
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Other Harriett Roth and Don Gannon Novels

	By R. M. Morgan

	 

	CROWN HUNT

	LAST TRAIN TO DANVILLE

	 

	 

	 


Cherokee

	Emerald

	 

	A Novel

	by

	R. M. Morgan

	[image: Image]

	 

	3rd Coast Books, LLC

	19790 Hwy. 105 W. Ste. 1318

	Montgomery, Texas 77356

	 

	 

	 

	Copyright © 2021 by R. M. Morgan

	All Rights Reserved

	No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical. This includes photocopying or recording by any information storage or retrieval system, without written permission from the publisher, except for brief quotations embodied in critical reviews.

	 

	3rd Coast Books, LLC

	19790 Hwy. 105 W. Ste. 1318

	Montgomery, TX 77356

	 

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	www.3rd CoastBooks.com

	 

	ISBNs

	Perfect Binding (Print) — 978-1-946743-54-1

	eBook/Mobi — 978-1-946743-55-8

	eBook/ePub — 978-1-946743-56-5

	 

	Project Coordinator - Ian W. Gorman, Co-Publisher

	Editor - Ian W. Gorman

	Cover Artist - Fiona Jayde

	Cover Coordinator- Theo Viggers

	Text Designer - Theo Viggers

	 

	 


READER TESTIMONIALS

	 

	“R.M. Morgan has done it yet again! After giving us the Crown Hunt and Last Train to Danville, he offers us a third helping of a gripping mystery begging to be solved. As always, he incites us to sleuth for the truth!”

	 — Leonard Szymczak, 

	bestselling author of 

	The Roadmap Home: Your GPS to Inner Peace 

	and award-winning author of Kookaburra’s Last Laugh.

	 

	“In Cherokee Emerald, Morgan cleverly develops his characters and plot into an intriguing, kick-ass whodunnit. It reveals an intriguing premise, engaging characters and the kinds of twists and suspense mystery readers love. This real page-turner captivates from the beginning and satisfies to the end.” 

	— Craig Wells

	 

	“As with the previous two books, I like how the story travels through time. Events in the past sit dormant, and then come back to affect the present. I also like the word imagery, there are many, many examples throughout the book. Comparison of gunfire to popcorn slowly bursting in a microwave, description of Sandford as a muskrat, and his black, lifeless eyes.”

	— Barbara Hennessey

	 

	“What I liked about the book, was the setting in Cherokee country, and the history about the Cherokees and the fact that there were gems and gold in the East. Who knew? I also liked the way the story flowed so easily after I got started.  It was a page-turner.” 

	— Linda Rosenberg

	 

	“Cherokee Emerald is the latest mystery from R. M. Morgan. It combines page-turning action with a history tale reminiscent of Clive Cussler’s method of weaving a little-known historical story with an action-packed mystery. His characters have a warm, homey feeling that pulls the reader through the story. The who-dun-it aspect keeps the reader anticipating the conclusion.” 

	— Richard Hoff
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“The proud heart feels not terror nor turns to run 

	and it is his own courage that kills him.”

	― Homer, The Iliad
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	THE TRAIL OF TEARS — THE YEAR EIGHTEEN-THIRTY-EIGHT

	 

	 

	T


	he first death on the hunt occurred on the road to Oklahoma. It happened on a freezing, misty day in December 1838 when Waya was exhausted and shaky. Weak from throwing up, he stumbled off the trail, his entrails straining to hold back a loose, watery bowel movement. Relieved, he slumbered, sprawling close to a leafless maple tree. After waking in the bitter cold, he rose, braced himself against the tree, and glanced up the muddy dirt road. His body felt a sudden iciness. Just visible through the snow squalls, three men on horseback approached. They disappeared for a second in a flurry, before reappearing closer.

	They moved without haste toward the sick man. The first rider, his eyes blue and lifeless, wore a long tan coat and a wide-brimmed black hat. The second rider was a shorter Indian brave in a drab brown jacket and pants. The third rider was also an Indian brave, carrying a lance and wearing a red coat hand-sewn from a blanket. The man in the wide-brimmed hat bumped Waya off the road with his horse. Sprawled on the ground, the unwell brave searched the mud-covered way for help, but it was empty, no one was nearby to rescue him.

	The three dismounted and surrounded him. Their leader stood in front of the brave. “My name’s Sandford. Been looking for you. Give me the gem.”

	Waya stood and shoved the man backward, knocking his wide-brimmed hat off his head, and turned to plod up the road. In his weakened state, the three thieves caught him and dragged him back to the tree. The brave lowered his head and butted Sanford to the ground. His remaining strength faded, and Sandford’s two comrades held him tight and pushed him toward their leader, who asked, “Where is it?”

	The sickly man clamped his jaws tight and didn’t speak.

	In a vicious response, Sandford pounded the brave with his fists and kicked him in the stomach. Waya was unable to protect himself and vomited on the ground. The three thieves laughed.

	Waya heard a sucking noise from the mud out on the road. A woman in a blanket, carrying a small child on her back in a shawl, tottered by. She appeared exhausted, ignored the four of them, and kept staggering down the road.

	Sandford opened his coat. On his belt, he had a long knife in a leather sheath. The three held the brave and went through his garments, searching for the gem. Sandford discovered a folded-up sheet of paper in Waya’s pants pocket.

	He took the fake map, Waya thought. He’ll let me go.

	Sandford used his hat to keep the snowflakes off the map. He studied the sheet of paper for a minute and slowly smiled and shook his head in satisfaction. After folding the sheet and fixing it in his coat, he pulled out his steel knife with a blade long as his forearm. “I got what I came for.” After scanning the road to ensure no one watched, he drove the nasty knife into Waya’s stomach before slowly pulling it out. “That’s for making me ride so far.”

	The other two released the brave. Waya fell rearward against the tree and slumped to the ground with his back against the trunk. The three thieves mounted their horses and rode back east, disappearing once again into the falling snow. 

	Oh, Great One, it hurts. It hurts so bad, Waya thought. His injury, a deep penetrating puncture, caused him to bend forward from the hurt. The Indian brave pushed his hand against his belly to hold back the stream of blood and sat in the twilight with his back against the maple tree. To lessen his agony, he tried pressing both hands against his stomach. His fuzzy vision looked through flurries and off to his left side. He thought of his arrival on Mother Earth, heard the ghosts, lots of them, from long ago.

	Years before, he had been born into the Indian Nation, arriving in the hut of his mother. He spent much of his childhood in that shelter, his Cherokee culture being a matriarchal society. The lodging of Waya’s mother was one of several in a half-circle pattern, all surrounded by a large field cultivated by the women. The shelters and grounds were handed down mother to daughter. While the women hoed in the meadows, the men hunted for food, including rabbit and venison. He remembered weeding in his mother’s small garden, where she talked with the herbs and plants.

	As Waya sprawled under the tree and the dark-gray, gloomy sky, he groaned and watched the blood leaking through his fingers. An Indian woman, slouching and holding an army blanket around her, slogged past him. She was another helpless victim of the Native American removal termed ‘The Trail of Tears.’ The US Army had gathered masses of the Native Americans by force and took them without allowing time to pick provisions. It hurt Waya to move, and he felt too exhausted to cry out to the woman walking past him down the trail. Soon, he was alone again and falling asleep. But the constant hurt kept rousing him from slumber.

	Years before, the Elders had trained him to hunt. They taught him Nature had been here before the Cherokee, and he must honor Her. And he must accept his ancestors, who realized the critical balance the Indian had with all things. Waya had learned that to slay an animal required individual songs and prayers for the slain beast, and he was to use as much of the animal as possible. Among the Native Americans, the Cherokees had always hunted and farmed.

	He recalled how things changed when the white men came, how they wanted to swap for the deer’s skin. The white man’s traders exchanged cheap goods—inferior muskets, low-grade rifles, Colonial-style clothing, gunpowder, pots, and pans—for the hides. Waya dropped out of the mission school he had attended and joined the Native American men in the hunt for deer hides to trade with the white man. The Cherokee Elders had spoken—when the hunter was hungry and needed warmth, permission had been given by the deer to be killed. However, the hunters were slaying when their bellies were full, and their bodies warm. In time, the deer grew scarce until there were so few that many hunting parties came back without a kill.

	The injured brave blinked, and the images in his head changed. During this period, he had returned from a hunt and saw a beautiful young woman, just growing out of childhood. With skin so smooth and slightly tan, black flowing hair, and doe-like eyes. The two of them became closer, and Waya had begun to dream of a day he would provide for her. But the traders and the American Indians had decimated the deer population. Without venison, what would he bring to her hut to nourish them? He was strong, and one of the Elders taught him to search for gems. He unearthed feldspar—used for glass and ceramics—for trade. Over time, he dug a deep trench in an area where he had found a few small gems on the surface.

	Despite his pain, he smiled at the memory of finding a large green emerald, a six-sided crystal about seven inches long—a stroke of luck. It was a dark green. Mother Earth had given him a treasure.

	The graceful woman had grown and hoed in her field. Her name was Awinita. They married; in their wedding ceremony he gave her venison and she gave him corn. He moved into her hut.

	Waya leaned against the tree, remembering those wondrous times. He groaned; the relentless ache stayed. In marching on the road to Oklahoma, many of his Native American brothers and sisters had perished. As the march had dragged on, the movement of the people grew slower, and the line began to lengthen and spread out. He continued to feel groggy, only his agony keeping him awake.

	His image changed again. A branch of the white men, the Scotch-Irish, valued the independence of living in the high mountains of Appalachia and the isolation from government control and bureaucracy. They tended to coexist with the Indians, trading and marrying. Waya’s sister married a Scotch-Irish farmer named Ian McDonald. His farm sat in a section of Cherokee land within the white man’s state of North Carolina. Waya often visited McDonald and showed him the green gem. Because Waya had shown the emerald to friends, rumors of its existence spread and caught the attention of thieves. Three men attempted to break into McDonald’s house. He held a rifle on the robbers and chased them off. The leader of the three was a white man named Sandford.

	The Indian brave decided to hide the emerald. One night, McDonald and Waya buried the stone in a deep hole near McDonald’s house; at the same time, they drew two identical diagrams on sheets of paper describing its location.

	In 1829, catastrophe fell on his Cherokees like a biblical plague. The state of Georgia discovered gold in the land of the Cherokee. As a result, white prospectors swarmed into the Native American Nation, burning villages, and hunting for wealth. Greedy for gold and land, the men of Georgia voided all treaties between the Indian Nation and the federal government. In the same year, Andrew Jackson, the man nicknamed “Indian Killer,” began eight years as President of the United States. Disagreeing with the State of Georgia, the Supreme Court ruled the Cherokees had a clear title to the lands they occupied.

	Ignoring the law and federal-Indian treaties, Andrew Jackson used political and military action to remove the Indians from their land. In 1838 and 1839, the Cherokees east of the Mississippi River were run off and went by steamboat, wagon, and walking to Oklahoma. Because the water levels along the route to the west were at a historical low, most of his people didn’t travel by steamship but hiked. An estimated four thousand of the original seventeen thousand people would die on their journey, called ‘The Trail of Tears.’

	Before Waya and Awinita set out for Oklahoma, Ian McDonald, the Scotch-Irish man married to Awinita’s sister, agreed to keep the giant emerald hidden and safe until Waya’s return. To mislead any aspiring thieves, Waya carried a false map of the gem’s burial site. 

	Heartbroken, the brave and Awinita left their beautiful Smoky Mountains with ridge after ridge of peaks up to the sky. They would miss the bluish haze emitted by the forest in the early morning. Gone would be the blissful rains that fell and ran off in mountain streams and waterfalls.

	Waya remembered many of the Indians had few garments, and the lousy weather hurt them. Often, they went hungry. In time, they suffered disease. Measles, cholera, dysentery, and fever appeared among the column of the displaced. Waya’s wife became sick and couldn’t walk; he had to put her on one of the provision wagons. The only women who could ride were ill and couldn’t walk.

	As he marched with the column, Waya grew shakier with dysentery. He struggled to walk fast enough to keep his beloved Awinita’s wagon in his sight.

	Then the horrible three had caught up with him. Now, two hours had passed, and he grew light-headed, dizzy, and faint from pain and internal bleeding from the knife’s lesion. He was thankful he had loved the doe-eyed woman and lived in her hut. He prayed she would survive her sickness. I’m dying, but the Great One will watch over her, he thought. I leave the plants, the animals, and my friends.

	What he couldn’t possibly have known at the arrival of his death was more than a hundred years would pass before the hunt for the long-lost gem would begin.
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	ROTH’S MANSION, ASHEVILLE — KENTUCK DERBY DAY, SATURDAY 

	 

	 

	I


	 remember the gathering for the Kentucky Derby in 2001. Throughout that morning in the mansion, my boss, Harriett Roth, had grown furious with me. She shouted at me when I knocked my highball glass onto the floor. “Behave yourself!”

	I picked up the glass and wiped the floor with a napkin. “It wasss . . . an accident. Relax.”

	I had embarrassed myself in front of my friends. Taylor, our chef, served her potent mint juleps. She kept scurrying in and out of the kitchen and the media room. I realized my vision was off when I began seeing two of her. My impaired eyesight proved she had not skimped on the bourbon.

	Roth barked at me, “Why are you closing one of your eyes?”

	“It . . . it itches.”

	Roth had on a full-length black dress but had covered her head with a vast curved-brimmed red hat to celebrate Derby Day. I had upset her to the extent the color of her face matched her hat. “You’re blind drunk.”

	I protested because Bruce, my partner and our computer whiz, had gulped just as many drinks. “Dis is a party.”

	“You’re slurring your words, talking in a raucous outdoor voice.” She turned to Taylor. “Not another mint julep for Bruce or Don.” 

	Clad in a black tux with a red tie and red straw hat for Kentucky Derby Day, Bruce protested, “But, Boss, I didn’t knock no glass over.”

	I grinned foolishly at her. “I ammm . . . Don Gannon, sleuth ex–ex–extraordinaire, and I promise I be quieter.”

	After my tongue-lashing, I’d kept my head down, waiting for the start of the Kentucky Derby Race. Roth urged me to be more grownup. I’ve been to college and traveled the world—served in the army’s military police. But she thought me adolescent. I had let Roth down, and I felt a hollow feeling. She had planned carefully for this party, and I was spoiling it.

	Taylor bent to hand me a cup of steaming black coffee. She shook her head as she straightened. “Engine’s runnin’, but nobody's drivin’.”

	When the house-phone rang, Mickey, our muscle man, slightly drunk but not blotto, went to the hall to answer it. He had a genuinely festive outfit, looked like a blurry leprechaun. His costume included a wide-brimmed hat, full lapel sports jacket, knitted jersey, and clip-on bow tie, all in dazzling green. He returned with the cordless handset for Roth. “Your favorite history professor, Angela Lightfoot.”

	My boss didn’t down the more potent drink. She sipped a Biltmore House wine. After greeting Angela, Roth asked, “Where are you?”

	I felt myself getting a little drowsy. In a flood of green clothes, Mickey went to mute the TV. Roth put down her wine glass and settled back on the couch to listen to Angela. “Say again. You are researching a farmhouse in Macon County. A building from the Early Republic period?”

	My eyes tried to focus on the two Roths as they talked on the phone. “Your research may have led you into a dangerous situation—possibly requiring protection from criminals.”

	Roth picked up her glass, sipped, and continued listening. She frowned at me. “Yes, my right-hand man is here.” I closed my left eye to see her correctly. “He’s functioning, but barely. He’s drunk as a skunk.”

	She listened a little longer. “Can you stop by the mansion now?”

	Roth finished the call and handed the phone to Mickey and studied me. Taylor, in a lime green dress with a wide-brimmed yellow hat, looking like a showy flower, stood beside me. My boss said, “Taylor, bring Don and Bruce more coffee. Professor Lightfoot is on her way to see us.”

	My bladder felt tight to bursting. I needed a toilet soon, but what if I walked across the room swaying like a drunken elephant? Roth would go ballistic. My boss had admired me when we solved Digger Harper’s murder. Now I had undercut my standing. When my eyes closed and opened again, the room spun. But detectives don’t pee in their pants, and I had screwed up. I rose and lurched toward the door.

	# # #

	Angela arrived thirty minutes later. Monarchos had won the Kentucky Derby, Taylor had started clearing away empty glasses and snack trays, and I had begun to sober up. I saw a double of Angela enter the media room and take a seat on a couch. But by narrowing my eyes, the two history professors, the Angelas, became one. Roth had caught me squinting as she stared straight at me, pursing her lips. I opened both eyes and smiled in my disarming way.

	Her white teeth complementing her ebony skin, Professor Lightfoot brightened the room with her smile. Turning in my direction, she said, “My, you dressed brightly for the Derby.”

	Clad in a tan shirt and pants with a red, white, and blue floral jacket, I smiled at the Angelas and nodded a thank you. My tongue felt a little thick.

	The professor placed her briefcase beside her. “After we searched for the gold from the Confederate train, you said we might work together again.”

	Roth extended both her hands toward the history professor. “I found your assistance gratifying.” She laid an index finger on her lower lip as if reflecting. “We could work together again, but our collaboration will function best if we investigate something of value to Roth Security.”

	Bruce spoke up. “Cos, you’re a cool chick, but my boss worries ’bout payin’ her operatives.” Angela didn’t say anything but returned a smile. Even though she was older and taller than Bruce, they had something going. I had seen them together in downtown Asheville.

	Angela held up a palm to reject a mint julep from Taylor. I drank black coffee, which Taylor kept bringing me. “Several nights ago, intruders attacked a grandmother and burglarized her old farmhouse.”

	Roth cocked her head toward Angela. “This is a farm in Macon County, North Carolina?”

	The history professor bobbed her Afro at Roth. “It is.”

	“Located roughly where?”

	“About seventy miles southwest of Asheville, in the mountains.”

	Bruce interrupted. “Sounds like a routine burglary. Why we get involved?”

	Angela wiggled her finger at Bruce. “The break-in is not routine in any way.”

	Bruce lifted his chin. “How so?”

	“They took old family photographs off the wall and broke into a hidden room under the stairs.”

	I butted in, trying not to slur my words. “I bet there’s more.”

	“The next night, intruders dug a deep hole on the farmland.”

	Bruce paused, glancing at Angela. “Don’t gets involved. Cos, have the farm people call the police.”

	Angela shook her head. “The police came to the farm, but the diggers had vanished.”

	I was sobering up from the mint juleps and tried to organize my faltering thoughts. “Wait, how badly did the burglars hurt the grandmother?”

	“She spent two days in the hospital, but she’s okay now.”

	Roth sipped her wine. “Will the police keep a lookout at the farm?”

	Angela shook her head. “The sheriff’s deputy advised hiring private security.”

	“And?” Roth asked.

	“Family’s dirt poor.”

	Bruce gave a half shrug. “Bet dey could pay a rent-a-cop. They wants a freebie.”

	Our professor smiled at him. “I don’t know. That farm’s seen better days.”

	I swallowed more coffee. Roth asked a question. “You said the burglars took old photographs off the wall?”

	“Ancient photographs.”

	Roth appeared puzzled. “Explain how you got involved?”

	“The thieves scattered old journals and papers on the floor at the farmhouse.”

	Roth put down her glass. “And?”

	“The family, name of McDonald, called my college, at the Asheville campus, exploring for a historian.”

	Roth stared at Angela. “Why did they think to call a college?”

	“The grandmother thought the college would help for free—because of the age of the documents.”

	“How did you get involved?"

	“Our department secretary passed their call to me. I drove to the farm to review the papers.”

	“What did you find?” Roth asked.

	“A grandson, who lives there, walked me around a pond to the holes. The trespassers excavated another pit last night.”

	“You inspected the dug-up ground?” Roth asked.

	“I wore my wellies, my Wellington boots. Stood next to the holes.”

	My boss leaned forward, focusing on Angela. “Tell me about their size, their dimensions.”

	Angela reached in her briefcase and took out photographs she had taken of the excavations. “The diggers made each pit roughly the size of a park bench. Three holes in three nights.”

	Roth turned to me and asked, “Could one person dig such a hole in a night?”

	I thought a second about my answer. “I am guessing two men dug and kept to a procedure: One digs while the other watches, and every fifteen minutes, they switch roles.”

	Roth cupped her chin and gave me a steely stare. “But couldn’t there have been more than two people?”

	“Maybe, but then wouldn’t they dig more holes each night?”

	Angela seemed to consider what I had said and then continued recalling her visit to the farmhouse. “Inside, I gathered the papers off the floor. I held archaic documents, journals, and papers, over a hundred years old.”

	I suspected Angela hadn’t told us everything. “Why tell us?”

	“I took the papers back to my campus office to study—and decided to discuss safety with you.”

	My boss held up an index finger. “But what’s in it for Roth Security?”

	Roth had lost her husband and all the family wealth except for her estate house. I understood this calamity caused her fear of poverty. I was maybe the only person who knew. She said, every day, she swore she wouldn’t allow extreme poverty to drag her down again. 

	Angela smirked. “When I read the journals, I found something that might interest you.”

	Reaching again into her briefcase, she pulled out a battered ledger with a gray cardboard cover. “The journals were mostly day-to-day accounts of farming life: raining, plowing a field, and sowing grain. But portions were like a diary and described life in the McDonald family.” Angela paused as if for dramatic effect. “The family has lived on the farm since the early 1800s.”

	Professor Lightfoot moved to sit beside Roth on her couch, angling the tattered journal so they could read the yellow pages together. I walked behind the sofa to glance over Angela’s shoulder.

	“Great-great-great-Grandfather McDonald—first name Ian—wrote these pages from 1837 to 1838. He married a Cherokee woman.”

	Being a history buff, I was fascinated by Angela’s tale, but Bruce raised his eyebrows in frustration. He cleared his throat. “If Great-great-great-grandfather McDonald is going to keep coming up, could we agree to call him Ian?”

	Angela chuckled. “Ian’s entries in the summer and fall of 1838 are remarkable.”

	She read directly from the journal:

	 

	June 15, 1838 - Waya came to our home this morning. Brought two rabbits and several squash for us. We talked and walked the fields.

	 

	We all interrupted in a chorus. “Who’s Waya?”

	Angela glanced up from the journal. “A Cherokee brave. More about him later.”

	She continued reading:

	 

	At night Waya and I smoked tobacco and talked. He spoke bad words about Andrew Jackson stealing the Cherokee Nation’s lands. Waya does not want to leave these beautiful mountains.

	 

	Bruce interrupted, “We know dis story. A treaty wid the US protected the Cherokee Nation.”

	My boss twisted to him and said, “Hush. Let Angela finish.”

	Professor Lightfoot turned pages and continued reading from the journal:

	 

	August 2, 1838 - Waya came to visit. Said some of the Cherokees applied for and became citizens of North Carolina. They may be allowed to live here and not forced to move to the western lands. Waya plans to apply for citizenship. If he must leave, he will come back later.

	 

	I didn’t understand what she read. “The journal says some of the Cherokees had become US citizens?”

	Angela took a moment before answering. “Some Cherokees purchased land along the Oconaluftee River. It was a land trust in North Carolina. It was like those Cherokees were part of the state in which they lived.”

	Roth brushed her palms together. “When do we get to the part in which you think I might be interested?”

	Angela continued reading:

	 

	August 4, 1838 - Waya feared army would force him to travel to western land. He asked would I guard his valuables until his return. I told him he was my brother. I would faithfully guard his treasure. He showed me a gem, an emerald, the size of a goose egg, with almost no flaws.

	 

	Roth’s eyes gleamed. “Ahh, this part interests me.”

	Bruce snickered. “Dis reminds me of our case of the buried Confederate gold. What if we hunt an emerald, and it ain’t there?”

	Our professor didn’t respond but continued reading:

	 

	August 6, 1838 - Tonight, my brother and I took a wooden cask, tarred on the outside, to a field on the far side of the pond, away from the house. We put the large green stone in the barrel and buried it three feet down. I drew a treasure map of the location of the jewel. Whoever has this paper can find the cask.

	 

	We all began jabbering remarks at Angela.

	“Guys, this is a fairy tale,” Bruce said.

	“Stone is long gone,” Mickey said.

	“Not again!” I said.

	When we grew silent, she continued. “In the papers at the farmhouse, I didn’t find a diagram to the hiding place.”

	Roth emptied the last of the red wine into her glass. “You mentioned Grandma McDonald. Did you ask her if she had heard about this gem?”

	“Grandma McDonald said the family lore is Waya left on the Trail of Tears without the gem. She thinks the family journals were stacked under the stairs, sealed in by time, and forgotten.”

	The journal told an exciting tale. An emerald big as a goose egg. Could Ian, aka Great-great-great-grandfather McDonald, have stolen the big jewel? “Sounds like someone recently remembered the journals,” I said.

	Roth took another sip from her wine glass. She could nurse a drink better than anyone. “How much might such a stone be worth today?”

	“The journal said it had few imperfections,” Angela said. “So, my guess is millions of dollars.”

	“Why didn’t you bring Grandma with you?”

	“She wouldn’t come because she feared you would want her to pay.”

	Mickey, usually a sphinx, spoke up. “Why should we believe the journal? Did anyone other than Ian see this stone?”

	Angela nodded. “Good point. I’ll ask Grandma if any other family member saw the green gem.”

	Bruce shifted on the couch where he sat. “And why would such a gemstone exist in North Carolina? It’s fantasy made up to pass a cold night on de frontier.”

	Bruce’s remark summoned the full weight of Roth’s wrath; after all, she expected her investigators to know what they were saying. “Bruce, you know nothing about the natural resources in these mountains.”

	She rose, left the room, and returned with a book from her office. “The Appalachian Mountains used to be part of South Africa, where many valuable minerals are found.”

	She thumbed through pages until she found what she sought. “In 1799, twelve-year-old Conrad Reed found a seventeen-pound rock of gold in a North Carolina stream. This state was the leading gold-producing state in Colonial America until 1848 when the California Gold Rush began. The Crabtree Emerald Mine in North Carolina mined emerald crystals.”

	Roth stopped frowning at Bruce and turned to Angela. “How do we proceed?”

	“I’ll search for additional information on Waya, Ian McDonald, and a paper map. I suspect there may be more trespassing by unknown parties and possibly additional attacks.”

	Angela hesitated. “Would you be willing to help?”

	I doubted Roth would get involved if she didn’t get paid. On the other hand, she liked Professor Lightfoot and probably didn’t want her in danger. After a short faltering, Roth said, “I’ll send Don to inspect the farm. You say they lack funding?”

	“They’re poor.”

	Roth stood. “Our initial investigation around the farm and consultation is free. If Don and you decide the Cherokee Emerald might exist, we can offer the McDonald family a salvage-recovery agreement.”

	Angela also stood up. “How would that work?”

	“We wouldn’t charge them anything, but we’d get half the recovered value if we find the gemstone.”

	Angela stroked her chin as if thinking. “The McDonalds are desperate for money. They might agree to a split.”

	Before we closed our Kentucky Derby Party, Roth shared one final thought. “Please remember one salient fact about detectives: while the gumshoe constantly searches for an answer to a question, they search as well for new sources of payment.”

	Professor Lightfoot packed the journal away in her case, and we arranged to drive to the farmhouse the following day.

	“Sober up,” Roth said to me, “you have a long drive tomorrow.”

	I saw Angela out the front door and quietly slipped upstairs to sleep off the drunk. I didn’t know then that the farmhouse's situation would introduce a profound mystery—a few of them.
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	GRANDMA’S FARM, MACON COUNTY — SUNDAY

	 

	 

	I


	n the early morning, I was on my way to the farmhouse in Macon County, North Carolina, a region surrounded by stunning elevated mountains. Angela guided Bruce, who was driving us through a maze of narrow two-lane roads surrounded by red spruce forest. I viewed dense woods that would provide cover for anyone digging holes in the ground without being seen. She led us farther back into the woodland, steering us through an area perhaps unchanged from the early 1800s.

	Bruce slowed to go around a curve. “Yeah, my Jeep’s de ideal vehicle for this bumpy driving.”

	Ever since Bruce got his all-wheel-drive vehicle in 1999, I had to listen to him brag about his purchase. “Bruce, ninety-nine percent of the time, you drive this box on paved roads and parking lots.”

	“That’s right, good buddy, bite the hand that feeds you. Next time, I’ll let you wreck the suspension on your toy.”

	“By toy, do you refer to my Mustang GT, a wolf not in sheep’s clothing?”

	“Toy! A bauble in sleek clothing.”

	Angela spoke from the right-front passenger seat. “You’re a crabby pair. Do you dislike each other so much?”

	Bruce rotated his head to stare at me, which was unnerving because he drove down a twisting road with trees abutting the narrow lane.

	 I leaned forward from the rear seat and explained to Angela. “We’ve been close friends since elementary school.”

	“We’re as close as two penned-up hogs,” Bruce said.

	“Our life was hard, but Bruce and I lifted each other.”

	Bruce glanced at Angela and then switched his view back to the road. “I remember my dear old mother on her death bed.”

	I followed his lead. “I went to Bruce’s home to draw the drapes and light candles.”

	Bruce picked up the yarn. “Don was a godsend, a blessing.”

	I carried on after sniffling and drying my eyes. “‘Lord have mercy,’ Bruce’s mother said. ‘Someone gotta care for my poor, simple-minded boy after I’m gone.’”

	Angela steadied herself on the door handle, as the vehicle bumped along. She maintained a poker-player face.

	“Bruce’s mother took my hand and spoke her final words. ‘Promise me you’ll help him carry his burden—’”

	“She passed away, clutched in Don’s arms. That scene tore out my heart.” Bruce gave Angela a pitiful expression and pressed his right hand against his chest.

	Angela did an exaggerated eye roll and tilted her head back. “She was a truly amazing woman.”

	Bruce shot Angela a puzzled glance. “How do you mean?”

	“I recall she called you last week. She must have called from heaven, which would make her truly amazing.”

	Angela studied the landscape as if searching for a turnoff. “You prattle at each other like a puppet show.”

	I rested my rump on a cushioned section of the rear seat in Bruce’s Jeep. Going on a field trip with Bruce and Angela was diverting, but it was going to kill my morning. Apart from the attack on the grandmother, I suspected kids were messing around on the farm.

	The vehicle’s wheels hit a rut in the road. “Ouch, that smarted.”

	Why had Roth sent me to investigate? She must have seen something I hadn’t. Her methods were a mystery to me; it irked me that she almost always seemed to be right.

	Angela pointed out a white mailbox at the entrance to a road partially hidden by tall grass. The mailbox had block letters spelling McDonald, and the dirt road had a constricted width allowing one pickup or two cars to pass by hugging the shoulders of the lane. The way opened onto a vista of fields, a small pond and stream, trees bordering the areas, and a two-story, bleached-white farmhouse.

	Bruce parked on the scraggly grass in front of the building, which appeared slightly lop-sided as if the owners had hammered additions onto the original farmhouse. We exited the vehicle and approached the structure.

	A man with a full black beard answered the door. Dressed in dusty blue overalls held up by only one strap over his shoulders, he held a can of Mountain Dew and glanced at Angela. “Ms. Lightfoot.”

	Angela introduced Bruce and me. “Meet Ashley McDonald. His grandmother owns this farm.” 

	Ashley stepped back to let us enter. “Them the gumshoes you told me about?”

	I corrected him. “Gumshoes extraordinaire.”

	He didn’t blink. “I ain’t got money to pay you.”

	The dull thunk of metal on wood startled me. I turned. An undersized woman with white hair, which was partially covered by a white gauze bandage, whacked a doorframe with an aluminum crutch. “I see we got guests. Why wasn’t I notified?”

	We had found the matriarch of the McDonald Clan. She leaned against the doorframe and polished her glasses. “We heard digging again last night. Tell them, Ashley.”

	When he was slow to respond, she said, “Four nights in a row. Them trashy people were out there.”

	She moved from the doorframe into the room, and Ashley assisted his grandmother onto a couch.

	I coughed to get her attention. “Did the sheriff’s deputy come to arrest the intruders?”

	She smiled at me as if I were a slow student showing promise. “That they didn’t. They’re worthless.”

	“They won’t help,” Ashley said. “The deputy covers a large area and don’t come a-runnin’ every time a digger pops up.”

	Grandma settled herself on the couch and pointed the end of the crutch at her grandson. “Them thieves search for Waya’s gem.”

	“Grandma, we don’t know that’s true.”

	“Fiddlesticks, why else dig up our yard? Sometimes, you don’t have the brains of a donkey.”

	Grandma again took off her glasses and wiped them with a cloth. Ashley remained quiet and sucked on his Dew as if their outbursts were commonplace. The old woman adjusted her glasses on her prominent nose and
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