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Author’s Note: 



Although I did extensive research on the Grotto in Macon, Georgia, this book is a work of fiction. The Grotto area is private property, and only tours are available for people to venture there. The cave and other adventures in the area are purely fiction and made up by the author using this unique space as a backdrop to the story. 
Thank you for understanding. 




Introduction:



Recent adventures have set Jessie on a new path and given her purpose. She finally sees where the Lord is leading, but will trouble and temptation send her astray?
With a heart to help others, Jessie will choose a profession wrought with danger, but helping to save even one person or find long-lost answers to soothe a soul is something she is determined to pursue.
While Jessie now understands her calling, her friend struggles to understand her faith and his place in life. 
Join Jessie Whyne as she uncovers the Solace of Saints.




Proverbs 16:9


9 A man’s heart deviseth his way: but the Lord directeth his steps. 
KJV Bible




Chapter 1 


Jessie stood on the sidewalk gazing up at her Arts and Crafts style house. She had owned the house for nearly two years, and the renovations and fresh coat of paint made the quaint house seem new. 
Pale teal paint was contrasted by almost rust-colored window sills. A row of cedar shake siding above the wide front porch was light yellow with white windows, and a deep teal door made the muted base pop. The two-story home was all angles and peaks, but Jessie loved it. She had worked hard to have the 1920s home restored, updated, and equipped with all she needed while keeping the historical look and feel. A smile tugged at the young woman’s mouth, and she sighed. In the past two years, Jessie’s life had changed in so many ways. Resting her hands on her hips, her smile grew. The house was a big part of who and what she had become. 
Jessie had purchased the home shortly after her mother, Audrey, had remarried. Jessie’s mom had raised one family but lost her first love to a heart attack. When she met Brand, it wasn’t long until love won her over once more. A chuckle bubbled in Jessie’s chest as she thought of her mother and what a surprise the newest addition to the family had been. Her baby brother, Joey, had shocked the family but had brought so much joy when he arrived. She was thrilled that her mother was happy, well-loved, and filled with delight at raising another child. 
 Jessie pulled her phone from her pocket and started up the winding walkway and long stairs leading through her front garden to the house. A riot of pink roses lined the dark wrought iron fence, a pop of color on a warm Georgia day. The yard had been overgrown, unruly, and almost wild not long ago. Now, green grass filled the open areas. Plants, shrubs, and trees added splashes of color and welcomed shade to the low hill that rolled to a stop at the circular drive by the street. 
Following the familiar stone walk to the front porch, Jessie settled on the porch swing, listening to the dial tone on her phone. She had big news and wanted to share it with a friend who would understand her decision. It had been nearly a month since she had returned from a long vacation in Savannah, Georgia. Nearly a month since she’d had time to talk to Buzz. They both had much to deal with, and life was busy.
″Hello,” a gruff voice answered as Jessie tucked her legs under her on the swing. 
″Buzz?” She smiled, waiting.
″Yeah.” Jessie could hear the smile in her friend’s voice. “Hey, Jess. What’s up?” 
″I was wondering if you had time to get together later? Maybe pizza tonight?” Jessie felt hope blossom in her chest, and she desperately wanted Buzz to agree. She knew that his job as a Macon police officer kept him busy, but it had been too long since they’d had a chance to hang out or catch up. 
A long silence from the phone made Jessie’s nerves jump. 
″Sure.” Buzz sounded reserved, and Jessie wondered if she had done something to upset him. They had worked well together on two mysteries, finding the culprit for a so-called haunting of this very home and, more recently, a ship salvage scam in Savannah.  
″Is everything all right?” Jessie felt her spirit lag. She wanted to share her news with Buzz, but if the young officer was still struggling with his own issues, she didn’t want him to think she didn’t care.” 
″Yeah,” the voice paused again. “I’ve been meaning to catch up with you. Since my return to Macon, a lot has been happening.” The long pause made Jessie hold her breath. Something odd was going on with Buzz, but she wouldn’t press. The man had been more than patient with her and her impulsive nature; she could wait until he was ready to talk. 
″If tonight isn’t a good time. . .” Jessie started, but Buzz interrupted. 
″No. It’s a good time.” He chuckled, and Jessie’s heart lifted. “I’ve had a lot going on. I’m sorry I haven’t called recently.” 
″I get it.” Jessie shrugged even though the man couldn’t see it. “Life has a way of taking over.” 
″Everything good with you?” Buzz’s question held a hint of concern. 
Jessie laughed. “Yes. I’m surprisingly good. Since we did that wreck dive in Savannah, I’ve been working on something.” She looked down the long walk to a new sign that had been placed by the gate. For the first time in ages, she felt like she was on the right path and that God was leading her in the way she should go.  At twenty-one, maybe this move of starting her own business was crazy, but the peace in her heart told her she was doing the right thing. “I’ll see you around six?” Jessie waited. 
″Sounds good. I’ll pick up dessert.” 
″Great.” Excitement zipped through Jessie as she smiled. “I’ll see you then. Bye.”  She had barely hung up the phone when it rang again, and the young woman cringed. “Please don’t cancel,” she whispered, closing her eyes and answering in a calm voice... “Hello.” 
″Miss Whyne?” a female voice echoed over the line. 
″Yes.” 
″I was told you were someone who might be able to help me. I have a little problem.” 
″How can I help?” Jessie sat up straighter, a tiny thrill running down her spine. 
″Well, one of the TAs here at the college told me that you might be able to help me find something. I know it’s silly. I should do it myself, but I just don’t have the time with exams and the new semester gearing up. You know being a professor takes a lot of time.” 
″I’d be happy to help.” Jessie’s smile grew brighter. “What are you looking for?” 
″My cat.” Hesitation on the line told Jessie to stay quiet, and she listened, waiting until the woman spoke again. “I don’t know how she got out, but she’s been missing for a couple of days. I live near the Grotto, and I’m afraid an animal might get her. Can you help?” 
″I’d be happy to.” Jessie smiled again. “I’ll head over there tonight.” Her smile grew. Jessie tried to sound professional, but she was excited about helping to find a missing pet. 
″Thank you. Please send me your details, and I’ll sign whatever you need. I just hope my little Misty is okay.” 
″Send me a picture of the cat,” Jessie urged. “I’ll look into it as soon as things quiet down out there. Evening is probably the best time to look. After the tours. I”m sure all the bustle and activity at the Grotto will keep her hiding.” 
″She is timid with people but loves dogs.” There was another moment of silence before the woman gave Jessie her details and hung up. 
″Well, that’s something,” Jessie unfolded her legs and walked to the door. The skitter of claws on hardwood floors told her that her own live-in companion knew she was home. “Hey, Mutt.” Jessie opened the door, reaching out to pet the black head of her oversized puppy. “Have you been a good boy?” 
A gruff yip was her only reply as the beast wagged his tail, prancing with delight at her return. 
Muttley, the puppy she had rescued in Savannah, was already knee-high and showed no signs of slowing in his growth. His curly black coat, a characteristic of the heritage of his mixed breeding, was silky and shone with a healthy glow. The dog had come a long way from the injured, half-starved beast he had been. As Jessie walked into the kitchen, the dog paced her, head at her heel. 
″You’re ready for a treat, aren’t you?” Jessie stopped, looking at the dog who skittered across the kitchen to stop by the jar on the counter. Planting his haunches on the floor, the big black and white dog looked between her and the jar, making her laugh. 
Muttley had become a huge part of her life here in Macon, and Jessie was surprised at how much he had brought to her home in such a short time. She took a treat from the jar and spoke to the dog as their trainer had instructed. “Down.” She watched as the dog lowered himself to the floor, his white ruff and belly brushing the shiny wood. “Good boy.” She gave him the treat, which he snarfed down in a second. 
″Come on,” Jessie grabbed a glass, filling it with ice tea. “We’ll sit outside until our guest arrives.” Jessie was still surprised at how quickly the dog was growing and learning new things. She had heard that sometimes strays were incredibly clever because they had to have good survival instincts. 
The weather was still warm in late August, but the shade of the new awning over the back patio and a soft breeze through the trees was welcome. 
Muttley trotted out the french doors, taking a turn around the vast backyard before flopping at Jessie’s feet. 
The Georgia sun was warm, but the fresh air and comfort of her own space left Jessie feeling content. In a couple of hours, her next endeavor would be announced. She couldn’t wait to see the expression on Buzz’s face when he arrived. 
For so long, Jessie hadn’t been able to settle on what she wanted to do with her life. She had struggled to match her double major in education and business studies with anything her heart desired, but one moment of clarity had solidified her future. She finally knew what to do with her life. She prayed that this new job would give her purpose and help others in return. Jessie gazed across the neat lawn, her eyes trailing along the plant-lined fence tucked along the property’s edge. It had taken a big crew, lots of advice from her mother, and some of the best green thumbs from The Estonia Elder Care home to get her unruly yard in order. When she had purchased the home, the interior and exterior were a little outdated and faded, but the yard was a mess. Once-beautiful plantings had grown out of control in the warm Georgia weather. The older couple from whom Jessie had purchased the home had loved the two-acre lot. They did a good deal of gardening until the work had become too much for them.  Reaching down, Jessie scratched her puppy’s head. Now, the green grass and various plantings were perfect for Mutt to spend his days.  Tipping her head back, Jessie rested it against the chair, letting the afternoon sun reach her from under the partially rolled-out awning above. Jessie rested her eyes for a few moments and smiled, considering her blessings. The afternoon wore on as she relaxed. Time was ticking closer to the moment she had been waiting for. 
″Come on, Mutt.” Jessie climbed to her feet from the outdoor rattan furniture. “I don’t want to miss Buzz.” She headed for the door, but Muttley tipped his head, confused. 
″We’re going out front,” Jessie laughed. “Come.” 
The dog stretched, yawned, then padded after her through the living room and out the front door, where he took up his post of sitting at the top of the stairs, watching the driveway. 
Keeping a close watch on the time, Jessie sat down on the swing and pushed it with her toe. It was already cooler out here than in the backyard, which faced west. And though the sunsets could be beautiful, Jessie didn’t want to miss Buzz. The breeze stirred, carrying the sweet scent of tea roses and jasmine. 
So far, she had only spoken to two people about her new plan. Paul Higgins, a former detective and the uncle of Buzz, who offered wisdom without judgment, and The other person in whom she’d confided was Cheryl, her oldest friend. 
Jessie chuckled. It was impossible to hide anything from Cher. Her flamboyant friend had an oversized personality, and she knew Jessie too well. The good thing about Cheryl was that she could keep a secret when pressed. 
Bird song filled the yard, and the rustle of leaves mingled with the warm air, leaving Jessie calm yet excited. As the minutes ticked by, she rehearsed what she would tell Buzz. The young policeman had been a friend and savior to Jessie in the past year-and-a-half. Naturally, she wanted his opinion on her choices, though she wasn’t sure why it meant so much to her. Perhaps she was compelled by the fact that they had both recently survived a dangerous encounter with dishonest and greedy men in Savannah or that Buzz was on the police force. Still, they shared a sense of uncertainty that drew them together. 
Her eyes drifted down the long stairway and curving path to the driveway. Muttley sat at her side, alternately looking down the walk and then up at her expectantly. After only a minute or two, the dog yipped, and Jessie smiled as a car approached. 
A dark blue sedan rolled down the street, and Jessie jumped to her feet, racing down the stairs. Muttley dashed past her, barking happily as the car rolled into the driveway, and Jessie opened the gate. 
″Muttley,” Jessie shouted, trying to calm the dog as the door opened, and he jumped at the driver. “Stop.” 
A warm, familiar chuckle drifted from the car, mingling with the soft, excited yips of the dog. 
″Hey, buddy.” Buzz’s voice was soothing as he stroked the dog, grasping his collar and pulling him out of the way as he climbed from the driver’s seat. 
″He’s happy to see you,” Jessie laughed. “He’s been so good with obedience training, but he seems to have forgotten everything with you.” 
Buzz squatted, petting the dog until Muttley sat, tail thumping the sidewalk. “He’s still a puppy.” The man stood, unfolding his long legs and making Jessie look up. 
″Buzz?” she blinked, studying his relatively narrow but handsome face. A goofy grin flashed across his strong features, and he chuckled. “What is that?” Her finger pointed as her jaw dropped.
Jessie watched as Buzz ran his hands through his dark brown waves of hair. His hair was no longer close-cropped around his ears and spiked at the top of his head., 
″It’s called hair. So I’m letting it grow out.” 
″It’s very different.” Jessie shook her head. “I didn’t know your hair was kind of curly. I think I like it.” She couldn’t take her eyes off his head as her mind raced to accept this change.
Buzz ruffled his dark hair again and grinned. “I’ve been trying to figure out a time to visit,” Buzz shuffled a foot, looking like a schoolboy who had been caught shooting spit wads by his teacher. “A few things have changed in my life, and I was just trying to adjust before I burdened you with all of it.” 
″Burden?” Jessie tipped her head, looking like her dog when he was confused. “You are never a burden.” A strange sense of worry zipped through her as she studied the man. 
Buzz looked up, giving her a sideways glance. “I thought you said you had news.” As he changed the subject, Jessie grinned. This was why she wanted to see him.
She felt her cheeks heat as his brown eyes brushed her face. “I do.” She shook her head. “You know I was trying to figure out what I wanted to do with my life when we met up in Savannah.” 
″Sure.” Buzz nodded, his eyes still locked on her. “I seem to remember having a similar crisis myself.” 
Jessie’s smile widened, and she bounced on the toes of her worn red sneakers.  “Well, I figured it out.” She turned, pointing to the tall, cast-iron lamp pole where a sign dangled. 
Buzz stepped around the dog, eyes glued to the sign. “Jessie Whyne, Detective.” He read, his voice breaking at the end. “What?” 
″ I know it seems crazy.” Jessie waved her hands nervously. “It hit me on our scuba dive to the AnnaSwift. I knew at that moment what I needed to do. After that, it all became clear.” 
″But how?” Buzz tugged at his dark t-shirt, shifting as Muttley leaned against his denim-clad leg. 
Jessie’s face felt hot, but she smiled, pushing on. She had hoped Buzz would be excited for her. 
″I took a test.” She shrugged. “It isn’t that hard, and now I’m studying. You know, taking some online classes to help me improve my skills. I’m a private investigator.” 
A slow smile spread over Buzz’s face, and Jessie started to breathe again. Why was it so important that this man approved of her choice? She had always been free-spirited and interested in new things. Her independence had led her to buying and remodeling a house. Jessie had seldom felt the need for others’ approval, but at this moment, his thoughts meant everything. 
″Wow!” Buzz shook his head. “Just wow! I didn’t expect this.” Slowly, he reached out a hand, taking hers. “Congratulations, Miss Whyne.” A smile flashed, and Jessie felt a wave of relief wash over her.  
″I haven’t told many people yet.” Jessie held tight to his hand, tugging him toward the path to the house. “Come on, Mutt.” The dog yipped, falling in step as they made their way to the house. 
″Did you talk to Uncle Paul?” Buzz hesitated, pulling them both to a stop halfway up the stone path. 
″I did.” Jessie grinned. “It was very clandestine.” She laughed. “I just wanted to get his opinion. I mean, after the last year or so, I seem to step into these things whether I’m looking for them or not.” She shrugged. “I thought this way, I would at least be prepared.” 
Buzz looked down at her, and Jessie could see the worry in his eyes. “What about safety? What are you going to do about that?” 
″To start, I have Muttley.” Jessie smiled again, looking at the dog, who gazed back and forth between them. “He’s getting big, and I’m sure he’ll intimidate some people.” 
″That’s not what I mean.” 
″Come inside,” Jessie tugged at his hand. “I’ll explain everything.” She pulled, and the man allowed her to drag him up the stairs and through the door.  
″I guess we both have a lot to talk about, then.” Buzz shot her that sweet, goofy grin, and Jessie nodded. The man looked different with his unruly waves of brown hair spiraling around his ears. 
″You have a lot of explaining to do, too,” Jessie laughed. “Like, when did you start growing your hair out? Don’t they have regulations at the station?” 
Buzz bent, petting the dog as he stood in the small entry. Jessie had tried her best to make the familiar kitchen in front of him welcoming. “About that.” He tugged at his snug T-shirt, muscles rippling under the dark fabric. “I kind of quit.” 
Jessie gasped, mouth open, eyes wide. Buzz had wanted to follow in his uncle’s footsteps for as long as he could remember. He had told her that it had been his lifelong dream to become a detective on the Macon police force.  
For several seconds, Jessie stood frozen, unable to speak or move, then she stepped forward, wrapping her arms around the man and pressing her face to his beating heart. 
[image: image-placeholder]Buzz wrapped his arms around Jessie, feeling her slip deeper into his heart. While they were in Savannah, he had come to grips with the fact that he was in love with the young woman, but his recent troubles, and the fact that she was only twenty-one had kept him from letting her know. 
She felt warm and strong in his arms, and he could feel her acceptance and understanding as she pressed her lovely face into his chest. His hand moved to her silken, chestnut locks, and he smoothed them.
″It was a hard call, but I think it’s the right one,” Buzz spoke, his voice just above a whisper. “After being suspended from the police force for almost hitting a perp, I did a lot of soul-searching.” 
Jessie’s arms tightened, and a smile tugged at his lips. “Jessie, I hope this makes sense, but I didn’t like what the job was doing to me. It was changing me. I want to help people. I don’t want to be part of the problem. I have nothing but respect for my brothers in blue, but I’m not cut out for dealing with the violence and damage I saw every day. I hope you won’t be disappointed in me.” 
″Disappointed?” Jessie leaned back, her eyes wide as she gazed up at him. “I could never be disappointed in you. On the contrary, I think I’m relieved.” She smiled, her arms still around his waist. “Buzz, you’re a kind soul. You’re smart and resourceful and funny. ” Her smile grew. “But I think that job would have hardened your heart.”
Buzz nodded. “I agree.” He looked down, meeting her green-blue gaze. “I’ll find something new, just like you did.” He smiled, wanting to show his support. “I think  what you’re doing is a great idea.” 
The puppy whined, and he released Jessie, wanting to hold her forever but knowing it wasn’t his right. 
Jessie stepped back, and a wave of cool air washed over him, leaving him cold and empty inside. 
″I’m going to order pizza,” Jessie pulled out her phone, hitting a number. “Pepperoni?” 
″Sounds good.” He looked up, studying the now-completed house. It was lovely and reflected the girl before him. The kitchen was a pale yellow, but the rest of the house was painted in rich woodsy and muted sea tones. The house was somehow cool and cozy all at once.  “I have cupcakes in the car.” He glanced at the dog. “I’ll get them when someone isn’t looking.” 
″Come see the finished product.” Jessie grabbed his hand again, dragging him toward the stairs. “I can’t believe you haven’t been here since that creep broke in.” Jessie’s smile was teasing, but Buzz could see a hint of disappointment in her eyes, and his heart shrank. It was a struggle balancing their friendship and his aching heart. 
″This place looks great,” Buzz smiled, looking around as he noted the changes to the house. A warm evening glow filtered through the western windows, and he found himself enjoying the light. He felt lame for still living with his parents, but Jessie knew about that and never seemed to judge him for it. Perhaps one day, he would have a house of his own, but being unemployed at the moment, he didn’t see that happening soon. His folks were okay with him living in his old room, and he had been paying rent for years - despite their protests, but a part of him longed for something of his own.
Jessie, still holding his hand, led Buzz through the house. So much had changed since he had last been here. He didn’t like to admit that he was avoiding Jessie, but he had believed that keeping his distance would test his feelings and give him time to get over the girl. Jessie was everything he was not. She was outgoing, kind, funny, and came from one of the wealthiest families in the area.  He loved that Jessie seemed very down to earth, despite her upbringing.  
They walked up the stairs and down a long hall, peering into the four bedrooms, each with their unique angles to the ceiling. Two of the bedrooms had fireplaces that matched the one on the first floor, and the overall appearance was warm and welcoming. 
″This looks great.” Buzz poked his head into a familiar room. “No ghosts recently?” He chuckled, referring to the first adventure he and Jessie had shared. Someone had been trying to scare her out of her new home for various and nefarious reasons. Only twenty at the time, Jessie had not been intimidated or driven out but instead had continued to dig until they caught the culprit and uncovered the secret in her basement. 
″No ghosts.” Jessie laughed. “What do you think? I’ve tried to match the furniture to the period even while we updated the place.” She pointed at the ceiling fan and LED lights. “It’s very efficient.” 
″I think anyone would be happy here.” Buzz turned, giving her a big smile. The colors are nice. I’m not crazy about the darker hues you usually see in old homes like this.” He cringed dramatically, “or the wallpaper.”
Jessie’s laugh was music to his ears, and he felt the tension in his shoulders ebbing. He hated to be a disappointment, especially
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