had poured love and compassion into Cassie, counteracting Edie’s bitterness. When Cassie graduated, her mother moved to Florida. Nana had been Cassie’s emotional center for so long that Edie’s departure made little difference.


  She turned on the CD player and listened to the sounds of Aerosmith. Draw the Line revved out of the speakers. She needed the loud, raucous music to drown out her thoughts. It was, Jeb teased, the secret side of her. “It’s a throwback to my father,” she said. “I can’t always be Martha Stewart.” In truth, it was more than that. She needed something loud and rebellious sometimes, both as an outlet and as a memory of her dad. On her thirteenth birthday, he’d breezed into town on his motorcycle, two concert tickets in hand. “You’re a teenager now,” he’d said with a grin, “You have to learn about rock and roll.”


  To Cassie’s surprise, her mother let her go. Maybe she’d wanted a reprieve from single parenting, maybe Nana had talked her into it.


  “I’ve been sober for fourteen months now,” Mike insisted. “I’m working steady at a restaurant. I’ll pick her up at 5:00 and have her back by midnight, I swear. You know I’ve never drank around her—I won’t do it now.” He even went to an A.A. meeting at the Mennonite church to prove his sincerity. Whatever the reason, the concert was a gift Cassie cherished.


  True to his word, her father had picked her up at 5:00 sharp. They were back in Jasper’s Corners by 11:15 pm, and at Nana’s five minutes later. The high of her first concert was a heady experience for a young girl, especially being Mennonite. Riding on the back of her father’s bike, her arms wrapped around his waist, face pressed against his back, the mingled smells of soap and tobacco had wrapped around her like a warm glove. It was a memory she took out when she felt a little low, or just wanted to remember him. She’d talked about it for weeks afterward, playing the album he’d bought for her so often that Nana had finally placed a week’s moratorium on it.


  “Just remember who’s here every day when you get up in the morning,” her mother sniffed.


  As if you’d ever let me forget, Cassie had thought.


  When they reached the arena, over soda and pizza, her father told her something that never left her. “I haven’t been a good dad, Cass, but I love you, it’s not your fault, always remember that.” Then he’d fished in his back pocket and pulled out a small, tissue wrapped bundle. “You’re part Kwanti, it’s in your blood, always remember.” He’d presented her with a small arrowhead. “This was my great Grandfather’s, now it’s yours.”


  Cassie’s Kwanti heritage had never been a secret, but it hadn’t really been part of her life. Nana and her mother were Mennonite. Edie had grown up wearing homemade dresses, no jewelry or make-up, her hair pulled up in a bun. Nana had worn a prayer bonnet until the day she died. She believed in hard work, commitment, and the Bible. Cassie knew that Nana partially blamed herself for Edie’s marriage to Mike Crow. “Maybe I was too strict,” she’d remarked. “Maybe that’s why she rebelled.” In retrospect, Cassie realized Nana’s leniency toward her was the hard-earned wisdom of hindsight. Cassie wore make-up, albeit sparingly, and listened to rock music. She even wore jewelry and jeans, something forbidden to Edie.


  Although she’d only gone to that one concert, she’d loved listening to music with her friend, Thalia. The thought of Thalia and the memory of the two of them, dancing around Cassie’s room, cheered her. They were a study in opposites. Cassie was small-town, devout. Thalia couldn’t wait to get away. Cassie had dreamed of marriage and children. Thalia was quietly agnostic, had little interest in dating and longed for travel and study. Cassie was tall and dark, a female version of her father. She had his dark eyes and high cheekbones. Thalia was petite, fine-boned, and blond. Her blue eyes shone with intelligence and determination. How else could she have gotten so far?


  Cassie had had an intermittent father, Thalia had none. Her mother, plagued by mental illness, wasn’t even sure who he was, maybe some Martin guy. They’d traveled around from town to town until settling in Jasper’s Corners when Thalia was ten. Thalia’s life was a revolving door of squalid third floor walk-ups and foster homes, some okay, some not, when her mother periodically went into the psychiatric ward. Early on, Thalia learned to rely on herself. She understood that money was safety and education was the means. Thalia never did anything until her studies were completed. She had a keen interest in Native Americans, and often told Cassie how lucky she was to be part Kwanti.


  Cassie was a good student; Thalia was an outstanding one. School was a haven of structure, safety and acknowledgement. The praise Thalia received from her teachers was like manna from heaven. When people said she’d go far if she studied hard, Thalia believed them, graduating third in her class. She’d gotten her Bachelor’s, then a Master’s degree in history. “You’re just showing off,” Cassie had teased.


  “Watch me,” Thalia had retorted. Cassie watched, thrilled and proud, as Thalia went on to earn her doctorate, specializing in Sioux women.


  Cassie’s hobbies were needlework and gardening. Thalia read academic tomes and went to the theatre. “You make no sense, you know,” Cassie observed on the occasions when Thalia let down her hair. “Ms. Academia, listening to rock.”


  “Ms. Mennonite, doing the same thing,” Thalia would say.


  “A girl has to let loose sometimes,” Cassie would grin.


  How long had it been since they’d been together? Four years? Five? Cassie couldn’t remember. They’d last talked when Thalia received her doctorate, five years ago.


  Cassie sat at the stop light at Market Street. Ahead was the police station, lights ablaze in the darkness. Jeb had been working almost non-stop for weeks. “Maybe I don’t deserve to be a father,” he’d said on one discouraging night. “I can’t keep other peoples’ kids safe, why should I have my own?” Cassie did her best to comfort and encourage him despite her own fears. People often assumed that as the sheriff’s wife, Cassie would have inside knowledge. They were wrong. Jeb was a man who kept his word; when he became sheriff he agreed to follow the rules. Cassie knew Jeb’s dependable strength, the opposite of her father, is what had first attracted her. His square jaw and hazel eyes were also appealing, as were the generous lips that would never reveal confidential information. Jeb took his responsibilities to heart. As much as he loved Cassie, he never divulged police secrets.


  Cassie knew what everyone knew. There were two murdered children, both eleven, their decapitated heads undiscovered. There were no signs of sexual or physical abuse, muddying speculation of a pedophile. Pedophilia was at least clinically understood. Decapitating children was completely incomprehensible.


  Who would do such a thing and why? she wondered. There were no answers, only questions, and fear.


  Chapter 4


  Inside the trailer, Eric found his cell phone propped up against a soda can. Next to the can was a paper plate with a sandwich and some pretzels. He was suddenly ravenous. When he was working, Eric became so engrossed that even eating slipped his mind. He devoured the sandwich and pulled out the note Penny had given him. He propped the paper on the table and dialed the number. After three rings a female voice answered. “Jasper’s Corners Sheriff’s Office.”


  “Hello, this is Eric Blair. I received a call from Sheriff Hawkins.”


  “Dr. Blair, you’re the archeologist, right?”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  “Hang on. I’ll get him.”


  Eric waited while the woman put him on hold. After a moment a male voice addressed him. “Dr. Blair?”


  “Yes.”


  “Thanks for getting back to me. I’m sorry to trouble you. I’m Jeb Hawkins, the Sheriff for Mineral County. Jasper’s Corners is the county seat. We’re a little town off of 36.”


  “Yes, my assistant told me. What’s this about?”


  “Do you know Jasper’s Corners at all, Dr. Blair?”


  Jeb frowned. “I can’t say that I do.”


  “We’ve had some trouble here, some murders.”


  Eric realized why Jasper’s Corners sounded familiar. Some gruesome murders had taken place there. If he remembered correctly, two kids had been decapitated, with no clue as to whom the killer might be. Eric wasn’t a big newshound, in fact, he rarely watched TV and seldom read the papers, but he’d heard of the killings from one of his students. A macabre affair, indeed, but not something Eric dwelled on. “Yes, I’ve heard. Terrible. Very disturbing, but I have to ask, why are you calling me?”


  “Believe me, I wouldn’t have bothered you if I didn’t think I needed to. I’m pretty sure I need someone with your expertise. The FBI suggested getting in touch with you.”


  Eric blanched. “The FBI? They told you to get in touch with me?”


  “Don’t be alarmed. I got the feeling they drew your name from a list of “Experts” they keep on file for any situation. Frankly, Dr. Blair, I think you may be the only person that can help me right now. You’re an archeologist, you’re familiar with Plains’ Indians.”


  “Yes, I suppose I am.” Eric’s attitude shifted from alarm to curiosity.


  “Well, something we haven’t leaked to the press is that during our investigation, and after each murder, we discovered these…caches of artifacts. We had a small quake right before the first murder, so we attributed it to that. It didn’t seem important; we never considered that it might be related to the killing. When the second murder occurred, and another cache was discovered, well…they were obviously dug up. Since there wasn’t another quake, what else can we assume? I know this is confusing. Believe me, I do. But if we can learn more about the caches, it might give us some direction.”


  Eric swallowed. Did he really want to get involved in this mess? This dig was very intriguing, he was loathe to leave. But how could he not help this man? “Where were these caches found?”


  “Nowhere near the victims. Both were found on outlying farms of lifelong residents with no hint of involvement.” Hawkins cleared his throat. “They’re not graves, per se, just caches with items that appear Native American.”


  Eric sighed. “I’d really like to help. The problem is I’m finishing an important dig.”


  “I understand, but is there any way you can get here tomorrow? We have a dire situation here. Another child is missing. Time, I’m afraid, is of the essence.”


  Eric could hear the desperation in the Sheriff’s voice. It was very disturbing. Beheaded children? He made up his mind in an instant. He would go to Jasper’s Corners. A child in trouble raised his ire; he wanted to help if he could. He would leave the site in Penny’s capable hands. “I’ll have to finish some things. If you can text me the police station address and phone number, I’ll be there first thing in the morning.”


  “That’s great,” Hawkins said. Eric couldn’t help noticing the relief in the man’s voice. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this.”


  “No problem, I just hope I can help you,” Eric said. He gave Hawkins his cell phone number and hung up. He grabbed a soda out of the fridge, fell back on his chair and opened it. He hoped that he could be of some help to this man. How somebody could be preying on children completely baffled and revolted him.


  After finishing his drink, he headed back to the site to let Penny know he would be leaving. He made his way through the blue stem grass along a winding path. Overhead, the cottonwoods spread their branches; tiny green buds were just beginning to appear. Eric saw Penny standing by the riverbank, staring at something in her hand. He sidled up to her and looked at what she was holding. It was a large polished gemstone with a design engraved on it. “Penny?”


  Penny gasped and dropped the stone. She gave Eric a scolding look, then leaned down and retrieved it. She blew some loose dirt off the surface. “You startled the bejeesus out of me. I didn’t hear you coming. What the hell, did you beam in?”


  “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.” Their eyes met. “What do you have?”


  Penny held out the stone. Eric took it and examined it. A watery orange Citrine, in a cabochon cut, nearly half a palm-size, the stone was polished smooth except for a double cross in a circle design etched onto its surface.


  Eric felt a rush of excitement; of course he knew that gemstones were associated with Native Americans—medicine men and women, and tribal shamans especially. They used them for all kinds of ceremonies. It also meant he had further evidence to confirm his initial assessment. Unfortunately, different tribes ascribed different properties to the same gems. Making an instant identification was virtually impossible. “Where’d you find this?”


  Feeling guilty, Penny looked away from Eric and stared into the water. “In the chest cavity of the skeleton. Before you say it, I know, I shouldn’t have, but curiosity got the better part of me. It’s very unprofessional. I’m sorry.” She gave a sheepish smile. “I did have my gloves on, though.”


  Eric frowned. It wasn’t like Penny to do such a thing, yet in taking it from her, barehanded, he’d just broken the same cardinal rule. He looked from Penny to the gemstone; the design scratched on its surface was the same as the design on the medicine bag. “It’s all right. Let’s both be a little more cautious, though.” He studied the stone. “What do you think this design is? It’s the same one that’s on the bag.”


  “I was wondering that myself. It has a familiar look, but I can’t place it. It almost looks western in orientation, something from the Pueblos or Utes rather than the Plains.”


  Eric looked over at the gravesite. A strange feeling passed through him. “Why did you come all the way over here?”


  Penny looked away, her expression slightly embarrassed. “That’s the strangest thing. I picked up the gem and brushed it off, then I thought I heard something, it sounded like it came from here by the river. It sounded like someone calling me. I came over here to look but of course there was no one there. It must have been the wind.” She gave a nervous laugh. “Uh, what did the police want?”


  Eric stared at the gem. “Here.” He gave it back to Penny. “They want me to come to Jasper’s Corners. They’ve discovered some caches with what appear to be Native American artifacts, according to the sheriff.” He didn’t want to mention the connection that the sheriff was looking to make between the artifacts and the murders.


  “Really? How did they find them? Local treasure hunters?”


  “I’m not sure, but from what the sheriff told me it seems they were discovered under somewhat suspicious circumstances.”


  “When are you going?” They started walking back toward the grave.


  “Tomorrow.”


  “That soon? What about this?”


  Jeb sighed. “He’s in a hurry. The sheriff seems to think that there might be a connection between the artifacts and two murders he’s investigating. He really wants my help.”


  Penny’s eyes widened. “That’s why Jasper’s Corners sounded familiar. A couple of kids were murdered—decapitated. Gruesome stuff.”


  Eric nodded. “Certainly is, and I’m going there tomorrow. I don’t know how long I’ll be there, I hope not too long. In the meantime, I need you to take care of things.”


  “You know I will.”


  Eric smiled. The competent assistant was back. “I do, thanks.” He looked away for a moment. “I’ve never been involved in anything like this, Penny. Ancient bones are one thing. Beheaded kids?” He shuddered. “I don’t know how, but I have to help if I can.”


  Penny was touched by the kindness in Eric’s voice, the humanity so often missing in seasoned academics. It wasn’t the first time she’d seen Eric’s sensitivity; she knew how lucky she was to have him as a mentor. A sudden panicked feeling rushed over her. She had the urge to grab him and tell him not to go. “Please be careful, Eric.”


  Eric studied her. Penny had travelled the globe with him. She was determined to the point of irritation at times. It was also one of the things he appreciated about her. This sudden skittishness surprised him. “Of course, I’ll be fine.” She nodded and looked away. “While you’re busy cataloging bones maybe you can figure something out about that gemstone,” he added, eager to change the subject. They walked back to the site together, two professionals. Two friends. A light rain began to fall from the gray sky. They finished cleaning the skeleton, photographed and packed it. Eric was going to a murder investigation…


  Jeb Hawkins hung up the phone, praying Eric Blair could help. Barney Petry at the Topeka FBI field office said that no one in Kansas knew more about Native American artifacts than Eric Blair. Jeb hoped Blair could somehow help to shed light on this dire situation. He was at his wits end, and now Michelle Holmes was missing. Jeb knew her parents, he’d helped them put up their barn. He had to find her.


  He slammed his fist on his desk. For the past month, he’d lived the investigation, fueled by caffeine, sugar, and cigarettes he smoked in the garage after Cassie was asleep. He rubbed his wedding band, an unconscious gesture when he was under stress. Eight years ago Cassie had put it on his finger, and there it had remained, as much a part of him as his heart or his lungs.


  Until a month ago, this had been a tranquil town, a great place to raise a family. Quiet, maybe, and certainly not for anyone with more cosmopolitan tastes, but as small towns go, it was a good one. Now everyone was on edge. People who normally smiled at one another when they passed on the street now looked at each other with suspicion. It was a waking nightmare.


  Jeb felt that he was failing the town. The anguished faces of Boyd’s and April’s parents haunted him. The sight of the children’s small, still, headless bodies was seared in his brain. Who had done this obscene thing? Where, oh, unspeakable question, were the children’s heads?


  Jeb rarely experienced moments of self-doubt. He was a man of strong will, sure of himself, not cocky, but confident in his ability to tackle any problem. He may not have been a genius, but what he lacked in intellect and higher education, he made up for in determination. In high school, he had been the one to come from behind, intercept the ball and score the touchdown that had led the football team to the state championships. Jeb never gave up.


  When the first headless body was discovered, he’d thought it was the worst thing he would ever encounter. He steeled himself to the certainty that whoever had committed that monstrous act would be caught and held responsible. He made up his mind and that was it. That’s the way it had always been with Jeb.


  Now he was at a loss. Two murders in less than month, another kid missing. The only clues were the stones, one in each victim’s hand, the decapitations, and the strange caches of artifacts. Nothing seemed to point to anyone. The clues seemed disjointed, unconnected, yet something nagged at Jeb’s mind, something that eluded him. He’d never felt so frustrated and powerless. Jeb stood up, switched off the desk lamp and headed out the door.


  Chapter 5


  Thalia Young sipped coffee and looked out her office window. From her perch on the third floor she had a gorgeous view of the Flatiron Range of the Rocky Mountains. The timeless beauty would never change. The scene below of the University of Colorado campus, however, was quite different from when she’d been a student a decade ago. These kids had new cars, laptops, and iPhones. The girls sported the latest fashion trends, their hair expensively styled. In her day, students were a different breed. Cars? They were lucky to drive around in a beat-up Oldsmobile if they drove around in anything at all. They wore faded jeans and t-shirts with a sort of proletariat pride. Computers were way too big to carry around. Music was played on vinyl or tape. How the times had changed.


  Thalia smiled as she watched a young woman dressed in black cross the parking lot. A Neo-Goth, she thought. Thalia didn’t really understand the Goth culture, but at least it mixed things up a bit.


  She put down her coffee and started pounding away at her keyboard. She was writing an article for the Rocky Mountain Review about the roles of women among the Plains’ tribes. The trick was writing an article that was informative without being too dry. The editor said she wanted a light read, something that was instructive yet interesting. Although Thalia had written for a few academic journals, this was her first stab at mainstream publication, and she was excited about it.


  She’d written a book, The Sioux Medicine Women, but few outside of the academic world had read it. For the first time in her brief career, she could share with a large audience the importance of women in Native American culture.


  When she looked up from her article, the sun had dipped below the mountain peaks and the sky was growing dark. For the most part the article was finished. Thalia saved her work on the university server and turned off her computer. As she was straightening up, she caught a glimpse of the front page of today’s newspaper scattered across the chair next to her desk. Tucked along the side of a major story about Iraq was a title reading: ‘Two Children Dead, One Missing in Kansas Town’. Thalia picked up the paper. As she read, a sinking feeling developed in the pit of her stomach.


  Police in Jasper’s Corners, Kansas are still searching for a missing child, Michelle Holmes, 11, who disappeared three days ago. A manhunt conducted on the morning of the disappearance yielded no clues, save a ladder found propped up against the house at the window to the girl’s bedroom. No one is saying if the girl’s disappearance is linked to two recent murders, named ‘the sickle killer murders’ because of the decapitations of both victims. Obviously local police are concerned. Unfortunately, the Sheriff, Jeb Hawkins, said there were no leads as to the girl’s whereabouts
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