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Prologue

 


“Here, let me show you. You
have to remember, Brooke, that you weigh a tad more than that
little bit of mud. Just lay your weight over it like I showed you,
and center your start.” She did that, bending her body nearly in
half to do it. However, she was too short and couldn’t get the clay
to center correctly no matter what she tried. Standing up and
leaning over the wheel again, she got it to do just what she
wanted. But she knew that doing it this way was going to hurt her
back. Brooke looked at her grandda and asked him for some
help.

“Okay, so you have to
stand. We can work around that.” He nodded as he took measurements
of her and the height of the wheel. “Heard tell that some potters
stand when they throw. Me? Can’t do it no matter how old I get. But
you, I think you can make it work for you, being that you’re young
starting it this way.”

It took them two weeks to get the
wheel at the right height for her. Every little adjustment was
written on the wall beside the kilns and then dated. They were
going to get it perfect for her, and she had no doubt that she’d be
throwing pots right alongside her grandda before too much
longer.

After a month she was pulling up the
long line of clay almost as well as Grandda. He was letting her
experiment with forms and some of the tools he’d made on his own
too. Brooke felt like a real potter when he treated her this
way…like she was his partner, not just his great
granddaughter.

Some of his tools were as old as her,
others as old as her mom would have been had she not died. When
Brooke asked him about other designs that she wanted to make, he
showed her that as well. Not only how to make the small wooden
tools that were as standard in a pottery shed as the clay would be,
but how to use the things that were right outside their
door.

When she threw her first large piece,
one that she was as proud of as anything she’d ever done, he stood
back and looked at it. It wasn’t finished, not by a long shot, as
it was still raw, the clay only just beginning to turn leather
hard. When he walked around it for the fourth time, not saying
anything but really looking at it, Brooke looked too. She could see
every line of it, every little finger mark, and where she had
paused with the wet sponge in the process. Pausing in front of it,
his hand on his cheek, she knew that Grandda was going to tell her
she could do much better, which she could, and that someday she
might be half as good as him.

“What’s your plan? I mean,
when you had that raw ball in your hand, what did it say to you?”
Grandda had told her that each piece spoke to him. Even before he
knew what it was going to be, the clay did. Brooke looked at the
forms she’d thrown and tried to think how to tell him what she
thought it said. “Come on now, you know that of all people, I’ll
understand what it said.”

“I’m to keep it like it is,
raw for now, at least until it’s firm enough for me to work with.
Then I’m to put some of the stones in it that I found in the
mountain.” He nodded, still not looking at her but at the piece.
“When I fire it, the clay said that the colors will be like none
other…that once we take it from the fire it’ll show a brilliance
that the earth has never seen.”

Grandda walked around the piece once
more. It was going to be tall, about five feet with all the pieces
stacked atop one another. The batts, the board that she’d used to
throw it on, was still attached until it was dry enough to
remove.

She’d had to throw three pieces to get
it the way she had seen it in her head, each of them a little
different, a little wider or taller, but they would stack atop one
another to get the height she knew it had to be. And it wasn’t a
clean fit…the clay hadn’t allowed her to be perfect about her
technique. Now, it was in its last stages of drying enough to work
with, to put the final art on before it had to be put in a kiln to
fire the first time. Brooke could see what stone to use as well as
where it was to be put in the clay before the final firing, the one
that would bring it to life.

“When you’re finished, I
want to help you with it.” She nodded, hoping that he’d say that.
“Not the finishing touches, but with the firing. It will take a
delicate firing, slow to burn and hot. You’ll need to stay with me
when we do this; the fire cannot ever cool too much or get too
high. The kiln, it will need to be watched over, like the pieces
that we fill it with. You willing to do that? To come and be a part
of its next journey?”

“Yes. I want to do this.”
He nodded and looked at the piece again before turning to her. “You
think it will be a nice piece? Not show quality like yours, but
nice?”

“Never say that it will not
be perfect before you even see it. The clay, it has a heart, same
as you. Otherwise why would we bother?” She nodded, not sure what
he meant. “It will be what it wants to be, using you as its canvas,
not the other way around. All right?”

She nodded. Yes, she was the way for
the clay to speak, not her to speak to it.

Over the next three days she gathered
her stones, laying them out in the order that she could see in her
head. She’d tried to plan them out on her own, matching the colors
in groups, the size of them going from smaller to larger. But her
muse, her clay, wouldn’t let her finish when she tried to change
the design to suit herself. The piece, it seemed, knew just the way
it was to be.

The day before the firing, a full
month after Grandda had said he wanted to help her, he and Brooke
had started the fires in the lower part of the kiln. Lucky for her
there were enough pieces to fill the cave kiln. Otherwise she might
have had to wait for several more months to see her finished
piece.

Her grandda had built the kiln in the
forties when there wasn’t one big enough to fire the pieces that he
wanted to glaze. He designed his own anagama kiln, built right into
the mountain and fed at the bottom in a continuous feeding of wood,
when no builder would help him. He and several other potters, all
but him now out of business, had spent the better part of a year
digging out the cave and making a fire pit large enough to heat it
to the right temperatures. The fuel, mostly trees felled on the
property where the kiln was built, was perfect for the firings.
Each different type of wood would add a chemical product to the
firing that could never be duplicated. It was what made this type
of firing so amazing.

They would get ash from the wood, and
salts that mixed with the chemicals of the glazes would give colors
that might never be seen in an electric or gas fired kiln. Even a
raku firing—one where the piece was heated to a certain temperature
then taken out, almost molten, to be dropped in different elements
such as newspapers or straws—couldn’t compare to a wood
firing.

It took three days for the anagama
kiln to cool enough to open; the same number of days it had taken
for it to get to temperature. She went from wishing the process
would hurry to just wishing that it had never been fired. Brooke
was afraid of what they might find inside.

There were hundreds of pieces in the
large kiln that had been brought in by local potters, schools, as
well as people just starting out in this sort of medium. Some of
them had brought their work to them months ago, others just that
morning. Things had been busy getting the kiln loaded. Grandda’s
rule was, you want it fired, then you help with the firing. Which
meant chopping wood, loading the pottery, staying up when it was
your turn to stoke the fire, as well as help out with the food.
There was always plenty of that latter to go around too.

Pieces would be put in, sitting on the
steps up the high hill, stacked on large shelves, or even buried in
the dirt so that the effect would, hopefully, be amazing. The heat
would reach each piece, while the fumes, some of them noxious,
would be vented out of the top, nearly at the peak of their
mountain.

Each piece had been marked because
sometimes months would go by and they’d have to remind the person
that their pieces were ready to be fired. Brooke had met a great
many famous men and women when they’d come to their farm to party
with their grandda during a long firing, and had remained friends
with them long after.

Brooke knew that it wasn’t going to be
a quick firing, as he’d told her slow and delicate was needed. And
when they were satisfied that they’d done all they could for the
pieces, not just hers but all pieces in the kiln, they let the
flames slow to a low burn for another day, then let it die all
together. All they could do now was wait.

Upon opening the great door, there
were shattered pieces just inside the doorway. Broken shards of
pottery, some of it melded to another piece of work and ruining
both pieces of art. Walls of pottery were still too hot to touch,
while others had cooled enough to be removed with heavy asbestos
gloves. Brooke tried to avoid the area where her pieces were
sitting. Her piece, her first, was in the middle, still some feet
from where they’d entered.

“You know, child, that not
all of my pieces make it out of here. That is the worst kind of
torture for an artist, to find that something happened in the
firing and it’s all for naught.” She told him that she understood
that, but she’d still be disappointed. “As you should be. It’s a
fine piece you put together. I hope we can display it in the store
in town.”

It would be an honor to have her work
displayed in the store, Brooke knew this. But no one, except a
select few, would ever know that it was hers. It was the way her
grandda had lived his artistic life, and the same way she would
live hers, she’d decided. Being famous, she’d always believed, had
gotten her mom nowhere but dead, and that was enough limelight for
her.

She saw the first of the three pieces
sitting just where she’d put it. Walking slowly to it, Brooke held
her breath until she saw the second one. It too seemed to be all
right; nothing had been broken around it, and hers had survived and
not exploded onto someone else’s. Then she stood over the
third.

“Brooke?” Grandda stood
beside her as they looked at the pieces. They were all complete,
with nothing touching them. Her first piece had fired well. “We
can’t take it out just yet, a couple more hours. We have to be
careful that it doesn’t get a cool breeze, either.”

Stacking the pieces up in the store
had been more than she could have hoped for. The stones had lent a
natural element to it that she hadn’t seen in her visions of it
done. Some of them had melted just a little, leaving the holes that
she’d set them in with a beautiful watery dripped look. The glazes
that she’d sprayed on it before putting it in the kiln had given
the piece a matte look in some places, and a bright shiny glaze in
others. The ash from the wood along with the salt from the mountain
had also changed many of the colors to be entirely different than
the clay had told her about. Matching the stones and other elements
on it had given it a very earthy look. Brooke was so proud of it
that she’d taken several pictures and had them printed and
framed.

The piece stood in the front of the
store for two weeks. People had come in asking how they’d found
such a wonderful Rickson piece. She’d had so much pride in those
comments that she’d taken to putting a penny in a jar each time she
heard it. It wouldn’t ever be much, but it was something akin to
having them know it was her.

The price on it, only a token one
really, tripled what she wanted for it, had she really wanted to
let it go. Brooke had no plans to sell it, so when a man had come
from some large pottery shop and paid her price, she was both
excited and sad at the same time. But the money had gone to getting
more supplies for their shop, and she’d sold her first piece. It
wouldn’t always be that way, she knew this, but now she had a goal,
a bigger one than before the sale. To make enough money to pay for
her own supplies, as well as a part of the monthly bills on the
shop.

Brooke knew she was well on her way to
becoming someone her grandda could be proud of. But she also knew
that no matter what she did or didn’t do, her grandda would love
her with all his heart.


Chapter 1

 


Mac tugged at his tie. It wasn’t
uncomfortable, it was just that he wasn’t used to wearing one
anymore. He wore a suit coat and pants to work when he had to, but
lately they’d all been wearing just polos. When he and Darcy were
in the front of the line to go inside the large building, a young
woman approached them after their tickets were taken.

“Hello, Mr. Harrison?” He
nodded. “My name is Olivia. I’m to understand that you might have a
piece of pottery that you want verified?” She showed him her
identification, saying that she worked for Rickson
Pottery.

“Verified? I guess.” Mac
handed her the vase after unwrapping it. “When will I get to talk
to the person who can tell me when it was made?”

“Let’s not get ahead of
ourselves here. We have to make sure that this isn’t a forgery.
You’d be surprised how many people bring in pieces that they made
themselves to try and pass off.” He didn’t care for her tone, nor
the implication that he was trying to scam someone. “I’ll find you
when we get finished with this.”

“Well that was rude, don’t
you think?” Mac agreed with Darcy. “You think they truly get a lot
of forged pottery in this market? I can understand paintings and
glass things, I guess. But pottery?”

“Yeah, I do. And you’re
right, she might have been a good deal nicer about it. As well as
being a little less accusatory toward us. But I know some of the
pieces can be really expensive. The piece I have was appraised at
about two grand a couple of years ago.” Darcy and he started
walking around the huge gallery. “I still can’t believe that Nikki
was able to get us in here. This is the best early Christmas I’ve
had in a while.”

“Yeah, it’s too bad that
Andi couldn’t come. But I’m also glad that she didn’t. Thanks again
for bringing me along with you. This is great.” They paused in
front of a piece that was about six feet tall. “Christ, can you
imagine trying to throw something like that?”

“It says here that it was
thrown in pieces, then stacked after each piece was glazed and
fired. The art on it was done prior to the firing process, and then
restacked once the glaze firing was complete. It was fired in an
anagama kiln, a handmade kiln that is usually built in the side of
a mountain. It says that the artist is never sure if the art will
line up perfectly until it’s complete.” Mac looked at the gorgeous
scene of a mountain side covered in trees and a waterfall tumbling
down from it. He thought he could almost feel the water spraying in
his face. “This took the potter nine days to finish after the forms
were thrown, adding on each piece of the water and trees carefully
so that the clay wasn’t stressed and didn’t fall in on itself as it
was worked.”

“Wow, that’s gorgeous. I
can see that sitting in your living room right in front of that big
window. It matches that room perfectly.” Darcy turned it over and
saw the price. “It has a sold ticket on it. I thought this was just
an exhibit of the work. And I guess you were right about the
prices. This one is nearly seventy grand.”

“This is an exhibit for the
most part, but once the flyers go out and people see the work,
there are always a few that call and make an offer. I’m not
entirely sure why the artist agreed to leave it on the floor even
after it was paid for. This piece was sold before it was even in
the house, or the gallery.” They both turned to look at Olivia when
she spoke. “Mr. Harrison, your piece is authentic, so would you
please follow me?”

Darcy declined to come along, saying
that he wanted to look around some more. When Mac and Olivia were
at a door in the back of the gallery, she turned to him and asked
him for his cell phone or any other recording devices. Actually, it
was more of a demand, but he took a step back from her.

“My phone? I don’t think
so. I don’t know you, and I have a pregnant wife at home that might
need me.” The door opened and a man stood there looking at the
woman for several seconds before looking at him. He didn’t speak,
but did wave him inside. Without a glance at Olivia, he went inside
to have the door closed after him and the other man. “She is not a
nice person.”

“No, she’s not. And I’m
sorry for that. Her mom was fired this morning, and Olivia isn’t
taking it any better than Mary did.” Mac turned to where the voice
came from and a light flared on. He nearly said something very rude
himself when he got a look at the woman standing there. Christ, she
was perfection. “My name is Brooke, this is my brother, Brody. I’d
like to talk to you about your piece. Can you tell me how you
acquired it?”

“I didn’t steal it if
that’s what you’re asking me.” She laughed and said that she hadn’t
thought he had. “I’m sorry. I’m not normally this rude to
strangers. That woman, she put me a little on edge with her
questions and comments. I bought it about fifteen years ago at an
estate sale. The man who had it in his collection had gotten it in
the mountains about thirty years ago or so. I’m sorry, the Smokey
Mountains. His family hated to part with it, I was told, but since
no one could agree on who got it, they had to sell by law. Really
sucks for them, but I was able to pick it up.”

“That sounds about right.
It’s old…more than likely, as they told you, from about the
thirties or forties. It’s a raku piece, fired in an outside kiln
and then dropped in what I think was straw when it was still fairly
hot. It was Mr. Rickson’s favorite medium” He knew that. Mac told
her how the family had given him the story about the piece when
he’d gotten it. Brody left them then, saying that he needed air.
When she didn’t say anything, neither did he. Brody had
seemed…well, he seemed antsy about being in the room with
them.

“Did you know that it’s
cracked? Just a ping crack, it’s called. Sometimes with high fire
clay there are what we call stress fractures. It could be just the
clay not settling right, or more than likely in this case, the clay
cooled down too quickly. With a raku firing, you would lose about
ten percent of your pieces to that very thing.”

She held it up to a light, then showed
him how the piece, when cracked, would sound differently when it
was bumped gently against something. He sat down when she
did.

“Will it break completely
if I don’t let anything happen to it?” She said it was hard to
tell, but it more than likely would. Clay was a very unpredictable
thing. “I would guess that painting and other forms of art are much
more stable.”

“They are. Even with the
crack, it’s still worth a great deal. Fifty grand…more if it wasn’t
cracked. If you wish to sell it, I’d gladly buy it from you.” He
looked around the room, then at his piece. Fifty grand? Christ. “As
I said, it’s a very old piece.”

He didn’t want to sell it. He and Andi
were having a room addition put on their house just for his
collection, and this piece was the center of it all. Mac loved
pottery. It mattered little to him if it was from someone famous or
not, he just liked it. But this piece, a Rickson, was the most
beautiful of all his collection, he thought.

Mac looked at Brooke. She was
beautiful, like model beautiful, with long dark, almost blue black
hair that hung at her back in a thick braid. Her skin was what his
dad might have called porcelain, perfect against the darkness of
her hair. High cheekbones and a small button nose adorned her face,
but it was her eyes that captured one’s attention. Purple, a deep
amethyst color that seemed to change just a little with the tilt of
her head. Mac remembered the man and then his name.

“You said that Brody was
your brother.” She nodded but he could see her getting tense.
“Olivia wanted my phone, so I couldn’t take any pictures. Not of
the things in here, but of you. Just you, I think. I wonder why
she’d do that? Or for that matter, why you’d have her do it? And
you did, didn’t you?”

“Perhaps I just didn’t want
you to record what I said about your pottery. Or maybe I didn’t
want you posting pictures of me without my permission. It’s all
very simple, I think.” Mac shook his head. “I will buy the piece
from you, Mr. Harrison, but no more than what it’s
worth.”

“I’m sorry, but it’s not
for sale. And I think I’m right about this and you. Your name, it
starts with a B. So does….” Mack looked around the room, then at
her. “Brooke Rickson. You’re BG Rickson. You’re the expert because
he’s your...not your father; he had to be a good deal too old for
that. So he was your grandfather, I think.”

“Great grandfather. How did
you know about me? Or Brody? We…. Are you trying to blackmail me
too? If so, you aren’t going to get anything either. Or did Uncle
Blake send you?” She stood up and so did he. “You can tell him what
I did before I left home, as well as the million other times that
he has hurt me. I’m not going to give him anything. Grandda left it
to me, not him, for a reason.”

“I’m not trying to
blackmail you, nor do I want to harm you in any way. And I don’t
know who this Blake person is other than what I read about him, but
if you need help with him, I can find it for you.” She asked him
who had told him while tears fell down her cheeks. It broke his
heart to know that he’d upset her this way. “My sister-in-law is a
cop. She did some digging when my wife told her about my love of
Rickson. Brooke, you’re the Running Water Pottery too, aren’t you?
Rickson, he named it for you.”

She moved around the room, touching
the pieces in the room with such a gentle hand that it was hard to
believe that it was stoneware and not something like silk or glass.
When she paused in front of his piece, she didn’t turn to look at
him while she spoke. She was still crying and he hated that so
much.

“Grandda taught me all he
knew when I was just a little girl. Not just about pottery, but
about life and things in general. I suppose in a way he was sort of
jaded about many things, people mostly. But he was all I had, so I
tended to listen to him and take his words to heart. But the
Running Water pottery is named for my mom, not me. She died a few
days after my brother was born. We were living with him when….
Anyway, I lived with him my whole life after she died, Brody too.
Benson…I guess you could say that he spent a great deal of his time
with our uncle when he wasn’t hiding from someone in the mountains.
Or, like most of the time, he would bum someone’s couch and stay
there until they caught him stealing from them.” She ran her finger
down the piece, almost like a caress. “Great Grandda died almost a
month ago. Just before he did, he begged me to come to this exhibit
to show off both of our work, mostly his, one more time. Then he
told me that I’d be safe, that no one would ever connect the dots
to me.”

“Nikki, my sister-in-law,
is very good. She didn’t know your name, only that you were B to
his D. What does the G stand for?” She told him as she sat back in
her seat. “Brooke Grace Rickson, it’s wonderful to meet
you.”

She was upset, he knew this. It was
written all over her face and in every line of her body. He wanted
to tell her that he’d not share her secret, and that he’d take it
to the grave, but he had a feeling that she wouldn’t believe him,
that she’d been told that line before. Mac was ready to tell her,
explain to her that she could trust him, when Darcy touched his
head, full of panic.

I need you out here,
now. Mac stood up and so did Brooke.
Christ, I’m going to jail, I just fucking know
it. Call an ambulance too.

“Stay here. There’s a
problem out front.” He should have known that she’d follow him. The
women in his family, including his wife, would have mopped the
floor up with him had he said anything like that to them. “All
right, but please call an ambulance. I guess we need
one.”

He was out the door before she’d
picked up the phone. Mac was told to come to the room on the right
of where he’d been taken, but to tread carefully. As he made his
way to the room, Mac encountered three wolves, all of them men, and
it looked as if they were standing guard at the door. It wasn’t
until one of them sniffed the air around him that he was allowed
in.

As soon as he was in the room with who
he thought was alpha to the wolves, Mac saw his brother. The alpha,
Morgan he said his name was, told him that he’d wanted to make sure
that no one knew what was going on so as not to cause a scene. Mac
thanked him. He had a feeling that this man knew Brooke and her
desire to keep her identity secret.

Mac saw the vase and the stand it had
been sitting on broken on the floor, its blue pieces shattered all
over the place. The young man, Brody, was against the wall,
unconscious but otherwise all right, his heart beating at a normal
pace. That was when he saw his brother on top of a
stranger.

Darcy had played football in both high
school and college, so to see him atop a man, holding him down with
his arm around his neck and his knee in his back, didn’t make him
as nervous as the gun lying no more than four feet from them. There
was a long baton there as well, something he’d seen both Nikki and
Storm use when they were taking down a jackass. Crouching down, he
asked Darcy if he was all right.

“Yeah, I’m just fine and
dandy. This shit, however, I don’t think he’s doing so well.” Darcy
nodded to the other man. “He hit him. Just came in the door and
knocked the kid on his ass like he was nothing at all.”

Brooke went to her brother just as he
was coming around, Mac noticed. When Brody let her look at him,
even from where he was Mac could tell that his arm was broken. Mac
asked the man under Darcy who he was.

“Benson Rickson. Where the
fuck is my sister?” Mac was glad that he’d stood between Brooke and
the man. He had no idea why, but he figured he’d try to knock Darcy
off and hurt both of them. “She owes me some money and I want it
now, not when she gets back to her house. Get her for me. And get
this piece of fucking shit off me too.”

Darcy laughed. “I don’t think you
understand the way this works. Usually, when I have a man in a
headlock, he asks nicely for things. You know, like ‘Would you
please let me go so that I can breathe?’ Or maybe, ‘Can you get off
my back? You’re hurting me and I’d really appreciate it if you’d
not hurt me more.’ Perhaps, and this is what I’m thinking, I’m not
doing this right.” Benson screamed when Darcy moved, and Mac
laughed. “There you go. Just what I wanted, you to understand that
I’m the one in charge, not you. Now what were you saying about your
sister?”

Before either of them could speak,
Brooke came to where they were and kicked Benson in the head. It
wasn’t as bad as the man made it sound, but he did try
unsuccessfully to get out from under Darcy to get her.

“Benson, you’re not
supposed to be here. I told you, several times, that I have a
restraining order against you and you’re to keep one mile away from
me. Do you know how much that is? I think you were given a lesson
on that not long ago by our police department when you tried to get
into my home. And it is my home, Benson…I know you’ve had that
explained to you as well.” Mac looked up at Brooke when she said
his name. “Can you please ask him not to let Benson go until the
police get here? I don’t know what he’ll do if he’s
free.”

“Yes, ma’am, I can hold
him. That other man, is he all right?” She told Darcy that he was
hurting, but was going to be fine once his arm was taken care of.
“I just bet he is. This fool came in here screaming about his
sister…well, I won’t repeat what he said. But when he didn’t get
any satisfaction in that, he pulled out that baton and started
swinging it. I’m sorry about that piece. I didn’t see what he was
doing until it was already down.”

“It wasn’t one of the more
priceless pieces, thankfully. But still vandalism. I guess this is
why we have insurance on these things, in the event things like
this happen.” She kicked Benson again. “I’m sure you know this is
not going to get you anything more than it would have before, don’t
you? Christ, you piss me off so much.”

Mac stood up when the police arrived.
Benson was still screaming at his sister, but he no longer called
her names. The first time he did that when Darcy was holding him,
he’d held him tightly enough that he blacked out. When he came to,
Darcy explained to the man how he could kill him and make it look
like an accident if he didn’t stop using that sort of language
around a lady. Apparently, he believed him.

Mac stood back while Benson was dealt
with. Brody was taken by ambulance to the local hospital, and
Brooke went with him on the promise that she’d meet the police
there. By the time Darcy was finished telling them several times
what had happened, the gallery had emptied out and Mac and Darcy
were left alone with the staff and wolf pack. The wolf and his
small pack had done just as they had promised. No one that had been
there, other than them, had any idea what had happened. Or to
who.

“Now what?” Darcy said he
didn’t know, but was sort of hungry. “Yeah, I could eat too. But do
you think we can swing by the hospital? Just to make sure that
Brooke is all right?”

Driving to the hospital, he told his
brother what he and Brooke had talked about. Darcy, like him, was
impressed that she’d been able to keep herself a secret all this
time, and wondered what the hell was up with the brother. Mac
shrugged as they pulled in the parking lot. Who knew the mind of
some
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