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Prologue

	1958 CE

	East of the Indian Ocean

	“W


	e have to do this, honey. It’s the only way.” Unable to shed any more tears, the young mother ignored her husband’s words. Instead, she watched fearfully as a burly tattoo artist carefully transferred a tiny stencil to the tender skin of her sleeping baby. Still racked with guilt and consumed with remorse, the broken woman took out her frustration on both men, hissing “She’ll grow and her body will change. What if that alters the symbol?”

	Serenity was a trait that had lofted the young architect’s career, vaulting him from the intense college experiences at Delft University of Technology in the Netherlands to the excitement of designing the most unusual building in all of Australia, possibly even the world. “I took that into account when I amended the symbol. What she’s getting inked on her skin now may seem random, but as she grows, the design will blossom. One day, her symbol will match ours.” A smile found its way to his face before quickly fading. “In a worst case scenario, our matching marks, as well as their locations, will shed light on the truth.”

	The mother reached beneath her own collar to feel a bulky bandage. Her eyes sought her husband’s fresh covering over the same symbol. “But Larry, what if we can’t come back for her? What if she grows up without ever knowing us? How will she learn of her family? Of how she can . . . ” With his face cast down, the father wasn’t able to bear witness to heartbreak looming in his wife’s storm tossed eyes. Pulling her into an embrace, he whispered softly in her ear. “My love, we must do everything we can to keep her safe. I have no idea why anyone would be interested hurting me, much less our daughter. The incident with the acoustic tiles of the dome must have made it into the wrong ears.”

	With the package of tattoos finished, the family left the whirrs of the studio behind them. Outside, the dry heat blowing in from the lowlands assaulted their skin. Covering the child with a soft blanket to protect her pale skin from the early winter sun, the couple ambled towards a bus waiting at the intersection. Their contact, wearing a grayed floppy hat that shaded her eyes, waited for them.

	Knowing their time together had ended, that their legacy to their child might only be her name and an unusual tattoo, the couple quickly kissed their golden-haired infant before handing her off to the woman at the bus stop. “I promise to take good care of her. Go quickly now. My husband spotted those henchmen, the same ones who attacked the pram, coming towards the Opera House.”

	The mother slowly edged the pink changing bag from her shoulder. It was packed to overflowing with clothes, bottles of formula, and other supplies for her ten-month-old child. She prayed the stacks of cash padding the bag would last long enough for her to return for her baby. The bus horn scared the couple into action once again. It was time to go. They had done all they could to protect their innocent daughter. As the Southern Cross rose in the night sky, the disconsolate parents journeyed away from their past, pushed into a present that excluded their bundle of energetic joy.

	On another bus an hour later, rounded hazel eyes eased open, struggling to focus on the face before her. The matron noted the frustration. She felt similar emotions surrounding her own awakening. How long would she be required to protect and comfort a child that was not her own? A memory surfaced, one from days gone by, bringing the woman an unusual peace. Cuddling the bundle close to her, soft whispers tickled the baby’s ear. “Not to worry baby girl. When your time comes, I’ll be beside you, little Nesta.”
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Everything in nature grows and struggles in its own way, establishing its own identity, insisting on it at all cost, against all resistance.

	~Rainer Maria Rilke, Letters to a Young Poet

	 

	


Chapter 1

	JULY 1987

	A


	 quick glance at the black arrows pointing in opposite directions told Haynor Riggins that his nine hour shift was nearly over. The electric clock hanging above his office door had been splurge. Positioned where all fourteen of his current employees could see it, the clock was a visible reminder that the manager of the sole grocery store in Branch County Georgia was a stickler for excellence. Whether that meant punching in early, rotating the dairy section each day, or closing down a check-out lane to spot check a cash drawer, the tills and aisles of the sole grocery store in Branch County were Haynor’s domain. Merchandise was protected as well as a king’s treasure. Employees or customers who thought to cheat or steal from the veteran store manager were banned indefinitely from the premises.

	Though a native of Tiger Bay, Haynor could find little in common with the members of his community. He was a man with a secret. A man who knew he had no choice but to keep his true self hidden.

	As a teen, his classmates had found him to be a contradiction of sorts. Haynor relished reading the poetry of Keats during English literature class, but had just as much fun completing geometry proofs. The sport of basketball gave Haynor the perfect platform to exercise his niche skills. His height, combined with his stealthy agility, ensured him a place on the varsity team for all four years of high school. Records indicated that not a single player in the entire state of Georgia had more fouls on the court than Haynor Riggins; yet, those fouls served a dual purpose. Though teams visiting Branch County High School expected frequent disruptions during the games, Haynor secretly enjoyed bumping into other players, sweaty flesh against sweaty flesh. His own teammates learned to steer clear of him when the blood lust arose in his eyes.

	After high school, he chose to attend community college, where he studied accounting. Not long after his collegiate graduation, the grocery hired him as assistant manager. Haynor quickly set about streamlining both the inventory and ordering processes. Sales began to tick upwards, delighting the owners. When he lost his father, Haynor briefly considered leaving the only home he had ever known to move to a larger city, where he could perhaps meet more people like himself. He stayed in Tiger Bay because his new position as General Manager was well funded, but also because he had the final say in who was hired.

	Yet life was far from perfect. Small towns have lots of eyes and scuttlebutt could ruin his career. Haynor began spending his free time driving to Jacksonville or Savannah to find what he called his “friends”, but when Denise Herrington came in to interview for a cashier position, Haynor realized she could serve another purpose.

	Denise was dowdy by every standard imaginable. Shy, withdrawn, plain were the words used to describe her. She was without ambition and to Haynor’s mind, she was easily exploitable. They married six months after she began working at the grocery.

	It took three years for Denise to bring forth Haynor’s only child, a son she named Ford. Yet before the child was even three months old, Haynor had moved out of his marital bed, into a separate bedroom. For the remainder of their marriage, his wife did not seek his touch. He did, however, make sure that her every financial need was met. For her part, Denise never complained, especially about her husband’s bimonthly weekend trips out of town. She was grateful to have the house, and Ford, all to herself.

	When the rumors around Tiger Bay began swirling with sightings of Asher Ganit, Haynor was both thrilled and nervous. The two had been ersatz friends in high school yet neither had been unkind to the other. Haynor could still recall the day in tenth grade Biology, when their teacher had been dancing around variations of mammalian copulation. Asher had interrupted the teacher’s dry monologue to state that many species engaged in behaviors that could be considered unnatural by human standards.

	“Did y’all know that male seahorses are the ones who give birth to their young? It’s not unheard of for male swans to couple and adopt a clutch of eggs. Even magnolia trees are hermaphrodites. Who are we to define what’s normal in the natural world?” Ash delivered this missive with a firm voice and straight face. Not a single one of the jocks laughed. After their teacher ordered the students to turn to page 358 in the textbook and complete the questions at the end of the section, Haynor had stolen a glance in Ash’s direction. While what he received in return couldn’t be considered a smile, Ash’s tight grin did make Haynor feel seen, perhaps even understood.

	Locking his office door as the clock moved past six o’clock, Haynor wondered when Ash might come into the store to pick up a few pantry staples. But what could he possibly talk about with a person not seen nor heard from for ages upon ages? The grocer decided he would ponder that question during his weekend drive to Savannah.

	 

	


Chapter 2

	S


	uspended above the darkened flux of the Satilla River, a half-moon sat as though it were waiting for a fish to bite. The brightness of its afternoon glow had captured the duo’s gazes. That they were father and son was information the younger of the two had spent many months grappling with. For his part, the older man was more content, and yet also more troubled, than he could ever remember being.

	With a polished demeanor and movie star good looks, Zack’s trance of stillness was broken by a loud splashing. Wonder why the fish are jumping at this time of day. Though he had gone by many names during his lifetime, “Zack Surrey” had been the alias used while he was working in Dogwood, Georgia for Pietra Enterprises. During that time, his “family” in Las Vegas, Nevada had called him Stephen Pietra. A storm of epic proportions had laid waste to that persona, exposing the man he had called his father as a nefarious character. MC Hammond, lawyer extraordinaire, had reveled in the opportunity to officially introduce Zack and his biological father. Once Asher Ganit had been released from the hospital following a gunshot wound, Zack legally changed his surname. In his mind, he needed to both disconnect, as well as reengage, with his past.

	“Remember what Nesta said about this river?” His newfound father’s face, so different from the son’s, continued to stare at the moon. Thinking perhaps his father hadn’t heard him, Zack posed the question again. “I heard you the first time. Sorry. I was off in my own world” replied Ash. “I was thinking that your mother, Glennis, would have said the same thing as Nesta. The water does look like your Aunt Lucille’s sweet tea. Or maybe a glass of iced Coca Cola that been sitting in the heat too long.” Their focus turned towards the water; two sets of bare feet slid into the river’s edge.

	The object of their attention now was the Satilla, classified as largest blackwater river in Georgia. With its headwaters originating in Ben Hill County, near Fitzgerald, the river ambled more than two hundred miles before joining the Atlantic Ocean just shy of Brunswick. Due to the tannins picked up by the current that flowed between miles of cypress and black gum trees, the water wasn’t the blue green of the waterfalls cascading out of the North Georgia mountains. The water that crossed the forests and farmlands of the Coastal Plains was the same shade as the South’s finest sweetened beverage.

	Asher had spent his formative years on the edge of the Okefenokee, the largest blackwater swamp in North America. He had no desire to carry on the timeless customs surrounding the Stone of Nourishment nor the responsibilities which came with protecting it. He had no desire to be a farmer. Asher longed for adventure. He longed for freedom. Why the mark had chosen him, the third child of his parents, was a mystery. Though he had begrudgingly learned the lessons from his father on what it meant to be the Minder of the Stone, none of his father’s lessons taught him how to nourish flora that thrived in the black, sandy soil of the Coastal Plains. That was an innate skill, a facet of his personality so ingrained within him that he could have grown grass in the desert.

	With help from his Aunt Trudy, Ash had devised a way to transfer both the legacy of the Ganit family’s Stone, as well as its identifying Minder’s Mark, to his favorite cousin, Lirah. The revelation that the assignation had been somewhat successful still mystified him.

	“You say you know what your gift is, but by rights, I’m not real sure that you have one.” Ash changed the subject abruptly.

	Zack didn’t flinch at what he could have considered an insult. He wasn’t sure either. His biological father’s family, the Ganits, utilized the earth’s natural resources to fortify the human race. They did not concern themselves with building wealth, as his adoptive father’s family, the Pietras, had done. “But Ash, I can make people do what I want. You don’t think that’s a gift?”

	Ash chuckled as he rubbed the beard that was taking its time to grow. “Charm ain’t a gift, not the way I’m talking about.” He ignored the fact that Zack had yet to call him “Dad”.

	“Bet I could charm you into telling me something you don’t want me to know, something I’ve been asking you about for months now.” Sensing a possible break in Ash’s usual retinue of excuses, Zack pressed on.

	Knowing what was going to be asked, not knowing if he could resist this telling, Ash rose from the soft sand and said, “Let’s continue this later.”

	Gathering their shoes, father and son wound their way past the stunted willows, through the cutting palmettos. As he opened the truck’s door, Zack gasped. “Hey look! A rainbow!” As Ash turned his eyes towards the east, he knew he hadn’t summoned the arc of many colors suspended from a line of bruised clouds, foretelling an afternoon thunderstorm. Its appearance could be coincidental, yet Ash was willing to bet a boy from Dogwood, who now bore the Minder’s Mark, was manipulating the heavens.

	 

	


Chapter 3

	L


	irah Wesley stared out the window of the crowded Plymouth station wagon, in absolute stillness and silence. Her nut brown curls constantly shifted with the breezes flowing inside. She swiped the wisps away from her troubled brown eyes. While working in her vegetable garden than summer, her peachy complexion had turned bronze; now, though, her face was pale. Kirk, her husband of nearly twenty years, was beginning to get concerned. From the time they’d picked up Highway 441 outside of Eatonton until the time they’d turned on to Highway 82 outside the city limits of Waycross, Lirah had talked nonstop. Though her four children were thankful that their mother had finally hushed, this new quiet was anything but calming.

	The family of six was traveling to Lirah’s family’s home in Branch County, specifically to a three hundred acre tobacco farm near the small town of Tiger Bay. According to her father Jacob, entirely too much time had passed since her last visit. Lirah wanted to feel joyful about returning home, reuniting with her parents and siblings, but the lead stone of anxiety sitting in her stomach wouldn’t let her.

	The last time her family was all packed into the station wagon, they had ended up in Dogwood, Georgia. Welcomed there, they had made a few good friends and established their own identities. There had been trials and tribulations since they moved into the log cabin at the edge of a copper mine, just off the railroad tracks, but as a family, they had persevered and were stronger, more united, than ever. Lirah was counting on that strength to get them through the next several days of this short trip to Branch County. She was hoping to pack enough memories on this trip to merit not returning for at least another year, such was her anxiety.

	“Sugar Plum,” uttered Kirk, as he ashed his cigar out of his cracked window, “everything will be just fine. You’ll see.”

	The youngest of the four, Samantha, threw her petite legs, one at a time, over the bench seat and landed none too easily between her parents. With her clear gray eyes and short blond hair, she resembled a pixie. And like a fairy, she was known to be fleet of foot.

	“It’ll be fine Mama, you’ll see”, said Sam mimicking her father. “Let’s have some adventures!”

	[image: Image]

	Finn Wesley, second child and only son of Kirk and Lirah, sat beside his bossy oldest sister, Amelia, at the kitchen counter of their grandparent’s home. Amy barely remembered the last time they’d visited her mother’s family at the farm near the Okefenokee Swamp. Finn had even fewer memories of the place where his mother had learned what he called alchemy, but she called magic. The duo’s younger sisters, Delores and Samantha, had no memories of the place nor of the people.

	The family of six had arrived a few hours earlier, much to everyone’s relief. The Plymouth station wagon finished the trip quite easily, despite being burdened by suitcases and gifts for relatives. Why their mother, born Lirah Ganit, had packed two cases of mulberry jelly was beyond them. When questioned, she merely shrugged her shoulders before replying, “It’s good jelly.” Yet Finn had noticed the smirk on her face as she turned away, and he knew then that there was more than sugar soaked mulberries congealing within those Mason jars.

	The adults were spread about this kitchen, catching up on family news. More specifically, Lirah’s father, Jacob Ganit, was talking to Kirk about the farm in Dogwood that the Wesley family could finally call their own. “He just gave it to you?” was Jacob’s stunned question.

	“No sir, not given”, replied Kirk, father of four rambunctious children. “We’re managing the property for him, but we’ll do a better job of it than Davis Mincey did. And there are certain contingencies that our realtor, Marlon Satterwhite, included in the contract to protect all parties.” Kirk paused long enough to test his mother-in-law’s sweet tea, finding it perfectly delicious. “We can paint bedrooms and build shelves as needed. Lirah can plant whatever she wants outside and use the cellar as much as she needs. The kids can have swing sets in the pecan trees but the magnolia tree is not to be touched. That was Miss Rosa’s tree and since it’s doing so well, I suppose Ash wants it protected for as long as possible.”

	After another swig of tea, Kirk reached his conclusion. “The contract states that when we get ready to move, that won’t be a problem. We’ll just take our things and go. The house and property though, are not ours to sell. Those assests stay in a trust managed by MC Hammond, Ash’s lawyer from Kansas.”

	Jacob knew there was more to the story, much more. I should have found more time to talk to Asher this past winter. Details were what he needed, but there always seemed to be more questions than answers.

	Then Finn heard the spit of harshness erupt from his grandmother. “Lirah! Don’t you dare touch that pot of black-eyed peas. I don’t need none of your voodoo to fix my dinner!” Shoulders slumped, energy resigned, the children’s mother turned away from the stove to see Amy and Finn staring at her, their mouths agape. “It’s OK little ones. I think I’ll go finish unpacking.” With her anxiety justified, Lirah left the room with saying another word.

	Jacob excused himself to go over to his wife, Lucille. They had been married a long time and rarely had they seen eye to eye on much of anything, but her comment was too much.

	“That was unnecessary Lucille. Your daughter just got home, with four of your grandbabies, and here you are trying to drive them all away.” He was unprepared for the torrent of fury that was unleashed in the galley kitchen.

	Lucille slammed down the spoon she had been stirring gravy with, and faced her husband. She leaned off to the side to catch Finn’s eye and spoke to all.

	“I have put up with this nonsense for nearly 40 years, Jacob. Lessons in the hen house with Trudy; lessons while fishing with Dan. Lessons on this. Lessons on that. Did you honestly think I didn’t know about those? And what were you and your demented kin teaching our children Jacob? A bunch of hogwash, that’s what. Somehow, someway, that nephew of yours got himself into trouble and now Lirah’s caught up in his web of lies and deceit. Y’all sit around here conspiring about ‘gifts’.” Lucille made air quotes with her flour covered hands as she practically spit the words out. “You whisper about that boy’s birthmark like he’s the second coming of Christ, but let me tell you one thing. He is not!”

	Amy and Finn could not have moved if the house had been on fire. Their grandfather could only stand with his long arms hanging by his sides. It was Kirk who finally broke the stilted silence.

	Slowly shifting his weight from the wooden stool where he’d been sitting to strategically finding his standing balance, Kirk placed one hand on the well-worn kitchen counter before he softly spoke. “If it’s all the same to you Mrs. Ganit, I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t speak about my children in such a way. Particularly not in front of them. You don’t have to believe what we believe, but that doesn’t make our wisdom traditions any less true.”

	Untying her gingham apron in exasperation, Lucille tossed it on the laminate counter where it landed in front of Finn, who backed away from it. “I could say the same to you about my beliefs.”

	Undeterred, Kirk carefully approached his mother-in-law, as though she was a wild animal caught in a trap not of her own making. “Mrs. Ganit, we can agree to disagree about these things, but there is one thing on which we simply must have an accord.” Pointing to his children, Kirk said “These children are precious gifts, wouldn’t you agree? And raising them in a home full of love, laughter and learning is important to Lirah and me. We are not here to attack you or your beliefs. We are here to spend time with you and Mr. Ganit. Let’s not spend it fighting.” With that, Kirk stepped out of Lucille’s way, allowing her to pass, but she didn’t make that choice. Instead, she sighed deeply. Removing her glasses so she could rub the perspiration from her face, Lucille drew a rattling breath. Emitting a sigh that sounded as though it came from the depths of a wounded soul, she said somberly, “I can do that.”

	Finn gingerly reached forward to touch Lucille’s abandoned apron. “Would you like for me to hang this up for you, Grandmama?”

	Tears pooled as Lucille responded but she brushed them away. “No, supper’s not done yet. Go get your mama.” Amy eased from her seat at the counter to fetch Lirah, but touched Finn’s shoulder before she left with a whispered “I’ll be right back”.

	The apron returned to its place around Lucille’s ample waist as she picked up her stirring spoon. Another exasperated sigh escaped, this one from wounded pride. “This gravy’s gotten all lumpy on me. It’s gonna need some of Lirah’s magic if we’re planning to eat by sunset.”

	Jacob could only gawk in astonishment. His wife had been outsmarted by his son-in-law and out-loved by his grandson. And welcomed, no – invited - the family lore into her blessed kitchen.

	I wonder who else is gonna change while Lirah’s home. Jacob’s thoughts turned from his wife to his nephew, Asher, who was known to not merely avoid change, but run from it.

	 

	


Chapter 5

	T


	he humidity hit him like a punch to the gut. Joe Shipley exited the charter plane he’d taken from Las Vegas, Nevada to Brunswick, Georgia and immediately made a mental note to find a men’s clothing store after securing his rental car. His department store suit, appropriate for meetings conducted within penthouses decorated in American Western design, had not fared well during the long hours of cramped travel across the continent. A recent hire at Treisigh Advancements Inc., Joe planned to work his way up the corporate ladder. This current gig could substantially boost his status within the company. He’d unearthed new information about two people of interest to his new boss, who had immediately charged Joe with this quest. With his slim, almost boyish frame, the flowing waves of his gingered hair, he looked more like a surfer than a recent business college graduate. He covered his pea green eyes with a pair of Ray Ban Aviator sunglasses that had cost him a small fortune and walked quickly inside the terminal.

	A pay phone was found in the lobby of the airport. With a collect call, Joe made his first check-in with Mr. Charles Heathermist, the powerful chief executive officer of TAI who had sent him on this errand to the Deep South. “Spare no expense Shipley. Use the company credit card to purchase whatever you need. You’re not the first person I’ve sent after these two but you had better be the last. I want Stephen Pietra and Nesta Cross here in Las Vegas by the end of the week.”

	Joe purchased a map of the area from the fetching young woman who was working behind the counter of the rental hub. She answered his numerous questions about Brunswick’s best eateries and shopping centers. However, her knowledge of the area was limited to the eastern side of Interstate 95. “It’s all wild, like a tropical jungle, on the other side of the interstate. That’s where all of the factory workers live, the ones who drive in each day to work at the seafood plant or the lumber mill. Truly, it’s a desolate place full of palmetto bushes and tobacco farms. Wouldn’t you rather visit the beaches on St. Simons Island or stay at the Jekyll Island Club? They’ve just finished the renovations and I hear it’s luxurious.”

	With a sad shake of his head, Joe remarked that the humble town of Tiger Bay was his final destination, per his boss. Keys were exchanged, paperwork was signed and Joe headed away from the airport into the mugginess of the seaport town.

	Brunswick had been established as a British settlement in 1738 by Captain Mark Carr, who served under General James Oglethorpe. As his first order of business, Captain Carr created a 1000 acre tobacco farm known as Plug Point. In 1771, the farm was purchased by the Royal Province of Georgia and renamed Brunswick, an homage to King George II’s German heritage. The Revolutionary War, and later the Civil War, stalled its growth. Reconstruction was an agonizing process to the coastal city, with churches and schools for the newly freed populations finally being approved in 1867.

	Being designated officially as a Port of Entry meant there was constant traffic traversing the Brunswick River Delta. In the early days, shrimp and fishing boats alongside cargo ships of all shapes and sizes had plied the murky brown tidal waterways. Yet in 1898, a Category 4 hurricane brought a 16 foot storm surge inland and nearly a tenth of the town’s population was tragically lost.

	The Great Depression of the 1930s hit Brunswick especially hard. Industries closed and workers moved away. It would take the war efforts of the 1940s, and the construction of more than ninety nine Liberty ships, to bring Brunswick back from economic collapse.

	Joe noted a dismal feel of the town, as if the area was struggling to draw a deep breath. The men’s store his new friend had suggested was finally located. Fortunately, he was able to purchase clothing in his size and more appropriate for the summer weather. As he headed towards the proverbial badlands west of the interstate, he noticed a Howard Johnson’s Motor Lodge, but didn’t pull in. The location was tucked away, in case lodging was unavailable in Tiger Bay. Between the humidity, the stench of the pulp mill, the buffeting of a constant wind off the Atlantic Ocean, Joe was hopeful he wouldn’t be stuck in Georgia for too long.

	Turning right off of I-95, he picked up Highway 82, recently expanded to four lanes and renamed as Corridor Z. According to his map, the highway cut through the heart of Tiger Bay. A quick calculation in his head later, he realized it would take half an hour or so to reach the hamlet. Then, the real work of locating Stephen Pietra, biological son of Asher Ganit and good friend of the unusually tattooed Nesta Cross, could begin.

	 

	


Chapter 6

	“G


	race! When is that air conditioner repairman coming?” Extreme fluctuations in temperatures didn’t particularly bother MC Hammond. He had spent more time in remote, desolate locations than he cared to think about. Windblown chill coming off the Atlantic to swoop through the Highlands of Europe, dry Persian dust storms covering his crossing of deserts, muggy swamps filled with mosquitoes as well as other biting creatures - he could handle them all; yet, the constant clinking of the machine parts in the office’s air unit was driving him to distraction.

	His former intern, now an associate lawyer of the firm, Grace Lachlan replied while seated at her own desk by the front windows of the nondescript office. “He’s on his way, Boss. It’s not like I can call him while he’s out making other repairs.”

	To himself MC thought, with warranted prescience, “No, not yet, but that technology is coming.”

	Resigned to being annoyed, the well-traveled lawyer retrieved a singular, slim file from under a stack of bulkier files. A contract for the management exchange of a small farm located on the outskirts of Dogwood, Georgia. It was missing only one necessary signature.

	While sweat beaded his forehead, MC opened a mental file. What he knew about Asher Ganit, current and rightful owner of the farm, was extensive. What he thought he knew about Asher’s desire to continue ownership of the property was full of holes.

	Why is he still wanting to retain ownership? If Lirah and Kirk ever did decide to sell, the purchase price would give them a big boost and help them settle into their next place. What did he leave there?

	And that thought startled MC. How could he have forgotten? Asher left Glennis there. Her urn is buried in the backyard.

	More of the file in his head was accessed. MC remembered that Asher had specifically ordered an obelisk with a metal capstone to mark the final resting place for his late wife’s ashes. A net of stainless steel had been etched with a precise symbol that had drawn curiosity from the engravers. Georgia marble had been chosen for the three-foot truncated pyramid. MC went deeper into his memories and realized that the marker was not visible in any of his recent memories of the farm.

	His lawyer brain kicked in: Would Asher steal his own wife’s marker? Why would he do such a thing? No, it didn’t make sense for Ash to take it. But what about the previous owner, Pietra Enterprises? Did the former owner from Las Vegas remove the grave’s marker, thinking that doing so would draw Asher’s ire, thus bringing about his presence on the farm? That made a hint of more sense to MC.

	Then another file opened in his brain – the one that contained the search and rescue of Samantha Wesley, who had been lost in the copper tunnels near her home. She had told them all, while sheltering from a terrible autumn storm. I found a pirate’s chest. MC hadn’t seen the chest. As far as he knew, Sam’s parents hadn’t either. And Asher had never had an opportunity. The image of the Stone of Nourishment’s Minder, his red blood trickling from a gunshot wound into a red clay puddle, still pained MC. The trunk, allegedly full of treasure, had been placed in federal custody, but where was it now?

	Closing the mental files, MC called out to Grace once more. “Do you have the phone number of any of the investigators from the Wesley and Gallagher case?” He could hear Grace moving files, then opening drawers, now scribbling on paper. Her heels clicked in time with the rattling air conditioner as she entered her boss’s office to hand him the information. “I’ve got this one Boss. It’s for Nesta Cross.” Turning back, a smile landed on her face. “Here’s some more good news. The repairman is finally here!”

	Weighted by a tool belt, dragging what looked like a drink cooler, cap pulled low, the repairman entered the office. Short and stocky to the point of being squat, the repairman removed a logoed cap, which caused a gasp from Grace. “Carrie Martin! Is that you?” A sly smile registered on the dusky features. Obsidian eyes topped by fluttering lashes fell upon the new lawyer. “Grace? What are you doing here?”

	MC stood in the doorway of his office, watching the brief exchange. This was no repairman. This was a repair woman!

	“Boss! This is Carrie Martin, proud member of the Kickapoo Tribe over in Brown County. We had some undergrad classes together at Kansas State. Gosh, I haven’t seen you in ages Carrie!” Examining Carrie’s attire, Grace continued. “I thought you were taking business classes.”

	“Oh, I did. Graduated a couple of years ago with a business degree.” Carrie’s gaze flitted about the office, seeking the reason for her presence at the law office.

	Befuddled, Grace added, “Then why are you repairing air conditioners?”

	With a practiced sigh, Carrie answered the question while placing her ball cap in her back pocket. “It’s my uncle’s repair business. Well, his and my dad’s. I earned my degree so I could help them from the financial management angle. Mostly, I work in the office, but since I’ve tinkered on mechanical equipment most of my life, when we’re really busy, I go on call outs too.”

	While the young women continued to catch up with each other’s lives, MC studied the repair woman. That she was Native American was not a huge surprise. This was the Midwest, the land where so many native tribes had been relocated after being reorganized by government entities that had no clue as to what they were doing. That she had shown the dedication and tenacity to complete a college degree was no surprise either. While Carrie might be considered a statistical anomaly in this part of the world, MC knew that strong women like her had been forging their own destinies for millennia.

	The ladies finally meandered over to the malfunctioning air conditioner. A litany of issues was shared with Carrie, who stood stock still as she watched Grace’s face. “Aren’t you going to check it out?” asked Grace, to which Carrie replied, “In a minute. I took a psychology class in college. You can learn a lot about solving a problem by listening to the person describing it.”

	“Oh, you sound just like my boss!” laughed Grace. “I’ll let you get to work.”

	Carrie opened the cooler and MC was happy to note that instead of soft drinks, it contained a myriad of tools. Surely one of them would fix the problem with the air conditioner.

	“So you’re that lawyer that brought down Vincent Pietra, huh?” Carrie dug around in the cooler, searching for the correct screwdriver to remove the facing from the unit.

	MC was stunned! “How’d you hear about that?” He’d overheard the entire conversation the duo had just but recalled no mention of the Pietra case.

	“It was in the newspaper. I thought a story of that magnitude would merit front page coverage, but you were way back on page five or six. There was, at least, a good picture of you talking to people on some courthouse steps. What did you do to tick off the editor of our fine paper?”

	Turned her down for a date, thought MC. The editor was indeed an attractive woman. Intelligent too; but entirely too nosy for MC’s comfort. Then his thoughts turned. Did she just say ‘picture’? Of me?

	“When was this article published?” asked MC. Carrie shrugged her shoulders. “I can’t remember the date exactly, but a couple of months ago, at least.”

	Alarmed, the lawyer rushed into the front of the office. “Grace, where are the Lebanon Times newspapers from two months ago? Miss Martin says my picture is in one of them, but I don’t recall seeing it, nor the article that accompanied said photograph.”

	Grace smiled at her boss while organizing paper clips on her desk. “That’s because I cut out the article and the picture. My mom is having them framed for you! You don’t have any pictures of yourself in here Boss. I think it’s high time we tout your legal conquests.” She did not expect the storm that marched across MC’s face.

	MC took several expansive breaths and shut his eyes, attempting to calm himself. You knew this day would come. You knew you would have to cross this bridge at some point. Now that it’s here, handle it. As he slowly opened his eyes, MC noted the panic in his associate’s demeanor, which stopped any sharp words from falling from his mouth.

	He didn’t attempt a smile. Even controlling his voice was a struggle. “Grace, I sincerely appreciate the gesture. It is thoughtful and kind of you, as well as your mother, to do something special for me. However, it is of vital importance that I read ALL of the content from the newspapers I ask you to retrieve from the post office. It’s not for you to understand the ‘why’ of my request, only the ‘what’.” MC rubbed his face with his hands before faking an insincere grin. “When can I expect to receive your gift?”

	Grace was on the verge of tears. She had not expected such a rush of emotion from her boss over something so simple. “Actually, Mom’s dropping it off later today.”

	The tension in the room was broken by Carrie’s return. “Found what was making noise in your air conditioner Mr. Hammond.” In her outstretched hand was a small medallion of polished stone. “How this hunk of a thing ended up in your cooling unit is beyond me.” MC reached for Carrie’s offering, but noting the imprint, recoiled violently instead.

	“Boss! You’re pale as a sheet! Come and sit down, please.” Grace guided a shaken MC to an armchair where his few clients could perch. “Carrie, what is it? What did you find?”

	The repair woman turned the stone over in her hands. “I don’t know Grace. It’s some kind of etched rock, but I don’t know what type. Neither do I recognize the symbol.”

	But MC knew. He knew the stone was not of terrestrial origin. He knew what the symbol represented. He also knew that it was time to make another pilgrimage, the last one he would take alone.

	 

	


Chapter 7

	“P


	ardon me,” a snickering voice entered into his subconscious. “Do you have any Grey Poupon?” His concentration broken, Haynor Riggins turned to the giggling child on his left. Frightened by the scowling look upon an already stern face, the girl changed her tune and ran towards her accomplice, who was probably an older brother. Haynor sent a cold stare down the aisle of his grocery store, spearing the children with his disgust.

	Try as he might, Haynor could not recall if he had counted fifty-four cans of green beans or if the correct number was forty-five. String Bean can’t count string beans, he thought, recalling his high school nickname. Maddened by the interruption, he started the count once again, which was a good thing. The actual number of green beans available on the shelf was thirty three.

	Deciding that it was time to make his rounds, Haynor stored his dulled pencil inside his pocket protected shirt, clutched his clipboard and began walking through the grocery store. He did this often, both to let his employees know that he was watching them, and to sow goodwill with the folks who purchased their groceries in Tiger Bay instead of driving to the better stocked Waycross or Brunswick. On Aisle 4, he greeted Mrs. Strickland, the owner of the grocery, with a respectful nod of his head. They spoke briefly about the increased frequency of afternoon rain showers before Haynor excused himself to continue perusing the store. He encountered the Tumlin twins on Aisle 8. As fraternal twins, and basketball geniuses, Selena had helped the girls’ team win the region championship game. Her brother Curtis had played phenomenally well during the boys’ team’s run for the state championship earlier that spring. Haynor could have talked shop with them for hours, but there was work to do yet. Booger Johnson, who was on Aisle 13, did not merit a nod nor shop talk. It was obvious to Haynor that the man had been fishing the waters of the Satilla, but had, unfortunately, remained in his boat the entire time, not bothering to rinse off the day’s sweat in the river. When Haynor finally reached the fresh produce section, he encountered a customer he did not recognize, and he knew everybody in Branch County. “Can I help you today sir?” Haynor stood stiffly, clipboard under his arm, and tried his best to act neighborly.
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