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			“For there is nothing covered, that shall not be revealed; neither hid, that shall not be known.” 

			– Luke 12:2

		

		
			1

			French Broad River near Asheville, North Carolina — Sunday

			Twisting and turning through the woodland, Digger jogged up and down the trail of dirt and flat rocks. He felt pleased with his life, his spirits lifting as he listened to an old Hank Williams’ song, “Baby, We’re Really in Love,” through his earphones. The October foliage—yellow Black-Eyed Susans, thick and skinny trees with leaves changing color, small green shrubbery—lay around and before him. His life was heaven on earth.

			Nature’s beauty distracted him from the growing ache in his legs and chest. Slowing his pace, Digger leaned forward and forced his legs to thrust, pushing him to the top of the rising trail. Triumph. He bent over, his heart thumping. To catch his breath, Digger stopped running, removed his earphones, and rested his head against a sturdy tree. Panting, he gazed down at his yellow vest, worn to alert the hunters now that hunting season had started. He sucked in clean air through mouth and nose and listened to the slight ripple of the French Broad River a hundred meters or so to his left.

			His eyes noticed a slight movement on the ground. A turtle, upside down, its feet waving in the air, trying to upright itself. He bent his knees, turned the green-tinged shell right side up, and gently set the creature beside the path. “Thar my friend. You’re good to go.”

			In his late-twenties and healthy, Digger’s breathing slackened, easing his chest’s agony. He should push off and drive along the trail, but his body, savoring the respite, resisted. I’ll rest a moment longer, he thought.

			Straightening, he looked toward the river, catching the rays of the sun in his eyes. A metallic sound—Click!—pricked the silence.

			He twisted toward the noise, gazing up the slope beside the trail, at the green shrubs and the fall-colored leaves.

			Pow!—a projectile punched the tree next to him. Flying wood fragments flayed his skin—pain and terror.

			Used to deer hunters in the autumn, he didn’t hesitate, throwing himself off the path. Falling among bushes and a small tree, he realized someone had shot the tree beside him. Without conscious thought, he shoved his torso and forehead through the brush onto the ground, its earth populated with late-season ants.

			Pow!—a second shot.

			Digger couldn’t believe the hunter hadn’t seen his bright yellow garment, visible in the morning light. His pulse accelerated; his ears strained to gather any sound. Digger, motionless, thought the shots, the noise, had come from the trees above him, up the slope. He raised his head. The far trees were a fusion of colors: green, yellow, orange, and red. Where am I? he thought.

			He lowered his head—Pow!—followed by the splintering of a tree branch. Confusion. Shock. Get the hell out of here, he thought. Down to the river. It’ll cover the sound. Digger glanced to his left and low-crawled to a fold in the ground, leading off in the direction of the French Broad River, the main river through Asheville. Fog blanketed the lower part of the incline. He pierced the first haze of the mist.

			Another discharge behind him—Pow!

			Quiet.

			Covered in fog, Digger rose to a crouch and moved as quietly as he could toward the flowing river. Rising, he tried to continue quietly down the hill, increasing speed, folding the mist around him. He started running, ignoring the ache in his chest. Worn rocks, interspersed with dirt, lay along this side of the river. 

			No one fired at his back. He spotted his home. He wanted his rifle. He rushed through the front door, past his dog barking and scampering in circles. He sat on the floor, watching both his front door and the door from his rear porch, holding his Remington Model 700 BDL SS with a box of .30-06 cartridges beside him. He hugged his dog, a Border Terrier. The terrier leapt in his arms and licked his face. His clothes hung heavy, soaked with sweat.

			# # #

			Digger made two phone calls: the first to the Buncombe County Sheriff’s Office in Asheville and a second to his fiancée, Lilith Johnson.

			“Baby, it’s me,” he said to Lilith.

			“Honey, what’s wrong?”

			“A hunter kept shooting at me. I had to run.”

			“Call the police.”

			“The Sheriff’s deputies are coming.”

			“I’m coming over.”

			“No. I’ve got my rifle.”

			# # #

			Two Sheriff’s deputies responded quickly. More deputies came and followed Digger to the trail beside the river. Observing through the trees, he watched the deputies—in black shirts with long sleeves and black pants—combing the upper slope for the sniper’s location. Occasionally, they would push aside the bushes and pick up some object, which they placed in a clear evidence packet.

			An older officer separated from the deputies and walked to Digger. The man’s build had started to expand, his height reached a little above average, and he appeared powerful with a wide stance and his hands on his hips instead of at his sides. His hair, including mustache and goatee, had turned white, his eyebrows remained brown with streaks of white, and his eyes studied Digger. “I’m Chief Deputy Sheriff Goodman.”

			“Thanks for coming.”

			Goodman pointed at the ground. “You stood here when the attack began?”

			The memory of that moment made Digger shiver. “Right there.” 

			The Chief Deputy glanced at the Spanish coin on a chain around Digger’s neck. Then Goodman studied the tree beside them and pulled out a pocketknife to dig at a hole in the trunk. “The first bullet hit the tree here?”

			Still clad in his sweatshirt and jogging trousers, Digger replied, “Uh-huh.”

			“Do you know the perpetrator?”

			“Didn’t see the shooter.”

			Goodman pulled his goatee. “Who has a motive? Someone who hates you?”

			He lifted his shoulders in a half shrug. “I don’t know.”

			The officer wrote in a notepad. “You got a hunch? A person we ought to interrogate?”

			Digger hesitated and fidgeted with his coin and chain. “My former partner, Johnny Hayes.”

			“Threatened you, did he?”

			“Not threatened. Hayes took something from me.”

			Goodman scribbled on his notepad. “Who witnessed this attack?”

			“No one.”

			“You jog most mornings?”

			“I do. Most mornings.”

			“Many people know this?”

			Digger gave a half shrug. “Family. Friends.” 

			Goodman cocked his head at him. “What’s your profession?”

			“I search for fortunes.”

			Goodman gave him a hesitant stare. “You’re an archeologist?” 

			Digger shook his head. “I search for valuables, antiques.”

			“For yourself?”

			“For myself.”

			“That’s your job?”

			Digger pulled on the chain around his neck. “That’s right. Things buried in the ground.”

			The officer continued writing. “We found the spot where the shooter waited for you. My deputies found ejected shells; pistol cartridge casings.”

			“What’s that mean?”

			The Chief Deputy locked eyes with Digger. “Not a hunter. Hunters use rifles, not pistols. Also means you’re in real danger.”

			He patted the rifle strung over his shoulder. “I’m safe now. Have my gun.”

			Goodman cocked his head. “Until we find the guy, you’d better cut out the jogging.”

			The Chief Deputy hesitated to scratch his goatee. “Funny thing. Let me show ya something.” Goodman pointed to a bloody form in the brush off the path. “What’s that?”

			Digger recognized the remains of the green-tinted armor of the turtle: shattered and covered with blood. “It was alive this morning. I picked it up.”

			“When you escaped to the river, the shooter chased you, tramping through the brush and firing at you.”

			“Lost me and shot that poor turtle outta spite.”

			“One heartless piece of trash,” Goodman said and closed his notepad. “Here’s my card.”

			Goodman turned and walked back to his deputies. The solitary figure rubbed the coin on his chain and hiked back toward his house, scanning the trees and undergrowth for a sniper.

			# # #

			Two days later on Tuesday, making his breakfast, Digger listened to the birds and the rhythmic roiling of the French Broad River just down the riverbank from his house. In his kitchen, he placed a plate, silverware, and a sugar bowl on an old table covered with a stained tablecloth. Starting a pot of coffee, Digger felt a refreshing breeze through the door, slightly ajar, out to the rear porch.

			He sat down and began eating eggs and bacon. His thoughts jumped to the puzzle on his mind: Who shot at him? Anything to do with one of his treasure hunts? Was his sniper a poor sharpshooter or a good shot deliberately missing as a warning? The coffee finished percolating. Digger grabbed his coffee mug and walked to the cabinet for cinnamon powder and sprinkled a lot of it into his drink, as he did each dawn. He sat to continue eating, a dirty baseball cap with a hardware-store logo perched on his head.

			Goodman had phoned and asked Digger to stop by the Sheriff’s Office. He wanted to interrogate Digger further. Digger, stirring the coffee mixture, planned to share his suspicion about events a week back. Digger had gone through the attic in his old family house. He had a hunch the shooting tied back to what he had found. He turned his focus to picking out a location to dig tonight. While he consumed his breakfast, he—gaunt-looking, from missing sleep recently—read a timeworn journal and map. He wore clothing appropriate for excavating: blue overalls, a long-sleeve maroon shirt, and a white tee shirt peeking through his shirt collar.

			In the front room, his dog barked, maybe sensing someone near the house. The barking continued, joined by a sound of furniture scraping along the floor. Digger put down his fork and went to investigate. His dog shoved his snout under a couch. Digger raised one end of the sofa. A chipmunk scurried across the floor to the TV.  Securing his terrier to the furniture, he grabbed a blanket, chased the chipmunk around the living room, and tossed a blanket over it. He released the chipmunk outside, praised his dog for defending the house, and returned to his breakfast table.

			He reheated his coffee in the microwave and pored over the map. As he considered where to probe the ground that night, his mind wandered, speculating how a chipmunk got into the house. He had never seen such a rodent in his home. His thoughts switched to Lilith, his fiancée, his Babe. Thoughtful, soft-spoken, and practical, she was his delight. He loved her infectious calm, occasionally interspersed with a short temper flash. She had told him about her pregnancy; he would be a father. He felt the encircling pang of responsibility and joy of awaiting fatherhood. He couldn’t stop himself from weeping, tearing with happiness.

			His coffee tasted a little bitter; he added more cinnamon powder. Returning to his maps, he chose a location near the railroad tracks for tonight. Getting up and carrying dirty dishes to the sink, he noticed a strange taste in his mouth.

			His tongue felt peculiar—growing numb, insensitive to touch.

			His abdomen tingled as if insects crawled on his body. He stood and checked under his shirt—no bugs.

			A cold and clammy feeling started at his arms and progressed to his torso. Digger turned his head and retched on the floor.

			He clutched his stomach; he struggled to breathe; his vision blurred.

			Digger grabbed at the table—too late—he collapsed to the floor, pulling the tablecloth, journal, map, and sugar bowl onto the floor. No feeling in his face. Lying on the floor, he wondered, Am I dying?

			As spasms wracked his body, he thought of the shooting in the woods, connecting the dots—attempts to murder me.

			He tried to crawl to the phone in his living room, but he didn’t have the strength.

			As he lay prone, sugar—from the upended sugar bowl—covered the floor before his face. With effort, Digger smoothed down the sugar mound and drew a face with eye sockets and two crossed bars behind the head. He slumped motionless with a hand at the edge of the sugar.

			# # #

			In the early afternoon, Lilith found Digger’s body sprawled upon the floor. The afternoon sun showed through the kitchen window illuminating a trail of vomit going from his mouth to a final pool. She was aware of a slight odor of body waste filling the air. Overcome by a dizzy spell, her hip bumped a cabinet and she sat down on the floor.

			Lilith crawled over and slipped her arms around him and tried to hug him back to life. He, Digger, had left her, leaving behind his stone-cold face and unfeeling body. She held her fiancé, wiped his face clean with her sleeve, and wailed. Lilith poured tears onto the lenses of her glasses until they flowed over the edges of her black, plastic rims. The child within her, foretold by early-morning nausea and vomiting, would never meet its father.

			An hour passed. Lilith—with gummy eyelids, a runny nose, and blurred vision—lay her Digger down. She lurched into the front room and phoned the Sheriff’s Office. During the next fifteen minutes, her hands squeezed into fists, other muscles tightened in readiness, and she settled on an intense sense of purpose. She determined nothing would stop her from finding Digger’s killer. She wouldn’t hold Digger ever again. Someone had poisoned him and they would pay for this. “Damn you!” With that shout, Lilith’s heart filled with poison.

		


		
			2

			Riverside Cemetery, Asheville — Friday

			A police vehicle led a procession of cars with headlights turned on in the dim daylight. The police car headed the cheerless line into Riverside Cemetery, winding over narrow, asphalt-paved roads, passing rhododendron bushes and oak trees, going by granite tombstones and the occasional vault. On a level stretch, the line twisted to the shoulder and stopped. In the middle of a field of headstones and mausoleums, an open grave waited, roofed by a canopy stretched on aluminum poles.

			Along with other somber pallbearers, Bruce and I—in dark overcoats and without hats—bore Digger’s casket to his graveside. In years past, the three of us had grown up at the same Asheville high school, spending many hours on the football field behind the school, learning to play together as a team, and forming lifelong bonds. Bruce and I excelled in those long-ago football games, while Digger, smaller and slower, only entered the contest when the score was lopsided. Time had flown by; those days were ten years ago.

			Once the graveside service concluded, I stood quietly with Bruce off to the side, remembering Digger. We always got to school before classes started and sat on the gray brick benches along the wall in the rotunda, laughing and watching the girls go by. I would lend Digger a hand with his math homework, pulled him through trigonometry. In the fall, we’d dress for football practice in the gym with its progressively gross smell. On the weekends, we’d drive through the burger drive-ins along Tunnel Road, seeking girls. We had been pals. Now he’s gone. Jeezus, I’m going to miss him.

			Bruce, my sidekick, said, “Heard Digger died at his home.”

			I glanced away because I didn’t want him to see me take a swipe at my teary eyes. It wouldn’t be manly. “That’s my understanding too. Don’t know what he died of.”

			That’s when the woman, who would turn out to be Lilith, left the main body of mourners, strode in a line straight as an arrow’s flight directly to Bruce and me, and kicked off the case.

			I recalled well this moment and my first perception of her: white woman, short, plump, wearing large-framed glasses, and dressed in a baggy peacoat. My initial moniker for her, wrong it would turn out, was Milly Milk Toast. I would come to rue my failure to spot a fierce, unbending spirit behind a false front of blandness.

			The woman stopped before me and wiped her eyes with a tissue. She spoke softly. “Are you Don Gannon?”

			Who was she? I didn’t recognize her. Did Digger have a sister? He had never mentioned a sister. “Yeah. I am.”

			“The detective?”

			I still didn’t recognize her. “The one and only.”

			“I’m Lilith Johnson. I was Digger’s fiancée.”

			I peered at brown eyes behind her thick-rimmed glasses and her helter-skelter blonde hair and reflected: she might turn out to have the soul of a beautiful swan, but she dressed as a scruffy duckling. 

			“My condolences.” I pulled a hand out of my overcoat pocket and gestured toward my partner, a black man of average height with an amiable smile, standing beside me. “This is Bruce Seeker.”

			“I’m sorry for your loss,” Bruce said. “I grew up with Digger, all through high school. He was my friend.”

			Tears dripped down her face. “I loved Digger. I am pregnant with his child.”

			I felt awkward. “I’m sad about your hurt.” My throat tightened in a painful spasm as I brought Digger to mind.

			She nodded and then paused, like someone preparing to spring off a diving board. “Before Digger died, he grew frightened, skittish.”

			Digger hadn’t told me he got engaged. What did she want? Should I calm this grief-stricken woman? Glancing over Lilith’s shoulder, I spotted the Chief Deputy standing among the mourners and staring at our small group.

			She again wiped her eyes. “Digger told me—if something ever happened to him—to go to you. You’re a private investigator.”

			“Why?”

			“You would avenge him.”

			Bruce ran his hand through his corkscrew curls and glanced at me, raising his eyebrows.

			Lilith appeared upset. I wondered if she thought straight. “Didn’t know someone murdered Digger.”

			She turned from me and pointed toward one of the groups at the funeral. “That tall man with white hair is Deputy Chief Sheriff Goodman. He suspects someone poisoned my fiancé.”

			I spotted Goodman, his back to us. The Chief Deputy talked to a man and woman, who might be in their late seventies. The older man, in a dark jacket, appeared bereaved. The white hair of the elderly woman showed under a black hat. She seemed disinterested, not grief-stricken.

			“I know Harry Goodman,” I said. “A skillful investigator.”

			She blew her nose into a tissue. Beside me, Bruce said nothing, standing like a black statue.

			“What is it you want me to do?” I asked. “Harry’s a pro, and we have a history. He won’t appreciate me looking over his shoulder.”

			She raised her chin. “Get the proof and jail Digger’s killer. I can help. I know who did it.”

			Did she expect me to work pro bono? Roth, my boss, wouldn’t approve. Or did Lilith have money to pay me? “I’m grateful for my old friend’s confidence in me, but we should let the Sheriff’s Office manage the inquiry.”

			She pulled another tissue out of the pocket of her dark blue peacoat. “You must help. What can I do to convince you?”

			I glanced at Bruce, inviting his input. “She has to talk with Roth. The Boss told us no moonlighting.”

			I took a moment to consider, glancing over the many trees in the cemetery and the rolling hills. Roth always fretted about coming up with her payroll and took money any way she could. Avarice is a narcotic to her, clouding her mind, her beliefs, in her quest for wealth. To investigate Digger’s death would bring her money, but she had to command me to do it. Lilith had to talk to Harriett Roth. “Come to Roth Security tomorrow. It’s at 2050 Deerhaven Lane and talk with my boss.”

			She wrote down the address. “When?”

			I used my mobile phone to call Roth and, after talking to her, asked Lilith, “Ten o’clock?”

			“I’ll be there.” She turned and walked back toward the remnants of the funeral crowd.

			Bruce pulled at my coat sleeve. “Here comes your good buddy, Goodman.”

			The Chief Deputy walked up to Bruce and me and shook our hands. Goodman came from another time, trained in the Army, the infantry, during the Vietnam War, spoke directly without guile, and looked straight into the eyes of his listener. His formerly full head of hair, receding on the crown, had grown white. These days, he sometimes hesitated in his speech, hunting for a word. Old age had slowed a once forceful man. I caught the overpowering scent of Goodman’s aftershave, Aqua Velva. “It’s a sad day, gentlemen.”

			I felt a drop of rain on my face. I glanced at the overcast sky. It didn’t seem dark enough for a full-blown storm. “That it is. Heard you suspect poisoning.”

			“A local lab discovered the crime. They found aconite—comes from the plant monkshood—in Digger’s coffee.” Goodman rubbed his goatee and continued. “The state laboratory in Raleigh is confirming that finding.” Lilith might feel emotional about her former fiancé, but she got the poison part right.

			I guessed about the elderly couple who had been talking to Goodman. A sad man. A superior woman. “Those the parents?” I hadn’t seen them in a while. 

			“The old man is Michael Harper,” Goodman said. “Do you remember he adopted Digger after his brother, Digger’s father, and Digger’s mother died in a car crash.”

			I nodded my head.

			“What’s the age of Digger’s adoptive father?” Bruce asked.

			Goodman gave a half shrug. “His adoptive father is eighty. He walked across Europe in the infantry in World War Two. The stout woman is his wife, Bertha Harper.”

			“What are they like?” I asked.

			Before replying, Goodman waited a long moment. “He’s a little wacky, like an absent-minded professor. He’s also the dazed, pained father. She’s annoyed by the inconvenience of Digger’s death.”

			“She’s cold?” I asked.

			“Cold? Not sure she knows what it means to care for another human.”

			The Chief Deputy tightly pressed his lips together and switched subjects. “So, what did Lilith say to you?”

			“Wants me to investigate the death. I assume you would rather I didn’t muck around in your case?”

			“Have at it. We’ve known each other long enough. You will share all your information with me, right?”

			Goodman removed his hand from his coat pocket and rubbed his goatee. “Don’t tell my Sheriff I said that. He thinks you’re cheeky. If he sees me talking with you, he’s sure to chain me to a desk answering the fricking tip line.”

			“Given the lab confirms poison,” I said, “do you have a lead on solving the case?”

			“Digger argued with another treasure hunter, Johnny Hayes. Lilith says he was after Digger’s gold.”

			“What do you think?” I asked.

			Goodman shook his head. “Don’t feel right. Johnny Hayes is mean enough to kill. But he’s also big-hearted enough to shoot his victim in the back, not poison him.”

			As Bruce and I talked to the Chief Deputy, I viewed the last of the grievers drifting away, trudging back to their cars. It took me a moment to hear the squabbling noise shatter the mourners’ quiet. A ruckus as out of place as mud-wrestling in a church. Across the cemetery, about the length of a tennis court away from me, Lilith waved her arms and yelled at a bear of a man.

			The man bellowed, “You witch!” 

			Goodman had left us, racing toward the two.

			Lilith pointed and screamed, “Murderer!”

			Bruce and I glanced at each other and then ran after Goodman.

			The top of Lilith’s head rose to the man’s red-faced chin. He seemed to be shaking in rage. Lilith pushed the man, to no effect.

			Two additional men ran up into the fray, shouting and circling Lilith and the big man, dancing aimlessly like kids in their first soccer game.  The stocky man pulled back his arm as if to punch Lilith.

			I sprinted past the Chief Deputy and grasped at Lilith, missing a grip on her dark-blue peacoat but yanking a clump of her blonde hair.

			She squawked and fell backward, away from the angry man. I grabbed the big man’s arm and held him away from her. He had the tiny eyes of the madman, set in a puffy face, blazing the hate of a nasty rodent. I saw pudgy, about 240 pounds, but strong. He stared at me but hesitated.

			Goodman burst into the uproar, shoved the other two men away from Lilith, and pushed the big man back toward the line of parked cars. “This is a funeral, you ass. Leave.” Bruce and I stood by the Chief Deputy.

			Lilith stood behind the Chief Deputy, rubbing her sore head and shouting, “He murdered Digger. Arrest him.”

			The big man hissed, “Get that crazy woman away from me.”

			The three men hurried away, zigzagging around tombstones. After the scuffle, Lilith left too.

			“Who were those guys?” I asked Goodman.

			“The big one’s Johnny Hayes. The other two are his flunkies. Their job is to trail behind him.”

			“Their clothes are shabby, like the gravediggers,” Bruce said.

			“Can’t charge them with Digger’s death just because they’re worthless.” Goodman hesitated and then continued. “But my hunch says Hayes might not be the culprit for this one.”

			Bruce and I walked back to our parked vehicle. Tomorrow, Roth and I needed to question Lilith. Harry was unsure about the killer, but she was confident she knew. Why?

		


		
			3

			Roth’s Mansion, Asheville — Saturday

			A few minutes before ten, as I finished brushing my teeth, the doorbell rang. Our visitor had arrived on time. I bounded down the stairs and opened the mansion’s front door. Lilith, wearing a white safety helmet and a yellow rain jacket, stood before me. She had parked a navy-blue Vespa scooter on the driveway in the nippy weather. She stepped inside, dripping rainwater, and gave me a closed-mouth smile. Bundled in layers, Lilith removed her helmet and then took off her wet rain jacket and leather coat. Whilst I hung the garments on a clothes tree, she wiped the water off her black plastic-framed glasses.

			She said, “Hope this’ll work,” and strode with me to Roth’s office. Seated at her desk on the far side of the room, my boss raised her head, covered by a long black veil, and put down her book. She observed Lilith for a moment and then motioned the young woman to sit in front of the desk. Lilith plopped down and glanced around. “Bruce isn’t here?” 

			I sat to the right side of Roth, my boss. “He’s working on another case just now.” I took out my notepad and pen.

			Roth spoke not a word, cloaked in black with white hair, her dark eyes examining our visitor inch by inch. No one talked. Then Lilith took off her glasses and cleared her throat. “Your black tunic’s remarkable. It’s silk?”

			Roth gave Lilith a tight-lipped grin. “Silk. I’m afraid my sartorial tendencies are to the baroque and the dark.”

			Lilith arranged her glasses back on her nose. “Ms. Roth . . . you dress in black. Are you like a Puritan?”

			My boss beamed; then emitted a full-bore whoop! I had rarely seen her laugh so hard. There had been one previous occasion: after Roth solved the Mountain Feud case and we downed countless glasses of wine to celebrate, she had laughed at jokes, retold old stories. When she stopped laughing at Lilith’s question, I thought I saw, through the net of her veil, a tear remained on her cheeks. “My clothing choice is a long story. Maybe we can discuss it further another day. For now, how can I help you?”

			“I want to find who poisoned my fiancé. I won’t give up.”

			Roth nodded. “You mourn Digger Harper’s death. You’re frustrated the Sheriff’s Office hasn’t charged anyone?”

			Lilith brushed her flaccid blonde hair with a hand and lowered her eyes. “I was going . . . to spend my life with him.”

			Roth’s face showed grim. “Love. It’s magnificent. As two grow old together, he looks at you in a way saying he still sees you as he first saw you.”

			What the hell had I just heard? Roth never spoke like a romantic. When I think I understand her, I see I merely beat about on her surface. Thought-provoking, that’s what she is.

			Lilith pointed at me. “My fiancé told me, if anyone hurt him, go to Don,” Lilith sobbed. “Johnny Hayes stole from Digger.” She wiped her eyes. “He murdered Digger.”

			I realized Digger had been right. I needed to; I wanted to track down his killer.

			Lilith, with her leisurely rhythm, had finished. Roth watched for half a minute and then spoke. “You judge Mr. Hayes guilty. Why? What motivated him to slay Digger?”

			Lilith stopped, composing herself. “Hayes is a scrounger. He stole coins—and other things—from Digger during their treasure hunts.”

			Roth began quietly tapping on her desk. “You told the Chief Deputy about Hayes?”

			“Yes, ma’am,” Lilith said, “I did.”

			“And?”

			Lilith raised her head and clenched her fists. “Goodman wastes time. He hasn’t arrested Hayes for the poisoning.”

			I had begun to understand Lilith: patience wasn’t her strong suit. She didn’t appear to give up easily, but to bulldog her way past difficulties. Her remark about the Puritans intrigued me. Most people thought Roth dressed as if going to a funeral. Why had Lilith thought Puritan, a reference from ancient history?

			Roth continued drumming. “You don’t wish to wait on Goodman. You want us to solve the case?”

			“I do. It’ll work.”

			Roth laid her finger across her lips as if in thought. “Tell me more about this Mr. Hayes.”

			“Like what?”

			“What was his motivation to murder Digger?”

			Lilith fixed her eyes on Roth’s face. “Someone shot at Digger last Sunday. The motive—to steal Digger’s great-great-grandfather’s gold, hidden in the Civil War.”

			My head jerked. Was Lilith making another vague accusation? I sensed a snag. My boss had a faraway, blank expression, perhaps showing she no longer focused on Lilith’s problem. Roth might be choosing either pay attention or flight, a variation of the better-known fight or flight. My boss’s tapping had increased, and I suspected she had decided not to take on Lilith’s case. Luckily, Lilith abruptly switched to a subject Roth loved: money. “I know I’m asking Don to find a killer. I can pay you because we sold the Bechtler gold coins. Ten coins got us ten thousand dollars.”

			Roth blinked at Lilith. In that second, I recognized the shine of avarice in my boss’s eyes. I had heard the name, Bechtler, before. Trying to recall where, I sat up straight and searched through my memory of Colonial America. Christopher Bechtler was a German jeweler, watchmaker and gunmaker who came to America in the early eighteen hundreds. He settled in—oh where was it?—Rutherfordton, some forty miles southeast of Asheville. Until the California gold rush started, that area of North Carolina led the nation’s gold mining. In those bygone days, miners had no government mint in the Southern states. Bechtler cast the miners’ gold into his coins.

			Roth stopped tapping. “Were Bechtler Coins counterfeit?”

			“The coinages didn’t copy the government coins,” I said, “because they had the name Bechtler inscribed on their surface.”

			Roth turned back to Lilith. “Where did you find these coins?”

			“Digger found Bechtler had a young apprentice. This trainee learned to mint gold coins. His coins disappeared during the Civil War.” Roth had stopped tapping and leaned forward in her chair. Lilith had bagged my boss. 

			“Digger hunted down ten gold pieces,” Lilith said, “at the apprentice’s crumbling house in Rutherfordton. Found the coins buried under a rotting porch. We sold them to coin dealers.”

			I scribbled away on my notepad. My old friend, Digger, had been resourceful. He was always fun to be around. It had started to hit me how much I missed him. Roth leaned back in her chair and asked me, “Does the Chief Deputy have a suspect for the poisoning?”

			I gave a half shrug. “Goodman told me he’s investigating, which means he hasn’t gotten far.”

			Roth turned back to Lilith. “Tell me clearly why Mr. Harper’s death occurred?”

			“Digger told Johnny Hayes about the buried treasure. Hayes wanted to steal the gold. That’s why.”

			“You mentioned treasure. Are there more Bechtler coins?”

			Lilith took off her glasses and absentmindedly pushed one of the temple tips into her mouth. “No more Bechtler coins. I mean Confederate coins.”

			Roth began tapping again. “Get to the point.”

			“My fiancé had a great-great-grandfather who was a Confederate midshipman in the Civil War. In 1865, he buried Confederate coins near Morganton, North Carolina. Digger found this ancestor’s diary in the attic of his old family home.”

			“This family home is where?”

			“Old Fort, North Carolina. Those attic records say where the great-great-grandfather hid the gold.”

			My boss considered what Lilith had just said. “Surely the midshipman dug up the coins after the war?”

			Lilith shook her head. “He died at the Battle of Swannanoa Gap, shortly after Lee surrendered to Grant. Doubt he had time to return for them.”

			Roth glanced out a window and tapped away. “Your fiancé found records of a hidden hoard. He told Hayes, and both began searching. Do I have the progression correct?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			My boss frowned and little by little shook her head. “That’s a flimsy motive. If no one has unearthed the cache, why kill? Just keep searching for the coins.”

			“I have a bad feeling about this,” I said. “I grew up in the South. Most of those tales about Confederate gold were hearsay.”

			Lilith frowned at me and sat up straight. “Treasure hunting is what Digger did. He knew what he was doing. That hillbilly killed him.”

			“Do you know this Hayes explored for the treasure?” Roth asked Lilith. “Did he dig in the ground?” 

			“Digger saw Hayes excavating around Morganton. My fiancé—as he was dying—told us who did it. Digger drew a skull and crossbones in the spilled sugar.”

			Roth pursed her lips. “Hmm, why does a skull and crossbones mean a Civil War treasure?”

			“It means buried in the ground, like a pirate treasure.”

			“I can think of other meanings,” Roth said. “The symbol means poison. Maybe Digger wanted to make plain he had ingested a deadly mixture.”

			Lilith hesitated and then continued. “He threw up. Why would he use his dying energy to write the obvious?”

			 “In ancient times, the skull and crossbones marked a church’s cemetery,” I said. “Fraternities and sports teams adopted the symbol as their icon.”

			Roth shook her head. “Who had poison? Do we know if Goodman found any at Digger’s house?”

			Lilith appeared to take time to think before she answered. “Chief Deputy Goodman told me he didn’t find any.”

			Listening to Lilith, I accepted Johnny Hayes was a mean hillbilly, but she had only a hunch Hayes killed her fiancé.

			Lilith’s face began to take on a red tinge, as she appeared to grow frustrated with Roth questioning her. “I’ll write a check now. You find who murdered my love. It’ll work.”

			Roth smiled. “Write out a check for five thousand dollars—to start.”

			Lilith retrieved her leather coat, pulled a checkbook out of her pocket, and wrote the retainer. Roth took the check in her right hand and tapped one edge against her desk. “The important thing is to nail the killer, but what if we find the Civil War gold in the process?”

			Lilith jerked her head up to face Roth. “I don’t care. Prove Hayes killed Digger and don’t quit.”

			Roth put the check in a desk drawer. “This gold might not exist but if it does, I suggest we split it: half to you and half to Roth Securities.”

			Lilith removed her glasses and wiped them again. “Okay.”

			Roth gazed at Lilith for a moment. “You know where the gold is?”

			She hesitated. “More or less. Nathaniel Harper told me.”

			“In his journal? You read his words?”

			“In his April 1865 diary.”

			“And you have this diary?” Roth asked.

			“I do.”

			Lilith’s epiphany surprised me. She had chattered on and on about Hayes; I had missed the vital info in the journal. Now Roth would concentrate on gold coins like a hawk after a rabbit.

			“Let’s meet tomorrow,” Roth said. “Bring your fiancé’s documents, his great-great-grandfather’s journals.”

			Lilith put on her outer garments, picked up her helmet, and left. I watched her ride off on her Vespa and then I went back to the office. “You did well to bring Lilith to me,” Roth said. “Gratifying.”

			She stared at the ceiling as if in deep thought. “Let’s go through Digger’s documents with Lilith tomorrow.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			Roth glanced at the bookcase at the front of the room, where a small camera for a CCTV system lay hidden. “Mickey, come here.”

			Her third operative, Mickey Ploughman, a muscular man with brown eyes, short black hair, and sparse goatee and mustache, entered the office. “Ms. Roth.”

			“You saw everything?”

			He nodded.

			Roth pursed her lips. “Did Lilith gain by Digger’s death? Trail her and find out where she goes and if Digger’s death brought her wealth, like a life insurance policy.”

			“Yes, Ms. Roth.”

			“And get Bruce to run a computer background check on her and Digger.”

			Mickey jotted in a notepad, nodded, and left the office.

			I twisted my college ring around my finger. “What are my instructions?”

			Roth turned to me. “Same as always: sleuth for the truth.”

			“Why didn’t Lilith tell me in the first place she had a description of burying the gold?”

			Roth held her hand up with its palm facing me. “Doesn’t matter. Tomorrow, begin your hunt for the Confederate coins. Tomorrow, find out how and where the gold got buried.” She picked up her book, dismissing me.

			I thought, Roth wants to find coins. Lilith wants to find a killer.
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