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Chapter 1
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The familiar house was strangely quiet. Charly Granger was curled up on the couch before the wood burning stove.  She was jet lagged and needed to sleep. The trip from Central America to Virginia was long and tiring but the only thoughts in her head were about her parents.

Tears filled her eyes, and a smile curved her mouth as she visualized the couple who were the architects of her unusual upbringing.  Natasha and David Granger were perfectly matched.  He the absent-minded geology professor with tanned skin and unruly hair and she the bespectacled meticulous anthropologist specializing in linguistics. They were usually dressed in khaki pants, an assortment of tee shirts and sturdy hiking boots. After meeting in college, they married during graduate school and set off to explore the world. 

Both were from wealthy families who were grateful that those they considered misfits found each other.  David and Natasha’s inherited money gave them the means to sponsor explore and research projects across the globe. David’s brother Matthew managed their investments and projects and sent them regular reports. Their money was held in a complex trust by the Commonwealth Mutual Bank. Natasha kept a close eye on their personal finances.

The Grangers’ wanted to have one child, but it didn’t happen naturally, so they decided to adopt. While working with an agency they were told of a baby who was about to go into foster care.  She hadn’t been adopted as an infant and was approaching her fifth birthday.  Charly could hear her mother’s voice telling the story:

“We fell in love with you as soon as we saw your picture.  Your face was sad, but your eyes were bright and shining with curiosity and strength.  The agency was concerned about bringing an African American child into a white family, but we didn’t have any concerns. And see how well it all turned out.  We named you as your mother had so you would always have that connection.”

The next twenty years of Charly’s life were filled with travel, music, art, and constant learning.  She attended a variety of schools as they traveled to South America, Asia, Africa, and the Middle East. She was enormously loved and soaked up information like a sponge. She learned languages from her mother and earth science from her father.  Dinner table conversation was about world affairs, US history, and science fiction.  

On Charly’s eighteenth birthday, her parents gave her a letter her birth mother left with the adoption agency. She could read the letter whenever she felt she was ready.  For Charly that time had not yet arrived.

Charly made friends easily and adapted well to college campus life.  She went to mixers and did some bar hopping and had one brief intimate relationship. However, her main focus was attaining her PhD in Environmental Science which she did by age 23.

For the past two years, Natasha and David explored an archaeological find in the small nation of Swaseia in Southern Africa while Charly was in the rain forests of Costa Rica. They would stay connected electronically whenever possible.  They made plans to both come home in November and stay until the New Year.

None of that mattered now because approximately one month ago Natasha and David Granger disappeared without a trace.
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Renita Dawson awakened slowly from sleep. It took a moment to focus on her surroundings. Sunlight peaked around the edges of the drapes. Her eyes now fully open, she moved closer to her sleeping husband. Life was strange and wonderful. She and Nkozi Mafume had been married two years. 

Renita met Nkozi in college when he was Charles Ellerby III, a vocal social activist going on to law school and she was majoring in international studies. Their love was passionate, intense, and brief.  Charles changed his name to Mafume Nkozi during his senior year more to annoy his parents than for any cultural reason. He wanted to save the world. Renita wanted to see the world. They parted and he never knew about the child she carried. But they found each other again and now they were on a mission to find their daughter.​[1]  

After their marriage, Renita and Mafume discussed the pro and cons for searching for their daughter. Could they find her? Would she want to know them? Did she even know she was adopted? All speculation was removed when they received the letter.

It was a FedEx package from the nation of Swaseia with no return address.  It contained a letter from David and Natasha Granger which read:

We adopted your daughter Charlene. We kept the name you gave her, but she calls herself Charly.  She is bright, kind, and curious and in great danger.  We can’t go into detail because we fear this communication may be intercepted. We have done background checks on you and know that you are fine people. Charly has Renita’s eyes and Mafume’s nose. Find her, help her. She will also be looking for you. Keep her close and follow the clues. Start at the place where you left her. 

And so, they did.

Like the Grangers, Charly was methodical.  She had to think logically. There was no evidence that Natasha and David were dead.  The staff at the dig site in Swaseia said the Grangers left early in the morning with supplies for an overnight trip. They were going to a campsite some three miles away and planned to return the next afternoon. After three days, a search was mounted. There were no signs they had ever arrived at the camp.  No one in the nearby villages, towns and settlements had seen them. They were just gone.

A search of the area found no trace of the couple.  Authorities notified the American embassy but without some evidence of foul play, there was nothing that could be done.

Charly knew that every month, her uncle Matthew reviewed the financial status of the trust. Natasha provided and accounting of her and Davids personal expenditures. David would also send a monthly package to Miranda Rutherford, a senior official at Commonwealth Mutual Bank. The contents were notes, test results or even samples from their research. Since internet connections and electricity were absent or unreliable in locations where the Granger’s worked, they kept meticulous written records. Her parents also collaborated with Dr. Alfred Sanderson at Virginia National University. They shared information and the Grangers used the university lab for their more advanced research.  Charly would begin with Matthew and Miranda.

Matthew Granger’s office was elegant.  The mahogany desk and bookcases were highly polished and uncluttered. Two brown leather wing chairs sat in front of the desk.  There was a round Rosewood table with four matching chairs in one corner near a television mounted on the wall.  A mahogany credenza displaying crystal decanters and glasses completed the décor.

Matthew was a bookish, shy man seven years younger than his brother David. A brilliant businessman, Matthew had greatly increased the value of the fortune his parents left.  He didn’t mind David’s lack of interest in finance. Matthew enjoyed being in charge. Matthew trusted David and Dr. Sanderson to verify the scientific information. Matthew dated some but never married. 

Matthew had to admit that some of David and Natasha’s excursions had been lucrative for the trust.  They discovered some rare artifacts or minerals or a new laboratory process that could be sold or patented. They also received several large grants which gained notoriety and prestige. 

Matthew was content to keep a low professional profile.  With a small staff, he ran the family businesses efficiently. 

Charly was warmly greeted by her uncle.  On the round table, Matthew laid out all the materials received in the last package from Swaseia. 

“There is nothing suspicious here.  Just the regular paperwork with your mother’s annotations,” Matthew reported.

“Did either one of them call you or send any kind of message?” Charly inquired.

Matthew adjusted his tortoise shell glasses and said, “No. Nothing like that.”

“What do you know about the dig they were on?” Charly asked.

“As you know, I negotiate all the contracts for your parents’ research projects.  The trust must be protected from legal exposure. I meet, in person, with the organization or government agency involved and finalize the details of what is to be done and who owns whatever material of value that may come from the research.” 

“Natasha, David, and I met Ms. Maretha  Kobamelo, Minister of Natural Resources and her assistant Mr. Leoto Oteng. Your mother was to excavate a site where some ancient relics were discovered, and your father was to conduct a mineral exploration of the area. The project was to last two years. If anything of value was found, the proceeds would be used to build schools, hospitals and a water delivery system for the people who lived in the surrounding area. I’ve spoken with both the minister and her assistant, and they report that nothing remarkable had been found.” Matthew folded his hands and looked expectantly at Charly.

“Thank you, Uncle Matthew. I appreciate your help.  Maretha, Leoto and my parents have been friends for years. I’m sure she is doing everything she can to find out what happened,” Charly said with a sigh.

“I feel confident she is,” Matthew replied. 

After his niece left, Matthew Granger slumped in his chair. What would he do if he were discovered? If the truth came out, he would be ruined. For now, he just had to hold on until they found David or maybe it would be better if he were never found. 

The laptop screens burst to life in the dark web chat room:

PAPER: Any news? Have they been found?

ROCK: Not yet.

PAPER: You know what has to happen.

ROCK: I know but we need the information first.

PAPER: Don’t get cute and try to keep it all. I have enough to finish you.

ROCK: Likewise. We are in this together whether we like it or not.

Darkness
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Miranda Rutherford was not looking forward to her meeting with Charly Granger. Miranda never knew what to say in these situations.  “Sorry for your loss” didn’t seem appropriate since there was no evidence the Grangers were lost. Recalling the death of her husband several years ago, she remembered the expressions of sympathy that fell short. People telling her that her beloved Vincent was in a better place or that his pain was over may be true but not comforting. With her grown children living in Chicago and Atlanta, Miranda’s life settled into something between boring and desperate.  She lived vicariously through the Grangers. They had each other and their work. The accounts of their adventures were fascinating, and she loved to listen to them. Miranda fidgeted nervously with her curly red hair and took a deep breath.

The confident young woman who entered Miranda’s office was nothing like the sullen, gangly child the Grangers adopted.  Her quirky, unconventional upbringing worked. She excelled in her career and the love between parents and child was palpable.

“Charly, you know how much I care about your family. How can I help?” Miranda asked.

“I don’t know what to do, Miranda.  No one in Swaseia or Uncle Matthew have any idea what happened. Maybe there was something in the last package of research material they sent you,” Charly said.

“I brought it up from the vault this morning. You’re welcome to take it with you, but you must bring
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